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Abstract

Mr. Talib Al-Rifai embarked on his political journey at an early stage, engaging in Islamic activism at the age of
twenty-two in 1953. During this period, he established strong connections with numerous figures and members
affiliated with Sunni Islamic parties, which expanded his sphere of influence and social network. Despite his close
interaction with these organizations, he was careful to maintain his independence and avoided formal affiliation with
any specific party or organized movement.

Al-Rifai distinguished himself by his ability to engage with diverse Islamic currents while maintaining his intellectual
independence, which provided him with significant flexibility and enabled him to cultivate a broad network of
relationships. He was known for preferring to operate within a flexible framework, away from rigid party structures,
which enhanced his stature and positioned him as an influential figure beyond conventional organizational boundaries.
Although he never officially joined any political organization, his strong ties with leading figures of Sunni Islamic
activism made him a significant actor within the broader political landscape. He effectively utilized this extensive
network to promote his ideas and advance his causes without being constrained by partisan affiliations. In this way,
he succeeded in combining adaptability with steadfast commitment to his principles—earning him wide respect among
his contemporaries.
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Introduction:

The mid-twentieth century was a period of profound political and ideological transformation in
Iraq, marked by the rise of competing nationalist, communist, and religious movements Haddad
(2). Within this turbulent landscape, Islamic political activism emerged as a powerful force shaping
public discourse and influencing the direction of national politics. Among the figures who played
a pivotal role in this sphere was Sayyid Talib al-Rifai,(6) whose early engagement in Islamic
political activity reflected both his intellectual vigor and his deep concern for the sociopolitical
challenges facing Iraq and the broader Muslim world (Al-Rifai, 2003.

Beginning his political journey in 1953 at the age of twenty-two, al-Rifai quickly became an active
participant in Islamic political circles. While maintaining close ties with influential figures and
members of Sunni Islamic parties, he deliberately avoided formal affiliation with any specific
organization, underscoring his commitment to intellectual independence and his belief in a flexible
approach to political engagement. This independence enabled him to cooperate across sectarian
and ideological boundaries, a quality that earned him widespread respect among his
contemporaries Ismael (3).

Al-Rifai’s activism reflected a broader vision: the strengthening of Islamic thought and
organization as a counterbalance to the spread of communist ideology in Iraq during the second
half of the twentieth century. His early support for Sunni-oriented movements such as the Muslim
Brotherhood and the Islamic Liberation Party was later complemented by his collaboration with
Shiite leaders—most notably Sayyid Mahdi al-Hakim—in efforts that culminated in the
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establishment of the Association of Scholars. These endeavors ultimately contributed to the
creation of the Islamic Dawa Party, a milestone in the evolution of modern Islamic political
movements in Iraq; Jaba (4).

This study examines Sayyid Talib al-Rifai’s (6) political trajectory, exploring how his
independence, adaptability, and cross-sectarian engagement enabled him to play a central role in
shaping the course of political Islam in Iraq. Through an analysis of his relationships, ideological
positions, and organizational initiatives, the research highlights al-Rifai’s enduring influence on
Islamic activism and his contribution to the broader struggle for religious and political identity in
modern Iraq

The second half of the twentieth century witnessed sweeping political, social, and ideological
transformations across the Middle East, and Iraq was no exception. The collapse of the monarchy
in 1958, the rise of Arab nationalism, and the rapid spread of communist and secular ideologies
profoundly reshaped the political landscape ; Batatu,(7). In this context, Islamic movements began
to emerge as a countervailing force, seeking to reassert the role of religion in public life and to
respond to the ideological challenges of modernity and Western influence (Nasr, (12); Kramer,
(9). Within this dynamic environment, Sayyid Talib al-Rifai (6) emerged as a pivotal figure
whose intellectual independence and political activism helped lay the foundations for a new phase
in Iraq’s Islamic political thought.

Al-Rifai embarked on his political journey in 1953 at the age of twenty-two, a time when Iraq was
experiencing ideological polarization between leftist and nationalist Iraq’s Islamic identity in the
face of growing communist influence (Jabar, (4). Though he cultivated close relationships with
members and leaders of Sunni Islamic organizations—particularly the Muslim Brotherhood and
the Islamic Liberation Party—al-Rifai consciously avoided formal membership in any of these
groups . This decision not only underscored his preference for intellectual and organizational
flexibility but also positioned him as a bridge between different currents of Islamic activism,
transcending sectarian and partisan boundaries (Ismael (3).

This approach was particularly significant given Iraq’s unique sectarian and political composition.
The Sunni-dominated leadership of most Islamic movements often contrasted with the majority
Shiite population, leading to tensions and organizational fragmentation (Louér, (10). Al-Rifai’s
ability to maintain constructive relationships with both Sunni and Shiite actors made him an
exceptional mediator in this polarized environment. His later collaboration with Sayyid Mahdi al-
Hakim, son of the prominent Shiite scholar

currents. His early involvement in Islamic political circles reflected both personal conviction and
a deep concern with preserving Ayatollah Muhsin al-Hakim, marked a turning point in cross-
sectarian Islamic cooperation. Together, they worked toward the formation of a Shiite Islamic
organization that eventually materialized as the Association of Scholars (Jam‘iyyat al-‘Ulama’),
aimed primarily at countering the ideological and political influence of the Communist Party in
Iraq ; Al-Khalili, (6).

