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Even


though


the martyrs were


killed in this life,


their souls are alive


and receiving provi


sions in the Dwelling


of Everlasting Life…


the Messenger of


Allah said, “Their


souls are inside green


birds that have lamps,


which are hanging


below the Throne of


Allah, and they wan


der about in Paradise


wherever they wish.”




—From ahadith , an eyewitness




account of the sayings of




the Prophet Muhammad
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Introduction









ONAPRIL9, 2003, as the world watched, Iraqis dragged a bronze statue of the body of deposed dictator Saddam Hussein through the streets of Baghdad.Sahel, a word unique to the Arabic of Iraq, means, literally, to pull a body through the street. Iraqis have coined the term because they have done it so many times before, to other deposed leaders, usually in the flesh. Once again change had come with violence. This time, the violence did not end with the change.




It was that April that my experience of the new Iraq began.




The overthrow of Saddam unleashed a wild mix of reactions: a spontaneous burst of repressed fury from one segment of Iraqi society, which caused more damage to property than did the American bombs; solidarity and a volunteer spirit eager to restore security and normalcy from another segment. Common civilians stood all day, directing traffic in a country with no traffic lights or rules, and the absolute liberty to drive anywhere, in any direction, at any speed. These volunteers protected neighborhoods and established order. Shia groups self-organized and managed hospitals, city governments, and police. But many criminals, gangs, and mafias took over, and the fear of Saddam’s totalitarian state was replaced with complete indifference to the idea of a state.




This is the story of the occupation, reconstruction, and descent into civil war of the new Iraq. It makes no attempt to cover the invasion or debate the decision to invade. (Those topics have been well covered, if not resolved, elsewhere.) Instead, this is an attempt to capture the story of the new Iraq from the point of view of the Iraqis themselves.




From the start of the liberation, Iraqis have been divided not only in their views of America, but also among themselves. Many Iraqis might have preferred an occupation, imperialist or not, to the anarchy that prevailed. When I would ask Iraqis what they wanted, they would always say“amn,” safety, security. Some called for an immediate evacuation of U.S. and British troops, others asked to be the fifty-first state, and some asked for both in the same breath. Most longed only for a place in the shade and a better future than their past, though they were proud of their history.




New political parties and organizations appeared every day, announcing their birth and their intentions on walls. Their banners covered the abandoned buildings they had confiscated. The Iraqi Communist party headquarters bore the hammer and sickle associated with dogmatic atheism, right next to a huge banner proclaiming their participation in an important Shia holiday. Seventy newspapers appeared in Baghdad after the war, their viewpoints as divergent as possible.Azzaman, the most popular, professional, and mainstream paper, was owned by a former senior intelligence official who worked directly for Saddam’s son Qusay. In May,Azzaman used a Reuters picture of an old Iraqi man being held by two American soldiers on each side. Its caption read “American soldiers help Iraqi man cross street.”Tariq al-Sha’ab, the Communist party paper, had the same picture over the caption “American soldiers beat Iraqi man.”




Everywhere I looked, I saw division, conflict, struggle. (Only one group of Iraqis remained virtually invisible amid the throngs. Iraq’s greatest majority, its women, outnumbering men by as much as 1.5 million, were imprisoned in silence. In my many months in Iraq, I met hundreds of men, but very few women. I became afraid to look at them or walk too close to them and thus arouse the ire of their male guardians. Among the Shias in particular, Arab tribal mores had combined with religious conservatism. The Shia women reminded me more of the prisoners behind the Taliban’s burkas in Afghanistan than their comparatively liberated Iranian coreligionists, who granted women far more participation and liberty.)




 




CIVIL WAR REQUIRESthat fratricidal violence be organized. At first, after Saddam fell, the violence was mainly chaotic. But there was an endless supply of it, and it was soon organized, as the chapters that follow attempt to show.




According to almost every Iraqi, the Americans “came as liberators and now they are occupiers.” For Americans occupation conjures images of postwar Germany or Japan, and the repair of damaged societies. In Arabic,tahrir, or liberation, andihtilal, or occupation, have much greater moral and emotional significance.Ihtilal means the Crusaders who slaughtered Muslims, Jews, and Orthodox Christians, it means the Mongols who sacked Baghdad in the thirteenth century, it means the British imperialists who divided the spoils of the Ottoman Empire with the French, and it means the Israelis in southern Lebanon and Palestine. It is hard for Americans to understand just how deeply they are hated by ordinary Iraqis. “We warned them,” one member of the Free Iraqi Forces says of the Americans, “but they didn’t listen. They are turning a thousand friends into enemies every day.”




Was it an occupation or liberation? On June 2 the Coalition Provisional Authority hosted an Iraqi Senator Council for nearly three hundred tribal leaders of all religions and ethnic groups. Ambassador Hume Horan, a political advisor to Ambassador L. Paul Bremer, addressed the audience in fluent Arabic. After Horan finished speaking, a Shia tribal leader from Amarra thanked President Bush for removing the Baath regime of Saddam and stated that he had seen the mass graves of Shias in the south and was firmly opposed to Saddam. He asked Horan if the coalition forces in Iraq were liberators or occupiers. Horan responded that they were “somewhere in between occupier and liberator.” This was not well received. The tribal leader said that if America was a liberator, then the coalition forces were welcome indefinitely as guests, but that if they were occupiers, then he and his descendants would “die resisting” them. This met with energetic applause from the audience. Several other sheikhs echoed the same sentiment. The meeting deteriorated, and one-third of the audience stood up and walked out, despite the efforts of Horan and other organizers to encourage them to stay.




 




IFIRST CROSSED INTO IRAQin April 2003, a few days after Baghdad fell. I split the $2,000 taxi ride with three other journalists and we drove the twelve hours into Baghdad. The city’s walls were covered with leaflets and banners announcing the deaths of “martyrs.” At first the names of those martyred by the liberating American military festooned the walls, but soon there were new martyrs, victims of the nihilistic anarchy spreading in the country, thefaudha (chaos) as Iraqis called it. These new names up on the walls were those martyred first by violent men let loose in the power vacuum, and then by the Iraqi insurgency’s terror—men seeking martyrdom. Without the Baath Party or any other political force, without police or an army, all that remained was the mosque. Old authorities were destroyed and angry young clerics replaced them, arrogating to themselves the power to represent, to mobilize, and to govern. Sunni clerics exhorted their followers to seek martyrdom. Shia clerics wearing turbans and often wielding Kalashnikovs, hailed the memory of two particular martyrs; their bearded visages soon dominated much of the country’s walls.




Known as the First and Second Martyrs, these were, in order, Muhammad Bakr al-Sadr, martyred in 1980 after Saddam’s men tortured and killed his sister and hammered nails into his skull, and then his kinsman Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr, slain with all but one of his sons in 1999 when their car was riddled with bullets by Baathist assassins. Supporters of the First and Second Sadr Martyrs now swept throughout Iraq’s Shia areas, imposing a new order. The downtrodden Shia masses were now ascendant for the first time since the seventh century.




