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Introduction 

By Dr. Thomas Heine-Geldern
Executive President, ACN International

“In a world where various forms of modern tyranny 
seek to suppress religious freedom, or try to reduce it 
to a subculture without right to a voice in the public 
square, or to use religion as a pretext for hatred and 
brutality, it is imperative that the followers of the 
various religions join their voices in calling for peace, 
tolerance, and respect for the dignity and rights of 
others.” 1

Pope Francis

On 28th May 2019, the UN General Assembly passed a 
resolution establishing 22nd August as the International 
Day Commemorating the Victims of Acts of Violence 
Based on Religion or Belief. The proposal had been 
tabled by Poland with the support the United States, 
Canada, Brazil, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Nigeria and 
Pakistan. This resolution was a clear message and 
mandate – and every 22nd August a reminder – that acts 
of violence based on religion cannot and will not be 
tolerated by the UN, its member states or civil society.

In addition to the 28th May 2019 UN resolution and the 
23rd September 2019 Global Call to Protect Religious 
Freedom – the first ever UN event on religious freedom 
hosted by a US president – there has been a flurry of 
national initiatives. These include the USA-initiated 
International Religious Freedom Alliance, the creation 
of a Secretary of State for Christian Persecution in 
Hungary and, perhaps of greatest note, the growing 
number of nations instituting or reactivating 
Ambassadors for Religious Freedom and Belief, such 
as Denmark, the Netherlands, the USA, Norway, 
Finland, Poland, Germany and the United Kingdom, 
among others. 

By implication, the protection of those suffering 
violence based on religion is also a recognition of 
the fundamental human right to religious freedom, 
an acceptance of the sociological reality of religion 
in society, and an acknowledgement of the positive 
cultural role of religion. As Pope Benedict XVI wrote 
in response to the anti-Christian violence in Iraq, “the 
right to religious freedom is rooted in the very dignity 
of the human person whose transcendent nature must 
not be ignored or overlooked.”2

Regrettably, however, despite the – albeit important 
– UN initiatives, and the staffing of religious 
freedom ambassadorships, to date the international 
community’s response to violence based on religion, 
and religious persecution in general, can be categorised 
as too little too late. Although it is impossible to know 

exact numbers, our research suggests that two thirds 
of the world’s population live in countries where 
violations of religious freedoms occur in one form or 
another, with Christians being the most persecuted 
group. Is this a surprise? No, the situation has grown 
over the centuries, from the roots of intolerance, to 
produce discrimination and persecution. 

Aid to the Church in Need’s (ACN) Religious Freedom 
in the World Report is ACN’s principal research project, 
and has evolved considerably over the years, from 
being a small booklet to becoming a publication of 
approximately 800 pages, produced by a world-wide 
team. This evolution is due to the fact that today 
discrimination and persecution on the grounds of 
religious belief is a growing global phenomenon. 
Behind the violent conflicts, whether in Syria, Yemen, 
Nigeria, the Central African Republic or Mozambique 
– to mention only a few countries – are those in the 
shadows who, manipulating the deepest convictions 
of humanity, have instrumentalised religion in the 
search for power.  

Our engagement with this topic reflects our mission. 
This report is not only a means through which to better 
fulfil our service to the suffering Church, but also 
a way to give a voice to our project partners – those 
who have been tragically marked by 
the consequences of persecution. 
It is now 22 years since 
our Italian office first 
started publishing the 
Religious Freedom in the 
World Report, in 1999. 
Regrettably, this year 
will not be the last in 
which the report is 
needed.
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Foreword 
by Father Emmanuel Yousaf 
National Director of the National Commission for Justice and Peace, Pakistan 

Over more than 45 years as a priest in Pakistan, I 
have struggled on behalf of our community against 
persecution and discrimination.

When Christians working in the fields and brick kilns 
have not received their due portion of wheat or rice, I 
have approached the landlords and kiln owners asking 
them to give just wages and put an end to this injustice. 
When I discovered that boys and girls in my parish 
were not receiving the education they deserve, I set up 
schools and hostels. I have worked in rural communities 
in which Christians were not respected due to their 
faith, and were banned from shops, restaurants and 
cafes; in such places, our faithful were not allowed 
to touch glasses or other eating implements used by 
the majority community. And we have supported girls 
from minority faith backgrounds who are particularly 
at risk. These are children who, despite the fact that 
they are only minors, are kidnapped, forced to convert 
and marry – and they also suffer rape and other 
abuse. The plight of these girls shows that living as a 
religious minority in Pakistan is becoming increasingly 
problematic.

And, although there have been some improvements, 
amendments to the blasphemy laws in the 1980s are 
exploited by extremists who misuse the legislation to 
terrorise minority faith communities. These poor and 
marginalised families live in fear of being accused of 
blasphemy, a crime which is punishable by execution 
or life imprisonment. I have been involved in many 
cases, not least that of Asia Bibi, who was on death row 
for nearly a decade before justice finally won through.

The case of Salamat Masih and his two uncles will 
stay with me forever. Salamat was accused of writing 
blasphemous comments about the Muslim Prophet 
Muhammad (PBUH). The two uncles were also 
accused. Never mind that Salamat was only 12 and 
illiterate, never mind that the offending script was 
calligraphy and used religious language normally only 
used by Muslim clergy. In spite of this, the three were 
charged, but before anything could happen Salamat 
and his uncles were shot by three men brandishing 
automatic rifles. One uncle, Manzoor Masih, died of his 
injuries; the other uncle, Rehmat Masih, and Salamat 
himself were severely injured, but survived by the 
grace of God. Worse was to come when Salamat and 

his surviving uncle were sentenced to death. I worked 
ceaselessly with the family lawyer to overturn the 
sentence. Eventually, we succeeded. Sadly, the judge 
who acquitted them also was murdered in cold blood 
by the extremists. In the decades since then, we have 
worked hard to help rebuild the lives of Salamat, his 
surviving uncle, their relatives and 40 families from 
their village who fled on the night that the accusations 
were first made. I am grateful to Aid to the Church in 
Need (ACN) for its help to families in dire straits and 
its support for our advocacy for those falsely accused.

I am also grateful to ACN for its work in the field 
of religious liberty. Indeed, this Religious Freedom 
in the World Report could not be more timely. The 
more the world knows about acts of religious hatred 
and neglect, the more the world will be able to do 
something about them. In a complex and hurting 
world, the best safeguard against knee-jerk responses 
as well as ineffectual virtue-signalling is clear and 
comprehensive reportage, complemented by 
insightful and balanced analysis. This is what ACN’s 
report is committed to providing. It follows cases of 
religious freedom abuses long after the TV cameras 
have gone and the story has moved on. The charity 
is to be commended for its thoroughgoing defence of 
religious freedom – a foundational human right which 
is no less important today than in years gone by.
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Main Findings

Religious freedom is violated in almost one third of the world’s countries (31.6 percent), where two thirds 
of the world’s population lives. 62 countries out of a total of 196 face very severe violations of religious freedom. 
The number of people living in these countries is close to 5.2 billion, as the worst offenders include some of the 
most populous nations in the world (China, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Nigeria). Aid to the Church in Need’s 
classifications are as follows:

a) The Red category, which denotes the existence of persecution, includes 26 countries which are 
home to 3.9 billion people or just over half (51 percent) of the world’s population. This classification 
includes 12 African countries and two countries where investigations of possible genocide are ongo-
ing, namely China and Myanmar (Burma).

b) The Orange category, which denotes the existence of discrimination, includes 36 countries, home 
to 1.24 billion people. Slight improvements are identified in nine countries, while the situation in 20 
countries is worsening. 

c) The “under observation” classification includes countries where newly emerging factors of con-
cern have been observed which have the potential to cause a fundamental breakdown in freedom of 
religion. The Regional Analysis maps identify these countries with the symbol of a magnifying glass.

d) In all classifications, hate crimes occur in the form of attacks with a bias against religious people 
and property.

e) The remainder of the countries are not classified, but that does not necessarily mean all is perfect in 
matters concerning the fundamental right to freedom of religion.   

 

During the period under review, there has been 
a significant increase in the severity of religious-
ly-motivated persecution and oppression which is 
the principal category of concern. 

1. Transnational jihadist networks spreading 
across the Equator aspire to be transconti-
nental “caliphates”. So-called Islamic State 
and Al-Qaeda, with ideological and materi-
al patronage from the Middle East, affiliate 
with, and further radicalise, local armed mi-
litias to establish “caliphate provinces” along 
the Equator; a crescent of jihadist violence 

stretches from Mali to Mozambique in Sub-Sa-
haran Africa, to the Comoros in the Indian 
Ocean, and to the Philippines in the South 
China Sea.

2. A “cyber-caliphate”, expanding globally, is 
now an established tool of online recruit-
ment and radicalisation in the West. Isla-
mist terrorists employ sophisticated digital 
technologies to recruit, radicalise and attack. 
Counter-terrorism units, although not able to 
neutralise the online terrorist communica-
tions, were nonetheless able to foil attacks in 
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several Western countries.  
3. Religious minorities blamed for the pan-

demic. Pre-existing societal prejudices 
against religious minorities in countries like 
China, Niger, Turkey, Egypt and Pakistan led 
to increased discrimination during the COV-
ID-19 pandemic through, for example, a deni-
al of access to food and medical aid. 

4. Authoritarian governments and fundamen-
talist groups have stepped up religious per-
secution. Groundswell movements of majori-
tarian religious nationalism – manipulated by 
governments and by co-opted religious lead-
ers – led to the rise of majoritarian ethno-re-
ligious supremacy in Hindu-majority and 
Buddhist-majority countries in Asia. These 
movements have further oppressed religious 
minorities, reducing them to the status of de 
facto second-class citizens.  

5. Sexual violence used as a weapon against 
religious minorities. Crimes against girls 
and women abducted, raped, and obliged to 
change their faith in forced conversions, were 
recorded in a growing number of countries. 
The increasing number of these violations, 
which are often committed with impunity, fuel 
concerns that they form part of a fundamen-
talist strategy to hasten the disappearance of 
certain religious groups in the long run. 

6. Repressive surveillance technologies in-
creasingly target faith groups. 626 million 
AI-enhanced surveillance cameras and smart-
phone scanners at key pedestrian check-
points, producing data which is cross-refer-
enced by analytical platforms and coupled 
with an integrated social credit system, will 
ensure that religious leaders and the faithful 

adhere to the edicts of the Chinese Commu-
nist Party.

7. 30.4 million Muslims in China and Myanmar 
(including Uyghur and Rohingya Muslims) 
face severe persecution, and the interna-
tional community has only just begun to ap-
ply international law to stop it. 

8. The West has jettisoned tools that reduce 
radicalisation. Even though governments 
recognise that teaching world religions in 
schools reduces radicalisation, and increases 
interreligious understanding among young 
people, a growing number of countries have 
discontinued religious education classes. 

9. Polite persecution. The term reflects the rise 
of new “rights” or cultural norms which, as 
Pope Francis states, consign religions “to the 
quiet obscurity of the individual’s conscience 
or relegates them to the enclosed precincts 
of churches, synagogues or mosques.” These 
new cultural norms, enshrined in law, result 
in an individual’s rights to freedom of con-
science and religion coming into a profound 
conflict with the legal obligation to comply 
with these laws. 

10. Interreligious dialogue – a new impetus 
from the Vatican. Pope Francis co-signed 
the declaration on “Human Fraternity for 
World Peace and Living Together” with the 
Grand Imam Ahamad Al-Tayyib of Al-Azar, the 
leader of the Sunni Muslim world. The Pope 
celebrated the first ever papal Mass on the 
Arabian peninsula. At the end of the period of 
review, the Pope was due to visit Iraq, his first 
to a Shia majority country, to deepen interre-
ligious dialogue.
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B A C K G R O U N D E R

“A Precious Asset”: the right to freedom 
of religion or belief 
By Prof. Heiner Bielefeldt

Freedom of religion or belief is a “precious asset”. This 
way of referring to the fundamental right, which first 
occurred in the historic Kokkinakis case (1993)3, has 
become standard usage in judgements of the Euro-
pean Court of Human Rights. The Court has indicated 
that religious freedom, apart from its obvious signifi-
cance for the followers of various religions, is indispen-
sable for shaping respectful coexistence in a modern 
democracy. It is neither a luxury nor a privilege. To 
quote the Court, freedom of religion or belief is “one of 
the foundations of a democratic society”.4  

Notwithstanding the European Court of Human Rights’ 
appreciation of the importance of the right, freedom of 
religion or belief has once again become a contested 
issue, not least in Europe. In recent years, new ques-
tions have arisen. While some of them concern prac-
tical issues about how best to implement this human 
right, other questions betray a certain skepticism con-
cerning the ongoing relevance of freedom of religion 
or belief in a modern secular society. Does freedom 
of religion or belief privilege certain religious world-
views? What is its scope, and where are its limits? Do 
we actually need a human right that specifically deals 
with issues of religion and belief? Would it not be suffi-
cient to guarantee everyone’s freedom to express their 
various opinions, standpoints and convictions, includ-
ing religious ones? What is the relationship of this right 
with other human rights? What is the role of freedom 
of religion or belief within broader anti-discrimination 
agendas? These are far-reaching questions.  

Freedom of religion or belief enjoys the elevated sta-
tus of an inalienable human right. It is enshrined in 
international and regional human rights instruments. 
It also fully incorporates all the principles which joint-
ly define other human rights: universalism, freedom 
and equality. The main purpose of human rights is to 
institutionalise respect for everyone’s human dignity. 
In the face of widespread misunderstandings of the 
right, it is worth emphasizing that freedom of religion 
or belief does not protect religions or belief systems in 
themselves, nor is it the direct projection of religious 
views or values into the framework of human rights. 
Instead, qua its nature as a human right, freedom of 
religion or belief protects human beings against all 
forms of coercion, intimidation and discrimination, in 
the vast area of their religious or belief-related convic-
tions and practices. Right holders are human beings, 

as individuals and in community with others. This con-
sistent focus on human beings – their dignity, freedom 
and equality – constitutes the common denominator 
which connects freedom of religion or belief to all oth-
er human rights. 

Within the broader network of human rights, freedom 
of religion or belief at the same time has a unique role 
to play. It gives recognition to a crucial dimension of 
our humanness, namely, the fact that we human be-
ings adopt and cherish profound, identity-shaping 
convictions, which can permeate all aspects of our 
lives, in private as well as in public. To quote the 1981 
UN Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of In-
tolerance, “religion or belief, for anyone who professes 
either, is one of the fundamental elements of his con-
ception of life”. In spite of overlaps with freedom of 
opinion and expression, freedom of religion or belief 
thus has its own distinct characteristics. This makes it 
an indispensable human right and warrants a critical 
defence of the right against contemporary tendencies 
to marginalise and trivialise it. Moreover, freedom of 
religion or belief protects a broad variety of practical 
manifestations of people’s existential convictions, 
such as the freedom to worship together with others, 
to display one’s religious identity visibly, to observe 
religious rules, to educate one’s own children in con-
formity with one’s convictions, to build an infrastruc-
ture ranging from kindergartens to graveyards and 
many other practices. Without appreciating the spe-
cific role of freedom of religion or belief, human rights 
would fail to do justice to the human condition; in-
deed, they would cease to be fully humane. 

