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This document presents a detailed dissection of
discrimination against atheists in Lebanon through
four independent investigations. Namely, a legal
analysis, media analysis, case studies and a
perception survey. Firstly, the legal analysis highlighted how Lebanese atheists are subject to
different forms of discrimination and exclusion by
the Lebanese law. In particular, the absurdity and
non-applicability of different articles of the
Lebanese Penal Code was reported, as well as how
this was used as a tool to censor atheists. Secondly,
a media analysis has been carried out assessing 14
Lebanese talk shows and news stories over the last
10 years covering the topic of atheism. The analysis reveals that most of the assessed material,
around 80%, is biased against atheists. Thirdly,
case study interviews were conducted with 38
consenting atheists and non-believers who came
forward to share their discrimination stories. The
study also documents the stories of two atheists
who endured discrimination and committed
suicide as told by their close friends. Almost all the
study subjects went through serious forms of
abuse, the most recurring of which was forced
veiling or physical/emotional abuse as punishment
for taking it off. The input of the participants was
submitted to Ceasefire MENA for later reference
and adequate documentation of infringements on
human rights. Fourthly, building on the input of
644 individuals, the perception survey showed that
a significant majority of unbelievers have endured
moderate to severe levels of discrimination due to
their lack of belief. Feelings of discrimination
were highest in the South and Nabatieh Governorates and among those with a Shia, Sunni, or mixed
religious backgrounds.
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I.
Introduction

Lebanon’s political and social reality has made it exceptionally difficult for non-religious and
atheist individuals to form any meaningful identity in the country, as they are an unrecognized
group and, as such, lack many basic rights which, by law, are restricted only to recognized sects.
This is because Lebanon has historically done little to evolve the archaic system established in
the early 20th century. Even though the system was created to ensure balance between the sects,
it only created tension due to its sectarian nature. Non-religious individuals carry much of the
burden as they are viewed as a potential threat to the established power divide. Calls for
secularism mean stripping the sects of the great power they have inherited. Furthermore,
decades of religious fervor that culminated in a civil war mean peaceful discourse is
exceedingly difficult to achieve, especially when fear mongering is very prevalent.
Lebanon’s system revolves almost entirely around sect and religious identity. This means each
person is dealt with according to their sect. Due to the fact non-religious identities do not legally
exist, a non-religious person is dealt with according to the religious laws they had acquired at
birth, even if they do not believe in or recognize them. This includes marriage, inheritance,
public positions, divorce, and other personal matters. As the sect is fused with identity at birth,
a person will carry it until they decide to remove it from their public records. However, such a
move means a person loses many rights, including the right to vote.
It should be stated that most of the difficulties that atheists face in the country are not due to
prosecution, but to social persecution and sensational media coverage of their stories. Atheists
face harsh consequences for their beliefs from family members who are hostile towards other
members who renounce their religious identity. Atheists and non-religious individuals are
forced to endure threats of being kicked out or shunned, leading some to feel pressured to lie
about their beliefs. In many cases, non-religious women are forced to wear the hijab,
suppressing their social freedom. As the country offers little protection for these people, many
suffer severe mental implications, on top of it being extremely difficult to help them due to the
dominating power of religious parties.
Media coverage, on the other hand, does not directly condone violence against atheists. In fact,
atheists are rarely covered in media, and the few times that they are, they are often portrayed in
a negative manner, or simply used to acquire a cheap controversial scoop for views. Some TV
hosts have hurled insults at atheistic belief and atheists personally. They would also host
controversial figures with non-religious views to undermine the concept entirely.
Socially, atheists are not usually welcome. While this is not true to the entirety of Lebanon,
many cities and areas make being an outspoken atheist rather difficult. Displaying your beliefs
to society may cost you your friends, your job, and people’s respect. You will have to endure a
generally judgmental crowd that often dehumanizes you and questions your morality, as well
as your sanity and intelligence.
Being an atheist can also have an adverse effect on marriage. Marriage between people from
different religions is considerably difficult, a reality that haunts the non-religious, who may be
forced to leave their significant other due to their inability to get married, unless they can bear
the financial burden of leaving Lebanon to get married abroad and return after.
The country has many paradoxical laws. While Lebanon did sign the UN’s Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, the existing elite have undermined much of what is established
in it. Non-religious people are legally pursued by the authorities for blasphemy and accusations
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of creating sectarian tension. This is further exacerbated by the fact that action is rarely taken
against individuals who act against non-religious beliefs and people, even when those acts are
hostile and violent. This means non-religious figures are actively threatened not only by the
authorities, but also by zealot groups that are often affiliated with the parties in power.
Lebanon also has several vague laws that do little except empower the authorities in manners
of constricting freedom of speech, in particular speech that is anti-establishment, something
often associated with atheistic thinking due to the close relationship between the current
establishment and religion. Besides, many of these laws are contradictory as well. It is fully
legal not to believe in god or religion; however, the laws are more concerned with the breach
of public peace. Criticizing religion is viewed as a violation, but while many religious beliefs
are themselves contradictory to or critical of other faiths, they are not viewed in the same legal
manner. It is ultimately absurd to force acceptance of beliefs on everyone else. The state’s focus
on maintaining sectarian lines means there is little effort in positive discourse and normalizing
dialogue and difference. This hurts atheists especially since they have no safety net and are
viewed as a societal fringe.
This report will cover all these topics in much broader detail, sectioned among four segments
that focus on data accumulated through interviews, case studies, surveys, and a comprehensive
legal analysis. Section 1 will focus on the legal analysis acquired to showcase the paradoxes
and oddities of Lebanese law and constitution concerning this issue. Section 2 will present our
media analysis, both in terms of misrepresentation and under representation of atheists and the
non-religious. In section 3 we will focus on the case studies we have acquired from a substantial
number of atheists who face oppression on multiple fronts. Finally, the data acquired from
around 650 individuals who identified as atheists or non-religious will be displayed in section
4. This data will help us paint a broader and more accurate picture of atheists in the country and
the discrimination they face, spanning many individuals from vastly different backgrounds.
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II.
Legal Report

1. Introduction
Since its inception, the Lebanese Republic has adopted an inherently discriminatory sectarianbased system that sidelined non-members of the recognized religious sects in the country,
including atheists. A balance of power between religious groups has been established at the
State level in collaboration with religious authorities, whose clerical courts are given free reign
over personal status matters.
Religious authorities, in their alliance with the State, have successfully maintained their
monopoly over personal and individual issues such as marriage, inheritance, divorce, and
custody – obstructing all attempts to recognize civil marriages conducted over Lebanese
territories and willfully discriminating against women with no serious repercussions despite
civil uproar and frequently recurring protests.
The State-Religion complex has successfully silenced speech against its authority through penal
code articles 317, 473, 474, and 475, in addition to deliberate misuse of vague laws. Any such
criticism is faced with meticulously orchestrated and coordinated legal procedures, threats,
physical aggression, and accusations of blasphemy, contempt of religion, desecration of
religious symbols, and provoking sectarian strife in the country.
In the period extending from 2018 to 2020, there were over 16 reported cases of musicians,
journalists, and activists prosecuted for blasphemy or provoking confessional strife. State
prosecutors and security agencies mishandled many of these cases by selectively applying the
law, failing to follow standard procedures, and pressuring individuals under duress to sign
pledges and remove content, or banning social media use altogether, even before appearing
before a court.
These articles of the Lebanese Penal Code are inconsistent and contradictory with the
international treaties signed by Lebanon, which, according to law hierarchy, must precede local
laws. Furthermore, these articles of the Penal Code are also in contradiction with the
constitution and vis-à-vis each other.
In section 2, we give an overview about sectarianism in Lebanon, covering some historical
aspects as well as the exclusion of non-religious individuals or groups by the constitution. In
section 3, we discuss the freedom of religion in Lebanon and delve into the details of civil
rights. Freedom of expression was highlighted in section 4 as it was one of the most violated
freedoms in the country. In particular, we highlight the restrictions imposed by the law as well
as the articles of the Penal Code which are usually used to impose these restrictions. Some cases
of violation if the law were listed and discussed in section 5. Based on the above sections, a
legal analysis was provided in section 6 discussing the oddities and absurdities of the Lebanese
law. Finally, we concluded with a list of recommendations in section 7.

5

2. Overview: Sectarianism in Lebanon
Atheists, agnostics, seculars, and the non-religious are not officially counted in the census of
Lebanon [1]. The country’s last official population census was taken during the French Mandate
of Greater Lebanon in 1932 when the atheist population was assumed to be 0% [2].
Consequently, government positions, including seats in parliament and high government
positions, historically distributed across recognized sectarian quotas, are not reserved for this
segment of the population [2]. Since the issue of sectarian demographics is politically sensitive,
as it directly affects power sharing arrangements, no census has been implemented since then
[3].
During the French Mandate (which began in 1920, was ratified in 1923, and ended in 1946),
and at the onset of the recognition of the Lebanese Republic (1920), the first Lebanese
constitution (1926), modeled after that of the French Third Republic, stipulated that deputies
were to be popularly elected along confessional lines. A custom of selecting major political
officers, as well as top ranks within the public administration, according to the proportion of
the major sects in the population was strengthened during this period [4]. Thus, for example, it
was agreed that the president ought to be a Maronite Christian, the prime minister a Sunni
Muslim, and the speaker of the Chamber of Deputies a Shia Muslim [4]. A Greek Orthodox
and a Druze would always be present in the cabinet [4].
While the French sought stability for their rule through this power-sharing scheme among the
different Lebanese sects, this practice backfired as it increased sectarian tension for decades to
come and hindered the formation of a Lebanese national identity [4]. A system where sects
compete over influence and power was always destined to lead to competition and spill over to
conflict [4].
In the period of the mandate, the Maronite president was provided with excessive power (such
as the ability to choose the prime minister) [4]. Theoretically, the Chamber of Deputies, which
represents all sects, performed the legislative function, but in fact bills were prepared by the
executive, which was effectively controlled by the president, and submitted to the Chamber of
Deputies, which then passed them virtually without exception.
After Lebanon gained its independence in 1943, the National Pact, which was an attempt to
renew the political social contract in the country, further sidelined the concepts of citizenship
and national identity by reaffirming that the president, prime minister, and speaker of
parliament be Maronite Christian, Sunni Muslim, and Shia Muslim, respectively [5]. Members
of parliament and high government officials also continued to be elected and selected based on
sectarian quotas [5]. Instead of trying to overcome sectarian politics, the political leaders at the
time went in the direction of re-assuring the sects of their political privileges and highlighted
the ‘equal partnership’ of Muslims and Christians in running the country.
Yet the lack of a common identity among the Lebanese, as well as the distrust and competition
among different sects, which was re-enforced by the sectarian power-sharing system, meant
that Lebanon would always be susceptible to political crises and occasional civil wars [5].
In the aftermath of inevitable sectarian armed clashes, most notably in 1958, and a bloody 15year civil war (1975-1990), also divided largely along sectarian and confessional lines, the Taif
Agreement was reached in 1989. The agreement, which ended the civil war, yet again
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reaffirmed this sectarian arrangement, while mandating equal Muslim and Christian
representation in parliament and reducing the power of the Maronite Christian presidency [5].
Although the constitutional amendments in the Taif Agreement used more recent census data,
all the power-sharing quotas were still allocated, in different proportions, to the 18 officially
recognized sects of Lebanon, and the non-religious were again assumed non-existent. No quota
was thus reserved for atheists, agnostics, seculars, and the non-religious for government or
parliament positions, or for high-ranking public jobs.
While some in the non-religious community in Lebanon call for establishing a “19th sect”, that
is for acknowledging the non-religious as a new minority within the current sectarian system,
Freethought Lebanon opposes such a demand and instead calls for the secularization of the
country with equal rights for all citizens.

3. Freedom of Religion
3.1. Religious Freedom and the Lebanese Constitution
The constitution of Lebanon guarantees in principle:
a) freedom of religion
b) the freedom to practice religious rites
c) the publication of religious material in different languages
d) the State’s respect for the personal status of every religious sect and denomination.
These religious rights are stated in article 9: “there shall be absolute freedom of conscience.
The state in rendering homage to the God Almighty shall respect all religions and creeds and
shall guarantee, under its protection the free exercise of all religious rites provided that public
order is not disturbed. It shall also guarantee that the personal status and religious interests of
the population, to whatever religious sect they belong, shall be respected [6].”
The Lebanese State officially recognizes 18 religious groups; all of which are sects of
Abrahamic Religions: Alawite, Armenian Catholic, Armenian Orthodox, Assyrian Church of
the East, Chaldean Catholic, Coptic Orthodox, Druze, Greek Catholic, Greek Orthodox,
Isma’ili, Jewish, Roman Catholic, Maronite, Protestant, Sunni, Shia, Syriac Catholic and Syriac
Orthodox [7].
Restrictions on religious freedom can be enforced, notably the provision that religious groups
do not disturb the public order. This vagueness of what constitutes a disturbance of public order
has allowed for violent crackdowns on groups of individuals and heavy metal fans who were
allegedly Satanists since the mid-1990s [8].
The Taif Agreement that ended Lebanon’s 15-year civil war in 1989, established a balance of
power among the officially recognized religious sects and the constitutional distribution of
senior political offices based on religious affiliations and quotas. Although the constitution
declares equal rights and duties for all citizens without discrimination, the confessional quotas,
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and thus privileges, may be viewed as inherently discriminatory against both the non-religious
and against individuals of non-recognized religious groups. This conflicts with the
constitutional declaration of equal rights, and hence renders the constitution self-contradictory.
Furthermore, the reference to freedom of religion in the constitution is also self-contradicting.
Article 9, mentioned above, both affirms absolute freedom of conscience while also affirming
that the State renders homage to the God Almighty.
The constitution also gives the sects the right to establish their own educational institutions [6].
However, the religious authorities wanted to further expand their influence, so they effectively
lobbied the state to enforce mandatory religious teaching classes within public schools starting
in the year 2000 [31]. The religious sects also objected to any attempts of the state to monitor
the content of these classes [31]. Thus, each public-school hosts religious classes that are unique
to the sectarian composition of most of the students in that school [31]. In instances where a
school is demographically mixed, students are divided into separate rooms during religious
class [31]. The teachers would be appointed by religious institutions, rather than the state, and
students are taught from a young age that religious difference is a non-bridgeable and
fundamental difference in Lebanon [31]. This in turn reinforces the problematic nature of
sectarianism in Lebanese society and within the Lebanese political realm.

3.2. Official Recognition of Religious Groups
A religious group can seek official recognition by the State through a process of submitting its
doctrines and moral principles for State approval [9]. The State would accordingly review the
request to ensure that the teachings are not in conflict with dominant social values, or the laws
of the nation as stipulated by the constitution [9]. A simple majority vote is needed in parliament
for legislation and State recognition of a religion in Lebanon. Consequently, benefits are
accrued by the religious group in the form of tax exemptions and the free application of religious
values to personal status matters [9].
Not all religious groups in Lebanon are recognized. Some of these sects include Buddhists,
Hindus, Baha’is, and various Protestant Christian groups [9]. Sect members are free to assemble
and practice their religious rites freely, yet they do not qualify for certain government positions,
nor is a quota allocated for these sects in public sector employment [9]. Additionally, Lebanese
law does not allow them to legally marry, divorce, or inherit property in the country [9].
Unrecognized groups are however free to register under the recognized religions [9].
The above legal disadvantages apply equally to citizens who have relinquished reference to
their designated sect from their official civil registry (ikhraj qaid) [9]. Omitting reference to
religious affiliation is not the same as leaving one’s religion, but only that the individual does
not wish to declare it. Therefore, the sectarian-quotas based system effectively discourages
individuals from even removing the reference to their familial religions, assigned at birth, from
their official documents.
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3.3. Religion and Personal Status Matters
Personal status matters are exercised by religious authorities in Lebanon, not the State. These
include matters such as marriage, divorce, inheritance, and child custody [9].
The Sunni, Shia, Druze, and Christian clerical courts are given legitimacy, jurisdiction, and
autonomy by the State to administer family and personal status law to their respective
communities [9]. These courts operate independently, with little intervention or oversight from
the Court of Cassation, on the condition that the clerical courts abide by the Lebanese
constitution [9]. Additionally, the State authorities endorse the appointment of Sunni and Shia
muftis and the Druze Sheikh al-Aql, whose salaries are provided by the government and whose
clerical courts are subsidized through State funds [9].
The individual’s religious affiliation is encoded on the civil registry “ikhraj qaid” [9]. This civil
document indicates personal status information and can be presented instead of an identity card
for government employment and university enrollment. By February 2019, 10,000 people in
Lebanon had removed reference to their religious affiliation from their ikhraj qaid [10]. The
procedure only requires sending a letter to the Ministry of Interior [10]. Prior to 1990, religious
affiliation was also encoded on the Lebanese ID cards. However, following the end of the civil
war throughout which sectarian militias installed barricades and murdered other Lebanese
citizens based on their ID card religious affiliation, religion was no longer mentioned on newly
issued IDs, although the data showing the religious affiliation is still embedded in the barcode
present on the ID cards [11].
Proselytism is allowed under Lebanese law [9]. Any individual may convert or change their
religious affiliation, subject to the approval of the head of the religious group that the individual
seeks to join [9].

3.4. Women’s Rights Found Wanting
In personal status matters, Lebanon still falls behind on women’s rights. Women were found to
face significantly more obstacles in law and court procedures in various forms. A review of
personal status laws by Human Rights Watch found “a clear pattern of women from all sects
being treated worse than men”, especially in cases of custody and divorce, both under the
jurisdiction of clerical courts [12].
In 2014, the Parliament passed new laws to protect women from domestic violence, and in
December 2020, the laws were further expanded in scope but still failed to specify marital rape
in their amendments because of fierce opposition from Muslim-majority political parties that
argued in previous years that a husband has the religious right to have intercourse with his wife,
even if she objects [12]. Today, many Lebanese women remain vulnerable as marital rape is
yet to be specifically criminalized, while sect-specific courts continue to have jurisdiction over
marital matters. Additionally, Lebanese women are still denied the right to pass Lebanese
nationality to their children, with the possibility of leaving their children stateless, while
Lebanese men are guaranteed that same right [12]. Anti-government protests in 2020 also
expressed opposition to this discriminatory law.
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3.5. Civil Marriage: Absence, Rejection, and Complications
The absence of procedures for civil marriage in Lebanon make intermarriage difficult to arrange
in practice between members of some groups, notably in religious courts when the male is from
a different religion, and in the case of Druze courts where mixed marriages are rejected.
Absence of civil marriage is not just a hurdle to intermarriage. Many citizens who are of the
same sect, on paper, strongly prefer a civil marriage rather than a religious one.
The Government does however recognize and register civil marriage ceremonies performed
abroad, irrespective of the partners’ religious affiliations, given that a recorded civil marriage
in Lebanon does not negate the religious affiliations of the partners [9].
The clerical courts’ laws would still apply on inheritance, and in various cases, as when a
Christian man marries a Muslim woman, clerical courts do not permit inheritance from one
partner to another [13]. It is also forbidden in this case for a Muslim mother to leave an
inheritance to her children should they be registered as Christians on official government
documents [13]. The Christian father, however, can pass an inheritance to his Christian
children, registered under the same religious affiliation [13].
Religious groups have opposed the discussion and implementation of civil marriages in
Lebanon since the 1930s during the French mandate and later in the 1950s when it was first
debated in parliament [10]. It is important to note that the right to have a civil marriage in
Lebanon has been guaranteed since 1936, but there has been no law to govern how this right is
exercised [13]. Attempts to block civil marriage have therefore focused on preventing a
Lebanese law for civil marriage, even if it is optional civil marriage [10].
Given that the legal right (but not the governing law) has been realized since 1936, religious
authorities cannot block the registration of civil marriage among Lebanese people when they
marry abroad (in which case the law of that country, such as Cyprus, would govern the
marriage) [13].
In 2012, an innovative legal approach, compounded with favorable political pressure at the
time, allowed for the ratification of a civil marriage in Lebanon between Khouloud Sukkarieh
and Nidal Darwich, and this represented a step toward secularizing family law [14]. The couple
took advantage of decree no. 60 from 1936, stating that people who do not belong to any sect
are entitled to a civil union, so the two removed reference to their sects – Sunni and Shia – from
their civil registry, which had become possible to do since 2007 [14]. On September 30, 2013,
Ghadi Darwich (son of Khouloud Sukkarieh and Nidal Darwich) became Lebanon’s first
newborn to be registered without a designated sect [15]. The couple later sought, and were
granted, asylum in Sweden [15].
Other couples similarly bypassed the ban, if only temporarily, since only 13 such unions were
recognized by then interior minister Marwan Charbel [10]. His successor, Nohad Machnouk,
under pressure from religious groups, blocked the registration of other such civil marriages in
Lebanon, leaving 37 civil unions without state recognition [10]. These couples then had to
remarry abroad so that their children could be officially recognized [10].
Lebanon’s Sunni Grand Mufti, Sheikh Mohammed Rashid Kabbani, issued a fatwa decrying
civil marriage and calling for the punishment of those who approved it [16]. The statement was
issued on the Dar al Fatwa website in January 2013:
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“Any Muslim with legal or executive authority in Lebanon who supports the legalization of
civil marriage is an apostate and outside the religion of Islam […] There are predators lurking
among us, trying to sow the bacteria of civil marriage in Lebanon, but they should know that
the religious scholars will not hesitate to do their duty [16].”
The Higher Shia council also spoke against legalizing civil marriage in the country [14]. The
Christian Maronite Patriarchy also has in previous decades fiercely opposed legalizing civil
marriage in Lebanon, calling for “solidarity” with Lebanon’s Muslim community in opposing
civil marriage [17].
Wadih Asmar, president of the Lebanese Center for Human Rights, links the resistance of
religious authorities against civil marriages in Lebanon to their fear of losing power over their
communities [10]. An additional incentive for resistance, according to Asmar, is the fact that
religious ceremonies constitute an important source of income for religious authorities, roughly
estimated at over 10 million US dollars annually [10].

4. Freedom of Expression
4.1. Freedom and Restrictions
The Lebanese constitution guarantees freedom of expression in Articles 13: “the freedom to
express one’s opinion orally or in writing, the freedom of the press, the freedom of assembly,
and the freedom of association are guaranteed within the limits established by law [6].”
Although press freedom is also guaranteed in the Publications Law, free expression is
constrained at the intersection of religious freedom. The government can legally censor
publications it foresees as grounds to sectarian discord or national security threats [6]. Severe
penalties in the form of fines and prison sentences also serve as a deterrent to free expression,
under the criminal defamation clauses [18].
Lebanese laws prohibit the publication of any content seen as offensive to one of the officially
recognized religions in the country [6]. Additionally, limitations are legally imposed on any
criticism directed towards the army, the president, or religious authorities in the country, under
the pretext of instigations to confessional bigotry, disruption of public peace, and the
destabilization of the country’s sovereignty, unity, borders, and external relations [6]. Failing
to adhere to one of such vaguely defined abstract terms could result in hyperbolic penalties, i.e.,
imprisonment from one to three years, and a fine from 50 million to 100 million Lebanese
pounds [18].

4.2. Vagueness on Online Speech
Lebanese law remains unclear on online speech in the absence of a regulatory framework. It is
yet undecided if posts and tweets are subject to the Publications law or the Penal Code under
11

the jurisdiction of the criminal courts [18]. This has resulted in conflicting rules, such as in
2016, when “the Publications Court of Cassation ruled on appeal that the Publications Court
has no jurisdiction over content published on Facebook, overturning the lower court’s judgment
that Facebook can be considered a publication and therefore subject to the jurisdiction of the
Publications Court [18].” Yet following this ruling, and as of this date, the publications court
is still accepting defamation cases regarding online posts [18].
The publications law offers several guarantees, such as the prohibition of pretrial detention [19].
In contrast, criminal law allows pretrial detention for accusations that may result in
imprisonment sentences longer than one year [20].
Furthermore, only an investigative judge can interrogate the accused, in the presence of the
defendant’s lawyer [21]. The judge must then refer the case to the Publications Court within
five days [21]. This mitigates the possibility of security agencies harassing, intimidating, and
violating the defendant’s right to privacy.
As observed by Human Rights Watch, evidence shows an exponential increase in the
enforcement of existing laws that directly limit freedom of speech: an increase of 81 percent
from 2017 to 2018 and a resounding 325 percent increase from 2015 to 2018 [18].
Consequently, institutional limitations have confined the non-religious to closed circles on
social media platforms to echo their thoughts freely in a safe environment.

4.3. Penal Code: The Four Horsemen
The Lebanese Penal Code, which dates to 1943, contains four articles that are most frequently
used as pretext to limit the freedom of expression of the non-religious in Lebanon.
Article 473 of the Lebanese Penal code criminalizes “blaspheming God publicly”. This offense
carries a prison term that can extend from one month to one year maximum [6].
Article 474 carries a maximum sentence of three years for contempt of religion and “defaming
religious rites” or its promotion, less broadly, disrespecting Christianity or Islam [6].
Article 475 criminalizes the “distortion of religious rituals or ceremonies or religious drawings
related to those rituals”, in addition to the desecration of religious and sacred objects [6].
Article 317 criminalizes “writings and speech intended to provoke sectarian or racial strife or
[to] encourage conflict between different religious sects.” The maximum prison term is three
years [6].
Human Rights Watch Lebanon have reiterated the urgent need to repeal or replace these overly
broad, archaic, vague, and poorly defined criminal insult and incitement laws, which are often
exploited by the Lebanese authorities for the sole purpose of silencing free speech and
expression [18].

12

4.4. Engines of Progress
In 2020, a “Coalition to Defend Freedom of Expression in Lebanon” was formed by 14
Lebanese and international organizations to tackle the repression of dissent and criminal
defamation, following the reported escalation in the repression of free expression and protests
that ignited in the aftermath of the October 17 uprising [22].
A 2010 proposal to amend the outdated Publications Law has not been passed in parliament as
of this date. The draft reiterates the limits on free speech, in accordance with existing laws,
while further defining and regulating “electronic media”, placed under the jurisdiction of the
Publications Court [18].
Human Rights Watch are advocating for the amendment of the laws and articles in the draft
that constitute “unacceptable restrictions on free speech” [18]. If the laws are passed in
parliament without the recommended Human Rights Watch amendments, these laws would “set
Lebanon even further behind” [18]. The purpose of Human Rights Watch is to align Lebanese
laws with international human rights law [18].

