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FREEDOM OF RELIGION OR BELIEF (FoRB) is a human right, recognized by the Charter of the 
United Nations, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the 1966 International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights, and the 1981 Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance 
and Discrimination Based on Religion and Belief. Today, that right is being tested by rising or 
sustained violence against persons on the basis of religion and belief—a threat that is largely un-
derrecognized by the international community, even as new data show increases in many types 
of such violence. As a result, there has been a noticeable gap in response from the UN Security 
Council and international human rights mechanisms. What can and should be done, in the context 
of the United Nations and the UN Security Council? This issue brief examines the issue of FoRB 
through a security lens, considers the impact of the increase in this type of violence, and sketches 
opportunities for the UN and member states to take action to prevent and counter it. 

This issue brief outlines the major trends in violence based on religion or belief, identifying recent 
rises in violence perpetrated by both state and non-state actors. Next, it unpacks the links between 
restrictions on FoRB and violent conflict, and highlights conflict risks around religion or belief. The 
issue brief then summarizes important actions the UN has taken to prevent and counter violence 
based on religion or belief. Finally, it explores key risks and opportunities for strengthening UN 
efforts, offering recommendations for UN member states to advance this agenda.

I. Trends in violence based on religion or belief
In most categories, violence based on religion or belief has increased significantly in recent years. 
Government force based on religion or belief is on the rise, while mob violence, property damage, 
and use or threat of violence to impose religious norms by non-state actors are growing concerns. 
And though the number of religion-related armed conflicts is declining, they continue to have 
tremendous impact on civilians.

This section summarizes these major trends to inform policy analysis on how the UN system should 
respond, examining violence perpetrated by both state and non-state actors. Except where otherwise 
stated, all figures shared in this section are taken from 2018 data published by the Pew Research Center.1 

Rising violence by state actors
A steady global increase in government restriction of religion or belief has paralleled a rise in 
government violence based on religion or belief. The Pew Research Center reported government 
use of force2 against religious or belief communities in 95 countries in 2018. 

State-perpetrated violence that resulted in death occurred in 20 of these countries, an increase 
of 25 percent since 2007. Violence carried out by state forces that did not result in death took 
place in 40 states. Of the different types of government force related to religion or belief, gov-
ernment-caused property damage showed the greatest spread, reported in 69 countries in 2018 
compared to only seven in 2007.

The governments of China, Myanmar, and Turkey have used widespread force against religious 
or belief minorities, with each of the three responsible for over 10,000 recorded incidents of force 
based on religion or belief in 2018 alone. In the same year, the governments of Eritrea, Iran, Iraq, 
Rwanda, Syria, and Uzbekistan were each responsible for between approximately 1,000 and 10,000 
incidents of force against religious or belief communities.

Government hostilities involving physical violence against minority or non-registered religious 
groups rose by 19 percent from 2017 to 2018 (and spread from 47 countries in 2017 to 58 countries 
in 2018). As of 2018, Baha’is, Scientologists, Sikhs, Rastafarians, and Zoroastrians faced harass-
ment by state actors in 50 countries, compared to harassment by non-state actors in 25 countries.3 
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State attempts to eliminate the presence of at least one religious group from the country (through 
violent or non-violent means) have been recorded in Afghanistan, Algeria, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, 
China, Comoros, Egypt, Eritrea, Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, Malaysia, Myanmar, Pakistan, Russia, Syria, 
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Vietnam, and Yemen.

Additionally, the alignment of many states with a specific religion negatively impacts the ability 
of the government to protect women, girls, and LGBTQ+ persons from violence. In a number of 
countries, insufficient legal and policy protections against domestic violence allow for marital rape 
and “honor killings” with few or no repercussions for the perpetrator.4 For example, in Sri Lanka, 
the 1951 Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act details no minimum age for marriage nor mandates 
consent from the woman or girl, leaving Muslim women and girls disproportionately at risk.5

Rising violence by non-state actors
In 2017, the Pew Research Center recorded the highest peak in social hostilities related to religion 
or belief6 (a category that includes violent and non-violent behaviors).7 Following a slight decline 
in 2018, social violence resulted in one or more deaths in 39 countries, with non-fatal assaults 
occurring in 66 countries. 

Of all types of non-state religious violence, property damage and the use or threat of violence to 
impose religious norms and practices have seen the largest increases, with these two categories 
more than doubling since 2007.  

