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The presented analysis scrutinises the political role performed in post-invasion Iraq [2003-2020] 
by the religious Shi’i authority seated in Najaf and the instrumentalisation of Shi’i Islamism and 
local and regional implications of this. The ascent of religious actors and their claim to 
extraordinary powers exposes the role assumed by non-state actors across civic and political life. 
An investigation into the alliance between the Marja’iyya and Tehran reveals the depth of Iran’s
influence on the Shi’i establishment and its future trajectory. 
    
The Anglo-American invasion of Iraq in 2003 transformed the existing political order into one 
that accommodates religious actors. The Shi’i authority in Najaf, known as the marja’iyya, is, 
17 years on, at the heart of political life in 2020 Iraq. Occupational policies and the criminalisation 
of the preexisting security apparatus transformed Shi’i clerical leaders into critical power brokers 
that continue to influence government formation and security policies.
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INTRODUCTION

The Shi’i electoral bloc the United Iraqi Alliance (UIA) featured Sistani’s photo and the marja’iyya’s electoral list number (169) during 
the election campaign in Iraq January 2005. (Social media)

1

 On the Shi’i revival in the region, consult Vali Nasr’s The Shia Revival: How Conflicts within Islam Will Shape the 
Future, New York: Norton and Company, 2006 and Yitzhak Nakash’s Reaching for Power: The Shi’a in the Modern World, 
Princeton University Press, Princeton and Oxford, 2006, pp.72.
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According to Shia2  doctrine, the marja’iyya3 possesses exclusive authority to interpret the sharia 
(Islamic law) and exert control in society by directing rituals, rites, and religious ceremonies. In 
the Shi’i Usuli school, which is the dominant trend in Shi’i jurisprudence, individuals must follow the 
instructions of at least one marja4  in their religious practices and dealings with other individuals 
or the community. The marja, is also the main collector of zakat (religious charity), khoms (religious 
taxes) and acts as administrator for many Shi’i religious educational institutions such as the hawza5   
and non-educational foundations in the country they are based and abroad.

In Iraq (Najaf), the marja’iyya is currently headed by the senior Shi’i marja Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani6 , 
an Iranian national, who is widely recognised as the most eminent marja for Shia both in Iraq and 
worldwide. There are three other senior maraji in Najaf in addition to Sistani: Saeed al-Hakim (Iraqi), 
Muhammad Ishaq al-Fayyad (Afghani) and Bashir al-Najafi (Pakistani). The marja’iyya is ostensibly run 
by Sistani and it is uncustomary for one of the other three maraji to contradict him.
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3

Grand Ayatollah Abu al-Qasim al-Khoei meeting Iraq’s former President Saddam Hussein in 1991 following Iraq’s withdrawal from 
Kuwait. During the televised meeting, Khoei condemned his fellow Shia for committing crimes during the 1991 uprising in southern 
cities.

2 Shia here refers to the Twelver Shia Muslims (ithna ashriyya) who are the largest sect of Shi‘i Islam. They believe 
that the Prophet was followed by twelve divinely-guided imams who were his direct descendants. The last went into hiding as 
a boy in the ninth century and is still alive although in hiding (or occultation) until he reappears in the End Times, this is why 
he is also called the ‘Awaited Imam’
3 Marja’iyya literally means the position of a living Shi’i supreme legal authority
4 Also called marja al-taqleed (the plural: maraji), literary means a source of emulation, is a religious title given to Islamic 
scholars who obtained the credentials to exert ijtihad, that is, deducing Islamic rulings through rational methods.
5 A Shi’i religious seminary (plural: hawzat).
6 According to Sistani’s official website, he was born in 1930 in a clerical family in the Shi’i holy city of Mashhad (Eastern 
Iran). Around 1948 he went to Qom for higher studies. He worked there with the greatest Shi’i authority at the time, Ayatollah 
Husayn Burujirdi. By the end of 1951 Sistani moved to Najaf to complete his studies and he has stayed there since.
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THE QUIETIST MARJA’IYYA

Prior to Iraq’s invasion in 2003, the marja’iyya in Najaf was understood to have practised ‘quietism’, 
in which clerics refrained from direct engagement in politics. This assumption stems from the belief 
that the Shi’i Najaf-based senior clerics follow the orthodox doctrine of Twelver Shi’ism7 that holds 
the supreme political authority on Earth rests with the infallible occulted Twelfth Imam who, according 
to the Shi’i Twelvers, is the last rightful successor to the Prophet Mohammed. 

Looking back before the invasion, Sistani was described as a senior cleric who was occupied with his 
religious studies and “has shunned all involvements in either Iranian or Iraqi politics.”8  He was also 
described as being a ‘quietist’ cleric who was entirely apolitical, avoiding direct conflict with the state.9  

Many also believe Sistani was maintaining the ‘quietist’ approach of his predecessor and mentor 
Grand Ayatollah Abu al-Qasim al-Khoei. It is worth noting that the late Khoei had a few political 
stands, for example, he condemned his fellow Shia for committing crimes during the 1991 uprising 
in Iraq’s southern cities after the withdrawal of the Iraqi army from Kuwait.10 Nonetheless, such a stand 
is commonly categorised under the practice of ‘taqiyya’ (dissimulation), a Shi’i doctrine that allows 
religiously devoted Shia to hide their true religious beliefs or intentions to avoid any persecution 
by others. 

