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Assessing Iranian Soft Power 
in the Arab World from Google Trends

Hillel Frisch

Abstract
Iran’s hard power in Lebanon is well-known. At its beck and call are 
the Hezbollah militia − the powerful military force through which it 
largely controls the Lebanese state, the many militias operating under the 
umbrella of the Popular Mobilization Force in Iraq, as well as links in the 
Palestinian arena to al-Jihad al-Islami and to Hamas. This is hardly true 
of its soft power. Analyzing search results presented by Google Trends, 
Iran’s soft power reach seems to be limited to the states with Shi’ite 
populations, especially in Lebanon and Bahrain. The country’s soft power 
is more tenuous in Iraq, the country with a majority of Shi’ites, who also 
represent the majority of Arabic speaking Shi’ites. Analysis of Google 
Trends searches suggests that Iraq is a spiritual center competing with Iran, 
among the smaller Shi’ite centers of population in Lebanon and Bahrain − 
where Shi’ite identity seems to be the most salient. While Arabic speaking 
Shi’ites evince interest in Iran, the Iranian public hardly reciprocates with 
interest in Shi’ites in the Arab world, a reflection of a center-periphery 
relationship between Iran and transnational Shi’ites.  
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Introduction

Iran’s hard power in Lebanon is well known. At its beck and call is the 
Hezbollah militia, the most powerful military force in the state, which most 
likely includes the Lebanese army. This can be clearly deduced from the 
behavior of the Lebanese army that has showed on countless occasions its 
heavy-handed methods, even brutality, against Sunni fundamentalist groups, 
either Lebanese, Palestinian, or of Syrian origin. This sharply contrasts with the 
Lebanese army’s complete reticence to interfere in Hezbollah infringements of 
Security Council Resolution 1701 that forbids any armed presence other than 
the Lebanese army and UNIFIL south of the Litani River.  The army’s obeisance 
to Hezbollah power reached its zenith in May 2008, when Hezbollah fighters 
fanned out over Beirut and set siege to the Lebanese government complex, the 
Grand Serail, to induce the cabinet to make the legislative changes necessary 
to allow Hezbollah veto powers over government decisions. The army stayed 
away from the fighting.

No less visible, though of more recent vintage, is Iran’s hard power in Syria, 
enhanced considerably since Syria’s regime became dependent on Iranian 
aid and pro-Iranian militias to change the tide of war against the opposition 
and ISIS. Commentators correctly noted how in Syrian President Bashar al-
Asad’s first visit to Tehran since the outbreak of the civil war in 2011, he was 
photographed at his meeting with Iranian President Hassan Rouhani with only 
an Iranian flag in the background – a clear breach of protocol. Even more telling 
than this breach of protocol in meetings between two state leaders, which 
mandates the appearance of the flags of both states, was the third person in 
the room. Customarily, in meetings between heads of state, if there is a third 
person it is typically the foreign minister of the host country. In this case, it was 
Qasim Suleimani, the head of the Iranian al-Quds force, who coordinates the 
pro-Iranian militias in Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq. 

The latter state is also an arena in which Iran demonstrates considerable 
hard power through dozens of pro-Iranian militias that are part of the Mass 
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Mobilization Movement that emerged to fight ISIS when it seriously challenged 
the Shi’ite-dominated Iraqi state in the summer of 2014.  It hardly requires a 
keen eye to see the linkage between these organizations and Iran, through the 
posters of Ayatollah Khomeini and the present spiritual leader, Ali Khamen’ei 
that these militias display in their military processions or on their Internet 
sites. 

These manifestations of hard power begs the question of whether Iran’s 
penetration in the Arabic-speaking world is only a function of brute power, or 
does Iran have soft power at its disposal as well?

The Research Design

A look at Google Trends that plot searches is a good way to gauge Iran’s ideological 
reach in the Arab-speaking world amongst both Sunnis and Shi’ites, as well as to 
gauge the pull of competing Arabic-speaking figures in countries with sizeable 
Shi’ite populations.  Google Trends offers a comparative way to explore interests 
in people, countries, and conflicts by plotting the total numbers of searches for any 
given term over time, provided there are sufficient searches of the term. The trend 
or graph can be generated for searches conducted in the last 24 hours, one month, 
three months, one year, five years, and for the entire period since 2004. The graph 
always shows the relationship to the high point in the number of searches during 
the specified time for any term.

For example, if “ISIS” is the term being searched in the past five years, the 
high point was at the end of November 2015, which corresponds to the time period 
in which the organization made its greatest gains in both Syria and Iraq. The graph 
generated plots the number of searches before and after that event, from 2013 to 
the exact date the search is made in 2018. At any point in time, one can see the 
relative interest in ISIS on a scale of one to 100 according to the state, for all states 
that generate at least one per cent of the searches in the country with the highest 
number of searches. One can broadly infer whether interest in ISIS has increased, 
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decreased, or remained broadly level.1

Given a sufficient amount of data, which there clearly is for our example, 
“ISIS,” the data is plotted by country and frequently within the country as well. 
Once again, the breakdown is given relative to the country with the highest number 
of searches. In the United States, the most searches are frequently made in “the 
District of Columbia,” that is to say, Washington, D.C. and its immediate environs. 
ISIS is obviously of great interest to the White House staff, the Department of 
State, the National Security Council, the Pentagon, U.S. security agencies, Senate 
and congressional aides, think tanks, and universities in the area with a strong 
focus on foreign affairs that cluster in the United States capital. They evince that 
interest by searching ISIS on Google, whose market share in total searches is over 
95 percent worldwide and slightly less than 80 percent in the United States.

