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Foreign Policy Legacies of Raisi, Amir-Abdollahian

Leaders at Raisi’s funeral highlight
Iran’s work to repair Arab ties

By Golnar Motevalli &
Dana Khraiche

Bloomberyg staff

OPINION

The list of foreign dignitarieswho attended
Iranian president Ebrahim Raisi’s funeral on
Wednesday underscored how Tehran'’s efforts to
blunt US sanctions and mend ties with its neigh-
bors have paid off.

Few other occasions could have brought the for-
eign ministers of Saudi Arabia, the United Arab
Emirates, and Bahrain into close quarters with
the leaders of US-designated “terrorist groups”
Hamas and Hezbollah. Alongside them were
representatives from Yemen’s Houthiresistance
group and Afghanistan’s Taliban, as well as a
former aide to Russian President Vladimir Pu-
tin.

The emir of Qatar, which hosts the biggest US
military base in the Middle East, was also there.
The guest list showed just how hard Iran has
worked to repair ties with major Arab countries
even if they remain vital US allies that have nor-
malized ties with Israel or are considering to do
so. Raisi’s ceremony even included a Tunisian
president’s first visit to Iran since the Islamic
Revolutionin 1979 and rare appearances by the
foreign ministers ofJordan and Egypt.

Hezbollah, based in Lebanon and whose fighters
are exchanging fire with Israel almost every day,
is Iran’s strongest backed group. Hezbollah’s Dep-
uty Chief Sheikh Naim Qasem stood behind Iran’s
Leader Ayatollah Seyyed Ali Khamenei as the lat-
ter led the funeral prayers. He was the only Arab to
have suchaprominentpresencethere.
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Indian Vice President Jagdeep Dhankhar (center-back) and his delegation pay tributes to Iranian president Ebrahim Raisi
and his entourage, who passed away in a helicopter crash on May 19, in Tehran, Iran, on May 22, 2024.
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Hamas was represented by its political leader, Is-
mail Haniyeh, who’sbased in Qatar.

Before Raisi’s election in 2021, Iran’s government
was run by a moderate president who wanted to
improve ties with the West and reduce its depen-
dence on Chinese investment. That changed under
Raisi and tensions between the Islamic Republic
and the US and Israel have worsened, especially
since the warin Gaza eruptedin October.

Iranhasworked hard toneutralizearaftof USsanc-
tions tightened under both Donald Trump and Joe
Biden.Many countriesintheregionhave beenwill-
ingto continue doingbusiness with Iran orkeeping
diplomatic ties open even if doing so contradicts
Washington's wishes.

Iran’s power
Many are wary of Iran given its powerful military

and the reach of its backed groups. The Houthis,
funded and trained by Iran, have attacked Saudi
Arabia and the UAE with drones and missilesinre-
cent years, at times targeting oil facilities. That's a
keyreasonboth Riyadh and Abu Dhabihave sought
to ease relations with Tehran. The Saudis and Ira-
nians restored diplomatic ties last year through a
deal Chinahelped broker.

Video from Tuesday’s ceremony in Tehran showed
tens ofthousandsof people gathered to mourn Rai-
si,whowaskilled alongwith Iran’s foreign minister
Hossein Amir-Abdollahian and othersinahelicop-
ter crashonMay 19.

Hamas released photos of Haniyeh smiling and
waving as he walked through crowds, even as its
fighters continued to battle Israeli forces in Gaza.
Accounts varied about the number of countries
represented at Raisi’s funeral, though officials
from Lebanon, Iraq, Pakistan, Azerbaijan, Belarus,
Uzbekistan, and many other countries were there.
Russia and China, two countries that have boosted
ties with Iran amid the US isolation, sent low-level
officials.

Such funerals are often delicate political and dip-
lomatic dances. Countries sometimes look to sig-
nal their empathy for the country’s people while
avoiding any action suggesting they back the lead-
ers’decisions.

The USwrestled with justsuch a dilemma over Rai-
si’s death. The US State Departmentissued a state-
ment expressing its “official condolences” over the
death,amessage thatwas directed atregular Irani-
ansandnottheregimeitself.

The US government has had almost no direct
contact with Iran since former president Donald
Trump pulled outofthe nuclearaccordin2018.No
US official attended the ceremony on Tuesday.

Thefull articlefirstappeared on Bloomberg.

Russia transmits love beams to post-Raisi Iran
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The May 19 death of Iran’s president Ebrahim
Raisiin a helicopter crash represented a damag-
ing blow for the country’s hardliners, following
the assassination of several senior military lead-
ersinrecentmonths. For Russia, it meanttheloss
ofaleadinginternationalally.

The Kremlin is acutely aware of its dependence
onIranian expertise as perhapsthe world’s most
successful sanctions evader, as an unquestion-
ing transporter of Russian goods through its
warm water ports, and as a supplier of military
supplies. Any change in approach would likely
haveanoutsizeinfluence on Russia’swaragainst
Ukraine. Itis important that, at a minimum, Teh-
ranfeels Russia’sloveinmoments ofcrisis.

So, the deaths of Raisi and foreign minister Hossein
Amir-Abdollahian in hills near the border with
Azerbaijan were greeted with despondence and
publiclamentationfromthe Kremlin.Russian Presi-
dentVladimirPutinsentcondolencestolran’sLead-
er Ayatollah Seyyed Ali Khameneiandlionized Raisi
asatruefriend. Memorials to the Iranians appeared
in Kazan, the capital of the Muslim-majority region
of Tatarstan.

