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        US-Iran Escala�on in Middle East: 
Implica�ons and Way Forward for Pakistan

The Centre for Pakistan and Gulf Studies Islamabad (CPGS) organized a 
Round Table Conference at Islamabad on 10th January 2020, in the wake of 
rising tensions in Middle East a�er a series of skirmishes between Iran and 
the United States (US).

Middle East is on the verge of full scale war due to rising military tensions between Iran and the US 
following a series of events  including limited use of weaponry and �rade of words. The gravity of 
issue forced the world leaders to speak out to defuse the tensions. 

The US claimed that its bases and personnel in Iraq were being targeted by Iran backed mili�a, and  
a�ack on military base in Kirkuk had claimed life of a civilian US contractor and le� a number of US 
troops wounded on 27th December 2019. In response, the US carried out airstrikes against the mili�a 
ou�it on 29th December 2019 in the border region of Iraq and Syria. The deadly airstrikes le� more 
than 20 persons dead and about 50 wounded.  

In the follow up, the US accused Iran of orchestra�ng a�acks on US facili�es in Iraq while Iran denied 
its involvement in any such incident. However, on 31st December 2019 US embassy in Baghdad was 
stormed by the protesters chan�ng slogans in favor of the people killed in the US airstrikes earlier. 
Even though no loss of life was recorded at the event but it was enough to put US in the 
compromising posi�on. Trump administra�on vowed to make Iran pay for the audacity while Iran 
once again denied the accusa�on and stated  that the a�ack on US embassy was a reac�on by people 
of Iraq.

In the gravity of events, on 3rd January 2020, a US drone strike killed General Soleimani of the elite 
Quds Force of Iranian Revolu�onary Guard Corps (IRGC) when he was leaving the Baghdad airport in 
Iraq. Killing of General Soleimani pushed the rela�ons of Iran and the US to the breaking point. The 
ac�on was met with mixed response from allies and rivals of the US. Iran vowed to avenge the 
General’s death while President of the US Donald Trump reiterated �me and again that retalia�on 
from Iran will result in devasta�ng consequences and even threatened to target the cultural centers 
of Iran. 

On 8th January 2020, Iran launched ballis�c missiles targe�ng the largest US military base in Ain 
al-Asad, and another in Erbil, in Iraq. In the follow-up, US denied any casual�es and announced to 
impose further sanc�ons on Iran  threatening that Iran will not be allowed to develop nuclear 
technology. The two countries refrained from further military engagement but the danger is s�ll 
looming over the region. 
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Execu�ve Summary

The par�cipants of the roundtable presented their views on the issue from different angles discussing 
from ideological basis of clash between Iran and the US to the losses and gains and sugges�ng way 
forward for Pakistan in the given circumstances. Towards the end, the par�cipants put forward policy 
recommenda�ons to defuse the ongoing tensions in Middle East and iden�fied way forward for 
Pakistan. Highlights of the discussion are appended below:-

The epistemological perspec�ve of looking at US-Iran escala�on in Middle East can help 
understand the challenges that 21st century poses for the na�on state system.

Superpower is based on military might, economic might and its imperial pride.

Compe��on between US and Iran is not economic or military, but compe��on of wisdom.

Na�onalism has been radicalized and the world is  falling back to tribalism  instead of heeding 
to civiliza�onal wisdom.

Popula�on explosion and technological advancement in 21st century have brought unique 
dynamics in the inter-state rela�ons.

There are paradoxes and contradic�ons in the US system which is evident in President Trump’s 
all out rhetoric against Iran  and retrac�ng the very next day. 

Liberal democracy and capitalist economy of the US are heading towards a dead end.

Even though US appears to be a democra�c regime, it is authoritarian in nature and prac�ce.

Instability in the Middle East is beneficial for arms and oil industry of the US and hence  the 
turmoil in the region favors the two lobbies.

Image of Iran is demonized by the US to fulfill  its vested interests.

US wants to withdraw from the war regions but its imperial pride is the hurdle.

Iranian perspec�ve is inspired by its na�onal iden�ty, its independence and its economic 
freedom.

Islam is an influen�al factor in foreign policy of Pakistan.

Iran’s ideology and revolu�onary past threaten the Arab sheikhdoms of Gulf region.

There is a long list of accusa�ons between US and Iran that fuels the rivalry.

Killing of General Soleimani strengthened Iran as people of Iran came out in support even 
though protests were going on against domes�c issues.

US should have gone a�er the nexus that hurts its interests in the Middle East instead of killing 
General Soleimani, which can be counterproduc�ve.

Lack of diploma�c connec�on between US and Iran hampers the possibility of improving 
rela�ons.
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Recommenda�ons

There is �ght wire balancing and strategic restraint in Middle East. Support of people is 
essen�al for the promo�on of peace in the region.

