IRGC Control over the Taliban

Treadstone 71

Analytic Overview

The document attached below discusses strategic assessments and policy considerations
regarding Iran’s engagement with the Taliban, Afghanistan, and regional dynamics. The focus
centers on transforming threats into opportunities, managing geopolitical challenges, and
ensuring national and revolutionary interests remain safeguarded.

The primary stakeholders include Iranian policymakers, regional factions such as the
Taliban, other Afghan groups (e.g., Panjshiri forces), neighboring countries (Pakistan, China,
and Gulf states), and external powers like the United States and Russia. The audience
includes Iranian leadership and affiliated groups managing Afghanistan's influence
dynamics.

The document outlines Iran’s deliberations on engaging with the Taliban post-US withdrawal
from Afghanistan. It explores two strategic options: confrontation or integration. The aim
shifts toward leveraging Afghanistan’s evolving situation to advance Iran’s regional influence.
It details the Taliban’s multifaceted relationship with Iran, distinguishing ideological
alignments and operational tactics, and reflects on Afghanistan's resource potential, its
implications for strategic autonomy, and the necessity of cautious diplomacy to avoid
overcommitment or conflict escalation.

Iran’s calculated approachto the Taliban influences Afghanistan’s stability, resource access,
and regional geopolitics. Mismanagement risks entrenching foreign adversaries or inciting
sectarian divisions. Proactive engagement strengthens Iran’s role as a regional actor while
marginalizing Western influence.

The withdrawal of US forces, the Taliban’s ascent, and the shifting power dynamics present
Iran with a window to assert influence and preclude adversarial footholds. The timing aligns
with broader regional realighments and opportunities for strategic partnerships, including in
forums like the Shanghai Cooperation Organization.

Iran has successfully positioned itself as a mediator while avoiding direct conflict with the

Taliban. It has influenced Afghan politics by supporting factions aligned with its strategic
interests and maintained control over resource access. Domestically, the policy minimizes
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backlash from critical stakeholders, including Shia communities and revolutionary
elements.

Iran will likely maintain a pragmatic approach, fostering Taliban cooperation on security and
resource management while avoiding uncritical support. Future scenarios include
expanded regional partnerships, leveraging Afghanistan's strategic position, and countering
Sunni extremism. However, challenges persist, including internal dissent over Taliban
relations and the potential for regional destabilization driven by competing interests. The
need for continuous, adaptable strategies remains critical.

The Brief

The document outlines the IRGC's complex objectives to manage its relationship with the
Taliban, a relationship shaped by pragmatic strategies and geopolitical goals. The IRGC
emphasizes two main pathways in dealing with the Taliban. One pathway involves
confrontation that risks pulling Iran into prolonged conflicts while alienating factions that
might otherwise align with Iran's goals. The alternative path, and the one preferred by the
IRGC, is strategic cooperation, allowing Iran to use the Taliban to counterbalance Western
powers and rival Sunni influences in the region.

The IRGC identifies Afghanistan's vast mineral resources as a significant opportunity,
particularly in regions controlled by the Taliban. These resources, if managed carefully, can
provide economic benefits to lran while preventing exploitation by external powers such as
the United States or Pakistan. The IRGC approach shows lIran's intent to ensure that
Afghanistan's economic wealth aligns with its regional interests rather than becoming a tool
for adversaries.

The IRGC draws clear ideological distinctions between the Taliban and radical Sunni jihadist
groups such as ISIS, emphasizing that the Taliban does not embody the extreme sectarian
hostility characteristic of groups like ISIS. The IRGC positions the Taliban as a manageable
partner rather than a direct existentialthreat to Iran's interests, particularly in protecting Shia
communities in Afghanistan. Their ideological management reflects the IRGC's strategy of
categorizing potential threats and allies within nuanced frameworks rather than simplistic
binaries.

The IRGC's strategy involves avoiding over-commitment to the Taliban. The organization
cautions against fully embracing or demonizing the group, advocating instead for a position
that balances engagement and caution. The pragmatic stance ensures that Iran retains the
flexibility needed to adapt to changes in the Taliban's policies or broader power dynamics
within Afghanistan.

Another critical element of the IRGC's strategy is its effort to influence Afghanistan's
governance. The IRGC supports the establishment of a pluralistic government that includes
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various ethnic and sectarian groups, ensuring representation and protection for
Afghanistan's Shia communities. Their intent fits Iran's broader goal of fostering inclusive
governance structures in regions where it expands its influence.

Media control plays a pivotal role in the IRGC's strategy. The document highlights the
importance of managing narratives about the Taliban both domestically and regionally. The
IRGC warns against polarizing narratives that fully support or oppose the Taliban, advocating
instead for a carefully balanced portrayal that maintains strategic ambiguity. The narrative
management allows Iran to avoid alienating domestic constituencies or regional allies while
keeping its options open.

The IRGC position influences regional coordination intended to achieve its objectives in
Afghanistan. Iran actively works with neighboring powers such as Pakistan, China, and
Russia to manage the Taliban's influence and counterbalance the presence of U.S. interests
in the region. Iran bolsters its geopolitical position while ensuring that Afghanistan does not
become a foothold for adversaries.

