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Introduction
It is tempting to use the term ‘religious freedom’ to only mean the freedom of 

practice between of different faiths. This is not always the case- particularly in the middle east. 
What is more popular in as middle eastern country is the oppression of people from different 
sects of Islam. In many cases, a Christian would be better treated and allowed to practice more 
‘freely’ than a Muslim of the ‘wrong’ sect. It would be useful to comment on this form of 
religious suppression given the political climate of the Middle- East showing divides along 
sectarian lines. In, for example, Saudi Arabia, Shia Muslims make up approximately 10-15 
percent of the population. This puts them in the clear minority- prone to discrimination.

A delegate must first consider if promoting religious freedom is even desirable 
from the point of view of his/her country. In many cases they may get a complicated answer. 
The reason behind this would have historical or political roots that can show where religious 
tension began. Furthermore it’s important to understand the consequences of this. The Yemen 
war (2015- present), the Syrian civil war (2011- present), the Egyptian revolution (2011-
approx. 2014) can all be traced back to religious tensions and years of religious oppression 
between Shia Muslims and Sunni Muslims. Had there been a more religiously free Middle-
East.

That being said, suppression of non- Islamic faiths is prevalent in the Middle-
East. In countries such as Saudi Arabia and Iran, non-Islamic religious expression is prohibited 
in public spaces.

Key Facts to Consider:
- Apostasy is illegal in the Middle East (excluding Lebanon, Algeria, Tunisia and Libya). 

In Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, the United Arab Emirates, and Yemen- the crime of apostasy 
warrants a death penalty

- Every country in the Middle East, to varying degrees, hold and enforce ‘anti- blasphemy 
laws’

- The punishment for Atheism is death in Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Iran, UAE, Sudan and Yemen

Note that ‘Blasphemy’ is often used interchangeably with ‘Insulting Islam’. This punishment 
can be used against Muslims that belong to a sect of Islam that is not sanctioned by the 
government of the country that they live in. 



Previous UN Action
Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states:

‘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.’

Note that Saudi Arabia abstained from signing the Declaration

The Cairo Declaration on Human Rights in Islam, created by the Organization of 
Islamic Cooperation, states:
‘Islam is the religion of true unspoiled nature. It is prohibited to exercise any form of pressure 
on man or to exploit his poverty or ignorance in order to force him to change his religion to 
another religion or to atheism. ‘

Possible Solutions

The biggest issue regarding religious freedom in the middle east is that the 
majority of Middle- Eastern states have signed both the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
and the Cairo Declaration on Human Rights in Islam. The two documents are seen by many to 
be at odds with each other, in particular regarding the issue of religious freedom. Any solution 
to this issue would involve bridging the gap between the two and creating clarity (a common 
critique of both is the vague nature of their articles)
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