The story of the new Iraq is the triumph of its martyrs. When I arrived, Saddam’s statue had just fallen, marking the beginning of what Iraqis would call “the fall.” For some it was the fall of the regime, for some it was the fall of Iraq. But all those in Iraq would forever view time as “before” and “after.” I would, too, for Iraq changed my life. I celebrated my twenty-sixth birthday a month after I arrived. My dark complexion and grasp of Iraqi Arabic allowed me greater access to the country and its people than some of my colleagues. I tried to live with Iraqis as much as possible, in small unfortified hotels that did not imprison me and remove me from the rest of the country. I traveled by taxi and ate in local restaurants. I befriended Iraqis who became my interlocutors and taught me how to survive, how to act, what to look for. I witnessed with excitement and wonder Iraqis struggling to grasp the new reality and to redefine themselves. With concern and sorrow I was with them when the postwar world of possibilities became chaotic and violent.




I did not belong to an organization and had no backing or supervision, so I wandered wherever I wanted. I focused on the Sunni and Shia Arab parts. (Kurdistan was a different country, not occupied by foreign troops, independent of Baghdad in its political development, and apart from the occasional terror attack in Erbil or Suleimaniya, free from the flames engulfing Iraq.) I consciously chose to avoid reporting about events in the Green Zone and focused instead on developments in the “red zone” that was the rest of Iraq. These events seemed more real to me than the world of make-believe acted out on a political stage removed from Iraqis and surrounded by American soldiers.




As Iraqis were searching for new authority, I was too. Like them, I found it in the mosque and the tribal meeting hall, the new centers of power in Iraq. Perhaps I neglected those who were silent, but they would not be the ones to determine the shape of the new Iraq. Perhaps I neglected those who shied away from violence, but they would not seize power in the new Iraq. My book begins with Iraq’s oppressed majority, the Shias, awakening and expressing their identity with an unprecedented vigor, vowing never to be shackled again. They, and perhaps the Kurds who are on their way to independence, were the only victors in America’s war. I continue with the Sunnis, the losers, struggling to adjust to a painful new reality. I visit the occupation, seeking to understand how American actions were alienating the Iraqi population they had come to liberate. Their presence and the realignment of power unleashed sectarian forces of internecine hatred that the people of Iraq had never experienced. Into the vacuum stepped foreign radicals in need of a home base where they could operate without obstruction and arrive in paradise via martyrdom.




As Iraq’s violence made a journalist’s work more and more dangerous and finally prohibitive for most, I continued to venture out, relying on my Middle Eastern features and Arabic, as well as a young freelancer’s recklessness borne of desperation. But as friends were killed and others fled, and the violence came closer and closer to me, I too found it increasingly difficult to work with integrity in Iraq, where foreigners were a target and a commodity, and the ranks of the martyrs in Iraq only increased.
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The Triumph of the Martyrs:


April 2003









	

Approximate number of Americans killed before President Bush’s May 1, 2003, declaration that the mission was accomplished: 300


	

Approximate number of Iraqi civilians killed by May 1, 2003: 2,000







ONE WEEK AFTERI arrived, hundreds of thousands of Shia pilgrims were marching south, to the holy city of Karbala for the first time in decades. Young barefoot men carried nothing but flags. Weathered old women hunched under their blackchadors. In small clusters, or dozens, or hundreds, they treaded through the red earth, formerly cracked and parched, turned to mud by recent rain. Their excitement, and sense of liberation, was electrifying. To an irreverent American, it might have seemed like Woodstock for the Shia. In fact, it was far, far more significant.




Shias believe that after the death of the prophet Muhammad in 632A.D ., leadership of the Muslim community should have been inherited by the family of Muhammad and his descendants, of the Hashemite clan. Instead, his best friend and father-in-law Abu Bakr became the firstcaliph. A quick succession of caliphs each met with assassination, in a dizzying dance of clans. By the year 680, the fifth caliph’s son, Yazid, was challenged as leader of the Muslims by Hussain, a grandson of Muhammad and a son of a previous caliph, Ali. Hussain expected the people of Kufah in southern Iraq to support his claim, because his father’s caliphate had been based there.




Hussain and seventy-two male supporters and their families set out for Kufah. While they were en route, Yazid persuaded the Kufan leadership to join with him and betraying Hussain. Hussain was intercepted and forced to camp in the desert of Karbala with his entourage. Yazid’s army surrounded Hussain’s camp, denying them access to the waters of the nearby Euphrates River. After a ten-day siege, on the tenth day of the Muslim month of Muharram (October 10, 680), Yazid’s army slaughtered Hussain and his followers. The women and children were sold into captivity. Yazid became the sixth caliph, ruling from Damascus. Hussain’s followers became known as Shiat Ali (Partisans of Ali).




Karbala became a pilgrimage destination for the world’s Shias and a center of theological study. Ali, his sons Hassan and Hussain, and their nine descendants, who became leaders of the Shia community, were called imams. Most Shias believe that the first eleven imams were assassinated and the twelfth imam went into occultation in a supernatural realm in 874A.D ., to reappear on Judgment Day as the Mahdi, or promised messiah. Shias devote many days of the year to commemorating the martyred imams, as well as more contemporary leaders, such as the First and Second Martyrs of the revered Sadr dynasty.




Singers wail lamentations for Hussain. Actors describe in detail the thirst of Hussain and his besieged followers in the heat of the desert, and Yazid’s cruelty in choosing the time of Muslim communal prayer on Friday to slaughter his rivals. Adult men and women weep bitterly during the last scenes of the reenactment, where they are reminded of the treachery and guilt of the Kufan community who abandoned Hussain to the evil Yazid. The virtues of Shia leaders are contrasted to the alleged immorality of early Sunni leaders, who supposedly stole the rightful leadership from Hussain and showed no mercy to his family, even the children. Early Sunni leaders are condemned and therefore so are their followers, today’s Sunni Muslims. In Iraq most Shia homes have posters of Hussain, a handsome, exotic figure, with long lashes and thick lips, riding his horse or carrying his sword. Many also have macabre posters of his severed and bloody head, the neck stuck on a pole.




The self-flagellation and mutilation during Muharram are done publicly, reinforcing the Shia sense of community. Muharram and its rituals, as well as the mourning processions during the month of Ramadan (marking Ali’s martyrdom), last for about two months of the year. Hussain’s martyrdom is interpreted as the truest example of heroism and sacrifice for all believers to emulate in their struggle against contemporary oppressors and as the standard by which all acts of martyrdom are analogized. The martyrdom in Karbala has intrinsic political content and symbolism that has found expression throughout the history of Shia oppression.




The most important politicization of the Muharram ceremonies occurred in late 1978. The Islamist faction of the opposition to the Shah of Iran dominated anti-Shah protests, casting their struggle as a reenactment of the historic battle between Hussain and Yazid. Ayatollah Khomeini appropriated the Muharram rituals to establish an Islamist government in Iran and used them as an expression of the ultimate act of resistance to injustice and tyranny.




Khomeini interpreted the Karbala events politically, accusing Mohammad Reza Pahlavi of acting as a modern Yazid and enemy of the Shias, thus sanctioning the uprising against the shah’s regime. Ashura fell on December 11, 1978, and was transformed into a political weapon. Millions of people took part in nationwide demonstrations that eventually led to the shah’s abdication and Khomeini’s return.




