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In post-Saddam Husayn Iraq, Shi‘ite militias rapidly established their authority
in East Baghdad and other urban neighborhoods of the south. Among the various
groups which emerged, the Sadr Movement stands out as militant and cohesive.
The sectarian, anti-American Sadrists wish to impose a puritanical, Khomeinist
vision on Iraq. Their political influence is potentially much greater than their
numbers. Incorporating them into a democratic Iraq while ensuring that they do
not come to dominate it poses a severe challenge to the US Administration.
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1. “Deputy Secretary Wolfowitz Interview with National Public Radio,” February 19, 2003 at http:/
/www.washingtonfile.net/2003/Feb/Feb21/EUR509.HTM.

In planning the war on Iraq, the American Defense Department and intelligence
organizations appear to have been unaware that millions of Iraqi Shi‘ites had joined a
militant and puritanical movement dedicated to the establishment of an Iran-style
Islamic Republic in Iraq, even though these developments had been detailed in many
Arabic-language books and articles. On February 18, 2003, Deputy Secretary of De-
fense Paul Wolfowitz gave an interview on National Public Radio in which he main-
tained that “The Iraqis are . . . by and large quite secular. They are overwhelmingly
Shi‘a which is different from the Wahabis of the peninsula, and they don’t bring the
sensitivity of having the holy cities of Islam being on their territory.”1  Even more
disturbingly, this quote shows that Wolfowitz did not realize that religious Iraqi Shi‘ites
are extremely sensitive about foreigners in their shrine cities such as Najaf and Karbala,
or that these cities are religious power centers of great symbolic potency.

US Defense Department leaders such as Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld
and his deputies, Wolfowitz and Douglas Feith, mistakenly thought that the middle
and lower strata of the Ba‘th bureaucracy, police, and army would survive the war,
and that they could simply hand it over to secular expatriate figure Ahmad Chalabi
and his Iraqi National Congress. Although from a Shi‘ite background, Chalabi was
largely unknown in Iraq and was wanted in Jordan on embezzlement charges. The
CIA and the State Department broke with Chalabi late in 2002 when he proved unable
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to account for about $2 million of the $4 million they had given his Iraqi National
Congress. The major religious Shi‘ite groups with which the Americans were negoti-
ating were part of Chalabi’s group and included the Tehran-based Supreme Council
for Islamic Revolution in Iraq, the London branch of the al-Da‘wa Party, and the
Khoei Foundation, of which only al-Da‘wa had much popularity on the ground in
Iraq. The US was ignorant of the Sadr Movement, the main indigenous Shi‘ite force.
This ignorance was to cost the US great political capital in the first months of the
occupation.

When the Ba‘th fell on April 9, 2003, Shi‘ite militias seemed suddenly to emerge
and take control of many urban areas in the south of the country, as well as in the
desperately poor slums of East Baghdad. The moral authority of Grand Ayatollah Ali
Sistani and his more quietist colleagues in Najaf had been known to the US, but it
transpired that other ayatollahs and leaders had more political clout. The rank and file
of Iraqi Shi‘ites in the urban areas was far more radicalized by the last decade of
Ba‘th rule than anyone on the outside had realized. These developments alarmed
Washington, given that some 60% to 65% of Iraqis are Shi‘ites, and this group would
therefore predominate in a democratic Iraq. The religious groups constitute only one
section of the Shi‘ite population, perhaps a third  or more, but they are well organized
and armed.

My thesis here is that the Sadr Movement is at the moment the most important
tendency among religious Shi‘ites in post-Ba‘thist Iraq, and that it is best seen as a
sectarian phenomenon in the “sociology of religions” sense. It is primarily a youth
movement and its rank and file tend to be poor. It is highly puritanical and xenopho-
bic, and it is characterized by an exclusivism unusual in Iraqi Shi‘ism. To any extent
that it emerges as a leading social force in Iraq, it will prove polarizing and destabiliz-
ing. In spring and summer of 2003 its leadership had decided not to challenge actively
the coalition military. In contemporary theories of the sociology of religion, a “sect”
is characterized by a high degree of tension with mainstream society, employing a
rhetoric of difference, antagonism, and separation.2   The “high-tension” model of the
sect predicts that it will attempt strongly to demarcate itself off from the mainstream
of society. It will also cast out those members who are perceived to be too accommo-
dating of non-sectarian norms. That is, it demands high levels of loyalty and obedi-
ence in the pursuit of exclusivism.

IRAQI SHI‘ISM IN HISTORY

Under the Ottomans, a Sunni political elite flourished in what is now Iraq, with
political ties to Istanbul. Shi‘ism remained vigorous, however. In the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, many tribespeople of the south converted to the Shi‘ite branch
of Islam, under the influence of missionaries sent out from the shrine cities of Najaf
and Karbala, where Shi‘ite holy figures Imam ‘Ali and Imam Husayn were interred.

2. Rodney Stark and William Sims Bainbridge, The Future of Religion (Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1985), pp. 19-34, 135.
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‘Ali was the son-in-law and cousin of the Prophet Muhammad, and Husayn was the
prophet’s grandson. This tribal conversion movement appears to have been a protest
of the weak, a way of using religion to resist the power of the Sunni Ottoman bureau-
cracy. Over time, it created a Shi‘ite majority in what was to become Iraq. This
region also witnessed the victory among Shi‘ites in the eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries of the Usuli school of jurisprudence, which held that all lay believers
must follow or “emulate” a learned Shi‘ite jurisprudent with seminary training. They
are to implement the rulings of this “object of emulation” (marja‘ al-taqlid) with
regard to disputed points of Islamic law. They can only follow a living jurisprudent or
mujtahid, however, with regard to any new issues that arise after the old one’s death.
The Usuli school gave to Shi‘ite clerics a leadership position much more powerful
and central than typically was bestowed by Sunni Muslims on their clerics.3

The British conquered Mesopotamia during World War I, and created out of
Mosul, Baghdad, and Basra provinces (Arabic wilayat) a colonial state they called
Iraq, which became formally independent in 1932. They cobbled together a big Kurdish
community in the north, some Turkmen tribespeople, Sunni townspeople of the cen-
ter, and the Shi‘ite tribes and settled urban and rural groups of the south, into a new
state. The Shi‘ite majority probably grew larger in the course of the 20th century, but
Sunnis remained in control politically and economically, under the monarchy, then
the officers-ruled republic of 1958-1968, and then the Ba‘th (Arab nationalist) re-
gime of 1968-2003. The Ba‘th massively persecuted the religious Shi‘ites of the
south. It especially feared the al-Da‘wa al-Islamiyya Party, founded around 1958,
which aimed at establishing a Shi‘ite-dominated Islamic state. 4  The rise of the Is-
lamic Republic of Iran in 1978-79 frightened the Ba‘th , which launched a war against
the Khomeinist state there, and simultaneously, cracked down hard on the radical
Shi‘ite clerics in Iraq such as Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr (d. 1980), who theorized an
Islamic state. Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr, “Sadr I,” was executed along with many

3. For the historical background of modern Iraqi Shi‘ism, see Pierre-Jean Luizard, La formation de
l’Irak contemporain [The Formation of Contemporary Iraq] (Paris: Editions du Centre national  de la
recherche scientifique, 1991); Yitzhak Nakash, The Shi‘is of Iraq (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1994); Meir Litvak, Shi‘ite Scholars of Nineteenth Century Iraq (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1998);  Juan Cole, Sacred Space and Holy War: The Politics, Culture, and History of Shi‘ite
Islam (London:  I. B. Tauris, 2002), and Faleh Abdul-Jabar, ed., Ayatollahs, Sufis and Ideologues
(London: Saqi Books, 2002).

4. Salah al-Khursan, Hizb al-Da‘wa al-Islamiyya: Haqa’iq wa watha’iq [The Islamic Da ‘wa
Party: Facts and Documents] (Damascus: al-Mu’assassa al-‘Arabiyya li’l-Dirasat wa’l-Buhuth al-
Istratijiyya, 1999);  Ruhaimi, “The Da‘wa Islamic Party,” in Abdul-Jabar, Ayatollahs, pp. 149-161;
Keiko Sakai, “Modernity and tradition in the Islamic movements in Iraq,” Arab Studies Quarterly, Vol.
23, No. 1 (Winter 2001), pp. 37-52; Mahan Abedin, “Dossier: Hezb al-Daawa al-Islamiyya: Islamic Call
Party,” Middle East Intelligence Bulletin, Vol. 5, No. 6 (June 2003) at: http://www.meib.org/articles/
0306_iraqd.htm ; Hanna Batatu, “Shi‘ite Organizations in Iraq: Al-Da‘wah al-Islamiyah and al-Mujahidin,”
In Juan R. I. Cole and Nikki R. Keddie, eds., Shi‘ism and Social Protest (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1986), pp. 179-200; Joyce N. Wiley, The Islamic Movement of Iraqi Shi‘ites (Boulder, Co.:
Lynne Rienner, 1992).
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other activists.5  The al-Da‘wa Party gave birth to splinter groups like the Supreme
Council for Islamic Revolution in Iraq (founded by expatriates in Tehran in 1982)
and the Sadr Movement, while remaining a separate party in its own right. In contrast,
the mainstream Najaf clerical tradition in Iraq, exemplified by Abu al-Qasim al-
Khu’i (d. 1992), tended to be quietist and to reject Khomeini’s theory that the clergy
should rule (vilayat-e faqih).6  But unbeknownst to the outside world, many Iraqi
Shi‘ites, inspired by al-Sadr and his successors, were being radicalized by the ex-
ample of Iran and by the brutality of the Ba‘th persecution.

