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The Russian, Persian, and Ottoman Empires have been neighbouring states and societies
for centuries and their borders had been extremely dynamic due to numerous military
conflicts, interaction, and flow of people, ideas, and goods across the borderlands. The
Black Sea region,' the Caucasus,” Eastern Anatolia, the Caspian Sea region, and Central

Asia were important frontier regions that (inter)connected those empires and merged

them into a unique interwoven Transottoman space.’

In the second half of the eighteenth century, the Russian Empire became the strongest
part within the triangular context and conquered the Crimean Khanate®, annexed the
Georgian Kingdom, and defeated the Ottomans and Persians in several wars during the
first quarter of the nineteenth century.’ These wars resulted in Golestan (1813), Turk-
menchay (1828),° and Adrianople (1829)” Peace Treaties and cemented strong positions
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of St. Petersburg in the territories of traditional power projection of the Ottomans and
Persians. These wars resulted either in large scale migration within the inter-imperial
context. Hundreds of thousands of Sunni Muslims from the Crimea and the Caucasus
moved to the Ottoman Empire and Persia.® The centuries-long contacts between “then-
Russian” Crimea and Caucasian Muslims with cultural and economic as well as religious
centres of the Ottoman and Persian Empire were not cut. Azeri intellectuals in Rus-
sian service, like the historian and translator Abbas Qulu Aga Bakixanl (1794-1847),’
wrote their historiographical pieces in Persian and the Armenian community of Tbilisi
and other urban spaces of Russian Caucasus continued to maintain active bonds with
Armenians in Persian Isfahan'® or in late Ottoman Constantinople. In the mid-nine-
teenth century, Persia fell into semi-colonial dependence of Russian Empire that not
only annexed formerly Persia-dependent principalities in South Caucasia and obtained
long coast on the western shore of the Caspian Sea but also large economic privileges
on the Persian market.!! The oil boom in Baku in the 1870-80s enforced on the one
hand attempts at imperial securitization of the whole region by Russia'? and at the same
time attracted hundreds of thousands of impoverished Persians to the Russian Caucasus
who became important intermediaries between two societies.'? The cultural production
of Russian Armenians and Azeris, a product of an amazing synthesis of local traditions
and Russian influence, was intensively perceived in Persian urban spaces at the turn of
the century due to frequent touring of the troupes from Tbilisi and Baku,'* unintended
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“soft-power”-import in form of operettas and theatre pieces as well as satiric journals like
the initially Tbilisi-based and 1906-founded journal “Molla Nasraddin”."

The multidimensional bilateral context between Russian and Persian Empires took often
place within a triangular context and had a strong Transottoman element in it. Istanbul
became a prominent place of sojourn of Russian and Persian Turkic and Armenian intel-
lectuals who designed various strategies for the region and the countries of their origin.'®
In the twentieth century, these entanglements between post-Tsarist Russia, Caucasus,
Persia, and post-Ottoman Turkey became even stronger bonding the interconnected ge-
ography of those formerly imperial geographies into one Transottoman space.'”

This special issue of Comparativ gives insights into various projects that epitomise the
approach and focus followed within the DFG priority programme Transottomanica with
the specific focus on the entanglements in the twentieth century. Three essays contained
in this issue therefore take up the perspectives of the priority program Transottomanica.
With the project “Knowledge and Science Transfer and Transnational Circulation of
Ideas between Central and Eastern Europe and the Republic of Turkey” (PD Dr. Zaur
Gasimov), the priority programme reaches into the mid-twentieth century and the pre-
sent. We briefly explain the research questions of this programme here, as well as offering
a contextual account of the contributions;'® and we are very grateful to the editors of the
journal for giving us the opportunity to do this.

The programme focuses on “Transottoman” mobility dynamics, that is, societal ties and
communication practices which emerged as a consequence of mobility, migration, and
transimperial rivalries in general between Muscovy/Russia, Poland-Lithuania, the Otto-
man Empire, and Iran/Persia. Historical societies in this geographical range developed
mobility dynamics that evolved and interconnected in chains of situations and dense
social, spatial, relational network structures over centuries, consolidating transregional
migration society across the empires. These societal ties have not been systematically
studied by now in studies on individual empires or bilateral relations, as established
area studies segregated these regions of interest (Eastern European, Middle East/Near
East Studies) from each other. Thus, the shared history beyond the container spaces of
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these regions remained secondary at best. Instead, our post-area studies approach unveil
and set centre stage large-scale mobilities of people, knowledge, and objects, profoundly
affecting the societies across the aforementioned empires and their respective successor
states from the sixteenth century to the present.

