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Iraqi Sabean minority in peril
Muhanad al-Hussam

Baghdad

A 

fter close relatives were 
either killed or abducted 
by Muslim Shia militias 
and criminal gangs, Sar-
mad Kamil, one of the 

few thousands of the Sabean reli-
gious minority living in Iraq, is try-
ing to keep his faith to himself.

He joined a Shia Muslim tribe 
to gain its protection in a country 
where Islamic State (ISIS) militants 
have killed scores of people of all 
faiths, including fellow Sunni Mus-
lims who do not accept the group’s 
extremist approach, and sectarian 
and ethnic violence is widespread.

Despite the measure of protection 
his membership of the Shia tribe af-
fords, Kamil still wants to emigrate 
to Europe because religious intoler-
ance is increasing in Iraq.

A government employee and a 
father of three, Kamil said several 
of his cousins had been killed or 
abducted for ransom in the lawless-
ness that followed the 2003 US-led 
invasion of Iraq. Many Sabeans fled 
the country.

“We’re very worried about our 
safety here because religious toler-
ance and the rule of law are dimin-
ishing day by day,” Kamil said.

Sabeans give Yahya bin Zakarriya, 
known by Christians as John the 
Baptist, a special status, higher than 
that in Christianity and Islam. The 
community reveres John the Baptist 
as one of its greatest teachers and 
credits him with performing mira-
cles of healing through baptism.

Sabeans view healing through 
baptism as a magical process that 
bestows immortality, purification 
and physical health. This belief, 
especially the purification of the 
soul and the physical soundness, 
explains why Sabeans opt for living 
near the banks of Iraq’s two main 

rivers, Tigris and Euphrates.
Oday Asad, a community spokes-

man, said Sabeans once numbered 
75,000 in Iraq but the number had 
dipped to 12,000 by 2016 as follow-
ers escaped to the West.

“The majority of the followers 
have left the country to escape the 
violence,” he explained. “The Sa-
beans see no future here amid the 
continued killing and abductions 
targeting them.”

Both Sunni insurgents and Shia 
militias have targeted Iraq’s reli-
gious minorities and the weak gov-
ernment has been unable to protect 
them. Tens of thousands of Yazidis 
fled their homes in northern Iraq in 
the face of an ISIS assault in 2014.

ISIS trapped thousands of Yazidis 
on a mountain, depriving them of 
food and water. The militants took 
hundreds of Yazidis captive, forc-
ing women and children into slavery 
and killing the men.

Christians also left their homes 
and possessions when ISIS captured 
the city of Mosul in 2014, and Shia 
militias have confiscated empty 
homes owned by Christians in Bagh-
dad.

Sabeans were no exception. Many 
community members, mostly work-
ing as goldsmiths, were abducted or 
killed by gangs believed to be linked 
to Shia militias. In one incident, 
armed men killed three Sabeans be-
fore robbing their goldsmith shops 

in Baghdad.
There are no records of the num-

ber of those abducted or killed, but 
community members estimate they 
number several hundred.

Kamil said his brother, who owns 
a jewellery shop in the Shia domi-
nated city of Kut in eastern Iraq, was 
ordered by an unspecified armed 
group to pay a large sum of money 
every month to keep his shop un-
touched. The brother paid the pro-
tection money until he fled with his 
family to Europe.

To avoid his brother’s fate, Kamil 
sought protection from a renowned 
Shia tribe in Baghdad. In return 
Kamil donates money when needed 
for the tribe’s solidarity fund. Kamil 

also participates in all Shia religious 
activities in his neighbourhood in 
eastern Baghdad.

“We’re very worried about our 
safety,” he said. “When I have 
enough money to travel, I will not 
hesitate to follow my brother and 
relatives.”

Asad said Sabeans have always 
been part of Iraq’s religious and eth-
nic mosaic and throughout history 
were a peaceful group sharing with 
the other Iraqis “the good, bad and 
worst times”.

“We hope that security and peace 
will be restored in this country so 
that we remain part of Iraq’s future, 
but events are going in the opposite 
direction,” he said.

Iraqi members of the Sabean minority pray on the banks of the Tigris river in Baghdad.

