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Civil Government in the Thought of Sayyid al-Sistani
(may his influence endure) and Its Impact on the
Construction of National Identity in Iraq after 2003
Sheikh Mahdi Abbas Hamdan al-Ruba‘i

Islamic Researcher-Hawza-Najaf al-Ashraf

Abstract

Sayyid al-Sistani’s thought and guidance reached a mature stage through scholarly
study, debate, and the political, cultural, and scientific conditions he experienced. As
a contemporary Islamic thinker and a jurist belonging to the Ahl al-Bayt tradition,
he sought to develop a civic conception of governance intended to educate and
guide the community by critiquing despotism and dismantling its foundations. In
this effort he followed, in part, the intellectual trajectory of several modern Twelver
Shi‘i thinkers - notably Sheikh al-Naini - whose ideas left a discernible imprint
on a number of later scholars, including Sayyid al-Sistani. In many respects, his
political views represent a continuation and development of that intellectual legacy.
Sayyid al-Sistani’s conception of civil government became particularly evident after
2003 - following the collapse of the former regime in Iraq — when he engaged in
public deliberation concerning Iraq’s condition and articulated his positions through
the juridical maxim “la darar wa 1a dirar” (no harm and no reciprocating harm),
as well as via numerous fatwas, juridical rulings, and official statements regarding
civil governance.This study demonstrates that the components of civil government
in Sayyid al-Sistani’s thought function as effective elements in constructing and
consolidating national identity among Iraqis. These components include: free and
fair elections; a constitutional framework; preservation of public security and order;
the relation between religion and the state; the rights of women; and respect for
the rights of others.Furthermore, Sayyid al-Sistani anchors civil government in the
Islamic heritage while affirming the demand for freedom within the framework of
human dignity. He appeals to historical structures as sources of inspiration rather than
treating the heritage as an obstacle to progress. By imbuing his leadership project with
a humanistic orientation and promoting a cohesive Iraqi national identity, his prudent
positions have contributed to strengthening national foundations and deepening
their roots -notably through efforts to reconcile Iraqi society, repudiate sectarianism
and partisan divides, and call for peaceful coexistence among the people of Iraq.

Keywords: national identity; Sayyid al-Sistani; civil government; Iraq after
2003.
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