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                  On the western front, the Quds Force has built a land corridor linking Iran through
                     Iraq to Syria and Lebanon and building permanent bases not far from the Israeli northern
                     front lines. On the southern front, the Quds Force is pressuring Saudi Arabia and
                     the United Arab Emirates through its Zaydi-Shia Houthi proxies in Yemen. To the east,
                     the Quds Force wages covert operations to empower the Taliban in their fight against
                     the U.S. and its allies. Iran is a country at war. Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, University of Texas at Austin.
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                  The Quds Force successfully led the war against the Sunni opposition to the Assad
                     regime. Now it has changed its strategy and is directing its forces to counter the
                     Israelis at their northern fronts, raising the specter of direct military conflict
                     with Israel. A new Great Game has engulfed Syria: Russians and Iranians in the western
                     region, from Aleppo to Damascus and points south, to secure the Alawi Shia–dominated
                     region of Syria; the Turks countering the Kurdish influence in the north; Israel and
                     Jordan preventing cross-border attacks by the Iranian and Shia militia forces; and
                     the Americans and their Kurdish allies in the Sunni heartland in the east, from Raqqa
                     to the Iraqi border, countering Iranian-led forces. Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, University of Texas at Austin.
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                  Iran and Iraq share a long border: 906 miles. After the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq
                     and the collapse of Saddam’s regime, the Quds Force and Iraqi militant groups in exile
                     in Iran crossed the border into a chaotic Iraq and have since then established their
                     influence over the Iraqi state. Today a land corridor connects Iran through Iraq to
                     Syria and Lebanon and the Israeli northern fronts. The light-shaded areas are Iraqi
                     Kurdistan in the north and the Sunni-dominated region in the east. The dark-shaded
                     area in the south toward Baghdad is the country’s Shia-stan. If Iraq fractures, those
                     areas would likely become three autonomous or independent rump states. Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, University of Texas at Austin.
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                  Four Yemeni cities tell the story of the conflict. Saada (or Sa’a) is in northwest
                     Yemen. The town and its surrounding region, bordering Saudi Arabia, are the ancestral
                     home and the power base of the Zaydi-Shia Houthis. Sanaa is Yemen’s capital. In 2014,
                     the Houthis stormed the city and captured it, kick-starting the current Yemeni conflict.
                     The Saudi-Emirati coalition then intervened militarily to push the Houthis back to
                     Saada. Hudaydah is Yemen’s major Red Sea port. A Saudi-Emirati–led coalition was recapturing
                     the town from the Houthis in 2018 and cut the strategic Sanaa-Hudaydah line of communication.
                     Finally, Aden is a port city on the Gulf of Aden. The south Yemenis, backed by the
                     coalition, recaptured the town from the Houthis and are positioned to declare independence,
                     reestablishing the state of South Yemen with Aden as its capital. Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, University of Texas at Austin.
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                  The Quds Force conducts covert operations along the long Iran-Afghanistan border,
                     from Herat to Farah to Zaranj, to maintain its arc of influence in western Afghanistan.
                     It can deploy thousands of Afghan Shia militias, mainly from the Hazarajat region
                     in the north, all fighting under its command, in Syria and into western Afghanistan.
                     The Quds Force is aiding the Taliban in their fight against the Americans in the south
                     and the east to raise the cost of the presence of U.S. forces in Afghanistan. Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries, University of Texas at Austin.

               
               
               	
                  130

               
            

         
      

      

      
      
   
      Acknowledgments

      
      
      This book is a collective effort by those who directly assisted me and those whose
         work, past and current, has informed and guided me throughout the process of researching
         and writing it. I am indebted to so many people, but for brevity’s sake I can thank
         only a few.
      

      
      For four years I worked as senior policy adviser to the United States Central Command,
         the branch of our military whose area of responsibility includes the Middle East.
         The opportunity was priceless for understanding the military landscape in the region.
      

      
      The Washington Institute for Near East Policy generously supported me with a fellowship
         to write this book. For the fifteen months that it took to complete the research and
         the writing, the institute was my home, for which I am forever grateful. The institute’s
         director, Rob Satloff, and research director, Patrick Clawson, did not hesitate to
         help me in any way they could.
      

