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Summary
• The connection between the Hashd al-Sha’abi 

and the outbreak of the anti-government protests 
in 2019 known as the Tishreen (October) protest 
movement uprising is often overlooked due to the 
presupposed distinctions between both events.

• While Hashd becomes a popular mobilization 
against an offensive during the states’ mili-
tary collapse, Tishreen becomes a popular up-
heaval against the state’s failed governance, 
corruption, and sectarian politics.

• The Iran factor within both cases is a crucial 
element that must be considered when trying 
to understand even both Hashd and Tishreen 
separately.

• This study aims to discuss the transition be-
tween both Hashd and Tishreen in the eyes 
of Iran’s influence in Iraq in an attempt to re-
flect upon a linkage that is worth emphasizing, 
rather than just explaining what they would 
represent.

• Between the formation of Hashd and the out-
break of the Tishreen popular uprising, we can 
notice Iran’s readiness to utilize the opportu-
nities provided to increase its influence and 
power beyond its border at any cost.

 Keywords: Hashd al-Sha’abi, Tishreen Protest 
Movement (October), Iran, Iraq, Hezbollah

Özet
• 2014 yılında kurulan Haşdi Şabi (Haşd) ile 

2019’da Ekim Hareketi (Tişrin) olarak bilinen 
hükûmet karşıtı protestoların patlak verme-
si arasındaki bağlantı, iki olay arasında var-
sayılan ayrım nedeniyle genellikle gözden 
kaçmaktadır.

• Haşd, devletin ordusunun çöküşü sırasında-
ki saldırılara karşı bir halk seferberliği iken 
Tişrin, hükûmetin başarısız yönetimine, yoz-
laşmasına ve mezhepçi siyasetine karşı bir 
halk ayaklanmasıdır.

• İran faktörü, Haşd ve Tişrin meseleleri ayrı ayrı 
anlaşılmaya çalışılırken dahi dikkate alınması 
gereken çok önemli bir unsurdur.

• Bu çalışma, Haşd ve Tişrin’in neyi temsil etti-
ğini açıklamaktan ziyade iki mesele arasındaki 
geçiş sürecini, İran’ın Irak’taki etkisi perspek-
tifinden tartışmaya odaklanacaktır.

• Haşd’ın oluşumu ile Tişrin’in patlak vermesi 
arasındaki süreç; İran’ın, nüfuzunu ve gücünü 
ne pahasına olursa olsun sınırlarının ötesinde 
artırmak için ortaya çıkan fırsatları kullanma-
ya hazır olduğunu göstermektedir.

	 Anahtar	Kelimeler:	Haşdi Şabi, Ekim Hareketi, 
Tişrin, İran, Irak, Hizbullah

چکیده 	
ارتبــاط بیــن حشدالشــعبی و بــروز اعتراضــات ضــد دولتــی موســوم بــه جنبــش اعتراضــی تشــرین یــا اکتبــر در ســال 	 

۲۰۱۹ در کشــور عــراق، اغلــب بــه دلیــل تمایــزات مفــروض بیــن هــر دوی آنهــا از چشــمها دور مانــده اســت.
حشدالشــعبی بــه یــک بســیج مردمــی مبــارز در برابــر ســقوط نظامــی اســتانهای عــراق تبدیــل شــده، در حالــی کــه 	 

جنبــش اکتبــر بــه یــک خیــزش مردمــی برعلیــه حکمرانــی ناکارآمــد، فســاد و سیاســتهای فرقــه گرایانــه در ایــن کشــور 
دگرگــون شــده اســت. 

ایــران در هــر دو مــورد، عنصــری تعییــن کننــده مــی باشــد. هنــگام تــاش بــرای فهــم حشدالشــعبی و جنبــش اکتبــر بــه 	 
صــورت مجــزا، ایــن عنصــر بایــد مــد نظــر قــرار بگیــرد.

هــدف از ایــن پژوهــش صرفــا ارائــه توضیحاتــی دربــاره آنچــه کــه ایــن گــروه هــا نمایندگــی مــی کننــد، نیســت. ایــن 	 
پژوهــش قصــد دارد گــذار بیــن حشدالشــعبی و جنبــش اکتبــر از منظــر نفــوذ ایــران در عــراق را جهــت تأمــل در ایــن 

پیونــد بررســی کنــد.
بیــن شــکل گیــری حشدالشــعبی و بــروز اعتراضــات مردمــی اکتبــر، مــی تــوان آمادگــی ایــران بــرای بهــره بــرداری 	 

از فرصتهــای پیــش آمــده بــرای افزایــش قــدرت نفــوذش در خــارج از مرزهــا و بــه هــر قیمتــی را مشــاهده کــرد.

کلیدواژه	ها:	حشدالشعبی، جنبش اعتراضی اکتبر، ایران، عراق، حزب هللا 	
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The connection between the periods of when the Popular Mobilization 
Forces (PMF) or Hashd al‑Sha’abi (Hashd hereafter) in 2014 and the out‑
break of the anti‑government protests in 2019 known as the Tishreen 
(October) protest movement and uprising are often overlooked due to 
the presupposed distinction between both events. Consequently, while 
one becomes a popular mobilization against an offensive during the 
states’ military collapse, the other one becomes a popular upheaval 
against the state’s failed governance, corruption, and sectarian poli‑
tics. However, the Iran factor within both cases is a crucial element 
that must be considered when trying to even understand both Hashd 
and Tishreen separately. For the former, we witnessed Iran’s endeavor 
to further regenerate its agendas and influence through pre‑existing 
players on the ground. For the latter, Iran’s attitude transitioned to a 
defensive one due to the prominent local anger and frustration with 
its position in Iraqi politics. This study aims to discuss the transition 
between both Hashd and Tishreen in the eyes of Iran’s influence in 
Iraq in an attempt to reflect upon a linkage that is worth emphasiz‑
ing, rather than just explaining what they would represent. 

