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Relations between the USSR and Iran 
during the period from the overthrow 
of the Shah and the establishment of the 
Islamic Republic up to early 1983 are 
reviewed in this book. It begins with a 
brief survey of Russian-Persian relations 
in earlier years, with a focus on the 
developments that served as a background 
to the current events.

It examines Soviet attitudes and reactions 
to Iran's foreign and internal policy and 
highlights the way in which the Soviets 
often raise events of which they do not 
approve in order to draw Iran closer to them.
In particular, the book discusses the Soviet 
response to the Iran-lraq war and the position 
of the Tudeh Party and the other leftists within 
Iran.

Iran's policy towards the USSR is treated 
at length and it is shown that it is suspicious 
of a tacit USA-USSR agreement over the fate 
of Iran. Khomeini’s attempts to isolate Iran 
from both East and West, proclaiming a 
policy of 'neither East nor West, but as an 
Islamic Republic' are also reviewed.

This is the first attempt in book form 
to discuss this crucial dimension in Middle 
East politics and it makes a significant 
contribution to our understanding of the 
forces driving the Iranian Revolution.
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PREFACE

This book reviews and analyses relations between the Soviet Union and 
Iran, from the time of the overthrow of the Shah’s regime and the 
establishment of the Islamic Republic up to mid 1983. It begins with 
a brief survey of earlier periods in Russian-Persian relations, with a 
focus on the developments which served as a background to the current 
events.

While much has been written about Iran during the Shah’s regime, 
very little has been published about the period since 1979, and almost 
nothing about the USSR and Iran -  what relations were actually like 
between them and how these relations were viewed by either side, 
Here the subject is dealt with extensively in an attempt to present both 
facets, together with views and a commentary.

Extensive background material is given on both internal Iranian 
developments and wider Middle Eastern politics. Emphasis has been 
placed on matters which attracted the Soviets’ attention, and to which 
they attached considerable importance. These influenced their policy 
and views in regard to Iran. Both Iran’s ‘neither East nor West’ policy, 
and the Soviet attempts to attract Iran and influence it, are examined 
in depth.

The term ‘Russia’ is used when dealing with the period of Russia’s 
old regime. The expression ‘Soviet Russia’ represents the country during 
the first years of the Soviet regime; and the terms ‘Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republics’ (USSR), ‘the Soviet Union’ or ‘the Soviets’ refer 
to the same country after the adoption of the Soviet constitution in 
1924. The term ‘Iran’ became current in Western usage after 1927. In 
this book the term ‘Persia’ is generally used until the late 1920s and 
from that time onwards the country has been referred to as ‘Iran’.

The author would like to express his thanks to the documentation 
centres and libraries of the Shiloah Centre for Middle Eastern and 
African Studies, Tel Aviv University; and of the Harry S. Truman Re
search Institute, Jerusalem, and to their staff — whose help has been of 
inestimable value.

Aryeh Y. Yodfat
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ADP Azerbaijani Democratic Party
AFP Agence France Presse, Paris
AIOC Anglo-Iranian Oil Company
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CENTO Central Treaty Organization
CIA Central Intelligence Agency, USA
Cong. Congress
CPSU Communist Party of the Soviet Union
DPK Democratic Party of Kordestan, Iran 

Democratic Party of Kurdistan, Iraq
FBIS Foreign Broadcast Information Service, USA
FRG Federal Republic of Germany
GCC Gulf Co-operation Council
GDR German Democratic Republic
ICP Iraqi Communist Party
IRNA Islamic Republic News Agency (formerly PARS)
IRP Islamic Republican Party, Iran
KGB Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti, Committee for 

State Security, USSR
ME Middle East
NIOC National Iranian Oil Company
NVOI National Voice of Iran
NY New York
OPEC Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries
PDPA People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan
PDRY People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (South Yemen)
PRC People’s Republic of China
PUK Patriotic Union of Kurdistan, Iraq
Sess. Session
Supp. Supplement
TASS Telegraph Agency of the Soviet Union ->
UAE United Arab Emirates
UN United Nations
US, USA United States, United States of America
USSR
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1 RUSSIA'S OLD REGIME -PERSIA 
'SLIPPED OUT OF RUSSIAN HANDS'

Russia’s Moving Frontier

Russian history has been characterized by constant expansion — from 
the principality of Moscow to an empire. The movement was in all 
directions: east and west, north and south. The frontier was a moving 
one similar to that of pioneering America, a frontier of the hunter, 
fisherman, trader, miner, bandit, freebooter, military conqueror and 
colonizer.

The conquest of Transcaucasia by Russian forces began in the late 
eighteenth century. Its western part, the Black Sea coast, and its hinter
land were at that time in the sphere of influence of the Ottoman 
Empire. Armenia, Azerbaijan and Eastern Georgia (Gruzia) in the east 
were under Persian control. The rivalry between Persians and Ottomans 
was much to Russia’s advantage and facilitated its conquests. Generally, 
the Russians had to fight only one of these powers at a time; only from 
1806-12 did they fight Persia and Turkey simultaneously. Tbilisi, the 
capital of Gruzia, was captured by the Russians in 1801, Baku in 1806, 
Yerevan, the capital of Armenia, in 1828. The Russian frontier advanced 
to the river Araxes, where it has remained. The occupation of the 
Caucasus was accomplished only in 1864.

The conquest of Central Asia by Russia was similar to the colonial 
history of West European powers in Africa. In both cases trade came 
before the flag and traders before soldiers. Deserts played the same role 
for the Russians as the sea for the West Europeans in separating metro
polis from colony. The remoteness and the unfamiliar climate made 
Central Asia a place more for exploitation than for colonization. The 
Russians (adopting a strategy similar to that of the British in India) 
made the weaker states of Kokand and Khorezm a part of their empire. 
The more productive areas, such as the Fergana Valley and Samarkand, 
were put directly under Russian control with the intention of growing 
cotton. Bukhara and Khiva were left as native states, nominally in
dependent, with the freedom to control their own affairs.1

The advances in Central Asia brought the Russians close to the sphere 
of British interests. The Russian occupation in 1844 of Merv, from 
which a road was open to Herat and further south to India, led to British

1
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2 Russia’s Old Regime

reactions described at the time as ‘mervousness’. A period of Anglo- 
Russian tension followed, and negotiations concerning Afghanistan: the 
British attempted to define the northern frontier of Afghanistan as 
the southern limit of the Russian sphere of influence. Afghanistan was 
declared to be a neutral buffer state, separating the Russian and British 
areas.2

In Persia, the Russian presence and influence steadily increased. The 
Treaty of Turkmenchai in 1828 ceded the provinces of Erevan and 
Nakhichevan to Russia, imposed a heavy indemnity on Persia, and 
forced it to grant commercial privileges and extraterritorial rights to 
Russian subjects. This was the beginning of the Russian economic and 
political penetration of Persia, and it was particularly predominant in 
Russian-controlled territory in the north.

Towards the Persian Gulf

To consolidate their gains in Central Asia, the Russians built a number 
of railways. The first was officially opened in 1888, commencing at 
the Caspian Sea eastward, from Krasnovodsk, via Ashkhabad to Merv, 
Samarkand and Tashkent, continuing to Kokand and Andizhan. Plans 
were made to continue Russian railroads through Persia to the Persian 
Gulf, facilitating Russian access to the Indian Ocean. However, the plans 
never got beyond the discussion stage. At a Russian government meeting 
on the subject, on 4 February 1890, the head of the Asian Department 
in the Foreign Ministry claimed that a railroad from the Russian border 
through Persia to the Gulf would necessitate complete security and un
disturbed movement. The situation in Persia did not meet this require
ment, and the further one went from the Russian frontier, the harder 
it would be to achieve this. In the Persian Gulf, he said, ‘we do not have 
any point of support, while the British have their agents and navy there’. 
He further stated that there was a need to establish a Russian military 
naval station in the Gulf, strong enough not to fear British rivalry, and 
able to command the respect of the littoral population.3 However, no 
decision was taken.

The Persian Gulf at that time was still quite distant from the Russian 
border and Russian control. However, there was a constant Russian 
advance in that direction. Northern Persia was almost completely under 
Russian control and the Caspian Sea became a ‘Russian lake’. The Trans- 
Caspian railway enabled the Russians to transfer troops close to the 
Persian border and Russian steamers were available in the Caspian Sea
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Russia’s Old Regime 3

for the transfer of troops to northern Persia. The Russian and British 
forces were at some distance from each other, and Britain proposed to 
maintain the situation by declaring Persia a buffer state -  like Afghan
istan -  between the Russian and British spheres of influence. Such 
proposals were viewed with disfavour in Russia since they would mean 
an end to Russian advances southwards.

Tsar Nicholai II said in 1897 that he did not believe in buffer states 
‘unless they were strong and independent, and Persia . . . was too weak 
to play the role of such a state with advantage’. As regards British- 
Russian relations, he remarked to a British diplomat that they ‘would 
be far more friendly and satisfactory were there no Persia between us’.4 
This statement could have meant a proposal to divide Persia between 
Britain and Russia, but generally the Tsar and most of his advisers re
jected such proposals since they were interested in controlling all of 
Persia.

On 25 November 1899 the Ottoman Porte granted Germany the 
right to construct what came to be known as the Baghdad railway, from 
Konia to Baghdad.5 This plan gave rise to much concern in Russia. It 
was believed that the railway would extend through southern Persia to 
Baluchistan, thus impeding Russian access to the Persian Gulf.6 The 
Russian press published opinions stating that, since the Germans were 
building a railway to the Persian Gulf from the west, Russia should 
immediately commence construction of a road to the Gulf from the 
north. Plans existed to construct a Russian railway which would reach 
Bandar Abbas in the Strait of Hormuz, Bushire (further north, opposite 
Kuwait), or Chahbahar (eastwards, in the Arabian Sea). Russian plans 
included either having a port there or the use of existing naval facilities, 
particularly in Bandar Abbas.

In a memorandum to the Tsar in January 1900 the Foreign Minister, 
Count M.N. Muravyov, stated that the Russian government had decided 
to forgo these plans, for both political and financial reasons. First, it 
would have opened northern Persia to British commerce, whereas at 
present the Persians were purchasing mostly Russian goods. Secondly, 
it might also have brought about the construction of a British railway 
from southern to northern Persia.

On the question of Russian occupation of a port in the Persian Gulf, 
Foreign Minister Muravyov said he saw no reason to occupy ports

whose defence could not be fully guaranteed. In addition, the build
ing of strategic positions and coaling stations at great distances from
the operational base disperses the country’s forces and is so costly
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4 Russia’s Old Regime

that, in most cases, the strategic advantages are outweighed by the 
material sacrifices.

A declaration that Russia would not tolerate any violation of Persia’s 
territorial integrity, Muravyov stated, would ‘to some extent moderate 
England’s expansionist designs’. A Russian promise ‘to come to the 
defence of Persia’s territorial rights at any moment’ had some dis
advantages, however. It would ‘place upon us the fairly heavy necessity 
of maintaining troops in perpetual war readiness on our borders. . .  
deprive us of freedom of action in the north of Persia, where we are at 
present the only and complete masters’.

The Tsar was advised to oppose an agreement with Britain to divide 
Persia into Russian and British spheres of influence. Such a division 
would grant Russia the north and Britain the south, but:

the north of Persia is in Russian hands anyway, and is completely in
accessible to foreigners; by officially acknowledging England’s right 
to act unilaterally in the south . . .  we thereby . .  . voluntarily block 
any further movement by us beyond the limits of Persia’s northern 
provinces.7

Commenting on the above, Naval Minister P. Tyrtov said he fully 
agreed ‘about the usefulness of our acquiring coaling stations or any 
bases outside the Empire’s borders which do not justify the expenses of 
strengthening and maintaining a fleet there, without which they would 
become easy prey for the enemy’. He did not mention the Persian Gulf 
by name, but that was his intention. His preferences lay in the Far East.

For War Minister General A. Kuropatkin the Bosphorus was more 
important. He stated his opinion that its occupation was ‘the most im
portant task for Russia. Until this came about, all the other tasks had 
relatively small significance.’ He agreed in general to what was said about 
Persia, but insisted that sooner or later Russia would have to reach an 
agreement with England on this question. He was bound to add that as 
long as a railway connecting European Russia with Central Asia was 
not completed, the military would refuse to support negotiations with 
England regarding Persia.

Finance Minister S. Witte said that an implementation of the Mura
vyov proposals would cost a great deal. Strengthening Russian military 
forces in Turkestan and the Transcaucasus required sums of money 
which the army and the country needed elsewhere. It would force Britain 
to increase its armaments, putting Russia in a financially inconvenient
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Russia’s Old Regime 5

position, competing with a much richer England, without bringing 
about a commensurate increase in power. As regards Persia, the Finance 
Minister was considering building highways and assisting the develop
ment of Russian enterprises.8

All the above recommendations were made to the Tsar, who was, 
however, unable to decide either way and left most of the options open. 
This meant, in fact, that nothing was done. Efforts were concentrated 
in other directions. A Trans-Persian railway or any other extensive 
investments in that country would divert resources from the expansion 
and further development of the Trans-Siberian railway and other Far 
Eastern projects. Persia and the Persian Gulf were not at the top of the 
list of St Petersburg’s priorities. But there were also some less influential 
and lower ranking officials who allotted Persia and the Gulf a much 
higher priority.

In February 1900, at the same time as the Naval Minister was speak
ing about the ‘uselessness’ of Russia’s acquiring distant coaling stations 
or bases, a small Russian gunboat anchored off Bandar Abbas. Its com
mander had ordered coal from Bombay; when it arrived, he took part 
of it, intending to leave the remainder. This would require Russian 
guards to watch over it, but the local governor refused permission. Thus 
the attempt failed to create a nucleus store from which a coaling station 
might develop.’9 In the following years Russian warships toured the 
Gulf but they made no attempt to acquire a foothold there.10 This in
cident was probably an exception, perhaps an attempt to test local, and 
perhaps even more, British, reactions.

British naval supremacy in fact made the Gulf a British preserve and 
blocked Russian attempts to establish a presence there. In the House of 
Lords on 15 May 1903, the British Foreign Minister Lord Lansdowne 
gave what might be taken as a warning to Russia and Germany, a sort 
of ‘Monroe Doctrine’ for the Gulf:

We should regard the establishment of a naval base, or of a fortified 
port, in the Persian Gulf by any other power as a grave menace to 
British interests, and we should certainly resist it with all the means 
at our disposal.11

The Division of Persia into Russian and British Spheres of Influence

British influence predominated in the Persian Gulf but in Persia itself 
the situation was different. Britain, even if it could bring naval forces
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6 Russia’s Old Regime

to the Gulf, was far away. So was British India. Russia, however, was 
much closer, thus increasing its power and influence inside Persia.

One of Russia’s instruments in Persia were the Cossack units. Trained 
by Russian officers, they dealt directly with the Ministry of War in St 
Petersburg, and during the 1880s became the most efficient military 
force in Persia. Russian Cossacks were selected by the Shah in 1878 as a 
model for the Persian cavalry. A Persian Cossack brigade was organized 
in 1879,12 soon growing to three regiments. They became ‘a powerful 
instrument for furthering Russian influence in Persia’.13 According to 
George N. Curzon:

The only Persian troops of any value in the capital are the so-called 
Cossack regiments, under Russian officers, and in the event of poli
tical convulsion it is doubtful whether they would not prefer the 
country of their uniform to the country of their birth.14

The situation which developed, and Russian aims in regard to Persia, 
were summed up on 30 September (13 October) 1904 in instructions 
from Russia’s Foreign Minister, Count V.N. Lamsdorf, to his Minister 
in Persia, A.N. Shteyer. Lamsdorf said:

Our principal aim, which we have pursued by various ways and means 
during the long years of our relations with Persia, can be defined in 
the following manner: to preserve the integrity and inviolability of 
the possessions of the Shah, without seeking for ourselves territorial 
acquisitions, and not permitting the hegemony of a third power. We 
have tried gradually to subject Persia to our dominant influence, 
without violating the external symbols of its independence or its 
internal regime. In other words, our task is to make Persia politically 
obedient and useful, i.e., a sufficiently powerful instrument in our 
hands. Economically -  to keep for ourselves a wide Persian market 
using Russian work and capital freely therein . .  .1S

Russia’s defeat by Japan in the war of 1905 made it reconsider rela
tions with Britain. Domestic instability, the 1905 revolution, limited 
resources, increasing German influence in the Near East — all these were 
contributing factors.

Japan’s increasing strength checked Russian advances in the Far East 
and the Anglo-Japanese alliance covered India, provided for joint action 
in its defence and made Britain less fearful of Russian advances in that 
direction. British control of Egypt guaranteed its domination of the
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Russia’s Old Regime 1

Eastern Mediterranean. Although Britain had for years tried to contain 
Russian advances in the Near East, Britian now began to change its 
mind and even saw certain advantages in the Russian presence. It might 
bring about a deterioration in Russia’s relations with Austro-Hungary 
and Germany, restricting their expansion in the Balkans and eastwards.

As Britain and Russia moved closer together, the British made 
another attempt to define the two spheres of influence in Persia. The 
subject came up on 1 February 1907 at a meeting of Russian ministers. 
Most of the speakers, especially Foreign Minister A.P. Izvolsky, con
nected it with the German Baghdad railway project which was seen to 
threaten Russian interests. As to the British proposal, Izvolsky said:

until now that idea has not received much understanding from Rus
sian public opinion. In leading circles the conviction prevailed that 
Persia must fall entirely under Russian influence and that we must 
aim for a free exit to the Persian Gulf, building a railway across all 
Persia and establishing a fortified point on that Gulf. Events of the 
last years have, however, made clear the infeasibility of such a plan.

The Minister of Trade and Commerce said that the Baghdad railway 
would harm Russian interests. A branch line to Persia would harm those 
interests still further, leading to the development of a transit trade from 
Europe to the Persian Gulf, ‘bypassing Russia’. Such a branch to north
ern Persia would endanger exclusive Russian economic interests there. 
In talks with England and Germany, the Minister requested assurances 
that no such branch lines would be built and that the prohibition on 
the construction of a railway in northern Persia would be extended for 
an additional ten years. He also demanded that any such lines be built 
only with Russia’s consent and in keeping with its interests.16

The Russian-British rapprochement reached its peak with the signing 
of the convention of 31 August 1907 between the two countries. Among 
its provisions was the division of Persia into British and Russian spheres 
of influence, with a neutral zone between them. The richer northern 
part was in the Russian sphere and Bandar Abbas was east of it, while 
Afghanistan was in the British sphere. The Gulf area to the west was in 
the neutral zone.17

The convention was criticized both in Britain and in Russia. Count 
Witte, the Russian Finance Minister during the period 1892-1903 and 
Premier until 1906, said in his memoirs that in the division of Persia, 
Russia received what she already possessed. ‘The northern part of Persia 
was naturally destined, so to speak, to become a part of the Russian
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8 Russia’s Old Regime

Empire.’ Russia renounced ‘all claims to the southern Persian parts. In 
a word, Persia has slipped out of our hands’.18

The erstwhile Russian sphere of influence came in fact under full 
Russian control and was only nominally ruled by the Shall and his 
Persian authorities. Since the capital city and the centres of power were 
in the Russian sphere it meant, to a certain extent, Russian control of 
the Persian government, and through it, of the whole country (as far as 
the government by itself exercised such control).

This situation was described to the Tsar in June 1914 by George 
Buchanan, the British ambassador, as follows:

Northern Persia was now to all intents and purposes a Russian prov
ince . .  . Little by little, the whole machinery of administration had 
been placed in the hands of the Russian consuls. The Governor- 
General of Azerbaijan was a mere puppet who received and carried 
out the orders of the Russian Consul-General and the same might be 
said of the Governors at Rasht, Kazvin and Julfa. They were one and 
all agents of the Russian government and acted in entire independ
ence of the central government in Tehran. Vast tracts of land in 
north Persia were being acquired by illegal methods. Large numbers 
of Persians were being converted into Russian-protected subjects, and 
the taxes were being collected by the Russian consuls to the exclu
sion of the agents of the Persian financial administration. The above 
system was being extended to Isfahan and even to the neutral zone.

The Tsar proposed to partition the neutral zone and offered to 
appoint a committee on behalf of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to 
investigate the activities of his consuls.19 Nothing was done, however.

The First World War brought Britain and Russia into the same camp. 
During the war Russia raised the question of the annexation of Con
stantinople and on 15 March 1915 the matter was discussed between 
the Tsar and Ambassador Buchanan. It was agreed to transfer the 
neutral zone in Persia to Britain in exchange for Russian annexation 
of Constantinople and the Turkish Straits.20 The agreement was later 
repudiated by the Soviet regime.
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2 THE SOVIET REGIME -  BETWEEN GOOD 
NEIGHBOURLINESS AND INTERVENTION 
( 1917- 1953)

The End of Russian Influence

The Soviet regime which came to power in Russia in November 1917 
gave first priority to its own survival and to keeping all, or at least most, 
of the areas that had belonged to Russia prior to the revolution. In its 
foreign relations, primary attention was focused on Europe. Any deal
ings with the ‘East’ were undertaken in such a way as to influence 
developments in Europe and create difficulties for the colonial powers, 
thus distracting them from fighting Soviet Russia.

One of the first measures taken by the new regime was to publish 
the secret agreements made by the Tsar’s government, which included 
the British-Russian agreements of 1907 concerning Persia. All claims of 
the old regime pertaining to Persia were renounced.

On 3 December 1917 the Soviet government appealed to all Muslim 
toilers of Russia and the East, proclaiming ‘tire treaty on the partition 
of Persia’ null and void. This appeal stated, inter alia, that ‘as soon as 
military activities cease, troops will be withdrawn from Persia and the 
Persians will be guaranteed the right freely to determine their own 
destiny’.1 The immediate aim of this appeal was to create difficulties 
for Britain, thus diverting its attention from any military intervention 
in Russia itself.

A Soviet note on 26 June 1919 to the Persian government pro
claimed:

(1) All Persian debts to the Tsarist government were annulled.
(2) Russian interference in Persia’s income from customs, post and 
telegraph was at an end.
(3) All Russian official and private concessions in Persia were void.
(4) The Russian bank in Persia, with all its inventory, branches, 
land, etc., was declared the property of the Persian people.
(5) All the roads, electricity stations, port equipment, railway 
lines, etc. built and owned by Russia were transferred to the Persian 
nation.
(6) Capitulations ceased to exist.2 3 4 5 6
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The Soviet Regime (1917-1953) 11

Persia, however, was in no position to reply to this gesture. The country 
had been occupied by Britain and a Tsarist consul was still in Tehran.

Russia too was able to devote little attention to Persia, being prim
arily preoccupied with internal affairs. Almost all of Transcaucasia and 
Central Asia were at that time outside Soviet control. The former was 
taken over by the ‘Reds’ around 1920. In Central Asia, local Muslim 
nationalists, the Basmachi, were finally crushed only in 1928. (In some 
areas, resistance lingered on until 1936.)3

This situation was exploited by Britain, which occupied all of Persia, 
using it as a base of operations against the Bolsheviks in Transcaucasia 
and Turkestan.4 An Anglo-Persian treaty was signed in 1919, reaffirm
ing Persia’s independence and territorial integrity and revoking the 
1907 Anglo-Persian convention. In fact it made Persia dependent on 
Britain, giving the latter a considerable number of privileges in the 
organization of military forces, and especially in the handling of state 
finances.5

The new Soviet regime tried to attract the Persian government, to 
win its confidence and goodwill, but it also provided aid to those who 
opposed that government and acted against it.

The Republic of Gilan

A Persian communist party was organized among Persian workers in the 
Baku oilfields after the November 1917 Bolshevik revolution. Originally 
named ‘Adalet’ (Justice), it attracted Persians both in Turkestan and 
in Persia itself. Later, the Party Congress at Enzeli (renamed Pahlevi) 
changed its name in July 1920 to the Iranian Communist Party.6

The communists, however, had little power and influence in Persia. 
The Soviets saw more chances in a nationalist Islamic reform movement 
established in the Gilan province in northern Persia in 1915. This group 
was headed by Kuchuk Khan, Ehsanullah Khan and others. Their revolt, 
beginning in 1917, fought Persian troops, but in 1919, finding them
selves in a difficult situation, they appealed to the Soviets for help.

On 28 April 1920 Red forces occupied Baku and proclaimed the 
establishment of an Azerbaijani Soviet Republic. Some of the retreating 
Whites fled to the Persian port of Enzeli seeking British protection. 
They were pursued by Soviet Caspian Sea naval units who forced the 
British to withdraw. The Soviet Caspian fleet landed a force at Enzeli 
on 18 May 1920, and assisted the forces of Kuchuk Khan in bringing 
all the Gilan region under their control. That same year, on 4 June, a
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12 The Soviet Regime (1917-1953)

Persian Soviet Socialist Republic was proclaimed in the Gilan province, 
with Rasht as its capital.

This came during a time of Persian-Soviet negotiations to establish 
diplomatic and trade relations. To Persian protests the Russians replied 
that there were no Russian troops involved, only those of the Azerbai
jani Soviet Republic. Moscow expressed its readiness to try to influence 
the Azerbaijani Republic to withdraw its forces from Persia on condition 
that Britain would do likewise. Britain’s weakening position prevented 
it from controlling all of Persia. It was therefore ready to divide the 
country, as in 1907, into zones of British and Soviet military presence. 
The British minister in Tehran made hints to this effect to the Soviet 
envoy, Theodore Rothstein, but the latter ignored the offer.7 British 
forces were evacuated during May 1921. Afterwards the Soviets grad
ually withdrew, completing the move on 8 September 1921. Persian 
forces, headed by Reza Khan, then entered Gilan. There were some in 
Baku and Moscow who opposed the withdrawal and called for a ‘Soviet- 
ization’ of Persia. Their opinions, however, were not accepted. Lenin 
and the Commissariat for Foreign Affairs were opposed. So was the 
Soviet envoy in Tehran.8 If the Soviets remained in Gilan, the British 
would continue to occupy the south.

There existed in Tehran a strong anti-British nationalist movement 
which the Soviets tried to strengthen still further. The Kuchuk Khan 
movement was far from communist. It was against Britain and in favour 
of reforms, but was seen by the Soviets to have a ‘bourgeois-democratic’ 
character, being to some extent similar to certain anti-Soviet ‘Whites’. 
With the establishment of relations with Persia, the signing of a friend
ship treaty between the two countries and the evacuation of British 
troops, the Soviets found it more advantageous to end their military 
presence in Gilan, whereupon the Gilan republic came to an end.9

The Treaties of 1921 and 1927

A Soviet-Persian friendship treaty was signed on 26 February 1921. It 
was on the same day that the 1919 treaty with Britain was formally 
renounced, and only a few days after the Cossack Brigade headed by 
Reza Khan took control of Tehran (on 21 February 1921). Reza Khan 
became War Minister in April 1921, and Prime Minister as well as de 
facto ruler of Iran in October 1923. He was crowned Shah on 26 April 
1926. In the 1921 treaty Soviet Russia renounced all Tsarist privileges 
and concessions, recognized Persia’s sovereignty and agreed to evacuate
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The Soviet Regime (1917-1953) 13

its troops. All Persian debts were cancelled, and the Russian Bank, rail
ways, roads and ports were handed over to Iran. Capitulations were 
abolished.

Article V stipulated that the parties would undertake to prohibit the 
formation and presence within their territories of organizations, groups, 
persons, troops or armies ‘whose object is to engage in acts of hostility’ 
against Persia or Russia. They undertook: ‘not to permit a third party 
or any organization . .  . which is hostile to the other Contracting Party, 
to import or to convey in transit across their countries, material which 
could be used against the other Party’. They also agreed to prevent the 
presence within their territories ‘of all armies or forces of a third party 
in cases in which the presence of such forces would be regarded as a 
menace to the frontiers, interests or safety of the other contracting 
parties’.

Article VI declared that in case a third party intended to pursue an 
armed intervention in Persia, ‘to use Persian territory as a base of opera
tions against Russia’, and if thereby a danger threatened the frontiers of 
Soviet Russia or its federated associates, and if the Persian government, 
having been notified by the Soviet government, was unable to remove 
that danger itself, the Soviet government ‘shall have the right to advance 
its troops into the Persian interior for the purpose of carrying out the 
military operations necessary for its defence’. Russia undertook to with
draw its troops after ‘the danger has been removed’.

Article XIII stated that the Persian government would not place under 
the possession, authority or use of any third government, the conces
sions and properties transferred to Persia according to this treaty.10 This 
made any West European or American economic activities in northern 
Iran very difficult, if not impossible.

A note from a Russian diplomatic representative in Tehran on 12 
December 1921 specified that Articles V and VI were intended: ‘to 
apply only in cases in which preparations have been made for a con
siderable armed attack upon Russia or the Soviet Republics allied to it, 
by the partisans of the regime which has been overthrown or by its sup
porters’.11

On 1 October 1927 a non-aggression and neutrality Soviet-Persian 
treaty was signed. Article II stated that:

Each of the High Contracting Parties undertakes to refrain from any 
aggression or from any hostile acts directed against the other Party, 
and not to introduce its military forces into the territory of the other 
Party..
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14 The Soviet Regime (1917-1953)

Should one of the parties be attacked by another power or powers, the 
other contracting party was obliged to remain neutral throughout that 
conflict.

Article III stated that both parties agreed to:

take no part, whether de facto or de jure, in political alliances or 
agreements directed against the safety of the territory or territorial 
waters of the other Contracting Party or against its integrity, inde
pendence or sovereignty.

Each party contracted not to take part in any economic boycott or 
blockade together with another power or powers against the other con
tracting party.

Article IV said:

Should the citizens of either of the Contracting Parties in the ter
ritory of the other Party engage in any propaganda or campaign 
prohibited by the authorities of the latter Party, the government of 
that territory shall have the right to put a stop to the activities of 
such citizens and to impose the statutory penalties.12

This was originally directed against the activities of ‘White’ Russians in 
Persia. However, the Soviets later invoked this clause, saying that the 
ties established in the 1950s-70s with the USA were in violation of this 
and the 1921 treaty.

Iran as a Buffer State

It was Soviet policy to try to attract Iran and bring the two countries 
closer. Soviet Russia worked hard to improve relations, showing that it 
was not against Iran, but on the contrary, was both ready to help it and 
prepared to refrain from interfering in Iranian internal affairs. All this 
effort had as its main objective the elimination of British influence 
there, making Iran (and Afghanistan) a buffer state between the USSR 
and British India.13

The rise of Reza Khan to be de facto ruler and Shah was generally 
seen in Soviet Russia as representing the rise of a national liberation 
movement having‘an anti-imperialist character’. It was also seen to char
acterize a turn from feudalism to capitalism, representing a nationalism 
primarily directed against Britain.

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s



The Soviet Regime (1917-1953) 15

A large part of Iran’s foreign trade was conducted with the USSR. 
Extensive commercial relations existed, particularly between Iran’s 
northern provinces and the Soviets, since no other transport facilities 
were available to turn trade away from north Iran. The situation was 
changed only as a result of the construction of the Trans-Iranian rail
way. During the 1930s the USSR occupied first place in Iran’s foreign 
trade, with Soviet-Iranian trade comprising a third of the total. In the 
late 1930s Iran’s trade with the Soviet Union declined while, on the 
other hand, its trade with Germany increased. Reza Shah tried to offset 
the dominance of the USSR and Britain by introducing Germany as a 
third and balancing power.

The rise of Nazi Germany brought changes in Soviet policy. Soviet 
attention came to be focused even more than before on developments 
in Europe, and less on the more distant areas. The Soviets, however, 
viewed with disfavour the strengthening of Iranian ties with Germany 
and the increasing German presence there.14

The Second World War

Nazi-Soviet agreements were concluded in 1939, based on a Soviet 
assumption that there would be a prolonged German-Western war with 
no quick victory on either side. Tire early German victories changed the 
situation and led to Nazi-Soviet rivalry, especially in the Balkan states. 
In the negotiations conducted in late 1940 between Soviet and German 
representatives, the German side tried to turn Soviet attention and 
interest to the area ‘south of the national territory of the Soviet Union 
in the direction of the Indian Ocean’, thus distracting the Soviets from 
claiming territories in Europe which the Nazis themselves wanted to 
occupy.

In a conversation between Hitler and Molotov (at the time Soviet 
Premier and Foreign Minister) in Berlin on 13 November 1940, Hitler 
said that after the German conquest of England and the division of the 
British Empire, ‘there would be for Russia an access to the ice-free and 
really open ocean’ and that ‘even now’ Germany recognized the ‘Asiatic 
area’ to the south of the Soviet Union as ‘Russia’s sphere of influence’. 
Molotov replied that ‘he was in agreement with everything that he had 
understood’, but he preferred to talk about Bulgaria, the Turkish straits 
and more immediate issues.15 This was reiterated at a meeting the same 
day between German Foreign Minister von Ribbentrop and Molotov.16

A secret protocol of a draft agreement between Germany, Italy, Japan
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16 The Soviet Regime (1917-1953)

and the Soviet Union, prepared by the Germans, defined the proposed 
spheres of the territorial aspirations of each ‘apart from the territorial 
revisions in Europe to be carried out at the conclusion of peace’. Ger
many’s ‘territorial aspirations’ were said to centre on Central Africa. 
‘The Soviet Union declares that its territorial aspirations lie south of 
the national territory of the Soviet Union in the direction of the Indian 
Ocean.’17

The above draft apparently formed the basis of a conversation on 26 
November 1940 between Molotov and the German ambassador in Mos
cow, Schulenburg. As reported by Schulenburg to the German Foreign 
Office, Molotov stated that the Soviet government was prepared ‘to 
accept the draft of the Four Power Pact’ under certain conditions. One 
of them was the following: ‘Provided that the area south of Batum and 
Baku in the general direction of the Persian Gulf is recognized as the 
centre of the aspirations of the Soviet Union’.18

No agreement was reached and a month later, on 18 December 1940, 
* Hitler issued his ‘Operation Barbarossa’ order to attack the Soviet 

Union.19 The German attack began on 22 June 1941. Reza Shah de
clared his country’s neutrality but tended to favour Germany, refusing 
requests to permit Iran to be used as a route for the transport of West
ern aid to the Soviet Union. The large number of Germans and the 
German influence in Iran were seen as a danger both to the USSR and 
to Britain, which became allies in a common war against a common 

- enemy. On 25 August 1941, after the Iranian government had rejected 
an ultimatum to expel all Germans from its territory and allow the 
transportation of Allied war materials for the USSR over its roads and 
railways, Soviet and British troops entered Iran.20 The pro-German Reza 
Shah was forced to abdicate and was succeeded by his son, Muhammad 
Reza Pahlavi.

Iran became important as a corridor of US military supplies to the 
" USSR. The Trans-Iranian railway, completed in 1938 from Bandar 

Shahpur on the Persian Gulf to Bandar Shah on the Caspian Sea, be
came the main line of that route.21 This was the very same line that had 
been planned by Russia many years earlier, to the Persian Gulf.

