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I 

ran is steadily expanding its 
influence, if not its control, over 
Iraq, its one-time mortal foe, 
as Baghdad struggles to contain 
an equally assertive Islamic State 

(ISIS). Iranian influence has been 
rising ever since then US President 
George W. Bush got rid of Saddam 
Hussein in 2003 and his successor 
Barack Obama withdrew US forces 
in December 2011.

These were both great gifts to the 
Islamic Republic. On the face of it, 
there should not be a problem. More 
than half of Iraq’s population of 35 
million is Shia, as are most Irani-
ans. They both loathe and fear ISIS 
and its Sunni jihadists, who have 
proclaimed an Islamic caliphate in 
northern Iraq, a Sunni entity invok-
ing Islam’s conquests of the seventh 
and eighth centuries.

The religious rivalry between 
Iraqi and Iranian Shias, the “quiet-
ist” largely apolitical branch led by 
Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, Iraq’s 
most revered cleric, and the radical 
beliefs of the late Ayatollah Ruhol-
lah Khomeini and his concept of 
clerical rule, velayat-e faqih, or gov-
ernment by the jurisprudent has 
intensified since the 1979 Iranian 
revolution.

This rivalry centres on Iraq’s holy 
city of Najaf, south of Baghdad, 
and Iran’s Qom, lying on the north-
western fringe of the Dasht-e Kavir, 
the Great Salt Desert.

Najaf contains the tomb of Hus-
sein, the Prophet Mohammad’s 
cousin and son-in-law and the most 
revered of the Shia martyrs. He was 
seen as the prophet’s rightful suc-
cessor after Mohammad’s death in 
632 AD, but Hussein was killed by 
the Sunni Umayyads in the Battle 
of Karbala in 680 AD. For centuries 
Najaf was the holiest city in Shia Is-
lam.

Najaf began losing its pre-emi-
nence with the establishment of 
modern Iraq in 1921. Its influence 

waned further during Saddam Hus-
sein’s harsh suppression of Shia Is-
lam. When Khomeini took power in 
Iran, he promoted Qom as it gave 
legitimacy to his rule.

Najaf languished until Saddam 
was toppled in the US-led invasion 
of March 2003. With Iraq’s Shia tak-
ing the reins of power, Najaf has un-
dergone a renaissance as the Vati-
can of the Shias, focusing more on 
theology than politics and playing a 
critical role in restoring stability to a 
country struggling with itself.

Call this the battle for Iraq’s soul.
The theological rivalry is key 

right now because Sistani, who 
holds the title of al-marjaa al-akbar 
— the greatest source of emulation 
— of the world’s 150 million Shias, 
has his seat in Najaf. He is almost 85 
and is expected to step down soon.

The white-bearded Sistani, an Ira-
nian by birth, is the acknowledged 
leader of Iraq’s Shias and widely 
revered. He has never been linked 
to the Iranian regime and is deeply 
opposed to Khomeini’s concept of 
clerical rule.

Tehran wants one of its own 
ayatollahs, Iraqi-born Mahmoud 
Hashemi Shahroudi, 65, to replace 
Sistani, a move that would give 
Tehran an immensely powerful 
platform to influence Iraq’s Shia 
and possibly transplant the Islamic 
revolution.

Shahroudi is a diehard Khomein-
ist, a senior member of the hard-
line clerical hierarchy that rules Iran 
and a former judiciary chief with 
a brutal record against opponents 
of the Tehran regime. He played a 
major role in crushing the reformist 
movement led by former president, 
Mohammad Khatami.

It is ironic then that Sistani 
helped promote the sharpest in-
strument in the Iranians’ efforts to 
gain dominion in Iraq: the Shia mi-
litias, trained, armed and funded 
by Tehran, which are the main bul-
wark against ISIS.

On June 13, 2014, Sistani, the 
most venerated cleric in the land, 
urged Iraqi Shias to join the militias 

to defend their homeland against 
the jihadists, and they did, by the 
thousands.

