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Preface

This report documents research and analysis conducted as part of a
project entitled Anticipating Adversary Interventions and Aggression,
sponsored by the Office of the Deputy Chief of Staff, G-3/5/7, U.S.
Army. The purpose of the project was to identify characteristics and
signposts of adversary military interventions to better inform Army
planning, operations, and force posture.

This research was conducted within RAND Arroyo Center’s
Strategy, Doctrine, and Resources Program. RAND Arroyo Center,
part of the RAND Corporation, is a federally funded research and
development center (FFRDC) sponsored by the United States Army.

RAND  operates under a “Federal-Wide Assurance”
(FWA00003425) and complies with the Code of Federal Regulations for
the Protection of Human Subjects Under United States Law (45 CFR 46),
also known as “the Common Rule,” as well as with the implementa-
tion guidance set forth in DoD Instruction 3216.02. As applicable, this
compliance includes reviews and approvals by RAND’s Institutional
Review Board (the Human Subjects Protection Committee) and by the
U.S. Army. The views of sources utilized in this study are solely their
own and do not represent the official policy or position of DoD or the
U.S. government.
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Summary

The research reported here was completed in July 2020, followed by secu-
rity review by the sponsor and the Office of the Chief of Public Affairs,
with final sign-off in July 2021.

In recent years, Iran has risen as one of the most significant regional
challenges faced by the United States. Both the 2018 U.S. National
Defense Strategy and the 2017 National Security Strategy place Iran
among four countries at the center of U.S. national security priori-
ties. The 2018 National Strategy for Counterterrorism cites Iranian-
backed groups as primary threats.! Along with its nuclear and ballistic
missile programs, Iran’s direct and indirect military interventions in
nearby countries directly challenge U.S. interests and U.S. Army per-
sonnel in the region. Over the course of its four decades of existence,
the Islamic Republic of Iran has mostly relied on indirect involvement
in conflict, working by, with, and through proxies to meet its security
needs, advance its interests, and expand its influence in key countries.
However, since roughly 2003 (following the U.S. invasion of Iraq),
Iran has leveraged its military power in a more holistic way than in
previous decades, and the country has undertaken more military inter-
ventions and done so more successfully than in the past. Figure S.1
shows the trends in the number of Iranian military interventions since
the beginning of the period under consideration (which starts with the
1979 Islamic Revolution transforming Iran into a U.S. adversary after
the U.S.-aligned and U.S.-backed Shah was deposed).

Despite this increase, the total number of Iranian interventions
since 1979 remains relatively low, particularly compared with other
U.S. adversaries, such as Russia or China. We identified only eight cases

1 White House, National Strategy for Counterterrorism of the United States of America,

Washington, D.C., October 2018.

xi



xii Iran’s Military Interventions: Patterns, Drivers, and Signposts

Figure S.1
Annual Number of Ongoing Iranian Military Interventions (1979-2018)
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meeting our definition of a foreign military intervention.? In addition,
the threshold for Iran to deploy its ground troops in combat appears to
be higher than the threshold to deploy its naval and air assets. Iran has
largely refrained from committing troops in combat, instead opting
to conduct small-scale and targeted airstrikes and engage in advisory
missions (training, advising, and equipping its partners and proxies).
With the exception of the Iran-Iraq War—in which Iraq started to
invade parts of Iran’s territory, requiring hundreds of thousands of
troops mobilized to defend Iranian territorial integrity—the number
of troops Iran has committed to its military interventions remains low.
Despite being deployed in relatively low numbers, Iranian forces have
undertaken a fairly diverse set of activities over the course of the past
four decades, including interdiction, deterrence, advisory missions,

2 We define a military intervention as an any deployment of military forces to another

country (or international waters or airspace) during the period 1946-2018 in which two
additional parameters were satisfied regarding (1) the size of the force involved and (2) the
activities in which the force was engaged. We set the force size threshold at 100 person-years
for ground forces, with equivalent measures for air and naval forces. Qualifying activities
include combat, advisory, deterrence, humanitarian, stabilization, and security.
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combat, and counterinsurgency.? Figure S.2 shows the number of Ira-
nian ground troops in military interventions (excluding the Iran-Iraq
War) and the activity types they have undertaken in various conflicts.

Research Approach

In this report, we assess when, where, why, and how Iran conducts
military interventions and identify key signposts of Iranian military
interventions that can be used as early warning indicators for U.S. mili-
tary planners and that can guide decisions about the use of forces in the
Middle East region. We begin by identifying several factors from the
prior literature as the most likely to shape Iran’s military intervention
decisions. In addition to reviewing past research on the factors that

Figure 5.2
Number of Iranian Ground Troops Involved in Military Interventions,
Excluding Iran-lraq War, by Activity Type (1979-2018)
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3 The main combat operation, the Iran-Iraq War, is not included because of its scale. We

code Iranian activity in Iraq in recent years as primarily counterinsurgency, captured in

Figure 3.4.
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might influence Iranian military intervention decisions and a quanti-
tative investigation of Iranian military interventions, we conduct two
detailed case studies, of Iran’s involvement in the ongoing Syrian civil
war and Iran’s post-2014 intervention in Iraq to counter the Islamic
State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS), which inform our analysis. Using these
tools, we note that Iran’s decision to put conventional combat troops
on the ground in Syria was a departure from its modus operandi. The
Syrian case may become an exception rather than the rule in Iranian
military interventions. However, should Tehran decide to approach its
military interventions differently in the future than it has over the past
four decades and treat other opportunities for intervention as it has
treated Syria, this would present the United States in general and the
U.S. Army in particular with an enhanced Iranian threat.

Results of Analysis

Our analysis shows that several factors are most indicative of pos-
sible Iranian military interventions. First and foremost, the presence
of co-identity group populations appears to be nearly a prerequisite
for Iranian interventions. All Iranian interventions identified by and
considered in our study have taken place in countries and theaters
where co-identity group populations are present. The presence of these
groups, which tend to be more amenable to looking to Iran for guid-
ance and support, allows Tehran to rely on its preferred intervention
model, which uses advise-and-assist missions, and to increase Iranian
influence while limiting the costs associated with involvement in for-
eign conflicts. Importantly, Tehran is often able to forgo committing
ground troops in a combat capacity to foreign interventions as a result
of the presence of these local partners.

