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Unpacking	the	role	of	Religion	in	Political	Transnationalism	–	The	case	of	
the	Shi’a	Iraqi	diaspora	post-2003		
	

Abstract	
	
This	 paper	 explores	 the	 role	 of	 religion	 in	 political	 transnationalism	 using	 the	
case	of	the	Shi’a	Iraqi	diaspora	post-2003.	The	paper	focuses	on	three	areas	that	
capture	 important	 trends	 in	 Shi’i	 transnationalism	 and	 their	 implications	 for	
transnational	 Shi’a	 identity	 politics.	 These	 include	 Shi’a	 diasporic	 politics,	
transnational	 Shi’a	 civic	 activism,	 and	 the	 politicisation	 of	 Shi’a	 identity.		It	 is	
argued	 that	understanding	 Shi’ism	 and	 Shi’i	 politics	 requires	 adopting	 a	
transnational	 lens.	The	evolution	of	Shi’ism	 is	not	only	a	result	of	 the	practices	
and	dictates	of	the	Shi’i	clerical	centres,	and	how	they	influence	Shi’a	populations	
abroad,	but	rather	the	transnational	interrelationships	that	exist	between	Shi’is	
in	 the	 diaspora,	 clerical	 authorities,	 holy	 shrine	 cities,	 Shi’i	 politics	 and	 the	
imagined	Shi’a	community.	The	paper	shows	that	Shi’a	political	transnationalism	
is	unexceptional	 in	that	 it	echoes	much	of	the	 literature	on	diasporic	politics	 in	
the	 homeland	 where	 diaspora	 provide	 humanitarian	 or	 developmental	 aid	 or	
expertise.	 At	 the	 same	 time	 it	 shows	 the	 exceptionalism	 of	Shi’a	 diasporic	
movements,	 in	 that	 their	motivations	and	mobilisations	are	contributing	 to	 the	
reification	 of	 sectarian	 geographical	 and	 social	 borders,	 creating	 a	
transnationalism	 that	 is	 defined	 by	 largely	 Shi’a	 networks,	 spaces,	 actors	 and	
causes,	increasing	the	distance	between	Shi’is	and	Iraq’s	other	communities	and	
simultaneously	fragmenting	Iraq’s	national	unity	whilst	deepening	Shi’i	identity. 
	
	

Introduction	

	

The	2003	Iraq	war	was	a	critical	 juncture	in	Shi’a	history,	paving	the	way	for	a	

Shi’a	 government	 to	 rule	 in	 Iraq	 for	 the	 first	 time	 after	 centuries	 of	 Sunni	

supremacy.	 Transnational	 Shi’a	 politics	 played	 a	 pivotal	 role	 in	 the	 creation	 of	

the	new	Iraqi	state	as	diasporic	parties	long	in	exile	swept	back	in	to	represent	

their	 Shi’a	 constituencies	 and	 seize	 power	 once	 the	 death	 knell	 of	 Saddam’s	

Baa’th	 regime	had	been	 rung1.	 The	 events	 of	 2003	 thus	 changed	 the	 course	 of	

Iraqi	 politics	 as	 Shi’a-centric	 statebuilding	 has	 dominated	 since	 Iraq’s	 first	

democratic	 elections	 in	 20052.	 Shi’a	 diasporic	 parties,	 including	 the	 Islamic	

																																																								
1	Oula	Kadhum,	‘The	Transnational	Politics	of	Iraq’s	Shia	Diaspora’,	Carnegie	
Middle	East	Center,	28	February	2018,	http://carnegie-
mec.org/2018/03/01/transnational-politics-of-iraq-s-shia-diaspora-pub-75675.	
2	Fanar	Haddad,	‘Shia-Centric	State	Building	and	Sunni	Rejection	in	Post-2003	
Iraq’,	Carnegie	Endowment	for	International	Peace,	7	January	2016,	
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Da’wa	 party	 and	 the	 Islamic	 Supreme	 Council	 of	 Iraq,	 have	 led	 in	 Iraq	 in	 the	

2005,	 2010	 and	 2014	 elections.	 Four	 of	 Iraq’s	 Prime	Ministers	were	 diasporic	

and	 many	 more	 from	 the	 diaspora	 held	 or	 continue	 to	 hold	 ministerial	 and	

political	positions.		

	 The	 significance	 of	 2003,	 however,	 was	 not	 only	 underlined	 by	 Shi’a	

political	power.	 It	was	also	a	 time	of	 religious	 freedom	as	Shi’a	 followers	were	

now	able	to	practice	their	religious	rituals	in	relative	peace.	For	the	hundreds	of	

thousands	 exiled	 or	 residing	 in	 the	 Iraqi	 diaspora,	 this	was	 also	 the	 first	 time	

they	could	make	their	pilgrimages	to	their	holy	sites	in	Najaf,	Karbala,	Baghdad	

and	 Samarra’.	 Thus	 for	 Shi’is,	 the	 symbolic	 and	 sacred	 place	 that	 Iraq	 holds	

cannot	be	underestimated.	It	was	in	Kufa,	near	Najaf,	that	Twelver	Shi’ism’s	first	

Imam,	Ali	bin	Abi	Talib,	was	killed.	 It	was	 in	Karbala	that	Shi’ism’s	third	Imam,	

Hussain	was	murdered.	 It	 is	 also	 the	 land	where	 six	 of	 the	 twelve	 imams	 are	

buried	and	the	place	where	the	Mahdi,	Shi’ism’s	twelfth	Imam	is	said	to	return.		

	 The	 rise	 of	 Shi’ism	 in	 Iraq	 has	 also	 tipped	 the	 balance	 of	 power	 in	 the	

region,	 as	 both	 Iran	 and	 Iraq	 are	 now	 governed	 by	 Shi’i	 governments	 and	

represent	 the	 emblematic	 strongholds	 of	 Shi’ism.	 Shi’i	 identity	 has	 thus	 been	

globally	strengthened	by	events	in	Iraq3.		

	 The	transnational	relationship	between	Iraqi	Shi’ism	and	Shi’i	politics	and	

its	 diasporic	 populations	 has,	with	 a	 few	 exceptions,	 been	 understudied	 in	 the	

academic	 literature	4.	 Much	 of	 the	 focus	 of	 Shi’i	 transnationalism	 has	 been	 on	

																																																																																																																																																															
https://carnegieendowment.org/2016/01/07/shia-centric-state-building-and-
sunni-rejection-in-post-2003-iraq-pub-62408Citation}	
3	Enrica	Fei,	‘Towards	a	Shi’a	Bloc?	The	New	Gulf	after	2003:	Shi’a	Empowerment	
and	Sectarianism’,	Hemispheres	31,	no.	1	(1	January	2016):	5,	
https://www.questia.com/library/journal/1P3-4151482361/towards-a-shi-a-
bloc-the-new-gulf-after-2003-shi-a.	
4	Elvire	Corboz,	‘Guardians	of	Shi’ism:	Sacred	Authority	and	Transnational	
Family	Networks’,	Cambridge	Core,	January	2015;	Kadhum,	‘The	Transnational	
Politics	of	Iraq’s	Shi’a	Diaspora’;	Oula	Kadhum,	‘Ethno-sectarianism	in	Iraq,	
Diaspora	Positionality	and	Political	Transnationalism’,	Global	Networks,	12	
December	2018;	Yafa	Shanneik,	‘Remembering	Karbala	in	the	Diaspora:	
Religious	Rituals	among	Iraqi	Shii	Women	in	Ireland’,	Religion	45,	no.	1	(2	
January	2015):	89–102;	Oliver	Scharbrodt,	‘A	Minority	within	a	Minority?:	The	
Complexity	and	Multilocality	of	Transnational	Twelver	Shi’a	Networks	in	
Britain’,	Contemporary	Islam,	8	November	2018;	Emanuelle	Degli	Esposti,	‘The	
Aesthetics	of	Ritual	–	Contested	Identities	and	Conflicting	Performances	in	the	
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Iranian	 transnationalism	 and	 diasporic	 communities5.	 Or	 in	 the	 case	 of	 Iraqi	

transnationalism,	 much	 of	 the	 focus	 has	 been	 on	 the	 Iraqi	 Kurds,	 their	

statebuilding,	diplomacy	and	activism	towards	an	independent	Kurdish	state6.			