On April 9, 2003, in Iraq, the Shias awoke from the trauma of centuries of Sunni rule. Their history began in Iraq, where they had risen up against Baghdad’s founder and feuded with Sunnis. Now, there was a massive and unprecedented assertion of Shia identity to commemorate the end of the forty-day mourning period for Hussain’s martyrdom.




Not surprisingly, the annual celebration marking Hussain’s martyrdom was banned in Iraq for most of the thirty-five years of Baathist rule. In 1974 mourning processions became angry political protests. In 1977 police officers were met with fury when they tried to interfere with processions between Najaf and Karbala. Angry crowds took over a police station and chanted, “Saddam, remove your hand! The people of Iraq do not want you!” Now, in 2003, the Shia were free to make the pilgrimage without anyone trying to stop them.




It was extraordinarily poignant. I made my way among the pilgrims, through villages, alongside canals, and beneath palm trees. The villages were crisscrossed with thousands of wires and cables, connected to private generators. All along the way entreaties were made for us to share the pilgrims’ food and drinks by the banks of the Husseiniya canal. Girls washed clothes in the water as cows watched them indolently. Along the road children all gave us the thumbs-up. They had learned that from the Americans. They ran after cars shouting “Good! Good!”




At a checkpoint by a bridge I was pulled over by a group of men, some barefoot, all carrying Kalashnikovs. I got out of my car. It was then I learned the most valuable skill for surviving the new Iraq: how to smile at angry men pointing their guns at me and wish them peace.




On the dusty highway to Karbala, women held flags and balanced packs on their heads, marching behind their menfolk. When we finally reached the city, the streets had been closed to cars. Pedestrians streamed in by the tens of thousands. The elderly were carried on donkey carts. Everyone else walked toward the city center and its two shrines, their golden domes shimmering with an orange glow as the setting sun cast its dying rays on them. They are the shrines of Hussain and his brother Abbas, the two grandsons of the Prophet Muhammad who had died in this town in 680A.D .




With its natural resources, proud and well-educated population, and history, Iraq is a natural leader in the Arab world, but it isthe natural leader of the Shia world. Shia Islam started in Iraq and its major events and battles occurred here. For most of Islamic history the religious academies in Iraq were the most important centers of Shia learning. Najaf, where the fourth caliph Ali is buried, was the most important Shia learning center for a thousand years, until 1920, when Qom (in Iran) began to overshadow it. The Najaf academy is known as the Hawza Ilmiya, which means “circles of learning,” and was established in the eleventh century. It is the only institution in Iraq that can claim to lead the Shias and the only one to whom nearly all Shias claim allegiance.




Senior scholars in thehawza are calledmarjas. Eachmarja has a school named after him, and an office where his rulings on religious questions are distributed and to where his followers can turn for questions.Hawza students hope to become jurisprudents, allowing them to interpret and apply Islamic law. Every Shia must follow a jurisprudent, but he is free to choose which one he prefers and is then obligated to give his jurisprudent 20 percent of his yearly assets. A jurisprudent can rise up the ranks to become a grand ayatollah, the Jedi knight of the Shia world.




Thehawza is currently led by four grand ayatollahs, the most senior and widely followed of which is Ali al-Sistani. There is no separation of church and state. That concept does not exist in Islam. All Shia clerics want a state ruled according to Islamic law, and their followers—a majority of Iraqis—do, too. So Sistani’s political desires are of great consequence. Yet he is hardly the sole voice of the Shia.




Under Saddam, an underground movement called Dawa had sought to establish a Shia state. Its leader, Muhammad Bakr al-Sadr, had been executed in 1980. Muhammad Bakr al-Sadr was the greatest Shia theologian of the twentieth century, writing about economics, politics, and philosophy. Bakr al-Sadr’s main contributions were to jurisprudence and economics, particularly Islamic economics. With his 1961 bookOur Economics, he sought to combat socialism and show that Islam could be applied to all social problems. It was the first codified theory of Islamic economics. Sadr, like the Shia establishment of the time, was concerned that Iraq’s Shias were increasingly attracted to the communist and Baathist secular and socialist ideologies. InOur Economics, he critiqued Marxism and capitalism, and then articulated a theoretical and practical approach based on private and public ownership, economic freedom, and social justice. In 1980 when Bakr al-Sadr declared Baath Party membership forbidden, he was executed along with his sister. He became known as the First Martyr.




Bakr al-Sadr’s nephew Ayatollah Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr envisioned himself as thewali al-amr, or general leader, of the clergy, a position above all others, including the top clerics in Iran. “I know more than all the living and all the dead,” he famously said. He aspired to lead world Shiism and head an Islamic government in Iraq. Beginning in 1997 he publicly criticized Saddam, increasing his support among the masses of Shias and thus appropriating followers from other clerics. Since Shia believers must give a yearly tithe worth 20 percent of their assets to the cleric they follow, more followers means more money and more power. Despite his Santa Claus–like visage, Sadiq al-Sadr was vehement in his damnation of dissenters. He was said to publish statements naming dozens of new people infidels every day. Many included homosexuals, others were clerics who disagreed with him. In 1998 when Saddam relaxed restrictions on the Fridaykhutba, or sermon, Sadiq al-Sadr began preaching at the Kufah mosque, outside Najaf. His forty-seven sermons reached all Iraqi Shias and were very influential. In his sermons he wisely mixed colloquial Iraqi dialect with classical Arabic, thus reaching the average Iraqi. He mobilized the masses of disenfranchised Shias in Iraq. Unlike his sermons, Sadiq al-Sadr’s writings were eloquent. Sadiq al-Sadr also wrote about jurisprudence, Islamic economics, and such issues as the dangers of individualism and the Islamic utopia. Much of his writings showed an obsession with the coming of the Mahdi, or Shia messiah. Killed in an ambush by alleged agents of Saddam in 1999, he was known as the Second Martyr. The Sadr family was known for being revolutionary, their political activism a contrast to the quietism of thehawza ’s more traditional leadership.




Many pilgrims chanted and beat their chests, professing their love for Hussain. “I love you, you are my eyes!” one wailed. Colorful posters of Hussain and Ali decorated the gray walls. With thick lips and dreamy eyes, they looked like handsome Christ figures. One man had a long sword on his belt. “I cut my chest for the sake of Hussain,” the men chanted. “Oh, Hussain, where is Sadr? We don’t know on whom to seek vengeance!” “We swear we will never forget you, Hussain!” “Yes, yes for Islam, yes, yes for thehawza.”




A black cloud of shrouded women were amassed at the shrine of Hussain’s sister. A crowd of men beat their chests in penitence and sang for her. Some men checked their shoes, others left them on the sidewalk before entering a glistening room of refracted light. It had marble geometric patterns on the floor, inlaid wooden doors, and a mosaic of tiny mirror fragments covering the ceiling and top half of walls, columns, and arches. It was a small room, with people praying on the floor and kissing or touching the place where she once stood.