      
      I am in great debt to many research assistants at the institute. Erika Naegeli played
         a key role, conducting research, becoming my in-house copy editor, and helping me
         define the scope of the book. I began the project with the assistance of Emily Burlinghaus
         and later Varun Chandokhar. During the last phase of the project, Hannah Kazis-Taylor,
         a rising senior at Yale, interned for me diligently.
      

      
      The institute’s senior fellows were always a source of inspiration and intellectual
         stimulation. I am in debt to them all, particularly to Hanin Ghaddar for her invaluable
         help on Hezbollah; to Bilal Wahab for his great assistance in navigating the complex
         Kurdish political landscape; and to my other esteemed colleagues—Dennis Ross, David
         Makovsky, Patrick Clawson, Matt Levitt, Mike Eisenstadt, and Mehdi Khalaji—for their
         informed comments on various topics covered in the book. And to Soner Cagaptay, who
         guided and inspired me the most, I am in so much debt.
      

      
      Ilan Berman of the American Foreign Policy Council was a constant source of support.
         The American Foreign Policy Council became a home away from home. Jay Solomon, with
         whom I share a passion for change in Iran, was a great friend and advocate. I knew
         him as a great journalist during my Pentagon days, and we worked together at the Washington
         Institute as visiting fellows.
      

      
      I am grateful to Jon Sisk at Rowman & Littlefield, my publisher, for believing in
         my work, and to Kate Powers, an editor at Rowman & Littlefield, who guided me through
         the publishing process.
      

      
      I dedicate this book first to the memory of my father, Nasser Uskowi, a major general
         in the Iranian Imperial Army, who was and remains my hero. He was truly a soldier
         and a scholar, who wrote many books and taught me to appreciate military strategy
         as a vital component of foreign policy.
      

      
      My son, Omid, was my counselor. His advice and guidance and his unending love sustained
         me throughout the process. My wife and love of my life, Parvaneh (Patti), endured
         me and kept encouraging me during the long months of research and writing, and without
         her support and encouragement this project could not have been finished. This book
         is dedicated to them as well.
      

      
      
   
      Introduction

      
         
         The Revolution Is Not About Iran— 
It’s About the Whole Region
         

         
      

      
      I was in Paris in November 1978 when I received a message that Ayatollah Khomeini
         would like to see me. I drove to Neauphle-le-Château, a suburb west of Paris where
         the ayatollah had taken up residence. The reception chamber was covered with carpets
         and lined with leaning cushions. The future supreme leader of the Islamic Republic
         was sitting cross-legged on the carpet and leaning on a large cushion, wearing the
         black turban denoting descendants of the Prophet and a brown cloak. I sat down, cross-legged,
         directly in front of him. After exchanging greetings, he wasted no time asking me
         what my future plans were. I told him I intended to go back to Iran. He stared at
         me from under his heavy dark eyebrows and said, “No, you shouldn’t go back to Iran.”
         I stared back in disbelief. “The revolution is not about Iran, it’s about the whole
         region,” he said. “We have many revolutionaries in Iran, but we need people like you
         to drive the revolution abroad.”
      

      
      At the time, I didn’t pay much attention to the ayatollah’s advice, and I boarded
         a plane to Tehran the following month. When I shared the story with my colleagues
         at the Confederation of Iranian Students, the response was almost uniform. The ayatollah
         did not want secular opposition to the shah to be a force inside the country, challenging
         the Islamist movement. But as the years passed, I became convinced that Khomeini was
         expressing his true beliefs on that day. In his eyes, the revolution was not just
         about Iran. The whole region was on his mind.
      

      
      Equally surprising were the views among Khomeini’s senior advisers. They were planning
         to establish a “people’s army” inside Iran to stage a protracted armed struggle against
         the shah. Led by Ebrahim Yazdi, later foreign minister of the Islamic Republic, they
         did not believe that the shah’s government could be toppled peacefully and were sending
         their cadres to training camps in Lebanon run by Mustafa Chamran, the future defense
         minister, to learn the ways of armed uprising.
      