The late Grand Ayatollah Abu al-Qasim al-Khoei and mentor to Sistani was an adherent to 
the ‘quietist’ school in Shi’i Islam that prohibits political interference by Mutajids (men of religion) in 
the affairs of the government. The philosophical approach that the late Khoei practiced earned him 
the title of “absolute quietist”. As Khoei’s successor as head of Iraq’s leading hawza, Sistani is a carrier 
of the quietest school despite having gained a foothold in politics. 

Khoei’s predecessor, Grand Ayatollah Muhsin al-Hakim, who was also commonly described as 
apolitical, had clearer political stands. For example, he issued a fatwa that condemned Communism. 
He acquiesced in the formation of the Shi’i Islamic Da’wa party in the late 1950s. He was also known 
to have connections, in the early years at least, with Iraq’s post-monarchy revolutionary government, 
under President Abdul Karim Qasim, which was formed after the 1958 military coup. Additionally, 
al-Hakim maintained connections with many Iraqi Shi’i politicians and military officers.11 

The assumption that these clerics were quietists might be made upon comparing them with politically 
vocal clerics such as Mohammed Baqir al-Sadr (Sadr I), the co-founder of the Islamic Da’wa Party, 
and his cousin Mohammad Mohammed Sadiq al-Sadr (Sadr II), father to firebrand populist 
leader Moqtada al-Sadr. 

7 Al-Khayoun, R. (2010). Lahut al-Siyasa: Al-Ahzab al-Deeniya bil Iraq. Baghdad: Dirasat Iraqiyya, p.82.
8 Walbridge, L. (2001b). The Counterreformation: Becoming a Marja’ in the Modern World. In: Walbridge, L.S., ed. 
The Most Learned of the Shi’a: the Institution of the Marja’ Taqlid. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, p237
9 Cole, J. (2006). Cole, Juan (2006). The Ayatollahs and Democracy in Iraq.isim Paper 7. Leden: Amsterdam 
University Press, p.7
10 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gLuXzdURtmo
11 Rizvi, S. (2010). Political mobilization and the Shi‘i religious establishment (marj‘iyya). International Affairs, 86(6), p.1306
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Sistani’s support base have alleged that Ayatollah struggled against Saddam Hussein’s regime but 
historical records suggest otherwise. Sisatni’s role under Hussein was limited to spiritual guidance 
in alignment with the quietest school’s rejection of involvement in politics. Sistani expressed support 
for Saddam’s regime in September 2002 in the form of a defensive jihad [resistance] fatwa against 
the looming invasion. In his fatwa which had been reported by Iraqi TV, Sistani stated: 

“The duty of Muslims in these difficult circumstances is to unite their stands and do all they can to 
defend beloved Iraq and safeguard it against the schemes of covetous enemies….Every Muslim 
should do all he can to defend Muslim Iraq and prevent the aggression against it …..Offering any kind 
of assistance or help to the aggressors is a moral sin.”12

THE RISE OF SISTANI IN POST-INVASION IRAQ

The marja’iyya demonstrated a remarkable shift in the attitude towards state affairs after the 
invasion of Iraq in March 2003. The senior maraji in Najaf shed their apolitical inclinations as they 
attempted to gain a foothold in national politics. 

Sistani emerged as an influential actor in the transitional political process (2003-2005), projecting 
himself as the most legitimate authority. Sermons and edicts in which the Ayatollah spoke on 
behalf of the Iraqi public, alongside his criticism of occupational actors shaped his newfound 
reputation as an advocate of democratic politics. 

On March 13 2003 soon after coalition forces commenced their bombing campaign on Baghdad 
Sistani issued a fatwa (edict) in condemnation of these actions:

“It is the duty of Muslims at these critical conditions to unify their word and do everything in their 
power to defend dear Iraq and protect it against the schemes of the covetous enemies. The Iraqis, 
people and leadership, will certainly stand united, supporting one another, against any aggression. 
They will resist this aggression using all their power, and they will frustrate the hopes of the 
aggressors with the help of God Almighty.”13

On April 20, 2003 the Ayatollah issued another fatwa warning clerics against seeking political office 
but at this early stage of nation building, prominent Sistani representatives were already carving 
out political roles in the new Iraq. 

In 2004 the Ayatollah resisted plans by the Coalition Provisional Authority to appoint a 
constitutional committee to oversee the writing of the new national constitution. Sistani insisted 
that any such body should be elected directly by the Iraqi people before a referendum on 
a new constitution is held.