Pakistan must focus on its domes�c strength, stability and na�onal harmony to shape its 
foreign policy.

Pakistan needs to stay firm with public trust and support of parliament and all ins�tu�ons.

Targeted or measured response/a�ack is possible. In the worst scenario, US could strike on 
Iranian nuclear facili�es, and Pakistan must be ready for the spillover consequences.

Pakistan should devise a clear strategy to stay out of the conflict. The way forward is in 
na�onal unity, domes�c strength and trust.

Pakistan should make it clear that both the US and Iran have violated interna�onal law by 
conduc�ng strikes in Iraq, and should appeal for restraint on part of both the countries.

Pakistan, while remaining neutral in the conflict should monitor the ac�vi�es of pro-US, 
pro-Iran and pro-Saudi Arabia elements in Pakistan, to take �mely measures to neutralize any 
clash between them that may lead to law and order problems or internal instability.

Pakistan may engage with Iran, United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Saudi Arabia to strike 
rapprochement between Iran and Saudi Arabia/UAE.

Pakistan may also engage with Russia, China, Malaysia and Turkey to evolve common grounds 
for a meaningful response on the issue. 

Pakistan can offer its good offices to defuse tension and  act as a mediator.

Pakistan cannot take sides with big countries but can remain neutral  to  help defuse tension 
by media�on, because Pakistan cannot afford to become part of any agenda of big powers.

Pakistan should clarify that it will not be part of others’ wars. Pakistan must not be a party 
between Iran, Saudi Arabia and the US issues.

Pakistan can address the insecuri�es of Arab states through diploma�c efforts.  

Pakistan has to be ra�onal and pragma�c in the current situa�on, it cannot afford turmoil in 
the region that can cause instability at home given it is hos�ng refugees of Afghanistan war 
and has internal security concerns.

Pakistan recently came out of poli�cal crisis, its focus should be on balancing the society. 
Hence, regional conflicts are not good for Pakistan.

Pakistan should look to the future and should make most of its strategic loca�on because the 
future belongs to Asia.
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Key Issues Discussed

1.  Focus on US-Pakistan Perspec�ve

The compe��on between US and Iran is not economic and military in nature, but it is the compe��on 
of wisdom that we are witnessing in Middle East. Iran has a dynamic history and civiliza�on while US 
represents the pinnacle of modern civiliza�on. In 21st century, na�ons are reproaching to their 
ancestral roots. US being superpower is up against numerous challenges at home and abroad. 
Modern na�on state system in 21st century is going to face more challenges from within, than 
without. Hence, it is not about if there is going to be any war between the US and Iran, it is about how 
US is going to mi�gate the internal problems rela�ng to cons�tu�onal legal dead locks or economic 
dead locks. Policies in US regime are dictated by three lobbies; arms produc�on firms, 
pharmaceu�cals and oil produc�ons firms. US is benefi�ng arms and oil lobbies in Middle East 
because the region is rich in oil resources, while US economy is partly dependent on arms export. The 
more the Middle East remains unstable, the more it is going to benefit these two lobbies. Na�onalism 
is rather radicalized in 21st century and Pakistan too needs to revisit its civiliza�onal roots to formulate 
its foreign policy. Pakistan should rethink its foreign policy and formulate it on lines of a na�on state 
and basis of na�onal interest.

2. Focus on Iranian Perspec�ve and Way Forward for Pakistan

There are three essen�al factors mandatory to understand Iranian perspec�ve and Iranian 
cons�tu�on; Islami Jamahiriya Iran, independence of Iran and economic independence of Iran. 
Regarding Iran-Arab rivalry, the governance of the Islamic Jurisprudence puts Iran at direct odds with 
the Arab world which has hereditary monarchies. This no�on renders Iran illegi�mate in the eyes of 
the public. Iran’s civiliza�on is the soul of its existence. Iranians conceive themselves as a na�on and 
this awareness inspires Iranian foreign policy. States are nowadays facing domes�c challenges. Within 
Iran protests were going on against economic grievances and corrup�on, as well as cri�cism on clergy 
of Iran. In this way killing of General Soleimani actually went in the favor of Iran. In this domes�c 
instability, we find that this US drone strike might have created stability in Iran as the ac�on was 
protested across Iran and Iraq. On the other hand, Pakistan has internal and external enemies. Its war 
against terrorism is s�ll going on while eastern border is a constant threat with India’s con�nuing 
oppression in occupied Kashmir. Pakistan should maintain peace on its Iranian border given the 
instability in Baluchistan. Pakistan has to be ra�onal. In 21st century Pakistan is able to achieve 
something, hence it needs to be ra�onal, pragma�c and more careful and strategic restraint prac�ce.



