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Abstract 

One of the events in Iran's contemporary history is the Soviet occupation of northern 

regions during World War II, which facilitated the spread of communist ideologies. 

The inherent conflict between Islamic thought and communism led to confrontations 

between religious forces and leftist movements in these areas. This study examines 

the interaction of religious forces with leftist groups in northern Iran, categorizing 

this interaction and identifying influencing factors. The main research question is: 

Why, how, and under what factors did Islamist groups confront Soviet-backed leftist 

movements in northern Iran? Findings indicate that religious groups, influenced by 

factors such as proximity to power centers, interpretations of Islam, and the 

geographical, religious, and cultural characteristics of the region, adopted both 

negative and positive approaches toward leftist ideologies. Their cooperative and 

confrontational actions challenged the spread of communism, significantly 

preventing its dominance in Iranian society. The study employs a descriptive-

analytical approach and historical method, with data collected through library and 

documentary studies. 
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Introduction 

In September 1941, while the world was experiencing the second year of World War 

II (September 1939 – September 1945), and although the Iranian government had 

declared its neutrality, the two principal Allied powers occupied parts of northern 

and southern Iran. The official justification for the occupation was Iran’s alleged 

negligence regarding the presence of German spies within its borders. However, the 

strategic objective behind this move was the establishment of the so-called "Persian 

Corridor" to facilitate logistical support for the Soviet Union in its resistance against 

the German invasion. 

Accordingly, the Soviet Red Army, taking advantage of its extensive border with 

Iran, occupied a broad strip of northern Iranian territories. Simultaneously, British 

forces advanced from the south and penetrated deep into the central parts of the 

country. Beyond this military aim, the Soviet Union pursued a deeper, covert goal: 

to consolidate its influence in the occupied regions through the spread of communist 

ideology. The long-standing, albeit unstated, imperial ambitions of the Russian 

Tsars—to annex these regions into Russian territory—reemerged in this period in 

the form of soft power and ideological infiltration. 

The Soviet strategy to dominate northern Iran during this period involved a dual 

approach: employing the Red Army as a hard power instrument, and simultaneously 

promoting communist culture and ideology as a form of soft power. In addition to 

these efforts, the Soviets launched various social, cultural, and public health 

initiatives in the occupied territories. These measures, coupled with the mobilization 

of local leftist organizations such as the Tudeh Party and the Azerbaijan and 

Kurdistan Democratic Parties, facilitated Soviet influence and enhanced their ability 

to engage with Iranian society. 

Moreover, the Soviets benefited from the involvement of Armenian and Assyrian 

minorities as well as Caucasian immigrants residing in these areas, creating a 

favorable environment for solidifying their presence in northern Iran. 

The central question of this study is: why, how, and under what conditions did 

Islamist movements confront pro-Soviet leftist forces in northern Iran? The 

hypothesis of this article is based on the notion that the confrontations—both 

oppositional and strategic—between Islamist currents and leftist forces during the 

occupation period stemmed from the fundamental incompatibility between Islamic 

teachings and communist ideology, as well as opposition to the separatist ambitions 

of leftist elements. These dynamics were further shaped by contextual variables such 
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as the geographic and cultural characteristics of northern Iran and the varying 

degrees of proximity of Islamist movements to local centers of power. 

In this article, the term “northern Iran” refers to those parts of the country that, 

during the period under study, bordered the Soviet Union. These regions correspond 

to segments of what were then known as the First, Second, Third, Fourth, and Ninth 

Provinces of Iran. For the purposes of this analysis, they are examined under the 

regional designations of Khorasan, Azerbaijan, and Mazandaran. 
 

Materials & Methods 

The data collection method in this article is based on gathering library and 

documentary resources. Accordingly, various sources (documents, books, articles, 

theses, etc.) have been identified, studied, compared, evaluated, and analyzed. Then, 

the required content was extracted, categorized, and evaluated, and the final text 

was written. 
 

Discussion & Result 

Analysis of library and documentary sources reveals that the confrontation between 

Islamist groups and Soviet-backed leftist movements in northern Iran (1941–1947) 

was shaped by multiple factors. The inherent conflict between Islamic teachings and 

communist ideology, particularly its materialist and anti-religious tenets, was the 

primary driver of religious opposition. Influenced by proximity or distance from 

power centers (Pahlavi government and political parties), interpretations of Islam 

(traditional or modernist), and the geographical, religious, and cultural 

characteristics of northern regions (Khorasan, Azerbaijan, and Mazandaran), 

Islamist groups adopted two distinct approaches: negative and positive. The negative 

approach involved street clashes, aggression, and occasional armed struggles, 

intensified by implicit government support and concerns over the separatist 

intentions of leftists. Conversely, the positive approach, through radio programs, 

publications, and cultural activities, promoted Islamic discourse and weakened 

communist influence. These efforts, leveraging local and Caucasian migrant 

communities, significantly challenged the spread of communism, preventing its 

dominance in Iranian society. 
 
 
 
 



Abstract  162 

 

Conclusion 

In the present study, to address the research question within the framework of the 

proposed hypothesis, the interactions of religious movements, categorized broadly 

into affirmative and negative encounters, with leftist ideologies in the northern 

provinces of Iran were examined. The findings of the study lead to the 

following conclusions: 

1. The inherent contradiction between Islamic teachings and communist 

ideology, the support of the Pahlavi regime, and the concerns of religious 

movements as part of Iranian society regarding the separatist intentions of leftist 

groups were among the key factors contributing to the confrontation between 

religious forces and leftist movements in the northern provinces of Iran. 

2. Although the study highlights the role and significance of religion and Islamist 

movements in thwarting Soviet-backed leftist movements during the occupation of 

Iran, it also reveals the exploitation of religious movements by centers of power 

during this period. The influence of power centers (government, political parties, 

etc.) on certain religious forces was so significant that it transformed their 

approaches and actions, steering them toward negative confrontations, such as 

aggression, street clashes, or even armed struggles. 

3. Alongside negative encounters, the affirmative interactions of religious 

modernists and traditional Islamists, evident in the radio programs, press, and 

publications of the period, effectively hindered the spread of aggressive cultural 

trends in Iran. 

4. The geographical location and cultural-religious conditions of Iran’s northern 

provinces played a significant role in shaping the responses of Islamist movements 

during the occupation and in neutralizing the activities of leftist movements in 

these regions. 
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