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World Watch List 2019 

Rank Country Private 
life 

Family 
life 

Community 
life 

National 
life 

Church 
life Violence 

Total 
Score 
WWL 
2019 

Total 
Score 
WWL 
2018 

Total 
Score 
WWL 
2017 

Total 
Score 
WWL 
2016 

Total 
Score 
WWL 
2015 

1 North Korea 16.7 16.7 16.7 16.7 16.7 10.9 94 94 92 92 92 
2 Afghanistan 16.7 16.7 16.7 16.7 16.7 10.6 94 93 89 88 81 
3 Somalia 16.3 16.7 16.6 16.5 16.4 8.9 91 91 91 87 90 
4 Libya 15.3 15.0 15.1 16.0 16.3 9.6 87 86 78 79 76 
5 Pakistan 14.3 14.1 13.9 15.0 13.2 16.7 87 86 88 87 79 
6 Sudan 14.7 15.0 14.6 15.6 16.1 10.6 87 87 87 84 80 
7 Eritrea 14.7 14.9 15.8 16.0 15.2 9.4 86 86 82 89 79 
8 Yemen 16.6 16.3 16.4 16.7 16.7 3.1 86 85 85 78 73 
9 Iran 14.0 14.3 14.3 15.8 16.5 10.4 85 85 85 83 80 
10 India 12.9 13.0 13.5 14.8 13.2 15.2 83 81 73 68 62 
11 Syria 13.6 14.0 13.1 13.8 14.2 13.0 82 76 86 87 83 
12 Nigeria 12.3 11.8 13.4 12.9 12.9 16.7 80 77 78 78 78 
13 Iraq 13.9 14.4 14.1 14.6 13.6 8.1 79 86 86 90 86 
14 Maldives 15.2 15.5 13.5 15.9 16.7 1.1 78 78 76 76 78 
15 Saudi Arabia 15.1 13.6 14.0 15.3 16.5 2.4 77 79 76 76 77 
16 Egypt 11.7 13.2 10.7 13.2 11.0 15.9 76 70 65 64 61 
17 Uzbekistan 15.4 12.9 13.9 12.3 15.9 3.1 74 73 71 70 69 
18 Myanmar 11.4 11.8 13.3 12.1 11.8 11.1 71 65 62 62 60 
19 Laos 13.0 9.1 14.2 14.7 14.9 4.6 71 67 64 58 58 
20 Vietnam 12.7 8.2 12.7 13.5 14.2 9.1 70 69 71 66 68 
21 Central Africa 

Republic 10.2 9.7 11.9 10.6 11.1 16.1 70 61 58 59 67 
22 Algeria 13.1 14.2 10.1 11.8 12.7 7.6 70 58 58 56 55 
23 Turkmenistan 14.6 10.8 13.8 13.3 15.1 1.3 69 68 67 66 63 
24 Mali 11.4 10.1 11.5 9.2 9.9 15.4 68 59 59 55 52 
25 Mauritania 13.9 14.0 12.2 13.0 13.3 0.6 67 57 55 - 50 
26 Turkey 12.4 11.1 10.7 13.2 10.9 7.2 66 62 57 55 52 
27 China 10.4 8.0 10.3 11.8 14.5 10.0 65 57 57 57 57 
28 Ethiopia 10.0 10.0 10.3 10.8 10.4 13.5 65 62 64 67 61 
29 Tajikistan 13.8 11.9 11.6 12.1 12.9 2.4 65 65 58 58 50 
30 Indonesia 10.6 11.1 11.3 10.2 9.3 12.0 65 59 55 55 50 
31 Jordan 13.0 13.1 11.8 11.5 12.2 3.0 65 66 63 59 56 
32 Nepal 12.4 11.4 10.6 10.9 11.9 7.0 64 64 - - - 
33 Bhutan 12.9 11.1 12.3 12.4 14.0 0.9 64 62 61 56 56 
34 Kazakhstan 13.2 10.8 10.3 12.2 13.5 3.1 63 63 56 55 51 
35 Morocco 12.2 13.3 9.6 12.0 14.4 1.5 63 51 49 47 47 
36 Brunei 13.4 14.3 10.5 10.3 13.4 0.7 63 64 64 61 58 
37 Tunisia 12.1 13.2 10.7 11.2 12.0 3.3 63 62 61 58 55 
38 Qatar 13.0 12.6 10.3 11.0 14.1 1.1 62 63 66 65 64 
39 Mexico 8.3 7.5 12.2 10.2 9.7 13.5 61 59 57 56 55 
40 Kenya 11.7 10.6 10.1 8.3 11.5 8.3 61 62 68 68 63 
41 Russian 

Federation 12.5 8.4 10.7 10.4 12.0 5.7 60 51 46 48 45 
42 Malaysia 11.8 14.2 12.1 11.7 8.6 1.5 60 65 60 58 55 
43 Kuwait 13.2 12.2 10.1 10.5 12.2 1.5 60 61 57 56 49 
44 Oman 12.9 12.5 9.8 9.6 12.8 1.7 59 57 53 53 55 
45 United Arab 

Emirates 12.8 12.0 9.1 10.5 12.2 1.9 58 58 55 55 49 
46 Sri Lanka 11.0 8.3 10.5 11.5 10.0 7.0 58 57 55 - 51 
47 Colombia 7.9 7.6 11.8 9.4 8.5 12.6 58 56 53 55 55 
48 Bangladesh 11.0 9.1 11.6 10.5 7.8 7.8 58 58 63 57 51 
49 Palestinian 

Territories 11.4 12.3 9.0 10.6 11.8 2.4 57 60 64 62 58 
50 Azerbaijan 13.2 9.9 9.3 11.1 12.4 1.5 57 57 - 57 50 
51 Comoros 11.7 11.5 9.1 9.9 13.9 0.4 56 - 56 56 56 
52 Kyrgyzstan 12.7 9.9 10.9 9.2 11.9 1.9 56 - - - - 
53 Djibouti 12.3 12.3 10.3 10.0 11.2 0.0 56 56 57 58 60 