Al-Rifai’s intellectual project was rooted in a broader vision of religious reform and political
renewal. He advocated for the establishment of Islamic political entities that could engage
effectively with modern state institutions while preserving Islamic principles . His activism during
the 1950s and 1960s coincided with a growing recognition among Islamic thinkers that the
traditional clerical establishment alone was insufficient to address the challenges posed by
secularism and socialism (Dawisha, (8). The formation of the Islamic Dawa Party (Hizb al-
Da‘wa al-Islamiyya) in the late 1950s and early 1960s can thus be seen, in part, as a culmination
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of efforts initiated by al-Rifai and his contemporaries to organize Shiite Islamic thought into a
coherent political framework (Jabar, (4); Nakash, (11).

Although al-Rifai never held an official leadership position within Dawa or other organized
political parties, his influence was unmistakable. His strategic networking and intellectual
contributions helped shape the ideological foundations of Islamic political activism in Iraq. By
maintaining independence from rigid party structures, he managed to preserve a degree of
flexibility that allowed him to adapt to Iraq’s rapidly changing political conditions while remaining
committed to his principles. His legacy thus lies not only in his direct political engagement but
also in his ability to inspire a generation of Islamic activists to envision a political model that
combined religious authenticity with pragmatic adaptability.

This research explores Sayyid Talib al-Rifai’s (6) role in the evolution of Islamic political
activism in Iraq, focusing on three interrelated themes: his intellectual independence, his cross-
sectarian political engagement, and his contribution to the institutionalization of Islamic politics
through initiatives that led to the emergence of the Islamic Dawa Party. By examining his
interactions with Sunni and Shiite movements, this study seeks to shed light on the complex
dynamics that shaped the formation of political Islam in mid-twentieth-century Iraq and to reassess
al-Rifai’s place within the broader history of Islamic reformist thought in the Arab world.

Chapter one

Mr. Talib Al-Rifai’s Relationship with the Muslim Brotherhood

The ideas of the Muslim Brotherhood began to spread in Iraq in 1942 through Iraqi students
studying at Al-Azhar University. Sheikh Muhammad Al-Sawwaf was instrumental in this process
(1), as he spearheaded an early attempt to establish a branch of the Brotherhood in Iraq. However,
this attempt failed due to the Iraqi authorities’ rejection—a rejection that was repeated once again
in 1946. Starting from the 1947 uprising against the Iraqi British Treaty (13), the political activity
of the Muslim Brotherhood (14) began to emerge prominently.

The Muslim Brotherhood also established the Palestine Rescue Association in 1947, with Sheikh
Amjad Al-Zahawi (15) serving as its Secretary-General. The association’s efforts focused on
recruiting volunteers and providing them with military training to participate in the jihad for the
defense of Palestine (16). By the end of 1948, a library named the Muslim Brotherhood Library
was established in Al-A‘zamiyyah to promote Islamic culture through the distribution of religious
books and publications, guiding young people toward adherence to Islamic morals and values, and
encouraging them to join the Brotherhood. The library was also keen on alerting youth to the
dangers of deviant ideologies, foremost among them communism, while defending the legitimacy
of'the Brotherhood’s activities and countering the accusations propagated by the security apparatus
against them. The Brotherhood’s activities in Baghdad expanded to include several districts. In
addition to Al-A‘zamiyyah, new branches were established, such as the Bab Al-Sheikh and
Karkh sections, where events and activities similar to those organized at the Al-A‘zamiyyah
branch were regularly held. By the early 1950s, after acquiring Ja‘far Al-Askari’s house (17) in
the Bab Al-Mu‘azzam area, the premises were transformed into a central headquarters that
attracted Brotherhood members from across the capital as well as visitors from neighboring
provinces. The headquarters hosted religious seminars and organized weekly lectures and
gatherings (18).

The Muslim Brotherhood witnessed a significant development in its public presence when it
obtained its first official license to operate under the name The Islamic Brotherhood Association
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(19) on September 13, 1949. Within less than a month, the Association established a branch in
the city of Mosul (20), with Sheikh Amjad Al-Zahawi serving as its President and Sheikh
Muhammad Al-Sawwaf assuming the position of General Supervisor. The Association’s
activities expanded rapidly, opening new branches in several Iraqi cities, including Kirkuk,
Ba‘qubah, Samarra, Tikrit, Basra, Ramadi, and Fallujah, within a short period. The Muslim
Brotherhood soon emerged as one of the most prominent components of the opposition to the
monarchical regime, facing continuous persecution and suppression by the ruling authorities.
Despite such challenges, the Brotherhood experienced notable growth and influence under strict
security constraints. Its impact reached such an extent that the term “Ikhwan” (the brothers) came
to be used to describe anyone who espoused Islamic ideas, even if they were not members of the
organization. This was largely due to the Brotherhood’s strong media presence during its
confrontation with the regime, as well as its position as the leading Islamic entity of that period
(21).

