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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION 
AND ACTUAL APPLICATION
Located in the Persian Gulf, the State of Kuwait is ruled by the 
Al Sabah, a Sunni Muslim dynasty. The majority of the country’s 
citizens adhere to Sunni Islam. There is a large Shi‘a minority 
of around 30 percent (including ‘Ahmadis and Ismailis).1 They 
theoretically enjoy full political rights but have experienced a rise 
in harassment in the aftermath of the 2003 US invasion of Iraq, 
and the 2011 Shi‘a-led uprising in Bahrain,2 and have seen their 
representation decreased.3 

Kuwait’s expatriate community is estimated to be around 3.1 mil-
lion, much larger than the 1.3 million who hold Kuwaiti citizenship.4 
Among foreigners, Muslims, both Sunnis and Shi‘as, constitute 
the biggest group (64 percent).5 They are followed by an estimat-
ed 513,000 Christians and 160,000 Hindus.6 Only eight Christian 
families are officially Kuwaiti citizens7 among a total of just over 
200 people.8 A few Baha’is also hold Kuwaiti citizenship. Kuwait is 
one of few countries in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) with 
Christian citizens.9 However, despite numerous calls to allow the 
naturalisation of non-Muslims,10 this remains impossible.11 

Seven Christian denominations have official recognition, namely 
the Latin-rite and Greek Catholic Churches; the Greek Orthodox, 
Coptic Orthodox and Armenian Apostolic Churches; the Nation-

al Evangelical Church and the Anglican Church. Other Church-
es enjoy de facto recognition.12 There are no synagogues and 
non-Abrahamic religions are not accepted. Non-recognised re-
ligious groups include Hindus, Sikhs, Druze, Bohra Muslims and 
Baha’is.13

The Catholic Church is the largest Christian denomination in 
Kuwait. According to local Catholic sources, there are around 
350,000 Catholics who follow different rites.14

Kuwait was the first GCC member to establish diplomatic ties 
with the Holy See in October 1968; however, the Apostolic Nun-
ciature in Kuwait took years to be established and opened only in 
the year 2000.15

The Kuwaiti constitution of 1962, reinstated in 1992 after the Iraqi 
occupation, states in Article 2: “The religion of the state is Islam 
and Islamic Law shall be a main source of legislation.”16 Article 12 
declares: “The state shall maintain the Islamic and Arab heritage 
and shall share in the path of civilisation and humanitarianism.” 

Article 29 guarantees equality: “The people are peers in human 
dignity and have, in the eyes of the Law, equal public rights and 
obligations. There shall be made no differentiation among them 
because of race, origin, language or religion.” Under Article 35, 
freedom of belief is unrestricted: “The state shall protect freedom 
in the observance of religious rites established by custom, pro-
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KUWAIT 
vided such observance does not conflict with morals or disturb 
public order.”

Despite what the constitution proclaims, freedom of belief and 
equality have their limit in Kuwait. Article 18 of the 1984 Law 51 
on Personal Status,17 which is based on Shari‘a (Islamic law), 
outlaws marriage between non-Muslim men and Muslim women. 
Under Article 294 of the same law, apostates cannot inherit from 
their Muslim relatives or spouse. 

Kuwait also has laws to punish individuals guilty of blasphemy. 
The 2012 Law 19 on National Unity18 which amends Article 111 
of the Penal Code, imposes stricter penalties in the matter. It also 
criminalises the publication or the broadcast of content that could 
be deemed offensive to religious sects or groups. Penalties in-
clude fines ranging from US$36,000 to US$720,000 and up to 
seven years in prison. Non-citizens who are convicted are subject 
to deportation. Pursuant to the country’s blasphemy legislation, 
anyone can file criminal charges against the author of material 
deemed defamatory on religious grounds.

Religious groups can register but the process is said to be lengthy. 
The first step is to file an application with the Ministry of Awqaf and 
Islamic Affairs (MAIA). If this is granted, applicants must seek ap-
proval from the Ministry of Social Affairs and Labour (MOSAL), 
the Ministry of Interior (MOI), and the local municipality. For this 
last step, applicants must obtain written permission from all the 
immediate neighbours around the site of the proposed place of 
worship. The process is not transparent since no information on 
the status of pending registrations is communicated. Further-
more, there is no recourse if the latter is rejected.19

Registered religious groups are allowed to rent space to worship. 
Only citizens can purchase land. Registered groups can bring 
clergy and religious personnel from abroad. In Christian schools, 
catechetic instruction is forbidden, although this can be taught in 
private homes or in church compounds. In private schools, Islam-
ic instruction is mandatory for Muslim pupils. This applies even 
if there is only one Muslim pupil present. Christian pupils do not 
have to attend.20

The law does not allow non-Muslims to proselytise among Mus-
lims.21 Eating, drinking and smoking are forbidden during Rama-
dan. This also applies to non-Muslims. Any breach is punishable 
by a fine and/or imprisonment for one month.

