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 From 2003 I have been visiting Iraqi Shi'i Communities in London and Dublin 

collecting sermons, observing rituals and engaging in dialogue. The communities that I have 

been in dialogue have been those of the Al Khoei Foundation, Chevening Road; Dar as Islam, 

Wilsden Green; Abrar House, Edgeware Road; Imam Ali Foundation, Brondesbury Park; and 

The Ahul Bayt Centre, Dublin.  Each of these communities are distinct and provide different 

services to their communities yet there are many commonalities between them other than  

their  shared Shi'i faith and their shared national heritage. 

 The Al Khoei foundation  has a long history of education and integration within 

Islamic circles in London.  Since the beginning of the foundation in 1989. The Foundation 

has been at the forefront of interfaith and educational activities in the London area. The 

formation of Al Sadiq School for Boys and Al Zahra School for Girls, and the Centre for 

Academic Shi'a Studies is an indication of this communities commitment to the establishment 

of a British Shi'a Islam and the promotion of the greater Shi'a community in the United 

Kingdom. Under the guidance of Sayyid Yusef Al Khoei, the community has been at the 

forefront of interfaith involvement for over two decades not only in education and faith 

development but also in areas of chaplaincy, prison ministry and social outreach.  Despite its 

Iraq history, origin and foundation the community does not have an exclusive Iraqi emphasis 

but rather appeals to a Shi'a Diaspora from across the Middle East and Iran.  

 Dar al Islam was founded in 1993 with the purchase of the present building from the 

local council. The site on Anson Road also houses the Iraqi Cultural gallery. This community 

is among many those in the Criklewood area that came into being with the influx of Muslims 

into this part of the city during the period of economic activity and migration experienced in 

the 1990's. It has recently expanded to include the local Muhammadi Trust which caters for 

the growing number of Shi'a youth attending Islamic activities in the area. Political un-
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stability in Iraq during the 1990's under Saddam meant that many Shi'a fled their homeland 

and took refuge in the United  Kingdom.  With a population of over 1000 gathering for prayer 

each Friday, this is one of the largest Iraqi Shi'a communities in the country,  It is also one of 

the best resources and managed.       

 Abrar House, Crawford Place off Edgeware Road, has been an important religious 

and political hub among Shi'a and particularly Iraqi Shi'a since its beginnings in the 1990's. It 

is a locus for conference, seminars, media coverage and interfaith activities. It produces the 

monthly news letter Abrar and the up to date website Abraronlne.net while maintaining an 

active Thursday evening Academic series in conjunction with the Gulf Cultural Club and 

City Circle on Friday evenings.  It provides an important centre for developing ties within the 

Shi'a community and with the media, nation and international.     

 The Imam Ali Foundation is the official representation of Ayatollah Al Seyyid Al 

Sistani in Europe and the US.  In conjunction with the publication of recent texts it maintains 

a well organized website and provides resources and hospitality to it local Shi'a faithful. 

 The Ahul Bayt Centre, Dublin is home to the Irish Shi'a congregation and since its 

foundation in 1996 has provided a cultural and religious centre for the growing number of 

Shi'i immigrants to the state. The Iraqi Community are among the most involved in the life of 

the centre regularly attending majlis, prayer and community gatherings. The Iraqi 

involvement in the community is reflected in the dynamic leadership inspired by the Saudi 

born but Iraqi inspired Seyyid Dr. Ali Al Saleh.    

 Each of these communities reflect their origins in the political situation under Saddam 

at the beginning of the first Gulf War and the migration of Shi'a to the west in the 1990's and 

also the emerging and vibrant economic climate experienced in Britain and Ireland during the 

same period. Britain had many cultural, political and economic links with Iraq which made it 

attractive to immigrants to come here. The formation of the Iraqi Community Association and 

the Iraqi Welfare Association meant that Iraqi coming here would be received, directed and 

supported not only by the welfare state but also with vital non-government  associations.  

 

The Sermons. 
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 The content of the sermons gathered in the period from 2004 until 2009 reflect the 

thinking and teaching within the Iraqi Shi'i community in exile within Great Britain and 

Ireland.   