The IRGC's broader objectives extend to safeguarding Shiite minorities in Afghanistan and
promoting pluralism as a counterweight to radical Sunni ideologies. Their focus on
protecting vulnerable communities enhances Iran's soft power in the region and projects an
image of moral leadership that supports its strategic goals.

In expanding this framework, the IRGC incorporates cyber and media influence operations
to monitor and counter-narratives that threaten its interests. The IRGC uses these tools to
discredit extremist Sunni factions and amplify narratives portraying Iran as a stabilizing force
in Afghanistan. Humanitarian aid and support for Afghan Shiite militias further solidify Iran's
position as a protector and benefactor in the region.

In its capacity-building efforts, the IRGC invests in training programs for Afghan Shiite
militias, creating a reliable buffer against potential aggression from the Taliban or other
adversaries. Concurrently, the IRGC implements humanitarian aid programs in border
regions to win the trust and loyalty of Afghan civilians, further strengthening its influence
within the country.

The IRGC's long-term objectives in Afghanistan are rooted in the need to maintain
Afghanistan as a neutral or friendly neighbor. Preventing the establishment of U.S. military
bases or operations within Afghan territory remains a primary goal. Additionally, Iran seeks
to develop trade routes and economic dependencies that tie Afghanistan's economy closely
to its own, ensuring that the country remains aligned with Iran's broader regional ambitions.

Comparing IRGC-Taliban relations with Iran's interactions with other regional groups, several
patterns emerge. Iran adopts a pragmatic approach to all alliances, whether it is with
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Hezbollah in Lebanon, Shia militiasin Iraq, or the Houthis in Yemen. Like its relationship with
the Taliban, Iran guides these alliances supporting its overarching goal of countering U.S.
influence, protecting Shia populations, and expanding its ideological and economic
footprint. However, the nature of these relationships differs significantly. While groups like
Hezbollah operate as direct extensions of Iran's military and political will, the Taliban
represents a more tenuous and ideologically divergent partner. The distinction necessitates
a more cautious and adaptable strategy in Afghanistan compared to Iran's interactions with
other proxies or allies.

Significant Points of Interest

The document contains additional points of significant interest regarding IRGC activities and
strategies, which extend beyond their relationship with the Taliban. These highlight Iran's
broader geopolitical and operational approaches in the region. Here are some areas of
distinct interest:

1. Countering U.S. Presence and Influence in Afghanistan

The IRGC emphasizes the strategic advantage gained by the U.S. withdrawal from
Afghanistan, viewing the U.S. departure as a victory for Iran's broader goals, presenting
opportunities to fill-.the vacuum left behind. The IRGC carefully orchestrates this
influence to ensure Afghanistan does not become a base for renewed Western military
or economic dominance.

2. Management of Internal and External Perceptions

The IRGC acknowledges the importance of controlling how their actions and alliances
are perceived both domestically and abroad. They discourage simplistic narratives that
portray them as either fully supporting or opposing groups like the Taliban. The nuanced
messaging ensures flexibility in alliances and avoids alienating different factions of
public opinion.

3. Influence through Proxy Networks

Beyond Afghanistan, where Iran supports and manipulates factions to advance its
influence, the document references strategies used in other regional contexts, such as
Irag and Lebanon. The defined strategies create internal divisions within adversarial
groups and co-opting elements that align with Iran's goals.

4. Exploitation of Economic Resources as Leverage

The IRGC actively seeks to exploit economic resources in conflict zones, such as
Afghanistan's mineral wealth. These resources are a means to support operations and a
way to weaken adversaries who could benefit from controlling these assets.
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5. Regional Coalition Building
The IRGC places significant emphasis on fostering coalitions with regional powers,
including Russia, China, and Pakistan, to collectively counter U.S. and Sunni Arab
influences. The coalition-building extends to tactical and strategic coordination in
theaters like Syria and Yemen.

6. Shiite Community Protection and Influence Expansion

A consistent theme is the protection of Shiite populations and their integration into
governance structures across the region. The IRGC sees this as critical to maintaining
Iran's ideological and cultural influence while ensuring a foothold in Sunni-dominated
areas.

7. Conflict Containment and Avoidance of Escalation

The IRGC outlines strategies to prevent direct, prolonged conflicts that could drain Iran's
resources or destabilize its borders. Instead, it focuses on indirect influence, ensuring
that factions like the Taliban do not evolve into unmanageable threats while preserving
the capacity to act if needed.

8. Adaptation to Evolving Threats

The IRGC's approach reflects an acute awareness of evolving threats and opportunities.
They advocate for a consistent reassessment of actors like the Taliban, recognizing that
alliances or conflicts may shift based on the group's actions or regional changes.

9. Using Media and Propaganda

The document emphasizes the use of media to shape public opinion to undermine
adversaries and promote Iran's role as a stabilizing force. Media narratives are carefully
curated to present Iran's actions as defensive, pragmatic, and ultimately in the interest
of regional stability.