Mob violence is also a mounting concern, occurring in 41 countries in 2018 (with resulting deaths 
in Burundi, the Central African Republic, Ethiopia, India, Iraq, Lebanon, Libya, Malaysia, Nigeria, 
Papua New Guinea, Sri Lanka, Syria, Tanzania, Uganda, and Zambia). India is a prominent con-
cern, with recent mob attacks resulting in mass deaths. In December 2019, government-fomented 
mob attacks against those protesting the discriminatory Citizenship (Amendment) Act led to 
nearly 25 deaths.8 In February 2020, mobs killed over 50 people in attacks against Muslim neigh-
borhoods in Delhi, with police either standing by or participating in the violence.9

Secretary-General António 
Guterres (center) visits the 
Gurdwara Kartarpur Sahib 
in Pakistan and views the 
newly inaugurated Kartarpur 
Corridor, which connects Sikh 
shrines in Punjab, Pakistan 
with Punjab, India. 

Credit: UN Photo/Mark Garten
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While acts of religion-related terrorism10 have spread to only a small number of new countries, 
the number of casualties resulting from such acts has increased significantly. In one decade, the 
number of countries that experienced 50 or more injuries or deaths from religion-related terror-
ism increased by 24 countries, from eight countries in 2007 to 32 countries in 2017. Examples 
include attacks against civilians by ISIS in Iraq and Syria, the Taliban in Afghanistan, Al-Shabaab 
in Somalia, and Boko Haram in Nigeria.

Declining trends in violence
From 2007 to 2018, religion-related war or armed conflict11 declined from 21 to 13 countries. 
However, these 13 conflicts continue to have grave impacts on civilians. In 2018, religion-related 
armed conflict took the greatest toll on the populations in:

• Syria (with millions killed or displaced), 

• Afghanistan, Nigeria, Somalia, and Yemen (with hundreds of thousands killed or 
displaced), and

• India, Iraq, Libya, Philippines, and Sudan (with tens of thousands killed or displaced).

Interreligious violence12 has also been steadily declining on a global level and in all regions, except 
for Sub-Saharan Africa.13 However, numerous incidents of interreligious violence can be found in 
the Central African Republic, Egypt, India, Iraq, Israel, Mali, Nigeria, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Syria, 
Thailand, and Yemen.

II. Links between restrictions on religion 
or belief and violent conflict
Building on the previous section’s summary of trends, this section outlines the available scholar-
ship on whether and how FoRB restrictions are linked to violent conflict, in order to examine FoRB 

Clerics of different faiths light 
candles as part of a special 
ceremony held by the General 
Assembly to mark the tenth 
anniversary of the September 
11th terrorist attacks on the 
United States. 

Credit: UN Photo/Evan 
Schneider



5

VIOLENCE BASED ON RELIGION OR BELIEF: TAKING ACTION AT THE UNITED NATIONS

through a security lens. The relationship between FoRB restrictions and violent conflict also has 
important implications for whether and how the UN Security Council, which deals with threats 
to international peace and security, should engage with the FoRB agenda—a question addressed 
in subsequent sections.

Violence based on religion or belief occurs in both conflict and non-conflict settings, though the 
highest levels of death occur in armed conflict contexts.14 Religion-related atrocities are always 
cause for alarm, and can take place within or outside armed conflict settings. Religion-related 
mass atrocities identified by the Special Rapporteur on FoRB to be of particular concern include 
violence targeting Muslim communities in the Central African Republic, predominantly Muslim 
Rohingya communities in Myanmar, and Yazidi communities in Iraq.15 Research and human rights 
organizations also widely consider the forced internment of predominantly Muslim Uyghurs in 
China16 and the targeting of Christians by Boko Haram in Nigeria17 to be atrocities. 

Researchers observe a positive correlation between restrictions on FoRB and violent conflict, 
though there is not strong evidence for causality.18 This correlation is strongest in countries where 
state-religion relations are poor19 or where the state displays aggression toward religious minori-
ties or dissenting persons in the religious majority.20 Although a few studies have analyzed the 
relationship between non-violent FoRB restrictions and violent conflict in specific regions, more 
research is needed to determine whether and how FoRB restrictions correlate with the outbreak 
of violent conflict worldwide. 

In 2020, for the first time, the Pew Research Center’s report on FoRB analyzed restrictions on 
religion by regime type. It found a “strong association between authoritarianism and government 
restrictions on religion”21 but a “more mixed” relationship between authoritarianism and FoRB 
restrictions by non-state actors.22 This analysis helps connect the FoRB literature to the scholar-
ship examining the relationship between democratic governance and violent conflict, opening up 
avenues for further analysis of the relationship between FoRB and violent conflict.

Conflict risks related to religion or belief
When examining how religion-related conflict develops, research shows that conflict actors may 
use religion or belief in order to define targets, motivate violence, and sustain conflict.

In the identification of targets, conflict parties may use religion or belief to define in-groups and 
out-groups. As both a belief system and a social identifier,23 religion or belief can be an easy way for 
a conflict perpetrator to categorize the opposition as “other.” Similarly, religion or belief may be 
used as an identity marker when religion or belief corresponds with other social identifiers,24 such 
as ethno-linguistic group, nationality, political affiliation, sexual orientation, or gender identity. 

