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The Politics of War Commemoration in Iran 

Abstract 

Scholarship on collective memory shows that war commemoration shapes political legitimacy, 
national identity, and moral authority. Yet most research analyzes commemorative narratives while 
paying limited attention to the events through which memory is enacted. We shift the focus to 
public war commemoration as an event-based practice that overlaps with contentious politics and 
social movements: commemorative gatherings are organized, recurrent, symbolically charged, and 
can function as state-led movements when used to advance government agendas. We ask: Why do 
autocratic states hold war commemoration events at higher rates in some localities than others? 
Drawing on scholarship on state-led movements and research on the political consequences of war, 
we develop two mechanisms. First, similar to other state-mobilized activities, commemorations 
depend on a regime’s social bases and organizational infrastructures and should be more frequent 
where such networks are stronger. Second, war studies show that war-affected communities—
including veterans, martyrs’ families, and districts with high fatalities—remain politically 
consequential long after conflict, creating incentives for concentrated commemorative activity. We 
analyze Iran’s postwar mobilization following the Iran–Iraq War (1980–1988), a paradigmatic case of 
prolonged conflict and sustained state-led activism. Using original subnational data on 
commemoration events, mosque membership, wartime fatalities, and measures of veterans' and 
martyrs’ families, we test these mechanisms. Negative binomial models show that commemoration is 
significantly more frequent in districts with stronger conservative support, denser mosque networks, 
larger student populations, and higher concentrations of war-affected constituencies. These findings 
show how postwar states transform the residues of war into patterned, state-led mobilization across 
space. 

 

  



Introduction 

On June 28, 2025—just days after a ceasefire ended twelve days of Israeli attacks on Iran—the 

Islamic Republic staged a massive funeral for senior commanders killed in the strikes. Hundreds of 

thousands attended, chanting patriotic and pro-regime slogans in a highly emotional display (Reuters 

2025). At a moment when many observers predicted the regime’s imminent collapse or severe 

weakening, the event revealed the enduring reservoir of mobilizable support among loyalist 

constituencies. Such scenes, however, do not emerge spontaneously. They reflect a decades-long 

state project: the systematic use of war commemoration—especially remembrance of the Iran–Iraq 

War (1980-1988)—as a central instrument for consolidating support and responding to political 

threats. 

Existing collective memory scholarship has recognized the political importance of war 

remembrance, but has primarily focused on narrative and discourse (Ashplant, Dawson, and Roper 

2013; Olick 2016; Zubrzycki and Woźny 2020). By foregrounding the contentious and performative 

dimensions of commemorative gatherings, we bridge this literature with research on contentious 

politics and social movements (Almeida 2019; Tilly and Tarrow 2015), which emphasizes variation in 

public events across time and space as a way to identify underlying mechanisms (Acosta and Braun 

2022). This theoretical integration motivates our central question: why does the state organize war 

commemoration at much higher rates in some localities than in others? 

Drawing on research on autocracy (Riley and Fernández 2014), state and society relations 

(Klein and Lee 2019), state-led mobilization (Ekiert, Perry, and Yan 2020; Hellmeier and Weidmann 

2019), and the political consequences of war (Wimmer 2014), we propose two sets of mechanisms 

driving this variation. First, scholarship on state-led mobilization shows that—much like social 

movements (Lu and Tao 2017) —regimes rely on their social bases and organizational 

infrastructures to coordinate participation and sustain public visibility (Khani and Kadivar 2023). 



Where supportive constituencies and loyal institutions are denser, commemorative events are easier 

to organize, repeat, and publicly stage. Accordingly, we expect commemorations to be more 

frequent in localities with stronger regime support and deeper organizational penetration.  

Second, war scholarship emphasizes the lasting political importance of communities heavily 

impacted by conflict—such as veterans, families of martyrs, and districts with high wartime 

exposure (Juan et al. 2023; Kestnbaum 2009; Kriner and Shen 2020). Because these groups carry 

moral authority and emotional investment rooted in wartime sacrifice, regimes have stronger 

incentives to concentrate commemorative activity in such localities. 

To test these arguments, we examine subnational patterns of war commemoration in Iran 

between 2015 and 2019, roughly three decades after the end of the Iran–Iraq War (1980–1988). Iran 

serves as a paradigmatic case for studying how wartime legacies shape state-led mobilization. Forged 

through a long and devastating war, facing persistent geopolitical confrontation, and exhibiting one 

of the world’s highest rates of state-led mobilization (Hellmeier and Weidmann 2019), Iran shows 

how postwar states use commemorative rituals to extend wartime political projects into peacetime. 

We proceed in two steps. First, we provide a qualitative overview of the Iran–Iraq War, 

postwar commemorations, the discourse surrounding remembrance, the organizational structures 

supporting these events, and the core constituency behind the war that has enabled the state to 

develop an extensive welfare and symbolic system.  

Second, we share findings from our statistical analysis based on several original subnational 

datasets: an extended dataset of over 12,500 state-sponsored events from 2015–2019—including 

over 5,000 war commemorations and funerals—an original compilation of war fatalities from the 

43-volume Encyclopedia of Martyrs, and newly gathered district-level data on families of martyrs, 

veterans, and mosque center membership.  



The findings support both mechanisms: districts with higher conservative vote shares, 

greater mosque-center membership, and larger university-student populations host more 

commemorations, reflecting the regime’s social base and mobilizational infrastructure; and districts 

with higher wartime fatalities, more martyrs’ families, and more veterans display significantly higher 

rates of commemoration, demonstrating the enduring political relevance of the war core 

constituency. 

Our study makes four contributions across distinct literatures. First, in collective memory 

research, we shift attention from narrative and discourse (Jansen 2007; Yazdiha 2023) to the spatially 

patterned enactments of commemoration, treating remembrance as a public performance whose 

political force depends on where and for whom it is staged (Reed 2013, 2019).  

Second, in contentious politics, while prior work shows that wars shape contention primarily 

from below through grievances and civic activation (Heaney and Rojas 2014; Leitz 2014; Tarrow 

2015), we demonstrate how wars also generate symbolic and organizational materials that states 

mobilize from above, making commemoration a form of top-down contention.  

Third, in research on state-led mobilization, where rallies have been the dominant empirical 

focus (Hellmeier 2021; Hellmeier and Weidmann 2019), we show that war commemorations 

function in similar ways: they are patterned, strategic, and rooted in mosque networks, conservative 

constituencies, and university-based organizations. This broadens the concept of state mobilization 

to include ritualized, memory-based events.  

Fourth, in scholarship on war’s political consequences, which emphasizes strengthened 

extraction and institutional capacity (Eibl, Hertog, and Slater 2020; Feinstein and Wimmer 2023; 

Slater 2018; Tilly 1992), we show that wars also build mobilizational capacities in the form of 

enduring war-affected constituencies that states continue to activate through commemorative rituals 

decades after the conflict. 



War, Memory, and the Performance of Power 

Sociologists have long emphasized the importance of collective memory in shaping political and 

social life. From Durkheim’s (1912) view of commemoration as a moral ritual that binds 

communities to more recent studies of nationalism and historical narrative, scholars have shown 

how memory practices construct a shared past and define present identities (Jansen 2007; Olick 

2016; Zubrzycki and Woźny 2020). As Hobsbawm (1983) argued, modern states often rely on 

“invented traditions” to naturalize political authority through selective interpretations of history.  

Building on this insight, research demonstrates that states institutionalize and manage 

collective memory to secure legitimacy and moral authority. Through rituals of remembrance, 

monuments, and official narratives, memory becomes a political means that structures emotional 

attachment, moral obligation, and national belonging (Olick and Robbins 1998). Yet 

commemorations can also expose ambivalence and contestation rather than unity (Yazdiha 2023), as 

shown in studies of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, where competing interpretations of sacrifice 

and nationhood coexist within a single commemorative form (Wagner-Pacifici and Schwartz 1991). 

In this scholarship, memory appears as an arena shaped by state projects but also open to 

interpretation, negotiation, and dispute. 

War commemoration occupies a distinctive place within memory practices because war 

produces mass death, trauma, and moral disruption on a scale few other events do. Through 

memorials and ceremonies, states reinterpret the human costs of conflict by recasting death as 

national contribution, translating loss into narratives of honor, endurance, and collective purpose  

(Anderson 1998; Ashplant et al. 2013). By transforming death into patriotic sacrifice, war memorials 

and ceremonies provide symbolic resources for cultivating loyalty and national identity (Acosta and 

Braun 2022; Wedeen 2015). In defeated nations after World War I, commemorations reframed the 

trauma of loss into myths of honor and renewal, while far-right movements in interwar Europe 



glorified the fallen soldiers, erected sacred monuments, and embedded remembrance into nationalist 

utopias (Mosse 1990). Such examples highlight how war commemoration becomes a vehicle for 

channeling past violence into present-day narratives with a clear political purpose. 

Among its different forms, war commemoration unfolds through public gatherings that blur 

the boundary between remembrance, social movements, and contentious politics. Whenever 

commemorations articulate claims about state legitimacy, wartime performance, or political loyalty, 

they overlap with the domain of contentious politics—public, collective claim-making in which 

governments are parties to the claims (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001). At the same time, 

commemorative events share important affinities with social movements (Almeida 2019; Snow and 

Soule 2010): they rely on routinized organizational networks, draw on shared symbols and 

interpretive frames, and cultivate collective identities rooted in narratives of sacrifice.  

Beyond their claim-making and organizational dimensions, commemorative gatherings also 

function as rituals and performances. Research on ritual demonstrates that public ceremonies 

generate emotional energy, constitute collective audiences, and materialize authority through shared 

recognition (Alexander 2011; Collins 2004). Power itself depends on such enactments: political 

claims become effective not simply because they are articulated, but because they are performed and 

received in concrete social settings, where visibility, participation, and spatial context shape their 

resonance (Reed 2013, 2019). This performative, movement-inflected lens makes space central: 

commemoration is not merely a narrative, but a public act staged in specific districts, squares, streets, 

and campuses, whose political force depends on where it is enacted and on whom it draws. 

Cultural sociology has richly documented how states construct meanings, symbols, and 

narratives around the past. Building on this foundation, we turn to a complementary dimension: the 

patterned enactments through which these narratives are publicly staged and circulated. Placing this 

perspective in dialogue with the event-centered approaches of contentious politics and social 



movements (Almeida 2019; Snow and Soule 2010; Tilly and Tarrow 2015) shifts the analytical lens 

from what states say about wars to how, where, and when they perform commemoration. This 

reframing opens a methodological path: spatial–temporal variation in commemorative events 

becomes an observable indicator of the political work of remembrance and the constituencies the 

state seeks to engage. In this view, memory is not a static discourse but a set of performances whose 

spatial distribution reveals the dynamics of state-led mobilization. 

This performative, event-centered approach shows that war can furnish not only grievances 

for resistance but also symbolic and organizational foundations for state-led movements and 

mobilization. Wars leave behind networks of relations, shared memories, and emotionally charged 

symbols that governments may appropriate to consolidate support and manage threats. Pfaff and 

Yang (2001) describe such practices as “double-edged rituals,” capable of generating both resistance 

and compliance depending on their framing. This dual potential is central to understanding war 

commemoration: it can function both as a space for opposition and as a platform for reaffirming 

state authority (Morris and Braine 2001). While in democratic contexts, memories of war tend to be 

contested and commemorative practices fragmented among political actors, autocratic regimes often 

aim to monopolize these rituals—standardizing narratives and consolidating commemorative 

authority—to incorporate war memory into their own political agendas (Ashplant et al. 2013; 

Glaurdić, Lesschaeve, and Mochtak 2021). 

As we conceptualize war commemoration as a form of state-led movement in the postwar 

period, our argument bridges two major strands of scholarship that have developed mainly in 

isolation. One examines the effect of war on state and regime formation, emphasizing how wartime 

mobilization expands state capacity and institutional reach (Eibl et al. 2020; Feinstein and Wimmer 

2023; Slater 2018; Tilly 1992). The other focuses on war’s bottom-up consequences—how 

experiences of violence, sacrifice, and social disruption generate grievances and collective identities 



that fuel protest and civic activism (Bellows and Miguel 2009; Blattman 2009; Skocpol 1979; Tarrow 

2015).  

Our framework brings these perspectives together by showing how postwar regimes 

transform the symbolic and organizational residues of warfare into enduring repertoires of 

movement and mobilization. Through war commemorations, states convert the collective memory 

of conflict into a performative resource for sustaining participation and loyalty, showing how war’s 

legacies shape both resistance from below and mobilization from above. 

This form of mobilization shows how authoritarian regimes sustain engagement beyond 

coercion or institutional control. Scholars have long debated the foundations of durability in 

autocratic systems, identifying the roles of institutions (Gandhi 2008), managed elections (Schedler 

2013), repression (Bellin 2004), regime origins (Levitsky and Way 2022; Slater 2010), economic 

performance (Ross 2012; Slater and Wong 2022), and international linkages (Levitsky and Way 2010; 

Tansey, Koehler, and Schmotz 2017; Weiss 2013). Recent sociological work, however, emphasizes 

the state’s infrastructural power—its capacity to penetrate and organize society through institutions, 

organizations, and symbolic practices (Klein and Lee 2019; Lee and Zhang 2013; Mann 1984). War 

commemoration may operate as one such mechanism: by organizing commemorative events, 

regimes not only project legitimacy but weave themselves into civic life. Commemorative 

mobilization and movements thus exemplify how states embed power within the moral fabric of 

collective memory. 

In what follows, we theorize two mechanisms explaining geographic variation in state-led 

war commemorations in authoritarian regimes. First, commemorative mobilization builds on the 

same social bases and organizational infrastructures that sustain other forms of state-led movements, 

making such events more feasible and visible where regimes possess dense loyalist networks and 

institutional capacity. Second, the uneven social legacies of war shape where commemoration is 



strategically deployed: communities marked by loss and sacrifice remain politically salient after 

conflict, creating incentives for regimes to concentrate commemorative activity in localities with 

larger war-affected constituencies. We develop each mechanism in turn, showing how state capacity 

and wartime legacies jointly structure the spatial patterning of postwar commemoration. 

