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PREFACE
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THE SIXTH DECADE OF MY LIFE unfolded precisely between the years 2010 and 2020. It just so happened that the same decade witnessed tremendous upheaval in the Middle East. I have devoted most of my life and professional career to expanding my knowledge and understanding of the Middle East. Having a front-row seat to history in the making was a rare and unique opportunity. Moreover, being privileged to be an educator as the region goes through such a fierce upheaval has been incredibly challenging and rewarding.

My bio lists my background—counterterrorism professional, intelligence official, Middle East expert, policy advisor, senior official on Arab Affairs, social entrepreneur, etc. But to me, the most important title I have is “educator.”

Over the last two decades, I have had the opportunity to combine my professional background and skills and fulfill my purpose as an educator.

I became an independent intelligence analyst in the mid-2000s. Intelligence analysis, which provides the basis of my educational efforts, is extraordinarily demanding—emotionally, intellectually, and physically. It requires the constant, persistent, and unrelenting pursuit of information and knowledge. And at the same time demands the unwavering practice of consistently evaluating my observations and predictions and testing and evaluating them against the on-the-ground reality.

I cannot allow my narratives or my emotions to make the analysis. I cannot hide beyond general concepts, narratives, and theories that do not reflect reality. And the only way I can assess if my analysis is accurate is to put my neck on the line and make predictions. That is the reason you will notice I have included predictions throughout the book. I resolutely practice what I preach.

Since entering the private sector, I have presented analysis in private and public forums, written articles, and provided briefings and lectures that outlined my predictions regarding various regional events.

I named my 2009 North American lecture tour “The Middle East: Smoking Volcanoes, Fertile Ground.” The tour’s theme centered on my prediction that the Arab world was on the verge of an outbreak of widespread social and political protests. Toward the end of 2010, my prediction “came true,” with the explosion of protests in the Arab world that came to be known as the “Arab Spring” or, as I prefer to call it, “the Arab Awakening.”

My ability to foresee the Arab Spring was one in a long line of documented accurate predictions throughout my career. This includes the inability to reach an Israeli-Palestinian peace agreement; the deepening of the internal Palestinian split; the resilience of the Arab monarchies in the face of the “Arab Spring”; the crisis and split within Political Islam and the Muslim Brotherhood—including their trend toward pragmatism; the growing Iranian threat; the disintegration of Lebanon; the war in Syria; the consequences of the war in Yemen; the rapprochement between Israel and Arab states; and more.

I mention this not to brag, but rather because I believe these facts validate the reliability of my book’s analysis. In this book, like in all my writings and teaching, I have tried my best to present the Middle East’s current geopolitical environment. I believe the analysis and predictions I offer accurately dialogue with the Middle Eastern reality. Therefore, in my estimation, this book—like the previous one—will be relevant for years to come.

The goal of my previous book, Inside the Middle East: Making Sense of the Most Dangerous and Complex Region on Earth (2016, Skyhorse Publishing, NY), was to provide the Western audience with the database necessary to understand the contemporary Middle East. To that end, I provided the historical background to build that database.

My 2016 book offered the reader a basic GPS to navigate the Middle East. I dedicated a large portion of the 2016 book to what, in my professional analysis, were (and still are) the core issues that influence the present and future of this region. This includes the struggle for identity, path, and direction in the Middle East; the Iranian-Arab power struggle; the strengthening of civil society; and the growing influence of social media. And finally, I had to be true to my roots as an educator and intelligence professional. And that meant I had to make predictions. I am humbly proud to say that, as of the summer of 2021—well over five years after the book was published—the picture I painted regarding the Middle East’s course and direction has proven to be very accurate.

Writing my previous book occurred parallel to another exciting chapter in my personal and professional career. Between 2013 and 2018, I had the honor to serve as the Eisenhower Institute’s Salisbury Fellow of Intelligence and Middle East Affairs.

At this point, I would like to express my gratitude to Jeffery Blavatt. Jeff was, at the time, the visionary executive director of the Eisenhower Institute. As the executive director, he asked me to build an educational program for undergraduate students at Gettysburg College. I designed a curriculum and taught a sixty-hour undergraduate course that offered an apolitical nonpartisan education about the Middle East. And I created a praxis that used intelligence methodology to teach critical thinking and media literacy. My goal was to equip young people with the knowledge, skills, and tools to accurately interpret the Middle East and predict the direction of future events. The program would come to be called Inside The Middle East | Intelligence Perspectives (ITME).

During my tenure, I was fortunate to teach five cohorts at Gettysburg College. My wife and business partner, Maia Hoffman, Jeff Blavatt, and myself take pride in the fact that many ITME alumni have been accepted to competitive positions in government, intelligence, national security, research, public policy positions, and more. Each graduate is a source of great pride to our generous donors and ourselves.

I am grateful for the opportunity I had at the Eisenhower Institute and Gettysburg College. The experience offered me the platform to build a program that has grown exponentially and allowed me to reach a broad and varied audience.

In 2018, I left the Eisenhower Institute, and ITME became an independent 501(c)(3). For over a decade, due to the grace and generosity of our visionary donors, friends, and supporters, I have had the honor of educating thousands of current and future leaders from high school students attending Catholic schools in the South Bronx, to college students at Gettysburg College, to senior congressional staffers on Capitol Hill, as well as current and future community leaders across the United States.

The Middle East of 2021 is not the Middle East of 2016. Inside the Middle East: Entering a New Era offers an advanced GPS and additional lenses to navigate the Middle East. In this new volume, I examine and analyze what has happened in the region since 2016. And I look ahead and offer my predictions as to where the area is going as we enter the third decade of the twenty-first century.

I would like to thank you for choosing this book, thank you for taking the time to read this book, and thank you for trusting me. I am profoundly grateful, honored, and humbled for each and every platform, stage, or venue that I am offered to share my knowledge, analysis, and predictions about the Middle East. Having the opportunity to provide people with knowledge, insights, perspectives, and reflections is an incredible privilege.

In closing, I would like to thank a few people.

I am grateful to Skyhorse, who decided to publish another one of my books. And I am particularly thankful to Caroline Russomanno, editor at Skyhorse publishing. She was instrumental in making this book happen in the shadow of the challenges and difficulties of COVID-19 and other unanticipated hiccups. Maia and I are profoundly grateful for Caroline’s commitment, dedication, patience, and unwavering professionalism over the course of this project and throughout the development and publication of this volume. Thank you, Caroline. Through writing this book, we not only had the honor to work with an exceptional editor, but we also gained a valued friend.

I would like to thank Didier Bodin, the Design Director of DiCi Consulting & Design. Didier is a good friend, an extraordinarily talented and committed professional who has been our marketing and branding consultant over the past year and a half. Little did he know when he began working with us that he would become an integral part of this project. He painstakingly worked with Maia to create the maps and all the artwork in the book. And Didier worked with Maia and me to create the compelling and distinct cover of this book. Didier, we are profoundly grateful to you and your wife and business partner, Adi Zilbershten, the branding director for DiCi Consulting, for your uncompromising dedication to our work and all of our projects. Thank you. We are incredibly fortunate to have the opportunity to work with you.

I would like to thank Mohamed Zalabia for his work in transcribing all of the endnotes. Given the scope of this book, his contribution and work were invaluable.

And I would like to express my deep gratitude to two people.

One is Jeffery Blavatt. I mentioned Jeff earlier, but it is worth mentioning him twice. I am proud to continue to call Jeff a friend and a colleague as he continues to pioneer his unique brand of interactive education. In his current position as the executive director of the Insight Israel Forum, an initiative of The Associated: Jewish Federation of Baltimore, Jeff continues to be a trailblazer with the same zest and fervor and an uncompromising dedication to impactful and unique sustainable educational opportunities of uncompromising quality.

The other person is Maia Hoffman, my partner for life since 2006. I don’t have enough room to describe Maia’s central place and the very important role she plays in my private and professional life. In Maia, a native of Baltimore, the daughter of Sandy Hoffman who helped us with some of the proofreading (may she live until 120) and the late professor and scholar, Dr. Ronald Hoffman, there is a combination of the core qualities of an authentic educator: intellectual curiosity, meticulous observation to every sentence and every word, uncompromising professionalism, constant striving for improvement, self-criticism, and most importantly, a deep personal commitment to the great responsibility and privilege to educate, to offer knowledge, insights, and perspectives. Whether it is strategizing about how to maximize our impact, editing movies, writing and editing articles, working with high school students in the Bronx, college students at Gettysburg College, senior congressional staffers on the Hill as well as in Israel and the Palestinian Territories, or writing and editing, and writing and editing, and writing and editing, this book as well as the 2016 book—Maia demonstrates the same deep and uncompromising commitment to making sure we do our utmost to fulfill our responsibility and great privilege to educate and influence. Maia is a full partner with equal rights in our joint and growing educational endeavors. I am incredibly fortunate to have Maia in my life, and I am deeply grateful for everything she brings to our relationship, work, and life.

I would like to celebrate the memory of my beloved and deceased parents Yardena and Joseph Melamed. Both were born in Jerusalem. They gave me the values and skills without which I could not overcome the challenges of being an educator.

I dedicate this book to my children, Sapir and Nimrod—the fourth generation of my family born in Jerusalem. The main principle that guided me in educating my children as a parent is not to decide for them or force my will upon them. As I see it, my role is to explain to them the implications and possible consequences of the choices and decisions they make. It makes me happy to know my children think that this approach was the right one.

And a final, personal comment. I feel blessed and fortunate. That is because I am fulfilling my destiny in my personal path and professional activities. It is a notion for which I am deeply grateful. Some people would call that notion happiness.

∼Avi Melamed
August 2021



INTRODUCTION
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ALMOST SIX YEARS HAVE PASSED SINCE the publication of Inside the Middle East: Making Sense of the Most Dangerous and Complicated Region on Earth. My goal in the 2016 book was to provide the database to understand the contemporary Middle East.

The Middle East of 2022 is not the Middle East of 2016. However, I believe the 2016 book provided a road map to help us understand where we are today. And I hope this volume will provide a reliable guide as we move into a new era in the region.

At the beginning of the third decade of the twenty-first century, as the book title emphasizes, the Middle East is entering a new era.

Ancient and modern, domestic, regional, and international factors, forces, and underlying currents have joined together not coincidentally to create that new era in the Middle East. These forces are reshaping the labyrinthine geostrategic contours of this ancient landscape and are redesigning the geopolitical map.

The new era we are entering is fraught with challenges and full of opportunities. Is it a new dawn? Or is it a setting sun?

A complex and intricate pluri-dimensional equilibrium will write the next chapter of this region. In this book, I hope to help you connect the dots and build a multidimensional picture. We will explore each of the factors that I believe will create a new era. And we will look ahead to see what the future might bring.

In this book, I will update you on the region’s significant developments since 2016. I will also provide insights, observations, and predictions. I hope the analysis, information, knowledge, and perspectives I offer will be a GPS to help you navigate the Middle East.

Let me begin by providing you a roadmap of the book, Inside the Middle East | Entering a New Era.

• CHAPTERS 1–3

Ancient Rivalries Are Alive and Well and Iran’s and Turkey’s Hegemonic Ambitions

In the first three chapters of this book, we will begin by taking a deep dive into the two regional powers pursuing hegemony: Iran and Turkey.

We will explore the ancient and modern motivations of their aggressive policies. We will understand their current strategies, examine their actions, and explore the immediate, possible, and projected implications of their hegemonic aspirations on the Middle East.

To right an ancient historical wrong and regain—what it sees—as its rightful place as the leader of the Muslim world, Iran pursues an aggressive and destructive strategy.

From the Arabian/Persian Gulf through the Arabian and Red Seas, Iran, directly and indirectly, terrorizes vital maritime arenas critical to regional and global commerce, trade, and security. Iranian-backed armies of terror from the Gaza Strip through Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, and Yemen spread death and destruction and inflict havoc on the region.

In a bid to revive the Ottoman Empire and position Turkey—and especially its current president Recep Tayyip Erdoğan—as the leader of the Sunni camp in the region. Erdoğan looks for every opportunity to secure his interests and expand and increase Turkey’s reach and power.

Turkey deploys its military and a network of armed proxies in northern Syria, northern Iraq, the Arab/Persian Gulf, south Yemen, the Red Sea, Somalia, Libya, and throughout Africa.

I devote so much time to Iran and Turkey because, in a plethora of ways, their pursuit of hegemony, through a mixture of hard and soft power, plays a pivotal role in creating the new era in the Middle East.

Understanding their actions, motivations, and strategies is essential to accurately interpret the Middle East today and navigate the new era.

• CHAPTERS 4–7

The Struggle Over Path, Identity, and Direction—On the Way to a New Nation-State Model?

By the time we get to Chapter 4, it will be apparent that the Middle East is experiencing very turbulent times.

We will learn how Iran and Turkey simultaneously foment and capitalize on the unstable environment in the first chapters.

In Chapters 4–7, we will focus much more on the second factor that will shape the new era.