THE POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY OF IRAQI SHI‘ISM

The Iraqi Shi‘ites come from a number of distinct social niches. Over two million
dwell in the poor neighborhoods of East Baghdad, constituting some 8% of the total Iraqi
population (est. at 24 million in 2003) and 13% of the Shi‘ites. This quarter was called al-
Thawra (“Revolution”) Township when it was founded by military dictator ‘Abd al-
Karim al-Qasim in the early 1960s, and was renamed Saddam City by the Ba‘th. It was
settled by Shi‘ite villagers who emigrated from the hardscrabble farms of the South, often
retaining their tribal identities, customs, rituals and ties in their new environment. Some
young people there even go back to their villages to consult with their tribal chieftains
from time to time.7  The new generation quickly became in important senses urban in
outlook. As soon as the Ba‘th fell in spring of 2003, its inhabitants renamed it Sadr City,
a reference to Ayatollah Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr (“Sadr II”), who had been assassinated
by Saddam’s agents in 1999. The residents of East Baghdad live under appalling social
and economic conditions, with little access to basic necessities such as sewerage, clean
water, and decent housing. Unemployment is high. The quarter suffered dreadfully from
Ba‘th party repression, with many killed in uprisings in 1977, 1991 and 1999. East Baghdad
is thus a fertile ground for Shi‘ite radicalism and populism, and its residents seem largely
to favor the Sadr II Movement.

Shi‘ites predominate in Basra, Iraq’s second largest city, which has a population
of about 1.3 million. Basra is often said to be more cosmopolitan and secular than
other Shi‘ite areas, and its mayor under the British administration in the post-Ba‘th
period, Wa’il ‘Abd al-Latif, is a secular court judge. Still, religious factions are orga-
nizing there, and eyewitness accounts suggest that by summer of 2003 even Christian
women felt forced to veil when they went out of the house because of pressure from
hard line Shi‘ites.8  Basra has been a center of a breakaway faction of the al-Da‘wa
Party, Tanzim al-Da‘wa, which rejected Khomeini’s theory of clerical rule. It also has

5. Talib Aziz, “The Political Theory of Muhammad Baqir Sadr,” in Abdul-Jabar, pp. 231-244; Chibli
Mallat, The Renewal of Islamic Law: Muhammad Baqer al-Sadr, Najaf, and the Shi`i International
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993).

6. Yusif Al-Kho’i, “Grand Ayatollah Abu al-Qassim al-Kho’i,” in Abdul-Jabar, pp. 224-230; Jawdat al-
Qazwini, “The School of Najaf,” in Abdul-Jabar, pp. 243-264.

7. Hazim al-Amin, “Baghdad allati lam taf‘al bi ‘asha’iriha ma taf‘aluhu al-mudun bi’l-‘asha’ir”
[“Baghdad which Has Not Dealt with its Tribes as Other Cities Do”], Al-Hayat, July 10, 2003.

8. “Christians Under More Pressure in Postwar Iraq: Interview with Marie Angel Siebrecht of Aid to the
Church in Need,”  Zenit News Agency, July 4, 2003 at http://www.zenit.org/english/visualizza.phtml?sid=38309.
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substantial numbers of followers of the Sadr Movement, and of the Supreme Council
for Islamic Revolution in Iraq, about which more below.

A little over a fifth of Iraqi Shi‘ites therefore live in the big cities. Another
important stratum lives in important towns in the south. These towns average popula-
tions between 100,000 and about 600,000 persons. They include al-Zubayr (174,000),
Samawah (128,000), Nasiriyya (560,000), ‘Amara (351,000), Kut (400,000),
Diwaniyia (443,000), Hillah (548,000), Kufa (119,000), Najaf (585,000), Karbala
(572,000), and Baquba (295,000). Samarra’ (207,000), a northern town with a Shi‘ite
quarter, can also be listed here.9  These substantial towns accounted for nearly 4.5
million residents in 2003, largely Shi‘ites, and therefore for about a third of the Iraqi
Shi‘ite population. Many Shi‘ites living in them are merchants and shopkeepers, in-
sofar as government employment was often denied to them or seen as undesirable by
them under the Ba‘th.10  The towns differ among themselves in character. Najaf, Karbala
and Samarra stand out in being shrine cities, where Imams are buried that Shi‘ites
consider rightful heirs and successors to the prophet Muhammad. They also have
seminary establishments, training clerics. The clerics of Najaf in particular enjoy
great prestige in Iraq and throughout the Shi‘ite world, and in the twentieth century
outside Iran the convention has been that the most senior grand ayatollah in Najaf is
the chief legal and religious authority for lay Shi‘ites.

Each town has a different religious and political orientation. The al-Da‘wa Party
seems particularly strong in Nasiriyya. Baquba and Kut, in the east near Iran, are
under the influence of the Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI).11

This group had its origins in the al-Da‘wa Party but became a separate organization in
1982. In 1984, Muhammad Baqir al-Hakim came to head it, and he remained at the
helm thereafter, until his assassination in the car bombing outside the Shrine of ‘Ali in
Najaf on August 29, 2003.12  SCIRI was based in Tehran for two decades. Kufa, like
East Baghdad, is a stronghold of the Sadr Movement. Some other substantial towns
are more tied to the tribes and the rural areas, and have seen recent large influxes of
marsh Arabs and other political refugees from the countryside. These relatively newly
settled townspeople are used to being armed, and so for them, the Anglo-American
troops’ attempts to confiscate their rifles have produced a great deal of tension.

Another large proportion of Shi‘ites lives in small towns and villages in the
countryside. The rural Shi‘ites are now a minority. They tend to be organized by tribe
though few are any longer pastoral nomads, and to practice a folk Shi‘ism at variance

  9. Population statistics are from Stefan Helder, “World Gazetteer,” at http://www.world-gazetteer.com/
fr/fr_iq.htm; an important recent overview of Shi`ite currents in Samarra’ is Hazim al-Amin, “Samarra’
wa Ikhwatuha,” [“Samarra’ and its Sisters”] Al-Hayat, 15 July 2003.

10. Ma‘d Fayyad, “Shahid ̀ ala Rihlat al-Khu’i ila al-‘Iraq,” [Witness to the Journey of al-Khu’i to
Iraq”], Al-Sharq al-Awsat,  April 28, 2003.

11. Juan Cole, “Mariage mal assorti entre les radicaux chiites irakiens et les Etats-Unis,” [“Mis-
matched Marriage Between Radical Shi‘ites and the US”], Le Monde Diplomatique (July 2003).

12. Mukhtar al-Asadi, Al-Taqsir al-Kabir bayna al-Salah wa al-Islah [Mere Passive Goodness
Falls Far Short of Active Reform](Beirut: Dar al-Furat, 2001).
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with the more scholastic and bookish Shi‘ism of the seminary cities. They invest their
tribal shaykhs with great authority, and often with some religious charisma, as well
(the shaykhs often claim to be Sayyids or Sharifs, i.e., descendants of the prophet.)
On July 8, a convention was held by Iraqi tribal leaders, representing the rural Shi‘ite
tribes of the center and south of Iraq called “The Bloc of Democratic Iraqi tribes.”
They aimed at ensuring they have a voice in the governance of Iraq. The convention
chair, Ghalib al-Rikabi, insisted that Iraqis themselves draft the new constitution and
demanded early elections for an Iraqi government.13

A subset of the rural Shi‘ites is the so-called marsh Arabs, said to be about
500,000 strong. They once dwelled in the swamps of southern Iraq, working as fish-
ermen, hunters, farmers and smugglers. In the 1990s, the swamps were used by Iran-
based paramilitary organizations of Iraqi expatriates to infiltrate into Iraq and strike
at Ba‘th targets, and the marsh Arabs themselves often resisted Ba‘th rule. They were
organized politically and militarily by the Iraqi Hizbu’llah, a radical group that fought
a guerrilla war against the Iraqi state. The Ba‘th found it difficult to operate in the
marshes and therefore drained them. The marsh Arabs were forced to settle in poor
southern towns such as Majar al-Kabir, or to go to small cities like Amara, where they
largely subsisted in poverty, having lost their livelihoods.

In the aftermath of the second Gulf War, ‘Abd al-Karim Mahmud al-Muhammadawi,
a marsh Arab who had fought guerrilla actions against the Ba‘th under the nom de guerre
of Abu Hatim, emerged as an important civic leader in Amara. He provided security with
the help of his tribal militia (presumably Hizbullah). Although an observant Shi‘ite, he
decries “religious fanaticism” and urges toleration. In early July 2003, he was also insist-
ing on the quick formation of an indigenous Iraqi government and an early end to what he
called American occupation.14   The tragic clash between British troops and residents of
Majar al-Kabir on June 23 and 24, in which six British troops were killed, came about in
large part because the British insisted on disarming the population. Arab tribesmen origi-
nally from the marshes saw this step as a way of dishonoring them and rendering them
defenseless. For people who had lost everything, being without arms to protect their
families was a frightening prospect.15  Muhammadawi himself played an important role in
calming tensions after the clash.16

Of all these groups, the urban religious Shi‘ites are the most highly networked
for political and crowd action. Najaf, the chief shrine city, provides much of the
leadership and organization, whereas the slum dwellers of East Baghdad can easily be
bused as foot soldiers to the center of Baghdad for rallies. Other urban populations

13. Al-Hayat, July 8, 2003.
14. Patrice Claude, “Dans le sud de l’Irak, le ‘Seigneur des marais’, héros de la résistance contre

Saddam, aspire à la paix,” [“In southern Iraq, the ‘Lord of the Marshes’, Hero of the Resistance against
Saddam, Hopes for Peace”], Le Monde, July 3, 2003.

