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INTRODUCTION

Since the beginning of the Arab Spring uprisings in 2011, a growing body of research has highlighted 
the significance of the Islamic Republic of Iran's appeal in the Middle East. It is widely recognized 
that Iran employs a range of instruments to promote its soft power, often operating in tandem with 
its hard power strategies. In addition to formal cultural diplomacy, these instruments include media 
outlets, cultural and charitable foundations, and universities (Jenkins, 2016; Saeidi, 2004; Wastnidge, 
2015). Iran's deployment of soft power to support its hard power strategies is particularly evident in 

Received: 17 September 2020 | Revised: 15 January 2021 | Accepted: 15 February 2021

DOI: 10.1111/aspp.12586  

O R I G I N A L  A R T I C L E

Iran’s soft power in Pakistan

Shahram Akbarzadeh1  |   Zahid Shahab Ahmed1  |   
Niamatullah Ibrahimi2

1Alfred Deakin Institute, Deakin 
University, Burwood, VIC, Australia
2Department of Politics, Media and 
Philosophy, La Trobe University, 
Melbourne, VIC, Australia

Correspondence
Shahram Akbarzadeh, Alfred Deakin 
Institute, Deakin University, Burwood, 
VIC, Australia.
Email: shahram@deakin.edu.au

Abstract
States use elements of their culture to promote their influ-
ence in countries of strategic importance to them. Despite a 
growing body of literature on soft power, there is a shortage 
of literature on Iran’s influence in its neighbourhood. How 
is Iran viewed in Pakistan? This article is based on in- depth 
interviews and an online survey with informed participants 
in Pakistan. Our findings demonstrate that while many 
participants view Tehran’s policies negatively, the major-
ity see Iran in a favourable light. This article found that 
Iran’s multi- pronged strategy connects with pre- existing 
trends and pressure points in Pakistan at different levels. 
As a majority- Shi’a country, Iran has become a point of 
reference for the Shi’a community in Pakistan. Its anti- 
American rhetoric corresponds with an anti- US current in 
Pakistan, and Tehran’s invocation of Persian culture and 
poetry resonates with a nostalgic view of Persian culture 
amongst Pakistan’s educated elite.

K E Y W O R D S

Iran, Pakistan, Soft Power, Islam, Shi’a

www.wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/aspp
mailto:
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8829-9147
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2084-0253
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1350-1595
mailto:shahram@deakin.edu.au


2 |   AKBARZADEH Et Al.

Syria, where state and nonstate actors have been competing for influence. As part of its support of 
Bashar al- Assad's regime in Syria against a range of opposition and armed groups, Iran has com-
bined the power of religion with military and economic support to mobilize Afghan, Iraqi, Lebanese, 
and Pakistani Shi'a groups to fight the war in Syria. One of the most significant of these groups is 
Liwa Zainebiyoun (LZ), a brigade of Pakistani Shi'a militants recruited and trained by Iran's Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps. However, little is known about how people in target countries, such as 
Pakistan, view Iran, and Shi'a recruitment. This is pertinent to Iran's standing in Pakistan, which, 
despite having a Sunni- majority population, is home to the second largest Shi'a population after Iran. 
As we will discuss, even though Iran's popularity has dramatically declined elsewhere in the Muslim 
world, it is still viewed favorably by most Pakistani citizens. This means that despite Pakistan being 
a Sunni- majority country, the Shi'a- majority Iran retains significant appeal there, even in the face of 
increased sectarian tensions in the two countries and across the Islamic world in recent years.

This article explores attitudes among a selected cohort of Pakistani opinion makers on Iran and 
draws attention to the multipronged Iranian approach to connect with Pakistani citizens on cultural, 
ideological, and political levels. This paper draws on the concept of soft power to examine Iran's 
appeal in Pakistan. In this study, the focus is on three elements of Iran's strategy in Pakistan: Persian 
culture, political Islam (including pan- Shi'ism), and a Third Worldist ideology (Akbarzadeh & Barry, 
2016; Moshirzadeh, 2007). These represent key planks of Iran's strategy to expand its influence and 
appeal in the region. They epitomize the soft end of Iran's power projection and present focal points 
of study for this article.

The findings of the research— based on on- the- ground and online data— demonstrate the com-
plexity of how Pakistanis perceive Iran and its policies: although most participants think that Iran 
has significantly expanded its influence in Pakistan, the majority continue to have a favorable view 
of Iran. We argue that this can be explained by the multipronged nature of Iran's strategy in Pakistan 
and suggest that even those who view Iran through a sectarian lens are attracted to its anti- Western 
discourse. The combination of Iran's soft power resources as instruments of policy may lead to con-
tradictory perceptions of Iran and its policies in Pakistan. While Iran's appeal to pan- Islamic solidarity 
and anti- Western messages broadens its appeal to wide sections of Pakistani society, its instrumen-
talization of Shi'a Islam restricts its positive engagement with many of its neighbors. Tehran's role in 
recruiting Pakistani Shi'as for its proxy war in Syria has become a major, if less publicly known, driver 
of sectarian tensions. The government of Pakistan has quietly launched a security crackdown against 
suspected members of LZ, leading to the disappearance of many young Pakistan Shi'as. Participants in 
the present study showed a high level of awareness of the drivers of sectarianism, pointing to the role 
of Saudi Arabia, as well as Pakistan's own history of sectarian violence.

The next section of this article provides a detailed description of the research methodology, fol-
lowed by an overview of the literature on soft power and its application to the study of Iran's foreign 
policy. This is followed by a discussion of Iran's relationship with Pakistan and the main elements of 
Iran's strategy in Pakistan. Next, we present the main findings of our data, exploring how the cohort 
of respondents in Pakistan perceive and assess Iran and its foreign policies. The last section discusses 
and highlights the significance of this research before drawing some general conclusions.

METHODOLOGY

To examine attitudes and opinions on Iran, we conducted in- depth interviews and an online survey 
with current and former government officials and military persons, journalists, think tank profession-
als, academics, and members of Pakistan's civil society. The survey collected unidentifiable data from 



   | 3IRAN'S SOFT POWER IN PAKISTAN

a carefully selected group of participants with diverse backgrounds (see Table 1). The survey was 
administered through Qualtrics during April– June 2019 and was mainly made up of multiple- choice 
questions, with a few open- ended questions to assess participants’ perceptions on the issues under 
investigation. The participants came from across Pakistan and were selected based on their knowl-
edge and expertise on Pakistan's domestic and foreign affairs in relation to Iran. Out of the 90 people 
invited to participate in the survey, 68 started the survey and 52 completed it. The completion rate 
for this survey was 76%. Among the participants, 37 (71.15%) were Sunni, 11 were (21.15%) Shi'a, 
and 4 did not want to be identified as either Sunni or Shi'a. The majority of participants (nearly 70%) 
had worked in fields related to policy and politics for more than 6 years, and 39.62% had more than 
10 years of experience at the time the survey was conducted. To preserve the anonymity of the survey 
participants, they were assigned numbers from S1 to S52. In the second phase of the study, data col-
lection involved 30 face- to- face interviews of high- profile participants working in politics, govern-
ment, military, academia, civil society, and the media in Islamabad, Rawalpindi, and Peshawar (see 
Table 1). Among these participants, there were 23 Sunni and 7 Shi'a.

