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audi Arabia is increas-
ing efforts to promote a 
“moderate” form of Islam, 
a promise made by Saudi 
Crown Prince Mohammed 

bin Salman bin Abdulaziz to help 
move the kingdom into the mod-
ern era.

A member of the kingdom’s 
Council of Senior Scholars, consid-
ered the country’s chief religious 
body, recently stated that women 
were not under religious obligation 
to wear the abaya, the traditional 
loose-fitting black robe worn by 
Muslim women in the Gulf region.

During a question-and-answer 
session on a Mecca radio station, 
Sheikh Abdullah al-Mutlaq said 
Muslim women should dress mod-
estly but that the abaya was not a 
religious requirement.

“More than 90% of commit-
ted Muslim women in the Islamic 
world do not wear the abaya,” Mut-
laq said. “We see them in Mecca 
and Medina. They are women who, 
may God bless them, are commit-
ted and memorise the Quran and 
preach for God but they do not 
wear abayas. For this reason, my 
friends, we do not oblige [women] 
to wear abaya.”

On the same programme, Mutlaq 
said long fingernails were frowned 
upon in Islam.

Mutlaq’s comments, which carry 
significant weight in religious cir-
cles, led to fierce debates and the 
creation of the Twitter hashtag #Al-
Mutlaq_theabaya_not necessary.

“Those who trade in religion 
know that the life the Muslim 
Brotherhood has grown accus-
tomed to in the past 40 years 
is over and these hypocrites 
must a find a different path in-
stead of using religion to control 
people’s lives,” wrote Twitter  
user @OmrRian.

Other reactions were less sup-
portive.

“Even if 100 fatwas have been 
issued, I swear to God I will 
never leave my abaya. Over my 
dead body. Girls, do not listen to 
the fatwas,” wrote Twitter user  
@Kooshe90.

As home to two of Islam’s holiest 
sites, Saudi Arabia has long been 
defined culturally by its role and 
place in the religion. However, in 
a post 9/11 world, the kingdom has 
also been accused of supporting an 
intolerant form of Islam.

“Saudi Arabia was not like this 
before 1979. Saudi Arabia and the 
entire region saw the prolifera-
tion of al-Sahwa [Awakening] pro-
ject after 1979 for many reasons,” 
Crown Prince Mohammed said last 
October

Crown Prince Mohammed was 
referencing the Islamic Revolu-
tion in Iran and the siege of Mecca 
by terrorists, events in 1979 that 
inspired a generation of militants 
such as al-Qaeda’s Osama bin Lad-
en.

“We are returning to what we 
were before — a country of mod-
erate Islam that is open to all re-
ligions, traditions and people 
around the globe,” the crown 
prince said. “Frankly speaking, we 
cannot spend 30 years of our lives 
dealing with extremist ideas. We 
will destroy them today and imme-
diately.”

Saudi analysts said Crown Prince 
Mohammed’s call to tackle extrem-
ism could have significant effects.

“It’s the first time that a govern-
ment official — let alone a senior 
government official — called them 
out by name,” Saudi analyst Mo-
hammed Alyahya told the Wall 
Street Journal last October with 
regards to the crown prince calling 
out the Islamic Awakening move-
ment. “The new leadership called 
their bluff and showed that they 
are a paper tiger.”

Saudi Arabia has relinquished 
control of Belgium’s largest 

mosque, which had been under its 
control since 1969. This coincided 
with a Saudi initiative to stop the 
international funding of mosques 
and religious schools accused of 
spreading radical ideas, Western 
officials told Thomson Reuters, al-
though the Saudis are yet to make 
that initiative public.

An official from the Mecca-based 
Muslim World League (MWL), 
which was running the Brussels 
mosque, denounced Holocaust 
denial. MWL Secretary-General 
Mohammad bin Abdul Karim al-
Issa, on International Holocaust 
Remembrance Day, wrote to the 
director of the US Holocaust Me-
morial Museum, describing the 
event as “among the worst human 
atrocities ever.”

“True Islam is against these 
crimes. It classifies them in the 
highest degree of penal sanc-
tions and among the worst human 
atrocities ever,” Issa wrote. “One 
would ask, who in his right mind 
would accept, sympathise or even 
diminish the extent of this brutal 
crime?”

In another sign of changing 

times, a Saudi cleric endorsed Val-
entine’s Day.

“It is a positive social event and 
congratulating people for it is 
not against sharia (Islamic law),” 
Ahmed Qassim al-Ghamdi told 
Saudi-owned Al Arabiya television.

“It is an act of kindness to share 
greetings on Western national and 
social holidays, including Valen-
tine’s Day. Exchange red roses 
with others, as long as it is towards 
peaceful people who do not share 
animosity or are being at war with 
Muslims,” said Ghamdi, the for-
mer head of the religious police in 
Mecca.

