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Introduction
The 2022 status report on Freedom of Religion or Belief (FoRB) in Denmark’s 
11 priority countries is CKU’s attempt to assist applicants in discerning possible 
interventions to respect, protect, and promote FoRB in these countries. The report 
contains valuable information about the current situation, and it points to a wealth of 
relevant resources for applicants to continue analyzing the contexts and designing 
interventions. The report is published at the very end of 2021, so rather than an exact 
picture of the status of FoRB in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, 
Kenya, Mali, Myanmar, Niger, Palestine, Somalia and Uganda – the report provides 
a window from which applicants and others with an interest in FoRB can get an 
overview of some of the main issues and continue to explore further information 
about the actual situation in a specific country.  
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The human right to freedom of thought, con-
science and religion is more commonly re-
ferred to as the Freedom of Religion or Belief 
(FoRB). The right to FoRB is enshrined in Ar-
ticle 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR)1,  and it is given international 
legal authority by Article 18 of the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR)2.  
Even if a country has not ratified the ICCPR, 
FoRB is still considered to be protected as a 
part of customary international law. In addi-
tion to these two universally accepted human 
rights treaties, FoRB has also been incorporat-
ed into numerous regional charters and nation-
al constitutions. The African Charter on Human 
and Peoples’ Rights is one example, where it 
specifically outlines FoRB in article 8.3  Not 
only do these treaties contain important State 
obligations relating to FoRB, but they also 
contain legal definitions and interpretations of 
FoRB that form part of the common language 
of international human rights advocacy. 

1 Article 18 of the UDHR can be found at: https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights.

2 Article 18 of the ICCPR can be found at: https://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CCPR.aspx

3 https://www.african-court.org/wpafc/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/AFRICAN-BANJUL-CHARTER-ON-HUMAN-AND-PEOPLES-RIGHTS.pdf

First and most fundamentally, FoRB protects 
the right to freedom of thought and con-
science for all; it is intended to protect any-
one whose personal belief system is of great 
salience to their identity. Under the definition 
of FoRB, the meaning of ‘belief’ and ‘religion’ 
is broadly construed. FoRB is not limited to 
traditional religions or to religious beliefs with 
institutional characteristics or practices. It en-
compasses the right of an individual to reject 
any religion or belief, to identify as humanist, 
or atheist, and to manifest non-religious con-
victions through expression, teaching and 
practice. FoRB is thus a universal right; it does 
not grant special privileges for religious peo-
ple, but rather extends broad protection to 
everyone equally. 

FoRB is closely related to, and intertwined 
with, other rights, including the rights to ex-
pression, assembly, and association, but also 
the right to freedom of movement, the right to 
property along with many others.

Its expansive nature becomes apparent with 
the simple act of going to a church, temple, 
or mosque: this act requires that there is free-
dom of religion or belief, as in the right to hold 
freely formed convictions. But for the faithful 
trying to get to worship on time, there must be 
freedom of movement. To gather in a group, 
freedom of assembly must be respected. 
Freedom of speech permits the preaching of 
sermons. Freedom of expression allows for the 
wearing of religious motivated attire. Proper-
ty rights enable religious communities to own 
land and buildings, while legal recognition 
facilitates these and other important transac-
tions. To have full religious freedom, you need 
other human rights, as they are intrinsic com-
ponents. 

Freedom of  
Religion or Belief
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THE INNER AND THE OUTER  
COMPONENTS OF FORB

There are several important components 
that make up FoRB. 

1. The first component of FoRB grants 
everyone the inner ability to have, 
choose, change, or leave a religion or 
belief. It is sometimes called the internal 
or inner component of Freedom of Reli-
gion or Belief. The inner component lives 
within every human being, and is a per-
sonal matter known only to themselves. 
The ‘inner’ freedom to choose one’s re-
ligion or belief is absolute, meaning that 
under no circumstances can it be limited. 

2. The second component of FoRB is to 
have the freedom to practice or man-
ifest a religion or belief. Everyone has 
the freedom to practice their religion or 
belief alone or together with others, pub-
licly or privately. Included among these 
manifestations, which have been inter-
nationally recognized, are the following 
freedoms: 

• The right to worship or assemble in con-
nection with a religion or belief and to es-
tablish and maintain premises for these 
purposes; 

• The right to establish religious, humani-
tarian and charitable institutions; 

• The right to make and use articles and 
materials related to the rites or customs 
of a religion or belief, including following 
a particular diet; 

• The right to write and disseminate rele-
vant publications; 

• The right to teach a religion or belief in 
places suitable for the purpose and to es-
tablish schools;

• The right to solicit and receive voluntary 
financial and other contributions; 

• The right to train, appoint or elect individ-
uals and communities on faith issues at 
national and international levels, which in-
cludes discussing or criticizing a religion; 
to display religious symbols including the 
wearing of religious clothing. ww.pewfo-
rum.org

religion or belief against the wishes 
of parents/guardians, with the best 
interests of the child as the underly-
ing principle.

6. The sixth component, the right to 
conscientious objection as it relates 
to freedom of religion or belief, pro-
vides the grounds for conscientious 
objectors to claim the right to refuse 
armed military service based on their 
religious or belief convictions. This 
has been affirmed by the European 
Court of Human Rights in a ruling in 
2011. Other forms of conscientious 
objection to participation in a certain 
practice (e.g. abortion, contracep-
tion, end of life issues, and same sex 
marriages) are recognized by many 
states, but not all consider these to 
be part of the right to FoRB. 

7. The seventh component of FoRB, 
the obligation to employers and 
employees to honor FoRB by how it 
relates to the workplace, mandates 
employers to provide reasonable 
accommodation for their employees’ 
beliefs and their need to practice 
their religion in the workplace. The 
degree of accommodation consid-
ered reasonable varies a lot between 
different types of employers, work-
place and occupation, and in relation 
to different forms of religious prac-
tice.

3. The third component, the freedom 
from coercion, provides people with 
the protection to be free from coercion 
that would hinder them from having or 
adopting a religion or belief. Threats, vio-
lence, discrimination and penal sanctions 
are not permitted. Freedom from coer-
cion also means that individuals have the 
freedom to choose the way they practice 
their religion or belief for themselves. 

4. The fourth component, freedom from 
discrimination, mandates that discrimina-
tion on the grounds of religion or belief 
is not permitted. This includes discrimi-
nation against followers of theistic, athe-
istic, traditional, non-traditional, minority, 
and new religious beliefs. The State must 
take effective measures to prevent and 
eliminate such discrimination in society. 

5. The fifth component of FoRB, the rights 
for children and parents concerning 
religion or belief, mandates that par-
ents have the right to give their children 
religious and moral education in accord-
ance with their own beliefs. This should 
be done in a manner consistent with the 
evolving capacity of the child. The prac-
tice of a religion or belief may not harm 
the physical or mental health or devel-
opment of a child. Each child has the 
right to access education on religious 
and belief in accordance with the wishes 
of the parents or guardians and may not 
be forced to participate in education on 
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This report will evaluate and discuss the 
various components found in FoRB’s inter-
nationally recognized definition and how 
well they are applied and upheld in a spe-
cific country. 

Each country report is broken down into 
four sections: 

1. Demographics, covering the unique and 
diverse groups of people and belief sys-
tems found in country 

2. The legal framework of freedom of 
religion or belief, speaking to the estab-
lished legal precedence of FoRB found 
within the country. 

3. Societal practice and the government’s 
application of FoRB, highlighting the 
government’s latest actions and activi-
ties as they relate to FoRB. and 

4. Social analysis, giving a unique rendition 
of how FoRB is currently upheld in the 
local country context. 

This report will also use data found from two 
indexes developed by The Pew Research 
Center for evaluating the severity of social 
hostilities and government restrictions on 
the human right to freedom of religion or 
belief in these specific countries. In addition, 
this report uses several sources from the US 
Department of State, Danish Ministry of For-
eign Affairs, UN, and the US Commission on 
International Religious Freedom. The report 
also contains information given to CKU by 
local partners and religious or belief actors 
that operate in the mentioned countries.

Methodology



Priority Countries

The countries in this report were selected as priority countries by the Danish government 
and share a special diplomatic connection with the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs. All 
countries found in this report receive official development assistance from Denmark.
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1. DEMOGRAPHICS
According to the US State Department1,  Af-
ghanistan consists of 36. million people and 
is home to a diverse array of ethnic groups, 
including Pashtuns (42 %), Tajiks (27 %), 
Hazaras (9 %), Uzbeks (9 %), Turkmen (3 
%), and Baloch (2 %). The country’s current 
population is approximately 99.7 % Muslim. 
Hereof 84.7-89.7 % are Sunni and 10-15% 
Shi’a, including Ismailis. The few remaining 
non-Muslims (Hindus, Sikhs, Bah’is, Chris-
tians, Buddhists, Zoroastrians, and others, 
including one known Jew) comprise the re-
maining 0.3 %. The Non-Muslim religious mi-
nority communities mainly live in enclaves 
found throughout Kabul. Hazaras constitute 
the largest non-Sunni based Muslim group 
(90 %) of the Shia population.2 They live in 
the central and western provinces as well as 
in Kabul. Ismaili Muslims live in Kabul and in 
the central and northern provinces. Ahmadi 
Muslims live in Kabul as well. 

2. THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK OF  
FREEDOM OF RELIGION OR BELIEF 
Under the current (2004) Constitution, State 
legislation is derived from religious law. Af-
ghanistan’s 2004 constitution states Islam 
as the official religion of Afghanistan and 
proclaims no law shall contravene.3 Meaning 
where tensions exist, or where the Consti-
tution or Penal Code are silent, the courts 
must rely on the Hanafi School of Sunni 
Islamic Jurisprudence. 

Article 2 of the Constitution states that fol-
lowers of religions other than Islam are “free 
to exercise their faith and perform their reli-
gious rites within the limits of the provisions 
of the law.”4 This, however, is only applied 
to the few who are born into the religious 
minority, not converts from Islam. Even then, 
religious or belief minorities still face out-
right persecution. The 2007 ruling from the 
General Directorate of Fatwas and Accounts 
under the Supreme Court outlawed the Ba-
ha’i faith in Afghanistan. 

The 2004 Constitution also applies Shia law 
in cases dealing with personal matter where 
all parties are Shiite.5 But there are no sper-
ate laws applying to non-Muslims.6 Non-Mus-
lims may not provide testimony in matters 
requiring Hanafi jurisprudence.7 

The topics of apostasy and blasphemy are 
of major concern in Afghanistan. The Penal 
Code makes no specific references to reli-
gious conversion. However, in the absence of 
a provision in the Constitution or other law, 
Article 130 of the Constitution instructs that 
court decisions should been in accordance 
with the constitutional limits and Hanafi 
religious jurisprudence to achieve justice.8 
Under such interpretation of Islamic law, 

I. Afghanistan
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3. THE GOVERNMENT’S APPLICATION 
OF FORB 
The PEW Research Center’s 2021 report 
ranked Afghanistan ‘high’ in their Govern-
ment Restrictions on Religion Index.14 The 
NGO Law, Art 8. prohibits international 
organizations operating in Afghanistan from 
religious proselytization (actively trying to 
convert local Afghans to their religion).15 
 The mass media law prohibits the produc-
tion, reproduction, printing, and publishing 
of works and materials contrary to the prin-
ciples of Islam or offensive to other religions 
and denominations.16 It also prohibits pub-
licizing and promoting religions other than 
Islam and bans articles on any topics the 
government deems might harm the physical, 
spiritual, and moral well-being of persons, 
especially children and adolescents.17 The 
law instructs National Radio and Television 
Afghanistan, a government agency, to pro-
vide broadcasting content reflecting the 

religious beliefs of all ethnic groups in the 
country, all based on Islam.18 The law also 
obligates the agency to adjust its programs 
to reflect Islamic principles as well as na-
tional and spiritual value.19 

Muslim men are legally allowed to marry 
non-Muslim women, while it is illegal for 
Muslim women to marry non-Muslim men.20  
Furthermore, when a Muslim man wants 
to marry a woman who is non-Muslim, she 
must first convert to Islam.21  
 
