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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Mirza Kuchak Khan, the leader of the Jangal (Jungle) movement, pursued an ideology that
combined Iranian nationalism and Islamic values, which could be called a kind of “democratic
Islamic republic.” The movement was formed with anti-colonial goals and opposition to
Western modernity, but it faced numerous strategic challenges from the very beginning.
Continuous clashes with Qajar and Pahlavi government forces, as well as confrontation with
the British army, depleted the movement’s resources and placed it in a position of weakness.
This structural weakness led some of the Jangal leaders to seek foreign support, especially from
the Russian Bolsheviks. With the occupation of Anzali in 1929, two opposing forces came
together: religious nationalists led by Mirza and communist revolutionaries. This temporary
alliance, formed out of necessity, created deep ideological contradictions between Mirza’s
Islamic-patriotic discourse and the communist slogans of the Bolsheviks, ultimately weakening
the movement’s popular base.

The present study addresses three fundamental questions: first, did the Bolsheviks intend to use
the forest as a tool to infiltrate the Persian Gulf from the beginning? Second, how Mirza’s
Islamic-patriotic discourse conflicted with communist slogans, and third, the role of British
covert diplomacy in changing Moscow’s stance against the foresters. Meanwhile, the Russian
October Revolution, despite creating hope among some Iranians, encountered resistance from
domestic opponents and Britain’s efforts to maintain its influence, paving the way for the
unstable coexistence of the foresters and the Bolsheviks.

Material & Methods

Drawing on a combination of primary and secondary sources, this study analyzes the turbulent
relations between the leadership of the Jangal movement and Soviet representatives. The main
research method used is historical-critical analysis, which focuses on published documents
(including documents from Russian archives that have been mentioned), to examine the whys
and hows of the developments.

Results and discussion

The main discussion focuses on the confrontation between two political projects: Mirza’s
indigenous and Islamic-nationalist project and the Bolsheviks’ international and communist
project. Key findings show that the initial alliance was a forced and temporary coalition that
lasted only as long as common interests (confronting Britain) outweighed differences.

Mirza Kuchak Khan clearly resisted the full embrace of communism; His insistence on the
formation of an “Islamic Democratic Republic”” showed that he was not willing to sacrifice his
religious and indigenous principles for Moscow’s revolutionary goals. The formation of the
Communist Party of Iran, which operated through the Comintern, with its anti-religious and
anti-traditional policies, immediately created a deep rift between the social body of the foresters
(mainly farmers and smallholders) and Moscow’s supporters. This social rift eroded the
coalition from within. The Baku Congress (September 1920) was a turning point in which the
Soviets publicly demonstrated that local movements were merely instruments for advancing the
Soviets’ broader strategic goals, which now included expansion towards the Persian Gulf. This
approach was in clear contradiction to the purely revolutionary ideals of the Bolsheviks. The
culmination of this realism was the signing of the 1921 Iran-Soviet agreement. This agreement
effectively meant the end of Soviet military and political support for the Gilan Soviet Republic,
as Moscow preferred to establish formal relations with the central Iranian government (which
was gaining power under Reza Shah) to avoid complete isolation in the region. The withdrawal
of the Red Army and the subsequent pressures paved the way for the military collapse of the
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republic. These developments, including the forced exile of Ehsanollah Khan and the surrender
of Khalo Ghorban, demonstrated that the Bolsheviks were willing to sacrifice their
revolutionary allies to protect geopolitical interests. According to confidential reports from the
Russian archives, the defeat of the Forest Movement taught the Bolsheviks three key lessons:
1) the withdrawal of the Red Army made the movement vulnerable to government forces; 2)
the movement’s heterogeneous social composition prevented it from fully embracing
communist goals; and 3) the structural weakness of the Communist Party of Iran in attracting
the urban working class hastened its defeat. Most importantly, Moscow realized that to
successfully influence Iran, it had to appeal to “Iranian national sentiment,” since the people
would cooperate only if they saw it as a guarantee of independence from foreign occupation,
not the spread of global communism.

Conclusion

The experience of the Gilan Republic and the ultimate defeat of the Jungle Movement proved
that the initial policies of the Bolsheviks, based on the mere spread of communist ideology,
failed due to their incompatibility with the social and cultural realities of Iran. This failure
forced Moscow to fundamentally reconsider its means of influence; they moved from mere
propaganda efforts to direct military (and then diplomatic) intervention.

The internal contradiction between Mirza Kuchak Khan’s Islamic-patriotic discourse and the
communist principles of the Bolsheviks was the main factor in the break. The failure of the
Bolshevik coup against Mirza was a turning point in Moscow’s understanding of the limitations
of mere cooperation with national forces. Hence, Soviet strategy shifted towards prioritizing
economic interests and engaging with powerful central governments (such as the nascent
government of Reza Shah). The signing of the 1921 treaty symbolized a complete transition
from revolutionary idealism to political realism; a transition in which the Jangal Movement, as
a temporary ally, was sacrificed in the larger geopolitical equations.

Ultimately, the developments in Gilan demonstrated that Soviet foreign policy, despite its anti-
colonial rhetoric, was rapidly reproducing the imperialist patterns of the Tsarist era. The focus
on economic interests, the flexibility towards great powers, and the readiness to sacrifice local
allies all demonstrated that “geopolitical realities” trumped Soviet “revolutionary ideals,”
paving the way for subsequent Soviet interventions in Azerbaijan and Kurdistan in
contemporary Iranian history.
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