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In the spring of 1964, an explor atory well in Iran’s Masjid-e Sulayman oil field rup tured deep under ground, destroy-
ing the well head appa ra tus and venting large vol umes of nat u ral gas across the arid land scape. More than a minor 
inci dent in the his tory of Iran’s oil indus try, the event was instead an inflec tion point for the coun try’s state-

directed pro grams of eco nomic devel op ment, one rooted within the var ied mate ri al ity of petro leum itself. Creat-
ing new con fig u ra tions among bur ied petro leum depos its and induc ing a series of com po si tional changes within 
them, the well break spurred the cre a tion of a large pet ro chem i cal facil ity in the city of Bandar-e Shahpur that was 
aimed at meet ing grow ing demand for syn thetic fer til iz ers within Iran and abroad. In light of the aggres sive new 
pro grams of indus tri al i za tion and social reform being pur sued across Iran at the time, this arti cle stud ies the events 
at Masjid-e Sulayman as a win dow into the sig nifi  cance of nature’s con tin ued uncon trol la bil ity amid a mod ern iz ing 
drive pred i cated on harnessing nat u ral resources for human ends. Such efforts relied on the exploi ta tion of petro-
leum, but oil and nat u ral gas depos its were not pas sive in the story. They instead migrated and mutated in ways 
unfore seen and uncon trolled by peo ple, in the pro cess enabling new oppor tu ni ties for Iran’s developmentalist state, 
a meet ing of human ambi tion and nat u ral phe nom ena that left both altered.

In looking at the oper a tions of oil firms and their inter ac tions with petro leum depos its, schol ars have largely 
traced the trans la tion of nat u ral var i abil ity and unpre dict abil ity into sys tem a tized and trans port able schema sub ject 
to man age ment and con trol.1 Such tech ni cal trans for ma tions were cru cial not only for the phys i cal and com mer cial 
aspects of oil pro duc tion, but also for the polit i cal and con trac tual mech a nisms that governed the own er ship of oil 
resources—in both legal and prac ti cal terms—and the dis tri bu tion of profi ts from their sale.2 These per spec tives, 
while giv ing impor tant insight into the sci en tific and polit i cal regimes that have been built upon petro leum exploi-
ta tion, largely repro duce the log ics of mas tery that Victor Seow has high lighted as giv ing rise to tech no cratic forms 
of gov er nance in China and Japan.3 Politics in such accounts are rooted fore most in the infor ma tional or phys i cal 
man age ment of fos sil fuels and the con se quences that flowed from cho sen tech niques of con trol.4

Focusing on the Shahpur pet ro chem i cal com plex as a meet ing point between the Masjid-e Sulayman blow out 
and Iran’s own tech no cratic impulses, this arti cle stud ies the char ac ter of Iran’s developmentalist plan ning and its 
rela tion ship to the nat u ral world. Part of a larger pro gram of top-down social change and indus tri al i za tion, pet ro-
chem i cals were cru cial to efforts to boost pro duc tiv ity in an agri cul tural sec tor under go ing exten sive redis tri bu-
tion ist and com mer cial iz ing inter ven tions.5 Scholars have long empha sized the role of exper tise, the shah’s ambi-
tions, and the United States in the story of Iran’s developmentalist plan ning.6 Underappreciated is the influ ence of 
petro leum depos its them selves, not as sources of rev e nue or even energy but as unsta ble sys tems shap ing avail  able 
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oppor tu ni ties. Such oppor tu ni ties were embed ded in 
the rela tion ship between the Ira nian gov ern ment and 
Brit ish Petroleum. Controlling much of Iran’s oil sec tor 
even after the coun try’s oil nation al i za tion cri sis of the 
early 1950s, Brit ish Petroleum maintained its posi tion 
through what Katayoun Shafiee calls the tech ni cal and 
legal “orga ni za tional work” of oil pro duc tion.7 But that 
con trol was always to some extent pre car i ous, and it 
was within spaces and moments of uncer tainty—such 
as when a well rup tures and nat u ral gas migrates—that 
Ira nian plan ners were  able to assert their developmen-
talist visions even in the face of oppo si tion by Brit ish 
Petroleum offi cials more concerned with the poten tial 
costs of nat u ral gas exploi ta tion.

What fol lows is an exam i na tion of the 1964 well 
fail ure at Masjid-e Sulayman and its after math. After 
a dis cus sion of this arti cle’s con tri bu tions and the o ret-
i cal posi tion ing, the nar ra tive begins with a study of 
sul fur in Iran’s early oil indus try. It then exam ines the 
place of pet ro chem i cals in the coun try’s midcentury 
devel op ment plans, connecting efforts to uti lize gas to 
wide spread trans for ma tions within Iran’s agri cul tural 
sec tor. The arti cle then explores the role of hydro gen 
sul fide, a cor ro sive petro leum impu rity, in caus ing the 
acci dent and the uncon trolled remak ing of Masjid-e 
Sulayman’s under ground geog ra phy. The final sec-
tion turns to the inher ent uncer tainty of con trol ling 
the field’s gas, and the polit i cal out comes that flowed 
from that unpre dict abil ity. Underlined in this arti cle 
are the nat u ral phe nom ena at work within the earth, 
a delib er ate coun ter point to his to ries that have pri or i-
tized human actions and the effects of petro leum on the 
earth’s sur face. Highlighted is the role of uncer tainty 
and the par tic u lar in shap ing the polit i cal out comes of 
twen ti eth-cen tury Iran, show ing how the nat u ral lim-
its of Brit ish Petroleum’s man a ge rial con trol enabled an 
asser tion of Ira nian developmentalist ambi tions.

Oil and Precarity
The 1964 acci dent and its after math were the result of a 
com plex causal web involv ing Iran’s pol i tics of devel op-
ment, Brit ish Petroleum’s field oper a tions, the cor ro sive 
effects of hydro gen sul fide, and the rocky under ground 
strata of south west Iran.8 Far from being merely pas-
sive points of access to static and uni form under ground 
depos its, oil and gas wells actively remade south west-
ern Iran’s sub ter ra nean regions in unfore seen ways. 
When Brit ish Petroleum’s well rup tured, Masjid-e 
Sulayman’s pre vi ously dis tinct petro leum depos its 
were linked into a sin gle res er voir, enabling new and 

uncon trolled move ments of nat u ral gas that would in 
turn help drive the con struc tion of a new pet ro chem i cal 
com plex. This causal sequence com pli cates our under-
stand ings of mod ern i za tion in Pah lavi Iran, a state- 
cen tered phe nom e non claiming legit i macy through a 
“pol i tics of mate rial prom ise” that was built in large part 
on the dom i na tion of nature.9 Much of the schol ar ship 
on the period has reproduced such artic u la tions, tell ing 
stories rooted in royal ambi tion, grow ing tech no cratic 
mas tery over state and soci ety, Cold War geo pol i tics, 
and, behind it all , soar ing oil wealth.10 More broadly, 
schol ars have pri or i tized rev e nues in seek ing to explain 
the polit i cal and eco nomic devel op ments of petro leum-
pro duc ing states, giv ing rise to the idea of the “ren tier 
state” and the “oil curse.”11 Such accounts treat petro-
leum as rents, forg ing a direct and iso mor phic rela tion-
ship upon which to build argu ments that root polit i cal 
out comes in dis putes over the con trol of oil rev e nues.12

