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Established in 2011, Shia Rights Watch (SRW) is the world’s first independent organization dedicated to define and protect the 

rights of Shia Muslims around the world. SRW is a non- governmental, not-for-profit research entity and advocacy group head-

quartered in Washington D.C., U.S.A. Shia Rights Watch aims to draw the international attention where Shia rights are violated; 

the aim is to give a voice to the oppressed and hold oppressors accountable for their crimes. S.R.W. achieves its objectives 

through strategic investigations supported by targeted advocacy in order to bring about informed action.

Vision
Freedom of  religion for all

Shia Rights Watch envisions the world with peace for all humans, regardless of their religion, gender, race and origin. There 

should be regulations in every country to support every religion. We believe Shia Muslim as religion should be recognized in 

every country and any discrimination should be brought to light. God has given us all the freedom of religion and the rights to 

live in peace. 

Mission 
No Shia above the law and no Shia Below the law

Shia Rights Watch is dedicated to protect the rights of Shia Muslims worldwide. We investigate violations against Shia commu-

nities in order to raise awareness against injustice. We promote the change through research and publications. Our reports 

and articles are submitted to the governments and international organizations, and we continually monitor media outlets to 

ensure coverage of Shia rights violations. Shia Rights Watch stands for victims of prejudice, and supports activism in order to 

prevent discrimination, support political freedom, and protect people from inhumane conduct. We enlist the local public and 

international communities to support the cause of human rights for all.

The Purpose of SRW

Shia Muslims face constant oppression throughout the world solely based on their faith. In some countries, Shia Muslims have 

been the target of repeated persecution for centuries as evidenced in the well-documented expansion of extremism of the 

Wahhabi movement. We believe the underrepresented Shia Muslim population need a human rights organization that high-

lights the violations against them, while giving their call for help a louder voice.

Staff Organization

The organization began with the collaborative efforts of volunteers with a common interest in advocating international human 

rights. The momentum created by the increasing number of volunteer and activism allowed for a formal development of the 

foundation of Shia Rights Watch. Currently the organization has more than 100 active members working in various locations 

worldwide. The responsibilities of members range from gathering news and information to publishing reports and articles in 

order to advocate change. We are proud of the religiously and ethnically diverse group of activists who are working together 

towards a common goal.
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Methodology of SRW

We believe that information is the most valuable resource in the investigative process. From the organization’s inception, we 

have focused on gathering information through various media: interviewing witnesses, family members of the victims and 

victims themselves; on-site collection of resources; analyzing reports from various national and international organizations; 

meeting with non-governmental and religious organizations, leaders, and journalists; and creating information networks in a 

wide range of social sectors.

Based on the information collected from the above sources, different types of human rights violation have been identified. 

These violations include but are certainly not limited to:

•	 Violation	of	right	of	living;

•	 Arbitrary	arrest,	unfair	trial,	and	illegal	detention;

•	 Psychical	&	psychological	abuse:	torture,	rape,	and	sexual	assault;

•	 Illegal	confiscation	of	private	property;

•	 Demolition	of	Religions	centres;

•	 Employment	discrimination;

•	 Education	discrimination;

Reports, Publications, and Distribution

Whether it is terrorist bombings of sacred shrines, torture and unjust detention of people, discriminative legislation or intima-

tion of school children for their sectarian beliefs, Shia have been victimized in most the world. In countries where the press is 

tightly controlled, most of these cases go unnoticed. Shia Rights Watch tells the stories of injustices and atrocities in order to 

give a voice to the marginalized Shia victims.  

Journalists investigating topics regarding the Middle East will benefit from SRW’s focus on the Shia communities since they are 

crucially important sectors in Middle Eastern society. For instance, In order to fully examine the ongoing atrocities committed 

against protesters of the Arab spring, it is necessary to know about the embedded Shia struggle. In areas where Shia have 

been formerly discriminated against more subtly, the Arab Spring opened a door for more blunt persecution. Cases reported in 

other parts of the world, such as in South Asia, describe violence and intimidation which reflect fluctuating trends in sectarian 

hostilities, fueled by various political issues, including terrorism. SRW’s aim is to be able to report the crimes affecting Shia in 

every part of the globe.

SRW has investigators on the forefront who communicate directly with the victims and monitor multilingual news media 

outlets. SRW networks with national committees, international human rights organizations, as well as religious scholars of 

Shia communities. SRW’s members comprise of people with diverse ethnic and religious backgrounds united to defend the of 

human rights. This international network provides invaluable information to commentators and journalists of the media who 

are seeking to explore the impact of events on the Shia communities worldwide.
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MALAYSIA
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Background
Malaysia is a federal constitutional monarchy in Southeast Asia that consists of thirteen states and three federal territories. The 

two distinct parts to this country are Peninsular Malaysia to the west and East Malaysia to the east. Peninsular Malaysia is locat-

ed south of Thailand, north of Singapore and east of the Indonesian island of Sumatra. East Malaysia is located on the island of 

Borneo and shares borders with Brunei and Indonesia.