This study has some limitations. To begin with, the number of survey respondents is small and 
does not represent a randomized sample of the population of Pakistan. Consequently, it is important to 
highlight that the patterns of opinions expressed toward Iran's influence may not necessarily overlap 
with views among the ordinary population of Pakistan. Second, some aspects of this research, par-
ticularly the recruitment of Pakistani citizens by Iran, are highly sensitive in Pakistan. The study was 
carried out at a time when Pakistan's security/intelligence agencies were closely monitoring returning 
Shi'a pilgrims from Iran, Iraq, and Syria. Thus, the issues of recruitment and Iran's ideological influ-
ence in Pakistan were very contemporary and of security concern, with many Shi'as fearing collective 
stigmatization and repression by security agencies. Some Pakistani Shi'as were hesitant to talk about 
the topic due to concerns about the potential implications. There was a media blackout in Pakistan on 
the topic, making it is almost impossible to find news on the topic from publicly available sources. 
Furthermore, due to the security situation in some Shi'a- majority areas of Pakistan, especially certain 
regions of Baluchistan and the tribal areas, they are declared “do not travel” zones. Data collection 
could therefore not include participants based in those regions. Another major challenge was in the 
form of non- participation. A significant number of potential participants declined to participate in this 
study. Nearly, 90 relevant respondents were initially invited to participate in the anonymous online 
survey, but many declined, referring to the topic as ‘too sensitive’. Many (mostly Shi'a) withdrew from 

T A B L E  1  Professions of the participants

Profession

Online survey Face- to- face interviews

Number Percentage Number Percentage

Senator 0 0 1 3.33

Former three- star general 0 0 2 6.66

Former diplomat 0 0 1 3.33

Academic 20 38.46 10 33.33

Civil society member 9 17.30 4 13.33

Government official 4 7.69 1 3.33

Journalist 4 7.69 8 26.66

Junior researchers 7 13.46 0 0

Think tank professional 8 15.38 3 10
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the survey after accessing the survey site and seeing the questions. Similar limitations affected the in- 
depth interviews: only 30 agreed to be interviewed from a list of 67.

Despite these limitations, the data collected through the survey and the interviews offer powerful 
insights about views toward Iran among people in Pakistan that are highly informed about domestic 
and regional affairs and can shape public opinion more broadly. As a result, the research participants 
tend to be highly engaged in issues of bilateral concerns between the two countries either as research-
ers and journalists or as current and former policymakers.

SOFT POWER AND IRANIAN FOREIGN POLICY

Wielding soft power can be an effective foreign policy component for any state and cannot be ignored 
in international relations. Nye, who formally introduced the concept to the literature, defined it as 
“cooptive power” to get “others to want what you want” (Nye, 2008). Soft power is often contrasted 
with realist conceptions of hard power, which is a state's capacity to influence international politics 
through coercion or purchase. The basic idea is that, like hard power, soft power can change the pref-
erences and behavior of target states. It is also argued that soft power is a less costly way of exercising 
influence under conditions of globalization and interdependence that has increased the cost of hard 
power confrontation. As Gallarotti argues “In such an environment, strategies for optimizing national 
wealth and influence have shifted from force and coercion to cooperation” (2011, p. 37).

The major difference is that instead of overt force, soft power works through attraction and per-
suasion that encourage other states to emulate the behavior and preferences of those using the soft 
power. However, viewing soft power as strictly distinctive and independent from hard power can 
be problematic. As Blanchard and Lu (2012) argue, hard power resources can also be a source of 
international attraction. For example, military or economic resources deployed in peacekeeping or 
humanitarian operations can increase a country's soft power without the use of threats of coercion or 
payment. Consequently, many analysts have highlighted the significance of understanding the links 
between hard and soft power (Nossel, 2004). One way this is conceptualized is through the idea of 
“smart power,” which refers to the capacity of a state to effectively combine elements of soft and hard 
power (Wilson, 2008). In short, there is broad recognition that if deployed carefully, culture, politi-
cal institutions, and foreign policies can increase a country's power by improving its legitimacy and 
authority. In the case of the United States, as Li puts it, “the basis of US soft power was liberal dem-
ocratic politics, free market economics, and fundamental values such as human rights— in essence, 
liberalism” (Li, 2018).

Scholars have applied the concept beyond the liberal context to study the foreign policies of a range 
of states (Chatin & Gallarotti, 2016), individuals, and organizations (Nye, 2008). In its application 
to diverse contexts, the study of soft power has also been extended to examine different resources, 
including religion, and strategic narratives (Haynes, 2008; Mandaville & Hamid, 2018; Roselle et al., 
2014). China has enacted wildlife conservation policies to promote its soft power internationally 
(Gamso, 2019). In the Middle East, the location of Saudi Arabia as a center of the Arab and Muslim 
worlds with two of Islam's holiest sites has endowed it with significant clout (Gallarotti & Al- Filali, 
2012). Other states lack such historical resources but have been creative in developing new soft power 
resources. For example, the state of Qatar has invested significant resources into its soft power through 
supporting media outlets (e.g., Al Jazeera) and hosting major international sports events, such as the 
2022 FIFA World Cup Finals. However, as Brannagan and Giulianotti (2018) argue, the increased 
visibility of Qatar has also subjected it to extra scrutiny and criticism of its policies, especially over its 
treatment of migrant workers, which can undermine a state's attraction in the global setting.
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Soft power resources are diverse but traditional resources, such as religion, have found increased 
significance as instruments of power in the rivalry between Tehran and Riyadh over the leadership of 
the Islamic world (Hiro, 2018; Mabon, 2019). The rivalry between the predominantly Shi'a Iran and 
predominantly Sunni Saudi Arabia has played an important role in fomenting the sectarian divide: 
Shi'a Iran supports Shi'a brethren against Sunni Saudi Arabia and its allies in the Middle East (Mabon 
et al., 2018; Rørbæk, 2019). To some extent, sectarian perceptions of the rivalry between the two 
regional powers are also reflected in public attitudes toward the two countries. Iran tends to be better 
viewed by Shi'as and Saudi Arabia is seen more positively by Sunni communities in the Middle East 
(Poushter, 2016).

However, students of Middle Eastern politics argue against interpreting conflicts in the region in 
purely sectarian terms. Challenging the reductionist and essentialist tendencies to use sectarianism as 
a catch- all concept, Hashemi argues that scholars should take a more constructivist approach to under-
standing the roles of state weakness and authoritarianism in politicized sectarian cleavages (Hashemi, 
2016). Furthermore, Mandaville and Hamid (2018) draw attention to the complex range of actors in 
Saudi Arabia and Tehran that compete for influence and legitimacy, including religious institutions 
and networks and wealthy individuals that exercise significant autonomy from the ruling regimes (see 
also Farquhar, 2017). As we will discuss below, sectarian affiliation is one of a range of factors that 
may shape views in Pakistan toward Iran.