The British-Soviet occupation was formalized by a treaty of alliance 
between the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union and Iran. It was signed 
in Tehran on 29 January 1942. The Allied Powers undertook ‘to respect 
the territorial integrity, sovereignty and political independence of Iran’. 
It was declared (Article IV) that this did not constitute occupation of 
Iran, but rather co-operation between the three governments in a com
mon aim to defeat the Nazis.
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The Soviet Regime (1917-1953) 17

Article V stated:

The forces of the Allied Powers shall be withdrawn from Iranian 
territory not later than six months after all hostilities between the 
Allied Powers and Germany and her associates have been suspended 
by the conclusion of an armistice or armistices, or on the conclusion 
of peace between them, whichever date is the earlier. The expression 
‘associates’ of Germany means all other Powers which have engaged 
or may in the future engage in hostilities against either of the Allied 
Powers.22

Iran declared war on Germany on 9 September 1943. On numerous 
occasions the United States and Britain pressed for an additional Allied 
declaration regarding the withdrawal of troops from Iran. The Soviets 
were not interested in this and used every possible excuse to delay such 
declarations. At the Tehran Conference between Roosevelt, Churchill 
and Stalin from 28 November-1 December 1943, the Soviets could find 
no excuses for further delay and signed a declaration that:

(a) recognized ‘the assistance which Iran has given to the prosecu
tion of the war . . .  particularly by facilitating the transportation of 
supplies from overseas to the Soviet Union’;
(b) promised Iran economic assistance; and
(c) said that the USA, USSR and the UK ‘are at one with the Govern
ment of Iran in their desire for the maintenance of the independence, 
sovereignty and territorial integrity of Iran’.23

The Soviets, however, with the changing war situation, took an in
creasing interest in Iranian politics, with a view to furthering their own 
interests.

The Autonomous Republic of Azerbaijan and the Kurdish People’s 
Republic

After the end of the war Soviet military forces remained in Iran. In 
the Soviet-occupied areas, two autonomous republics were established 
with Soviet backing: the Autonomous Republic of Azerbaijan, on 12 
December 1945, and a Kurdish People’s Republic, three days later, J 
on 15 December 1945. The Soviet military authorities supported 
their establishment and forestalled any action by the central Iranian

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s



18 The Soviet Regime (1917-1953)

authorities against them. For example, they prevented Iranian officials 
and troops from moving into the Soviet-controlled northern provinces.24 
It appeared that the Soviets planned to have northern Iran under their 
control; to dismember Iran, weaken it and make it dependent on them.

To secure the evacuation of Soviet troops, Prime Minister Ghavam 
al-Sultaneh made concessions to the Soviets. He signed an agreement 
establishing a joint Soviet-Iranian company to exploit northern Iran’s 
oil resources in which 51 per cent of the stock belonged to the Soviets. 
He instructed Iran’s delegate at the UN to withdraw Iran’s complaints 
against the Soviet Union (which the delegate did not do), gave the 
Tudeh Party three places in his cabinet and promised to enter into 
negotiations with the Azerbaijani Democratic Party, recognizing it as 
the legal principal government.

While such Iranian steps did help to influence the USSR’s decision 
to withdraw its troops, the withdrawal came primarily as a result of 
sharp American protests and pressure. Soviet troops were withdrawn 
on 9 May 1946. The Azerbaijani and Kurdish republics collapsed a few 
months later.

The Soviet-Iranian oil concession agreement included a reservation 
that it would take effect only after ratification by the Majlis (the Iranian 
parliament). Thus Iran meanwhile gained time. In the newly elected 
Majlis Mohammad Mossadeq, head of the National Front coalition, 
strongly urged rejection of the concession. On 22 October 1947 the 
Majlis refused to ratify the agreement. Ghavam al-Sultaneh resigned as 
Prime Minister in December 1947 and a pro-Western cabinet came into 
office. The Soviet plans had failed for the time being, but the Soviets 
still saw many opportunities to change the situation.25

The Tudeh Party and the Azerbaijani Democratic Party

The occupation of Iran by Allied forces was followed by a weakening 
of the regime and the release from prison of communists,and other 
political prisoners. On 30 January 1942 a group of communists estab- 

- lished the Tudeh (Masses) Party, initially more of a front organization 
than a communist party. It was left-wing, nationalist and anti-Western, 
having in its ranks some members who had earlier been pro-German 
— not because of pro-Nazi leanings but rather because they wished to 
demonstrate their anti-British feelings. The party was particularly strong 
in the Soviet-occupied north of Iran, not only because of Soviet influ
ence there, but also because these areas were more industrialized. In the
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The Soviet Regime (1917-1953) 19

elections to the Majlis held in the spring of 1944, the Soviet-occupied 
zone had 50 seats out of a total of 130 in the entire country. Of these 
50, the Tudeh gained eight mandates. This was the only organized party 
in the Majlis. The others were not really parties in the European sense, 
with programmes, platforms and organizations. Rather, the various 
groups each supported one or other popular leader.26

Azerbaijan was one of the Tudeh centres of power, but the party 
was weakened by the establishment of an Azerbaijani Democratic Party 
(ADP) on 3 September 1945, with the Soviets giving it a more influ
ential role in that area. Local branches of the Tudeh in Azerbaijan were 
dissolved and its members joined the new organization.

Both parties were leftist, Marxist and pro-Soviet. There were, how
ever, considerable differences between them:

the Tudeh Party reflected the predominant influence of the Persian
speaking community. The Party was formed and led primarily by 
persons who were Marxist members of the Persian and the Persianized 
intelligentsia residing in Tehran and who tended to underestimate 
the regional conflicts between the capital and the provinces. As such, 
they viewed their society through a class perspective, scorned the 
communal dimension, and ignored linguistic and regional issues. In 
contrast such issues constituted the core of the grievances held by 
the Democratic Party of Azerbaijan.27

The ADP came to power in Azerbaijan at the end of 1945. It was 
weakened after the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Iran in May 1946, 
followed by the collapse of the Autonomous Republic of Azerbaijan. A 
few years later it was dissolved and its members joined the Tudeh.

In time, the Tudeh changed from a party striving for a mass following 
to one restricted to a small group of dedicated, well-trained, militant 
revolutionaries. This was especially so after it was outlawed in 1949. 
The Tudeh, however, continued to keep a relatively large membership, 
estimated in 1953 at between 15,000 and 20,000, half of whom were in 
Tehran.28 It had an officers’ organization, comprising over 600 mem
bers, including a number of army colonels.

Since the organization had its members in courts, prisons and the 
police, it was not hard to have a comrade’s dossier ‘cleaned’ of most 
of its incriminating material, or else simply stolen. Warning members 
of impending arrests was a regular service.29
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20 The Soviet Regime (1917-1953)

The Tudeh Party adhered to rigid, dogmatic Stalinist positions. The 
changes that took place in the USSR after Stalin’s death in 1953 in
fluenced the Tudeh leadership, making it more flexible and ready to 
co-operate with nationalist, anti-Western forces. In practice, however, 
little could be done as the party became subjected to persecutions and 
was weakened and isolated. In 1951-3 a situation prevailed whereby the 
group could have come to power, but they missed their chance.

The 1951-1953 Crisis

At the end of the Second World War and later, Iranian nationalists re
fused to grant an oil concession to the Soviet Union. They also called 
for a take-over of the oil concession held by the British-owned Anglo- 
Iranian Oil Company (AIOC). In March 1951 the Majlis passed a bill 
nationalizing the AIOC and in April that same year Mohammad Moss- 
adeq, head of the National Front, became Prime Minister. By the end 
of 1951 most foreign buyers refused to purchase oil from the Iranian 
nationalized enterprise. In August 1952 Mossadeq was voted full powers, 
broke off diplomatic relations with Britain and dissolved the Majlis.

The Soviet media strongly supported the Iranian stance during this 
crisis and attacked Britain and the Americans, even though the latter 
pressed Britain to reach a compromise. Soviet representatives indicated 
a readiness to provide Iran with markets and technicians to overcome 
the Western boycott.

The situation in Iran appealed to the Soviets but came at a most in
convenient time for them. They were in the midst of the Korean war- 
and could not afford another confrontation with the Western powers. 
Painful memories were still fresh in their minds from previous unsuc
cessful attempts to interfere in Iranian internal affairs. They were not 
entirely sure that Dr Mossadeq would replace the British with the 
Americans. It appeared to the Soviets that Britain was a declining 
power while the USA was a rising one; they did not wish to assist in 
removing a weakened Britain and subsequently replacing it by the 
much stronger USA.30 Mossadeq was a millionaire and a landlord — a 
‘bourgeois nationalist’ -  and Stalin trusted only communists who were 
obedient to him.

Mossadeq was anti-British but he also had a long record of strong 
opposition to the granting of oil concessions to the Soviets. Since 1927 
a Soviet fishing concession, Iranryba, had been granted to the Soviets, 
giving them a fishing monopoly in the southern Caspian, tire locale
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The Soviet Regime (1917-1953) 21

of one of the best types of caviar. It was due to expire on 31 January 
1953, and shortly before that date Mossadeq informed the Soviets that 
the concession would not be renewed.31 In accordance with the 1927 
Soviet-Iranian agreement, he undertook not to award the concession 
to any foreign government or citizen for a period of 25 years, so the 
Soviets had no choice but to accept this. Stalin’s suspicion of Mossadeq; 
increased and contributed to his decision not to support him directly, 
but rather to act through the Tudeh Party and communist ‘front organ
izations’.

Stalin’s death in March 1953 brought about changes in the Soviet 
position towards nationalist anti-Western movements and leaders. The 
changes, however, were slow and the Soviet leadership was hesitant, 
being preoccupied with internal power struggles. On 27 July 1953 an 
armistice was signed in Korea. The Soviets wanted to improve relations 
with the USA and tried to become more neighbourly with Turkey. They 
did not wish to risk an intervention in Iran. Soviet relations with Moss
adeq did, however, improve, while the USA moved closer to Britain.

References to Iran in Premier Georgi Malenkov’s speech to the USSR 
Supreme Soviet on 8 August 1953 reflected Soviet expectations of 
developments in Iran. Malenkov said:

Our neighbour in the south is Iran. The experience of three and a 
half decades has shown that mutual friendship and co-operation 
are in the interests of the Soviet Union and Iran. Hence, there is a 
firm basis for Soviet-Iranian relations, which makes it possible to 
settle issues arising between the two parties to their mutual satisfac
tion. Negotiations begun on the initiative of the Soviet Union are 
now in progress — for the settlement of certain frontier problems, 
and also of mutual financial claims. We hope that the negotiations 
will be successful. An agreement to increase trade between the two 
countries was recently achieved on a mutually advantageous basis. 
Whether Soviet-Iranian relations will develop on good-neighbourly 
lines, on the lines of extension of commercial and cultural inter
course, depends on the Iranian government.32

In mid-August 1953 the Shah was forced to leave his country. The'  
nationalist forces supporting Dr Mossadeq were confused and disunited. 
The Tudeh widened its role and if the monarchy had been overthrown, 
it would undoubtedly have played a major, if not a leading role in this. 
From April to mid-August 1953 the Tudeh was close to seizing power. 
Tehran was in their hands for a day or two. They could have wielded
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22 The Soviet Regime (1917-1953)

power if they had tried, but they hesitated and so lost out. It seems that 
they were awaiting instructions from Moscow but nothing was forth
coming. A coup staged by General Fazlollah Zahedi with American 
assistance on 19 August 1953 defeated Mossadeq, who was subsequently 
arrested. The Shah returned on 21 August.

Soviet caution during the events of August 1953 made it possible to 
continue correct Soviet-Iranian relations. A trade agreement was signed 
on 3 September 1953. An agreement of 2 December 1954 provided for 
an exchange of certain border areas, and the turning over of World War 
debts to Iran. The Soviet press attacked Iran for moving closer to the 
West but the Soviets could do little to prevent this.
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3 THE SOVIET UNION AND THE SHAH'S 
REGIME -  ATTEMPTS TO WIN AND 
INFLUENCE (1953-1978)

Iran Joins the Western Alliance

In the mid-1950s Soviet policy towards the Afro-Asian states underwent 
a complete change. The former doctrinaire attitude of ‘whoever is not 
with us is against us’ was replaced by a far more pragmatic approach of 
‘whoever is not against us is with us’.1 Changes also took place in Amer- “ 
ican policy. When President Eisenhower assumed office in January 1953 
his chief spokesman on foreign policy, Secretary of State John Foster 
Dulles, advocated a more vigorous approach in relations with the Soviets.
A chain of bases located in American-allied states around the USSR 
came into being. On 24 February 1955 a Western-sponsored mutual 
defence treaty, known as the Baghdad Pact, was signed between Turkey ’ 
and Iraq. On 23 September Pakistan joined in, and on 11 October Iran 
announced its intention to do likewise, formally signing on 3 November. 
Iran was late in becoming a signatory, due, inter alia, to strong Soviet 
pressure. Britain also entered, and the United States joined the alliance 
‘in all but name’.2 The USA entered the pact’s main bodies, the econ
omic committee and the committee to fight subversion, on 16 April 
1956, but did not officially become a member of the alliance. Iran’s i 
entry into the pact ended its officially proclaimed policy of neutrality 
and even-handedness between East and West, and it now became inte
grated into the Western camp. The Shah’s decision to do so was based 
on a conviction that only massive American aid would enable his regime 
to survive.

The Baghdad Pact evoked considerable anxiety in the USSR. The 
Soviets felt that it endangered vital parts of their country and they 
sought ways of enticing pact members both by threats and by offers 
of generous technical and other aid. When this proved unsuccessful, 
they tried to circumvent the pact by establishing a presence to the 
south. The Soviet-Egyptian arms deal announced in September 1955 
was a step in the circumvention process.3 This was soon followed by 
a similar Soviet-Syrian deal, and after the July 1958 revolution in Iraq, 
an Iraqi-Soviet deal. Iraq then withdrew from the Baghdad Pact, which - 
changed its name to the Central Treaty Organization (CENTO).

25
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-  A bilateral Iran-USA security pact was signed on 5 March 1959, and 
similar pacts were signed with the US by other CENTO members, 
Turkey and Pakistan. The Soviets, on learning of Iran’s intention to 
sign the security pact, tried to stop Iran by promising a long-term non
aggression pact and considerable economic aid. The Soviets felt that 
their plan had a good chance of succeeding, because there were those 
among the Shah’s advisers who counselled against outright rejection of 
the Soviet proposals. So Iran entered into negotiations with the USSR 
on a non-aggression treaty.4

An analysis by William B. Ballis described Iran’s dilemma in its policy 
towards the Soviet Union:

It wanted to have its cake and eat it: it wanted to receive Soviet 
economic aid and at the same time be a fully-fledged member of the 
Central Treaty Organization, receiving via this organization and its 
patron, the United States, adequate defence assistance; it wanted to 
obtain United States’ economic aid and at the same time conclude a 
non-aggression pact with the Soviet Union; it wanted, in a word, to 
get the maximum returns from a policy of friendly relations with 
both the USSR and the USA. As far as Iran was concerned, the same 
comment might well be applied to the USSR: it wanted Iran to with
draw from any alliance with the East while itself not giving it the 
same economic and defence assistance as the West could offer.5

A Soviet mission headed by Deputy Foreign Minister Semenov arrived 
in Tehran in early February 1959.6 The Soviets, however, as the Shah 
described it, ‘made the mistake of delaying two weeks before sending a 
mission here’.7 They asked Iran to withdraw from the Baghdad Pact and 
to refuse to sign a bilateral treaty with the USA, promising a Soviet- 
Iranian non-aggression treaty and economic aid. They were even ready 
to renounce their right, under the 1921 treaty, to send troops to Iran. 
The Soviet mission failed to achieve its aims and returned to Moscow 
on 11 February 1959.8

Meanwhile the USA, Britain, West Germany, Turkey and Pakistan 
appealed to Iran to resist the Soviet proposals. The Shah reconsidered 
the matter and on 5 March 1959 the American-Iranian treaty was signed. 
The Soviets sharply protested at the move, considering it inconsistent 
with the 1921 and 1927 Soviet-Iranian treaties. A strong Soviet propa
ganda campaign against Iran was initiated which Iran, for the most part, 
ignored.

The Shah saw himself as containing Soviet advances in the region,
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thus serving Western interests, and in particular those of the USA. He 
considered that he was doing what the Americans would otherwise have 
to do by themselves, and therefore deserved assistance in shouldering a 
burden too heavy to manage alone. To this end, he requested American 
assistance, both economic and military — modern American arms in 
great quantities to be supplied on convenient terms. These would serve 
to counter the massive Soviet arms supplies to Iraq, Syria, Egypt and 
Afghanistan and enable Iran to defend its long frontier with the Soviet 
Union if the need arose -  at least until the Americans could come to 
its assistance.

This was the way the situation was presented to the US administra
tion, but many tended to see it otherwise. According to Walter Lippmann:

the problem of Iranian security . . .  is essentially an internal-problem 
. . .  the problem of stability and durability of the Shah’s government 
. .  . The principal cause of [US] support to Iran is not to prepare for 
a world war, but to uphold the Shah’s government which is aligned 
with us.9

Soviet-Iranian Rapprochement

Positions of this kind — divergent from those of the Eisenhower-Dulles 
cold war view -  became prevalent in Washington when the J.F. Kennedy 
administration took office in early 1961. The latter realized that sup
port of any anti-communist regime meant that America was backing 
feudal rulers whose days were numbered. Local reform movements 
aiming to overthrow hated corrupt regimes were described in the USA 
as communist or pro-communist, even when they were far from being 
so. But such a change of policy appeared paradoxical. It took into 
account not only strategic considerations, but moral ones as well. It 
supported those regimes which it considered righteous and just. Often 
it attempted to persuade certain governments, friendly to America, to 
introduce internal reforms, changing their policies and sometimes even 
their leaders. Thus the USA would sometimes find itself supporting anti- 
American, pro-Soviet governments at the expense of its relations with 
friends and allies. These allies often came to conclude that one could 
never completely rely on the USA, which treated both friends and 
enemies alike. They began to feel that it might be more advantageous 
to improve relations with the USSR, which knew how to help its friends 
when they needed it.
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Pakistan was an American ally but the USA adopted a neutral posi
tion in the Indian-Pakistani conflict and refrained from supporting its 
ally. On the Cyprus problem, the USA was closer to the Greek position 
than to the Turkish one. Egypt’s President Gamal abd Al-Nasir, who 
served Soviet interests, tried to overthrow pro-American regimes, but 
the Kennedy administration wooed him, even at the expense of tire 
Shall — who was pro-American and anti-Soviet.

The Shah pointed out this situation to President Kennedy during his 
American visit from 10-18 April 1962. The Shah was worried that the 
USSR was working hard to get control of Iran, and he requested more 
arms and economic aid.10 The reply he received was that American aid 
would emphasize long-term economic development rather than military 
power, and that Iran was to receive even less aid in future. Kennedy felt 
that Iran could well afford to take care of itself.11

This American position was influenced by technological develop
ments which diminished the strategic value of the Middle East for the 
USA. By 1962 American intermediate range ballistic missiles (IRBM) 
were withdrawn from Turkey. At the time it was made to look as if 
this was an American response to the Soviet withdrawal of missiles 
from Cuba, but it was no less because the IRBMs’ presence there was 
no longer necessary. Conventional military bases near an adversary’s 
border became less valuable with the development of inter-continental 
ballistic missiles (ICBM) and nuclear-powered missile-carrying Polaris 
submarines. The USSR, however, continued to consider this area im
portant both because of its proximity to Soviet borders and because of 
its oil resources.

The USA initiated a process of withdrawal from the region. The Shah 
was against this and feared it, although there was little he could do to 
prevent it. He therefore decided to terminate Iran’s sole dependence 
on the USA and try to improve relations with the USSR. He tried to 
persuade the Soviets that the American withdrawal had come about as 
a result of Iranian pressure. He was hoping that by this, his country 
could get something out of the Soviets.

Even at the peak of Iran’s exclusive reliance on the USA, there were 
no..American military bases there, as existed, for example, in Turkey. 
Because missiles were becoming obsolete and superfluous, the Amer
icans had no intention of stationing them in this area. Thus it was easy 
for the Shah to pledge to the Soviets that he would never allow such 
missiles to be based in Iran. This promise was given by his government 
on 15 September 1962. According to Pravda, an exchange of notes took 
place between the two governments on:
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Iran’s pledge not to permit the establishment of foreign missile bases 
of any sort on its territory . . .  The official statement of the Iranian 
government to the effect that it will never permit Iran to become a 
tool of aggression against the Soviet Union has also been taken into 
account.

It was welcomed as ‘an important step in the path of improving rela
tions between the two neighbours’.12

On 19 December 1962 a Soviet delegation headed by Deputy Foreign 
Minister Sergey Lapin arrived in Tehran, discussed economic, cultural 
and technical co-operation, and signed an agreement providing for the 
reopening to Iran of the land route to Western Europe across the Soviet 
Union.13 According to Izvestia, ‘the conclusion of the transit agreement 
shortens the route to Europe no more, no less, than 5,000 kilometres’, 
and 65 per cent of Iran’s exports went to Europe.

Now, goods will take only two weeks to reach their destination, 
instead of the three or four months that they took by sea. The agree
ment is particularly advantageous for the northern regions of the 
country, which are the most developed. It will not any longer be 
necessary to spend money on carrying goods to the ports in the 
south.14

The USSR-Iranian rapprochement brought an end to anti-Iranian 
Soviet radio and press propaganda and led to favourable appraisals of 
developments in Iran. The 26 January 1963 referendum on the reforms 
proposed by the Iranian government received favourable Soviet com
ments, stressing that a majority of the Iranians favoured the Shah’s 
proposals. ‘The reactionary forces -  the large landholders, supported 
by the reactionary clergy -  violently opposed tire land reform.’ The 
referendum ‘dealt a blow to their hopes and those of the Western colon
ialists who supported the Iranian feudalists.’15 This tone was repeated 
in almost all Soviet comments. Soviet commentators saw the reform as 
an advance from feudalism to capitalism, a strengthening of the prolet
arian element in rural society, an acceleration of polarization of the 
classes, and an undermining of the political influence of the big land
lords. As such, it was welcomed by them.16

There was considerable opposition from religious leaders and land
lords who were threatened by the ‘white revolution’ reforms. This led to 
riots in Tehran in June 1963, which were used by the Shah to neutralize 
overt opposition. He emerged internally much strengthened, and this

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s



30 The Shah’s Regime (1953-19 78)

influenced his pursuit of an independent foreign policy. In the USSR it 
was viewed favourably at the time, as a sign of progress and advance
ment, to suppress feudalism and reaction.17
- The remnants of the Tudeh Party, which continued to be active 

outside Iran (mainly in East Germany) had to adapt themselves to the 
changed Soviet policy towards Iran, and to moderate the party’s image. 
Tudeh representatives continued to appear at Soviet Communist Party 
forums and to use the Soviet press to attack Iran’s regime. The Soviets, 
however, were careful to distinguish between themselves and the Tudeh, 
pointing out that the latter did not represent them or their views and 
that the Soviets had nothing to do with them. Soviet experts coming 
to Iran were careful not to indulge in communist propaganda.

Economic and technical co-operation between the USSR and Iran 
intensified. An agreement signed on 27 June 1963 provided for the 
construction of hydro-electric power stations on the river Araxes near 
the border, and co-operation in dredging work at Bandar Pahlavi. The 
construction of grain silos and research at Caspian Sea fisheries were 
also provided for, and Soviet credit for up to 35 million roubles, to be 
repaid in ‘traditional Iranian export goods’, was granted.18

The June 1963 accord was the first of a number of Soviet-Iranian 
agreements on economic and technical co-operation, and reciprocal 
high-level visits. The Chairman of the USSR Supreme Soviet, Leonid 
Brezhnev, visited Iran in November 1963. This was the first time that 
a Soviet head of state had come to Iran, and by itself exemplified the 
vast improvement in relations.

The Shah visited the USSR from 21 June to 3 July 1965.19 It had 
been agreed that the Soviet Union would render technical assistance to 
Iran in the construction of a metallurgical plant, a machine-building 
plant and a trans-Iranian pipeline for delivering gas to the USSR. An 
agreement was also signed on the delivery of natural gas from Iran to 
the USSR and of machinery and equipment from the USSR to Iran 
during 1970-85.20

The Soviets were interested in the establishment of close economic 
relations and were even prepared to yield on certain points, to make the 
deals more advantageous for Iran. By this they hoped that its political 
relations would be influenced and ties with Western countries would be 
weakened, in favour of ties with the USSR which would be difficult 
for Iran to break. This would create a certain dependence on the Soviet 
Union.21

On 13 July 1966 the US State Department admitted having received 
reports that Iran was requesting Soviet missiles. In February 1967 it
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became known that Iran and the USSR had signed a secret $110 million 
arms agreement. The Shah explained that he had turned to the Soviets 
for arms because their terms were reasonable. The US wanted payment 
in hard cash. The Soviets, on the other hand, offered an eight-year repay
ment plan at l>h per cent interest, with repayment in Iranian products 
and later in natural gas, which would be piped to the Soviet Union. The 
Shah later disclosed that Iran had already received shipments of trucks 
and armoured personnel carriers from the Soviet Union. He played 
down the political significance of acquiring Soviet armaments, saying, 
‘It is the man who manipulates the weapons who counts.’22

The arms deals with the Soviets were explained in Tehran, inter alia, 
as attempts to meet the designs of Egypt’s President Nasir in the Persian 
Gulf. The Iranians believed that the USSR, having improved relations 
with Iran, would restrain Nasir who had close ties with the Soviets 
and had received most of his arms from them. The Shah hoped that the 
USSR could prevent Nasir from acting against Iran and its regime.

The fear of Arab radicalism greatly influenced the Shah’s policy. He 
did not believe that Soviet troops would enter Iran directly and this 
made him station fewer forces on the Soviet border. However, he was of 
the opinion that the Soviets were acting against him indirectly, attempt
ing to encircle him by using the radical forces in the region as proxies. 
He saw a danger to himself in Egypt’s heavy involvement, until mid- 
1967, in the civil war in Yemen, and in the Soviet’s strengthening of Iraq 
and Afghanistan. Also, the revolt in the Dhofar province of Oman was, 
in his view, an attempt to start overthrowing regimes in the west of the 
Gulf and then turn against him. He was afraid that the British withdrawal 
from Aden and the planned withdrawal from Eastern Arabia would leave 
a vacuum, with radical Arab forces backed by Soviet aid trying to fill 
it. This made him decide to strengthen Iran, making it a strong regional 
power able to defend itself against any combination of local forces.

Looking to Moscow and then Back to Washington

The Arab-Israeli war in June 1967 changed the strategic situation not 
only in the eastern Mediterranean, but also in the Persian Gulf region. 
The Shah saw a danger to his regime from radical Arab forces. These 
forces, which had been defeated in the war, now had to concentrate 
their efforts on their own immediate affairs and could less afford an 
involvement in distant places. Egypt was forced to withdraw its expedi
tionary forces from Yemen. It now received financial aid from the same
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conservative Arab rulers whom it had earlier tried to overthrow. The 
Shah thus became freer to act in the Gulf region, which Britain was 
planning to vacate.

The situation in the Gulf region was also of great interest to the 
USSR. It was one of the subjects discussed between the Shah and the 
Soviet Premier Alexei Kosygin during the latter’s visit to Iran from 2-7 
April 1968.23 The Soviets wished to forestall the creation of a Western- 
oriented defence organization of Gulf countries as well as preventing 
ties between these countries and CENTO, or the conclusion of bilateral 
treaties with the Western powers. Iran was against the establishment of a 
federation of Gulf countries as a successor to British rule in the Gulf.24 
The Soviets too were against a federation because they considered the 
independence granted to the Gulf countries to be nothing but a farce 
justifying a continued British presence, or Britain being replaced by the 
USA.25

Kosygin and the Shah also discussed bilateral matters and, in particu
lar, ways of strengthening economic ties. It looked as if Iran was going 
to follow an independent foreign policy. However, the Shah had no 
intention of turning away from Washington. The most that he desired 
was to pursue some kind of equilibrium in his relations with both West 
and East -  while leaning Westward — and to utilize his negotiations 
with the East as bargaining points with the West. The Soviet invasion 
of Czechoslovakia in August 1968 slowed that trend and once more 
made Iran suspicious of Soviet intentions. Iran also started to be con
cerned about the first appearance since 1968 of Soviet naval vessels in 
the Indian Ocean.26

A short time after the invasion of Czechoslovakia the Shah visited 
the USSR between 24 September and 4 October 1968. The statement 
describing the visit was short, and dealt mainly with bilateral economic 
relations. There were no long references, as was customary, to inter
national affairs. It was not termed a joint statement, having apparently 
been drafted by the Soviet side with no Iranian approval of the text.27

A few months later, from 5-6 December 1968, the Iranian Prime 
Minister Amir Abbas Hoveyda went to Washington where he conferred 
with President Lyndon B. Johnson.28 The following year a change of 
American administration took place. The Shah visited Washington from 
21-23 October 1969, and conferred with President Richard Nixon. The 
visit came at a time when he again turned closer to the USA. The Soviet 
media ignored this, continuing to write about improvements in Soviet- 
Iranian relations. However, parallel to this, a different language was used 
in the Soviet-controlled international communist Problems o f Peace
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and Socialism. It spoke of ‘terror in Iran’, ‘the ruling clique of Iran’ and 
its ‘evil deeds’.29

The Chairman of the USSR Supreme Soviet, N. Podgorny, visited 
Iran between 25-31 March 1970. The joint communique on the visit 
said that ‘the talks were held in an atmosphere of friendship and mutual 
understanding’. It spoke about friendship, good-neighbourly relations, 
and economic and other forms of co-operation. Both sides had had ‘a 
frank and useful exchange of opinions on important international prob
lems’. On some issues they had ‘close or identical positions’.30 Podgorny 
and the Shah met again at Astara on the Soviet-Iranian border on 28 
October 1970 at the inauguration of the natural gas pipeline from south
east Iran to the Soviet border, marking the beginning of Iranian gas 
shipments to the USSR. In return for its gas, Iran received machinery 
and equipment.31

Podgorny arrived in Iran together with other heads of state in October 
1971 for the celebrations of the 2,500th anniversary of the founding of 
the Persian Empire.32 There were indications that on this occasion, the 
Soviets proposed to the Shall that the two countries review the old 
friendship agreements in the light of the evacuation of the Gulf by the 
British. However, the Shah refused the Soviet offer. He saw the Soviets 
as the main threat to Iran’s achieving predominance in the region, while 
the Western powers were ready to accept such a situation.

Ties with the Soviet Union were a part of the Shah’s attempts to 
diversify Iran’s foreign relations and avoid complete dependence on 
the USA. His main arms supplies came from the latter, but he made it 
known in October 1971 that Iran was getting artillery, jeeps, trucks and 
armoured personnel carriers from the Soviet Union, phantom planes 
from the USA and Chieftain tanks from Britain.33

The announcement about receiving arms from the USSR followed 
the disclosure on 18 August 1971 that Iran and the People’s Republic 
of China (PRC) were establishing diplomatic relations at ambassadorial 
level.34 This announcement came a short time after the signing of a 
Soviet-Indian treaty of friendship and co-operation on 9 August 197135 
in which the PRC and Iran saw a danger both to themselves and to their 
interests.36

The Indo-Pakistani war at the end of December 1971 brought the 
PRC and Iran even closer, both having ties with Pakistan. In the war 
the USSR supported India, while the USA, Pakistan’s formal ally, was 
passive, trying to appear even-handed and neutral. It imposed an em
bargo on arms supplies to Pakistan and did not permit Iran to transfer 
American-made arms to Pakistan. The partition of Pakistan and the
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establishment of Bangladesh made Iran fear attempts of yet another 
partition of Pakistan -  perhaps a secession of Baluchistan which would 
later claim Iranian Baluchistan.

The Soviet-Iraqi friendship treaty of 9 April 197237 increased Iran’s 
fears. Iran saw Iraq as a tool of Soviet policy, a ‘proxy’ through which 
the Soviets tried to provoke instability in the Gulf region in order to 
enter it directly at a later stage. Baghdad was the headquarters of a 
movement with the declared aim of detaching Khuzestan (which the 
Iraqis called Arabistan) province from Iran.

Iran’s feeling of insecurity increased as a result of a series of develop
ments that evolved in proximity to it: Britain’s evacuation of the Gulf; 
Iraqi claims to Kuwait; the independence of Bahrain, Qatar and the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE); the revolt in the Dhofar province of 
Oman which was supported by the radical People’s Democratic Re
public of Yemen (PDRY) regime, whose relations with the USSR were 
growing stronger. It looked as if the Soviets were trying to replace 
Britain in the Gulf area.

This led the Shah to move even closer to the USA, but at the same 
time, in an attempt to strike some sort of balance, he attempted to 
strengthen his ties with the USSR. From 10-21 October 1972 he visited 
the Soviet Union and a treaty was signed setting out the development 
of economic and technical co-operation for a term of 15 years. The 
Soviets agreed to enlarge the capacity of the Isfahan metallurgical 
works to 4 million tons of steel a year and undertook to construct and 
study more projects.38

No agreement was reached concerning the situation in the Gulf re
gion, although for the time being both the USSR and Iran wanted the 
Gulf left to its littoral states, without the presence of foreign powers. 
The USSR meant to prevent America from replacing Britain there. Iran, 
as the strongest local power, would then assume the predominant posi
tion in the region.

The American Connection

The Shah’s increasing fears of Soviet advancement in the region came at 
a time when the Nixon administration, too, wished to stop that advance
ment and was looking for a surrogate local power ready to perform the 
function of ‘regional policeman’. Only Iran and Saudi Arabia could 
play such a role in the Persian Gulf and it was planned that they would 
co-operate and divide the functions between themselves. In fact, Saudi
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Arabia, without a navy and with only a small army, was incapable of 
such a role.

In May 1972, a few weeks after the signing of the Soviet-Iraqi friend
ship treaty, President Nixon and his Assistant, Henry Kissinger, visited 
Tehran. The President informed the Shah that the US would sell Iran 
F-14 and F-l 5 aircraft, and that ‘in the future the US would, in general, 
sell Iran any conventional weapon systems that it wanted’.39 During 
the years 1972-8 Iran ordered about S20 billion worth of US arms. 
American reconnaissance stations were also established near the Soviet 
border.40 The assimilation of large amounts of modern American arms 
required the employment of a great number of foreign instructors, 
mainly Americans. It made the Shah dependent not only on continuing 
American supplies, but also on the availability of American specialists.

These arms supplies to Iran were soon to become more a solution to 
American problems than to Iranian ones. Rising oil prices and the 
negative American balance of payments meant that the USA had an 
economic interest in the sale of arms to Iran. American companies com
peted among themselves to sell as much as possible. Their efforts to 
persuade Iranian officials to buy exclusively from them were often 
accompanied by corruption and bribery, and this included high military 
officials as well as members of the royal family. Not only weapons 
manufacturers, but also branches of the US armed forces — the army, 
navy and air force — all had vested interests in selling various weapon 
systems to Iran.

To the Americans Iran’s regime looked strong, powerful and stable,41 
contributing to stability in the region, and performing ‘police’ functions 
which the USA would have had to do itself. Little was known about the 
opposition to the regime and few expected that it could constitute a 
challenge to the Shah and to his power.42

President Jimmy Carter said during his Tehran visit on 31 December 
1977:

Iran, because of the great leadership of the Shah, is an island of stab
ility in one of the more troubled areas of the world.

This is a great tribute to you,Your Majesty, and to your leadership 
and to the respect and the admiration and love which your people 
give to you.

The transformation that has taken place in this nation is indeed re
markable under your leadership . . .  I was profoundly impressed again 
not only with your wisdom and your judgment and your sensitivity 
and insight but also with the close compatibility that we found.43
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This was a time when opposition forces began to come out openly 
against the Shah’s regime, a situation that had been made possible by 
the liberalization measures advised by President Carter. This time the 
Shah did not act against the opposition forces (as he had done in 1963). 
This was in no small measure because he took into consideration Carter’s 
expected opposition.

