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Society

Atheism in the Arab world is more
visible but not necessarily growing 

The ‘A word’ emerging?

Nadine Sayegh

Beirut

T 

he words “Arab” and 
“atheist” rarely appear 
hand in hand, but they 
are increasingly in evi-
dence in the Middle East 

as the very small minority of Arab 
atheists become more visible. 
However, their numbers are diffi-
cult to measure.

Brian Whitaker, former Middle 
East editor at The Guardian news-
paper and author of Arabs Without 
God, told The Arab Weekly: “The 
numbers appear to be growing but 
it’s hard to be sure and impossible 
to measure. 

“Arab atheists are certainly be-
coming more visible, mainly as a 
result of social media, which give 
people an opportunity to express 
their views.”

But Omar Salha, a teaching fel-
low from the School of Oriental 
and African Studies at the Uni-
versity of London, challenged the 
notion that atheism was growing 
among Arab youth.

Citing a recent study by the Pew 
Research Center, Salha said:  “Over 
70% of young people, aged 18-34, 
in the Palestinian territories, Tu-
nisia, Iraq, Jordan, Morocco and 
Egypt say religion is very impor-
tant in their lives and over 55% 
pray several times a day.”

Salha’s comments were backed 
by Hassan Hammoud, a sociologist 
at the Lebanese American Univer-
sity. “I don’t think that there is a 
rise of atheism in Arab society, or 
at least if there are few cases they 

do not form a social phenomenon,” 
he said. “This is partially due to the 
cohesive nature of the Arab family 
and the Arab society, which are to a 
great extent determined by strong 
patriarchal relationships among its 
members, strong cohesive bonds, a 
set of common values and beliefs, 
which few members could or are 
allowed to escape.”

It is because of these cultural 
dynamics that measuring atheism 
quantitatively in a traditional and 
religious community can often fail 
to reflect the reality.

One high-profile case is that of 
Waleed al-Husseini, a Palestinian 
living in exile in France and author 
of a recently published book writ-
ten in French entitled Blasphemer! 
The Prisons of God.

Husseini fled his home in the 
West Bank fearing for his safety 
after ten months of imprisonment 
by the Palestinian Authority for al-
leged blasphemy. Raised as a Sunni 
Muslim, he questioned those be-
liefs after discovering what he saw 
as injustices in the scripture.

When he first questioned Islam, 
he approached his teachers, and 
when he was still unsatisfied, he 
asked clerics in his hometown of 
Qalqilya. “I received the same re-
sponses from both… I was told 
these questions are ‘haram’ (sin-
ful). They are from Satan. You 
should go and pray, then you will 
not have these questions any 
longer,” Husseini said. While the 
numbers remain low, many among 
the region’s atheists are putting 
forward the argument that atheist 
sentiments are growing as a result 
of failing local communities.

“A lot of ex-Muslims say their 

journey to atheism began when 
they started asking questions 
about divine justice. For example, 
wondering why God would pun-
ish people for being non-believers 
even if they were still basically 
good people,” Whitaker said.

The decision to come out as an 
atheist, rarely made on a whim, is 
made difficult in the Middle East. 
Not only is there a palpable fear of 
government reprimand, but more 
frightening for many young Arabs 
is the reaction from their families 
and surrounding communities.

Like many others, Husseini’s 
godlessness estranged him from 
his family and community.

“If you want to avoid religion, it’s 
much more difficult to do that in 
the Middle East than in many other 
parts of the world. 

A lot of this is because of the so-
cial and governmental pressures,” 
Whitaker said. “Another important 
factor is that the system makes it 
very difficult for people to explore 
alternatives. Whether we’re talking 
about other religions, other inter-
pretations of Islam or no religion 
at all.”

While the combination of Islamic 
fundamentalism, Christian disen-
franchisement and rising Judeo-
Zionism creates an environment 
that can lead to war and instability, 
straying from “the righteous path” 
is attributed almost exclusively to 
the society itself.

“When society is built around re-
ligion and governments acquire re-
ligious credentials to bolster their 
legitimacy, it’s logical that people 
who question the social and po-
litical systems may eventually also 
find themselves questioning reli-

gion,” Whitaker added.
Gino Raidy, an atheist and civil 

rights activist who writes Gino’s 
Blog in his native Lebanon, said he 
believes that atheism is on the rise 
in the region.

“Everyone loves stuff like Jon 
Stewart, The Simpsons and Family 
Guy,” he said “Bit by bit, it’s nor-
malising something that was once 
taboo. Plus, the rise of religious ex-
tremism has pushed more people 
away from their faith,” Raidy told 
The Arab Weekly.

While all struggles for increased 
personal liberties have tough be-
ginnings, atheists in the region are 

faced with an even harsher reality.  
Even the most liberal minds in the 
Arab world will say that the society 
is eons away from accepting such 
beliefs.

Where even the most univer-
sally accepted natural rights such 
as gender equality are struggling 
to break through in a culture and 
community so entwined in reli-
gious ideology, godlessness will 
continue to be the “sin” of a select 
group of disenfranchised.

Nadine Sayegh is a Lebanese 
freelance journalist based between 
Dubai and Beirut.
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Jordan deals with different faces of human trafficking

Exploiting misery.