All night long, throngs closed their eyes and clapped their chests with one or both hands, then lifted both arms up to the sky and brought them down again in a rhythm to chant. The chant repeated as the crowd swelled, until it abruptly ended and somebody called “Our God prays for Muhammad and the family of Muhammad,” and then it was over. The crowd dispersed.




An interminable stream of mourners marched into the city, chanting, wailing, and carrying banners. One procession of people chanted “Sadr is in our hearts, Sistani is in our eyes!” “Oh, Hussain!” was written on the black bandanas the mourners tied around their heads. A huge crowd marched by, chanting and whipping their backs with chains. It was a flagellation procession. The men grunted and whipped the chains over their shoulders, onto their torn and bloody shirts, chanting “Hussain, Hussain, Hussain.”




Men carrying exterminator packs filled with rosewater walked through the sea of people, spraying the scented water into the air. It descended upon the crowds in a fine and very annoying mist. Men who had made a vow to Hussain or Abbas in hopes that their prayers would be answered, had crawled on hands and knees to Karbala. Now they crawled all the way to the shrines, their backs wet with sweat, their clothes a mess of rags. In the park between the two tombs of Hussain and Abbas people slept on blankets or on the hard floor.




At 5:30A.M . a procession with trumpets, swords, and drums woke me up. At 6:00A.M . a huge procession of men went by, singing, carrying many flags, hands beating their chests. “Let people say what they want,” they chanted, “we will mourn for you in your tomb, Hussain.” Inside the mosque, in the courtyard, there was no room to move except toward the tomb itself. Above the sea of heads, only flags and outstretched arms rose. Outside the tomb, trumpets blared and drums beat, as men wearing white robes stained crimson hit their heads with swords. It was the controversial sword-flagellation ceremony. Blood sprayed on all those who were close, especially photographers, whose faces and shirts were speckled with red. Women cried and hit their heads, watching from the side or from the roofs of houses.




The celebration was getting rowdier and more crowded, yet it was peaceful. Sheep were slaughtered on the street for free meat, their blood running in canals. Runners started at one of the gates of the city and sprinted to the tombs of Hussain and Abbas. They ran and beat themselves to show that Hussain and his followers did not die in vain and that their deaths would be avenged. More people arrived all day, marching to the tomb and breaking down when they saw it, as if they had just learned of a relative’s death. Old men cried, bent over, covering their faces. Others went about their business. One man carried a long block of ice on his back. In thesuq, the open market, were mounds of incense, piles of spices, a tea stand, and slaughtered sheep. Sandal repair boys were making a killing.




I walked past many impromptu sermons given in colloquial Iraqi, past the stands for free sweet tea, past an ambulance covered in leaflets in English, with messages for the media. “We want a government that represents all Iraqi people, a government which has an independent will,” one said. “We refuse wardship and occupation.”




The following day there was ahawza demonstration. “Yes, yes for thehawza,” people chanted. “Yes, yes for freedom! Islam is victorious! Yes, yes for unity! Death to America! Death to Israel! No to imperialism!” In the street I saw a banner that proclaimed “No, no for America, no for Israel, no for the devil, in the name of Hussain’s revolution.”




[image: space]






AT THREE IN THE AFTERNOONon April 23, the celebration took an abrupt turn to politics. Abdel Aziz al-Hakim, one of the two or three most important politicians in the new Iraq, called a press conference in the second floor of a building by the shrines. Heavy security guarded the building, and all guests were checked for identification and weapons. Hakim wore a green robe with embroidery, a black turban, and thin-framed glasses. His gray beard was shaved close. “In a few hours these ceremonies will come to an end,” he began. He explained that the ceremonies symbolized resistance to oppression by the enemies of Islam. “These ceremonies today come while we pass through a very delicate and serious stage,” he said, consisting of “the absence of security, stability, and a political system, which will lead to more confusion and losses…[and to] terrorist groups and extremists and remnants of the old regime. The Iraqi people can organize their own affairs…. There are no more excuses for the U.S. presence, and it is not accepted by the Iraqi people.” When he took questions, I asked him if there was afaqih, or jurisprudent, who could lead Iraq. “There is afaqih who can lead the people,” he said, referring to his brother, Ayatollah Hakim, whom he hoped would be the supreme cleric leading the new Shia state of Iraq. Abdel Aziz al-Hakim was the leader of the SCIRI (The Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq).




Then it was over. The city returned to normal, the pilgrims left, the journalists returned to the better food that could be found in Baghdad. As we drove out we saw children wearing swimming trunks, their scrawny bodies glistening as they jumped into the waters of the canal beneath a bridge.




 




THE FUTURE OFIRAQ’SSHIAis the future of Iraq. For the first time in the modern history of the Shia homeland, they started to share power, if not control the new state outright. The jubilation in Karbala would not last long, however. Back in Baghdad, the new Iraq was full of looting and chaos. The Shia were partly kept under control by Sistani, who called upon them to stop looting and return stolen goods (which many of them did). But Sistani was challenged by strongmen. His deputy in southern Baghdad, Sheikh al-Qaisi, controlled a militia whose leader would be killed at the end of 2004 after assassinating up to forty Wahhabis and Baathists. His name was Ahmad al-Mullah, and he was no shrinking violet. Yet when al-Qaisi sent a delegation led by al-Mullah to one rebellious sheikh to collect looted goods, the sheikh refused. He did not recognize Sistani as his leader. Al-Mullah and his gang were infuriated and asked for permission to kill the man, but they were refused. The sheikh, named al-Muayad, quickly became known as “sheikh of the looted goods.”




Sistani was challenged in a more serious way by the scion of the Sadr family, Moqtada al-Sadr. After the war he had emerged from a life in hiding to seize control of the vast network of mosques and clerics his martyred father had established. On April 9, 2003, his spiritual leader, Ayatollah al-Haeri, issued a fatwa urging Shia clerics in Iraq to take power as soon as they could. Haeri urged Iraqis to kill all Baathists to prevent them from taking over again. Moqtada sent cash to clerics throughout Iraq, proclaiming them his deputies and ordering them to seize former public buildings. His announcements were hung on walls throughout the country, alongside pictures of Haeri and Moqtada’s father and great uncle.




The United States initially hoped to influence the Shia through yet another leader, Abdul Majid al-Khoei. He had been in exile in London. He was more moderate than many clerics, and he owed a great deal to the support of the American government. But on April 10, just after he returned to Iraq, carrying millions of dollars given to him by the U.S. government, Khoei was stabbed to death by a mob. Khoei had embodied the Bush administration’s Shia strategy for Iraq. With his death there was none to replace it. Most observers and residents of Najaf believed that Moqtada was involved in the murder, something he dismisses. Moqtada’s followers proceeded to surround the houses of conservative Shiite clerics, including that of Sistani, and give them twenty-four hours to leave Najaf. This provoked 1,500 tribesmen loyal to Sistani to descend on Najaf in his defense. A brutal pattern was established: a minority of extremists would follow whichever leader exhibited the most brute force, in this case Moqtada, and would manage to outflank the more numerous and moderate followers of people like Sistani. The western press would paint Sistani as a good man, and Moqtada as evil. In fact, Sistani and his followers were only “moderate” by the warped standards of Iraq.