4. SOCIAL ANALYSIS & SOCIETAL 
PRACTICES
In the Index of Social Hostilities Involving 
Religion, The Pew Research Center has re-
cently ranked Afghanistan at ‘high’.22 Condi-
tions pertaining to the freedom of Religion 
or Belief throughout Afghanistan have dras-
tically deteriorated since the Taliban re-es-
tablished the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan 
on August 15, 2021; they demand a total and 
absolute adherence to Sharia Law.23 As a 
newly declared “Islamic Emirate”, a religious 
leader now serves as the ultimate authority 
on law and governance of the nation, based 
on the Taliban’s interpretation of Islam.24 
 
Violence directed at religious minorities and 
subsequent FoRB violations has only in-
creased throughout the region.25 The Taliban 
continue to kill religious leaders and threat-
en them with death for preaching messag-
es contrary to the Taliban interpretation of 
Islam.26  In addition to the Taliban, the ISIS 
affiliate ISIS-Khorasan (ISIS-K) along with 
Al-Qaeda are also responsible for many 
FoRB violations throughout Afghanistan.27  

On 7 September 2021, the Taliban an-
nounced an all-male caretaker govern-
ment-including an interior minister wanted 
by the FBI-as well as the reinstatement of 
the ministry for the Enforcement of Virtue 
and Prevention of Vice (al-Amr bi al-Ma’ruf 
wa al-Nahi ‘an al-Munkir), which is minis-
try dedicated to the enforcement of the 
Taliban’s extreme interpretation of Islamic 

law.28 The Taliban have also proclaimed they 
intend to implement a new constitution like 
the one found during the era of former King 
Mohammad Zahir Shah.29  

Consequently, the situation is grave for 
many religious communities and ethnic 
groups in Afghanistan. Members of the na-
tive Sikh and Hindu community are on the 
verge of extinction. The few that remain are 
pressured to leave Afghanistan due to the 
lack of safety and security. They are often 
targeted by the Taliban and ISIS-K.30 

Hazaras being the largest Shia Muslim mi-
nority community, often face discrimina-
tion based on their ethnicity and religion. 
The Hazara worry that the Taliban will not 
accept Shia Islam as a formal religion and 
would ignore laws currently in place that 
protect Shia Islam. Attacks by ISIS-K and 
the Taliban and other insurgent groups are 
increasingly targeting the Shia Hazara.31 The 
Taliban go the extra mile when it comes 
to conducting attacks against the Hazara 
community and have become more brutal in 
their crimes against them. The Simon-Skjodt 
Center for the Prevention of Genocide at 
the United States holocaust Memorial Mu-
seum Hazara has even designated the Haz-
ara community ’at risk of being victims of 
crimes against humanity and genocide,’ 
under Taliban rule.32  

The smaller religious minority communities 
in Afghanistan, like the Christian, Baha’i, and 
Ahmadi faiths exist only in secret.33 Worshi-
pers live in constant fear of exposure and 
are reluctant to reveal their religious identi-
ties to anyone. Furthermore, expression of 
non-religious views is also severely perse-
cuted and rendered almost impossible by 
severe social stigma and met with hatred or 
violence.34

  
It is impossible to live openly as a Christian 
in Afghanistan.35 Converts to Christianity 
from Islam and individuals studying Christi-
anity often receive death threats from family 

active in practice under Article 130, convert-
ing from Islam to another religion is deemed 
as apostasy and those found guilty can face 
the death penalty.9 Converts from Sunni 
Islam face local scrutiny and risk annulment 
of their marriages, rejection by their fami-
lies and communities, loss of employment, 
confiscation of property, and death.10 Like 
apostasy, the Penal Code makes no specific 
references to blasphemy. Similar to rulings 
considering apostasy, courts rely on Islamic 
law to address this issue. Blasphemy-which 
includes anti-Islamic writings or speech-is 
a capital crime under Hanafi Jurisprudence 
of Sharia law.11 Males over the age of 18 and 
females over the age of 16 can be sentenced 
to death by an Islamic judge, if found guilty 
of blasphemy.12 

Afghanistan is a signatory of the Inter-
national Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights.13 
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Afghanistan’s obligation towards honoring 
the human right to freedom of religion or 
belief is in a dismal state. The current legal 
codes and government practices estab-
lished from 2004 promote Islam over other 
religions, outlaw certain religions, and forbid 
individuals from converting or speaking out 
against Islam. All of which are violations and 
inconsistent with Afghanistan’s obligation 
to uphold FoRB, as outlined by article 18 of 
the UDHR and ICCPR, which Afghanistan is 
committed to by being a signatory. In ad-
dition, the clear double standard found in 
the marriage laws presents a clear form of 
discrimination and coercion that is in viola-
tion of FoRB. These unaddressed violations 
have caused an uptick in forced marriages, 
coerced conversions, rape, and sex slavery 
throughout Afghanistan.39 The previously 
mentioned FoRB violations is worsening due 
to the Taliban’s control over the country. The 
international community must figure out a 
way to provide aid to the various religious 
minorities who will be further marginalized 
and persecuted under their rule. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS

members, so many flee the country fearing 
for their lives.36 Christians worship alone or 
in small congregations, sometimes 10 or 
fewer persons, in private homes due to fear 
of persecution.37 There are no public Chris-
tian churches in Afghanistan, and Christian 
faith-based organizations are closeted due 
to fear. 38

NOTES

1  It is important to note that demographics are often con-

tested and politicized, so when US State Department is used 

as a source in this document, it simply serves the purpose of 

presenting a quick graphic overview, but we are fully aware 

that other local or international sources may give other sug-

gestions for the demographic composure of each country. 

For more information concerning the specific statistics please 

consult the latest US State Department’s report of religious 

freedom in Afghanistan at:  https://af.usembassy.gov/wp-con-

tent/uploads/sites/268/240282-AFGHANISTAN-2020-INTER-

NATIONAL-RELIGIOUS-FREEDOM-REPORT.pdf.

 

2  Ibid.

3  For more information concerning the established legal 

precedence in Afghanistan and its correlation to FoRB, Please 

consult the Afghan Constitution found at: https://president.

gov.af/en/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2017/01/TheConstitu-

tion.pdf-english.pdf.

4  For more information, please check out the constitution of 

Afghanistan found at:https://president.gov.af/en/wp-content/

uploads/sites/4/2017/01/TheConstitution.pdf-english.pdf.

5  Please consult the Afghanistan section of the Humanists 
latest Freedom of Thought Report found at: https://fot.hu-
manists.international/countries/africa-eastern-africa/uganda/.

6  Ibid.

7  Ibid.

8  Please consult Article 130 of the Constitution found at: 
https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Afghani-
stan_2004.pdf?lang=en.

9  https://fot.humanists.international/download-the-report/.

10  Ibid.

11  https://fot.humanists.international/download-the-report/.

12  https://fot.humanists.international/download-the-report/.

13  https://sdg.humanrights.dk/da/instrument/signees/25.

14  https://www.pewforum.org/wp-content/uploads/
sites/7/2021/09/PF_09.30.21_religious_restrictions-Full_PDF.
pdf.pp 61.

15  For more information concerning the Afghan law please 
consult: https://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/natlex4.detail?p_
isn=86575

16  Please Consult: https://www.state.gov/wp-content/up-
loads/2021/05/240282-AFGHANISTAN-2020-INTERNATION-
AL-RELIGIOUS-FREEDOM-REPORT.pdf.

17  Ibid.

18  Ibid.

19  Ibid.

30  For more information concerning the plight of the native 
Sikh and Hindu communities in Afghanistan please watch 
USCRIF’s video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P2FLq-
F3yFW0.

31  ISIS and Taliban attack Hazara soft targets like their ma-
ternity hospitals, schools, sports centers, and gyms. On May 
8th, ISIS-K bombed a Hazara girls school in Kabul killing more 
than 85 children and wounded 150. For more information, 
please consult https://time.com/6075566/hazara-shia-af-
ghanistan/.

32  More information can be found in USCRIF’s most recent 
podcast found at: https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/us-
cirf-spotlight/hazara-community-threatened-afghanistan.

33  https://af.usembassy.gov/wp-content/uploads/
sites/268/240282-AFGHANISTAN-2020-INTERNATION-
AL-RELIGIOUS-FREEDOM-REPORT.pdf.

34  For more information about the situation for atheists and 
humanists in Afghanistan under Taliban rule, please consult: 
https://fot.humanists.international/download-the-report/.

35  https://www.opendoorsuk.org/persecution/world-watch-
list/afghanistan/.

36  Ibid.

37  Ibid. 

38  Ibid.

39  https://thediplomat.com/2021/10/the-tali-
bans-forced-marriages/.

20  https://af.usembassy.gov/wp-content/uploads/
sites/268/240282-AFGHANISTAN-2020-INTERNATION-
AL-RELIGIOUS-FREEDOM-REPORT.pdf.

21  Ibid.

22  https://www.pewforum.org/wp-content/uploads/
sites/7/2021/09/PF_09.30.21_religious_restrictions-Full_PDF.
pdf, pp. 64.

23  https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2021/08/15/af-
ghanistan-taliban-islamic-emirate/.

24  https://www.pri.org/stories/2021-09-10/taliban-s-islam-
ic-emirate-afghanistan-based-specific-ideology
;https://aljazeera.com/news/2021/8/23/hold-the-taliban-and-
sharia-law-in-afghanistan

25  The most recent terrorist attack was a suicide bombing 
at a Shia mosque in Khandahar: https://www.uscirf.gov/news-
room/releases-statements/uscirf-strongly-condemns-terror-
ist-attacks-shia-mosques-afghanistan.

26  https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/releases-statements/
uscirf-strongly-condemns-terrorist-attacks-shia-mosques-af-
ghanistan.

27  Ibid.

28  https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/sep/07/tali-
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29  https://www.voanews.com/a/taliban-say-they-will-use-
parts-of-monarchy-constitution-to-run-afghanistan-for-
now/6248880.html.
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1. DEMOGRAPHICS
According to figures given by the U.S. State 
Department,1 the population of Bangladesh 
is 162.7 million people. Roughly 89 percent 
of the population consists of Sunni Mus-
lims. Hindus are the largest minority and 
comprise 10 percent of the population. 
The remaining one percent, collectively, 
consist of Christian, (Roman Catholic) and 
Theravade-Hinayana Buddhists and a small 
number of Shia Muslims, Ahmadi Muslims, 
Baha’is, animists, agnostics, and atheists.2  
There is a sizable refugee community as 
well. UN Reports conclude that almost one 
million refugees have fled Myanmar since 
2017 and are now living in various camps 
found in Bangladesh.3 Most Rohingya refu-
gees in Bangladesh are Muslim. 

2. THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK OF FORB
Freedom of religion or belief in Bangladesh 
is a paradox. The Constitution of Bangladesh 
promotes secularism.4 Both the Preamble 
and Article 8 of the Constitution define 
secularism as a high ideal and a “funda-
mental principle of State policy.”5 Article 12 
stipulates: “The principle of secularism shall 
be realized by the elimination of: (a) com-
munalism in all its forms; (b) the granting by 
the State of political status in favor of any 
religion; (c) the abuse of religion for political 
purposes; (d) any discrimination against, or 
persecution of, persons practicing a particu-
lar religion.”6 In addition to the promotion 
of secularism, article 41 of the constitution 
outlines the status of freedom of religion or 
belief in the country as, “subject to law, pub-
lic order and morality- every citizen has the 
right to profess, practice, or propagate all re-
ligions.”7 Article 28 of the constitution states, 
“the State shall not discriminate against any 
citizen on grounds only of religion...” and” no 
citizen shall, on grounds only of religion…be 
subjected to any disability, liability, restric-
tion or condition with regard to access to 
any place of public entertainment or resort, 
or admission to any educational institution.”

Yet, Article 2 states, “the State religion of 
the Republic is Islam” with the provision 
that “the State shall ensure equal status and 
equal rights in the practice of the Hindu, 
Buddhist, Christian and other religions.”8 The 
Constitution includes further provisions elab-
orating on freedom of religion, making no 
reference to belief of the non-religious.9 

Bangladesh is a signatory of the Internation-
al Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.10 

II. Bangladesh
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land taken, only 8,187.5 acres of land have 
been returned to the Hindu minority com-
munity.19  There are also continued reports 
of land confiscations occurring in the re-
ligious minority communities, including 
the seizure of houses of worship.20 Local 
government officials are often complicit or 
directly involved.21 The confiscation and fail-
ure to restitute the land owned by the Hindu 
minority is a deliberate act violating the hu-
man right to property, as outlined by Article 
17 of the UDHR.22 But since such violation is 
based upon religiously fueled discrimination 
(i.e. specifically targeting the Hindu minori-
ty), it is also a FoRB violation. This Bangla-
deshi minority group is denied their proper-
ty rights because of their religious identity. 

