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Abstract
The aim of this study is to analyze the Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI)'s policy towards and involvement in the African continent as a case study of IRI's global policy and reach. The aspiration of IRI's leadership for international standing and support, desire to export its revolutionary model and extend its influence beyond its borders have shaped its activity on many continents, including Africa. Africa's strategic location, past colonial experience, political position, rich resources, large Muslim population, and economic attractiveness have all contributed to shaping the IRI's activity within it. 
The study analyzes IRI's foreign policy in general and its implementation in Africa in particular, identifying the different historical phases of its activity in Africa, distinguishing between the various African regions, the main Iranian organizations involved therein, the means of and channels for Iranian involvement in Africa, and the reasons for IRI's gains and losses on that continent. 
The study shows how the Islamic regime has managed, during its 40 years of rule, through pragmatism and resilience, to gain influence and support, has endeavored to balance its losses, and has adapted to new circumstances in the African continent.
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Introduction: Dogma and Pragmatism in IRI Foreign Policy
[bookmark: _Hlk29988857]Foreign policies of different regimes in different countries tend to share some basic principles while differing in others and the IRI is no exception in that regard. While the IRI shares some basic foreign policy continuity principles with Iran's previous regime – such as maintaining Iran's independence, territorial integrity, and sovereignty – its generally declared orientation is 'non-aligned' (‘adm-i ta‘ahod), as expressed in its foreign policy slogan of 'neither East nor West' (na sharqi, na qarbi). This orientation is a by-product of its Islamic character, pan-Islamic agenda, and global aspirations in a bi-polar world that it has rejected since its establishment. These principles are specified in Iran’s Constitution as follows:
1- Islamic unity: "…the government of the Islamic Republic of Iran is required to base its overall politics on the merging and unity of the Muslim nations. It must continuously strive to achieve the political, economic, and cultural unity of the Muslim world" (Chapter1, Article 11);
2- [bookmark: _Hlk16065181]Pan-Islamism: "Defense of the rights of all Muslims' (Chapter 10, Article 152);
3- Non-alignment: "non-alignment in relation to the domineering powers" (Chapter 10, Article 152);
4- Support for the oppressed: "…supports the struggle of the oppressed (mustaz‘ifin) for their rights against the oppressors (mustakbirin) anywhere in the world"' (Chapter 10, Article 154).
While these principles are the cornerstones of IRI's foreign policy and reflect its global Islamic and dogmatic ideology, implementing them has often faced challenges. The IRI, like any other country, is only one unit which does not operate in a vacuum, but is part of an international and multi-dimensional system wherein many other power operate and interact, with different, and at times opposing, policies, aims, and perceptions. Such circumstances often dictate deviation from IRI's dogmatic foreign policy principles. In addition, Iran's factional domestic politics can often shape its foreign policy (Moslem, 2002). Collectively, both inside-out and outside-in factors affect the foreign policies of countries in general, including those of the IRI (Haji-Yusefi,2015-2016: 42), something which will be discussed later. 
Moreover, the IRI’s decision  making process, especially in relation to foreign and security policies, is not entirely in the hands of the president or the government. It is also highly influenced by a group of unelected figures – such as the Supreme Leader and his advisors – as well as the unelected pressure groups, primarily the Islamic Revolution's Guards Corp (IRGC). Thus, decisions on when, where, and by what means to intervene in Africa or elsewhere is not entirely the prerogative of the faction that holds the elected presidency or the majority of the seats in the majlis (parliament). It is more complicated than this and involves a number of bodies, organizations, and personalities, each with their own interests and agendas, which at times conflict with those of the foreign ministry. The Islamic regime in Iran is not monolithic but made up of factions whose elites have differed and probably will continue to do so over domestic and foreign issues and the best way to pursue them. According to Mohammad Ayatollahi Tabaar, "in Iran, factional interests, in addition to overall regime and state security interests, help define foreign and domestic policies." (2018: 28). Ayatollahi Tabaar then continues to expound on Iranian factional politics and its bearing on both domestic and foreign issues and policies:
A ruling faction may opt for foreign policy decisions that are harmful to the state but protect the regime or the ruling faction. Rulers can use international conflicts to marginalize domestic rivals and monopolize other branches and institutions of the (parallel) state. (2018: 28)
Thus, alongside the official foreign ministry, there are other bodies which represent different factions and have bearings on the IRI's foreign policy. These include the World Forum for Proximity of Islamic Schools of Thought (Majma‘-i Jahani-yi Taqrib-i Mazahib-i Islami), the IRGC (Sipah-i Pasdaran-i Inqilab-i Islami; especially its international department), the Organization of Islamic Propagation (Saziman-i Tablighat-i Islami), the Islamic Culture and Relations Organization (Saziman-i Farhang va Irtibatat-i Islami), the World Forum for the Family of the Prophet (Majma‘-i Jahani-yi Ahl al-Bayt), the Imam Khomeini Relief Committee (Kumitah-yi Imdad-i Imam Khomeini), the Islamic Republic of Iran's Red Crescent Society (Jamʻiyat-i Halal-i Ahmar-i Jumhuri-yi Islami-yi Iran), and the cultural section of the Iranian embassies. 
Ayatollahi Tabaar has the following to say as far as any pragmatism being employed by the Iranian regime, one which has a clear and dogmatic ideological outlook:
Even though factional, regime, and state interests can be interwoven, if they are at odds, a faction's security concerns can shape its ideological outlook and may take precedence over the interest of the state and regime. Examining both threat perceptions and ideological transformations through this factional lens allows us to more accurately account for contradictions and seemingly irrational foreign and domestic policies. (2018: 28)
The economic sanctions imposed by the USA (such as the Iran Libya Sanctions Act, 1995) and collectively by other countries (such as the 2012-2015 sanctions make the IRI more dependent on other countries, requiring greater pragmatism on its part. Thus, from the initial 'neither East, nor West' policy, the IRI has tilted more towards the East, where, according to Ehteshami and Zweiri, the IRI's leadership believe that it "is less risky than building relations with the West, with its hegemonic tendencies" (Ehteshami and Zweiri, 2008: xiv). 
Adopting a pragmatic approach in matters of foreign policy does not necessarily mean departing from Islamic postures or tactics. Being the basis of the regime, the IRI uses religiously based methods and practices, such as taqiyyah (kitman in Persian; dissimulation, concealment of such as one's true intentions) and khudʻah (trickery, such as of one's enemies or telling half-truths) in its diplomacy (Landsberg and Salomon, 2010). For example, many skeptics believe that, by claiming to have a civil, peaceful nuclear program and by not allowing inspection of a number of military sites, the IRI is simply attempting to conceal its military nuclear program (Sabouri, 2016; Congressional Research Service, 2019: 42-45). However, although  the Islamic regime is dominated by a religious leadership and operates within a general religious framework (Velayat-i Faqih; "the rule of the Islamic Jurist), it allows for great pragmatism and maneuvering in order to serve the interests of the regime and its survival. This is best demonstrated by the Regime's Expediency Discernment Council (Majmaʻ-i Tashkhis-i Maslahat-i Nizam), which was formed in order to identify the regime's interest in the conflicts arising between rival factions, the Islamic Consultative Assembly (Majlis-i Shura-yi Islami), and the Guardian Council (Shura-yi Nigahban).
