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Baghdad

S 

treet posters assert that the 
Islamic headscarf, known 
as hijab, is a must for all 
women — including Chris-
tians — in Iraq. Some clergy 

warn men against shaking hands 
with a woman, saying it brings 
God’s wrath. Others caution against 
singing, calling it a sin.

Such demands are not only made 
in areas controlled by the Islamic 
State (ISIS), but also in districts of 
Baghdad run by the pro-Iranian Shia 
militias. Residents said they worry 
Shia religious groups are adopting 
hard-line policies and could impose 
an uncompromising interpretation 
of the Quran and sharia law.

Some posters address Christian 
women outright, urging them to 
wear the hijab, following the foot-
steps of the Virgin Mary, whom tra-
dition has it wore a head cover.

“The hijab is ordered by God, so 
you should obey Him,” read a plac-
ard on a wall of a Baghdad church.

Fatin Yalda, a Christian Iraqi 
housewife in Baghdad, said the 
“message of the radical Shia groups 
to religious minorities and secular 
people is either you follow our rules 
or there is no place for you with us 
here”.

Iraqis said the poster campaign 
was organised by religious or armed 
groups that want to impose an Iran-
like theocratic state, ruled by clergy 
claiming divine right.

Iraq’s long-sidelined and ostra-
cised Shias assumed power after 
the fall of Sunni dictator Saddam 
Hussein in the 2003 US-led invasion 
of Iraq.  Shia religious parties and 
groups have since dominated politi-
cal life in the country.

However, their politicians opted 
largely for moderate policies, hesi-
tating to impose strict sharia law 
and shying away from radical reli-
gious interpretations if only to ap-
peal to a population long exposed to 
Sunni rule.

The turning point came after the 
fall of Mosul, Iraq’s second largest 
city, to ISIS in June 2014 when the 
Shia-dominated Iraqi Army units 
capitulated when the jihadists at-
tacked.

At the time, an anxious Shia gov-

ernment and population saw the 
only hope left to confront the grow-
ing threat of Sunni militants was 
the well-organised Shia militias and 
their allies among heavily armed 
Shia groups that had informally as-
sisted the feeble Iraqi security sys-
tem since its inception in 2004.

Days after Mosul fell, top Shia 
cleric Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani 
issued a fatwa declaring the fight 
against ISIS was part of jihad, fulfill-
ing one of Islam’s sacred duties in 
war. He instructed Shia volunteers 
to support domestic security forces 
and to be loyal to the Iraqi govern-
ment.

The fatwa led to the emergence of 
a Shia force with strong alliance to 
Iran, Iraq’s arch foe under Saddam, 
which worked its way to control 
Iraq’s Interior Ministry, including 
the police, and other vital security 
offices.

Iraqi lawmaker Raad al-Dahlaki 
said the emergence of stricter Shia 
groups violates the Iraqi constitu-
tion, which safeguards personal 

and religious liberties. He urged the 
Iraqi government to stop all those 
trying to impose doctrines alien to 
Iraq’s largely secular society.

“Nobody can impose the Iranian 
style of Wilayat al-Faqih (rule of 
jurist) on Iraq’s secular and diverse 
society. We refuse the guardianship 
of clerics,” Dahlaki said.

A poster in Baghdad read: “Allah’s 
wrath will befall upon any man who 
shakes hands with a strange wom-
an.”

Another banner quotes a revered 

late Shia imam as saying: “Singing 
is hypocrisy and it will lead only 
to poverty.” Such ideas are almost 
identical to the interpretations of 
Islam held by ISIS, which controls 
large sections of land in Iraq and 
Syria.

ISIS recently repeated its call for 
banning alcohol, saying it would 
punish traders and consumers who 
are found with liquor in their pos-
session. Local governments in many 
Shia provinces have also made trade 
and consumption of liquor a crime.

Shia gunmen frequently attack 
liquor stores in Baghdad, some-
times near checkpoints manned by 
police, who in turn ignore the at-
tacks.