War Commemoration as State-led Movement 

Building on this understanding of how states embed power in social life, we turn to the literature on 

state-led movements to develop our argument about the drivers of war commemoration as a form 

of state-led contention. We adopt Ekiert and Perry’s (2020:5) definition of state-mobilized 

movements as “collective social and political activities initiated or promoted by state actors to 

further state objectives.” Although state-sponsored mobilization is a longstanding feature of 

authoritarian rule, systematic research on it has emerged only recently (Ekiert et al. 2020; Hellmeier 

and Weidmann 2019; Perry and Wolf 2024). 

State-led mobilization is widespread across authoritarian regimes. In Russia, Vladimir Putin’s 

Nashi Movement built youth-based mobilization capacity through rallies, ideological training, and 

summer camps (Atwal and Bacon 2012; Hemment 2015). In Syria, both the regime of Bashar al-

Assad and the rebel government of Tahrir al-Sham mobilized massive crowds to display their 

governments’ legitimacy (Balmer and Evans 2012; Dahir and Mourshed 2025). Cambodia’s Union of 

Youth Federations, tied to the ruling Cambodian People’s Party, mobilizes students through 

humanitarian and cultural activities (Vong 2022). Similar strategies are evident in Venezuela (Ulmer 

and Aponte 2017), Zimbabwe (Lebas and Young 2023), Ethiopia (Rhodes 2020), and Turkey 

(Yabanci 2021), all of which use public mobilization to consolidate rule and suppress dissent. Cross-

national analyses confirm that higher levels of autocratic mobilization in authoritarian regimes 



correlate with lower probabilities of democratic transition, underscoring its role in authoritarian 

durability (Hellmeier and Bernhard 2023). 

In authoritarian settings, such mobilization at least serves two main functions: managing 

threats and sustaining support. Regimes organize loyalist rallies to counter opposition protests, 

project control, and occupy contested public space (Anderson and Cammett 2020; Hellmeier and 

Weidmann 2019). They also focus on semi-autonomous spaces like universities, which have 

traditionally been centers of dissent. In response, governments have promoted loyalist student 

groups and integrated political monitoring into campus activities (Khani and Kadivar 2025).  

Beyond crisis response, authoritarian regimes also mobilize to maintain engagement and 

display vitality. These activities often occur in areas of regime strength, where organizational 

infrastructures facilitate participation (Khani and Kadivar 2023). Like grassroots movements, state-

led mobilization depends on organizational capacity—institutions that channel resources, coordinate 

strategy, and recruit participants (Lu and Tao 2017; McCarthy and Zald 1977; Walker and Martin 

2018). Over time, such efforts routinize into recurring performances of unity and control. Although 

civil society is often viewed as a realm of democratic autonomy, autocratic regimes cultivate loyalist 

associations that extend political control and co-opt local loyalties (Forrat 2024; Riley 2010; Riley 

and Fernández 2015). These infrastructures institutionalize mobilization, shifting it from a crisis 

response to a ritualized demonstration of power in everyday life. 

We argue that when war commemorations become part of the repertoire of pro-government 

mobilization, they operate in ways similar to other forms of state-led movements. Like rallies and 

other organized displays, commemorative events draw on the regime’s existing social bases and 

organizational infrastructure. Dense networks of loyal institutions and associations facilitate 

coordination, recruitment, and repetition, making public commemoration logistically feasible and 

highly visible where state capacity is strongest. At the same time, commemorations help sustain 



engagement among regime supporters and loyalists. By providing recurring, ritualized occasions for 

participation, they reinforce cohesion, collective identity, and ongoing political involvement beyond 

moments of acute crisis. War commemorations also offer particular advantages in contested arenas, 

such as universities, where the regime faces independent activism. In these settings, invoking martyrs 

and fallen soldiers as sacred national figures raises the symbolic costs of dissent, allowing authorities 

to assert presence and counter challengers while framing opposition as a challenge to shared national 

sacrifice rather than routine political disagreement. 

Accordingly, we expect war commemorations—much like other forms of state-led 

mobilization—to be more frequent in areas where regimes enjoy stronger social bases and denser 

organizational infrastructure, and to appear in institutionally sensitive or contested sectors where the 

state seeks to extend its reach and contain opposition. 

Constituencies of War 

War commemoration extends wartime mobilization into the postwar era by engaging core 

constituencies—especially veterans—who remain politically consequential long after the conflict 

ends. Veterans often hold moral authority, dense organizational ties, and mobilizational capacity that 

can shape politics in multiple directions. Research shows that they may become advocates of 

conservative or authoritarian projects, as in interwar Germany, where districts with more World War 

I veterans experienced stronger right-wing voting and democratic erosion (Koenig 2023), or in 

France, where the memory of wartime heroism contributed to enduring autocratic values during the 

Vichy regime (Cagé et al. 2023). Yet veterans can also mobilize against the state: studies document 

their emergence as leaders of peace and reform movements, leveraging hybrid identities as insiders 

with moral credibility to contest official narratives of war, sacrifice, and national duty (Heaney and 

Rojas 2014, 2015; Leitz 2011, 2014). 



The Croatian case further shows this ambivalent potential. Veteran organizations created 

and institutionalized during the Homeland War became what scholars describe as state-mobilized 

movements—politically incorporated by the ruling HDZ and repeatedly activated in support of its 

projects. However, the same organizations later mounted sustained, high-capacity protest campaigns 

against SDP governments that attempted to reform veterans' benefits and challenge nationalist 

memory politics (Dolenec and Širinic 2020). Thus, the very organizational infrastructure built 

through war and remembrance can serve as mechanisms of both loyalist mobilization and forceful 

opposition, depending on shifting political alignments. This ambivalent potential makes veterans a 

politically sensitive constituency.  

Authoritarian regimes, therefore, seek to retain their loyalty through symbolic recognition, 

material support, and organizational incorporation. Commemoration provides a public arena 

through which authorities honor sacrifice, reinforce ideological alignment, and channel veterans’ 

prestige toward displays of continuity and regime loyalty. 

The fallen, though no longer living actors, continue to shape political memory through those 

who remember them, especially their families. Collective loss can generate both grievance and 

cohesion, depending on how it is framed. Studies of interwar Europe show that communities 

suffering higher wartime fatalities later exhibited more substantial support for nationalist and far-

right movements (Juan et al. 2023; Surdea-Hernea 2025). Similar associations appear in the United 

States, where local casualty rates correlate with support for leaders emphasizing nationalism and 

military strength (Kriner and Shen 2020).  

Authoritarian regimes attempt to shape these sentiments by institutionalizing remembrance 

and integrating bereaved families into state networks of recognition and material support. Through 

rituals that frame death as a patriotic sacrifice, authorities seek to “speak for” the dead, positioning 

their memory as an endorsement of the regime’s moral and political order. Publicly honoring 



veterans and martyr families, and linking recognition to allegiance, allows regimes to signal that 

loyalty will be rewarded while striving to prevent loss from transforming into dissent. 

Accordingly, we hypothesize that war commemorations occur more frequently in areas with higher 

concentrations of war-related constituencies, where the symbolic and emotional resources of sacrifice are most readily 

mobilizable. 

Empirical Strategy 

To support our argument, we examine war commemoration in Iran through a mixed-method 

research design that combines qualitative description with quantitative analysis. The qualitative 

component establishes the empirical foundation for our theoretical claim that commemoration 

functions as an organized repertoire of state-led movements. It unfolds in four parts: (1) narrating 

the political history of the Iran–Iraq War and tracing the emergence of its commemorative 

landscape; (2) analyzing funerals and ceremonies, their dominant discourses, and the political 

messages they convey, while identifying the state institutions that sponsor them; (3) mapping the 

broader organizational infrastructure of mobilization—including mosques, universities,  mass 

organizations, and ideological bodies—as well as showing how these platforms produce and 

disseminate commemorative practices; and (4) examining the cultivation of a core constituency of 

martyrs’ families and veterans, along with the political organizations through which they are 

mobilized. Taken together, these components clarify political logic, institutional vehicles, and target 

audiences of war commemoration, allowing us to conceptualize commemorative events as 

observable instances of state-led mobilization rather than purely cultural rituals. 

Our qualitative analysis relies on both secondary literature and primary historical sources in 

Farsi. Both authors were raised in Iran—one in the 1980s through the late 2000s, the other in the 

1990s through the late 2010s—and have directly observed commemorative practices in schools, 



universities, mosques, and public spaces. While we do not cite these observations as data, they 

inform our interpretation of how commemorative rituals are experienced, performed, and 

understood in everyday political life. 

We then turn to quantitative analysis to account for the spatial distribution of 

commemorative events across Iran. Treating commemorative mobilization as the dependent 

variable, we test two sets of predictors. The first captures the broader drivers of state-led 

mobilization, including the density of mosques, universities, and conservative constituencies. The 

second reflects constituency-specific factors tied directly to the war, such as the presence and 

concentration of martyrs’ families and veterans. By integrating qualitative grounding with systematic 

subnational evidence, this approach demonstrates not only that war commemoration functions as a 

repertoire of state-led mobilization but also reveals where and why it is deployed with greater intensity. 

War and Commemoration in Iran 

Iran-Iraq War 1980-1988 

The Iran–Iraq War and its subsequent commemoration provide a compelling context for analyzing 

war commemoration as a form of state-led contention. The Iran–Iraq War was the longest interstate 

conflict of the twentieth century, mobilizing more than 2 million combatants on the Iranian side and 

approximately 1 million on the Iraqi side, and resulting in an estimated 190,000 Iranian and 80,000 

Iraqi deaths (PSRI 2014; Razoux 2015). Iran is also a global outlier in state-sponsored mobilization: 

according to the only cross-national dataset on pro-government mobilization in autocracies, it has 

ranked among the most active states in organizing top-down collective action in the past two 

decades (Hellmeier and Weidmann 2019). The combination of the war’s duration, scale of 

mobilization, and enduring postwar state-led activism makes Iran a paradigmatic case for examining 

how major conflicts reshape authoritarian repertoires of mobilization. 



The war began on September 22, 1980, when Iraqi forces invaded Iran. Saddam Hussein 

believed that Iran’s armed forces—already strained by postrevolutionary turmoil—had been severely 

weakened by the new regime’s purges of senior officers and thus expected a swift victory. Iranian 

leaders, meanwhile, had been publicly calling on Iraqi Shiʿa to rise and overthrow Saddam as part of 

the Islamic Republic’s early project of exporting the revolution. Although Iraq was the clear legal 

aggressor, Iran’s official narrative downplays how its own strategic choices—especially the purges 

that debilitated the army and the revolutionary rhetoric aimed at Iraq—also shaped Saddam’s 

calculations and contributed to the conditions under which the invasion became thinkable.  

Iraqi forces initially captured several border cities, but Iran managed to halt their advance 

through an improvised yet massive mobilization effort that combined volunteers in the 

Revolutionary Guards and Basij militia with a conscription-based regular army (Artesh). Facing an 

acute disadvantage in equipment and firepower, Iran relied heavily on so-called “human wave” 

assaults—large infantry attacks in which lightly armed volunteers advanced in dense formations to 

overwhelm Iraqi defenses. While these tactics occasionally produced tactical breakthroughs, they did 

so at the cost of extraordinarily high casualties (Axworthy 2016; Shiralinia 2016). 

By 1982, Iran had expelled Iraqi forces from its territory and reclaimed the occupied cities. 

Rather than pursuing a ceasefire, however, the leadership—emboldened by early victories—chose to 

extend the war into Iraq. From 1982 to 1988, the Revolutionary Guards spearheaded a series of 

offensives aimed at toppling Saddam’s regime and, as some leaders framed it, “opening a path 

through Iraq to Palestine.” Despite this ambitious rhetoric, the operations yielded no decisive 

breakthroughs. The United States and several European powers, alarmed by the revolutionary 

regime’s regional ambitions, increased their support for Iraq, further undermining Iran’s position 

(Ayatollahi Tabaar 2018).  



Strategic miscalculations, internal disagreements among commanders, and mounting 

casualties eroded Iran’s military capacity. Middle-ranking officers privately criticized senior 

commanders for their disregard of human losses and the continuation of costly offensives (Bastani 

2020)—grievances that later shaped veterans’ political orientations in the postwar period. Under 

growing economic and military pressure, Iran accepted a permanent ceasefire in 1988. The scale of 

failure was such that, as Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani later recounted, the Revolutionary Guards’ 

commander came to him in tears, fearing persecution for front-line failures (Hasemi Rafsanjani 

2011).  

Throughout the war, the Islamic Republic expanded and institutionalized a martyrdom 

discourse that had been revived during the 1978–79 revolution. Revolutionary leaders drew on Shi‘i 

narratives of sacrifice—especially the story of Karbala, in which Imam Husayn, the Prophet’s 

grandson, chose death over submission to an unjust ruler. In Shi‘ism, Husayn’s martyrdom 

symbolizes righteous resistance to tyranny. The state transformed this symbol into a potent political 

resource: wartime volunteers were portrayed as spiritual successors to Husayn, and battlefield deaths 

were framed as sacred offerings rather than evidence of strategic failure. This discourse legitimized 

enormous human losses and sustained recruitment despite overwhelming risks. Through school 

rituals, murals, posters, televised funerals, and cultural production, the state embedded martyrdom 

into everyday life, turning grief into pride and linking wartime sacrifice to political loyalty (Dorraj 

1997; Varzi 2006). 

The war profoundly reshaped Iran’s political and institutional landscape. It solidified the 

Revolutionary Guards and the Basij as dominant political forces and instruments of coercion 

(Alemzadeh 2018, 2021; Golkar 2015a; Ostovar 2016). It intensified a siege mentality among 

political elites, reinforcing perceptions of an existential external threat (Razoux 2015; Samuel 2021). 



It also changed domestic politics: the conflict erupted amid fierce competition among revolutionary 

factions, and Islamists used the war to marginalize rivals and consolidate control.  

