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 Introduction
On the occasion of World Press Freedom Day 2026, the Bahrain Press Association (BPA) is 
issuing its annual report on the state of press freedom and freedom of opinion and expression 
in Bahrain during 2025, titled “Bahrain 2025: Governing Society through Fear”. This was a year 
that can be described as a transitional phase from sporadic repression to comprehensive and 
systematic legal, security, and moral control.
This title encapsulates the core conclusion of a year-long course characterized by expanded 
tools for controlling and regulating the public sphere, through the establishment of an 
integrated system based on preventive deterrence, pre-emptive criminalisation, and the legal 
subjugation of freedom of opinion and expression.
Fear is no longer a by-product of security crackdowns or court rulings. It has become an 
instrument of governance — a mechanism deployed to regulate political, media, religious, and 
even social life. The state has not only punished dissenting voices but has also signaled that 
straying from the official narrative—or expressing independent views on domestic or regional 
matters—may lead to summons, prosecution, or exclusion. This is evident in the clear interplay 
between legislation and practice. The enactment of the new press law, which expanded the 
powers of government institutions, coupled with the growing dominance of the cybercrime unit, 
the continued targeting of religious rituals, and the criminalization of political solidarity, have 
collectively fostered a climate defined less by constitutional protections and more by 
institutionalized fear.
In 2025, violations against journalists, writers, activists, and ordinary citizens accelerated 
significantly, with the Association documenting around 74 cases of violations ranging from 
arrests, interrogations, and court verdicts to bans on media coverage. This was accompanied 
by widespread religious restrictions during the Ashura season and a systematic targeting of all 
forms of expression critical of government performance or supportive of the Palestinian cause. 
Cases of opinion and expression that ended in arrest or interrogation exceeded 60, while 
judicial rulings were issued in 10 cases, indicating an expansion of the scope of punishment and 
its shift from being a deterrent tool to a daily policy for managing the public sphere.
Thus, the total number of violations documented by the Bahraini Press Association (BPA) since 
the outbreak of the protests in February 2011 until the end of 2025 rises to more than two 
thousand violations, in a cumulative trajectory that underscores the deepening crisis in the 
relationship between the authorities and freedom of expression in Bahrain.
These violations were not isolated or casual incidents, but rather occurred within a 
comprehensive context that combines legislation and practice. In May 2025, authorities 
enacted a long-awaited Press Law after more than 13 years, not as a legislative breakthrough 
but as a legal framework that legitimizes the targeting of journalistic work and digital media. 
The law thus leaves journalists and media outlets under the persistent threat of prosecution 
and closure through broadly worded provisions that effectively defer to the Penal Code, while 
placing the digital sphere under direct administrative oversight. This law represented a pivotal 
turning point in the structure of control and the suppression of freedom of opinion and 

expression, as the state shifted from managing 
violations to legalizing them.
At the procedural level, the year 2025 reflected 
an excessive sensitivity of the legal system 
toward any criticism directed at the three 
authorities. The judiciary was increasingly 
deployed to pursue lawyers, journalists, 
religious figures, and private citizens on 
recurring charges such as “misuse of social 
media,” “spreading false news,” “undermining 
the social fabric,” and “violating public morals.” 
These accusations, the Association notes, have 
become routine entries in the country’s 
criminal lexicon—ready-made formulations 
used to prosecute expressions of opinion in 
Bahrain.
The year also witnessed a direct targeting of 
international journalism, exemplified by the 
cancellation of the visa of a prominent 
correspondent of an international news agency 
after publishing a human rights report, sending 
a clear message that censorship is no longer 
confined to domestic media, but extend to 
foreign coverage as well.
The report noted a striking escalation in the 
politicization of regional issues within the 
Bahraini public sphere. While limited and 
carefully managed expressions of solidarity 
with the Palestinian cause were permitted, 
authorities reportedly moved against 
individuals whose statements extended beyond 
symbolic gestures into overt political criticism, 
whether through poetry, religious sermons, or 
media statements. Any expression that 
contradicted the official state stance on certain 
regional issues was also suppressed through 
summonses, forced undertakings, and trials, 
underscoring that foreign policy has effectively 