54 
Democratic 
Republic of the 
Congo 

5.6 6.7 9.3 7.4 10.3 16.1 55 - - - - 

55 Bahrain 11.9 12.2 8.6 10.2 10.2 1.5 55 57 54 54 - 
56 Cameroon 9.9 7.3 10.0 7.8 7.5 11.3 54 - - - - 
57 Tanzania 9.3 10.8 10.3 8.6 8.8 4.8 52 - 59 57 56 
58 Niger 11.5 9.7 8.1 8.1 10.0 4.8 52 - - 53 - 
59 Cuba 8.8 4.4 9.1 10.5 11.8 3.9 49 - - - - 
60 Chad 11.5 8.2 9.0 8.0 8.7 3.0 48 - - - - 
61 Burkina Faso 9.0 8.0 8.8 6.6 7.9 7.2 48 - - - - 
62 Uganda 11.4 8.0 7.7 6.9 9.6 3.7 47 - - - - 
63 Guinea 10.3 7.5 8.3 7.0 8.1 5.0 46 - - - - 
64 South Sudan 5.7 1.5 7.5 5.8 8.0 15.0 44 - - - - 
65 Mozambique 6.7 4.3 6.0 6.9 6.0 13.3 43 - - - - 
66 Gambia 7.7 8.2 8.2 8.3 8.8 1.9 43 - - - - 
67 Ivory Coast  9.8 8.7 8.2 5.5 6.4 4.3 43 - - - - 
68 Burundi 5.1 5.8 9.7 9.2 9.6 3.3 43 - - - - 
69 Angola 6.4 3.6 7.1 8.7 10.4 6.1 42 - - - - 
70 Togo 8.8 6.7 8.5 7.1 8.4 2.0 42 - - - - 
71 Venezuela 3.3 3.8 10.5 9.0 8.8 5.9 41 - - - - 
72 Rwanda 5.3 4.4 6.7 7.8 10.1 6.7 41 - - - - 
73 Nicaragua 2.3 3.6 6.4 8.9 7.9 11.9 41 - - - - 
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Introduction  
This country report is a collation of documents based around Open Doors World Watch List 

(WWL) including statistical information on world religions, Christian denominations, and people 

groups prepared by the World Christian Database (WCD). Further news and analysis is supplied by 

World Watch Monitor and WWR staff. 

World Watch List Bahrain Points WWL Rank 

WWL 2019 55 55 

WWL 2018 57 48 

WWL 2017 54 48 

WWL 2016 54 48 

WWL 2015 - - 

Scores and ranks are shown above whenever the country was among the fifty highest scoring countries (Top 50) in the WWL 

2015-2019 reporting periods. 

Please note: The highlighted links in the text can be found written out in full at the conclusion of each 

main section under the heading “External links”. 
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WWL 2019: Keys to understanding Bahrain 

Link for general background information 
BBC country profile: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-14540571 

Recent country history 
Bahrain, a country where both Iran and Saudi Arabia exert their influence, is ruled by an authoritarian 

regime. When the majority Shiite population in response to the Arab Spring uprisings demonstrated 

against the Sunni government in 2011, the Bahraini government responded harshly. The government 

feared that Iran would use the demonstrations to extend its influence, although the 

Shiite demonstrators were probably only protesting to demand equal rights. Saudi Arabia supported 

the Bahraini government by sending in troops to extinguish the sparks of revolution coming from the 

Arab Spring uprisings; Iran's action was limited to threatening rhetoric. 

The ruling family in Bahrain dominates the country in a very authoritarian way. According to the 2018 

Freedom House report, the country is rated “not free”. Other human rights groups also consider the 

country a hostile place for freedom of the press, the media and other fundamental human rights. 

The religious landscape 
This mainly Shia-Islamic country is relatively tolerant in general because of its international position in 

banking and trade. A considerable number of expatriate Christians (mainly from South Asia) work and 

live in Bahrain and are relatively free to practice their faith in private places of worship, but 

proselytizing Muslims is socially unacceptable. 

The constitutional provision regarding religious freedom is contradictory. On the one hand, it provides 

for religious freedom, and on the other hand, it states that the practice of freedom of religion should 

not violate established customs, public policy or public morals. 

Since the number of places allotted for worship is limited, different congregations must use the same 

building. They are not allowed to advertise their services in Arabic, but they can in English. In October 

2016 the king donated land for the construction of a second Coptic church. In July 2018, the building 

of a new church complex outside the capital Manama was announced. 

The political landscape 
The current political landscape in the Middle East has been shaped mainly by the Arab Spring 

movement which swept the region starting in Tunisia in December 2010. No other Gulf state was so 

severely hit by the uprisings as Bahrain. The 60% majority Shiite population has been discriminated 

against for a long time in the tiny island kingdom, led by the royal Sunni family of Khalifa. Shiites have 

less access to jobs and housing, less political rights and suffer from economic inequality and poverty. 

Inspired by the political unrest in the Middle East, these social frustrations grew into large 

demonstrations in February 2011. The government dispersed all demonstrations violently, killing and 

wounding many. Other Gulf countries, led by Saudi Arabia (and all home to significant Shiite 

minorities), supported the Bahraini rulers by way of military intervention. More protests followed and 

continued even into 2013. The Bahraini government has admitted using excessive violence and 

promised investigations into the abuse of prisoners, reforms and dialogue. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-14540571
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2018/bahrain
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2018/bahrain
http://www.fides.org/en/news/60961-ASIA_BAHRAIN_The_King_of_Bahrain_donates_land_for_the_construction_of_a_new_Coptic_church#.WXnfAn-WwkE
http://asianews.it/news-en/Bahrain%E2%80%99s-Our-Lady-Cathedral-to-become-the-heart-of-the-Catholic-community-in-Arabia-44433.html
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In February 2013, the National Dialogue between ruling and opposition groups was resumed after one-

and-a-half years of deadlock, without any substantial result. The appointment of the politicly moderate 

Crown Prince Salman as Deputy First Prime Minister in March 2013 is considered a positive 

development. However, the hope that progress would be made did not materialize. According to BTI 

2018 Bahrain: "Bahrain is taking on the characteristics of a police state. [...] The government intensified 

its crackdown on dissidents, human rights advocates, clerics, protesters and opposition forces. Al-

Wefaq, the largest opposition party representing the mainstream of Bahrain’s Shi’a majority, was 

banned and its secretary-general, Ali Salman, sentenced to nine years in prison for attempting to 

overthrow the regime. The government has also revoked the citizenship of the party’s spiritual leader, 

Sheikh Isa Qassim." 