The Soviet media criticized the strengthening of US-Iranian co
operation. They were, however, careful not to say anything directly 
against Iran or the Shah, preferring to criticize the USA. These criti
cisms, too, were mild and indirect.

Iran’s Role as ‘Regional Policeman’

The improvement in relations with the USSR enabled Iran to turn its 
attention to the region around it. The increasing oil prices gave it the 
means to increase its power and intervention capabilities. The first step 
in this direction was to expand the Iranian navy and shift its centre 
from the Shatt al-Arab river area further southward. On 30 November 
1971, in order to control the Gulf entrances, Iran occupied three islands 
(the two Tunbs and Abu Musa) at the entrance to the Strait of Hormuz. 
At the same time, it abandoned its claims to Bahrain and tried to im
prove relations with the Arab states in the Gulf region.

Iran’s aims were:

(1) To maintain the status quo in the Gulf region; to prevent 
changes due to external threats or internal revolts. In fact, Iran 
saw both these as being closely interconnected -  as in Oman, where 
foreign support was the main source of power for an internal revolu
tion.
(2) To secure free navigation in the Gulf, the Strait of Hormuz and 
the north-west Indian Ocean.
(3) To oppose foreign intervention in or near the region; to close 
down foreign bases and military facilities; to bring about a withdrawal 
of foreign navies. The local powers would then take responsibility 
for the region’s security, thereby granting Iran a major role as the 
region’s strongest power.44

The Strait of Hormuz is controlled by Iran and Oman. Both countries 
extended the limits of their territorial waters to twelve nautical miles — 
giving them control of most of the Strait. Iranian forces intervened in
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Oman to support the Sultan against a local revolt that was backed by 
the neighbouring PDRY and indirectly by the USSR.45 From time to 
time these actions were criticized by Soviet commentators. For example, 
in November 1978, one said:

It is ‘inconvenient’ for the United States itself to carry out ‘delicate’ 
operations, involving the suppression of the national liberation move
ment in the Near East. Iran has agreed to this role and in the course 
of several years has sent 30,000 of its soldiers to Oman to suppress 
tire uprising in the south of the country in Dhofar. These and other 
operations have been carried out under the flag of the defence of 
‘freedom of navigation’ in the Persian Gulf. . . and although no one 
here is threatening freedom of navigation, Iran continues to act as 
‘sentry’ over Near East oil.46

Relations between Iran and Egypt improved and a so-called Tehran- 
Cairo (or Tehran-Riyadh-Cairo) axis evolved (although it was rather 
short-lived), having a clear anti-Soviet character and being directed at 
diminishing, as much as possible, the Soviet presence and activity in the 
region. The Shah acted to prevent Egypt’s return to the Soviet sphere of 
influence.

In the conflict between Iran and Iraq, the USSR supported Iraq but 
attempted not to be directly involved. The Soviets advised both sides to 
settle their differences by negotiation. Thus, the Chairman of the USSR 
Supreme Soviet, N. Podgorny, said to the Shah, during the latter’s visit 
to Moscow on 18 November 1974:

We must say outright that the tension existing in relations between 
Iran and Iraq is not in the interests of peace and we have declared 
and declare in favour of Iranian-Iraqi differences being settled by 
these countries themselves at a conference table on the basis of the 
principle of peaceful co-existence and good-neighbourliness. We shall 
be welcoming constructive steps which, we hope, will be made by the 
sides in quest of the ways for a peaceful settlement of the questions 
in dispute 47

An agreement on 6 March 1975 between Iran and Iraq brought an 
end, for the time being, to the conflict between the two countries. It 
settled complex questions, defined navigation rights in the Shatt al-Arab 
and brought an end to Iranian support for the Kurdish revolt in Iraq. 
The agreement was welcomed by the Soviets, who had called for it all
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along, and who were relieved of the possibility of becoming involved in 
a conflict in which they had no interest. After the end of the Kurdish 
revolt, however, and when the threat from Iran had been removed, Iraq 
became less dependent on Soviet aid and protection; it could now more 
easily afford to follow an independent policy and was less prone to 
accept Soviet advice.

The Soviets viewed with disfavour the establishment of close Iranian- 
PRC ties. Chairman Hua Guofeng visited Iran from 29 August to 1 
September 1978.48 The visit was interpreted by the Soviets as being 
directed against them. However, they preferred to attack the PRC about 
it and to pretend that friendly and ‘good-neighbourly’ relations existed 
between the USSR and Iran.

Improving Soviet-Iranian Bilateral Relations

Two parallel but opposing trends characterized Soviet-Iranian relations. 
On the one hand there was an apparent improvement in bilateral rela
tions, declarations of friendship, the strengthening of economic ties, 
and high-level visits. Iran became part of non-Western combinations or 
blocs, sometimes even anti-Western and Soviet-supported. Iran was part 
of the Third World, of the bloc of Muslim countries and a leading mem
ber of OPEC. On the other hand, from the Soviet point of view, the 
trend was just the opposite. Iran served as a barrier to Soviet advances 
in the region. It had close ties with the USA and ties with the PRC, and 
helped to preserve conservative Arab regimes. Iranian forces acted in 
Oman against radical pro-Soviet guerrillas, and from 1977 Iran helped 
Somalia against Ethiopia, contributing to Somalia’s departure from its 
previous pro-Soviet orientation and its abrogation, in November 1977, 
of its friendship treaty with the USSR.

Soviet declarations talked of friendship and good relations with Iran. 
This was perhaps so, compared to earlier years, but there was also much 
wishful thinking. The Shah too pretended friendship with the Soviets, 
often visiting the USSR. He used to flatter the Soviets, praising their 
good-neighbourly relations and stressing his wish to strengthen rela
tions still further by increasing trade and economic co-operation. He 
attempted to reassure the Soviets that Iran’s military increases were for 
the country’s defence, and were not directed against any other power.

The Soviets tried to attract Iran by economic inducements. The USSR 
became Iran’s largest customer for gas. The Iranians were permitted to 
make use of transit trade to Western Europe via Soviet land routes and
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from the Iranian Caspian Sea ports via the Volga-Baltic network and 
the Volga-Don canal. The development, with Soviet aid, of the port of 
Pahlavi on the Caspian contributed to this transit trade. Joint develop
ment projects were undertaken in the border areas. The Soviets assisted 
in the establishment of industrial enterprises. They made concessions 
to Iran on subjects which were of little importance to them, or related 
only to bilateral relations, and were not in conflict with their relations 
with other countries.

On 16 March 1973, the Soviet Premier Kosygin was present at the 
opening ceremony of the Isfahan iron and steel works, Iran’s largest 
industrial project (outside of the oil industry).49 Both sides used the 
visit for talks on the situation in the Gulf region, but no agreement was 
reached. Immediately prior to this, Iraq had directed threats towards 
Kuwait, and the Iranians suspected that Iraq had been encouraged by 
the USSR. There was believed to be a connection between this and the 
Soviet use of the Iraqi naval facilities at Umm Qasr.

A few days later, on 21 March 1973, Iran nationalized its oil industry, 
a step that was praised by the Soviet media. A Soviet broadcast to Iran 
said that ‘the Soviet people arc approving with pleasure Iran’s latest 
success’ and that Tran is not alone in this struggle, which is actively 
joined by the rest of the OPEC oil-producers’.50

The Shah visited the USSR from 18-20 November 1974.51 Podgorny, 
Chairman of the USSR Supreme Soviet, said at a dinner in his honour 
on 18 November:

relations between the USSR and Iran continue to develop and streng
then steadily. The Soviet-Iranian co-operation is built on the solid 
foundation of mutual respect, equality, non-interference in the 
affairs of each other, mutually advantageous economic relations 
. . . The policy of friendship and good neighbourliness pursued by 
our countries in their relations is that of peaceful co-existence in 
action.

Podgorny referred to the importance of ‘personal contacts’ between 
the leaders of both countries, and their contribution to Soviet-Iranian 
relations:

Personal contacts between the statesmen of the two countries play 
an important role in the development of relations between the USSR 
and Iran, and in this connection we note with satisfaction that the 
preceding talks and meetings between the Soviet leaders and your
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selves were of a constructive nature and contributed to a further 
development of Soviet-Iranian relations.52

Soviet comments generally praised Iran’s economic policy: ‘The 
Soviet people note with satisfaction the economic successes scored by 
Iran. Soviet workers, technicians and engineers have in some measure 
contributed to these successes jointly with their Iranian counterparts.’53 
At the same time Iran was criticized for strengthening its armed forces 
and stepping up its arms purchases.

A description of Soviet-Iranian economic relations, published in 
Pravda a few months after the Shah's downfall, summed up the situa
tion at the end of the era of the Shah’s rule:

In terms of the level of trade exchange Iran has recently ranked 
second or third among the USSR's customers from the developing 
states. In turn the Soviet Union has ranked first in Iranian exports 
(excluding oil).

Economic and technical co-operation has assumed considerable 
scope. In all, Soviet organizations have taken part in the budding of 
147 installations: commitments for 88 of them have already been ful
filled. To a considerable extent this co-operation is being effected on 
the basis of Soviet credits granted to Iran under preferential terms.

. . . among the largest installations . . . the Isfahan metallurgical 
plant — the largest enterprise in the country, employing 10,000 
people; the machine-budding plant in Arak . . . grain elevators . . .  a 
hydro-electric system and water supply dam on the Araks [Araxes] 
river . . .

The Soviet Union has constructed the northern sector of the 487- 
kilometre trans-Iranian main gas pipeline, through which gas extracted 
in southern Iran is supplied to Soviet Transcaucasus. In the first eight 
years of this pipeline’s operation almost 70 bdlion cubic metres of 
gas have been supplied . . . Revenue from the sale of natural gas is 
used to pay for Soviet services in construction of the various enter
prises .. . Construction workers are already laying the second section 
of the gas pipeline.54

At the end of 1975 contracts were signed concerning the sale of 
gas to the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), France, Austria and 
Czechoslovakia on the Soviet-Iranian border. However, the Soviet Union 
itself planned to consume this gas in its own southern regions, while 
supplying these countries with an equivalent quantity from other Soviet
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deposits.55 The deal was delayed indefinitely after the downfall of the 
Shah.

Bilateral economic relations strengthened and the Soviets hoped that 
this would in turn influence political relations.
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4 THE SOVIETS AND THE FALL OF THE 
SHAH'S REGIME (1978-January 1979)

The Soviets’ Wait and See Policy

The opposition to the Shah and his regime grew stronger in 1978. Dur
ing the years 1971-6 the Shah’s internal policy had been a hard-line 
one. The prisons filled up and hundreds of people were executed. The 
religious establishment was severely attacked. Early 1977 saw the start 
of a policy of liberalization, coinciding with the beginning of Jimmy 
Carter’s presidency in the USA. Political prisoners were released and 
more freedom of the press was allowed, bringing in its wake calls for 
still more liberalization.

The extreme left tried to reorganize itself but for the time being it 
was virtually non-existent. Little remained of the Tudeh Party, which 
had lived underground for many years and whose headquarters were in 
East Berlin. The Shall declared in the mid-1970s that there were only 
3,000 communists in Iran, and all or practically all of them were in 
prison.1 They drew their support from a very small segment of the 
population, mainly the intellectuals. The Tudeh’s appeals to peasants 
and workers were generally unsuccessful because its approach to prob
lems was on a very theoretical basis which did not say much to ordinary 
people who could not understand the analysis.

Clandestine Tudeh Party broadcasts from Peyk-e-Iran (Radio Iran 
Courier) began around the end of 1957, initially from East Germany 
and later from Bulgaria. They used to present party statements and 
quote the party paper Mardom (The People). Most statements were in 
the name of the Tudeh Party Central Committee and names of members 
were rarely given, because of the regime’s repressive measures against 
them and their families. The broadcasts sharply attacked the Shah, his 
regime and his ties with the USA. They did so even at times when the 
Soviet media were saying the opposite. While the Soviet media were 
praising the reforms introduced by the Shah in 1963, Peyk-e-Iran con
tinued to attack them. The station was reported closed by Bulgaria at 
the end of 1976.

In 1959, a clandestine radio station commenced operations, broad
casting in Persian from Soviet Transcaucasia. It called itself the National 
Voice of Iran (NVOI), and is still on the air up to the time of writing.

44
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Its attitude on many issues is more flexible than that of the Tudeh, and 
it has been able to adapt itself to the many changes in Soviet positions 
regarding Iran.

The Soviet media avoided any references that might appear to be 
criticizing the Shah’s regime. Only in mid-1978 did they begin to report 
the existence of an opposition in Iran, and even then, they preferred to 
give only news, to cite others, and to avoid all comment. A comment 
in August 1978 said that the ‘anti-government demonstrations’ had 
assumed large proportions, ‘the popular struggle continued to gain 
momentum and by spring had spread practically to the whole country’. 
The authorities ‘blamed the unrest on “Islamic Marxists’” . Many foreign 
news analysts said that the events were a result of an aggravation ‘of the 
confrontation between the religious opposition and the regime’. But 
‘most observers believe’ that the clashes ‘have their roots in the serious 
economic and social difficulties Iran is experiencing’.2 Few, if any, state
ments by government spokesmen were reported. Some were presented 
in such a way as to prove that the authorities themselves ‘admitted their 
guilt’, since they were not prepared to introduce reforms or change their 
policy as demanded by the people.

Great care was taken by the Soviets not to support the Tudeh Party 
directly or officially. On 6 September 1978 a statement by the Tudeh 
Central Committee, published in the Paris communist L ’Humanite, 
called on ‘all forces and groups in opposition to the Shah’s regime to 
form a national coalition front’. Its aim should be ‘to overthrow the 
Shah’s dictatorial regime, to abolish the monarchy and to set up a 
national coalition government. . . this new regime can only be a re
public’.

The statement was quoted in part in Pravda, omitting any direct call 
for the overthrow of the regime. This was in order to prevent Iranian 
accusations that the Soviets endorsed such calls. But the next day 
Pravda quoted Tudeh First Secretary Iraj Iskandari, who defined the 
opposition movement as ‘popular, democratic and revolutionary’ and 
stressed that the crisis had come because of the people’s ‘general dis
satisfaction with the existing regime’.3 The Tudeh’s role was, however, 
marginal and its appeals received no response from other opposition 
forces. Two months later its leaders were forced to admit that:

Up until now, the mosques have been almost the only meeting place; 
hence the religious influence over the [opposition] movement. How
ever, this is definitely a deeply political movement. . .  clergy . . .  
positions reflect the people’s will . . .  we have proposed, for several
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months now, the creation of a united front, incorporating all opposi
tion forces. But we have received no response to our appeal to date, 
which we regret.4

The Soviets continued to distinguish between, on the one hand, their 
official relations with Iran, which they presented as normal, ‘correct’ 
and neighbourly, and, on the other hand, ‘the Soviet people’s’ interest 
in what was going on in a friendly country. On 31 October 1978 Pravda 
published Brezhnev’s greetings to the Shah, on the occasion of the 
Iranian national holiday. He wished ‘the friendly Iranian people progress 
and success’. The Shah’s greetings to Brezhnev on the occasion of the 
anniversary of the revolution included personal greetings to Brezhnev 
and ‘to the friendly people of the USSR’, and a wish for ‘a still greater 
development of relations of friendship and fruitful co-operation between 
our countries’.5

Reports occasionally appeared describing temporary stoppages in the 
flow of natural gas sold to the USSR. They were purported to be part 
of the general strike of oil workers -  but these breaks were only temp
orary and the gas continued to flow. The work of the few hundreds of 
Soviet technicians and advisers continued more or less regularly in the 
iron and steel works in Isfahan, and in the hydro-electric and other 
projects, mainly in the border areas. According to a later Soviet descrip
tion, ‘during the struggle against the monarchy, the Iranians displayed 
touching concern for Soviet specialists and their families, supplying 
them with goods and ensuring their safety’.6 Although there were 
reports of incidents directed against Soviet specialists in Isfahan, they 
were part of general outbursts against foreigners.

By November 1978 Soviet comments began to appear about the 
situation in Iran. The media now began to express opinions as well. A 
Pravda comment, rather than supporting the role of the religious estab
lishment, tried hard to minimize it. The commentator denied any truth 
in the ‘official propaganda’ which ‘tried to interpret the disorder as the 
intrigues of “communists” and “Islamic Marxists’” . He considered that 
those who saw ‘the cause of the mass disturbances only in the clash of 
interests between the religious opposition, which enjoys great influence, 
and the ruling secular elite’ were taking ‘a superficial view’. The roots of 
the crisis, he said, ‘lie in the serious economic and social difficulties Iran 
is experiencing’.7

Western press reports of possible Soviet involvement in the events 
in Iran were denied by the Soviet media, which spoke with increas
ing frequency about possible American intervention. A Moscow radio
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broadcast to North America stated that ‘Washington is making no secret 
of the possibility of a military dictatorship in Iran’. To cover up their 
intentions, ‘certain American quarters are falsely charging Moscow with 
interference in Iran’. The broadcast referred to a London Daily Tele
graph report that ‘the Soviet Union had a secret division ready on the 
Soviet-Iranian border and that all their officers and soldiers could speak 
Iranian’. The commentator considered this report a ‘deliberate lie’.8

The long official Soviet silence on developments in Iran came to an 
end in Brezhnev’s statement in Pravda on 19 November 1978. He said:

The Soviet Union, which maintains traditional good-neighbourly 
relations with Iran, emphatically declares that it is against outside 
interference in Iran’s internal affairs by anyone, in any form and 
under any pretext. What is happening in Iran is a purely internal 
affair and the issues involved must be solved by the Iranians them
selves. All states should adhere in this matter to the principles laid 
down in the UN Charter and a number of other fundamental inter
national documents, and should respect the sovereignty and inde
pendence of Iran and the Iranian people.

It should also be clear that any, particularly military, interference 
in the affairs of Iran, a state directly bordering on the Soviet Union, 
would be regarded by the Soviet Union as affecting its security in
terests.9

The Soviets See ‘Disturbances’ as Engineered by America to Pressure 
the Shah

The Brezhnev statement of 19 November 1978 was meant to create the 
impression of a warning regarding American intentions to intervene in 
Iran; the Soviets would then claim the credit for preventing it by means 
of the warnings. They had used such tactics on numerous occasions. 
For example, they spread reports about Turkey’s plans (with American 
backing) of invading Syria in 1957, and also about similar Israeli plans 
on the eve of the June 1967 Arab-Israeli war. When such an ‘invasion’ 
did not occur, the Soviets were able to claim that they had prevented 
it.10 The Soviet aim was to direct the dissatisfaction and xenophobia 
existing in Iran against the Americans, thus weakening American posi
tions. They believed that this would facilitate the penetration of Soviet 
influence in the region. Reports appeared in the Soviet media about 
Pentagon and CIA preparations to intervene in Iran. It was stated that
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there were about 80,000 Americans in Iran, a large number of whom 
were connected in some way with the US military or intelligence and, 
according to these Soviet statements, more American military advisers 
and CIA agents were still arriving.11

The frequent Soviet references to possible American intervention 
were not only for the purpose of inciting the Iranian opposition groups 
against the Americans -  the Soviets were even accusing the USA of 
trying to woo this very opposition.12 They genuinely believed that 
American intervention was imminent. They expected it and prepared 
their own public for it. Brezhnev’s 19 November 1978 warning was re
peated almost daily by the Soviet media, but no such further statements 
were issued by Soviet leaders. They anticipated an American interven
tion and were greatly surprised when it did not come.

The Soviet media denied reports about the Soviets’ own plans to inter
vene in Iran, the rumours that strikes were being organized by Soviet 
agents and that ‘caches of Soviet weapons have been discovered’.13 Such 
reports, the Soviets said, were a cover-up for American plans for an 
intervention and were intended to damage the image of the opposition 
by claiming that it was unable to act by itself and needed foreign aid.

The opposition’s religious leadership was viewed unfavourably by 
the USSR. ‘The demonstrations are mostly of a political character. .. 
although Tehran radio tries to portray them as religious processions,’ 
TASS said.14 Moscow radio denied descriptions of the opposition as ‘re
actionaries’ attempting ‘to take the country back to the Middle Ages’.15 
This was an indirect expression of Soviet hopes that if the opposition 
did come to power, it would not be dominated by the religious leader
ship. Their experience in the past had been that Muslim political and 
social movements tended, after victory, to assume an anti-Soviet char
acter, even if they had previously appeared to be sympathetic to the 
Soviets.

The Soviets foresaw a scenario whereby, if the Shah and his generals 
were to do to the opposition what the opposition would have liked to 
do to them -  and, in fact, did do later on — his regime could be saved. 
Had the Soviets found themselves in such a situation they would un
doubtedly have done the same. They interpreted American advice to 
tire Shah to avoid bloodshed as an attempt to weaken him, with the 
intention of controlling him even more.16 The Americans and the Shah 
had, for the time being, lost control of the situation, but in the Soviet 
view they could regain control.

An interpretation of this situation in Iran was made in mid-December 
1978 by Leonid Zamyatin, Head of the International Information
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Department of the CPSU Central Committee. He felt that it was the 
Americans who were behind events in Iran, manipulating the opposition 
and the ‘reactionary’ clergy, and using the situation for their own aims. 
Over Moscow television, Zamyatin listed the reasons for the events in 
Iran. There were several, he said: ‘the social and material inequality .. . 
a corrupt group of people belonging to the government, or previous 
governments. . .  to the Shah’s family . . .  injustices’. In his view the 
USA had also played a role in events, by encouraging the opposition to 
the Shah in its initial stages:

the United States itself, seeing the strengthening of the Shah . . .  and 
his independent policy on the setting of prices in the framework of 
OPEC . . .  when this independent policy did not please the Americans, 
it was decided to remind him in this way that it is necessary to look 
closely at what is happening in his country. They have also allowed 
the build-up of this opposition to occur in Iran . . .  The Americans 
thought that this would not damage the Shah’s regime and at the 
same time would make him more compliant, since there are more 
than 80,000 Americans in Iran . . . who also wanted to grab their 
money in even larger amounts and were prevented by the Shah’s 
regime.

According to Zamyatin, events had not developed as the Americans had 
expected. Although they had lost control of the situation, they were 
hoping to come to an agreement with whoever was to rule Iran.

When these events were in progress, several forces joined in . .  . the 
entire movement was suddenly headed by the Shi’ite priesthood, 
because it itself had suffered because of the land reform carried out 
by the Shah at one time. It stood at the head of this movement — 
although it is actually a reactionary movement. . .

Now the situation is practically out of the control of those who 
attempted to exercise various pressures . . .  It seems that the question 
for the Americans — since they have contacts with the opposition — 
is not who rules Iran, but what will Iran be for the United States?17

This was the position which seemed to prevail among the Soviet leader
ship, which considered that the opposition could only restrict the Shah’s 
rule, or replace him with others, more obedient to the USA.
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The Soviets Cry ‘Wolf’, and Speak of American Meddling

In the last months of 1978, the Soviets still saw a possibility of the Shah 
staying in power. The Soviet media were generally sympathetic to the 
demonstrations, but said so only indirectly, by judicious selection of 
published Western reports. A slight shift away from the Shah was notice
able by mid-December, but this was more a manoeuvre to keep pace 
with events in case the Shah feh, and was hardly felt. There were no 
attacks on the Shah such as one would expect from the Soviets if they 
were desirous of his downfall. Neither were there predictions that it was 
imminent. Reports about calls to overthrow the Shah started to appear, 
but not in the main press.18

There were no apparent signs of Soviet support or encouragement 
for the opponents of the Shah. However, some events, such as the oil 
workers’ strike, seem to have been organized or at least encouraged by 
Soviet-supported forces.19 In general, the Soviets preferred stability 
along their borders, and an uninterrupted flow of gas.20 They wanted 
an authoritative Iranian regime with which they would be able to main
tain correct relations.

After a studied silence on the subject for quite some time, an article 
appeared in Izvestia on 6 January 1979, claiming that Soviet-Iranian re
lations were still governed by the Russian-Persian treaty of 26 February 
1921.21 This was said not as a warning or a threat of intervention, but 
more to remind those concerned that the USSR had interests in Iran 
and that Iran had certain obligations toward her northern neighbour.

In demonstrations during late January 1979 a Soviet correspondent 
noticed some slogans calling for better relations with the Soviet Union. 
He reviewed Soviet-Iranian economic relations, saying that ‘the poten
tial of our economic and trading ties is far from exhausted and there are 
good prospects for their further development’.22 An Izvestia comment 
took issue with former US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger and 
others who wished ‘to blame the Soviet Union for the “disorders” in 
Iran’. It denied any Soviet involvement, claiming that ‘American and 
not Soviet interference is an undisputable fact’.23 A Moscow broadcast 
to Iran denied ‘rumours about the concentration of Soviet military 
forces, and of a complete army division in the Iranian border area ah 
of whose soldiers and members speak Persian’.24

‘US intervention in Iranian affairs’ was an almost daily theme in the 
Soviet media. ‘The United States is obviously either seeking ways of sav
ing the regime or replacing it with one more acceptable to the Iranian 
people and the United States itself, or it is gambling on interference.’25
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According to a Soviet commentator, ‘the extremist group in the army 
leadership, and the Iranian special services under the leadership of 
American special services, have already prepared for a coup and are 
seeking a convenient pretext for rapidly suppressing the anti-Shah and 
anti-American movement’.26 ‘A military coup, on the Chile model, is 
by no means inconceivable,’ said Pravda.21

The Tehran visit of General Robert Huyser, Deputy Commander of 
US Forces in Europe, was frequently referred to in the Soviet media. 
A comment after the Shall’s departure said that General Huyser was 
‘successfully acting as a substitute for the Shah’, and was ‘ensuring that 
the “advice coming in from Washington” ’ was implemented by the mili
tary leadership, with which he had established ‘effective relations’. It 
further stated that ‘a kind of “creeping military coup” is already being 
effected as a result of the crude and overt US interference in Iran’s in
ternal affairs’.28

The Bakhtiar Government and the Shah are Ousted

On 4 January 1979 the Shall appointed Shahpur Bakhtiar to the post of 
Prime Minister. Bakhtiar had formerly been a minister in the Mossadeq 
government and leader of the Iran Party, which formed part of the 
opposition National Front. The latter, which had opposed his moves, 
dissociated itself from Bakhtiar and expelled him from its ranks. The 
Soviets looked upon Bakhtiar as a tool of the Shah, the military and the 
USA. But until late January 1979 they sat on the fence as far as he was 
concerned, being unable to decide where events in Iran were leading 
and whom to back. By the end of January they had concluded that the 
key leader would be Khomeyni rather than Bakhtiar, so they now began 
speaking favourably of Khomeyni and against Bakhtiar.29

On 16 January 1979 the Shah left Iran. The Soviet reaction was not 
immediate. The next day, Pravda published only a short TASS report 
from New York about this. The 21 January Pravda ‘international re
view’ started off the new policy of attacking the Shah. The review 
included a positive appraisal of the religious leadership and an attempt 
to explain these leaders’ heading the revolution:

the Shi’ites have found themselves on the crest of events, for they 
have given expression to the protest which has developed among the 
people against the Shah’s despotism and US dominance.

The social outburst has also acquired, a religious colouring, because
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radical opposition in Iran was so drained by repression that at the 
time of the crisis, there was no political organization capable of lead
ing the masses.30

A few days later a Pravda comment said that ‘a large proportion of 
[Iran’s] population is linked with the tradition of Shi’ism, whose slogans 
are of an objectively progressive nature in the situation that has taken 
shape’.31 The term ‘objectively progressive’ was much used in the Soviet 
Union during Stalin’s time. It meant that under certain circumstances 
one might be ‘subjectively’ reactionary, anti-communist and anti-Soviet, 
but ‘objectively’ one’s activities still served the Soviet Union. They 
might result in ‘progress’ and should therefore be welcomed. Soviet 
commentators used terms taken from their own history and the Russian 
revolution of 1917. Moscow radio referred to the existence of ‘a dual 
power’, of ‘two apparatuses’, of the opposition and of the government, 
‘which is already unable to carry out the duties incumbent upon it’.32

A week after the Shah’s departure, the Soviets broke with him, de
nouncing him as a corrupt dictator who had brutally oppressed the 
people. This was the start of a flood of accusations directed at the 
Shah. Although the Shah died of cancer in a Cairo hospital on 27 July 
1980, Soviet accusations of the Shah continued even after his death.
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5 THE SOVIETS AND THE FIRST STAGES 
OF THE ISLAMIC REVOLUTION
(February-November 1979)

The Soviets Propose Co-operation

The return to Iran of Ayatollah Ruhollah Mosavi Khomeyni on 1 
February 1979 was favourably reported in the Soviet media. So was 
Khomeyni’s appointment, on 5 February, of Mehdi Bazargan to head 
a provisional government. The Soviet media had become increasingly 
critical of the Shahpur Bakhtiar government but preferred not to sup
port any particular group. They were still uncertain what was going to 
happen: would there be a peaceful transfer of power from Bakhtiar to 
Bazargan, a civil war between their supporters, or a US-backed military 
take-over? Soviet commentators spoke a great deal about the latter 
possibility. They warned of an American intervention and talked about 
the need for co-operation between all anti-Shah forces to prevent such 
an eventuality. But they said all this indirectly, quoting others in a way 
that would enable the USSR to join the winners, whatever the outcome.

It was only after the army withdrew its support for Bakhtiar, forcing 
him to resign, that the USSR announced its official recognition of the 
Provisional Government headed by Bazargan.1 After that, the Soviets 
made an effort to establish correct and stable working relations with 
the new regime. Their media praised the regime, stressing what they 
favoured and ignoring the regime’s religious character.

An official Soviet position on the revolution in Iran was presented 
by Brezhnev in his 2 March 1979 election speech. He said:

We . .  . welcome the victory of this revolution which put an end to 
the despotic oppressive regime . . . We wish new revolutionary Iran 
success and prosperity, and hope that relations of good neighbourli
ness between the peoples of the Soviet Union and Iran will be fruit
fully developed on the firm basis of mutual respect, goodwill and 
non-interference in each other’s internal affairs.2

A Pravda comment by P. Demchenko on 6 April 1979 appealed for 
greater co-operation between the Soviet Union and Iran. Now that Iran 
had been proclaimed a republic, ‘the Pentagon’s military bases have been
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abolished, the country has withdrawn from CENTO . .. this widens the 
aspect of coincidence in the USSR’s and Iran’s political positions on the 
international arena’. Iran’s Deputy Prime Minister, A. Amir Entazam, 
was reported as stating that ‘relations between Iran and the Soviet 
Union will be broadened and developed . .. bilateral relations should 
become much better than they were under the Shah’s regime’.

As regards prospects for such co-operation, they are considerable in 
the sphere of industry, energy and agriculture. Soviet organizations 
have, for example, accumulated experience in conducting large- 
scale irrigation operations, which Iran needs and can thus help it to 
achieve self-sufficiency in foodstuffs. At present insufficient use is 
being made of the waters of the Tedzhen and Atrek rivers, where 
major hydro-power installations could be built to meet our mutual 
interests. The integration of the two countries’ power systems would 
be of mutual benefit. . .  the Soviet Union is prepared to make the 
greatest effort to strengthen and further expand Soviet-Iranian rela
tions.3

Khomeyni completely ignored the appeal for co-operation.

The Tudeh Adapts Itself to the Situation

The Soviet media paid considerable attention to the Tudeh Party, its 
position and activities, bu.t overestimated its strength and popularity. 
Tudeh influence appeared in three centres: the oil workers, the influ
ential teachers’ organization and in the universities, particularly Tehran 
University. After the revolution some 30 ‘cadres’ who had been abroad 
returned. They were ‘received favourably’ in Tehran, especially among 
the students.4 The Tudeh had many followers among workers of the 
Ahwaz oilfields and the Abadan refinery. In Tehran demonstrations 
took place adopting both Islamic and communist slogans. There were 
pro-Soviets and communists in the northern regions close to the USSR, 
although they were not necessarily Tudeh members or followers. (The 
Tudeh, as a party of Persian intellectuals, had less appeal in areas of 
minority ethnic groups.)

The Tudeh was headed for years by Iraj Iskandari. As a good com
munist, he was against the religious establishment and against Khomeyni, 
even when Khomeyni led the revolt against the Shah. This led to his 
removal on 4 January 1979, when he was replaced as First Secretary by
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Nuraddin Kianuri. The latter is a grandson of Ayatollah Fazlollah Nouri, 
who was executed in 1907 by secular revolutionaries. Khomeyni and 
other clerics around him remembered it. Kianuri immediately pub
lished a communique in which he declared, in part: ‘The Ayatollah 
[Khomeyni] ’s programme coincides with that of the Tudeh Party . . . 
Any government which follows the policy outlined by the Ayatollah 
will have the Tudeh’s support.’5

According to Tudeh (and the Soviets), the revolution in Iran had 
only just begun. Its first stage had come to an end but further stages 
were on the way in which opportunities for the Tudeh might appear. 
Meanwhile, the party had no chance to gain influence and could afford 
an open confrontation with Khomeyni. It preferred to do everything 
to enable it to carry on its activities legally and in the open, organizing 
and strengthening itself until its time came. Nuraddin Kianuri said:

Ayatollah Khomeyni won our sympathy when he began to issue his 
resolute and radical slogans against the Shah. The Tudeh Party recog
nizes the objectively progressive elements in his movement. We are 
making every effort to find a common language with Khomeyni, 
because objectively he is playing a progressive role in Iran’s develop
ment.6

However, this was a one-sided effort. There were no direct contacts 
between the Tudeh and Khomeyni. The Bazargan government was 
anxious to prevent the Tudeh and other Marxists from infiltrating the 
state machinery. Bazargan said of them:

I distrust them . . .  I have always come up against them . . . There 
is no way of co-operating with them. They always betray you. The 
Tudeh Party betrayed Mossadeq. When he was overthrown, its leaders 
admitted that and said they regretted it. It was too late.7

The Tudeh began legal activities, opening offices in Tehran and other 
cities. Its organ Mardom (The People) appeared twice a week. In the 
national referendum held at the end of March 1979, the party called for 
an Islamic Republic.8 The Tudeh, however, was small and insignificant, 
with little influence. It was able to act more or less legally only because 
it was tolerated by Khomeyni and those around him.
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The Nationalities and Ethnic Groups Issue

Traditionally the Soviets supported Iran’s national minorities, and the 
prevailing Soviet slogan was to grant them national autonomy within 
the framework of the Iranian republic. However, the Soviets preferred 
not to go into details about the meaning and extent of such autonomy.

A Tudeh Party document on the ethnic groups issue, published on 
24 May 1973, reflected much of Soviet thinking on this matter. It stated 
that Iran was a multinational country in which various nationalities and 
other ethnic groups lived, namely Persians, Azerbaijanis, Kurds, Baluchis, 
Turkomans and Arabs. Other minorities are scattered throughout the 
country — Armenians, Assyrians and Jews. The term Persian was con
sidered ‘to denote all those living in Iran except the Azerbaijanis, Kurds, 
Baluchis and Arabs’. The Persians, along with the Azerbaijanis and 
Kurds, ‘have achieved a higher level of national cohesion’.9 Except for 
the Persians, ‘national units are deprived of their right to manage their 
own social, economic, administrative and cultural affairs’. The docu
ment expressed support for:

full equality of rights for all the peoples, ethnic groups and national 
minorities living in Iran, and their voluntary unity within a single 
homeland based on preserving the territorial integrity of the Iranian 
homeland . . . This can be achieved by securing autonomy for the 
deprived peoples and nationalities.