The twentieth-century nation-state model in the Arab world has failed or at least encountered severe difficulties. The traditional core building blocks of individual and collective identity—ethnicity, geographical location, religion, tribalism, and narrow particularistic interests and politics—have been much more powerful than the core values which are critical to the existence of a functioning nation-state: civic responsibility, shared destiny, governmental accountability, mutual responsibility, and the rule of law.

The notion of “statehood,” although it existed, was a secondary component of people’s individual and collective identity.

The failure of the statehood model has resulted in autocracies and dictatorships in many Arab countries. Rulers were, first and foremost, focused on brutally and oppressively securing their power. The well-being of the people was a secondary objective. The combination led to growing socio-economic hardships that in turn fueled increasing rage and unrest in Arab countries.

The escalating anger and frustration led to the outbreak of mass protests across the Arab world in 2010, known as the “Arab Spring.”

A decade has passed since the Arab Spring. People often attribute the current chaos in the Arab world to the Arab Spring. I argue, as I often do that it is the other way around. The volcano that exploded in 2010 is not the cause of the chaos. It was the result of the chaos.

Over the past decade, the Arab world has experienced tremendous upheaval. And the aftershocks will continue. Amid this deepening chaos and instability, I identify an interesting process that could potentially lead to the emergence of a new, perhaps more stable, nation-state model.

In Chapters 4, 5, and 6, we will take a multidimensional look at a number of countries to assess where they are today. And we will try to determine if they are on a path to a new and more healthy and stable state or if they are on the path to disintegration and increasing instability.

In Chapter 4, we begin looking at Libya. An oil-rich country, uniquely located, steeped in a complex civil war for a decade. The war in Libya has also become a platform for a local and international power struggle.

In Chapter 5, we begin to focus on the forces and trends underlying a process that I believe may lead to a new, stable nation-state model in some Arab countries. We will visit Egypt, Algeria, Sudan, and Tunisia. We will discuss the struggle between dogmatism and pragmatism and the evolving impact of civil society. We will look at a rising sense of nationalism in some sectors and consider if a pact of accountability and responsibility between citizens and government may be leading to a healthier nation-state.

As of 2021, for five Arab countries, Libya (that we visit in Chapter 4); Lebanon, Syria, Iraq (that we visit in Chapter 6); and Yemen (that we do not specifically visit, but that is interwoven throughout the book), the road toward a possible new statehood model is even more challenging.

In Chapter 6, we will take an in-depth look into three of these five countries—Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq. In 2021, the Lebanese, Syrians, and Iraqis are not only struggling to have a better state model. They are actually fighting for their independence. Two common denominators have brought these three countries to their bleak circumstances. One is the failure of the modern nation-state. The other is that they have become victims of Iran’s hegemonic ambitions. In this chapter, we will explore the complex struggles each of these countries is experiencing. And we will try to evaluate their path ahead.

Unexpected events have a way of accelerating and compressing extended processes into a short period of time. The COVID-19 pandemic that is gripping the world in 2020 and 2021 has the potential to be such an event. The COVID-19 pandemic caught the Middle East at a particularly critical and delicate juncture. In Chapter 7, I consider whether COVID-19 strengthened or weakened the potential for the emergence of a new nation-state model in the Arab world.

• CHAPTER 8

The Alliance of Moderation

Over the past seven chapters, we have looked at Iran’s and Turkey’s policies. We have explored the escalating political struggle over the path, identity, and direction in the Arab world. We have pondered the future of Arab states as people ask themselves, what course do we as individuals, a society, country, want to take? What do we want our future to look like?

In Chapter 8, we continue to connect the dots and build our multidimensional picture.

Everything we have discussed until now—Iran’s and Turkey’s hegemonic ambitions, combined with the increasing challenges of Arab countries—have resulted in two epic developments. Both of which define the new era.

One is the formation of a new geopolitical construct I call the Alliance of Moderation. I foresaw this evolution in my previous book when I outlined the accelerating rapprochement between Israel and Arab states. The alliance of moderation includes major Arab countries like Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE. But there is another significant partner, Israel. The confederation is based on a conjunction of long-term strategic interests.

The second development, which is directly related to the first, is the Abraham Accords. A set of peace treaties signed in 2020 between Israel and the United Arab Emirates and normalization agreements between Israel and three Arab countries—Bahrain, Sudan, and Morocco.

In Chapter 8, we begin to examine the alliance of moderation members’ interests. What brought them together? What does the current cooperation look like? What are the future possibilities? What are the implications on the Middle East ecosystem? How does the alliance impact the current and future geopolitical climate?

The alliance of moderation set the stage for the historic Abraham Accords. We will begin looking at the Abraham Accords and the normalization agreements through the lenses of the region. How has the Arab world reacted to this groundbreaking event? We will then examine how the Abraham Accords is impacting collaboration, communication, and partnerships. And we will, of course, ponder if other countries may join the normalization train.

• CHAPTERS 9–10

The Changing Middle East | And Its Impact on the Trajectory of the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict

By this time in the book, you will notice that I challenge many Western narratives when it comes to the Middle East.

In Chapters 9 and 10, I challenge one of the most central and incorrect narratives. The common refrain is that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is what shapes the Middle East.

Throughout these two chapters, we will look at the local and regional players that positively and negatively influence the Israeli-Palestinian arena. We will trace the evolution of the conflict and the Palestinian issue, or as it is called in Arabic, al Qadiyah al-Filastiniyah. We will connect the dots and understand how the struggle for path, identity, and direction of the nationstate in the Arab world influences the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. We will learn how the hegemonic aspirations of Iran and Turkey impact the course of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. We will learn about the relationship between the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the alliance of moderation, the Abraham Accords, and the normalization agreements. And we will look at these issues through the eyes of Arab commentators, influencers, and thinkers from across the Arab world.

From the beginning of my career, I have maintained that peace between Israel and the Palestinians is not feasible. That statement does not reflect an emotional or political outlook. It is based on my professional and accurate assessment of reality. I have said this for decades, and I stand by that statement today. However, I do believe that immediate arrangements can be made that will benefit Israelis and Palestinians.

In these two chapters, I provide insights and a concrete framework to put us on a constructive, productive, and sustainable path toward a better future.

I hope influencers and leaders who honestly want to build a better future for Israelis and Palestinians—and the region—will consider my analysis and suggestions helpful.

I believe by the end of these two chapters, my opening statement in which I challenge the standard narrative will make sense. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict does not shape the Middle East. It is the Middle East that shapes the trajectory of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

• CHAPTER 11

A Late Addition—The Taliban Retakes Afghanistan

As the final manuscript was being prepared, a pivotal event occurred in the Middle East, which truly has significant regional and global ramifications. The United States began leaving Afghanistan, the Afghan President Ashraf Ghani fled, and the Taliban reclaimed Afghanistan. All of this happened a few days short of the tenth commemoration of the September 11, 2001, attacks that precipitated what is called “America’s Longest War”—the war in Afghanistan.

Unfortunately, as I say in the book, given the timing, I cannot provide a comprehensive analysis of the situation in Afghanistan. Nor can I offer a full in-depth estimation of what I believe this means for Afghanistan and the region.

However, I do offer a few preliminary thoughts and observations regarding what I see as the immediate and possible ramifications, at least in the short term, of the US withdrawal from Afghanistan and the Taliban regaining control of the country. I offer my analysis on the impact of the event on several key players such as Iran, China, Pakistan, and Russia.

And there is another aspect of the withdrawal of the United States from Afghanistan that I explore in this chapter. And that is the threat of militant Islam.

In my 2016 book, Inside the Middle East: Making Sense of the Most Dangerous and Complicated Region on Earth, I explored at length the cultural, ideological, political, and social background to the phenomenon of militant Islam. In this book, however, I examine the issue of militant Islam mainly through the prism of the Taliban and what their victory means for militant Islam.

The Taliban regaining control of Afghanistan has repercussions, both negative but perhaps positive as well.

But what is important to remember is that what happens in the Middle East does not stay in the Middle East.

• CHAPTER 12

The End of Western Hegemony in the Middle East

So far in this book, we have examined what, in my estimation, will define the new era of the Middle East.

One of the historical transitions we will experience in the new era is the sunset of Western hegemony.

In Chapter 12, I examine how evolving tensions between realpolitik and idealpolitik, combined with a very fragmented understanding of Western policymakers regarding the multifaceted complexity of the Middle East, have made it increasingly difficult for Western policymakers to formulate a coherent Middle East policy.

Western policy in the Middle East has failed because of a ‘looping echo chamber’ in which Concepts became “Facts.” Narratives became “Reality.” Theories exempted from the test of validity became “Truth.” Critical thinking and media literacy are not encouraged, and conveyors of knowledge are exempt from professional accountability for the validity of their theories and analyses.

Nonetheless, based upon these almost non-controversial “Facts,” “Realities,” and “Truths,” policies were created. The challenge is that the concepts and narratives were based upon a false reading of reality. The reality on the ground was quite different. Therefore, inevitably, the policies failed.

The Western failure to formulate effective policies in the Middle East has profound ramifications. One, the West has failed to stabilize the Middle East. Two, the West has failed to secure its own interests.

These failures put the new era of the Middle East and the West into question.

• CHAPTER 13

The Democrats Are Back in the White House

As I write this book, President Joe Biden, the forty-sixth president of the United States, is eight months in office.

In Chapter 13, I look at regional reactions to Biden’s election and Biden’s presidency. Throughout this chapter, we will look at President Biden’s relationship with various Middle East players. In my analysis, in that regard, there are two distinct periods. November 2020 to February 2021 and February 2021 to August 2021.

In this chapter, I will offer my analysis. And we will look at the current administration through the lenses of Middle East commentators, journalists, thinkers, etc.

• CHAPTER 14

The Rise of China

In Chapter 12, I maintain Western hegemony in the Middle East comes to an end.

In Chapter 14, we will look east to the rising powers. Mainly China, and behind China will be India.

In the new era, China will be a key, perhaps the key powerbroker, in the Middle East.

China’s laser-focused foreign policy is the total opposite of Western policy. In this chapter, we look at China’s interest in the region from Haifa Bay to Pakistan. We will get a sense of the scale of China’s involvement in the region. And we will discuss the role China can play in the evolving complex regional equilibrium.

• CHAPTER 15

2021 | The Middle East Is Entering a New Era

The Middle East as is a multidimensional game of chess. A complex, multifaceted, and intricate pluri-dimensional equilibrium will write the next chapter of this region.

In Chapter 15, I outline the factors that, in my analysis, will characterize and define the new era.

• A triangular power struggle between Iran, Turkey, and the alliance of moderation.

• A rough and turbulent road that may lead to the emergence of a new, hopefully, healthier, solid, and stable model of statehood in the Arab world.

• The evolving battle for the independence and sovereignty of Iraq, Lebanon, and Syria.

• Economic, environmental, political, and social challenges will further fuel radical extremist ideology and increase militant Islam terror activities.

• The end of Western hegemony and the rise of the giants from the East—China, and India—will define the new era in the Middle East.

I hope the information I have provided in this book will equip you with the knowledge and the lenses to navigate this fascinating and inherently dynamic region’s endless dimensions.



A FEW DIDACTIC AND METHODOLOGICAL COMMENTS
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Before we embark on our journey, I want to share a few thoughts to help you understand my approach to this book.

First and foremost, this is not a book on the history of the Middle East. Instead, I examine the features that, in my professional evaluation, are the most important things we need to understand if we genuinely want to decipher the current events and estimate the region’s future trajectory at the beginning of the third decade of the twenty-first century.

Given that is my goal, there are a couple of historical milestones I have chosen to include because they play a central role in the current geopolitical fabric of the region. For example, the Sunni-Shi’ite split and the historic power struggle between three regional civilizations—Arab, Persian, and Turkish.

There are many other historical factors I have chosen not to bring in the book. I am aware that some will criticize me for the fact that I do not include, for example, the influence of colonialism and imperialism. I want to be clear that I consciously make this decision for two reasons.

One reason is that I can confidently demonstrate the relevance of the Sunni-Shi’ite rivalry and the Arab-Persian-Turkish power struggle on the current geopolitical construct and features of the Middle East. I cannot confidently illustrate the relevance of colonialism on the current geopolitical construct of the region.

The second reason is that the excessive weight attributed to colonialism and imperialism has, in my view, impaired the West’s reading of the Middle Eastern reality. I know that in Western academic and intellectual circles, it is widely argued that the arbitrary borders drawn by the West to further the West’s own interests and needs have doomed the people of the Middle East to a reality of violence, destruction, and systemic inequality. That outlook ignores the historical fact that inequality and violence stemming from rivalries between various regional groups, whether based on ethnic, economic, familial, geographical, religious, tribal, or other factors, existed in the area long before the current boundaries were drawn. Ultimately, human beings, not physical boundaries drawn on a map, shape their own reality.

