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Sectarianism, Historical Memory, and

the Discourse of Othering: The Mahdi

Army, Mafia, Camorra, and ‘Ndrangheta:
ERIC DAVIS ’

How do we explain the rise and development of radical Islamist
organizations? What factors shape their collective action?
Throughout the Middle Fast, organizations such as Hizballah,
Hamas, and the Muslim Brotherhood continue to attract consider-
able media and scholarly interest. Unfortunately, the study of these
movements is often based on a narrow and static political-cultural
model that is grounded in a set of unidimensional concepts derived
from Western understandings of Islam. These concepts include al-
jihad (defined exclusively as “holy war,” thereby excluding its
meaning as greater spiritual closeness to God); al-takfir (accusing
Muslims of apostasy and expelling them from Islam); al-istishhad
(martyrdom); and al-tawhid (the unity of the Islamic community).

Conspicuously absent from this analytic framework are vari-
ables that are regularly used to study collective action in non-
Islamic contexts. Such variables include historical crises, social-
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68 Sectarianism, Memory, and the Discourse of Othering

class conflict, the relationship of social movements to the state,
changing political opportunity structures, ideological struggle, and
the competition among social movements for power and influence.
Why are Islamist movements not studied within this larger concep-
tual framework? Why are the hypotheses that such conceptual
frameworks generate in non-Islamic contexts often ignored when
analyzing such movements in the Middle East?

A central problem is the failure to situate the study of Islamist
movements within a comparative perspective. Comparative stud-
ies, whether across regions or cultures, encourage the incorporation
of variables that are regularly used in non-Islamic contexts into the
study of Islamist movements.2 To address this shortcoming, this
essay compares a prominent Islamist movement in Iraq, the Mahdi
Army (Jaysh al-Mahdi)—also referred to as the Sadrist Trend (al-
Tayyar al-Sadri)—with three Italian crime syndicates (ICS) in
southern Italy (the Mezzogiorno): the Mafia (Cosa Nostra), the
Camorra, and the ‘Ndrangheta3 Although at first glance these
organizations might seem to have little in common, all in fact share
multiple characteristics.

This essay challenges the notion that Muslim societies are, ipso
facto, prone to sectarian politics, and, by extension, are best studied
within a conceptual framework used to analyze sectarian identities.
1 argue that the causal mechanisms that result in the rise of sectari-
anism have more to do with structural conditions, especially socio-
economic and political decay, than with a traditional political
culture grounded in Islam. A comparison of the most prominent
sectarian organization in post-2003 Irag, the Mahdi Army
(JAM)—also referred to as the Sadrist Trend due to its leadership
by the young Shii cleric, Muqtada al-Sadr—with the Mafia,
Camorra, and ‘Ndrangheta demonstrates that sectarian groups can
emerge from comparable structural conditions, despite having very
different and distinctive cultural heritages and origins.#

For democratic politics, sectarian identities are problematic
because of their inward focus and the refusal of those who hold
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them to acknowledge and valorize a larger and more diverse cul-
tural and political universe. Sectarianism only acquires meaning,
however, in the context of sharply drawn social and political cleav-
ages. Furthermore, sectarian identities must be thought of in histor-
ical terms, because they invariably draw upon historical narratives
in which a group that adheres to such identities is portrayed as hav-
ing been victimized or is currently threatened with victimization.
To sustain democracy in Italy, and to bring about a democratic
transition in Iraq, sectarian organizations must be brought under
contro] by the state, and, equally importantly, the socioeconomic

factors that provide fertile ground for their development must be
addressed.

BUILDING A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

‘What is the analytic rationale for the comparison proposed in this
essay? Why construct a comparison of the Mahdi Army and Italian
criminal organizations? How can this comparison offer conceptual
clarification? First, while the Sadrist Trend is frequently character-
ized as a sectarian organization, this appellation can likewise be
applied to the ICS. All these organizations claim a relationship to a
particular religion, culture, and/or region that results in particular-
istic identities. Their narrow ideological constitution results in an
“othering”—a sharp dichotomy between “us” and “them.” Second,
the extent to which the ICS has become politically institutionalized
and economically powerful in Italy warns us that the development
of similarly powerful ozganizations in Iraq, a process that is already
well underway, has grave consequences for political stability and
the development of democracy. Italian analysts underscore how
difficult it is to rid society of these organizations now that they not
only control the economy and politics of southern Italy, but also
wield great power and influence in the financial and political
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institutions of the north. With this expansion into the international
realm, the ICS have become even more deeply entrenched.

‘While the term “sectarian” is not normally used to describe the
ICS, these organizations manifest precisely those political and
social characteristics that are nsually associated with sectarian orga-
nizations in the Middle East. Based in a political culture that
eschews pluralism and cultural tolerance, the Mafia, Camorra, and
‘Ndrangheta are self-consciously insular, parochial, authoritarian.
Their values and behavior are captured by the term “amoral
familism,” which was coined in 1958 by Edward Banfield and is
often applied, though not without controversy, to the Italian south.
According to Banfield, amoral familism resides in “the inability of
the villagers to act together for their common good or, indeed, for
any end transcending the immediate, material interest of the
muclear family.”$ In other words, there is no civic culture in south-
ern Italian villages, whose inhabitants tend to apply moral codes
only to their immediate families and not beyond.

This conceptualization of the Mezzogiorno parallels conceptu-
alizations of Islamic societies, imputing to southern Italian society a
parochial and unchanging nature. Because social relationships and
political identities are highly localized and particularistic, negotia-
tion and cooperation—critical elements of democratic political
practices—cannot flonrish. Southern Italians are thereby precluded
from developing the social trust and the necessary “social capital”
to bring about the political and economic development of the
region in which they live. Paralleling many analyses of Islamic poli-
ties, this view of Italy’s meridonale (southern) culture suggests a
region that does not possess the human resources necessary to
improve its situation.

A systematic comparative analysis of the type I propose dem-
onstrates that the excessive emphasis on what may be termed “pri-
mordial Islam” is misplaced. Sectarianism does not inhere in the
Iraqi (or Italian) psyche, but rather reflects a particular sociohistor-
ical conjuncture and configuration of events. It is highly significant
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that the Mahdi Army today no longer presents a threat asa military
organization, having split into at least five different factions after
2007.6 Instead, what is now referred to as the Sadrist Trend has
been largely confined since 2008 to providing social services—its
original attraction to many of its followers.” The Sadrist Trend now
acts largely as a political party, though it continues to engage in
criminal activity. Such criminal activity, however, is on a scale far
below what it had enjoyed before the Iragi army and police
imposed control on areas it commanded prior to 2008, such as
Basra, Sadr City (previously known as Revolution City), and
‘Amara. The Iraqi state’s ability to suppress the Mahdi Army in
2008 and confine its political arm, the broader Sadrist Trend, to the
realm of electoral politics represents a major step forward toward
political stability in Iraq. But the JAM’s military defeat in 2008 did
not eliminate the conditions that had enabled it to gain widespread
support among poor Shi‘a. It still provides social services and gen-
erates funds from its criminal activity. The conditions that led to
the JAM’s rise and popularity still have not been confronted.
Indeed, its winning 40 seats in the March 2010 Iraqgi parliament
elections indicates that its political power and influence have not
been eliminated. Perhaps most ominously at the time of this writ-
ing is the fact that offshoots of the JAM, including the League of the
People of Righteousness (‘Asa’ib Ahl al-Haqq), and the Hizballah
Brigades (Kata'ib Hizb Allah), as well as a new armed group with
close ties to al-Sadr, the Promised Day Brigades (Alwiyat al-Yawm
al-Maw‘ad), have appeared in Baghdad and southern Irag now that
U.S. combat forces have withdrawn from Iraq.8

