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Abstract 

This thesis seeks to answer the question of how Qassem Soleimani’s death in 

2020 affected Iran’s national strategy. Soleimani’s death at the hands of the U.S. was an 

important moment in U.S.-Iran relations, and it was a monumental loss for Iran which 

leaned so heavily on this one man to implement the country’s strategy throughout the 

Middle East. To understand Iran today and the role Soleimani played, one must 

understand general Iranian history and the role Shi’ism has within it, to include Ayatollah 

Khomeini’s implementation of velayat-e faqih during the 1979 revolution. This thesis 

seeks to give the reader the essential knowledge in these areas while consistently 

addressing the research question throughout. The research primarily used a qualitative 

approach in its methodology and made inferences based on scholarly books and articles, 

interviews with Iran experts, and primary sources such as the IRGC’s constitution. There 

was a distinct gap in literature on the importance of Soleimani’s death and how it is 

distinctly tied to Iranian history and its current strategy. Soleimani’s death not only 

negatively affected Iran’s primary means of deterrence through proxy warfare without its 

leader who navigated the complex relationships that held it together, but it forced Iran to 

reevaluate its other alternatives in deterring the west. Iran has looked east to Russia and 

China for greater support and relationships while also strongly considering the ultimate 

deterrent of a nuclear weapon; the effect of one man’s death may seem surprising to 

westerners, but Soleimani’s unique role in Iran caused his loss to be strategic one for 

Iran.  
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Chapter I. 

Introduction and Literature Review 

“Persians are spiritually close kin to Americans”. 

—Justice William O. Douglas, The Eagle and the Lion 

On January 2nd 2020, the U.S. conducted a targeted killing of Qassem Soleimani 

in Iraq via a drone missile attack. The vacuum that Qassem Soleimani’s removal left 

behind is vast and the act of killing Soleimani was an era-altering event. As Arash Azizi 

accurately reflects in his book, The Shadow Commander, “Not since 1943, when the 

Americans shot down the plane of Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto of the Imperial Japanese 

Navy had the U.S. killed such a high-ranking military official”.1  The 1979 revolution 

which resulted in Ayatollah Khomeini abruptly implementing a theocratic Islamic 

Republic of Iran with the vast support of the Iranian people at the time, not only changed 

the government and society of Iran, but also its relationship with the rest of the world, in 

particular with the United States. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) is the 

most important thing born out of that revolution other than the idea of Velayat-e Faqih, 

the premise of which the position of Supreme Leader of Iran was based on. The most 

important individual to come out of the IRGC and ultimately lead its all-powerful Quds 

Force was Qassem Soleimani who oversaw the growth of proxy warfare to Iran’s primary 

means of foreign policy implementation. The death of Soleimani would serve as the 

 
1 Arash Azizi, The Shadow Commander: Soleimani, the US, and Iran’s Global Ambitions (New York, 
United States: Oneworld Publications, 2020), 2. 



 

2 

crescendo in an ongoing deterrence battle between the Iran and the U.S., altering the way 

Iran is able to implement its foreign policy without its mastermind behind it. 

The United States and Iran have had a complicated history. In the early days of 

U.S. independence, there was an inherent respect level between these two nations, one 

ancient, one new and revolutionary. While this respect played out in the newspapers and 

magazines of the day, the first official contact between the two took place in 1830 

between American missionaries and Iranians in Orumiyeh, in the northwest Azerbaijan 

province of Iran.2 From the 20th into the 21st century, this relationship would see new 

heights and extreme lows; some of these lows were due to U.S. interference in Iran, and 

much was due to Iran’s revolution in 1979 resulting in the Islamic Republic of Iran.  

One may ask why one individual, Qassem Soleimani, matters in the grand scheme 

of things. After all, from a U.S. point of view, we are used to checks and balances, and an 

idea that when the worst possible outcome happens and a senior member of our 

government was killed or died in office, we are set up for the next person in line to step 

up, and the democracy to keep functioning. The U.S. has lived this reality on multiple 

occasions with the Commander in Chief being assassinated four separate times, and its 

institutions continued to function. Iran similarly has institutional mechanisms; for 

example, when in 2024 Iran’s president, Ebrahim Raisi, was killed in a helicopter crash, 

Iran held presidential elections and the country continued to function. Soleimani’s 

significance, however, is much more complex than that, and is the focus of this paper. 

Answering the question of why his influence, and his killing, swayed the course of 

Iranian policy involves Islamic Shi’ism, martyrdom, deterrence, a unique foreign policy 

 
2 John Ghazvinian, America and Iran: A History, 1720 to the Present, First edtion. (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 2021), 15. 
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through proxies, and the man at the center of that foreign policy who took it to a new 

level.  

The IRGC is part of the Iranian military; it is the most important part of the 

military, and as this paper will seek to prove, the lynchpin of Iran’s foreign policy. 

Therefore, the act of Soleimani’s killing could easily be confused with the removal of so 

many of the non-state actors or even state actors in the midst of the wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan, but this was nothing like those. Surely, Soleimani had American blood on 

his hands for training and supplying proxies in Iraq as well as serving as the mastermind 

on how to counter-Americans, but he was constantly playing a game of deterrence, 

careful not to cross the perceived “red-line”, until he wasn’t. It is a fact that Qassem 

Soleimani was responsible for the death of U.S. servicemembers during the Iraq war by 

supplying proxies with Explosively Formed Projectiles (EFPs); additionally, it is widely 

believed by Iran experts that Soleimani was in the process of planning more attacks 

against the U.S. when he was killed. The U.S. President at the time, Donald Trump 

commented that Soleimani was plotting “imminent and sinister” attacks against 

Americans.3 

The form of deterrence and foreign policy by proxies that Soleimani was leading 

was incredibly effective. Soleimani built relationships all over the Middle East that were 

tailored by him carefully, making him somewhat irreplaceable to the effort. He also grew 

immensely close to Ayatollah Khamenei, the second Supreme Leader of Iran who 

became not only the guardian of the people but the steward of the IRGC itself. Soon after 

 
3 Tamara Qiblawi, Arwa Damon, and Brice Laine, “US Troops Knew Al-Asad Air Base Would Be 
Attacked and Sheltered in Bunkers, Exclusive Tour Reveals,” CNN Wire Service (Atlanta: CNN 
Newsource Sales, Inc, 2020), https://search.proquest.com/docview/2335656605?pq-origsite=primo. 
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Soleimani passed, Khamenei announced Esmail Qaani, a longtime IRGC member would 

take over as the Quds Force Commander. Qaani, who does not speak good Arabic and 

does not have the charisma or track record of Soleimani has had an uphill battle filling 

the shoes of his predecessor which has forced Khamenei to adjust his foreign policy 

accordingly. Additionally, the fact that the U.S. was willing to take out Soleimani forced 

Khamenei and his advisors to re-think the nature of their deterrence. Certainly, they have 

not abandoned their utilization of the proxies, nor should they want to, but Khamenei has 

chosen to move closer to Russia and China while separately taking furthering the 

development Iran’s nuclear capabilities, furthering the potential of Iran becoming a 

nuclear state. 

The relationship between the U.S. and Iran is central to the understanding of 

current Iranian foreign policy, not only because the U.S. has been the world’s superpower 

before and after the revolution, but also because of their up and down relationship. 

During the time of the Shah, there is no doubt the U.S. was a friend to him, however, the 

U.S.’ actions in Iran were not always beneficial to the Iranian people. The CIA led 

overthrow of Iran’s Prime Minister, Mohammed Mossadeqh in 1953 secured the Shah’s 

prominence as the sole authoritative figure within the country. This paper will discuss the 

importance of Iran’s collective memory and how the country’s perceptions of its 

historical experiences shape its foreign policies today.4 That collective memory 

remembers being taken advantage of by Britain and Russia in particular well before the 

U.S. became any type of international power, and events like the overthrow in 1953 led to 

 
4 Ariane Tabatabai, No Conquest, No Defeat: Iran’s National Security Strategy (London: Hurst & 
Company, 2020), 6. 
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Iranians starting to believe that the U.S. was no better than the other powers who had 

interfered and taken advantage of them before. 

To understand the story and impact of Soleimani and his IRGC, it is necessary to 

go back in time to 1501 in which Iran ushered in of Shi’ism as the religion of choice; this 

choice made in the early 16th century is still incredibly influential today. Shi’ism is baked 

into the fabric of the IRGC and often what Soleimani himself would rely on to motivate 

his Guards over the years. As Barabara Slavin, an expert on Iran stated in an interview 

with the author, “Shi’ism is the glue that holds it all together”, regarding the axis of 

resistance and all of the groups that are underneath it.5 She added that martyrdom and the 

belief that one will be rewarded for sacrificing your life for the betterment of the regime 

and Shi’ism helps cultivate that bond among Iran and its proxies.6 

While this paper will focus on 1501 and beyond in terms of historical relevance to 

today’s Iran, ancient history of the great Persian dynasty that lives on today in books like 

Shanahmeh is still relevant and has its place in the modern Iranian’s mindset. This self-

perception is based on victory and defeat that was ultimately humiliated by Western 

powers like the U.S.7 It would be easy to assume that once the revolution took place, Iran 

and the U.S. have not seen eye to eye on anything at all. That is partially true as they have 

been enemies since then, but there have been opportune times where they have been on 

the same side. Immediately following 9/11, the U.S. and Iran had a common enemy in the 

Taliban inside Afghanistan; Soleimani’s Quds Force worked with the U.S. in Afghanistan 

to destroy the Taliban.8 When the U.S. president at the time, George W. Bush, referred to 

 
5 Barbara Slavin, Interview, Zoom, July 15, 2024. 
6 Slavin. 
7 Tabatabai, No Conquest, No Defeat, 19. 
8 Slavin, Interview. 
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Iran as part of the Axis of Evil, and soon after the U.S. invaded Iraq, the U.S. policy in 

the Middle East no longer benefited Iran, and the relationship would take a nosedive 

again. This paper will show that the relationship reached its lowest depths up to that point 

with the killing of Soleimani, which would simultaneously allow for Iranians to “rally 

around the flag” as they could celebrate a martyr they all believed in.9 While this paper 

will not debate or discuss in great depth the pros and cons to U.S. foreign policy or 

actions, the war in Iraq was greatly responsible for taking a relationship that had been on 

the brink, over the edge.  

A chapter of this thesis is devoted to the Safavid era until now, and the paper will 

highlight how the concept of using proxy forces is not unique to post 1979. The Shah 

used an organization called the SAVAK in a similar way to the IRGC is used today by 

assisting him in implementing his foreign policy.10 Much of the paper will focus on 

1979’s revolution and beyond. This is when Ayatollah Khomeini systematically made 

Iran into a completely new country, an Islamic Republic and theocracy of sorts which 

operated under the concept of Velayat-e Faqih, a uniquely Islamic concept that had not 

been enacted since ancient times, and allowed for him to operate as a Supreme Leader, 

generally unchecked by the government. The government in general also went through a 

significant overhaul with the parliament and other branches looking quite different and all 

checked by Islamic councils within the government ensuring that the Islamic nature of 

legislation or candidates, etc are within their perceived boundaries of right and wrong.  

 
9 Tabatabai, No Conquest, No Defeat, 19. 
10 Abbas William Samii, “The Shah’s Lebanon Policy: The Role of SAVAK,” Middle Eastern Studies 33, 
no. 1 (1997): 66. 
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The IRGC was born out of this revolution and it started a projection for this 

organization that no one could have seen coming. Of course, Khomeini persecuted many 

of the diplomats and military personnel who served under the Shah, and this new military 

entity born in his liking would become important under him, but taken to a whole new 

level under his successor, Ayatollah Khamenei whom he had put generally in charge of 

its oversight throughout the early 1980s. This paper will cover the growth of the IRGC 

and its Quds Force, detailing its relationships with proxies that make it one of the most 

unique military entities today as well as its general hybrid warfare concept.  

Of course, the paper will cover Qassem Soleimani in great depth, and why this 

man, his life, and his death are so important and so discussed to this day. Luck, timing, 

persona, passion, and an overall narrative play into why Soleimani became a headline 

before and after his death, but he put the Quds Force on the map and became a significant 

threat to the U.S. during the height of the wars in the Middle East. It also happens that his 

death happened at an integral time in recent history, and it is worth investigating what the 

Middle East, Iran, and Iran’s relationship with the U.S. and the West looked like both 

before the death and after.  

Methodology 

I have used primarily a qualitative approach for the methodology for this thesis. 

The argument and discussion about Iran’s way ahead after the death of Qassem 

Soleimani is difficult to quantify, and Iran’s ability to conceal its reasoning and methods 

makes it even more so. The research consists of a blend of Iran’s stated policies and 

views and trackable actions, and will make inferences based on these in combination with 

scholarly arguments on the topic both in books and articles. The IRGC’s constitution is 
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an example of a primary source that has been helpful as it specifically lists out rules and 

regulations for the conduct of the IRGC and its national security apparatus within it. 

Iran’s Friday prayer sermons, and speeches from the foreign minister have been helpful, 

even if they are largely messaging tools as opposed to clearly stated initiatives and 

thoughts. 

I interviewed Iran experts throughout the research process and also accessed 

recordings of conferences and panels with experts in this field to gain additional 

perspectives on Iran’s current grand strategy and peripheral topics. I have needed to stay 

apprised of various methods Iran is continually using for its asymmetrical warfare as well 

as its nuclear program. A lot of the news put out by organizations such as the IAEA has 

been valuable in understanding what progress or lack thereof, Iran is making in these 

arenas, and then in turn analyzing all this data to interpret what it means for Iran’s way 

ahead. Iranians are heavy into remembrance and dates such as the anniversary of 

Soleimani’s death have great meanings to the society, so staying apprised of how both the 

government and populace react to them has been important throughout.   

Although the use of human subjects and interviews was supplementary, during the 

conduct of the research, I interviewed General Frank McKenzie who was in charge of 

U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM) and oversaw the killing of Soleimani in 2020; his 

recent book, The Melting Point discusses this important moment in history, even devoting 

an entire chapter to Soleimani. I also had the opportunity to interview Arash Azizi, the 

author of the most prominent book on Soleimani the man, The Shadow Commander.  

Other key interviews were with Barabara Slavin, the former director of the Future of Iran 

Initiative at the Atlantic Council and author of a book and many articles on Iranian 
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relations as well as a former member of the U.S. government who has a prominent voice 

on Iran within the Intelligence Community. Additionally, another interview with another 

senior member of the U.S. government shed light on the targeted killing of Soleimani’s 

effects throughout the Middle East. 

This research faced three limitations. First is scope: Iran’s national security is a 

large undertaking and it was necessary to draw boundaries. The paper does not seek to be 

overly technical in relation to drones or nuclear weapons and instead interprets Iranian 

deterrence post-Soleimani. Additionally, although the discussion of the IRGC and its 

Quds force is essential to the thesis, the point is not to get the reader to a wire diagram 

understanding of its structure, but rather its role and importance in Iran since its inception 

immediately following the 1979 revolution. It was clear when building out the outline for 

this paper that seeking to answer the research question would require understanding 

Iranian history dating back to 1501 when they adopted Islamic Shi’ism as their religion. 

Covering 1501 to modern times is a large undertaking, however, I sought to familiarize 

the readers with the essential aspects of this modern history, as a detailed part of the 

discussion is that without the adoption and cultivation of Shi’ism, we would be looking at 

an entirely different Iran today. The chapter focused on 1501-1989 sought to consistently 

make the reader realize how omnipresent Iranian history is today, and how the 

government and IRGC use this to their advantage.  

Second is access to sources on the Soleimani killing so recently after it took place. 

The research was conducted only a few years after the death of Soleimani. The thesis 

mitigated this challenge by interviewing experts who are familiar with the 2020 
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developments but also by not solely focusing on the last three years, and instead 

interpreting how the past, present, and future play into this topic. 

Third, language is a semi-constraint as the author is proficient in Farsi at a basic 

level rather than a highly technical level. The research therefore used straightforward 

translation tools for speeches and documents alike.  

All applicable protocols and policies of Harvard University’s Institutional Review 

Board (http://cuhs.harvard.edu/) have been complied with in this thesis research.  

Literature Review 

Most of the literature was specific to understanding Iranian strategy and history, 

but some additional works not specific to Iran were instrumental in understanding the 

dynamics at play. Thomas Schelling’s work on deterrence, Arms and Influence was 

essential in understanding the complexities of deterrence regardless of the nation 

conducting it. Additionally, Robert Jervis’ work, The Meaning of the Nuclear Revolution 

and other works on key nuclear issues give insight into Iran’s mindset on whether or not 

they may continue to seek out becoming a nuclear weapon power. As for the research 

linked to Iran in particular, it became evident early on in the research process that there 

was a severe lack of literature discussing how the massive escalations between Iran and 

the U.S., which reached their apex in 2020, shaped Iranian policy. Importantly, this topic 

had also not been linked to Iran and Shi’ism, with the latter making up the fabric of the 

Iranian identity. 

