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Smoke rises after an explosion following Israeli and US strikes on Iran in Tehran yesterday. The US aircraft carrier 
USS Abraham Lincoln was targeted with four ballistic missiles, Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corp said in a 
statement reported by state media. PHOTO: REUTERS

How Iran’s theocratic 
system of power works
REUTERS

Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei was killed in strikes on 
Saturday by the US and Israel. The 
complexities of Iran’s ruling system, 
the ideological nature of its support 
base, and the power of its Revolutionary 
Guards make it hard to predict what 
might come next.

The following explains how the 
system was meant to operate:

WHO COULD SUCCEED 
KHAMENEI?
The supreme leader 
must be a cleric under 
Iran’s system of vilayat-e 
faqih: guardianship of the 
Islamic jurist. The theory 
holds that until the return 
of the Shia Muslim 12th Imam, 
who disappeared in the ninth century, 
power on earth should be wielded by a 
venerable cleric.

Under Khamenei and his 
predecessor, the founder of the Islamic 
Republic Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, 
the supreme leader has the last say in 
all matters of state, but the system has 
never faced such a challenge before.

Khamenei’s sway has often been 
wielded through close advisers. But in 
the aftermath of Saturday’s strikes it is 
far from clear how many of those top 
figures have survived.

Khamenei, 86, was never publicly 
recorded as having named a successor 
and it’s not clear who might replace him 
if he is confirmed as dead.

His son, Mojtaba Khamenei, has at 
times been seen as a possible candidate 
but his fate is also unclear. 

WILL IRAN’S THEOCRACY PERSIST?
Iran’s clerical elite control powerful 
bodies that extend their influence 
throughout the political system.

The Assembly of Experts, made up 
of senior ayatollahs elected every eight 
years, is the body that appoints the 
supreme leader. The constitution also 
gives it power to question and even 
dismiss a leader, but it has never done 

so.
In practice the choice 

would likely be made by 
the most senior figures 
in the Islamic Republic 
and then approved by the 
assembly. But with some 

top Revolutionary Guards 
leaders confirmed as dead, 

it is far from clear who would 
sway the decision.

WHAT ROLE COULD IRGC PLAY?
Unlike the ordinary military, which 
comes under the Defence Ministry in 
the elected government, the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps answers 
directly to the supreme leader.

Its commander Mohammed Pakpour 
was killed on Saturday. Formed soon 
after the revolution, the IRGC’s role 
defending the Islamic system greatly 
expanded during the 1980-88 war with 
Iraq and it is now the strongest and 
best-equipped section of Iran’s armed 
forces.

The Basij militia, a part-time 
paramilitary force under Guards 
control, is often used to quell protests 
inside Iran. 

Still, the corps will likely play a major 
role in what happens to the Islamic 
Republic next.

Khamenei: a revolutionary 
atop Islamic republic

AFP, Paris

Iran’s Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, whose 
death was confirmed by state media yesterday, 
was a pillar of the country’s theocratic system 
since the Islamic revolution and saw off 
multiple crises over the decades, remaining 
defiant to the very end.

US President Donald Trump posted on 
his Truth Social site that “Khamenei, one 
of the most evil people in history, is dead” 
after the United States and Israel launched a 
massive wave of strikes targeting sites across 
Iran, including the supreme leader’s Tehran 
compound.

Hours later, Iranian state television 
announced Khamenei’s death, without 
referring to the attacks on the compound.

Aged 86, Khamenei dominated Iran since 
taking on the post for life in 1989 following 
the death of revolutionary founder Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini.

He remained in power after overcoming 
1999 student demonstrations, 2009 mass 
protests sparked by disputed presidential 
elections and 2019 demonstrations that were 
brutally suppressed.

He also survived the 2022-2023 “Woman, 
Life, Freedom” movement sparked by the 
death in custody of Iranian Kurdish woman 
Mahsa Amini, who had been arrested for 
allegedly violating the strict dress code for 
women.

Khamenei was forced to go into hiding 
during the 12-day war against Israel in June, 
which exposed deep Israeli intelligence 
penetration of the Islamic republic that led 
to the killing of key security officials in air 
strikes.

But he survived that war and, after 
nationwide protests again shook Iran earlier 
this year, he emerged defiant as ever.

TIGHT SECURITY
Khamenei lived under the tightest security, 
and his relatively infrequent public 
appearances were never announced in 
advance or broadcast live.

As supreme leader, he never set foot outside 
the country, a precedent set by his predecessor 
Khomeini following his triumphant return to 
Tehran from France in 1979.

Khamenei’s last known foreign trip was 
an official visit to North Korea in 1989 as 
president, where he met Kim Il Sung.

There had long been speculation about his 
health given his age, but there was nothing in 
his most recent appearance to fuel any new 
rumours.