The greatest limitation in Google Trends searches is that the terms are searched 
in the specific script used for the term. “ISIS” in the Roman script searches in that 
script only. To plot searches for the term “ISIS” in Arab speaking states and to 
some extent in Iran, it would have to be typed in the Arab alphabet. 

Of course, plotting the comparative number of searches for any given term by 
country or area in itself does not give the complete picture. The relative index of 
searches by country does not reflect the relative population size, which must be 
factored in by the researchers. Thus, if searches in Ireland for ISIS are measured 
at 20, compared to 20 for the United States, this means that per capita interest 
in ISIS amongst the Irish population is over 60 times greater than interest in the 
United States, since the population of the United States is nearly fifty times that 
of Ireland. 

Google Trends offers a method of research. The terms chosen are critical for 
the content and context to answer the research questions. To gauge Iran’s soft 
power, searches in Arab countries of key Iranian spiritual and political leaders 

1 The exercise for the period from 2004 is not entirely precise since Google Trends made 
improvements in their data in 2011, as noted in the graphs they generate. This is clearly 
visible; whereas, the graph line is much more uneven before 2011, it becomes much more 
oval after time, as data compilation of searches over time improved.
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have been made. These include Ayatollah Khomeini, the man most identified with 
the emergence of the Islamic Republic of Iran after the revolution, Ali Khamen’ei, 
the present spiritual leader, Rouhani, the present president, Qasim Suleimani, the 
head of al-Quds Force, and other prominent Iranian or Iran-based Ayatollahs. A 
corresponding analysis and comparison was made of  leading Shi`ite personalities 
in the Arab-speaking Shi’ite communities. 

Additionally, three major ideological concepts relating to the Iranian revolution 
and the subsequent emergence of the Islamic Republic were searched – wilayat 
al-faqih, the leadership of the spiritual leader, a concept key to the justification of 
the Iranian theocracy; the “mustada’fin,” the oppressed, which featured at least in 
the past as a key concept in legitimating Iranian interference in surrounding states, 
against either social or “imperialist” oppression; and Jerusalem Day.  Findings for 
searches are limited to the Arabic speaking states with sizeable Shi’ite minorities, 
Sunni states closest to Iran, and large, more distant Sunni states that function as 
control cases.

The Searches

Ayatollah Khomeini – No figure is as emblematic of the Iranian revolution and 
as influential in creating the Islamic Republic of Iran as Ayatollah Khomeini, 
within or outside Iran. Even so, the breakdown of the searches for this personality 
in Arabic script shows remarkable variation, taking into account the number of 
searches relative to the size of the country’s population. The most striking aspect 
is the degree to which searches in Arab states with Shi’ite populations are more 
frequent than in Sunni Arabic speaking states. For every search made in Egypt 
for Khomeini, 634 searches of the same personality on average were made in 
Bahrain. The multiple in the number of searches relative to population in Lebanon 
stood at 450, 154 for Kuwait, 143 for Oman, 40 for Iraq, and 29 for Yemen. A 
sizeable Shi’ite population is the common denominator for the states in which 
Khomeini was searched relatively most often. 
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Nevertheless, the variation even within this group is considerable. The 
magnitude within these states may be explained both by the internal political 
sensitivity of the Shi’ite presence and the purported Iranian involvement in those 
countries’ affairs. Clearly, the relationship between the Bahraini Shi’ite majority 
and the Sunni Kingdom that rules over them with an iron hand is the most sensitive, 
which the relatively high number of searches for Khomeini may explain, along 
with his call to liberate the “oppressed.”2  In much the same vein, can one possibly 
explain why Lebanon is second on the list. Much of contemporary Lebanese 
political history focuses on organized Shi’ite efforts, first the establishment of the 
Amal movement, then, the emergence of Hezbollah; the latter’s close relationship 
to Iran may explain why Ayatollah Khomeini is in searches so often.3 The tensions 
between these Shi’ite populations and the rest are arguably more troublesome than 
in Kuwait and Oman.

The most notable difference within the states with substantive Shi’ite minorities 
is Iraq, where Shi’ites form a majority. The multiple for Iraq is 40 compared to 
143 for Oman and 154 for Kuwait, where Shi’ites are a small minority of the 
population. This means that only a third as many searches for Khomeini in states 
with Shi’ite minorities take place in Iraq. Of course, the difference is even more 
glaring for Iraq compared to Lebanon and Bahrain. 

Amongst the Sunni states, interest as reflected in the relative frequency of 
searches, seems to be a function of geographical proximity to Iran and to Iranian 
spheres of influence within the Arabic-speaking world. The geo-strategic aspect 
− a sense of threat amongst Jordanians and a sense of alliance perhaps amongst 
the Syrian population that supports the regime − might explain the considerable 
variation of interest in Khomeini compared to the more distant and larger Sunni 
states, Egypt and Morocco, where interest in Khomeini is negligible. 

2 Ahmed K. Al-Rawi, “Sectarianism and the Arab Spring: Framing the Popular Protests in 
Bahrain,” Global Media and Communication Vol. 11, No. 1 (2015), pp. 25–42. 

3 Shahram Akbarzadeh, “Why Does Iran Need Hizbullah?” Muslim World, Vol. 106 (2016), 
pp. 127-40.
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Table 1: Searches for Ayatollah Khomeini 

Score Population Multiple over Egypt
Bahrain 56 1.8 934
Lebanon 100 6.1 450
Kuwait 21 4.2 154
Oman 10 2.1 143
Iraq 48 36.6   40
Yemen 26 26.5   29
Syria 18 23.2   23
Jordan 8 10.3   21
Morocco 5 35.7     4
Egypt 3 90.1     -

Ali Khamenei – Searching other Iranian leaders, such as Ali Khameini, the present 
Spiritual Leader and arguably the most powerful figure in present-day Iran, yields 
almost the exact same pattern as the pattern of searches for Khomeini revealed. 
These similarities are important in establishing the internal validity of Google 
Trends searches. Once again, Bahrain leads with the highest relative number of 
searches, albeit with a small though significant multiple (compared to Morocco) 
than in the case of Iran compared to Egypt, followed by Lebanon, Kuwait and 
Oman.  It is important to note that the chosen benchmark state for Khamenei was 
Morocco, since searches for the present Spiritual Leader in Egypt were less than 
one percent of the searches in Bahrain, the state with the highest absolute and 
relative numbers of searches. 