Tim o thy Mitchell has famously cri tiqued the focus 
on petro leum rev e nues as the pri mary driver of author-
i tar i an ism within the Middle East. He instead looks to 
the phys i cal real i ties of fos sil fuel exploi ta tion, high-
light ing the influ ence that labor, pri vate enter prise, and 
sys tems of pro duc tion have had in open ing and clos-
ing dem o cratic pos si bil i ties around the world.13 Such 
broader under stand ings of petro leum’s social influ ence 
are part of a grow ing body of work rec og niz ing oil and 
its indus tries as gen er a tive of a wide array of polit i cal 
and cul tural arrange ments.14 Other schol ars, writ ing 
with an eye toward cli mate change, have fur ther exam-
ined the deep inte gra tion of fos sil fuels into sys tems 
of cap i tal ist accu mu la tion and thus global ecol ogy.15 
Such ana ly ses, how ever, whether focused on rev e nues 
or car bon, have largely assumed the fun gi bil ity of oil, 
ignor ing the con sid er able efforts put toward find ing 
effi cient ways of turn ing petro leum into stan dard ized 
prod ucts.16 More broadly, Laleh Khalili has pointed to 
the sim i lar i ties between oil and other com mod i ties like 
sand in their struc tur ing of pol i tics around the world.17 
As with oil, sand is not homog e nous. Whether used for 
con crete or for fracking, diff er ent grades of sand are 
drawn from diff er ent sources and pos sess diff er ent 
polit i cal impli ca tions derived from both their spe cific 
mate rial prop er ties and the uses to which they are put.

By using petro leum and its impu ri ties to study 
the sig nifi  cance of oil and gas com po si tions to Ira nian 
his tory, this arti cle exam ines the 1964 blow out and 
its after math to argue that petro leum has never been 
homog e nous—an idea expressed through the use of 
terms like “oil” and “nat u ral gas” in the sin gu lar—in 
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either social or his tor i cal terms. In doing so it high-
lights petro leum not as a source of energy or rev e nue 
but as a feed stock for cre at ing what Adam Hanieh has 
termed our “syn thetic world” of plas tics and engi-
neered chemicals.18 Proliferating in the decades after 
the Second World War, pet ro chem i cals quickly found 
their way into daily life around the world, enabling 
new pat terns of cheap con sump tion while chok-
ing the earth with long-lived poi son ous waste.19 In 
the 1960s, pet ro chem i cals represented a poten tially 
lucra tive evo lu tion of Iran’s petro leum indus try and a 
pro duc tive out let for its nat u ral gas resources. “Sour” 
gas—nat u ral gas with high con cen tra tions of cor ro-
sive hydro gen sul fide—was par tic u larly use ful for 
pro duc ing a vari ety of pet ro chem i cals rang ing from 
fer til iz ers to sul fu ric acid and more. The 1964 acci-
dent at Masjid-e Sulayman sud denly and unex pect-
edly made large vol umes of sour gas avail  able for use, 
and it was exactly this new avail abil ity that spurred 
the con struc tion of a large pet ro chem i cal com plex at 
Bandar-e Shahpur that would quickly come to sup ply 
a major por tion of Iran’s grow ing demand for fer til iz-
ers and indus trial chemicals.

However, the focus here is not on such prod-
ucts them selves or their sci en tific or com mer cial his-
tory. The focus is rather on the con tin gent encoun ters 
between human enter prise and uncon trolled nat u ral 
phe nom ena that enabled the pro duc tion of these prod-
ucts in places like Iran. This arti cle thus fol lows the 
insta bil ity of Masjid-e Sulayman’s petro leum depos its, 
in the pro cess draw ing upon and advanc ing meth od ol o-
gies of social anal y sis rooted in notions of precarity and 
envi ron men tal hybrid ity.20 “Precarity is the con di tion of 
being vul ner a ble to oth ers,” Anna L. Tsing writes, and 
a “pre car i ous world is a world with out tel e ol ogy.”21 At 
ques tion here is a tel e ol ogy of advanc ing human mas-
tery within the petro leum indus try, the log ics of which 
find ulti mate expres sion in the notion of the Anthropo-
cene and its spe cies-level vision of combusted hydro-
car bons and an altered earth. Scholars like Jason W. 
Moore, Donna Haraway, and oth ers have trou bled that 
nar ra tive, looking instead for the par tic u lar his to ries 
by which wide spread envi ron men tal change has been 
made.22 This arti cle attends to one such his tory, explor-
ing Ira nian pet ro chem i cals’ roots in the vul ner a bil ity of 
oil oper a tions to unfore seen nat u ral forces. This is not 
a ques tion of fail ure, which is the fate of many sys tem a-
tiz ing and mod ern iz ing pro jects.23 Nor is it, as Andreas 
Malm argues, a ques tion of diff us ing agency—and thus 
respon si bil ity—across ever more actors and undermin-

ing our abil ity to change the world for the bet ter (or at 
least avert cli mate disas ter).24 Rather, put ting inde ter-
mi nacy at the cen ter of our ana ly ses high lights how 
human con trol is extended, where it slips, and what is 
made from such moments.

Oil and Brimstone
In 1967, three years after the orig i nal well rup ture at 
Masjid-e Sulayman, con sul tant R. E. Old Jr., hired by 
the National Ira nian Oil Company (NIOC) to eval u ate 
the sit u a tion, blamed the explo sion on oper a tors’ fail ure 
to account for the pres ence of hydro gen sul fide, one of 
petro leum’s most com mon and chal leng ing impu ri ties.25 
Variously employed by Core Laboratories, a Texas-based 
oil field ser vices com pany, Socony-Vacuum Oil Co., and 
NIOC, Old was a trained chemical engi neer possessing 
con sid er able expe ri ence in petro leum res er voir anal y sis 
with a num ber of pub li ca tions and con fer ence pre sen-
ta tions to his name.26 His focus on hydro gen sul fide’s 
role in the inci dent was not sur pris ing. A toxic, cor ro-
sive, and flam ma ble gas marked by the smell-dead en ing 
stench of rot ten eggs, hydro gen sul fide is a nat u rally 
occur ring petro leum impu rity that appears in vary ing 
con cen tra tions within oil and gas depos its. Petroleum’s 
his tory thus shows recur rent and per sis tent con cerns 
about sul fur quan ti ties and the related “qual ity” of par-
tic u lar depos its. Reflecting such judg ments, existing 
accounts have largely treated the ele ment as an obsta-
cle over come or circumvented by com pa nies intent on 
build ing an indus try and com pet ing for mar ket share.27 
But sul fur, pri mar ily in the form of sul fu ric acid, has a 
long list of indus trial appli ca tions, rang ing from fer-
til iz ers to pig ments to oil refin ing itself, and over the 
course of the twen ti eth cen tury global sul fur demand 
was increas ingly filled as a by-prod uct of the oil and gas 
indus try.28 It was in this con text that the sud den dis cov-
ery of large quan ti ties of sour nat u ral gas would spur the 
cre a tion of the Shahpur pet ro chem i cal com plex.