12 Cited in Ehrenberg, J., 2010. The Iraq papers. New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press. P.320.
13  Iraqi News Agency website, March 13, 2003, translated by BBC Worldwide Monitoring. Also see Kurzman, Charles. (2003). 
Pro-U.S. Fatwas. Middle East Policy. 10. 155-166, also at https://mepc.org/pro-us-fatwas
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SISTANI’S PRO-OCCUPATION FATWA

April 3, 2003 marks a watershed moment in Sistani’s political involvement14 , when the Ayatollah 
issued an edict calling on believers not to resist occupational powers. Orders “not to hinder the 
forces of liberation” were expressed in the document, justified by the need to “help bring this war 
against the tyrant to a successful end for the Iraqi people.”15  

US Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz hailed Sistani’s pro-occupation fatwa before the 
Senate Armed Services Committee on 10 April 2003, describing it as the “ first pro-U.S. fatwa” in 
contemporary Islamic history. In the interim, US defence secretary Donald Rumsfeld referenced 
Sistani’s fatwa at a press briefing at the Pentagon,16  whilst the US Army announced the news at 
a briefing at the Central Command headquarters in Camp Al-Sayliyah near Doha, Qatar. 

“In the wake of yesterday’s operations near Najaf and [inaudible] operations to date, a prominent 
cleric, Grand Ayatollah Sistani, who had been placed under house arrest by the regime for a 
considerable period of time, issued a fatwa. And it was done this morning, instructing the 
population to remain calm and to not interfere with coalition actions. We believe this is a very 
significant turning point, and yet another indicator that the Iraqi regime is approaching its end.”16

Sistani issued a statement denying that he had issued the fatwa.17 Muhammad Bahr al-Ulum, the 
spokesman of London-based al-Khoei Foundation (a key sponspor of Sistani after 2003) repudiated 
this, reporting that Sistani had urged Muslims to keep calm and stay at home to avoid putting 
themselves in arms way by confronting occupation forces.18 

While Sistani denied having issued the fatwa, some of his followers defended it as a tactical 
defence against Iran’s hegemonic ambitions in post-invasion Iraq.19 The fatwa marked a clean 
departure from the Marji’s quietist policy and a greater leap into the domain of politics 
and alliance building. 

The common thought about the rise of a marja al-'ala (paramount marja) is that the marja 
constructs his authority through obtaining high religious credentials and teaching in the hawzat. 
However, the process is rather complicated and different from the selection of the pope in 
Catholicism. Knowledge, probity, and piety are not the only conditions for a mujtahid20 to secure 
the status of the marja al-‘ala. This is why only a few mujtahids can reach this status, regardless of 
whether they studied Shi’i theology and jurisprudence. 

The process of the rise of a marja in Najaf appears to be built on wealth, informal and unwritten 
protocols, in addition to scholarly status, publication and number of followers. For a mujtahid to 
reach the seniority of the hierarchy, he needs popular support and strong relations and 
connections in Najaf and abroad.
14 Feldman, N. 2005. The Democratic Fatwa: Democracy in the Realm of Constitutional Politics. Oklahoma Law Review, 58(1), 1-9.
15 Amir Taheri, “Shiite Schism” (op-ed), The Wall Street Journal, April 7, 2003, p. A26, 
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB1049678423723500 
16 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y-FY9Q05XTk&feature=youtu.be 
17 Abdul Raheem Ali, “Al-Sistani Denies Fatwa Not To Resist Invasion,” IslamOnline.net, April 4, 2003, 
http://www.islamonline.net/English/News/2003-04/04/article02.shtml. 
18 According toAl-Khoei Foundation spokesman Muhammad Bahr al-Ulum, on Al-Jazeera Television (Doha, Qatar), April 3, 
2003, 16:20 Greenwich Mean Time, Sistani urged Najaf’s inhabitants to “remain in their houses until things are clarified”.
19 https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2018/04/dueling-ayatollahs-sistani-khamenei-shiite-iran-iraq.html
20 A mujtahid is a religious scholar who is educationally and intellectually able to understand and interpret religious texts and 
has the ability to derive Islamic rules from their sources.
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A powerful social and financial network inside and outside Iraq (mainly in Iran and London) helped 
the emergence of Sistani as the marja al-‘ala for the Shi’i community in the1990s. To shore up 
Sistani’s marja’iyya against widespread criticism over his suitability for this status, Sistani’s 
supporters and his established global network claim that his predecessor al-Khoei appointed 
Sistani as his successor by asking Sistani to lead prayers on his behalf at al-Khadhra mosque in the 
shrine compound of Imam Ali in Najaf from 1988. However, this claim is contentious, given the 
marja’iyya is not bestowed by one individual on another of his own choice.21  

Sistani’s rise to this hierarchy was also made possible by the nature of the conditions that followed 
the invasion of Iraq. The ensuing power vacuum created the need for a moral authority to guide 
the Shi’i community in Iraq and voice its concerns. 

Sistani’s supporters also claim that the ayatollah is deeply knowledgeable on Shi’i history, theology 
and fiqh (jurisprudence), and that he is highly fluent in Arabic (despite widespread criticism of 
his Arabic fluency).22

Conversely, it is widely known within the Shi’i clerical circle that the powerful social and financial 
network linked to the Khoei Foundation in London, headed by Khoei’s son Abdul Majid Khoei, 
played a key role in paving the way for Sistani to emerge as the most senior marja. Sistani’s 
son-in-law Jawad Shahristani (an Iranian national) and the World Federation of Khoja Shi‘a 
Ithna’Ashari Jama‘ats, which represents significant mercantile Khoja communities, also played an 
important role in Sistani’s rise.23 Sistani’s son-in-law Murtadha al-Kashmiri (an Iranian national 
based between London and Dubai) also promoted Sistani’s status as Marji, in his capacity as the 
European representative of the London-based Imam Ali Foundation.

