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    To the nameless who were not nameless to those who loved them —
the thousands of souls extinguished in Iran's winter of massacre, the children of Minab whose schoolbooks were still open, and every Iranian who lit a candle in a blackout and called it revolution.
 
To the truth-tellers — the journalists, satellite analysts, human rights monitors, and whistleblowers who refused to let the fog of war become a permanent condition.
 
To history itself — which does not wait for permission.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The assassination of a Supreme Leader is never merely the killing of a man. It is the forced punctuation of an entire grammar of power — a full stop inserted by violence into a sentence that a people had been struggling, for decades, to rewrite themselves.
History does not celebrate such moments. It records them — and waits, with cold patience, to see whether what follows is liberation, or only a new captivity wearing a different face.
The question that survives every assassination is not: was the tyrant toppled? The question is: who speaks for the morning after?"
 
 — Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
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There are books that a writer chooses to write. And then there are books that the writer has no choice but to write — books that arrive not as projects but as obligations, summoned by the weight of events that will not wait for the measured pace of scholarship.

This is one of those books.

On 28 February 2026, as the first light fell across Tehran, the Islamic Republic of Iran was struck by the most consequential military operation the Middle East had witnessed since the 2003 invasion of Iraq. Within hours, a man who had governed over 90 million people with absolute authority for 36 years — longer than any other head of state in the region, longer than the Shah whose throne he helped to overthrow — was confirmed dead in the ruins of his compound in the heart of the capital. Ali Hosseini Khamenei, the second Supreme Leader of the Islamic Republic, had been assassinated.

I write these words days after that event. The strikes continue. The missiles are still flying. The succession crisis is unresolved. The world has not yet absorbed the magnitude of what has occurred.

It is precisely because the world has not yet absorbed it that this book must be written now.



On Method and Responsibility

I am, by professional formation and by the discipline of a career spanning 125 internationally published works, an analyst of power — its exercise, its justifications, its consequences, and its limits. My doctoral work in International Relations, my years of teaching at PDS&CE Pakistan, my research published on platforms including Academia.edu and ResearchGate, and my previous published analyses of the Iran-Israel conflict — including my co-authored book Operation Rising Lion 2025: Israel's Strike on Iran's Nuclear Program — have prepared me, as fully as any scholar can be prepared, for a moment like this.

Yet preparation is not the same as certainty. I make no claim in these pages to omniscience. Events are still unfolding. Some facts will be revised by subsequent reporting. Some claims made by governments in the heat of war will be refuted by the evidence of peace. This book is committed to a rigorous methodology: named sources, verifiable documents, satellite imagery analysis, official statements, established international reporting. It does not speculate where evidence is absent. Where evidence is contested, it says so. Where the fog of war is total, it says so too — because the fog itself is part of the record.

I have relied throughout on a body of sources that would do credit to any academic monograph: IAEA reports, CENTCOM statements, the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), Human Rights Activists News Agency (HRANA), Congressional testimony, the reporting of Al Jazeera, Reuters, NPR, CNN, the Financial Times, the Times of Israel, Middle East Eye, and the analytical work of institutions including CSIS, INSS, FPRI, Chatham House, and the Council on Foreign Relations. The bibliography at the close of this volume is not a formality — it is the architecture upon which every argument rests.



On the Subject

Ali Khamenei was not a simple man to write about, and I will not pretend otherwise. He was, simultaneously, a victim of political violence who survived a 27 June 1981 bombing that permanently paralysed his right arm; a revolutionary idealist who genuinely believed in the theological framework he upheld; an authoritarian ruler under whose watch thousands were executed and protests were crushed with live fire; and a strategic thinker who built, over three and a half decades, a regional architecture of influence — the Axis of Resistance — that shaped the lives of hundreds of millions across the Middle East.

He deserves to be understood in his full complexity, not flattened into a caricature. This book does not mourn him. But it does attempt to comprehend him — because comprehension is the precondition of historical understanding, and historical understanding is the only tool we have against the repetition of catastrophe.



On the Larger Stakes

The assassination of Ali Khamenei is not the end of a story. It is the beginning of several, and we do not yet know which of them will prevail.

Is it the beginning of the liberation that the Iranian people — those who danced on rooftops and toppled a monument to Ayatollah Khomeini on 1 March 2026 — have sought since the Mahsa Amini uprising of 2022? Or is it the beginning of a harder, more militarised Islamic Republic, consolidated under the Revolutionary Guards and purged of whatever reformist ambiguity the Pezeshkian presidency represented? Or is it the beginning of something more dangerous still: fragmentation, proxy conflict, the Libyan scenario, the Syrian scenario — the nightmare of a state with nuclear-adjacent capabilities descending into ungoverned violence?

The answer to that question will be written in the months and years ahead. What this book provides is the prologue — the full, documented, analytical account of how the world arrived at the morning of 28 February 2026, what happened on that morning, and what the immediate aftermath revealed about the geopolitical order we now inhabit.

It also provides a reckoning. This book does not shy away from the hard questions: Was the strike legal under international law? Was there, as Senator Mark Warner testified before Congress, genuinely no intelligence of an imminent Iranian preemptive strike? What does it mean for the future of statecraft that a serving head of state was assassinated while his foreign minister was announcing a diplomatic breakthrough in Oman? What precedent has been set — and for whom?

These are not comfortable questions. But discomfort is not a reason to avoid them. A scholar who looks away from the hardest implications of the evidence has abandoned the responsibility that justifies his existence.



On Writing in the Present Tense of History

My career has taken me across the landscape of contemporary global affairs — from the India-Pakistan strategic balance to the Russia-Pakistan relationship, from American electoral politics to the rare earth geopolitics of South Asia, from Islamic jurisprudence to digital entrepreneurship. Across all of it, one conviction has remained constant: that the most important act a scholar can perform is to translate the complexity of the present moment into language that is rigorous enough to satisfy the specialist and clear enough to reach the citizen.

