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Over the past four years, the Arab Spring and ensuing threats to Tehran’s allies have
compelled it to scale back its attempts to expand its regional power and instead focus
on defending its existing sphere of influence. To this end, it has invested military,
financial, and political resources in maintaining its long-standing partners. These efforts
have allowed Iran to consolidate its control of some of its allies, most notably
Damascus, but the power of these allies has declined and Tehran’s sectarian response to
recent crises has undermined its long-term strategic goal of increasing its influence
throughout the Middle East.
These facts stand in stark contrast to the current political narrative. Many analysts, both
in the United States and among U.S. allies abroad, have described Iran’s role in the
Middle East as ascendant. In their eyes, Iran is “on the march” and toppling capitals
throughout the region. Such rhetoric, repeatedly invoked by members of the U.S.
Congress, is an alarmist mischaracterization of Iran’s role in the geopolitics of the
Middle East. This brief is intended as a corrective to this narrative, providing necessary
historical context and a clear-eyed assessment of its regional policy.
Iran’s role in Syria, Iraq, and elsewhere continues to conflict with U.S. interests in the
Middle East, and Tehran’s defensive foreign policy should not discount the most
destructive elements of its foreign policy, including enabling the Assad regime’s
massacre of civilians and supporting designated terrorist groups. But placed in context,
it is clear that Iran has not made marked gains since the Arab Spring. Despite the
shifting to focus on its most critical partners, Tehran is today seeing its influence in the
region recede and its allies’ power and sovereignty diminished. Sound U.S. policies can
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check Iran’s destabilizing influence while engaging Tehran on shared interests, such as
containing the threat from the Islamic State and implementing a mutually beneficial
nuclear agreement.
A few short years ago, Iran was focusing on expanding its role in the Middle East,
including among Sunnis, capitalizing on its mantle as the leader of the self-proclaimed
anti-Israel “Axis of Resistance.”1 Though Tehran still aspires to regional preeminence,
challenges to its allies have forced it to deemphasize its resistance to Israel: Its ties to
Hamas have been largely usurped by Turkey and Qatar, and Hezbollah, a cornerstone
of Iran’s resistance axis, is focused almost entirely on Syria and likely incapable of
sustaining a fight against Israel. Iran and its allies are today deeply embroiled in
sectarian civil wars it had no interest in fighting.
These challenges have strained not only Iran’s partners, but its domestic politics as well.
Iran’s economy has been suffering under international sanctions – its GDP today is onefifth smaller than projections made in 2011 – exacerbating the financial strain of its
efforts to bolster its allies.2 Its expensive foreign entanglements come even as Iran is in
need of at least $500 billion worth of domestic investment, which will not be
immediately forthcoming as nuclear sanctions are lifted.3 It is no wonder then that
Iran’s leadership has struggled to build popular support for its policies – one poll found
that only 37% of the Iranian public approves of their government’s military intervention
in support of the Assad regime.4

Syria
Syria has been the keystone in Iran’s sphere of influence since the 1980s, when the two
countries were bound in a partnership based on a shared interest of empowering
proxies in Lebanon and a shared distrust of the government of Saddam Hussein. The
relationship has ebbed at times, but Tehran moved to reinvigorate ties a decade ago
following the U.S. invasion of Iraq.5 Recognizing Damascus’ role in Iran’s regional
policies – Martin Indyk called it “a strategic linchpin for dealing with Iran and the
Palestinian issue” – the United States made some effort at rapprochement before the
start of the Syrian civil war.6 Even at that time, though, diplomats were doubtful that it
would do much to break Syria free of Iran’s orbit.7
Syria’s civil war has only deepened this existing alliance, but at great cost to Iran.
Despite sanctions that have devastated Iran’s economy, it is still spending billions of
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dollars each year – possibly $6 billion annually according the United Nations’ special
envoy, or as much as $15 billion according to independent estimates – to support the
regime.8 Additionally, it is shipping millions of barrels of oil to Syria, worth an
estimated $600 million over the last six months alone, rather than selling it in its
sanctions-limited oil market.9 Iran has also sent thousands of troops, including its
foremost strategist Gen. Qasem Soleimani and units from its elite Qods Force, even
surging 7,000 soldiers to the Damascus area in recent months.10 In addition to these
regular forces, Iran has invested significant funds and effort in training and equipping a
network of Shia militia proxies.11
Five years ago, the Assad regime had uncontested control of its territory and could
provide Iran overland access to its partners in Lebanon.12 This is no longer the case, and
Iran is spending blood and treasure at an unsustainable rate to preserve the Assad
regime’s diminished control of Syria’s west.