The large Shia section of Baghdad, known as Sadr City, was a tough, hostile neighborhood, with no love lost on America. My Shia driver was terrified of taking me there. A doctor making a living working for journalists, his English had been learned in medical textbooks. Sadr City was “critical,” he said, meaning dangerous. In mid-April, one hundred Shia clerics met in high security in Sadr City, protected by armed men who blocked off the road and shot in the air. The clerics stated their preferences for a theocracy by calling for a ban on dominoes, television, makeup, music, dancing, and Western films.




Many sheikhs controlled their own militias. One sheikh’s young clerics controlled hospitals throughout Baghdad, guarding them with armed volunteers who did their bidding. Teenagers with thin fuzz for beards and immense turbans claimed to be managing these hospitals. Doctors were both grateful to them for the security they provided and terrified of the young thugs, who had little education and no experience. Similarly, Moqtada announced that his clerics were in charge of Najaf. They were organizing the city’s services independently of American intervention.




I soon realized that Saddam had been smart to monitor Shia trends by recording so many sermons in their mosques. I began to do the same, attending prayers and asking friends to record the sermons in other mosques. I heard similar messages from many rival Shia leaders, already in late April, within weeks of the fall of Saddam’s regime: demands for an Islamic government. Denunciations of secularism. Sometimes the worddemocracy was used positively, but the larger message was not about tolerance and liberalism.




 




ONAPRIL18 Abdel Aziz al-Hakim had spoken in Kut, proclaiming that Shias were the majority in Iraq and hinting that they hoped for an Islamic government. In Sadr City’s Hikma mosque, now controlled by Moqtada, tens of thousands filled the street for Friday prayer, protected by guards carrying Kalashnikovs. It was the first time the mosque was open since the 1999 riots that followed the Second Martyr’s death. Sheikh Muhammad Fartusi, Moqtada’s deputy for Baghdad, warned that Shias would not accept democracy without full sovereignty. If Shias did not have a say in the government, it would be worse than under Saddam, he said. Fartusi exhorted his audience to obey thehawza (i.e., Moqtada) and issued a ban on music and other Western infidel habits. He imposed the veil on women and argued for the supremacy of Islamic law over tribal law.




In Karbala, Sheikh al-Abadi spoke at the shrine of Hussain, which had been closed to Friday prayers since 2002. “We reject this foreign occupation,” he declared, calling it an unwanted imperialism. “We do not need the Americans,” he said, warning that they were infidels who had come for Iraq’s oil. Abadi also condemned the Iraqi exile politicians who were now returning to Iraq. They were under American control, he said. Abadi also called for Shias to obey thehawza (again, meaning Moqtada). Abadi called for unity and the crowd chanted with him, “Yes, yes to thehawza !”




On Sunday, April 20, Ayatollah Kadhim al-Haeri, in Iran, demanded that the new government in Iraq be consistent with the Iraqi people’s religion and morals. That same day Sheikh Fartusi and five others were arrested by American soldiers. They were traveling on the road from Karbala and they had refused to hand over weapons. Thousands of Shias had demonstrated in front of the Palestine Hotel in Baghdad, demanding Fartusi’s release. Fartusi called his arrest “worse than the arrests that Saddam ordered against our students.” He claimed that he had been beaten and had spent the night in jail with his hands tied behind his back. He added that “none of our youth pointed a weapon against the Americans” and warned that “next time God alone knows what the people’s anger could lead to.”




Supporters of Moqtada were getting stronger by the week. The Bayaa mosque had belonged to followers of Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr. Its sheikh, Muayad, had been responsible for distributing thehawza’ s fatwas in Baghdad, and he had been popular with anti-regime Shias. He had been jailed by Saddam in 1999 and released following the war. On Friday, April 25, Sheikh Muayad warned his flock that if he learned of any Iraqi woman sleeping with American soldiers, he would announce her tribe and call for her death. Muayad now owed his allegiance to the second Sadr’s son, the young Moqtada.




Sadiq al-Sadr had built an impressive network of mosques and social services around the country, controlled by his former students. Moqtada capitalized on this network, dispatching young clerics around the country to seize mosques, hospitals, clinics, and looted goods, and to provide security and social services. His men soon controlled Baghdad slums housing up to three million Shias, now known as Sadr City. Built in the 1950s to house Shia migrants fleeing from their feudal lords in the south, it had originally been called Revolution City, a bastion of the Communist Party. Then it had become Saddam City, though it remained a very traditional area. Now it was a tinderbox.




That same Friday the twenty-fifth, supporters of Moqtada rallied to hear him speak in Kufah. They were watched by Moqtada’s burgeoning gang, wearing badges stating they were from the “Office of the Martyr Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr.” Elsewhere, in Nasiriya, Moqtada’s supporters gave many fiery sermons. People were told to prepare for an Islamic state. In Baghdad’s al-Rahman mosque, the sheikh called on the foreign occupiers to leave Iraq. He wielded a Kalashnikov and spoke of his time in Saddam’s jails where he was tortured along with his son. He cried, and his audience cried with him. The sheikh declared the Rahman mosque the Baghdad office of thehawza and called for a demonstration on Monday, April 28, to rival a conference the United States was holding to discuss a new Iraqi government. Thehawza should participate in determining the new government, he said.




In Sadr City’s Mohsen mosque the devout were told that they would no longer be ruled by secular laws. They would demand an Islamic government. Sheikh al-Khafaji warned all alcohol and music shops to close.




Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr had famously said that thehawza was divided in two. There was thehawza natiqa, or the outspokenhawza, meaning him, and there was thehawza samita, or silent hawza, referring to Ayatollah al-Sistani, who had sedulously avoided confrontation with political authorities. Now, the outspokenhawza was getting louder still. In Baghdad’s Kadhimiya district, Sheikh Muhammad al-Yaqubi competed with Moqtada for leadership of the house of Sadr. He addressed tens of thousands of devout in the Shrine of Musa al-Kadhim, each Friday. Most of the listeners had to kneel outside on rugs because the mosque was so crowded. Yaqubi’s voice echoed on loudspeakers outside the beige and blue walls of the shrine, the largest Shia mosque in Baghdad, its gold dome and minaret towers shimmering.




At one sermon that I attended, Yaqubi demanded that Iraq’s future ruler be a Muslim and rule according to Sharia, or Islamic law. Though “others” were attempting to establish a government, Yaqubi called for a conference to establish it. Thehawza would send a delegation of experts in public administration to the conference and the new government would restore normal life, write a constitution consistent with Islam, and hold elections. A committee of Sunni and Shiaulema, or theologians, would supervise the drafting of the constitution. The jubilant crowd chanted “Death to Saddam the infidel! Death to the Baath Party!” and “We want! We want! We want! [thehawza to represent Shias].” He called on Shias to demonstrate the following Monday at 9:00A.M . starting at the National Theatre and ending at the Palestine Hotel, where most of the press were staying.