	 Furthermore,	while	 the	majority	 of	 the	 diaspora	 literature	 has	 focussed	

on	ethno-nationalist	movements	in	history	and	across	the	world	7,	less	attention	

																																																																																																																																																															
Iraqi	Shi’a	Diaspora:	Ritual,	Performance	and	Identity	Change’,	Politics,	8	June	
2017.	
5	Dr	Cameron	McAuliffe,	‘Transnationalism	Within:	Internal	Diversity	in	the	
Iranian	Diaspora’,	Australian	Geographer	39,	no.	1	(1	March	2008):	63–80;	Halleh	
Ghorashi	and	Kees	Boersma,	‘The	“Iranian	Diaspora”	and	the	New	Media:	From	
Political	Action	to	Humanitarian	Help’,	Development	and	Change	40,	no.	4	(2009):	
667–91;	Cameron	Mcauliffe,	‘A	Home	Far	Away?	Religious	Identity	and	
Transnational	Relations	in	the	Iranian	Diaspora’,	Global	Networks	7,	no.	3	(July	
2007):	307–27;	Reza	Gholami,	Secularism	and	Identity :	Non-Islamiosity	in	the	
Iranian	Diaspora	(Routledge,	2016)	
6	Martin	Van	Bruinessen,	‘Shifting	National	and	Ethnic	Identities:	The	Kurds	in	
Turkey	and	the	European	Diaspora’,	Journal	of	Muslim	Minority	Affairs	18,	no.	1	
(1998):	39–52;	Bahar	Başer,	‘Engaging	Diasporas	in	Development	and	State-
Building:	The	Role	of	the	Kurdish	Diaspora	and	Returnees	in	Rebuilding	the	
Kurdistan	Region	of	Iraq’,	Ethnopolitics	18,	no.	1	(1	January	2019):	76–91;	Bahar	
Baser	and	Mari	Toivanen,	‘Diasporic	Homecomings	to	the	Kurdistan	Region	of	
Iraq:	Pre-	and	Post-Return	Experiences	Shaping	Motivations	to	Re-Return’,	
Ethnicities,	13	February	2018;	Barzoo	Eliassi,	‘Statelessness	in	a	World	of	Nation-
States:	The	Cases	of	Kurdish	Diasporas	in	Sweden	and	the	UK’,	Journal	of	Ethnic	
and	Migration	Studies	42,	no.	9	(14	July	2016):	1403–19;	Khalid	Khayati,	‘From	
Victim	Diaspora	to	Transborder	Citizenship?:	Diaspora	Formation	and	
Transnational	Relations	among	Kurds	in	France	and	Sweden’	(Linköping	
University,	Department	of	Social	and	Welfare	Studies,	2008);	Denise	Natali,	
‘Kurdish	Interventions	in	the	Iraq	War’,	in	Diasporas	in	Conflict:	Peace-Makers	or	
Peace-Wreckers?	(Tokyo ;	New	York:	United	Nations	University	Press,	2007);	
Östen	Wahlbeck,	‘Kurdish	Refugee	Communities :	The	Diaspora	in	Finland	and	
England’	(Phd,	University	of	Warwick,	1997);	Minoo	Alinia	et	al.,	‘The	Kurdish	
Diaspora:	Transnational	Ties,	Home,	and	Politics	of	Belonging’,	Nordic	Journal	of	
Migration	Research	4,	no.	2	(1	January	2014);	Minoo	Alinia,	Honor	and	Violence	
against	Women	in	Iraqi	Kurdistan	(New	York:	Palgrave	Macmillan	US,	2013)	
7	Sarah	Wayland,	‘Ethnonationalist	Networks	and	Transnational	Opportunities:	
The	Sri	Lankan	Tamil	Diaspora’,	Review	of	International	Studies	30,	no.	03	
(2004):	405–26;	Nadje	Al-Ali,	Richard	Black,	and	Khalid	Koser,	‘Refugees	and	
Transnationalism:	The	Experience	of	Bosnians	and	Eritreans	in	Europe’,	Journal	
of	Ethnic	and	Migration	Studies	27,	no.	4	(October	2001):	615–34;	Victor	Asal	and	
R.	Ayres,	‘Grabbing	the	Headlines:	Diaspora	Support	for	Ethnopolitical	
Organizations	in	the	Middle	East’,	SSRN	Scholarly	Paper	(Rochester,	NY:	Social	
Science	Research	Network,	22	August	2013);	Thomas	Ambrosio,	ed.,	Ethnic	
Identity	Groups	and	U.S.	Foreign	Policy	(Westport,	Conn:	Praeger,	2002);	Yossi	
Shain,	‘Jewish	Kinship	at	a	Crossroads:	Lessons	for	Homelands	and	Diasporas’,	
Political	Science	Quarterly	117,	no.	2	(2002):	279–309,	‘Arab-Americans	at	a	
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has	 been	 given	 to	 religious	 diasporas 8 .	 Is	 there	 something	 particular	 or	

exceptional	about	religious	diasporic	 transnationalism	or	does	 it	 reflect	similar	

trends	in	diasporic	transnationalism	across	the	world?	

	 Addressing	 these	 gaps	 and	 providing	 insights	 into	 these	 pertinent	

questions,	this	study	explores	how	Shi’i	political	power	in	Baghdad	has	affected	

Shi’a	 political	 transnationalism	 and	 the	 influence	 of	 Shi’ism	 more	 broadly	 on	

political	 and	 religious	 transnational	 links	 that	 exist	between	 Iraq	and	 the	 Iraqi	

Shi’a	diaspora.	What	are	the	 implications	of	this	relationship	for	understanding	

religious	transnational	identity	politics?	

	 Taking	 the	 case	 study	 of	 the	 Iraqi	 Shi’i	 diaspora	 in	 London,	 this	 paper	

provides	 an	overview	of	 Shi’a	 transnationalism	between	 Iraq	 and	London.	The	

case	study	of	London	is	particularly	pertinent	for	this	exploration	as	London	has	

a	 sizeable	 Iraqi	 Shi’a	 presence	 estimated	 at	 around	 120,0009.	 There	 is	 also	 a	

well-established	 Shi’a	 community	 in	 London,	 particularly	 in	 the	 borough	 of	

Brent,	where	a	diverse	and	active	community	of	Shi’i	organisations	exist	to	cater	

for	the	needs	of	Shi’i	followers,	their	practices,	rituals	and	prayer	10.		London	was	

also	the	centre	of	the	Iraqi	opposition	since	the	1980s,	of	which	the	Shi’a	Islamic	

parties,	Da’wa	and	the	Supreme	Council	for	the	Islamic	Revolution	in	Iraq,	where	

																																																																																																																																																															
Crossroads’,	Journal	of	Palestine	Studies	25,	no.	3	(1	April	1996):	46–59;	Maria	
Koinova,	‘Diasporas	and	Secessionist	Conflicts:	The	Mobilization	of	the	
Armenian,	Albanian	and	Chechen	Diasporas’,	Ethnic	and	Racial	Studies	34,	no.	2	
(February	2011):	333–56;	Yossi	Shain,	Kinship	&	Diasporas	in	International	
Affairs	(University	of	Michigan	Press,	2007);	Gabriel	Sheffer,	Diaspora	Politics	at	
Home	Abroad	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2003)	
8	Waltraud	Kokot,	Khachig	Tölölyan,	and	Carolin	Alfonso,	eds.,	Diaspora,	Identity,	
and	Religion:	New	Directions	in	Theory	and	Research	(London ;	New	York,	NY:	
Routledge,	2004);	Derya	Özkul,	‘The	Making	of	a	Transnational	Religion:	Alevi	
Movement	in	Germany	and	the	World	Alevi	Union’,	British	Journal	of	Middle	
Eastern	Studies	46,	no.	2	(15	March	2019):	259–73;	Martin	Sökefeld,	Struggling	
for	Recognition:	The	Alevi	Movement	in	Germany	and	in	Transnational	Space	(New	
York:	Berghahn	Books,	2008);	Prema	Kurien,	‘Multiculturalism,	Immigrant	
Religion,	and	Diasporic	Nationalism:	The	Development	of	an	American	
Hinduism’,	Social	Problems	51,	no.	3	(1	August	2004):	362–85;	Steven	Vertovec,	
‘Three	Meanings	of	“Diaspora,”	Exemplified	among	South	Asian	Religions’,	
Diaspora:	A	Journal	of	Transnational	Studies	6,	no.	3	(1997):	277–99.	
9	Author	interview	with	Iraqi	Shi’a	gatekeeper,	London,	March	2019	
10	Innes	Bowen,	Medina	in	Birmingham,	Najaf	in	Brent:	Inside	British	Islam,	1st	ed.	
edition	(London:	C	Hurst	&	Co	Publishers	Ltd,	2014);	Scharbrodt,	‘A	Minority	
within	a	Minority?’	
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key	 players11.	 London	 is	 also	 a	 ‘Global	 City’,	 a	 term	 popularised	 by	 Saskia	

Sassen’s	 seminal	 study	 on	 the	 spatial	 dispersal	 and	 global	 integration	 of	 the	

world	economy,	which	has	shaped	major	cities	such	as	London,	Tokyo	and	New	

York 12 .	 As	 a	 global	 city,	 London	 provides	 an	 ideal	 site	 for	 examining	

transnational	identity	politics	of	non-state	movements13.		

	 The	paper	 focuses	on	 three	 areas	 that	 capture	 important	 trends	 in	 Shi’i	

transnationalism.	These	include	Shi’a	diasporic	politics,	transnational	Shi’a	civic	

activism,	 and	 the	politicisation	of	 Shi’i	 identity.	 It	 is	 argued	 that	understanding	

Shi’ism	and	Shi’i	politics	requires	adopting	a	transnational	lens.	The	evolution	of	

Shi’ism	 is	 not	 only	 a	 result	 of	 the	 practices	 and	 dictates	 of	 the	 Shi’i	 clerical	

centres,	 and	 how	 they	 influence	 Shi’a	 populations	 abroad,	 but	 rather	 the	

transnational	interrelationships	that	exist	between	Shi’is	in	the	diaspora,	clerical	

authorities,	holy	shrine	cities,	Shi’i	politics	and	the	imagined	Shi’a	community.		