become a prohibited area of expression.
The year 2025 marked a new peak in the 
targeting of the Shiite community on religious 
grounds, as the Ashura season turned into an 
open security confrontation, involving the 
removal of religious symbols, the imposition of 
blockades on certain areas, and the arrest of 
chanters, clerics, and citizens, in addition to 
trials on charges of “inciting terrorism” over 
attire or the display of religious symbols. This 
crackdown has become an annual occurrence, 
expanding year after year.
The report further highlights the expanding 
role of the Cybercrime Directorate in 2025, 
portraying it as operating both as a morality 
watchdog and a gatekeeper of public opinion, 
where "public morals" laws were used to 
prosecute social content that carried no 
political message, leading up to the imposition 
of harsh penalties including imprisonment and 
permanent deportation. This reflects the state's 
shift from regulating political discourse to 
shaping the social sphere itself according to 
vague and non-transparent moral standards. 
The Directorate is also accused of continuing to 
summon activists, compel them to sign 
pledges, and pressure them to delete posts 
critical of the government and its policies.
This report comes as an analytical reading of a 
path that is steadily heading towards a 
comprehensive narrowing of the public sphere 
in Bahrain. It raises fundamental questions 
about the future of journalism, the limits of 
expression, and the possibility of any real 
reform under legislation that criminalizes 
criticism, and practices that reward silence and 
punish opinion.

3 Bahrain 2025: Governing Society through Fear



On the occasion of World Press Freedom Day 2026, the Bahrain Press Association (BPA) is 
issuing its annual report on the state of press freedom and freedom of opinion and expression 
in Bahrain during 2025, titled “Bahrain 2025: Governing Society through Fear”. This was a year 
that can be described as a transitional phase from sporadic repression to comprehensive and 
systematic legal, security, and moral control.
This title encapsulates the core conclusion of a year-long course characterized by expanded 
tools for controlling and regulating the public sphere, through the establishment of an 
integrated system based on preventive deterrence, pre-emptive criminalisation, and the legal 
subjugation of freedom of opinion and expression.
Fear is no longer a by-product of security crackdowns or court rulings. It has become an 
instrument of governance — a mechanism deployed to regulate political, media, religious, and 
even social life. The state has not only punished dissenting voices but has also signaled that 
straying from the official narrative—or expressing independent views on domestic or regional 
matters—may lead to summons, prosecution, or exclusion. This is evident in the clear interplay 
between legislation and practice. The enactment of the new press law, which expanded the 
powers of government institutions, coupled with the growing dominance of the cybercrime unit, 
the continued targeting of religious rituals, and the criminalization of political solidarity, have 
collectively fostered a climate defined less by constitutional protections and more by 
institutionalized fear.
In 2025, violations against journalists, writers, activists, and ordinary citizens accelerated 
significantly, with the Association documenting around 74 cases of violations ranging from 
arrests, interrogations, and court verdicts to bans on media coverage. This was accompanied 
by widespread religious restrictions during the Ashura season and a systematic targeting of all 
forms of expression critical of government performance or supportive of the Palestinian cause. 
Cases of opinion and expression that ended in arrest or interrogation exceeded 60, while 
judicial rulings were issued in 10 cases, indicating an expansion of the scope of punishment and 
its shift from being a deterrent tool to a daily policy for managing the public sphere.
Thus, the total number of violations documented by the Bahraini Press Association (BPA) since 
the outbreak of the protests in February 2011 until the end of 2025 rises to more than two 
thousand violations, in a cumulative trajectory that underscores the deepening crisis in the 
relationship between the authorities and freedom of expression in Bahrain.
These violations were not isolated or casual incidents, but rather occurred within a 
comprehensive context that combines legislation and practice. In May 2025, authorities 
enacted a long-awaited Press Law after more than 13 years, not as a legislative breakthrough 
but as a legal framework that legitimizes the targeting of journalistic work and digital media. 
The law thus leaves journalists and media outlets under the persistent threat of prosecution 
and closure through broadly worded provisions that effectively defer to the Penal Code, while 
placing the digital sphere under direct administrative oversight. This law represented a pivotal 
turning point in the structure of control and the suppression of freedom of opinion and 

expression, as the state shifted from managing 
violations to legalizing them.
At the procedural level, the year 2025 reflected 
an excessive sensitivity of the legal system 
toward any criticism directed at the three 
authorities. The judiciary was increasingly 
deployed to pursue lawyers, journalists, 
religious figures, and private citizens on 
recurring charges such as “misuse of social 
media,” “spreading false news,” “undermining 
the social fabric,” and “violating public morals.” 
These accusations, the Association notes, have 
become routine entries in the country’s 
criminal lexicon—ready-made formulations 
used to prosecute expressions of opinion in 
Bahrain.
The year also witnessed a direct targeting of 
international journalism, exemplified by the 
cancellation of the visa of a prominent 
correspondent of an international news agency 
after publishing a human rights report, sending 
a clear message that censorship is no longer 
confined to domestic media, but extend to 
foreign coverage as well.
The report noted a striking escalation in the 
politicization of regional issues within the 
Bahraini public sphere. While limited and 
carefully managed expressions of solidarity 
with the Palestinian cause were permitted, 
authorities reportedly moved against 
individuals whose statements extended beyond 
symbolic gestures into overt political criticism, 
whether through poetry, religious sermons, or 
media statements. Any expression that 
contradicted the official state stance on certain 
regional issues was also suppressed through 
summonses, forced undertakings, and trials, 
underscoring that foreign policy has effectively 