The secular oriented Awami League (AL), 
which controls the government, has also 
passed formidable laws restricting reli-
gious speech, exercises strong governance 
over Islam, bans religious parties, dispro-
portionately reacts to religious violence, 
and represses political opponents.23 The 
government, beginning in 2016, institut-
ed a crackdown on religious extremism, 
leading to over 14,00 arrests of suspected 
militants along with a subsequent effort to 
challenge the hate speech of radical Islamic 
clerics.24 Since April of 2019, Imams across 
the country have also been directed by 
Prime Minister Hasina and the AL, to deliver 
sermons during Friday prayers denounc-
ing terrorism and extremism. It should be 
noted that FoRB protects individuals who 
possess radical interpretations of their faith 
and even individuals who give hate speech. 
The draconian measures the AL uses to limit 
religious extremism is viewed by these indi-
viduals as a violation of their right to FoRB, 
as the government is trying to prevent them 
from practicing and manifesting their belief 
even if it is labelled radical or extreme. It is, 
however, important to distinguish between 
non-violent yet radical interpretations of 
faith and violent or extreme interpretation 
of faith. Even though FoRB protects the 
individuals holding any form of faith or non-

faith, FoRB does not protect violent ide-
ologies (or non-violent ideologies for that 
matter) or any form of violence. 

4. SOCIAL ANALYSIS & SOCIETAL 
PRACTICES
The Pew Research Center’s most recent 
report has also ranked Bangladesh ‘high’, 
in their Index of Social Hostilities Involv-
ing Religion.25 The paradox of promoting 
both a secularist agenda, while having the 
prevalence of Islam be felt throughout the 
country is also further reflected in Bengali 
society. The South Asian country is still in 
an ambivalent position. Officially, a pow-
erful political and intellectual movement 
promotes State sponsored secularism.  But 
there is also a strong current of militant 

Islamism found in Bangladesh who continue 
to generate hostility against religious minor-
ities. 

The conflict between secularists and Isla-
mists in Bangladesh has created contradic-
tory consequences for freedom of religion 
or belief conditions at both the political and 
societal level. Secularists associated with the 
ruling AL political party, led by Prime Min-
ister Sheikh Hasina, have often aggressively 
opposed militant Islamism. Their policies, 
however, have also often violated religious 
freedom and other human rights for many 
Muslims living in Bangladesh. Their prose-
cution of Islamist leaders for war crimes has 
drawn criticism from international observers 
for failing to protect the rights of the de-
fendants.26  

3. THE GOVERNMENT’S APPLICATION 
OF FORB
The PEW Research Center’s most recent 
report ranked Bangladesh on ‘high’, in their 
Government Restrictions on Religion In-
dex.11 Bangladesh’s inability to promote an 
individual’s right to freedom of religion or 
belief is demonstrated in the government’s 
legal practices. Section 295A and 298 of 
the Penal Code criminalizes the offence of 
wounding or outraging the religious feel-
ings of others.12 Bangladesh also passed an 
Information and Communication Technology 
(ICT) Act in 2006, which further toughened 
by the government of Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina in 2013, under which it is illegal to 
publish content on the Internet that could 
“harm public order and law or be construed 
as defamation against religions, where viola-
tors can serve up to 10 years in prison.”13 On 
top of the ICT Act, the Bangladeshi govern-
ment enacted the Digital Security Act (DSA) 
in October 2018, which gives the police the 
power to detain individuals, including jour-
nalists, without a warrant. Civil rights organ-
izations were quick to point out that many 
of the DSA’s provisions limit the civil rights 
of freedom of expression and freedom of re-
ligion or belief.14 The PEW Research Center 
also concludes that Bangladesh has one of 
the highest government-imposed online 
restrictions on religion or belief.15 

The original Vested Property Act16 allowed 
government officials to confiscate Hin-
du-owned land and evict the owners. Over 
three million acres, 87 percent of which was 
Hindu-owned property and temples has 
been lost.17 The authorities in Bangladesh 
have tried to rectify the situation through 
the Vested Property (Return) Act in 2001 
and the Vested Property Return (Amend-
ment) Act in 2011, allowing individuals to file 
claims for the return of confiscated prop-
erty. The Hindu religious minority, however, 
complain of costly delays in adjudicating 
claims due to indifferent or corrupt local 
government officials handling the cases.18  
Out of the original three million acres of 
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CONCLUDING REMARKS
In addition to the government’s secularist 
agenda that has put a limitation on FoRB, 
Islamist non-state actors have committed 
numerous FoRB violations, as they often 
target individuals suspected of blasphemy 
or violating their interpretation of Islam.27  
Religious minorities face societal discrimina-
tion and harassment from extremist groups. 
Bangladesh is also home to a plethora of 
Islamic terrorist organizations like ISIS and 
its local affiliates, Jamaat-ul-Mujahideenn 
Bangladesh (JMB), Al-Qaeda in the Indian 
Subcontinent (AQIS), Ansarullah Bangla 
Team (ABT), Jamaat-e-Islami, Hefazat-e-Is-
lam, and Hizb ut-Tahrir.28 These various or-
ganizations persecute the religious minority 
communities found throughout Bangladesh.

Over the past few years, there have been 
horrible accounts of violence inflicted on 
the Hindu, Christian, Ahmadiyya, and Bud-
dhist minority communities. These religious 
minority communities suffer from their 
villages being burned, their worshipers 
being dismembered and decapitated, and 
land confiscation.29 Although despite such 
horrors, Islamist violence against religious 
minorities appears to have declined some-
what over the last several years, according 
to the Bangladesh Hindu Buddhist Chris-
tians Unity Council (BHBCUC) and the Ain 
o Salish Kendra (ASK).30 Yet several of these 
communities in Bangladesh continue to 
face persecution stemming from extrem-
ism and broader societal prejudices, due to 
the gap between national level politics and 
local officials’ actions. In recent years, sev-
eral local administrative and police officials 
have demonstrated a general apathy toward 
promoting religious tolerance, strengthening 
protections for religious minorities, properly 
investigating crimes, and ensuring account-
ability for attacks against religious minori-
ties.31  

NOTES

1  It is important to note that demographics are often con-
tested and politicized, so when US State Department is used 
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www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/natlex4.detail?p_isn=92056
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Information and Security Act and the Digital Security Act 
https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-internation-
al-religious-freedom/bangladesh/.

14  Ibid

15  More information about the PEW Research Center Report 
can be found at: https://www.pewforum.org/wp-content/
uploads/sites/7/2021/09/PF_09.30.21_religious_restric-
tions-Full_PDF.pdf

16  For more information regarding the Vested Property 
Act, please check out: https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/
files/2020%20Bangladesh%20Country%20Update.pdf

17  Ibid.

18  Ibid.

19  Ibid.

20  Ibid.

21  Ibid.

22  https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declara-
tion-of-human-rights.

23  Such examples can be found in the Religious Freedom 
Institute’s 2020 Bangladesh Report, found at: https://static1.
squarespace.com/static/57052f155559869b68a4f0e6/t/5f-
51575c97dba66e33c66544/1599166324548/Bangla-
desh+ONLINE.pdf.

24  More information can be found at: https://www.latimes.
com/world/asia/la-fg-bangladesh-crackdown-20160616-
snap-story.html.

25  https://www.pewforum.org/wp-content/uploads/
sites/7/2021/09/PF_09.30.21_religious_restrictions-Full_
PDF.pdf, pp. 64.

26  For more specifics, please consult: https://freedomhouse.
org/country/bangladesh/freedom-world/2021.

27  For more specific details on the religiously motivat-
ed attacks and sectarian violence, please consult: https://
acninternational.org/religiousfreedomreport/wp-content/
uploads/2021/04/Bangladesh.pdf.

28  For more information concerning the various terrorist 
organizations in Bangladesh and their specific attacks, check 
out: https://www.counterextremism.com/countries/bangla-
desh.

29  For more information concerning the specifics, please 
consult: https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2020%20
Bangladesh%20Country%20Update.pdf.

30  Please read ACN international’s recent study  on Bangla-
desh, where it posts the findings on these from these NGOs, 
which is found at: https://acninternational.org/religiousfree-
domreport/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Bangladesh.pdf.

31  https://www.economist.com/asia/2021/11/06/bangla-
deshs-religious-minorities-are-under-attack: https://www.
aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/bangladesh-police-arrest-doz-
ens-for-attacking-hindus/2182210

32  For more information concerning the struggle between 
secularism and radical Islamification within Bangladesh, 
please consult: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.108
0/17448689.2020.1787629?needAccess=true.

33  For more information on the recent attacks against reli-
gious minorities in Bangladesh, please consult: https://www.
nytimes.com/2016/11/16/opinion/attacks-on-hindus-in-ban-
gladesh.html.

Islamism has been the greatest source of 
violent religious persecution in the coun-
try for more than twenty years, despite the 
government’s aggressive crack down on 
Islamist militancy. However, the country’s 
dysfunctional political life casts a negative 
shadow over the prospects for religious 
freedom and prevents it from having a solid 
and sustainable foundation. International 
observers criticized the general elections 
held at the end of 2018 because the gov-
ernment jailed opposition leader Khaled 
Zia of the Bangladesh Nationalist Party 
before the poll. The result increased the 
distrust between the country’s secularists 
and those supporting a greater political role 
for Islam.32 This trend has weakened the 
rule of law, fueling Islamist mobilization. In 
fact, the second half of 2020 witnessed an 
uptick in Islamist violence against minority 
groups like atheists or people who express 
disbelief in Islam, which continues in the 
present.33  Efforts to reconcile the nation 
appear urgent if Bangladesh is to deliver 
on its obligation to respect the freedom of 
religion or belief of all its citizens. As of right 
now, Bangladesh is not able to demonstrate 
total freedom of religion or belief within the 
country. They promote Islam as the premier 
and established religion in the nation, perse-
cute the recognized minority religions, and 
fail to recognize the rights of those who are 
atheists or humanist. 
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1. DEMOGRAPHICS
According to the US State Department, the 
population of Burkina Faso is estimated at 
20.8 million people, and 61 percent of the 
population is Muslim and predominantly 
Sunni, while 19 percent of the population is 
Roman Catholic, 4 percent of the popula-
tion is Protestant, and 15 percent maintain 
exclusively indigenous beliefs.1 In addition, 
many Muslims and Christians adhere simul-
taneously to some aspect of the traditional 
or animist religious beliefs.2 1 percent of the 
population is atheist or belongs to other re-
ligious groups.3 Muslims reside in the north-
ern, eastern, and western border regions, 
while Christians live in the center of the 
country.4 Traditional and indigenous beliefs 
are practiced throughout the country, espe-
cially in rural communities.5  

2. THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK OF FORB
The 1991 Constitution of Burkina Faso, amended 
in 2015, prevents discrimination based on reli-
gion. Furthermore, Article 7 states, “the freedom 
of belief, of non-belief, of conscience, of religious 
opinion, [of] philosophy, of exercise of belief, 

the freedom of assembly, the free practice of 
custom as well as the freedom of procession and 
of demonstration, are guaranteed by this Con-
stitution, under reserve of respect for the law, for 
public order, for good morals and for the human 
person.”6

Burkina Faso is a signatory of both the In-
ternational Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights and the African Charter on Human 
and Peoples Rights.7 

3. THE GOVERNMENT’S APPLICATION 
OF FORB
Political parties based on religion, ethnicity, 
or regional affiliation are forbidden in Burki-
na Faso.8 All organizations, regardless of reli-
gion must register with the Ministry of Ter-
ritorial Administration and Decentralization. 
9 Religious groups also operate under the 
same regulatory framework for publishing 
and broadcasting as other secular entities.10  

The government has made attempts at pro-
moting religious tolerance. They have allo-
cated $ 142,000 to indigenous faith commu-
nities, demonstrating equitable government 
support to all religious groups in the country.  
11The government also provided further fi-
nancial subsidies specifically to the teachers 
working at registered Catholic, Protestant, 
and Muslim schools.12 In addition to gov-
ernment efforts supporting the Abrahamic 
faiths, they have also made strides towards 
including the traditional, indigenous forms 
of belief in Burkina Faso13. Although this 
demonstrates a positive effort, it is still prob-
lematic for those who do not belong to one 
of these religions like humanists or atheists.    