Likewise, the Italian state has yet to address in any systematic
fashion the Mezzogiorno’s underdevelopment. The political pact
or “historic bloc” formed between the industrialists of the Pied-
mont in the north and the landowning elites of the south at the
time of Italy’s unification in 1860-1861 guaranteed that the peas-
antry of the south would experience little change in their miserable
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standard of living.? In pursuing a policy of social neglect, the politi-
cal elites who controlled the new Italian state received support
from a social discourse that developed during the Risorgimento,
the period of Italian unification between 1815 and 1871, in which
the population of the south was portrayed as inward looking, primi-
tive, anti-civic in social values and behavior, and prone to violence
and corruption. Later in the nineteenth century, the state arrived at
an accommodation with the crime syndicates of the Mezzogiorno.
National elites allowed the Mafia to enforce the interests of the
large landowning class in the south. Over time, the state’s behavior
has not only strengthened the Mafia, Camorra, and ‘Ndrangheta’s
organizational power in the Mezzogiorno, where it has largely toler-
ated their activities, but also established the conditions that allowed
the ICS to penetrate national political institutions, such as the Ital-
ian parliament, and ultimately, economic institutions throughout
Italy. Thus it is not surprising that the state, in modern times, has
been unable (and often unwilling) to suppress the power of the
Mafia, Camorra, and ‘Ndrangheta, which, if anything, have grown
in influence both within Italian society and internationally, espe-
cially though control of substantial components of the domestic
and international drug trade 10

Both the Sadrist Trend and the ICS have been studied accord-
ing to static cultural models that constrain our ability to understand
how they experience social and political change. Precisely due to
the ahistoricism inherent in traditional approaches to the study of
southern Italian society, scholars of the region have come to draw
upon the concept of orientalism, which developed as a critique of
Western representations of the Middle East. That recent scholar-
ship considers earlier analyses of the Mezzogiormo to share many of
the same features that Edward Said and others have claimed charac-
terize Western scholarship on the Middle East!! indicates that the
social and political analyses of both Islamic societies and the Mez-
zogiorno suffer from similar conceptual shortcomings.
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The relevance of the concept of orientalism for scholars of the
Mezzogiorno registers how understandings of sonthern Italian cul-
ture have been distorted by the disdain with which it is viewed by
much of the Italian north. The Mezzogiorno has suffered not only
from the colonialism of the foreign monarchies that ruled the
region from the seventeenth century until 1861, and then the
neglect by the Ttalian north, which has ruled the south since unifica-
tion, but also from a cultural imperialism that “blames the victim”
for the state’s failure to provide services and economic develop-
ment assistance. The stereotypical manner in which the leadership
of the post-Risorgimento Italian state, drawn largely from the Pied-
mont, viewed the Mezzogiormno is exemplified by its use of the term
mafia as a blanket label applied to all political opposition to the
state, whether local brigands, the Bourbons, or Garibaldian republi-
cans.!2

All the organizations studied in this essay have drawn upon
religion to gain legitimacy. Yet the concept of religion is rarely, if
ever, defined in studies of Islamist movements, snch as the Mahdi
Army, or of the Mafia, Camorra, and ‘Ndrangheta in southern
Italy.13 As we shall see, “religion” assumes multiple meanings in
both the Iraqi and Italian cases. In the context of both the Sadrist
Trend and the ICS, religion is determined much more by the needs
of specific social strata for social and cultural solidarity, and by the
need to legitimate specific forins of collective action, than it is by
piety, devotion, and orthodox textual meanings of the term.

If the concept of religion is to acquire greater analytic signifi-
cance in the study of politics, it must be more rigorously defined.
Much analysis that purports to explain political identities and
behavior by invoking “religion” needs to be reconceptualized and
subject to alternative causal explanations. In seeking to expose the
stereotypical (some would say “essentialist”) manner in which
Islam is used to explain politics in Iraq and other Muslim countries,
1 do not seek to dispense with religion as an analytic category.
Quite the opposite is true. Religion, both as discourse and in
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institutional terms, is key to understanding the initial constitution
of the JAM and the ICS as powerful political and social organiza-
tions.

The analysis proffered here is meant to bring the study of sec-
tarian organizations in Iraq more in line with collective action the-
ory, as has already been done in Italy with regard to the ICS, and
with recent work in the area of historical institutionalism.!4 Treat-
ing sectarianism as a set of abstract norms, values, and interpreta-
tions of religion can neither explain how such norms, values, and
interpretations become actualized—namely why and when they
become politically significant—nor why they endure in some soci-
eties but are suppressed in others. A structural and institutional per-
spective helps remedy this conceptual deficiency.

Both the ICS and the Mahdi Army developed with strong sup-
port from large segments of the local populace, only later to devolve
into criminal activity, thereby alienating many of their erstwhile
supporters. However, by gaining significant economic influence, as
well as by infiltrating the political system, gradually the Sadrists and
the ICS were able to institutionalize their power. Although their
overall popular support may have subsequently declined, these
organizations were able to acquire through intimidation what they
had formerly achieved through cultural solidarity.

ASSUMPTIONS AND METHODOLOGY

My analysis begins by offering a model for understanding the three
crime syndicates in southern Italy and then applies it to the Mahdi
Army. This model demonstrates the necessity of addressing a wide
variety of structural variables—including an absent state, lack of the
rule of law, a weak capitalist impulse, and nnderdeveloped mar-
kets—-to understand the ability of the ICS to achieve their current
levels of political and economic power. Had these structural condi-
tions not existed, none of these organizations would have been able
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to coalesce in a defined institutional manner, let alone acquire sig-
nificant power.

Ialso contend that the ICS cannot be understood without inte-
grating the role of culture into the analytic model. The local norms,
values, and understandings of social solidarity upon which the
Mafia, Camorra, and ‘Ndrangheta built their internal structare and
social cohesion cannot be grasped without reference to the wide
variety of cultural antecedents that existed in the Mezzogiorno well
before the rise to power of these organizations. Only through com-
bining structural and cultural approaches can we fully comprehend
the rise and strength of the organizations studied here.

HISTORY, MEMORY, AND THE STUDY OF
SOCIAL MOVEMENTS: THE CASE OF THE ICS

The Mafia, Camorra, and ‘Ndrangheta are known primarily as
criminal organizations, concentrated, respectively, in Sicily; Cam-
pania, the region in and around Naples; and the southwestern prov-
ince of Reggio Calabria. However, these organizations did not
begin as organized crime syndicates. Thejr historical roots go back
many centuries, providing them with the ability to draw upon a
large body of popular lore and tradition. Here the concept of histor-
ical memory must be introduced as a factor that has structured the
parameters of their collective action.!S In other words, the forms of
memory available to what I refer to as political or sectarian entrepre-
neurs facilitate (but sometimes also constrain) the Mafia, Camorra,
and ‘Ndrangheta’s ability to legitimate their power and actions
through resorting to symbols, rituals, and myths that form the core
components of southern Italian culture.16

_ Although this narrative has been challenged, the Sicilian
Mafia’s origins are said to be found in aloose alliance of roving brig-
ands and bandits that offered a variety of social services not pro-
vided by the foreign monarchies (whether the Spanish Hapsburgs
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or, later, the French Bourbons) that ruled southern Italy prior to
Ttalian unification in 1861. In Naples, the Camorra’s roots are said
to have originated in a group of Spanish confraternities that com-
bined religious devotion with illicit activities. These confraternities
established branches in southern Italy, although many of their
members were incarcerated in Spain.!7 The ‘Ndrangheta, the most
recently established of the three main crime syndicates, is purport-
edly an offshoot of the Sicilian Mafia, having been formed in Reg-
gio Calabria by a group of Mafiosi that the Bourbons deported
from Sicily. This organization, known also as the Onorata Societd
(Honored Society) and fibbia (buckle), was originally meant to be
a mutual aid society designed to protect inhabitants against the
arbitrary rule of the Bourbons and to protect the “Calabrian way of
life.”18

