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Iraq is regarded as a pivotal element in Iran's foreign policy. For
Iranian policymakers, Iraq represents a more critical and,
consequently, a more sensitive operational ground than other nations
where Iran extends support to local militia groups. Historical evidence
indicates that developments in Irag can have significant repercussions
for Iran's stability. Irag continues to pose a threat to Iran's national
security, which underpins Iran's efforts to influence Irag's internal
policies and strategic orientation. Since 2003, Iran has adeptly
infiltrated the Iragi Shia population by capitalizing on the long-
standing common borders and cultural, religious, and economic ties
with Irag. Iran's influence is multifaceted, encompassing access to a
diverse array of political and social actors. Hence, this research aims
to examine the various geocultural factors in Iran-lraq relations. To
accomplish this objective, a descriptive-analytical method and Wizard
software were employed. The findings of the research reveal that the
divergent factors in geocultural relations between Iran and Iraq are
situated in critical and semi-critical conditions. The robust scenario
board comprises eight distinct possible situations. Among these eight
scenarios, three are classified as critical, one as semi-critical, one as
static, two as semi-optimal, and one as optimal. It is also noteworthy
that the majority of Iranian and Iragi citizens share a common religion,
namely Shia Islam. The religious seminaries, or hawzas, located in the
religious cities of Qom in Iran and Najaf in Irag serve as centers of
Shiite education; however, they have developed within two distinct
and competing traditions. This factor presents an opportunity for
potential improvement in the situation.
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Introduction

Iraq is regarded as a pivotal element of Iran's foreign policy. For Iranian policymakers, Iraq
represents a more critical and, consequently, a more sensitive operational theater compared
to other countries where Iran supports local militia groups. Historical evidence indicates that
developments in Irag can have significant repercussions for Iran's stability. Iraq remains a
potential threat to Iran's national security, prompting Iran to seek influence over Iraq's
internal policies and strategic direction. Since 2003, Iran has adeptly embedded itself within
the Iragi Shia population by capitalizing on the extensive shared borders and cultural,
religious, and economic ties with Irag. Iran's influence is multifaceted, encompassing access
to a broad spectrum of political and social actors . This research aims to analyze the various

geocultural factors that shape the relations between Iran and Iraq. It will consider additional
components of geoculture, such as racial and ethnic homogeneity, topographical integrity,
cultural and linguistic uniformity, the communication networks that facilitate relations, and
religious homogeneity. An examination of these factors will illuminate their respective
positive and negative impacts on the bilateral relations between the two countries, potentially
fostering conditions for both convergence and divergence. Consequently, the primary
research question is formulated as follows: What is the role of geocultural components in
Iran-Iraq relations, and what are the distinct components of geoculture that influence these
relations?

Material and Methods

The research design employed in this study is descriptive-analytical. Data analysis was
conducted at two distinct levels: descriptive and analytical. A questionnaire, structured as a
balanced cross-effect matrix, was utilized to solicit responses from the statistical sample
regarding the significance of various indicators. Respondents rated the importance of these
indicators on a scale ranging from -3 to +3, where -3 indicates an extremely negative effect,
-2 signifies a relatively negative effect, -1 denotes a negative and weak impact, O represents
a neutral impact, +1 indicates a weak positive impact, +2 reflects a moderate positive impact,
and +3 corresponds to a strong positive impact. Upon completion of the questionnaire, the
Scenario Wizard software was employed to process the data. Based on the scores entered
into the matrix, a standardized normal matrix was calculated, and potential scenarios were
classified by analyzing the degree of compatibility of the descriptors.

Results and Discussion

The findings of this research indicate that the divergent factors influencing geocultural
relations between Iran and Iraq exist in critical and semi-critical conditions. The
comprehensive scenario board comprises eight distinct possible situations. Among these
eight scenarios, three are categorized as critical, one as semi-critical, one as static, two as
semi-optimal, and one as optimal. Given that a significant majority of Iranian and Iraqi
citizens adhere to the same religion, namely Shiite Islam, the seminaries, or Hozas, located
in the religious cities of Qom in Iran and Najaf in Iraq serve as pivotal centers for Shiite
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education. Consequently, this common religious affiliation may serve as a lever for
improving the overall situation.

Conclusion

The results of the scenario analysis and surveys indicate that divergent factors in the
geocultural relations between Iran and Irag have positioned the two countries in critical and
semi-critical conditions. Despite these challenges, it is noteworthy that the majority of
Iranian and Iraqi citizens share a common religion, Shia Islam, which acts as a unifying
factor. The religious cities of Qom in Iran and Najaf in Iraq are central to Shia education,
housing prominent seminaries (Hawzas) that have historically played significant roles in
shaping Shia thought. However, these two centers have developed under distinct and, at
times, competing traditions. Najaf, home to the shrine of Imam Ali—one of the holiest sites
for Shia Muslims—represents the oldest Shia seminary and a bastion of traditionalism. This
tradition advocates for clerics to concentrate on guiding the religious lives of their followers
rather than engaging in politics. Najaf flourished as a center of Shia scholarship and faith for
centuries until its influence was curtailed under the repressive policies of Saddam Hussein's
Baathist regime. Following the Islamic Revolution in 1979, Qom in Iran emerged as the
intellectual center of Shia Islam during the 1980s and 1990s, overshadowing Najaf. Qom
aligns with the tradition of Ayatollah Khomeini, which bestows upon Shia scholars, or a
group of scholars, absolute authority over political, religious, and social matters within the
Muslim community. Qom maintains close ties with the government of the Islamic Republic
of Iran. After the 2003 invasion of Irag, Najaf re-emerged as a significant Shia intellectual
and religious center under the leadership of Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani, a respected and
pacifist cleric. While numerous interactions—religious, economic, and otherwise—occur
between Qom and Najaf, the resurgence of Najaf presents a challenge to the religious
authority traditionally centered in Qom. Iran has sought to expand its influence in Irag's holy
cities by investing heavily in reconstruction, religious tourism, and facilitating the travel of
hundreds of thousands of Iranian pilgrims annually. However, as highlighted in the scenario
analysis, factors such as the Sunni versus Shia divide and the proliferation of Shiism have
significant implications for the geocultural relations between Iran and Irag. These factors,
particularly the Sunni-Shia dynamic, demonstrate a high level of interconnectedness and can
profoundly impact the geocultural landscape of both countries. In summary, while shared
religious ties provide a foundation for cooperation, the divergent traditions and geopolitical
strategies of Qom and Najaf, along with broader regional dynamics, create complex
challenges for Iran-Iraq relations. Addressing these issues necessitates careful consideration
of the historical, religious, and political contexts that shape the geocultural interactions
between the two nations.
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