The fact that the various human rights share the same 
general purpose, namely, to protect the dignity of all 
human beings, does not preclude occasional conflicts 
arising from the exercise of the different rights. Dealing 
with tensions arising between different human rights 
is actually a normal part of human rights practice. It 
would therefore be a grave misunderstanding to see 
religious freedom as an obstacle to broader human 
rights agendas, for example in the area of non-dis-
crimination. Not only is freedom of religion or belief 
indispensable for an appropriate understanding of 
human rights in general, it also contributes to an ade-
quately complex understanding of non-discrimination 
agendas. If it sometimes adds an element of “com-
plication”, the main reason is that human beings are 
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actually “complicated” beings. As humans, we have 
manifold needs, wishes, vulnerabilities, identities and 
creative options. The possibility of cherishing existen-
tial convictions which permeate our innermost being 
and shape our perceptions and priorities is part of 
what makes us human. Just as human rights would 
be unthinkable without religious freedom, non-dis-
crimination agendas would be incomplete without ac-
commodating the significance of religious views and 
practices. 

Freedom of religion or belief, furthermore, plays an im-
portant role in the ongoing debates about the secular 
nature of the modern state. Secularity has become a 
defining feature of modern democracies. To a large ex-
tent, it also characterizes modern society. Upon a clos-
er view, however, it turns out that the term secularity 
harbours very different meanings. Maintaining the sec-
ular nature of a constitution can represent the ongoing 
task of keeping the public space open for religious and 
non-religious diversity in society. Yet secularity can 
also be a proxy for post-religious and anti-religious 
worldviews, which may permeate public institutions 
and public life. The line between these open and re-
strictive forms of secularity may be thin, and no one 
knows where exactly it runs; yet it does exist. Respect 

for freedom of religion or belief provides a solid basis 
for cherishing an open and inclusive understanding of 
secular democratic constitutions. It furthermore re-
minds us that secularity can only make sense when it 
is in the service of respect for people’s freedom in pri-
vate and in public. This is an important task.

The realisation of freedom of religion or belief in our 
increasingly pluralistic modern societies has become a 
difficult task. Given the inexhaustible diversity of belief 
systems, religious and moral convictions, and individ-
ual and communitarian practices, freedom of religion 
or belief has become subject to many far-reaching 
questions which warrant a thorough public debate. 
At any rate, people continue to search for an ultimate 
meaning in life, to cherish their existential convictions, 
to worship together with others and to raise their chil-
dren in conformity with the values they hold in high 
esteem. Living together in a pluralistic and democratic 
society requires a culture of respect, which would not 
flourish without freedom of religion or belief. The right 
to freedom of religion or belief certainly continues to 
be “one of the foundations of a democratic society”, as 
the European Court of Human Rights reminds us. In-
deed, it is a precious asset. 
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Global Analysis 
By Dr. Marcela Szymanski 

While the loss of fundamental rights such as religious 
freedom can occur suddenly, for example through 
conflict and war, in many cases it is not an overnight 
event; it is often a process of erosion that occurs over 
years. Like individual tiles of a roof being blown away 
one by one – or a few at a time – by increasingly strong 
winds, the observer ultimately recognises that there is 
no longer any cover, and he or she is exposed to the 
winds. These winds take the form of authoritarian gov-
ernments, transnational terrorist networks, or funda-
mentalist religious leaders goading lynch mobs.

The reasons for the erosion of the right to religious 
freedom are manifest, but it can also occur as a result 
of the friction created by the introduction of new laws 
and regulations that, having identified religion as part 
of the problem, gradually force religious identities out 
of the public space. The state, as the guardian of the 
law, is obliged to enable the individual to “manifest 
his religion or belief in public or private”5, keeping the 
public sphere open for all religions, and for those with-
out religion. Without these state protections, however, 
the inalienable human right becomes vulnerable, and 
risks disappearing.   

Based on our evaluation of the country reports and 
regional analyses, a map highlights where the protec-
tions to religious freedom are almost all gone (coun-
tries in red); where these protections are under threat 
(countries in orange); and – with a new classification, 
“under observation” – where newly emerging factors 
of concern have been observed potentially endanger-
ing the individual’s right to freedom of religion.

Hindsight, regrettably, confirms the aforementioned 
observations. Signs of religious freedom violations ob-
served in our 2018 report accelerated and expanded to 
the current situation, where systematic and egregious 
attacks are coming from governments, whether China 
or North Korea, as well as international terror groups, 
such as Boko Haram or the so-called Islamic State and 
other fundamentalist groups. These problems have 
been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. States 
have used the insecurity to increase control over their 
citizens, and non-state actors have taken advantage 
of the confusion to recruit, expand and provoke wider 
humanitarian crises.

The two-year period under review, however, has also 
revealed significant progress especially in interreli-
gious dialogue, as well as the increasingly important 
role of religious leaders in the mediation and resolu-
tion of hostilities and war.

Extreme persecution (Map: countries marked in 
red)

Close to four billion people live in the 26 countries 
classified as suffering the most intense violations of re-
ligious freedom. They comprise just over half (51 per-
cent) of the world’s population. 

Almost half of these countries are in Africa. In Sub-Sa-
haran Africa, populations have historically been divid-
ed between farmers and nomadic cattle herders, occa-
sionally experiencing outbreaks of violence resulting 
from long-simmering ethnic and resource-based con-
flicts – more recently exacerbated by climate change, 
growing poverty and attacks by armed criminal gangs. 
Notwithstanding these, for the most part, communi-
ties and different faith groups have lived together in 
relative peace. Within the last decade, however, vio-
lence has erupted across the region with unimaginable 
ferocity. 

This paroxysm of conflict released the pent-up frus-
tration of generations upon generations of disen-
franchised youthful populations who have suffered 
poverty, corruption and poor educational and work 
opportunities. These frustrations, in turn, provided 
fuel for the rise of armed groups including Islamist mil-
itants, both local, and more recently foreign – transna-
tional jihadist groups engaged in a targeted, system-
atic persecution of all those, Muslims and Christians 
alike, who do not accept the extreme Islamist ideolo-
gy. Over the last two years, jihadist groups have con-
solidated their presence in Sub-Saharan Africa and the 
region has become a haven for over two dozen actively 
operating – and increasingly cooperating – groups in 
14 countries, including affiliates of the Islamic State 
and Al-Qaeda. The development of these affiliates has 
occurred within an alarmingly short timeframe, and 
the pattern is familiar. Attacks by local criminal gangs, 
spurred on by Salafi jihadist preachers, progress from 
the sporadic and arbitrary to the ideological and tar-
geted. In certain cases, a gang’s efforts culminate in 
a sinister distinction – “affiliation” as a province of a 
so-called caliphate of a transnational Islamist network 
(see the Africa Backgrounder).   

Millions have fled the conflict regions, either as inter-
nally displaced persons or as refugees into neighbour-
ing countries. Serious human rights violations have 
been reported, with women and children often the 
victims. Millions of people in Sub-Saharan Africa face 
destitution, with the forced abandonment of fields and 
traditional small businesses. Starvation then ensues 
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as armed groups impede access to humanitarian aid; 
women and children are enslaved, and the men are 
forcibly recruited into the ranks of the extremists. As 
evidenced in the country reports, in nations like Bur-
kina Faso, according to the World Health Organization, 
by the end of 2020 more than 60 percent of the terri-
tory was not accessible to humanitarian aid workers. 

Governments are either unable or, in some cases ap-
parently, unwilling to address the issue. Considerably 
better equipped than the local armed forces, the jihad-
ist militias fund their activities through kidnapping, 
pillaging, and the illicit trafficking of humans, precious 
minerals and drugs. Only recently have multi-national 
task forces been established to help the local govern-
ments (see the Regional Analysis and Africa Back-
grounder). 

While religious freedom in Africa suffers from inter-
communal and jihadist violence, in Asia the perse-
cution of religious groups stems mainly from Marxist 
dictatorships. In China and North Korea, which are the 
worst offenders in the red category, religious freedom 
is non-existent, as are the majority of human rights.

In North Korea, no fundamental human rights are ac-
knowledged and the regime targets any group that 
challenges the personality cult of Kim Jong-un’s rule 
– although the treatment of Christians is particularly 
severe. In this regard, the regime can be defined as “ex-
terminationist”.

Of China’s population of 1.4 billion, almost 900 million 
self-identify as adherents of some form of spirituality 
or religion, and state control is relentless. Mass surveil-
lance, including artificial intelligence-refined technol-
ogy, a social credit system that rewards and punishes 
individual behaviour, and brutal crackdowns on reli-
gious and ethnic groups, enforce the state supremacy. 
As the Regional Analysis reveals, “the Chinese Commu-
nist Party (CCP) has one the most pervasive and effec-
tive state-run engines of religious control currently in 
operation anywhere in the world.” This is particularly 
evident through mass internment and coercive “re-ed-
ucation programs” affecting more than a million, most-
ly Muslim, ethnic Uyghurs in Xinjiang Province (see the 
China Backgrounder). Although there are approxi-
mately 30 million Muslims in China, including some 13 
million Uyghurs adhering to a Sunni branch of Islam 
(see the Fact Box on Branches of Islam), rather than 
trying to protect fellow believers, some Sunni Muslim 
nations instead cooperate with the Chinese authorities 
by deporting back Uyghurs seeking refuge. Out of all 
UN member countries, only the United States and Can-
ada have described China’s actions as genocide.

Myanmar (Burma) has also, over the period under re-
view, lurched towards the worst crime against human-
ity, namely genocide. Ongoing assaults against Chris-
tians and Hindus in Kachin State have been cast into 

the shadows by a massive, multi-phased attack by the 
military and other armed groups against the mostly 
Muslim Rohingya population in Rakhine State. System-
atically driven into neighbouring Bangladesh, an esti-
mated one million Rohingyas are sheltering in camps 
and are subject to sickness, squalor, sexual abuse and 
murder. In contrast to China, the government of My-
anmar has been ordered by the International Court of 
Justice to implement measures to prevent genocide, 
while an investigation proceeds.  

Alongside religious restrictions imposed by Marxist 
dictatorships and military regimes, a grave challenge 
to religious freedom in Asia comes from increasing 
groundswell movements of ethno-religious national-
ism. Perhaps the most explicit example of this is India, 
home to a nearly 1.4 billion majority Hindu popula-
tion, though with significant populations of religious 
minorities including Muslims and Christians. With an 
underperforming economic sector and a need to bol-
ster votes, the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (or BJP) 
projects an increasingly nationalist vision intended to 
resonate with the majority population, namely that In-
dia is inherently Hindu. India is not alone. The trend 
affects billions in this continent, predominantly in 
democratic or semi-democratic contexts favouring the 
rise of the majoritarian religious nationalism in Mus-
lim-majority Pakistan, Hindu-majority Nepal, and Bud-
dhist-majority Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand, and Bhu-
tan (see the Mainland Asia Regional Analysis and 
the Backgrounder on Ethno-Religious Nationalism).

Common to all of the countries indicated in red, but 
most evident in Pakistan, is the profound impact on 
the most vulnerable – women and girls of the “wrong 
religion” who are abducted, raped, and obliged to 
change their faith in so-called forced conversions. As 
minorities and thus de facto second-class citizens, 
they stand little to no chance of obtaining justice and 
redress, despite the fact that they are victims of crimes 
punishable under common law. The rights of these 
girls and women are so comprehensively denied that 
they become slaves – sex workers and manual labour-
ers (see the Pakistan Case Study and the country re-
ports on Nigeria and India). 

Severe cases of violation (Map: countries marked in 
orange)

1.24 billion people live in the 36 countries where full 
religious freedom is neither enjoyed, nor constitution-
ally guaranteed. These countries include 16 percent of 
all the people in the world. 

Countries where conditions worsened, entering the 
classification of ‘orange’ during the period under re-
view, are predominantly those which have passed 
laws which provide for unequal treatment of religious 
groups. Illusions of newfound freedoms in the after-
math of the Arab Spring revolts in North Africa and 
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the Levant countries (in 2010-2012) faded as govern-
ments increasingly applied already restrictive laws to 
assert their power, control the dominant ideology and 
tighten their grip on religious leaders. Nations such as 
Algeria, Tunisia and Turkey function as “hybrid pseu-
do-democracies” which allow for electoral processes, 
but strictly control who is eligible to run for office, how 
long they may remain in office and the ability to mod-
ify re-election laws to their benefit (see the Middle 
East and North Africa Regional Analysis). 

During the period under review, President Erdogan put 
aside Ataturk’s laicism and introduced a neo-Ottoman 
foreign policy positioning Turkey as a global Sunni 
power. As exemplified by the conversion of the Hagia 
Sophia in Istanbul into a mosque, Islam is promoted in 
every aspect of public life. Internationally, Erdogan has 
pursued military interventions in Libya, Syria, northern 
Iraq, and in the war between Armenia and Azerbaijan. 
Turkey has also sought influence, and impacted reli-
gious freedom, in Albania, Bosnia, Kosovo and Cyprus 
(see the corresponding country reports and Middle 
East and North Africa Regional Analysis).

In over a dozen countries which enjoy normal, even 
friendly, relations with the West, being a non-Muslim 
now carries a higher risk than in the previous period 
reviewed. States in the Middle East, South and Central 
Asia, and the former Soviet countries and neighbour-
ing nations, have passed laws aimed at preventing 
the expansion of what they consider foreign religions, 
and also barring “non-traditional Islam”. Freedom of 
worship is guaranteed but not full religious freedom. 

For example, in some states, apostasy from the state 
or majoritarian religion is punishable – sometimes by 
death. In countries where conversion from the major-
ity religion is not forbidden by law, it is effectively for-
bidden as a consequence of strong societal pressures. 
In many of these countries, proselytism of people be-
longing to the state religion is illegal. As the Middle 
East and North Africa Regional Analysis attests: laws 
against blasphemy silence minority faith groups; soci-
etal tolerance towards Christians continues to be low; 
and, as numerous incidents in Upper Egypt confirm, 
violence can erupt any time.

A positive development in the period under review is 
the rapprochement between Christians and Muslims 
led by Pope Francis. Following his meeting with the 
Grand Imam Ahamad Al-Tayyib of Al-Azar, the leader 
of the Sunni Muslim world, in 2019, the two religious 
leaders met again in 2020 in the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE) to co-sign the Abu Dhabi Declaration on Human 
Fraternity. This papal visit to the UAE was marked by 
the first ever celebration of a papal Mass on the Arabi-
an Peninsula. The 2021 visit of Pope Francis to Iraq – his 
first to a Shia majority country – will hopefully deepen 
interreligious dialogue and help highlight the dire sit-
uation of religious minorities in Iraq and beyond (see 
the corresponding country reports and Middle East 
and North Africa Regional Analysis).  

The COVID-19 pandemic upended traditional practices 
around the world in areas such as health care, govern-
ance, and the economy, often with profound implica-
tions for human rights including that of religious free-
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dom. As the COVID-19 Backgrounder reveals, in less 
developed areas of the world, the illness not only re-
vealed underlying societal weaknesses, but exacerbat-
ed existing fragilities resulting from poverty, corrup-
tion, and vulnerable state structures. Terrorist groups 
and Islamist extremists, for example in Africa, took 
advantage of the government distraction to increase 
their violent attacks, entrench territorial gains and re-
cruit new members. Pre-existing societal prejudices 
against minority religious communities also led to in-
creased discrimination, for example in Pakistan where 
Muslim charities denied Christians and members of 
minority faith groups access to food and medical aid. 
In the West, emergency measures taken in response to 
the pandemic impacted freedom of assembly and re-
ligious freedom, prompting criticism and debate (see 
the Backgrounder on COVID-19).