Long before the inci dent in ques tion, how ever, the 
rel a tively high con cen tra tion of sul fur in Iran’s crude, a 
trait also observed in the crude oil of other Per sian Gulf 
nations, presented unex pected chal lenges to oil explor-
ers. With D’Arcy’s orig i nal 1901 con ces sion largely in the 
hands of the Burmah Oil Company by 1905, plans called 
for Masjid-e Sulayman’s out put to be refined mostly 
into ker o sene for sale. Unlike the low-sul fur “sweet” 
Bur mese crude with which they were famil iar, the high 
lev els of sul fur in Iran’s oil sur prised Brit ish petro leum 
experts and com pli cated the ambi tions of the Anglo-
Per sian Oil Company (APOC). Tainting the Abadan 
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refin ery’s out put with a yel low ish tinge, an unpleas ant 
odor, and a ten dency to film glass when burned, APOC 
prod ucts were of such low qual ity that they were vir tu-
ally unmar ket able and threat ened the via bil ity of the 
entire pro ject.29 APOC soon found its sal va tion in fuel 
oil, how ever, for which Ira nian crude was more read-
ily suited, and in the Royal Navy’s for tu itous deci sion 
to con vert its ships from coal to oil in the early 1910s. 
That turn was not with out con tro versy, how ever, as a 
sig nifi  cant por tion of the com pany’s direc tors instead 
pushed to con tinue pri or i tiz ing ker o sene pro duc tion. 
But Abadan’s inabil ity to make it at suffi  ciently mar ket-
able qual i ties proved to be the tip ping point.30 APOC 
becom ing the Royal Navy’s pri mary sup plier of fuel 
oil was not deter mined by Ira nian crude’s sul fur level, 
but it was an inte gral part of the story. Debates within 
APOC about fuel oil’s com mer cial via bil ity predated 
refin ery prob lems, but it was sul fur-induced trou bles 
with ker o sene pro duc tion that tipped the bal ance in 
favor of those advo cat ing that the com pany shift focus 
to heavier fuels.31

Though the ker o sene’s filming effect was corrected 
by 1913, APOC’s refin ery issues con tin ued in sub se-
quent years, with even the Admiralty’s fuel oil peri od-
i cally fail ing to meet spec i fi ca tions. Despite sig nifi  cant 
invest ments of time and money, it was only with the 
arrival of petro leum crack ing in the mid-1920s that the 
com pany man aged to fully turn the cor ner on its sul fur 
prob lem.32 Petroleum crack ing, devel oped in the United 
States, enabled the pro duc tion of higher-qual ity motor 
and avi a tion fuels.33 APOC quickly adopted crack ing 
prac tices, and the instal la tion of Abadan’s first crack ing 
unit in 1927 marked a sig nifi  cant advance ment in the 
com pany’s refin ing capabilities. Cracking breaks apart 
hydro car bons through heat and pres sure, a pro cess by 
which heavier oil frac tions, which dom i nated the crude 
found in Iran’s south west ern region, could be made into 
ligh ter, more lucra tive ones. Cracked hydro car bons are 
not fin ished prod ucts, how ever, and require fur ther 
processing to remove unwanted res i dues. APOC turned 
to a sul fu ric acid for that sec ond stage, at first rely-
ing upon large amounts of sul fur shipped from Texas 
before quickly learn ing to extract the nec es sary quan-
ti ties from the hydro gen sul fide contained in Abadan’s 
own refin ery gases.34

By the late 1930s, APOC—by this point renamed 
the Anglo-Ira nian Oil Company (AIOC)—was using 
large quan ti ties of sul fur not only to wash cracked 
hydro car bons but also in new pro cesses of alkyl ation 
used to meet rap idly ris ing demand for high-grade 

motor and avi a tion spirit.35 In this way, over the course 
of the 1920s and 1930s, the sul fur in Iran’s crude was 
transformed from an imped i ment to a “very impor-
tant part of the com pany oper a tions.”36 Iran’s “oil” was 
thus never a pure sub stance sim ply lifted and shipped 
around the world; it was instead a series of manufac-
tured prod ucts depen dent on what had once been con-
sid ered a nox ious impu rity. By con cep tu ally crack ing 
apart “oil” to focus on sul fur, it becomes pos si ble to see 
the ele ment’s sig nifi  cance in shap ing the early his tory of 
Iran’s oil indus try.

Petrochemical Fertility
Even with the trans for ma tion of sul fur into a valu able 
com po nent of oil refin ing, in the fol low ing decades 
AIOC con tin ued to face trou ble with hydro gen sul fide’s 
cor ro sive nature.37 Indeed, it would be the root cause of 
the costly 1964 blow out at Masjid-e Sulayman. Losses 
asso ci ated with the inci dent were heavy, with R. E. Old 
esti mat ing that some 396 bil lion cubic feet of nat u ral 
gas val ued at $193 mil lion had been allowed to vent into 
the atmo sphere in the three years since the ini tial rup-
ture.38 Nor were notional finan cial losses the sum total 
of the epi sode’s poten tial harm. Writing in the spring 
of the same year, Manuchehr Eqbal, head of NIOC and 
a pow er ful fig ure in the shah’s inner cir cle, described 
the con tinu ing loss of gas as a “cause of great anx i ety 
not only as an enor mous wast age of valu able nat u ral 
resource” but also as an imped i ment to the “the speedy 
implementation of one of the impor tant indus trial pro-
jects of the coun try,” one “for which already con sid er-
able invest ment has been earmarked and com mit ted.”39 
That “impor tant indus trial pro ject” was the Shahpur 
Petrochemical Complex in Bandar Shahpur, an enor-
mous facil ity on the Per sian Gulf coast then begin ning 
con struc tion that was intended to become a major sup-
plier of pet ro chem i cals both within Iran and abroad.