Second, our analysis emphasizes that external threats to sover-
eignty are an important factor in Iranian military interventions. Many
of the instances of interventions we identified and explored in our study
are intimately linked to and stem from an external threat perception.
Moreover, we found that external threats have also mostly resulted in
more-overt [ranian action, in large part because such action allows Iran
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to conduct a messaging campaign around its activities and reassure
domestic audiences, send signals to regional and international friends
and foes, and legitimize its intervention. Iran has also leveraged exter-
nal threats to legitimize its actions, galvanizing support at home, and
expanding influence abroad. These findings suggest that Iran’s ratio-
nale for intervening in conflicts has historically been largely defensive,
although this trend may be changing. Iran’s track record in the region
more recently suggests that Iran’s primary objective lies in expanding
influence abroad as part of its efforts to enhance its regional security.
Although the desire to expand Iranian influence in the region is almost
certainly a driver of Iranian intervention, the country has largely seen
its involvement beyond its borders through the prism of defense.

Finally, we found regional balance of power and stability to be a
key factor driving Iranian military interventions, in keeping with the
prior observation. As a conventionally weak, majority Shia and major-
ity Persian nation existing in a region dominated largely by Sunni
Arabs, Iran sees itself as fundamentally vulnerable. This perception
provides the backdrop against which Tehran assesses its external threat
environment. Moreover, since losing the backing of the United States
and its traditional partnerships after the 1979 revolution, Iran has had
few state allies. Hence, from Iran’s perspective, unless it is able to build
a more favorable regional balance of power, it will remain isolated and
potentially vulnerable to existential threats from its most capable adver-
saries: the United States and Israel.

Signposts of Iranian Military Interventions

Our analysis points to several signposts that could allow policymakers
and military planners to identify and anticipate Iranian military inter-
ventions going forward. First, the presence of co-identity group popu-
lations is of predictive value in anticipating Iranian interventions. Co-
identity groups provide a natural opening to Iran because they can lead
to the cultivation of partnerships with state and nonstate actors. Iran is
most inclined to intervene using the advisory model and usually lever-
ages existing ties to develop a principle-agent relationship with prox-
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ies, which it can support during a conflict. We note that Syria presents
a partial departure from this model because Iran has also recruited
nonlocal foreign fighters to deploy in combat. In the future, Tehran
may have two models of interventions it could leverage, as follows:

* First, it may continue its historical approach, which largely lever-
ages advisory missions and is centered on the use of local forces
from co-identity group populations. This is likely to constitute
the majority of Iranian interventions and would, in any case,
underpin virtually all of Iran’s wars.

* Second (perhaps less frequently but more significantly), the
Islamic Republic could use its Syrian intervention model, using
its expansive network of proxies in an expeditionary manner, sup-
plemented by its more-conventional forces.

Signposts for these types of interventions might include the pres-
ence of co-identity group populations, especially in instances in which
these populations experience a change in status, such as facing a new
threat to their livelihood or safety or the loss of political or other rights.
Examples might include major political upheavals, arrests of political
dissidents associated with these populations, gains and losses of politi-
cal positions, and increases or decreases of attacks on these popula-
tions. Intervention may be especially likely in places where Iran has key
partners and possible proxy groups with which to partner. The U.S.
Army should monitor and attempt to disrupt flows of Iranian-backed
forces used in an expeditionary manner and can use these signposts to
identify those places where such activity may be likely.

Iran is also likely to commit troops in combat when it views the
conflict as representing an external threat that is critical to its national
security and regime survival and when it views the conflict as fairly low
cost and a quick win. When threats and opportunities emerge simul-
taneously, Iran historically has been most likely to intervene. The col-
lapse of regional governments, the onset of civil wars, and the rise and
expansion of terrorist threats in the region are among the key threats
that also present opportunities and lead to a likely Iranian interven-
tion. Monitoring such events and considering especially the possible
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threat they may pose to Iran’s sense of security and the opportuni-
ties created for an Iranian intervention could provide U.S. military
planners with early warning of specific regional events likely to trigger
aggressive Iranian action. Jihadist groups gaining ground both present
such a threat and offer such an opportunity, making it more likely that
Iran will intervene (especially when combined with the first signpost:
the presence of co-identity groups).

Finally, Iran is more inclined to intervene in the region when
doing so has the potential to tilt the balance of power in its favor.
Hence, Iran is most likely to intervene in states where an Iranian
intervention would produce potential leverage over their behavior and
where doing so would be important to the regional balance, which in
turn relies on the existence of a friendly government or influential non-
state partners. These states include those whose governments (or key
nonstate actors) have served as Iranian allies or partners and countries
whose alignment with Iranian rivals would negatively affect Tehran.
However, Tehran is much more likely to intervene in those states with
weak central authorities and important cleavages. Fragile and failed
states and countries engaged in civil war are therefore particularly ripe
for Iranian intervention.

Implications for U.S. Army Planners

Our analysis also yields several key findings with implications for the
U.S. Army, many of which confirm previous assumptions about Ira-
nian military thinking. First, the U.S. Army is unlikely to need to plan
for and prepare to respond to Iranian interventions beyond the greater
Middle East. Since May 2019, Iran has undertaken several air and
naval operations in the Persian Gulf, Strait of Hormuz, and the Gulf of
Oman, as well as airstrikes directly or via proxies in the Arabian Pen-
insula and in Iraq. This trend of growing aggressive action by Tehran
might indicate a new willingness to challenge U.S. power and interests
in the region. However, absent any major changes to our underlying
assumptions about Iranian behavior and interests, the United States is
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unlikely to witness and be required to respond to Iranian interventions
beyond U.S. Central Command.

Second, the trends and patterns in Iranian military interventions
indicate that Tehran continues to view direct involvement in large-
scale combat missions as largely undesirable. Hence, unless Iran sees a
threat as particularly pronounced, it is unlikely to commit its conven-
tional ground assets to counter the threat directly, preferring instead
to work by, with, and through proxies. Iran’s track record of deploy-
ing troops in combat on only two occasions since 1979—the Iran-Iraq
War and Syria—reinforces this point. In the case of the Iran-Iraq War,
in which Iraq invaded Iranian territory, committing troops to combat
was necessary and an action supported by the Iranian public. However,
in the case of Syria, this deployment was highly controversial, partly
because it was a war of choice. As a result, the U.S. Army is much more
likely to encounter and engage with Iranian-backed nonstate partners
in the region than it is to come face-to-face with Iranian personnel
and troops. Where Iran does intervene, its preference historically has
been to deploy air (mostly missiles and drones) and naval assets rather
than conventional ground troops. The last time Tehran engaged in
a large-scale combat intervention was more than three decades ago,
when the country was attacked during the Iran-Iraq War. Hence, the
main threats facing U.S. interests and partners and U.S. Army opera-
tions in the region most likely stem from Iran’s missile and unmanned
aerial vehicle (UAV) programs rather than its ground forces.