In his book ‘Jawla fi Dahaleez Mudhlimah’ (Tour in Dark Mazes), Mohammed Hassan al-Kashmiri 
al-Radhawi, a prominent Shi’i cleric from Najaf and an expert in marja’iyya, says:
“Being an Iranian-born mujtahid is a significant criterion to be the most senior marja, however, it is 
not enough to secure the status of marja al-‘ala. The candidate should first acknowledge that he 
will not ask questions about the financial resources that he will be receiving as a senior marja, 
such as, the ones in the form of zakat and khoms which the Shi’i followers usually pay to their 
marja. A secretive and very powerful clerical network which usually has strong connections inside 
and outside Najaf such as Iran, UK, Arab Gulf states, Lebanon and the USA usually select the 
candidate, who should, in turn, accept its conditions if he is keen to be the most senior marja for 
the Shia.”24

Alongside Sistani, other Najaf based senior marji’s were prospective candidates to succeed the late 
Khoei. One such example is Sheikh Mohammed Ishaaq al-Fayyadh, a renowned theorist in 
jurisprudence born in rural Afghanistan that was never considered for the position as he lacked 
the powerful social network Sistani that distinguished Sistani over other senior marjis. 

Besides depending on a powerful clerical network, Sistani relies on huge financial resources that 
Iranian clerics in Najaf have used to empower their broad networks and long-standing tenures 
over the last three centuries, and beginning with the migration of senior clerics to Najaf following 
the collapse of the Safavid Empire in the eighteenth century.

21 Rizvi, p.1307.
22 Rizvi, p.1308.
23 Rizvi, p.1307.
24 Al-Radhawi, M.H.A.-K. (2013). Jawlah fi Dahaliz Mudhlima, 1st ed. Beirut, p.382-385.



Sistani’s key source of finance is reported to be in Iran where the ayatollah has huge assets 
directed by his son-in-law Jawad al-Shahristani.

SISTANI’S HAND IN POLITICS
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SISTANI’S POLITICAL ACTIVISM IN POST-INVASION IRAQ
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Sistani’s representative Ahmed al-Safi (the turbaned) voting in a parliament session in 2005. (Social media)

Sistani’s active political role in fact precedes the Anglo-American invasion,25 and narratives that 
have crystallised since characterise the Marji as a champion of democracy.26 

However, contrary to these narratives, several of Sistani’s actions indicated that the marja’iyya’s 
main concern was its own interests and, to a lesser extent, the interests of the Shia in Iraq. 

Sistani’s direct interference in politics was also reflected in his efforts to form the Shi’i Islamist 
electoral bloc, the United Iraqi Alliance (UIA), in the run-up to the first post-invasion elections 
which were planned for 30 January 2005. It is worth noting that most members of these parties 
had been living in Iran where they had formed militias to fight with Iranians against Iraqis during 
the eight-year Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s. Some members of these parties are accused of carrying 
out terrorist activities both inside and outside Iraq, such as Kuwait and Lebanon.  Sistani also 
played a critical role in uniting the divergent political factions of the Iraqi Shi’i population under 
the banner of the UIA.27 He adopted the principle that the UIA should act as an electoral vehicle for 
the Shia and should continue in any post-election government as a unified grouping that would 
govern the country and steer the writing of a new constitution through the parliament. 

25 On Sistani’s political activism see Al-Khaffaf, H. (2007). Al-Nusus al-sadira an samahat al-Sayyid al- Sistani fil 
Mas’ala al-Iraqiya. Beirut, Dar al-Mu’arrikh al-Arabi.
26 Rahimi, B. (2007). Ayatollah Sistani and the Democratization of Post-Ba’athist Iraq | United States Institute of Peace, p.1.
27 Isakhan, B. (2013). Despots or Democrats?: Sistani, Sadr and Shia Politics in Post-Saddam Iraq. In Kumar, R. & 
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According to Sistani’s son, Mohammed Redha Sistani, the idea of forming the Shi’i alliance had 
been germinating in Sistani’s mind for several months.28 Sistani formed the UIA by initially 
appointing a committee of six men, headed by himself to discuss the principle that would form 
the basis of the new alliance.29 

The marja’iyya maintained that it didn’t recommend any list, but four prominent Sistani 
representatives featured on the UIA candidacy list, including Ali al-Safi and Ahmed al-Safi. Their 
nomination was featured on Sistani’s official website,30 indicative of tacit endorsement of the list by 
the hawza over which Sistani presides,31 alongside a statement issued by his office.32

In 2005 secularist parliamentarian Ayad Allawi stated in a television interview that he received a 
message from Sistani, relayed by the late Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq (ISCI) figure head Abdul 
Aziz al-Hakim, asking him to join the UIA coalition to secure a second term in office. Allawi turned 
down Sistani’s offer because of his opposition to the sectarian quota system.33

