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Religion or Realpolitk: A Compar ative Study of Iranian Foreign
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Abstract

Shi‘a Islam, as the central pillar of the Iranigrstem of governance
has been a significant factor in molding Tehraritéuales towards
states with significant Shi‘a population such asqliand Lebanon.
However, examining Iranian foreign policy purelysactarian terms
risks losing sight of the multiple inputs involvéd developing a
foreign policy towards other states. This papeksde examine and
compare Tehran's relations with a secular Shi‘a omiyj state
(Azerbaijan) and an Islamic republic in which agaminority Shi‘a
population feels under threat (Pakistan) in oradeumnderstand the
way in which Tehran’s religious identity vies withragmatic
realpolitik and associated economic considerations to shiguerhai
relations.

The reality is that Iran’s relations with thesetetaare determined
more by secular political considerations than by amtion of

religious affinity. Sectarian considerations arpaverful tool only

when there are policy convergences between statepowerful

actors within those states. This requirement doesst in the case
of Azerbaijan or Pakistan, so bilateral relation® dased on
pragmatic rather than religious considerationse&amination of the
complexity of Iran’s bilateral relations with theseighbor states
provides an insight into the policy challenges tgcilran in

reconciling its religious foundations with its regal political

realities.
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Introduction

Iran’s position as the country with the largest'&piopulation in the
world, a Gross Domestic Product that is more tralhds large again
as any of its neighbors despite over a decade ruftisas and the
only country that has successfully installed a &hislamic

government has meant that Tehran considers itsadf has for many
of its co-religionists served as an exemplar, ithbpolitical and

spiritual terms, for regional Shi‘a populations. utBreligious

affiliation alone has never been enough to guaeantese political
relations. There are many other factors that iggian the bilateral
relations that two countries enjoy. Historicakaimstances, political
alignments, systems of government and economicesite are all
factors that either individually or collectively pimges on the
manner in which states or even sectoral interegtinsthose states
choose to cooperate with each other.

Iran’s relations with its near neighbors provideatuable insight into
the way in which sectarian considerations influefaeign policy.

In the case of Iran, it borders countries with Higant Shi‘a

populations; Iraq, Pakistan and Azerbaijan. Itoasits within a

region in which other, Arab Shi‘a populations exiist significant

numbers. They represent a majority of the poputeith Bahrain, the
largest minority in Lebanon and significant minigstin Kuwait and
Saudi Arabia. For the purposes of this paperfdhas is not on the
Arab Shi‘a world but rather the emphasis is on lmad the relations
it has developed with its immediate neighbors, Aagan and
Pakistan.

Countries with common borders do not enjoy the fitsnef physical

separation. Artificial and sometimes undemarcatedders split
people so that religious, ethnic and/or tribal ldga often transcend
national loyalties. The relative strength of suokhalties and the
manner in which states deal with these issues idraleto the

bilateral relationships that develop between stat®sth Azerbaijan
and Pakistan have Shi‘a communities, or elemerteett, that Iran
has supported in the past. They also have seaetdyionships with
countries that put them on opposite sides of thede Pakistani and
Iranian interests in Afghanistan for example, hawiéen been
diametrically opposed to each other. Azerbaijas &a adversarial
relationship with Armenia, a country with whom Iranjoys good
relations. As the most influential Shi‘a stateanrhas had to
determine the degree to which its sectarian Igg@ltmpact on its
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foreign policy. By examining the development o&rlian foreign
policy approaches towards Pakistan and Azerbatias paper seeks
to understand the relative influence that pragnmmatied Shi‘ism has
had on the development of Iran’s bilateral relaiaovith two of its
close regional neighbors.

Azerbaijan

On the face of it, both states should share clelsgions based on the
commonality of their religious affiliation. Iranjsopulation is more
than 90% Shi‘a, Azerbaijan’s over 65% (Pew, 2009: 1The nature
of religious observance differs significantly beemethe two states,
however. Whereas Iran created the first Shi‘anigtastate of the
modern era as a result of the 1979 Islamic RevaiutAzerbaijan
Shi‘ism has been followed more within the privgpdere. To a large
degree historical circumstances define the way hickv religious
identity, and with it such things as methods of at®n and
observance develop.