In June 2017, Bahrain joined Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Egypt in the Qatari blockade, cutting all ties 

and closing all borders with Qatar. The Bahraini government probably did not have a choice, as Saudi 

Arabia is its main protector. Until now, the boycott has not had major consequences for Bahrain. 

However, because of the boycott Qatar has deepened ties with Iran, which means that Iran's influence 

in the region is growing.    

Bahrain – which literally means ‘two seas’ - hosts the most important American military presence in 

the Middle East. The US Navy’s Fifth Fleet is located on a sectarian fault line where Shiite Iran and 

Sunni Saudi Arabia vie for dominance. Since 2016, the British Royal Navy also opened a base in Bahrain. 

The archipelago of 33 islands is also mentioned by observers as being a potential military target for 

Iran in the event of conflict. 

The socio-economic landscape 
Bahrain was the first Gulf country to produce oil and is now faced with dwindling oil reserves. This has 

prompted the government to start a program of economical diversification. Bahrain has become a 

banking and financial services center and its economy is less dependent on oil than that of most other 

Gulf States. With the most free economy in the Middle East, Bahrain is now focusing on IT, health care 

and education in particular. Unemployment and poverty are still a significant challenge, as are the 

dwindling water reserves of this densely populated country. According to BTI 2018 Bahrain (p.4): 

"Bahrain’s economy is heading toward crisis. The low oil price has heavily affected state revenues and 

now threatens Bahrain’s social cohesion and welfare state. The government does not have enough 

funds for subsidies and other cash transfers to ease tensions among the marginalized strata of society. 

As a consequence, Bahrain faces a challenging period politically, economically and socially." 

Concluding remarks 
Bahrain is very prone to changes in regional politics as both Iran and Saudi Arabia seek to influence the 

politics of the country. For now, the royal family from the minority Sunni group seems to have 

consolidated its power with the help of Saudi Arabia. According to the World Bank, a 2.6% growth is 

expected for 2019; in addition, a new found oil field offers hope for the future. However, the country 

is still dependent on financial assistance of its GCC (Gulf Cooperation Council) partners. 

The government is currently more interested in dealing with Shia dissenters than in 

restricting Christian church activity. 

External Links - WWL 2019: Keys to understanding Bahrain 
1. Recent country history: 2018 Freedom House report  -  

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2018/bahrain 

https://www.bti-project.org/en/reports/country-reports/detail/itc/BHR/
https://www.bti-project.org/en/reports/country-reports/detail/itc/BHR/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-40173757
https://www.bti-project.org/en/reports/country-reports/detail/itc/BHR/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/gcc/publication/bahrain-economic-outlook-october-2018
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2. The religious landscape: donated land  -  http://www.fides.org/en/news/60961-

ASIA_BAHRAIN_The_King_of_Bahrain_donates_land_for_the_construction_of_a_new_Coptic_c

hurch#.WXnfAn-WwkE 

3. The religious landscape: announced  -  http://asianews.it/news-en/Bahrain%E2%80%99s-Our-

Lady-Cathedral-to-become-the-heart-of-the-Catholic-community-in-Arabia-44433.html 

4. The political landscape: BTI 2018 Bahrain  -  https://www.bti-project.org/en/reports/country-

reports/detail/itc/BHR/ 

5. The political landscape: Qatari blockade  -  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-

40173757 

6. The socio-economic landscape: BTI 2018 Bahrain  -  https://www.bti-

project.org/en/reports/country-reports/detail/itc/BHR/ 

7. Concluding remarks: World Bank  -  

https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/gcc/publication/bahrain-economic-outlook-october-

2018 
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WWL 2019: Church History and Facts 

How many Christians? 
Pop 2018 Christians Chr% 

1,567,000 192,000 12.3 
Source: Johnson T M and Zurlo G A (eds.), World Christian Database (Leiden/Boston: Brill, accessed January 2018) 

How did Christians get there? 
According to an article by the Washington Report on Middle East Affairs (WRMEA, March 2000): 

“Tradition says it was the Apostle Bartholomew who brought Christianity to Arabia. Many believe that 

the reference to ‘Arabs’ among those present at the first Pentecost (Acts 2:11) may point to substantial 

growth in the eastern regions within the early stages of the church. By the mid-third century, a 

Christian bishopric had been established in the Bahrain Islands, and the records from the Council of 

Nicea (325 A.D.) include mention of Arab bishops who were present." According to Hrayr Jebejian, 

"from the fourth century on wards, Christianity flourished in the Gulf, and even when it did not flourish 

but only survived, it remained a spiritual and cultural force in the Gulf, right up to the present day." 

(Jebejian, H, The Gulf: Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates (UAE), 

Yemen, Edinburgh Companion to Global Christianity, eds. Ross, Tadros and Johnson, Edinburgh 

University Press, 2018, pp. 177-189). Christianity in Bahrain certainly has historical roots since Bahrain 

(unlike other Gulf countries) has an indigenous Christian community of around 500 people. 

