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Chapter One 

Introduction 
 

 This thesis examines the nature of the relationship between the Shi‘a religious 

establishments in Qom, Iran, and Najaf, Iraq, and the ways these establishments have 

shaped relations between Baghdad and Tehran since the fall of Saddam Hussein.  This 

research will provide an overview of the tenets of Shi‘a Islam, examine modern state-

clergy relations in Iran and Iraq, and address how religion both constrains and empowers 

Iranian and Iraqi leaders’ decisionmaking.  To date, there is limited research on how two 

predominant, yet divergent views on Shi‘a political thought—quietism and velayat-e 

faqih—determine the stability and security of the Persian Gulf.  This thesis attempts to 

contribute new scholarship on this important topic.   

I have omitted the diacritical markings of Arabic and Persian names and words to 

ease readability.  
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Chapter Two 

Overview of Shi‘a Islam 
 

Shi‘a 

Islam has evolved 

significantly since 

the Prophet 

Muhammad’s 

death in 632 CE, 

an event that left 

the Muslim 

community 

searching for a 

leader and 

exposed divergent 

views regarding who could rightfully succeed the Prophet.  Since 632 CE, Shi‘a Islam 

has grown to become one of two dominant branches within Islam.  Today, approximately 

10 to 13 percent of Muslims worldwide are Shi‘a.  Bahrain, Iran, and Iraq have Shi‘a-

majority populations; however, Kuwait, Lebanon, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, the United 

Arab Emirates, and Yemen also host a number of Shi‘a, according to a 2009 Pew 

Research poll.1  This chapter will explore the roots of the Shi‘a-Sunni divide, the 

                                                
1 “Mapping the Global Muslim Population.” Pew Research Center's Religion & Public Life  

Project, 30 Apr. 2018, https://www.pewforum.org/2009/10/07/mapping-the-global-
muslim-population/. 

Figure 1. Map of Current Major Shi‘a and Sunni Populations in Middle East and 
Southwest Asia. Source: Beauchamp, Zack, et al. “27 Maps That Explain the Crisis in 

Iraq.” Vox.com, 8 Aug. 2014, https://www.vox.com/a/maps-explain-crisis-iraq.  
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foundations of Shi‘a Islam, and the pre-modern Shi‘a clerical establishment to establish 

foundational knowledge that later chapters will expand upon.  

Roots of the Shi‘a-Sunni Split  

Overall, the fundamental difference between Shi‘a and Sunni Muslims stems from 

divergent views as to who should succeed the Prophet Muhammad as the leader of the 

ummah and what qualities the Prophet Muhammad’s successor should have and what 

function he should perform.  In fact, the Prophet Muhammad’s death in 632 CE serves as 

the primary catalyst in creating the Shi‘a-Sunni split because many early Muslims 

disagreed on who should succeed Muhammad and what role his successor should play 

within the ummah.2  These early disagreements eventually led to the creation of two 

Islamic branches: Shi‘a and Sunni.  

 In 632 CE, the Prophet Muhammad traveled to Mecca, and on his return trip 

halfway between Mecca and Medina, he proclaimed his cousin and son-in-law Abu ‘l-

Hasan ‘Ali ibn Ali Talib (henceforth referred to as Ali) as the ummah’s mawla3.  While 

some Muslims, whom we now consider to be Shi‘a Muslims, believe that this event was 

evidence that the Prophet Muhammad intended for Ali to succeed him after death, Sunni 

Muslims believe that this announcement was merely the Prophet Muhammad’s rebuke of 

the populace after some disrespected Ali because of the way in which he decided to 

distribute war spoils from Yemen.  As such, at the time of the Prophet Muhammad’s 

death, many Muslims believed that the Prophet had failed to explicitly designate a 

successor.  In order to determine the Prophet Muhammad’s replacement, one of the 

                                                
2 Momen, Moojan. An Introduction to Shi'i Islam. New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University  

Press, 1985. Print, p. 11-12. 
3 The ummah’s mawla is an Arabic-language phrase that means the Muslim community’s Lord or 
the Muslim community’s guardian or keeper.  
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leaders of Medina’s two primary tribes called for the establishment of a shura, or 

consultative body, to deliberate.  Many believed that a shura was the appropriate method 

to select the Prophet’s replacement because the Prophet—through his Qur’anic 

revelations—had identified a shura’s consensus as an appropriate way to make decisions 

on behalf of the community.4 

 Given the recent infighting between Muslims from Mecca and Medina, a Medinan 

proposed to Abu Bakr—the Prophet Muhammad’s father-in-law—and his fellow 

Meccans that the Meccans and the Medinans should each have their own leader.  Abu 

Bakr rejected this notion and suggested that the Medinans pledge allegiance to either Abu 

Ubayda, a prominent Meccan, or Umar, who eventually succeeded Abu Bakr as caliph.  

Umar immediately rejected Abu Bakr’s proposal and pledged allegiance to him, inspiring 

many others to do the same.5 

Ultimately, the shura decided that Abu Bakr would replace the Prophet 

Muhammad and serve as caliph.  Although several of the Prophet’s companions believed 

that Ali should succeed the Prophet as the caliph and imam, or Muslim religious and 

spiritual leader of the community, Ali did not attend the meeting that came to the 

consensus that Abu Bakr would serve as caliph.6  Ali continued to stand watch over the 

Prophet Muhammad’s body while the shura met.  Although Ali eventually assumed the 

position of the fourth caliph in 656 CE, his followers thought he was wrongly passed over 

for the initial position.7  Individuals that hold this belief are known as Shiʻat Ali ( شیعة

                                                
4 Hazleton, Lesley. After the Prophet: The Epic Story of the Shia-Sunni Split. New York: First  

Anchor Books, 2009. Print, p. 59.  
5 An Introduction to Shi'i Islam, 1985, p. 18-19. 
6 Ibid., p. 11-12. 
7 After the Prophet: The Epic Story of the Shia-Sunni Split, 2009, p. 99. 
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 or the followers of Ali.  This Arabic-language phrase is often shortened to Shi‘a ,(علي

 which is how many English- and Arabic-language speakers refer to Shi‘a Muslims ,(شیعة)

today.  

Fundamentals of Shi‘a Islam 

“The classical [Shi‘a] theory of religious and political authority envisions the 

Prophet’s charisma as having been transferred to the infallible divine guides starting with 

Ali,” according to Hamid Mavani.8  This doctrine, known as the Imamate, guides Shi‘a 

religious thought.  Shi‘as believe that Imams are infallible and that Shi‘as must obey 

them.  However, unlike the Prophet Muhammad, Imams are unable to receive divine 

revelation as the Prophet Muhammad did.9   

 There are several schools of thought within Shi‘a Islam; however, the majority of 

Shi‘a are Twelver Shi‘a who believe that there were 12 Imams10 designated to lead the 

community by divine decree after the Prophet’s death.  Twelver Shi‘a Muslims view each 

of the 12 Imams’ authority as an extension of the Prophet, and rely on Imams to interpret 

the Qur’an.11  In addition, Shi‘as believe that the Twelfth Imam, the eleventh descendant 

of Ali who began occultation in 941 CE, will reappear alongside Jesus, thereby signaling 

the beginning of the apocalypse.12  

                                                
8 Mavani, Hamid. ---. Religious Authority and Political Thought in Twelver Shiasm: From Ali to  

Post-Khomeini. Abingdon, Oxfordshire: Routledge, 2013. Print, p. 3. 
9 Ibid., p. 11. 
10 The 12 Imams are Abu ‘l-Hasan ‘Ali ibn Ali Talib, Abu Muhammad Hasan ibn ‘Ali, Abu  

‘Abdu’llah Husayn ibn ‘Ali, Abu Muhammad ‘Ali ibn Husayn, Abu Ja’far Muhammad 
ibn ‘Ali, Abu ‘Abdullah Ja’far ibn Muhammad, Abu’l-Hasan Musa ibn Ja’far, Abu’d-
Hasan ‘Ali ibn Musa, Abu Ja’far Muhammad ibn ‘Ali, Abu’l-Hasan ‘Ali ibn Muhammad, 
Abu Muhammad Hasan ibn ‘Ali, Abu’l Qasim Muhammad ibn Hasan (the Mahdi).  For 
more information, see Moojan Momen’s An Introduction to Shi'i Islam. 

