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SAUDI ARABIA
USCIRF–RECOMMENDED FOR COUNTRIES OF PARTICULAR CONCERN (CPC)

I In 2022, religious freedom conditions in Saudi Arabia remained 
poor despite some nominal improvements. The Saudi govern-
ment continued to systematically deny non-Muslims the ability 

to build houses of worship or worship in public. According to the 
1992 Saudi Basic Law of Governance, the constitution is the Qur’an 
and the sunna (traditions of the Prophet). The judicial system is 
largely governed by a Saudi interpretation of Shari’a as informed by 
Hanbali jurisprudence. Apostasy (including conversion away from 
Islam) and blasphemy are both crimes carrying the potential for a 
death sentence, though blasphemy is more often punished through 
prison sentences, fines, and lashings, and no executions on either 
charge have taken place in recent years.

Power in Saudi Arabia is highly centralized within the Al Saud 
ruling family. The ruling monarch, King Salman bin Abdel Aziz Al 
Saud, holds the title “Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques.” In 
September, King Salman bin Abdelaziz appointed his son Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman as prime minister, further centraliz-
ing the family’s power. Crown Prince Mohammed has systematically 
cracked down on both religious and political dissent despite 
overseeing economic reforms associated with Saudi Vision 2030. 
Saudi law is largely uncodified, but in 2022 the government made 
progress toward digital procedures for the law of evidence and a 
written penal code, both of which could reduce the risk of arbitrary 
and inconsistent sentencing of religious dissidents and enhance 
accountability within the Saudi judicial system.

Shi’a Muslims also faced ongoing discrimination in housing, 
employment, and the judiciary, and they remained without access 
to senior positions in the government and military. The government 
continued to prosecute, jail, sentence, and execute Shi’a Muslims 
involved in protests in 2011 against discrimination on the basis of 
their religious identity. While some were released in 2022, many of 
those charged and sentenced were minors when they are alleged 
to have committed their crimes. In March, Saudi Arabia carried 
out its largest known mass execution, killing 81 people, including 
41 Shi’a Muslims who participated in the 2011 protests. The head 
of the Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of 
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Vice commented on the executions, saying that “one of the most 
legitimate actions is to preserve religion . . . and one of the ways to 
achieve that is to eliminate violators and eradicate them.” 

The Saudi leadership’s continued centralization of governance 
has sidelined the country’s religious establishment but has not elim-
inated state-imposed religious interpretations that restrict freedom 
of religion or belief. The government took steps to increase its 
control of the judiciary by arresting sitting judges and appointing 
new ones, potentially impacting ongoing legal cases against reli-
gious minorities and dissenters. Beginning in the summer of 2022, 
Saudi courts began issuing egregiously long prison sentences 
against dissidents—including religious dissidents—who peacefully 
expressed their beliefs. Several detained prisoners of conscience 
had their sentences extended arbitrarily and for excessively long 
lengths of time. In April, the Saudi government made preparations 
to deport four Uyghur Muslims to China but delayed the deporta-
tion following international pressure.

Saudi women have benefited from recent legal reforms but 
continue to face restrictions on their religious freedom. The March 
2022 Saudi Personal Status Law standardizes in writing laws that were 
previously subject to the discretion of Saudi officials and ensures cer-
tain protections for women’s consent to marriage. At the same time, 
it codifies systematic religious freedom restrictions affecting women, 
including the male guardianship system and a legal prohibition on 
Muslim women marrying non-Muslim men. Saudi women who have 
protested the guardianship system began receiving appallingly long 
prison sentences in 2022. In August, the Saudi Specialized Criminal 
Court (SCC) sentenced Salma al-Shehab to 34 years in prison and 
an additional 34-year travel ban over her tweets supporting women 
activists advocating for guardianship system reform. 

The Saudi government also continued to restrict the les-
bian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and intersex (LGBTQI+) 
community's freedom of religion or belief. Same-sex relations are 
punishable by death based on the government’s interpretation of 
religion, though the government has not executed anyone on these 
grounds in recent years.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE U.S. GOVERNMENT

	■ Redesignate Saudi Arabia as a “country 
of particular concern,” or CPC, for engag-
ing in systematic, ongoing, and egregious 
violations of religious freedom, as defined 
by the International Religious Freedom 
Act (IRFA), and lift the waiver releasing 
the administration from taking otherwise 
legislatively mandated action as a result of 
the designation; and

	■ Explore legal options for penalizing 
U.S. companies complicit in the Saudi 

government’s religious freedom vio-
lations, including those enabling the 
electronic surveillance of the cellular 
phones, emails, social media accounts, 
and private messages of religious minori-
ties and religious dissidents.

The U.S. Congress should:

	■ Hold public hearings to amplify congres-
sional concerns over religious freedom 
violations in Saudi Arabia, including the 

prolonged detention of religious prisoners 
of conscience, and work with like-minded 
parliamentarians in other countries to 
advocate for them and other prisoners of 
conscience to be released; and

	■ Convey publicly to the administration 
bipartisan concern over religious freedom 
violations in Saudi Arabia.