IRAN'S SOFT POWER RESOURCES AND ACTORS

At a fundamental level, soft power has been essential to Iran since the 1979 Islamic Revolution. 
The ideology that underpinned the revolution shaped how the clerical establishment consolidated its 
power in Iran and projected its influence externally. Tehran sees soft power as a major foreign policy 
priority to counter what it sees as jang- e narm, or soft war, by Western powers, which the regime fears 
could erode its legitimacy by generating discontent among the Iranian population (Price, 2012). In 
2012, Iran's General Staff of the Armed Forces established a Soft War Command (Qarargah- e Jang 
Narm) to counter foreign cultural and media influences (Tasnim News, 2012).

Iran's soft power strategy draws on three main elements. The first is its Persian and Islamic civiliza-
tion and cultural heritage used to boost its influence in the South and Central Asia regions. Tehran also 
seeks to emerge as a regional power in science and technology, a vision that was formulated in Sanad- 
e- cheshm andaz- e bist aalah (The Twenty- Year Vision Document), launched in 2005 (Madarshahi, 
2012). As Feizi and Talebi (2012) argue, Iran draws on a “national narrative of ‘imperial grandeur’” 
to further solidify its prestige and legitimacy, internally and externally. In this respect, Iran selectively 
deploys different types of cultural resources to target specific audiences across the world. Iranian re-
searchers have in fact drawn on the work of Nye to articulate appropriate soft power strategies for Iran. 
For example, Saidi and Moghaddam Far (2015) argue that Iran should deploy pre- Islamic cultural 
heritage, such as arts and language, to influence communities in South and Central Asia.

Since the Islamic Revolution of 1979, political Islam has also played a pivotal role in Tehran's dis-
courses and its strategy of projecting soft power. Iran promotes its model of government, represented 
by its central concept of velayat- e faqih (guardianship of the jurist), as an example to be emulated by 
other Muslim nations. It uses Shi'a religious institutions and symbols, as well as broader conceptions 
of Islam and the global Muslim community, to increase its influence across the Islamic world. As 
Saidi and Moghaddam Far (2015) have indicated, Iran manages to navigate the potential contradiction 
between sectarian and religious agenda by tailoring its message to relevant communities. They sug-
gest that Iran uses Shi'a resources to influence Shi'a communities while appealing to broader ideas of 
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political Islam to reach Muslims across the Muslim world. Similarly, a study focusing on Iran's soft 
power in Azerbaijan argues that “the Shi'a heritage of Azerbaijan represents the main source of Iranian 
soft power” (Valiyev, 2017, p. 1). That has contributed to the growing relevance of sectarian identity. 
“Iranian intervention in Azerbaijan has effectively initiated the building of more specific Shia identity 
among a small but growing number of Shia groups” (Jödicke, 2017, p. 533).

A key occasion for Iran to display its pan- Islamic identity is International Quds Day, which was 
announced by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini in 1979 as a day of global Muslim solidarity with the 
Palestinian people. Held on the last Friday of the fasting month of Ramadan each year, the day is 
marked by events and protests in Iran and other Muslim- majority countries (Ardalan, 2013). Occasions 
such as this are central to what Saidi and Moghaddam Far (2015) have described as Iran's foreign pol-
icy of supporting the “oppressed” and “dispossessed.” In 2011, when the Arab Spring protests spread 
across the Middle East, Iran's Supreme Leader Khamenei lauded the uprisings against the region's au-
tocrats as an “Islamic Awakening” and compared them to Iran's 1979 Islamic Revolution (Lutz, 2011).

Iran's third major soft power resource, reflected in its foreign policy, is a rhetoric of “neither East 
nor West,” which it has used since 1979 to present itself as a champion of the Third World against 
the hegemonic influences of the United States and the Soviet Union. Since the end of the Cold War, 
Tehran has directed its rhetoric of resistance toward the influence of the United States and its regional 
allies, particularly Saudi Arabia and Israel. Iranian strategic analysts understand Iran's language of 
resistance against Western hegemony and support for the “oppressed” globally as a broader soft power 
strategy to boost its image across the world (Jafari & Qorbi, 2018; Saidi & Moghaddam Far, 2015).

Iran relies on a range of tools to disseminate its influence. A central actor in Iran's soft power 
projection is the Islamic Culture and Relations Organization (ICRO). As Wastnidge argues, to some 
extent the ICRO can “be seen as a similar enterprise to the British Council, or Confucius and Goethe 
Institutes” (Wastnidge, 2015, p. 370). Established in 1995, the organization is part of the Ministry of 
Culture and Islamic Guidance (ICRO, 2009), but it works under the leadership of the Office of the 
Supreme Leader, who also appoints the members of its Supreme Council (ICRO, n.d.). ICRO appoints 
senior cultural representatives in countries throughout Europe, Asia, and Africa, to work with Iranian 
embassies and consulates or lead cultural centers and liaison offices. In Pakistan, there are seven 
cultural centers or cultural liaison offices, in the cities of Islamabad, Rawalpindi, Lahore, Karachi, 
Hyderabad, Peshawar, and Quetta. In addition, Iran has also invested significantly in expanding its 
formal higher education sector and religious institutions, attracting tens of thousands of students from 
countries around the world. Although the details of scholarships provided to foreign students are not 
available, some figures from leading universities in Iran indicate the scale of scholarships provided to 
international students. For example, in 2018, Al- Mustafa International University in Qom alone had 
up to 50,000 students from 110 different nationalities (ISNA, 2018).

Furthermore, Tehran has launched ten satellite television channels targeting audiences outside 
Iran. The satellite channels, which include Sahar, Al- Kawthar, Al- Alam, Qods TV, and Press TV, 
produce and broadcast content in several languages, including English, Farsi, Arabic, Turkish, and 
Urdu (Hulpachova, 2013). Iran also runs a number of semiofficial news agencies, including Tasnim 
News and Fars News Agency, which produce content in major languages of the Middle East and South 
Asia regions (Torfeh, 2017). By focusing on Iran's cultural diplomacy in Syria, von Maltzahn (2009) 
argues that Tehran understands the importance of soft power and is successful in its efforts through 
the establishment of forums for dialogue between Iranians and Arabs. Von Maltzahn further claims 
that the effectiveness of Iran's cultural diplomacy is achieved through its close bilateral cooperation 
with Damascus which paves the way for Iran's educational exchange and the establishment of Persian 
departments at Syrian universities. In her detailed book focusing on cultural cooperation between Iran 
and Syria, von Maltzahn (2013) argues that Syria has been the focus of concerted Iranian attention to 
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enhance its cultural and political appeal since the Iranian Revolution. This effort promotes an Iranian 
narrative on the geopolitics of the region. As Wastnidge (2020) has noted, this is most evident in 
relation to Iran's campaign against the Islamic State which Iran describes as its own “war on terror.”

IRAN– PAKISTAN RELATIONS: AN OVERVIEW

As neighbors, Iran and Pakistan share strong cultural bonds and important economic and security inter-
ests. As a result, Tehran employs its Persian cultural heritage, Islam, and rhetoric of resistance against 
the West to appeal to different communities in Pakistan. Iran can capitalize on centuries of common 
cultural and linguistic heritage to increase its influence in Pakistan. Today's Iran and much of the Indian 
subcontinent were historically part of a broader cultural and economic zone in which Persian (Farsi) 
was the language of administration, arts, and literature. During the Mughal era (1526– 1857), Farsi was 
the lingua franca of the Indian subcontinent. Persian arts and literature continue to be appreciated in 
Pakistan, and several major public universities in Pakistan offer undergraduate and graduate courses in 
Persian. During his visit to Iran in April 2019, Pakistan's Prime Minister, Imran Khan, stated that “had 
the British not come into India in the 1800s, you would not need an interpreter, because we all used to 
speak Farsi. The court language, for 600 years, in India, was Farsi’ (SAMAA TV, 2019).