Yet again, Sunni states exhibit less relative interest in the present spiritual 
leader, with the Sunni states closer geographically to Iran exhibiting greater 
interest than the larger more distant states of Algeria and Morocco. The only 
difference is the appearance of Qatar with a high interest in Khamenei compared 
to Khomeini. This might be due to the fact that the searches were made during the 
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recent (and ongoing) crisis between Saudi Arabia and its allies and Qatar in which 
Iran, the cause of the crisis, clearly sided with Qatar.4 

The third major finding for searches related to Khomeini − the relative 
paucity of searches in Iraq compared to states with sizeable Shi’ite populations 
− appeared for Khamenei as well; the relative searches for Khamenei in Iraq (41) 
were appreciably lower than even in states with Shi’ite minorities, including 
Kuwait (127) and Oman (136), let alone in Lebanon and Bahrain with larger 
Shi’ite populations, where for every search by an Iraqi, there were over seven 
in Lebanon and 16 in Bahrain. The ratio for Kuwait and Oman was one to three 
(taking into account the smaller Internet penetration rate in Iraq compared to 
Kuwait and Oman).

Table 2: Searches for Ali Khamenei

Population Score Multiple of  Morocco
Bahrain   1.2 56 658
Lebanon   6.1 100 300
Kuwait  4.2  29 127
Oman  2.1  16 136
Qatar   2.6   9   61
Iraq 36.6  84   41
Jordan 10.3  10   32
United Arab Emirates  6.9  6   16
Morocco  35.7   2
Algeria  41.3   3   1

4 F. Gregory Gause III, “What the Qatar Crisis Shows about the Middle East,” POMEPS 
Briefings, No. 31 (2017), pp. 10-12, https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Marc_Jones10/
publication/328731769_Hacking_bots_and_information_wars_in_the_Qatar_spat/
links/5bdefba0a6fdcc3a8dbdb530/Hacking-bots-and-information-wars-in-the-Qatar-
spat.pdf#page=11 (Accessed on May 14, 2019).
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Qasim Suleimani, unlike Khomeini and Khamenei, who were both political and 
spiritual leaders, is a political and military figure. He is commander of the al-Quds 
Force, an elite unit of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps, and he is apparently 
responsible for the supervision of and coordination between the Iranian security 
establishment and pro-Iranian militias in Syria, Iraq and Yemen.5 Surprisingly, 
given his prominence in the West, a search in Arabic script yielded sufficient data 
for only nine cases compared to 21 and 17 cases for Khomeini and Khamenei, 
respectively. 

Naturally, searches in Arabic script for Suleimani cases were highest in Iran 
with a score of 100, followed by Iraq with an absolute score of 4, Syria and 
Lebanon at 3 apiece, Bahrain with two, and Kuwait with one. The order adjusted 
for relative population size would be Iran, Bahrain, Lebanon, Kuwait, Syria, and 
Iraq, roughly the same pattern that one found for the spiritual leaders. Six of the 
Arabic-speaking states have sizeable Shi’ite populations, and the seventh, Syria, 
a small one. Note how searches in predominantly Sunni Syria relatively exceeded 
searches for the military figure in predominantly Shi’ite Iraq. The finding may 
be due to the critical role Suleimani played in the Syrian civil war in turning the 
tide of war in the Syrian regime’s favor and the negativity in Iraq towards Iranian 
leaders and symbols, as the previous and subsequent analysis will reveal.6 It is also 
important to note that most Arab Sunni states did not generate sufficient searches 
to be registered, which confirms the low interest that these Sunni states have in 
Iran, as reflected in the number of searches we found for the two spiritual and 
political leaders, Khomeini and Khamenei.  

Search results for Muhammad Javad Zarif, Iran’s foreign minister since 2013 

5 Farhad Rezaei, “Iran and Iraq: The Lebanonization Project in the Balance,” in Farhad 
Resaei (ed.) Iran’s Foreign Policy after the Nuclear Agreement (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2019), pp. 113-40. 

6 Raz Zimmt, “Portrait of Qasim Suleimani, Commander of the Iranian Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps’ Qods Force, Instigator of Iranian Subversion and Terrorism in the Middle 
East and around the Globe,”  The Meir Amit Center for Intelligence, October 29, 2015, 
https://www.terrorism-info.org.il//Data/articles/Art_20899/E_174_15f_488197420.pdf  
(Accessed on May 14, 2019). 
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and chief representative for Iran in the negotiations over the nuclear issue, reveal 
a slightly different profile than the preceding three personalities. Not only were 
there fewer countries with sufficient data – six, but only two of them involved 
countries with substantial Shi’ite populations, Lebanon and Iraq. The scores were 
Iran with 100, 4 for Lebanon, 3 for Egypt, 2 for Iraq and 1 for both the United 
Arab Emirates and Germany. Clearly, Zarif’s political as opposed to “spiritual” 
credentials may explain why there were insufficient data for Bahrain, Kuwait, 
Oman, and Saudi Arabia, with Shi’ite populations which figured so prominently 
in the cases of Khomeini and Khameini. Lack of interest in Zarif in these countries 
may also be due to his image as a “reformist,” in keeping with the other leaders 
searched below. 

