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CHAPTER 14

[RAN’S SHIITE PUBLIC DIPLOMACY TOWagy,
AFRICA AND ITS REGIONAL INFLUENCE

HASAN OKTAY'
KEISUKE WAKIZAKA®

Introduction

While the African continent had traditionally been known as “the continent
of poverty, starvation and conflicts” in world politics, its importance is
increasing in geopolitics and economy due to the existence of rich natural
resources, drastic development of economics and rapid population growth.
Especially, not only Western states but also new powers such as China,
India, Tiirkiye and Iran began to consolidate their relations with Africa and

are undertaking large-scale projects.

.Howeverf when the literature on international relations of Aftica is taken
into consideration, many of them focus on African countries’ relations with
the _Westerp States, China, Japan and Russia whereas those with Tiirkiye,
India, Brazil, and Iran are less analyzed in the academic world. Furthermor®
the lack of transparency in Iran’s political structure has resulted in a paucity
of information regarding the country’s foreign policy towards Afiica. In
g?rigrlril;lg, ;hgr_e Is a dea}rth of knowledge about Iran’s public-cultural
s T foreilscrep?'ncy between the existing literature on Afyican
seeks to address th g;lpo ey, I n light of these considerations, this article

e aforementioned deficiencies and contribute to th

! Prof. Dr., International Vision Uniy \Y

s o i i
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2 Assist. Prof. Dr., Istanbul Gelisim Univers;
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I

on both Iranian foreign policy and Afyicap

X countries’
nal relations.

scholars.
intematlo

. rticle will address two key questions: firstly, how Iran has implemented

151’c diplomacy towards Africa since 1979, and secondly, how this hag
~ufl1)u1enced the region. The current study proposes that the ideological
lfgundations of Iran’s African policies are Islamism (especially Shiism) and
i olonialism. However, 1t algo asserts that Iran is behaving in 3 manner
consistent with imperialist practices n Afr10a: Furthermore, it suggests that
ran s utilising such elemenjts actl.vely with a view to increasing its
influence On the local population. F1.na11y, 1t maintains that Iran’s policy
owards Africa throggh the use of taqiyyah (to hide Shiite belief in order to
continue activities in a Supm area, as in this case) has resulted in the
gissemination of a negative image of Iran in the region. The article employs
 critical methodology and is based on qualitative research methods due to
the unavailability of primary resources about Iranian foreign policy.
Consequently, the utilisation of secondary resources and internet news
agencies will be employed. The data will be employed in both an empirical
and 2 qualitative analysis in order to gain a deeper understanding of the
meaning behind the actions in question.

The Ideological Basis of Iran’s Foreign Policy
Towards Africa

Iran, defining itself as a Shiite-Islamist state after the Iranian Revolut_ioq in
1979, adopts a strategy of spreading Shiism all over the world and bringing
Shiite groups to power, especially in the Middle East. Moreover, it 1S
Obvious that Tehran is trying to position itself as the.spmtual center of
Shiites in the world (Hafeziniya, 2017, 28-29). The aim of ensuring the
Sense of belonging of Shiite groups in the world to a center 1S ‘rela_ted tt(;
Iran’s secret agenda because the mind of the Persian Empire mamtegns 11
Place in Iran’s state mind (Hafeziniya, 2017, 159-160). The,‘dea also Z?i)cy
affects the state’s current foreign policy orientations. Iran’s forclalgnI s%amz
8proach towards this goal, as stated before, is to SP il [ranian-

olution beyond the Iranian borders; in other words, to export, - Islamist
sty]_e Islamist regime. When it comes to Iran’s POHCY Of.exPor&riﬁdle East,
egime, the first geopolitical area that comes to Our rrpnd 18 th?ts immediate

CCause the Iranian government regards the reglgn as lorting [slamic
surToundings and is trying to create a “Shiite Crescent by;lfg intention here
Volution to the states in the area (Avc, 2022, 1 17-119): n’s Shiism-based
Sto convey that the Middle East is at the core of Tehra
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strategy. However, Iran’s ambition, _Shaped by the vision of Pergj

mlion:-ﬂism oxtends bcyond tl_le Mldd!c EasF. Consequently, Iran g
attracting attention with 118 ambmeus atp?udes in the regional leadershi

. ion in the Middle East and is positioning itself as the natura] lead p
of the region (Hafeziniya, 2017, 2407, In addiden 1o aspiting, fo r“vgion:
leadership, Iran pursucs a forelgn policy designed to achieve this goal, Thig
policy is directed at both continental ‘and' glebal levels. Nevertheless, it is
ovident that Iran’s economic capacity is insufficient to achieye these

ambitious goals.