Use of religion or belief for identification of in-groups and out-groups, however, does not mean 
that the underlying motivations for the conflict are founded in religion or belief. For example, 
though ethnic conflicts usually incorporate a religious aspect, research shows that the primary 
causes are often non-religious in nature. 25 

With respect to risks that can trigger conflict, high inequalities between groups, such as in poli-
tics, economics, security, justice, and social services, can intensify grievances and lead to conflict.26 
Systemic violations of FoRB against specific groups can cause horizontal inequalities that aggra-
vate grievances, which can then motivate violent protest, armed conflict, or violent extremism.27

Some research also shows that the main conflict risk for interreligious violence is the overlap 
of other identity markers with religion or belief.28 Research also points to the idea that the politici-
zation of religion can result in more intense violence between religious groups.29 Risks of conflict 
over religious incompatibilities include grievances over religious discrimination, incitement to 
violence by religious leaders, and an overall confrontational discourse on religion.30
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Minorities whose religious or belief practice is a prominent feature of their public life are more 
likely to direct aggression against their more powerful and advantaged counterparts in comparison 
to minority groups that take a private view on religious practice.31  

In order to sustain conflict, actors may strategically exploit existing religious cleavages to justify 
violence, gain more allies, or harness the power and resources of religious infrastructure. In this 
way, religion can be used to mobilize religious supporters or to help secure control, resources, 
and perceived authority. 

In light of these research findings, policymakers should avoid broad generalizations about the role 
of religion or belief in either driving or preventing conflict, nor should they assume a causal relation-
ship between restrictions on religion or belief and violent conflict. Policymakers should, however, be 
concerned about the rising trends in violence based on religion or belief, specifically in relation to 
government force, mob violence, property damage, and the imposition of religious norms, and the 
ongoing impacts of religion-related armed conflicts and interreligious violence on civilians.

III. UN action to combat violence 
based on religion or belief
The Human Rights Council, the General Assembly, and the Security Council have all engaged on 
issues related to violence based on religion or belief. The text box on the following page summa-
rizes recent actions taken by each of these bodies.

These actions have all contributed to reinforcing both FoRB generally and efforts against vio-
lence based on religion or belief specifically. In particular, the Human Rights Council forged an 
important path with Resolution 16/18, which helped build consensus on member state obligations 
and put a useful focus on the steps that member states should take domestically to promote 
FoRB. However, these efforts have also faced significant limitations. The Human Rights Council’s 
credibility as an institution has been undermined by the human rights records of some of its 

A view of the virtual commem-
oration of the International 
Day of Vesak 2020. 

Credit: UN Photo/Loey Felipe
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Human Rights Council 
With the landmark Resolution 16/18 (2011), the Human 
Rights Council set an ambitious agenda for “combat-
ing intolerance, negative stereotyping and stigmati-
sation of, and discrimination, incitement to violence, 
and violence against, persons based on religion or 
belief.” This resolution urged member states, among 
other things, to speak out against incitement to 
violence, and criminalize incitement to immediate 
violence based on religion or belief. The resolution 
recognized a link between restrictions on FoRB and 
violent conflict by noting that open, respectful fora 
for debate can prevent and counter religious ten-
sions and violence.i

Importantly, the resolution called on member states 
to implement the 16/18 agenda domestically by 
countering religious profiling, preventing discrimina-
tion by civil servants, and appointing a section within 
their governments to monitor and address tensions 
between religious communities. In 2013, the Human 
Rights Council passed Resolution 22/31, which 
additionally required the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights to report on member states’ self-re-
ported progress toward implementation 
of Resolution 16/18’s calls to action. ii The Human 
Rights Council readopts the 16/18 action points and 
the request for reporting by the High Commissioner 
for Human Rights in an annual resolution. 

General Assembly
In the 1981 UN Declaration, the General Assembly as-
serted that “the disregard and infringement of human 
rights and fundamental freedoms, in particular of the 
right to freedom of thought, conscience, religion or 
whatever belief, have brought, directly or indirectly, 
wars and great suffering to mankind.”iii Such framing 
acknowledges the connection between restrictions on 
FoRB and armed conflict, making a compelling argu-
ment for continued action on this issue.