While Ariana Tabatabaie’s work, No Conquest, No Defeat: Iran’s National 

Security Strategy is an excellent work explaining Iranian deterrence and linking it to their 

historical mindset, it was published in 2020, the year of Soleimani’s death and does not 

http://cuhs.harvard.edu/


 

11 

cover him much other than offering a couple of pages to discussing his importance. She 

also decided to start her book chronologically from the Qajar period (beginning in 1796) 

on whereas this research benefited from focusing on 1501 on. That said, her book was 

essential to this research, in particular Iran’s perceptions of its historical perceptions and 

her ability to tie together immense similarities to how Iranian deterrence did not shift as 

drastically as one would imagine from the Shah to the revolution.  

Tabatabaie’s book was the most closely related to my effort, but the rest of the 

range of scholarly articles and books combined to discuss vastly different topics and eras 

all related to the problem set. For example, numerous books and articles were helpful in 

explaining IRGC structure and efforts since 1979, while there were countless scholarly 

articles this paper benefited from related to Iran’s efforts to enrich uranium and seek a 

nuclear weapon program (and sometimes, to delay doing so), such as Politicized 

Safeguards': Iran-IAEA Contentions, Drivers and Policy Implications in the Strategic 

Analysis journal. Additionally, David Patrikarakos’ book, Nuclear Iran was incredibly 

important contextually as it explained in great detail the history behind Iran’s nuclear 

program and how it evolved after the Shah’s rule and into the revolutionary period. 

There is a large gap in literature on two primary topics this thesis covers: the “so 

what” of Soleimani’s death and Shi’ism’s link to the implementation of Iran’s modern 

foreign policy. Many articles and few books cover Soleimani’s death (the exception to 

this is discussed in the next paragraph) and those that do touch on the immediate 

aftereffects, but do not seek to implicate its role in the way ahead for Iran’s foreign policy 

actions. Additionally, while there is vast literature on the importance of Shi’ism in Iran 

both in the social arena and its importance on the strategic level as it pertains to the 
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Supreme Leader’s position of authority and the struggle for supremacy in the Middle 

East, scholars rarely tie it to the operational and tactical level implementation of its 

foreign policy, which this paper ascertains is actioned by the IRGC with Khamenei’s 

oversight.  

Only one book, The Melting Point by General (Ret.) Frank McKenzie, covers the 

lead up to Soleimani’s death, the details of the act itself, a robust reasoning behind the 

“why” America chose to do so, and an excellent defense of said reasoning. This author 

had the honor of an in depth discussion with General McKenzie and continued 

conversation regarding this topic which has greatly informed this paper. General 

McKenzie served as the CENTCOM (Central Command) commander during this period 

and was in charge of the U.S. military’s actions throughout the Middle East, and was 

directly in charge of oversight of the U.S. removing Soleimani from the battlefield; in the 

author’s opinion there is no single person with greater insight into Soleimani’s death and 

the purpose behind it. General McKenzie tells the story from a U.S. perspective from the 

years leading up to 2020, and following that moment better than anyone else, and this 

paper factors in his analysis and first-hand experience while tying it to a more holistic 

picture, including a focus on the Iranian view, taking into account Iranian history, and 

Shi’ism.  

The Shadow Commander is the work this paper most heavily relies on regarding 

Soleimani, the man. Arash Azizi uses wide ranging sources in Farsi and English, and 

traces back Soleimani to his childhood all the way up until his death. Azizi paints the 

picture of a master motivator with a quiet, and very real charisma who could link together 

most of the Levant in favor of Iran’s role as the leader within the region and a policy of 
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many of these actors serving as proxies on behalf or Iran’s ultimate goals. Soleimani’s 

efforts in the Iran-Iraq War helped him build his bona fides and leadership style telling 

his fighters rousing stories while knowing many of them would die in that unforgiving 

war.11 He also does a great job leading the reader through Soleimani’s era as the Quds 

Force commander, often times working against the U.S., and ultimately to his demise as 

he stepped out of the shadows from a covert leader to more of a public role.12 Azizi’s 

work was essential in this paper, as his book is the only biography of Soleimani. The 

author used this work to better understand the man whose death this work is centered 

around, and it greatly assisted in making an argument that his death was in fact important, 

a notion that would have been hard to determine without understanding his role so much 

thanks to Azizi’s work.  

Choosing to start with 1501 as Iran’s modern history and tell the story of how 

today is so strongly linked was a purposeful decision partly shaped by existing literature. 

As discussed earlier, Tabatabaie’s work started with the Qajar era around 1800, but 

Abbas Amanat’s book, Iran: A Modern History starts his book focusing on the beginning 

of the Safavid Era around 1501. His book’s early focus on the Safavid Era started to 

shape my views on modern Iran years ago, to include a focus on Shi’ism as the driving 

force behind Iran’s uniqueness in the region and the world. While the Safavid Era was an 

overall positive one for Iran, the Qajar Era was laden with setbacks and foreign entities 

taking advantage of Iran which Tabatabaei’s book covers very well. Her chapter on the 

Qajar period also discusses Shi’ism in depth, but the rest of her work focuses more on 

deterrence as opposed to the religious aspect of their policy thinking.  

 
11 Azizi, The Shadow Commander, 83. 
12 Azizi, 179. 
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In addition to published sources, a Harvard University course by Dr. Payam 

Mohseni, Shi’a Islam and Politics in the Middle East, served as a critically important 

source on Shi’ism, its historical meaning, and how it is embedded in Iranian culture. 

Without understanding Twelver Shi’ism, it would be almost impossible to understand 

Iran’s current government, as well as the importance of Soleimani’s death, the Iranian 

public’s perception of it, and in turn how the Iranian government could use Shi’ism to 

frame his death through martyrdom. Course readings such as Redemptive Suffering in 

Islam by Mahmoud Ayoub show how Shi’ism has shaped the Iranian mindset and really 

all Shi’a’s mindsets, especially in the way of emotions and how events like that of Ashura 

make Iranians unique.13 Ashura, and how Shi’a play out its remembrance and that of its 

heroes in history, is alive and well today, and completely implemented by the IRGC. It is 

also implemented into how the Islamic Republic of Iran calculates its next actions so that 

it can satiate a populace that is often wary of it. This course was also paramount in 

understanding the concept of Velayat-e Faqih of which Khomeini based his authority on 

in 1979 when he led the revolution. Religious scholars argue whether his understanding 

and implementation of the concept is valid, but he did it nonetheless, and its role in the 

Iranian government, the Ulama, and Iran’s leadership of other entities in the Middle East 

is just as important as understanding Shi’ism itself. 

In understanding the relationship between Iran and the U.S., three books in 

particular were most used in this paper’s research: The Eagle and the Lion by James Bill, 

America and Iran by John Ghazvinian and, The Twilight War by David Crist. The first 

two books help depict how the downward cycle of relations between the two countries 

 
13 Mahmoud Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering in Islām: A Study of the Devotional Aspects of ʻĀshūrāʾ in 
Twelver Shīʻism, Religion and Society (Hague, Netherlands) 10 (The Hague: Mouton, 1978), 141. 
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came to be despite so many early positives that stemmed from the two’s relationship. The 

Twilight War, like General McKenzie’s book, focuses on the long term, unconventional, 

and out of public view conflict between Iran and the U.S. Additionally, All the Shah’s 

Men by Stephen Kinzer tells the story of the CIA led overthrow of Mohammad 

Mossadegh in 1953 in great depth. This was a pivotal point in Iranian-U.S. relations that 

this thesis argues was the most negatively consequential prior to the 1979 revolution.  

The Iran Data Portal and Iran Primer have both been essential guides throughout 

this process as well. The Iran Primer website which was based on a book/primer built by 

Robin Wright has updated and timely articles on present day Iran, and very interesting 

analysis with pictures from inside Iran that give it an insider feel. Also, the website has a 

factbook that has been helpful to readdress basic, important facts about Iran, its populace, 

and geography. The Iran Data Portal has some of the essential documents such as Iran’s 

constitution and the IRGC constitution both in Persian and translated to English which 

serve as the most important primary sources this paper uses in its research.  

Over the next four chapters, this paper will seek to prove the importance of 

Qassem Soleimani’s loss for the Iranian regime and its foreign policy while addressing 

the importance of Shi’ism and historical context in modern day Iran’s implementation of 

its foreign policy. In the second chapter, the paper will address Iran’s history from 1501 

on after it adopted Shi’ism as the sect of Islam it would follow. This chapter discusses all 

of the key components of Shi’a history that are so often used by the regime and the IRGC 

today both as justification for its existence and as motivation for its forces. The third 

chapter will focus on the Iranian regime and its government and the IRGC, which has a 

direct report to the Supreme Leader. The fourth chapter will be a deep dive on Qassem 
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Soleimani and his importance. It will chart his rise all the way to his demise, and the 

significance of his death. Lastly, the conclusion will tie all of this together and discuss 

how Soleimani’s death and recent world events have forced Iran to alter its foreign policy 

as its deterrence through foreign proxies is no longer as effective as it was under 

Soleimani.  
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Chapter II. 

The History of Iran and Shi’ism 

“A single tear shed for Husayn washes away a hundred sins.” 

—Popular Shi’a saying, The Shia Revival 

In order to understand why Iranian grand strategy is the way it is today, one must 

understand Iran’s unique mindset which has been shaped by history, in particular the last 

five centuries, and religion. While former President Jimmy Carter’s speech in late 1977 

calling Iran an “island of stability in one of the more troubled areas of the world…” was 

not necessarily true or timely, there is some truth to Iran being somewhat of an island 

within the Middle East. Most of the Middle East is made up of Arab populations while 

the vast majority of Iran is Persian, and the majority of the Middle East consists of Arabic 

speaking nations while Iran is a Persian-Farsi speaking country. Additionally, many of 

Iran’s neighbors were at one point in time controlled by foreign nations who installed 

puppet governments, having their maps re-drawn in the process. Iran meanwhile has 

impressively maintained sovereignty, and its own language and religion, but as we will 

see, other countries’ interferences in its internal matters have greatly shaped Iran’s 

perceptions and in turn, their strategy.  

In many memorialized pictures of Qassem Soleimani, the color green has been 

incorporated into the background, and this is not an accident. Green is one of the three 

colors represented in Iran’s flag, but the importance of this color goes all the way back to 

the times of Husayn with its relationship to heaven and sanctity. Symbols, people, and 
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history have deep meaning in Iran, and are not just history, but instead part of everyday 

current life in Iran as well. Qassem Soleimani became a martyr to many in 2020, but in 

order to understand his importance and that of martyrdom, one must understand why it is 

all so powerful to Iranians. 

Ali, Husayn, “The Mahdi”: Shi’ism as the Fabric of Iran 

The Shi’a sect of Islamists make up about 35 percent of the Muslims in the 

Middle East and 15 percent of the world’s Muslims. Within Iran, approximately 90 

percent of the population is Shi’a, and the vast majority of these Shi’a are of the 

“Twelver Shi’a” subsect, and unless otherwise mentioned in this paper, when referring to 

Shi’a, it will imply that subsect.14 The other and larger major sect of Islam is Sunnism, of 

which the followers are referred to as Sunnis. The divergence between the Sunni and 

Shi’a goes back to immediately following the death of Muhammad; the Sunni believe the 

four rightly guided Caliphs who ruled over Islam were just that, while the Shi’a believe 

Ali, the son in law and cousin of Muhammad was unjustly usurped.  

The differences in Sunnism and Shi’ism have at times been overblown by politics 

and media, when in fact through most of history the two have had minimal major issues 

and share a lot in common in terms of practices, legal traditions, and theology.15 That 

said, the history of Shi’ism has absolutely shaped its followers in ways completely 

different than that of Sunnis. One of the most unique traits of Shi’ism is the concept of 

the Imamate which lasts from Ali all the way to the 12th Imam, otherwise known as “The 

 
14 Payam Mohseni, Shi’a Islam and Politics in the Middle East, Lecture 1: Basic Foundations: Islam and 
Shi’ism (Harvard University, n.d.). 
15 Shi’a Islam and Politics in the Middle East. 
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Mahdi” or “The Hidden Imam”. These twelve imams are infallible in the eyes of all Shi’a 

believers and stand above all prophets except Muhammad in terms of importance.16 

Husayn, Ali’s son, and the third Imam (his brother Hasan was second) stands out 

as the most important of the Imams, and the holiday of Ashura that commemorates his 

death is of the utmost importance to Shi’a. On 10 October 680, Husayn was killed by the 

Yazidi Army along with 71 of his followers and family as he refused to follow Yazid 

who was part of the Umayyad Caliphate. This event cannot be understated as it is 

interwoven into the fabric of Iran. Passion plays called Ta’ziyeh take place today in Iran 

and other Shi’a areas in which reenactments of this battle known as the Battle of Karbala 

take place. Men and women audibly sob as they remember Husayn’s actions that day in 

the ultimate battle between good and evil, dying for what he believed in and becoming a 

martyr in the process.  

The sixth Imam made it a point to highlight the importance of Ashura for Shi’a 

followers. He said that there is a reward for those who weep for the sufferings of the holy 

family, and in particular Husayn.17 He is also known for stating that those who recite 

poetry about Husayn and cause themselves or others to weep have a special place in 

paradise.18 The sixth Imam gave guidance for Shi’a followers to break fast only after 

mid-afternoon prayers while celebrating Ashura because that is when the ordeal was over 

for Husayn and his people in 680.19 As stated previously, the Imamate is essential and 

following Imams guidance is as well so this perspective given by the sixth Imam is not 

taken lightly by the religiously inclined. Even leaders like Soleimani who were not 

 
16 Shi’a Islam and Politics in the Middle East. 
17 Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering in Islām, 141. 
18 Ayoub, 159. 
19 Ayoub, 149. 
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religiously inclined, recited stories of Husayn and love, hope, glory, and death to his 

Shi’a Soldiers in order to get them more emotionally prepared to perform in battle.20  

Husayn is often pictured on a white horse in photos portraying him and draped in 

green. If one is to google Husayn’s full name, within the first twenty photos is a painting 

of Husayn in a white robe and green head covering, hugging Qassem Soleimani as if he is 

welcoming him to the afterlife (See Figure 1). The symbolism connecting the past to the 

current time is something Americans may have a hard time understanding, but it gives us 

insight into how Iran thinks; it does not necessarily differentiate between then and now. 

Although Husayn is the most prominent, “The Mahdi” or Twelfth Imam is considered by 

Shi’a to be in occultation, set to return one day to bring final victory in light over 

darkness.21 The idea of intidhar is the eager awaiting of the Shi’a population for the 

Mahdi to return and is an ongoing thing until that day comes. Another way to look at 

Imam Mahdi’s role within Shi’a Islam today is that he is exoterically absent but 

esoterically present.22 Imam Hasan, the eleventh Imam is said to have told his son that he 

was the final day of the world and the connection between earth and the heavens, and 

Mohammad stated the Mahdi was his progeny and that he would appear one day.23 

 
20 Arash Azizi, The Shadow Commander: Soleimani, the US, and Iran’s Global Ambitions (New York, 
United States: Oneworld Publications, 2020), 83, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/harvard-ebooks/. 
21 Payam Mohseni, Shi’a Islam and Politics in the Middle East, Lecture 3: Imam Mahdi and the Doctrine of 
Intidhar (Harvard University, n.d.). 
22 Shi’a Islam and Politics in the Middle East. 
23 Shi’a Islam and Politics in the Middle East. 
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Figure 1. Qassem Soleimani welcomed to afterlife by Husayn 

As depicted on Khamenei’s official website 

Just like Husayn has his holy site in Karbala, the Hidden Imam has a tombless 

location called the Jamkaran mosque on the outskirts of Qom which many Shi’a make a 

pilgrimage to. Qom also happens to be the epicenter of religious studies within Iran. This 

premise of a holy figure being in occultation is not unique to Islam and pre-dates it. 