The Shahpur scheme was part of a 1960s- and 
1970s-era wave of pet ro chem i cal pro jects built on Iran’s 
enor mous gas reserves, a new indus try prom is ing both 
lucra tive rev e nues as well as a more diver si fied econ-
omy less depen dent on crude oil exports. Petrochemi-
cals were devel oped pri mar ily in the United States 
prior to World War II before pro duc tion expanded to 
Europe and Japan in the decades after. In the post war 
years a host of new pet ro chem i cal prod ucts entered 
world mar kets, from PVC to poly es ter to Agent Orange 
and many more, and the sec tor became an impor tant 
driver of the chemical indus try’s rapid growth dur ing 
the period. Large mul ti na tion als, includ ing those in the 
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oil indus try—enabled by fall ing trade bar ri ers in the 
late 1950s and 1960s, and aiming to feed a seem ingly 
insa tia ble appe tite for plas tics, phar ma ceu ti cals, and 
syn thetic fer til iz ers—began to estab lish pro duc tion 
facil i ties around the world, at first largely in the West-
ern Hemisphere before expanding into Europe and 
beyond. Though many ven tures would prove unprofi t-
able, AIOC—by this point renamed Brit ish Petroleum 
in the wake of Iran’s oil nation al i za tion cri sis—quickly 
became one of the larg est chemical com pa nies in 
Europe by exploiting North Sea oil and gas.40

Driven by a desire for eco nomic diver si fi ca tion and 
increased export rev e nues, petro leum-rich countries 
like Iran sought to enter the mar ket dur ing the 1960s 
and 1970s, often in coop er a tion with for eign firms. In 
1961 the shah of Iran, see ing the indus try’s suc cess, 
declared it “scan dal ous to burn” petro leum when it 
could be more profi t ably turned into pet ro chem i cals.41 
Indeed, major Amer i can chemical com pa nies like BF 
Goodrich, DuPont, and Allied Chemical were increas-
ingly attracted to the coun try’s cheap gas feed stocks 
and its geo graphic prox im ity to South and East Asia. 
Capitalizing on that inter est, the Ira nian gov ern ment 
entered a series of joint ven tures and thereby made 
pet ro chem i cals an impor tant part of its indus tri al iz ing 
plans.42 Other oil-rich states came to sim i lar con clu-
sions, with Saudi Arabia and Mexico investing heavily 
in the sec tor in the 1970s.43 While such ini tia tives suc-
ceeded in establishing businesses trad ing in basic and 
inter me di ate com mod ity chemicals, most failed to 
break the Amer i can and Euro pean hold on the indus-
try’s upper tier.44

Beyond the anti co lo nial tenor of seek ing to export 
more lucra tive manufactured prod ucts instead of 
raw resources, petro leum-rich states in the global 
South more over sought to lessen their depen dence on 
imported pet ro chem i cal prod ucts.45 In the post war 
decades, Ira nian demand for pet ro chem i cals rose rap-
idly as the coun try indus tri al ized and its agri cul tural 
sec tor was reconfigured by suc ces sive waves of reform-
ist inter ven tion. Originating in the work of the Amer i-
can engi neer ing con sul ting firm Morrison-Knudsen in 
the late 1940s, Iran’s pro grams of eco nomic devel op ment 
and the five- and seven-year plans that struc tured them 
were depen dent on petro leum and its rents. Natural gas 
was thus iden ti fied as a valu able but untapped source 
of energy for the coun try, one that Ira nian offi cials had 
been agi tat ing to uti lize since the 1930s.46 Standing in 
the way of those ambi tions, how ever, were fig ures like 
John Cadman, chair man of AIOC in the 1930s, who 

saw gas exploi ta tion as requir ing too much invest ment 
and too much basic research to be com pat i ble with the 
com pany’s com mer cial pri or i ties.47 However, Morrison-
Knudsen’s rec om men da tions were a turn ing point that 
gave the Ira nian gov ern ment a new tool with which to 
pres sure Brit ish Petroleum.48 Though years of nego ti-
a tions, stud ies, and plan ning would inter vene, by the 
1960s a num ber of new gas pro jects were either oper at-
ing or under con struc tion. Prominent among them was 
a new pet ro chem i cal sec tor intended make Iran “self-
suffi  cient in almost all  major pet ro chem i cals and plas tic 
ingre di ents.”49

Iran’s foray into pet ro chem i cals came amid the 
so-called Green Revolution, a decades-long period in 
which technoscientific tech niques of agri cul tural pro-
duc tion—hybrid ized crop vari e tals, mech a ni za tion, 
new irri ga tion sys tems, and the use of chemical fer til-
iz ers and pes ti cides—were spread around the world. 
Promoted by orga ni za tions like the US Agency for 
International Development, such pro grams sat squarely 
within the par a digms of mod ern i za tion the ory and the 
Amer i can gov ern ment’s harnessing of it as a Cold War 
weapon.50 Drawing from a sim i lar play book, Morrison-
Knudsen had recommended sweep ing reforms to Ira-
nian agri cul ture that were couched in tech ni cal terms 
but that car ried sig nifi  cant polit i cal impli ca tions.51 
Around the turn of the cen tury, Ira nian agri cul ture 
had largely moved toward export-ori ented sharecrop-
ping as the coun try was inte grated into Euro pean trade 
net works, a change that accen tu ated the power of land-
lords. By the mid dle of the cen tury, Ira nian agri cul ture 
was thus marked by highly strat i fied social arrange-
ments where a small group of wealthy own ers held 
some 80 per cent of all  ara ble land and pur sued greater 
profi ts through ever-increas ing exploi ta tion of labor 
rather than, as Morrison-Knudsen thought they should, 
cap i tal invest ment.52

The eco nomic power of land lords was more over 
trans lated into polit i cal power through their pater nal-
is tic social con trol of rural vil lages and the vote harvest-
ing it enabled. Any changes to Iran’s agri cul tural sys tem 
were thus highly polit i cized and became more so when 
the com mu nist Tudeh party made land redis tri bu tion 
a cen tral pil lar of its demands. Though Tudeh was vio-
lently suppressed in the wake of Iran’s 1953 coup, the 
idea of redis tri bu tion lived on and was championed in 
the early 1960s by the left-aligned Prime Minister ‘Ali 
Amini and Minister of Agriculture Hassan Arsanjani. 
For the shah, how ever, land reform was pri mar ily of 
inter est as a way to break the power of landed elites and 
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bind Iran’s rural clas ses to his increas ingly auto cratic 
state, a sig nal exam ple of what Ali M. Ansari argues 
was the shah’s efforts to root his rule in new forms of 
mod ern ist legit i macy.53 Land reform was thus imple-
mented as part of a broader set of social reforms known 
as the White Revolution, under taken first and fore most 
with an eye toward its polit i cal impli ca tions for the 
shah. When unrest grew fol low ing the pro gram’s com-
mence ment in 1963—rural inhab i tants defied land lords 
and demanded imme di ate own er ship—it was quickly 
watered down into a sys tem of long-term ten ancy. 
Though the pro gram was again revised in favor of direct 
redis tri bu tion in the late 1960s, results were dis ap point-
ing, with most grant ees receiv ing only small amounts 
of land and the rest, nearly a third of rural inhab i tants, 
pushed into crowded urban slums.54