The IRI's unique character, its hegemonic aspirations, and some of the immediate actions it took both soon after its establishment (such as seizure of US embassy in Tehran in 1979 and the Iran-Iraq War, 1980-1988) and since (such as the attempts to acquire WMD, support for international terrorism, opposition to the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, human rights' abuses), have repeatedly created an atmosphere of crisis and perceived or real threats for the regime and country, whereby the IRI has often found itself struggling for survival. It may be that such circumstances have left the IRI with no choice but to compete with rivals for power and adopt a foreign policy that is offensive by nature. This is compatible with John Mearsheimer's theory of 'offensive realism' for maximizing power and even seeks hegemony. Such a policy approach is reflected in the IRI's involvement in Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, and Yemen, for example. During the Iran-Iraq War, which the IRI has branded as 'Holy Defense' (difaʻ-i muqaddas), the IRI was initially (1980-1982) in defensive mode related more to Kenneth Waltz's theory of 'defensive realism,' believing that maximizing power could backfire (Waltz, 1979; Mearsheimer, 2001; A. A. Rezaei, 2008). However, it managed from 1982 onwards to move the main theatre of the war into Iraqi territory. Moreover, one should not forget that one of Iraq's stated reasons for invading Iran in September 1980 was Khomeini's appeals to the Iraqi Shiʻa to rise up against Saddam Hussein, the latter considering that an offensive and threatening act against his country (Brands, 2012: 325-326). 
The IRI's bid to maximize power and influence is not limited to its immediate regional environment. Since the Islamic revolution, IRI agents have spread the universal vision of Khomeini's Islamic ideology throughout the Muslim world and beyond, from the Philippines to Latin America, propagating his message of universal justice, the struggle against imperialism, oppression, and world arrogance embodied in the United States. However, although they failed to export their model of revolution, still many countries and organizations have welcomed the assistance that the IRI is willing to offer them. This has enabled countries such as Sudan in Africa, Syria in the Middle East, and Venezuela in Latin America and organizations such as Hamas or Palestinian Islamic Jihad in need of support to receive the type of assistance they want from the IRI. It also provides the IRI with an opening for influence in those places as well as an opportunity to present those cases as proof of its revolutionary message (Zalayat, 2019).
[bookmark: _Hlk29999598]In its drive for hegemonic power in the region and beyond, the IRI has used soft power and asymmetric tactics. In spite of its massive military (the national army and the Revolutionary Guards), this policy seems to be the result of its inferior conventional weapon levels compared to regional enemies, and its cautious policy towards direct confrontations with them and their superpower ally, the United States. These tactics have included operating indirectly through proxies (asymmetric warfare) and directly through welfare and development organizations (soft power). This has enabled the IRI leadership to characterize their support as favoring the oppressed(such as the Houthis or the Palestinians) against the oppressors(Saudi Arabia and Israel), or as a struggle between Dar al-Islam (the House of Islam) and Dar al-Kufr (the House of Heretics) or Dar al-Harb (the House of War).
[bookmark: _Hlk29719115]In order to win support, the IRI has pursued the Islamic principle of da‘wa (calling), the proselytizing and preaching of Islam mentioned in the Quran (Surat al-Nahl, Verse 125; Surat al-Shura, Verse 15). Many Islamic thinkers have called on Muslims to return to the path of Islam in order to revive it and for the creation of a unified ummah (Islamic community). However, in modern times it has been the Ayatollah Khomeini who has succeeded in mobilizing the masses, bringing about an Islamic revolution, and establishing an Islamic government in Iran. Islamic State also subsequently did so, but it ceased to exist as a state. Through Islamic propaganda (tablighat-i Islami) and attempts to export the Islamic revolution (sudur-i inqilab), Khomeini, his followers and successors continue to advocate da‘wa wherever they can and to endeavor to extend their influence throughout the Islamic world (Fallah-nizhad, 2005: 65-68). 
After the IRI's foundation, Ayatollah Khomeini became the political and religious leader (rahbar and vali-yi faqih respectively) and the country became regarded as Umm al-Qura-yi Islam (the mother of all Islamic lands). This view was reiterated also by Ayatollah Sayyid ‘Ali Khamenei, who during the Third International Islamic Unity Conference (16 October 1989) stated that "today the IRI is the Umm al-Qura of Islam and the unity axis of all Muslims" (Firahi, 2005-2006: 260-261; Ittila‘at, 25 October 1989, no. 18877: 1). According to Muhammad-Riza Tajik, the position of Umm al-Qura-yi Islam expresses the IRI's aspiration to become the hegemonic center of the Islamic world, the "mother" around which other Islamic states and nations can gather. This is not only because of its Islamic ideology, ideals, and identity, but also its military power which it strives to increase (Tajik, 2001-2002: 48-49). In order to realize this, it has also been necessary to stress the unifying rather than divisive elements among Muslims. Thus, Khomeini rejected the concept of 'nationalism' (melli-garaʼi) and called for unity among Muslims (Ramazani, 2004: 555).  
The Umm al-Qura-yi Islam concept seems to correspond with what Samuel Huntington terms the 'core state' of the Islamic civilization. According to Huntington, "countries tend to bandwagon with countries of similar culture and to balance against countries with which they lack cultural commonality. This is particularly true to the core states." (1996: 155). In the Sunni-Shiʻite strife which was exacerbated during the Iran-Iraq War and even more so in the conflict with the Islamic State group, the IRI sought the support of the Arab Shiʻa, but, as Graham Fuller observes, this proved quite difficult to obtain, given the fact that "the relationship between Iran and the Arab Shiʻa is quite complex" (Fuller and Francke, 1999: 71-79). The IRI may have enjoyed higher levels of popularity among the non-Iranian Shiʻa during certain periods, such as after the fall of the Pahlavi regime, but, even then, support did not necessarily translate into gathering around "mother" Iran.  For instance, it largely failed to win over the Iraqi Shiʻa during the Iran-Iraq War. What the IRI did manage to gain beyond its traditional religious networks was the establishment of a number of militias, comprised mainly of paid Shiites from Iraq, Syria, Afghanistan, and Pakistan, in addition to the Iran-backed Lebanese Hezbollah. 
Huntington provides an explanation for the failure of the IRI to export its revolution. According to him "an Islamic core state has to possess the economic resources, military power, organizational competence, and Islamic identity and commitment to provide both political and religious leadership to the ummah." (1996: 177). Although he argues that Iran could become the "core state of the Islamic civilization", he mentions three disadvantages that could disqualify it for that position: Iran being a Shi‘i-dominated state, while the vast majority of Muslims are Sunni); the Persian language "being a distant second to Arabic as the language of Islam"; and the historic antagonism between Persians and Arabs. (1996: 178). 
Such disadvantages, however, have not inhibited the IRI's aspirations to leadership of the Islamic world and beyond. While it constantly strives to strengthen its popularity among Muslims (through its fierce anti-Israel and pro-Palestinian stance, and by providing free welfare aid and education to non-Iranian Muslims, for example), it has positioned itself steadfastly against the core state of the Western civilization, the USA, which the IRI often dubs 'the world arrogance' or 'world's hegemonism' (istikbar-i jahani) abusing the rights of the dispossessed and deprived nations, including those in their own (Muhammadi, 1986-1987: 58). Moreover, by presenting Islam (embodied by itself) as the only truth, Khomeini re-centered Islam while negating and de-centering the non-Islamic (other (Limba, 2010). While this is the revolutionary dogma, hard realities, such as the need to strengthen their economy and offset Western pressures, have made the IRI more dependent on support from non-Western powers, such as Russia and China, and on Third World and Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) countries, such as those in Latin America and Africa (Ehteshami and Zweiri, 2008: xiv).