Before Islam existed in Iran, most Persians believed in Zoroastrianism which helped 

shape many other religions with the belief in one God and an existence of heaven and 

hell; additionally, mainstream Christians believe in occultation with the Messiah, Jesus 
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Christ.24 While many today think religions such as Christianity and Islam are vastly 

different, there are numerous correlations, and Shi’a believe that when the Mahdi returns, 

at his side will be the Messiah, Jesus Christ who is an extremely important prophet within 

the Quran from Muhammad’s teachings.25 

In Islam, there is an origin and return to everything, and this circular motif is 

important with life being continual and perpetual. This even has ties to how all Muslims 

celebrate their faith today if you think of the circular dome in a mosque, the Ka’ba at 

Mecca which followers go around in a circle, and even the mystical whirling dervishes 

who dance in circles as well.26  This paper will address a lot of recent killings of 

important Iranians in the military and civilian sectors, the latter often associated with 

Iran’s nuclear program. Martyrdom is a key concept within Islam, and it can often pull a 

populace together as it partially did with Iran and Soleimani’s death. This idea of the 

circle within Islam and Iran can cause people to think of death differently, especially if 

one truly believes they are dying for a righteous cause that will positively affect the 

never-ending aspect of that circle.  

At many points in Muslim history during the Safavid Era (1501-1736), the 

pilgrimage to Husayn’s shrine at Karbala took place of the Hajj itself.27 Another fact that 

even many Islamists may find surprising, according to many people who have been to 

both the Hajj and Arbaeen (another term used for the Karbala pilgrimage), is that the 

Karbala pilgrimage has more visitors each year, and it is not even that close. So while we 

 
24 Payam Mohseni and Mohammad Sagha, “The Hidden Imam and the End of Time: A Primer on the 
Mahdi, Islamic Theology, and Global Politics,” 2022, 6. 
25 Mohseni and Sagha, 7. 
26 Shi’a Islam and Politics in the Middle East, Lecture 2: Origins and Foundations of Shi’a Thought and 
Identity (Harvard University, n.d.). 
27 Ayoub, Redemptive Suffering in Islām, 182. 
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look at the numbers between the majority Sunni and minority Shi’a and the publicity that 

events like the Hajj get, it is easy to forget that major Shi’a events have massive draws 

despite some of the Sunni gatherings receiving more attention in the media and literature. 

As this paper will discuss in great detail, that could not be further from the truth, and that 

is partly due to how much emphasis the Iranian revolution and Islamic Republic of Iran 

has put on exporting its brand of Shi’ism across the Middle East, and the world.  

Safavid Era, the Qajars, and the Creation of Modern Iran 

The Safavid Era beginning in 1501 is what many scholars use as the starting point 

of Modern Iran like in Abbas Amanat’s book, Iran: A Modern History. While ancient 

Persia, the religion of Zoroastrianism, and monumental figures such as Darius, Cyrus, 

Ferdowsi, and Hafez are important and will be broached briefly in this paper, it is from 

the Safavid Era on that have had the greatest effects on Iran’s current foreign policy and 

strategy. A big reason for this is that the Safavid Era ushered in Shi’ism as the regional 

faith for Iran. In 1590, the Safavid capital moved from Tabriz to Isfahan which was a 

more fitting location for a budding empire.28 Compared to its Ottoman empire neighbors, 

the Safavid Empire was relatively religiously homogeneous with the vast majority of 

citizens practicing Twelver Shi’a Islam; its ethnic makeup, however, was diverse with 

Persians, Turks, Arabs, and smaller groups like Baluchis.29 

During the 16th century rise of the Safavid Empire, the Ottomans deferred to 

Persians on matters of culture with Iran being seen as sophisticated and advanced in that 

 
28 Rudi Matthee Matthee, “Was Safavid Iran an Empire?,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of 
the Orient 53, no. 1–2 (2010): 237, https://doi.org/10.1163/002249910X12573963244449. 
29 Matthee Matthee, 240. 
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realm.30 Although Iran was building this distinct identity and forming itself around the 

brand of Shi’ism there were still strong linkages to its pre-Islamic past. Locals still 

recited stories from the epic, Shanameh by Ferdowsi in public gatherings, and many 

Iranians are named after key characters in this story even today.31 The role of the ruler or 

Shah immediately came into prominence during this period, and the Safavid Era started 

with a young fifteen year old ruler, Shah Isma’il requiring mosques within Iran to recite 

the Shi’a version of call to prayer, “I witness that Ali is God’s friend”.32 The reign of 

Shah Abbas’ (1587-1629) is thought to be the height of the Safavid Empire as he was a 

charismatic and beloved figure. During this period Iran had economic prosperity, 

international relevance, and was considered accepting of people from varying ethnic 

religious backgrounds which could seem paradoxical given its rather strict 

implementation of Shi’ism as the national religion.33  

This lengthy rule of the Safavid Empire was not perfect, but overall was a 

defining and positive one for Iranians, which shaped modern Iran as a prominent, cultural 

hub with a unique belief centered around Shi’ism. One of the reasons for the termination 

of the Safavid era was the ongoing battles between Iran and the Ottoman Empire as well 

as parts of Afghanistan to include Kandahar, with the Ottoman Empire eventually invade 

Iran.34 After a period of unrest known as the Zand period, ultimately the Qajar Dynasty 

took hold, and did so in its new capital of Tehran which Agha Mohammad Khan had 

chosen in 1786.35 As Ariana Tabatabaie expertly describes in her book, No Conquest, No 

 
30 Matthee Matthee, 244. 
31 Matthee Matthee, 245. 
32 Abbas Amanat, Iran: A Modern History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017), 24. 
33 Matthee Matthee, “Was Safavid Iran an Empire?,” 248–53. 
34 Amanat, Iran, 143. 
35 Amanat, 163. 
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Defeat, the Qajar period was one of defining defeats and wars that dominated the era and 

help shape the Iranian collective memory today.36 

The first of the Russo-Persian wars took place from 1804-1813 and after a 

subsequent Russian victory, Iran sought out a relationship with France resulting in the 

1807 Treaty of Finckenstein which supported Iran’s claim to Georgia, attempting to deter 

further Russian pursuit.37 This was one of Iran’s first of many efforts to balance powers 

against each other, and it did not end well. A year later, France signed a treaty agreement 

with Tsar Alexander of Russia in an act of betrayal against Iran.38 The second Russo-

Persian war (1826-1828) ended in the Treaty of Turkmenchay which resulted in the loss 

of more Persian territories within the Caucasus.39 These early defeats started to shape 

Iran’s future military doctrine, which would seek to ensure that its military was capable 

of deterring foreign adversaries.40 

It wasn’t only in the military realm that Iran was being taken advantage of by 

foreign countries, but also even more importantly in the diplomatic and economic realms. 

Concessions such as the Reuters Concession of 1872, Tobacco Concession of 1891, and 

D’Arcy Concession of 1901 had profound effects. The next section will highlight the 

D’Arcy concession as the best example of Iran getting taken advantage of during this 

period. The Reuters Fiasco was when Baron Julius de Reuter (of Reuters news ancestry) 

saw Iran as a key potential link between Europe and India, and took advantage of 

monopolizing their railway project and subsequently other industrial and infrastructure 

 
36 Tabatabai, No Conquest, No Defeat, 23. 
37 Tabatabai, 26–27. 
38 Tabatabai, 28. 
39 Tabatabai, 29. 
40 Tabatabai, 31. 
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related developments.41 Subsequently, in 1891 there was a Tobacco revolt, also under 

Naser al-Din Shah, in which he granted massive concessions on tobacco control within 

Iran to G.F Talbot of Britain which would also play a role in the string of concessions 

that would link the clergy and bazaar together enroute to a constitutional revolution 

within the country.42  

Some of the key themes emerging from the Qajar period for Iran were a deep 

insecurity, cynicism on negotiations, suspicion of treaties, and a pursuit of self-

sufficiency; this mindset is almost identical to that of the current regime in Iran, and a 

distinct reminder of if we don’t understand Iran’s history, we don’t understand Iran.43  

Iranian Insecurity: Concessions with the British and a Revolution 

The Iranian psyche has been indelibly shaped by the outside world intervening 

with its internal ways of doing things. Sometimes Iranian leaders brought it on 

themselves and accepted concessions that are now deemed as ludicrous, but Iran’s 

importance in geopolitics was what caused others to interfere for their own benefit. A 

pertinent example of this took place in 1901 in an agreement known as the D’Arcy 

Confession in which an agreement between the Iranian leader, Mozaffar al-Din Shah and 

William D’Arcy, an entrepreneurial Australian businessman on behalf of the British 

agreed to allow a British company to exploit, market, and transport Iranian oil.44 This 

 
41 Amanat, Iran, 283. 
42 Amanat, 285. 
43 Tabatabai, No Conquest, No Defeat, 40. 
44 Gregory Brew, “In Search of ‘Equitability’: Sir John Cadman, Rezā Shah and the Cancellation of the 
D’Arcy Concession, 1928‒33,” Iranian Studies 50, no. 1 (2017): 125 
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concession would play into future politics all the way into the mid 20th century, leading to 

a tumultuous change within Iran.  

The D’Arcy concession which was set to last 60 years per its original agreement, 

gave the British astonishing autonomy as it allowed for the ability to, “search for, obtain, 

exploit, develop, render suitable for trade, carry away, and sell natural gas, petroleum, 

asphalt and ozekerite”.45 As for why it was done in the first place from Iran’s perspective, 

the Qajars had a mindset that granting concessions to foreigners would in fact help 

stabilize the central state and improve its fiscal strength; this would backfire and set the 

country back over time.46 This was extremely far-sighted on behalf of D’arcy, and this 

truly was a singular man’s drive and ambition which secured this deal. The fruits of his 

labor came full circle in 1908 when they first struck commercial quantities of oil in 

Iran.47  The name of the organization that the British ran based out of Iran was called the 

Anglo-Persian Oil Company (APOC), a name which would be anathema to Iranians by 

the mid-1920s.  

Iran became one of the largest and most influential oil producers in the world in a 

short amount of time; in 1918 Iran produced 1.1 million tons of oil and by 1927 it 

produced 5.3 million.48 In 1933, Reza Shah who started the Pahlavi Dynasty, came to an 

agreement with the British in which the goal was to share equal division of the profits 

between the APOC and Iran.49 Although fifty percent might seem to be a vast 

improvement over the 16 percent of the profits Iran was getting from the D’Arcy 

 
45 A waxy petroleum derivative sometimes known as paraffin wax; Trevor Witton, “The Concession and 
Oil in Iran: The Evolution of a Concept,” Journal of Energy & Natural Resources Law 34, no. 4 (2016): 
455, https://doi.org/10.1080/02646811.2016.1211433. 
46 Brew, “In Search of ‘Equitability,’” 128. 
47 Witton, “The Concession and Oil in Iran,” 456. 
48 Brew, “In Search of ‘Equitability,’” 130. 
49 Formerly known as Reza Khan before bestowing on himself the title of Shah 
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Concession, it was anything but popular in Iran. Reza Shah was considered a British 

stooge who betrayed Iran’s rights to the APOC and he became wildly unpopular as a 

historic figure in Iran for years to come.50 The sharing of profits is a far cry from the 

approach in the mid 20th century in which Mohammad Mossadegh, Iran’s Prime Minister, 

sought to seize absolute control of Iran’s oil resources, reflecting a key demonstration of 

Iranian nationalism.  

In the early 20th century at the end of the inefficient and poorly governed Qajar 

Dynasty, there was a fervor of Iranian nationalism brewing as the people were tired of all 

the concessions their leaders were making on behalf of the country. This played a major 

role in a period known as the Constitutional Revolution lasting from 1905-1911. A 

particularly important aspect to this revolution which has had a lasting impact in Iran is 

the role the Ulama (Iran’s religious clergy) had within this revolt with a very large 

number participating.51 This “alliance of mosque and bazaar” was key to establishing not 

only the relationship between the religious leaders and the everyday people in Iran, but 

also in the role the Ulama would have as an authority in relationship to the government.52 

This would ultimately come full circle for the religious leaders in the 1979 revolution 

which this paper will address in great detail.  

Two very important paradigms evolved over this period for religious authority 

and intervention in Iran: the idea that since Occultation, qualified Shi’a mujtahids are to 

act as the Hidden Imam’s deputies and lead the community until his return, and the idea 

 
50 Brew, “In Search of ‘Equitability,’” 129. 
51 Nikki R. Keddie and Nikki R. Keddie, Scholars, Saints, and Sufis; Muslim Religious Institutions in the 
Middle East since 1500 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1972), 231. 
52 Keddie and Keddie, 236. 
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of quietism versus activism within the Ulama community.53 Quietism dates back to how 

people perceived Ali as remaining quiet for decades until the people asked him to take 

the caliphate.54 The mujtahids viewed their role in political activism as if there was an 

opportunity open and they had an accurate perception of the issue then they could seize it, 

otherwise if the opportunity is closed, they remain quiet.55 This period in which the 

religious authorities were carving out their role and purpose also was a time where there 

was a competition between religious courts and state courts, a competition that is still 

complex today throughout the Middle East in which outsiders have a hard time 

navigating the religious jurisprudence vice that of one’s official legal systems, if the two 

are different.56  

During the Constitutional Revolution there was a coherent Shi’a argument for 

reform that served as the backbone for pushing it through.57 Ayatollah Muhammad 

Husayn Borujerdi spearheaded a continued Shi’a revival as the sole marja’i of the Shi’a 

world, and was responsible of the move of the religious epicenter in Iran to Qom where it 

still stands today.58 Ayatollah Khomeini, responsible for the later 1979 revolution is 

thought to be an heir of Borujerdi and had a similar path in his religious and activist 

journey.59 The road to obtaining a constitution was not necessarily a smooth one, 

however, as more outside interference took place. In 1907, after Russia and Britan 

 
53 Mohammad R. Kalantari, “The Shi’i Clergy and Perceived Opportunity Structures: Political Activism in 
Iran, Iraq, and Lebanon,” British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 48, no. 2 (2021): 242. 
54 Mohammad R. Kalantari, “Protecting the Citadel of Islam in the Modern Era: A Case of Shiʿi Mujtahids 
and the Najaf Seminary in Early Twentieth‐Century Iraq,” The Muslim World (Hartford) 110, no. 2 (2020). 
55 Kalantari, “The Shi’i Clergy and Perceived Opportunity Structures,” 248. 
56 Tabatabai, No Conquest, No Defeat, 57. 
57 Keddie and Keddie, Scholars, Saints, and Sufis; Muslim Religious Institutions in the Middle East since 
1500, 238. 
58 Keddie and Keddie, 242. 
59 Keddie and Keddie, 242. 
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declared an alliance, they separated Iran into two zones of influence, expressing their 

support for the Qajar throne which suspended the constitutional process.60 Russia also 

issued language that, while short of occupation, gave it free reign to enforce itself on the 

Iranian government.61 Iranians utilized their Persian telegraph system via underground 

means to use a network of constitutionalist to combat outside interference.62  

After the Constitutional Revolution, in 1921 Reza Shah conducted a coup and in 

1925 took the name Pahlavi, as we know the dynasty today, starting an era where he 

focused on modernizing the Iranian military.63 He soon doubled the Army, created an Air 

Force and Navy, and implemented universal conscription.64 This did not necessarily 

make for a more efficient military force, but certainly a bigger and more well-resourced. 

This paper will devote more time to Reza Shah’s son (who will be referred to as “the 

Shah” throughout this paper) due to the latter’s importance on current Iranian national 

strategy, however, there are a few key aspects of Reza Shah’s reign as it pertains to 

today. Not only did the military grow under him, but the population of Tehran grew from 

200,000 to 700,000 from 1925-1941 truly establishing itself as the political and cultural 

capital of Iran as prior to Isfahan and Tabriz still held more meaning.65 Reza Shah had 

multiple conflicts with the clergy as he implemented more lenient western wear 

throughout his reign to include a ban on the hijab. Ultimately in 1941 he was forced to 

abdicate, in large part due Britain and the Soviet Union occupying Iran as Reza Shah had 
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62 Amanat, 341. 
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allowed for the Germans to use Iran to benefit their war effort.66 Ultimately Iran was still 

running into the same issues, futilely trying to balance world powers against each other.  

From the Shah to the Revolution 

Mohammad Reza Shah, who will be referred to in this paper as “the Shah,” took 

over the throne in 1941 when his father abdicated and led Iran through another 

tumultuous period all the way up to a revolution truly like no other in 1979. This era, 

from 1941 until 1979, was a crucial one as the U.S. became the world’s superpower and 

its relationship with Iran became center stage on a few occasions. Additionally, Iran’s 

growing importance due to its wealth and geostrategic positioning in a hostile Middle 

East made it a constant in international politics. Potentially, most importantly, the Shah 

would implement organizations and policies that would turn the nation against him and 

leave an opening for the aforementioned revolution. The U.S. would continue the long 

history of outside interference, in particular with its 1953 coup against Iran’s Prime 

Minister Mohammad Mosaddeq. 