Roundtable Report

Page  05

‘US -Iran Escalation in Middle East:
Implications and Way Forward for Pakistan’

3.   Is Escala�on Possible?

There can be selec�ve targe�ng. Iran is different from Iraq, Syria and Yemen and US policy makers 
know it. US policy making is connected with academia. We lack that link. They are ra�onal and 
pragma�c.

4.   Importance of Religion in Foreign Policy

Religion is not the only factor influencing foreign policy, but is a factor nonetheless. This is what all 
states do. However, if there is contrast between na�onal interest and religion, a state should choose 
na�onal interest. Na�onal interest is not devoid of religion and it is a source of keeping intact the 
social fabric.

5.  US-Iran escala�on today is Synthesis of 50 Years of Clash. What is theThesis in this      
      Respect? 

We look at the world through Anglo-Saxon terminologies. We are using borrowed spectacles of 
English. The answer to our ques�on lies in our indigenous wisdom. We have to look beyond religion 
and see problems as problems. Just like we see Chris�an popula�on states (US and Russia) compe�ng 
each other, Shia Hezbollah supports Sunni Hamas in Israel, China expanding its economy across the 
world. In 21st century na�on-state concept is dying. Modi, Trump, Macron are only there because the 
system put them there. Meanwhile US President Donald Trump is more worried about internal issues, 
not Iran. Collec�ve human wisdom has to find system that resonates both planet and peace.

6.   Importance of Leadership and Concept of Muslim Ummah

Leadership is very important and should take the right decision. For instance King Hussein of Jordan 
remained neutral in conflicts, Saddam Hussein of Iraq acted on foreign interests and the condi�on of 
two states is self-explanatory today. The bond of brotherhood between Muslim Ummah is very 
important. The first visit of new Pakistani Prime Minister was to Saudi Arabia a�er oath taking. There 
is significant role of Arabs in developing Pakistan. Sheikh Zaid of UAE par�cularly accepted only 
Pakistani origin people in the army of UAE. Similarly Saudi coopera�on on oil cannot be denied and 
Pakistan trains Saudi personnel in its military ins�tu�ons. We should not lose trust in our religious 
roots. Commercial and economic interest is there but we should stay connected with our religious 
roots and keep trust in Ummah.
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Findings

• Situa�on in Middle East is precarious amid US-Iran tensions.
• Iran presents ideological challenge to the US.
• Iran’s foreign policy success is a test for the US policy makers.
• US is facing internal pressures.
• Na�on state system is up against unique challenges in 21st century.
• Escala�on between Iran and US in Middle East will hurt the fragile security environment of  
 Afghanistan.
• Instability in Middle East will have severe consequences for Pakistan.
• Pakistan needs to devise a comprehensive planning with respect to changing dynamics in  
 Middle East.
• Even if the military escala�on has been averted, targeted a�acks are s�ll expected from both  
 sides.
• Mixed response to the US decision to target General Soleimani reflects the fault lines within  
 the US and with its allies.
• US wants to withdraw from the war regions without hur�ng its na�onal pride.

Conclusions

Gravity of the situa�on is visible. Middle East appears to have become future heartland of the world. 
It has poli�cal, economic, geographical, geopoli�cal and even religious implica�ons for the region and 
beyond. Hegemonic powers have their own agenda in Middle East to exploit the situa�on and to 
create ri�s. Interna�onal law and ethics are not being given the opportunity to prevail. Pakistan is 
closely connected to the developments going on in the region. Iran is neighbor and KSA is an ally. US 
is our partner while Iran cannot be ignored from regional partnership. Pakistan should formulate a 
narra�ve based on its na�onal interest. It should focus on internal strength and must not become 
part of any conflict and a clear plan of ac�on should be outlined for that. This is �me for Pakistan to 
build its economic and domes�c strength, na�onal unity and strengthen role of parliament and 
academia in policy making. Given that targeted a�ack and response is possible, while in the worst 
case scenario US President Donald Trump could strike on Iran’s nuclear assets. However it has to be 
taken into account that the US is gearing up to pull out from Afghanistan, can it go for any misadven-
ture?
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Senator Sehar Kamran (TI)
Patron in Chief, Centre for Pakistan and Gulf Studies
Member Senate of Pakistan (2012-2018)

Senator Sehar Kamran has served as an elected Member of the Upper House of 
Parliament of Islamic Republic of Pakistan from 2012-2018, currently she is a member 
of Senate Forum for Policy Research (SFPR) for 2018-2021. She is respected as an 
academician and prac��oner in areas of regional and interna�onal defense and 
strategic studies. In recogni�on of her services to the field of Educa�on, Philanthropic 