A middle course was advocated, opposing both ‘deviationist national
ism and national isolationism’ and ‘the chauvinism of the greater nation’. 
Pan-Iranism was rejected, as it ‘negates the existence of various national 
units in Iran . . .  [and] tries to justify national oppression under the 
guise of national unity’.10 This was in addition to pan-Iranist claims to 
parts of the Soviet Union inhabited by Persian-speaking peoples.

The Soviet position in 1979 did not differ greatly from that of the 
Tudeh Party. But both the Soviets and the Tudeh preferred to use 
generalized slogans and adapt themselves to current political situations. 
Soviet policy on this matter was a function of relations with Iran’s 
leadership. When the Soviets saw a chance to co-operate with the 
Iranian authorities, they sided with them against autonomy for min
ority nationalities. This did not mean that the Soviets had abandoned 
all the ties they had fostered with these minorities — they simply gave 
them as low a profile as possible in order not to be seen to provide any 
open support for the Kurds, or other ethnic groups. This was the same
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attitude they had shown towards the Kurds in Iraq. Here, the Kurds had 
been supported by the Soviets in times of strained relations between 
the USSR and the Iraqi leadership, but when relations improved, the 
Kurds were abandoned and advised to accept whatever solution the 
Iraqi leadership offered them. For example, during Iraq’s first Ba’thist 
regime, in 1963, the Soviets had provided aid to the Democratic Party 
of Kurdistan (DPK) in its revolt against the Iraqi authorities. After the 
Soviet-Iraqi friendship treaty was signed in 1972, the Soviets advised 
the Kurds (and also exerted pressure on them) to stop fighting and 
accept the administrative autonomy proposed by the Iraqi authorities.

The Soviets suspected that the Kurds in Iran were being used by 
‘outside forces’ to destabilize the situation. They therefore decided 
to act against them (or at least to stop supporting them openly). The 
Kurds were advised by the Soviets to be cautious, not to allow them
selves to be used by enemies of Iran’s new regime, not to exaggerate 
their power and abilities, and not to demand too much.11

In April 1979 Pravda commented that the Iranian government had 
declared its readiness to deal with the question of ethnic groups on a 
basis ‘of meeting their main demands’. However, a new conflict broke 
out in districts populated by Iranian Turkomans. There ‘the forces of 
counter-revolution, teamed with local landowners and industrialists 
and with the Shah supporters who fled to this area, hand out arma
ments, form military units and organize actions directed against the 
authorities’. Any Soviet involvement was denied in both the Kurdish 
and Turkoman areas.12 This was during the first weeks of the new re
gime, when the Soviets saw a chance that the Iranian revolution might 
develop in a direction they desired.

Careful Soviet Criticism

Soviet support for Iran’s revolutionary regime had become less whole
hearted and more reserved by mid-April 1979, and still more lukewarm 
by June 1979. Soviet commentators began talking about divisions 
among those who earlier had been united against the Shah and about 
‘a polarization of forces’. According to a senior Soviet commentator:

A new, difficult and complicated period has begun in Iran . . .  the 
forces that had been united by a common goal — the destruction of 
the Shah’s regime and the fettering dependence on America — have 
begun to split into factions . . . differences are appearing not only
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between political groups, but even within the religious groups which 
now play the main role in Iran. Its leaders sometimes take up differ
ing, even opposing positions . . .

A considerable section of the bourgeoisie would prefer a bourgeois 
democratic structure. The left-wing forces demand to proceed still 
further . . .  to extend the conquests of the revolution. The situation 
is complicated by the disorderly actions of various anarchist, Trotsky
ist, Maoist and leftist groups with their hangers-on . .. They organize 
bloody confrontations. . .  provoke the authorities into repression.13

A Tbilisi daily spoke more openly about the ‘reactionary priesthood’ 
and the ‘internal reaction’ violent struggle:

Taking advantage of the social backwardness and profound and often 
blind and fanatical religiosity of significant strata of the population 
— the urban lower class and the peasantry -  the reactionary segment 
of the priesthood, along with conservatively-minded circles of the 
haute and middle bourgeoisie, are doing their best to prevent sub
stantial socio-economic transformations. Moreover, internal reaction 
is resorting to violent methods of struggle against detachments of the 
revolutionary movement.14

The writer was careful to distinguish between ‘reactionaries’ and Khom- 
eyni -  hinting that the Soviets wished to co-operate with him.

Soviet-Iranian bilateral relations worsened. The unstable situation 
brought about the cancellation of a number of joint economic projects. 
The most damaging of these, for the Soviets, was a reduction in the 
delivery of Iranian gas to the Soviet Union. This forced the Soviets to 
effect a costly redistribution of energy supplies for industries in the 
Transcaucasus region.15 The construction work on a second gas pipe
line was suspended and later cancelled. Iran also raised its prices to the 
USSR for natural gas.

The Soviet involvement in Afghanistan and reports of direct or in
direct Soviet support and arms supplies for Iran’s rebelling nationalities 
— Kurds, Turkomans, Arabs and Baluchis — increased Iranian suspicions 
and resulted in a considerable tension in relations. Soviet attempts to 
argue with leading Iranian personalities or to attack their pronounce
ments had been rare during the first months of the Islamic Republic. 
This changed in the second half of August 1979 and still more during 
September-October, when the Soviet media, although not official Soviet 
spokesmen, expressed growing reservations about developments in Iran.
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Direct comments on Iran’s ‘official religious-theological doctrine’ 
and ‘religious fanaticism’ were made by a senior Soviet commentator in 
early September 1979. In Iran, he said, ‘hopes have been replaced by 
anxiety and alarm, uncertainty and disappointment’. The country’s 
economy was being led by ‘economist-theologians’ who promised much 
but merely brought unemployment, inflation and chaos. He went on:

All publications which have expressed views at variance with the 
official religious-theological doctrine have been closed down and 
banned. People advocating progressive social transformations . . .  are 
being persecuted . . .  the fratricidal war in Kordestan is continuing 
. . .  Those demanding equality and autonomy are declared traitors, 
they are executed and the religious fanaticism of the Shi’ite masses is 
being aroused against them . . .  Nobody can deny the Iranian clergy’s 
positive role in the anti-Shah revolution . . .  [and their] right to . .. 
participate in their country’s political life. But there is obvious room 
for doubt that a theocratic concept of the state will help Iran to be
come a modern and flourishing country.

It is obvious to me that the feeling of religious fanaticism, anti
communist hysteria and a desire to misrepresent the policy and 
intentions of a friendly country [the USSR] will not benefit the 
Iranian people . . . The coalition of political movements, forces and 
groups which secured victory for the revolution has already disinte
grated . . .  Repression of the extreme left of the political spectrum 
automatically strengthens the extreme right and creates favourable 
soil for outside pressure . . .  All this is making the situation in the 
country unstable and fraught with conflicts and unexpected sur
prises.16

Moscow radio cited ‘a listener’ who said that Iran:

represents something akin to a religious dictatorship. The revolution 
in Iran . .  . was a religious one and it cannot solve the social and 
economic problems facing the country . . .  it has turned the country 
into one big mosque . . . progressive movements are persecuted in 
the country and so is the People’s Party of Iran [Tudeh] .17

The Soviets, however, were not seeking to worsen relations but rather 
to improve them. An article by Izvestia's Tehran correspondent spoke 
about co-operation between the two countries and Soviet support for 
Iran.
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The Soviet Union has come out in support of the Iranian revolution. 
Our country is displaying its readiness to co-operate actively with 
the new Iran in the spirit of good neighbourliness, mutually advant
ageous co-operation, and non-intervention in each other’s internal 
affairs. .  .

A delegation of leaders of the Iranian metallurgical industry visited 
the Soviet Union recently and contracts were signed for the further 
expansion of the metallurgical plant in Isfahan. In Ahwaz Soviet 
specialists have commissioned the first turbine of the Rumin thermal 
power station, the largest in all southern Iran and of importance to 
the country’s oil industry. Work has been completed on electrifying 
the railroad from the Soviet border to the city of Tabriz, and con
tracts have been signed for the construction of new grain elevators.

The article included a list of ‘positive’ steps in Iran’s foreign relations:

Iran has ceased to be an appendage of the US military machine, with
drawn from the CENTO military-political alliance, and ceased to be 
the gendarme of the Persian Gulf and the outpost of the U S. . .  
[and] has abolished the US surveillance bases on Iranian territory 
near the Soviet border . . . The Iranian government has stated its 
intention to adhere in its foreign policy to the principles of non- 
alignment and non-membership of military blocs.18

The Soviets feared a trend towards a rapprochement with the West
ern powers. TASS cited a New York Times report that the US adminis
tration was discussing with the Iranian government the question of 
resumption of deliveries of American arms and spares, and a new pro
gramme for training Iranian servicemen by American specialists.19 The 
Soviets feared that this was the beginning of an American-Iranian recon
ciliation to which they were averse.

The Tudeh is Outlawed and then Legalized Again

On 20 August 1979 the Revolutionary Guards sealed off both the edit
orial office of the Tudeh newspaper Mardom and the secretariat of the 
Party Central Committee. It looked as if the Tudeh might be forced to 
go underground. Soviet reactions to this were cautious, trying to avoid 
a deterioration in relations between Tudeh and the Iranian authorities, 
and between the authorities and the USSR. The Soviet media reported
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Tudeh protests against the act, but refrained from adding their own 
comments.

On 29 August 1979 Pravda published a letter from the Tudeh Party 
First Secretary to the Islamic Revolutionary Council and the govern
ment complaining against those measures. It said:

In most of the towns in Iran, the offices of the party and its youth 
organization are being subjected to attacks . . .  Tudeh premises have 
been set on fire and the lives of many party members have been 
endangered . . .  The latter demand an end to the persecution of the 
Tudeh Party and that the ban on the publication of the paper 
Mardom be lifted.20

A letter from the Tudeh Central Committee spoke about:

the closure of a number of newspapers and journals, including the 
newspaper Mardom . . .  the pogroms against party representatives 
in other towns and provinces of the country, the attacks on party 
workers and their supporters, including the execution without trial 
in Kermanshah of two Tudeh members [and demanded] an end to 
the oppression of the Tudeh Party . . .  to protect the party’s activities 
by law from the raids and attacks.21

Both the Soviets and Tudeh preferred to avoid direct accusation 
either of the regime or of Khomeyni in person on this matter. The criti
cism was against ‘reactionary’ segments and tendencies of the Islamic 
revolution. Khomeyni was presented as acting against the ‘reactionaries’ 
and curbing their intentions. According to Kianuri:

It was Khomeyni who urged calm when the Islamic right started 
burning books and attacking the offices of left-wing organizations. 
It is he who has renewed the call for unity. Our entire policy is 
aimed at preventing Khomeyni from being relegated to the Islamic 
right.22

Restrictions on Tudeh activities were lifted, although not com
pletely, and on 1 October 1979 the Tudeh newspaper Mardom resumed 
publication.23 The Tudeh was satisfied with this. It knew its place well. 
Its aim was for the time being not to bring about a proletarian revolu
tion, but rather to maintain the legality of the party’s existence. The 
Khomeyni regime was not what the Tudeh wanted, but it feared a
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Western-supported military coup or any other changes that would make 
the party illegal again.

The Revolt in Kordestan

The demands for autonomy by Iran’s national and ethnic groups were 
represented by the Soviets during the first months of the Islamic regime 
as being justified in themselves, but in the existing circumstances they 
were being used by ‘Shah supporters’ to weaken the revolutionary 
regime and restore the old order. A Soviet comment in early May 1979 
claimed that:

The 3 million-plus local Kurds, the Arab tribes of Khuzestan and the 
nomads of Baluchistan are demanding that their regions be granted 
autonomy within the framework of a united Iranian state on federal 
principles . . .  reactionary forces are endeavouring to channel into 
anti-government demonstrations the legitimate desire of the Kurds, 
Baluchis, Turkomans and Arabs for equality and national self- 
expression.24

During August-September 1979 the Soviet media gave detailed re
ports of the fighting in Iranian Kordestan. The reports were now more 
favourable to the Kurds than those of a few months earlier. Pravda 
quoted Tehran’s Iran Week as saying that the main cause of the ‘fratri
cidal conflict’ was ‘the central administration’s stubborn reluctance to 
resolve the problem of granting national and cultural autonomy to the 
Kurdish population, which took an active part in the overthrow of the 
monarchy’. Representatives sent by Tehran, and Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards, disregarding the advice and feelings of local organs of self- 
government, ‘committed lawless actions — which aroused the Kurds’ 
indignation’.25

A Moscow broadcast to Iran announced that in Kordestan fighting 
was continuing:

between the army and Kurdish revolutionaries who want national 
and cultural autonomy within the framework of a unified Iran. Most 
Iranians are of the opinion that the bloodshed and air raids are harsh 
measures which not only totally fail to rectify the situation, but 
actually make it worse.
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The broadcast denied that the Soviets had anything to do with the 
events. It said that ‘all true friends of Iran are witnessing today with 
great regret’ the continuing bloodshed in Kordestan. ‘The transfer of 
cultural autonomy to the Kurds within the framework of a unified 
Iranian nation has not yet appeared.’26

Iranian accusations of Soviet arms supplies to the Kurds were refuted 
by TASS on 4 September 1979. It said that ‘some influential figures 
and the media in Tehran are making statements about some “involve
ment” of the Soviet Union’ in Iranian Kordestan. Keyhan International 
reported that ‘Soviet aircraft had made night flights over Kordestan 
and dropped weapons and equipment for the rebels’. TASS ‘refuted 
categorically’ such statements and reports.27 It did not specify who 
‘the influential Iranian figures’ were with whom it disagreed -  but the 
reference was clearly to what Khomeyni had said a few days earlier.

The Secretary-General of the Democratic Party of Kordestan, Abd 
al-Rahman Qassemlou, denied that he had had direct contacts with 
Moscow. He admitted that the Soviet Union was an old friend of the 
Kurds. He noted that it had supported the Kurdish Mahabad Republic at 
the time, but so far the Kurds had not received any aid from the Soviet 
Union. ‘But we shall not reject any aid should anybody offer us any 
. . .  political support by a superpower like the Soviet Union is already 
valuable to us.’ The United States, apparently backing Khomeyni, was 
conducting negotiations with Tehran on renewed deliveries of US war 
materials and spare parts which the Iranian army urgently needed in its 
war against the Kurds. Moscow too had courted the Khomeyni regime. 
The Kurds had plenty of weapons -  thousands of captured rifles, anti
tank missiles, ammunition and even tanks and artillery, all having come 
from the collapsed army of the Shah. Soldiers and officers of Kurdish 
origin had joined the guerrillas.28

The Soviets’ position on the problem of the Kurds and other Iranian 
national and ethnic groups was primarily a function of their attitude 
to the Khomeyni regime. The way in which the subject was dealt with 
by the Soviet media during September-October 1979 indicated some 
Soviet criticism, although indirect, of the regime. It was a hint to 
Khomeyni that it was in his interest to maintain correct relations with 
the USSR, otherwise the Soviets might use the problem of ethnic 
groups, providing them with support in order to bring pressure on 
Khomeyni.
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The Fall of the ‘Bourgeois Liberal’ Bazargan Government

On 1 November 1979 Prime Minister Mehdi Bazargan attended the 
Algiers celebrations marking the 25th anniversary of the Algerian re
volution. This served as an occasion for talks between him and US 
President Carter’s National Security Adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski. 
Bazargan was accompanied by Foreign Minister Ibrahim Yazdi and 
Defence Minister Mostafa Chamran. The two had spent many years in 
the USA, studying at American universities, and were therefore viewed 
by the Soviets and some Iranians as pro-American.

Ibrahim Yazdi made an additional ‘tactical mistake’ of talking with 
US Secretary of State Cyrus Vance when he attended the UN General 
Assembly session in New York. Vance expressed the Carter administra
tion’s wish to improve relations with Iran. Agreements were arrived 
at on bilateral matters, such as the renewal of supplies of spare parts, 
ammunition and other much-needed equipment to the Iranian military 
forces. This coincided with an intensified Iranian campaign against the 
USA and thus the meetings and talks were frowned upon by Khomeyni 
and many of his followers, contributing to the already widespread criti
cism of the Bazargan government.

On 3 November 1979 tire Iranian government decided to abrogate 
Articles V and VI of the friendship treaty of 26 February 1921 with the 
Soviet Union, and the co-operation agreement with the United States,29 
which permitted Soviet and American military intervention, respect
ively,^ Iran, under certain conditions. Undoubtedly, the Soviets viewed 
this most unfavourably, but they refrained from reacting, avoiding any 
direct comment on the matter.

A few days later Khomeyni accepted the resignation of Prime Minis
ter Mehdi Bazargan and on 6 November 1979 the provisional govern
ment was dissolved. An appraisal of the Bazargan government by the 
Tudeh leader Kianuri can, to a certain extent, be seen as a reflection of 
the Soviet position on the matter. Kianuri said:

A certain period following the revolution’s victory was characterized 
by a dualism of power. There was, on the one hand, the revolutionary 
centre headed by Ayatollah Khomeyni, and on the other hand there 
was the government of the liberal opportunistic bourgeoisie . . .  The 
revolutionary centre around Ayatollah Khomeyni resolutely declared 
itself against any compromise with US imperialism . . .  Khomeyni also 
declared himself in favour of a change in the political and economic 
life of the country to the advantage of the working masses. . .  The
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liberal bourgeoisie . . .  by no means liked this situation and began to 
obstruct the revolutionary movement for the sake of its own econ-

• ♦  30orrnc mterests.

The fall of the Bazargan government was welcomed by the Soviets. 
A month before his death the former Shah said that Bazargan was ‘an 
agent of Britain and the USA’ and was being supported by them.31 The 
Soviets too considered this to be so. The prevailing Soviet position vis- 
a-vis Iran was that the revolution had only just begun, that it must con
tinue to expand, and that the more strained the relations between Iran 
and the Western world became, the better the chances for closer ties 
with the USSR.
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6 THE ISLAMIC REPUBLIC: THE SOVIETS 
SEE CHANCES AND OPPORTUNITIES 
(November 1979-September 1980)

Divergences in Soviet and Iranian Outlooks

The seizure on 4 November 1979 of the American embassy in Tehran 
and the taking hostage of its personnel (see pages 77-8) were generally 
viewed favourably in the Soviet Union since they prevented an American- 
Iranian rapprochement. Questions were then asked in Iran as to how 
the Soviet Union would react in case of a probable attack on Iran by 
the United States in order to rescue the hostages. There were Iranian 
fears that if Soviet forces entered Iran to help it, in accordance with 
the 1921 Soviet-Iranian treaty, they might continue to stay there after 
that help was no longer needed. The end of December 1979 saw the 
Soviet intervention in Afghanistan, which was presented by the USSR 
as a response to a request for Soviet aid by the Kabul government, in
voking the friendship treaty between the two countries. The Soviet- 
Iranian treaty might serve as a pretext for a similar Soviet intervention 
in Iran.

On 22 January 1980 the Iranian Revolutionary Council decided to 
abrogate Articles V and VI of the 1921 treaty with the Soviet Union, 
as these might allow Soviet troops to enter Iran. (A similar decision had 
been taken by the Bazargan government on 3 November 1979, three 
days before its resignation.) The Council deputy spokesman said that 
Iran had no intention of requesting assistance from ‘any country what
soever’. He added that Iran’s government was keeping a close watch on 
Soviet troop movements on the Iranian-Afghan border.1 The Iranian 
abrogation of the two articles was ignored in the Soviet Union and the 
Soviet media made no mention of it whatsoever. From time to time 
reference was made to the treaty. For example, in mid-March 1980 Igor 
Belyayev spoke about Soviet Russia’s 1921 treaties with Turkey, Iran 
and Afghanistan, and used the argument that served to justify Soviet 
intervention in the latter at the end of 1979. He said:

Now on the threshold of the eighties, the Soviet Union, as in the
twenties, is interested in genuinely good-neighbourly relations
with Turkey, Iran and Afghanistan. At the same time it is perfectly
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obvious that, although it makes no territorial claims whatsoever on 
these countries, the Soviet Union cannot allow these countries to be 
used to undermine its security.2

While this Soviet interpretation was meant primarily to explain Soviet 
intervention in Afghanistan, it also referred to the possibility of a land
ing of American forces in Iran. The Iranian ambassador to the Soviet 
Union described his discussion with a Soviet Foreign Ministry official 
on this matter as follows:

I have informed the Soviet Union that in the likely event of an attack 
on Iran by America, we can defend ourselves alone, and we will not 
allow a single foreign soldier to enter the country on whatever pre
text and by virtue of whatever friendship treaty.3

The divergences in Soviet and Iranian outlooks were evident in ex
changes of official greetings. In Brezhnev’s greetings of 3 February 1980 
to Abolhassan Bani-Sadr upon his election as President of Iran, he said 
that relations would be based ‘on the principles of good-neighbourliness, 
respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, and non-interference in 
each other’s internal affairs’.4 The Bani-Sadr reply reiterated the same 
principles, but also mentioned ‘the freedom of nations to choose their 
own destiny and to choose their social and political order’. He hoped 
that the USSR would ‘act in such a way as not to give rise to any anxiety 
among its neighbours’.5 This was a clear hint regarding the Soviet inter
vention in Afghanistan, and perhaps also a warning to refrain from 
intervention in Iran.

The following week Brezhnev sent greetings to Khomeyni and Bani- 
Sadr on the occasion of the first anniversary of the Iranian revolution, 
which was termed as the ‘anti-monarchist and anti-imperialist revolu
tion’.6 Khomeyni’s reply of 12 February stated that ‘any aggression 
against Third World countries and Islamic countries, particularly in this 
region, is against the principles which should constitute the proper basis 
and foundation [of relations] between nations’.7 Soviet press reports 
made no mention of Khomeyni’s or Bani-Sadr’s remarks. However, 
while Khomeyni was being praised and flattered by the Soviet media, 
criticism of Bani-Sadr began to appear, much of it intended as indirect 
criticism of what had been said by Khomeyni.8

As a reaction to the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan, Iran decided 
to join the boycott of the Summer 1980 Olympic Games in Moscow. No 
Soviet comments or reactions were forthcoming, since the Soviets had
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become very careful in their references to Iran. In their view, Iranian 
leaders had adopted an ungrateful attitude by attacking in equal meas
ure both Moscow (which supported them) and Washington (which was 
against them).

The Soviet Union ‘No Less Satanic than the United States’

The prevailing Iranian position after the Islamic revolution was that 
Iran need not worry about the superpowers, as the rivalry between the 
USSR and the USA neutralized both. Neither would allow the other to 
occupy Iran. However, experience of the history of previous Russian- 
British agreements made some leading Iranians think otherwise. The 
question was raised as to whether there was perhaps, in reality, an 
American-Soviet agreement regarding Iran, with both sides merely pre
tending to have differences.9 Khomeyni said that the United States was 
‘playing games’ with the USSR.10 On 12 August 1980, in a speech to 
Majlis deputies, Khomeyni said that ‘no matter how strong the powers 
are, when they are confronted with the entire [Iranian] nation, they 
will not be able to achieve anything’. There was nothing to be afraid of, 
said Khomeyni.

Even if we imagine . . .  th a t . .  . they killed all tire mullahs and de
stroyed all the believers, what are we frightened of? We will be taken 
from a place like this world to a place which is better. . .  We have the 
same logic that existed in the early days of Islam, that if we kill them 
we will go to paradise, and that even if they kill us, again we will go 
to paradise . . .  The person who believes in God, the Almighty, the 
All-Blessed, the person who believes in the Koran — his logic is that 
he cannot lose . . .  If we are killed, we have changed our clothes and 
have put on a better su it. . .  Therefore we have no fear concerning 
anything.11

The Soviets appeared as one of those powers that wished to subju
gate Iran and impose its will on the country, taking away its faith. These 
were the powers against which the Islamic Republic had to defend it
self. There was no fear that the Afghanistan episode would immediately 
be repeated; however, caution and vigilance were required. American 
diplomats had been taken hostage but Soviet diplomats were free, and it 
seemed that Khomeyni had ordered (or hinted at) restrictions on their 
number and activities.
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Foreign Minister Sadeq Qotbzadeh announced on 3 July 1980 that 
the Revolutionary Council had decided that the number of Soviet diplo
mats in Iran should equal the number of Iranian diplomats in the USSR, 
and that the number of Soviet personnel in non-diplomatic institutions 
in Iran ‘should not exceed two’. He also said that Iran had no need of 
a consulate in Leningrad, but would like to open one in Dushanbe, the 
Tadzhik capital. The USSR was told it must close one of its consulates, 
either in Rasht or Isfahan.12 In early July 1980 Vladimir Golovanov, 
First Secretary at the Soviet embassy in Tehran, was declared persona 
non grata ‘for having exchanged espionage documents’ and was ordered 
to leave Iran.13

A statement published on 8 July 1980 by the USSR embassy in Teh
ran said that the Soviets had information that ‘elements hostile to the 
Soviet Union’ intended to seize the embassy. The embassy demanded 
that ‘appropriate measures’ be taken to prevent such an eventuality. 
Qotbzadeh replied that instructions had been given to take the security 
measures necessary to protect the Soviet embassy, like any other em
bassy in Iran. He stressed that foreign embassies in Iran ‘should be pro
tected as are Iranian embassies abroad’.14

The slogan ‘neither East nor West’ was the key motif in Iran’s foreign 
relations. Tehran radio said that Khomeyni had ‘always emphasized the 
dictum of following neither East nor West and only the heavenly path 
of Islam ..  . Both the capitalist imperialism of the West and the social 
imperialism of the communist world are to be equally rejected.’15 
Khomeyni described the Soviet Union as an ‘arch-Satan’. On 9 August 
1980, addressing representatives of world liberation movements, he 
referred to ‘this big satanic power the USSR, which is exerting all its 
power to suffocate Afghanistan’.16 No Soviet reaction to this violent 
attack was forthcoming.

A message from Iranian Foreign Minister Qotbzadeh to USSR Foreign 
Minister Andrey Gromyko, sent on 11 August 1980, used a similar sharp 
tone in attacking the Soviets: ‘Our Imam has described the United States 
as a great satan. Unfortunately, you too have proved in practice that 
you are no less satanic than the United States’.

Qotbzadeh referred to large quantities of Soviet-made weapons dis
covered in Kordestan, and Soviet money reaching the Kurds. Also, 
Soviet satellites were taking photographs of Iranian military positions 
in Kordestan, and the photographs were made available to ‘counter
revolutionaries’. Qotbzadeh also accused the Soviets of sending agents to 
Iran to ‘reorganize your fifth column,. . . publishing a paper [Mardom] 
propagating your views in their name, and sparing no financial or moral
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support for them . . .  Members of your embassies and consulates, as well 
as other institutions, have not spared any efforts in establishing contacts 
with the enemies of our revolution and in gathering information.’ The 
Soviet government had ‘not yet paid any attention’ to Iran’s abrogation 
of Articles V and VI of the 1921 Iranian-Soviet treaty of friendship. The 
Soviet Union had sent troops to Afghanistan and interfered in its in
ternal affairs. In Iran ‘a great many of your officials, rather than attend
ing to normal and current matters handled by a genuine embassy, are 
engaged in espionage operations’.17

Gromyko’s reply stated that Qotbzadeh had tried ‘to place the Soviet 
Union on the same level as the United States’. The 1921 treaty was 
‘mutually beneficial’. The USSR had not intervened in the internal 
affairs of Iran and wanted to have ‘good and neighbourly relations’ 
with it.18 Thus the official published reply was mild; it attempted to 
ignore Qotbzadeh’s sharp language and his attacks and accusations. It 
was already known that Qotbzadeh would soon be ousted as Foreign 
Minister, and the Soviets decided not to argue with him at the official 
level.

The proposed establishment of an Iranian consulate in Dushanbe was 
opposed by the Soviet Union. Iran closed its consulate in Leningrad and 
the Soviets announced the closure of their consulate in Isfahan, raising 
the consulate in Rasht to the status of consulate-general. Iran then 
asked the Soviets to close the Rasht consulate and maintain the one in 
Isfahan. On 20 September the consulate in Rasht was closed, thus end
ing the disputes and the exchange of numerous notes on the subject.19 
An Iranian Foreign Ministry official said that there were about 500 
Soviet families in Isfahan, amounting to 2,000 people. Since the steel 
works built with Soviet aid was situated in Isfahan, the number of 
Soviet government personnel there was increasing. There were only 78 
Soviet families in Rasht, numbering 250 people. Asked why the Soviet 
Union had insisted on keeping the consulate in Rasht, the reply was 
that ‘this is an important strategic area for the Soviet Union’ and the 
Soviet consulate in Rasht was ‘in close proximity to the Guards Corps 
and the naval base’.20

The appointment, in August 1980, of Mohammad Ali Raja’i as Prime 
Minister served as an occasion for Kosygin to send greetings in which he 
spoke about good-neighbourly relations and co-operation. Raja’i’s reply 
was cool and restrained.21 Here and there, signs began to appear that 
the Soviets were starting to tire of flattering a regime of which they had 
a quite different opinion. Indirect hints slipped out — as to what, no 
one had yet dared to mention. Some among them began remembering
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‘the good old days’ of the reign of the Shah, indirectly comparing him 
with the present-day rulers. There was a man with whom the Soviets 
could talk business, while the leaders of the Islamic Republic returned 
friendly greetings with an attack, and made quite unacceptable demands 
on the Soviet Union.

The Soviet media continued to emphasize the interests of both the 
Soviet Union and Iran in the maintenance of good relations between 
them. These words were meant not only for the Iranians but also for 
those in the Soviet Union who had begun to think otherwise. Broad
casts to Iran stressed that tire USSR had supported Iran in times of 
danger in the past and would continue to do so in the future as well. 
The Soviets repeated this time and again, ignoring the fact that it was 
regarded in Iran as no small threat, a reminder of how the Soviet Union 
had ‘helped’ Afghanistan.

Economic Ties

Attempts were made by the Soviets to maintain the existing level of 
trade and aid, and to make economic relations relatively close, even if 
political ties were otherwise, but this was not easy. In the negotiations 
over the price of the Iranian gas delivered to the USSR, Iran was asking 
a price five times higher than that which the Soviet Union had previously 
paid.22 In March 1980 talks broke down and Iran cut off its gas supplies 
completely.

The Soviets countered with a refusal to permit free transit of Iranian 
merchandise through their territory.23 Iran had an interest in access to 
the Black Sea, from the Caspian Sea through the Volga river, and from 
there to the Mediterranean. The quantities of goods transported over the 
Volga route by Soviet ships in 1979 was only one third of that hauled 
in 1978.24

In April 1980 Reza Salimi, the Iranian Minister of Economy and 
Finance, conducted talks in Moscow on economic and industrial co
operation. While in Moscow he asked the Soviets to make transport 
facilities available to Iranian shipping -  in particular the Volga river 
waterway, which joins the Black Sea and the Caspian.2S Such propos
als were also raised by Iran’s ambassador to Moscow, Dr Mohammad 
Mokri, but he reported that the Soviets had refused them.26 Nego
tiations were subsequently renewed and an agreement permitting 
the transit of Iranian commercial cargoes through the USSR, and of 
Soviet foreign-trade cargoes through the territory of Iran, was signed
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in Moscow on 16 September 1980.27
On 20 June 1980 a protocol was signed after a meeting of the 

Soviet-Iranian Permanent Commission on Economic and Technical 
Co-operation. TASS reported that it was ‘the first official document 
sealing the basic principles for the development of business contacts’ 
since the establishment of the Islamic Republic. TASS continued: ‘The 
two sides agreed to co-operate on further development of such major 
sectors as ferrous metallurgy, coal mining, industrial engineering and the 
energy sector. The meeting also reached an agreement on co-operation 
in the training of Iranian cadres.’28 Soviet experts stayed on in Iran and 
continued to work in the Isfahan steel complex, the coal mines, the 
Arak machine factory, the Ramin power plant, and in other production 
units.29 ‘We did not withdraw a single expert from Iran,’ said Semyon 
Skachkov, Chairman of the Soviet State Committee for Foreign Econ
omic Relations.30

The decline, almost to a standstill, of Iranian oil production in
directly influenced the Soviet economy. It was not a matter of direct 
oil sales to the Soviet Union, but rather of difficulties for East European 
countries which used to purchase oil from Iran, partly on a barter basis. 
Now they had to purchase their oil elsewhere for much higher prices, 
seriously aggravating their already difficult economic situation. This 
forced the Soviets to supply them with oil which they naturally pre
ferred to sell to Western countries for hard currency. The Soviets, too, 
wanted to buy Iranian oil and the Soviet government asked to buy 
crude oil from Iran in order to balance the volume of commercial ex
changes between the two countries. The Iranian response was that ‘if 
the conditions for the deal were the same as that for exports to other 
purchasers from the viewpoints of price and procedures, there would be 
no objection to that’.31 The Iranian side was ready to continue economic 
ties and co-operation with the Soviet Union, as long as this did not con
flict with ‘Islamic ideology and principles’.32 The Soviets were aware of 
this and adjusted themselves to the situation.

‘Khomeynism’ and Soviet Muslims

The revival of Islam undoubtedly had an influence on the USSR and its 
policies, regarding both foreign and domestic matters. Leading Iranian 
personalities expressed their concern over the fate of Muslims in the 
Soviet Union. The Soviet media usually replied by describing the happy 
life of Soviet Muslims and their freedom to observe their religion. They
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tried to prove that no contradiction existed between communism and 
Islam and that Iran’s existence as a Muslim state need not influence its 
relations with the Soviet Union, A similar position was expressed by 
Ambassador Mokri. When asked 'about the reflection of our Islamic 
Revolution in Muslim parts of the USSR’, he replied:

Although we try to maintain neighbourly relations with the USSR, 
we cannot cut our relations with Muslims in Russia. Just as we do 
not want anybody to interfere in our internal affairs, we in turn do 
not interfere in any other country’s affairs. We maintain our spiritual 
connections and this enhances our friendly and neighbourly rela
tions.33

This may have been the official position as it was presented to the 
Soviets, but it was not the real situation or what was said to the Iranian 
public. Iran’s religious leaders constantly spoke about their intention 
of taking steps to improve the situation of Soviet Muslims; when the 
Iranians had asked to open an Iranian consulate at Dushanbe, in Tadzhi
kistan, it was with this in mind. This was why the Soviets had rejected 
the request.34

Is ‘Khomeynism’ a danger to the Soviet regime, or is Soviet Islam a 
relic of the past, limited in influence to a handful of elderly adherents? 
There are no clear-cut answers to this question. But the Islamic resurg
ence did indeed pose a problem for the USSR, which has some 40-50 
million Muslims and is the fifth largest Muslim state in the world (after 
Indonesia, Pakistan, India and Bangladesh).

The term Muslim — in the USSR as elsewhere — refers to Muslim 
peoples, whether they are religiously inclined or not. The young and 
middle-aged Soviet Muslims have no doubt been influenced by the 
official anti-religious educational doctrine. Yet most of them maintain 
at least some customs which are decidedly Islamic — even if they are 
not orthodox ‘religious’. Thus they observe holidays, visit the mosque 
occasionally, avoid eating pork and circumcize their children. Even 
Muslim communist officials bury their dead in Muslim cemeteries. 
Almost no Soviet Muslims intermarry or assimilate with non-Muslims.