As a result of small plots and the con tin ued via bil-
ity of inex pen sive famil ial labor, the reforms Morrison-
Knudsen sought made lit tle impact among most Ira-
nian farm ers. Chemical fer til iz ers, how ever, were the 
excep tion. With their use pro moted by expan sive new 
irri ga tion pro jects and gov ern ment subsidies, chemical 
fer til iz ers were a reli able way to increase pro duc tiv ity 
on plots of land of any size. Ira nian small hold ers were 
thus among the coun try’s heavi est users, and con sump-
tion of ammo nia-based com pounds grew from neg li gi-
ble amounts in the 1950s to some one mil lion tons per 
annum in 1977.55 Domestic pro duc tion was very lim ited 
in those early years, how ever, with only a sin gle facil ity 
near Karaj pro duc ing some two tons per year.56 It would 
not be until the early 1960s that the sit u a tion changed, 
when a new plant for pro duc ing nitro gen-based fer til iz-
ers from nat u ral gas opened near Shiraz.57

It was against this back drop that the 1964 blow-
out at Masjid-e Sulayman became mean ing ful. The 
sour gas sud denly dis cov ered was sig nifi  cant not just 
for cor rod ing the well appa ra tus but also for the eco-
nomic and devel op men tal ben e fit for which it might 
be harnessed.58 While plans like Shiraz Chemical were 
aimed at meet ing domes tic needs, Ira nian devel op-
ment plan ners had greater ambi tions, attracted to the 
fact that the ECAFE region—a UN-des ig nated area 
com pris ing South and East Asia along with Oceania 
and por tions of the Middle East—pos sessed some 60 
per cent of the world’s ara ble land but con sumed only 
one-fifth of its fer til izer supplies.59 As early as 1962, 
Ira nian del e ga tions to inter na tional sym po sia began 
to argue that their coun try’s gas reserves and geo-
graphic prox im ity made it a poten tially impor tant sup-
plier for the region.60 The Shahpur com plex, designed 

and built in the late 1960s and early 1970s, embod ied 
those ambi tions. Conceived as one of the larg est fer til-
izer plants in the world, Shahpur was intended to take 
nat u ral gas from oil fields like Masjid-e Sulayman and 
turn it into a suite of prod ucts des tined for export.61 
The Shahpur pro ject—a joint ven ture between the 
Amer i can firm Allied Chemical and the National Pet-
rochemical Company, formed in 1964 to over see Iran’s 
pet ro chem i cal sec tor—was more reflec tive of Ira nian 
devel op men tal ambi tions than any plans for aggres-
sive inter na tional expan sion by Allied.62 Planning and 
design com menced in Decem ber 1965, with the site 
at Bandar-e Shahpur cho sen to take advan tage of the 
region’s petro leum fields and for its easy access to road, 
rail, and ocean go ing trans port. Construction would 
take from 1966 to 1970 and was contracted to the Amer-
i can Kellogg com pany for a total cost of $250 mil lion, a 
price that included the costs of supporting sys tems like 
elec tric ity gen er a tion, water puri fi ca tion, hous ing, and 
a two-hun dred-kilo me ter nat u ral gas pipe line.63

Sour Gas
From its incep tion the Shahpur pet ro chem i cal com plex 
was intertwined with Masjid-e Sulayman’s nat u ral gas 
com po si tions and their sul fur con tent. It was not the 
sim ple pres ence of sul fur that spurred the pro ject—and 
AIOC had been pro duc ing thou sands of tons per year 
from the field since the mid-1940s—but the unusu ally 
high con cen tra tions of it.64 Indeed, it had only been 
“fol low ing the dis cov ery of high H2S con tent gas [from 
the blown well that] . . .  NIOC/NPC . . .  devel oped a 
scheme to uti lise such in a pet ro chem i cal com plex.”65 
Middle Eastern crudes were known to con tain rel a tively 
high con cen tra tions of H2S, but that was not nec es sar-
ily true for all  fields within reach of the new plant.66 
Spurred by a 1944 pro posal from the Cabot Company 
to use Ira nian gas to pro duce car bon black—a cru cial 
com po nent in rub ber tires—AIOC under took an eval u-
a tion of south west Iran’s gas resources.67 Carbon black 
pro duc tion depended on the use of “sweet” gas, or nat u-
ral gas with low hydro gen sul fide con tent, which in turn  
neces si tated a bet ter under stand ing of sul fur dis tri-
bu tions within Iran’s petro leum-pro duc ing areas. But 
 sul fur’s own value also prompted AIOC geol o gists to 
pre pare a report aimed at fore cast ing the prov ince’s  
“total sul phur that, given [a] suit able extrac tion plant, 
might be obtained from the var i ous fields.”68 The report’s 
pre dic tions were only ten ta tive, which reflected not 
only uncer tainty regard ing the tech ni cal and com mer-
cial aspects of sul fur recov ery, but also the com plex and 
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not fully under stood under ground geog ra phy of south-
west Iran.69 Tenuous as its find ings were, the report’s 
anon y mous authors none the less con cluded that Masjid-
e Sulayman was likely to be among the region’s more 
pro duc tive fields over the short and medium term. 
What was not found, how ever, was any dis cern able pat-
tern of sul fur con cen tra tions across Khuzestan’s var i-
ous petro leum fields.70 Some, like Lali and Haft Kel, also 
exhibited sig nifi  cant poten tial; while oth ers, like White 
Oil Springs, Gach Saran, and Agha Jari were thought to 
con tain “neg li gi ble” amounts of recov er able sul fur.71

AIOC had long dismissed nat u ral gas as com mer-
cially unvi a ble, in the pro cess leav ing the sub sur face 
con di tions of nat u ral gas opaque through indiff er ence. 
It was only the sud den pos si bil ity of using gas as an 
indus trial feed stock that made gas com po si tions a mat-
ter of press ing con cern. The pro duc tion of technoscien-
tific knowl edge about Iran’s gas reserves was thus inter-
twined with the busi ness pri or i ties of com pa nies like 
AIOC and Cabot, a con tin u a tion of the pro cess by which 
Khuzestan and its oil fields served as a lab o ra tory for 
fix ing petro leum within an orga ni za tional frame work 
linking com merce, sci ence, and the nat u ral world.72 
Indeed, in the fol low ing months and years, com pany 
engi neers and field man ag ers reported vol umes of data 
on Khuzestan’s nat u ral gas, attempting to cap ture and 
record gas avail abil i ties and com po si tions in diff er ent 
fields, at diff er ent pres sures, and at diff er ent points in 
the pro duc tion chain.73 But no mat ter how much infor-
ma tion they gath ered and ana lyzed, there none the less 
remained irre duc ible uncer tainty that was rooted in the 
muta bil ity of the region’s petro leum depos its. As Katay-
oun Shafiee argues, AIOC’s con ces sion ary con trol over 
Iran’s petro leum was solid i fied through the accu mu la-
tion and man age ment of infor ma tion; but such polit i cal 
pos ses sion never represented true phys i cal mas tery.74 
AIOC’s con trol was always par tially pre car i ous, vul ner a-
ble to irrup tions of the region’s long nat u ral his tory.