Work and for promo�ng Pakistan in the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia, Senator Kamran has the honor of being 
awarded one of the highest Na�onal Civil Awards of 
Pakistan “Tamgha-e-Imtiaz” – the Medal of 
Excellence in recogni�on of her contribu�ons. Also, 
she is the Patron in Chief of the Centre for Pakistan 
and Gulf Studies (CPGS). Senator Sehar Kamran has 
also been decorated with the Russian Federa�on 
“Award of Cooperation”. The Award was conferred 
on Senator Sehar Kamran on 31st August 2018 by the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federa�on 
in acknowledgement of her efforts to promote and 
strengthen bilateral rela�ons between Pakistan and 
the Russian Federa�on.

Transcript:-

Today’s Roundtable: US - Iran Escala�on in Middle East: Implica�ons and Way Forward 
for Pakistan is taking place in the backdrop of recent rise of  tensions in the Middle East, 
aggrava�ng US-Iran rela�ons following killing of Irani General Qassem Soleimani in a US 
drone strike. 

Retalia�on of Iran, Missile a�ack at US bases in Iraq targe�ng its military facili�es.  

The Middle East region has long been one of the most vola�le parts of the globe due 
to wars, rapid shi� of alliances and alignments, numerous intra-Arab and regional 
conflicts plus constant interven�ons by the super powers. 

At least 3 countries (Syria, Iraq and Yemen) are ac�vely involved in armed struggle. 
Also worst humanitarian crisis in Yemen, poli�cal instability in Lebanon and Iraq, 
fragile security situa�on is Syria and Saudi-Iran struggle for influence draw a 
worrisome picture of the region.

US hos�le foreign policy towards Iran since assuming of office by US President 
Donald Trump, withdrawal of the Nuclear Agreement ‘Joint Comprehensive Plan of 
Ac�on’ (JCPOA), economic sanc�ons and accusa�ons of suppor�ng terrorism has 
further deteriorated the already fragile rela�onship between US and Iran.    

Opening Remarks by CPGS Patron in Chief 

Senator Sehar Kamran (TI)
Patron in Chief

Centre for Pakistan and Gulf Studies
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Though in a recent development the US House of Representa�ves have voted to 
stop President Donald Trump from further military ac�on against Iran. However, 
any misadventure by Donald Trump can’t be ruled out. 

In contemporary scenario we are here to discuss overall impact and implica�ons of 
this crisis, specifically its affect and op�ons for Pakistan.

There are various ques�ons before us : 

How this crisis will impact on Pakisan and the region, and how it will shape the 
future regional and global balance of power?

Whether U.S has domes�c and global support for further escala�on or the divided 
reac�on indicates that US is facing a ri� from its allies?

We need to examine security, poli�cal and economic implica�ons if the conflict 
escalates.

What is the posi�on of Pakistan, are we again on the same crossroads where we 
were a�er 9/11 or we will able to stay neutral? (and will not be a part of any war in 
the region) Here we can’t ignore that Pakistan shares about 900km long border with 
Iran. 

Impact of this crisis on Afghan Peace Process. 

It is once again a cri�cal situa�on and a test for Pakistan’s foreign policy, as Iran is a 
neighbouring country and Pakistan depends on US for Financial aids and Military 
assistance.

U.S. has just resumed Pakistan’s military assistance and the strained rela�ons have 
started to mend.

I hope today’s discussion will help us evaluate overall situa�on, it’s impact, implica�ons 
and prepare some policy recommenda�ons.



Dr. Ommar Abbasi
    

Dr. Ommar Abbasi is an expert on Middle East. He is serving as Assistant Professor at 
COMSATS University. He has a glistening more than fi�een years of experience in 
academia, media, and nonprofit sector. He did Masters in Defense & Strategic Studies, 
M. Phil in American Studies and PhD in Poli�cal Science/Public Policy with dis�nc�on. 

He has worked with FAST University, ISPR as Media 
Analyst and PIDAT as project manager in Pakistan. 
Similarly his arc of experience extends to foreign 
universi�es and interna�onal organiza�ons in Gulf, 
Far East and America. He regularly appears on media 
as analyst of contemporary interna�onal affairs on 
different TV and Radio channels namely Voice of 
America, Al Jazeera, Iran Interna�onal, and PTV 
News. Moreover, he has delivered guest lectures in 
University of Minnesota, Connec�cut State 
University and George Washington University in the 
US and at various universi�es of Gulf and Far Eastern 
countries. He travelled to different countries of Asia, 
Europe and Americas. 