The Soviet Muslim nationalities differ widely. Volga Tartars, forex- 
ample, have little in common with Azerbaijanis or Tadzhiks. The Soviet 
leadership has consistently sought to emphasize these differences and 
fragment the Muslim population. Thus many of today’s Soviet republics 
or autonomous national regions were formerly no more than ill-defined 
Turkic-speaking ethnic areas. In the past, the Soviets also struggled sue-
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cessfuUy to suppress pan-Turkish and pan-Iranian movements which laid 
claim to the allegiance of the Turkic- or Persian-speaking Soviet Muslim 
peoples. Leaders of such movements were either exiled or executed.

Islam, like other religions, has been assigned a well-defined -  and 
limited — place in Soviet life. The October 1977 constitution gives all 
Soviet citizens the right to maintain either a religious or an anti-religious 
orientation. Religion is separated from the state, as are schools from 
churches and mosques. Religious observance is permitted in designated 
places, that is, only in mosques, not offices or schools. Religion may 
only be taught at home — not by teachers and not in groups. Anti- 
religious propaganda is permitted; religious propaganda is not. So far, 
the authorities have proved adept at confining Islam within the USSR, 
while simultaneously putting it on display for foreign eyes. Foreign 
guests from Islamic countries are shown well-kept mosques. They are 
given gifts of Korans printed in the USSR, in Arabic script which only 
few Soviet Muslims can read. A monthly publication, Muslims o f  the 
Soviet East, is issued in several languages.

Soviet Muslims are strictly controlled by the Soviet regime. If the 
regime finds it necessary, the control will be even more strict. What 
apparently concerns the Soviets at present is the demographic, rather 
than the strictly religious, aspect — in other words, the realization that 
the Muslim peoples have become a rapidly growing segment of Soviet 
society. In 1980 there were some 265 million Soviet citizens. Of these, 
140 million were Russians, and 40 to 50 million were Muslims. Soviet 
census figures show that this Muslim population grew by approximately 
50 per cent between 1959 and 1970 — while the Russians increased 
by only 13 per cent. Russians tend to marry late and have one or two 
children. The wife/mother usually works, and there is a very severe 
housing shortage. Among Muslim families, on the other hand, tradition 
reigns: couples marry young, the mother stays at home and has many 
children. If the present birth rate is maintained, there will be 80 million 
Soviet Muslims by the year 2000 and Muslims will constitute an abso
lute majority of the population within 80 years.

While the political consequences of this situation can still be post
poned, the economic effects are already evident. Most of the Soviet 
Union suffers from a growing lack of manpower; but the Muslim re
gions have an excess. Most Muslim men do not have a sophisticated pro
fession, and refuse to migrate to other parts of the Soviet Union. It is 
difficult to estimate the relative effect of this Soviet Islamic factor, in all 
its aspects, on the decision-making process which led to the invasion of 
Afghanistan at the end of 1979. Grave apprehension clearly exists that
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Muslim-nationalist unrest and Khomeyni-style fundamentalism will 
spread into Soviet Central Asia.35

The Soviets and the American Hostages — the USA and Iran

On 4 November 1979 Iranian students seized the US embassy in Tehran 
and took its personnel hostage. As a condition for their release, the 
students demanded that the deposed Shall (who was at that time in 
the United States undergoing medical treatment) and all his wealth be 
turned over to them. They also insisted on a formal apology by the 
American administration for ‘wrongs’ done to Iran, and an undertaking 
to refrain from any interference in Iranian internal affairs. The USA 
was also required formally to recognize the new regime and lift all re
strictions on Iranians and Iranian property in the USA.

During the first few days after the seizure of the hostages, Soviet 
Persian-language broadcasts were sharply anti-American. The USA pro
tested to Iran at such broadcasts from the Soviet-run ‘National Voice 
of Iran’ (NVOI) radio station in Baku. A few days later these broadcasts 
became somewhat less inflammatory and even urged that the hostages 
be freed. The sharp anti-American tone continued, but more as quota
tions of what others were saying and less as direct Soviet positions. The 
Soviets quoted extensively the students who were holding the hostages, 
without adding their own comments. This, however, was often done in 
such a way that only a very careful reading enabled one to distinguish 
between the Soviets’ own position and that of others who placed the 
blame for everything that was wrong in Iran on the Americans.

On 5 December 1979 A. Petrov, writing in Pravda, supported the 
Iranian position. He wrote that holding American hostages and seizing 
the embassy ‘are themselves contrary to international conventions’. 
However, the USA itself had also flouted international law when, in 
1953, it brought about the Shah’s return to power; and again in 1980, 
by rejecting Iran’s demands for the Shah’s extradition and the return of 
the ‘wealth he had plundered’. The USA was attempting to ‘blackmail’ 
Iran by concentrating forces nearby ‘and dictating to it by force its line 
of conduct’. Petrov said that ‘a just solution on a basis acceptable to 
both sides’ had to be found. The Brezhnev statement of November 1978 
came out ‘against interference from outside in Iran’s internal affairs 
by whoever, in whatever form and on whatever pretext’. The Soviet 
Union’s stand on this, Petrov said, ‘remains unaltered’.36 Brezhnev 
had said, in 1978, that the USSR would consider such intervention as a
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threat to its security. The Petrov article omitted any reference to this, 
carefully avoiding any Soviet commitment one way or another in the 
event of an American intervention.

Throughout November and December 1979, Soviet editorial com
ments accusing the US remained relatively restrained, and were quite 
considerate of the American side. At the end of December 1979, after 
the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan, the Soviets abandoned this 
earlier restraint and spoke less, if at all, about respecting diplomatic 
immunity. They sharply attacked the USA as an enemy of Iran, as pre
paring a military intervention, and as trying to overthrow Iran’s regime 
in order to restore the old one. On 13 January 1980 the USSR vetoed 
a UN Security Council resolution calling for economic sanctions against 
Iran. At that time the Soviets accused Washington of failing to take 
advantage of Iranian proposals to the United Nations to effect a release 
of the hostages.

The hostage issue led to a deterioration in Iranian-American relations, 
which the Soviets believed was to their advantage. They accused the 
United States of wanting to turn prevailing anti-Americanism into anti- 
Sovietism.37 The Tudeh leader Kianuri stated: ‘As long as we keep the 
hostages we will prevent a normalization of relations with the United 
States, a condition which some Iranian politicians are dreaming of.’38

Day after day the Soviet media tried to frighten Iran by describing 
details of American preparations for an invasion, due to start the follow
ing day. The Soviets said that the measures taken by the Americans, 
such as the break in diplomatic relations with Iran, were taken with 
an eye to the US elections. The Americans were using the issue to 
strengthen their position in the region, and not out of any concern for 
the hostages.39

The attempt to rescue the hostages on 24 April 1980 was the target 
of sharp Soviet propaganda attacks, but no official comments and no 
promises of Soviet support were made. On the propaganda level, the 
USA was accused of having been in a position to solve the problem, but 
preferring instead to use the situation for its own purposes. President 
Carter was accused of having exploited the situation for his election 
campaign.

The USSR Foreign Minister Gromyko said at a press conference in 
Paris on 25 April 1980: ‘I can say that we are against all measures of a 
military, or generally forcible, nature on the part of the United States 
or anyone else against Iran. We decisively condemn such measures.’As to 
the possibility of Iran asking the Soviet Union for assistance if attacked 
by the USA, he refused to comment, saying, ‘It is a hypothetical
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situation which does not exist today, and there is no need for me to 
consider such a hypothetical situation. At any rate I would prefer not 
to do so.’40

After a long silence on the part of the Soviet leaders as to the situa
tion in Iran, a reference to it appeared in an address by Brezhnev in 
Alma Ata, Kazakhstan, on 29 August 1980. After reviewing the situa
tion in Afghanistan, Brezhnev turned to American policy regarding Iran:

The USA is also using the situation in Iran. The economic blockade 
of that country continues unabated. The ships of the US navy, with 
aircraft and amphibian units on board, continue cruising around it.

We consider such actions inadmissible, and firmly adhere to the 
principle that only the people of Iran themselves can determine 
which way they should move ahead. The same approach, it seems, 
can rightfully be expected from the leaders of Iran by other states 
— and first of all by its neighbours.41

This last sentence referred to Afghanistan — a topic on which there was 
sharp disagreement between the USSR and Iran.

The Soviet Involvement in Afghanistan, and Soviet-Iranian Relations

The Soviet intervention in Afghanistan led to Soviet-Iranian differences, 
accusations and counter-accusations, with mutual suspicion and de
teriorating relations. The Islamic Foreign Ministers Conference, con
vened in May 1980 in Islamabad, Pakistan, established a committee to 
deal with the Afghanistan crisis. Foreign Minister Sadeq Qotbzadeh, in 
his capacity as a member of this committee, made statements concern
ing Afghanistan to which the Soviets reacted immediately.

A TASS report condemned a Qotbzadeh statement alleging that 
bases for forces acting against Afghanistan’s regime would be estab
lished on Iranian territory. It stated: ‘This will have the most dangerous 
consequences. No matter from where the bloody hands of counter
revolution are stretched to Afghanistan, they will be cut off by the 
Afghan people.’42 TASS was careful in its wording, specifying ‘by the 
Afghan people’ and not by the Soviets.

The Soviet media claimed that ‘Afghan counter-revolutionaries in 
Iran’, particularly from their centre in Mashad, also ‘conducted sub
versive acts against Iran’. Such groups on Iranian soil were ‘controlled 
by the United States and its agents’ and used, ‘on the one hand, to
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train gangs operating on the territory of Iran itself against the lawful 
Iranian government, and on the other, to infiltrate agents into Afghan 
territory’.43

Qotbzadeh’s letter to Gromyko of 11 August 1980 included refer
ences to the Soviet role in Afghanistan, saying:

Suddenly your government, on an imaginary pretext, sends troops 
to our neighbouring co-religionist country, Afghanistan, and crushes 
the brave resistance put up by the people of this land with fire and 
blood. Then we see America and its accomplices not moving a finger, 
rather confining themselves to verbal attacks. We are therefore justi
fied in becoming sceptical, thinking that behind the scenes, the two 
superpowers have reached an agreement on dividing the spoils, and 
we become apprehensive of what is going on behind the scenes as far 
as our revolution is concerned.44

Qotbzadeh saw in this an American-Soviet agreement (on the pattern 
of the old British-Russian agreements) that divided the region between 
them, giving Afghanistan to the Soviets. He feared that such an agree
ment had been made or was going to be made concerning Iran, and that 
the Soviets might do in the Iranian areas ‘that were given to them’ what 
they had done in Afghanistan.

In his reply Gromyko avoided dealing with the main controversial 
issues. He said that ‘those who can and will solve matters concerning 
Afghanistan are the Afghan people themselves and their government’.45 
Brezhnev’s address at Alma Ata on 29 August 1980 also presented the 
problem in much the same way. He spoke out against foreign interven
tion in Iran’s affairs and said that he expected the same approach from 
the leaders of Iran — in other words, no intervention in the internal 
affairs of Afghanistan.46 The divergent approaches of the USSR and 
Iran to the Afghanistan problem and their support for opposing sides 
contributed greatly to the worsening in Soviet-Iranian relations.

The Soviets and the Iran-Iraq Conflict

Officially, the USSR had close ties with Iraq. It had an interest in 
friendly, or at least non-hostile, relations between Iran and Iraq, thus 
obviating the need to choose between them, or a situation in which 
closeness to one would influence relations with the other.

Iraq increased its power. It wanted to assume the role of ‘policeman’
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in the Gulf region when this job fell vacant after the Shah was ousted. It 
had pan-Arab aspirations to be the leader of the Arab world. It was pur
suing, or at least preaching, a socialist line in its economic development. 
Iraq demanded that Iran withdraw from the three islands guarding the 
Hormuz Strait: Greater Tunb, Lesser Tunb and Abu Musa, occupied 
by Iran in 1971. It called for an amendment of the 1975 Iraqi-Iranian 
agreement over the Shatt al-Arab river. Iran was not prepared either 
to give up the islands or to amend the agreement. Most of the Arab 
countries supported Iraq, as an Arab country against a non-Arab one. 
There were two reasons for this: first, because of the chaotic situation in 
Iran, Iraq was considered to be the stronger side; and secondly, because 
the Arab countries feared the spread of Khomeynism and its attempts 
to export the revolution.

The USSR was providing Iraq with political, military, economic and 
technical aid. However, Iraq’s dependence on the Soviets diminished 
as it diversified its contacts and became less isolated. Its increased 
revenues from oil exports reduced its need for Soviet aid and enabled 
it to purchase Western equipment and technology. Differences were 
evident between the USSR and Iraq over a wide range of issues. A pro
cess of drifting away from the USSR began. The Soviets were interested 
in improving Iraqi-Iranian relations, but would not do much to bring 
this about. The Soviet media expressed concern at the situation, saying 
that it benefited only ‘the imperialist forces, who are enemies of both 
countries’.47

As the Iran-Iraq conflict intensified, Ambassador Mokri, on Khom- 
eyni’s instructions, said on 11 April 1980 that Iran expected the Soviet 
Union, ‘on the basis of neighbourly relations’, to cease exporting 
weapons to Iraq.48 He described his talks with an unnamed Soviet 
Foreign Ministry official on the subject. The Soviet official said that 
Iraq also purchased arms from France and West Germany, and if the 
supply of arms from the Soviet Union were to end, Iraq would increase 
its purchases of Western arms. The Soviets ‘are not happy at events in 
Iraq’, for example, the treatment of Iraqi communists, ‘but these are 
Iraq’s internal affairs’.49 Appeals to the Soviets on this matter appeared 
in a number of messages and addresses by Qotbzadeh. In mid-August 
1980 a Soviet broadcast to Iran finally replied, after a long silence:

Iranian Foreign Minister Qotbzadeh . . . has proposed that the co
operation between the Soviet Union and Iraq -  or putting it more 
precisely, this co-operation in one important field [arms supplies] 
-  should almost totally end. In reality, efforts have been made to
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represent this support as the Soviet Union’s support for Iraq in the 
actual dispute between Iran and Iraq . . .  there are people to be 
found in Iran who have made the deterioration of relations between 
the Soviet Union and Iraq a condition for establishing good relations 
between the Soviet Union and Iran . . .  the Soviet Union sincerely 
desires good relations with both Iran and Iraq. The dispute between 
Iran and Iraq is a source of regret for the people of the Soviet Union 
.. . The Soviet Union . . . wishes Iran and Iraq to be reconciled as 
soon as possible.50

The situation looked quite different in Iran. From there, Iraq seemed, 
aside from its own ambitions, to be a tool of both the USSR and the 
USA, which were using Iraq against Iran. According to Qotbzadeh (and 
this seemed to be Khomeyni’s view too): ‘Alone Iraq is nothing . . .  the 
major powers want to use Iraq to isolate Iran — “the United States, so 
that it can regain its influence in our country, and the USSR, so that it 
can force us to enter the Eastern camp” .’51

Clashes along the Iran-Iraq border intensified, but the Soviets pre
ferred not to get involved or express opinions. They gave news from 
both sides. Nevertheless, they continued supplying arms to Iraq in 
accordance with the earlier agreements.

On 17 September 1980 the Iraqi Revolution Command Council de
cided to abrogate the 6 March 1975 agreement with Iran and ‘to restore 
complete legal and effective sovereignty over the Shatt al-Arab’.52 Iraq 
declared the Shatt al-Arab to be a national river, completely under its 
sovereignty. It was made mandatory for all ships using the river for 
navigational purposes to fly only the Iraqi flag and to follow Iraqi in
structions and orders. Border fighting between Iran and Iraq intensified, 
developing into a full-scale war, with Iraqi forces invading Iran. The 
Soviets preferred to remain silent, saying nothing and not committing 
themselves.

The Soviets and Internal Iranian Politics

The Soviets had an interest in Iranian politics but their media scarcely 
referred to the subject, in order to forestall accusations of interfering 
in Iranian internal affairs. In Iran a number of competing power centres 
had developed, whose relative strength changed constantly. In Khom
eyni’s ‘court’ in the holy city of Qom, his quarrelsome assistants were 
engaged in a power struggle over the succession. They consisted of the
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President, the Prime Minister, Ayatollah-politician Beheshti and other 
influential Ayatollahs. Each pulled in his own direction, acting against 
the others. Each had his own concept — if any — of the domestic poli
tical system, the economy and the international situation. The system 
somehow worked, or at least parts of it did.

In such a situation it was not easy for the Soviets to decide whom 
to back and whom to reject, or to predict future developments in order 
to guide their current policy. They sometimes attacked personalities 
whom they considered to be of little importance, only to find later 
that such people rose to high positions. They seemed to believe that 
in spite of the noisy anti-American and anti-Western proclamations, 
once the American hostage crisis had been solved, an Iranian-American 
rapprochement would be reached, since the Americans were ‘the natural 
allies’ of the Iranian ‘reactionary clergy’. The Soviet media spoke of a 
‘progressive trend’ in Islam, with Khomeyni being part of this trend. It 
is doubtful that they believed what they were preaching. For them, 
Khomeyni was a reactionary, an anachronism — someone belonging to 
medieval times. They saw him as no different from the Islamic groups 
fighting the regime in Afghanistan. However, they were wary of voicing 
this opinion, although they sometimes hinted at it indirectly so that 
intelligent Soviet readers would understand.

The Soviet view of the Majlis can be understood from the short 
remark, ‘There are no representatives of workers and peasants.’53 A 
description of Iran’s socio-economic problems stated:

The provisional organs of power did not succeed in adopting any im
portant measures radically to restructure Iranian society or eliminate 
the socio-economic causes which gave rise to the mighty wave of the 
nationwide anti-Shah movement. . .  There are about 3 million unem
ployed in the country . .  . hidden unemployment. . .  the monstrous 
rise in prices. . .  the shortage of housing and transport, the enormous 
size of the lumpen proletariat and almost 4 million drug addicts.

As to political problems, there existed:

a tremendous number of rival political organizations and parties 
with the most diverse doctrines . . . extreme right-wing reactionary 
elements and small but noisy groups of Maoists. They would like 
to return Iran once again to an alliance with Pakistan,. . .  the mon
archic regimes of the Arabian peninsula and, in the final analysis, the 
United States.54
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Concern was expressed regarding the decision to close all tire univers
ities and send the students off to the countryside (a move aimed largely 
at weeding out leftist elements). The decision was said to have aggrav
ated the internal political situation. It incurred tire dissatisfaction of 
many students and certain leaders, specifically Bani-Sadr.55 The Soviet 
media had criticized the latter as pro-Western and anti-Soviet. However, 
when Bani-Sadr began to be associated with the Soviet point of view, 
the attitude of the Soviet media towards him changed. He began to be 
viewed more favourably, as relatively more modern and less fanatic.

Foreign Minister Qotbzadeh was a target for sharp Soviet criticism — 
but not only for his anti-Soviet statements. Whenever Soviet comment
ators wished to criticize Khomeyni’s statements, or those of influential 
persons near him, they did so by attacking Qotbzadeh. (Qotbzadeh was 
not included in the Raja’i cabinet appointed at the end of August 1980. 
He was later arrested and executed on 15 September 1982.) One of the 
ways of expressing Soviet positions on Iranian internal affairs was by 
quoting Tudeh Party statements and articles which were in accordance 
with Soviet positions.

Tudeh-Soviet Investment in an Option

The Tudeh Party flattered and praised Khomeyni, saying that he had 
done what he had to do and that it was for the good of Iran. According 
to the Tudeh leader, Kianuri: ‘Our revolution, which is anti-imperialist, 
democratic and a people’s revolution, [has] entered a new stage — the 
stage of intensified anti-imperialist people’s orientation.’56 No mention 
was made of the fact that it was an Islamic revolution, and that Khom
eyni was a religious figure. Reading the above statement, one might 
reach the conclusion that Khomeyni was a communist and did what the 
communists would have done if they had come to power.

In the religious establishment Khomeyni was said to represent a ‘pro
gressive’ trend. According to Kianuri:

Every time the situation seemed about to collapse, and the Islamic 
sectors with influence over Khomeyni seemed to be prevailing with 
their regressive thrusts, it was Khomeyni himself who stopped them 
and altered the course. This is what happened when the battle of 
the chador [women’s all-enveloping gown] broke out. When the 
fanatics started burning left-wing books, when armed fighting broke 
out in Kordestan, every time it was Khomeyni who stopped them.57
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It is not difficult to understand why the Tudeh, a communist party 
proclaiming ‘scientific socialism’ and Marxism-Leninism, supported 
an Islamic regime which could ban the party at any time. The Tudeh 
wanted to maintain its legal position, to express and disseminate its 
views freely and to publish its newspaper. It wished to continue to 
organize demonstrations and to keep party offices and officials. To 
appear to be against Khomeyni would mean an end to all this.

Why did Khomeyni, an anti-communist who had persecuted other 
Iranian leftist groups, tolerate the Tudeh? Several reasons might be 
given:

(1) Fear of the Soviets, who on the one hand generated considerable 
negative Iranian feelings towards the Tudeh, but on the other dictated 
caution. During the period when the party offices were closed, or the 
party newspaper was suspended, a strong anti-Khomeyni campaign 
appeared in the Soviet media. This ended when the Tudeh was allowed 
to continue its activities.

(2) Tudeh was not Iran’s only left-wing organization, possibly not 
even the most ‘dangerous’. By tolerating the ‘official’ communist party, 
the regime had a convenient lever for isolating it from other radical 
groups, preventing their unification. Thus, many Iranian leftists dis
paraged the Tudeh line of slavish submission to the Imam’s line, with 
its sharp attacks on militant left-wing groups. Also, almost alone among 
the leftists, Tudeh did not actively support the Kurds and other ethnic 
groups in revolt.

(3) Lastly, unlike the other radical groups, the Tudeh maintained no 
armed military wing which could intimidate the regime.

The Tudeh called for ‘co-operation among all Iranian revolutionaries’ 
-  Islamic and Marxist-Leninist. The other left-wing groups -  the Moja- 
hedin-e-Khalq and the Fedayeen-e-Khalq — were opposed to this. They 
were not ready to form a joint front with the Tudeh for the first round 
of parliamentary elections on 14 March 1980. Neither were they pre
pared to co-operate with each other. The Tudeh candidate then won 
some 100,000 votes in Tehran.58 Tudeh failed in its efforts to persuade 
the other organizations ‘that under the present conditions’ of the revo
lution, ‘the anti-imperialist struggle is the main issue and that all efforts 
must be joined in this struggle’.59

Does the Tudeh have a chance of increasing its power and influence? 
It is unlikely in the present circumstances. If Khomeyni’s radical Islamic 
front were to become fragmented, or Soviet influence over Iran were to
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increase, then the Tudeh would try to exploit more actively its present, 
careful, quiet investment.

The Kurds and the Kurdish Problem

During the first months of Iran’s Islamic take-over there was extensive 
Soviet press and radio coverage of the Kurdish problem. Soviet support 
of Kurdish demands was evident until the end of November 1979, 
when it suddenly stopped. Criticism then appeared of those ‘who used 
the Kurds against Iran’s regime’, and this meant indirect criticism of 
the Kurds themselves as ‘tools’ of the enemies of Iran. The change 
seemed to come as the result of a Soviet reappraisal of the Iranian 
situation after the fall of the Bazargan government and the seizure of 
the American hostages.

Support for Kurdish demands was expressed by Aleksandr Bovin, 
senior commentator for Izvestia. He quoted Khomeyni on the Kurdish 
problem in such a way as to make the latter appear extreme, fanatic, 
unacceptable and unreasonable. Later he termed the Kurdish religious 
leader Hoseyni as moderate, acceptable and reasonable. Negotiations 
between the Iranian authorities and the Kurds were very difficult ‘be
cause there are influential forces in the government camp opposed to 
granting autonomy to the Kurds, and there are some extremist groups 
among the Kurds themselves’.60

Bovin said that ‘extremist elements are operating on both poles, 
whose unrealistic position is aimed at destroying any agreement’. He 
quoted Hashemi Rafsanjani, who was then acting Minister of the In
terior, as saying that ‘in Iran there are no national minorities at all. 
This is why there is no one with whom to hold political talks.’ That 
position was supported by the Islamic Revolutionary Guards, ‘and 
not only by them’. Kurdish leaders ‘were branded as traitors, counter
revolutionaries, agents of Zionism, agents of American imperialism, and 
so on. One can think of many such words.’ The present events in Iranian 
Kordestan ‘have not, of course, been inspired by the external enemies 
of the Iranian revolution’, although they might be used by them. They 
were determined primarily by the Kurdish people’s desire to survive as 
an entity, finally achieving ‘national equality’.

Therefore, naturally, we Soviet people cannot but welcome the
positive changes for the better in solving the Kurdish question
which, it seems, are beginning to be seen there now. Satisfying the
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just demands of the Kurdish people is an important task of the Iran
ian revolution. The faster and the more thoroughly it is solved the 
better for all, both for the Kurds and for Iran as a whole.61

The Secretary-General of the Democratic Party of Kordestan (DPK), 
Qassemlou, was quoted by TASS as saying that ‘the Kurds are not 
separatists. We are fighting for autonomy within the framework of 
democratic Iran, within the framework of its territorial integrity.’62 
This was a slogan long proclaimed by the Soviets on the Kurdish prob
lem. Iranian representatives were told by the Soviets that the USSR had 
nothing to do with the events in Kordestan. Foreign Minister Gromyko 
said to Ambassador Mokri that the Soviet Union ‘has never interfered 
nor will it ever interfere in Kordestan’.63

In April 1980 reports appeared about the DPK’s having purchased 
arms from the Soviet Union. These allegations were denied by Qassem
lou.54 The Soviets tried to blame the CIA, saying that it had ‘provoked, 
with the help of its agents and former SAVAK agents, new armed 
clashes in Iranian Kordestan, Baluchistan and Khuzestan in a bid to 
kindle national and religious strife’.65 This was said for Iranian ears, but 
the Soviets also took into consideration the situation in Iranian Kord
estan, where the main cities were occupied by government troops and 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards, but most villages and roads were con
trolled by the Kurds operating from their rear bases in the mountains. 
The government garrisons were isolated and supplied by air.

In early September 1980 a Moscow radio domestic broadcast spoke 
of the Kurds’ struggle ‘for autonomy within the framework of the Is
lamic Republic of Iran’. It stated that the Kurds wanted to decide ‘all 
the domestic affairs of the province’ by themselves and wished Kurdish 
to be recognized as the province’s official language, having the same 
standing as Persian. They also asked that the authorities of the Islamic 
Republic should have ‘responsibility only for foreign affairs, defence, 
finance and also other questions with the competence of the central 
authorities’. However, the government of Bazargan, and later that of 
Bani-Sadr, ‘did everything possible to crush the demands of the Kurds 
for any sorts of reforms’. As a result, Kurdish fighting units ‘took shelter 
in the mountains and turned to the tactic of waging guerrilla warfare’.

The unwillingness of the Iranian leaders to grant autonomy to the 
Kurds was blamed on the Kurds’ striving to break away from Iran and 
create their own independent state. The Soviet commentator quoted 
‘the religious and political leader of the Kurds, Hoseyni,’ as saying that 
‘the separation of Kordestan from Iran is- not in the interests of the
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Kurdish people’. Their only desire was ‘to participate more actively in 
the decisions made on domestic affairs’ and to solve the problem peace
fully.66

Soviet support for the Kurdish demands now appeared more openly 
than a few months previously, but, as in the past, the Soviets left their 
options open. This was even more apparent in the second half of Sept
ember 1980, with the outbreak of the Iran-Iraq war. The Soviets then 
preferred not to take clear positions, delaying their decisions on this 
and other matters concerning Iran until the outcome of the war and its 
results were clearer.
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7 IRAN AT WAR: CLOSER TO THE SOVIETS BUT 
STILL DISTANT AND UNAPPROACHABLE 
(September 1980-end 1982)

The Iran-Iraq War: The Soviets are Neutral and Wait for Opportunities

On 22 September 1980 Iraqi forces began a full-scale war against Iran. 
The Soviets attempted to utilize the occasion to improve their relations 
with Iran. They were even reported as having indirectly passed to Iran 
Iraq’s secret plans for an offensive. When the extent of the increasing 
Iraqi military build-up became clear and President Bani-Sadr called for 
measures against it, he was accused by his opponents of exaggerating 
the threat for internal political reasons. The army then underwent a 
series of purges and an extensive reorganization. It was kept busy trying 
to pacify Kordestan and preparing itself against a possible Soviet in
vasion. On the very day that Iraqi tanks entered Khuzestan, a thousand 
Iranian tanks were guarding the border with the USSR.1

Iraq made itself more independent of the Soviets, often acting against 
their advice and interests. It did not consult them or even inform them 
in advance about the war, as it should have done in accordance with 
the friendship treaty between the two countries. Soviet statements in 
the media, which had earlier made frequent references to the Soviet- 
Iraqi treaty, now ceased all mention of it, as if it had never existed.

President Saddam Husayn addressed the Iraqi National Assembly 
on 17 September 1980 and abrogated the Iraqi-Iranian agreement of 6 
March 1975. His address included indirect criticism of the USSR, claim
ing that Iraq had been forced to sign the March agreement because it 
was weak and lacked arms and ammunition. Even after it had signed 
the friendship treaty with the USSR in 1972, and the latter had then 
committed itself to help Iraq, the Soviets did not do so. Although he 
did not say this directly, the hints were clear enough.2

On 22 September 1980 the Iraqi Deputy Prime Minister Tariq ‘Aziz 
visited Moscow and held talks with CPSU Secretary Boris Ponomarev 
and First Deputy Foreign Minister Viktor Maltsev.3 The aim of the 
Moscow visit, he said, was to inform the Soviets that it was in their 
interest to watch the situation on the Iraqi-Iranian border and under
stand what was happening, without their intervention being required, 
as long as the conflict was confined to Iraq^nd Iran.4
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In Tehran Dr ‘Aziz’s visit to Moscow was regarded as a sign of Soviet 
support for Iraq. On 23 September 1980 President Bani-Sadr said that 
he had told the Soviet ambassador that ‘your assistance to aggressive 
Iraq is proof of your enmity toward us’.5 In Moscow that same day, the 
Vice-President of the USSR Supreme Soviet, Inamadzhan Usmankhod- 
zhayev, received Ambassador Mokri, at the latter’s request. The meeting 
was attended by Viktor Maltsev, who had participated a day earlier in 
the Ponomarev-Tariq ‘Aziz talks.6 Mokri reported on the talks, saying 
that he had protested at the presence in Moscow of Tariq ‘Aziz and said 
that the Soviets ‘should condemn the Iraqi action’. According to Mokri:

They replied: ‘We are taking a neutral stand which we shall endeavour 
to maintain.’ I told them: ‘We are neither satisfied nor content with 
your neutrality, which is like giving a dagger to one of two men in a 
fight, then standing back and saying “ I am neutral.” If you do not 
cease arms shipments to Iraq, our future generations will never forget 
whose rockets and MiGs bombed their cities and destroyed them . .  .’ 

They replied: ‘We shall raise this matter with Mr Brezhnev and 
others, and we shall try to play a role which will put an end to this 
war . . . ’

Elsewhere in the discussion, I told them: ‘If you do not stop send
ing arms to Iraq, the Iranian government will doubtless recall me, 
and our relations will be reduced in scope.’7

Mokri reported that the Soviet government had ‘formally assured’ 
him that Moscow ‘intended to remain neutral’ in the Iran-Iraq conflict. 
The Soviets had refused further military aid to Iraq and maintained that 
the Tariq ‘Aziz visit to Moscow was ‘a failure’. Mokri reported that the 
Tehran government was ‘very grateful to the USSR for this neutrality’.8

At a Kremlin dinner in honour of Sanjiva Reddy, President of India, 
on 30 September 1980, Brezhnev spoke of Iran and Iraq as equally 
friendly to the USSR — ignoring the Soviet-Iraqi treaty and Soviet arms 
supplies to Iraq. He called for negotiations to reach a partial settlement 
on what was possible, delaying the remainder for an unspecified time in 
the future, when it would be easier to reach an agreement.9

References to the Iran-Iraq war were made by Brezhnev at a dinner 
in the Kremlin for the Syrian President Hafiz al-Asad on 8 October 
1980. Brezhnev said: ‘We are not going to intervene in the conflict be
tween Iran and Iraq. We stand for its earliest political settlement by the 
efforts of the two sides. And we resolutely say to others: Hands off 
these events.’10 These words were uttered on the day that he and Asad
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had signed a USSR-Syrian friendship treaty. This was interpreted in 
Baghdad as an anti-Iraqi action, coming as it did at a time of strained 
Syrian-Iraqi relations, after Iraq had broken off diplomatic relations 
with Syria in August 1980.

Soviet reports on the fighting tried to be even-handed, but the more 
difficulties the Iraqi forces met, the more it appeared that the USSR 
was criticizing Iraq as the guilty party and was desirous of getting closer 
to Iran.

Soviet Attempts to Attract Iran

The Soviets used two approaches — often simultaneously — in dealing 
with the Khomeyni regime. The first viewed the Islamic Republic as a 
temporary phenomenon and Soviet actions were adjusted accordingly; 
the USSR moved carefully and tactfully and always kept future events 
in mind. The second, based on short-term considerations, adapted Soviet 
behaviour and policy to the existing situation. The Soviets avoided argu
ing with the Iranians over matters that did not particularly affect the 
USSR, even when concern for their own prestige might require them to 
act otherwise. They kept trying to improve relations, no matter what 
they thought of the regime, and whatever its character. They were 
unceasing in their attempts to obtain the greatest possible immediate 
advantages.

Neither approach was always successful. The Soviet media portrayed, 
for temporary tactical reasons, a certain image that was more wishful 
thinking than a true picture of the real situation, and Soviet officials 
often acted as if that image were actually true. The result was ‘a dia
logue of the deaf’. In their discussions with Iranian officials, the Soviets 
were unable to find a common language, and so concluded that ‘you 
can’t talk with them’. Contacts remained mainly at the lower official 
levels (compared to the frequent top-level contacts during the Shah’s 
regime). But they did exist and were sufficient to make the position of 
each side known to the other.

Top-level ceremonial greetings or condolences and expressions of 
sympathy were sent by the Soviets on all possible occasions. These 
messages were often signed by Brezhnev and addressed to Ayatollah 
Khomeyni. The Soviets’ aim was to show that they were good friends 
and neighbours who cared about what was going on in neighbouring 
Iran, participating in its joys and sorrows. Iranian replies were often 
cool and restrained but this did not discourage the Soviets.
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Iran found itself isolated and with few friends. It was suspicious 
of the Soviets, seeing them as standing behind Iraq and supporting it, 
in spite of declared Soviet neutrality. An Iranian Foreign Ministry 
announcement on 9 October 1980 said:

There are clues which clearly show that both the United States 
government and the Soviet Union were informed of the Iraqi attack 
against Iran, for the attack had been planned long ago, but that 
neither of the two countries really wished to prevent this war, be
cause each of them somehow supposed itself able to benefit from 
it.11

An adviser to President Bani-Sadr mentioned an American-Soviet 
agreement to divide the region, ‘to control the area and secure their 
interests’.12 The Soviets tried to counter such Iranian positions, to per
suade Iran that its suspicions were unfounded, and that the Soviets 
were its friends.