KEY USCIRF RESOURCES & ACTIVITIES
	■ Country Update: Religious Freedom Conditions in Saudi Arabia

https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/saudi-arabia-reshuffles-cabinet-royal-decree-2022-09-27/
https://saudigazette.com.sa/article/626405
https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/04/29/saudi-arabia-forthcoming-penal-code-should-protect-rights
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/jalal-labbad
https://twitter.com/thefreedomi/status/1540382304152866816
https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/03/1113922
https://twitter.com/sebusher/status/1502745529897398275
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/2022%20Saudi%20Arabia%20Country%20Update.pdf
https://www.npr.org/2022/08/31/1120225288/a-saudi-woman-gets-a-45-year-prison-sentence-for-social-media-use-that-remains-u
https://twitter.com/m3takl_en/status/1585362567379226628
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/04/saudi-arabia-uyghur-child-among-four-booked-for-deportation-to-china-tonight/
https://laws.boe.gov.sa/BoeLaws/Laws/LawDetails/4d72d829-947b-45d5-b9b5-ae5800d6bac2/1
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/research/2022/12/saudi-arabia-codifies-male-guardianship-and-gender-discrimination/
https://alqst.org/en/post/34-years-jail-for-womens-rights-activist-salma-al-shehab
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/salma-al-shehab
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-03/2021%20Factsheet%20-%20Sharia%20and%20LGBTI.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/2022%20Saudi%20Arabia%20Country%20Update.pdf
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Background
Out of 34 million Saudis, 85–90 percent are Sunni Muslim and 10–15 
percent are Shi’a Muslim. The United Nations (UN) estimates that 38 
percent of the population are expatriates, including at least two million 
Christians, Hindus, Buddhists, Sikhs, practitioners of folk religions, and 
the unaffiliated. Non-Muslim citizens gather for religious purposes in 
private and often hide their identity to avoid harsh social and official 
consequences. The government has also been increasingly tolerant 
of practices with non-Muslim religious origins like yoga, Halloween 
costumes, and Christmas decorations.

Muslim Dissidents
In 2022, the Saudi government released two Shi’a Muslims whose death 
sentences were converted to life sentences in 2021. Authorities released 
Dawood al-Marhoon in February and Murtaja Qureiris in June, both of 
whom were minors when they are alleged to have committed crimes. 
However, in July the SCC sentenced Jalal al-Labbad to death for his par-
ticipation in 2011 protests despite being a minor at the time. In August, 
the court also upheld a death sentence against Abdullah al-Derazi, who 
was a minor when he is alleged to have committed his crimes.

Saudi Arabia also continued to persecute dissident Sunni reli-
gious leaders and their families. Malik al-Dowaish, son of imprisoned 
Sunni religious scholar Suleiman al-Dowaish, was arrested in July  
after calling for his father’s release. In February, the Court of Appeal 
upheld a two-year prison sentence against Malik’s brother Abdulrah-
man. Malik and his other brother Abdulwahhab (arrested in August 
2021) were released in September, but Malik was rearrested later that 
month. Suleiman al-Dowaish was arrested in 2016 following tweets 
about a religious sermon he gave in Mecca. Sheikh Salman al-Ouda, 
arrested in 2017 over his religious beliefs, continues to be detained 
despite reports in 2021 of his deteriorating health. There are similar 
health concerns for Mohammad Hassan al-Habib, arrested in July 2016 
over the content of his sermons. In October, the SCC again postponed 
a court hearing for religious scholar Hassan Farhan al-Maliki, arrested 
in 2017 and charged with calling into question the fundamentals of 
Islam, among other charges.

Non-Muslim Religious Minorities
Saudi textbooks reflect some improvement regarding the portrayal 
of non-Muslims, but they still teach that Jewish and Christian holy 
books were “corrupted” and “distorted” in their interpretation and 
compare Jews to “donkeys carrying books.” During a sermon at the 
Grand Mosque in Mecca in July, Imam Saleh bin al-Humaid called for 
bringing “annihilation upon the plundering and occupying Jews.” 

During the Muslim World League’s Forum on Common Values 
among Religious Followers, held in May, non-Saudi leaders from the 

Hindu, Buddhist, Christian, Muslim, and Jewish communities came to 
Saudi Arabia to discuss religious issues, though not issues related to 
religious freedom in Saudi Arabia itself. 

Women and LGBTQI+ People and  
Religious Freedom
In September, the Public Prosecution and the governor of the Asir 
region opened an investigation into a violent August raid by security 
forces on a “social education house” (Dar al-Reaya) for women and girls 
in Khamis Mushait. Women and girls can be sent to social education 
houses for religiously grounded violations, including disobedience 
(‘uquq) and running away (taghayyub) from a male guardian’s home. 
During the raid, reportedly in response to protests over the mistreat-
ment of residents at the facility, Saudi security officials assaulted women 
and girls living at the facility, whipped them with belts and sticks, and 
dragged them by their hair. During the year, the government continued 
to detain activists who protested the guardianship system and those 
who expressed support for them on social media.

