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Will Israel assassinate Iran's Supreme Leader Khamenei? - opinion

The idea of assassinating the supreme leader may recede slightly in favor of more vital targets. These could
include Iran’s nuclear and missile program facilities.
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IRAN’S SUPREME Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei leads Friday prayers and a memorial ceremony for late Hezbollah leader Hassan
Nasrallah, in Tehran, earlier this month.(photo credit: Office of the Iranian Supreme Leader/West Asia News Agency/Reuters)

The image of Israeli assassination targets recently shown on Israel’s Channel 14 and picked up by the BBC
featured several figures allegedly wanted by Israel but did not include the [slamic Republic of Iran’s Supreme
Leader Ali Khamenei.

Those listed included Iraqi Shi’ite cleric Ali Al Sistani, Hamas leader Yahya Sinwar (killed by the IDF last
week), Hezbollah Deputy Secretary-General Naim Qassem, Yemeni Houthi leader Abdul-Malik Al Houthi, and
Quds Force commander Esmail Qaani.

However, recent strikes and intelligence breaches targeting Iranian security institutions and their affiliated
proxies, particularly Hezbollah in Lebanon, make the scenario of assassinating Khamenei highly plausible.

This possibility is compelling Iranian security agencies to exercise extreme caution. The situation is especially
critical given the collapse of the tacitly agreed-upon rules of engagement and conflict boundaries between Iran
and Israel.

Several factors place Khamenei within the scope of potential Israeli targets, even if his name was absent from
the publicized “assassination list.”




Iran's Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei gestures before he votes during parliamentary elections in Tehran, Iran, March 1,
2024. (credit: Majid Asgaripour/WANA/via Reuters)

Indeed, this very omission could be considered an indicator of purposeful misdirection and deception. Such
tactics are highly likely in these circumstances.

A list that included Sistani

FIRST, THE list was not limited to military leaders of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and
Iranian proxies. It also included Sistani, a Shi’ite religious authority of stature.

This is noteworthy because Sistani does not carry the same weight as Khamenei in managing the conflict with
Israel.

He also lacks the authority to direct Iran-aligned proxies to participate in the so-called “axis of resistance.”
While Sistani’s political and ideological views are akin to those of Khamenei, he lacks authority over the
militant Iraqi Shi’ite organizations.

These groups receive orders directly from the IRGC. It can be said that Sistani’s relationship with these groups
is limited to the spiritual aspect, particularly in terms of Shi’ite unity from Iran to Lebanon and beyond.

Sistani’s statements about the ongoing conflict between Hezbollah and Israel in Lebanon follow the Iranian
political line; however, they focus on providing aid and emphasizing the necessity of helping the Lebanese face
this crisis.

He also issued an emotionally charged statement mourning Hassan Nasrallah, describing him as the “great
martyr.” His sons held a three-day mourning period for Nasrallah in Najaf and Karbala, the two holiest cities in
Iraq for Shi’ites.

Sistani strongly endorses the “support” operations carried out by Iranian-backed proxies against Israel which
contributes in great measure to the alignment of pro-Iran Shi’ite organizations and their execution of missile
strikes against Israel.

Here, we can point to Sistani’s role in mobilizing Iraqi Shi’ite power during the confrontation with ISIS by
issuing his famous Sufficiency Jihad fatwa in 2016 and rallying all factions under the banner of what is known
as Iraq’s Shi’ite Popular Mobilization Forces.

However, Sistani does not appear directly in the conflictual relationship between Iran and Israel. This conflict
involves dimensions that go beyond religious issues and include struggles for hegemony and strategic influence
amid the increasing clash between the Iranian expansionist project and Israel’s desire to ensure its security and
stability.

With Sistani capable of mobilizing most, though not all of the Iraqi Shi’ite front, it stands to reason that Israel
might be considering adding Khamenei himself to the assassination list.

The political and security costs would involve only slight differences in both cases. Both are major Shi’ite
leaders, and the expected Shi’ite anger in the event of the assassination of either would be comparable.

It might even be greater in Sistani’s case, given the factor of power struggle within the circle close to the
Iranian supreme leader.

Khamenei enters the circle of Israel's potential targets

SECOND, THE current geopolitical climate — which Israel considers unique — pushes Khamenei into the circle
of potential Israeli targets.

This is true in terms of the successive victories Israel is achieving in weakening Iran’s power and its regional
proxies; it is also applicable to the current international and regional support for Israeli military operations to
neutralize the Iranian threat.



It is evident that the succession and escalation of Israeli assassination operations against prominent Iranian
leaders or Iran loyalists has not resulted in any significant cost to Israel; the reaction of the Islamic Republic did
not exceed verbal threats and the firing of antiquated missiles — which were intercepted by Israel and its allies —
to satisfy the psychological needs of the pro-Iranian public.

These minimal consequences will encourage Israel to target Iran’s top leaders, including Khamenei himself.

It turns out Israel’s successive and escalating assassinations of prominent Iranian or pro-Iranian leaders have
not, as of now, resulted in a cost that would compel the Israeli security establishment to discontinue of these
bold operations, even if they hit the head of the Iranian regime.

What are the strategic assessments?

THIRD, THERE are strategic assessments that view the scenario of targeting Khamenei as potentially the least
costly and most impactful.

This scenario would have implications for disrupting the calculations of Iranian regime leaders and igniting
conflict within the narrow circle of power. It could also create the conditions to spark popular unrest among
those already primed to challenge the regime.

This is being fueled by deteriorating economic and security conditions and the country’s preoccupation with
ongoing external confrontations and conflicts.

The scenario of the assassination of Khamenei has become a genuine Iranian concern. It is no longer dismissed
by the security apparatus there, especially after the series of targeted attacks by Israel against Nasrallah — and
reportedly against Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh. Doubts and unanswered questions surrounding the death of
Iranian president Ebrahim Raisi, when his helicopter crashed in May, have also contributed to this concern.

This explains reports confirming the rush to move the Islamic Republic’s Supreme Leader to a secure location
after receiving news of Nasrallah’s assassination.

The depth of Israeli intelligence penetration of IRGC security agencies and its proxies has become apparent.
This makes the possibility of reaching the head of the Iranian power hierarchy a real concern for many,
especially for the leaders of the IRGC.

The decisive factor in all of the above hinges on the assessment by Israeli decision-makers of the cost-benefit
analysis being conducted during this period, which aims to maximize Israel’s strategic gains from the turbulent
regional scene.

In my opinion, the idea of assassinating the supreme leader may recede slightly in favor of more vital targets.
These could include Iran’s nuclear and missile program facilities.

This depends on Israel’s operational capability to carry out an effective strike against these facilities without the
risk of facing a second strike. It also depends on the IRGC’s capability to retaliate against the potential Israeli
attack. In this case, the scenario seems open to all possibilities, including all-out war.

Subjecting Iranian nuclear and missile capabilities to a failed or limited-impact strike could compel the IRGC to
use all available offensive capabilities against Israel. They might do so without restraint or political
calculations.

The writer is a UAE political analyst and former Federal National Council candidate.



