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A 

s a part of the nuclear 
deal between Tehran 
and the P5+1, the Is-
lamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC), its 

offshoots and members have been 
de-designated by the United States 
as proliferators of weapons of mass 
destruction.

This is bound to have implica-
tions, not only for the domestic 
balance of power between the IRGC 
and clerical elites in the Islamic Re-
public, but also for Tehran’s ability 
to project power across the Middle 
East.

The removal of harsh interna-
tional sanctions that have crippled 
Iran’s economy in return for Tehran 
scaling back its nuclear programme 
enables the IRGC, Iran’s most pow-
erful military force that has in re-
cent years acquired control of key 
sectors of the economy such as the 
oil industry and construction, to 
benefit from an expected foreign 
investment boom in the Islamic Re-
public.

In other words, the nuclear agree-
ment and attendant sanctions relief 
paradoxically change the domestic 
balance of power to the benefit of 
the most ardent opponents of the 
deal.

Worse, far from moderating Iran’s 
behaviour abroad, the nuclear deal 
and the lifting of sanctions are like-
ly to embolden the regime to take 
greater risks in its drive to become 

the paramount regional power.
The IRGC already commands a 

central position in Iran’s economy 
and the Tehran Stock Exchange. 
As foreign investors flock to Iran to 
participate in the post-sanctions bo-
nanza, the IRGC-owned companies 
will be the first to benefit from the 
cash flow.

This is particularly true of the two 
main financial arms of the IRGC on 
the stock market: Mehr Finance 
and Credit Institution, along with 
its  subsidiaries, and the IRGC Co-
operative Foundation. Any invest-
ment in companies owned by the 
corps’ financial arms benefits the 
120,000-strong IRGC, the Praeto-
rian Guard of the Tehran regime.

Outside the Tehran Stock Ex-
change, Khatam al-Anbia Construc-
tion Base, the IRGC’s contracting 
arm and the largest contractor in 
Iran, looks certain to benefit from 
the de-designation. This will pro-
vide the company with easier ac-
cess to cash and operations abroad 
— Khatam al-Anbia is engaged in 
major infrastructure activities in 
Iraq and Venezuela — but also to vi-
tal equipment and spare parts only 
available abroad. The IRGC’s eco-
nomic success will soon translate 
into political gains in the Islamic 
Republic.

Iranian President Hassan Rohani 
and Ayatollah Akbar Hashemi Raf-
sanjani, chairman of the powerful 
Expediency Council, and their tech-
nocrat backers have sought energet-
ically to roll back the political influ-
ence of the IRGC. But more money 
in the Guards’ coffers will greatly 
enhance their ability to create jobs 

through IRGC-owned companies, 
provide funding for their support 
base and finance the political cam-
paigns of veterans of the corps run-
ning for parliament in elections 
scheduled for February 26, 2016.

This would be a formidable chal-
lenge to Rohani and Iran’s techno-
cratic elites who do not have access 
to funding on a similar scale.

The sanctions relief is also likely 
to have a great impact on the IRGC’s 
regional power projection capabili-
ties. Bashar Assad’s embattled re-
gime in Syria, which has begged for 
significant financial support from 
its key ally Iran, is likely to find itself 
flush with cash from Tehran.

The cash flow is also expected to 
intensify the IRGC’s campaign to 
expand Iran’s regional influence: 
A more financially secure IRGC is 
likely to pursue its goals more ag-
gressively.

This will have a major impact in 
Syria, where the combined forces of 
pro-Assad fighters, including Leba-
non’s Hezbollah, and the IRGC have 
been largely on the defensive in that 
country’s civil war in recent months.

But there is the risk now that the 
supporters of anti-Assad forces, 
particularly Saudi Arabia and Qatar, 
will seek to counter Iran’s expanded 
financial capabilities by boosting 
their own funding of the Damascus 
regime’s opponents, thereby per-
petuating the civil war in Syria, now 
in its fifth terrible year.

Hezbollah, in particular, is likely 
to find itself rewarded with an in-
creased cash flow from Tehran in 
return for its support for the Assad 
regime and what appears to be the 

Lebanese group’s growing engage-
ment in Syria, Lebanon’s eastern 
neighbour, as Tehran struggles to 
contain a string of rebel advances.

“Without a deal, we risk even 
more war in the Middle East,” US 
President Barack Obama said in an 
attempt to persuade lawmakers to 
support the July 14th agreement, 
although he is likely to achieve the 
exact opposite.