[bookmark: _Hlk29999675]Among the NAM countries, those from Africa qualitatively and quantitatively dominate the movement. The NAM came into existence in the early 1960s, during a period of intense East-West rivalry on the one hand and the process of independence for African countries from Western colonialism on the other. In their wish to assert their independence and not takes sides between East and West, African countries adopted a non-alignment stance. Kwame Nkrumah, the Ghanaian politician and revolutionary and one of the leading advocates of non-alignment, declared in 1961 that "we have strictly adhered to our policy of positive neutralism and non-alignment and, whatever we have done, we have always placed Africa first." (Mathews, 1987: 40). 
African states' non-aligned position corresponded with the IRI's official foreign policy of 'neither East nor West.' Khomeini and his successors wanted to free Iran from a Western (chiefly American) grip, but also had no desire to fall into the orbit of atheistic communism. Both opposed Islam and Shiite Islam particularly, thus making non-alignment the right path to follow. However, changing circumstances dictated a pragmatic approach that tilted more towards the East. (Ehteshami and Zweiri, 2008: xiv). 
Such dependency dictates pragmatism and departing from ideology and dogma. For example, a dogmatic attitude towards non-Muslims finds its expression in the Islamic principle of nafi-yi sabil, literally, the negation of the path to rule over Muslims, which stresses Islam's dignity by not permitting infidel rule of any kind over Muslims (Surat al-Nisaʼ, Verse 141; Mansuri, 1986-1987: 139-140; Sutudah, 2001-2002: 7; Shakuri, 1982-1983, 2: 388-391). However, while the IRI has strictly followed this principle against non-Muslim countries such as Israel (with regards to Israel's rule over Palestinian Muslims) or the USA (with regards to its invasion and military presence in Muslim countries such as Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria), it fails to do so against other powers such as Russia (regarding its involvement in Syria against Islamic State), China and India (who rule over large Muslim populations), and even countries such as neighboring Armenia (and its occupation and rule over the Azerbaijani region of Nagorno-Karabakh which is mainly populated by Shiʻa). The IRI has even been flexible over its dogmatic approach towards enemies it has branded as the "Great Satan" (the USA) and the "Lesser Satan" (Israel), from whom it bought weapons and spare parts in what is known as "Irangate" (Ramazani, 2004: 549-559). Former President ʻAli-Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, one of the IRI's leading figures until his death in 2017, who was widely regarded as pragmatic, explained that paradox by stating that ideology and pragmatism in foreign policy decision making depended "on the circumstances of a particular case at a given point in time." (Ramazani, 2004: 549-556). Thus, when the IRI was in a dire situation, such as the Iran-Iraq War, in desperate need of spare parts and weapons, it practiced pragmatism, negotiating deals with even the above-mentioned 'satans.'
[bookmark: _Hlk29992857]The IRI  has been able to gain influence in other countries through some of its foreign policy principles mentioned here, and especially the principle of supporting "the struggle of the oppressed (mustaz‘ifin) for their rights against the oppressors (mustakbirin) anywhere in the world." Thus, opposition movements can be labeled as the oppressed and rulers – namely those the IRI opposes, such as pro-Western and monarchical one – as the oppressors. The IRI thus wishes to gain influence in a country through the support given to such movements, hoping that their influence would grow once such movements succeed in overthrowing their rulers. Such tactics seem to more likely to be effective in failed states, states on the verge of collapse, and countries in deep decline. The IRI's support for the Houthis in Yemen, the Mujahidin in Afghanistan, and Shiʻa movements in Iraq and Lebanon are relevant examples. There are, however, counterexamples where the IRI supports rulers against opposition groups and resistance movements, as is the case in Syria. 
The Islamic principle of taʼlif-i qulub ("winning over hearts") is intended not only to win over Muslims, but also bring infidels into the bosom of Islam. (Shakuri, 1982-1983, 2: 487). In Khomeini's words, "Islam is not peculiar to a country, to several countries, a group, or even the Muslims. Islam has come for humanity … Islam wishes to bring all of humanity under the umbrella of its justice." (Ramazani, 2004: 555). He added: "It is the Islam's role to dismantle the borders in the world and to establish a global government by gathering all mankind under a same flag and Islamic sharia." (Khomeini, 1992: 470-480; Rezaei, 2017: 13). The principle of mahdawiyyat (the Islamic belief in the coming of the Mahdi) proselytized by the IRI's propagandists (muballighin) throughout the world, is also used to bring infidels as well as straying (namely, non-Shi‘a) Muslims to the right path (Limba, 2010: 185-199). In order to facilitate this, Ayatollah Khamenei established the Majma‘-i Jahani-yi Taqrib-i Mazahib-i Islami (The World Forum for the Proximity of Islamic Schools of Thought) in 1990. Although the forum's official main aim is to reconcile the Shi‘ia and the Sunnis, its unofficial one seems to be converting Sunnis to Shi‘ism (Buchta, 2001: 333-354; Majmaʻ al-Taqrib's site).
[bookmark: _Hlk29999460]There is an apparent contradiction between the IRI seeing itself as the center of the Muslim world, the majority of which is actually Sunni, and proselytizing Shiʻism. This can be explained in the way the IRI seeks to present itself and the belief in Shiʻism as the right path within Islam. The IRI wishes to achieve through various means, such as welfare aid, free education, logistical and military assistance and training. It also presents the IRI as a success story and model to follow, the only Muslim country to steadfastly defy the West. 
In conclusion, it seems that, despite the increasingly pragmatic approach the IRI takes as a result of the changing domestic, regional, and international, as well as political, economic, religious, ethnic, and cultural circumstances, Islam remains a dominant feature of its foreign and domestic policies. The IRI tailors its Islamic message according to the target audience: Islamic-nationalism for the domestic audience, pan-Islamism within the Islamic world against the non-Islamic (including those within Islam which the IRI does not recognize as Islamic, such as the Saudi regime), and globally on the basis of the oppressed against the oppressors. Although neither its Islamic world nor global messages have been able to win many true adherents, still a relatively large number of countries and organizations have welcomed the assistance that the IRI offers. This has enabled those countries and organizations to obtain the type of assistance they want from the IRI and has also provided the IRI with influence in those places and an opportunity to present their examples as evidence of the victory of its revolutionary message. 
