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Chapter 7

Islamic Values in Foreign Policy

Perspectives on
‘Secular’ Turkey and ‘Islamic’ Iran

Mehmet Ozkan and Kingshuk Chatterjee

The search for values, of one sort or the other, in foreign policy is an approach
fraught with the usual consequences of ‘looking for something’, for you are
likely to find only what you are looking for. To look for Islamic values in
foreign policy could well be a case in point. Among scholars of Muslim/
Islamic politics, there are those who would subscribe to the position that any
action that is professedly inspired by considerations of the faith must ipso
facto be accepted as such, unless contrary evidence can be produced — thus
all the violent and outrageous actions of Da’ish (or the Islamic State) in the
name of Islam should be understood to be ‘Islamic’. There are yet others who
seem to think actions need not necessarily be professedly Islamic; it is quite
enough that they address considerations that are generally associated with the
faith or practice of Muslims — hence any expression of solidarity of any pre-
dominantly Muslim country for the Palestinian cause has been often read as
axiomatic on account of the fact that a majority of Palestinians happen to be
Muslims. Still others would choose to shop between these positions, without
being beholden to any one argument.

While the literature on the interface between Islamic values and interna-
tional relations is still sketchy, the question of the role played by religion in
international relations has been steadily growing over the past decade and a
half. Some have argued that religious phenomena should be investigated at all
three levels of independent, intervening (link between cause and effect) and
dependent variables (product of non-religious causes) in international poli-
tics' — that is to say, religious values may condition foreign policy behaviour
by causing, facilitating or justifying the course of action undertaken. Others
have argued that religious values can be both prescriptive and proscriptive in
their effect on foreign policymaking — they might impel a course of action
in some direction in accordance with the faith and preclude or make difficult
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certain other options.> A third approach suggests that political behaviour is
socially conditioned (for foreign policy actors are not individuals insulated
from the society they live in); thus policy is formulated and played out neces-
sarily within a larger social context in which religion frequently has a defini-
tive role.?

In the light of these approaches, how does one identify or decode the
Islamic element in a country’s foreign policy? Does a foreign policy choice
qualify automatically as Islamic if it is merely claimed to be so, since every
speech is also reflective of the deliberation behind it?* Do all foreign policy
choices of an Islamic state tend to be ipso facto Islamic, since the language of
politics is heavily laced with Islamic terms of reference? Can a predominantly
Muslim state that is not professedly Islamic in its dispensation be motivated
by Islamic values in its foreign policy choices, because the societal context
within which such policy is framed is heavily influenced by Islamic values,
even if the political system is not? Also, whether Shi‘i values are different
from Sunni values, and, if so, should both qualify as Islamic?

It is useful to understand that it is not possible to essentialize any single set
of values (except in very general terms) that can be identified as exclusively
Islamic (i.e. found in no other belief system), or even generally understood
as such across the Muslim world. The faith and practice of Islam have tended
to vary across time and space, much like any other religion or body of ideas,
and has tended to acquire distinctive characteristics that make the Muslim
world nearly as diverse as any other group of countries in the world. Thus far
from all predominantly Muslim countries following similar tropes of politi-
cal behaviour in the international arena, it is difficult to find any two Muslim
countries pursuing similar policies motivated by similar considerations of the
faith in exclusion of other factors. Geostrategic, economic and political fac-
tors, inter alia, make any exclusively Islamic consideration in foreign policy
formulation virtually impossible. And yet quite a number of predominantly
Muslim countries tend to claim their policies and actions as being motivated
by Islamic values. This could be either because such policies are actually
guided by a particular understanding of what Islam is taken to signify in a
particular situation (i.e., Islamic values are contextual and semiotic in char-
acter), or because it is expected/useful to deploy Islamic terms of reference to
legitimize any policy or action which may actually have little or no consid-
eration of Islam behind it (i.e., Islamic values are instrumental in character).

In this chapter, the authors propose to deal with these questions for a better
understanding of the role Islamic values may or may not play in international
politics. It is presented in three sections. The first section deals with a case
study of Turkey in the past four decades to explore how the foreign policy of a
professedly secular state can nevertheless be argued to be heavily conditioned
by Islamic values. The second section deals with a case study of the Islamic
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Republic of Iran for nearly the same period in order to contend how despite
its professedly Islamic orientation, Iranian foreign policy can be argued to be
motivated predominantly by realpolitik packaged in the language of political
Islam. In the last section an attempt is made to tease out the polyvalence of
Islamic values which tend to be signified by different signifiers (in this case,
policies) using a common set of signs (Islamic terms of reference) in the
arena of international relations.

