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significance and necessity of this research stem from the decisive role these relations have played in
Iraq’s domestic and foreign policy, as well as their impact on the regional balance of power. In the
aftermath of the Ba‘ath regime’s collapse, when Iraq faced a power vacuum and the presence of
numerous internal and external actors, the interactions between al-Sadr and Iran emerged as one of
the most critical factors shaping the country’s political, security, and social developments. The study
aims to analyze the historical trajectory of these relations and explain the factors of convergence and
divergence between the two actors. These dynamics have been redefined through issues such as
resistance against foreign occupation, identity and ideological differences, the rise of ISIS, Iraqi
elections, the assassination of General Qasem Soleimani, and regional developments. The research
adopts a qualitative, descriptive-analytical approach. The sources include library research, media
documents, and analytical works in Arabic, English, and Persian. The findings show that the Sadr—
Iran relationship has gone through four main phases: tactical cooperation, distancing, open
confrontation, and strategic silence. The study concludes that by emphasizing a nationalist identity and
drawing boundaries with Iran’s regional policies, al-Sadr has managed to build an independent
popular and discursive base. However, his complete elimination from Iraq’s political scene has proven
impossible for Iran and its allies. This research characterizes the Sadr—Iran dynamic as a case of
“conflictual interdependence, ” whose future will depend on Iraq’s internal developments and regional

rivalries.
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1.

Introduction

The present study examines the complex and fluctuating relationship between Mugtada al-
Sadr, leader of the Sadrist Movement in Iraqg, and the Islamic Republic of Iran during the
period from 2003 to 2024. This relationship is considered one of the most significant
political variables in contemporary Iraq, as it has played a decisive role in shaping the
country’s political, security, and even social developments. The importance of this topic
lies in the fact that, after the fall of the Ba‘ath regime, Iraq entered a phase of power
reconstruction in which domestic forces, religious groups, and foreign actors all competed
for influence. Within this context, al-Sadr’s interactions with Iran became an example of
“contradictory coexistence,” characterized by both cooperation and competition. Following
the overthrow of Saddam Hussein in 2003, Iraq experienced a power vacuum and a
profound identity crisis. In this environment, Muqgtada al-Sadr — son of the prominent
cleric Ayatollah Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr — rapidly emerged as an influential figure by
relying on his family legacy and popular base. Unlike many Shi‘i leaders who had lived in
exile, al-Sadr had remained in Irag, which earned him an image of authenticity and
resistance to occupation among ordinary lIragis. Early on, he took a strong stance against
U.S. forces and formed the “Mahdi Army” to resist the occupation. This anti-occupation
stance created, in the early years, a tactical and pragmatic relationship between al-Sadr and
Iran, since both shared a common goal: opposing the U.S. presence in Iraq. However,
ideological and identity-based differences between al-Sadr and Iran existed from the outset.
Al-Sadr viewed himself as the representative of the Najaf school of Shi‘ism, emphasizing
Iraq’s independence, whereas Iran — based on the theory of Velayat-e Fagih (Guardianship
of the Jurist) — sought to build a transnational network of like-minded Shi‘i actors. This
divergence of vision gradually became evident in al-Sadr’s political behavior. Although he
benefited from Iran’s implicit support in confronting the U.S., he consistently avoided any
formal dependence on Tehran. Thus, the first stage of their relationship, grounded in tactical
cooperation, gradually evolved into political distancing. In the second stage, al-Sadr sought
to limit the influence of Iran-aligned parties within Iraq’s political system. He called for
Iragi decision-making autonomy and the reduction of foreign interference.

