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CHAPTER ONE


The Road To Kufa





‘He’s an American spy!’ shouted the Mehdi Army militiaman as he leaned in the window of my car and grabbed the red-and-white keffiyeh, the Arab headdress I was wearing as a disguise. It was 19 April 2004 and I was trying to get to the holy city of Najaf where Muqtada al-Sadr, the mysterious Shia cleric whose men had seized much of southern Iraq earlier in the month, was under siege by American and Spanish troops. A US general had said he would be killed or captured. I was wearing the keffiyeh because the 63-mile long road from Baghdad to Najaf passes through a string of very militant and very dangerous Sunni towns where foreigners had been attacked. I have fair skin and light brown hair but I hoped that the headdress might convince anybody glancing at the car that I was an Iraqi. It was not intended for close inspection.


I should have been more wary. I was travelling in a white Mercedes Benz car of a type not very familiar in Iraq which might easily have attracted attention. I sat in the back to be less conspicuous. In the front passenger seat was Haider al-Safi, a highly intelligent and cool-headed man in his early thirties who was my translator and guide. An electrical engineer by training, he had run a small company fixing photocopying machines in the years before the fall of Saddam Hussein. He lived in the ancient Shia district of Kadhimiyah in Baghdad, site of one of the five great Shia shrines in Iraq. He neither drank nor smoked but was otherwise secular in outlook. My driver was Bassim Abdul-Rahman, a slightly older man with close-cropped hair. A Sunni from west Baghdad, he had shown he had good nerves ten days earlier when we were caught in the ambush of an American fuel convoy near Abu Ghraib on the road to Fallujah. All three of us had got out of the car and lain on the ground until there was a break in the firing when Bassim had driven us slowly and deliberately past bands of heavily armed villagers running to join the fight. I crouched down in the back of the car hoping they did not recognise me as a foreigner.


We had come across the Mehdi Army militiamen in their black shirts and trousers as we approached the city of Kufa on the west bank of the Euphrates river a few miles from Najaf. They were standing or sitting cross-legged in the dust beside the road where it turned off to Kufa before crossing the bridge over the river. They were well-armed young men, carrying Kalashnikov assault rifles and rocket-propelled grenade-launchers slung across their backs and pistols stuck in their belts. Many had ammunition belts filled with cartridges criss-crossed over their chests. There were too many of them for a normal checkpoint. They were edgy because they expected the US troops to attack them at any minute. In the distance I could hear the distant pop-pop of gunfire to the north along the Euphrates.


Checkpoints in Iraq did not at this time have the reputation they later gained of being places of terror, often run by death squads in or out of uniform, looking for somebody to torture and kill. Probably we were too relaxed because the worst danger seemed to be behind us in the grim towns of Mahmoudiyah, Iskandariyah and Latafiyah where permanent traffic jams gave passers-by plenty of time to look us over. There was also a truce. It was the Prophet’s birthday and Muqtada’s spokesman in Najaf, Sheikh Qais al-Khazali, had declared that there would be no fighting with the Americans for two days in honour of the event and to protect the pilgrims flooding into the city to celebrate it. I had lived long enough in Lebanon during the civil war to have a deep suspicion of truces. When they were declared, as happened frequently, I used to tell friends jokingly: ‘It’s all over bar the shooting: so keep your head down.’ True to form we could already hear the menacing crackle of machine-gun fire coming from somewhere in the date-palm groves around Kufa. But the sound was still intermittent and far away, and was not discouraging the thousands of enthusiastic Shia pilgrims I could see marching on both sides of the road, banging their drums and waving green and black flags as they walked to the shrine of Imam Ali in Najaf. One of the most surprising and attractive aspects of the new Iraq was the popularity among the Shia of pilgrimages that had been banned or limited in number by Saddam Hussein.


Haider told Bassim to stop so we could ask the militiamen if we were on the right road to Kufa – they would know if the Americans were firing on the road – and if they had heard anything about a press conference being given by Qais al-Khazali. They were immediately suspicious. Some ran to the car and started staring at me. It was then that one of them started to yell: ‘This is an American! This is a spy!’ Things then got worse very fast. They dragged me out of the car and started handing around the keffiyeh to each other as evidence of guilt. Haider was trying to say I was Irish and a journalist. It did no good. Other militiamen took up the shout: ‘He is an American! He is an American!’ Two of the militiamen turned on Haider and said: ‘How dare you bring him to the shrine of Imam Ali!’ Haider protested he came from a family of sayyids, descendants of the Prophet Muhammad, and furthermore his family originally came from Najaf.


The Mehdi Army men started to go through my brown shoulder bag. I had bought it in Peru three years earlier because it was exactly the right size for carrying the small number of items necessary for a journalist. They found the contents very incriminating as they took out a notebook, a Thuraya satellite phone, which looked like a large black mobile, and a camera. For some reason cameras have always been regarded with deep suspicion by Iraqis as evidence of espionage. The militiamen waved it around saying that I wanted to photograph them and send the photos to the Americans who would then arrest them. They started to push me around and one of them kicked me. I thought they were working themselves up to kill us. Bassim thought so too. ‘I believe that if Patrick had an American or English passport they would have killed us all immediately,’ he said later.


One of the militiamen was peering at me suspiciously and suddenly sniffed. He pointed at me and said: ‘He is drunk; he drank alcohol before coming here.’ A second Mehdi Army man turned on Haider and accused him of drinking alcohol with foreigners. Bridling at this, Haider, who was losing no chance to stress his Shia credentials, shot back: ‘How dare you accuse me of coming to the Holy City drunk when I don’t drink and come from a sayyid’s family? If I was drunk you would smell the alcohol.’


While this curious argument was going on – the militiamen probably had no idea what alcohol smelled like – two of the angriest men were trying to hustle me into a separate car. I thought if they did succeed in driving me away they would in all likelihood shoot me. I put my hand flat on the chest of one of them and pushed him back firmly but I was also very eager to avoid a fight. Nobody seemed to be in charge of this Mehdi Army detachment and there was no reason why one of them should not decide to end the argument there and then with his pistol or Kalashnikov. They looked like men who killed very easily.


They asked, reasonably enough, why I was wearing a keffiyeh. Haider explained that it was ‘to avoid kidnappers in Latafiyah’.


‘Are you scared for your money?’ asked one of the Mehdi Army.