5. Cases of violations
5.1. Summary
In the period extending from 2018 to 2020, there were over 14 reported cases of musicians,
journalists, and activists prosecuted for blasphemy or provoking confessional strife [23].
Critiques against State prosecutors and security agencies’ handling of such cases can be
summed in three categories:
a) selectivity in applying the law
b) prosecutors not following standard procedures
c) pressuring individuals under duress to sign pledges and remove content or banning social
media use even before appearing before a court.
Lawyer Ghida Franjieh explains that “the punishment is the same for contempt of religious rites
and inciting sectarian strife and is up to 3 years in prison. While contempt of religious rites is
considered a crime against religion, inciting sectarian strife is a crime against state security, and
is therefore not limited to religion only. Hence, it takes a sectarian, social, and political
character. Therefore, judges see incitement to sectarian strife as more dangerous than contempt
of religious rites, and are thus more severe in judging such cases, which serves first and
foremost to protect the sectarian system by the judiciary [23].”
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5.2. Highlighted Cases
Charbel Khoury (2018)
In July 2018, Khoury was interrogated by the Cybercrimes Bureau after a lawsuit was filed
against him by a Christian group because of a Facebook joke about a Christian saint [18]. The
Mount Lebanon public prosecutor ordered Charbel Khoury to sign a pledge not to write about
religion and to deactivate his Facebook account for one month [18]. Khoury told Human Rights
Watch that the interrogator at the Bureau threatened him, saying, “if I see you on Facebook, I
will drag you by your hair from your house, and we know where your house is [18].”
In the aftermath of the lawsuit, Khoury filed a complaint against a former colleague who
physically assaulted him at their workplace [18]. However, none of the individuals assaulting
or threatening to murder or rape Khoury were investigated despite clear violations of Lebanese
laws [18].
Wadih Al-Asmar (2018)
In August 2018, the Cybercrimes Bureau investigated Wadih al-Asmar, President of the
Lebanese Center for Human Rights (CLDH), for sharing a Facebook joke that a religious
institution deemed to be insulting to religion [18]. Although the lawsuit against him was
submitted on August 30, 2018, he was called by authorities for investigation before the date of
the lawsuit, with the date of investigation being set on August 31, 2018 [18]. The mismatch in
dates, according to al-Asmar, may suggest “cooperation between the prosecution and powerful
religious authorities.” [18]
Mashrou’ Leila (2019)
In July 2019, Lebanese Byblos music festival was forced to cancel a planned concert of
Lebanese indie band Mashrou’ Leila “to prevent bloodshed, avoid backlash from Christian
fundamentalist groups, and maintain security and stability [24]”. Mashrou’ Leila has gained
worldwide acclaim for tackling pressing social issues and speaking out against oppression,
corruption, and homophobia in the Arab world [18]. Some reports state that objections were
related to two songs which were allegedly blasphemous [25]. Other reports state that the uproar
was caused by an insult to Christian beliefs, citing a then four-year-old Facebook post on the
personal page of Hamed Sinno (Mashrou’ Leila’s vocalist) that transposed the face of pop diva
Madonna onto an image of the Virgin Mary, noting that Sinno did not create the post but shared
it from another source [25].
Legal complaints against the band were lodged by Catholic Church affiliated groups and
blogger Philippe Seif, who condemned the band in a Facebook post: “Mashrou’ Leila’s legs
should be broken before they set foot again in Byblos [26].” On July 22, a lawyer affiliated with
religious groups filed a complaint with the public prosecution accusing the band of insulting
religious rituals and inciting sectarian tensions through their social media posts and song lyrics
[18].
The prosecution summoned some of the band’s members for interrogation two days after the
complaint [27]. State Security questioned the band members for six hours before forcing them
to sign pledges to censor some of their social media content and issue a public apology [27].
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Mount Lebanon public prosecutor Judge Ghada Aoun ordered their release on the condition
that the band members meet with the Archbishop of the Maronite Archdiocese of Jbeil [23].
The prosecution dismissed the complaint filed by 11 rights groups on July 30, 2019 calling for
an investigation into the threats issued against the band, including incitement to violence and
death threats [24].
Said Abdallah (2020)
In October 2020, Said Abdallah was imprisoned for 46 days for contempt of the President and
inciting religious strife by posting on his Facebook account criticism of the Lebanese president
and jokes about the Christian faith [28]. On January 21, 2021, following a lawsuit by Druze
religious authorities, Abdallah was called in again for investigation by the Cybercrimes Bureau
regarding posts criticizing the Druze sect [28]. He was blindfolded by military intelligence,
intimidated, insulted, and then forced to unlock his phone and delete social media content from
his personal profile [28]. The public prosecutor ordered his imprisonment and transferred his
case to the criminal prosecutor before being released eight days later [28].
In their November 2019 report on the criminalization of free speech in Lebanon, Human Rights
Watch detailed the contradictions and intricacies of how the government applied blasphemy
laws in practice. Charbel Khoury, in his December 2020 article for Daraj, cites severe
bureaucratic difficulties to acquire the case details to discuss their jurisprudence in his article
[23]. Our analysis in this section is not of case studies in practice, but regarding the blasphemy
laws in principle.

6. Legal Analysis
As explained in the previous section, the articles used to pursue and incriminate “blasphemers”
are articles 473, 474, 475, and 317 of the Penal Code. Aside from being contradictory to the
law application hierarchy, these articles are both dangerous and absurd in the legal sense.
The reasoning for the inapplicability of these articles and their absurdity is as follows:

6.1. Inapplicability of Articles
The code of civil procedures that defines the work of the courts, how they should apply the
laws, and how to explain them states the following in article 2:
Article 2: “Courts should abide by the hierarchy of the laws: When an international
treaty is in conflict with the regular law, the first is applied.” [29]
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Moreover, Lebanon has joined and ratified the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The
declaration states in its 18th and 19th articles:
Article 18: “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.” [30]
Article 19: “Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right
includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart
information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.” [30]
Additionally, the Lebanese constitution states in its 9th article:
Article 9: “There shall be absolute freedom of conscience. The state in rendering
homage to the God Almighty shall respect all religions and creeds and shall guarantee,
under its protection the free exercise of all religious rites provided that public order is
not disturbed. It shall also guarantee that the personal status and religious interests of
the population, to whatever religious sect they belong, shall be respected.” [6]
We note here that in the Lebanese constitution, the practice of any religion is limited by not
disturbing the public order. It states that the personal choices of belief should be respected, but
it does not mention that we must necessarily respect all religious rituals and ideologies.
Freedom of expression and the freedom to criticize religious ideologies, in any way possible,
is protected by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in the articles mentioned above.
Given the hierarchy, this universal declaration ought to cancel the effects of the articles of
Lebanese laws. In addition, the universal declaration confirms article 13 of the Lebanese
constitution that guarantees Lebanese citizens their freedom of speech.
Article 13: “The freedom to express one’s opinion orally or in writing, the freedom of
the press, the freedom of assembly, and the freedom of association are guaranteed
within the limits established by law.” [6]
This article is in conjunction with the segment of article 9 that clearly states: “free exercise of
all religious rites provided that public order is not disturbed [6].”

6.2. Absurdity of Articles
The Lebanese constitution states in article 7:
Article 7: “All Lebanese shall be equal before the law. They shall equally enjoy civil
and political rights and shall equally be bound by public obligations and duties without
any distinction.” [6]
It follows from article 7 that the application of articles 473, 474, 475 and 317 of the Lebanese
Penal Code should be equal upon all Lebanese citizens.
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Given the inherent contradictions among the Abrahamic religions, their practice may in many
cases foster inter-confessional and national order instability, conflicting with article 317 of the
Lebanese Penal Code. Publicly expressing religious beliefs may also be used as pretext to
insult, which criminalizes the behavior according to article 474.
Such instances can arise in the event of one sharing Quranic verse 72 of Surat Al Maidah which
claims that those who believe in Christ as God are infidels: “Those who say, “Allah is the
Messiah, son of Mary,” have certainly fallen into disbelief. The Messiah ˹himself˺ said, “O
Children of Israel! Worship Allah—my Lord and your Lord. Whoever associates others with
Allah ˹in worship˺ will surely be forbidden Paradise by Allah. Their home will be the Fire. And
the wrongdoers will have no helpers.”
The beheading of said infidels is called for in Surat Muhammad verse 4: “So when you meet
those who disbelieve [in battle], strike [their] necks until, when you have inflicted slaughter
upon them, then secure their bonds, and either [confer] favor afterwards or ransom [them] until
the war lays down its burdens. That [is the command]. And if Allah had willed, He could have
taken vengeance upon them [Himself], but [He ordered armed struggle] to test some of you by
means of others. And those who are killed in the cause of Allah - never will He waste their
deeds.”
Hence, expressing belief in one’s own religion can be considered grounds for disturbing the
national order as criminalized in the Lebanese Penal Code.
It is therefore unjust to prosecute non-violent civilians for mocking religions. It is an act which
neither aggresses nor threatens to aggress against other civilians. While on the other hand, direct
calls to aggression are protected by the legal system under the guise of freedom of religion.

7. Recommendations
It is first and foremost essential for the Lebanese law to:
I.

Abide by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights that Lebanon played a crucial role in
formulating. Article 19 of the declaration ensures the right to free speech of minorities in
Lebanon, among which are the non-religious.

II. Consequently, articles 317, 473, 474, and 475 of the Lebanese Penal Code must be
abrogated, effectively:
a. decriminalizing the victimless crime of blasphemy.
b. nullifying the legal suppression of dissenting opinions and free expression.
c. abiding by Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which necessitates
that the laws be “necessary, proportionate, clearly articulated, and intended to protect a
legitimate aim”; noting that the Rabat Plan of Action, signed in 2012, opposes
blasphemy and defamation of religion laws due to their incompatibility with the right to
freedom of expression and religion [18].
d. limiting censorship over artistic expression beyond the narrow restrictions permitted
under Article 19 of the universal declaration.
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III. The parliament must reconsider the adherence to the sectarian power sharing system. All
citizens should have equal opportunities for political participation and public office based
on competency, not quotas. A gradual, meaningful, and systematic transition from
sectarianism to inclusive secularism must take place. Steps to nurture citizenship and foster
social trust must be undertaken.
IV. Finally, a civil personal status law option should be made available to the Lebanese
citizens. This offers individuals the freedom to be subject to their choice of clerical or civil
courts in personal matters, rather than having their rights (marriage, inheritance, custody)
forcefully controlled by religious courts.
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III.
Media
Analysis

1. Introduction
TV is still the most prominent medium for news in Lebanon. The majority of the Lebanese
population, about 96%, use TV to get news or headlines, while 79% do that on a daily basis
[32]. This makes TV the most used media type for accessing information. Roughly only one in
10 individuals watches French material on TV in Lebanon. The vast majority follow Arabic
(99%) and English (60%) material, ibid.
The country witnessed the creation of the first television station in the Middle East in 1959
under the name Compagnie Libanaise de Télévision, which later became Télé Liban (TL). After
the implementation of the Audiovisual Media Law No. 382 of 1994, several private stations
were granted licenses and Télé Liban’s monopoly over broadcasting ended [33].
The Lebanese TV landscape includes nine national TV channels. Out of the nine local TV
stations that were studied by the Media Monitor project in Lebanon, only one is state-owned
(TL), while the other eight are in the hands of at least ten prominent Lebanese families and one
political party [34]. Furthermore, eight of the nine TV channels are politically affiliated, and
political parties remain an important source of funding. At least two TV stations were shut
down temporarily because of their opposition to powerful political figures: Al Jadeed TV in
1997 and Murr Television (MTV) in 2002.
It has been apparent for many years that each sectarian group in Lebanon has its own television
network or networks that broadcast to a specific target group. Till now, little research has been
conducted on the portrayal of religious minority groups, such as atheists, on Lebanese television
networks. This work is intended to assess bias against atheists in Lebanon as portrayed on
Lebanese TV stations.

2. Key Findings
• There were six main categories of subjects covered by the media on the topic of atheism:
Freedom (3), scandals (3), refuting atheism and affirming the existence of God (3), other
talk shows discussing atheism1 (2), disambiguation2 (2), morality and religion (1).
• The majority of assessed material, around 80%, was biased against atheists. However, TV
channels that promote religious ideologies in Lebanon, such as Al Manar, exhibited highest
bias against atheists.
• Most TV shows that discussed atheism, or topics related to it, presented atheism in an
unfavorable manner. This is true of 57% of the assessed material.

1
2

These are talk shows that discussed other talk shows that brought up the topic of atheism
Some talk shows focused on clarifying issues that overlap with atheism, such as secularism
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• Bias in question design was mostly expressed in question tone. Although allegations of
contempt of religion can be legally incriminating in certain countries, they were made while
citing sources, such as video material shared by the atheist participant.
• Coverage bias mainly materialized in less time given to atheist participants. The presenters
in more than 80% of talk shows that included both a defender of atheism and an opponent
of atheism interrupted the former guests more than the latter ones. This was sometimes used
to prevent guests from elaborating on pro-atheism ideas.
• When guests were included, biased talk shows in the assessed material systematically gave
less time to atheists. This was done by several ways which include: (1) significantly delaying
them from participation by giving them a lower rank 3 and (2) seating pro-atheist participants
along with members of the audience, but still allowing them to participate as though they
were guests.
• With few exceptions, participants were generally invited to talk shows at the same time

regardless of where they stand concerning atheism. On two occasions, proponents of
atheism, a geology instructor, and an ex Muslim sheikh, were invited significantly later than
other participants. Both incidents happened on Al Jadeed TV station. Bias in terms of
participant rank also exhibited itself in how participants were seated. On Future TV, atheist
participants of lower rank included young friends of an atheist who committed suicide who
were seated among the audience instead of hosting at least one of them as a guest.

3. Methodology
After compiling a list of Lebanese TV stations, material from the talk shows of each station
was compiled from YouTube and from each TV station’s website. Two individuals conducted
the search process independently. A selection process was then devised in order to choose
media material for content analysis.
The content analysis of this study adapts approaches of similar studies conducted on political
talk shows in the Middle East [35]. The time frame selected is from 2010 till 2020 with special
emphasis on the last two years. By using stratified sampling 4, materials from TV stations, such
as talk shows and news reports, were divided into different strata according to guest
representation, channels, and type of material. Stratified sampling is a type of sampling method
in which the total population is divided into smaller groups, or strata, to complete the sampling
process. Due to limited amount of material discussing or mentioning atheism, all relevant
material, in its respective stratum, was analyzed.
All material was watched carefully before each was assessed for bias. The method we used to
assess the biases relies heavily on that used in [35]. However, we have modified this method in
a way that better suits both our data set and the purpose of our analysis. As in [35], bias was
studied through a total of six indicators, divided among three types of bias:
The order in which pro atheism guests were invited or how they were seated, i.e., as guests or among audience
Stratified sampling is a type of sampling method in which the total population is divided into smaller groups or
strata to complete the sampling process. The strata is formed based on some common characteristics in the
population data.
3
4
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A. Content bias:
Direction of introduction: the way atheist guests were introduced compared to other (nonatheist) guests. The introduction of the guests could be either favorable, unfavorable or
neutral to atheism.
B. Question design bias:
B.1. Question tone: the tone used by the anchorperson when asking atheist guests a question.
The tone could determine whether there is any form of bias towards the guest.
B.2. Allegation-based question: this is a question carrying a form of an allegation or
accusation. Whether such allegation-based questions existed, or whether the allegations
were relevant, and given with or without sources, are indicators of possible biases.
C. Coverage bias:
C.1. Ranks of participants: this dimension studies the order in which guests were invited and
the time interval separating these invitations in case the guests were not invited at the
same time. An important parameter also included in this dimension is how different
guests were seated, i.e., as guests with the anchorperson or among the audience.
C.2. Time given per answer: the time that atheist guests were given to answer the questions
they were given compared to that given to other guests.
C.3. Interruptions by anchorperson: the frequency at which the anchorperson interrupts
atheist guests compared to other guests.
These six indicators are relative. For example, interruption by anchorperson is relative to how
the anchorperson usually interacts with other non-atheist participants. The conclusions of talk
shows were not studied because ending shows with a concluding statement did not seem to be
very common.
After carefully watching all the material, for each of the six dimensions (bias indicators), one
of three scores was given: a score of 1 when the material was favorable to atheism, a score of
2 when the material was neutral and a score of 3 for material that was biased against atheism.
This is explained in detail in Table 1.
Table 1. Political Bias Index to measure bias of talk shows and news reports towards atheists in Lebanon
Political
Bias
Category

Dimensions
of Political
Bias Index

1 point

2 points

3 points

Pro atheism

Neutral

Anti-atheism

Favorable

Neutral

Unfavorable

Praise

No allegation or relevant
allegation with source

Allegation without
source

Rank of
participants

Pro atheist party invited
first or seated as a guest
while opponent seated
among audience

Both parties invited
simultaneously and
seated similarly

Pro atheist party invited
later or seated among
audience

Time given to
answer

More time allocated to
pro atheist party

Equal time to both
parties

Less time allocated to
pro atheist party

Interruptions

Less interruptions
towards pro atheist party

Equal interruptions
towards both parties

More interruptions
towards pro atheist party

Content
bias

Direction of
introduction
Question tone
Question
design bias Allegations in
questions

Coverage
bias

Indicators for Political Bias Dimensions
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With that, for each of the assessed materials we get a score between 6 and 18, which will be
used to determine the degree of bias according to Table 2 below.
Table 2. Degree of Bias
Final Score
Degree of Bias

6 to 8

9 to11

12

13 to 15

16 to 18

Favorable

Somewhat
Favorable

Neutral

Somewhat
Biased

Biased

One major difference that our data had compared to that analyzed in [35] is that at some points,
and depending on guest representation, certain dimensions did not apply. For example, when
no guests were present, the content bias category was the only relevant one. Similarly, in cases
of one-sided guest representation, the coverage bias dimensions ‘ranks of participants’ and
‘interruptions’ did not apply. To account for this, the total score obtained using the bias scale
above was divided by the number of applicable dimensions. This score was multiplied by 6 to
obtain a final score between 6 and 18 as above, and correspondingly use Table 2 as an indicator
of the degree of bias. This can be explained in the formula below:
Degree of Bias =

Sum of Scores for Each Political Bias
×6
Number of Applicable Biases

For example, if for a certain episode only three out of the six bias indicators (dimensions) were
present, we divide the score we get by three, and then multiply by six to rescale the score. The
number of applicable dimensions for each category of bias is displayed in Table 3 below.
Table 3. Count of applicable dimensions for different levels of guest representation
Content
Bias

Question
Design Bias

Coverage
Bias

Total

No guest representation

1

0

0

1

One-sided guest representation

1

2

0

3

Two-sided guest representation

1

2

3

6

Guest Representation

4. Results
The online search on TV material concerned with atheism yielded 14 talk shows or sections of
talk shows that were analyzed for bias. As shown in Table 4 below, most of the material came
from interview talk shows. Other TV material that brought up atheism as a topic included two
comedic talk shows, one issue-based talk show and one news story.
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4.1. General Assessment
There were six main categories of subjects covered by the media in the context of atheism:
Freedom (3), scandals (3), refuting atheism and affirming the existence of God (3), other talk
shows discussing atheism (2), disambiguation (2), morality and religion (1).
Table 4. Lebanese TV channel material that was analyzed for bias against atheists
Serial Source Show

Type

Title

Host

Guest

Subject Category

Tony Khalife

Not Applicable

Freedom (abuse of
freedom of speech)

NO GUEST REPRESENTATION
106

Al
Tony
Jadeed
Khalife
TV

Interview
2020/03/09
talk show

95

Future Tele
TV
Stars

Interview Ziad Njeim, an
Carine Salame
talk show atheist or not?*

Not Applicable

Other talk shows
discussing atheism

44

LBCI

Comedic
Episode 23
talk show

Not Applicable

Disambiguation

Ramez Al Kadi

Mario Ramadan,
Sami Ab,
Mazen Abou
Hamdan,
Bilal Al Husseini

Disambiguation

Mona Abou Hamza,
Simon Abi Ramia,
Michel Abou Sleiman

Ziad Njeim

Scandal

Mohammad Al Bandar

Tawfeek Masroor

Refuting atheism /
promoting theism

Doaa Al Hajj Hassan,
Ahmad Taha,
Ali Rida Sbeiti

Mohammad
Shoukeir

Refuting atheism /
promoting theism

Nour Al Assi

Scandal

Maya Majzoub

Maher Abou
Shakra,
Sahar Ghaddar

Freedom
(of religion)

Zaven Kouyoumdjian

Shawky Bassil,
Jamal Awar,
Chadi Moawad,
Nadine Dib

Scandal (suicide of
an activist)

BBCHI
TV

Fouad Yammine,
Salam Al-Zaatari

ONE-SIDED GUEST REPRESENTATION: ONLY PRO ATHEIST

71

Al
Jadeed News
TV

107

MTV

News
story

Atheists in
Lebanon*

IssueTalk of
based talk Ziad Njeim
the Town
show

ONE-SIDED GUEST REPRESENTATION: ONLY ANTI ATHEIST
96

Al
Abelmos
Manar k seed*

103

Al
Communi Interview
Atheism*
Manar -cation* talk show

100

NBN

Interview
29/12/2013
talk show

Infidel,
Your
Interview believer, or
Kassem Doghman
Opinion* talk show atheist, what do
you think?*

TWO-SIDED GUEST REPRESENTATION

Our
Street*

Freedom of
Belief in
Interview Lebanon:
talk show Between
Atheism and
Religiosity*

72

TL

102

The suicide of
Future Speaking Interview the Lebanese
TV
of*
talk show activist Nour
Merheb*

Continued on next page
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Table 4. Lebanese TV channel material that was analyzed for bias against atheists (continued)
Serial Source Show

Type

Title

Host

Guest

Subject Category

Pierre Rabbat

Joseph Tawk,
Habib Ghobril,
Ghassan Rahbani, Other talk shows
Mona Saliba,
discussing atheism
Antoine Kassabian,
Roula Kehdi

Refuting atheism /
promoting theism

TWO-SIDED GUEST REPRESENTATION

93

MTV

Starting
with us*

Atheism as
Comedic presented by
talk show the TV show
Eye for Eye*

1

Al
Eye for
Jadeed
an Eye*
TV

Interview
Atheism*
talk show

Tony Khalife

Ziad Njeim,
Ahmad Harkan
(apologized),
Edgar el-Haibi,
Khaled Abed El
Fattah

70

Al
For
Jadeed Publicati
TV
on*

A Sheikh
Interview
shares his
talk show
experience…*

Rima Karaki

Jamil Halim,
Khalaf Abou
Khalaf

Freedom (abuse of
freedom of speech)

94

Al
This is
Jadeed How I
TV
Am*

The atheist vs
Interview
the penitent
talk show
evildoer*

Nishan
Derharoutyounian

Tony Franjieh,
Ali Haidar

Morality and
religion

*Arabic titles of shows and episodes are included in Appendix B. Arabic Titles of Shows and

Episodes
As discussed earlier, the analyzed material varied in terms of guest inclusion; this can be seen
in Table 5 below. Half of the material included the representation of both sides. In one out of
four instances of one-sided guest representation the represented side was pro atheism. This
instance was a news story that dates back to a decade ago. On three occasions, hosts engaged
in monologues or discussions among themselves without guest representation.
Table 5. Guest representation
Guest representation

Count

TV Stations

One-Sided Guest Representation: Only Pro Atheist

2

Al Jadeed TV

One-Sided Guest Representation: Only Anti Atheist

3

Al Manar, NBN

Two-Sided Guest Representation

6

Future TV, MTV, Al Jadeed TV, TL

No Guest Representation

3

Future TV, Al Jadeed TV, LBCI

Most TV materials produced by Lebanese TV stations about the topic of atheism that we
assessed were highly biased against atheists. In fact, there are only two out of 14 materials that
showed no signs of biases towards atheists. The scoring for each of the three categories of bias
is displayed in Table 6.
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Table 6. Political bias scores of assessed materials

Rank of
participants

Time
Given to
Answer

Interruptions

Coverage

Question
Tone

Show

Source

Question Design
Allegations in
Questions

Content
Direction
of Introduction

BIAS CATEGORIES:

3
3
2

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

2
3

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

NO GUEST REPRESENTATION

Al Jadeed TV
Future TV
LBCI

Tony Khalife
Tele Stars
BBCHI

ONE-SIDED GUEST REPRESENTATION: ONLY PRO ATHEIST

Al Jadeed TV
MTV

The News*
Talk of the Town

2
2

2
2

ONE-SIDED GUEST REPRESENTATION: ONLY ANTI ATHEIST

Al Manar
Al Manar
NBN

Abelmosk seed*
Communication*
Your Opinion*

3
3
3

2
3
3

3
3
3

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

2
2
2
3
3
3

2
2
2
2
2
2

2
2
2
3
3
3

2
3
2
1
3
3

2
3
3
2
3
3

2
3
3
3
3
3

TWO-SIDED GUEST REPRESENTATION

TL
Future TV
MTV
Al Jadeed TV
Al Jadeed TV
Al Jadeed TV

Our Street*
Speaking of*
Starting with us*
Eye for an Eye*
For Publication*
This is How I Am*

*Arabic titles of shows and episodes are included in Appendix B.

With this information, we display the degree of bias in Table 7 below:
Table 7. Degree of bias in the assessed materials
Guest Representation
NO GUEST
REPRESENTATION
ONE-SIDED GUEST
REPRESENTATION:
ONLY PRO ATHEIST
ONE-SIDED GUEST
REPRESENTATION:
ONLY ANTI ATHEIST

TWO-SIDED GUEST
REPRESENTATION

Source
Al Jadeed TV
Future TV
LBCI
Al Jadeed TV

Show
Tony Khalife
Tele Stars
BBCHI
The news*

MTV
Al Manar
Al Manar
NBN
TL
Future TV
MTV
Al Jadeed TV
Al Jadeed TV
Al Jadeed TV

Talk of the Town
Abelmosk seed*
Communication*
Your opinion*
Our Street*
Speaking of*
Starting with us*
Eye for an Eye*
For publication*
This is How I Am*

Score

18
18
12
12
14
16
18
18
12
15
14
13
17
17

Degree of Bias
Biased
Biased
Neutral
Neutral
Somewhat Biased
Biased
Biased
Biased
Neutral
Somewhat Biased
Somewhat Biased
Somewhat Biased
Biased
Biased
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4.2. Detailed Analysis
In this section, we display a detailed analysis of the assessed materials in terms of guest
representation and biases.