III. Burkina Faso 4. SOCIAL ANALYSIS & SOCIETAL 
PRACTICE
Tolerance and interfaith harmony in Burkina 
Faso have deteriorated. The Pew Research 
Center’s most recent report, furthermore, 
lists Burkina Faso as the only country to have 
experienced an increase in social hostilities 
involving religion and have moved them from 
the ‘moderate’ to ‘high’ category in their So-
cial Hostilities Index.14 Burkina Faso was also 
the only country that demonstrated a large 
increase in the overall restrictions on religion.15 
Violent events in Burkina Faso have increased 
since 2016, and one third of Burkina Faso is 
now considered an open conflict zone.16 Such 
problems are attributed to the government 
struggling to rein in the violence brought on 
by the ongoing terrorist groups like ISIS in 
the Greater Sahara (ISIS-GS), JNIM, al-Qa’ida 
in the Islamic Maghreb, Ansar Dine, and 
al-Mourabitoun.17 These organizations target 
and kill individuals based on their religious 
identity. They attack both Muslims and Chris-
tians alike and have been known to kill imams 
who work with the government and preach 
for peaceful coexistence.

Christians in the northern regions are of-
ten targeted for their faith. Christians, who 
recently converted from Islam, are especially 
vulnerable in their community and targeted 
by these jihadist groups. Many of the attacks 
occur at houses of worship, forcing many 
churches in the north to close and Christians 
to flee the area due to the violence brought 
on from these Islamic extremist groups.18

The government has prioritized a military 
approach to fight against these jihadist 
groups operating in their territory and along 
its borders with Mali and Niger. Their mili-
tary is affiliated with human rights abuses in 
counter-terrorism operations, furthering the 
jihadists’ recruitment efforts in the region.  

The religiously targeted violence and perse-
cution has threatened the traditional peace-
ful coexistence of religious groups in Burki-
na Faso. These attacks have polarized the 
region. The Fulani ethnic group who are of-
ten falsely accused of being linked to these 
jihadist groups due to sharing the same reli-
gion (Sunni Islam) face social stigmatization 
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Burkina Faso has become a major theatre 
for jihadist operations in the Sahel.23 Au-
thorities, focusing on counterterrorism have 
been slow in recognizing the scale of the 
extremist crisis, and unable to address the 
underlying problems which furthers frus-
trations amongst the populace and enable 
jihadist recruiting opportunities. Although 
Burkina Faso´s religious and political leaders 
seek to maintain the historically positive in-
ter-religious relations between faith groups, 
and with the understanding that Islamist ter-
ror affects all religious communities in Burki-
na Faso, there are concerns to the long-term 
impact of the jihadist violence and its role in 
further dividing Burkinabe society. In view 
of the current situation, the prospect for 
freedom of religion in Burkina Faso remain 
negative for the foreseeable future. 

at the hands of self-defense militias in the 
northern and central regions of the country. 
These actors are hence violating the Fulani’s 
right to FoRB.

Despite an increase in religiously motivated 
attacks, members of the Burkinabe Muslim 
Community Organization, the Catholic Arch-
diocese of Ouagadougou, and the Federa-
tion of Evangelical Churches have continued 
to report how religious tolerance remained 
widespread on the local level.19 Numerous 
examples exist of families of mixed faiths 
and religious leaders attending each other’s 
holidays and celebrations.20 Members of 
the largest religious communities promote 
interfaith dialogue and tolerance through 
public institutions such as the National Ob-
servatory of Religious Facts, which conduct 
awareness campaigns throughout the coun-
try.21 They also work through NGOs such as 
the Dori-based Fraternal Union of Believers, 
which encourage various religious commu-
nities, specifically in the Sahel Region, to 
conduct socioeconomic activities with the 
goal of fostering religious tolerance.22  
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1. DEMOGRAPHICS
According to the US State Department, 
the population of Ethiopia is estimated 
at 108.1 million.1  Roughly 44 percent of 
the population adheres to the Ethiopian 
Orthodox Tewahedo Church (EOTC) and 
they predominate the northern regions of 
Tigray and Amhara.2 The Ethiopian Ortho-
dox Tewahedo Church is not only a religious 
organization but is also very closely linked 
to the history of the country and identity 
of Ethiopians. 34 percent of the Ethiopian 
population are Sunni Muslim and are mainly 
found in the regions of Afar, Oromia, and 
Somali.3  19 percent belong to evangeli-
cal Christian and Pentecostal groups and 
most of their adherents live in the Southern 
Nations Nationalities and Peoples (SNNP) 
and Gambella Regions and parts of Oro-
mia Region. It is important to note that the 
evangelical and Pentecostal population has 
increased significantly over the past years.4 

Groups that together constitute less than 
five percent of the population include East-
ern Rite and Roman Catholics, members of 
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Jews, and prac-
titioners of indigenous religions.5  

2. THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK OF FREE-
DOM OF FORB 
The 1993 Constitution of Ethiopia mandates 
the separation between State and religion, 
and Ethiopia is considered a secular State. 
Article 27 outlines the right to freedom of 
thought, conscience, and religion specifically 
stating, “This right shall include the freedom 
to hold or to adopt a religion or belief of his 
choice, and the freedom, either individually 
or in community with others, and in public 
or private, to manifest his religion or belief in 
worship, observance, practice and teaching.”6  
The same article also states, “Freedom to ex-
press or manifest one’s religion or belief may 
be subject only to such limitations as are 
prescribed by law and are necessary to pro-
tect public safety, peace, health, education, 
public morality or the fundamental rights and 
freedoms of others, and to ensure the inde-
pendence of the state from religion.” 7

Ethiopia is a signatory of both the Interna-
tional Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
and the African Charter on Human and Peo-
ples Rights.8 

3. THE GOVERNMENT’S APPLICATION 
OF FORB
The Pew Research Center’s ranks Ethiopia 
as ‘moderate’, in the Index of Government 
Restrictions on Religion.9 The current Ethi-
opian government has recently, however, 
adopted laws that appear to limit individuals’ 
freedom to express or manifest their religion 

IV. Ethiopia or belief.10 The government uses these laws 
to curtail and prevent religiously based hate 
speech from occurring. Article 816 in the 
Criminal Code states, “gestures or words 
scoffs.”11 In addition, Article 492 states, 
“Whoever publicly prevents the solemniza-
tion of, or disturbs or scoffs at, an authorized 
religious ceremony or office; or profanes 
a place, image or object used for religious 
ceremonies, is punishable with fine not ex-
ceeding one thousand Birr [approximately 
US$27], or with simple imprisonment not 
exceeding two years.”12 Such laws violate13 
the individual’s right to criticize or speak out 
against a particular religion, an important 
component of FoRB.  

Religious groups must apply for land allo-
cation, including for land to build places of 
worship. Such laws have led to inequitable 
distribution of the land and discrimination 
against religious minorities in certain re-
gional areas of Ethiopia, as they are denied 
access to land.14 For example, the national 
authorities in the ancient city of Aksum, 
believed to be home to the biblical queen 
Sheba and Ark of the Covenant, forbid the 
construction of mosques despite the Mus-
lim minority population’s long campaign 
for one.15 The reasoning for rejection is that 
most living in the area believe Muslims to be 
guests in Axum and not actual residents. A 
priest from the EOTC states, “If Christians 
are allowed to build a church in Mecca, well 
then then we will allow for Muslims to build 
a mosque in Axum.”16 Since the government 
violates the Muslim community’s right to 
hold property in Axum and this is rooted 
in religious discrimination, it is also a FoRB 
violation. 

4. SOCIAL ANALYSIS & SOCIETAL 
PRACTICES
Further, The Pew Research Center’s 2021 
report has ranked Ethiopia at ‘high’ in their 
Index of Social Hostilities Involving Reli-
gion.17 The civil war in the north of Ethiopia 
(Tigray Region) has brought religious polar-
ization and religiously motivated violence 
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ence. The Patriarch of the EOTC, the Car-
dinal of the Catholic Church, the President 
of the Ethiopian Islamic AFFAIRS Supreme 
Council (EIASC), and the secretary gener-
al of the Evangelical Churches Fellowship 
of Ethiopia (ECFE) all conveyed messages 
calling for unity and peace.27 The Interreli-
gious Council of Ethiopia (IRCE) has been 
active mitigating the ongoing violence in the 
war through mediation.28 The IRCE has also 
been engaging the communities to decrease 
tensions during the current national elec-
tion. Religious actors carry the most respect 
amongst the community,29 and their collab-
oration and willingness to work together will 
improve the FoRB situation within Ethiopia.

throughout all of Ethiopia.18 International 
media and human rights NGOs stated that 
on November 28 and 29 of 2020, Eritrean 
forces, fighting alongside the Ethiopian gov-
ernment committed indiscriminate killings 
of hundreds of civilians attending services 
at the Orthodox Church of Our Lady Mary 
of Zion.19 The soldiers allegedly entered the 
church and killed worshippers.20 Reports of 
up to 800 civilians were killed in Axum.21 In 
a similar attack on November 30, Eritrean 
forces opened fire on the Maryam Dengelat 
Church in Dengelat Village while hundreds 
were gathered to celebrate Mass, killing doz-
ens.22 In addition to killing worshipers, EOTC 
priests have been targeted and killed by 
government and Eritrean forces throughout 
the Tigray region.23 According to an EOTC 
priest, a majority of the killings were con-
ducted by Muslim soldiers on the Christian 
populace in Tigray.24 In the predominantly 
Muslim Oromia region, the Christian minor-
ity suffers from a lack of rights and their 
churches are attacked and burned down and 
worshipers are targeted.25 But it is important 
to remember that Muslims too have faced 
religiously based violence at the hands of 
the government forces and government 
allied militias.26 

Despite such religious violence occurring 
throughout Ethiopia, there is promising 
potential for religious tolerance and coexist-
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GIOUS-FREEDOM-REPORT.pdf.

28  Ibid.

29  For more information, please consult the Afrobarometer sur-
vey found at: https://afrobarometer.org/countries/ethiopia-0.

The deadly fighting that began in November 
2020 between the Tigray leadership and the 
central government raises concerns about 
respect for FoRB. Furthermore, Ethiopia is 
key to the stability of the region and a con-
flict could potentially endanger the situation 
in neighboring countries. Given the context 
of the violence and political factionalism 
that has resulted in religious buildings be-
ing targeted and leaders killed, the status of 
religious freedom in the country has deterio-
rated significantly.
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1. DEMOGRAPHICS
According to the US Department of State,1  
the population of Kenya consists roughly of 
53.5 million people, of which 85.5 percent 
are Christian and 11 percent Muslim. Collec-
tively, less than 2 percent of the population 
consists of Hindus, Sikhs, Baha’is, and indig-
enous religious beliefs.  Of the total Chris-
tian population, Protestantism accounts for 
33 percent and Roman Catholics constitute 
21 percent of the population.2 The African 
Instituted Churches (churches started in 
Africa independently by Africans rather 
than by missionaries from another conti-
nent), and Orthodox churches comprise the 
remaining 32 percent of the Christian pop-
ulation.3 Most of the Muslim minority lives 
in the northeast and coastal regions, with 
significant Muslim communities in several 
areas of Nairobi.4 

2. THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK OF FORB 
The constitution forbids an established state 
religion and prohibits religious discrimination 
of any kind. Article 32 of Part 2 of the Ken-
yan Constitution states:5 

1. Every person has the right to freedom of 
conscience, religion, thought, belief and 
opinion. 

2. Every person has the right, either indi-
vidually or in community with others, in 
public or in private, to manifest any reli-
gion or belief through worship, practice, 
teaching or observance, including obser-
vance of a day of worship.

3. A person may not be denied access to 
any institution, employment or facility, or 
the enjoyment of any right, because of 
the person’s belief or religion. 