competiti

Iran considers the Middle East and the African continent as an importang
geopolitical area for its interests. In this context, it is probable to state thy
Aftica has an important role in Iran’s imperialist ideal. Thus, Iran is trying
to spread Shiism in Africa on the one hand; it is seeking ways to bring Shia
groups to power by supporting them on the other hand (§eker, 2017 87)
Besides, Iran actively uses also anti-colonialism and anti-Americanism ir;
order to win African states’ sympathy (Seker, 2017, 90-91). The existing
regime of Iran defines itself as a protector of oppressed peoples of Islam a]|
around the world. In this context, Iran regards the African continent
exploited by the Western states as an important area for its strategy against
the Western states, Israel and Saudi Arabia and actively uses the discourses
of “the Third World” and “the oppressed-exploited” (Chehabi, 2016, 687-
709). Iran’s anti-American discourse has led to Tehran being perceive’d asa
powerful actor in the struggle against imperialism among Africans.
A T st e e ok e e f s b
states, particularly Ml;slim states, th m}% i COOperat.lon e
This is also n line with China’s discoures of & Mooy e
i isppmael fothelUah. o .ltsucoprse of a “Multipolar World O.rder ,
P Genirrs, Toam e theref(;r s1 atlor.l that has become prevelent in tl?e
opposing the United States in Aﬁ}r.attemptmg o dssume 2 le adlng role .
whose influence i Afiig L1 ica an(.i to develep cooperation with China,
universal values such as ani' lncrea§ll}g. . £1is mangs, T Sup G5

I-colonialism and Islam as instruments t0

advance its imperiali iect .
st ob . \ ; s
Western states, jectives in Affica, particularly in opposition 10

I 9 .
ran’s Cultural Diplomacy as a Soft Power in Africa:
The Promotion of Shia Culture

Iran has put efforts to effec

Power and the discourses 1o lamic revolutions in Africa by using -

of Islamic unity and brotherhood. The regional
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s Shiite Public Diplomacy Towards Africa and g Regiong]
Iran Influence

: Puts emphasis on
ic and cultural components in Sub-Saharap Afri
ethnic

: Ca in whijch the
. ians constitute a cor}51flerable part of the Population, it attacheg

ChnSrtancc to sectarian affiliations and Sufj grq

impo

fil ( €rs in Northern Africa where
iglam is @ dominant religion. For Instance,
sla

: In: Iran is able o perform its
xtivities in Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia ang Egypt, where the tribes ang

dynasties descended from Ahl-ul Bayt hav.e. been dc?minant for a long time,
by bringing the Sufi tradition clc?s<?r to S}}11te doctrines (Osman, 2018). To
ilustrate, Iran regards the Maliki Sect in Morocco, Thadi movement in
Tunisia (Moradi, 2019, 287; Jahangiri and Ismaili, 2012, 33-34) and Tijani,
Seussi and Qadiri orders in North, West and E i

20) as an instrument serving Shiite €Xpansionism.

culture in the region due to the exist
Shirazi communities in Tanzania and
Asheriyah communities in Tanzani

African states (F1glah, 2019) also h
of Sunni Muslims to Shiism.

a, Kenya, Uganda and the other E_ast
ave an important role in the conversion

Suff orders wides
increase Iranian

doctrines of Sufi
ica, was the
Auritania apq

€ religioyg ce

®portation of

pread in North Africa is evaluated as an important tool to

influence. Morocco, one of the countries where the
Sm and Ahl-ul Bayt is the most dor_ninant in Norté\»\}/;:t
Source of the spread of Sufi doctrines to “{fSt hiih i;
West Africa (Adib, 2013). Therefore, Marrakech, w

29 : ’ icies of
nter in the region, plays a critical role in Iran’s polici
evolution.

g : nt
"an ha g an effort to establish close relations also with Il}alilafgio]‘;‘;:;fis
- Tpact in North Africa. Because the theological structure ol B, s
“Milar o Shiism and the movement has sympathy to A{l ;l?e movement
Comparatively €asy for Iran to establish close relations wit :)ut its activities
(Lewicki’ 2019). In this context, Iran is attempting t0 Cgrg)iiSm. Shiism has
Om the perspectives of both Ibadi Islam an hereTunisians claim
i ®ad in Gafsa, Sfax and Gabes in TumSla\’;s\: of the building that
S}?,ta I\Zusef fesembles the city of Qom in Iran beca

‘ - & Tsmaili 36).
Ims can worship (Jahangiri&Ismaili, 2012, 36)