The notion of the honored society, which extends back many
centuries, has its roots in the culture of the Mezzogiorno. That the
term has been applied to both the Mafia and the ‘Ndrangheta indi-
cates the extent to which these organizations share cultural origins.
Indeed, a myth developed that all three organizations have a com-
mon history. This myth, of unknown origins, asserts that during the
medieval period, three Castilian nobles, the brothers Osso, Mas-
trosso, and Scarcagnosso, who worshiped the Archangel Michael
and his saints, were forced to flee Madrid by a powerful lord, where-
upon they took refuge on the small island of Favignana, off the west
coast of Sicily. From there, Osso went to Palermo, where he
founded the Mafia; Mastrosso made his way to Naples, where he
became a champion of the Camorra; and Scarcagnosso went to
Calabria, where he established the ‘Ndrangheta.!? Because each
organization was established at a different time—first the Camorra,
then the Mafia, and finally the “Ndrangheta—we can assume that
this myth is of modemn origin and reflects the cultural affinity of
southern Italy’s regions based on a shared set of common historical
experiences, especially a strongly held sense of victimization and of
subsequent salvation at the hands oflocal patriots.
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For the ordinary Sicilian at the time of Italian unification, the
term mafioso (or mafiuso in the local dialect) had a positive conno-
tation. Well before the Mafia became institutionalized during the
mid-nineteenth century, the term reflected core elements of local
folklore and popular culture. The notion of the bandits (briganti)
maintained a very positive connotation among the populace at
large, because it signified opposition to foreign control over south-
ern Italy and access to protection and security that the foreign state
failed to provide20 The Mafiosi were men of honor (homini
d’onore, or, in Sicilian dialect, uomini d’onore), who gave of them-
selves in protecting the people, especially from the outsider. For the
Sicilians, the term mafia referred to their spirit of independence and
the authenticity of their culture and social unity. As much research
has shown, the notion of mafiosi stretched back into the eighteenth
century, when loosely organized and roving groups of bandits and
brigands operated throughout the Mezzogiorno, attacking and rob-
bing foreign landowners and exacting revenge for crimes against
the local population.2!

The post-Risorgimento idea of the Mafiosi as “men of respect”
(uomini di rispetto) conveyed an image of Sicilians who were both
courageous and to be feared. Their supposed commitment to the
defense of women’s honor and the honor of the family further con-
veyed an image of commitment to the common good of Sicilian
society. But these and many other images were a far cry from reality
and belied the many activities that promoted the wealth of individ-
ual clans. While the notion that the Mafia grew out of the frafel-
lanze, or brotherhoods, that sprung up around the banditry of the
early nineteenth century contains a grain of truth, this folldore did
not capture the manner in which Mafia “families” often exploited
the peasantry and preyed on the weak. Far from arising from the
lower classes, the Mafiosi were “overwhelmingly men of the middle
class, capitalist farmers and contractors, lawyers and the like.”22

‘Whatever the accuracy of these etymological arguments, they
nevertheless point to the Mafia and Mafiosi as deeply embedded in
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the historical memory of Sicilian society. For many southern Ital-
ians, allegiance to these organizations has been less about their
daily criminal activities than about the manner in which they
express the Mezzogiorno’s resistance to a lengthy period of oppres-
sive rule by foreigners, whether Greeks, Arabs, Turks, Normans,
Spaniards, French or, most recently, the Italian north.

1 hypothesize that the imposition of foreign rule over a period
of 2,000 years in conjunction with a harsh economic climate pro-
moted what may be called the “politics of victimization.” The lack
of meaningful political anthority during this lengthy period of time,
when the state failed to demonstrate any form of civic commitment
toward the local population and was largely confined to urban
areas, created a propitious environment for the formation of extra-
legal social organizations.?3

I'would argue that the history of the ICS isless important than
understanding why, despite often engaging in behavior that harmed
the interests of the local populace, the three crime syndicates have
continued to enjoy popular support, at least until recently.24 Part of
the answer to this question can be found in the “path dependent”
quality of the historical narratives mentioned above, which claim
that the Mafia, Camorra, and ‘Ndrangheta were initially formed not
to engage in illicit activities, but to protect and help less fortunate
members of society.25 Wrapping themselves in myths, popular cul-
ture, and religion, and promoting a culture of fear through their
organizational attributes, such as the Sicilian code of silence
(omerta), the ICS were able to institutionalize themselves relatively
rapidly during the first two decades following Italian unification in
1861.26

Although Italy was economically powerful during the Renais-
sance, political divisions prevented its transformation into a power-
ful and unified state. Following the Norman conquest of Sicily in
1064, which ended two centuries of Arab rule, a fendal order was
imposed on the Italian south. The arrival of the Spanish Inquisition
in 1487 already foreshadowed the type of “secret society” that
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would later characterize the Mafia.2” The highly personalized form
of social relations that the Inguisition forced on Sicilian society, in
which notable elites (i familiari) were given preferential treatment,
including exemption from legal authority, established the historical
basis for privileged groups to remain above the law. Between 1500
and the Napoleonic invasion of 1796, the Italian peninsula fell
under the control of the Austrian Hapsburgs in the north and Spain
and France in the south.

Thus the notion of the absent state is essential to explain the
rise of the ICS. The state’s unwillingness or inability to provide
security and social services created the necessary conditions for the
translation of sectarian identities into organized and effective col-
lective action. Alternatively, we need to view each of these organi-
zations as forming a state within a state that fanctions parallel to the
central government, offering the services that it fails to provide. As
we shall see, this same model is critical to explaining the rise of the
Mahdi Army. :

The Napoleonic invasion of 1796 had a profound impact on
Italy, both north and south. Napoleon’s short-lived Kingdom of
Milan, which lasted until 1814, encouraged northern Italian mer-
chants and financiers to consider the benefits of creating a rational-
ized state. In the south, the decline of the Ottoman Empire’s
influence in Europe and the development of nationalism in the Ital-
ian north, in Greece, and elsewhere during the first half of the nine-
teenth century inspired the inhabitants of southern Italy to
challenge foreign control, whether in Sicily, Naples, or Calabria. As
Bourbon control over southern Italy weakened in the face of these
new political challenges, especially after the Napoleonic invasion,
social reforms were introduced, inclading the abolition of fendal-
ism in 1812.28 The deposing of the Bourbons in Naples in 1861 led
to an interregnum that is still remembered fondly in Campania.29
Thus a new set of social relations called into question many of the
traditional hierarchies of power and economic control that had
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heretofore dominated the Mezzogiorno. As the peasantry broke
away from traditional modes of agrarian organization and new
forms of urban production and mercantile activity emerged, would-
be crime syndicates filled much of the resulting political and eco-
nomic void.

At the same time, a new class of Sicilians, the estate managers
(gabelloti), gained power. The system of gabella (a leasehold over a
large piece of land) had spread after the Congress of Utrecht
removed Spanish control over Sicily in 1713 and awarded it instead
to the House of Savoy. Drawn from the peasantry, the gabelloti
were able to benefit from the desire of estate owners to live near the
court in Palermo by becoming their agents. They thus represented
an upwardly mobile middle class that derived its wealth and power
from service to the large landowning class. The gabelloti have been
rightfully described as parasitic, because they had little interest in or
incentive for improving the lands they administered and, moreover,
often resorted to violence and intimidation to control the peasants
who worked the land. In the environment of crisis and social dis-
ruption that followed Napoleon’s defeat, including the spread of
banditry, the gabelloti were able to achieve upward mobility, often
benefiting from loans that they made to large landowners who were
subsequently unable to repay them. It is from the ranks of the gabel-
loti that at least some of the Mafia “families” (cosche in the Sicilian
dialect) came to be formed.30

Thus a political and social crisis paved the way for the actual-
ization of the intentions of the would-be leaders of the organiza-
tions that came to be known as the Mafia (Cosa Nostra), the
Camorra, and ‘Ndrangheta. With the decline of Bourbon authority
in southern Italy and the elimination of feudalism undermining the
large landowners’ hold over the agrarian economy, brigandage
(brigandaggio) increased dramatically during the first half of the
nineteenth century. It is within this context of the disruption of
social norms and traditional institutions that the Mafia, Camorra,
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and ‘Ndrangheta were able to initiate their activities on an unprece-
dented scale.

Against the established narrative that the Mafia was of rural ori-
gins and benefited from banditry and the collapse of the Bourbon
feudal order, more recent scholarship has challenged the argument

~ that its origins were exclusively linked to the agrarian sector.

