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Bringing democracy into Iran: a Russian project for the 
separation of Azerbaijan

Denis V. Volkov 

Hse university, russia

A number of substantial works have been written about the Great Game and its influence on 
the entire Persianate World.1 Post-colonial theory allowed researchers to look from different 
angles at the political and military developments of the British-Russian standoff in Iran, Central 
Asia, Turkey, Afghanistan and even India in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.2 Later, 
drawing on the post-modernist concepts of the second half of the twentieth century, researchers 
discerned more nuances in the generally imperialist black-and-white picture, with its binary 
division into oppressors and oppressed. By the late twentieth century, the generalist case of 
West European civilisation’s encroachment on the Oriental Other had been measured and 
assessed. Since then, notions such as cultural interaction between the Other and the Self, dis-
courses on national identity, power/knowledge relations, and the role of the intellectual have 
begun to be applied to the Russian case, which has proved somewhat more nuanced, according 
to Nathaniel Knight and David Schimmelpenninck.3 In addition, as demonstrated by the most 
recent scholarship, Russia’s relations with its Persianate ‘inner’/’own’ and ‘outer’ Orient were 
central to her Eastern policies throughout the nineteenth and first quarter of the twentieth 
century, and the Caspian region remained in focus throughout this period.4 Therefore, it is 
within this methodological framework that Russia’s multi-dimensional interaction with Iran, 
especially the Caspian region, seems of particular epistemological interest.

Although the history of Russian-Iranian relations remains seriously understudied, few students 
of modern Iranian history would deny the oppressive role played by Imperial Russia in Iran 
during the nineteenth century and nearly two decades into the twentieth century. The shadow 
of the ‘big northern neighbour’ continued to impend during most of the Soviet period. This 
article mainly focuses on the Russian case and does not address the British imperialist involve-
ment in Persian affairs, which, in many senses, was no less detrimental to Iran’s development.5 
The post-colonial historiography seems to have exhausted the topic already. However, practically 
nothing has been written about the conceptual shifts in Russia’s Persian policy, which began 
immediately after the February Revolution of 1917. Little is known about the large utopian 
project whereby Russia was to bring ‘its own democracy’ to the north of Iran before further 
proliferation throughout the entire country. Of course, in the spirit of the Great Game, this was 
meant to facilitate Russia’s political and trade expansion down to the Persian Gulf, which had 
been the eventual goal for many decades.6

Drawing on documents from Russian, Georgian, and British archives, this article studies the 
correspondence of British political and military authorities in the region with London, and the 
correspondence of the Russian Legation in Tehran with the ministers of the short-lived Provisional 
and White governments of Russia. It also analyses the private notes of the individuals who 
conceived the project, firstly the Russian intelligence officer Staff Captain Konstantin Smirnov 
(1877-1938),7 who was Ahmad Shah’s private tutor, and secondly, the influential Russian diplomat 
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and the scholar of the Persianate World, Vladimir Minorsky (1877-1966).8 In doing so, this 
case-study highlights the interplay of power relations, as well as the decisive local agency of 
these scholars, who were deeply influenced by the discourses of the time. This research is thus 
situated within the Foucauldian concept of the productive interaction of power/knowledge 
relations and Bourdieusian notions of symbolic capital.9 The article addresses the story of this 
utopian project within the three main sub-periods: its conceptual inception, 1908-1909; its 
consideration in Russia and unaccomplished implementation in Iran, February-October 1917; 
and its unexpected transformation and outcomes, 1917-1919.

Inception, 1908-1909

This project stems from reflection on the developments of the Iranian Constitutional Revolution 
(mashruteh, 1905-11) and the role of Iranian Azeris therein by these two experts on Iran, who 
operated within the grid of power relations in Iran: Smirnov in the Russian military and Minorsky 
in the Russian diplomatic establishment. Being of the same age and having started work in 
Iran under the same Russian Minister Nikolay Hartwig (1857-1914), they were very close, both 
professionally and personally.10 While Smirnov remained in Soviet Tiflis after 1919, the two men 
continued their frequent correspondence even after Minorsky became beloemigrant (a member 
of the White Emigration), as defined by the Soviet OGPU-NKVD-KGB.11 Smirnov and Minorsky 
remained close friends remotely until January 1938, when Smirnov was arrested by the Georgian 
branch of the NKDV and executed.12

