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The Islamic Republic has raised a militia of Pakistani Shiites, called 
the Zeynabiyoun Brigade, to fight in Syria. The brigade’s name refers 
to the shrine of Sayyida Zeynab near Damascus, whose defense is 
the official justification for the group’s deployment to Syria. 

Ties between religious militants in Iran and Pakistan predate the 
1979 revolution. One of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s students 
was a cleric named Arif al-Husayni, “the spiritual father of the 
Zeynabiyoun,” who hailed from Pakistan’s Shiite area of Parachinar, 
which borders Afghanistan and has long experienced violence by 
Salafi jihadists.1 Husayni’s Khomeinist network endured following his 
assassination in 1988.2 

A Zeynabiyoun Brigade commander has acknowledged that ties 
with the Quds Force already existed around the time of the 2001 
U.S. invasion of Afghanistan.3 After war broke out in Syria, the Quds 
Force tapped into that network, and the militia’s formation was 
announced in 2014. 

Parachinar’s targeting by radical Sunni Islamists has been cited 
by Shiite fighters as a motivation for their militancy.4 Prior to 
recruitment, a significant number of its members were living in 
Iran as well as studying in religious seminaries in Qom.5

Recruitment ads posted on Facebook in 2015 called for physically fit 
men, ages 18-35, and promised several months of training, regular 
salaries, and death benefits for the fighters’ widows and children.6 

In a statement released after the IRGC recently declared “victory” 
against the Islamic State in Syria, the Zeynabiyoun Brigade vowed 
its readiness to fight anywhere the IRGC orders it.7 
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CONNECTIONS TO THE IRGC

AREAS OF OPERATION

 ɤ Regions across Syria, including Damascus, 
Aleppo, Hama, and Deir Ezzor governorates

CURRENT DESIGNATIONS

 ɤ None

SOCIAL MEDIA

 ɤ Telegram
 ɤ Facebook

KEY LEADERS
 ɤ Uncertain
 ɤ Iranian media have identified “Abbas” or 
“Seyyed Abbas Mousavi” as the commander

 ɤ “Karbala” also identified as a commander 

SIZE
 ɤ Estimated to be several hundred
 ɤ Commander “Abbas” claims “thousands”
 ɤ Iranian media claim 5,000

POLITICAL WING
 ɤ None 

IDEOLOGICAL ALLEGIANCE
 ɤ Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei

ATROCITIES
 ɤ Possible accessory to Bashar al-Assad’s war crimes

WEAPONS
 ɤ Has access to Iranian weaponry and Soviet-
era weapons and vehicles available in Syria

CONNECTIONS TO OTHER MILITIAS
 ɤ Close operational relationship with the Fatemiyoun 

Division and other IRGC-led units in Syria

FOUNDING
 ɤ 2014
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