Such comments would have 
been considered unfathomable 
a year ago when religious police 
were tasked with cracking down 
on non-Islamic celebrations.

London

I 

ndian Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi made an official state visit 
to Oman in what was seen as 
an attempt by the sultanate to 
consolidate strategic alliances 

outside the Gulf region, where it has 
come under increased scrutiny for 
its foreign policy.

New Delhi and Muscat signed 
eight deals during the visit, includ-
ing on judicial and military coopera-
tion. The two countries also agreed 
to hold joint military exercises, a 
day after India announced it would 
have its first naval exercises with 
the United Arab Emirates, another 
member of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC).

India and Oman said the countries 
expressed satisfaction over the state 
of bilateral relations, “especially the 
robust security and defence cooper-
ation” and agreed to further expand 
cooperation to new areas, including 
space, cyber-security, energy secu-
rity, renewable energy and food se-
curity.

The strategic outreach by Muscat 
comes as it faces scrutiny over its 
involvement with the war in Yemen. 
Oman was accused of attempting to 
organise mediation talks between 
the Houthis — the rebels fighting in 
Yemen — and the General People’s 
Congress (GPC) party.

Oman would host a new round 
of consultations between the Iran-

allied Houthis and the party of the 
late former Yemeni President Ali Ab-
dullah Saleh in Muscat once the new 
UN special envoy to Yemen arrives, 
reports said. The reports, based on 
comments attributed to outgoing UN 
Special Envoy Ismail Ould Cheikh 
Ahmed, were denied by a high-rank-
ing GPC leader.

The unidentified GPC leader said 
the plans were an Omani attempt to 
reconcile the two sides.

Muscat is said to have encouraged 
leaders from the GPC and the Iran-
allied Houthi militia to make peace 

after clashes between the two sides 
in December resulted in the killing 
of Saleh and GPC Secretary-General 
Aref al-Zouka.

Oman’s mediation efforts report-
edly secured the release of most GPC 
leaders detained by the Houthis but 
were unable to reach an agreement 

on the release of some of Saleh’s 
family members.

Oman is also said to have tried to 
convince the Iran-backed militia to 
release two of Saleh’s sons, with the 
remaining two to be released later 
but the proposal was rejected by the 
GPC, which demanded the release 
of all detainees before discussions 
could begin.

It is unclear why Oman is trying 
to reconcile factions at war with the 
Saudi-led coalition.

Muscat has previously faced criti-
cism for its position regarding the 

war in Yemen.
In September 2016, weapons 

smuggled through Oman, allegedly 
meant for Houthi rebels, were in-
tercepted in Yemen, a report in the 
London-based pan-Arab daily Al-
Hayat said. Marib Governor Sultan 
al-Arada told the publication that 
an attempt in August 2016 to smug-
gle weapons and explosives from 
the Hadramawt region to Sana’a had 
also been foiled. The armaments 
were reportedly discovered in trucks 
with Omani licence plates.

“Arada did not confirm an external 
link to that shipment, indicating that 
the trucks were carrying Omani li-
cence plates but it was not possible to 
confirm any Omani authorities’ con-
nection to that,” Al-Hayat reported.

As the war in Yemen continues, 
the possibility of both Saudi Ara-
bia and the United States exerting 
further pressure on Oman is highly 
likely, analysts said.

“Houthi militias have shot ballistic 
missiles into Saudi Arabia, includ-
ing against Riyadh’s international 
airport. The Trump administration 
believes that Iran smuggled these 
missiles to the Houthis and, while 
it has not openly accused Oman of 
involvement in the transfer, clouds 
are beginning to form over the rela-
tionship,” wrote Jay Solomon of the 
Washington Institute for Near East 
Policy.

“Gulf countries are increasingly 
being forced to take sides in the 
Saudi-Iranian dispute,” a senior US 
official told Solomon. “Oman is not 
exempted.”

Signs of Saudi shift to ‘moderate’ 
Islam emerging at home and abroad

Oman’s involvement in Yemen comes under scrutiny
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Changing times. A florist prepares a Valentine’s Day bouquet of f lowers for a customer at a f lower 
shop in Jeddah, on February 14.                                           (AFP)

A senior religious 
scholar recently said 
that women were not 
under religious 
obligation to wear the 
abaya.

Falling in 
line. Former 
Iranian Foreign 
Minister Kamal 
Kharazi (L), 
Omani Foreign 
Minister Yusuf 
bin Alawi bin 
Abdullah (C) 
and Iranian 
Foreign 
Minister 
Mohammad 
Javad Zarif 
attend the 
Tehran 
Security 
Conference, on 
January 8.  (AFP)

A strategic outreach 
by Muscat comes as 
it faces scrutiny over 
its involvement with 
the war in Yemen. 
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