Africa's Appeal for the IRI
Africa offers great opportunities for the IRI and, despite some strategic setbacks in the second decade of the twenty-first century which I will refer to later, it continues to be attractive – mainly in strategic, political, and economic terms – for IRI's foreign policy agenda. As of 2018, almost half of Africa's 1.3 billion population were Muslims (Worldmeters, 2018; RIMA, 2018), thus creating fertile ground for the IRI's aspirations to present itself as leader of the Islamic world. Most of Africa's 54 countries –more than one-quarter of the 194 UN member states – experienced European colonialism in their relatively recent history, during which they and their natural resources were exploited similar to the way the British exploited Iranian oil from 1908 to 1951. This provides the IRI with a breeding ground to propagate its anti-Western, non-aligned and support for the oppressed messages. The IRI, which has faced sanctions and isolation since 1979, needs to have good relations with as many countries as possible. African countries, many of which are in need of economic assistance which the IRI is happy to provide, are important to the IRI in order for it to break out of its economic and political isolation and to advance its own interests as far as possible. Moreover, most African countries are either underdeveloped or in the development stage with a very young population. According to 2015 figures, 41 percent of the African population was under 15 and a further 19 percent under 24 (BBC, 2015). This population is seeking employment that their governments cannot fully provide for them, meaning external investment is the main source of employment opportunities. Investment and deeper involvement in Africa not only increases the IRI's prestige and popularity among the local population, but also meets the IRI's economic interests as a market for its exports, bypassing economic sanctions (Ottolenghi, 2013; Rome, 2019; Frud, 2019; Chimarizeni, 2017: 36-38). It also serves its nuclear program due to Africa's rich uranium resources. It also enhances the IRI's Islamic world and broader global standing. Furthermore, certain regions such as the Horn of Africa and West Africa provide the IRI with the opportunity to expand its logistical network and find alternative routes for financial, military and material support to proxies and satellites in the Middle East such as Hezbollah in Lebanon, and Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad in Gaza (Levitt, 2005; Tattersall, 2010; BBC, 2013; DEA, 2016). Moreover, enhanced influence in Africa provides the IRI with another way to undermine its enemies’ interests. The arrest of two Iranians with a 33-pound cache of explosives in Kenya in 2012 on charges of gathering intelligence in order to plot attack US, Israeli, Saudi, and British targets therein is a case in point (Kreider, 2012). This example shows that such activities are feasible though, given the secrecy involved in such activities, it is difficult to ascertain their frequency.
The IRI's endeavors to pursue its African foreign policy through various channels and via long- and short-term strategies. Some of those measures are Iranian initiatives such as economic ties and development projects. Others develop as result of the changing circumstances which create opportunities, such as when, in the early stages of the Arab Spring, the IRI tried to present its own Islamic Revolution as the model which the Arabs had tried to imitate.  In its bid to serve its interests in Africa, the IRI deploys both ideology and pragmatism as well as both hard power. While financial aid and covert military assistance could form examples of IRI's hard power approach in Africa, ideological indoctrination, religious proselytization, and cultural propagation are examples of its use of soft power. Moreover, its involvement in Africa and elsewhere allows the IRI's leadership to project power both domestically and abroad.
The Geographic Spread of IRI's Activity in Africa
Iranian involvement in Africa can be divided into five regions: North Africa, the Horn of Africa, South Africa, West Africa, and Central Africa.
North Africa is overwhelmingly populated by Muslims, with Egypt 94.7 percent Muslim, Libya 96.6 percent, Tunisia 99.8 percent, Algeria 97.9 percent and Morocco 99.9 percent. This region's Mediterranean coastline makes it one of the main sources of Muslim legal and illegal migration into Europe. South of this region lies another belt of countries with a high percentage of Muslim populations: Sudan (97), Chad (55.7), Niger (98.3), Mali (92.4), Mauritania (99.2), Senegal (96.4), Guinea-Bissau (42.8), Guinea (84.2), Sierra Leon (78), Ivory Coast (36.9), Burkina Faso (58.9), and Nigeria (48.8). (Worldmeters, 2018; RIMA, 2018).
The Horn of Africa is also heavily populated by Muslims, with Djibouti 97 percent Muslim and Somalia 99 percent. One-third of the Ethiopian population is also Muslim (Worldmeters, 2018; RIMA, 2018). Heavily Muslim-populated countries also lie along the Red Sea and Horn of Africa hosting major international shipping routes in their waters. Thus, both North and East Africa provide the IRI a huge area to pursue her foreign policy agenda (Lefebvre, 2012).
Although the Muslim population of South Africa is very low (1.5 percent), the IRI enjoys close relations with this strategically located country, mainly due to South Africa's historic role in defying colonialism and overturning apartheid. This has given it much political influence over many other African countries and the title of "the powerhouse of the continent. " (Solomon, 2017). The IRI, which opposed South Africa's apartheid's regime due to its hitherto close relations with the Shah and Israel, has developed close relations with post-apartheid South Africa (Fakude, 2016). This has not only benefitted the IRI economically, but has also provided it with political influence and support, especially on sensitive issues such as the IRI's right to develop peaceful nuclear technology, opposition to sanctions, and support for its human rights record (Farrar-Wellman, 2009; Keinon, 2013).
West Africa's importance for the IRI is mainly due to the presence of Shiʻi Lebanese communities therein.  Lebanese Hezbollah, which is probably the most important, powerful, and successful of the IRI's proxies, obtains part of its finances from this Shiʻi Lebanese community there and from Hezbollah's diamond trade in West Africa. (MEIB, 2004; Wege, 2012). 
The IRI is less involved in Central Africa, although it does not entirely neglect that region.
The IRI in Africa – Periods of Activity and Organizations Involved
Iranian involvement in Africa can be divided into a number of phases. Scholars such as Eric Lob have divided it on the basis of the identity of the ruling faction, namely into the rule of the radicals (1979-1984), conservatives (1984-1989),  moderate-reformists (1989-2003), and reformist and principalist factions (2003-2013) (2016: 316-318). Others such as Muvahidi Qomi have proposed a slightly different division based on presidential mandates. Thus, we find the first period under the supreme leadership of Khomeini (1979-1989), the periods of construction under Rafsanjani (1989-1997), reform under Khatami (1997-2005), and the new period under Ahmadinejad (2005-2009) (2009: 76).
I propose here a different division based on the particular domestic and external factors affecting the intensity of the Iranian involvement in Africa. Thus, during the first period (1979-1989), the IRI was busy consolidating its rule domestically, while engaged in a long war with Iraq (1980-1988) and largely isolated notably after the November 1979 takeover of the American embassy in Tehra, and Iran's role in Western hostage taking in Lebanon. In spite of the major challenges it was facing, the IRI's leadership wished to take advantage of the momentum created by the downfall of the Shah, the strongest regional ally of the West and the main pillar of US policy in the Persian Gulf, and the ascendancy of an Islamic government ruled by an Islamic Jurisprudent in Iran. 
[bookmark: _Hlk16160959]The IRI wished to break out of its isolation, not only by establishing and strengthening its diplomatic and commercial relations with others, but also through ideological and religious-cultural means. These included the adoption of revolutionary and an anti-imperialist rhetoric and model, the supply of funds, training and arms to mainly Islamic revolutionaries and movements including African ones such as those in Tunisia and Algeria, and the propagation of the Islamic Shiʻi faith. A CIA research paper argues that the aims behind this were "to win support for its foreign policies, particularly its war with Iraq", to also "enhance its international legitimacy by expanding its formal diplomatic relationships", and "to spread its revolutionary ideology" (2011: iii). The CIA paper concludes that, because of the number of African countries with a large Muslim population, and due to IRI’s foreign policy-makers' belief that black African political systems have not matured much beyond colonial models, Tehran made black Africa a high priority in its campaign for international recognition, believing that the continent was "ripe for revolution." (2011: 1).