This book is written in that conviction.

It is written for the student of International Relations who needs a comprehensive analytical account of how the post-October 7 cascade led, in 28 months, to the assassination of a Supreme Leader. It is written for the diplomat who needs to understand the institutional architecture of the Islamic Republic and the succession mechanisms now in play. It is written for the policy analyst who needs to situate Operation Epic Fury within the framework of international humanitarian law and the US War Powers Resolution of 1973. And it is written for the general reader — the person who followed the news on 28 February 2026 with horror, or relief, or both simultaneously, and who deserves a fuller account than a breaking news ticker can provide.

Subsequent editions of this volume will correct errors, incorporate confirmed facts that remain disputed at time of writing, and extend the narrative as the succession crisis, the military conflict, and the regional consequences unfold. The first edition — this edition — preserves what no subsequent edition can: the record of what was known, what was claimed, what was contested, and what was feared, in the immediate days of the most consequential event in the modern history of the Middle East.



Dr. Naim Tahir Baig Ph.D. in International Relations 
Author of 125+ Internationally Published Works 
Senior Coordinator and Head of Department, 
PDS&CE Pakistan 
March 2026
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"Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it." — George Santayana, The Life of Reason: Reason in Common Sense (Charles Scribner's Sons, New York, 1905), p. 284

“Those who cannot analyse the present are condemned to misunderstand the future.”

— Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
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PART I: THE MAN, THE SYSTEM, AND THE SCARS
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Chapter 1


Ali Hosseini Khamenei —

A Life Shaped By Revolution And Survival
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On the morning of Saturday, 28 February 2026, the man who had governed the Islamic Republic of Iran for thirty-seven years was killed when Israeli aircraft dropped approximately thirty precision munitions on his leadership compound in central Tehran. The compound, on Palestine Street, was reduced to rubble in what the Israeli Defence Forces described as "a precise, large-scale operation." Ali Hosseini Khamenei — cleric, survivor of torture, survivor of assassination, revolutionary ideologue, and the second Supreme Leader in the history of the Islamic Republic — was eighty-six years old.1 It was, by a dark historical symmetry, a Saturday — precisely as the 1981 bomb attack at the Abuzar Mosque had been a Saturday, forty-five years earlier. Both attempts on his life, the one that failed and the one that succeeded, fell on the same day of the week.2

To understand how Khamenei arrived at that moment of annihilation — and why his death produced global reverberations disproportionate to those generated by the deaths of other heads of state — one must understand the life that preceded it. His biography is not incidental background. It is the architecture of everything that followed.

1.1  Origins in Mashhad (1939–1958)

Ali Hosseini Khamenei was born on 19 April 1939 in the city of Mashhad, in the northeastern Iranian province of Razavi Khorasan.3 Mashhad is not a city like any other in the Shia Islamic world: it is the site of the shrine of Imam Ali ibn Musa al-Ridha, the eighth of the twelve Imams venerated by Twelver Shia Muslims, and it draws millions of pilgrims annually. To be born and formed there is to be saturated in a specific and intense strain of Shia devotion — one in which the themes of martyrdom, suffering, and the longing for justice are not abstract theological propositions but daily atmospheric conditions.

His father, Sayyid Javad Hosseini Khamenei, was a religious scholar and mujtahid — a jurist qualified to exercise independent religious reasoning — who had himself been educated at the Hawza of Najaf in Iraq, the most ancient centre of Shia scholarship in the world.4 His mother, Khadijeh Mirdamadi, came from a Persian clerical family in Yazd. Ali was the second of eight children. The family were Sayyids: descendants of the Prophet Muhammad through the line of Imam Ali, a status conferred on those who wear the black turban. The household was materially poor. In later autobiographical reflections, Khamenei described childhood nights when "there was no supper," a single shared room, and a damp basement; his mother fashioning clothing for her children from the worn-out garments of their father.5

Religious education began at age four, when Ali and his elder brother Mohammad were sent to a maktab — a traditional religious primary school — to learn the alphabet and begin Quranic recitation.6 The family's official biography records that the young Ali subsequently transferred to a newly established Islamic school before entering the theological seminary of Mashhad, where he covered the intermediate curriculum — logic, philosophy, and Islamic jurisprudence — in five years under the supervision of his father and senior scholars including Grand Ayatollah Milani.7 The pace of his progress was remarkable for his age. According to his own later account, the decision to pursue a clerical vocation was shaped above all by his parents, and especially his father.8

The intellectual formation was not, however, narrowly confined to religious texts. Khamenei read voraciously as an adolescent: Persian poetry, history, geography, mathematics, and literature. He later recalled being able to recite by memory passages read years earlier, and claimed that his critiques of poetry were regularly affirmed by professional poets.9 This breadth would prove consequential: the Supreme Leader who would later issue fatwas against satellite television and restrict the internet had himself been formed as a young man who enjoyed literature and intellectual culture, drove a Volkswagen, and smoked a pipe. His former colleague Mohammad Ali Abtahi, a cleric from Mashhad and a former Iranian vice-president, observed that before the revolution, Khamenei "was known in Mashhad as a revolutionary with a modern tendency towards religious intellectualism."10

In 1957, at the age of eighteen, Khamenei travelled to Najaf to study at the site where his father had been educated. He was exposed to the lectures of the most eminent Shia jurists of the era — among them Sayyid Mohsen Hakim and Mirza Baqer Zanjani — and initially decided to remain for advanced study.11 His father's deteriorating eyesight brought him home to Mashhad within a year. The following year, 1958, he moved to the city of Qom, Iran's preeminent centre of religious scholarship, where he enrolled in the Hawza and attended the classes of Grand Ayatollah Hossein Borujerdi — then the most senior Shia cleric in the world — and, crucially, of a cleric whose ideas would transform his life: Ruhollah Khomeini.12