The head of state is the Yang di-Pertuan Agong, commonly referred to as the king. The King is elected to a five-year term by and 

from among the nine hereditary rulers of the Malay states; the other four states, which have titular Governors, do not partici-

pate in the selection.

As of the 2010 census, the population of Malaysia was 28,334,135, making it the 43rd most populated country in the world and 

according to the CIA World Fact Book, 280,600 of which are Shia. 

Although the dominant religion in Malaysia is Islam, this country is multicultural. All the world’s major religions have substantial 

representation in Malaysia. 1   The Population and Housing Census 2010 figures show approximately: 2  

Religions in Malaysia
In Malaysia relations between different religious groups are mixed in nature. It is perfectly accepted to be non-Muslim; however, 

there is no tolerance in being Muslim but practicing any branches of Islam besides Sunni. Any teaching which deviates from the 

official Sunni code is illegal, and no other forms of Islam are allowed.

While religious freedom is officially guaranteed under the Malaysian constitution, the meaning of this freedom is disputed over 

by different parties. Therefore, religious freedom is a highly contentious political issue that is debated openly by politicians, 

human rights activists, lawyers, journalists, and other sectors of civil society. 3 The government selectively enforced existing legal 

restrictions on religious freedom. The government banned 56 of what it considered “deviant” interpretations of Islam, maintain-

ing that deviant views endangered national security and could divide the Muslim community. Banned groups included Ahmadi-

yah, Islamailiah, Shia, and Bahai, among others. 4  
1. Tourism Malaysia. Retrieved 15 July 2011 

2. Taburan Penduduk dan Ciri-ciri Asas Demografi”. Jabatan Perangkaan Malaysia. p. 82. Retrieved 9 October 2011.

3. http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/malaysia/religion.htm

4. U.S Department of State    http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/171657.pdf 
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Shia in Malaysia

Shia make up 10 to 15 percent of the population in Malaysia. They are one of several Islamic 

sects under close watch by governmental religious authorities. 1 Freedom of religion, despite 

being guaranteed in the constitution, faces many restrictions in this country. 2   Shi’ism is either 

considered a non-Islamic deviation from ‘true Islam’ or Shia Muslims are not allowed to freely 

practice their faith and religious rituals. A 1989 Islamic law and a 1996 fatwa by Malaysia’s top 

Islamic clerics banned Shiism, declaring it a deviant ideology. Increasingly influenced by Saudi 

Wahhabi ideology, Malaysian government actively promotes false propaganda and hate speech 

against Shia Muslims. For example, in March 2011, the Malaysian government issued a state-

ment terming Shia as a ‘deviant’ sect, who “are banned from promoting their faith to other 

Muslims but are free to practice it themselves”. 3  “We don’t prohibit Shia adherents to practice 

but there are (laws) that don’t allow preaching to adherents of Sunnah Wal Jamaah,” said Islamic 

affairs minister, Jamil Khir Baharom, to state media. He said the government had made “various 

efforts” to halt the spread of the faith in the country, including issuing fatwas against the sect 

and the “monitoring and control of materials promoting Shia faith.” 4  Meanwhile, reports from 

Malaysia indicate that in contrast to suppression of Shia Muslims in the country, Saudi based 

Wahhabi beliefs, which is different from Sunni, are being promoted in the Southeast Asian na-

tion. Riyadh has reportedly transferred $80 billion fund to Malaysia for the task. 5  

Shia community leader Kamil Zuhairi Abdul Aziz said that Shia in Malaysia do not preach to other 

Muslims. “Although we keep a very low profile, live in harmony with Sunnis and non-Muslims 

and practice our religion within our community, we have been persecuted by the authorities for 

many decades,” he told AFP news. “In fact, we are not the ones who are spreading our faith. By 

arresting us and making this an issue, the state religious authorities are giving us the publicity 

and spreading our teachings.”6 

Chandra Muzaffar, head of rights group JUST, says that religious officials are abusing their power. 

”The Shia are not deviants, they are very much part of the Muslim community and if you deny 

them, then you are saying that 15 percent of Muslims worldwide are also deviant,” he said. 

“They follow almost all the tenets of the majority Sunni sect and the differences are more politi-

cal and historical so we should engage them through dialogue rather than carry out raids, arrest 

and prosecute them.”