4.2.1. Talk Shows Without Guest Representation
As shown in Table 8, when no guests were included, both Al Jadeed TV and Future TV were
highly biased against atheism.

Interruption
s

Time Given
to Answer

Rank of
participants

Show

Question
Tone

Source

Direction
of
Introductio
n
Allegations
in
Questions

Table 8. Political bias index dimension scores for material that did not include guest representation

Al Jadeed TV Tony Khalife
Future TV

Tele Stars

LBCI

BBCHI TV show
Biased

Neutral

Not Applicable

Content Bias: Direction of Introduction
The content bias dimension ‘direction of introduction’ was the only dimension that applied to
material that did not include guest representation. Although only three examples were identified
in our search, talk show host monologues were, on two occasions, highly biased against
atheism. As exemplified by the quote below, Tony Khalife engaged in such a monologue where
he ranted about atheists ‘abusing’ freedom of speech to hurt the religious feelings of others
[45]. Hosts of the LBCI comedic talk show, BBCHI TV show, attempted to disambiguate
secularism by humorously emphasizing that being a secular does not necessitate being an
atheism.
Amidst religious debates among Christians, among Muslims, between Christians and Muslims,
and (more alarmingly) now between atheists and religious people. We always say that we
respect each person regardless of their convictions. If you are an atheist, I respect you and I
respect your convictions, but I will not allow you to insult me, to belittle my dignity and to assault
my sanctities. You are free to be an atheist. Practice your atheism however you want. May
Allah judge you as he finds fit. You are free to believe in God or not. In the end, your account
is with our Lord. But more abominable than being an atheist, how dare you ridicule our
sanctities, prophets, and saints? How dare you use those despicable expressions like you to
make fun of what we revere? No, we will not allow you. If you are foulmouthed, and you have
ill-spoken followers on social media, insult us all you want. You are incapable of accomplishing
anything with your insults. We are ready to accept you despite your issues. We have no
problem (with your issues), my brother. If you are an atheist, practice your atheism as you wish.
I do not have any problems with you. I am a believer. I want to practice my faith, and it is
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forbidden for you to have any business with my faith. You are forbidden from offending my faith.
It is impermissible for you to approach my religion, nor any of my sanctities, in any way. You
are an atheist. It is up to you if you want to be an atheist, it is your loss. But do not dare thinking
that by being an atheist you can refer to my saints and prophets with ugly insults like you.
Al Jadeed TV – Tony Khalife, Episode 09/03/2020 (0:00:00 – 0:01:28)

4.2.2. Material with Guest Representation
Around half the material (6) included representation of guests both favorable and unfavorable
to atheism. Two TV stations, Al Manar and NBN, never hosted guests favorable to atheism,
while only a single TV station, Al Jadeed TV, hosted only pro atheism and neutral guests in a
news story.
The scores of the episodes that had guest representation are displayed in Table 9 below.

Interruptions

Time
Given to
Answer

Coverage
Rank of
participants

Show

Question Design
Question
Tone

Content

Allegations in
Questions

Source

BIAS CATEGORIES:

Direction
of Introduction

Table 9. Political bias index dimension scores for material that included guest representation

ONE-SIDED GUEST REPRESENTATION: ONLY PRO ATHEIST

Al Jadeed TV The News*
MTV
Talk of the Town
ONE-SIDED GUEST REPRESENTATION: ONLY ANTI ATHEIST

Al Manar
Al Manar
NBN

Abelmosk seed*
Communication*
Your opinion*

TWO-SIDED GUEST REPRESENTATION

TL
Future TV
MTV
Al Jadeed TV
Al Jadeed TV
Al Jadeed TV

Our Street*
Speaking of*
Starting with us*
Eye for an Eye*
For publication*
This is How I
Am*

*Arabic titles of shows and episodes are included in Appendix B.

As shown in Table 10, bias against atheists on Lebanese TV stations generally manifested in
unfavorable question tone and introduction. When applicable, coverage was compromised
mostly through interrupting atheist participants. The only favorable instance occurred when the
presenter, Tony Khalife, hosted Ziad Njeim, both TV journalists.
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Table 10. Aggregation of political bias index dimension scores for material that included guest
representation
Content Bias
Direction of
Introduction

Question Design Bias
Allegations
in Questions

Question
Tone

Coverage Bias
Ranks of
Participants

Time Given
per Answer

Interruptions
100%

0%
Favorable

Neutral

Biased

Not Applicable

4.2.2.1. Content Bias
Direction of Introduction
Introductions of talk shows by TL, Future TV and MTV were neutral. Direction of introduction
of all analyzed material was never pro atheism. All introductions of talk shows by Al Manar,
NBN and Al Jadeed TV were consistently biased against atheism. However, when it comes to
direction of introduction of Al Jadeed TV materials, there was only one exception: a news story
with a neutral direction of introduction. This news story was produced back in 2011.
The following quote is the introduction to Al Manar channel Tawasol (Communication)’s
episode on atheism [46]. Ms. Doaa Al Hajj, the presenter of the talk show, describes atheism
as a deviance from an innate state of religiosity, a condition that is best kept to oneself, as she
then alluded.
As-salamu alaykum. Quoting the Noble Prophet may God’s blessings and peace be upon him
and his family, he said: Every child is born with the innate knowledge that God Almighty is his
creator. What drives people to deviate from this instinct and turn towards atheism? What is
atheism? What are the types of atheism? Are questions that emanate from doubt considered
infidelity? What is the role of parents in raising a son who is a believer or (one who is) an
atheist? Dear viewers, these questions and others will be the focus of our conversation today
with our guest in the studio, Sheikh Dr. Muhammad Choucair, so I welcome you, Honorable
Sheikh (…).
Al Manar (n. d.) – Tawasol (Communication), (0:00:32 – 0:01:10)
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4.2.2.2. Question Design Bias
Question Tone
Question tone was generally unfavorable to atheism. This was the case in over 63% of the
assessed material in this category. In the extreme case of Al Jadeed TV’s Rima Karaki’s
interview talk show with Khalaf Abou Khalaf, a once Muslim sheikh who expressed skepticism
and criticism towards orthodox Islam, Karaki questioned Khalaf’s exercise of freedom of
speech [47].
Rima Karaki: You chose to be atheist; this is your business. But why did you declare this thing
on YouTube and insult religion in the way you did?
Al Jadeed TV (n. d.) – Lin-Nashr (For Publication), (0:08:46 – 0:08:55)

Allegations in Questions
Although the presenters in most assessed material in this category did not make allegations in
their questions, it is important to point out that, in some instances, the presenters used published
social media posts as sources in order to make allegations against interviewed atheists.
Allegations without sources were more frequently made in material that excluded atheists as
guests. Such allegations included claims that atheists are mobilizing against religion and
attempting to proselytize the religious. For instance, in NBN’s interview with Nour Al Assi
concerning her graduation project, the fresh graduate at the time was asked if she had
reconsidered her faith after engaging with atheists [48].
The last question, as a believer and a veiled woman, were you convinced (to reconsider your
faith) following the (atheistic) statements you encountered while producing your film?
NBN (n. d.) – Ra’yak (Your Opinion), (0:05:17 – 0:05:25)

4.2.2.3. Coverage Bias
Ranks of Participants
This dimension was only relevant to talk shows that hosted pro atheist guests as well as religious
ones. Half the talk shows were neutral in their guest introduction. However, three talk shows
stood out.
When it comes to ranks of participants in the sense of introducing guests at different times, two
talk shows on Al Jadeed were significantly biased against atheists. Al Jadeed TV’s Ana Heik
(This Is How I Am) invited a lecturer of geology at the American University of Beirut and
outspoken atheist, Dr. Ali Talal Haidar, to debate a “penitent evildoer” who was taking the role
of a religious apologetic. Lin-Nashr (For Publication) invited ex- sheikh Khalaf Abou Khalaf
to a debate with Sheikh Jamil Halim. The title of the segment was ‘a Sheikh shares his
experience’. On both occasions, Al Jadeed TV gave less time to pro atheist guests by
significantly delaying them from participation. In these instances, respectively, 34% and 73%,
of the duration of the shows had passed where only the host and the religious guest talked before
introducing the pro atheist guest.
On the other hand, in Future TV’s Sira w-Infata’hit (Speaking of), the ‘main guests’ included a
religious family patriarch as well as a psychologist. Pro atheist participants were the friends of
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the Lebanese activist who committed suicide, Nour Merheb. They were seated along with
members of the audience but still allowed to participate as though they were guests. At the time
of producing the talk show, the pro atheist friends of Nour Merheb were in their teenage years
and early twenties.
Time Given to Answer
All 14 materials were watched and the time given to answer was recorded. Around 50% of the
assessed material systematically gave less time for atheists.
Although time given to answer was not included as a dimension in assessing shows with onesided guest representation, excluding atheist participation can be thought of as one way to not
give time to answer. Two TV stations, Al Manar and NBN, did that by consistently excluding
pro atheist participation.
In Sira w-Infata’hit (Speaking of), Future TV did not include pro atheist participants as main
guests. Instead, pro atheist participants were seated along with members of the audience but
still allowed to participate as though they were guests. The ‘main guests’, which included a
family patriarch – the male head of the family – and a psychologist, were naturally given
precedence.
The presenter of Al Jadeed TV’s Lin-Nashr was unexpectedly explicit in her desire to allocate
the entire episode for the religious participant [47].
Rima Karaki: If it was up to me, I would give you the whole time of the episode to speak, but
the TV management (would not allow it).
Jamil Halim: It is alright. God bless you.
Al Jadeed TV (n. d.) – Lin-nashr (For Publication), (0:12:55 – 0:13:00)

Interruptions
The presenters in more than 66% of talk shows that included both pro atheist and opposed
guests interrupted pro atheist guests more than their opponents. In the example below, the
presenter, Nishan Derharoutyounian, does not only interrupt the atheist participant, Ali Haidar,
but also shows no regard to the content of his statement [49].
Ali Haidar: The main difference is that the religious individual can refer to their holy books…
Nishan Derharoutyounian: Tony?
Tony Franjieh: I just want to comment on the last point…
Ali Haidar: …they would arrive at a (moral) judgement, while the secular needs to stay updated
with the new findings of science…
Nishan Derharoutyounian: Tony, go ahead.
Al Jadeed TV (n. d.) – Ana Heik (This is How I Am), (1:15:58 – 1:16:10)
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5. Limitations
Although the approach we followed is not new in media analysis, no work is immune to some
limitations, especially in the field of social sciences. The limitations in our analysis can be put
in two categories: method design limitations and data or statistical limitations.
Method design limitations
One of the shortcomings of the method that we have employed, which was a modified version
of the approach used in [35], is that it gives equal weight to each of the six dimensions of bias
that we introduced. It could be argued that, depending on the context, one dimension could have
been more relevant than another one, and so deserves more weight. Similarly, other dimensions
could have been also included. However, and after assessing all the material we collected, we
felt that the dimensions used were highly relevant, and that the assessment was generally fair.
Although this method has its limitations, we believe that the results it gives are more accurate
than a naive qualitative subjective assessment.
Data or statistical limitations
TV channel content is not uniformly archived or publicly shared. Consequently, search for
content on atheism through the internet probably did not result in compiling all material on the
topic that was produced in the last 10 years. In one case, only an abridged version of an episode
was available online. In this case, we resorted to conducting phone meetings with some of the
participants to compensate for the unavailability of the full material.

6. Discussion
Studies on media bias in the MENA region have often focused on media representation of
different parties involved in regional conflict. In the 80s, for instance, such studies focused on
media bias towards different sides of the Arab-Israeli conflict (e.g. [36], [37]). After the Arab
Spring, we find a canon of publications assessing media bias in the representation of the
revolutions that took place, such as the Yemeni revolution, e.g. [38], and the Syrian revolution,
e.g. [39]. Studies on media bias towards cultural groups in this region, such as Arab citizens in
Israel, e.g. [40] and homosexuals [41], have been tangibly rare.
As in other parts of the MENA region, examples of Lebanese media overtly dealing with the
issue of atheism and unbelief are scarce [42]. As with the media representation of homosexuals
in Arabic-language news outlets, the findings revealed that atheists are under-represented on
Lebanese TV channels, and whenever they are present in the news reports, they are depicted
negatively [41].
In line with the notion that communal religious practice does tend to promote intolerant
attitudes [43], our analysis found that TV channels engaged in promoting communal religious
practice in Lebanon exhibited highest bias against atheists.
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A few studies and news articles highlighted the important role played by social media for
atheists in the MENA region [42, 44]. For instance, social media radically contributed to the
creation of numerous networks facilitating atheists’ interactions and mutual support.
Declarations of unbelief and criticism of religion were forms of “liberation” and selfrecognition facilitated by social media. This public exercise of free speech by atheists on social
media has prompted two Lebanese TV stations to bring up atheism as a topic for news stories
and talk shows.
In the old days, an atheist would not publicly reveal themselves. They would seek to disguise
their disbelief. They would not even disclose their thoughts before others. Today, because of
social media, we have pages (dedicated) for atheists to boldly speak their minds. This is clearly
visible if we thoroughly inspect social media platforms.
Al Manar (n. d.) – Tawasol (Communication), (0:01:19 – 0:01:44)

Atheists are presented as a foreign other, e.g. [18]. In Lebanese media they are often lumped
with ‘unnatural phenomena’ such as suicide and devil worship.
Nishan Derharoutyounian: Hallelujah.
Tony Franjieh: Amen.
Nishan Derharoutyounian: After the break, Ziad )the religious apologetic( versus the other, Dr.
Ali Haidar.
Al Jadeed TV (n. d.) – Ana Heik (This is How I Am), (1:02:41 – 1:02:49)

The most interviewed pro atheist guest on Lebanese talk shows was Ziad Njeim. Dr. Njeim is a
Lebanese journalist and doctor who presented the program Referendum on MTV. He then
moved to Al-Hurra channel, where he presented the Free Hour program, which dealt with taboo
topics in the Arab world such as incest and same-sex marriage. Dr. Njeim was interviewed in
interview talk shows as a pro atheism guest. Furthermore, issue-based talk shows that hosted
Dr. Njeim consistently brought up the topic of atheism. However, Dr. Njeim, who describes
himself as the ‘emperor of provocation’, never explicitly described himself as an atheist nor as
a person who explicitly lacks belief in God. This is to say that the most interviewed pro atheist
guest on Lebanese talk shows is not representative of Lebanese atheists but is alternatively in
line with the scandalous facet of the talk shows that usually raise this topic.
Although on two instances the representation of atheists was dealt with in a neutral light, serious
discussion of atheism on Lebanese TVs on the other hand sought to either demonize or alienate
this subgroup. This observed ‘demonization’ and ‘alienation’ of atheists is in line with the
reality that most TV stations in Lebanon are owned or run by representatives of sectarian
groups.
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IV.
Survey

1. Introduction
There are few studies about atheists in the Middle East region [50,51,52], and Lebanon is no
exception. Since the inception of the Lebanese Republic, atheists have been assumed to be nonexistent by the state [1]. In a country where much blood has been shed because of interreligious
conflicts, and where most political power is divided according to sectarian quotas, atheists who
do not conform to the traditional sectarian groups have been ignored, marginalized, and actively
discriminated against.
To counter this reality, we have designed and implemented a perception study of how atheists
experience discrimination in Lebanon. We believe this is the first study of its kind both in
Lebanon and in the region. This study considers the experiences of around 650 different
individuals who had completed the survey. The data offers important insights into the
discrimination atheists face in Lebanon.
The data collected shows that a large percentage of atheists face similar ordeals because of their
beliefs. We believe that these difficulties, and the risks they pose, have caused some atheists to
be weary of participating in our survey. Fortunately, a sufficient number of individuals did
complete the survey, and we find this to be indicative of a deep desire to change the status quo.
The survey aimed to study the relationship of atheists with their surroundings, and so it covers
the relationship of atheists with their immediate family, their friends, and their work
environment. It also looked at variables like age, gender, geographical location, and one’s
religious background to better understand the nuances of discrimination against atheists.
It is important to note that we have worked hard to ensure the credibility of the data we acquired
and the reliability of the findings that were deduced. Freethought Lebanon is an advocate for
freedom of belief and humanist values; therefore, we went to extra lengths to avoid any
unintended bias while conducting this study. As such, the survey follows a set of established
ethics, and thorough work was completed to filter the data from the influence of any duplicate
or non-verified survey taken.
The survey analysis is divided into multiple sections each covering either specific data or
explaining the line of work established to acquire it. In section 2, we present the code of ethics
that we followed during this study. Section 3 presents the key findings of the study in a
summarized fashion. The methodology is described in section 4, covering all the details
concerning the handling of data, sample selection and survey tooling and analysis. In section 5,
the survey findings are discussed in detail, and possible correlations between different
categorical variables (e.g., age, gender, residence, background, etc.) are mentioned.
It is our hope that this report, and others like it, will contribute to shedding light on the
challenges atheists face in Lebanon and to transforming Lebanon into a more inclusive and just
country.
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2. Code of Ethics
In this survey we follow the AAPOR code of ethics [53]. In particular:
• Before they agreed to take part, participants were given all information about the survey
including content, purpose, and sponsorship. Participants were also given certain assurances
in regards of anonymity and confidentiality.
• The limitations and shortcomings of the survey are included in this report.
• The use of methods that might produce bias of the results was avoided.
• A description of the population and the selection of the sample, sample size and sample
tolerance are included in this report.
• All the details of the data collection such as method, place, and dates are provided in the
survey report.
• The exact wording and sequencing of questions as well as the exact results are included in
this report.

3. Key Findings
In analyzing the survey and building a discrimination index based on respondent answers to
discrimination-related questions (details below), the following results were found:
• According to our discrimination index, 63% of atheists in Lebanon have suffered moderate
to severe discriminations because of their atheism, and 37% have suffered little to very little
discriminations. Contrasted with the fact that 59% of those atheists feel they have not been
discriminated against when asked directly about that.
• There is no significant difference in feelings of discrimination between males and females.
• Perception of discrimination decreases as age increases.
• Feelings of discrimination (a) are highest in the South/Nabatieh Governorates, (b) are
highest among those with a Shia, Sunni, or mixed religious backgrounds, and (c) were
significantly less in those of Christian or Druze backgrounds.
• Most survey participants were open about their atheism to their immediate family (64.75%)
and friends (79.35%), however more than half the participants (51.83%) were not open to
their boss and/or co-workers. A similar percentage of participants (54.85%) fear that being
open about their atheism will negatively affect their career.
• Respondents of Shia or Sunni backgrounds were significantly less likely to be open to their
parents compared to other religious backgrounds and were more likely to have their
relationship with their families significantly or radically affected by their openness about
their irreligiosity.
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• Feelings of isolation and the impact of discrimination on the quality of life were positively
correlated with (a) the impact of being open to one’s family, (b) one’s friends, (c) one’s
work, as well as (d) the number of microaggressions and stereotypes the person faced.
• Those who described their families’ religiosity as religious or very religious were more
likely to face severe discrimination.
• The great majority of participants (89.13%) were subject to at least one form of
microaggression out of eight that were listed in the survey while 56.37% of participants were
subject to at least three.
• More than a quarter (27.48%) felt at some point that their life, health, or well-being were at
risk because of their atheism, 42.37% of which still feel so.
• Almost all participants (97.36%) felt that the Lebanese political system does not respect and
is not inclusive to atheists, and (73.14%) felt that they were treated unfairly by Lebanese
personal status laws (marriage, divorce, inheritance, custody over children, etc.).
• Most participants (80.73%) felt that Lebanese educational institutions instigate/incite against
atheists.
• 34.63% of participants were forced at some point to conform to religious practices or duties
against their will (e.g., wearing the veil, praying, going to church, fasting, etc.), while around
60% had pretended at some point to pray, fast, or practice any religious duties to please their
family or community.
• Most participants (71.58%) felt that their atheism, or expression thereof, might cause them
legal problems in Lebanon, and 90.37% have practiced self-censorship on their views
regarding atheism to avoid social or legal consequences.

4. Methodology and Limitations
4.1. Probability Sampling
Since we do not have any information about the distribution of atheists in Lebanon (whether
the geographical distribution or that based on other aspects), we decided to follow ‘random
sampling’ as a sample selection method.

4.2. Surveying Tool
Atheism is widely seen as a taboo in Lebanon, so it was not easy to reach atheists in Lebanon,
especially the closeted among them. Since anonymity is an especially important factor in this
survey (knowing that a significant number of atheists are closeted), conducting face-to-face
surveys was not possible. Therefore, we chose to conduct the survey online.
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By utilizing an online survey, we have inevitably excluded from our sample all those who do
not use or have access to the internet, and this is one of the shortcomings of our sampling
method. We claim that this does not have a significant effect on our random selection for the
following reason: it is known that 78% of the Lebanese population use the internet [54]. It is
also known that 20.75% of the population are between 0 and 14 years old [55], and those are
not expected to use the internet at least as much as those from older age groups. With that, we
can safely say that most Lebanese adults do use the internet, and only 2.48% of those who filled
our survey were under 18, let alone under 14.

4.3. Sample Selection
The survey was published in three steps between 02.01.2021 and 30.01.2021. Firstly, it was
shared in private atheist groups on different social media platforms. According to the statistics
given by the platforms used, the samples in these private groups were largely distributed among
all regions in Lebanon, as well as age groups. Secondly, we relied on word-of-mouth to spread
the survey using some focal points in most regions of Lebanon. Finally, the survey was publicly
shared on different social media platforms to reach out to more closeted atheists.
One of the shortcomings of this sample selection method was that it might have excluded the
atheists who are seriously discriminated against to the point that they would not dare to join
groups or pages that would share such content or would not even dare to fill out such surveys.
The distribution5 of our sample (based on where the participants originally come from) is shown
in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Distribution of survey participants based on where they originally come from

5

For those who live abroad, their residence in Lebanon before leaving the country was added instead.
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Among those who voted ‘other’, 2.64% reported that they do not originally come from
Lebanon. Noting that around 30% [56] of the Lebanon’s inhabitants are non-Lebanese, this
suggests that our sample is not fairly distributed among the non-Lebanese. This could be
interpreted in many ways, some of which can be:
a) Atheist refugees are much more reluctant to speak out their minds or attract unwanted
attention to themselves since they do not feel safe or stable.
b) The percentage of atheists among other nationalities (mostly Syrian and Palestinian) is low
compared to the Lebanese ones.
c) We were not able to reach non-Lebanese atheists living in Lebanon.
d) Non-Lebanese participants wrongly answered this question by stating their location of
residence (in Lebanon) instead of their origins.

4.4. Filtering
The initial sample size was 660, however some submissions were discarded because they were
a) duplicates, or b) randomly filled by a human or a robot. The former was detected by having
the browser generate a random number and removing duplicates that had the same number. The
latter was determined by the two verification questions we added (Q3-4 and Q3-20, see
Appendix C. Survey Questionnaire) in addition to the thorough qualitative check that we did.
The final number of participants that were retained in the studied sample is 644.

4.5. Technical Details
This survey was analyzed using R (v 4.0.3) [57] and RStudio (v1.4.1103) [58]; the primary
packages used were the tidyverse-associated packages. RMarkdown was used to generate the
initial report for reproducibility purposes. Automated exploratory data analysis packages (autoEDA) were used to generate the initial set of plots, combining the various features (both original
and generated, such as the number of microaggressions faced by a respondent and the discrimination index) in plots. Afterwards, plots showing promising correlations were mined for further
insight, and the results were plotted using `ggplot2`.

5. Detailed Findings and Analysis
5.1. Sex
In terms of sex, male-identifying survey respondents were 436 (68.3%), whereas femaleidentifying respondents numbered 194 (30.4%). Four respondents (0.6%) identified as nonbinary, while the remaining four respondents did not adequately answer the question.
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5.2. Age
The age distribution of the survey participants as displayed in Figure 2 below, shows that more
than half of the participants were between 24 and 34 years old, with the second largest group
being the 18-24 group.

Figure 2. Age distribution of survey participants

This could be a result of the recent, but slow, spread of atheism and secular values in Lebanon
[59], as well as in the region, in the past few years which is mostly affecting the newer
generation. Religiosity and sectarian divide could be more prevalent among older generations
who lived during the more conservative days as well as the 15 years long Lebanese civil war.
More importantly, and because of the limitations discussed earlier in the methodology, these
numbers are not necessarily representative of the real age distribution of atheists in Lebanon.
In particular, and since our survey was strictly conducted online, there is a good chance that the
reason why most participants were among the younger age groups, is simply that this is the age
group that uses the internet the most.

5.3. Current Residence
The geographical distribution of survey participants is displayed in Figure 3. The entries of six
participants were excluded for giving inadequate or unclear answers, and the percentages were
calculated accordingly. These numbers suggest that most participants (~75%) were residing
between Mount Lebanon and Beirut Governorates.
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Figure 3. Distribution of survey participants with respect to their current location of residence

Around 20% (130 participants) of the survey participants reported living abroad. However, they
were asked about their location prior to leaving the country, and their answers were merged
with the rest of the participants. The reason this was done is because we are interested in the
discrimination that happened in Lebanon, and those who lived abroad, were asked to answer
the survey based on the period in which they lived in Lebanon. The questionnaires of those who
never lived in Lebanon were discarded in the filtering process we discussed earlier in the
methodology.