TURKEY:
Policymaking in a “‘Secular’ State

Constitutionally, Turkey is a secular state. However, its population happens
to be predominantly Sunni Muslim. Since the secular reforms of Ataturk in
the 1920s, the state has had a difficult relationship with religion itself and its
repercussions in the society. Top-down secularization approach and the policies
followed afterwards have not made Turkey more secular (i.e., getting rid of reli-
gion from social and political life), but Turkey has become more modern (i.e.,
opening to the world and following the developments in the world). Turkish
society, though, consists of a large number of pious Muslims who have always
had a broader perspective. Islam is so embedded in Turkish society and culture
that even the most secular Turks continue to derive their sustenance from it.

During the Cold War, Turkish leaders followed a strictly Western orienta-
tion in foreign policy, leaving almost no space for religion. Security concerns,
the Soviet threat, economic reasons and a state policy to create a secular Turk-
ish identity based on Westernization have denied religion any space, even in
cultural terms. The implication of this for foreign policy was that Ankara saw
the Middle East as a region not to get involved in actively even though all the
Western (i.e., secular) countries had an active Middle East policy. Strangely,
talking about the Middle East and speaking Arabic were enough to be consid-
ered as following an Islamic perspective on foreign affairs.

Developments following the military coup in 1980 changed the dynam-
ics in Turkey. Coupled with the need to create a ‘moderate Islam’ urged by
the United States in the 1980s, Turkish military coup leaders (such as then
President Kenan Evren) began to refer openly to Islam. These references to
Islam were no more than paying political lip service to protect Turks from
falling prey to the leftists, which seemed a possibility late into the 1970s.
Then prime Minister Turgut Ozal (who had a conservative background with
a secular leaning) popularized the cultural heritage of Turkey with references
to the Ottoman State and liberalized the Turkish economy. Economic liber-
alization has opened Turkish society to the world and strengthened Turkey’s
periphery, which is predominantly conservative and pious Muslim in its
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orientation. Economic well-being of the periphery later on had repercussions
on the political level, and more conservative, more Islamic parties started to
rise steadily. The rise of Refah Party in Turkish politics and the premiership
of Necmettin Erbakan during 1996-1997 was a shock to the secular estab-
lishment in Turkey. Erbakan was removed in a postmodern military coup in
1997; however, Turkish society has never shied away from its desire to live
and act in accordance with its deep-seated cultural and religious values. After
a turbulent period during 1997-2002, Turkey elected the Justice and Devel-
opment Party (AK Party) of Recep Tayyip Erdogan to office in Ankara. For
many, Erdogan himself and his party are seen as a fusion of traditional (Islam,
Ottoman legacy, etc.) and Western values (democracy, human rights, etc.).
Since then, Turkey has started to create a balanced foreign policy approach
without neglecting religion as an element in foreign policy.

Since AK Party came to power in 2002, there has been a huge transfor-
mation in Turkish foreign policy. Until the early 2000s, Turkey had largely
followed a one-dimensional foreign policy based on Western orientation
despite different push factors coming from society to reach out to different
parts of the world such as the Middle East, Africa, Asia and the Balkans. In
those years, the state elite mostly acted upon the need to satisfy social pres-
sure whenever a crisis emerged, such as during the Bosnia War, but these
shifts were neither deep-rooted nor comprehensive, based rather on ad hoc
policies. Since 2002, one can talk about a period of openings to previously
neglected regions of the world in Turkish foreign policy to widen Turkey’s
options in international politics. However, these openings have occurred not
only in economic and political terms but also have strong social and religious
dimensions. This is a novel phenomenon in Turkey’s conventional/traditional
approach to foreign and security policy because Turkey is constitutionally a
secular state.

The dimension of religious diplomacy has always been underestimated
and neglected by the scholars of Turkish politics.” Perhaps many considered
it only as a natural repercussion and part of a soft power approach,® but the
time has come for a comprehensive understanding of, and locating religious
diplomacy within, the overall structure of Turkish foreign policy. Although
until recently this religious diplomacy has not been used much in foreign
policy discourse for a variety of reasons, its influence and significance for
Turkey’s foreign relations during almost the whole of the past decade are
worth considering.

While it is not possible to separate the rise, nature and involvement of
religious elements from the general tendencies of Turkey’s foreign policy, it
is possible to evaluate the economic, political and intellectual foundations of
this necessity in three basic points. First, Turkey is today looking at its region
and the world with a new and different perspective, and as a consequence
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there have been radical changes in its approach to Africa, the Middle East,
Latin America, Balkans and Asia. According to this new perspective, these
regions are not regarded as distant and troubled regions but as possible part-
ners with which relations in political and economic areas ought to be estab-
lished and developed, and where coordination of action should be undertaken
when necessary. For that reason, invoking cultural ties that can be traced back
to history and religion wherever possible has become one of the key elements
of Turkey’s foreign policy normalization.