INTRODUCTION
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 1. Iran’s Growing Influence in a 
“Democratic” Iraq

1.1. The US Occupation of Iraq and 
Iran’s Interventionist Approach

The Iran-Iraq war (September 1980–August 
1988) intensified Iraqi sectarian relations, as 
Iran’s Islamic Revolution carried a Shi’ite theoc-
racy (Kagan et al., 2012, p. 62). Throughout this 
conflict, Saddam Hussein had to face significant 
domestic challenges; the suppression of both 
the rise of Kurdish rebels and Shi’ite Islamist 
parties (Tripp, 2007, p. 239). In the 1980s, Iran 
benefited from Iraq’s Shi’ite struggles by cre-
ating proxies such as the Supreme Council for 
Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI).

The regional reactions towards Saddam 
Hussein’s downfall played a major role in en-
couraging the new Iraqi identity-polarisation 
politics. The war caused a major shift in the po-
litical dynamics of the regional balance of pow-
er. For instance, the Iranian-Saudi rivalry reoc-
curred in 2003, following a temporarily restored 
relationship since 1991, which depended on 
Saddam Hussein as a common enemy (Wehrey 
et al., 2009, p. 95). Whilst Iran found opponents 
amongst Shi’ite militias, Saudi Arabia support-
ed Sunni insurgents (Cooper, 2007). Despite be-
ing a part of Bush’s ‘axis of evil’, Iran was still 
the most significant beneficiary to the US oc-
cupation of Iraq in 2003, thanks to its vastly ex-
panded influence over Iraqi politics. This was 
seen through its funding and support towards 
Iraqi Shi’ite political parties during the first two 
elections since post-2003 Iraq. 

When talking about Shi’ite militias in post-
2003 Iraq, the Sadrist movement is crucial, as 
it is where most of them derived from. It origi-
nated after the assassination of Shi’ite cleric 
Sayyid Mohammad Mohammad Sadeq al-Sadr 
by the former regime in February 1999, as he 
demanded better governmental treatment and 
justice towards Iraqi Shi’ites (Cockburn, 2008, 
pp. 100-105). The regime viewed its stances as 

an outcome of a gradually growing platform 
amongst the poor and rural Shi’ites. Sadeq  
al-Sadr appeared to distance Iranian influence 
from Iraq’s holiest Shi’ite city, Najaf, engaging 
religion with domestic politics. During the 2003 
US occupation of Iraq, Muqtada al-Sadr, one 
of the two surviving sons from Sadeq al-Sadr’s 
family assassination, took legal representation 
from him (Cochrane, 2009, pp. 9-11). As a low-
ranking cleric, Muqtada al-Sadr could not is-
sue a religious edict (fatwa), which makes him 
not eligible to take over his father’s position. 
Moreover, clerics pass their roles to qualified 
clerics and do not inherit them to their sons 
(Shadid, 2005, p. 172). With the sudden absence 
of law and order following the US-led occupa-
tion, it was even more logical for the Sadrists 
to regenerate their schools, mosques, and oth-
er platforms restricted by the former regime. 
However, there were new establishments that, 
for instance, were creating a militia named 
the “Mahdi Army” or “Jaysh al-Mahdi” (JAM) 
and provocative religious courts for criminal 
offenses and ordered executions (Cochrane, 
2009, p. 12). Sadr has later become an open en-
emy to Iran, the new Iraqi political class, and 
the occupational forces following anti-west 
and anti-Iran rhetoric and activities, which in-
cluded killing or attacking Shi’ite figures that 
cooperated with the occupation. This consist-
ed of returning Shi’ite exiles from London and 
Iran, such as SCIRI’s Abdul Aziz al-Hakim and 
Abdelmajid al-Khoei (Mansoor, 2014, p 279). It 
is believed that the latter was killed by JAM on 
April 10, 2003 (Cochrane, 2009, p. 13). According 
to Fanar Haddad, a former senior advisor to 
Prime Minister Mustafa al-Kadhimi and an as-
sociate fellow at the International Centre for the 
Study of Radicalization (ICSR), King’s College 
London, at the time, Iran viewed Sadr as be-
ing too independent, too unpredictable and “He 
was diametrically opposed to their Iraqi allies 
(SCIRI, Badr and to a lesser degree, Da’wa). His 
form of Iraq-centrism was also an important 
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factor in that it was not shaped by years of exile 
in Iran, as was the case with many of his newly 
arrived rivals. Some of the latter, in some cases 
politically formative, had spent lengthy years 
in Iran that created a degree of familiarity and 
even affinity with Iran that Sadr lacked”.

Iran played a major role in creating prox-
ies out of the Sadrist fragmentations. This was 
demonstrated particularly during the Sadrist 
uprisings against the occupational forces in 
summer 2004. The Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps’s Quds Force (IRGC’s QF), whose 
task is to transnationally spread the Iranian 
Islamic Revolution, built this proxy network in 
Iraq (Miller, 2012, p. 46). A prominent Sadrist 
figure who temporarily withdrew from the 
movement through Iranian support was Qais 
al-Khazali. When al-Khazali returned with 
vague relations with Sadr, the former found 
himself still confidently autonomous from the 
latter’s leadership by leading a new force known 
as Asaib Ahl al-Haq (AAH), which means the 
“League of the Righteous” in Arabic. AAH was 
directly financed and armed by the IRGC’s QF. 
The AAH–IRGC’s QF relationship demonstrated 
the Iranian strategy is not creating a loud oppo-
sition against Sadr by protecting proxy partners 
within the Sadrist movement itself (Cochrane, 
2008, p. 13). 

 2. The Implication of PMF’s 
Formation Against DAESH

2.1. The Fatwa: Sistani’s Intention, 
Popular Response, Political 
Interests, Employment 
Opportunities

When the Iraqi army collapsed and Mosul 
fell to the self-proclaimed and terrorist organi-
zation Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (DAESH) 
in June 2014, Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani is-
sued a fatwa that called on all Iraqi citizens to 
defend their hometown. The mobilization of 
volunteering fighters across the country, and 

most notably the Shi’ite militias, resulted in 
the formation of the umbrella organization 
of “Hashd al-Sha’abi”, or Popular Mobilization 
Forces (Hashd hereafter). In theory, Hashd 
was incorporated into the states’ apparatus 
and would follow the commands of the coun-
try’s commander-in-chief. Inna Rudolf, an 
Iraq-focused expert with a particular focus on 
Hashd, describes the organization’s institu-
tionalization to İRAM as “an attempt to capi-
talize on and take ownership of certain dynam-
ics, which were already in motion even before 
the DAESH invasion of Mosul. It was meant to 
help salvage the established system of power-
sharing and contributed to enhancing the rul-
ing elites’ grip on the state. However, there were 
costs involved. The PMF became more strongly 
associated with a dysfunctional state appara-
tus and controversial partisan politics. As we 
can see in the election results, contesting the 
political process ended up undermining their 
popular currency as a unique Sha’abi (popular) 
Movement with a moral high ground”.

