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ranian retired brigadier-general 
Mohsen Rafiqdoost, a former 
minister for the Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) 
and prominent figure in mili-

tary circles, recently provided un-
precedented insight into Iranian 
wartime imports during its 8-year 
war with Iraq, which broke out in 
1980 when the Iranian regime was 
just a year old.

Traditionally, Iranian officials 
avoid sharing much detail about the 
logistics of their defence affairs be-
cause it would shed light on sensi-
tive Iranian dependence on its part-
ners. This is problematic because it 
contradicts the self-reliance post-
revolutionary leadership in Iran 
tried to instil in the country’s insti-
tutions and people from the begin-
ning, especially in military affairs.

The 1979 revolution in Iran had 
huge repercussions for the Iranian 
military. A purge of officers regard-
ed as loyal to the shah or resistant 
to the revolution, combined with an 
abrupt end to relations with Iran’s 
traditional defence suppliers to rad-
ically alter the landscape of Iranian 
defence set-up.

Under the shah in the 1970s, Iran 
was going through a massive mod-
ernisation programme and its armed 
forces were being equipped with 
best-in-class technologies mostly 
manufactured by the United States 
and Britain. The revolution meant 

that any outstanding orders or de-
liveries were cancelled by Western 
suppliers and stringent measures 
were taken against companies or 
countries from providing Iran with 
spare parts or technical assistance 
equipment Iran had in-service.

Iran did not have to rebuild its 
defence capabilities entirely from 
scratch but a radical strategic redi-
rection for its military was the only 
assurance for survival. Independ-
ence, self-reliance and Iran’s new 
revolutionary ideals were together 
to guide this new approach to de-
fence, in which the IRGC, rather 
than the regular armed forces, be-
came the lead force.

The post-1979 Iranian leader-
ship developed a new defence doc-
trine to embrace these realities and 
transformed Iran into a regional 

“resistance” force. Asymmetric 
warfare rather than conventional 
force superiority was the new guid-
ing principle for Iran where tactics, 
techniques and procedures (TTPs) 
became more important than the 
performance parameters of equip-
ment itself.

Though the long war with Iraq 
proved testing and threatened the 
survival of the regime in its earliest 
days, it was also crucial in highlight-
ing military vulnerabilities to the 
Iranian leadership, helped stream-
line capacity-building efforts and 
lead the IRGC to the blueprints of 
the military model it was to adopt.

As Rafiqdoost’s recent interview 
shows, despite Iran’s revolutionary 
ideals espousing self-reliance, the 
country had little other option but 
to equip itself initially with weap-

ons it could source from North Ko-
rea and Eastern bloc countries such 
as Poland, Hungary and Yugoslavia. 
Syria and Libya also became weap-
ons suppliers to Tehran for geopo-
litical reasons, despite ideological 
divergences.

The watershed moment for Iran’s 
defence was when Tehran connect-
ed with China. As Iran began buying 
in high volume directly from China, 
it gradually moved away from East-
ern bloc suppliers and, according to 
Rafiqdoost, it was this bourgeoning 
Iranian-Sino defence relationship 
that prompted Russia to begin sell-
ing weapons to Tehran.

Since then, Iran became the most 
important export market for Rus-
sian defence products, including 
fighter aircraft such as the MiG-29 
and Su-24, submarines such as the 
Kilo-class, and air defence systems 
such as the recently delivered S-300 
— even if business has not always 
been smooth.

China, which eventually sold 
more strategic weapons such as 
cruise missiles to Iran, essentially 
helped Iran lay the foundations for 
its indigenous missile programme. 
The Iranian missile programme, 

which is the cornerstone of Iranian 
defence strategy and deterrence, 
emerged after Iran learned the art of 
reverse engineering missiles it had 
acquired from different sources. 
Here is where Iran really developed 
self-reliance in defence.

There is another crucial dimen-
sion to Iranian defence — its asym-
metric warfare doctrine aims to 
avoid direct confrontation with the 
enemy, compensate for technologi-
cal inferiority through effective use 
of surprise and deception and cre-
ate a complex battlefield that makes 
sustained operations difficult for its 
adversaries.

It is in this perspective that Iran’s 
regional alliance with Hezbollah, 
Hamas and the Houthis, can be 
properly understood from a per-
spective of military strategy and its 
ability to fight by proxy.

Iran’s conventional armed forces, 
such as its regular air force and navy 
are not a reflection of the military 
capabilities of Iran — they are lim-
ited in terms of quality and quantity. 
However, when analysed as a whole, 
Iran’s defence and deterrence are 
robust — the IRGC, its missile pro-
gramme, Iranian doctrine and TTPs 
and alliance with non-state actors 
around the region, combine to posit 
one of the most complex threats a 
country could pose to its technologi-
cally more superior adversaries.
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ranian Supreme Leader Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei’s “request” 
to former president Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad not to run in next 
May’s presidential election il-

lustrates his dislike of unpredict-
ability. In 27 years as leader, Khame-
nei has sought to build consensus 
among the political class, seeing 
elections as a means to demonstrate 
public confidence in the Islamic Re-
public.

However, even managed elec-
tions have proved to be unpredict-
able and competition between the 
country’s political factions can be 
intense.

Another former president, the re-
formist Mohammad Khatami who 
held office from 1997-2005, pro-
voked a backlash from “principlist” 
parliamentary deputies, conserva-
tive clerics and the security estab-
lishment when he sought to relax 
censorship and introduce wider so-
cial freedoms.