Beyond Khomeini and Khamenei, Suleimani and Zarif, other Iranian officials, 
ayatollahs and thinkers in the Arabic speaking world generate few to insufficient 
numbers of searches for GT to register. The paucity of interest even includes 
President Rouhani, currently in office. The search of his name in Arabic script 
generated only three cases, Iran, Holland, and Iraq, with the latter generating less 
than one percent of the number of searches in Iran for the same figure. Obviously, 
the Arab public does not regard him as a person who wields power compared to 
Khamenei, for whom the searches generate sufficient searches to be registered in 
most of the Arabic speaking states. 

The same is true of other leading politicians of Iran. The former (reformist) 
president, Muhammad Khatami, generated sufficient data in two countries, Iran 
and Holland, but none in any Arab state. The former hardline president, Mahmoud 
Ahamdinejad, commanded a small amount of interest in Europe − Holland with 
a score of 2, compared to 100 for Iran, and a score of one for Sweden, Germany, 
and Britain, yet insufficient data for any of the Arab states. Another leading 
figure in contemporary Iranian history, former president and power broker Akbar 
Rafsanjani, generated data only for Iran.

This same lack of interest applied to other Iranian or pro-regime personalities 
from outside of Iran, such as: Nasir Makarim Shirazi, a former member of the 
Council of Experts, who was educated in Najaf, Iraq; Ayatollah Yousef Saanei , the 
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former member of the Guardian Council and more recently a prominent spiritual 
leader who has contested the regime; and Sayyid Jawad Naqvi, the Pakistani Shi’ite 
religious leader who propagated the doctrine of wilayat al-faqih in Pakistan and 
elsewhere − all of whom generated an insufficient number of searches in any Arabic 
speaking country. Sayyid Ebrahim Raisol-Sadati, better known as Ebrahim Raisi, 
the hardliner candidate for the presidency against Rouhani and presumably heir to 
Khamenei as the future Supreme Leader, generated sufficient data for only two Arab 
countries − a score of one each in Iraq and the United Arab Emirates. Even a search 
for Hamid Hadadi, arguably the most famous Iranian sportsperson (played in the 
NBA from 2008 to 2013), generated data only for Iran. The same was true of football 
player and coach, Ali Karimi, a former player for the leading world-class football 
club, Bayern Munich, who in his heyday was known as the “Asian Maradona.” 7

To further check the validity of Google Trends findings, the Turkish President, 
Recep Tayyib Erdogan, both a Sunni and leader of an almost exclusively Sunni 
population, was searched in Arabic script. One would expect to find the reverse 
of what was found for Iranian leaders in the Arabic-speaking world – high 
relative scores for states predominantly Sunni and lower relative scores (at least 
compared to Iranian political and spiritual figures), in Iran and Arab states with 
large Shi`ite populations, such as Iraq, Lebanon and Bahrain. Erdogan was chosen 
as a leader who in the last decade has fostered neo-Ottoman policies establishing 
Turkey’s traditional role as leader of the Sunni world.8 The hypothesis is largely 
confirmed in the pattern of searches for the figure. Whereas for Khomeini, six 

7 John Duerden, “Asia Loses a Legend as Karimi Retires,” ESPN.com, July 27, 2014, 
http://www.espn.com/soccer/club/name/469/blog/post/1961237/headline (Accessed on 
May 14, 2019).

8 A rapidly growing literature focuses on Erdogan’s Neo-Ottoman aspirations. See, 
for example,  Deniz Bingöl McDonald, “Imperial Legacies and Neo-Ottomanism: 
Eastern Europe and Turkey,” Insight Turkey, Vol. 14, No. 4 (2012), pp. 101-120; Duran 
Burhanettin, “Understanding the AK Party’s Identity Politics: A Civilizational Discourse 
and its Limitations,” Insight Turkey, Vol. 15, No. 1 (2013), pp. 94-105; Nick Danforth, 
“Turkey’s New Maps Are Reclaiming the Ottoman Empire,” Foreign Policy, October 23, 
2016, http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/10/23/turkeys-religious-nationalists-want-ottoman-
borders-iraq-erdogan/ (Accessed on May 14, 2019). 
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of the cases heading the list of the ten Arab-speaking countries with the highest 
relative searches are those with Shi’ite populations, followed by four Sunni cases, 
regarding Erdogan, six of the states with the highest relative searches are Sunni 
entities, with two Sunni entities heading the list. Significantly, one of the ten is 
a distant populous Sunni state, Morocco. Searches for Khomeini in Morocco 
amounted to five percent of the number of searches in Lebanon, with the highest 
absolute score. Regarding Erdogan, searches in Morocco amounted to 10 percent 
of the number of searches in the state with the highest absolute score (Mauritania). 
Searches in Iran for the Turkish leader are striking for their paucity – equaling one 
percent of the searches in Mauritania.9 

Wilayat al-faqih – Moving to the key ideological term “wilayat al-faqih” (the 
authority of the spiritual leader), which reflects the idea that all major decisions 
and legislation must be ferreted and approved by the religious leadership, reflects 
once again the same pattern, except that the findings are more skewed. In Bahrain, 
the term, which embodies the essence of the Iranian theocracy and which is highly 
disputed even amongst Shi’ite theologians, was searched two thousand more times 
relatively than in Egypt. Once again, Lebanon and Kuwait rank second and third 
in relative searches for the term. The same differentials between states with Shi’ite 
populations and Sunni Arab states that appeared for the two leaders, Khomeini 
and Khamenei, appeared for this term as well, except that the multiples were far 
greater, meaning that the differences we had noted for the two spiritual leaders 
were more skewed for the ideological term. 