15. Patrick Cockburn in Majar al-Kabir, “Marsh Arabs threaten to resist ‘Army of Occupation,’” The
Independent (London), June 27, 2003.at http://news.independent.co.uk/world/middle_east/
story.jsp?story=419367.

16. Michael Howard and Jamie Wilson, “British forces try to mend fences in town where six
soldiers died,” The Guardian, June 28, 2003.
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have also demonstrated a potential for crowd action. Some 10,000 demonstrated in
Basra against the US occupation in June. As many as 20,000 demonstrated in Nasiriyya
in late April, and there have also been demonstrations in Baquba.

THE AFTERMATH OF THE 1991 UPRISING

The religious movements of contemporary Iraqi Shi‘ites today have important
roots in the failed rebellion against the Ba‘th of spring, 1991.17  During the first Gulf
War, President George H. W. Bush called upon the Iraqis to rise up and overthrow
Saddam Husayn. When Saddam was forced to withdraw from Kuwait and seemed
weakened, the people did just that. It is alleged that 17 of 19 provinces were lost to the
Ba‘th government in the popular uprisings of March and April, 1991. In major Shi‘ite
population centers such as Basra, Nasiriyya, and Najaf, local Shi‘ite religious figures
emerged as popular political leaders supplanting Ba‘th authority.  The leaders were
aware that the uprising could succeed only if it received US support. But the request
for assistance by Grand Ayatollah Khu’i on March 11 was rejected by the US. The
Ba‘th military, seeing that the US had decided to remain neutral, massacred tens of
thousands. It also rounded up the prominent clerics of Najaf and Karbala, seen as
ringleaders of the southern revolt, and over 200 were executed or made to disappear.
Others escaped into exile in Tehran or London. The property of many clerics was also
expropriated by the regime. The major scholars who remained lived under virtual
house arrest, their movements and statements closely watched by the Ba‘th secret
police. How many persons were killed and buried in mass graves may never be known,
but it certainly ran into the tens of thousands. Iraqi Shi‘ites have for the most part
never forgiven the US for its callous policy of standing by during these massacres.

Najaf’s seminary establishment was gutted and its student body shrank precipi-
tously. The preeminent Grand Ayatollah in Najaf in the 1970s through his death in
1992 at the age of 93 was Iranian-born quietist Abu al-Qasim al-Khu’i. After his
death, one of his sons, Taqi, garnered respect as an ayatollah in Najaf, but died under
suspicious circumstances in an automobile accident in 1994. His remaining son, ‘Abd
al-Majid al-Khu’i, had relocated to London, where Khu’i senior had in 1989 estab-
lished the Khoei Foundation (that is how the family spells the name in English). ‘Abd
al-Majid, then only 40, was too young to become the object of emulation for Iraqi
Shi‘ites, but he did become involved with Iraqi expatriates aiming for the overthrow
of Saddam Husayn.

The repression of the Shi‘ite establishment was so severe in the aftermath of the
crushed uprising that Najaf became a shadow of its former self, and its twentieth
century position as a center of Shi‘ite leadership and learning was threatened with
oblivion. In 1900, Nakash estimates that there had been 8,000 seminary students in
Najaf, but the shrine cities declined under the British Mandate and the Sunni monar-

17. Keiko Sakai, “The 1991 Intifadah in Iraq:  Seen through Analyses of the Discourses of Iraqi
Intellectuals,” in Keiko Sakai, ed., Social Protests and Nation-Building in the Middle East and Central
Asia (Chiba, Japan: Institute of Developing Economies, 2003), pp. 156-172.
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chy, so that by 1957 there were only about 2,000 students there. There may have been
a slight rebound during the “golden age” of intellectual activities in the shrine cities
during the 1960s and 1970s. But after the Ba‘th crushed the movement of the late
1970s and began deporting Iraqis of Iranian heritage, Najaf’s student body shrank
once again, to only a few hundred. 18  In the 1990s the decline became even more
steep. Clerics pulled back from teaching anything but the most basic classes in Shi‘ite
law and practice, lest their teachings be viewed by the secret police as seditious.
Friday prayers were for the most part banned, and clerics often declined to hold them
in public. 19   Qom, in Iran, emerged as the intellectual center of Shi‘ism, as Najaf’s
campuses became a virtual ghost town. Najaf the city continued to flourish, as a
provincial capital, growing to over 500,000 residents in the late 1990s from 134,000
in 1965. Reversing the historical situation that had obtained for two or three centu-
ries, “town” thus became substantially more important than “gown.”

Even in the tense and repressed circumstances of the 1990s, religious leadership
did emerge in the shrine cities. Grand Ayatollahs ‘Ali Sistani, ‘Ali al-Gharawi, and
Shaykh ‘Ali Muhammad Burujirdi were among the more prominent, though Ayatol-
lah Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr also began to become respected for his small symbolic
acts of defiance against the regime. Sistani, who was born around 1930 in Mashhad,
had come to Najaf in 1952. He came to have the largest reputation outside Iraq,
gradually succeeding to the position al-Khu’i had enjoyed, of chief legal and religious
authority for many Shi‘ites in Lebanon and elsewhere outside Iran and Iraq. He also
garnered support from the older generation of Iraqi Shi‘ites that had followed al-
Khu’i. His growing reputation worried the Ba‘th regime, which in 1996 launched an
unsuccessful assassination attempt against him, in which two employees of his office
were killed and two others wounded.20  He was not the only target, or the only post-
uprising leader to enjoy new prominence. In April of 1998, Grand Ayatollah Murtada
Burujirdi was shot down by an unknown assailant, who escaped. In June of the same
year, gunmen sprayed Kalashnikov fire at the car of Grand Ayatollah Ali Gharawi,
killing him and three others in the car. The regime attempted to imply that the deaths
were the result of internecine fighting within the clerical establishment, and executed
several minor Shi‘ite clerics whom it accused of the assassinations.21  No one inside
the Shi‘ite community doubted that these were the actions of Ba‘th Party death squads.

THE SADR MOVEMENT IN THE 1990S

An up-and-coming figure in the 1990s was Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr. His rival,
Sistani, enjoyed the greatest reputation as a scholar and a jurist, especially outside

18. Nakash, The Shi’is of Iraq, pp.256, 259; he gives only 150 as the number of Najaf seminarians
in the 1980s; this seems low for that period; see a higher number cited in Footnote 19.

19. Mukhtar Asadi, Al-Sadr al-Thani: al-shahid wa’l-shahid, al-zahira wa-rudud al-fi‘l [Sadr II: The
Witness and the Martyr, the Phenomenon and the Reaction],  ([Iran]: Mu’assasat al-A‘raf, 1999), pp. 53-54;
he says in the 1980s the number of students fell to 700. See the preceding footnote for another estimate.

20. Al-Hayat,  Dec. 3, 1996, via BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, Dec. 4, 1996.
21. Al-Thawra, March  14, 1999, via BBC Summary of World Broadcasts, March 17, 1999.
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Iraq. Sistani’s cautiousness about getting involved in politics, however, appears to
have made many local Iraqis impatient with him. The more militant younger genera-
tion of Iraqi Shi‘ites turned to Muhammad Sadiq, a cousin of the martyred revolu-
tionary Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr, who was executed in 1980. Muhammad Sadiq was
born March 23, 1943, into a prominent clerical family. He married the daughter of his
paternal uncle, who bore to him four sons, Mustafa, Muqtada, Mu’ammal, and Murtada.
The first three of these married daughters of Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr. He also had
two daughters. Educated in the seminary founded by Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr, he
received his certificates of independent legal reasoning (ijazat al-ijtihad) in 1977,
when he was only 34. The diplomas were granted by Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr and
Abu al-Qasim al-Khu’i. He studied law with Ruhu’llah Khomeini (who labored in
exile in Najaf 1964-1988). Muhammad Sadiq had a wide-ranging intellect. He not
only excelled in the Islamic branches of knowledge, but also learned fluent English,
and studied psychology and history. Al-Asadi says that his history tutor, Dr. Fadil
Husayn, considered him his best student and presented him with a rare copy of The
Paris Commune (presumably the one authored by Karl Marx).22  This anecdote sug-
gests the way in which leftist and Marxist influences circulated even in clerical circles
in the shrine cities, a phenomenon that went back at least to the 1950s. Muhammad
Sadiq wrote a Shi‘ite commentary on the 1789 “Rights of Man” issued by the French
revolutionaries.