On his arrival in Tehran on 6 June 1907, Smirnov met second dragoman Minorsky for the 
first time and lived in his Tehran apartment for several months.13 During the next few years 
Russian ministers summoned Smirnov to act as an interpreter during periods of Minorsky’s 
absence, when no one else with the same command of Persian served at the Mission.14 Both 
men proved staunch apologists of the Russian Cause (Russkoe delo), sincerely believing in the 
superiority of Russian culture and upholding whatever was in Russia’s state interest abroad. 
They also vigorously counteracted whatever in Iran was in the interests of other states, partic-
ularly European powers.15

In the course of the mashruteh, some Russian diplomats and military officers, in a rather 
Saidian orientalist mode, concluded that since the areas on the southern coast of the Caspian 
Sea and Azerbaijan were significantly more developed in economic and cultural terms than the 
rest of Iran, the peoples inhabiting these areas were intellectually more capable and politically 
more active. On the other hand, their national character was allegedly significantly different 
from the inhabitants of the rest of the country – Persians (persy), and they did not feel much 
affinity with each other.16 In 1908, Smirnov wrote:

It seems to me that everything should end up with the separation of Azerbaijan. A Persian and an Azeri 
are too different in spirit, and they have long despised each other. Arrogant and riotous Azeris despise 
the submissive Persian for his cowardice, and Persians call Azeris tork-e khar [donkeys]. After the crack-down 
on the majles, Persians apparently forgot their claims immediately.17

He then continued, implying that Russia should annex Azerbaijan:

Tagiev’s18 steamers make their way from Baku to Anzali within eighteen hours. It is evident that Azeris are 
capable of competing with us on the Caspian Sea, and maybe it will turn out that they are no weaker 
than us on land, in many industrial, technical, and trade affairs. In one word, I want to say that one should 
take the events in Azerbaijan seriously right now. Until it is late, one should act there vigorously, without 
any fear to look into the face of foreign powers. After all, nobody will wage war on us because of 
Azerbaijan.19

Such controversial observations were not rare at that time and were not characteristic only 
of Russian military officers. Following the most straightforward features of what was later defined 
by Edward Said under the notion of Orientalism, practically all students of Iran were preoccupied 
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with the putative ‘Persian character’ in the second half of the nineteenth century and the 
beginning of the twentieth century.20 Some Russian tsarist diplomats-scholars, such as Basile 
Nikitine (1885-1960), interested in the ‘psyche of Persians [psikhika persov]’, continued to work 
on the topic even after emigration.21 Those who pointed out positive Persian characteristics 
were in a stark minority, mainly university scholars of Iran who tended to romanticize their 
subject, although not without reasons and proper substantiation. Among them were Professor 
Edward G. Browne (1862-1926), using epithets such as ‘the enormous strength of Persian char-
acter’, ‘the most faithful and devoted friends’, ‘possessing passive courage’ and, finally, 
‘open-handed, good-natured […] and extremely human’,22 and his Russian counterpart, Professor 
Valentin Zhukovskii (1858-1818), who always resented the orientalist and condescending approach 
of his disciples towards Persians.23

However, the overwhelming majority, European diplomats, military officers, religious mission-
aries, journalists and others with a varying degree of Oriental studies backgrounds,24 were critical 
of the putative Persian character and were stigmatised by Browne as ‘the exponents of 
Welt-Politik’.25 Geoffrey Nash, in From Empire to Orient: Travellers to the Middle East 1830-1926, 
cites other comments by the British which are opposite to those of Browne and Zhukovskii: 
‘soft’, ‘mild’, ‘effeminate’, ‘ignorant’, and ‘cowardly’.26 A French contemporary Victor Bérard in his 
eye-witness account Revolutions de la Perse: Les Provinces, Les Peuples Et Le Gouvernement Du Roi 
Des Rois also ascribed a ‘Persian character’ to the events: ‘Démonstration toute persane: le 
Français fait des barricades, l’Anglais, des meetings et des processions, le Russe, des bombes, 
le Turc, des massacres; le Persan fait des bast, des “fuites”.’27

Moreover, the Bolshevik Eastern Section of the People’s Commissariat for Foreign Affairs, in 
its report of 1 January 1922 to Lenin on the current state of affairs in Iran also referred to 
Bérard’s pejorative comment. The red Iranists concluded that, in addition to other factors under-
mining the feasibility of a communist revolution in Iran, the ‘Persian character’ would prove 
incapable of revolutionary violence.28 Curiously enough, it was the Soviet ambassador Sergei 
Pastukhov (pseudonym Iranskii) (1887-1940), one of the founders of Soviet Iranology, who 
peacefully29 ended this sacred old tradition of sitting bast, a form of protest expressed by pro-
testers taking refuge in a mosque or the foreign embassy of a mighty power. He proudly 
reported to the Soviet Commissar for Foreign Affairs Maksim Litvinov (1876-1951) that he had 
ejected protesters attempting to sit bast on the territory of the Soviet Embassy, and had shut 
its doors, criticising the former plenipotentiaries Fedor Rotshtein (1871-1953) and Boris Shumiatskii 
(1886-1938) who had kept the Embassy park open for ‘Persians’.30 So it is not surprising that 
Smirnov saw ethnic Persians as lacking not only in determination and courage, but also in the 
capacity to be a leading ethnic group.31