	 The	 paper	 proceeds	 as	 follows;	 in	 the	 first	 section	 I	 will	 give	 a	 brief	

background	 to	 elite	 Shi’a	 transnationalism	 between	 London	 and	 Iraq	 and	 how	

this	 has	 given	way	 to	 religio-political	mobilisation	 and	new	priorities	 amongst	

the	 Iraqi	 Shi’a	 in	 London.	 The	 second	 section	 looks	 at	 the	 expansion	 of	 grass-

roots	mobilisation	and	its	role	in	supporting	the	impoverished	Iraqi	society.	The	

third	 explores	 the	 rise	 of	 Shi’a	 religious	 pilgrimages	 and	 practices,	 which	 are	

strengthening	 and	 politicising	 Shi’i	 identity	 amidst	 the	 diaspora,	 as	 well	 as	

empowering	Shi’a	clerical	authorities.	In	the	concluding	remarks	I	reflect	on	the	

implications	of	Shi’a	political	transnationalism	on	international	politics.		

	

Transnational	Shi’a	politics	then	and	now	

After	 the	 fall	 of	 Saddam	Hussein’s	 Baa’thist	 government	 and	 regime	 change	 in	

2003,	a	new	dawn	arose	 for	 the	 long-exiled	Shi’a	opposition	parties	 in	London.	

The	 Anglo-American	 intervention	 paved	 the	way	 for	 the	 parties,	 including	 the	

Islamic	 Da’wa	 party	 and	 the	 Supreme	 Council	 for	 Islamic	 Revolution	 in	 Iraq	

																																																								
11	Ali	A	Allawi,	The	Occupation	of	Iraq:	Winning	the	War,	Losing	the	Peace	(New	
Haven	[Conn.]:	Yale	University	Press,	2007).	
12	Saskia	Sassen,	The	Global	City:	New	York,	London,	Tokyo,	2nd	ed	(Princeton,	N.J:	
Princeton	University	Press,	2001).	
13	Fiona	Adamson	and	Maria	Koinova,	‘The	Global	City	as	a	Space	for	
Transnational	Identity	Politics’,	Monographs,	4	November	2013	
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(SCIRI),	 to	 return	 and	 involve	 themselves	 in	 Iraq’s	 new	 statebuilding	 project.	

Working	 with	 the	 US-led	 coalition,	 the	 Shi’a	 Islamists	 supported	 an	 ethno-

sectarian	political	system	that	would	work	in	their	favour	demographically,	and	

would	help	cement	their	grip	on	power.		

	 Transnational	 politics	 between	 Iraq	 and	 London	 was	 shaped	 by	 this	

power-sharing	 system,	 which	 hardened	 ethnic	 and	 sectarian	 identities,	 at	 the	

expense	 of	 national	 unity.	 It	 is	 during	 this	 time	 that	 political	 transnationalism	

was	 defined	 by	 a	 recruitment	 of	 family	 and	 friends	 between	 London	 and	

Baghdad	who	supported	and	were	loyal	to	the	party	cause,	irrespective	of	skills	

and	education.	Baghdad’s	political	institutions	were	now	full	of	Shi’a	diasporans	

from	 London	 and	 elsewhere	 who	 were	 recruited	 by	 the	 Shi’a	 parties	 to	 fill	

administrative	 positions	 as	 Iraq’s	 political	 process	 wore	 on.	 From	 the	 Iraqi	

Governing	Council	to	the	Transitional	Administrative	Law,	more	and	more	Iraqi	

Shi’is	 in	 London	 were	 hired	 transnationally	 to	 fill	 these	 positions,	 creating	 a	

diasporic	bubble	 inside	Baghdad	(who	were	also	 living	 in	 the	spatial	bubble	of	

the	green	zone),	causing	increased	tensions	with	the	native	populations	who	did	

not	 feel	 represented	by	 Iraq’s	new	elites	14.	Under	 the	 Iraqi	Governing	Council,	

the	 Shi’a	 diasporic	 leader’s	 encouragement	 of	 “de-Baa’thification”	 and	

disbanding	of	the	army	15,	two	policies	that	would	forever	change	the	course	of	

Iraqi	 politics,	 further	 exacerbated	 this	 administrative	 vacuum.	 Both	 policies	

effectively	dismantled	existing	state	institutions	and	human	resources	instead	of	

strengthening	and	building	on	them.		

	 Inevitably,	after	being	endorsed	by	Shi’ism’s	highest	clerical	authority	 in	

Iraq,	Grand	Ayatollah	Ali	Al	Sistani,	support	from	the	coalition	and	owing	to	their	

head	start	in	Iraq’s	political	process,	the	Shi’a	parties	were	successful	in	winning	

Iraq’s	 first	democratic	 elections	under	 the	United	 Iraqi	Alliance.	This	historical	

																																																								
14	Toby	Dodge,	Iraq’s	Future	the	Aftermath	of	Regime	Change	(London;	New	York:	
Routledge	for	the	International	Institute	for	Strategic	Studies,	2005)	
15	Emma	Sky,	The	Unraveling:	High	Hopes	and	Missed	Opportunities	in	Iraq,	First	
edition	(New	York,	NY:	PublicAffairs,	2015);	Rajiv	Chandrasekaran,	Imperial	Life	
in	the	Emerald	City:	Inside	Iraq’s	Green	Zone,	1st	ed	(New	York:	Alfred	A.	Knopf,	
2006).	



	 7	

event	would	mark	the	start	of	Shi’a-centric	statebuilding16,	which	has	not	abated	

since	2003.		

	 Political	transnationalism	increased	further	during	this	time	as	more	and	

more	Shi’is	were	 recruited	 to	ministries	 and	 to	 fill	 the	need	 for	 administrative	

positions.	Patronage	networks,	a	strong	feature	in	Iraqi	history17	and	especially	

under	 the	Baa’th,	were	now	being	 replicated	by	 the	Shi’a	 Islamist	parties.	This	

would	breed	a	culture	of	corruption	and	ineptitude,	 instead	of	meritocracy	and	

skills,	 which	 were	 sorely	 in	 need.	 This	 transnational	 corridor	 of	 recruitment	

continues	till	this	day.	

	 Due	to	these	transnational	links	between	family	members	now	working	in	

Iraq	and	families	left	behind	in	London,	as	well	as	historical	links	to	these	former	

opposition	 parties,	 London	 became	 a	 Shi’a	 constituency,	 an	 extension	 of	 Shi’a	

politics	 inside	 Baghdad.	 Political	 party	 branches	 representing	 not	 only	 old	

Islamic	parties	of	Da’wa	and	SCIRI,	but	also	of	the	new	Islamic	Virtue	party	and	

the	 Sardrists,	 were	 now	 present	 in	 London	 to	 campaign	 on	 behalf	 of	 their	

constituents	 in	 the	diaspora	 and	 to	 gain	 their	 share	 of	 the	 vote.	 From	2005	 to	

2014,	due	to	their	legacy	of	Shi’a	opposition	and	activism	against	the	Baa’th,	their	

longer	 experience	 in	party	politics	 in	 comparison	 to	native	parties,	 the	 Islamic	

diasporic	parties	topped	the	elections.	Four	of	Iraq’s	Prime	Ministers	were	from	

the	diaspora	and	three	were	from	the	ruling	Da’wa	party.		

	 It	 is	 important	 to	underline	however	 that	 the	 Iraqi	Shi’a	diaspora	 is	not	

uniform	in	any	shape	or	form.	Politically,	it	is	split	between	supporters	of	Da’wa,	

ISCI,	 Muqtada	 Al	 Sadr,	 various	 factions	 from	 the	 Popular	 Mobilisation	 Forces	

(PMF)	who	fought	Islamic	State,	and	Amar	al	Hakim’s	new	Al	Hikma	party,	which	

had	 now	 split	 from	 ISCI.	 Others	meanwhile	 have	 eschewed	 politics	 altogether,	

adhering	 only	 to	 their	 clerical	 authority’s	 stances.	 Clerical	 authorities	 and	

political	parties	also	intersect,	with	the	ISCI	historically	linked	to	Iran	and	Da’wa	

famously	 distancing	 itself	 from	 Iranian	 theocracy	 and	 influence	 under	 Abadi,	

though	previously	close	to	Iran	under	Maliki.	More	recently,	Sadr	has	mobilized,	

alongside	civil	society	groups,	against	the	corruption	and	authoritarianism	of	the	
																																																								
16	Fanar	Haddad,	‘Iraq’s	Sectarian	Inheritance’,	Foreign	Policy	(blog),	3	March	
2013,	https://foreignpolicy.com/2013/03/26/iraqs-sectarian-inheritance/.	
17	Charles	Tripp,	A	History	of	Iraq,	3rd	ed	(Cambridge,	UK ;	New	York:	Cambridge	
University	Press,	2007).	
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Shi’a-led	 government.	 Meanwhile,	 various	 factions	 from	 within	 the	 PMF	 are	

strongly	 allied	 to	 Iran,	 including	 the	 Badr	 Organisations,	 Asa’ib	 Ahl	 il	 Haq.	 A	

twisted	 web	 of	 religious	 and	 political	 loyalties	 has	 supplanted	 the	 idea	 of	 a	

united,	homogeneous	group.		