Muhammad Sadiq was briefly imprisoned by the Ba‘th in 1972 and again (with
over two dozen others) in 1974. The second time, he was tortured, though he escaped
the fate of five of his colleagues who were secretly executed.23   On his release in
1975, he turned to Shi‘ite mysticism (al-‘irfan), and engaged in ascetic practices. His
self-denial went to the extent that Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr advised him to be more
moderate. ‘Irfan is a Shi‘ite form of individualistic Sufism, and although some cler-
ics have been attracted by it, it is unusual for someone so centrally located in the
seminaries to pursue it (though Khomeini also had a keen interest in the works of
medieval Sufis). Muhammad Sadiq studied the subject with a common wage-earner
in Najaf, provoking astonishment. When pressed on the issue, he explained that close-
ness to God does not depend on knowledge, but rather on the goodness of the self, and
he cited the prophetic saying, “God has hidden his saints among his servants.”24  He
remained a mystic all his life, and the egalitarian ethical and spiritual outlook it
fostered appears to have made him especially beloved by the poor and the common
people.

Under the influence of Khomeini and of Muhammad Baqir al-Hakim, Muhammad
Sadiq came to believe in the necessity to establish an Islamic state. Indeed, he main-

22. Al-Asadi, Al-Sadr al-Thani, pp. 28-29.
23. ‘Adil Ra’uf, Muhammad Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr: marja‘iyat al-maydan: mashru‘a al-

thaghayyiri wa-waqa’i‘ al-ightiyal [Muhammad Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr: The Religious Leadership
of the Arena: His Transformational Plan and the Facts of the Assassination.] (Damascus: Markaz al-
‘Iraqi li’l-I‘lam wa-al-Dirasat, 1999), p. 92; Phebe Marr, The Modern History of Iraq (Boulder, Co.:
Westview Press, 1985), p. 237.

24. Al-Asadi, al-Sadr al-Thani,  pp. 29-30.
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tained that Islamic law could not be fully implemented without such a state. In 1984,
four years after the execution of his cousin, “Sadr I” (Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr), he
began functioning as an object of emulation for lay Shi‘ites. He was imprisoned for a
third time after the 1991 uprising, for having issued a strong statement in its sup-
port.25  On his release, he threw himself into organizing the Shi‘ite community, espe-
cially in populous East Baghdad. He established informal Shi‘ite courts that would
adjudicate issues among Shi‘ites outside the secular Ba‘thist legal system. He also
gained wide influence among the settled tribes. Unlike most clerics, he worked with
tribal leaders to find ways of addressing clan customs and law in the framework of
Shi‘ite jurisprudence.26

He took increasingly controversial stances as the 1990s progressed, forbidding
membership in the ruling Ba‘th Party and forbidding Iraqis to hold Friday prayers in
the name of the secular authority, “The Leader-President” (i.e. Saddam Husayn). He
forbade cooperation with the Mujahidin-e Khalq, an anti-Khomeinist Iranian guer-
rilla group that was given bases in Iraq by the Ba‘th . He accepted Khomeini’s theory
of the guardianship of the jurisprudent, which required ultimate clerical control of
society, and called upon his students and congregations to establish a state like it in
Iraq. He condemned women for coming in public unveiled, saying that for even one
hair of her head to show is religiously prohibited.27  He is also said to have ruled that
even Christian women living in Muslim societies must veil.

He took hard line stances against Israel and the United States, maintaining that
if only the Shi‘ite clerics would unite, they could easily defeat Israel. A recording of
his Friday sermon for December 25, 1998, reveals his congregants chanting, “No, no
to falsehood; No, no to America; No, no to Israel; No, no to imperialism; No, no to
arrogance; No, no to Satan!” He made war against the influence of American popular
culture, and discouraged his followers from wearing clothing with American labels.
He scolded one couple who had put their toddler in American clothes, saying words to
the effect that “Why do you imitate the West, when they try to subject you to their
monopoly! Think! Analyze!”28

Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr criticized Grand Ayatollah Sistani for locking the
outer door of his office, thus barring casual visitors, after the assassinations of Gharawi
and Burujirdi. He said that if this were done as a sign of mourning and as a protest, it
was understandable, but if it was done out of fear, there was nothing to fear. He also
developed a theory of the “silent jurisprudent” and the “speaking jurisprudent,” say-
ing that quietist Shi‘ite leaders implicitly upheld the oppressive status quo, and insist-
ing that the only ethical course for an object of emulation was to speak out against
tyranny.  This harsh condemnation of Sistani and other quietist clerics in Najaf pro-
voked a severe split in the Shi‘ite population.  He appointed as his successor Sayyid
Kazim al-Ha’iri. An Iraqi cleric resident in Qom, Iran, and associated with the al-

25. Ra’uf, Sadiq al-Sadr, p. 92.
26. Ra’uf, pp. 113 ff.
27. Al-Asadi, Al-Sadr al-Thani, p. 64

 28. Ra’uf, Sadiq al-Sadr, pp. 207, 217.
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Da‘wa Party, al-Ha’iri had also embraced Khomeini’s theory of vilayat-e faqih or the
rule of the clerical jurisprudent and had attempted to subordinate the Iranian branch
of al-Da‘wa to the authority of the Supreme Jurisprudent (Khomeini and then Khamenei)
in Iran.29

Despite the Ba‘th prohibition on the holding of Friday prayers, Muhammad
Sadiq insisted on trying to revive them, giving moving and defiant sermons at his
mosque in Kufa on social issues that thrilled his congregations. He sent representa-
tives (wukala’) to mosques throughout Iraq, but especially in East Baghdad, who
opened the mosques on Fridays and preached to crowds as large as 2,000, despite
Ba‘th opposition. His representatives were tightly networked and had the reputation
of being young, upright and highly competent. Unlike those of other Objects of Emu-
lation, his representatives were forbidden to represent anyone but him, an exclusivism
that clashed with pluralistic Najaf tradition.30   He considered holding Friday prayers
to be an unambiguous duty, even though this was a minority position in Shi‘ite legal
thought, because they were a symbol of Islam at a time and place where it was under
attack. Crowds began chanting slogans at the prayers such as “Our Prophet is
Muhammad, our leader is Muhammad, our messiah is Muhammad,” and “Our first is
Muhammad, our middle is Muhammad, and our end is Muhammad.” The middle
term, their leader, was of course Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr himself. This adulation
seems to have gone well beyond the typical veneration for an “object of emulation.”
In one of his last sermons, he compared Saddam Husayn to the medieval Umayyad
Caliph al-Mutawakkil, who is vilified by Shi‘ites for his persecution of them. 31   The
Ba‘th regime was extremely disturbed by these sentiments, and by Muhammad Sadiq’s
defiance in holding the Friday prayers and in establishing a dense network of activist
mosques. One of his fatwas is said to have stipulated that it was not wrong to kill a
Ba‘thist persecutor, and he met with some members of the paramilitary Badr Corps,
based in Iran, which snuck across the border to strike at Ba‘thist targets in Iraq.32

Al-Hayat newspaper reported that Ba‘th internal security warned Muhammad
Sadiq about his defiance in early 1999, but was rebuffed.33  On February 18, 1999, he
was gunned down in his car with sons Mustafa and Mu’ammal as he was driving home
from his office on the outskirts of Najaf. Southern Iraq erupted in demonstrations and
riots, which were brutally put down. Over 100 were killed in Najaf, and 54 more in
East Baghdad, while demonstrations spread to provincial cities. The total death toll
was put at 200.

After Muhammad Sadiq’s death, Iraqis were divided on to whom to pledge their
religious allegiance. Some followed Sistani, while others turned to Muhammad Sadiq’s
appointed successor, Sayyid Kazim al-Ha’iri.34  The latter, however, had the disadvan-

29. Al-Asadi, Al-Sadr al-Thani,  pp. 11 ff., 94, 99-100, 109,  221-222; Khursan, Hizb al-Da‘wa, pp.
411-420.

30. Ra’uf, Sadiq al-Sadr, pp. 142 ff., pp. 160-161.
31. Al-Asadi, Al-Sadr al-Thani., 57-63.
32. Ra’uf, Sadiq al-Sadr, pp. 216-217.
33. Al-Hayat,  February 22, 1999 (Arabic text).
34. Al-Hayat,  March  9, 1999, BBC Summary of World Broadcasts,  March 11, 1999.
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tage of residing in Qom and of being somewhat distant from the daily realities in Iraq.
The young Muqtada al-Sadr (born in the early to mid-1970s), one of Muhammad
Sadiq’s surviving sons, now went underground, using his father’s networks to estab-
lish a tight, clandestine organization among the poor and repressed Shi‘ites of Kufa
and East Baghdad. He had not finished his studies and so was not a legitimate Object
of Emulation for the laity in his own right. But he won their hearts as a leader. He
retained the loyalty of many of his father’s devotees and agents, and, unbeknownst to
the outside world, established the most effective religious opposition movement in
Iraq. His followers became known as al-Sadriyyun, or the Sadrists, and their organi-
zation was Jama‘at al-Sadr al-Thani, the Sadr II Movement. They were characterized
by a Puritanism, militancy and intolerance that was very different from the genteel
Najaf tradition. They held that only the legal rulings of Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr
could be followed, rejecting any other religious authority. They insisted that the lead-
ership of Iraqi Shi‘ites be invested in Iraqis, a slam at Iranian-born Sistani. The strict
code of moral conduct to which they aspired, their opposition to movie theaters, the
serving of alcohol, and the appearance of women unveiled in public, on the other
hand, simply reflected the social and religious milieu of Najaf itself.35  For the mo-
ment, they constituted a proscribed and clandestine movement, but political events
would soon allow them to make claims on local power.