It is essential to pause at a particularly noteworthy phenomenon—the attraction of several
individuals from the Shi‘t community to the Muslim Brotherhood movement, although this
movement was founded upon a distinctly Sunni ideological foundation. This phenomenon raises
profound questions regarding the motives and nature of such attraction. What prompted some Shi‘a
to join a movement grounded in Sunni-oriented Islamic thought? Was it due to the relative
moderation of the Brotherhood’s ideas compared to other ideological currents? Or was it perhaps
the result of an organizational vacuum within the Shi‘i milieu at the time, given the absence of a
strong Shi‘i party or movement capable of mobilizing and attracting adherents? To address these
questions, it is necessary to delve into the historical and social context of that period, during which
political and intellectual factors played a decisive role in shaping alliances and loyalties. Moreover,
the personal relationships between certain Shi‘i leaders and members of the Brotherhood had a
significant impact on fostering these cross-sectarian interactions. A prominent illustration of this
dynamic can be seen in Mr. Talib Al-Rifai’s relationship with several members of the Muslim
Brotherhood, a connection that may have contributed to fostering closer understanding between
the two groups. In this regard, it can be argued that the absence of an influential Shi‘i organization
at the time was likely one of the main reasons behind such attraction. Some Shi‘a found in the
Brotherhood a platform through which they could express their political and social aspirations.
Moreover, the Brotherhood’s broader Islamic discourse—emphasizing Islamic unity and
resistance to colonialism—resonated with certain Shi‘i individuals who perceived in it an
opportunity to engage in a larger project transcending sectarian divisions.

Mr. Talib Al-Rifai was thoroughly familiar with the principles and ideas of Sunni Islamic parties.
He had read the works of Hassan al-Banna (22), the founder of the Muslim Brotherhood, as well
as all the writings of Sayyid Qutb (23) and his brother Muhammad Qutb (24). Since the early
1950s, he had maintained close relations with members of the Muslim Brotherhood in Iraq,
including a personal connection with its founder, Muhammad Mahmoud Al-Sawwaf. Al-Rifai was
a regular reader of the Brotherhood’s publications and frequently visited the Palestine Rescue
Association. He obtained Brotherhood writings and pamphlets through Muhammad Hadi Al-
Subaiti (25), a member of the Brotherhood who made earnest efforts to persuade Mr. Talib to join
the organization and become one of its members. These attempts took place approximately seven
years before the establishment of the Islamic Da‘wa Party (26).

When Abd al-Karim Qasim (27) announced his decision to permit the formation of political
parties, the Muslim Brotherhood quickly seized the opportunity to establish an open political
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organization aimed at leading Islamic missionary (da‘wa) activity and politically confronting
Qasim’s government. Furthermore, the organization aimed to combat social corruption and
promote moral and spiritual reform of the Iraqi individual. The leadership of the Muslim
Brotherhood considered the possibility of establishing a political party under the name The Islamic
Party (28) and accordingly submitted an official request to the Ministry of Interior on February 8§,
1960. However, the Ministry rejected the request on March 27 of the same year. In response, the
party’s founding committee filed an appeal on April 9, 1960, leading to a subsequent decision
issued by the Presidency of the Court of Cassation of Iraq on April 26 of that year.

The ruling granted official approval for the party’s establishment and dismissed the Ministry of
Interior’s claim, emphasizing that the party’s principles were rooted in Islamic Sharia, which
possesses an inherent capacity to adapt to changing times and contexts, in accordance with its
foundations in the Qur’an and the Sunnah. Accordingly, the Ministry of Interior notified the
founding committee of its final approval for the party’s establishment on July 9, 1960. The first
founding conference of the Islamic Party was subsequently held in the al-Kisra area of al-
A‘zamiyyah on Friday, July 29 of the same year. The event witnessed a large public turnout from
various parts of Iraq, including the northern, central, and southern regions (29).

During that period, Sayyid al-Rifa‘1departed from Najaf and headed toward al-Kazimiyyah, where
Sayyid Muhammad Bagqir al-Sadr was residing at the time. Sayyid al-Rifa‘’t met with him and
remained in his company until the afternoon (30). Later, Shaykh Murtada Al Yasin joined their
ranks and informed Sayyid Talib of the forthcoming Islamic Party Conference in al-A‘zamiyyah,
urging him to attend. Consequently, Sayyid al-Rifa‘1 proceeded to the conference, where he was
warmly received upon arrival. His entrance coincided with the conclusion of a speech by one of
the speakers on stage, and the attendees requested that he come forward to deliver an address. He
obliged and began his speech with the Qur’anic verse: “To each of you We prescribed a law and
a method” (31), a statement that was met with widespread approval. His address was characterized
by a purely Islamic tone, avoiding any sectarian references, and focused on the virtues of Islamic
law and the Islamic system. From that moment, he drew the attention and admiration of the
members and supporters of the Muslim Brotherhood movement (32).

