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Egyptians fret over growing Shia influence
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

E 

gypt’s orthodox Islamists 
are warning against what 
they describe as growing 
Shia influence in a coun-
try known for centuries to 

be predominantly Sunni.
Iran-backed Shias, these peo-

ple say, do everything possible to 
spread Shia ideology, sowing the 
seeds of sectarian tension.

“[Shias] do whatever it takes to 
convince uneducated Sunnis that 
their ideology is the correct one,” 
said Walid Ismail, the founder of 
the anti-Shia Society for the De-
fence of the Prophet’s Companions 
and the People of the House. “The 
problem is that all these attempts 
take place while the religious estab-
lishment is not looking.”

Historically, the split between 
Sunnis and Shias originated on who 
should lead the Muslim community 
soon after the death of the Prophet  
Mohammad. The dispute opened 
the door for differences in doctrine, 
law, theology and religious organi-
sation.

The vast majority of Egyptians 
are Sunni Muslims but conflicts 
emanating from sectarian divides 
in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen 
and Bahrain fill Egyptians with ap-
prehension about the role of Shias 
in their country, even if they are a 
minority.

There is no official figure on the 
number of Shias in Egypt but Haid-
ar Qandeel, the coordinator of the 

Shia Youths Coalition, an unofficial 
grouping of Shia youths, estimates 
there are 2 million Shias among 
Egypt’s population of 89 million.

“The number is increasing,” he 
said, even though he denied ac-
cusations that he and fellow Shias 
strive to spread their ideology 
among Egyptians. “More and more 
people call me every day to tell me 
that they have converted to the 
Shia faith,” he added.

Egypt’s fear of growing Shia in-
fluence is especially manifest on 
Ashura, the tenth day of the Islamic 
month of Muharram and a day of 
mourning for Shias for the martyr-
dom of al-Hussein ibn Ali, a grand-
son of Prophet  Mohammad.

Egyptian authorities shut down 
al-Hussein Mosque in the heart of 
Fatimid Cairo and prevented Shias 
from entering the mosque to mark 
the day. 

Authorities closed the mosque 
under the pretext that it was under 
maintenance.

Public frustration over the grow-
ing number of Shias was violently 
expressed in June 2013 when a mob 
of Sunnis stormed the house of a 
Shia cleric, who was conducting a 
ritual, and killed him.

Ismail and his colleagues in the 
anti-Shia society have decided to 
take the fight into their own hands. 
They publish books, deliver ser-
mons and make TV appearances 
warning against what they consider 
dangers inherent in the presence of 
Shias in Egypt and Shia ideology.

The society tracks Shia activists 
and clerics and attacks them verbal-
ly using social networking websites 
and the media. It recently launched 
a satellite channel to warn against 
the Shia presence in Egypt.

The society was especially active 
during Egypt’s parliamentary elec-
tions publishing the names of par-
liamentary hopefuls they accuse of 
receiving funding from Iran to ma-

nipulate the Egyptian parliament.
“Acting according to foreign 

agendas, these Shias only want to 
sow the seeds of sectarian tension 
in this country,” Ismail said. “If 
we let them grow in number, our 
country will end up like sectarian 
tension-torn countries Iraq, Syria 
and Bahrain.”

Apparently, it is not easy for peo-
ple such as Ismail to know whether 
there is a growing Shia presence in 
Egypt. Qandeel said Shias have to 
hold their rituals either at home or 
at secret sites to escape the heavy 

hand of Egypt’s security agencies 
and what he describes as a “hostile” 
public. Observers say conversion to 
the Shia faith takes place secretly 
and even away from the gaze of the 
convert’s relatives.

“Those who accuse us of want-
ing to sow the seeds of tension 
are working in the light of an Is-
raeli agenda,” Qandeel said. “Israel 
wants Muslims to stop fighting it 
and start fighting each other.”

Nevertheless, some scholars, in-
cluding Ahmed Kerima, a retired 
professor from al-Azhar, Sunni 

Islam’s highest seat of learning, 
downplay the supposed dangers of 
Shia presence in Egpyt.

“Some people like to claim that 
Shias are capable of converting all 
of Egypt’s Sunnis, which is totally 
wrong,” Kerima said. “Fatimids — 
originally Shia — ruled Egypt for al-
most three centuries but they could 
not force the people to embrace the 
Shia faith.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

Al-Hussein mosque, which was built in 1154 in name of the grandson of the Prophet Mohammad, 
al-Hussein ibn Ali, whose head is believed by Shia and some Sunni Muslims to be buried on the 
grounds of the mosque, one of the most important historical streets in the Islamic quarter of Cairo.

Egypt’s fear of 
growing Shia 
influence is 
especially manifest 
on Ashura.
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F 

ifteen minutes after she 
posted a comment on Fa-
cebook, a special Israeli 
security unit stormed into 
the house of 14-year-old 

Tamara Abu Laban and arrested her 
for suspicion of plotting an attack.