1.2  Revolutionary Underground (1962–1979)

The Qom of the early 1960s was a crucible. Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi's programme of top-down Westernising modernisation — the White Revolution of 1963 — threatened clerical landholdings, extended suffrage to women, and reduced the hawza's role in public education. Khomeini had emerged as the most uncompromising opponent of the Shah among the senior clerics. Khamenei, now a young mujtahid, joined his movement. It was, in his own words, through attending Khomeini's lectures in Qom in 1962 that he first grasped the duty to resist the Shah's regime.13

The consequences were swift and severe. In May 1963, corresponding to the holy month of Muharram, Khomeini dispatched the young Khamenei to carry a secret message to Grand Ayatollah Milani and other senior clerics in Mashhad. This first act of revolutionary courier work was the beginning of a decade and a half of underground political activity. In 1963, at the age of twenty-four, Khamenei was imprisoned for the first time for his political activities. His official biography records that he was subjected to severe torture during this initial detention.14 He would be arrested repeatedly by SAVAK, the Shah's intelligence service — trained by both the CIA and the Israeli Mossad — over the following fifteen years. He was also sentenced to internal exile in the remote southeastern city of Iranshahr in Sistan and Baluchestan, one of Iran's most desolate provinces.15

During these years, Khamenei delivered weekly public lectures and sermons — in Mashhad and, from 1980, at Tehran University — that combined Quranic exegesis with sharp political critique. He was, in the words of a Reuters assessment, a mainstream figure among the revolutionary clerics: neither so radical as to be regarded with suspicion by senior marjas nor so moderate as to be tolerated by SAVAK.16 His lectures drew large audiences. He also frequented, in Mashhad, the circle of the Movement of God-Worshipping Socialists, an organisation that drew on Islamic theology but also on figures as varied as Marx, Che Guevara, and the Iranian intellectual Ali Shariati. According to the scholar Abbas Milani, this exposure shaped Khamenei's later Third Worldism — his framing of Iran's struggle as part of a global revolt by the oppressed against hegemonic power.17

By early 1977, Khamenei was arrested again and subsequently exiled for three years.18 He was released as the revolutionary wave swept the country, returning to public life as mass demonstrations forced the Shah to agree to a series of concessions that ultimately proved futile. When Khomeini swept back to Tehran on 1 February 1979 after fourteen years of exile in Najaf and Paris, Khamenei was appointed immediately to the Revolutionary Council — the provisional executive body that would govern Iran in the first months after the Shah's departure. He was forty years old. The years of underground work, imprisonment, torture, and exile were over. The decades of absolute power were about to begin.

1.3  The 1981 Assassination Attempt and Its Legacy

Of all the events that shaped the man who would govern Iran for thirty-seven years, none left a more literal and lasting mark than the morning of Saturday, 27 June 1981. Khamenei had returned to Tehran from the frontlines of the Iran-Iraq War, visited Khomeini, and proceeded to the Abuzar Mosque in southern Tehran to deliver his regular address to a gathering of young men.19 After his speech, he sat at the rostrum to answer questions submitted by the congregation. A tape recorder had been placed on the table in front of him, brought by an individual posing as a journalist — described by Iran's Mashregh News as "a young man of medium height, curly hair, beard and chequered coat."20

After approximately a minute, the device began making a loud whistling sound. Then it exploded. The blast shattered Khamenei's right arm and damaged his vocal cords and lungs. He was rushed to hospital, where he underwent surgery and spent several months in convalescence.21 His right arm was permanently paralysed. The message found inscribed on the inner wall of the split tape recorder read: "A gift from the Forqan Group to the Islamic Republic."22 The attribution has been contested ever since: Khamenei's own official website attributes the planning to the Mojahedin-e Khalq (MEK), while the Forqan Group — an anti-clerical organisation that had previously assassinated two IRGC commanders and a close aide to Khomeini — was identified in contemporaneous news accounts.23

The timing was apocalyptic. The following day — 28 June 1981 — a massive bomb tore through the headquarters of the Islamic Republican Party in Tehran, killing over seventy people, including Ayatollah Mohammad Beheshti, the head of the revolutionary judiciary. In the space of two days, Iran's clerical government had lost its chief justice and barely avoided losing the man who would become its longest-serving leader. The wave of political assassinations in the first half of 1981 — dozens of Revolutionary Guard officers, government officials, and senior party figures — constituted what the Jerusalem Post described as a campaign to physically exterminate the upper echelon of the Islamic Republic.24

Khamenei's survival was instrumentalised immediately. In a regime that venerated martyrdom and prized the figure of the shahid — the witness who suffers — a leader who had almost died became a "living martyr" of the revolution. He himself described the experience with the clarity of a man who believed in divine protection: "I felt that God was sparing me and saving me for heavier responsibilities."25 In a more secular formulation, his Ynet News obituary observed that the episode permanently shaped his self-image as a survivor who had been tested and preserved by fate.26

The psychological consequences ran deeper than image. Scholars and analysts who tracked Khamenei's trajectory consistently identify the 1981 attempt as a formative event in his evolution. Reuters' contemporaneous biographical account summarised the scholarly consensus: outside Iran, analysts painted a picture of "a secretive ideologue fearful of betrayal," an anxiety fed directly by the bomb in the tape recorder.27 The attack had come from within Iran's own political ecosystem — from forces that had once shared revolutionary space with the clerics. The lesson Khamenei absorbed was one of permanent vigilance: rivals were potential assassins, and the state's security apparatus was not a bureaucratic convenience but an existential necessity. This logic animated forty-five years of IRGC patronage, judicial repression, and the methodical elimination of political rivals.