Societal mobility and migration can be seen as constitutive for the very emergence of the
empires focused on. Both the Ottoman and the Safavid dynasties evolved from nomads.
Military mobility dynamics between “moveable empires” were key for their consolida-
tion."” The rapid expansion of Lithuania to the Black Sea in the fourteenth century was
conditioned by the competition with the Golden Horde and cooperation with Tatars.
On the other hand, the extension of Muscovy to Kazan and Astrakhan in the sixteenth
century into territories of the Golden Horde and then the Ottoman Empire and Persia
increased transimperial mobility and fundamentally changed the involved societies. Not
least due to these Transottoman rivalries, not only in the Ottoman and the Persian, but
also in the Moscovite and Polish-Lithuanian realms, large multilingual and multireli-
gious migration societies were fostered.?’

Emigrants, immigrants, and destination as well as original societies, including their im-
mobile parts, were changed by the mobile actors, which from a meta-level can be seen as
Transottoman migration society.”' “Circulation societies”* of Jewish, Armenian, Greek,
Arab, and Multani long distant merchants rather than “diasporas” were constitutive and
not marginal or isolated parts and pieces of society locally and transregionally.*®

In the Transottoman context, the Ottoman Empire played a key role as a hub for the cir-
culations or flows of knowledge in general.** An Ottoman military revolution has been
observed, which transformed Eastern Europe in the sixteenth century.? Russian-Persian-
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Ottoman military technology rivalry?® and diplomatic relations that were consolidated
in eternal peace treaties” changed also political concepts in Iran.?

The emergence of regional education centres in the early modern period, from the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries onwards, led to the dissemination of the practice of
printing, knowledge production, and knowledge exchange between (Eastern) Europe
and the Near East.”” The origins of Arabic printing in the Near East itself evolved exactly
in this Transottoman context, as well as the printing of Ottoman texts: Among the books
printed by Ibrahim Miiteferrika (1670/4—1745) was in 1729 his Ottoman translation
of the history of the decline of the Safavids on the part of the Polish Jesuit residing in
Isfahan, Jan Tadeusz Krusinski (1675-1751), in a comparatively large edition of 1200
copies.30 In view of Persia’s perceived decline, Miiteferrika also wrote an influential book
in 1732 that suggested (military) reforms to the Ottomans based on the Western Euro-
pean model to avoid the fate of Iran.”’ Moreover, his first printed work was the first map
of Persia printed in the Middle East in 1729. Miiteferrika should thus be considered a
relevant example of the transimperial and transreligious dissemination of new concepts
by a few mediating actors between Ottoman Eastern Europe and Iran.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, academic knowledge was developed and
fostered by the imperial elites.” Constitutive for this were the founding of the Oriental
Faculty in St. Petersburg, in 1856 and of the Russian Archaeological Institute in Con-
stantinople/Istanbul, in 1895.%% The very concept of Muslim modernity was conceived
in these Transottoman flows of knowledge.** The growing rivalries of colonial powers
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changed mobilities of people, goods, and ideas from the mid-nineteenth century on-
ward. Newly globalized imperial and new national logics of action soon led to new
Transottoman dynamics not yet systematically researched.®® In this setting, new, pan-
imperial, or ethnic-identity concepts such as Pan-Slavism* or Pan-Turkism?®” but also
Ukrainian, Bulgarian, Georgian, Armenian, as well as Arab historical imaginations of
one’s own tradition and cultural or national identity concepts emerged in the conscious
mutual demarcation within the nationalizing empires or in emancipation from them.
Revolutionary experts travelled or fled across the empires since the end of the nineteenth
century, engaging in and leading constitutional revolutions in Russia, Iran, and the Ot-
toman Empire.”® The collision and collapse of the Ottoman and Russian Empires in
the Caucasian-Anatolian borderlands in 1908-1918 have been studied as shared and
transimperial history.®” Global imperial rivalries between Russia and the British Empire
culminated in Iran, that is the so-called Great Game.** The Balkan Wars and World
War I established enforced migration and expulsion, as well as genocide, as elements of
modern warfare globally. !

