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General Background
The Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) was established soon after the establishment of the
Islamic Republic in 1980 and was composed of the same groups that led the revolution. 1There were
two central reasons for the establishment of the IRGC. First, it was designed to defend the
achievements of the Islamic revolution and the new Islamic Republic. The IRGC was supposed to
serve as an operational and political counterweight to the Iranian army (“artesh” in Fasi). The latter
was clearly identified with the Shah regime. The second mission of the IRGC was to shoulder the
burden of the military effort of the Iran-Iraq war.

The IRGC recruited Iranian youth to the war and operated a propaganda mechanism designed to
increase the number of recruits. IRGC soldiers fought the most bitter battles in the war, battles in
which it seemed time and again that the Iranians were on the verge of defeat but that ended up in
failure. This involvement led to the growth of a generation of field commanders experienced in the
tactical and operational aspects of battle. In contrast, it should be noted that the involvement of the
Revolutionary Guards in the strategic leadership of the battle was relatively limited. This state of
affairs influenced the development of the current generation of IRGC commanders, those who were
junior officers and ordinary fighters in the 1980’s.
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a "popular" organization that represented
the Iranian periphery with all of its identities. This geographic and ethnic diversity enabled the
Revolutionary Guards to operate in a coordinated and effective manner in Iran's various provinces.
The leadership of the Islamic Republic needed a dedicated and politically committed body that could
also carry out the necessary rehabilitation tasks. Within a short period of time, the Revolutionary
Guards became an entity with significant operational and economic strengths, specializing in various
infrastructure fields. The responsibility of the Revolutionary Guards was again operational and local,
and their political power was expressed in their ability to respond to distress within specific contexts.
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However, the indispensability of Iran's reconstruction and the stability of the status of its conservative
patrons in Tehran brought the Revolutionary Guards huge budgets from the central government. With
the help of these budgets, the Revolutionary Guards also took control of the black market in Iran,
which is based mainly on smuggling (due to the sanctions and isolation that Iran suffered) on a
national scale. Over the years, veterans of the Iran-Iraq war gained key positions in local government
and the civilian government ministries in Iran. Thus, they exerted a growing influence on the ongoing
functioning of the Iranian state.

Arenas and Characteristics of Activity
Alongside the influence of Iran-Iraq War veterans, the activities of the Revolutionary Guards in the
Middle East, as well as in Africa, Latin America, and elsewhere in the world have expanded and
consolidated. The presence of the Revolutionary Guards began with a conscious attempt by the
leadership in Tehran “to export the Islamic revolution”. When this trend died down with the
intensification of the war, IRGC missions became outposts designed to promote Iranian interests.
This role is consistent with the concept that has guided
Iranian foreign policy since the establishment of the Islamic
Republic. According to this view, Iran is isolated in hostile
territory. Therefore, Iran must initiate constant friction;
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aimed at confrontation with,
or the defeat of, its enemies

friction that is not aimed at confrontation with, or the defeat
of, its enemies, but rather one that will enable the Iranians to learn about those enemies’ plans and
desires in real time. This friction will place the Iranians in a reactive space. In addition, the friction
will ensure that wherever a decision is made that may affect Iranian interests, Iran's voice will be
heard, as necessary.
The “Quds Force” of the Revolutionary Guards, a body designated for activities outside of Iran’s
borders (that was established in the early 1990’s), dealt and still deals with the training and
supervision of Iran’s proxies in the region, as well as with the creation and maintenance of terrorist
infrastructures to carry out attacks when necessary. The Quds Force is a body with a clear political
agenda that is faithful to the directives of the leadership in Tehran. Its presence abroad helps the
Revolutionary Guards enhance their economic and logistical strength in the Iranian arena. However,
at the end of the day, this power seems to be bound by its commitment to the institutions of the Islamic
Republic.

3

The activities of the Revolutionary Guards in general, and led by the Quds Force in particular, are
spread over extensive areas of the world and are characterized by various methods of action that are
consistent with the policies promoted by the leadership. However, there is a distinction between their
activities in close and distant arenas: In South America, most of their activities are focused on efforts
to raise funds from illegal activities, such as trafficking in stolen goods, drug trafficking and money
laundering in the tri-border area of ArgentinaBrazil-Paraguay.2

The activities of the Revolutionary
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This is in addition to the use of