It is also worth noting, as the Republic World observed in a report published the day after his death, what scholars call "the Saturday irony": both the 1981 assassination attempt and the 2026 killing occurred on a Saturday.28 Whether one regards this as mere coincidence or as the kind of symmetry that history occasionally — and perhaps sardonically — imposes on the lives of those who survive too long, it anchors both events in the same day of the week, the same morning schedule of public duties, and the same exposure that public life inevitably created for a man who believed himself divinely protected.

1.4  The Presidency (1981–1989)

The 1981 assassination attempt occurred against the backdrop of an astonishing political ascent. Just weeks after the bombing, Khamenei won the presidential election with ninety-five percent of the vote — running in a field of four candidates, all of whom publicly endorsed him — to become the first cleric ever to hold the Iranian presidency.29 He was forty-two years old. Two months earlier, he had been lying in a hospital bed wondering whether he would survive.

The presidency was a structurally weak office under the Islamic Republic's first constitution. Real executive authority was vested in the prime minister; the president was, in the assessment of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, operating in a "largely ceremonial role."30 This arrangement did not diminish Khamenei's political utility. He used the decade in the presidency to build two things: a reputation for organisational competence and tactical intelligence, and a dense personal network inside the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. As president during the eight-year Iran-Iraq War — a conflict that killed an estimated one million people on both sides — he made repeated visits to the front lines, earning the loyalty of IRGC commanders who valued a political leader willing to share their conditions.31

Narges Bajoghli, an associate professor of Middle East studies at Johns Hopkins University, has identified the Iran-Iraq War as the definitive event in Khamenei's worldview: "He is the leader whose formation was in the war with Iraq — that framed his outlook on domestic and foreign politics. Once he became the supreme leader, he focused on building the military and paramilitary apparatus for a siege, for constant resistance."32 Vali Nasr, professor at Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies and author of Iran's Grand Strategy: A Political History, extends the same argument: Khamenei emerged from the presidency with the conviction that Iran was fundamentally vulnerable, that the United States was inherently hostile, and that the revolution, the Islamic Republic, and Iranian nationalism were inseparable imperatives that must be defended against foreign and domestic enemies alike.33

His relationship with Khomeini during the presidential years was unambiguously subordinate. He deferred publicly to the Supreme Leader on all matters of policy and doctrine, accepted the relegation of the presidency to a secondary role, and built no independent power base of his own. He was re-elected in 1985.34 When the Iran-Iraq War ended with a ceasefire in August 1988 — Khomeini famously described accepting the peace as drinking from "the chalice of poison" — Khamenei was among the first senior officials to endorse the decision, despite his otherwise hardline instincts. He was loyal, institutional, and dependable: precisely the qualities that would make him the candidate of last resort when Khomeini began to die.

1.5  Becoming Supreme Leader (1989)

Ruhollah Khomeini died on 3 June 1989. The Assembly of Experts convened the following day. The succession was a crisis dressed as a transition. The Iranian constitution's original text required the Supreme Leader to be a marja' al-taqlid — a Grand Ayatollah, a source of emulation of the highest religious rank. Khamenei was not one. He held the rank of Hujjat al-Islam: a respected but considerably more junior clerical grade. Several Grand Ayatollahs publicly opposed his candidacy.35

In a session recorded and later partially released, Khamenei stated with evident anguish that he was unfit for the position. His exact words became famous: "We should shed tears of blood wailing for the Islamic society that has been forced to even propose me as supreme leader."36 He told the assembly he would serve only as a "ceremonial leader," and was reportedly told by Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani — the powerful parliamentary speaker who chaired the session and who is widely credited with manoeuvring Khamenei's selection — that the position would be "temporary" until a referendum could be arranged.37 No such referendum was ever held.

Rafsanjani's decisive role has been extensively documented. He cited to the assembly a memory of Khomeini expressing preference for Khamenei as his political successor — a claim difficult to verify but impossible for the assembled clerics to contradict in the immediate hours after Khomeini's death. Khamenei secured sixty of seventy-four votes.38 The constitution was subsequently amended on 28 July 1989 to remove the marja' requirement, and the Assembly of Experts formally reconvened on 6 August to confirm Khamenei's permanent appointment by sixty votes out of sixty-four present.39

Alex Vatanka, director of the Iran Program at the Middle East Institute, captures the paradox precisely: "He was the unlikely candidate. He knew himself he didn't have the prestige, the gravitas, to be the successor to the founder of the Islamic Republic, Ayatollah Khomeini."40 He had no independent popular base, no theological prestige comparable to a Grand Ayatollah, and no charisma to rival Khomeini's mythic standing. The very weakness of his initial position, however, became the engine of his extraordinary consolidation. Precisely because he was not seen as powerful, he was permitted to accumulate power. By the time anyone recognised what had happened, it was too late to stop it.

The first act of consolidation was structural. In 1989, the position of Vice Supreme Leader was abolished — ensuring that no rival power centre could develop beneath him.41 Judicial appointments, the staffing of the Guardian Council, the direction of the IRGC: all these instruments of power were gradually concentrated in the hands of the Supreme Leader's office, and specifically in the hands of Ali Khamenei.

1.6  Thirty-Six Years of Supreme Authority (1989–2026)

At the time of his death, Khamenei was the longest-serving head of state in the Middle East and the longest-serving Iranian ruler since Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi himself.42 The thirty-seven years of his supreme leadership — he was appointed on 4 June 1989 and killed on 28 February 2026 — constitute one of the most consequential reigns in the modern political history of the Islamic world. They were years of consolidation, expansion, and ultimately overextension.