" Tunigiy
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he situation in West and Sub-Saharan A fyjc

a, Iran
; vard to t . ‘o . an g
With fC'L-“Yr cJose relations with the Tijani ord.er3 Wthh 1s dominapt in the
dcwl?;mﬁ*ijqni Order, a Sunni Sufi order, originated in North Africa
arca. 1he e

snce in Sencgal, the Gambia, Mauritap;
onificant presence 1M oS¢ o o N3, May);
has a str%til:fc"r Chad, Ghana, Nigeria and Sudan (Ozkése, 20.1 9). Ghang hal;
Gmnc'ai]Ot s!:p 0; of Sufi marabouts 1.n.West Africa for ceptunes and Varioy
gc:;-:‘(;lrdcfs such as Tijani and Qadiri orders were established there (Aydi
l Y

2020, 20).

A review of the demographic proﬁle of Mauritania reveals that the Majority
of the population adheres to SunnRSu.ﬁ culture.. Furthermore, the twq most
dominant orders in the state, the Tijani and Qadiri qrdefs, CSpouse doctrineg
that are similar to each other. The states of Mauqtama, senegal, Guinega.
Bissau and Ghana sought to foster_ clqser relations wx_th Iran through
discourses of Islamic unity and fraternity, in part due to the influence of yf;
culture, which was observed to be prevalent in W.est .Afrlga. Iran’s policy of
exporting revolution to Mauritania has been continuing since the beginning
of the 1980s and created an important influence on the youth in the state
through Shiite publications, journals and missionary activities. Iran started
to strive to convert local people’s belief to Shiism at the end of the 1990s,
benefitting from the Shiite Lebanese population in Senegal and Mauritania
and the sympathy towards Hezbollah among Arabs. In this policy, Iran used
the common slogan of “Resistance against Israel” for the local population.
A considerable number of clergymen who received madrasah education in
Qom with the support of the Iranian embassy and subsequently adopted
Shiism continue to engage in activities upon their return to Mauritania.

Furthermore, they are registered as members of associations within the state
(Al Mezbaah, 2014).

The Iranian government began to spread Shiism after the Islamic Revolution
to establish a cultural, economic and political influence in West Africa. Iran
has been involved in numerous economic projects in West Africa_and
Africa’s coastal areas, including Mauritania, Senegal, Gambia, Mali, Sierr
Leone, Benin, Nigeria and Ghana which suffer from extreme poverty I
spite of the existence of rich natural sources (Al Mezbaah, 2014). Due to
the aforementioned circumstances, Tehran has been able to diSSlenatf?
Shiism with relative ease in areas where 78% of Muslims adhere tO'S“:
beliefs through economic activities. Iran establishes Shiite educfmonﬁ
centers and libraries in these states. Moreover, it continues radio 3;6
ntemnet broadcasting services. Its diplomatic representative ofﬂces'orga“lsO
activities for introducing Shiite culture. Iranian charity foundation® 3ide
support the construction of schools and hospitals in the areas and pro
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destitute. This is indicative of Tehran's effort
qid to the e and Iranian national-religious ideolo
shiite culﬁl;n Senegal, @ number of institutions, i
di lomacg’:'e ntre and the Department of Persian Lap
cultural iversity (Universite Cheikh Anta Diop de
Diop I.Jm on Islam, Shiism, the Persian languag
educahOﬂore the branch of El-Mustafa University
FurtTh‘;f;‘;n (Iranian American Forum, 2018),
by Aira provides the education of Shiite do
g(liucatiOH and offers opportunities to study i
graduates (NCBI, 2019). With regard to the s
be noted that Iran supports the madrasahs
Movement of Nigeria, which was founded
Zakzaky. Furthermore, the branch of Al-M
important role in introducing Qom-
Movement).

$ to disseminate the
gy through pubjic
cluding the Iranian
guage at Cheikh Anta
Dakar, 2019), provide
€ and Iranian culture,
was established in Dakar
Besides, Howzeh al-Rasul-
ctrines along with normal
N universities in Iran to its
ituation in Nigeria, it should
established by the Islamic
by Sheikh Sayyid Ibrahim
ustafa University plays an
centred Shiite Islamic doctrine (Islamic

Iran is actively using its soft power also in South Africa.. As a consequence
of the migration of the people from Shiraz and Balgochlstan of Iran to the
cities of Zanzibar, Kilva and Bagamoyo of Tanzania, cultural interactions
with the local culture were experienced which was alsg reflected 'on.the. local
languages. In other words, Iranians who interacted with the societies in the
¢ast of Sub-Saharan Africa owing to commerce anq were integrated lnF{?
them later succeeded in forming an influence of Persian culture on Sv:ziahl }
language and the local cultures. To illustrate, more than 200 wo.rt st }c:e
Persian origin exist in the Swahili language. Neverth;less, de;p}; e the
“sence of sizable Iranian communities in the region, the impact of Pers

: : : il
Culture and Iran-rooted religious beliefs can be discerned with clarity (Daily
®Ws Tanzania, 2019).