The USSR ambassador Vladimir Vinogradov met the Iranian Prime 
Minister Mohammad Ali Raja’i on the pretext of inviting him to the 
Soviet pavilion at the Tehran international fair. The ambassador was 
reported as saying: ‘We can co-operate in various fields and are prepared 
to help you with military equipment.’ Raja’i rejected the proposal, say
ing:

Our people have not forgotten your stand at the time of Dr Mossadeq 
and during that of the former regime; then suddenly they were faced 
with your invasion of Afghanistan . .  .

I am expressing my deep anxiety over your delivery of 100 T-72 
tanks to Iraq, your receiving Tariq ‘Aziz on the eve of the war, your 
reconnaissance flights over Iranian territory and the sending of Soviet 
experts to Jordan [which helped Iraq in the war]. This is at a time 
when you cannot deny that our revolutionary people have expelled 
your highest rival from their country.

Vinogradov reiterated the USSR’s desire to befriend Iran. He claimed 
that the Tariq ‘Aziz visit to Moscow had not been initiated by Moscow 
and that ‘Aziz had come on his own initiative, meeting only the Deputy 
Foreign Minister. The Soviets ‘condemn the conflict between Iran and 
Iraq . . .  We are against this war. Obviously, we shall condemn whoever 
started it.’13

When the text of the conversation was published the next day by
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the Tehran press, the Soviets protested. TASS denied American reports 
(omitting to mention that they had been leaked by Raja’i):

alleging that the Soviet Union had recently offered to supply Iran 
with Soviet arms and that the Iranian Premier had rejected the pro
posal . .  . there have been no proposals from the Soviet side to Iran 
concerning arms deliveries and, consequently, the Iranian Premier 
had nothing to reject.14

On 6 October Vinogradov conferred with Hashemi Rafsanjani, 
Speaker of the Islamic Consultative Assembly, the conversation dealing 
mainly with the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan. Then came an air 
raid. ‘What is that noise?’, asked the ambassador. ‘That is the sound of 
your MiGs,’ replied the Speaker, and both had to run for shelter.15

A few days later, on 11 October, President Bani-Sadr met Vinogradov 
and strongly condemned Soviet aid to Iraq. He referred to Iraq’s use of 
Soviet long-range Tupolev-22 bombers in raids on Iranian targets, saying 
that they had been supplied to Iraq on condition that they be used only 
against Israel. The President pointed out that Moscow had informed the 
Iranian government of this condition prior to delivering the bombers to 
Baghdad. Bani-Sadr also asked for clarification of the USSR’s position 
regarding the supply of arms to Iraq via the Jordanian port of Aqaba. 
In addition, he raised the question of the ‘regular supply of essential 
strategic information’ to Iraq by Soviet spy planes. Bani-Sadr wanted 
to know whether the Soviet Union would supply Iran with weapons 
and what stance they would adopt at the UN.

Vinogradov replied that his government had been committed to a 
policy of neutrality since the war began, and added that his country 
was seeking to establish good and friendly relations with Iran. He de
nied that the Soviet Union was sending arms to Iraq through Aqaba, 
and protested at Iran’s announcement that the USSR had offered to 
supply it with arms, saying that this was untrue and had caused great 
embarrassment to the USSR. At the mention of the Tupolev bombers, 
he lost patience, saying, ‘Obviously we cannot ask for the Tupolevs 
back, so stop irritating the only country prepared to lend you a hand.’ 
Vinogradov continued:

In this war . . .  we are neutral. . .  Our greatest worry is an extension 
of the conflict, with possible US interference. But we are also keen 
to achieve the political result that is most important to you — Sad
dam Husayn’s downfall. . .  he shows .all the symptoms of the evil
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syndrome which seized the Egyptian President Sadat in 1975. But we 
are also sure that one sector of the Ba’th Party . . .  is still healthy and 
plans to return to a policy of friendship with Syria and therefore 
with us. We are counting on this sector and on certain sectors of the 
army with which we still maintain excellent relations.'6

Tire Soviets, however, were unwilling to ‘lose’ Iraq completely. They 
also hoped that the Iran-Iraq conflict would not turn into an Arab- 
Iranian one, a situation that would limit Soviet possibilities of man
oeuvre. They therefore viewed Syrian and Libyan aid to Iran with 
favour. The visit to Syria and other Arab countries by Hashemi Rafsan- 
jani, the Speaker of the Iranian Majlis, at the end of November 1980 
was given wide publicity in the Soviet media, with particular emphasis 
on Syrian-Iranian statements against Egypt and Israel. Rafsanjani was 
reported to have expressed willingness to buy Soviet arms. ‘If we needed 
arms and the Soviet Union were prepared to supply them we would buy 
them,’ he said.17

On 14 February 1981 Prime Minister Raja’i met the USSR ambas
sador. Raja’i said he could not ignore the Afghan issue and the continued 
Soviet silence regarding Iraq’s attack on Iran. It made Iran ‘see no dif
ference between the actions of the two superpowers’. The ambassador 
said that Soviet leaders had stated that they would like to see an end 
to the Iran-Iraq war as soon as possible: ‘The USSR has suspended 
arms deliveries to Iraq. Even Iraq has stated that the Soviet stand is 
not neutral, but favours Iran . . .  This war is in neither Iraq’s nor Iran’s 
interest.’18

On the whole, Khomeyni did not attack the Soviets directly. How
ever, he very frequently spoke against ‘the superpowers’, and for ‘inde
pendence of the East and the West’ and ‘against the Eastern and Western 
world-devourers’.19 While the Soviet media often reacted sharply to 
such statements by Iranian officials, they ignored them when they came 
from Khomeyni. They quoted him only when he said the things they 
favoured, for instance, when he attacked the United States or Israel.

Brezhnev’s report to the 26th CPSU Congress (Moscow, 23 February 
1981) included a reference to Iran. As with his earlier remarks on the 
subject, it was repeated again and again by the Soviet media, finally be
coming the official Soviet line on developments in Iran. Brezhnev said:

The revolution in Iran has a special character. It is one of the major 
international events of recent years. With all its complications and 
contradictions, it is fundamentally an anti-imperialist revolution,
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even though internal and foreign reaction is striving to change its 
nature. The Iranian people are seeking their own path to freedom 
and prosperity. We sincerely wish them success in this and we are 
ready to develop relations with Iran on the basis of equality and, of 
course, reciprocity.20

The Brezhnev speech reflected Soviet attempts to be friendly and attract 
Iran’s leadership. However, it was couched in Soviet language which did 
not say much to Iran’s ruling clergy, who reacted to it with coolness 
and suspicion.

Growing Co-operation with the USSR; Indirect Soviet Military Supplies

By late 1981 and early 1982 a less hostile Iranian attitude towards the 
USSR became evident. It showed itself in the form of fewer attacks on 
the USSR,, first in the speeches of leading Iranians and the government- 
controlled media. Then there was greater readiness to talk with the 
Soviet Union, renew economic co-operation and accept Soviet technical 
aid and arms. The arms did not come directly from the USSR but from 
the Soviet Union’s friends in the region, such as Syria and Libya, and 
from more distant Soviet allies: the East European countries, Cuba and 
North Korea, of whose intentions the Iranians were less suspicious.

In Iran and around Khomeyni, the position strengthened of those 
who advocated adopting a line similar to that of Libya — in other words, 
accepting a functional alliance with the Soviet Union to enable them 
to concentrate more efforts against the United States; stressing anti- 
Americanism and less opposition to the East; equipping the military 
forces with Soviet arms; and strengthening relations with the radical 
Arab states, Syria, Libya and the PDRY. The Libyan-style trend was 
not a dominant one, but yet strong enough to be influential on certain 
occasions. It seemed, too, to be increasing. The Soviets hoped that they 
would become stronger and perhaps gain the upper hand. Thus they 
were prepared to contribute to this tendency. However, they were un
certain as to how to go about it. The Soviet media often spoke as if 
such a situation already existed, believing that the pretence would help 
make it a reality. In particular, they increased their efforts in the fields 
in which the Iranian side was ready to co-operate — economic relations, 
military supplies through third parties, and limited technical aid. The 
Soviets hoped that a possible deterioration in relations with the USA 
would bring about an extension of this co-operation. They also assumed
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that Iran,having become used to the Soviet arms it had received through 
third parties, might ask for them directly if an urgent need arose.

In September 1981 a Paris-based Iranian opposition paper reported 
the arrival of Soviet military equipment in Iran. It said that every week 
two jumbo jet planes from North Korea and one from East Germany 
were arriving in Tehran, and that other shipments were coming from 
Libya and Syria.21 In late 1981 Iranian opposition sources claimed that 
the USSR had supplied replacements for armaments destroyed in the 
war. During the Shah’s regime Iran had received conventional weapons 
and vehicles, including artillery, as part of the gas supply agreement 
with the USSR. The Soviets were interested in keeping their part of the 
agreement, hoping that this would persuade the Iranians to renew gas 
supplies to the USSR. There were also reports of an arms deal between 
the Soviet Union and Iran, worked out through Syria, by which tire 
Soviets were said to be providing Iran with arms worth I860 million. 
The deal reportedly included Soviet ground-to-air missiles, artillery, 
mortars, light arms and mines. Other reports said the deal had been 
made directly between the USSR and Iran, and that the equipment came 
to Iran directly over the border.

At the end of 1981 TASS quoted the Iranian Premier Mir Hoseyn 
Musavi Khamene’i as denying any Iranian arms purchases from the 
USSR. Iran, he said, was buying arms on the open market.22 In Feb
ruary 1982 President Ali Khamene’i was asked how far Iran would go in 
accepting Soviet military and technical aid. He replied:

Purchasing arms and equipment is not considered aid. Military aid 
means the use of foreign advisers or the intervention of foreign ad
visers. We will never accept such a thing. But whenever we deem it 
useful, we buy military equipment. We cannot close these doors.23

This was not far from an admission that arms deals were being made 
with the Soviet Union. Reports at the end of 1981 also mentioned 
Soviet training of Revolutionary Guards, with the object of making 
them a counter-weight to the military forces, whom they suspected 
were not completely loyal to the regime. Soviet advisers had reportedly 
helped to establish a large training camp at Mashad which was able to 
turn out 3,000 trained Revolutionary Guard recruits per course.

There were also reports in late 1981 about the arrival in Iran of 
Soviet intelligence advisers. The Soviet embassy in Tehran offered to 
provide the Islamic regime with security and training assistance after 
the explosion in the IRP headquarters on 28 June 1981. The proposal
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was rejected at that time. After a second explosion on 30 August 1981 
which killed the President and the Prime Minister, the Islamic leaders 
reviewed the Soviet offer with greater interest. Negotiations were con
ducted for Soviet aid in this matter.24 From mid-October 1981 KGB 
and other Soviet advisers have reportedly been arriving in Iran to help 
organize its intelligence and security forces.25 A report to this effect in 
New York’s Time magazine was immediately and sharply denied in the 
Soviet media.26

The relative improvement in Soviet-Iranian relations was, in part, 
the result of efforts by the Soviet ambassador Vinogradov, who had 
been in Iran from January 1977 and was quite familiar with Iran’s lead
ing personalities. Vinogradov contributed much to a shift in the Iranian 
viewpoint: from seeing both the USA and the USSR as equally ‘Satanic 
powers’, to considering the Soviet Union less dangerous, and able to 
help Iran during the time of its isolation and need for foreign support. 
Nevertheless, Iran continued to suspect Soviet intentions. Vinogradov 
had frequent meetings with Iran’s leaders, trying to persuade them 
that the Soviet Union was a friendly country, ready to help Iran. It is 
doubtful, however, whether his achievements were fully understood in 
Moscow. The Kremlin leaders wanted much more than this, but they 
did not understand the situation in Iran.

In June 1982 the appointment was announced of Vil Konstantin
ovich Boldyrev as USSR ambassador to Iran. Boldyrev had served in 
the USSR embassy in Iran from 1956 to 1960, and later in Algeria and 
India. From 1978 he had been head of the USSR Foreign Ministry 
Department of Middle East countries. This office handles affairs per
taining to Soviet relations with Iran, Afghanistan and Turkey, so Boldy
rev was quite familiar with developments in Iran.27 He presented his 
credentials to the Iranian Foreign Minister Velayati on 7 August 1982 
and to President Khamene’i three days later. Boldyrev spoke about 
‘friendly relations and good-neighbourliness’ and said that there were 
great possibilities for the expansion of co-operation between the two 
countries.28

Iran’s ambassador to Moscow, Dr Mohammad Mokri, could well 
be considered ‘Moscow’s man’. He was sent to Moscow as soon as 
Khomeyni came to power and has remained in his post ever since. 
Foreign Ministers Ibrahim Yazdi and Sadeq Qotbzadeh both tried to 
dismiss him. Qotbzadeh even recalled him to Tehran once, but he was 
returned to his position -  reportedly after intervention by the Tudeh 
through the IRP,29 but more probably after the Soviets expressed a 
wish that he remain at his post. Both ambassadors contributed much to
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the improvement in relations between the USSR and Iran, an improve
ment which expressed itself particularly in economic co-operation.

Economic and Technical Co-operation

The closure of Iranian ports in the Persian Gulf as a result of the war 
with Iraq has increased Iran’s use of overland routes through the Soviet 
Union, for trade with European countries, with Japan and with the 
Soviet Union itself. According to an official in the USSR State Com
mittee for Foreign Economic Relations, transportation between the 
Soviet Union and Iran was by sea, rail and road. By the end of 1980 
more than 250 wagons a day, carrying various products, reached the 
rail station on the Julfa border from the Soviet Union. Soviet river-sea 
vessels carried goods from Western Europe and from the Soviet Union 
to the Caspian Sea ports Nawshahr and Enzeli. Since the Caspian Sea 
is shallow in the area of these two ports, special Soviet vessels dredged 
these areas. ‘Goods are transported day and night by trucks via the 
bridge on the border river Astara-Chay. Every day hundreds of tons of 
cargo are delivered to the Iranian authorities in Astara.’30 Goods from 
Shanghai were reportedly shipped via China and the Trans-Siberian rail
way to Tehran.31 However, no agreement was reached regarding the 
export of Iranian gas to the Soviet Union.32 With diminishing Iranian 
oil exports, negotiations on the subject were delayed.

The freeing of the American hostages in January 1981 led to an in
crease in Iranian-West European trade, especially with West Germany. 
Part of the goods traded passed through the Soviet Union. Iranian 
cargoes were transported through the Volga-Don by Soviet sea-going 
vessels from Iranian ports to Western Europe via the Caspian Sea, the 
Azov Sea and the Black Sea.33

By the end of 1981 the increase in trade had led to congestion at the 
Soviet-Iranian border because of difficulties in handling the cargoes on 
the Iranian side. In late November 1981 it was reported that the Soviet 
All-Union Cargo Transit Corporation, which is in charge of the Siberian 
overland trade route by way of the Trans-Siberian railway, had asked 
the Japanese transport companies temporarily to suspend shipping of 
cargo bound for Iran. Soviet aid was provided for the purpose of im
proving the Iranian transportation network in the border areas and 
further southward. It included both Soviet equipment and technicians. 
This in turn contributed to the further expansion of trade.

Among the steps taken to deal with this situation was the leasing by
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Iran at the end of 1981 of ten Soviet locomotives to run on the Tabriz - 
Tehran line. These were driven and serviced by nineteen Soviet engine- 
drivers, instructors and maintenance staff.34 The railway linking tire 
cities of Tabriz and Julfa had been electrified, with the aid of Soviet 
specialists. ‘Several tens’ of Iranian railway specialists were sent for 
training in the Soviet Union.35

Signs of improving relations included talks in Moscow from 7-12 
October 1981 between delegations from TASS and the Iranian news 
agency PARS regarding co-operation between them.36 On 19 October 
there was a meeting between the Chairman of the Soviet State Construc
tion Agency and the Iranian Minister for Housing and Urban Planning 
at which co-operation was discussed.37 Seven new grain storage silos 
were reportedly to be constructed in Iran with the help of the Soviet 
Union.38 By itself, none of these developments was of particular signi
ficance, but taken together they indicated a definite, if slight, improve
ment in relations.

Iran’s Energy Minister Hasan Ghafuri-Fard visited the USSR and on 
15 February 1982 signed a protocol in Moscow on economic and tech
nical co-operation between the two countries.39 The protocol included 
a speeding up of the construction of two power stations, in Isfahan and 
Ahwaz (Ramin station).40 The Minister said that relations between the 
two countries were good and that Moscow had expressed support for 
the Islamic revolution. The co-existence as neighbours of ‘a communist 
Soviet Union and an Islamic Iran does not pose any problem, as neither 
country interferes in the domestic affairs of the other’, he said.41

Izvestia, summing up Soviet-Iranian economic relations after this 
visit, said that the transit of commodities into Iran and back via the 
territory of the Soviet Union had risen from 1 million tons in 1978 to 
3.4 million tons in 1981. The volume of trade between the two countries 
had reached 800 million roubles (more than US $1,000 million) in 1981, 
compared to 671 million roubles in 1978. The USSR had increased its 
supplies of timber, fertilizers and steel-building equipment. Iran chiefly 
supplied dried fruit and concentrates of lead-zinc and copper ores. In 
1981, for the first time, Iran supplied the USSR with over 2.2 million 
tons of oil. This meant that, by buying oil from Iran on a barter or 
rouble basis, the USSR could increase by the same amount the oil which 
it could sell for badly needed foreign currency.

The Soviet Union has been co-operating with Iran on the construc
tion of 153 projects, 104 of which have already been commissioned. 
Chief among them is the Isfahan metallurgical combine. An agreement 
has been signed to expand the combine’s production to 1.9 million tons
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a year. The expansion work has largely been completed, according to 
Izvestia-42

With regard to co-operation in job training, the Soviet Union is help
ing Iran to establish training schools for specialized workers and tech
nicians for the construction and operation of production units built in 
Iran with Soviet technical help. Approximately 23,000 technicians and 
skilled workers have been trained directly on the job in 13 training and 
technical schools built and equipped with the aid of Soviet experts. 
Over 1,000 workers, technicians and engineers have been trained in 
the Soviet Union and 120 skilled experts have graduated from Soviet 
training schools.43 If we consider the number of years over which this 
occurred, and the number of projects for which this training was under
taken, we see that they were not many. In Iran in early 1982 there were 
about 2,000 technicians and military advisers from communist and pro
communist countries, including the Soviet Union.44

Iran’s trading partners were mostly Eastern bloc countries. Iran was 
making deliveries of oil to Romania, Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, Hungary and 
the USSR, and was also making purchases in those countries.45 This 
was during a period of acute foreign exchange shortages in Iran and a 
drastic fall in Iranian government reserves. West European trading part
ners had no wish to enter into barter deals with Iran at a time when 
crude oil was in over-supply. The USSR and East European countries 
were ready to exchange Iranian crude oil for supplies of food, medi
cines, machinery and raw materials, many of them of low quality, 
which the Soviets and East Europeans had difficulty selling to Western 
countries.

Economic relations were generally subordinated by the Soviets to 
political considerations. They were ready to make economic investments 
in order to support their political aims, and were prepared to compro
mise and agree to Iranian terms. They wished to create a situation where 
Iran would get used to close economic co-operation with the USSR, 
while loosening ties with the Western world. The Soviets believed that 
this would sooner or later lead to a certain measure of Iranian depend
ence on them, thus influencing political relations.

Soviet Grievances and Disappointments

In meetings between Soviet and Iranian representatives, each side had 
its own viewpoint and each said something different, often irrelevant 
to what was being communicated by the other side. Even when the
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Soviets and the Iranians used the same terms, each side interpreted them 
differently.

On 28 December 1980, a year after the Soviet intervention in Afghan
istan, demonstrators marched on the Soviet and Afghan embassies in 
Tehran. Some 100 Afghan refugees managed to enter the Soviet em
bassy and about 3,000 others staged a sit-down on the street outside. 
The invaders broke windows and furniture and burned a Soviet flag. 
Revolutionary Guards in the street fired shots in the air and drove the 
rioters away.46 The Soviets had praised and justified events of this sort 
when they concerned the American embassy and American diplomats. 
This time, when it affected the Soviets, TASS described the demon
strators as ‘hooligan-type elements whose actions have obviously been 
inspired by reactionary forces’.47

The USSR Foreign Ministry delivered a note of protest to the Iranian 
ambassador in Moscow. It accused the Iranian authorities of having 
been informed in advance that the attack was being prepared, and not 
taking ‘urgent and effective enough measures’ to prevent it. The Soviet 
government ‘reserves the right to make claims’ for the restoration of 
the damage ‘and to consider the question of appropriate measures to 
protect the lawful interests of the Soviet Union’.48 The note made no 
mention of the attack having been staged by Afghans.

On 12 January 1981 the Iranian ambassador was summoned to the 
USSR Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He was told that the attack on the 
embassy was:

a violation of both the norms in relations between states . . .  and 
elementary notions of decency characteristic of civilized countries 
. . .  The Soviet side naturally expected that the government of Iran 
would unequivocally and resolutely condemn the crimes committed 
and strictly punish their organizers and direct participants.

But no official condemnation by Iran was forthcoming.

The Soviet Union, as before, is ready to build its relations with Iran 
on the basis of good neighbourliness and mutual respect. At the 
same time no one should have any doubt that it will have to protect 
the legitimate rights and interests of the Soviet state and its citizens 
if the Iranian government does not wish, or finds itself unable, to 
perform its duty regarding the ensurance of the safety of the Soviet 
institutions and their personnel in Iran. The Soviet government also 
expects full compensation for the material damage caused to the
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property of the USSR embassy in Tehran,49

The Soviet statement was sharply worded, but put in such a way as to 
restrict it only to the incident itself, making it clear that the USSR had 
no intention of exacerbating relations with Iran because of the incident 
— but rather wanted to improve them. The language used in the state
ment, however, offended Iran’s leadership and public opinion.

The general Soviet tendency was to pretend that friendly relations 
existed. Pravda cited the Speaker of the Majlis, Hashemi Rafsanjani, as 
saying that Soviet-Iranian relations ‘are developing perfectly normally, 
without any trend towards the aggravation of tension between the two 
states’.so Izvestia commentator Aleksandr Bovin was more frank about 
Soviet-Iranian relations and the situation in Iran. Commenting on the 
removal of President Bani-Sadr from office on 22 June 1981, Bovin 
referred to an address by Khomeyni, saying:

This is what Khomeyni said: All the attempts by this faction — that 
is, Bani-Sadr’s faction — amount to attempts to turn Iran towards 
America. His logic goes further than this: if they draw us closer to 
America, then the Soviet Union will be an accomplice. America can
not do this alone, they must be in it together. This is how the Imam 
viewed the situation.

Bovin referred to Foreign Minister Hoseyn Musavi’s reply to the ques
tion, ‘Whom must Iran fight in the first place — the Soviet Union or 
America?’ According to Bovin, the Minister said:

In Iran, the slogan ‘Death to America’ and the slogan ‘Death to com
munism’are one and the same thing. We must destroy any stronghold 
of the Eastern superpower — meaning the Soviet Union — as well as 
of other oppressor powers . . .  In our country, opposition to com
munism and Marxism is generally a universal conviction.

Bovin added another description:

A detachment of painters and artists was sent to our [USSR] embassy 
[in Tehran] and on the fence around the embassy they painted, in 
enormous letters more than a metre high, sayings by Khomeyni -  
such as, ‘World communism is more dangerous to us than the Amer
ican threat,’ and ‘America is worse than England, England is worse 
than America, but the Soviet Union is worse than both of them.’
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Bovin wrote: ‘I will not comment on these rather colourful statements 
. . .  I am telling you this so that you may know the real atmosphere that 
now prevails there .,S1

A Pravda article of 9 March 1982 spoke of both ‘positive changes 
in Iranian policies’ and grievances and disappointments. Commercial 
and economic relations between the USSR and Iran were ‘not bad’ and 
even steadily expanding. But there were still many limitations: the num
ber of Soviet diplomats and journalists permitted to work in Iran; the 
closure of the Soviet consulate in Rasht; a reduction in Soviet cultural 
and propaganda activities; restrictions on the Iran-Soviet Bank, and 
branches of Soviet insurance and transport services and organizations. 
The Soviets were also unhappy at being lumped together with the 
United States when the Iranians spoke equally negatively of the two 
powers, viewing them both as threats to their country. Iran was opposed 
to the Soviet military intervention in Afghanistan; in February 1982 a 
Soviet Muslim delegation, which had arrived in Iran to help mark the 
third anniversary of the Islamic revolution, left the official celebrations 
because ‘hostile slogans’ were chanted there against the Soviet Union. 
Pravda blamed ‘a few among the Iranian leadership who are opposed to 
good-neighbourly relations and co-operation’ between the Soviet Union 
and Iran and ‘conservative factions’ around Khomeyni ‘which include 
groups with extreme right-wing views’.52

Pravda expressed a Soviet wish to extend aid but also asked for some 
positive Iranian gestures in return, especially redress for at least some 
of the Soviet grievances which they then listed. Pravda also expressed 
Soviet frustration and disappointment at achieving so few results from 
the investment of such great efforts.

The ‘neither East nor West’ slogan was repeated in Iran again and 
again. Khomeyni said on 25 July 1982 that Iran had been isolated:

Nearly the entire East and West are either our direct or indirect op
ponents . .  . Today we are facing the East and West; the Eastern bloc 
and the Western bloc . . .  Today nearly all the propaganda of the 
media in both East and West is aimed at the Islamic Republic . . .  
The Iranian nation has managed to stop all powers from interfering 
in its country.53

But while Khomeyni opposed interference by others in Iran’s affairs, 
he was nevertheless trying to extend his brand of Islamic revolution to 
neighbouring and even more distant countries. Whereas the Soviets might 
welcome Iranian activities that led to the destabilization of Western-

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s



106 Iran at War (September 1980-end 1982)

oriented countries in the Persian Gulf, they took a quite different view 
of Iranian support for the Muslim revolt in Afghanistan. They also con
sidered Iranian appeals to Soviet Muslims for an Islamic revival as being 
directed against them. Continuous Iranian broadcasts to Soviet Trans
caucasia and Central Asia were aimed at subverting the loyalty of Soviet 
Muslims to the Soviet regime. An Azerbaijani official complained that 
‘various “radio voices” broadcasting to our country in the ethnic lang
uages of the East, including Azeri, are appealing to all Muslims to unite 
under the green banner of Islam’.54 This clearly meant broadcasts com
ing from Iran and being heard in Soviet Azerbaijan. There were reports 
that a powerful broadcasting station was being built in northern Iran, 
close to the Soviet border, to transmit programmes to Muslims in the 
Soviet Union.55 The Soviets undoubtedly considered such a step as hos
tile to them, since even now broadcasts intended for local audiences in 
Iran are heard clearly in the Soviet Union and are listened to in regions 
populated by Soviet Muslims.

After Khomeyni came to power, the Iranians tried to use visits to 
the Soviet Union as occasions on which to propagate Islam and Iran’s 
Islamic revolution. This was also done by Iranians going on the hajj 
(pilgrimage) in Saudi Arabia, and often brought about clashes and in
cidents there. In September 1982 an Iranian wrestling team scheduled 
to take part in a competition in Makhachkala, the capital of Muslim- 
populated Soviet Dagestan, planned to act in a similar manner. To avoid 
incidents there, the Soviet embassy in Tehran refused to grant the team 
entry visas. Iran’s Minister of Labour and Social Affairs was cited by 
Keyhan as saying that the refusal was because the Soviets were ‘afraid 
of Islam’. He told the members of the team: ‘If you had gone there, 
you would certainly have chanted “Allah-o-Akbar” (God is Great), and 
they were afraid of this.’56 For the Soviets the subject is very sensitive 
and Iranian attempts to try to operate among Muslims in the Soviet 
Union will undoubtedly encounter a sharp Soviet reaction and influence 
Soviet-Iranian relations.

War with Iraq: the Soviets Help Iran but do not Want it to Win or to be 
Strengthened

The first weeks of the Iran-Iraq war (September-October 1980) were 
marked by Iraqi advances into Iran and by some Iraqi military successes. 
Iraq, however, failed to gain any political aims — in other words, to 
bring about the downfall of the Khomeyni regime and a popular revolt
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in the Khuzestan area. Iraqi military forces reached a number of Iranian 
cities, but in order to conquer them they would have had to suffer heavy 
losses and this they tried to avoid. Even if the Iraqis had succeeded in 
conquering these cities and advancing still further into Iranian territory, 
they would still not have achieved the political ends for which they had 
gone to war. The Iranians were determined to fight, and reorganized 
their forces to strengthen their resistance.

The second stage of the war (from the end of 1980 until the end of 
1981) was marked by a stalemate. The Iraqi forces stopped their ad
vance and waited for Khomeyni’s regime to fall and for the opposition 
to grow stronger. This did not happen; in fact the opposite came about. 
Even those who had opposed the regime now consolidated around it.

The third stage (from the end of 1981) saw an Iranian offensive. 
Reaching the conclusion that they were unable to achieve their political 
aims, the Iraqis retreated. The roles of both sides were now reversed, 
with Iran assuming the role that Iraq had had at the beginning of the 
war. Iran was intent on overthrowing the Saddam Husayn regime and 
establishing a Shi’ite Islamic Republic in all of Iraq, or at least in the 
Shi’a-populated areas. The Iranians hoped that the Iraqi Shi’ites would 
revolt and join them.

The fourth stage ran from July 1982. On 13 July 1982 Iranian forces 
crossed the Iraqi border and moved towards the solidly Shi’ite city of 
Basrah, the second largest city in Iraq and site of Iraq’s major oil instal
lations. But now the Iraqis were fighting on their own territory and so 
were motivated to fight, and the Iraqi Shi’ites did not revolt but mili
tarily backed Saddam Husayn. Even Syria (which supported Iran) did 
not wish to witness the downfall of Iraq’s Ba’th Party regime (although 
they would have been happy to see Saddam Husayn deposed) and thus 
to have a neighbour dependent on Iran. Neither the USA nor the USSR 
wanted to see any kind of close co-operation between Iran and Iraq 
under an Islamic banner. In early August 1982 the Iranian offensive 
towards Basrah stopped. Minefields, barbed wire and machine-guns 
were waiting for those who were ready to be martyred. Opinions were 
divided in Tehran. The professional soldiers and some of the less militant 
mullahs were unenthusiastic about a war on foreign soil.

The Soviets continued to demonstrate a position of even-handedness, 
not supporting either side. The Soviet media repeatedly called for an 
end to the war, saying that it was against the interests of both Iran and 
Iraq and that they should reach a political settlement through negotia
tion. The Soviets were careful not to say what kind of settlement they 
would prefer.
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A broadcast from the USSR-based National Voice of Iran (NVOI) 
sided with Iran and supported its conditions for ending the war. These 
included an unconditional withdrawal of Iraqi forces from Iranian 
territory, the payment of reparations to Iran, and an admission by Iraq 
that it was the aggressor. The broadcast, as all Soviet comments at the 
time, called for an end to the conflict through negotiations.57

Moscow radio in Arabic welcomed the Iraqi leadership’s decision to 
withdraw its forces from the Iranian territory they had occupied, calling 
it ‘a positive step’.58 The Soviets were worried at the possibility of the 
war extending deep into Iraq, so their media continued to call for an 
end to the fighting. Since this became Iraq’s position too, it meant that 
in practical terms the Soviet and Iraqi viewpoints were coming closer 
together than those of the USSR and Iran. A senior Soviet commentator 
said of this war:

This is a senseless war which has caused, and is still causing, great 
damage both to Iran and to Iraq. . .  some circles in Tehran call today 
for the continuation of the war in order to punish the Iraqi leaders 
and spread the Iranian type of Islam. Are those countries not paying 
too high a price in trying to clarify, with the aid of military opera
tions, the point as to who is better, the Sunnis or the Shi’ites?59

Time and again the Soviet media stressed that a continuation of the 
war was in America’s interests, benefiting only the USA and enabling 
it to strengthen its positions in the region. Iranian advances into Iraq 
made Arab countries in the Persian Gulf turn closer to the USA, facili
tating the presence of the American Rapid Deployment Force on their 
territory and causing much Soviet anxiety.60

The Soviets were interested in helping Iran as long as it remained 
weak, but an Iranian victory in the war would not be to their advantage, 
since it would weaken Soviet positions in the region. Arab countries in 
the Gulf area would turn still closer to the USA, thus damaging Soviet 
efforts to win acceptance in the Arab world. A stronger Islamic Iran 
meant increased support for the Islamic anti-Soviet revolt in Afghan
istan, increased appeals to Soviet Muslims to turn to Islam, and less 
need for Soviet aid. But although this would diminish the Soviets’ 
chances, it prevented them from acting openly against Iran and forced 
them to try harder to attract Iran.
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The Soviet Union and Iraq: Attempts to Keep Positions and Options

Soviet-Iraqi relations have followed an uneven course. At the outbreak 
of the Iran-Iraq war in September 1980 relations cooled. Both sides, 
however, were interested in preventing any further deterioration. They 
even tried to improve matters as far as the existing situation allowed, 
without substantially altering their fundamental positions. By 1982 
relations had improved slightly, although they did not reach the peak of 
the early 1970s. Moscow wanted to stop Iraq from getting closer to the 
West European countries and to prevent the establishment of official 
US-Iraqi relations. They also wanted to keep alive the possibility of 
closer relations with Iraq.

When the war broke out, a few Soviet ships carrying cargoes for Iraq 
unloaded in Aqaba for trans-shipment overland to Iraq. Other ships, en 
route to ports through which the arms could be delivered to Baghdad, 
never arrived at their destination. They had been diverted to other 
destinations.61 Some Soviet military equipment, mainly spare parts and 
ammunition, continued to arrive in Iraq indirectly, through Middle 
Eastern (Jordan, North Yemen, and so on), East European and other 
countries.

Tariq ‘Aziz, Iraq’s Deputy Prime Minister and Vice-Chairman of the 
Revolution Command Council, visited Moscow on 11 November 1980 
for the second time during the war.52 He described Soviet policy as one 
of ‘wait and see’.63 By the end of 1980 he was said to have commented 
that the USSR had stopped arms deliveries to Iraq at the start of the 
war.64 A Soviet broadcast to Iran in mid-February 1981 reported that, 
from the beginning of the Iran-Iraq war, the Soviet Union ‘has not 
delivered and will not deliver arms to either side in the conflict’.65 Tariq 
‘Aziz visited Moscow again on 4 June 1982, where he met CPSU Polit
buro member Ponomarev.66 The Soviets gave scant publicity to the visit, 
even though it took place while Soviet-Iraqi relations were improving 
somewhat.

Official Soviet-Iraqi relations are specified in the treaty of friendship 
and co-operation signed on 9 April 1972. The Soviet intervention in 
Afghanistan was explained by the USSR as a consequence of the USSR- 
Afghan friendship treaty, which obliged the Soviet Union to help its 
friends. In Iraq this line of reasoning caused the Iraqis to consider abro
gating the treaty lest it serve as a pretext for similar Soviet intervention 
in Iraq. Reports that Iraq was intending to abrogate the treaty have 
appeared from time to time.67 Both sides, however, have decided to 
keep up the appearance of the treaty, even if neither of them actually
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observes its provisions. Differences over a great number of issues con
tinue between the two countries:

(1) Iraqi communists. The persecution of Iraqi communists has been 
deeply embarrassing to Moscow, which has had no choice but to aban
don them. For the Iraqis the persecution of communists, in addition 
to its significance in internal policy, has been aimed at ‘punishing the 
Soviet Union’ and demonstrating Iraq’s independence from Moscow.

