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American Assassination of General Soleimani: Repercussions for Region and 

Beyond 

 3rd January 2020 witnessed a watershed event as American forces in a kinetic strike, 

assassinated General Qassem Soleimani, Head of Quds Force of Iranian Revolutionary Guard and 

Jamal Jaafar Ibrahimi, commonly known as Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis, Deputy Head of Popular 

Mobilization Forces (PMFs) of Iraqi Army as the former landed in Baghdad to meet Iraqi premier. 

Immediately after the assassination, America officially confirmed the incident by declaring it as a 

pre-emptive strike in self-defense. Secretary of State Pompeo described the act as defensive action 

to protect United States (U.S) personnel and interests abroad. He repeatedly reaffirmed in number 

of tweets U.S resolve to stay committed to de-escalation in the region. American decision to 

assassinate a serving General, visiting another sovereign country to meet its Prime Minister (as 

announced by Iraq Prime Minister Adel Abdul Mahdi himself) is considered by many as a reckless 

violation of international law and an effort to disrupt the international system to garner domestic 

support in the wake of upcoming U.S General Elections and ongoing impeachment process. 

 General Soleimani, who was heading Quds Force for last twenty years is known to be the 

architect of Iranian policies in the Middle East. During his tenure, he had cultivated close 

relationship with various factions and groups in the Middle East. For Iranians, he was an iconic 

figure who defended Iran and its interests beyond its borders, whereas Americans knew him as an 

infamous General. He was able to garner support from PMFs which came into existence in 

response to Grand Ayatollah Sistani’s fatwa to counter ISIS. Quds Force trained PMFs and 

supported them to annihilate the ISIS which was a rising threat for Iran and its allies in the region. 

America has set a deadline of 30 years to contain the ISIS threat, which was attained by PMFs 

supported by Iran in the span of few years. America, alarmed by rising Iranian influence in Iraq, 

Syria, Lebanon and Yemen, was visibly frustrated. American unilateral withdrawl from Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) and imposition of heavy economic sanctions were hitting 

Iran hard. Still this could not lower Iranian influence and activities in the region. President Donald 

Trump made number of overtures to meet and negotiate with Iran during last year General 

Assembly session, which were snubbed by Iran, declaring President as untrustworthy and refused 

to engage in negotiations until Americans return to JCPOA and lifting of American sanctions. 

Under these circumstances, U.S President, known to be an impulsive President, took highly 
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proactive decision of authorizing General Soleimani’s killing which is largely criticized by the 

American Democrats. Only time will tell how this action will achieve its stated objective of saving 

American lives and interests in the Middle East. 

World Reactions 

European Union (EU), NATO and other U.S allies were apparently caught in surprise over 

American targeting of Iranian General as UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres reiterated the 

need for restraint. UN’s special rapporteur on extrajudicial Agnes Callamard, while condemning 

the attack said the attack “most likely” violated international law. Tom Tugendhat, the Chairman 

of United Kingdom (UK) Parliament’s Foreign Affairs Committee, stated, “The purpose of 

having allies is that we can surprise our enemies, not each other.” UK clearly warned that a 

war with Iran is none of our interest and Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab strongly urged for all 

parties to de-escalate. However UK did not condemn the U.S action. 

France, which was endeavoring to rescue the JCPOA, warned of the dangers of unilateral actions. 

Previously France had severely criticized American decision to withdraw from nuclear agreement. 

Germany, however, put the blame squarely on Iranian recent pinpricking in the Middle East and 

termed U.S action as a reactionary one. Germany did warn against the further escalation. 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in a written statement called for restraint and stressed on the importance 

of de-escalation to save the countries of the region and their people from the risks of any escalation. 

KSA however reprimanded existence of so called terrorist militias in Iraq and asked for their 

cessation. Kingdom denied of having any prior knowledge or consultation with U.S over its actions 

against Iranian General. Likewise, response from UAE over the unfortunate incident called for 

wisdom and avoiding the confrontation. 

Israel stood firmly with Trump decision by endorsing it as a legitimate self-defense and Israeli 

Prime Minister Netanyahu stated that, “President Trump deserves all the credit for acting 

swiftly, forcefully and decisively. Israel stands with the United States in its struggle for peace, 

security and self-defense.” In a later development, Israel denied of any prior knowledge or 

intelligence sharing in this particular incident.  