One development in the past, which is still appreciated by both government and society today, was 

the establishment of the American Mission Hospital in 1901, following the establishment of a mission 

station in 1892 by the well-known Samuel Zwemer of the American Dutch Reformed Church. Oil was 

discovered in the 1930s and the resulting economic growth caused a great influx of foreign workers 

from the 1950s onwards. Thousands of expatriate Christians have come to Bahrain and a flourishing 

and very diverse Christian community has come into existence. Jebejian writes: "St. Christopher's 

Anglican Cathedral, founded in 1953, for example, hosts more than 40 different language and ethnic 

groups." Other examples are the National Evangelical Church, which in 1906 became the first church 

to hold public services in Bahrain, and the Sacred Heart Catholic Church, built in 1940, which is 

considered to be the principal worship center in Manama. It is the biggest church in the country and 

serves around 140,000 people, mainly Indians, Filipinos, Pakistanis, Bangladeshis and Sri Lankans." 

What church networks exist today? 
Church networks: Bahrain Christians % 

Orthodox 6,400 3.3 

Catholic 157,000 81.8 

Protestant 14,500 7.6 

Independent 14,500 7.6 

Unaffiliated 0 0.0 

Doubly-affiliated Christians 0 0.0 

Total 192,400 100.2 
(Any deviation from the total number of Christians stated above is due to the rounding of 
decimals)     

      

Evangelical movement 3,800 2.0 

Renewalist movement 24,900 13.0 

http://www.wrmea.org/wrmea-archives/200-washington-report-archives-2000-2005/march-2000/3189-christianity-in-the-gulf.html
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Orthodox: Eastern (Chalcedonian), Oriental (Pre-Chalcedonian, Non-Chalcedonian, Monophysite), Nestorian (Assyrian), and 

non-historical Orthodox. Roman Catholics: All Christians in communion with the Church of Rome. Protestants: Christians in 

ŎƘǳǊŎƘŜǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƻǊ ƛƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ мсǘƘ-century Protestant Reformation. Includes Anglicans, 

Lutherans and Baptists (any of whom may be Charismatic) and denominational Pentecostals, but not Independent traditions 

such as Independent Baptists nor independent Charismatics. Independents: Believers who do not identify with the major 

Christian traditions (Orthodox, Roman Catholic, Protestant). Unaffiliated Christians: Persons professing publicly to be 

Christians but who are not affiliated to churches. Doubly-affiliated Christians: Persons affiliated to or claimed by 2 

denominations at once. Evangelical movement: Churches, denominations, and individuals who identify themselves as 

evangelicals by membership in denominations linked to evangelical alliances (e.g., World Evangelical Alliance) or by self-

identification in polls. Renewalist movement: Church members involved in Pentecostal/Charismatic renewal. 

Source: Johnson T M and Zurlo G A (eds.), World Christian Database (Leiden/Boston: Brill, accessed January 2018) 

According to Bahrain’s Ministry for Social Development, there are 19 officially recognized churches in 

Bahrain, half of which are in the capital city, Manama. These churches are among other non-

governmental organizations registered with this ministry and function in most cases as an umbrella for 

many other (as yet) unrecognized churches. 

Communities of expatriate Christians: Most Christians are expatriates from South East Asia, the 

Middle East, the West and Africa. Bahrain is one of the most liberal countries in the region; Christians 

in Bahrain can live out their faith in relative freedom compared to Christians in other Gulf countries. 

However, Christians among workers from South East Asia and Africa often live under dire social 

circumstances. 

Historical Christian communities: Bahrain also has a small group of indigenous Bahraini Christians, 

descendants of Arab Christian clans from an area which covers Israel, the Palestinian Territories, 

Jordan, Lebanon and Syria. 

Converts to Christianity: Christians with a Muslim background usually become part of house-churches 

or more established churches, and are under high pressure from family and society. 

Non-traditional Christian communities: These communities are not treated as a separate category for 

WWL scoring purpose, since all Christians in these communities belong to the expatriate category. 

Religious context 
Religious Context: Bahrain Numbers % 

Christians 192,000 12.3 

Muslim 1,264,000 80.7 

Hindu 94,400 6.0 

Buddhist 4,100 0.3 

Ethnoreligionist 430 0.0 

Jewish 57 0.0 

Bahai 3,700 0.2 

Atheist 610 0.0 

Agnostic 7,100 0.5 

Other 380 0.0 

OTHER includes Chinese folk, New religionist, Sikh, Spiritist, Taoist, Confucianist, Jain, Shintoist, Zoroastrian. 

Source: Johnson T M and Zurlo G A (eds.), World Christian Database (Leiden/Boston: Brill, accessed January 2018) 

According to WCD 2018 statistics, 80.7% of Bahrain’s inhabitants are Muslim. Christians make up the 

second largest religious group. 

http://gulfnews.com/news/gulf/bahrain/bahrain-is-home-to-19-churches-1.932485
http://gulfnews.com/news/gulf/bahrain/bahrain-is-home-to-19-churches-1.932485
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Notes on the current situation 
All non-Muslim religious groups need to register with the Ministry of Labor and Social Development 

(MOLSD) to operate. 

External Links - WWL 2019: Church History and Facts 
1. How did Christians get there?: WRMEA  -  http://www.wrmea.org/wrmea-archives/200-

washington-report-archives-2000-2005/march-2000/3189-christianity-in-the-gulf.html 

2. What church networks exist today?: 19 officially recognized churches in Bahrain  -  

http://gulfnews.com/news/gulf/bahrain/bahrain-is-home-to-19-churches-1.932485 
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WWL 2019: Short & Simple Persecution Profile 

Introduction  
Reporting period: 1 November 2017 - 31 October 2018Bahrain scored 55 points in WWL 2019, a drop 

of 2 points in comparison to WWL 2018. The score was not high enough to be included in the Top 50 

countries. 

What type of persecution dominates? 
¶ Islamic oppression: the Bahraini society is very conservative and since the Constitution 

declares that the state religion is Islam and that Sharia law is the principal source for 

legislation, freedom of religion is limited to private places and designated houses of worship. 