In this book, I argue that the failed nation-state has significantly contributed to the current chaos in the region. That said, claiming that colonialism or imperialism caused the failure of the nation-state is wrong. This theory places the blame on the true causes of the failed states or the crisis in the Arab world elsewhere. And, as we will learn in the book, this is actually one of the underlying challenges of the Arab world. Arab leaders and rulers, to retain their own power, have encouraged the people they rule to look elsewhere for their problems to divert criticism and quiet the street. The fact is that Arab states have been independent states for at least fifty years or more. In 2021, Jordan, an artificial entity founded by the West, celebrated one hundred years of independence. Arab states have armed forces, constitutions, governments, police, security forces, etc. Failing Arab countries like Iraq, Libya, and Yemen have been blessed with vast natural resources such as oil and gas that could have been a source of growth and prosperity. First and foremost, Arab governments must be held accountable for their actions.

I want to emphasize two other guidelines I follow in my writing.

First, I go to great lengths to provide data and chronological documentation of various events, especially in the chapters discussing Iran and Turkey. I do this for two reasons. One of my goals is to provide as broad a factual basis as possible for the diagnoses and arguments I offer in the book. My second goal is to provide a reliable record of events and chronology for future generations. I make a great effort and go to great lengths to ensure that the information I provide is accurate and reflects reality. If incorrect or inaccurate information appears in this book, I take full responsibility for any errors.

Second, as an intelligence analyst, the only way to evaluate the accuracy of my analysis is to make a prediction. Predictions are a cornerstone of my work as an analyst. I cannot find shelter behind theories or arguments that are exempt from the test of reality. I make sure to uphold this principle in all my professional work, whether written or oral.

The criticism of certain people I put forth in this book reflects a difference in my worldview. I do not disparage or disregard the opinions of the people I criticize. If anyone thinks that my criticism has gone beyond legitimate criticism and critique, I apologize in advance.

An essential aspect of educational responsibility is the content and quality of knowledge and how it is transmitted. And I try very hard to practice what I preach. In the articles I write, the interviews I give, in my lectures, and my teaching, I believe delivering knowledge and insights in a restrained and carefully worded manner are more powerful and impactful than an aggressive and combative disposition. And I believe that this approach is needed today more than ever.

As I said, this book is not intended to be a history of the Middle East. But I do hope that it will be viewed, well into the future, as a book that reliably describes an important, and I believe, pivotal chapter in the history of the Middle East.
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CHAPTER 1



A NEW ERA | AND ANCIENT RIVALRIES ARE ALIVE AND WELL
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To Understand the Present, We Need to Understand the Past

As we begin our journey, I would like to start by focusing on the two major historic rivalries that have played a central role in shaping the Muslim world and the Middle East. I begin with this because to accurately navigate the geopolitics of the contemporary Middle East, we need to understand the core power struggles that have shaped the region for centuries. These same rivalries will define and influence the region—and the world—for the foreseeable future.

The Sunni-Shi’ite Split

One axis is a religious and political divide within Islam between Sunnis and Shi’ites.

The Prophet Muhammad (570–632) founded Islam in the early seventh century. When Muhammad died, his successors were called caliphs. The term caliph is part of the Arabic term Caliphat Rasul Allah—translated as “the replacer of Allah’s ‘God’s’ messenger (Prophet Muhammad).” The first four caliphs in Islam are known as the Four Rightly Guided Caliphs—who were either nominated by their predecessor or elected by a religious advisory council.

The fourth caliph was ‘Ali Bin Abi Talib. He was a cousin and the sonin-law of Muhammad. He ruled from 656 until he was assassinated in 661. ‘Ali had nine wives and a total of twenty-one children. His first wife was Muhammad’s daughter, Fatimah. Together they had four children—two boys, Hassan and Hussein. And two girls, Zaynab al-Kubra “elder Zaynab” and Zaynab al-Sughra “littler Zaynab,” also known as Umm Kulthum. ‘Ali and Fatimah’s oldest son was Hassan. After ‘Ali was assassinated, Hassan took his father’s place and became the caliph. After a while, Hassan stepped down.

When Hassan abdicated the throne, his brother Hussein Bin ‘Ali Bin Abi Talib said: “My grandfather was Prophet Muhammad, my father ‘Ali was the caliph, my brother Hassan was the caliph, so I am the next one in line.” His opponents disagreed. They argued that leading Islam is not about bloodline. It is about the most suitable person for the position.

The power struggle escalated. In 680, Hussein Bin ‘Ali Bin Abi Talib—Muhammad’s last grandson through direct bloodline—was slaughtered in a battle along with his followers. The battle took place in Karbala, which is modern-day Iraq. The slaughter of Hussein Bin ‘Ali Bin Abi Talib at Karbala in 680 is when Islam split into Sunnis and Shi’ites.

The term Sunnat al-Nabi means “the Prophet’s (Muhammad’s) Path.” Hence the term Sunni. Sh’iat ‘Ali means “the political faction of ‘Ali Bin Abi Talib”—the fourth Caliph in Islam. Hence the name Shi’ite. The overwhelming majority of Muslims—80 percent—are Sunnis. Less than 20 percent are Shi’ites.

The schism between the two is a difference of opinion regarding who is entitled to lead the Muslim empire. Sunnis believe the ruler of the Muslim world should be the most suitable person for the position. Shi’ites believe the leader of the Muslim should be a male descendant of the fourth Caliph, ‘Ali Bin Abi Talib. Therefore, the Shi’ites argue that when Hussein Bin ‘Ali Bin Abi Talib was killed, the crown of leadership was stolen from them.

The rivalry between the merit camp (the Sunnis) and the bloodline camp (the Shi’ites) has led to an unbridgeable gap of irreconcilable hatred and animosity since 680.

The Rivalry between the Arab, Persian, and Turkish Civilizations

The other axis that has shaped the region for centuries and will impact the Middle East—and the world—for the foreseeable future is the rivalry between three large regional civilizations: the Arab civilization, the Persian civilization, and, since the late Middle Ages, the Turkish civilization.
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The Arab civilization. The Arab civilization gave birth to Islam. Arabs come from the Arabian Peninsula. The first Muslims were culturally and ethnically Arabs. Most Arabs are Sunnis. However, most Muslims are not Arabs.

The Persian civilization. The Persians are not Arabs. They do not come from the Arabian Peninsula. They come from Persia. They do not speak Arabic; they speak Farsi. Persians were pagans. As Islam rapidly spread, the Persian civilization adopted Sunni Islam. But in the Middle Ages, the Persian ruling dynasty adopted the Shi’ite orthodoxy, which has been the primary religion of Persia ever since.

The Turkish civilization. The Turks are neither Arabs nor Persians. Most Turks are Sunni. The Turkish Ottoman Empire ruled the Middle East for more than six hundred years, from about 1299 to 1922.

The title of this chapter is A New Era | And Ancient Rivalries Are Alive and Well. The following episode undoubtedly demonstrates the accuracy of the title.

At the thirty-eighth conference of the Beirut Institute for Research held in Abu Dhabi in July 2021, the Arab-Persian tensions took center stage.

Dr. Sanam Vakil, deputy head and senior research fellow at Chatham House in the United Kingdom and professor at the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies, and other speakers discussed the trend of the growth of Persian nationalism in Iran under the current regime. They explained that the supreme leader of the Islamic Republic, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, and the newly elected (June 2021) president, Ebrahim Raisi Al-Sadati, are currently engaged in an increasingly challenging battle for the hearts and minds of the Iranian people. Highlighting their collective Persian heritage is a tool they are using to rally the Iranian people, create a sustainable patriotism to the motherland, and maintain loyalty to the regime. Their goal is to strengthen Persian nationalism and ensure Persian nationalism supersedes Islamic nationalism among Iranians.

Amr Musa, former Egyptian foreign minister and former secretary-general of the Arab League, was also one of the conference speakers. He expressed concern over this trend. “This creates a new dimension and will create a completely new game in the Middle East,” and “will make it more difficult to reach understandings with Arab societies and governments.” He said, “The Iranians have the right to adopt Persian nationalism. But they do not have the right to continue interfering in Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, and Yemen to say: we Persians have come to you to persecute you and impose our rule on you. This phenomenon is a dangerous thing that we must think about differently.”1 In other words—it is OK for the Iranians to take pride in their Persian heritage. But it is not OK for the Arab world to pay the price.

So, as you can see, ancient rivalries are very much alive and well.

Since 2016—Conflicts Escalate and Expand

Since 2016, the Sunni-Shi’ite and the Arab-Iranian power struggles have significantly escalated and expanded.

The Shi’ite mullah regime that has ruled the Islamic Republic of Iran since 1979 is determined to correct the historical injustice the Shi’ites believe they suffered in 680 when Hussein Bin ‘Ali Bin Abi Talib was killed in Karbala. Guided by that narrative, the Shi’ite mullah regime is committed and determined to recapture the crown of leadership and regain its rightful place as the leaders of the Muslim world. To achieve this goal, Iran pursues an aggressive policy it calls “exporting the Iranian revolution.” The goal of “exporting the Iranian revolution” is to spread and expand the Islamic Republic of Iran’s control and influence and ensure that Iran becomes the dominant superpower in the Middle East. Since 2016, Iran has significantly increased its aggressive policies toward that end.

And an old player has aggressively entered the stage and added a new and further destabilizing twist. And that player is Turkey, led by President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. Turkey’s President Erdoğan is an Islamist committed to spreading Islam across the globe. He aspires to revive the glory days of the Ottoman Empire—and he wants to position himself as the leader of the Sunni camp in the region and as a frontline global leader. To achieve these goals, Erdoğan works tirelessly to extend his influence and power throughout the Middle East and Africa. Since becoming the twelfth president of Turkey in 2014 until this very day, Erdoğan has looked for and capitalized on any opportunity to achieve his objectives.

Iran and Turkey both seek regional domination, and both regimes want to be global powerbrokers. In pursuit of these ambitions, Iran and Turkey create and implement aggressive and disruptive expansionist policies throughout the region. Their calculated and sophisticated multipronged policies simultaneously fuel tensions, leverage instability, and capitalize on the chaos. Both are shrewd and calculated players that know how to skillfully use the existing and induced turbulence they themselves create in the Arab world for their own gain and to further their own hegemonic goals.

Throughout this book, we will see the current manifestations of the Arab-Iranian-Turkish power struggle.

In the following two chapters, I will focus on these two major regional players—Iran and Turkey.

Given their centrality and impact on the contemporary Middle East, both countries are interwoven throughout the book. However, from a methodological perspective, I believe it is most logical to begin the book by presenting Iran’s and Turkey’s motivations and goals, exploring their modus operandi, and understanding the ramifications and repercussions of their aspirations on the Middle East’s geostrategic construct. Both are significant powers, and each will have a large part in defining the new era in the Middle East.



CHAPTER 2



IRAN’S QUEST FOR HEGEMONY | EXPORTING THE ISLAMIC REVOLUTION
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The Islamic Revolution

The Iranian mullah regime came to power in 1979. In a series of events called the Islamic Revolution, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini and his followers seized power from Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. He ruled Iran from 1941 to 1979. The Pahlavi dynasty had ruled the Imperial State of Iran since 1925.

On April 1, 1979, Iranians approved a new constitution creating a theocratic republic named the Islamic Republic of Iran.

The Islamic Republic of Iran is an Islamic Shi’ite theocracy ruled by mullahs. The word mullah is an Islamic clerical term. A mullah is a learned scholar of Islamic theology who is authorized to share his knowledge.

The Shi’ite clerical order is hierarchical, and therefore the Iranian regime itself is hierarchical. The central figure of the Islamic Revolution and the supreme leader of the Iranian Islamic Republic until his death in 1989 was Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. The title ayatollah is two words (pronounced as one word; however, it is made of two words—aya “sign, flag, verse” and Allah “The God”) that together mean “sign of God.” The current supreme leader since 1989 is Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. The most senior Shi’ite cleric is ayatollah ‘uzma—“the grand ayatollah.”

As we learned in the first chapter, one of the core Shi’ite narratives is that their God-given right to lead the Muslim world was stolen from them in 680 when Hussein Bin ‘Ali Bin Abi Talib was killed in Karbala. Inspired, guided, and motivated by that belief, the Iranian mullah regime is determined to take back its rightful place as the leader of the Muslim world.
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To that end, since coming to power in 1979, Tehran has designed and pursued an aggressive foreign policy called “exporting the Islamic Revolution.” The goal of “exporting the Islamic Revolution” is to spread Shi’ite Twelver orthodoxy, expand the Islamic Republic of Iran’s control and influence, and ensure that Iran becomes the dominant superpower in the Middle East.

A note about Twelver orthodoxy. The largest denomination in Shia Islam is the Twelver branch, also known in Arabic as the Imamiyyah. About 85 percent of Shi’ites are Twelvers. Twelvers believe that twelve divinely ordained imams succeeded the Prophet Muhammad. The line starts with the fourth Caliph ‘Ali Bin Abi Talib. A general definition of imam is one who leads Muslim worshippers in prayer. In a global sense, the term imam refers to the head of the Muslim congregation (the ummah). According to the Twelvers, the last imam, Imam al-Mahdi, disappeared as a small child in the ninth century. And he is waiting “outside of time” to come back as the Mahdi “The Rightly-Guided One.” The Redeemer. When he returns, he will lead humanity to eternal prosperity and justice through a process in which most people in the world will perish.

To export the Islamic Revolution, one of the first things the mullah regime created was a military force that would function parallel to the Iranian Armed Forces.