11 Religious Authority and Political Thought in Twelver Shi'ism: From Ali to Post-Khomeini,  
2013, p. 3. 

12 Faghfoory, Mohammad H. "Clergy-State Relations in Iran Since 1979." Clergy-State Relations  
In Iran: 1979-Present, p. 4.  
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From the Twelver Shi‘a perspective, authority rests with the Prophet and the 12 

Imams.  “In terms of religious authority and leadership, the messianic Imam’s prolonged 

concealment and inaccessibility resulted in a vacuum that was gradually filled by the 

[ulema] who, basing themselves on rational and traditional evidence, claimed to be his 

indirect deputies,” according to Mavani.13   

Pre-Modern Relationship Between Clergy and State  

Overall, Shi‘as lack a clear and consistent theory on the relationship between 

mosque and state.  At no point in history has there been a time when Shi‘a clerics have 

held a unified view on the concept of political legitimacy or the role that the ulema 

should play within a state.  While many Sunnis lived in communities in which political 

and religious affairs were integrated, Shi‘as lived in communities in which “[all] political, 

administrative and economic matters not directly concerned with the [Shari‘ah] and 

therefore, not under the control of the [ulema], were outside the concern of the sacred 

community,” according to the historian Moojan Momen.14  As such, Shi‘as tended to 

distinguish between religious and political environments.  The majority of Shi‘a ulema 

belong to the quietist school of thought and have opted to remain politically aloof and 

separate themselves from the political environment, while the minority have remained 

politically active.  However, at times, the ulema have formally recognized and cooperated 

with the state, or become politically active and inserted themselves into state politics to 

influence politicians to act in a manner that is considered consistent with Shari‘ah.15  

                                                
13 Religious Authority and Political Thought in Twelver Shi'ism: From Ali to Post-Khomeini,  

2013, p. 12. 
14 An Introduction to Shi'i Islam, 1985, p. 192-193. 
15 Ibid., p. 193-194. 
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In the pre-modern era, the Shi‘a Imam was responsible for engaging in jihad, 

distributing the spoils of war, leading prayer on Fridays, implementing judicial rulings 

and legislation, and collecting zakat16 and khums.17  However, when the Twelfth Imam 

began occultation, the Twelver Shi‘a community struggled in the absence of the structure 

and stability the Imam provided, leaving the ulema to fill the leadership void.  In 

addition, Shi‘a-governed territories—unlike some Sunni-governed regions—were 

governed by Shari‘ah, rather than a mix of Shari‘ah and customary laws, cementing Shi‘a 

clerics’ authority on judicial issues.  Shi‘a clerics remained independent from the state, 

unlike their Sunni counterparts under the Abbasid and Ottoman empires who were either 

appointed by or subordinate to the state.18   

In 1501 CE, the Safavids (1501-1736 CE) assumed power in Iran, and Safavid 

Shah Ismail made Twelver Shi‘a Islam the kingdom’s official religion.  The Safavids did 

not permit the ulema to enact any jurisprudential changes, and the ulema largely 

remained politically aloof because powerful rulers forced them to obey the state.  

However, the ulema did find ways to maintain some degree of influence over Safavid 

rulers.  For example, the ulema occupied the position of mullabashi, which allowed a 

religious scholar to be seated next to the king on formal occasions.  The mullabashi was 

also responsible for providing legal advice and encouraging honorable behavior.19 

                                                
16 Shia Muslims pay zakat to their marja’iyya al-taqlid for further distribution to the poor and  

less fortunate.  Meanwhile, Sunni Muslims pay zakat to the state for further distribution.  
For more information, see Moojan Momen’s An Introduction to Shi'i Islam. 

17 Khum is a one-fifth tax on Shia Muslims’ net income and net increase in the value of land and  
goods.  The tax is spent on the Prophet, his family, and the less fortunate.  Shia give half 
of their khum to the Imam, or in the absence of the Imam, to their marja’iyya al-taqlid.  
For more information, see Moojan Momen’s An Introduction to Shi'i Islam. 

18 Clergy-State Relations In Iran: 1979-Present, p. 4. 
19 “Mullabashi.” Oxford Islamic Studies Online, 2020,  

www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t125/e1605. 
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By the end of the Safavid dynasty, mujtahids were able to replace many courts run by 

qadis, or state-appointed judges, with Shari‘ah courts.  As the power of the state-run 

courts diminished, the ulema were able to play a greater role in the judicial process. 20 

After the fall of the Safavids in the late 18th century CE, two schools of thought 

emerged: the ikhbariyya and the usuliyya.  These schools created fissures between Shi‘a 

Muslims regarding how to approach everyday issues that might arise within the 

community.  Members of the ikhbariyya school believed that the Qur’an and Imam-

sanctioned activities would ensure the faithful would be equipped to confront everyday 

problems.  Meanwhile, members of the usuliyya school, which eventually prevailed over 

the ikhbariyya, believed that everyday problems must be addressed by a man whom the 

faithful trusted to engage in ijtihad, or independent judgment based on the Qur’an and 

Sunnah.  The usuliyya school’s triumph over the ikhbariyya school helped give rise to the 

practice known as emulation (taqlid), which is common today.  Since then, the Shi‘a 

community has been divided into the mujtahids—who were to be emulated—and the 

faithful, who were to emulate the mujtahids.21  Shaykh Tusi (d. 1067 CE) first introduced 

the concept of taqlid in the 11th century;22 however, Twelver Shi‘a Muslims in the 

modern era identify a cleric whom they would like to emulate, seek advice from, use as a 

conduit between themselves and the Twelfth Imam, and pay taxes and charitable 

donations to.23  

                                                
20 An Introduction to Shi'i Islam, 1985, p. 190-191. 
21 Khalid Sindawi. "Ḥawza Instruction and its Role in Shaping Modern Shī'ite Identity: The  

Ḥawzas of Al-Najaf and Qumm as a Case Study." Middle Eastern Studies 43.6 (2007): 833. 
22 Clarke, L. “The Shi’i Construction of ‘Taqlid.’” Journal of Islamic Studies, vol. 12, no. 1,  

2001, pp. 40–64. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/26198001. Accessed 4 Feb. 2020. 
23 "Ḥawza Instruction and its Role in Shaping Modern Shī'ite Identity: The Ḥawzas of Al-Najaf  

and Qumm as a Case Study,” 2007, p. 833. 



 9 

Marja’iyya al-Taqlid (Source of Emulation)  

Each Shi‘a Muslim must identify a marja’iyya al-taqlid (مرجع تقلید), meaning 

source of emulation, to emulate throughout the course of their lives.  Although there are 

approximately 200,000 Iran-based Shi‘a clerics and 12,000 Shi‘a clerics elsewhere 

throughout the world,24 Khalaji notes that “[according] to clerical sources, whether from 

confidential pilgrimage polling or Qom marja’iyya offices, nearly 80 percent of 

[Shi‘a]worshipers follow [Iraq-based Grand] Ayatollah Ali Sistani.”25  Overall, the 

marja’iyya has the authority to interpret Shari‘ah, collect religious-specific taxes, and 

administer religious foundations.  

Becoming a Shi‘a Cleric 

In order to ensure that the mujtahids received the training needed to make logical 

and authoritative rulings, clerics were sent to an al-hawza al-‘ilmiyya, meaning circle of 

learning, which is a Shi‘a religious institution that trains students to become clerics.  The 

majority of hawzas are located near Shi‘a clerics’ or Imams’ shrines to ensure that the 

endowments given to the shrines are made available to the affiliated hawza.26  

Curriculum includes Arabic language, Arabic literature, logic, morphology, rhetoric, 

syntax, jurisprudence, philosophy, and Qur’an exegesis.27  Hawza students also receive 

one of the following honorary titles to denote their achievements: 

- Al-fadil (Excellent): Given to students who have successfully completed their 
first stage of training; 

- Thiqat al-Islam (Trust of Islam): Given to students who have successfully 
completed their study of jurisprudence and teach students in the first stage; 

                                                
24 Khalaji, Mehdi. The Last Marja: Sistani and the End of Traditional Religious Authority in  

Shiism. The Washington Institute for Near East Policy, 2006. Print, p. 2-3. 
25 The Last Marja: Sistani and the End of Traditional Religious Authority in Shiism, 2006, p. 7. 
26 "Ḥawza Instruction and its Role in Shaping Modern Shī'ite Identity: The Ḥawzas of Al-Najaf  

and Qumm as a Case Study,” 2007, p. 834. 
27 Ibid., 839-841. 
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- Hujjat al-Islam (Proof of Islam): Given to students who are conducting outside 
research and teach students in the second stage; 

- Hujjat al-Islam wal-muslimin (Proof of Islam and Muslims): Given to students 
who have attained ijtihad and have completed their outside research; 

- Ayatollah (Sign of God): Earned by individuals who have obtain the highest level 
of ijtihad  and are authorized to make religious rulings; or 

- Ayatollah al-Uzma (Grand Ayatollah): Earned by the greatest mujtahid 
including those who are marja’iyya al-taqlid, or sources of emulation for other 
Shi‘a Muslims.28 
 

Clerics’ Role in Politics 

Today, many Shi‘a clerics are divided in their perspectives on what role, if any, 

they should play in domestic politics.  Many clerics, including Grand Ayatollah Sistani, 

are quietist, and do not believe that the ulema should be involved in politics.  On the 

other hand, Iranian clerics such as Iranian Supreme Leader Khamenei support the 

entanglement of mosque and state and freely grant individuals the title of ayatollah to 

create a veneer of religious legitimacy for Iranian politicians.  The following chapters 

will explore the Iranian and Iraqi Shi‘a clerical establishments and how different clerics’ 

views towards the relationship between mosque and state affect relations between 

Baghdad and Tehran.  

 

 

                                                
28 "Ḥawza Instruction and its Role in Shaping Modern Shī'ite Identity: The Ḥawzas of Al-Najaf  
and Qumm as a Case Study,” 2007, p. 844. 
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Chapter Three 

Modern Iranian State-Clergy Relations 
 
  Today, Iran is a theocracy 

that blurs the line between 

authoritarian regime and illiberal 

democracy.29  The Iranian 

Government has craftily interwoven 

religion and politics to ensure 

regime survivability in such a way 

that no other Muslim-majority 

country has done.  In doing so, 

Tehran has granted Shi‘a clerics 

unprecedented authority within the 

state, so long as they adhere to the 

concept of velayat-e faqih, or guardianship of the jurist.  But what is velayat-e faqih, and 

how has this 20th-century ideology transformed state-clergy relations in Iran since the 

1979 Iranian Revolution?  This chapter will answer these questions and explore how 

Tehran has sought to export velayat-e faqih to expand its sphere of influence, deter 

adversaries, and ensure regime survivability.30  

Establishing an Islamic Republic and Institutionalizing Velayat-e Faqih  

                                                
29 Brumberg, Daniel, and Farideh Farhi. Power and Change in Iran: Politics of Contention and  

Conciliation. Indiana University Press, 2016, p. 40. 
30 International Crisis Group. Iran’s Priorities in a Turbulent Middle East., 2018. Web. 