Russian Defense Ministry condemned the American action in a written statement which says, 

“The short-sighted acts of the U.S, the assassination of General Soleimani, can lead to a sharp 
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escalation of military-political situation in the Middle East region and serious negative 

consequences for the international security system.” It also further added that assassinated 

General was key in the fight against the Islamic State terrorist group. China firmly condemned 

abuse of power by the U.S. Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi conveyed to his Iranian counterpart 

that U.S should stop abusing the use of force and seek solution via dialogue. It further stated that 

risky behavior of U.S military violates the basic norms of international relations. 

Qatari Foreign Minister was first to visit Tehran where he described the situation as, “delicate and 

worrying” calling for easing tensions and restoring calm to the region. Amongst other neighbors 

of Iran, Afghanistan which hosts U.S military bases, called on U.S and Iran to prevent conflict 

escalation. In an interesting development, Taliban-a long time anti-Iran Afghan movement, as 

reported by Iranian Study News Agency (ISNA), also condemned the American assassination as 

American adventurism which may have grave consequences. Meanwhile Turkey, while reiterating 

its desire for peace and stability in the region, termed the assassination as an act to fuel instability 

in the region. Afghan President Ashraf Ghani while talking to U.S Secretary of State emphasized 

that Afghan soil must not be used against a third country or in regional conflicts. 

Pakistan’s Ministry for Foreign Affairs in its statement expressed deep concern over the killing of 

General Soleimani. It further added that this development in the Middle East has seriously 

threatened peace and stability in the region. Secretary Pompeo made a telephone call to Pakistan 

Chief of Army Staff General Qamar Javed Bajwa and talked about American action. COAS 

reportedly stressed on the need of maximum restraint and constructive engagement by all 

concerned to de-escalate situation in the interest of peace and stability. 

The simultaneous resumption of Military Exchange Program caused the emergence of some rumor 

equaling the call with General Musharraf’s call with Secretary Collin Powell in which Musharraf 

decided to side with U.S against Taliban. The rumor was quickly dismissed by DG ISPR who 

clearly stated that Pakistan’s territory will not be used against any country whatsoever. 

India in its response to the incident underlined the need for peace, stability and security in the 

region. Statement noted, “The increase in tension has alarmed the world, peace security and 

stability in this region is of utmost important to India. It is vital that the situation does not 

escalate further.” Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Muhammad lamented the incident saying 
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that, “We are no longer safe now.”  He reaffirmed that disagreement in world is becoming 

dangerous regarding General Soleimani’s row with the U.S. 

As evident from the world reaction on American assassination of General Soleimani; unlike at 

previous such instances, President Trump appears lonely. Major NATO allies with a limited 

exception of Germany, showed their dislike to the American unilateralism. United Kingdom which 

used to toe American line in most of the cases, expressed its concern over the development. 

No neighbor of Iran gave a blanket support to American unilateral action. Countries like KSA, 

UAE, Qatar and Bahrain did not give explicit support U.S position and urged for de-escalation. 

Eminent scholars and politicians condemned the U.S act as unlawful and a dangerous precedent 

which may upset international system.  

Iranian and its Allies Reaction 

Major General Soleimani who served as commander of Quds Force for twenty years was famed 

as a heroic military figure, who orchestrated Iranian foreign and security policy for the Middle 

East. His stature was further elevated as he successfully raised and trained Iraqi national 

mobilization units to fight against terrorist organization ISIS. He networked with Hezbollah 

Lebanon, Kataib Hezbollah (Iraq), Islamic Jehad (Palestine), Hamas to further Iranian interests in 

the region. He was able to minimize ISIS threat and help Bashar-al-Assad survive in Syria. 

Soleimani was considered the man behind the rise of Houthis in Yemen who became a major threat 

to KSA as a result of KSA’s war on Yemen. America was understandably upset over the expansion 

of Iranian influence and loss of its interest in the region. 

Given the stature of General Soleimani, it is expected that tensions in the region will touch the new 

heights. Iran has vowed to take the befitting revenge. PMFs of Iraq have vowed to take their own 

revenge for killing of their deputy head Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis. Syed Hasan Nasrallah, Secretary 

General of Pro-Iran Hezbollah, has separately vowed to take the revenge by expelling American 

forces from the region. Yemen’s Houthi rebels called for striking U.S bases in retaliation. In a 

statement by the political bureau of the rebels, they termed the U.S action as “war crime”. Situation 

in Middle East is highly tense and causes of great concern for almost all countries of the region in 

specific and for whole globe in general. 
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Repercussions for Region and Beyond 

American action has a stated aim of preserving American interests and personnel security. Will 

this aim be achieved or a reverse of it will happen, will appear in the coming days. Iraq has taken 

the incident as a frontal attack on its sovereignty. Immediate reactions are expected in Iraq where 

parliament is in process of drafting a law to send foreign troops out of its land. Popular 

Mobilization Organization is expected to take physical revenge by attacking American interests 

The event has put recent pro-reform and anti-corruption movement on the sidelines. It is likely that 

this event will provide an extended opportunity to PMOs for the enhancement of their hold on the 

Iraqi political system. 