As was true for most of south west ern Iran’s oil 
fields at the time, Masjid-e Sulayman’s pri mary pro duc-
ing hori zon lay within the petro leum-rich Asmari for-
ma tion, a 1050- to 1600-foot-thick layer of Oli go cene-
Mio cene lime stone that had been depos ited between 
thirty-five and fift een mil lion years ago. The Asmari was 
noted for its exten sive frac tur ing, deep “whale-back” 
folds, and a thick seal of imper me able stone that lay 
above it, fea tures that made the layer an ideal zone for 
trap ping and accu mu lat ing petro leum. Those fea tures 
were the prod uct of a par tic u lar his tory, one marked by 
the advance and retreat of shal low seas, the long accu-

mu la tion of organic remains, the heat and pres sure of 
the deep earth, and the inex o ra ble defor ma tions of tec-
tonic move ment. The his to ries of the Asmari’s rock and 
its oil were not iden ti cal, how ever, as the pooled petro-
leum orig i nated within inky car bon ate marls thou sands 
of feet deeper and hun dreds of mil li ons of years older. 
That oil, high in hydro gen sul fide because of the exten-
sive activ ity of sul fate-reduc ing bac te ria, had migrated 
upward through the earth, get ting trapped in the frac-
tured matrix of the Asmari lime stone and thus becom-
ing avail  able for exploi ta tion.75

By late 1966, Brit ish Petroleum had extracted 85 
per cent of the total crude oil avail  able at Masjid-e Sulay-
man, some 1.3 bil lion bar rels, turn ing what had once 
pri mar ily been an oil res er voir into one with exten sive 
sec ond ary gas caps. But the field, sit ting atop a kilo me-
ters-deep col umn of rock reflecting hun dreds of mil li-
ons of years of earth’s his tory, was the poten tial out let 
of not one petro leum res er voir but sev eral, each with its 
own com po si tion, pres sure, and his tory. In addi tion to 
the Asmari, oil had also been dis cov ered deeper under-
ground in a layer of lime stone dat ing to the Eocene 
period, some fifty-six to thirty-four mil lion years ago. 
Indeed, the orig i nal pur pose of the rup tured well, 
named MIS-306, had been “explor ing the pros pects 
of [oil] pro duc tion in deeper for ma tions,” par tic u larly 
very ancient sed i ments dat ing to the Lower Cre ta ceous, 
Juras sic, Tri as sic, and Paleo zoic eras. After pen e trat ing 
through Masjid-e Sulayman’s new gas cap, the Eocene 
res er voir, and the Cre ta ceous lay ers, in the spring of 
1964 dril ling was ter mi nated 15,003 feet below the sur-
face. Despite lit tle evi dence of oil, three rounds of test-
ing were ordered. The first two pro duced lit tle of note, 
while the third, conducted in the Middle Juras sic lay ers, 
proved to be a sem i nal moment for Iran’s pet ro chem i cal 
indus try. It was dur ing this test, on April 4, 1964, that 
the well head equip ment began to leak, per mit ting nat u-
ral gas to “blow across [the] wellsite.” Two days later, on 
April 6, the wellbore’s cas ing failed deep under ground, 
sty mie ing efforts to bring the sit u a tion under con trol 
and prompting the drill team to cement off MIS-306 
and aban don it.76

Although the venting gas on the sur face was the 
acci dent’s most vis i ble result, far more sig nifi  cant was 
the sub ter ra nean move ment that the well’s fail ure had 
enabled. MIS-306’s wellbore had for the first time con-
nected here to fore dis tinct hydro car bon pools, a link 
that allowed gas to migrate from deep Juras sic lay ers 
into the shallower Asmari and Eocene res er voirs.77 
Brit ish Petroleum tech ni cians followed that move ment 
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through chang ing pres sures in Masjid-e Sulayman’s 
pro duc tion wells. On April 12, 1964, it was observed 
through rap idly ris ing pres sures that “gas from MIS-306 
was enter ing the Eocene res er voir,” and by early June 
pres sure read ings had nearly tri pled. A sud den rever-
sal in the mid dle of the month, coin cid ing with newly 
observed increases in Asmari pres sures, “indi cated that 
com mu ni ca tion had been established between the two 
res er voirs.”78 MIS-306 and its failed cas ing thus cre-
ated a new under ground sys tem, one where the hydro-
car bon pools of the Asmari, Eocene, and Juras sic were 
bound into a sin gle unit (fig. 1). The sud den avail abil-
ity of high-H2S gas at Masjid-e Sulayman was thus the 
com bined result of human action and geo logic his-
tory. The par tic u lar mate rial char ac ter is tics of the gas, 
includ ing its high hydro gen sul fide con tent, were out-
comes of long-lived nat u ral pro cesses, but its avail abil-
ity within the existing param e ters of Iran’s petro leum 
indus try was the unin tended result of human actions. 
It was the unfore seen move ment of high-pres sure sour 
gas into shallower res er voirs already in pro duc tion 
that drove the Shahpur pet ro chem i cal pro ject, not its 
long pres ence thou sands of feet deeper amid the rocks 
of the Juras sic.

Productive Uncertainty
Shortly after MIS-306’s fail ure, dril ling of the first relief 
well, MIS-308, was begun, mark ing the start of more 
than three years of effort to seal the rup ture. But with 
Juras sic gas flooding into the Asmari res er voir, pres-
sures were ris ing rap idly and put ting oil oper a tions 
at risk. With numer ous nat u ral gas seeps, aban doned 
wells, old well head equip ment, and active pro duc ers 
dot ting the field, and no way of know ing what pres sures 
could cause fail ures, it was decided that gas from the 
Asmari and Eocene res er voirs would be flared to give 
more time to relief oper a tions. Between Octo ber 1964 
and the spring of 1968, peri odic flar ing thus resulted in 
the loss of some 227 bil lion cubic feet, or 52.5 per cent of 
the “432 MMMSCF [bil lion cubic feet] of sour gas trans-
ferred from the Juras sic to the Asmari gas dome.”79

