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Iran Supports and Conducts Terrorism to Preserve the Islamic Republic 

Scope Note  

This assessment was requested by the United States House Foreign Affairs Committee and 

attempts to answer the question, “Why does Iran support and conduct terrorism?” Only open 

source information was used. This assessment defines terrorism as: “the unlawful use of -- or 

threatened use of -- force or violence against individuals or property to coerce or intimidate 

governments or societies, often to achieve political, religious, or ideological objectives.” 

Key Judgments:  

It is highly probable that Iran supports and conducts terrorism as a cheap and effective way to 

preserve, and maintain stability of, the Islamic Republic. 

● Iran’s support of the Lebanese terrorist group Hezbollah and its proxies allows for 

representation of Iranian interests in the Middle East and compensates for Iran’s relative 

military weakness by using terror as a means of global influence and regional destabilization.  

● Iranian-backed terror groups attack the U.S. and its allies as retribution for previous 

American involvement in Iranian affairs, and as a deterrent to future U.S. interference.  

● State-sponsored terrorist groups execute Iranian dissidents around the globe and use terrorist 

tactics to suppress democratic expansion within the region as a means to retain tight control 

over the Iranian population.  

● There is a slight possibility that Iran has ceased its direct support of terrorism since the early 

2000s due to its economic need for the lifting of heavy sanctions by the international 

community. 

Hezbollah in the Middle East and Beyond 

Iran’s support of the Lebanese terrorist group Hezbollah and its proxies allows for Iranian 

influence within several Middle Eastern countries, which weakens Iran’s enemies, props up its 

allies, and increases regional support of its Shiite regime. After the Islamic Revolution of 1979, 

Ayatollah Khomeini’s goal was to export the revolution throughout the Muslim world. This goal 

became a written part of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) charter and the Iranian 
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constitution.  The Iranian clerical regime helped nurture Hezbollah in its early years and still 
1

exercises considerable ideological and operational influence over the group.  It is likely that Iran 
2

supports Hezbollah with $100 million to $200 million annually.  Hezbollah has evolved into a 
3

virtual arm of the IRGC and is involved in nearly every fight that matters to Iran. It also assists in 

advancing Iran’s Shiite agenda throughout the region by broadcasting pro-Iranian news and 

building anti-Israeli forces.  
4

Because Iran’s military is weaker than many of its Middle Eastern neighbors, i.e. Israel, Saudi 

Arabia, Pakistan, Turkey, and Egypt,  it is forced to utilize terror as its means of influence. It is 
5

highly likely that Iran supports Hezbollah in Lebanon in order to increase its proximity to Israel, 

where Iran intends to spread chaos and undermine the Palestinian peace process, which reduces 

the chance of Iranian isolation in the region. Additionally, Iran’s firm opposition to Israel is likely 

to give it prestige in the Muslim world, which is politically advantageous for this non-Arab 

country with a majority Shiite population.  Iran almost certainly has used Lebanese Hezbollah to 
6

conduct anti-Israeli terrorism outside of the region, to include in Europe, West Africa  and 
7

elsewhere around the globe. 

Iran funds, trains, and provides weapons to Kata’ib Hezbollah (the Hezbollah Brigades), a 

Hezbollah proxy terror group in Iraq and Syria, in order to ensure Shia-friendly governments stay 

in power. Kata’ib Hezbollah has fought side by side with Sunni groups to defeat ISIS, while at the 

same time is accused of torturing and murdering dozens, if not hundreds, of Sunni men escaping 
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the fighting in Iraq in 2016.  This paradoxical stance implies that the Hezbollah Brigades’ 
8

alliances are circumstantial and borne of temporary convenience. Iran utilizes terrorism in Iraq to 

play a destabilizing role in the country, as well as to deter the United States from maintaining a 

long-term presence there. In February 2018, a Shia militia commander threatened targeted attacks 

against U.S. troops unless withdrawn from Iraq following the defeat of ISIS.  In nearby Syria, 
9

Hezbollah and Iran-backed Shia Islamists have similarly supplied fighters to aid President 

Assad’s Iran-friendly regime since the uprising in 2011.   
10

Echoes of “Death to America” 

Iranian-backed terror groups attack the U.S. and its allies internationally to deter American 

influence in the region and also in retaliation for past U.S. meddling in Iranian domestic affairs. 

Iran does not have the military means to go to war with the United States, but terror attacks offer 

a cheap and effective way of influencing the actions of Iran’s enemies. Plausible deniability 

through the use of terrorist organization proxies creates an attractive solution because it allows 

Iran the opportunity to violently assert its agenda while avoiding open aggression.  
11

Iranian leadership likely understands that the loss of American life might cause U.S. military 

withdrawal from a region. Before September 11, 2001, Iranian-supported Hezbollah had killed 

more Americans than any other international terrorist organization. The Hezbollah bombing on 

military barracks in Beirut, Lebanon in 1983 led to the 1984 withdrawal of American troops from 

Lebanon.  After an Iranian-backed Saudi group attacked Khobar Towers in Saudi Arabia, 
12
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military personnel were moved to a remote desert location for approximately six years,  and then 
13

left Saudi Arabia completely in 2003.  Likewise, violence in Iraq and Afghanistan, supported by 
14

Iran, was a major factor in American reduction of forces in those countries.  The departure of 
15