Research has shown that Mafia organizations were concentrated in
specific areas of western Sicily and that its members were often of
middle-class and urban origins. In the context of Bourbon collapse
and a weak capitalist market, Mafiosi focused on areas of Sicily
where economic opportunities were promising, particularly in the
rich farmlands surrounding Palermo that were filled with lemon
and orange orchards, known as the Conca d’Oro (Shell of Gold).
Here organizational relations developed in which Mafia “families”
provided protection for prosperous orchard owners. Within Pal-
ermo itself, this protection extended to urban cooperative societies
such as the mill owners (Societd di Mulino). The Mafia’s protection
racket offered merchants the assurance of a stable market, fixed
prices, and a monopoly over trade and distribution of products.
Under conditions of economic weakness and uncertainty, these
arrangements could be seen as highly rational from the perspective
of both landowners and merchants, on the one hand, and the Mafi-
osi, on the other. Thus we need to add to our structural equation
the idea of a weak commercial impulse. In other words, the Mafia
found its most fertile grounds for organizational growth in those
areas where economic conditions had dramatically changed and
where opportunities to provide protection made sense to both par-
ties.31

This analysis suggests that the Mafia reflected diverse eco-
nomic interests in an economic environment characterized by
uneven development and the lack of any significant industrial
impulse. Put differently, a coherent capitalist economy failed to
emerge following the collapse of feudalism. Unlike other areas of
Europe, where peasants who lost access to common lands and were
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forced to migrate to urban areas could find employment in a
nascent urban industrial sector, few such opportunities existed for
peasants in southern Italy. Migration abroad, such as to North
America, was available only to the few Sicilians who possessed the
requisite financial resources. Thus it is not surprising that the Mafia
developed as a loosely associated set of families or clans (cosche)
that were involved in multiple and variegated illicit economic activ-
ities reflecting the disparate quality of the economy not just of Sic-
ily but of the Mezzogiorno generally.

Reflective of a weak commercial impulse and underdeveloped
markets, the rise of the Italian crime syndicates was not a highly
organized evolution. Nor was the rise the “natural” outcome of
some innate quality of southern Italian political culture. Rather, it
mirrored the impact of different sectors of the post-feudal Sicilian
political economy. The Mafia’s diverse economic activities have
contributed to the mythology surrounding it. Its very name
expresses the historical ambiguity surrounding its development and
deflects attention away from its economic activities and organiza-
tional structure. The social construction of the Mafia serves its
illicit activities, because the notion of the mafioso has come to be
tied more to myth than to organizational activity.32

THE MAFIA, CAMORRA,'NDRANGHETA, AND THE
ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH

Despite the ICS’s increasing bias, as the nineteenth century pro-
gressed, toward upper class interests, these organizations worked to
sustain their legitimacy and authority among the local populace and
to promote their institutionalization by developing close ties to the
Roman Catholic Church. These ties were not new. Indeed, it has

been suggested that all three organizations were inspired by earlier

social organizations that were closely tied to the Roman Catholic
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Church, such as the Knights of Malta and Roman Catholic confra-
ternities. Although the relationship between the ICS and the
Roman Catholic Church is still obscure and needs more study, no
one denies that it constitutes an essential component of the ICS’s
power and legitimacy among the inhabitants of the Mezzogiorno.

The relationship between the ICS and the Church began to
crystallize in an institutional fashion after Italian unification. In one
respect, this relationship was natural, since the Church viewed the
Mafia, Camorra, and ‘Ndrangheta first and foremost as socially and
culturally authentic components and expressions of southern Ital-
ian culture. That the Church largely ignored their criminal activity
is evident from the absence of any record of its speaking out against
the violent acts of the social bandits who preceded the ICS, or, after
1861, of the criminal organizations themselves. It was only follow-
ing World War I that the Church finally began to criticize the ICS’s
violence and criminality.

What promoted close ties between the Church and the emerg-
ing crime syndicates after unification was less cultural than politi-
cal—namely the Church’s fear of the decidedly liberal ideology of
the new Italian state under northern, particularly Piedmont (Pie-
montese), rule. The liberalism and secular culture that the Piemon-
tese leadership sought to usher into Italian society was anathema to
the Church, as was the anticlericalism of the northern political elite,
whose members were products of the Enlightenment. Equally dis-
turbing was the new Italian state’s expropriation of Church prop-
erty. These concemns prompted Pope Pius IX to issue, in 1874, the
papal bull Non Expedit, which denied the state’s legitimacy and for-
bade Roman Catholics from becoming candidates for public office
or voting in national elections. Roman Catholics were allowed to
participate in local elections, however, paving the way for the ICS
to acquire political influence throughout the sonth.33

Relations between the Church and the ICS were important at
another level. Initiation rituals in each of the three organizations
have appropriated Christian symbolism. In the ‘Ndrangheta, the
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initiation rites were based in the cult of the Madonna di Montev-
ergine, or “Black Virgin,” whose figure “mixed Christian religion
with pagan ritual” Until the beginning of the 1940s, the
‘Ndrangheta also used the end of religious festivals to convene “tri-
bunals” during which its enemies were tried, sentenced to death,
and summarily executed.

The Mafia and Camorra also sought to wrap themselves in the
cloak of religious legitimacy. The Mafia structured its initiation rit-
unals to parallel baptism into the Roman Catholic Church. As
Ciconte notes, the Mafioso was the only man able to be baptized
both by the Roman Catholic Church and by the Mafia. The
Camorra likewise has drawn upon saints of the Church in its initia-
tion rituals. In the mid-nineteenth century, newly initiated Camor-
risti were forced to find money to buy oil to light the “lamp of the
Madonna,” which was required to remain burning day and night.
The Camorra thus attempted to create a sense of devotion to the
Madonna of the Montevergine through keeping her lamp burning
and also through participating each. spring in the pilgrimage to her
sanctuary.34

RITUALS, CLAN, AND CULTURE

The centrality of ritual within the Mafia, Camorra, and
‘Ndrangheta points to the flnidity of social structure in the Mezzo-
giorno, the power of the local community vis-3-vis a weak market
economy, and the wide cultural and social gap between foreign
elites prior to unification and, after 1861, between the Italian state
and the local population. The power of the extended family as a
substitute for the state, civil society, and market forces is evident in
the organizational structure of the Mafia, Camorra, and
‘Ndrangheta, as each is organized along the lines of a set of loosely
associated clans that provides social services, economic resources,
and political protection. The emphasis on ritual and loyalty in the
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clan is another indicator of the lack of a strong public sphere and
civil society in the Mezzogiorno. Instead, members of the ICS
receive validation throngh the fetishism of honor, respect, defi-
ance, and a code of silence.

Clearly, the Mafia’s rise cannot be understood merely in instrn-
mental and structural terms, nor can its rise be understood in terms
of abstracts notions of a unitary indigenous culture. The argnment
that sectarian entrepreneurs seized upon the breakdown of the
political and economic structure of southern Italian society to
establish the Mafia and its sister organizations, the Camorra and
the ‘Ndrangheta, provides only part of the story. Such an approach
ignores the critical role that culture played in the rise of the Mafia
and the other crime syndicates. The local population in southern
Italy was largely forced to rely upon itself to meet its daily needs,
and it needed protection from a rapacious state, albeit a weak one,
that was run by foreign elites who demonstrated little or no con-
cern forlocal interests. In this context, the cultural setting that Sicil-
ian, Neopolitan, and Calabrian society had established prior to the
decline of foreign rule—a set of norms and values that emphasized
suspicion of foreigners, hostility toward the state, and a reliance on
the extended family to meet material needs—established a crucial
social base upon which these organizations could build. That the
Mafia, Camorra, and “Ndrangheta could present themselves as “cul-
turally authentic” and as protectors of the cultural unity and mate-
rial interests of the local population greatly facilitated their ability
to become powerful social, political, and economic actors in south-
ern Italian society.