Figure 2. Map of Iran. Source: The World Factbook: Iran. Central 
Intelligence Agency, 1 Feb. 2018, 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/ir.html. 
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Prior to being exiled by the Western-backed Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, 

Khomeini believed that monarchs were given the privilege to rule because the people 

trusted them.  Khomeini criticized Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi because he believed 

that the Shah was a tyrant that had made Iran more secular. 31  Shortly after Khomeini 

was exiled to Najaf, Iraq, his opposition to the Shah grew.  Khomeini adopted a new 

belief, which he revealed while addressing students in Najaf, Iraq, in 1963.  Khomeini 

published his speeches in a 1971 book titled Hukumat-i Islami (Islamic Government), in 

which he introduced the concept of velayat-e faqih, or guardianship of the jurist: 

“Now that we are in the time of the Occultation of the Imam (‘a), it is still 
necessary that the ordinances of Islam relating to government be preserved and 
maintained, and that anarchy be prevented.  Therefore, the establishment of 
government is still a necessity. 

...The two qualities of knowledge of the law and justice are present in 
countless fuqaha32 of the present age.  If they come together, they could establish 
a government of universal justice in the world. 

If a worthy individual possessing these two qualities [rises] and establishes 
a government, he will [possess] the same authority as the Most Noble Messenger 
(‘a) in the administration of society, and it will be the duty of all people to obey 
him. 

The idea that a governmental power of the Most Noble Messenger (s) 
were greater than those of the Commander of the Faithful (‘a), or that those of the 
Commander of the Faithful (‘a) were greater than those of the [faqih], is false and 
erroneous.  Naturally, the virtues of the Most Noble Messenger (s) were greater 
than those of the rest of mankind, and after him, the Commander of the Faithful 
was the most virtuous person in the world.  But superiority with respect to 
spiritual virtues does not confer increased governmental powers.  God has 
conferred upon government in the present age the same powers and authority that 
were held by the Most Noble Messenger and the Imams (‘a), with respect to 
equipping and mobilizing armies, appointing governors and officials, and levying 
taxes and expending them for the welfare of the Muslims.  Now, however, it is no 
longer a question of a particular person; government devolves instead upon one 
who possesses the qualities of knowledge and justice.   

When we say that after the Occultation, the just faqih has the same 
authority that the Most Noble Messenger and the Imams (‘a) had, do not imagine 
that the status of the faqih is identical to that of the Imams and the Prophet (‘a).  
For here we are not speaking of status, but rather of function.  By “authority” we 

                                                
31 An Introduction to Shi'i Islam, 1985, p. 195.  
32 Fuquha means Islamic jurists in Arabic.  



 13 

mean government, the administration of the country, and the implementation of 
the sacred laws of the shari’ah.”33 

 
Khomeini created and subscribed to the notion of velayat-e faqih.34  In essence, a 

faqih serves as the Hidden Imam’s representative while he remains in occultation.  Those 

who have ideologically embraced the notion of velayat-e faqih believe that the faqih 

maintains the same political authority as the Prophet Muhammad and the 12 Shi‘a 

Imams.  In 1979, Khomeini mobilized supporters and led the Iranian Revolution that 

overthrew the Shah.  Khomeini and his allies subsequently installed an Islamic 

theocracy.3536  It is important to note that Khomeini’s 1979 Iranian Revolution was far 

less Islamic than he publicly touted it as.  Not only did many revolutionaries have ties to 

universities and secular entities, rather than the Shi‘a clerical establishment, but many 

Shi‘a clerics viewed Islamism, including Khomeini’s velayat-e faqih, as a threat to their 

independence from the state.  Many senior Qom-based clerics recognized the Islamic 

Provisional Government that was established after the fall of the Shah, but they did not 

explicitly recognize Khomeini’s leadership.  Mohammad Ayatollahi Tabaar argued that 

“…because Khomeini’s power stemmed from his near monopoly over the use of religion, 

he was particularly vulnerable to the clergy’s quietism or criticism.  If the clerical 

establishment did not publicly endorse Khomeini’s religious authority, it could 

                                                
33 Khomeini, Ruhollah. Islamic Government. Translated by Hamid Algar, The Institute for  

Compilation and Publication of Imam Khomeini's Works (International Affairs Division), 
1971, p. 33-24. 

34 The Last Marja: Sistani and the End of Traditional Religious Authority in Shiism, 2006, p. 19- 
20. 

35 An Introduction to Shi'i Islam, 1985, p. 195.  
36 The Last Marja: Sistani and the End of Traditional Religious Authority in Shiism, 2006, p. 19- 

20. 
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potentially undermine his political leadership as well.”37  Concerned that the clerical 

establishment’s lack of support for his authority would end his revolutionary experiment, 

Khomeini traveled to Qom, where he subsequently announced that he would be 

implementing Shari‘ah, a move meant to complicate any clerical plans to boycott the 

fledgling government.  Furthermore, Khomeini criticized politically aloof clerics and 

declared that clerics must refrain from being passive.  The next week, Khomeini noted 

that all government ministries should be Islamic and that women should wear the veil.38   

By implementing his interpretation of Shari‘ah, Khomeini established a means 

through which to silence dissident clerics that opposed Islamism and his rule.  

Meanwhile, Khomeini established state control of the media and employed the Islamic 

Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), one of Iran’s two militaries, to arrest individuals 

involved in the production or consumption of alcohol.  Khomeini also used the IRGC and 

other governmental entities to intimidate and execute Shi‘a clerics who refused to 

cooperate with Khomeini’s plan to erode the separation of mosque and state.  Now-

deceased former Iranian President Akber Hashemi Rafsanjani noted that many Shi‘a 

clerics who publicly appeared loyal to Khomeini did not genuinely support the regime, 

but instead, were practicing taqiyya, or religious dissimulation, to avoid persecution.39   

In 1979, Khomeini formally transformed the Iranian Shi‘a clergy from a religious 

establishment with little institutionalized role in politics to the most powerful facet of the 

Iranian populace after the Supreme Leader.40  At this time, the concept of velayat-e faqih 

was preserved in the Iranian Constitution, thereby enabling Khomeini to serve as the 

                                                
37 Ayatollahi Tabaar, Mohammad. Religious Statecraft. Columbia University Press, 2018, 89-91. 
38 Ibid., 93. 
39 Ibid., 94-95.  
40 The Last Marja: Sistani and the End of Traditional Religious Authority in Shiism, 2006, p. 19. 
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Twelfth Imam’s deputy on earth, control both mosque and state, and place his loyal 

clerical representatives in Iranian ministries, the IRGC, and Iranian state-run media.  

Mehdi Bazargan, the first Iranian Prime Minister following the 1979 Iranian Revolution, 

stated that velayat-e faqih “practically replaced the national sovereignty in Iran’s 

Constitution “secretly and namelessly.””41  The Iranian Constitution granted the Shi‘a 

clerical establishment unprecedented authority,42 and over time, the Shi‘a clerical 

establishment transformed from pious, well-educated individuals concerned with how to 

live an Islamic life to Tehran’s puppets that sought to use velayat-e faqih, an Islamist 

ideology, to justify the Iranian Government’s actions and policies.   

In order to garner additional control over the Iranian Government, Khomeini in 

1988 implemented the principle of expediency, which permitted the Supreme Leader to 

veto any law—Islamic or otherwise—deemed to contradict the regime’s interest.  