The Muslim Brotherhood nominated Sayyid Talib al-Rifa‘1 for the presidency of the Islamic Party,
following the speech he had delivered at the conference. Their decision was also influenced by the
nature of his relationship with them and by the positive impact his nomination was expected to
have on the Muslim Brotherhood’s movement in Irag—namely, the potential to gain broader
popular support should Sayyid al-Rifa‘1accept their request. Unaware of this development, Sayyid
al-Rifa‘1 was visited in his room at al-Qawam School in Najaf by his friend Ma'n al-"Ajl1 (1922—
2021), a Shi‘i who had joined the Muslim Brotherhood and later converted to the Sunni sect.
During that visit, Ma'n said to Sayyid Talib: “I have come to you with the best of this world and
the hereafter. But first, get up and put on your clothes; the car is waiting for us.” Sayyid al-Rifa‘1
asked him, “What is the matter?” to which Ma‘n replied (33): “The Islamic Party Council is now
convening in Baghdad. When the discussion arose regarding the selection of a party president,
they unanimously agreed to choose you, Talib al-Rifa‘'1, as president. The council remains in
session, awaiting your arrival so that they may pledge their allegiance to you” (34).

When Sayyid al-Rifa‘Tarrived at the residence of Shaykh Murtada Al Yasin, he sought his counsel,
saying: “I am in great confusion; I have been offered the nomination for the presidency of the Iraqi
Islamic Party—what is your opinion?”” Shaykh Murtada replied: “The choice is entirely yours. If
you believe yourself qualified, the matter rests with you alone; you are the one to decide.” Sayyid
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al-Rifa‘1 then reflected privately and said to himself: 7 will not be able to bear such a heavy
responsibility. I will face fierce criticism in Najaf from Shi ‘i circles for presiding over a party with
a Sunni orientation. He returned to Ma'n al-"AjlT and said, “Please convey my deepest gratitude
to the members of the Islamic Party for their confidence in me. Unfortunately, I do not feel
qualified for this critical position. My age does not correspond to the gravity of the task, and my
experience is limited. Moreover, my acceptance could cause division among the members of my
sect. Some may stand by me, but the majority would likely reject the matter and might even turn
against me—and I am not prepared to face that.” He added: “They have chosen me because I am
a Shi‘i and wear the turban, but I am not a leader of the Shi‘a—only an ordinary individual.” “If
they wish to involve me,” said al-Rifa’1, “they should follow a different procedure—such as
submitting a formal request to the religious authority to assign me officially. But for me to assume
the position on my own initiative, as a Shi‘1 leader of another party, is beyond my capacity.” Ma'n
responded, “But you are the courageous man who can do it!” To which al-Rifa‘1 replied, “Thank
you for your kind words. Nevertheless, I am ready to support any president the party chooses, for
we all stand together in one trench against disbelief and atheism” (35). Ma'n then returned to the
party members, and ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Samarra’1 (36) was subsequently elected as president of
the Iraqi Islamic Party (37).

There is no doubt that what occurred with Sayyid al-Rifa‘1 represents an exceptional case in the
history of Islamic political life, as no one before or after him is recorded to have encountered such
a unique situation. The reasons underlying his nomination for the presidency of the Islamic Party
reflect the depth of his vision and the breadth of his intellectual horizons. He possessed a wide-
ranging education and was an avid reader of all that was available to him. This intellectual
openness shaped a personality that transcended the narrow confines of the traditional hawza
(seminary) community, which generally distanced itself from partisan political engagement—
particularly with parties of an Islamic orientation. How much more remarkable, then, that this party
was one of Sunni ideology? (38). Sayyid al-Rifa‘1’s intellectual openness was not the only factor
that propelled him to prominence; his close relationship with the religious authority (al-
marja‘iyyah) was also a decisive element in this selection. Having a distinguished Shi‘i figure such
as Sayyid Talib al-Rifa‘1 at the head of the Islamic Party was regarded as a shrewd strategic move
aimed at attracting a broader base of supporters, particularly given the party’s recent emergence
on the Iraqi political scene and its need to strengthen its legitimacy and expand its influence.
Moreover, the success of the Hizb al-Tahrir (Liberation Party) in incorporating several Shi‘i
members within its ranks had caused concern among the leaders of the Islamic Party, prompting
them to seek the inclusion of Shi‘i figures under their own banner. This was seen as necessary to
avoid political marginalization and to secure a meaningful presence within Iraq’s complex political
landscape. Thus, Sayyid al-Rifa‘'1 became a symbol of this strategy. His personality served as a
bridge between the Shi‘i and Sunni sects and as a vital link connecting traditional zawza thought
with the dynamics of modern political activism.

Sayyid al-Rifa'T’s rejection of the offer extended to him by the Islamic Party stemmed from his
unwillingness to relinquish his identity as a member of the hawza (seminary). Moreover, had he
accepted, he would have inevitably found himself in direct conflict with the Najafi community,
which would have certainly opposed such a move. As the years passed, Sayyid al-Rifa‘1 came to
feel regret for not having accepted the presidency of the Islamic Party—a position that, had he
taken it, might have added a significant chapter to his record of Islamic activism (39). However,
were the same offer to be made today, Sayyid al-Rifa‘1 would not accept it, given his advanced
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age and the fact that leading any political party requires effort and competence that he no longer
possesses (40).