Iranian track record shows that it does not give immediate reaction, rather responds in due process 

of time after due consideration. It is unlikely that Iran will look for a full fledge war, as Iran has 

no match to American superiority in conventional air and naval capabilities, but it appears that it 

will respond proportionally. First casualty of American action is Iranian announcement of 

suspension of JCPOA which was so far being protected. Iran is known to have a strong cyber force 

which has the ability to hack critical systems in U.S homeland. Any such incident may cause wide 

level chaos. World has become a highly dangerous place for American soldiers and citizens as is 

evident from various travel advisories issued after the incident. 

Keeping in view the gravity of U.S action and the reaction of world powers, regional powers and 

the organization, it is apparent that the U.S action has shocked even its own allies. The countries 

of the region are highly concerned for the worrying situation which may throw it in a new unending 

conflict, a conflict having the potential to suck every country of Middle East into it. 

Middle East region is a major source of energy for the world. European Union, India, China, Japan 

and other East Asian countries largely depend on Middle East for energy requirements. Pakistan 

for its part is solely dependent for its energy needs on Middle East. In addition, over one million 

Pakistanis and two million Indians live in Middle East and send billions of dollars as home 

remittances. China for its part imports over $100 billion worth goods from Middle East and exports 

almost same amount of goods and services to the region and is top trade partner of the majority of 

the countries. 
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Any escalation which may occur consequent to American action may kick start a series of actions 

and reaction. War once started always leads to unwanted or unplanned outcomes. A full blown out 

war will depend upon the U.S reaction over an imminent Iranian revenge strike which, as declared 

by Iranians, will be against American military targets. In breaking out of hostilities will activate 

the forces on both sides of the aisle and conflict zone will not stay limited to Iraq or Iran. Iranian 

allies/proxies in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Yemen are in best position to launch non-conventional 

war against American allies like Israel, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and UAE. The spread 

of conflict will be an unthinkable scenario as it will be on an unprecedented scale. Recent exhibits 

of drone strikes in UAE and KSA by Yemen’s Houthis are well taken as demonstration of Iranian 

reach. Any huge conflict will disrupt oil supplies to the major economies of the world and it will 

impact dearly on the world economy 

Pakistan is already going through a delicate phase of its economic stability. It is hugely dependent 

for energy supplies on Middle East. Over half of its foreign remittances come from gulf countries. 

Pakistan has a reasonable military presence in KSA stationed for defense and training purposes. 

Pakistan is just heeling from its war on terror and stabilizing its troubled regions in ex-tribal areas 

and Baluchistan. Any conflict engulfing Pakistani friends on both sides will have dire 

consequences for Pakistan economy and security. Any guerilla warfare taken up by Iranian proxies 

in Yemen may bring Pakistan troops direct into the conflict. 

In the aftermath of General Soleimani’s killing, streets of Pakistan have witnessed massive crowds 

gathered to condemn the assassination of General. For Pakistani Shiites, General Soleimani is the 

figure who protected holy shrines of Karbala, Kazmain and of Syeda Zainab against the onslaught 

of ISIS terror organization, hence is emotionally revered. Thus Pakistan is in most delicate 

position. Pakistan will have to walk a tight rope in the wake of present hostilities.   

 The potential of any outbreak of a major conflict between U.S and Iran is very high. Its 

breadth and width will embolden whole region. Iran is expected to conduct itself in a measured 

way as a legitimate response to American action. The threatening rhetoric through tweets 

developed by President Trump is further fueling the situation. It is yet to be seen, how American 

interests, personnel are safe in a post-Soleimani period. At this sensitive time, world powers, 

European Union, Russia, China and the regional stakeholders like Turkey, Pakistan and India are 

required to play a just and quick role and reach out to both the warrying parties to prevent the 
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imminent conflict. America will have to give some concrete face saving to Iran to help lower the 

prevalent temperatures.  

(Before the publication of this opinion peace, Iran has hit two American bases in Iraq with 17 

ballistic missiles and U.S has responded with cautions so far.) 

Syed Fakhar Abbas is the senior research fellow and member of board of governors at 

Centre for Pakistan and Gulf Studies. 