Second, economic openings are central to Turkey’s efforts to reposition
itself in a changing global economy. The struggle to redefine a world view,
which concentrated on economics, has led the way and laid the foundations
for the definitions of a new national role and foreign policy orientation,
which have manifested themselves even more during the AK Party era. Under
Erdogan’s leadership, Turkey now has been trying to develop a new regional
and global perspective based especially on historical and cultural compo-
nents. Ankara’s proactive and dynamic openings towards different regions
of the world have been systematic and important initiatives rather than being
appendages to its relations with the West.”

Third, the political foundations of Turkey’s openings, which are parallel
to the two approaches just mentioned earlier, are to increase Ankara’s activi-
ties in all regions, international organizations and international relations, and
to increase Turkey’s activities to contribute to regional and global peace. In
that sense, Turkey wants to display an active presence in all international
and regional organizations and has determined its foreign policy inclina-
tions within this framework.® Turkey’s observer status in the African Union,
dialogue partnership in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, its
active stance in the G-20 and its non-permanent member status in the United
Nations Security Council during 2008-2010 have to be evaluated within this
framework.

Similarly, Ankara’s serious interest in the Organization of Islamic Coop-
eration (OIC) since 2003 has indicated the intention to utilize religious
diplomacy at institutional level as well. Because of this, then Turkish For-
eign Minister Abdullah Gul announced before the thirty-first meeting of the
Islamic Foreign Ministers Conference in May 2004 that Turkey attaches
special importance to its relations with the Islamic world, and aimed to get
the OIC its deserved place in international arena and transform into a more
effective and dynamic structure. With the election of Ekmeleddin Thsanoglu
as the OIC secretary-general in 2004, Turkey upgraded its role within the OIC
structure to the highest level.’

In this new foreign policy framework, the role of religion can be analysed
only as a legitimizing or supportive element in Ankara’s relations with the
world. One should emphasize that Turkey does not follow a religion-based
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foreign policy, nor can it do so for constitutional obstacles. However, as long
as Turkish society continues to be Muslim, Islam will always have a place.
Since 2002, Erdogan has incorporated religion into foreign policy in two
forms. First, the Directorate for Religious Affairs (Diyanet), a state institu-
tion established in 1924 to observe and control the Muslims by managing
mosques and shaping a discourse suitable to the state, has transformed itself
into an international actor, facilitating and contributing to Turkish foreign
policy.

Diyanet has organized religious leaders’ meetings with Africa, Latin
America, Eurasia and Balkans as part of Turkey’s opening in those regions.!”
Diyanet, for the first time, organized a Summit of Latin American Religious
Leaders in Istanbul in November 2014 with a total of seventy-one people
from forty countries in attendance. Not only had community leaders partici-
pated from key countries like Brazil, Argentina, Venezuela and Colombia,
but there had also been representatives from small countries like Belize and
Barbados among the invitees. One of the main aims of the summit was to
establish links and share experiences. Because of this, most of the topics dis-
cussed had been related to the understanding and identification of problems
that Latin American Muslims face. Diyanet’s summit cannot be understood
without contextualizing the political opening of Turkey to Latin America
in the past decade. Since the announcement of 2006 as ‘the Year of Latin
America’ in Turkey, Turkish foreign policymakers have placed a special
emphasis on Latin America. Ankara has opened new embassies, and mutual
visits have intensified."

Similarly, Diyanet organized the first Religious Leaders Meeting of Afri-
can Continent Muslim Countries and Societies in Istanbul in November 2006
in which representatives from twenty-one countries participated. The second
meeting took place in Istanbul and Ankara between 21 and 25 Novem-
ber 2011. In this meeting, Muslim religious authorities from Africa had called
on Turkey to take a greater role in Islamic education in African communities.
In a joint declaration, they urged that educational institutions similar to the
Imam-Hatip schools'? in Turkey should be used ‘as an example for schools
in Africa and backed with faculties providing higher religious education like
[Turkey’s] theology faculties’.!* These meetings have been part of Turkey’s
opening to Africa policy since 2005. Turkey has now thirty-nine embassies
in Africa (it had only twelve in 2002), and trade between Turkey and Africa
has tripled since 2002.'

