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Iranian defeat in Khan Tuman unsettles regime
Ali Alfoneh

Washington

O 

f all the battles of the 
Syrian war, the May 6th 
debacle at Khan Tuman 
has shaped the Iranian 
public’s understand-

ing of the difficulties Tehran faces 
in Syria. The state media’s initial 
reports said 13 Iranian “defenders 
of the shrine” — a euphemism for 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) forces deployed in 
Syria — along with a large number of 
Afghan Shias of the Fatemiyoun Di-
vision under IRGC command, were 
killed when rebels overran the vil-
lage south-west of Aleppo.

At the very least, 18 Iranians, in-
cluding two colonels, a major and 
an officer whose rank could not 
be determined along with a cleric, 
were killed at Khan Tuman. Rebel 
footage released on YouTube shows 
IRGC members taken prisoner.

As many as 30 Afghan Shias, re-
cruited by Tehran, may have been 
killed in the battle as well. Rebel 
forces claim Lebanese Hezbollah 
members were killed in the attack 
but Hezbollah Secretary-General 
Hassan Nasrallah and other party 
officials dismissed reports it had 
suffered heavy combat fatalities at 
Khan Tuman.

Even if one disregards the poten-
tial losses of Hezbollah, the com-
bined Iranian and Afghan losses 
constitute the largest Shia losses for 
a single engagement since the war 
in Syria broke out in March 2011.

The IRGC’s top leadership, includ-
ing Major-General Qassem Soleima-
ni, commander of the elite al-Quds 
Force, the IRGC’s foreign operations 
wing, and Brigadier-General Hos-

sein Salami, deputy commander 
of the IRGC, have sworn to avenge 
those who died at Khan Tuman.

Such statements and other ac-
tions of the IRGC indicate the grav-
ity of the situation.

For the first time since war erupt-
ed in Syria, the Islamic Republic’s 
key Arab ally, and the deployment 
of IRGC forces to support the re-
gime of President Bashar Assad, the 
IRGC issued a public communiqué 
about a military action involving 
Iranians.

In the communiqué, the 25th Kar-
bala Division based in Mazandaran 
province, which suffered the bulk 
of the combat fatalities in the May 
6th rebel ambush, urged the Ira-
nian public “not to believe enemy 
propaganda” and avoid “spreading 
rumours” about the magnitude of 
the losses at Khan Tuman.

Next, the Revolutionary Guards’ 
leadership attempted to control 
public reaction to the unprecedent-
ed losses. As the IRGC tried to slow-
ly filter out the names of the dead 
soldiers, wild rumours circulated 
on the internet about the deaths 
and relatives of IRGC personnel de-
ployed in Syria demanded greater 
transparency.

In the end, the IRGC released the 
names of 13 “martyrs” through its 
mouthpieces in the Iranian media, 
such as the Fars News Agency, Tas-
nim News Agency and the like.

Once the 13 names were released, 
the Iranian public, in online re-
sponses to Fars and Tasnim, de-
manded an explanation from the 
IRGC about who was to blame for 
the military blunder.

The IRGC leadership responded 
by dismissing “rumours of the mar-
tyrdom of Major-General Soleim-
ani” at Khan Tuman and claimed 
he was not in Syria at the time. In 
other words, the Quds Force chief 

was exonerated of responsibility for 
the debacle.

In another unusual move, the 
IRGC announced that surviving 
members of the 25th Karbala Divi-
sion deployed in Syria were being 
returned to their home province of 
Mazandaran, making this the first 
withdrawal from Syria admitted by 
the Revolutionary Guards’ leader-
ship.

Finally, Major-General Mohsen 
Rezaei, a former commander of the 
IRGC, publicly admitted the Revo-
lutionary Guards had lost Khan 
Tuman to “Turkish and Saudi gen-
erals”, under whose alleged com-
mand rebel forces operate.

That constituted a remarkable 

statement since Rezaei consistently 
belittles the Turkish and Saudi mili-
taries and their strategies in Syria 
and Yemen, constantly claiming 
the Shia Houthi rebels in Yemen, 
supposedly backed by the Tehran 
regime, have “defeated” Saudi Ara-
bia, Iran’s rival, with 1970s-era Scud 
missiles.

More than a month after the de-
bacle at Khan Tuman, the well-ex-
ecuted Syrian rebel ambush outside 
Aleppo still haunts the IRGC leader-
ship. The encirclement of Aleppo, 
once the economic heart of Syria 
and now divided between regime 
and rebel forces, by pro-regime 
forces has not been completed.

What is worse from Tehran’s per-

spective is that much of the Iranian 
public no longer believes the IRGC’s 
propaganda, which promised a 
swift victory over rebel forces in 
Syria.

The bottom line for the Tehran 
regime is there is clearly no end in 
sight to the increasingly costly Syri-
an war, just more a steady stream of 
embarrassing body bags and more 
funeral services for the sons of Iran 
in a war that Tehran can no longer 
hide.
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Syrian government forces patrol in the village of Khan Tuman on the southern outskirts of the 
northern embattled city of Aleppo.
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particularly shaped 
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faces in Syria.

What is worse from 
Tehran’s perspective is 
that much of the 
Iranian public no 
longer believes the 
IRGC’s propaganda.