To secure victory for the UIA, Sistani’s clerical circle were fully engaged in publicising the Shi’i UIA. 
For example, Sheikh Ja’afar al-Ibrahimi, a well-known Shi’i preacher, said in a sermon that he had 
been engaged in publicising the UIA on behalf of the marja’iyya in Najaf. He noted that it was 
Sistani who brought Shi’i Islamist parties into power.34 

Sistani did not appear to decide every detail of the UIA, but he also did not prevent the 
exploitation of his name and images for mobilising the Shia to vote for the UIA.  For example, the 
UIA’s posters featured photos of Sistani along with electoral numbers of UIA (169 and 555) 
emblazoned on them.35 

Another of Sistani’s representatives, Sheikh Najih al-Abboodi, said in a statement that Ayatollah 
Sistani had supported the electoral list to court more Shia voters.36 Through the promotion of 
these candidates the four representatives tied to Sistani’s office were elected to parliament.37 

During the writing phase of the 2005 constitution, the marja’iyya’s, following the electoral 
outcome, developed more of a direct say in its drafting. Interestingly, it seemed the senior clerics 
were keen that their status of authority would be reflected in the new constitution. To this end 
having Islam recognised in the constitution as the official religion of the state, with the provision 
no laws can be passed which contradict Islamic provisions, offers a cover of legitimacy for clerics 
to intervene in political policy making.

Nizar, N. (Eds.) Islam, Islamist Movements and Democracy in the Middle East: Challenges, Opportunities and Responses (p. 167-188). 
Delhi: Global Vision, p. 179
28 Allawi, The occupation of Iraq, p. 343
29 Ibid
30 Cited in Alkifaey, H. (2019). The failure of democracy in Iraq: Religion, ideology and sectarianism. Routledge, p.35.
31 Alkifaey, p. 18

32 https://elaph.com/Politics/2005/1/35033.html 
33 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bq1rUmpPWh4&t=834s
34 Alkifaey, p. 16
35 Alkifaey, p.18 

36 Ibid

37 Ibid
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SISTANI’S JIHAD FATWA AGAINST IS

The height of Iraq’s sectarian conflict (2005-2006), escalated by the bombings of the Shi’i holy 
shrines in Samarra in 2006,38 exposed the limitations of revered clerics. Sistani widely condemned 
reprisals by Shi’i militias against Iraqi Sunni Arabs in retaliation to the shrine bombing, urging unity 
between people of the Iraqi nation. Notwithstanding his calls for conciliation and peace, Sistani 
was powerless to prevent militias from operating death squads targeting Sunni communities.39

In the interim years, assassination campaigns led by militias targeted thousands of Iraqi 
intellectuals and affiliates of the Baath party. Sadrist-aligned militias were present during the 
execution of Saddam Hussein and it is rumoured that symbolically charged statues have also been 
targeted by armed zealots, such as Baghdad’s founder [Abbasid] Abu Jaafar al-Mansour. The 
clerical establishment admonished the actions of militia groups but its words were ineffectual 
in practise. 

The fall of Iraq’s northern city of Mosul to the Islamic State (IS) militants in June 2014 prompted 
Sistani to re-intervene heavily in politics. He issued his infamous defensive jihad fatwa,40 calling on 
Iraqis to take up arms against the onslaught of IS which had taken control of large swathes of land 
in North and West Iraq. Sistani was concerned as the threat of IS increased when the militants were 
marching on Baghdad and the Shi’i shrine cities. Iran’s Khamenei described Sistani’s fatwa as 
“divine inspiration”.41

Thousands of Shi’i men heeded Sistani’s fatwa  by forming militias and others joined already 
formed militias, many of which were backed by Iran. All these militias operated under the umbrella 
of al-Hashd al-Sha’bi, or Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF), which were later recognised by the 
Iraqi parliament as part of Iraqi forces, despite the allegiance of the majority of them to Iran. 

Sistani also formed militias directly linked to his office, providing them with financial and logistic 
support. Among these militias were Liwaa Ali al-Akbar, Ansar al-Marja’iyya and Firqat al-Abbas 
al-Qitaliyya which also became part of the PMF. They were labelled as the marja’iyya’s Hashd to 
distinguish them from the militias backed by the Iranian regime within the PMF.42

Whilst the fatwa was instrumental in defeating IS, it expanded the ranks of Iranian backed militias, 
and drove through a sectarian Iranian agenda in the name of fighting IS.

Aware of the atrocities that the PMF had during the military campaign against IS, Sistani became 
more careful in communicating his support for them in public. Days after Sistani issued his fatwa,
his representative in Karbala asserted that Sistani’s fatwa was not intended to legitimise the 
formation of an irregular paramilitary force, but to bolster the efforts led by Iraqi security forces.43 