Yet, in practice, it was dominated by pre-
existing Iran-aligned militias such as Kataib 
Hezbollah (KH), Asaib Ahl al-Haq (AAH), Kataib 
Sayyid al-Shuhada, Badr Brigade, and many 
others. Badr Brigade’s head acted as Hashd’s 
de facto leader for most of its early years, with 
his deputy, Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis, who is 
also the head of KH. Hashd’s role as a ‘rescue 
protagonist’ gradually transformed into an ad-
ditional burden to the country’s political and 
security stability; reported sectarian-driven 
human rights abuses, increasing support and 
command from Iran, causing concerns among 
other non-Shi’ite communities, and act inde-
pendently of the state and resisted the lat-
ter’s warnings and calls to disarmament with 
threats. Hashd’s increasing societal influence 
in parallel to the state allegedly reflects a simi-
lar model of Lebanon’s Hezbollah, and in par-
allel to the army, it presents a similar version 
of the IRGC (Alaaldin, 2017, pp. 1-2). However,  
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the Muqawama factions were forming their de-
fenses around Baghdad prior to the fatwa, and 
the idea of forming the Hashd also occurred to 
former Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki, which 
led to him discussing it with the Muqawama 
leaders, according to Dr. Hamdi Malik1, an 
Associate Fellow with the Washington Institute, 
specializing in Shi’a militias.

Despite Sistani’s fatwa’s clear call for Iraqi 
Citizens to “defend the country, its people, the 
honor of its citizens, and its sacred places”, it was 
met with much criticism and concerns from 
many Iraqi and Sunni Arab voices, as well as US 
officials. Some of the fears even suggested that 
the fatwa could lead to a sectarian or religious 
war. Sistani’s spokespeople issued clarifications 
several times, challenging the spread of rumors 
regarding the fatwa’s intentions. Tehran’s lack of 
enthusiasm towards the fatwa reflects its sensi-
tively domestic concern to promote its involve-
ment in the war alongside the Iraqi government 
when the highest cleric of Iraq (a country that 
was in an eight-year-long war with Iran) frames 
the fight against DAESH as a ‘national duty’. 
The fatwa is also believed to be a driving fac-
tor that pushed Iran to fasten its military sup-
port to Iraq in its fight against DAESH amidst a 
very slow US assisting response (Al-Khatteeb 
and Kadhim, 2014). The mistrust and confusion 
faced by the fatwa reflect an overarching hos-
tility towards the Shi’ite political dominance in 
Iraq from Sunnis within and beyond Iraq. This 
Sunni Arab resentment towards post-2003 Iraq 
and particularly during Prime Minister Nouri 
al-Maliki Era (2006-2014) is another factor that 
led to Iran’s increasing influence in Iraq and the 
beyond region. Sajad Jiyad, an Iraqi researcher 
and a fellow of the Century Foundation, stated 
to İRAM that:

1   He is the co-founder of the Militia Spotlight platform, 
which offers an in-depth analysis of developments 
related to the Iranian-backed militias in Iraq and 
Syria. 

“The groups which were operating before the 
PMF (Hashd) and those who existed before 
June 2014 would have pushed back against 
DAESH eventually and protected territories 
in Salahuddin, Diyala, Baghdad and others. 
The Fatwa encouraged mobilization, and the 
new groups created gave the PMF (Hashd) 
the mass they needed and the legitimacy and 
support to become a large force capable of 
confronting DAESH. The biggest effect of 
the fatwa was probably to boost the morale 
of the ISF (Iraq Security Forces) through the 
PMF. The fatwa was clarified because it in-
tended to boost numbers of the ISF not for 
new armed groups to be formed, or volun-
teers to be recruited by existing groups who 
had political agendas.” 

Furthermore, Malik informed İRAM that 
there are different types of criticisms to the 
fatwa, such as holding Sistani responsible for 
the crimes committed by some of Hashd’s forc-
es, which is why the former had to clarify the 
fatwa several times. On the other hand, Malik 
also explains: 

“Others criticize it because it effectively cre-
ated a parallel force to the ISF. Sistani’s fatwa 
was clear, it didn’t ask to create a new force 
but asked people to join the security forces. 
That is why Sistani never uttered the name 
al-Hashd al-Sha’abi in his Friday prayers 
messages. He always uses the term ‘volun-
teers’. But now that Hashd has turned into 
a legal organization, he cannot do anything 
about it. Also, disbanding Hashd could help 
a DAESH resurgence, something Sistani can 
not be responsible for. Instead, what people 
affiliated with him are doing is to gradually 
chip away the religious legitimacy Hashd is 
claiming by way of affiliation to his fatwa. So 
Hashd al-Atabat is now aggressively push-
ing for distancing themselves from the Iran-
backed Hashd al-Sha’abi and introducing 
themselves as the real Hashd, and Sistani is 
silent about it and not stopping them.”
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Alongside Sistani’s fatwa, the lack of employ-
ment opportunities to make a living for them-
selves and their families was a major indicator 
behind the recruitment of thousands of fight-
ers and employees into Hashd (Hassaan, 2021). 