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS
In June 2018, the six-month prison sentence with labour imposed 
on journalist and secular activist Abdul Aziz Abdullah al-Qenaei’s 
was reportedly reduced by four months. He was convicted in a 

blasphemy case of “contempt of Islam” and “slander of sharia”. 
Speaking on Al Jazeera, he had declared that freedom did not ex-
ist in Islam and that Shari‘a involved “criminal acts” and promoted 
extremism and terrorism.22

In July 2018, two Kuwaiti lawmakers asked that a 1966 decision 
refusing marriage certificates for Baha’is be reversed. Ahamd 
Al-Fadhl and Khaled Al-Shatti said it was a breach of Kuwait’s 
constitution which stipulates total equality among citizens and ac-
cordingly must be abolished.23

In December 2018, Imam Sheikh Fahad Al-Kandari was sus-
pended by the Ministry of Awqaf and Islamic Affairs for “publicly 
exaggerating the praise of the Prophet and asking Allah to show-
er mercy and forgiveness on Amna bint Wahab, the mother of the 
Prophet”.24

Christmas regularly causes controversies and debates in Kuwait 
over whether non-Muslim holidays should be celebrated in public. 
Some Members of Parliament have complained about the sale of 
Christmas trees and decorations. In December 2018, Dr Sheikha 
al-Jassem, Assistant Professor of Philosophy at Kuwait Univer-
sity, participated in a debate with Mohammad Al-Sadani, Arabic 
language instructor and TV broadcaster. The latter explained that 
the celebration of Christmas, even as a cultural practice without 
any religious meaning, is harmful to the Kuwaiti identity. By con-
trast, Dr al-Jassem argued that Kuwait’s identity is inclusive and 
does not forbid the celebration of Christmas holidays.25 The ac-
ademic and human rights activist, who was charged with blas-
phemy herself in 2016,26 added that Kuwait’s identity is dynamic, 
always evolving. 

In January 2019, Public Law professor Fatima Al Matar fled to 
the United States after being accused of “insulting God.”27 In ex-
plaining why she was targeted, she said: “I was referred to public 
prosecution over a linked tweet, they accused me of blasphemy, 
insulting God and misusing a phone! They sent me to trial be-
cause I asked God for a Ferrari and equal rights! I can no longer 
stand an abhorrent, hypocritical society. I no longer believe in a 
homeland that ridiculously jails its people.” At the time of writing 
this report, her Twitter account was not active.28

In April 2019, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints an-
nounced that it received official recognition from Kuwait. It is esti-
mated that nearly 300 Mormons live and work in Kuwait.29 Later, 
during his visit in June 2019, Elder Quentin L Cook of the Quorum 
of the Twelve Apostles met Kuwaiti government leaders to ex-
press gratitude on behalf of the First Presidency of the Church for 
the recognition.30 

In June 2019, three Kuwaiti Christians filed a lawsuit against 
Sheikh Othman al-Khamees for “stoking sectarian tension”. Their 
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lawyer, Hani Hussain, said that the complaint came after al-Kha-
mees stated that Muslims cannot wear clothes bearing images 
of the cross or the devil unless it is in “an insulting place such 
as socks”.31 In 2015, this hard-line Salafi cleric was banned from 
preaching in mosques due to his anti-Shi‘a views, which he regu-
larly posted on social media.32

In July 2019, the authorities arrested several people for seem-
ingly making offensive remarks about God and the Prophet Mu-
hammad in a video that went viral on social media. The Ministry 
of Interior’s General Department for Public Relations and Security 
Media promised legal action without exceptions.33 

In August 2019, an Iranian activist was arrested after he was ac-
cused by lawyer Bashar Al-Nasser of making blasphemous re-
marks. On social media he had posted pictures showing himself 
with an actress while in hospital. “Please if you go to Heaven, ask 
Allah to admit me there,” he is supposed to have asked her.34

In December 2019, an Indian citizen was arrested for posting a 
derogatory comment against Islamic worship. Aneesh Dharma-
rajan had mentioned on his Facebook page his support for India’s 
amended Citizenship Act.35 He was accused of responding to a 
critic in a derogatory manner, demeaning the Islamic way of wor-
ship.36

Following French President Emmanuel Macron’s comments on 
Islamism and his support for free speech, Kuwaiti co-ops decided 
to boycott French products. In September 2020, at the start of the 
trial of people arrested in connection with the deadly Charlie Heb-
do 2015 attacks, Macron criticised “Islamist separatism” in France 
adding that “Islam is a religion that is in crisis all over the world 

today, we are not just seeing this in our country.”37 Following the 
beheading of a French schoolteacher, Samuel Paty, the French 
president said that cartoons and drawings will not be disavowed, 
underlining France’s tradition of secularism.38 Paty had shown his 
class Charlie Hebdo’s Muhammad caricatures, which are consid-
ered blasphemous by Muslims.

In March 2020, following the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, Kuwaiti authorities ordered the closure of all places of worship. 
Health restrictions were imposed, including social distancing. 
During Ramadan (23rd April-23rd May), a 16-hour curfew was 
put in place, until 28th May.39

In June, restrictions were eased in certain areas allowing some 
mosques to reopen.40 After four months of closure, all mosques 
reopened in July 2020 to allow prayers for Eid al-Adha celebra-
tions (30th July).41

PROSPECTS FOR FREEDOM OF RELIGION
Religious freedom in Kuwait remains limited to the freedom to 
worship. Regional tensions between Sunnis and Shi‘as have 
spilled over into Kuwait, and have had an impact on its Shi‘a mi-
nority. Although religious equality is recognised in the constitution, 
non-Muslims are in effect penalised by the country’s laws, culture 
and social mores. Christian catechesis is banned in schools, a 
non-Muslim man cannot marry a Muslim woman, non-Muslims 
can be fined or jailed for failing to keep the Ramadan fast and the 
threat of blasphemy charges remains a constant possibility.
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