Mohammad Mosaddeq was a popular Prime Minister of Iran who, while 

eccentric, was an effective autocrat who honed in on a nationalist movement in Iran 

particular to the nationalization of oil. He and the Shah came to head on multiple 

occasions, and Mosaddeq reached far and wide for support on the issue, culminating in a 

dramatic appearance at the United Nations in the U.S. which drew large media coverage. 

A book written by Stephen Kinzer, All the Shah’s Men, covers the entire ordeal in which 

President Eisenhower’s cabinet, led by his Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles 
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convinced him to take drastic action and have the CIA overthrow Mosaddeq with the 

operation being run by Kermit Roosevelt. Ultimately in a sequence fit for the big screen, 

after initial failed attempt, Roosevelt with the assistance of Iranians on the CIA payroll 

succeeded in the overthrow and this allowed for the Shah to consolidate his power even 

more. This was a very important moment in Iran-U.S. relations. As John Ghazvinian 

writes throughout his book, America and Iran, Iran and the U.S. had shared strong 

relations due to a mutual respect for many years before this. Additionally, the U.S. was 

the one world power that had not negatively interfered with Iran’s internal issues up to 

that point in the eyes of the everyday Iranian.  

As many dictators do, the Shah sought to ensure he was protected from his own 

people, so he created an agency to do so in 1957, the SAVAK (sazman-i ettali’at va 

amniyat-i keshvar) which served as the national organization for security and 

intelligence. Teymur Bakhtiar was appointed the head of the agency and as the founder, 

he turned the SAVAK into an effective agency comprised of eight departments which 

quelled any internal agitators, including communist sympathizers.67 SAVAK was not 

only responsible for internal issues, but became the Shah’s major instrument for sensitive 

foreign policy implementation as well.68  

Like the IRGC-QF and Soleimani, Bakhtiar and the SAVAK were tasked to fix 

foreign policy issues like when in 1958, the Shah ordered Bakhtiar to come up with a 

plan to combat Nasserism whose form of Arab nationalism based out of Egypt was 

spreading at the time.69 The subsequent plan made by SAVAK was called the “Green 
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Plan” (tahr-i sabz) and one of Bakhtiar’s officials made a statement that sounds like it 

could be directly from the mouth of an IRGC-QF official today, “We should combat and 

arrest the danger of Nasserism on the beaches of the Mediterranean so we do not have to 

shed blood on Iranian soil”.70 Whereas money to Shi’a populations used to come from 

Ayatollah Borujerdi, the head marja’, $33,000 a year was being given to the Lebanese 

Shi’a community from Hamid Nasseri, an Iranian Air Force Officer and SAVAK’s Chief 

of Station in Beirut.71 It wasn’t just the SAVAK, however, as key Shi’a revivalists played 

a role exporting Iran’s brand of religion as well. Mousa Sadr who was born in Qom, Iran 

in 1928 went to Tyre, Lebanon in 1960 on behalf of an invitation of the Shi’a population 

there to be their religious leader, and for the next decade transformed that Shi’a 

community into a tight knit force.72 His ability to speak excellent Arabic in addition to 

his native tongue, Farsi is similar to how Soleimani made his own strides years later with 

the Arab community. Additionally, Sadr cultivated President Hafez al-Asad when in 

1973 he issued a fatwa saying that Alawites would be part of the Shi’a community, a 

decision that would have positive effects for Iran in Syria for years to come, with people 

like Soleimani bearing the fruits of it.73  

While it is commonplace to assume Iran’s utilization of non-state actors started 

after the 1979 revolution, it was the Shah who started the use of covert operations 

through non-state actors like Iraqi Kurds and Lebanese Shi’a as a form of soft power 

foreign policy that was ultimately continued by Ayatollah Khomeini post-revolution 
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years later.74 As the Shah was building his form of foreign policy, he had to combat a 

fluid relationship with the clergy, his own populace, and his inclination to spend a lot of 

money on defense at every opportunity. The White Revolution was the Shah’s effort to 

modernize Iran and had some successes, particularly in education and the women’s rights 

arena, but its 1962 failed land reform act did not ultimately help the populace of Iran like 

it claimed it would, and the religious clergy would soon seize an opportunity to take 

advantage of the Shah’s failure and further government corruption.75 Families like that of 

the Soleimanis residing in Kerman province were expecting to go from landless to 

landowners when instead they went from landless to in debt.76 

The naming of the White Revolution intentionally was a shot at the Iranian clergy 

who wore black, and the Shah’s disregard for Islamic principles within his program 

infuriated some, in particular Ruhollah Khomeini.77 Interestingly, the Shah, like previous 

dictators, had killed dissidents, but he did not choose to do so with Khomeini, instead 

choosing to exile him in 1963. Even Sadaam Hussein, Iraq’s president, offered to kill 

Khomeini while he was residing in Iraq during his exile, but the Shah did not take him up 

on the offer.78 Khomeini meanwhile made the best of his time in Iraq, in particular Najaf 

which was and is the Shi’a epicenter within Iraq, by building an underground of sorts and 

using cassette tapes to export his message to his former stronghold within Qom, Iran. 

Tabatabaie makes the claim in her book that the Shah could have probably controlled 

Khomeini more if he had stayed in Iran.79  
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Similar to how the use of non state actors as one of the cornerstones of Iran’s 

foreign policy was not born post-revolution, but under the Shah, the same can be said of 

Iran’s nuclear program and ambitions. In 1957 Iran was trusted with nuclear technology, 

and they were leased several kilograms of U.S. enriched uranium and a light water 

research reactor; ironically, the U.S. helped Iran start its nuclear program which is of 

such grave concern today.80 The Shah’s early reasoning on wanting to pursue nuclear 

energy was to escape an overdependence on resources like petroleum that were deemed a 

finite resource, but it’s thought that his ambitions eventually became more.81 The Shah 

complied with the 1970 Nuclear Proliferation Treaty, but apparently began to consider 

the option of obtaining nuclear weapons after India and Pakistan both decided not to sign 

the treaty.82 For all the differences between the Shah’s government and that of the 

revolutionaries, a lot of the larger global issues that emanate from Iran today, were born 

under the Shah.  

By the time Khomeini was making his final preparations from Paris in 1979, he 

had set the framework for a successful revolution. Kim Ghattas who has done research on 

the effects the year 1979 had throughout the Middle East expertly opined that Khomeini 

hijacked a leftist revolution that was ongoing in Iran at the time and then ruthlessly 

removed the revolutionaries once he had achieved his purpose.83 Khomeini’s arrival in 

February of 1979 was met with huge fanfare, with the streets of Tehran overflowed and 

the overall atmosphere leaving no doubt as to who was in charge. That said, there was no 
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forgone conclusion that there would be a theocratic government, but a 1979 referendum 

resulted in 99% of the population siding with a Khomeini run government. This was the 

very beginning of the revolution, but actions throughout 1979 to include the beginning of 

a massive war with Iraq and the introduction of the concept of Velayat-e Faqih would be 

consequential in turning the Islamic Republic into what it is today.  
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Chapter III. 

The Revolution and Creation of the IRGC 

“Today, Iran’s victory or defeat no longer takes place in Mehran and 

Khorramshahr. Our boundaries have expanded and we must witness 

victory in Egypt, Iraq, Lebanon, and Syria. This is the fruit of the 

Islamic revolution.” 

—Qassem Soleimani, Iran’s Most Dangerous General 

The 1979 Iranian revolution altered the course of events for Iranians within their 

own country, throughout the Middle East, and certainly in their relationship with the 

West. Not only was the construct of the revolution unique in the history of revolutions, 

which will be further discussed in the next paragraph, but it would eventually usher in a 

form of foreign policy based around deterrence via asymmetric warfare through proxies 

which are a staple in headlines today around the world. Kim Ghattas, an expert and 

author on the Middle East, conducted a forum with Harvard Kennedy’s school in 2021 in 

which she discussed other key events in 1979 to include the Saudi zealots sieging the 

Mecca mosque and the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan as factors that played into 

sectarianism that were not prominent in the Middle East prior to that year. She states that 

Saudi Arabia and Iran got along quite well under the Shah, and clearly Khomeini’s 

immediate goal of exporting Shi’ism was seen as a threat to the Saudis. This coupled with 

the threat of communism from the east was an added wrinkle into an already complex 

revolution within a key country in the region.  
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Theda Skocpol had written a book on social revolutions not too long before Iran’s 

revolution, and had come up with some specific theories based on these events 

throughout history; Iran’s revolution made her question a few of these beliefs. Based on 

her research on the French, Russian, and Chinese cases she claimed that the pre-

revolutionary regime had to have been weakened by outside military conflicts before 

there could be any revolutionary emergence whatsoever.84  Additionally, she viewed 

revolutionary leadership and ideology almost entirely absent in all cases until after the 

pre-revolutionary regime had failed.85 Of course, these were both not true in the Iranian 

revolution as even though the Shah was weakened in terms of public perception, he and 

his Army were still strong and had not suffered any setbacks; additionally, Khomeini 

spearheaded the revolution from afar, specifically through his firebrand ideology. This 

serves to show that even for academics who study revolutions, Iran’s was unique, and 

that uniqueness still stands out today in how they run their foreign policy.  

Velayat-e Faqih 

While the title and concept of Velayat-e Faqih can be translated in different ways, 

the most helpful for the purpose of this paper is “guardianship of the jurist”. This 

concept, which ultimately allowed for Ayatollah Khomeini to become a philosopher-king 

of sorts, is a controversial one which is rooted in Islamic history. As this paper discussed 

in the second chapter regarding the importance of the Mahdi or Twelfth Imam and his 

ongoing occulation, there is debate as to whether or not there can be an Islamic ruler who 
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leads on behalf of the Imamate before the Mahdi’s return. There are four approaches to 

the concept of Velayat-e Faqih: jurisprudential, irfani (gnostic, mystical), theological, and 

philosophical.86 The role of the faqih should include being able to interpret Islamic law, 

have a capacity as a judge, uphold social order, and provide leadership of the ummah.87 

Khomeini did something historical in 1979 by implementing absolute Velayat-e 

Faqih for the first time in history since Ali had done so from 656-661AD.88 The fact that 

he was able to do so in a modern context within a society that although religious, was 

used to many of the likings of a westernized society is somewhat shocking if not for the 

dislike of the Shah within Iran. Khomeini was also able to provide a reasoning for his 

role of Velayat-e Faqih based on philosophical and mystical understandings of Islam 

even though the clergy within Iran at the time were anti both of these forms of Islamic 

understanding at the time.89 While there were discussions at the time as to what made 

Khomeini himself the right person to rule within this concept vice others, to include 

Marja’, undoubtedly his outspokenness against the Shah and history with him having 

been exiled from Iran years prior certainly helped his cause with the populace, and in turn 

the clergy. 

Irfan is knowledge gained through intuitive and experiential methods and includes 

self-purification and good heartedness.90 This concept tied to embracing ones inner 

Husayn was certainly practiced by Khomeini of whom it was said could pack all of his 

belongings into two suitcases. It was, however, the philosophical approach of Velayat-e 
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Faqih which is perhaps the most consequential in our current understanding of it. The 

Islamic Republic is heavily influenced on Plato’s Republic according to Payam Mohseni 

of Harvard.91 In particular one can relate Plato’s cave allegory to the formation of the 

republic itself. There were objects casting shadows which were a false understanding of 

what real life was within Iran, and the enlightened (Khomeini in this case) had a 

responsibility to back into the cave and save the others.92  Of course, in the allegory, the 

people don’t want to leave and end up killing the messenger, but the story played out 

differently for Khomeini and Iran.  

While Plato’s cave allegory is a helpful understanding of Khomeini’s approach, 

from a philosophical approach, Khomeini’s actions also had similarities to that of Moses 

which is another interesting paradigm when seeking to understand Velayat-e Faqih. Like 

Moses, Khomeini experienced an exile and a valiant return, he led from perceived 

darkness into light, and as Moses overthrew the Pharaoh, Khomeini overthrew the 

Shah.93 Perhaps surprising to some Westerners, figures like Jesus and Moses who have 

such central roles within Christianity, are also revered in Islam, and any comparison to 

Moses would likely bode well for Khomeini’s actions. While Khomeini was setting the 

seed of exporting his brand of Shi’a rule, he was careful not to be bound by sectarian 

affiliation, as he sought to incorporate other sects and religions within Iran under his rule. 

In a poignant example, there is a video from a period during the Iran-Iraq war of 

Khomeini visiting an Iranian Christian family whose son died fighting for Iran, making 
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him a martyr, and the connection between Khomeini and the family comes across as 

genuine and not forced.94 

Islamic Republic of Iran Government 

As we have determined that Iran’s Islamic revolution was entirely unique, and the 

importance of Velayat-e Faqih, we also must understand how Iran’s government is 

structured as the Supreme Leader does not run the government on his own. That said, the 

power structure is absolutely centered around the Supreme Leader. In two charts below, 

the Council of Foreign Relations has depicted the power dynamics in the Iranian 

government; one in a more customary line and block chart, and another more graphically 

depicting how the Supreme Leader is central to everything else (see figures 1 and 2). 

Another key aspect of the Iranian government is the majils which is Iran’s parliament 

which has 290 seats with four year terms, and is elected by geographic district.95  It is a 

unicameral legislature with broad lawmaking ability, but unique to Iran, there is a 

Guardian Council that determines whether the laws it makes are permissible under 

Islamic principles.96 
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Figure 2. Iranian Regime Structure97 
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Figure 3. Iran’s Regime Line and Block Chart98 

Other important aspects about Iran’s modern-day majils is there are five seats set 

aside for religious minorities, and while the number of clerics serving has continued to 

decline (from 27 in 2012 to 16 in 2016), the number of IRGC associated positions has 

continued to increase.99 The guardian council also vets the presidential candidates, and 

has been criticized both domestically and internationally for not letting more moderate 

candidates even get on the ballot. Interestingly, in the most recent presidential election 

following the death of President Ebrahim Raisi, there was only one moderate candidate 
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allowed on the ballot and this candidate, Masoud Pezeshkian was elected in early July 

2024. Two other councils worthy of noting because of their power within the government 

are the expediency council and assembly of experts. The expediency council mediates 

between the majils and the guardian council while the assembly of experts consisting of 

88 personnel oversees the Supreme Leader, in theory.100 

The IRGC and its Beginnings 

As depicted in the previous section, the Supreme Leader wields almost all of the 

power within Iran’s government, and the rest of the government provides minimal checks 

and balances. As it pertains to his implementation of foreign policy, he entrusts only one 

organization to do so, the IRGC, in particular its Quds Force; and the singular man that 

Ayatollah Khamenei gave free reign to enact this was Qassem Soleimani. The Islamic 

Revolutionary Guard Corps does not have the name Iran within its title and that’s 

purposeful. Since its earliest beginnings, the charter of the IRGC spans much further than 

the country it was built to serve.101 The connection between the concept and incarnation 

of Velayat-e Faqih and the IRGC is immensely strong and as this paper highlights, one 

could not have thrived without the other. Khomeini, the philosopher-king needed his own 

people who supported him without question, separate from the Artesh that served under 

the Shah, even if many had been purged from the latter to ensure unity under the 

Ayatollah.102 This chapter will show, however, that is the IRGC’s relationship with 
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Khomeini’s ultimate successor, Khamenei, that would ultimately make it the most 

valuable chess piece for Iran’s foreign policy. Interestingly, Qassem Soleimani, its most 

famous general and one who would forever be linked with Khamenei, was rejected on his 

first application to the organization soon after its creation.103  

Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, considered a moderate, was an important figure in 

Iranian 20th century politics ultimately serving as President from 1989-1997, and in 1979 

was given the task of building the IRGC’s constitution.104 This was short lived, however, 

as Khomeini chose Khamenei to be in charge of the IRGC’s oversight starting in early 

1980, a decision that would help spur this intrinsic relationship between Khamenei and 

the IRGC for years to come.105 Khamenei’s view of the IRGC is probably best 

encapsulated in the following quote of his: 

I believe that if the Sepah did not exist or was weak, defending ourselves 
against absolute threats to our existence would be impossible for us. You 
are familiar with my views regarding armed forces- as His eminence 
Imam held until the end of his life-that the Sepah and the military (Artesh) 
must not be dissolved into each other, but that the two have to remain 
separate. Artesh, like the Sepah, will remain. But I believe that the only 
force that is capable of defending the revolution and the Islamic Republic 
in a revolutionary manner is the Sepah.106 

As Alma Keshvaraz states in his definitive book on the matter, The Iranian 

Revolutionary Guard Corps: Defining Iran’s Military Doctrine, there were two primary 

reasons for the creation of the IRGC: Defense and Exporting the Islamic Revolution.107 

This is true, but it might be better to supplement the word defense with that of deterrence. 