5.4. Type of Residence
Most participants (73%) lived in urban residencies while the others lived in rural residences.
This can be seen in Table 11 from which excludes the entries of nine respondents who did not
give clear answers.
Table 11. Distribution of survey participants with respect to their type of residence
Type of Residence

Count

Percentage

Rural (village)

172

27%

Urban (city)

463

73%

5.5. Religious Background
The survey participants were asked about their religious backgrounds, i.e., the religion of their
parents, and the responses were distributed as shown in Table 12 below.
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Table 12. Distribution of survey participants with respect to their religious background
Religious background

Count Percentage

Religious background

Christian - Armenian Catholic

6

0.93%

Alawite

Christian - Armenian Orthodox

19

2.59%

6

Count Percentage
2

0.31%

Druze

45

6.99%

0.93%

Mixed *

33

5.12%

54

8.39%

Muslim - Mixed

17

2.64%

123

19.1%

Muslim - Shia

149

23.14%

Christian - Melkite/ Catholic

35

5.43%

Muslim - Sunni

136

21.12%

Christian - Mixed

10

1.55%

Other †

9

1.39%

Christian - Evangelical Protestant
Christian - Greek Orthodox
Christian - Maronite

* Parents were born into different religions
† Including participants coming from secular backgrounds and other religious minorities

These numbers are not much different from the sectarian distribution of the general Lebanese
population. This suggests that the religious background of a person did not have a considerable
effect on whether they turned atheist or not. In other words, people from all religious
backgrounds were as likely to turn atheist.
In the following graphs, where religious background is considered, the communities for which
we had less than 20 samples were not considered for analysis for their statistical insignificance.

5.6. Religiosity
One of the possible indicators of discrimination against atheists could be the religiosity of their
parents. With that, participants were asked to rate the religiosity of their parents on a scale
ranging from ‘not religious at all’ to ‘very religious’. The results which are presented in Table
13, suggest that more than half of the participants (~54%) considered their parents to be
‘religious’ or ‘very religious’.
Table 13. Distribution of survey participants with respect to the religiosity of their parents
Parents’ Religiosity

Count

Percentage

Not at all religious

65

10.09%

Somehow religious

234

36.34%

Religious

232

36.02%

Very religious

113

17.55%

The correlation between the participants’ religious background and the religiosity of their
parents was studied and displayed in Figure 4. It was noted that respondents of Sunni, Shia, and
Maronite backgrounds were more likely to describe their families as ‘very religious’ compared
to those coming from other backgrounds.
On the other hand, no participant who is from a mixed religious background reported having a
very religious family.
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Figure 4. Correlation between the religiosity of the participants’ parents and the religion they follow

5.7. Openness to Family, Friends and Bosses/Coworkers
Most survey participants (65%) were open to their immediate families about their views.

Figure 5. Openness of survey participants to their immediate families about their atheism

As for the sex, men were more likely to be open to their families about their atheism than
women as can be seen in Figure 6.
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Figure 6. Correlation between sex and openness about participant’s atheism to their immediate family

Muslims (Sunni and Shia) were much less likely to be open to their families compared to other
religious backgrounds.

Figure 7. Correlation between religious background and openness about participant’s atheism to
their immediate family

Those who were open to their immediate families about their atheism were asked about the
effect that this had on their relationship with them. As indicated in Figure 8, almost half of those
reported that this had no effect at all, and a very small minority said that it had a radical effect.
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Figure 8. Effect of participants’ openness about atheism on relationship with their immediate family

As for friends, even a bigger percentage of participants were open to their friends about their
atheism as can be seen in Figure 9. Males were slightly more likely to be open to their friends
than females.
When it comes to the work environment, and after excluding all the non-relevant answers
(i.e., those who do not work), we found that only 40% were open about their atheism to their
coworkers and/or bosses as shown in Figure 10.

Figure 9. Openness of survey participants to
their friends about their atheism

Figure 10. Openness of survey participants to
their colleagues and/or coworkers about their
atheism
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This result goes hand by hand with the
fact that around 54% of participants
feared that that being open about their
atheism will negatively affect their career
as shown in
Figure 11.

With that we see that atheists were quite
likely to be open to their families and
friends about their atheism, with that
having moderate effect on their relationship with them. However, most participants
seemed reserved about their views to their
colleagues and bosses, and expressed
some fear of this affecting their career.
Figure 11. Fear that being open about one’s atheism
will negatively affect their career

5.8. Political System, Education and Laws
Although being an atheist is not illegal in the Lebanese law, the following section shows that
atheists were significantly discriminated against by the system. As a start, almost all participants
(97.36%) felt that the Lebanese political system does not respect atheists, nor is inclusive to
them. This is totally understandable knowing that, and as implied by the Constitution, Lebanon
follows a sectarian law. Considering this law, all the governmental and public sector positions
are divided among the sects, and naturally excludes those who feel that they do not belong to
any sect.
Similarly, the majority felt that they were not treated fairly by the Lebanese personal status laws
like marriage, divorce, inheritance, or custody over children. When asked about the reason,
most participants complained about the fact that civil marriage is not yet legalized in Lebanon,
as well as having to go to religious courts – which they do not believe in – when it comes to
personal status matters.
Women felt even more discriminated against in this department as can be seen in Figure 13.
When asked about the reason, in addition to the general complaints about civil marriage, many
(if not most) women felt that the personal status laws were more discriminatory towards them.
To give a better image, some of the points that were raised by the participants are: “Laws
discriminate against women”, “As a female I only get 1/3rd of my parents property as opposed
to my brother who gets 2/3rd”, “As a 1) woman and 2) atheist, many laws concerning child
custody and inheritance are for me ridiculously outdated and borderline criminal”, “Muslim
laws are not fair with women” and “I am a woman”.
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Figure 12. Most respondents felt that the
Lebanese political law does not respect them
and is not inclusive to atheists.

Figure 13. Women were more likely to feel
discriminated against by personal status laws.

When it comes to educational institutions, from schools to universities, most participants
(~81%) felt from their experience that these institutions instigate/incite against atheists.

Figure 14. Most participants felt that Lebanese educational institutions instigate/incite against atheists.

Finally, around 72% of participants felt that their atheism or expression thereof might cause them
legal problems. As a result of that, around 90% of atheists have (at least to some extent) practiced
self-censorship on their views regarding atheism to avoid social or legal consequences.
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Figure 15. Most participants felt that that their
atheism or expression thereof might cause
them legal problems.

Figure 16. Most participants practiced selfcensorship on their views to avoid social or
legal consequences.

5.9. Conforming to Religious Practices
Around 35% of participants were forced to conform to religious practices or duties against their
will (e.g., wear the veil, pray, go to church or fast). Around 60% of participants have pretended
to pray, fast, or practice any religious duties to please their family or community.
Table 14. Percentage of participants who were forced or pretended to practice religious duties
Forced to Practice Religious Duties

Pretended to Practice Religious Duties

Count

Percentage

Count

Percentage

Yes

223

34.62%

385

59.78%

No

421

65.37%

259

40.21%

5.10. Discrimination Index
Throughout the survey, participants were asked whether they were discriminated against
because of their atheism. However, people are always subject to biases and/or misinformation,
and so taking this question to be the sole indicator of whether somebody was actually discriminated against or not will without any doubt give us inaccurate results. This hypothesis was
supported by the data we collected, which shows a number of discrepancies, to name a few:
Among people who answered ‘No’ to “Have you ever been discriminated against because of
your atheism?”:
• 70.6% feel that they are treated unfairly by the Lebanese personal status laws.
• 29.4% were/are forced to conform to religious practices or duties against their will.

48

• 96.59% feel that the Lebanese political system does not respect atheists and is not inclusive
to them.
• 31.51% currently feel that their life, health, or well-being are at risk because of their atheism.
One possible explanation concerning the reason behind such discrepancies could be the fact
that acts of discrimination are at some points normalized, to the extent that victims who are
subject to such acts no longer recognize that such acts are considered discrimination.
For this reason, we decided to build a more representative index of discrimination based on the
scoring system presented in Table 15.
Table 15. Index of discrimination
Question

Points

Number of microaggressions faced

number divided by 2*

Number of stereotypes

number divided by 2*

Impact on quality of life

rating from 1 to 4, divided by 2

If the respondent feels discriminated against

2 points

If the respondent has been affected in their career by their irreligiosity

2 points

If they have felt at risk

4 points

If they (also) currently feel at risk

2 points

If they feel discriminated against by personal status laws

2 points

If they were forced to perform religious practices

3 points

If they pretended to perform religious practices

1 point

If they feel like the legal system discriminates against them

3 points

If they censor themselves when it comes to their irreligiosity

2 points

If they feel like the political system does not respect them

2 points

If they feel like the educational system does not respect them

2 points

* The maximum for these questions was set to 3 points

The weights assigned for each question are based on our estimation of how indicative of
discrimination was the question. These numbers are not meant to give an exact score, but rather
to categorize the discrimination from “very little” to “severe”. We tried many different algorithms that assign different scores to different questions; however, the final results were not
significantly affected. Noting that this scale is based on many different indicators, uncertainties
in one of the inputs would not significantly affect the final score.
The maximum possible number of points, 33, was divided into 5 equally sized brackets and
used to classify the responses depending on how many points they received. The results
displayed in Table 16 below show that around 63% of participants have faced moderate to severe
discrimination, and around 27% faced little to very little discrimination.
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Table 16. Distribution of survey participants with respect to the degree of discrimination they have
been subject to
Discrimination Level
Very little discrimination

Count

Percentage

39

6.05%

Little discrimination

198

30.74%

Moderate discrimination

234

36.33%

Significant discrimination

132

20.49%

41

6.36%

Severe discrimination

Family Religiosity
Family religiosity and discrimination are positively correlated for religious families. It is
noteworthy that people who indicated coming from non-religious families still experienced
discrimination because the index does not measure discrimination from family members only:

Figure 17. Correlation between family religiosity and discrimination level

Age
As for the age, we noticed that as age increases, the perception of discrimination decreases as
demonstrated in Figure 18. This could be related to the fact that people from younger age groups
tend to be more vocal and confrontational. On another hand, it could be that the society
discriminate less against older generations especially those with a certain social status.
The ‘above 65’ age group was excluded from this plot for its statistical insignificance, with
only one participant reporting being in this age group.
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Figure 18. Correlation between age and discrimination level

Geographical Location

Figure 19. Correlation between location of residence and discrimination level

When it comes to the geographical distribution, we noticed that respondents from the Nabatieh
and South Governorates faced higher discrimination levels than others. This could be due to
the fact that these regions are particularly more religious than others, and are mostly ruled by
religious parties.
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5.11. Microaggressions
Almost 90% of survey respondents faced at least one of the examples of microaggressions that
we had given, and around 51% faced at least three.

Figure 20. Distribution of survey participants with respect to the number of microaggressions they
faced

The most common of these microaggressions were ‘If you don’t believe in god, what stops you
from committing immoral acts?’ and ‘You will change your mind when you grow up’.

Figure 21. Distribution of microaggressions faced by survey participants

52

5.12. Stereotypes
When asked about the way they felt they were seen as atheists, around 95% of survey
participants reported that they were subject to at least one negative stereotype by their society,
and 58.6% reported that they were subject to at least three. The most common among those
stereotypes were “immoral” and “not trustworthy”.

Figure 22. Distribution of survey participants with respect to the number of stereotypes they faced

The rest of the stereotypes that were faced by participants are displayed in Figure 23 below:

Figure 23. Distribution of stereotypes faced by survey participants
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5.13. Correlation Analysis
Questions to which respondents answered on a scale (‘Strongly disagree’ - ‘Strongly agree’)
were quantified. Figure 24 below shows the correlations at we found between the different
questions that were asked.

Figure 24. Correlations observed between answers for questions of discrimination

All values were positively correlated with each other, and all were statistically significant at
alpha = 0.056, except the correlation between impact on work and impact on family. Notably,
feelings of isolation are most affected by the impact on relationship with family, then by the
impact on relationship with friends, and then on relationship with boss/colleagues in last place.
The number of stereotypes and microaggressions faced were highly correlated.

Here alpha, known as the statistical significance, is a parameter used in statistical analysis. This value was
given for those interested in the technicalities of our analysis.
6
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6. Conclusion
Atheists in Lebanon suffer significant challenges on multiple fronts, yet they seem to be underreporting their own plights, as is evident in section (5.8). This might be explained by either
discrimination being normalized and atheists feeling desensitized towards it, or by the refusal
of some atheists to victimize themselves, even when their rights are violated.
Interestingly, perceptions of discrimination decrease with the increase of age. This is possibly
because society does not attack middle-aged (and older) adults, who have well-established
careers and social status, as often as it attacks young adults, or because young adults tend to be
more combative and confrontational than their older counterparts who are more socially
adapted.
This social adaptation is a forced choice for many in the atheist community as more than 54%
believe that their career will be negatively affected by their atheism and as more than 90%
reported that they practice self-censorship on their atheistic views in order to avoid social or
legal problems.
This is not surprising, as around 95% of the survey participants have experienced at least one
negative stereotype against their atheism, with the most common stereotype being that atheists
are immoral and not trustworthy.
This hostility towards atheists is not only limited to social attitudes, but it is rather well
established in law, public institutions, and educational institutions. More than 80% of the atheist
community in Lebanon believe that educational institutions instigate and incite against atheists,
whereas more than 73% feel that they have been treated unfairly by Lebanese personal status
laws, and an overwhelming 97% of atheists view that the Lebanese political system neither
respects their identity nor is inclusive to them.
Unfortunately, all these overlapping challenges, in addition to severe familial pressure in some
cases, have led more than a quarter (27.48%) of the atheist community in Lebanon to perceive
that their life, health or well-being were once at risk because of their atheism, 42.37% of which
still feel so.
The above numbers may paint a bleak image of the situation of atheists in Lebanon, but they
also highlight the urgency of tackling discrimination against atheists in the country, while also
offering a groundwork for future strategic planning to counter the various mentioned
challenges. It is our hope that this report, and other similar reports, will contribute to
transforming Lebanon into a more just and more inclusive country.
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V.
Case Studies

1. Summary
In deeply religious societies like that of the Middle East, the irreligious and non-believers face
widespread discrimination. To date, the nature and extent of this discrimination in Lebanon has,
to our knowledge, not been assessed empirically. We strove to begin closing this gap by
conducting case studies in which we interviewed atheists and non-believers who came forward
to share their discrimination stories.
The contact with participants was established through a post in a closed Facebook group for
non-believers that includes over 3700 members. In the post, the intentions behind the project
were explained, and people who were subject to atheism-related discrimination were
encouraged to come forward and share their experience. In addition, some other participants
were personally approached by the team, as they were known to have been subjected to, or were
still being subjected to discrimination because of their views towards religion.
Before the interviews, a consent form was sent to each one of the interviewees. The form
described the project and its desired outcomes and asked for the participants’ consent to feature
their stories in the study, and whether they would like their names to stay anonymous or not.
The interviewees were asked to choose the platform they wished to conduct their interview
through (WhatsApp, Messenger, Zoom, etc.), and the form of the interview (whether through
texting, a call or a video chat).
The interviews were conducted from December 18,
2020 to February 9, 2021. Interviews lasted between 20
to 60 minutes. During that time, the participants were
asked to talk about the details of the discriminatory
incident(s) that they had gone through. A total of 40
case studies were conducted, 25 of which were females
(62%), 14 males (35%) and 1 (3%) transgender male.
The majority of participants were Lebanese (36), 1 was
Syrian and 3 were Palestinian. Two of the subjects had
committed suicide as a result of the discrimination they
were subject to, and the interviews were conducted
with close friends of theirs who told their stories as they
knew them.
After completing the interviewing process, all conducted interviews were reported and
uploaded to the Ceasefire MENA website which offers a civilian-led monitoring tool that allows
civilians to document, report, and access reports of human rights and international humanitarian
law violations in the MENA communities.
All the study subjects affirmed that they underwent serious forms of abuse, which included but
were not limited to: physical violence, psychological violence, forced veiling, death and violence
threats, illegal detention, discrimination in employment, restricted access to education and
social services and restrictions on expressing personal beliefs.
The most recurring form of abuse was the forced veiling, with a number of 22 female
participants who were forced to wear the veil at some point during their lives, are currently
forced to wear it, or are facing the consequences of refusing to wear it, from physical to
emotional abuse.
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Another recurring incident was the restriction imposed on freedom of speech. In some cases,
people were afraid to express their opinions to their families and surrounding society in fear of
violent reactions. Moreover, in two of the cases, the subjects were arrested by the authorities,
and charged with accusations of apostasy, because of posts or jokes about religious figures that
they had shared on social media.
In addition, several subjects faced discrimination at their workplace. In 2 of the cases, the
declaration of atheism resulted in the termination of employment. Moreover, some participants
faced unjust treatment at school, where they were shunned by their peers, mistreated, and
sometimes publicly shamed by their teachers.
Local sectarian political parties played a huge role in some of the stories, either by helping the
participants’ families in the act of oppression, or by pressuring the participants and their
families to conform to religious guidelines. In one case, a female participant who ran out of her
parents’ abusive home was detained and taken by force back home by a known sectarian
political party with a clear religious agenda. Another sectarian political party kidnapped one of
the men in the reported cases, detaining him for months as nobody knew his whereabouts,
causing him so much trauma and leading him to take his own life later on.
These assaults led in most of the cases to serious mental health issues, and the vast majority of
the study subjects either left the country in search for freedom and safety or are actively working
on leaving.
This study is an indication that the discrimination against non-believers in Lebanon is a serious
and widespread phenomenon that warrants proper action.
Disclaimer: it is important to note that the sample with which we conducted the interviews is
in no way a random sample and does not represent the population of atheists in Lebanon.
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2. Case Studies
Case 1: Hawraa Toufic
TITLE

Lost Custody Battle that Led to Suicide (interview with a friend of Hawraa)

SEX

Female

AGE

25

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2014

AGE THEN

21

LOCATION

Beirut – South of Lebanon

CATEGORIES

Threat/psychological abuse, Threat of violence, Death threat

DESCRIPTION

Hawraa Toufic spent her 25 painful years on the planet protesting injustice. On
February 1st, 2019, she could fight no more: Heart broken and void of all hope,
she decided to take her own life.
Hawraa, or Mila as she used to like to be called, was a mother of two and a
victim of a dysfunctional religious marriage that would go on to cause her
untimely death.
After her marriage failed, her husband refused to divorce her. Backed by the
force of the Islamic Shi’aa religious court of Lebanon, he tricked and obliged
her to give up the custody of her children so that he agrees to the divorce.
Hawraa was later disowned by her family after they found out she was an atheist
and had to flee Lebanon and live in Egypt after receiving violent death threats
from her husband and his family.
Hawraa tried her best, repeatedly, to see her children, or even talk to them, but
it was all in vain. Neither the media, nor lawyers, or NGOs could help. The odds
were all against her. More, importantly, the law was against her. When she
realized that her chances of seeing her children again were vanishing, she started
losing interest in everything. She lost her will to live and took her own life.
Her children will now grow up as orphans, probably without knowing the truth
of what happened to their mother or why she left them.
It’s true that Mila has left us for good and nothing will take back what happened,
but it’s also true that she in only one of thousands of victims of the barbaric and
medieval personal status laws that govern family lives in Lebanon. We can and
we must unite to change these laws. We must save women and children from
these cruel and inhumane laws that are always biased in the favor of men.
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Case 2: Ali (alias)
TITLE

Kidnapping (interview with a friend of Ali)

SEX

Male

AGE

24

EX-RELIGION

Sunni Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2017

AGE THEN

21

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Torture or ill-treatment, Beating, Unlawful detention, Threat/psychological
abuse, Threat of violence, Death threat, Discrimination in employment or trade,
Restrictions on expression or language

DESCRIPTION

Ali lived in Saida, Lebanon, one of the most Islamic Sunni areas in Lebanon.
He hated living there because of the people’s mentality and the religious
atmosphere that dominated the area. He used to receive judging looks from the
people there all the time, whether it was for how he looked, or dressed, or
behaved.
In 2017 he was detained for 3 months by a sectarian political party. They
detained him because he didn’t have his ID on him and he had a tattoo on his
back which contained the 3 religious’ symbols for Islam, Christianity and
Judaism, in addition for a logo for an Israeli metal band called “Orphaned Land”.
They thought he was a spy for Israel. They did some investigations about him
and they discovered his religious views. They knew that he was an atheist. They
tortured him for months and nobody knew where he is, not even his own parents.
Finally, after looking for him his father found him, and he got released. That
experience really changed Ali, and it was not easy on him at all. He went through
this horrific experience just because he was different than the atmosphere he
lived in. It was also very hard for him to find a job because of his lifestyle and
beliefs.
Ali went through lot of other issues in his life, whether they were personal
struggles or struggles related to his atheism and the religious atmosphere he
lived in. Sadly, in 2018 Ali committed suicide.

60

Case 3: Sarah (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling, Religious Oppression and Physical Violence

SEX

Female

AGE

32

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

1997 – 2012

AGE THEN

Starting age of 8

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Physical abuse, Torture or ill-treatment, Beating, Threat/psychological abuse,
Threat of violence, Restricted access to education, Restrictions on expression or
language, Restrictions on religious or cultural practices

DESCRIPTION

My parents forced me to wear the veil at the age of 8. They did not allow me
after this to play with the other kids in the neighborhood because it is not
appropriate for a veiled girl. I did not understand the meaning of the veil back
then, nor did I take it seriously. Therefore, I once at the age of 8 took it off at
school. Someone told my parents and so they beat me at home, locked me alone
in a room, and my dad cut off my hair. I was at an American school back then
in KSA. I was embarrassed to change my costume in the lockers’ room into the
sportswear so that my classmates won’t see my cut hair and the bruises on my
body. My dad blamed the American educational system in the school for this
incident, and so he sent us back to Lebanon to be raised there.
There they enrolled me in a religious school, which follows a well-known Shia
cleric. In that school praying was mandatory. They even had a tracking card for
the period cycle of each female to check if the girl is lying about not being able
to pray or not. They used to check us regularly to see if we were wearing
accessories, or if we had makeup on, and how long and loose our clothes are.
Everything there was forbidden.
I had no privacy whatsoever at home. I was not allowed to lock the door, and
they would inspect everything we had or the books we were reading. Of course,
violence was a constant thing at home. Everything was monitored. They even
did not allow me to raise my hand up at school in fear that some skin would be
revealed, like my wrist. For sure they decided what clothes I should wear, and
they were fully Islamic. My dad even used to check what novels I read to make
sure they contain nothing inappropriate according to him. For instance, I was
once reading a novel by Dostoevsky, and my dad started inspecting it trying to
find anything to take it away from me. He stumbled upon the word “gay”. The
word here meant happy, but my dad thought it is referring to a homosexual
person, so a fight happened. He also once took away from me the Harry Potter
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book I was reading and tore it apart, for it is about magic. He did not care that I
must return it to my school’s library.
I could not handle the situation at home anymore, so I ran away at the age of 17.
I stayed at some friends’ houses. My dad came back immediately from his job
from KSA. My family contacted a sectarian political party to find my
whereabouts, and they did and forced me to go back to my parents. They started
sending their women to my house to lecture me and try to know why I
left. They all thought I ran away to have sex and kept on pestering me asking if
I am still a virgin. They even confiscated everything I had and inspected them,
including my laptop and USB. Then my parents took me to a gynecologist’s
office to check if I am still a virgin. It was very dehumanizing for me. Of course,
I was beaten brutally, and they locked me at home and did not allow me to
continue my education at university for a year. They took me to a psychologist
with a like-minded mentality to theirs to try to know why I did that, still insisting
that I did this because of a guy. The psychologist they took me to was at
AUBMC. He would report everything I said to my parents without any respect
to the doctor-patient confidentiality.
The cycle of abuse kept on going on. I remember my dad once beat my sister
because she was wearing a shirt at home in front of him that showed a little bit
of her neck. During the year I was kept at home, I tried to play along with them
even though I was an atheist by the age of 18. I agreed to their Islamic rules that
micro-managed every detail in my life just to get them off my back, and then to
eventually be allowed to go back to university. I held on until I finished my
bachelor’s degree. After that, I managed to get accepted into a funded master’s
program in a university in the USA. My parents eventually let me go there, but
my dad went there with me in the beginning. He monitored everything there I
had, even my bank account and made sure he can monitor it even when he gets
back to Lebanon, even though I was the one paying for everything. Still, my dad
there was very careful in his treatment with me, for he was afraid of losing his
American citizenship, for he is originally from Palestine. This means he is
stateless and was not naturalized in Lebanon until after years of the Israeli
occupation.
My dad eventually had to go back. I took off the veil after he left immediately.
Still, they would call me every night at the landline’s number to check if I am
not outside the house. Then when the semester’s break came, they wanted me to
go spend it at my grandma’s house in a nearby state. Here I knew I couldn’t do
this again, for this means I have to wear the veil again and do all the religious
practices. At this point I blocked my dad on all the possible platforms and
changing the passwords to everything he had access to. Then I told my mom
that this cannot happen anymore, and that I am an atheist and took off my veil.
My mom started guilt tripping me and bombarding me with emotional
manipulation. Still, for the first time in my life I had some power, for I was safe
in a faraway country from them. Now I live with my girlfriend who happens to
be an atheist with an Israeli Jewish background. I speak to my mom, but the
relationship is not always a healthy one, and it will never be. I asserted limits
with my relationship with her since now I am an independent human being living
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abroad. As for my dad, I have never spoken to him after that. He still tried to
hack my email and contacted all the psychiatrists I was seeing at the hospital in
the USA claiming that I am suicidal, and my life is at risk, so that they would
tell him details about me. Luckily, they were professional, and they refused to
do so.
Now I dearly miss my country and wish I can visit it, for I sincerely love it. Yet,
I can never dare to do so, because I am sure the moment I set foot there, my
family will hurt me and trap me again. I realize I am privileged and luckier than
almost everyone else who suffered like me there, for I have a foreign citizenship
and managed to leave, but the others are trapped there.
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Case 4: Charbel Khoury
TITLE

Arrest and Blasphemy Charges Because of a Social Media Post

SEX

Male

AGE

-

EX-RELIGION

Maronite Christian

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

July 2018

AGE THEN

-

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Physical abuse, Beating, Unlawful detention, Threat/psychological abuse,
Threat of violence, Death threat, Hate speech, Discrimination in employment or
trade, Restrictions on expression or language, Restrictions on religious or
cultural practices