The genesis of the asymmetrical relations between Russia and Persia in the nineteenth
century evolved after 1900 in the context of Russian-British relations, which became
an important factor in Russian policy toward Persia and were reflected in the Russian-
British Agreement of 1907. In the course of this agreement, Russian penetration into the
economy and social development of northern Iran deepened, which mutated into a Rus-
sian zone of influence par excellence. The case studies touch on continuities in the dy-
namics of interdependence, for instance by pointing out that the new (Ankara, Moscow)
postimperial capitals were able to renew their positions as transregional centres of power
in the ongoing tension between cooperation and rivalry. The focus is not so much on the
ruptures, but much more on the transformations, hybrid forms of politics that absorbed
numerous elements of respective ancient regimes and were adapted by the changing
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international and regional situation. Unlike before and during World War I, when the
Ottomans and Russians were each on different sides of the barricades, close cooperation
between Kemalists and Bolsheviks emerged in the 1920s and 1930s.** At the same time,
Bolshevik policy in Persia contained many elements of the old tsarist policy and distinct
imperial and colonial features.®’

Due to the relations with the internationally boycotted Soviet Union after 1917, the
long Turkish neutrality during World War II, the Iranian corridor for allied logistics to
the Soviet Union until 1945, the East-West antagonism during the Cold War, and the
Islamic Revolution in Iran, the greater region became the arena of large-scale conflicts
and renewed transregional cleavages in a global context.* Today, Iran supplies drones to
Russia, whereas Turkey to Ukraine — which is only one exemplary symptom of a renewal
of transregional political and military entanglements in our (post-) Transottoman setting
with glocal meanings and consequences.

This thematic issue focuses on the period from 1900 to 1939, when the revolutions and
the collapse of the empires in World War I set the course for new configurations of trans-
Ottoman entanglements. The revolution and the war changed the societies involved
as well as the configuration of transregional modes of interaction. The contributions
illustrate that Transottoman mobility dynamics remained relevant for the post-imperial
period as well: Petersburg/Petrograd — or then Moscow —, Tehran, and Istanbul remained
and were reproduced as centres of transregional powers that were in close rivalry and/or
cooperation with each other as well as characterized by shared social contexts due to im-
portant individual mobilities and large-scale migrations, flows of knowledge, and shared
material culture. Iran under Reza Shah Pahlavi, Turkey under Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, as
well as the Soviet Union under Stalin were all trying to accommodate their societies to
new concepts of (il)liberal modernities. The development of their mutual ties remained
at the core of any history of the region, be it political, cultural, or societal history.