This activity brought about the IRI's alignment with authoritarian regimes on Africa's east (Ghana and Sierra Leone) and west (Tanzania and Sudan) coasts. The 1989 Sudanese "Islamic Revolution" was inspired by that of Iran, resulting in the rise to power of Omar al-Bashir, who became one of IRI's main strategic allies at least until his volte face in 2015 (Collins, 2008: 170, 470). This was despite each country representing a different branch of Islam: Shiʻi Iran and Sunni Sudan. From 1982 to 1984, the IRI doubled the number of its embassies in Sub-Saharan Africa to 18, and a number of African governments such as Ghana and Sierra Leone welcomed IRI's concessionary oil prices and financial assistance, upgrading political relations in return (CIA, 2011: iii).
Despite its Shiʻi character, the Islamic Revolution in Iran also inspired Sunni revolutionary leaders. Rached Ghannouchi, the Tunisian political and religious thinker, was attracted to the IRI because of its representation of class conflict within an Islamic framework, its stance against Western imperialism and exploitation, and its conception of an Islamic revolution against tyranny. According to Kaminsky, it "represented a new way of understanding the relationship between social justice and Islamic values in the modern nation-state." Thus, "soon after the Revolution in Iran, banners depicting images of Khomeini began appearing in Tunisian Islamist publications." (2017: 252-253).
However, some of the IRI's policies and activities created antagonism among the governments and populations, even leading to the closure of the Iranian embassy in Senegal in 1984 (Leichtman, 2008: 96-97; Leichtman, 2015). These policies and activities included the proselytization of the Shiʻi faith and doctrines and the propagation of the Iranian model of the Guardianship of the Jurist (vilayat-i faqih) among the overwhelmingly Sunni nature of African Muslims. They also included sending students (tullab) from Africa to religious seminaries (hauzih-ha-yi ʻilmiyyih) and universities in Iran or to Al-Mustafa International University (Jamiʻah al-Mustafa al-ʻAlamiyah), founded in 1979 in the city of Qom, with branches both within and outside of Iran (Dai, 2016). They also encompassed the establishment of religious schools in and the sending of Islamic propagandists and teachers to Africa. 
[bookmark: _Hlk26980912]In the second period (1989-2005), the parameters within which the IRI operated changed. Domestically, in the post-Khomeini, post-radical, post-Iran-Iraq War era, the population placed much of their hopes in economic improvement and civil reforms, firstly under the pragmatist Rafsanjani government, and latterly under the Khatami reformist administration. Beyond Iran, communities hoped the IRI would open up and become more cooperative, especially on issues of human rights, weapons of mass destruction, and the Middle East peace process. 
During his first term as president, Rafsanjani stated that "we are extremely interested in establishing relations with African countries, especially the Muslim countries of that region and we regard this cooperation as our religious and revolutionary duty." (Ittila‘at, 1991, nos. 19387: 3 and 19431: 3). Rafsanjani also stated during the eight-year "holy effort" (talash-i moqaddas) of the Iran-Iraq War that "Islamic Iran has gained valuable experiences in the field of construction and the security of sovereignty, and these experiences could be given to African countries for their liberation from dependency." (‘Ali-Baba'i, 1992-1993: 881).
The governments of the IRI in this period adopted a policy of combining and balancing between political diplomacy (such as enlisting pro-Iranian African votes in the United Nations, IAEA or in the NAM)(Onderco, 2016: 256, 259; Chimarizeni, 2017: 36, 39, 43, 45) and economic diplomacy (such as the sale of Iranian agricultural and industrial products, export of Iranian know-how, and developmental projects). This was in place of "radical" policies such as proselytization of the Shiʻi faith and the propagation of the vilayat-i faqih model (Ittila‘at, 1996, no. 20853: 2). The downfall of the Soviet Union and the creation of a unipolar world caused many formerly revolutionary, populist, and socialist African regimes that had lost their Moscow patron to seek such patronage for aid and investment elsewhere. The IRI's leadership saw this as an opportunity for greater economic penetration and political influence in Africa (Haydarpur Daʻvisara, 2009; Mari, 2017: 61, 65). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Rafsanjani began his visits to Africa in 1991 with a 150-member delegation to Sudan, where the IRI had helped Omar al-Bashir to topple the government of Sadiq al-Mahdi (Ibrahim, 1991). The IRI pledged $17 million in financial aid, delivery of $300 million of Chinese weapons, and one million tons of oil per year during this visit. Some 2,000 IRGC personnel subsequently arrived in Sudan to train its Popular Defense Forces during the Second Sudanese Civil War of 1983-2005 (Schanzer, 2010). From 1991 onwards, representatives from various organizations, such as  Hezbollah, Hamas, Jama‘at al-Islamiyyah, alongside arch-terrorists such as Osama Bin Laden, Sabri Khalil al-Bana (known as "Abu Nidal"), and Illich Ramirez Sanchez (known as "Carlos the Jackal") visited Khartoum (Taylor and Elbushra, 2006). For over two decades, Sudan was one of the IRI's most important allies in East Africa, one of its major bases outside Iran for training terrorists, and one of its major weapon supply routes to proxies in Gaza and Lebanon.
Rafsanjani’s 1996 and Khatami’s 2004 visit to Algeria and the seven-state tour in 2005 marked a new era in the IRI's relations with Africa (Iran International, 2004; Payvand, 2005). During his 2005 Africa visit, Khatami stated that "the Africans managed to stand against US greed," referring to the African (especially South African) strongly pro-Iran positions at the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and UN Security Council. This was an indication of Iran's success in preventing the US from imposing economic sanctions against it (Payvand, 2005; Onderco, 2016).
The activities of Construction Jihad (Jihad-i Sazandigi) began in Africa in 1985 and led to various developmental projects. Its activities intensified during this period (Lob, 2016: 321-332). The United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA) helped in strengthening Iran-Africa relations, especially through the developmental activities of Construction Jihad  (Ittila‘at, 1991, no. 19358: 3), which was merged into the Ministry of Agricultural Jihad (Vizarat-i Jihad-i Kishavarzi) in 2001. 
These development projects were in various fields such as agriculture (expansion of mechanized agriculture and the increase of the production of basic crops such as rice and corn), animal husbandry (increasing the production of fish and livestock), rural industry (quarries, factories, and processing plants), healthcare (medication, vaccination), construction (roads, dams, hospitals, and health clinics), technical and vocational training, opening service and marketing centers, and loans (Lob, 2016: 321-332). 
However, alongside such constructive IRI activities , others were against its national interests. For example, the hitherto good relations between the IRI and Algeria ended after the cancellation of legislative elections in December 1991 as a means for the secular Algerian government to prevent groups, especially the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS), from achieving an Islamic revolution. The Algerian government accused Tehran of sponsoring the armed wing of the FIS and, in March 1993, severed its relations with the IRI (Boulter, 2016). Such subversive activities were usually advocated by the radical Islamic faction of the IRI regime, and affiliated organizations, chiefly the IRGC. This is partly due to their declared belief that, as Muslims ,they need to defend, protect, and assist dispossessed Muslims, irrespective of whether they were Shi'a or Sunni, in their struggle against tyranny (Fallah-Nizhad, 2005: 29-35). However, it is difficult to discern whether such moves, as in the case of Algeria or with the Palestinians, as examples, were due to genuine pan-Islamic feelings or as a way to increase their influence and promote their own narrow interests. The activities of organizations such as Ahl al-Bayt and Majma‘al-Taqrib can better help with this question. While both organizations are pan-Islamic in their ideology, they have mainly engaged in Shiʻi-centric religious proselytization, something which has caused much antagonism among the Sunni majority of Muslims in Africa. 
