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Abstract

This research aims to examine the impact of the Arbaeen pilgrimage on strengthening
the soft power strategy of the Islamic Republic of Iran in Iraq. The study employs a
descriptive-analytical method, and the required data has been collected through library
resources, including books, academic articles, reports, media, and statistical data. First,
the concept of soft power and its components within the foreign policy of the Islamic
Republic of Iran is explained. Then, the role of the Arbaeen pilgrimage in enhancing
these components is analyzed. As a religious-cultural ritual, the Arbaeen pilgrimage
holds significant potential for fostering Islamic unity, reinforcing religious identity,
and increasing cultural resilience against the enemies’ soft warfare. According to the
findings, this massive event has played a vital role in recent years in promoting the
components of Iran’s soft power, such as the spirit of resistance, religiosity, pursuit of
justice, anti-arrogance stance, and the dissemination of Islamic Revolutionary values.
Ultimately, the Arbaeen pilgrimage can be seen as a tangible and strategic
manifestation of Iran's soft power in its engagement with regional nations, particularly
Iraq, contributing to the formation of deep cultural and religious solidarity among
Muslims and enhancing Iran’s position in regional dynamics.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction
The Islamic Republic of Iran has increasingly utilized soft power strategies in the post-
war era to strengthen its influence in the Middle East, particularly in Irag. One of the
most significant religious and cultural phenomena that supports Iran’s soft power
projection is the annual Arbaeen pilgrimage. This massive transnational religious event
brings together millions of participants from around the world, primarily Shi'a Muslims,
and serves as a platform for promoting Islamic unity, cultural cohesion, and resistance
identity. In the face of geopolitical rivalries, proxy wars, and ideological challenges in
West Asia, the Arbaeen pilgrimage emerges not only as a spiritual practice but also as a
symbolic tool for Iran’s regional engagement and soft power diplomacy.

This study investigates the role of the Arbaeen pilgrimage in enhancing the soft
power of the Islamic Republic of Iran in Iraq, exploring how religious identity, cultural
solidarity, and public diplomacy converge to shape Iran’s strategic image and influence.

2. Theoretical framework

This research is grounded in Joseph Nye’s theory of soft power, which emphasizes the
ability of a country to influence others through attraction and cultural appeal rather than
coercion. Nye identifies three core sources of soft power: culture, political values, and
foreign policies perceived as legitimate and moral.

In this study, Arbaeen is analyzed through these dimensions:

e Cultural: Arbaeen serves as a vibrant symbol of Shi’a Islamic culture, resistance,
and sacrifice.

o Political values: The messages of justice, anti-arrogance, and resistance resonate
with Iran’s ideological foundations.

e Public diplomacy: Iran’s logistical support, media coverage, and religious
outreach during Arbaeen reflect a structured effort to project a favorable image
regionally and internationally.

A three-level framework is applied:

1. National Level: Arbaeen consolidates internal unity and reinforces the legitimacy
of the Iranian regime.

2. Regional Level: It strengthens Iran’s cultural ties with Iraq and other Shi’a-
majority communities.

3. International Level: Through media and outreach, it portrays Iran as a moral,
spiritual, and humanitarian actor.

3. Metholology
This is a descriptive-analytical study based on qualitative data gathered from library
resources, academic publications, policy reports, and media analysis. The research also
draws on field observations and interviews related to Arbaeen processions, public
diplomacy activities, and Iran-Iraq religious exchanges.

The study categorizes Iran’s soft power applications through Arbaeen across
national, regional, and global levels, assessing both opportunities and threats.
Furthermore, it analyzes how Iran’s use of cultural and religious tools in Arbaeen
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contributes to long-term strategic influence in Iraq.

4. Discussion
The findings show that the Arbaeen pilgrimage has:

Enhanced Iran’s cultural identity and national cohesion through high domestic
participation and mobilization of state and non-state actors.

Created a regional soft power platform by fostering Shi’a solidarity and
improving Iran-Iraq religious diplomacy.

Contributed to international public diplomacy by disseminating messages of
peace, spirituality, and resistance through multilingual media campaigns.

Opportunities include:

Shared religious heritage and Shi’a demographics in Iraq;

Deep cultural ties and historical bonds between Iran and Irag;

Iran’s humanitarian assistance and reconstruction efforts in post-Saddam Iraq;
Mobilization through religious tourism and grassroots networks like Mawkebs.

Challenges include:

Media misrepresentation and perception of Iran’s motives as sectarian or
ideological;

Competition with Western and Arab soft power;

Sunni mistrust, pan-Arab nationalism, and Salafist opposition;

Institutional fragmentation and lack of long-term cultural diplomacy strategies.

5. Conclusion and Suggestions
The Arbaeen pilgrimage has emerged as a strategic soft power instrument for Iran, with
substantial impact at the cultural, ideological, and diplomatic levels. It serves to:

Reinforce Iran’s religious identity and domestic legitimacy;
Deepen ties with Iraq and the Shi’a world;
Enhance Iran’s global image as a spiritual and humanitarian actor.

To maximize these potentials, the study proposes:

W=

5.

Development of a comprehensive strategic plan for Arbaeen diplomacy;
Creation of permanent cultural institutions in Iraq;

. Expansion of academic and media collaborations on Arbaeen themes;

Targeted public diplomacy campaigns to engage broader Muslim and non-
Muslim audiences;
Integration of Arbaeen into Iran’s official soft power policy framework.

Ultimately, institutionalizing Arbaeen as a pillar of soft power policy can bolster
Iran’s cultural resilience, expand its influence, and foster a regional narrative centered on
justice, unity, and resistance to oppression.
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