Diyanet continues to play a similar role in Balkans and Eurasia by educat-
ing, financing and bringing religious leaders together. In Turkey, Diyanet is
no longer seen as a simple state institution; rather it holds now more respect
and credibility than ever historically among Turkish society.



Islamic Values in Foreign Policy 121

The second way in which Turkey incorporated religion into foreign policy
is by taking demands of Turkish society into consideration with regard to
developments in the world. One can call this an Islam-sensitive foreign
policy, but not an Islamic one per se. Whatever happens to Muslims in Pales-
tine, Myanmar, Balkans or Africa, the Turkish government has acted fast and
in most cases is leading the process. This has expanded Turkey’s and Erdo-
gan’s popularity as Muslim statesman among the broader Islamic world. If
Turkey today commands respect and admiration among the general public
in Muslim countries, it cannot be explained only by the economic success of
a Muslim country blending modernization with Islam successfully; it is also
related directly to Turkey’s Islam-sensitive approach to developments.

Despite the increasing role of Diyanet as an actor in foreign policy and
existence of Ankara’s Islamic-sensitive policies, it is difficult to argue that
Turkey follows an Islamic foreign policy. Indeed, there is no definition of
what qualifies a policy as ‘Islamic’ in the world today. The Turkish case,
based on the past two decades, suggests that rather than looking for Islamic
components in the foreign policy of any country, it is better to search for how
sensitivity towards Islam and its values get reflected in a state’s foreign pol-
icy. The Turkish case suggests that any exaggerated discourse on Islam and
Muslims as an imminent danger/threat in international politics should now
be put to an end. A predominantly Muslim country can create an ‘Islamic’
foreign policy by taking into account religious and cultural values with mod-
ern diplomatic rationality and the economic and political needs of its citizens
without jeopardizing the global order.

IRAN:
Policymaking in a ‘Religious’ State

Unlike Turkey, Iran is professedly an Islamic state. The Islamic Republic of Iran
came into being as a result of the Iranian Revolution of 1979. In the three decades
and a half that have elapsed since then, it has often been claimed that Tehran’s
foreign policy manifests a deep ideological commitment to Ithna ‘Ashari Shi‘i
Islam, the official ideology of the Islamic Republic. At a pinch, Iranian foreign
policy could be taken to indicate a fascinating convergence between Islamic and
strategic considerations.'”> While it is difficult to make the case that all policy
formulations are necessarily guided by Islamic considerations, most of them are
articulated in terms of these. In other cases, Islamic considerations are believed
to have imposed limitations on the courses of action to be pursued. Thus, Iranian
foreign policy exhibits attributes of Islamic values both in an instrumental sense
and in terms of sensibilities to be (or appearing to be) addressed.
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The impact of Tehran’s Islamic orientation is argued to have been most
readily discernible in the Levantine region of Syria, Lebanon and Palestine,
as also in its apparently implacable hostility to United States and Israel.
Iran’s Arab neighbours, in particular the Saudi kingdom and the United Arab
Emirates (UAE), have contended that Tehran aims at establishing a Shi‘i
axis of influence in the region. Since 1983, Tehran has provided the militant
Hizballah movement with financial, military, logistic and political support.'¢
After the end of the Lebanese civil war, Iran has continued to provide Hiz-
ballah with logistical support to emerge as the principal force of opposition
in Lebanon, and Hizballah’s television and propaganda network, Al-Manar,
was set up with support from Iran.!” Iran has also been involved in the Israeli-
Palestine conflict since the latter part of the 1980s. Tehran has financed and
possibly also trained the Hamas since the late 1980s, and definitely since the
mid-1990s." Since 2012, Tehran, along with Russia, has effectively salvaged
the embattled Syrian regime of Bashar al-Assad, locked into a civil war with
a myriad group of his own countrymen disgruntled with the regime. Addi-
tionally, Tehran’s role in the Shi‘i-dominated Iraqi government’s successful
struggle with the Da‘ish has given it a degree of leverage in Baghdad that is
second to none. All these are considered to be part of a steady programme
for regional domination by the Islamic Republic, which is believed to be
flourishing at the expense of the traditional Sunni orientation of almost all
countries of the region. Of late, Iran is believed to have supported the Houthi
rebels, with both money and arms, in the civil war in Yemen.