Saudi Arabia has jailed members of the LGBTQI+ community on 
religious grounds and has arrested LGBTQI+ social media influenc-
ers on the basis that their content could “negatively impact public 
morality.” Saudi textbooks, while reflecting considerable improve-
ment in other areas, continue to use religion as a basis to claim that 
fluid gender identity is “among the greatest of sins” that “make one 
deserving of a curse” and that dressing in the manner of a different 
gender will be “cursed with expulsion and banishment from the mercy 
of Allah Almighty.”

Key U.S. Policy
The Joseph R. Biden administration has expressed concern over 
religious freedom conditions in Saudi Arabia but has imposed limited 
tangible consequences in light of security and economic interests 
exacerbated by the Russian invasion of Ukraine. In April, President 
Biden nominated Michael Ratney as U.S. Ambassador to Saudi Arabia, 
but Ratney was not confirmed by the end of the reporting period. 
He was renominated in January 2023. In July, President Biden visited 
Saudi Arabia and met with Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, 
where he “underscored” human rights concerns.

U.S. Special Envoy to Monitor and Combat Antisemitism Deb-
orah E. Lipstadt made her first official overseas trip to Saudi Arabia 
in July to discuss antisemitism with Saudi officials. She indicated an 
openness to hosting a discussion on “Judeo-Arabic issues” in Saudi 
Arabia in the future.

On November 30, the U.S. Department of State redesignated Saudi 
Arabia as a CPC under IRFA but reimposed the longstanding waiver on 
taking any presidential action as a consequence of the designation. 

https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/saudi-arabia/
https://twitter.com/NoufMarwaai/status/1487893141281726465
https://twitter.com/viviannereim/status/1586338511040352257
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/dec/24/you-see-trees-on-sale-the-easing-of-saudi-arabia-christmas-taboo
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/press-release/2021/02/saudi-arabia-withdrawal-of-death-sentences-for-three-shia-activists-arrested-as-teenagers-a-welcome-move/
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/dawood-al-marhoun
https://twitter.com/thefreedomi/status/1540382304152866816
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/jalal-labbad
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/abdullah-al-derazi
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/sulaiman-al-dowaish
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/relatives-some-saudi-detainees-anxiously-await-biden-trip-2022-07-13/
https://www.alqst.org/en/post/al-dowaish-son-sentenced-to-two-years-in-prison
https://dawnmena.org/mbs-and-his-tiger-squad-tortured-and-disappeared-my-father/
https://sanad.uk/2022/10/01/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%86%D8%B8%D8%A7%D9%85-%D9%8A%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%88%D8%AF-%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%A7%D9%84-%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%83-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AF%D9%88%D9%8A%D8%B4-%D9%88%D9%8A%D8%B3%D8%AA%D9%85/?lang=ar
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/salman-al-ouda
https://twitter.com/thefreedomi/status/1493378568986017798
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/mohammad-bin-hassan-al-habib
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2021-12/2021%20Saudi%20Arabia%20Specialized%20Criminal%20Court.pdf
https://twitter.com/ALQST_En/status/1582038170182758400
https://www.uscirf.gov/religious-prisoners-conscience/forb-victims-database/hassan-farhan-al-maliki
https://www.impact-se.org/wp-content/uploads/Annual-Review_Review-of-Changes-and-Remaining-Problematic-Content-in-Saudi-Textbooks-2021%E2%80%9322.pdf
https://www.timesofisrael.com/liveblog_entry/imam-prays-for-jews-annihilation-in-sermon-at-mecca-grand-mosque/
https://themwl.org/en/forum-on-common-values
https://english.aawsat.com/home/article/3848716/saudi-arabia-launches-probe-asir-region-incident
https://www.arabnews.com/node/2153776/saudi-arabia
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/gulf/2022/09/01/Video-reportedly-showing-Saudi-women-beaten-in-orphanage-sparks-investigation
https://newlinesmag.com/reportage/saudi-arabias-houses-of-horror-for-disobedient-women/
https://www.alqst.org/uploads/Shrouded-in-Secrecy-En.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GIM0_ID7nWE
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-62289674
https://twitter.com/suhail_y_y/status/1183386982614999040
https://twitter.com/suhail_y_y/status/1183386982614999040
https://www.impact-se.org/wp-content/uploads/Annual-Review_Review-of-Changes-and-Remaining-Problematic-Content-in-Saudi-Textbooks-2021%E2%80%9322.pdf
https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/3181107/readout-of-secretary-of-defense-lloyd-j-austin-iiis-call-with-saudi-minister-of/
https://www.state.gov/u-s-special-envoy-for-yemen-lenderkings-travel-to-oman-and-saudi-arabia/
https://www.cnn.com/2022/10/12/politics/jake-sullivan-saudi-arabia-joe-biden/index.html
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/04/22/president-biden-announces-key-nominees-12/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/01/03/nominations-sent-to-the-senate-91/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/07/15/fact-sheet-results-of-bilateral-meeting-between-the-united-states-and-the-kingdom-of-saudi-arabia/
https://twitter.com/USAinKSA/status/1541890240775864324
https://twitter.com/viviannereim/status/1554383686321074176
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2022/12/29/2022-28311/secretary-of-states-determinations-under-the-international-religious-freedom-act-of-1998-and-frank-r



