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Admiral Shamkhani, Rohani’s 
iron fist in an iron glove
The secretary of Iran’s National Security 
Council reflects a confrontationist mindset

Washington

P 

resident Hassan Rohani’s 
appointment of Rear Ad-
miral Ali Shamkhani as 
secretary of Iran’s Su-
preme National Security 

Council (SNSC) in September 2013 
was initially seen as an attempt by 
Tehran to mend fences with the Is-
lamic Republic’s Sunni Arab neigh-
bours, Saudi Arabia in particular.

Shamkhani hails from the Arab-
majority Khuzestan province in the 
southwest and is the only ethnic 
Arab in Iran’s command echelon 
since the 1979 revolution.

He is the only Iranian to receive 
Saudi Arabia’s prestigious Order of 
Merit of Abdulaziz Al Saud since 
1979 revolution and so seems like 
the man who could build bridges 
to Arab governments and speak to 
them in their own language.

But his recent anti-Saudi state-
ments, amid the deepening crisis 
between Tehran and Riyadh, sug-
gest that his real function in the 
SNSC is to secure civilian control 
over the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC) and its deci-
sion-making at a time of deepening 
regional crisis, underlining the Ira-
nian leadership’s resolve to expand 
Shia power across the Middle East.

Shamkhani, like Rohani, is no 
softie. He’s an IRGC combat vet-
eran who moved to Iran’s political 
centre, but he is loyal to Supreme 

Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, a 
key factor in his elevation to head 
of a body that draws up strategic 
defence and security policies.

The admiral owes his career to a 
network of friends he made in his 
youth. In the mid-1970s, he joined 
the Mansouroun group, which en-
gaged in small-time opposition 
against the shah’s regime, and 
got to know Mohsen Rezaei, who 
would become the IRGC’s overall 
commander. Rezaei’s meteoric rise 
also meant near-automatic promo-
tion for Shamkhani.

During the 1980-88 war with 
Iraq, Shamkhani also got to know 
Rohani. Both men played key roles 
in the Iranian war effort but were 
aligned with rival factions.

As deputy commander of Iran’s 
war effort, Rohani was the commis-
sar enforcing discipline among the 
volatile IRGC forces.

Shamkhani, on the other hand, 
served as IRGC deputy commander 
under his old friend Rezaei. In that 
capacity, Shamkhani was supposed 
to minimise intervention by civil-
ian and clerical powers — includ-
ing Rohani — in the Guards’ tactical 
decision-making.

As disastrous mistakes by the 
IRGC led to a string of defeats in the 
final phase of the war, Shamkhani 
changed sides. He secretly and 
consistently supplied Rohani and 
Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, then 
president and war commander, 
with detailed information about 
the catastrophic state of affairs at 
the front and urged them to accept 
a ceasefire to avoid greater calami-
ties.

By revealing these harsh realities, 
Shamkhani risked court-martial, 
but Rohani and Rafsanjani were 
pleased and a firm friendship be-
tween the three men was estab-
lished. The information they later 

used to denigrate Rezaei and the 
IRGC’s military leadership in their 
private conversations with Ayatol-
lah Ruhollah Khomeini paid off.

Rafsanjani and his successor, Mo-
hammad Khatami, both rewarded 
Shamkhani’s betrayal of Rezaei, 
first by appointing him chief of na-
val forces and later by naming him 
defence minister. So, with Rohani 
firmly in the presidential palace, 
and Rafsanjani head of the pow-
erful Expediency Council, Sham-
khani was a natural choice as SNSC 
secretary.

The analysis of the Middle East 
crisis by the triumvirate of Rafsan-
jani, Rohani and Shamkhani and 
their threat perception is not very 
different from that of the current 
IRGC leadership: The US military 
withdrawal from the region has cre-
ated a power vacuum which Tehran 
is destined to fill. The only problem 
is Saudi Arabia and the Sunni bloc, 
which constitute a formidable ob-
stacle to Iran regional ambitions.

Such thoughts are reflected in re-
cent speeches by IRGC leaders. Ma-
jor-General Mohammad Ali Jafari, 
the overall commander, recently 
went so far as to predict the immi-
nent collapse of the House of Saud 
following Riyadh’s military inter-
vention in Yemen.

His deputy, Brigadier-General 
Hossein Salami, added that Yem-
en’s Ansar-Allah, the military 
arm of the Shia Houthi tribes who 
seized Sana’a in September 2014, 
“possesses long-range missile capa-

bilities” and “missile, armour and 
artillery fire capabilities” that could 
be deployed against Saudi forces.

Shamkhani more or less agrees. 
He has openly condemned Sau-
di Arabia for “invading” Yemen, 
charges the Saudi-led air strikes are 
deliberately targeting civilian infra-
structure rather than al-Qaeda po-
sitions. He recently accused Riyadh 
of having aligned itself with the 
“foolish plans” of the United States 
and Israel against Iran.

In other words, Shamkhani and 
his civilian master Rohani do not 
disagree with the IRGC’s line, they 
just want to control it and ensure 

the Guards do not dominate strate-
gic decision-making.

None of this bodes well for the 
struggle for power between Teh-
ran and Riyadh. Just as in the eight 
years of war with Iraq, in which 1 
million people were killed, nothing 
but superior force may persuade 
Iran’s leadership to think twice 
about their plans for regional ex-
pansion.