Third, the United States in general and the U.S. Army in particu-
lar would be well-served by considering the lessons of the previous two
decades of American involvement in the region, including U.S. policies
and military strategies in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria. Iranian deci-
sionmakers and military planners have studied key events and adjusted
their policies accordingly, which puts the onus on U.S. defense plan-
ners to stay a step ahead in this cat-and-mouse game. The combination
of U.S. interventions in the region over the past two decades and insta-
bility resulting from the collapse of central authorities historically has
paved the path for Iranian involvement in key countries. As the Iranian
track record of military involvement in Iraq shows, Iran’s interventions
in Iraq were largely reduced to ad hoc airstrikes to target Mujahedin-e
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Khalq (MeK) and Kurdish positions (i.e., primarily the Kurdish Dem-
ocratic Party of Iran, also known by the acronym KDP-I) there in the
1990s. However, following the 2003 U.S. intervention in Iraq, Iran
gradually built its influence in that country. Overall, ethnic or sectar-
ian tensions coupled with weak governments appear to facilitate Ira-
nian interventionism. Accordingly, strong and inclusive central gov-
ernments likely present an important bulwark against Iranian activities
in the region.

The United States can use the signposts identified in this report
to inform its use of military presence and activity in the region to deter
Iran from undertaking a greater number of military interventions that
threaten U.S. interests. In the short-to-medium term, the U.S. govern-
ment in general and the U.S. Army in particular could leverage security
cooperation with regional partners to prevent the weakening and col-
lapse of central authorities and the threat of civil wars, which pave the
way for Iranian involvement in the region. As noted earlier, particularly
useful activities would be those that focus on capacity-building, such
as training and transfer of equipment. The United States is already
active in these areas with many of its regional partners, and this could
be an area where additional effort and investment could be valuable.
Increased numbers and types of exercises could have the dual purpose
of increasing perceived readiness and actual readiness, deterring Iran
on two fronts simultaneously.

Another near-term area of focus could be supporting jointness
among regional allies so that they can operate more effectively as a
collective against regional threats from Iran. Multilateral training ini-
tiatives alongside regional political and military cooperation could be
effective in building stronger defense against Iranian provocation and
activities. In terms of the types of training and equipment likely to be
most valuable, emphasis on training and technology to defend against
missile and UAV attacks may be important focal points of enhanced
training and efforts at building multinational partnerships, since our
analysis suggests these threats are especially likely. Given efforts to
draw down U.S. forces in the region, this type of increased security
cooperation activity could serve as a deterrent to Iranian intervention
that has limited cost and requires limited additional investment of per-
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sonnel or resources. Such an approach would also allow for a visible
U.S. presence that would enhance the deterrent signal.

In the medium-to-long term, the United States can promote
more-inclusive policies in partner governments in the region to reduce
possible instability and eliminate possible areas of grievance that might
attract Iranian intervention. The U.S. Army could, for example, use
its military assistance as an incentive to help its partners behave more
inclusively or use military assistance to support policies that bolster
inclusivity. Security cooperation activities that build the capacity of
partner militaries represent one potential way to build inclusive prac-
tices in the region without presenting a direct, escalatory threat. Espe-
cially important would be ensuring the inclusion of minority Shia
populations in both governance and military activities because the
exclusion of these groups could make a country the target of Iranian
activity. More-inclusive governments may also reduce the risk of civil
war (or at least lessen instability in the region), further reducing vul-
nerabilities that attract Iranian intervention. This may also be an area
where partnerships between the U.S. military and nongovernmental
organizations could be valuable in building state capacity throughout
the region and limiting opportunities for future Iranian intervention.

This report could also inform decisions about U.S. posture in
the region and efforts to ensure that U.S. forces are positioned most
effectively to deter without provoking. U.S. forces in the region have
a complex task in dealing with Iranian militarized behavior. Direct
Iranian military interventions have become notably more frequent fol-
lowing the sharp increase in U.S. presence after the 2003 invasion and
occupation of Iraq. In part, this increase reflects opportunism by Iran,
seizing the opportunity to expand its influence in an increasingly cha-
otic region, but it has also been defensive in nature, seeking to increase
its leverage to deter a feared U.S. strike on Iran using these same forces.
If U.S. forces in the region needed only to be concerned about direct
Iranian rnilitary interventions against U.S. partners, such as Kuwait or
the Gulf states, then they likely could help to enhance deterrence with
only limited size and capabilities, focusing on anti-unmanned aerial
system and missile capabilities, as noted earlier. Iran has shown a clear
reluctance to commit its conventional forces to direct combat missions,
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and the prospects of a large-scale Iranian attack on a U.S. partner or
ally appears remote. However, Iran’s use of informal or proxy groups,
while not the subject of this study, has often been substantially more
opportunistic and more aggressive than its use of its formal military.
U.S. forces in the region must deal with the risk of these types of Ira-
nian activity as well, which may require a larger footprint and the abil-
ity to assist partners with advisory, training, and counterinsurgency
capabilities. However, such forces need not necessarily be postured
close to Iran’s borders or be accompanied by higher-end conventional
capabilities that would be seen as particularly threatening by Iran and
could help touch off an escalation spiral, as both sides experienced in
January 2020.

Finally, we note that some factors may change the Iranian way of
war, including both internal and external factors. U.S. decisionmakers
and military planners should track these developments and factors to
ensure that the nature and threat posed by Iranian interventions does
not fundamentally change without U.S. readiness to respond. Inter-
nally, perhaps the most significant change in Iranian military affairs
may stem from the supreme leader succession. Ali Khamenei’s death
and the succession might have a deep impact on Iranian national secu-
rity and defense thinking, including on the place and role of armed
conflict, broad regional portfolios, and the dynamics between the
clerical elements of the regime and the armed forces on the one hand
and the different branches of the armed forces on the other. Hence,
U.S. policy and military planners should pay close attention to the
preparations for succession and its possible impact on Iranian military
thinking.

Abroad, significant changes to the international system may result
in Iranian motives changing and a recalibrated military intervention
approach. The future of great-power competition and how it plays out
in the Middle East, coupled with the regional landscape, are important
factors that will shape how Iran sees its military activities. Increased
Chinese and Russian military and economic presence in the region is
likely to factor into Iranian calculations regarding the regional balance
of power, and so is the dynamic among Beijing, Moscow, and Wash-
ington. Although a move away from a period of greater U.S. power
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in the region would seem to provide fewer threats and more oppor-
tunities for Iran, the relations among these key states and how they
affect Iranian perceptions of the regional balance of power bear careful
monitoring.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

Key U.S. adversaries, including Russia, China, and Iran, are becoming
more active and more aggressive in deploying military forces beyond
their borders. In the future, these adversary military interventions may
become more common as great-power competition increases: Ongo-
ing interventions might expand, and fresh ones might emerge in new
areas, threatening U.S. interests and strategic goals. Yet relatively little
prior analysis has been conducted to systematically and comprehen-
sively compare why, when, where, and how America’s key geopolitical
rivals have historically intervened militarily. Understanding the histori-
cal factors that are most likely to drive leaders in these foreign capitals
to deploy forces abroad can provide signposts for U.S. policymakers
and military planners to anticipate future intervention behavior. This
report, which is part of a series on several current U.S. adversaries, seeks
to fill this gap through quantitative and qualitative analyses and pro-
vide U.S. Army strategic planning with recommendations to enhance
anticipation of and posture readiness for future Iranian interventions.