Azerbaijan’s Shi‘ism is ultimately a product of hsstory. Originally
one of the khanates under the control of the PerSiafavids, it
underwent the same conversion to Shi‘ism that aveaer Safavid
control were required to do. The further away frtime Safavid
centre however, the poorer the ability of the emgo dictate its
terms and the more influence that other imperiadlsi had. For that
reason, Shi‘ism was always strongest in the sonthalf of modern-
day Azerbaijan where Safavid control was stronge$tlith the
advance of the Tsarist rulers and their successtgiRusso-Persian
wars of the early nineteenth century, peace treatgned in Gulistan
and Turkmanchay meant that Azerbaijan was dividesemtially
along the Aras River so that the northern half bexaAzerbaijan
proper and south of the river remained under Persiathority
(Souleimanov, 2007: 102). As a consequence, mofleenbaijan’s
Shi‘a heartland is along its border with Iran andhe south of the
capital Baku, particularly around the village ofrNaran which plays
host to the tomb of the daughter of the seventhriraad has become
a pilgrimage site.

A majority Shi‘a population though does not autacaly guarantee
a close relationship with Iran simply as a resuitao common

4™ Int. Virtual Conferenceon Iran and the World, April 2013 22

religion. It requires some regular practical gpal interaction with
Iranian institutions or senior religious figuresdnder to develop a
close religious affinity, as opposed to simply mssing a common
religious identity. Many decades of Tsarist folevby Soviet rule
meant that, while individuals could maintain somegmte of
individual observance of their faith, particulattyough pilgrimages
more so than mosque attendance (Atkin, 1986: 28@)ability to
import ideas and knowledge from the great centéiShia juristic
learning in Qum and Najaf did not exist. Aspiri@bi‘a clerics could
only study Islam in informal study circles in Azaijan or officially
in Uzbekistan, where Sunmadhabdominated. So parlous was the
situation for Shi‘a religious students under thei8bsystem that by
the middle of the 1980s it was estimated that thigree number of
official clerics in Azerbaijan was somewhere betwes and 70
(Motika, 2000: 287).

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, Musléremplar states
such as Saudi Arabia and Iran sought to reachootltetir respective
communities in the Caucasus whom they believedetoife for re-

acquaintance with their Islamic faith, and also fwolding in

accordance with the prevailing nation’s interprietatof Islam. The
Iranian Embassy’s cultural centre was very actimepromoting

Iranian versions of Shi‘ism, the Iranian governmiemmded numerous
clerics to travel to Azerbaijan to minister to tBai‘a community,

offered scholarships to Azerbaijanis to train ia lawzain Qum and

Mashhad and built Qu'ranic schools within  Azerbaijan
(Geybullayeva, 2007: 114). This period of Irangativism amongst
Azerbaijanis was however, relatively short-liveBresident Heydar
Aliyev expelled most Iranian clerics who were waigkin Azerbaijan
on coming to power in 1993, with the exception @ing working in

refugee camps whose entire operation was fundellaoy(Motika,

2009: 209). All 22 Iranian-fundethadrassasn Azerbaijan were
closed in 2001 (ICG, 2008: 8).

The advancement of Iranian-supported Shi‘ism wasisd for three
reasons; President Aliyev's predilection for nagitism above
religious identity, a deep-seated orientation arsbrgerbaijanis for
political secularism and a determination on the péthe state and
the Muslim religious ‘establishment’ to maintainntw! over the
spiritual sphere. The rather Orwellian-soundingt&Committee for
Work with Religious Organizations (SCWRO) was ekshled in

2001 to oversee religious observance in the count@fficially

approved Islam is under the authority of the CausaBoard of
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Muslims (CBM) headed by a Shi‘a cleric Hajji Alldhsur
Pashazade, who has been its head since he wasntgobdod its
Soviet-era predecessor in 1980. Such an exteneléadpin office is
indicative of his ideological view regarding thegé of Islam within
Azerbaijan society. With SCWRO having respongipilifor
registering and overseeing the activities of religi communities,
and CBM'’'s authority to educate, appoint and payricde and
organize pilgrimages there is little room for ndats approved Shi‘a
activities to survive, let alone prosper. Shi‘adgnts who do go to
Iran to study without approval from the state feample, have great
difficulty in obtaining a position on return. Marmf these students
remain in the Iraniahawzaas a consequence (ICG, 2008: 17-18).