At the end of Yaqubi’s sermon, the listeners began to shout, “Yes, for thehawza natiqa!” When Sheikh Yaqubi left the mosque, only one gate was open. Outside, the mosque was surrounded by at least two dozen bodyguards armed with Kalashnikovs. As Yaqubi made his way out, his bodyguards shoved people out of the way. People began falling over and getting trampled. They pleaded with the bodyguards to cease pushing them. Several angry prayer goers complained furiously, “He is like Saddam, there is no difference!”




The Kadhim mosque had also issued a decision that women could only enter wearing theabaya, orchador, as it was known in Iran. Sadr’s followers were imposing their control. Not far from the Kadhim mosque stood the Sunni Sheikh al-Ansari mosque. It was hated by Shias, and they closed it down after the war. When asked why, ahawza representative said, “We did it for the security of Yaqubi,” but it was clear he did not mean it. “It’s the beginning of the separation,” he added with a smile.




The demonstration Yaqubi and others had called for was held on Monday, April 28. Thousands of angry demonstrators called for freedom, independence, and justice, whatever those slogans meant. They condemned America and Israel, voicing their support for thehawza. They also voiced their opposition to the leadership meeting conducted under American supervision. Moqtada and his followers boycotted the demonstration. A Sadr representative warned that though they did not object to the removal of Saddam and his weapons of mass destruction, an American occupation would be met with resistance.




At a summit meeting called by Jay Garner, the former American general and then-head of the reconstruction effort, Iraq’s Shias were underrepresented because the two largest movements, the Sadrists and the Dawa Party, boycotted the event. Dawa explained that it refused to cooperate with a military administration. The Shias were already beginning to feel alienated from the U.S.-led process in Iraq. Even the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq sent only a minor delegation. The previous week another leadership meeting had been held in Nasiriya, and it too had been boycotted by all major Shia groups. Both meetings were failures, since most of the population was not represented. Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, Iraq’s most powerful cleric, steadfastly refused to meet with any American representative.




On April 28 I drove down to Najaf to meet thehawza leadership face to face. When I checked into a hotel near the city’s market, the hotel manager had three machine guns behind his front desk. I started my visit with a tour of the City of Peace, as Najaf’s cemetery is known. It is a city of tombs, for all those Shias who have sought burial close to the tomb of Ali. When I got to the cemetery, a grave digger was washing a body in preparation for burial. His whole tribe had been grave diggers for centuries, he explained. “I was born and found my father a grave digger, and my father found his father a grave digger.” He claimed Najaf’s cemetery was the second biggest in the world. “Najaf is designed for burying,” he said, “not living, but because people like Ali, they do live here too.” In 1991, following the Shia uprising, Saddam destroyed many tombs and built a road over them.




I had come to Najaf to meet with representatives of the four leading Shia ayatollahs, to find out what sort of government they wanted, and to compare it to the unvarnished messages preached in the mosques. I expected to hear careful statements tailored for the Western press. Yet some of the clerics were honest. The fourmarjas led by Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani were represented by their sons. I met with Ali al-Najafi, the son of Sistani ally Ayatollah Bashir al-Najafi. Their contempt for the young Moqtada Sadr was barely contained. “Some people just buy a turban from the market and dress like an imam,” Ali explained, alluding to Moqtada. “In thehawza a man can be recognized by his learning. Some irresponsible people who wear the imam’s turban have divided thehawza, but there are only fourmarja: Najafi, Sistani, Hakim, and Fayad.” But even the so-called moderate ayatollahs were not sanguine about the American presence. Ali reminded me that it was Najaf’s religious leaders who had led the battle against the British in the “revolution” of 1920 and it was a religious leader who had led the resistance to the Mongols. “This may very possibly happen against the Americans and the British,” he said, “if the occupation is against the religious people of Iraq, then they will have to say something. Themarja has no relationship with the political, it does not need the chair of the country and it does not aspire to politics, but if the political system is against Islam, then we will fight it. No Muslim can be ruled by a non-Muslim.”




What kind of government did he hope to see in Iraq? I asked. “We desire a government of God’s justice,” he said, but “this is just a wish, we will not get it because the foreign occupation controls everything in Iraq. America will not leave Iraq until the twelfth imam returns.” He warned, however, that “We will not wait for theMahdi, we will work to give advice to people. The fourmarja reject the U.S. occupation and could at any time urge their followers to fight, but those who say fight today will never fight,” he said. “They just want to increase their popularity. In the 1920s, the leaders of the revolution were allmarja.”




Volunteers on the street wore plastic“hawza” identification cards, but they exchanged them with friends, and nobody knew who was in charge of these volunteers. A loudspeaker announced that there was only onemarja and no other. Back in the hotel, two middle-aged men sat in the lobby, playing with their children and sharing raisins from American-supplied snacks. They told me they hoped to become the fifty-first state of America. Sitting in my stale room that night, hoping to watch television, I found only one channel. In the middle of a Western television show, the transmission was cut by an amateur announcer. “The new Najaf channel is starting from this day,” he said, and the screen showed a Quran as a narrator read it. Later on, a famous singer of Shia lamentations began wailing tributes to Imam Hussain’s death. I resigned myself to boredom.




Across from a Baathist building destroyed by American missiles, and from where the stench of dead bodies crushed under the concrete still wafted out, was the headquarters for the Fudala group of thehawza, led by Sheikh Yaqubi, who had spoken in Baghdad’s Kadhim mosque the previous Friday. “Fudala” meant “the generous ones.” Inside, Sheikh Husain al-Tai, a tall man with dark red skin, explained to me that Fudala sought to run the city’s administration, to prove that thehawza could govern everything in Iraq, the political and the social. “We are researching and comparing Islam to other political systems such as capitalism, socialism, and Marxism,” he said. “We know that religion and politics are the same. Now that Saddam is gone, we can return to politics.” He invited me to the Fudala Party’s founding conference the following day.




To prepare for Fudala’s founding conference I looked at Yaqubi’s bookWe and the West, which he had written before the war. “America lifts the flag of enemies to Islam and makes itself the first enemy of Muslims, so we must also consider America our enemy,” he said. “All the signs have occured for theawar al dajal,” Yaqubi warned. Theawar al dajal was the one-eyed liar, sort of like the Muslim antichrist. He was very powerful and could put people in his paradise or his hell. He had godlike powers and could make rain fall and the flowers grow. He was like a pharaoh (not a good thing to be in Islam). TheMahdi and Christ would return eventually to kill theawar al dajal. According to Yaqubi’s book, America was theawar al dajal. He was blind in one eye, because he looked at life only in one way, and that was money. He did not see life with feelings. His hell was the suffering caused by America. His paradise was the money that America gave to people. Anybody who was sent to his hell would be sent to paradise by God, anyone who followed him to his paradise would go to God’s hell.




Yaqubi attributed his theories to Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr. “People must not take culture from America, but should take their science,” he said. He mocked those who wore jeans and adopted American culture but demonstrated against America. “We are at war with the West,” he said. “It is a cultural war…after the fall of the Soviet Union, a new system in the world called the unipolar system took over. It is represented by American imperialism. Behind it are the global Masons. They have been planning in the shadows for two hundred years to satisfy distant goals. These goals are putting all the world under the control of a strong hand. This hand must interfere in every affair of other systems under the guise of internationalism and legality to create a balanced organization. This whole new system is called globalization.”