2.2.  Ideologizing the Institution

The ability to distinguish Iraq’s Hashd from 
Lebanon’s Hezbollah and Iran’s IRGC has been 
a common thought since its early days. In con-
trast to Hashd, Hezbollah and IRGC were sepa-
rately established with a clear and unified vision 
and leadership until this day. Hashd’s structure 
power was politically, ideologically, and practi-
cally divided since its formation between the 
armed groups loyal to Iran’s Khamenei, Iraq’s 
Sistani, and Iraq’s Muqtada al-Sadr. Moreover, 
many other armed groups are representing oth-
er ethnic-sectarian communities and minori-
ties such as the Sunni Arab, Yezidi, Christian, 
and other factions. According to Dr. Massaab 
Al-Aloosy, the author of “The Changing Ideology 
of Hezbollah”, there are several similarities be-
tween Lebanon’s Hezbollah and some factions 
of the PMF: 

“First, they were both emerged from the 
Iranian Revolution in 1979 and influenced 
by its ideology. For instance, the Badr 
Organization is a splinter group from the 
Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution in 
Iraq (SCIRI) that was created in 1982 with 
the aim of creating an Islamist state in Iraq, 
emulating the political system in Iran or 
Velayet-e Faqih. Its leader, Hadi al-Amiri, 
actually fought on the side of Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) against 
Iraq during the eight-year war. Similarly, 
Hezbollah was created in 1982 with the aim of 
creating an Islamic State in Lebanon, as indi-
cated in the Open Letter that was published 
by the group in 1985. Hezbollah’s leaders, on 
several occasions, expressed their allegiance 
to Iran and the belief that Lebanon is part of 
a whole (i.e., Iran’s the Islamic Republic), not 

a separate entity. Second, both the PMF and 
Hezbollah faced the hurdle of operating in 
a multi-confessional society which, despite 
their continued allegiance to Iran, hindered 
their aim of creating an Islamic government 
in their countries. There is an overwhelm-
ing rejection of the idea not only by other 
sects and religions such as the Sunnis and 
the Christians but by some Shi’a as well, com-
pelling both to change their earlier declared 
aim. Third, both are part of the political sys-
tem while having their own forces outside 
the control of the state. This strategy allows 
both Hezbollah and the PMF to influence the 
decision-making and benefit from the state’s 
coffers while simultaneously maintaining 
complete military independence. Finally, 
both rely on sectarian appeals for political 
mobilization. It is inconceivable for either to 
draw tremendous support from other seg-
ments of the society given their history and 
ideology and, in this sense, while they were a 
product of sectarianism in the past, they both 
contribute to the continuation of it.” 

However, Al-Aloosy also notes some differ-
ences; whilst Hezbollah joined the political pro-
cess much earlier than the PMF factions, it is, 
therefore, more political savvy and subtle in its 
political maneuvering. According to Al-Aloosy, 
“From an Iranian perspective, Hezbollah is 
much more reliant and mature than the PMF, 
thereupon, Hezbollah is closer to the role of a 
partner, and its views are more esteemed than 
the PMF. Second, The PMF is constituted by dif-
ferent groups such as the Badr Organization, 
Asaib Ahl al-Haq, and more, while Hezbollah 
is cohesive and has a clear hierarchy. Finally, 
Hezbollah is militarily much more profession-
al and possesses more sophisticated weapons 
than the PMF, and this is partially because of 
the two enemies they face and the duration of 
the conflict. Hezbollah’s military conflict with 
Israel prodded the group to increase its mili-
tary arsenal, have a military strategy, and have 
good intelligence as well as cyber capability.  
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On the other hand, the PMF does not possess 
the same capabilities; or at least incomparable 
to Hezbollah.”

Due to the variety of groups with clashing 
agendas, ideologies, reasons, attitudes, and 
long-term plans for their joining the Hashd; 
there will never be a single concept or even sev-
eral ones that would present the collective ideo-
logical reasoning and objectives behind joining 
Hashd. As we witnessed earlier, Sistani’s fatwa 
in itself struggled to appear without further 
clarifications and justifications.

The indicators below are common specula-
tions of what encouraged independent fight-
ers and pre-existing groups to join or emerge 
with Hashd: 

a) Defending the nation 

b) Protecting the Shi’a shrines and commu-
nity 

c) Institutionalize the pre-existing groups

d) Employment opportunities 

Some of the indicators can overlap, for in-
stance, one could believe in their duty to de-
fend both their collective national identity as an 
Iraqi and their sub-identity as a Shi’a. One could 
also be subconsciously motivated by economic 
reasons, yet unintentionally would constantly 
surround their rationale around nationalistic 
or religious reasons. 

When investigating the ideological origins of 
Hashd’s many pre-existing groups, one would 
notice the connection and engagement with 
Iran in one way or another. Iraq expert and 
Chatham House researcher, Renad Mansour 
reflects upon Hashd’s ideological background of 
interaction with Iran as either related to, “...one 
of two militant networks: the Mohammad Baqir 
al-Hakim network, which began in the 1980s 
and was close to the IRGC; and the Mohammad 
Sadiq al-Sadr network, which emerged in the 
1990s inside Iraq”. Mansour (2021) also inter-
estingly highlights major past rifts between 

Iran’s Shi’ite school of thought with some of its 
current prominent allies in Iraqi politics, the 
Da’wa Party which also, “…militants among its 
members referred to as mujahideen. However, 
it soon dropped its militant wing, splitting from 
the IRGC and rejecting the principle of Velayat-e 
Faqih (guardianship or rule by the Islamist 
Jurist) and the role of militias, which migrated 
towards the al-Hakim-IRGC network”. This his-
torical engagement with Iran reflects the ines-
capable relationship between the latter and its 
proxies within and beyond Hashd. 

Another major ideological color worn by 
Hashd was its sacrifices in defense of Iraq’s sov-
ereignty and people, which undoubtedly can-
not be denied for its members/militias. Thus, 
today it is the political exploitation of this ar-
gument that is turning many ordinary Iraqis 
against Hashd, including former supporters of 
Hashd, during its fight against DAESH. Hashd 
always faced many criticisms or questions with 
the narrative of being the nation’s and its Shi’a 
community’s protector. Thereupon, its legiti-
macy is claimed and cannot be questioned 
despite allegations of corruption and human 
rights violations. 