Transcript:-

Focus on US-Pakistan Perspec�ve

An alterna�ve perspec�ve to look at US-Iran escala�on in Middle East could be more 
epistemological than policy oriented, which can help understand the challenges that 
21st century is bringing for the na�on state system. In the last quarter of previous 
century and early 21st century the general concep�on of superpower was primarily 
based on two strengths; the military might, and economic might. However, with the 
changing world dynamics in the last one decade there is a third very important strength 
which is psychological aspect of being a superpower. The rise of China as economic 
power which resulted in Sino-US trade deal and recent US-Iran saga has ques�oned the 
imperial pride or psychological supremacy of the US which has damaged its superpower 
aura. In the wake of General Soleimani’s killing by the US and ensuing events this 
situa�on has unfolded, reveal that the compe��on between US and Iran is not 
economic and military in nature, but we are witnessing the compe��on of wisdom in 
Middle East. Iranian wisdom is clearly reflected in the statement of Iranian Foreign 
Minister Javad Zarif while he referred to Iranian presence for many millennia rela�ng to 
Iran’s ancient civiliza�on. While the US President Donald Trump in his statement urged 
that US wants Iran to abide by the civilized world. Hence basically it is debate between 
what civiliza�on is and what civiliza�onal wisdom is? On a broader canvas, we are 
viewing the reproach towards tribalism, the reference of na�ons to their origins. This is 
exactly what is happening in India at the moment as India is capitalizing on 
Mahabharata and ancient Indian civiliza�on. And what is going on in the West and the 

Guest Speaker

Dr. Ommar Abbasi
Assistant Professor, COMSATS University, Islamabad.
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US is inspired by Anglo-Saxon and American imperial wisdom. However, the rise of 
popula�on and advancement in technology in 21st century has brought unique 
dynamics and challenges for the na�on state system per se. The world led by western 
powers is perhaps somehow going back to our roots in the disguise of modernity. 

The system and poli�cs of the US in par�cular is full of paradoxes and contradic�ons. 
Therefore, it is not wise to see American poli�cs and what it pursues outside US from 
one or few perspec�ves which limit our approach towards understanding American 
policies. One needs to see as many aspects as possible to understand the US 
perspec�ves or policies. For example, a day before President Trump went all out 
threatening to target 52 sites, and the next day he made a reconciliatory statement. 
President Trump and American analysts have advocated this as speaking from the 
posi�on of strength. In fact it is not about the posi�on of strength, but the inbuilt 
contradic�on in the US. Furthermore, if we refer to economic paradoxes that exist 
within the US and the ‘three trillion war’ narra�ve which is going on within the US will 
bring us to reflect on capitalist economic system. What makes the US, US is economic 
system and liberal democra�c system. Both liberal democra�c system and capitalist 
economy are full of paradoxes and are heading towards a dead end in the 21st century. 
And that brings us to the serious concep�on of ‘na�on state system’ once again. 

In 21st century, modern na�on state system is going to face more challenges from 
within, than without. Hence it is not about if there is going to be any war between the 
US and Iran, it is about how US is going to mi�gate the internal problems rela�ng to 
cons�tu�onal legal dead locks or economic dead locks. Capitalist economy and liberal 
democracy are proving to be self-inhaling systems. And this brings us brings us to the 
ques�on of whether US is really a democra�c country or an authoritarian regime under 
the disguise of democracy. Although at the social level there is democracy in the US, but 
understanding the regime and how it works, it appears to be a binary authoritarian 
regime controlled by republicans and democrats and the vested interests of powerful 
elite. The regime in the US, whether it is led by republicans or democrats is made up of 
three lobbies or mafias that shape the policies of the US; arms produc�on firms, 
pharmaceu�cals, and oil produc�ons firms. The current security situa�on in Middle East 
in benefi�ng arms and oil lobbies of the US because the region is rich in oil resources, 
while US economy is partly dependent on arms export. The more the Middle East 
remains unstable, the more it is going to benefit these two lobbies in the US. Regarding 
the killing of General Soleimani, he was not solely killed by US President Donald Trump, 
but ins�tu�ons and military are greatly involved in the process. Cumula�vely, the 
decision of killing General required a na�onal level involvement. Principally speaking, 
killing of Iranian General is clear viola�on of interna�onal law. However, a sad aspect is 
that at this point nobody from any side is talking about interna�onal law. The 
concep�on of interna�onal law and civility has been challenged and Iran is clearly 
winning the compe��on of wisdom. 