	 Yet	 despite	 the	 political	 divisions	 that	 exist	 among	 the	 Iraqi	 Shi’a	

diaspora,	 and	 their	 criticism	 of	 and	 disappointment	 with	 the	 Shi’a	 diasporic	

elites	they	supported	back	in	2003,	voters	still	back	Shi’a	political	parties.	As	one	

Shi’a	 individual	 explained	 to	 this	 author	 in	 London,	 a	 fear	 and	 “phobia”	 still	

looms	 large	 that	 the	 Baa’th	 Party	 will	 return,	 which	 engenders	 a	 fear	 of	 the	

sectarian	 “Other.”	 This	 reality	 underlines	 the	 invasive	 psychology	 of	 sectarian	

politics	in	Iraq,	which	is	echoed	in	the	diaspora.	For	as	long	as	this	persists,	Shi’a	

voters	 will	 maintain	 a	 positive	 feedback	 loop	 that	 continually	 nurtures	 the	

dominance	of	Shi’a	political	power	in	Baghdad.		

	 With	each	passing	year,	however,	Shi’a	diasporic	votes	have	decreased18.	

Shi’a-centric	statebuilding	has	not	delivered	on	its	promises.	Sectarian	conflicts,	

violence,	corruption	and	the	lack	of	basic	state	provisions,	were	a	feature	of	Iraqi	

politics	 and	 soon	 disillusionment	 with	 diasporic	 politicians	 and	 politics	 soon	

ensued.		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 As	 a	 result,	 political	 party	 representation	 has,	 for	 example,	 declined	 in	

recent	 years,	 with	 no	 public	 presence	 for	 the	 Islamic	 Virtue	 party	 and	 the	

Sadrists	 and	 the	 activities	 of	 ISCI	 and	 the	 Islamic	Da’wa	party’s	 activities	 have	

severely	 declined	 as	 the	 parties	 have	 been	 fragmented	 along	 ideological	 lines.	

These	political	 ruptures	 in	 Iraq	have	 led	 to	 a	noticeable	drop	 in	political	party	

events	and	presence	in	the	diaspora.	As	one	interviewee	describes	it,	“	The	Da’wa	

party	 now	 begs	 for	 people	 to	 come	 to	 their	 events”19.	 The	 distancing	 from	

politics	has	also	 translated	 to	 less	people	voting	 in	 the	parliamentary	elections	

from	 abroad.	 One	 gatekeeper	 states	 that	 the	 number	 of	 elections	 in	 2018	 had	

																																																								
18	Author	interview	with	Iraqi	gatekeeper	involved	in	the	extra-territorial	voting	
from	London.		
19	Author	interview	with	Shi’a	Iraqi	gatekeeper,	London,	March	2019	
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dropped	from	around	63,000	thousand	in	2005	to	12,500	in	201820.	This	figure	

is	echoed	in	the	low	turnout	in	Iraq,	where	in	2005	the	turnout	was	76.4	percent	

and	in	2018,	44.5	percent.		

	 The	 nail	 in	 the	 coffin,	 however,	 for	 the	 disenfranchisement	 of	 the	 Shi’a	

diaspora	with	Iraqi	politicians,	whom	they	had	fervently	supported	for	the	past	

ten	years,	came	when	the	country	faced	an	existential	threat	from	Islamic	State.	

The	 fall	of	Mosul	 in	2014	proved	 the	weakness	of	 the	 Iraqi	 security	 forces	and	

the	failure	of	the	country’s	politicians	to	protect	Iraq’s	sovereignty	and	territory.	

For	many	Shi’a,	who	were	the	primary	targets	of	IS,	this	marked	a	threat	against	

their	identity	and	faith,	provoking	fears	against	attacks	on	their	holy	shrines	and	

cities.		

	 This	 event	would	 change	 the	 course	 of	 Shi’a	 transnational	mobilisation	

from	2014,	 as	new	political	priorities	 emerged	prompting	new	political	 actors.	

This	 was	 instigated	 in	 2014	with	 the	 fatwa	 (ruling)	 of	 Grand	 Ayatollah	 Ali	 Al	

Sistani,	 who	 called	 on	 Iraqis	 to	 mobilize	 against	 the	 terrorist	 group	in	 2014,	

calling	 citizens	 to	 defend	 the	 country,	 its	 people,	 and	 its	 sacred	 places21.	 This	

passionate	 invocation	 from	 a	 traditionally	 quietist	 cleric,	 evoked	 an	 emotive	

response	 from	 the	diaspora.	 In	 fact,	 following	 Sistani’s	 2014	 fatwa,	many	 Iraqi	

Shi’a	men	 in	 the	diaspora	reacted	to	mobilise	on	his	orders,	even	though	those	

residing	abroad	were	urged	to	refrain	from	doing	so22.		

	 It	 is	 in	 this	 context,	 answering	 the	 call	 of	 Sistani,	 that	 the	 Popular	

Mobilisation	Forces	 (PMF)	 (	Hashd	Al	Sha’bi	 in	Arabic)	emerged	 to	defend	 Iraq	

from	the	encroaching	threat	of	Islamic	State.	A	paramilitary	force	of	between	60-

140,000	fighters,	grouped	from	around	40	factions,	who	are	predominantly,	but	

not	 exclusively,	 Shi’a	23.	 The	 Hashd	were	 instrumental	 in	 the	 fight	 against	 IS,	

																																																								
20	Author	interview	with	Shi’a	Iraqi	gatekeeper,	London,	March	2019.	The	figures	
are	anecdotal	and	have	not	been	verified	by	the	Iraqi	Electoral	Commission.		
21	Harith	Hasan	Al-Qarawee,	‘The	“Formal”	Marjaʿ:	Shiʿi	Clerical	Authority	and	
the	State	in	Post-2003	Iraq’,	British	Journal	of	Middle	Eastern	Studies,	2	February	
2018,	1–17	
22	Author	interview	with	Respondent,	18	October	2017,	London	
23	Faleh	A.	Jabar	and	Renad	Mansour,	‘The	Popular	Mobilization	Forces	and	Iraq’s	
Future’,	Carnegie	Middle	East	Center,	28	April	2017,	https://carnegie-
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especially	 following	 the	collapse	of	 the	600,000	 Iraqi	Security	Forces	 following	

the	fall	of	Mosul	in	201424.	Their	largely	Shi’a	composition,	their	support	by	the	

marja’iya,	political	elites	and	sacrifice	 for	 the	country	 in	2014,	has	popularised	

them	both	in	Iraq	and	transnationally	as	a	“sacred	force”.		

	 It	 is	hard	to	underestimate	the	popularity	of	Sistani	and	the	PMF	among	

the	 diaspora	 during	 this	 time.	 	 A	 repeated	 phrase	 heard	 during	 fieldwork	 in	

London	 was	 that	 the	 only	 person	 to	 defend	 Iraq	 was	 Sistani,	 “we	 feel	 that	

without	 Sistani	 Iraq	 would	 be	 gone”25.	 Transnational	 politics	 has	 since	 been	

motivated	by	these	religious	non-state	actors	who	acted	to	defend	the	Shi’as	and	

the	Shi’i	 faith.	Multiple	solidarity	protests	were	held,	and	attended	by	 first	and	

second-generation	Iraqi	Shi’is	from	the	diaspora.		

	 Fieldwork	in	London	also	underlined	the	fact	that	in	the	face	of	this	threat	

from	IS,	many	in	the	diaspora	felt	helpless	and	wanted	to	give	something	back.	

For	some	the	only	way	to	show	this	support	was	through	cyberspace.	As	a	result,	

support	 for	 Sistani	 and	 the	 PMF	 greatly	 expanded	 on	 social	media,	 which	 has	

become	an	alternative	transnational	space	for	Shi’is	in	London	to	connect	to	their	

faith	and	pledge	their	support.		The	popularity	of	Shi’a	clerics	who	follow	Sistani	

on	 social	 media,	 and	 their	 message	 of	 support	 for	 the	 PMF	 has	 acted	 as	 a	

mobilising	force	amidst	Shi’i	 followers,	particularly	the	second-generation,	who	

are	 more	 adept	 at	 using	 social	 media	 for	 information	 and	 communication.	

Furthermore,	 various	 PMF	 groups	 now	 have	 a	 presence	 on	 Twitter,	 Facebook,	

and	Youtube,	and	they	also	have	their	own	website,	which	emits	news	and	press	

releases.	These	have	all	acted	as	a	catalyst	 for	creating	a	cult	status	around	the	

PMF	transnationally	in	the	hearts	and	minds	of	many	Shi’is	in	the	diaspora,	who	

see	them	as	the	saviours	of	Iraq	and	Shi’ism.		

	 	Following	 the	 defeat	 of	 IS	 by	 PMF	 fighters,	 celebratory	 events	 and	

commemorations	 were	 held	 at	 various	 Shi’i	 centres	 in	 London	 attended	 by	

hundreds	of	Shi’is	from	the	diaspora.	Video	footage	shared	with	the	author	of	a	

celebratory	event	held	at	Marble	Arch	showcases	a	wide	mix	of	first	and	second-

																																																																																																																																																															
mec.org/2017/04/28/popular-mobilization-forces-and-iraq-s-future-pub-
68810.	
24	Inna	Rudolf,	‘From	Battlefield	to	Ballot	Box’:	(Kings	College	London:	
International	Centre	for	the	Study	of	Radicalisation,	2018).	
25	Author	interview	with	Respondent	12,	London,	April	2019	
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generation	Iraqi	Shi’is,	dancing	in	jubilation,	waving	Iraqi,	as	well	as	Hashd	flags,	

and	a	huge	uproar	of	emotion	and	applause	at	the	mention	of	Sistani’s	name26.		