10. Balancing Religious and Political Ideologies

The IRGC navigates the complex ideological spectrum of the region by balancing its
revolutionary Islamic principles with pragmatic geopolitical goals. For example, the
Taliban's religious orthodoxy is acknowledged but not allowed to interfere with Iran's
broader strategy of fostering pluralistic governance in Afghanistan.

These points show the IRGC's strategic depth, revealing how Iran uses its regional assets,
adapts to changing circumstances, and consolidates its influence through a combination of
military, economic, ideological, and diplomatic means.

The IRGC's use of proxy networks to advance its strategic objectives represents a

cornerstone of lran's regional strategy. Unlike traditional state actors that rely on direct
military engagement, the IRGC employs a decentralized approach by cultivating
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relationships with non-state actors, militias, and insurgent groups across the Middle East
and Central Asia. The strategy allows Iran to project power and influence without
overextending its conventional military forces or directly exposing itself to international
retaliation.

Co-Opting and Dividing Adversarial Groups

The IRGC excels at identifying internal divisions within adversarial groups and exploiting
these fractures to its advantage. In Afghanistan, for example, the IRGC seeks to foster
cooperation with factions within the Taliban that align with Iran's interests, such as those
willing to respect the rights of Afghanistan's Shia population. Simultaneously, it attempts
to neutralize or marginalize more extremist elements that could destabilize the region or
pose a direct threat to Iran.

The approach is not limited to Afghanistan. In Iraq, the IRGC has applied similar tactics
by supporting multiple Shia militias with varying degrees of loyalty to Tehran. The IRGC's
funding and training groups like Asaib Ahl al-Haq and Kata'ib Hezbollah, the IRGC ensure
that no single militia becomes too powerful or independent, creating a web of influence
that Tehran manipulates to counteract both Sunni factions and Western-aligned
governments.

Flexibility Through Proxy Networks

Proxy networks grant the IRGC flexibility to operate across a range of scenarios. The
networks function as offensive and defensive tools. Offensively, proxies enable Iran to
extend its reach into conflict zones, applying pressure on adversaries such as Saudi
Arabia and the United States. Defensively, proxies act as buffers that shield Iran from
confrontation. For instance, in Yemen, the IRGC's support for the Houthis serves as a
counterweight to Saudi influence while preventing Yemen's conflict from spilling over
into Iranian territory.

Resource and Training Integration

The IRGC integrates its proxies into its broader strategic framework through funding,
training, and logistical support. The critical relationships involve the transfer of advanced
weaponry, intelligence sharing, and tactical training in urban and guerrilla warfare. In
Afghanistan, the IRGC supplies the Taliban with arms to target mutual enemies, such as
the Islamic State Khorasan Province (ISKP). Similarly, in Irag and Syria, Iranian proxies
have received precision-guided munitions and drones, enhancing their operational
capabilities.
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Strategic Benefits of Proxies

The IRGC's reliance on proxies achieves several strategic benefits:

1. Plausible Deniability
a. Proxy networks allow Iran to engage in conflicts while denying direct
involvement, thus reducing the risk of international sanctions or military
retaliation.

2. Low-Cost Engagement
a. Supporting proxies is far less resource-intensive than deploying conventional
military forces, enabling Iran to sustain its influence in multiple theaters

simultaneously.

3. Regional Leverage
a. Proxies provide Iran with leverage over local governments and international
negotiations. For instance, in Lebanon, Hezbollah's dominance gives Iran a
strong foothold in the Eastern Mediterranean.

4. Strategic Depth
a. Proxies create a buffer zone around Iran, making it difficult for adversaries to
mount direct attacks against Iranian territory.

Challenges and Risks

While the use of proxy networks has been highly effective, it is not without risks. Proxies are
not always fully controllable, and their actions can occasionally diverge from Tehran's
strategic goals. The Taliban's decision-making may not always align with Iran's interests,
particularly if hardline factions gain dominance. Additionally, the overreliance on proxies can
exacerbate sectarian tensions, potentially alienating Sunni populations and inviting
backlash against Iran.

Implications for the Future

The IRGC's proxy strategy is likely to remain a central component of Iran's foreign policy.
However, as regional dynamics shift, the IRGC will need constant recalibration of its
approach to maintain influence without overcommitting resources or provoking unified
opposition. In Afghanistan, this means continuing to engage selectively with the Taliban
while cultivating relationships with other ethnic and sectarian groups. In other regions, Iran
might increasingly focus on technological enhancements for its proxies, such as cyber
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capabilities and precision-guided weapons, ensuring they remain competitive against state
and non-state adversaries.

The IRGC's ability to exploit divisions and co-opt factions ensures that Iran retains a seat at
the table in any conflict or negotiation involving its proxies. The objectives show Iran's
preference for asymmetrical warfare and its long-term goal of regional dominance.

The IRGC's approach to the Taliban reflects a sophisticated balancing act integrating
ideological management, economic opportunities, regional coordination, and narrative
control. The overarching goal remains the same asin Iran's engagements with other regional
actors: safeguarding its national interests, expanding its influence, and countering
adversaries while maintaining flexibility to adapt to evolving circumstances.
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