Iran also relies on political Islam, both pan- Islamism and pan- Shiism, to appeal to Pakistan's Sunni 
and Shi'a communities. With 15%– 20% of Pakistan's population estimated to be Shi'a, the country is 
home to the second largest Shi'a population after Iran (Ahmed & Akbarzadeh, 2018; Azam & Iqbal, 
2017). As discussed above, Iran appeals to Islamic solidarity more generally, while using imagery and 
points of reference that heavily draw from the Shi'a history and tradition.

Iran has a long history of friendly relations with Pakistan since the latter was formed in 1947 (Ahmed 
& Akbarzadeh, 2018). However, since the 1978 coup, led by General Zia- ul- Haq, in Pakistan and Iran's 
Islamic Revolution in 1979, competing forms of Islamization in the two countries and Pakistan's close 
alliance with Saudi Arabia have significantly changed the domestic politics and foreign policies of both 
states. In Pakistan, the push toward Islamization intensified sectarian conflicts, leading to unprecedented 
sectarian violence between Sunni and Shi'a militant groups. The chief protagonists of the violence, 
 including the Sunni militant group Sipah- e Sahaba Pakistan, and its Shi'a rival, Sipah- e Muhammad, 
have received material or political and ideological support from Saudi Arabia and Iran, respectively 
(Nasr, 2000; Zaman, 1998), though in recent years, the tit- for- tat violence has turned into a more one- 
sided affair, with Sunni sectarian groups primarily targeting Shi'a communities (Human Rights Watch, 
2014). Sectarian conflicts within Pakistan have been reinforced by the geopolitical rivalry between 
Tehran and Riyadh elsewhere in the Middle East and South Asia regions. During the 1990s, Pakistan 
and Saudi Arabia backed the Taliban in Afghanistan, whereas Iran joined India and Russia to support a 
coalition of the former mujahedin organizations that fought against the Taliban. This context facilitated 
the rapid expansion of transnational links. In Fuchs (2019) assessment, despite expanding transnational 
links with theological institutions in Iran, Pakistani Shi'a groups have managed to maintain indigenous 
strategies and focus on conflict resolution with the majority Sunnis of Pakistan.

In the conflict in Syria, Iran has actively supported Bashar Al- Asad, whereas Pakistan's govern-
ment has treated the conflict as a marginal issue in its foreign policy (Shams, 2014). Despite Pakistan's 
official position, hundreds of Pakistani Sunni militant groups have traveled to Syria to join the Islamic 
State (CBS, 2018; Mamoun, 2016). Some former factions of Tehrik- e Taliban Pakistan and other 
groups with a long history of anti- Shi'a violence pledged allegiance to the Islamic State, provid-
ing much of the initial leadership and fighters for its regional affiliate, the Islamic State Khorasan 
Province (IS- K) (Ibrahimi & Akbarzadeh, 2020).1
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Facilitated by the IRGC, a significant number of Pakistani Shi'a began to take a more active role in 
the Syrian conflict. A key impetus for the recruitment of Pakistani Shi'a was the 2013 attack by Sunni 
militant groups on the shrine to Sayyida Zeinab (Prophet Mohammad's granddaughter) in Damascus 
(Karouny, 2013). The initial group that formed the nucleus of LZ was recruited from among Pakistani 
Shi'a who was living in Iran (Tasnim News, 2019a; see also Alfoneh, 2017). Subsequently, Pakistani 
Shi'a who was being deported from the United Arab Emirates around the same time were recruited 
(Jafaria News, 2013; Muasseseh Bain al- Melali Shahdi Rahimi, 2017). Official and semiofficial 
outlets in Iran have highlighted the voluntary nature of LZ (Tasnim News, 2019b). However, other 
media reports provide details of the role of IRGC in recruiting, training, and funding the group (e.g., 
Dehghanpisheh, 2015; Gandhara, 2015).

MAJOR FINDINGS

To assess how Tehran's influence is perceived in Pakistan, we asked participants their views on how Iran 
uses Islam, Persian culture, and a foreign policy of resistance against Western hegemony to promote its 
influence. The responses provide important insights into how Iran and its policies are seen in Pakistan. 
First, participants held mixed views on Iran's soft power influence and recruitment in Pakistan. Second, 
many participants viewed Iran through the prism of Shi'a Islam, a prism that also shaped how they view 
Shi'a communities in Pakistan. Third, most participants demonstrated an awareness of the geopolitical 
drivers of sectarianism, pointing to competition between Iran and Saudi Arabia and Pakistan's complex 
relationship with militant and proxy groups. Finally, the recruitment of Shi'a fighters by Iran's IRGC for 
the war in Syria emerged as an important factor in how many Pakistanis view Iran.

Mixed views on Iranian soft power projection

There was a general perception among the research participants that Tehran's influence in Pakistan has 
steadily increased over time (see Table 2). The majority of respondents, both Shi'a and Sunni, either 

T A B L E  2  Perceptions of Iranian soft power influences in Pakistan

Questions
Strongly 
agree

Somewhat 
agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly 
disagree

Iran has increased its influence in 
Pakistan since the 1980s

19 (37.25) 21 (41.18) 3 (5.88) 6 (11.76) 2 (3.92)

Iran uses language and common 
culture to increase its influence in 
Pakistan

9 (17.31) 27 (51.92) 4 (7.69) 8 (15.38) 4 (7.69)

Iran uses Shi'a Islam to increase its 
influence in Pakistan

28 (54.90) 13 (25.49) 5 (9.80) 5 (9.80) 0

Iran uses anti- Western ideologies to 
increase its influence in Pakistan

13 (25.49) 20 (39.22) 3 (5.88) 10 (19.61) 5 (9.80)

Iran uses different instruments (i.e., 
religion, language, and anti- 
Western rhetoric) to increase its 
influence in Pakistan

18 (35.29) 26 (50.98) 3 (5.88) 2 (3.92) 2 (3.92)
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strongly agreed (37.25%) or somewhat agreed (41.18%) with the statement that Iran has increased its 
influence in Pakistan since the 1980s.

To identify the sources of Iranian soft power in Pakistan, the respondents were asked whether they 
thought Iran used the shared linguistic heritage and culture, Shi'a Islam, and anti- Western messages 
to gain influence. In addition, we also asked whether the survey participants agreed that Iran used dif-
ferent elements of its soft power to target different groups and communities in Pakistan. A relatively 
smaller number of respondents saw common language and culture as a major element of Iran's soft 
power, with 17.31% and 51.92% expressing either strong or some agreement that this was a source of 
soft power. There was a significant variation among the Shi'a and Sunni participants, with a higher 
proportion of Shi'a participants (81%) believing Iran's influence had increased, compared with the 
Sunni participants (64%; Table 2).