4. A person shall not be compelled to act, 
or engage in any act, that is contrary to 
the person’s belief or religion.

The constitution requires parliament to rec-
ognize a system of personal and family law 
adhered to by persons professing a particu-
lar religion. The Qadi courts (Sharia based 
courts) adjudicate certain types of civil cas-
es, including questions relating to personal 
status, marriage, divorce, or inheritance in 
cases where all parties profess Islam. The 
secular High Court has jurisdiction over civil 
or criminal proceedings, including those in 
the Qadi courts, and accepts appeals of any 
Qadi court decision. 

Kenya is a signatory of both the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and 
the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ 
Rights.6 

V. Kenya
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Kenyan government, especially when it has 
a connection to politics. Many politicians uti-
lize their traditional ceremonies and anoint-
ing rituals for political mileage. Thus, reduc-
ing the indigenous support of the opposition 
parties through clamping down on their 
religious practices helps cement the current 
Kenyan authority and limit opposition par-
ties from gaining momentum. But forbidding 
these indigenous practices from occurring 
demonstrates a key component of FoRB 
that is violated, which is to allow an individu-
al to worship and practice their religion. 

The Kenyan authorities often limit Christian 
congregations from holding political ral-
lies for opposing political parties. They cite 
Covid-19 regulations as their reasoning, but 
such notion demonstrates a clear double 
standard that they choose to apply selec-
tively because the political parties in power 
both encourage and hold mass rallies for 
their supporters in churches and disregard 
the Covid-19 regulations.14 Limiting an indi-
vidual’s right to assemble in this context is 
a violation of article 20 of the UDHR. Since 
such limitation is rooted in targeting a per-
son’s religious identity (i.e. preventing them 
from assembling within their house of wor-
ship), it constitutes a violation of freedom of 
religion or belief. 

While the Muslim, Christian, and indigenous 
communities experience FoRB violations at 
the hands of the Kenyan authorities, it is im-
portant to note that other religious groups 
like Sikhs and Hindus found in Kenya do not 
suffer from FoRB violations.15 

4. SOCIAL ANALYSIS & SOCIETAL 
PRACTICES
In the Index of Social Hostilities Involving 
Religion developed by The Pew Research 
Center, Kenya is ranked as ‘high’.16  And 
along these lines, despite Al-Shabaab los-
ing part of the Kenyan territory that it once 
controlled, it is clear the group is still strong. 
As the United States and the African Un-
ion Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) gradually 

3. THE GOVERNMENT’S APPLICATION 
OF FORB 
The Pew Research Center’s most recent 
report has ranked Kenya at ‘moderate’ in 
their Index of Government Restrictions on 
Religion.7 8 Terrorism in Kenya is a growing 
concern. The jihadist terrorist organization 
Al-Shabaab presents a major challenge.9 As 
a result, the Kenyan military and national 
police forces have been profiling the Muslim 
Somali ethnic group in Kenya. The Somali 
Muslim minority of Kenya report that the 
government practices include extrajudicial 
killing, torture, forced interrogation, arbi-
trary arrest, detention without trial, enforced 
disappearances, and denial of freedom of 
assembly and worship.10 Such form of re-
ligious profiling that the government con-
ducts, is not justified. Some of the perpe-
trators of Al-Shabaab’s attacks come from 
young Christians that converted to Islam or 
feel severely marginalized by the system.11 
Some are also from other neighboring plac-
es like Tanzania or Zanzibar and are not nec-
essarily Somalis.12 Most of the police forces 
in charge of the security in the North are 
not part of the Somali Muslim ethnic group 
and instead are brought in from other are-
as of the country, furthering Somali Muslim 
marginalization and enabling Al-Shabaab 
recruitment. The government has also used 
the pretext of Covid-19 to prevent Muslims 
from being able to assemble. Denying Ken-
yan Muslims the human right of assembly is 
a violation of Article 20 of the UDHR, where 
it states, “Everyone has the right to freedom 
of peaceful assembly and association.”13  
When being used with the intent to further 
marginalize and discriminate against a reli-
gious minority from their right to worship, it 
constitutes a violation of their right to free-
dom of religion or belief.   

The Somali Muslim minority in Kenya is not 
the only community that suffers from reli-
gious-based discrimination and FoRB viola-
tions. Those who practice indigenous faiths 
(the tribal leaders, the Kikuyu elders, and 
the Meru People) are often targeted by the 
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withdraw troops from Somalia at the end 
of 2020, the consequences for the security 
situation in the whole region are a source 
of concern. Kenya, which borders Somalia, 
will continue to suffer from insecurity as 
long as Al-Shabaab maintains a presence in 
the area. The COVID-19 pandemic, and the 
relative absence of security offices, have 
facilitated the return of the Islamist funda-
mentalist terrorist group. Notwithstand-
ing the attacks by the Al-Shabab terrorist 
group, interreligious relations more general-
ly are expected to remain relatively normal 
in much of the country for the foreseeable 
future. 

Although Kenya is a stable nation within the 
wider region, the government’s policies of 
manipulating religion for their own political 
advantages should be viewed as a serious 
FoRB violation. In addition, the high-level 
of profiling and marginalizing the Muslim 
Somali ethnic group found in Kenya demon-
strate a clear violation of human rights that 
key articles in the UDHR outline. But since 
most of these violations are inflicted on Ken-
yans due to their religious identity (Muslim), 
they further constitute a clear violation of 
FoRB. The authorities must do more to limit 
government harassment of the religious mi-
nority and adhere to both their international 
and constitutional commitment of honoring 
everyone’s’ right to FoRB.
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1. DEMOGRAPHICS
The estimated population of Mali consists 
of roughly 19.6 million people.1 Around 95 
percent of the population is Muslim. Near-
ly all Muslims are Sunni, and most follow 
Sufism. Members of the Shia sect constitute 
less than 10 percent of the Muslim popula-
tion.2 Less than 5 percent of the population 
is Christian, of whom approximately two-
thirds are Catholic and one-third Protestant. 
3 Mali is also home to traditional African 
religions (almost 9 percent of the popula-
tion);4 some Muslims and Christians also in-
corporate African traditions into their ritual 
observances.5 

2. THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK OF FORB
The Constitution of Mali declares that Mali 
is a secular state and guarantees all citizens 
the same rights, regardless of their religious 
affiliation.6 The secular nature of the state is 
enshrined in the Preamble. Article 2 of the 
Constitution stipulates, “all Malians are born 

and live free and equal in 
their rights and duties. Any 
discrimination based on so-
cial origin, color, language, 
race, sex, religion, or polit-
ical opinion is prohibited.”7  
Mali’s constitution guaran-
tees the right to freedom 
of worship and the right to 
profess one´s faith through 
individual or communal 
acts of worship. As Arti-
cle 4 states: “Every person 
has the right to freedom 
of thought, conscience, 
religion, worship, opinion, 
expression, and creation in 
respect to the law.”8 Article 
18 says that “public educa-

tion is mandatory, free and non-religious.”9  
Public schools cannot offer religious instruc-
tion, but private schools may do so.

Mali is a signatory of both the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and 
the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ 
Rights.10 

3. THE GOVERNMENT’S APPLICATION 
OF FORB
The penal code condemns all religiously 
based discrimination or any act impeding 
the freedom of religious observance or 
worship. Such crimes are punishable by up 
to five years in prison or 10 years of banish-
ment.11

Although Mali promotes FoRB in legal prac-
tices, it is unable to enforce these laws due 
to the government’s inability to limit vio-
lence generated by the spread of Islamist ex-
tremist terror organizations who have, from 

VI. Mali
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Muslim background are particularly vulner-
able to violence (especially in the northern 
and central regions) and pressure from their 
relatives and family. Many face persecution 
from their local Muslim community and are 
viewed as apostates.18 JNIM do not only 
target the Christian minority community but 
also Muslims, especially the Shia community, 
and traditional indigenous beliefs in the re-
gion.19 They have brutally repressed anyone 
who does not follow their strict interpreta-
tion of Islam.20 

The open conflict being fought against the 
Islamic terrorist organizations has led to sec-
tarian division as well amongst the various 
ethno-religious groups found in Mali. The 
dispute pits Muslim Fulani against the most-
ly Christian worshiping Dogon people. For 
this reason, the Fulani have sometimes been 
accused of operating alongside groups of 
Muslim terrorist organizations in central Ma-
li.21 As a result, some Dogon Christians have 
formed their own militia groups who have 
increasingly attacked Muslim communities.22

These terrorist groups are a serious concern 
throughout the Sahel region. They do not 
merely threaten the security of Mali’s secular 
state but have brought about a complete 
disregard for freedom of religion or belief.  
The prospects for FoRB are therefore trou-
bling. Mali’s security situation and political 
stability have deteriorated in recent years. 
Although ethnic tensions are not new, the 
cycle of reprisals and sheer brutality on 
military and civilians alike, fueled by the 
presence of jihadist groups, has reached un-
precedented levels. This situation profoundly 
impacts religious freedom in the region, and 
even with the efforts of Operation Barkhane, 
a transitional government led by an interim 
president will continue to struggle to contain 
the explosive combination of poverty, ethnic 
conflicts, and Islamic extremism.

2012, taken control of large portions of the 
northern and central regions of the country.

4. SOCIAL ANALYSIS & SOCIETAL 
PRACTICES
The Pew Research Center’s most recent 
report has ranked Mali as ‘high’ in the In-
dex of Social Hostilities Involving Religion.12 
Jama’at Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimin (JNIM) 
is the most prevalent Islamic terrorist or-
ganization in Mali. They operate in northern 
and central Mali and provide services and 
infrastructure to the local populace, some-
thing the Malian government has failed to 
do. They govern according to Sharia law and 
create Quranic schools to indoctrinate many 
followers and converts into their hardcore 
Islamist ideology.13  

Since early 2013, the UN MINUSMA peace-
keeping and stabilization mission has con-
ducted military operations against these 
Islamist terrorists. France has contributed 
4,500 soldiers to a large military opera-
tion in the Sahel region called Operation 
Barkhane, an anti-insurgent action that 
involves cooperation between French forces 
and the armies of Burkina Faso, Mali, Mauri-
tania, Niger and Chad.14 

The series of military coup d’états over the 
past several years have exacerbated Mali’s 
political upheaval, leaving the door open for 
these jihadists groups to gain more power 
and entrench themselves in the region. They 
have, furthermore, capitalized on the uncer-
tainty of the Covid-19 pandemic to assert 
more control. 

In areas controlled by the Islamist groups, 
rather than the Malian government, Chris-
tians are denied resources and prevented 
from accessing water and land to grow their 
own crops.15 Christian minorities in the north 
and central regions are at constant risk of 
attacks from JNIM and other Islamic extrem-
ists.16 Christian missionaries operating in Mali 
also live under the constant threat of abduc-
tion and murder.17 Christian converts from a 
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1. DEMOGRAPHICS
According to the U.S. State Department,1  
the total population of Myanmar is estimat-
ed at 56.6 million. Myanmar has a Buddhist 
majority 87.9 percent, and Christians are 
6.2 percent, Muslim 4.3 percent, Animist 0.8 
percent, and Hindus are 0.5 percent of the 
total population.2 Although unaccounted for 
by the government in any of their censuses, 
The Sunni Muslim Rohingya population was 
marked at around 1.1 million prior to Octo-
ber 2016 and lives mainly in the Rakhine 
state.3 According to estimates from the UN 
High Commissioner for Refugees and other 

organizations, more than 800,000 Rohing-
ya fled to Bangladesh beginning in August 
2017, and an estimated 600,000 remain in 
Rakhine State.4 There are an estimated 130, 
000 Rohingya living in internally displaced 
persons (IDP) camps, according to Human 
Rights Watch.5 There are also over 6 million 
Karen (an indigenous minority group) found 
in Myanmar who belong to the Buddhist, 
Animist, Baptist, and Catholic faiths.6  

2. THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK OF FORB
The 2008 constitution of Myanmar7 protects 
freedom of religion or belief for its citizens. 
Article 34 of the Constitution states, “Every 
citizen is equally entitled to freedom of 
conscience and [has] the right to freely pro-
fess and practice religion subject to public 
order, morality or health and to the other 
provisions of this Constitution.”8 Article 348 
of the Constitution states, “The Union shall 
not discriminate [against] any citizen of the 
Republic of the Union of Myanmar, based on 
race, birth, religion, official position, status, 
culture, sex and wealth.”9 

Article 363 of the Constitution states, “The 
Union may assist and protect the religion it 
recognizes to its utmost.”10 

Article 361 of the Constitution states, “The 
Union recognizes [the] special position of 
Buddhism as the faith professed by the great 
majority of the citizens within the country.” 
The Constitution also states, “The Union also 
recognizes Christianity, Islam, Hinduism and 
Animism as the religions existing in the Un-
ion at the day of the coming into operation 
of this Constitution.”11 Providing protection 
for religious practices other than Buddhism, 
while giving Buddhism a special status is in-
dicative of the current interreligious tension 

VII. Myanmar felt throughout the country. 

Article 121 of the Constitution bans members 
of “religious orders,” such as priests, monks, 
and nuns, from all religions, from running for 
public office, and Article 392 of the Consti-
tution prevents them from voting.12 The gov-
ernment restricts, by law, the political activ-
ities and expression of the Buddhist clergy. 
Such notion is backed up in the constitution, 
which forbids, “the abuse of religion for 
political purposes.”13 These laws should be 
viewed as a direct violation of article 21 of 
the UDHR where it states, “everyone has the 
right to take part in the government of his 
country, directly or through freely chosen 
representatives.”14 Since these violations are 
rooted in a form of religious discrimination, 
it furthermore constitutes a FoRB violation.