The enor mous loss of gas sparked a dis pute 
between Brit ish Petroleum and NIOC, with the lat-
ter maintaining that not only had the British com pany 
caused the ini tial acci dent but that it had also declined 
to aggres sively rec tify the sit u a tion. These ten sions 
came to a head in a series of four meet ings held in the 
sum mer of 1967. Convened in order to dis cuss the kill-
ing of MIS-306 and the fea si bil ity of using Juras sic gas 
for the Shahpur plant, dis cus sions hinged on notions 
of uncer tainty and its man age ment. R. E. Old Jr., work-
ing on behalf of NIOC, argued for a mul ti causal under-
stand ing of the acci dent, but one where pri mary fault 
lay with the fail ure of well oper a tors because “the pres-
ence of H2S should have been suspected and a more 
suit able grade of cas ing used [for the well shaft].”80 The 
oper at ing com pa nies largely agreed, writ ing in 1966 
that there was “no doubt as to the cause of [the] pipe 
fail ure—hydro gen embrit tle ment,” a well-under stood 
form of cor ro sion and crack ing in steel that occurs in 
the pres ence of hydro gen sul fide.81 Even more damn ing 
in Old’s assess ment, how ever, were Brit ish Petroleum’s 
actions sub se quent to the acci dent, and he wrote that 
“in his opin ion good oilfield prac tice had not been ful-
filled” by accepting the risks of con tin ued well test ing 
in the face of early warn ing signs. He more over accused 
com pany offi cials of lacking urgency in the mat ter, 
argu ing that they would have been less san guine about 
the mat ter had MIS-306 been an oil pro ducer.82

Though Brit ish Petroleum offi cials feared that this 
assess ment reflected broader opin ion within NIOC and 
the Ira nian gov ern ment—and indeed it did, though 
NIOC was care ful to high light Old’s sta tus as a hired 
con sul tant—they rejected accu sa tions of mis man age-
ment even as they in prac tice con firmed his appraisal 

Figure 1. Illustration of Masjid-e Sulayman Field Reservoir System, 
“Fourth Joint Meeting,” MIS Jurassic Gas Well, Iran (1964–1969) 
(51493), BP Archive, University of Warwick, © BP plc.
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of their pri or i ties.83 Despite pres sures ema nat ing from 
Manuchehr Eqbal, chair man of NIOC, and through 
him from the shah of Iran, Brit ish Petroleum offi cials 
declined a NIOC request for an urgent loan of dril ling 
equip ment to kill MIS-306, instead offer ing to facil i tate 
a con tract between the Ira nian com pany and a third 
party. Brit ish Petroleum’s refusal to pri or i tize the Ira nian 
gov ern ment’s stated inter ests underlined its con tinu ing 
con trol over petro leum pro duc tion in south west Iran. 
It more over reflected the com pany’s desire to avoid 
respon si bil ity for sup ply ing gas to the Shahpur pro ject.84 
Plans for the com plex called for a daily vol ume of one 
hun dred mil lion cubic feet of gas to be made avail  able 
by Jan u ary 1969, a fig ure that rose to 250 mil lion by 
1970.85 Stakeholders like Eqbal and the shah were thus 
keen to see MIS-306 brought under con trol and its gas 
pre served for later uti li za tion, a posi tion that in the 
spring of 1967 sparked a renewed effort to finally seal 
the blown well.86 Doing so would be a com pli cated pro-
cess involv ing a num ber of mul ti stage cemen ta tions 
placed via new sec ond ary wells. Here again uncer tainty 
reared its head. Brit ish Petroleum offi cials, fearing that 
any dril ling near the blown well would com pro mise 
the integ rity of the cement stops, advised that “the kill 
wells [in the Juras sic lay ers] should not be included in 
the future plans to pro vide gas.”87 They advised instead 
“the utilisation of Asmari gas,” a plan to reduce risk by 
abro gat ing the need to fully kill MIS-306 and stop the 
move ment of gas that it enabled.88

But while the dis cov ery of sour Juras sic gas enter-
ing the Asmari res er voir had been the orig i nal spur for 
the Shahpur pro ject, its fea si bil ity as a source of sul fur 
was far from cer tain. Samples taken from a sec ond-
ary well, one “prob a bly pro duc ing almost pure Juras-
sic gas,” indi cated a hydro gen sul fide con tent of some 
23 per cent, a con cen tra tion some 2.5 times what could 
be obtained from the Asmari res er voir even after the 
intro duc tion of Juras sic gas to it.89 Moreover, the use of 
Asmari gas was not straight for ward, as it would need 
expen sive com pres sion that the high-pres sure Juras sic 
gas would not. As R. E. Old wrote, “The sugg es tion had 
been made . . .  to use gas pro duced via the Asmari. The 
cost, how ever, to make gas com ple tions and to install 
com pres sors would be some $11,300,000 plus a yearly 
oper at ing cost of about $1,400,000. Furthermore, much 
sul phur may be lost by the reac tion of the H2S with the 
lime stone matrix to form CO2, and loss by this would 
total about $500,000,000.”90 Old fur ther suggested that 
despite Brit ish Petroleum’s claims that “each [Juras sic] 
well should be con sid ered as a wild cat with no assur-

ance of gas, and that Asmari gas would, there fore, be 
more fea si ble,” the exten sive fis sur ing of the deeper lay-
ers would likely enable suffi  cient access to the gas.91 In 
both cases nei ther Old and NIOC nor Brit ish Petroleum 
were  able to pre dict with surety what would hap pen if 
wells like MIS-308 were used as gas pro duc ers. Uncer-
tainty thus struc tured the entire debate surrounding 
MIS-306 and its Juras sic gas, reflecting the com plex ity 
and precarity of the envi ron ment the well had tapped 
and sub se quently altered.92

MIS-306 was finally killed in Jan u ary 1968, nearly 
four years after the ini tial inci dent.93 During that time 
the Shahpur pro ject had con tin ued, and despite Brit-
ish Petroleum’s objec tions, NIOC offi cials were  able to 
push ahead with repurposing MIS-306 and MIS-308 
as pro duc ers.94 Uncertainty surrounding the effects of 
hydro gen sul fide none the less remained. Operators had 
“insuffi  cient knowl edge of the pro duc ing for ma tion 
both in char ac ter and depth,” had diffi  culty choos ing 
the right steel because of a lack of data on the pre cise 
com po si tion of the gas, and faced res er voir pres sures 
unsta ble enough to cause “mechan i cal prob lems.”95 
Compounding such risk was the fact that nei ther NIOC 
nor Brit ish Petroleum pos sessed the nec es sary exper-
tise for han dling highly sour gas and were forced to seek 
the “spe cial ist assis tance” of other firms.96 Despite such 
chal lenges, Brit ish Petroleum com mit ted itself to sup-
porting the Shahpur pro ject with its oper a tional exper-
tise and “far supe rior” under stand ing of the region’s 
geol ogy.97 Brit ish Petroleum offi cials none the less feared 
“bear ing all  the crit i cisms and shar ing none of the ben-
e fits” of the Shahpur pro ject, and the risk of such an 
out come lay at the fore front of their dis cus sions.98 As 
Joseph Addison, chair man of the con sor tium, wrote:

The ques tion arises whether it is advis able to con tinue 
such an arrange ment [Brit ish Petroleum oper at ing the 
wells] indefi  nitely. . . .  From an oper a tional point of 
view it is pref er a ble to com bine the two oper a tor func-
tions into one, once the gas sys tem is reg u lar ized. A 
divi sion of respon si bil ity in con trol func tions should, if 
pos si ble, be avoided, in par tic u lar since the Producing 
Company could, we feel, be held respon si ble for pos si-
ble malfunctioning of and/or dam age to the dehy dra tion 
plant in case of an ineff ec tive con trol of gas flow from 
the pro duc ers.99

Debate on the sub ject con tin ued through out 1968 and 
1969 with numer ous divi sions of respon si bil ity pro posed, 
though even tu ally Brit ish Petroleum con cluded that 
NIOC was capa ble of han dling the wells through con-
tracted oper a tors.100 It was thus uncer tainty itself that 
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gave NIOC and its rep re sen ta tives room to maneu ver, 
allowing them to push back against the sig nifi  cant infor-
ma tional advan tage that Brit ish Petroleum commanded.

