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Debate Iranian threat in MENA 

Rohani plays the army against the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps

Iran, Israel pose greatest threats 
to stability in southern Syria

A 

s Iranian President 
Hassan Rohani pre-
sented his new largely 
technocratic cabinet 
to the parliament, his 
candidate for the De-

fence and Armed Forces Logistics 
Ministry was the greatest surprise: 
If Brigadier-General Amir Hatami 
gains a parliamentary vote of con-
fidence, he will be the first regular 
military officer to serve in a cabinet 
position, which since 1993 has been 
the privilege of officers of the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC).

By offering the Defence Minis-
try to the regular military, Rohani 
is raising the stakes in his struggle 
against the IRGC. The president’s 
relations with the IRGC deterio-
rated in the run-up to and after his 
re-election, in which he defeated 
Ebrahim Raeisi, the main chal-
lenger widely believed to have 
been the IRGC and Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei’s 
favourite not only as president but 
also as a potential supreme leader.

Since the election, both parties 
have tried to establish more 
correct relations and on July 24, 
the IRGC’s top leadership met 
with Rohani to express belated 
congratulations on his re-election. 
However, an editorial in the 
influential Iranian newspaper 
Kayhan suggested the tone was 
anything but congratulatory.

Major-General Mohammad Ali 
Jafari, IRGC chief commander; 
Major-General Qassem Soleimani, 
IRGC Quds Force chief; Gholam-
hossein Gheibparvar, Basij chief; 
and others present allegedly 
“criticised the performance and 
positions of the government 
concerning the security of the 
regime and the fundamental 
values of the revolution.”

Kayhan’s editorial remarkably 
dismissed “reports” on “composi-
tion of Rohani’s cabinet” being 
on the agenda. Kayhan’s 
dismissal may have 
been directed at par-
liamentarian Elias 
Hazrati, who, in a 
tweet, for the first 
time raised Rohani’s 
intentions to appoint 
an army officer as 
his defence minis-

ter. This indicates that the 
question of the cabinet composi-
tion was raised by senior IRGC 
leaders at the meeting with 
Rohani.

The appointment of Hatami 
reflects much more than Rohani’s 
preference for the regular military 
and indicates the president is 
attempting to take advantage of 
the rivalry between the main 

branches of the armed forces.
This rivalry is in part due to the 

early history of conflicts between 
the army and the IRGC but also 
relates to the overlapping respon-
sibilities of the two military 
organisations enshrined in the 
constitution, doctrinal differ-
ences and the civilian leadership’s 
apparent desire to keep the two 
military organisations in a 

permanent state of rivalry. The 
political leadership’s desire is 
reflected in uneven access of the 
two forces to the political leader-
ship, unequal access to funding, 
recruitment opportunities and 
materiel and different levels of 
subjective civilian control and 
prestige.

While the IRGC has superior 
access to the political leadership, 
a higher budget — including vast 
economic resources beyond the 
military budget — prestige, enjoys 
access to the best recruits and is 
subjected to a lower degree of 
subjective control mechanisms of 
the civilian leadership, the army 
has — with the exception of the 
nuclear programme — access to 
fairly sophisticated military 
hardware.

Since the 1979 revolution, Iran 
had two competing defence 
ministries: The Defence Ministry, 
which, with two exceptions (one 
civilian and one irregular warfare 
partisan), was led by army 
officers. The Defence Ministry 
was countered by a competing 
Ministry of the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps, at the helm 
of which IRGC officers served. By 
1993, the two ministries were 
merged into the Defence and 
Armed Forces Logistics Ministry, 
which has since had ministers 
from the ranks of IRGC officers.

Rohani appointing a defence 
minister from the regular military 
not only breaks with that tradition 
but signals the president’s 
attempt at playing the army card 
to neutralise the IRGC. This 
should be no surprise to those 
familiar with Rohani’s character: 
As a regime insider who enjoys 
enough popular support to get 

re-elected despite systematic 
obstructions against him, 

Rohani is better posi-
tioned to take the 

fight against the 
IRGC than all his 
predecessors. He 
fights an uphill 

battle and badly 
needs a parliamen-

tary vote of confi-
dence to his candi-
date for the Defence 

Ministry as a first step 
to sidelining the IRGC.

W 

hile the situation 
in Syria seems 
stable at the mo-
ment — at least 
as stable things 
can be in what 

the conflict in Syria has wrought — 
prospects for continued calm are 
not promising.

The ceasefire agreement 
reached by the United States, 
Russia and Jordan in July could 
serve as a de-escalation frame-
work for a larger agreement after 
the fall of Raqqa and the Islamic 
State (ISIS). US President Donald 
Trump and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin are eager to make 
the current agreement stick and 
show that they can work together 
in a productive capacity, in part so 
they can thumb their noses at the 
US Congress and recent legislation 
that restricted Trump’s ability to 
ease sanctions on Russia.

The long-term success of any 
such agreement is in doubt, 
however, because of how the two 
countries’ proxies in the region — 
Iran and Israel — could respond  
to it.

Ultimately whether the agree-
ment works boils down to how 
large the Iranian presence will be 
in southern Syria. Iran has no 
intention of leaving Syria once 
ISIS is defeated and the rebellion 
against Syrian President Bashar 
Assad is crushed. The idea that 
southern Syria might turn into a 
clone of southern Lebanon deeply 
concerns the Israelis.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu has voiced opposition 
to the Amman deal but this was 
likely an attempt to get the United 
States and Russia to pay attention 
to Israel’s concerns.

Netanyahu is in a tough 
situation. Domestically he has 
backed himself into a corner with 
his statements about southern 
Syria. Playing hardball on the 
issue may help him distract the 
Israeli public from his problems 
with a corruption investigation 
that could lead to Netanyahu 
being charged with bribery and 
fraud.

Yet he can only go so far in 
undermining any potential 
agreement because of Trump’s 

position in favour of it. Unlike his 
relationship with former US 
President Barack Obama, whom 
Netanyahu seemed to delight in 
annoying, the Israeli prime 
minister cannot afford to alienate 
Trump. As Netanyahu has 
probably noticed, Trump does not 
like it when people disagree with 
him and is so unpredictable it’s 
hard to tell what he might do in 
retaliation.

The shotgun marriage between 
Russia and Iran is tentative. 
Neither side really trusts the 
other but each party knows that 
they must work together for their 
long-term plans to succeed. Iran 
was incensed when Russia agreed 
to US and Israeli demands that it 
be left out of the negotiations that 
led to the Amman agreement. 
Russia’s willingness to allow 
Israeli warplanes to attack 
Hezbollah encampments in Syria 
has added to this distrust.

Russia is suspicious of Iranian 
plans in the Levant but, as noted 
above, the current marriage of 
convenience helps more than 
hurts Russia’s own plans.

Israel would probably be happy 
if US troops were placed in 
southern Syria as part of any 
agreement to create a buffer zone 
against Iranian and Hezbollah 
forces but this is highly unlikely 
to happen. The Trump adminis-
tration has shown no desire to 
expand its footprint in Syria and 
Russia probably would not agree 
to such a stipulation in the first 
place. Once ISIS is defeated, the 
United States will probably not 
want a continued presence in 
Syria.

If the deal that comes after the 
fall of Raqqa can continue the 
de-escalation created by the 
current agreement, there is a 
chance that long-term stability 
can be created. If it fails, how-
ever, you can count on Iranian 
forces flooding into southern 
Syria, which will create a situa-
tion that Israel cannot afford to 
ignore.

In the end, any long-term plans 
that Trump and Putin might have 
for Syria could go up in smoke 
because of the potential for 
conflict between Israel and Iran.
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