Soleimani, symbol of Iran’s power, infuriates Iraqis

Q 

assem Soleimani, the 
Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards Corps 
(IRGC) general 
overseeing Shia 
militias engaged in 

the battle for Falluja in Iraq, used 
to be a man for whom the term 
“shadowy” might have been 
coined.

As commander of the elite Quds 
Force, the IRGC’s foreign opera-
tions arm, since 1998, his unac-
knowledged role was to master-
mind Iran’s clandestine military 
operations beyond its frontiers. 
However, since the fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) began 
more than a year-and-a-half ago, 
Iran’s “Shadow Commander” has 
emerged into the light of day.

From the autumn of 2014, bat-
tlefront snaps of the 59-year-old 
veteran of the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq 
war have circulated on the internet 
and found their way into interna-
tional newspapers. These days, 
he even has an Instagram account 
with more than 300,000 follow-
ers, although the Iranians recently 
complained it had been briefly 
shut down during a spat between 
Tehran authorities and the social 

media company.
Soleimani’s emergence as the 

visible manifestation of Iran’s hard 
power in the region appeared to 
be part of a deliberate strategy to 
underline Tehran’s central role in 
the war on ISIS in Iraq and Syria. 
Even back in October 2014, Iran’s 
Fars News Agency was boasting of 
the “magnificent role of General 
Soleimani in the fight against the 
terrorists of [ISIS]”.

Even doubters concede that swift 
Iranian action helped prevent ISIS 
getting even further than it did in 
its swoop into Iraq in the middle of 
that year.

The downside of such a high pro-
file is that Soleimani has emerged 
as the representative of a regime 
whose actions are viewed by some 
as domineering and interfering as 
much as they are supportive. In 
Iraq, such critics are not confined 
to the Sunni minority, where resist-
ance to the role of Shia Iran might 
be expected to be sharpest.

During this year’s Baghdad 
demonstrations calling for govern-
ment reform, spearheaded by Shia 
cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, protesters 
denounced Soleimani amid chants 
of “Iran out”. It was a develop-
ment that highlighted the wish of 
at least part of the Shia community 
to distance itself from a sometimes 
overbearing ally.

It also underlined Sadr’s efforts 
to establish himself as a national 
rather than a sectarian leader and 
the desire of Iraq’s Shia clergy to 
assert their independence from 
their brethren in the Iranian Shia 
holy city of Qom.

No doubt in deference to this 

emerging anti-Iranian mood, 
Soleimani dropped back into the 
shadows for a while. Falluja, how-
ever, has brought him once again 
into the spotlight as a key player in 
the coalition of forces fighting to 
retake the overwhelmingly Sunni 
city. Pro-Iranian social media is 
now featuring him touring the bat-
tlefront alongside commanders of 
Shia militias.

Photos of him rallying Shia mi-
litiamen near Falluja during a May 
28th visit raised cries of outrage 
from Sunni politicians in Anbar 
province. Member of Parliament 
Hamid al-Mutlaq objected: “We 
are Iraqis, not Iranians.” Blogger 
Saadallah al-Majid complained: 
“Iraq has turned into an Iranian 
province.”

Soleimani’s presence has a 
propagandist purpose as well as a 
military one. It is a way of stressing 
the message that Iran is the main 
power confronting ISIS rather than 
the United States, whose warplanes 
are engaged in the Falluja offen-
sive.

As if to underline the point, Abu 
Mahdi al-Muhandis, a leader of the 
Iranian-backed Popular Mobili-
sation Units who accompanied 
Soleimani at the front, said the 
militia had not requested US air 
strikes and did not need them. It 
is a propaganda message that aims 
to put the militias centre stage in 
a way that marginalises the role of 
the formal Iraqi military.

The Shia forces at Soleimani’s 
disposal have formally promised 
not to enter the centre of Falluja 
where their presence might stir up 
tensions with its Sunni population. 

However, Aws al-Khafaji, the head 
of the Abu Fadhil al-Abbas mili-
tia, appeared to stoke those very 
tensions when he said in an online 
video that the battle was a chance 
to cleanse Iraq of “the cancer of 
Falluja”.

His veiled threat was rejected by 
the Baghdad government, while 
the risk of sectarian strife prompt-
ed Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, 
Iraq’s senior Shia cleric, to call for 
restraint in the battle.

Following the example of their 
mentor Soleimani, some militia 
leaders aspire to turn themselves 
into an Iraqi version of Iran’s pow-
erful IRGC with the ability to make 
and break governments. Some, at 
least, appear to view themselves 
as part of Iran’s confrontation with 
Saudi Arabia for regional suprem-
acy.

It is not a vision that is likely to 
inspire the mass of Iraq’s Shia pop-
ulation whose demands focus on 
stability and an end to corruption. 
Those who oppose Soleimani’s role 
and chanted “Iran Out” have con-
cluded that Iran is pursuing its own 
agenda rather than theirs.

Iran certainly prefers to fight ISIS 
in Iraq than to face the jihadists on 
its own border. Soleimani may be 
held up as a hero by his acolytes in 
the struggle against ISIS but it is the 
Iraqis in the end who are paying the 
price.
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