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Much analysis of Iraqi politics since stances in which religious thinkers and Klan mobilized distorted understandings 
2003 has focused on the  relationship leaders have joined faith with political of Christianity to promote its political 
between religion and politics. Iraq has action. However, in this instance we agenda. Its use of Christianity had little 
been viewed as yet another example of need to distinguish between those who in common with understandings of core 
an Islamic resurgence in the Middle East link politics and religion in an ecumeni- doctrine among the vast majority of or- 
that is characterized by violence towards cal manner, and those who construct this thodox Christians. 
non-Muslims, intolerance, and support relationship in hostile terms, meaning in Politicization of religion in a xenopho- 
for religiously based authoritarian rule. opposition to other religions and social bic manner not only entails a deviation 
The dominance of Iraqi politics by the groups. If we think of religious leaders from orthodox interpretations of religion, 
Mahdi Army (Jaysh a/-Mahdi), the Su- such as  St. Francis of Assisi, Shaykh but is usually characterized by a lack of 
preme Iraqi Islamic Council (SIIC) and Muhammad 'Abduh, Mahatma Gandhi, knowledge on the part of those who for- 
its Badr militia, the Association of Mus- Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Imam Musa mulate radical and intolerant agendas. 
lim Scholars, and radical groups linked al-Sadr, and Yeshayahu Leibowitz, we In research I conducted on the Muslim 
to al-Qa'ida is viewed as proof that Iraq realize that many religious leaders who Brotherhood and its offshoots in Egypt 
is succumbing to "Islamic fundamen- have engaged in efforts at political during the period between the  1950s 
talism." In  this analysis, however, the change have emphasized an inclusive and early 1970s, I was struck by the  
concept "religion" remains largely un- and ecumenical message and generally superficial knowledge of Islam among 
problematized and under theorized. If supported non-violence. From these ex- radical Islamists who were accused of 
Iraqi politics is in fact dominated by "re- amples, we find that, when religion in- engaging in violence. When questioned 
ligion," then clearly we need to under- tersects with politics, the outcome need by a judge during their trials, invariably 
stand what criteria are being used when not necessarily entail hostility to mem- Islamists asserted that their action was 
this concept is applied. What exactly do  bers of other faiths. required by Islam. When asked by the 
we mean when applying the term "reli- A second understanding of politi- judge to provide textual justification for 
gion" to Iraqi politics? cized religion brings us much closer to their actions, defendants were unable to 

It is possible to define the concept of the understanding of the term employed do so.' 
religion is  several different ways. The by analysts of post-2003 Iraqi politics. Likewise, many scholars point to the 
most obvious manner is to think of reli- Here religion becomes a weapon in the superficial knowledge of Islam among 
gion as a system of beliefs based in piety struggle among a wide variety of Iraqi radical Islamists in Iraq. For example, 
and  devotion. To  be able to claim mem- political groups for power and domina- cleric and Mahdi Army leader Muqtada 
bership in a religion, the believer must tion. Applying the concept of religion al-Sadr, is looked down upon by many 
adhere to a set of principles that define in this context is highly problematic be- clerics due to his lack of knowledge of 
his or her particular creed. Raising this cause religion is subordinated to poli- Islamic doctrine. Indeed, al-Sadr, who 
issue immediately draws our attention tics. First, 1 would argue that, in what we spent much time playing video games, 
to several considerations. First, piety might term "xenophobic" constructions was disparagingly referred to as "Sayyid 
does not necessarily predispose the be- of politicized religion, political goals Atari" in his youth because he  demon- 
liever to engage in politics. There is no actually assume primacy over religious strated little interest in the intricacies of 
requirement that the believer become a doctrine. In other words, political goals Shi'i theology. This lack of knowledge 
political actor as a criterion for member- are formulated first and then religious stood in sharp contrast to the erudition 
ship in a religion. None of the "five pil- ideas and symbols are mobilized to en- of his highly respected father, Ayatallah 
lars of Islam," for example, imply that hance achieving these goals. Muhammad Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr, 
the believer needs to think or behave in A good example of this process is the whom the Ba'thist regime assassinated 
a political manner to be a true Muslim. formation of the  Ku Klux Klan in the in 1999. The late leader of al-Qa'ida in 
While a particular religion may require American south following the Civil War. Iraq. Abu Mus'ab al-Zarqawi (Ahmad 
the believer to defend that religion in the As is well known, the burning cross be- Fadil al-Nazal al-Khalayla), another ex- 
event of an external threat, politics per came the Klan's defining symbol. The  ponent of a xenophobic and intolerant 
se  is not a condition of membership in Klan asserted that suppressing the ef- interpretation of Islam, had little educa- 
any faith. In short, to raise the issue of forts of former slaves to assert their tion, came from a criminal background, 
religion in a formal textual manner tells political rights was God's will. Accord- and knew little Islamic doctrine. 
us little about its relationship to poli- ing to the Klan, God wanted the United A third conceptualization of religion 
tics. States to remain under white (male)  is that of commrrnal solidavity in the  

