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For Iran, the cost of its Syrian war keeps climbing
James Bruce

Beirut

I 

ran’s armed intervention in Syr-
ia to keep President Bashar As-
sad in power is becoming more 
costly almost by the week with 
at least 13 killed fighting rebels 

forces and another 21 wounded in 
the heavy fighting May 6th in and 
around the contested city of Aleppo.

Those constitute the worst single-
day Iranian losses since the Tehran 
regime sent in the elite al-Quds 
Force of the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards Corps (IRGC) in January 
2012, underlining Iran’s commit-
ment to supporting its key Arab stra-
tegic ally through which it extends 
Tehran’s reach to the eastern Medi-
terranean and Israel’s doorstep.

The IRGC listed the Iranians as 
“military advisers” but did not iden-
tify the men or give their ranks. Syr-
ian sources said there were Afghan 
fighters among the dead.

The unprecedented casualties 
stunned Iran and, on May 9th, 
Mohsen Rezaei, a former IRGC com-
mander who is secretary of the 
powerful Expediency Discernment 
Council in Tehran, vowed the tak-
firis would pay a “heavy price” for 
the attack.

Iran has an estimated 3,000 men 
in Syria. Some 400 have been killed 
there, including a dozen or more 
generals and key commanders.

Among them were Brigadier Gen-
eral Mohsen Qaryajan, commander 
of the IRGC’s 21st Armoured Bri-
gade, “martyred during an advisory 

mission” near Aleppo on February 
4th, and Brigadier General Hassan 
Hamedani, killed by Islamic State 
fighters outside Aleppo last October.

By comparison, only one US gen-
eral has been killed in a conflict zone 
since the Vietnam War ended 40 
years ago.

The Afghans killed were undoubt-
edly members of an IRGC-controlled 
militia of Afghan Shias known as the 
Fatemiyoun Division that was sent 
to Syria in 2014. The IRGC has re-
cruited thousands of the estimated 
3 million Afghan Shias living in Iran 
for the Syrian war since November 
2013.

Iran’s Fars news agency reported 
that the May 6th Iranian casualties 
were incurred when a 3,000-person, 
tank-led force made up of Islam-
ist insurgents of the Jaysh al-Fateh 
(Army of Conquest) overran the 
strategic village of Khan Touman, 
about 15km south-west of Aleppo.

Jaysh al-Fateh and its allies, in-
cluding al-Nusra Front, al-Qaeda’s 
Syrian wing, subsequently posted 
pictures on social media of what 
appeared to be the bodies of those 
killed in Khan Touman. Videos 
showed what were purported to be 
the men’s wallets, personal docu-
ments and Iranian currency.

Iran’s official news agency IRNA 
reported the Iranian casualties were 
all from Iran’s northern province of 
Mazandaran, which indicated they 
probably belonged to a single IRGC 
unit. Earlier this year Tehran, for 
the first time, deployed elements of 
a regular army unit, the elite 65th 
Airborne Special Forces Brigade, to 
act as advisers to front-line Syrian 
forces.

It is widely seen that the Fatemi-
youn Division and militias com-
posed of Iraqi Shias and some Paki-
stani Shias were formed to provide 
cannon fodder to minimise Iranian 
casualties in the Syrian conflict, 
which is seen as the precursor of 
wider wars in the Middle East.

Iran sees the Syrian inferno as a 
means to forge an international Shia 
brigade to support the IRGC and 
Lebanon’s Hezbollah, as the spear-
head of Tehran’s expansionist am-
bitions to become the paramount 
power in the Sunni-dominated re-
gion.

There is evidence that many of 
the Afghans were coerced into join-
ing the war in Syria. However, many 
accept the Iranian line that what 
is happening now, and what is ex-
pected to follow in the years ahead, 
is an existential battle against the 
minority Shias’ main enemy, Islam’s 
dominant Sunni sect embodied in 
the shape of Saudi Arabia.

The fighting in Aleppo, where the 

rebels hold the eastern part of the 
city and Assad’s forces control the 
western sector, has been particu-
larly intense in recent weeks as the 
Damascus regime battles to retake 
rebel-held territory to strengthen its 
position at the Geneva peace talks.

Aleppo is seen as the key and the 
outcome of the fighting taking place 
there stands to play a decisive role 
in determining the outcome of the 
complex Syrian conflict.

The US global security consul-
tancy Stratfor observed: “The battle 
for the city is critical to both Syrian 
government forces and their rebel 
counterparts,” who mainly comprise 
al-Nusra Front, the Islamist nation-
alists of Ahrar al-Sham and the Free 

Syrian Army.
“Damascus hopes to cement its 

position and quell talk of a political 
transition through a decisive mili-
tary victory in Aleppo. Meanwhile, 
the rebels are fighting for the sur-
vival of their cause. If the rebels lose 
Aleppo, any military victory against 
Damascus will become a distant 
dream, and their negotiating posi-
tion in Geneva will be severely com-
promised.”

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security issues for publications 
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review 
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He lives 
in Beirut.