The Influence of Yran’s Shiite Expansionism on the Region

i Shiite
e 2tempting to expand its influence through the promotion :Ifd e
ulure ang the utilisation of Islamic discourse, 1n_clud1ng ‘dul el
"Mperialism However, its policy towards Aftica is not wi : le o i
many. African stateg, Given that the majority of Muslims in

: icularly in Sub-
'151am, and that the history of Shiism in the region, particularly

: f
isi the influence O
a0 Africa, i relatively brief, it is unsurprising that
Shiism ipy A

e i ically perceived
frica is limited. In this context, Shiism lsdn((’:;yn% l_cgois%quenﬂ}’a
o l'e Gitimate and rightful interpretation of Islamic do

im state. Furthermore,
1S not Tegarded as a reliable ally or fellow Muslim sta
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and religious conﬂ.icts represent a significant chyy)
an countrics, with -thc political situation in the
is situation also contributes to the dissee Tegiop

mnstable. Thi .
¢ of Iran and has a detrimental impact on itg relatimlnatnon
0ns with

ant extent.
1

ribal, cthnic
l nge fo

pumerous A fric
remaining highly t
of a negative imag
Africatod signific

For instance, Moroceo oricntcd. to brc_z}king off its diplomatic reay f
Iran against its policy of sprcpdmg Shn_sm, emphasizing that Iran W::rls “{ith 3
against Morocco and was n)volved in religious issues (Ghanmj S ;cun

Although the diplomatic relations were reestablished between the t»\’/ 009),
in 2017, the Moroccan government continued to accuse Iran of deso States
the state’s religious structure. In 2018, tensions between the twq troylpg
once again intensified. Morocco once again severed diplomatic refa'.'tles
with Iran, asserting that Iran provided support to the Polisario Front thatnons
Hizbullah. Nasser Bourita, the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Morou

during that period, asserted that Hizbullah had sent officials to Polfocgo
Front and provided them with weapons, as well as training them in gul:fiﬁg

warfare tactics (Eljechtimi, 2018).

A similar situation is observed also in Mauritania. The Mauritanian Min

of Foreign Affairs called the ambassador of Iran in N?)I:Elt(i?:g?t tllm}lj[try
2018 to question the activities of Imam Ali Mosque in the state. Afte o
they both expressed that the meeting was held for the purpos'e of br_\]vards,
cc_msultations and there were no problems between Iranian-Maurlitate'ral
diplomatic relations (Ya Biladi, 2019). However, Ahl-ul Bayt Mos -
closed by Mauritanian authorities in the same period on the gquzwas
spreading Shiism and its imam who was alleged to have ties witgl: I‘rln -
deported from Mauritania. According to the Mauritanian governmea;ri Yhas
hmdzflcgie was used as a center for Shiite activism in the region and ’senet:
ey anian youth to Iran and Lebanon for education (North Africa Post,

Besi o :
thi:::et%rt::crt;u:tgman public and govemment consider all above as a
Many political elit?a S:tat;/Iand.a negative image of Iran is widely accepted.
ictsise s Snflysn S In aunyanlg express that Iran has made efforts 10
strengthen its contrc c1 in Mauritania to transform the state into a base 10
Agency, 2019) Aba(;‘ °fV et North Africa for a long time (Tower News
and increasing'Iran mltc o th? state is rising due to the spread of Shiism
El-Islah Party called t}‘:Wentlop in Mauritania’s domestic issucs. In 2015,
relations with Iran and te Mauntan}an government to break off diplo-mat'lc
Yemen. Besides, th o take part in anti-Iranian military joint operation If

» the party argues that Iran will use its relation with
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..1ia to infiltrate North Africa and to destroy the re

Mauritan d Ahmad Salim, a member of the parliamen

MUhammainsisti“g that Mauritania should break off a

concemS;)f its efforts to convert Mauritania to g Shiite Muslim state and

bec;l?::ize d that Iran is trying to use Mauritania as g cr

em

: 0ssing point in order
spread Shiite Islam in Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia a
to