38 Al-Khaffaf, pp. 242–9. 
39 Khalaji, M. (2006).The Last Marja: Sistani and the End of Traditional Religious Authority in Shiism.p59
40 https://www.sistani.org/arabic/archive/24918/, and https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aFO5KonPlcE
41 Bratha News, August 2014, http://burathanews.com/arabic/news/246324 
42 For more details on PMF factions, see Renad Mansour and Faleh A. Jabar (2017).The Popular Mobilization Forces 
and Iraq’s Future, Carnegie Middle East Center on 
https://carnegieendowment.org/files/CMEC_63_Mansour_PMF_Final_Web.pdf ; Adel al-Gabouri, “The Role of Popular Mobilization 
Forces in the Iraqi Political Process”, Fikra, October 1, 2018. 
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/fikraforum/view/the-role-of-the-popular-mobilization-forces-in-the-iraqi-political-process. 
43 https://www.sistani.org/arabic/archive/24915/.
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It is alleged that in 2014 following Mosul’s capture by IS, leading commander of the Iranian IRGC 
Qods Force, Qasem Soleimani, who was assassinated in Baghdad by a US Reaper drone (Jan 2020), 
paid a visit to Sistani at his home in Najaf to propose the idea of an edict that mobilised able 
bodied men to protect Iraq’s Shia shrines. This version of events is attributed to Sheikh Assad 
Mohammed Qasir and Sistani’s oldest son, Mohammed Rida while Nouri al Maliki has previously 
claimed credit for the conception of the idea.44 

Pro-government media outlets alleged at the time of the issuance of Sistani’s edict that his orders 
curried favour among the country’s Sunni population. It was claimed that Najaf and Karbala, Iraq’s 
holy shrine cities, would serve Iraq’s displaced communities as safe havens. However, Iran-backed 
militias including Badr organisation, Hezbollah Brigades and Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq obstructed the entry 
of Sunnis fleeing IS-held territories and denied them access to the capital. 

Thousands were left stranded on the outskirts of Baghdad. Some families had no option other 
than to return to warzones, while others took up residence in squalid refugee camps north of 
the country. 

The government declared victory against IS in December 2017 but this has not brought 
militia-perpetrated human rights abuses against civilian populations. Militias continue to pursue a 
sectarian policy of demographic change, as was demonstrated in Jurf al-Sakhr, denying displaced 
families returning homes access to the towns and villages. The policy represents a key pillar of 
Iran’s expansionist strategy in the wider region.

Iraq’s constitution bans the participation of armed groups in politics, despite this, militiamen 
entered the 2018 electoral race as the Fatah Alliance and won majority seats in the Iraqi parliament. 
The elections drew the country’s lowest turnout since 2003, marred by large-scale allegations of 
irregularities, fraudulence and corruption. Fatah Alliance’s victory has widened the opening for 
Iran-allied militias to step into the realm of political decision making and opened legal avenues for 
them to infiltrate the state apparatus.

The same militias are heavily entrenched across the country’s national security apparatus and are 
recurrently implicated in extrajudicial killings, kidnappings and the unlawful detention of 
individuals that have spoken out against political corruption and fraud.

Sistani has been criticised for not issuing a fatwa that orders militia groups to disband, as the 
original purpose for their creation no longer exists. Criticism has been fuelled by the growth of the
PMF into a parallel security force, undermining the command and control of the central army.  

In October 2019 protests erupted across Iraq in opposition to government corruption, 
unemployment, poor services and Iran’s interference in their country. In response militias 
commenced a brutal and deadly crackdown which left over 600 protesters dead and more than 
25,000 wounded. The marja’iyya remained neutral during the initial phase but as violence grew 
more ubiquitous, statements that criticised the use of violence but fell short of naming the 
perpetrators were issued by Sistani’s office. Sistani’s statements also served as a cautionary warning 
to the Shi’i-led political order that their failure to respond to protester demands with an overhaul 
of the system may result in their loss of power. 

44 https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=2859452834113819&id=100001473919903&sfnsn=scwspmo&extid=S6z7B
tllwPFY1fMi&d=n&vh=i 
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THE MARJA’IYYA AND THE SHI’I HOLY SHRINES

In the aftermath of the US occupation, holy sites beyond Najaf including those in Karbala, Samara 
and Baghdad’s Kadhimiya, were instrumental in the Marjiyya’s consolidation of power.

The city of Najaf is an important financial resource for the marj’aiyya, visited by thousands of 
pilgrims and seminary students annually and is home to one the holiest sites of Shia Islam. 

Financial gains owing to the local religious tourism industry, alongside religious taxes (khoms), 
contrary to expectations are funneled directly to senior ranking members of the clerical 
establishment.

The security vacuum created by the removal of the former regime inspired a power struggle 
between clerical factions vying for control over shrines commonly known as ‘atabat’ that have been 
customarily administered by the state. 

In 2005, Sistani’s office lobbied parliament to pass a new legislation that delegates powers of 
management over the Shi’i Endowment office. The law states that administrators of this office can 
only be appointed with approval from the grand marja.45 

Under this law, Sistani’s representative, Abdul Mahdi al-Karbalai has transitioned into the position 
of legitimate custodian of the shrine of Imam Hussein in Karbala whilst Ahmed al-Safi, his 
colleague, has become the custodian of Karbala’s Imam Abbas Shrine.

Sistani’s critics view this arrangement as unlawful, as it grants custodians the power to preside over 
lucrative investment projects that relate to lands that the Shi’i Endowment office manages. Projects
 have ranged from reconstruction, the expansion of civil infrastructure (hospitals and universities) 
and agriculture. Baghdad exempts these projects from taxation and the Shia Endowment sets aside 
considerable sums from its annual budget towards these projects. One such example is the 
marja iyya-affiliated al-Kafeel investment entity whose branches exist in different parts of Iraq, 
including al-Adhamiyya, a Sunni neighbourhood in Baghdad.