Countries under observation (Map: marked on Re-
gional Analysis maps)

A new category has been introduced in this report, 
countries “under observation”, where newly emerging 
factors have been observed which provoke concerns 
about negative impacts on freedom of religion. 

This category is most tangibly illustrated through an 
increase in hate crimes, with a religious bias, against 
people and property. These range from vandalism 
of places of worship and religious symbols including 
mosques, synagogues, statues and cemeteries, to vio-
lent crimes against faith leaders and religious believers 
(see the OSCE Regional Analysis). A United Nations 

initiative to protect places of worship launched in Sep-
tember 2019 had no effect on violent demonstrations 
in Latin America where protestors in anti-government 
demonstrations attacked and destroyed religious sym-
bols and property (see the Chile Case Study).

In what Pope Francis has defined as “polite persecu-
tion”, we observe the rise of new “rights”, new cultural 
norms created according to evolving values, which con-
sign religions “to the quiet obscurity of the individual’s 
conscience or relegates them to the enclosed precincts 
of churches, synagogues or mosques.” For example, in 
the West, the right to conscientious objection on reli-
gious grounds for health care professionals in relation 
to issues concerning abortion and euthanasia is no 
longer meaningfully protected in law. Graduates from 
particular confessional universities are increasingly 
denied access to certain professions. Provisions for the 
right of religious groups to run their own schools ac-
cording to their own ethos are also in jeopardy in sev-
eral countries. These new rights, enshrined in law, re-
sult in an individual’s rights to freedom of conscience 
and religion coming into a profound conflict with the 
legal obligation to comply with these laws (see the 
Backgrounders on “Polite Persecution” and “A 
Precious Asset”: the Right to Freedom of Religion 
or Belief). This dissonance has already had, and will 
continue to have, a strong impact on over 84 percent 
of the world’s population, who, according to the Pew 
Research Center6, describe themselves as adhering to 
a religion or belief.

Pope Francis  at  an interrel ig ious  meeting in  the  Plain  of  Ur,  the  ‚birthplace’  of  Abraham on 
6th  March 2021 in  I raq.

Fr. AmeerJajeOP©ACN
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B A C K G R O U N D E R

Africa: a continent at risk from transna-
tional jihadism
By Mark von Riedemann

The question facing Africa is not whether the continent 
is the next battleground against Islamist militants, but 
rather when will sufficient lives be lost and families 
displaced to move the international community to 
action? Already the numbers are in the hundreds of 
thousands, and millions, respectively. 

Sub-Saharan Africa is ripe for the infiltration of 
Islamist ideologies. On account of generations of 
poverty, corruption, pre-existing intercommunal 
violence between herders and farmers over land rights 

(exacerbated by the consequences of climate 
change) and weak state structures, this 

area has become a breeding ground for 

marginalised and frustrated young men. This in turn 
has become a recruitment opportunity for extremists 
who prey on them with promises of wealth, power, 
and the ousting of corrupt authorities. This is bound 
all the more closely to the core of the human person by 
a profound manipulation of religion. Battle-hardened 
Islamist extremists have moved south from the plains 
of Iraq and Syria to link up with local criminal groups in 
the Sub-Saharan countries of Mauritania, Mali, Burkina 
Faso, Niger, Nigeria, northern Cameroon, Chad, Central 
African Republic, Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Somalia and Mozambique (see country reports). 

The violence is horrific. Boys are forced into the ranks 
as child soldiers, rape is used as a weapon of war, and 
there are mass beheadings of men – Muslims and 
Christians alike – who dare refuse to join the jihadists. 
Research by the Armed Conflict Location and Event 
Data Project reveals that the number of people killed 
by armed groups in Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, 
and Mali from January to mid-April 2020 more than 
doubled compared to the same period in 20197; and in 
Burkina Faso, as of February 2020, 765,000 people had 
been displaced by terrorist groups, up from 65,000 in 
the 12 previous months.8 

The militants, in many cases profit-driven mercenaries 
or local fighters pursuing local interests, incited by 
preachers adhering to an ideology of Salafi Jihadism, 
target state authorities, the military and the police, as 
well as civilians – including village leaders, teachers 
(who are threatened because of the secular curriculum), 
Muslim and Christian leaders, and the faithful. The 
financial resources of these armed terrorist groups are 
derived principally from looting, extortion, human and 
drug trafficking, and kidnapping. 

Although Muslims and Christians are equally victims 
to extremist violence, with the growing Islamist 
radicalisation Christians tend increasingly to become 

Ugandan soldiers  of  the  Afr ican Union 
Miss ion l iberat ing Kurtunwaare y f rom the 
terror ist  group Al  Shabaab,  in  Somal ia  on 
31st  August  2014.

[©AMISOM / Tobin Jones(CC0 1.0)
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a specific target for the terrorists, eliminating the 
characteristic social and religious pluralism and 
harmony of the region.

According to the Africa Centre for Strategic Studies, 
the threat from militant Islamist groups in Africa is not 
monolithic but comprises a constantly shifting mix of 
roughly two dozen groups actively operating – and 
increasingly cooperating – in 14 countries.9 The most 
active Islamist groups in Sub-Saharan Africa include: 
the Jama’at Nusrat al Islam wal Muslimin (JNIM), which 
is a coalition of Islamist affiliates such as the Front 
de Libération du Macina (FLM) and Al-Qaeda (AQIM); 
Boko Haram; Ansaroul Islam; the Katiba Salaheddine; 
the Jihad al-Islamiyya; Al-Shabaab in Somalia; and 
the transnational Islamic State in the Greater Sahara 
(ISGS), West Africa (ISWA), Central Africa (ISCA) and 
Somalia (ISS).10

New to this sinister club is Mozambique. The jihadist 
group Ahlu-Sunnah Wa-Jama (ASWJ) aligned with 
the Islamic State, has launched an insurgency in the 
majority Muslim province of Cabo Delgado and taken 
control of the port of Mocimboa da Praia, which 
possesses key infrastructure for the processing of 
the enormous natural gas reserves discovered off 
Mozambique’s northern coast.11 From Mozambique, 
jihadists proclaim that they have established Islamic 

State “provinces of the Caliphate” in Comoros, 
northern Madagascar, and across the Indian Ocean 
to Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines (see the 
country reports).

The Danish Institute for International Studies notes: “It is 
widely agreed upon amongst scholars of transnational 
jihadism that its two leading organizations, al-Qaeda 
and the Islamic State, rarely start new conflicts. 
Instead, they tap into local grievances, establish 
linkages with marginalized groups in the society, and 
in the long run, transform what may initially have been 
an ethnically, or politically motivated conflict, into a 
religiously framed, armed struggle.”12

In a 24th February 2020 interview with Aid to the 
Church in Need, Professor Olivier Hanne – a French 
Islamologist and author of “Jihad in the Sahel” – was 
asked how the situation in the region was likely to 
develop. He stated: “I fear that over the next five years 
the territorial expansion of the armed terrorist groups 
will continue. Drug trafficking will become more 
organized and increase. After having extended their 
grip on the Muslim Sahara, the next target will be the 
places where Christians and Muslims live alongside 
one another … in the next five years these African 
states will need the support of the West if they are to 
avoid catastrophe.”13

©
Af

ric
a 

Ce
nt

er
 fo

r S
tr

at
eg

ic
 S

tu
di

es

Updated: February 2021
Note: Compiled by the Africa Center for Strategic Studies, this graphic shows violent events involving the listed groups over the 12-month period ending December 31, 2020. Data on attacks or fatalities does not attempt to distinguish the 
perpetrators of the events. Group listings are intended for informational purposes only and should not be considered o�cial designations. Due to the �uid nature of many groups, the listed a�liations may change.
Sources: Armed Con�ict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED); Daniel Byman; HumAngle; Thomas Joscelyn; SITE Intelligence Group; The Soufan Group; Stanford University’s Mapping Militants Project; Stratfor; Terrorism Research & Analysis 
Consortium (TRAC); and Aaron Y. Zelin.

 
AQIM and a�liates
Al Qaeda a�liates
Al Shabaab and a�liates
ASWJ and a�liates
Boko Haram and a�liates
ISIS a�liates
ISWA and a�liates
ISGS and a�liates
ISS and a�liates
Unidenti�ed/una�liated groups

 

 

“a.k.a.” = also known as
“f.k.a.” = formerly known as

ATTACKS

5,000

4,000

Ev
en

ts

2,000

3,000

1,000

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2017 2018 2019 20202016

AQAQIM Al Shabaab ASWJ Una�liatedISISISWAISGS ISSBH

TRENDS IN MILITANT ISLAMIST GROUP ACTIVITY IN AFRICA

0

LIBYA
• Islamic State in Libya (f.k.a. Wilayat Barqa, 

Wilayat Fezzan, and Wilayat Tarabulus)
TUNISIA
• Okba ibn Nafaa Brigade
• Ansar al Sharia Tunisia (AST)
• Soldiers of the Caliphate 
(a.k.a. Jund al Khilafah) 
(targeting both Algeria and 
Tunisia) EGYPT

• Islamic State in Sinai (a.k.a. Wilayat Sinai) (f.k.a. Ansar 
Beit al Maqdis (ABM))

• Islamic State in Egypt

KENYA/TANZANIA
• Al Hijra (f.k.a. Muslim Youth Center)
• Al Muhajiroun in East Africa

NIGERIA/NIGER/
CAMEROON/CHAD
• Boko Haram (a.k.a. Jama'atu Ahlis 

Sunna Lidda'Awati Wal Jihad)
• Islamic State in West Africa (ISWA) 

(a.k.a. Wilayat Gharb Afriqiyah)
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Muslimina Fi Biladis Sudan)
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Shabaab")
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Nigeria: the mass abduction of school-
children
On 11th December 2020, Boko Haram fighters raided 
the Government Science Secondary School in 
Kankara, kidnapping over 300 male students.14 The 
terror organization claimed responsibility for the 
attack citing Boko Haram’s opposition to Western-
style education. On 18th December, the Nigerian 
military freed the abducted students. The governor of 
Nigeria’s Katsina State, Aminu Masarithe, claimed that 
no ransom had been paid.15 

On 17th February 2021, gunmen wearing military 
uniforms entered the Government Science College, 
at Kagara, in the Rafi Local Government Area of Niger 
State, and kidnapped 27 people, including students, 
teachers, and their family members.16 They were 
released on 27th February.

On 26th February 2021, approximately 300 girls were 
kidnapped from a government-run boarding school in 
the town of Jangebe. According to local sources, “they 
came on about 20 motorcycles and they marched 
the abducted girls into the forest.”17 The girls were 
released on 2nd March. The Governor of Zamfara State, 
Bello Matawalle, denied paying a ransom, but later 
President Buhari “admitted state governments had 
paid kidnappers ‘with money and vehicles’ in the past 
and urged them to review the policy.”18 

The most recent attack, the third mass abduction of 
students in three months, brings the total number of 
people kidnapped to more than 600 since December 
2020.19 State authorities claim jihadi motivation is not 
considered as a principal element in the kidnappings. 
According to statements, the attacks on schools in 
the northwest “have been carried out by ‘bandits’, 
a loose term for kidnappers, armed robbers, cattle 
rustlers, Fulani herdsmen and other armed militia”,20 
principally for financial gain. Yet some observers note 
that the escalation in mass abductions indicates a 
cooperation between Boko Haram and Fulani militants 
and that, in fact, these have attacks have a profound 
religious component.21  The Sultan of Sokoto stated: 
“Make no mistake, the abduction is a classic example 
of the philosophical foundation of Boko Haram – 
that western education is forbidden. That’s why their 
targets are always on boarding schools, especially 
science schools, considered atheistic in pedagogy.”22

One of  300 schoolgir ls  
kidnapped in  northwest  
Niger ia  is  reunited w ith  
her  family  in  Jangabe,  
in  Zamfara  state  on  
3rd March 2021.

©AP Photo/Sunday Alamba
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East and  
West Africa
By Dr. Miriam Diez-Bosch and Dr. Oscar Mateos

The countries of East and West Africa, lying primari-
ly in the Sub-Saharan region, are home to a complex 
mosaic of ethnic, religious and linguistic groups, and a 
predominantly youthful population. While the region 
has considerable human and natural resources, prob-
lems of poverty, corruption, and a lack of educational 
and employment opportunities for young people, re-
sults in frustration and social instability. This is read-
ily exploited by local and transnational criminal and 
jihadist groups. Although there have been severe reli-
gious freedom violations committed by jihadist armed 
groups, positive steps have been taken by local gov-
ernments and, to a lesser extent, members of other re-
ligions, to tackle religious discrimination and promote 
interfaith dialogue. The Catholic Church, furthermore, 
has become an important political actor participating 
in conflict resolution efforts. 

Jihadism in the region

In many countries, attacks by armed groups are often 
arbitrary, profit-oriented, rooted in cycles of inter-
communal violence, and indifferent to the religious 
identity of their victims, with attacks being made on 
Muslims and Christians alike. Increasingly, however, 
as the country reports indicate, a number of countries 
are being profoundly affected by Islamist extremism, 
predominantly in the regions of West Africa and the 

Horn of Africa. During the period under review, several 
jihadist groups continued to be active including: Boko 
Haram, Islamic State (IS - Daesh), Jamaat Nusrat al-Is-
lam wal Muslimeen (JNIM), and Al-Shabaab. 

Boko Haram has carried out attacks principally around 
Lake Chad, which borders the countries of Nigeria, 
Chad, Niger and Cameroon. This terrorist group has 
been responsible for atrocities perpetrated against 
security forces and civilians, which include killings, 
kidnappings and looting, and the burning of entire vil-
lages. Boko Haram has expanded its activities in north-
ern Cameroon, in one instance killing 18 and injuring 
11 civilians taking shelter in a displacement camp in 
the Far North region.23 In Niger, the terrorists targeted 
Christians, forcing them to leave the area or face death 
(see country report). Some countries in the Lake Chad 
region have deployed a Multinational Joint Task Force 
to combat Boko Haram, but the terrorist organisation 
has proved resilient. 

Other important armed extremist groups operating in 
this region are affiliates of the transnational Islamist 
group Islamic State (IS) and JNIM, a coalition of indi-
vidual Islamist extremist entities including the transna-
tional Al-Qaeda (AQ), known locally as Al-Qaeda in the 
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM). In Mali and Niger, IS militants 
operate under the title of the Islamic State in the Great-
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er Sahara (ISGS). Both JNIM and ISGS groups, com-
mitted to overthrowing the state and implementing 
Islamic law, carry out ambushes and attacks against 
soldiers and civilians, and even peacekeepers (in the 
case of Mali).24 Understanding the jihadist violence is 
made more complex as a result of it being intertwined 
with intercommunal violence where ethnic groups, for 
example in Mali, have been accused of sheltering ji-
hadists and attacked for so doing (see country report).

