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F 

our Iranian generals, 
along with two leading 
Hezbollah commanders, 
have been killed in heavy 
fighting with rebel groups 

across Syria in recent days amid 
what appears to be a significant 
Iranian military build-up linked to 
Russia’s intervention in the multi-
sided war.

The death of the Iranian com-
manders, along with other senior 
officers of the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards Corps (IRGC), testifies 
to the ferocity of the fighting in ma-
jor offensives launched by the em-
battled regime of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad on October 7th.

Eight Iranian generals have been 
killed in Syria since 2013, the high-
est number the Islamic Republic’s 
military has suffered since the 
1980-88 war with Iraq. These illu-
minate the unprecedented scale of 
the commitment by Tehran and its 
Lebanese proxy to ensure the sur-
vival of Assad’s shaky regime.

“The fact that you have a sen-
ior Iranian general [in the fighting] 
shows both the desperation of the 
regime as well as the degree of Irani-
an involvement now in Syria,” said 
Andrew Tabler of the Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy. “Iran 
and their Shia militias and Hezbol-

lah are the ground component to 
Russia’s air involvement.”

The presence of senior command-
ers on the battlefield lends weight to 
persistent reports that about 2,000 
Iranian troops, including for the 
first time regular IRGC units rather 
than just special operations troops 
of the Quds Force, are engaged in 
combat in Syria, with the possibility 
of more to come.

Brigadier-General Hossein 
Hamedani, a senior officer in the IR-
GC’s regular ground forces who was 
considered an exceptional tactical 
leader and commanded all Iranian-
controlled forces in Syria, was killed 
October 8th fighting “takfiri terror-
ists” — Islamic State (ISIS) fighters — 
outside the northern city of Aleppo, 
Tasnim, an Iranian news agency 
affiliated with the IRGC, reported. 
ISIS is battling to take the contested 
city.

Hamedani, a veteran of the 1980-
88 war, is the most senior Iranian 
officer killed in foreign operations 
since the 1979 Islamic Revolution.

The other fatalities include Gen-
eral Nader Hamid, a commander of 
the IRGC’s Basij militia, who died 
of wounds sustained in a gun bat-
tle on October 12th near the south-
ern town of Quneitra in the Golan 
Heights partly occupied by Israel.

Hamid, was linked to the National 
Defence Forces, a 50,000-strong 
Syrian militia created and trained 
by Hezbollah to augment Assad’s 
depleted army and which, by all ac-
counts, has degenerated into groups 
of marauding thugs.

Hamid was a close associate of 
Major-General Qassem Soleimani, 
commander of the IRGC’s elite al-
Quds Force, which has been fighting 

in Syria since 2012, and is the mas-
termind behind clandestine Iranian 
operations in Syria and Iraq.

Soleimani, who helped plan the 
current Russian-Iranian opera-
tions, was spotted recently rallying 
Iranian and Hezbollah forces near 
the city of Aleppo, which is split be-
tween regime and rebel forces.

It is likely that Soleimani, anoth-
er highly decorated veteran of the 
1980-88 war, was in Syria to oversee 
the four offensives launched by As-
sad’s forces and their allies in north-
ern and central Syria. Soleimani, 
who has personally intervened in 
several key battles in Iraq, answers 
directly to Iran’s supreme leader, 

Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.
Tabler says Soleimani played a 

major role in persuading the Rus-
sians to form a coalition with Iran 
to go to Assad’s rescue after a string 
of recent defeats and with planning 
the joint campaign now under way.

Apart from the IRGC forces in Syr-
ia, the Iranians have deployed thou-
sands of Shia militiamen, including 
up to 2,000 fighters from Hezbollah.

There are as many as another 
2,000 Shia fighters from Iraq, Af-
ghanistan and Pakistan in action 
against the regime and rival rebel 
groups. 

The Iranians have stepped up 
their operations around Aleppo and 

in the neighbouring provinces of 
Idlib and Hama since the Russian air 
strikes began September 30th.

“I think Iran’s will supporting 
Syria has become firmer in the wake 
of Russian involvement and when 
you refer to Iranian agencies as-
sociated with the Guards, you see 
more reports of funeral ceremonies 
in recent weeks, especially among 
Iran-based Afghan expatriates,” ob-
served Iranian military analyst Mo-
rad Veisi.

Ed Blanche is the Analysis section 
editor of The Arab Weekly. He has 
covered Middle Eastern affairs 
since 1967 and lives in Beirut.

Generals killed in Syria as Iran builds up forces
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Iranian men carry the casket of Iran’s 
Revolutionary Guards Corps Brigadier-General 
Hossein Hamedani at Tehran’s Mehrabad 
Airport, on October 9th.

Eight Iranian 
generals have been 
killed in Syria since 
2013.

The IRGC’s new deployment pattern

T 

he October 7th death 
of Brigadier-General 
Hossein Hamedani, 
the most senior 
Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC) 

commander killed in the Syrian 
war, underlines Iran’s growing 
military involvement in the 
conflict.

