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Top Iranian general killed in Syria

The IRGC v Rohani: spy v spy

Dubai

I
ran is repatriating the body of 
a top-ranking military officer 
killed in April in southern 
Syria, Iranian news agencies 
reported. Hadi Kajbaf was at 

least the second senior Iranian to 
die there in 2015 while supporting 
Damascus in the war.

Kajbaf, a major-general in the 
elite Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC), was killed near the 
rebel-held town of Busr al-Harir, 
about 100 kilometres south of Da-
mascus, the IRGC-linked Tasnim 
agency reported.

Three other Iranians, including a 
mid-ranking Shia cleric, were killed 
alongside Kajbaf, the semi-official 
Fars news agency reported.

Iranian military and financial 
support has been crucial to helping 
President Bashar Assad survive the 
war, now in its fifth year. 

The conflict is a focal point for 
Shia Islamist Iran’s power strug-
gle with Sunni Saudi Arabia, which 
supports insurgents battling to top-
ple Assad.

Kajbaf held the highest rank 
used in Iran’s armed forces, mak-
ing him more senior than an IRGC 
brigadier-general who was killed in 
January in an Israeli missile strike 
in Syria near the Israeli-occupied 
Golan Heights, along with a num-
ber of fighters from the Lebanese 
Shia Hezbollah group.

Southern Syria is one of the re-
gions where Assad has faced sig-
nificant setbacks since March. In-
surgents fighting there include the 
al-Qaeda-linked al-Nusra Front and 
groups that profess a more secular 
outlook and are backed by Assad’s 
Arab foes.

The late commander’s son, Sajad 
Kajbaf, told Tasnim the general’s 
body was to be flown to Iran on 
June 12th. It was not clear how Iran 
had obtained the body, which was 
taken by rebels when he was killed.

An unknown number of Iranian 
military advisers have deployed in 
Syria in support of the Syrian army 
and the militias fighting alongside 
it. The Iranian-backed Lebanese 
group Hezbollah is now deployed 
more widely than ever in Syria.

Iranian President Hassan Rohani 
recently vowed to back the Syrian 
government “until the end of the 
road” after the battlefield setbacks 
suffered by Assad.

Iran, the world’s major Shia pow-
er, justifies its intervention in Syria 
by portraying the mostly Sunni re-
bels as hard-line Sunni Islamist ex-
tremists. Islamic State and al-Nusra 
Front are the two most powerful 
insurgent groups in Syria.

Iran projects power in the Mid-
dle East by allying with regional 
proxies who follow Shia Islam or its 
offshoots. Assad belongs to the Ala-
wite minority, an offshoot of Shia.
(Reuters)

Washington

W
hile the United 
States has pinned 
its hopes for a ne-
gotiated solution 
to the dispute over 

Tehran’s nuclear programme on 
Iranian President Hassan Rohani’s 
government, the “shadow govern-
ment” run by the Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) is 
actively undermining his authority 
and preparing to reassert its power.

This power struggle, being 
played out behind the scenes in 
Tehran, centres on the IRGC Intel-
ligence Organisation’s attempts to 
subvert the Ministry of Intelligence 
and Security (MOIS) and thus 
weaken Rohani.

Since his election in 2013, Ro-
hani, seen in the West as a moder-
ate reformer, has sought to reduce 
the IRGC’s political and economic 
power. One way has been to over-

haul the Intelligence Ministry, in-
famous for ruthless crackdowns 
and assassinating opponents of the 
state, and make it more profession-
al and thus more acceptable to the 
populace.

Explaining his programme in par-
liament on August 15, 2013, Intelli-
gence Minister Mahmoud Alavi, a 
middle-ranking cleric, emphasised 
his preference for “institutionalis-
ing durable security without secu-
ritising society”. The use of force, 
he averred, “must always be a last 
resort”.

Alavi has since welcomed politi-
cal pluralism, which in spite of the 
emergence of opposing ideas could 
help administer the state “un-

der the banner of velayat-e faqih
[Guardianship of the Jurist]”.

More significantly, Alavi’s state-
ments have been enhanced by the 
work of Ali Younesi, a former intel-
ligence minister and now Rohani’s 
adviser on ethnic and religious mi-
norities. Under Rohani, Younesi has 
emerged as the foremost proponent 
of tolerance towards minorities.