THE SADR MOVEMENT AFTER THE FALL OF THE BA‘TH

Muqtada al-Sadr, underground in Najaf, saw the fall of the Ba‘th coming in the
spring of 2003, and arranged for the extensive mosque network of the Sadr Move-
ment to be reactivated as soon as the government collapsed under the weight of the
Anglo-American invasion. He was aided in this endeavor by the quietism of his rivals,
who had acquiesced in the Ba‘th prohibition on Friday prayers, and so had not been
running mosques. Even before the Saddam regime fell on April 9, Sadr Movement
militias rose against the Ba‘th and expelled its police and soldiers from al-Thawra
(Saddam City), which they promptly renamed Sadr City. (Accounts differ as to whether
this uprising began on April 7 or April 8.) The mosques were immediately reopened,
at least for organizational purposes, by Sadr Movement preachers such as Shaykhs
Muhammad al-Fartusi and ‘Ala’ al-Mas‘udi. On April 8, Sayyid Kazim al-Ha’iri, the
appointee of Sadr II living in Qom, Iran, issued a fatwa calling on Iraq’s Shi‘ites to
ignore the Americans and simply take control of Iraq themselves, fighting against the
cultural corruption the US would bring with it. He also made Muqtada his represen-
tative in Iraq, more or less giving him authority to do as he pleased in al-Ha’iri’s
name. Muqtada sent money around, made appointments of followers to take over
public institutions, and signed numerous decrees posted on walls throughout Iraq.36

35. Fayyad, “Shahid.,” April 28, 2003.
36. Craig Smith, “Shiite Clerics Make Bid for Power,” New York Times, April 26, 2003.
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The mosques and their Sadr Movement preachers became centers of power.
They organized private militias of young men to go out and take control of the major
hospitals in East Baghdad.37  They organized neighborhood patrols to reestablish secu-
rity with the disappearance of the Ba‘th police. The Sadr Movement militias raided
old Ba‘th weapons depots and came away with stockpiles of Kalashnikov machine
guns and rocket propelled grenade launchers, along with massive quantities of ammu-
nition. They stored these arms in mosques and safe houses.

THE BATTLE FOR NAJAF AND THE DEATH OF AL-KHU’I

Muqtada faced three challengers for authority in the post-Ba‘th environment.
One was Grand Ayatollah Sistani and his colleagues at the Najaf seminaries, with their
quietist political tradition and their rejection of clerical rule. Another was the Su-
preme Council for Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI), which had been based in
Tehran since 1982, and the members of which began returning to Iraq even before the
Ba‘th had fallen. SCIRI maintained a paramilitary wing, the Badr Corps, of about
10,000 trained men, and these began infiltrating back into Iraq. A third was a new
force, ‘Abd al-Majid al-Khu’i (or al-Khoei), mentioned earlier in this article. He was
flown to Kuwait by the Anglo-American Coalition that had invaded Iraq, and then
given resources to go to Najaf around April 3. It has been alleged that al-Khu’i had
been given $13 million by the CIA, and began spreading money around Najaf in
order to line up clients and begin taking over the city politically.38  It has also been
said that he was accompanied by a CIA field officer and some Iraqi-American aides
detailed to him, and sometimes by Coalition troops.39  His family and admirers dis-
pute the CIA connection, but even his companions admit that he came to Najaf with
American help. Now 50, and the son of the former Object of Emulation who had
dominated Najaf for two decades until his death in 1992, al-Khu’i had the credentials
to make a serious bid to become the chief religious and political authority among the
Shi‘ites.

Muqtada’s rougher followers in Najaf viewed al-Khu’i’s activities with extreme
suspicion and anger. He was everything they stood against. They rejected the religious
authority of anyone but Sadr II and his successors. They rejected clerics from Iranian
lineages as leaders of Iraqi Shi‘ites (conveniently ignoring the Iranian antecedents of
the al-Sadrs themselves). They rejected Western influence, and saw al-Khu’i as little
more than an American puppet. Al-Khu’i was attempting to get control of the shrine
of Imam ‘Ali, among the holiest sites in Iraq. Saddam’s Fida’iyun had established
themselves in the shrine and stockpiled grenades and ammunition there, firing at US

37. Lara Marlowe, “Islamic Radicals Ready to Reach for Power,” Irish Times,  April 17,  2003; Juan
Cole, “Shiite Religious Parties Fill Vacuum in Southern Iraq,” Middle East Report Online, April 22,
2003, at http://www.merip.org/mero/mero042203.html.

38. Knut Royce with Muhammad Bazzi, “Cleric’s Killing a Setback to US: CIA Lost an Ally and $13
Million,” Newsday, May 3, 2003.

39. David Ignatius, “Omens of Trouble in Iraq,” Washington Post,  April 29, 2003.
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troops from it in hopes of tricking them into harming the shrine and enraging the
Shi‘ite public. The US military declined to fall for the trick. Eventually Saddam’s
forces became so exposed that they departed the shrine. The Sadr Movement militia
immediately replaced them and claimed the weapons stockpile there.40

One of al-Khu’i’s companions, Ma‘d Fayyad, an Iraqi journalist, described what
happened next in an eyewitness account. 41  His account is largely corroborated by the
narrative of Jabar Khani Ja’far, the deputy keeper of Imam ‘Ali’s shrine.42  Al-Khu’i
decided that the easiest way to assert control over the shrine, wresting it from the Sadr
Movement, was to rehabilitate the shrine keeper, Haydar Rafi‘i Kalidar.  The Kalidars
had overseen the shrine for generations, and so al-Khu’i seems to have believed they
would have legitimacy. But Kalidar had allowed himself to be co-opted by the Ba‘th
department of religious affairs, and had gained the reputation among many Najaf
Shi‘ites as a collaborator with Saddam Husayn as a result. The Sadr Movement,
which mourned the martyrdom of Sadr II at the hands of Ba‘th assassins, was particu-
larly bitter about prominent Shi‘ites who they felt had secured their lives by collabo-
rating. On April 9, al-Khu’i told Kalidar to start coming back to his office at the
shrine, an attempt to install him there. Kalidar was there on April 10 when al-Khu’i
and his companions performed the rites of “visitation” or pilgrimage to the shrine.

Fayyad says that an angry crowd gathered in the square outside the shrine,
chanting slogans in favor of Muqtada al-Sadr. Determined to prevent Kalidar from
becoming established at the shrine, they demanded that he be surrendered to them.
They were also enraged that al-Khu’i was accompanied by Mahir al-Yasiri, an Iraqi
Shi‘ite settled in Dearborn, Michigan, who was part of an expatriate group helping
the US forces and who was wearing a US flack jacket. The encounter became a
firefight when someone in al-Khu’i’s party, perhaps al-Khu’i himself, fired a pistol
over the heads of the Sadr Movement mob. They replied with gunfire, and killing al-
Yasiri. Eyewitness Ma‘d Fayyad says that after an hour-long standoff, al-Khu’i and
his party surrendered. He then maintains that al-Khu’i and others were bound and
taken to Muqtada al-Sadr’s house, but that the latter declined to admit them and that
the word came back out that they should be killed in the square. Fayyad admits,
however, that he had loosened his ropes and escaped before this point, so that he may
have had this story second hand. Other accounts suggest a more spontaneous mob
action, in which the crowd closed on al-Khu’i and Kalidar and stabbed them to death.
If the Anglo-American Coalition had in fact entertained hope that al-Khu’i could
exercise a moderating influence in Najaf, the attempt died with him. There seems
little doubt that al-Khu’i fell to angry members of the Sadr Movement.

40. Fayyad, “Shahid ‘ala Rihlat al-Khu’i ila al-‘Iraq,” [“Witness to the Journey of al-Khu’i  to
Iraq”], Al-Sharq al-Awsat, April 30, 2003. (Second Part of a two-part story previously cited.)

41. Ma‘d Fayyad, “Ightiyal al-Za‘im al-Shi‘i ‘Abd al-Majid al-Khu’i fi Najaf,” [Ássassination of the
Shi ‘ite Leader ‘Abd al-Majid al-Khu’i in Najaf,” Al-Sharq al-Awsat, April 11, 2003.

42. Meg Laughlin and Soraya Sarhaddi Nelson, “Shiite Killing Described,” Knight Ridder News
Service, April 27, 2003.
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Crowds from the Jama‘at al-Sadr al-Thani, including 50 armed men, now sur-
rounded the houses of Grand Ayatollah ‘Ali Sistani and his colleague Ayatollah
Muhammad Sa’id al-Hakim, both of whom had been rivals of Sadr II and both of
whom he had criticized by name. They gave the two 48 hours to leave Najaf, demand-
ing that the Iraqi Shi‘ite leadership be solely in the hands of Iraqis.43  Sistani had,
however, already left his home and gone into hiding, which was one reason al-Khu’i
had never been able to meet him. The mobs made a similar demand of other major
clerics, including the Afghan ayatollah, Ishaq al-Fayyad. The crisis lasted until Mon-
day, April 14, when city elders brought armed tribal elements loyal to them into the
town to restore order. The Sadr Movement crowds were dispersed and a modicum of
security was regained.44  The US military forces were, throughout, careful not to
intervene directly, because of the sensitivities of Shi‘ites to the presence of foreigners
at the shrine. Since the CIA had long cultivated the Iraqi tribes, and had spent mil-
lions to encourage them to rise against Saddam during the war, it is not impossible
that the tribal take-over of the city was in part the Agency’s doing. In the aftermath,
the US forces appointed a Sunni ex-Ba‘th officer who claimed to have turned against
Saddam during the war as the mayor of Najaf, and he kept order with his supporters
until he was finally dismissed two months later for corruption and kidnapping.