By 1981, they had sidelined nationalist elements and suppressed leftist movements through 

repression and by mobilizing their supporters in elections and public demonstrations (Abrahamian 

1989). Recruitment rallies, funerals of fallen soldiers, and wartime ceremonies became central tools 

for projecting Islamist dominance. At these events, regime elites framed opposition groups as 

collaborators with Iraq and foreign adversaries (Arjomand 1989). This strategy—using war-related 

public gatherings to mobilize loyalists, discredit opponents, and assert ideological control—became a 

foundational element of the Islamic Republic’s mobilization repertoire, one that the regime has 

relied on continuously in the decades since the war’s end. 

War Commemoration Events in Iran 

After the war ended in 1988, the Islamic Republic reactivated and systematized the Karbala-infused 

language of martyrdom, transforming wartime sentiment into a repertoire of postwar public ritual. 

Rather than allowing remembrance to develop informally, the state promoted narratives that framed 

wartime sacrifice as an ongoing duty to defend the Islamic Revolution. Murals, school ceremonies, 

televised funerals, and memorial installations recast individual loss as collective loyalty, while welfare 

institutions that supported martyrs’ families linked everyday life to the moral vocabulary of the war 

(Kaur 2010; Khosronejad 2013; Saeidi 2010; Varzi 2006). Through these practices, the state 

extended the war’s meaning into the postwar period and positioned martyrdom at the center of 

political identity. 

War commemoration takes two complementary forms: martyr funerals and recurring public 

ceremonies. Martyr funerals are one-time events centered on the return and burial of specific bodies. 



Recurring commemorations—especially during Sacred Defense Week1—are ritualized performances 

that revisit the war’s meaning long after the original funerals. Together, they embedded the war in 

both local mourning and the national civic calendar. 

Martyr funerals merge mourning, Shi‘i ritual, and political messaging. Coffins draped in the 

national flag move through town centers as crowds chant “Husayn, Husayn,” engage in chest-

beating, and shout slogans such as “Death to America.” Military bands, clerics, and banners 

accompany the procession, while attendees reach toward the coffin to absorb its baraka. Farewell 

gatherings in mosques, universities, and cultural centers frame participation as a pledge to uphold 

the martyr’s ideals. Burials often occur in prominent locations—parks, hilltops, overlooks—

transforming them into sacred local spaces frequented for prayer and supplication. Through this 

funerary culture, martyrdom becomes a public, performative experience that binds communities to 

the Islamic Republic’s moral and political project (Defapress 2025). 

The political function of funerals is especially clear in moments of exceptional scale. The 

June 2015 funeral of 175 combat divers—whose remains were returned decades after the war—drew 

millions nationwide and tens of thousands in Tehran. Although the divers died in a failed operation, 

the state transformed the event into a dramatic display of unity and sacrifice. Officials invoked the 

divers’ purity and steadfastness, mourners touched the coffins for blessing, and pro-regime signs 

filled the streets. The ceremony provided a platform for denouncing the United States, affirming 

Iran’s nuclear rights, and emphasizing adherence to Khamene’i’s directives. Even ideologically 

diverse cultural institutions publicly endorsed the event. By converting a military disaster into a 

 
1 Sacred Defense Week is an annual commemoration in Iran, held from September 22 to 29, marking the anniversary of 
Iraq’s 1980 invasion and honoring the eight years of resistance during the Iran–Iraq War. It is observed through military 
parades, ceremonies, and public events that underscore the war’s significance in shaping national identity and collective 
memory. 

 



symbol of resilience, the state demonstrated how funerals rework loss into political capital (Reuters 

2015). 

Rose Wellman’s (2015) ethnography of the recovery and reburial of two unknown martyrs in 

a provincial town in Fars-Abad shows how such funerals operate at the local level. She shows how 

the arrival of the martyrs’ remains activated dense organizational networks—Basij units, municipal 

authorities, and veteran families—while also drawing large numbers of ordinary residents into the 

procession. The affective intensity of the rituals—crying, praying, and treating the martyrs’ return as 

spiritually transformative—transformed the ceremonies to extend beyond committed loyalists. After 

burial, the graves rapidly became sites of ongoing devotion, where residents sought blessings and 

made vows. Together, these cases demonstrate how funerary rituals convert wartime loss into a 

recurring, locally grounded form of political attachment, renewing the regime’s moral vocabulary 

through embodied participation rather than formal persuasion. 

Recurring commemoration ceremonies extend these dynamics into an ongoing civic practice. 

Held throughout the year and peaking during Sacred Defense Week, these events begin with 

Qur’anic recitation and prayers for the martyrs, followed by speeches from clerics, officials, and 

veterans emphasizing the duty to preserve the values of the Sacred Defense. Organizers display 

wartime photographs and soldiers’ personal effects, stage artistic renderings of heroism, and 

incorporate military anthems, flag processions, and theatrical reenactments. Religious elements and 

honors for martyrs’ families highlight the moral weight of sacrifice, while exhibitions and 

performances turn remembrance into a civic celebration that keeps the war’s political meaning active 

in everyday life (Farsnews 2020; Tasnimnews 2014). 

To identify the core themes of the state’s commemorative message, we analyze war-related 

speeches delivered by Supreme Leader Ali Khamene’i. These speeches articulate the authoritative 

narrative reproduced across institutions. In this discourse, the war becomes a “Sacred Defense”: a 



divinely guided struggle revealing the moral strength of the Islamic Republic. Losses and tactical 

failures are reframed as spiritual triumphs; even controversial battlefield tactics are recast as acts of 

devotion. Iran is cast as a faithful nation besieged by foreign enemies led by the United States, with 

its survival presented as evidence of divine favor. Martyrdom emerges as a moral template for 

citizenship, and cultural institutions are instructed to disseminate this narrative through literature, 

film, museums, and ceremonies. Depictions that emphasize tragedy or leadership failures are 

condemned. Through this framing, the leadership seeks to convert memories of loss into moral 

capital and extend wartime mobilization into peacetime, even if these aims exceed practical 

outcomes. For further details, see section A1 of the appendix.  

This commemorative project is sustained by a dense institutional apparatus anchored by the 

Foundation for the Preservation of Works and Publication of Sacred Defense Values (Bonyād-e Hefz-e 

Āsār va Nashr-e Arzeshhā-ye Defāʿ-e Moqaddas) and its nationwide Rahian-e Noor program. Established 

in 1990 under the General Staff of the Armed Forces, the Foundation sets commemorative policy, 

oversees cultural programming, manages museums and heritage sites, and enforces adherence to the 

official narrative of resistance. Rahian-e Noor organizes annual battlefield pilgrimages—bringing 

thousands, especially students, to former frontlines—where trained narrators frame the war as a 

moral and ideological template for citizenship (Rahianenoor 2018). Together, these institutions turn 

war memory into a year-round program of political education, ensuring that themes of sacrifice, 

loyalty, and anti-imperialism remain embedded in Iran’s political culture. 

Although the Islamic Republic has developed a dominant official discourse of the war, this 

narrative is not the only way Iranians remember the conflict. Alternative interpretations—ranging 

from critical memoirs and literary accounts to films, plays, and documentaries—have long circulated 

in the public sphere. Scholars show that these counter-memories challenge the state’s heroic 

framing, highlight the human costs of the war, and articulate resentments that have persisted across 



generations (Behrouzan 2016; Ehsani 2016; Farhi 2004). These cultural productions show a diverse 

and contested landscape of remembrance. Yet when it comes to public commemoration, the state 

has maintained tight control over the terms, symbols, and spatial forms through which the war is 

collectively remembered.  

State-led Contention and Its General Organizations in Iran 

Beyond war-related mobilization, the Islamic Republic has relied on a wide array of state-sponsored 

public events to reinforce ideological conformity and counter opposition. In the postwar period, 

authorities organized mass gatherings to promote conservative social codes—mandating the hijab, 

encouraging modest dress among youth, and policing gendered behavior (Shahrokni 2019; Teimouri 

2024a). As the student movement revived and reformist factions gained influence in the late 1990s, 

conservatives drew on top-down mobilization to challenge reformist initiatives. In subsequent 

decades, hardliners continued this strategy to curb moderate factions and repress widespread 

protests, including the mass uprisings of 2009, 2017, 2019, and 2022, during which loyalist 

mobilization played a direct role in suppressing dissent (Golkar 2012; Razavi 2009; Teimouri 2024b). 

To organize state-led events—war-related or otherwise—the regime has embedded its 

mobilizational infrastructure across key social and institutional arenas. 

Mosques were the first institutions incorporated into this apparatus. Prior to 1979, Islamists 

had relied on mosque networks to coordinate revolutionary activities (Kurzman 2004); after the 

revolution, these networks were institutionalized to sustain pro-regime mobilization. In 1990, the 

Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution (Shoraye-e Aili-e Enghelabe-e Farhangi) established mosque 

centers (Kanun-e masjed) under the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance, formalizing mosque–

state linkages. A coordinating council—composed of representatives from thirteen state bodies, 

including the Organization of Islamic Propaganda and the Basij—oversaw their activities. By 2025, 



more than 28,000 mosque centers operated nationwide, serving as hubs for religious instruction, 

youth programming, and the organization of rallies such as Revolution Day. Members also 

participated in war-related commemorative practices, including weekly visits to the families of 

martyrs and veterans (Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance 2021). Through this network, the 

state transformed mosques from potential sites of communal autonomy into thoroughly co-opted 

infrastructures of mobilization.  

Universities, long central to revolutionary activism and political dissent, were among the 

earliest targets of ideological restructuring. During the 1981–83 Cultural Revolution, the regime shut 

down campuses to purge leftist and nationalist faculty and students and rebuild universities on 

Islamic foundations. Islamist student activists created the Office for Strengthening Unity (Daftar-e 

Tahkim-e Vahdat), which later fragmented under state pressure. As student dissent re-emerged in the 

1990s and 2000s, conservatives expanded control through loyalist organizations such as the Islamic 

Society of Students and the University Student Basij. Under Ahmadinejad (2005–2013), repression 

intensified: independent student associations were dissolved, faculty purged, and pro-regime groups 

mobilized to hold commemorations and rallies that fused religious symbolism with fidelity to the 

state (Rivetti 2020). 

A particularly significant post-2009 development was the state’s decision to bury Iran–Iraq 

War soldiers on university campuses (Elling 2009). This practice was unprecedented and deeply 

political. Universities were central to the 2009 Green Movement, with reformist leaders aiming to 

restore the war’s moral language by highlighting commanders like Hemmat and Bakeri as true 

national heroes, separate from the Basij forces responsible for repression. In this context, burying 

martyrs on campuses was a strategic effort to redefine the moral landscape of student life. By 

introducing potent symbols of the Sacred Defense into spaces associated with opposition, the state 

aimed to reassert ideological authority, deter protest, and reclaim martyrdom as a state-defined 



category. Student objections were met with crackdowns, and officials urged faculty and students to 

embrace the martyrs’ example as a defense against “foreign cultural influences.” These burials thus 

functioned not only as commemorative acts but also as mechanisms of discipline and political 

reassertion in one of the regime’s most contested institutional arenas (BBC Persian 2022). 

Two nationwide organizations anchor the state’s capacity for top-down mobilization. The 

Islamic Propaganda Organization (Sāzmān-e Tablīghāt-e Eslāmī, IPO)—established by Ayatollah 

Khomeini in 1982 and overseen directly by the Supreme Leader—functions as a central ideological 

arm of the regime. Through its extensive national network, the IPO coordinates pro-government 

events, produces propaganda materials, and embeds the legacy of the war into broader cultural 

campaigns.  

The Basij Resistance Force (Niroye-e Moghavemat-e Basij), a volunteer paramilitary under the 

Revolutionary Guards, was pivotal in mass mobilization during the war and remains central to 

postwar strategies. With branches across the country, the Basij enforces social norms, contributes to 

internal security, and organizes commemorations and funerals, reinforcing narratives of sacrifice, 

loyalty, and resilience that underpin the regime’s legitimacy (Golkar 2015b; Razoux 2015). 

Core War Constituencies 

The Islamic Republic maintains a comprehensive institutional system to provide for veterans, the 

families of martyrs, and former prisoners of war. At its center is the Martyrs and Veterans Affairs 

Foundation (Bonyad-e Shahid va Omur-e Isargaran), a public body with dual leadership—one appointed 

by the president with the approval of the Supreme Leader, and the other appointed directly by the 

Supreme Leader. Established by Ayatollah Khomeini in 1980 and expanded during and after the 

Iran–Iraq War, the foundation was later consolidated in 2004 to unify dispersed responsibilities for 

different war-affected groups. It administers an extensive welfare infrastructure that includes 



monthly stipends for disabled veterans and the families of martyrs, a large economic network that 

provides housing assistance, loans, and employment opportunities, and preferential hiring across the 

public sector.  

The “Shahed Plan” offers educational privileges through dedicated Shahed schools, 

university quotas, and Shahed University. Healthcare needs are met through the foundation’s Shafa 

Medical Organization, which operates hospitals, clinics, and pharmacies and covers all medical 

expenses, including treatment abroad when necessary. The institution also provides transportation 

benefits, subsidized goods, and legal assistance for issues such as guardianship and inheritance. 

Alongside these services, a broader cultural apparatus—including museums, memorial construction, 

the naming of public spaces, and organized trips to wartime sites—supports the preservation and 

public recognition of veterans’ and martyrs’ experiences (Harris 2017; Research Center of the 

Parliament 2013).  

Alongside the state’s extensive welfare and commemorative infrastructure, veterans 

themselves have built political organizations that reflect divergent trajectories of engagement with 

the Islamic Republic. The most influential of these is the Society of Devotees of the Islamic 

Revolution (Jamʿīyat-e Isārgarān-e Enqelāb-e Eslāmī), a conservative party established by war veterans in 

the late 1990s in response to Reformist electoral gains. The Society quickly became a pillar of the 

conservative camp—contributing to the formation of the United Front of Principlists (Jebhe-ye 

Mottahide-ye Osulgarāyān), gaining parliamentary influence, and helping elevate veteran politicians such 

as Mahmoud Ahmadinejad (president, 2005–2013) and Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf (speaker of 

parliament since 2020).  

Veterans have also formed smaller organizations outside the conservative mainstream. 