Interviews done by SRW reveal that in general Shia population of Malaysia are not happy with 

their situation. They believe their rights are being violated and many restrictions are put in place 

to suppress Shia in this country. Malaysians are so cautious about their identity and faith that 

they would not talk to our reporters about their situation. Our staff worked very hard to con-

vince the Malaysian Shia that we are protecting their rights and will not publish their names and 

1. http://www.dailytimes.com.pk/default.asp?page=2011\03\10\story_10-3-2011_pg4_2

2. Freedom of religion, apostasy and Islam (illustrated ed.). Ashgate Publishing, Ltd.. 2004. pp. 3, 124, 126, 132. ISBN 0754630838.

3. http://pakistanblogzine.wordpress.com/2011/12/04/malaysia-remains-anti-semitic-and-anti-shia-by-laibaah/

4. http://www.dailytimes.com.pk/default.asp?page=2011\03\10\story_10-3-2011_pg4_2

5. http://pakistanblogzine.wordpress.com/2011/12/04/malaysia-remains-anti-semitic-and-anti-shia-by-laibaah/

6.  http://www.google.com/hostednews/afp/article/ALeqM5jOnK5_TDVaO8Kl0FykHRzSEKiyHg?docId=CNG.dad540f4bf75273895aa99a69b6a1e50.141

A 1989 Islamic law and a 1996 

fatwa by Malaysia’s top Islamic 

clerics banned Shiism, declaring 

it a deviant ideology.
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information before they agreed to be interviewed. 

Malaysian Shia say they are being watched by government. A university student, (did not want 

her name to be published), who agreed to talk to our reporter said that her involvement in 

such a report can endanger her life. She said “Shia cannot talk about their beliefs; we cannot 

say we are Shia or will be looked at as criminals.” Another person that a SRW interviewer talk-

ed to was a father of three. He said “I do not even talk to my children about their faith. I am 

Shia but I am afraid if my children talk about their faith in school, they would be expelled, so I 

let them practice what the rest of the society is practicing“ “I do not want my kids to get hurt”, 

he continued. 

Attacks to Shia Community 

A: Attack to Ashura Ceremony
The Malaysian government openly attacked Shia during their religious practices in recent 

years. Shia’s private practices were attacked twice in the years 2010 and 2011.  

One of the largest mass arrests on religious grounds in recent Malaysian history took place 

in December 16, 2010. As Shia were observing Ashura, the Shia holy day commemorating 

the death of the Prophet Muhammad’s grandson, at the Ali al-Ridha Islamic Center in Seri 

Gombak, Selangor Islamic Religious Department officers (JAIS) burst in and detained between 

128 to 200 Shia, according to the New York Times. 7  This sweep against the Shia, was report-

edly the strongest Malaysian government action taken against any group since the sect was 

banned in 1996. 

Shia community leader Kamil Zuhairi Abdul Aziz reported, “The officers broke into and dam-

aged our prayer hall, a private property where we were having special prayers for the Prophet 

Muhammad’s grandchildren. We were condemned, criticized, slandered and threatened in 

local media just because we practice what had been preached by our ancestors who were Shia 

and have lived in Malaysia for centuries.” 

The 128 followers were released on bail by the Gombak Islamic Sharia Court pending an inves-

tigation of potential violations of Section 12 (c) of the Selangor Sharia Offenses Act for insult-

ing, questioning, violating, and disobeying a religious decree issued by the state Mufti. Two of 

the individuals will also face charges under Section 7(1) of the same act for unlawful “teach-

ing, ‘clarification,’ or performance of any rites or actions relating to Islam,” as well as Section 

13 for “relating, propagating, or spreading views on any issue, teaching or [Sharia] judgment 

that goes against fatwas already in force in Selangor.” The reports state that the offenses are 

punishable by a fine of up to 3,000 ringgit, about $981, imprisonment for up to two years, or 

both. 8 

7. http://www.nytimes.com/2011/01/28/world/asia/28iht-malay28.html?pagewanted=all

8. http://www.islamicinsights.com/news/international-news/shias-unwelcome-in-multicultural-malaysia.html

We were condemned, 
criticized, slandered and 
threatened in local media 
just because we practice 
what had been preached 
by our ancestors who were 
Shia



Johan Saravanamuttu, the political analyst with the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies in 

Singapore, says “the investigation comes in response to a petition from the Shia community”.  