Similarly, this ideological term was searched more in the Sunni states of 
Syria and Jordan closest to Iran and the arenas of conflict in which its proxies are 
involved than in Algeria and Morocco, and I surmise that in the Sunni states, the 
term and the ideological significance behind it does not carry much weight and 
that Iran’s soft power reach in this regard is low to non-existent. 

9 Erdogan’s name in Arabic and Farsi are the same. A search of the term in Arabic script in 
regular Google search for the 79 most highly read sources were all in Arabic, reinforcing 
the paucity of content on Erdogan in Farsi. 
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Table 3: Searches for Wilayat al-Faqih

Country Score Multiple over Egypt
Bahrain  60 2,000
Lebanon 100 1,000
Kuwait  29    405
Iraq  56    140
Syria  18      36
Saudi Arabia  10      30
Jordan    8      36
Algeria    3        3
Morocco    3        4
Egypt    2       - 

Another prominent concept in the ideological arsenal of the new Iranian 
theocracy related to the al-musta̒adhafun (mostazafin in Farsi) is the “downtrodden” 
or the “oppressed.” “In the name of God, the compassionate, the merciful, let me 
congratulate all oppressed people and the noble Iranian nation on the occasion of 
the New Year, whose present is the consolidation of the foundation of the Islamic 
Republic” was how Khomeini began his address on the first anniversary of the 
Islamic Republic.10 References to the oppressed or downtrodden in the first decade 
of the Islamic Republic were so frequent that two leading scholars of Iran, Ali 
Ansari and Kasra Aarabi, claim that it is at the root of Khomeini’s Manichean 
view of the world as a fight between the oppressor and the oppressed, between 
American imperialism and its victims. The concept was headlined in Arafat’s visit 
soon after Khomeini’s return – the first foreign figure to show up in Tehran − and 
in the seizure of the US Embassy in Tehran on November 4, 1979, during which 
the new leaders of the Iranian revolution vowed to extend the ummah, or global 

10 Quoted in “Iran’s Revolution, The First Year,” MERIP Reports, No. 88 (June 1980), pp. 
22-25.  
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Muslim community, and the oppressed of the world. 11 It also became part of the 
name of one of the key political organizations Khomeini created to defend the 
revolution, The Organization for the Mobilization of the Oppressed (Sazman-e 
basij-e mostazafan, or Basij). 12  The term remains a staple of regime ideology, 
so much so that Ayatollah Ali Khamenei argued that both the Occupy Wall Street 
movement in 2011 and the Arab Spring that erupted just before it echoed the 
Islamic Revolution’s concern for the oppressed.13  It was rather surprising that 
the search for the Arabic translation of the term al-musta’adifin in Google Trends 
referred to a TV series broadcast on Moroccan media with a few outside viewers in 
Algeria and Spain. It is evident from the breakdown on searches within Morocco 
that the series had a much stronger following in the poorer periphery areas, such 
as Fez-Boulemane and Oriental, than in the wealthier central coastal zone.

A closely related concept, at least in the eyes of Khomeini, is al-Quds Day (in 
Persian, روز جهانی قدس and in Arabic  , (يوم القدس   which focuses on “the oppression 
of the Palestinians” by Israel with the purported support of the United States. 
Khomeini declared al-Quds Day in August 1979, and it has been commemorated 
ever since in demonstrations in Iran, Lebanon, and other Shi’ite centers of 
population.14 The term in Arabic generates data for eight cases, with “Palestine” 

11 Dr. Saeid Golkar, “The Ideological-Political Training of Iran’s Basij,” Crown Center 
Middle East Brief, No. 44 (September 2010), p. 2.

12 Ali Ansari and Kasra Aarabi, “Ideology and Iran’s Revolution: How 1979 Changed the 
World,” Tony Blair Institute for Global Change, February 11, 2019, https://institute.
global/insight/co-existence/ideology-and-irans-revolution-how-1979-changed-world 
(accessed on May 14, 2019). See also, Ronen A. Cohen, The Mostadha’fin’s Confusing 
Journey from Sharia’ti’s Revolutionary Utopianism to Khomeini’s Dystopian Reality 
1976-1982 (Bern: Peter E. Lang, 2016).

13 “Khamenei: Arab Revolts Sign Of ‘Islamic Awakening’,” RadioFreeEurope RadioLiberty, 
4 February 2011,  https://www.rferl.org/a/iran_khamenei_islamic_awakening/2297319.
html  (Accessed on May 14, 2019).

14 Amal Saad-Ghorayeb, “An Examination of the Ideological, Political and Strategic Causes 
of Iran’s Commitment to the Palestinian Cause.” A Conflicts Forum Monograph, (2011)  
p.1. https://mideast-africa.tau.ac.il/sites/humanities.tau.ac.il/files/media_server/mideast_
africa/%D7%98%D7%A8%D7%95%D7%A8/Saad%20Ghorayeb,%20Iran’s%20
Commitment%20to%20the%20Palestinian%20Cause.pdf (Accessed on May 15, 2019).
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with a score of 100, followed by Lebanon, 18, Israel (presumably Israel’s Arab 
citizens who searched the term in Arabic script), 11, Yemen, 10, Bahrain, 8, 
Iraq, 6, Egypt, 3, and Saudi Arabia, 1. Though Khomeini hoped it would be an 
event that would transcend the Sunni/Shi’ite divide, given the obvious exception 
of the Palestinians both in Gaza and in the Palestinian Authority, the event is 
commemorated almost exclusively in states with substantial Shi’ite populations. 
Thus, for every 600 searches in “Palestine,” there was only one made in Egypt. 
Egypt is also the only other Sunni Arabic-speaking country for which there is 
sufficient data for the term.

