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Pilgrims along the Najaf-Karbala road

This is a public opinion survey focusing on political attitudes and behaviors
among religious Shiites. Specifically, the survey is conducted in the context
of an annual Shiite pilgrimage in southern Iraq with the intent to sample
respondents who are practicing Shi‘a from both Iraq and Iran. As such, itis nota
nationally representative sample from the two countries, but rather a subsample
of observant Iragi and Iranian Shi'a. Travelling to Karbala from both Iraq and
Iran is accessible to individuals across the socioeconomic spectrum, making this
an opportunity to gain insight into religious Shia from diverse socioeconomic and
regional backgrounds. Respondents offered their views towards their respective
governments, the United States, and the West; sectarian conflicts across the
Middle East, including Syria and Iraq; the rise of ISIS; and the agreement on Iran’s
nuclear program.
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Pilgrims by the shrine of Imam Ali in Najaf

to walk to Imam Hussein's shrine in time for the celebrations. This walk is a
collective ritual, with groups walking from places as far as Basra (roughly 500km
away) and Baghdad (roughly 120km away). The most frequented route is from
Najaf to Karbala, a distance of approximately 80km.

These processions involve communal rituals with recitations, lamentations
and re-enactments of the return of the surviving members of Hussein’s family
to Karbala forty days after his martyrdom, a way of mourning the loss of a leader
that was meant to reinstate the Prophet's line of power in Islam. People walk
carrying black, green, red or yellow flags for Imam Hussein, wearing black clothes
to signify mourning and green bands on their heads or around their necks. There
are also posters of Hussein and loudspeakers broadcasting religious poems or
sermons. Along the sides of the road, there are tents that offer food and shelter to
the pilgrims on the road.

When people enter the shrine to pay their respects, they touch or kiss the large,
wood-paneled doors, a physical act meant to bring them closer to the Imam. Once
inside the shrine, there is a short prayer and a reading that is meant to signify
loyalty to the Shi‘a Imam. The Imam, as a descendant of Mohammed, serves as
an intermediary between the pilgrims and God, petitioning for answers to their
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