U.S. troops from Iraq allowed Iran to sweep in and fill the vacuum, increasing its political and 

cultural influence in the region.  These examples of Americans leaving the Middle East, either in 
16

part or completely, as a result of Iranian-sponsored terrorism may demonstrate to Tehran that 

terrorism is a plausible policy option.   
17

In addition to terrorism as a tool to remove Americans from the Middle East, it is possible that 

Iran also utilizes terror as revenge for U.S. involvement in its domestic issues during the latter 

half of the 20th century.  The U.S.-engineered coup to reinstate the Shah in 1953 left many 
18

Iranians embittered, and since his overthrow during the 1979 revolution, a common chant on the 

streets of Tehran has been “Death to America.” The United States provided support to Iraq in the 

eight-year Iran-Iraq war starting in 1980, during which the Americans shot down an Iranian 

civilian airliner, killing 290 passengers.  Without military or economic means to punish another 
19

nation, Iranian leadership resorts to terrorism in order to retaliate where it feels Iran has been 

wronged.  
20

Dissent In and Around Iran 
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Government-backed groups execute Iranian dissidents domestically and abroad and use terroristic 

tactics to promote chaos and upend possible democratic opportunities on its borders, and to 

suppress rebellions within the country.  Iran does not want a peaceful, pro-Western government 
21

in neighboring Afghanistan, so support is given in the form of weapons and other assistance to 

groups that use violence to disrupt the peace in western Afghanistan. The prospect of a rebellion 

within Iran’s own borders is terrifying to the Iranian regime, thus Iran uses all means possible to 

quash any internal uprisings.  
22

Has the Terror Ended? 

It is almost certain that Iran supported and conducted terror in the past, but it is conceivable, 

though improbable, that it has stopped since the early 2000s. The majority of large-scale attacks 

took place in the 1980s and 1990s, with the Beirut and Khobar bombings and attacks on Israeli 

targets in Argentina. Attacks on Iranian dissidents have also decreased significantly since the 

1990s.  More recent attacks, including a 2012 bombing in Bulgaria against Israeli targets, might 
23

possibly be seen as retribution for the murder of Iranian scientists by Israel in 2011.  There has 
24

been no significant fighting between Hezbollah and Israeli troops since the early 2000s,  and 
25

violence against Israeli targets in Europe and Africa over the past decade may be attributable to 

Hezbollah alone, as the group has increased its autonomy and become more of a partner to Iran, 

as opposed to its surrogate.   
26

Reasons for a potential decline in Iranian-backed terrorism include the possibility that Iranian 

leadership realized after the 1996 Khobar Towers bombing that it would be difficult to conduct a 

terrorist attack without attribution. With Iranian culpability, the U.S. might influence the 
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international community to support sanctions.  Especially in light of the 2015 nuclear deal, it is 
27

unlikely that Tehran would carry out attacks, as attribution might put the nuclear deal, and lifted 

sanctions, in peril.  More presently, a drop in oil prices could possibly make Iran more 
28

vulnerable,  putting the regime in an economic bind that will force it to cooperate with, and not 
29

terrorize, members of the international community.  

Implications 

We conclude that it is highly probable that Iran supports and conducts terrorism as a cheap and 

effective way to preserve, and maintain stability of, the Islamic Republic. 

Iran’s support of Hezbollah has allowed a campaign of terror to compensate for Iran’s relative 

military weakness, which enables Iran to have influence globally and to increase its relative 

power by destabilizing the region. The international community might attempt to encourage Iran, 

through sanctions or otherwise, to withdraw its significant financial support for Hezbollah. 

Second and third order effects must be considered, however, as terrorism is only a small part of 

Hezbollah’s mission. Its position in the region may weaken as a result of decreased financing, 

resulting in the possibility that civil war could erupt in Lebanon,  which would further destabilize 
30

the area surrounding Israel.  

Iranian-backed terror groups attack the U.S. and its allies as retribution for previous American 

involvement in Iranian affairs, and as a deterrent to future U.S. interference. A continuation of 

intelligence collection on these activities is recommended in order to ensure the U.S. remains 

vigilant and prevents any future attacks on behalf of Iran and its proxies. Domestically, direct 

American involvement in Iranian affairs will likely be seen as the United States once again 

overstepping its boundaries and might provoke further attacks. As of 2009, 60 percent of Iran’s 
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population was under the age of 30,  and there is evidence that this group much more receptive 
31

to Western influence than its elders and clerical rulers. Further, any hostile action towards Iran is 

likely to negatively influence this trend, giving the regime ammunition it needs to sway the 

younger generation towards its anti-American rhetoric.  

State-sponsored terrorist groups execute Iranian dissidents around the globe and use terrorist 

tactics to suppress democratic expansion within the region as a means to retain tight control over 

the Iranian population. The Iranian regime, however, is currently in a vulnerable state, 

particularly due to economic factors within the country. Past sanctions had a great effect on the 

Iranian people, and yet the lifting of sanctions due to the JCPOA has not had the positive 

economic impact that the government had hoped for.  Additionally, a fall in oil prices has also 
32

hurt the economy. These factors have caused some protests within Iran’s borders, and the ability 

of the government to control these uprisings, as well as what impact they will have on Iran’s 

future, is currently unknown. 

There is a slight possibility that Iran has ceased its direct support of terrorism since the early 

2000s, signaled by a potential decrease in influence over Hezbollah and the increasingly 

favorable relationship with the international community. If true, this would signal a significant 

shift in Iranian foreign policy. More HUMINT, SIGINT, and GEOINT collection and analysis 

would be needed to understand any growing autonomy or branching off of Hezbollah from 

Iranian operational influence. 
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