Reform-aligned veterans created the Assembly of Devotees (Majma’-e Isargaran) in 2017 to challenge 

the conservative monopoly over the Sacred Defense narrative, though their influence has mainly 



remained symbolic (IRNA 2017). A minority of veterans have aligned with opposition and reformist 

causes—most notably during the 2009 Green Movement, when some publicly endorsed Mir-

Hossein Mousavi and later faced repression (Alimagham 2020; BBC Persian 2025). These efforts, 

however, did not develop into durable organizations comparable to the conservative veteran 

formations. Taken together, these patterns show that veterans’ politics are not homogeneous; rather, 

the most institutionalized and influential veteran organizations have been anchored in the 

conservative, pro-regime camp. Table 1 summarizes the major organizations that sponsor war 

commemoration events in Iran. 

Table 1. State Organizations Involved in War Commemoration and Mobilization in Iran 

 

Quantitative Data 

Outcomes: War Commemoration 

Our main dependent variable is the count of public war commemoration events in each district from 

2015 to 2019. This measure builds on Khani and Kadivar’s (2023) original dataset on state-led 

mobilization in Iran, which was constructed through a two-stage coding of reports published by 

three government news agencies—Fars News, Tasnim, and Basij News—that together provide 

extensive coverage of regime-sponsored events. In this study, we expand the dataset by adding an 



official source, DefaPress, which focuses on reporting Sacred Defense and commemorative 

activities and serves as the official news agency of the Foundation for the Preservation of Sacred 

Defense. This addition improves coverage of war-related events and strengthens the empirical 

foundation of our measure. To our knowledge, this remains the only subnational, event-level dataset 

of pro-government mobilization available for Iran. Appendix A2 provides details on the two-stage 

coding procedure and the integration of the new source. 

The full dataset includes 12,518 unique events, categorized into several types, including war 

commemoration events, rallies, and funerals of state officials or Iranian soldiers killed abroad (e.g., 

in Syria). War commemoration and war funeral events account for 5,248 unique events, a substantial 

share of all state-led mobilization (See Figure 1 for the geographic spread of war-related 

mobilization). For comparison, our dataset records 3,902 rallies, highlighting the scale of war-related 

mobilization relative to other common forms of state-sponsored street activity.  

To highlight both frequency and contrast, we juxtapose these war-related events and rallies 

with district-level data from the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED), a global 

dataset that systematically collects and codes protest and political violence (Raleigh et al. 2010). 

ACLED’s coverage of peaceful demonstrations provides a comparative baseline, allowing us to 

situate war commemorations within broader patterns of protest activity across districts (see Figure 2 

for the temporal distribution of these events). 

We also consider the number of non-war state-sponsored events in each district. This 

includes rallies, funerals, and memorials for state-affiliated figures such as clerics or security forces 

killed in clashes by political armed insurgents or smugglers, as well as short-term, state-affiliated 

volunteer service missions (ordū-ye jahādī) organized by students, clerics, physicians, and other groups 

in disadvantaged regions. 



Through computational text analysis, we also identify both the themes emphasized and the 

actors present at war-related commemorative events. Although many reports are brief and omit 

thematic details, when themes are mentioned, they consistently reflect the Islamic Republic’s official 

repertoire. The most frequent topics include martyrdom (74%), loyalty to the Supreme Leader 

(30%), the Sacred Defense (25%), support for the revolution (20%), and anti-imperialism (18%). 

Additional checks show that thematic content is reported more frequently in larger cities, suggesting 

that missing details arise primarily from reporting bias rather than substantive differences across 

events. 

Actor information shows a similarly patterned structure. Among events with identifiable 

participants, the most frequently mentioned actors are martyrs’ families (30%), state officials (40%), 

and clergy (36%). Other groups—such as the IRGC, Basij, Army units, and university students—

also appear regularly. Taken together, these patterns underscore the dual foundations of 

commemorative mobilization: the presence of state officials and security institutions reveals direct 

state coordination; clergy participation reflects the regime’s social base; and martyrs’ families signal 

the activation of core war-affected constituencies. 

Because our theoretical focus concerns where commemorations are held rather than variation 

in thematic content or speaker composition, missing information in some news reports does not 

undermine the analysis. Instead, the consistent themes and actor profiles, when reported, reinforce 

existing scholarly accounts and our own field observations, suggesting that events without explicit 

details likely followed the same official script. 

 

  



Figure 1. Geographic Distribution of War-Related Mobilization Across Iranian Districts 

 

Figure 1. War-related mobilization events per 100,000 population (2015-2019). The measure includes war 
commemoration ceremonies and war martyr funeral events, normalized by district population to control for 
size differences. Higher values (darker red) indicate greater mobilization intensity relative to the population. 
Districts in white had no recorded instances of war mobilization during the study period.  

Independent Variables 

Infrastructures of State-Sponsored Mobilization 

We include three sets of independent variables—mosque-center membership, university students, 

and conservative vote shares—that capture the main drivers of state-led mobilization in Iran. 

 Mosque-Center Membership 

Mosque centers are state-sponsored organizations embedded in mosques across the country that 

conduct religious programming and mobilize participants for regime-organized events. Using 



computational web scraping, we collected membership data for more than 28,000 mosque centers 

from the database2, aggregated them to the district level, and constructed a variable measuring the 

share of mosque-center members in each district's population. 
University Students 

We include a measure capturing the percentage of college students in each district, drawn from the 

2016 national census. 

Conservative Vote Share 

We use the percentage of conservative votes in the 2017 presidential election—measured as 

Ebrahim Raisi’s share of all votes—as a contemporary indicator of regime support in the postwar 

period. Election results are sourced from the Ministry of Interior. 

Core War Constituency (CWC) 
To capture the core constituency most directly shaped by the human costs of the Iran–Iraq War, we 

construct three variables at the district level: (1) the percentage of war fatalities, (2) the percentage of 

martyr-family households, and (3) the percentage of registered veterans. Because these measures 

overlap conceptually and empirically, we also use factor analysis to construct a single index of war 

core constituencies. In our regression models, we include all four measures (the three components 

plus the index) to show robustness. Details of the factor analysis are provided in appendix section 

A3. 

Islamic Republic Martyrs Dataset (IRMD) 

Although narrative histories of the Iran–Iraq War are extensive, systematic quantitative research on 

war mobilization in the global South remains scarce—largely due to limited access to detailed 

microdata. Existing quantitative studies of war overwhelmingly focus on countries in the global 

North (Juan et al. 2024; Koenig 2023; Kriner and Shen 2020). Even in well-studied cases like World 

 
2 https://bachehayemasjed.ir/ 



War I, fatality data disproportionately reflect European soldiers, leaving colonial conscripts under-

documented. 

To fill this gap in existing data, we introduce an original dataset of Iranian war fatalities drawn 

from a comprehensive 43-volume encyclopedia published by the Martyrs and Veterans Foundation 

of the Islamic Republic. In total, the encyclopedia provides biographical records for 215,025 

individuals, as shown in Table 2. 

Table 2. Iranian Fatalities by Conflict Period and Type 

 

This dataset fills a major empirical gap by providing detailed individual-level fatality data for 

a large-scale war in the global South. Using PDFs of all 43 volumes, we applied computational text-

processing and coding procedures to extract and standardize biographical information, including 

birth and death dates, birthplace, cause of death, education, and occupation. See Appendix section 

A4 for further details. 

War Fatalities 

Our primary measure captures district-level fatality rates. We aggregate the number of Iran–Iraq War 

deaths by birthplace, which provides the most consistent and complete indicator of a district’s 

demographic contribution to the war effort. Because many bodies were never recovered, birthplace 

is preferable to burial location, though we use burial-based measures as a robustness check. Fatality 

rates are standardized to the 2016 district population. 

 



 

Martyrs’ Families 

We also include the percentage of martyr-family households—families officially designated as 

“martyrs’ families” and eligible for stipends and benefits from the Foundation of Martyrs. Although 

this dataset includes prewar, wartime, and postwar martyrs, approximately 84% of all cases in the 

encyclopedia are from the Iran–Iraq War, making this the closest available proxy for households 

most affected by wartime fatalities. We digitized the data because they were published in PDF 

format and collected from Iran’s provincial statistical yearbooks, which report district-level counts of 

families of martyrs (Statistical Centre of Iran 2016). 

Veterans 

We include a measure capturing the percentage of registered veterans in each district. District-level 

veteran counts are also taken from the provincial statistical yearbooks. Using a combination of 

computational extraction and manual coding, we digitized and standardized these figures (see 

Appendix Section A.5 for the coding procedure). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 2. Monthly Mobilization Events in Iran by Type (2015-2019) 

 
Figure 2. Monthly counts of state-sponsored events (war mobilization and rallies) versus opposition 
protests (2015-2019). 
 
Controls 

We include several control variables to ensure that the relationship between war core constituencies 

and postwar state-led mobilization is not confounded by preexisting political or demographic 

factors. First, we draw on our original Islamic Republic Martyrs Dataset (IRMD) to measure prewar 

pro-regime support. The IRMD records three categories of fatalities prior to the war: 

(1) Islamists killed under the monarchy; (2) individuals killed during the 1978–79 Revolution; and 

(3) individuals killed in clashes between the Islamic Republic and armed opposition groups before 

the war. 

Combined, these categories capture variation in Islamist support across districts during three 

distinct prewar periods. In our main models, we aggregate fatalities from all three categories to 

construct a district-level measure of overall Islamist prewar support, allowing us to distinguish the 

effect of wartime mobilization from preexisting backing of Islamist forces. 



Second, we include the share of public employees in each district. Because the Islamic 

Republic has long used the public sector as a channel for pro-government mobilization, this sector 

constitutes an important form of sectoral control. We rely on the 2011 census to report this 

information and to construct this measure. 

Third, we include a variable identifying Sunni-majority districts. Sunnis constitute Iran’s 

largest religious minority, and because the Islamic Republic’s mobilization repertoire—both during 

the war and in the postwar period—relies heavily on Shi‘i symbolism, it is plausible that recruitment 

and mobilization were lower in Sunni regions. Including this variable ensures that religious-

demographic differences do not confound the estimated effect of war fatalities on state-led 

mobilization. 

Finally, we control for district population size, urbanization, and distance from both the 

national capital and the provincial capital. To reduce skewness, we take the natural logarithm of 

population size and distance measures. For ease of comparison, all independent variables are 

standardized by subtracting the mean and dividing by the standard deviation, resulting in a mean of 

0 and a standard deviation of 1. Descriptive statistics for all variables appear in Table 3. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 3. Descriptive Statistics of Dependent and Independent Variables 

 

 

Statistical Analysis 

Our unit of analysis is the district. The outcome variable is the number of war commemorations and 

other state-sponsored events recorded at the district level between 2015 and 2019. Because this 

outcome is a count variable, we use negative binomial regression to estimate the effects of war 

fatalities and other confounders on event frequency (Allison and Waterman 2002; Hilbe 2014). 

Negative binomial models are preferred over Poisson models, given the problem of overdispersion 

common to protest event data in general and to our data on pro-government events in particular 

(Hendrix and Haggard 2015).   

  



Table 4. Negative Binomial Regression Models 

 
 

Results 

Table 4 presents the results of our regression models. Results are expressed as incidence rate ratios. 

In Model 1, the War Core Constituency index is positive and statistically significant: a one-standard-

deviation increase in the concentration of war-related constituencies is associated with a 20 percent 

increase in the rate of war commemoration events, nearly three decades after the Iran–Iraq War. 

The three infrastructural variables—conservative vote share, mosque membership, and 

university student share—are also positive and distinct. A one-standard-deviation increase in 

university student share raises the expected count of events by roughly 36%, about double the 



impact of conservative vote share (17%) and more than four times that of mosque membership 

(8%). This shows that commemoration events are frequent in districts with stronger conservative 

bases and denser mosque-centered networks, but even more so in areas with large student 

populations. While conservative votes and mosque membership capture areas of strong regime 

backing, the strong positive association with university students notes the continued weight of 

campuses as contested but politically central spaces where both dissent and pro-regime mobilization 

occur. 

Model 2 repeats the analysis using non-war state-led events as the outcome. Conservative 

votes, mosque membership, and university students remain clear predictors, confirming that war 

commemoration shares the same mobilizational infrastructure as other state-sponsored events. 

However, the War Core Constituency index becomes statistically indistinguishable from zero. This 

difference points to its specificity: war commemoration is uniquely tied to the war's core social 

groups, whereas other state-led events mobilize the general conservative base rather than war-

affected communities. 

Models 3–5 break down the War Core Constituency index into its components—veterans, 

martyrs' families, and war fatalities. Each independently predicts higher rates of commemoration, 

though the magnitude varies: war fatalities show the strongest association (22% increase), followed 

by veterans (21%) and martyrs' families (12%). Model 6 includes all three components 

simultaneously; as expected, because of their conceptual and empirical overlap, multicollinearity 

attenuates their coefficients and statistical significance. This model shows why a factor index offers a 

more coherent and stable analysis of the war core constituency than including the three components 

separately. 



Robustness Checks 

We also conducted a series of robustness checks to ensure the reliability of our findings. First, we 

examined whether the ethnolinguistic composition of districts influences both war mobilization 

rates and the regime’s postwar mobilization efforts. To account for this, we included measures for 

speakers of six different languages spoken across the country. Furthermore, we introduced measures 

of district socioeconomic profiles, including literacy rates, the percentage of households in the 

lowest income deciles, the percentage of households without insurance, and the percentage of 

households receiving cash transfers. We also used a five-year average of nighttime light data from 

satellite imagery as a proxy for district-level GDP, given the unavailability of direct district-level 

GDP data (Bickenbach et al. 2016). These measures ensure that the district's socioeconomic 

conditions do not drive the observed association between wartime fatalities and postwar state 

mobilization.  

To further validate our findings, we excluded the 10 largest districts from one of our models 

to verify that they did not disproportionately influence the results. Moreover, we applied a spatial 

regression model to account for potential spillover effects, incorporating a spatial lag that represents 

the weighted sum of mobilization events in neighboring districts (Ward and Gleditsch 2018). 

Importantly, our main results remained consistent and robust across all these models. See Appendix 

Table A1 for the full table of these models. 

We also tested whether war commemorations operate as short-term responses to unrest. 