DESCRIPTION

Back in July 2018, I posted, on my personal Facebook page a joke about a
miracle that was supposedly performed by Mar Charbel. My goal was not to
offend anyone or to disseminate atheism, I just though it is a funny joke.
However, people got offended, and within two hours of that post I started to
receive death threats in the comment’s section and in my inbox.
Most of the threats came from people who are affiliated with a known Christian
political party.
A coworker of mine did physically attack me and threatened to kill me at my
workplace, which is a very well-known publishing house. Instead of my
employers taking action to protect me, they decided to terminate my
employment. I did file a complaint against that coworker, but it was not taken
seriously because according to the police I was “still alive”. I guess you would
have to be murdered in order to be taken seriously. I also sued the employers for
wrongful termination, but up until today I did not get any compensation.
A couple of days later I was informed that the aforementioned party, and the
Maronite church are both suing me for ridiculing religion and its practices. I was
taken by the police and I was questioned for over eight hours, where I was being
insulted and threatened with guns. They wanted me to write a public apology
which I refused to do. And eventually they made me delete my Facebook
account and vow not to make any new account until after a month from that
incident. Only then I was released.
A couple of my friends were also called for investigation because they shared
or commented on my post.
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Case 5: Saeed Abdallah
TITLE

Arrest and Apostasy Charges Because of Social Media Posts

SEX

Male

AGE

-

EX-RELIGION

Druze

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

October 2020 – January 2021

AGE THEN

-

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Torture or ill-treatment, Unlawful detention, Hate speech, Restrictions on
expression or language, Restrictions on religious or cultural practices

DESCRIPTION

I was arrested twice because of posts I made on social media. First time was in
October 2020 and it lasted for 46 days from October 30th to December 30th. It
was because of a post that I made on Facebook about Jesus and some other posts
about the Lebanese president.
I was asked to come to the police station of Souk Al Gharb – Aley, I went there
alone with no lawyer because I did not know that I was going to be arrested,
they then took me to the department of cybercrimes at Joseph Helo barrack, and
that is where I was detained.
The situation there was dreadful. I was detained in a small room of 12 meters
square with 23 other people. The sleeping situation was the worst; we had 2
sleeping shifts, so as some would go to sleep, the rest would stay awake, because
we simply did not have enough space for all of us. Some also had to sleep in the
bathroom.
During that time, I was not allowed to have visitors, so for the whole 46 days
period I was not allowed to see my family or anyone else other than my
cellmates.
I was eventually released with the help of my Lawyers Rafic Ghraizi and Hiba
Farhat, of course after I had pledged to delete the posts from Facebook.
The second time I was arrested was in January 11, 2021, at Beirut’s Judicial
Department), and I was released on the January 19. The reason was again a
social media post about Druze that offended a well-known Druze leader. And I
was also required to delete the post this time around.
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Case 6: Zeinab (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling and Religious Oppression

SEX

Female

AGE

26

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

Since 2003

AGE THEN

Starting age of 8

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Physical abuse, Torture or ill-treatment, Beating, Threat/psychological abuse,
Threat of violence, Death threat, Restrictions on religious or cultural practices

DESCRIPTION

My father started indoctrinating me about the veil at the age of 7. My parents
were teaching me everything about religion. They related morals in life to
religion. They used to mix religion with politics too. My dad prohibited me at
the age of 7 to shake hands with males since it is prohibited in Islam. It was even
my dad who gave me the talk about getting my period later on, and not my
mom. Of course, he told me about it in a very sexist religious way, and said that
I will be unclean and won’t be able to pray when I am on my period. They made
sure to brainwash me in any possible way. Even the dolls I was allowed to play
with were Islamic ones, especially the Islamic barbie “Fulla”. They even got me
an Islamic pink journal that contains Islamic quotes related to Fatima the
daughter of the prophet on every page. They also got me a pink prayer garment,
a beautiful prayer rug, and a small, decorated copy of the Qur’an as an attempt
to lure me into being a Muslim. They also planted fear within me regarding not
wearing the veil, saying that I will be hung in hell by my hair to burn for eternity,
and that each hair on my head will turn into a snake to bite me. It was at the age
of 11 after seeing the dead body of my grandma after she passed away that I
succumbed to fear and agreed to wear the veil. My dad immediately got me veils
and Islamic clothing.
I used to always have my own thoughts regarding religion. For instance, I used
to wonder why it is fair for a person who does not speak our language and never
got a chance to get introduced to it to burn in hell later on. I was never fond of
the idea of heaven and hell. Any time I tried to be vocal about my thoughts, I
would get hushed immediately, so I learned by time to just keep it to myself and
go along with them. There was lot of domestic violence at home too, and I would
get beaten if I did anything wrong, so this too conditioned me to be an obedient
religious child. I would do anything they ask me just to avoid hearing them
screaming and getting violent.
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When I became a teenager, I used to fake praying and doing my religious duties.
They would make sure to check I was praying on time every day, and that
I am reading the religious prayers on their designated days. I was forced to read
the “Komeil” prayer every Thursday and do the Friday “Ghusl” (shower). Of
course, I had to fast all of the month of Ramadan, and to watch religious T.V.
channels all the time, like “Al Surat” and “Al Manar”. Even the discussions at
home were all related to religion, and for sure they would call a woman who
took off her veil a “whore”. It was even worse in my family since I come from
a tribe. My mom sensed my negative attitude toward the veil, so she started to
threaten me and plant fear within me by saying “your brothers and father will
bury you alive”.
Like all teenagers I used to chat a lot online. My family would check my social
media accounts and phone constantly to see if I am not doing anything
religiously prohibited. I once forgot to hide my phone and lock it before
sleeping, and there was a message from a guy I forgot to delete that said, “I like
you”. When I woke up, I found my family gathered around me and they told me
I should stop talking to him immediately and block him. They confiscated
everything I had, and as usual my mom was the one inciting them to do this. She
gave me a talk and slut-shamed me and claimed that I dishonored the family and
if I ever dare to do this again, they will kill me. Hence, fear has been planted
well within me and I started to hide lot of secrets for my own safety. They used
to tell me that if I read the Qur’an, it will make me feel better. It never did. It
actually made me feel worse, and I was appalled by how the Qur’an speaks about
women.
I secretly had a boyfriend once at the age of 19 and I thought I would marry him
to escape from my family. He was okay with the idea of me removing the veil. I
then introduced him to my family. My mom refused him since he did not fit her
standards. She used to always tell me she wanted me to marry a rich man so I
can take care of the family. She started degrading and abusing me every day to
leave him. At the end I caved in and had to break up with him. Yet, one day I
was out with a friend and my phone’s battery ran out. When I came back home,
I found my brothers waiting for me with weapons. They thought I eloped with
the guy. The guy then later on asked me what happened and why my family
came to their house with guns and threatened to kill them all.
When I went to college, I got to know different people. Yet, I found people there
with different mentalities. I was appalled by the veiled females there. for their
discussions were mainly about slut-shaming every girl that does not wear the
veil. They even had heavier comments regarding the veiled girls that did not
wear long enough clothes, or if they smoke, or if they laugh and others hear
them. For them, she is immediately a “slut”. I hated this judgmental mentality,
so I made sure to stay away from them, and instead spent time with people of a
different mentality. I started at the age of 18 till 20 to do a deep research about
religion, read more about it, and watched youtubers who criticized religion. I
realized at the end that I really do not believe in Islam and hate the veil and
Islamic clothing I am forced to wear. I was not even allowed to listen to music
or have male friends. Of course, I did these secretly. I had no privacy
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whatsoever, for they would take the phone numbers of everyone I know and call
them anytime I am out to check up on me.
The first time I had the courage to secretly take off my veil was during my time
at university. I went to Byblos and took off my veil for the first in my life. It was
the most liberating feeling I have ever felt. I went there with a friend and we
smuggled with us a cheap wine bottle. I enjoyed the touch of the wind on my
neck, and I realized I don’t want to miss out on this feeling ever again in my life.
I was at the age of 20 back then. I started to do this more often and go to other
places and take off my veil secretly.
They indoctrinated me that the veil protects women from harassment. Yet, I had
lot of incidents in which I was harassed in public transportation while wearing
the veil and Islamic clothing. If the veil is supposed to protect me, then why is
this happening to me? I indulged in self-hatred and never really took care of my
looks because of the veil. Even when I started working, I encountered the
discrimination against veiled women in the workplace. They made me feel
invisible and that I am a sub-human just because of my veil.
At this period, I passed through extreme episodes of depression. I wanted to take
off my veil, but I couldn’t. I know if I do, my family will lash out on me. They
view the woman who takes off her veil as a prostitute. I wanted to find a solution
so bad. I started to contact organizations around the world seeking help. I tried
to contact atheist organizations in Europe, but no one ever responded to me. I
then contacted an NGO, which is in Lebanon and stands with women subjected
to violence. In the beginning they did not know how to deal with my case, for I
was a female who wanted to take off her veil and comes from a tribe that is
heavily affiliated with religion and has lot of connections with politicians. I used
to skip my classes at university and go to that NGO. They put me there
in support groups for abused women. This screwed me up back then, for most
of the women looked down at me claiming that my case is not important like
them. They viewed me as a female who wants to take off her veil, and that was
not important for them. Most of the abused women in the support group wear
the veil. Even the social worker that handled my case did not take my case
seriously, for I think perhaps it is because she comes from a Christian
background. She did not realize that I might really get murdered because of that
and told me that I am bringing this to myself. I took a break from the NGO
because I was emotionally exhausted and did not feel like I am gaining anything
from them. When I used to ask them to help me find a way to leave the country,
they would tell me I am running away from my problem. I do not know how this
makes sense since I will get killed if I face my family.
A girl in my village in 2018 was murdered for honor related reasons. She is
loosely related to me. Her mom managed to runaway and seek asylum in the
U.S.A., but she was not allowed to take her child with her. Her child was stuck
there and was raised in this atmosphere. She got married and suffered from
domestic violence. She filed for divorce and found another partner, and so she
became a victim of honor killing. They even refused to have a funeral for her. All
what my dad said regarding her story is that she deserves it, and that if his
daughter ever disgraces him, he would do the same thing. He would say this to

68

my face. The NGO I was going to wrote a story about her. Yet, they knew I am
related to her and I would face the same destiny if I face my parents. I went to
them again and told them that I need help, but they still insisted that of course
they would kill me if I approach my family using the wrong method.
After this, I started to search for methods on my own to leave the country. I
started to become reckless. I removed my veil secretly more often. I would time
it when my mom is out of the house at a certain time. I once timed it wrong, and
my mom was suddenly back early, and she saw me in a place close to our house
without the veil. I panicked and begged the taxi driver to drive fast
immediately. I had a close friend who does not wear the veil, and as it always is
with religious families, they blame these friends for ruining their child. I called
this friend, but no one can really me in such a case. My only option was the
NGO, so I went to them again, and they did help me. I am grateful for them for
saving my life back then. They hid me and kept me in a shelter. Before that, I
have once deleted my friend’s phone number from the phones of my family
because they used to constantly bug her whenever I go out. Still, my mom
managed to find a way to contact her. Four years ago, while I was having a walk
with my mom in an area, I naively told my mom that this is where my friend’s
grandma lives. My mom remembered that and went to my friend’s grandparents’
house. She acted nicely in front of them so that they would give her my friend’s
phone number. My friend was with me back then and she knows all the violence
I go through. She knows that my parents put a nice face in front of others and
that they treat me differently at home. They even take half of my income that I
used to get from tutoring. It was even nothing but 300$, and they would leave
me 150$ to spend on myself. My mom told her on the phone just tell me where
she is, and we will not do anything to her. My mom then contacted another
woman who is the mother of a friend of mine. This woman was a closer image
of a mom to me than my actual mom was. This woman called me and told me
to come to her and that she would protect me. At this time also the NGO workers
told me that someone will come and take me to another safe place in a bit.
My father did not know what happened immediately, so I sent him a message
telling him “I don’t want to come again and that I hate the veil and want to take
it off for 4 years so far. I don’t want to cause you troubles, so I would rather
leave”. This made things worse. Before the NGO took me to another place, they
took everything from me, including my phone for security reasons. During the
time I spent in the shelter, I was worried about my friend and what my family
would do to her. Then the social worker told me that I should speak to my
family. I begged them to not do this, but they made me do it. They did not listen
to me, and they were pressured by my parents a lot. They were helpless too
because my family had a sectarian political party involved in the case. My dad
pretended that he was crying on the phone and begged me to come back. I told
him I will, but of course I did not. All the employees at the NGO were scared,
and they got their social worker who was handling my case to come and
convince me to go meet my parents who are now waiting for me downstairs, and
that I should leave with them. I didn’t want anyone else to be hurt there because
of me. I begged the social worker to stay with me during the meeting with my
parents. The social worker is very naïve and told my father that he should sign
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a paper pledging that he will not abuse me. His response was “I will burn you
and your papers and all of the NGO to ashes. Do you know who I am? Do you
see this daughter of mine? I will kill her if she ever dares to dishonor me again”.
The social worker took me aside and naively told me “so do you want to go back
with him?”. I know they now viewed me as a huge burden and wanted me
gone, for now they are facing the wrath of a tribe and politicians because of me.
I had no other choice but to go back with my father. I checked up immediately
on my friend and she told me that my family came with weapons to her family’s
house and threatened them all saying they will kill them all, even her fiancé.
They insulted her non-stop and called her an atheist using negative slur words.
She tried to get the police involved, but even the police refused to help. I have
been secretly friends with her for two years now. I had to claim that I cut off my
friendship with her for her own protection and that of her family. My friend is
now in Europe.
My parents started to take me to Sheikhs in order to read Qur’anic versus on me
to drive away the demons they claim possessed me and made me do this. I
played along with them, and faked being religious to get them off my back. The
NGO then contacted me and told me that my life is still in danger and that they
want to write my story. I told them my story is not done yet, but all they wanted
was to have a story. At the end, they were helpless too anyway. They did their
part and saved my life once. During this period, I developed suicidal
tendencies. That was at the age of 21 to 22. I would cross the streets recklessly.
I even tried to kill myself three times before. I would end up holding the gun to
my head and contemplating doing it for hours. I even stored some medicines that
would screw up and kill me if I needed to desperately. I thought that I can’t just
blow my brains out and traumatize the house helper at my home. My story can’t
just end like this.
Suddenly out of nowhere, I got acceptance for a paid internship from a European
country that I applied to. My parents surprisingly at the end caved in and
accepted due to social prestige. The Lebanese society is very materialistic and
gives value to prestigious jobs, so my parents accepted just for the sake of
prestige and I convinced them that I will support them by sending them money.
My mom said that “at least then I will not be here and cause them another
scandal”. I went to the embassy and did my papers, then I got the
acceptance. The moment I arrived to the European country I live in now, I
immediately took off my veil in the airport and threw it in the garbage bin. I told
my dad also as a way to get back at them. They did not tell my brothers
immediately. When they knew, they started inciting one of them against me, and
one of them disowned me. After I started sending them money, they began to
talk to me in a nicer way. Yet, I know they are being fake. They still pester me
till now by constant phone calls, and check if I am praying. They even want to
do live listening sessions to prayers over the phone. I want to cut them off, but
part of me is still weighed down by the abuse I have been through, so I am not
ready to take this step yet. I need time to break the trauma-bond I have with
them. I am at risk now of losing my job due to the pandemic, but I also applied
for asylum and waiting to see if my case will work out, for I can never go back
unless I want to be killed.

70

Case 7: Sami
TITLE

Forced to Practice Religion and Evicted from Home

SEX

Male

AGE

31

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2004 – 2020

AGE THEN

16

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Forced eviction or displacement, Threat/psychological abuse, Restrictions on
expression or language, Restrictions on religious or cultural practices

DESCRIPTION

My story started 15 years ago when I became an atheist at the age of 16. I come
from a very religious Muslim family where praying, fasting, or sticking to any
religious teachings were never an option – they were mandatory daily life tasks.
When I first became an atheist, my biggest concern was my parents finding out
and the consequences this could have. This is precisely why I decided not to
share with them my beliefs at first, and kept my convictions hidden. This of
course means that I had to fake praying five times a day and stay away from all
the sins, like listening to music. I did not last for long before realizing that my
life cannot go on like this forever, so I decided to just share the news with them,
knowing for a fact that I will be paying the price, but I was convinced that this
was the best option on the long run. I told them I had an announcement to make,
so they waited in the living room as I stepped in and said, “I do not believe in
your religion or any other religion anymore”. They were both shocked and
silent, until my father broke the silence by telling me that I have 30 mins to pack
and leave their flat. I did that fast and left for around a year during which I slept
in the streets or at random coffee shops, and used the money I had to buy exactly
one sandwich and a bottle of water every day, until I was lucky to accidentally
meet with a friend who gave me some cash.
Long story short, I eventually came back home after I also accidentally met with
my relative who was the medium of communication between myself and the
family. After I came home, there was a silent agreement that we should not talk
about this for a while. However, they made it very clear that there are some rules
I need to stick to if I am to stay there. I was never allowed to eat or drink during
the fasting month (Ramadan) for example, and I was asked to leave and eat
outside. This has caused many fights and debates, as it was discriminatory for
me to take away from me the most basic rights of eating or drinking. I coped
with the situation by leaving the flat for the whole month of Ramadan and
sleeping at my friend or girlfriend’s place and coming back by its end.
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For the next years, I was constantly pushing my progressive and tolerant views
onto them and trying to influence the way they think. My mother was more ready
to listen and was showing some considerable change in the way she tolerates
other (different) people, even those coming from minority groups. My father’s
views stayed more or less the same, except that he completely stopped talking
about this to me and was forced to accept the fact that I am free to believe in
whatever I want and practice whatever I want.
Two years ago, during a discussion with my father, I called myself an ‘atheist’
assuming that he already knew I was one (which he did). I never knew how
much of a taboo this word is until I saw his reaction. He was very shocked and
pissed, and he indirectly warned me of some consequences without giving much
details. My mind immediately went to ‘Hadd Al-rudda’ – the Islamic law that
says that those leaving Islam are to be killed, a law that is still practiced officially
in 13 Islamic countries, and unofficially (by families) in most of the others. After
this I lived for a few months under the fear that my father would take away my
life. I used to hide all the knives whenever we slept in the same flat, and spent
so many sleepless nights, eaten by my worries and paranoid thoughts.
When we talked about this later, I knew that my worries were out of place, and
that my father would not really do that, but this does not change the fact that
what I felt was real. This was maybe the most intense experience I had, but it
was far from being the only one. For my whole life and until this moment, I
lived under the fear of being physically harmed or even killed by some religious
parties or religious fundamentalists. This is the price of being open about your
atheism in a country like Lebanon, the price that I am certain most atheists in
Lebanon face. It’s either you hide who you are and keep your views and ideas
for yourself, or you will have to pay the price of speaking up and live with your
fears and worries.

72

Case 8: Eddy (alias)
TITLE

Work Related Discrimination

SEX

Male

AGE

44

EX-RELIGION

Maronite Christian

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

June 2019

AGE THEN

43

LOCATION

Metn

CATEGORIES

Discrimination in employment or trade, Restrictions on expression or language

DESCRIPTION

After having an interview on BBC about being an atheist, I got fired from my
job at the school I worked at as a physics teacher. It was so sudden, and no one
warned me about it. It was time to renew my contract in the summer. The
headmaster invited me to his office and told me that I am a good professional
person, but I appeared on BBC and spoke about my atheism. Hence, I have two
choices, I either sign my resignation paper, or I get fired. Knowing how the
country is, I knew that a lawsuit is going to be futile. I just signed my resignation
paper and left.
I have also received negative comments before from people in my society
regarding my atheism.
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Case 9: Ahmad (alias)
TITLE

Death Threats, Verbal Harassments and Law Suits

SEX

Male

AGE

32

EX-RELIGION

Druze

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

September 2015 – present

AGE THEN

27

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Threat/psychological abuse, Threat of violence, Death threat, Hate speech,
Discrimination in employment or trade, Restrictions on expression or language

DESCRIPTION

I have been open about my atheism on social media through posts that ridicule
religion. I am also active in the political scene and was known because of the
“You Stink” movement that happened in 2015. Due to this, one of the Christian
political parties decided to do a research on me, and they dug out my old posts
in which I ridiculed religion. They made a blog and report about it, and then it
went viral on the T.V. channels. Of course, I was portrayed negatively for
criticizing religion, and they used this to fight the movement I was participating
in
After this, I received for at least a month death threats and threats saying they
want to beat me. Some people on the street would recognize me and deal with
me in an aggressive manner, but nothing physical happened. It was constant
verbal harassment, and even my sister at her university was verbally harassed
because she is related to me. Even at some points, I would get harassed about it
in social events I attended. My ex at that time even received messages harassing
her about how she can be with an atheist like me who makes fun of religion. At
work I also lost most of my clients and found a hard time to find a job for a year
because of this.
I was taken for investigation at the police station, and they wanted to force me
to sign a document stating I apologize for what I said. Of course, I refused to do
so, and refused to answer a call from the minister of interior while there. There
are four lawsuits against me because of ridiculing religion. They are still going
on till now and I do not know how it will end.
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Case 10: Manal (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling and Religious Oppression

SEX

Female

AGE

30

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

1999 till present

AGE THEN

Starting age of 9

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Physical abuse, Beating, Threat/psychological abuse, Restricted access to
education, Restrictions on expression or language, Restrictions on religious or
cultural practices

DESCRIPTION

I was forced to wear the veil by the age of 9. My whole family is religious, and
they are supporters of a well known sectarian political party, or work for them.
I do not know my father since he died fighting for that same party while my
mom was still pregnant with me. My family made sure to give me a religious
up-bringing using violence to make sure I pray on time, wear long loose Islamic
clothing, fast, and do the religious prayers and Du’as. I was put in an Islamic
school, and when it was time for me at the age of 9 to wear the veil, they made
a huge ceremony and got three big religious leaders to come and attend it and to
congratulate us for wearing the veil. When I used to remove the veil at school,
even though it was a girls only school, I would get punished. I always had my
own doubts about religion, until I became an atheist by the age of 18. Of course,
I kept this a secret for myself. My mom married one of my uncles after my father
died, and he used to use physical violence to force us to do the religious
practices. He used to abuse her too. Late on they divorced. They controlled all
aspects of my life, including my outings. I was not allowed to have male friends.
When I came out as an atheist and took off my veil at the age of 24, I had a big
fight with my family. I had to runaway from home the first day for my own
safety. I was bombarded with guilt tripping and emotional black mailing that is
usually used by every Lebanese Shia mother. My aunt started inciting my mom
against me, and one of my brothers disowned me. They forced me to wear the
veil whenever I was in the area with them, and I was allowed to take it off when
I leave it. It was always hard to go find a hidden place to go remove it and then
go to work.
Later on, I registered at the Lebanese University to do another major which is
art. During one of the events there, I held a sign that said, “free hugs”. The
students committee there belongs to another sectarian political party. Their
leader there approached me and told me to remove the sign since it is immoral.
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I refused, and the fight escalated. They got one of the professors involved and
she tried to interrogate me and lecture me about the LGBT community. Most of
my colleagues in the art faculty shared my views, and they knew I am a lesbian.
They got the administration involved, and I knew I can go nowhere with this,
and that from now and on my life there is going to turn into hell for they will
keep on pestering me, so I just left and never went back. I could not finish my
major and graduate. My real name on the identity card has a religious
connotation, so later on I changed it and my friends use the new name I chose
for myself, except one of the professors there who was obviously religiou. He
used to stress on using my name whenever he called me. My family of course
still use the name they gave to me at birth.
On the day I left the university, I went to see my sister and my mom called me
there interrogating me about what happened since she got calls about me and
she was very scared. She lived in constant fear of losing the financial support
she receives from the same party, since my dad died fighting for them. They
would stop the financial aid if we do not comply to religion publicly. I was
horrified too because I cannot afford supporting my mom. The association even
refused to pay for my university registeration fees since I am majoring in art,
and it is not something they view as morally acceptable for females. Of course,
they do not know that I took off my veil. I live a double secretive life. I denied
all the accusations when they interrogated me over the phone. I do not want to
get my mom into trouble because of me. I even have to wear the veil if I m
obliged to visit their association to do any required paperwork.
When the port explosion happened, I was affected by it, but I received no
support whatsoever from my family because of my lifestyle. Of course, they do
not know that I am a lesbian and live with my girlfriend. I live my life in constant
fear of being followed by my uncle who was my stepdad. He is a leader in the
aforementioned party, and usually monitors the lives of my siblings. He used to
beat us when we were kids. He once sent my sister a message about me saying
that apostates should be killed. Now I am afraid that at any moment he might
monitor me and find out about my lifestyle, for he would definitely kill me,
especially that I belong to a prominent known Shia family. My life is on hold
now, for I have to keep a very low profile for my own safety.
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Case 11: Sanaa (alias)
TITLE

Physical Violence, Religious Oppression and Forced Veiling

SEX

Female

AGE

39 (daughter 13)

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2016 – 2018

AGE THEN

-

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Physical abuse, Beating, Threat/psychological abuse, Threat of violence, Death
threat, Discrimination in employment or trade, Restrictions on expression or
language, Restrictions on religious or cultural practices