The battle for Najaf was inconclusive, though it is likely that Sistani retained his
position mainly among the older inhabitants, while many of the youth gravitated to
Muqtada. When for the first time Muqtada came out into the open and led Friday
prayers at his father’s old mosque in Kufa, on April 18, thousands attended. Sistani
and his senior colleagues remained much more circumspect about coming into public,
for which Muqtada derided them. At his first Friday prayers sermon after the war, on
April 18 in Kufa, Muqtada thanked God rather than the US “for religious freedom
and for liberating us from dictatorship.” Thousands had flocked to hear him from
among local laborers and farmers, suggesting the class base of his movement. He
complained about the lack of electricity and water, and implied that the US was
deliberately withholding services. He also criticized then-SCIRI leader Muhammad
Baqir al-Hakim, saying, “Religious people who went into exile should not have left.
The country needed them.” Since Muqtada’s father died for his insistence on remain-
ing, one can understand his bitterness. The slam at al-Hakim was more than rhetori-
cal. Shaykh ‘Ali al-Maliki, the leader of the paramilitary branch of the Sadr Move-
ment, told journalist Lara Marlowe that his forces had driven Badr Corps fighters out
of East Baghdad on April 17. She concluded that the rumors that Shi‘ite militias were
fighting off “Ba‘thists” and “Wahhabis” were a cover for internecine battles among
Shi‘ite forces themselves.45

43. “Jama‘at Muqtada al-Sadr tuhasir Manzil al-Sistani,” [“The Muqtada al-Sadr Movement  Be-
sieges the House of Al-Sistani,”] Al-Sharq al-Awsat, April 14, 2003.

44. “Tadakhkhul Shuyukh Qaba’il al-Furat,” [“Intervention of the Shaykhs of the Euphrates Tribes”],
Al-Sharq al-Awsat, April 15, 2003.

45. Lara Marlowe, report from Najaf, The Scotsman,  April 19, 2003.
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AL-THAWRA TOWNSHIP OR “SADR CITY”

The more important political action took place in the poor quarters of East
Baghdad or al-Thawra, now informally known as Sadr City, where the Sadr Move-
ment became a “youth movement” par excellence.s46  Journalist Muhammad Husni
reported firsthand on April 17 that Sadr Movement militias had filled the power
vacuum created by the fall of the Ba‘th Party, establishing patrols and engaging in
firefights with infiltrators.  They had also organized the return of looted goods, and
were providing food aid from the mosques. He reported strong anti-American senti-
ments among the Friday prayers leaders at the Sadr mosques, who insisted that the US
leave as soon as possible. The movement leaders told Husni that the enemy infiltrators
were “Arab volunteers,” with the implication that they were al-Qaeda or Sunni Arab
nationalists.47  We have already seen that Marlowe concluded they were actually fight-
ing the Badr Corps.

The following day, on Friday, April 18, the Sadr movement helped staged one
of the largest demonstrations yet seen in post-war Iraq, with an estimated 20,000
Baghdadis coming out for it. Sadr Movement supporter Shaykh Muhammad al-Fartusi
and self-styled “head of security” gave a rousing sermon at the al-Hikmah mosque in
al-Thawra, saying that the Shi‘ites would not accept a brand of democracy “that
allows Iraqis to say what they want but gives them no say in their destiny,” adding,
“this form of government would be worse than that of Saddam Husayn.” He urged
believers to follow the decrees of the Najaf religious establishment (by which he
meant Muqtada al-Sadr), and listed a four-point code of conduct, stressing that music,
imitation of Westerners, women going unveiled, and preferring tribal custom to Is-
lamic law are all forbidden. After Friday prayers (where the congregants received
their instructions), crowds poured into the streets, demanding that the US depart from
Iraq and insisting on an Islamic state. Placards read, “Get out Now,” and “No to Bush,
no to Saddam, Yes to Islam!” The largely Shi‘ite crowds were joined by Sunni Islam-
ists. A supporting large demonstration was held the same day in the holy shrine city of
Karbala, spurred on by the sermon of Sadr Movement preacher Kazim al-‘Ibadi al-
Nasiri at the mosque attached to the shrine of Imam Husayn, also demanding an
immediate departure of US troops, saying “We reject this foreign occupation, which
is a new imperialism.”48

The religious rites of commemorative pilgrimage carried out by Shi‘ites to
Karbala that began over the weekend of April 19 and 20 did not, as some radicals had

46. A good overview is al-Amin, “Baghdad allati lam taf`al,” and by the same author,  “Madina
tahkumuha shabakat masajid al-Hawza al-Natiqa,” [“City Governed by the Networks of the Mosques
of the Speaking Religious Authority,” Al-Hayat,  July 12, 2003, both parts of a 6-part series on Muqtada
and Iraqi Shi‘ism.

47. Muhammad Husni, “Rijal al-Din al-Shi‘a  yandafi‘una li mil’ al-Firagh al-Siyasi fi al-‘Iraq,”
[Shi‘ite Clerics Rush in to Fill the Political Void in Iraq”],  Al-Quds al-‘Arabi, April 18, 2003.

48. Hasan Hafiz, “Muzaharat Hashida,” [“Mass Demonstrations”],  Al-Quds al-‘Arabi,  April 19,
2003; Mohamed Hasni, “Iraq’s Friday Prayers Issue Warnings to US,” Agence France-Presse,  April 19,
2003; “The Search Continues,” Monday Morning (Beirut), April 28, 2003.
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hoped, turn into an anti-American political protest. The large crowds, in their hundreds of
thousands, remained peaceful and apparently more interested in the pilgrimage itself than
politics, though a small group occasionally chanted against the US occupation. Many
followers of Sadr II stopped off at his tomb in Najaf to pay their respects.49   Shaykh
Fartusi visited Najaf over that weekend to get instructions from Muqtada, and returned to
Baghdad late Sunday, after the curfew. He was stopped by Marines at a checkpoint, and
they found a pistol in his car. They arrested him, apparently unaware of his importance.
The next day, Monday April 21, the Sadr Movement mobilized and bused 5,000 protesters
to the center of Baghdad, who chanted for the release of Fartusi. The rallies of the previ-
ous Friday had been much less visible, because they took place in neighborhoods. This
demonstration was the largest yet staged at the center of the city. It was repeated on
Tuesday, but then the Marines, finally aware of their mistake, released Fartusi. He main-
tained that he had been beaten and mistreated, saying that the US was “worse than Saddam.”
50   The Sadr Movement continued to express strong anti-Western feelings, with gangs
threatening and closing down liquor stores and cinemas, and enforcing the veil on women.
Some Sadr Movement clerics nevertheless cooperated thereafter with US military com-
munity development efforts, and they continued to have great sway in East Baghdad,
supplying food and other aid paid for by Iranian sources.51

Muqtada has taken a rejectionist but non-violent stance toward the US presence
and its efforts to establish a new Iraqi government. He was invited by Jay Garner, the
first US civil administrator of the country, to participate in a leadership conference
held at Nasiriyya on April 28, but refused.52  He said, “I don’t want the chair of the
government because it will be controlled by the US and I don’t want to be controlled
by the US”  Eyewitness journalist Nir Rosen reports that, “When asked if that meant
he would want to attack the Americans, he snorted and replied with the colloquial
Arabic equivalent of ‘Why would I want to f**k myself?’”53  The al-Da‘wa Party also
opposed that meeting, because it was being held by a former US General under Pen-
tagon auspices. SCIRI sent a low-level delegation. Later, when Garner was replaced
by civilian L. Paul Bremer III, both SCIRI and al-Da‘wa proved ultimately willing to
join the new Governing Council that declared itself on July 13 after negotiations with
the US. Muqtada, however, refused, denouncing the plan at his June 14 Friday ser-
mon at Kufa.54  He later expressed severe reservations that the Americans could estab-
lish a just government in Iraq, since they were opposed to a Shi‘ite state.

Muqtada called on May 2 for strict Islamic law to be applied to Iraq’s Chris-
tians, as well, including the prohibition on bars and on allowing women to appear

49. Richard Lloyd Parry, “Pilgrimage represents Rebirth of Shia Faith,” The Times, April 21, 2003
(reporting from Najaf).

50. Nadiya Mahdid, “Al-Quwwat al-Amrikiyya tufrij ‘an Rajul Din,”  [“American Forces Release
Cleric”], Al-Sharq al-Awsat, April 23 2003;  same author., “Al-Fartusi,” Al-Sharq al-Awsat, 24 April
2003; Craig S. Smith, “Shiite Clerics make Bid for Power,” New York Times,  April 26, 2003.

51. Anthony Shadid, “Troops Test Cooperation With Clerics,” Washington Post,  May 23, 2003.
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unveiled.55  This ruling appears to be a restatement of one of his father’s fatwas, but
this time the al-Sadr family had the authority to make it stick in some parts of Iraq.  In
contrast, Grand Ayatollah Sistani issued a statement saying that the Najaf establish-
ment had not called for forcible veiling. Muqtada also forbade Iraqi merchants to deal
with Kuwaitis, and his mentor Ayatollah Kazim al-Ha’iri forbade Iraqis to sell land to
Jews, calling for such Jewish buyers to be killed.56  The Sadr Movement stranglehold
on power in al-Thawra continued to be strengthened in May, June, and July.  Sadrists
established informal Shi‘ite courts in mosques to deal with local disputes, including
over burglary and murder. Sadr II had run such courts clandestinely, but now they
were the de facto tribunals of justice in many neighborhoods.