Objective of This Report

In recent years, Iran has risen as one of the most significant regional
challenges the United States faces. This rise is explained by myriad
Iranian activities, including Tehran’s nuclear and ballistic missile
programs, support for terrorist groups and militias, cyber activities
and influence operations, and military interventions in the region.

The 2017 U.S. National Security Strategy (NSS) placed Iran along-
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side North Korea as dictatorships that are “determined to destabilize
regions, threaten Americans and our allies, and brutalize their own
people.” Similarly, the 2018 U.S. National Defense Strategy (NDS)
identified Iran as one of four state actors at the center of U.S. national
defense priorities, alongside two near-peer competitors (Russia and
China) and fellow rogue regime North Korea. According to the NDS,
“Rogue regimes such as North Korea and Iran are destabilizing regions
through their pursuit of nuclear weapons and sponsorship of terrorism
... In the Middle East, Iran is competing with its neighbors, asserting
an arc of influence and instability while vying for regional hegemony.”

In some ways, Iran may appear out of place alongside two near-
peer competitors (Russia and China) and a rogue state with nuclear
capabilities (North Korea). Unlike the three other nation-states identi-
fied in the NSS and NDS, Iran is not a nuclear-armed state, although
Iran has raised concerns of nuclear weapon acquisition in the United
States and among U.S. allies and partners through its past nuclear
weapon—related research and development. Similarly, Iran does not
possess considerable conventional military capabilities or military
power potential to compete in the same category as Russia and China.
However, Tehran occupies an important place in U.S. national secu-
rity considerations in large part because of its involvement and influ-
ence in several key countries in the region. At the time of writing,
Iran is involved directly or indirectly (via proxies) in such countries
as Afghanistan, Irag, Lebanon, Syria, Yemen, and Israel and Palestine
thanks to ground, air, and covert operations, as well as naval operations
in the Persian Gulf, Strait of Hormuz, Gulf of Oman, Gulf of Aden,
and Bab al-Mandab.

Of concern for U.S. defense leadership, our analysis shows that
despite a relatively low number of historical Iranian foreign military
interventions—we could identify fewer than ten cases meeting our

1" White House, National Security Strategy of the United States of America, Washington,

D.C., December 2017, p. 2.

2 Jim Mattis, Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy of the United States of America:
Sharpening the American Military’s Competitive Edge, Arlington, Va.: U.S. Department of
Defense, 2018, p. 2.
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intervention definition since 1979, when Tehran became a U.S. adver-
sary after decades of partnership—Iran seems to have increased the
breadth and depth of these operations in recent years. The rate of suc-
cess at which Tehran has achieved the political objectives of its military
interventions seems to have also increased since the 1990s, though it
must be noted that, given the small number of overall Iranian inter-
ventions, it is difficult to assess whether these increases are likely to be
durable or not. Moreover, given the state of play in the region, includ-
ing tensions between the United States and Iran in the Persian Gulf
and broader Middle East region and the close proximity of U.S. and
Iranian forces, partners, and proxies, understanding Tehran’s playbook
is more important than ever. Although much of the literature on the
Iranian way of war still focuses on the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988),
the country’s military strategy, doctrine, and operations have evolved
since then. And although the Iran-Iraq War remains a formative expe-
rience that continues to shape Iranian thinking, it is critical to under-
stand Iran’s current military interventions to draw lessons for how they
might affect ongoing and future U.S. Army operations in the region
and broader U.S. government policy toward Iran and the Middle East.
Since the Iran-Iraq War, Iran’s pattern of military interventions has
undergone major changes.

Aside from the Iran-Iraq War, which was initiated by Iraq, the
first two decades of Iran’s existence were largely marked by a reluc-
tance to deploy troops outside the country’s borders, with a particular
reluctance to do so in combat missions. After the end of the war, the
number of troops deployed in military interventions fell drastically.
Airstrikes conducted throughout the 1990s in Iraq against key non-
state adversaries and the cultivation of and support for friendly non-
state actors were at the heart of Tehran’s military activities abroad. The
2001 U.S. intervention in Afghanistan and subsequent 2003 U.S. inva-
sion of Iraq seemingly paved the way for a more robust Iranian military
presence outside its borders. However, the country mostly continued
to leverage its nonstate partners to build and grow its influence in the
region. Hence, the 2000s were marked by Iranian covert operations
in neighboring countries, mostly according to the advisory mission
model, which would come to dominate Tehran’s approach to military
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interventions. Iran has also engaged in counterinsurgency operations,
as well as deterrence and interdiction missions.

This gradual expansion of Iranian military activities outside the
country culminated in 2011 with the advent of the Arab Spring, which
opened up new areas of operation for Iran and provided it with the
opportunity to expand its presence in the Middle East. The 2014 rise
of the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) created a threat environ-
ment that, from Tehran’s perspective, both necessitated and facilitated
its growing regional presence. Since 2011, Iran has complemented its
traditional advisory missions and airstrikes by deploying troops in a
combat mission. Today, Iran leverages its military power in a more
holistic way than it did in previous decades, although the threshold for
Iran to deploy its ground troops in combat appears to be higher than
that to deploy its naval and air assets. Nevertheless, Iran’s preference
remains to work by, with, and through proxies rather than to deploy
its own forces to avoid stretching itself too thin, to be able to project
power in more arenas, to build influence at a low cost, and to avoid
backlash against its operations.

For this report, we focus on a specific subset of Iran’s military
activities: those meeting a size threshold and conducted by Iran’s mili-
tary directly. We define a military intervention as any deployment of
military forces to another country (or international waters or airspace)
during the period 19462018 in which two additional parameters were
satisfied regarding (1) the size of the force involved and (2) the activities
in which the force was engaged. In the case of Iran, we include only
interventions that occurred after the 1979 revolution, at which point
we consider Iran to have become a U.S. adversary.

