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Shia attacks on Sunni 
mosques in Iraq rekindle 
fears of sectarian strife

Baghdad

A 

spate of Shia militia at-
tacks on at least 13 Sunni 
mosques in Iraq kindled 
fears of renewed sec-
tarianism, reminiscent 

of the dark days of 2006-07 when 
tens of thousands of Shias and Sun-
nis were killed in revenge attacks.

The latest conflict stems from 
possible fallout from Saudi Arabia’s 
dispute with Iran in Iraq, the only 
country other than Iran with a sig-
nificant Shia influence.

Weary of growing Shia and Ira-
nian influence in a region long 
dominated by Sunni Muslim gov-
ernments, Saudi Arabia has been 
active in Iraq and neighbouring 
Syria to thwart the Shias’ sway in 
those countries.

The attacks on nine mosques in 
Iraq’s eastern province of Diyala 
and four in the south-central prov-
ince of Babil came immediately af-
ter Saudi Arabia undertook a series 
of bold moves illustrating a resolve 
to stand up to Iran.

On January 1st, Riyadh reopened 
its embassy in Baghdad after a clo-
sure of 25 years in protest of the 
Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in August 
1990 under Iraqi dictator Saddam 
Hussein.

Violence erupted on January 2nd 
after Saudi Arabia executed Saudi 
Shia cleric Nimr al-Nimr, triggering 
angry reactions in Shia-dominated 
Iraq and Iran and other Shia com-
munities in the region. Saudi Ara-
bia cut ties with Iran after mobs 
attacked the kingdom’s embassy in 
Tehran.

Despite the intensity of the at-
tacks on the Sunni mosques, which 
claimed the lives of at least 60 
people and wounded another 130 
Iraqi Shias and Sunnis after build-
ings were bombed, ransacked and 
torched, observers said such vio-
lence is likely to be short-lived.

“This wave of violence will soon 
subside as Iraqis are aware of the 
wider implications, which is an-
other wave of sectarianism that 
no side has a stomach for at this 
point,” said Ahmed Khazali, a so-
cial worker monitoring the situa-
tion in Diyala.

“It’s evident that the Shia com-
munity doesn’t want the tensions 
to endure as it has pledged to fix 
all the destroyed Sunni mosques in 
Diyala,” Khazali said.

Shia leaders inside and outside 
government called on Iraqis to re-
main focused on the root cause 
of the problem, which, according 
to Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi, is the Islamic State (ISIS), 
which has a stake in instigating 
sectarian strife to hinder the Iraqi 
Army offensive that has defeated 
the militant group in a number of 
areas across Iraq.

Abadi called a recent assault in 
Baghdad a “desperate attempt” by 
militants to retaliate after their loss 
in Ramadi, the provincial capital 
of the vast western Anbar desert 
region. In separate claims of re-
sponsibility, ISIS confirmed attacks 
on targets that led to the raids on 
mosques, which the Sunni Reli-
gious Endowment termed “hei-
nous crimes”.

“The revenge of the angry mobs 
by blowing up and attacking 
mosques is a shameful criminal 
act, like that of suicidal attacks that 
have claimed the lives of innocent 
civilians,” said the endowment’s 
Iraq head, Sheikh Abdul-Latif al-
Hemayem.

“These people follow a wicked 
agenda aimed at inciting sedition 
and creating instability in Iraq.”

In protest of the attacks, 69 law-
makers and cabinet ministers par-
ticipated in a one-day boycott of 
parliament and cabinet sessions 
on January 19th, Raad al-Dahlaki, a 
Sunni MP who was among the boy-
cotting officials, said the protesting 
officials demanded the govern-
ment to bring the perpetrators to 
justice.

In recent months, Iraqi and Kurd-
ish forces backed by US-led air 
strikes forced ISIS out of Sinjar, an 
area that lies in the autonomous 
Kurdish north and is the provincial 
capital of Ramadi, west of Bagh-
dad.

But the jihadist group appears re-
silient after previous defeats, often 
seizing territory on other frontiers. 
In the days after ISIS fighters were 
driven out of Ramadi, the group 
launched a coordinated assault on 
the western Anbar town of Hadi-
tha.

On January 11th, ISIS went af-
ter softer targets in Baghdad and 
Muqdadiyah, with attacks that ap-
peared to be aimed at killing Shia 
civilians and aggravating sectarian 
tensions — a strategy pursued with 
horrifying results by the group’s 
predecessor, al-Qaeda in Iraq.

Gunmen targeted the entrance 
to al-Jawhara mall in a mainly Shia 
neighbourhood of Baghdad on 
January 11th with a car bomb and 
a suicide bomber before storming 

in and opening fire. They killed 18 
people and wounded more than 50. 
A car bombing elsewhere in the city 
killed five people and wounded 12.

Also on January 11th, back-to-
back suicide attacks on a coffee 
shop frequented by Shia mili-
tias killed at least 24 people and 
wounded 52 in Muqdadiyah, about 
90km north-east of Baghdad. ISIS 
claimed both major attacks.

Angry Shia mobs responded to 
the Muqdadiyah bombings by at-
tacking several Sunni mosques, de-
stroying two and killing an imam, 
according to Hemayem.

