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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION 
AND ACTUAL APPLICATION
In Lebanon, Sunni and Shi‘a Muslims are roughly equal 
in number (around 30 percent each, with small percent-
ages of Alawites and Ismailis). Christians represent ap-
proximately 35.1 percent of the population, the highest 
percentage of Christians in the Arab world.

There are 18 officially registered religious communities: 
five Muslim groups (Shi‘a, Sunni, Druze, ‘Alawite, and 
Ismaili), 12 Christian groups (Maronite, Greek Orthodox, 
Greek Catholic, Armenian Catholic, Armenian Orthodox, 
Syriac Orthodox, Syriac Catholic, Assyrian, Chaldean, 
Copt, evangelical Protestant, and Roman Catholic), and 
Jews. Baha’is, Buddhists, Hindus, several Protestant 
groups, and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints are not officially recognised. 

Demographics are at the heart of the country’s political life. 
Demographic shifts have major political implications; for 
this reason, no census has been conducted since 1932. 
Confessional groups that are demographically declining 
fear what might happen to their political representation if 
the actual numbers were known.

Lebanon is a parliamentary republic with no official reli-

gion but it is not formally a secular state. The political sys-
tem is denominational and reserves the highest political 
offices to the various communities according to well-de-
fined criteria: the Office of the Presidency of the Republic 
falls to a Maronite Christian, the Prime Minister’s Office 
(Presidency of the Council of Ministers) belongs to a Sun-
ni Muslim, and the Speaker of the National Assembly is a 
Shi‘a Muslim. Religious communities are represented in 
parliament according to fixed quotas. Only one non-con-
fessional independent MP, Paula Yacoubian,1 was elected 
in the 2018 election. Yacoubian, together with four other 
MPs, resigned a few days after the August 2020 Beirut 
Port explosion.2

Lebanon’s constitution provides for freedom of reli-
gion.3 According to Article 7, “all Lebanese are equal before 
the law.” Article 9 states that “freedom of conscience is 
absolute”. It further stipulates: “In assuming the obligations 
of glorifying God, the Most High, the state respects all 
religions and creeds and safeguards the freedom of 
exercising the religious rites under its protection, without 
disturbing the public order. It also guarantees the respect 
of the system of personal status and religious interests of 
the people, regardless of their different creeds.”

Article 10 says: “Education is free so long as it does 
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LEBANON
not disturb the public order, does not violate the morals, 
and does not touch the dignity of any religion or creed. 
The rights of communities to establish their own private 
schools cannot be violated, provided that they comply with 
the general requirements laid down by the state with re-
spect to public education.”

The Lebanese Penal Code criminalises blasphemy and 
insults against the name of God and the practices of any 
religion.4 Conversion from one religion to another is legal 
but converts can face strong social resistance. 

Matters of personal status (such as marriage, parentage, 
inheritance) are dealt with under the separate jurisdictions 
of each of the 18 religious communities recognised by the 
state (12 Christian, 5 Muslim and one Jewish). Each com-
munity possesses its own rules and manages its own wel-
fare organisations and educational institutions. However, 
certain religious communities (Yezidis, Baha’is, Buddhists 
and Jehovah’s Witnesses) are not legally recognised and 
therefore have no rights as institutional groups. Instead, 
they are obliged to declare themselves as members of 
recognised religious groups in government records in 
order to ensure their marriage and other personal status 
documents remain legally valid. They are nonetheless 
permitted to perform their religious rites freely. 