The purpose of the size threshold was to create a universe of cases
that could be comprehensively and reliably surveyed (smaller interven-
tions may be more difficult to find information on and may be incon-
sistently reported) and to focus attention on those adversary interven-
tions most likely to pose challenges for U.S. forces. To qualify as an
intervention on the basis of ground forces, the deployment should
have included military personnel from any service branch deployed
for at least 100 person-years. This size threshold could include 100
troops deployed for one year or a larger number of troops deployed
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for a shorter period (e.g., 200 troops for six months or 1,200 troops
for one month).? This person-year size threshold needs to be met in
each year of the intervention, however. A deployment of ten troops for
ten years would not qualify. To be included as a naval or air interven-
tion, a sizable portion of the adversary’s air and naval forces had to be
involved, and we also included kinetic activity, such as air or naval
strikes and air-to-air combat. We regard paramilitary and proxy forces
as outside the scope of this report and consider only those interventions
conducted by Iran’s military.*

The size criterion gives a sense of the size and scope of activity
of interest in this report, but the parameters should not be regarded
as inflexible. Some operations of interest might include thousands of
troops for a shorter duration, such as a few weeks or months, while
others might involve a smaller formation engaged in combat for only
a few days. Depending on the circumstances, both might qualify as
military interventions.

The purpose of the requirement that the forces involved be
engaged in a particular set of activities was to eliminate cases in which
a state may forward-deploy forces as a convenient alternative to basing
them at home but in which the forces were otherwise engaged in the
same activities they would have been doing if stationed domestically
and not substantially interacting with or affecting the host state or
population. Activities that warrant inclusion as an intervention include
foreign internal defense, combat, counterinsurgency, stability opera-
tions, humanitarian assistance, deterrence, security, intelligence and

3 In some rare instances, force levels during a multiyear intervention might temporar-

ily have fallen below this threshold for an isolated year (and then again risen above it); as a
general rule of thumb, we would nonetheless code the intervention as a continuous mission.
However, if there were long periods beneath this threshold, either after the withdrawal of
major forces or in the run-up to the deployment of major forces, then the intervention would
be broken up into different cases or we would otherwise exclude these years.

4 In the Iranian case, the exclusions of proxy and small-scale intervention omits a large

amount of activity. This is a limitation of this report, but it is an intentional one. We chose
to focus here on Iran’s use of its military. Iran’s use of proxy forces is deserving of its own
analysis and report.
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reconnaissance, and lift. We provide additional detail and definitions
of each activity type in Chapter Three.

In this report, we have chosen to forgo the discussion of proxies
for several reasons. First, as we explain in the literature review, Iran’s
use of its own assets in military interventions has not received the
same amount of attention as its use of proxies. Although several gaps
still exist in the literature on Iranian nonstate partners, they deserve a
separate treatment. Second, policymakers and military planners must
understand when, where, why, and how Iran is most likely to inter-
vene to formulate a coherent strategy to deter, contain, and counter the
regime. Iranian forces and Iranian-backed nonstate actors present dif-
ferent sets of challenges, and the United States must develop specific
responses to each. Third, nonstate partners and proxies cannot be con-
sidered as an integral part of the political and military establishments
in Iran; these groups are not involved in the decisionmaking process,
and they neither dictate the country’s military strategy nor are they in
charge of executing it. Instead, Iran-aligned and Iran-supported non-
state actors serve as an important tool in the regime’s toolkit. Finally,
we chose not to take proxies into account in this report for the sake
of consistency across all the cases assessed in this series of reports (for
example, our Russia and China reports also focus narrowly on those
countries’ armed forces).

These recent patterns in increased and more-aggressive Iranian
military interventions heighten the importance of better understand-
ing Tehran’s strategic thinking. In particular, they raise the concern
that Iran may gradually transition from conducting relatively low-cost
and low-risk foreign operations (such as its intervention to fight ISIS
in Iraq) to ones that carry a higher risk of direct, large-scale conflict
with the United States (best illustrated by its intervention to support
Bashar al-Assad’s regime in Syria). By identifying characteristics of past
Iranian military interventions—including trends and drivers shaping
the decision to intervene—this report aims to inform U.S. Depart-
ment of Defense and U.S. Army strategic planning and force posture
decisionmaking,.
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Research Questions

The following research questions have driven our research and framed
our study of Iranian military interventions:

1.  When, where, and how does Iran use military interventions?
What motivates Iran to intervene militarily in a foreign coun-
try? Under what circumstances—where, when, and how—is
Tehran most likely to undertake a military intervention?

3. Under what circumstances might Iran deviate from its tradi-
tional model, and what might spark Iranian interventionism
and revisionism to increase in the future?

4. Can we translate this analysis of historical drivers and trends
into usable signposts to enable U.S. policymakers and military
planners to better anticipate future Iranian military interven-
tions?

This report makes two main contributions to existing work on
Iranian military interventions. First, it presents a more comprehensive
quantitative account of Iranian use of military forces outside its bor-
ders, including the size of forces deployed and the activities conducted.
The data used for these analyses are distinct in their level of detail and
scope. Second, the report combines qualitative and quantitative analy-
ses to explore the key factors shaping Iranian intervention decisions
and uses these analyses to propose signposts that may warn of future
Iranian interventions and identify corresponding metrics that can be
used to track risk over time.

Research Approach and Methodology

To identify and evaluate potential hypotheses to explain where, when,
why, and whether Iran undertakes military interventions, we adopted
a threefold research design that used mixed qualitative and quantita-
tive methods. Our literature review provided a theoretical framework
for factors affecting Iranian intervention decisionmaking, our quan-
titative analysis of historical cases added insight to support some of
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these hypotheses, and our supplementary use of case studies provided
contextual depth and allowed for a more detailed analysis of theorized
drivers.

First, through academic literature reviews focused on foreign
military interventions broadly and on Iranian interventions specifi-
cally, the research team preliminarily identified possible explanatory
factors driving adversary intervention behavior, including indicators
and warnings for more-aggressive and/or more risk-acceptant behavior.
The research team then developed a taxonomy of ten potential factors
affecting the likelihood of adversary military interventions generally.
This framework included geopolitical, domestic, and ideational fac-
tors, including

* national status and prestige

* regional power balance and stability

* external threats

* alliance or partnership obligations and relations

* domestic politics and regime legitimacy

* economic interests

* co-identity group populations in the host country
* political and religious ideology

* enabling military capabilities.

Second, these hypotheses were further informed by insights
gained from quantitative analysis of the post-1979 Iranian military
interventions (whose methodology and findings we discuss in more
detail in Chapter Three), collected using the definition discussed ear-
lier. Perhaps surprisingly, these criteria yielded a case universe of fewer
than ten instances of military intervention by Iran since 1979. None-
theless, these data—which include information on each intervention’s
ground, air, and naval size; duration; primary activities; and political
objectives—revealed some key patterns and suggested some possible
predictors of Iranian use of its military outside its borders.