Khomeini’s view toward expediency essentially subordinated the Shari‘ah to the ruling 

jurist’s wisdom of what was best for the community.  According to Mehdi Khalaji, “In 

practice, this principle dictates that the Islamic Republic will function democratically 

until the popularly elected institutions contradict the will of the supreme leader, and he 

has the constitutional and religious authority to manipulate and control them.”43   

Shortly before his death in 1989, Khomeini appointed a council responsible for 

amending various constitutional contradictions, including the relationship between the 

Supreme Leader and the marja’iyya al-taqlid.  Although Khomeini died before a 

referendum approved the changes in July 1989, the amended Constitution significantly 

                                                
41 Religious Statecraft, 2018, p. 107. 
42 Clergy-State Relations In Iran: 1979-Present, p. 7. 
43 Khalaji, Mehdi. “Iran's Regime of Religion.” Journal of International Affairs, vol. 65, no. 1,  

2011, p. 135. 
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increased the Supreme Leader’s powers.  For example, the president was stripped of his 

power to resolve disputes between the various branches of government.  This power was 

subsequently granted to the Supreme Leader.  In addition, the Supreme Judicial Council 

was dissolved and replaced with a single Head of the Judiciary, which was to be 

appointed by the Supreme Leader.  The Supreme Leader was also granted the right to 

replace the director of the Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting, further cementing the 

Supreme Leader’s ability to control the media, limit freedom of speech in the Islamic 

Republic, prevent unwanted narratives from permeating the public sphere, and quell 

domestic dissent.  The amended Constitution further consolidated the Supreme Leader’s 

powers and cemented the role of the clergy within the Iranian Government.44   

State-Clergy System Tested After Khomeini’s Death 

After Khomeini died in June 1989, the Assembly of Experts decided that 

Ayatollah Seyyed Ali Khamenei would become the next Supreme Leader despite his 

modest clerical credentials and the fact that his “election was technically unconstitutional 

since at the time of his election he was not a [marja’iyya al-taqlid] as required by Articles 

107 and 109 of the 1979 Constitution,” according to Mehrzad Boroujerdi and Kourosh 

Rahimkhani.45  Shi‘a clerical establishments worldwide refused to recognize Khamenei 

as a marja’iyya al-taqlid; however, the Society of Qom Seminary Teachers in 1994 

declared Khamenei and six other ayatollahs as a marja’iyya candidate.  Two weeks later, 

Khamenei publicly declared that he did not intend to become a marja’iyya al-taqlid in 

Iran because he was focused on his responsibilities as the Supreme Leader.46 

                                                
44 Power and Change in Iran: Politics of Contention and Conciliation, 2016, p. 138.  
45 Ibid., p. 136. 
46 Power and Change in Iran: Politics of Contention and Conciliation, 2016, p. 136-137. 
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Since assuming the role of Supreme Leader, Khamenei has sought to bolster his 

power by further consolidating the state’s power over the Shi‘a clergy.  In 1995, the 

Supreme Council of Religious Seminaries of Qom (SCRSQ), which establishes the 

curriculum for the majority of the approximately 270 residential seminaries in Iran, was 

formally established.  The Supreme Leader and Qom-based clerics approve SCRSQ 

members recommended by the Society of Qom Seminary Teachers; and many of the 

current clerics on the council previously served as the Supreme Leader’s representative to 

an Iranian governmental body, underscoring the Supreme Leader’s power over the Shi‘a 

clerical establishment.47  Khamenei in 1984 also created a Central Headquarters of Friday 

Prayer Leaders to oversee Friday prayers.  In 1993, the group underwent a facelift, 

probably to expel members critical of Khamenei, and was rebranded as the Friday Prayer 

Policymaking Council (FPCC).  The FPCC is responsible for selecting and dismissing 

prayer leaders, with the exception of those imams handpicked by the Supreme Leader.  In 

order to maintain control over the mosques, the FPCC’s headquarters was moved from 

Qom to Tehran to ensure that the Supreme Leader was able to exercise control over the 

body, and the Supreme Leader relies on the Sazman-i Basij-i Mustaz‘afan Jomhuri-ye 

Islami-yi Iran (a.k.a Basij), an IRGC service branch, to monitor ongoing activity at 

Iranian mosques.48  

Relationship Between Iranian Clergy and State 

Essentially, Iranian Shi‘a clerics serve as “window dressing for government 

actions,” according to Alsultan and Saeid.49  The Shi‘a clerical establishment functions as 

                                                
47 Power and Change in Iran: Politics of Contention and Conciliation, 2016, p. 142. 
48 Ibid., p. 142-143. 
49 Alsultan, Fahad M. and Saeid, Pedram. 2017. The Development of Saudi-Iranian Relations  
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an extension of the Iranian regime and primarily serves the Iranian Government’s 

interests.  Although many Iranian Shi‘a clerics have personally witnessed their power 

grow exponentially since velayat-e faqih was implemented in 1979, not all clerics are 

supporters of this ideology.  According to Fahad Alsultan and Pedram Saeid’s personal 

interview with an anonymous individual in 2009, many Shi‘a clerics supported the 

concept of velayat-e faqih simply because they were rewarded with stipends and other 

benefits.50  Other Iranian clerics have refused to fall in line, and some have criticized 

senior Iranian politicians, including Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei.515253  

Mohammad Faghfoory notes that any opposition to the Supreme Leader “is tantamount to 

opposition to the [Twelfth Imam] and is punishable by death.”54  Oftentimes, Tehran has 

sought to undermine Qom-based clerics who did not believe that velayat-e faqih was an 

appropriate way to grant Iranian religious institutions legitimacy.  For example, the 

Iranian Government placed Sayed Kazem Shari‘ahtmadari and his followers under house 

arrest in 1982 after he conducted a robust propaganda campaign aimed at discrediting 

Khomeini.5556 

                                                
since the 1990s: Between Conflict and Accommodation. New York, NY: Routledge, p. 
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Shortly after the 1979 Iranian Revolution, the Iranian Government seized control 

of Shi‘a seminary schools, which were previously run by the marja’iyya al-taqlid.  The 

government also began to keep a portion of the zakat and khoms for itself.57  However, 

Khamenei has further bureaucratized seminaries since assuming power in 1989.  Mehdi 

Khalaji notes that Khamenei has established a bureaucracy to oversee everything from 

clerics’ insurance to hawza curriculum.  In 2010, the Iran’s majles, or legislative body, 

passed a law that, among other things, mandated that all Shi‘a clerics demonstrate that 

they are ideologically aligned with the Iranian regime and support velayat-e faqih.58  The 

Supreme Leader controls the following institutions across various facets of the Iranian 

Government, according to Boroujerdi and Rahimkhani,59 enabling him to ensure regime 

survivability and maintain his grip on the Shi‘a clerical establishment. 
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Figure 3. List of Iranian Institutions Controlled by Supreme Leader 

Exporting Velayat-e Faqih  

Today, the Iranian Government exports velayat-e faqih worldwide through its 

cultural and military outreach.  Iranian hardliners have argued that the Iranian 

Government needs to be powerful in order to successfully export the Iranian Revolution 

to other countries and serve as a model after which other Muslim countries could fashion 

themselves, according to Mohammad Ayatollahi Tabaar.60  Iran’s foreign policies are 
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largely driven by the Iranian Government’s desire to ensure regime survivability, combat 

perceived threats to the regime, and preserve velayat-e faqih.  In order to achieve this, 

Tehran primarily relies on the IRGC, which was formed in 1979 to serve as a custodian 

for velayat-e faqih.  Although Iran has two parallel, yet distinct militaries—the IRGC and 

the Iranian regular forces (Artesh)—the IRGC answers directly to the Supreme Leader 

and is tasked with defending the regime against potential coup d’états, such as the 1953 

coup that resulted in the overthrow of Iranian Prime Minister Mossadegh, and other 

threats.  The IRGC is comprised of several service branches: the Aerospace Force, Basij, 

Ground Force, Navy, and the Qods Force. The IRGC Qods Force (IRGC-QF) functions 

as Tehran’s paramilitary service branch and maintains ties to Lebanese Hizballah (LH) 

and Shi‘a militias throughout the region.61  Article 150 of the Iranian Constitution 

formally established the IRGC:  

     “The Islamic Revolution Guards Corps, organized in the early days of 
the triumph of the Revolution, is to be maintained so that it may continue 
its role of guarding the Revolution and its achievements.  The scope of the 
duties of this Corps, and its areas of responsibility, in relation to the duties 
and areas of responsibility of other armed forces, are to be determined by 
law, with emphasis on brotherly cooperation and harmony among them.”62 
 

To help overcome its relative isolation for the past 40 years, Iran has established a 

network of partners it can call upon to combat their mutual adversaries and garner 

influence in weak states.  Iran refers to this network as the Axis of Resistance—which 

includes Iran, LH, and others—and aims to counter the United States and Israel, 
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according to the International Crisis Group.63  Since its founding, the Islamic Republic 

has supported a variety of terrorist64 and militant groups throughout the Middle East, 

according the US Department of State.  Tehran has supported various Iraqi Shi‘a 

militias—which the United States has designated as Foreign Terrorist Organizations—

including Kataib Hizballah (KH), according to the 2017 US Department of State 

Counterterrorism Country Report for Iran.  Furthermore, Iran has “facilitated and coerced 

primarily [Shi‘a] fighters from Afghanistan and Pakistan to participate in the Assad 

regime’s brutal crackdown in Syria” because Iran views Damascus as a critical ally and 

needs to transport weapons to LH through both Syria and Iraq, according to the same 

report.  Tehran has also refused to bring senior Iran-based al-Qa’ida members to justice.  

Iran since at least 2009 has permitted al-Qa’ida facilitators to operate a facilitation 

pipeline through the Islamic Republic, “enabling [al-Qa’ida] to move funds and fighters 

to South Asia and Syria,” according to the US Department of State.65  Although Iran has 

taken steps to export velayat-e faqih across the world, two of the most notable instances 

have been in Iran’s backyard in Lebanon and Iraq. 