Members of non-recognised religious communities, or 
those who may want to have a civil marriage, have to 
do so abroad. But, where this course is pursued, the law 
relating to their marriage and its effects are those of the 
country where their civil marriage was celebrated. It is a 
matter of debate and there have been repeated attempts 
by some civil society and human rights groups to push for 
its official adoption. Civil marriages are rare due to admin-
istrative and legal difficulties, and when they happen, they 
make headlines.5

Lebanon has the highest debt-to-GDP ratio in the world. 
The exchange rate for the US dollar reached new heights: 
10,000 Lebanese pounds per dollar in July 20206 while 
previously averaging around 1,500.7 While the unem-
ployment rate was estimated at 25 percent in November 
2019,8 it is believed to have affected more than a third of 
the workforce in November 2020.9

Lebanon has the largest number of Syrian refugees per 
capita in the world with an estimated 1.5 million. It also 
hosts an additional 18,500 refugees from Ethiopia, Iraq, 
Sudan and other countries, as well as more than 200,000 
Palestinian refugees under the mandate of the United 

Nations Relief and Works Agency’s (UNRWA).10 The high 
number of refugees causes tension and anguish among 
Christian communities who fear their proportion will still 
decrease compared to Muslims.

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS
In a country where politics and religion are tightly inter-
twined, the right to freedom of religion depends on domes-
tic politics, which to a large extent depends on the actions 
of broader regional and international actors.

On the 17th October 2019, mass anti-government demon-
strations against the political establishment started. Due 
to the announcement of new taxes – mainly a “WhatsApp 
tax” which would have affected many Lebanese who use 
messaging services and voice calls to stay in touch with 
relatives abroad – was the catalyst of social, economic 
and political discontent. Demonstrations kept happening 
for months without reaching any suitable and sustainable 
solution. The country’s instability deepened and tensions 
rose. The measures imposed to tackle the COVID-19 pan-
demic exacerbated these issues. 

On the 4th of August 2020, Beirut was shaken by the ex-
plosion of 2,750 tonnes of ammonium nitrate stored in Bei-
rut’s port, causing 203 deaths, 6,500 injuries and made 
300,000 people homeless.11 

In late 2020, the country reached a political dead end. For-
mer Prime Minister, Saad Hariri had resigned in October 
2019 as a result of mass protests. In January 2020, Has-
san Diab was designated prime minister, but was forced 
to resign in August 2020, following the Beirut blast. The 
Lebanese Ambassador to Germany, Mustapha Adib, was 
then named prime minister. But less than a month later, 
on 26th September 2020, he too quit, unable to form a 
government as a result of strong opposition from the main 
Shi‘a groups, Hezbollah and Amal. The latter were mainly 
against his plan to form a cabinet composed of indepen-
dent specialists rather than ministers chosen on the basis 
of their confessional affiliation. Above all, they were op-
posed to giving up the key Finance Ministry.12

Lebanese President Michel Aoun eventually chose for-
mer Prime Minister Saad Hariri on 22nd October 2020 to 
lead a new cabinet, almost a year after his resignation. At 
the time of writing, there was still no government formed. 
Meanwhile, Hassan Diab remained as caretaker prime 
minister.
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INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS 
Non-Maronite Christian groups – which include, among 
others, Syriac Orthodox, Syriac Catholics and Chaldeans 
– renewed their criticism of the government following the 
May 2018 parliamentary elections because it had made 
little progress towards implementing the Taif Agreement’s 
goal of eliminating political sectarianism. Instead, they 
demanded the government privilege “expertise and com-
petence”. Together, non-Maronite Christians only got one 
out of the 64 Christian seats in parliament. Furthermore, 
the Syriac League demanded greater representation for 
non-Maronite and non-Greek Orthodox Christians in the 
cabinet, parliament, and high-level civil service.13

In July 2018, Charbel Khoury was briefly detained and 
questioned by the Internal Security Forces’ (ISF) Cyber-
crime Bureau for posting a sarcastic joke on Facebook 
about the medical miracles performed by Saint Charbel, 
a religious figure revered by many in Lebanon. He had 
to sign a pledge not to use his Facebook account for one 
month and not to criticise or make fun of religions.14

In August 2018, Al-Akhbar journalist Joy Slim wrote an ar-
ticle describing her interrogation by the ISF Cybercrime 
Bureau. She was summoned in order to explain a joke she 
had made about Charbel Khoury’s post. In her article she 
describes, among other things, how ISF officers asked her 
if she was baptised because nobody who is not inhabited 
by “devil spirits” would write jokes about religion.15 