      
      Unknown to the ayatollah’s men that day in Neauphle-le-Château, the Iranian monarchy
         was actually collapsing in on itself. Within two months, the shah would leave Iran
         to seek treatment for lymphatic cancer, and Khomeini would return in triumph after
         fourteen years in exile. But the idea of establishing a popular army lived on. Days
         after the victory of the Islamic Revolution, Khomeini ordered the establishment of
         the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), the people’s army.
      

      
      In an interview, Mohsen Sazegara, a member of the original IRGC Command Council, confirmed
         to me that the IRGC was what they had envisioned as the people’s army. But instead
         of leading an armed uprising against the shah, the IRGC was tasked with defending
         the revolution. Sazegara recalled how Khomeini and his circle of senior advisers expected
         and feared an imminent U.S.–led military coup by the remnants of the shah’s army against
         the new regime.[1]   
      

      
      As the IRGC became the guardian of the Islamic Revolution, its political directorate
         began organizing an extraterritorial branch, the predecessor of today’s Quds Force.
         Its mission was to guide revolution in the region, as Khomeini had wanted all along.
      

      
      The Shia Liberation Army

      
      There are nearly 200,000 Shia youths mobilized, trained, and armed by the Quds Force
         across the Middle East. Hezbollah, Iraqi militia groups, Afghan militants, and the
         Yemeni Houthis form the nucleus of the Quds Force–led militia forces. As insurrections
         and civil wars engulfed the Middle East in the wake of the Arab Spring, the Quds Force
         and its highly trained Shia militias were positioned to take full advantage of the
         breakdown of political order. This book will examine how that force was organized
         and how it has evolved during the four decades of the Islamic Republic. Today the
         Shia militias form a united front—the so-called Shia Liberation Army (SLA)—to safeguard
         Shia interests and impose their own brand of militant Islamist ideology on the region.
      

      
      Three Fronts

      
      I was in my office at the Pentagon in summer 2014 when the news came that the Islamic
         State (ISIS or Daesh) had overrun Jalula, an Iraqi city only nineteen miles from the
         Iranian border. At the time, I was serving as senior policy adviser to the United
         States Central Command (CENTCOM), the branch of the U.S. military whose area of responsibility
         includes the Middle East. Daesh could soon advance toward Khanaqin, a city on the
         border with Iran. The Iranian regular army, Artesh, had deployed an armored division
         near the border, and after Jalula was overtaken, it sent an armor column over the
         border into Iraq to stop Daesh’s advance. The Quds Force also redeployed the Iraqi
         Shia militias under its command from the battlefields in Syria back to Iraq to defend
         Baghdad and the Shia-majority south. Iran was now at war with Daesh.
      

      
      Three years earlier, Iran had begun its military involvement in the Syrian conflict.
         By the time Daesh started its advance across Iraq, the Quds Force and its SLA were
         fighting the Syrian opposition at several battlefields inside the country. Now they
         had to fight in Iraq against Daesh. Before long, their partners in Yemen captured
         Sanaa, and the Quds Force opened a third front to support the Houthis and their gains
         in Yemen. Iran was now at war on three fronts, and the Quds Force and its SLA were
         put to the test. The book will explore how the Quds Force and its Shia militias answered
         the challenge.
      

      
      The Long War

      
      For the past four decades, Afghanistan has been the setting of war and revolution.
         The IRGC and the Quds Force have been an integral part of that violent landscape,
         from fighting the Soviets and the socialist government in the early days of the Islamic
         Republic to fighting alongside the Americans to oust the Taliban government, and now
         working with the Taliban to bleed the Americans out of Afghanistan. All along, the
         Iranians have used Afghan Shia militants to fight their fights, from the Iran-Iraq
         War to the Syrian conflict. This has added to the shared history of the two nations,
         enabling the Quds Force to establish a strong influence in the country, especially
         in western Afghanistan. During my travels to the region, from Herat to Farah to Nimruz,
         I could witness the extent of Iran’s influence. In the chapter on Afghanistan, we
         will look at the Quds Force’s mainly covert operations in the country and examine
         the challenges it faces.
      