Pakistan should look at Middle East and Arabs from geographical point of view rather 
than religious one. Pakistan needs to sit down with Arabs, par�cularly Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammad bin Salman, and make them understand, with the reference of 
Saddam Hussain’s and Gadhafi’s rela�ons with the US as well as Pakistan’s rela�ons with 
the US during and a�er the cold war, that all these rela�ons were based on the na�onal 
interest of the US, as Henry Kissinger said that “US has no permanent friends or 
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permanent enemies, when it comes to their na�onal interest.” Our Arab friends, not to 
be confused as our ‘Muslim’ friends but as our ‘neighbor’ Arab friends need to 
understand that their safety is not solely based on the support from and to the US, as 
they think that the US will salvage them from the threat that comes from Iran. On the 
contrary they need to understand that any kind of US presence is most likely going to 
keep poli�cal and security environment of Middle East unstable. Similarly, Arabs have to 
understand that Iran is not existen�al threat to them. Instead Iran has been portrayed 
as such by the three lobbies in the US who are benefi�ng from unstable security 
situa�on in Middle East. Sheikhdoms of Gulf region are only concerned with their 
sheikhdoms and they feel threatened by Iran. Their only objec�ve is the longevity and 
con�nuity of their Sheikhdoms and they need to come out of this syndrome, sooner the 
be�er. 

On the other hand, contemporary form of the US is missing that imperial pride or 
understanding that US is the world superpower or it was. Because principally US 
President Donald Trump wants to withdraw, he won elec�on on that narra�ve, but the 
imperial pride is hampering the withdrawal. In desperate a�empts to get out, US is 
adhering to violence, because leaving all of a sudden is going to eliminate the imperial 
pride of the US. 

Recent development in Middle East puts a serious ques�on for Pakistan to figure out 
what are its true civiliza�onal roots. What Pakistan is focusing on for civiliza�onal roots 
are actually illusions. Pakistan has to go beyond the concept of Muslim Umah and learn 
to live as a na�on state in the comity of na�ons. Whatever confusion that prevails in 
Pakistan regarding aforesaid problem is perhaps because of confused understanding 
and denial of na�onalism by Allama Iqbal. And that is why policy makers in Pakistan 
have the syndrome of trying to find or at least looking up to ‘the Muslim Umah’for the 
solu�ons of its problems. In prac�cing interna�onal rela�ons, Muslim Umah neither 
was, nor is, anything beyond an illusion we have cul�vated in our minds. 

Pakistan needs to come out of the illusions it has created over the many decades. The 
illusions created by the governing elite such as Muslim Umah and Islam in the statecra� 
or interna�onal rela�ons are not sustainable. Par�cularly, religion is absolutely 
irrelevant in interna�onal rela�ons. There is a need to delink the religion from foreign 
policy, and Pakistan need not to repeat the mistakes of Allama Iqbal. In 21st century, 
na�onalism is rather radicalized as we can see Trump, Modi, Macron, and Imran Khan 
and across all democra�c countries of Europe and Asia. There is a need to to put aside 
Islam and formulate foreign policy on lines of na�on state system. Even if we count the 
Muslim countries and ‘Muslim Umah’ in the current structure of United Na�ons there 
are only 57 votes of Muslim countries in total. From policy perspec�ve one can ques�on 
as to whether Pakistan is going to restrict itself to those 57 countries? What about 130 
more countries? Therefore there is a serious need to come out of ‘Muslim Umah’ and 
deal with world based on what is going on contemporary interna�onal rela�ons. In 21st 
century Pakistani intellectuals and leaders need to understand what Iqbal did not 
understand completely. And that is, na�onalism is here, and it is going to stay for at least 
fi�een to twenty more years and is going to be radicalized. Pakistan must reform its 
policies on lines of a na�on state and refer back to the ancestral wisdom, not that of 
imported origins.
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Dr. Lubna Abid Ali is Dean FCS, as well as Professor and HOD of Department of 
Interna�onal Rela�ons in Na�onal Defence University, Islamabad. She is the former 
director of the School of Poli�cs and Interna�onal Rela�ons at Quaid-i-Azam University, 

Islamabad. She has served as UNESCO-Fellow at 
Middle East Studies Ins�tute, Columbia University, 
New York. She has a list of honors to her name 
including Interna�onal Peace Award (2008) from 
INSPAD (Ins�tute of Peace and Development) 
Brussels, was named Ambassador for Peace by 
Universal Peace Federa�on, United Na�ons, New 
York, U.S.A, and has been awarded Interna�onal 
Scholar Award by Ins�tute of Interna�onal 
Educa�on, U.S.A. Her areas of exper�se include 
Middle East, Poli�cs of Iran and South-West Asia, 
Global Poli�cal Economy, Foreign Policy Analysis, and 
Islamic Spirituality. 

