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In the complex and tense environment of West Asia, foreign policy has traditionally
been implemented through international organizations and like-minded, aligned
state actors. However, since the regional developments of 2011, the role of non-
state actors in advancing countries’ foreign policy objectives, including those of
Iran, has increased. The effective role of Hezbollah in Lebanon, as well as the
capabilities of Ansar Allah in Yemen, contributed to the formation and emergence
of another force in Iraq, known as the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF). Since
then, this actor has played a significant role in both Iraq’s domestic developments
and regional affairs.

Aiming to explain the role and functions of this actor in Iran’s foreign
policymaking, the present study argues that these functions can be understood
through the dialectical interaction between Iran’s strategy and the surrounding
context. The findings indicate that the political, social, cultural, normative, and
material context, together with Iran’s approach and strategy toward the Axis of
Resistance, has transformed the PMF into a multifaceted actor in Iran’s foreign
policymaking. Since its establishment, the PMF has performed political, security-
military, normative, cultural, and symbolic functions for the Islamic Republic of
Iran. Nevertheless, developments since 2023, including the Gaza war, changes
within the Axis of Resistance, and the dynamics of Iraq’s domestic politics, have
presented new challenges to this relationship. This study employs a qualitative
methodology based on a descriptive-analytical approach.
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Introduction

Since the regional transformations of 2011, non-state actors have assumed an increasingly significant role in the
implementation of states’ foreign policy objectives, particularly in the complex and volatile geopolitical
environment of West Asia. The Islamic Republic of Iran has relied on various aligned actors to advance its regional
strategic objectives, among which the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF) in Iraq have become particularly
significant. The PMF has played important roles in Iraq’s domestic politics and security environment, as well as
in regional developments. Understanding its role in Iran’s foreign policymaking requires examining not only
Iran’s strategic objectives, particularly its approach to the Axis of Resistance, but also the political, social, cultural,
normative, and material context in which the PMF emerged and operates. This study applies a strategic-relational
perspective to examine the interaction between Iran’s strategy and the Iraqi and regional context, while also
considering developments since 2023 that have created new challenges for this relationship.

Research Question

How can Iran’s foreign policymaking in Iraq be explained and analyzed through the role of the Popular
Mobilization Forces, considering the interaction between Iran’s strategic objectives and the surrounding political,
social, cultural, normative, and material context?

Research Hypothesis

The role of the Popular Mobilization Forces in Iran’s foreign policymaking can be understood as the outcome of
a dialectical interaction between Iran’s regional strategy, particularly its support for the Axis of Resistance, and
the political, social, identity-related, normative, and material context of Iraq and the wider region. This interaction
has enabled the PMF to function as a multifaceted actor serving Iran’s political, security-military, normative,
cultural, and symbolic objectives.

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research method and a descriptive-analytical approach. Its theoretical framework
draws on the strategic-relational approach developed by Elisabetta Brighi and Christopher Hill, which emphasizes
the reciprocal interaction between actors’ strategies and their surrounding contexts in shaping foreign policy
behavior. The study also draws on the contextual approach to foreign policy analysis and the literature on non-
state actors in international relations. This framework is used to examine how Iran’s strategic objectives interact
with Iraq’s political, social, identity-related, normative, and material conditions to shape the role of the PMF in
Iran’s foreign policymaking.

Results and Discussion

The findings indicate that the PMF has become a multifaceted actor in Iran’s foreign policymaking through the
interaction between Iran’s regional strategy and the political and social context of Iraq. Its roles extend beyond
security and military affairs to include political, normative, cultural, and symbolic functions. In particular, the
PMF has contributed to Iran’s

regional deterrence strategy, the advancement of the Axis of Resistance, opposition to the US military presence
in Iraq, and the expansion of Iran’s regional influence. Shared ideological understandings, perceptions of common
threats, and overlapping strategic interests have helped shape a perception of Iran and the PMF as strategic
partners. However, Iran’s influence also faces limitations, including its relatively weak economic leverage in Iraq,
declining soft power, intra-Shiite political competition, and changing regional dynamics. Developments since
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2023, including the Gaza war, the weakening of some components of the Axis of Resistance, and debates over the
PMF’s legal and institutional status in Iraq, have introduced additional uncertainties and challenges.

Conclusion

The study concludes that the role of the Popular Mobilization Forces in Iran’s foreign policymaking cannot be
adequately understood without considering the reciprocal interaction between Iran’s strategic objectives and the
surrounding context. The PMF has served as an important regional partner in advancing Iran’s deterrence strategy,
supporting the Axis of Resistance, counterbalancing rival powers, and extending Iran’s symbolic influence in
West Asia. Nevertheless, the sustainability and effectiveness of this relationship are not guaranteed. Declining
soft power, domestic political competition in Iraq, changes within the Axis of Resistance, and possible legal or
institutional restructuring of the PMF may constrain its future role. These developments underscore the need to
reassess Iran’s strategy toward the PMF in light of the changing political and security environment in Iraq and the
wider region.
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