	 Shi’a	 political	 transnationalism	 since	 2003	 has	 evolved	 over	 time,	

demonstrating	 how	 political	 events	 in	 Iraq	 still	 shape	 diasporic	 Shi’a	

mobilisation.	 The	 change	 of	 priorities	 in	 2014	 from	 a	 focus	 on	 Shi’a	 political	

power	 to	 the	 protection	 of	 Shi’ism	 has	 altered	 the	 political	 actors	 motivating	

political	transnationalism	today.	No	longer	do	the	diasporic	Islamist	parties	hold	

sway	amidst	the	Shi’a	diaspora,	who	have	largely	lost	faith	in	the	politicians	who	

could	neither	protect	Iraqi	sovereignty	or	Shi’is	from	the	threat	of	Islamic	State.	

As	a	result,	religious	non-state	actors,	 including	Iraq’s	highest	clerical	authority	

and	 the	 PMF	 have	 enjoyed	 vast	 material	 and	 ideational	 support	 from	 the	

diaspora.	This	has	had	 the	effect	of	 reinforcing	Shi’i	 identity	and	 faith	between	

London	 and	 Iraq,	 positioning	 London,	 and	 more	 specifically	 the	 borough	 of	

Brent,	 as	 an	 important	 node	 in	 Iraqi	 Shi’a	 politics,	 whilst	 simultaneously	 the	

diaspora	 increasingly	 legitimises	 the	 political	 power	 of	 Shi’a	 clerics	 and	 non-

state	actors	inside	Iraq.		

	 	

Shi’a	transnational	civic	activism	supporting	Iraqi	civil	society		

The	authoritarian	regime	of	Saddam	Hussein	not	only	restricted	the	activities	of	

political	 groups,	 but	 also	 controlled	 Iraqi	 civil	 society	 to	 the	 extent	 that	 only	

those	groups	authorised	by	the	state	were	able	to	function27.	In	this	respect,	Iraqi	

civil	society	was	a	function	and	extension	of	the	state	and	only	able	to	flourish	in	

post-2003	 following	 regime	 change	 and	 hence	 the	 liberalisation	 of	 civic	 space	

could	occur.	

	 In	 the	 early	 years	 of	 intervention	 and	 occupation	 as	 stated	 previously,	

Shi’a	 elite	 mobilisation	 was	 more	 preponderant	 than	 Shi’a	 grass-roots	

mobilisation.	 Yet	 following	 the	 anti-occupation	 violence,	 sectarian	 conflict	 and	

terrorism,	there	was	an	urgent	need	for	supporting	Iraqi	civil	society	where,	as	

																																																								
26	Video	footage	shared	with	the	author	from	an	interviewed	respondent	in	
March	2019,	London.	
27	Sami	Zubaida,	‘The	Rise	and	Fall	of	Civil	Society	in	Iraq	|	OpenDemocracy’,	5	
February	2003,	https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/article_953jsp/.	
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of	writing,	1.7	million	Iraqis	remain	displaced28,	five	million	Iraqi	orphans	exist	

and	at	least	one	million	widows29.		

	 Iraqis	of	all	ethnicities	and	religions	in	the	diaspora	have	been	mobilising	

towards	Iraqi	civil	society	since	the	2003	war	when	for	the	first	time,	many	who	

were	politically	exiled	abroad	could	return	and	contribute	towards	their	country	

of	 origin	 30 .	 Liberal	 initiatives	 such	 as	 those	 supporting	 women’s	 rights,	

democracy,	 education	 and	 elections	 were	 initially	 financed	 by	 the	 US	 and	 UK	

governments	 in	 their	 efforts	 to	 kick	 start	 Iraqi	 civil	 society31.	 Others	 were	

independent	 initiatives	 by	 returnees	 aimed	 at	 helping	 their	 countrymen	 and	

women	 to	 navigate	 through	 the	 years	 of	 oppression,	 sanctions	 and	

authoritarianism.	 Examples	 included	 supporting	 victims	 of	 torture,	 providing	

psychological	welfare,	providing	public	sanitation,	a	public	library,	and	women’s	

professional	 training	amongst	others.	The	majority	of	 these	organisations	were	

non-sectarian	and	aimed	at	Iraqi	civil	society	at	large.		

	 Yet	 currently,	 Iraqi	 Shi’a	 diasporic	 organisations	 now	 constitute	 the	

largest	 group	 of	 transnational	 civic	 actors	 providing	 welfare	 to	 Iraq’s	 most	

impoverished	 and	 vulnerable	 groups	 between	 London	 and	 Iraq.	 Indeed,	 since	

2003	in	London,	formal	(registered	charities)	and	informal	(ad-hoc	unregistered	

fundraising)	charitable	organisations	have	mushroomed	in	the	Shi’a	diaspora	to	

support	 the	 impoverished	 in	 Iraqi	 society.	This	 change	has	 largely	been	due	 to	

the	material	empowerment	of	Shi’i	politicians	who	were	formerly	residing	in	the	

London	Shi’a	diaspora,	many	of	whom	have	families	still	residing	in	London.	Also	

with	 the	 opening	 up	 of	 Iraq’s	 Shi’i	 tourism	 economy,	 increased	 religious	

																																																								
28	‘Iraq:	Humanitarian	Bulletin,	April	2019	|	Issued	on	14	May	2019	-	Iraq’,	
ReliefWeb,	accessed	26	June	2019,	https://reliefweb.int/report/iraq/iraq-
humanitarian-bulletin-april-2019-issued-14-may-2019.	
29	Mohammed	Adow,	‘Controversial	Plan	to	“help”	Iraq’s	Million	War	Widows	|	
Iraq	News	|	Al	Jazeera’,	Al	Jazeera,	19	October	2018,	
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/10/controversial-plan-help-iraqs-
million-war-widows-181019130910118.html.	
30	Kadhum,	‘Ethno-sectarianism	in	Iraq,	Diaspora	Positionality	and	Political	
Transnationalism’;	Oula	Kadhum,	‘Assessing	Co-Development	Projects	for	Civil	
Society	Building	in	Iraq:	The	Case	of	the	Iraqi	Diaspora	and	Swedish	Institutions	
Following	the	2003	Intervention	in	Iraq’,	British	Journal	of	Middle	Eastern	Studies	
0,	no.	0	(15	February	2019):	1–20	
31	Oula	Kadhum,	‘Diasporic	Interventions:	State-Building	in	Iraq	Following	the	
2003	Iraq	War’	(Warwick	University,	2017).	
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endowments	to	Shi’a	clerics	have	also	increased	Shi’a	transnational	financing	of	

various	 well	 known	 religious	 centres	 in	 the	 diaspora,	 such	 as	 the	 Imam	 Ali	

Foundation	 and	 lesser	 known	 and	 smaller	 organisations	 such	 as	 the	 Faili	

Foundation.	

	 As	 a	 result	 of	 increased	 financial	 capital	 amidst	 certain	 sections	 of	 the	

Shi’i	 diaspora	 connected	 to	 powerful	 clerical	 families,	 politicians	 and	

businessmen,	there	has	also	been	a	huge	rise	in	informal	fundraising	events	and	

activities,	 carried	 out	 by	 individuals	 from	within	 the	 Shi’a	 community	 through	

their	 social	 networks	 in	 London,	 for	 Shi’a	 communities	 in	 Iraq.	Many	 of	 these	

fundraising	events	are	run	by	Shi’a	women	and	take	place	at	restaurants,	private	

homes	 and	 community	 halls,	 where	 groups	 pledge	 support	 or	 are	 charged	 an	

entry	fee	or	a	three-course	meal	for	particular	causes	such	as	Iraqi	orphans,	and	

even	in	support	of	Shi’a	relatives	in	need	in	Iraq.	Research	conducted	with	Shi’a	

women	 reveal	 that	 this	 phenomenon	 has	 increased	 significantly	 since	 2003,	

facilitated	by	phone	applications	such	as	Whatsapp,	where	sending	digital	flyers	

to	established	group	chats	is	both	immediate	and	easy.		

	 The	Shi’i	political	economy	in	Iraq	has	therefore	created	a	two-way	flow	

of	 remittances.	 While	 money	 flows	 out	 of	 Iraq	 and	 into	 London	 to	 support	

families,	charities	and	development	projects,	this	money	is	boomeranged	back	to	

Iraq	in	charitable	remittances	to	those	in	need.		

	 The	 aforementioned	 charities	 run	 various	 initiatives	 including,	

sponsorship	programmes	for	 Iraqi	orphans	and	their	 families,	provide	monthly	

incomes,	educational	equipment	for	school,	food	hampers	during	the	holy	month	

of	 Ramadan	 and	 Eid,	 medical	 assistance,	 mental	 health	 services,	 professional	

training	for	women,	relief	for	the	displaced,	as	well	as	ad-hoc	assistance.	In	Iraq’s	

unstable	 and	 fragile	 environment	 and	 weak	 domestic	 sovereignty32 ,	 these	

organisations	are	providing	services	normally	the	domain	of	states.		 		

	 Millions	of	pounds	are	remitted	annually	 through	these	organisations	 to	

Iraq	 through	 both	 formal	 organisations	 as	 seen	 in	 Table.1,	 and	 informal	

fundraising	 events.	 While	 there	 are	 no	 exact	 figures	 for	 informal	 remittances	

																																																								
32	Stephen	D	Krasner,	Sovereignty:	Organized	Hypocrisy	(Princeton,	N.J.:	
Princeton	University	Press,	1999).	
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from	 London,	 data	 from	 the	World	 Bank	 into	 Iraq	 in	 2017	 suggest	 that	 there	

were	over	$1	billion	dollars	sent33.			