However, any observer of the political dynamics of the Middle East would
discern major continuities between the foreign policy of the Islamic Republic
and the Pahlavi regime it had overthrown. The suspicion of an agenda for
regional domination that Riyadh, Amman, Baghdad, Cairo, Manama and Abu
Dhabi harbour against the Islamic Republic today echoes similar suspicions
about the rulers of the Pahlavi dynasty (1925—-1979). In terms of its territorial
ambition, the Islamic Republic is every bit as much a status quo power as its
predecessor used to be — be it regarding the contested claims over the Caspian
Sea (with first the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and then the succes-
sor states), the frontier with Iraq along the Shatt al-Arab waterways (which
caused frictions for the whole of the twentieth century and war in the 1980s)
or the possession of the Abu Musa and Tunb islands (which Tehran holds and
UAE claims)." All through the 1930s, and then from the 1950s to the 1970s,
Iran vied for regional domination with Cairo, Ankara and (from the 1970s)
Riyadh — much as it is now suspected of doing for the past decade or so.

In fact, much of Iran’s ‘revolutionary’ adventurism in its neighbourhood
is susceptible of a geopolitical explanation. The war with Iraq (1980-1987)
saw Tehran completely isolated in the neighbourhood with Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, UAE and the United States actively supporting Iraq at various
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stages of its war effort in various ways. Tehran broke out of this diplomatic
isolation by turning to Damascus at a time when Syria’s intervention in
the Lebanese civil war had isolated Damascus from the West and its Arab
neighbours. Tehran began supporting Syria and then the Hizballah, after they
began fighting Israel in Lebanon, principally in order to open a second front
that could distract American interest and therefore concentrate less on Iraq.?
Iran’s interest in the Hamas also was presumably driven by similar concerns
of keeping the second front open after the Lebanese civil war was over; US
preoccupation with the Arab-Israeli dispute would serve to reduce the heat
on Iran. Additionally, in the light of the funding of Iraq during the Iran-Iraq
War by Arab governments in the name of Arab solidarity, Tehran’s espousal
of the Palestinian cause was meant to send a powerful message to the Arab
streets, that on the crucial question of Palestine, Tehran remained more true
to the Arab cause than all the Arab regimes. This also explains the relentless
hostility (albeit muted, except during the presidency of Ahmedinejad) that
the Islamic Republic has been showing to Israel over the past three decades.
Tehran clearly targets Israel in order to hurt the United States, by keeping
the option of opening a second front at hand. This is why military support
for Hamas and Hizballah from Iran escalated whenever Tehran came under
international (read US) pressure on any issue (as in the 1980s, between 1994
and 1996, during 2003, and 2006-2008).%!

Geopolitics can also explain Iran’s interest in creating a series of Shi‘i
centres of power in the Arab heartland by propping up various Shi‘i
forces in Iraq, Lebanon, Bahrain and Yemen.?? Indeed, Tehran appears to
believe that its best chances of success in regional politics would come
with strengthening the Shi‘i (‘Alavid, Ithna ‘Ashari or Zaidi) elements
in regional politics that have been hitherto repressed by the Sunni ruling
classes. Even if such Shi‘i opposition does not come to power, their mere
existence weakens Tehran’s neighbouring Sunni states somewhat.?® Iran
would prefer a weak neighbour to a strong neighbour, and a stable neigh-
bour to an unstable one.

In large measure, the urge to seek an ideological rationale behind the
Islamic Republic’s foreign policy stems from its own pronouncements right
from 1979. In a major departure from the Pahlavi regime, the revolution-
ary order identified early on the United States and Israel as the mustakbirun
(literally, arrogant ones, implying oppressors),* referred to as the Greater
and Lesser Evils (Shaitan-e Bozorg, Shaitan-e Kochak), respectively, using
semi-Islamic terminology, occasioning a running undercurrent of hostility
and tension. The moves towards Syria and Lebanon were justified as keen-
ness of the revolutionary regime to support the mazlum-ha or mustadhafun
(the oppressed) in their struggle against the mustakbirun with the ‘Alawite
Shi‘i rulers of Syria and the Shi‘i organization of Hizballah in Lebanon being
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natural constituencies for Tehran. Tehran’s support for the predominantly
Sunni Palestinians (and later, specifically, the Hamas movement) in Israel
was justified by saying that Zionism was an offshoot of Western imperialism;
hence it was incumbent upon the Islamic Republic to support the Palestinians
till they were free.”