Second, we may think of thepolirici- control. Politics, not religion, defined face of external threats. Here it is il- 
zotion of religion. There are many in- the Klan's behavior. Put differently, the lustrative to turn to Iraq's Shi'a after 
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2003 to explain this understanding of 
religion. Having been excluded from 
political power literally since the killing 
of the fourth Caliph, 'Ali ibn Abi Talib, 
in 661 A.D., whose death inspired the 
Sunni-Shi'i split in Islam, Iraq's Sh i ' a  
population confronted a very difficult 
and unstable political situation after the 
collapse of Saddam Husayn's Ba'thist 
regime in April 2003. How were they to 
assert themselves politically? How were 
they to prevent the return of a regime 
that had excluded them from politics, 
deprecated their culture and persecuted 
them? Would they be able to rely on the 
United States to prevent a reversion to 
Ba'thist rule? 

One of the consequences of Ba'thist 
rule between 1968 and 2003 was the 
complete  destruction of virtually all 
secular organizations of civil society in 
Iraq. While many Iraqi Shi'a had joined 
secular political parties prior to Ba'thist 
rule, such as the Iraqi Communist Party 
(ICP),  the National Democratic Party, 
the Independence Party and others, no 
functioning secular movements remained 
when Saddam Husayn's regime fell. In 
this context, it was natural that Shi'is 
would rally around the Shi ' i  clergy in 
the form of the Hawza, the loose asso- 
ciation of religious academies in and 
around the shrine city of al-Najaf in 
south-central Iraq. 

Further, the tendency for Shi'a to rally 
around the Hawza and its leader, Grand 
Ayatallah 'Ali  al-Sistani, reflected a 
continuation of a trend that began dur- 
ing the 1990s. Iraqi society experienced 
severe political, social, and economic 
degradation in the  wake of the  1991 
Gulf War, the subsequent failed upris- 
ing (Inrifada) of February-March 1991, 
and twelve  years of United Nations 
sanctions. The resulting collapse of  the 
economy and national education system, 
a monthly food rationing system that 
failed to provide adequate nutrition to 
Iraqi families, and extensive corruption 
and violent and immoral behavior within 
Saddam Husayn's inner circle, especial- 
ly by his two sons, 'Uday and Qusay. 
forced Iraqis to turn inwards to religion 
as a means of shielding themselves from 
harshness and unpredictability of daily 
life. Religious institutions provided one 
of the few constants in their lives and 
hence assumed greater significance dur- 

ing the period between 1991 and 2003. 
If we  consider yet another trend, we  

find that religious activism in both the 
Shi ' i  and Sunni  Arab communi t ies  
increased during the 1950s and after. 
Alarmed by the manner in which the  
ICP attracted Shi'i youth, and the per- 
ceived leftist leanings of the post-1958 
Revolution regime of General  ' A b d  
al-Karim Qasim (1958-63). a group 
of religiously minded Shi'i clerics and 
lay people formed the Hirb  a / -Da 'wa  
(Islamic Call Party) sometime during 
the late 1950s or  early 1960s to coun- 
ter  t h e  increased strength of left ists  
and secular forces.' The  formation of 
the Da'waParty was accompanied by a 
"war of position" between the left and 
religious f o r c e s . ' T h e  publication of 
works, such as Ayatallah Muhammad 
Baqir al-Sadr's Falsafir~rna ( O a r  Phi- 
losophy) and Iqrisad~rna (Our  Eronom- 
ics) ,  were intended to demonstrate that 
Shi ' ism could provide better answers 
to the people's spiritual and economic 
needs than could M a r x i ~ m . ~  

