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1. Description of the ethno-religious composition of Algerian society.

2. How does one convert from Sunni to Shia sects in Algeria? What are the legal
(including Sharia) or practical ramifications, if any, of such conversions?

Ethno-religious composition of Algerian Society

Ethnicity

99% of the Algerian population are of Arab, Berber or Arab-Berber mixed ethnicity with
Europeans making up less that 1% of the population®. Although one US government source
states that “almost all Algerians are Berber in origin, not Arab”,? several sources stress a shared
Arab-Berber history® and common lineage in Algeria creating permeable boundaries between
the two ethnic groups.* One source states that “identification with the Berber or Arab community
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is largely a matter of personal choice rather than of membership in discrete and bounded social
entities.”

Since Independence in 1962° programmes of Arabisation have been introduced regulating
society and public life” as a result many Algerians identify as Arab.? Estimates suggest that
Algerian Arabs represent 80% of the population and are culturally and politically dominant.®
Berber groups experienced the process of Arabisation as the repression of their cultural and
linguistic identity.*® Reuters reports that tensions between Arabs and Berbers stemming from
economic, linguistic and religious differences and have boiled over into clashes periodically in
the last 20 years.'* The BBC reports that in 2001 the government agreed to officially recognize
Tamazight, a Berber language.’® However its status is as a national, rather than ‘official
language.®®

Since 1966, the Algerian census stopped using a category for Berber ethnicity, therefore figures
concerning their percentage constituent of the population are only estimates.* Estimates on the
percentage size of the Berber speaking population range from 17%*° to 30%.® Minority Rights
Group International (MRGI) state that the Berber-speaking minority makes up over one quarter
of the population, and is concentrated in the mainly mountainous areas of Kabylia, Aurés, the
M'zab and the Sahara.'’

According to MRGI the Kabyles who represent half of the Berber-speaking population are
concentrated in the mountainous areas east of Algiers in Kabylia; the Kabyles have moved in
large numbers to cities in Algeria. The second largest Berber group, the Shawiya, inhabit the
mountains of eastern Algeria. Two smaller Berber communities are the Mozabites of the area
around Ghardaia and the Tuareg nomads of the south. The 12,000 Tuareg, who are nomadic
Berbersiglive almost exclusively in the mountainous massifs of Ajjer and Ahaggar in southern
Algeria.

Religion

According to the US State Department (USSD) 99% of the Algerian population is Sunni Muslim*®
of the Malikite school?®® and 1% Christian or Jewish.?* The Algerian constitution declares Islam
as the state religion.??
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Minority Rights Group International states that all Berbers apart from Mozabites are Sunni
Muslims.?®  Mozabites practice a form of Islam called Ibadi.** Ibadi Muslims number 150-
200,000 people.®

No information was found concerning the number of Shia muslims or the nature of their
communities in Algeria.

There is no official data available on the number of Christian and Jewish citizens,?® however the
US State Department reported that practitioners have estimated their combined number at
50,000.>” The USSD report stated that according to Christian community leaders, evangelical
Christians, mostly in the Kabylie region, account for the largest number of Christians followed by
Methodists and members of other Protestant denominations, Roman Catholics and Seventh-day
Adventists.?® The Special Rapporteur reported figures suggested by communities themselves of
10,000 Catholics and between 5,000 and 20,000 Protestants in Algeria, with one Adventist
church said to have a congregation of about 20.?° The USSD report stated that Christians were
mainly concentrated in the large cities of Algiers, Annaba and Oran.*

The USSD reported that the Jewish community had diminished to virtual non-existence due to
fears of terrorist violence, the community was not considered to be active and there was no
working synagogue.®® The Special Rapporteur reported that according to the Ministry of the
Interior’s Director of Public Liberties, there may be around 1,000 Jews living in Algiers, Blida and
Constantine.*

Political attitudes towards Sunni-Shia conversion

The Centre on Islam, Democracy and the Future of the Muslim World reports that in the Middle
East, “The Sunni-Shi'a divide is becoming a central feature of regional politics, reflecting the
reaction of Sunnis to what they term the "Shi'a surge" or "tide" (al-madd al-Shi')).”*

The Economist reports that the Iranian President and the supreme guide of the Muslim
Brotherhood accuse Israel and America of stirring Sunni-Shia tensions. Iran is a Shia state and
The Muslim Brotherhood an influential Sunni organization.?*
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However Arab media sources have reported that conversions of Sunni muslims to Shia Islam is
causing concern to governments of Arab and Muslim countries®.

Al Jazeera reports that the Head of the International Federation of Muslim Scholars has
criticized Iran for trying to promote Shia beliefs in Sunni countries, saying that such attempts
might cause resentment,

“It is not right for a sect to try to promote its belief in a country that fully embraces
different sect. What is your interest in going to a Sunni country like Egypt, Sudan,
Morocco, Algeria or any other Sunni Muslim country, and try to convince people to
convert to Shia? How many will give up their belief? Eventually, you will be cursed and
people will hate you."*

Several sources report on conversions as an increasing trend.®” Contributing factors are stated
to include Iranian missionary activity and the perceived success of Hezbollah in the war with
Israel in July and August 2006.%

The Centre on Islam, Democracy and the Future of the Muslim World reports that Sunni
governments in North Africa are “on alert” to activities perceived to be attempting to spread
Shiism.**

“In November 2006 Algeria's minister of education reportedly dismissed eleven teachers
for conducting Shi'a missionary work (dawa) in the schools. Teachers who are Shi‘a
expatriates from Irag, Syria and Lebanon are held to be primarily responsible for the
spre%j of Shiism in Algeria, but Hezbollah's al-Manar television channel is influential as
well.