Iraq
Iran’s assertion of influence in Iraq was apparent from the earliest stages of the U.S.
invasion in 2003. Within a month of U.S. troops entering the country, Iran had assumed
control of a network of Shia proxies and in the ensuing years has cemented its role
through the provision of funds, weapons, and political patronage.13 In late 2010,
capitalizing on its ascendant influence with both the government in Baghdad and
informal Shia networks, Iran issued an ultimatum to Iraq’s leadership to accept
Tehran’s guidance, and the government of Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki and his allies
complied.14
Iran feels genuinely threatened by two forces in Iraq today: the Sunni disquiet to its
west, most apparent in the armies of the Islamic State, and the renewed diplomatic and
military influence of the United States. Iran’s efforts in Iraq since the fall of Mosul have
been calculated to walk a line between making compromises to ensure the continuity of
a friendly government in Baghdad while hedging against the United States, which a
conspiratorially-minded faction in Tehran falsely believes is manipulating the Islamic
State to provide an opening to reassert influence in Iraq.15 Last year, Iran backed efforts
supported by the United States to force its ally Maliki to step aside, but it has focused
on other ways to ensure its continued influence.16 Iran has sold $10 billion in new
weapons to Iraq in the past year, including missiles, with shipments of supplies often
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arriving twice a day.17 It has also doubled down on its support for Shia militias and
deployed an unknown number of troops; many of these have been described as
advisors, though there are anecdotal accounts of them participating in frontline
combat.18
Iran’s role in Iraq today is more overt, but not new. For the first time, Tehran is having
to provide material support to back up the influence it has done little to earn in Iraq.19
The government it supports cannot exert sovereign control over more than a third of the
country, and Iran’s efforts to mobilize its proxies have exacerbated sectarian tensions
and proven indecisive at strategic points in the conflict. 20 Rather than tightening its hold
on Iraq, Iran is now facing the most serious challenge to its influence there in years,
both from the country’s population of discontented Sunnis in Anbar and U.S. diplomats
in Baghdad.

Lebanon
Over the last 33 years, starting when Iran sent a contingent of Republican Guard Corps
trainers to the Bekaa Valley to form a new Shia militia, Tehran has built its proxy
Hezbollah into the decisive political and military force in Lebanon.21 Hezbollah has
always justified its existence as a paramilitary organization with its resistance against
the state of Israel, but particularly as Syrian influence diminished after the Cedar
Revolution in 2005, Hezbollah has played a much more active role in Lebanese politics.
This influence, Hezbollah’s force of arms, and its popular support are all underwritten
by Iran.22
The Syrian civil war has placed new strains on Hezbollah. The organization has shifted
its attention from Israel to Syria, sending its best fighters and strategists to support the
Assad regime in what Hezbollah Secretary General Hassan Nasrallah has characterized
as an existential battle. This departure from its principle of resistance against Israel has
damaged its credibility in Lebanon, especially outside of its primary base of support
among Lebanon’s Shia population.23 Its supply lines are also increasingly threatened:
The civil war (and its diplomatic effects) has cut off overland access to Iran, and Syria’s
efforts to deliver advanced weapons to Lebanon have been repeatedly interdicted by
Israeli airstrikes. Perhaps most important, the war has taken a toll on Hezbollah’s
fighters. In 2013, Israeli intelligence estimated that Hezbollah had deployed 4,000 to
5,000 troops to Syria; that figure is believed to have increased since, further straining
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Hezbollah’s forces, which as a whole are believed to consist of 5,000 fighters and 15,000
reservists.24 Discipline is reportedly breaking after suffering hundreds, and possibly
thousands, of casualties.25 The long, grueling pace of the war is also taking a toll on
Hezbollah’s relationship with Iran; Tehran is rumored to be dissatisfied with
Nasrallah’s leadership (or lack thereof) and investigating the embezzlement of Iranian
funds.26 It is unclear whether or not Hezbollah could sustain a war with Israel should
one occur – and in fact, Hezbollah seems to be actively avoiding escalation along its
southern border.27