The fascination with the role of ritual and the ICS’s internal
structure, both in the media and in academic circles, has promoted
a facile cultural model. A narrowly defined concept of culture has
prevented the development of analyses that can account for
change—critical for any model that seeks to explain collective
action. While the Mafia initially focused on providing protection
within Sicily, the organization later branched out to the United
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States and other areas of Italy. The Camorra remained largely con-
fined to Naples and Campania, whereas the ‘Ndrangheta extended
its tentacles to Europe, Asia, and Latin America. During the twenti-
eth century, all three organizations became heavily involved in a
variety of new criminal activities, especially drug trafficking.

Following World War 11, the ICS developed close ties with the
Christian Democratic Party (PDC) as each sought to offset the
power of the Italian Communist Party (PCI) and the labor syndi-
cates under its control. As aresult, the ICS became more intimately
involved with the internal workings of the national state. Determin-
ing whether the PDC captured the Mafia or the reverse is less
important than comprehending that the intensification of an ideo-
logically based political struggle between right and left propelled
the Mafia onto the national political and economic stage. No longer
were its activities or those of its sister organizations limited to the
Mezzogiorno.35

MODELING THE MAHDI ARMY

How does the model developed thus far to explain the ICS apply to
the Mahdi Army (JAM) and radical Islamist organizations in Iraq?
‘We can begin by applying the concept of the absent state, since the
Mahdi Army, like many sectarian militias in post-2003 Irag, traces
its origins to the interstices of the social, economic, and political
decay that characterized Iraq during the 1990s. By drawing upon
the cultural currency of the al-Sadr name and the historical memory
of the al-Sadr family’s support for Iraq’s Shi‘a, especially through
providing material and psychological relief to the beleaguered Shi'i
community of Revolution City (known to many residents as “Sadr
City” after 2003), the JAM was able to mobilize the poor Shi‘a of
Baghdad and areas of southern Iraq. To this model we need to add
the deeply felt historical sense of victimization that extends back to
the martyrdom in 661 of the Imam ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, the fourth
caliph and son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad, and of his son

Modeling the Mahdi Army 87

Husayn in 680, that characterizes large segments of Shi‘a in Irag,
especially those who are economically disenfranchised and lack
political power. Feelings of victimization notwithstanding, the
JAM’s ability to mobilize large numbers of marginalized Shi‘a
would not have been possible without the serious contraction of
the state during the 1990s.

When developing a model of sectarian politics in Irag, it is
essential to consider the history of British involvement in drawing
the boundaries of the modern state and, more importantly, estab-
lishing the Hashimite monarchy in 1921, effectively imposing a for-
eigner as king. Political institutions created by the British, namely
the monarchy and the parliament, never possessed much legitimacy
among the Iraqi populace. This was evident by the ease with which
the monarchy was overthrown in 1958.36 Peasants and workers
were treated poorly under the monarchy. The British established a
parallel legal system for the tribal regions of Iraq, thereby excluding
the central state from administering the large holdings of tribal
shaykhs. Despite British efforts to use the traditional colonial strat-
egy of “divide and rule,” there was a strong cross-ethnic Iraqi reac-
tion that countered British policies with an explicitly anti-sectarian,
democratically inclined political agenda.37

The JAM needs to be understood as an extension of an activist
Shi‘i politics that developed after the revolution of July 14, 1958.
This activism represented a break with an earlier tradition of Shi‘i
clerical involvement in politics. Although Shi‘i clerics had already
become involved in politics during World War I as a result of the
British invasion of 1914, that involvement had assumed a much
more ecumenical dimension. During and after the war, the clerics
had used their religious credentials and religions decrees (fatwa,
plural fatawa) to promote policies that would protect all Iragis, not
just Shi‘a, from British colonial control.38

By 1958, new political cleavages had emerged that pitted Shi‘
clerics against a strong secular trend in Iraqi politics that was
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promoted by the powerful nationalist movement and elements
within the clergy itself. This cleavage developed after Irag gained
nominal independence in 1921, as ever larger numbers of Shii
youth and members of the middle class joined secular political par-
ties, particularly the Iraqi Communist Party, which had been
formed in 1934. The inroads made by secular civil society organiza-
tions, such as professional associations, student organizations, and
labor unions, caused a split within the Shi‘i clergy. Most clerics
wanted to remain within the traditional “quietist” mode, focusing
on education, study, and contemplation, but others sought to bring
religion into the public sphere, particularly the political arena, to
counter secular trends that attracted many Shi‘a, especially youth.

During the period between Iraq’s invasion of Iran in Septem-
ber 1980 and the imposition of the draconian UN sanctions regime
in 1991, Iraq was transformed from one of the world’s most central-
ized states to a state that was largely dysfunctional. Aftersustaining
hundreds of thousands of casualties and extensive damage to its oil
industry—its main source of revenue—during the Iran-Iraq war,
Iraq was severely bombed by United Nations coalition forces in
January 1991. Estimates are that this bombing pushed Iraq back to
1960s levels of industrial development. As a result of two wars, the
national uprising (al-intifada) of March of 1991 in which hundreds
of thousands died (according to the Ba‘thist regime’s own statis-
tics), and the UN sanctions, Iraq experienced a lengthy period of
economic, political, and social decay.3® One of the most serious
problems that the Ba‘thist regime faced after the intifada was the
killing of many of the its officials in the countryside. Saddam Hus-
sein needed to replace these cadres, especially in rural areas where
his security apparatus no longer possessed a strong presence.

.The regime’s response to these changed political conditions
was to tum to the basic institutions and traditional values of Iragi
society, especially tribe and religion, for legitimation and support.
The great irony was that in turning to tribalism and religion, the
Ba'thist regime valorized precisely those institutions and values
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that it had considered the most threatening when it seized power in
1968 and that it had worked to undermine during the 1970s.
Despite having castigated tribes and tribalism as “reactionary” and
a remnant of colonial rule, once Saddam Hussein seized power in
1979 from Ahmad Hasan al-Bakr, he began to emphasize tribal val-
ues as part of his effort to portray himself as the paramount shaykh
(shaykh al-mashayikh) of the nation.40

During the 1990s, Saddam began implementing a “retribaliza-
tion policy” as a method of reasserting his control in rural areas. He
sought to weaken powerful tribes, co-opt others, and resurrect mor-
ibund tribes that had disappeared (or were on the verge of doing
so) and link them to him via patronage ties. In areas whére power-
ful tribes were seen as threatening his rule, Saddam appointed clan
leaders—the leaders below the tribal shaykh—as shaykhs in their
own right. This created conflict within the tribe because previously
there had always been only one tribal shaykh at the apex of the clan
structure. Now the clan leader and the tribal shaykh competed with
each other for ultimate control and authority over the tribe 41

In those areas where tribes were weak, the regime sought out
individuals who had been affiliated with former tribes and empow-
ered them by giving them political authority and government con-
tracts. However, this policy only partially served the regime’s needs.
While “neo-tribal” leaders were able to control significant parts of
the countryside, this new policy also allowed traditional tribal
forces to gain power at the expense of the central state. It likewise
opened new political space for Islamist and other oppositional
organizations, like the Sadrists. '

These developments in the rural areas were accompanied by
reduced social and political control in the urban areas as well.
Under the pressure of UN sanctions, the national economy and
education systems collapsed. Economic collapse reduced the state’s
ability to intrude in the daily lives of Iraqis. Indoctrination and sur-
veillance of the young was curtailed, in part, by the lack of schools
from which to recruit.
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In an effort to sustain its power, the state channeled its limited
resources to funding the security services and the military, leaving
few revenues for the development of Iraq’s infrastructure. The
health care system, once the best in the Middle East, experienced
serious degradation. As medical edncation and training deterio-
rated, many physicians fled the country and were not replaced.
Common medicines were available only on the black market, and
to those who could afford them. Nutritional levels declined and
infant mortality increased.

The dramatic reduction of government salaries relative to infla-
tion and the cost of living curtailed the state’s ability to resort to
financial co-optation or the lure of government employment as
ways to encourage acquiescence to regime policies. Iragis were
increasingly forced to meet their economic needs by finding
income beyond what state employment provided. Families were
able to sustain themselves for only a portion of the month throngh
the use of state-issned ration cards, which covered about two-thirds
of the necessary expenditures for an average family. Families were
forced to sell many of their possessions or have members of their
family find itinerant employment. Youth were often required to
forego education to help families make ends meet.42

The sale of family possessions and alternative forms of eco-
nomic activity were still not sufficient to bridge the gap between
monthly needs and a month’s worth of state salaries and rations.
Not surprisingly, many families began to encourage their members
to resort to crime, which increased significantly as the 1990s pro-
gressed. In many instances, the state turned a blind eye to criminal
activity, both becanse it did not have the resources to regulate it,
and becanse such activity reduced some of the pressure to provide
social services and economic resources.