Once again, the low score for Iraq is notable. Despite its Shi’ite majority, Iraq 
in terms of relative interest would be next to lowest on the list, followed only by 
Saudi Arabia. In relative terms, for every 40 searches of the term in Lebanon, 
there was one search in Iraq. The reason for the interest in Lebanon is obvious: 
Hezbollah, a powerful actor in Lebanon, waged a guerrilla war against Israel 
for nearly two decades, then a long bout of conflict occurred between those two 
states in 2006.15 To this day, Lebanon is the main commemorator of the event 
outside Iran, with Hasan Nasrallah, its leader, giving the annual Jerusalem Day 
address.  Yet, even in Lebanon, searches for the term are substantially less than 
amongst the Palestinians: for every five searches by Palestinians, there is one 
search in Lebanon, relatively. Jerusalem Day is therefore perceived as essentially 
political rather than Islamic, engendering patterns of searches similar to political 
personalities, such as Zarif, Suleimani, and (as will be seen later in the paper) 
Nasrallah, who heads Hezbollah.

15 Daniel Sobelman, “Learning to Deter: Deterrence, Failure and Success in the Israel-
Hezbollah Conflict, 2006–16,” International Security, Vol. 41, No. 3 (Winter 2016/17), 
pp. 151-196.
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Google Search Trends within Arab States 
with Shi`ite Populations

To review, the searches have produced three consistent major findings: 1) The 
salience of searches in Arab states with sizeable Shi’ite populations compared to 
Sunni countries was shown. 2) The finding common to all the searches in states 
that evinced a high degree of interest in Iranian personalities and terms was that 
interest was lowest in Iraq. 3) The Sunni states with the highest rate of searches 
were those closest to Iran or to political arenas in which Iranian allies and proxies 
acted on its behalf. 

The searches of Iranian personalities within states enables us to test whether 
the first finding, the salience of Arabic speaking states with Shi’ite populations, is 
valid within a state as well as applicable to a state as a whole, given that the Shi’ite 
population is often to be found in certain areas as opposed to others. 

This is certainly true of Lebanon. The search for Ayatollah Khomeini in 
Arabic clearly demonstrates that the more predominantly Shi’ite the district − al-
Nabatiyya in the south, or the southern portion of the Beq’a valley in the eastern 
part of this tiny country − the higher proportionately are the searches for the leader 
of the Iranian revolution. In the southern district of al-Nabiatiyya, an area almost 
exclusively populated by Shi’ites, the search for the Iranian leader was forty times 
the number of searches in the Beirut District; in the more mixed southern district, 
the result was five times that of the Beirut District – which includes the massive 
Shi’ite neighborhood of al-Dakhiya, and in the Baq’a district, it was three times the 
Beirut District’s results. Significantly, the district which is the most predominantly 
Sunni, Tripoli, in the northwest, hardly yields any searches for Khomeini. 

A similar pattern, though far less skewed than in Lebanon, was found for Iran, 
with comparative interest in Khomeini decreasing as one moves from the north, 
where the Shi’ite population is small to non-existent, to the south where they are 
predominant. Whereas the four northern districts with predominantly Sunni Arab or 
Kurdish populations averaged four times the level of  interest in Khomeini compared 
to the capital city of Baghdad, in the five southern districts with overwhelming Shi’ite 
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populations, the average was over eight, The reason for the smaller differentials 
between the Shi`ite and Sunni populations in Iraq compared to Lebanon, may 
be explained by the fact that both the Arab and Kurdish Sunnis in Iraq  perceive  
Khomeini’s legacy as a threat, especially in the face of a Shi’ite majority and the 
presence of Shi’ite militias incorporated into the Popular Mobilization Forces (the 
Hashd al-Sha`bi). These militias along with the federal army  operate in these areas 
in their fight against the remnants of ISIS and other militant Sunni groups.16 

Center-Periphery Relations: 
Shi’ite Figures in the Arabic-speaking World and Iran

The results of all our searches so far indicate how limited Iran’s soft power is in the 
Arabic speaking world. Even al-Quds Day, which feeds into a major theme in Arab 
discourse, the Palestinian issue, with the exception of the Palestinians, is searched 
almost exclusively in Arabic-speaking states with substantial Shi’ite populations. 
This raises the question of whether the Shi’ites in these states also influence their 
fellow religious adherents across state borders. The question is especially pertinent 
to Iraq where, as we have seen, Iran seems to have the least influence compared to 
the smaller Shi’ite populations of Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman and Saudi Arabia. 

To assess the relative weight of Arabic-speaking Shi’ite centers, most notably 
Iraq, the same kind of research methodology employed in measuring Iranian soft-
power is employed.

The search begins with the leading spiritual Shi’ite figure in Iraq, Ayatollah 
Ali al-Sistani, an Iranian-born cleric based in Najaf, the Shi’ite holy city in Iraq. 
Al-Sistani is known for his cooperation with the United States in creating the 
new Iraqi state after the American invasion and for holding a lukewarm view of 

16 Kardo Rached, Ahmed Bali, “The Shia Armed Groups and the Future of Iraq,” 
Open Political Science, Vol. 1, No. 1 (2018), pp. 46–57, https://www.degruyter.
com/downloadpdf/j/openps.2017.1.issue-1/openps-2018-0002/openps-018-0002.pdf 
(Accessed on May 14, 2019).