Although such activities are usually associated with the radical faction of the IRI regime, other factions have also been involved. For example, it was Rafsanjani the "pragmatist" and "reformist" who was the architect of much of the IRI's terror activities around the world, such as the Mykonos affair in Berlin in 1992, the AMIA building bombing in Buenos Aires in 1994 (Gerecht and Takeyh, 2017).
The third period (2005-2011) began with the first term presidency of Ahmadinejad and ended with the Arab Spring and the civil war in Syria. Domestically, this period witnessed the ascendancy of the principalists (ʻUsulgarayan) and neo-conservative regime elements, with domestic support for the regime falling to a new low in 2009 when massive crowds protested the Iranian presidential election results that gave Ahmadinejad a second term. The protests saw major clashes between demonstrators and  security forces in Tehran and other major cities. The regime heavy-handedly repressed the protests, arresting thousands and executing many protestors (Rigi, 2012).
Externally, the IRI's situation seemed to worsen with the American invasions of Afghanistan (2001) and Iraq (2003) and the IRI being deemed part of the "Axis of Evil" (January 20, 2002). It soon became evident, however, that the US had only helped to remove two of the staunchest enemies of the IRI, the Taliban in Afghanistan and Saddam Hussein in Iraq, paving the way for a gradual increase in Iranian influence in the region. However, following the IAEA's 24 September 2005finding that the IRI was not compliant with its international obligations, the US spearheaded international efforts to financially isolate the IRI and block its oil exports. A series of UN Security Council resolutions – 1737 (23 December 2006), 1747 (24 March 2007), 1803 (3 March 2008), and 1929 (9 June 2010) – followed, imposing sanctions on Iran for its failure to suspend its uranium enrichment-related activities (ACA, 2019). These sanctions took a heavy toll on the Iranian economy. 
With all the five permanent members of the UNSC backing the sanctions, the Iranian leadership had no choice but to turn to its friends in the Third World, mainly in Africa and Latin America. Through the expansion of trade, commercial and development projects, as well as an increase in bilateral visits by leaders and high officials, the IRI tried to ameliorate the situation in both economic and political terms. The IRI gave a special attention to those African states and personalities that the United States had branded rogue states, abusers of human rights. (Arsenault and Honig, 2017). These included Sudan, Burundi, Congo, Somalia, Zimbabwe, Central African Republic, Ivory Coast, and Libya (DoT, 2019). However, attention was also paid to non-Muslim states, especially South Africa. Apart from the fact that South Africa was a major IRI economic partner, with IRI's exports (mainly oil) reaching 21 billion dollars in 2007(Farrar-Wellman, 2009).  South Africa was also a staunch supporter of the IRI on the international political scene, even on controversial issues such as nuclear technology and human rights.
Iranian activity in Africa connected to such projects as rural development, agriculture, tractor manufacturing, services and processing units, technical training, and economic and financial assistance was further intensified through highly-publicized bilateral state visits by leaders and high-ranking officials (Lob, 2016: 326-332). The IRI also sought access to uranium deposits in Africa in order to advance its nuclear program. During the Ahmadinejad presidencies, the IRI also aimed to strengthen its anti-American and non-aligned credentials globally, boasting regional, if not international, power status (Arghavani Pirsalami, 2013). The IRI also intensified its activities in South and Central America, the US's "backyard" (Humire and Berman, 2014). 
The fourth period (2011-2015) started with the civil war in Syria and Iranian support for the Bashar al-Assad regime. Domestically, although the election (and subsequent reelection) of Rouhani as president raised much hope, it has still yet to deliver major change, with Iranian economy rapidly deteriorating, especially in light of international sanctions (which lasted until the JCPOA was signed in 2015). This was mainly due to the continual fall in oil sales and prices, rising military expenses due to Involvement in a number of conflicts, mismanagement, and endemic and widespread corruption (Iran Corruption Report, 2017).
Externally, the IRI suffered a series of setbacks in Africa, starting with the Arab Spring. The ascent of Islamic movements to government in some Muslim-majority countries, such as Tunisia and Egypt, was seen by the IRI as a golden opportunity for Islamic unity propaganda and self-aggrandizement. The IRI regime not only criticized the former regimes as corrupt, repressive and having served foreign, mainly American, rather than national interests, but also claimed that the Arab Spring was an Islamic awakening modeled after the Iranian Revolution (Khamenei, 2011).Iran hosted The First International Conference on Islamic Awakening (bidari-yi Islami) in Tehran on September 17, 2011, in which some 600 people from 80 countries with Muslim populations participated. Qasim Suleimani, the commander of the Qods Force of the IRGC, even went as far as to say that the geostrategic reality in the Middle East was changing beyond recognition, and that reality was moving away from the American interests and towards those of the IRI. "Today," he stated, "there are a number of 'Iranian states' born in the region, thus Egypt is the second Iran" (‘Asr-i Iran, 3 Azar 24 Nov 2011). 
Such statements aimed at presenting the Arab Spring as modelled on Iran’s 1978-1979 revolution were quite distasteful to Sunni Arab leaders and ordinary people (Chubin, 2012; Yildirim and McCain, 2019). However, Iran’s backing for the Alawite Bashar al-Assad against the majority Sunni opposition in the Syrian civil war soon became a battlefront for the Sunni-Shiʻi divide. The gradual US withdrawal from the MENA region did not result in a move towards Shiʻi Iran, but leading Sunni states such as Saudi Arabia and Turkey under Erdogan's charismatic leadership (Jones, 2013; Shinn, 2015).
The fifth period began in 2015 with further drift between Shiʻi Iran and the majority Sunni Muslim Africa. The war in Yemen between pro-Iranian Zaidi Shiʻi Houthis and the Sunni Arab coalition forces led by Saudi Arabia deepened the Shiʻi-Sunni divide (Zweiri, 2016). Through a payment of 2.2 billion US dollars to participate in the Saudi-led war against the Houthis and sever its relations with the IRI, the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) was able to deprive the IRI of probably its most important Sunni Muslim ally in Africa, Sudan (Sudan Tribune, 2016; Cafiero, 2015). This seems to have been part of a GCC policy to prevent the IRI from gaining a major foothold among Africa's Muslims and those located along the western shores of Red Sea and the Horn of Africa in particular. Saudi Arabia also managed to prompt Djibouti to sever its relations with the IRI (Africa News, Jan 6, 2016), to enlist Eritrean forces for the war in Yemen, and to convince Eritrea to bar Iranian access to its Assab port. Somalia improved its ties with Saudi Arabia and also drifted away from Iran (Ahmad, 2017; Manjang, 2017: 46-60; The Media Line, 2015). Other African countries downgraded their relations with Iran or have limited them mainly to economic ties.
Supporting resistance movements and organizations, especially but not only in the Islamic world, even where there are ideological and/or religious differences with the IRI, has been a central strategy since the IRI's establishment in 1979. Fallah-Nizhad defines this policy as 'war for freedom' (jang-i azadi-bakhsh) (2005: 29-35), something which aims to achieve influence and control in various countries and regions mainly through the supply of arms, finances, and training. Sudan had been a major Iranian channel for transferring weapons to various resistance organizations inside and outside of Africa and for training their members since 1989 (Makinda, 1993; Hamad, 2013). However, this ended with the severance of the Iran-Sudan relations in 2015. 