As might be expected, a higher number of respondents saw religion as a major source of Iranian 
soft power (Table 2). More than half of all respondents (54.90%) indicated that they strongly agreed 
and another 25.49% somewhat agreed with the statement that Iran uses Shi'a Islam to increase its 
influence in Pakistan. Similarly interview most of the interview participants blamed Iran's postres-
olution ideological influence in Pakistan as a major factor behind the fractured bilateral relations. 
A university- based researcher said, “the [Iran– Pakistan] relationship turned bad after the Khomeini 
revolution. When Iran tried to expand revolution [into] Pakistan,” it was not acceptable to the state 
and religious parties in Pakistan.”2 There were, however, a mixed views recorded as some participants 
equally Saudi Arabia for the rise of sectarianism in Pakistan. An academic claimed that sectarian di-
visions were not that prominent in Pakistan until the Islamic Revolution in Iran and “the actual clash 
was between Saudi [Arabia] and Iran but Pakistan [has] remained [a] victim of Shia– Sunni proxies.”3

Anti- Western discourse as an element of Iran's appeal was not viewed as having the same degree of 
significance as religion. Nonetheless, 25.49% strongly agreed and another 39.22% somewhat agreed 
with the statement that Iran uses anti- Western ideologies to enhance its standing in Pakistan (Table 2). 
As we will discuss below, Pakistan has a reservoir of anti- Western sentiment, which facilitates cross- 
sectarian expressions of solidarity between Shi'a and Sunni groups.

In another question, we asked whether respondents agreed that Iran instrumentalizes different 
resources to target different groups in Pakistan. The response was overwhelmingly positive, with 
35.29% expressing strong agreement with the statement and another 50.98% indicating some agree-
ment with the statement “Iran uses different instruments of soft power to extend its influence among 
different groups in Pakistan” (Table 2).

It is significant to note that despite a general view that Iran was expanding its influence in Pakistan, 
most respondents did not see the Iranian influence negatively. Twenty- four percent of respondents 
were neutral on Iran's influence in Pakistan, while a small group indicated that Iran's overall influ-
ence was extremely good (6%). The largest group (46%) saw Iran's influence as somewhat good (see 
Table 3). Similarly, the majority of interview participants shared negative views on Iran's influence in 
Pakistan. A prominent Pakistani academic argued:

T A B L E  3  How would you describe Iran's overall influence in Pakistan?

Participants Extremely good Somewhat good
Neither good 
nor bad Somewhat bad Extremely bad

Sunni 2 (5.71) 15 (42.86) 9 (25.71) 9 (25.71) 0

Shi'a 1 (9.09) 7 (63.63) 2 (18.18) 0 1 (9.09)

Other 0 1 (25) 1 (25) 1 (25) 1 (25)

Total 3 (6) 23 (46) 12 (24) 10 (20) 2 (4)
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As you know that there is a particular percentage of Shi'a population in Pakistan and 
they are affiliated with Iran … Whenever there are hard times on the Shi'a population in 
Pakistan, we see the negative role of Iran as well.4

As we will discuss below, the overall positive view of Iran in Pakistan seems to confirm previous 
Pew Research Centre's surveys (Pew Research Centre, 2012) with larger numbers of participants.

Sectarianism in Pakistan

As religion is a major element of Iran's soft power, we also asked the participants whether they be-
lieved that this influence affected sectarian sensitivities in Pakistan. In this respect, a critical question 
is whether Iran provides funding specifically to Shi'a groups. A little over half of the respondents 
either strongly (23.53%) or somewhat agreed (33.33%) that Shi'a groups in Pakistan receive funding 
from Iranian government sources (Table 4). Significantly, 35.29% of the respondents neither agreed 
nor disagreed with the statement, demonstrating a high degree of uncertainty. It is important to point 
out that these perceptions were not necessarily based on objective facts. Nonetheless, the fact that 
more than half of the respondents believed Shi'a groups receive funding from a foreign country dem-
onstrates the significance of sectarian divisions in shaping intersectarian relations in Pakistan as well 
as bilateral relations between the two countries.

Despite these perceptions, Shi'a transnational networks, including networks of financial transac-
tions, do not always correspond with the policy or patronage of Iran. Thus, in another question, we 
asked respondents whether they believed Shi'a groups receive funding from Iranian sources that are 
not linked to the government. In response, a relatively smaller proportion of respondents indicated 
strong agreement (5.88%) and some agreement (45.10%) with the statement that non- governmental 
Iranian sources provide funding to Shi'a groups in Pakistan. This is important to note because there 
are Iranian and non- Iranian Shi'a religious networks and charitable organizations that might work in 
Pakistan but may not follow Iran's objectives. Noting this distinction, one interviewee pointed to the 
role of Shi'a charity organizations that originate from Kuwait. Pointing to the role of Kuwaiti Shi'a 
charity organizations, he noted that “it cannot be ruled out that Iran and such Shi'a organizations are on 
the same page, but at the same time, they are different, as they are coming from different countries.”5

In another survey question, respondents were asked whether they believed Iran's support of Shi'a 
groups had any impact on sectarian violence in Pakistan. The majority of the respondents expressed 
either strong (25%) or limited (25%) agreement with the statement that Iranian support of certain 
Shi'a groups influenced sectarian violence in Pakistan. These sentiments were echoed in our research 

T A B L E  4  Iranian policy toward the Shi'as of Pakistan

Questions
Strongly 
agree

Somewhat 
agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly 
disagree

Shi'a groups in Pakistan receive funding though 
Iranian government sources

12 (23.53) 17 (33.33) 18 (35.29) 2 (3.92) 2 (3.92)

Shi'a groups in Pakistan receive funding from 
Iranian sources not linked to the government to 
promote Iran's regional agenda

3 (5.88) 23 (45.10) 15 (29.41) 7 (13.73) 3 (5.88)

The sectarian violence in Pakistan is linked to 
Iranian support of certain Shi'a militant groups

13 (25.00) 13 (25.00) 11 (21.15) 10 (19.23) 5 (9.61)
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interviews. One participant stated that “not all Shia in Pakistan were used as a proxy but there are 
few elements that have been used by Iran.”6 Some of our interviewees stated that Iran's influence was 
highest in Shi'a- majority areas. For example, Aziz ur Rehman contended that “generally, Parachinar, 
Torkham, and Gilgit- Baltistan are highlighted for recruitment.”7 A senior Pakistani journalist in 
Islamabad also highlighted Iranian influence in Shi'a areas but argued that local conditions predisposed 
these communities to Iran's influence. Concerning the Shi'a community of Parachinar, he claimed that 
“they have experienced militancy, strived for their survival and developed a military frame of mind.”8