‘An entity above suspicion’ is Hashd’s top pri-
ority amidst political and economic crises that 
even affect its salaries, and that is conducted 
through the employment of electronic armies and 
public figures that would white-wash its reputa-
tion (Hassaan, 2021). This approach was utilized 
by Hashd during its various attempts for politi-
cal and economic gains beyond the battlefield, 
which was later referred to as the ‘Deep State’. 
In a direct conversation with İRAM, Dr. Ali Taher 
al-Hammood, Executive Director of Baghdad’s 
Al-Bayan Center for Planning and Studies, re-
flects upon the public disturbance with Hashd’s 
exploitation of populist discourses as: 

“Shi’a political leaders over-used sectarian 
slogans such as Hadi al-Ameri’s statement 
‘we were not able to rebuild the southern 
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provinces because we are followers of Imam 

Hussein and Imam Ali’. Such statements re-

versely backlashed al-Ameri’s plans to at-

tract the Shi’a community and anger and 

frustration were evident towards such an ex-

ploitation of the sub-identity during a politi-

cal campaign. Iraqi Shi’as are also frustrated 

with their differing priorities between the 

traditional political parties associated with 

Iran; instead of working on visions or strat-

egies to rebuild the country and enhance its 

economy and public services, there were calls 

for revenge for Soleimani and oust US armed 

forces. Ordinary citizens are also alarmed by 

the number of times the (Muqawama) fac-

tions insulted and challenged the country’s 

status-quo by insulting the Prime Minister 

and performing military parades in public, in 

addition to the violence committed towards 

the Tishreen protesters.”

2.3.  Deepening the Deep State: 
Institutionalizing the Non-State 
Actors 

The institutionalization of Hashd into the 
states’ apparatus began with Prime Minister  
Maliki, who integrated its armed groups 
into Hashd’s Commission (Hay’at al-Hashd 
al-Sha’abi), under the National Security Council 
(Mansour and Jabar, 2017). Hashd’s economic 
involvements are also an indicator of its fur-
ther increasing influence within and beyond 
the Iraqi state. Illegal taxation at checkpoints, 
dominating Mosul’s scrap metal trade, con-
struction companies, land and seaports, and 
oil smuggling are some of the industries in-
terfered by Hashd. Moreover, Hashd-affiliated 
groups have also trafficked funds for the inter-
nationally sanctioned IRGC, which has dam-
aged Iraq-US relations (Al-Nidawi, 2019). 

However, Harith Hassan, a senior fellow at 
the Carnegie Middle East Center and an ex-
pert on Iraq, does not believe that Iran saw the 

Hashd as an economic tool from the beginning 
and argues:

“The Iranians were concerned by the chal-
lenge represented by DAESH and searched 
for a trustworthy Iraqi ally to partner with. 
Since the ISF were mainly collaborating with 
the US and the latter had its objections to any 
direct collaboration with Iran, the mobiliza-
tion of militias, coordinated with Maliki, was 
a perfect alternative. It was only after secur-
ing the dominance of their allies within the 
(Hashd), mainly thanks to Abu Mahdi al-Mu-
handis, that the Iranians saw this project as 
sustainable (although the PMF has been fac-
ing an identity crisis since the end of the war 
against DAESH). It is much cheaper for Iran 
to have a military organ that is ideologically 
identified with Islamic state but funded by 
the Iraqi state, and institutionalized in a way 
that embeds the Iranian influence within the 
Iraqi state structure.”

In November 2016, the Iraqi parliament 
passed a law to legalize and acknowledge the 
Hashd as an official entity functioning along-
side the Iraqi army. The law officially puts the 
Hashd under the Prime Minister’s command 
(Haider al-Abadi at the time) and provides sala-
ries and pensions to the fighters in parallel to 
soldiers and policemen. This move was boycot-
ted by Sunni politicians and viewed as a Shi’a 
majority act of ‘dictatorship’ (Al Jazeera, 2016). 

The 2018 national elections presented a ma-
jor turning point in the institutional evolution 
of Hashd into becoming a parallel entity with 
the state as battlefield triumphs translated into 
electoral achievements (Mansour, 2021, p. 4). 
The electors were Muqtada al-Sadr’s Sairoun 
(Alliance Towards Reform) and Hadi al-Ameri’s 
Fateh (Conquest Alliance), although the latter 
is viewed as the more Hashd-oriented face in 
parliament since day one, considering Sadr’s 
independent stance from Hashd in general 
and Iran in particular. With new alliances, yet 
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similar policies and agendas, both coalitions 

have rebranded themselves from Sairoun to 

Islah and Fateh to Binaa. 

While the Hashd enjoyed its governmental 

affiliation due to financial and legitimacy rea-

sons, many of the pro-Iran factions allegedly 

ensured to isolate some of its factions from 

the umbrella organization due to its involve-

ment in other activities and projects outside 

the Iraqi state borders such as Syria, Lebanon, 

and Yemen (Al-Juboor, 2021, p. 10).

 3. The October (Tishreen) 
Protest Movement

3.1.  Iran’s Loss of the Shi’a Grip in Iraq: 
Anti-Iran Discourse and Acts

Since the American invasion of Iraq in 

2003, Tehran’s influence reached the nomina-

tion and installation of prime ministers, par-

liamentarians, and militia leaders. Many con-

sider Iran’s approach towards pre-2003 Iraq in 

similarity to its Lebanon approach, where the 

Islamic Republic relishes a powerful Hezbollah. 

It is noteworthy to mention that Iraq’s case is 

much different from the Shi’ite community in 

Lebanon, and more precisely, the Shi’ite po-

litical parties are more diverse and complex 

for one to view them through one or at least, 

very few lenses. Moreover, Iran’s interference 

in Lebanon in the 1980s officially started as an 

outcome of the crisis occurring at the time. In 

Iraq between the 1980s up until the US invasion, 

Iran was part of the problem. Therefore, many 

problematic speculations emerged from the re-

gional and global scholarly and media debate on 

Iraq on the local Shi’ite’s welcome towards Iran’s 

increasing influence. Iraqi journalist Mustafa 

Saadon describes Iran’s influence in the south-

ern provinces as ‘political’ and not ‘popular’ and 

states that:

“The Shi’ites of Iraq do not follow Iran. This 
is a wrong idea. There are Shi’ite politicians 
who follow Iran. For Iraqi Shi’ites, Iran was a 
favorite and important thing, but that no lon-
ger exists. Iran’s allies or friends in Iraq are 
the reason for the Iraqi Shi’ites’ anger against 
Iran. In recent years, the Shi’ite community 
has found itself firewood for Iran, so it has 
taken care of itself and turned its sympa-
thy for Shi’ite Iran into anger against it. In 
that case, it raised anti-Iranian slogans in 
the Shi’ite provinces and burned its consul-
ates in the Shi’ite provinces. What happened 
alerted Iran that its policy in Iraq was wrong.”