Using Military Muscle To Export Velayat-e Faqih 

Lebanese Hizballah 
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 In 1982, the IRGC sent hundreds of members to Lebanon to train and advise LH 

operatives how to expel Israel from Lebanon’s borders, according to International Crisis 

Group interviews with a senior Iranian diplomat and an IRGC strategist in 2016.66  

Tehran fostered a relationship with LH in order to export the concept of velayat-e faqih to 

Lebanon, create a capable force that would help defend the Islamic Republic, and deter 

Israel from attacking Iran.  In 2016, LH Secretary General Hassan Nasrallah publicly 

stated on al-Manar, the group’s television station, that “[Hizballah’s] budget, its income, 

its expenses, everything it eats and drinks, its weapons and rockets, come from the 

Islamic Republic of Iran…. As along as Iran has money, we have money.”  In addition, 

one LH member in mid-2019 informed the Washington Post that because of recent US 

economic sanctions on Iran, some Hizballah members have been furloughed and are 

receiving little to no pay.  Another individual with inside knowledge of Hizballah told the 

Washington Post that al-Manar has had to cancel television programming as a result of 

the sanctions and the subsequent impact sanctions have had on Iran’s ability to 

continuing funding Hizballah’s activities.67 

Since its founding, Hizballah has been responsible for a number of terrorist 

attacks that have resulted in the deaths of innocent civilians.  For example, Hizballah—

backed by Tehran—bombed Asociacion Mutual Israelita Argetina, a Jewish cultural 

center in Buenos Aires, Argentina, in 1994, killing 85 people and injuring hundreds.  
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Hizballah also bombed the Israeli Embassy in Buenos Aires in 1992, killing 29 people 

and injuring 242.68  

Iraqi Shi‘a Militias 

 Iranian leaders consider Iraq to be Iran’s utmost national security issue outside of 

the Islamic Republic.  Not only does Iran share a significant land border with Iraq, but the 

country is home to several holy cities for Shi‘a Muslims, including Karbala, Najaf, and 

Samarra.  In addition, the memory of the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988 CE) lingers in the 

minds of Iranians.  According to International Crisis Group interviews with Iranian 

diplomats and national-security officials in 2015 and 2016, Tehran seeks to enable the 

Iraqi Government to maintain stability and secure its borders, while ensuring Baghdad’s 

strength does not eclipse Tehran’s and once again become a threat to the Islamic 

Republic. Iranian leaders also informed the International Crisis Group that they seek to 

defend Iraq’s territorial integrity and prevent Iran’s enemies—be it domestic 

oppositionists or foreign adversaries—from using Iraq as a staging ground for attacks on 

the Islamic Republic.69   

Given the importance Tehran places on maintaining a stable and secure neighbor 

to the west, Iran has created several Iraqi Shi‘a militias that it has subsequently trained 

and equipped, including the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF) or al-Hashd al-Shaabi in 

Arabic, which formed as a result of Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani’s fatwa in June 2014 

that called on Iraqis to help defend Iraq against the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant 
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(ISIL).  “In practice, however, while most pro-Sistani groups are under army command, 

Iran reinforced existing [Shi‘a] militias operating outside Baghdad’s control, and placed 

them under the overall command of the [IRGC-QF].  In 2016, in a dexterous move of 

window-dressing, Iran agreed to have these militias placed under the formal authority of 

Iraq’s prime minister, knowing that these militias and the [IRGC-QF] would have 

preponderant influence in a weak state with a weak army,” according to the International 

Crisis Group.70  The impact of Sistani’s fatwa and the PMF will be explored further in 

chapter five.  

Using Religious Seminaries and Cultural Outreach To Export Velayat-e Faqih 

In addition to exporting velayat-e faqih abroad through its military muscle, the 

Iranian Government uses the Shi‘a clerical establishment in Qom and the Supreme 

Leader’s personal representatives in multiple countries, including in Iraq, Pakistan, Syria, 

the United Arab Emirates, and the United Kingdom, to export velayat-e faqih abroad.71  

For example, Al-Mustafa International University, which is based in Qom, hosts foreign 

seminary students and has branches in more than 60 countries.72  However, these 

seminaries are not as benign as they may sometimes appear at first glance.  Imam 

Mohammad Tawhidi, who studied at Imam Khomeini Islamic Seminary and at Al-Mahdi 

Institute in Iran in the mid-2000s, notes that he was radicalized while he was studying at 

Shi‘a seminaries in Iran.  As a result of his time at Al-Mahdi Institute, which he referred 

to as an “ideological training base” ran by retired Iranian intelligence officers, he became 

“willing to kill anyone who spoke a single word against Ali Khamenei, whom I saw as 
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the link between myself and God; because everyone around me would too.” Imam 

Tawhidi stated that “[the] ideology of the Iranian regime was simply part of my religion, 

to the point that we would twist the religion to benefit the Iranian regime…This ideology 

had become normality for me in Iran, and we were all taught to become soldiers of 

religion, who would return to our countries, in my case Australia, and preach Islam – the 

hardline Iranian revolutionary type of Islam....”73 
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Chapter Four 

Modern Iraqi State-Clergy Relations 
 
 Iraq is a parliamentary 

republic based on a combination of 

Shari‘ah and civil law, and while 

the overwhelming majority of 

Iraqis are Shi‘a Muslims, 

approximately 29 to 34 percent of 

Iraqis are estimated to be Sunni, 

according to the Central 

Intelligence Agency’s The World 

Factbook.74  These sectarian 

demographics are critical to 

understanding the role that religion 

has played in Iraqi politics since 2003.  This chapter will examine the relationship 

between Iraqi politics and religion since the fall of Saddam Hussein in 2003 and describe 

the structure of the modern Iraqi Shi‘a clerical establishment.  Furthermore, it will 

address how Grand Ayatollah Sistani and his quietist approach to the role of Shi‘a Islam 

in politics is critical to understanding the role and impact of Shi‘a clergy in Iraq and how 

the Iraqi Shia clerical establishment helps reduce Iranian influence in Iraq.  
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Establishing a Parliamentary Republic Post-Saddam 

 After the US and Coalition forces toppled Saddam’s regime in April 2003, 

Washington sought to establish democratic governance in Iraq.  While the US planned to 

assert control over the political transition, Grand Ayatollah Sistani—whom the majority 

of Shi‘a worldwide seek to emulate75—and many other Iraqis rejected the notion that 

foreigners should shape the future of Iraq.  Many Iraqis feared that the US “was trying to 

impose a secular, federal constitution upon the country, backed by its chosen protégés 

among the exiled politicians and the Kurdish leadership,” according to Charles Tripp.76  

In June 2003, Sistani responded to Washington’s efforts to place provincial and 

municipal officials it had curried favor with in power by issuing a fatwa declaring that a 

new Iraqi constitution must be developed by Iraqi representatives elected by the people, 

rather than a US-appointed body of representatives.77  In addition, Sistani called for a 

referendum that would enable Iraqi citizens to vote in favor of the draft constitution.78  

Below is the English-language translation of Sistani’s 2003 Arabic-language fatwa, 

which he issued in response to an individual’s question on Sistani’s position on the 

drafting of the new Iraqi constitution: 

“These authorities do not have any authority to appoint members of the 
Constitution Writing Council, nor is there any guarantee that this council will 
establish a constitution that matches the higher interests of the Iraqi people and 
expresses its national identity, whose pillars are the true Islamic religion and 
noble social values.  So, the said project is unacceptable from its basis and must 
first hold general elections in order for every eligible Iraqi to choose who to 
represent him in a constituent assembly to write the constitution.  Then, a general 
vote should be taken on the constitution approved by this council, and all 
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believers must demand the realization of this important matter and contribute to 
its accomplishment in the best way….”79 
 
Sistani’s public disdain for Washington’s proposed plan, coupled with the 

backing of his Iraqi supporters, successfully persuaded the United States to alter its plan.  

In July 2003, the Iraqi Governing Council (IGC) was established to serve as the interim 

government.  The IGC was comprised of 25 US-appointed Iraqi representatives80 that 

held the authority to approve budgets, appoint ministers, and propose policies; however, 

the US-led coalition retained the right to veto any IGC decisions.  Despite the diverse 

demographic breakdown of IGC representatives, the Iraqi populace largely viewed the 

governing body as illegitimate because of its ties to the US and the underrepresentation of 

Iraqi tribal leaders.81   

In October 2005, Iraqis voted to accept the draft constitution that solidified the 

current structure of the Iraqi Government.  Overall, the Iraqi Constitution safeguards both 

Islam and democracy.  Islam is the official religion of the state and Shari‘ah is a 

foundational source of legislation, in accordance with Article 2 of the Iraqi Constitution.  

In addition, Article 2 dictates that no established law may contradict Islam.  It also 

prohibits laws from contradicting democracy and the rights and freedoms outlined in the 

Iraqi Constitution.82   
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 Furthermore, the current Iraqi Government, as outlined in the Iraqi Constitution, 

is based on three branches of government: the executive, legislative, and judicial 

branches.  Iraq’s unicameral legislative body, the Council of Representatives (COR), 

indirectly elects Iraqi presidents for four-year terms, while prime ministers are nominated 

by the largest COR bloc or by consensus and submission of nominees for approval by the 

majority of COR members.8384  The COR is comprised of 329 seats, 320 of which are 

directly elected by the Iraqi populace and nine of which are reserved for Iraqi minorities.  