(2) The Kurds. The Iraqis suspect the USSR of inciting the Kurds to 
revolt.

(3) Gulf security. The Iraqis have called for the Gulf to be outside 
the sphere of influence of non-Gulf powers, making it clear that these 
include the USSR.

(4) Afghanistan. The Soviet intervention in Afghanistan increased 
Iraqi suspicions that the Soviet Union might do the same in Iraq, sup
porting ‘its people’ and helping them to come to power. This suspicion 
led to even greater persecution of the communists.

(5) Eritrea. The Soviet Union supports the present Ethiopian regime, 
while the Iraqis support Eritrean organizations fighting Ethiopia and 
trying to establish an independent state.

(6) The Iraqi-Syrian conflict. Soviet efforts not to become involved 
in this conflict have met with failure. Their support of Syria was seen 
by Iraq as acting against its interests, particularly because of Syria’s sup
port of Iran in the war against Iraq.

By the beginning of 1982 Soviet-Iraqi relations had improved slightly. 
The USSR was again prepared to provide some arms indirectly, through 
third parties. On 17 July 1982, on the fourteenth anniversary of the 
Iraqi Ba’th Party’s rise to power, the Iraqi ambassador to the Soviet 
Union spoke on Moscow television. He described Iraq as a progressive 
revolutionary country, whose friendship with the Soviet Union was 
based on the USSR-Iraqi friendship treaty. ‘Our relations in all areas 
of life are developing successfully,’ he said.68 A Moscow radio broadcast 
in Arabic that same day listed Soviet irrigation co-operation projects 
with Iraq, the construction of the al-Tharthar-Tigris Canal and the 
Fallujah and al-Hadithah dams on the Euphrates river, all with Soviet 
aid.69 In an exchange of greetings between Soviet and Iraqi leaders in 
August 1982, both sides expressed confidence that relations between 
the two countries would continue to develop on the basis of the friend
ship treaty.70 Both sides were eager to avoid any further deterioration 
of relations, even though they each moved in different directions.
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Soviet Reactions to Iran’s Attempts to Export its Revolution to the 
Gulf Region

The Iranian advances in the war with Iraq increased the fears of the 
Arab Gulf states’ rulers that Iran would attempt to export its Islamic 
revolution to adjacent Muslim countries, especially those with a con
siderable Shi’ite population. These fears increased after the discovery, 
at the end of 1981, of an attempt to overthrow the ruling family in 
Bahrain in order to establish an Islamic regime like the Iranian one. In
vestigations uncovered large caches of smuggled arms and revealed the 
fact that support for the plot was coming from Iran, where an Islamic 
Front for the Liberation of Bahrain has offices and is given training 
facilities and other support.

The Soviet media generally treated the situation as a purely internal 
affair of the Gulf countries. They stressed the social character of such 
occurrences, while attempting to ignore or play down their religious 
nature. The Soviets were in favour of attempts to destabilize and over
throw conservative and Western-oriented regimes. Therefore they were 
critical of such regimes’ defensive measures: more co-operation within 
the framework of the Gulf Co-operation Council; and bilateral defence 
and economic arrangements confronting Iran and making Shi’ite up
risings within their territories more difficult. The Soviets also decried 
these states’ dependence on the USA and Britain for aid and protection. 
The USA also gave aid to Gulf countries supporting Iraq. This in turn 
led to Iranian reactions and threats. The Soviet media denied the exist
ence of such a situation, or that Iran had any aggressive intentions to
ward the Gulf countries. They claimed that reports were being spread 
by the Western powers in order to frighten the Gulf rulers, thus making 
them more receptive to an American military presence and to security 
defence agreements with the USA.

Afghanistan: Iran Supports the Muslim Revolt against the Soviet- 
installed Regime

The USSR’s military intervention in Afghanistan greatly influenced 
Soviet-Iranian relations. Iran refused to recognize the regime installed in 
Kabul as representing the people of that country. Instead, it supported 
Muslim groups fighting the new Afghan regime, providing them with 
aid, shelter and protection. There were more than one million Afghan 
refugees in Iran, providing a constant reminder of the problem. Talks
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on the subject between Soviet and Iranian representatives often turned, 
on the Iranians’ initiative, to the situation in Afghanistan. The Soviets 
frequently reacted quite sharply to any introduction of the subject by 
the Iranians. For example, the Soviet ambassador once went to meet 
Prime Minister Raja’i ‘to warn . .  . against the new plots and conspir
acies of the Reagan administration’, but the Prime Minister turned the 
talks to the Afghanistan problem. According to a NVOI broadcast, the 
head of an Iranian delegation to the Soviet Union, ‘instead of review
ing problems of interest to both countries, again raised the problem of 
Afghanistan’.71

The Soviet media repeatedly attacked ‘the Afghan counter-revolu
tionary groups who have found backing and hiding places in Iran’. They 
were described by the Soviets as former ‘big feudal landlords’, no dif
ferent from the ‘counter-revolutionaries’ in Iran who served the Shah, 
and as murderers and bandits, trading in narcotics and disobeying Iran’s 
laws. They were branded as speculators, trying to create conditions 
under which American agents could penetrate into Iran. The Soviet 
media criticized ‘anti-Afghan remarks’ by ‘some very influential’ and 
‘powerful’ figures in Iran.72

An Iranian Foreign Ministry proposal of lONovember 1981 demanded 
that Soviet troops in Afghanistan be replaced by Islamic forces, and the 
current regime by a clergy-dominated government.73 These proposals 
were not directly rejected by the Soviets, but they pointed to Afghan
istan’s official rejection of them. Moscow radio, quoting an Afghan 
Foreign Ministry spokesman, said the Iranian proposal was ‘trying to 
impose a government of reactionary clergymen on the Afghan people 
. . .  to subjugate the Afghan people to foreign occupation by using the 
so-called Islamic peace-keeping force, which is to consist of Iranian and 
Pakistani military units’. The spokesman reported that the offer had 
been strongly rejected by the Afghan government, and called for a 
normalization of relations between Iran and Afghanistan according to 
proposals presented by the Afghan government.74 Moves to normalize 
Iran’s relations with Afghanistan were frequently made by the Soviet 
media,75 but met with no Iranian response.

The Soviets Desire the Continuation of Tension between Iran and 
the USA

The Soviet media blamed the United States for the outbreak of the Iran- 
Iraq war,76 accusing the US of using the war as a pretext to build up
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its military forces in the region, and increase its presence and influence 
there, in preparation for an armed intervention in Iran, designed to 
overthrow the regime.

According to Izvestia, American fear of a possible Soviet reaction 
had prevented a US military intervention. The paper maintained that 
the USA had wanted to intervene but had not dared, first because of 
a possible violent Iranian reaction. Then, ‘Washington cannot fail to 
take into account the Soviet Union’s possible reaction . . . The factor 
of Soviet foreign policy itself undoubtedly limits the possibilities for 
“gunboat diplomacy” and this is affecting the US line in the Iran-Iraq 
conflict.’77

Reports appeared in the Soviet media which attempted to increase 
Iranian suspicions of the USA and prevent an Iranian-American rap
prochement. Indirect criticism was levelled at those in Iran who called 
for an agreement with the USA to solve the problem of the hostages 
seized in the Tehran embassy. Soviet commentators constantly said 
that the USA was not interested in solving the issue, but only in using 
it as ‘a pretext’ to increase its military presence in the region.78 Over 
and over again, they repeated stories about American plans to attack 
Iran and release the hostages by force. Such Soviet propaganda became 
more intense during the last days of the Carter administration, when it 
appeared that the problem was about to be solved. The Soviet goal was 
to undermine the talks, weakening those in Iran who wanted a settle
ment and strengthening its opponents.

The American hostages were released on 20 January 1981, the day 
that President Reagan took office. The Soviet media repeated their 
warning that the new administration was not going to honour the terms 
of the US-Iranian agreement, i.e., not to interfere in internal Iranian 
affairs and to transfer to Iran the Iranian assets frozen in the United 
States. They claimed that the United States could have solved the prob
lem much earlier but had not wished to.

The Soviet media, and their broadcasts to Iran in particular, sharply 
attacked the USA, accusing it of bombings, plots, terrorism, attempts 
to overthrow the Islamic regime, supporting Iranian refugees and ter
rorist groups, using ‘Afghan counter-revolutionary robbers’ to create 
unrest and difficulties in Iran, and ‘destroying essential commodities 
. . .  burning and storming buildings and killing prominent figures’. The 
USA had not officially declared war on Iran, they said, ‘yet the war 
against the Islamic Republic of Iran continues with widespread dimen
sions’.79 The USA had concentrated a huge naval armada in the Persian 
Gulf near the Iranian coast and might ‘start any adventure to regain its
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positions in the region’.80
Day after day the Soviet media accused the USA of acting to de

stabilize the situation in Iran and restore the old regime. To divert the 
attention of the Iranian public from their machinations, the Americans 
-  it was claimed -  had ‘raised the bogey of a Soviet threat’.81 Such 
Soviet propaganda was an attempt to create a rift between Iran and 
the Western world, placing Iran in political, economic and social isola
tion and segregating those in Iran who wished to return it to a Western 
orientation.

Iran’s Islamic Regime: Soviet Tactical Approval and Basic Opposition

Generally, the Soviets were interested in internal Iranian affairs only 
in so far as they were relevant to the Soviets themselves. According to 
Iran’s ambassador to the USSR, Dr Mokri:

The Soviet government. . . only pays attention to us and accepts our 
revolution to the extent that it is in its interests to do so. The Soviet 
government always defends our anti-imperialistic stand strongly, 
but never has much to say about the Islamic side. The Soviet Union 
states, through its media, that our revolution is anti-imperialist and 
[its media] reflect only the anti-American aspect of our struggle.82

This, however, was only outwardly true; the Soviets carefully 
watched ongoing power struggles in Iran, like that between President 
Bani-Sadr and the Islamic Republican Party (IRP). The former favoured 
a more non-aligned approach and the maintenance of contacts with the 
Western world, while the latter opposed any rapprochement with the 
USA.

‘We are exerting all efforts to sever all relations . . . between the 
United States and the Western bloc on one side and Iran on the other. 
We must eliminate these inherited relations and then decide if there is 
any need for relations,’ said IRP leader Ayatollah Beheshti. If ties could 
be established on Iranian terms, ‘some relations between us and those 
states will be created. Otherwise, none shall exist.’83 For the time being, 
this was the position preferred by the Soviets.84 A strange situation now 
developed, in which the Soviets supported those whom they generally 
termed ‘reactionary’ (those who rejected Western culture and concepts 
of which communism too was a part), while opposing those who had 
called for modernization and relative secularization.
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Universities in Iran were closed because they were centres of modern
ization, leftist activity and opposition to rule by the clergy. According 
to Khomeyni, universities were ‘a trench for the communists, a war 
office for the communists . . .  in the grip of communists, the guerrillas 
and other hypocritical groups’. He said:

Whether we want it or not, it is the university which is dragging us 
towards America or the Soviet Union . . . Bazaar tradesmen cannot 
lead us towards America or the Soviet Union; peasants cannot do 
this either; factory workers cannot do this; nor can the clergy . . . 
Such a university must not reopen.85

This led to discussions in the Soviet Union as to whether, against all 
the Soviets’ principles, they could accept such viewpoints solely because 
of Iran’s anti-Americanism, or whether there was a limit to the lengths 
to which the Soviets could go in adapting themselves to the situation. 
A discussion of this kind appeared on Moscow television between Alek
sandr Bovin, lzvestia senior political observer, and Yevgenyi Primakov, 
Director of the Institute of Oriental Studies at the USSR Academy of 
Sciences:

Bovin: Iran is now living through a period of what I would call a 
slump and a retreat from the revolution . . .  The universities are closed 
there now and a cultural revolution is in progress . . . Ayatollah Khom
eyni . . .  said: ‘It is the universities which submitted Iran to the authority 
of the superpowers. Do you want to reopen the universities now so that 
they can again become a bastion of communists who would not let the 
faithful work and learn?’ This is Ayatollah Khomeyni’s reasoning. I 
consider it difficult to call it a development of the revolutionary pro
cess . . .

Primakov: There is an objective side to this. One cannot talk only of 
the subjective features connected to any words said by the leader..  . 
Yes, when the universities were closed, it happened in a definite situa
tion when the Western agencies operated in these universities. . .  an 
objective situation exists. This objective situation has not lost its very 
strong anti-imperialist charge . . .

Bovin: . . .  it is naturally an anti-American course when you call it 
anti-imperialist. You know very well that the thunder and lightning rag
ing against the United States are immediately accompanied by thunder 
and lightning against the Soviet Union.86
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Soviet views of the situation in Iran also reflected internal Soviet 
interest groups. Their military commentators found it difficult to accept 
Iran’s downgrading of the regular army, giving preference to revolution
ary militias and allowing the clergy to intervene in military operational 
matters of which they had very little understanding. The Soviet military 
saw this as one of the reasons for Iran’s difficulties in the war, while for 
most of the Soviet public it served as a reminder of the supremacy of 
the party over the military, as exists in the Soviet Union.

The Soviet press reported the curtailment of President Bani-Sadr’s 
powers without comment.87 However, Soviet commentators tended 
to favour the IRP. New Times cited the Tehran paper Keyhan, which 
listed among Bani-Sadr’s supporters:

the liberal-bourgeois National Front (the pro-Western sentiments of 
some of its leaders are well known), the Maoist group that calls itself 
the Party of the Iranian Working People . . .  For tactical reasons, the 
Leftist People’s Combatants [Mojahedin-e-Khalq] sided with Bani- 
Sadr. In short, the former President drew his main support from the 
bourgeoisie, both small and big.88

Khomeyni dismissed President Bani-Sadr on 22 June 1981. Initially, the 
Soviet media withheld comment and refrained from taking sides, but 
later they increasingly identified Bani-Sadr with the pro-American camp 
or said indirectly that he himself was pro-American.

On 28 June 1981 a bomb exploded in the IRP headquarters killing 64 
people, among them IRP leader and Chief Justice Ayatollah Beheshti, 
and several ministers, deputy ministers and members of parliament. 
Soviet reports claimed that this had been engineered by the USA, act
ing ‘to destabilize the situation by using the most outrageous methods, 
including terrorism’. They also claimed that the USA had tried to 
stage a coup in Iran similar to that in Chile against President Salvador 
Allende.89 The Soviet media refrained from accusing the Mojahedin-e- 
Khalq organization of perpetrating bombings and assassinations, and 
this could be construed as a positive appraisal of then organization. 
Later Soviet comments also avoided publicly associating the Mojahedin 
with the bombings, or mentioning them in the numerous accounts of 
street clashes involving ‘counter-revolutionaries’ and supporters of Bani- 
Sadr.

Pravda published a report which could be interpreted as a favourable 
appraisal of the Mojahedin-e-Khalq. It cited the French communist 
L ’Humanite writing about the execution of one of the Mojahedin leaders
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who had ‘spent much time in the Shah’s prisons’. The execution, along 
with others, caused ‘legitimate concern on the part of all democrats 
who supported the Iranian revolution’.90

A Soviet report in March 1982 gave a more directly favourable 
appraisal of the Mojahedin. It described the group as a left-wing organ
ization which had played a considerable part in the overthrow of the 
Shah’s regime. The report added that at least 2,000 of its members had 
been executed by the Islamic authorities, but it still continued to have 
a large number of supporters, particularly among young people.91 The 
Soviets were undoubtedly impressed by the ability of the Mojahedin, 
its effective organization and the support it received from a wide cross- 
section of the public, ranging from technocrats and bazaaris to intel
lectuals. They therefore seem to have concluded that they should not 
appear to be openly against it, since the Mojahedin might one day come 
to power or become part of a victorious coalition.

Generally the Soviet media were careful not to say anything that 
could be interpreted as being against Islam, but they also wished to 
make their position clear to the Soviet public. A Moscow radio panel 
described the clash between the IRP, ‘which embodies the Shi’ite clergy’, 
and forces representing ‘the interests of various levels of the Iranian 
bourgeoisie’. Pravda commentator Demchenko said that ‘the bour
geoisie blamed the clergy for destroying the economy, the culture, and 
Iran’s traditional foreign links’, and for ‘subjugating’ Iran to ‘tire canons 
of Islam, which have become obsolete in the twentieth century’.92

A discussion was again shown on Moscow television as to what 
should be stressed most: Iran’s anti-Americanism and anti-Westernism 
in general (which should be favoured) or its Islamic fundamentalism 
(which had to be rejected). The first view was presented by Primakov, 
the second by Bovin. Primakov said that Bani-Sadr and those support
ing him ‘were oriented towards the United States . . .  towards the West, 
towards Europe’, whereas Islamic fundamentalists adopted ‘patriotic’ 
(i.e. anti-American) positions on a wide range of issues. Bovin admitted 
that this was generally so, but the struggle ‘against the Western devil’ 
appeared together with ‘a struggle against the Eastern devil’ (i.e. the 
Soviet Union). As to the future:

It appears that it is impossible to reorganize the country and rebuild 
its social life in accordance with the principles being proposed by 
the fundamentalists — in other words, to return to a way of life set 
down in the Koran nearly 1,500 years ago. I do not think this experi
ment will be successful.93
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Soviet criticism of Iran’s steps towards Islamization also appeared 
without comment in news reports, as, for example, tire announcement, 
in early 1982, of an Iranian ban on skiing for women. The reason for the 
ban was said to be ‘the “non-Islamic” nature of women’s sports cloth
ing’. There was also a report saying that separate sea-bathing for men 
and women had already been introduced in Iran.94 For Soviet readers, 
communications of this nature described ‘the reactionary nature’ of 
Khomeynism more accurately than any direct criticism.

A NVOI broadcast in February 1982 said that the revolution in Iran 
was progressing very slowly, due in no small measure to those who 
‘raise obstacles’ in its path and ‘stamp every positive and revolutionary 
measure of the Islamic government with a communist label’. The broad
cast praised the expulsion of the ‘government of liberals’ and the dis
missal of Bani-Sadr and his associates. ‘However, one cannot and should 
not overlook the fact that what has been accomplished is negligible 
compared to what could have been accomplished.’ This was one of the 
most negative appraisals of the situation in Iran. The cause of such con
ditions was said to be not only plots and subversion by the enemies of 
the revolution, ‘but also incompetence and, in many cases, the creation 
of difficulties by some superficial and monopolist officials’.95

Iran’s instability during this period made the Soviets avoid comment 
on its internal situation. A brief summary of events between July and 
November 1981 reveals this instability all too clearly:

24 July 1981 — Mohammad Ali Raja’i elected President of Iran.
5 August 1981 — Hojjat al-Islam Mohammad Javad Bahonar, IRP 
Secretary-General, appointed by the Majlis as Prime Minister.
30 August 1981 -  Raja’i and Bahonar killed by an explosion in the 
office of the Prime Minister.
31 August 1981 — Hojjat al-Islam Hoseyn Ali Khamene’i elected IRP 
Secretary-General.
2 September 1981 -  Hojjat al-Islam Mohammad Reza Mahadvi-Kani 
nominated Prime Minister.
2 October 1981 — Hojjat al-Islam Hoseyn Ali Khamene’i elected Pre
sident of Iran.
2 November 1981 — the Majlis approves a cabinet headed by the Pre
sident’s brother, Prime Minister Mir Hoseyn Musavi Khamene’i.

Unrest was rife in Iran: bombings, shootings, the killing of govern
ment officials and executions of opposition members. The Soviet media 
usually reported all these without comment, merely giving the numbers
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of those executed and saying that it was because of ‘anti-government 
activities’. Sometimes they even branded the victims as ‘terrorists’. 
The picture presented was one of the regime’s inability to control the 
country in the face of widespread opposition. This line enabled the 
Soviets to refrain from committing themselves to particular positions 
concerning Iran’s internal affairs, thus avoiding direct Soviet support of 
particular groups or personalities.

The opposition was strong enough to conduct a campaign of terror, 
but not to overthrow the regime. The Mojahedin-e-Khalq was weakened 
after sustaining heavy losses. Opposition groups were unable to unite 
and devoted much of their efforts to fighting each other. Those in exile 
abroad could not do much against the regime, and their importance 
was more in their potential as a possible alternative after the fall of the 
existing regime than as a direct and immediate threat to it.

In the ruling IRP groups, factions and personalities all struggled and 
fought one another. They could be variously described, depending on 
the observer’s point of view, as progressive or conservative, pro-Soviet 
or anti-Soviet, moderate or extreme, radical, fundamentalist, revolu
tionary, and so on. But the struggle among them was more personal 
— for power and influence in the current situation, and even more for 
the times that would follow Khomeyni’s death. All claimed to be true 
followers of the Khomeyni line, and that their opponents were the ones 
who had deviated. They all cited relevant quotations from the Holy 
Koran and statements by Imam Ali to prove they were right.

Those who continued to seek the true revolution called for radical 
reforms, such as land reform and the nationalization of the import 
trade. Conservatives, and those looking for a return to ‘normality’, 
spoke about respecting the right of ownership as recognized by Islamic 
law. Khomeyni used his personal influence and pressed for reforms, but 
those who opposed them succeeded in postponing their implementa
tion.

The radicals advocated a certain degree of approach to the Soviet 
Union. They feared the return of American influence, considering that 
those who had opposed them were now anxious to seek a rapproche
ment with the USA. The radicals wanted to diminish the role of the oil 
sector in the economy, thus leading to fewer ties with the industrial 
world. The moderates wanted to increase oil exports, create a modern 
sector and strengthen industry. This situation posed a dilemma for the 
Soviets. Their aid strengthened the state, but in doing so, automatically 
led to industrialization, modernization and stronger ties with the indus
trialized world. Thus, the greater the Soviet economic investments, the
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the more they strengthened those forces in Iran which were politically 
closer to the Western world.

Ethnic Uprisings: to what Extent were they Supported by the Soviets?

The unstable situation in Iran made it easier for the Kurds to control 
about half of the Kurdish territory south of Tabriz. They ruled a few 
towns, almost all the countryside and the most important highways, 
while government forces controlled only the major Kurdish cities, such 
as Sanandaj and Kermanshah. Battles raged for a long time in the city 
of Mahabad, with the Iranian air force bombarding it countless times, 
killing or wounding hundreds of its Kurdish inhabitants. The number 
of Kurdish dead had risen to 10,000 between March 1979 and March 
1981. Kurdish forces had accumulated sufficient arms to last them 
for several years, but they were short of ammunition, fuel, food and 
medical supplies.

There was extensive co-operation between the Democratic Party of 
Kordestan (DPK) and the Mojahedin and other forces opposing the 
Khomeyni regime. As for the Tudeh Party and the Fedayeen move
ment, the DPK leader Abd al-Rahman Qassemlou said:

we will not co-operate with them . . .  because the Tudeh Party sup
ports the present regime. This party is constantly attacking us and 
supporting the authorities. As for the Fedayeen organization, it had 
sent groups to fight alongside us but then these groups later with
drew and rejoined the regime.

In reply to a question ‘about your relationship with the Soviet Union’, 
Qassemlou said his party sympathized with the Soviet Kurds ‘but, in 
the final analysis, we are an Iranian party’.

As far as we are concerned, the Soviets are our friends and we need 
their political support. I stress the word ‘political’. I would like to 
point out that no government is helping us.

The Soviets take into consideration the actual forces present in 
the arena. Our party represents 80 per cent of the Iranian Kurds . . . 
As for the Tudeh Party, its influence is weak and limited.96

The Soviet media refrained from commenting on the Kurdish prob
lem. Occasional news reports that the Kurds were fighting for autonomy
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showed that Soviet sympathies lay with them. For example, a July 1981 
Pravda item said that in Kordestan, ‘the armed struggle for autonomy 
in this region has not ended’. There were cases in which soldiers refused 
‘to carry out orders of the command regarding punitive operations’. 
Soldiers and officers who attempted ‘to go over to the side of the 
Kurdish rebels’ were executed.97 A NVOI broadcast supported Kurdish 
demands and called for an end to the fight against them. It said:

The problem of Kordestan . .. should be resolved by peaceful means 
and through recognition of the Kurds’ ethnic rights. . .  These people 
want to enjoy their indisputable national rights within the system 
of the Islamic Republic of Iran . .  . Unfortunately . . .  no practical, 
decisive and democratic measures have been taken to resolve the 
ethnic problem, including the settlement of the Kurdish problem.98

In the existing situation, the Soviets preferred to avoid committing 
themselves publicly on the Kurdish problem. They wished to leave all 
their options open on this matter. In dealing with the problem, the 
Soviets could not consider it entirely in the Iranian context since it 
existed also in Iraq in particular, and also in Turkey and other places.

In 1974 the Ba’th authorities in Iraq had established an autonomous 
Kurdish government which in fact did very little and had little power. 
The Iraqi Kurds continued to fight the Ba’thist regime, and succeeded 
in establishing control in areas in the mountains and in forcing the Iraqi 
authorities to keep large military forces in these areas. The two main 
Kurdish groups in Iraq were the left-wing Patriotic Union of Kurdistan 
(PUK) under Jellal Talibani, and the more conservative Democratic 
Party of Kurdistan (DPK) under two of Mustafa Barzani’s sons, Idris 
and Mas’ud. Although there was no co-operation between them, they no 
longer fought one another. The PUK, working closely with the Kurds in 
revolt in Iran, operated in southern Kurdistan, centred on Sulaimaniyah. 
The DPK worked in the north near Rawanduz, co-operating with Syria. 
Here too the Soviets preferred not to have any public ties with the 
Kurds. However, such ties did exist between the Iraqi Communist Party 
and the PUK.99

The Soviets viewed uprisings of the Iranian Qashqa’i tribes less 
favourably, probably because they had no influence or ties with the 
Qashqa’i as they had with the Kurds. At the end of April 1982 Izvestia 
reported clashes between government forces and Qashqa’i near Firuz- 
bad, in Fars province. The paper said that the Qashqa’i nomads were 
cultivating opium poppies in secret plantations and maintaining links
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with organizations preparing an uprising against the regime in Iran.100 A 
Moscow radio broadcast to Iran spoke about Qashqa’i links with ‘the 
imperialist forces and the forces of reaction’. It said that ‘the feudalist 
hierarchy of the half-million strong Qashqa’i tribe have been imperialist 
puppets for many years’. They had links with the German Nazis during 
the Second World War, and with the British during Dr Mossadeq’s rule 
at the time of the Iranian-British oil company crisis, and were now 
reportedly being used by the Americans.101

The Soviets took a constant interest in the problems of Iran’s ethnic 
groups, trying to maintain contact with their leaders and influence them. 
The Soviets also made it known to Tehran that they might exploit the 
ethnic problem and support the various groups opposing the central 
authorities unless relations between the two countries improved. They 
made it clear that they were able to influence the situation, whether 
Iran continued to be a united state or was divided into separate ethnic 
units.

Tudeh’s Continued Support for Khomeyni; the Soviets Keep a Lower 
Profile in Support of the Party

The Tudeh Party was officially recognized but its activities were semi- 
clandestine. It no longer had official offices. The Tehran headquarters 
had been shut and since July 1980 were occupied by religious extrem
ists. The party’s daily newspaper Mardom had been closed in mid-1981. 
Mardom, at the time when it was still tolerated by the regime, had had 
a 60,000 print-run and figured among the four large dailies distributed 
in the newspaper kiosks. The Tudeh press also included a monthly 
periodical called Donya (World) and 20 other publications aimed at 
women, secondary school students, university students, peasants, 
workers, and so on. They were more widely accepted and read by the 
intellectuals than by the masses. However, they did wield a certain in
fluence even in religious circles, and some of the Tudeh concepts came 
to be used even by the mullahs. For instance, the latter learned from 
the Tudeh that the label ‘liberal’ meant ‘reactionary’. Radio Tehran 
broadcast courses in Marxist economics based on extracts from a work 
published by Abolhossein Agalii, a member of the Tudeh Party. On 
television, Soviet and Yugoslav films replaced the American westerns 
shown during the Shah’s regime. Tudeh members held top posts in Iran’s 
press, radio and television, the central bank, the national oil company 
and in important ministries.
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Relative to other groups, there had been few arrests and executions 
of Tudeh members, who tended to avoid protests and armed clashes. 
Its relatively small number of ‘militants’ kept a low profile and avoided 
provocations, and limited their protests at the closure of Mardom. When 
Tudeh’s leader, Kianouri, was questioned about this, he said that even 
if the party were banned and its members persecuted, it would continue 
to defend the Khomeyni line, ‘which consists of fighting imperialism 
and its local agents’.102

Three different attitudes to the Tudeh prevailed among the ruling 
classes:

(a) Those who refused to consider any party other than the IRP.
(b) Those who opposed the Tudeh but conceded that it had a role to 
play.
(c) Those who saw it as ‘a major element’.103

The second view had prevailed during the first years of the Islamic Re
public, but since late 1981 the first attitude had assumed the upper 
hand. Some people in the religious establishment were in favour of 
permitting the Tudeh legal activities, because they did not regard it as 
dangerous; it conducted no violent activities and could not compete 
with the leftist groups who were advocating terror.

Deputy Foreign Minister Ahmad ‘Azizi, when asked about the regime’s 
attitude to the Tudeh, said: ‘We do not need the Tudeh, and Islam has 
nothing to do with Marxist ideology’. In an attack on the Mojahedin,he 
commented on the Tudeh: ‘The Tudeh is different; it has never taken 
up arms against us, so why persecute it? It has no influence, and more
over the population hates it and the government distrusts it.’104

The Mojahedin-e-Khalq leader, Mas’ud Rajavi, explaining his organ
ization’s attitude to the Tudeh, said:

We exclude the communist party from the forces with which we co
operate since it is one of Khomeyni’s agents and would not hesitate 
to divulge the names of our members to Khomeyni’s repressive organs 
so that they might arrest and execute them.105

The existing Tudeh policy was not unanimously accepted by its cadres 
and members. The party in fact consisted of three main groups, each of 
which held a different position. Outwardly they maintained an appear
ance of unity, but those who did not accept the official line continued to 
call for changes in internal debates. The various trends were as follows:
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(1) Those who supported the party line by backing Khomeyni. These 
included former exiles trained in the GDR and headed by the party 
leader Kianouri.
(2) Local underground cadres, unwilling to accept the leadership of 
former exiles who support Khomeyni. They called for underground 
work against the regime.
(3) Cadres who had lived a long time in Western countries and had 
turned ‘Euro-communist’. These were against a close reliance on 
Moscow.106

Former exiles led the party and decided its official line, but the party 
apparatus consisted mainly of underground cadres who preferred to join 
the Mojahedin rather than Khomeyni, particularly since support for 
Khomeyni did not halt persecutions of party members. Party supporters 
consisted mainly of students (the closure of universities was therefore a 
blow to the party), oil industry workers, the lower ranks in the military, 
and ethnic minorities. The latter were strongly represented in the party. 
Tudeh strength was concentrated mainly in the cities and less in the 
rural areas which championed Khomeyni. The party had the support 
of intellectuals and the well-educated, but not of the common people.

The Tudeh, as a communist party, used Western concepts, proclaim
ing Western ideas of secularism and the separation between religion and 
state. They used terms like progress, socialism, nationalism, industrial
ization and modernization. Khomeynism, on the other hand, was a 
revolt against the acceptance of Western ideas and against intellectuals 
who tried to adapt themselves to Western culture. It called for a return 
to roots, and faith, and a rejection of all that came from the West, 
including communism. In this there was a basic difference between 
the Tudeh and Khomeynism. The Tudeh therefore appealed more to 
Westernized intellectuals and less to the masses who followed traditional 
life and concepts.

The party’s problem was how to find a middle road between accept
ing the internal socio-economic policy of the Khomeyni regime, and 
upholding Soviet positions on international affairs. It even tried to 
adjust itself to accept the ‘neither East nor West’ slogan, which it inter
preted as aiming towards self-sufficiency and independence while not 
excluding co-operation with the socialist countries. The prevailing party 
concern was simply to ensure its legal existence. It tried to find allies 
wherever possible, particularly among the religious establishment, in
tending to influence them to adopt an ‘anti-imperialist’ policy while 
co-operating with the Soviet Union.
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The party had no illusions. It knew that sooner or later it would be 
suppressed and would have to go underground, and it prepared itself for 
this. In July 1982 the Tudeh weekly Ittihad-e-Mardom (People’s Unity) 
was banned.107 An appeal by the Tudeh Party to the Iranian authorities, 
published in July 1982, said that ‘the party has been practically deprived 
of all possibilities for political work’. Tudeh members were intimidated 
and thrown into prison, ‘only on the charge of being committed to the 
programme and policy of the party’. The petition called for an end to 
this situation.108

This appeal was published in East Germany but not in the Soviet 
Union, where the Soviets now played down their support of the Tudeh. 
Indeed, from 1981 the Soviet media, which had often referred to the 
party during the first two years of the Islamic Republic, scarcely men
tioned it. The Soviets wanted to give the impression that they were not 
interfering in Iran’s internal affairs, and they did not want to be too 
closely identified with the Tudeh. On the other hand, they relied a great 
deal on the Tudeh in case a situation should arise which was similar to 
that in Afghanistan — a civil war or an opportunity of some other kind 
in which the Tudeh might be helpful.
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8 RIFTS WITH MOSCOW GROWING AGAIN: THE 
SOVIETS WAITING FOR OPTIONS

Changes in the Soviet Leadership: the Rise of Andropov

Leonid Uich Brezhnev, General Secretary of the Central Committee of 
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) and Chairman of the 
Presidium of the USSR Supreme Soviet, died on 10 November 1982. He 
was succeeded by Yuriy Vladimirovich Andropov as CPSU Secretary- 
General. Born in 1914, Andropov served as Chairman of the Committee 
for State Security (KGB) from May 1967 to early 1982, when he be
came Secretary of the Central Committee of the CPSU. He has been a 
full member of the CPSU Politburo since 1973.

Andropov will undoubtedly try to replace Brezhnev’s proteges with 
‘his own people’. On 22 November 1982 Geydar Ali Aliyev, First Secre
tary of the Communist Party of Azerbaijan, was elevated from candidate 
membership in the CPSU Politburo to full membership and was also 
made First Deputy Prime Minister of the USSR. Aliyev, of Shi’a Muslim 
origin, was, until 1969, head of the KGB in Soviet Azerbaijan, and since 
that time has been the ‘boss’ of that Soviet republic. He is a specialist 
on Iran, and probably the man in the Politburo responsible for USSR- 
Iranian relations.

Aliyev has expressed the wish that the Azerbaijanis, both in the 
USSR and in Iran, may be reunited. He is undoubtedly conscious of the 
dangers inherent in the spread of the Khomeyni brand of militant Islam 
to Soviet and Soviet-controlled areas, but he is probably also aware 
of the possibilities that might open up for the Soviets if it spreads to 
Western-oriented Muslim countries.

Bilateral Relations: Growing Suspicion and a Growing Rift

Although the Soviets are pleased by the downturn in Iran’s relations 
with the USA, the ‘Great Satan’, Iran considers the USSR to be satanic 
too — a smaller devil but a devil none the less. It views both superpowers 
as enemies to be rejected. The slogans ‘Death to America, Death to the 
USSR, Death to Israel’ often go together and are repeated again and 
again.1 Iran’s leaders continue to proclaim ‘neither East nor West’, for

130

Ins
titu

t k
urd

e d
e P

ari
s



Rifts with Moscow 131

which they are repeatedly attacked by the Soviet information media. The 
latter reiterate that Iran’s leaders must distinguish between its friends 
(i.e. the Soviets) and its enemies (the Americans).