Venezuela as an entry point for the organization's
operatives, weapons and drugs. In Africa, the
activities of the Revolutionary Guards are based
on the establishment of infrastructures for active
cells, such as the cell that was uncovered in
Nigeria several years ago, the establishment of

weapons smuggling routes, such as those established in Sudan, as well as the establishment of
infrastructures to undermine the stability of regimes, such as cooperation with the Polisario Front
operating against Morocco and Mauritania in the Western Sahara. 3In Europe, the majority of the
IRGC’s efforts are invested in intelligence gathering and the establishment of an offensive
infrastructure against Israeli and American targets, as well as actions against exiled opponents of
the Iranian regime. 4Only last January did German security forces raid the homes of ten Quds Force
operatives who were gathering intelligence about Jewish and Israeli targets in the country. 5In the
United States as well, the organization acted against opponents and enemies of the regime, 6
culminating in a plot to assassinate the Saudi Arabian ambassador to Washington.7

While the IRGC's activities in distant arenas are based on the establishment of operational and
economic infrastructure, in close arenas the organization is investing its efforts in consolidating the
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physical strength of the proxy organizations with which it operates. Whether its efforts are invested
in advising and training various militia fighters, Houthis in Yemen8 or Shi’ite militias in Iraq,
establishing an organizational infrastructure in Bahrain, 9or supplying advanced weapons to those
same organizations in order to harm the Iranian Republic's enemies in the Middle East, the method
of action and the fingerprint are the same in each. While the organization operates within the Shi’ite
core in most of the countries where it operates, there are also Sunni countries or organizations that
collaborate with it, such as the Palestinian Islamic Jihad and Hamas.10

The Nature of the Organization
Thus, the loyalty of the Quds Force to the leadership in Tehran is particularly significant at this time.
The internal Iranian political arena is currently in a comprehensive struggle over the future of the
Islamic Republic. This struggle began even before the US withdrew from the nuclear agreement with
Iran. In the framework of this struggle, to which the previous article referred, 11two visions of the
future of the Islamic Republic are facing off against one another. The first vision perceives itself as
"revolutionary”. In the eyes of those who support it, Iran must promote its interests independently
of the rest of the world because it itself expresses an aspiration to undermine the existing world
order. To this end, the revolutionaries
argue, Iran must invest resources and
efforts in establishing its presence in the
Middle East and in the world because if
Iran does not look out for itself, no one
else will. The second vision seeks to see

Their influence [of the Revolutionary
Guards] on the ongoing management of the
Islamic Republic and its economy, both the
legitimate and mainly the "black" market,
has traditionally been aimed at promoting
the conservative and revolutionary agenda
within and outside Iran

Iran take its place within the world order
as a respected and accepted regional power. According to this approach, the first step towards
realizing the vision is to stabilize the Iranian state from within. The supporters of this vision call it
"republican" because of its initial commitment to the establishment of the Islamic republic itself.
This vision differs from the vision previously called “reformist” or “moderate”. Republicans are not
necessarily engaged in dialogue with the West or intercultural openness, but rather in pragmatic
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stabilization and the long-term sustainability of the Islamic Republic. The Revolutionary Guards
clearly identify (not surprisingly, given their name) with the revolutionary vision. They have always
been supporters of Iranian politicians who fostered a policy of taking a persistent, oppositional and
confrontational stance with the world and the region. Their influence on the ongoing management
of the Islamic Republic and its economy, both the legitimate and mainly the "black" market, has
traditionally been aimed at promoting the conservative and revolutionary agenda within and
outside of Iran. However, the rise of the republican camp undermined the power of Revolutionary
Guards and the revolutionaries. Iranian President Hassan Rouhani is the leader of the republican
camp. Rouhani is probably the most popular government politician in the Islamic Republic. Iran's
Supreme Leader, Ali Khamenei, has well-known revolutionary views. He too, especially now, seems
to have decided to entrust the “keys to the kingdom” to Rouhani and the republicans. The
Revolutionary Guards continue to exert a very significant influence on events in Iran at various
levels, but they are not the strategic leaders of the Islamic Republic.
The weakness of the IRGC’s strategic leadership, therefore, is expressed even more in the current
constellation of internal Iranian power relations. The Revolutionary Guards and their political
supporters are finding it difficult to offer an
alternative to the vision and actions of Rouhani and
the republicans. The only prominent figure with
political power from among the IRGC leadership is

The weakness of the IRGC’s strategic
leadership, therefore, is expressed even
more in the current constellation of
internal Iranian power relations

Qasem Soleimani, commander of the Quds Force.
Soleimani shows no sign of seeking political leadership. The tactical and operational excellence of
the Revolutionary Guards is the secret of Soleimani's strength, and he seems happy to engage in
activities on these levels on an ongoing basis.