[bookmark: _Hlk29994274]The IRI tried with other African countries too. In Nigeria the IRI supported the Islamic Movement of Nigeria (IMN) led by Shaykh Ibrahim al-Zakzaky and founded on the Khomeini's ideas promoting Shiʻism in Nigeria, especially in its north (Onapajo, 2017: 82-83).  The IRI sent a shipment of weapons  through Nigeria in 2011 which was likely destined for the Southern Casamance rebels in Senegal (BBC, 2011; Neriah, 2011; Al-Jazeera, 2011). The IRI even tried to establish links with organizations thought to be its enemies, such as al-Qaeda and its various branches, including the al-Shabab group in Somalia (Zayed, 2018; Moghadam, 2017). 
The IRI's relations with such organizations had caused tension and brought about the severance of relations with some African countries, but it provided the IRI with some advantages too. According to Selim Zayed from the London-based 7DNews, the IRI for example exploited its relations with al-Shabab to move arms to Middle East proxies in Lebanon, Gaza, and Yemen, and to threaten international navigation with piracy. Moreover, following the imposition of international sanctions on the Somali coal trade in 2012 used by al-Shabab to finance its armed operations, the IRI used its ships to export Somali coal to international markets under the Iranian flag. In return, al-Shabab, after having taken control of several uranium mines in Somalia, supplied an estimated 10 percent of the IRI's uranium needs for its nuclear activities. (Zayed, 2018). 
An interesting outcome of this increase in tension with Iran has been that it has pushed Saudi Arabia and close Gulf allies like the UAE and Bahrain towards an unofficial strategic rapprochement with Israel mainly in the field of intelligence (MEM, 2019; Batrawy and Federman, 2018; Beck, 2019). 
Despite Sunni Muslim criticism of and antagonism towards its Shi'i proselytization activity in Africa, the IRI has not halted its efforts in this regard. For example, in 2015 there were 5,000 African students enrolled in the branches of Al-Mustafa University inside and outside of Iran, an additional 5,000 having already graduated. In 2016, there were 45,000 students enrolled from all over the Islamic world, with 10,000 of them female. Between 2007 and 2016, Al-Mustafa – which is funded and controlled by the IRI for the purpose of disseminating its ideology throughout the Islamic world – produced some 40,000 clerics. Although there is no available data as to the religious inclinations of the Al-Mustafa University's students past and present, the IRI uses this institution to promote Shiʻism and gain support for its regime and ideology in other Islamic countries and communities (Dai, 2016).
An international conference entitled "Strategies for the Promotion and Propagation of Shi'a and Mahdaviyyat in the African Continent: Opportunities and Threats" (Rahkar-ha-yi Tarvij va Tabligh-i Tashayuʻ va Mahdaviyyat dar Qarih-yi Afriqa: Forsat-ha va Tahdid-ha) took place in Qom in May 2016. The conference, in which some 200 students and propagandists of Islam from 30 African countries participated, was organized in cooperation with the Union of African Tullab in Iran (Ittihadiyyih-yi Tullab-i Afriqa'i dar Iran, one of the IRI's African networks (IRNA, 2017). This conference was yet another indication of the IRI's ceaseless efforts to promote Shʻism in Africa.
The Red Sea and Eastern Mediterranean – the IRI's Eastern Strategic Focus
The IRI has shown much resilience and adaptability in the face of setbacks in northern and eastern Africa. Ousted from the south-western shores of the Red Sea, the IRI used the successes of its Houthi protégés in order to get a foothold on the Red Sea's south-eastern shores. This not only compensated for the IRI's loss of ground elsewhere on the Red Sea,  where other foreign states have bases, but made it the only foreign power to have a foothold on the Yemeni Red Sea coast. This enabled  the IRI to disrupt the major Bab al-Mandab international waterway in times of crisis. 
In spite of failed attempts to find a foothold in the northern shores of Africa, especially following the Arab Spring, the IRI continues to search for other opportunities to support local resistance movements in order to gain more influence. The seizure of the Shahr-i Kurd cargo ship at the port of Misrata in western Libya in April 2019 was an Iranian attempt to deliver weapons for the militias fighting against the Libyan National Army in the country's civil war (Radio Farda, 28 April 2019).  
[bookmark: _Hlk16165059]Iranian naval visibility, particularly in the Red Sea, is a further extension of its presence beyond its immediate maritime southern borders in the Persian Gulf and the Gulf of Oman. It also coincides with its naval reorganization which began in 2007, following a recognition of "the growing importance of controlling the maritime environment in its security calculus" (US Navy, 2017: 5). In the same year, Admiral Habibullah Sayyari, the IRI's then navy commander, stated:
The greatest accomplishment that the naval forces of the IRI's military has achieved in the recent few years was the [naval] force's upgrade from a coastal navy limited to the Persian Gulf, Strait of Hormuz, and Sea of Oman into a strategic offshore navy. In the year 1386 [2007], when the Commander-in-Chief [Khamenei] emphasized the formation of a strategic navy, we saw a metamorphosis in the navy which caused this force to set out from its operational area of the Persian Gulf and Sea of Oman and achieve an effectual and operational presence in the wider space of the free seas (US Navy, 2017: 43).
The IRI's naval reorganization assigned to IRGC’s navy the task of being the first line of defense in its immediate territorial waters, while the regular naval forces were tasked with the responsibility of being the second line in the waters beyond, primarily in the Sea of Oman, the Arabian Sea, and the Red Sea. Growing Iranian involvement in the civil war in Syria provided the IRI's naval forces with a new arena of activity in the Eastern Mediterranean through the Syrian port of Latakia. In 2017, General Hussein Salami, then IRGC deputy commander, stated that "today we have moved the war from Karun [the 1980-1988 Iran-Iraq War] to the Eastern Mediterranean and the Red Sea" (Rah-i Mobin, 2017). He thus indirectly indicated that the IRI had managed to expand its influence. The current commander of the IRGC, Salami, has likewise indicated the IRI's eastern line of defense: "We have created such power that stands against the hegemony from Eastern Mediterranean to the Red Sea." (Iʻtimad Online, 2019). Such statements underline the importance of northern and eastern Africa in the strategic thinking of the IRI. In 2013 Sayyari referred to the importance of the three international maritime checkpoints of "the Golden Triangle of Malacca, Bab al-Mandab, and the Straits of Hormuz," through which "more than 90 percent of the country's imports and exports are conducted" (Hamshahri Online, 2013). With Malacca being too far away, and the Straits of Hormuz largely under its control, Bab al-Mandab in East Africa had become a major focus of the IRI. 
After the Houthi success in taking control of the seaport of Hudeida near Bab al-Mandab, it became the IRI's main Red Sea port. From here, Iranian naval forces monitor the presence of other forces in the region such as the Israeli military in Massawa and the Dahlak Archipelago, both of which are in Eritrea (Tahiri Bunchinari, 2011).
The IRI's navy has operated in the Gulf of Aden as well as the Red and the Mediterranean Seas since 2008, while maintaining a lower profile in the Indian and Pacific Oceans. Such naval activity includes sending warships to the Gulf of Aden to combat piracy in Somalia in 2008); the visit of 14 navy ships and submarines to Aden in 2011; the dispatch of a small warship flotilla to Syria via the Red Sea and the Suez Canal in (2012; a naval exercise in the Arabian Sea with units deployed as far as the Bab al-Mandab Straits; the formation of the Gulf of Aden anti-piracy task force in 2014; visits of navy warships to Benghazi, Misrata and Tripoli in Libya, Colombo, Sri Lanka, Zhangjiagang in China, and the Cape of Good Hope in 2013-2014. 