DESCRIPTION

My husband and I were naive, full of energy, and used to think we can face
anyone and do a change. I come from a mixed religious background, so my
family personally gave me a secular up-bringing, but my husband comes from a
Shia background from the south of Lebanon. Both of us are secretly atheists. We
decided to live our lives freely, and in the beginning, we did not face problems,
except for comments here and there from my husband’s family regarding
keeping a low profile regarding our views and lifestyle when we go to the village
in Sidon’s territory. Some members in my husband’s family are members and
leaders in a sectarian political party and they used to pester us whenever we had
a party at our house in the village.
My mother-in-law is also secular, but she must wear the veil. We tried to help
her to remove it, but she could not take this step, and would breakdown when
she is about to take the step. This has to do with the fact that she used to get
beaten as a kid to wear it.
We decided to stay away from that atmosphere and settled down in Beirut
without interfering with any of them. My husband lost his job which was in the
field of hotel management after the series of explosions that struck the country.
I am a professor at the Lebanese University. When I gave birth to my daughter,
we decided to remove religion from our civil identification record. When I went
to see the mayor in my village about it, he did not take me seriously and told me
if I do that, I will lose my job at the university. This is because jobs in the
Lebanese government are equally distributed among the different religions in
the country due to the sectarian system ruling us there. I did not want to lose my
job, so I had to keep my doctrine, which is Shia, written on it.
Later, my husband got a job offer as an area manager for the Southern Suburbs
of Beirut from the company Sukleen for waste-management. The offer was
really good, so he accepted it. After few months we discovered after being
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contacted by men from a sectarian party that my husband was chosen for this
possession on purpose because of the background of his family. The position of
his job was sensitive because it meant he had to enter the southern suburbs of
Beirut and access certain streets in it at certain times using the big garbage
trucks. They told him first that it is not our business what we do in your life, but
you must comply when we tell you that you cannot access a certain street at a
certain time we decide on. My husband said that this is not a problem for him
and asked them to give him a preferred schedule that allows him to access certain
streets. They even told him that you are not allowed to ask what we are doing
with the garbage truck when they want to take it and use it in certain streets
there. My husband refused at first because the truck belongs to the company and
this is illegal. They warned him that as he was appointed in his position, he can
be easily fired. They did this for organizational procedures related to their own
security and to sometimes traffic weapons from one place to the other. My
husband had no other choice since by that time we had two daughters to support
financially.
Then they started telling him that he should attend religious events with them
there. Then they started to pester him about me that since I work in a university
and I come from a Shia background, I should represent this background well by
wearing the veil. They tried to approach me at university too by inviting me to
religious events, such as reading the Kumayl prayer every Thursday. My
husband said we either have to comply and accept these invitations or face them.
I said I am ready to face them. They do not force us, but they use different tactics
like bribing me with extra working hours in order to make extra money. I told
my husband that I do not have to do that since I am doing fine with my job, but
if he in his job has to comply, then we have no other choice since it is essential
for our survival.
We thought it would stop at this, but it did not. They told my husband that we
know in which school your daughter is, and that in the school she is in now she
won’t be able to wear the veil since it is against the school policy. My husband
told them that my daughter is too young to wear the veil. They insisted that it is
better to put her in another school and make her wear the veil, saying that a
person can be juvenile now but later on will come back to god and she will
eventually wear the veil, so why to delay that? Here I said that we cannot let
them interfere with my daughter. I told my husband to move her to a Christian
school to get her away from such an atmosphere, even though we both are
against religious schools. Still, most of the students in it were Shia. She was 9
years old back then.
During one of her geography periods, they studied about how elections work in
Lebanon. Their teacher explained how the civil identification record worked and
asked them to bring theirs to do a presentation on their own. I sent my daughter’s
civil identification record with her doctrine removed from it with a letter to the
teacher explaining the situation. The teacher was very understanding and
explained the situation well to the students. Yet, the students did not take it well
and started bullying my daughter saying she has no religion in a negative
connotation, and they asked her if she is Druze since that is how they viewed
the Druze. They lectured her about how she will burn for eternity in hell, get
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hung by her hair there and turn into snakes that bite her, and the Jinn will come
for her at night. This severely affected the mental state of my daughter, and she
still suffers from nightmares till now and has to go to counselling because of it.
They called her “unclean” and a “pig”. They told her if she eats pork, she will
get sick and have snakes in her stomach. I even received comments from my
husband’s family whenever I put a picture of my daughters on the internet, for
they would say I am showing their flesh, which disgusted me deeply how they
sexualize children. The school called us in order to solve this issue outside the
school premises with the parents of the other kids. The main bully belongs to a
known Shia tribe. The school are aware of him, but they cannot expel him since
his father is a known thug and leader in a political party and they are forced to
enroll his kids for free in the school.
My husband knows him because of his work in the southern suburbs in Beirut
and did not want to get involved with him. He tried to explain to him that my
daughter is not spreading atheism, but the man insisted that my daughter should
say out loud that she is Shia in her class, especially that her father is known. He
threatened us and we started receiving calls at home to threaten us and that my
daughter and I should wear the veil in order to be a good representative of our
background and positions at work.
My husband was once returning late from his work and he got stopped by thugs
sent by them and they beat him brutally. He ended up at the hospital and went
to the court to file a lawsuit. The judge there told him that nothing will really
happen, even the lawyer said the same thing. After my husband finished his
physiotherapy after getting assaulted, he went back to work later on and had a
meeting with them in an area in the Southern Suburbs of Beirut. They told him
while threatening him with weapons that what they did to him is nothing, and
that they could not care less now if my daughter and I wear the veil, but he must
comply to everything they tell him. This happened in 2017. Here I told my
husband to resign from his job, and we tried to keep a low profile and stay away
from everything. We moved to a different apartment, changed my daughter’s
school, and my husband found a new job in another area.
Still, this was not enough. They did not leave us alone for whenever we went to
our village, they would come and pester us about our lifestyle, and how it does
not comply to religion. I stayed at my job during this whole time. I was one of
the professors who worked at the Lebanese University using a work contract. I
worked like this for 10 years, and then suddenly some employees who have been
there for one year only got promoted and turned into permanent employees.
They told me that if I had complied to them, then they could have made me a
permanent employee too, but it is my fault for being stubborn. Degrees and
achievements meant nothing there.
My husband’s family kept on pestering us. We even once had an incident in the
village. Turns out the floor below us there belongs to a religious political party
and they use it to store stuff for them. They had one of their security guards once
there and he did not know that we live there and belong to the area, so he raised
his weapon against us to stop us from accessing the building. They said that I
looked like a stranger without wearing the veil. The misunderstanding was
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cleared later on. Once my husband’s cousins came to lecture us on why we
should not have alcoholic drinks in our apartment, and how they get annoyed
from the odor of Arak.
Here I could not take it anymore, so I told my husband it is time for us to leave.
We tried to apply to go to Australia, but my husband was rejected because of a
resemblance between his name and that of one of his cousins. This cousin is
wanted by the Interpol for he works for a sectarian militia and used to traffic
weapons and money for them in Europe. The Australian government accepted
me only, but they did not accept my daughters since they have the family name
of my husband. Of course, I refused to leave without my daughters. Then we
applied to Canada, and we received a better humane treatment from them than
we did from Australia. Canada is the only country that accepted us, especially
out of sympathy for my daughters who were discriminated against in Lebanon.
I am now in Canada with my two daughters. My husband is still stuck in
Lebanon because of the same issue related to his cousin, and his case is now in
the court in order to prove that he is not his cousin. My husband had to divorce
me on the papers and give me full custody for my daughters in order to be able
to leave to Canada. We left secretly without telling anyone for our own security.
Now I am waiting to see the result of my husband’s case and I cannot rest until
he is safe with me and my daughters. I tried to contact atheist organizations
abroad, like Atheist Republic, but they did not really help us. They put me in
contact with someone they know in Lebanon, but all they were interested in was
having a story to publish and to make our names public. I refused to because my
husband is still stuck there, and I am afraid for his safety. Therefore, I kept all
names in my story here anonymous. I know we are not alone, and there are lot
of other people suffering like us. I know some personally, and they do not dare
to speak up.
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Case 12: Cynthia (alias)
TITLE

Emotional and Physical Abuse Because of Refusal of Wearing the Veil

SEX

Female

AGE

26

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2003

AGE THEN

9

LOCATION

South

CATEGORIES

Physical abuse, Torture or ill-treatment, Beating, Threat/psychological abuse,
Threat of violence, Hate speech, Restrictions on religious or cultural practices

DESCRIPTION

When I was child, I lived with my mother and brothers in the village, while my
dad lived abroad for work. Right when I turned nine years old in 2003, my mom,
along with members of my extended Muslim Shia family wanted me to start
wearing the veil.
When they put that hijab on me, I felt suffocated and I just did not want to wear
it, so I took it off right away, I threw it on the ground and stepped on it. That’s
when the whole family got furious and teamed up against me. I was hit, I was
forced to eat chili pepper as a punishment and I was locked in the bathroom for
hours. From that day onwards, everybody treated me like I was “Satan” and my
mom often called me a slut.
My mental health started to deteriorate ever since, and at 15 years old I tried to
commit suicide by cutting my wrists, but I was hospitalized. that was the start
of a series of suicide attempts. A few years later, after I turned 21, I finally
managed to become financially independent and I could move out of my
parent’s house.
I also did seek psychological help, but the doctor seemed to be uninterested in
my story and didn’t really help me, I gave up on that after a few sessions. I
currently have no relationship with my mother whatsoever, but my brothers are
all atheists and I do get along well with them, I’m also on good terms with my
dad.
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Case 13: Samer (alias)
TITLE

A Veiled Trans Man

SEX

Trans Man

AGE

24

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2004

AGE THEN

Starting age of 8

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Restrictions on expression or language, Restrictions on religious or cultural
practices

DESCRIPTION

I was eight years old when I started to wear the veil, my family is a moderate
Muslim family, but they do expect the daughters to be veiled, I did not mind at
the time.
As I grew older, I started to realize that I don’t even identify as a girl, I am a
trans man, I feel like a man and I want to act like one, I even felt attracted to my
sister’s friends who used to come over and hang out at our place. The realization
shocked me, as it goes against all of my religious beliefs. I started to feel that
I’m sinning by thinking this way. At the time, I grew closer to religion and
started to wear even longer and looser clothes in the hopes that god would help
me get over these thoughts. That obviously did not work.
Around that time of my life is when I started to do deeper research about
religion, and that’s when I started to doubt it. I did go through a period of fear
and anxiety, as I felt that everything I previously believed in is now a lie.
After I became an atheist, I did discuss with my family the fact that I want to
take the veil off, without telling them about my new found belief, or more
precisely, the lack of it. My dad opposed me, and thought someone is
manipulating me. He also said that he is afraid of the reactions of his direct and
extended family members along with his friends and the society in general.
I wish to be able to take that piece of fabric off one day, and to start my transition
journey and to be finally able to live as the person that I truly am.
Note: Samer managed to take the veil off a few days after conducting this
interview.
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Case 14: Aya (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling and Physical Violence

SEX

Female

AGE

30

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

1998 till present

AGE THEN

Starting age of 8

LOCATION

Nabatieh

CATEGORIES

Physical abuse, Torture or ill-treatment, Beating, Unlawful detention,
Threat/psychological abuse, Threat of violence, Hate speech, Restrictions on
expression or language, Restrictions on religious or cultural practices

DESCRIPTION

I was eight years old when I had to wear the veil, for it is the norm in my family.
The Islamic school I was put in also imposes hijab on girls starting from the
third grade, along with a very strict Islamic dress code.
The part of the society I live in is very conservative. For years I did not know
that refusing to wear the veil was even an option, or that there exist girls who do
not wear it and lead a normal life. Therefore, I was shocked when I started
attending a public high school, for there I saw non-veiled girls. That is when I
began to doubt everything I was told by my family and my previous Islamic
school, and I started to look around for answers about religion. The more I knew,
the more I drifted away from Islam, and that is when I started to have issues with
my parents.
The worst happened when I started to open-up about wanting to take off the veil.
I was often threatened to be hit and locked in my room forever, but I did not
think that they might actually do it. Until one day I informed them that I am
done with it and that I am officially going out without it the next day. I was
attacked mainly by my mom. I ended up with multiple bruises and cuts all over
my body and face. She even pulled out chunks off my scalp. She confiscated my
passport, car keys and credit cards, all with the help of my father. Then they
locked me in my room. I was only allowed out when I promised not to take off
the veil.
I often think of leaving my family, but they have connections to political
religious parties and powerful people. Hence, I am afraid I would be brought
back home against my will to even worse conditions. The only option for me
would be to leave Lebanon to a safer place where I would be able to lead a
normal and a free life.
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Case 15: Michel (alias)
TITLE

Denying of Official Documents

SEX

Male

AGE

-

EX-RELIGION

Maronite Christian

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2020

AGE THEN

-

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Restricted access to utilities, Restricted access to social welfare, Restrictions on
religious or cultural practices

DESCRIPTION

I come from a Maronite Christian background, but my Lebanese-Armenian
fiancée and I had decided to get married in a civil ceremony in Cyprus during
the summer of 2020 and not in a church, as we are atheists. However, the
pandemic outbreak and the restrictions on travel made that impossible so we had
to delay our wedding.
Later on, I got a job offer in Saudi Arabia that required me to relocate there
within 3 months, which meant that we had to get married before I leave. So, we
started to look through our options, and that’s when we found out that it would
be possible for us to get married in Armenia, especially since my fiancée has an
Armenian citizenship. I thought of that as the perfect opportunity as it will allow
me to get the Armenian citizenship right away, and that will benefit my career
in KSA immensely, because as a Lebanese, my employment in the gulf wouldn’t
be as secure.
Next, my fiancée and I visited the Armenian embassy and we did obtain a list of
the required documents, among which was a declaration of marital status, that I
was required to get from the church in my hometown. I did go to the church to
obtain that document, but the priest I talked to was skeptical, and he asked
whether I’m planning to get a civil or a religious marriage in Armenia, so I told
him that we are doing both, just to save myself from going through a whole
debate with him, and I did explain to him that this way I will be allowed to apply
for the citizenship and why is that important for my career. Yet, he refused to
provide me with the document and tried to pressure me into getting married at
the church in Lebanon.
When I insisted, he wanted me to get the approval from the archbishopric in
Beirut. And so as per his request I did go to Beirut to meet the bishop who in
turn was very arrogant and told me to get married at the church in Lebanon then
later get a civil marriage in Armenia, which would not work.
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I am not proud of what I did next but I believe that I had to do it. I went back to
the church in my hometown, and I told the priest that the bishop gave me his
verbal approval. And that is how I finally got my document.

Case 16: Hassan (alias)
TITLE

Denied Education

SEX

Male

AGE

22

EX-RELIGION

Sunni Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2020

AGE THEN

Starting age of 4

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Restricted access to education, Restrictions on expression or language,
Restrictions on religious or cultural practices

DESCRIPTION

I was born to a very religious Muslim Sunna family from Tripoli. My dad
decided that my siblings and I should not be getting public education; instead,
he enrolled us in a religious institution that was affiliated with Saudi Arabia and
taught us all about Wahhabism, along with Quran and Hadith studies.
During my teenage years, I was very religious; I used to go to the mosque every
day and never skipped any of my religious obligations. However, I was starting
to notice some inconsistencies in the Quran and Hadith, and I started to ask my
teachers about those inconsistencies, but they never gave me satisfactory
answers, and sometimes I was dismissed with no answers at all.
That is when I started to doubt religion, I got depressed, and I stayed at home
for days on end, just laying down on my bed and thinking about religion, god,
the universe, and everything in between.
My parents were angry with me because of the things I discussed and thought
about, even though they did not know that I am no longer a believer. They
currently think that I am a moderate Muslim, because I cannot share my thoughts
with them. My dad would deny me inheritance if he knew that I am an atheist
now. And my brother who is currently in Roumieh jail for communicating with
ISIS, could kill me once he is out.
I am also stuck in this collapsing country, because in order to travel and work
abroad I would need proper education, which I was denied when I was a child.
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Case 17: Salma (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling

SEX

Female

AGE

22

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2020

AGE THEN

21

LOCATION

South (Tyre)

CATEGORIES

Physical abuse, Beating, Threat/psychological abuse, Threat of violence,
Restrictions on expression or language, Restrictions on religious or cultural
practices

DESCRIPTION

I was 13 years old when I started to wear the veil. At the time, I did not mind it.
It was my mom’s idea and I just went ahead an agreed.
My extended family is not very religious, my maternal aunts are not veiled, and
my paternal aunts only started to wear the veil around the same time as me.
I began to feel annoyed by the veil during the first month after wearing it, but I
kept that feeling to myself, and did not bring it up.
I only gathered the courage to tell my parents that I want to take it off in January
of 2020. I thought it was the right time, because by then they were aware of the
fact that I am not a believer, and that I do not perform any religious practices.
However, as opposed to what I expected, their reaction was aggressive, they got
so angry, and I was beaten. They told me that they would not let this happen as
long as I am living under their roof, and that I can only take it off if I get married
or if I leave the country.
After that incident, I was shocked, and I realized that I could not take this step
now, as I am still a student and have no financial independence whatsoever. I
also do not want to jeopardize my relationship with my parents; this is why I
will wait until I can move out of their house before I gain my freedom.
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Case 18: Loubna (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling

SEX

Female

AGE

23

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2020

AGE THEN

21

LOCATION

South (Tyre)

CATEGORIES

Physical abuse, Beating, Threat/psychological abuse, Threat of violence,
Restrictions on expression or language, Restrictions on religious or cultural
practices

DESCRIPTION

I come from a very religious Muslim Shia family, my grandfather was a wellknown sheikh in our city. Right when I turned 8 years old, my parents informed
me that it is now time for me to start wearing the veil.
At the time I did not want to wear it, but I just did not fight it back as I believed
that it is something all girls must do, I did not even know that refusing was an
option.
As I approached my teenage years, I started to have my doubts about religion
and I started to discuss my ideas with some friends, and my uncle, who is
roughly about my age. And bit by bit I started to drift away from religion and I
hated the veil.
I also began to feel a distortion between my actual personality and beliefs, and
what I show to the people and how I act around them, which led me to
depression. I did seek psychological help, the doctor put me on medications but
that didn’t really help me.
That’s when I decided to approach my parents and tell them that I wanted to
take it off. When I told my mom, she almost had a heart attack, so I acted like if
this was a prank, and I never talked about it again.
Another part of why I didn’t bring it up again is the fact that they will disown
me over something like this. And this is why I’m waiting until I graduate and
get a job before I do anything that might end up in me being on the streets.
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Case 19: Ali
TITLE

Family Violence Because of Atheism

SEX

Female

AGE

24

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

Since 2015

AGE THEN

Starting age of 20

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Threat/psychological abuse, Hate speech, Restrictions on religious or cultural
practices

DESCRIPTION

I was born and raised in a radical Muslim Shia family. My mom and her siblings
have disowned their sister because she was an atheist and she took her veil off
after she got married, and they would always talk about her in front of us and
portray her as a bad example not to be followed.
At the age of 20, I started to be a sceptic, not all religious teachings made sense
to me anymore, so I decided to do my own research, and I read about theology,
religion, philosophy and science, and that’s when I became an atheist. My
parents and older siblings noticed that I’m not praying anymore and that I am
discussing religious matters that, they believe, should never be discussed. At
first, they tried to lecture me to bring me back to the “righteous path” and
threatened to kick me out to the streets if I don’t start praying again. I was a
university student at that time with no source of income so I just decided to
pretend pray. I even had to pretend that I’m fasting in Ramadan, my mother used
to go into my room and check inside the drawers to see if I hid any food in there.
I recently started to put snacks and some fruits in a bag and hang them outside
the bathroom window so that I could eat when I go to the bathroom.
One time I was reading a book titled “A Brief History of Time” by Stephen
Hawking, my parents saw that and went crazy, they took the book and ripped it
to pieces claiming that it is a book against god and creationism. I argued that if
god existed like they believe, he would not care if I believe or not in his
existence, and that’s when I was kicked out of the house. I had nowhere to go
so I spent my night on the roof of the building. My younger brother stood by me
and helped get back home. My relationship with my parents remains rocky until
this day.
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Case 20: Rawan
TITLE

Discrimination at School

SEX

Female

AGE

-

EX-RELIGION

Sunni Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2007 – 2010

AGE THEN

-

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Restricted access to education, Restrictions on expression or language

DESCRIPTION

I was put in an Islamic school called “Al Iman” and inside the school premises
I was forced to wear the veil. I used to constantly remove it, and this got me into
trouble with the teachers and the administration every day. They would
constantly kick me out of the class. They did not allow me to register for the
next year. Then I did grade 10 in Al Rawda school. I came to the decision that I
am an atheist while I was in grade 10 and I was vocal about it. The
administration that handled the school back then were not fond of my views. I
faced the same problems all over again, and then they did not allow me to
register for the next year. The year after that I went to Louaize School. During
one of the bible studies periods, the teacher asked who here does not believe in
god, and so I raised my hand. The administration was fine by it, unlike my
previous schools, but the students were not. Here is when bullying started, and
my colleagues would try to avoid me saying I worship the devil.
My parents tried to make me change my views for a while by making me see
Islamic Sheikhs to lecture me, but luckily my parents are not very conservatives,
so they eventually gave up and let me be. I was vocal about my atheism because
I believed it is my right to do so just as the Muslims and the Christians are vocal
about their beliefs and proudly say I am a Muslim or a Christian. After the
incidents I encountered, I learned to stay quiet about it to avoid getting into
trouble. I only dare to open up among a like-minded social circle I managed to
get to know.
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Case 21: Sima (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling, Verbal Violence, Death Threats and Work Termination

SEX

Female

AGE

29

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2001 till present

AGE THEN

Starting age of 10

LOCATION

Beirut – South Lebanon

CATEGORIES

Physical abuse, Threat/psychological abuse, Threat of violence, Death threat,
Discrimination in employment or trade, Restrictions on expression or language,
Restrictions on religious or cultural practices

DESCRIPTION

My family made me wear the veil at the age of 8 because that is what Islam says.
I was lured into wearing it, for they threw me a big party, and everyone got me
gifts. Hence, I was happy because of that and I found myself wearing the veil.
My family is very religious, and they forced me to do all the religious practices.
I was not even allowed to listen to music, and even if a commercial passed on
the T.V., they would immediately change the channel so that we do not see it.
They made sure to brainwash me well. They put me in the Islamic scouts, and I
had a high rank there.
I have always loved reading, so this led me to acquire knowledge and to question
the beliefs I was raised on. I felt guilty because of the thoughts I had, so I
registered in religious classes provided by a prominent political Shia party. The
more I learned there, the more I was personally convinced about my thoughts. I
became an atheist, and I was free from the shackles of all the brainwashing done
to me.
I first tried to stop wearing the long Islamic gown my parents made me wear,
but they totally refused that. I was 21 years old back then. I stayed like that for
4 years stuck with wearing the hijab. I started working in a channel and at the
same time I became active on social media about my new views in life, whether
about religion or politics. I got fired from my job because of this. Then after this,
I planned to travel from the country in order to be able to take my veil off. Hence,
I worked in another channel for 8 months to save money and be able to take this
step. I had the same problems about religion in this channel just like I had in my
previous workplace.
After this, I left to Jordan in 2017 and I took off my veil there. I announced this
on social media too and became more vocal about my views. Of course,
everyone saw this in my family and my village. They cussed at me and
threatened me. They tried to emotionally blackmail me, but they could not do
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anything because I was far away from them in another country. My family
disowned me because of this for a long period of time.
I faced problems later on in Jordan in my workplace. My boss tried to sexually
harass me, and when I refused, my salary started to gradually decrease, and they
stripped away from me all the other benefits I had that was offered by my job.
This of course affected my living conditions there, so I had to eventually leave
Jordan and go back to Lebanon. I stayed then in a dorm for students without my
parents’ knowledge yet. After two years of not talking to each other, they
eventually started to accept reality and that that’s how I am and how my life is
going to be.
Then, my brother joined a prominent religious political party now that he is
growing up and his thoughts started to be affected by this. Problems between
me and him started to escalate a lot. It reached a point in which he threatened to
kill me. Due to this, I had to leave home again before finishing the other major
I am doing now at university. I lived in the south for a short period of time in an
area close to nature in which it was not safe living there. I managed to find
freelance jobs until I was able to come back to Beirut and find a place to live
there. I had to live in dire poverty and without basic living furniture and home
appliances because I had to gradually take some of my stuff from my parents’
home when my brother was not at home. My family did not tell my brother
where I live now because they know he would come and kill me. This is it for
me so far, and I have no idea what might happen to me next and if my brother
might kill me in the future.
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Case 22: Mirna (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling

SEX

Female

AGE

20

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2009 till present

AGE THEN

Starting age of 9

LOCATION

Bekaa

CATEGORIES

Restrictions on expression or language, Restrictions on religious or cultural
practices

DESCRIPTION

I was born to a religious Shia family from the Bekaa area, I started to wear the
veil at age 9. I attended an Islamic school, and I used to regularly take part in
religious lectures even on the weekends.
When I turned 15 years old I decided to wear the abaya as well, as I was
influenced by my society. 4 years later I decided to take off the abaya, keeping
a less orthodox form of the veil, as I was going through a rough phase of my
life, and I needed a change. I was told that what I’m doing is wrong and that I
am going to regret it later, mainly by my sisters who also wear it. At that point
I was still a believer.
I started to have my doubts around the time the revolution began in 2019, I saw
how religious Shia parties are being opposed to change, and are standing
strongly behind the corruption and injustice. That made me question everything
else they stand behind, religion included. When I shared my thoughts with an
atheist friend that I had, he suggested some books to me, including “The God
Delusion” by Richard Dawkins, and that is when I started to really turn into
atheism.
I discuss religion with my family sometimes, and most of the time they have no
answers for my questions. However, I still cannot face them with the decision
to take the veil off, as that is bound to start a set of reactions that I can’t yet deal
with.
I hope that one day I would become independent enough to be able to move
away and live freely.
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Case 23: Naseem (alias)
TITLE

Restricted Access to Education and Verbal Violence

SEX

Male

AGE

19

EX-RELIGION

Evangelical Christian

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2018 till present

AGE THEN

17

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Threat/psychological abuse, Restricted access to education

DESCRIPTION

I come from a very religious Christian evangelical household. My parents put
me in an Evangelical school and made me attend church with them every week.
When I grew older, I became an atheist and decided to come out about it to my
parents at the age of 17.
I told them I want to inform them about something important, and they
deceived me into feeling safe about speaking to them by saying they love me no
matter what. Yet, the next day they told me I am a disappointment, verbally
abused me, accused me of losing my mind, and that they will stop funding my
university education. I ended up having a panic attack and crying in front of
them, trying to convince them that I cannot simply change my beliefs just like
they cannot do so. Later, I had to wait and change my university and go to a
public one because of that.
Now due to the economic crisis hitting Lebanon, I was forced to reach out for
financial support from my aunts and uncles, but they also refused to because of
my atheism. Of course, social gatherings in my family are filled with insulting
hints here and there about me and my views, for they make sure to never miss
an opportunity to badger me about it.
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Case 24: Lilian (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling

SEX

Female

AGE

28

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2002 till present

AGE THEN

Starting age of 9

LOCATION

South (Tyre)

CATEGORIES

Threat/psychological abuse, Restrictions on expression or language, Restrictions on religious or cultural practices