The additional army it created in May 1979 was named the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRG or IRGC). The IRG’s mandate is to protect the mullah government and ensure it stays in power; to protect the government from external military threats; to develop and implement the strategy necessary to export the Islamic Revolution; and to secure Iran as the dominant force in the region.

The Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps is enshrined in the constitution:


In the formation and equipping of the country’s defence forces, due attention must be paid to faith and ideology as the basic criteria. Accordingly, the Army of the Islamic Republic of Iran and the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps are to be organized in conformity with this goal, and they will be responsible not only for guarding and preserving the frontiers of the country but also for fulfilling the ideological mission of jihad in God’s way; that is, extending the sovereignty of God’s law throughout the world (this is in accordance with the Qur’anic verse.

“Prepare against them whatever force you are able to muster, and strings of horses, striking fear into the enemy of God and your enemy, and others besides them” [8:60]).1



Since 1979, the IRG has evolved to become the most powerful political and military body in Iran and Iran’s wealthiest entity.

In 2021, the IRG is the power center in Iran. The IRG commands many aspects of Iranian politics and controls all of Iran’s critical economic sectors.

The commander-in-chief of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps since the Spring of 2019 is IRG Major General Hossein Salami. As the commander of the IRG, he is under the direct command of Iran’s Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei. On the other hand, the Iranian Armed Forces are under the command of the Ministry of Defense, which is a political appointment. Since 2016, the chief-of-staff of the Iranian army has been Major General Mohammad Bagheri. Major General Bagheri’s power pales in comparison to the power and status of Major General Hossein Salami.

Within the IRG, there is an elite unit called the al-Quds Force. Al-Quds is the Arabic name for Jerusalem. The al-Quds force’s specific mission is to spearhead Iran’s goal of regional hegemony strategically and tactically. Its task is to develop, command, nurture, and manage a network of Iranian proxies, agents, and terror cells in the region and around the world to achieve this goal.

Another force under the command of the IRG is the Basij Resistance Force (usually just called Basij). The Basij is a volunteer paramilitary organization that includes children as young as twelve years old. The omnipresent organization known as “the eyes and ears” of the regime is spread throughout Iran. It is primarily responsible for internal security, law enforcement, morality policing, and maintaining law and order. The Basij is a vast and fierce force the mullah regime uses to oppress political demonstrations and suppress dissent.

Six-Pillar Strategy to Export the Islamic Revolution and Achieve Regional Hegemony

The Iranian regime employs a sophisticated six-pillar strategy to export the Islamic Revolution to spread Shi’ite orthodoxy, expand Iran’s control and influence, and achieve regional dominance.

1. International Relations and Diplomacy

Diplomatic, commercial, and military relations with other states.


2. Educational, Charitable, and Cultural Activities


These are often used as shadow operations, money laundering mechanisms, or hidden channels that are actually put in place to finance and operate terror cells around the world, including Africa, the Arab Gulf Monarchies, Europe, Israel, the Palestinian territories in the West Bank, South America, and more.

3. Agents & Proxies

Iran has a network of agents and proxies—armies of terror—across the Middle East that are massively armed and financed by Iran. This network is Iran’s most essential and powerful mechanism to expand its control and pave its way to regional hegemony.

Here is how the Iranian agent-proxy model works.

Iran identifies locations that can help the regime meet its hegemonic goals. Preferably areas with a large Shi’ite population that also suffer from chronic political instability and have a weak government.

Once Iran identifies such an arena, it either creates a proxy or cultivates and nurtures an existing force as an agent.

If Iran can find an existing entity that can help the regime further its goals, Iran will cultivate that agent.

Examples of agents are the Palestinian Sunni Islamist groups, Hamas and Islamic Jihad in Palestine (IJIP) in the Gaza Strip (though both are Sunni, not Shi’ite), and Ansar Allah, the military force of the Shi’ite Houthi tribes in Yemen.

If there is no existing Shi’ite or Sunni entity Iran can co-opt, Iran creates one to act as a proxy.

Examples of proxy Shi’ite militias Iran has created are the Afghani Al-Fatemiyoun, the Iraqi Al-Badr, ‘Asaib Ahl al-Haq, Harakat al-Nujaba, Kataib Hezbollah, Imam’ Ali brigades, Liwa Abu al-Fadhal al-Abbas, the Lebanese Hezbollah; Pakistani Liwa Zainebiyoun; and the Palestinian Harakat as-Sabireen Nasran li-Filastin in the Gaza Strip.

Iran’s extensive military arsenal—including the largest missile force in the Middle East—is the backbone of Iran’s agent and proxy militias. Iran cultivates its agents and proxies by supplying them with ammunition, financial support, manpower, technical assistance, training, weapons, etc.
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Sunni and Shi’ite Iran Agents and Proxies (Sample)



Iran has successfully leveraged the agent-proxy model to gain growing influence and control throughout the Middle East. Through its network of agents and proxies, Iran now:

• Dictates Lebanon’s domestic and foreign policy through Hezbollah.

• Occupies parts of Syria via local and regional Iranian-backed Shi’ite militias, the Islamic Revolutionary Guards forces, and the IRG’s elite al-Quds force.

• Significantly influences Iraqi domestic politics, regional policy, and the Iraqi economy via Iranian-backed Iraq-Shi’ite militias and political allies.

• Influences Yemenite politics and has a foothold on the ground in Yemen, on the Bab el-Mandeb Strait, and the Red Sea via the Yemenite Houthis.

• Influences the Gaza Strip, fuels the flames of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and has a foothold on the ground in Gaza via Hamas and Islamic Jihad in Palestine.

Each one of these achievements exceeds the specific country or territory. The locations Iran has chosen are not random. Each arena is part of a considered and calculated regional strategy with a very clear goal. To be the regional—and then, a global—superpower. Iran’s agent-proxy model has secured strategic assets and geographic strongholds for Iran. And accordingly, it has increased its power.

Employing this strategy, Iran now has established:

• A partially Iranian-controlled land corridor from Iran through Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon to the Mediterranean Sea.

• A foothold in Iraq—one of the largest oil producers in the world.

• A stronghold on the Mediterranean Sea—the Gaza Strip, Lebanon, and Syria.

• A significant foothold on one of the most strategic spots on the planet—the Bab el-Mandeb Strait at the southern entrance of the Red Sea.

Through its network of proxies and agents, Iran continues to skillfully use these tried-and-true mechanisms of inciting violence and capitalizing on the chaos to advance its aggressive expansion policy and establish, deepen, and entrench its influence throughout the Middle East. And Tehran has been quite successful in its endeavor. So much so that Iranian leaders boast that they control four Arab state capitols—Baghdad, Beirut, Damascus, and Sana’a. And to a large extent, it does.

4. Al-Muqawama w’al Muman’aah—“The Resistance and Defiance”

You might wonder how Iran manages to recruit such disparate entities from different places with varying ideologies (including Sunni organizations like Hamas or IJIP) and missions to its cause. Well, here is the ‘magic phrase’—which is the fourth pillar of ‘exporting the Islamic Revolution’—Al-Muqawama w’al Muman’aah, which means “The Resistance and Defiance.”

Al-Muqawama w’al muman’aah is a concept that became popular in the Muslim world’s intellectual, political, and cultural discourse following World War II. At that time, al-Muqawama, “the Resistance,” was primarily about the struggle to end Western control in North Africa.

In its essence, al-Muqawama’s core philosophy is a blend of traditional Arab values and modern global aspirations. Advocates of al-Muqawama believe that the best way for Arabs and Muslims—as communities and as individuals—to live is by rejecting Western cultures and powers and creating a cultural and political life whose core is the noble tradition of Arab culture and Islam’s enlightened moral values. But inherent in al-Muqawama are also modern political concepts, including emancipation, independence, and statehood.
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Mihwar al-Muqawama — Axis of Resistance



The establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 and the evolving Israeli-Arab conflict added another layer to the concept of al-Muqawama. Al-Muqawama became the rallying cry calling to ‘Liberate Palestine’ and destroy the State of Israel.

The phrase, al-Muqawama, has become part and parcel of the vernacular of the modern Middle East. The successful branding of al-Muqawama has in many ways defined a generation of Muslims—both Sunni and Shi’ite—throughout the Middle East and around the world.
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Axis of Resistance Including Shi’ite and Sunni Agents and Proxies



As I described in my 2016 book, and as we will see in this book, leaders throughout the Muslim world have used al-Muqawama to rally the masses.

The mullah regime understood the centrality of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in the hearts and minds of the Arab world.

Most of the Palestinians—like most Muslims—are Sunni. The Shi’ite regime knew that if it positioned itself as the defender of the Palestinians, it would earn points in the Arab Sunni world and smooth over the resentments of Arabs toward their historical rival—the Shi’ite (Persian) Iranians. Building on the rallying cry to destroy Israel, the Iranians identified al-Muqawama as the narrative that could pave their path to regional supremacy. And so, the Iranian mullah regime decided to position itself as the spearhead of al-Muqawama to ‘Liberate Palestine.’

Under the banner of al-Muqawama, Iran recruits, cultivates, trains, finances, and manages a global infrastructure. This network is called ‘Mihwar al-Muqawama w’al Muman’aah’—“The Axis of Resistance and Defiance.”

The axis of resistance is a powerful web of Shi’ite and Sunni agents, allies, and proxies—non-state, semi-state, and state entities—cultivated, developed, armed, and sponsored by the Iranians.

The Shi’ite part of the axis of resistance and defiance is comprised of agents, allies and proxies, including Shi’ite militias in Iraq; Hezbollah in Lebanon; the Assad regime in Syria (Assad is Alawite; the Alawites, who are a minority in Syria, are a distant branch of the Shi’ites); Afghan and Pakistani Shi’ite militias in Syria; and the Houthis in Yemen (the Houthis are Zaidiyyah Shi’ites—the second largest group after the Twelver Shi’ites.)

The Sunni part of the axis of resistance and defiance is primarily comprised of Palestinian militant Islamist organizations Hamas, Islamic Jihad in Palestine (IJIP); the Popular Resistance Committees in the Gaza Strip; and a militia called Saraya al-Muqawama al-Lubnaniya “The Lebanese Resistance Brigades” located in southern Lebanon—particularly around the coastal city, Sidon, which is Lebanon’s third-largest city, and predominantly Sunni.

For Iran, adding the goal of ‘Liberating Palestine’ to the already present cry calling for ‘the destruction of the State of Israel’ turned the slogan of al-Muqawama into a perpetually winning card for Iran.

The Iranian regime uses the slogan of al-Muqawama and the axis of al-Muqawama w’al muman’aah to fan the flames of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. And this creates a permanent and continuous loop to advance its hegemonic vision. Here is how the mullah regime’s strategy works:

Hamas and IJIP vow to destroy Israel. And they are committed to eliminating Israel through the use of military power. Therefore, their goals and interests overlap with Iran’s. The mullah regime equips Hamas and IJIP with arms, military know-how, and financing, knowing it will further fuel the violence between Gaza and Israel. The escalating violence feeds hatred toward Israel in the Arab and Muslim world. That further injects and embeds the slogan of al-Muqawama into the hearts, minds, and public discourse of the Arab world.

And this is how Iran etches in the hearts and minds of the Arab and Muslim world that the mullah regime is leading the charge to eliminate Israel and liberate Palestine.

The concept of al-Muqawama, the axis of resistance and defiance, and the call to ‘Liberate Palestine’ is the perfect mechanism for Iran. They work hand in glove to continue to incite hatred of Israel, position Iran as the defender of the Palestinians, the patron of the axis of resistance, and the liberator of Palestine.

This triad—that Iran both controls and capitalizes on—ensures the Israeli-Palestinian conflict never ends. And that is good for the mullah regime.

5. Iran’s Ballistic Missile Program

Iran has the most diverse missile arsenal in the Middle East. Tehran has a vast arsenal of long-range missiles (some capable of striking Israel and as far as southeastern Europe), rockets, attack drones, cruise missiles, and UAVs (unmanned aerial vehicles).

Over the past decade, Iran has invested significant resources to improve these weapons’ precision and lethality. Such developments have made Iran’s missile forces a potent tool for Iranian power projection and a credible threat to the United States and US partner military forces in the region.2

Iran has not yet tested or deployed a missile capable of striking the United States. Still, through its aerospace program, it continues to hone longer-range missile technologies.

Iran’s extensive military arsenal and know-how are the backbones of Tehran’s armies of terror that the mullah regime controls throughout the Middle East. Iran supplies its agents, allies, and proxies (such as Hamas and Islamic Jihad, Hezbollah, and the Assad regime in Syria) with a steady supply of missiles, rockets, attack drones, and intelligence gathering capacities, as well as the knowledge and materials they need to produce their own. Iran equips the Houthis with a steady supply of increasingly advanced ballistic and cruise missiles and long-range unmanned aerial vehicles. And Iran makes sure the Shi’ite militias in Iraq have enough rockets and other small projectiles to attack Iraqi and US military and diplomatic facilities.3

6. Nuclear Military Program

I am finalizing this book in August 2021, eight months after President Joe Biden has taken office as the forty-sixth president of the United States. One of the Biden administration’s first orders of business was, together with members of the European Union, to launch rounds of talks with Iran in Vienna. The goal was to reenter the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA).

