
Iran’s tactical successes in Syria come with political, strategic cost 
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A key component of Iran’s Middle East policy is the deployment of unconventional actors to 

achieve political ends. Tehran has seen successes in this regard: Its client Hezbollah has 

become a major political party and militia in Lebanon, and, through the use of other such 

groups, Iran managed to increase its influence in Baghdad while diminishing that of the United 

States during the American war in Iraq. 

 

 
 

But Iran has now taken on considerable risk by intervening in a similar fashion in the Syrian 

conflict, where its mission is fundamentally different than it was in Lebanon or Iraq. In Syria, 

Iran is in essence undertaking a foreign internal defense mission in which the “host nation” 

security forces, in this case a combination of Syrian government forces and Hezbollah, do the 

majority of the fighting while Iran transfers political, technical and financial support to the 

Syrian regime through the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC). 

  

Iran’s preferred outcome is to prevent the fall of the Syrian regime under President Bashar al-

Assad. Failing that, however, Iran hopes to maintain its influence in a post-Assad Syria in 

order to maintain its transit routes for supplying Hezbollah. 

 

In pursuit of these goals, Iran has thus far transferred billions of dollars’ worth of cash, 

medical equipment and arms to the Syrian government. At the same time, Iran may be 

offering guidance for the Syrian government’s efforts to restrict the communications 

infrastructure used by Syrian rebels and opposition members. Some of the Syrian 

government’s tactics include cutting off Internet access, using malware to track and eavesdrop 

on the opposition and employing pro-government hackers to attack the computers of 

opposition activists. These tactics resemble those used by Iranian security forces against 

protesters after its disputed 2009 presidential election. 

 

Iran’s technical and financial aid to the Syrian regime can be considered a success at the 

tactical level, because it has contributed to dragging out the war and keeping Assad in power. 

Yet Iran’s involvement in Syria has limitations as well as liabilities at the strategic and political 

levels.  

 

For one thing, while the IRGC has long experience with internal security and 

counterinsurgency, particularly in the Iranian provinces of West Azerbaijan, Khuzestan and 

Fars, tactically speaking these conflicts have been policing missions. Unlike Syria’s uprising, 

they are primarily local affairs with limited national political consequences. None have 

challenged the social and political contract underwriting the state itself, as the uprising in Syria 

has. The level of violence in Syria is moreover well beyond anything the IRGC has experienced 

in Iran’s restive provinces in terms of scope and complexity. In Syria, the IRGC is not just 

participating in the war but is also being actively targeted by other combatants. In its domestic 

policing actions, by contrast, the IRCG is able to act largely with impunity, with casualities kept 

to a minimum. 

  

At the same time, the political component of Iran’s foreign internal defense mission in Syria 

involves a coalition of three political entities -- Syria, Iran and Hezbollah -- each with its own 

constituency, and the political sustainability of the effort depends on domestic politics as well 

as foreign policy. While the political leaderships of all three partners are on the same page, 

they cannot take for granted the support of their constituencies. A ut
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In Iran, for example, the IRGC, which is politically close to Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 

Khamenei and largely in charge of Iran’s internal security, has suffered political consequences 

for its role in Syria’s uprising, including having to admit publicly to its involvement. In so 

doing, the IRGC has described the mission in Syria as designed to combat “terrorists,” and 

limited to “providing counsel and advice, and transferring experience to [Syrian forces].” 

Despite the Iranian leadership’s upbeat assessments of the war in Syria, Iranians are largely 

split on their country’s participation there. 

  

Similarly, Hezbollah’s political standing in Lebanon has been weakened by its involvement in 

the Syrian conflict, which is very unpopular in Lebanon. As a result, Hezbollah’s leadership has 

begun to portray the war in nationalistic terms tailored for its domestic constituents, defending 

its participation as necessary to protect Lebanese communities in Syria, as opposed to helping 

Assad fight terrorists and those out to “destroy Syria.” 

  

Regardless, both Iran and Hezbollah are fighting a war on Syria’s behalf that neither can win, 

and that their regional enemies can prolong indefinitely. 

  

Thus, the limit of Iran’s involvement in the Syrian war will ultimately be determined by the 

financial sustainability of its efforts. Iran’s participation in Syria has already been constrained 

by the Iranian economy, which has been weakened by international sanctions and economic 

mismanagement. As a result, Iran’s ability to access the hard currency it needs to finance its 

engagement in Syria has been severely limited. Meanwhile, every dollar Iran sends to Syria is 

a dollar Iran cannot spend at home, and a foreign internal defense mission on the scale of 

what Iran is pursuing in Syria is, simply put, quite expensive over the long run. This raises 

serious questions about the political sustainability of the effort in the long term. 

  

Overall, then, Iran’s tactical successes in the Syrian war have not translated into strategic and 

political success. In fact, the opposite is true: By prolonging the war, Iran has damaged its 

strategic and political position, not to mention its ability to address the many economic 

challenges it faces. These trends will only magnify as the war drags on. 

 

Fonte: WPR [Portal]. Disponível em:  

<http://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/12783/iran-s-tactical-successes-in-

syria-come-with-political-strategic-cost >. Acesso em: 12 Mar. 2013. 
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