After spending a night in a mili-
tary vehicle for writing “forgive 
me if I upset anyone”, Tamara was 
placed under house arrest for five 
days and fined 2,000 shekels — 
about $514.

The authorities assumed Tamara 
was asking for forgiveness because 
she planned to carry out a suicide 
attack against Israelis but Tamara’s 

father ridiculed the Israeli no-
tion, saying the teen was 

expressing her feelings 
in the virtual world, like 
her peers do.

In October, the Hebrew 
news website Walla! said 

80 Palestinians were arrested 
under the pretext of incitement 

on Facebook. At the same 
time, an Israeli set-

tler who blatantly 
threatened to 

kill 

Arab member of Israeli Knesset 
Ahmed al-Tibi was interrogated 
briefly and released.

Palestinians and Israelis re-en-
tered a cycle of violence in mid-
September. This time the dispute 
spread to social networks, which 
were transformed into battle-
grounds.

Besides a war of words, social 
networks featured graphic images 
and videos of Palestinians, covered 
in blood, who were killed by Israeli 
soldiers during a spate of attempt-
ed stabbings.

In response, Israeli Prime Min-
ister Binyamin Netanyahu formed 
an Arabic-speaking cyber unit to 
monitor Palestinians’ personal Fa-
cebook accounts to anticipate po-
tential attacks. He linked online ac-
tivity with tensions on the ground, 
saying “the incitement on the so-
cial networks is what is causing the 
wave of terror”.

Meanwhile, the Israeli Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs published a 
statement on its website saying, 
“the culture of hate in the Palestin-

ian media, schools and social 
networks, together with the 

statements of Pales-
tinian leaders, has 

reached new 

and gruesome heights”.
However, Israeli journalist Avi Is-

sacharoff said in a report that after 
interviewing a number of arrested 
Palestinians, he concluded that tra-
ditional ways of “incitement”, such 
as the word of mouth, were more ef-
fective than social media.

Although Palestinians believe 
social media, especially Facebook, 
has become a battlefield where ac-
tivists garner international support, 
disseminate information faster and, 
most importantly, motivate people 

to become more politically ac-
tive and aware, they seem 

to support Issacharoff’s 
idea that social me-

dia is not the rea-
son behind recent 

events.

Activist Layan Mohammed, 29, 
who said she avoids political posts 
on her Facebook page, argued: 
“Those who choose to carry out at-
tacks are driven by their own con-
victions, beliefs and desire to resist 
Israel. They would have still done 
the same thing without social me-
dia.”

Mohammed said: “During the 
first and second intifadas, Palestin-
ians didn’t have Facebook or Twit-
ter but that didn’t stop them from 
resisting Israel’s attempt to under-
mine their rights and violate their 
holy sites.”

With about 2.9 million accounts 
on Facebook, Palestinians consider 

the social network as a prime source 
of information. They use it to share 
news and images and express their 
thoughts, which Israel considers to 
be a form of incitement.

From a point of view shared 
by many Palestinians, to praise a 
“martyr” or share news on a cer-
tain incident is not incitement but 
a reflection of the reality, explained 
Tala Halawa, a researcher in digital 
media.

Mahmoud Hrebat, a radio talk-
show host focusing on social media, 
said with around 84% of Palestinian 
Facebook users are aged 12-21 — the 
same age group participating in the 
recent incidents — it is likely that 
some were provoked by gruesome 
images of killings.

Palestinian and Israeli users of 
social media are utilising this ad-
vanced platform to support their 
narrative. Within minutes, every-
one can watch videos and see imag-
es of battered and killed Palestinian 
youth or Israelis stabbed to death 
and start hashtags to convey a cer-
tain message.

Mamoun Matar, a lecturer and re-
searcher in digital media at Al-Quds 
University, said the main reason 
behind the spike in violence is not 
incitement on social media but dec-
ades of Israeli oppression of Pales-
tinians.

Israel accuses Palestinians of in-
citement simply for resisting the oc-
cupation. But Hrebat insisted it was 
the opposite with “Israel waging 
a war against Palestinian activists 
and threatening their lives because 
of their activity on social media”.

Hrebat said in the first two weeks 
of October Israelis shared more than 
10,000 posts that encourage killing 
Palestinians, an increase of 300% 
over September.

Blogger Mohammad Abu Allan 
said that Israel’s social media war 
on Palestinians is as intense as in 
actual life, adding: “It’s unending!”.

Social media, another face of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict
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Palestinians take a selfie in front of the Dome of the Rock, in Jerusalem.

were arrested under the 
pretext of incitement 
on Facebook.
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Palestinians access social media networks to express their 
grievances.
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