The in- person interviews and open- ended survey questions allowed the participants to share their 
views on Iran's multifaceted influence in Pakistan, which is not limited to merely the Shi'a factor. 
Some viewed relations between Sunni and Shi'a communities in Pakistan and the bilateral relations 
between Pakistan and Iran in highly sectarian terms. A number of respondents asserted that Pakistani 
Shi'as have what they described as a “soft corner” for Iran. One participant (S52) contended that any 
action “of Shia muslim [sic] around the globe is supported by Iran” and asserted that Sunni commu-
nities are supported by Saudi Arabia and Shi'a Muslims are supported by Iran. Another participant 
asserted that “Shias in Pakistan by and large consider Iran as their religious Rehbar [leader] and hold 
Iranian govt [sic] in high esteem” (S50). However, a number of other participants actively sought to 
deemphasize the sectarian factor by highlighting strong bonds between Shi'a and Sunni communities 
in Pakistan. For example, one Sunni participant stated that “Shi'as are living peacefully in Pakistan, 
they are as much assimilated in the social fabric of Pakistan, as they should be” (S49). He added that 
the “problem appears more political than social” (S49). Another participant highlighted important 
doctrinal differences among Shi'a, which means that the Shi'a of Pakistan is not necessarily on board 
with all the policies of Iran. He asserted that “Pakistani Shi'as never were too keen or loyal to Iran, 
especially from a religious perspective … since more [than] 90% of Pakistani Shia population fol-
lows Iraq/Najaf, Khoi/Sistani version of Shia Islam to this day” (S30). This is an important point be-
cause Iraq's Grand Ayatollah Abu Qasim Khoei and his successor since 1992, Ayatollah Ali Hosseini 
Sistani, who have extensive followers across the Shi'a world, did not support the model of Islamic 
government that was established in Iran (Abbas, 2010, p. 34; Al- Qarawee, 2019). Summing up Iran's 
ideological and economic influence in Pakistan, the head of a local think tank argued that the influ-
ence varies within the country:

There is a significant influence of Iran in Balochistan primarily because of trade. The 
[province’s] dependence on Iran. This influence is not of that nature which was there 
before the Islamic Revolution in Iran. It has declined over years and is limited to several 
communities … Iran’s influence is more in Gilgit- Baltistan and in tribal areas where 
Shi’a population is in majority.9

Saudi– Iranian rivalry

The political, strategic, and ideological rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia was another important 
factor in the views of respondents to this survey. An overwhelming majority of respondents either 
indicated strong agreement (43.14%) or some agreement (37.25%) with the proposition that Iran's 
support of Shi'a groups in Pakistan is aimed to counter Saudi influence in the country (see Table 5). 
It is important to note that a significant proportion of Shi'a participants (72.73%) also agreed with the 
statement that Iran supports Shi'a groups in Pakistan to counter the influence of Saudi Arabia.

Many research participants also commented on the geostrategic drivers of sectarianism. One in-
terviewee asserted that “there was no concept of Shi'a and Sunni Muslims until the Iranian revolution 
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in 1979. The actual clash was between Saudi and Iran but Pakistan remained victim of Shi'a– Sunni 
proxies.”10 Thus, a central thread in the responses to the open- ended questions concerned the strate-
gic and political factors that shape Iran's Pakistan policy. Many respondents saw a clear link between 
Iran's policies in Pakistan and its rivalry with Saudi Arabia, viewing Iranian policies in Pakistan 
as parts of its broader geostrategic ambitions. One participant stated that the rivalry was “making 
Pakistan a sectarian battlefield”, in which Saudi Arabia exercises “much more influence in Pakistan 
compare [sic] with Iran” (S36). A retired Pakistan army officer, now an academic, believed that “the 
Saudi- Iran rivalry has put Pakistan in a difficult position.”11 To answer how, he mainly focused on 
Iranian interests: “It is quite well known that Iran wants to dominate the Middle East and in this re-
gards, they are building and supporting proxies. It has been reported that Shi'a youth from Pakistan 
have been going to Syria to fight.” In response to a question about the role of Iran's cultural centers 
in Pakistan, another participant contended that Iran's influence was not as great as Saudi Arabia's, 
arguing that “I am trying to find [Iranian cultural center] in Pakistan, but could not find exact loca-
tion. In comparison with Saudi Arabia, Iranian influence hardly exists” (S49). Some saw Pakistani 
Shi'a’s support for Iran's policies as a bottom- up response to the growing influence of Salafi Islam 
in Pakistan. One participant contended that “given the rising Salafi/Deobandi influence in Pakistan, 
due to external support from the GCC, the Pakistani Shia looks toward Iran itself from hostility from 
the extremist Sunni” (S11).

Some participants made a distinction between the policies of Iran and broader, shared Iranian cul-
tural influences. For example, viewing Iran's influence through a cultural lens, one respondent stated 
that

Iranian/Persian influence has been a positive one for Pakistan, as compared to the 
Arabized version. Persian arts, language, and poetry have a deep influence in Pakistan 
and it also shows the open- mindedness of the majority- Sunni population who embraced 
it openly. (S30)

Another participant made an important distinction between the targets of Iranian and Saudi influences 
by arguing that “Iranian influence is at very low level and it is religious in nature … while Saudi influence 
is more at an elite level and more dangerous in nature … and sectarian in nature” (S23). Others pointed 
to Pakistan's role in supporting militant groups to counter Iranian influence. For example, one participant 
stated that Pakistan has supported Sunni militant groups such as Lashkar- e- Jhangvi and Jundallah Group 
in Balochistan to counter Iranian influence. Another respondent stated, “We have been riding the band-
wagon of Uncle Sam since 1980, officially fighting his proxy war in Afghanistan directly and indirectly 
in Iran 1980– 1988” (S13).

T A B L E  5  Iran support of Shi'a groups in Pakistan is to counter the Saudi influence in the country

Participants
Strongly 
agree

Somewhat 
agree

Neither agree nor 
disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly 
disagree

Sunni 18 (50) 11 (30.56) 4 (11.11) 3 (8.33) 0

Shi'a 1 (9.09) 7 (63.64) 0 0 3 (27.27)

Other 3 (75) 1 (25) 0 0 0

Total 22 (43.14) 19 (37.25) 4 (7.84) 3 (5.88) 3 (5.88)
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Pakistani Shi'a fighters in Syria

The role of IRGC in the formation and deployment of LZ in Syria is seen as significant by many 
Pakistanis. Although the majority of respondents believed that Iran recruited Pakistani Shi'as for war 
in the Middle East, the figure was surprisingly low. Only 19.6% strongly agreed that this was the 
case and 35.29% somewhat agreed, despite the known existence of LZ since 2015. Nearly a one- third 
(29.41%) of the respondents did not have a clear position on the matter (see Table 6). This is probably 
because LZ remains a small force and the majority of its members are recruited from Pakistani Shi'as 
who live in Iran.

Similarly, when asked if the government of Pakistan objected to the recruitment of Shi'as by Iran, 
15.69% strongly agreed that this was the case and another 35.29% indicated they somewhat agreed this 
was the case, leaving one- third (33.33%) of the respondents undecided (see Table 6).

Nonetheless, most of the respondents felt that the government of Pakistan had not dealt with the 
recruitment of its citizens by Iran effectively. Nearly one- third (30.43%) of the respondents indicated 
that in addressing the issue, the response by the government of Pakistan was not effective at all, and 
another 28.26% indicated that the government response was slightly effective, leaving another 34.78% 
who viewed it as moderately effective. Some of our interviewees also contended that Pakistani offi-
cials and political groups were adopting a more cautious approach by not criticizing Iran's recruitment 
of Pakistani Shi'as. One interviewee noted that “this issue has not been criticized or highlighted to 
avert the repercussions.”12 Similarly, a think tank representative revealed, “There is no response on 
this [Shi'a recruitment] at an official level, but at un- official level, several comments have been com-
ing from different political groups in Pakistan.”13 He further shared that the government was not just 
silently observing the situation:

The law enforcement agencies arrest such recruits on their arrival to Pakistan and inves-
tigate them regarding the purpose of their visit to Syria and Iraq … Pakistan’s security 
establishment has taken this issue very seriously.