	 In	 this	 respect,	 there	 is	 nothing	 exceptional	 about	 Shi’a	 transnational	

mobilisation,	since	it	is	providing	humanitarian	relief	and	development	support	

to	 those	 in	 need	 just	 as	 many	 other	 diaspora	 groups	 do	 in	 conflict	 and	 post	

conflict	societies34.	However,	once	the	transnational	networks	and	donations	of	

these	 organisations	 are	 dissected,	 it	 is	 clear	 to	 see	 that	 Shi’ism	 shapes	 these	

charities’	work,	and	in	some	instances,	where	money	is	distributed	in	Iraq.	The	

Al	Ayn	Foundation	for	example	is	funded	by	Shi’ism’s	highest	clerical	authority,	

Grand	Ayatollah	Ali	Al-Sistani.	With	18	offices	fundraising	around	the	world,	it	is	

the	biggest	Shi’a	charity	with	157	offices	or	outposts	 in	Iraq	sponsoring	57,000	

orphans.	Office	rents	and	salary	costs	are	all	paid	for	by	Sistani’s	office,	 leaving	

all	donations	to	go	directly	to	those	in	need.		

	 The	 association	 that	 Al	 Ayn	 has	 with	 Sistani	 is	 reflected	 in	 the	 highest	

number	 of	 donations	 received	 amongst	 the	 Shi’a	 charities	 (see	 Table	 1).	

However,	his	transnational	influence	and	reach	not	only	acts	to	raise	money	for	

Iraqi	 orphans	 but	 also	 works	 to	 strengthen	 his	 power	 and	 influence	 over	 his	

Shi’a	followers	abroad.	In	turn	it	also	reifies	his	followers’	Shi’a	faith,	their	loyalty	

to	his	marja’iya35	and	consequently	his	authority	and	 legitimacy	 in	 Iraq.	 In	 this	

																																																								
33	World	Bank,	‘Personal	Remittances,	Received	(Current	US$)	|	Data’,	2017,	
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/BX.TRF.PWKR.CD.DT?locations=IQ.	
34	Hein	De	Haas,	‘Remittances,	Migration	and	Social	Development’,	A	Conceptual	
Review	of	the	Literature,	2007;	Ulf	Johansson	Dahre,	Conference	of	the	Horn	of	
Africa,	and	Somalia	International	Rehabilitation	Centre,	eds.,	The	Role	of	
Diasporas	in	Peace,	Democracy	and	Development	in	the	Horn	of	Africa:	[The	5th	
Annual	Somalia	International	Rehabilitation	Centre	(SIRC)	Conference	of	the	Horn	
of	Africa,	August	19	-	20,	2006],	Research	Report	in	Social	Anthropology,	2007,1	
(Lund:	Dep.	of	Sociology,	Lund	Univ.	[u.a.],	2007);	Stephen	Lubkemann,	‘Liberian	
Remittance	Relief	and	Not-Only-for-Profit	Entrepreneurship	—	Exploring	the	
Economic	Relevance	of	Diasporas	in	Post-Conflict	Transitions’,	in	Diasporas	and	
International	Development:	Exploring	the	Potential,	2008;	Jennifer	M.	Brinkerhoff,	
Diasporas	and	Development:	Exploring	the	Potential,	ed.	Jennifer	M.	Brinkerhoff	
(Boulder,	Colo:	Lynne	Rienner	Publishers,	2008);	Hazel	Smith	and	Paul	B.	Stares,	
Diasporas	in	Conflict:	Peace-Makers	or	Peace-Wreckers?	(Tokyo ;	New	York:	
United	Nations	University	Press,	2007);	Laura	Hammond	et	al.,	‘Cash	and	
Compassion:	The	Role	of	the	Somali	Diaspora	in	Relief,	Development	and	Peace-
Building’,	2011	
35	In	Shi’i	Islam,	a	marja’	is	a	source	of	emulation,	marja’iya	connotes	a	particular	
marja’s	representation		
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sense,	the	organisation’s	work	in	London	has	the	double	effect	of	raising	material	

resources	and	consolidating	Shi’a	identity	and	power.		

	 For	 example,	 following	his	2014	 fatwa,	which	 called	on	 Iraqis	 to	 join	 in	

the	 fight	 to	 defend	 the	 country	 against	 the	 threat	 from	 IS,	 the	 charity	 was	

inundated	with	donations	specifically	aimed	at	‘children	of	the	martyrs’	(Atfal	al	

Shuhada’	 in	 Arabic),	 those	 whose	 fathers	 were	 killed	 by	 Islamic	 State,	 to	 the	

extent	 that	 there	 were	 not	 enough	 children	 to	 sponsor36.	 Indeed,	 due	 to	 the	

threat	from	Islamic	State,	most	of	the	charities	stated	that	donations	increased	to	

support	victims	of	the	terrorist	organisation.		

	 Donations	 thus	 became	 a	 way	 of	 supporting,	 protecting	 and	mobilising	

towards	 the	 Shi’a	 nation,	 connecting	 the	 diaspora	 horizontally	 towards	 their	

imagined	community,	as	well	as	vertically	to	their	clerical	authority.	In	this	sense	

the	 ubiquitous	 diasporic	 triangle	 between	 diaspora,	 their	 hostland	 and	

homeland,	which	 is	 referenced	 in	much	of	 the	diaspora	 literature,	 is	 irrelevant	

here,	as	Shi’i	mobilisation	is	best	depicted	from	a	pentagonal	space	that	links	the	

Shi’a	 diaspora	 and	 their	 transnationalism	 to	 the	 Shi’a	 nation,	 Shi’a	 clerical	

authority,	Shi’i	politics	and	Shi’i	holy	sites,		(	See	Figure	1).		

		

	 Similar	 to	 other	 diasporas	 mobilised	 for	 development,	 Shi’a	 diasporic	

organisations	 have	 relied	 on	 translocal	 social	 networks	 for	 their	 mobilisation	

and	often	for	the	personnel	to	carry	out	their	operations	in	Iraq.	As	a	result	this	

has	 directed	 transnationalism	 around	 Shi’i	 areas	 as	 firstly,	 many	 of	 the	

participants	 are	 from	 traditionally	 Shi’i	 cities,	 such	 as	 Najaf	 or	 Karbala,	 and	

secondly	they	prefer	to	work	in	Shi’i	areas	because	of	fears	of	terrorism.		

	 While	 all	 the	 charities	 stressed	 their	 non-sectarian	 agendas,	 sectarian	

conflict	 in	 Iraq	 has	 resulted	 in	 sectarian	 geographies,	 which	 have	 inevitably	

shaped	 Shi’a	 transnational	 humanitarian	 relief.	 With	 the	 exception	 of	 Al	 Ayn,	

whose	 presence	 in	 Iraq	 is	 omnipresent,	 most	 of	 the	 other	 charities	 have	

branches	 in	mostly	 Shi’i	 areas,	 including	 Baghdad,	 Najaf,	 Karbala,	 Kufa,	 Babel,	

Basra	 and	 Balad,	 for	 fear	 of	 being	 targeted	 or	 caught	 up	 in	 sectarian	 conflict.	

Furthermore,	 since	 the	 largest	 number	 of	 IS	 victims	 have	 been	 Shi’a,	 Shi’a	

transnational	relief	has	focussed	largely	on	Shi’i	areas.		
																																																								
36	Author	interview	with	Al	Ayn	representative,	London,	March	2019	
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	 Despite	 the	 unintended	 segregation	 of	 these	 transnational	 relief	 efforts,	

and	though	many	of	these	charities	have	also	received	displaced	Sunnis,	Yazidis	

and	other	minority	groups	attacked	by	IS,	the	targeting	of	Shi’a	has	undoubtedly	

motivated	 the	strategic	choices	of	 these	charities.	 In	doing	so	 they	have	reified	

sectarian	 geographical	 and	 social	 borders,	 creating	 a	 transnationalism	 that	 is	

defined	by	largely	Shi’a	networks,	spaces,	actors	and	causes.	The	net	effect	of	this	

increases	 the	 distance	 between	 Shi’is	 and	 Iraq’s	 other	 communities	

simultaneously	fragmenting	Iraq’s	national	unity	whilst	deepening	Shi’i	identity.	

Consequently,	 there	now	exist	 Shi’i	 transnational	 corridors	 funding	 exclusively	

Shi’i	humanitarian	relief	efforts.	

	

Politicised	Shi’ism		

It	is	imperative	to	emphasise	that	the	Shi’a	diaspora	is	not	united	in	their	clerical	

allegiances.	Generally,	the	vast	majority	within	the	Shi’a	Iraqi	diaspora	back	the	

marja’	 or	 clerical	 authority	 of	 Grand	 Ayatollah	 Ali	 Al-Sistani,	 whose	 political	

influence	 and	 opinion,	 albeit	 indirect,	 holds	 immense	 sway	 as	 previously	

demonstrated	 through	 his	 2014	 fatwa.	 However,	 due	 to	 the	 origins	 of	 Shi’a	

families,	their	political	trajectories	and	many	other	historical	and	social	factors,	

some	 follow	 the	 Iranian	 clerical	 authority	 of	 Grand	 Ayatollah	 Ali	 Hosseini	

Khamenei	 or	 the	 clerical	 authority	 of	 former	 Grand	 Ayatollah	 Mohammed	

Shirazi,	 while	 others	 still	 follow	 the	 teachings	 of	 the	 now	 deceased,	 Grand	

Ayatollah	 Mohammed	 Hussain	 Fadlallah.	 Many	 also	 do	 not	 follow	 a	 specific	

marja’	 but	 are	 guided	 by	 the	 teaching	 of	 various	 deceased	 and	 living	 maraji’.	