Five seats are reserved for Christians, one for Fayli Kurds, one for Sabaean-Mandaeans, 

one for Shabaks, and one for Yazidis, while 25 percent of all COR seats are allocated to 

women.85  The COR also regulates the Iraqi Federal Supreme Court which is comprised 

of judges, experts in Islam jurisprudence, and legal scholars and is responsible for 

determining the constitutionality of laws and mediating disputes between the Iraqi 

Government and the governorates and municipalities, among other issues.86 

Relationship Between Iraq-Based Clergy and State 

While there is virtually no separation of mosque and state in Iran,87 Sistani and his 

fellow Najaf-based clerics have sought to remain independent of the Iraqi Government by 

embracing quietism and avoiding interfering with Iraqi politics.  However, Najaf-based 

clerics pragmatically engage in Iraqi politics on occasion to promote free elections, 

champion pluralism, and limit the degree of foreign interference in Iraqi politics when 

Iraqis’ voices are left unheard.  Since the fall of Saddam, Sistani has demonstrated 
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flexible pragmatism through his calculated social activism during periods in which Iraqi 

governance was transitional or weak, or when the Iraqi populace perceived foreign 

actors—including the US military, ISIL, and Iran—as a threat to Iraqi sovereignty.8889   

Unlike the hawza in Qom, which is often used to provide a veneer of religious 

legitimacy for Tehran’s domestic and foreign policies, the hawza in Najaf merely helps to 

guide Iraqi politics to ensure that all Iraqis’ voices are heard.90  Given Sistani’s immense 

following,91 Sistani’s fatwas—which carry substantial weight on their own—reflect the 

broader Iraqi populace’s views on a particular issue.  According to the Carnegie 

Institute’s Middle East Center, Sistani “has never taken a position that is not already 

accepted by a broad range of Iraqis, nor has he offered detailed suggestions for how to 

change things.  His words are chosen carefully in order to avoid dragging the religious 

authorities into partisan conflicts.”92  This suggests that Sistani will only pragmatically 

comment on Iraqi politics only when his reviews reflect the broader Iraqi populace’s 

perspective and he believes that the hawza will not be drawn into a conflict with the 

political establishment.  In this capacity, he acts as a mediator between Baghdad and Iraqi 

society.93   
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Sistani’s Background 

              Sistani was born on August 4, 1930 in Mashhad, Iran, to a clerical family.  He  

studied Islamic jurisprudence and Arabic before moving to Qom in 1949.  In 1951, 

Sistani moved to Najaf, where he became an ijtihad.  Soon thereafter, Sistani was 

subject to efforts by Qom-based clerics who sought to delegitimize him and undermine 

his hope of becoming a marja’iyya al-taqlid.9495   Under the Ba’ath regime, the 

seminary in Najaf became largely inactive, and Sistani was placed under house arrest 

and prohibited from teaching.  During this time, many Shi‘a clerics immigrated to Iran, 

which led to the Tehran-backed Qom seminary becoming more developed financially 

and politically.96  After the fall of Saddam, Najaf-based clerics, including Sistani, 

began to take a more active role in the Iraqi political process and advocate for a 

pluralist democracy very likely in large part to protect and empower Iraqi Shi‘as who 

were persecuted under Saddam.9798   

              Today, approximately 80 percent of the world’s Shi‘as seek to emulate 

Sistani.  Not only does Sistani collect more than $700 million each year in zakat and 

khoms, but he also provides financial assistance to Shi‘a seminary students residing in 

Iran.  Sistani’s Shari‘ah codes have been translated into 30 different languages.  He 

maintains offices in more than ten cities worldwide.99100   
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Though Sistani does not engage in politics often, his public statements and fatwas 

often result in significant changes on the ground.  For example, Sistani’s 2003 fatwa on 

the drafting of the new Iraqi constitution ultimately led to a revised plan that gave more 

Iraqis a voice in domestic politics.101  In addition, Sistani issued several fatwas backing 

anti-government Iraqi protesters in late 2019, fatwas that eventually led to Iraqi Prime 

Minister Adil Abdu Mahdi’s resignation.102103    
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Chapter Five 

Current Relations Between Baghdad and Tehran 
 

Divergent views on the relationship between the Shi‘a clerical establishment and 

the state continue to shape relations between Baghdad and Tehran.  While Qom-based 

Shi‘a clerics believe in the concept of velayat-e faqih and stress the important role that 

Shi‘a clerics play in society and politics, Najaf-based Shi‘a clerics, who serve as a 

bulwark against Iranian attempts to entice their Iraqi co-religionists to adopt velayat-e 

faqih, are quietist in nature and tend to advocate for a pluralistic Iraqi Government free 

from foreign influence.104  This chapter will compare and contrast the perspectives of 

Qom- and Najaf-based Shi‘a clerics on Iranian influence in Iraq, the role of Iraqi Shi‘a 

militias, the Syrian civil war, and the rise of ISIL.  These perspectives ultimately shaped 

how Baghdad and Tehran responded to regional events. 

Relations between Iran and Iraq have been, at times, tumultuous since the 

founding of the Islamic Republic in 1979.  For example, immediately after the Iranian 

Revolution, Iran and Iraq found themselves in the midst of a brutal eight-year war that 

resulted in somewhere between 500,000 to 2,000,000 casualties, according to 

Encyclopedia Britannica.105  Saddam felt threatened by the success of the Iranian 

Revolution.  He feared that a mass Islamist movement could also overthrow his 

authoritarian regime and sought to take advantage of the relatively weak Iranian 

militaries.106  The Iranian Government viewed the fall of Saddam Hussein in 2003 as an 
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opportunity to fill the power vacuum Saddam and the Ba’ath Party left behind and export 

Iranian revolutionary ideals to Iraq.107108  Iran simultaneously looked for additional 

opportunities to further expand its influence and reach throughout the region by 

exploiting Iraqi instability and sectarian differences; proselytizing; and training, advising, 

and assisting its allies to combat their mutual enemies while affording Tehran plausible 

deniability.109 

Over time, Iran has viewed anti-US sentiment among Iraqi Shi‘as and the threat of 

ISIL as an opportunity to bolster its influence in Iraq and shift the regional balance of 

power in its favor.  One of the primary ways through which Tehran has bolstered its clout 

in Iraq is through its support for Iraqi Shi‘a militias.  Many of these groups, including 

Asaib Ahl al-Haq (AAH) and KH, were formed in the mid-2000s in order to protest the 

US presence in Iraq and to fill the security vacuum left after the US dissolved the Iraqi 

military.110  According to Christopher Forrest, US efforts to curb Iranian influence and 

power have caused Iran to bolster support to Iraqi Shi‘a militias.  “This causal factor 

draws heavily on the [International Relations] theory of structural realism, pioneered by 

Kenneth Waltz, as well as balance of threat theory by Stephen Walt.  Using this 
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construct, Waltz determines that in a unipolar system, such as exists today with US 

dominance, other states will engage in power-balancing activities in attempts to push the 

system away from unipolarity and maximize their own powers,” according to Forrest.111  

The unipolar nature of the global political landscape, coupled with Tehran’s desire to 

become a regional hegemon and reduce Riyadh’s influence abroad,112 has driven Iran to 

seek opportunities to align itself with allies in war-torn countries such as Iraq and 

Yemen.113114  Iran-backed Iraqi Shia militias have only served to weaken the Iraqi 

Government and strengthen the Islamic Republic.  "While helping its allies get elected, 

Iran simultaneously funds, equips, and even creates militant groups that enable it to 

pressure political actors to pursue policies beneficial to the Islamic Republic.  The more 

powerful non-state actors grow, the weaker the Iraqi central government becomes.  But 

once a militant group gains enough power to field a viable political party—thus needing 

to moderate its positions to appeal to a broader constituency—Iran invariably creates a 

new militant group to replace it,” according to the RAND Corporation.115  Since the fall 

of Saddam Hussein, Iran has sought to expand its sphere of influence in Iraq.  One of the 

primary ways Tehran has achieved this is by projecting it power through several Iraqi 

Shi‘a militias it trains, assists, and equips.  Although the Iranian Government has 

supported Iraqi Shi‘a militia groups, such as the Badr Organization, since the Iran-Iraq 
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War,116 the IRGC-QF since at least 2004 has provided Iraqi Shi‘a militias with arms, 

including explosively formed projectiles that took the lives of many US servicemembers 

during the Iraq war.  In addition, the IRGC-QF, alongside LH, have hosted training 

courses in Iran for Shi‘a militants that learn paramilitary skills and variety of other 

competencies.  Some of these courses serve as train-the-trainer programs with the 

expectation that students will return to Iraq and teach other militants what they learned in 

Iran.117   

Although Iran has successfully curried the favor of Iraqi Shi‘a militiamen, Tehran 

has sometimes struggled to garner support from Najaf and the Iraqi Shi‘a populace.  Iraqi 

Shi‘a public opinion toward Iran has declined significantly since 2014.  According to a 

2019 poll by the Baghdad-based Independent Institute for Administration and Civil 

Society Studies, only 38 percent of Iraqi Shi‘as have a favorable view toward Iran, 

whereas 86 percent viewed Iran favorably when polled in 2014.118  In addition, Tehran’s 

efforts to garner influence throughout the region—including Iraq—have sometimes put 

itself at odds with the Najaf-based clerical establishment, including Ayatollah Sistani, the 

world’s most prominent Iraqi Shi‘a cleric.119  While Najaf-based Shi‘a clerics take a 

quietist approach to politics, Qom-based Shi‘a clerics have largely adopted the concept of 

velayat-e faqih, and are used as a religious façade to justify Tehran’s political actions.120  
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According to an anonymous Najaf-based cleric, there is no competition between Najaf 

and Tehran because they are not equals.  