Chapter two

Sayyid Talib al-Rifa 1T’s Relationship with the Hizb al-Tahrir (Liberation Party)

During the period between 1952 and 1953, a group of Hizb al-Tahrir members of Jordanian and
Palestinian origin arrived in Iraq, taking advantage of the scholarships offered by the Iraqi
government to Arab students for study in prestigious institutions such as the Higher Teachers’
House (Dar al-Mu ‘allimin al- ‘Aliyah), the College of Law, and the College of Medicine. During
their stay, these members began engaging with Iraqis and disseminating the party’s ideas among
them, ideas which met with widespread acceptance. Owing to this positive interaction, Iraq became
one of the first Islamic countries to witness extensive proselytizing activity by Hizb al-Tahrir.
Within a short span of time, the party succeeded in establishing a strong nucleus of members,
which included prominent figures such as Shaykh “Abd al-"Aziz al-Badri (41), as well as leading
personalities from the Ja“farT school of thought, including Muhammad Hadi al-Sabit1 and Arif al-
Basr1 (42). One of the party’s most prominent positions during this period was its recognition of
the Ja'farT school as an officially acknowledged Islamic madhhab. Toward the end of 1954, several
members of Hizb al-Tahrir applied to the Ministry of Interior seeking a license to engage in
political activity; however, the ministry rejected the request, citing its inconsistency with the
provisions of the Constitution (43). In response to this rejection, the party issued a statement
challenging the government’s position, which was distributed simultaneously during Friday
prayers in several cities, including Mosul, Baghdad, Basra, and Nasiriyah, as well as in Damascus,
Amman, and Jerusalem. The statement contained an explicit denunciation of government policies,
prompting the Iraqi authorities to arrest the signatories of the request (44).

The relationship between Hizb al-Tahrir and Islamic movements in [raq—particularly the Muslim
Brotherhood—witnessed significant tension that escalated to open confrontation. Hizb al-Tahrir
accused the Brotherhood of lacking political maturity and a revolutionary vision, confining their
role to the religious sphere of preserving the Qur’an and Sunnah without possessing a
comprehensive political project. In response, the leadership of the Muslim Brotherhood adopted
strict measures, issuing explicit directives to all its branches to sever any contact or cooperation
with Hizb al-Tahrir, while emphasizing the need to avoid any form of communication with its
members (45).

The relationship between Hizb al-Tahrir and the Muslim Brotherhood was characterized by
tension and estrangement, arising from a fundamental divergence in both vision and methodology.
Hizb al-Tahrir regarded itself as the sole legitimate representative of Islam, viewing other Islamic
groups and parties as mere movements deviating from the proper understanding of Islam or lacking
a comprehensive Islamic project. This firm conviction of possessing the absolute truth led Hizb
al-Tahrir to adopt a rigid stance toward others, particularly the Muslim Brotherhood, which
enjoyed broad popular and organizational presence. Instead of seeking common ground or
cooperation on shared issues, mutual suspicion and accusations prevailed between the two sides.
Hizb al-Tahrir harshly criticized the Brotherhood’s gradual reformist approach, considering it a
compromise of Islamic principles and an accommodation to political realities. In turn, the Muslim
Brotherhood viewed Hizb al-Tahrir’s ideas as overly theoretical and impractical, further deepening
the rift between them. Over time, these ideological differences evolved into organizational
hostility, with each side warning against the other and seeking to undermine it. The rivalry
escalated to the extent that Hizb al-Tahrir accused the Muslim Brotherhood of intellectual
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deviation, while the Brotherhood, in turn, accused Hizb al-Tahrir of extremism and detachment
from reality. Thus, the relationship between the two transformed into a field of intellectual and
political confrontation, rather than a bridge for cooperation in addressing shared challenges. This
hostility persisted for decades, undermining joint Islamic action. The rigid stances adopted by
various Islamic parties and movements toward one another revealed a striking fragility rather than
genuine strength. Their demands were often marked by recklessness and impulsiveness, provoking
the ruling authorities without possessing the necessary means to confront the consequences of such
provocation. More critically, they lacked unity and coordination; despite their multiplicity and
diversity, each movement operated in isolation, inwardly focused, and convinced itself of its
exclusive right to lead the process of change. Had these forces united under a single umbrella and
formed a common front, they might have been able to create a more balanced dynamic in
confronting the regime and to strengthen their political and social position. However, their
fragmentation and disunity deprived them of a golden opportunity to achieve any tangible victory.
Instead of complementarity and cooperation, individualistic tendencies and internal divisions
prevailed, rendering them vulnerable to weakness and defeat.

In one of their attempts to disseminate party ideology, members of Hizb al-Tahrir sought to recruit
Sayyid Talib al-Rifa‘1 into their activities. They proposed that he meet with “Abd al-Qadim Zallim
(46), to which Sayyid Talib readily agreed, expressing his interest in learning more about the
party’s ideas. A discussion session was subsequently held at al-Jawddayn School, attended by
‘Abd al-Qadim Zalliim, Sayyid Talib, and Muhammad Hadi al-Sabiti. From that meeting onward,
a friendship developed between al-Rifa'1 and Zalliim, with the former visiting the latter whenever
the opportunity arose (47).