Cases of blasphemy and insults to religion come under Ar-
ticles 473 and 474 of Lebanon’s 1943 Penal Code, where-
by anyone who “disparages” the name of a god or religion 
can be imprisoned for between one month and several 
years.16

In August 2018, Cardinal Patriarch Bechara Boutros al-Ra-
hi, head of the Maronite Church, hosted Swiss President 
Alain Berset together with Lebanon’s Christian and Mus-
lim religious leaders, at the patriarchal summer residence 
in northern Lebanon. The leaders pledged to work towards 
peace in the region and to ensure the “dignified” return of 
refugees to their homelands. Card al-Rahi stressed the 
fact that “this presence of high Muslim and Christian dig-
nitaries clearly reflects the uniqueness of Lebanon as a 
country of convergence and interfaith dialogue.”17 

On 26th September 2018, during his address to the UN 
General Assembly in New York, President Michel Aoun re-
iterated his wish to “make Lebanon an international center 

for the dialogue of religions, cultures and races”.18 

In January 2019, Tripoli Mufti Malek Shaar met with a 
27-member delegation from the Association of Dialogue 
for Reconciliation and Life, with members from 12 coun-
tries and different religions. In a statement he explained 
why he met with Rabbi Alex Goldberg, noting that “our 
problem is with the Jews occupying al-Quds [Jerusalem] 
and the lands in Palestine, Lebanon, Syria and the neigh-
bourhood.”19

In February 2019, shortly after he was appointed Minister 
of Interior, Raya Al Hassan, said in a television interview 
that she was open to discussion on the recognition of civil 
marriage.20 Although she received support from some po-
litical figures, including Walid Jumblatt, leader of the most-
ly Druze Progressive Socialist Party, her comments were 
criticised by other politicians and both Christian and Mus-
lim clerics and organisations. Dar al-Fatwa, Lebanon’s 
highest Muslim Sunni authority, rejected the idea, saying 
that civil marriage contradicts Shari‘a.21 Sheikh Malik Al-
Sha’ar, Mufti for northern Lebanon and the city of Tripoli, 
also opposed the proposal, noting that a 2013 fatwa (Mus-
lim religious ruling) had declared that those who called for 
civil marriage were no longer Muslim.22

In May 2019, Lebanon’s main political and religious lead-
ers attended the state funeral of Maronite Patriarch Car-
dinal Nasrallah Boutros Sfeir. Sheikh Abdul Latif Daryan, 
Grand Mufti of Lebanon’s Sunni Muslims, described Sfeir 
as “a role model for moderation, openness, wisdom, dia-
logue, love and coexistence between Muslims and Chris-
tians.”23

In August 2019, the organisers of the Byblos Interna-
tional Festival cancelled a concert by internationally re-
nowned Lebanese indie rock band Mashrou‘ Leila in order 
“to avoid bloodshed and maintain security and stability.” 
Religious leaders had accused the group of “offend[ing] 
religious and human values and insult[ing] Christian be-
liefs”. A number of Lebanese MPs as well as private citi-
zens threatened to use violence if the concert went ahead. 
The controversy was about a Facebook post in which an 
image transposed the face of pop diva Madonna onto an 
image of the Virgin Mary.24

According to the Lebanon chapter of the US Department 
of State’s 2019 International Religious Freedom Report, in 
September 2019, the Internal Security Forces (ISF) ques-
tioned Jewish Community Council (JCC) senior member 
Semaria Bihar about the identity of visitors to synagogues 
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and Jewish cemeteries.25 

JCC reported acts of vandalism at the Jewish cemeteries 
in Beirut and Sidon (Saida). In November 2019, a report 
explicitly showed how roadwork in Sidon resulted in the 
sagging and destruction of multiple graves.26 Furthermore, 
it is reported that the Jewish community faced problems 
getting material for their religious rites due to a national 
ban on the trade of Israeli goods, especially since cus-
toms agents are circumspect about imports with Hebrew 
script.27