Minorsky echoed Smirnov: ‘This national group [the Azeris] personifies the strongest and the 
healthiest nucleus of the Iranian state organism.’32 He stressed a distinct history of Azerbaijan, eth-
nographic and linguistic features of its population, and the sharp contrast of the national character 
of ‘decisive and more straightforward Azerbaijani Turks from more sophisticated and finer but softer 
and weaker Persians’.33 In the project he sent to the Imperial Ministry for Foreign Affairs in early 
1909, he had proposed reorganising the Russian General Consulate in Azerbaijan into a Political 
Residency, similar to the British one in Bushehr, and making other Russian local consuls subordinate 
to the Residency. He also proposed allowing Azeris to convene their national assembly with a right 
to conduct reforms, chiefly in their taxation and judicial systems, albeit under the control of Russian 
advisers specially seconded to Azerbaijan. Pointing out the current inability to reform all of Iran in 
one fell swoop, and stressing Azerbaijan’s close ties with the significantly more developed Russian 
Trans-Caucasus, Minorsky suggested transplanting its successful experience onto the soil of Azerbaijan 
and making it an experimental field for reforms to spread further, all throughout Iran.34

Russian diplomats, however, had thought of initiating reforms in Azerbaijan even before 
revolutionary unrest broke out in both countries. This Iranian province neighboured the Baku 
province, the most economically developed region in the Russian Caucasus and Central Asia. 
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The ‘inconspicuous penetration’ into Iran, conceived by Russian Finance Minister Serguei Witte 
(1892-1903) and War Minister Aleksei Kuropatkin (1898-1904), was to start through Azerbaijan 
and the northern ports of Iran and flow all the way down to the Persian Gulf.35 As early as 
1904, Russian Minister in Iran Piotr Vlasov (1850-1904) attempted to put pressure on vali-ahd 
(heir to the throne) Mohammad-Ali, urging him to start reforms in Azerbaijan, albeit with no 
tangible result.36 However, at that time the Russian government was not considering investing 
vast human resources. The unleashed unrest made its own corrections to the course of events. 
Minorsky’s reports must have significantly contributed to the Ministry’s overall impression, cre-
ated by the numerous requests from Russian consuls stationed in north and north-west Persia, 
to bring in Russian troops.37 It was believed that before implementing reforms, Russia should 
first restore order in the region most troubled by bandits and revolutionaries, altogether des-
ignated as ashrar (brigands) by both Iranian and Russian officials.38 Russian Minister Nikolay 
Hartwig (1857-1914) previously stressed: ‘Establishing calm in Azerbaijan, which has a general 
importance for our interests, is only possible under the shadow of employing military force.’39

By spring 1909, the situation had deteriorated to the extent that not only did Russian local 
consuls advocate for Russian troop deployment, but also the British and the French, even at 
the highest diplomatic level. The archive of Russia’s Ministry for Foreign Affairs retains noteworthy 
relevant correspondence. On 13 April 1909, Russian Chargé d’affaires in Tehran, Evgenii Sablin 
(1875-1949) cabled to Foreign Minister Alexander Izvol’skii (1856-1919) that the British Ambassador 
George Barclay (1862-1921) had visited him, asking ‘to immediately send a cable to Tiflis and 
demand troops’ to tackle the catastrophic situation in Tabriz.40 Moreover, according to Barclay’s 
reports, on 20 April, the British Foreign Minister Sir Edward Grey (1862-1933) cabled to his 
Ambassador in St Petersburg, Arthur Nicolson (1849-1928), ordering him to appeal to the Russian 
government and request the urgent deployment of Russian troops in Azerbaijan.41 The Russian 
government, traditionally extremely bureaucratic and slow, acted surprisingly swiftly, as if pre-
pared for this move. On 22 April, Izvol’skii notified Sablin that to protect foreign citizens he 
had ordered the Viceroy in the Caucasus, Count Illarion Vorontsov-Dashkov (1837-1916), to 
‘immediately and forcefully’ send troops to Azerbaijan.42 So began the Anglo-Russian military 
intervention in Azerbaijan, as named by Times correspondent in Tehran David Fraser, who, in 
1910, pointed out that the joint efforts of Britain and Russia had impelled the deployment of 
Russian troops in April 1909.43 In fact, it proved a prologue to the 1911 full-scale occupation 
of the north-west and northern provinces of Iran, resulting in the final crack-down on the 
Iranian Constitutional Revolution of 1906-1911.