The state continued its traditional policy of neglecting the agri-
cultural sector. Nevertheless, the 1990s saw one of the first
instances of reverse migration since the founding of the modem
state, as Iragis began to leave urban areas for the countryside. While
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such migration made sense for those who could no longer sustain
themselves economically, the social decay of urban areas had a neg-
ative impact on a sense of Iraginess, as local social and economic
relations competed with and thus undermined a sense of national
identity and secular understandings of politics. In short, with the
collapse of national economic intercourse, Iragis were increasingly
compelled to turn to local leaders and traditional institutions, snch
as clerics, tribe, ethnic group, and extended family, to meet their
material and social needs.

THE TURN TO RELIGION

During the mid-1990s, Saddam Hussein’s regime began emphasiz-
ing the role of religion in society. In 1993, Saddam appointed ‘Izzat
al-Dari, vice-chairman of the Revolution Command Council, as
head of a new “return to faith campaign” (al-hamla al-imaniyya).
Angmenting this cynical campaign, Saddam funded the refurbish-
ing of the gold domes of the revered Shi‘i mosques in the shrine cit-
ies of Najaf and Karbala’. After making the pilgrimage to Mecca
with great fanfare, he established the Saddam College for Theologi-
cal Studies.

At the same time, forces outside Iraq attempted to take advan-
tage of its instability and Saddam’s efforts to exploit religion to
strengthen his legitimacy and power. In Iraqi Kurdistan, the Saudi
government offered the newly autonomouns Kurds funds for
mosque construction. In the Iraqi Arab sonth, Wahhabi elements in
the Gulf, including, it is alleged, the Sandi regime itself, paid Sunni
Arabs to pray five times per day and Sunni Arab women to dress in
ways that were “Islamically appropriate.”#3

Women suffered the most of any group in Iraq during the
1990s. As the economy collapsed, they were forced to leave public
employment and return to the private sphere. Women were denied
education, and female illiteracy rates increased dramatically.
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‘Women were forced to obtain permission from their male relatives
if they wanted to travel within Iraq. The rights that Saddam and the
Ba‘th had given to women during the 1970s and early 1980s, when
it suited the regime’s needs, were now withdrawn as the Iraqi presi-
dent emphasized “tradition” to give his regime greater legitimacy.44

In addition to external forces, Islamist groups within Iraq also
sought to exploit regime weakness during the UN sanctions regime
of the 1990s. Under the guise of providing charity, leaders of these
organizations organized politically. Ayatollah Muhammad Muham-
mad Sadiq al-Sadr, Muqtada al-Sadr’s father, mobilized the Shi‘
community in Revolution City in opposition to Saddam. While al-
Sadr attempted to manipulate Saddam, the Iragi leader, in turn,
tried to use al-Sadr to ingratiate himself with the Shi‘a community.
The religious leader paid the price in 1999, when Saddam discov-
ered that al-Sadr was using Ba‘thist efforts to co-opt him to mobi-
lize opposition to the regime, and he and two of his sons were
assassinated.

The state’s total contempt for public morality—its purported
“faith campaign” notwithstanding—was yet another incentive for
citizens to turn to religion as they sought refuge from unpredictable
state behavior and a society in which a small rapacious elite pros-
pered while the populace at large suffered. Although the Mahdi
Army did not appear as a formal political movement until the sum-
mer 2003, when it is said to have been organized by 500 seminary
students, it is clear that Mugqtada al-Sadr’s father, Ayatollah
Muhammad Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr, was already deeply
involved in Revolution City’s social and political affairs in the
1990s. That the most densely populated Shi‘i slum area of Bagh-
dad—originally named Revolution City when ‘Abd al-Karim
Qasim created it while in power (1958-1963) and later renamed
Saddam City in the 1980s—gradually assumed the name Sadr City
during the 1990s is indicative of the extent to which the Sadrists
had come to dominate this district.45
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THE LACK OF POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS

The political and economic conditions of the 1990s set the stage
for a turn to more local and religious forms of authority, and the
lack of political institutions also contributed to this phenomenon.
As was the case in Italy following the Risorgimento, strong and
durable political institutions never developed in Irag, whether
under the Hashimite monarchy (1921-1958), the Qasim regime
(1958-1963), the Republican regimes that ruled between 1963
and 1968, or Saddam Hussein’s Ba‘thist regime (1968-2003). The
lack of these institutions reinforced the negative impact of the
absent Iragi state during the 1990s.46 While there had been a strong
tradition of civil society organizations prior to the first Ba‘thist
regime, which seized power in 1963, and to a lesser extent during
the Republican period between 1963 and 1968, the Ba‘th destroyed
them all as part of its strategy of thoroughly demobilizing society.
When Saddam Hussein’s regime was overthrown in 2003, there
was no tradition of effective institutions to serve the needs of the
populace in the new political environment.

U.S. policy following the invasion of Iraq in March 2003 exac-
erbated the state’s inability to provide essential services, thereby
undermining political stability and support for building civil society
and democratic institutions. The looting in Baghdad that the U.S.
military permitted in mid-April 2003 destroyed all Iragi ministries
apart from those that the military had secured, namely the Ministry
of Oil and the Ministry of Defense, which was housed in Saddam’s
Republican Palace. These actions made Iragis very cynical about
the United States’ intentions in their country and reluctant to sup-
port Bush administration efforts to build what it termed a “new
democratic Iraq.” Contradicting the stated aim of helping Iraq
build a democracy, the U.S. invasion created yet additional obsta-
cles to the development of effective political institutions.

The creation of the Iragi Governing Council in July of 2003
constituted the first time in modern Iraq’s history that a govern-
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ment had been created along explicitly sectarian lines. Not only was
this policy indicative of the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA)
and the Bush administration’s ignorance of the history of cross-eth-
nic cooperation in Iraq, but it set the tone for the sectarian politics
that quickly emerged after the fall of the Ba‘thist regime, Seeing the
first post-invasion government organized along ethno-confessional
lines led many Iragis to believe that sectarianism was the new politi-
cal order of the day.

U.S. policy in post-Saddam Iraq set the stage for the emergence
of a wide variety of sectarian entrepreneurs who exploited the new
ethnically-based politics to reinforce the vertical cleavages that they
used to pursue their own narrow political and economic agendas.
Inadvertently, the CPA strengthened the sectarianism that had
developed during the 1990s. Having expended little effort to under-
stand Iraqi society and history prior to the 2003 invasion, the Bush
administration implemented policies that facilitated the activities of
the very groups that both opposed the U.S. occupation and pro-
moted a sectarian agenda and a weak state. The JAM was one such

group.

THE HISTORY AND SOCIAL BASES OF
THE MAHDI ARMY

The JAM argues that it can trace its origins to the original Islamic
Call Party (Hizb al-Da‘wa al-Islamiyya) that was formed during the

late 1950s by al-Sadr family clerics, especially the highly respected

Ayatollah Muhammad Bagir al-Sadr, Mugtada al-Sadr’s undle,
known as the “first Sadr” (al-Sadr al-awal), in response to the
attraction of large numbers of Shi‘i youth to the Iragi Communist
Party.47 Unlike the Da‘wa Party’s current head, Prime Minister
Nuri al-Maliki, who spent most of Saddam Hussein’s regime in
exile in Syria, the Sadrists did not leave the country. This legacy, in
addition to the assassination of Ayatollah Muhammad Muhammad

The History and Social Bases of the Mahdi Army 95

Sadiq al-Sadr, known as the “second Sadr” (al-Sadr al-thani), and
two of his sons, was likewise invoked to give the Sadrist Trend
greater legitimacy over other Shi‘i organizations.