Baghdad-based human rights ac-
tivist Ziyad al-Ajeely said the post-
ers promoting strict interpretations 
of Islam were a sign of the weak-
ness of the state and pointed to Shia 
Muslims being radicalised, just as 
Sunnis were.

“These posters send a frighten-
ing message to minorities and aver-

age people that the state is helpless 
in the face of the extremists,” said 
Ajeely, who also heads the Bagh-
dad-based Journalism Freedom 
Observatory. “These banners are no 
different from some raised in ISIS-
held territories,” he said, explaining 
that proved the “foes have similar 
mentalities”.

Interior Ministry spokesman Brig-
adier-General Saad Maan said an 
investigation showed that the post-
ers were the outcome of “individual 
acts”, vowing to bring the perpetra-
tors to justice.

Human rights activist Kamil Amin 
said the people behind the posters 
belonged to religious groups and 
parties that are part of the govern-
ment. “Part of the government is 
violating the constitution that safe-
guards personal freedom and the 
rights of the minorities,” he said.

Muhanad al-Hussam, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is an Iraqi 
journalist who has reported on Iraq 
for 17 years.
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Members of a Shia militia group, in Baghdad, last January.
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Real change in Iraq will require a magic wand

I
t has been tough for Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi to juggle things 
around.

Whether militarily to beef 
up security in Baghdad or 

politically to present a cabinet 
reshuffle acceptable to supporters 
and adversaries, Abadi has had little 
room to manoeuvre without upset-
ting other politicians or slowing the 
battle to rid Iraq of Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants.

In the latest mess, Abadi pro-
posed a near-complete reshuffle 
of his cabinet, which politicians 
quickly rebuked as lacking the 
“technocrats” the prime minister 
had promised and the wider repre-
sentation that had been expected, 
at least to incorporate some Kurds 
from Iraq’s northern autonomous 
areas.

Abadi’s March 31st announcement 
brought increased warnings from 
powerful Shia cleric Muqtada al-

Sadr, whose followers have poured 
into Baghdad’s streets every Fri-
day for several weeks in March 
in a show of force against Abadi. 

Al-Sadr is trying to reassert himself 
in the centre of Iraqi politics, to be 
portrayed as a choirmaster of reform 
and reconciliation.

“In a country gripped by conflict, 
deep sectarian and ethnic divisions 
and constant political strife, ambi-
tious reforms are not an easy task,” 

observed Kamel al-Hadithi, a former 
political science lecturer at the Uni-
versity of Anbar.

“And, who said that what Abadi 
has in mind is similar or would 
satisfy al-Sadr?” he wondered.

Abadi has much more on his 
plate.

ISIS controls several Sunni Iraqi 
areas, including key cities on ma-
jor supply lines linking its fighters 
in Iraq with those in neighbouring 
Syria.

There are hundreds of thou-
sands of Iraqis displaced in ISIS’s 
violence or the sectarian strife 
that has shattered Iraq’s unity and 
threatens its division into three 
smaller states.

Iraq’s Sunni minority feels more 
desperate than ever, being isolated 
by successive Shia-dominated 
governments. Many Sunnis fear 
that expected reforms will further 
diminish their representation in 
national institutions.

Financially, Iraq’s Kurdish north 
has turned its back on an agree-
ment regarding Iraqi oilfields in 
autonomous areas with the central 
government in Baghdad, depriv-
ing it of much-needed funds and 
aggravating a cash crunch caused 
by plummeting oil prices.

With such enormous challenges, 
one can safely assume that al-Sadr 
or others can ask and Abadi would 
oblige.

But for a real change to transpire 
will require a magic wand.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, 
is Levant editor for The Arab 
Weekly and has reported on the 
Middle East and North Africa for 
nearly three decades.
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Followers of Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr wave national f lags as they end a sit-in 
outside the Green Zone in Baghdad, on March 31st.