Approach and Methodology

Iran, on the other hand, believed that the unity of Iraq’s Shi‘a should be maintained under
the umbrella of pro-Iranian factions. This disagreement deepened divisions among Shi‘i
groups. By adopting reformist rhetoric and anti-corruption slogans, al-Sadr gained
popularity among Iraq’s middle classes and youth. His 2017 visit to Saudi Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman was a clear indication of his attempt to balance relations between
Iran and Arab states. This move led pro-Iranian media outlets to distrust him, and some
Iragi factions accused him of leaning toward the Arab camp. With the emergence of I1SIS
in 2014, new grounds for indirect cooperation between al-Sadr and Iran arose, as both saw
ISIS as a threat to Iraq and to Shi‘ism as a whole. Yet al-Sadr refused to integrate his forces
into the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF), which operated under Iranian influence, and
instead organized his independent force, the Saraya al-Salam (“Peace Brigades”), to
demonstrate that he followed no external power. During this period, tactical overlap existed
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between the two sides, but mutual trust never developed. The third stage, the era of “open
confrontation,” began after the 2018 elections and intensified following the assassination
of General Qassem Soleimani in 2020. Soleimani had been one of the few figures capable
of mediating between al-Sadr and other Shi‘i factions in Iraq. His death disrupted the intra-
Shi‘i balance, and al-Sadr openly clashed with Iran-aligned groups. During the mass
protests of 2019-2020, al-Sadr’s positions fluctuated: at times he supported the protesters,
and at other times he defended the state, yet he consistently called for the withdrawal of
foreign forces and an end to regional interference.

3. Discussion

His unpredictable actions — including ordering his parliamentary bloc to resign in 2022
and mobilizing supporters to seize Baghdad’s Green Zone — pushed relations with Iran
into a deep crisis. In response, Iran and its allies strengthened the “Shi‘i Coordination
Framework™ (al-1tar al-Tansiqi) to contain al-Sadr’s influence. Following these tensions,
al-Sadr unexpectedly announced his withdrawal from politics, marking the start of the
fourth stage, which can be described as “strategic silence.” Realizing his constraints, al-
Sadr temporarily stepped back to preserve his popular standing, while Iran adopted a
cautious approach to prevent the crisis from escalating into civil conflict.

4. Conclusion

As a result, their relationship entered a fragile balance characterized by neither open
friendship nor outright hostility. Analytically, the al-Sadr—Iran relationship can be
described as a form of “tense interdependence.” Neither side can eliminate the other, and
both benefit in different ways from the other’s presence. Iran recognizes al-Sadr as a major
social and political force with deep influence among Iraq’s poor and youth, while al-Sadr
acknowledges Iran’s role in maintaining Iraq’s political order and regional security
equations. This unavoidable coexistence keeps their relationship oscillating between
cooperation and rivalry. At the identity level, the root of tension lies in two contrasting
interpretations of Shi‘i politics. Al-Sadr embodies a form of “Iraqi Shi‘i nationalism,”
emphasizing Najaf’s autonomy and Iraq’s sovereignty, while Iran promotes a vision of
“Shi‘i transnationalism™ that seeks to unify Shi‘a communities across borders.
Consequently, al-Sadr perceives Iran’s deep involvement in Iraq as a threat to national
independence. Nevertheless, his discourse — centered on reform, social justice, and
political independence — has enabled him to maintain a broad popular base that transcends
sectarian lines. Regionally, the al-Sadr—Iran relationship reflects the broader rivalry
between Iran and the Arab states. Whenever this rivalry intensifies, al-Sadr emerges as an
unpredictable factor in regional political calculations. From Iran’s perspective, he poses a
potential threat that could fragment the Shi‘i front in Iraq, yet he also serves as a useful
counterbalance, preventing openly anti-lranian forces from dominating the Iraqi political
scene. In conclusion, the relationship between al-Sadr and Iran over the past two decades
has gone through four distinct stages: tactical cooperation, political distancing, open
confrontation, and strategic silence. This trajectory demonstrates that their interactions are
driven not by ideological alignment but by pragmatism and power equilibrium. The future
of this relationship depends on several key factors: Iraq’s internal political dynamics, the
role of Iran-aligned Shi‘i groups, regional developments, and Tehran’s ongoing rivalry with
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Arab powers. In the short term, a direct confrontation between the two seems unlikely, but
in the long term, the stability of this fragile equilibrium will depend on both sides’ capacity
for flexibility and adaptation. Ultimately, the relationship between Iran and Mugtada al-
Sadr is neither one of enduring friendship nor outright enmity; rather, it is a mixture of
engagement, mistrust, and mutual necessity. It reflects the realities of Middle Eastern
politics, where the boundaries between ideology and interests, alliance and rivalry, remain
fluid and shifting. In this context, both al-Sadr and Iran continue to be compelled to tolerate
each other, even when their fundamental goals diverge.
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