Since	 each	 clerical	 authority	 adheres	 to	 specific	 rituals	 and	 practices,	 such	 as	

those	 associated	 with	 the	 holy	 month	 of	 Muharram,	 and	 specifically	 the	

performative	act	of	tatbir	(the	manner	in	which	Shi’a	mourn	the	killing	of	Imam	

Hussein),	these	serve	to	differentiate	but	also	divide	the	Shi’a	population.		

	 Yet	 despite	 the	 clerical	 divisions,	 Shi’i	 power	 and	 representation	 in	

Baghdad	and	sectarian	conflict	and	radical	Sunni	terrorism	against	the	Shi’a,	has	

led	to	the	politicisation	of	Shi’i	 identity.	This	has	been	nurtured	transnationally	

across	 London	 and	 Iraq	 through	 increased	 Shi’a	 tourism	 and	pilgrimages,	 Shi’i	

rituals	and	the	linking	of	second	and	third	generations	Iraqi	Shi’is	to	their	faith.

	 Indeed,	the	opening	of	the	holy	shrine	cities	for	Iraqi	Shi’a	followers	in	the	
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diaspora	 in	 2003,	 marked	 a	 moment	 of	 Shi’a	 revival37.	 For	 the	 first	 time	 in	

decades	many	 Shi’a	 followers	were	 able	 to	 visit	 their	 sacred	 shrines,	mosques	

and	burial	grounds	of	Shi’i	Imams	and	ancestors,	and	physically	reconnect	with	

their	 faith.	 This	 act	 alone	 would	 strengthen	 Shi’i	 identity	 in	 the	 diaspora	 as	

pilgrimages	to	the	holy	shrine	cities	have	become	an	annual	event	for	many	Shi’a	

families.	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 Supporting	this	Shi’a	political	economy	are	various	Shi’a	travel	agents	and	

clerics	 in	 London,	 who	 conduct	 Shi’i	 tours	 to	 Najaf,	 Qom,	 Mashad,	 Karbala,	

Samarra,	 Baghdad,	 Kufa,	 Umra	 and	 Azerbaijan.	 These	 Shi’i	 tours	 serve	 to	 link	

Shi’is	 in	 the	diaspora	to	Shi’i	holy	sites	 in	 Iraq	but	also	those	 found	around	the	

world,	 connecting	 Shi’i	 followers	 to	 one	 another	 through	 shared	 experiences,	

history	and	identity.		One	 of	 the	 biggest	 pilgrimages	 that	 occurs	 in	 the	 Shi’i	

calendar	 is	 the	 pilgrimage	 of	 Arba’een38,	which	 commemorates	 the	 last	 day	 of	

mourning	 for	 the	 death	 of	 the	Prophet	Muhammad’s	 grandson,	 Imam	Hussein.	

Described	by	one	respondent	as	a	‘carnival’,	this	pilgrimage	saw	over	15	million	

people	descend	on	Karbala	from	all	corners	of	 Iraq	and	from	abroad	in	201839.	

	 All	 in	 all,	 these	 pilgrimages	 serve	 to	 connect	 Shi’i	 followers	 not	 to	 an	

imagined	Shi’i	nation	but	a	real	one,	helping	to	reinvigorate	their	Shi’i	identity	in	

the	diaspora.	Simultaneously,	 these	pilgrimages	serve	 to	empower	Shi’i	 clerical	

authorities	through	substantial	charitable	donations	from	pilgrims	to	the	shrine	

cities	and	through	Khums,	a	20	percent	tax	paid	by	Shi’is	to	their	chosen	marja’.	

The	material	empowerment	of	clerical	authorities	then	feeds	back	into	the	Shi’a	

political	 economy	 through	 transnational	 projects,	 such	 as	 building	 mosques,	

relief	work	and	various	other	 functions	 that	serve	 the	Shi’a	community	around	

the	world40.	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 During	 the	 attacks	 by	 Islamic	 State,	 however,	 pilgrimages	 took	 on	 a	

political	 dimension,	 as	 the	 very	 act	 of	making	 the	 trip	 to	 Iraq,	 and	 to	 the	 holy	

																																																								
37	Seyyed	Vali	Reza	Nasr,	The	Shi’a	Revival:	How	Conflicts	within	Islam	Will	Shape	
the	Future,	1st	ed	(New	York:	Norton,	2006).	
38	Arba’een	means	forty	in	Arabic,	referring	to	the	fortieth	day	of	Ashura,	the	
commemoration	of	the	martyrdom	of	Imam	Hussein.	
39	Al	Kawthar	TV,	‘العتبة	الحسينية	تكشف	أعداد	زوار	الأربعين	للعام	2018’,	video,	
http://www.alkawthartv.com	|	قناة	,الکوثر	3	November	2018,	
http://www.alkawthartv.com/news/170779.	
40	Corboz,	‘Guardians	of	Shi&#39;Ism’.	
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shrine	cities,	was	seen	an	act	of	defiance	and	a	way	of	asserting	a	Shi’a	identity.	

This	occurred	in	spite	of	the	fact	that	the	Islamic	State	has	used	the	pilgrimage	as	

an	opportunity	to	attack	Shi’a	Muslims	whom	it	views	as	apostates.	Indeed,	even	

in	 2014,	 with	 attacks	 occurring	 from	 IS,	 the	 BBC	 reported	 17	 million	 visitors	

made	their	way	to	Karbala41,	making	it	one	of	the	biggest	religious	festivals	in	the	

world.			 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 Most	 strikingly,	 a	 large	 number	 of	 Shi’i	 second-generation	 Iraqis	 also	

participate	 in	 these	 visits.	 As	 one	 Shi’i	 travel	 agent	 put	 it,	 “there	 are	 second-

generation	who	 don’t	 pray	 all	 year	 but	 they	 go	 to	 Arba’een….they	 scrimp	 and	

save	all	year	to	fund	a	ticket	to	go”42.	The	involvement	of	the	second-generation	

in	these	holy	pilgrimages	demonstrates	the	intensity	and	rise	of	a	Shi’a	political	

identity	 that	 has	 transcended	 both	 the	 boundaries	 of	 the	 Iraqi	 state	 and	

generations	of	Iraqis.		

	 	The	 politicization	 of	 Shi’is	 in	 the	 diaspora	 is	 also	 consolidated	 by	 Shi’i	

rituals	 and	practices,	which	 serve	 to	 strengthen	 the	 faith	 of	 Shi’i	Muslims,	 and	

empower	Shi’i	identity43.	This	is	witnessed	most	evidently	during	the	holy	month	

of	Muharram.	Various	mosques	and	organisations	participating	in	the	month	of	

Muharram	will	 fly	 out	 famous	 Iraqi	 Shi’i	 religious	orators	 and	poets	 to	 sing	or	

recite	emotive	Arabic	eulogies,	inspired	by	the	Battle	of	Karbala,	and	the	murder	

of	Imam	Hussein.	These	performative	rituals	serve	to	underline	Shi’i	difference,	

pride	 and	 strengthen	 the	 Shi’i	 community	 between	 London	 and	 Iraq.	 New	

practices	and	modern	approaches	to	rituals	in	the	diaspora	have	also	served	to	

bypass	generational	barriers,	linking	Shi’is	to	the	transnational	Shi’a	community	

irrespective	 of	 age	 and	 location.	 For	 example,	 the	Al	 Akbar	 Foundation,	 a	 Shi’i	

youth	organisation	in	London,	has	innovated	the	month	of	Muharram	for	second-

generation	youth	by	providing	lectures	by	young	Shi’i	clerics	in	English.	During	

																																																								
41	BBC	News	Arabic,	‘الملايين	يحيون	ذكرى	أربعينية	الحسين	في	كربلاء	بالعراق	
	,2014	December	13	Arabic,	News	BBC	,’بهجمات	التهديد	رغم
http://www.bbc.com/arabic/middleeast/2014/12/141213_iraq_kerbala_arbaye
en.	
42	Author	interview	with	Shi’i	travel	agent,	London,	June	2019	
43	Shanneik,	‘Remembering	Karbala	in	the	Diaspora’;	Degli	Esposti,	‘The	
Aesthetics	of	Ritual	–	Contested	Identities	and	Conflicting	Performances	in	the	
Iraqi	Shi’a	Diaspora’.	
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the	 month	 of	 Muharram,	 English	 lamentations	 are	 sung	 by	 English	 speaking	