Khamenei saw little choice but to 
back a crackdown on students im-
patient with the speed of Khatami’s 
reforms and, after the reformist 
president was re-elected in 2001, 
the leader stood by as the watch-
dog Guardian Council barred many 
reformist candidates, including sit-
ting deputies, from the 2004 parlia-
mentary elections. Henceforth the 
council’s role was widely seen as 
partisan.

The 2005 presidential election 
appeared to go well for Khamenei. 
He intervened to allow two reform-
ists to run, so demonstrating the 
validity of the election, while the 
Ahmadinejad’s victory showed a 
principlist candidate could triumph 
by extolling the egalitarian values of 
the 1979 revolution. But Ahmadine-
jad’s abrasive, impulsive nature cre-

ated problems.
His religious populism — mobi-

lising support through mosques, 
religious singers and appeals to the 
Twelfth, or “Hidden”, Imam whom 
Shias believe will one day emerge 
from occultation — alienated senior 
clerics, who were further alarmed 
by moves such as the president’s 
call in 2006 for women to attend 
soccer matches, regarded by many 
clerics as forbidden.

Ahmadinejad’s economic pop-
ulism — subsidised loans for hous-
ing or marriage, infrastructure 
projects pledged on the president’s 
trips around Iran’s provinces — en-
couraged fiscal imbalance and left a 
banking sector with a large level of 
debt and non-performing loans.

Ahmadinejad’s international as-
sertiveness — extolling the Iranian 
nuclear programme and question-
ing the existence of the Jewish 
holocaust — was initially popular 
across much of the Arab and Mus-
lim worlds but in time alienated 
Arab and Western leaders.

Tough energy and financial sanc-
tions imposed by the United States 
and the European Union in 2012 
raised the cost of the nuclear pro-
gramme.

Ahmadinejad had poor relations 
with parliament and the judiciary 
but his cardinal error was ques-
tioning the leader’s authority. Af-
ter Khamenei backed the president 
in the 2009 election, when street 
protesters challenged the validity 
of Ahmadinejad’s victory in a surge 
of dissent, the leader was repaid by 
Ahmadinejad questioning his au-
thority.

In the most vivid instance, Ah-
madinejad in 2011 failed to show up 
for work for 11 days after Khamenei 
insisted he should replace the Intel-
ligence minister. The president’s 
conservative critics spoke of a “de-
viant current”.

As the 2013 election approached it 
was clear that Ahmadinejad, consti-

tutionally ineligible for a third con-
secutive term, was grooming a suc-
cessor in Esfandiar Rahim Mashaei, 
his first vice-president and relative 
by marriage.

Could he pressure the Guard-
ian Council to let Mashaei run? 
It seemed Ahmadinejad thought 
he might by threatening to reveal 
“files” on leading Iranians (he gave 
a taste to parliament by playing a re-
cording of Fazel Larijani, brother of 
parliamentary Speaker Ali Larijani, 
apparently trying to buy a state-
owned factory at a bargain price).

The threat did not work. The 
12-member Guardian Council, six of 
whom are appointed by Khamenei, 
barred Mashaei. An eventual field 
of six candidates was topped by Ira-

nian President Hassan Rohani, who 
beat several principlists and won 
a popular mandate to deliver the 
landmark nuclear agreement with 
US-led global powers in July 2015.

While the deal could not have 
been signed without Khamenei’s 
support, a deal involving the “Great 
Satan” was too much for many prin-
ciplists, who would dearly love to 
remove Rohani come May.

Over the past year, Ahmadinejad 
has re-emerged in the public eye, 
touring the country as conservative 
websites and social media discussed 
the possibility he might stand again.

A poll taken in June by Canada-
based IranPoll put his popular-
ity rating just 8 percentage points 
behind Rohani, compared to 27 
points back in May 2015. Disquiet 
with Rohani appeared to relate to 
74% of Iranians complaining there 
had been no improvement in the 
economy as a result of the nuclear 
agreement.

Khamenei’s response was re-
strained but decisive. The official 
IRNA news agency reported a meet-
ing at which the leader “requested” 

Ahmadinejad not to run, prompt-
ing the former president to write to 
Khamenei saying he had “no plans 
to take part in the elections next 
year” and that he would be proud 
to “continue as a small soldier of the 
revolution and servant of the peo-
ple”.

No doubt Khamenei would like 
Ahmadinejad confined to such a 
role. Principlists might instead sup-
port a presidential candidate like 
Major-General Qassem Soleimani, 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps commander and a key strate-
gist who has organised resistance to 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq and 
Syria and furthered Iran’s expan-
sionist ambitions.

With either Soleimani, highly 
popular but a regime stalwart, or a 
re-elected Rohani, Khamenei would 
have a president less likely than ei-
ther of his predecessors to provoke 
instability or challenge the leader’s 
authority.
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A 2005 file picture shows former Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad (R) kissing the hand of 
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (C) after receiving a certificate declaring him president.

Canada-based 
IranPoll put 
Ahmadinejad’s 
popularity rating just 
8 percentage points 
behind Rohani.

Asymmetric warfare 
rather than 
conventional force 
superiority was the 
new guiding 
principle for Iran.

Iranians take pictures of the Simorgh (Phoenix) satellite rocket 
during celebrations in Tehran to mark the 37th anniversary of the 
Islamic revolution, last February.