In 2017, the administration of the Imam Hussein shrine reported it had signed a $6 million contract 
with an Iraqi-British construction company, Copperchase Ltd., to build what would be the largest 
airport in Iraq. The intended airport was to be built on land in Karbala but upon further 
investigation into official documents obtained by FRB,46 it was discovered that the company is not 
specialised in airport construction and is believed to be a company set up for money laundering. 

 

 
45 See the ‘Atabat law, No. 19, 2014, http://wiki.dorar-aliraq.net/iraqilaws/law/19517.html. 
46 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7dYUvM_2Tes

In response to Iraq’s October uprising last year, Shia cleric Yasin al-Musawi condemned the masses 
that rose up against the political order in a televised speech. “The political system was built under 
the command and guidance from the Marjiyya” Musawi said in a revealing and fulsome defence of 
the existing status quo. “We will never abandon the political process, even if it means the death of 
every single one of us”. Musawi’s scathing critique of popular protests is intended to send a signal 
to the public that the Shiite-led political system will not change, nor the religious classes’ standing 
within it.
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SISTANI AND WILAYAT AL-FAQIH

The figures that preside over Iraq’s Atabat (Shiʿi holy shrines) have faced accusations of nepotism 
and embezzlement through the misappropriation of state funds. The traditional role of al-Atabat 
as a religious institution has been superseded by newly adopted functions that see it delving into 
the realms of politics, diminishing the role of civilian ministries.

47 In a rare public manifestation of the competition and disagreements between the formal authority in the city and the ‘atabat 
administrations, the governor of Karbala, Akeel al-Turaihi, spoke about his reservations in a TV interview, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t76Wun5FpVI&t=1354s.
48 Not-for-attribution, interview with a contractor who was supposed to be in charge of a small part of the project, March 2020.

Senior clerics in Najaf purportedly oppose the Iranian religious model of wilayat al-faqih 
(guardianship of the Islamist Jurist),49 which legitimises the clergy and appoints a revered figure 
that governs the clerical system.  

This doctrine was developed by Iran’s former supreme leader and founder of the Islamic Republic, 
Ayatollah Ruhallah Khomeini, during his fourteen-year exile in Najaf from 1965-78. Khomeini 
asserted the view that the ruling “Faqih”50 is vested with not only religious but also political 
powers, and should be elected by consensus and enjoy popular support.51 Khomeini's conception 
of an Islamic State model became enshrined in Article 107 of the Iranian constitution following the 
1979 Islamic Revolution. 

Leading clerics in Najaf and Qom have rejected the Khomeinist brand of Islam and his blurring of 
the Islamic State and Central Government.52 Many continue to maintain their commitment to the 
clergy’s limited mandate. Among these clerics was al-Khoei, a long-time leader of Najaf’s hawza 
and Sistani’s mentor. Al-Khoei criticised the theological foundation of Khomeini’s claims over what 
ought to form the basis of the nation state and clerical involvement in that.53 

On 25 Apr 2018 Ayatollah Khoei’s grandson Jawad al-Khoei revealed in an interview with 
Al-Monitor that Sistani did “not ask for an Islamic State”, stressing the Ayatollah’s respect for the 
boundaries that separate religion from state. Sistani is customarily portrayed as a leading 
proponent of the “civil state” as bulwark against the marriage between religion and state.54 

49 Velayat-e faqih in Persian.
50 A cleric who is an expert in the Islamic jurisprudence.
51 For further details, see Kadivar M (2000). Naẓarīyāt al-ḥukm fī al-fiqh al-Shī‘ī : buḥūth fī wilāyat al-faqīh, Beirut, Dar al-Jadid.
52 https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2018/04/dueling-ayatollahs-sistani-khamenei-shiite-iran-iraq.html 
53 http://www.alseraj.net/maktaba/kotob/feqh/serat1/html/bo/sirat/1/index.htm 
54 Ehrenberg, J., 2010. The Iraq papers. New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press. P.320.

The project was authorised by al-Ataba al-Husseiniya, the local religious institution, despite 
reservations from the then governor of Karbala over licensing procedures and the transparency of 
the project’s finances. The project's initial inauguration ceremony was led by Sistani’s 
representative Abdul Mahdi Al-Karbalai47 who has been heavily involved in a project that never 
came into fruition, despite the large funds spent by the government.48
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IRAN’S INFLUENCE ON THE MARJA’IYYA 

55 https://www.sistani.org/arabic/qa/0755/ 

A crane lays down a picture of Khomeini in a street in Najaf on 5/8/2014. (Elaph)

The fall of Saddam Hussein and the ensuing power vacuum created an opening for Iran to reshape 
the Iraqi state in accordance with its own interests. Iraq has grown into an important proxy 
environment for Tehran to advance its regional and territorial ambitions, avoiding military 
escalation on its own territory.  

The withdrawal of US troops in late 2011 from Iraq, combined with the threat of unrest in Syria 
against Bashar al Assad [ally of Iran], saw Tehran assert its power more doggedly over Iraq’s 
domestic affairs. 