‘It is for our life, not just our money,’ Haider replied. He kept repeating that we had come to meet Qais al-Khazali, the one aide to Muqtada of whom we hoped they might have heard. Finally, to my intense relief, one of the militiamen said that they would take us to the main mosque in Kufa and ‘the sheikh [a Shia cleric] will decide what to do with you’. There was a casualness about our reprieve just as there had been a chilling casualness about the way they had come close to killing us a few moments earlier. Bassim asked if he could drive our Mercedes to wherever they wanted us to go but the man said: ‘No, you are hostages.’ Three gunmen clutching their weapons and festooned with ammunition pouches crammed into our car. We followed a second car, also filled with fighters, which made for the green-domed mosque of Imam Ali in the centre of Kufa. Haider was crushed against the door of our car so he could hardly speak. Nevertheless he kept talking, he told me later, in order to make us appear less strange to our captors. There was no doubt about their commitment to Muqtada’s cause. They were poor men. Most came, not from Kufa or Najaf, but the great Shia shantytown in east Baghdad that had once been called Thawra, then Saddam City and within the last year had been renamed Sadr City after Muqtada’s revered father Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr, assassinated with two of his sons in Najaf on the orders of Saddam Hussein in 1999. It was less a district than a twin-city to Baghdad and its two million impoverished people were the core of Muqtada’s movement.


One man in the car explained fervently that joining the battle was the most important thing in his life. ‘I left my wife who has just given birth to our daughter so I could come here and fight for Muqtada,’ he said. ‘I took up a collection from my friends so I could get transport here.’ Turning to Haider he asked: ‘If you are from a sayyid’s family you are a cousin of Muqtada’s so why don’t you fight for him too? If either of us dies we will be martyrs.’


‘Everybody must play his role in life,’ replied Haider. ‘You are fighting while I’m writing about your fight and tell the facts about American defeats and crimes.’ Bassim was meanwhile berating them for threatening to kill a disabled man – myself – since they could see I walked with a severe limp (the result of catching polio as a child in 1956).


Our car stopped on a patch of open ground outside the Imam Ali mosque, named after the son-in-law and cousin of the Prophet. It was here that Muqtada, wearing a white shroud to show he was ready to die, had delivered a sermon two days earlier, defying the gathering US forces and saying: ‘I am ready to face martyrdom.’ The gunmen ordered Haider and Bassim out of the car and took them through a door into the mosque. I did not like us being split up but I was reassured by the fact that the militiamen were becoming less aggressive. One of them offered me a cigarette and, though I had given up smoking, this did not seem a good moment to reject a friendly gesture. I chain-smoked five cigarettes one after another. Another gunman discovered a copy of the The New Yorker I had been reading lying on the back seat and leafed through it. At the sight of a cartoon of a woman in a low-cut blouse he muttered ‘haram’ (forbidden) and peered at it for a long time. Inside the mosque Haider was being interrogated politely by a well-educated man who called himself Sayyid Abbas. ‘I don’t know anything about a truce,’ he told Haider, confirming my scepticism about the ceasefire we had heard about in Baghdad. ‘You shouldn’t have taken the risk of coming because there’s fighting here and this is a battlefield.’ Getting up he gave Haider some tea and brought me a glass of orange juice to drink in the car. Suddenly we were being smothered in politeness. ‘We Iraqis don’t want war,’ Abbas told me, ‘but the Americans want our oil and the Israelis want to rule the Middle East. As for you we want just to be sure that you are who say you are. Don’t worry. We’ll take you to Najaf.’ My belongings were all returned aside from my satellite phone, which I saw a gunman in black Arab robes tucking into his belt. I thought of demanding it back but was so relieved that we had got away with our lives that I did not want to start a fresh dispute.


Sayyid Abbas got into his own car to drive ahead of us so we would not be stopped by other Mehdi Army militiamen. He was immediately proved wrong in saying our worries were over. We had only gone a few hundred yards and were driving past the high white wall of another mosque called the Muslim bin Qaleel on the outskirts of Kufa when there was a staccato burst of gunfire. It seemed to come from a heavy machine gun on the far bank of the Euphrates. I could see the bullets smashing into the masonry of the wall above our heads, sending little chips of plaster flying into the air. At the sound of the first shots the marching pilgrims began to run down the road in panic, clutching their flags and drums as they looked desperately for cover. We had the same idea and swerved off the road so we could shelter behind the far side of the mosque. Above us black-clad gunmen raced along the top of the walls to take up firing positions. A commander, waving his pistol, was shouting orders to them. In the face of this common threat to all of us the gunmen, who earlier in the day had debated whether or not to kill us, appeared keen to win us over to their point of view. There was one point they kept on repeating as if it mattered a lot to them. ‘It is wrong,’ they asserted, ‘for people to call us a militia: we are an army.’ The distinction in their eyes was that they were not just a Shia defence force but a real army in the service of Islam and the most revered leader of the faithful on earth, Muqtada al-Sadr.


Shielded by the mosque, we waited for the firefight to end. I thought about Muqtada and why he was able to inspire young men to borrow small sums of money to go to fight and, if necessary, die for him. The Iraqi police and the army the US was trying to rebuild were notorious for taking their pay while making very clear they did so only in order to support their families and without the intention of being killed for anybody. President Bush and Tony Blair repeatedly stated that American and British troops would leave when Iraqis were ready to take over. They never seemed to understand that the problem was not training or equipment but legitimacy and loyalty. Few Iraqis outside Kurdistan felt that the US-led occupation was legitimate and they therefore did not give their loyalty to it or the Iraqi governments it sponsored. Sayyid Abbas might be leading an undisciplined and dangerous rabble, but they believed their cause was not only right but sanctioned by God, and they were willing to die for it.


The firing on the other side of the Muslim bin Qaleel mosque finally died away. We peered gingerly around the corner but could not see much because of the broad green leaves of the many date palms growing on the banks of the Euphrates. The pilgrims began to return to the road to resume their journey. Nobody had been killed or wounded and many were laughing with relief. Sayyid Abbas got back in his car and led us towards Najaf. He drove very fast. It was obvious that we would not have got through without his help. There were many other Mehdi Army checkpoints blocking the road and several times gunmen ran forward to stop us but waved us through as soon as Sayyid Abbas leaned out of the window of his car and they saw his face.


Najaf was not far away. In 661 AD Imam Ali, the son-in-law and first cousin of the Prophet Muhammad, whose followers became the first Shia, had been assassinated by a dissident Muslim called Ibn Muljam wielding a poisoned sword that struck him on his head as he entered the doorway of a mosque in Kufa to perform the morning prayer. The blade was partly deflected by the wooden frame of the door so Ali was only badly wounded and did not die for two days.1 There was time for him to tell his followers that when he died his body was to be strapped to the back of a white camel, which was to be allowed to wander where it wanted. Where it finally stopped they were to dig his grave. The camel did not roam far. Six miles south of Kufa, on the edge of the desert, it stood still and Ali was buried on the spot. Over the centuries his tomb became a shrine and Najaf grew up around it, the true centre of Shia Islam, the home of its most revered leaders and the longed-for destination of millions of pilgrims.