The relative isolation of Azerbaijani Shi‘ism froman is exacerbated
by the inability of any Shi‘amarja’ to establish an office in
Azerbaijan. None have been able to obtain goventmermission
to do so (Balci, 2010: 182); a rule that appliesiadly to those
resident in Najaf as it does to those in Qum. Tdlisence of a
connection with the leading clerical thinkers o tflobal community
serves to make Azerbaijani Shi‘ism insular, anddbgign reinforces
the internal control of religious thought by makitige import of
external ideas more difficult than it needs to behat having been
said, adherence to an externarja’ is of relatively low importance
to many Azerbaijani Shi‘a as a result of their exted period of
isolation from the wider regional Shi‘a communityhese factors all
contribute to ensuring that the level of religioipcal discourse
within the community remains low.

Concern that secular Azerbaijan has regarding dranglations with
its co-religionists is best illustrated by Baku'slief that Iran is
directly funding, and actively providing ideologiddirection to the
Islamic Party of Azerbaijan (IPA). The IPA wasdaly a construct
of the Shi‘a of Nardaran, the most avowedly Shélgious area of
Azerbaijan and also one in which support for Irarséate-sponsored
Shi‘ism is the most pronounced. Created in 199d afiicially
registered the IPA was nevertheless banned in I80%llegedly
working against the state. The IPA, at least faeraijan’s political
leaders, came to represent the public face of dranBhi‘a
interference in Azerbaijani affairs. In 2011, tteirman of the IPA
Movsum Samadov was sentenced, along with six otbemty
members to lengthy jail terms on charges of attergpb overthrow
the state. In reality, the IPA was never a massement in
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Azerbaijan and the actions taken by the Azerbag@wernment were
meant as a warning to both citizens and Iran reggradvhat it

perceived to be continuing Iranian support for &hiroups. A
leaked US Embassy cable in 2010 revealed the degreghich

President Aliyev believed Iran was seeking to ifieter in Azerbaijan
through its religious connections (USEMB, 2010).

Iranian religious officials have on occasion expegstheir opinions
on domestic actions that the Azerbaijani governnierst taken that
Tehran perceives not to be in accordance with lislapnecepts.
Baku’s ban on the wearing of veils by schoolgirteught with it
condemnation from the likes of senior cleric Sayhiaisr al-Shirazi,
who called for civil disobedience to overturn ttenb Baku's hosting
of the Eurovision song contest brought criticismanfra number of
senior clerics in Iran and resulted in Iran reaallits ambassador to
Azerbaijan all on the grounds that such a contest imcompatible
with Islamic values. Criticisms such as these fhHe secular
Azerbaijani government (as evidenced by the ratlcaustic
comments in reply to Tehran’s anti-Eurovision comisg whereas
Iranian clerics see their criticism as a valid deg of Islamic values
in the face of western cultural and secular advance

The common religious links between the two coustiti@ve done
little to advance bilateral relations in other ae&conomically,
although the two countries border each other timaiin exports, gas
and oil make them potential competitors. For eXamphile Turkey

and Iran looked to pursue a mutually beneficialigyolof energy
cooperation in the late 2000s, the initiative s@@lboth for political
reasons, but also because of concerns that Iraxdtural gas was
more expensive than its competitors in Azerbaijais® 330 per
thousand cubic meters) and Russia (USD 400). knarcontrast
charged USD 550 per thousand cubic meters (Zasz20d2: 7).

Both countries do, however, cooperate economidallgreas where
there is strategic benefit to be gained from d@ag Both countries
import from each other with a small surplus in Amdjan’s favor.

Iranian gas is exported to the isolated Azerbaijarclave of
Nakhchivan, separated from Azerbaijan proper by atsh-rival

Armenia. As a consequence the exclave is reliantran for its

energy needs, and more broadly its land acceszeabAijan proper.
In return for Tehran’s cooperation on meeting Ndikhan's energy
needs, Azerbaijan exports gas to Iran’s north (USED12: 9).
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The most damning indictment on the fractious refethip between
the two Shi‘a majority states is the fact that li@stounts for less
than one per cent of Baku's international trade rikdf, 2012: 14).
This is partly due to the similarities in the twountries’ main export
commodities but also the occasionally fractiousirebf the bilateral
relationship in other areas, which has been refteéh the rather
fitful trade relationship between the two statefReliable trade
statistics are difficult to definitively determin@jthough in 2007
bilateral trade was worth a little more than USDO 2aiillion
(USEMB, 2007). Publicly at least, the two courgrisought to
increase that figure to USD 1 billion (Novosti, 2)Galthough the
degree to which this has been achieved and the raingpmmodities
that have been traded is unknown at this stage.