The IS terrorist group recently established itself in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, claiming its first attack 
in Beni in 2019, and declaring that the country was the 
Central African province of the Islamic State (ISCAP).25 
Local Islamist armed groups have also pledged al-
liance to IS in northern Mozambique. As the Mozam-
bique country report indicates, recent years have seen 
an increase in attacks in this area since local militias 
emerged at the end of 2017. The jihadists have commit-
ted savage acts of violence, killing soldiers, beheading 
dozens of civilians on several occasions – often men 
and boys who refuse to join their ranks – abducting 
women and children, and looting and burning villages. 

In the Horn of Africa, Al-Shabaab has terrorized the 
population in Somalia, killing civilians and soldiers, 
and attacking government buildings and hotels. Of 
particular note was the brutal murder of the Mayor of 
Mogadishu by an Al-Shabaab female suicide bomber 
in 2019.26 Militants have also seized Christians accused 
of proselytizing and kidnapped children for ransom or 
recruitment as child soldiers. The lack of religious free-
dom in the country has forced Christians to worship in 
secret fearing that, if they were identified, they could 
be abducted or killed. Al-Shabaab has also carried out 
terrorist strikes on and around the Kenya-Somalia bor-
der, seeking to identify and kill non-Muslims.27

In addition to the aforementioned jihadist groups, 
authorities in Mali, Niger, the Democratic Republic 
of  Congo and Mozambique, have reported the pres-
ence of smaller locally-based armed groups. These 
militants often have links to criminal gangs and their 
motivation is as much the profits generated from il-
legal resource exploitation as Islamist extremism. For 
example, in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
approximately 134 different armed groups are active 
including the Allied Democratic Forces (ADF). These 
Islamist militants attack targets mainly in the Kivu 
province where state and non-state actors compete 
for so-called “blood minerals”, the spoils of mining for 
precious minerals and heavy metals.28 In Mozambique, 
the native Ahlu-Sunnah Wa-Jama (ASWJ) insurgency, 
located in the northern Cabo Delgado province, threat-
ens billion dollar international investments in natural 
gas projects. ASWJ pledged allegiance to the Islamic 
State in 2019, declaring its intent to establish a “cali-
phate” in the country.29 

 

Discrimination on the basis of religion

Apart from the issues of severe violence related to Isla-
mist extremism, in the period under review the coun-
try reports revealed cases of discrimination against, as 
well as persecution of, religious groups. 

Incidents of discrimination were recorded in Senegal, 
Malawi and Liberia, where Muslim women were not al-
lowed to wear the veil in schools or workplaces (see 
country reports). However, there have also been cases 
in which authorities have taken measures to address 
concerns. In South Africa, for example, the school 
schedule was adapted to accommodate Eid, and Mus-
lim women are now allowed to wear the veil in the mil-
itary.30 

More worrying trends concerning persecution were re-
corded, including attacks by state and non-state actors 
targeting places of worship and religious leaders. In-
cidents were reported in Kenya, Malawi, South Africa, 
Niger, Ethiopia and Sudan (see the country reports). 
In the latter, Sudanese authorities confiscated Church 
properties and security forces entered mosques during 
protests, violating the sanctity of places of worship.31

Although less frequent, cases of violent persecution 
have been recorded, notably retaliation by Muslims 
against Christian converts in Djibouti, Liberia and 
Uganda. These incidents have been particularly grave 
in Uganda where mobs beat and killed their victims 
because they had converted.32 

The Catholic Church as a political actor

During the period under review, in a number of coun-
tries the Catholic Church has played an important 
diplomatic and pastoral role in the political arena. 
Bishops have publicly intervened, making statements 
to the media or to the government regarding elector-
al processes, publicly criticising corruption, and de-
nouncing violence by security forces, protestors, and 
armed extremist groups. Most importantly, however, 
in some countries the Church has played an active role 
in electoral observation, mediation, and conflict reso-
lution.  

In Cameroon, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and 
Burundi (see the country reports), the Catholic Church 
supported democratic processes by deploying thou-
sands of observers to prevent electoral intimidation 
and fraud. It found irregularities in each country, even 
questioning the election result in the Democratic Re-
public of Congo where the Church asserted the elec-
toral process was marred by fraud and that the win-
ner was Martin Fayulu, rather than Felix Tshisekedi, as 
claimed by the authorities.33

The most active role that the Catholic Church has 
played politically has been its encouragement, sup-
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port and mediation in peace talks. In the case of South 
Sudan’s 2013-2020 civil war, the Sudanese Council of 
Churches consistently called for forgiveness and rec-
onciliation, while serving as a hub for coordinating 
peacebuilding events. The Catholic Saint Egidio com-
munity mediated successful ceasefire agreements on 
two occasions.34 Finally, in April 2019, Pope Francis 
invited the warring leaders of South Sudan to his res-
idence for a two-day retreat in order to dialogue. The 
meeting, which made global headlines as the Pope 
was photographed kneeling to kiss the feet of Pres-
ident Kiir, provided a major impetus for the recom-
mencement, and successful conclusion, of the peace 
process.35 Demonstrating the positive role of religion 
in the field of negotiation and peace-building, both 
parties to the conflict thanked the local Church and 
the Pope for their involvement.

In Cameroon too, the Catholic Church has continued 
to play a significant mediating role in the Camerooni-
an Civil War that broke out in 2016 between the Fran-
cophone and Anglophone communities. Peace talks 
that took place in July 2020 were held in the home of 
the Archbishop of Yaoundé.36 To date, according to Hu-
man Rights Watch, the violence has claimed the lives of 
more than 3,500 people.37 The hostilities are still ongo-
ing, but the Catholic hierarchy continues to condemn 
the violence calling for dialogue between the parties.

Sign of positive coexistence between religious 
groups

Despite the number of disturbing incidents reported 
throughout the region, there are countries in which 
there are good interreligious relations and efforts to 
promote religious tolerance. In Burundi, for instance, 
the Catholic Church invited and hosted 47 religious 
leaders from a broad range of confessional back-
grounds to participate in a workshop to increase the 
capacity of all religious communities to engage in con-
flict resolution and to live a peaceful coexistence.38 
Additionally, as an example of peaceful coexistence, 
despite the disruptive presence of jihadists in Kenya, 
Catholic leaders collected donations for Muslims dur-
ing the Christmas season and Muslim leaders did the 
same for Christians during religious celebrations such 
as Eid.39 

The impact of COVID-19 on religious freedom

As a result of social distancing regulations imposed 
to contain the spread of the COVID-19 virus, places of 
worship remained closed for several months, includ-
ing during Holy Week for Christians and Ramadan for 
Muslims, in the majority of the countries in the region. 

The closure of places of worship has, in a few coun-
tries, been met with protests. In Comoros and Niger, 
worshippers gathered in mosques to protest against 

the closure, as until then no cases of the virus had 
been reported. In Mozambique and Gabon, tensions 
arose when the governments extended the closures of 
places of worship, despite reopening markets, schools 
and hotels (see the country reports).  

In Liberia, Guinea Bissau and Zambia, there were peri-
ods when religious leaders decided to keep churches 
and mosques closed, despite government permission 
to reopen them. As the country reports for Mali and 
Senegal indicate, mosques reopened for Ramadan cel-
ebrations, but church leaders decided not to reopen 
places of worship as a result of the high number of re-
corded COVID-19 cases. 

Situations that require special attention

As revealed in the country reports, jihadist groups fur-
ther consolidated their presence, with the unstable 
Sahel region becoming a haven for the Islamic State 
and armed groups affiliated with Al-Qaeda. The im-
pact of this fundamentalist presence is made more 
complex by intercommunal violence and ethno-po-
litical conflicts, with worrying consequences for reli-
gious groups. Specifically, the religious affiliation of 
believers is often used as a marker with which to cat-
egorise them as belonging to one particular group or 
another in the conflict, thus making them vulnerable 
to attacks, even though religion per se is not the main 
reason for the violence. 

The multinational military missions deployed in West 
Africa have not been successful in fighting against 
Boko Haram, which pledged allegiance to the Islamic 
State in 2015.40 Furthermore, jihadists have also se-
cured and established a presence in other areas: the 
Islamic State has declared six so-called “provinces of 
the caliphate” in Africa41, and escalated its attacks in 
the northern region of Mozambique over the last two 
years.42 Similarly, Somalia has witnessed violent at-
tacks from Al-Shabaab and it remains to be seen how 
seriously circumstances will deteriorate with the end 
of the AMISOM mission in December 2020.43

Finally, a positive development occurred during the 
period under review with the change of regime in Su-
dan. The fall of Omar Al-Bashir, followed by the steps 
taken by the transitional government to promote reli-
gious coexistence, in clear contrast to the previous Isla-
mist regime, ushered in a new era of religious freedom 
in the country. One of these steps was a public apol-
ogy from the Minister of Religious Affairs and Endow-
ments, Nasredin Mufreh, to Sudanese Christians “for 
the oppression and harm inflicted on your bodies, the 
destruction of your temples, the theft of your property, 
and the unjust arrest and prosecution of your servants 
and confiscation of church buildings.”44
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Mozambique: an uncontrolled cycle  
of violence
In early November 2020, fifteen boys and five adults 
were decapitated with machetes by Islamic State (IS) 
insurgents during an initiation rite for teenage boys. 
Following the attack in the small farming village of 24 
de Marco in Muidumbe district, the jihadists brought 
the victim’s bodies to a football pitch in the village of 
Muatide.45 Later, a further 30 youths and adults in the 
same district were beheaded by jihadists in a similar 
assault, and their bodies were also brought to Muatide 
“in a gruesome display intended to strike fear into the 
local community”.46

These massacres followed on the heels of an earlier 
mass attack in April 2020, in which an estimated 52 
men were killed in the village of Xitaxi in Muidumbe 
district, after refusing to join the ranks of the jihadists.47 
In a statement to the public broadcaster TVM, police 
spokesman Orlando Mudumane explained: “The 
criminals tried to recruit young people to join their 
ranks, but there was resistance. This provoked the 
anger of the criminals, who indiscriminately killed, 
cruelly and diabolically, 52 young people.”48

These examples highlight an intensifying trend of 
extreme violence and killing in Mozambique’s northern 
Cabo Delgado province, in which it is calculated that 
over the last three years the fundamentalist group 
Ahlu-Sunnah Wa-Jama (locally known as Al Shabaab), 
affiliated with IS, has killed more than 2,500 civilians 
and displaced over 570,000 people.49 

The rise of Islamist extremism in northern Mozambique 
is a complex and multi-causal phenomenon. Factors 
enabling the rapid spread and recruitment capacity of 
the jihadist networks include: poverty and corruption; 
weak state structures; a lack of education and 
employment opportunities; the arrival of transnational 
criminal networks benefitting from the illicit trade 
in timber, gems, gold or drugs; frustration among 
the local population at their exclusion from mineral 
profits; grievances generated by repressive actions 
committed by security forces; a lack of land rights; 
and fundamentalist influences from countries such as 
Saudi Arabia and Somalia. These roots, spurring the 
rise of groups like Al Shabaab, reflect a similar pattern 
and dynamic of Islamist radicalisation and extreme 
violence to those seen in regions such as the Lake 
Chad Basin, the Sahel and Somalia.

Despite the fact that all actors recognise the need 
to prioritise responses to the socio-economic roots 
of the conflict, the reaction so far has been deeply 
militarised, contributing to a further spiral of violence. 
For Luis Fernando Lisboa, the former Catholic Bishop 
of Pemba, the capital of Cabo Delgado, the only 
sustainable answer to counter violent extremism in 
the province is social justice. 
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Sur vivors  of  the  Muidumbe massacre,  w ho f led 300 km on foot  to 
get  to  a  Pemba refugee sett lement ,  where  the y are  cared for  by 
Car i tas.  Cabo Delgado,  Mozambique,  December  2020.
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Mainland Asia 
Mainland Asia includes East Asia, the Korean Peninsula, 
mainland Southeast Asia, and the Indian subcontinent, 
as well as those large islands – Japan, Taiwan, and Sri 
Lanka – in close proximity to Asia’s coastlands. On the 
one hand, this highly populous and strategic region 
contains countries such as China, North Korea, and 
Myanmar that currently experience some of the world’s 
worst violations of religious freedom. On the other 
hand, several nations, particularly Japan, Taiwan, 
and South Korea, boast robust and stable protections 
of religious freedom, with firm constitutional and 
cultural support.

Several countries in Mainland Asia continue to be 
governed by Marxist one-party dictatorships. The 
largest of these, China, with a population of 1.4 billion 
people, has the dubious distinction of having fine-
tuned one of the most pervasive and effective state-
run engines of religious control currently in operation 
anywhere in the world. According to the latest Pew 
Research Center report on global religious restrictions, 
released in November 2020, China scores 9.3 out of a 
possible 10 on Pew’s Government Restrictions Index 
(GRI), the highest score in the study.50 Combining mass 
surveillance, a social credit system that scrutinizes 
and sanctions individual behaviour, and brutal 
crackdowns on religious and ethnic groups suspected 

of disloyalty, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is 
in a class of its own when it comes to the suffocation 
of religious freedom. Furthermore, as revealed in the 
China country report, it has become only more brutal 
since Xi Jinping became China’s president in 2013, 
as demonstrated by the mass internment of more 
than a million primarily Muslim ethnic Uyghurs in 
Xinjiang Province and their subjection to coercive “de-
radicalization” programs since 2017.51

Other regimes in Mainland Asia with similar Marxist-
style ideologies and mechanisms of religious 
control are North Korea, Vietnam and Laos. As the 
country reports evidence, North Korea practises an 
exterminationist policy towards religion that is even 
more severe than that of the CCP. Vietnam and Laos, 
on the other hand, continue to implement modest and 
incremental reforms that give religious communities 
registered with the state somewhat greater freedom 
to own property and pursue religious activities. 
Unregistered groups, however, especially independent 
Buddhists in Vietnam and Evangelical Protestants 
in Laos, continue to face serious harassment and 
discrimination, particularly at the local level.

Alongside religious restrictions imposed from 
the “top down” by Marxist dictatorships, a grave 
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challenge to religious freedom in Mainland Asia comes 
from “bottom-up” movements of ethno-religious 
nationalism. Whereas methodical state-sponsored 
religious control is generally only possible in autocratic 
contexts like Communist-ruled China and North Korea, 
the fire of ethno-religious nationalism tends to burn 
most destructively where it enjoys the oxygen of 
democratic contestation and popular mobilization. 
In Mainland Asia, the democratic or semi-democratic 
contexts favouring the rise of majoritarian religious 
nationalism include Hindu-majority India and Nepal, 
and Buddhist-majority Sri Lanka, Myanmar, and 
Thailand, and, in a milder form, Bhutan (see country 
reports).