Ray Takeyh, the senior fellow in Middle East 
studies with the Council on Foreign Relations 
and a former senior adviser for the State 
Department, recalls US outlook on Iraqi attitude 
towards Iran as “...often viewed Iraq through a 
narrow sectarian lens and has assumed most 
Shi’as support Iran and Iraqi nationalism was a 
relic of the past. However, after decades of sec-
tarian misrule, Iraqis are seeking unity at home 
and emancipation from Iran”. 

Although, Takeyh’s article regarding Iran’s 
falling influence in Iraq on The Hill (2020) 
also highlights flawed understandings by 
Washington’s political class regarding the long-
term achievements of their unfinished tasks, 
“the recent American strike may yet embolden 
the voices calling for the eviction of Iran from 
Iraq”. While Iran’s crucial loss from the strike 
is unquestionable, claiming that it alone could 
bolster Iraqi protesters against corruption and 
Iranian interference, without a continued and 
permanent full plan to end the Iranian proxy 
role in Iraq reflects Washington’s limited stra-
tegic capacity regarding Baghdad’s interests.

Since the establishment of Iraq’s modern 
state, Iran struggled to utilize sectarian poli-
tics to embrace Iraq’s Shi’ite community de-
spite the latter’s constant calls against discrimi-
nation in governance. It was mainly until the 
Iran-Iraq war (1980-88) and Saddam Hussein’s 
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irresponsible exploitation of sectarian politics 
against Iraq’s Shi’ite community where Iran saw 
a great opportunity to export its revolutionary 
theocracy beyond its borders. Iraqi academic 
Fawzi Abdulrahim describes the limitations of 
Iran’s influence in the early stages of post-2003 
Iraq due to the remaining cautious Shi’a Arab 
feeling towards Iran. However, in the last few 
years, Iran’s hyper-confident political approach 
towards Iraq is what motivated local hostility 
towards the neighbor; Iranian officials and reli-
gious leaders being more public than ever about 
their plans and acts to dominate Iraq as a social 
economy and political arena. Some statements 
that were met with much anger included Iraq 
being a part of a wider ‘Iranian theocratic em-
pire’. Chanting against Iranian interference and 
attacking its consulates within Shi’ite-majority 
provinces and areas during the Tishreen upris-
ing translated into alarming indicators in the 
eyes of Tehran; the public consideration of Iran 
as being part of the corrupt and sectarian po-
litical class, and the Shi’a Iraqi local insurrec-
tion against the Shi’a-themed Iranian external 
interference. 

Fawzi Abdulrahim (2019) emphasizes how it 
is worth noting that Iraq’s current Shi’a youth 
lack similar experiences or memories of the 
former generation with Iran, regardless of it be-
ing positive or negative, meaning Tehran even 
failed to provide an alternative image of itself 
to the current one. 

As for Tishreen’s case, the violence com-
mitted by the Iran-backed militias against pro-
testers, activists, and researchers presented a 
new page in ‘Shi’a victimhood’, which has been 
mainly overshadowed by the human rights 
violations and crimes committed by the for-
mer Ba’athist dictatorship. This new victim-
ization transforms Iraq’s Shi’a struggle from 
a sectarian to a nationalist/ethnic one, since 
the oppressor is no longer a Sunni (Ba’athist) 
but a Shi’a (from Iraq’s political class or Iran-
backed militias and political parties). As equally 

heartbreaking and unfair both injustices are, 
the latter reflects how the Shi’as of Iraq are still 
insistent on the sacrifice for a unified Iraq. In 
other words, and in a relatively odd way, there 
is a crucial light of hope amid the current cha-
otic darkness, which is worth acknowledging. 
Under those circumstances, this must be rec-
ognized by actors interested in an Iraq with re-
ceded Iranian proxy influence by “boost(ing) 
the capacity of those Iraqi Shi’as who are not 
aligned with Iran to adopt a model of civil rule 
that protects the sect from political interfer-
ence and besides, prevents them from falling 
into the trap of sectarian rule,” as pointed out 
by Dr. Munqith Dagher (2021), MENA director of 
Gallup International. 

3.2.  Iran-US Dispute and 
Assassination of Soleimani and 
Muhandis: Chaotic Power-Vacuum 
and the ‘Unruly Militias’ Narrative

The US airstrike on January 3, 2020, targeted 
and killed Iranian General Qasem Soleimani, 
leader of IRGC’s QF, along with Abu Mahdi 
al-Muhandis, the de facto leader of Iraq’s Hashd. 
Despite Muhandis’ known leading role in the 
violent crackdown against the anti-government 
and reform protests, the act neither protected 
protesters from further violence nor did it limit 
Iran’s proxy influence in Iraq (Mansour, 2021, 
pp. 3-4). 

Soleimani was Iran’s regional strategic mas-
termind, particularly in Iraq and Syria. Under 
his command, IRGC’s QF transitioned from a 
mysterious force to Tehran’s publicized region-
al weapon. A network of Iran-loyalist armed 
groups across Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Yemen 
befell under his command due to his estab-
lished relations with various regional leaders 
and figures such as Lebanon’s Hezbollah’s lead-
er Hassan Nasrallah, Syrian President Bashar 
al-Assad, and other prominent Shi’ite leaders 
in Iraq. Soleimani’s role exceeded its military 
responsibility towards Iran’s strategic interests 
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in Iraq as a consensus-building personality. In 
this secondary role, Soleimani ensured a uni-
fied Shi’ite front under the umbrella of a pro-
Tehran government in Baghdad. This political 
strategy worked in two ways for Iran; first, to 
ensure a stable collective set of interest groups 
loyal to Iran, and secondly, it helps promote Iran 
as a mediator rather than a dominator in Iraq. 
It was Soleimani’s charisma and personal rela-
tionships which enhanced his beyond-military 
role (Azizi, 2021). Besides, it is such speculations 
that assure accusations regarding his involve-
ment in the killing of Tishreen protesters.