This has taken place in tandem 
with Russia’s military interven-
tion, a major build-up by the two 
powers that are the most impor-
tant allies of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad’s embattled regime 
and one that was planned several 
months ago.

The most important aspect of 
the Iranian deployment is that 
it involves regular IRGC ground 
troops rather than just units of 
the IRGC’s expeditionary wing, 
al-Quds Force.

This marks a much more 
extensive deployment by the 
Tehran regime, which has strate-
gic interests in keeping Assad in 
power and demonstrated Tehran’s 
concern that the Damascus regime 
had been near collapse, unable 
to replace heavy combat losses, 
defections and draft-dodging.

This trend is illustrated by the 
growing death toll among Iranian 
forces and field commanders. 
Hamedani, for instance, was not 
an al-Quds Force commander but a 
senior officer in the IRGC’s regular 
ground forces.

Hamedani’s service in the IRGC 
can be traced back to the sup-
pression of the separatist move-
ment in Iranian Kurdistan in 1979, 

establishment of the 32nd Ansar 
al-Hossein Division of Hamadan 
province, and command of the 
16th Quds Division of Gilan prov-
ince — not to be confused with al-
Quds Force — during the 1980-88 
war with Iraq.

After the war, for a time, 
Hamedani served as commander 
of the IRGC’s Najaf Ashraf base in 
Kermanshah province in north-
western Iran and as deputy chief of 
the Basij Resistance Force.

Most remarkably, Hamedani, in 
his capacity as commander of the 
Mohammad Rasoul-Allah Division, 
which is responsible for security 
in Greater Tehran province, sup-
pressed the widespread anti-
government rallies in the capital 
following the June 2009 presiden-
tial election that was widely seen 
as fraudulent.

According to IRGC commander 
Major-General Mohammad-Ali 
Jafari, it was that experience that 
qualified Hamedani for “voluntar-
ily moving to the region in 2011” 
to advise the Syrian government 
when protests against Assad 
erupted.

It was during Hamedani’s watch 
that the Basij organised its so-
called Imam Hossein brigades with 
the primary mission of subduing 
urban unrest and anti-government 
rallies. Jafari disclosed that in 
Syria Hamedani organised similar 
“people’s armies” to try to ensure 
the survival of the regime.

In other words, Hamedani had a 
solid record in the IRGC’s ground 
forces, had never served in IRGC 
al-Quds Force prior to his mission 
in Syria in 2011 but was the highest 
ranking IRGC field commander in 
that country.

The full extent of the IRGC 
ground forces involvement in Syria 
is not known following persistent 
reports that hundreds, and pos-
sibly thousands, of Iranian troops 
have been sent to Syria.

Tehran has made no announce-
ment on this issue and it has every 
reason to play down Iran’s mount-

ing losses in a civil war in which it 
claims it is not directly involved. 
However, a survey of 137 identified 
Iranian citizens killed in combat in 
Syria since January 2013 shows an 
increasing number of IRGC ground 
force commanders.

Since June, combat deaths in-
clude Captain Hamed Javani of the 
East Azerbaijan Ashoura Division, 
killed in action in Idlib province on 
June 26th. On July 13th, Colonel 
Qassem Gharib, deputy com-
mander of the Neynava Division, 
was killed near Palmyra in central 

Syria.
On August 30th, Ahmad Hayari, 

commander of the Shoush Basij 
Imam Hossein Brigade, was killed 
in Latakia, a regime stronghold 
in the north-west where Russian 
forces are based. These are just 
some of the regular IRGC fatalities 
in 2015.

Shortly after Hamedani’s death, 
General Hamid Mokhtarband, 
chief of the Ahwaz-based Hazrat-e 
Hojjat Armoured Brigade’s Combat 
Team, and Farshad Hassouniza-
deh, his chief of staff, were killed 
in combat.

The pattern in IRGC fatalities 
provides indications of a new Ira-
nian military deployment in Syria.

Al-Quds Force, the IRGC’s 
expeditionary arm, which is ac-
tive in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and 
elsewhere, is relatively small — 
about 15,000 men. In the wake of 
mounting al-Quds Force casualties 
in regional conflicts, the IRGC has 
had to deploy its regular Ground 
Forces to Syria to bolster al-Quds 
Force contingent.

This emerging deployment pat-
tern in turn is rapidly changing the 
characteristics of the IRGC itself 
as it blurs the differences between 
the missions of the IRGC’s ground 
forces, whose primary task is to 
protect the Iranian homeland 
against external enemies and the 
regime against domestic oppo-
nents, and that of the Quds Force, 
which handles operations, invari-
ably clandestine in nature, outside 
Iran.

This means that, in effect, the 
Syrian war is transforming the 
entire IRGC into an expedition-
ary force. This is likely to increase 
IRGC military interventions in 
the Middle East in the future and 
suggests that more Iranian forces 
could be deployed in Syria.
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and the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps. He is a senior fellow 
at the Foundation for Defense of 
Democracies in Washington.
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ground 
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entire IRGC into an 
expeditionary force.