During the monarchical period, Hizb al-Tahrir maintained only a limited presence in Iraq, due to
its late arrival and weak organizational structure (48). Following the coup of July 14, 1958(49) and
the rise of “Abd al-Kartm Qasim to power, political parties were allowed to operate openly. At that
point, the party submitted a request to the Ministry of Interior for legal authorization, but it was
once again rejected for the same reasons as before. During this phase of the party’s history (50),
an intellectual dispute emerged among some of its members who adhered to the Ja“far1 (Twelver
Shi‘1) school of thought, particularly over the issues of caliphate and imamate. This disagreement
led them to secede from Hizb al-Tahrir. Among those who withdrew were Muhammad Hadr al-
Sabitt and ‘Arif al-Basri(51). When a fatwa inquiry from Kuwait was presented to Sayyid Muhsin
al-Hakim regarding the permissibility of joining Hizb al-Tahrir, with the clarification that the party
did not follow the Ahl al-Bayt doctrine, he affirmed the prohibition of joining any organization
that does not adhere to that doctrinal path (52).

Chapter three

Efforts of Sayyid Mahdr al-Hakim and Sayyid Talib al-Rifa‘1 to Establish an Islamic Political
Movement

In 1953, Sayyid Mahdi al-Hakim (53) began striving to establish an Islamic political movement
that would pursue change based on Islamic principles. In collaboration with several religious
scholars, he sought to establish an Islamic council aimed at promoting religious awareness. The
council held its sessions during the nights of Ramadan in the courtyard of Imam “Ali (‘a), where
participants delivered speeches that guided Islamic identity. Sayyid Mahd1 al-Hakim would open
these gatherings by emphasizing the necessity of organized Islamic activity, calling for an
intellectual and social movement to confront the communist tide that had swept Iraqi society at the
time, reaching even the neighborhoods of Najaf and the homes of its scholars. However, this
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promising initiative failed to continue due to the pressures and harassment faced by its participants
from traditionalist currents (54).

In the mid-1950s, specifically in 1955, a conversation took place between Sayyid Mahdi al-Hakim
and Sayyid Talib al-Rifai. The former mentioned that he had read the book “The Philosophy of
the Revolution”, and then wondered: how could these military officers carry out a coup and change
the ruling system, while we—Islamists and religious authorities—remain unable to devise a
mechanism for establishing an Islamic system of governance? Sayyid Talib replied, “As long as
the religious authorities exist, we have no capacity to act. If you, for example, were to announce
the formation of a political party, not even your father’s religious position would be able to protect
you.” On a later occasion, Sayyid Mahd1 al-Hakim returned to inform Sayyid al-Rifa‘1, saying, “I
have discussed the matter with my father (Sayyid Muhsin al-Hakim), and let this initiative remain
secret between us.” He then explained that the plan was based on selecting trustworthy individuals
from various Iraqi cities to participate in parliamentary elections during the monarchical era, to
form a parliamentary bloc of more than twenty members whose mission would be to oppose any
legislation that contradicted Islamic principles. However, this plan never materialized and
remained merely ink on paper (55).

Those discussions were nothing more than idle dreams, for realizing their aspirations required a
shift from theory to practice, from abstract ideas to concrete action. When Jabir al-"Atta(56) and
Muhammad Hadi al-Sabit1 left the ranks of Hizb al-Tahrir, al-*Atta initiated a dialogue with
Sayyid Talib al-Rifa'1 about the importance of establishing a distinct Shi‘i Islamic entity,
expressing his desire for al-Rifa‘1 to lead this organization. However, Sayyid al-Rifa‘1 pointed out
the prominent social standing and intellectual depth of Sayyid Muhammad Bagqir al-Sadr, whom
he considered more qualified to head the project. He advised al-"Atta to reach out to al-Sadr and
persuade him to assume this responsibility. Accordingly, whenever al-‘Atta visited Najaf, al-Rifa‘1
would accompany him to meet with Sayyid al-Sadr, where they exchanged views on the challenges
facing the Islamic reality. In al-Sadr, al-"Atta found the personality that truly embodied his hopes
and aspirations (57).

Sayyid al-Rifa‘1 as a Participant in Confronting the Communist Current

During the rule of “Abd al-Karim Qasim (1958—-1963), the communists reached the peak of their
influence, surpassing all other political forces and parties. They succeeded in consolidating their
positions within state institutions and the military establishment, particularly after the government,
under communist pressure and influence, undertook a process of purging the ranks of the armed
forces (58). As the Communist Party embraced doctrines fundamentally at odds with the teachings
of Islam, the hawza ‘ilmiyya of Najaf entered a new and unprecedented phase in its political,
intellectual, and social engagement. It consequently oriented itself to initiating a reformist cultural
project aimed at confronting this significant ideological challenge. To ensure the success of this
endeavor, the hawza mobilized its scholarly elite and strengthened its intellectual discourse,
thereby enhancing the standing of the religious authority (marja iyya) and its capacity to respond
effectively. This initiative marked a pivotal turning point in the rise of the Shi‘i Islamic movement
and its cultural activity. The activist Islamists capitalized on the atmosphere of ideological
confrontation, using the umbrella of the religious authority to advance their political project and
to organize students of religious studies within the hawza ‘ilmiyya(59).