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used 
for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Iraq and 
contributed to this report.
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Iraqi tribes take law and justice into their own hands

Baghdad

“I was  forced to pay 70 mil-
lion Iraqi dinars ($58,000), 
otherwise myself and my 
tribesmen would have suf-
fered vengeance,” Khaled 

said, recalling how he had no op-
tion but to acknowledge tribal rule 
in a case filed against him by the 
family of his deceased wife.

“My wife and daughter died 
when their migrant boat sank in the 
Mediterranean. Her family accused 
me of having encouraged her to 
emigrate, although I only accepted 
after the whole thing was coordi-
nated with her brother who lives in 
Europe,” he said, asking to be iden-
tified only by his first name.

Khaled’s case illustrates the 
growing de facto judicial autonomy 
exercised by Iraq’s tribes vis-à-vis 
state judicial institutions, a trend 
that intensified after the 2003 US 
invasion of Iraq, largely due to 
weak central authority. Many fami-
lies and individuals, especially in 
central and southern provinces and 
certain areas of Baghdad, resort to 
their clan or tribe to resolve dis-
putes and determine punishment 
and financial compensation for 
damages or losses incurred.

The tribes settle disputes among 
their members and other clans 
ranging from commercial to crimi-
nal offences, impose penalties and 
determine settlement of blood 
money.

In one of the ugliest cases of 
“tribal justice”, a tribe in the south-
ern province of Basra sanctioned a 
rival clan by making them offer 50 
of their women in compensation for 
the death of tribesmen in an armed 
dispute. The women were forced to 

marry members of the compensat-
ed tribe in line with tribal customs, 
which did not look at them as right-
ful spouses but as blood money.

Social activist Bushra Obeidi un-
derscored injustices done to wom-
en under tribalism. “Offering wom-
en as a reparation to settle tribal 
disputes is a crime punishable by 
civil status law but unfortunately 
there is no authority to implement 
the rule of law,” Obeidi said.

“Civil and humanitarian organi-
sations are struggling to defend 
women, with the government fail-
ing to assume its responsibilities 
in protecting the Iraqi people es-

pecially women who have been 
wronged by tribal justice.”

Though it declined with the ad-
vent of the Ba’ath regime in the 
1960s, the power of the tribes was 
gradually restored as weakened 
central government accommodated 
them to maintain order and secu-
rity in their territory. Tribal leaders 
also took advantage of the absence 
of government troops, who were 
sent to fight the Islamic State (ISIS) 
rather than settling conflicts  in 
tribal areas. Baghdad recently sent 
reinforcements, including, accord-
ing to the Associated Press, a tank 
regiment and a commando battal-

ion, to southern Basra to try to quell 
tribal disputes.

Jurist Ali al-Rafii’ stressed that 
the state’s judicial authorities 
“should be the guarantor for all citi-
zens who are supposed to seek jus-
tice at official courts and not with 
the tribe”.

“The role of the judiciary has 
been expropriated by the tribe, 
which is henceforth dictating its 
own rules that mostly contradict 
state’s regulations and the constitu-
tion,” Rafii’ said. “Many tribes and 
families of tribal leaders are making 
a living from the income that comes 
with settling disputes.”

He deplored the weakness of 
successive governments that came 
to power after 2003, arguing that 
“these have sought to reinforce 
their rule by relying on tribal and 
sectarian support at the expense of 
citizens’ rights”.

“In parallel, the judicial authori-
ties lacked transparency and cred-
ibility. Most investigations into 
tribal incidents or crimes are not 
followed up properly and results 
are never disclosed, like in the case 
of 250 university students who 
have been killed [at the height of 
sectarian violence of 2006-08] but 
nobody knows who is behind the 
killings,” Rafii’ added.

Social researcher Alia Hosni not-
ed that tribes have the means to en-
force their judicial rulings through 
tribal militias that have taken on 
the role of security forces in their 
respective areas. “The weakness of 
the state’s judicial and security in-
stitutions pushed many to seek the 
protection of their tribes in order to 
secure their rights and guard their 
properties,” Hosni said.

“Moreover, most tribes are cov-
ered by government parties which 
bequeathed to them powers and 
privileges that the judiciary is un-

able to challenge. Even judges have 
been seeking the protection of their 
tribes after facing threats by tribal 
militias.”

Politicians have also been seek-
ing tribal assistance. In one case, 
the tribe of MP Hanan al-Fatlawi, 
leader of the Irada Movement, 
fined the tribe of Baligh Abou Kalal, 
spokesman for the Homeland Par-
liamentary Bloc, 100 million dinars 
($84,000) for making “slanderous” 
TV comments.

Political analyst Wathek al-Hashi-
mi predicted an even bigger role for 
the tribes in settling disputes. “This 
is because the Iraqi judiciary is go-
ing through a serious crisis, suffer-
ing mainly from public accusations 
and distrust, which further under-
mines its ability to counter tribal 
rule.”

According to For the Sake of 
Iraq, a local human rights non-
governmental organisation, some 
800 tribal rulings were made in the 
Baghdad area in May 2015, whereas 
1,200 cases were settled in Najaf 
and 2,450 in Basra during the same 
period.

“The (tribal) militias have be-
come synonymous to security forc-
es and the tribes are now equivalent 
to the judicial authorities,” Hosni 
remarked.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.

Iraqi tribesmen hold up their weapons as they gather in the capital 
Baghdad.
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