With a population of nearly 1.4 billion, India is both 
the world’s largest democracy and the country with 
the world’s largest and most virulent movement of 
religious nationalism. Since the 1990s, India’s electoral 
politics have become more competitive, and a growing 
number of Indians have found themselves drawn to 
the Hindu nationalist message that India’s culture 
and national identity are essentially Hindu. India’s 
Hindu-nationalist political party, the Bharatiya Janata 
Party (BJP), won outright majorities in consecutive 
parliamentary elections in 2014 and 2019. Energized 
by these victories, the BJP has doubled down on 
its cultural-nationalist agenda in ways that have 
undermined religious freedom and other basic civil 
liberties, and targeted Muslims and Christians on such 
issues as cow slaughter and religious conversion, often 
by means of local enactments.52 The result, according 
to Pew’s November 2020 study of Global Religious 
Restrictions, is that “India had the highest levels of 
social hostilities – not just among the most populous 
countries, but among all 198 countries in the study”. 
India scores 9.6 out of a possible 10 on Pew’s Social 
Hostilities Index (SHI).53 Hindu-majority Nepal also 
recently adopted a constitution and a penal code 
that forbids proselytism and marginalizes non-Hindu 
communities and organizations, which suggests that 
exclusivist religious nationalism is becoming a pattern 
in Mainland Asia.54

In addition, numerous Buddhist-majority countries, 
particularly Sri Lanka, Myanmar and Thailand, 
have witnessed the ascendancy of extremist ethno-
religious leaders and organizations spewing similar 
anti-minority hatred (see country reports). These 
include Myanmar’s 969 Movement and the Buddha 
Dhamma Parahita Foundation, and Sri Lanka’s Bodu 
Bala Sena. Such groups have spurred more intense 
attacks on Muslim minorities in both Myanmar and Sri 
Lanka, with by far the most egregious being the multi-
phase genocide against the mostly Muslim Rohingya 
in Myanmar’s Rakhine State in 2016-2017.55 Christians 
and Hindus have also suffered targeted attacks in 
Kachin State.56 Meanwhile, in Sri Lanka, as the country 
report shows, decisive victories in both presidential 
and parliamentary elections of the Sri Lanka Podujana 

Party, in 2019 and 2020, have meant that a political 
party aligned with Sinhalese Buddhist nationalism 
and hostile to religious minorities has consolidated its 
grip on power in the island nation.

Another threat to religious freedom in Mainland Asia 
is transnational Islamist extremism. By far the worst 
single act of religious violence perpetrated against 
the Christian community in Mainland Asia in recent 
years was the Islamist-terrorist suicide attack in Sri 
Lanka on Easter Sunday, 21st April 2019, in which three 
churches and three hotels in Colombo were targeted, 
killing 267 people and injuring some 500.57 A steady 
rise in anti-Muslim rhetoric and violence on the part of 
Buddhist extremists in Sri Lanka, ever since the end of 
the civil war in 2009, appears to have played a role in 
radicalizing those responsible for the attack.58 In turn, 
the Islamist terrorist attack itself played a powerful 
role in fuelling extremist Buddhist nationalism, paving 
the way for the massive electoral victories by Sinhalese 
Buddhist nationalists in late 2019 and mid-2020.59

Recent events in Sri Lanka illustrate how the main 
threats to religious freedom in Mainland Asia – 
religious autocratic governance, nationalism, and 
Islamist extremism – are not only dangerous in 
themselves, but moreover amplify each other in a 
destructive cycle. In China, too, the assault on the 
Uyghurs combines a strong element of ethnic-Han-
Chinese nationalism and a desire to strike back after 
a string of terrorist attacks by Uyghur radicals on the 
ethnic Chinese population in Xinjiang between 2009 
and 2016.60 As authoritarianism, ethnic and religious 
nationalism, and jihadism all show strong signs that 
they will continue to rise, as well as reinforce each 
other throughout Mainland Asia, this vicious cycle 
is likely to grow worse in the coming years, with dire 
consequences for religious freedom. 
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A window into the soul: China’s threat  
to religious freedom
No regime in history has been more successful in 
making George Orwell’s dystopian novel 1984 a reality 
than the People’s Republic of China. Indeed, the 
apparatus of repression constructed by the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) in recent years is so fine-
tuned, pervasive, and technologically sophisticated 
that it makes “Big Brother” appear amateurish. 

Though first introduced in China’s restive Xinjiang 
province as a means of policing its mostly Muslim 
Uyghur population, elements of the CCP’s surveillance 
state are rapidly being introduced across the entire 
nation of 1.4 billion. One aspect, “Sharp Eyes”, is the 
proliferation of highly sophisticated security cameras 
and data scanners. Unlike traditional CCTV cameras, 
the new devices are capable of giving police high-
resolution images of individual faces. In Urumqi, 
Xinjiang’s regional capital, police installed more 
than 18,000 facial-recognition cameras covering 
about 3,500 of the city’s residential complexes61, 
and the country as a whole was anticipated to have 
installed some 626 million security cameras mounted 
in public and private areas by the end of 2020.62 
Meanwhile, scanners installed throughout the country 
at key pedestrian checkpoints scoop up data from 
smartphones, unbeknownst to those passing through. 

Using special apps on their smartphones, police 
can then upload the vast data they collect to shared 
analytical platforms, such as the Integrated Joint 
Operations Platform (IJOP) currently operational in 
Xinjiang.63 The platforms collate and cross-tabulate 
the collected information, flagging individuals who 
meet with known “malcontents”, use apps such as 
WhatsApp that employ encryption, or engage in an 
unusually high degree of religious activity. 

Indeed, the impact on religious freedom is already 
being felt. Faith groups perceived as a direct challenge 
to a jealous atheist system are, and will increasingly 
be, watched. The most egregious violation of religious 
freedom is that perpetrated against the Uyghur Muslims 
in Xinjiang state. As part of a “Strike Hard Campaign 
against Violent Terrorism” programme, approximately 
one million64 out of a total population of 13 million 
Turkic Muslims65 are imprisoned in “re-education 
camps” and subject to “mass arbitrary detention, 
torture, and mistreatment”.66 Those on the outside 
are exposed to an enforced collection of biometric 
data, tracking via omnipresent cameras augmented 
with AI-enabled facial recognition, and software which 

records, translates and transcribes voice messages – 
tools which enable targeted government repression.67 
As stated in a 2018 Human Rights Watch report: “Inside, 
people are punished for peacefully practicing religion; 
outside, the government’s religious restrictions are so 
stringent that it has effectively outlawed Islam.”68 

The surveillance-for-repression technologies target 
Christians as well. Reports indicate that at the end 
of 2020, “more than 200 facial recognition cameras 
were installed in churches and temples in one Jiangxi 
Province county”: 50 of these were in the state 
registered Three-Self churches, and nearly 50 were in 
16 Buddhist and Taoist places of worship.69 Churches 
that refuse, such as the Zion Church, one of Beijing’s 
largest unregistered house churches, have been 
closed.70 

Another element of China’s surveillance state is a 
“social credit” system. While there is presently no 
single integrated nationwide social credit system, 
several major municipalities (including Beijing) have 
instituted schemes whereby individuals accumulate 
reputational points based on their “good” and “bad” 
behaviours.71 Bad behaviours can include visiting 
houses of worship too frequently or failing to help 
the police identify religious dissidents such as Falun 
Gong members. Low social credit scores can make it 
impossible for individuals to purchase train or airline 
tickets, or secure places for their children in desirable 
schools. The CCP apparently aspires to impose an 
integrated social credit system on the entire country. 

The social credit concept has been extended to 
include religious leaders. On 9th February 2021, the 
State Administration for Religious Affairs (SARA) 
launched a database, applicable to all faith groups, 
called the Administrative Measures for Religious 
Personnel, containing information on clergy, monks, 
priests and bishops. The system “will record ‘rewards’, 
‘punishments’ received, including ‘the revocation’ 
of their ministry and ‘other information’”.72 These 
faith leaders will “have the obligation to ‘support the 
leadership of the Chinese Communist Party, support 
the socialist system’, ‘resist illegal religious activities 
and religious extremism and resist infiltration of 
foreign forces that use religion’”.73

Samuel Brownback, the U.S. ambassador for 
International Religious Freedom, warned that China’s 
methods represent “the future of religious oppression”, 
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adding that eventually, religious minorities are “going 
to be oppressed by a system where they can’t live 
and work in the society and continue to practice their 
faith.”74

Three features of China’s high-tech Leviathan 
are particularly troubling: (1) rapidly developing 
technology means that it is inevitable that the 
system will become even more sophisticated and 
comprehensive; (2) China is actively exporting 
elements of its surveillance state to other countries, 
such as its neighbours in Central Asia75; and (3) the 
system is designed to reward “good” behaviour as well 
as punish “bad” behaviour.

Of all the aforementioned features, however, possibly 
the third is the most dangerous since it creates strong 
incentives for Chinese citizens to cooperate with 
the regime’s surveillance state, and even to love it, 
much as Orwell’s fictional character Winston Smith 
came in the end to love Big Brother. Perhaps the only 
thing worse than a hated dictatorship, is one that 
enjoys widespread acceptance, legitimacy, and even 
affection. As Mark Warner, Democratic vice-chair of the 
US Senate intelligence committee stated: “Communist 
party leaders are developing a model of technological 
governance that … would make Orwell blush.”76 

A v ideo showing facial  recognit ion software  in  use  at  the  headquarters  of  the  art i f ic ia l 
intel l igence company Megvi i  in  Bei j ing,  China.
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Maritime Asia
Maritime Asia consists of the Malay Peninsula, the 
Malay Archipelago, Australia, New Zealand, and 
the numerous small island nations of the Indo-
Pacific Region. A significant contributor to conflict 
and instability in this strategic territory is religious 
persecution, and by far the most important driver of 
this persecution is militant Islamism, whether acting in 
alliance with a state power or operating through non-
state actors and movements.

Although evident across the region, the countries in 
Maritime Asia exhibiting the most extreme religious 
repression on account of Islamist ideology are 
Malaysia and the Maldives (see the country reports). 
While militant Islamism rarely assumes a violent form 
in Malaysia, both the federal and state governments 
impose a rigid Islamic orthodoxy through a system 
of religious regulation that is among the most far-
reaching in the world. An electoral democracy, 
Malaysia practices an ethno-religious majoritarianism 
that radically constrains the basic religious freedoms 
of the Muslim ethnic Malay majority, as well as the 
mostly Buddhist, Hindu, Christian Chinese and Indian 
ethnic minorities. Members of the Malay Muslim 
majority essentially have no religious freedom as the 
government defines and coercively imposes the kind 
of Islam they must believe and practice – a particular 
school of Sunni Islam – making it extremely difficult 
to convert out of this form of Islam. At the same 
time, the government ruthlessly enforces a variety 
of restrictions on the country’s religious and ethnic 
minorities. Non-Muslims may not refer to God as 
“Allah” in their publications77, and proselytism directed 
at Malay Muslims by non-Muslims is strictly forbidden 

and punishable by law. In February 2020, the collapse 
of a short-lived reform government and a return to 
hard-line governance diminished any prospect for 
improvement in the country’s religious freedom 
conditions. In this climate, former Malaysian Prime 
Minister Mahathir Mohamad took to Twitter in October 
2020 to call on the world’s Muslims to “kill millions 
of French people” in revenge for the publication of 
caricatures of the Prophet Muhammed in the French 
magazine, Charlie Hebdo.78

The small archipelagic nation of the Maldives, located 
south of India in the Indian Ocean, is in the grip of 
both state-imposed Islamic orthodoxy and non-
state Islamist extremism. One of the most religiously 
repressive countries in the world, the Maldives formally 
mandates that Maldivian citizens must adhere to Sunni 
Islam and bans any public expression of non-Muslim 
faith, even by visitors. As the country report reveals, 
although the nation has made some strides towards 
democracy and the rule of law since the end of a 30-
year dictatorship in 2008, it has largely failed to curb 
a dangerous rise in jihadist extremism in recent years. 
Islamists have worked to roll back democratic reforms, 
and even succeeded in pressuring the Government to 
shut down the Maldives’ most influential human rights 
NGO in late 2019.79

The dire consequences of Islamism for religious 
freedom are also visible in several other countries 
in Maritime Asia. In Indonesia, by far the region’s 
most populous country and the world’s largest 
Muslim nation, militant Islamists associated with 
groups such as the Front for the Defence of Islam, 
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opposed to Indonesia’s official Pancasila ideology 
of religious tolerance, continued to work with some 
local government officials to shut down houses of 
worship operated by religious minority communities. 
Most dramatically, they joined forces with business 
and political elites80 to bring down the Christian and 
ethnic-Chinese governor of Jakarta, Basuki Tjahaja 
Purnama, known by his nickname “Ahok,” in 2017. 
After suffering an electoral defeat and serving a two-
year sentence for blasphemy, Ahok was released only 
in January 2019.81 In the Catholic-majority Philippines, 
too, non-state Islamism is fuelling the violent militancy 
of Abu Sayyaf on the country’s large, Muslim-majority 
southern island of Mindanao. Meanwhile, the tiny 
sultanate of Brunei Darussalam has also taken steps 
during the reporting period to implement a more 
uncompromising Islamic ideology. In April 2019, Brunei 
implemented a Sharia Penal Code82 criminalizing the 
defamation of the Prophet Mohammad, apostasy, 
and even proselytizing by non-Muslims among other 
non-Muslims, and prescribing such punishments as 
whipping, and death by stoning (see country reports). 

At least in some important respects, however, 
Indonesia departs from the pattern of a deepening 
Islamisation and radicalisation that prevails today in 
many Muslim-majority countries, whether in Maritime 
Asia, Mainland Asia, or elsewhere. Displays of Islamist 
activity in Indonesia have been matched – especially 
in the last three years – by a number of positive legal, 
political, and religious trends. For example, a widely 
hailed ruling by the Constitutional Court in 2017 
extended religious freedom protections and state 
resources to indigenous spiritual traditions outside 
the country’s six officially recognized religions.83 Also, 
as the country report indicates, the wave of Islamist 
mobilization that brought down Ahok failed to prevent 
the election of the country’s moderate president, 
Joko Widodo, in Indonesia’s April 2019 elections. 
Indeed, the display of Islamist power in the Ahok affair 
prompted Indonesian political and religious leaders to 
bolster the country’s political and cultural traditions 
of religious tolerance. For example, Nahdlatul Ulama 
(NU), the country’s largest civil society movement and 
the world’s largest Muslim organization with some 90 
million members, is pursuing a national and global 
campaign to re-contextualise elements of Islamic 
orthodoxy that have encouraged jihadist extremism 
and religious intolerance towards non-Muslims. NU 
even hosted American Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
in Jakarta in late October 2020 and expressed a shared 
commitment to religious freedom and inalienable 
human rights.84

It is also encouraging that many of Maritime Asia’s 
countries are among the most religiously free and 
peaceful in the world. These include: the large island 
nations of Australia and New Zealand; the majority-
Christian nations of Papua New Guinea and Timor 
Leste; and the Pacific micro-states of Vanuatu, Samoa, 

Kiribati, Tonga, Micronesia, the Marshall Islands, Palau, 
Tuvalu, Nauru, Fiji, and the Solomon Islands (see the 
country reports). Despite this general picture, these 
countries have not been without serious challenges, 
the most notable being the terrorist attack by a white-
supremacist Australian national on two mosques 
during Friday prayers in Christchurch, New Zealand, 
in March 2019, killing 51 people and injuring 40.85 
Additionally, in Australia, Papua New Guinea, Timor 
Leste, and the Marshall Islands, the country reports 
reveal discrimination against Muslim minorities. 
Australia in particular faces ongoing criticism both 
for its lack of openness to individuals from around 
Asia seeking refuge from religious persecution, and 
for its failure to provide adequate facilities to asylum-
seekers.86
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Ethno-religious nationalism:  
manipulating a search for  
a common identity

Along with communist totalitarianism and Islamism, 
religious nationalism is among the greatest threats to 
religious freedom and peaceful religious co-existence 
in our world today. Religious minorities in numerous 
countries – such as India, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, 
Myanmar, Malaysia, Bhutan, and Nepal, among others 
– increasingly face severe marginalisation and active 
persecution by many of their own fellow citizens, with 
the rise of religious majoritarian populist movements 
(see the country reports).

