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T 

he story of Patrice 
Lumumba Peoples’ 
Friendship Univer-
sity in Moscow is well 
known. Established by 
the government of the 

Soviet Union in 1960, the universi-
ty offered higher education to stu-
dents from developing countries 
in Asia, Africa and Latin America. 
The university also functioned as 
a recruitment ground for the KGB, 
the main Soviet security agency, 
and was engaged in training the 
vanguard of the global Commu-
nist revolution.

Less known is the role of 
theological seminaries in Iran, 
in particular al-Mustafa Interna-
tional University (MIU) in Qom 
and its many offshoots, which 
attract thousands of students from 
abroad and double as recruitment 
grounds and training facilities for 
Shia revolutionary elites.

In the immediate aftermath of 
the revolution in 1979, Islamic Re-
public authorities established the 
Non-Iranian Theological Students 
Supervisory Council (Showra-ye 
Sarparasti-ye Tollab-e Gheir-e-

Irani), which, in close cooperation 
with the intelligence services, 
supervised the affairs of foreign 
Shia theological students in Iran. 
Following several organisational 
metamorphoses, the institution 
was renamed MIU in December 
2007 and subjected to direct con-
trol of the supreme leader.

MIU’s charter, which formalised 
existing practice towards foreign 
theological students since 1979, 
defines the goal of the institution 
as “training theologians,” “iden-
tifying, recruiting and support-
ing scientific elites of the world 
of Islam,” “securing stipends for 
theological students, their wives 
and children in Iran and abroad” 
and the like.

Those conditions seem to have 
attracted a considerable number of 
foreign students to the university. 
MIU Director Ayatollah Alireza 
Arafi recently disclosed that “more 
than 100,000 theological students 
from 130 countries” are studying 
at the university.

Because the MIU charter allows 
a maximum 20% Iranian nation-
als among the total number of the 

students, approximately 80,000 
of those students are not Iranian. 
The MIU website states that those 
students study under 3,500 faculty 
members, both Iranian and for-
eign nationals.

MIU campuses in Qom host 
more than 20,000 of the univer-
sity’s students; the rest are scat-
tered around Iran and 60 different 
countries across the globe. In the 
Persian language source material, 
there is reference to Sunni Muslim 
alumni from Nigeria and other 
African countries.

However, there is every reason 
to believe MIU’s curriculum is 
not limited to the scientific study 
of religion but includes military 
training.

On July 29, 2015, Hojjat al-Islam 
Mohammad Mousavi Naji’s fu-
neral service was in Qom. An MIU 
graduate, Naji was seconded to the 
Iraqi Badr Corps and was killed 
in combat in Baiji, Iraq. On April 
28, 2016, Arafi visited the families 
of leading Shia Afghan fighters 
killed in combat in Syria, includ-
ing Ali-Reza Tavasoli, Fatemiyoun 
Division chief commander, and 

Reza Bakhshi, Tavasoli’s second 
in command. Both men were MIU 
graduates. Most Shia Pakistanis of 
the Zeinabiyoun Brigade killed in 
combat in Syria were MIU gradu-
ates.

There are indications of the 
Islamic Republic security agencies 
imposing a degree of compart-
mentalisation among different 
nationalities. Larger national 
student groups, such as Afghans, 
Bahrainis, Iraqis, Lebanese and 
Pakistanis, seem to have their own 
seminary within the MIU. Even 
their rallies or religious ceremo-
nies are separate from each other 
to minimise contact between the 
different nationalities.

Mixing nationalities seems to 
take place as the foreign students 
reach higher educational levels 
and are identified as potential 
leaders (either religious, political, 
military or administrative) of their 
home constituencies.

It is through this approach that 
the Islamic Republic is trying to 
cultivate the next generation of 
Hassan Nasrallahs, the Shia revo-
lutionary elites of tomorrow.