The consolidation of power proceeded through three principal instruments. The first was the IRGC, which Khamenei transformed from the paramilitary force it had been under Khomeini into the central pillar of Iran's political economy: a military, intelligence, and commercial empire with tentacles across construction, finance, energy, and media. Ali Vaez, director of the Iran Project at the International Crisis Group, identified the essential dynamic: Khamenei "managed, on the back of the Revolutionary Guards, to increasingly appropriate all levers of power in his hands and sideline everyone else."43 The second was Setad — the Execution of Imam Khomeini's Order Headquarters — which Khamenei expanded from a modest clerical foundation into one of the wealthiest economic institutions in the country, controlling vast holdings in real estate, industry, banks, and media, with assets that various analysts estimated at between tens of billions and upward of one hundred billion dollars.44 The third was the network of judicial and clerical appointments through which he populated every significant institution of the state with loyalists whose careers depended on his continued favour.

His foreign policy was built on three interlocking pillars: the Axis of Resistance, the nuclear programme, and the doctrine of permanent confrontation with the United States and Israel. The Axis of Resistance — comprising Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad in Gaza and the West Bank, the Houthi movement in Yemen, and allied Shia militias in Iraq and Syria — was conceived as a strategic depth: a network of non-state actors that extended Iran's deterrence beyond its borders and imposed costs on Israel and the Gulf states without requiring Iran to engage in direct conventional conflict. Khamenei supported Russia's war in Ukraine. He backed the Assad regime in Syria until its collapse in December 2024.45

The nuclear programme was the other pillar of his strategic legacy. Khamenei consistently maintained that Iran's enrichment activities were for peaceful civilian purposes — he issued a verbal fatwa declaring nuclear weapons un-Islamic — while presiding over a programme that by 2025 had produced enough enriched uranium for nine nuclear warheads according to IAEA estimates.46 He approved the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) with evident reluctance, describing it as a moment of "heroic flexibility," and his subsequent response to President Trump's 2018 withdrawal from the agreement confirmed every suspicion he had voiced: that Washington was an inherently untrustworthy interlocutor whose word could not be relied upon.47

Domestically, his record was one of relentless repression. The 1999 and 2002 student protests were crushed. The 2009 Green Movement — triggered by the disputed re-election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in an election Khamenei had publicly validated — was met with mass arrests and killings and left the regime's legitimacy damaged in ways that never fully healed. The 2019 protests over fuel price increases killed hundreds. The 2022 uprising following the death of Mahsa Amini in morality police custody — for the alleged improper wearing of a headscarf — killed more than five hundred by Amnesty International's count, and drew global condemnation.48 In every case, Khamenei attributed the unrest to foreign interference — specifically to Washington and Jerusalem — rather than to the legitimacy of the protesters' grievances.

His approach to political rivals was systematic elimination. He sidelined, marginalised, or imprisoned every president who challenged his authority: Abolhassan Banisadr had been impeached before Khamenei's rise; Mohammad Khatami's reformist agenda was consistently thwarted through the Guardian Council's veto and the IRGC's implicit threat; Mir Hossein Mousavi and Mehdi Karroubi were placed under indefinite house arrest from 2011 without trial — on Khamenei's direct order, according to Karroubi himself. Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, the man who had placed him in power, was humiliated in the 2013 presidential elections when the Guardian Council disqualified his candidacy. The scholar Sanam Vakil of Chatham House observed that "moments of succession tend to strengthen conservative and security-driven factions" — a dynamic that Khamenei had spent thirty-seven years deliberately engineering.49

His final years were years of accelerating crisis. The Twelve-Day War of June 2025 — in which Israeli and then American forces destroyed much of Iran's nuclear infrastructure and killed senior IRGC commanders and nuclear scientists — shattered the deterrence architecture he had spent decades constructing.50 The massive popular uprising that erupted across all thirty-one Iranian provinces in late December 2025 — the largest since 1979 — and the subsequent massacres that killed thousands of protesters demonstrated that he had lost the consent of a decisive portion of his own population. Mocked as "Moosh Ali" — "Rat Ali" — by those same protesters as he retreated to his underground bunker on 24 January 2026, he spent his last weeks governing a country at war, under siege both from without and within.51

He was killed, as noted, in his office: the Tasnim news agency reported that he was struck while "carrying out his duties."52 The Fars News Agency confirmed that his daughter, son-in-law, daughter-in-law, and grandchild were killed alongside him in the same strike on the compound.53 His wife of sixty-two years, Mansoureh Khojasteh Bagherzadeh, survived.54

Alex Vatanka's assessment stands as an appropriate epitaph: "He will be remembered as a man who had many opportunities to listen to his people and change course. But as supreme leader he was so set in his rigid ways, so determined to prevail over his domestic and foreign rivals, and deep down so insecure that he never really opted for any serious introspection."55 And: "History will show Khamenei's reign was deeply traumatic for the Iranian people who watched their country isolated and weakened to the point where a majority came to see emigration as their only hope."56

The chapters that follow trace how that reign ended: through the systematic dismantling of the Axis of Resistance that Khamenei had built, the military decapitation of June 2025, the internal collapse of January 2026, and the diplomatic failure of February 2026 — all of which converged in the decision to kill him on the morning of 28 February. But they are all downstream of the life described here: the life of a man formed by poverty, faith, imprisonment, and a bomb that failed to kill him, who then built a system of power so total that only another bomb — forty-five years later and several times larger — could bring it down.

Endnotes

1 Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting (IRIB) and the Iranian Supreme National Security Council, confirmation of the death of Ali Hosseini Khamenei, broadcast 1 March 2026, approximately 5:00 AM Iran Standard Time; Israel Defence Forces, official statement, 28 February 2026, cited in Anadolu Agency, "Profile: The Life and Power of Iran's Ayatollah Ali Khamenei," 28 February 2026, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/profile-the-life-and-power-of-iran-s-ayatollah-ali-khamenei/3844535 (accessed 2 March 2026).