He saw them as part of the Iraqi 
military. But the militias are now 
tightly controlled by Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps and 
the political power of their leaders 
is growing rapidly.

It is hard to believe that Sistani 
so unwittingly aided those who 
seek his departure in a far-reaching 
Iranian effort, led by Iran’s power-
ful Shia clergy, to establish Iranian 
dominance.

Tehran is well aware it faces a 
problem with Iraqi Shias’ loyalty 
to Sistani and knows that deep-
rooted historical and theological 
differences make Iranian control far 
from assured. These days, Baghdad 
and other Iraqi cities are plastered 
with portraits of Khomeini and cur-
rent Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei, along with posters of 
Iranian commanders killed fighting 
ISIS, a reminder that Iranian blood 
is helping keep the jihadists at bay.

From Sistani to the man in the 
street, “there’s been a backlash in 

Iraq at the grass-roots and at the 
highest political and religious lev-
els”, observed Iraqi analyst Hay-
der al-Khoei of London’s Chatham 
House think-tank.

The graffiti campaign is the work 
of the vast network of influence that 
Iran has built over the years in all 
sections of Iraqi society. Since June 
2014, when ISIS captured the north-
ern city of Mosul and proclaimed 
its Islamic caliphate, Iran has been 
doling out millions of dollars to Ira-
qi clerics as well as politicians and 
tribal leaders to establish their own 
Shia militias and expand Tehran’s 
influence. The feeling is increas-
ingly that the Iranians, wary of a di-
rect confrontation with Sistani, are 
simply waiting for him to die before 
claiming the religious guardianship 
of the Shia holy cities.

“Iran’s government is eagerly 
awaiting Sistani’s death,” said Ayad 

Jamaluddin, an Iraqi cleric and a 
member of Iraq’s post-Saddam par-
liament from 2005 to 2010.

“If Shahroudi assumes the man-
tle of leadership in Najaf, Khomei-
ni’s work will be complete — the 
old Shia faith, with its institutions 
and its moderate outlook, will have 
been replaced by the new faith of 
Khomeinist political Shi’ism.”

Renad Mansour, an Iraqi scholar 
of the Carnegie Middle East Centre 
in Beirut, said “Iran has gained im-
mense influence in Iraq” since US 
military forces withdrew.

But, he said, “Iran is not happy. 
The trust that Iran used to have in 
Iraqi parties is no longer there. The 
number one consideration for Iran 
is security. It must have a friendly 
government in Baghdad.  The reli-
gious element is very important…

“Sistani has the power to dis-
mantle the Shia militias. Many of 
these fighters are pro-Sistani. His 
message is important and it will be 
interesting to see if he will, or can, 
follow through if he has to. Who 
comes after Sistani is extremely im-
portant.”

Can the allegiance be challenged? A portrait of Grand Ayatollah al-Sistani on an Iraqi military vehicle.

Baghdad

A 

n Iraqi 26-member parlia-
mentary committee inves-
tigating the June 2014 army 
capitulation to Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants in 

the northern city of Mosul is report-
ing problems getting answers from 
some of the top officials being ques-
tioned.

Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city, 
405 kilometres north of the capital, 
fell on June 6, 2014, in an ISIS offen-
sive that was directed more against 
Iraq’s western desert province of 
Anbar. At the time, Iraqi media re-
ported that many troops in Mosul 
abandoned their positions, weapons 
and uniforms as they fled the mili-
tants’ advance. 

The army’s humiliating defeat was 
widely blamed on a lack of coordina-
tion between the commander of the 
Iraqi armed forces; Nuri al-Maliki, 
who was then prime minister; and 
generals in the field. Media reports 
suggested Maliki declined a Kurd-
ish offer to have peshmerga forces 
intercede to stop the ISIS onslaught.

Mosul’s capture was a disastrous 
setback for the Iraqi government 
and exposed the weaknesses of its 
army — once the world’s fifth larg-
est before being dissolved in the 
wake of the US-led invasion of Iraq 
in 2003.