There was, however, an important gap between respondents’ perceptions and their exposure to Iranian 
activities in Pakistan. Only a small number of respondents referred to specific cases to substantiate their 
claims. This gap became clearer when we examined the results of multiple- choice questions in compari-
son with the responses to open- ended questions that asked specific details about recruitment activities by 
Iran and strategies used by Iran or pro- Iranian groups to recruit people for the war in Syria.

The views of participants on the motivation for Pakistani Shi'as to join the LZ were divided 
 between those who viewed it through a sectarian lens and those who emphasized political, economic, 
and  social dynamics. A Shi'a participant stated that “Shiites from all over the world have a religious 
and moral responsibility to protect religious sites” (S34). He further added that “no financial or sec-
tarian motivation is required to mobilize them to counter anti shia [sic] rhetoric and Saudi narratives” 

T A B L E  6  Perceptions of recruitment of Pakistani Shi'as for the war in the Middle East

Participants
Strongly 
agree

Somewhat 
agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly 
disagree

Iran is engaged in the recruitment of Shi'a from 
Pakistan for its wars in the Middle East

10 (19.61) 18 (35.29) 15 (29.41) 4 (7.84) 4 (7.84)

Pakistan's government is critical of Iran's recruitment 
of Pakistani Shi'as

8 (15.69) 18 (35.29) 17 (33.33) 5 (9.80) 3 (5.88)
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(S34). Another participant compared Shi'a militants with Sunni militant groups such as ISIS, stating 
“Those of Shia persuasion do it for the same fanatical reasons as do Sunnis who join Daesh” (S12). 
Another participant saw the participation of Pakistani Shi'as in the Syrian conflict as fighting “the 
Western non- Muslim forces who have entered and almost destroyed Syria” (S22). Others highlighted 
nonreligious factors that motivated people to join the war in Syria, including lack of employment op-
portunities for the youth in Pakistan, and the country's long history of sectarian violence. For example, 
one participant suggested frustration over lack of employment opportunities in Pakistan and “clashes 
with Sunni groups in their area who have the upper hand and get support from local administration to 
bully the Shias” may have driven young Shiites to fight in Syria (S12). Pakistani Shi'a religious schol-
ars (ulema) were also seen by some of our interviewees as playing a role in Pakistani Shi'a going to 
Syria to fight. However, others noted disagreements among the Shi'a ulema over whether Shi'a should 
be going to war in Syria. For example, Atif Hashmi stated that “Shia religious scholars have discour-
aged this recruitment. But there are people who think that the security of holy places is a religious 
obligation and encourage recruitments.”14

DISCUSSION

Some of the findings of this research stand out. First, we found that Iran is seen favorably by the 
majority in Pakistan, confirming the findings of previous opinion polls that show that despite the 
decline in Iran's popular ratings elsewhere in the Muslim world, it continues to be viewed positively 
in Pakistan. For example, in 2015, a Pew Research Center Survey found that 57% of respondents in 
Pakistan viewed Iran favorably. Although this showed a significant decline in approval ratings for 
Iran from 72% in 2006, Pakistan still had the highest approval rating of Iran among the countries 
included in the survey. The decline in Iran's popularity in other Muslim- majority countries was even 
more significant. Iran's approval rating in Indonesia declined from 77% in 2006 to only 36% in 2015 
(Wike, 2015).

Favorable views of Iran in Pakistan continue, despite significant concerns that Iran's policies might 
increase sectarian tensions in Pakistan. This could be due to the diverse views of Pakistani citizens on 
other forms of Iranian soft power resources. For example, the Persian language and cultural heritage 
continue to appeal to the urban middle- class elites in Pakistan, and anti- American sentiments have 
long been strong in Pakistan, although for different reasons to Iran. In 2012, a Pew Research Center 
poll found that 74% of Pakistanis viewed the United States as an enemy (Pew Research Center, 2012). 
In 2014, the figure dropped to 38%, which still demonstrates a significant reservoir of anti- American 
sentiments (Pew Research Center, 2014). It is also likely that although some Pakistanis view Iran's 
sectarian policies negatively, others might be attracted to its anti- Western and pan- Islamic rhetoric and 
initiatives. A case in point is the annual Al- Quds Day, which is usually marked in Pakistan by events 
and rallies organized by Shi'a religious and political groups (Dawn, 2019). However, the occasion also 
provides opportunities for cross- sectarian initiatives that bring Shi'a and Sunni groups together. For 
instance, in June 2018, while Shi'a groups like the Imamia Students Organization held rallies, Hafiz 
Muhammad Saeed, the leader of Jamaat ud- Dawa, called for events that expressed solidarity with the 
people of Kashmir as well as Palestine. Saeed personally led funeral prayers in absentia for Muslims 
killed in the conflicts in Kashmir and Palestine (The News, 2018). Saeed is a significant figure in 
Pakistan's Sunni militant landscape. Before the formation of Jamaat ud- Dawa, he was a co- founder 
of Lashkar- e Taiba, a militant group that operates in Jammu and Kashmir. He was also allegedly be-
hind the 2008 terrorist attacks in Mumbai. In May 2019, Al- Quds Day events showed similar signs 
of cross- sectarian appeal in Pakistan. On the eve of the day, the Cultural House of Iran in Lahore 
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hosted an event for Shi'a and Sunni religious and political figures. Chaudhry Mohammad Sarwar, the 
governor of Punjab and a major figure in the ruling Pakistan Tehreek- e- Insaf, was the main speaker at 
the event. In his speech, he drew comparisons between the situations of the peoples of Palestine and 
Kashmir (Cultural Consulate of the Embassy of the Islamic Republic of Iran— Lahore, 2019). The 
subsequent public event, which also included major Sunni religious and political groups, including the 
Jamaat- e- Islami Pakistan, called on the government of Pakistan to observe the day at the official level 
(Mansoor, 2019). The proposal does not appear to have been accepted by Pakistani authorities, but the 
fact that major Sunni and Shi'a groups united to pass the resolution demonstrates the appeal of Iran's 
pan- Islamic initiatives. Pakistani officials are also likely to view the sectarian factor in Iran– Pakistan 
relations as less significant in the context of broader strategic and security considerations between the 
two countries (Ahmed & Akbarzadeh, 2018).

