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Iraq’s ethno-religious diversity has persistently shaped its political geography. Until 2003,
the power structure was organized under Sunni minority dominance. The fall of the Ba’ath
regime and US intervention shifted the power balance toward the Shiite majority,
enabling a new political order. However, the main issue is how Shiites gained power and
consolidated their position in post Saddam governance. This study examines the
demographic and social changes of Iraq’s Shiite community and analyzes their political
position after 2003. The primary research questions explored what demographic and
social transformations the Shiite community in Iraq has experienced since 2003 and how
the quality of its political presence and influence within governance structures has
evolved. Using a descriptive analytical method, data were collected from library sources
and field observations. Findings showed that the collapse of the Ba’ath regime and
electoral mechanisms shifted the power balance toward the Shiite majority. The large
scale return of displaced persons and exiled elites, dramatic demographic changes in
Baghdad and southern regions, and the revival of rituals like the Arbaeen pilgrimage
strengthened Shiite religious identity and social capital. The indispensable role of the
Najafreligious authority (marja‘iyya) and the formation of Shiite paramilitary forces were
among the key enhancing factors. In governance, relying on demographic weight and
party cohesion, Shiites seized opportunities offered by the 2005 Constitution. Since then,
they have consistently held the premiership, parliamentary majority, and key ministries.
The Shiite empowerment process unfolds in three stages: identity formation, creation of
political networks, and institutionalization of participation. The study concludes by
proposing strategies for sustained stability: strengthening civil institutions, improving

governance efficiency, and expanding relations with neighbors, especially Iran.
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Introduction

Iraq, with its Shia demographic majority (60-65%) and the location of the holy cities of Najaf,
Karbala, Kazimayn, and Samarra, has always been a central hub of Shia geopolitics in
Southwest Asia. Yet until 2003, the power structure was dominated by the Sunni minority, and
the Shia community —especially after the 1991 Sha’baniyya Uprising— was systematically
excluded from political participation. The overthrow of Saddam Hussein and the US
intervention marked a turning point, enabling a fundamental reconfiguration of power in favour
of the Shia majority. The main research questions of this study were formulated as follows:
What demographic and social transformations has Iraq’s Shia community experienced since
2003? And how has the quality of its political presence and influence within governance
structures evolved? Unlike common analyses that frame this transformation solely within Iran—
Saudi rivalry, this article adopts a critical geopolitics approach focusing on Iraq’s internal
dynamics. It argues that Shia empowerment has rested on three endogenous strategic
components: a) electoral mechanisms based on “one person, one vote” which, given the Shia
numerical majority and translate demography into political power, b) the Najaf religious
authority (marja‘iyya) as a centre of legitimisation and political guidance, c¢) and spatial
demographic reconfiguration in key cities such as Baghdad, leading to sectarian
homogenisation and geographical concentration of power. The study advances the literature on
religious geopolitics and illuminates the mechanisms of spatial power redistribution in multi-
ethnic states.

Method

This research employs a descriptive-analytical method. Data were collected through library
research (books, academic journals, and reputable online databases), field observations, and
official electoral records. The analysis proceeded through thick description and logical
inference. The study specifically addresses two questions: 1) What demographic and social
changes has the Shia community in Iraq experienced after 2003? 2) How has the political status
of Iraqi Shiites been shaped in post-Ba’ath power structures? The analytical framework was
built on a three-stage process of Shia empowerment (identity formation, creation of political
networks, and institutionalisation of participation), emphasising the role of the Najaf
marja‘iyya, demographic transformations, and Iraq’s governance structure.

Results
Findings are presented in two axes, as follows:

Axis 1- Demographic and social transformations: Iraq’s Shia population is estimated at 24—
26 million (60-65%), concentrated in southern and central provinces (Basra, Nasiriyah,
Amarah, Kut, Diwaniyah, Hilla, Karbala, Najaf, Baghdad, Kazimayn, Babylon, Qadisiyyah,
Dhi Qar, Samawah, and Wasit). After Saddam’s fall, the large-scale return of displaced Shia
elites enhanced Shia demographic weight both quantitatively and qualitatively. In Baghdad,
settlement patterns changed profoundly: mixed neighbourhoods became relatively
homogeneous after the 2006-2008 sectarian violence. Sadr City emerged as a Shia population
hub and socio-political centre. The revival of religious rituals — Ashura and the Arbaeen
pilgrimage (drawing millions to Karbala) — and the reconstruction of holy shrines strengthened
Shia social capital. The formation of Shia paramilitary forces (first the Mahdi Army, then the
Popular Mobilization Forces — Hashd al-Sha‘bi) became an effective factor in security
equations, though creating challenges for the monopoly of national sovereignty. The Najaf
marja‘iyya, particularly Grand Ayatollah Sistani, through historic fatwas, including the 2014
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defensive jihad fatwa against ISIS and fatwas calling for political participation, played an
indispensable role in Shia political socialisation, managing national crises, and preventing
Iraq’s collapse.

Axis 2 — Institutionalisation of political power: After 2003, relying on demographic weight
and party cohesion (e.g., Islamic Da'wa Party and Supreme Islamic Iraqi Council), Shiites
seized opportunities offered by the 2005 Constitution. Parliamentary election results from 2005
to 2021 show Shia coalitions consistently held the majority of seats (140-180 out of 275-329
total). The premiership has been continuously held by Shia figures: Ibrahim al-Jaafari (2005),
Nouri al-Maliki (2006), Haider al-Abadi (2014), Adel Abdul Mahdi (2018), Mustafa
al-Kadhimi (2020), and Mohammed Shia‘al-Sudani (2022). The permanent constitution was
drafted with the direct support and guidance from Ayatollah Sistani, who opposed
occupation-force involvement and insisted on general elections for the drafting assembly. At
critical junctures, such as the 2006 bombing of the Imams’ shrine in Samarra, the marja‘iyya
issued calls to refrain from retaliation, preventing a full-scale civil war. The Shia empowerment
process can be summarised in three stages: identity redefinition and political awakening,
institutional organisation and coalition formation, and domination of power structures.

Conclusions

After nearly a century of structural marginalisation (1920s—-2003), the collapse of the Ba’ath
regime and the establishment of numerical democracy have redefined Iraq’s geopolitical power
balance in favour of the Shia majority. This transition was not merely an elite shift but a
profound internal reconfiguration based on religious identity. The findings confirm that the
geopolitical rise of Iraqi Shiites stems less from foreign interventions than from endogenous
demographic, social, and institutional dynamics, especially the identity-forming and
legitimising role of the Najaf religious authority. Since 2003, the Shia community has leveraged
its demographic weight, and revived social capital and party cohesion to become the dominant
political actor. However, the stability of this position depends on balancing religious identity
with modern state-building, strengthening civil institutions, improving governance (fighting
corruption, delivering services), and engaging constructively with Sunnis and Kurds within
Iraq’s national interest. The study proposes strategies to consolidate these achievements:
reducing sectarian fault lines through national dialogue, developing cultural and economic
relations with Iran (as a strategic neighbour and religious partner), conducting joint
infrastructure projects, expanding religious tourism, and strengthening intermediary institutions
to ensure fair participation for all groups.
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