Amman

S
amira, in her 20s, travelled 
from Egypt a few years ago 
to work in a hotel in Jordan, 
hoping she would make 
money to help her family 

back home.
Upon arrival, Samira’s employer 

asked her to sign several papers, 
including a contract threatening fi-
nancial penalties reaching 10,000 
Jordanian dinars ($14,000) if she 
violated its terms.

A few days later, she learnt the 
contract was a total scam.

“On the first day of work, she was 
sent to work in a nightclub — and 
this was not part of her contract. 
But because she has already signed 
a contract with fines, she was 
forced to work in the nightclub,” 
said Makram Odeh, head of a Jorda-
nian Women’s Union shelter dealing 
with human trafficking cases.

“Samira was later forced to work 
as a prostitute as her employer also 
took her passport away,” Odeh said. 
She said Samira was one of more 
than 600 cases of human traffick-
ing that authorities have dealt with 
since 2007, although there are be-
lieved to be many other cases that 
go unreported.

“A few weeks after working as 
a prostitute, some people helped 
Samira contact us and we inter-
vened and secured her release, 
provided her with psychological 

support at the centre and then she 
returned home,” Odeh said.

Officially, prostitution is banned 
in Jordan, a largely conservative 
patriarchal Muslim society where 
men have the final say in all fam-
ily matters. However, brothels exist 
and are frequented by both Jorda-
nians and foreigners. The govern-
ment turns a blind eye to prostitu-
tion, considered a misdemeanour 
punishable by a prison term ranging 
from one month to three years.

Street prostitution also exists, 
especially in the low-income dis-
tricts, such as downtown Amman. 
The prostitutes are mainly Russian, 
Ukrainian, Filipina, Moroccan, Tu-
nisian, Syrian, Iraqi, Palestinian and 
Jordanian.

Generally, prostitution is con-
fined to larger cities, such as the 
capital, which is home to 30% of 
the country’s  7.5 million people. 
Remote governorates uphold con-
servative traditions, which include 
a prohibition on mixing the sexes in 
public.

Jordan enacted an anti-human 
trafficking law in March 2009. The 
kingdom also ratified the UN Con-
vention Against Transnational Or-
ganised Crime and its supplemental 
Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and 
Punish Trafficking in Persons, Es-
pecially Women and Children but 
that has not helped victims such as 
Samira and others.

Officially, the Labour Ministry re-
ported that the number of human 
trafficking cases increased from 92 
in 2013 to 165 in 2014.

Labour Minister Nidal Katamine 
said his office offered shelter to 
more than 100 possible victims of 
human trafficking in addition to 
residency, labour fee exemptions 
and return airline tickets.

But Katamine insisted that Jordan 
achieved an advanced rank in com-

bating the problem, citing a 2014 US 
Department of State Annual Global 
Trafficking in Persons report.

The report said that Jordan is a 
destination and transit country for 
adults and children subjected to 
forced labour and, to a lesser extent, 
sex trafficking. It said some encoun-
tered forced labour through the 
unlawful withholding of passports, 
delayed payment of wages, long 
working hours, forced overtime, un-
sanitary living conditions and verbal 
and physical abuse. Laila, another 
woman from Syria, who married a 
Jordanian back in her country, ar-
rived in Jordan a few years ago. Her 
husband took away her passport 
and forced her to work as a beggar. 
Odeh’s institution intervened and 
sent her back to her country.

Another case Odeh said she dealt 
with involved an Asian woman who 
was in Jordan on a contract to work 
as a housemaid for one household 

but ended up working in several 
houses.

“We solved many of the cases we 
dealt with but there are many others 
that we do not know of,” she said.

Most of the human trafficking vic-
tims are from Syria, Egypt, Morocco 
and Asia, she said. Some of the vic-
tims are Jordanian women who are 
sexually harassed by their employ-
ers, Odeh added.

Sociologist Hussein Khuzai attrib-
uted the rise in human trafficking to 
a lack of awareness among Jordani-
ans, since the majority do not know 
that some of their acts can be classi-
fied as crimes.

“Many Jordanian families force 
their housemaid to do too much 
work and on top of that to work also 
for relatives. This is a very common 
example of a human trafficking case 
that is widespread in Jordan, but 
people do not know it is a crime,” 
Khuzai said.

The ignorance of what makes a 
human trafficking crime is the rea-
son that not many cases are offi-
cially reported, Khuzai said. “When 
people hear ‘human trafficking’, 
they think it is a Western term that 
is not found in our societies but un-
fortunately it is.”

Many cases go unreported be-
cause people do not know what their 
rights and duties are. They might be 
subject to a human trafficking crime 
but do not know it is a crime punish-
able by law, Khuzai explained.

He said common examples of hu-
man trafficking in Jordan are organ-
ised groups of beggars across the 
country who force children to work 
as beggars.

“There’s also the exploitative, 
usually involuntary selling of kid-
neys and, more recently, there are 
many cases of people who receive 
money to be guinea pigs for new 
medicines,” Khuzai said.
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Many cases go 
unreported because 
people do not know 
what their rights and 
duties are
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