¶ Ethnic antagonism: Despite the incorporation of modern technology and 

architecture, tribalism still plays a significant role in Bahraini society with its enforcement of 

age-old norms and values. This tribalism is clearly mixed with Islam and especially affects 

converts. As in the rest of the Middle East, religion is connected to family identity. Therefore, 

leaving Islam is interpreted as betraying one’s family. 

¶ Dictatorial paranoia: The government endeavors to stay in power at all costs, with a Sunni 

family ruling a Shiite majority. Freedom of assembly, freedom of association, due process or 

law and other fundamental rights are constantly violated by the government. Christians and 

churches therefore have to operate carefully and be wise if speaking up about social issues. 

Who is driving persecution? 
The Constitution officially grants freedom of religion, but Christians experience a high level of 

surveillance from the government and security services. The state authorities restrict all freedom of 

expression and freedom of assembly. Also, because Bahraini society is conservative, leaving Islam is 

seen as betrayal, and the (extended) family will oppose anyone converting to Christianity. 

What it results in 
A considerable number of expatriate Christians (mainly from South Asia) work and live in Bahrain and 

can practice their faith in private places of worship as long as they do not proselytize Muslims. Converts 

from Islam face pressure from family and local community to recant their Christian faith, leave the 

region or to be silent about their new faith. In many cases, converts are alienated from their families 

as a result of their conversion. 
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Violence 
The following table is based on reported cases. Since many incidents go unreported, the numbers 

below must be understood as being minimum figures. 

 Bahrain  
Reporting 
period 

Christians 
killed 

Christians 
attacked 

Christians 
arrested 

Churches 
attacked 

Christian-
owned houses 
and shops 
attacked 

WWL 
2019 

01 Nov 2017 
- 31 Oct 
2018 

0 12 1 0 0 

WWL 
2018 

01 Nov 2016 
- 31 Oct 
2017 

0 1 0 0 0 

Christians killed refers to the number of Christians killed for faith-related reasons (including state-sanctioned executions). 

Christians attacked refers to the number of Christians abducted, raped or otherwise sexually harassed, forced into marriage 

to non-Christians or otherwise physically or mentally abused (including beatings and death-threats) for faith-related reasons. 

Christians arrested refers to the number of Christians detained without trial or sentenced to jail, labor camp, sent to psychiatric 

hospital as punishment or similar things for faith-related reasons. Churches attacked refers to the number of churches or 

Christian buildings (schools, hospitals, cemeteries, etc.) attacked, damaged, bombed, looted, destroyed, burned down, closed 

or confiscated for faith-related reasons. Christian-owned houses and shops attacked refers to the number of houses of 

Christians or other property (including shops and businesses of Christians) attacked, damaged, bombed, looted, destroyed, 

burned down, closed or confiscated for faith-related reasons. 

Examples of specific persecution in the reporting period 
¶ According to BTI 2018 Bahrain (p. 3): "Six years after the 2011 revolt, Bahrain is taking on the 

characteristics of a police state. During the period under review, the government intensified 

its crackdown on dissidents, human rights advocates, clerics, protesters and opposition 

forces. [...] Others affected by the crackdown include leftist activists and human rights 

advocates. A prominent example, President of the Bahrain Center for Human Rights Nabeel 

Rajab, is being detained awaiting trial on charges of sedition." This indicates the political 

climate in which Christians in Bahrain live and shows that they need to keep a low profile. 

¶ Incidents where Christian migrant workers are targeted probably go unreported because it is 

in nobody's interest to go public with any details; the victim wants to keep his or her job and 

other actors (like the government) are not interested having records made on such 

occurrences. Secondly, it is sometimes difficult to discern whether or not mistreatment is due 

to a worker's Christian faith. However, in general it is assumed that the faith of non-Muslim 

migrant workers, including Christians, leads to extra vulnerability. 

¶ An example of the ongoing pressure from the government on the Bahraini society can be 

found in the ratification by King Hamad of an amendment to the Constitution at the beginning 

of April 2017. It empowered military courts to try civilians if the latter are involved "in acts of 

terrorism or violent crimes". According to the government, this step was needed to fight 

terrorism, but according to Amnesty International, the wording of the amendment is so vague, 

that it can be easily used against any perceived opposition (which could include Christians). 

External Links - WWL 2019: Short & Simple Persecution Profile 
1. Examples of specific persecution in the reporting period: BTI 2018 Bahrain  -  https://www.bti-

project.org/en/reports/country-reports/detail/itc/BHR/  

https://www.bti-project.org/en/reports/country-reports/detail/itc/BHR/
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WWL 2019: Persecution Dynamics 

Introduction  
Reporting period: 1 November 2017 - 31 October 2018 

Position on World Watch List (WWL) 
Bahrain scored 55 points in WWL 2019, a drop of 2 points in comparison to WWL 2018, and did not 

make it into the Top 50 countries. Despite an increase in the violence score, the pressure on converts 

from a non-Bahraini background as well as expatriate Christians was reported to be slightly lower than 

previously. 

Persecution engines 
Persecution engines: Bahrain Abbreviation Level of influence 

Islamic oppression IO Strong 

Religious nationalism RN Not at all 

Ethnic antagonism EA Medium 

Denominational protectionism DPR Not at all 

Communist and post - Communist oppression CPCO Not at all 

Secular intolerance SI Not at all 

Dictatorial paranoia DPA Medium 

Organized corruption and crime OCC Not at all 

The scale for the level of influence of Persecution engines in society is: Not at all / Very weak / Weak / Medium / Strong / Very 

strong. For more information see WWL Methodology (long version). 

Islamic oppression (Strong): 

Islamic oppression in Bahrain should be seen in line with what is happening in the whole region. There 

are many sources of tension and conflict in the region. This causes both government and society to be 

vigilant, suspicious of new influences and therefore conservative. The legal framework is also a 

manifestation of this conservative Islamic view. The Constitution provides for freedom of conscience, 

the inviolability of places of worship, the freedom to perform religious rites, and the freedom to hold 

religious parades and religious gatherings, as long as they are “in accordance with the customs 

observed in the country”. Given the fact that the Constitution also declares that the state religion is 

Islam and that Sharia (Islamic law) is the principal source for legislation, it actually means that freedom 

of religion is limited. The situation is therefore similar to that of other Gulf countries: Christians are 

free to practice their belief as long as they do it privately. 