*





I always found Najaf an entrancing city, one of the strangest in the world. It is a dusty place on the edge of the desert, always short of water in the past, unlike Kufa on the cool-looking banks of the Euphrates. The road linking the two small cities runs between tawdry modern villas and looks no better than depressing ribbon development in the rest of Iraq. But suddenly in the distance the visitor sees the golden dome and minarets of the great shrine where Ali lies buried. It springs into view like a burst of sunlight in the sky as it rises above the low buildings of brown brick that surround it. People, groping to explain the significance of Najaf, would sometimes describe it as ‘the Vatican of the Shia’, but this is true only in the loosest of senses. Unlike the Vatican in Rome the shrine of Ali is not surrounded by architectural marvels but by a suq or bazaar, its small shops and battered corrugated iron roofs shabby even by Iraqi provincial standards. The outside walls of the shrine are of brick and are pierced by gates adorned with mosaics portraying birds and flowers that lead into a wide stone-paved courtyard surrounding the shrine. It is often filled with pilgrims, most very poor, the women all dressed in black, sitting on the ground eating from packages of food they have brought with them. They queue quietly to enter the shrine itself, bright with neon lights reflecting from mirrors and mosaics.


I first visited Najaf in 1977, guided by an amiable young man from the Ministry of Information in Baghdad called Adnan Sabri. A Christian and a committed, if naïve, Baathist, he spoke sincerely of Saddam Hussein as the great secular moderniser and showed me around Najaf as if we were visiting Stonehenge or the Pyramids, picturesque survivals from earlier times but irrelevant to the development of the Iraq of tomorrow. Even so his confidence faltered at the doors of the shrine and he said that, since both us were non-Muslims, it would perhaps be best not to enter. Adnan turned out to be wrong about the place of both Saddam and Najaf in Iraqi history. Within three years the great leader, by now president of Iraq, had started a long and bloody war with Iran that left little money for developing anything else in the country. When Saddam was hanged in Baghdad at the end of December 2006 it was the Shia religious leaders in their modest houses in Najaf who held the future of the country in their hands. Some of the witnesses to Saddam’s execution chanted ‘Muqtada! Muqtada!’ as he went to his death.2


I had other memories of the shrine. During the bombing of the Iraqi army in Kuwait by the US-led coalition in 1991 I would go there to look at sad processions carrying the cheap wooden coffins, draped with the Iraqi flag, containing the bodies of dead soldiers. Desperate to conceal its military losses, the regime insisted that mourning be kept to a minimum, but it did not dare prevent families carrying their dead sons into the shrine before they were buried in Wadi al-Salaam, Najaf’s vast cemetery which stretches over twelve square miles. The largely Sunni regime in Baghdad always distrusted the Shia masses and their religious leaders, but was wary of provoking them. Its suspicion of their loyalty was correct. A few months later I was back in Najaf, permitted to go there by an Iraqi government eager to tell the world it had crushed the Shia uprising which, in March 1991, had followed Saddam’s shattering defeat in Kuwait. The pale stone flags of the courtyard were pitted where mortar rounds or rocket-propelled grenades had landed and the blasts had torn off some of the tiles around the shrine. The only people there were tough-looking soldiers in their camouflage uniforms. At this time the Iraqi army was showing how far it had advanced by putting up pictures of Saddam. On a chair on a pile of rubble at the entrance to the shrine soldiers had placed a ludicrously inappropriate picture of the leader. It showed him in tweeds climbing a mountain slope in what looked like Austria, the whole scene reminiscent of a scene from The Sound of Music with Saddam about to burst into song.




*





Najaf’s buildings are not the sole reason it is such an extraordinary place. The great shrine does not have the splendour of the Taj Mahal or the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem. Kufa, Najaf and Kerbala, another shrine city 50 miles to the north, make such a strong impression because it was here, in a small area west of the Euphrates, that so many of the dramas and tragedies of early Islam were played out 1,400 years ago. It is not just that Ali was murdered and buried here. In Kerbala are the tombs of his sons Imam Hussein and Abbas who died, betrayed by their friends and hopelessly trapped by their enemies, in their last battle in 680 AD. The great festivals and rituals of the Shia revolve around commemorating the tragedy of their deaths much as Christians commemorate the crucifixion of Christ.


What makes Najaf so different from Jerusalem and Rome is that the martyrdoms here have never ended. The Shia religious leaders who congregated in the city lived on the edge of the torture and death under Saddam. Many of them were killed with hideous cruelty in his prisons. Others had disappeared, taken out into the desert to be shot, or else they endured a living death in one of his dungeons. Ayatollah Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr, a leading thinker of Shia Islam and a resolute opponent of the Baath party, had been tortured and executed by Saddam along with his sister in 1980. He became known as ‘The First Martyr’ or Sadr I. Muqtada, a cousin of the Ayatollah, went on to marry his daughter in 1994. The father of Muqtada, Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr, had received their mutilated bodies and buried them in Najaf in 1980. Sadiq then built up the Sadrist movement in the 1990s until he in turn was assassinated with two of his sons and became known as ‘The Second Martyr’ or Sadr II. The semi-divine attributes of his father and father-in-law were crucial to the rise of Muqtada and to the awe with which he was regarded by his followers.


In the wake of the uprising in April 1991 I was brought by Ministry of Information officials to see the Grand Ayatollah Abu al-Qasim al-Khoei, the leading figure in the Shia hierarchy, in his home beside the Euphrates in Kufa. A white-bearded man in his nineties he had played little part in the rebellion but was under house arrest. Twelve years later, soon after the US invasion, I was back in Najaf looking at the room pockmarked with bullet holes where the Grand Ayatollah’s son, Sayyid Majid al-Khoei, whom I had come to know and esteem in London, had been trapped by an armed and angry mob reportedly led by followers of Muqtada. When he gave himself up he was hacked to death in a street outside the shrine.


The blood of the martyrs is famously the seed of the church. The Shia religious leaders had shed blood in torrents under Saddam and were to go on doing so. This helped give them an authority in their community which Shia politicians, exiled after fleeing Iraq and deemed by many Iraqis, sometimes unfairly, to have spent their years abroad cavorting in five-star hotels, could never match. In the summer of 2003 I had gone to a narrow alleyway in Najaf, halfway along which was the house of Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani. There was a long line of people waiting outside the door to hand in petitions or seeking an interview. The leader of the Shia community since the death of al-Khoei, al-Sistani was the most influential figure in Iraq. American officials in Baghdad knew of his importance though he refused to meet them. At the same time these arrogant men could never quite take on board that this ageing cleric in his seventies, sitting on a frayed carpet, was going to play a far more important role than themselves in determining the future of Iraq.




