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I 

ran is looking for a new Hezbol-
lah in Iraq and seems to have 
found it in the Mahdi Army. Ac-
tually, the mullahs have been 
seeking to build such a force 

since Syria and Israel came dan-
gerously close — in their eyes — to 
reaching a peace agreement in 2008.

Tehran’s hardliners were appalled 
at the very thought of Syria quitting 
the “axis of resistance”. According 
to Iranian logic, peace between Syr-
ia and Israel was as bad as the Assad 
government collapsing since that 
would spell disaster for Hezbollah, 
whose supply lines from Tehran via 
Damascus would be severed.

Syria at the time was using Hez-
bollah — the “Party of God” — as 
a bargaining chip to win back the 
Israeli-occupied sector of the Go-
lan Heights while Iran was using 
it to spread its Islamic revolution 
and empower Arab Shias across the 
Middle East.

Once the strategic Golan plateau 
was back in Syrian hands, Damas-
cus did not seem to care whether 
Hezbollah changed form or shape — 
or even disappeared altogether but 
Iran saw things very differently.

Syrian-Iranian differences on the 
future of Hezbollah were not new, 
although they have now become 
history because of Hezbollah’s criti-
cal support for President Bashar As-
sad since the Syrian war broke out 
in 2011.

During the Middle East peace 

process in the mid-1990s, Farouk al-
Sharaa, then Syria’s foreign minis-
ter, told the Americans that Damas-
cus was willing to help transform 
Hezbollah into a political party — 
that is, to disarm it.

Tehran began preparing a Plan B 
for its ambitions in the Arab world 
along the lines of “what if Hezbol-
lah departed the scene in Leba-
non”. This would only happen, of 
course, if it became embroiled in 
a grinding civil war in Lebanon or 

was defeated in another battle with 
Israel — or if Syria decided to cut it 
loose, effectively neutralising the 
party since its lifeline from Iran ran 
through Syria.

For Tehran, this involved creating 
an Arab Shia alternative to Hezbol-
lah, a paramilitary group that could 
serve Iran’s interests in protecting 
Shias and spreading Persian influ-
ence.

The Iranians found that Iraq, a 
country ruined by the American oc-
cupation, was very similar to how 
war-battered Lebanon was when 
Hezbollah was created in 1982. 
Weapons and money were seem-
ingly everywhere, thanks to politi-
cal and security chaos, and thou-
sands of indoctrinated Shias were 
willing to take up arms against for-
eign occupation.

Iran found two Iraqi Shia parties 
waiting to become another Hez-
bollah: the Badr Brigades and the 
Mahdi Army of Shia cleric Muqtada 
al-Sadr.

The Badr Brigades were the Iran-
officered military wing of the Iran-
based Supreme Council for the 

Islamic revolution in Iraq formed 
by Iranian intelligence in 1982. It 
was funded by Tehran and trained 
by Iranian officers and its troops 
fought as part of the Iranian Army 
throughout the 1980-88 war with 
Iraq.

Ordinary Iraqis never forgave 
Badr’s leaders for killing their own 
countrymen on orders from Tehran 
in that conflict and, since the 2003 
fall of Saddam Hussein, these fig-
ures have been deeply involved in 
corruption, kidnappings and death 
squads, forcing Iran to drop them 
for their Hezbollah II project.

The Mahdi Army, founded by 
al-Sadr in mid-2003, seemed a far 
better choice for Tehran. Since his 
teens, al-Sadr had been greatly in-
spired by Hassan Nasrallah, Hezbol-
lah’s charismatic leader, and both 
men rose to lead their parties at a 
fairly young age; Nasrallah at 31 in 
1994, al-Sadr at 30 in 2003.

Al-Sadr’s fighters were promoted 
as war heroes for leading an insur-
gency against the US occupation in 
2004, just as Nasrallah had fought 
the Israelis from the early 1980s. Al-

Sadr marketed himself as a cham-
pion of Iraqi independence and, be-
cause he was not a creature of Iran 
like the Badr leaders, he was more 
acceptable to the Iraqi street.

Following Hezbollah’s playbook, 
he turned his militia into a full-
fledged army, expelling the undis-
ciplined, the reckless, the corrupt 
and those with questionable loyal-
ties.

Al-Sadr then retreated to a reli-

gious seminary in the holy city of 
Najaf to elevate his academic cre-
dentials, eyeing the rank of mujta-
hid (Islamic jurisprudent) instead of 
the mid-level rank of hojatoleslam 
that he held then and which did not 
allow him to issue fatwas.

Copying Nasrallah, al-Sadr 
stopped using the word Shia in 
his speeches and began marketing 

himself as an Iraqi nationalist. He 
and Nasrallah both understand the 
complexities of the confessional 
systems in their respective coun-
tries and never call for establishing 
a Shia theocracy, based on the Ira-
nian model.

