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The Ezri Center for Iran & Persian Gulf Studies at the University of Haifa is happy to launch The 

Persian Gulf Observer: Perspectives on Iran and the Persian Gulf. The Persian Gulf Observer will 

be published periodically, expressing the views and analysis of the Ezri center's researchers on 

various issues concerning the Persian Gulf region and the countries which lay by its shores.  

Attached please find the Third issue written by Mr. Yossi Mansharof on "Iranian Involvement in 

the Syrian Civil War: Transnational Pro-Iranian Shi'i Networks in Action." 

 

You are most welcome to follow the Ezri Center's twits at: https://twitter.com/EzriCenter , 

be our friend on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/pages/The-Ezri-Center-for-Iran-and-

Persian-Gulf-Studies/141080069242626 

and visit our home site: http://gulfc.haifa.ac.il/ 

You are also cordially invited to visit our site in Persian www.TeHTel.com, where you could find 

interesting material on various aspects of the life in Israel.  

 

 

       

 

 

 :The Persian Gulf Observerמרכז עזרי לחקר איראן והמפרץ הפרסי באוניברסיטת חיפה שמח להשיק את 

Perspectives on Iran and the Persian Gulf ,עטם של חוקרי  -פרי, בו יוצגו מאמרי דעה שיופצו בתדירות תקופתית

 . יההמרכז על מגוון נושאים מאזור המפרץ הפרסי והמדינות השוכנות לחופ

רשתות : המעורבות האיראנית במלחמת האזרחים בסוריה"בנושא  מר יוסי מנשרוףובו מאמר מאת  לישילהלן הגיליון הש

 ."בפעולהאיראניות -לאומיות פרו-שיעיות טרנס

 , er.com/EzriCenterhttps://twitt: אנו מזמינים אתכם לעקוב אחרי ציוצי המרכז בכתובת

 and-Iran-for-Center-Ezri-https://www.facebook.com/pages/The-:להיות חברים שלנו בפייסבוק

Studies/141080069242626-Gulf-Persian 

 /http://gulfc.haifa.ac.il: ולבקר אותנו באתר הבית

בו ניתן למצוא חומרים  www.TeHTel.comדוברי ויודעי הפרסית שביניכם מוזמנים לבקר באתר שלנו בשפה הפרסית 

 .ל החיים בישראלמעניינים על היבטים שונים ש

https://twitter.com/EzriCenter
https://www.facebook.com/pages/The-Ezri-Center-for-Iran-and-Persian-Gulf-Studies/141080069242626
https://www.facebook.com/pages/The-Ezri-Center-for-Iran-and-Persian-Gulf-Studies/141080069242626
http://gulfc.haifa.ac.il/
http://www.tehtel.com/
https://twitter.com/EzriCenter
https://www.facebook.com/pages/The-Ezri-Center-for-Iran-and-Persian-Gulf-Studies/141080069242626
https://www.facebook.com/pages/The-Ezri-Center-for-Iran-and-Persian-Gulf-Studies/141080069242626
http://gulfc.haifa.ac.il/
http://www.tehtel.com/
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Iranian Involvement in the Syrian Civil War: Transnational Pro-

Iranian Shi'i Networks in Action  

By Mr. Yossi Mansharof* 

 

The participation of Shi'ites from Lebanon and the Persian Gulf in the Syrian civil war in support 

of Bashar Assad and against local Sunni Syrians as well as Sunni global jihadists has brought to 

light the Iranian regime's links to Shi'ite communities outside Iran. These links are part of a series 

of trans-national Shi'i networks that Ayatollah Rouhollah Khomeini and his Islamic movement 

began to lay already in the early 1960s, during the reign of Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi (1941-

1979), and with greater gusto since 1979, after the downfall of the monarchy and the 

establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran.  

The fighting of Arab and Iranian Shi'ites alongside each other is not a new phenomenon. For 

example, AMAL and Hezbollah Shi'i activists from Lebanon and Shi'i members of the Islamic Front 

for the Liberation of Bahrain fought with the Iranians and against the Iraqis during the Iran-Iraq 

War (1980-1988). It was recently publicized by Wall Street Journal (in mid September 2013)  that 

Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corp (IRGC) are providing military training to thousands of 

Shi'ites from the Arab world, and particularly from Saudi Arabia and Yemen, at the Amir Al-

Mumineen Base, located near Tehran, in anticipation of their dispatch to Syria to defend the 

Bashar Al-Assad regime. The training includes fighting tactics and weapon operation in urban 

areas alongside religious and ideological lectures by Iranian Shi'i clerics. Such Shi'i volunteers are 

told that an epic Shi'ite saga is about to unfold in Syria and that if they were to die in defending 

the Shi'a, then they would be elevated to the high status as martyrs.  