While Tehran benefits from all of the resources available to a nation-state, the 

hawza in Najaf is primarily concerned with preserving its independence from the Iraqi 

state in order to prevent an Iran-backed Iraqi Government from seizing control of the 

Shi‘a clerical establishment in Iraq and instituting velayat-e faqih in Iraq.  Overall, Najaf 

views its autonomy as critical to maintaining Iraqi sovereignty from Iran.  While Tehran 

has supported Iraqi Shi‘a militias with the hopes of using them to expand Iran’s sphere of 

influence in Iraq, Najaf-based clerics—including Sistani—have sought to preserve Iraq’s 

sovereignty and prevent ideologies, whether they be ISIL’s Salafi-jihadist ideology or 

Iran’s velayat-e faqih, from destabilizing Iraq.121  
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Figure 5. Examining Najaf's and Qom's Convergent and Divergent Views 
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Najaf- and Qom- based clerics hold divergent views on virtually every topic 

except their desire to expel ISIL from Iraq; however, both avoid direct confrontation with 

one another.  Sistani is deliberate in the issues he chooses to publicly discuss and remains 

hesitant to answer political questions, particularly on velayat-e faqih, a question he has 

been asked many times.122  Murteza Mohri, who represents Sistani in Kuwait, claims that 

Sistani intentionally avoids ruling on velayat-e faqih because “if he declares that he holds 

that velayat-e faqih is an accurate principle in Shiism, since he believes in priority and 

superiority of “the most knowledgeable [mujtahid]”…it would mean that he believes in 

himself as the only legitimate ruler-faqih…not only in Iraq but also in the [Shi‘a] 

world.”123  Such a claim would put him at odds with the Iranian Supreme Leader.  On the 

other hand, if Sistani publicly opposes velayat-e faqih, he would essentially be referring 

to the Iranian Government as religiously illegitimate124  Sistani’s silence on velayat-e 

faqih is critical to understanding the issues he is likely to publicly comment on.  Although 

Sistani has taken steps to reduce Iranian influence in Iraq, he is almost certainly aware 

that Iran played an instrumental role in combating ISIL in Iraq and that continued Iranian 

support on counterterrorism issues is in the Iraqi public’s best interest.125126127 

Meanwhile, Qom and Tehran are probably cautious to avoid publicly contradicting 
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Sistani or challenging him in religious circles because “nearly 80 percent of [Shi‘a] 

worshipers” seek to emulate Sistani.128  Any public friction or disagreement between the 

Iranian Government and Sistani would risk putting Iran at odds with the majority of Shi‘a 

Muslims worldwide.129  These issues will be explored in greater detail later in this 

chapter.  

Syrian Civil War (2011-Present)  

While Qom and Tehran have backed the Asad regime since the beginning of the 

Syrian civil war, Najaf-based Shi‘a clerics have refused to sanction support for the Syrian 

Government.130131132  Meanwhile, Baghdad has refrained from publicly taking sides in the 

Syria conflict because the marja’iyya al-taqlid in Qom and Najaf hold divergent views on 

support to the Asad regime.133 

Tehran has stood alongside Damascus since the beginning of the Syrian civil war 

in 2011, and has enlisted the help of its military servicemembers, Hizballah, Iraqi Shi‘a 

militias—including Kataib Sayyid al-Shuhada and Harakat al-Nujaba—and Afghan and 
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Pakistani Shi‘as to support the regime.134135136137  Although Tehran and Damascus have a 

longstanding alliance dating back to the Iran-Iraq War, Iran also views Syria as a 

strategic landmass through which it can transport weapons to Hizballah, according to a 

2017 US Department of State report.138  Since the conflict began, Iran has recruited, 

trained, and funded more than 100,000 Shi‘as to fight to help preserve Damascus’s grip 

on power.  Tehran has also provided conventional military support—including unmanned 

aerial vehicles and artillery—to its Shi‘a allies in Syria,139 and has deployed 

approximately 3,000 IRGC-QF members to Syria to plan and conduct military operations 

alongside Syrian and Russian forces.140141  Furthermore, Iran has augmented its 

conventional and asymmetric military aid to Damascus with support from the Iranian 

Shi‘a clerical establishment. 

Differences of opinion between Qom and Najaf on the Syria conflict have 

widened the gap between the two Shi‘a theological centers and between Baghdad and 

Tehran.  Qom-based Shi‘a clerics have used religion to justify fighting in support of the 
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Asad regime.142143  For example, Qom-based Iranian cleric Kazim al-Haeri in 2013 issued 

a fatwa that called upon Shi‘as to fight in Syria to prevent the overthrow of the Asad 

regime.144145  Haeari claimed that fighting in Syria was part of one’s “duty” to defend 

Islam.146  Meanwhile, Najaf-based Shi‘a clerics have characterized the conflict as merely 

political,147 and a Najaf-based senior Shi‘a cleric said, “Those who went to fight in Syria 

are disobedient.”148  Moreover, at least one high-ranking Shi‘a cleric based in Najaf 

believes that Tehran tried to bolster Shi‘a support for the Asad regime under the pretext 

that the Syria-based Shi‘a shrines needed protection.149  Finally, Sistani has publicly 

noted that he views the conflict as a political—rather than a religious—conflict, which 

undercuts Iran’s claims that regional Shi‘as should support Damascus because it is a 

religious duty.150   

Rise of ISIL and Creation of Popular Mobilization Forces 

Tehran and Najaf also held divergent views on how best to respond to the rise of 

ISIL.  While Sistani issued a fatwa calling for Iraqis to protect the country by supporting 

Iraqi security services, Iran used Sistani’s fatwa to justify the creation of new Shi‘a 

militias that were outside of Baghdad’s control.151152  In June 2014, now-deceased ISIL 
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amir Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi declared a caliphate in Iraq and the Levant.153  ISIL then 

proceeded to amass territory, murder innocent Iraqi and Syrian civilians, and inspire 

terrorist attacks around the world.  Shortly thereafter, Sistani issued a fatwa urging Iraqis 

to take up arms against the Salafi-jihadist group.  Sistani declared the fight against ISIL 

“a sacred defense” and assured his followers that “whoever of you sacrifices himself to 

defend his country and his family and their honor will be a martyr.”154155  Although some 

Iraqi militias started mobilizing to counter ISIL before Sistani’s fatwa,156 many military-

age males took up arms in response to the cleric’s call to action.  In addition, the fatwa 

led to the creation of the PMF, which now has between 60,000 and 120,000 

members.157158  Today, the PMF operates as the umbrella organization under which 

approximately 50 militias,159  including many Iran-back Iraqi Shi‘a militias that were 

                                                
153 Al Jazeera. Sunni Rebels Declare New 'Islamic Caliphate'. Al Jazeera, 30 June 2014,  

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2014/06/isil-declares-new-islamic-caliphate-
201462917326669749.html. 

154 Watling, Jack. “The Shia Militias of Iraq.” The Atlantic, 22 Dec. 2016,  
www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2016/12/shia-militias-iraq-isis/510938/. 

155 Dziadosz, Alexander. “After Years off-Stage, Iraq's Sistani Takes Charge.” Reuters, 29 June  
2014, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-iraq-security-clerics-insight/after-years-off-
stage-iraqs-sistani-takes-charge-idUSKBN0F30KX20140629. 

156 Beauchamp, Zack. “Iraq's Shia Militias Are Beating Back ISIS. But Are They the Country's  
next Big Threat?” Vox, 25 Mar. 2015, https://www.vox.com/2015/3/25/8290165/iraq-
shia-militias. 

157 “The Shia Militias of Iraq,” 22 Dec. 2016. 
158 “Iraq's Shia Militias Are Beating Back ISIS. But Are They the Country's  

next Big Threat?,” 25 Mar. 2015. 
159 Iraq's Paramilitary Groups: The Challenge of Rebuilding a Functioning State, 31 Aug. 2018,  
 p. 1. 



 44 

established to resist the 2003 US invasion of Iraq operate alongside newly formed 

militias that were created to counter ISIL.160161162163164165166  

Iranian Supreme Leader Khamenei referred to Sistani’s fatwa as a “divine 

inspiration,” probably because it provided Tehran with an opportunity to further entrench 

itself in Iraqi affairs,167 According to the International Crisis Group, Iran believes the 

PMF serves “as an insurance policy against the return of a strong, antagonistic Iraqi state 

on its border, support by the [US] and Saudi Arabia, or one controlled by an enemy such 

as ISIL.”168169  Najaf-based clerics quickly realized that Sistani’s fatwa had been 

misinterpreted, leading his Karbala-based representative to publicly clarify that the fatwa 

was meant to bolster support for the Iraqi security services, rather than justify the creation 

of militias that operate outside the control of the state.170  Today, Sistani and his 
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representatives describe PMF members as mere “volunteers” and do not legitimize them 

by using their formal name, Hashd al-Shaabi, because they believe these groups 

exploited and twisted Sistani’s fatwa.171172173   

In addition to its support for Iraqi Shi‘a militias, Iran has provided military 

support to the Iraqi security services to augment their efforts to expel ISIL from their 

backyard.  Not only has the Iranian Government conducted airstrikes on ISIL targets, but 

there have been many reports of Iranian military members fighting in Iraq.174175  

According to now-deceased IRGC-QF Commander Soleimani, who has been 

photographed alongside PMF members,176 “[The] Supreme Leader asked the Islamic 

Republic to put all its resources at the disposal of the Iraqi armed forces without any 

hesitation.”177  Soleimani also noted that Tehran has provided Iraq with “tons of 

weapons” and Su-25 fighter aircraft to provide close air support to Iraqi ground forces. 