: nd Libya, According
to him, Iran partially provides financial support for the ruling party and

artially shows its impact in Mauritanian media. In fact, about 45-50
: sand Mauritanians have already adopted Shiism due to the influence of
;ho:ll’s propaganda and Shiite expansionist policy (JCPA, 2019) and the
ilrlirease in Shiite population and Iran’s Shiite expansion

gional socia] order.
L, expressed similar
Il the ties with Iran

ist policy

Additionally, in Senegal, while Iran is intensifying its policy 'of spre.afiing
Iranian culture and Shiism, it has been alleged tl}at Iran provided military
support for separatist groups in the Casamance region in 2010. Subsequently,
Iranian diplomats in Dakar were deported, and.dlplomatlc relations between
Iran and Senegal were terminated. Desp%te the fact that Mghml;ld
Ahmadinejad met with the Senegalese president, Macky _Sall, with the
intention of resolving the crisis in 2013, Senegal reqpened its embassy fm
Tehran in 2014 (Seker, 2017, 104). Howevc?r, following the dlscove?c/ oioﬁ
shipment of sophisticated Iranian arms destined for the Casamance reg

in Nigeria, Iran's image was significantly tarnished, and it was perceived as
athreat to the state.

. . ikh
In Nigeria, as a result of Iran’s strong support, the .orggnﬁzua;c:; il:lethe
Zakzaky’s Tslamic Movement of Nigeria m'creasedblts rllnto S 1l
northern part to an important degree and.dlfectly ethte Although the
®stablishment of velayat-e Jagih system lr,ISIde Lok of violence as a
Islamic Movement of Nigeria explicitly rejects the Suus:h tactics when the
means of achieving political change, it may B ited Against Nuclear
government demonstrates a repressive attitude (Uml 1ds Shiite religious
Iran, 2023, 68-69). Indeed, the organisation fr_cquently 10 asionally resulted
and anti-American mass demonstrations, which havlf Oscgfthe organization
I violent clashes, On July 2014, more than 30 mem erent forces during 2
2ore killed in clashes with the Nigerian governm ns (United Against
demonstration and Zakzaky himself also lost three sO

; es, the Nigerian
clear Iran, 2023: 69). In light of these c1rcum§t12_111:;b0”ah 25 a threat
SOVerment began to regard the organisation, Iran an

ted
it S haVe an'es

. : verian authoriti€

' Nigerian society. Consequently, the Nigerl

d

increasingly EXpresse

“Merous members since the 1980s and haV;: 13\/(2:11:3zilmprisorled by thi
“Tilicism of Hezbollah and Iran. In 2015, Zakza tydesigﬂated the Islami

. men
'8erian Security service, and the govern
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as a terrorist organization in the same Category
. al
Boko Haram United Against Nuclear Iran, 2023, 70). In this manner, [ran’,

Shiite C\'pami(misl policy has resulted in a state of regional chaos in Nigeria
< 3 . - s e Yo o s » e - - . b
while simultancously reinforcing Iran’s 1mage as a threat within the stage

and society.

Movement of Nigeria

Conclusion

Since the Islamic Revolution in 1979, Iran has im.plcmcnth a foreign policy
towards Africa to seek its interests and.f:stabllsh‘ a lroplca].b.clt through
benefitting from [slamism, esp'ecmlly'Shntc doctrine and z-mtl-xmpcrialism
against Western states, Saudi Arabia anq Israel. In this context, Iran
supports China’s policy towards f‘the Multrpolar Wor.ld Orc.ler’ against the
United States via efforts to establish an anti-US front in Africa.

In the implementation of Iran’s public diplomacy, while Iran frequently
employs anti-colonialist discourse towards Africa, its objective is to
disseminate Shiism and Iran’s national ideology in order to enhance its
influence over the region. This is achieved through the establishment of a
multitude of madrasahs, libraries, cultural centres and the branches of El-
Mustafa University. Furthermore, Iran employs local Shiite organisations as
a means of penetration into the region. Iran utilises the tactic of taqiyyah to
establish close ties with local Sunni Sufi orders in an effort to disseminate
Shiism throughout North and West Africa.

Nevertheless, Iran’s such policy frequently resulted in social and political
instability in the region and significant challenges in Iran’s diplomatic
relations with Africa. Consequently, Iran’s reputation is undergoing a

process of deterioration, which is perceived as a significant challenge by the
majority of African countries.

Consequently, Iran’s public diplomacy towards Africa is entirely driven by
!he pursuit of national interests, with the objective of establishing a presence
n tl}c region and increasing its influence. In this context, Iran is attempting
to disseminate Shiism and Iranian national ideology through the use of anti-
Imperialist discourse, the method of taqiyyah, and other similar techniques.
Nevertheless, this policy has resulted in the dissemination of a negative

Image of Iran in the region and has not produced the desired political ¢ frects
In Africa.
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