Although Muhammad Baqir  al-Sadr 
and his sister, Bint al-Huda, were ex- 
ecuted by the Ba'th Party in April 1980, 
the  Iranian Revolution inspired many 
Shi'i clerics to take up the banner of 
Ayatallah Ruhallah al-Khumayni and 
support his emphasis on the concept of 
the state of the Supreme Jurisprudent 
(wilayur 01-faqih). One of the strongest 
advocates of this concept was Ayatal- 
lah Muhammad Muhammad Sadiq al- 
Sadr, the nephew of Muhammad Baqir 
al-Sadr, whose activism led the Ba'thist 
regime to first attempt to co-opt him, 
and then led to his assassination when 
he  refused to cooperate with the  re- 
gime.s Muhammad Muhammad Sadiq 
al-Sadr's efforts reflected a split within 
the  S h i ' i  clergy. between those who 
supported the so-called "quietist" tra- 
dition, such as that followed by 'Ali al- 
Sistani's predecessor, Grand Ayatallah 
Abu al-Qasim al-Khu'i (1899-1992). 
who scrupulously tried to keep the Shi'i 
Marja'iyat from participating in poli- 
tics. and those clerics who argued for 
immediate and organized action against 
the Ba'thist regime. The activism of the 
latter, I would argue, also gave greater 
credibility and legitimacy t o  religious 
institutions among Iraq's Shi'a during 
the 1990s that held over into the politics 

of the post-2003 era. 
As a final comment, it should be noted 

that the Hawza, unlike secular organi- 
zations, was able to sustain itself under 
Ba'thist rule for a number of reasons. 
First ,  it enjoyed independent income 
flows in the form of religious donations 
(a/-khums) f rom devout Shi'a inside 
Iraq, and from Shi'i pilgrims who visited 
the shrine cities of al-Najaf and Karbala' 
from neighboring Iran and abroad. De- 
spite the continued threat that the Hawza 
presented as  a possible alternative to 
Ba'thist rule, especially following the 
example set by the Iranian Revolution of 
1978-79, Saddam Husayn was loathe to 
suppress it during the 1980s for fear that, 
during the Iran-Iraq War (1980-UU), the 
morale of Iraqi troops, the majority of 
whom were Shi'is, would be adversely 
affected. During the 1990s, Saddam at- 
tempted to project a personal religios- 
ity, for example,  through substantial 
donations to refurbishing mosques in 
al-Najaf, Karbala', and elsewhere, as a 
means of offsetting the social and eco- 
nomic decay that worked to undermine 
support for his regime. Under these cir- 
cumstances, an attempt to suppress the 
Hawza would have been counterproduc- 
tive. 

This analysis suggests that the out- 
pouring of support for the Hawza and 
Shi'i political movements such as  the 
Mahdi Army, the  Supreme Council for 
the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (which 
recently changed its name to the Su- 
preme Iraqi Islamic Council), and the 
Hizb a / -Fad i l a  (Virtue Party), whose 
stronghold is located in the southern port 
city of Basra, reflected the respect many 
Shi'a felt for the efforts by clerics to op- 
pose the Ba'th during the 1990s and the 
fact that these movements were the only 
forces that could protect the Shi'i com- 
munity once Saddam Husayn's regime 
fell in 2003. 

However, by mid-2007 we  began to 
see many Shi'a reacting against move- 
ments that defined themselves as Shi'i,  
especially the Mahdi Army and SIIC. 
First, the Mahdi Army has increasingly 
splintered over time resulting in Muqta- 
da al-Sadr's loss of control over many 
units. Second, many Mahdi Army units 
have  increasingly engaged in crimi- 
nal activity. Since they are located in 
predominantly Sh i ' i  areas, they have 