      
      A Complex Political System

      
      Throughout the last four decades, the Islamic Republic has grown into a complex political
         system with two parallel headquarters. The government, headquartered in the presidential
         palace, is in charge of running the day-to-day affairs of the country, overseeing
         a huge bureaucracy. The Office of the Supreme Leader, also headquartered in Tehran,
         controls all revolutionary organs, including the IRGC and its nuclear and ballistic
         missile programs, and the Quds Force as the command center of the Shia militancy in
         the region. The system resembles that of the former Soviet Union, with its government
         running the day-to-day affairs of the country and a second head office in Moscow,
         that of the Communist International Movement led by the Communist Party. The two systems
         feed off each other but can also compete with each other, especially regarding resource
         allocation. The book will describe the history and the current operations of the Quds
         Force within the context of this dual system of the Islamic Republic.
      

      
      Financing the Revolution

      
      The Quds Force’s projects in the region are to a large extent funded by a business
         empire run by the IRGC and the Office of the Supreme Leader. They control a dozen
         megafoundations, which in turn control more than five hundred business enterprises,
         together accounting for nearly half of the Iranian economy. Understanding this network
         is key to understanding how the Quds Force funds its current operations through the
         regional branches of those foundations and will maintain a continued presence in the
         region for years and decades to come.
      

      
      Military Support Network

      
      The Quds Force is a military command that draws its ground forces from SLA units.
         It also draws specialized units, like armor, artillery, rockets and ballistic missiles,
         unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), and special forces, from the wider IRGC and occasionally
         from Iran’s regular military, Artesh. These units are deployed to specific battlefields
         on temporary duty under the operational command of the Quds Force. The Quds Force
         organization also provides intelligence, logistics, and training support. The model
         provides it with the flexibility of combining irregular forces, the proxies, with
         regular forces, from the IRGC or Artesh, to wage hybrid warfare against opposing forces.
         This book looks at these Quds Force–led forces as a hybrid expeditionary force with
         all the potential and challenges that such a model brings to the table.
      

      
      The book will also examine the ways in which the Quds Force provides advanced arms
         and associated training to its major Shia militia partners, focusing on ballistic
         and cruise missiles supplied to Hezbollah and the Houthis. As much as such advanced
         weapons strengthen the militias’ capabilities, they also create serious issues for
         the Quds Force and the Islamic Republic. The rockets and missiles used by Hezbollah
         against the Israelis, the ballistic missiles fired by the Houthis against targets
         in the Saudi capital, and the cruise missiles hitting Saudi and Emirati vessels off
         the coast of Yemen each could incite a direct military conflict between Iran and various
         foreign militaries that could spiral into a major regional conflict.
      

      
      The Way Ahead

      
      The founders of the Islamic Republic intended to create a revolutionary movement that
         would encompass not only Iran but the entire region. Four decades after the revolution,
         the Quds Force has come to embody that doctrine. By establishing a land corridor connecting
         Tehran to Lebanon and the Israeli northern front, through Iraq and Syria, the Quds
         Force is succeeding in creating a Shia arc of influence across the Middle East. This
         book will consider how the Quds Force could maintain and expand its operations and
         influence in the region. In thinking about the way ahead for the Quds Force, we will
         see how Ayatollah Khomeini’s revolutionary project is fraught with danger as it could
         drag Iran into a major military conflict with regional and global powers.
      

      
      
         
            1. Mohsen Sazegara, interview with the author, Washington, DC, 29 August 2017. Mr. Sazegara
                  returned to Iran from Neauphle-le-Château on Khomeini’s plane, as his press officer,
                  and soon became a founding member of the Revolutionary Guards, the IRGC. He served
                  in the original five-member IRGC Command Council, along with Danesh-Monfared, Qarazi,
                  Rafiqdoost, and Afrooz. I conducted six interviews with Mr. Sazegara during the summer
                  and fall of 2017, covering the early days of the formation of the IRGC and the IRGC’s
                  extraterritorial branch, which would later become the Quds Force. I am grateful for
                  his descriptions of the early days of the IRGC with details that were simply priceless.
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