Islamic oppression is most keenly felt by converts as their families will put pressure on them to recant 

their faith and return to Islam. This pressure is not only exerted because of religious reasons, but is 

clearly mixed with tribal values (see below).  

Ethnic antagonism (Medium): 

Tribalism still plays a major role in Bahraini society, despite the incorporation of modern technology 

and architecture, and age-old norms and values continue to be enforced. This tribalism is clearly mixed 

with Islam and especially affects converts. As in the rest of the Middle East, religion is connected to 

family identity. Therefore, leaving Islam is interpreted as betraying one’s family. In general, families 

put strong social pressure on converts to make them return to Islam, leave the region or to be silent 
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about their new faith. In many cases, converts are alienated from their families as a result of their 

conversion. 

Dictatorial paranoia (Medium): 

The government endeavors to stay in power at all costs. A Sunni-family is ruling a Shiite majority with 

the help of Saudi Arabia and other Sunni majority countries in the region. Freedom of assembly, 

freedom of association, due process or law and other fundamental rights are constantly violated by 

the government. 

Drivers of persecution 
Drivers of Persecution: Bahrain IO RN EA DPR CPCO SI DPA OCC 

  STRONG - MEDIUM - - - MEDIUM - 

Government officials Medium - Weak - - - Medium - 

Ethnic group leaders Medium - Medium - - - - - 

Non-Christian religious leaders Strong - Medium - - - - - 

Religious leaders of other 
churches 

- - - - - - - - 

Violent religious groups - - - - - - - - 

Ideological pressure groups - - - - - - - - 

Citizens (people from the broader 
society), including mobs 

Medium - Medium - - - - - 

One's own (extended) family Strong - Strong - - - - - 

Political parties Weak - - - - - - - 

Revolutionaries or paramilitary 
groups 

- - - - - - - - 

Organized crime cartels or 
networks 

- - - - - - - - 

Multilateral organizations (e.g. 
UN, OIC etc.) and embassies 

- - - - - - - - 

The scale for the level of influence of Drivers of persecution in society is: Not at all / Very weak / Weak / Medium / Strong / 

Very strong. Please note that "-" denotes "not at all". For more information see WWL Methodology (long version). 

Drivers of Islamic oppression:  

The conservative nature of Islamic society in Bahrain is causing most of the pressure experienced by 

Christians, especially converts. Conversion from Islam to Christianity is socially totally unacceptable. 

Converts face the risk of being ostracized by their families and might even be killed for shaming their 

families. Additionally - although mixed with racial bias - poor and low-skilled Christian workers from 

South East Asia and Africa can face discrimination and abuse from their employers and other citizens. 

Especially foreign workers who convert from Islam to Christianity face persecution from their 

employers and peer workers. 

The government can easily expel expatriate Christians, which forces them into self-restraint since 

opposing the government or infringing “fundamental beliefs of Islamic doctrine” is forbidden, as Article 

23 of the Constitution states. Churches have to be careful therefore when it comes to proselytizing 

activities. 

 

 

https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Bahrain_2012.pdf?lang=en
https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Bahrain_2012.pdf?lang=en
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Drivers of Ethnic antagonism:  

For indigenous converts from Islam to Christianity, society in general and members of a 

convert's (extended) family form the greatest risk. They do not allow any space for converts; for a 

Bahraini family member to leave Islam would be shameful and unacceptable. The government 

sometimes also puts pressure on converts by detaining them for a short period to quell public unrest 

and to pressurize the convert into recanting his/her faith. 

Drivers of Dictatorial paranoia: 

The Bahraini government is oppressive, especially against the Shia majority. As Human Rights Watch 

put it (in its Bahrain report summary, accessed January 2019): “The country’s courts convict and 

imprison peaceful dissenters and have failed to hold officials accountable for torture and other serious 

rights violations, including security forces’ disproportionate use of force to quell unrest. The authorities 

prosecute and jail prominent human rights activists and political opposition leaders, dissolve political 

opposition groups, and strip the citizenship of dissidents.” It goes without saying that Christians have 

to be careful in such an environment, especially if making statements which could be understood 

as criticizing the ruling elite. 

Context 
For a more detailed overview, please see the Keys to Understanding section above. 

When the majority Shiite population demonstrated against the Sunni government in 2011, the country 

became a scene of competition between Saudi Arabia and Iran. Although further uprisings have been 

prevented, the Sunni-Shia divisions within society are still present and the Sunni-government is actively 

oppressing the Shia majority, with little or no respect for human rights. 

A considerable number of expatriate Christians (mainly from South Asia) work and live in Bahrain and 

are relatively free to practice their faith in private places of worship, although proselytizing Muslims is 

socially unacceptable. The country is relatively tolerant in general because of its international position 

in banking and trade. Facing dwindling oil reserves, the government has started a program 

of diversification, becoming a center for banking and financial services and increasingly focusing on IT, 

health care and education. Unemployment, poverty and the dwindling water reserves are all major 

challenges. According to BTI 2018 Bahrain (p.4): "Bahrain’s economy is heading toward crisis. The low 

oil price has heavily affected state revenues and now threatens Bahrain’s social cohesion and welfare 

state. The government does not have enough funds for subsidies and other cash transfers to ease 

tensions among the marginalized strata of society. As a consequence, Bahrain faces a challenging 

period politically, economically and socially." 

Christian communities and how they are affected 
Of the four WWL categories of Christianity, three types exist in Bahrain: 

Communities of expatriate Christians: The majority of expatriate Christians are workers from South 

East Asia (e.g. from the Philippines), Africa and Western countries. They belong mainly to Roman 

Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox congregations and can live out their faith in relative freedom 

compared to Christians in other Gulf countries. However, Christians among workers from South East 

Asia and Africa often live under dire social circumstances. 

https://www.hrw.org/middle-east/n-africa/bahrain
https://www.bti-project.org/en/reports/country-reports/detail/itc/BHR/
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Historical Christian communities: Bahrain has a small group of indigenous Bahraini Christians, 

descendants of Arab Christian clans from an area which covers Israel, the Palestinian Territories, 

Jordan, Lebanon and Syria. 

