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PAKISTAN’s relations with Iran enjoy a unique strategic significance which is too obvious to need elaboration. It is, therefore, with a degree of surprise and dismay that occasionally one comes across statements by some of our leaders which reflect a short-sighted view of both the history and the future potential of Pakistan-Iran relations. The situation calls for a few remarks to highlight the importance of the relations between the two countries.

That Iran was the first country to recognise Pakistan after its independence was not surprising considering the strong historical, cultural and religious links that existed between the peoples of the two neighbouring Muslim countries. It was with good reason that S.M. Burke in his well-known book on Pakistan’s foreign policy observed that Iran was “the mother of Pakistani culture”.

In view of the security threat posed by India, Pakistan’s friendship with Iran from the very beginning enjoyed special strategic significance which was fully appreciated in the past by our foreign policy and security establishment. There was close cooperation between the armed forces of the two countries, helped in no small measure by the fact that both of them were in the western camp during the Cold War until the Islamic revolution in Iran radically changed the strategic scenario in 1979.

The Regional Cooperation for Development (RCD), which was launched in 1964 to promote cooperation among Iran, Pakistan and Turkey, achieved limited success as the leaders and the senior officials of the three countries, while being aware of the need to strengthen economic and commercial ties in tandem with military cooperation, lacked the expertise to develop sound strategies for encouraging regional cooperation.

Iran during this period solidly stood beside Pakistan in its times of crisis specially during the 1965 Pakistan-India war. An Iranian government statement referred to the Indian attack on Pakistan in September 1966 as “aggression” and declared that the people of Iran “shall not fail to extend every possible assistance to their Pakistani brothers and sisters”. Iran supplied jet fuel and gasoline to Pakistan besides using other “national possibilities” to aid the country.

The Islamic revolution in Iran brought about a fundamental change in Iran’s internal and external policies which had a deep impact on Pakistan-Iran relations. The strategic alliance between Iran and the US was replaced by hostility between the two countries. Pakistan, on the other hand, remained in the western camp, a position which was strengthened by the close cooperation between Pakistan and the US in supporting the struggle of the Afghan people to liberate their homeland from Soviet military occupation.

The strategic divergence between Pakistan and Iran in the post-1979 era combined with the sectarian factor created irritants in Pakistan-Iran relations which remained within manageable limits in the 1980s. However, following the Soviet military withdrawal in 1989 and particularly after the fall of the Najibullah regime in 1992, Pakistan-Iran relations were severely strained primarily because of the growing sectarian tensions and the clash of their Afghanistan policies in which Iran was supporting the Northern Alliance while Pakistan was squarely on the side of the Taliban.

The clash of the Afghanistan policies of Pakistan and Iran, which caused deep mistrust between the two countries and inflicted incalculable damage on their relationship, was the consequence of the blind pursuit of short-sighted policies by both. Instead of following policies of mutual understanding and mutual accommodation in Afghanistan as befitted two brotherly countries whose long-term national interests were closely linked with each other, both Iran and Pakistan pursued mutually exclusive policies at the expense of their friendship.

Pakistan’s support to the Taliban not only damaged Pakistan-Iran relations but also isolated Pakistan at regional and international levels as besides Pakistan, the UAE and Saudi Arabia, no other government recognised the Taliban regime. In addition, this policy encouraged extremism in Pakistan and brutalised our society by promoting the Kalashnikov culture, the consequences of which we are still trying to deal with. Looked at from any angle, internal or external, this policy was untenable in the long run. However, our security and foreign policy establishment pursued this ill-conceived policy in a single-minded fashion till the events of 9/11 forced a U-turn on us.

The change in our pro-Taliban policy and the post-9/11 developments in Afghanistan provided another opportunity to Iran and Pakistan to mend their relations by learning from their past mistakes and adopting policies of mutual understanding and mutual accommodation in dealing with Afghanistan and other regional affairs. The period also saw a flurry of high-level visits between the two countries starting with former Iranian President Khatami’s visit to Pakistan in December 2002.

These visits and the declarations from both sides to strengthen Pakistan-Iran relations and make the Economic Cooperation Organisation a dynamic and effective organisation for the promotion of regional economic cooperation led one to believe that the two countries, having drawn the necessary lessons from their past experience and short-sighted policies, were finally poised to provide a fresh impetus to the development of their bilateral relations in full recognition of the fact that their destinies were closely linked with each other. Unfortunately, occasional developments belie this understanding.

The reported recent statement by President Musharraf in an interview to an Arab television channel that in the event of a US attack on Iran, because of Iran’s nuclear programme Pakistan would remain neutral (assuming that the president has been accurately quoted) is one such disturbing development. This position is indefensible from moral, legal, political and strategic points of view. From the moral and legal points of view, such an attack would be an act of naked aggression. Pakistan, in its selfish interest, cannot afford to take a neutral position on such a development as this would encourage further acts of aggression not only by the US but also by other predatory powers.

Politically, the US attack on Iran would inflame and destabilise the whole region which will inevitably cast its negative repercussions on Pakistan. There is also reason to believe that popular opinion in Pakistan itself will not allow the government to assume a neutral position. Finally, from the strategic point of view, the security and economic well-being of Pakistan and Iran are closely inter-linked. Any US attack on Iran will lead to serious negative repercussions on Pakistan’s security and economic well-being.

It would be, therefore, extremely inadvisable to proclaim neutrality if a neighbouring Muslim country, which stood by Pakistan during most of its moments of crisis, the last being the confrontation with India in 2002, is subjected to aggression, especially when the law is on the side of Iran as far as its nuclear programme is concerned. After all, what is being demanded of Iran by the West (the termination of its uranium enrichment and nuclear reprocessing activities) goes well beyond the provisions of the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty and amounts to re-writing the document.

Iran’s obligation under the NPT is no more than to make its nuclear programme fully transparent to the International Atomic Energy Agency to establish its peaceful character. If there is sincerity of purpose on all sides, it should be possible to find a negotiated and diplomatic solution of this issue through appropriate confidence-building measures. Hopefully, the package of proposals offered by the P-5 and Germany to Iran will lead to the reopening of negotiations and a peaceful settlement of the matter.

Under the circumstances and keeping in view our own enlightened long-term national interest, we should state categorically that Pakistan is firmly opposed to the use of military means to resolve the issue of Iran’s nuclear programme and that every possible effort should be made to settle the matter through negotiations in accordance with the provisions of the NPT and the IAEA safeguards agreement.

A proclamation of neutrality in the event of a US attack on Iran sends the wrong signal to all parties. It would encourage the US in its imperialist designs which may hurt us in the long run. It would cause serious disappointment in Iran, which looks up to Pakistan for moral and political support at this difficult juncture, and it would produce negative repercussions on Pakistan-Iran relations.

In a nutshell, the destinies of Pakistan and Iran are closely linked with each other because of strategic, security, political, economic and cultural factors. Neither Iran nor Pakistan can remain immune from negative developments for the security and economic well-being of the other. As the Iran-Iraq war and the recent developments should have brought home to the Iranian leadership, Iran needs Pakistan’s friendship as much as Pakistan needs Iran’s friendship.

The efforts and energies of the leaders of Pakistan and Iran should accordingly be geared towards strengthening this friendship and developing all round mutual cooperation guided by the principle of non-interference in each other’s internal affairs.

It is true that Pakistan must also maintain close ties with the US for obvious reasons. However, this friendship should not be at the expense of Pakistan’s friendship with Iran.
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