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I 

ran has confirmed the deaths 
of more than 1,000 of its fight-
ers sent to Syria to support 
President Bashar Assad.

“The number of martyrs 
from our country defending the 
shrines has now passed 1,000,” 
the head of Iran’s Foundation of 
Martyrs’ and Veterans’ Affairs, Mo-
hammad Ali Shahidi Mahalati, was 
quoted as saying by the semi-offi-
cial Tasnim news agency.

By “shrines” Mahalati was refer-
ring to Shia religious sites in Syria, 
most notably the Sayeda Zeinab 
mosque near Damascus, revered 
because the granddaughter of the 
Prophet Mohammad is said to be 
buried there.

The combatants are not solely 
Iranian but include Shia Afghans 
and Pakistanis living in Iran. In 
May, Iran passed a law that allows 
granting citizenship to the fami-
lies of foreigners killed fighting for 
Tehran.

Observers noted that the figure 
marked an increase from the 400 
deaths cited by Mahalati in Au-
gust. Half of those fighters were 
Afghans, recruited for a division 
known as Fatemiyoun.

Iran denies sending troops to 

support Assad, saying it only sends 
military advisers and volunteer 
fighters. Tehran also provides the 
Syrian regime with financial and 
diplomatic support.

Critics say the death toll is likely 
to be higher than announced by 
Iranian officials.

“Even though the head of Iran’s 
Foundation of Martyrs has dis-
closed the death toll of fighters de-
ployed by Iran to Syria to have ex-
ceeded 1,000, unofficial estimates 
have put the number far higher, 
with up to 3,000 forces killed,” said 
Mosa Zahed, a vocal critic of the 
Iranian regime and the founding 
director of Middle East Forum for 
Development in London.

“Considering the fact that Tehran 
recruits not only Iranian nation-
als but also Afghani, Pakistani and 
Iraqi citizens, who it subsequently 
assigns to military divisions that 
are organised along the lines of 
their nationalities, it is reasonable 
to assume that the death toll is far 
higher than stated,” he added.

Zahed said there was a rising 
public sentiment against Iran’s mil-
itary involvement in the region.

“Tehran portrays the Iranian 
people to be increasingly sympa-
thetic to Iran’s regional expan-
sionism… [but] the truth is, the 
voice of the ordinary Iranian peo-
ple has been heard loud and clear 
when thousands protested against 
the authorities on the occasion of 
Cyrus the Great’s birthday in Octo-
ber at his tomb in Pasargadae and 
chanted: ‘Let go of Syria, think of 
us’, ‘No to Gaza, No to Lebanon, 
My life be sacrificed for Iran’,” Za-
hed said.

It remains difficult to gauge pub-

lic sentiment, argues Iranian jour-
nalist Kourosh Ziabari, who is now 
studying in England.

“People in Iran do sometimes 
debate the issue of sending fight-
ers to or being involved militarily 
in countries of the region, but it’s 
not a topic that’s high on their list 
of priorities,” said Ziabari. “People 
are more concerned about how re-
lations with the international com-
munity, especially following the 
nuclear deal, could improve their 
livelihoods and the economy. They 
also often discuss the state of their 
own rights and freedoms and the 
wish to expand them.”

But Ziabari stressed that even in 
the event of strong Iranian public 
disapproval of the government’s 
involvement in Syria, withdrawing 
support for Assad is unlikely. “The 
Iranian government will do what it 
sees suitable without seeking the 

approval of public opinion. It won’t 
be holding a referendum for every 
controversial decision it takes.”

The view from rebel-held areas 
in Syria puts the bulk of the blame 
for the country’s destruction and 
civilian fatalities squarely at the 
doors of Iran and Russia, for back-
ing the Assad regime. From their 
perspective, the March 2011 upris-
ing, that started as peaceful before 
morphing into a civil war would 
have toppled Assad had it not been 
for his support from Tehran and 
Moscow.

“We think the real figure (of Ira-
nian fatalities in Syria) is higher 
than what they announced be-
cause we Syrians have been dealing 
with them on the ground for many 
years now, even before Iran started 
admitting their presence on our 
land,” said Emad Karkas, a Syrian 
journalist from Idlib province.

“We saw their presence from the 
outset of the revolution, before the 
people took up arms against the re-
gime. But now in some areas, there 
are more of their fighters and oth-
ers from Lebanon (Hezbollah), Iraq 
and Afghanistan fighting for Assad 
than there are Syrian troops and 
militias,” said Karkas.

“The Syrian rebels don’t encoun-
ter many Syrians in battles any 
more. The rebels often find them-
selves taking on foreigners fighting 
for Assad or foreigners fighting for 
the Islamic State.”

A May 2016 file picture shows civilians and armed forces members carrying the flag-draped coffins of 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard General Mohsen Ghajarian and five soldiers who were killed in fighting 
in Syria, during their funeral ceremony in Tehran.                                                                                                                        (AP)
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F 

ootage of Iranians chant-
ing slogans against the 
Islamic Republic at the 
tomb of Cyrus the Great, 
who ruled Persia in the 

sixth century BC, have circulated 
on social media and been called the 
largest demonstrations since the 
2009 unrest following Iran’s disput-
ed presidential election.

Chants of “Iran is our country; 
Cyrus is our father” morphed into 
“We are Iranians; we don’t worship 
Arabs” and “Freedom is our desire 
and it won’t come through beards”.