While Myanmar is currently one of the few 
countries that has not signed the ICCPR, the 
country has ratified four international human 
rights treaties, including the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child (CRC) and the Con-
vention on the Elimination of all forms of 
Discrimination Against Women.15 Further-
more, it has ratified the Convention on the 
Rights of Person with Disabilities, and the 
International Convention on the Economic, 
Social and Culture Rights, and has signed 
the Optional Protocol to the CRC on the In-
volvement of Children in Armed Conflict.16  

3. THE GOVERNMENT’S APPLICATION 
OF FORB
The Pew Research Center’s ranking of My-
anmar in their Index of Government Restric-
tions on Religion is at ‘very high’.17 Despite 
the constitution of Myanmar having outlined 
some protection for the freedom of religion 
or belief, the practices that the government 
has, over the past several years, disregarded 
the constitutional mandates meant to pro-
tect the freedom of religion or belief within 
the country. Sections 295, 295A, 296, 297 
and 298 of the Penal Code relate to religion 
and prohibit religious offence or insult. They 
are blasphemy laws.18 Section 295 relates to 
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The 1982 law concerning citizenship in 
Myanmar24 is of concern. It discriminates 
against religious minority communities, like 
Rohingya Muslims. Under this law, access to 
full citizenship is primarily based on mem-
bership of one of the “national races”, which 
are fixed by the government.25 Despite 
generations of residence in Myanmar, the 
Rohingya are not considered to be amongst 
the official list of 135 indigenous races and, 
therefore, excluded from citizenship. The 
Rohingya, like other religious minorities, are 
therefore not able to enjoy the protection of 
religious freedom or belief in Myanmar, as 
outlined by the constitution and rendered 
stateless. Such laws created by Myanmar are 
in violation of Article 15 of the UDHR, which 
states, “Everyone has the right to a national-
ity.”26 However, since this violation is direct-
ed towards religious minority groups, like 
Rohingya Muslims, it is a violation rooted in 
religious discrimination and thus simultane-
ously a FoRB violation. 

acts that destroy, damage, or defile a place 
of worship;19 Section 295A refers to insulting 
religion20; Section 297 relates to trespass-
ing.21 These laws are used by the authori-
ties in Myanmar to criminalize criticism of 
religion, particularly Buddhism. These pro-
visions related to blasphemy in the Penal 
Code are incompatible with Myanmar’s 
international human rights obligations to 
respect the right to freedom of expression, 
non-discrimination, and the right of equality 
before the law.22 Yet since these violations 
are committed with religious intent (i.e. 
limiting a person’s human rights due to their 
religious affiliation), they constitute FoRB 
violations. The vague and over-broad formu-
lations of these blasphemy laws leave room 
for subjective interpretation and are often 
used by the authorities to prosecute any-
one they deem as violating the tenants of 
Buddhism. They also are incompatible with 
Myanmar’s Constitution, which guarantees 
the right to freely profess their religion.23   

In 2015, Myanmar introduced four bills which 
were eventually adopted and remain in ef-
fect today, known as the “Protection of Race 
and Religion” laws.27 They include legislation 
that is related to population control and 
polygamy, marriage between non-Buddhist 
men and Buddhist women, and the act of re-
ligious conversion. These laws should be un-
derstood as being propagated by the rising 
tide of anti-Muslim sentiment. While all four 
laws give rise to concern about violations of 
the right to freedom of thought, conscience, 
religion or belief, the laws related to conver-
sion and marriage are the most problematic:

The preamble of the 2015 Buddhist Wom-
en’s Special Marriage Law28 states that the 
objective of the law is “to enable the enjoy-
ment of equal rights by Myanmar Buddhist 
women and non-Buddhist men with respect 
to marriage, divorce, partition, and guardi-
anship of children and to give [them] effec-
tive protection.”29 The law has been used to 

discriminate on both religious and gender 
grounds, something that is incompatible with 
Myanmar’s domestic and international human 
rights law obligations. The context in which 
this legislation was enacted suggests that it 
was introduced with a discriminatory intent, 
and particularly aimed at placing limitation 
on Buddhist women from marrying Muslim 
men.30 If legislation was meant to provide 
equal protection against forced conversions 
because of marriage, it should apply to all re-
ligions equally, and to both men and women. 
However, it explicitly and exclusively targets 
and regulates the marriage of Buddhist wom-
en with men professing a belief system other 
than Buddhism. Such law is in violation of Ar-
ticle 16 of the UNHDR, which states, “Men and 
Women of full age, without any limitation due 
to race, nationality or religion, have the right 
to marry and to found a family.”31 Since this 
violation is rooted in religious discrimination, 
it furthermore constitutes a FoRB violation.
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The Religious Conversion Law32 regulates 
conversion through an extensive application 
and approval process through a township-lev-
el Religious Board for Religious Conversion. 
The applicant must be older than 18 and 
undergo a waiting period of up to 180 days. 
They must also report personal information 
to the township registration board, including 
their current religion and the religion to which 
they want to convert, as well as their rea-
sons for converting. They must then under-
go questioning by the registration board to 
ascertain whether the person “truly believes” 
in the religion to which they desire to convert. 
The law imposes onerous administrative bur-
dens upon those seeking to convert to anoth-
er religion and interferes with the exercise of 
the right to adopt a religion of one’s choice 
as well as the right to change religion, core 
entitlements of FoRB.33  

4. SOCIAL ANALYSIS & SOCIETAL 
PRACTICE
The Pew Research Center’s 2021 report has 
ranked Myanmar in general as ‘moderate’ 
in the Index of Social Hostilities Involving 
Religion.34 Yet, the Tatmadaw (military) has 
been engaged in a genocide campaign and 
war crimes against the Rohingya Muslim 
minority group in the Rakhine State since 
2017.35 Rohingya Muslims suffer from a 
plethora of human rights violations like the 
denial of citizenship, freedom of movement, 
mass rape, forced starvation, burning of 
Rohingya villages, arbitrary arrests, extraju-
dicial killings, and infanticide all at the hands 
of the Tatmadaw.36 Deliberate atrocities 
inflicted on the Rohingya Muslim minori-
ties, based on their belief, represent a grave 
violation against FoRB. The International 
Court of Justice and the International Crim-
inal Court in the Hague issued a provisional 
order requiring the Tatmadaw to refrain 
from acts of genocide against the Rohingya, 
while also investigating Myanmar’s crimes 
against humanity.37

The Tatmadaw continues to target other 
minority communities too, such as Baptists, 

Catholics, and Hindus, using religious nation-
alism as a justification for the human rights 
atrocities and FoRB violations committed 
within the Kachin, Shan, Chin, and Rakhine 
states.38 The recent violence perpetrated by 
the Tatmadaw against the various Christian 
communities is being compared similarly 
to the abuses perpetrated against the Ro-
hingya.39 The Tatmadaw continue to inflict 
violence against the Karen community who 
are 20-30 percent Christian, forcing many to 
flee into Thailand.40 The Tatmadaw also tar-
gets Buddhist leaders who dissent against 
religious nationalism, and several monks 
have been arrested and forcibly disrobed in 
custody.41 In addition to outright violence 
at the hands of the Tatmadaw, Muslims also 
continue to face restrictions throughout 
Myanmar, especially with regards to the 
opening or rebuilding of mosques after the 
anti-Muslim violence in 2012.42 At least 40 
mosques remain closed, despite a campaign 
by Muslim leaders to get them reopened. 
In May 2019, hardline Buddhist nationalist 
monks forced Muslim prayer sites in Yangon 
to close during Ramadan.43

Violence and discrimination towards reli-
gious minorities have been fueled by hate 
speech, driven by social media platforms 
like Facebook as well as DVDs, pamphlets 
and sermons by Buddhist nationalist monks. 
In the run-up to the 2020 general election, 
the Burma Human Rights Network (BHRN) 
documented cases of hate speech and dis-
information in a report titled Digital Hate: 
Free and Fair for Some – Disinformation and 
Hate Speech in Burma´s General Election 
Campaign.44 The survey noted that, “Most 
election related disinformation on social 
media alleges conspiracies NLD (Nation-
al League for Democracy) and Muslims…
Burma has not enforced any laws related to 
discriminating minority religions and elec-
tions laws when candidates used anti-Mus-
lim rhetoric”.45 

On 1st February 2021, the Command-
er-in-Chief of the military, General Min Aung 

CONCLUDING REMARKS
Hlaing, launched a coup d’état, seizing 
power and imprisoning the de facto head 
of the democratically elected civilian gov-
ernment, Aung San Suu Kyi, ministers and 
senior leaders of the NLD, as well as key civil 
society activists. Those responsible for the 
military coup d’etat in February of 2021 are 
also responsible for the ongoing genocide 
and persecution of the Rohingya Muslim 
population along with the other religious 
minority communities throughout the coun-
try. Shortly after the Tatmadaw seized pow-
er, they initiated a one-year state of emer-
gency, proclaiming that all established laws 
and legal precedents are transferred to the 
Commander-in Chief of Defense Services 
who is Min Aung Hlaing. This means that the 
new regime does not have to adhere to the 
constitution or established legal precedents 
concerning FoRB.46 Furthermore, Min Aung 
Hlaing has been named by the UN Myanmar 
Fact Finding Mission as a priority subject for 
investigation and prosecution when it comes 
to genocide and crimes against humanity.47 

The coup’s implications show the Tatmadaw 
can now act carte blanche. Since the mili-
tary is secured in power, they will continue 
their systematic and systemic human rights 
violations against the Rohingya and other 
religious minority communities. In addition, 
the one million refugees living in conditions 
of squalor in the various refugee camps in 
Bangladesh will be prevented from return-
ing to Myanmar, due to fear of death and 
danger. Without international pressure on 
the military regime to restore the country to 
a path of democracy, with the civilian lead-
ership gone, anti-minority repression and 
religious persecution is expected to become 
even more severe.
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38  For more information regarding the specifics of these 
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files/2021-11/2021%20Burma%20Country%20Update.pdf.
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42  https://www.ucanews.com/news/myanmars-muslims-
seek-to-reopen-shuttered-mosques/86415.

43  https://www.ucanews.com/news/muslim-prayer-sites-
shut-down-in-myanmar-city/85216#.

44  For more information, please read the full report found at: 
https://progressivevoicemyanmar.org/2020/07/09/joint-sub-
mission-to-the-un-universal-periodic-review-37th-session-of-
the-working-group-hate-speech-and-shrinking-democratic-
and-civil-society-space/.

45  Ibid.

46  For further information please concerning the plight of 
the Rohingya Muslim citation and its relationship to the recent 
military coup in Myanmar, please listen to USCIRF’s recent 
podcast found at: https://www.uscirf.gov/news-room/us-
cirf-spotlight/refugee-resettlement-and-religious-freedom.
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1. DEMOGRAPHICS
The U.S. State Department estimates1 the 
total population of Somalia at around 11.8 
million people, but other sources like the 
World Bank, estimate the population to be 
more around 15.8 million people.2 According 
to Somalia’s Federal Ministry of Endow-
ments and Religious Affairs,3 more than 99 
percent of the population is Sunni Muslim. 
Members of other religious groups com-
bined constitute less than 1 percent of the 
population, which includes a small Christian 
community, a small Sufi Muslim community, 
and an unknown member of Shia Muslims, 
Hindus, Buddhists, Jews, atheists, and those 
who maintain traditional animist beliefs. 