Second, although the LZ remains a relatively small force, it has posed significant challenges to 
the relationship between Tehran and Islamabad and between the Shi'a community and the Pakistani 
Government. It is not clear to what extent Pakistani officials have formally objected to or condemned 
the recruitment of its citizens by Iran for the war in Syria. However, Pakistani authorities have qui-
etly launched a security crackdown against LZ and its suspected members in Pakistan. In January 
2017, Pakistan's National Counter Terrorism Authority banned Ansar ul- Hussain, a Shi'a humanitar-
ian organization that authorities suspected was involved in recruiting volunteers for the LZ (Anwar 
& Zahid, 2017). In another sign of the security crackdown, a significant number of Pakistani Shi'as 
have since reportedly gone missing from several areas of Pakistan. Family members and relatives of 
these mostly young Pakistani Shi'as have reported that over the past 2 years Pakistani security agencies 
have picked up about 140 individuals, often soon after they returned from pilgrimage trips to Iran or 
Iraq (Kermani, 2018). In May 2019, the families and relatives of those who were disappeared staged 
a 2- week sit- in to protest against Pakistan's security agency, which they alleged was responsible for 
the disappearances of young Shi'a (Siddique & Kakar, 2019). Although the exact details of these dis-
appearances are yet to surface, Pakistani security agencies have in the past been accused of targeting 
ethnic Baluch, Sindh, and Pashtun activists as well as dissident human rights activists and journalists. 
Besides the legal and procedural issues, such as the absence of due process and accountability in these 
arrests and disappearances, these measures are likely to complicate sectarian relations by adding an-
other source of grievance to the wider Shi'a community (Amnesty International, 2019).

Third, any assessment of the impact of soft power strategies must also take into account the 
local dynamics in target countries, which may mitigate or reinforce the effects of such strategies. In 
Pakistan, the sectarian appeal of the Syrian conflict appears to have a greater impact in areas that have 
experienced their deep sectarian conflicts. This means that Iran has been most successful in exploiting 
Shi'a Islam in those parts of Pakistan that have already experienced significant sectarian violence. 
These local dynamics shape how the soft power and religious influences of Tehran meet with different 
communities in Pakistan. Some areas of Pakistan have been a hotbed of sectarian conflict. For ex-
ample, in Jhang (Punjab), which has been an epicenter of sectarian violence since the 1980s, conflict 
between rival Shi'a and Sunni groups intersect with a range of other factors, including local power 
rivalries between local biradari (kinship power politics) (Kamran, 2009). The most notable conflu-
ence of local and transnational dynamics is the case of the Shi'a minority in Parachinar, the capital of 
the predominantly Sunni Kurram District in Pakistan's Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. Sunni militant groups 
that align themselves with ISIS or IS- K increasingly link their attacks on Shi'a targets to the role of 
LZ in Syria. For example, Lashkar- e- Jhangvi, an anti- Shi'a militant group, claimed responsibility for 
a December 2015 attack on a market in Parachinar that killed 23 people, framing it as “a revenge of 
the crimes against Syrian Muslims by Iran and Bashar al- Assad” (Hussain & Khan, 2015). It appears 
that more than two decades of violence and terror attacks have reinforced the sectarian identities in 
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the region. Some reports suggest that years of violence have also taken a huge toll on the community's 
social and economic life. The extent of the effects of violence on the community can be illustrated 
through disturbing mental health figures. According to one estimate, after years of frequent terror at-
tacks and social and economic isolation, an estimated 60% of members of the community suffer from 
posttraumatic stress disorder (Dawn, 2017). There are also reports of high suicide rates of up to 100 
people per year among the estimated 50,000 population of the area (Akbar, 2017; Humayun, 2017).

CONCLUSION

This article examined perceptions of Iran among a selected cohort of opinion makers in Pakistan. The 
findings relate to a selected cohort of informed civil and military leaders and opinion makers and are 
indicative— not necessarily open to generalization. The results indicate an overall positive attitude 
toward Iran. Although many respondents were critical of Iran's foreign policy and saw it as sectarian, 
other aspects of Iranian global ideology and culture presented points of attraction. Iran's recruitment 
of Pakistani Shi'a in the Liwa Zainebiyoun paramilitary brigade to wage war against anti- Assad rebel 
groups was a significant point of contention and was widely seen by the respondents as a sectarian. 
Many respondents believed that the Pakistani Government was not doing enough to prevent the Iranian 
recruitment of Pakistan’ citizens in foreign theaters of conflict. This negative view was tempered with 
acknowledgments that Iran was not the only country that pushed a sectarian agenda. Many noted that 
Iranian efforts were matched by Saudi foreign policy. Even more significant for the respondents’ view 
of Iran was its position in relation to the United States. Iran's anti- American rhetoric and its claim to 
advocate for the interests of the Muslim world offers a cross- over with Third- Worldism which many 
find appealing in Pakistan. The notion that the United States bullies less powerful states to get its way 
resonates with anti- US sentiments in Pakistan.

Furthermore, Iran's claim to speak for all Muslims, even if the imagery is infused with Shi'a refer-
ences, appears to soften attitudes and put Iran in a positive light. As Pakistan grapples with the role of 
religion in politics, Islam continues to offer a point of reference in public life. This attraction is even 
more pronounced for the Shi'a community in Pakistan. And finally, Iran enjoys soft power influence 
in Pakistan where the literate elite community looks with fondness upon Persian culture and poetry. 
Iran's Persian heritage is an important cultural capital. The respondents identified it as a major factor in 
their views on Iran. However, the positive perception that Iran enjoys among the selected cohort in this 
study is tenuis and tested by geopolitical developments. One key factor in relation to the tenuis nature 
of this image is that there is no established causal link between Iranian policy and Pakistani attitudes. 
This article explored the congruence of Iranian policies and preexisting currents in Pakistan. Although 
there appears to be a multilevel convergence of Iranian policies and political and cultural currents in 
Pakistan, this study did not establish causality. For example, there is no suggestion that Iranian anti- 
Americanism has inspired hostile sentiments toward the United States in Pakistan. Political opinions 
and trends in Pakistan are independent of Iranian policies. This congruence of trends has helped Iran's 
image among respondents in Pakistan.
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ENDNOTES
 1 Other groups that joined IS- K were Jamaat- ul- Ahrar, Jundullah, and Lashkar- e- Jhangvi al- Alami. See Rathore (2017).

 2 Interview with Atif Hashmi, researcher, International Islamic University, Islamabad, May 27, 2019.

 3 Interview with Muhammad Khan, professor, International Islamic University Islamabad, June 26, 2019.

 4 Interview with Hussain Shaheed Suharwardi, professor, University of Peshawar, on May 20, 2019.

 5 Interview with Aziz- ur- Rehman, assistant professor, International Islamic University Islamabad, May 28, 2019.

 6 Interview with Muhammad Khan, professor, International Islamic University Islamabad, June 26, 2019.

 7 Interview with Aziz- ur- Rehman, assistant professor, International Islamic University Islamabad, May 28, 2019.

 8 Interview with a Pakistani, journalist, Islamabad May 27, 2019.

 9 Interview with Muhammad Amir Rana, Director, Pak Institute of Peace Studies, Islamabad, May 24, 2019.

 10 Interview with Muhammad Khan, professor, International Islamic University Islamabad, June 20, 2019.

 11 Interview with Tughral Yamin, professor, Centre for International Peace and Stability, National University of Sciences 
and Technology, Islamabad, on May 18, 2019.

 12 Interview with Haq Nawaz Khan, journalist, The Washington Post, Peshawar, May 4, 2019.

 13 Interview with Muhammad Amir Rana, Director, Pak Institute of Peace Studies, Islamabad, on May 24, 2019.

 14 Interview with Atif Hashmi, researcher, International Islamic University, Islamabad, on May 27, 2019.
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