In the end six new Juras sic wells were drilled to 
meet Shahpur’s gas demand, of which one was lost to 
blow out and fire.101 Despite such set backs, oper a tions 
com menced at the Shahpur Petrochemical Complex in 
the sum mer of 1970. By 1974 it had come under full Ira-
nian con trol after Allied Chemical, beset by prob lems in 
its home mar kets, sold its stake to Iran’s National Petro-
chemical Company.102 In those four years the plant had 
become a suc cess, tak ing some 177 mil lion cubic feet of 
sour gas per day to make nearly 500,000 tons of fer til-
izer, 251,000 tons of sul fur, 10,000 tons of sul fu ric acid, 
and 41,000 tons of phos pho ric acid each year.103 On the 
other hand, Ira nian hopes that Shahpur would serve 
as the cen ter piece of a regional fer til izer net work were 
never real ized, and it was instead fully turned toward 
domes tic mar kets.104 Today the com plex—expanded 
in the late 1970s, rebuilt and mod ern ized fol low ing 
the 1980–88 Iran-Iraq War, and privatized as the Razi 
Petrochemical Company in 2008—remains the larg-
est source of chemical fer til iz ers, sul fur, sul fu ric acid, 
and related prod ucts in Iran.105 More broadly, Shahpur 
paved the way for a thriv ing pet ro chem i cal export sec-
tor. By 2011, supported by spe cial eco nomic zones and 
steady gov ern ment invest ments, Iran was sell ing 18.193 
bil lion tons of pet ro chem i cals worth $14.662 bil lion per 
year in South and East Asia, sec ond only to Saudi Ara-
bia in the Middle East, and lead ing a steady rise in Iran’s 
non-oil exports.106

Conclusion
As Iran’s use of nat u ral gas accel er ated in the 1970s, 
the com po si tion of its reserves con tin ued to be a crit-
i cal fac tor for indus try oper a tions.107 In this sense, 
“nat u ral gas” as a sin gu lar sub stance did not exist in 
either Masjid-e Sulayman or any where else in south-
west Iran. Petroleum was thus never sim ply lifted to 
the earth’s sur face from under ground bath tubs full of 
fuel. Instead it consisted of var ied mix tures of com-
bus ti ble hydro car bons and cor ro sive impu ri ties, held 
under immense pres sures in geo log i cally com plex cir-
cum stances, and sub ject to change. More than a quirk 
of the earth, that fick le ness ensured that the con trol 
exer cised by peo ple—Brit ish or Ira nian—over petro-
leum resources would remain for ever pre car i ous. The 
rup ture of MIS-306 and the sub se quent migra tion of 
gas brought that precarity to the fore, in the pro cess 
refiguring the place of nat u ral gas pro jects in both 

 Ira nian devel op ment schemes and in the polit i cal cal-
cu lus of Brit ish Petroleum.

The move ment of high-H2S nat u ral gas within the 
Masjid-e Sulayman res er voir was concerning for offi-
cials within Brit ish Petroleum because of uncertainties 
surrounding the field’s under ground geog ra phy. While 
they wished to assume as lit tle respon si bil ity as pos si-
ble for the Shahpur com plex, the events of the pre vi ous 
four years had shown that the Juras sic wells could not 
be con sid ered in iso la tion.108 Juras sic gas poten tially 
threat ened oil oper a tions across the whole field, and as 
early as 1966 changes were already being detected. As 
was reported in 1967,

repressuring has defi  nitely been det ri men tal in that it has 
increased the H2S con tent of res er voir crude which, in 
turn, has cre ated addi tional cor ro sion prob lems. Appar-
ently, con tam i nated oil is draining down the flanks from 
the high H2S invaded area of the dome because abnor mal 
H2S con tent has been observed only in crude pro duced 
from wells adjoin ing that area. . . .  [Further,] this crude 
is han dled by all  major pro duc ing facil i ties at M.I.S. so the 
cor ro sion prob lem is becom ing quite severe.109

The rup ture in MIS-306 thus not only uncov ered a new 
source of feed stock for the Shahpur plant, it also put 
Brit ish Petroleum’s existing oil oper a tions in a pre car i ous 
posi tion. It is strik ing that such uncer tainty persisted in 
a place like Masjid-e Sulayman, a field that had been in 
con tin ual pro duc tion since 1908 and had been sub ject to 
con sid er able explo ra tion and map ping by geol o gists.110 
Uncertainty and precarity were thus not con di tions that 
could be elim i nated via the accu mu la tion and man age-
ment of infor ma tion. In the 1960s, Brit ish Petroleum still 
had the upper hand vis-à-vis the Ira nian gov ern ment, a 
sit u a tion rest ing not only on the terms of their con ces-
sion but also on the com pany’s care fully constructed 
frame works for man ag ing petro leum infor ma tion. But 
that power was constrained by the nat u ral world’s unpre-
dict abil ity, and it was within pre car i ous spaces propped 
open by uncer tainty that Ira nian offi cials were  able to 
push Brit ish Petroleum to sup port their ambi tions.

Under the pres sures of our pres ent cli mate cri-
sis, schol ars have increas ingly turned toward con cepts 
like the Anthropocene and its cous ins the Capitalocene 
and the Plantationocene to explain, for lack of a bet ter 
phrase, “how we got here.” Anna L. Tsing has rightly 
pointed to the con tin ued human-cen tered ness of such 
per spec tives, championing instead a sense of inter con-
nec ted ness and play ful explo ra tion to under stand the 
sprawling webs and net works that make our world.111 
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Pah lavi Iran was no excep tion, where shifting sub ter ra-
nean geog ra phies and petro leum’s het ero ge ne ity were 
cru cial fac tors in mak ing devel op men tal ini tia tives like 
the Shahpur pet ro chem i cal com plex pos si ble. Follow-
ing the tra jec tory of gas and its impu ri ties uncov ers how 
uncer tainty, precarity, and per cep tions thereof drove 
such out comes, in the pro cess show ing how new social 
arrange ment are some times made with uncon trol la bil-
ity, not despite it.
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