Given the importance of this subject and its role in Iran’s hegemonic strategy, I would like to overview Iran’s nuclear program briefly.

The Iranian Nuclear Program—The Road to Sanctions

Iran began its nuclear program in the 1950s. But it was not until the late 1980s and early 1990s that the international community became concerned.

Iran was one of the original sixty-two countries to sign the 1970 Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). The NPT agreement banned all countries except China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States from acquiring nuclear weapons. Non-nuclear signatories could develop peaceful nuclear programs for generating power and electricity.

In August 2002, a group of former Iranian generals exposed Iran’s secret nuclear military program. It was then that the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) began to monitor Iran’s activity closely.

On December 18, 2003, Iran and the IAEA signed the Additional Protocol to the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) Safeguards Agreement. The Additional Protocol granted IAEA inspectors greater authority to monitor Iran’s nuclear program. Including the right to conduct short-notice, strict, and thorough inspections at undeclared Iranian nuclear sites to determine if Iran was conducting secret nuclear activities.

Between 2002 and 2004, the IAEA released several reports revealing Iran concealed the actual dimensions and purpose of its nuclear program. Furthermore, the IAEA and the international community accused Iran of violating the terms of the Additional Protocol it signed in 2003. The reports also proved that, time and again, Iran had violated its obligation to cooperate with the IAEA and the international community. Nevertheless, Iran continued to lie and conceal its military nuclear program.

On September 18, 2004, fed up with Iran’s lies and deception, the IAEA Board of Governors issued an ultimatum to Iran. By November 2004, Iran had to provide the board with a detailed report of its nuclear activities. Iran did not provide the requested information. In November 2004, under the threat of sanctions, Iran announced that it accepted the European Union’s offer to negotiate. Furthermore, Iran promised to suspend its uranium enrichment activity as long as the negotiations continued. However, despite the regime’s promises, according to the IAEA and the international community, Iran violated the international agreements it had signed, refused to cooperate with the IAEA and other international bodies, and continued to pursue an elusive, nontransparent policy regarding its nuclear activities.

Given this, on July 31, 2006, the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) passed its first resolution regarding Iran’s nuclear ambitions. UNSCR 1696 called on the regime to suspend its enrichment program and comply with the IAEA Board of Governor’s requirements. Iran refused to cooperate and comply with UNSCR 1696 as well as subsequent demands of the international community, including additional UNSC requests and resolutions. Therefore, in December 2006, the UNSC passed UNSCR 1737. UNSCR 1737 was the first international resolution that imposed sanctions on Iran for not complying with previous demands and continuing its uranium enrichment program.

Iran’s continuing refusal to cooperate with the IAEA and international bodies is what has led the international community—since 2006—to impose sanctions on Iran.

Unruffled and indifferent, Iran continued to play ‘hide and seek.’ The regime continued to circumvent its commitments and refused to cooperate with the IAEA inspectors and the international community.

The 2015 JCPOA—An Iranian Victory Because It Was a Smokescreen to Protect the Most Important Pillars of Its Hegemonic Strategy

In July 2015, under the mounting pressure of sanctions, the mullah regime and the P5+1 (the five permanent members of the United Nations Security Council—China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States, plus Germany)—together with the European Union, signed the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) with Iran.

The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) is a detailed, 159-page agreement with five appendices. The nuclear deal was endorsed by UN Security Council Resolution 2231 and adopted on July 20, 2015. Iran’s compliance with the nuclear-related provisions of the JCPOA was to be verified by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) according to certain requirements outlined in the agreement.4

The deal is also known as the ‘Vienna Agreement,’ the ‘Iran Nuclear deal,’ or ‘the Iran Deal.’

Whatever name you call it, the deal played right into the hands of the Iranian mullah regime. Why is that?

Because Iran’s position throughout the negotiations with the P5+1 was a smokescreen.

Iran has a holistic and sophisticated strategy to achieve its objectives. Of all the six pillars of Iran’s hegemonic policy strategy, the three most vital elements Iran uses to spread the Islamic Revolution, spread Shi’ite orthodoxy, expand its control and influence, and pursue regional dominance are Iran’s agents and proxies, its ballistic missile program, and its nuclear program.

During the negotiations, the Iranians were less concerned about securing a deal about their nuclear project. The Shi’ite mullah regime that currently rules Iran is a marathon runner. The nuclear issue could wait.

What Tehran really wanted out of the 2015 negotiations was to sign a deal that would lift the sanctions and not impact its two most powerful cards. Iran’s ballistic missile program and Tehran’s armed network of agents and proxies that it has been nurturing and supporting for decades.

It is essential to understand that all of the six pillars of Iran’s strategy work together. They are not separate. They are part of an ecosystem. Each element, together and as a whole, is meant to help Iran achieve its objectives. Iran’s ballistic missile program and the armies of terror are supposed to deter attacks on Iran’s nuclear program. And Iran’s nuclear program is supposed to prevent attacks on its armies of terror. These strategic assets are the critical tools Iran needs to achieve its hegemonic ambitions.

Apparently, the Western negotiators failed to understand the Iranians’ master plan.

The deal offered by the Western negotiators completely ignored Iran’s very straightforward blueprint. Therefore, the West played into Tehran’s hands and gave the Iranian negotiators precisely what they wanted. And more.

Apparently, the US administration under President Barack Obama and the European Union’s premise was that the agreement would restrain Iran’s aggressive regional and global policies and contribute to overall stability in the Middle East. This belief proved to be wishful thinking. The result of the JCPOA was the exact opposite. The 2015 JCPOA agreement did not restrain Iran. Instead—as I predicted at the time—it encouraged the regime to escalate and expand its aggression in the region.

This is important to understand because—contrary to what some Western circles argue—Iran’s aggressive behavior after signing the JCPOA led the United States to withdraw from the JCPOA in May 2018.

I was in the throes of writing my 2016 book when the JCPOA was signed in 2015. I always emphasize to my audiences that the only way to evaluate your analysis’s accuracy is to make a prediction and test your prediction. On page 111 of that book, I wrote, “As a result of these achievements (the articles of the JCPOA), Iran’s geostrategic policy is, for now, enjoying significant momentum and marking important achievements. The mullah regime seems to be on a path to securing its strategic interests and marking another milestone on its way to fulfilling its vision of being the leading Middle East superpower.”5

So, let’s look to see if my prediction was accurate.

Following the JCPOA and Before US Withdrawal from the JCPOA—Iran Increased Its Aggression

Iran Increases Military Spending and Continues Funding Its Armies of Terror

In 2014, the year before Iran signed the JCPOA, Iran’s official defense expenditure was $16.9 billion. In 2015, the year Iran signed the JCPOA, it spent $19.5 billion; in 2016, $19.9 billion; in 2017, $23.9 billion. In 2018, the year the United States left the JCPOA, Iran’s official defense expenditure was $27.3 billion. So, between 2014 and 2018, Iran almost doubled the amount of GDP it invested in defense from 3.2 percent to 6.1 percent.6

Between 2012 and 2018, according to Iran’s reported governmental budget allocations, Iran provided more than $16 billion to the Syrian regime, Hezbollah, Iraqi Shi’ite militias, the Houthis, and Palestinian groups.7

However, multiple sources fund the complete Iranian military posture. According to a 2018 report by the Foundation for Defense of Democracies, Iran provides its agents and proxies, including the Assad regime, $16 billion annually.8 It is, therefore, reasonable to assume the actual military expenditures both at home and abroad are significantly higher.

Iran Escalates Its Aggression toward the Arab World and Israel

Since the JCPOA, in addition to—or because of—its increased investments, Iran has strengthened its hold on the Middle East. Emboldened by the deal, Iran became increasingly aggressive.

Most senior Iranian leaders speak openly of Iran’s hegemonic ambition. In August 2016, not a year after signing the JCPOA, a senior officer of the IRG, identified as Mohammed Ali Filki, announced that Iran would establish a military force called the Shi’ite Liberation Army. Major-General Qasem Soleimani, the commander of the al-Quds Force (from 1998 until the United States eliminated him in 2020), was to head the Shi’ite Liberation Army. Ali-Filki stated that the Shi’ite Liberation Army’s goal would be to fight in Iraq, Syria, and Yemen and establish a military presence on the Golan Heights bordering Israel.9

In September 2016, Mohammad Ali Jafari, the commander of the IRGC between 2007 and 2019, declared that Iran had no intention of relinquishing control of Yemen, Syria, and Iraq.10

In November 2016, Hossein Salami, who was at that time the deputy commander of the IRG under Ali Jafari (and since 2019 is the commander of the IRG), announced that once Iran crushes the Syrian rebels in Aleppo, it will focus on deepening its entrenchment in Bahrain and Yemen.11

In October 2017, Iran’s President Hassan Rouhani announced that Iran has unprecedented power in Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, the Arab (Persian) Gulf, and Africa. He further explained that meant that no decision could be made in the region without Iran’s approval.12

Iran vows to eliminate the state of Israel. In December 2017, and again in February 2018, overtly violating the 2006 UNSC Resolution 1701 (which ended the Second Lebanon War), Hezbollah toured the Israeli-Lebanese border with the leaders of two Iranian-backed Iraqi militias—‘Asaib Ahl al-Haq and Harakat al-Nujaba. Overlooking Israel, the two leaders vowed their militants would join Hezbollah in the battle to eliminate Israel.

In January 2018, Ali al Akhbar Wilayati, senior advisor on International Affairs to Iran’s Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, said, “Iran’s presence in the region is irreversible. Iran will be the most powerful factor in the region and will continue its agenda. And Iran supports the axis of resistance to eliminate the Zionist entity.”13

Nayef bin Falah al-Hajraf, the secretary-general of the Cooperation Council for the Arab States of the Gulf (GCC), clearly described the Iranian threat. In an October 2020 article titled, “The Gulf Cooperation Council holds Iran responsible for the spread of violence in the region,” he said, “Iran fuels instability in the region through violence in the service of its ideology and agenda. Iran must stop supporting armed militias.”14

Following the JCPOA, Iran has expanded and strengthened its network of agents and proxies. Tehran—unabashedly, undeterred, and successfully—works to entrench itself further and increase its power throughout the region in Bahrain, the Gaza Strip, Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, and Yemen. The outcome is increasing violence, chaos, and instability.

Now that we see how Iran’s military investment, aggression, and support for its armies of terror rose after signing the JCPOA and before the United States withdrew in 2018, let’s look at Iran’s behavior post-JCPOA regarding its nuclear program.

Iran Continues to Deceive and Build Its Nuclear Program

Since 2015, Iran has not become a more cooperative, responsible, or transparent international community member. Iran continues to be evasive about its nuclear program. And the regime refuses to fully cooperate with the United Nations and the International Atomic Energy Agency.

On January 31, 2018, the national intelligence agency of Israel, the Mossad, obtained Iran’s nuclear program archives from a warehouse in Tehran. The Mossad brought thousands of documents and 163 disks of memos, videos, and plans. The Israeli government invited Western journalists to view the Iranian archives. The archives confirmed what inspectors from the International Atomic Energy Agency, in report after report, had suspected. Despite Iranian insistence that its program was for peaceful purposes, the country had worked to systematically assemble everything it needed to produce atomic weapons.15

At the November 2019 IAEA Board of Governors meeting, the IAEA’s acting director-general, Cornel Feruta, said, “As I reported to the Board on November 7, the Agency has detected natural uranium particles of anthropogenic origin at a location in Iran not declared to the Agency. We have continued our interactions with Iran since then, but have not received any additional information, and the matter remains unresolved.”16 At that meeting, he reiterated his request that Iran provide complete and timely cooperation with the Agency in implementing its 2003 Safeguards Agreement and Additional Protocol.17

Reportedly, in early June 2020, the IAEA distributed a confidential memo that Iran continued to increase its stockpiles and remained in violation of its agreements with world powers.18 And according to a November 2020 IAEA report, Iran had more than twelve times the amount of enriched uranium permitted under the 2015 Nuclear Deal. The IAEA also said Iran’s explanation for the presence of nuclear material at an undeclared site was “not credible.”19
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Iranian Crescent and Iranian Corridor



On January 4, 2021, Iran announced that it had begun enriching uranium to a level of 20 percent. According to the JCPOA, Iran can have up to 300 kg of its self-enriched uranium at a level of 3.67 percent. According to Edwin Lyman, director of Nuclear Power Safety, Climate and Energy Program at the Union of Concerned Scientists, “Twenty percent is the lowest enrichment that is considered practical for making a nuclear weapon.”20 Nuclear weapons require three main components: fissile material, military-grade enriched uranium; a weapons system; and a platform for delivering the nuclear bomb. Iran already has platforms—missiles that can carry nuclear weapons. And Iran can produce fissile material (i.e., uranium enrichment capability).21

In a May 2021 interview with the Financial Times, Rafael Grossi, the director-general of the IAEA since December 2019, expressed alarm over Iran’s nuclear program and Tehran’s announcement that it was enriching uranium at 60 percent, saying that “A country enriching at sixty-percent is a severe thing. Only countries making bombs are reaching this level.”22

Following the JCPOA—Iran Increasingly Entrenched Itself in Sensitive and Strategic Arenas

I would now like to zoom in on a couple of critical areas where Iran has become increasingly aggressive since signing the JCPOA that should be of particular concern to the international community.