Using a district-month panel with district and month fixed effects and ACLED protest data, we find 

no systematic relationship between protest and commemoration: protest does not predict war-

related events, whereas it is a positive predictor of pro-government rallies (see Appendix Table A.2). 

This shows that the state relies on rallies—not commemorations—for immediate mobilizational 

reactions to dissent. Combined with the cross-sectional patterns observed for universities, these 



results suggest that war commemoration functions less as a temporal response to acute protest and 

more as a spatial strategy deployed in sectors where the regime has historically faced threat and seeks 

deeper, longer-term organizational penetration. 

Conclusion 

Why does an autocratic state hold war commemoration events at higher rates in some areas of the 

country than others? This question bridges the literature on collective memory (Jansen 2007; Olick 

2016; Zubrzycki and Woźny 2020) and war commemoration (Ashplant et al. 2013; Wedeen 2015)—

which emphasizes the political implications of remembrance—with scholarship on authoritarianism 

(Forrat 2024; Riley 2005), contentious politics and movements (McAdam et al. 2001). While 

previous research has richly documented how states engage in political memory work and how 

commemoration shapes legitimacy and collective identity, we know much less about the uneven 

spatial distribution of these efforts—and what their geography reveals about the social, political, and 

institutional dynamics of authoritarian rule. 

To address this gap, we drew on studies of state-led movements (Ekiert et al. 2020) and the 

political consequences of war (Kestnbaum 2009; Wimmer 2014) to propose two related 

mechanisms. First, like other forms of state-led contention, regimes rely on their existing 

organizational infrastructure to consolidate support and respond to perceived threats. Second, 

because war commemoration derives its symbolic and emotional power from those directly affected 

by conflict—veterans, the families of the fallen, and communities most touched by war—states have 

strong incentives to hold events more frequently in these constituencies. 

We demonstrated this argument through a mixed-methods analysis of war commemoration 

in postwar Iran. Our qualitative narrative traced how the Islamic Republic developed a discourse of 

martyrdom and sacrifice to reframe the losses and failures of the Iran–Iraq War and established a 

dense network of organizations dedicated to remembrance and veteran support. The government 



also promotes commemoration through its other organizations and networks in its conservative 

base, mosques, and universities (Khani and Kadivar 2023). 

Our quantitative analysis, drawing on original data on war commemorations, mosque 

membership, veterans, war fatalities, and martyr families, shows that commemoration rates are 

significantly higher in districts with stronger conservative voting, higher mosque membership, larger 

student populations, and greater concentrations of war-affected constituencies. Conservative vote 

share and mosque membership capture areas that function as core bases of regime support, where 

the state already enjoys social alignment and dense organizational networks. Universities, by 

contrast, constitute a contested sector—historically a source of dissent but also a space in which the 

regime has invested heavily in extending its organizational reach. Finally, concentrations of war-

affected populations reflect a distinct social foundation for war commemoration itself, marking 

communities for whom the symbolic and emotional resources of sacrifice are most readily 

mobilized. 

Beyond Iran, the implications of our findings extend to a broader set of postwar autocracies 

that have similarly institutionalized war commemoration as a tool of governance. Many regimes 

emerging from violent conflict—especially revolutionary or post-liberation autocracies—have 

treated wartime sacrifice as a reservoir of symbolic and mobilizational capital. The Soviet Union 

under Brezhnev expanded youth organizations and built thousands of World War II monuments to 

anchor political loyalty in the memory of the “Great Patriotic War” (Tumarkin 1995). Maoist China 

cultivated a “cult of the red martyr,” institutionalizing martyrs’ cemeteries, memorial days, and mass 

commemorations to legitimize Party authority and embed socialist ideals in everyday civic life (Hung 

2008). In Algeria, the post-independence state transformed the memory of the liberation struggle 

into an official grammar of citizenship, deploying monuments and commemorations to elevate 

martyrs as pillars of national identity—especially during periods of unrest or regime crisis (Branche 



2011). These cases suggest that the patterns we identify in Iran—mobilizing war-affected 

constituencies, deploying commemorative rituals in strategic locales, and embedding power through 

ritualized remembrance—represent a broader repertoire available to postwar autocracies. They show 

how the symbolic and organizational residues of conflict can be leveraged long after the fighting 

ends, shaping the geography of state mobilization across diverse authoritarian contexts. 

Our work contributes to existing literature in several ways. First, by analyzing the spatial and 

institutional variation of commemorative events, we highlight aspects of state power that discourse-

focused approaches to collective memory overlook capture. Official narratives may emanate from 

the center, but commemorations are enacted unevenly across territory and social sectors. Mapping 

where events occur at higher rates reveals the constituencies the state seeks to cultivate, the arenas it 

perceives as vulnerable, and the infrastructures on which it relies. Whereas discourse indicates what 

the state aims to project, variation in events shows how, where, and toward whom it deploys its 

mobilizational capacities. Attending to patterned enactments, therefore, allows us to observe 

political memory in practice, not merely in narrative. 

Second, within contentious politics, we show that war shapes mobilization not only from 

below through grievances and civic activation—as emphasized in existing work (Berman, Clarke, 

and Majed 2023; Heaney and Rojas 2014, 2015; Leitz 2011, 2014; Tarrow 2015) —but also from 

above. By tracing how states draw on the symbolic and organizational residues of warfare, we 

demonstrate that wars furnish materials for state-led movements and collective engagements. War 

commemoration thus becomes a mechanism through which regimes carry forward wartime 

mobilizational logics into the postwar period. 

Third, in the literature on state-led mobilization—where pro-government rallies have been 

the primary empirical focus (Anderson and Cammett 2020; Hellmeier and Weidmann 2019; 

Ketchley 2017) —we broaden the scope of what counts as state mobilization. Our analysis shows 



that war commemorations operate through similar mechanisms of organizational capacity, threat 

management, and support consolidation, but do so through ritualized, memory-based forms rather 

than explicitly ideological rallies. This widens the concept of state-led contention to include 

commemorative performances embedded in mosque networks, conservative constituencies, and 

university-based organizations. 

Fourth, in scholarship on war’s political consequences, which has largely emphasized 

extraction, coercion, and institutional capacity (Eibl et al. 2020; Feinstein and Wimmer 2023; Slater 

2018; Tilly 1992), we highlight an additional legacy: mobilizational capacity rooted in enduring war-

affected constituencies. Veterans, martyr families, and communities with high wartime loss 

constitute long-term reservoirs of symbolic and emotional capital that states continue to activate 

through commemoration. This demonstrates that wars not only strengthen states organizationally 

but also generate constituencies that become integral to postwar political mobilization. 

Fifth, our study addresses a major empirical gap in research on war and its legacies by 

providing systematic, subnational data on war fatalities, martyr families, and veterans in a Global 

South context. Existing quantitative studies of war commemoration and wartime loss have relied 

overwhelmingly on data from the Global North, where archival and administrative records are more 

readily available. By constructing original datasets derived from the Islamic Republic Martyrs 

Foundation, provincial yearbooks, and computational coding of biographical volumes, we offer one 

of the most comprehensive district-level accounts of war-affected populations in a non-Western 

setting. This contribution expands the empirical foundations for studying how war shapes politics 

beyond the Global North, enabling comparative research that has thus far been constrained by data 

scarcity. 

Beyond the case of Iran, our framework opens several avenues for future research on the 

political life of wartime memory. By conceptualizing commemoration as a spatially patterned form 



of state-led mobilization, the analysis invites comparative investigations into how other postwar 

autocracies—such as Russia, China, Algeria, and Vietnam—use commemorative rituals across 

territory and social sectors to manage threats and cultivate support. More broadly, the event-

centered approach we develop can be extended to hybrid and democratic regimes to examine 

whether commemorative practices serve analogous mobilizational functions or operate through 

distinct political logics. Our focus on the organizational infrastructures that sustain commemorative 

activity also points toward a wider research agenda on the formation, evolution, and repurposing of 

“memory infrastructures,” including veteran networks, religious institutions, and student 

organizations. Finally, by demonstrating the value of high-resolution data on war-affected 

populations and state-sponsored events, this study underscores the potential to build comparable 

datasets in other contexts in the Global South, enabling systematic cross-national analysis of how 

states transform the residues of war into durable repertoires of political action. 

Over the past two centuries, Iran—like many states in the Global South—has been 

repeatedly exposed to foreign invasion, occupation, and military intervention, from nineteenth-

century conflicts with Russia and the Ottoman Empire to Allied occupation during the World Wars, 

the Iran–Iraq War, and, more recently, direct military attacks by Israel and the United States. Rather 

than treating this history of vulnerability as a liability, the Islamic Republic has sought to recast it as a 

source of political strength. By turning war commemoration into a platform for state-led 

movements, the regime works to translate moments of external threat into organized public 

presence—linking past sacrifice to contemporary loyalty and mobilization, and transforming 

episodic violence into an enduring political resource.  



Bibliography 
 

Abrahamian, Ervand. 1989. The Iranian Mojahedin. 1st Edition. New Haven: Yale Univ Pr. 

Acosta, Laura, and Robert Braun. 2022. “War Commemoration and Nationalism in Belgium, 1914–
1945: The Role of Military Networks.” Social Forces 100(4):1884–1909. 
doi:10.1093/sf/soab050. 

Alemzadeh, Maryam. 2018. “The Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps in the Iran–Iraq War: An 
Unconventional Military’s Survival.” British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 46(4):622–39. 
doi:10.1080/13530194.2018.1450137. 

Alemzadeh, Maryam. 2021. “The Attraction of Direct Action: The Making of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps in the Iranian Kurdish Conflict.” British Journal of Middle Eastern 
Studies 0(0):1–20. doi:10.1080/13530194.2021.1990013. 

Alexander, Jeffrey C. 2011. Performance and Power. Polity. 

Alimagham, Pouya. 2020. Contesting the Iranian Revolution: The Green Uprisings. Cambridge, United 
Kingdom ; New York, NY: Cambridge University Press. 

Allison, Paul D., and Richard P. Waterman. 2002. “Fixed-Effects Negative Binomial Regression 
Models.” Sociological Methodology 32:247–65. doi:10.1111/1467-9531.00117. 

Almeida, Paul. 2019. Social Movements: The Structure of Collective Mobilization. Univ of California Press. 

Anderson, Ashely, and Melani Cammett. 2020. “The Dynamics of State-Mobilized Movements: 
Insights from Egypt.” Pp. 261–90 in Ruling by Other Means: State-Mobilized Movements, edited 
by G. Ekiert, E. Perry, and X. Yan. 

Anderson, Benedict. 1998. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. 
Revised edition. London ; New York: Verso. 

Arjomand, Said Amir. 1989. The Turban for the Crown: The Islamic Revolution in Iran. 1st edition. New 
York u.a: Oxford University Press. 

Ashplant, Timothy G., Graham Dawson, and Michael Roper. 2013. “The Politics of War Memory 
and Commemoration: Contexts, Structures and Dynamics.” Pp. 3–86 in The politics of war 
memory and commemoration. Routledge. 

Atwal, Maya, and Edwin Bacon. 2012. “The Youth Movement Nashi: Contentious Politics, Civil 
Society, and Party Politics.” East European Politics 28(3):256–66. 
doi:10.1080/21599165.2012.691424. 

Axworthy, Michael. 2016. Revolutionary Iran: A History of the Islamic Republic. Illustrated edition. Oxford 
University Press. 



Ayatollahi Tabaar, Mohammad. 2018. Religious Statecraft: The Politics of Islam in Iran. New York: 
Columbia University Press. 

Balmer, Crispian, and Dominic Evans. 2012. “Pro-Assad Rallies Mark Anniversary of Syria Revolt.” 
Reuters, March 15. 

Bastani, Hossein. 2020. “Kudetā-ye khazandeh dar Sepāh; navār-e suti-ye jelaseh-yi mahramāneh dar 
zamān-e jang [A creeping coup within the IRGC; an audio recording of a confidential 
wartime meeting].” https://www.bbc.com/persian/iran-features-53961947. 

BBC Persian. 2022. “  هدش شمسا ،ضارتعا نیگن شھب« ات »یدازآ ،یگدنز ،نز« زا ؛ناریا تاضارتعا یاھراعش
بلاقنا ».” https://www.bbc.com/persian/articles/ckmx216111eo. 

BBC Persian. 2025. “Āsār-e shekanje bar pāhā-ye Mohammad-Bāqer Bakhtiyār, farmānde-ye sābeq-e 
Sepāh dar bazdāsht-e Vezārat-e Ettelāʿāt. [Signs of torture on the legs of Mohammad Bagher 
Bakhtiyar, a former IRGC commander, while in the custody of the Ministry of 
Intelligence.].” https://www.bbc.com/persian/articles/c241mjeg9zlo. 

Behrouzan, Orkideh. 2016. Prozak Diaries: Psychiatry and Generational Memory in Iran. 1st ed. Stanford, 
California: Stanford University Press. 

Bellin, Eva. 2004. “The Robustness of Authoritarianism in the Middle East: Exceptionalism in 
Comparative Perspective.” Comparative Politics 36(2):139–57. doi:10.2307/4150140. 

Bellows, John, and Edward Miguel. 2009. “War and Local Collective Action in Sierra Leone.” Journal 
of Public Economics 93(11):1144–57. doi:10.1016/j.jpubeco.2009.07.012. 

Berman, Chantal, Killian Clarke, and Rima Majed. 2023. “From Victims to Dissidents: Legacies of 
Violence and Popular Mobilization in Iraq (2003–2018).” American Political Science Review 1–
22. doi:10.1017/S0003055423000254. 

Bickenbach, Frank, Eckhardt Bode, Peter Nunnenkamp, and Mareike Söder. 2016. “Night Lights 
and Regional GDP.” Review of World Economics 152(2):425–47. doi:10.1007/s10290-016-0246-
0. 

Blattman, Christopher. 2009. “From Violence to Voting: War and Political Participation in Uganda.” 
American Political Science Review 231–47. 

Branche, Raphaëlle. 2011. “The Martyr’s Torch: Memory and Power in Algeria.” The Journal of North 
African Studies 16(3):431–43. doi:10.1080/13629387.2010.550138. 

