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SHIA MILITIAS POWER CENTRALITY MAPPING IN SYRIA: 2015-2020 

Alexandra Dunman 

 

he data represented in mapping Shia 

militias, operating throughout Iraq, 

Lebanon, and Syria, demonstrates the 

Iranian power backed behind these organi-

zations. Important to this data is the key in-

sights it brings to the growing network of 

Iranian-funded proxies consisting of multi-

cultural groups and subgroups. Over the 

past decade, it has become increasingly ap-

parent of the value that these interrelation-

ships hold. Further research of Shia militia 

activity allows social scientists and military 

organizations a better opportunity to under-

stand the on-gong war in these territories. 

Though, the data provided below only covers 

a fraction of the types of relationships be-

tween the militias, it does provide insight on 

the power centrality of the Shia militias and 

their ally/rival relationships between 2015 

and 2020.   

Though present for a long period in various 

configurations, the outsourcing of security 

gained significant momentum with the wars 

in Iraq and Afghanistan. In those two con-

flicts, which involved hundreds of thousands 

of deployed soldiers, the U.S. and its allies 

relied heavily on private military and secu-

rity companies (PMSC). Working mostly with 

U.S. and U.K. based PMSCs, coalition forces 

used more contractors than soldiers (Figure 

1). These contractors were recruited from all 

over the globe (Christensen 2016, Chisholm 

2014a, b, Chisholm 2015, Thomas 2017), intro-

ducing it to multiple markets. Figure 1 illus-

trates the scope of this trend with the num-

ber of contractors surpassing the number of 

U.S. troops on the ground.  

For decades, Shia armed groups have re-

constructed the sociopolitical topography of 

the Middle East. Most of these groups are 

Iranian-backed Shia militias who are meant 

to ensure the Iranian regime by establishing 

and protecting military bases in Syria. The 

campaigns of these militias are often de-

fined as “pro-government”, however data 

from the social network demonstrates that 

these groups will pursue goals outside of 

their governments accord. Mapping activi-

ties of the Shia militias reveal conflict over 

ideological, political, and commercial inter-

ests. Evidence of this has become increas-

ingly apparent since the Iraqi government 

creation of al-Hashd al-Shabi (the Popular 

Mobilization Forces) in 2014, of which con-

sists of predominantly Iranian-backed 

groups. Mapping the ally/rival relationship 

between these militias demonstrates Iran’s 

active participation in the ongoing conflicts 

of the Middle East and their use of multina-

tional networks to ensure Iranian power. 

Understanding these details allows for fur-

ther insight on activities going on in this ter-

ritory and how that will impact American 

foreign policy.  
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Shia Militia Power Centrality Mapping in 

Syria: 2015-2020 

 

 

 

 

 

The network above covers the active Shia 

militias documented in Syria between the 

year 2015 and 2020. ID’s documented in the 

matrix demonstrates the power centrality 

among the active groups recorded during 

this period. The nodes represent the group 

and the edges represent the relationship 

with the receiving node (group). Nodes in the 

shape of a triangle represent the groups 

that are directly funded by the Iranian gov-

ernment, and the nodes in the shape of a cir-

cle represent groups who are funded by 

other sources. Important to note is that 

those groups who are funded by other terri-

tories may still have relations with Iran—de-

scriptions provided by the source of this 

data do not indicate a direct funding from the 

Iranian government. All the militias reported 

were aware of their ally/rival relationships 

either directly or indirectly. The calculating 

of power centrality shows that the Islamic 

State holds the most centrality in terms of 

rival relationships (represented by the or-

ange edges), the KSS holds the most power 

in terms of both ally and rival relationships, 

and the KIA holds the most centrality in 

terms of just ally relationships  (repre-

sented by the blue edges). Data used for this 

map was collected from the Stanford map-

ping militants’ online data source.  

The analysis of this topic shows the interre-

lationships between Shia militias in Syria. 

Information from this project concludes that 

there is a power centrality created through 

the ally/rival relationships among the active 

militant groups. Again, the network provided 

above only considers two very specific types 

of relationships. Further analyzation of the 

Stanford mapping proves that there are 

many other types of interactions and con-

nections between these Shia militias. How-

ever, this network does provide a visual rep-

resentation of the relevance an organization 

holds, and how this relevance is dependent 



 
 

on the types of relations formed with other 

militant groups. Overall, the analysis of this 

topic confirms the significance of under-

standing these interactions. The relation-

ships of these militias will have a strong im-

pact on the outcome of these conflicts, mak-

ing their documentation highly impactful. 