Iran’s improving economic situation and the rise in its oil production 
have permitted it once again to welcome the foreign experts it shunned 
and expelled in the early days of the Islamic revolution. Foreign invest
ments have revived and with them have come foreign specialists: West 
Germans and Italians from the West, as well as Yugoslavs, East Germans 
and Soviets from the East. More and more opportunities have arisen for 
the engagement of Soviet personnel. They continue to work in projects 
that were started earlier with their assistance.

‘At present there are 1,600 [Soviet] experts in Iran,’ said I.A. Kulev, 
First Deputy Chairman of the USSR State Committee for Foreign Eco
nomic Relations, in January 1983. ‘The Soviet Union has repeatedly 
expressed its readiness to continue to expand its economic and tech
nical co-operation with Iran’ and specific proposals have been made. 
‘However. .. regretfully there are elements in Iran,’ he continued, which 
‘obstinately insist on obstructing co-operation.’2

Transit trade passing through Soviet territory and linking Iran with 
European countries continues to operate. About one third of all Iran’s 
imports are carried through Soviet territory.3 In early 1983 the Julfa- 
Tabriz electric railroad, built with Soviet assistance, became operational. 
The railroad depot in Tabriz has been modernized and renovated with 
the aid of Soviet experts and with Soviet machinery and equipment. 
After the visit of an Iranian geological delegation to the USSR, Soviet 
mining equipment has been delivered to Iran.4 The Soviets have asked 
for the renewal of operations of the Soviet-Iranian gas pipeline and 
of Iranian gas supplies to the Soviet Union, but Iran has ignored these 
requests. The Soviets are also interested in intensifying educational and 
cultural exchanges, but the Iranian authorities have held back. Each 
year the Soviet Union offers education subsidies and other benefits for 
30 Iranian students to study in Soviet schools of higher education, but 
there have been almost no takers.5 Tire mullahs are afraid to expose 
Iranian students to communist-atheist indoctrination.

Direct military co-operation is limited and Soviet offers to increase it 
have been ignored. The Soviets were ready to supply military equipment 
directly to Iran, but Iran has preferred to purchase it indirectly, through 
Syria, Libya and North Korea. The purchases include hundreds of tanks, 
heavy field guns and anti-aircraft guns, missiles and automatic rifles.

North Korea supplied about 40 per cent of the approximately $2 
billion worth of weapons, ammunition and military equipment that Iran
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acquired in 1982. Most of this was Soviet-made, but some came from 
the PRC or from North Korea’s own arms factories. The supplies in
cluded 150 Soviet-made T-62 tanks, 400 guns, 1,000 mortars, 600 
anti-aircraft guns, machine-guns, smaller weapons and ammunition. Iran 
paid for them partly in cash and partly in oil. In order to pay for these 
procurements, Iran increased its oil production beyond the limits set by 
the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). It also cut 
its prices to below those set by OPEC, and established a guns-for-oil 
barter arrangement with North Korea and other countries.6

Reports have been published about limited military training co
operation between the USSR and Iran. They indicated that Soviet 
military experts had arrived in Iran, and that Iranian military personnel 
were being trained in Soviet military academies and schools. An agree
ment over such co-operation was reportedly signed on 20 May 1982,7 
but even if it was signed (or agreed in principle), it is very doubtful 
whether it was implemented.

Visits of Soviet officials to Iran have been rare and mostly at a low 
level. In April 1983 Vasiliy Safranchuk, head of the Middle East Depart
ment of the USSR Foreign Ministry, visited Tehran. Talks were held 
regarding mutual ties, the expansion of economic relations, and regional 
and international problems.8

In summer 1982 a Soviet vice-consul in Tehran and a senior KGB 
official,Vladimir AndreyevichKuzichkin, defected to Britain. Kuzichkin 
disclosed that ‘Soviet people’, members of the Tudeh and others had 
infiltrated revolutionary organizations and the regime’s bureaucracy. He 
indicated that the infiltrators were much more numerous than expected, 
which made the regime more alert in this respect. Soon afterwards 
Tudeh centres were raided and some Tudeh underground leaders were 
arrested.

On 28 April 1983 the new Iranian ambassador to the Soviet Union, 
Kia Tabataba’i presented his credentials in Moscow.9 On 4 May, the day 
the Tudeh Party was banned (see pp. 142-4), 18 Soviet diplomats (of 
a total of about 70 stationed in Iran) were ordered to leave. The state
ment announcing the expulsion did not directly link the diplomats with 
the Tudeh, saying only that the diplomats had been ‘accused of interfer
ing with the internal affairs of the Islamic Republic through establishing 
contacts and taking advantage of treacherous and mercenary agents’.10

The Soviets tried to avoid arguing with Iranian officials about these 
steps (which were directed against them) and the Soviet media have 
generally avoided criticism of Iran’s regime and policy. Such criticism 
has, however, frequently been voiced in broadcasts by the USSR-based
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National Voice of Iran (NVOI) and indirectly by Moscow radio broad
casts in Persian to Iran. One such commentary dwelt on the war with 
Iraq, with the Soviets urging an end to the hostilities.

The Iran-Iraq War: the Soviets Call for an End to the Fighting

In September 1982 Iranian forces, having succeeded in ousting the 
Iraqis from Iranian territory, proceeded to invade Iraq, where they met 
strong resistance. In Iran itself, opinions were divided as to whether to 
continue to advance further into Iraq or to be satisfied with present 
achievements. The military and some of the conservative clergy advised 
a waiting policy, in order to reorganize the troops and let them rest. 
Khomeyni rejected this approach.11 He saw in his mind’s eye the vision 
of Islamic forces advancing as they had during the first glorious years 
of Islam, crushing the infidels, smashing enemies, and bringing the true 
faith everywhere. He also expected an uprising by Iraq’s Shi’ites, but it 
never took place.

The Soviets now oppose the war even more strongly than they did 
earlier. An Iranian victory is not in their interest. Inside Iran, it would 
strengthen the clerical regime and make Soviet aid less essential. Such a 
victory could lead to the establishment of a pro-Iranian Islamic regime 
in Iraq which, from a Soviet point of view, would be worse than the 
present Ba’thist regime. The new regime would be more anti-communist, 
and anti-left, with a strong religious character; it would attempt to 
spread the Islamic revolution and thus cause instability. This would lead 
the Arabian peninsula-Persian Gulf states to seek American protection, 
thus damaging Soviet efforts to win wider acceptance in the Arab world. 
It might also inhibit the ongoing improvement in relations between the 
Soviet Union and Iraq, and hinder chances for improving them further.

On 1 October 1982 the USSR Foreign Minister Andrey Gromyko 
said in his address to the UN General Assembly:

For almost two years now bloody hostilities have been going on be
tween Iran and Iraq. This is a senseless war . .  . The fire should be 
put out before it spreads further. The more reasonable thing to do 
would probably be for Iran and Iraq to put aside arms. . .  to settle 
their differences at the negotiating table. The Soviet Union has in
variably come out in favour of putting an end to the war between 
the two states with which our country has maintained traditional 
ties and is doing all in its power to bring that about.12
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Gromyko was trying to be even-handed and spoke about the Soviets’ 
‘traditional ties’ with both Iran and Iraq. The Soviet position, however, 
was closer to that of Iraq, which wanted to end the war, while Iran had 
decided to continue. According to a Soviet commentator:

As the conflict dragged on, Baghdad reached a growing understand
ing of the senselessness of continuing attempts to resolve its dispute 
with Tehran by military means . . .  Iraq came out in favour of seek
ing ways to a settlement by peaceful means using mediation missions 
. . .  the Iranian leadership rejects the peace proposals put forward by 
mediation missions. Iran does not agree to a cease-fire and continues 
offensive operations. . .  Thus the senseless bloodshed goes on . ..

As for the Soviet Union, from the very beginning of the conflict 
it has advocated the speediest end to the bloodshed, warning that it 
only benefits the forces of imperialism.13

On 23 April 1983 another Soviet comment, by Leonid M. Zamyatin, 
Chief of the International Information Department of the CPSU Central 
Committee, said, inter alia'.

Our position — like the position of many states in this region — is 
to force Iran and Iraq to sit down at the conference table and have 
them set aside their antagonistic sentiments and attempt to solve this 
issue through peaceful means . . .  So far such talks have yielded no 
results.14

Iraq: a Soviet Renewal of Direct Arms Supplies and a Relative 
Improvement in Relations

USSR-Iraqi relations have now begun to improve somewhat. Soviet 
arms supplies have been resumed in accordance with earlier agreements. 
In the spring and summer of 1982 a new arms deal appears to have been 
signed. Considerations influencing the Soviets in their decision were:

(1) Iran had not moved closer to the Soviet Union.
(2) Iraq might turn to the West.
(3) The Iraqis had succeeded in defending themselves against an Iran
ian invasion. Saddam Husayn had remained in power and would con
tinue to do so in the near future.
(4) Soviet weapons had performed poorly in Lebanon and the Soviets
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wished to show that it was not the weapons which had caused the 
failures there. They wanted another chance to demonstrate that 
Soviet equipment is of high quality and that the Soviets do not aban
don their friends.

In December 1982 Saddam Husayn announced that the Soviet Union 
had resumed arms sales to Iraq, noting that prepaid contracts had been 
signed with the Soviet Union before the war so that it was only natural 
for the Soviets to honour them. Soviet military supplies appeared to 
include MiG-25 planes, T-72 tanks and SAM-8 missiles. There were 
also reportedly about 1,000 to 1,200 Soviet advisers and technicians in 
Iraq.15

An Arab League delegation headed by Jordan’s King Husayn visited 
Moscow from 2 to 4 December 1982 to explain the Arab summit’s 
September 1982 proposal for solving the Arab-Israeli conflict.16 In his 
meetings with Andropov and other Soviet leaders, the King utilized the 
opportunity to discuss the Iran-iraq war and to urge the Soviets to take 
a clear stand.

King Husayn’s talks paved the way for a high-level Iraqi delegation 
to visit the USSR at the beginning of 1983. It was headed by Deputy 
Prime Minister Taha Yasin Ramadan and included Deputy Prime Minister 
Tariq ‘Aziz and Chief of Staff Abd al-Jabbar Shanshal. The delegation 
concluded an agreement on supplies of Soviet military equipment that 
soon began to arrive in Iraq. With it came more Soviet experts, increas
ing the number of those already there.17

This is a reversal of previous Soviet policy regarding the Iran-iraq 
war. Under Brezhnev, Soviet policy was even-handed, supplying arms 
already under contract. All this has changed under Andropov, who has 
decided to pursue a more active policy in the region, including turning 
closer to Iraq.

The Soviet rapprochement with Iraq’s Ba’thist regime has been influ
enced by the ineffectiveness of the Iraqi opposition to the Ba’th. The 
Iraqi Communist Party (ICP) tried to co-operate with local Shi’ite organ
izations but failed. The Iranian invasion prevented the opposition groups 
in Iraq — Kurds, communists, lay-Shi’ites, dissatisfied military — from 
doing anything that could be construed as stabbing their country in the 
back. Saddam Husayn gained confidence from the ICP’s weakness and 
in July 1982 he ordered the release of about 280 communist prisoners. 
This contributed considerably to an improvement in the atmosphere 
between the Soviet Union and Iraq. Most of the released communists 
were said to have been reinstated in their government positions.18
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Interestingly enough, this relative improvement in Iraq’s relations 
with the Soviet Union has been accompanied by a parallel upswing — 
in both the economic and the political spheres — in Iraq’s relations with 
the USA. There has been no official re-establishment of diplomatic 
relations, but the American interests section in the Belgian embassy in 
Baghdad performs almost all the functions of a fully operating embassy. 
Trade between the two countries has increased and American business
men visit Iraq. The USA has done nothing to prevent American arms 
from reaching Iraq -  it has not, for instance, made any attempt to dis
courage Jordan or Egypt from providing Iraq with weapons, or Saudi 
Arabia and the Gulf states from giving it an estimated $30 billion in aid 
since the start of the war.

Saddam Husayn has been in favour of moving closer to the USA, but 
not too close, thus playing the Americans and the Soviets off against 
each other. In this way, he hopes to demonstrate to the Soviets that he 
has other policy options and that their future actions will determine 
whether he uses them or not.

The war has also brought Iraq closer to the conservative pro-Western 
Arab states, and away from the radical Steadfastness and Confrontation 
Front of Syria, Libya, Algeria, the PDRY and the PLO. This is due in 
no small measure to the support shown for Iran by countries of the 
Front, while Iraq has received arms, money and political support from 
Saudi Arabia, the Gulf states, Jordan, Egypt, Sudan and North Yemen. 
Iraq’s international posture has gradually shifted from political and eco
nomic alignment with the Soviet Union to a more even-handed approach 
to the superpowers, both in international and regional affairs.19

Iranian Attempts to Destabilize the Gulf Region — in Line with Soviet 
Interests

Iranian attempts to export the Islamic revolution and destabilize the 
Gulf region are contrary to the interests of the Western powers, which 
would like to preserve the status quo there. The Soviets would be glad 
to see this oil-rich region, so vital to the Western economy, plunged into 
chaos, through no action of their own. Any direct move by them, on 
the other hand, could lead to American intervention, or at least to US 
reactions in other places. The Soviets would prefer a local power to 
bring about the unrest, with the USA seemingly powerless to combat it.

Iranian advances in the war with Iraq have greatly influenced the 
policy of the Gulf states. American offers of joint military manoeuvres
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have gone unanswered by all but Oman, They are trying to avoid overt 
ties with the USA or even with local US-oriented states such as Egypt. 
Some Gulf rulers believe that they can successfully co-exist with revolu
tionary Iran, and have tried to adapt themselves to living with it. So long 
as they refrain from open co-operation with the USA, Soviet interests 
are well served. Although American military planners hope to be able 
to use bases in Saudi Arabia and Oman in the event of a Soviet invasion 
of Iran, it is by no means certain that they would be able to do so since 
there is considerable local hesitation in allowing the bases to be handed 
over to them in time of crisis.

Kuwait has refused any consultations on security policy with the 
USA, and has helped Iraq in the war by acting as a supply line through 
which military supplies are delivered. Iran has threatened to regard 
Kuwait, or any other Gulf country which helps Iraq, as a hostile party 
against which it might take retaliatory action. Saudi Arabia, struck by 
Iran’s Islamic revolution and Iraq’s relative inter-Arab moderation, has 
developed a measure of tactical alliance with Iraq while still trying to 
maintain a working relationship with Iran. But this is not so easy — 
Iran’s revolutionary radicals reject Saudi overtures, preferring to de
stabilize the situation in Saudi Arabia, which they consider a reactionary 
state. They also believe that its regime will be short-lived.

Similarly, the Soviets do not believe that the present Gulf regimes 
will last long, and hope for revolutionary upheavals and changes. They 
are therefore unhappy at the establishment of the Gulf Co-operation 
Council (GCC), which might serve as a framework for the Gulf countries 
to help those of their members who might be endangered by internal 
unrest or attempts at insurrection. Another reason for Soviet opposition 
to the GCC is their suspicion that it serves as the nucleus for a Western- 
sponsored military alliance, a sort of mini-version of NATO. Kuwait’s 
policy within the Council serves Soviet interests, since it has urged 
neutrality in international affairs, avoiding close relations with the USA. 
The Council has turned into a loose grouping, more on the pattern of 
the European Economic Community (EEC) than of NATO. But while 
Kuwait tries to retain Soviet goodwill and appreciation, the Soviets see
its stance as weak, and they encourage those that wish to supplant its

20existing regime.
The course of the third GCC summit held in Bahrain from 9 to 11 

November 1982 led the Soviets to believe that the Council was in fact 
weak and ineffective, a far cry from their earlier opinion. The GCC has 
been unable to forge a common stand regarding the Iranian challenge. 
Some member states view it as a severe threat, while others maintain
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that a negative attitude towards Iran would undermine their security.
Among the issues facing the GCC and splitting it are the members’ 

differing perceptions of the following events:

(1) The Iran-Iraq war.
(2) The attempted coup in Bahrain in December 1981, which Iran
supported and perhaps even staged.
(3) The implications of the November 1979 revolt at the Grand
Mosque in Mecca.
(4) The clashes between Iranian pilgrims and Saudi security forces in
Medina.
(5) The ferment in OPEC concerning prices and production quotas.

The six GCC members have failed to reach any agreement on shoring 
up their own defence, security and economic future, and a defence pact 
has been delayed because of differences over relations with the super
powers. Kuwait has urged neutrality, while Oman has refused to break 
its agreement on bases with the USA. The swing in Iran’s favour in the 
war prompted certain states to initiate a rapprochement with it, so the 
GCC summit communique did not even condemn the Iranian invasion 
of Iraq.21

The weakness of the GCC is well suited to Soviet policy in the area. 
Even since the GCC’s establishment, the Soviets had sought ways to 
weaken it and prevent closer integration of its members. Now the mem
bers have achieved this all on their own, with no need for Soviet inter
vention for which the USSR could later be blamed.

Afghanistan: Will the Soviets Remain and Encircle Iran?

The Soviet intervention in Afghanistan continues to affect adversely 
Soviet relations with Iran, which supports the Muslim revolt against 
the Soviets and the Soviet-installed regime. An Iranian Foreign Minis
try statement of 26 December 1982 on the situation in Afghanistan 
sharply attacked the Soviet Union, it spoke of ‘the savage behaviour 
of the occupying forces and their internal mercenaries’, and named 
the Soviets an ‘oppressive power’. It called for an immediate and un
conditional withdrawal of Soviet forces, the return of Afghan refugees 
and ‘the right of the Muslim people of Afghanistan to determine their 
destiny’.22

The next day, 27 December, crowds of protesters gathered at the
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Soviet embassy in Tehran. TASS described the demonstration as organ
ized ‘with the obvious connivance of the Iranian authorities’, and a 
Soviet protest was lodged.23 A few days later the Iranian Ministry of 
Islamic Guidance withdrew the accreditation of the TASS correspond
ent in Tehran and refused to accept a successor. This has led, for the 
time being, to the closure of the Tehran TASS office.

In Afghanistan, meanwhile, facts were being established on the 
ground, reflecting the Soviet intention to remain. Insurgents reported 
that by November 1982 the Soviet Union had nearly completed six air
fields in southern Afghanistan, putting the Gulf within range of Soviet 
planes. The reports also disclosed that in summer 1982 the Soviets had 
begun building an airbase in Shindand, western Afghanistan, whereas 
the other bases had been built mostly between Shindand and Kandahar 
in the south. This latter location is the site of a Soviet base where they 
were said to have enlarged the storage facilities.

The Soviet military intervention in Afghanistan in 1979 and its after- 
math were purported to have been undertaken in order to ensure the 
survival of the existing Afghan regime. The Soviets have constantly 
claimed that their forces will withdraw as soon as the threat ends. The 
construction of airfields, however, indicates that they intend to main
tain a long-term military presence, turning Afghanistan into a Soviet 
forward military base aimed at the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean, 
thus encircling Iran even further.24

Internal Struggles in Iran: a Turn to the Right; Fewer Chances 
for the Soviets

Soviet policy regarding revolutionary Iran is greatly influenced by the 
waxing and waning of the power of the mullahs. When the regime 
appears strong, with good prospects of remaining in power, the Soviets 
increase their efforts to co-operate with it. When it shows signs of weak
ness and dissension at the top, the Soviets change their tune, according 
to what they feel will be the scenario after Khomeyni has gone.

Iran’s gains in the Gulf war have made its regime more popular. The 
opposition has become much weaker and its calls for upheaval have 
been much less heeded. The bazaar -  which first tended to support 
Khomeyni, but later turned to Bani-Sadr and the Mojahedin-e-Khalq — 
has now gone back to supporting the regime, or at least to accepting it 
and co-operating with it. The people have concluded that they have 
no choice since the present regime gives every indication that it will be
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around for a long time. However, the main support for the regime comes 
from the lower classes, such as the south Tehran lumpen proletariat. 
One of the main problems faced by those in power is how to bridge 
the gap between the expectations of the poor and underprivileged, on 
whose support they depend so much, and their actual miserable situa
tion, which has not improved much since the fall of the Shah. Khomeyni 
consoles them by pointing out that the once rich and powerful are now 
oppressed and suffering, rather than by fulfilling their needs and ex
pectations.

Many of the rich have managed to adapt themselves to the situation; 
they have been joined by a new class of privileged people who have 
discovered the advantages of this world and wish to enjoy them. The 
common people find it easier to adapt to the mullahs’ rule than to fight 
it, and so opposition to the regime has weakened. The dissenters can 
disseminate propaganda and make trouble by assassinating officials and 
mullahs, but they have not been able to overthrow the regime. This 
would be possible only if they had allies inside the regime or if a split 
developed among its supporters.

At one time the opposition had great hopes of the military, believing 
that at least some of the commanding officers would join them if an 
opportunity arose. The radicals around Khomeyni advocated purging 
the military command and absorbing the army into the Revolutionary 
Guards. This could perhaps have been achieved in peace-time, but dur
ing the war the officers have emerged with an enhanced reputation for 
having saved Iran from foreign invasion; and the more protracted the 
fighting, the stronger their position may become. When the war ends, 
however, the radicals will probably try to break the power of the mili
tary, who may take pre-emptive action.

Could an Iranian Bonaparte arise? The mullahs have long feared such 
a possibility and have done their utmost to prevent it. A new generation 
of commanders has replaced the old generals and colonels and, for the 
t;me being, they are obedient to the regime and co-operate with the 
Revolutionary Guards. They are now less of a threat to the regime than 
they might have been during the earlier stages of the revolution.

While in Khomeyni’s lifetime unity among the leaders of the regime 
seems to prevail, at least outwardly, this situation could change after 
his departure. A split may develop between the more radical clergy, 
and those who are considered moderate traditionalist-conservative. This 
might lead to a civE war, with the Soviets deciding to intervene. They 
are in fact ready for such an eventuality and have reportedly concen
trated mEitary forces close to the Iranian border. A USA-USSR proxy
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war could then develop, assuming much larger proportions than the 
situation that has developed in Afghanistan.

A power struggle has now developed, both for the present and over 
the succession to Khomeyni. There is a radical group, led by President 
Khamene’i and his brother Prime Minister Musavi, which includes the 
students and mullahs who seized the American hostages. They initially 
maintained ties with the Tudeh and the Soviets but later lost influence 
and power. Their loss strengthened the position of the Majlis speaker 
Rafsanjani, a radical who favours nationalization and land reform. 
Rafsanjani, however, has begun to prepare himself for leadership after 
Khomeyni, and for this he needs the support of the right and the con
servatives. He already has the backing of a group led by Sadiq Khalkhali, 
the regime’s executioner. Another group led by Hojjat al-Islam Musavi 
Ardabili, President of the High Judicial Council, claims to unite the dif
ferent streams and sees itself as a centrist wing.2S

The Islamic revolutionaries who enjoy the support of Khomeyni are 
opposed by the strictly fundamentalist-conservative Hojjatis (Hojjatiha). 
In the Majlis some 50 deputies are considered to belong to them. They 
are not a majority, but as a well co-ordinated group they have great 
influence. They are opposed to the tendency of the more radical clergy 
to link the Islamic revolution with a social one. In the Majlis they had 
opposed both the nationalization of foreign trade and land reform; and 
after these laws had been accepted by the Majlis, the Hojjatis acted to 
minimize their implementation. They are not enthusiastic about con
tinuing the war against Iraq, as Khomeyni urges so strongly. They lay 
less stress on spreading the Islamic revolution in the Muslim world and 
more on strengthening the Islamic regime in Iran itself. They do not see 
Khomeyni as ‘the Imam’, reserving this term for the long-awaited Mahdi, 
the Twelfth Imam, who, according to Shi’ite tradition, disappeared in 
AD 879, is in hiding, and will return some day. When these conservative 
fundamentalists shout ‘The Imam will come,’ they mean ‘the true 
Twelfth Imam’ and not Khomeyni. The Hojjatis call for a holy war 
against both communist atheists in the Soviet Union and Afghanistan, 
and the Tudeh Party in Iran.

The Soviet media have generally refrained from attacking or praising 
particular entities. In the early stages of the Islamic revolution they 
would criticize particular groups or personalities, but later they found 
that some of those censured became leading personalities or were rela
tively more friendly to the Soviets than others. This does not apply to 
the Hojjatiha, who are sharply attacked by the Soviet media and accused 
of serving American interests.
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A comment in the New Times of January 1983 attacked the Hoj- 
jatiha, ‘the conservative wing of the clergy and its secular supporters’. 
It said that ‘the clerical right’ was in favour of continuing the war with 
Iraq,wanted to outlaw the Tudeh Party, and spread ‘anti-Soviet insinua
tions’. In the view of the commentator:

It is obvious that the policy of the conservative clergy is bound to 
disenchant, to put it mildly, those who once believed that the over
throw of the Shah would open practical opportunities for solving 
the problems facing the country . . .  it is bound to disappoint. . .  
The Iranian revolution finds itself at a crucial and dangerous cross
roads.26

The strengthening of the right is seen by the Soviets as part of a 
tendency to lean more towards the West. ‘The mullahs like to curse 
the West in public but to have ties with them in private,’ said a former 
Iranian diplomat.27 Meanwhile, the Soviets prefer to wait quietly and 
see who will emerge victorious.

The Tudeh: Banned and Persecuted

The Tudeh Party initially supported Khomeyni and went along with 
the steps he had taken since coming to power, even in cases which con
flicted with Tudeh principles. For a long time the regime saw no reason 
to fight the Tudeh, which had remained loyal, even providing the regime 
with information about its opponents. Khomeyni’s policy was, how
ever, to rid himself of all the forces that had supported him during the 
initial stages of the Islamic revolution, eliminating all allies and sup
porters once they had played the roles expected of them. At first, the 
Tudeh Party was left alone and allowed freedom of activity. Not long 
a fie r wards, however, its turn came too. The party’s property, offices 
and publications were confiscated and party cadres were arrested. The 
Tudeh went underground, but still did not join the opponents of the 
regime.28

The Tudeh leader Nuraddin Kianuri was arrested by Islamic Revolu
tionary Guards on 6 February 1983, together with 30 other Tudeh 
members (including 7 prominent party leaders). They were accused of 
spying for the Soviet KGB and forging passports and birth certificates 
to cover their real identity.29 Soviet reactions were restrained. Pravda 
reported the arrests from Paris, quoting ‘foreign information agencies’
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and refraining from further comment.30 The Soviet Azerbaijan-based 
NVOI, however, gave the event wide coverage, criticizing the ‘reaction
ary clergy’ but not Khomeyni.31 Two weeks elapsed before Pravda pub
lished an editorial comment on the arrests.

The accusations against Tudeh leaders, Pravda said, were of a ‘ground
less and slanderous nature’. The Tudeh Party ‘supported the democratic 
and anti-imperialist principles of the Iranian revolution.’ But today:

Reactionary conservative circles have become active in Iran . . .  These 
groupings appear to be gaining strength . .. the social reforms . . .  
have come to a standstill . .  . Now a blow is being struck at the Tudeh 
. .  . The reactionary circles are undermining Soviet-Iranian relations

..  . the Soviet Union does not seek any special rights or advan
tages for itself in Iran, has no territorial claims on Iran, is not inter
fering in its internal affairs. . .  As for the anti-Soviet campaign that 
has been launched in Tehran, it only darkens relations between 
our countries and peoples, harming, above all, the interests of Iran 
itself.32

The Pravda article was broadcast to Iran during the following few days, 
but after that Soviet media avoided further reference to it. Tudeh Party 
statements were reported in NVOI broadcasts and in international com
munist publications but not in the Soviet media.33

In an interview on Tehran television on 30 April 1983 Kianuri con
fessed to espionage, treachery and deceit. He admitted that the Tudeh 
had been guilty of six errors: dependence on the Soviet Union and en
gaging in espionage on its behalf; illegally retaining secret arms caches; 
maintaining a secret political organization; establishing a secret group 
of officers who became an agency for collecting information for dis
patch to the USSR; infiltrating the administration; and arranging illegal 
departures from the country. Perhaps the confessions of Kianuri and 
other Tudeh leaders were made because they had been shown evidence 
which they could not deny. But they might no less be the result of 
‘hellish means of torture’, as was charged in a NVOI broadcast.34

On 4 May 1983 Chief Prosecutor Hojjat al-Islam Musavi-Tabrizi 
announced that the Tudeh Party was to be dissolved and banned. Dur
ing the next few days more Tudeh members were arrested and others 
were required to register. Clandestine weapons stores were seized. A 
commentary over Tehran radio on 5 May said, inter alia:
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The mercenary leaders of that party pretended that they were inde
pendent of the Soviet Union . . .  they tried . . .  to infiltrate society 
. . .  portrayed themselves as much as possible as supporters of the 
revolution and the Islamic Republic. Under the pretext of fighting 
against America .. . they placed themselves in the midst of God
seeking revolutionaries of our country. At the same time, they were 
laying the foundations of a long term plan so that through a creeping 
coup d ’etat they could place their infiltrating agents in various 
national organizations, and so that at the appropriate time they 
could, according to their vain imaginings, control the levers of power 
and drag the country in the direction they wished.35

The banning of the Tudeh was mostly for internal reasons, but it was 
no less a function of Iran’s relations with the Soviet Union. It was a 
reaction to the renewed Soviet arms supplies to Iraq and Soviet inter
vention in Afghanistan. This was Iran’s way of trying to ‘punish’ the 
Soviet Union — it was a ‘declaration of independence’ from the USSR, 
just as the seizure of American hostages was a similar declaration to the 
United States.

The Kurds: A Policy Problem for Moscow

Fighting in Iranian Kordestan between the regime and the Kurds in re
volt has continued with no settlement in sight. Khomeyni is opposed 
to any compromise, because, if achieved, it might lead to a chain re
action of demands by other ethnic groups. The Soviet media have so far 
avoided any comment on the Kurds and their struggle. A NVOI broad
cast in January 1983 gave a clear view of the Soviet position on this 
problem, saying, inter alia'.

A specific wing of responsible individuals, whether in government 
and security positions or in institutions, pursued an anti-Kurdish 
policy . .. External elements and dependent groups in Kordestan 
also fanned war and fratricide . .  .

It should be said that without doubt an ethnic problem exists in 
our country and it should not and cannot be ignored .. . Various 
kinds of discriminatory policies have been pursued in Kordestan in 
the pas t. .. The policy of . . .  handing over self-rule or administrative 
and cultural autonomy to the Kurdish people must be pursued . . .  
The culture, religion, traditions, customs and language of the Kurdish
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people must be respected . . . The Kurdish people must be given the 
permission and possibility to enjoy their indisputable and national 
rights within the framework of the Islamic Republic of Iran.36

Both the authorities and Kurdish ‘extreme elements’ were blamed 
here for the continuation of the fighting. But the main point was the 
call to meet Kurdish demands for self-rule or autonomy. It appears that 
the proximity of the Kurdish areas to the Soviet border makes it easy to 
maintain contact and probably provide some Soviet aid. The Soviets may 
not wish to lose Kurdish goodwill or completely break long-standing 
ties that have been so carefully developed. They wish to keep all their 
options open in order to be able to exploit the situation if it serves their 
interests or fits their objectives.37

Aims, Interests, Trends and Prospects

A revolution in Persia could become ‘the key to a revolution in the 
whole East’. Just as Egypt and the Suez Canal were the key to British 
domination of the East, Persia is ‘the “Suez Canal” of the revolution’. 
By ‘turning the political centre of gravity of the revolution to Persia, 
the whole strategic value of the Suez Canal was lost’.38

Although these words were uttered by a Soviet writer in 1918 during 
the first days of the Soviet regime, they seem to be valid even today. 
Historically and geopolitically Iran was and has remained the key country 
in the region. In the East-West competition over Iran, the Soviet Union 
has the advantage of being a close neighbour. Iran has a 1,500 mile-long 
border with the Soviet Union. The shortest route to the open sea from 
the Soviet Central Asian and Transcaucasian republics passes through 
Iran. This gives the Soviets superiority both in communications and in 
the ability to provide military supplies. They can infiltrate their people, 
get to know the country and what is going on there. But there is also a 
large Muslim population in the Soviet Union, next door to Iran, which 
could be influenced by Iran’s Islamic revival. The presence in Iran of 
forces of a great power hostile to the USSR could constitute a security 
threat to major Soviet areas and the Soviets are anxious to prevent such 
a situation.

Soviet aims in relation to Iran might be defined as follows:

Minimum:
(1) Working relations which are as good and correct as possible, main-
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taining at least the bilateral ties that existed during the period of the 
Shah’s reign.
(2) The continuation of strained relations between Iran and the USA, 
preventing an American ‘comeback’ in Iran.
Desired:
(1) The improvement of relations and increased influence.
(2) A regime friendly to the USSR, which maintains a neutralist for
eign policy, but favours the Soviets.
(3) The maintenance of close ties with the USSR but strained ones 
with the Western world.
(4) The co-ordination of foreign policy with the USSR, or at least, 
taking Soviet desires and viewpoints into consideration.

The Soviets would undoubtedly wish for a Tehran government ori
ented toward them, but they can do little to bring this about as long as 
the present situation continues. The lesson of Afghanistan has taught 
them not to intervene if the time is not ripe. They see no chances for 
success in a premature socialist revolution in Iran.

Will the Soviets intervene in Iran? The 24 Soviet divisions reported 
to be based in the Caucasus region are able to reach the Gulf coast so 
quickly that they could seize Iranian oilfields and threaten Saudi Arabia 
and the other Gulf states without encountering any serious Iranian re
sistance, and even before other forces could arrive in the arena.

All this is possible, but in reality things are not quite as simple. Only 
some of these reported 24 Soviet divisions are combat-ready, not all of 
them are fighting units and only some are fully manned. Bringing them 
up to strength might alert the Americans and others who would then 
take suitable counter-action. From the Soviet border in the Trans- 
caucasus region it is more than 1,200 miles to the Gulf of Oman, about 
1,000 miles to the Strait of Hormuz and about 600 miles to the north 
of the Gulf, and there are only a few roads in Iran over which Soviet 
forces would be able to move. They would have to pass the Zagros 
mountains where, apart from blocking roads, the Iranians would be 
able to resist them, or at least slow their advance. The Iranians or the 
Americans could bomb or mine these few passable roads, putting the 
Soviets in an even more difficult position than that they faced in 
Afghanistan;39 this might make them think things over much more 
carefully before taking any far-reaching decisions. Their behaviour to
wards Iran will depend to a considerable extent on the reactions they 
expect not only from Iran, but from the entire region, the USA and the 
Western world. The more resolute the expected reaction, the greater
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will be their hesitation to intervene.
Such Soviet hesitation was evident in 1953 when the Tudeh Party 

came close to seizing power. At that time, the Tudeh held Tehran for 
a day or two, but the leadership hesitated, waiting for instructions from 
Moscow (which never arrived), and they lost their chance. In the 1980s 
the Soviets might be less hesitant, but they will only intervene if they 
feel sure of immediate success. Another condition is that they them
selves should not be involved for long. They need assurance that there 
will be no real resistance and that the USA will not intervene except to 
protest.

As things stand at present, the Soviets are keeping all their options 
open. Their policy with regard to Iran is to watch and wait, not com
mitting themselves to particular positions, while at the same time keep
ing a close eye on the outcome of internal struggles. This allows them 
greater flexibility of response as the situation develops.
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