The first contribution puts migration and travelling concepts into the focus — a classical
“Transottoman” approach: In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Persia
was one of the main sources of immigration to the Russian Empire, but following the
Russian Revolution and the subsequent Civil War, the trend reversed and Persia became
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dies 51 (2018) 3, pp. 427-454; D. V. Volkov, Russia’s Turn to Persia: Orientalism in Diplomacy and Intelligence,
Cambridge 2018; Z. Gasimov, Observing Iran from Baku: Iranian Studies in Soviet and Post-Soviet Azerbaijan,
in: Iranian Studies 55 (2022) 1, pp. 37-59; D. V. Volkov, Bringing Democracy into Iran: A Russian Project for the
Separation of Azerbaijan, in: Middle Eastern Studies 58 (2022) 6, pp. 989-1003.
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ties and Changes from the Time of Empires to the Cold War, in: Contemporary European History 30 (2021) 4, pp.
463-477.
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a destination for immigrants from the former Tsarist Empire. The occupation of the
Caucasus republics by the Red Army in the early 1920s brought a new wave of refugees
into Persia. Moscow and Tehran were at odds over the fate of these refugees, which
overshadowed the fledgling relations between the two countries. Ali Kalirad shows in
his contribution on Azerbaijani émigrés in Persia and anti-communist activities in the
1920s and 1930s how Transottoman entanglements consolidated under these new cir-
cumstances. The treaty of 1921 between Persia and Soviet Russia banned anti-Soviet po-
litical and military movements in the Iranian territory, as enshrined in the agreement of
1927 for joint exploitation. However, the two sides continued to differ over the activities
of the opponents of the Soviet regime in Persia, especially the Caucasians. The collectivi-
zation policy and mass deportations and oppressions during the late 1920s and 1930s
led to new waves of migration from the Caucasus and Central Asia, which eventually
forced the Iranian authorities to create a special commission to deal with the Soviet refu-
gees. Refugees from Azerbaijan and Armenia were distinguished by their large numbers
and long-standing political, cultural, social, and economic ties with Persia. Azerbaijani
activists did not play the same role as their Armenian counterparts in the Dashnaketsu-
tyun and Hunchak organizations in the political arena of Persia during the first years
of the twentieth century. However, figures such as Mehmed Emin Resulzade (1884—
1955) were well known for their participation in the Iranian Constitutional Revolution
(1905-1911). Azerbaijani immigrants were tied to the Iranian society, mostly through
religion, language, traditions, and even kinship with high-ranking Iranian families. Con-
sequently, their settlement in Persia did not pose a serious threat to the modern nation-
state building project under Reza Shah (1925-1941). Nonetheless, relations between
the Azerbaijani émigrés and Iranian officials and intellectuals had been fraught with
serious problems from the very beginning. The emphasis of ruling Musavat party on the
Turkish aspect of the Azerbaijani identity during the independence years of 1918-1920,
which dissatisfied Iranians, proved a formidable obstacle to cooperation between the
two sides after the establishment of the Bolshevik power in Azerbaijan. Azerbaijani lead-
ers in exile sought to exploit the situation and gain the trust of the Iranians. Their aim
was to emphasize Soviet threats to Iran’s independence and its territorial integrity and
persuade Tehran to join anti-communist activities. In recent years, various studies have
been conducted on anti-communist activities by Azerbaijani émigrés in Europe and Tur-
key, but their role in Persia, which along with Turkey has been the main destination of
Azerbaijani immigrants, have been overlooked. This study aims to provide an overview
of the situation of Azerbaijani émigrés in Persia during the 1920s and 1930s, their role
in anti-communist activities, and the Iranian government’s attitude toward them based
on available Persian, Turkish, Azerbaijani, and Russian sources.
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The change of visual representations and the consolidation of public media in our Trans-
ottoman setting can be observed in cartography® or in journalism*® and photography?’.
In her article, Mira Xenia Schwerda looks through the lens of Visual Studies onto the
aftermath of the Iranian Constitutional Revolution. With photographs of massacres by
Russian soldiers in Urmia and Tabriz 1911, she debates the usage and functions of the
new technique when the Russian army invaded the Iranian city of Tabriz and discusses
the photographic documentation of the events, the circulation of the images, and their
changing interpretations. The contribution thus builds on the Transottoman discussions
in a transimperial setting of military violence and publicity.

Serhan Afacan takes a biographic approach and thus continues the relevant debates when
he interprets Turkey’s ambassadors to Iran in early republican period. Turkey-Iran rela-
tions, in the centuries-old Transottoman setting, entered a new phase in the early 1920s
with the proclamation of the Turkish Republic in 1923 and the establishment of the
Pahlavi dynasty of Iran in 1925. The modernizing policies implemented in these two
states throughout the 1920s and 1930s showed important similarities on the surface but
carried significant differences at the core which affected the course of each state through-
out the rest of the twentieth century. The presence of two powerful and authoritarian
leaders, Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk of Turkey and Reza Shah Pahlavi of Iran. was one of the
key similarities. Although there is a growing literature on the bilateral relations during
the period, this paper aims to offer a new dimension by bringing into discussion the dif-
ferent agencies in establishing and maintaining the relations. To do that, Afacan focused
on Turkey’s ambassadors to Iran from 1923 until 1941 when Reza Shah abandoned the
throne in favour of his son about three years after Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk’s death in
1938. Although Iran’s ambassadors to Turkey were referred as much as possible, empha-
sis was put on the profiles and the activities of Turkey’s ambassador in Tehran by paying
special attention to the reasons behind their selection. In the main, this chapter argues
that Mustafa Kemal was very careful in building good relations with Iran which led him
to handpick the best suitable ambassador in every stage of the relations. The archive of
the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the National Archives of Great Britain, along
with the memoires of the ambassadors under study and the newspapers, especially the
Iranian ones, of the period constitute the main sources of this study.
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The chosen four decades within the longer history of interdependence — in both bilateral
and trans-Ottoman contexts — should be interpreted from perspectives of neighborhood,
rivalry and cooperation. This period is one of both transformation and maintenance of
older patterns of mobility and interdependence. And in the following periods — the Cold
War®® and the present® — these phenomena, which at first sight seem contradictory,
persist. All in all, the three contributions make clear the importance of an interregional
or, transcontinental — or Transottoman — approach for a multidimensional assessment of
Iran in the first half of the twentieth century.rhood, Rivalry, and Cooperation: Russian-
Persian Entanglements in a Transottoman Context since the Nineteenth Century.
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