A February file picture shows Iranian mourners carrying the coffins of soldiers who were killed in 
fighting in Syria in Tehran.

Iran sees the Syrian 
inferno as a means to 
forge an international 
Shia brigade to 
support the IRGC and 
Lebanon’s Hezbollah.

Book-burning era is long gone but in Iran it’s hard to tell

“F
or reading, 
tomorrow is too 
late,” proclaimed 
the official poster 
for the 29th Tehran 
International Book 

Fair. That is a remarkable state-
ment in a country whose rulers 
have long considered the written 
word to be a threat to national 
security.

But there may be a peculiar truth 
in the slogan for the 2016 edition of 
the event: The day after the open-
ing ceremony of the 2015 book fair 
was indeed “too late” for the lovers 
of the works of Shiva Arastouei.

Her book Me, Simin and Mostafa, 
the tale of a bourgeois girl oscillat-
ing between her love of ballet and 
passions of political activism in 
a Trotskyist cell in the aftermath 
of the Iranian revolution, was 
removed from the exhibition and 
banned without explanation

The poet Fatemeh Ekhtesari’s 
A Collection of Merry Poems Along 
With A Few Memorial Photos did 
not fare any better. According to 
Homayoun Amirzadeh, head of the 
committee for “investigating trans-
gressions of publishers”, some of 
the poems in the collection had 
been performed with music by 
“certain singers abroad” and con-
stituted a clear “transgression”.

To be sure, she should not be 
held responsible for someone 
else’s use of her poems but the 
singer Amirzadeh had in mind the 

Germany-based Shahin Najafi. In 
July 2009 he released a single titled 
Neda, in honour of Neda Agha-
Soltan, a student of philosophy and 
a supporter of Iranian presidential 
candidate Mir-Hussein Mousavi.

She was killed by Basij militia-
men on June 20th, 2009. Video 
footage of her final moments 
elevated her to iconic status at 
the frenzy of anti-regime rallies 
and mass protests that shook the 
regime to its core and to which it 
responded with great brutality.

Many other books showcased 
at the 2015 book fair, which had 
already been passed by the hawk-
eyed censors of the Ministry of 
Culture and Islamic Propagation, 
were banned after the exhibition 
closed.

Among English language books, 
Arshin Adib-Moghaddam’s A Criti-
cal Introduction to Khomeini was 
banned. Remarkably, that book is a 
propaganda piece for the mullahs’ 

regime, written by a regime apolo-
gist. However, the mere use of the 
word “critical” in the title next to 
the name of the revered founder of 
the Islamic Republic doomed the 
book.

More problematic was the 
Persian translation of Why Nations 
Fail: The Origins of Power, Prosper-
ity and Poverty, by Turkish-Amer-
ican economist Daron Acemoglu 
and Harvard political scientist 
James A. Robinson. It was axed as 
well.

In this book, reviewed by no 
less than Bill Gates, the authors 
argued: “The economic prosperity 
of nations depends above all on the 
inclusiveness of economic and po-
litical institutions.” Iran’s Ministry 
of Culture and Islamic Guidance 
disagreed with the authors and 
Gates alike and banned it.

Some publishing houses were 
even less privileged than the books 
that did manage to find their way 

onto display stands at the 2015 
book fair prior to being banned.

Just before the fair opened, 
authorities closed the display of the 
Hayan Publishing House, whose 
director Mehdi Khazali, son of the 
late hard-line Ayatollah Abol-
ghasem Khazali, is currently out 
favour with the regime.

His criticism of former presi-
dent Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, and 
more indirectly of Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, 
whom Khazali considers com-
plicit in the political, economic and 
diplomatic disasters that befell Iran 
during the turbulent Ahmadinejad 
era, has made him persona non 
grata with the cultural guardians of 
the regime.

At the opening ceremony of this 
year’s Tehran International Book 
Fair, Iranian President Hassan 
Rohani, a recent defender of artistic 
freedoms, called on May 3rd for 
“experts”, rather than “some junior 
ministry clerk”, to be responsible 
for deciding “which book can be 
published and which not”.

With the foremost self-
proclaimed defender of artistic 
freedoms making such a defeatist 
statement, it was hardly a surprise 
when the authorities on May 6th 
“cleansed” the Arabic books sec-
tion of the fair of what they called 
“Wahhabi” propaganda.

Yaqma Golrouyi, another poet 
whose work was removed from the 
2015 book fair, wrote in a May 2014, 
open letter to Rohani: “The era of 
burning books is long over… and 
one day, our unpublished books 
will reach their audience.”

That day has yet to come for 
Iranian writers.

Ali Alfoneh is an independent 
Iranian analyst based in 
Washington who specialises in 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps.
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The book 
fair is a 
remarkable 
statement 
in a country 
whose rulers 
have long 
considered 
the written 
word to be 
a threat to 
national 
security.Just before the fair 

opened, the authorities 
closed the display stand 
of the Hayan Publishing 
House.

An Iranian woman looks at books while visiting Tehran’s International Book Fair 
just outside Tehran, on May 10th.