Transcript:-

Focus on Iranian Perspec�ve and Way Forward for Pakistan 

There are three essen�al factors mandatory to understand Iranian perspec�ve; Islami 
Jamhuriye Iran, independence of Iran and economic independence of Iran. These are 
the cardinal principles of Iranian cons�tu�on. And to what extent Islam shapes Iranian 
foreign policy is the most per�nent ques�on. Is it always mo�vated by Islamic 
considera�ons, or there are other factors influencing Iranian foreign policy choices? The 
concept of Vellayat-e-faqih, i.e, the governance of Jurisprudent puts Iran at direct odds 
with the Arab world which has hereditary monarchies. This no�on renders monarchies 
illegi�mate in the eyes of the public. Meanwhile the myth of expor�ng revolu�on seems 
to be correct about Iran. Even if Iran is not expor�ng revolu�on, its ideology is s�ll 
threatening to the states located in the east of the Gulf. Coming towards ideology of 
Iran, states have their souls like individuals. For Iran, the soul of their existence is their 
civiliza�on. Iranians conceive themselves as a na�on, and this awareness inspires 
Iranian foreign policy. This awareness has been reflected historically in a list of 
revolu�ons. Tobacco revolu�on of 1898, Cons�tu�onal revolu�on between 1905 and 
1911, Oil na�onaliza�on crisis of 1951. CIA led coup d'etat of 1953 (Opera�on Ajax). 
Planned by Shah of Iran and his secret police, which was a bleeding wound for Iranians. 
Eventually it was erupted Iranian revolu�on of in 1979. So yes, Iran’s ideology is 
revolu�onary. Even presently people came out simultaneously in all ci�es of Iran. This is 
a unique a�ribute of people of Iran. People came out in all big ci�es of Iran to protest 
US killing of General Soleimani. That reflects the ideology of Iranians. US got shortest 
response �me at the moment from Iran. Why Iran has become a challenge for the US? 
There is a long laundry list of accusa�ons. For most it is Opera�on Ajax of 1953, then on 

Guest Speaker

Dr. Lubna Abid Ali
Dean, Faculty of Contemporary Studies, 
National Defence University,Islamabad.
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the American side it is the hostage crisis 1979, on the side of Iranians 1980 rela�ng to 
Iran contra-affairs revela�ons, shoo�ng down of Iranian civilian plane in Iran-Iraq war. 
There is strong influence of religion on foreign policy. Iranian retalia�on has been 
mo�vated by religious affilia�on. Support of masses is mandatory in foreign policy and 
for Iran, religion did bring the people out. States are nowadays facing domes�c 
challenges. Within Iran protests were going on against economic grievances and 
corrup�on, as well as cri�cism on clergy of Iran. In this way killing of General Soleimani 
actually went in the favor of Iran. It united the people of Iran as well as brought Iran and 
Iraq on same page. Now that ISIS is gone and Iraqis want to elevate their life level, their 
primary concerns are domes�c issues and concerns and they even want Iran out of their 
country. In this domes�c instability, we find that this US drone strike might have created 
stability in Iran as the ac�on was protested across Iran and Iraq. This ac�on though has 
a history, US stepped back from Syria and when the US forces entered Iraq they were 
not welcomed with open arms. Americans were met with a�acks against their facili�es 
from Shia mili�as and US embassy was targeted, in retalia�on US hit General Soleimani. 
His killing has not only supported, but provided unity to Iran. Instead of General 
Soleimani, US should have gone a�er the nexus that is hampering US interests in the 
region. US has just strengthened Iranian cause as mili�as have vowed vengeance upon 
the US. Iran draws its strength on the bais of ideology yet like o�er states Iran is 
pragma�c. However, pragma�sm entered in foreign policy behavior of Iran, 
immediately a�er the revolu�on. Khomeini’s slogan of neither east nor west was 
changed into both east and west by Khomeini himself. The Foreign Minister of Iran, Dr. 
Ali Akbar Vellaya� in 1980’s spoke about a re-orienta�on of Iran’s Foreign Policy. The 
challenges that brought Iran in conflict with US is capability of cul�va�ng friendships 
with allies and adversaries of the US, for instance India, Japan, Russia and China. 
Moreover, USA and USSR had diploma�c rela�ons in the cold war which was an 
important factor that the two did not go to war. There is no diploma�c connec�vity 
between Iran and US and President Trump pulled out of the JCPOA fueling Iranian 
insecuri�es. In this context, Iran is pragma�c force and Rouhollah Khomeini himself said 
that Iran needs rela�ons with all states since no state can live in isola�on. 

