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Are Washington and Tehran pursuing the same goals in Syria?

“Y
es, there is a 
strategy,” US 
Secretary of State 
John Kerry said in 
his December 5th 
address at the 

Brookings Institution. The US 
strategy, he explained, has three 
components: “Mobilising a 
coalition to defeat Daesh” — the 
Islamic State; to “work diplomati-
cally” with Iran, among other 
countries, “to bring an end to the 
war in Syria”; and “ensure that the 
instability created by the war in 
Syria does not spread”.

But are Washington and Tehran 
pursuing the same goals in Syria?

At first glance, there are reasons 
to suggest they are: the emer-
gence of Iranian President Hassan 
Rohani, his promise of engaging 
in bilateral talks with the United 
States, the nuclear agreement 
between Iran and the P5+1 and the 
menacing rise of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) have led some in the West to 
hope for a new alignment of strate-
gic interests between Washington 
and Tehran.

Rohani, however, commands 
little influence over the Islamic 
Republic’s regional policies. The Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC) owns this portfolio.

The public statements of IRGC 
commanders and the activities 
of the corps in Syria make it clear 

that, beyond a fleeting tactical 
convergence of interests, Tehran 
is pursuing goals that are the exact 
opposite of those of the Obama 
administration.

IRGC commander Major-General 
Mohammad Ali Jafari and Major-
General Qassem Soleimani, head of 
the expeditionary Quds Force, have 
repeatedly expressed their support 
for Syrian President Bashar Assad 
and his regime, with Soleimani 
promising to stick with Assad “to 
the very end”.

Brigadier-General Hossein 
Hamadani, the field commander of 
the Iranian forces in Syria who was 
killed October 7th in the suburbs of 
Aleppo, not only praised Assad as 
“more obedient to the leader of the 
revolution, Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei, than some of our statesmen”, 

he also recalled the supreme leader 
stressing the importance of the 
“strategic depth” Syria provides for 
Iran.

With the aim of securing the sur-
vival of the Assad regime, the IRGC 
is deploying troops and non-Iranian 
Shia militias in Syria. According 
to open source data, 210 Iranians, 
179 Afghans and 33 Pakistanis — all 
Shias, with the exception of two 
Iranian Sunnis — were killed in 
combat in Syria between January 
2012 and December 5, 2015.

While there is no reliable infor-
mation about the scale of Iraqi Shia 
combat fatalities in Syria, Lebanese 
Hezbollah is believed to have lost 
1,000-1,500 fighters in Syria in the 
same period.

As surviving militiamen return 
to their home countries, there is a 

very real risk of the spread or rekin-
dling of sectarian conflicts in those 
nations, which is the opposite of 
Kerry’s expressed aim of prevent-
ing further spread of the war.

Sharing ISIS as an enemy is not 
likely to bring Washington and Teh-
ran closer to each other. As a means 
of keeping Assad in power, Tehran 
is concentrating its military re-
sources against Syrian rebel forces 
threatening the Damascus regime, 
including the secular opposition, 
which might offer an acceptable 
alternative to Assad.

In the meantime, Tehran makes 
little military effort against ISIS, 
which the Islamic Republic consid-
ers an alternative worse than As-
sad. In this regard, too, Kerry looks 
in vain for support from Tehran.

Not even Kerry’s desire to bring 
an end to the war in Syria is likely 
to resonate with the IRGC leader-
ship because continued war in 
Syria, the Middle East refugee 
crisis and the increased threat of 
terrorism from Beirut to Paris only 
increase Tehran’s leverage.

Once the Assad regime’s survival 
is secure, the IRGC benefits from a 
permanent low-intensity crisis in 
Syria, which not only legitimises 
its military presence there but also 
makes Tehran a desirable negotiat-
ing partner for the United States 
and European powers desperate to 
end the slaughter in Syria.

In his Brookings address, 
Kerry emphasised the difficulties 
of achieving US goals in Syria but, 
by looking to Tehran for support, 
he may end up making those aims 
even less achievable.

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

Ali Alfoneh

View point
Once the 
Assad 
regime’s 
survival 
is secure, 
the IRGC 
benefits from 
a permanent 
low-intensity 
crisis in 
Syria.

Sharing ISIS as an enemy 
is not likely to bring 
Washington and Tehran 
closer to each other.

A file picture shows US Secretary of State John Kerry (L) with Iranian Foreign 
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif at United Nations headquarters, last September.

News & Analysis The war in Syria

Dubai

M 

ost world powers do 
not see a prospect of 
defeating the Islamic 
State (ISIS), or Daesh 
as it is popularly 

known in Arabic, without a ground 
operation that builds on precision 
air strikes.