Mullas44	to	reach	 the	widest	audience,	 connecting	all	 Iraqi	Shi’is	 irrespective	of	

their	Arabic	language	skills.	In	the	words	of	the	organisation’s	mission	statement,	

gatherings	and	rituals		

	 “represent	a	spiritual	awakening,	strengthening	 faith	by	condensing	and	
intensifying	religious	events,	unifying	and	empowering	the	Shi’a	identity.	Rituals	
that	 are	 not	 merely	 rituals	 of	 lamentation	 or	 a	 source	 of	 salvation	 and	
redemption,	but	represent	an	inspiring	force	with	dynamic	principles	used	as	a	
popular	 platform	 to	 effect	 changes	 in	 the	 socio-political	 sphere.	 These	 rituals	
transform	knowledge	into	belief	and	membership	into	belonging”45	
	
	 Rituals	and	gatherings	in	the	diaspora	have	also	been	used	to	demarcate	

Shi’ism	 from	 other	 more	 radical	 forms	 of	 Islam.	 This	 dynamic	 has	 been	

evidenced	during	 the	Ashura	procession,	which	 is	 organised	 every	 year	by	 the	

Hussaini	Trust.	The	march	attracts	thousands	of	Shi’is	every	year	who	walk	from	

Marble	 Arch	 to	 Trafalgar	 Square	 to	 commemorate	 the	 killing	 of	 Hussain,	

Shi’ism’s	 third	 Imam	killed	during	 the	battle	of	Karbala.	Previously	 lacking	any	

political	 messages,	 in	 recent	 years	 however,	 and	 especially	 following	 the	

targeted	 attacks	 of	 Shi’a	 by	 Islamic	 State,	 the	 processions	 have	 become	

increasingly	 politicized,	 as	 Shi’as	 in	 the	 diaspora	 have	 used	 the	 event	 as	 an	

antiterrorist	platform.	Placards	held	during	the	marches	link	the	killing	of	Imam	

Hussein	 to	 the	 current	killing	of	 Shi’a	 in	 Iraq,	 as	well	 as	using	 Imam	Hussein’s	

message	 against	 tyranny	 and	 terrorism	 to	 dispel	 the	 idea	 of	 the	 Islamic	 State	

representing	 Islam.	 Slogans	 and	 banners	 carrying	 messages,	 such	 as	 “Hussain	

stood	 against	 the	 terrorists	 of	 his	 time”	 and	 “Hussain	 stood	 for	 freedom,”	 are	

carried	alongside	other	banners	reading	“ISIS	is	the	enemy	of	Islam.”	46	

	 The	binding	of	politics,	religious	pilgrimages,	Shi’i	historical	memory,	new	

innovations	 and	 practices,	 underlines	 a	 growing	 trend	 in	 the	 politicization	 of	

Shi’a	Islam,	utilized	to	mobilize	support	amid	sectarian	battles	waged	across	the	

region	 and	 to	 demarcate	 a	 different	 version	 of	 Islam.	 A	 transnational	 Shi’a	

political	identity	has	thus	emerged	in	the	diaspora	expressing	Shi’a	pride	in	Shi’a	

difference,	 combating	misconceptions	 about	 the	 Shi’a	 faith,	 and	 distancing	 the	

																																																								
44	Mullas	are	Shi’I	reciters	used	for	the	passion	plays	of	Muharram,	for		
45	Al	Akbar	Foundation,	‘About’,	Al-Akbar	Foundation	(blog),	accessed	27	June	
2019,	http://www.alakbarfoundation.com/about/.	
46	Kadhum,	‘The	Transnational	Politics	of	Iraq’s	Shi’a	Diaspora’.	



	 20	

Shi’a	faith	from	terrorism.		

	

Concluding	discussion	

This	paper	has	provided	an	overview	of	 some	of	 the	most	 important	 trends	 in	

Iraqi	Shi’a	political	 transnationalism	since	 the	2003	 intervention	 in	 Iraq.	 It	has	

sought	 to	 underline	 three	 important	 facets	 that	 have	 evolved	 over	 time	 since	

regime	change	and	the	opening	up	of	Shi’i	holy	shrines	in	Iraq.	These	related	to	

transnational	 diaspora	 politics,	 Shi’a	 transnational	 civic	 activism	 and	 the	

politicisation	of	Shi’i	identity	across	space	and	time.	In	doing	so	it	made	the	case	

that	 Shi’ism	and	 Sh’ia	 politics	 can	only	 be	 appreciated	 through	 a	 transnational	

lens.	 Understanding	 Shi’ism	 requires	 examining	 not	 only	 Shi’a	 politics	 and	 the	

Shi’i	holy	centres	in	Iraq	and	Iran,	but	rather	the	interrelationship	between	these	

and	the	extra-territorial	Shi’a	population.	As	Shi’a	diasporic	parties	and	clerical	

authorities	have	shaped	the	politics	of	the	Iraqi	state,	in	turn,	the	Shi’a-led	state	

has	 strengthened	 and	 empowered	 Shi’a	 identity	 politics	 in	 the	 diaspora,	

consolidating	 Shi’a	 dominance	 inside	 Iraq	 and	 shaping	 sectarian	 transnational	

movements	and	mobilization	far	beyond	it.		

	 The	 study	 of	 Shi’a	 political	 transnationalism	 since	 2003	 reveals	 that		

transnationalism	 has	 evolved	 beyond	 diasporic	 politics	 to	 various	 forms	 	 and	

movements	 reflecting	 a	 growing	 trend	 towards	 transnational	 Shi’a	 identity	

politics.	It	has	been	shown	that	the	role	of	Iraqi	party	politics	in	the	diaspora	has	

given	 way	 to	 the	 increased	 sectarianisation	 of	 transnationalism	 provoked	 by	

Iraqi	 politics,	 sectarian	 conflict	 and	 the	 threat	 from	 Islamic	 State.	 Some	 of	 the	

outcomes	of	 this	 transnationalism	are	not	 dissimilar	 to	 other	diasporic	 groups	

and	 their	 transnationalism	 towards	 humanitarian	 relief	 and	 development	 or	

party	politics.	However,	what	the	case	of	the	Iraqi	Shi’a	diaspora	reveals	is	that	

sect	 is	 increasingly	 shaping	political	 transnationalism,	 its	 causes,	 its	 recipients,	

and	geographies,	which	in	their	totality	have	implications	for	the	politicisation	of	

Shi’i	identity,	Iraqi	unity	and	regional	stability.		

	 In	this	way,	the	study	of	transnational	Shi’a	politics	between	London	and	

Iraq	 elucidates	 how	 local	 and	 global	 politics	 intersect	 in	 spaces	 that	 are	

operating	in	parallel	to	the	nation-state	system.	These	transnational	spaces	have	
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repercussions	 for	 the	 spread	 of	 particular	 identities	 and	 loyalties,	 as	 well	 as	

having	 the	 capability	 to	 (de)legitimize	 or	 (dis)empower	 political	 actors	 and	

movements	in	far	away	places,	as	has	been	the	case	with	Sistani	and	the	PMF.		

	 The	 study	 has	 also	 proposed	 a	 new	model	 for	 capturing	 Shi’a	 political	

transnationalism,	connecting	the	Shi’i	diaspora	to	their	Shi’i	brethren,	their	Shi’i	

religious	leaders,	Shi’i	politics,	as	well	as	their	holy	shrine	cities	in	a	pentagonal	

model	that	differs	from	the	diaspora-hostland-homeland	triangular	relationship	

emphasised	 in	much	 of	 the	 diaspora	 literature.	 This	 Shi’a	 transnational	model	

also	 underlines	 the	 continuing	 importance	 of	 history	 in	 the	 Shi’a	 diasporic	

imagination	that	continues	to	nourish	the	identity	and	mobilisation	of	diasporic	

Shi’is	in	new	and	innovative	ways.	It	also	highlights	the	invigoration	and	power	

that	 the	 Shi’a	 clerical	 authorities	 and	 the	 holy	 shrine	 cities	 have	 over	 Shi’i	

followers	and	their	transnational	politics,	and	vice	versa.		

	 In	this	regard	religious	diasporic	movements	are	exceptional,	in	that	their	

motivations,	mobilisations	and	identities	are	drawn	from	a	multitude	of	sources	

depending	 on	 who	 the	 source	 of	 emulation	 is,	 the	 rituals	 and	 practices	 they	

adhere	to,	their	politics,	and	their	geographical	location.	Not	to	mention	the	role	

of	 Shi’i	 politics	 in	 states	 with	 majority	 and	 minority	 populations,	 and	 their	

influence	 on	 Shi’a	 diasporic	 transnationalism.	 For	 example,	 how	 does	 the	

political	transnationalism	of	Shi’i	Lebanese/Iranians/Bahrainis	or	Indians	differ	

to	that	of	the	Iraqi	diaspora?	In	what	ways	are	local	and	global	politics	connected	

in	these	diasporas	and	what	transnational	corridors	or	effects	are	being	created	

as	a	result?		

	 What	 this	 study	 also	 demonstrates,	 however,	 is	 that	 claims	 of	 a	 Shi’i	

crescent	 are	 unfounded	 and	 also	 misguided	 since	 the	 case	 of	 the	 Iraqi	 Shi’a	

diaspora	emphasises	a	heterogeneous	transnationalism	largely	rooted	in,	and	to	

Iraq.	 It	 remains	 to	 be	 seen	 whether	 future	 generations	 of	 Iraqi	 Shi’is	 will	

continue	 to	mobilise	 towards	 Iraq	 in	 the	same	way	and	whether	 their	national	

identities	will	completely	give	way	to	sectarian	allegiances,	prioritising	the	Shi’a	

Umma	rather	than	their	homeland	nation-state.		
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