The noble words of Alavi and 
Younesi, which may or may not ful-
ly reflect the actual conduct of the 
MOIS, are in stark contrast to the 
words and deeds of Hassan Taeb, 
the head of the IRGC’s Intelligence 
Organisation.

Taeb, a 52-year-old Tehran na-
tive, was allegedly a former student 
of Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei 
before he joined the IRGC in 1982. 
After the MOIS was established in 
1984, Taeb worked there as an in-
terrogator, primarily engaged in 
handling captured members of the 
Mujahedin-e Khalq, an Iranian op-
position group that was armed by 
Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein to 
fight against the Islamic Republic.

Following his tenure as MOIS 
chief in Khorasan province, Taeb 
was promoted to chief of the min-
istry’s counter-espionage depart-
ment under the notorious Ali Fal-
lahian, under whose authority the 
MOIS engaged in the systematic 
assassination of political dissidents 
in Iran and abroad throughout the 
1980s and ’90s.

However, in 1995 Taeb was 
caught “fabricating documents” 
against the children of then presi-
dent Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani. He 
was dismissed but was promptly 
appointed head of coordination in 
Khamenei’s office, which suggests 
his anti-Rafsanjani efforts were au-
thorised by the supreme leader.

In July 2008, Taeb was appoint-
ed Basij Resistance Force chief and 
achieved notoriety by overseeing 
the ferocious suppression of anti-
government protests triggered by 
the June 2009 presidential election 
which critics allege was rigged in 
favour of the winner, Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad.

At the time, parliamentarian Ali 
Motahari accused Taeb of deliber-
ately escalating the crisis. Khame-
nei, on the other hand, unhappy 
with MOIS’s inability to prevent the 
unrest, appointed Taeb chief of the 
IRGC’s Intelligence Directorate in 
October 2009.

Simultaneously, the department 
was renamed the IRGC Intelligence 
Organisation, emphasising the 
growing rift with the MOIS. When 
Rohani was elected, he purged the 
cabinet of IRGC veterans and re-
placed them with former MOIS of-
ficials.

Meantime, the Taeb-led IRGC 
Intelligence Organisation intensi-
fied its operations against “the se-
dition”, [fetneh], revolutionaries 
real and imagined, cybercrime and 
Iran’s ethnic and religious minori-
ties.

As Rohani and his cabinet ac-
tively use Facebook and Twitter 
for propaganda purposes, Taeb’s 

agents, systematically censor the 
internet, engage in cyber-warfare 
and arrest dissident bloggers.

Apart from terrorising the broad-
er public, IRGC Intelligence un-
der Taeb is constantly seeking to 
undermine Rohani’s negotiations 
with the US-led world powers by 
arresting Iranian-American jour-
nalists such as Jason Rezaian of the 
Washington Post.

Informed sources say the IRGC 
group is attempting to personally 
embarrass the president by fabri-
cating a pretext to arrest his neph-
ew, Esmail Samavi. Even worse, 
Taeb’s agents indiscriminately tar-
get political activists who belong to 
Iran’s ethnic and religious minori-
ties.

The IRGC perceives activists de-
manding economic benefits for 
the neglected regions on Iran’s 
peripheral regions, such as Sistan-
Baluchistan, and the Kurdish zone, 
to be separatists. It responds with 
heavy-handed security crack-
downs rather than make an effort 
to improve living conditions in ar-
eas distant from the capital.

This tactic not only exacerbates 
the conflict between the centre and 
periphery and creates ethnic ten-
sions, it undermines attempts by 
Rohani, Alavi and Younesi to reach 
out to ethnic and religious minori-
ties.

It cannot be determined who 
will prevail in the struggle be-
tween IRGC Intelligence and the 
MOIS. But if it is the Revolution-
ary Guards, that could seriously 
threaten a potential agreement be-
tween Tehran and the P5+1, since 
an IRGC-ruled Iran will not honour 
commitments made by Rohani’s 
representatives.

Ali Alfoneh is a specialist on Iran 
and the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps. He is a senior fellow 
at the Foundation for  Defense of 
Democracies in Washington.
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