Iran expands and strengthens its network by funding and massively arming its allies and subcontractors with advanced high-precision missiles, rockets, assault drones, and UAVs (Unmanned Aerial Vehicles).

Iran’s armies of terror, which are all part of the axis of resistance and defiance, are what Iran uses to fuel growing chaos, instability, and violence throughout the region. And they use Tehran’s advanced, sophisticated, and vast military arsenal to launch attacks, create instability, and secure a foothold in some of the most strategic waterways on the planet—the Arab-Persian Gulf, the Straits of Hormuz, the Bab el-Mandeb Strait, Yemen, and the Red Sea.

Let us look closely at those arenas.

The Arab-Persian1 Gulf and the Hormuz Strait—Iran’s Backyard

Bahrain, Iraq, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, and Iran flank the Gulf shores. For Bahrain, Iraq, Kuwait, and Qatar, the only maritime access they have is the Gulf.

The gateway that connects the Gulf and the Arabian Sea is the Hormuz Strait. Flowing between Iran and the United Arab Emirates, it is about twenty miles wide at its narrowest point. The Hormuz Strait is the busiest passageway in the world for oil tankers. It is a vital corridor for container ships and for global energy markets. Because of the large volume of oil that flows through the strait, the Hormuz is the world’s most important oil chokepoint. In 2018, its daily oil flow averaged twenty-one million barrels per day (b/d), equivalent to about 21 percent of global petroleum liquids consumption.23
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Iran Increases its Aggression in the World’s Most Sensitive Waterways—Arab/Persian Gulf, Hormuz Strait, Bab el-Mandeb Strait, Yemen, and Red Sea.



Since 2015, the mullah regime has been working to solidify its hold on the Hormuz Strait. It has escalated its aggression in the Gulf—targeting its neighbors, the Arab Gulf monarchies, and international actors.
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Bahrain, Iraq, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, and Iran Flank the Gulf Shores. For Bahrain, Iraq, Kuwait, and Qatar, the Only Maritime Access They Have Is the Gulf.



In December 2015, the US military reported that in a test, Iran fired “several unguided rockets” about 1,370m (1,500 yards) from two US vessels and a French frigate in the Strait of Hormuz.24 Iran denied the report.

In January 2016, the IRG seized two US Navy command boats near the Gulf’s Farsi Island.

According to a 2019 memo from Lieutenant General Robert P. Ashley Jr, the director of the US Defense Intelligence Agency:


Iran’s substantial arsenal of ballistic missiles is designed to overwhelm US forces and our partners in the region. Its swarms of small boats, a large inventory of naval mines, and an arsenal of anti-ship missiles can severely disrupt maritime traffic in the Strait of Hormuz—a strategic chokepoint critical to global trade. Each of these forces is becoming increasingly survivable, precise, and responsive.25
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The Gorek-Jask Pipeline and Some Locations of Suspected Iran Attacks in the Gulf (2019–2021)



Though it did not claim responsibility, it is widely believed that Iran was behind a series of attacks in the Gulf over the past few years. These attacks were on Norwegian, Saudi, and UAE oil tankers in the Gulf in May and June 2019, Aramco oil production facilities in Saudi Arabia on May 14, 2019, and Saudi oil tankers near the Hormuz on June 13, 2019.

On June 20, 2019, Iran shot down a US drone over the Hormuz Strait, arguing the US had invaded its territory.

In July 2019, Iran detained two British oil tankers in the Hormuz, alleging they had infiltrated Iran’s territorial waters.

On September 14, 2019, two swarms of at least twenty-five assault drones struck Saudi Arabia’s oil facilities in Abqaiq and Khurais. Though the Houthis claimed responsibility, it is widely believed Iran, not the Houthis, launched the attack. As a result of the strike, Saudi oil production was cut by half (about 5 percent of the goal oil supply). Total production resumed a few weeks later.

On September 23, 2020, the Revolutionary Guards commander, Major General Hossein Salami, announced the opening of the Martyr Seyed Majid Rahbar base near the port of Sirik, in the southern province of Hormozgan, on the eastern side of the Strait of Hormuz. General Salami said, “This location is one of the country’s most strategic defensive points … This base [at the entrance to the Persian Gulf] has been built [over the past six years] with the purpose of total dominance over the entry and exit of extraterritorial aircraft and naval vessels … Iran now has a very powerful naval base.”26

The United States sent the USS Nimitz Supercarrier to the Gulf in November 2020. After a ten-month deployment, the carrier was supposed to return home at the end of December, but the deployment was extended.

In April 2021, the US Navy reported that the IRG Navy performed multiple aggressive actions and maneuvers in proximity to American navy vessels.

In May 2021, Pentagon Press Secretary John Kirby reacted to a May 10, 2021, US Navy 5th Fleet statement. A group of six US vessels had been escorting the guided-missile submarine USS Georgia into the strait when Iranian boats approached them. The US Navy reported that thirteen IRG Navy boats had broken up into two groups, with two of the ships approaching the US vessels at speeds in excess of 32 knots, “with their weapons uncovered and manned.” Kirby reported that the Iranian vessels approached US assets “at a very fast speed … acting very aggressively.” The secretary called the highspeed encounter, involving thirteen Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps Navy (IRGCN) boats, “significant” given that it took place in an area where movement is limited.27

According to the United States Defense Intelligence Agency,


The regime seeks to develop its conventional military capabilities, particularly its missiles, naval forces, airpower, and air defense forces and will try to procure advanced technologies. The regime seeks to field “improved naval mines, faster and more lethal surface platforms, more advanced [anti-ship cruise missiles], larger and more sophisticated submarines, and new [anti-ship ballistic missiles].” Iran could become emboldened to take increasingly aggressive actions against the US and its allies as it consolidates strength around the Strait of Hormuz.28



On July 29, 2021, a drone attack on a Japanese-owned ship—the HV Mercer Street—in international waters off the coast of Oman killed two civilians on board. The US Central Command published an announcement that United States investigators concluded based on the evidence that the UAV was produced in Iran. Following the attack, the United States and the G7 condemned Iran, saying that “This was a deliberate and targeted attack and a clear violation of international law.”29

Iran clearly was not deterred by the strong statement. On August 3, 2021, a Panama-flagged tanker was reportedly seized by Iranian-backed forces in the Gulf of Oman and was towed into Iranian waters.30

Iran is strengthening its strategic leverage over the Strait of Hormuz. It is laying the groundwork for more significant Iranian influence around the strait by expanding its military footprint and building critical infrastructure in the area.31 One of the most significant and strategic projects in that regard is the Goreh-Jask pipeline, allowing Tehran to bypass the Strait of Hormuz. Iran currently exports around 90 percent of its oil from the Bushehr province via the Hormuz. The Goreh-Jask pipeline will allow Iran to export vast amounts of oil, and at the same time, cause chaos for a third of the rest of the world’s oil shipments by blockading the Strait of Hormuz. Iran wants to use the threat—or reality—of closing the Strait of Hormuz for political reasons without also destroying its own oil exports revenue stream.

In May 2021, Iran started its first transfer of crude oil via the Goreh-Jask pipeline.
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Bab el-Mandeb—Shortest Route Between East and West. One of the Most Crucial Maritime Transport Routes on the Planet.



The Bab el-Mandeb Strait, Yemen, the Red Sea, and the Suez Canal

The Hormuz Strait connects the Gulf with the world. There is another vitally strategic location directly southwest of the Hormuz, right on the other side of the Arabian Peninsula. And that is the Bab el-Mandeb Strait, “The Gate of Lamentation (or) Tears.”

The Bab el-Mandeb is the chokepoint between the Horn of Africa and Asia. It is also the southern entrance to the Red Sea. This strait is one of the most strategic places in the world. Eighteen miles wide at its narrowest point, the Bab el Mandeb is flanked from the east by Yemen and from the west by Djibouti and Eritrea. The strait connects the Gulf of Aden and the Red Sea. It is the link between the Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea. It is the shortest route between the Mediterranean, the Indian Ocean, and East Asia.

The Bab el-Mandeb is one of the most crucial maritime transport routes on the planet. Estimates are that 12 to 20 percent of the world’s trade passes through this one strait. It is a vital trade and transportation link between Asia, the Mediterranean, Europe, and North America.


[image: image]

Bab el-Mandeb—One of the Most Strategic Places in the World. Eighteen Miles Wide at Its Narrowest Point, Creating Two-Mile-Wide Shipping Lanes.



In June 2020, former Australian Defense official Elizabeth White wrote about the importance of the security of the Bab el Mandeb:


The two-mile-wide shipping lanes of the BAM (Bab el Mandeb) also squeeze in local and international merchant shipping, military vessels, fishing trawlers, and cruise ships. The world cannot afford for the fourth busiest waterway to crumble into lawlessness and cripple a trading system and regional economy already teetering on the edge. Securing this chokepoint is vital to the US and its allies, but they are not the only ones seeking to gain the upper hand in this turbulent patch of ocean.32



Whoever sits on the shores of the Bab el-Mandeb Strait holds a staggeringly powerful card. It is one of Iran’s strategic goals to control this area. And sitting right on the Bab el-Mandeb is Yemen.
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Yemen, a Stage for Saudi-Iranian Collision. And Sample Sites of Suspected Iranian Attacks on Saudi Arabia.



Yemen—A Stage for a Saudi-Iranian Collision

Yemen is one of the most strategically located countries on the planet. At the southwestern tip of the Arabian Peninsula, its 1,200-mile-long shoreline straddles the Arabian Sea, the Gulf of Aden, the Bab el-Mandeb Strait, and the Red Sea.

Yemen is a tribal society, a fact which dictates its society, politics, and economy. The Shi’ite Houthi tribes, traditionally based in northern Yemen, are 35 percent of Yemen’s population and a significant political entity. Like all other players in Yemen, the Houthis are looking for the strongest cards to secure its political position.

The relationship between Iran and the Shi’ite Houthis accelerated after the Arab Spring when Iran began sending money and weapons to the Houthis. More specifically, Iran provides arms, financing, military hardware, training, and support to Ansar Allah, “The Supporters of God”—the Islamist military wing of the Houthis. Iran’s support boosts the Houthis’ political influence in Yemen and subsequently increases Iran’s grip on Yemen.

In September 2014, the Houthis, backed by Iran, executed a coup in Yemen. They ousted the Yemenite government led by Sunni President Abd Rabbuh Mansur Hadi and took over Yemen’s capitol, Sana’a. Hadi’s ousted government relocated to Aden, the southernmost point in Yemen on the Gulf of Aden.

One of the reasons Iran supports the Houthis is to ensure a foothold on one of the most strategic locations on the planet.

One of the Houthis’ first moves in the war was to take control of the Red Sea Al-Hodeidah Port. (We will explore Iran’s activity in the Red Sea in depth later in this chapter.) Controlling Al-Hodeidah is part of Iran’s strategy to continue to gain control over Yemen. Al-Hodeidah is the fourth largest city in Yemen and Yemen’s main Red Sea port. It is also Iran’s major supply pipeline to the Houthis. Arms, militants, money, narcotics, etc., all flow freely through the port.

In March 2015, concerned with an Iranian takeover of Yemen and following the failure to reach a diplomatic solution, Saudi Arabia and the UAE led a Sunni military coalition to restore Hadi as president and prevent Iran from taking control of Yemen.

In April 2015, UNSC Resolution 2216 demanded the Houthis withdraw from all areas seized during the conflict, relinquish the arms it took from military and security institutions, and restore the authority of the legitimate government of Yemen. The Houthis ignored the resolution.

Since 2015, Iran’s agent, the Houthis, has launched countless attacks on Saudi Arabian cities using ballistic missiles and attacking drones. Since 2015, Iran has enabled the development of the Houthis’ advanced attack capabilities. Iran has provided Yemen’s Houthis with increasingly advanced ballistic and cruise missiles and long-range unmanned aerial vehicles.33

In October 2016, the Houthis shot a ballistic missile at Saudi Arabia for the first time. There had been cross-border attacks since 2015, but the ballistic missile attack marked an increase in the level of tensions.

In November 2017, the Houthis began attacking Saudi cities, airports, and oil facilities with missiles and attack drones supplied by Iran.

In December 2018, the UNSC unanimously passed Resolution 2451 endorsing an agreement between the Yemenite government and the Houthis, known as the Stockholm Agreement or the Al-Hodeidah Agreement. The goal of the 2018 deal was to stop the violence and alleviate the escalating humanitarian crisis. According to the agreement, Al-Hodeidah and the surrounding areas that the Houthis occupy were to be demilitarized, and all foreign forces must leave. And the United Nations was to monitor the Al-Hodeidah port. Thus far, the Stockholm Agreement and the UNSC Resolution 2451 have not been implemented.