News source Al Aribya.net reports that the eleven teachers were transferred to administrative
posts to prevent them coming into contact with students and were forbidden to have any contact
with students. It reported that this measure was aimed at combatting Shi'ite proselytism as the
number of conversions were spreading in Algeria®.

An Algerian news source reported in January 2007 that security services opened investigations
into two Shia groups run by converts in the area of Mascara. The groups were alleged to have
been attempting to spread Shia beliefs and convert young men by holding debate meetings in
houses and public places. The article reported the executives of the Mascara Religious Affairs
Direction as condemning this on the grounds that proselytizing to a certain Muslim creed among
a different Muslim community is forbidden.*?
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News sources also reported instances of the following Shiite activities in Algeria; adoption of
typical rituals of Iranian Shiism**; Shiism training sessions and centres**; an Algerian imam
based in Iran organising travel to Iran for study®; Hezbollah running several Shiism training
sessions in 2007%; participation in rites associated with Shiism*’; internet sites spreading Shiite
literature®®. Radio France Internationale also report satellite TV channels and clandestine CD
propaganda distribution networks.*

The Centre on Islam, Democracy and the Future of the Muslim World reported that Sunni Arabs
in the Middle East are fearful of their societies being “subject to a sinister religious and
ideological invasion, not only by Shiism, but also by nationalistic Iran.”*® One Arab media
source stated that Sunni Muslims are fearful of ‘contamination’ by Shia Islam.”* The Algerian
newspaper, El Watan, carried an interview with an Algiers university professor speaking in terms

of a Shi'ite “invasion” and the “threat to the social and religious unity of Algeria”.>

The Centre on Islam, Democracy and the Future of the Muslim World stated that conversions
have not previously generated this level of debate or concern and that this was linked to the
current political climate in the region.®> The Centre states that, “Arab Shi'a communities in
Sunni-majority or Sunni-ruled countries, like those of the Gulf Cooperation Council, may also
well become the target of growing Sunni suspicion and animosity.”*

Conversion process

The Washington Post and New York Post report that conversion from Sunni to Shia can be a
simple process in which a Sunni attends a Shi'ite mosque and adopts the Shi'ite manner of
performing Islamic rites.®® This may involve changing the wording of prayers and changing
posture while praying by holding arms at the sides rather than in front.>® For a more formal
conversion, the Washington Post states that “a Sunni can go to a Shiite cleric and declare his
belief thsa7tt the Prophet Muhammad's son-in-law Ali is his rightful heir, which Sunnis do not
believe”

Implications for Sunni’s who convert to Shiism.

No specific information was identified about the implications for individuals resulting from
conversion. However sources speaking to the New York Times and Washington Post including
converts, wished to remain anonymous due to the sensitivity of the issue®® and for fear of
recrimination.>®
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The Algerian newspaper, El Khabar reported that people are fearful of openly announcing their
conversion and don’t do so through belief in the principle of hiding one’s course from those who
do not share it, resulting in little being known about the issue of conversion in Algeria®. The
Centre for Islam, Democracy and the Future of the Muslim World concurred that many converts
keep their conversion a secret due to the sensitivity of the issue, the Centre also reports that this
secrecy is an accepted and sometimes recommended practice of Shiism®:.

Legal implications

The Algerian Constitution adopted on 28 November 1996 provides that freedom of conscience
and belief are inviolable (art. 36.)°> However the US State Department reported that the
Ordinance 06-03, in effect in September 2006 and enforced since February 2008, and the 2001
Penal Code for Muslim Worship limit the practice of religions and restrict public assembly for the
purpose of worship. It reported that the law requires organised religious groups to register with
the Government and increases punishments for individuals who proselytize Muslims. It stated
that: ‘Credible reporting indicates that the Government has used the Penal Code to restrict Shi'a

worship’®.

The US State Department reported that amendments to the Penal Code in 2001 established
harsh punishments for any person, who acts "against the noble nature of the mosque" or acts in
a manner "likely to offend public cohesion” but that the amendments do not specify what actions
would constitute such acts®.

Radio France Internationale reported in September 2008 that the Algerian Minister of the Interior
wants to reinforce government control over the mosques to respond to the proliferation of new
rites adopted from abroad. Radio France Internationale also stated that in addition to closing
sites of non-authorised muslim sects, the Algerian government has decided to undertake a more
extensive training of imams. The Minister intends to give an accelerated and obligatory training
to imams in order to favour a strict application of the malekite rite [Sunni practice] and intends to
reduce the influence of practices from outside the country®.
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