In a world ever-more shaped by a spiritually empty 
global consumerist culture, many people are thirsty 
for richer and deeper forms of identity and community. 
Ethno-religious nationalism is one attempt to provide 
robust forms of belonging in a world of enormous flux. 
It proposes that individual identity in part derives 
from, and is elevated by, the belonging to a great 
nation defined by a unique confluence of religion, 
race, language and territory. Such movements appear 
to be seeing their biggest growth in Asia. As the 
country reports indicate, ethno-religious nationalist 
movements are burgeoning in Buddhist-majority 
Myanmar and Sri Lanka, as well as mainly Malay-
Muslim Malaysia and Bengali-Muslim Bangladesh. 

The party of Prime Minister Narendra Modi, the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) – which swept back 
into power with a landslide victory in the 2019 
parliamentary elections – crafted a renewed appeal 
to a decades-old movement of Hindu nationalism. 
Hindu nationalism is the world’s largest movement of 
religious nationalism, and is centered on an essentially 
ethno-religious identity that enjoys its most fervent 
support in the conservative “cow belt” of central 
and northern India. As in many countries with strong 
movements of religious nationalism, the institutional 
bulwark of Hindu nationalism is a network of non-
state actors that enjoys growing resonance and 
influence among the Indian populace. In a strong 
indicator of its growing mass appeal, the BJP with its 
Hindutva philosophy – which promotes the creation of 
a powerful Hindu state – won nearly 40% of the vote 
in 2019.87  

If the accelerating trend toward virulent ethno-
religious nationalism is not stopped or slowed, 
catastrophic consequences are inevitable. The many 

Asian countries (but also other populist governments 
in the world) that are in the grip of ethno-religious 
nationalism are experiencing a combination of 
democratic backsliding and growing religious 
repression. For example, as indicated in the country 
reports, democracies such as India, Myanmar, and Sri 
Lanka, that have been the most profoundly shaped 
by ethno-religious nationalism, are increasingly 
becoming “hybrid” autocratic-democratic regimes 
combining regular elections with severe restrictions on 
basic constitutional rights such as religious freedom. 
Pakistan is another example. Long in the clutch of 
a weaponised religious-nationalist identity, and for 
some time firmly within the orbit of China, Pakistan is 
a textbook case of a religiously majoritarian “electoral 
autocracy”.

What we may now be witnessing is what South Asia 
scholar Farahnaz Ispahani terms the “Pakistanization” 
of Asia,88 in which exclusivist majoritarian identities 
join forces with increasingly authoritarian states 
to permanently make religious minorities second-
class citizens, if not disenfranchising or destroying 
them entirely. What remains uncertain is how many 
more countries will decide that this kind of regime 
represents an attractive and workable political model. 
But what is clear is that a combination of ethno-
religious nationalism and authoritarian governance 
is profoundly incompatible with a robust religious 
freedom for all citizens, regardless of creed, caste, or 
race.

A  protest  in  Kolkata,  India,  on 18th Januar y 
2020,  against  the  Cit izenship  Amendment 
Act ,  which was passed in  India’s  Par l iament 
in  December  2019

© Avishek Das/SOPA Images via ZUMA Wire
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R E G I O N A L  A N A L Y S I S

Middle East  
and North Africa
By Oliver Maksan

The Middle East-North Africa (MENA), Afghanistan and 
Pakistan area, stretching from Iran in southwest Asia 
to Morocco in northwest Africa89 is a transcontinental 
region home to over 6 percent of the world’s 
population90 encompassing a variety of cultural and 
ethnic groups. The birthplace of the world’s great 
monotheistic religions, Judaism, Christianity and 
Islam, these countries – where religion and politics 
are often intertwined – include more than 20 percent 
of the world’s Muslims91 and 60 percent of world’s oil 
reserves.92 It is thus a region of potent global political 
and religious influence.

Several countries in this area have experienced positive 
political and societal changes during the period 
under review, but have stopped short of furthering 
the promotion and protection of human rights. The 
legal and societal environment shows a reluctance to 
change, as discriminatory laws and practices, mainly 
against non-Muslims, continue. 

At best, freedom of worship is guaranteed, but not 
full religious freedom. As the country reports show, 
systematic persecution of religious minorities is limited 
to only a few countries, like Saudi Arabia, Iran, and 
Pakistan, but in most countries conversion from Islam 
is either forbidden by law, or effectively forbidden as a 
consequence of strong societal pressures. Proselytism 
in many of these countries is illegal. Laws against 
blasphemy are used to silence minority faith groups 
such as Christians, as well as atheists and critics of 
Islam. Societal tolerance towards Christians continues 

to be low, and, as numerous incidents in Upper Egypt 
attest, violence can erupt any time.93  

Despite the enormous efforts of international state 
and non-state (mainly Christian) donors, the number 
of Christians in Iraq will probably never recover from 
the blow dealt by Daesh (Islamic State) jihadists in 
2014. The same tragedy confronts Syria where, out of 
the original ten percent Christian population of 2011, 
only two percent remains today, according to the 
Apostolic Nuncio.94 

As the economic and political circumstances that led to 
the Arab Spring have not been substantially addressed, 
political instability will continue and occasionally flare 
up, adding to the insecurities of religious minorities. 

In the period under review, a number of major trends 
can be identified.

Daesh weakened but not destroyed 

Heinous crimes committed by jihadist groups like 
Daesh were less numerous – at least on a large scale 
– and seem to have peaked before the period under 
review. Armed Islamist fanaticism remains a major 
military concern, for example in Libya and parts of 
Syria, while the territorial defeat of Daesh in Syria and 
Iraq, and the killing of its self-proclaimed Caliph Abu 
Bakr al Baghdadi by US special forces in 201995, did 
not bring an end to the terrorist organization as such.96 
As evidenced in the country reports, having partially 
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moved forces to (mainly sub-Saharan) Africa and Asia, 
Daesh remains relatively dormant in the MENA region, 
only sporadically terrorising Muslims and non-Muslims 
alike. The end of its territorial expansion brought an end 
to the direct and unparalleled terror the organisation 
exerted over the people of all backgrounds during its 
period of power. 

Muslim introspection 

The brutality of Daesh, professionally displayed on 
social media, and other extremist groups resulted 
in a profound self-criticism within the Muslim 
community. For example, the Secretary General of 
the Saudi-based Muslim World League Mohammad 
bin Abdulkarim Al-Issa, when asked in 2019 about 
what spurs Islamophobia in the world, said simply: 
“We, Muslims”.97 Egypt’s President Sisi also repeatedly 
called for a true reform of Islam.98 Unfortunately, the 
reformist discourses of leaders like Sisi are tainted by 
their own bleak human rights records. The top-down 
approach also limits these efforts because they are 
perceived as politically motivated, and as such lack 
credibility among adherents of political Islam.   

Rift within Sunni Islam deepens

A widening divide is increasingly evident within the 
Sunni Islam-majority countries concerning support, 
or lack thereof, for the Muslim Brotherhood (MB). 
The ousting from power of Mohammed Morsi and 
the MB in Egypt in 2013, bankrolled in large part by 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE)99, 
marked the beginning of this divide. The anti-MB 
movement seeks to contain and eventually eliminate 
the selectively political dimension of Islam. The pro-
MB movement is represented by the regional patrons 
of Turkey and Qatar. Turkey especially has changed 
its position concerning the political role of Islam. As 
the country report reveals, President Erdogan, with 
his neo-Ottoman foreign policy, put aside Ataturk’s 
laicism and seeks to position Turkey as a Sunni power. 
This has resulted in military interventions in Libya, 
Syria and in the war between Armenia and Azerbaijan, 
where Erdogan aligns himself, when expedient, with 
jihadists and mercenaries.100 The transformation of 
the Hagia Sophia from a museum into a mosque is 
the most telling and symbolic example of the shifting 
nature of the Turkish State, as Islam is made more 
prominent. As the country reports reveal, in many 
other mostly Muslim countries there is an opposite 
trend, as authorities seek to establish closer links with 
minorities. 

Government gestures toward religious minorities

Some governments undertook efforts publicly to 
demonstrate a renewed sensitivity with regard to 
religious minorities, and the need to maintain religious 
pluralism. In Iraq, the government took strides by 

nominating Christians to high public offices and 
designating Christmas as a national public holiday.101 
In Egypt, the granting of permission to build churches, 
implemented at the end of 2020, gave Christians a new 
confidence.102 The UAE evidenced their support by 
funding the reconstruction of Christian heritage sites 
in Iraq destroyed by Daesh.103 Although these grand 
gestures have been followed by more timid actions, 
nonetheless they instilled hope among the non-Muslim 
populations of an increased recognition of their place 
within society. The first public Mass ever celebrated 
by a Pope on the Arabic peninsula, in 2019 by Pope 
Francis, is an important example of this change.104  

Post-sectarian tendencies

As the Iraq and Lebanon country reports indicate, 
protests in 2019 and 2020 revealed that populations 
in the region increasingly seek good governance on a 
non-sectarian basis. A significant indicator of this trend 
were the 2019-2020 united Sunni, Shia and Christian 
demonstrations in Iraq, against a dysfunctional 
government. Following the demonstrations, Shia Prime 
Minister Mustafa Al Khadimi made public overtures 
to the Christian community. He visited the Nineveh 
Plains (where Shabak militias have been terrorising 
Christians), and publicly called on Christians to stay 
in, or return to, their homeland stating: “Christians 
represent one of the most authentic components 
of Iraq, and it saddens us to see them leave the 
country”.105 In January 2021, a national Commission 
for the restitution of Christian property was created.106

Lebanon’s 2019-2020 anti-government protests united 
citizens of all faiths and were seen by many as a revolt 
against the corrupt, sectarian system of the country.107 
The political impasse that continues to persist, 
even after the Beirut blast in August 2020 and the 
subsequent international appeals for reform, reveals 
how deeply ingrained sectarianism is. 

An improved Catholic-Muslim dialogue

Pope Francis has dedicated significant efforts to 
improving the relationship of the Catholic Church 
with the Arab, mostly Sunni, Muslim world. The chill 
following Pope Benedict XVI’s 2006 Regensburg 
address – which was interpreted as a criticism of Islam 
as inherently violent – was felt for the duration of his 
pontificate.108 A suspension of the institutionalised 
dialogue between Rome and the Al-Azhar University 
arose after a 2011 appeal by Pope Benedict for the 
protection of Christians in Egypt.109 A new chapter was 
opened when Pope Francis assumed office in 2013. 
He forged a personal relationship with the Grand 
Imam of Egypt’s Al-Azhar University, Ahmed Al-Tayeb, 
culminating in the Abu Dhabi declaration signed in 
February 2019 entitled “Human Fraternity for World 
Peace and Living Together”. The document, although 
only a first step, is nonetheless a milestone in Catholic-
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Muslim dialogue and calls upon “all concerned to stop 
using religions to incite hatred, violence, extremism 
and blind fanaticism and to refrain from using the 
name of God to justify acts of murder, exile, terrorism 
and oppression.”110 The anticipated 2021 visit of Pope 
Francis to Iraq – his first to a Shia majority country – 
will hopefully deepen interreligious dialogue and help 
highlight the dire situation of Christians and other 
minorities in Iraq and beyond.  

Emergence of a Sunni-Israeli coalition

The historical enmity between Sunni and Shia regional 
powers was further entrenched with the advent of an 
anti-Iranian alliance in 2020. This alliance included 
Sunni states such as Saudi Arabia and the UAE, and 
the Jewish State of Israel. On the other side of the 
divide are Iranian proxies in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon 
and Yemen.111 The fact that the Jewish state of Israel 
openly partnered in an alliance with Sunni states, with 
Israeli Prime minister Netanyahu even visiting Saudi 
Arabia,112 is remarkable and a significant shift in a 
decades-old policy. The Abraham Accords113 brokered 
by the Trump administration between Israel and the 
Muslim states including the UAE, Bahrain, Sudan and 
Morocco, are a consequence and not the cause of 
that development. The anti-Israeli and anti-Jewish 
discourse and resentment in the countries which are 
members of the alliance could conceivably diminish. 
On the other hand, the new alliance could exacerbate 
an already vitriolic anti-Semitic discourse in the 
Islamic Republic of Iran and its regional allies.

Pakistan: glimmers of hope in a dark landscape

Freedom of religion in this Islamic republic experienced 
important changes. Despite the many dire violations 
of this right and an increase in blasphemy cases, the 
period under review was nonetheless marked by some 
successes in the courts in favour of freedom of religion 
for those – including representatives of non-Muslim 
minorities, such as Asia Bibi – accused of blasphemy.114 
Action by the judiciary and by the federal government 
had a positive impact on the provinces and vice versa. 
This dynamic is encouraging, if it can be sustained. 

M usl im students  praying at  the  Yog yakarta 
Univers i ty  Mosque,  Indonesia,  March 2014.

©ACN/Wolnik
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B A C K G R O U N D E R

Is there one Islam? A fact box 
on branches of Islam 
The notion of an “Arab world” as a synonym for all countries with a Muslim major-
ity may lead to confusion. Islam, like other religions, has different branches. The 
two main branches of Islam are: Sunnism, which is followed by 70% of Muslims,115 
the name of which is derived from Sunna (or “tradition”), and which recognises 
the four Righteously Guided Caliphs116 as legitimate successors of Muhammad; 
and Shiʿism,117 the name of which comes from a contraction of Shīʿatu ʿAlī (or “the 
followers of Ali”) who was the nephew and son-in-law of Muhammad and is be-
lieved to be his natural and designated successor. Saudi Arabia and Iran present 
themselves at the head of Sunni and Shia Islam respectively. They follow a lunar 
calendar, called Hijrī, that starts in 622. 

It might seem obvious that Muslims are those who follow the teachings of Islam, 
and consider Muhammad as God’s Messenger, to whom the divine message was 
revealed – a message which was recorded in the Quran118 in Arabic. However, not 
all Muslims can read in Arabic and the teaching is accordingly adapted. Although 
Islam was born in the Arabian Peninsula, and Allah’s message is considered to have 
been revealed in Arabic, most Muslims do not speak Arabic as their mother tongue, 
and are therefore not considered as Arabs. The five countries with the largest Mus-
lim populations are not Arab countries. The Muslim populations of Indonesia, In-
dia, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Nigeria add up to 864 million, or approximately 48 
percent of the estimated total world Muslim population of 1.8 billion.119

In Sunni Islam, there are four Islamic legal schools:120 Mâlikî,121 Hanafî,122 Hanbalî123 
and Shâfi‘î124. The main currents of Shi’ism are the Twelvers125 and the Alawis126 
(called Alevis, in Turkey). There are other branches of Islam, such as the Ahmad-
is,127 Druzes128 and Ibadis,129 as well as approaches like Sufism,130 which are accept-
ed to greater or lesser degrees by mainstream Islam.

The main pan-Islamic organisations are: the Organisation of Islamic Countries,131 
based in Jeddah and composed of 57 countries132; ICESCO,133 composed of 54 coun-
tries and based in Rabat; the Muslim World League134, a pan-Islamic NGO based in 
Mecca; and the League of Arab States. 

