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T
he unanimous adoption by the Organisation of Islamic 
Cooperation (OIC) at its Istanbul summit of a call to respect 
religious minorities was most welcome although it went 
relatively unnoticed.

While backing Muslim minorities facing suspicion and 
prejudice, the OIC endorsed January’s Marrakech declara-
tion that called for a “concept of ‘citizenship’ that is 

inclusive of diverse groups”.
At the end of the summit, the OIC denounced the “oblivion of the 

centuries of mutual coexistence on the same soil”. For the Arab world’s 
minorities, this public support is long overdue.

The recent recapture of Al-Qaryatain, near the central Syrian city of 
Homs, revealed extensive damage to monasteries by the Islamic State 
(ISIS). Before its displacement, Al-Qaryatain’s Christian community 
lived peacefully with the town’s Muslims.

A Khmer Rouge-style purge of centuries-old communities has been 
taking place at the hands of fanatical jihadists in Syria and Iraq. UNESCO 
Director-General Irina Bokova denounced “cultural cleansing” after ISIS 
destroyed Mosul’s 1,400-year-old Monastery of St Elijah.

Christian communities — Arabic-speaking and with roots going back 
to the dawn of the religion — have shrunk alarmingly since the cata-
clysm that engulfed first Iraq then Syria.

A report from three Christian charities and a London university said 
that in Iraq, the pre-2003 Christian population had fallen from 1.5 
million to 200,000-500,000. In Syria, pre-“Arab spring” Christians made 
up 8-10% of the population of 22 million but this has fallen by almost 
half.

Behind the stark numbers is a story of wilful and murderous igno-
rance from extremists for whom difference is a threat.

The “Crusader” narrative, in which Arab Christians are a sort of 
colonial Trojan horse in the Middle East, ignores centuries of inter-
twined lives, history and culture.

To indulge the fantasy that Arab Christians are some kind of “other” is 
to be blind to historical reality. Arab Christian figures have played a 
fundamental role in shaping Arab culture and contemporary society.

But time may be running out. Research from a UK-based Catholic 
charity has bluntly suggested that “fear of genocide” could spell the end 
of Iraq’s Christian minority within five years.

Christians — and other minorities, such as Yazidis and Druze — are part 
of the Arab world. The final end of Yemen’s tiny indigenous Jewish 
population is another unravelling of the tapestry of the Arab experience.

Regional powers that are tempted to play religious or ethnic minori-
ties for their political or imperial advantage are only making the 
situation worse.

The OIC and Arab League must move beyond resolutions — however 
welcome — to concrete action.

The Arab Weekly’s first anniversary
A year ago this month the first issue of The Arab Weekly came out. 

Since then, the newspaper has launched print editions reaching Europe, 
the Arab Gulf region and North America. It has enlarged its pool of 
editors, writers, analysts and commentators to include more profession-
als from the Arab region and the rest of the world.

April also marks the tenth anniversary of the death of Haj Ahmed 
el-Salhine el-Houni, the visionary founder of the London-based Al Arab 
Publishing House, which publishes The Arab Weekly along with Arabic-
language publications Al Arab and Al Jadeed.

The Arab Weekly looks forward to serving its readership for many 
years to come and bringing a better understanding of the Arab world.
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E
ver since a Saudi royal 
decree took away the 
right of arrest from the 
religious police and 
reduced their role to 
giving only moral 

guidance, opinion in the conserv-
ative kingdom has been divided 
on the move.

Those opposed to the decree 
curtailing the powers of the 
Committee for the Propagation 
of Good and the Prevention of 
Vice (CPGPV) have framed their 
arguments within religious 
premises akin to dogmas held by 
the Muslim Brotherhood or Islamic 
State (ISIS).

These are the same voices 
that, not long ago, were calling 
on everyone to show obedience 
to the king and never oppose his 
decisions. And yet, we find them 
loudly expressing opposition to 
the royal decree.

Saudis have relied for decades 
on religious men for guidance 
and supervision, in the absence 
of independent civil or cultural 
institutions. Such institutions 
were not allowed to exist without 
religious oversight or without 
committing to observe many of 
the religious restrictions against 
music, singing and mixing of the 
sexes.

Suddenly these controlling 
bodies are having difficulty 
realising that they were not 
needed and that the Saudis are 
capable of leading perfectly 
normal lives, just like all the other 
people on Earth.

Saudi Arabia has been subjected 
to attacks in Western media 
that allege that ISIS extremism 
has its roots in Saudi culture 
and strict religious doctrines. 
Saudi authorities needed to 
counter the charges quickly and 
intelligently without deference 

to anyone. Authorities 
have to walk a fine line 
between maintaining 
the religious credibility 
underlying the Saudi 
state without becoming 
a backward government 
dominated by the religious 
establishment.

The case against the 
CPGPV was strengthened 

by a series of scandals 
regarding the behaviour of some 
of its members. These officials 
abused their powers and people’s 
rights and freedoms. The violent 

manhandling of a woman over 
her attire in front of a Riyadh 
mall and the arrest and wrongful 
accusations regarding alcohol 
abuse against journalist Ali Al-
Alyani were very embarrassing for 
Saudi authorities.

The so-called guardians 
of virtue and morality have 
succeeded in making simple 
people believe that, with the 
committee’s powers curtailed, 
Saudi society will turn into 
another Las Vegas. Immorality 
will be rampant and chaos will 
replace order. Women will turn to 
depravity and men become flesh-
hungry wolves.

In reality, this is pure fantasy. 
None of it has happened before nor 
will it happen in the future.

In its psychological and social 
make-up, Saudi society is no 
different than other Gulf or 
Arab countries. Saudi society is 
fundamentally conservative and 
will certainly remain so.

Finally, the Saudi authorities 
have shown a great deal of 
political will by responding 
to voices from the country’s 
intelligentsia who have for 
years called for either removing 
the CPGPV or restraining and 
integrating its role within the 
functions of the security forces.

The Saudi government also 
seized on the opportunity to 
present itself to the international 
community as a reformist 
one that does not hesitate to 
make necessary changes and 
innovations as long as they are for 
the common good.

But will there be a political 
price for these bold reforms, 
particularly towards the official 
representatives of the highest 
religious institution in the 
country, the Council of Senior 
Scholars? After all, council 
members were not consulted 
on the decision regarding the 
CPGPV nor were they previously 
consulted about including 
women on the Shura Council and 
municipal councils.

The answer to this important 
question will remain vague unless 
this latest reformist decision is 
followed by equally bold royal 
decrees touching on women’s 
rights, freedom of expression and 
the independence of cultural and 
civil institutions in Saudi Arabia.

Zeki al-Sudeir is a Saudi writer.
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