Cagé, Julia, Anna Dagorret, Pauline Grosjean, and Saumitra Jha. 2023. “Heroes and Villains: The 
Effects of Heroism on Autocratic Values and Nazi Collaboration in France.” American 
Economic Review 113(7):1888–1932. doi:10.1257/aer.20211509. 

Collins, Randall. 2004. Interaction Ritual Chains. Princeton University Press. 

Dahir, Abdi Latif, and Reham Mourshed. 2025. “With Fireworks and Parades, Syrians Celebrate 
Anniversary of al-Assad’s Fall.” The New York Times, December 8. 



Defapress. 2025. “ سدقم عافد یرازگربخ ”.روشک رسارس رد سدقم عافد مانمگ دیھش ٣٠٠ رکیپ عییشت . 
https://defapress.ir/fa/news/795176/ -روشک-رسارس-رد-سدقم-عافد-مانمگ-دیھش-٣٠٠-رکیپ-عییشت

ریواصت-اھیناریا-شوغآ-رد-یمطاف-یاھھللا . 

Dolenec, Danijela, and Daniela Širinic. 2020. “Mobilizing against Change.” Ruling by Other Means: 
State-Mobilized Movements 239. 

Dorraj, Manochehr. 1997. “Symbolic and Utilitarian Political Value of a Tradition: Martyrdom in the 
Iranian Political Culture.” The Review of Politics 59(3):489–522. 
doi:10.1017/S0034670500027698. 

Durkheim, Emile. 1912. The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. Reprint edition. New York: Free Press. 

Ehsani, Kaveh. 2016. “War and Resentment: Critical Reflections on the Legacies of the Iran-Iraq 
War.” Middle East Critique 26(1):5–24. doi:10.1080/19436149.2016.1245530. 

Eibl, Ferdinand, Steffen Hertog, and Dan Slater. 2020. “War Makes the Regime: Regional Rebellions 
and Political Militarization Worldwide.” British Journal of Political Science 1–22. 
doi:10.1017/S0007123419000528. 

Ekiert, Grzegorz, and Elizabeth J. Perry. 2020. “State-Mobilized Movements: A Research Agenda.” 
Pp. 1–23 in Ruling by Other Means: State-Mobilized Movements, Cambridge Studies in Contentious 
Politics, edited by E. J. Perry, G. Ekiert, and X. Yan. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Ekiert, Grzegorz, Elizabeth J. Perry, and Xiaojun Yan, eds. 2020. Ruling by Other Means: State-
Mobilized Movements. Cambridge University Press. 

Elling, Rasmus Christian. 2009. “Bring In the Dead - MERIP.” Middle East Research and Information 
Project. 

Farhi, Farideh. 2004. “The Antinomies of Iran’s War Generation.” Pp. 101–20 in Iran, Iraq, and the 
Legacies of War, edited by L. G. Potter and G. G. Sick. New York: Palgrave Macmillan US. 

Farsnews. 2020. “ اھ ناتسا | دنامن رھم ھب رس یلگً یگدنز رد ھک یرداچ زار .” 
https://farsnews.ir/Provinces/1593838860000206323/%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%B2-
%DA%86%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%B1%DB%8C-%DA%A9%D9%87-
%D8%AF%D8%B1-%D8%B2%D9%86%D8%AF%DA%AF%DB%8C-
%DA%AF%D9%84%DB%8C-%D8%B3%D8%B1-%D8%A8%D9%87-
%D9%85%D9%87%D8%B1-%D9%86%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%AF. 

Feinstein, Yuval, and Andreas Wimmer. 2023. “Consent and Legitimacy: A Revised Bellicose 
Theory of State-Building with Evidence from around the World, 1500–2000.” World Politics 
75(1):188–232. doi:10.1353/wp.2023.0003. 

Forrat, Natalia. 2024. The Social Roots of Authoritarianism. Oxford, New York: Oxford University 
Press. 

Gandhi, Jennifer. 2008. Political Institutions under Dictatorship. New York: Cambridge University Press. 



Glaurdić, Josip, Christophe Lesschaeve, and Michal Mochtak. 2021. “Contesting War Memories: 
Parties and Voters in Contemporary Southeast Europe.” Party Politics. 
doi:10.1177/13540688211039378. 

Golkar, Saeid. 2012. “Cultural Engineering Under Authoritarian Regimes: Islamization of 
Universities in Postrevolutionary Iran.” Digest of Middle East Studies 21(1):1–23. 
doi:10.1111/J.1949-3606.2012.00124.X. 

Golkar, Saeid. 2015a. Captive Society: The Basij Militia and Social Control in Iran. Washington, D.C. : New 
York: Woodrow Wilson Center Press / Columbia University Press. 

Golkar, Saeid. 2015b. “Manipulated Society: Paralyzing the Masses in Post-Revolutionary Iran.” 
International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society 2015 29:2 29(2):135–55. doi:10.1007/S10767-
015-9208-0. 

Harris, Kevan. 2017. A Social Revolution: Politics and the Welfare State in Iran. Univ of California Press. 

Hasemi Rafsanjani, Aliakbar. 2011. Pāyān-e Defā‘, Āghāz-e Bāzsāzī: Kārnāmeh va Khāterāt-e Hāshemi 
Rafsanjānī, Sāl-e 1367 [The End of the Defense, the Beginning of Reconstruction: The Record and 
Memoirs of Hashemi Rafsanjani, Year 1988]. Chāp-i 7. Tehran: Daftar-e Nashr-e Ma‘āref-e 
Enqelāb [The Office for the Publication of Revolutionary Teachings]. 

Heaney, Michael T., and Fabio Rojas. 2014. “Hybrid Activism: Social Movement Mobilization in a 
Multimovement Environment.” American Journal of Sociology 119(4):1047–1103. 
doi:10.1086/674897. 

Heaney, Michael T., and Fabio Rojas. 2015. Party in the Street: The Antiwar Movement and the Democratic 
Party after 9/11. Cambridge University Press. 

Hellmeier, Sebastian. 2021. “How Foreign Pressure Affects Mass Mobilization in Favor of 
Authoritarian Regimes.” European Journal of International Relations 27(2):450–77. 
doi:10.1177/1354066120934527. 

Hellmeier, Sebastian, and Michael Bernhard. 2023. “Regime Transformation From Below: 
Mobilization for Democracy and Autocracy From 1900 to 2021.” Comparative Political Studies 
56(12):1858–90. doi:10.1177/00104140231152793. 

Hellmeier, Sebastian, and Nils B. Weidmann. 2019. “Pulling the Strings? The Strategic Use of Pro-
Government Mobilization in Authoritarian Regimes.” Comparative Political Studies 
0010414019843559. doi:10.1177/0010414019843559. 

Hemment, Julie. 2015. Youth Politics in Putin’s Russia: Producing Patriots and Entrepreneurs. Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press. 

Hendrix, Cullen S., and Stephan Haggard. 2015. “Global Food Prices, Regime Type, and Urban 
Unrest in the Developing World:” Http://Dx.Doi.Org/10.1177/0022343314561599 
52(2):143–57. doi:10.1177/0022343314561599. 

Hilbe, Joseph M. 2014. Modeling Count Data. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 



Hobsbawm, Eric. 1983. “Introduction.” in The Invention of Tradition, edited by E. Hobsbawm and T. 
Ranger. Cambridge: Cambridge Ubiversity Press. 

Hung, Chang-tai. 2008. “The Cult of the Red Martyr: Politics of Commemoration in China.” Journal 
of Contemporary History 43(2):279–304. doi:10.1177/0022009408089033. 

IRNA. 2017. “ یلصا ھحفص| یملاسا یروھمج یرازگربخ ”.»نارگراثیا عمجم« زایپ ات ریس  | IRNA News 
Agency. https://www.irna.ir/news/82669562/ نارگراثیا-عمجم-زایپ-ات-ریس . 

Jansen, Robert S. 2007. “Resurrection and Appropriation: Reputational Trajectories, Memory Work, 
and the Political Use of Historical Figures.” American Journal of Sociology 112(4):953–1007. 
doi:10.1086/508789. 

Juan, Alexander De, Felix Haass, Carlo Koos, Sascha Riaz, and Thomas Tichelbaecker. 2023. “War 
and Nationalism: How WW1 Battle Deaths Fueled Civilians’ Support for the Nazi Party.” 
American Political Science Review 1–19. doi:10.1017/S000305542300014X. 

Juan, Alexander De, Felix Haass, Carlo Koos, Sascha Riaz, and Thomas Tichelbaecker. 2024. “War 
and Nationalism: How WW1 Battle Deaths Fueled Civilians’ Support for the Nazi Party.” 
American Political Science Review 118(1):144–62. doi:10.1017/S000305542300014X. 

Kaur, Ravinder. 2010. “Sacralising Bodies: On Martyrdom, Government and Accident in Iran.” 
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 20(4):441–60. 

Kestnbaum, Meyer. 2009. “The Sociology of War and the Military.” Annual Review of Sociology 
35(1):235–54. doi:10.1146/annurev-soc-070308-120004. 

Ketchley, Neil. 2017. Egypt in a Time of Revolution: Contentious Politics and the Arab Spring. S.l.: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Khamenei, Seyyed Ali. 1989. “[Speech in meeting with Stratas of people] فلتخم راشقا رادید رد تانایب 
مدرم .” www.khamenei.ir. https://farsi.khamenei.ir/speech-content?id=2186. 

Khamenei, Seyyed Ali. 2000. “[Speech in meeting with Student Organizations] یاھلکّشت رادید رد تانایب 
ییوجشناد .” www.khamenei.ir. https://farsi.khamenei.ir/speech-content?id=24660. 

Khamenei, Seyyed Ali. 2008. “[Speech in meeting with the Heads of the thre Branches of 
Government] ماظن نلاوئسم و هوق ھس یاسؤر رادید رد تانایب .” www.khamenei.ir. 
https://farsi.khamenei.ir/speech-content?id=3783. 

Khamenei, Seyyed Ali. 2010. “ مق نازابناج و ادھش یاھهداوناخ رادید رد تانایب  [Speech in meeting with 
familieis of martyrs and disabled veterans from Qom].” www.khamenei.ir. 
https://farsi.khamenei.ir/speech-content?id=10317. 

Khani, Saber, and Mohammad Ali Kadivar. 2023. “Sanctuaries or Battlegrounds? State Penetration 
in Places of Worship, University Campuses, and State Bureaucracy for Pro-Government 
Mobilization: Evidence from Iran (2015–2019).” Comparative Political Studies 
00104140231194914. doi:10.1177/00104140231194914. 



Khani, Saber, and Mohammad Ali Kadivar. 2025. “Universities and Pro-Government Mobilization 
in Autocratic Regimes.” Chicago. 

Khosronejad, Pedram, ed. 2013. Unburied Memories: The Politics of Bodies of Sacred Defense Martyrs in Iran. 
London: Routledge. 

Klein, Steven, and Cheol-Sung Lee. 2019. “Towards a Dynamic Theory of Civil Society: The Politics 
of Forward and Backward Infiltration.” Sociological Theory 37(1):62–88. 
doi:10.1177/0735275119830451. 

Koenig, Christoph. 2023. “Loose Cannons: War Veterans and the Erosion of Democracy in Weimar 
Germany.” The Journal of Economic History 83(1):167–202. doi:10.1017/S0022050722000523. 

Kriner, Douglas L., and Francis X. Shen. 2020a. “Battlefield Casualties and Ballot-Box Defeat: Did 
the Bush–Obama Wars Cost Clinton the White House?” PS: Political Science & Politics 
53(2):248–52. doi:10.1017/S104909651900204X. 

Kurzman, Charles. 2004. The Unthinkable Revolution in Iran. Harvard University Press. 

Lebas, Adrienne, and Lauren E. Young. 2023. “Repression and Dissent in Moments of Uncertainty: 
Panel Data Evidence from Zimbabwe.” American Political Science Review 1–18. 
doi:10.1017/S0003055423000230. 

Lee, Ching Kwan, and Yonghong Zhang. 2013. “The Power of Instability: Unraveling the 
Microfoundations of Bargained Authoritarianism in China.” American Journal of Sociology 
118(6):1475–1508. doi:10.1086/670802. 

Leitz, Lisa. 2011. “Oppositional Identities: The Military Peace Movement’s Challenge to Pro-Iraq 
War Frames.” Social Problems 58(2):235–56. doi:10.1525/sp.2011.58.2.235. 

Leitz, Lisa. 2014. Fighting for Peace: Veterans and Military Families in the Anti–Iraq War Movement. U of 
Minnesota Press. 

Levitsky, Steven, and Lucan Way. 2010. Competitive Authoritarianism: Hybrid Regimes after the Cold War. 
Problems of International Politics. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Levitsky, Steven, and Lucan Way. 2022. Revolution and Dictatorship: The Violent Origins of Durable 
Authoritarianism. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press. 

Lu, Yao, and Ran Tao. 2017. “Organizational Structure and Collective Action: Lineage Networks, 
Semiautonomous Civic Associations, and Collective Resistance in Rural China.” American 
Journal of Sociology 122(6):1726–74. doi:10.1086/691346. 

Mann, Michael. 1984. “The Autonomous Power of the State : Its Origins, Mechanisms and Results.” 
European Journal of Sociology / Archives Européennes de Sociologie / Europäisches Archiv Für Soziologie 
25(2):185–213. 

McAdam, Doug, Sidney G. Tarrow, and Charles Tilly. 2001. Dynamics of Contention. Cambridge 
Studies in Contentious Politics. Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press. 



McCarthy, John D., and Mayer N. Zald. 1977. “Resource Mobilization and Social Movements: A 
Partial Theory.” American Journal of Sociology 1212–41. 

Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance. 2021. 1 .)امھف( ناریا دجاسم رنھ و گنھرف یلم دادیور st ed. 
Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance. 

Morris, Aldon, and Naomi Braine. 2001. “Social Movements and Oppositional Consciousness.” 
Oppositional Consciousness: The Subjective Roots of Social Protest 20–37. 

Mosse, George L. 1990. Fallen Soldiers: Reshaping the Memory of the World Wars. Oxford University 
Press. 