Efforts to restore order in the region led to an increase in Russian military force, deeper 
involvement in combat against revolutionaries and eventually to the suppression of the 
mashruteh. The northern parts of Iran continued to remain of vital strategic importance for the 
Russian Empire. The former Russian Minister to Iran (1876-1883), a scholar of Iran and a member 
of the State Council Ivan Zinov’ev (1835-1917) stressed in 1910: ‘From the view of the interests 
of Russia, the disorderliness of the northern areas of Iran, and especially Azerbaijan, from wall 
to wall the neighbour of the Caucasus, whose people are ethnic Turks and famous for their 
roughness and toughness, is very damaging.’44 Thus Russians perceived the north of Iran as 
possessing a two-vector potential: in the southward direction, as a promising springboard for 
the transformation of all of Iran, and northward, as possessing dangerous potential for the 
destabilisation of the Empire’s south in the absence of proactive measures on behalf of Russia.

The Russian military force, occupying not only Azerbaijan but the entire north and north-east 
of Iran, eventually amounted to almost twenty thousand by the outbreak of the First World 
War.45 After the opening of the so-called Persidskii front [the Persian front], which became the 
south flank of the First World War theatre, this number gradually grew to eighty or ninety 
thousand.46 However the restoration of order and the later securing of the Persian front left 
neither energy nor resources for the continuation of the project in war conditions. In addition, 
in late 1911, Minorsky had been assigned to supervise the topographical surveillance of the 
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western border of Azerbaijan and Iranian Kurdistan, i.e. the areas of his scholarly interest, for 
the Quadripartite Boundary Delimitation Commission.47 Thus, he went to the Russian Embassy 
in Istanbul as a commissar on behalf of Russia, and, as evidenced by his diaries, no longer 
followed up his report to the Ministry, having suspended his project until 1917.48

Revival and setback, February-October 1917

Although it is argued by some established scholars of Iran that the February Revolution and 
the fall of the Russian monarchy did not bring any changes to Russia’s Persian policies,49 this 
assessment is far from the actual developments within the foreign affairs apparatus of the 
nascent democratic Russian state. In July 1917, the second Minister-Chair of the Provisional 
Government Alexander Kerensky (1881-1970) ordered the Commander-in-Chief of the Russian 
expedition forces in Iran, General Nikolai Baratov (1865-1932), to halt his advance into the 
country.50 On 11 May 1917, the Military Commission headed by General Potapov (1871-1946)51 
had even attempted to withdraw all Russian personnel of the Persian Cossack Division, but the 
decision was later overridden by Kerensky because of the deteriorating situation on the Persian 
Front.52 The Persian Cossack Brigade, which had been deployed into a division of roughly eight 
thousand men, was an efficient auxiliary to Baratov’s forces against the Ottomans and Kurds. 
Baratov made particularly frequent use of the Tabriz detachment, the largest and the best 
equipped with machine guns and artillery.53 Therefore, Kerensky opted to replace the Tsarist 
commander of the Persian Cossack Brigade Major-General Baron von Maydell with Colonel 
Georgii Clergé – a senior officer of liberal views who later, in December 1917, was even accused 
of sympathising with Bolsheviks by his Cossacks, as reported by Minorsky.54

Sensing the spirit of the moment, the Russian Legation in Tehran, headed by Minorsky in 
the absence of Nikolai von Etter,55 attempted to spearhead the underlying changes to Russia’s 
Persian policy. On 17 May 1917 Acting Head of the Legation Minorsky cabled Petrograd: ‘The 
liberal movement in northern Persia is clearly and steadily developing under the influence of 
events in Russia. The English attempts to hold it up either have been fruitless or have compro-
mised the English. […] The press and society treat Russia with great sympathies.’56 Moreover, 
as early as March-April 1917, almost immediately after the collapse of the Russian monarchy, 
the Russian Legation in Tehran and the new Minister for Foreign Affairs Pavel Miliukov (1859-1943) 
engaged in an intense cable exchange.57 As Acting Head of the Russian Legation, Minorsky 
reported his proposals for radical changes in Russia’s Persian policy intended to swing support 
from the monarchy to the Iranian democrats, and to promote the image of a new democratic 
Russia in Iran. He wrote:

Rapprochement with Persia should be mainly through the public. At the same time, we cannot fully ignore 
the elite in power yet, although they are utter rot in Persia. Rapprochement should be made with the 
middle class mainly grouping around the majles. The majority in the next majles will belong to democrats. 
The programme proposed by them seems very harmless on the current Russian scale, but for Persia which 
has not left the feudal-serfdom life yet, which has no factories and no convenient communications, it is 
of a very progressive character and is capable of uniting the best elements.58

Later, Minorsky formed a delegation of five members of the majles headed by Zoka-ol-Molk 
(Mohammad-Ali Foroughi),59 with whom he had established close relations, and asked Miliukov 
to have a personal meeting with them in Petrograd.60

Minorsky’s interaction with the professor of history Miliukov, who became Minister for Foreign 
Affairs in the Provisional Government in early March 1917, is another impressive manifestation 
of power/knowledge relations. By the time Minorsky became Acting Head of the Russian Legation 
in February 1917, he had also become well-known among Russian historians. He had kept in 
touch with his Lazarev Institute tutor Professor Agafangel Krymskii (1871-1942) who held 
Minorsky in very high esteem.61 Krymskii had close academic contacts with Miliukov, and at 
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Minorsky’s request, he drew Miliukov’s attention to the situation in Iran and introduced Minorsky 
to him. On 13 April 1917, he wrote to Miliukov:

Taking this opportunity, I would like to draw your attention to Persia and to the staff in the Legation and 
consulates […] As someone who knows well the ins and outs of the Orient (how many of my students 
are there!), I have to confirm that our diplomatic representatives in Persia, both high-rank and low-rank, 
are unsatisfactory, to a significant extent. I think, you have already determined the removal of Etter yourself. 
Indeed, this mediocre and ignorant man, harmful also under the old regime, is more inept under the 
current one. Meanwhile, I want to draw your attention to someone who not only could replace him but 
in general could be an excellent informant in the affairs of Persia and the entire Muslim Orient. This is 
the Tehran Legation Secretary Vladimir Fedorovich Minorsky. A widely educated person, extremely talented 
and richly gifted by nature […], he speaks all the oriental languages. He has travelled Persia far and wide, 
knows her, understands her. He is a person of crystal honesty and integrity. In terms of politics, before 
the revolution, he was a supporter of the English monarchy, now, perhaps, he is also a republican. I con-
sider it my moral duty, now that there are so few people, to draw your special attention to Minorsky.62

Thus, skilfully using his symbolic capital in this interplay of power relations, Minorsky succeeded 
in gaining attention for his project on behalf of the Ministry for Foreign Affairs. The direct 
exchange of cables between Minorsky and Miliukov intensified.63

However, at the same time, Minorsky’s cables demonstrate that he remembered Russia’s 
overarching strategic tasks in the south and considered them unshakable. As before, when in 
1904 the Russian Foreign Minister Count Vladimir Lamsdorf (1845-1907) instructed the newly 
appointed ambassador to Tehran Aleksei Speyer (1854-1916),64 under whom Minorsky started 
his career, these tasks were the securing of access to the straits in West Asia and to the Persian 
Gulf, as well as the consolidation of Russia’s political and economic grip even in countries such 
as ‘weak and decrepit Persia’, but this time using different methods, as he put it.65 In May 1917, 
he wrote to Petrograd:

The Anglo-Russian Convention should remain unshakeable, however, its Russian part should shift towards 
liberals. It is desirable to entice the English to follow us. The fact that there was no opposition on our 
behalf toward the unavoidable convocation of the majles made an excellent impression. The reduction of 
our interference with Persian affairs is necessary, especially with the litigations of our protégés. 
Rapprochement with middle classes is necessary. Consulates should in every way facilitate the emancipation 
of peasants and the protection of their rights. The relevant policy conducted by Turks during the occupation 
gained them a lot of sympathy.

Now, it is not an appropriate moment for taking new big concessions. The main task is the turning of 
sympathies toward us, which is particularly important in this common danger and the likeliness of a 
revolution in Persia.66

After the reshuffling of the Provisional Government cabinet, Minorsky continued to follow up 
his project with Miliukov’s successor Mikhail Tereshchenko (1888-1956),67 arguing that this was 
exactly the time to take advantage of the growing national self-consciousness of Iranian Turks. 
However, in addition to Azerbaijan, the project now included the southern coast and some areas 
to the south-east of the Caspian Sea, in fact those territories under Russian military occupation.68 
Minorsky thus maintained that the ‘separation’ of these areas from Iran as autonomous regions 
would lead to their convergence with Russia’s Trans-Caucasus and the Trans-Caspian, whose 
successful experience could be used for the required reforms and improvements under Russian 
direct control. Experts on administrative and land reforms were to be seconded to the numerous 
Russian consulates in those areas. Their activities were to be organised in such a way that the 
reforms would be perceived as being implemented not from the top but from below, as if they 
had been undertaken based on the demands of Iranians themselves.69