*





On the day in April 2004 when Haider, Bassim and myself entered Najaf after our nasty experience with the Mehdi Army, the mood was a peculiar mixture of religious celebration and warlike preparations. Thousands of pilgrims were happily sitting on the ground in front of the Imam Ali shrine watching ritual dances of mourning by a troop of men striking their backs with symbolic metal flails to the beat of an enormous drum and the chanting of prayers. But there were also fighters with their machine guns and bulging ammunition pouches wandering through the knots of pilgrims. At the end of one street we heard cheering. The skirmish by the Muslim bin Qaleel mosque in Kufa that had forced us to take cover earlier in the day turned out to have been with American and not Spanish troops as we had supposed. The 200-strong Spanish contingent was being withdrawn by the new government in Madrid that opposed involvement in Iraq. It was a newly arrived American unit that had been doing the shooting. Some of its men had advanced too far towards the Mehdi Army positions and had been forced to abandon an armoured vehicle. Its burned out remains were now being displayed as a trophy in the streets of Najaf to delighted applause from gunmen and pilgrims.


We finally located the press conference with Sheikh Qais al-Khazali, Muqtada’s spokesman, which was taking place in the open courtyard of a dilapidated building near the shrine that could only be reached by clambering up broken brick steps. I spoke to al-Khazali, a tall unsmiling man in grey robes, and asked him if he expected the Americans to launch an offensive into the heart of Najaf. ‘I think the Americans understand about Iraq’s holy places,’ he said. ‘I don’t think they are so stupid as to attack us.’ Having seen Paul Bremer, the US viceroy in Iraq, in action over the previous year I was by no means so confident about relying on his wisdom or restraint. Most American military and political leaders in Baghdad underestimated the capacity of Iraqis, both Shia and Sunni, to cause them trouble. During his year in power as virtual dictator of Iraq Bremer showed a peculiarly bovine inability to learn from his mistakes. On this occasion, however, with the Sunni insurrection escalating by the day, even he and his advisers hesitated to storm Najaf and provoke a wider rebellion by the Shia community.


I have given an account in some detail of what happened to us on the road to Najaf on a single day in April 2004 because it was an ominous foretaste of what was to come.3 In the following years thousands of Iraqis were to die because they were stopped at checkpoints just like the one that we had encountered. By the end of 2006, the UN, employing Iraqi government figures from the Health Ministry and the Baghdad morgue, reported that some 3,000 civilians were being killed every month. Iraqis began to carry two sets of identity papers, one showing that they were Sunni and the other that they were Shia. Faked papers avoided identifiably Sunni names like ‘Omar’ or ‘Othman’. Shia checkpoints started carrying out theological examinations to see if a person with Shia papers was truly familiar with Shia ritual and history and was not a Sunni in disguise. Many of the dangerous young men manning these checkpoints came from Sadr City and belonged, or claimed to belong to, the Mehdi Army just like the detachment we had met. It was true, if Haider had been less persuasive or I had been carrying an American or British passport they would certainly have killed us.




*





There is a final reason for dwelling on our brief abduction by the Mehdi Army. Complicated though Iraq is, both as a country and a society, it is possible to set out the main themes of its politics before and after the invasion in a way that is comprehensible to those who have not experienced Iraq at first hand during this time. It is far more difficult to convey the atmosphere of permanent fear in which Iraqis lived. ‘Can a man who is warm understand a man who is freezing?’ asks Alexander Solzhenitsyn in One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovitch. A similarly deep emotional chasm separates those who are afraid from those who are not. The divide is not only between different individuals. Seconds after the few occasions I thought my life truly in danger in Iraq I found it impossible to recapture the emotion of terror I had felt at the time. Nor did I try very hard to do so, because I wanted to forget such grim moments as quickly as possible. But it is worth remembering that Iraq was full of people who had every reason to be terrified both before and after Saddam Hussein was overthrown. The Mehdi Army militiamen we met outside Kufa were trigger-happy and suspicious because they knew they would soon have to fight better-armed and better-trained American and Spanish troops. They feared, rightly, that many of them would be killed.


In Baghdad I would see parents become frantic with fear if they could not immediately find their children at the school near my hotel because they instantly suspected they had been kidnapped. Once I watched police commandos terribly wounded by a suicide bomb being carried on stretchers into Yarmouk hospital in west Baghdad. Their faces were hidden by black masks and they were more worried that these would be removed while they were under anaesthetic, revealing their identity, than they were by the thought that their mangled legs or arms might be amputated. Over the coming years the number of Iraqis killed and wounded each month came to be seen as a barometer of the gravity of the war in Iraq, but these raw casualty figures did not begin to convey the sense of misery and fear that was engulfing the country. By June 2007 the UN High Commission for Refugees was announcing bleakly: ‘The situation in Iraq continues to worsen with more than two million Iraqis believed to be displaced inside Iraq and another 2.2 million sheltering in neighbouring states.’4 By then the Mongol invasion of 1258 was the only cataclysm in the last one thousand years of Iraq’s history comparable to the disasters that have followed the invasion of 2003.




*





I hoped but did not really expect to see Muqtada in Najaf. I had heard he was moving from house to house. This was scarcely surprising since US generals had spoken glibly of killing him and evidently believed that, if he disappeared, so would many of their problems in dealing with the Iraqi Shia. It was already evident that Paul Bremer, the US army and the Iraqi politicians in Baghdad had grossly underestimated the strength of Muqtada and the Sadrist movement which he led.


Muqtada was a figure of mystery in April 2004 and has largely remained so until the present day. The foreign media had commonly called him a ‘maverick’ though his main policies, such as his hostility to the US occupation, have been unwavering. Another journalistic cliché frequently used to describe him is ‘firebrand cleric’, but in practice he has proved a cautious and skilful politician, knowing when to advance and when to retreat. Commentary on Muqtada has come to admit his importance though it usually demonises or belittles him, veering between presenting him as a clerical gangster or as a successful demagogue of limited intelligence and ability who somehow leads the only mass movement in Iraqi politics.


Part of the mystery about Muqtada has its origin in simple ignorance. Few non-Iraqis have much idea of the rich and complex history of Shiism in Iraq. ‘The Americans seem to think,’ a Shia friend once snapped at me, ‘that the history of Iraq started when they invaded in 2003.’ This is not quite fair, but it is true that very few people outside the Iraqi Shia community understood the religious, political and social forces that produced the Sadrist movement. The sudden emergence of Muqtada as a powerful figure at the time of the fall of Saddam is only astonishing if one does not know this background and above all the bloody and dramatic story of resistance to Saddam Hussein by the Iraqi Shia as a whole and the al-Sadr family in particular. Readers may be surprised that in a biography of Muqtada al-Sadr the chief protagonist should only take centre stage in chapter nine. But the delay in his appearance is wholly necessary. Muqtada and his followers are intensely religious and see themselves as following in the tradition of martyrdom in opposition to tyranny established when Hussein and Abbas were killed by the Umayyads on the plains of Kerbala 1,400 years ago. Little about the Sadrists or modern Iraq will be explicable without an understanding of the Shia faith. Moreover, the heroic resistance of the Shia to Saddam is little known because so many of the protagonists were killed or, if they survived, never related what had happened to them. I was in Iraq just before and just after the great Shia intifada, or uprising, of 1991 and wrote what I could about it. I thought that in the coming years others would gather more information about the rebellion in which some 150,000 Shia Iraqis were killed. To my surprise few detailed accounts of the fighting, so important to the more recent history of Iraq, have been published hitherto, which is why I have described the uprising in some detail.