Iranian, Arab and Western media has been publishing many reports on the civil war in Syria, 

including video clips, such as the video on the funeral of Iraqi Hezbollah activists killed in the 

battles in Syria. Such materials provide ample information for the analysis of the pro-Iranian Shi'i 

presence in Syria since the eruption of the civil war there. 

In the framework of its strategic defense pact with Syria, signed in 2007, Iran hurried to assist 

Assad in his most difficult hour and it provides him with significant support in the survival 

struggle that he's been conducting for the last three years. The Iranian regime furnishes Assad 

with a comprehensive assistance plan that includes both economic assistance –estimated at 

billions of dollars – and political-diplomatic support that attempts to thwart moves against Syria 

at the United Nations. However, a major component of the assistance plan was the dispatch of a 

http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424127887323864604579067382861808984
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j74F4FxAhfI


4 

 

military force to participate in the fighting against Assad's opposition. The Iranian military force 

to Syria included IRGC troops and members of the Basij – the paramilitary popular militia - all 

under the command of General Qassem Suleimani, the commander of the Qods Forces, the 

IRGC's operational units for actions abroad. This force also included Arab-Iranian fighters from 

Iran's Khuzestan Province, aimed at camouflaging their Iranian origin. The dispatch of a sizable 

Iranian military contingent to Syria was expected to snuff out the popular revolt in the country, 

but the continuation and persistence of the anti-Assad revolt convinced a number of experts to 

doubt the combat capabilities of the IRGC and the Basij, and even to suggest that had the popular 

protests and demonstrations in Iran following the vote fraud in the 2009 presidential elections 

been armed, then these forces would have had probably failed in suppressing them.1 

Together with its active participation in dispatching the Iranian and Hezbollah forces to Syria, 

Tehran established the 'Defenders of Zaynab's Shrine' (Modafe'an-e Haram-e Hazrat-e Zaynab). 

This is a para-military transnational network that was established for the purpose of suppressing 

the anti-Assad revolt in Syria. In order to obtain Shi'i recruits from among the Shi'i communities 

in the Persian Gulf, Iran played on their religious sentiments encouraging them to defend the 

most sacred Shi'i site in Syria, namely the tomb of Zaynab, Imam Hussein's sister, near 

Damascus. 

 

Zaynab's Tomb 

Abu Hajar and Abu Noah (see their pictures below), senior commanders in the 'Defenders of 

Zaynab's Shrine', who were Iraqi Shi'ites, were killed in September 2013 by insurgent fire.  

Apart from the above-mentioned network, Iran is also assisted by Asa'ib Ahl Al-Haq (League of 

the Righteous) - an Iraqi paramilitary organization; the Iraqi Badr Brigade (which works in close 

                                           
1
 See for example: Ali Alfoneh, "Pilgrims or Mercenaries? Iranian Hostages Freed by Free Syrian Army", Foundation for Defense 

of Democracies, 15.1.2013. http://www.defenddemocracy.org/media-hit/fdd-policy-brief/ 

 

http://www.defenddemocracy.org/media-hit/fdd-policy-brief/
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collaboration with the IRGC and the Lebanese Hezbollah); and the Iraqi Hezbollah. These 

organizations, which  operated against the American forces after the allied invasion of Iraq in 

2003,  not only helped in creating what has been named as the "Shiite crescent", but are currently 

engaged in defending it in Syria, in an attempt to prevent the collapse of this crescent. 

 

Badr Brigade militants are shown with Zaynab's Tomb in the background. The fighters' faces are concealed 

by a shining light that is a motif frequently employed to describe the Hidden Imam in Twelver Shi'ism. The 

step is intended to symbolize the sanctity of the fighters who are expected to become martyrs and enter 

paradise should they fall in battle against the Syrian insurgents. 

Various scholars of Islamic fundamentalism such as Emanuel Sivan, 2 argue that traditional Shi'ite 

religious sensitivity, and especially the myth of the 'Ashura that immortalized the death of Imam 

Hossein in the battle of Qarbala in 680 A.D., has been the main factor that helped to attract Arab 

Shi'ites to the political doctrine of Khomeini. The current reality in Syria demonstrates that the 

preservation of the Shi'ite holy sites, that is a derivative of the veneration felt by the Shi'ites for 

the imams and their relatives, plays a major role in enlisting Shi'ites to fight in Syria in support of 

Assad. Indeed, reports about attempts by anti-Assad insurgents and members of Jabhat Al-