become a prohibited area of expression.
The year 2025 marked a new peak in the 
targeting of the Shiite community on religious 
grounds, as the Ashura season turned into an 
open security confrontation, involving the 
removal of religious symbols, the imposition of 
blockades on certain areas, and the arrest of 
chanters, clerics, and citizens, in addition to 
trials on charges of “inciting terrorism” over 
attire or the display of religious symbols. This 
crackdown has become an annual occurrence, 
expanding year after year.
The report further highlights the expanding 
role of the Cybercrime Directorate in 2025, 
portraying it as operating both as a morality 
watchdog and a gatekeeper of public opinion, 
where "public morals" laws were used to 
prosecute social content that carried no 
political message, leading up to the imposition 
of harsh penalties including imprisonment and 
permanent deportation. This reflects the state's 
shift from regulating political discourse to 
shaping the social sphere itself according to 
vague and non-transparent moral standards. 
The Directorate is also accused of continuing to 
summon activists, compel them to sign 
pledges, and pressure them to delete posts 
critical of the government and its policies.
This report comes as an analytical reading of a 
path that is steadily heading towards a 
comprehensive narrowing of the public sphere 
in Bahrain. It raises fundamental questions 
about the future of journalism, the limits of 
expression, and the possibility of any real 
reform under legislation that criminalizes 
criticism, and practices that reward silence and 
punish opinion.

4 Bahrain 2025: Governing Society through Fear



�. ���������� ���� 
��� ���� �
��



The process of amending the legal 
framework regulating journalism, printing, 
and publishing in 2025 marked a turning 
point, as the restrictions shifted from the 
level of security and judicial practice to a 
legislative structure applicable to both 
traditional journalism and the digital space.
The Bahrain Press Association condemned 
the issuance of the Press and Electronic 
Media Law No. (41) of 2025, which was 
ratified and issued by the King on October ,30 
2025, after being approved by the Shura 
Council and the Council of Representatives.
The law represents a dramatic regression 
from constitutional and international 
commitments to freedom of opinion, 
expression, and press freedoms in Bahrain. 
The Law broadens prior censorship and 
administrative penalties to encompass 
digital media, while still leaving room for 
criminal prosecution under other statutes, 
principally the Penal Code and the 
Anti-Terrorism Law.
The law constitutes a setback due to its 
blatant conflict with the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (Article 
19), which stipulates that restrictions on 
freedom of opinion and expression and 
freedom of the press be precise, necessary, 
and proportionate to a legitimate objective. 
Additionally, the Law employs ambiguous 
terms such as “national interest” and 
“exposure” instead of “incitement to 
violence,” thus broadening criminal 
interpretation. Moreover, it includes 

provisions that constitute economic 
and procedural deterrents through 
hefty fines, powers of content 
blocking/removal, and license 
revocations that could cripple small 
platforms, while keeping avenues for 
criminal prosecution under parallel 
laws open.
A close reading of the articles reveals 
no substantive expansion of press 
freedoms. On the contrary, the 
provisions of the new law consolidate 
the state's tools to tighten control over 
the media and cyber spaces, keeping 
journalists and media institutions under 
constant threat of trials and 
administrative closure. While the new 
press law removes explicit references 
to imprisonment, it includes a general 
clause allowing for the application of 
“any more severe penalty under other 
laws," allowing for journalists and 
Internet activists to be prosecuted 
under the Penal Code or other laws. 
This opens the door to severe prison 
sentences. As a result, the removal of 
direct imprisonment provisions is 
characterized in the report as largely 
symbolic, aimed at improving Bahrain’s 
human rights image internationally, 
while leaving journalists effectively 
subject to incarceration through 
parallel legal mechanisms.
The law allows for the expansion of 
censorship to the digital sphere, 

Legalizing Repression: Passing a press law that 
legitimizes targeting the media

subjecting it to licensing as well as the 
possibility of suspension and blockage. This 
effectively turns the last relative avenue for 
civil society in Bahrain into a monitored space 
governed by broad executive decisions. 
Articles (16) and (22) reinstate prior licensing 
as a prerequisite for engaging in any 
journalistic or media activity, or even printing 
and publishing, which contradicts the 
principle that prior authorization constitutes a 
form of preventive censorship. Furthermore, 
the addition of a financial penalty of up to 
5.000 dinars opens the door to political and 
administrative discrimination in granting or 
denying licenses.
The law expands the powers of temporary 
suspension, blocking, and administrative 
confiscation of content, which practically 
means imposing a "pre-emptive penalty" 
before final judgments are issued. Such 
provisions run counter to the presumption of 
innocence and fall short of international 
standards requiring legality, necessity, and 
proportionality in restricting freedom of 
expression.
Article (69) criminalizes “attacking” the 
religion or the king of the country instead of 
“insulting” or “inciting,” which gives the Public 
Prosecution absolute discretionary power to 
criminalize any opinion. 
The law grants all government institutions, 
such as ministries and government bodies, 
legal immunity equivalent to the 
constitutional immunity of the king, which 
makes substantive criticism of government 
policies or performance permanently 
prohibited. 