Communist ideas had a profound impact on Iraqi society, as many people were swept up by this
perilous current, which stood in stark contradiction to the traditional values that had long prevailed.
On a personal level, this ideological shift even sowed discord within families. One such instance
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involved Hajj Thamir al-*Atta, who threatened his brother Jabir al-‘Atta when the latter was
speaking with Sayyid Talib about ‘Abd al-Karim Qasim. Their conversation included some
criticism of Qasim, prompting Thamir to warn his brother: “Even if you are my brother, I will
hand you over to the authorities for speaking against ‘Abd al-Karim.” Sayyid Talib encountered
a similar scene while walking through the markets of Najaf. He noticed a crowd gathered and,
upon asking about the cause, was told that a man had insulted ‘Abd al-Karim Qasim — and the
people had decided to drag him through the street in punishment. At the broader societal level,
communist ideas had deeply penetrated Najaf to the extent that they even found their way into the
verses of some husayni elegies. Certain latmiyydt (mourning chants) began to reflect overtly
communist and socialist themes. For instance, the mawkib (procession) from the city of al-Hayy
became known for its distinctly communist slogans, chanting: “Federal union... Soviet
friendship... with the People’s Republic of China... Eisenhower will fall... O Haydar, O Karrar.”
Moreover, communists used the walls of old buildings as places to hang portraits of leading
Marxist thinkers—Lenin, Marx, Engels, and Stalin—and they even stood guard over these images
to prevent others from tearing them down. These developments had a profound impact on the
actions of religious scholars and those of Islamic orientation. Sayyid Talib al-Rifa‘1, for example,
would not leave his home without carrying a sharp instrument for self-defense. The influence of
communist thought even extended to the mawkib (procession) of the city of al-Rifa‘'1, held in
Karbala, where participants chanted slogans supportive of communist ideology. Sayyid Talib
attempted to replace the husayni chant with one inspired by Ba‘thist nationalist slogans— “Our
unity with Egypt... is our support and our victory”—but he was unable to succeed, as the
Communist Party maintained widespread control over most of the rawadid (reciters) leading the
husayni processions. Consequently, Sayyid Talib was compelled to withdraw from the forefront
of al-Rifa‘1’s mawkib. Because of his opposition to communist ideology, Sayyid Talib became an
important figure in the eyes of the nationalists, who sought to win him over to their side. On one
occasion, when Sayyid al-Rifa‘1 visited the home of Shaykh ‘Abd al-Karim al-Jaza'ir, the latter’s
son, Ahmad (60), saw him, invited him to his room, and they dined together. During the meal,
Ahmad said to Sayyid Talib: “We greatly admire your stance against the communists, and to us,
Sayyid Talib, you are a man of great worth and importance.” (61)

Sayyid al-Rifa ‘1 as the Cause of the al-Sair1 Crisis

Sayyid Talib al-Rifa‘1 sparked a major crisis in the city of Najaf after promoting a leaflet from al-
Hadara newspaper (62). The publication, titled “The Wise Donkey,” had been written by
Muhammad Hasan al-Siir1 (63), who was known for his leftist leanings. Motivated by his
opposition to leftist ideology and his hostility toward the Communist Party, Sayyid al-Rifa‘1
decided to purchase numerous copies of the issue carrying that article and distributed them at the
College of Jurisprudence, claiming that the person being mocked in the piece was Sayyid Muhsin
al-Hakim. By nightfall, the city of Najaf was in turmoil. Sayyid Muhsin al-Hakim took refuge in
his home in the city of Kufa, where people began gathering to express their outrage over the
incident (64). Crowds gathered at his residence to express their solidarity and support,
unequivocally condemning the statements published in al-Hadara newspaper. The wave of
indignation soon expanded to encompass the Communist Party as well, as numerous newspapers
published articles denouncing any form of attack or disrespect directed toward religious scholars
(65).

Regarding that incident, al-Siir1 stated:
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"While I was overseeing the printing of al-Hadara, one of the typesetters approached me and said,
‘We need a few more lines to fill the last column.’ I reflected for a moment, then picked up a
caricature cliché and wrote a few humorous words in the voice of a donkey about a Ba ‘thist
doctor—at a time when the Ba ‘th Party held no significance—who used to give daily advice on
washing fruits and vegetables. I wanted to avoid imitating Egyptian newspapers, which would
publish a caricature of a donkey labeled ‘Himar Afandi” (Mr. Donkey), so I replaced it with ‘Himar
al-Hakim’ (The Wise Donkey). The humor lay in the donkey’s expression of gratitude, as he and
his fellow donkeys thanked the honorable doctor-announcer for his valuable advice on sterilization
and cleaning. Never for a moment did it occur to me that anyone might associate the title with
Hujjat al-Islam Sayyid Muhsin al-Hakim—God knows that I deeply love this great man and hold
his knowledge and noble character in the highest reverence.” (66)

Al-StrT further recounted:

"When al-Haddra newspaper was released to the markets containing humorous material, it was
treated as a grave offense. This created a golden opportunity for malicious propaganda to be
spread against me and against al-Hadara in Najaf, Karbala, and other southern cities, where the
rumors spread like wildfire. Before long, massive demonstrations erupted, sweeping through the
streets with organized chants and insults voiced in the local dialect. Amid this turmoil, the Iraqi
army in the south was placed on high alert, and an urgent telegram was sent to ‘Abd al-Karim
Qdsim, demanding that he issue an immediate ruling to punish al-Siri. ”(67) Qasim requested a
meeting with al-Suri, who subsequently went to the Ministry of Defense and informed the officials
there of Abd al-Karim Qasim’s desire to meet him. Al-Suri was then escorted to the waiting room
until Qasim arrived. Upon greeting him, Qasim explained the crisis that had arisen in the country
as a result of al-Suri’s statements concerning al-Sayyid al-Hakim in al-Hadara newspaper. Al-
Suri then clarified his position, emphasizing that the matter was merely a misunderstanding. Once
Abd al-Karim Qasim was assured of the true nature of the situation, he immediately revoked all
measures that had been taken against al-Suri (68).

