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RELIGIOUS FREEDOM IN SAUDI ARABIA 

 

Introduction 

 

1.  The European Centre for Law and Justice (ECLJ) is an international, non-governmental 

organisation dedicated to promoting and protecting human rights around the world. The ECLJ 

holds Special Consultative status before the United Nations Economic and Social Council.1 

The purpose of this report is to raise concerns regarding human rights violations in the 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia for the 2018 Universal Periodic Review (UPR).  

 

2. The 2013 UPR Working Group recommended that Saudi Arabia “[a]dopt laws to 

protect freedoms of association, expression, and religion”.2 While Saudi Arabia has made some 

improvements, it continues to regularly and systemically violate human rights, including 

freedom of religion and expression. 

 

Legal Ramifications of Saudi Basic Law 

 

3.  Since 1992, Saudi Arabia’s basic governmental structure and governing principles have 

been described and set forth in a foundational document known as the Basic Law of 

Governance.3 The government functions as an absolute monarchy, although a number of 

subordinate authorities exist.4 The Basic Law declares that Islam is the state religion5 and that 

the “[g]overnment . . . derives its authority from the [Qur’an] and the Sunna of the Prophet . . 

. which are the ultimate sources of reference for [the Basic] Law and the other laws of the 

State”.6 The judiciary is functionally independent, but its high-ranking members are appointed 

by the king.7 While the Basic Law mandates that governance shall be based on the principles 

of “justice, shura (consultation), and equality”, these concepts are to be interpreted “according 

to Islamic Sharia”.8 

 

4. Accordingly, the Basic Law does not protect religious freedom.9 Instead, its specific 

purpose is to ensure the Islamic character of both the people and government of Saudi Arabia.10 

Pursuant to this purpose, the Saudi government imposes Sharia-based criminal penalties on 

acts such as apostasy and blasphemy: 

 

“Blasphemy” is conceived as a deviation from Sunni Islam and thus may also 

be treated as “apostasy”. Apostasy is criminalized and mandates a death penalty. 

The criminal accusation of “apostasy” is sometimes deployed against people 

(including writers, activists, artists, or lawyers) who show any serious sign of 

pushing at the outer boundaries of freedom of expression, or who are critical of 

the religious authorities, and whose views (rightly or wrongly) are termed 

“atheist” or as “insulting to religion”.11 

 

5. In addition to the power of the courts to punish these offenses by death pursuant to 

Saudi Arabia’s fundamentalist interpretation of Islamic doctrine, Saudi Arabia has recently 

issued a royal decree declaring a number of specific activities, including promoting atheistic 

views and attempting “to cast doubt on the fundamentals of Islam,” as acts of terrorism.12 

 

6.  Further, Saudi Arabia reserves its citizenship to Muslims only.13 Non-Muslims may not 

be naturalised without attesting to their conversion and obtaining certification of the same from 

a Muslim religious authority.14 Children of Muslim fathers are deemed Muslim under the law.15 

While this provides them certain privileges, it also automatically subjects them to apostasy 
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laws should their actual beliefs be (or become) non-Islamic, as well as other legal and cultural 

consequences.16  

 

7. Saudi Arabia provides unequal protection for Muslims and non-Muslims under the law: 

for instance, a Jewish or Christian plaintiff may only recover half the damages a Muslim male 

would receive in a civil suit over accidental injury or death, and other non-Muslims may 

recover only one-sixteenth as much as a Muslim male.17  

 

8. Saudi Arabia places restrictions on certain forms of expression including dress, 

religious emblems and art.18 Moral and religious restrictions have traditionally been enforced 

by the Commission for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice (CPVPV), or the 

“religious police”, which requires everyone in the country to “abide by its interpretation of 

Islam’s rules and its prophet’s directives”.19 We welcome the steps Saudi Arabia has taken 

since the last UPR to reign in the power of the CPVPV; however, there is still much work to 

be done to counter the repression of religious freedom.20  
 

9. Much of Saudi Arabia’s law—particularly its criminal law—remains uncodified and 

unpublished.21 This gives courts free rein in their application of Islamic law.22 Saudi Arabia 

has taken some initial steps toward codifying their law by codifying and publishing regulations 

and Royal Decrees. 23 In addition, they are beginning to record judicial decisions.24 However, 

Saudi Arabia needs to continue to improve in this area and begin to codify the remaining 

portions of their uncodified law.  

 

10. Finally, the Basic Law only provides human rights protections “in accordance with the 

Sharia”.25 Accordingly, despite its few recent efforts to improve conditions for religious 

freedom,26 Saudi Arabia “continue[s] to prosecute and imprison individuals for dissent, 

apostasy and blasphemy,” prohibit non-Muslim places of worship, and otherwise discriminate 

against persons on the basis of their religious affiliation.27 Thus, the overall design continues 

to allow for systemic discrimination and oppression on the basis of religion and expression. 