Biographies of individuals normally include an account of their family background and some reflections on how far this influenced their character. There is no doubt that Muqtada wholly identifies with his father, Sadr II, and father-in-law, Sadr I, to the point that his own personality and beliefs become shadowy. Muqtada and his advisers are acutely conscious of the reasons behind their political appeal. Posters pasted on every wall in Kufa and Najaf on the day we were there in 2004 illustrated the sources of Muqtada’s popularity. The red, white and black Iraqi flag formed the background, in front of which stood the figures of three men in dark clerical robes: Muqtada himself, his father and father-in-law. The power of this blend of religion and patriotism among the Iraqi Shia was to be demonstrated many times in the years to come but it first displayed its strength in April 2004.


The mystery surrounding Muqtada’s personality has another source. Shia sages and leaders have traditionally been old men. He needed to cultivate the gravitas of a man who stood close to God though he was born on 12 August, 1973 and was only thirty years old when he first confronted the US army in Najaf. His father could tell jokes to his followers, but there are no accounts of Muqtada doing the same. His opponents later claimed that his father ignored him, but in fact he played a central role in his father’s political and religious organisation during the 1990s. Few people in Iraq had more on-the-ground experience of organising the Shia masses. After the assassination of his father and two brothers in 1999, he only survived by persuading Saddam Hussein that he was too simple-minded to present a threat. Stories of his incapacity may well have been spread, and certainly not denied, by his own family to keep him alive. Few people can have lived so long knowing that each day could end with their death. The picture that emerges is of a man who is highly intelligent though moody and suspicious. It is notable that no rivals to him have emerged within his inner circle. And there was another aspect to his character that was not obvious during his first armed clashes with the Americans in April 2004: he was a man who learned from his mistakes. He might wear the white martyr’s shroud, but after the battles for Najaf he always sought to avoid struggles he did not control and could not win.


The energy with which US officials and their Iraqi allies demonised Muqtada was perhaps because he personified the broader dilemma facing the US occupation from the moment it began. The stated US objective in the war was to overthrow Saddam Hussein. But if he was to be replaced by a democratically elected government then this was inevitably going to be dominated by the Shia, since they make up 60 per cent of the population. They believed their day had come. And not only was the government going to be Shia, but it would be led by religious parties with links to Iran. Muqtada represented the ultimate American nightmare in Iraq. They had not got rid of Saddam only to see him replaced by a black-turbaned virulently anti-American Shia cleric. Whatever reason the US had invaded Iraq for, it was not for this.




Notes


1 The Succession to Muhammad: A study of the early Caliphate by Wilferd Madelung (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1997) p. 308.


2 AP 2 January 2007.


3 I asked Haider al-Safi and Bassim Abdul-Rahman in February 2007 to write separately their own accounts of what had happened to us to cross-check my own recollections.


4 UNHCR press briefing by Jennifer Pagonis, Palais des Nations, Geneva, 5 June 2007.




















CHAPTER TWO


The Shia of Iraq





In April 2003, the US troops who had just captured Baghdad and overthrown Saddam Hussein saw a strange sight that they did not understand. All over central and southern Iraq more than a million Iraqis had taken to the roads and started walking towards the holy city of Kerbala. The journey took them between three and five days and they often slept in the fields at night. Many of the pilgrims carried green flags as the symbol of Imam Ali or black flags as a sign of mourning. Others bore once-green palm fronds that were turning yellow as they dried in the intense heat of the Iraqi plain. Young men poured out of the great Shia stronghold, now called Sadr City (a fortnight earlier it had been Saddam City) in Baghdad and headed for Kerbala 60 miles away. Straggling along the roads from other parts of Iraq were knots of people representing every Shia city, town and village in the country. Often the pilgrims were accompanied by an elderly vehicle, usually a battered white pick-up van, carrying their food and a few people too old or sick to walk. The mood was buoyant and confident but they were not celebrating the fall of the Baathist regime, though if it had still been in power the giant assembly could scarcely have taken place. The pilgrimage was in fact the first demonstration of the ability of Muqtada al-Sadr to mobilise great masses of pious Shia. In his first Friday sermon in his martyred father’s mosque in Kufa on 11 April Muqtada, liberally quoting his father’s words, had called for people to walk on foot to Kerbala as a sign of their faith.1


The American troops who sped past the walkers in their trucks would have been surprised to learn that the people walking beside the road were commemorating a battle. It was not one that had just been fought as the American army advanced north, but a battle that had taken place 1,400 years earlier at Kerbala. In military terms it was no more than a skirmish that ended in a massacre. But it was here, nor far from the Euphrates, that the great Shia martyr Imam Hussein and his warrior half-brother, Abbas, had been killed in 680 AD. The grandson of the Prophet Muhammad and the son of Ali, assassinated in Kufa nineteen years earlier, Hussein was overwhelmed with his small caravan of solders and family members by the greatly superior forces sent against them by their arch-enemy Yazid, the devilish ruler of Damascus and Hussein’s rival to be ruler of the Muslim world. It is this battle at Kerbala which is at the centre of the Shia faith. The story of what happened so long ago on the banks of the Euphrates has become a symbol, like the crucifixion in Jerusalem for Christians, of the eternal conflict between good and evil. The legend of the death of Hussein, Abbas and their followers tells of courage, martyrdom and redemption through sacrifice on one side; and betrayal, cruelty and violence on the other. It is the tale, too, of a righteous minority against a powerful but evil government authority.


The pilgrimage I saw on the roads around Baghdad in the days following its capture was the Arba’in, which marks the fortieth day of mourning after Imam Hussein’s martyrdom. In any country of the world at any time so many pilgrims on the roads at once would have been a striking event. The processions and marches dwarfed in size the Roman Catholic religious processions in Mexico. They were hundreds of times larger than those that I had seen as a child in Ireland where the columns of carefully ordered marchers belonging to religious organisations blocked the main street of Youghal, the small town where I was born in county Cork. But what made this pilgrimage unique was not only its size but its timing: it was taking place within days of the end of a war. The roads were not safe. Burned-out Iraqi tanks had only just stopped smouldering beside the road. Well-armed looters were still active, their trucks piled high with stolen property. Edgy American soldiers were beginning to earn a grim reputation among Iraqis for opening a torrent of fire at anything that made them feel nervous.