Through his actions, al-Sayyid Talib revealed the depth of his aversion and intense hostility toward
the adherents and supporters of communist thought. He spared no effort in combating this
ideological current. Upon realizing that his conventional methods had failed to achieve his
objective, he adopted an approach unbecoming of a religious scholar—resorting to the
dissemination of false claims—in an attempt to foment division and hostility between the religious
leadership in Najaf and the communist movement. Such actions were intended to compel the
religious authority to adopt an antagonistic stance toward the communists, which would inevitably
incite their followers and supporters against them.

Al-Sayyid al-Rifa‘i’s Position within the Association of Scholars

The origins of the Association of Scholars (Jama‘at al-‘Ulama’) trace back to the period following
1958, emerging as a reaction to the growing leftist influence that prompted religious scholars—
foremost among them al-Sayyid Muhsin al-Hakim—to seek means of confrontation (69). During
one of the meetings held in Najaf, at the residence of al-Sayyid Baqir al-Shakhsh (70), around
twenty scholars affiliated with al-Hakim’s religious authority convened. Their aim was not to
establish a political party or organization, but rather to devise strategies to counter the communist
tide that had swept through Iraqi society at the time. As a result of that meeting, ten members were
selected to form the nucleus of the Association of Scholars, under the leadership of Shaykh
Murtadha Al-Yasin. Al-Sayyid Talib al-Rifa‘i joined the group’s second tier, which focused on
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training its members in the arts of oratory and public persuasion. These members were dispatched
to various Iraqi provinces, particularly during the month of Ramadan (71).

The Association of Scholars issued a directive statement in which it pointed to the growing
influence of the Iraqi Communist Party on the political scene and warned Prime Minister ‘Abd al-
Karim Qasim against falling under the dominance of this group. The statement emphasized that
other forces could serve as far better allies for him. It was, however, accompanied by words of
appreciation and praise toward Qasim—an approach that provoked the disapproval of al-Sayyid
al-Rifa‘i. He turned to Shaykh Murtadha Al-Yasin and said, “My master, how can you lavish such
praise upon a man like this? Does he truly deserve all this commendation? Who is he that you
should elevate him to such a rank?” Al-Yasin replied, “My son, Sayyid Talib, this is bait... bait”
(72), for the religious authority sought to contain ‘Abd al-Karim Qasim and draw him into its
sphere of influence. To achieve this, it adopted a strategy of flattery and exaltation, referring to
him as the sole leader, the devoted hero, and the pioneer of Islam and the Muslims (73).
Al-Sayyid al-Rifa‘i was assigned the task of delivering the first communiqué issued by the
Association of Scholars to al-Sayyild Muhammad al-Qazwini (74) in Basra. Carrying the
document, al-Sayyid Talib set out on his journey toward Basra. At that time, checkpoints and trains
were being searched by civilian supporters of communism, who discovered the leaflets and
confiscated them. They forced al-Sayyid Talib out of the vehicle while he was still in Najaf. He
resisted them fiercely, cursing and confronting them, until he was rescued by a car owner who
happened upon the scene. When the man inquired about the situation, the group told him that the
person they were detaining was a member of the Association of Scholars and showed him the
confiscated leaflets. The car owner said to them, “Leave him to me; I will handle the matter.”
Believing that he was a government official, they released al-Sayyid Talib into his custody. The
man then helped him into his car and drove him to the government headquarters (saray al-hukuma).
Despite this ordeal, al-Sayyid Talib did not hesitate to continue his mission; he proceeded to Basra
and completed the task entrusted to him (75).

Conclusion

Al-Sayyid al-Rifa‘i was among the most prominent figures to leave a lasting impact on the field
of political Islam. He was one of the foremost advocates for the establishment of Islamic groups
and parties through which the expansion of communism in Iraq during the second half of the
twentieth century could be countered. His inclination toward this objective was evident from his
early support for Islamic movements with Sunni ideological orientations—most notably the
Muslim Brotherhood and the Islamic Liberation Party (Hizb al-Tahrir).

Subsequently, al-Sayyid al-Rifa‘i, in collaboration with al-Sayyid Mahdi al-Hakim, began
working toward the formation of a Shi‘i Islamic organization. This endeavor contributed to the
establishment of the Association of Scholars (Jama ‘at al- ‘Ulama’), whose efforts were primarily
directed toward confronting the communist movement. These collective efforts later played a
significant role in the formation of the Islamic Da ‘wa Party.
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