One of the most distinctive features of the 1979 revolution, which is seldom
discussed any longer, was that revolutionary order was Is/amized in course of
the months after the toppling of the previous regime.?® In the chaos that fol-
lowed the abdication of the Shah and the return of Ayatollah Khomeini from
exile, protagonists of constitutional democratic order were progressively mar-
ginalized by more radical revolutionaries who captured in the name of Islam
the various institutional structures left standing. By October 1979, the initial
(and more liberal democratic) constitution was replaced by a more Islamic
constitution, deriving its rationale from Ayatollah Khomeini’s own views on
the matter. However, this process of Islamization was thoroughly contested
by other stakeholders in the revolution. The Islamic radicals used first the
bogey of the US-Israel axis and later the Iraq War as a smokescreen to elimi-
nate much of this political dissent in the months and years that followed. One
of the major instruments in this regard was the progressive Islamization of the
language of politics and legitimacy in the Islamic Republic — to the extent that
policies and measures could be proposed or opposed as long as Islamic terms
of reference were deployed.?” With the opposition to the Islamist forces elimi-
nated, driven into exile, rehabilitated in or marginalized by the revolutionary
dispensation, by the time the Iraq War came to an end and normal politics
resumed, the terms of reference in Iranian political discourse were virtually
completely Islamized, with foreign policy being no exception.

During the revolution, apprehensions abounded about the role of the
United States and Israel, allies of the previous regime, who were therefore
identified as the mustakbirun.”® The more radical elements among the revo-
lutionaries were at odds with the efforts of the provisional government led
by Mehdi Bazargan to negotiate an understanding of sorts with the United
States. The resultant seizure of the US embassy in Tehran by the radical ele-
ments, and the US response to it, pushed Tehran down a belligerent path that
has now become a rut. At least two Iranian presidents (Khatami and Rouhani)
have tried to break out of this rut, and each time their opponents decried such
efforts as a betrayal of the Islamic Revolution.?

Much of the revolutionary ranting about the United States, the United
Kingdom and Israel was formulated in terms of Western conspiracies to
retain their stranglehold on the lives of Muslims and the need to wage jihad
against these — an argument that was sold easily to Iranians brought up with
stories of Western penetration of the Iranian economy in the nineteenth cen-
tury. When Muslim-ruled Iraq invaded Iran, Ayatollah Khomeini responded
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by identifying the Ba‘athist ideology of Iraq as (a hypocrite who pretends to
adhere to Islam), and hence the war against it as a jihad-e defai (a struggle
waged in defence of Islam) or jihad fi sabil Allah (Jihad in the Path of God)
to reclaim territory belonging to the Islamic Republic.*® By 1983, as Iran suc-
cessfully drove the Iraqis out of Iranian territory, the question was whether
Iran should press home its advantage at the expense of the suffering of the
Muslims of Iraq. Those who argued for pushing on called for a jihad-e
ibteda ‘i (an initiatory or pre-emptive struggle) — a category that had no previ-
ous currency.’!

To a large extent, values discernible in the realm of the foreign policy
of the Islamic Republic are products of Islamization of the language of
politics. The Islamic character of the dispensation requires the regime to
voice solidarity with Muslims elsewhere.*> Hence when the Soviet Union
collapsed, Tehran provided crucial support for the Central Asian Republics
to find their feet on the ground. The Islamic Republic takes exception
to violence perpetrated against Muslims around the world, expressing
solidarity for Palestinians and Lebanese, Kashmiris and Rohingyas.?
Tehran also works to promote well-being in Muslim countries, for instance
by promoting polio-inoculation in Bangladesh through the state-owned
broadcasting agency, and has sent aid to Myanmar to help rehabilitate the
Rohingyas in that country.*

However, it is difficult to argue that Islamic principles in foreign policy
trump realpolitik. A good illustration is the Kashmir question. During the
Iran-Iraq War, New Delhi remained closer to Baghdad, which occasioned
Tehran to extend diplomatic support to Islamabad on the Kashmir issue in
forums like the OIC. However, from the days of Rafsanjani, as Tehran’s
relationship with Delhi improved, the Islamic Republic persistently refrained
from criticizing Delhi in international forums at a time when Kashmiri
insurgency and the Indian response were under international scrutiny.’
Tehran briefly resumed its support of Pakistan’s attempts to internationalize
the Kashmir issue after India voted against Iran at the International Atomic
Energy Agency in 2008, and has of late raised the issue, wary of India’s
increasing affinity with Iran’s Arab Gulf neighbours. Clearly, an Islamic
argument is stronger once the decision is already arrived at for non-Islamic
considerations.

It is, thus, difficult to make the case that Islamic values weigh effectively in
the making of foreign policy in the Islamic Republic, but more often Islamic
terms of references are deployed for the instrumental value they possess
within the context of an Islamized political discourse. The regime rationalizes
its measures in Islamic terms either in conforming to the expectations that the
people of a Muslim society are believed to have from an Islamic regime, as
in supporting the oppressed Muslim people of Palestine, or from the urge to
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be adequately Islamic.” It is thus moot whether a Muslim country necessarily
resorts to Islamic values, or whether it appears to do so because the political
discourse has been Islamized.