Astonishing though the Arba’in may have been, it passed almost unnoticed in the US and Western Europe. This was a pity because what we were seeing was of great significance for the future of Iraq. The throngs of people answering Muqtada’s call and making their way to Kerbala were the first open display of the strength of the Shia of Iraq, who made up 16 million out of the country’s total population of 27 million. The giant pilgrimage showed their religious commitment, their solidarity as a community, and their ability to mobilise vast numbers. The US, supremely confident after its easy initial victory, was about to try to fill the power vacuum left by the fall of the old regime itself. Pre-war plans for an Iraqi provisional government were cast aside. ‘Occupiers always call themselves liberators,’ said my friend the Kurdish leader Sami Abdul-Rahman disgustedly when told just before the war that America’s plans for democracy in Iraq had been put on hold. Nobody in Washington paid any attention to the pilgrims, numerous though they were, or foresaw that they were serious competitors to the US for control of Iraq.


Perplexity among American soldiers over the religious rituals of Iraqis did not diminish over the coming years. The next Arba’in came in April 2004. A year into the occupation, the mood was angrier in the Shia community. On 2 March Sunni insurgents had planted five bombs in Kerbala and Kadhimiyah that killed 270 worshippers and injured 570. The confrontation between the Mehdi Army and the US military was escalating by the day. The American forces were having great difficulty in distinguishing between the Mehdi Army and pilgrims marching across Iraq waving green flags to commemorate Arba’in. One day in early April I was driving on the main road on the northern outskirts of Baghdad when I saw that a heavily armed US patrol had herded about a hundred Iraqis into a field and forced them to sit down. The American soldiers were eyeing their captives with suspicion and demanding to know why they were carrying green banners. It turned out the pilgrims came from the town of Dujail, one of the few Shia centres north of Baghdad. It was famous as the place where Shia fighters had tried to assassinate Saddam Hussein in 1982 and 147 townspeople had subsequently been executed or tortured to death in retaliation. It was for this crime that Saddam Hussein was hanged on 31 December 2006.


We came across a group of six men carrying a green flag walking beside a date-palm grove near a main road. They turned out to come from Sadr City and were very willing to talk. A slightly built man wearing black clothes, who seemed to be their leader, said his name was Hamid al-Ugily and that he and his friends were spending two or three days walking to Kerbala. Surprisingly, he said he had made the pilgrimage under Saddam but had had to do so secretly, walking mainly at night. He showed no gratitude to the Americans for overthrowing the old dictator. ‘The Americans are just as bad as Saddam Hussein,’ he said. ‘We think they will attack Muqtada in Najaf. We will defend our religious leaders.’ These opinions were not unexpected. The occupation was becoming ever more unpopular among the Shia. I asked the pilgrims what jobs they held and the answers they gave underlined the fragility of the Americans’ hold on Iraq. All six men said they were soldiers in the Iraqi Civil Defence Corps (ICDC). This paramilitary body, created by the Coalition Provisional Authority, was supposed to take over duties currently being carried out by American soldiers. Abbas, one of the marchers, said: ‘I have been in the ICDC one year and the Americans didn’t do anything for Iraq.’ The ICDC was just the first of a series of Iraqi military and paramilitary organisations created by the US on whose loyalty it found it could not rely.




*





I had visited Kerbala, the site of the golden-domed shrines to Hussein and Abbas, a few weeks after it was recaptured by the Iraqi army in March 1991 after the Shia had risen up in the wake of Saddam Hussein’s defeat in Kuwait. The desperation of the Shia rebels besieged by Saddam Hussein’s Republican Guard cannot have been so different from that of the outnumbered followers of Hussein and Abbas trapped in the same place in 680 AD. The original martyrs of the Shia faith likewise knew that they could expect no mercy from their murderous enemy. In both cases defeat was inevitable. Iraq is full of the ghosts of terrible tragedies, both recent and buried in the distant past, but nowhere do they jostle one so closely as in Kerbala, Najaf and Kufa. Here, just to the west of the Euphrates, the death by assassination or in battle of the progenitors of the Shia faith was mirrored by the persecution and massacre of their followers during the thirty-five-year rule of Saddam Hussein.


The Mesopotamian plain is the birthplace of civilisation where writing was discovered, but few Iraqis identify with Ur of the Chaldees, the Babylonians or Nebuchadnezzar and the Assyrian empire. (An exception was Saddam Hussein who portrayed himself as being in the tradition of Iraq’s ancient rulers and had ugly yellow bricks inscribed with his name used to rebuild parts of Babylon.) It is what is believed to have happened after the first Islamic army burst out of the desert into the lush Euphrates valley in 633 AD that Iraqis, and above all the Shia, see as belonging to a past which they feel is truly theirs. Saddam attempted to create a nationalist anti-Iranian counter-myth surrounding the battle of al-Qadisiyya, when the Islamic Arab army decisively defeated the Persians (Iranians) in 637 AD. As a propaganda ploy it never quite took wing. Saddam’s dismal lack of success on the battlefield also belied his attempts to present himself as being a successor to the great Arab conquerors. The only positive outcome of this self-regarding myth was to give employment to Iraqi artists adept at painting battle scenes showing the triumph of the Arabs. The lobby of the al-Hamra Hotel where I stay in Baghdad is to this day dominated by an enormous picture of the battle of al-Qadisiyya in which Arabs and Persians swirl around each other as they wield their swords and spears while in the centre of the picture towers a stricken Persian war elephant with an arrow stuck in its eye.




*





The central drama of the Shia faith begins with the departure of a small expedition from Medina nearly 1,400 years ago. In 680 AD the seventy-seven-year-old caliph Mu’awiyah, whose rule over the newly conquered Islamic world had been secured by the assassination of Ali, had died in Damascus. An astute and determined empire-builder he was the founder of the Umayyad dynasty. The claim of Ali to the caliphate had been based on being the first cousin of Muhammad, the husband of the Prophet’s favourite daughter Fatima (Muhammad left no sons) as well as the father of Muhammad’s best-loved grandsons Hussein and Hasan. When Ali was killed in 661 AD his followers – the Shiat Ali – were simply those who had supported his right to the caliphate. But this became transmuted over the centuries into a more revolutionary belief that Ali’s piety and virtue – as well as his claim as a member of the Prophet’s family – should have counted for more than the wealth and power of the Umayyads, the new dynasty based in Damascus, in selecting the leader of the Islamic world. Shiism was starting on its way to being the faith of the dispossessed and opponents of the powers-that-be.