The civil wars of Somalia have limited its 
ability to form a stable government that 
has a unified rule over the land. Most areas 
of the country beyond greater Mogadishu 
remain outside the control of the federal 
government. Several semi-sovereign states 

known as the Federal Member States (FMS), 
like Puntland, Jubaland, South West State, 
Hirshabelle, Galmudaug, and self-declared 
independent Somaliland, govern and admin-
ister their respective regions through their 
own local legislation. Some of these states 
adhere to their own local constitutions as 
well. 

2. THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK OF FORB
Somalia has not had a single central govern-
ment with control over its whole territory 
since 1991.4  After a provisional Constitution 
was adopted in August 2012,5 the country 
became known internationally as the Fed-
eral Government of Somalia (FGS).6 The 
country’s security situation continues to 
be poor, and as a result, implementing the 
Constitution has been difficult. The status of 
religion and religious life is governed by the 
constitution, though legislation varies in the 
country’s regions. For example, Article 12 of 
the Constitution of the FGS recognizes the 
equality of “All citizens, regardless of sex, 
religion, social or economic status.”7 while 
Somaliland’s constitution does not include 
religion as grounds for equality among its 
citizens.8 In the territory controlled by the 
FGS, Article 2 of the Constitution proclaims 
Islam as the State religion and the president 
must be a Muslim.9 Under Article 5 of So-
maliland’s own Constitution, Islam is also the 
state religion, and Article 82 mandates that 
both the president and vice president must 
be Muslim.10  

The FGS´s provisional constitution guar-
antees equal rights to all citizens, regard-
less of their religious affiliation. As a result, 
non-Muslims are subject to laws that follow 
the principles of Sharia. While conversion 
from Islam to another religion is not prohib-

VIII. Somalia ited by the FGS provisional constitution, it is 
not accepted at a societal level. Under the 
constitutions of Somaliland and Puntland, 
on the other hand, conversion is prohibited, 
and Non-Muslims are also prohibited from 
professing their faith in public.11   

The legal precedent established in Somalia, 
through its federal constitution and FMS 
constitutions, demonstrate a disregard for 
FoRB. For FoRB to be upheld, individuals 
must be ensured with the right to convert 
or speak openly (even critically) about their 
religion or other religions. Somalia creates a 
double standard by claiming to uphold the 
freedom of religion or belief in their consti-
tution, while criminalizing any actions that 
may hinder the mainstream interpretation of 
Sunni Islam.

The penal code in Somalia criminalizes blas-
phemy and defamation of Islam, which carry 
penalties of up to two years in prison.12

Nevertheless, Somalia is a signatory of both 

the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights and the African Charter on 
Human and Peoples’ Rights.13

3. THE GOVERNMENT’S APPLICATION 
OF FORB
The Pew Research Center’s most recent 
report has ranked Somalia as ‘moderate’ in 
the Index of Government Restrictions on 
Religion.14 

The Federal Ministry of Endowments and 
Religious Affairs is responsible for regulat-
ing the religious instruction throughout the 
country, monitoring religious affairs, and 
promoting religious tolerance between prac-
titioners of Islam and members of minority 
religious groups. But the ministry has no 
ability to operate outside of Mogadishu. 

4. SOCIAL ANALYSIS & SOCIETAL 
PRACTICE 
The Pew Research Center’s Index however 
ranks Somalia as ‘high’ in terms of social 
hostilities involving religion.15 One of the 
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ground are considered a “high-value target” 
by al-Shabaab, who often execute Christian 
believers on the spot, when discovered. 

In addition to the brutality of al-Shabaab, 
there is a strong societal pressure to ad-
here to Sunni Islamic traditions throughout 
Somalia. Christians and members of other 
non-Muslim religious groups continue to 
report an inability to practice their religion 
openly due to fear of societal harassment 
across most of the country.19 Any Somali 
suspected of having converted to Christian-
ity faces great danger, as members of their 
family, clan or community will often harass, 
intimidate or kill them.20 Women who con-
vert are often raped and forcibly married.21  
The small Christian community, therefore, 
continues to keep a low profile about reli-
gious beliefs and practices.22  

Somalia’s turbulent recent history, from a 
failed state following a protracted civil war 
to a recovering state today, has greatly 
impacted the state of freedom of religion or 
belief for its people. The power vacuum in 
recent decades has given rise to Islamist ex-
tremism with an increasing number of Salaf-
ist and other violent Islamist jihadist groups 
active in the territory today.23 While the 
Constitution of the Federal Republic of So-
malia guarantees freedom of religion or be-
lief, it is severely limited in practice because 
of the strong social pressure to adhere to 
Sunni Islam; this leaves religious minorities 
vulnerable to harassment and marginaliza-
tion. Christians and other non-Muslim reli-
gious groups have reported their inability to 
practice their religion openly, and there are 
no places of worship for non-Muslims in the 
country. Prospects for Human rights, includ-
ing freedom of religion or belief appears to 
remain negative for the near future. 

biggest issues the federal government of 
Somalia faces is the terrorist organization 
al-Shabaab. They have been engaged in an 
open conflict for well over a decade. Al-
though Al-Shabaab was driven out of Mog-
adishu in 2011 with international assistance, 
it continues to carry out numerous attacks 
in the city, and they continue to wage gue-
rilla war against the government and their 
foreign partners by striking both civilian 
targets and military targets. n addition to al-
Shabaab, a small fraction of ISIS fighters op-
erates in the country as well. They especially 
target secular and faith-based organizations 
and attack humanitarian aid workers and 
members of the religious minority commu-
nities. In the areas under Al-Shabaab con-
trol, a stricter form of Sharia law is imposed. 
They have their own roads, tolls and tax col-
lection.16 17 According to the Hiraal Institute, 
“all major companies in Somalia give these 
jihadists money, both in the form of monthly 
payments and a yearly “zakat” (obligatory 
payment). 18 Christians from a Muslim back- CONCLUDING REMARKS
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1. DEMOGRAPHICS
The population of Niger is roughly 22.8 mil-
lion, more than 98 percent of the population 
is Sunni.1 Less than 7 percent of the popula-
tion is Shia.2 Roman Catholics, Protestants, 
and other religious groups account for less 
than 2 percent of the population.3 There are 
several thousand Baha’is that live in Niamey, 
the capital, and communities on the west 
side of the Niger River.4 There is also a small 
percentage of the population that adheres 
primarily to indigenous religious beliefs, 
although no official numbers are given. 

2. THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK OF FORB
The Constitution of Niger proclaims the 
country to be a secular state.5 This provides 
for a clear separation of state and religion. 
Respect for all faiths is embodied in Arti-

cle 8 of the Constitution, 
which enshrines equality of 
all people before the law, 
regardless of religious iden-
tity.6 Article 9 of the Consti-
tution stipulates that “polit-
ical parties with an ethnic, 
regionalist or religious 
character are prohibited.7 
No party may be knowingly 
created with the purpose 
of promoting an ethnic 
group, or a religion.”8 Arti-
cle 30 of the Constitution 
mandates that “Any person 
has the right to freedom of 
thought, of opinion, of ex-
pression, of conscience, of 
religion and of worship. The 
State guarantees the free 
exercise of worship and 
expression of beliefs.”9  

Niger is a signatory of both the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and 
the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ 
Rights.10

3. THE GOVERNMENT’S APPLICATION 
OF FORB
The Pew Research Center’s most recent re-
port has ranked Niger as ‘high’ in their Index 
of Government Restrictions on Religion.11  
The law on the organization and practice of 
religion, passed and ratified in 2019, reaf-
firms existing laws pertaining to the free-
dom of religion or belief in the country.12

The government prohibits the wearing of 
full-face veils in the Diffa Region, with the 
purpose of preventing the concealment of 
suicide bombs and weapons.13 Part of an 

IX. Niger



28

hindrance and targeting anyone who goes 
against their interpretation of Sunni Islam, 
especially Christian minorities in the south-
ern part of Niger. Christianity is rarely prac-
ticed openly in the border regions that are 
controlled by these jihadist organizations for 
fear of violence. While Christians are allowed 
to practice their faith (in areas not under 
Jihadist control) in private, Christian con-
verts from Islam are targeted in their local 
community.20 In addition, Christians also face 
marginalization in the public sector in Niger 
and have a more tough time securing em-
ployment.21  

The security situation in Niger is quite vola-
tile. The extremist violence has caused great 
suffering for Niger´s majority Muslim popu-
lation, though instances of targeted attacks 
against Christians have been recorded. The 
ongoing violence combined with the gov-
ernment´s limited capacity to provide secu-
rity throughout the country can only lead to 
a negative evaluation of the prospects for 
FoRB in Niger.

individual’s right to freedom of religion or 
belief is their right to wear symbols and 
clothing that represent their religious iden-
tity. Preventing one from doing so, consti-
tutes a FoRB violation. The preventative 
efforts imposed by Niger’s government are 
FoRB violations, as the state goes about 
religiously profiling and preventing Muslim 
women who wish to manifest their faith in 
the public sphere, through the wearing of 
religious garb.14

The government prohibits public proselyti-
zation [actively converting] by all religious 
groups. But there is no legal restriction on 
private, peaceful conversion if the religious 
group sponsoring the conversion is regis-
tered with the government.15 

Religiously based private schools must 
receive approval by both the Ministry of 
Interior and the relevant department of the 
Ministry of Education (primary, secondary, 
superior, or vocational).16 Private Quranic 
schools, established uniquely to teach the 
Quran without providing other education, 
are unregulated.17 Most public schools do 
not include religious education. The gov-
ernment funds a smaller number of special 
primary schools (called “French and Arabic 
schools”) that include Islamic religious study 
as part of the curriculum.18 

In a continued effort to counter the rapid 
growth of Wahhabism in the country, the 
government established the Islamic Forum. 
Its intent is to standardize the practice of 
Islam and prevent the spread of Islamic ex-
tremism and consists of more than 50 na-
tional Islamic organizations. 

4. SOCIAL ANALYSIS & SOCIETAL 
PRACTICE
There is a continued series of persistent 
and growing security threats from Jihadist 
organizations like ISIS and its local affiliates, 
Boko Haram, and JNIM, in the Greater Sa-
hara who attack civilians and security forc-
es.19 These groups are becoming a serious 
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1. DEMOGRAPHICS
According to the U.S. State Department, 
the Palestinian population is 2.9 million in 
the West Bank and 1.9 million in the Gaza 
Strip.1 Palestinian residents of these territo-
ries are predominantly Sunni Muslims, with 
small Shia and Ahmadi Muslim communi-
ties.2 According to various estimates, the 
indigenous Christian community is around 

50,000 in the West Bank and in Jerusalem, 
and according to media reports and religious 
communities, there are at most 1,000 Chris-
tians residing in Gaza.3 Palestinian Christian 
emigration has continued at rapid rates. 
Most Christians are Greek Orthodox; the 
remainder representing an array of different 
Christian traditions.4 Christians are concen-
trated primarily in Bethlehem, Ramallah, and 
Nablus; smaller communities exist elsewhere. 
Approximately 360 Samaritans (practition-
ers of Samaritanism, which is related to but 
distinct from Judaism) reside in the West 
Bank, primarily in the Nablus area.5 There 
are also around 75,000 Druze living in Pal-
estine.6  Finally, around 500,000 Jews live in 
the Palestinian Territories and East Jerusa-
lem, in settlements considered illegal under 
international law.7  

2. THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK OF FORB
The UN General Assembly, the UN Security 
Council and the International Court of Jus-
tice consider the Palestinian Territories to 
be under Israeli occupation.8 The Palestinian 
Territories have been split between the inter-
nationally recognized Palestinian Authority 
(PA) in Ramallah and the Hamas-controlled 
Gaza. 