 The Shi'i sermons and rituals are centred on the memory and lives of the Imamate 

within the popular devotion of the faithful. The role of the sermon is to defend this Shi'i 

minority faith in a pluralist world and the general nature of the discourse is apologetic. There 

tends to be an apologetic in relation to Sunni Islam. Sunni Islam is the common Other for the 

Shi'a, there is a general condemnation of Wahabbi and Salafi Faith and the criticism within 

Islam that see Shi'i faith as idolatry.  

 There is an apologetic in relation to Christianity although there is an appreciation of 

the civilizing and humanizing influence of religion and of the central importance of Jesus 

(Isa) and Mary (Myraim) for Christains.   

 There is an apologetic in relation  to the West, which recognizes that there are 

elements within popular western culture, including availability of alcohol and drugs and a 

sexually permissive society that are at odds with Islamic values but also a realization that 

there are many western values expressed in the welfare state and civil society that are 

attractive to Muslims and worth imitating.  

 There is a belief that in the sermons the Shi'i community is united in the praise of its 

Shi'i personalities. These personalities are exemplary and intercede on behalf of devout 

Muslims.  The second act on uniting the community is in recalling a narrative of suffering 

experienced by the Shi'a since earliest Islamic times. 

 The central core of the majlis is the narration of the Sufferings of the Karbala martyrs 

and also other venerable Shi'i personalities at other times in the liturgical cycle. The central 

feature of the masa'ib is the narration of suffering. The graphic quality of the violence 

heightens the tragic component of the narrative. The familiarity with the narrative and the 

emotion bind the congregation in the intimate union of shared grief and a common history.  

 This is the creation of the "liminal space"  a threshold experience in which the events 

of Karbala are fused with the present reality while forming  and deepening the identity of the 

Shi'a community. 
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The Political Context.  

 Political developments in Iraq between 2003 and 2009 dominated the emerging 

narratives within the Iraqi Shi'i Community. This was the period of the American led War 

and Occupation of Iraq. Many Iraqi exiles participated in the emerging political opposition 

that was taking shake at the onset of the Occupation. London provided a base and a centre for 

exile politicians and the possibility of forming a government in Exile. Both the Da'awa Party 

and the Supreme Council for the Islamic Republic of Iraq (SCIRI) had popular support in 

London. The publication of  "The Declaration of the Shi'a of Iraq" in July 2002 and the 

formation of the London Conference of Iraqi Opposition in December of the same year set 

the direction for initial intervention of the American led coalition.  

 The War and Occupation was essentially a tragedy among the Shi'a.  The murder of 

Abd al-Majid al Kho'ei and the subsequent murder of Muhammad Baqir al-Hakim, lend 

testimony that the initial War and civil disobedience was fought at a tremendous price to this 

community. The devolution of the Political Authority and the emerging political process 

consisting of elections and constitution building were at the behest of Ayatollah Ali al 

Sistani.  The eventual formation of a government was only possible with the intellectual and 

moral support of Iraqi Shi'i who were committed to democracy in the face of a violence 

insurgency. The destruction of Fallujah, the Tragedy on the Bridge of Imams and the 

destruction of the Shrine of Samarra are only moments in a violent civil war that saw the 

destruction of much of civil society and the death of thousands. 

 The experience of such radical terrorism, violence in the name of the state, militant 

Sunni terrorists and Shi'a militia awoke among the citizens of Iraq an intense examination of 

their religious, cultural and social identities. The eventual empowerment of a Shi'a led 

government and the inclusion of Shi'a militia had been won at a terrible cost.  Shi'a 

communities in the United Kingdom and Ireland were aware that their brothers and sisters 

were the daily victims of violence, terror and corruption. There has been a constant flow of 

information and ideas between London and Baghdad  in this transition from dictatorship to 

democracy.  

 The Shi'a identify themselves in parallel with the early Muslims and Ahul Bayt in the 

condemnation of the violence of dictatorship, terrorists and victimisers. As Imam Hussein 

was murdered in Karbala so too today victims of violence and extremist in Iraq suffer and are 

killed at the hands of terrorist and those who support dictatorship.  
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 At the risk of being over-simplistic, it is possible to draw clear parallels between the 

dualities of the past and also of today, The Ummayad against the Alid, the Sunni against the 

Shi'a, the terrorist against the Martyr, the Dictator against the Innocent victim, Dictatorship 

against Democracy, Al Queda in Iraq against the moderate Shi'a.  