These outward displays of grief were paired with
predictions of enduring cooperation. State Duma
International Affairs Committee Chairman Leonid
Slutsky argued that Russia-Iran cooperation was
“on the rise” and predicted collaboration on major
infrastructure projects. Former Russian ambas-
sador to Iran Levan Dzhagaryan emphasized that
Tehran’sforeignpolicyorientationisdetermined by
Iran’sleader.

Is the Kremlin’s outward confidence in Russia-Iran
cooperationjustified?

Mostly yes. Raisi’s death removes one of the most
fervent champions of Russia-Iran cooperation
fromthearena. His close relationships with Russian
officials predate his ascension to the presidency in
2021.Duringthe 2017 Iranian presidential election
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Iran’s late president Ebrahim Raisi (R) shakes hands with his Russian counterpart, Vladimir Putin, in the Kremlin in

December 2023.
SERGEI BOBYLEV/TASS

campaign, which saw Raisi emerge as then-presi-
dent Hassan Rouhani’s hardline rival, Raisi met Ta-
tarstan’s President Rustam Minnikhanov, a leading
Putin surrogate in the Islamic world. The meeting
fueled speculation that he was Russia’s preferred
candidate.

Raisi’s steadfast emphasis on Iran’s partnerships
with the so-called Global South and anti-Western
foreign policy outlook made him a reliable partner
for Moscow. His appointment of Amir-Abdolla-
hian as foreign minister was also welcomed in the
Kremlin. Amir-Abdollahian engaged with Russian
officialsin Syria-related negotiationsfrom2012-17
and effusively praised Putin’s leadership in a Janu-
ary2020interview.

Despitetheabruptloss ofthese carefullyhoned per-
sonalrelationships, Iran’sacting President Moham-
mad Mokhber is another Russia-friendly figure. In
his capacity as Iran’s first vice president, Mokhber
accompanied two senior Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC) officials to Moscow in October
2022 and allegedly pledged surface-to-surface mis-
siletransferstoRussiaaswellasdrones.

Mokhber has also actively promoted Russia-Iran
energy sector cooperation in the Caspian Sea and
the North-South Transport Corridor; a railway link
connecting Russia with India via Iran. Sina Bank,
a US-sanctioned entity that Mokhber oversaw
during the first decade of the 2000s, is a facilitator
of Russia-Iran financial sector cooperation and has
announced plans to open an office in Astrakhan, a
Russiancityjusttothenorthofthe CaspianSea.
Russia’s proactive response to the helicopter crash
will be welcomed in Tehran. Russia dispatched
planesto help find Raisi’s crashed aircraftand Secu-
rity Council Secretary Sergei Shoigu also offered as-
sistanceintheinvestigation into Raisiand Amir-Ab-
dollahian’s deaths. Putin’s meeting with the Iranian
Ambassador to Russia Kazem Jalali after the plane
crash was a break in diplomatic protocol that high-
lighted theimportancethatRussiaplacesonitsrela-
tionshipwithIran.

The manner of Raisi’s death underlined the com-
mon problems the two countries face. Many have
pointed to the parlous situation of civil aircraft in
both countries as US and European sanctions make

replacement parts hard to source. Russian officials
have echoed Iran’sformer foreign minister Moham-
mad Javad Zarif’s attribution of the crash to foreign
sanctions. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov
accused the US of undermining aviation safety by
blockingIran’simportsofaviation parts.

While it’s clear Russia-Iran relations benefit both
parties, Russian concerns persistabout what might
follow Raisi’s death. Military analyst Alexey Zhivov
wrote in the ultranationalist outlet Tsargrad that:
“Azerbaijanisalatentally of Israel. Ifitturns out that
Raisi [waskilled], all this will end in a Transcaucasian
war”
FormerRussianambassadortoSaudiArabiaAndrei
Baklanov warned that Raisi’s death could threaten
the recent de-escalation between Iran and Israel,
although Iranian officials have notjoined some Rus-
siananalystsin promoting conspiraciesaboutUS or
Israeliinvolvement.

The future power balance inside Iran is of greater
concern to the Kremlin. Amongst Russian experts
and commentators, there is a division of opinion on
Mokhber’sviabilityas Raisi’ssuccessor.

Iran expert Mais Kurbanov contends thathe is high-
ly respected by the Iranian people and will win be-
tween 70-80% of the vote in the June presidential
elections. Vladimir Sazhin, a leading Iran expert at
Moscow’s Institute of Oriental Studies, is more cir-
cumspect, predictingan intense power struggle be-
tween “conservatives and radicals”. Mokhber’slack
ofreligious credentials could place himatodds with
fellowhardliners.

While the Russia-Iran diplomatic partnership has
strengthened along multiple tracks, the robust re-
lationship between Putin and Ayatollah Khamenei
hasbeenintegraltoitssuccess.

While the deaths of Raisi and Amir-Abdollahian
are unlikely to alter the short-term trajectory of
Russia-Iran cooperation, the Kremlin is keeping
a watchful eye on the instability that might follow
theirdeaths.

The swift completion of the trade agreement be-
tween Iran and the Eurasian Economic Union
(EAEU), which will lead to 50-75% tariffreductions,
willbe Russia’sinitial priorityasitseekstoreinforce
theimage ofabusiness-as-usualrelationship.

The full article first appeared on the Center for Europe-
anPolicyAnalysis.