Maliki, who agreed to step down 

to allow Haider al-Abadi to form a 
new cabinet on August 14, 2014, is 
one of two vice presidents who are 
both being questioned, according to 
Kurdish lawmaker Shakhawan Ab-
dullah who is deputy to the inves-
tigative committee’s chief, Hakem 
Zamli. The other vice president be-
ing questioned is Osama al-Nujayfi, 
who was Iraq’s parliament speaker 
at the time of Mosul’s fall, Abdulah 
said.

“The committee is trying to iden-
tify and hold accountable all those 
who were responsible for the fall 
of Mosul,” said Abdullah, a Kurdish 
lawmaker who is the rapporteur of 
the investigating committee and 

also a member of Iraq’s security 
committee.

He said the investigating commit-
tee’s findings will be binding to the 
government, including the cabinet 
and the judiciary.

Abdullah said the focus of the 
investigation “is the role played by 
senior army commanders, officials 
in government, including parlia-
ment, as well as local state repre-
sentatives based in the city at the 
time”. Abdullah said the investiga-
tion also includes Joint Operations 
Commander Lieutenant-General 
Abboud Qanbar, Ground Forces 
Commander Lieutenant-General Ali 
Ghaidan, and Commander of Nin-

eveh Operations Lieutenant-Gener-
al Mahdi al-Gharrawi.

Others being questioned include 
Masoud Barzani, president of the 
Iraqi Kurdistan Region since 2005, 
said Zamli who is also president of 
Iraq’s parliamentary Security and 
Defence Committee.

“Arrest warrants will be is-
sued against all those proven to 
be involved in Mosul’s fall,” Zamli 
warned in an early July news con-
ference in Baghdad. He said officials 
believed to have fled abroad would 
be arrested and extradited with as-
sistance from Interpol.

Zamli admitted the investigation 
was facing hurdles, mainly difficul-
ties receiving answers from some 
of the more than 100 public figures, 
including 36 top officials and wit-
nesses, who were summoned for 
questioning.

He said Barzani refused to reply 
to some committee questions on 
grounds that some are “private”. 
But he noted without elaborating 
that Barzani’s partial reply was “use-
ful” and provided insight to the in-
vestigation.

Separately, Abdullah said in June 
that Maliki and Nujayfi did not re-
spond at all.

He said Barzani only “replied to 
some of the 12 questions we asked 
him but most of his answers didn’t 
touch on how ISIS entered Mosul. 
The reply was rather on “Mosul’s 
situation two months before Daesh 
conquered it”, he added, using the 
Arabic acronym for ISIS.

In a reply statement, the Kurdis-
tan Region presidency said the com-
mittee’s questions to Barzani had 
“indirect accusations” and that they 
were “irrelevant” and “misleading”. 
It implicitly accused Maliki of shoul-
dering all responsibility.

Iraqi media quoted Abadi, the cur-
rent Iraqi prime minister, as vowing 
to “punish” any official involved in 
crimes that resulted in Iraqi deaths. 
“No one will be immune from the le-
gal accountability,” Abadi said.

Babacar Zebari, the army’s chief 
of staff, has publicly accused Maliki 
of the ultimate responsibility for 
Mosul’s fall. In remarks to local me-
dia, he said Maliki ignored a request 
from Kurdish leaders pleading for 
air strikes on ISIS militants on the 
outskirts of Mosul, prior to the city’s 
fall. Commander of Nineveh Opera-
tions Mahdi Gharrawi, in press re-
marks before he disappeared in the 
wake of Mosul’s capture, said he and 
his forces had fought advancing ISIS 
militants until the army was ordered 
to retreat by Maliki, Ghaidan and 
Qanbar. 

Gharrawi may face a military tri-
bunal; if found guilty, he faces the 
death sentence.

Ghaidan, Qanbar and Gharrawi 
and other senior army officers who 
fled the battlefield before their 
troops when ISIS invaded Mosul 
have since disappeared.

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used for 
safety reasons, is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent covering Iraq.

A fighter from the Islamic State mans an anti-aircraft gun in 
Mosul, in July 2014.
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