Olick, Jeffrey K. 2016. The Sins of the Fathers: Germany, Memory, Method. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. 

Olick, Jeffrey K., and Joyce Robbins. 1998. “Social Memory Studies: From ‘Collective Memory’ to 
the Historical Sociology of Mnemonic Practices.” Annual Review of Sociology 24:105–40. 
doi:10.2307/223476. 

Ostovar, Afshon. 2016. Vanguard of the Imam: Religion, Politics, and Iran’s Revolutionary Guards. 1 edition. 
Oxford University Press. 

Perry, Elizabeth J., and Anne Wolf. 2024. “Contentious Politics under Authoritarianism: State-
Mobilized Movements.” P. 0 in The Oxford Handbook of Authoritarian Politics, edited by A. 
Wolf. Oxford University Press. 

Pfaff, Steven, and Guobin Yang. 2001. “Double-Edged Rituals and the Symbolic Resources of 
Collective Action: Political Commemorations and the Mobilization of Protest in 1989.” 
Theory and Society 30(4):539–89. 

PSRI. 2014. “Iraq’s Imposed War against Iran from the Perspective of Statistics and Figures  گنج
یسایس یاھشھوژپ و تاعلاطم ھسسؤم- ماقرا و رامآ هاگن زا ناریا ھیلع قارع یلیمحت .” 

https://psri.ir/?id=35iou73lq3. 

Rahianenoor. 2018. “ روشک رون نایھار یزکرم داتس ”.رون نایھار - روشک رون نایھار یلم دنس لماک نتم . 
http://www.rahianenoor.com/fa/note/12145/ روشک-رون-نایھار-یلم-دنس-لماک-نتم . 

Raleigh, Clionadh, rew Linke, Håvard Hegre, and Joakim Karlsen. 2010. “Introducing ACLED: An 
Armed Conflict Location and Event Dataset.” Journal of Peace Research 47(5):651–60. 
doi:10.1177/0022343310378914. 

Razavi, Reza. 2009. “The Cultural Revolution in Iran, with Close Regard to the Universities, and Its 
Impact on the Student Movement.” Middle Eastern Studies 45(1):1–17. 

Razoux, Pierre. 2015a. The Iran-Iraq War. Harvard University Press. 

Razoux, Pierre. 2015b. The Iran-Iraq War. Illustrated edition. Cambridge, Massachusetts ; London, 
England: Belknap Press: An Imprint of Harvard University Press. 



Reed, Isaac Ariail. 2013. “Power: Relational, Discursive, and Performative Dimensions.” Sociological 
Theory 31(3):193–218. doi:10.1177/0735275113501792. 

Reed, Isaac Ariail. 2019. “Performative State-Formation in the Early American Republic.” American 
Sociological Review 84(2):334–67. doi:10.1177/0003122419831228. 

Research Center of the Parliament. 2013. “ نارگراثیا ھب یناسر تامدخ عماج نوناق - اھشھوژپ زکرم .” 
https://rc.majlis.ir/fa/law/show/840522. 

Reuters. 2015. “Iran Buries 175 Military Divers Killed in 1980s Iraq War | Reuters.” 

Reuters. 2025. “Iran Holds Funeral for Commanders and Scientists Killed in War with Israel.” 
Reuters, June 28. 

Rhodes, Christopher. 2020. “(Un)Locking the Church Doors: Regime Legitimacy and Political 
(de)Mobilisation of Churches in Ethiopia.” Religion, State and Society 48(5):323–42. 
doi:10.1080/09637494.2020.1849895. 

Riley, Dylan. 2005. “Civic Associations and Authoritarian Regimes in Interwar Europe: Italy and 
Spain in Comparative Perspective.” American Sociological Review 70(2):288–310. 
doi:10.1177/000312240507000205. 

Riley, Dylan. 2010. The Civic Foundations of Fascism in Europe: Italy, Spain, and Romania, 1870-1945. 
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Riley, Dylan, and Juan J. Fernández. 2014. “Beyond Strong and Weak: Rethinking Postdictatorship 
Civil Societies.” American Journal of Sociology 120(2):432–503. doi:10.1086/678272. 

Riley, Dylan, and Juan J. Fernández. 2015. “Beyond Strong and Weak: Rethinking Postdictatorship 
Civil Societies.” American Journal of Sociology 120(2):432–503. doi:10.1086/678272. 

Rivetti, Paola. 2020. Political Participation in Iran from Khatami to the Green Movement. Middle East Today. 
London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Ross, Michael L. 2012. The Oil Curse: How Petroleum Wealth Shapes the Development of Nations. Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press. 

Saeidi, Shirin. 2010. “Creating the Islamic Republic of Iran: Wives and Daughters of Martyrs, and 
Acts of Citizenship.” Citizenship Studies 14(2):113–26. doi:10.1080/13621021003594734. 

Samuel, Annie Tracy. 2021. The Unfinished History of the Iran-Iraq War: Faith, Firepower, and Iran’s 
Revolutionary Guards. Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York, NY: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Schedler, Andreas. 2013. The Politics of Uncertainty: Sustaining and Subverting Electoral Authoritarianism. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Shahrokni, Nazanin. 2019. Women in Place : The Politics of Gender Segregation in Iran. University of 
California Press. 



Shiralinia, Jafar. 2016. The Illustrated History of IRAN & IRAQ WAR )گنج خیرات روصم فراعملا هریاد 
13 .)قارع و ناریا th ed. Tehran, Iran: Saiyan. 

Skocpol, Theda. 1979. States and Social Revolutions: A Comparative Analysis of France, Russia, and China. 
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 

Slater, Dan. 2010. Ordering Power: Contentious Politics and Authoritarian Leviathans in Southeast Asia. 
Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Slater, Dan. 2018. “Violent Origins of Authoritarian Variation: Rebellion Type and Regime Type in 
Cold War Southeast Asia.” Government and Opposition 1–20. doi:10.1017/gov.2018.4. 

Slater, Dan, and Joseph Wong. 2022. From Development to Democracy: The Transformations of Modern Asia. 
Princeton University Press. 

Snow, David A., and Sarah Anne Soule. 2010. A Primer on Social Movements. Contemporary Societies. 
New York, NY: W. W. Norton. 

Surdea-Hernea, Vlad. 2025. “Echoes from the Trenches: World War I Deaths and Contemporary 
Support for the Far-Right in France.” European Political Science Review 17(2):258–78. 
doi:10.1017/S1755773924000195. 

Tansey, Oisín, Kevin Koehler, and Alexander Schmotz. 2017. “Ties to the Rest: Autocratic Linkages 
and Regime Survival.” Comparative Political Studies 50(9):1221–54. 
doi:10.1177/0010414016666859. 

Tarrow, Sidney. 2015. War, States, and Contention: A Comparative Historical Study. Ithaca ; London: 
Cornell University Press. 

Tasnimnews. 2014. “ مینست - ادھش عییشت مسارم زا یندناوخ یتارطاخ .” 
//www.tasnimnews.com/fa/news/1393/07/05/511117/ ادھش-عییشت-مسارم-زا-یندناوخ-یتارطاخ . 

Teimouri, Amirhossein. 2024a. “How the Islamic Republic Has Responded to Everyday Resistance 
Against the Mandatory Hijab: Making Sense of Five Pro-Hijab Contentions in Iran (1988–
2022).” Critical Sociology 08969205241301083. doi:10.1177/08969205241301083. 

Teimouri, Amirhossein. 2024b. “The Long Cultural Backlash Movement: Pro-regime Social Justice 
Mobilizations, Discourses and Policies in Iran (1995–2010).” International Social Science Journal 
74(254):1423–46. 

Tilly, Charles. 1992. Coercion, Capital and European States, A.D. 990 - 1992. Revised edition. 
Cambridge, MA: Wiley-Blackwell. 

Tilly, Charles, and Sidney Tarrow. 2015. Contentious Politics. 2 edition. New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press. 

Tumarkin, Nina. 1995. The Living And The Dead: The Rise And Fall Of The Cult Of World War II In 
Russia. New York: Basic Books. 



Ulmer, Alexandra, and Andreina Aponte. 2017. “Venezuela’s Maduro Orders State Workers to Vote 
for Assembly.” Reuters, July 7. 

Varzi, Roxanne. 2006. Warring Souls: Youth, Media, and Martyrdom in Post-Revolution Iran. Duke 
University Press. 

Vong, Mun. 2022. “State Mobilization in Authoritarian Regimes: Youth Politics and Regime 
Legitimation in Cambodia.” Journal of East Asian Studies 22(3):411–34. 
doi:10.1017/jea.2022.18. 

Wagner-Pacifici, Robin, and Barry Schwartz. 1991. “The Vietnam Veterans Memorial: 
Commemorating a Difficult Past.” American Journal of Sociology 97(2):376–420. 
doi:10.1086/229783. 

Walker, Edward T., and Andrew W. Martin. 2018. “Social Movement Organizations.” The Wiley 
Blackwell Companion to Social Movements 167–84. 

Ward, Michael D., and Kristian Skrede Gleditsch. 2018. Spatial Regression Models. SAGE Publications. 

Wedeen, Lisa. 2015. Ambiguities of Domination: Politics, Rhetoric, and Symbols in Contemporary Syria. 1st ed. 
University Of Chicago Press. 

Weiss, Jessica Chen. 2013. “Authoritarian Signaling, Mass Audiences, and Nationalist Protest in 
China.” International Organization 67(1):1–35. doi:10.1017/S0020818312000380. 

Wellman, Rose. 2015. “Regenerating the Islamic Republic: Commemorating Martyrs in Provincial 
Iran1.” The Muslim World 105(4):561–81. doi:10.1111/MUWO.12111. 

Wimmer, Andreas. 2014. “War.” Annual Review of Sociology 40(1):173–97. doi:10.1146/annurev-soc-
071913-043416. 

Yabanci, Bilge. 2021. “Work for the Nation, Obey the State, Praise the Ummah: Turkey’s 
Government-Oriented Youth Organizations in Cultivating a New Nation.” Ethnopolitics 
20(4):467–99. doi:10.1080/17449057.2019.1676536. 

Yazdiha, Hajar. 2023. The Struggle for the People’s King: How Politics Transforms the Memory of the Civil 
Rights Movement. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

Zubrzycki, Geneviève, and Anna Woźny. 2020. “The Comparative Politics of Collective Memory.” 
Annual Review of Sociology 46(Volume 46, 2020):175–94. doi:10.1146/annurev-soc-121919-
054808. 



Appendix 

A.1 Details of Official Discourse on War Commemoration 

While an objective narrative of the war would acknowledge its high death toll, severe destruction, 

widespread displacement, and numerous military failures and blunders, the official discourse of war 

commemoration promoted by the Islamic Republic presents a markedly different articulation. In 

state-sponsored commemorative events, war memory is reconfigured from a history of suffering and 

mismanagement into a heroic saga of sacrifice and martyrdom. This reframing shifts attention away 

from the costs and failures of war, transforming potential sources of grievance into moral lessons 

about obedience, faith, and devotion to the state. In this section, we show how this official discourse 

turns loss and destruction into symbolic resources for legitimizing authority and mobilizing loyalty. 

To examine the state’s official framing of war commemoration, we analyze speeches and 

messages by Iran’s Supreme Leader, Ali Khamene’i. Assuming leadership in 1989, one year after the 

end of the Iran–Iraq War, Khamene’i holds the highest formal and informal authority within the 

Islamic Republic. As defined by Iran’s constitution, the leader sets general state policies and provides 

directives to other institutions. His influence extends over the armed forces—including the 

Revolutionary Guards—and numerous foundations and cultural organizations that oversee war-

related commemorations and state-led mobilization. While his discourse does not capture the full 

diversity of elite perspectives, it constitutes the most authoritative articulation of how the regime 

frames the war to sustain legitimacy and mobilize support. 

Many of Khamene’i’s public addresses coincide with major national holidays and 

anniversaries of the Iran–Iraq War, making them public war commemorations. In this sense, the 

speeches analyzed here represent a subset of the broader universe of state-led commemorative and 

mobilization activities—capturing these rituals at their highest level of political authority. Moreover, 

Khamene’i’s discourse serves as a template for the content and framing of other state-organized 



commemorations and rallies. Institutions under his supervision, such as the Foundation of Martyrs 

and Veterans Affairs, the Islamic Propagation Organization, and the Revolutionary Guards’ cultural 

units, reproduce and disseminate his framing across the state’s commemorative apparatus. As the 

following section shows, these organizations operationalize his message of faith, sacrifice, and 

obedience through thousands of local events across the country. 

This official interpretation stands in stark contrast to more critical historical accounts that 

acknowledge both Saddam Hussein’s aggression and the Iranian leadership’s own strategic missteps 

in the lead-up to war. In the state’s commemorative narrative—articulated most clearly in 

Khamene’i’s speeches—the same sequence of events is reimagined as a divinely ordained “Sacred 

Defense.” Through this reframing, responsibility and loss are converted into moral capital: the war 

becomes a site of virtue rather than failure, and remembrance becomes a medium through which 

loyalty and obedience are renewed. 

Khamene’i consistently portrays the Iran–Iraq War as a divinely inspired struggle between a 

faithful, self-reliant nation and a coalition of powerful foreign enemies led by the United States. In 

his telling, Iran faced overwhelming odds without meaningful external support, yet prevailed 

through faith, unity, and sacrifice under revolutionary leadership. The war, in this narrative, becomes 

not merely a historical episode but a moral template—proof of the Islamic Republic’s righteousness 

and resilience. The theme of sacred defense runs through his speeches: the war is depicted as a test of 

spiritual strength and obedience, and its endurance as evidence of the regime’s moral superiority 

(Khamenei 1989a, 1996, 2009, 2011, 2016). 