However serious these events 
at the tomb at Pasargadae, near 
the southern city of Shiraz — and 
the provincial prosecutor did an-
nounce arrests — Cyrus Day on Oc-
tober 28th, initiated a decade ago 
and this year attracting many thou-
sands, highlights the unusual chal-
lenge the Islamic Republic faces in 
dealing with nationalism.

“Many governments use nation-
alism to mobilise their populations, 
including China and Russia,” said 
Robert Powell, regional manager 
for the Middle East and Africa at the 
Economist Intelligence Unit, “but 
the Iranian government is reluctant 
to do this, as nationalism can sit un-
easily with the Islamic Republic’s 
religious tenets.”

Many Iranians like to gaze back 
fondly on Cyrus as a tolerant ruler 
who freed the Jews from captivity 
in Babylon and cherished ethnic 
diversity in building a large empire, 
but his legacy has proved trouble-

some for more modern Iranian rul-
ers seeking to legitimise their rule.

The Safavid shahs, whose dynas-
ty from 1501-1722 perhaps marks 
the start of modern Iran, set out 
to unite their subjects — Persians, 
Turks, Kurds, Arabs and others — 
through establishing Shia Islam as 
the state religion. Shia clerics, some 
from southern Lebanon, achieved 
high status while recognising the 
Safavid shahs as “God’s shadow on 
Earth”. Religion and nationalism 
sat together, if sometimes uneasily.

By the 20th century, the two Pahl-
avi shahs — Reza and Mohammad 
Reza — saw the clergy as an obstacle 
to development. Reza Shah banned 
the hijab, encouraged archaeologi-
cal excavations at pre-Islamic sites 
and reduced clerical influence in 
education and the courts.

Mohammad Reza strongly em-
phasised continuity with ancient 
glories. His 1971 celebrations near 
Cyrus’s tomb of the supposed 
2,500th anniversary of the Persian 
monarchy and attended by many 
world leaders, became a notorious 
festival of conspicuous consump-
tion that alienated ordinary Irani-
ans and helped start the revolu-
tionary tide that toppled the shah 
in 1979.

Initially, the Islamic revolution-
aries expressed disdain for Iran’s 
history before the arrival of Arab, 
Islamic armies around 651. They 
looked askance at rituals such as 
Charshanbeh Suri, the last Wednes-
day of the year, when Iranians jump 
over bonfires.

For Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomei-
ni, Islam should unite all regardless 

of nation or ethnicity but Iran was 
— and is — marked out as the only 
Islamic country other than Iraq 
with a majority Shia population 
and the Islamic Republic learned to 
live with practices merging Islam 
with pre-Islamic, even Zoroastrian, 
ways.

Millions of Iranians every year 
mark Nowruz, the new year begin-
ning at the spring equinox, by visit-
ing the shrine in Mashhad of Imam 
Reza, the eighth Shia imam.

Pre-Islamic customs are more 
popular than ever — this year more 
than 50 cities took part in a contest 
to build the most original haft-seen 
table, a practice by which Iranian 
families assemble seven items, in-
cluding herbs and a goldfish, that 
begin with the Farsi letter “seen” 
and which represent renewal or fer-
tility. Pre-Islamic Zoroastrian mo-
tifs appear more often in pendants, 
paintings and decorations.

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, presi-
dent from 2005-13, tried to connect 
with such sentiments, probably 
sensing a potential popular base 
independent of the clerics, the bu-
reaucracy or institutions such as 
the Basij. In 2010 he called Cyrus 
“king of the world” when opening 
an exhibition of the Cyrus Cylin-
der, on which the king supposedly 
made the first declaration of human 
rights.

Ahmadinejad’s chief of staff, Es-
fandiar Rahim Mashaei, took this 
further in speaking of an “Iranian 
school of thought” distinct from 
an “Islamic school of thought”, 
prompting some senior clerics to 
detect a “deviant current” and 
even to allege that Mashaei had be-
witched the president.

Their nerves were understand-
able. “Iranian nationalist discourse 
is latently anti-Islamic and if its im-
portance increases, then political 
Islam weakens,” said Walter Posch, 
of the National Defence Academy in 
Vienna.

Posch raised another issue: “If 
the regime changes itself into some-
thing nationalist, as Ahmadine-
jad partly tried, then Iran’s ethnic 
question will become an existential 
threat for national unity and not 
only a nuisance.”

Kurds, Arabs, Baluchis and Az-
eris have sometimes seen Iranian 
nationalism as a cloak for Persian 
nationalism and the “separatist” 
nationalism of ethnic minorities — 
half of Iran’s 70 million population 
— has grown.

Some of the recent clips from 
Pasargadae posted on social me-
dia feature anti-Arab chants. In 
another, a speaker refers to those 
standing beside him as a Kurd, an 
Arab and a Turk (perhaps Azeri), 
presumably to stress the unity of all 
Iranians. Even if his legacy is con-
tested, 2,500 years after his death 
Cyrus remains an important sym-
bol.

Gareth Smyth was chief corre-
spondent in Iran for the Financial 
Times in 2003-07.
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The tomb of Cyrus the Great, a revered king of the Persian Empire, 
is seen at Pasargadae outside Shiraz, south of Tehran                     (Reuters)
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