The Da‘wa Party’s efforts at political mobilization were bru-
tally suppressed by the Ba‘thist regime in the late 1970s and early
1980s, after in 1977 Iraqi Shi‘a insisted on organizing the banned
‘Ashura’ ritual commemorating the martyrdom of ‘Ali's son
Husayn. Matters worsened after the 1979 Islamic Revolution in
neighboring Iran, when Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s newly
installed regime began castigating Saddam’s Ba‘thist regime. In
1979 and 1980, the Ba‘th justified its crackdown on the Da‘wa
Party by claiming that it had tried to assassinate several high-rank-
ing government officials, including the foreign minister, Tariq
‘Aziz.

Muhammad Bagir al-Sadr, who was executed in April 1980 by
the Ba‘thist regime along with his sister, Bint al-Huda, an estab-
lished religious scholar in her own right, wrote two highly influen-
tial volumes, Igtisaduna (Our Economy) and Falsafatuna (Our
Philosophy), in which he argued that Shi‘i Islam could better pro-
vide for all the material and spiritual needs of the Shi‘a than Marx-
ism.*8 It was left to Sadiq al-Sadr’s youngest and least revered son,
Mugqtada, to take up the reins of Shi‘i activism. Mugqtada, however,
was not known for his piety or devotion to Shi‘i theclogy and had
demonstrated alack of such interest while a teenager.4?

Drawing upon the concept of the absent state, it was precisely
the state’s collapse that allowed the so-called Mahdi Army to
mobilize supporters during the 1990s and the years leading up to
the U.S. invasion of Iraq in April 2003. The Sadrists were well
placed to fill the security vacuum created by the United States’ dis-
banding of the 400,000-strong Iraqgi conscript army in May 2003
and dissolution of the national police force. Despite having much
weaker religious credentials than his father, uncle, or two brothers,
Mugtada al-Sadr was much more successful in creating a powerful
organization.
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Shortly after the start of U.S. occupation of Irag, the Mahdi
Army began to offer security and social services to the Shia com-
munity in Sadr City, other parts of Baghdad, and many areas of the
Shi‘i south. In effect, it quickly became a state within a state in the
face of an ineffectual national government. The provision of
services gained the JAM considerable legitimacy and support, espe-
cially among poor Shi‘a. By 2004, the JAM and its various institu-
tional manifestations, such as the Office of the Martyr (Maktab al-
Shahid), had become the largest social service providers in Irag.

The JAM, like the ICS, became involved in criminal activity as
a means of consolidating its political and economic power. Crime
allowed the JAM to attract a large following of destitute Shi‘i youth,
many of whom bad recently migrated to Baghdad and other Iraqgi
cities after abandoning a crumbling agrarian sector. These develop-
ments—a weak and ineffectual state, rapid social change, and eco-
nomic opportunity structures—underscore the most important
variables that explain the JAM’s rise. Using as a subterfuge the pro-
vision of charitable deeds to a populace that was experiencing des-
perate straits, the Sadrists were able to exploit the political and
economic vacuum created by the Iraqi state’s inability to exert the
control over society that it had enjoyed prior to the 1991 Gulf War
and snbsequent intifada.

One reason the Mahdi Army is so poorly understood is that
most analysts have not examined the social and political impact of
the 1990s on post-2003 Iraqi politics. Instead, analyses are based
on the assumption that the Mahdi Army is simply part of a “natu-
ral” process in all Muslim societies in which religions-political orga-
nizations come to dominate the political landscape. Another core
problem of previous conceptualizations of Islamist movements is
the failure to account for social stratification. Rarely do we find any
effort to explain why these movements invariably recruit from par-
ticular social strata. Instead, these conceptualizations are based on
the highly problematic assumption of a “communal mind,” which
posits that culture and religion define, in some homogenous
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manner, the thinking of all members of an ethno-confessional
group.50 Yet neither the ICS nor the Sadrists attract wealthy mem-
bers of society, and few members of the regularly employed work-
ing class or stable peasantry have joined their ranks. Just as the ICS
has drawn upon specific social strata in the Mezzogiorno in creating
a new class whose work of providing “protection” for specific com-
mercial interests is largely parasitic, so, too, the Mahdi Army largely
draws its recruits from certain segments of the Iragi populace who
are likewise parasitic on society.

Specifically, the JAM attracts those clerics who are not among
the inner circle of the Shii al-marja‘iya (scholars whose extensive
learning has earned them respect and emulation). These more mar-
ginal clerics have been strongly influenced by the teachings and
activism of Ayatollah Muhammad Bagir al-Sadr and especially his
brother, Ayatollah Muhammad Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr. The al-
Sadr family has been in the forefront of criticizing the traditional
hawza, the network of religions seminaries in and around the city of
Najaf, for its “quietism” and failure to become involved in politics.
Indeed, this was a key motivation for its central role in the forma-
tion of the Da‘wa Party in the late 1950s. As such, the Sadrists and
their supporters have emphasized the importance of al-hawza al-
natiga—the “verbal” or “speaking hawza”—and the concept of
martyrdom (al-istishhad).5! The Sadrist Trend has attracted clerics
who are less interested in the fine points of Shi‘i theology than in -
finding an organizational expression for their activist inclinations.
These clerics are usually not the most learned mujtahids (experts in
the application of al-ijtihad, or religions reasoning) because they
have not had the opportunity to pursne studies at a high level and
have been more interested in politics than in religions learning,

The Mahdi Army has also attracted a specific social base. JAM
units are populated by poor Shi‘i men, hailing from both rural and
urban areas, who have viewed the movement as a vehicle for
upward mobility.52 For young males in a society experiencing
extensive rural-urban migration and social turmoil, especially in
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poorer urban districts such as Sadr City, the JAM provides not only
economic sustenance but also a sense of belonging. The experience
of solidarity gives members a feeling of empowerment. This
empowerment is reinforced by the political and social discipline
that the JAM imposes on areas that it controls, such as forbidding
the use of alcohol and punishing merchants who sell it.53

For migrant youth, the JAM serves as a vehicle of social inte-
gration into a new and often bewildering urban environment. JAM
mermbers, who generally have little or no education, are taught that
their activities are hastening the return of the Mahdi. Such beliefs
help legitimize the extensive criminal activity that characterizes
much of the JAM, such as oil smuggling, theft, extortion, and kid-
napping. Although members benefit from this criminality, they can
justify their actions by viewing them as contributing to the greater
good of the Shi‘i community by helping the JAM acquire funds to
pursue its goals. As its name implies, the Mahdi Army conceives of
its activities as hastening the Mahdi’s return from occultation, when
mankind will have reached the “end of days” and God will make
everything right in the world.

In the JAM narrative of politics and society, populist Shi‘i ide-
ology becomes a key element in establishing a sharply defined
boundary not only between the Shi‘a and Iraq’s Sunni Arabs, and to
a lesser degree Kurdish communities, but even more importantly,
within the Shii community itself. Because the Sadrists are Arab
Shi‘a (in contrast to Persian Shi‘a, who trace their ethnic origins to
Iran), the JAM can invoke the type of “cultural authenticity” (al-
asala) unavailable to non-Arab clerics. The JAM argues that itis a
truly Iraqi national organization, and thus more authentically Shi‘i
than other such political competitors, especially those of non-Arab
ethnic origins. This difference in ethnicity becomes essential to dif-
ferentiating the JAM from the Islamic Supreme Council of Irag
- (formerly the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Irag,
or SCIRI), which was established in Iran in 1982 and whose mili-
tary arm, the Badr Organization, was led during the Iran-Iraq war
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by officers of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard. In claiming to rep-
resent the true interests of the Shi‘i community in Iraq, the JAM
parallels the ICS, which likewise claim to represent the regions in
the Mezzogiorno where they predominate.