State and Islam in Foreign Policy

In looking for religious values in foreign policy, one should look at least from
two perspectives: first, whether the country itself considers, uses or resorts
to religion as an element in foreign policy; second, how others perceive the
element of religion operating in that country’s policymaking.

The two case studies of Turkey and Iran show that being a constitutionally
secular state (Turkey) or a professedly religious state (Iran) does not make
much difference for religion as a factor in foreign policy. Both cases show
that in formulating foreign policy, geopolitical considerations, realpolitik and
political/economic gains continue to have greater weightage. Religion shows
itself as an element to legitimize, support, and in some cases a discourse to
be utilized, to galvanize domestic support. By and large, both Turkey and
Iran have resorted to the language of Islam, albeit differently in differing
circumstances since the early 1980s. Depending on regional and interna-
tional conditions, the role of religion in foreign policy discourse has tended
to fluctuate. Turkey, especially since Erdogan came to power in 2002, has
added religion as yet another element in shaping its foreign relations. Public
sensitivity about being Muslim has begun to be reflected in political language
and discourse. Iran, despite being a religious state, is known for its realpolitik
approach to regional and global politics. As indicated, there is a noticeable
continuity in the foreign policy goals of Iran. National issues unite all seg-
ments of Iranians irrespective of their religious or secular orientation. For
example, the nuclear issue is known to have the elicited support of a large
section of both the secular and religious segments of Iranian society.*

It is interesting to see how the religious element is believed to influence
the foreign policies of Turkey and Iran. Many of the observers maintain, and
many people in the Muslim world expect, that the Islamic Republic of Iran
prioritizes considerations of Muslims as an important element in foreign
policy. Similarly many hold that Turkey, a secular country aspiring to join the
European Union, should not use religion at all in foreign affairs, even though
secular Turkey’s President Erdogan is considered the most powerful Muslim
leader from whom Muslims in distress may seek help. Ironically, thus, from
a comparative perspective on Iran and Turkey, many in the Muslim world see
constitutionally secular Turkey as more religious in its approach to foreign
policy towards Muslims than Iran, that is often seen as more sectarian.

There are still others who simply see in the Islamic or religious terms of
reference nothing more than a legitimizing instrument within the larger rubric
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of the prevalent political discourse. Both Turkey and Iran happen to routinely
engage in diplomatic relations with other countries, both Muslim (Shi‘i and
Sunni) and non-Muslim. When they deal with non-Muslim countries, policies
are seldom marketed as of Islamic vintage, except to the domestic audience
where such labelling is believed to have some traction. Hence both Turkey
(since the late 1990s) and Iran (since 1979) have publicly chosen to thunder
against Israel on the question of Palestine where many, but not all, happen to
be Muslims. Such assertion of solidarity does not either necessarily or readily
translate into material support for Muslim brethren. Turkey has proven wary
of actively involving itself with such causes unless they are affected directly.
Hence Ankara initially tacitly supported the (Sunni Islamist) opposition to
Assad but chose to reverse its policy when the Kurdish regions of Syria
began to pose an irredentist challenge and appears to have reconciled with
Assad remaining in power.** Similarly, Ankara stayed away from the Iraqi
quagmire even at the height of the threat posed by the Da‘ish till the prospect
emerged of Syria unravelling altogether, which raised the prospect of Kurdish
irredentism, and Ankara resorted to unilateral military action inside Iraq in
March 2018.% On conflict situations away from its neighbourhood, Turkey
has refrained from venturing out in the name of Islam. Ankara’s only such
military involvement outside its immediate neighbourhood in recent times
(viz. Afghanistan) was as a part of NATO obligations. Despite Ankara’s best
efforts there to project itself as a key Muslim interlocutor, its investments are
yet to pay off noticeably.*!

Similar considerations of realpolitik in Iran’s policy towards Iraq and
Palestine have previously been discussed. It needs to be spelt out that the
apparently sectarian character of the Islamic Republic also is a kind of opti-
cal illusion or window-dressing. In Iraq, Tehran tried to strengthen the Shi‘i
forces at the expense of the Sunnis because the latter were integral to the
Ba‘athist regime that had been hostile to the Islamic Republic. The alleged
Shi‘i connection in Syria and Yemen also appears somewhat puerile because
from the standpoint of Ithna ‘Ashari Shi‘i theology prevalent in Iran, both the
‘Alavi Shi‘i (from which comes Bashar al-Assad) and the Zaidi Shi‘i (who
make up most of Yemen’s Shi‘i population) are situated at different levels of
bid‘a (heresy). Besides, unlike Syria, Tehran’s support for the Shi‘i of Yemen
is of recent vintage. There were no noticeable intimacies between Tehran and
the Shi‘i during the days of ‘Ali Abdullah Saleh, which should not have been
the case if the idea of a Shi‘i axis was actually religious/sectarian in character.