The Basic Law,9 which serves as an interim 
constitution, applies in the areas under the 
PA´s jurisdiction. Article 4 of the Basic Law 
states: “Islam is the official religion in Pales-
tine. Respect for the sanctity of all other di-
vine religions shall be maintained. The prin-
ciples of Islamic Sharia shall be a principal 
source of legislation.” According to Article 9 
of the Basic Law, “Palestinians shall be equal 
before the law and the judiciary, without dis-
tinction based upon race, sex, color, religion, 

X. Palestine
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honored and protected including the human 
right to freedom of religion or belief.13  

3. THE GOVERNMENT’S APPLICATION 
OF FORB
The Pew Research Center ranks the Pales-
tinian Territories as ‘moderate’ in the Index 
of Government Restrictions on Religion.14  
Although the various articles in the Basic 
Law code demonstrate a contradiction in 
the PA’s obligation to ensuring every indi-
vidual with the right to freedom of religion 
or belief within their jurisdiction, the PA 
does try to respect an individual´s right to 
FoRB in the Westbank. The PA´s tolerant 
attitude and support of the Christian minor-
ity community that live under their authority 
demonstrate their desire to honor FoRB. 
Christians are allowed to worship and prac-
tice their religion openly and are viewed as 
fellow Palestinians who share in the national 
narrative of living under Israeli occupation.15  
They have access to the offices and posi-
tions of power within the Palestinian State.16  
Israel on the other hand violates their obli-
gation to honor an individual’s right to FoRB 
through the continued marginalization and 
religious based discrimination of both Mus-
lims and Christians found living under their 
occupation, especially in East Jerusalem.17  

If one compares the two important Chris-
tian population centers: Bethlehem and East 
Jerusalem, one will get a sense of the differ-
ent attitudes the Israeli and PA authorities 
have towards honoring their commitment 
to FoRB. Bethlehem is under PA jurisdiction. 
Here, religious minority communities are tol-
erated and even supported by the author-
ities.18 East Jerusalem, controlled by Israel, 
is another matter. Christians and Muslims in 
East Jerusalem continue to face religious 
discrimination and marginalization by the 
Israeli state, specifically, the Israeli author-
ities continue to evict both Christians and 
Muslims in East Jerusalem to make room for 
more Israeli settlers that practice the rabbin-
ical faith of Judaism.19 Israeli‘s actions are in 
violation of Article 17 of the UDHR, where it 
states, “no one shall be arbitrarily deprived 

of his property.”20 But since these evictions 
brought on by the Israeli State are being in-
flicted on Palestinians due to their Christian 
or Muslim religious identity, it constitutes a 
FoRB violation. Palestinian Christians and 
Muslims living in East Jerusalem are also de-
nied their human right to assemble in their 
religious houses of worship throughout East 
Jerusalem.21 This limitation demonstrates 
Israel’s violation of Article 20 of the UDHR, 
which gives everyone the right to freedom 
of assembly and association.22 But since 
Israel’s violation of Article 20 of the UDHR is 
rooted in religious discrimination (i.e. pre-
venting religious minorities open and com-
plete access to their houses of worship), it 
constitutes a FoRB violation as well. 

The Israeli security wall presents one of the 

biggest harms to Christians and Muslims liv-
ing in the Westbank and Gaza, as it prevents 
them from visiting Jerusalem to worship or 
work.23 Palestinian Christians and Muslims 
living in Gaza are also prevented access to 
the numerous holy sites found throughout 
the West Bank and in Jerusalem.24 Israeli 
efforts to prevent the movement of Palestin-
ians is in violation of Article 13 of the UDHR, 
which states, “Everyone has the right to free-
dom of movement and residence within the 
borders of each state. Everyone has the right 
to leave any country, including his own, and 
to return to his country.”25 Since the Israeli 
preventive measures have a religious focus 
(i.e., religiously based discrimination used 
to further marginalize Christian and Muslim 
Palestinians), it is also a FoRB violation. 
In Gaza where Islamist Hamas rules, there 

political views or disability.” Article 18 of the 
Basic Law stipulates: “Freedom of belief, 
worship and the performance of religious 
functions are guaranteed, provided public 
order or public morals are not violated.” 

The Basic Law also criminalizes the publish-
ing of writings, pictures, drawings, or sym-
bols of anything that insults the religious 
feelings or beliefs of other persons. It con-
tains language that criminalizes “defaming 
religion,” with a maximum penalty of life in 
prison.10 Outlawing blasphemy with such a 
harsh penalty demonstrates that FoRB is not 
upheld within the occupied Palestinian terri-
tories, as FoRB is not intended to protect the 
religions themselves from criticism but the 
peoples’ right to practice their own belief. 

Article 101 of the Basic Law says that Shar-
ia affairs and personal status are under the 
authority of Sharia and religious courts in 
accordance with the law. Like the Islamic reli-
gious courts, Christian religious courts handle 
legal matters relating to personal status, in-
cluding inheritance, marriage, dowry, divorce, 
and child support for Christians. Many of the 
legal handlings set forth by these religious 
courts fit the definition of FoRB violations, 
especially in how they try to prevent inter-
faith marriages and conversion. Many of the 
religious courts have been found responsible 
for several honor killings of women, whom 
they deemed guilty of trying to convert, a 
key component protected under FoRB.11   

In addition to some limitations on FoRB 
found in the legal framework of the PA 
in the occupied territories, Israel itself, as 
the occupying force, is creating laws that 
severely limit FoRB for Palestinians living 
in the occupied territories, regardless of 
whether they are Christian or Muslim.12 

Although Palestine is not a recognized State 
and therefore not able to sign the ICCPR, 
Israel as an occupying power is bound by 
international instruments-The Hague Regu-
lations and the Fourth Geneva Convention- 
to ensure that Palestinians human rights are 
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This is mainly due to economic hardships 
and the constant military confrontation with 
Israel. A survey published in October 2020 
by the US-based Philos Project, a Christian 
advocacy NGO, goes in-depth with the 
experience of Christians living in the occu-
pied areas: The survey found that nearly 
six in 10 Palestinian Christians (59 percent) 
have thought of emigrating for economic 
reasons.33  A huge majority (84 percent) 
expressed fear that Israel might expel Pal-
estinians; a similar proportion (83 percent) 
expressed fear that Jewish settlers would 
attack them and that the Jewish state would 
deny them of their civil rights.34 Nearly eight 
in 10 (77 percent) were also concerned 
about radical Salafist groups in Palestine.35  
And a substantial minority (43 percent) be-
lieved that most Muslims do not want them 
and that they are victims of discrimination 
when applying for jobs (44 percent).36  
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are conflicting accounts of how the Chris-
tian minority is treated. Christians still enjoy 
certain elements of FoRB like being able 
to go to their churches and practice their 
religion.26 Yet, some online sources indicate 
religious discrimination and marginalization, 
causing the already dwindling population to 
flee to Europe.27 One topic that all sources 
seem to agree on, however, is Hamas active-
ly seeking to prevent conversions to Chris-
tianity. This is a major difference between 
the PA and Hamas: If a Muslim converts in 
the Westbank, the PA will not interfere, but 
if a Muslim converts in Gaza, Hamas will get 
involved to try to prevent such measures.28  
Preventing someone from converting is in 
violation of one of the most important as-
pects of FoRB, which is the right to convert.

4. SOCIAL ANALYSIS & SOCIETAL 
PRACTICES 
The Pew Research Center’s most recent 
report has ranked the Palestinian Territo-
ries as ‘high’ in their Index of Social Hostil-
ities Involving Religion.29 This is to a large 
extent related to the various settlements 
being built by Israel, which should not just 
be viewed as illegal under international 
law,30 but also a gross violation of FoRB 
for the Palestinian populations living in the 
occupied areas of the West Bank and East 
Jerusalem. Israeli settlers often attack Pal-
estinian Christians and Muslims alike. They 
also make significant efforts to destroy or 
damage their houses of worship in the occu-
pied territories. They speak out and violate 
the PA’s very own blasphemy laws, as they 
publicly condemn and insult the religions of 
Christianity and Islam.31 The Israeli settlers, 
however, rarely suffer the same punishments 
for what would be considered blasphemy 
by either the PA or Israeli authorities.32 Such 
failure to prosecute the settlers for defam-
ing other religions demonstrates a double 
standard for religious freedom conditions in 
the occupied territories.  

The high migration rates of Christians in ar-
eas controlled by the PA is also of concern. 
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Christians and Muslims from the West Bank 
as well as Gaza clearly face restrictions on 
their freedom of religion or belief. In general, 
the situation has not changed over the last 
several years and the prospects for a posi-
tive change are worsening. With the Israeli 
coalition government formed in 2021, FoRB 
conditions in Palestine are found to be get-
ting worse. This is because the major issue 
is Jewish-Israeli supremacy, which effects 
everything. 
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1. DEMOGRAPHICS
According to figures from the U.S. State De-
partment, the total population of Uganda is 
42.3 million.1 82 percent of the population is 
Christian.2 The largest Christian group is Ro-
man Catholic with 39 percent;3 32 percent 
of the population is Anglican, and 11 percent 
is Pentecostal.4 Muslims constitute 14 per-
cent of the population.5 The Uganda Muslim 
Supreme Council estimates Muslims (pri-
marily Sunni) are closer to 35 percent of the 
population, and there is also a small number 
of Shia Muslims, mostly in Kampala and the 
eastern part of the country.6 Other religious 
groups, which collectively constitute less 
than 5 percent of the population, include 
Seventh-day Adventists, adherents of in-
digenous beliefs, Baptists, members of The 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 
Orthodox Christians, Hindus, Jews, Baha´is, 
and those with no religious affiliation.7  

2. THE LEGAL FRAMEWORK OF FORB 
Article 7 of the Constitution of Uganda 
prevents an established State religion.8 
Article 21 prohibits religious discrimination.9 
Article 29 titled Protection of Freedom of 
Conscience, Expression, Movement, Reli-
gion, Assembly and Association specifically 
states, “Every Person shall have the right to 
freedom of thought, conscience and belief 
which shall include academic freedom in 
institutions of learning.”10 

Uganda is a signatory of both the Interna-
tional Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
and the African Charter on Human and Peo-
ples’ Rights.11 

3. THE GOVERNMENT’S APPLICATION 
OF FORB
In the Index of Government Restrictions on 
Religion, the Pew Research Center ranks 
Uganda as ‘moderate’.12 Section 122 of Chap-
ter XIII of the Penal Code specifically pro-
hibits speaking out or publishing works that 
may harm the belief or religions of others 
in anyway with a one-year minimum prison 
sentence.13 This is in violation of Article 19.14 
It also is in violation of FoRB, as the law tries 
to prevent ones right to conversion, a funda-
mental principle of FoRB.  

Despite the right to worship being toler-
ated, as outlined by the constitution, the 
government has restricted religious groups 
whose members pose security risks. It has 
also sought to control political statements 
by religious leaders, tolerating those who 
express support for President Museveni and 
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the ruling party while subjecting those with 
more critical views to intimidation, harass-
ment, and arrest.15 

Although Uganda is primarily a Christian 
nation, the interpretation of Islam as a vio-
lent and extremist belief has gained influ-
ence causing many Christians living within 
the majority Muslim border regions to face 
persecution, especially those who convert 
from Islam.16 As a result, the government 
has been disproportionately and unfairly 
arresting and imprisoning Muslims,17 while 
also targeting their clerics for their suspect-

ed association with Islamist extremist 
groups.18 A series of clerics have been tar-
geted and arrested in recent years, and 
the investigations into the crimes have 
not yet led to any convictions.19 The Mus-
lim population believe the government 
singles out Muslims as potential perpe-
trators of high-profile crimes and often 
arrests them without any evidence, and 
they often prolong their detention with-
out trial and sometimes end even torture 
Muslim prisoners.20  
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Although human rights are guaranteed and 
exercised in Uganda, these rights, including 
the right to freedom of religion or belief, 
face an uncertain future. The steady uptick 
in violent Islamic extremism throughout the 
border regions along with the government’s 
subsequent crackdown of the Muslim reli-
gious minority and targeting of their reli-
gious leaders is concerning and warrants 
further analysis.

4. SOCIAL ANALYSIS & SOCIETAL 
PRACTICES
The Pew Research Center’s most recent 
report has ranked Uganda as ‘moderate’ 
in the Index of Social Hostilities Involving 
Religion.21  Despite such moderate rating, 
2020 saw the highest levels of violence in 
the country in over a decade according to 
the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data 
Project, mostly related to repressive actions 
by the security forces.22 President Musev-
eni, entrenched in power since 1986, was 
re-elected in the January 2021 presidential 
elections.23 As the Church warned, tensions 
rose in the months leading to election day.24  
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