Iran has mastered the art of deterrence without having the ultimate deterrent of nuclear 

 
103 Azizi, 47. 
104 The Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps: Defining Iran’s Military Doctrine, 1st ed., Studies in 
Contemporary Warfare (London: Bloomsbury Academic, Bloomsbury Publishing UK, 2023), 38. 
105 Keshavarz, 38. 
106 Keshavarz, 39. 
107 Keshavarz, 41. 



 

46 

weaponry. Deterrence has a passive, defensive connotation to it unlike that of its 

counterpart, compellence, which is more tied to offensive matters. A 2024 article in The 

Economist discussing deterrence and its relationship with Iran and the U.S. states, 

“Deterrence is a simple concept: using the threat of force to stop an enemy from doing 

something.”108 It goes on to say the U.S., “has a globe-striding army; the latter (Iran) 

relies on warships and fighter jets that pre-date the Moon landing. In practice, though, 

Iran has proved devilishly difficult to deter.”109 This is primarily due to the construct of 

the IRGC, and how they conduct their business primarily through proxies via their Quds 

force, ever skirting assessed red-lines that the U.S. is thought to be imposing. This 

balancing act has played out on the international stage for decades, reaching an apex with 

Soleimani’s death, but the deliberate build of the IRGC has had a parallel path.   

In 1982 the IRGC had 50,000 fighters as it was still in the relatively early stages 

of the Iran-Iraq war; 1985 saw an expansion of the IRGC with the creation of its naval 

and Air Force functions.110 By 1987 the IRGC had grown to 450,000 members.111 This 

nascent organization was born in the midst of a massive and extremely deadly war that 

for better or worse got it battle tested very early on. The eight year war between Iraq and 

Iran (1980-1988) was in the end considered a stalemate, and early on in the war after 

Iraq’s resources wore thin, there was an opportunity for Khomeini to end the war, but due 

to the, as Ariane Tabatabai put it, “revolutionaries’ suicidal tendencies and irrationalities” 

they decided to invade Iraq instead.112. If Khomeini had chosen otherwise, it’s difficult to 
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say whether the IRGC would have flourished as much as it did. Additionally, a young 

Qassem Soleimani might not have had the chance to continue to prove his worth on the 

battlefield as he did in late 1981 when he was given the difficult task of taking command 

of two Kermani battalions.113 

Unity of command in any military is a concept in which all of the subordinate 

elements are operating under the same chain of command and synchronized. This was not 

the case for the Iranian military throughout the Iran-Iraq war. Multiple commanders from 

IRGC and the Artesh have reflected on that time and claimed both elements were 

conducting their own operations based on their own beliefs; additionally, Khomeini was 

not versed in military theory, and did not have much trust in military advisors leading to 

even more confusion with a new government and new military entities while taking on a 

massive war with their neighboring country.114 Surely these were confusing times for a 

young IRGC organization finding its footing on the battlefield, but it was only the 

battlefield, whether that be urban, rural or otherwise that fell under their scope under 

Khomeini. Khomeini believed this organization should be separate of any type of 

politics; this would change under Khamenei as he brought the organization under the 

Supreme Leader’s Office and slowly the organization would start to enter into all facets 

of Iran’s political and economic arenas.115  

The relationship between the IRGC and Velayat-e Faqih has proved to be 

essential, and that is not happenstance as it is meticulously discussed in the IRGC 

constitution which was signed on September 7th, 1982. The constitution states that the 
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training and education of the Guards must be “in accordance with Islamic teachings and 

values based on guidance of the Velayat-e Faqih in the ideological, political, and military 

realms…”116 Additionally, it lists conditions which Revolutionary Guards must oblige 

by, to include a directive they must have, “belief and commitment in action to the 

Velayat-e Faqih”.117 Not only does this important document stress the Guards’ adherence 

to Islam, but importantly delineates specifically that of Iran’s revolutionaries beliefs. 

While this effort on behalf of the revolutionaries to build a subservient organization has 

held up incredibly well, not everything in the constitution has. Article 47 of the 

constitution discusses the importance of the Guards being independent of all political 

parties and groups, which is not the case in modern Iran.118 

While there was a war ongoing with Iraq, the Iranian government still wanted to 

continue to push its anti-Zionist movement, and Lebanon, which is directly to the north of 

Israel, was an important place for them to establish a stronghold. To Iran’s geographic 

advantage, the majority of the Lebanese Shi’a population is in southern Lebanon, closer 

to Israel. The new revolutionary government took a whole of government approach to 

win over this Lebanese Shi’a population. At the center of this mission was the IRGC. 

Khomeini did not start this mini revolution of sorts within Lebanon himself, however. In 

the late 1950s, as the Lebanese Shi’a were looking to solidify their identity, Musa Sadr, 

an Iranian was asked to come and be their spiritual leader, and that is exactly what he did 

throughout the 1960s and 1970s.119 Sadr helped put the Lebanese Shi’a on the map with 
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his mix of religious bona fides and immense network across the Middle East, especially 

within Iran where he was connected with prominent anti Shah regime elements.120 

Without Sadr’s efforts in Lebanon in terms of uniting the Shi’a, it is unknown if 

Hezbollah would have ever come into existence.  Barbara Slavin, an Iran expert 

articulated Sadr’s effects on Hezbollah during a forum in 2022 stating, “It begins with the 

shah, who sent the imam Musa al-Sadr to Lebanon in the late 1950s to help raise up the 

downtrodden Shia of Lebanon, who were certainly a plurality in the country. And his 

intervention led to the creation of the first Shia militia in Lebanon, a group called Amal, 

which later morphed into what we know as Hezbollah after the Iranian Revolution”.121 

Sadr had an up and down relationship with Khomeini, and on a trip to Libya in 

1978, he disappeared.122 As Arash Azizi eloquently puts it in his book The Shadow 

Commander, “…one became the Supreme Leader and Imam of Iran; the other became the 

Vanished Imam”.123 In 1982 as Khomeini was reaping the benefits of some of Sadr’s 

efforts in Lebanon, a secret five person committee, with the assistance of the IRGC 

commander in Lebanon at the time, Ahmad Kanani, formed Hezbollah, otherwise known 

as “The Party of God”.124 The Iranian government and the IRGC would be in charge with 

Hezbollah serving as in a subordinate role; these were the early beginnings of a proxy 

effort that might be unmatched in the history of the world. Hezbollah was not only the 

first true proxy, but also the most subservient and loyal. In 1985 Hezbollah officially 

recognized Khomeini as their Supreme Leader.125 A former founding IRGC member said 
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of them, “Hezbollah are descendants of Iran’s revolution”.126 A young Qassem Soleimani 

was not engaged with this effort of the warfront yet, but years later would take the 

relationship to a whole different level as the Quds Force commander.  

The IRGC conducts a form of hybrid warfare with maneuverability in strategy 

and operations while blending various modes of conflict.127 Because Iran cannot compete 

with the U.S. in a more classic military sense, it had to come up with this method 

somewhat out of necessity.128 Keshavarz in his book on the IRGC makes it a point to 

highlight that hybrid warfare and proxy wars are not one in the same, stating “hybrid 

conflicts…are more linked to foreign policy of the sponsoring state, trying to achieve a 

foreign policy end”.129 This is true, they are too separate things, but for the IRGC, in 

particular its Quds Force, proxies have become the primary means with which they enact 

that foreign policy. Qassem Soleimani, as the Quds Force commander, mastered this 

aspect of hybrid warfare and foreign policy by nurturing relationships with these proxies, 

developing personal relationships that would pay dividends on the battlefield.  

This all important Quds Force which is a subordinate unit of the IRGC, is itself 

the primary means with which Iran achieves its foreign policy. Numbers vary as to how 

many people are in the unit, but 10,000 to 15,000 personnel has been estimated as of 

2023.130 Some of their activities have been said to be akin to that of the United State 

Army’s Green Berets in terms of their ability to conduct unconventional warfare 
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autonomously in various regions.131 The Quds Force is responsible for recruiting, 

training, and arming over 200,000 Shi’a militants across the Middle East.132 Additionally, 

the Quds Force, even though subordinate to the IRGC headquarters, is a direct report to 

Ayatollah Khamenei and the Office of the Supreme Leader.133 Nader Uskowi in his book, 

Temperature Rising makes a fascinating claim regarding the Quds Force stating, “The 

Quds Force is organized so as to enable it to outlast the Islamic Republic”.134 Whether 

this is true post-Soleimani is up for debate, but it is safe to say with all of the tentacles the 

IRGC has in Iran, it is somewhat coup-proof in its own right.  

Iranian Proxies 

The words proxies and Iran are used in concert with each other in the media 

almost daily as Iran’s use of proxies has come to represent its way of implementing its 

foreign policy. A Quds Force Officer in Syria once described these proxies as a Qassem 

Soleimani led Shi’a Liberation Army that safeguards Shi’a interest in the region and 

promotes Iran’s way of thinking.135 The following chapter on Qassem Soleimani will 

discuss some of these proxies and their role with Iran, but this section gives readers a 

primer on some of the key takeaways from some of the essential Iranian proxies who are 

very relevant today and moving forward. Iranian leadership much preferred if the host 

nation of these proxies built them and supported them so they could appear organic as 

opposed to a puppet of Iran. Importantly, during Soleimani’s reign it became clear 
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doctrine that the IRGC-QF commander served as the overall leader of this Shia 

Liberation Army.136 

Hezbollah: Hezbollah is the most discussed proxy throughout this paper and 

undoubtedly the most important of the Iranian proxies. As discussed in an earlier chapter, 

Hezbollah was the first proxy and the first foreign entity to adapt to Velayat-e Faqih in 

the early 1980s soon after Ayatollah Khomeini adopted the concept for Iran’s 

revolutionary government.137 Additionally, the disappearance of Musa al-Sadr who was 

the leader of the Amal organization, a precursor of sorts to Hezbollah, left a vacuum for 

Iran to step in and build Hezbollah through its IRGC.138 As Iran built Hezbollah in its 

own image, another reason Hezbollah has been so successful in the eyes of the Iranian 

government is its entry into the formal structure within Lebanon. The Taif agreement in 

1989 saw Hezbollah enter into Lebanon’s formal institutions from 1992 onward, allowing 

Iranian influence into the Lebanese government.139  

Hezbollah has asserted itself as the primary foe against Israel in the Iranian 

regime’s ongoing effort against the Israelis. In 2000, Hezbollah pushed Israeli Defense 

Forces out of Lebanon and then in the summer of 2006 took part in a thirty-four day war 

against Israel which Israel waged on Hezbollah after the latter conducted a raid against 

Israel and capturing two of its soldiers.140 Hezbollah largely held its own against Israel in 

this conflict, specifically due to its effective use of Katyusha rockets into Israel which 
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ultimately forced a cease-fire.141 Additionally, throughout this ongoing conflict with 

Israel, Hezbollah has excelled developing proxies of its own on behalf of Iran. Hamas in 

particular has benefited from both Hezbollah and IRGC oversight in its efforts against 

Israel.142  

Iran’s efforts to maintain Hezbollah as their most powerful proxy are clear from 

their investment into the group. Iran pays for most of Hezbollah’s approximately one 

billion dollar budget as of 2019 and it has enhanced its shipments of advanced weapons, 

in particular missiles, in an effort called the Precision Project.143 The conclusion of this 

paper will address how Hezbollah’s ongoing conflict with Israel has again come to a head 

with Israel in 2024 culminating with Israel killing Hassan Nasrallah, the longtime leader 

of Hezbollah and close confidant of both Soleimani and Khamenei.  

Houthis: Yemen’s Houthis are Zaydi Shi’a which are distinct from Twelver Shi’a 

that Iran and most of its followers adhere to, in that Zaydis follow the Fifth Imam which 

is a vast difference in the subsects of Islam.144 Of all of Iran’s proxies, the Houthis stand 

out as the most opportune and least ideologically aligned; Iran has involvement or at a 

minimum sway within a lot of the governments of the countries in which the proxies 

reside, but that’s not the case in Yemen.145 The Houthis operate autonomously of Iran, 

but when their end-states are united, they work together, with Iran in supplier mode. 

Yemen, because of its geography, is a wise partner for the IRGC-Navy (IRCG-N) to 
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implement speedboats, and other asymmetric maritime tactics in the Red Sea against its 

enemies.146 

Yemen’s importance in the maritime arena is also in countering Iran’s greatest 

competitor in the region in Saudi Arabia. In November 2009, Saudi Arabia intervened in 

Yemen upon understanding Iran was working with the Houthis as they saw this as a 

direct threat to their security. When the Houthis took control of Sanaa in 2014, the 

Iranians took on a significant air and sea campaign to deliver cruise and ballistic missiles 

to the Houthis throughout 2014 and 2015; many of these advanced weapons the Houthis 

received from the Iranians were used against Saudi and U.S. led forces.147 Not only are 

the Iranians able to counter their Sunni rivals in security thanks to their relationship with 

the Houthis, but it allows them to have more oversight of the Bab al-Mandeb Strait which 

is a chokepoint for oil transport through Iran’s Hormuz Strait thus affecting Iran’s 

international trade.148 Most recently the Houthis have helped progress Iran’s agenda in 

the region by disrupting commercial traffic through the Red Sea by harassing ships after 

the Israel-Hamas conflict began in October 2023. 

Iraqi Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF): The PMF was the brainchild of 

Qassem Soleimani who took advantage of ISIS overtaking Iraq to develop Iranian led 

Shi’a forces within Iraq. The Soleimani chapter of this paper will discuss his individual 

role with these organizations. Badr Organization, Kata’ib Hezbollah (KH), and Asa’ib 

Ahl al-Haq (AAH) are the three most prominent members of the PMF, although the PMF 

at its height had many groups and sub-groups, up to 40 at one point.149 Abu Mahdi al-
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Muhandis was the initial leader of KH, and ultimately became the Deputy Commander of 

the entire PMF, but by all accounts ran the PMF as Soleimani’s most trusted agent in Iraq 

all the way up until his death while riding in the same vehicle as Soleimani in 2020.150 

Another key player within the PMF is Hadi al-Ameri; both he and Muhandis had ties to 

Iran dating back to the days of the Iran-Iraq war, showing that none of these proxies were 

born out of a vacuum. Ali Alfoneh, an Iran expert went as far to claim that Muhandis’ 

death was a bigger loss than that of Soleimani because at least the IRGC as an institution 

was robust enough to withhold it while the PMF could not adapt to life without 

Muhandis; while this paper does not share this opinion, it agrees with the premise that 

Muhandis’ loss was also a significant one in Iran’s efforts within Iraq.151 

In 2014 the PMF fought ISIS mostly under the guidance of IRGC-QF and 

Soleimani. That said, Iran benefited from Ayatollah Sistani, the most prominent Iraqi 

cleric who has no allegiance to Iran asking Iraqis to form together to combat ISIS.152 In 

this sense, Iran could utilize one of its most common tactical messages to external parties 

stating that the PMF was formed organically within Iraq without it seeming that it was 

solely Iranian intervention in building this proxy force. KH was Soleimani’s most vastly 

used of the Iraqi militias as not only did he have them attack U.S. forces and ISIS, but he 

also exported them outside of Iraq and into Syria to continue the fight against ISIS there, 

showing trust in them to operate outside their borders.153 Notably, AAH was Soleimani’s 
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preferred proxy when it came to use of Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs) within 

Iraq.154 

Similarly, as with Hezbollah years prior, although on a lesser scale, Iran had a big 

victory when in November 2016 the Iraqi parliament established a law institutionalizing 

the PMF under the Iraqi armed forces.155 Some Iraqis began calling the PMF, the “Iraqi 

Basij” like the IRGCs oversight of its internal Basij forces, and they had a point as now 

Iran has another proxy instilled within that country’s official institutions.156  

Other Groups: In 2015-2016 during the heaviest fighting within the Syrian civil 

war in which Iran supported and helped uphold Assad’s regime, Soleimani and Iran 

utilized Afghan and Pakistani Shi’a militants within Syria.157 These fighters encompass 

the Fatemiyoun and Zaynabiyoun (each named after Muhammad’s close female relatives 

who are important figures within Shi’ism) Divisions, and they were paid a salary between 

$300-$500 a month and promised Iranian residency for them and their families for their 

efforts.158 This relationship with the Afghans in particular has been longstanding, and the 

Iranians plan to continually use them in the future along the Syrian front.159 

Iran has reached out to Sunni militants when necessary, the greatest example 

being Hamas with their like-mindedness in hatred for Israel, and also Palestinian Islamic 

Jihad (PIJ), which has received material support from Iran that it has used in its efforts 

against Israel.160 Iran continues to extend its influence outside the Middle East with 

another example being in Africa. Iran, like many countries such as Russia and China is 
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vying for influence in the growing continent, and they made relationships with Somalia’s 

al-Shabab’s terror group in an effort to grow influence within the sub-Saharan African 

countries.161 
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Chapter IV. 