Indeed, the initial military re-
sponse to the rise of ISIS triggered 
policy debates on the effectiveness 
of air power and whether air power 
alone could defeat the group.

The utility of air power for in-
telligence-gathering and precision 
targeting against ISIS has proven 
its worth, and a growing chorus 
of countries continues to deploy 
contingents to support air strikes 
against ISIS in Syria. At the same 
time, the limits of air power have 
become apparent as it becomes 
clear that a decisive defeat cannot 
be inflicted on ISIS without some 
manner of military activity on the 
ground.

For extreme scenarios — for ex-
ample, such as a total regime col-
lapse — Turkey and Jordan would 
already have contingency plans to 
move into Syria to establish buffer 
zones. Lebanon and Iraq may have 
put together similar plans or could 
be utilised as launch pads for mili-
tary manoeuvres designed to es-
tablish buffer zones by other coun-
tries.

US Senators John McCain, R-
Ariz., and Lindsey Graham, R-S.C., 
have called for a 100,000-strong 
ground force constituted mainly 
from regional militaries to fight 
ISIS in Syria. At a minimum, 50,000 
troops would be needed to effec-
tively take on the terror group in 
ground combat, as precision air 
strikes force it out into the open.

Meeting the troop numbers re-
quired is one of many complex 
challenges but a large pool of 
countries is available as potential 
contributors. The United States, 
France, the United Kingdom, Tur-
key, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates, Egypt, Jordan, Qatar, 
Bahrain and Kuwait represent the 
core would-be members of a po-
tential anti-ISIS coalition deploying 
into Syria.

The Egyptian position has been 
to downplay the idea of send-
ing troops into Syria as it focuses 
on confronting the ISIS threat in 
its Sinai peninsula. However, it is 
likely that the Arab Gulf and Unit-
ed States, whose support remains 
critical for Egypt, would pressure 
Cairo to pull its weight as a major 
Arab power and join an interna-
tional force for a ground operation 
in Syria. 

Similarly, Morocco, Sudan and 
Mauritania may be asked to come 
forward as coalition members.

A formidable coalition force 
could be strung together if a clear, 
achievable and well-resourced mil-
itary plan could be laid out by the 
United States, whose role is deci-
sive given that any anti-Daesh coa-
lition would only be able to func-
tion with US leadership and the 
technical capabilities and resourc-
es only the Americans can bring.

The need for boots on the ground 
to combat ISIS has been known to 
political and military leaderships 
for some time. The reticence until 
now is explained partly by a lack of 

appetite of individual countries for 
a potentially tricky war mission but 
also on how best to frame and com-
municate a war narrative against 
ISIS in Syria in a way that is coher-
ent, consistent and likely to sustain 
public approval at home.

For example, the entire Arab 
bloc, Turkey, the United States and 
European countries all agree that 
it is the perpetuation of the Assad 
regime that has effectively created 
Daesh. If the impact of a coalition 
ground campaign against ISIS only 
facilitates and perpetuates the As-
sad regime, then it could well end 
in complete failure.

As ISIS has already inspired ter-
rorist attacks around the world 
and split public opinion on how to 
confront the challenge it is posing, 
a failed military campaign in Syria 
could have counterproductive and 

disastrous results. Without careful-
ly planning entry into Syria for an 
anti-Daesh coalition, it is difficult 
to predict how the coalition will 
interface with the large number of 
groups operating inside Syria.

On one side, there are armed 
groups, both secular and Sunni-ex-
tremist types, such as the Free Syri-
an Army, Jabhat al-Nusra and Ahrar 
al-Sham, the Khorasan Group, Syr-
ian Turkmen brigades and a host of 
different Kurdish groups. Yet Syria 
is also an operating ground — on in-
vitation of the Assad regime — for 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps of Iran, the Lebanese Hez-
bollah, the Iraqi Hezbollah and a 
host of other religiously driven 
Shia groups.

Now that the Russians have es-
tablished a base camp in Syria and 
stood up the S400 surface-to-air 

missile system, effectively giving 
its commanders the ability to shoot 
down anything in Syrian airspace, 
Moscow may be finalising a signifi-
cant troop deployment of its own.

The buck now stops with the 
Russians, with whose intransi-
gence even the United States can-
not force an entry for any anti-coa-
lition it would like to lead into fight 
inside Syria. Perhaps only a series 
of ISIS-inspired attacks in the West 
can make a US-led anti-ISIS coali-
tion a reality and force Russia into 
making way for it into Syria.
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