DESCRIPTION

I was 9 years old when I started to wear the veil, my Muslim Shia family, mainly
my mother, wanted me to wear it, and at the time I did not mind, I was also
influenced by my friends who in turn were veiled by that age.
It was when I turned 22 years old, that I started to have doubts about religion
and whether it was really sent to us by a god or if it was just a human made
concept. After doing some reading on the subject I concluded that I don’t believe
in religion nor in god. And that is when I decided to stop praying and fasting. I
also decided to start wearing a less orthodox form of the hijab.
And even though I did not inform my parents of these decisions, nor of my new
beliefs, they did notice the change in my behavior, and they were not so happy
about it. They always tried to lecture me about the way I am dressing. And my
mom went as far as threatening me that she will cause me problems with my dad
and siblings if I don’t fast and pray, that was before the month of Ramadan 2020
started.
Later on, I did sit my parents down and I told them that I want to take the veil
off, needless to say that they were unhappy to hear that. Right now I’m afraid
that if I take the decision for real, the reactions are going to be magnified, and I
still can’t be on my own right now.
I also fear the reactions of the society and my friends. I might lose some people
that I know.
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Case 25: Jasmin (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling

SEX

Female

AGE

30

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2002 till present

AGE THEN

Starting age of 9

LOCATION

Beirut – Bekaa

CATEGORIES

Restrictions on expression or language, Restrictions on religious or cultural
practices

DESCRIPTION

I wore the veil at the age of 9. I had no choice in this matter since the atmosphere
I grew up in is religious and the women around me wears it. The hijab affected
me mentally, for suddenly I could not play with boys anymore, and lot of other
things were prohibited for me. I developed social anxiety because it, for I could
not be myself as I wanted to in public. I remember once I went with a friend of
mine at the age of 16 to the cinema and I noticed that we were the only two girls
who wear the veil there, so I felt like I do not belong there, and I just left
immediately.
I always felt like I would be sexualized if my hair is visible, so the thought of
another man seeing it, or shaking hands with them, crippled me and worsened
my anxiety even more. Even when I had a physical relationship with a man for
the first time, I could not bring myself to remove the veil immediately, for
religious indoctrination and brainwashing was always there present in the back
of my head to weigh me down. This led me to get married to a man I realized I
do not want to be with just because we had a physical relationship once.
I managed to remove the veil at the age of 20 when I was with my ex-husband
in another country. My parents of course did not accept this lightly. Now
whenever I have to go to my village in Bekaa, my parents make me wear the
veil again to avoid having people there gossip about them, for society views a
woman who takes off her veil as a fallen one.
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Case 26: Houssam (alias)
TITLE

Discrimination at School

SEX

Male

AGE

18

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2017

AGE THEN

13 – 14

LOCATION

South (Sidon)

CATEGORIES

Threat/psychological abuse, Threat of violence, Death threat, Hate speech
Restrictions on expression or language, Restrictions on religious or cultural
practices

DESCRIPTION

I come from a Muslim Shia background and my parents are religious.
I was in 9th grade when I came out as an atheist at school. After that, most of my
classmates started to bully me, they didn’t want to be friends with someone who
didn’t believe in god. They started to advise me to repent, and when that did not
work, they began to threaten to “expose” me to my school teachers and my
parents, who at the time did not know of this.
One classmate went as far as telling me that he would go to heaven for killing
me.
Later that same school year, my Arabic teacher knew about my atheism, and
that is when she began directing hate speech at me. She would give example
sentences in class such as “( ”ال أسعد هللا الملحدينmay god never bestow happiness
upon atheists).
All of this made me anxious and depressed for a while, I felt so alone having no
friends and feeling like nobody likes me.
I did tell my parents about my atheism a few months after the school incidents
began, and they were surprisingly accepting.
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Case 27: Rima (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling and Restricted Access to Education

SEX

Female

AGE

25

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2003 till present

AGE THEN

Starting age of 8

LOCATION

Bekaa

CATEGORIES

Physical abuse, Beating, Restricted access to education, Restrictions on religious or cultural practices

DESCRIPTION

I was 8 years and 9 months old when I decided to wear the veil, I was influenced
at that time by my friends at the Islamic school that I attended, and of course my
religious Muslim family.
Had I not voluntarily started to wear it, my family would have waited a few
months until I turned 9 years old and forced it on me anyway.
By the time I turned 20, I had stopped believing in religion, and the veil was
starting to weigh down on my mental health, I wanted to take it off. But I could
not talk to my parents about it, because I knew that their reaction is going to be
something I cannot handle, I was sure that they will beat me and lock me at
home if I bring anything like this up. So, I just decided to start applying to
scholarships abroad, I thought this way I can get my freedom without
jeopardizing the little bits of it that I currently have.
And to my surprise I got a scholarship right away, I decided to tell my parents
about it thinking they will be happy for me, but instead they actually beat me
and did not allow me to leave.
My older sisters did talk to my parents later, and they were able to convince
them to let me pursue my education abroad, but unfortunately it was too late and
I could not take that scholarship anymore.
I am currently applying to different scholarships and universities, in the hopes
of being able to leave soon.
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Case 28: Malak (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling

SEX

Female

AGE

22

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2006 till present

AGE THEN

Starting age of 8

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Restrictions on expression or language, Restrictions on religious or cultural
practices

DESCRIPTION

I wore the veil at the age of 8 by my own “will”. I did not know what the veil
meant when I wore it. At that time my older sister wore it, so I was jealous of
her. I did not realize that my childish decision is going to burden me this much
at the age of 16, for that is when my beliefs have changed, and I no longer
believed in the hijab.
My family is very religious, and I never opened up to them out of fear. This year
I tried to tell my mom that I want to take it off, but I never dared to tell her about
the main reason, which is because I am an atheist. I made up excuses to her, like
I am not able to find a job because of the hijab and that it is limiting me in life.
Of course, her answer was no. My parents criticize me for not praying or
attending Ashura’s ceremonies, and for not fasting in Ramadan. Just to avoid
them badgering me about it, I faked praying and fasting.
Now I am 22 years old and I cannot tell them why I do not believe anymore, or
why I don’t want to do the religious practices, and why I want to take off my
veil. I do not know how long I can fake it so that they do not disown me or hurt
me.
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Case 29: Fatima (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling

SEX

Female

AGE

25

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2015

AGE THEN

20

LOCATION

Lebanon

CATEGORIES

Restrictions on expression or language, Restrictions on religious or cultural
practices

DESCRIPTION

I wore the hijab at the age of 9. My parents are not the violent kind but there
was a lot of pressure – mainly from my paternal grandfather on my dad – to get
his daughters to wear the hijab. I ‘chose’ to wear it at nine. I remember one time
a few years after putting it on that I wanted to take it off. I was still a child and
my mum told me that I would be hurting my father if I did that. Now I see it as
emotional manipulation. I backed down then. After that, I would take it out in
secret when I leave the house sometimes. It was exhausting to keep lying to my
family about that – and every time I left the house, I would be anxious that
somebody who knows my family would tell on me. This happened before
because I was seen out with a boy – and it did not go well.
At the age of 20 – and with the help of my other sisters – I finally took off the
hijab. I lost friends immediately. Extended family gatherings became
contentious. I lost count of how many ‘goodwill’ comments I received. This
does not even include the comments I did not hear about – the ones said behind
my back. An acquaintance once told me that she was hearing rumors about me
from our prior common friends from school. I was not very confrontational a
few years ago, the opposite, I was rather very timid, and this caused me great
anxiety. My first year was awfully lonely. It is better now.
But until this day I get warned not to ‘speak’ about my religious views or the
hijab, to not ‘encourage’ the behavior I participated in. My family keeps
reminding me not to smear their names and to keep my head down. I am luckier
than most in the sense that my parents did not cause any physical harm and that
they grew to accept – to a degree – who I am. But there are certain things that
they are not comfortable with, even now.
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Case 30: Aliaa (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling and Religious Oppression

SEX

Female

AGE

36

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

1994 till present

AGE THEN

Starting age of 8

LOCATION

Mount-Lebanon

CATEGORIES

Physical abuse, Torture or ill-treatment, Beating, Threat/psychological abuse,
Threat of violence, Death threat, Restrictions on expression or language,
Restrictions on religious or cultural practices

DESCRIPTION

I come from a very strict religious family. At the young age of 6 they used to
make me fast all day long during the month of Ramadan. I used to secretly drink
water in the kitchen because it was too hot for me back then since we were at
that time in UAE. After my family moved back to Lebanon, it became worse.
They became more involved in the religious society they lived in and that of
their extended family. They used to beat me to make me pray. Violence was
used to make me do anything they wanted. Of course, they made me wear the
veil too at the age of 8. I was dragged by force to pray at the mosque and perform
the prayers during Al-Qader nights. If physical force were not used, they would
verbally and emotionally abuse me to pray. I was even a victim of sexual
harassment and almost raped as a kid, but they did not even care about it. I
developed bulimia at that time.
My mom even made me wear the long Islamic gown like the one she wears. The
clothes she made me wear were for a middle-aged woman, and not for a kid or
a teenager. It was difficult for me to play in such clothes. They even took away
from me the bicycle and threw it, for it is not appropriate for a girl to sit on it
and ride a one. Having my own opinions was a sin for them. I was still getting
physically beaten until the age of 33. I used to end up bloodied and in need of
medical treatment. My father and brothers used to beat me a lot.
I always had my doubts and thoughts about religion. I lived a double life. I was
a different person when I go out, and another one at home. I lied almost about
everything. For example, I lied about knowing Christian people, or touching
dogs at shelters since dogs are considered unclean in Islam. They used to accuse
me of being a bad person and doubt my virginity which they associate with
honor just because I had Christian friends.
At the age of 25 I became an atheist and that is when I started having a double
life. At the age of 33 I finally had the courage to take my veil off. I received
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death threats. I got the police involved and I gave my number and their numbers
to my friends to tell them if I die to let everyone know that my family is the
murderer. Of course, they beat me a lot. Till now my dad still wants to kill me,
in addition to some of my brothers. My dad cannot stand the sight of me. Some
of my brothers wanted to throw me in the street immediately. My extended
family of course talked negatively about me. My mom wanted to kill me too,
and she was inciting everyone against me. They immediately thought I am a
prostitute just because I took off my veil.
I managed to find a good job and leave to live in another area in the country.
Till now I live in fear of the threats I receive. I am afraid of going to other areas
in the country where my family is. I am afraid of expressing my thoughts on
social media. No matter how much I try to run out of my past, I still feel
exhausted mentally and physically. I am tired of everything. I cannot endure
physical violence anymore. My body cannot handle it anymore. Mentally I am
also beaten.
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Case 31: Roula (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling and Discrimination at School

SEX

Female

AGE

25

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2005 till present

AGE THEN

Starting age of 9

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Hate speech, Restrictions on expression or language, Restrictions on religious
or cultural practices, Other

DESCRIPTION

My story began at a very young age, as I come from a religious Muslim Shia
family, where girls are expected to automatically wear hijab at age nine. I also
attended an Islamic girl’s only school.
Back then, I was still religious, I wore the veil and feared god, I especially felt
guilty whenever I skipped a prayer. However, the teachers at school thought that
I was somehow less religious than I should be; I believe that part of this was
related to my dad being affluent, which was linked at that school to a less
religious lifestyle. Add to that, the fact that I sometimes questioned what they
used to teach us. This led to me being bullied and mistreated by my teachers.
In fifth grade a close friend of mine suddenly stopped talking to me, I found out
later that our religion teacher had talked to her, and advised her to stay away
from me, since she considered me a bad influence.
Another incident happened when I went up to my teacher to ask her for advice
because I was unable to cry in Ashoura, she promised to address the matter in
class. That is when she publicly shamed me in front of my classmates, saying
that God has blinded some people’s hearts, and that is the reason they cannot
cry, while looking directly at me.
Even after leaving that school when I finished 8th grade, teachers were still
talking about me, claiming that the only reason I left is that I wanted to wear
tight pants and shorter uniforms, while completely overlooking the fact that I
left because of their bullying.
A few years later I managed to convince my parents to let me take the veil off, it
was not an easy mission but I was glad I could finally go through with it. Even then,
people from that school began to call my mom and try to incite her against me.
I currently live abroad and I am very glad that I moved away from that society.
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Case 32: Layla (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling

SEX

Female

AGE

29

EX-RELIGION

Sunni Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

1998 till present

AGE THEN

Starting age of 7

LOCATION

Tripoli

CATEGORIES

Threat/psychological abuse, Threat of violence, Death threat, Hate speech,
Restrictions on expression or language, Restrictions on religious or cultural
practices, Other

DESCRIPTION

I was born in Tripoli to a religious Muslim Sunni family, my grandfather is a
sheikh and my dad goes to pilgrimage every year. At that time, I was religious
and I used to attend religion classes on weekends, I was convinced that god
would punish me severely for showing hair. Therefore, I chose to start wearing
the veil at age 7.
I was still extremely religious throughout my teenage years; I wore very long
abayas and prayed at the mosque every day.
After I turned 18, and I started to go to university, I began to meet people with
different faiths and lifestyles that me. This shocked me, I realized that I was
living in a tiny bubble made by my family and my community, and that I knew
nothing outside of that bubble.
I started to wonder whether god would be torturing all these people in the
afterlife. This curiosity led me to get closer to different people, I wanted to know
all about them and their lifestyles, and I ended up befriending many Christians
and Shia, and even non-believers.
My family knew nothing about this, until I fell in love with a Shia friend of
mine, and decided to introduce him. Their reaction to my announcement was
insane; they started to yell and threatened to kill me if I ever see him again.
This incident was a turning point in my life, and I began to wonder why does
god hate love, and why did he create all those different religions and why does
he want them to kill each other?
Little by little, I stopped believing and I turned to atheism. And even though I
did not tell my family about this, my mom figured it out, since I don’t pray and
fast now, and she tries to make me feel guilty by blaming me for her cancer. She
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says that god sent her this illness because she raised such an ungrateful girl like
me. This always hurt me.
I currently work and live alone in Beirut, I take my veil off whenever I’m there
and I put it on when I go back home to Tripoli. I am very afraid that my family
would cut me off or even kill me if I take the veil off once and for all, and this
is why I’m leading this double life, even though it is physically and mentally
exhausting.
I hope to be able to break free from it one day.

Case 33: Rania (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling

SEX

Female

AGE

21

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2017 till present

AGE THEN

18

LOCATION

Southern Suburb of Beirut

CATEGORIES

Restrictions on expression or language, Restrictions on religious or cultural
practices

DESCRIPTION

I previously wrote my story, and it was mentioned in the article “We are atheists
and we wear the veil” under the pseudonym “Rania”.
Reference to my story:
“I was 18 when I first told my parents about wanting to remove the hijab (a
decision I’ve been wanting to make since I started my teenage years). I thought
after starting college it would be easy, that they would see me as a grown up
making my own life choices. I was wrong. It was a disaster; my mom was
furiously angry and my dad had a mini heart attack. I was losing my mind as I
saw my plan crashing in front of me.
I’m almost 20 now and still struggling with them, fighting over everything and
anything, all because of my choice. They blamed my university education and
threatened to keep me from going (since they pay for my tuition). They blamed
everything just because they could not fathom that this is actually a choice that
I made on my own, THEIR girl.
I’ve been wearing the veil for 11 years – more than half of my life, and still I
can’t accept it. People say it’s my choice since my parents “asked” me when I
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was 8 years old, but how can a child understand and make such a decision, a
decision that I saw as an opportunity to become like my mother and the women
in the family. I thought I was growing up; little did I know I was turning my life
to hell. Yes, this is how I feel every morning when I have to wear it to keep
going with my life. It is literally a burden on top of my head. My issue with the
hijab isn’t just with the looks, I’ve been an atheist for 2 years now and the hijab
just doesn’t represent who I am. People see me and judge me for something I’m
unwillingly wearing, something that directly contradicts who I am and how I
think. This has also made me feel insecure about my looks. The stress I’m
dealing with gave me anger and anxiety episodes. I developed a depressive
mood. I can’t stop thinking about it, and how my life would be totally different
if I just take that piece of fabric off of me, how relieved I would be then.
Although it’s been more than a year since I first discussed the topic with my
parents, but I feel I’m moving forward, I have accomplished so much over this
year and I will not go back on my decision and my freedom of choice for the
sake of anyone no matter how much it will cost me”.
Update:
Nothing much changed since I last shared my story. I am still forced to wear it.
I stopped arguing with my parents about a year ago because it was seriously
affecting my physical and mental health (depressive episodes, meltdown,
serious weight loss, panic attacks, sudden fainting caused by anger, …), in
addition to affecting my academic performance in college. After the arguments
stopped, my relationship with my parents was so much better (obviously),
however I still mention the subject from time to time. It is still hard looking in
the mirror every time I’m going out and seeing someone I don’t want to be. But
I try my best to keep a healthy mental state since there isn’t much I can do as
long as I am dependent on my parents.
A close family member (my mother’s side) who is around my age removed the
veil a year ago, and to my surprise my mother was a supporter of this! But when
I mentioned the topic it was hell let loose. Everyone in the family was okay with
what my cousin did, and they supported her. It was a bit disappointing and
relieving to be honest. At least I now know that I won’t be shamed by my big
family. My problem is still with my parents.
After lots of thinking, I ended up deciding to wait until I graduate from college
and have my own job. Also, I’m planning on continuing my education abroad
as soon as I graduate (which is next year, my major is 5 years). I guess only then
I would be able to be free from the veil and live the life I truly want.
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Case 34: James (alias)
TITLE

Forced to Practice Religion and Physical/Verbal Violence

SEX

Male

AGE

24

EX-RELIGION

Mixed Muslim (Sunni/Shia)

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2013 till present

AGE THEN

17

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Beating, Threat/psychological abuse, Restrictions on religious or cultural
practices

DESCRIPTION

My parents are religious Muslims, and my dad used to force me to pray and fast.
He would wake me up for the morning prayers and drag me with him for the
Friday prayer at the mosque. It took me several long fights to make him stop
forcing me to pray. At the age of 18 I finally came out to them about my atheism.
Their immediate reaction was violent. My dad emotionally shunned me, and he
would use violence on certain occasions. He would bother me all the time and
insist that I give him evidence for every detail in religion proving that it is not
logical or true. He got me religious books and tried to lecture me on several
occasions. He even wanted to kick me out of the house. They took me to see
several sheikhs, and one of them told me I am a demon.
I had to cut ties with one of my aunts for she kept on making problems with me
because of my atheism, and she incited my dad against me on several occasions.
Until now I have to fake fasting the month of Ramadan at home, and I eat
secretly when I am in a different area than the one I live in.
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Case 35: Linda (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling

SEX

Female

AGE

20

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2009 till present

AGE THEN

Starting age of 9

LOCATION

Bekaa (Zahle)

CATEGORIES

Hate speech, Restrictions on expression or language, Restrictions on religious
or cultural practices

DESCRIPTION

When I was little, I attended an Islamic school, so the idea that at a certain age
I am going to start wearing the veil was always present, and at the time I did not
mind it. I was 9 years old when I started to wear it voluntarily and I was so happy
about it. Looking back now I feel like it was my way of seeking validation from
the society.
A couple of years later, as I grew into a young teenager, I started to hate it, and
I wanted to take it off. At the time, my religious older sister would throw out the
clothes that I like because they are either too short or too tight, and she would
only let me wear loose and very long clothes. I hated myself then because I could
not feel good in any of those outfits.
I began to feel more and more like an outcast, when I started to go to university.
I live in Zahle which is a Christian dominated area, I got weird looks from
people, and I also could not get a job because of the veil.
I felt the discrimination everywhere and weighed on me heavily because deep
inside I did not like the veil either.
I then took my final decision; I want to take this piece of fabric off.
I casually mentioned it in front of my parents, my dad agreed right away, and
said that there is no point in wearing it if I don’t like it, but my mother was very
angry. She was thinking of what people might say and how will they judge us.
She incited some of my siblings against me, and they made me go through hell
for 4 days, they were yelling at me, and insulting me. But since I had my father’s
approval, I went ahead and did it.
Some of my siblings do not talk to me to this day, including my religious sister
and my brother, but I have never been happier.
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Case 36: Abbas (alias)
TITLE

Discrimination at School and Workplace

SEX

Male

AGE

32

EX-RELIGION

-

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2003 – 2016

AGE THEN

Starting age of 15

LOCATION

Southern Suburb of Beirut

CATEGORIES

Physical abuse, Threat/psychological abuse, Threat of violence, Death threat,
Hate speech, Discrimination in employment or trade, Restrictions on expression
or language, Restrictions on religious or cultural practices

DESCRIPTION

I am 32 years old male, living in Haret Hreik. The incidents I remember are:
- At my religious high school in 2003: I was just starting to question things about
god and religion, and I got opposed socially, and got kind of excluded and
abandoned for asking the wrong questions and questioning what’s not to be
questioned. They majority considered me as "wrong".
- At another high school in year 2004-2005: I discussed ideas in philosophy class
about god and religion from an atheist point of view, I got opposed in opinion
harshly, and even got death threats by a Muslim Shiite fanatic, but it went no
further than words. At the same school in the same year I got attacked physically
by another fanatic for I was not fasting during Ramadan.
- In many workplaces in the domain of hospitality between years 2004 and
2016: got the feeling of banishment, and being discriminated against many
times, because I did not belong to a sect. I was supposed to belong to a
denomination in a way or another, for them to treat me accordingly, but I
belonged to none, which was kind of incomprehensible.
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Case 37: Emma (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling and Verbal/ Emotional Violence

SEX

Female

AGE

27

EX-RELIGION

Sunni Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2007 – 2018

AGE THEN

14

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Discrimination in employment or trade, Restrictions on expression or language,
Restrictions on religious or cultural practices

DESCRIPTION

I had to wear the veil at the age of 14. My parents made me wear it. My mom
used to constantly nag me to make me wear the veil back then. She would say I
won’t have a daughter in my house who does not wear the veil. If you do not
wear it, then you will go astray and become a “bad” woman. My family was
never like this. They only started adhering to religion after the civil war
happened in Lebanon in the past, like many other Lebanese people did as a way
to assert their identity. My mom’s experience in the civil war made her like this,
and it made her hate anyone who is not a Muslim Sunni.
My brother got married to a very religious woman from the north. She incited
my mom against me as a kid and always criticized how my clothes are not
Islamic enough. She also had a hand in changing my mom and brainwashing
her. That is how my mom ended up scaring me all the time with stories about
woman who refused to wear the veil, and how I will be tortured in hell if I do
not wear it. Hence, I used to take it off secretly when I am not at home. When I
used to get harassed in the street, my mom would blame me instead of the
harasser, claiming I am the one who is attracting them because my clothes are
not Islamic enough.
I became an agnostic at the age of 21, and then an atheist at the age of 24. I
wanted to take off my veil at that time. I hated how I was treated differently by
other people just because I was wearing the veil. I used to be judged differently,
and even the topics people talked about changed when they saw me just because
of my veil. Even when I applied to jobs, at some of them I would be rejected
just because I wear the veil. At other places I would be rejected because I was
not wearing the long Islamic gown. I hated being judged because of a piece of
fabric, and a religion I no longer believed in.
When I told my mom I want to take off my veil, she of course refused. My sister
was understanding since she also wears it against her will. My mom poured
insults on me accusing me of becoming a “slut” now because I want to it off.
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She told me you are not allowed to take it off as long as you live here. My sister
also advised me to wait until I leave the country to take it off so that I avoid all
the hassle that might happen if I am still here when I take it off.
When I finally left the country and got married, I took off my veil. My mom did
not take this lightly, and again poured all kinds of insults on me. She told me
“my daughter is dead to me now”. It took her a while for her to accept it. She
did not allow me to tell my dad immediately. She claimed this news would affect
his health. Turns out she was just scaring me and wanting me to feel bad, for
when I finally managed to tell him, nothing happened. One of my brothers made
a fuss about it and continued criticizing how I dress.
My dad died recently, and he said he wants his children to inherit him equally.
He did not have time to write his will before he died. Hence, now one of my
brothers is trying to take huge parts of my share and that of my sister since in
the Islamic laws he can do this. My mom is of course supporting him. If we were
living in a secular country, this wouldn’t have happened.
That is with respect to my family. As for my workplace, I have another story to
tell that happened also before leaving the country. I worked as a French teacher
in Al-Iman school for a year. It is a Sunni religious school. I had lot of problems
there because of their Islamic rules. Wearing the veil there is obligatory. I passed
the exam I had to do, and I got accepted. Then they asked me for some additional
papers to make sure I am a Sunni, for they only accept Sunnis there.
My worst days were at that school. They had a huge part in making me an atheist
later on. They forced me to write “in his name the merciful the compassionate”
on the board as a first step after entering the class. I hated that because I am not
a religion teacher. The coordinator made lot of fights with me because of
religion. I once got into trouble for keeping the word “jambon” in the vocabulary
words taught about the French breakfast. She told me this is forbidden, and this
is very wrong since I am a Muslim. During the occasion of the birthday of
prophet Mohammad, a colleague came to give me sweats and she yelled at me
loudly to say, “peace be upon him!” so that she would give me the piece of
sweet. This startled and scared me, so I refused. After this, they started to gossip
about me behind my back. They even told a student that she will go to hell
because her name is “Sabine” instead of not having a religious name. She was
only 7 years old and the girl started to cry out of fear. They even discovered that
a girl in the class has a Christian mother, so they started to call her the son of
the infidel. They told her your mom will burn in hell.
They forced me to wear long Islamic clothes and to stick to wearing a white veil.
They forbid me from wearing accessories, or even putting on colorless nail
polish. They claimed that if I wear them, I will drag the students to hell because
of me for they will start wanting to dress like me. They did not even allow me
to put colorless lip gloss in the winter, for this is forbidden in Islam. I held on
there for 8 months only, and I even was absent for lot of days on purpose just to
stay away from them. I was not even allowed to go and talk to the headmaster
because he is a man and I am a woman. When I once entered his office alone to
discuss a work-related matter with him, he refrained from facing me and kept
his face turned to a different side. When I asked him to look at me when I talk
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to him, he said this is “haram”. I closed the door so that passing by students
cannot hear us talking, he refused immediately saying that this is “haram” since
we are alone in the office. One of my colleagues is one of his cousins, so she is
kind of allowed to sit with him and be our messenger between us and him.
A kid was once crying at school because his father beat his mother, but the
religion teacher told him this is totally fine since the Quran says men are allowed
to hit women. One of my colleagues once was complaining to her coworkers
that her husband married a second wife, but they told her she should not
complain and totally accept it since Islam allows it. They even once refused to
let in inside the school a mother of a student because her clothes were not Islamic
enough. I was also reprimanded once for using a song as a part of a listening
lesson. The coordinator came rushing in and told me this is not acceptable
because singing is forbidden in Islam, and that what I was doing is even more
horrible because it was Friday.
I was once speaking in a loud voice, and I got reprimanded for this because there
was a technician fixing something in the same floor and he heard my voice. The
principal told me this is not acceptable because a woman’s voice in Islam is a
“awrah”, meaning it is associated with the sexual organs and can stimulate men.
I was even once reprimanded by everyone, both by the administration and the
parents, for just making a boy sit next to a girl in the same table in the class.
Another time I was reprimanded for allowing a male student to hold my books
for me after he asked, for our hands may accidentally touch or that there might
be something personal in them, and this is forbidden in Islam. They even once
consoled a student because her mom has given birth for the fourth time to a girl
instead of a boy. When I did an exam, the principal would come first and waste
some time in making the students pray with her. She would make them raise
their hands with her and pray a lot, including prayers about the victory of Islam.
I felt so happy when the school year ended, and I finally left the school. The
atmosphere there affected me a lot and helped in making me an atheist later on.
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Case 38: Lucy (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling

SEX

Female

AGE

24

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2004 – 2018

AGE THEN

Starting age of 9

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Threat/psychological abuse, Threat of violence, Death threat, Discrimination in
employment or trade, Restrictions on expression or language

DESCRIPTION

I had to wear the veil at the age of 9 because that is what my parent’s religion,
Islam, requires. They told me this is what will get me into heaven.
I did not say no back then because at that age you always do what your parents
tell you to do. When I turned 14, I started questioning it. I did not want to wear
the veil anymore.
When I turned 16, I tried talking to my dad about it, but he got angry and
threatened me so I could not take it off at that time. He even threatened to shoot
me. I tried every year to talk to him and every time I would get so nervous and
anxious because his reaction was always the same. Until finally in 2018 when I
was 22, after long years of fights, he did not argue as before anymore and finally
accepted this is not something I want.
During all the years I was wearing the veil, I was so frustrated because people
automatically assumed I was a Muslim just because I wear a veil and it’s
basically a symbol of Islam. I was angry because I could not be myself and who
I truly want to be, angry because people judged me when I went to bars or
concerts, they would look at me like this is not my place to be and what the hell
am I doing there. I couldn’t come out as an atheist. If I did back then to the
people I was surrounded with, I would have just received opposition and
negative consequences.
I also would like to mention that in the work place I worked at, I was never
allowed to have the Christian holidays as days off, even though they are official
holidays dictated in the law of the country. My company just told me I am a
Muslim, so I cannot have these days as off. I couldn’t do much about it, even
though this is blatant discrimination. My colleagues at work were also very
religious, and they made the work environment for me a toxic one with their
behavior.
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Case 39: Farah (alias)
TITLE

Forced Veiling

SEX

Female

AGE

16

EX-RELIGION

Sunni Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2018 till present

AGE THEN

Starting age of 14

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Restrictions on expression or language, Restrictions on religious or cultural
practices

DESCRIPTION

My family claims that the veil is a religious obligation and that I must adhere to
it. That is why they forced me to wear the veil. I personally cannot find a
justification for this act. Not only do they make me wear the veil, but they also
force me to pray, fast, read the Qur’an, and they make decisions on behalf of
me. As a Muslim girl for them, my role is to be obedient and serve, unlike how
it is for the males I know. I don’t dare to open up about my atheism, for I know
my family would kill me.
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Case 40: Adnan Nehmeh
TITLE

Religious and Political Indoctrination

SEX

Male

AGE

33

EX-RELIGION

Shia Muslim

INCIDENT
DATE / TIME

2003 – 2012

AGE THEN

16 – 25

LOCATION

Beirut

CATEGORIES

Restrictions on expression or language, Restrictions on religious or cultural
practices

DESCRIPTION

I come from a Muslim Shia background, I was raised to believe that the members
of a well-known sectarian party in Lebanon are the only righteous people, and
that they are serving us and our country. I was very fond of them and I decided
to join their militia when I was a teenager. They started to give me extensive
religious lectures and once they believed I was ready, they sent me to a couple
of military training camps, where I was brainwashed to believe that this is the
path god chose for me and that dying while fighting should be my dream.
During my teenage years, my neighbor, who was also part of the same party,
started to have doubtful thoughts that he shared with me. That is when I started
thinking and doubting. That neighbor later shared his thoughts with other people
and that caused him so many problems with the party. They’d show up at his
house to lecture him and sometimes even threaten him.
That’s when I decided not to let them know about how I think. I stayed on the
down low, I was still praying at the mosque and fasting even though I was no
longer a believer. My mental health took a major nosedive at that time because
I felt like I’m leading a double life, and that lead to depression. I slowly started
to skip prayers and gradually let my family know about my atheism. It was not
easy but they did accept me for who I am eventually. My friends however, could
not accept the new me, to them I was this bad infidel who’s disobeying the words
of Allah. So they just walked out on me. that had a big impact on me, as I felt
rejected and unwanted. I still to this day try to deal with my depression.
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VI.
Conclusion

As is the case in other Arab countries, atheism remains highly controversial in Lebanon. One
interesting indicator of this fact is how the negative reputation of atheism has effectively shifted
political discourse around secularism in the public sphere. The notion of secularism has to do
with the separation of politics and religion, but for many decades in Lebanon, it has been
attacked by religious parties under the pretense that secularism is equivalent to atheism. In turn,
many secular activists have gone on to defend secularism by assuring that it is not atheism, and
eventually a considerable proportion of secular activist groups decided to rebrand their
objectives altogether. Instead of calling for a “secular state”, they now call for a “civil state”.
At the heart of these power dynamics is a deep-rooted negative perception of atheism and
atheists. This negative perception leads to active discrimination against atheists in Lebanon.
However, this discrimination has not been studied until now. The findings of the above study,
therefore, offer rare insights into the challenges that atheists face in Lebanon. More importantly,
these findings are evidence-based and are grounded in a robust research methodology.
The data tells a clear story of the aforementioned power dynamics:
Our legal analysis emphasized the paradoxes and oddities of the Lebanese law and constitution.
The analysis showed that these contradictions are primarily with international treaties signed
by Lebanon, which must precede local laws according to law hierarchy. Furthermore, these
penal codes are in contradiction with the constitution and vis-à-vis each other. It also
demonstrated how Lebanese atheists are subject to different forms of discrimination and
exclusion by such legal instruments. For instance, this study illustrated how religious
authorities, in their alliance with the State, have obstructed attempts to recognize civil marriages
conducted over Lebanese territories, and how they willfully discriminate against women.
Furthermore, we found that the deliberate misuse of vague laws and the presence of several
contradictory penal code articles allows the State-Religion complex to silence free speech. In
the period extending from 2018 to 2020, we documented 16 reported prosecutions for
blasphemy or for provoking confessional strife. The analyses we conducted for these
prosecutions shows how state prosecutors and security agencies mishandled many of these
cases by selectively applying the law, failing to follow standard procedures, and pressuring
individuals under duress to sign pledges and remove content, or banning social media use
altogether, even prior to appearing before a court. Going through these cases clarified how
exercising free speech can be faced with meticulously orchestrated and coordinated legal
procedures, threats, physical aggression, and accusations of blasphemy, contempt of religion,
desecration of religious symbols, and provoking sectarian strife in the country.
Over the last 10 years, Lebanese TV stations produced 14 talk shows and news stories that
discussed atheism. The media analysis revealed six main categories of subjects covered by the
media on the topic of atheism. Most of the assessed material, around 80%, was biased against
atheists. Moreover, TV channels engaged in promoting communal religious practice in
Lebanon, such as Al Manar, exhibited the highest bias against atheists. Most TV shows that
discussed atheism or topics related to it, 57%, presented atheism in an unfavorable manner.
Bias in question design was mostly expressed in question tone. Although allegations of
contempt of religion can be legally incriminating in certain countries, they were made while
citing sources, such as video material shared by atheist participants. Coverage bias mainly
materialized in less time given to atheist participants. The presenters in more than 80% of talk
shows that included both a defender and an opponent of atheism, interrupted the former guests
more than the latter. This was sometimes used to prevent guests from elaborating on pro-
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atheism ideas. When guests were included, biased talk shows in the assessed material
systematically gave less time to atheists.
The data obtained from the online perception survey regarding discrimination against atheists
in Lebanon was collected, handled and analyzed in accordance with the AAOR code of ethics.
In all, 644 individuals participated in the survey. The results suggest moderate to severe levels
of discrimination against atheists. The constructed discrimination index showed that 63% of
atheists in Lebanon have suffered moderate to severe discrimination because of their atheism.
A correlation analysis was conducted suggesting a dependency of the discrimination on
multiple parameters, like age and geographical location. Feelings of discrimination were
highest in the South/Nabatieh Governorates and among those with a Shia, Sunni, or mixed
religious background. There was no significant difference in feelings of discrimination between
males and females; however, perception of discrimination decreased with age.
The results of the survey also helped shed light on individual differences between participants.
Most participants were open about their atheism to their immediate family and friends;
however, slightly more than half of all participants were not open to their boss and/or coworkers, and a similar percentage of participants feared that openness about atheism will
negatively affect their career. Respondents of a Shia or Sunni background were significantly
less likely to be open to their parents compared to other religious backgrounds and were more
likely to have their relationship with their families significantly or radically affected by their
openness about their lack of belief. Feelings of isolation and the impact of discrimination on
the quality of life were positively correlated with openness to one’s surroundings about their
skepticism, as well as the number of micro-aggressions and stereotypes the person faced. Those
who described their families’ religiosity as religious or very religious were more likely to face
severe discrimination. Just over one third of participants were forced at some point to conform
to religious practices or duties against their will, while around 60% had pretended at some point
to pray, fast, or practice any religious duties to please their families or communities. A huge
majority of participants were subject to at least one form of micro-aggression. Most alarmingly,
more than a quarter of participants felt at some point that their life, health or well-being were
at risk because of their atheism, 42.37% of which still feel so. Almost all participants felt that
the Lebanese political system was not inclusive to atheists, and over three quarters of them felt
that they were treated unfairly by Lebanese personal status laws and Lebanese educational
institutions. Most participants (71.58%) felt that their atheism, or expression thereof, might
cause them legal problems in Lebanon, and 90.37% have practiced self-censorship on their
views regarding atheism in order to avoid social or legal consequences.
Case studies were conducted detailing the stories of 40 atheists and non-believers who were
subject to discrimination because of their views. The majority of participants (36) were
Lebanese, and more than half of the participants (25) were women. Over the course of each
interview, which lasted up to an hour each, the participants were asked to share details of the
discriminatory incident(s) that they had experienced. The study also included two subjects who
had committed suicide, at least partly as a result of the discrimination. In these cases, interviews
were conducted with close friends of theirs who told their stories as they knew them. All the
study subjects underwent serious forms of abuse, which included but were not limited to
physical violence, psychological violence, forced veiling, death and violence threats, illegal
detention, discrimination at the workplace, restricted access to education and social services
and restrictions on expressing personal beliefs. The most recurring form of abuse was forced
veiling or physical assault and/or emotional and mental abuse as punishment for taking it off.
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Another recurring incident was the restriction imposed on freedom of speech. In some cases,
people were afraid to express their opinions to their families and surrounding society in fear of
violent reactions. In the extreme cases, the subjects were arrested by the authorities and charged
with accusations of apostasy due to social media posts. At the workplace, declaration of atheism
resulted in the termination of employment. Moreover, some participants faced unjust treatment
at school, where they were shunned by their peers, mistreated, and sometimes publicly shamed
by their teachers. Local sectarian political parties played a huge role in some of the stories,
either by helping the participants’ families in the act of oppression, or by pressuring the
participants and their families to conform to religious guidelines. These assaults led in most of
the cases to serious mental health issues, and the vast majority of the study subjects either left
the country or are actively working on leaving. The input of the participants was submitted to
Ceasefire MENA for later reference and adequate documentation of infringements on human
rights.
The entirety of this study has aimed to document the different aspects of discrimination against
atheists in Lebanon. Yet, the aspirations of this work go far beyond defending the rights of the
atheist community. We firmly believe that the encroachment against the rights of atheists in
Lebanon, and in the Arab world at large, is not an issue that only concerns atheists. Oppression
of atheists is not a stand-alone issue and atheists are by far not the only oppressed group in
Lebanon and the MENA region. Unfortunately, such oppression is just one manifestation of a
deep-rooted culture of intolerance towards any non-conforming individual or group.
We believe that this intolerance is precisely the root cause of much misery and injustice in
Lebanon and the Arab world, not just because of the harm it causes unto the non-conformers,
but also because it prevents the free exchange of ideas in society, and thus it paralyzes societal
evolution. The very foundations of democracy and human progress rely on fostering a free
marketplace of ideas. Once members of a society are not allowed to think freely and to express
freely, social progress will inevitably stagnate, and injustice will certainly prevail.
It is the hope of this report, therefore, to shed the light on the different forms of discrimination
that atheists are subject to in Lebanon, providing with that some guiding material that can be
used by human right organizations and activists to better counter such violations in the region.
Moreover, we hope that our work contributes not only to defending the rights of atheists, but
also to promoting real and meaningful tolerance in our community, and transforming Lebanon
into a more just, inclusive, and democratic country.
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Appendix A. Quotes in Original Language
Table 17: Original Arabic quotes that appeared in the media analysis
Original Arabic Transcript

Serial Segment

ريما كركي :أنا بالنسبة إلي فيني أعطيك كل الحلقة بس إدارة التلفزيون...
الشيخ :هللا يسلمك

0:12:55
0:13:00

في هذا السجال الديني يلي صاير مسيحيا-مسيحيا و إسالميا-إسالميا و مسيحيا-إسالميا ،و األكتر من
هيك رحنا بمطرح تاني :إلحاديا-دينيا .يعني فاتوا جماعة اإللحاد على الخط .دايما نحن منقول أنا أحترم
كل شخص على قناعاته .أنا كملحد أحترمك و أحترم قناعاتك ،بس ما بسمحلك ،ألنك ملحد ،تهينني
و تهين كرامتي و تهين مقدساتي .إنت ملحد ،حر .مارس إلحادك متل ما بدك .هللا بيحاسبك .إذا تؤمن
باهلل أو ما تؤمن باهلل ،إنت حر .بالنتيجة حسابك عند ربنا .بس إنك تكون ملحد ،و فوق إلحادك تنكت
على مقدساتنا ،تنكت على أنبيائنا ،و على قديسينا ،و تستعمل عبارات حقيرة متلك؟ أل ما رح نسمحلك.
لو إنك شتام و عندك متابعين على السوشال ميديا و بتشتموا .اشتموا من هلق لمية سنة ،ما بتغيروا
شي بشتيمتكن .بس نحن مستعدين نتعايش معكن على عللكم .ما عندنا مشكلة خيي .إنت ملحد ،مارس
إلحادك ،صحتين على قلبك ،أنا ما عندي أي مشكلة معك .و أنا مؤمن بدي مارس إيماني و ممنوع
إنت تتعاطى بإيماني و ممنوع تسيء إليماني و ممنوع تقرب على ديني و ممنوع تقرب على مقدساتي.
إنت تكون ملحد ،اسطفل ،تنضرب .ما عندي مشكلة معك .بس تكون ملحد و توصف لي قديسيني
و أنبيائي و أدياني بأوصاف بتشبهك و بتشبه نفسيتك و حقارتك؟ فشر على رقبتك و رقبة اللي متلك.

0:00:00
0:01:28
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ريما كركي :اخترت إنك تلحد ،هيدا شأنك ،و إنما ليش إعالن هيدا الشي و الكالم على يوتيوب بهيدا
الشكل و إهانة الدين بهذه الطريقة؟

0:08:46
0:08:55

70

السالم عليكم .عن النبي األكرم صلى هللا عليه و آله و سلم أنه قال :كل مولود يولد على الفطرة يعني
المعرفة بأن هللا عز و جل خالقه .فما الذي يدفع األشخاص لالنحراف عن هذه الفطرة و التحول نحو
اإللحاد؟ و ما هو اإللحاد؟ هل اإللحاد أنواع؟ هل تعتبر أسئلة الشك كفرا؟ ما هو دور األهل في
بن مؤمن أو ملحد؟ مشاهدينا الكرام ،هذه األسئلة و غيرها حتكون محور حديثنا لليوم
الحصول على إ ٍ
مع ضيفنا في األستوديو ،فضيلة الشيخ الدكتور محمد شقير ،فأهال بكم فضيلة الشيخ…

0:00:32
0:01:10

بفترة سابقة ،الملحد ما كان يكشف عن حاله .كان يتستر عن الموضوع .حتى يمكن ما كان يحكي عن
أفكاره قدام العالم .أما اليوم ،بسبب وسائل التواصل اإلجتماعي ،بالعكس ،صار في عندنا صفحات.
الملحدين صاروا يحكوا عن أفكارن بكل جرأة .و هيدا الشي إذا منترصد أكتر وسائل التواصل
االجتماعي ،واضح للعيان.
علي حيدر :هون الفرق ،إنو المؤمن عنده كتب سماوية إذا قري فيها...
نيشان ديرهاروتيونيان :طوني...
طوني فرنجية :أنا شوي بدي علق على آخر نقطة...
علي حيدر... :بيوصل لنتيجة ،بينما العلماني بدو يضل يتابع آخر ما توصل إليه العلم...
نيشان ديرهاروتيونيان :طوني تفضل.
كفتاة محجبة و مؤمنة ،السؤال األخير :قنعوكي استصراحات يلي قابلتيهن بفيلمك؟
نيشان ديرهاروتنيان :هاليلويا.
زياد فرنجية :آمين.
نيشان ديرهاروتنيان :بعد الفاصل ،طوني و اآلخر ،الدكتور علي حيدر.
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0:01:19
0:01:44

70

103

103

1:15:58
1:16:10

94

0:05:17
0:05:25

100

1:02:41
1:02:49

94

Appendix B. Arabic Titles of Shows and Episodes
Table 18. Original titles of all the material assessed in the media analysis
Serial Source

Show

Transliteration
Type
of Show Name

Original Title

Transliteration of
Arabic Title

NO GUEST REPRESENTATION

106

Al Jadeed
 طوني خليفةTony Khalife
TV

Interview
talk show

2020/03/09  حلقةHalakat 09/03/2020

95

Future TV

Tele
Stars

Interview
talk show

زياد نجيم ملحد أو أل

44

LBCI

BBCHI
TV show

Comedic
talk show

Episode 23

Ziad Njeim Mulhid
Aw La’a

ONE-SIDED GUEST REPRESENTATION: ONLY PRO ATHEIST

71

Al Jadeed
األخبار
TV

107

MTV

Al-Akhbar

Talk of
the Town

News story الملحدين في لبنان

Al-Mulhideen Fi
Lubnan

Issue-based
زياد نجيم
talk show

Ziad Njeim

ONE-SIDED GUEST REPRESENTATION: ONLY ANTI ATHEIST
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Al Manar

حبة مسك

Habbat Misk

Interview
talk show

29/12/2013  حلقةHalakat 29/12/2013
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Al Manar

تواصل

Tawasol

Interview
talk show

اإللحاد
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NBN

رأيك

Ra’ayak

Interview
talk show

 أم، مؤمن،كافر
Kafer, Mumin, Enta
 ملحد انت شو رأيك؟Shu Ra’ayak?

Al-El’had

TWO-SIDED GUEST REPRESENTATION
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TL

شارعنا

Shari’ana

Interview
talk show

حرية المعتقد في
 بين اإللحاد:لبنان
والتدين

Huriyat El-Mu’atakad
Fi Lubnan: Bayn AlEl’had wa-Tadayyun
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Future TV

سيرة
وانفتحت

Sira w-Infata’hit

Interview
talk show

انتحار الناشط
Intihar An-Nashit Al اللبناني نور مرعبLubnani Nour Merheb
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MTV

Menna w
jerr

Comedic
talk show

 اإللحاد على طريقةAl-Elhad Ala Tarikat
العين بالعين
El-Ayn Bil-Ayn

1

Al Jadeed
TV

 العين بالعينEl-Ayn Bil-Ayn

Interview
talk show

اإللحاد

Al-Elhad
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Al Jadeed
للنشر
TV

Lin-Nashr

Interview
talk show

...شي ٌخ يحكي تجربتَه

Shaykhun Yah’ki
Tajribatah…
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Al Jadeed
انا هيك
TV

Ana Heik

Interview
talk show

الملحد في مواجهة
الفاجر التائب

Al-Mulhid Fi
Muwajahat Al-Fajir
At-Ta’eb
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Appendix C. Survey Questionnaire
https://freethoughtlebanon.net/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/survey.html

Table 19. Questionnaire used to conduct the survey
Q1-0

What is your sex?

M

Q1-1

What age group do you belong to?

M

Q1-2

Where do you live in Lebanon?

M

Q1-4

Where did you use to live when you were in Lebanon?

D

Q1-5

Where do you originally come from?

M

Q1-6

Would you consider your area of residence in Lebanon to be urban or rural?

M

Q2-0

What religious background do you come from?

M

Q2-1

What is the religion of your father?

D

Q2-2

What is the religion of your mother?

D

Q2-3

How religious do you consider your immediate family to be?

M

Q2-4

Are you open to your immediate family about your atheism?

M

Q2-5

How much did this affect your relationship with them?

D

Q2-6

What consequences did that have?

D

Q2-7

Are you open to your friends about your atheism?

M

Q2-8

How much did this affect your relationship with them?

D

Q2-9

Are you open to your boss and/or co-workers about your atheism?

M

Q2-10 How much did this affect your relationship with them?

D

Q2-11 Do you agree with this statement ‘At times I have felt isolated from my society, friends, or M

family because of my atheism’?
Q3-0

Have you ever been discriminated against because of your atheism?

M

Q3-1

By whom?

D

Q3-2

Do you fear that being open about your atheism will negatively affect your career?

M

Q3-3

Were you ever subject to any of the following microaggressions/stereotypes? Which?

M

Q3-4

Please pick the third option only as an answer to this question.

M

Q3-5

Have you ever felt that your life, health, or well-being are at risk because of your atheism? M

Q3-6

At risk by whom?

D

Q3-7

Do you currently feel that your life, health, or well-being are at risk because of your
atheism?

D

Q3-8

Can you elaborate?

Q3-9

Do you feel that you are treated unfairly by Lebanese personal status laws (marriage,
divorce, inheritance, custody over children, etc.)?

Q3-10 Please explain why.

OD
M
OD

Q3-11 Were/are you forced to conform to religious practices or duties against your will (e.g. wear M

the veil, pray, go to church, fast, etc.)?
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Q3-12 Have you ever pretended to pray, fast, or practice any religious duties to please your

M

family or community?
Q3-13 Do you feel that your atheism (or expression of atheism) might cause you legal problems

M

in Lebanon?
Q3-14 Have you ever practiced self-censorship on your views regarding atheism in order to avoid M

social or legal consequences?
Q3-15 Do you feel that the Lebanese political system respects you and is inclusive to atheists?

M

Q3-16 From your experience, do you feel that Lebanese educational institutions (e.g., schools or

M

universities) instigate/incite against atheists?
Q3-17 In your opinion, how does society see you and other atheists?

M

Q3-18 How much does the discrimination and microaggressions you face affect your quality of

M

life?
Q3-19 Are you currently under any risk or need any assistance? If so please reach out to us at

O

contact@freethoughtlebanon.net, or leave your email address with some background
information and our ‘Protection team’ would contact you.
Q3-20 Once again, where do you originally come from?

M

Q3-21 Is there anything else you would like to add?

O

M

Mandatory independent questions

D

Dependent (conditional) questions that only appear if a certain answer to a certain question was chosen

O

Optional questions

OD Both dependent and optional questions
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Appendix D. Interview Questions
TITLE
SEX
AGE
EX-RELIGION
INCIDENT
DATE / TIME
AGE THEN
LOCATION
CATEGORIES

Physical abuse
Torture or ill-treatment
Beating
Unlawful detention
Killing
Injury as a result of gunfire
Injury as a result of explosives
Kidnapping
Forced disappearance
Threat/psychological abuse
Threat of violence
Death threat
Threat of sexual violence
Threat against
property/livelihood
Hate speech
Sexual abuse
Female genital mutilation

Rape
Sexual slavery
Child marriage
Forced marriage
Sexual harassment
Sexual assault
Property damage or destruction
Property confiscation or theft
Forced eviction or displacement
Discrimination in employment or trade
Restricted access to education
Restricted access to health care
Restricted access to utilities
Restricted access to social welfare
Restrictions on expression or language
Restrictions on religious or cultural
practices
Other

DESCRIPTION
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Appendix E. Interview Consent Form
You are invited to participate in a case study about the discrimination against atheists in
Lebanon. This is a part of a research project being conducted by Freethought Lebanon.
PARTICIPATION:

Your participation in this survey is voluntary. You may refuse to take part in the research or
stop the interview at any time. You are free to decline to answer any particular question you
do not wish to answer for any reason.
BENEFITS:

You will receive no direct benefits from participating in this research study. However, your
responses are highly appreciated to complete this first-of-a-kind study.
RISKS:

There are no foreseeable risks involved in participating in this study. However, you may find
some of the questions to be sensitive or even distressing as you think about your experiences.
CONFIDENTIALITY:

During the interview, we will take down some notes that we might use in the final report of
our study. We may also contact you in the future, for instance if we were able to provide any
form of assistance, unless you state that you prefer, we do not.
Name * (This doesn’t have to be your real name)

May we contact you again in the future with regards to your interview? *
Yes

No

Would you like your name to stay anonymous in case we mentioned your story in our report? *
Yes

No

Do you have any other comments?

Clicking on the “Agree” button indicates that you have read this form and decided to consent and
participate in the research study. *
Agree
* Mandatory fields
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