2 Republic World, "1981 Assassination Attempt and Its Saturday Irony," 1 March 2026; Jerusalem Post, "From Survivor to Supreme Leader: The 1981 Ali Khamenei Assassination Attempt," 28 February 2026, https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/iran-news/article-814376 (accessed 1 March 2026).

3 Encyclopaedia Britannica, "Ali Khamenei," updated 1 March 2026, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Ali-Khamenei (accessed 2 March 2026); Anadolu Agency, "Profile," 28 February 2026.

4 Official biography, Khamenei.ir (Office of the Iranian Supreme Leader), "Biography of Ayatollah Khamenei the Leader of the Islamic Revolution," https://english.khamenei.ir/news/2130/Biography-of-Ayatollah-Khamenei-the-Leader-of-the-Islamic-Revolution (accessed 1 March 2026).

5 The Irish Times, "Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Iran's Supreme Leader, 1939–2026," 1 March 2026, https://www.irishtimes.com/world/middle-east/2026/03/01/ayatollah-ali-khamenei-irans-supreme-leader-1939-2026/ (accessed 2 March 2026).

6 Khamenei.ir, "Biography of Ayatollah Khamenei."

7 Ibid.

8 Ibid. Khamenei is quoted: "The main encouraging factors for this enlightened decision were my parents, especially my father."

9 Ali Khamenei, autobiographical reflections on his literary interests and memory, as recorded in the official biography: Office of the Iranian Supreme Leader, Khamenei.ir, "Biography of Ayatollah Khamenei the Leader of the Islamic Revolution," https://english.khamenei.ir/news/2130/Biography-of-Ayatollah-Khamenei-the-Leader-of-the-Islamic-Revolution (accessed 1 March 2026). Corroborated in RFE/RL, "Ali Khamenei, Iran's Supreme Leader, Killed," 1 March 2026, https://www.rferl.org/a/khamenei-death-iran-us-strikes-israel-obituary/33690677.html (accessed 2 March 2026), which records that those who knew him early in life remembered him as a man who "loved poetry and literature, smoked a pipe, and was interested in talking to young people."

10 Mohammad Ali Abtahi, quoted in The Irish Times, "Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Iran's Supreme Leader, 1939–2026," 1 March 2026.

11 RFE/RL, "Ali Khamenei, Iran's Supreme Leader, Killed," 1 March 2026, https://www.rferl.org/a/khamenei-death-iran-us-strikes-israel-obituary/33690677.html (accessed 2 March 2026). RFE/RL confirms Khamenei's brief period at Najaf and his return to Mashhad, noting he "studied in the holy city of Qom under the future founder of the Islamic republic, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini." The Najaf visit and specific teachers are further confirmed by The Irish Times, "Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Iran's Supreme Leader, 1939–2026," 1 March 2026, https://www.irishtimes.com/world/middle-east/2026/03/01/ayatollah-ali-khamenei-irans-supreme-leader-1939-2026/ (accessed 2 March 2026).

12 Encyclopaedia Britannica, "Ali Khamenei"; UANI, "Early Life and Education"; Khamenei.ir, "Biography."

13 Khamenei.ir, "Biography." Khamenei states: "It was in Qum in 1962, that Sayyed Ali joined the ranks of the revolutionary followers of Imam Khomeini."

14 Jefferson City News-Tribune (via Associated Press), "Khamenei, Reportedly Killed by Airstrikes, Has Embodied Fearsome Anti-Western Rule," 1 March 2026, https://www.newstribune.com/news/2026/mar/01/khamenei-reportedly-killed-by-airstrikes-has/ (accessed 2 March 2026). Khamenei's official biography, as cited in this account, records severe torture in 1963.

15 Al Jazeera, "Ayatollah Ali Khamenei: The Leader Who Shaped Iran's Defiance," 28 February 2026, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2026/2/28/ayatollah-ali-khamenei-the-leader-who-shaped-irans-defiance (accessed 1 March 2026); Foreign Policy, "Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei Dead at 86," 28 February 2026, https://foreignpolicy.com/2026/02/28/ayatollah-ali-khamenei-death-obituary-iran-war/ (accessed 1 March 2026).

16 Reuters, "Ayatollah Ali Khamenei: Iran's Supreme Leader for 36 Years Dies at 86," cited via CBC News, 28 February 2026, https://www.cbc.ca/news/world/ayatollah-ali-khamenei-obituary-9.7110207 (accessed 2 March 2026).

17 Abbas Milani, Eminent Persians: Men and Women Who Made Modern Iran, 1941–1979, 2 vols. (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2008). Milani, the Hamid and Christina Moghadam Director of Iranian Studies at Stanford University, has written extensively on Khamenei's political formation and Third Worldist ideology. His assessment of Khamenei's encounter with the Movement of God-Worshipping Socialists and the influence of Ali Shariati on his ideological development is discussed in his broader analysis of Iranian intellectual currents during the Pahlavi era. Corroborated in Al Jazeera, "Ayatollah Ali Khamenei: The Leader Who Shaped Iran's Defiance," 28 February 2026, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2026/2/28/ayatollah-ali-khamenei-the-leader-who-shaped-irans-defiance (accessed 1 March 2026).

18 The Irish Times, "Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Iran's Supreme Leader, 1939–2026," 1 March 2026. The account of multiple arrests and internal exile is further confirmed by The Irish Times, which states his anti-Shah speeches "led to at least nine periods of imprisonment and internal exile in deprived areas." The 1977 arrest is confirmed by the official Khamenei.ir biography, "Biography of Ayatollah Khamenei"; the three-year exile is corroborated in Euronews, "Years of Absolute Rule: Who Was Ali Khamenei and How Did He Come to Power in Iran?" 1 March 2026, https://www.euronews.com/2026/03/01/forty-years-of-absolute-rule-over-iran-who-was-khamenei-and-how-did-he-come-to-power (accessed 2 March 2026).