According to Arash Azizi, a scholar at New 
York University and the author of “The Shadow 
Commander: Soleimani, the US and Iran’s 
Global Ambitions”, even after a year and a half 
Soleimani’s assassination, it is still clear that his 
successor as head of IRGC’s Quds Force, Esmayil 
Qaani, has failed to fill his shoes. Azizi high-
lights this burden on the Quds Force in Iraq 
with an emphasis on Iran’s fragile economy, 
“this is most evident in Iraq where individual 
pro-Iran militias are weakened and they have 
also failed to band together as an effective po-
litical force, the way Soleimani had envisioned. 
He had many serious plans for Iraqi militias, 
which have been effectively shelved by Qaani 
since they were too dependent on Soleimani’s 
personality. Reduced Iranian capacity has also 
been concurrent with a post-2019 backlash 
against Iranian influence and Prime Minister 
al-Kadhimi being intent on asserting Iraqi sov-
ereignty against Iranian encroachment; thus 
the ‘Iran camp’ has been seriously weakened 
in Iraq”. Azizi notes that IRGC’s networks in Iraq 
are much more structured than being limited 
to Soleimani himself. However, the author reas-
sures İRAM how Soleimani’s indispensable role 
and absence remains to be hard to fill, “Qaani, 
and no other IRGC figure or Iranian political 
figures like President Raisi or Ambassador Iraj 
Masjedi, have the same authority with Iraqi 
Shi’a militia leaders or broader Shi’a public. 

Soleimani was also very much a hands-on and 
even micro-manager figure. For instance, when 
it came to restoring the Shi’a shrines, he had 
built a network that used the cover of this cul-
tural work to increase Iranian presence and in-
fluence. He was very personally involved, and 
with him gone, some of the networks have be-
come broken or dormant”.

If anything, the US assassination of 
Soleimani and Muhandis temporarily unified 
the various pro-Iran factions under the notion 
of “Anti-Americanism” and calls to end the US 
military presence in the country, which even-
tually led to pressuring the parliament to pass 
a non-binding resolution calling on cancelling 
the agreement to host US troops in Iraq (Rudolf, 
2020, p. 4). 

Rudolf explains Hashd’s internal dilemma 
upon the power-vacuum following the killing 
of Muhandis in a report where she interviewed 
the latter in 2018 as: 

“The different factions had thus to identify 
and most importantly impose, a unifying figure, 
with the authority and credibility to manage 
the inherited patronage networks. The intra-
organizational diversity of opinions along with 
the factions’ often contradictory agendas intui-
tively calls for a “digestible” enough leadership 
profile, who could funnel rights and privileg-
es among the different groups and individuals 
without utterly alienating those that are less 
well-connected.

Muhanad Seloom, Assistant Professor of 
Security Studies at the Doha Institute and a 
researcher at the Arab Center for Research 
and Policy Studies, declares to İRAM how the 
assassination of Soleimani and Muhandis 
“left a massive void which both Iran and Iraqi 
Muqawama factions are yet to fill”. Seloom adds, 
“This leadership decapitation of the Muqawama 
opened the door for different Iraqi militant fac-
tions to compete over leadership, reputation, 
closeness to Iran, economic benefits, and politi-
cal influence. After the death of Soleimani and 
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Muhandis, Muqawama factions are seeking to 
increase their influence in the political life of 
Iraq to protect their interests as well as Iran’s 
in some cases.”

4. Pro-Iran Camp’s Internal 
Rivalries (Caused by 
Tishreen)

In addition to the alarming signs of Iran’s 
melting influence among Iraq’s Shi’a commu-
nity, the Tishreen movement majorly disturbed 
the public order that is inefficiently sustained 
by the political class and militias by further in-
directly escalating pre-existing rifts; the intra-
PMF rivalry between the Iran-affiliated groups 
known as their self-proclaimed, ‘Muqawama’ 
(resistance), and the groups affiliated with 
Sistani, known as ‘Hashd al-Atabat’, (shrine 
factions). Prior to Tishreen, the issue between 
the Muqawama and Atabat factions was seen 
as a cold rivalry that was carefully mitigated 
and frozen by both sides. However, the violence 
and hate speech committed by the Muqawama 
factions towards Tishreen protesters indirect-
ly pressured the Atabat to take firmer steps to 
isolate themselves from the former. Hamdi 
Malik reflects on this schism being more evi-
dent than ever through various events, which 
included Sistani’s representative Ahmed al-Safi 
not mentioning Soleimani nor Muhandis in a 
speech during an event organized by al-Abbas 
Shrine Foundation on June 17, 2021. Disparities 
also emerged between the Muqawama-
dominated Hashd Commission and Sistani’s 
office over disagreements regarding holding 
parades to commemorate Sistani’s fatwa and 
failed attempt to grant permission from Prime 
Minister al-Kadhimi. The arrest of militia com-
mander Qasim Muslih and the aggressive reac-
tions by the Muqawama factions also reflected 
upon the long-term implications of Tishreen 
on the Muqawama-Atabat rift as it implied 
al-Kadhimi’s attempt to his promise to hold 

protesters’ assailants accountable. Although a 
short arrest and failed accountability attempt, 
Atabat’s disapproval of Muqawama’s behavior 
during Muslih’s arrest led to Asaib Ahl al-Haq’s 
leader Qais al-Khazali (who is arguably in an 
attempt to promote himself as Iran’s equal in 
Iraq) to express his concerns about targets to-
wards the Muqawama, a first by any of its lead-
ers (Malik, 2021).

The internal rifts within the Muqawama 
are directly caused by Tishreen’s disruption 
to the order managed by the political elite  
(government, militias, and relevant agencies). 
Muqawama’s weakness was mostly evident 
since the assassination of Soleimani, which 
meant Tehran was faced with a major sym-
bolic attack by the US in front of its former’s 
proxies without an equal response and Iran lost 
the influential leader who had natural ability 
to coordinate with Hashd’s leadership. During 
the process of appointing a new replica to 
Soleimani and Muhandis, it was evident that the 
loss of Iran’s proxy power in Iraq as Soleimani 
is, until today, irreplaceable. When Abdul Aziz  
al-Muhamadawi (Abu Fadak) was finally chosen 
as a replacement to Muhandis in February 2020 
and was met with opposing and resisting reac-
tions from within the Hashd and particularly 
from the Atabat factions, it was clear that the 
future leadership of Hashd will never enjoy the 
similar social immunity and respect Soleimani 
and Muhandis once did.