Nusra, the Sunni organization identified with Al Qaeda, to destroy the Shrine of Zaynab, served as 

a prime catalyst for Shi'ites from the Persian Gulf to volunteer to fight in Syria. Iyad Jamal Al-Din, 

                                           
2
 Emmanuel Sivan, Kanaei Ha'Islam (Radical Islam), Am Oved, Tel Aviv, 1986 p.12. (In Hebrew) 
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an Iraqi Shi'ite cleric opposed to Iran, recently explained that the Sunni insurgents in Syria are 

mistaken in transforming their protests against the Syrian regime into a Sunni-Shiite war, and 

added that the only beneficiary of such mistakes is Iran, because it makes Iran as the only force 

capable of defending the Shiite holy places and thus makes it appealing to many Shi'ites who 

previously did not agree with Iran's  political doctrine. 

 

Abu Noah (circled in the picture on the left) and Abu Hajar (right) 

Iran's use of transnational Shi'i paramilitary networks in Syria is intended to help the Iranian 

regime in a number of ways. First, it presents Iran to many Shi'ites as the defender of the Shi'a 

and their holy sites, and in this way the Iranian regime further consolidates its position in the 

Shi'a world as part of its drive for hegemony. Secondly, the training and dispatch of such Arab 

Shi'i forces into Syria allows Iran not only to reduce the total casualties of its own soldiers in 

Syria, but even to deny any Iranian military involvement in Syria. By the way, such denials are in 

total contradiction to Iranian media reports on numerous IRGC's and Basij soldiers killed in the 

Syrian battlefields. Thirdly, the formation of transnational Shi'ite networks helps Iran firm up its 

relations with the Shi'i communities outside Iran, and enlist at least some of them to promote its 

agenda. A major advantage of this and out of the paramilitary networks that Iran managed to 

establish among the Arab Shi'a is its increased capacity to threaten the Sunni regimes throughout 

the Persian Gulf. For example, Iran could employ these networks in order to undermine those 

regimes, should they collaborate with a Western attack against its nuclear facilities. During the 

1980s Iran used its paramilitary transnational Shi'ite networks to bomb the interests of Gulf 

countries in their territories and even outside it in revenge for their support of Iraq during the 

Iran-Iraq war. And as Iran currently employs the Iraqi Badr Brigade in order to suppress the Anti-

Assad opposition in Syria, Iran can similarly use it and the other Shiite networks in future 

conflicts against other Sunni Arab regimes. In addition, in each battle and fighting, these pro-

Iranian groups earn further combat experience. 

http://www.memritv.org/clip/en/3945.htm
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The funeral of Abu Hajar and Abu Noah in Najaf, Iraq 

In summary, the Iranian leader, Ayatollah Seyyed 'Ali Khamenei, is determined to do everything in 

Iran's power in order to prevent its pro-Iranian ally in Syria from falling to the Sunni bloc. 

Criticism has been made in Iran, primarily by reformist circles but also by moderate conservative 

ones as well as the Chairman of the Expediency Council, Ayatollah 'Ali-Akbar Hashemi 

Rafsanjani, Khamenei's main political rival, of the damage to Iran's status in the Arab world due 

to its support for Assad. Nevertheless, Khamenei is exploiting his lofty status as the Iranian 

Supreme Leader (Rahbar) in order to brush aside such criticism and in favor of a resolute and 

determined defense of his strategic ally in the region. Accordingly, Iran placed at Damascus' 

disposal a substantial part of its military and transnational capabilities, and as a result, Ankara 

has declared in 2012 that without such assistance the Assad regime would have fallen by now.  

Furthermore, despite the political price that the Hezbollah is paying not only in Lebanon but also 

within the Shiite community therein, the Iranian regime's insists on the continued participation of 

its satellite in suppressing the Syrian opposition to Bashar Assad. The pro-Iranian paramilitary 

Shiite networks which currently operate in Syria – namely, the Defenders of Zaynab's Tomb, the 

Badr Brigade, the Iraqi and Lebanese Hezbollah, the Asa'ib Ahl Al-Haq, etc. – act as a 

supplementary arm of the Shi'ite fighting squads alongside the IRGC, an arm that may prove in 

future to serve Iran against the Sunni Arab regimes of the Persian Gulf. 

 

* Mr. Yossi Mansharof is PhD candidate at the Department of Middle Eastern History and Adjunct 

Researcher at the Ezri Center for Iran and the Persian Gulf Studies, University of Haifa. 

http://www.rferl.org/content/iran-rafsanjani-syria-remarks/25094159.html
http://www.rferl.org/content/iran-rafsanjani-syria-remarks/25094159.html