Security issues continue to act as a brake on drtirty bilateral

relations. The degree to which sectarian affistysubordinate to
national interest is best illustrated in the waywhich Shi‘a Iran

maintains friendly relations with Christian Armep@country that is
still technically at war with Shi‘a-majority Azerlan following the

two countries’ conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh tlided in 1994.
Azerbaijan in turn has good relations with Israeld bilateral trade
between the two countries is well over USD 1.5idmll Iran has

accused Azerbaijan of allowing Israel use of ithases to launch
attacks against Iran, while Azerbaijan has accuszd of planning

attacks against Israeli targets on its soil. Batlintries deny each
others’ charges.

Azerbaijan’s ethnic makeup provides another elenmnfriction

between the two states. Azeris make up the lagghstc minority in

Iran and, although official figures are not avalégkestimates of their
strength range between 12 and 18 million, approtéiyalouble the
entire population of Azerbaijan. The issue of @ity is a delicate
one for both countries. The Azeris’ backgrouné asurkic-speaking
people gives them a deal of affinity with theirdarneighbor to the
west, and Ankara has used this ethnic bond to dgarage
whenever possible. Azerbaijan has also used &ragrritant on

occasion in its relations with Tehran. Presideliyev has at times
championed himself as the leader of the Azeriscivbly implication

questions the legitimacy of Iranian rule over itseA minority. For
its part, Baku complains that Tehran uses its SaNaran Iranian-
owned Azeri-language station that broadcasts irteraijan (BBC,
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2010) as an influence tool to criticize the Azejdaii government
and spread pro-lranian messages.

Pakistan

Pakistan has the second largest Shi‘a populatictmeénworld after
Iran. Numbers vary, although using the same meaassithat for the
Azerbaijani population, they total somewhere betw@® and 30
million (Pew: 2009: 10). For all its demographiesgth though, the
Pakistani Shi‘a community has had a testy relalignswith the

central government and has regularly been tardgyeddical Sunni
groups.

As with Azerbaijan, Iran’s bilateral relations witRakistan veer
between a pragmatic realism in many economic ng#srwell as a
marked rivalry when its foreign policy aims arecaatds with each
other. In the case of Pakistan-lranian relationgsé points of
friction have often centered on the allegationsPakistani support
for the Sunni Pashtuns (implicitly including somegcee of support
for Taliban elements), and support or otherwise faluchi

independence movements that straddle both Pakistahilranian
territory. The memory of the 1998 sacking of thenlan consulate
in Mazar-e-Sharif and the death of nine Iranianlafiats still

remains alive.

Unlike the case with Azerbaijan, secularism hasfeatured in the
Pakistani historical discourse and it was foundeul has always
been an avowedly Islamic state. That has meantittheitizens have
defined themselves in sectarian terms and conmectitave been
established through religious education and palittonnection, with
like-minded Muslim states. In the case of the Btakii Shi‘a, the
community’s links in the modern era have oscillatetween Iraq
and lIran. Traditionally the community’s religiougallers were
schooled in Najaf and politically quiescent, if rem-opted by the
Pakistani state. The emergence of activist schofaNajaf in the
late 1960s influenced ‘Arif Husayn al-Husayni whoridg his time
studying came into contact with Ayatollah Ruholkkhomeini and,
after the mass expulsion of foreign students froag IAl-Husayni
spent four years studying in Qum (Zaman: 1998, 695)

The Iranian revolution and the rise to power af Bunni General
Zia ul-Haqq in Pakistan introduced a period of gsestarian tension
in Pakistan and served as a proxy battlegroundrémian regional
influence. Iran’s Supreme Leader Ruhollah Khomaimd Pakistan’s
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Zia ul-Haqqg did not share a close relationship. e Execution in
1979 of Pakistan’s former prime minister, the Shfalfigar Ali

Bhutto angered the Shi‘a community and the sucoéske Islamic
revolution in Iran emboldened segments of the RakisShi‘a
population while at the same time concerning itarsunajority. Ul-
Haqq's Islamization program for Pakistan came tovissved as a
Sunnification program and sectarian differences abex more
pronounced and increasingly radicalized (Nasr: 2266).