In fact, the Houthis have escalated their attacks in the Yemen arena.

On June 23, 2020, the Houthis used drones and a cruise missile to target the King Khalid Airport and the Defense Ministry headquarters in Saudi Arabia’s capitol of Riyadh.

A report by Missile Defense Project at the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) in June 2020 reads, “If unchecked, moreover, Houthi missile activity could inadvertently widen the conflict, possibly pulling in the United States or bringing the United States into direct conflict with Iran. Mitigating the Houthi missile threat, as such, will be a necessary component of any lasting peace.”34

Between the summer of 2020 and January 2021, the Houthis attempted to attack Saudi Arabia with missiles, drones, and crewless vehicles on almost a monthly basis.

In January 2021, then US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo designated Yemen’s Iranian-backed Houthi, including three of the group’s leaders—Abdul Malik al-Houthi, Abd al-Khaliq Badr al-Din al-Houthi, and Abdullah Yahya al-Hakim—as foreign terrorists. On January 19, 2021, the designation went into effect one day before President Joe Biden’s inauguration.

President Joe Biden, the forty-sixth president of the United States, put Yemen at the top of his list of priorities when he entered office in January 2021. He was resolute that he was determined to end the war and the severe humanitarian crisis in Yemen.

One of the first steps the Biden administration took in February 2021 was to overturn the Trump administration’s decision to define the Houthis as a foreign terrorist organization. At the same time, the administration decided to freeze the delivery of offensive weapons to Saudi Arabia, but in parallel stressed that the United States was committed to the defense and security of Saudi Arabia. Through these actions, the administration sought to prepare the groundwork for ceasefire talks to end the war.

The new administration’s efforts produced the opposite results. The war escalated. The Houthis launched a widespread offensive military attack on the oil-rich Yemenite city of Ma’rib (southeast of Sana’a). Ma’rib is one of Yemen’s largest cities. And many of its 1.5 million residents are people who have been dislocated because of the war and sought refuge in the city. As of August 2021, one result of US policy is that the war and the humanitarian crisis in Yemen are escalating.

In parallel, Iran and the Houthis significantly escalated their aggression against Saudi Arabia.

Since February 2021, the Houthis increased their attacks on civilian targets in Saudi Arabia, emphasizing oil infrastructure facilities and domestic and international airports throughout the country.

In March 2021, the Houthis again significantly escalated their attacks on Saudi Arabia. They attempted a bold drone and ballistic missile attack on March 7 that targeted Saudi Aramco oil facilities in Ras Tanura on the Hormuz Strait. That was the second of many Houthi attacks on Saudi Arabia that month.

On March 23, 2021, Saudi Arabia announced it was ready for an unconditional ceasefire. The Saudi move coincided with Biden’s effort to end the war. Therefore, I primarily attribute the Saudis’ move to their interest in improving their relationship with the Biden Administration.

The Houthis response was a further escalation.

Reportedly, from March 23, 2021, until the end of April 2021, the Houthis launched thirty-seven attacks on Saudi territory using missiles and drones.35

On April 15, the Houthis announced launching another drone and ballistic missile attack on Jizan in southwestern Saudi Arabia. An al-Houthi spokesman alleged this attack targeted oil facilities and Patriot missile batteries. Saudi Arabia did not confirm strikes on these targets but reported that debris from intercepting the drones and missiles fell on the campus of a local university.36

The escalation caused the US special envoy to Yemen, Timothy Lenderking, to officially blame Iran and the Houthis for stirring up the war.37

Throughout 2021, the Houthis have expanded their attacks against Saudi Arabia on all levels. The attacks are more frequent. They are increasingly targeting civilians and civilian assets. The attack drones, ballistic missiles, marine vehicles, and UAVs are more sophisticated. And the targets the Houthis are choosing are increasingly sensitive.

In late July 2021, the Arab Interior Ministers Council (AIMC) strongly condemned the repeated terrorist operations carried out by the Houthis. In a statement, the council’s general secretariat said: “The Iran-backed Houthi group aims to destabilize security and stability in the Arab region. The Houthis are armed, financed, and trained by external parties. They are deliberately pursuing aggressive practices that violate the rules of international humanitarian law. And they are ignoring all efforts to end the conflict in Yemen.”38 The AIMC called on the international community to hold the perpetrators accountable and reiterated its support for all the Kingdom’s measures to protect its security, stability, and sovereignty. The council also supported the Arab coalition in confronting the Houthis’ threats and hostilities.39 (The AIMC plays an understated but important role in regional and international cooperation in the Arab world, in all areas related to the internal security of the Arab States, including criminal issues.)

In the same month, the Arab Parliament, the legislative body of the Arab League, reiterated its support for Saudi Arabia and described the Houthi militia as a “terrorist organization operated from Tehran to implement a policy of spreading chaos and terror in the region and the world.”40 It echoed the Interior Ministers Council’s call. It urged the international community to assume its responsibilities in confronting Houthi attacks that threaten regional and international peace and security and take measures to deter these groups and those who finance and support them—Iran.

Throughout the summer of 2021, the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) strongly condemned the Houthis’ attempts to target innocent civilians in Saudi Arabia. The secretary-general of the OIC, Yousef Bin Ahmad Al-Othaimeen, reiterated the OIC’s condemnation of the Houthi terrorist militia’s attempts by launching booby-trapped drones toward innocent civilians in the Kingdom, terming them “war crimes.”41 He stressed the OIC’s firm solidarity with the Kingdom in all the measures it takes to protect its security and stability and the safety of its citizens and residents in its territories.

Throughout August 2021, in addition to formal Arab organizations condemning Iran, supporting Saudi Arabia’s efforts to protect its land and citizens, and calling on the international community to hold the Houthis and Iran accountable for the Houthi attacks that threaten regional security and stability, individual countries including Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait, and the UAE firmly echoed the same messages.

An analysis published by the Emirates Policy Center (EPC) in February 2021 predicted that the Biden administration’s policy would encourage the Houthis and Iran and would therefore lead to an escalation in the war. As of the summer of 2021, events on the ground validate the EPC prediction.42

Iran’s belligerence in Yemen is not limited to attacks on Saudi Arabia. The regime’s increasingly aggressive behavior in Yemen’s surrounding waterways attests to Iran’s regional and global threat. Iranian control over two major maritime routes that are a lynchpin of the world’s economy is an unbearable threat that the world must not tolerate.

The Bab el-Mandeb, Red Sea, and the Suez Canal

Yemen sits at the intersection of the Gulf of Aden and the Bab el-Mandeb Strait—the gateway to the Red Sea. The Red Sea countries are Djibouti, Egypt, Eritrea, Israel, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, and Yemen.

At the northernmost point of the Red Sea lies the Suez Canal, one of the world’s most important waterways. Located seventy-five miles east of Cairo, the Suez Canal connects the Red Sea and the Mediterranean Sea, allowing direct shipping from Europe to Asia. More than 12 percent of the world’s shipping traffic flows through the Suez Canal. On average, about 10 percent of the world’s oil shipped by the sea travels through the canal—that equals about three billion barrels a day. And it is one of Egypt’s primary income sources.
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More than 12 Percent of the World’s Shipping Traffic Flows Through the Suez Canal.



In July 2015, Egypt widened the Suez Canal. The project’s goal was to increase revenue by allowing more—and larger—ships to pass through with shorter waiting times and develop service and industrial zones around the canal. According to an August 6, 2020, press conference given by Suez Canal Authority (SCA) Chairman Osama Rabie, between 2015 and 2020, canal revenues rose to $27.2 billion from $25.9 billion in 2010–2015.43

On June 30, 2021, Mr. Rabie reported that despite various challenges, including the coronavirus pandemic’s effect on world trade as well as a six-day blockage at the end of March, revenues from the canal rose sharply in the fiscal year ending June 30, 2021. He reported that the Suez Canal netted a record $5.84 billion, the highest revenues in the canal’s history, and an increase of more than 2 percent from 2019.44

The importance of the Suez Canal was underscored in March 2021 when the Ever Given cargo ship was lodged in the Suez Canal for six days. The immobilized 1,300-foot-long ship weighing 200,000 tons, carrying 18,300 shipping containers, brought the canal’s cargo traffic to a standstill. The incident disrupted supply chains around the world. About $10 billion of daily marine shipping came to a halt.45 Since the blockage, shipping costs have increased, and the event impacted everything from oil to food to clothing to semiconductors.

Alex Hersham, the CEO and co-founder of Zencargo, a London-based digital freight forwarder, said the pandemic and the Suez blockage, compounded by other global events, has created staggering delays and skyrocketing container rate costs. This is a nightmare for businesses because their profits are slashed, and it takes longer to receive parts or products. At the same time, consumers may face long wait times and could potentially end up having to pay more if companies end up passing on the cost. Industries will struggle to get the materials they need, while governments will need much more time to stock up on personal protective equipment (PPE). The effects are very tangible and will likely start to bleed over from the industry into the mainstream.46

The fact that five months after traffic in the Suez Canal was disrupted, the global supply chain has yet to recover underscores the international importance of the Bab el-Mandeb, the Red Sea, and the Suez Canal. The security of these waterways is not only a local issue. It is a global concern.

In addition to being a key source of revenue for Egypt and a vital strategic chokepoint for global trade and the worldwide economy, the Red Sea region also offers diverse economic and commercial opportunities and partnerships around tourism initiatives, infrastructure development, and transportation projects.

Since 2017, Saudi Arabia has been working on one of the most ambitious projects in the Middle East. It is called NEOM. And it will be in northwest Saudi Arabia (the Tabuk region) on the shore of the Red Sea. The $500 billion project aims to transform more than 11,000 square miles of desert into a futuristic sustainable mega-city boasting a wide range of renewable energy sources. NEOM is part of Saudi Arabia’s attempt to diversify its income sources away from oil. In July 2021, NEOM CEO Nadhmi Al-Nasr said, “NEOM is meant to be a model where this region will be a semi-independent free zone, it will have its own laws, it will have its own regulations and its own authority as a semi-government.”47 NEOM’s website describes the project accordingly: “NEOM is a new vision of what the future could be. It’s an attempt to do something that’s never been done before, and it’s coming at a time when the world needs fresh thinking and new solutions. Put simply, NEOM will not only be a destination but a home for people who dream big and who want to be present. Within NEOM will be THE LINE, a city of a million residents with a length of 170 km that preserves 95 percent of nature within NEOM, with zero cars, zero streets, and zero carbon emissions. NEOM is a vision of what the future will be. A home for people who dream big and want to build a new model for sustainable living.”48

Another massive international project underway is the King Salman Causeway—described as “the biggest project in the world”—which, when completed, will connect Egypt and Saudi Arabia.

The security of the waterways from Yemen to the Mediterranean is a priority for the region and the world.

From the Hormuz to the Red Sea—Iran Builds a Loop around Saudi Arabia’s Neck and Holds the World Hostage

The map shows that Iran has built a loop around Saudi Arabia from the Hormuz Strait to Yemen to the Bab el-Mandeb and the Red Sea. This network is a noose the mullah regime has completed around Saudi Arabia’s neck. The eastern edge of that loop is the Gulf and the Hormuz Strait, and the western edge of the loop is the Red Sea and the Bab el-Mandeb Strait.

We have explored how Iran uses the Gulf and Yemen to attack Saudi Arabia and international actors. This section will explore how Tehran uses the Red Sea to further threaten Saudi Arabia and international actors.
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Iranian “Noose” around Saudi Arabia



As mentioned earlier, one of the first things the Iranian-backed Houthis did after overthrowing the Yemenite government was to seize control of Yemen’s Red Sea Al-Hodeidah port.

Historically, Iran has used the Red Sea to smuggle arms, primarily to Hamas and Islamic Jihad in the Gaza Strip and Hezbollah in Lebanon. Since the Iranian-backed Houthis overthrew the government in Yemen, Iran has used Yemen and the war in Yemen to increase its presence and control of the waterways surrounding Yemen.

Since 2015, Iran has increased its control of Yemen and Al-Hodeidah. As a result, strategic sea trade routes near Yemen have come under increasing threats, and Houthi militants have attacked vessels near the coast of Yemen.
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Iranian Shi’ite / Iranian Crescent



Within the span of a few days in October 2016, one UAE maritime vessel and two US navy ships, the USS Mason and the USS Ponce, were fired on in the Red Sea. In at least one instance, it was reported the missiles were launched from Houthi-held Al-Hodeidah port.49 Later that month, a Spanish gas tanker was attacked.

In January 2017, a Saudi frigate was attacked by a Houthi speedboat killing two crew members and causing an explosion on the ship. In May 2017, the Houthis denied attacking a Marshall Islands–flagged vessel with RPGs. In July 2017, the Houthis attacked two Saudi oil tankers in the Red Sea. Since 2017, the Saudis have witnessed, intercepted, and destroyed several crewless remote-controlled explosive-laden speed boats that the Houthis have launched in the southern part of the Red Sea.50

Houthi attacks on the arena of the Red Sea have intensified since 2019. Between July and September 2019, water mines scattered by the Houthis damaged several ships in the Red Sea.