Converts to Christianity: In Bahrain, Christians with a Muslim background are under considerably more 

pressure than the expatriate communities are. Traditionally, society is intolerant towards conversion 

and converts have to be careful not to talk about their new faith openly. Pressure comes mostly from 

family and community, and to a lesser extent from the state. 

Non-traditional Christian communities: There are no non-traditional Christian communities in Bahrain 

except those involving expatriates. 

Pressure in the 5 spheres of life and violence 

 

The WWL 2019 Persecution pattern for Bahrain shows: 

¶ The average pressure on Christians is at a high level (10.6), decreasing from 11.3  in WWL 

2018. The main reason for this fall is that the pressure on converts from a non-Bahraini 

background as well as expatriate Christians was reported to be slightly lower. 

¶ Although all spheres of life show high and very high levels of pressure, pressure is highest in 

the Family and Private spheres. This reflects the difficult situation experienced by converts in 

daily life as they face very high pressure from their (extended) family. 

¶ The score for violence went up from 0.2 in WWL 2018 to 1.5 in WWL 2019. There was an 

increase in the number of incidents reported and the situation of (female) domestic workers 

was scored more precisely. Although this led to an increase in score, it is probable that 

violence has been underreported in previous reporting periods. 
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Private sphere: 

The Constitution imposes no restriction on the right to choose, change or practice one’s religion. It also 

provides for freedom to perform religious rites. Members of non-Muslim religious groups that practice 

their faith privately do so without government interference. However, particularly Christians with a 

Muslim background face serious difficulties, as the surrounding Islamic society does not 

accept conversion to another religion. For those who live with their families or parents, having 

Christian materials, worshiping and displaying Christian symbols (such as crosses) can attract serious 

persecution. 

Family sphere: 

In Bahrain, where Sharia law governs personal and property matters, Christians face many challenges. 

Mixed marriage is only allowed for Muslim men. Muslim women cannot marry a non-Muslim man. Any 

such marriage will not be recognized. The same holds true for converts. Therefore, any child custody 

or inheritance issues arising from such a marriage will not be even considered and have serious 

implications for those involved, especially women. It is most likely that pressure will be exerted on 

spouses of converts to divorce their husband or wife. In a country like Bahrain, it is difficult to raise 

children according to Christian values, despite there being no explicit laws restricting Christian parents 

from raising their children according to their Christian faith. This is particularly challenging for 

converts.  

Community sphere: 

Christians often find it difficult to participate fully in local community life. Especially converts face many 

challenges, for instance at neighborhood playgrounds and local schools. One country researcher 

states: “Public schools’ curriculums include Islamic teachings. It is a must for Muslim students to take 

Islamic teachings. Christians or other non-Muslims are not obliged to take the Islamic teaching courses; 

however, converts who do not want to reveal their new Christian faith for safety reasons will still be 

required to take the Islamic teachings. In addition, there are no similar Christian teachings included in 

school curriculums for Christian students.” Furthermore, there is the general attitude in Bahrain that 

if you are a Christian - especially a convert - you do not really belong in Bahrain. 

National sphere: 

Over 80% of the population is Muslim and Islam is the official state religion. Sharia law is the principal 

source of legislation. Family and societal discrimination based on religion is a serious threat. As a result, 

for example, publicly expressing Christian faith through social media, print media or radio carries risks. 

Therefore, a Christian’s life in the national sphere is restricted. National policies and laws often address 

issues aimed to help the Muslim population and ignore Christians and other minorities. The fact that 

the country is divided between Shia and Sunni groups puts Christians in an awkward position: They are 

often perceived as siding with the opposing group. 

Church sphere: 

Even though the government sometimes allots land for church compound construction, in the majority 

of cases it is difficult for a church community to have a place of worship. The registered places of 

worship that exist in the country cannot accommodate the large expatriate population. Organizing 

church events outside the places of worship is difficult. Although producing and distributing religious 
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materials is permissible, provided it does not criticize Islam, publicly distributing Bibles or Christian 

materials could provoke a serious reaction from the local population. 

Nevertheless, when asked how visible the church was in the local community, one source stated: “Our 

church is very visible, even though the new churches don’t have a cross on the outside. Thousands and 

thousands of people coming to the church cannot be invisible. We don’t have social engagements; our 

presence is more based on the personal witness of a good Christian life.” 

Violence: 

When looking at violence against Christians, Bahrain is a typical Gulf country: The government does 

not have to act with hostility against Christians as pressure from society is high on average and 

Christians practice self-restraint. Reports about (physical) violence against Christians are not common, 

but it might well be that incidents go unreported. For a summary of the statistics on violence and 

examples, please see the Short and Simple Persecution Profile section above. 

5 Year trends 
Over the last four reporting periods, there has been a minor decrease in pressure in the Community 

sphere of life, while the pressure on Christians remained roughly stable in the other spheres of life 

(Chart 1). Chart 2, depicting average pressure, shows that the overall level of pressure on Christians 

remained high since WWL 2016 and would seem to have stabilized just under the 11 point mark, a very 

high level. This is a reflection of the fact that the situation for converts in particular remains very 

difficult. The number of violent incidents (Chart 3) recorded in the period WWL 2015-2018 was very 

low but the score rose in WWL 2019 to a low level. This pattern is typical for a Gulf country. 
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WWL 2015 - WWL 2019 Persecution Pattern history: 
Bahrain 

Average pressure over 5 Spheres of 
life 

2019 10.6 

2018 11.3 

2017 10.9 

2016 10.8 

2015 0.0 

 

Gender specific persecution 
Female: Women and girls are often victims of violence. In Bahraini communities, women are often 

seen as being inferior. As one researcher explained: “There is this practice that subtly decides what 

women and men can do. It is very unlikely to see women in power. This is even more when it comes 

to Christian women. Being a woman is bad enough, and being a Christian woman is even worse.”  A 

key restriction on women who come from Muslim backgrounds is the legal marriage restriction 

whereby they cannot marry a non-Muslim. The ill-treatment of migrant workers, including sexual 

abuse, has remained a moderately high profile issue. Although not primarily faith-related, some claim 

that non-Muslim domestic workers, almost all of whom are female, are more vulnerable to such abuse 

than Muslims (although, admittedly, such claims are hard to substantiate). 