Finally, to complement and supplement these quantitative analy-
ses, we conducted in-depth case studies to provide a better contex-
tual understanding of Iranian behavior and decisions regarding certain
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key military interventions. For this qualitative analysis, we selected
two cases that provide variation on the key factors determining why
and how—and possibly the comparative differences in where and
when—Iranian forces are involved in interventions: Iran’s intervention
in the Syrian civil war (2011-present) and Iran’s intervention to coun-
ter ISIS in Iraq (2014—present).

We selected these cases for several reasons. First, we decided to
select ground interventions rather than purely air and naval interven-
tions. Ground operations are Iran’s strong suit and present the greatest
challenge to the United States in general and the U.S. Army in par-
ticular. They are also better documented than Iranian air and naval
operations, allowing for a more informed analysis. Second, these two
case studies were selected because of their explanatory power. After
eliminating air and naval cases, we were left with a handful of choices.

We did not use the Iran-Iraq War as a case study because the con-
flict is thoroughly documented and assessed in the existing scholarship
and, short of a direct military conflict between the United States and
Iran or a third-party invasion of Iran, it is unlikely to present a useful
model for U.S. policymakers and military planners in considering the
threat of future Iranian interventions. We also did not use the Leba-
nese Civil War as an example because it harbored many of the same
characteristics as Iran’s intervention in Iraq, but the latter was both
more current and better documented, allowing us to provide a more
useful example for U.S. policymakers and military planners.

Hence, we compared and contrasted two cases that share some
similarities but whose differences shed light on Iran’s toolbox pertain-
ing to military interventions. That the two conflicts unfolded during
more or less the same period with the same stated objective (although,
in practice, the objectives varied greatly in the two countries) was also
helpful in assessing the nuances of the Iranian military intervention
model. The Iranian counter-ISIS operations in Iraq are illustrative of
Tehran’s military intervention model. Therefore, the case study sheds
light on the Iranian way of war, which largely relies on advisory mis-
sions supporting local forces. The Iranian intervention in Syria departs
from this model because it involved Iranian forces deployed in combat
in addition to an advisory mission. Together, these cases provide a
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nuanced overview of the Iranian playbook, how Iran has conducted
military interventions since 1979, and how it might do so in the future.

Limitations and Caveats

Our analyses face several limitations. First, access to information about
Iranian decisionmaking is limited and shrouded in secrecy. Second,
even when military activity exceeds our size threshold, there is often
much uncertainty about the size and activities because the Iranian
regime is rarely transparent about what it is doing with its military
forces. What reporting does exist may be incomplete, and existing
analyses are often biased or agenda-driven. Open-source research on
the topic suffers from key shortcomings. For example, the reporting
on Iranian military activities is often opaque, with sources disagree-
ing on even the most basic facts, such as the general scope of involve-
ment: In various theaters, some sources place the number of Iranian
forces deployed in the low hundreds, while others estimate the size
to be in the tens of thousands. These challenges make it difficult to
provide an accurate and complete picture of Iranian military activi-
ties outside its borders.> The existing open-source literature on Iranian
military interventions relies mostly on qualitative assessments of the
country’s involvement in wars. For example, several studies have dis-
cussed Iranian strategy, military operations, specific tactics, and overall
battlefield effectiveness in general and during specific wars in particu-
lar.® None, however, conduct a thorough analysis of Iranian military
interventions, including both combat and noncombat activities, in a
systematic way. Our decision to use a 100 person-year threshold (for
ground forces, with similar thresholds for air and naval activities) is
in many ways an attempt to overcome these limitations, because we
expect reporting on these larger activities to be somewhat easier to find

5 To overcome these challenges, we used reporting from multiple sources—Iranian official

sources, unclassified U.S. government and military sources, and media reporting—and col-
lected three sets of data: low, high, and best estimates of Iranian troop deployments.

6 Pierre Razoux, The Iran-Iraq War, trans. Nicholas Elliott, Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap

Press of Harvard University Press, 2015; Dilip Hiro, The Longest War: The Iran-Iraq Milirary
Conflict, London: Grafton, 1989; and Williamson Murray and Kevin Woods, The Iran-Iraq
War: A Military and Strategic History, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014.
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and perhaps less subject to bias or secrecy. However, even information
about larger Iranian interventions is missing key details or provides
details but with an agenda.

In addition to these limitations, there are gaps in the academic
research on this topic, meaning that although we endeavor to bring in
relevant literature and existing work, there is relatively little existing
research to draw on in some cases. Iran’s military affairs and security
policies have generated much debate among scholars and practitioners.
Researchers have produced several books and articles on the country’s
standing and influence in the Middle East and South Asia, the Iranian
military organizational structure and force posture, and the regime’s
operations in various regional theaters. However, there is a dearth of
comprehensive assessments of the theoretical model for Iranian mili-
tary interventions and of rigorous and systematic discussions of Iran’s
military interventions since 1979 and the factors that may have driven
and shaped them.

As our data demonstrate, Iranian ground interventions in the
period under consideration have been limited to two key time frames:
the duration of the Iran-Iraq War and the post-2003 U.S. invasion
of Iraq. Unsurprisingly, the Iran-Iraq War is fairly well document-
ed.” With some prominent exceptions, the literature on Iran’s military

7" On the existing literature and factors most likely to affect Tehran’s decisions to commit