Khamene’i’s discourse also engages with the war’s more controversial aspects, particularly 

the enormous human losses that had provoked quiet criticism among some commanders and 

veterans. Rather than acknowledging strategic mistakes or misjudgments, his rhetoric reframes such 

losses as evidence of faith and divine purpose. Responding to external and domestic critiques of 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=8uwHjg


Iran’s wartime tactics, he declared, “They were saying that we used human waves. Yes, we used 

human waves, but a wave of faithful, conscious humans… the force of love and faith” (Khamenei 

1999). By presenting even the most costly wartime decisions as acts of spiritual strength, Khamene’i 

deflects responsibility for the human toll and redirects attention toward moral virtue and unity. This 

framing allows the leadership to address potential challenges to its legitimacy by turning the memory 

of suffering into an assertion of moral steadfastness and collective loyalty. 

Over time, Khamene’i has sought to institutionalize this moral framing through state-

sanctioned narratives of martyrdom and sacrifice. His speeches repeatedly emphasize the need to 

preserve and disseminate the “message of the war”—defined as faith, obedience, and endurance—

against what he calls Western propaganda and “cultural invasion” (Khamenei 2008, 2010). He 

instructs state institutions to safeguard this memory through literature, film, museums, and annual 

ceremonies, warning against depictions that highlight the war’s tragedies or question its leadership. 

Works that frame the conflict as futile or excessively costly are dismissed as tools of enemy 

propaganda, and their creators are denounced for dishonoring the martyrs (Khamenei 1989, 2000). 

Through this strategy, the regime turns commemoration into a domain of moral discipline and 

ideological reinforcement. 

In Khamene’i’s vision, the commemoration of martyrs ensures the endurance of the 

revolutionary spirit. Remembering the dead becomes a civic and religious obligation that sustains 

collective readiness for future sacrifice. “This sacred defense,” he proclaimed, “emanates a unified 

spirit, a singular language, and an unwavering message... woven of faith, sacrifice, and unyielding 

struggle” (Khamenei 2018). His discourse also invokes the responsibility of the living to care for the 

families of martyrs and veterans—both as a moral duty and as a means to reaffirm loyalty to the 

regime. By linking commemoration to welfare and recognition, the state seeks to bind those most 

affected by the war to its political project. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=qxm0Qi
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=qxm0Qi
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=FrEURa


Taken together, these speeches illustrate how official discourse about war commemoration 

functions as part of the regime’s broader strategy of political legitimation. Through repeated appeals 

to sacrifice, unity, and moral perseverance, the leadership seeks to address the potential threat posed 

by wartime grievances and to sustain loyalty across generations. In this way, the official discourse 

extends the logic of wartime mobilization into peacetime, transforming remembrance into a 

recurring instrument of regime stability. 
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A.2 Details of the Two-stage Coding Procedure for Pro-government Mobilization Events 

To build a systematic record of state-led mobilization in Iran, we expanded the original Khani and 

Kadivar (2023) dataset of regime-sponsored district-level events. Their dataset covered reports from 

three government news agencies, Fars News, Tasnim, and Basij News, and served as the foundation 

for our work. We extended the dataset to cover 2015-2019 and added a fourth official outlet, 

DefaPress, which specializes in reporting on the Sacred Defense and commemorative activities. 

Adding DefaPress improves coverage of war-related events and strengthens the basis of our main 

dependent variable. 

The full dataset was assembled through a two-stage process. In the first stage, we employed 

web scraping to search for, retrieve, and store articles containing frequent keywords associated with 

state-led mobilization. This search targeted the three original agencies as well as DefaPress. Because 

drawing on multiple outlets increases the likelihood of duplicate reporting, we implemented a 

second stage of manual coding. 

In this stage, human coders reviewed all retrieved articles to verify accuracy, relevance, and 

uniqueness. The manual review addressed both the selection problem, ensuring that only articles 

containing relevant information were retained, and the information extraction problem, identifying 

the specific portions of each report that contained details about the variables of interest (Weidmann 

and Rød 2019). To avoid double-counting, we sorted entries by date, location, service, and source, 

which allowed us to detect repeated reports across outlets and assess variation in reporting intensity 

(Hellmeier et al. 2018). 

We also collectively cross-checked ambiguous cases to maintain consistency in coding 

decisions, documented all coding rules in a shared protocol, and conducted random reliability checks 

among coders. This process reduced duplication and enabled us to classify events by type of activity, 

which allowed us to distinguish war commemorations from other forms of state-led mobilization. 



A.3 Details of the Factor Analysis on Cor War Constituencies 

 
 

The tables above present the factor analysis used to construct the Core War Constituencies index. 
Panel A shows pairwise correlations among the three component variables. Panel B presents 
eigenvalues from principal factor analysis, with Factor 1 accounting for 118.9% of the common 
variance (eigenvalue = 1.625). The likelihood ratio test strongly rejects the hypothesis that the 
variables are independent. Panel C displays factor loadings (pattern matrix) and uniqueness values, 
indicating that all three variables load strongly on the first factor (loadings > 0.59). Panel D presents 
the regression coefficients used to construct the Core War Constituencies index. The index 
combines information from all three variables, with Bonyad Members % and Devotees % receiving 
the highest weights (0.416 and 0.407, respectively).  



A.4 Details of the Coding Procedure for Iran-Iraq War Casualties 

We started our data construction and collection process by downloading encyclopedias of Iran-Iraq 

War casualties from the repository3 designed and created by the Iran Foundation of Martyrs and 

Veterans Affairs. This foundation compiled and gathered encyclopedias based on Iranian provinces. 

This comprehensive collection, available in PDF format, records the biographies of individuals who 

died before, during, and after the war. Each entry, approximately 100 words long, provides semi-

structured biographical information, including the individual’s date and place of birth, education, 

occupation, military service details, cause of death, and burial place.  

 Each of the 31 provinces has an encyclopedia in the repository. Provinces with a higher 

number of martyrs, such as Tehran and Isfahan, have more than one book. Consequently, the total 

number of encyclopedias is 43 for the 31 provinces. However, two of the 43 encyclopedias were not 

available in the repository. To obtain these two, we relied on personal contacts and located the paper 

versions of the remaining encyclopedias. We employed a specialized Optical Character Recognition 

(OCR) technique tailored to Farsi to convert these two paper encyclopedias into readable, searchable 

PDFs. 

After securing all 43 volumes in a searchable, readable PDF format, we employed a 

combination of computational and manual methods to extract the information contained in them. 

 First, we applied text analysis tools to convert the PDFs into plain text format (.txt). To 

streamline our data collection, we merged the multiple volumes for provinces with multiple 

encyclopedias into a single .txt file per province, yielding 31 .txt files, each corresponding to a 

province. 

 
3 https://mag.navideshahed.com/home/category/mostanad-negari 

 

https://mag.navideshahed.com/home/category/mostanad-negari


 Second, as the biographical entries were semi-structured, we designed a text parser to 

process the approximately 100-word entries. The parser separated each entry by periods and 

newlines and sorted them by their leading numbers. This transformation rendered the previously 

untidy encyclopedias into a more structured format, with each line containing only one sentence 

from each entry. 

Third, drawing on the semi-structured format of the entries, we used stop words and 

repeated keywords to guide data extraction. Accordingly, we developed specific functions to extract 

key information from each entry, including the individual’s date and place of birth, education, 

occupation, military service details, cause of death, and burial place. These functions process each 

entry, extract the relevant information, and store it in a data frame. To enhance accuracy, we 

customized the functions for each province, addressing any province-specific errors or 

modifications introduced by the Iran Foundation of Martyrs and Veterans Affairs. 

Fourth, with the data extraction functions in place for each province, we applied them to 

each province’s .txt file and stored the output in the corresponding .csv file. We ran the data 

extraction process three times for each province to optimize the functions and minimize potential 

errors or missing data. After each run, we refined and updated the functions to address any errors or 

warnings encountered. 

Finally, after obtaining the .csv files for each province, we combined them into a single 

master .csv file. This master file served as the foundation for our subsequent variable creation and 

data analysis.  



A.5 Details of the Coding Procedure for War Veterans 

We began our data collection process by downloading the provincial statistical yearbooks for each of 

the 31 provinces in Iran4. Beginning in 2015, we systematically downloaded yearbooks for each 

province through 2019, resulting in a total of 155 yearbooks. We extracted the chapters containing 

information on veterans from these yearbooks and consolidated all the veteran-related tables into a 

single master PDF file. We used a combination of computational and manual methods to convert 

data from PDF to a usable digital format while ensuring data accuracy. 

In the first step, we developed a custom “PDF Parser.” This parser was designed to read 

PDF documents, identify relevant tables, and extract data in a structured format, such as a data 

frame. Since PDFs are often designed for human reading rather than for machine parsing, our parser 

needed to address several complexities, including irregular table structures, multi-column layouts, 

and potential formatting inconsistencies.  

One significant challenge the parser overcame was handling the use of Arabic and Farsi 

characters and numerals in the yearbooks, which varied by province. The similarity between the two 

languages necessitated that the parser correctly distinguish between them and convert them into a 

uniform format. This multilingual approach ensured data consistency, regardless of the yearbooks' 

regional linguistic preferences. 

After parsing, we manually reviewed each entry, cross-referencing the parsed data against the 

original tables to ensure the highest level of accuracy. Once we confirmed the accuracy of all data, 

we compiled a master .csv file, with each row representing the veteran numbers for individual 

districts within each province from 2015 to 2019. 

 

 
4 https://amar.org.ir/salnameh-amari 
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Table A.1 Robustness Tests for Drivers of War-related Mobilization in Iran (2015-2019)

 

Table A1 presents several robustness checks that test the stability of our results. Model 1 shows the 

baseline specification with core controls. We then test whether our results hold when accounting for 

ethnolinguistic diversity in Model 2, which adds controls for speakers of the country's seven main 

ethnolinguistic groups (Arabic, Baluchi, Kurdish, Lori, Caspian, Persian, and Turkish). Model 3 
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includes average nighttime light intensity over five years (logged) as a proxy for district-level GDP. 

Model 4 tests the effect of adding literacy rates as another socioeconomic indicator.   

The next three models examine different dimensions of economic welfare. Model 5 adds the 

percentage of households in the bottom two income deciles to capture poverty and deprivation. 

Model 6 includes the percentage of households without insurance, while Model 7 adds the 

percentage receiving cash transfers to measure the reach of national welfare programs. Model 8 

addresses potential urban bias through a more direct approach: it excludes the ten most populous 

districts, which account for roughly one-quarter of Iran's population, to prevent major urban centers 

from driving the results. Finally, Model 9 uses a spatial error regression model instead of negative 

binomial regression. This specification takes the logged number of war-related state-led mobilization 

events (plus one) as the outcome and accounts for geographic spillover effects.  

Our results remain stable across these different specifications. Core War Constituencies 

remain positive and statistically significant in all models. Variables capturing regime organizational 

infrastructure and social base, specifically conservative vote share and student populations, also stay 

positive and statistically significant throughout. Mosque membership shows marginally significant 

positive effects in eight of the nine specifications. The only exception occurs in Model 7, where the 

coefficient loses statistical significance after controlling for cash transfer receipt. These patterns 

confirm that the main results hold up under various alternative specifications, whether we account 

for ethnolinguistic composition, socioeconomic factors (literacy, income, insurance, welfare program 

reach), urban concentration, or spatial dependencies. 
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Table A.2. The Effect of Anti-Government Protests on War Commemorations and Pro-
Government Rallies: District-Month Panel Analysis 

 
 
Table A.2 presents results from our district-month panel analysis testing whether war 

commemorations function as a short-term response to protest. The analysis draws on protest data 

from the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data Project (ACLED). This globally recognized 

system tracks real-time political violence and demonstrations across all countries and territories. 

ACLED's fundamental unit is an event, defined as a specific interaction among actors at a particular 

time and place, with no fatality threshold. The system compiles data weekly from traditional media, 

local partners, and digital sources in over 75 languages. All entries undergo rigorous multi-stage 

review and verification.  

We identified all ACLED-coded protest events in Iran from January 1, 2016, to December 

31, 2019, then applied two filters to focus on protest events. The first filter removed entries from 

sources with a history of misinformation, including the Mojahedin-e Khalq. The second filter 

addressed a more technical challenge. ACLED codes all demonstrations regardless of political 

alignment; therefore, we needed to distinguish protests from pro-government mobilization events. 

To solve this problem, we used BERTopic, a topic modeling algorithm that clusters text data based 

on semantic similarity (Grootendorst 2022). The algorithm analyzes event descriptions and identifies 
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distinct topics by grouping similar events. This approach let us systematically identify and exclude 

pro-government demonstrations such as state-organized rallies, commemorations, and other regime-

sponsored gatherings, while retaining protests that challenge or make demands on the government. 

After applying both filters, we aggregated the remaining protest events to monthly counts at the 

district level. This aggregation gives us time-series measures of protest activity across Iran's 

administrative units.  

The final dataset captures a wide spectrum of protest events, ranging from labor and 

workplace mobilization to professional, student, and financial grievances. Labor and work-related 

protests are especially prominent, involving factory workers, teachers, municipal employees, 

petroleum workers, nurses, doctors, lawyers, university professors, and journalists. Current 

employees, retirees, and job-seeking youth frequently demand better working conditions, higher 

wages, protective contracts, payment of overdue salaries, pension disbursements, and expanded 

employment opportunities. Many of these actions are organized by labor unions and worker 

syndicates, reflecting a structured, collective approach to labor mobilization. Higher education 

students also appear regularly in the dataset. University students protest for improved campus 

facilities and academic conditions, while others mobilize against bar examinations and professional 

qualification requirements. Another major category comprises depositors who protest against credit 

unions, banks, and other financial institutions, often in response to lost savings, frozen accounts, or 

perceived financial misconduct. 

In addition to these issue-specific events, the dataset includes nationwide anti-regime 

protests in which diverse groups participate regardless of their occupational or social backgrounds. 

These episodes reflect broader political grievances that cut across the more sectoral forms of 

mobilization described above. 
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Initial negative binomial models did not converge across specifications, so we modeled the 

log of protest events plus 1 using fixed-effects OLS. The estimates show a positive association 

between protest and pro-government rallies that approaches conventional thresholds for statistical 

significance (p < .10). In contrast, there is no detectable relationship between protest and war 

commemorations. Models with a one-month lag produce similar results. Taken together, the 

patterns indicate that, in the short term, the state reacts to protest mainly through rallies rather than 

through war commemorative events. 

 

 