Furthermore, Articles 75  ,74, and 78 
authorize the courts and the Ministry of 
Information to suspend newspapers or 
block websites for a period of no less 
than three months, or even up to a full 
year, or to revoke their licenses, even 
before a final judgment (Article 78). 
These are pre-emptive penalties 
imposed before a judicial conviction, 
clearly contradicting the principle of the 
presumption of innocence. Article 75 
also allows for the confiscation and 
deletion of content, effectively turning 
the law into a tool for the digital erasure 
of journalistic material.
The report also draws attention to 
Articles 84 and 85, which grant the 
Ministry of Information the power to 
issue formal warnings to newspapers 
and websites and to require them to 
publish the text of those warnings. This 
amounts to direct executive interference 
in editorial content. The articles also 
permit the suspension or revocation of a 
license if "the editorial policy tackles the 
national interest," a vague formulation 
that allows the authorities to consider 
any opposing opinion a threat to national 
security.
The new law represents a harsher tool in 
the hands of authorities to disrupt 
independent journalism and strangle 
freedom of opinion and expression. It 
formalizes censorship mechanisms and 
prevents the formation of alternative 
spaces for opinion and public discussion 
in the country.
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The judiciary as a tool 
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prosecuting opinion on charges of 
"honor and reputation"

Lawyer Rashid Al-Binali

Revocation of a foreign 
journalist's visa following a 
human rights report
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Targeting International 
Media: 

8 Bahrain 2025: Governing Society through Fear

���������
��������
������������������

������������
���������
����

����������
�����
����
��������
���
����������������������
���
��������

�����
��������
���������
��
����

���������� ����������������
���������
��
�����
����
������������


��
��
��������
�������������
��������
��������
������
�������
��������­��
������������������
�

��
�����������
����
��
��������
������
���
���
���������������������

��������������������������
�����
��������������



 Ibrahim Sharif

�����
�� ��������� ����
��� ��
�������� ��� ��������
�� ��
�� 
��� �����
������ ��
�� � 
��� ����� �����

��
������� �����
� 
����
���� ��� ���� ����������� ��� ��������
�� 
��
� ���
� ������� 
��� �����

���

���������������������������
���� ��������� �����
�������������������������
�����
�������
������

����������������
����
��������
��������������
������
��

��
��� ����������� �����
�������������
� ������������������������
��� �������
����
�������� ��

���

���������

�������������
�
����
�����

������
��������
��������

 ������������������
����
�����
��
�

��������
�������
���������������
������������������������

���� �����
� ���� 
����� ��� �������� ������� ��� �� 
������� �������� ��� 
��� ���������� ��� 
��� ������ ���

�
�������
�
������
�����������������������

�����
�����
�
�������������������������������������

�
�
����
���������

�������
�����
����
�������������������
�������
�
����������������������
���


������ ����� ����� ������ �� ��������������� �������� ��� ����������� ��� �����
����� � ���� �
�������
�

��
��������������
������������� ��
��
����������������������
�������������������

 Solidarity with Palestine is punishable
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The Absent Local Press
 Media Silence on Repression and
Solidarity
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 Muzzling the Digital Space:
 Pursuing Mass Accounts without
Transparency
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Fear as a Public Policy: From Punishment 
to Preemptive Deterrence
The outcome of 2025 shows that fear is no longer a coincidental result of 
violations, but rather an integrated tool for managing society. Through 
legislation, summons, defamation, prohibition, and penalties, the public sphere 
is reshaped based on what is allowed and what is costly. In this sense, all the 
year's events intersect at a single idea: managing society through fear, not 
through violent repression, through a subtle system that produces silence and 
rewards compliance.
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Summary of Recommendations:

The continued governance of society through fear only exacerbates 

the deadlock and deepens the gap between the state and the 

society. Only by respecting freedom of expression, opening the 

public sphere, and protecting independent journalism can Bahrain 

be placed on a more balanced and sustainable political and media 

path.
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Targeting Religious Rituals by 
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Ashura Under Siege: 
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9 Bahrain 2025: Governing Society through Fear
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