178179  Finally, Tehran has long propagated the narrative that the US created ISIL and 

continues to protect its leader and provide support to the group’s subordinate operatives, 
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almost certainly in an attempt to reduce Iraqi support for the US and bolster support for 

the Islamic Republic.180181182183184 

Iran-Backed Iraqi Shi‘a Militias’ Fuel Sectarianism 

While Iran-backed Iraqi Shi‘a militias—such as AAH185— have fueled 

sectarianism across Iraq by engaging in violence against Iraqi Sunnis and conducting 

triumphalist activities,186 Najaf-based clerics, such as Sistani, have encouraged restraint 

and discouraged violence.187  Not only have these militias ignored Sistani, but they 

simultaneously helped to create the conditions under which ISIL was able to gain traction 

and drove Sunnis to adopt ISIL’s Salafi-jihadist ideology to serve as a counterweight to 

Iran-backed groups’ militancy.188189190  Several Iraqi Shi‘a militias that have existed since 

the early days of the US-led Operation Iraqi Freedom are led by individuals associated 
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with the kidnapping and murder of Iraqi Sunnis, including some located in hospitals.191  

In addition, Amnesty International in October 2014 reported that Iraqi Shi‘a militias were 

abducting and killing Sunnis from their homes, workplaces, and checkpoints across Iraq.  

At times, Shi‘a militias have extorted Sunni families to raise funds for the groups.192  An 

AAH member in September 2014, who did not know that an Amnesty International 

delegate was within earshot, said, “if we catch ‘those dogs’ [Sunnis] coming down from 

the Tikrit area we execute them; in those areas they are all working with DA’ESH… 

[ISIL].  They come to Baghdad to commit terrorist crimes.  So we have to stop them,” 

suggesting that AAH members did not discriminate between ISIL members and Iraqi 

Sunni civilians.193  Furthermore, Iraqi Shi‘a militias raided, looted, and destroyed several 

Sunni villages after the US and Coalition forces had liberated the area from ISIL in 

August 2014, according to a 2015 Human Rights Watch Report.194  Overall, Iran-backed 

Iraqi Shi‘a militias’ use of violence against Iraqi civilians has only exacerbated fissures 

between Qom and Najaf.  

Iranian Encroachment on Iraqi Sovereignty 

Tehran’s attempts to export the ideals espoused during the 1979 Iranian 

Revolution have led many Iraqis to voice their concerns over perceived encroachment on 

Iraqi sovereignty.  According to a high-ranking Shi‘a leader who works under the Iranian 

Supreme Leader, “[Iran has] a big project in Iraq aimed at spreading the principles of 
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[velayat-e faqih] and the young are our target.  We are not looking to establish an Islamic 

State in Iraq, but at least we want to create revolutionary entities that would be ready to 

fight to save the [Shi‘a] project.”195   

Although Sistani, who is an Iranian citizen, typically refrains from commenting 

on Iranian politics,196 he has repeatedly voiced his concerns about foreign influence in 

Iraq.  For example, Sistani in May 2019 met with Iranian President Ruhani during his 

multi-day visit to Iraq.  During the visit, Sistani told Ruhani that he was open to “any 

steps to strengthen Iraq’s relations with its neighbors...based on respect for the 

sovereignty of the countries and no interference in domestic affairs.”  Sistani also said, 

“The most important challenges facing Iraq are fighting corruption, improving services[,] 

and keeping weapons in the hands of the state and its security services,” likely a veiled 

referenced to the increased role of Iran-backed Iraqi Shi‘a militias.197  Furthermore, Iraqi 

Shi‘a cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, a populist, criticized Shi‘a militants from the Iran-backed 

PMF for supporting Iranians affected by flash flooding in April 2019.  Sadr declared that 

Iraqis should be the number-one priority and that because Iranians have already received 

relief, “it is our duty to intensify our efforts to provide relief to our people in Iraq,” 

according to an English-language newspaper based in the United Arab Emirates.198  

                                                
195 “Syria War Widens Rift between Shi'ite Clergy in Iraq, Iran,” 20 July 2013. 
196 “Sistani, Iran, and the Future of Shii Clerical Authority in Iraq,” Jan. 2017. 
197 “Iraq's Top Shi'ite Cleric Tells Rouhani Ties Must Respect Sovereignty.” Reuters, 13 Mar.  

2019, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-iraq-iran-rouhani/iraqs-top-shiite-cleric-tells- 
rouhani-ties-must-respect-sovereignty-idUSKBN1QU22O.  

198 Aldroubi, Mina. Iraq: Muqtada Al Sadr Tells Shiite Militias 'Iraqis Come First' after Support  
for Iran Flood Victims. The National, 15 Apr. 2019,  
https://www.thenational.ae/world/mena/iraq-muqtada-al-sadr-tells-shiite-militias-iraqis-
come-first-after-support-for-iran-flood-victims-1.849085.  



 49 

Although, the Iraqi Government in November 2016 passed legislation that 

formally recognized the PMF as a separate part of Iraq’s security forces, the group 

maintains their own command-and-control structures.199200  In a Skype interview with 

Harith Hasan al-Qarawee, an anonymous close associate of the hawza in Najaf noted that 

this legislation was a good compromise.  Not only did it technically subordinate the 

militias, including those backed by Iran, to the Iraqi Government, but it ensured that the 

militias can continue to help in the fight against ISIL.201  This decision was largely 

window-dressing, and despite the fact that the Iraqi Constitution prohibits members of 

Iraq’s armed forces from running for political office, many Shi‘a militants ran for office 

for a parliamentary seat in May 2018.202  In fact, the Fatah Alliance, which is primarily 

compromised of political candidates from the political arms of several Iran-backed Iraqi 

Shi‘a militias, won 48 out of 329 seats in the Council of Representatives, Iraq’s 

unicameral legislative body.203204  

In July 2019, Iraqi Prime Minister Adel Abdul Mahdi sought to further rein in the 

PMF by issuing a decree that intended to demilitarize Iraqi Shi‘a militias that wished to 

remain involved in Iraqi politics.  The decree involved a number of new regulations, 
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including the closure of militias’ military checkpoints and headquarters.205  Mahdi 

probably issued the decree to simultaneously appease Washington amid increased 

tensions between the US and Iran and appear as though he was taking concrete steps to 

restrain Iran and its Iraqi allies within Iraq.206207  Many observers believe Mahdi’s 

decision was merely a façade and doubt Baghdad’s intention to actually enforce the 

decree.  The decree was originally set to take effect on 31 July; however, it does not 

appear as though the decree is being enforced, underscoring how challenging it is for 

Baghdad to curb Tehran’s influence and reach in Iraq.208209210 
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Chapter Six 

Conclusion 
 

“There is no more important issue for the development of the security agenda of the 
Persian Gulf than what happens in Iraq.  If the Iraqi state is able to reconstruct itself, 
resolving the political and physical battles over political power, extending its control 
over the country and finding a workable compromise on the constitutional questions 
about the relative power of the center and its regions, the entire region will be more 
stable.” – Gregory Gause211  
 
 At the moment, the risk of war between the United States and Iran is at its all-time 

high, and Iraqis are fed up with government corruption and Iranian interference in Iraqi 

affairs.212213214215  Iran-backed Iraqi Shi‘a militias want a permanent role within Iraq’s 

security apparatus,216 while the Shi‘a clerical establishment in Najaf seeks to limit their 

influence.217218  Meanwhile, it remains unclear who Iraqis and Shi‘a Muslims worldwide 

will rally around after Sistani—who has long stood as a bulwark against Iranian influence 

in Iraq—passes away.  Given Sistani’s immense religious clout with Shi‘as worldwide, 

his death will most likely pave the way for clerics to play a more significant role in 

politics—not just in Iran—but elsewhere, too.219   
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Over the next year, it will become increasingly important for individuals 

concerned with stability and security throughout the Middle East to understand the socio-

cultural context in which both Baghdad and Tehran make decisions, including the role 

that Shi‘a clerics play in moderating states’ behavior.  Dynamics between the mosque and 

the state will continue to shape Baghdad’s and Tehran’s behavior and conflicts across the 

Middle East.  The Iranian Shi‘a clerical establishment will continue to function as an 

extension of the Iranian regime and offer a façade of legitimacy for Tehran’s efforts to 

bolster regional influence and sponsor terrorism around the world.220221   Meanwhile, 

Najaf-based clerics will continue to advocate for a pluralistic Iraqi Government free from 

foreign influence while otherwise seeking to remove themselves from the political 

fray.222  

Such context will be particularly critical in light of the US airstrike that killed 

IRGC-QF Commander Soleimani on 02 January 2020 and Iran’s retaliatory missile 

strikes that targeted US and coalition personnel in Iraq, on 07 January 2020.223224  As 

increased tensions between Washington and Tehran persist, Iran will seek to maintain 

and increase its influence throughout the region, particularly in Iraq.  Since Soleimani’s 

death, Iran and Iran-backed Iraqi Shia militias have called for the withdrawal of US 
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forces from Iraq.225  If Sistani—in an effort to reduce foreign influence in Iraq—publicly 

calls on Baghdad to expel the US military from Iraq, this could persuade the Iraqi 

Government to act.  Sistani’s tremendous influence and popularity among Iraqis could 

also lead to the populace pressuring politicians to take action to expel US forces.226  

Understanding how religion both constrains and empowers Iranian and Iraqi leaders’ 

decisionmaking is critical to ensuring the stability and security of the Persian Gulf.  
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