There were about three hundred people present at the conference. Since they were followers of Yaqubi, they were by extension followers of Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr. Like all such events, the conference began with a verse from the Quran specifically selected for its appropriateness for the occasion. For the Fudala Party’s establishment they read a verse from the Quran that stated “God opened our path to go to the future and nobody can stop us because we are victorious.” Members of Fudala wore badges that said they were protectors of Najaf.




The conference was attended by tribal leaders, religious leaders, and academics. “This group will represent thehawza and all of Islam,” Yaqubi announced. Yaqubi, who was in charge of Sadr University, was a small, older man with a child’s body and a stern face. Under his white turban he wore thick glasses with a gray frame. He sat behind a desk flanked by two laymen in Western clothes. He explained that they would defend Shias and Sharia from Western culture. This was much like the Dawa Party’s original goal. Tribal heads were not suitable to run Iraq, Yaqubi said, and the leader of Iraq should not come from outside Iraq because his behavior would be Western and not Iraqi.




Yaqubi announced that he would open many offices in all of Iraq to organize thehawza. He would organize a consultative council to be elected by the people, like in Iran. They would establish a newspaper to spread their thinking. A constitutional Islamic council would be responsible for politics and for watching what other parties did, evaluating and controlling their behavior. He urged people to go to their mosques. “The mosque is a school, a cultural center, a center for conferences,” he said. “Everything that is done must be done inside the mosque.”




 




MEANWHILE, ONE OFYaqubi’s main opponents among Shia leaders, the ever-dangerous Moqtada al-Sadr, was trying to put a velvet glove on his iron fist. Around the time of the Fudala convention, he spoke in the mosque in nearby Kufah, trying to bolster his religious credentials. Moqtada warned those who did not attend Friday prayers that their absence was tantamount to supporting the atheist West. All alcohol shops must be closed down, Moqtada decreed, even those owned by Christians. Themanbar, or chair upon which the imam sat, would be the seat of the government in Iraq, he said. Tens of thousands were in attendance. Moqtada’s following was growing. He already controlled Sadr City, home to nearly 10 percent of Iraq’s population. Even if not all of Sadr City’s residents supported him, the presence of Moqtada’s armed thugs meant that nobody could compete with him there. Moqtada had taken to wearing a white funeral shroud, like his father, demonstrating his willingness to be martyred.




He was doing his best to sound like a more erudite cleric, yet when I visited him, he was gruff.




Moqtada punctuated his points with a dismissive puff, “eh,” and sneered. He was very aggressive, which was unusual in the labyrinth of rumors, hints, and innuendoes that typically constituted a conversation with a Shia leader. Moqtada’s followers called him by his first name—he was one of them. No other leader in Iraq had such a personal relationship with his followers. The young upstart of the Shia world, he was taking on the establishment, showing no respect for his elders, or his betters, at first glance just an arrogant street punk benefiting from his father’s reputation and universal admiration. But to believe that he was merely that was a grave mistake.




Moqtada refused to tell me what kind of government he hoped to see in Iraq. “When America attacked Iraq, it ignored world opinion,” he said. “The whole world stood against America and the U.S. ignored it. Likewise, the U.S. will ignore the opinion of the Iraqi people and it will compose the new government according to its own desires.” He did not thank the United States for freeing Iraq, he said, he thanked only God. “I don’t want the chair of the government because it will be controlled by the U.S., and I don’t want to be controlled by the U.S.,” Moqtada said.




I asked if he wanted to attack America. Moqtada snorted and replied in a very colloquial expression,“ya muawad,” or “Hey, man, you want us to get in trouble?” “I am not afraid,” he said when I asked him if he feared for his safety. “I wish to be a martyr and I don’t fear death.” When asked if he wanted relations with Shias in other countries, Moqtada said, “The Shias outside Iraq didn’t help the Shias inside Iraq; they urged us to fight and didn’t help, letting us be first in line to get killed.” Would there be a time to fight the Americans? “I will fight America when theMahdi will appear, because this is the land of theMahdi and they occupy his land.”




 




MOQTADA’S POWER GRABonly became more difficult. The number of contenders for Shia leadership continued to expand. On May 10 Ayatollah Muhamad Bakr al-Hakim, the SCIRI leader whose brother had called a rally in Karbala, returned to Iraq after twenty-three years in exile. He was greeted by an adoring crowd of thousands. Hakim called for a Muslim government.




On Friday, May 16, the rough concrete halls of Baghdad’s al-Rahman mosque were packed with hundreds of men who spilled onto its gravel courtyard. Men with Kalashnikovs patrolled through the kneeling crowd, as did a man spraying water from an insect exterminating pack to cool the crowd. Sheikh Fartusi, Moqtada’s boss for Baghdad, quickly got to the point: “Iraq is an occupied country.” Fartusi called for a demonstration the following Monday at the Kadhim shrine to show Iraqi unity and support ahawza -led government. Fartusi asked the crowd to shout “No, no to imperialism, no, no to occupation, no, no to falsehood, no, no to the devil!”




The Muhsin mosque, at the entrance to Sadr City, was its most important. It was controlled by Seyid Hasan al-Naji al-Musawi. Though only in his midthirties, the jovial and ribald Hasan had a white beard. Fond of wordplays and vulgar jokes, Hasan always promised to find me a good Iraqi wife, and he once explained to me the different ways to satisfy Iranian, Lebanese, and Iraqi women. I met him in May 2003, visiting him often in his home around the corner from the mosque. In the beginning he often charged me a “tax,” asking me to use my satellite phone to call friends and relatives in southern Lebanon, where he had once lived, and I teased him by suggesting he was calling Lebanese Hizballah. Seyid Hasan’s brothers worked as drivers, taking passengers from Baghdad to Syria or Jordan in sedans nicknamed “dolphins.” I drove in and out of the country with one brother, a devout young man who ate only kabobs. His other brother, Seyid Abdul Jabar, drank alcohol and worked as little as possible. Eating dinner once with the brothers, they asked me which ayatollah my father followed. Jabar whispered in my ear, “I only follow girls!”




Seyid Hasan insisted that the Iranian system of government was the best system for Iraq, and that Ayatollah al-Haeri would be the Supreme Leader. Seyid Hasan denied forming a political party, but he insisted the Sadr movement represented the people of Iraq. “People want us to try and establish a government,” Seyid Hasan said. He warned that should Sadr City rise up against the occupation, it “will be one hundred times worse for the Americans than Mogadishu. Until now we are just waiting for the Americans to fulfill their promises.” On television that day I saw Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld warning that “efforts to make Iraq in Iran’s image will be aggressively put down.”




The next Friday, May 30, at the al-Muhsin mosque, Seyid Hasan led tens of thousands in prayer. Sheikh al-Abadi provided the sermon. “We demand that the American forces get out of Iraq,” he said. “The Iraqi people have the right to govern their own country. America wouldn’t agree to be occupied by any other country, so they must know that Islamic countries do not accept occupation.” Addressing the “people of humanity in America,” he said, “we are not your enemy. Your enemy is gone, as you can see.” He warned that the crime of occupation overshadowed the gift of liberty.