The 1980s and early 1990s represented the darkags €br
Pakistani-lranian relations. As a non-Arab Shi‘ajonity state, Iran
saw South Asia as a venue for exerting influena falfilling its
self-appointed role as regional exemplar for th&aSbommunity.
Pakistan’s weak central government, perceived Sigation
program and alliance with the West made it a Idgstarting point
for practical Iranian support to its co-religiosist At the same time,
Pakistan’s Shi‘a communal groups began to turn ten@ather than
Najaf for its religious guidance. The Imamia StutdeOrganization,
founded in 1972, accepted Ruhollah Khomeini asr timearja’
following the revolution in 1979.

The new lIranian government was quick to capital@e the
popularity of the political empowerment of the Shicommunity
symbolized by its revolution. Iranian cultural ters were
established in Pakistan and operated as centetkédatistribution of
literature and the identification of potential skrship holders.
Nearly four thousand Pakistanis received scholpsshib spend
between six months and a year in Iranian religiogsitutions with
the intention of returning to Pakistan and preaghhmeir new-found
knowledge (Abou-Zahab: 2007, 101).

Iranian support for Pakistan’'s Shi‘a community ppted a backlash
from Sunni groups, who sought and received inteamal external
backing for an increasingly assertive anti-Shianse. Such actions
were both a reflection of the age-old tension betwihe two sects of
Islam, but also of a broader regional competitimn influence
between Iran and Saudi Arabia, long the championSafafist
thought in the Muslim world. The intensity of tlwnflict was
evident in the assassination of ‘Arif al-Husaynili®88 and escalated
markedly following the killing of the founder ofétSSP, Hag Nawaz
Jhangvi in 1990. In December of that year the ignanConsul-
General in Lahore was gunned down; in 1997 an drarultural
centre was burned in Lahore, an Iranian diplomas Wdéled in
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Multan and five Iranian air force personnel in Ripiadi (Hussain:
2007, 94).

Active Iranian governmental support for the PakisteBhi‘a

community started to taper off in the late 19908Gi 2005, 28).
The reasons for this were pragmatic rather thaolddgcal. Shi‘a

militancy bred further Sunni militancy and made &akistani Shi‘a
community (and Iranian cultural institutions andrgmnment officials
in Pakistan) no more secure than they would hawen bgithout

funding. Iran also remained vulnerable to possitd&istani support
for Baluchi separatist groups in Iran, as welllzs fact that through
its support for the Northern Alliance in Afghanistaan was already
facing off against Pakistani interests as a restltislamabad’s
support for the Taliban.

Greater efforts were made to forge a more cooperaglationship
between Tehran and Islamabad. Iran still retd@mself-appointed
role as protector of the Shi‘a community, but iless activist manner
than was the case more than a decade ago. Teikas tare to
avoid accusing the Pakistani government of any dicitpin attacks

carried out against the Shi‘a community. Commentin the bomb
attack against Hazara Shi‘a near Quetta in Febrd¥3, the

spokesman for the Iranian parliament’'s Commission National

Security and Foreign Policy blamed extremists deimgwork of the

West, without reference to the Pakistani governm@hess TV:

2013). This new approach however, has not stoppadbers of the
religious establishment calling for Tehran to takenore active role
in protecting Pakistani Shi‘a. Ayatollah Sa‘fi @alegani has
previously warned that if Iranians did not do asytishould and help
the Pakistani Shi‘a, they would ‘..have to ansveeGbd’ (Vatanka:

2012).