Ahmed Al-Yasiry, Iraqi analyst and President 
of the Arab Australian Centre for Strategic 
Studies, unpacks the intra-Muqawama rifts 
by explaining how their initial agendas caused 
their own destruction, “whilst some militias 
functioning inside Iraq were working for ex-
ternal agendas, others were depending on ex-
ternal agendas to push for their plans within 
Iraq”. This variety of agendas and acts results 
in paramount pragmatism within the militia 
fronts, allowing many opposing actors able to 
infiltrate. Coupled with, Soleimani monitored 
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this percussion. Iran’s major benefit from 
DAESH was that it was able to establish a mono-
lithic structure that unifies all of its proxy mi-
litias in Iraq. Thus, the defeat of DAESH was a 
significant hit to this militant unity, similar to 
the hit it received from Soleimani’s death since 
the political ambition of those militias beyond 
its fight against DAESH was exposed. Tishreen 
transformed the Shi’a community from a social 
component driven by a defensive identity to an 
intellectual identity, and this itself was an added 
formula to the ending of the so-called “Shi’a mi-
litias”. In other words, the Shi’as from Tishreen’s 
uprising were seen as ‘moral police’ against the 
militias during their targeted criticism. This re-
sulted in the militias losing their religious and 
sectarian justification and becoming nothing 
more than just ‘military blocks’. Al-Yasiry con-
tinues: 

“The increase in the number of militias and 

their diverse roles and objectives presented 

an economic challenge to the IRGC leader-

ship, especially at a time when internation-

al sanctions against Iran are only increas-

ing. Iranian economic crisis will inherently 

affect its relationship with the Muqawama 

factions. Therefore, Tehran began filtering 

through distinguishing the militias between 

strong and weak ones, and between those 

with stronger security/military or political/

parliamentary roles.” 

Al-Yasiry’s observation was exceedingly evi-
dent when Iran began prioritizing its support to 
militias with political representation and influ-
ence or at least planning to create one beyond 
the militant role, as witnessed when Harakat 
Huqoq was established on behalf of KH (yet de-
nied by both). 

Tishreen’s continuous peaceful resistance 
led to Muqawama’s discourse to move from of-
fensive to defensive, as reflected by al-Khaza-
li, who called for the protection of Hashd and 

reflected a major conflict of interests within 
the Muqawama factions during a TV interview 
with the state-owned Al-Iraqiyah Channel; em-
phasizing on different opinions regarding the 
attacks against diplomatic buildings and em-
bassies. 

5. The Lack of International 
Focus and Action Towards 
Iran’s Role in Iraq 

Iraq must no longer be ignored by the inter-
national community based on justifications of 
it being ‘too complex’. The complexity of today’s 
Iraqi political scene is an outcome of the US-led 
invasion in 2003, therefore, it is the moral duty 
of the international community and its leading 
powers to acknowledge and act accordingly to 
all of Iraq’s challenges that erupted following 
2003. In his article to Al Jazeera upon President 
Biden’s election last year, Alkinani also empha-
sized on the significance and the potential of 
limiting Iranian interference in Iraq during the 
nuclear talks (Alkinani, 2020). Maan Al-Jizzani, 
a US-based Iraqi journalist and a member of the 
‘End Impunity in Iraq’ campaign, emphasizes 
to İRAM on the significant role of the interna-
tional community by describing how “...inter-
national protection to maintain a diverse and 
multi-identity Iraq has greatly contributed to 
curbing the Shi’ite political Islam project linked 
to Iran. We are now witnessing a resounding 
defeat for the camp of religious militias loyal to 
Iran through elections in which most Iraqis did 
not participate.  National and religious quotas 
may be one of the main problems in running 
the country, but it has so far succeeded in pre-
venting one party from taking over the entire 
political equation.   It is clear that millions of 
Iraqis no longer welcome the adoption of a sec-
tarian or religious totalitarian regime similar to 
the Iranian model, and this will open the door 
to the rise of liberal political forces that offer a 
new era in the coming years”.
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In a direct conversation with Naji Haraj, 
Executive Director of Geneva International 
Centre for Justice explains to İRAM the inter-
national legal and institutional responsibility:

“We have documented at Geneva Interna-

tional Center for Justice (GICJ), with conclu-

sive evidence, the perpetration of war crimes 

and crimes against humanity by Iranian-

backed militias in Iraq, Syria, and Yemen. 

Therefore, combating these crimes is an 

international responsibility under interna-

tional law. Acts that threaten the freedom of 

international navigation and the continued 

flow of oil supplies from the Middle East to 

various countries were further carried out.  

These actions are now threatening interna-

tional peace and security. In that case, we 

consider that the International Criminal 

Court (ICC) and the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC) are the appropriate mech-

anisms to deal with these acts. We believe 

that the UNSC must adopt resolutions un-

der Chapter VII to refer violations of the mi-

litias and the state that supports them, Iran, 

to the ICC, and deterrent sanctions must be 

imposed, including an arms embargo. Mea-

sures must be taken to dry up funding and 

stop any political or commercial dealings 

with these parties. All UN member states 

must exert efforts to bring perpetrators of 

the crimes mentioned above to justice until 

the ICC starts its proceedings.”

Conclusion: Potential Future of Iraq-Iran Relations 

Between the formation of Hashd and the outbreak of the Tishreen popular uprising, we can 
notice Iran’s readiness to utilize the opportunities provided to increase its influence and pow-
er beyond its border at any cost, even it translates into further damage to Iraq’s security and 
political stability. This was evident during both its greedy attempts to dominate Hashd in the 
middle of Iraq’s war with DAESH and its involvement in targeting Tishreen’s peaceful protesters. 

Challenging Iranian proxy players in Iraq does not equal “Anti-Iranianism”, as portrayed 
by the Islamic Republic. As stated by Saadon, “I am not calling for hostility to Iran, on the con-
trary, I am calling for positive relations with it, provided that Iraq’s sovereignty is respected”. 
The stability of Iraq should be in the interest of Iran and vice versa. Their long-standing and 
geographically large borders should be treated as a neighborhood to be sustained and not a 
battlefield of interests.  
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“Tanıtım nüshasıdır, para ile satılamaz.”

“Bandrol Uygulamasına İlişkin Usul ve Esaslar Hakkında Yönetmeliğin  
5’inci maddesinin 2’nci fıkrası çerçevesinde bandrol taşıması zorunlu değildir.”
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