On the death of Mu’awiyah he was succeeded as caliph in Damascus by his son Yazid, deemed by Shia to be a licentious drunk and the epitome of evil. Messengers hurried from leaders in Kufa to Medina pleading with Hussein to cross the desert to their city where they would join him in raising his banner as the true leader of Islam. Hussein and his brother Abbas, urged on by their supporters in Medina, responded to the call. In the event, like so many so many exiles and would-be revolutionaries, Hussein found his friends more prudent and his enemies more proactive than he had hoped. His cousin, Muslim, who had ridden ahead to Kufa to scout out the ground, found his presence in a safe house betrayed and he was captured and killed. The ruthless governor of Kufa and Basra, Ubaydullah, had secured both cities for Yazid long before Hussein began to approach. He had left Medina with only thirty cavalry and forty foot soldiers, expecting to recruit an army from enthusiastic supporters when he reached the Euphrates valley. Bedouin tribes along his route kept their distance from what they saw as a doomed venture. A poet called Farazdaq rode out from Kufa bearing the news of betrayal ‘for though the heart of the City is with thee, its sword is against thee’.2


Unable to advance or retreat Hussein pitched his tents to the north of Kufa on the edge of the desert close to the west bank of the Euphrates. At first the little band was shadowed by a small cavalry detachment sent by Ubaydullah and then by a larger force of 4,000 cavalry and archers from Kufa. At the campsite where the city of Kerbala now stands Hussein dug a ditch behind his men, filled it with brushwood and prepared to set fire to it to make sure he was not attacked from the rear and to show he would not retreat. His followers were very thirsty because they were already cut off from the river. On the day before the final battle Hussein told his close family to give themselves up to the enemy but they refused. Abbas, seeing the women and children in the camp crying out for water, stole to the riverbank and filled his water skin. On his way back to the camp he was detected and fought a lonely battle with enemy soldiers until first his right arm and then his left were cut off. Propping his body against the trunk of a date palm he tried to resist until Ubaydullah’s men bludgeoned him to death with sticks and clubs.


In the face of hopeless odds Hussein’s followers made a valiant charge, but fell one by one pierced by a rain of arrows. Hussein, standing at their head, the Koran in one hand and a sword in the other, died with thirty-three lance and sword wounds. The survivors were ridden down and their heads chopped off by the triumphant Umayyad horsemen. By evening the heads were being rolled out of leather sacks to show the completeness of the victory to Ubaydullah in Kufa and, days later, to the caliph Yazid in his palace in Damascus. It is the anniversary of this great defeat on the tenth day – Ashura – of Moharram that is commemorated by Shia across the world as a day of penitence and mourning equivalent to the Christian celebration of Easter. Hussein’s last battle and death is presented not as a failed bid for power, but as an intentional martyrdom, deliberately sought to expose the sinfulness of the worldly Umayyads as persecutors of the pious and the good.3




*





Shia religious leaders today are highly conscious of parallels between what happened in the seventh century and what is happening now. When Muqtada al-Sadr was trapped in Kufa in April 2004 he denounced President Bush as a modern Yazid. The significance of the reference may have eluded political operatives in the White House. I was perplexed to notice on the website of Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, where the most detailed questions from the faithful are answered, that the game of chess is strictly forbidden. One questioner who asked if he could play chess on his computer was firmly told: ‘Playing chess is haram mutlaqan (prohibited absolutely or under any circumstances) even though betting is not used.’4 I asked an Iraqi friend why al-Sistani objected so strongly to chess. He explained impatiently, as if it was something that everybody should know, that ‘the reason al-Sistani condemns the game is that Yazid was playing chess in his palace in Damascus when the head of Imam Hussein was brought to him’.


The legacy of the grim circumstances in which Shiism was born has had a profound effect on the beliefs and actions of its followers. It is a faith conceived in defeat and subjection. It contrasts with Sunni Islam which is a doctrine of victory and power. The details of the bloody skirmish at Kerbala provided the building blocks out of which was created a religious faith of high sophistication as well as a folk-religion of great intensity and appeal. Shiism with its emphasis on the endurance of suffering under an oppressive state was peculiarly well suited to the psychological needs of a community living under the rule of a leader as cruel as Saddam Hussein.


The Shia believed that the descendants of the Prophet should exercise leadership over the Islamic community. The Imams, starting with Ali, were the true heirs of Muhammad who, when the time was right, would overthrow tyrannous governments and establish justice in the world. Predictably, the time was never quite right for the establishment of this new order. Those Shia sects that did succeed soon abandoned their Messianic pretensions once they were in power, while those that did not were extirpated as perpetual rebels. The branch that triumphed in Iran and Iraq – the great majority of Shia today – was known as the ‘Twelvers’ because its followers believe there have been twelve Imams in succession. The Twelfth Imam, al-Mahdi, disappeared in Samarra north of Baghdad in the ninth century, but did not die and will one day return to purify the world of evil. The Imams – most lived and died obscurely after the death of Hussein – did not bid for political power, but the Shia developed a distinction between spiritual and temporal leadership that is similar to the Christian distinction between church and state. In contrast to Sunni Muslims, Shia obedience to the government of the day is qualified and conditional. The Shia were never Islamic Bolsheviki, underground dissidents permanently plotting the destruction of the status quo, but the doctrines and institutions of their faith provided a fertile breeding ground for dissent.




*





Popular Shia religious culture in Iraq remained vibrant despite persecution by Saddam’s regime. State-sponsored secular nationalism was discredited by the disastrous Iran–Iraq war, in which half a million Iraqis were killed, wounded or taken prisoner, the defeat in Kuwait, the uprising of 1991, and the economic disaster of sanctions. The government tried, at different times, guardedly to tolerate or covertly restrain prayer meetings and processions. They were always suspicious that they might be used by opponents of the regime. When they went ahead they were carefully monitored and video film was taken so participants could be identified.5 Despite this constant persecution secular Baathism failed to erode the popularity of such expressions of Shia identity. It was an important failure. The Shia clergy focused on sacred texts and canonical traditions and the Shia middle class in the cities was partly secularised. But the political punching power of the Shia community came from the religious solidarity of millions of people that at times made even Saddam Hussein hesitate to confront them directly.


Shia religious culture is expressed in many forms. In contrast to the Sunni it is highly pictorial. Folk art, using highly coloured paintings or elaborate embroidery, recalls dramatic incidents in the battle of Kerbala such as Hussein’s riderless but noble white horse returning to camp with blood dripping from the saddle. An oft-repeated motif is the severed arm of Abbas whose fierce bravery has always had a strong appeal to the Iraqi tribesmen. The Shia tribes in the marshes north of Basra consider swearing by the name of Abbas is a far stronger oath than swearing by the name of Hussein.6


The elaborate ten-day-long rituals of Ashura and the Arba’in pilgrimage that follows it are central to the Shia sense of identity and solidarity. The form of these religious ceremonies varies markedly in different parts of Iraq. In the market town of Twaireej on the Euphrates 15 miles from Kerbala, the birthplace of the Iraqi prime minister Nouri al-Maliki, the Ashura ritual is spread over ten days, starting with green, black and red flags being raised over the roofs of houses. The green represents the sayyids, the religious succession leading back to the Prophet, the black symbolises sorrow and grief over the battle of Kerbala and the red the blood of the murdered Imam Hussein. Men of the town wear long black shirts to show grief. There are other more exotic symbols. Water pots and water tanks are displayed covered with black cloth and drinking water is offered from them for free in memory of the searing thirst of Imam Hussein’s besieged followers. In the burning heat of the plains of Mesopotamia every Iraqi can visualise the suffering of those trapped without water to drink. It is a symbol of life itself.