The Shi‘a community’s relationship with Iran hasathanged since
the period following the Iranian revolution. Nohat Najaf is, albeit
slowly, returning to its earlier days of intelleatudynamism

Pakistani Shi‘a are looking more towards to Iragher than Iran for
its religious guidance. Sayyid ‘Ali al-Sistaniiigcreasingly popular
amongst South Asian Shi‘a, and the presence ohmrs@akistani

cleric Bashir Husayn al-Najafi, asnaarja‘ reinforces loyalty to the
Najafi hawza(Abbas: 2010, 46). At the same time, Iran havgmo
to be relatively popular amongst the Shi‘a commyniltustrating the

power that geographic proximity and economic anchalgraphic

weight bring to a relationship.
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Nowadays, Iran’'s more nuanced approach to Pakistanters on
economic diplomacy. On the face of it, the two rtoies appear to
be natural trade partners. Pakistan is resourceestawhile its
neighbor has abundant oil and gas reserves. d@olibwever, has
normally gotten in the way of expanding economigstin any
meaningful way. The impact of sanctions on Irarg &nited States
pressure on its regional ally Pakistan has meaatt ilateral trade
has remained at relatively low levels given the pthmentary nature
of their respective economies.

There has been a focus on energy in the recenioredebetween the
two states. Bilateral trade between the two states a relatively
small USD 500 million (Pant, 2009) in 2009 but botuntries have
talked of more than doubling that figure. Energade has been the
only commodity likely to achieve that kind of inese, and it has
been noteworthy that recent announcements havesddcon that
sector. Iran is building a USD 4 billion oil refiry near the Pakistani
port of Gwadar (Dawn, 2013) and, after more thaa tecades of
negotiations, agreement was reached on the longexvdran-
Pakistan gas pipeline that links Iran’s South RFiatd with Pakistani
consumers. The importance of this project for bwantries that see
themselves as the victims of external interferemas highlighted by
Pakistan’s President Zardari remarks in Tehran tW&t deeply
believe in boosting bilateral ties. The internatibrand regional
players have tried in vain to prevent expansiofrari-Pakistan ties
but the people have learnt how to act against tigenges of Islam.’
(Dawn, 2013)

Conclusion

Religious commonality is a poor indicator of theos#ness of
bilateral relations, and an even poorer justifiatfor determining
foreign policy. That is not to say that sectaiidentity and a feeling
of religious obligation are not factors that infhee policy. In the
case of Iran, its role as a regional exemplar fofaScommunities
and its status as a Shi‘a Islamic republic meahdéetarian affinities
inevitably play a role in its regional foreign poli  Shi‘a

communities are not all the same, however. Thstoty, position in
the social, economic and political hierarchy of toeintries in which
they reside all dictate the extent to which thegntify with their

religion and in turn the way in which they viewnraRealpolitikin

turn, often serves to temper Tehran's desire toaacprotectors of
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regional Shi‘a communities and to use the commesito further
their on foreign policy goals.

In Azerbaijan for example, decades of Soviet releutarized society
to such an extent that the majority of the popatgtiwhile they
identified as Shi‘a Muslims, were limited in th@iractices and their
access to the centers of Shi‘a learning. Excepsnmall pockets,
Iranian Shi‘ism was and remains a foreign concdpan also faces
an Azerbaijani government that is focused on maiirtg control

over religious observance, and with whom it hagaatious political

and an underdeveloped economic relationship. Thmmon

religious identity it shares with Azerbaijan hag nmssed over into
other areas of the bilateral relationship, nor hasmarkedly

influenced Tehran’s policy towards Baku except dobrief period

following the collapse of the Soviet Union.

Pakistani Shi‘a have been much more religiouslyeokent than their
Azerbaijani co-religionists and their position tela to the Sunni
majority much more tenuous. Iran’s desire for aselrelationship
with a neighboring Shi‘a community as a way of pdaw
protection to, and influence with Pakistani ShieavsTehran pursue
an activist foreign policy in supporting the comrityun The results
were mixed; Iranian interests were targeted in ftakias the Sunni-
Shi‘a conflict became part of a wider proxy fighdr finfluence
between Iran and Saudi Arabia, but Qum became métential in
a devotional sense at the expense of Najaf dutieg1980s and
1990s. More recently, Iran has taken a more prégmaw of its
relations with Pakistan. Najaf has reclaimed safnthe ground it
ceded to Qum in terms of religious attachment efRlakistani Shi‘a
community, and the energy sector has recently becarmeans by
which significant bilateral economic relations d#nthe two states
together without reference to religion. Both Azajln and Pakistan
illustrate the way in which Iranian foreign policgn be dynamic and
developed with reference to much more than simm@igious
affiliation.
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