In December 2019 Shi‘a protesters demonstrated in Bei-
rut after a controversial video was posted on social me-
dia showing a Sunni individual insulting Shi‘a political and 
religious figures. The author of the video, Saidawi, later 
apologised for posting it.28

After a social media uproar, Beirut Governor Ziad Chehib 
ordered the removal of a cubic art sculpture in downtown 
Beirut in order to prevent any violent clashes because of 
its resemblance to the Star of David.29

According to a 2019 Arab Barometer report, religious piety 
declined in Lebanon over the past decade. While 44 per-
cent described themselves as “religious” in 2010, this fig-
ure dropped to 24 percent in 2018. Nonetheless, support 
for a greater role for religious leaders in Lebanese politics 
grew.30 Concerning intolerance towards neighbours of a 
different religion, the report found that while in 2010, 5 per-
cent said they strongly disliked or disliked having mem-
bers of a different religion as neighbours, the figure was 
21 percent in 2018.31

In June 2020, there were serious concerns over the via-
bility of the Catholic private schools’ network. In an open 
letter addressed to Lebanese President Michel Aoun, the 
head of the General Secretariat of Catholic schools, Fa-
ther Boutros Azar, highlighted the dire financial situation 
faced by these strategic educational establishments. Fr 
Azar blamed the problem on “state negligence” causing “a 
general challenge for the private education sector, which 
provides schooling to over two thirds of pupils in Lebanon 
(710,000 students, compared to 260,000 in public educa-
tion).”32

In November 2020, the protocol of assistance for the fam-
ilies of the Residence des Pins, in Beirut, was signed at 
a symbolic ceremony. This emergency aid, granted by 
France to Lebanese families, takes the form of partial or 
total support for the schooling of 9,000 pupils in 45 schools 

LEBANON
with a French curriculum, for a total of €5 million (around 
US$ 6 million) for the year 2020-2021. The ceremony took 
place in the presence of some thirty heads of schools and 
congregations of the French-speaking network, including 
Father Boutros Azar.33

In July 2020, Patriarch al-Rahi called for Lebanon to main-
tain its neutrality vis-à-vis regional conflicts.34 This caused 
an uproar, mainly from Shi‘a parties, who accused him of 
treason. It is not uncommon for Hezbollah or its allies to 
accuse their critics of treason against the state, or being 
Zionists or spies. Many Lebanese, from different confes-
sional affiliations, came to the Patriarch’s defence on so-
cial media, putting their patriotism above their confession-
al affiliation.35

In mid-October 2020, following demonstrations for the 
first anniversary of the protest movement started on 17th 
October 2019, Patriarch al-Rahi, in his Sunday sermon, 
asked political leaders to stop delaying negotiations in or-
der to form a new government. He even blamed the polit-
ical class for the country’s financial crisis and political im-
passe: “Take your hands off the government and liberate 
it. You are responsible for the crime of plunging the coun-
try into total paralysis in addition to the implications of the 
coronavirus pandemic,” adding that “No one is innocent of 
Lebanon’s (financial) bleeding.”36

Greek Orthodox Archbishop Elias Audi strongly criticised 
politicians as well. “The number of ministries and the 
names of ministers and quotas” are “still more important 
(to politicians) than the fate of Lebanon and the Leba-
nese,” he said.37

At the end of October 2020, after Friday prayers, dem-
onstrators protesting against French President Emmanuel 
Macron’s defence of the right to publish cartoons seen as 
offensive to Islam headed towards the residence of the 
French ambassador. Some of them brandished black and 
white Islamist flags.38

In November 2020, Patriarch al-Rahi called for more col-
laboration between Christians and Muslims. He said that 
at a time in which the world is faced with inhuman feroc-
ity and repeated international Islamist atrocities, such as 
beheading innocent people while insultingly invoking the 
name of God, it was essential to avoid the climate of “con-
flict between religions” and to embrace the path of collab-
oration between Christians and Muslims.39

Due to COVID-19, Lebanon imposed a lockdown in March 
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