Over ten days the faithful in Twaireej gather for two or three hours every evening for recitations, the chanting of hymns, young men beating their chests, whipping themselves or slightly cutting their scalps with a sword so as to draw blood. Passion plays and recitations retell stories from the days leading up to the last hopeless fight. ‘The stories are known to every individual taking part in the ritual, whether as performer or spectator,’ writes Faleh Jabar, the great expert on the Shia of Iraq. ‘It is the journey of Hussein to Kerbala to regain his deserved caliphate. He is betrayed by supporters; outflanked and outnumbered by a brutal enemy; cut off from water; left almost alone with a few loyal supporters, a stranger in a foreign land with his children and his sister.’ Stories are woven out of the individual fates of the martyrs, touching not only violence and death but love and marriage. The sacred and the mundane are combined in a way that is closer to the luxuriant displays of medieval Christianity than to more puritanical strains of Islam.7




*





It is important not to read history backwards: The successful political activism of the Shia in the Middle East only developed over the last half-century. Few paid much attention to the radical potential of Shiism before the Iranian revolution of 1978–9, the rise of Hezbollah in Lebanon following the Israeli invasion of 1982 or the Shia uprising in Iraq in 1991 which was followed by their gradual takeover of power after the US invasion of 2003. Shiism may have had its birth in schism and dissent but for most of its history it was an apolitical faith. It might be the religion of the underdog but it primarily taught resignation and endurance in the face of oppression, not revolt. The Abbasid dynasty replaced the Umayyads in 750 and established Baghdad as the centre of the Muslim world. It was during the Abbasid period that Shiism took its present form and its doctrinal differences from the Sunni took root. But the Shia believers were still a minority community that did not appeal to the masses. The last Shia dynasty to hold power in the Arab world was the Fatimids in Cairo who were overthrown by Saladin – a Sunni Kurd from Tikrit in northern Iraq – in 1171. When Ibrahim al-Jaafari became prime minister leading a Shia-dominated government in Baghdad in 2005, a Shia official proudly remarked to me: ‘It is the first time we Shia have held power in the Arab world since the Fatimids.’


The position of the Shia in Iraq was changed by three events that have a fundamental impact to this day: the enforced conversion of Iran to Shiism by the Safavid dynasty in the sixteenth century, the rise of a powerful Shia clergy and the conversion of the southern Iraqi tribes to Shiism in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The first Safavid Shah, Isma’il, a Turkish-speaking warrior who established his capital in Tabriz, seized power in Iran in 1501. He used ‘Twelver’ Shiism as the ideological glue to bind his disparate new realm to his dynasty through forced conversion. Shiite clergy were imported from Lebanon and Bahrain to indoctrinate Iranians. The first three Caliphs – Abu Bakr, Omar and Othman – who had displaced Ali were formally cursed during Friday sermons. The Safavid Shahs claimed to be descended from Ali through the seventh Imam. The Shia identity of Safavid Iran was further enhanced because it was continually at war with the Ottoman Empire as the supreme Sunni power. Baghdad changed hands a number of times but the Ottomans were able to maintain their grip and with a Sunni elite ruling in power locally the Iraqi Shia became permanently subordinate. Sharing a common religion with Iran they were suspected as possible traitors. ‘Safawi’ – Safavid – has become a derogatory term used by Sunni to imply that Iraqi Shia are Iranian pawns. Saddam Hussein spat out the words at his tormentors just before he went to the gallows.


A second development significant for the Shia was the rise of the power of their clergy or ulema. More specifically it was the mujtahids, the qualified interpreters of the sharia law, who became central to the organisation of the Shia religion. The clerical hierarchy was chosen because of its scholastic learning but members were willing to advise on all aspects of life. The most learned and highly regarded of the mujtahids were the marji’iya and the supreme religious figure was the paramount marji’ al-taqlid. Pious Shia chose one of the senior clergy to emulate as a source of inspiration. All this took time to evolve but it introduced a further difference between the Shia and the Sunni that was pregnant with consequences for the future of Iran and Iraq. Unlike the Sunni community the Shia now possessed a clergy and a religious organisation that was separate from the state. Potentially it could provide an alternative leadership for the Shia.


This was an important development because for the first time the majority of Iraqis belonged to the Shia faith as a result of the conversion to Shiism of the Sunni tribes of southern Iraq. The clergy in Najaf and Kerbala needed the loyalty of the newly converted tribes. The shrine cities were wide open to attacks across the desert to the west. Najaf was twice besieged by anti-Shia Wahhabi from the Arabian peninsula and Kerbala was sacked in 1801. The Shia leaders of the shrine cities had every motive to convert the Sunni tribes surrounding them in order to gain protection. The tribes may also have converted to Shiism because they needed a new focus for their identity as they abandoned nomadic herding and adopted settled agriculture. This in turn bound them more closely to Najaf, Kerbala and other urban centres.8 This conversion of the tribes had a political consequence that was to dominate the country’s politics in the twentieth century: Iraq became a country with a Shia majority but was ruled by the Sunni. The rough British census of 1919 showed that the Shia were 53 per cent of the population9; a fuller census in 1947 showed the Shia Arabs as making up 51.4 per cent of Iraqis, Sunni Arabs 19.7 per cent and Sunni Kurds 18 per cent.10


Iraq differed from most other Middle Eastern states in another significant way. The first urban civilisations grew up along the fertile banks of the Tigris and Euphrates 5,000 years ago. But Iraq has an equally long history as a frontier zone squeezed between civilisations centred on the Iranian plateau, Anatolia, Arabia and the eastern Mediterranean. It was not only a frontier but a battlefield: Alexander the Great died in Babylon, the Romans were never able to hold the Mesopotamian plain and Ottoman rule was tenuous for much of their long rule. From the destruction of Baghdad by Hulagu the Mongol leader in 1258 until the monarchy was established under British auspices in 1921 central government control was always limited and often non-existent. This helps explain the continuing strength of non-state agencies such as tribe, clan and extended family in Iraqi life and also, perhaps, the extreme violence of its politics. There is a violent anarchic strain in Iraqi life. Commenting on this just after the fall of Baghdad an Iraqi neurosurgeon, who had only narrowly dissuaded looters from ransacking his hospital, warned me: ‘Remember, even Saddam had difficulty ruling this country.’
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