In early January 2019, Rear Admiral Touraj Hassani Moqaddam, the IRI's deputy navy commander, announced plans to send "in the near future" two to three warships – which are to include the IRI's new "Sahand" stealth destroyer to the Atlantic Ocean off Venezuela and thus into the neighborhood of the USA (Reuters, 2019), likely in response to the presence of the USS John C. Stennis in the Persian Gulf in the IRI's neighborhood (Fars News Agency, 2018; Reuters, 2018). All of this Iranian naval activity aims not only to protect its cargo ships from piracy, but also to evade sanctions on its oil exports. It also allows the IRI the ability to smuggle arms to its allies and proxies in Africa (primarily Sudan until 2016) and the Middle East (primarily Hezbollah and Hamas) and to maintain potential leverage through the disruption of global trade in case of attack against Iran (Fargher, 2017). However, such naval activity seems to illustrate elements of a long-term grand naval and geostrategic strategy. A recent statement by Major-General Muhammad Hussein Baqiri, the commander of the IRI's armed forces, sheds light on this strategy: 
We need distant bases, and it may become possible one day to have bases on the shores of Yemen or Syria, or bases on islands or floating bases … Is having distant bases less [important] than nuclear technology? I say it is worth dozens of times more. (Reuters, 2016).


Conclusions
[bookmark: _Hlk30000472]The constitution of the IRI dictates the general guidelines of its foreign policy, but the direction and intensity, the gains and setbacks of the IRI's involvement in Africa, as elsewhere, depend on a number of variables: the IRI's domestic and external position; the character and aims of the IRI's ruling political faction; and the fragmented character of the IRI's political system and foreign policy with various power centers and pressure groups involved. While the principle of velayat-i faqih and the constitution have specified a generally religion-based framework for IRI's domestic and foreign policies, the above-mentioned variables have required resort to much pragmatism and even deviation from them, leading to the possibility that the religion's role in Iran's foreign policy becomes purely epiphenomenal and instrumental. 
Involvement in Africa has to date led to both gains and setbacks for the IRI. Africa's large Muslim population, strategic location, colonial experience, non-aligned position, rich resources (particularly uranium), and economic attractiveness have all encouraged the IRI's activity therein. Major gains, such as African support for the IRI in international forums and the establishment of an Iranian foothold in the Horn of Africa, have been made. The IRI has had, especially in its earlier decades, a certain appeal as a model for popular or Islamic revolution against tyranny and also for its non-aligned character. In addition, the IRI has been popular due to the financial development and welfare support that it has provided to African countries.
Although Shiʻi proselytization among the predominantly Sunni African Muslim population and the IRI's attempts to present itself as the model for popular liberation movements have created some resentment towards the IRI, mainly at the start of the Arab Spring in North Africa and its overspill into other parts of the Middle East, when the IRI began to experience major setbacks in Africa. 
The civil war in Syria, which soon developed into a Sunni-Shiʻi conflict and impacted upon a number of other fronts, such as in Iraq and Yemen, further deepened the traditional Muslim sectarian divide. The two camps, generally led by Saudi Arabia and the IRI respectively, prompted Africa's  predominantly Sunni Muslim communities to distance themselves and in some cases even sever their relations with Shiʻi Iran. This was most evident in the Horn of Africa, where the IRI has lost its foothold, at least for the time being. 
The reemergence of some of IRI's regional adversaries and rivals, such as Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Israel, onto the African scene as competitors in the fields of economy and development – something which has been described as neo-colonialism (Segell, 2019) – also makes it more difficult for IRI to score points in Africa. Furthermore, Saudi Arabia and Turkey provide the vast majority of Sunni Muslims in Africa with a more friendly religious affiliation than Shiʻism does, while Israel provides more advanced agricultural and development technology and knowhow. (Stratfor, 2012; Allouche, 2016).
The IRI, however, has not remained idle in the face of these setbacks in Africa. While its support has been hampered by the Arab Spring, its support for Bashar al-Assad has provided a foothold in Syria, which could lead to the completion of a "Shiʻite Arc." It has also given it access to the Eastern Mediterranean naval port of Latakia. Its strategic losses in the Horn of Africa (Sudan, Djibouti, and Eritrea) have also been offset by its alliance with the Houthis in Yemen on the opposite side of the Horn. This has provided the IRI with the opportunity for a naval presence in the strategic waterway of the Red Sea. Such gains could provide the IRI with a bargaining chip in any crisis by being able to disrupt important shipping lines in the Red Sea and beyond. It also provides bases from which it can continue to supply arms to its satellites, primarily Lebanese Hezbollah, and to strengthen its position of influence and aspirations. 
After the raising of high hopes for a boost to its economy following the July 2015 JCOPA agreement and the consequent removal of the economic sanctions, the Trump administration reimposition of sanctions in 2018 has reduced the Iranian economy to a new low, resulting also in mounting domestic popular resentment. This situation, however, increases the attractiveness of investment and trade with Africa and Third World countries elsewhere, and the IRI might come up with new ideas and plans towards Africa.
Although Africa has been termed the continent of opportunities (qarih-yi forsat-ha) (Kar-i Iran,  2015), it seems that the continued Muslim internecine strife and the reimposition of economic sanctions limit the IRI's scope in the African continent, leading to more of a focus on the strategically important Eastern region of it. Such limitations might also force the IRI to operate more under the cover of its relief, cultural, educational, and religious organizations. For example, in addition to the Iranian development bodies active in Africa, the Iranian Red Crescent Society and the Khomeini Relief Committee are active in more than a dozen African countries, both Muslim-dominated ones such as Sudan, Somalia, Mali, Sierra Leone, Ivory Coast, and Comoros and non-Muslim-dominated ones such as Kenya, Tanzania, Congo, Ghana, Zimbabwe, and Uganda. This is very much part of the IRI's soft power strategy in Africa as it is elsewhere.
Thus, it seems that Africa will continue to be a major target for the IRI's global reach. The extent of the IRI's network of organizations involved in Africa, its own personnel active therein, and the numerous African clerics who have graduated from its schools, colleges and universities, indicate that the IRI's leadership had planned for a long and wide-ranging campaign for influence in the continent. Its growing naval activity in the vicinity of Africa, especially off the shores of Eastern Africa, seems also to be part of a wider Iranian strategy to project itself not only as a regional Islamic power, but a global one, one which stands steadfast and undeterred against America and its allies' activities near Iran and across the region, even near to American waters. In this regard, the IRI aims to enlist the sympathy and the cooperation of those anti-American forces and NAM leaders which it still can find an audience amongst in Africa.
To what extent the IRI gains or loses in Africa, as elsewhere, depends greatly on both international circumstances, but also domestic ones. It seems that for the foreseeable future the IRI will continue to attempt to increase its regional and global influence by presenting itself as the leading Islamic power, as the defender of Muslims as well as the oppressed more broadly around the world through the projection of military power and profile, the employment of asymmetric tactics, and growing a network of Islamic organizations. 
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