F 

riday the 13th is an omi-
nous day for supersti-
tious people but it took 
on a whole new mean-
ing for the Iranian re-
gime when US President 

Donald Trump refused on that day 
last month to recertify the nuclear 
deal his country signed with the 
mullahs under his predecessor.

Trump not only refused to press 
ahead with the agreement as it 
stands but took further steps to 
curtail the influence of arguably 
the most powerful tool of the 
ayatollahs in Tehran — the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC).

The US president accused Iran of 
threatening regional security and 
stability and described the IRGC 
as a threat to peace, authorising 
the US government to blacklist the 
entire unit as a terrorist organi-
sation that may be subjected to 
sanctions.

In signs of increasingly suc-
cessful Arab lobbying attempts in 
Washington, Trump enraged the 
Iranian regime by using the term 
“Arabian Gulf,” accusing Tehran 
of threatening trade, commerce 

and freedom of navigation in the 
strategic waterway. The term 
“Arabian Gulf” is used commonly 
in the region, considering that 
Arabs have historically inhabited 
both sides of the Gulf, including in 
multi-ethnic Iran.

Tehran’s reaction was to 
threaten the United States and its 
allies with repercussions should 
the US Congress scrap the deal or 
reimpose sanctions on Iran that 
were lifted by former US President 
Barack Obama.

Those actions served to bankroll 
Iran’s activities, with a glut of cash 
assisting the mullahs to expand 
greatly in Iraq and Syria and to 
finance regional intervention-
ism and expansionist militarism. 
Those actions have devastated 
hundreds of thousands, if not 
millions, of lives throughout the 
Middle East.

Iran is afraid those rapid gains 
will be rolled back by fresh sanc-
tions, adding strain to a battered 
oil-based economy.

The reason Iran fears sanctions 
against the IRGC is because many 
of the region’s most powerful play-

ers are affiliated or directly con-
nected to Iran’s religious military 
organisation. This is especially 
so in Iraq and Syria. In Iraq entire 
government ministries are con-
trolled by IRGC-affiliated groups 
and in Syria IRGC-sponsored Shia 
jihadists run amok, slaughtering 
Syrian civilians with impunity.

Perhaps most crucially, the 
IRGC’s most successful proxy, the 
Lebanese Hezbollah, would suffer 
severely if exposed to an all-en-
compassing sanctions regime.

If Trump were to act on his rhet-
oric, it would mean that the United 
States could conceivably impose 
sanctions on the Iraqi Interior 
Ministry and federal police, two of 
many institutions that have been 
infiltrated by IRGC-linked groups 
and riddled with Shia extremists 
from the Badr Organisation.

It could also mean the Trump 
administration could punish the 
Iraqi government for cooperating 
with Iran, which would be particu-
larly painful considering much 
of Iraq’s military, economic and 
humanitarian aid comes from the 
United States and its allies.

This fear arguably led to the 
rapid reaction of the IRGC in 
instigating the fall of Kirkuk just 
days after Trump’s speech. On 
the night of October 15, before the 
oil-rich Iraqi city was snatched 
out of Kurdish hands by the Iraqi 
authorities backed by IRGC-con-
trolled Shia militants, Iranian 
spymaster Qassem Soleimani cut 
a deal with the Patriotic Union of 
Kurdistan to withdraw from its 
positions defending Kirkuk. The 
move led to the peshmerga’s rapid 
collapse and defeat.

The IRGC was sending a mes-
sage to Washington: If the United 
States thinks it can sanction 
the IRGC, it will destabilise key 
American strategic theatres. This 
is nothing new for Iran, which 
extensively armed, trained and 
prepared Shia militants to kill US 
troops in Iraq and elsewhere to im-
pose their terms on Washington.

While Iranian belligerence and 
state-sponsored terrorism cowed 
the Obama administration, it re-
mains to be seen whether Trump 
will take such behaviour from 
Tehran lightly.
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Recruitment grounds. Students listen to an Iranian scholar at al-Mustafa International University (MIU) in Qom.    (MIU website)