The “Arab World” is a term referring to countries where Arabic is the main or offi-
cial language. The League of Arab States has 22 members,135 all of which consider 
themselves “Arab countries”.

Although the term Arabs136 described initially the inhabitants of the Arabian Pen-
insula, today it tends to represent people who live in Arab countries, speak Arabic 
and share an Arabic culture. Although there is a very strong will for homogenisa-
tion within these countries, some linguistic, religious and cultural minorities have 
managed to remain in the territory. Some object to being called “Arabs”. These 
communities include the Berbers, Nubians, Copts, “Phoenicians”, and Kurds, all of 
whom claim non-Arabic linguistic, cultural and religious origins or backgrounds.

Some of the religious minorities in majority Muslim countries, mainly Christians, 
are indigenous. Jews have almost disappeared from these countries.137 Yezidis, 
Baha’is, or other Muslim minorities, enjoy varying levels of freedom within Muslim 
countries. ba
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Pakistan: sexual violence  
and forced conversion
On 30th November 2020, a 24-year-old Christian woman 
in Pakistan was killed after refusing a Muslim man’s 
advances. Sonia Bibi was on her way to work when 
she was reportedly shot in the head at a bus stop in 
Rawalpindi. Police launched a manhunt for the alleged 
killer, Muhammad Shehzad.138  

Sonia’s father, Allah Rakha Masih, said that for the 
past four or five months Shehzad had followed and 
harassed Sonia and continued doing so after she 
had refused to marry him. Shehzad was accused of 
threatening to kill her if she resisted his demands and 
it was alleged that he had pressured her to convert. 
The parents of Shehzad even went to Sonia Bibi’s 
family home to convince her parents to let him marry 
her, but to no avail. Allah Rakha Masih said the family 
had been Christians for generations, adding that his 
daughter “was a true Christian and strong in her faith 
and she was killed for following her Christian faith”.139 

The Movement for Solidarity and Peace calculates 
that in Pakistan up to 1,000 young Christian and Hindu 

girls and young women aged between 12 and 25 are 
abducted by Muslim men every year.140 The research, 
which suggests that Christians make up 70 percent of 
these cases, found that the scale of the problem “is 
likely to be much greater as a number of the cases are 
never reported and do not progress through the law 
enforcement and legal systems”.141 Many of the girls 
suffer rape, forced prostitution, human trafficking and 
domestic abuse.

Even though there are instances in which the families 
succeed in freeing the girls through the courts, 
frequently the courts find in favour of the abductor. 
This happened in the case of Maira Shahbaz, the 
14-year-old whose marriage to Mohamad Nakash 
Tariq was upheld by Lahore High Court in August 2020, 
in spite of evidence showing the girl to be underage.

In November 2020, Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan 
ordered an investigation into the forced conversion of 
women and girls from the country’s religious minority 
communities.
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Sonia  Bibi ,  24,  was  shot  dead at  the  Fazaia 
Colony bus  stop in  Rawalpindi ,  c lose  to  the 
capital ,  Is lamabad on 30th November  2020

©ACN/Sajid Christopher
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R E G I O N A L  A N A L Y S I S

OSCE  
Countries
By Ellen Kryger Fantini, J.D.

The countries which are members of the Organization 
for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) are 
often divided into those countries “East of Vienna” 
and those “West of Vienna”. It has also been described 
as an organisation that stretches “from Vancouver to 
Vladivostok”, a phrase which denotes not only the geo-
graphic spread of the participating states, but also the 
wide range of ethnicities, religions, and political struc-
tures. 

The OSCE is comprised of 57 countries and more than 
a billion people, from the USA, Canada, Europe, Rus-
sia, to the Baltics, the Balkans, former Soviet Eastern 
Europe, Central Asia, and the Caucasus. The partici-
pating states include some of the world’s most power-
ful or influential countries: the USA, Russia, Germany, 
France, the United Kingdom, and Turkey. Other coun-
tries in the region are among the poorest or least pow-
erful, including Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan. 

While all of the countries have some form of consti-
tutional protection for religious freedom, the actual 
application of – and societal respect for – these protec-
tions varies widely. 

COVID-19 pandemic

In 2020, a remarkable phenomenon was observed re-
lating to the COVID-19 pandemic regulations and their 
impact on religious freedom across the OSCE region. 
Many countries in Europe, as well as the USA and Can-
ada, imposed measures to prohibit or severely restrict 
public worship including during Holy Week, Yom Kip-
pur, and Ramadan. In the USA, Supreme Court Justice 
Samuel Alito stated that the pandemic had led to “pre-
viously unimaginable” limits on liberty, particularly 
religious freedom: “we have never before seen restric-
tions as severe, extensive, and prolonged as those ex-
perienced for most of 2020.”142 
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In some countries, these restrictions on religious prac-
tice were perceived as unequal and thus discriminato-
ry. Despite increased regulations on worship activities, 
other gatherings were permitted including political 
rallies, public demonstrations and the re-opening of 
retail businesses. An example was Nevada Governor 
Sisolak’s directive capping religious services attend-
ance to a maximum of 50 persons, regardless of the 
size of the church and its social distancing measures, 
while retail establishments, restaurants and casinos 
were allowed to reopen at 50 percent capacity.143 

Of more profound concern, however, was the fact that 
that many Western governments appeared to be rank-
ing the practice of religion as lower in a “hierarchy of 
rights” than freedom of expression. In the USA, the 
Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell noted that 
lawmakers in several states and large cities prohibit-
ed or severely limited religious services while permit-
ting public protests. He stated: “freedom of speech, 
assembly and religion ‘have the same constitutional 
pedigree,’ and thus should be treated the same.”144 
Numerous lawsuits were filed in the USA on behalf of 
faith communities who claimed health restrictions im-
posed “unjust burdens on religion not felt by secular 
entities”.145 

In early June 2020, while Madrid and Barcelona were 
still under COVID-19 restrictions which limited places 
of worship to 30 percent capacity and indoor funerals 
to a maximum of ten people, thousands were allowed 
to gather in authorised anti-racism marches.146 

In the Canadian province of Quebec, Catholic bishops 
requested that restrictions set on occupancy in church-
es be at least equal to those set for other indoor spac-
es such as theatres and concert halls. The Archbishop 
of Quebec and Primate of Canada also expressed his 
frustration over the lack of equitable treatment of faith 
communities (see the country report).

In many countries across the OSCE region, edicts re-
stricting public worship were imposed despite the 
objections of religious communities. In November 
2020, England’s most senior faith leaders issued a 
joint letter to the government in which they “strongly 
disagree[d] with the decision to suspend public wor-
ship.”147 The Archbishop of Westminster and President 
of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of England and 
Wales said he had “not yet seen any evidence” to justi-
fy the ban on services.148 The chair of the Mosques and 
Imams National Advisory Board, said the ban on com-
munal prayer in places of worship was “disheartening” 
and that the Muslim community was seeking “limited 
communal prayer in mosques which is effectively in-
dividuals praying in unison following social distancing 
measures.”149 He noted that the “fundamental differ-
ence between mosques and some other places of wor-
ship is that mosques are first and foremost used for 
communal prayer.”150 

In Greece, in January 2021, the Holy Synod of the Or-
thodox Church said it “does not accept” a one-week 
restriction on in-person services and directed priests 
to ignore the government’s lockdown orders, to al-
low worshipers to attend services for the Feast of the 
Epiphany.151 And in Cyprus, the Bishop of Morphou Ne-
ophytos held a public Mass to celebrate Palm Sunday 
in violation of government regulations (see the coun-
try report).

Religious freedom across the region

Across the remainder of the OSCE countries, the coun-
try reports revealed a broad spectrum of religious 
freedom violations, from serious human rights and re-
ligious freedom abuses to discrimination against spe-
cific religious groups. 

In Central Asia, Turkmenistan remained among the 
world’s worst violators of religious freedom and, over 
the reporting period, showed no signs of improve-
ment. During the same period, however, the U.S. State 
Department upgraded Uzbekistan from a “Country of 
Particular Concern” to a country on its “Special Watch 
List”, due to the many steps the country had taken to-
wards greater protection of religious freedom.152 The 
Economist named Uzbekistan its 2019 “Country of 
the Year” because “no other country travelled as far” 
in terms of reforms.153 Other countries in this region, 
while still classified as having medium to very serious 
levels of religious freedom violations, showed some 
signs of hope for improvement in the future. 

In the former Soviet republics of Central Asia, con-
cerns remained amongst the authorities over what 
they perceive as a growth in “non-traditional Islam”. As 
the country reports from Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, and 
Tajikistan indicate, this resulted in stricter regulations 
aimed at preventing the expansion of more extreme 
forms of Islam and consequent jihadism. Some civil 
rights groups, however, expressed the concern that 
jihadism was a pretext for the state to further control 
non-mainstream forms of Islam.

In the Caucasus, the re-ignition of the historic conflict 
between Azerbaijan and Armenia at the end of 2020 di-
minished the region’s general stability and prompted 
new alliances. Azerbaijan counted on, and received, 
the support of Turkey in the war154, and only a Rus-
sia-brokered ceasefire was able to stop the escalation 
of the conflict.

Turkey straddles south-eastern Europe, the Middle 
East, and Central Asia, and the country report revealed 
ominous signs for religious freedom. Over the two-year 
period, evidence of growing societal and political-reli-
gious tensions were observed including: the political 
decision to re-convert the Hagia Sophia and the Byz-
antine Church in Chora into mosques155; anti-Christian 
attacks and rhetoric; and a lack of rights or recogni-
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tion for religious minorities, or atheists and agnostics. 
Turkey’s influence was observed in the diminution of 
religious freedom in neighbouring regions. Albania, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo and Azerbaijan, not 
to mention the northern part of the island of Cyprus, 
bore the weight of Turkey’s expansionist interests (see 
the country reports).

Religious freedom in Russia is still under pressure from 
overly broad laws and policies that target “non-tradi-
tional” religious minorities in the name of combatting 
“extremism”. As the country report shows, in the appli-
cation of those laws violations of religious freedom oc-
curred, including the criminalisation of missionary ac-
tivities and collective prayer (even in private homes), 
widespread surveillance of groups and individuals, 
and punishments including fines or imprisonment. 
Some religious groups, such as Jehovah’s Witness-
es are still considered “extremist organizations” and 
subjected to judicial processes which are closed to 
scrutiny. There was discrimination against Protestants 
(including Baptists, Lutherans and Pentecostals), the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the Ukrain-
ian Reformed Orthodox Church, and certain Muslim 
communities.

In Ukraine, specifically in the Russian occupied territo-
ry of Crimea, as well as the Luhansk and Donetsk terri-
tories, religious groups including the Orthodox Church 
of Ukraine, the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church, Prot-
estants and Jehovah’s Witnesses continued to experi-
ence very serious human rights and religious freedom 
abuses. Violations included detention and imprison-
ment, confiscation of property, physical violence, as 
well as the prohibition of gatherings, services and the 
possession or dissemination of religious literature (see 
the country report). 

In the Balkan Peninsula of south-eastern Europe, the 
country reports showed that, while some states re-
mained stable or saw improvements, in others, such 
as Bosnia and Herzegovina, fundamental rights in-
cluding religious freedom remained precarious, due to 
deep societal fractures, ethnic and religious tensions, 
and political instability. In Kosovo, a growing trend 
of fundamentalist political and religious influence, as 
well as financial support from foreign Muslim states 
such as Saudi Arabia and Turkey156, combined with the 
country’s self-proclaimed status as a “protector of Is-
lam in the Balkans”, threatens to convert the Europe-
an-oriented, tolerant Muslim society into a haven for 
extremism.

While most nations remained stable overall, resur-
gent or increasing anti-Semitism is a troubling trend 
in some western European states, as well as in the 
USA and Canada. Additionally, many of these coun-
tries suffered high profile attacks on and vandalism 
of places of worship, including churches, synagogues, 
and mosques. Several governments have enacted, or 

considered enacting, legislation directly to address 
“religious extremism” or “separatism” (see the coun-
try reports).

In his address to the OSCE in December 2020, Archbish-
op Paul R. Gallagher expressed the Holy See’s “grave 
concern for the rising number of terrorist attacks, 
hate crimes and other manifestations of intolerance 
targeting persons, places of worship, cemeteries and 
religious sites across the OSCE area and beyond.”157 
“The fact that many of these acts of violence have been 
perpetrated against believers when they gather to pray 
in their places of worship make them particularly hei-
nous: havens of peace and serenity quickly become 
execution chambers, as defenceless children, women 
and men lose their lives simply for gathering to prac-
tice their religion”,158 Gallagher said. 

As recorded in a number of reports, in many countries 
of the European Union, and in Canada, the obligation 
to comply with new cultural norms enshrined as law 
– such as hate speech laws, the removal of public re-
ligious symbols or signs, and equality legislation – is 
coming into profound conflict with the right to free-
dom of conscience and religion.
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“Polite Persecution”: persecution  
disguised as progress
By Ellen Kryger-Fantini, J.D.

In an April 2016 homily, Pope Francis stated there are 
two types of Christian persecution. The first is explicit 
violence against Christians, such as the targeted East-
er Sunday church bombings in Sri Lanka in 2019. The 
second form is what Pope Francis referred to as “polite 
persecution … disguised as culture, disguised as mo-
dernity, disguised as progress”. The message, he said, 
is: “if you don’t do this, you will be punished: you’ll 
lose your job and many other things, or you’ll be set 
aside”.159

The first type, violent persecution perpetrated against 
believers of many faiths, is well documented in this 
report and elsewhere. The second type, “polite per-
secution”, also exists in developing and developed 
nations and affects many faith groups. Its manifesta-
tions include interference with freedom of conscience, 
expression, and association, as well as denial of access 
to justice, certain jobs, education programs, and legal 
services; all this is often done in the name of “new” or 
conflicting rights. In 2018, Archbishop Paul Gallagher, 
the Vatican’s Secretary for Relations with States, ex-
pressed concern over “a radically individualistic inter-
pretation of certain rights and the affirmation of ‘new 
rights’”.160

For example, in several countries in the OSCE region, 
the right to conscientious objection on religious 
grounds for health care professionals and pharmacists 
is no longer meaningfully protected in law. In October 
2019, a multi-faith declaration against euthanasia and 
physician-assisted suicide, signed by Catholic, Ortho-
dox, Muslim, and Jewish representatives, was present-
ed to Pope Francis. The aim of the declaration was to 
“present the positions of the monotheistic faiths con-
cerning ‘the values and practices relevant to the dying 
patient’”, and to affirm that “no health care provider 
should be coerced or pressured to either directly or in-
directly assist in the deliberate and intentional death 
of a patient through assisted suicide or any form of 
euthanasia, especially when it is against the religious 

beliefs of the provider.” Instead, as the declaration sets 
out, conscientious objection “should be respected”.161

Provisions for the right of religious groups to run their 
own schools according to their own ethos are also in 
jeopardy in several countries.162 Furthermore, grad-
uates from particular confessional universities are 
increasingly denied access to certain professions.163 
Parents from various faiths continue to protest against 
policies which require their children to be taught par-
ticular subjects, such as sexual education, that conflict 
with the tenets of their religions.164

Perhaps one of the most worrying legal developments, 
however, is “equality” or hate crime legislation. These 
laws often criminalise acts which are represented as 
contributing to “stirring up hatred”. For example, the 
expression – even in private settings – of beliefs con-
sistent with religion and the moral teaching of vari-
ous faiths, including Judaism, Islam, and Christianity 
could be deemed as “stirring up hatred”.165 Widening 
the definition of “hate” poses a serious threat to the 
meaningful exercise of the fundamental right to reli-
gious freedom and to freedom of expression.  