COMPARING THE JAM AND THE ICS

The ICS and the JAM share a number of commonalities. Both sets
of organizations have exploited the absence of the state, a political
culture based in a historical sense of victimization and neglect, and
a suspicion of the outsider to mobilize their respective social bases.
Both are situated in a geographically specific region, namely in
areas of the country typically ignored by the state, whether the
Mezzogiorno or Sadr (Revolution) City and the Shi‘i south of Iraq.
Although the ICS does not draw upon the poorest elements of
society as is often the case with the JAM, both organizations are
viewed by their members as vehicles for upward mobility. From a
social-class perspective, these organizations’ social bases are dif
fuse, ranging from rural migrants and small entrepreneurs to cler-
ics, government bureaucrats, and police, all of whom are largely
parasitic on the economy. Both the JAM and the ICS are exten-
sively involved in criminality.54 As noted earlier, the Mafia,
Camorra, and ‘Ndrangheta are subdivided into “families” (cosche)
and thus exhibit another parallel with the JAM, namely a highly
insular character.

The JAM or Sadrist Trend is actually a multiplicity of organiza-
tions and is therefore largely decentralized like the ICS. It is first
and foremost the Office of the Martyr, which is based on the mar-
tyrdom of the “two Sadrs,” Muhammad Bagir al-Sadr and Muham-
mad Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr. This office includes those clerics
who advise Mugqtada al-Sadr, who give Friday sermons in areas con-
trolled by the JAM, and who often represent al-Sadr’s views to the
media and publicin his absence.
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Second, there are the JAM units that are nominally under the
control of Mugtada al-Sadr. However, many of these units, espe-
cially in the areas of southern Iraq beyond Sadr City, often pay little
more than lip service to al-Sadr’s leadership. In other areas, espe-
cially the port city of Basra, the JAM has remained largely indepen-
dent of al-Sadr.55 As in the case of the ICS, there are also groups
that appropriate the name Mahdi Army as a cover for criminal
activity but that are not actually allied with or part of the Sadrist
Trend. Both the JAM and the Mafia have worked at times to elimi-
nate these “rogue” units.

The loose organizational structure of the ICS and the JAM
offers benefits but also creates certain weaknesses. The small size
and tight-knit nature of their cells or “families” create strong bonds
of loyalty. This social cohesion is expressed in the concept of
omerta (silence) among the ICS. While not as explicitly articulated
by the Sadrists, their units likewise keep their structure and activi-
ties secret. At the same time, decentralization undermines a hierar-
chical structure within the ICS and the JAM, making it difficult for
leaders at the top to impose their will on the organization. The
question of “voice”—the act of speaking publicly about one’s
platform—serves to differentiate the ICS from the Sadrist Trend.
Whereas the ICS are entirely secretive, the Sadrists regularly and
publicly announces their views, especially in Friday religious
services.

RECONCEPTUALIZING THE ROLE OF RELIGION

‘What role, then, does religion play in these two groups of organiza-
tions? As I have argued, formal understandings of religion are of
limited analytic and causal utility in helping us understand the col-
lective action of either the ICS or the Sadrist Trend. Specifically,
religious texts do not provide the social and political “roadmap” for
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either set of organizations. Instead, religion needs to be viewed
conceptually in political-cultural and political-economic terms. For
both the ICS and the Sadrist Trend, religion represents a form of
folk culture that provides a strong sense of social solidarity and
political cohesiveness.5¢ Indeed, ICS and JAM members usually
have little formal knowledge of either Christianity or Islam, respec-
tively. Although the Sadrist Trend’s leader, Muqtada al-Sadr,
comes from a very distingunished family of Shi‘i clerics, he is known
in Iraq to have had little in the way of formal religious training when
he first appeared on the political stage in the summer of 2003.

SYMBOLISM AND COLLECTIVE ACTION

Political culture is a significant factor that can help explain the orga-
nization and behavior of the ICS and the JAM. Clearly, the internal
structures of the JAM and each member organization of the ICS are
shaped by elaborate and historically determined sets of rituals and
regulations. These rituals and regulations draw heavily on religious
and regional culture. By emphasizing the unique social and cultural
characteristics of their respective communities, these organizations
seek to create a sharp set of cleavages that differentiate their organi-
zations from “outsiders.”

This “othering” reflects the JAM’s insular quality. In neighbor-
hoods where it established itself as the dominant force through
“ethnic deansing,” namely the expulsion of Sunni Arab families, the
JAM subsequently turned on middle-class Shi‘a, stealing their auto-
mobiles, confiscating their houses and selling their belongings, and
extorting money from neighborhood merchants and gasoline sta-
tions.57 Such behavior caused consternation among many Shi‘a
who believed that the JAM had been formed to protect their inter-
ests, often alienating many from the organization. As in the case of
the ICS, economic interests trumped ethno-confessional solidarity.
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SUMMARIZING THE CONCEPTUAL AND
METHODOLOGICAL ARGUMENTS

Because Islamist movements are rarely compared to social move-
ments with similar characteristics beyond the Muslim world, the
shortcomings of cansal analyses that invoke Islam self-referentially
as the core independent variable are often not readily apparent.
Many analyses of Islamist collective action fail to historically and
socially contextualize such action, and moreover, such analyses are
frequently tautological. Islam is purported to prevent the separa-
tion of politics from religion and thus fo contribute to social decay.
Because politics becomes intertwined with religious tenets and
absolute beliefs, the argnment goes, negotiation and pluralism are
excluded from the realm of politics. This resulting social decay, in
turn, promotes violence and political instability, leading to still fur-
ther social decay. In this form of circular reasoning, the downward
spiral is continuous and never-ending.

The conceptualization of the Mezzogiomo parallels conceptu-
alizations of Islamic societies. Culture in the Ifalian south, as in
Islamic society, is held to be parochial and unchanging. According
to this view, because social relationships and political identities are
highly localized, negotiation and cooperation—critical elements of
democratic political practices—cannot flourish. Southern Italians
are thereby precluded from developing social trust and the neces-
sary “social capital” to bring about the political and economic
development of the region in which they live.58 Such depictions of
Italy’s meridonale culture, like analyses of the areas controlled by
the Sadrists in Iraq, suggest a similarly insular and hence “defective”
region that does not possess the human resources needed to
improve its situation.

A systematic comparative analysis of the ICS and the JAM
demonstrates that sectarianism does not inhere in the Iragi (or Ital-
ian) psyche, but rather reflects a particular sociohistorical conjunc-
ture of events. I am not arguing that the ICS and the JAM area are
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the same. Clearly they differ dramatically in the types of ideology
that inform their actions. Indeed, one could argue that the term ide-
ology does not apply to the ICS, which functions according to an
internal code that contains little explicit political content. Both sets
of organizations have emerged from very different historical experi-
ences. They also differ in their modes of proselytizing. It is mnch
easier for a Shi‘i in Iraq to become a member of the Mahdi Army
than for an Italian in the Mezzogiomo to join the Mafia, Camorra,
or ‘Ndrangheta. The hierarchy of the Mahdi Army is much less
structured than that of the ICS “families.” In terms of “voice,” the
ICS strictly ascribes to silence, whereas Mugtada al-Sadr and his
clerical supporters deliver weekly sermons that are politically
charged and openly advocate Sadrist policies.

Nevertheless, it is clear that the criminality into which both
organizations have degenerated provides the social cement that
holds them together. A strong process of “othering”-—creating a
sharp distinction between “us” and “them”™—is likewise critical to
sustaining the strength of these organizations. Where middle-class
Shi‘a have come to realize the true goals of the JAM in their neigh-
borhoods; the movement’s popularity has declined precipitously. A
similar process has affected the ICS, as the populace of the Mezzo-
giorno has realized over time that these organizations do not have
the interests of the local populace at heart. Ultimately, religion falls
by the wayside, and political and economic motives dominate. It is
notewarthy that when the Christian Democratic Party channeled
funds into the south to build its electoral base, which facilitated
greater education among young Sicilians, it was precisely these
youth who were at the forefront of creating a movement to combat
the Mafia.5?

Understanding the future of both movements will require an
analysis of the state and whether it is willing and able to offer eco-
nomic development and social services, especially employment, in
the areas where the Italian crime syndicates and the Mahdi Army
still enjoy strong levels of support. In the final analysis, religion in
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the formal and orthodox meaning of the term can tell us very little
about these organizations’ long-term viability.
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