Al-Sadr also copied Hezbollah’s 
massive charity network, monopo-
lising education, hospitals and fun-
draising within the Shia neighbour-
hoods, making sure that families 
in need received monthly stipends 
from the Mahdi Army.

After his followers stormed the 
Green Zone in May in an unprec-
edented show of force to demon-
strate who really rules Baghdad, 
it is prudent to ask whether they 
have, in fact, become Iran’s Hezbol-
lah II and what their role will be in 
Iraq and the Middle East at large.
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director of the Damascus History 
Foundation.
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When al-Sadr attempts to regain spotlight

W hen thousands 
of Iraqis 
stormed the 
parliament 
building, 
housed in the 

supposedly impenetrable Green 
Zone in Baghdad, it was more than 
the culmination of weeks of public 
frustration over the government’s 
inability to deal with corruption 
and political gridlock. It was the 
latest step by cleric Muqtada 
al-Sadr to reinsert himself 
forcefully into the country’s 
political whirlwind.

After all, the protesters did not 
represent a broad spectrum of 
Iraqis fed up with government 
intransigence. They were al-Sadr 
followers who moved into the 
Green Zone on al-Sadr’s command 
and left as soon as al-Sadr told 
them to. No doubt such a show of 
force left many cowering legisla-
tors fearing what lies ahead.

Indeed, al-Sadr signalled that 
the protesters would return if his 
demands for immediate govern-
ment reforms were not met.

The storming of the parliament 
caught many Western observers by 
surprise. Iraq has, more or less, 
disappeared from the West’s 
mindset, as Europe frets about 
refugees and the United States 
about the possibility of a Donald 
Trump presidency.

Al-Sadr had basically disap-
peared from view for almost eight 
years, although never completely. 
To the West, it appeared the 
relevance of al-Sadr and his 
personal militia, the Jaysh 
al-Mahdi, once considered by the 
US military to be as dangerous to 
America as al-Qaeda, had disap-
peared.

Then, rather suddenly, al-Sadr 
returned near the beginning of 
this year, under a new guise. Not 
the warlord of past years but, as 
one media source dubbed him, 
“the Gandhi of Iraq”.

Al-Sadr called for an end to the 
endemic corruption in Iraq, which 
threatens the future of the country 
almost as much as the Islamic 
State (ISIS). He denounced the 
despised quota system, a legacy 
from the years when the United 
States ruled Iraq as an occupying 
power, that determines posts in 
the government based on sect and 

ethnicity. He gave Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi 45 days to create a 
new cabinet to pursue reforms.

When nothing happened, his 
followers created a protest camp 
city outside the Green Zone. The 
moment that truly signified 
al-Sadr’s return as a force in Iraq, 
however, came when he entered 
the Green Zone by himself, 
unarmed, with only a few follow-
ers. Not only did guards not try to 
stop him, they embraced him. It 
was a powerful image.

Then came the storming of the 
parliament a month later.

So what does al-Sadr want?
While the United States and 

Britain see the defeat of ISIS as the 
most important objective in Iraq, 
the country’s citizens see Abadi’s 
failure to solve the country’s 
economic and corruption prob-
lems as more important. Al-Sadr, 
who may have been just biding his 
time, could be riding the wave of 
this discontent to make himself an 
important, if not The important, 
political player.

Or, to be more pragmatic, Iraq 
will have elections in a couple of 
years. During the time that al-Sadr 
was keeping a low profile, other 
militia leaders and clerics have 
risen in popularity. The recent 
protests could have been more 
than a way to say: “Hey, I’m still 
here, don’t forget about me” so 

that when the country votes next 
time, his followers will maintain a 
strong foothold in the parliament.

There has been speculation that 
al-Sadr chose this moment to act 
because his political backer, Iran, 
was worried about the improving 
relationship between the United 
States and Abadi, who had 
replaced Iran’s prefer leader of 
Iraq, Nuri al-Maliki. It is extremely 
unlikely that al-Sadr carried out 
his actions without approval from 
Iran’s top officials.

By moving now, al-Sadr throws a 
monkey wrench into Iraq’s 
political stability and allows Iran 
to send a message to both the 
government in Baghdad and to the 
United States.

Regardless of his ultimate goal, 
Muqtada al-Sadr is back and has 
plans. Those will no doubt cause 
headaches in Washington and Lon-
don, as they did in the past. This 
new version of al-Sadr, who has 
always been a charismatic figure, 
may prove to be an even more 
difficult puzzle for the West to 
solve.

Tom Regan, a columnist at 
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the Boston Globe and the 
Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation.
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