50 Hillel Frisch

the principle of wilayat al-fakih.17 Iraq is the obvious benchmark with a score of 
100. Nevertheless, on a proportional basis, al-Sistani seems have a much greater 
standing in Bahrein, with an absolute score of 77, in Kuwait, with a score of 27, 
and in Lebanon, with a score of 23. The multiples of interest are almost 15 times 
for Bahrain compared to Iraq itself, two and a half times in Kuwait compared to 
Iraq, and double the relative interest in Lebanon. Clearly, al-Sistani is a person of 
standing in the Arab Shi’ite world, and he is yet another indication that there is 
a strong Shi’ite identity amongst these populations, as was found for Khomeini 
and Khamenei. Nevertheless, his reach is almost exclusively the Shi’ite world, 
including outside the Arabic speaking world. Searches in Egypt are less than one 
percent of those in Iraq. In Azerbaijan it stood at six percent.

Finally, the relatively low interest we found for Khomeini and Khameini in Iraq 
is reciprocated in Iran for al-Sistani. The score for searches in Iran was 11, meaning 
that for every 20 searches in Iraq for the cleric, there was, on a relative basis, only 
one search in Iran. The discrepancies are even greater in this regard between Iran, 
Bahrain and Lebanon.  This would suggest that though this figure has a substantial 
following in the Arab speaking world, for Iran, Shi’ite identity is mainly Iranian 
with the Shi’ite diaspora marginal in the eyes of the Iranian population.

Table 4 – Searches for Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani

Country Population Score Multiple of Iraq
Bahrain 1.2 77 39.6
Kuwait 4.17 27 2.4
Lebanon 6.1 23 1.33
Oman 4.6 6 -2.1
Saudi Arabia 32 15 -7.6
Syria 23.2 3 -52

17 Babak Rahimi, “Ayatollah Sistani and the Democratization of Post-Ba‘athist Iraq,”  
Special Report 187, United States Institute for Peace, June 2007, p. 3  https://www.usip.
org/sites/default/files/resources/sr187.pdf  (Accessed on May 14, 2019).
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These findings are even more glaringly corroborated in search results for Grand 
Ayatollah Kemal al-Haidari, an Iraqi-born (from Karbala) Qom-based cleric, a 
prolific writer and media personality on Arab media sites, especially al-Kauthar. 
Like al-Sistani, he is searched relatively more in Bahrain and Lebanon than in 
Iraq, has a standing in the other states with Shi’ite populations, such as Kuwait and 
Saudi Arabia (with scores 8 and 6 respectively). Unlikely al-Sistani, he is searched 
in the Sunni Arab states, though at trivial rates: For every search in Tunisia for 
Haidari, there were over ten searches in Iraq, twenty searches compared to Algeria, 
and 100 searches in Iraq compared to one in Morocco. Most of the Sunni Arab 
states, such as Egypt, did not generate sufficient data to appear on the list. Haidari 
was even less recognized in Iran, which has a greater population than that of Iraq 
but where searches for Haidari were one percent of those in Iraq.  Clearly, the 
Iranian population sees itself as the center and the Arab-speaking Shi’ites as on a 
distant periphery.

Lebanon has also been home to prominent clerics, though they are less in 
evidence since the ascendancy of Hezbollah. An almost legendary figure from the 
recent past is Musa al-Sadr, one of the forefathers of the Shi’ite Amal movement, 
who disappeared mysteriously in Libya, where he was invited by the then Libyan 
despot. For this Lebanese figure it is natural that Lebanon serves as the benchmark, 
with a score of 100. Though he is searched in Bahrain (6) and Iraq (9), in neither 
case does he generate the same relative interest as in Lebanon. His transnational 
“Shi’ite” reach is therefore far less than for al-Sistani or al-Haidari. He is different 
also in that in more than one Sunni state, Jordan and Libya, he commands almost 
double the relative interest than he does in Iraq. The interest in al-Sadr in Libya 
is probably due to his disappearance in that country, where he was ostensibly 
murdered. 

In other Sunni Arab states, interest in al-Sadr is meager to non-existent, with 
a score of 1 each for Algeria and Morocco and less than 1 for Egypt. A search 
without the definite article “al,” the way his name would be written in Farsi, 
generated no data, once again confirming the lack of Iranian interest in Shi’ite 
figures outside Iran – a typical center-periphery relationship.
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These patterns were even more pronounced for another more contemporary 
Lebanese Shi’ite spiritual leader, the late Muhammad Hussein Fadlallah. He 
only generated eight cases with data, compared to 14 for al-Sadr. Interest in 
him was relatively less in Bahrain than in Lebanon (100), and considerably 
less in the other countries with Shi’ite populations − Iraq by a multiple of 175, 
Kuwait by a multiple of 35, Oman, 33, and Saudi Arabia, 500. Jordan was the 
only Sunni Arab state that registered sufficient data with an absolute score of 1, 
with relative interest comparable to that found in Iraq. Noticeably absent was 
Iran from the list of eight cases – a further confirmation of the lack of Iranian 
interest in Shi’ite figures beyond Iran. It is especially telling given that searches 
relative to population for Khomeini and Khamenei in Bahrain and Lebanon 
were greater than in Iran itself − a strong reflection of the center-periphery 
relationship between Iran and the Arab-speaking Shi’ites as perceived by the 
Iranian educated public.