Qassem Soleimani 

“General Petraeus, you should know that I, Qassem Soleimani, control 

the policy for Iran with respect to Iraq, Lebanon, Gaza, and 

Afghanistan” 

—Qassem Soleimani, The Shadow Commander 

 

Qassem Soleimani was appointed the commander of the Quds Force in January of 

1998; this was arguably the most consequential appointment of Ayatollah Khamenei’s 

life as it would set the IRGC-QF on a trajectory to become the most important foreign 

policy tool in Iran’s history.162 Prior to Soleimani taking over, the most noteworthy 

operation the IRGC-QF had conducted was a failed attempt to intervene in the Bosnian 

war of the early 1990’s.163 This is not to say he invented their ability and mission to 

develop proxy forces around the Middle East; as this paper has discussed, the Quds Force 

did this well before Soleimani, in particular with Lebanese Hezbollah. Soleimani, 

however, enhanced their ability to build and maintain these forces, primarily through 

relationship building, which was always at the top of his agenda. A passage from the first 

international piece on Soleimani in the New Yorker in 2013 perfectly encapsulates and 

even slightly understates the power that Soleimani had obtained by that time, “Soleimani 

has been given a remarkably free hand in implementing Khamenei’s vision”.164 
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The Rise of Qassem Soleimani 

Qassem Soleimani was born in 1956 and was from the province of Kerman, in the 

county of Rabor, specifically the small town of Qanat Molk (also romanized as Ghanat-e 

Malek).165 This area is a few hours drive due south of the city of Kerman, which in 1975 

was not even one of the ten largest cities in Iran; it is also close to the prominent port city 

of Bandar Abbas.166 Qanat Molk is a small town, at the time best known for its walnut 

trees; the neighboring Fars province to the west with its major city of Shiraz, the former 

capital of Iran and its rich history and culture was the nearest major appeal.167 Ultimately, 

Soleimani gave this small county and village its first celebrity.168 Qassem grew up during 

the time of the Shah and was as a tough neighborhood kid who was known as somewhat 

of a gym rat.169 It appears that Qassem had a modest religious upbringing, but by no 

means was a fanatic, and certainly not an ideologue.170 If anything, Qassem was drawn to 

the mystical relationship of Shi’a Islam and the stories of the martyrs that were an 

important part of his childhood, stories he would put to good use when motivating his 

Soldiers on the battlefield.171 

As a young Qassem took on a construction job in his teens, the Iran he was 

growing up in was going through turmoil with the Shah’s “White Revolution”. One of the 

purposes of the White Revolution was to conduct land reform that abolished the master-

subject relationship.172 As Ariana Tabatabaie explains, “The act forced landowners to sell 
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the state anything they owned in excess of one village or village-sized collection of plots 

in multiple locations, which would then promptly sold at a modest price to the 

sharecroppers working the land.”173 Despite some of the setbacks, Qassem was able to 

help his father come out of debt through his work in construction; he did this while still 

graduating high school, which was a rarity within Rabor.174 In 1975, Qassem moved to 

Kerman, the first urban area he had lived in to take on a position as an aide within a PR 

department for the water department.175 Not only would this open up to new hobbies and 

disciplines like that of Karate, but importantly it would give him more access to key 

future revolutionary voices.176 

Qassem was in Kerman in 1979 when Ayatollah Khomeini and the revolution 

swept into Iran, and while he had no role in the revolution itself, it would be the 

revolution that would propel him to stardom.177 Within Kerman during that timeframe, it 

was not a city full of ideological Muslims, on the contrary, it was a religiously diverse 

region.178 That said, Persian Jews, Zoroastrians among others gave their full support to 

the revolution, surely in part due to their dissatisfaction with the Shah, and also due to 

Khamenei’s messaging in that he was acting on behalf of all Iranians.179 When revolution 

came and Qassem applied to the IRGC, the young, athletic looking man, keen on wearing 

short sleeved shirts was rejected, but remained in Kerman as an IRGC reservist.180 
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The Iran-Iraq War of 1980-1988 was not only a seminal event for the country of 

Iran and its newly formed government, but certainly for the nascent IRGC as well. The 

IRGC’s constitution which was finalized in 1982 was clearly written in flight as they 

were already engaged in combat with Iraq at that point. Just as there is no modern Iranian 

foreign policy without the unique adaptation of Velayat-e Faqih under Shi’ism and there 

is no IRGC without Velayat-e Faqih, neither the current government nor the IRGC were 

likely to have become so powerful without the Iran-Iraq war. Khomeini would agree with 

this sentiment as he called the war, “a gift from the heavens”.181  

As Khomeini was advising his people to build the IRGC, Sadaam Hussein was 

taking actions within Iraq that would spur its growth even faster, and if it hadn’t been for 

Sadaam, it’s hard to say if Soleimani would have ever been let in to the IRGC. On 22 

September 1980, Sadaam led a full blown attack on Iran which started the largest 

international war since 1985 at the time.182 As Arash Azizi states, “Sadaam had unified 

the Iranian nation like Khomeini never could have”, and in turn he had given Khomeini 

an opportunity to give his nascent IRGC a chance to get valuable experience on the 

battlefield.183 Soleimani was let into the IRGC on 22 May 1980; he took part in an 

intensive 15 day course for the IRGC in Tehran’s Imam Ali Barracks during which he 

was accidentally shot in training.184 In early 1981, Soleimani was sent to the front lines in 

Kerman and by October of that same year, he took over two Kermani Battalions. 

Soleimani’s rise in the ranks was especially fast even though battlefield 

promotions for officers seemed to happen at an extremely expedited rate, somewhat akin 
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to the U.S. Civil War. That said, Soleimani’s tactical acumen, athletic abilities, and 

motivational abilities all seemed to play into his early rise within the IRGC. In late 

November of 1981, soon after he took charge of the two Battalions, Soleimani almost 

died in fighting after sustaining wounds during Operation “Path to Jerusalem”.185 The 

Iranians ultimately re-took the area of Bostan from the Iraqis in a deadly engagement in 

which Iran had to use human wave tactics in; the ultimate victory, however, resulted in 

praise from Khomeini.186 In an early sign of how much Soleimani’s subordinates cared 

for him, his fighters brought him to a more suitable hospital in Mashad that likely helped 

save his life.187 

In 1982, Soleimani took command of a Brigade, named the 41st Sarallah Brigade, 

meaning “Blood of Allah”, a nickname for Husayn.188 Again, Soleimani and Husayn’s 

names intersected throughout his life in Shi’ia heroes’ ongoing role not only in Iran, but 

in Soleimani’s life. In March of 1982, in Operation “Manifest Victory”, one day after the 

Iranian New Year of Norwruz, the IRGC drove Iraqis back from Shush, Andimesh, and 

Dezful, in what Soleimani called the “best operation of his life”.189 Around this time in 

the Middle Eastern geopolitical realm in the region, Israel invaded Southern Lebanon, 

and Sadaam offered a ceasefire with Iran so that Iran and Iraq could join forces to expel 

the Israelis in what both countries sought as one aspect of the ultimate end-state in their 

foreign policies.190 Khomeini would decline and his IRGC leaders would have to seek out 
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religious reasons for their men to keep fighting, but this decision would prolong the 

deadly war another six years.191 

Soleimani’s Brigade was expanded to a Division in 1983, and he experienced a 

major operation and victory as a leader in February 1984 in Operation Kheybar, which 

was part of the “Battle of the Marshes”.192 This was a rare strategic offensive effort on 

behalf of the Iranians, taking the Majnoon Island in Iraq as the Iranians usually fought on 

their own territory as opposed to seeking to gain Iraqi territory.193 Although this was 

praised as a strategic victory and Soleimani and others were recognized for their 

performances, what happened after was a stark reminder of the type of war they were 

really fighting. The Iraqi armor staged tanks and artillery in vicinity of the island, which 

also happen to hold some of the region’s largest oil fields, soon after, and then proceeded 

to conduct a counter-offensive successfully taking the island back.194 This was the war 

Soleimani was embroiled in as he was becoming a seasoned military veteran; one in 

which his and his units’ successful endeavors were met with praise, yet coupled with 

awful losses that in the human sense made little sense. Khamenei would go on to explain 

his defense policy at the time as follows: 

I, too, know that we have seen much damage, given many young [lives], 
but to make peace with someone who will then stab you in the back even 
harder, is this an honorable peace? Is it a rational peace? […] If we retreat 
today, we would have [allowed for] Islam to be defeated. Today, we 
cannot retreat. Today, we cannot make peace with these [individuals]. On 
the one hand, these [individuals] make peace, and on the other, they 
commit crimes. Well, they are not peace-seekers, they lie.195 
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Years later the long war would end with Khomeini accepting a cease-fire 

agreement in July of 1988, the same month that an Iranian airliner, Iran Air flight 655 

was shot down accidentally by a U.S. Navy warship.196 Khomeini would equate his 

acceptance of the ceasefire to drinking “a chalice of poison” and he died about a year 

later on 3 June 1989.197 Thus, the IRGC and a still young Qassem Soleimani found 

themselves in “peacetime”, although there were still many issues in the region and the 

country and Qassem would be put to work. As Soleimani was getting ready to stay 

operational, the IRGC took a strategic approach to their growth by building their 

technocratic ranks through the Imam Hossein University in which they trained Officers, 

pilots, doctors, and all sorts of technicians.198 

During peacetime, Soleimani was tasked to pacify the Kerman region; in 

particular there was an area called the Avertin Triangle which straddled the provinces of 

Kerman, Hormozgan, Sistan, and Balochistan, and was considered a no-go area for those 

who did not live there or conduct illicit trade.199 Soleimani could have been an officer 

that sat behind his desk and overlooked a lot of the drug trade or deemed it impossible to 

fix, but in a sign of what was come, he was an active field commander, even in Sunni 

majority cities; as he would put it, “In Balochistan, I feel like I am back in the war”.200 

Soleimani was a man on a mission; he used engineers to build a wall in the border city of 

Mirjave opposite of the Pakistan city, Taftan, inhibiting drug trade, while also killing 

many drug warlords, and working seamlessly with tribal leaders by the Afghanistan 
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border.201 The Iranian President at the time, Akbar Rafsanjani, compared Qassem to 

Alexander the Great for his actions in the region. These were the building blocks that 

would eventually propel him to Quds Force Commander in 1998. 

As discussed earlier in the paper, Soleimani would bring the Quds Force to 

heights it had never seen before (or after for that matter) in his position serving as a direct 

report to the Supreme Leader. The rest of this chapter will deal with Soleimani’s role as 

the Quds Force Commander from September 11th 2001 on, which briefly included 

pragmatic cooperation with the United States.  

It is easy to forget that even as late as 2013, Soleimani was not a household name. 

In September of 2013, Dexter Filkins wrote an article in the New Yorker on Soleimani 

titled, The Shadow Commander, in which he quoted John Maguire, a former CIA official 

in Iraq as saying, “Soleimani is the single most powerful operative in the Middle East 

today, and no one’s ever heard of him”.202 A man who had left his imprints on the war in 

Iraq was still relatively unknown to the world. 
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Figure 4. Portrait of Qassem Soleimani 

By Krzysztof Domaradzki in 2013 New Yorker piece on Soleimani 

The Most Powerful Man in Iraq 

When the U.S. went to war in Afghanistan against the Taliban, Iran and the U.S. 

were aligned in the effort, and Soleimani was a major player in the discussions and 

actions.203 It was a time to be pragmatic as the insurgent Taliban was a foe to both the 

U.S. and Iran. For his part, Soleimani had worked with the Afghans before and they 

respected his, “modesty, courtesy, quiet and calm tone” as well as his “down to earth 
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charisma”.204 As the U.S. and Iran proceeded in working together to take down the 

Taliban, the U.S. opened another warfront in Iraq, in an effort to take down Sadaam 

Hussein and his Baathist regime. Ryan Corker was the senior U.S. statesman in Iraq, and 

realized early on in discussions with Iranian negotiators they were answering to someone 

they referred to as, “Hajj Qassem”.205 Whether the working relationship between the U.S. 

and Iran in regards to Iraq policy was doomed from the start is up for debate, but 

undoubtedly, when President George W. Bush made his “Axis of Evil” Speech on 29 

January 2002 coupling Iran with North Korea and Sadaam’s Iraq as sponsors of 

terrorism, this altered the relationship. Soleimani was not happy, and as Crocker put it, 

“one word in one speech changed history”.206 

Soleimani’s strategy in Iraq hinged on three ideas: to work with all of the Iraqi 

forces and use them as resources; to build militias independent of each other which Iran 

could control; and to not get in the way of Al-Qaeda/ex-Ba’ath attacks on U.S. forces.207 

These were not all-encompassing and did not limit strategic political goals of his either. 

Soleimani acted as kingmaker by extracting promises from Shi’a and Kurdish senior 

leaders in Iraq after inviting them to Tehran and Qom, that they would elect Nouri al-

Maliki as Prime Minister of Iraq in 2006, which of course, came to fruition.208 The 

sectarian nature of the war was brutal with Sunni and Shi’a committing atrocities against 

each other during this timeframe, adding in another level of complexity for U.S. 

forces.209 While Soleimani himself was not wholly responsible for the idea of Maliki, a 
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Shi’a taking the most prominent office in Iraq, the fact that a Shi’a leader who had been 

opposed to Sadaam for so many years coming in and seeking out revenge for his sect’s 

years of being put down, created a dangerous situation. 

On the operational level, Soleimani continued to lead and refine proxies with a 

personal touch. The Badr Brigade was a militant arm, originally born under the political 

organization of the Revolutionary Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq (RISCI), but by the 

time Badr grew, the Iraqi clerics had little influence over them.210 Hadi al-Ameri and Abu 

Mahdi al-Muhandis who were both born in 1954, around the same time as Soleimani 

were leaders within this organization and within the Shi’a Militia Groups (SMGs) in 

general within Iraq. Both men were close with Soleimani, Muhandis in particular whose 

mother was Iranian, and Muhandis was in the same vehicle as Soleimani in 2020 in 

Baghdad as both were killed at the same time.211 Soleimani used their close relationship 

to maintain over control over this important group, but it was Kata’ib Hezbollah (KH), 

which was Soleimani’s brainchild within Iraq that he would use as his main proxy 

force.212 

Soleimani was careful to not alienate these disparate SMGs against each other, 

which allowed Iran’s proxies in the country and region in general to be effective, so they 

did not fight each other.213 Soleimani was a nationalist who was going to do whatever he 

thought was best for the IRGC, Iran, and Khamenei, and during this timeframe, he made 

a conscious choice to give material support to proxies with the intent to injure or kill U.S. 

servicemembers. Those who are familiar with the U.S. military’s war in Iraq know about 
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the massive issue of Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs) during the war which were 

sometimes remote detonated, or triggered explosives that targeted American convoys, 

patrols, and sometimes were precursors to larger ambushes. The U.S. military had to 

account for this every time they departed their forward operating bases in Iraq. The worst 

of this threat was from Explosively Formed Projectiles (EFPs) starting in 2004 which 

were extremely lethal and led to the death of hundreds of U.S. personnel. It is widely 

known that these EFPs originated from Iran, and that Soleimani’s fingerprints were all 

over the plans and support for them.214 

With Soleimani and his proxies wreaking havoc in Iraq, it is a fair question to ask 

why Iraqi government officials did not inhibit him from coming into the country or why 

the U.S. did not target him earlier. A senior Kurdish official in Iraq put it best when asked 

about Soleimani in 2013, “It is very difficult for us to say no to Soleimani. When we say 

no, he makes trouble for us. Bombings. Shootings. The Iranians are our neighbors. 