Pakistan has internal and external enemies. Its war against terrorism is s�ll going on 
while eastern border is a constant threat with India’s con�nuing oppression in occupied 
Kashmir. Pakistan has to be ra�onal. The pragma�c statement of Foreign Minister of 
Pakistan outlined the stance of Pakistan. Pakistan should act wisely as it has instability 
in Baluchistan as well as hosts a great number of IDPs. Pakistan has not violated any 
interna�onal law and has acted accordingly. Pakistan cannot afford turmoil in the 
region. Pakistan recently came out of poli�cal crisis and it should focus on balancing the 
society. Future is Asian and Pakistan, due to its strategic loca�on is the fulcrum and 
pivot of Asia. CPEC and BRI are the focus of the world. Hence it needs to be ra�onal, 
pragma�c and prac�ce strategic restraint.
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Mr. Nasir Abbas Sherazi
      

Gravity of the situa�on is visible. Middle East appears to become future heartland of the 
world. It has poli�cal, economic, geographical, geopoli�cal and even religious 
implica�ons over region and beyond. Hegemonic powers have their own agenda in 

Middle East to exploit the situa�on and to create 
ri�s. Interna�onal law and ethics are not being given 
the opportunity to prevail. Pakistan is closely 
connected to the developments going on in the said 
region. Iran is neighbor and KSA is an ally. US is our 
partner while Iran cannot be ignored from regional 
partnership. This roundtable provided not only food 
for thought regarding the issue but comprehensive 
recommenda�ons are the outcome of the program. 
In this way we will be able to serve our homeland, 
our beloved country by contribu�ng in making a 
narra�ve suitable to Pakistan’s na�onal interest.

I want to thank Dr. Omer for his commendable contribu�on. Special thanks to Dr. Ma’am 
Lubna Abid Ali for her strong inputs. On the behalf of CPGS, its team and Patron Senator 
Sehar Kamran, I also want to thank Dr. Manawar Parwar from Qaud-i-Azam University 
for his instrumental role in making this roundtable a success. I want to thank all of you 
for alloca�ng your precious �me for a great purpose. Thanks again. You are welcome on 
tea arranged in main lawn in your honor.  

Concluding Remarks 
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Media Coverage

‘US a�ack on Iran will be disastrous for region’

ISLAMABAD: Though American Congress has limited the powers of Donald Trump for 
any a�ack on Iran, any act by the president an�cipa�ng that it might help him in the US 
presiden�al elec�on would be disastrous for the region, including Pakistan.

This was stated by Senator Sehar Kamran while speaking at a roundtable: ‘US-Iran 
escala�on in Middle East: implica�ons and way forward for Pakistan’ organised by 
Centre for Pakistan and Gulf Studies (CPGS). The senator said experts globally believed 
that skirmishes in the Middle East would con�nue but the world could face the worst 
scenario if President Trump decides to hit any of nuclear installa�ons in Iran. She said in 
any case Pakistan had to remain neutral and should not repeat past mistakes. “We need 
to stay firm with public trust and support of parliament and all ins�tu�ons,” she said.

The discussion focused on the future of the region in case the conflict was widened. It 
was observed that a weak government in Iran would eventually allow the opponents of 
that country to encourage insurgencies and separa�st movements in vulnerable areas 
in Iran. Among such territories is Sistan province of Iran and any large scale insurgency 
there would have a nega�ve impact on Balochistan province too.

Assistant Professor Dr Qamar Abbasi from Comsats University Islamabad lauded the 
decision of the government to remain neutral in the crisis while trying to defuse the 
tension. He hinted that the US ac�on was a diversion from the local issues and said the 
speech of President Trump reflected that he was addressing threats from the internal 
front.

“It is clear that US policies are led by oil, arms and pharma lobby. But the other key 
factor is the imperialis�c approach - the psychological supremacy that the US leadership 
wants to impose - and Iran is resis�ng.” Head of Interna�onal Rela�ons Department at 
Na�onal Defence University (NDU) Dr Lubna Abid Ali said religion played a role in 
maintaining unity among the people. “But it has to be coupled with na�onalism and 
economic interest of the na�on.”

Dr Lubna said contrary to the expecta�ons of US policymakers the killing of Gen Qasem 
Suleimani had actually united the people of Iran, Iraq, Lebanon and Syria. She referred 
to par�cipa�on of a large number of Chris�ans in his funeral procession in Iraq. “He is 
remembered for libera�ng a centuries-old church in Faluja which would have been 
destroyed by ISIS.” She said a major challenge for Muslim world was the corrupt 
leadership and people were cri�cal of the clergy too and Pakistan was also facing both 
internal and external threats, therefore, a cau�ous approach was needed to deal with 
the current situa�on in the Middle East.

CPGS President Nasir Sherazi said discussions on sensi�ve issues were needed in 
Pakistan and their delibera�ons should be food for thought for the policymakers.

Published in Dawn, January 12th, 2020
https://www.dawn.com/news/1527770?ref=whatsapp
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