Iran’s committed backing of former Prime Minister Nouri al Maliki (2006 - 2014) as a direct avenue 
of influence over Iraq’s domestic political scene. The success of Iran alliance to Maliki relied on the 
cooptation of proxy militia groups modeled on the IRGC model. This entente precedes the fall of 
Mosul and other northwestern to IS militants. 

The fatwa that Sistani issued in response to the genesis of IS in June 2014 has offered Maliki just 
cause for the creation of a Shia reserve army akin to the IRGC structure, supported financially and 
logistically by Tehran. 

 

Sistani has maintained an ambivalent position with regards to the role that religion can justifiably 
play in state affairs. When asked about the eligible criteria of the Grand Marji, Sistani emphasises 
little more than acceptability for the figure amongst society. Little evidence suggests that Sistani 
endorses the separation of state and religion. 
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56 Khalaji, p.33. 
57 Hasan, H. (2017). Sistani, Iran and the Future of Shii Clerical Authority in Iraq. Crown Center for Middle East Studies, p.1.

This has led some observers to criticise the marja’iyya as an expansion of Iran’s sphere of influence 
in Iraq,due to the silence Sistani has maintained over the formation of a duplicitous defence 
structure.56 Other observers contend that Sistani has and continues to act as a buffer against 
Iranian encroachment on Iraq’s Shi’i community.57

Analysts have drawn attention to ideological differences that set Sistani and Khamenei apart, but 
even this has not weakened theocratic ties that have been forged since 2003. Common interests 
have tempered Sistani’s approach to Iranian affairs, opting to offer no commentary on public or 
political life in Iran despite Sistani being an Iranian national. Sistani is equally silent on matters 
related to Iranian interference in Iraq.

While there appears to be mutual consent and endorsement towards one another, there are 
unspoken disagreements and an ensuing rivalry over which power (Najaf or Qom) succeeds in 
controlling the most important seat of Shi’i authority. Under the cover of bilateral and theological 
relations with Iraq, Iran has established religious offices across Iraq’s shrine cities that handle 
financial transactions while promoting Iran’s Wilayet al Faqih-brand of Shi’i Islam. Iranian 
businessmen have vested interests in Iraq’s religious tourism industry, and are involved in real 
estate and commercial investment, hotel management, welfare and local trade. 

Local seminaries have also been strengthened under Sistani’s leadership as new schools and 
learning centres draw a diverse background of students that form an important part of Sistani’s 
wider multimillion dollar transnational network, comprising adherents, loyalists, administrators 
and family members.  

With Sistani reaching 90 and allegedly in poor health, many fear that Khamenei and Iran’s proxies 
will exploit the leadership vacuum that is likely to emerge following his departure.
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CONCLUSION 

58 Khalaji, p. 7. 

The ascent of clericists in post-Saddam Iraq has altered the balance of power between religious 
(including affiliated non-state) and state actors. Shia disenfranchisement has been used by the 
clergy to pollinate society with political ideas disguised as religious obligations, to carve out its 
own seat in the post-2003 order. The rise of a politically active Marja’iyya has thrived due to the 
de facto rule assumed by Sistani whose interference in civilian and political life is not challenged 
by existing laws or the governing elite. 

As an institution heavily steeped in religious teachings, the Marjaiyya also purports to support 
democratic mechanisms in the country, a claim which has allowed it to utilise its support base by 
mobilising Shia communities. The spoils system Sistani has repeatedly criticised is one that has not 
enriched the local Iraq’s Shi’i populace. It is assessed that the Marjaiyya has used its remit to 
mobilise and unite disparate Shi’i factions to wield greater power. Early elections and Sistani’s tacit 
endorsement of the United Iraqi Alliance is one of several examples of direct interference by the 
Marjaiyya in politics and his efforts to legitimise the Islamist political parties. It’s members, 
previously exiled, did not possess popularity in Iraq, and many derived legitimacy from Sistani’s 
edicts and backing and establishment of armed groups and sectarian entrepreneurs. 

State endorsement towards Islamist actors in the political and religious sphere has facilitated Iran’s 
entry into Iraqi politics. Closer alignment between clerical classes across both countries that was 
outlawed under the government of Saddam Hussein has resulted in the politicisation of the 
Marjaiyya in Najaf58 and its religious stewardship from which Iran and actors aligned to it stand 
to gain. As a key representative and sponsor of the quietist school of Shi’ism, Sistani’s projection 
into political affairs and the expansion of his religious and financial empire, runs counter to the 
upheld philosophy espoused by his predecessors and the view that maintains that the Ayatollah 
is apolitical. 

The transformed role of Iraq’s highest reigning spiritual institution exposes the way in which 
politics has been superseded by religion. The shattering of central power has allowed non-political 
actors to enact roles and undertake duties that have been historically reserved for the state alone. 
Although the role of religious men in Iraq is not legislated in the way that Iran’s constitution 
legitimized theocratic rule, this paper assesses the steady expansion of the Marjiyya’s defacto 
powers as the entity the possesses the final over over the shape of governance, strategic alliances 
and national security in the country. 
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