Gaza
Iran forged its relationship with Hamas in the early 1990s in an effort to gain credibility
with the Arab public and disrupt the Israeli-Palestinian peace process.28 “In the longterm, Iran sees the Palestinians as essential for regional acceptance of Iran's Middle East
presence,” then-Charge d’Affaires Stephen Seche noted in a 2006 cable from the U.S.
embassy in Damascus.29 Before the Arab Spring, Iran was sending more than $100
million annually to Hamas, as well as Iranian-made missiles.30 But threats to Iran’s
immediate sphere of influence have complicated its relations with the group and forced
Tehran to deemphasize long-term efforts to build support in the broader (mostly Sunni)
Arab world.
The Syrian civil war has strained the Iran-Hamas alliance, both politically and
financially. As the Assad regime’s merciless campaign against its own people escalated,
Hamas found it increasingly difficult to maintain its credibility with its majority Sunni
constituency while relying on largesse from Iran and Syria. In February 2012, Hamas
decamped from its headquarters in Damascus – possibly abandoning significant
financial assets in the process. Tehran responded by slashing its aid to the group.31 As
Iran has abandoned its efforts to make inroads with the broader Arab public and turned
inwards to focus on protecting its partners in Iraq and Syria, the utility of supporting
Hamas has decreased. Though Iran is believed to still provide some support to Hamas,
it has allowed its influence and patronage to be supplanted by Qatar and Turkey, which
have aligned themselves with Sunni political Islamist movements around the region
and are competing against Iran’s interests in Syria.
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Yemen
Rumors that Iran has been providing low-level support to Yemen’s Houthi movement
have circulated since the Saada wars, a series of conflicts from 2004 to 2010 between the
Yemeni government and the Houthis that at times included Saudi intervention. This
support, which may have included bags of cash and small arms, was always kept at a
low level, providing Tehran what was essentially plausible deniability.32 As the
Houthis’ fortunes have risen since the Arab Spring, Iran’s support has been more
visible, including prominent coverage on Iranian news stations.
However, Iran’s actual influence with the Houthis has been dramatically overstated.
Though the Houthis are often characterized as being supported by Iran – true only in a
technical sense – the decisive factor in the Houthis’ efforts to assert control over the
country has been their alliance of convenience with ousted President Ali Abdullah
Saleh, who retains support among large swaths of the Yemeni military. The Houthis are
perceived by many Yemenis as militant rubes or dissident Shia fundamentalists and
lack a wide base of political and military support in the country. Iranian support cannot
change that, while Saleh’s band of loyalists can. Iran, for its part, actually advised the
Houthi leadership against trying to seize the capital of Sanaa in September 2014, likely
recognizing that it would over-extend the Houthis and provoke a war in which Tehran
did not want to be trapped.33 The Houthis, with the support of Saleh’s forces, proceeded
in spite of Tehran’s advice – prompting a civil war and Saudi intervention on behalf of
the displaced Sanaa government. Iran now finds itself bound to an unreliable ally in a
civil war it tried to avoid.

Conclusion
The reach of Iran’s foreign policy has exceeded its grasp. For all its efforts to maintain
its sphere of influence and expand its power in the Middle East, it has gained little from
its interventions. Tehran has consolidated its control over the leadership in Damascus
and South Beirut, but these allies are stretched thin and seeing their power and
influence recede. Meanwhile, Iran is increasingly challenged in Iraq by the Islamic State
and resurgent U.S. diplomacy. In Gaza, Tehran has ceded its influence with Hamas to
the same governments supplying its opponents in Syria. Far from an ascendant actor in
the region, Iran is currently fighting the greatest challenge to its power since its sphere
of influence coalesced in the 1980s. The discourse in the United States should take this
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into account and refrain from inflating the threat of Iran’s policies. Such alarmism risks
an American overreaction. Instead, U.S. policy must take into account not just Iran’s
ambitions for preeminence in the region, but also the limited effectiveness of its recent
strategy.
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