That said, it is equally facile to deny the role played by Islam in the realm of
diplomacy in the Muslim world. Periodic scholarly conferences and increas-
ing academic exchanges on Islamic themes have gained substantial currency
over the past several decades — both Ankara and Tehran use these carpe
diem situations to engage with those parts of the world where Muslims are
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not in a majority. Tehran’s role in organizing annual musical performances
of the works of Amir Khusrau in India, or scholarships to Muslim students
from South, Central and Southeast Asia, such as those provided by the Al-
Mustafa International University of Qom or the Ministry of Islamic Culture
and Guidance, has a major value in the realm of Track-II diplomatic engage-
ment with these parts of the Muslim world. Turkey has similarly developed
such networks over the past two decades in Africa and South and Central
Asia — this explains why the schools associated with the Giilen network have
been taken over by the Turkish state after the coup attempt in July 2016,
rather than being shut down.*” Whether these networks would allow Ankara
and Tehran the same kind of mileage in the future that the United States has
with Fulbright and the UK with the British Council, or even China with its
Confucius scholarships, would depend on the total volume of money pumped
in over a period of time.

CONCLUSION

This chapter suggests that deep-seated cultural and religious elements often
produce certain strategic perspectives that inform state action, in particular
historical conjunctures, subsumed within the broader rubric of values. Such
factors derived from the intellectual and cultural tradition of Islam, varying
across time and space, influence the grand strategy of countries of the Muslim
world as profoundly as they do in other cultural spaces. They influence how
governments employ domestic and international resources of a state towards
the accomplishment of overarching national and global goals. This in turn
may result in defining what will be the priorities of foreign policy tenets
in terms of issue or region/area of focus, which becomes pivotal to foreign
policy decision making.

In terms of analysing a country’s foreign policy, this chapter argued that
the religious element in foreign policymaking can be neglected only to
weaken the analysis. Foreign policy analysis has often concentrated only on
what has come to occur, rather than the intellectual parameters within which
the policies were formulated. By bringing cultural and religious elements
into the analysis, and understanding the boundaries of thinking within which
political actors operate, one can explain developments better and project a
range of possible outcomes.

Important contributions have already been made in terms of arguing that
the global resurgence of religion challenges hegemonic concepts and thought
patterns of the study of international relations (IR). Beyond observing the
religious challenge to the secular foundations of IR as a discipline, one needs
to illuminate paths to integrate non-biased concepts of religion into analyses
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carried out within IR.** In that sense, Eva Bellin argues, ‘understanding the
role of religion in international politics requires grasping its meaning for
believers’ and ‘understanding precludes explanation’.** She recommends,
first, that ‘students of religion in IR should aim for interpretive narratives, not
for predictive sciences’,* and, second, they ‘need to focus more on develop-
ing empirically grounded middle-range theory’.*

As in the cases of Turkey and Iran, in today’s world the role of religion is
not considered by many of its practitioners as incongruous to foreign policy.
There are now increasing calls for an inclusion of religions and religious
diplomacy for peace processes, problem solving and other areas of foreign
policy.*” Turkey has already considered and followed this line and included
religious diplomacy as part and parcel of foreign policy since the early 2000s.
Today with the change towards a multidimensional approach to foreign
policy, religion has become one of Turkey’s new tools in implementing its
vision and policies. Iran, in its own way, has been doing so since the Islamic
Revolution in 1979.

Today, unlike in the past, religious diplomacy has acquired a much
more sophisticated and comprehensive form. Given the political success of
forces deploying a language of politics derived from Islam, institutions that
implement and develop religious diplomacy in Turkey and Iran have begun
to evolve. Diyanet is no longer a state body to cater to religious needs of
Turkish citizens alone; rather it is one of the flagbearers of Turkey abroad.
Similarly for Iran, the Ministry for Islamic Culture and Guidance and several
other such instruments, institutions and channels are deployed by Tehran to
exert religious influence in different parts of the world. In coming years, it
is extremely likely that the use of Islam and the political language of Islam
in diplomatic activities of both Iran and Turkey will continue to expand in
scope as both a source of inspiration for policy formulation and the language
of legitimacy.
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