Throughout 2020, Saudi forces continued to struggle with similar incidents. In November 2020, the Houthis shot an Iranian-made missile at Saudi Arabia’s Jeddah Red Sea oil refinery.

And the Houthi attacks on Saudi Arabia have intensified exponentially in 2021.

On January 15, 2021, the Saudis intercepted three suicide drones launched from Al-Hodeidah.

On February 27, 2021, the Houthis claimed to have launched several attacks using UAVs, attack drones, and a missile that was reportedly domestically manufactured, at Saudi Arabia. The targets were “sensitive targets” in Riyadh and military targets in western Saudi Arabia—close to the Red Sea, namely in Abha, Khamis Mushait, and the Jizan province. The Saudi military said that one missile and three weaponized UAVs had been used in the attacks.51

Throughout April, May, June, and July 2021, the Saudis reported more than a dozen successes in foiling Houthi attempts to attack Saudi Arabia from the Red Sea with bomb-laden crewless marine vessels and drones.

As of August, there have been more than forty Houthi attacks on Saudi Arabia in 2021.

Iran has demonstrated its ability to ratchet up aggression at any time and at its will. Iran increasing its dominance over waterways critical for regional and global security is one element of its hegemonically driven foreign policy. It is a danger to the Middle East and the world.

The Shi’ite Crescent and the Iranian Land Corridor

In addition to its maritime ambitions, Iran invests significant efforts in what has become a cornerstone of Iran’s regional foreign policy and one of the most important keys to its hegemony: the Shi’ite Crescent and the Iranian Land Corridor.

In December 2004, King Abdullah II of Jordan warned that Iran was developing a Shi’ite Crescent—Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Iran, Bahrain, and Yemen—to become the regional superpower. He warned that Iran would foment instability to achieve its objective and that it would be disastrous for the region if the Shi’ite Crescent were realized. As Iranian aggression has escalated, the king has used international forums, including the 2018 World Economic Forum in Davos,52 as a platform to express his concern. And in a January 2020 interview with France24, he changed the term “Shi’ite Crescent” to the “Iranian Crescent.”53
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Iran Land Corridor Increases Iran’s Control Over Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon; Creates a Militarized Noose Around Israel, Gives Iran Access to the Mediterranean and a Launchpad to Europe.



A large part of the crescent is an Iranian-controlled land corridor Iran has been building in recent years parallel to the war in Syria, which began in 2011. (We will explore the war in Syria further later in this chapter and Chapter 6.)

The land bridge begins in Iran and travels west, crosses through Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon, and ends in the Mediterranean Sea. The corridor is critical for Iran’s hegemonic vision because:

• It increases and secures Iran’s power and control in Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon.

• It creates a militarized corridor that forms a strangling “noose of militants, rockets, and missiles” around Israel’s neck so Iran and its agents and proxies can easily target Israel’s soft belly—cities and civilians.

• It gives Iran direct access to the Mediterranean Sea and a launchpad to Europe.

We just finished learning how Iran uses the regional and global vital waterways to foment and capitalize on the chaos and instability to meet its objectives.

When we look at the Shi’ite Crescent and the Land Corridor, we will see the same tactics. But we will also see something else.

We will see very clearly how the mullah regime strategically uses its own elite forces—the Islamic Revolutionary Guards and the al-Quds Force, and its network—the axis of resistance, its agents and proxies, and its military arsenal and soft power to secure the corridor and entrench itself as the power on the ground. And we will see how it uses all these assets to further its own mission to become the dominant force in the region.

Let’s look at the corridor, beginning with Iraq.

The Iranian Land Corridor—Iraq

Iraq is of utmost strategic importance to Iran. Without Iraq, there is no Iranian land corridor.

Iran considers Iraq its jurisdiction. Many aspects of everyday life connect these two countries—commerce, religious observances, religious sites, tourism, trade, etc.—particularly in eastern Iraq that borders Iran. Iraq is primarily Shi’ite, and the most sacred shrines and spiritual centers of the Shi’ites—Najaf and Karbala—are in southern Iraq. These are important pilgrimage destinations that also provide economic and commercial opportunities for Iranian companies in many fields, from construction to transportation and tourism. Iraq is a significant customer of Iranian goods. And Iran and Iraq share five cross-border oil fields estimated to be the largest in the Middle East.

Since signing the JCPOA in 2015, Iran has been steadfast in increasing and expanding its influence in Iraq.

Iraqi Shi’ite Nationalists v. Iraqi Shi’ite Non-Nationalists

Iran’s deepening grip in Iraq fuels a power struggle between Iraqi Shi’ite nationalists and Iraqi Shi’ite non-nationalists. It is a battle over Iraq’s identity and trajectory (I discuss this in more detail in Chapter 6.)

Shi’ites are the majority in Iraq (about 65 percent). Iraqi Shi’ites are predominantly Arab in their ethnicity (and a small number of Iraqi Kurds are Shi’ite).


[image: image]

Without Iraq There Is No Iranian Land Corridor



Iraqi nationalists believe that the central component of Iraq’s identity should be ethnic and not religious. Iraqi Shi’ite nationalists believe that being Arab—not Sunni, or Shi’ite, or Christian—should define Iraqi identity. Therefore, in their view, Iraq is and should be an independent Arab country that is part of the Arab world.

Iraqi Shi’ite non-nationalists believe that Iraq’s central component should be religious (Shi’ite), not ethnic (Arab/Kurdish). Therefore, in their view, Iraq should not be a part of the Arab world (which is 80 percent Sunni). Iraq should be part of Shi’ite Iran and be under Iran’s umbrella. Iranian-backed Shi’ite Iraqi political figures and Iranian-backed Iraqi Shi’ite militias support and advance Iranian intervention in Iraq.

Iranian-Backed Iraqi Shi’ite Militias, the Iranian Corridor, and the Iranian Crescent

As I said above, Iran considers Iraq its jurisdiction, particularly south Iraq. Iran has always had access to and a relationship with the communities in those areas. Being an integral part of the landscape provided the platform for Iran to develop relationships to serve its own goals.

One of the most significant things Iran did was to create its own militias in Iraq or establish a relationship with local militias. Beyond being military and logistical forces, these militias play a significant role in Iraqi politics. In fact, they are part of a formal Iraqi military structure that functions in parallel to the Iraqi armed forces, known as Al-Hashd Al-Sha’abi—the Popular Mobilization Units (PMU). (We will explore Iran’s involvement in Iraq and the Iranian-backed al-Wilaiyah Iraqi Shi’ite militias, including the PMU, in-depth in Chapter 6.)

Iranian-backed Iraqi Shi’ite militias have become one of Iran’s most productive assets.

The Iranian-backed Iraqi Shi’ite militias control the Iraq-Syria border crossings. For Iran, controlling the Iraqi-Syria border is a critical piece of the corridor and the crescent. Controlling the Iraqi-Syria border enables Iranianbacked Iraqi proxies to move freely from Iraq to Syria and back.

I opened this section by saying that without Iraq, there is no land corridor. I want to add that Syria (and we will discuss this further in the next section) is the lynchpin of the corridor and the cornerstone of the axis of resistance.

Controlling the Iraqi-Syria border helps Iran stream weapons and ammunition to Syria and then to Hezbollah in Lebanon over land. The land route is parallel to an already existing areal route that Iran operates in the corridor.

Iran’s significant influence Iraq and Iran’s control over the border crossing between Iraq and Syria is what has allowed Iran to establish a military stronghold in eastern Syria.

To secure its control over this pivotal crossing, Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps and its elite unit, the al-Quds force, have been building a military installation in eastern Syria called the Imam ‘Ali Compound. The Imam ‘Ali Compound serves as a transition depot for Iranian-backed Iraqi militias heading to Syria. The passage’s name on the Syrian side is Al-Bukamal, and the name of the crossing on the Iraqi side is Al-Qa’im. In addition to the sprawling warehouses it has built, reports are that Iran has built tunnels and bunkers in the compound that store missiles and rockets. The Imam ‘Ali Compound is a keystone of the corridor. That is why it has been attacked several times by the United States. Also, reportedly Israel has attacked the installation. Israel has never claimed responsibility for those attacks.
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Iraqi Iranian-Backed Shi’ite Militias (Sample)



Iran wants US troops to leave Iraq. Getting the United States to leave Iraq is one of Iran’s primary objectives. In the last section, we saw how Iran uses waterways to attack the United States and other international assets.

Iran’s deepening grip in Iraq has turned Iraq into a stage of intensifying military friction between Iranian-backed Iraqi Shi’ite militias and the United States. The infrastructure—that includes both militias and physical structures and infrastructure—that Iran built from Iran through Iraq makes it easier for Iran to attack US and international troops inside Iraq. Under Iranian order, the Iranian-backed Iraq militias launch rocket and mortar shell attacks on US military and diplomatic facilities.54

On December 27, 2019, Kataib Hezbollah—“The Hezbollah Brigades,” an Iranian-backed Iraqi proxy militia controlled by the Islamic Revolutionary Guards—launched rockets on a military base near Kirkuk that housed US military service and Iraqi personnel. Kataib Hezbollah’s attack killed one US civilian contractor, injured four US service members and two Iraqis. The December attack sparked escalating military rounds between Iranian-backed Iraqi Shi’ite militias and the United States. On December 29, 2019, the United States attacked a Kataib Hezbollah base. The US attack killed dozens of militants, apparently including several IRGC officers. On December 31, 2019, Iraqi protesters—Iranian-backed Iraqi militants dressed in civilian clothes—stormed the US Embassy in Baghdad and blocked it for several days.

This series of events resulted in a direct military collision between Iran and the United States.

On January 3, 2020, the United States eliminated Major-General Qasem Soleimani, the Iranian al-Quds Force commander. Another man killed in the attack, which took place near the Baghdad airport, was Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis, the deputy commander of al-Hashd al-Shaabi (the PMU). Iran retaliated by shooting missiles at bases in Iraq that house some five thousand US troops.55 The Iranian retaliation did not cause any fatalities, but it did injure dozens of US military personnel. I want to make a note here that I will elaborate on later in the book. But it is critical to note. The elimination of Soleimani sent shock waves through the mullah regime. The assassination of Soleimani made Tehran question what they knew about their enemy. The act took them out of balance and made them question their tactics.

On March 11 and March 14, 2020, Kataib Hezbollah launched a rocket attack on the Camp Taji military base located fifteen miles north of Baghdad. The Camp Taji base is an Iraqi military base that also housed US-led international coalition forces until August 2020. Two American soldiers and one British soldier were killed, and dozens were injured in the attacks. In response, the United States attacked and reportedly did severe damage—almost completely destroying the Imam ‘Ali military compound. The United States also struck five weapon storage facilities next to the installation that belong to Kataib Hezbollah. The continuing military attacks have reportedly resulted in US plans to eliminate the Iranian-backed Iraqi militia, Kataib Hezbollah.56 As of August 2021, that has not happened.

The attacks of the Iranian-backed Shi’ite militias against US targets and assets—including the US Embassy in Baghdad—intensified and widened in the second half of 2020 and throughout 2021.
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Syria is the Lynchpin of the Axis of Resistance and Creates an Iranian “Noose” Around Israel



Iran’s role in the attacks is increasingly brazen and overt. As recently as July 13, 2021, it was reported that a senior IRG commander went to Baghdad. While in the Iraqi capitol, he urged Iraqi Shi’ite militias to step up attacks on US targets and asked them to widen their attacks beyond Iraq and attack US assets in Syria.57 Indeed his visit was bookended with drone and missile attacks on US military and diplomatic installations in Iraq. And following his visit, there were several attacks on US forces in Syria.

I opened this section by saying that Iran’s grip on Iraq results in a growing power struggle between Iraq nationalists and Iranian-backed Iraqi Shi’ite militias. It is a battle over Iraq’s identity and trajectory. However, it is also a battle over Iraqi sovereignty. (We will explore this in more detail in Chapter 6). An Iranian-controlled corridor through Iraq will guarantee that Iraq will continue to be a platform for Iran to advance its own hegemonic objectives, disregarding Iraq’s policies and preferences as well as those of the Iraqi people.

The Corridor and the Crescent—A Noose Around Israel

Iran openly promises to eliminate Israel. To set the stage to advance this goal, Iran is creating a network surrounding Israel.

Since signing the JCPOA in 2015, far from becoming a more stabilizing factor, Iran has ramped up its efforts to entrench itself on Israel’s borders by increasing its presence in Lebanon, Gaza, and Syria. That military infrastructure includes missiles and rockets as well as terror armies of tens of thousands of Shi’ite militants. One of Iran’s core objectives is to create a “strangling noose of militants, rockets, and missiles around Israel’s neck that target Israel’s soft belly—cities and civilians.” To build and secure this apparatus, Iran needs to create a passage that it can control that provides it an unfettered Iranian land bridge from Tehran to Beirut.

Lebanon and Syria, two Arab countries that border Israel from the north and northeast, make up the northern and northeastern parts of the noose. Both are located on the Iranian land corridor. Iran’s proxies in both of those countries are part of the strangling noose. The southwest portion of this militarized loop is Iranian proxies in the Gaza Strip, not located on the land corridor.
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