Republicans and some Democrats 
are expressing serious concerns 
about the agreement, and they are 
right to do so. The perils of a bad 
nuclear deal empowering the IRGC 
domestically in the Islamic Republic 
and in the wider Middle East may 
outweigh the benefits Obama and 
his administration hope to achieve.
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In a twist, 
Iran deal boosts 
Revolutionary 
Guards

Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, right, arrives at a graduation ceremony of the Revolutionary 
Guard’s officers, while deputy commander of the Revolutionary Guard, Hossein Salami, second right, 
former commanders of the Revolutionary Guard Mohsen Rezaei, second left, and Yahya Rahim Safavi 
salute him in Tehran, Iran.

New deal but same old Iran

T 

he agreement 
between Iran and the 
P5+1 was supposed to 
regulate Iran’s nuclear 
aspirations and 
alleviate concerns in 

the West, in the Gulf and in Israel 
about Iran possibly become a 
nuclear power. In exchange for its 
cooperation, economic sanctions 
against Iran would be lifted.

That could have been the turn-
ing point between the Islamic 
Republic’s fractured relations with 
the West but Iran has continued its 
anti-Western rhetoric and there is 
little doubt that it will continue to 
discreetly pursue its ambitions to 
acquire nuclear state status.

But was it really a surprise? Not 
in the least for those who were and 
still are realists enough not to ex-
pect any changes from the current 
regime in Tehran. Some, including 
this reporter, have long held the 
view that Iran is on a preset path 
as established by the founder of 
the Islamic Republic. Years ago it 
became apparent it has remained 
true to its cause and continued ef-
forts to export the revolution.

For the good part of nearly 30 
years it has been unsuccessful, un-

able to make headway in export-
ing a Shia-led Islamic revolu-

tion, except in Lebanon, where 
it reached out to the local Shia 
community and found receptive 
ears. However, it wasn’t until the 
2003 US-led invasion of Iraq and 
the subsequent dismantlement of 
the Iraqi military that Iran was able 
to practically take over Iraq, where 
it had the support of the local Shia 
population, long abused by the 
Sunnis.

Those who expected to see a 
new approach to geopolitics from 
Iran, including US President Barack 
Obama and Secretary of State John 
Kerry, are in for a rude awaken-
ing. Either it was pure naïveté on 
their part or just wishful thinking. 
Either way they will be terribly 
disappointed.

The traditional telltale sign of 
where things are going was clearly 
visible following the Friday prayers 
a few days after the signing of the 

Vienna accords. Speeches deliv-
ered by fiery imams in mosques 
across Tehran were certainly not 
an encouraging sign of things to 
come.

Many Western pundits who sup-
ported the P5+1 initiative expected 
that things would change over-
night as though a magic wand was 
waved over the land. Well, they 
can wave all they want because 
nothing is going to change in Iran 
until the mullahs and imams wave 
goodbye to meddling in politics. 
And that is unlikely to happen 
anytime soon.

The underlying message 
delivered during Friday prayers 
was that the commitments to the 
Islamic Revolution and ideals 
remain unchanged. Following the 
sermons, the crowds resorted to 
chanting traditional slogans of 
hate, screaming “Death to Amer-

ica” and “Death to Israel”. That 
sort of behaviour should really not 
be expected from a country with 
which one has just signed a historic 
deal.

Granted, instant changes from 
Iran were not expected and the 
underlying current of the deal rides 
on hopes that within the next 10 
years the country would gradually 
open up to reforms. Can there be a 
change of direction in the country’s 
foreign affairs even in ten years? 
Short of a counter-revolution, that 
is very unlikely.

Still, optimists continue to hope 
to find an ally in Iran to fight the 
greater threat at the moment and 
that is the Islamic State (ISIS).

What the United States wants is 
a dependable force in the Gulf to 
police the region. So far none of 
the Arab countries has stepped to 
the plate, which is why the United 
States finds Iran attractive in that 
regard. The only clarity in all of this 
is that both sides realise that this 
is not a marriage of love but one of 
convenience.

The United States and Iran 
are united in fighting a common 
enemy, ISIS, in Iraq. But in neigh-
bouring Syria, Iran is backing the 
regime of President Bashar Assad, 
whom the Americans want to see 
wave goodbye.

The complexity of Middle East-
ern politics is nothing new. Only 
now it appears to be growing in 
complexity by the day.
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continued 
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rhetoric

Those who expected to 
see a new approach to 
geopolitics from Iran are 
in for a rude awakening

The nuclear deal and 
the lifting of 
sanctions are likely 
to embolden the 
regime

Old slogans die hard.