A clear example of the modus operandi of the Revolutionary Guards in this context is their
involvement in the ongoing civil war in Syria. The leadership of the Revolutionary Guards succeeded
in bringing Shi’ite militiamen from various countries around the world to Syria. IRGC fighters and
commanders bore a significant burden of the battle and suffered many losses. Of course, the presence
of the IRGC in Syria is also intended to strengthen the connection with Hezbollah in Lebanon and to
significantly increase deterrence against Israel. The weapons that are transferred to Hezbollah and the
Iranian infrastructures built inside Syria make it clear that the Revolutionary Guards seek to threaten
Israel and are capable of doing so. However, the activities of the Revolutionary Guards are not
offensive or clearly initiated. The Revolutionary Guards and Shi’ite militias base their positions inside
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Syria and prepare for possible scenarios of confrontation or attrition. The leadership of the
Revolutionary Guards is, of course, also preparing for a possible agreement and the establishment of
a Syrian state led by Bashar al-Assad. Such an agreement would strengthen the economic interests of
the Revolutionary Guards in Syria and would return to the Guards some of their tremendous
investment in the Syrian conflict in recent years.

At the moment, it is difficult to see signs of preparation for an armed confrontation with Israel. It is
also difficult to identify a significant strengthening of the terrorist infrastructure. The Revolutionary
Guards are currently busy protecting the assets
they have accumulated in Syria, strengthening
Hezbollah in Lebanon and trying to undermine
Israel's security. These are routine tasks for the
Revolutionary Guards, and it is unlikely that the

The Revolutionary Guards are currently
busy protecting the assets they have
accumulated in Syria, strengthening
Hezbollah in Lebanon and trying to
undermine Israel's security

leadership will decide to escalate the situation. On
the one hand, Soleimani and his colleagues understand the Islamic Republic’s need for calm ahead
of the second round of American sanctions. Without such calm, Iran will lose the political goodwill
of the rest of the world apart from the United States. On the other hand, the Revolutionary Guards
understand that the maneuvering freedom they receive in Syria from the leadership in Tehran is not
unlimited. This freedom was created primarily to compensate the Revolutionary Guards for the
creeping erosion of their status within Iran and to ensure stability among the Guards' cadres, who still
have a significant influence on daily life in Iran.
Either way, the Revolutionary Guards have been dealing mainly with tactical and operational issues
since their establishment. Despite the clear ideological position of the Guards, they remain loyal to
the leadership in Tehran and especially to the Supreme Leader of Iran, Khamenei. Despite the
involvement and influence of IRGC commanders, especially Soleimani and the Quds Force, the
Revolutionary Guards are finding it difficult to claim the authority and power required for strategic
leadership of foreign and internal policies in the Islamic Republic. The passing time and Iran's fragile
situation vis-a-vis the world is not to the benefit of the revolutionary agenda. In order to maintain
their economic and political power and capital, the Revolutionary Guards are urged to continue
refraining from active engagement on the strategic level. The growing hostility towards the
Revolutionary Guards in wider Iranian society has also contributed to this. Therefore, it is possible
to estimate that no unusual change is expected in the Revolutionary Guards’ activities in the near
future. They will continue to deal with their affairs and prepare for the crucial day, which they will
not initiate.
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ABOUT THE ICT

Founded in 1996, the International Institute for Counter-Terrorism (ICT) is
one of the leading academic institutes for counter-terrorism in the world,
facilitating international cooperation in the global struggle against
terrorism. ICT is an independent think tank providing expertise in
terrorism, counter-terrorism, homeland security, threat vulnerability and
risk assessment, intelligence analysis and national security and defense
policy.
ICT is a non-profit organization located at the
Interdisciplinary Center (IDC), Herzliya, Israel which
relies exclusively on private donations and revenue
from events, projects and programs.

ABOUT THE IRAN AND SHI'ITE TERRORISM DESK

The "Iran and Shi'ite Terrorism" Desk is engaged in the
analysis of Iran's involvement in terrorist activity. In addition,
the desk examines the strategic aspect of Iran in terms of
internal and external Iranian discourse and their influence on

decision-making processes, which hare translated into
operative and tactical steps and implemented by the
Revolutionary Guards and their branches/proxis around the world. In sddition, the
desk's articles will review methods of coping with this extensive activity, as
expressed in arrests, the foiling of terrorist attacks, and more.
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