More prominent in terms of searches for Lebanese Shi’ite figures is Hassan 
Nasrallah, the leader of Hezbollah since 1991. Nasrallah generated data for 16 
cases, comparable to figures like Khomeini and Khamenei in states using Arabic 
script. Nevertheless, there is a distinct difference between the pattern of searches for 
these spiritual leaders and a political figure such as Nasrallah. Whereas the Iranian 
leaders command the most attention amongst states with Shi’ite populations, in 
the case of Nasrallah, the picture is more mixed. In terms of searches relative 
to population, “Palestine,” with an absolute score of 10 (compared to 100 for 
Lebanon) ranks second after Lebanon in terms of relative interest, along with 
Kuwait, followed by Jordan with a score of 7. Interest in Nasrallah in the two 
Sunni cases above is at least triple that of Iraq and double that of Yemen, states 
with presumed Shi’ite majorities. The high relative number of searches amongst 
the Palestinians and in Jordan probably stems from Nasrallah’s combative stance 
and actions against Israel. 
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Table 5: Searches for Hassan Nasrallah

Score The ratio between interest 
in Lebanon compared to others

Lebanon 100
Palestine 10 12
Jordan 14 12
Kuwait 10 15
Syria 26 16
Libya 4 25
Yemen 16 65
Iraq 12 84
Iran 15 90
Saudi Arabia 5 120

The publics of the larger and more distant Sunni states, as in all the other 
cases involving Shi’ite personalities and concepts, evince very little interest in 
Nasrallah as well. The scores for Egypt and Morocco are one apiece, meaning 
that for every search in Egypt of Nasrallah there are 400 searches in Lebanon. 
For Morocco, which closes the list, the ratio is 250 to one. Looking at the pattern 
of searches within Lebanon reveals the same picture as for all the other Shi’ite 
spiritual and political leaders – with high relative searches in the highly Shi’ite 
populated areas of the country and almost no searches in the exclusively Sunni 
north. 

Nasrallah scores much higher than Fadlallah in terms of relative searches 
in Iran itself. Whereas for Fadlallah, there is insufficient data for the populous 
country, searches for Nasrallah equaled 15 per cent of the number of searches in 
Lebanon. Nevertheless, this means that for every search for this figure in Iran, 
there were over 80 in Lebanon. This confirms once again that even when speaking 
of a leader of the most important Iranian affiliated force, Hezbollah, interest within 
Iran is relatively small, even compared to the Palestinians and Jordan. A search 
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for the term “Hezbollah” came up with a variation of relative searches similar to 
that for Nasrallah itself. By contrast, Nabil Berri, the head of the Shi’ite Amal 
movement, generated sufficient data for Lebanon only. 

Bahrain, whose population consistently shows the most interest in both 
Iranian and transnational Shi’ite personalities, is a complete backwater for 
Shi’ites in neighboring Arab countries and for Iranians. The purported spiritual 
leader for al-Wifaq, the largest predominantly Shi’ite bloc in Bahrain, Hussein 
Ahmad Qasim, registered sufficient data only for Bahrain. The search for the 
more political and radical leader Hasan Mushaima, leader of the underground 
al-Haqq movement, generated only three cases. The absolute scores are telling: 
100 for Bahrain, 4 for the United Arab Emirates, and 2 for Saudi Arabia, the 
latter two both neighboring states to Bahrain. Neither the Arab states with Shi`ite 
populations − Iraq, Lebanon, Kuwait and Oman, nor Iran, generated sufficient 
searches. 

Conclusion

Despite hopes − beginning with Khomeini and the inception of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran − that revolutionary Iran’s “soft power” would buttress its harder 
features, the evidence from Google Trends shows how limited such soft power is 
in the predominantly Sunni Arabic speaking countries. Iran’s failure to “export” 
its message that the Iranian revolution is Islamic rather than Shi’ite is belied 
by the small number of searches either of its leading proponents or concepts. 
Neither Khomeini nor Khamenei, by far the best known figures behind the Islamic 
revolution, generate much interest in these mostly Sunni states relative to the Arab 
states with sizeable Shi’ite populations. A further breakdown of the pattern of 
searches within Lebanon and Iraq (for which data exists) confirms that interest is 
considerably greater in Shi’ite areas than in areas where Sunnis predominate. Well 
known religious and intellectual figures in Iran generate almost no interest in the 
Arabic speaking world, including those with Shi’ite communities.
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Both of the above findings show up in even sharper relief regarding the 
ideological terms behind the Iranian Islamic revolution – the rule of the 
Jurisprudent, wilayat al-faqih, the “downtrodden,” and especially salient to the 
Arab world, Jerusalem Day. All three terms have little resonance among the 
publics in the Sunni Arab states, and the small amount of interest that they do 
arouse exists only for such states as Jordan, with a strong threat perception of Iran 
and the ideology it promotes. Iran’s spiritual leaders and their ideologies seem 
only to have an impact on the Shi’ite populations in the Arabic speaking states and 
on the Sunnis, such as the Palestinians, who value the political support Iran and its 
proxies give to the Palestinian cause. 

Even Iran’s limited soft power amongst Shi’ite communities in the Arabic 
speaking communities is challenged by at least one competing Shi’ite center – 
in Iraq. The study consistently noted how interest in Iranian personalities and 
ideological concepts was consistently lower in Iraq than in other states with 
Shi’ite populations, though it was higher there than in Sunni Arab states. This 
country, which today is essentially controlled by Shi’ite political forces, is also 
home to Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, the only non-Iranian personality who 
commands a greater interest among other Shi’ite population centers in Lebanon 
and Beirut than in Iraq itself. Thus, the smaller Shi’ite communities in Lebanon, 
Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, and Saudi Arabia are peripheral relative to both Iranian 
and Iraqi spiritual leaders, though arguably more so in the cases of the former 
than the latter. 

Finally, while Iran is certainly of interest to the Arabic speaking Shi’ites in 
Arab states, the relationship is hardly reciprocal. Iranians show little interest, as 
recorded in searches by Google Trends, in their Shi’ite brethren in the neighboring 
Arab states. From their perspective, Iran is clearly the center of Shi’ite life, and 
the Arabic speaking Shi’ites are of marginal importance. 
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