There is still a lot of prejudice toward Russia, and one cannot destroy it at once, but if Persians are con-
vinced that we really stand for reforms, that we know more than them, that we do not want to make a 
hollow favour but to help, that we are not after profiteering concessions but we want economic growth 
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for Persians, much will be achieved in a much easier way. I simply repeat my old formula: Azerbaijan must 
become an experimental field where we can carry out the experiments of our new policy.70

Minorsky then concluded that Russia’s main interests in Iran were to remain the same, namely 
land acquisition, colonisation, construction of railways and telegraph lines, as well as access to 
the waters of the Persian Gulf; but that Russia should learn from the methods of France in 
Morocco and those of Britain in India and Egypt. According to him, the new democratic Russia 
was destined to play the role for the Orient that France had played for European peoples.71

It should be pointed out, nevertheless, that not all of Minorsky’s projects were so grand in 
scale nor his sentiments so altruistic. In addition to the separation of Azerbaijan or, at least, 
making it autonomous, Minorsky also proposed another minor but no less curious project 
prompted by the deep ethnographic knowledge and experience gained during the field activities 
of the Quadripartite Boundary Delimitation Commission in 1913-1914.72 Arguing that Sulaymaniyah 
had always been home of Kurdish writing, he stated that the inhabitants of that area were 
closely connected to the Kurds of Soujboulagh [modern Mahabad] in language and origin. ‘It 
would deserve our efforts to create a separatist movement, while promising Kurds independence 
or semi-independence under the sovereignty of Persia […] Emissaries can be chosen among 
our captives from Sulaymaniyah. This plan seems efficient, especially in terms of our control 
over railway access to our Persian zone from Mesopotamia.’73 Minorsky sent this proposal to 
the Ministry which was still imperial, several days before the February Revolution, and thus 
complied with the relevant spirit and formerly established practices. The new liberal Ministry 
paid no attention to this project. However, it is likely that when the USSR began to play the 
Kurdish card in the late 1920s, its young diplomats and INO OGPU74 officers were well familiar 
with Minorsky’s proposals, as they were in the habit of reading their predecessors’ reports very 
attentively.75

Unexpected transformations, 1917-1919

The Bolsheviks introduced their own corrections into Minorsky’s beautiful utopia and did not 
allow Russia to become a second France. As Aliev, a Russian historian of Iran wrote: ‘The 
political-economic projects devised by late Tsarist Russia and by the Provisional Government 
after the February Revolution demonstrated the Russian bourgeoisie’s increasing interest toward 
Iran. The oncoming new wave of the Bolshevik revolution turned out the force that in a blink 
overthrew these claims and the hopes for the imperial legacy.’76 However, this did not prevent 
Minorsky from the partial implementation of his project, but with different driving forces and 
a surprisingly reverse operative vector. Regional developments in the following years became 
an intrinsic part of historical continuities so typical for Russo-Iranian interaction throughout the 
first half of the twentieth century.

As pointed out by Stephanie Cronin: ‘Iran between 1908 and 1909 had offered Caucasian 
revolutionaries and Tsarist officers a new opportunity to continue an existing conflict. Between 
1917 and 1920, Iran again constituted an extension and outpost of the mortal class and national 
struggle taking place across the Russian Empire.’77 In addition to those two, there were at least 
five developments of the same kind during the first half of the twentieth century. First was the 
Russian occupation of the northern and north-western provinces of Iran, ensuing from the 
struggle between revolutionaries and Russian state forces and the Great War. Next was the 18 
May 1920 landing of Bolshevik forces in Anzali and the subsequent establishment of the 
short-lived Soviet Socialist Republic of Iran, with its capital in Rasht.78 After that came the 
clandestine activities of the Cheka-OGPU-NKVD on Iranian territory in pursuit of White emigrants 
during the 1920s-1930s, with street shootings and quiet poisonings.79 Later, Reza Shah’s inde-
pendent foreign policy gave Stalin a pretext to organise the allied occupation of Iran, dividing 
Iran into zones of influence, similar to those that existed during the First World War. This 
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eventually resulted in a new attempt by the ‘big northern neighbour’ to turn Azerbaijan into 
an ‘experimental field’, leading to the first episode in the unfolding Cold War, called the ‘Iran 
Crisis of 1946’. However, the events that took place in the Iranian province of Azerbaijan and 
the Caspian, embracing vast areas both in Iran and the former Russian Empire, within a few 
years after the Bolshevik coup constituted an essential continuation of the Smirnov-Minorsky 
project, this time with a diametrically opposite, northward democratising vector of application.