He reports that Shia have protested to the Human Rights Commission of Malaysia, which is 

an authority that is set up by the government and only has an advisory role. Some 30 of them 

went to see one of the commissioners, and the commission has agreed to take up the case 

with the government. The commission declined Voice of America news’s request for an inter-

view regarding the recent detention of Shia.  9

B: Attack to the ceremony of Lady Fatima’s Birth 
Day

A second case of mass arrests on religious grounds in recent Malaysian history were on the 

birthday anniversary of the daughter of the Prophet Mohammad, Lady Fatimah. On May 

2011, Religious Department officers accompanied by at least 20 security forces attacked a 

gathering of Shia Muslims and detained at least four in the latest discriminatory action against 

the religious in Malaysia. Prominent Malaysian Shia leader Kamil Zuhairi Abdul Aziz and three 

other followers were arrested by Malaysian security forces. Videos of the True Story behind 

the Intruding of JAIS in Lady Fatima ceremony can be viewed at the following link: 

 http://pakistanblogzine.wordpress.com/2011/12/04/malaysia-remains-anti-semitic-and-an-

ti-shia-by-laibaah

In a country where non-Muslims are constitutionally free to practice their faith, the crack-

down on an Islamic sect which forms the majority in several other countries, including Iran, 

Iraq, Bahrain, Lebanon, Azerbaijan and Northern Yemen has raised concerns. “Everyone in the 

country should have freedom of worship,” Reverend Thomas Philips, head of the country’s 

largest inter-religious council, told AFP news. “But in the Muslim context in Malaysia, they 

have a different understanding and so it is a very sensitive issue.” 

“Malaysia is trying to become a country of Taliban that only allows one school of thought,” 

said Asri Zainul Abidin, the Sunni scholar whose name is on terrorist watch list. “Even though 

I personally don’t agree with Shia teachings and even frequently criticize and debate with 

them, I cannot accept the approach of the allegedly democratic Malaysian government in 

denying the people’s right to practice their faith,” he said. 

9. http://www.voanews.com/english/news/asia/Malaysia-to-Probe-Crackdown-on-Shia-Muslims-112656609.html

The Malaysian govern-
ment issued a statement 
terming Shia as a ‘de-
viant’ sect, who “are 
banned from promot-
ing their faith to other 
Muslims but are free to 
practice it themselves”.  
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Violation to International Bill of Human Rights

The Malaysian government has violated many provisions of International Bill of Human Rights in the recent attacts to the Shia 

community. The followings are the most important ones. 

Article 3: 

Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person.

Article 1:

 All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience and should 

act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.

Article 9:

 No one shall be subjected to arbitrary arrest, detention or exile.

Article 12: 

No one shall be subjected to arbitrary interference with his privacy, family, home or correspondence, nor to attacks upon 

his honour and reputation. Everyone has the right to the protection of the law against such interference or attacks.

Article 17:

 (1) Everyone has the right to own property alone as well as in association with others.

Article 18: 

Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to change his religion or 

belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in 

teaching, practice, worship and observance.

Article 19:

 Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions without inter-

ference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.

Article 27:

(1) Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scien-

tific advancement and its benefits.

(2) Everyone has the right to the protection of the moral and material interests resulting from any scientific, literary or 

artistic production of which he is the author.

At least eight violations were observed it these last two attacks. 
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Conclusion

Malaysia is a Muslim country and claims to follow Islamic law. However, it has no respect to different branches of Islam. Shia 

are Muslim and participate in Hadj. Hadj is one of the most important Islamic annual ceremonies when millions of Muslims 

gather in Saudi Arabia to participate in this spiritual ceremony.  If any of the branches of Islam considered Shia non- Muslims 

they would not be allowed to participate in Hadj. Malaysians’ authorities have to explain why they treat Shia even worse than 

non-Muslims? Why it is OK to be non- Muslim and live in this Islamic country, but it is a crime to practice Shia Islam faith?

Malaysia is among many countries that receive financial support from Saudi Arabia to fight against Shia and spread Wahabbi 

school of thought.10 Saudi Arabia is spending billions of dollars to spread Wahabbiism, and Malaysia is one country that accept-

ed their support. 11Malaysia’s actions as an anti-Shia government can result in Shia’s disappointments and continues human 

rights violations. 

In order for Malaysia to prevent such violations, the government is advised to:

•		 Stop	anti-Shia	activities,	

•		 Respect	basic	human	rights	of	Shia	regarding	their	religious	freedom,	

•		 Give	Shia	freedom	to	express	their	thoughts	by	openly	practicing	their	faith,

•		 Allow	Shia	to	have	ceremonies	in	their	centers	without	disruption	by	government’s	authorities,

•		 Free	and	drop	charges	of	those	who	were	detained	because	of	their	faith,

•		 Respect	freedom	of	religion	for	all.	

10. Two Years After 9/11: Keeping America Safe,” United States Senate Committee on the Judiciary, p. 4.

11. http://pakistanblogzine.wordpress.com/2011/12/04/malaysia-remains-anti-semitic-and-anti-shia-by-laibaah/
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