They’ve always been there, and they always will be. We have to deal with them.”215 

Soleimani had to delicately manage all of this; how to navigate multiple foreign 

governments, proxies, lead a war, without also crossing a red line of the U.S. He was also 

factoring in lessons he and his IRGC veterans of the Iran-Iraq war learned in the 1980s, 

such as the futility of a head-to-head confrontation; he instead chose to operate primarily 

through proxies.216 As one senior retied Iraq official said in 2013 about Soleimani, “He’s 

the most powerful man in Iraq, without question.”217  
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Figure 5. Ayatollah Khamenei and Soleimani 

Iran’s most important proxy and the QF’s crown jewel is Lebanese Hezbollah, 

and its location next to the Mediterranean is paramount as part of Iran’s national strategy 

hinges on being able to control territory all the way to the Mediterranean Sea. Because of 

this, Syria is essential to Iran as it stands between Iraq and Lebanon, and when Syrian 

was in the midst of its Civil War, and their ally in the dictator Bashar al-Assad was in 

massive trouble and could have lost his power, Soleimani and Iran knew they needed to 

act.218 In 2013 with the Syrian government on the verge of falling, Soleimani initially 

asked for Basij volunteer forces to intervene underneath his command, and eventually 

took the war into his own hands as one article described it, “so he could run the war 

himself”.219 In spring of 2013, western officials saw a massive influx of weapons, 

ammunition, Quds Force officers, and Shi’a militiamen with Soleimani spurring it all. 

Soleimani worked closely with his friend and subordinate of sorts, Hassan Nasrallah, the 
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commander of Hezbollah, to retake areas of Syria that had fallen to anti-government 

forces.220 

The most prominent example of Soleimani putting Hezbollah on the offensive 

against the Syrian rebels was in a 17 day long battle for the town of Qusayr in April 

2013, in southern Syria near the border with Lebanon.221 This was the first urban fighting 

Hezbollah had engaged in since fighting its more traditional enemy, Israel in 2006.222 

Hezbollah had deployed approximately 1,200 combatants from its Special Forces unit to 

take part in this battle due to the town’s geographical importance; they worked in concert 

with Assad’s conventional military forces.223 In the final days of the battle, once 

Hezbollah and the Syrian Army had the Sunni Al-Qaeda linked al-Nusra rebels pinned 

down near the town, the Syrian Army bombarded the rebels with artillery fire before 

Hezbollah went in and conducted door to door combat operations, ending with them re-

taking the town.224 This was not normal activity for Hezbollah to come across the Syrian 

border even though many of the people close to the border on the Syrian side of the 

border identified as Lebanese Shi’a. That said, Soleimani deemed these desperate times 

so was willing to take a chance in doing so. Retaking Qusayr allowed Assad’s regime 

control of the key highway linking Damascus to the coastal area of Tartous.225 

The key strategic victory in Qusayr, Syria which helped Assad ultimately solidify 

his stronghold in Syria, likely would not have happened without Soleimani. As discussed 
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throughout this paper, Soleimani and the IRGC use Shi’a Islam as a force multiplier and 

purpose for what they do, but in Syria in helping Bashar al-Assad who is of the Alawite 

sect of Islam, they used different reasoning. The Iranians look at Assad’s regime in Syria 

as a secular one with which they have little commonality. Although there is no Islamist 

link there, they knew with Assad in power, they would still have easy access to 

Hezbollah, and they would ultimately bring in droves of non-locals to help do the 

fighting in Syria on their behalf from Iraq, Afghanistan, and Pakistan, many of whom 

who were also non-Shi’a.226 As one IRGC commander put it, “We knew Assad as a 

dictator with no religion”, but further commented that they helped him anyway because 

Khamenei had decided on it.227 As this paper will discuss in its conclusion, sometimes 

pragmatism trumps ideology for the Iranian regime. With so much going on in Iran’s 

involvement in the Middle East at this time, Soleimani was leading Iran’s efforts on 

multiple fronts, and a saying about Soleimani’s lifestyle bore true throughout this 

timeframe; he was thought on occasion to do, “Breakfast in Beirut, Lunch in Damascus, 

and Dinner in Baghdad”.228 

Although Soleimani and the U.S. were undoubtedly foes, just like in Afghanistan 

years prior, they encountered a similar enemy in the Islamic State, otherwise known as 

ISIS. Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi declared ISIS officially to the masses in April 2013, and he 

would focus his efforts on expanding his supposed caliphate in both Iraq and Syria.229 Ali 

al-Sistani, an essential Iraqi Shi’a cleric who is viewed as completely independent of 
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Iranian Shi’a thought as he is not a disciple of Khomeini, issued a fatwa against ISIS 

which mobilized Iraqis to stand up against ISIS.230 Soleimani saw an opportunity here, 

and proceeded to go to Iraq and help build the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF) which 

consisted of different militias able to fight against ISIS; Soleimani was playing the long-

game here too though as they could operate on behalf of Iran into the future, with some 

referring to the group as “Iraqi IRGC”.231 In June 2014, the town of Amerli in northern 

Iraq came under siege by ISIS; that summer Soleimani made a daring helicopter landing 

in Amerli, and helped organize local Shi’a militias as well as Kurdish Peshmerga forces, 

ultimately breaking the siege by August and opening the road to Baghdad.232 This was a 

sound move by Soleimani working with Kurdish forces to not look to solely be sectarian 

in this case; additionally in battles like that of Amerli, there was American air support; 

once again Soleimani and the U.S. were indirectly working together sandwiched in 

between fighting each other.233 

While Soleimani was leading these efforts for Iran against the U.S. and ISIS, as 

well as organizing and building all of his proxies, he was also refining his strategy against 

Iran’s other chief enemy, Israel. Ultimately his plan was to create a land-bridge stretching 

from Iran through Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon, surrounding Israel from all sides, with his 

trusted Shi’a proxies as well as elements of the IRGC.234 Ultimately, his strategy which 

came to be known as a “ring of fire” revolved around ensuring advanced missiles, in 

particular rockets were in the hands of the proxies such as Hezbollah in order to both 

 
230 Azizi, 232. 
231 Azizi, 233. 
232 Azizi, 234. 
233 Azizi, 235. 
234 Yonah Jeremy Bob, Target Tehran: How Israel Is Using Sabotage, Cyberwarfare, Assassination - and 
Secret Diplomacy - to Stop a Nuclear Iran and Create a New Middle East (New York: Simon & Schuster, 
2023), 122. 



 

74 

harass and deter Israel in the region.235 Soleimani’s efforts against Israel drew the ire of 

the Israeli government and military forces, but escaped death on their behalf on multiple 

occasions. Yossi Cohen, Israel’s secretive Mossad chief from 2016 to 2021, knew 

Soleimani well, and at times had targeted Soleimani himself; he also knew Soleimani’s 

replacement, Esmail Qaani, and after Soleimani’s death viewed Soleimani as 

irreplaceable.236 The Mossad and Israeli forces were thrilled that the mastermind of Iran 

had been killed even if it was not their doing.237 Israel would soon after take the lead on 

killing key Iranian personnel and proxy leaders in the immediate years following 

Soleimani’s death. 

The Death of Qassem Soleimani 

In the early morning of 3 January 2020, the U.S. killed Qassem Soleimani and six 

others using a MQ-9 armed Reaper drone via airstrike in Baghdad, Iraq in vicinity of the 

airport soon after he had landed on a flight from Damascus.238 The route that Soleimani’s 

vehicle was completely destroyed on was referred to as Route Irish by U.S. Soldiers over 

the years, and one that in certain parts of the war had been a hotspot for IEDs which were 

often supplied by Soleimani himself.239 As Qassem Soleimani’s brazen quote at the onset 

of this chapter to General David Petraeus suggests, the man who was nicknamed the 
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Shadow Commander ultimately came out of the shadows, and became a more well-

known entity on the global stage while still playing his role as the puppet master of all of 

Iran’s proxies. In 2018, Soleimani spoke out against President Donald Trump by referring 

to him as a gambler, and, as shown below, further bringing up Imam Husayn, whose 

memory as this paper suggests, is still at the forefront of Iranian foreign policy. 

Soleimani’s quote below also references the importance of martyrdom within Iran. 

Ultimately he would become a martyr due to the decision-making of the same man he 

was speaking against here. 

"Not a night goes by when we don't think about you in our sleep. Let me 
tell you, Mr. Trump the gambler... Let me tell you... Know that we are 
near you, in places that don't come to your mind. We are near you in 
places that you can't even imagine. We are a nation of martyrdom. We are 
the nation of Imam Hussein. Ask around. We have endured many 
hardships. Come, we are waiting for you. We are the real men on the 
scene, as far as you are concerned. You know that a war would mean the 
loss of all your capabilities. You may start the war, but we will be the ones 
to determine its end. Therefore, you must not offend the Iranian 
nation…”240 

General Frank McKenzie, who was the commander of U.S. Central Command at 

the time and responsible for the operation that took out Soleimani, devotes a chapter of 

his book to Soleimani and the aftermath of the strike due to its importance, and makes it 

clear that he believes that conducting the strike was the right call and that the U.S. 

showed resolve.241 General McKenzie believes the Iranians are struggling without 

Soleimani today, and although it didn’t necessarily change their foreign policy, it 

significantly changed how they implement their foreign policy.242 General McKenzie 
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believes because of this, the U.S. is in a much better place today with Soleimani off the 

battlefield as Soleimani was a very good operator who was able to efficiently work within 

a larger vision of Iranian foreign policy.243 Additionally, as this paper will discuss in the 

conclusion, General McKenzie believes that Esmail Qaani is unable to lead as effectively 

as Soleimani, in large part due to the fact he does not have that familial relationship with 

Khamenei that Soleimani did.244 

 

Figure 5. The Effects of the Air Strike on Soleimani 
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3 January 2020 in Baghdad, Iraq; Associated Press via Iraqi Prime Minister Office 

The strike garnered international media attention, and many Westerners found out 

who Soleimani was through news of his death. While the news made its way around the 

world, and many pundits and government officials alike debated Iran’s potential 

response, this historic event did not have a long shelf life in mainstream media.  

In Iran, his death was met with outrage by the Iranian regime, including an 

extremely saddened Khamenei, and overall feeling of complete shock that shook Iran to 

the core.245 While Iran was used to Israel taking bold actions, whether that be 

assassinations of nuclear scientists within Iran, or daring actions against their nuclear 

program, this action from the United States was something they unlikely saw coming. A 

senior former intelligence official I spoke with listed the calculated ladder of escalated 

steps a country can take for deterrence: the country makes a public statement stating the 

other should not follow through on an action, they then state it in private, they thirdly do 

so through an intermediary, then they move assets to signal the seriousness, and 

potentially use the assets to demonstrate.246 It is believed the U.S. had intelligence that 

Qassem Soleimani had planned future attacks against U.S. personnel, and this was one of 

the reasons the U.S. chose to act; it is also thought that the U.S. took most if not all of the 

above steps with Iran in attempting to deter them before striking Soleimani. 

The days following Soleimani’s death were only second in terms of scale in Iran 

to that of Khomeini’s death in terms of impact on the population and attendance.247 
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Soleimani’s coffin went from Baghdad to Najaf and Karbala, two Shi’a strongholds 

within Iraq as the modern day Shi’a hero and martyr to the regime was brought around to 

celebrate, and perhaps use as something that could attempt to unify a fractured 

relationship between the Iranian regime and the Iranian and Shi’a populace in general.248 

Soleimani’s funeral lasted from 4-7 January 2020 both in Iraq and Iran, and at one point 

in Iran, the burial procession resulted in a stampede killing approximately 56 

mourners.249 The truth as to whether or not the Iranian government was able to unite the 

country is complicated, but the overall consensus is that they were unable to do so for 

multiple reasons. 

The influence campaign and strategic narrative that Iran had in the immediacy 

following Soleimani’s death was an extremely important one for them to win to garner 

support both inside and outside Iran. An article in 2023 in International Affairs did an 

excellent job examining some of the international Persian-language media’s takeaways 

and perceptions from the events as it specifically looked at 3-12 January 2020; this often 

included some of the Iranian diaspora throughout the world as well.250 The overarching 

messaging Iran has sought to push throughout the Middle East in recent history is that it 

is the leader of the Muslim world in the fight against anti-colonialism; and while that 

narrative has been received well by other countries in the Middle East, within Iran it does 

not resonate.251 With the Soleimani death, they in particular tried to commemorate him as 

a national hero primarily for his efforts in the fight against terrorism and ISIS, as well as 
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the fact that his persona represented all of Iran, regardless of one’s religious or cultural 

beliefs.252 

The international media covered in Farsi such as BBC Persian and Iran 

International were divided in their response; but as the 2023 article in International 

Affairs puts it, the commentators “did not unanimously rally around the flag”.253 While 

the funeral processions were undoubtedly large and passionate, the overall takeaway was 

that they were due to the popularity of Soleimani as an individual, and out of sympathy 

and not for national unity.254 Additionally, the IRGC made a massive mistake on 8 

January, hours after they struck Americans on al-Asad Air Base in Western Iraq, when 

they accidentally shot down a Ukrainian civilian aircraft over Iran. It was not until 11 

January that they admitted they were responsible for the missile strike.255 Any traction 

that they may have had with the Iranian populace was immediately lost in this colossal 

mistake that they made even worse with poor crisis communication in not addressing the 

mistake outright.256 Interestingly, while autocracies gain from digitalization and have the 

ability to manipulate messaging and spread disinformation, the same can be said for the 

diasporas of the autocracies who now live in democracies.257 While Iran had an 

opportunity to control the narrative after the death of an extremely popular and 

charismatic figure in Soleimani, they were unable to do so, and that does not bode well 

for their ability to win over every day Iranians on not as divisive issues.  
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Additionally, while this paper will not attempt to discuss the legality or 

constitutionality of the strike against Soleimani, the discussion of how it is perceived in 

historical context is important to mention. One academic, Ammar Maleki of Tilburg 

University in the Netherlands, stated on BBC Persian, “Whether his killing was an act of 

terrorism or not depends on how we view the killings of people like [ISIS leader] Abu 

Bakr al-Baghdadi from a legal perspective. We can apply the same view to the killing of 

Soleimani. If one considers the killing of Al-Baghdadi, who headed a fundamentalist 

Sunni group that fought for creating an Islamic state, as a terrorist act, then, one can also 

consider the killing of Soleimani, who headed a group that fought for the domination of 

Shiites in the world, or at least in the Middle East, an act of terror.”258 The majority of 

ideas this thesis has encountered look at the killing of al-Baghdadi and Soleimani as 

vastly different. Al-Baghdadi’s killing was mainly interpreted as a clear cut necessity 

where legality was not even discussed, whereas Soleimani’s was more nuanced. There is 

an ongoing discussion in the academic community as to whether or not one could 

compare the legality of a strike on ISIS to that of Soleimani’s.  

As mentioned, Iran did finally act in response to Soleimani’s killing against the 

U.S. via ballistic missile strikes against a U.S. base in al-Asad in Western, Iraq. In total, it 

is believed Iran launched 13 long-range ballistic missiles; also debated is whether or not 

Khamenei wanted to cross the red line of injuring or killing U.S. personnel, as the firing 

of missiles in two minute intervals suggests Iran might have wanted to give U.S. soldiers 

time to escape.259 This slow, reactionary response speaks to a theme of rather timid 
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deterrence for Iran when it is up against a stronger power: the U.S. or Israel.260 Although 

no U.S. servicemembers died from the attacks, 109 ultimately had brain injuries from the 

attack and many did not return to duty.261 

Qassem Soleimani was the second most important person in Iran at the time of his 

death and the visionary and implementer of its foreign policy on behalf of its leader, 

Ayatollah Khamenei. The conclusion of this paper will discuss the importance of his 

death for Iran’s implementation of its foreign policy primarily through proxy warfare. 

Additionally, it will discuss whether or not the Iranian regime believes it can maintain its 

current form of deterrence effectively, and how seriously it will have to consider the 

ultimate deterrent of nuclear weaponry. The conclusion will raise the performance of 

Esmail Qaani, Qassem Soleimani’s replacement as the new leader of IRGC-QF, who has 

been in charge during an extremely tense time with the Israel-Gaza war ongoing, and the 

death of Hassan Nasrallah at the hands of Israel. The conclusion will also address the 

current state of Iranian society and how its relationship may also play a role in factoring 

into how the government and IRGC will continue to progress their agendas. 
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Chapter V. 

Conclusion 

“Iran remains the primary and enduring threat in the USCENTCOM 

area of operations due to its use of its increasingly sophisticated 

military capabilities, broad proxy network, and periodic willingness to 

use force against the U.S., our allies, and partner forces. Iran’s rapidly 

expanding military capabilities enable it to coerce its neighbors, 

threaten international trade, and exploit instability throughout the 

region.” 