19 Jerusalem Post, "From Survivor to Supreme Leader: The 1981 Ali Khamenei Assassination Attempt," 28 February 2026, https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/iran-news/article-814376 (accessed 1 March 2026).

20 Mashregh News, cited in ibid.

21 UPI Archives, 27 June 1981, "A Bomb Planted Inside a Tape Recorder in an Assassination Attempt Exploded," https://www.upi.com/Archives/1981/06/27/today-whenA-bomb-planted-inside-a-tape-recorder-in/5746362462400/ (accessed 1 March 2026). This is a contemporaneous primary news dispatch confirming the date, location, and injuries.

22 Jerusalem Post, "From Survivor to Supreme Leader."

23 UPI Archives, 27 June 1981; Euronews, "Years of Absolute Rule: Who Was Ali Khamenei and How Did He Come to Power in Iran?" 1 March 2026, https://www.euronews.com/2026/03/01/forty-years-of-absolute-rule-over-iran-who-was-khamenei-and-how-did-he-come-to-power (accessed 2 March 2026); Middle East Eye, "Iran's Supreme Leader Killed in US-Israeli Strikes," 28 February 2026, https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/iran-supreme-leader-ali-khamenei-killed (accessed 1 March 2026).

24 Jerusalem Post, "Khamenei's Hidden Hand Concealed His Flaw, and His Long-Reach of Terror," 28 February 2026, https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/iran-news/article-888381 (accessed 1 March 2026).

25 France 24, "Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Iran's Hardline Supreme Leader, Is Dead at 86," 1 March 2026, https://www.france24.com/en/asia-pacific/20260301-iran-supreme-leader-ayatollah-khamenei-dies-killed (accessed 2 March 2026).

26 Ynet News, "End of the Dictator: Iran's Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei Killed, Body Found," 28 February 2026, https://www.ynetnews.com/article/bkcmf8wfbe (accessed 1 March 2026).

27 Reuters, "Ayatollah Ali Khamenei: Iran's Supreme Leader for 36 Years Dies at 86," 28 February 2026, as carried by multiple outlets including Cyprus Mail, https://cyprus-mail.com/2026/02/28/ayatollah-khamenei-embodied-fearsome-anti-western-rule (accessed 2 March 2026); The Times of Israel, "Iran's Ali Khamenei, Who Based Brutal Rule on Fiery Hostility to US and Israel, Dead at 86," 28 February 2026, https://www.timesofisrael.com/irans-ali-khamenei-who-based-brutal-rule-on-fiery-hostility-to-us-and-israel-dead-at-86/ (accessed 1 March 2026). The phrase "a secretive ideologue fearful of betrayal" is Reuters' summation of the scholarly consensus outside Iran, anchored explicitly to the 1981 assassination attempt which "paralysed his right arm." Alex Vatanka of the Middle East Institute expanded on the same anxiety in NPR: "He spent the first few years in power being very nervous. He really literally felt that somebody is going to, you know, take him down from the position of power." NPR, "White House Confirms Death of Iran's Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei," 28 February 2026, https://www.npr.org/2026/02/28/nx-s1-5436832/white-house-confirms-death-of-irans-supreme-leader-ayatollah-ali-khamenei (accessed 1 March 2026).

28 Republic World, 1 March 2026. The observation of the "Saturday irony" is confirmed by cross-referencing the date of the 1981 attempt (27 June 1981, a Saturday) with the date of the 2026 assassination (28 February 2026, also a Saturday).

29 France 24, "Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Iran's Hardline Supreme Leader, Is Dead at 86," 1 March 2026; Middle East Eye, "Iran's Supreme Leader Killed," 28 February 2026.

30 Encyclopaedia Britannica, "Ali Khamenei," updated 1 March 2026.

31 Times of Israel, "Iran's Ali Khamenei, Who Based Brutal Rule on Fiery Hostility to US and Israel, Dead at 86," 28 February 2026, https://www.timesofisrael.com/irans-ali-khamenei-who-based-brutal-rule-on-fiery-hostility-to-us-and-israel-dead-at-86/ (accessed 1 March 2026).

32 Narges Bajoghli, associate professor of anthropology and Middle East studies, Johns Hopkins University, quoted in Al Jazeera, "Ayatollah Ali Khamenei: The Leader Who Shaped Iran's Defiance," 28 February 2026.

33 Vali Nasr, quoted in Al Jazeera, "Ayatollah Ali Khamenei: The Leader Who Shaped Iran's Defiance," 28 February 2026. Nasr is the Majid Khadduri Professor of International Affairs and Middle East Studies at the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies (SAIS). The argument about Khamenei's conviction regarding Iranian vulnerability and American hostility is developed at length in his monograph: Vali Nasr, Iran's Grand Strategy: A Political History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2025).

34 Encyclopaedia Britannica, "Ali Khamenei."

35 Euronews, "Years of Absolute Rule," 1 March 2026; Al Alhurra, "Khamenei Obituary," 28 February 2026, https://alhurra.com/en/14605 (accessed 1 March 2026).

36 Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (RFE/RL), "Ali Khamenei, Iran's Supreme Leader, Killed," 1 March 2026, reprinted at GlobalSecurity.org, https://www.globalsecurity.org/wmd/library/news/iran/2026/03/iran-260301-rferl04.htm (accessed 2 March 2026).

37 Euronews, "Years of Absolute Rule," 1 March 2026. The account of Rafsanjani's assurances and the "temporary" framing is sourced from the recorded session, portions of which were later released publicly.

38 Anadolu Agency, "Explainer — How Iran Will Choose a New Supreme Leader After Khamenei," 28 February 2026, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/explainer-how-iran-will-choose-a-new-supreme-leader-after-khamenei/3844615 (accessed 1 March 2026). The figure of sixty votes from seventy-four is confirmed by this source.