Ali Alfoneh is a specialist on the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps. He is a senior fellow 
at Foundation for Defense of 
Democracies in Washington.
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Iran wants to boost births

Beirut

T 

he decision by Iran’s lead-
ership to reverse decades-
old policies of family 
planning and encourage 
Iranians to have more 

children has not won international 
favour. Amnesty International said 
measures under discussion in par-
liament would reduce women to 
“baby-making machines”.

While many tend to see it as a land 
of young people, Iran’s population 
of 75 million is in fact ageing as the 
generation from the Iranian baby 
boom of the late 1970s and 1980s 
mature. Hence the fear expressed 
in 2013 by Supreme Leader Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei that Iran risked 
becoming a country of the elderly 
in the “not too distant” future while 
smaller families were “an imitation 
of Western life”.

It was an echo of a decree from 
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini who, 
after returning from exile in the 
1979 revolution, cited a need for a 
“return to values” and urged Irani-
ans to have as many children as they 
could. This helped create the baby 
boom that helped nearly double the 
size of the Iranian population.

David Goldman, a fellow at the 
US think-tank the Middle East Fo-
rum, argues not just that falling 
population marks the decline of any 
“civilisation”, but that Iran’s stabi-
lising population is driving alleged 
regional expansion and even the 
nuclear programme as a means to 
acquire weapons.

Two questions arise: First, to 
what extent can any government 
shape population? Second, how do 
the size and structure of population 
affect society and politics? The an-
swers do not fit the generalisations 
of journalists or grand theorists.

True, Iran won UN praise for 
family-planning policies introduced 
around 1989. Free contraception 
and vasectomies, linked to public 
education, led to reducing the birth 
rate from 3.6 children per couple 
just after the 1979 revolution to 1.8 
in the 1990s.

But the reasons Iranians had 
fewer children were complex. An 
increase in university education en-
couraged couples to delay marriage 
and higher material expectations, 
not always met, made smaller fami-
lies more attractive.

The social and political effects of 
a lower birth rate have been disput-
ed. Many analysts argue the Iranian 
baby-boomers became the “Khata-
mi generation”, supporting reform-
ist former president, Mohammad 
Khatami, who was elected in 1997 
and tried to increase civil freedoms.

One certain effect of the youth 
bulge was a demand for jobs the 
economy failed to meet. While the 
2010-15 Five-Year Plan targeted a 
growth rate of 8% to absorb labour-
market entrants, growth averaged 
just 1.5% in 2010-13. Youth unem-
ployment, particularly among grad-
uates, grew and helped fuel unrest 
after the disputed 2009 presidential 
election.

This was not what many con-
servative strategists had antici-
pated. They had expected ageing 
baby-boomers to mellow, turn away 

from demands for social freedom to 
more mundane matters like career, 
marriage and children. The con-
servatives considered this their po-
litical agenda, and then-president 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad brought 
in policies to help with the costs of 
marriage.

Likewise, the Arab world shows 
the dangers of generalisations. 
Many young people supported the 
“Arab spring” and were prominent 
in 2009-10 protests as the self-im-
molation of 26-year-old Tunisian 
street-vendor Mohamed Bouazizi 
echoed round a region with half its 
population under 24, the world’s 
highest percentage outside sub-Sa-
haran Africa.

But the age structure varies from 
country to country. The median age 
in the Arab world, compared with 

28.5 years globally, ranged in 2012 
from 31.6 in Qatar and 28 in the 
United Arab Emirates to 19.1 in Iraq 
and 18.1 in the Palestinian territo-
ries and Yemen (the same as found 
in sub-Saharan Africa).

In Iran the median age was 27, 
with a bulge of 20-30 year-olds. 
In Saudi Arabia, there is a bulge in 
the 30-40 age group (where there’s 
also a disproportionate number of 
males) and a second bulge of under-
10s. Yemen’s age profile shows the 
pyramid shape characteristic of 
the world’s poorest countries: the 
younger the group, the more people 
it has.

Worldwide, there’s no simple link 
between large numbers of young 
people and political unrest. “Youth 
bulges in East Asia have fuelled 
high economic growth rather than 

protests,” Ragui Assaad, professor 
of Planning and Public Affairs at the 
University of Minnesota, told The 
Arab Weekly. “A youth bulge is a 
problem only in combination with 
other factors, for example, econom-
ic policies that discriminate against 
youth and limit their opportunities 
to find decent jobs.”

There’s a downside. If Iran’s lead-
ers succeed in doubling the popula-
tion to 150 million, “if not more”, as 
envisaged by Khamenei, they may 
exacerbate the country’s growing 
environmental problems.

President Hassan Rohani is al-
ready urging Iranians to curb wa-
ter consumption. Recent research 
shows that Urmia, the Middle East’s 
largest salt-water lake, has shrunk 
90% in 10 years, while important 
rivers like the Karoun are low or dry.

Despite growing diversion of wa-
ter into agriculture, Iran has not 
reached self-sufficiency in wheat. 
And despite policies to dissuade 
people from heading to overcrowd-
ed urban areas, Tehran, the world’s 
tenth most densely populated city, 
has 13 million people and is heavily 
polluted.

Doubling the population could 
turn Goldman’s predictions on their 
head. With 150 million people, Iran 
would need far more energy. De-
spite rich reserves of natural gas and 
oil, it could be a rising rather than 
falling population that increases the 
attraction of nuclear power.
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