Khamenei’s right arm was partially 
paralysed following an assassination attempt 
in 1981 that authorities have always blamed 
on the People’s Mujahedin of Iran (MEK) 
group, one-time allies of the revolution now 
outlawed in the country.

‘I AM OPPOSED’
Repeatedly arrested under the shah for his 
anti-imperial activism, Khamenei shortly 
after the Islamic revolution became Friday 

prayer leader of Tehran and also served on the 
front line during the Iran-Iraq war.

He was elected president in 1981 following 
the assassination of Mohammad Ali Rajai, 
another attack blamed on the MEK.

During the 1980s, Khomeini’s most 
likely successor was seen as the senior cleric 
Ayatollah Hossein Ali Montazeri, but the 
revolutionary leader changed his mind shortly 
before his death after Montazeri objected to 
the mass executions of MEK members and 
other dissidents.

When Khomeini died and the Islamic 
republic’s top clerical body -- the Assembly of 
Experts -- met, it was Khamenei they chose as 
leader.

Khamenei famously initially rejected the 
nomination, putting his head in his hands 
in a show of despair and declaring, “I am 
opposed”. But the clerics stood in unison to 
seal his nomination and his grip on power 
never slackened.

Khamenei worked with six elected 
presidents, a far less powerful position than 
supreme leader, including more moderate 
figures such as Mohammad Khatami who 
were allowed to make stabs at cautious reform 
and rapprochement with the West.

But in the end, Khamenei always came 
down on the side of hardliners.

He was believed to have six children, 
although only one, Mojtaba, gained public 
prominence. He was placed under US 
sanctions in 2019 and is one of the most 
powerful backstage figures in Iran.

A family dispute also caught attention: 
his sister Badri fell out with her family in the 
1980s and fled to Iraq in the war to join her 
husband, a dissident cleric.

Some of their children, including a nephew 
who is now in France, became vehement 
critics.

Who might 
replace 
Khamenei?
CNN ONLINE

Iran’s clerical regime now 
faces the prospect of trying 
to find a successor to 
Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei following his 
killing in joint US-Israeli 
strikes. CNN takes a look at 
some of the contenders for 
the position, according to 
experts and analysts.

MOJTABA KHAMENEI

The second son of 
Khamenei, Mojtaba is 
known to wield significant 
influence behind the scenes 
and has strong links with 
the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps (IRGC), the 
most powerful military 
body in the country, as 
well as its Basij volunteer 
paramilitary force.

ALIREZA ARAFI

A lesser-known figure, 
Arafi is an established 
cleric with a track record 
in government institutions 
who was also a confidant of 
Khamenei.

He currently serves as 
deputy chairman of the 
Assembly of Experts and 
has been a member of 
the powerful Guardian 
Council, which vets 
election candidates and 
laws passed by parliament. 
He is also head of Iran’s 
seminary system.

He is said to be tech-
savvy and fluent in Arabic 
and English.

MD MEHDI MIRBAGHERI
Mirbagheri is a hardline 
cleric and a member of 
the Assembly of Experts 
who represents the most 
conservative wing of the 
clerical establishment. 
According to IranWire, 
an activist outlet, he is 
strongly opposed to the 
West and believes a conflict 
between believers and 
infidels is inevitable.

HASSAN KHOMEINI

Khomeini is the grandson 
of the founder of the 
Islamic Republic, Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini, 
giving him religious and 
revolutionary legitimacy. 
He serves as the custodian 
of the Khomeini 
mausoleum but hasn’t held 
public office and appears 
to have little influence 
with the country’s security 
apparatus or ruling elite.

Global travel 
chaos deepens
Thousands of flights 
cancelled as Iranian, 
Israeli air strikes continue 
for second day
REUTERS, Dubai

Global air travel remained heavily disrupted 
yesterday as continued air strikes kept major 
Middle Eastern airports, including Dubai, the 
world’s busiest international hub, closed in one of 
the sharpest aviation shocks in recent years.

Key transit airports, including Dubai and Abu 
Dhabi in the UAE and Doha in Qatar, were shut or 
severely restricted as much of the region’s airspace 
remained closed after US and Israeli strikes killed 
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 

on Saturday.
Israel said it launched 

another wave of strikes 
on Iran yesterday while 
loud blasts were heard for 
a second day near Dubai 
and over Doha after Iran 
launched retaliatory 
air attacks on the 
neighbouring Gulf states.

Dubai International 
Airport sustained 

damage during Iran’s attacks while airports in 
Abu Dhabi and Kuwait were also hit. Thousands of 
flights have been affected across the Middle East, 
according to FlightAware. 

Airspace over Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, Israel, Bahrain, 
the UAE and Qatar remained virtually empty, 
maps by Flightradar24 showed early yesterday.

The flight-tracking service said that a new 
“Notice to Airmen” (NOTAM) had extended closure 
of Iranian airspace until at least 0830 GMT on 
March 3. 

The airport closures have rippled far beyond 
the Middle East. 