Sheikh al-Abadi warned about the Jewish threat. “There is a negative phenomenon that will destroy this society in the same manner used before by Israel to occupy Palestine,” he said. He warned that the Jews were “coming and buying land here just like they did in Palestine” and that “they make Jewish footprints in Iraq. Israel is the number-one enemy of Islam and Iraq. Selling land to these people is forbidden.”




In Baghdad the power vacuum was rapidly filled by Sadr’s army of followers. “Thehawza orders and people obey,” said Sheikh Fartusi. “It was the same in the time of Saddam. People were suffering and complaining and thehawza tried to decrease these sufferings. The first thing we did was to reassure people that the area is secure and stable, then restore social services, traffic, power, then restore law and prevent people from looting and stealing. Moqtada was in charge of the martyrs’ office and the office gave orders.” Fartusi was born in the Meisan province in 1969 and studied pharmacology in the University of Baghdad. He studied in thehawza for ten years, never leaving Iraq. He worked for Moqtada’s father as a religious school supervisor. “They tried to close the office after 1999,” he said, “and we tried to move to continue spreading our ideas and in the end with patience we succeeded. We were always trying to serve people, not thinking of leading or the future, only of today. Sadr City was suffering from a water shortage under Saddam and we helped that. If they install an honorable government we will continue studying. It should be peace-loving, fair, honest, not aggressive against neighbors, no discrimination between sects. We want the leader to be from those people who suffered. If the government is good, it will have direct relations with people. If the government fails, we will reelect a new government.”




Fartusi ran the Hikma mosque. When I visited one morning, I found the baby-faced Sheikh Halim al-Fatlawi presiding over social services in Sadr City. In an annex of the mosque, Fatlawi sat on a thin mattress on the marble floor. When the war ended, Fatlawi was at the Shia religious academy in the holy city of Najaf. Now, he and his fellow clerics were dispatched to Sadr City to stave off the crisis following the collapse of Saddam’s food distribution program. He explained that “when the government fell, there were many cars going back and forth between Najaf, where the Shia leadership resides, and Baghdad, where many clerical students were staying.” United in their adherence to the rulings of Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr, these students were able to organize and obey Moqtada. “I was in Najaf when the government fell and we sent instructions to all the students in Baghdad in these cars,” Fatlawi said. “We issued a fatwa that looted food and medicine be returned to us, and we reopened the warehouses and began distributing food to the people.”




With the help of an army of volunteers from Sadr City, Fatlawi also supervised the provision of security to medical clinics and for the Islamic court, held once a week in his mosque to settle civil disputes. Young men with badges from thehawza, wielding AK-47s, protected hospitals, food warehouses, and neighborhoods. But security was not the only need. Fatlawi listened patiently and handed out instructions as people beseeched him for food, to provide them with milk, sugar, rice, and other essentials. A line extended out of the door into the main hall of the mosque. He leaned forward intently, his legs crossed and his round face serene, almost Buddha-like. Those who requested financial assistance received five to ten thousand dinars a week per person. Fatlawi explained that “sometimes they get more if they need to pay for a medical treatment.”




Sheikh Halim warned me that “the Iraqi people don’t like American freedom; they want Islamic freedom, not a secular freedom”. When I visited the children’s program in the mosque courtyard, I found rows of young boys chanting that America was the devil. As I left with my female photographer, who was wrapped in her own blackabaya, the boys chased after us, smiling, and slitting their throats with their fingers in pantomine.




Walking to Moqtada’s office, in an alley just before the Tomb of Ali, I entered a store selling religious books, CDs, and watches with pictures of Moqtada, his brothers, and father on their faces. Crowds stood before his office, earnestly making their case for entry to an indifferent young cleric who peered down at them from behind the barely opened door. A young cleric in black robes and white turban dragged an older shopkeeper to the door, ordering him to wait there, as the cleric entered to inquire whether it was permitted to sell shirts bearing the image of Moqtada’s father, Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr.




In mid-July, Moqtada called for the establishment of a Mahdi Army of loyal followers to protect Iraq and themarja leadership of thehawza. He also accused the Americans of besieging his house, but added that they could not prevent him from going out to see his people because of the Mahdi Army. “Americans dispersed,” he said, after knowing that they would face a “test called the Shiites.” He reiterated that the American-appointed Iraqi Governing Council was an “agent for Americans” and that services such as electricity were much better under the old regime. He claimed that the “Zionist” IGC (Iraqi Governing Council) was composed of insignificant men and members of illegal political parties who had handed control of Iraq to foreigners. Moqtada warned that his Mahdi Army would be mobilized when it was necessary to support thehawza, meaning himself. He demanded that Iraqis shut down radio and television stations that the Americans had established. Moqtada denied any desire to participate in the new government, which he called illegal.




Later that month Moqtada claimed that American soldiers had surrounded his home and were planning to arrest him. Thousands of protestors descended upon Najaf, heeding their leader’s call. Many were bused or trucked in from Baghdad or Basra. Some even came in ambulances. They confronted American soldiers and marines. Demonstrators chanted “no Americans after today,” echoing the motto of Saddam’s storm troopers in the 1991 intifada who ransacked southern Iraq warning that there would be “no Shias after today.” The leaders of the protest handed a list of demands to the colonel at the American base in Najaf, including a demand that the troops leave immediately.




In mid-August, as temperatures rose, tempers flared. On the thirteenth of that month an American helicopter flying over Sadr City stopped above a radio tower where a black flag inscribed with the name of the Mahdi waved from the top. Soldiers tried to knock the flag down. Thousands of protestors were met by U.S. troops. At least one Iraqi was killed and several others wounded. Sadr City was in an uproar. Signs condemning America and Israel and calling for violence appeared throughout the neighborhood. For Iraq’s insecure Shias, accustomed to victimization and reared on myths of martyrdom, it was the spark they had been waiting for.




The Friday prayers in Sadr City two days later were predictably inflammatory. Thousands chanted for Islam and against America. “Yesterday Saddam the infidel attacked our holy sites and the people of this holy city,” one sheikh cried, “and now the Americans do the same thing. So what is the difference between Saddam and America?” The American civilian administration, the CPA, was at a loss. They were under strict orders not to deal with Moqtada’s movement throughout the country. Even humanitarian NGOs working on U.S. aid contracts were forbidden by the local CPA officials from interacting with Sadr’s men. Sadr was dismissed as a nuisance and nothing more. A U.S. inquiry into the murder of Khoei found Moqtada guilty, but he was never arrested for the crime.




Iraq’sfaudha, or chaos, was one step closer tofitna, or civil strife (a condition greatly feared in Islam) when SCIRI’s leader Ayatollah Muhamad Bakr al-Hakim was killed in a car bombing outside Najaf’s Tomb of Ali, following the Friday prayers on August 29. It was only ten days after the UN headquarters suffered a devastating attack. Up to one hundred others were also slain in the massive bombing that killed Hakim. Iraqi authorities seized nineteen men, some of them foreign Arabs, suspected of involvement. The bombings were followed by calls for an Iraqi paramilitary force to be recruited from the various militias in the country. One more martyr graced the walls of Iraq’s streets.
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