 What emerged in Communities in London and Ireland was an un-compromising 

condemnation of terrorism and its roots in radical Islam, the condemnation of dictatorship in 

all its forms in the Middle East and a commitment to promote democracy, majority rule and 

constitutional politics.   

 Many Muslim communities in the West were aware of  values in Western society that 

provided dignity and value to their citizens and promoted civil society, through the promotion 

of human rights, the empowerment of women and minorities. Among Shi'a communities 

these narratives took on a religious significance and the expression of Shi'a majlis and rituals 

became an opportunity to condemn radical Islam, terrorism, dictatorship and to promote 

democracy, transparent leadership and human rights.  In preaching and ritual recalling the 

early Imams their leadership and victimisation, became an opportunity to an Islam that is 

moderate, tolerant, inclusive and pluralistic.  

Motivations for a Moderate Islam. 

 Although there is a broad social spectrum of society represented by Iraqi Shi'i 

migrants to Great Britain and Ireland.  They by represent a different social grouping to other 

national migrant sectors of society even within the Muslim minority. There are doubtlessly 

many Iraqi Shi'a who have come recently to as refugees and struggle financially.  However 

the majority of Iraqi migrants past and present are educated and have significant personal 

resources at their disposal enabling them to find employment, engage in civil society, 

contribute and integrate into British society. Many Iraqis have come as professionals with 

their University qualifications recognized by the British State and contribute in the medical 

field, in finance and in education. Well established Shi'a Muslims who came prior to the 

present migration wish to promote their status as open-minded, moderate, tolerant and 

integrated into society. There is a nostalgia for pre Gulf War days a time when there was little 

sectarian tension and a love of all things British. 
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 The  arrangement of religious authority within Shi'i Islam require any Shi'i believer to 

attach him/herself to the leading member of the Shi'i clergy who is regarded by his peers to 

be the most pious and knowledgeable Shi'i scholar of the time and the supreme source of 

emulation (marja‘ al-taqlid). Among the many high-ranking Shi'i scholars in the world today, 

Grand Ayatollah Ali Al-Husseini Al-Sistani, is considered to be the most senior of the grand 

ayatollahs and hence among the different sources of emulation the most supreme. Among 

Iraqi Shi'i communities in Britain and Ireland his influence is immense. Although Sistanis 

idea of a democratic Iraq does not quite conform with the notion of secular liberal 

democracies, he was instrumental in promoting elections at all levels  in Iraq during the 

political transition. He has maintained that Islam and its fundamental beliefs and practices 

need to inform the new Iraqi constitution and has referred to notions of popular sovereignty, 

transparency and legitimacy,  as well as political participation and active citizenship.  

There has been a transition among many British Iraqi Shi'a and among the religious 

leadership of their communities from the ideological and revolutionary understanding of 

wilayat al faqif as expressed by Khomeini which was central to the empowerment of Shi'a 

worldwide  during the 1980's towards the pluralism and diversity as expressed in 

parliamentary party politics as now promoted  by Ayatollah al-Sistani. 

 

A final consideration with regard to Iraqi Shi'a self-identity in transition is the experience of 

being a minority within a minority. Muslims within Britain and Ireland already experience a 

great deal of segregation despite the developments in civil society. The public profile of Iraqi 

Shi'as provides them with a niche of recognition that differentiates them from radical Islamic 

groups and majority Sunni groups.  They are perceived as being Muslim but different at the 

same time. This promoting of difference has been employed by other groups to promote their 

minority status as moderate and modernizing including the Ismailis and the Sufis.  

 

I have attempted to outline a unique cluster of religious, cultural and political narratives 

among a particular sector or Muslim life in the West to show how one particular community 

has been able to mould a public image for itself in the context of exile, war, occupation, 

transition and empowerment. The Iraqi Shi'i experience is not just another experience of 

being Muslim but a radical encounter with western values transformed in the political caldron 
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of warfare and violence. They have the opportunity to address the other within the other and 

speak to the heart of Islam.  