forces abroad during the Iran-Iraq War see, for instance, Richard N. Schofield, Evolution of
the Shatt al-Arab Boundary Dispute, Cambridgeshire, United Kingdom: Middle East and
North African Studies Press, 1986; Efraim Karsh, “Geopolitical Determinism: The Ori-
gins of the Iran-Iraq War,” Middle East Journal, Vol. 44, No. 2, Spring 1980; Shirin Tahir-
Kheli and Shaheen Ayubi, eds., The Iran-Iraq War: New Weapons, Old Conflicts, New York:
Praeger, 1983; .M. Abdulghani, fraq and Iran: The Years of Crisis, Baltimore, Md.: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1984; Shahram Chubin and Charles Tripp, fran and Iraq at War,
London: I.B. Tauris, 1988; Efraim Karsh, ed., The lran-Iraqg War: Impact and Implications,
New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1989; Stephen C. Pelletiere and Douglas V. Johnson 11, Lessons
Learned: The Iran-Iraq War, Carlisle Barracks, Pa.: Strategic Studies Institute, U.S. Army
War College, 1991; Stephen C. Pelletiere, The Iran-Iraq War: Chaos in a Vacuum, New York:
Praeger, 1992; Thomas L. McNaugher, “Ballistic Missiles and Chemical Weapons: The
Legacy of the Iran-Iraq War,” International Security, Vol. 15, No. 2, Fall 1990; Lawrence G.
Potter and Gary Sick, eds., fran, Iraq, and the Legacies of War, New York: Palgrave Macmil-
lan, 2004; Ariane M. Tabatabai and Annie Tracy Samuel, “What the Iran-Iraq War Tells Us
About the Future of the Iran Nuclear Deal,” International Security, Vol. 42, No. 1, Summer
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interventions until recently was mostly populated by accounts and
analyses of Iran’s involvement in this conflict. Several monographs and
articles have outlined the causes and assessed the consequences and
implications of the Iran-Iraq War and have analyzed the two countries’
political objectives, military strategy, operations, tactics, and leadership
perspectives on the war (although this final category remains less well-
developed).® In addition to the scholarship published in the United
States and elsewhere in the West, Iranians (both scholars and state-
linked entities, such as the armed forces) have studied the conflict and
produced dozens of articles and monographs on the topic.?

More recently, the post-2003 regional landscape in the Middle
East (and Iran’s place in it) has generated much scholarly debate around
Tehran’s involvement in several key theaters: specifically, Afghanistan
(2001—present), Iraq (2003—present), Lebanon (1980s—present), Syria
(2011—present), and Yemen (2014—present).'® However, most of this lit-

2017; and Annie Tracy Samuel, Perceptions and Narratives of Security: The Iranian Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps and the Iran-Iraqg War, Cambridge, Mass.: Belfer Center for Science
and International Affairs, May 2012.

8 Karsh, 1980; Tahir-Kheli and Ayubi, 1983; Chubin and Tripp, 1988; Karsh, 1989; Pel-
letiere and Johnson, 1991; McNaugher, 1990; Potter and Sick, 2004; and Mohammad Aya-
tollai Tabaar, “Factional Politics in the Iran-Iraq War,” Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol. 42,
No. 3-4, 2019.

9 Several series of books outline the chronology of events as viewed and experienced by

Iran, as well as the details of various campaigns throughout the war and the rationale for
certain operational and strategic decisions. Several collections of oral history and the mem-
oirs of decisionmakers in the context of the war more broadly have also appeared in Iran
in recent years and continue to be published. These series include a collection of analytical
monographs, titled 7arikh-e tahlili-e jang-e Iran va Iraq, published in Tehran by the Sacred
Defense Documents and Research Center (Markaz-e asnad va tahgiqat-e defa-e moqaddas);
the oral history collection, aiming to document the views of key commanders and decision-
makers during the war, Tarikh-e shafahi-e defa-e moqaddas, similarly published in Tehran by
the Sacred Defense Documents and Research Center; and several series and individual publi-
cations on the military operations of the war, including A#las-e jang-¢ Iran va Iraq, published
by the same organization.

10 Mohsen Milani, “Iran’s Policy Toward Afghanistan,” Middle East Journal, Vol. 60, No. 2,
Spring 2006; Alireza Nader, Ali G. Scotten, Ahmad Rahmani, Robert Stewart, and Leila
Mahnad, fran’s Influence in Afghanistan: Implications for the U.S. Drawdown, Santa Monica,
Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-616, 2014; U.S. Army, The U.S. Army in the Iraqg War:
Vol. 1, Invasions, Insurgency, Civil War 2003-2006, Carlisle Barracks, Pa.: U.S. Army War
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erature focuses on Iranian efforts specific to these countries; virtually
none places them in the context of broader Iranian interventions and
how they might contribute to a conceptual model of Iranian military
interventions. Moreover, to the extent that Iranian state involvement
in these post-9/11 conflicts has received scholarly treatment, these ana-
lytical pieces have largely focused on the role of Tehran’s clandestine
paramilitary wing, the Quds Force. In short, the scholarship on Ira-
nian nonproxy, conventional activities in these conflicts remains fairly
thin, in part because of the lack of open-source material on the topic
and partly because these conflicts are ongoing, making it more dif-
ficult to fully capture the breadth, depth, and implications of Iranian
involvement.

This is not to say that post-2003 Iranian military activities are
totally missing from past research, but what does exist refers most fre-
quently to Iran’s activities beyond its borders by amalgamating Ira-
nian forces and the Iranian Threat Network—the network of Iranian
nonstate partners and proxies. These proxy activities constitute most
of Tehran’s regional efforts.' As the literature suggests and our analy-

College Press, 2019a; U.S. Army, The U.S. Army in the Iraq War: Vol. 11, Surge and With-
drawal 2007-2011, Carlisle Barracks, Pa.: U.S. Army War College Press, 2019b; Alireza
Nader, [ran’s Role in Iraq: Room For Cooperation? Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corpora-
tion, PE-151-OSD, 2015; Thomas Juneau, “Iran’s Costly Intervention in Syria: A Pyrrhic
Victory,” Mediterranean Politics, Vol. 25, No. 1, 2020; Ali Alfoneh, “Between Reform and
Revolution: Sheikh Qassim, the Bahraini Shi’a, and Iran,” American Enterprise Institute,
Middle Eastern Outlook No. 4, July 2012; Dina Esfandiary and Ariane Tabatabai, “Yemen:
An Opportunity for Iran-Saudi Dialogue?” Washington Quarterly, Vol. 39, No. 2, 2016;
and Thomas Juneau, “Iran’s Policy Towards the Houthis in Yemen: A Limited Return on a
Modest Investment,” International Affairs, Vol. 92, No. 3, May 2016.

11" On Tehran’s patron-client relationships with nonstate actors and proxy groups, see, for

instance, Afshon Ostovar, “The Grand Strategy of Militant Clients: Iran’s Way of War,”
Security Studies, Vol. 28, No. 1, 2019; Melissa G. Dalton, “How Iran’s Hybrid-War Tactics
Help and Hurt It,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, Vol. 73, No. 5, 2017; Michael Eisenstadt,
Iranian Military Power: Capabilities and Intentions, Washington, D.C.: Washington Institute
for Near East Policy, 1996; Seth G. Jones, “War by Proxy: Iran’s Growing Footprint in the
Middle East,” Washington, D.C., Center for Strategic and International Studies, March
2019; Ali Soufan, “Qassem Soleimani and Iran’s Unique Regional Strategy,” CTC Sentinel,
Vol. 11, No. 10, November 2018; Brian Katz, “Axis Rising: Iran’s Evolving Regional Strategy
and Non-State Partnerships in the Middle East,” Washington, D.C.: Center for Strategic and
International Studies, October 2018; Colin Clarke and Phillip Smyth, “The Implications of
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sis confirms, Iran has historically mostly intervened in the region via
proxies and has seldom committed its troops beyond its borders—even
less so in a combat capacity. Hence, much of the literature on Ira-
nian involvement outside its borders, and the conflicts in which it has
engaged, is focused on the patron-client relationships cultivated by
Tehran with various nonstate actors, with less focus on Iran’s interven-
tions themselves.!? This is the gap that we aim to fill with this report.
We focus explicitly on the activities of Iran’s military forces and do not
include proxy activities. On the one hand, this excludes much of Iran’s
military activity. On the other, it allows us to fill a gap in existing
scholarship on Iranian use of military forces abroad.

