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Britain's IRGC designation aims to rein in Iran’s extraterritorial reach

gﬂe: By Hossein Kazemi

O P I N I O N
E X CLUSIVE

After years of resisting calls to designate
Iran’s Islamic Revolution Guards Corps (IRGC)
as a terrorist organization, unlike several
other Western countries, Britain has finally
placed the force on its list of organizations
deemed to pose a threat to national secu-
rity. The move comes after Iran has come
through two wars within the span of a year
and continues to face intermittent confron-
tations—a situation that has created the
perception that at least part of the IRGC's
capabilities has been tied down, reducing its
capacity to operate beyond Iran's borders.
Yet London has taken this step not under
the Terrorism Act 2000, but through a newly
established legal framework.

Hidden calculation

London's decision should be examined
one layer beneath the narrative it presents
publicly. The official account frames it as a
security measure. From a realist perspective,
however, what matters is not the justification
a government puts forward but the underly-
ing calculation that drives its behavior. And
whatever path Britain's reasoning follows in
this case, it ultimately converges on a single

objective: containing Iran's extraterritorial
capabilities.

To understand the move, one must first un-
derstand how London views the IRGC. Brit-
ain does not regard the force as a conven-
tional military that can be managed through
classical deterrence. In the eyes of British
policymakers, the IRGC is a geopolitical le-
ver—the institution through which Tehran
projects its power beyond its borders. Put
more plainly, the IRGC is the spearhead of
Iran's offensive posture; it is the organiza-
tion that creates and holds up the country's
strategic depth, network of allied forces and
asymmetric deterrence. When pressure is
brought to bear on such an actor, the issue
is no longer punishing past behavior; it is
about restricting the entire architecture of
Iran's regional influence. This is where the
core distinction emerges: the difference be-
tween "containing behavior" and "denying
capability”

Underlying motives

Against that backdrop, three interrelated
motives appear to be at work, though they
have rarely been stated explicitly.

The first is balancing against the growing
strategic partnership between Iran and Rus-
sia. London has recognized that the IRGC is
no longer merely a regional actor; it has be-
come a strategic node linking Eurasian the-
atres, from Ukraine to the Mediterranean.
The force's military-technical cooperation

with Moscow has elevated it from a Middle
Eastern player to a component of the broad-
er Euro-Asian balance of power. Britain's de-
cision should therefore be read as sending
two messages simultaneously: one to Tehran
and another to Moscow—that linking these
theatres comes at a cost. That is precisely
how balance-of-power politics operates:
pressure on one link sends a signal across
the entire chain.

The second motive is to blunt that very
spearhead. If the IRGC represents the cut-
ting edge of Iran's offensive capability, then
targeting its institutional and legal standing
is an attempt to dull that edge. London is not
seeking to undermine Iran's entire defense
establishment; rather, it is seeking to con-
strain the element that enables strategic ini-
tiative, proxy activity and transnational se-
curity networking. This reflects a strategy of
denying capability rather than punishment
for a specific outcome.

The third motive, perhaps the most decisive,
is the logic of a window of opportunity. What
pushed London from years of hesitation to
amore assertive policy was the perception
that the IRGC had sustained setbacks during
recent military confrontations and that its
deterrent posture had, at least in the eyes
of its adversaries, been eroded in certain
areas. States often gravitate toward oppor-
tunism during such transitional moments in
the balance of power. When they perceive an
opponent as relatively more vulnerable, they

seek to lock in their advantage by institution-
alizing pressure and making it difficult to re-
verse. Britain's decision should therefore be
viewed as an attempt to transform what it
sees as a temporary weakness into a lasting
structural constraint.

New legal framework

This is where the legal nuance becomes sig-
nificant. Britain deliberately chose not to in-
voke the Terrorism Act 2000, opting instead
for a new "state threat"” framework. That
choice carries two important implications.
First, it amounts to an implicit acknowledge-
ment that the IRGC is a sovereign institution
and an integral part of a state's official struc-
ture, rather than a non-state militant group.
Applying a full terrorist designation to a
state institution is controversial under in-
ternational law and would almost inevitably
lead to a complete breakdown in relations.
Second, the new framework provides Lon-
don with a graduated and adjustable in-
strument—one that requires a lower legal
threshold while still keeping diplomatic
channels open. Britain does not intend to
burn all its bridges at once. Rather, it wants
to retain control over the intensity of the
pressure it applies while preserving the
possibility of reversing course. The decision
to favor a calibrated mechanism over maxi-
mum rupture is itself indicative of caution;
London remains wary of the consequences
of full-scale escalation.

Need to redefine deterrence

The conclusion can be distilled into two key
points. First, in London's strategic outlook,
the IRGC is not merely a military actor but
a geopolitical instrument. Accordingly, the
objective is not punishment but limiting the
architecture of Iran's regional influence.
Second, Britain has targeted the IRGC not
solely under the banner of "terrorism" but
as part of a broader effort to contain Iran's
extraterritorial capabilities. Its principal con-
cern is reducing Tehran's ability to conduct
proxy operations, build transnational securi-
ty networks and sustain regional deterrence.
Viewed from this perspective, the decision
is less a demonstration of British power
than a reflection of the West's deep concern
over the resilience of Iran's regional influ-
ence. The West has sought to turn what it
perceives as a period of relative erosion in
the IRGC's deterrence into an opportunity to
structurally contain Tehran's strategic depth.
For that very reason, Iran's response cannot
be passive. Instead, the pressure should be
turned into a catalyst for deepening strate-
gic self-reliance and redefining deterrence,
while simultaneously taking advantage of
divisions within the West—particularly
the gap between advocates of maximum
pressure and the more cautious central gov-
ernments, a divide that is reflected in Lon-
don's decision to opt for a calibrated legal
instrument rather than the most extreme
measures.