The phenomenal development of the Caucasian Caspian Alliance Government between 
mid-1918 and early 1919, from dawn to apex and sunset, can only be explained by three main 
factors. The first was the amalgamation of the Russian diplomatic corps and military in Iran and 
their development into the most powerful regional force. Brilliantly navigating power/knowledge 
relations, Minorsky found himself at the head of this force due to his undisputed status as the 
main expert on the region within the international diplomatic corps. This status, acknowledged 
even by London’s Foreign Office as early as 1913,80 proved extremely instrumental. His increased 
political activism in the Russian Cause (Russkoe delo) certainly also contributed to the eventual 
outcome.81 The second critical factor was the strategic importance of the Caspian region, with 
Baku as its centre, in the First World War, as demonstrated by Saul Kelly.82 The third factor was 
the region’s crucial influence specifically for Russians. It projected to the west, south and east 
of the Caspian Sea, with strong civilising/democratising potential, as conceived by Minorsky. 
After the emergence of the Bolshevik regime, this region acquired similar potential northwards, 
which Minorsky also understood, as demonstrated in his correspondence with the Supreme 
Command of the White movement.83

The Caucasian Caspian Alliance Government, with Baku as its centre, was established in 
September 1918 mainly due to Minorsky’s continuous efforts from December 1917.84 The origins 
of this unique political and military enterprise are rooted in the period from December 1917 
to August 1918. Acting over the head of the inept Russian Minister von Etter85 First Secretary 
of the Russian Legation Vladimir Minorsky undertook to form a regional anti-Bolshevik resistance 
hub, supported by the Persian Cossack Division and the British-funded remnants of Baratov’s 
expeditionary forces in Iran. Having struck a deal with Major-General Dunsterville (1865-1946) 
in close coordination with Minorsky, Lieutenant-Colonel Lazar’ Bicherakhov (1882-1952), in 
command of several hundred Cossacks, constituted the core of Dunsterforce. He made his way 
from Kermanshah to Baku via Tabriz and Anzali by June 1918, inflicting a decisive defeat on 
the Jangalis at Manjil on 12 June 1918.86 In July, on the other side of the Caspian Sea, the 
united democratic forces of Socialist-Revolutionaries and Mensheviks, supported by the British 
forces stationed in Khorasan, organised an anti-Bolshevik coup in Askhabad (modern Ashghabad), 
creating the Trans-Caspian Government, applied to Minorsky for further guidance.87 As early as 
September 1918, the alliance of Trans-Caspian and Caucasian political and military authorities 
was proclaimed with Colonel Bicherakhov as its head.88

Shortly afterwards, Bicherakhov’s Caucasian Army of thirty thousand men89 controlled the entire 
Trans-Caspian region, embracing Azerbaijan and northern Iran, the larger part of the Caucasus, 
Dagestan and the territories north of the river Terek, and was preparing to take Astrakhan – the 
largest Russian port on the river Volga.90 Having authored the Government constituent charter, 
Minorsky received the post of Minister for External Relations (Foreign Affairs), but was the spiritual 
father to the whole enterprise and guided Bicherakhov in all political affairs.91 It was Minorsky who 
negotiated with the Provisional All-Russia Government (headquartered in Ufa and then in Omsk) 
the official acknowledgement of the Caucasian Caspian Alliance Government and obtained the 
rank of Major-General for Bicherakhov from the Supreme Command of the White forces in Omsk.92

Among other stipulations, the Government Charter defined its main principles as ‘restoration 
of Russia’s statehood and reunification of the divided regions of the Russian Democratic Republic, 
continuation of the struggle against German-Turkish aggression and the establishment of order 
and legality on the fundamentals that existed before 25 October 1917’.93 The government pro-
claimed its ultimate goal after the cleansing of Russia from the ‘Bolshevik disease’ as the 
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hand-over of power to the All-Russia Constituent Assembly to decide the further destiny of the 
country. Bolsheviks were associated with terror, exploitation of international enmity, and con-
ciliation with the external enemy. As conceived by Minorsky, their cooperation with Bicherakhov 
was to ‘support the Russian Cause’ in the civil war.94 Thus the multi-dimensional importance of 
the region made it feasible to turn the civilising mission vector of the Russian Cause 180 degrees, 
targeting the ‘wild barbarian hordes of Bolsheviks’, as perceived by Bicherakhov and Minorsky.95