 

11. Although Saudi Arabia is a member of the United Nations,28 it abstained from voting 

on the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR),29 and has never signed 

the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).30  

Incidents of Restrictions of Freedom of Religion 

State-Sponsored Repression 

12. Reports do not adequately reflect the persecutions Christians face due to the fact that 

their religion is prohibited; thus, Christians are reluctant to disclose information relating to 

abuse of religious freedom for fear that this might lead to further persecution.31 Additionally, 

court proceedings are private which causes information regarding government practices to be 

incomplete.32 Much of the religiously repressive character of Saudi Arabia is widespread and 

institutional. For example, a comprehensive review of schoolbooks for religious studies, 

produced by the Education Ministry, found that Saudi Arabian school books contain teachings 

intolerant to other faiths.33 One book “declares that it is the duty of Muslims to excommunicate 

[unbelievers]: ‘For whoever does not excommunicate them, or whoever doubts their religious 

infidelity is himself an unbeliever”.34 The same book warns Muslim children against showing 

support for non-Muslims.35 According to Human Rights Watch, students are taught to express 

hostility and antagonism toward unbelievers.36 In general, there is “suffocating” pressure on 
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Christians—particularly converts to Christianity—from family, society and the government to 

keep silent about their faith.37   

13. One Saudi wife, mother and Christian convert, Nawal, keeps her Christian faith secret 

in order to survive. When Nawal’s mother found out about her religion, she forced Nawal to 

stay inside for years.38 Nawal was eventually pressured into marrying a Muslim man.39 If her 

husband discovers that she is a Christian, he is entitled to beat or divorce her because Saudi 

laws enable families to handle such matters in private.40 Nawal can communicate with other 

Christians only in secret over the Internet, and only through religiously neutral messages.41   

 

Criminal Prosecution 

 

14. In September 2016, Saudi religious police arrested twenty-seven Lebanese Maronite 

Christians holding a religious service, charging them with “being in possession of Bibles” and 

“conducting Christian Prayers”.42 The Saudi government revoked their visas and deported them 

to Lebanon.43 A similar raid took place in the same city in September 2014, during which 

twenty-eight Christians were arrested. The Christians were arrested by the CPVPV pursuant to 

a tip about a home-based church because all churches are illegal in Saudi Arabia.44 The police 

reported that the Christians were in possession of “distorted writings of the Bible . . . and 

musical instruments”.45 The arrestees were held overnight and then released, except the leader, 

who was held for two days.46 

 

15. In February 2016, Saudi Arabia sentenced a man to ten years in prison, 2,000 lashes, 

and a hefty fine for expressing atheism in social media posts.47 The man admitted being an 

atheist and refused to renounce his nonbelief.48 The CPVPV discovered that he had made 600 

tweets denying the existence of God, ridiculing the Qur’anic verses, accusing all prophets of 

lies, and saying their teaching fueled hostilities.49 

 

16. In January 2016, Saudi Arabia executed Shia cleric, Sheikh Nimr al-Nimr, whom it 

accused of “instigating unrest”, seeking “foreign meddling” and “disobeying the ruler”.50 Al-

Nimr was a vocal supporter of pro-democracy movements and Shia equality.51 He had 

previously come under scrutiny from Saudi authorities for publicly exercising his Shia faith 

and calling for religious freedom.52 

 

17. In November 2015, Saudi Arabia convicted Ashraf Fayadh of apostasy for allegedly 

renouncing Islam and promoting atheism in his poetry.53 The publications on which the 

accusations were based concern Fayadh’s experiences as a Palestinian refugee, as well as 

cultural, philosophical and religious themes.54 Fayadh was working as a curator and organiser 

of contemporary art in Saudi Arabia at the time of his arrest.55 In 2016, an appeals court 

quashed the death sentence and sentenced Fayadh instead to eight years in prison and 800 

lashes.56  

Funding Extremism 

18. In addition to committing direct violations of its own people’s religious freedom and 

free expression, Saudi Arabia indirectly contributes to other human rights violations throughout 

the Islamic world by funding madrassas, or religious schools, that promote extremist Sunni 

ideology. Saudi Arabia has provided billions of dollars of support to such institutions around 

the globe in hopes of promoting Wahhabism and containing Shia influence.57 Responding to 

recent criticism of its funding of madrassas in Pakistan, Saudi Arabia denied that it supports 

terrorist organisations and emphasised that the Pakistani government approves all such 
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funding.58 This justification misses the point, however. While Saudi Arabia is actively engaged 

in opposing Islamic terror organisations per se, the madrassas it funds radicalise populations, 

thereby fostering Sunni militancy.59 For example, Islamist violence in South Asia has increased 

substantially as a result of the extreme religious views inculcated by these schools.60 Pakistan 

in particular, where twenty percent of the population is Shia, has suffered from decades of 

sectarian violence due to the influence of Saudi-funded madrassas.61 

Conclusion 

19. While Saudi Arabia has taken some steps toward accommodating religious freedom, 

such as revoking some of the CPVPV’s authority,62 it has failed to provide substantial reforms 

to allow freedom of religion and expression. By funding radical institutions, Saudi Arabia 

fosters international Sunni Islamic terrorism. The 2018 UPR Working Group must urge Saudi 

Arabia to implement measures to ensure freedom of religion and expression and curb the use 

of funds to teach extremist ideology. 
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