The al-Muhsin Mosque was a key Sadr Movement institution in East Baghad.
Shaykh Kazim ‘Ibadi al-Nasiri called in his sermon on May 9 there for vigilante
reprisal killings of Ba‘thists, referring to a fatwa of Ayatollah Kazim al-Ha’iri.57  In
his sermon from the same mosque on May 16, Shaykh Muhammad Fartusi thundered,
“The cinemas in Al-Saadun Street show indecent films. I warn them: if in a week they
do not change, we will act differently with them. We warn women and the go-betweens
who take them to the Americans: If in a week from now they do not change their
attitude, the murder of these women is sanctioned (by Islam). This warning also goes
out to sellers of alcohol, radios and televisions.  The torching of cinemas would be
permitted,” he said, if cinemas did not change their ways.58  In fact, many liquor
shops, cinemas, and cosmetic shops were closed by threats or in some instances fire
bombings.

DEMONSTRATIONS

The Sadr Movement attempted to provoke numerous demonstrations in Baghdad
and Basra, calling for a withdrawal of Anglo-American troops, as a way of showing
its popular influence. On May 14, hundreds of Shi‘ites demonstrated in downtown
Baghdad for an Islamic government, saying that it should be Shi‘ite because they had
suffered most under Saddam. On May 15, Shaykh al-‘Ibadi al-Nasiri preached a
thunderous sermon to 30,000 congregants at the Imam Sadr Mosque in East Baghdad,
accusing US troops of using night vision goggles to see through women’s clothes and
of passing out pornography to children in the form of candy wrappers. He all but
called for terror attacks on US forces. Ironically, the US forces had provided special
security to the mosque. His sermon appears to have alarmed Muqtada al-Sadr back in
Najaf, and it was announced that it had not been approved and that henceforth the

55. Mohamed Hasni, “Sadr Calls for Iraqi Christians to Follow Islamic Law,” Middle East Online,
May 2, 2003.

56. “Iraqi Fatwa Bans Trading with Kuwaitis,” Arab Times (Kuwait), July 12, 2003; “Cleric Calls
for Killing of Jews who Buy Land,” Reuter, June 28, 2003.

57. James Drummond and Nicholas Pelham, “Shia Clerics Urge Faithful to Attack Returning
Ba’athists,” Financial Times, May 10, 2003.

58. “Shiite Leader in Baghdad Warns Women, Alcohol Sellers, Cinemas,” Agence France Presse,
May 16, 2003 (via Lexis Nexis).
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Najaf religious establishment (i.e. Muqtada) would have to pre-approve such ser-
mons. Muqtada has steadfastly refused to sanction violence against Americans. That
weekend, Shi‘ite clerics like Shaykh Fartusi began calling for a million man march
on Monday, May 19, the Shi‘ite commemoration of the death of the Prophet
Muhammad, which they had been forbidden by the Ba‘th to mark on a day different
from the one honored by the Sunnis. On May 19, Shi‘ites conducted the commemo-
rative procession to a mosque, and about 10,000 Sadrists turned the occasion into an
anti-American rally, demanding an Iraqi government overseen by the Najaf ayatol-
lahs and the departure of the Americans.59  Given the difference between Fartusi’s
predictions and the actual turnout, and given that even it depended on the holy day
procession, this outcome can only be seen as a setback for the Sadr Movement. Most
Iraqi Shi‘ites clearly were still willing to give the US time.

On Thursday, May 29, hundreds of Shi‘ites, including 50 clerics, gathered in
downtown Baghdad to chant against the US for using troops to make arrests of armed
clerics in Najaf. They also chanted against Israel, and called the US “the number one
source of terrorism.”60  The same day, a Baghdad cinema near the demonstration was
rocked by a grenade attack, after defying demands from the Sadr movement “punish-
ment committee” to close down. On June 3, hundreds of Sadr Movement Shi‘ites
demonstrated against the US in downtown Baghdad, protesting the brief detention of
Shaykh Jasim Sa’adi on weapons charges. Among those protesting were members of
the breakaway Fadilah Party, a faction of the Sadr Movement headed by Shaykh
Muhammad Ya’qubi.61  On Saturday, June 21, 2,500 Shi‘ites demonstrated in down-
town Baghdad at the behest of Sadr Movement preachers, demanding that the Najaf
religious authorities establish and supervise the new Iraqi government, and denounc-
ing the Americans as occupiers. This protest came at a time when US civil administra-
tor L. Paul Bremer seemed determined to relegate Iraqi leaders to a merely advisory
role. During his Friday Prayers sermon, Shaykh Kazim ‘Ibadi al-Nasiri had told his
10,000 congregants that they were engaged in a “clash of civilizations,” and urged
them to gather downtown during his Friday prayers sermon. They were joined by
worshippers from Kazimiyya and Shuala.62

June saw three big demonstrations against the British authorities in Basra, on
June 1 (5,000), June 7 (2,000), and June 15 (10,000). The BBC online reported of the
June 7 rally, “They were said to have rallied on the instructions of an organisation
named after Ayatollah Mohammed Sadeq al-Sadr . . .”63  Although Shi‘ite unrest in

59. “Shiites call for Iraqi government free of foreign influences,” Deutsche Press Agentur, 15 May
2003; Warren Richey, “Reverberations from an Iraq Prayer Meeting,” Christian Science Monitor,  May
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62. Patrick Tyler, “2,000 at Rally Demand Islamic Supervision of Elections,” New York Times, June
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Basra is often blamed on al-Hakim’s Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution in Iraq,
the Sadr Movement is a considerable force in the city in its own right.64  Still, the
demands of the protesters were remarkably local, having to do with discontents about
the way the British were running the city and with their appointees to the governing
council.

FACTIONALISM

Muqtada al-Sadr made a trip to Iran for a week beginning June 7, meeting with
high Iranian authorities and with his mentor, Ayatollah Kazim al-Ha’iri. Given the
subsequent tension that developed between the two, this meeting may not have gone
well. The Iranians had supplied food and other aide to Sadr Movement clerics in East
Baghdad, allowing them to gain popularity by providing services to the people. Muqtada
may have been seeking further such aid. If so, the Iranians wanted a quid pro quo.
They wanted the exclusivist and sectarian Sadr Movement to avoid any further inter-
nal Shi‘ite clashes such as had broken out over al-Khu’i’s arrival in Najaf in early
April. Former Iranian president and head of the Expediency Council, ‘Ali Akbar
Hashemi Rafsanjani, said “All Iraqi Shiite groups and fighters, especially those of the
Supreme Assembly for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq, should keep their unity and
work for Iraq’s interests by combatting internal and external conspiracies.”65

Rafsanjani’s pleading was not entirely successful. By late June, Muqtada was
telling journalist Hazim al-Amin that there was no coordination between him and the
other Shi‘ite leaders in Najaf, and that it was the fault of Grand Ayatollah Sistani and
his colleagues, who were apolitical because they were not Iraqis. (This is a reference
to his father’s theory of the “al-Hawza al-Natiqa” or the “Speaking Religious Author-
ity,” the mantle of which Muqtada now claims). Al-Amin also reported that Sistani
and Ayatollah Muhammad Baqir al-Hakim of SCIRI had grown closer, in hopes of
uniting against the threat of the exclusivist and powerful Sadr Movement. Muqtada
told him that he believes in the Khomeinist theory of the rule of the jurisprudent, but

Continued from Previous Page
1/hi/world/middle_east/2972308.stm ; “Iraqis protest against new British ruler in Basra ,” Agence
France Presse, June 1,  2003; “Iraqis protest against British rule in Basra,” Agence France Presse,  June
15,  2003.

64. Andrzej Rybak, “Irak-Tagebücher: Basra holt Schwung für den Neubeginn,” [“Iraq Diary:
Basra gets Momentum for a New Beginning,” Financial Times Deutschland, April 5, 2003 at http://
www.ftd.de/pw/in/1050940024444.html?nv=tn-rs.  He says, “Viele unterstützen den jungen
Religionsgelehrten Muqtada al-Sadr aus Nadschaf, der gegen die Präsenz der USA in Irak . . .  eintritt.”
[Many Support the Young Religious Scholar Muqtada al-Sadr of Najaf, who Stands against the US
Presence in Iraq.”]

65. “Iran’s Rafsanjani Appeals for Unity Among Rival Iraqi Shiite Groups,” Agence France-Presse,
June 8, 2003.  See also “Muqtada al-Sadr yabhath fi Qumm ‘awdat al-Ha’iri ila al-Najaf,”  [“Muqtada
al-Sadr discusses in Qom the Return of al-Ha’iri to Najaf”], Al-Zaman,  June 6, 2003.