Male: If expatriate male Christians face pressure because of their faith, it is most likely that they will 

encounter it at their workplaces. For convert males, the impact of their new faith is more far-reaching 

and it is most likely that they will be ostracized by their families, resulting in social exclusion: i) Their 

families will not support them any longer,; ii) They lose access to daily necessities normally provided 

by the family; iii) Finding a job will be harder in Bahrain's network-based society; and iv) no family will 

allow their daughter to marry a man who does not show respect to his family. If a convert has a family 

and job before converting, he is likely to lose everything when his conversion becomes known - the 

custody of any children, his wife through divorce and his current employment. This has major 

implications for all his family members as the men are often the breadwinners for their families. 
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Persecution of other religious minorities  
Hindus and Buddhists are relatively free to practice their faith. However, the country’s majority Shia 

Muslim group is discriminated against. This oppression has a political element since Bahrain’s Sunni 

government accuses Shiites of cooperating with Iran. The Shia communities are treated far more 

unfavourably than Christians in Bahrain. As BTI 2018 Bahrain puts it (p.3): "Torture in police stations 

remains common. Government officials continue to accuse Shi’ites and Shi’ite interest groups of being 

foreign agents, which has exacerbated religious and sectarian rifts in Bahrain’s already highly polarized 

society. Al-Wefaq, the largest opposition party representing the mainstream of Bahrain’s Shi’a 

majority, was banned and its secretary-general, Ali Salman, sentenced to nine years in prison for 

attempting to overthrow the regime. The government has also revoked the citizenship of the party’s 

spiritual leader, Sheikh Isa Qassim." 

Future outlook 
The political outlook: The key ongoing issues are the oppression of political opposition and other 

groups considered dissident, together with the impact of regional turbulence on Bahrain. In particular, 

Bahrain's position as a small island kingdom between the regional (political and religious) powerhouses 

of Saudi Arabia and Iran, with an oppressed Shia majority, make it potentially vulnerable to intensified 

internal instability or to unpredictable regional currents. These uncertainties could lead to increasing 

economic uncertainty. 

The outlook for Christians - viewed through the lens of: 

¶ Islamic oppression: None of the above mentioned issues have a direct impact on the religious 

freedom of Christians. The continuing relative tolerance towards Christians - as illustrated, for 

example, in the current construction of a Catholic cathedral - is such that there is little 

discernible anxiety among expatriate Christians; and within the regional context of the Gulf, 

Bahrain's liberal society continues to be a magnet for other citizens in the region, particularly 

from Saudi Arabia. However, this does not mean that it is likely that indigenous converts from 

Islam to Christianity will receive better and equal treatment in the near future. 

¶ Ethnic antagonism: With the current levels of globalization and modernization, as well as an 

openness to other (Western) influences via the internet, the younger generations are growing 

up in a world that is different from their parent's experience. However, family ties remain 

strong and it has to seen whether these modern influences will change the tribal attitude of 

most Bahraini families. Bahraini society might even become more conservative, in order to 

keep out influences not in line with Islam. 

¶ Dictatorial paranoia: The Bahraini government does not allow any dissent and it is unlikely 

that this attitude will change in the near future. Although Christians are definitely not main 

targets for government action - in contrast to the Shiite population - they have to live carefully 

and not cause public unrest through proselytizing activities. 

Conclusion: Bahrain is vulnerable to changes in regional politics and both Iran and Saudi Arabia seek 

to influence politics in the country. For now, the royal family from the minority Sunni group seems to 

have consolidated its power with the help of Saudi Arabia. But the Qatari crisis is still going on as well 

as the war in Yemen, in which Bahrain is fighting alongside Saudi Arabia. In addition, the influence of 

radical Islamic groups in the region (even after the military defeat of the Islamic State group in Iraq and 

Libya) is still present. In short, the region is unstable and this endangers the stability of Bahrain 

and threatens to have an adverse effect on the already vulnerable Christian presence. 

https://www.bti-project.org/en/reports/country-reports/detail/itc/BHR/
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-40173757
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External Links - WWL 2019: Persecution Dynamics 
1. Drivers of persecution: Article 23  -  

https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Bahrain_2012.pdf?lang=en 

2. Drivers of persecution: Human Rights Watch  -  https://www.hrw.org/middle-east/n-

africa/bahrain 

3. Context: BTI 2018 Bahrain  -  https://www.bti-project.org/en/reports/country-

reports/detail/itc/BHR/ 

4. Persecution of other religious minorities: BTI 2018 Bahrain  -  https://www.bti-

project.org/en/reports/country-reports/detail/itc/BHR/ 

5. Future outlook: Qatari crisis  -  http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-40173757 
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Additional Reports and Articles 

WWR in-depth reports 
A selection of in-depth reports is available at: http://opendoorsanalytical.org/reports/ (password: 

freedom). 

Open Doors article(s) from the region 
A selection of articles is available at: http://opendoorsanalytical.org/articles/ (password freedom). 

World Watch Monitor news articles 
Use the country search function at: https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/ 

Recent country developments 
Use the country search function at: http://opendoorsanalytical.org/ (password: freedom). 

http://opendoorsanalytical.org/reports/
http://opendoorsanalytical.org/articles/
https://www.worldwatchmonitor.org/
http://opendoorsanalytical.org/