—General Michael E. Kurilla, Testimony to the Senate Armed Services Committee 

on February 8, 2022 

 

The IRGC as an institution is the strongest organization within Iran that could 

potentially seize control of the government at some point after Khamenei’s eventual 

death. Its Quds Force, however, and ability to implement its foreign policy through 

proxies have been weakened through Qassem Soleimani’s absence. Soleimani’s death in 

2020 has had ripple effects throughout Iran and the Middle East; it has changed Iran’s 

relationship with the U.S. in relation to deterrence, and likely caused Iran to consider 

other viable options on how to deter the West.  

Recent tensions in the Middle East following Soleimani’s death have only 

complicated matters as Iran is tangentially involved in the Israel-Hamas war, Yemen’s 

Houthi rebels’ efforts against commercial ships in the Red Sea in solidarity with Hamas, 
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and Israel’s ongoing conflict with Hezbollah. All of this after losing its most valuable 

foreign policy tool in Soleimani has undoubtedly forced Iran to re-think its strategy in 

implementing its foreign policy.  

Iran will continue to re-evaluate its nuclear strategy, weighing the option of 

having the strategic deterrent putting it on somewhat even footing with its enemies; it will 

also continually re-address its “Look East” policy in relation to China and Russia in an 

effort to counter the West. Lastly, it will attempt to maintain its Velayat-e Faqih model 

and link to Shi’ism with an ill leader, public growing weary of the government’s religious 

base, and a more powerful IRGC which may be outgrowing its hierarchy.  

On September 27th 2024, Hassan Nasrallah, the longtime leader of Hezbollah, was 

killed by Israeli airstrikes south of Beirut, in Lebanon.262 Many experts to include 

Barabara Slavin considered Nasrallah, who was a close friend and confidant of 

Soleimani, to be the only individual capable of filling the vacuum left by Soleimani even 

though he was not Iranian himself.263 Hezbollah was the brainchild of the Iranian 

government and its earliest origins date all the way back to the era of the Shah in his 

efforts to effectively export Shi’ism in Lebanon, but it came to fruition immediately 

following Khomeini’s Islamic revolution in Iran, and pledged allegiance to him soon 

after. Soleimani played a large role in building Hezbollah into a more capable proxy, and 

empowering the autonomous Nasrallah. Nasrallah, who was generally beloved in the 

Muslim world and considered to be more charismatic than Soleimani’s successor, Esmail 

Qaani, served as the model for Iran’s proxy leaders, and consistently combatted Iran’s 
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other top foe in Israel.264 Arash Azizi, an expert on Soleimani and Iran, said that 

Nasrallah balked at Iran’s requests to take on a more prominent role as a regional 

coordinator for Iran; being the boss of Hezbollah was a full-time job in itself, not 

allowing him time to moonlight in other capacities.265 

This strike in late 2024 killing Nasrallah joined the Soleimani killing in 2020 in 

terms of significance in the Middle East. Both men were looked at as senior leaders 

within the Axis of Resistance, and both considered near irreplaceable figures as the heads 

of their respective organizations. Therefore, with the U.S. killing one of the men and 

Israel killing the other, Iran is once again put in a position of having to determine the 

appropriate response without crossing the line to bring on a full-on war it is unlikely to be 

able to win. Additionally, Nasrallah’s death comes approximately a year after Hamas’ 

grizzly attacks in Israel on October 7th 2023, after which Israel has led a broad campaign 

against Hamas within Palestinian territory as well as against Hezbollah within Lebanon. 

As an article in the Financial Times appropriately stated just days after the killing of 

Nasrallah, the attack, “delivered not just a catastrophic blow to Hizbollah, but a 

devastating hit to its main patron: Iran”.266 Similarly to how he viewed Soleimani, 

Khamenei looked at Nasrallah like a son, and although the Iranian regime views 

Hezbollah as able to continue in its mission as it has been hanging signs throughout 

Tehran stating “Hezbollah is alive” in its aftermath, it will likely take a long time for 

another Hezbollah leader to develop a similar level of trust with Khamenei.267 
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Interestingly, the initial Lebanese reaction to Iran has been negative for not taking 

immediate action against Israel for the killing of Nasrallah.268 

Iran’s deterrence posture changed when on October 1st 2024, Iran fired 

approximately 180 missiles into Israel, inflicting some damage to Israeli infrastructure, 

while not inflicting any casualties as the vast majority of missiles were intercepted by 

Israeli and U.S. led coalition air defense.269 This was the second time Iran has fired 

missiles upon Israel, with this recent barrage was grander, with Iran using more effective 

and faster missiles. Some of the significant damage from the strike happened at Israel’s 

Nevatim military base, but it is unknown if Israel made a conscious choice to focus its air 

defense system’s intercepts in areas of greater concern.270 An article in the Wall Street 

Journal that came out soon after the October attack expertly correlates Iran’s advances in 

their ballistic missile capabilities and Israeli air defense with developments dating back to 

the Iran-Iraq war.271  

Neither East nor West 

“Na Shargh, Na Gharb”, meaning “Neither East nor West” is a phrase Ayatollah 

Khomeini introduced post revolution in an effort to keep Iran independent and non-

aligned.272 As discussed in great depth in Iran’s history chapter, this was an 

understandable position for Khomeini and Iran to adopt as it had been taken advantage of 
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by great powers from both East (England) and West (Russia) among others and had 

developed a general distrust of outsiders. Recently, however, Iran has adopted a “Look to 

the East” policy in which they have strengthened alliances with both China and Russia.273 

A tangible example of this is Iran’s joining of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization in 

2005 which is a multinational organization primarily run by China to counter the West.274 

Security, energy, and economic development are three key areas of focus for China 

within the SCO and in particular their relation to other countries; energy resources drawn 

from the Middle East are undoubtedly one of their primary reasons for their dealings with 

Iran.275 

As for Iran’s reasoning for the dealings with China and Russia, it seems to be 

primarily out of economic necessity and an important tool in the Raisi presidency (and 

subsequently Pezeshkian’s) to delegitimize relations with the West.276 There is an 

inherent risk for Iran of falling into a subservient relationship to China in the future, 

similar to the one they found themselves in the 19th century with both Britain and 

Russia.277 That isn’t to say that Iran’s policies on the matter have not shifted under the 

different recent presidencies. Starting in the early 2000’s from Khatami to Ahmedinejad, 

to Rouhani, to Ebrahim Raisi, each Iranian President has had a slight shift to how much 

they balance the East vs. West perception, but Khamenei has ensured that a general anti-

West narrative has been maintained throughout whether communications remained open 
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or not with the U.S.278 It was under Raisi, who was considered a hardliner completely 

aligned with Khamenei and even mentioned as his possible successor, that Iran gained 

full membership in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization in 2021, which some consider 

a transformative moment in Iranian foreign policy as a step closer to the East.279 This was 

indeed a large step for Iran as they are not generally a multinational agreement nation; 

this was the first regional defense minded multilateral organization Iran joined with world 

powers since the revolution.280 There were likely multiple factors for this important move 

and continued shift to the East.  

Iran is not the only country in the Middle East that China has sought out a 

relationship with. Saudi Arabia, which serves as the primary Sunni power in the Middle 

East has also been befriended by China, and China is certainly unlikely to divest of that 

relationship solely to appease Iran.281 While Saudi Arabia and Iran have been cordial of 

late, their relationship is a rocky one as they both see themselves as the ultimate regional 

hegemon, so there is an inherent friction which is reduced at the moment. Another aspect 

of the Iran-China relationship that is troublesome is the religious angle. China has had a 

long and recent troubled policy toward its religious minority, the Muslim Uyghurs. Iran 

has been careful not to raise this issue of China’s treating of the Uyghurs much in 

diplomatic channels, but it shows they are willing to sacrifice some ideology for 

perceived pragmatism.282 
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While Iran’s relationship with China could be viewed by some as bothersome but 

not necessarily dangerous, their relationship with Russia is quite different. Iran has been 

supplying drones to Russia which have been used against Ukrainians by Russian forces. 

These actions absolutely go against any principles of a perceived non-alignment policy as 

they are clearly choosing to take part in a conflict of aggression in which they are not 

really a competitor.283 This continued shift East with the full integration into the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organization in 2021 and intervention in Russia’s war in Ukraine 

happened post-JPCOA falling apart, after the U.S. officially left Afghanistan, moving the 

majority of its forces outside the Middle East, and of course, this was post-Soleimani who 

was, as this paper argues, the glue holding Iran’s fragile foreign policy together. 

The Nuclear Option 

This paper has addressed how Iran conducts its foreign policy and how it will 

continue to implement its strategy without its greatest implementor of said strategy in 

Soleimani. This is how a middle power must deter greater powers- through means other 

than the ultimate deterrent, always knowing that a greater power may intervene in their 

country and they in turn will have to be more careful in their response so not to cross a 

red line. As Robert Jervis states in his book, The Meaning of Nuclear Revolution, nuclear 

weapons have drastically altered statecraft.284 With Iran’s two chief enemies being 

nuclear powers in America and Israel, Iran is unable to enact deterrence by punishment 

which is raising the cost of conflict to unacceptable levels, while Iran is unable to return 
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the favor.285 For many years, as Kenneth Waltz, a nuclear expert ascertains, the U.S. and 

Russia served as the only two world superpowers and with their nuclear weapon 

capabilities, had the flexibility to go in or abstain from wars and conflicts as they saw fit 

without heading off against each other.286 With additional countries joining the nuclear 

club, that no longer completely holds true, but a smaller nuclear power like Pakistan has 

an ability to deter that Iran does not. 

If Iran sees itself as unable to compete with Iran and the U.S. even with its distinct 

asymmetric warfare strategy, they will likely continue to move towards obtaining a 

nuclear weapon. Their aforementioned strategy not only took a drastic hit with the death 

of Soleimani, but with Israel decimating its proxy forces in 2024 and carrying out bold 

actions inside Iran, many pundits are claiming that Iran has been completely outplayed by 

the West. In addition to this, the bluster the world is used to hearing from Iran via their 

Friday prayers led by Khamenei, have often been empty words. In the grand game of 

deterrence it is both important to respect your opponents’ vital interests but also to make 

one’s threats credible, and Iran has shown weakness in the latter.287 

It is not as if Iran does not have people smart enough to be able to follow through 

with the technology for a nuclear weapon. Not only do they have the experts on the 

matter, and as discussed earlier in the paper, received a lot of their original scientific 

understanding on nuclear energy from the U.S., but they are also fifth in the world in 

STEM graduates after the U.S., China, Russia, and India.288 Some of their key nuclear 

scientists had taken massive steps in their program in recent years, and in 2018, around 
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the time of the JCPOA discussions, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu showed the 

world Iranian documents that laid out much of their progress and intentions.289 What 

came to be known as “The Reveal” showed a map with five additional nuclear sites 

previously unknown to the public and also their goal of building five warheads of 10 

kilotons each; this was an undeniable threat and specifically the Iranians had used 

language on the slide referencing their wanting to put the warheads on a missile.290 A lot 

of the information shared by Netanyahu at the time was later used by President Trump in 

his outward justification for leaving the nuclear agreement with Iran only weeks after the 

release.291 

 
289 Bob, 93. 
290 Bob, 102. 
291 Bob, 102. 



 

91 

 

Figure 6.  Iran’s Nuclear and Uranium Sites as of 2021 

The Iran Primer 

Uranium is the basis for any nuclear effort as it is mined from the earth, and only 

the rare isotope of U-235, an unstable one needed for spontaneous fission is a necessary 

component for the nuclear fuel cycle.292 This cycle which includes milling the uranium 

into a fine powder known as yellowcake, brought to a Uranium Conversion Facility, an 

ultimately enriched through a gas centrifuge where it is spun at high speeds. It must 

 
292 Patrikarakos, Nuclear Iran, 42. 



 

92 

contain 80 percent or more U-235 to be considered “weapons-grade”.293 It is an 

incredible complex process which this paper does not seek to discuss in depth, but it is 

certain that Iran has mastered the nuclear fuel cycle process over time.294 David 

Patrikarakos puts it best in his book, Nuclear Iran when stating, “The question remains 

whether or not the decision has been made to build a bomb, and the answer still cannot be 

know without certainty. At the very least, Iran’s consistent progress over recent years in 

uranium enrichment points to a move to achieve, or to get close to achieving, the 

capability for a bomb.”295 And therein lies the question, for how long will Iran be able to 

effectively deter with others knowing that it is on the brink vice owning that nuclear 

weapon capability. It is the argument of this paper that with the loss of Soleimani, they 

must weigh the option of nuclear weapon capability more seriously. Without their most 

efficient overseer of deterrence, they will have to seek out the ultimate deterrent.  

Iranian Deterrence and the Way ahead 

Soleimani’s actions and his implementation of Iranian strategy were carefully 

considered and respected by his enemies; he, in many cases deterred the U.S. and Israel. 

Israel in particular has become incredibly more brazen with Soleimani off the battlefield 

since Soleimani’s death in 2020, and although warfare has greatly changed over the 

years, there is something to be said for respect for an enemy’s leader and how that can 

change one’s calculus in how they engage with them. Some experts argue the loss of 

Soleimani was minimal as the IRGC apparatus has become so institutionalized while 
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some believe his loss was very significant. This paper has made its stance clear in which 

Iran’s foreign policy was largely left to Soleimani who oversaw it and nurtured it so well 

that his loss has had a serious negative outcome for Iran’s implementation of it. 

Esmail Qaani, Soleimani’s successor, as briefly discussed earlier in this paper, 

does not have the same bona fides as Soleimani, was not a well-versed Arabic speaker, 

and does not possess the widely acclaimed charisma that Soleimani did. Qaani had 

primarily focused on Iran’s eastern front for a good portion of his career, posing as the 

Iranian deputy ambassador to Kabul, while enacting Iran’s covert foreign policy there.296 

He did play a role in Iran’s oversight of the Syrian civil war briefly, and he also helped 

oversee Iranian illicit shipments into Africa, a continent as explained in earlier chapters 

Iran is seeking more of a prominent role in.297 In a rare video with Qaani post-

Soleimani’s death, his reserved nature was in full display, although Soleimani in his early 

years could come off as reserved in public as well.298 An argument has been made by 

Iran expert Ali Afoneh that Qaani may be taking the Quds Force back to its original roots 

under Soleimani as a secretive organization that operates under the shadows vice in the 

public.299 This is a fair assessment, but this paper argues that is more out of necessity 

than planning and that the cons far outweigh the pros in losing Soleimani, primarily his 

singlehanded oversight of proxies across the Middle East with personal relationships that 

harnesses Iranian diplomacy unlike anyone else could. 
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On September 16th, 2022, Mahsa Amini was beaten to death by Iranian authorities 

for not wearing her hijab in accordance with their strict religious laws. The news of her 

brutal death spread internationally, and there was outcry within the Iranian expat 

community within the U.S. The Iranian regime seemed to crackdown on the internet soon 

after the event attempting to ensure people from within the country were limited in 

communicating their dissent; they also quelled protests within the country violently.300 

Amini’s gravesite in Saqqez in Northwestern Iran within its Kurdish region has become a 

memorial site to visit for those who continue to protest the Iranian regime.301 This is one 

of the most major and latest of many social unrest issues the Iranian populace has shown, 

but it has seemingly not moved the needle further in any substantive change. As Iran 

moves forward on uneven ground in their deterrence capabilities and with an ill 

Khamenei, the Iranian public may see an opening for change when its second ever 

Supreme Leader passes. The IRGC will be watching the public sentiment closely when 

that time comes as will Iran’s enemies. 

Deterrence is a game of intentions, understanding your enemy’s intentions, 

influencing their intentions, and then projecting your own intentions.302 Iran has not been 

particularly good in this realm since Soleimani’s death and has found itself in a dire 

economic situation with heavy U.S. sanctions and an Iranian public that does not have 

patience for it both due to said economic situation as well as their zealous religious 

oversight which many have become disenfranchised with. Additionally, Iran has enemies 

who do not seem to have much respect for their proclaimed intentions, which makes their 
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deterrence generally ineffective. They will absolutely continue to maintain their 

diplomacy through proxy foreign policy as a key tool, but have already started to seek 

ulterior means to deter their opponents through shaky alliances with the East. 

Additionally, they are undoubtedly having serious conversations about whether or not a 

nuclear weapon capability is worth the international fallout and whether it is compatible 

with Velayat-e Faqih, and many likely wondering if one or the other must go. One thing 

is for sure, Qassem Soleimani’s death has left the Islamic Republic of Iran as a less 

effective regime.  
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