ColeFinal.p65 10/8/2003, 4:00 PM562



THE US AND SHI‘ITE RELIGIOUS FACTIONS IN IRAQ ✭ 563

that the supreme jurisprudent of Iraq would be a different person than the supreme
jurisprudent of Iran (among believers in the theory, a big debate has raged for over a
decade over whether Iranian Supreme Jurisprudent ‘Ali Khamenei’s authority extends
to all Shi‘ites or is country-bound). Muqtada reaffirmed that he refused to cooperate
with the American administration, but also declined to oppose it.66

June and July witnessed an outbreak of fierce rivalry in Karbala between the
Sadr Movement and followers of Grand Ayatollah Sistani over the right to preach in
the mosque attached to the shrine of Imam Husayn, among the more prestigious
venues in the Shi‘ite world. An agreement was initially reached to alternate each
Friday, but then in early July Muqtada issued a typically exclusivist decree that only
Sadrist clerics had the right to lead prayers. On July 4, the two factions came to blows
inside the shrine of the Imam, leaving the city polarized and tense.67   In July, as well,
the Sadr Movement and SCIRI quarreled over the shrine of Imam ‘Ali in Najaf.

In early July, Muqtada, who is said to be on the brink of being an independent
jurisprudent (mujtahid) and Object of Emulation himself, also began being critical of
his supposed mentor, Ayatollah Kazim al-Ha’iri, for refusing to come back to Najaf
from Qom, and suggesting that he did not after all recognize him as a superior.68  For
his part, according to the Iranian newspaper Baztab, al-Ha’iri began backing off his
support for Muqtada, saying that offices dedicated to the memory of Sadr II should be
closed except in Najaf, and that the activities of the Muslims should henceforth be
conducted under the shadow of the Guardian (Wali) of the Muslims (i.e. al-Ha’iri
himself).69  If Baztab is to be believed, Al-Ha’iri was positioning himself to succeed
to Sadr II and sideline Muqtada. He received some help, inadvertent or not, when on
July 16 Shaykh Muhammad Ya‘qubi finally declared himself an Object of Emulation,
making formal the split of his al-Fadila group from the Muqtada loyalists. His fol-
lowers demonstrated against threats to him in Najaf, though the Muqtada group main-
tained that he had no local support and just brought in some armed tribesmen to stage
the demonstration. Ayatollah Kazim al-Ha’iri is said to have blessed Ya‘qubi’s schism,
saying he had the prerequisites for being an Object of Emulation.70

The movement of Muqtada al-Sadr seems likely to survive this minor schism,
and it continued to show great popular strength through late summer. Sadrists appear
to have been involved in riots against Marine patrols in Karbala in late July, resulting
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in one dead and nine wounded when the Marines replied to gunfire and shot into the
crowd. In a Friday sermon in early August, Muqtada called on the Marines to be tried
for murder in accordance with the sharia. Sadrists were definitely involved in major
riots in Basra the weekend of August 9-10. Followers of Muqtada have significant
power in Basra, and are said to hold a third of the seats on the current city council. On
August 15, Shi‘ites in East Baghdad rioted against the United States because a mili-
tary helicopter had blown a Shi‘ite banner off a telecom tower. The banner invoked
the promised one of Shi‘ite Islam, the Imam Mahdi, and appears to have been placed
on the tower by Sadrists who believe he is about to come back. Muqtada had an-
nounced that he would begin recruiting a militia called the “Mahdi Army,” though he
pledged it would be non-violent. Some 10,000 young men are said to have joined,
and the banners put up in East Baghdad may have been in part celebrating the militia’s
formation. Muqtada continued to call for an immediate withdrawal from Iraq of
American and British troops.

When Ayatollah Muhammad Baqir al-Hakim was killed along with nearly 100
others in a huge truck bomb in Najaf on August 29, SCIRI leaders began demanding
an immediate US military withdrawal, as well. Because of religious sensitivities about
close Marines patrols in Najaf, after the bombing the US civil administrator Paul
Bremer winked at the emergence of armed paramilitaries in Najaf, including Badr
Corps fighters trained by the Revolutionary Guards in Iran and members of Muqtada’s
Army of the Mahdi. The US military had been dead set against such paramilitaries
appearing in public with arms, and indicated that it would not be tolerated for long.
The bombing brought SCIRI and the Sadrists closer in their position on the Coalition
military forces. It also removed an important rival to Muqtada, though Muhammad
Baqir al-Hakim never had the young al-Sadr’s widespread popularity, in any case.
Muqtada’s enemies among the Sunnis accused him of blaming them for the bombing
and of provoking Shiites to expropriate their religious sites. The Sadr movement
remains significant in Iraqi street politics despite its exclusion from the American-
appointed Interim Governing Council and the new cabinet appointed in early Septem-
ber. 71

Observers on the ground report that the Sadr Movement controls the major
mosques, Shi‘ite community centers, hospitals and soup kitchens in East Baghdad,
Kufa and Samarra’, and has a strong presence in Najaf, Karbala and Basra, as well. It
is highly networked, and its preachers have taken a strong rhetorical line against what
they view as an Anglo-American occupation. It is sectarian both in its demographic
base (poor, urban and young) and its dedication to the themes of difference, antago-
nism and separation. Politically, it must be seen as a movement of the populist Right,
seeking to impose religious authority on the public, to institute corporate techniques
of control, to reduce women to second class citizens, to exclude foreign influence,
and to subordinate the minority Sunnis to Shi‘ite religious leadership.

71. A continuing chronicle of Shi‘ite movements in contemporary Iraq, with citations, may be found
at http://www.juancole.com; for these points, see the August and September 2003 archives.)
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Sadr Movement adherents differentiate themselves from middle class and
wealthier, more secular Iraqis of the sort who controlled Iraq politically for most of
the twentieth century. They decry the wearing of Western-made clothes, patronizing
movie theaters that show Western films, drinking alcohol, and the appearance in pub-
lic of unveiled women. They insist on the necessity of holding and attending Friday
prayers at mosques. They also represent themselves as more socially conscious and
caring than is the Westernized and individualistic Iraqi middle class.  Their militias
provided security to millions of Shi‘ites in the spring and summer of 2003, at a time
when the Iraqi police force had collapsed and the Anglo-American forces were too
small to provide security. Sadrist clergymen fought looting and insisted on the return
of looted merchandise. Adherents also specialize in providing food and medical aid to
poor neighborhoods, seeking thereby to build a political base when elections come.
They appear to have gained some Iranian patronage for these efforts.

Sadrists are antagonistic to other social forces and often attempt to keep them-
selves separate from them. They denounce the Anglo-American presence in Iraq as a
form of imperialism, insist that the occupiers leave immediately, and say that the US
treatment of the Sadr Movement leaders they have occasionally arrested and released
has been “worse than Saddam’s.” They accuse Western troops of using night vision
goggles to see through women’s clothes, and of distributing pornography to children
in the form of candy wrappers. Some have called for the assassination of any Iraqi
woman who forms a liaison with a Western soldier. Muqtada says that since the US is
opposed to the erection of a Shi‘ite state, he expects nothing good of its state-building
efforts in Iraq. They attack the supposed influence of Jews and of Israel.  The reper-
toires of social action to which they have resorted include large rallies in neighbor-
hoods or downtown Baghdad, Najaf and Basra, orchestrated by the Friday prayers
leaders at mosques.  They also engage in social displays of power, as with their armed
militia patrols, though the US is attempting to outlaw the carrying of weapons in
public.

Their antagonism to the secular middle class values of the Iraqi political and
economic elite is often extreme, and has sometimes been expressed in the form of
firebombing cinema houses and liquor shops, or at least threatening owners in an
effort to make them close. Not only is the Sadr movement antagonistic to the Coali-
tion and to secularist Iraqis, but it is hostile to other Shi‘ite religious forces. The
Sadrists insist that no Object of Emulation is acceptable who does not stand in the
shadow of Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr. They thus break with the mainstream tradition
of Usuli Shi‘ism, which recognizes plural authorities and leaves it up to the individual
believer to choose his or her Object of Emulation. They reject the leadership of Grand
Ayatollah Sistani and the Najaf establishment, on the grounds that it is foreign and
politically timid. They insist on having an Iraqi Object of Emulation, and one who
speaks out rather than one who keeps silent, and some of them tried to force Sistani
out of Najaf altogether. They have brought into question his right to appoint prayer
leaders in other cities. The Sadr Movement attempted to exclude the Badr Brigade
from East Baghdad, and is locked in a struggle with SCIRI for control of the shrine of
Imam ‘Ali in Najaf. In Karbala, they are battling supporters of Sistani for control of
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the mosque attached to the shrine of Imam Husayn. They have separated their congre-
gation from the one led by Sistani’s appointee. Their antagonism to these other groups
is in part rooted in their attempt to monopolize sacred space in Iraq.

Can the Sadrists maintain their political momentum? If the Defense Department
scenario comes to fruition, and Iraq holds relatively free and fair elections in late
2004 or early 2005, the Sadr Movement’s political power may be diluted in a new
Iraqi parliament that they cannot hope to dominate. Assuming they agree to field
candidates, they could only hope to play in it the sort of role that the Lebanese Hizbullah
does in the Lebanese parliament, where the radical party is often forced to cooperate
with the Maronite Christians and other forces. If, on the other hand, Iraq begins to
collapse into insecurity and angry urban crowds seek an early exit of Coalition forces,
the Sadr Movement networks and militias will stand them in good stead in asserting
power in East Baghdad and the south. It seems clear that the future of Iraq is inti-
mately wrought up with the fortunes of the Sadr Movement.
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