Finally, we endeavor to identify those factors that contribute to
decisions to deploy military forces abroad, but in no case are we able
to identify factors that definitively predict such interventions. In other
words, our findings identify associations and correlations but not cau-
sation. Future work that is able to build a larger data set of noninter-
ventions might be able to untangle these relationships further, though
the small number of Iranian military interventions may continue to
pose challenges.'?

Report Organization

The remainder of this report is organized as follows. In Chapter Two,
we analyze the existing literature to identify hypotheses on factors that
have driven Iran to deploy military forces abroad since 1979. In Chap-
ter Three, we provide the results of our comprehensive quantitative
analysis of all Iranian military interventions abroad over this period;

Iran’s Expanding Shi‘a Foreign Fighter Network, CTC Sentinel, Vol. 10, No. 10, November
2017; and Soufan Center, fran’s Playbook: Deconstructing Tehran’s Regional Strategy, New
York, May 2019.

12° Soufan, 2018, p. 1.

13 We do not build such a nonintervention darabase here for several reasons, including the
difficulty of identifying noninterventions for any country (especially one for which infor-
mation is so limited) and resource constraints on the project, but such an effort would be a
useful endeavor for future research.
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these data provide some plausible evidence to support some of the pos-
sible explanations identified in the previous chapter. Next, we present
our case studies: We examine the Iranian intervention in the Syrian
civil war (2011-present) in Chapter Four and analyze the Iranian
counter-ISIS campaign in Iraq (2014—present) in Chapter Five. We
begin both chapters by surveying the events that have shaped each con-
flict and the timeline of Iranian efforts there, then we assess the main
factors leading to Iran’s intervention. Finally, we conclude the report in
Chapter Six by summarizing our findings, identifying potential sign-
posts of Iranian military interventions, and exploring the implications
of this research for U.S. Department of Defense and U.S. Army leaders
and strategic planners.






CHAPTER TWO

Identifying Possible Drivers of Iranian Military
Interventions

In this chapter, we first briefly review the existing literature on why
states intervene militarily outside their borders to develop a framework
of key intervention drivers. The first half of this chapter provides a
slightly modified version of the literature review and framework dis-
cussion in Chapter Two of the first report in this series, Anticipating
Adversary Military Interventions.! We use this framework and a review
of literature focused on drivers of Iranian military interventions since
1979 to identify factors that past research suggests are the most likely
to influence Tehran’s decisions to deploy forces abroad. We then syn-
thesize these findings into a qualitative assessment of the relevance of
each potential factor in the Iranian experience of military intervention-
ism. In so doing, we establish a theoretical framework for potential
drivers of Iranian military intervention, which we apply to our quanti-
tative and case study analyses in Chapters Three through Five.

Theoretical Drivers of Military Interventions

To identify potential factors that may have influenced Iranian inter-
ventions, we need a generalized framework of factors that are likely to
influence intervention decisions across states. To develop this frame-

1 Jennifer Kavanagh, Bryan Frederick, Nathan Chandler, Samuel Charap, Timothy Heath,
Ariane Tabatabai, Edward Geist, and Christian Curriden, Anticipating Adversary Military
Interventions, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, RR-A444-1, 2021.
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work, we conducted a review of past research on the drivers of third-
party intervention for all states. This literature underscores that inter-
ventions are more likely to occur when the intervening state sees a
better chance of achieving its key objectives or pursuing its key inter-
ests by intervening than by remaining on the sidelines. Our review
identified ten factors across four main categories that past work has
identified as relevant to this calculation and that capture the main rea-
sons that states have initiated military interventions. These factors are
presented in Table 2.1. In addition to defining the key factors and what
we know about them, we seek to identify metrics that can be used to
measure or assess these different factors and to clarify the definition of
each factor. These potential metrics will be discussed again when we
highlight signposts of future interventions in Chapter Six.>

Geopolitical Factors

The first set of key intervention drivers is geopolitical. Geopolitical
factors are any that relate to the international system or relationships
between countries that can drive the decision to intervene at a more
macro level.

External Threat to Sovereignty

The logic for why external threats to sovereignty may drive states to
initiate a military intervention is straightforward: States that perceive a
direct threat to their sovereignty, their citizens, their territory, or their
resources states might choose to deploy forces abroad to counter or

2 Importantly, the ten factors identified here are ones that appear to contribute to interven-

tion decisions by third-party states according to a review of existing qualitative and quanti-
tative research, but they do not guarantee an intervention. State decisionmaking on the use
of military forces is complex, and single factors in isolation are rarely sufficient to guaran-
tee a particular intervention decision. Instead, these factors should be viewed as potentially
increasing or decreasing the risk of an intervention. As an example, the existence of a part-
nership between two states might encourage one to intervene to defend the other, but it does
not necessitate such an intervention. The state could still choose to abstain from intervening,
assessing that other factors outweigh its commitment to the partnership, though the partner-
ship makes the intervention more likely than it would otherwise have been.
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Table 2.1

Drivers of Third-Party Interventions

Category Factors Affecting the Likelihood of Adversary Military Interventions
Geopolitics External threat to sovereignty

Regional power balance
Alliance or partnership with host
National status
Domestic Domestic politics and legitimacy
Co-identity group populations in host

Economic interests

Ideational Leadership and personality
Ideology
Enablers Capabilities

reduce that threat> We include only actual or threatened infringe-
ments on sovereignty, actual or threatened territorial claims, or direct
and immediate threats to regime security as part of this factor. The
clearest indicators of this factor are relatively straightforward: the exis-
tence or threat of an armed attack, the existence of a territorial claim
or challenge to the territorial integrity of the intervening nation, the
perception or fear of such a claim at some point in the future, or the
threat or fear of a forced regime change. Past research suggests that the
risk of conflict between two neighboring states is significantly higher
where there is a dispute about the location of a shared border or when
one state has made a claim to territory the other a