39 Middle East Institute, "Moving to a Post-Khamenei Era: The Role of the Assembly of Experts," November 2024 (updated 2025), https://mei.edu/publication/moving-post-khamenei-era-role-assembly-experts/ (accessed 1 March 2026). The date of the constitutional referendum (28 July 1989) and the formal re-confirmation vote (6 August 1989, 60 of 64) are confirmed here.

40 NPR, "Who Was Ayatollah Ali Khameini, the Iranian Supreme Leader Killed in Strikes?" 1 March 2026, https://www.npr.org/2026/03/01/nx-s1-5436832-e1/who-was-ayatollah-ali-khameini-the-iranian-supreme-leader-killed-in-strikes (accessed 2 March 2026). Vatanka's remarks are from NPR's interview with him.

41 This is confirmed by the constitutional record; see the Iranian Constitution as amended in 1989, Article 107, which eliminates the Vice-Supreme Leader position created in the original 1979 text.

42 RFE/RL, "Ali Khamenei, Iran's Supreme Leader, Killed," 1 March 2026. RFE/RL confirms that "Khamenei is survived by four sons, one daughter, and his wife" and that "a second daughter reportedly died in the same US and Israeli strikes that killed Khamenei." The marriage date of 1964/1965 and family biographical details are confirmed by Reuters, "Ayatollah Ali Khamenei: Iran's Supreme Leader for 36 Years Dies at 86," 28 February 2026, as carried across multiple outlets including The Times of Israel, https://www.timesofisrael.com/irans-ali-khamenei-who-based-brutal-rule-on-fiery-hostility-to-us-and-israel-dead-at-86/ (accessed 1 March 2026).

43 Ali Vaez, International Crisis Group, quoted in NPR, "Who Was Ayatollah Ali Khameini?" 1 March 2026.

44 The primary investigation into Setad's assets is: Reuters, "Special Report: Khamenei's $95 Billion Empire — How Iran's Supreme Leader Controls a Massive Financial Conglomerate," 11 November 2013. Reuters estimated Setad's assets at approximately $95 billion, comprising roughly $52 billion in real estate and $43 billion in corporate holdings, built through systematic seizure of thousands of properties belonging to religious minorities and Iranians living abroad. The US Treasury Department imposed sanctions on Setad in June 2013, describing it as a "massive network of front companies." Subsequent estimates by US officials have placed the broader network at closer to $200 billion: France 24, "Iran's Khamenei 'Controls Mysterious $95bn Business,'" 12 November 2013, https://www.france24.com/en/20131112-iran-ayatollah-khamenei-95-billion-business-empire-reuters (accessed 1 March 2026); Iran International, "Khamenei Is Dead: The Dictator a Nation Longed to See Gone," 28 February 2026, https://www.iranintl.com/en/202602281568 (accessed 1 March 2026).

45 Al Jazeera, "Ayatollah Ali Khamenei: The Leader Who Shaped Iran's Defiance," 28 February 2026; NBC News DFW, "What to Know About Ayatollah Ali Khamenei," 28 February 2026, https://www.nbcdfw.com/news/national-international/who-is-ayatollah-ali-khamenei-what-to-know-about-iran-supreme-leader/3991235/ (accessed 1 March 2026).

46 International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), "NPT Safeguards Agreement with the Islamic Republic of Iran," GOV/2025/22, 31 May 2025, cited in the book's Chapter 4. The IAEA confirmed Iran possessed sufficient enriched uranium for nine warheads as of May 2025.

47 Al Jazeera, "Ayatollah Ali Khamenei: The Leader Who Shaped Iran's Defiance," 28 February 2026; Encyclopaedia Britannica, "Ali Khamenei."

48 Amnesty International, Iran country coverage 2022–2023, as cited in Al Jazeera, "Ayatollah Ali Khamenei," 28 February 2026 (500+ killed in 2022 protests); Encyclopaedia Britannica, "Ali Khamenei" (Green Movement and 2022 protests).

49 Sanam Vakil, Chatham House, quoted in CNN, "Who's Running Iran Now That the Supreme Leader Is Dead?" 1 March 2026, https://edition.cnn.com/2026/03/01/middleeast/iran-new-supreme-leader-khamenei-dead-intl-latam (accessed 2 March 2026).

50 The Twelve-Day War and Operation Midnight Hammer are addressed in full in Chapter 4 of this volume. Primary sources include CENTCOM statements, June 2025, and Congressional Research Service, "Israel-Iran Conflict, U.S. Strikes, and Ceasefire," IF13032 (Washington, DC: Library of Congress, 2025).

51 Iran International, "Khamenei Is Dead," 28 February 2026. The nickname "Moosh Ali" and the bunker retreat on 24 January 2026 are confirmed by this source and corroborated in RFE/RL, "Ali Khamenei, Iran's Supreme Leader, Killed," 1 March 2026.

52 Tasnim News Agency (Tehran), 28 February 2026, as cited in Reuters and Middle East Eye.

53 Fars News Agency (Tehran), 1 March 2026: "After establishing contact with informed sources in the Supreme Leader's household, the news of the martyrdom of the daughter, son-in-law and granddaughter of the Revolutionary Leader has unfortunately been confirmed," cited in TRT World






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
UDIES MONOGRAPH SERIES

The Final Attempt to Assassinate
Ali Hosseini Khamenei

2026 —

A Global Perspective
Based on Verified Epic Fury October 2023
References Roaring Lion — March 2026

From the unravelling of the Axis of Resistance and the Twelve-Day War to the largest
US military operation in the Middle East since 2003 — the assassination that fractured a

regime, a region, and the world order.

Dr. Naim Tahir Baig

oks

Author of 125+ Internationally Publis

nternational Relations - Security - Strategic Studies

BAIG INTERNATIONAL PRESS





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