However, the success of the Caucasian Caspian Alliance Government was not destined to 
last long. In early 1919, after a series of successful operations against the Bolsheviks, General 
Denikin’s army reached the region.96 Bicherakhov’s forces were to merge with those of Anton 
Denikin. Following new priorities, the British switched their attention to Denikin and withdrew 
their financial support from the Government. They also insisted on the dismissal of the 
Government.97 Another pillar of this Government, the Persian Cossack Division, although funded 
by the British, was strongly opposed to the increasing British influence in Iran, particularly, to 
the ‘corrupt Anglo-Persian Agreement of 1919’ that would downgrade Iran to the status of a 
British protectorate. Thus, the British had to take effective measures aimed at ‘getting rid of 
Starosselsky [Russian Commander-in-Chief of the Division]’ and ‘weeding out Russian officers’ 
from the Division, as formulated by Sir Percy Cox.98 The Division finally lost the remnants of its 
Russian political autonomy.

By October 1920, the British had dismissed Russian senior officers, installing British and 
Iranian replacements in their place.99 The British also declared Minorsky persona non grata in 
Iran, making their financial support of the Russian Legation conditional on Minorsky not taking 
over from von Etter who was leaving Iran. This was because Minorsky continued to advocate 
the restoration of the territorial integrity of Russia within the pre-First World War borders, 
whereas the British had by then opted to support the newly established independent Caucasian 
republics.100 Minorsky was also allegedly ‘very actively intriguing’101 against the Anglo-Persian 
Agreement. The British military and political authorities escalated the issue via Sir Percy Cox up 
to Earl Curzon who had to ask the Foreign Minister of the White Government Sazonov to have 
Minorsky transferred to Paris ‘in a kindly way’.102 Eventually, after continuous efforts and lengthy 
correspondence at the highest level in British, French and Russian diplomatic, military and 
government circles, specifically regarding ‘the Minorsky problem’, Cox cabled to Curzon with 
relief, as if reporting the problem solved: ‘Minorsky left 11th Sep. for Paris.’103 So perished the 
last Russian hopes to become a France for the Orient and to bring democracy to both the 
Other and the Self.

Conclusion

This case-study has presented another curious chapter in Russia’s multifaceted presence in Iran. 
It has for the first time brought to light and critically questioned the story of a utopian political 
initiative of a significantly unconventional character for Russia at that time. All three episodes 
were undoubtedly doomed to failure primarily because of Russia’s own domestic socio-political 
developments during the first two decades of the twentieth century. However, they are closely 
connected by several factors highlighting the following remarkable patterns. First, the project 
was intellectually rooted in Russian Orientalism, the main discursive component of which was 
the belief that Russians were bringing the same west-European mission civilisatrice to the Orient, 
but were capable of doing this better than Europeans, since they were spiritually closer to 
Orientals and understood them better. Secondly, although bringing democracy (in its conven-
tional ‘western’ understanding) from a country such as Russia sounds ambiguous, this notion 
– combining imperialist expansion and naive idealism with tinges of Russian messianism – 
stemmed from intellectuals speaking several languages and closely communicating with the 
representatives of various governments and societies. They had every opportunity to analytically 
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juxtapose different cultures and political systems. According to these intellectuals, it was not 
simply philanthropic idealism but rather straightforward political imperatives that should have 
been followed in Iran to succeed in the realisation of the Russian Cause. Third, it is also illus-
trative of the power/knowledge nexus that, in contrast to the Tsarist period, Minorsky was finally 
heard by the new democratic Russian government, which was significantly closer to academia. 
Only this development enabled Minorsky to capitalise on his academic relationship with Miliukov, 
and to receive a green light for such an ambitious project. This is supported even more clearly 
by the episode with the Caucasian Caspian Alliance Government. In the absence of central 
power, the regional periphery perceived Russia’s Legation under Minorsky’s informal leadership 
as a legitimate hub of central power, due to its symbolic capital accumulated through decades 
of the Legation’s manifold activities in the region. However, this empowering qualitative trans-
formation during the third episode became feasible due to the Caspian itself fusing together 
the strategic factors, such as oil, trade and logistic communications, multicultural cohesion and 
the entanglement of global interests with local. During the decade in question (1909-1919), the 
Caspian formed an extremely dense hub in cultural, political, and military terms, as well as the 
centre of multi-vector regional and global impact due to its geographical location and geo-political 
importance.
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