The failure to understand the proper role of religion, 
and its practice by individuals in the public square, 
“continues to feed into sentiments and manifestations 
of intolerance and discrimination against Christians, 
what might well be termed ‘the last acceptable preju-
dice’ in many societies”, said Archbishop Gallagher.166 

As Pope Francis states, this reductionist approach to 
the understanding of religious freedom seeks to con-
sign religions to the “quiet obscurity of the individual’s 
conscience or relegates them to the enclosed precincts 
of churches, synagogues or mosques”. This represents 
a radical interpretation of the meaning of “secularity” 
on the part of a government, whose duty is to keep the 
public square open to all religions and none.
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Protests  by  a  Cathol ic  re l ig ious  order,  the  L i tt le 
S isters  of  the  Poor,  that  minister  to  the  s ick  and the 
dying,  against  compulsor y  coverage of  contraceptive 
ser vices  ( including abort ion- inducing drugs)  in  the 
employer-provided health  care  insurance.
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R E G I O N A L  A N A L Y S I S

Latin America  
and the Caribbean
By Paulina Eyzaguirre 

Latin America and the Caribbean comprise 33 countries 
with a population estimated at more than 657 million, 
with an average age of 31 years.167 These nations share 
similar historic and cultural heritages, with just under 
60 percent of the population identifying as Catholic.168 
Democracy predominates across most of the region 
and half of the countries (17) held elections between 
2018 and 2020. Several Latin American countries, 
however, are mired in socio-political crises made 
worse by violence, an absence of the rule of law, drug 
trafficking, corruption and, to make matters worse, 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, there is significant 
migration from the region, principally to the USA, by 
those seeking a better life.

The predominance of Christianity in Latin America 
and the Caribbean is no guarantee that religious 
freedom is upheld. During the period under review, 
Afro-Brazilian religious groups reported incidents 
of religious intolerance, while in Argentina the 

Jewish community was a target of intolerance and 
persecution (see the country reports). The Christian 
majority, however, is still the faith group most affected 
by hate crimes in the form of attacks against religious 
leaders169, places of worship, cemeteries, monuments 
and religious images. These attacks are responses to 
Christianity’s170 defence of the oppressed, as well as 
its public opposition to actions by state and non-state 
actors.

Hostility towards religious organisations

As revealed in the country reports, the greatest 
violations of religious freedom occurred in nations 
with questionable records of respect for human 
rights and democracy, including Cuba, Nicaragua and 
Venezuela. These governments expressed hostility 
and aggression towards Christian Churches – both 
Catholic and non-Catholic – when religious leaders 
denounced corruption, and social and political 
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Mexico policies understood to be detrimental to the common 
good. Concretely, hostility by the state was evidenced 
through the use of force including: disrupting religious 
celebrations; intimidating the faithful with belligerent 
police deployments around churches and during 
processions; the conspicuous absence of police 
protection when mobs attacked and vandalized places 
of worship; threats to religious leaders and the faithful; 
cancelled visas for foreign national church personnel; 
and opaque registration processes for religious groups. 

The absence of the rule of law, and the resulting impact 
on religious freedom, was most evident in Mexico 
where violence was committed against civilians by 
criminal gangs involved in organised crime, including: 
drug trafficking, human trafficking, corruption, and 
extortion. Injury and death were inflicted not only on 
the victims of these crimes, but also on those who, 
inspired by their religious beliefs, sought to protect 
the human rights of those oppressed. As indicated 
in the Mexico country report, priests continued to be 
abducted and murdered for performing their pastoral 
responsibilities, seeking to protect their communities 
or speaking out against the actions of organised 
criminals. For example, in the state of Chiapas, the 
Catholic Church reported telephone death threats 
against a priest, his relatives and his congregation by 
suspected members of the trafficking group, the Cártel 
de Jalisco Nueva Generación. They demanded that 
the Church recognise that they are in charge of the 
territory, in exchange for keeping the peace.171

During the period under review, eight priests were 
murdered in five countries: Honduras, Nicaragua, 
El Salvador, Mexico and Peru. Investigations are still 
ongoing (see the country reports).

Increasing attacks against places of worship, 
religious images and symbols

Attacks against places of worship, monuments, and 
religious symbols were reported in Argentina, Brazil, 
Colombia, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, 
and Venezuela (see the country reports). The 
motivation of the vandals was mostly ideological, but 
an important common denominator was the attitude 
of the governments which, in most cases, chose to let 
the attacks occur during public demonstrations and 
then chose not to prosecute the perpetrators.172 Graffiti 
on buildings, cars and monuments carried slogans in 
favour of abortion, homosexual marriage, gay pride, 
as well as denouncing violence against women and 
clerical sexual abuse.173

Acceleration of secularisation

In several countries there was a growing debate about 
the role of secularism, what a secular state means, 
and the space given to religious freedom in the 
public sphere. In this social discourse, certain groups 

presented the right to religious freedom as contrary to 
the secular nature of government. This was countered 
by arguments that secularisation did not deliver 
governments from the obligation to guarantee the 
right of the individual to believe, or not, and to order 
his or her public life in accordance with those beliefs. 
The authoritative voice of the Catholic Church was in 
some ways silenced in these debates as a result of the 
loss of credibility after the sexual abuse scandals, and 
the hesitant and belated recognition of and restitution 
to victims. 

Migration

Over 4.8 million migrants have fled Venezuela alone 
since the start of the political and economic crisis in 
2015.174 Likewise, although in lower numbers, migrant 
caravans increasingly left comparable crises in 
countries such as Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, 
Nicaragua, and Haiti (see the country reports). 
Mexico experienced significant internal displacement 
as villagers fled the violence of organized crime. 
Neighbouring nations also faced the challenge of 
integrating those migrants, with their diverse religious 
backgrounds, into what were previously more or less 
homogenous societies. As the country report for Chile 
reveals, for example, the number of religious groups in 
that country doubled in a few years, as consequence of 
migration from Haiti.175

COVID-19 pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic significantly impacted the 
region. Country reports indicate that restrictions 
imposed on the populations were generally respected, 
with religious leaders cooperating with governments 
to persuade the faithful to follow the measures. Indeed, 
in some cases, religious authorities were perceived 
as tougher than the health authorities and were 
criticised for this. The case of Uruguay is noteworthy 
because, instead of unilaterally imposing restrictions, 
the authorities reached out to the various religious 
communities to coordinate a unified approach.176 
Religious communities also contributed to the effort to 
contain the pandemic by offering health facilities such 
as hospitals and clinics, as well as buildings to provide 
shelter and meals for the homeless. 

Positive aspects

In six countries – Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, Honduras, 
Jamaica and Colombia – the right to religious freedom 
received additional protections from higher court 
rulings (see the country reports). In recognition of the 
positive role of faith in times of crisis, in several nations, 
including a number in the Caribbean, traditional 
popular religious events went ahead, albeit with some 
restrictions due to the pandemic.
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Chile: the burning  
of the churches
On 18th October 2020, two churches were looted and burned in Santiago 
– the landmark St. Francis Borja Church, and the Church of the Asunción. 
A group of hooded protestors shouted, “Let it fall, let it fall”, while the 
dome of the Asunción Church, known as the “parish of the artists”, was 
consumed by fire.177 

The attacks on the historic churches occurred on the first anniversary 
of widespread anti-government protests. Known as Estallido Social (or 
Social Outbreak), the demonstrations erupted initially on 7th October 
2019 when students opposed an increase in Metro Santiago subway fares. 
The protests, however, soon developed to encompass a broader critique 
of social and economic arrangements.178 At their height, more than one 
million people took to the streets.179 

Although initially peaceful, the demonstrations degenerated into violence, 
with riots and widespread acts of vandalism targeting government 
infrastructure, notably the destruction of Metro Santiago subway stations. 
There were 30 deaths and over 3,000 people were injured in the unrest. 
On 19th October 2019, Chile’s President Sebastián Piñera announced a 
state of emergency and deployed the military throughout the capital.180 

The initial social discontent lasted for over three months, later diminishing 
to sporadic protests across Chile. It was during these demonstrations, 
between October 2019 and October 2020, that looting and the destruction 
of churches were reported. In total 59 churches, 53 Catholic and six 
Evangelical, were vandalised in eight cities across the country.181

The violence included arson, looting, desecration of the Blessed 
Sacrament, disruption of religious services and damage to church doors 
and gates. There were incidents in which church pews and religious 
statues were used to build barricades and stones were thrown through 
stained-glass windows.182 

Although the Chilean authorities condemned the acts, despite Church 
appeals for an investigation – in some cases the perpetrators were 
known183 – a comprehensive official inquiry has not been opened.184 

Protestors  set  f i re  to  the  pulpit  of  the 
San Francisco de Borja  church one 
year  after  the  start  of  ant i -government 
protests  in  Santiago,  Chi le ,  
on 18th October  2020.

©Picture Alliance/AP Photo/Esteban Felix
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COVID-19: the impact on religious free-
dom world-wide
By Maria Lozano

“The need to halt the spread of the virus has also had 
implications for a number of fundamental freedoms, 
including religious freedom, restricting public wor-
ship and the educational and charitable activities of 
faith communities. It must be recognized, however, 
that religion is a fundamental aspect of the human 
person and of society, and cannot be eliminated. 
Even as we seek ways to protect human lives from 
the spread of the virus, we cannot view the spiritual 
and moral dimension of the human person as less 
important than physical health.”185

Pope Francis

No event in modern history has affected the lives of the 
world’s population so significantly and universally as 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Regardless of race, colour or 
creed, the pandemic tore at the fabric of public health 
institutions and upended previous practices in the 
global economy, and in government, often with pro-
found implications for human rights, including that 
of religious freedom. The impact of the illness has not 
only revealed underlying societal weaknesses, but in 
many areas of the world exacerbated existing fragili-
ties resulting from poverty, corruption, and insecure 
state structures.

Several African governments, overwhelmed by the 
challenges posed by the raging pandemic, redeployed 
military and security forces to support the healthcare 
needs of the general population.186 Particularly in the 
early months, terrorist groups and jihadists took ad-
vantage of the government distraction to increase their 
violent attacks and entrench territorial gains.187 The 
pandemic was also used by extremist groups to recruit 
new members. Numerous Al-Qaeda, Daesh (Islamic 
State) and Boko Haram188 internet-based propagan-
da publications described COVID-19 as a punishment 
from God for the “decadent West”, promised immunity 
against the virus and assured a place in paradise for 
jihadists.189 Across the Sahel region190 – including Mali 
and Burkina Faso191, Niger and Nigeria – as well as in 
the Cabo Delgado region of northern Mozambique, 
Islamists regrouped, rearmed and reinforced existing 
structures and alliances or created new ones.    

States too took advantage of the confusion. Particular-
ly authoritarian regimes, for example China, used the 
epidemic to place greater restrictions on the practice 

of religion and shut down websites streaming religious 
services.192

The COVID-19 pandemic resulted not only in a global 
health crisis, but also a world-wide economic reces-
sion. Fear and uncertainty about the infection, and 
frustration at the repeated lockdowns, triggered social 
unrest and prompted vitriolic attacks, especially on so-
cial media, on scapegoats whether racial or religious. 
Conspiracy theories proliferated online claiming that 
Jews caused the outbreak193, in India allegations were 
made against Muslim minorities194, while in several 
countries – such as China195, Niger196, Turkey197 and 
Egypt – the pandemic was blamed on Christians.198 
Pre-existing societal prejudices against religious com-
munities also led to increased discrimination through 
a denial of access to food and medical aid – for exam-
ple, in Pakistan, Muslim charities “denied food aid and 
emergency kits to Christians and members of minority 
communities”.199 

On the other hand, the pandemic inspired positive ex-
amples where religious groups supported each other. 
In Cameroon, thousands of Muslims joined Christians 
for Christmas Day prayers for an end to the pandemic 
and for peace.200 In Bangladesh, where due to infection 
fears minority faith groups were unable to offer the 
last rites to family members, an Islamic charity buried 
not only Muslim but also Hindu and Christian victims 
of COVID-19.201 In Cyprus, where border restrictions 
prevented Christians and Muslims from visiting their 
respective religious sites, several Turkish Cypriot Mus-
lims prayed at the Tomb of the Apostle Barnabas, the 
Patron of Cyprus, as a gesture of goodwill and respect 
to Christians who were unable to visit.202 Finally, as an 
example of a positive state response, the communist 
government in Cuba allowed a broadcast of the Way of 
the Cross with Pope Francis and the Easter liturgies, for 
the first time on national television.203  

Government reaction to the medical emergency pro-
foundly affected fundamental human rights, including 
freedom of assembly and religious freedom, provok-
ing debates as to the implications of the political de-
cisions taken. It is difficult to assess to what extent the 
right to religious freedom was threatened universally 
because each country, and in some cases each region, 
responded differently to the global event.ba
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It is evident that the world confronted an unpredict-
able emergency and world leaders were called upon 
to take extraordinary measures, improvising with un-
tested legislation as the situation deteriorated. How-
ever, within this framework, it is also clear that there 
were cases of abuse and attacks on religious freedom, 
in part by means of disproportionate application of 
restrictions to religious activities, as compared with 
commercial activities, but also through aggressive po-
lice and military tactics in addressing breaches of re-
strictions related to religious practices. 

Examples of disproportionate restrictions on reli-
gious practice were in evidence in some states in the 
USA204 and in Spain205, where attendance at religious 
services was very restricted while places of business 
or recreation were allowed to welcome customers in 

greater numbers. Furthermore, despite court appeals 
addressing the contradictions, in some cases the reg-
ulations were not changed and no reasons were given 
for the decisions (see the country reports). In terms of 
aggressive security responses, incidents arose when 
limits on attendance at religious ceremonies or plac-
es of worship were not clear, and the legal ambiguity 
created a practical uncertainty, resulting in excessive 
reactions by the security forces. 

The COVID-19 pandemic opened an important debate 
around the world about fundamental rights, includ-
ing the right to religious freedom, the implications of 
legislative overreach, and whether, in some cases, ag-
gressively secular governments are adequately able to 
discern the importance of these rights.

Holy  Apost les  Cathol ic  Church,  London,  UK,  November  2020

©Mazur/cbcew.org.uk (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0)
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C A T E G O R I Z A T I O N  T A B L E

Global Trends  
in Religious Freedom

Main Driver of Persecution / Discrimination Name of Country in English Category / Trend
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Countries “under observation”: Countries where newly emerging factors of concern have been observed, with 
the potential to cause a fundamental breakdown in freedom of religion. These include legal measures against 
aspects of religious freedom, increasing cases of hate crimes and occasional religiously-motivated violence. 
(Map: marked with a magnifying glass on Regional Analysis maps)

EXPLANATORY NOTES 

The period under review: August 2018 to November 2020 (inclusive). To read the individual country reports 
please refer to https://acninternational.org/religiousfreedomreport. In assessing the scale of oppression 
of religious groups, the Editorial Committee and Regional Editors considered factors described in the 
Methodology and Definitions section. ACN acknowledges that the qualitative nature of the categorisation 
means that there is necessarily a subjective element in such an analysis.
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