“We’re very worried 
about our safety 
here because 
religious tolerance 
and the rule of law 
are diminishing day 
by day.”
Sabean Iraqi Sarmad Kamil

Cairo

A 
proposed social media 
law would likely restrict 
cyberspace activism, 
increase alienation of 
young people in Egypt 

and further erode the support for 
Egyptian leaders, observers say.

“It’s totally illogical for anybody 
to try to control social media now,” 
rights activist Nehad Abul Komsan 
said. “Such a law shows the enor-
mity of fear inside government cor-
ridors from public views expressed 
on social networking sites.”

The measure, expected to soon 
be presented to parliament for de-
bate, would mandate prison terms 
for people who spread false news 
reports, offend public figures, en-
courage terrorism or fan sectarian-
ism.

The exact wording of the law has 
not been made public but informa-
tion leaked to the media indicates 
the measure orders internet provid-

ers to ask users to provide national 
identification card numbers when 
creating Facebook pages or Twit-
ter accounts. Security experts say 
the data would enable authorities 
to track down people who violate 
the law.

Parliament, most members of 
which back President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi, seeks to control social me-
dia because Egyptian officials fear 
free speech and have an instinctive 
penchant for reining in expression, 
rights advocates say.

Sisi, in a recent meeting with par-
liament members and media repre-
sentatives, referred to cyberspace 
activists who spread falsified news 
about his government and negate 
its achievements.

“If I address you through social 
media, you don’t see me or know 
which agency I work for,” Sisi said. 
“There are fourth- and fifth-gener-
ation wars. There are cyberspace 
brigades that work day and night. 
Egyptians do not feel the effect 
of the work we do because of the 
negative work being done [by cy-
berspace activists].”

The desire to rein in social me-
dia will land Sisi and parliament 
in trouble, advocates like Abul 
Komsan say.

Social networking was at the fore-
front of the revolution against auto-
crat Hosni Mubarak in 2011 and Is-
lamist president Muhammad Morsi 
in 2013. The revolutions started as 
social media uprisings.

Social media were used recently 
by Sisi’s opponents to report police 
brutality and administrative cor-
ruption throughout Egypt. They 
were used by a militant group in the 
Sinai peninsula to publish photos of 
Egyptian troops killed and equip-
ment seized during attacks on Sinai 
army posts.

There were 48.3 million internet 
users in Egypt in 2015, according 
to Internet World Stats, an inter-
national site focused on internet 
statistics worldwide. Some 27 mil-
lion of the users had Facebook ac-
counts.

The internet is increasingly seen 

as a “security threat” in Egypt, 
Freedom House said in a 2015 re-
port about internet freedom in the 
country. The organisation listed a 
number of journalists and cyber-
space activists who were jailed for 
expressing their views on social 
networks.

With the proposed law, observ-
ers said, the number of people 
imprisoned on charges of commit-
ting social media crimes would rise 
dramatically. The law is so broadly 
worded that they could apply to al-
most any Facebook or Twitter post-
ing.

“The government shudders at 

what the public writes on social 
media,” said Amir Salim, a lawyer 
involved in defending opposition 
activists, “but it should realise that 
we are already past the time of in-
ternet control.”

Activists said that, by seeking to 
control social media, Sisi and his 
government pit themselves against 
young people, who have been large-
ly alienated since the anti-Mubarak 
uprising, even though they were 
the main forces behind the revolu-
tion.

Sisi has been trying to placate 
younger citizens, creating leader-
ship and financial aid programmes. 
However, most of the initiatives 
have failed to convince many young 
people to get politically involved. 
This was clear in the 2015 parlia-
mentary elections and the 2014 
election that made Sisi president.

Nevertheless, some people say 
social media should not be left 
without control while Egypt is 
fighting terrorism.

Shadia Thabet, a member of the 
Egyptian parliament, said false 
news spread through social media 
could cause Egypt’s “destruction”.

“Social networking sites have 
turned into a tool for spreading fal-
sified news,” Thabet said. “It has 
even become more influential than 
the traditional media, which is why 
it is important for us to take steps 
to protect our country against the 
negative effects of misusing this so-
cial media.”

Egyptian authorities try to rein in cyberspace activism

A young Egyptian logs onto Facebook at an internet café in Cairo.“It’s totally illogical 
for anybody to try to 
control social media 
now.”

Rights activist Nehad 
Abul Qomsan
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