In the past decade, action by the General Assembly 
has largely focused on reinforcing Human Rights 
Council resolutions. In December 2011, the General 
Assembly re-affirmed the need for universal 
implementation of Human Rights Council 

i. UN Human Rights Council, Resolution 16/18, A/HRC/RES/16/18, March 24, 2011. 
ii. UN Human Rights Council, Resolution 22/31, A/HRC/RES/22/31, March 22, 2013.
iii.  Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief in UN General Assembly, Resolu-
tion 36/55, A/RES/36/55, November 25, 1981, para. 3.
iv.  UN General Assembly, Resolution 66/167, A/RES/66/167, December 19, 2011.
v.  UN General Assembly, Resolution 73/176, A/RES/73/176, December 17, 2018.
vi. UN General Assembly, Resolution 73/285, A/RES/73/285, April 2, 2019.
vii. UN General Assembly, Resolution 73/296, A/RES/73/296, May 28, 2019.
viii.  UN Security Council, Resolution 2250 (2015), S/RES/2250 (2015), December 9, 2015, p. 2.
ix.  See, for example, UN Security Council, Resolution 2499 (2019), S/RES/2499 (2019), November 15, 2019.
x. “China, Pakistan Targeted on Persecution of Religious Minorities at UNSC Meet,” Business Standard, August 23, 2019, https://www.busi-
ness-standard.com/article/pti-stories/china-pakistan-targeted-on-persecution-of-religious-minorities-at-unsc-meet-119082300305_1.html.

Resolution 16/18 with the passage of Resolution 
66/167, which also required the Secretary-General 
to report on member states’ implementation of the 
16/18 action points.iv  The General Assembly continues 
to renew the calls to action and requests for reporting 
by the Secretary-General in an annual resolution.

In 2018, the General Assembly approved 
Resolution 73/176 (2018), which re-emphasized FoRB 
as a human right, alongside freedom of thought 
and conscience, and urged states to fully coop-
erate with the Special Rapporteur on FoRB in 
fulfillment of their mandate.v In 2019, the General 
Assembly adopted two additional resolutions on 
violence based on religion or belief. Resolution 
73/285 condemned all acts of violence based on 
religion or belief,vi and Resolution 73/296 created 
the International Day Commemorating the Victims 
of Acts of Violence Based on Religion or Belief to 
be recognized annually on August 22.vii

Security Council
The Security Council has taken some actions recog-
nizing religion as a factor in conflict. For example, 
thematic resolutions such as Resolution 2250 (2015) 
on youth, peace and securityviii and recent peace-
keeping mandates for the UN peacekeeping mission 
in the Central African Republicix acknowledge that 
religious intolerance and violence can drive con-
flict. Similarly, resolutions on terrorism and violent 
extremism rightly assert that neither should be asso-
ciated with any particular religion or nationality.

The Council has recently indicated that it may 
be willing to engage more actively with FoRB as 
a security matter. In August 2019, the Security 
Council hosted an Arria-formula meeting on 
“Advancing the safety and security of persons be-
longing to religious minorities in armed conflict,” in 
support of the International Day Commemorating 
the Victims of Acts of Violence Based on Religion 
or Belief. At this informal meeting, both China 
and Pakistan received strong censure from other 
member states about their egregious restrictions of 
religion or belief that severely undermine the lives 
and freedoms of religious minorities.x 

https://www.business-standard.com/article/pti-stories/china-pakistan-targeted-on-persecution-of-religious-minorities-at-unsc-meet-119082300305_1.html
https://www.business-standard.com/article/pti-stories/china-pakistan-targeted-on-persecution-of-religious-minorities-at-unsc-meet-119082300305_1.html
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members and its inaction in the face of egregious human rights violations resulting from political 
interference by its members. These criticisms are poised to grow with new member states such as 
China, Nepal, Pakistan, Russia, and Uzbekistan,32 which are responsible for severe or high levels 
of violations of freedom of religion or belief,33 taking seats on the Human Rights Council in 2021. 

The General Assembly’s effort to reinforce the 16/18 agenda by enshrining it in a General Assembly 
resolution lent added credibility to the agenda. However, General Assembly resolutions are, like 
Human Rights Council resolutions, non-binding, and implementation depends on the political will 
of member states. In practice, this means that this agenda suffers from under-implementation by 
member states. For example, in 2020 only 16 member states submitted contributions to inform 
the Secretary-General’s annual report, in response to a note verbale circulated by the Office of 
the High Commissioner for Human Rights.34 

The Security Council has greater authority to compel action with its resolutions, but has only 
recently taken very modest steps to recognize the security dimensions of FoRB. As we discuss in 
the next section, there are several potential opportunities—as well as important risks—that could 
come if the Security Council engages with FoRB as a threat to international peace and security.

Overall, efforts by the Human Rights Council, General Assembly, and Security Council to prevent 
and combat violence based on religion or belief could benefit from greater member state attention 
and leadership. This could help create consistent pressure on all member states to meet their do-
mestic requirements under Human Rights Council Resolution 16/18, to report on their progress to 
the Secretary-General and the High Commissioner for Human Rights, and to ensure that specific 
actions are taken to protect civilians from violence based on religion or belief.

Risks and opportunities for  
strengthening UN action
Modern violence is increasingly targeted against individuals and communities based on their 
religion or belief. The previous section described recent actions by the UN to protect FoRB, but 
these actions have proven insufficient to address growing violence related to religion or belief. 
This section identifies risks and opportunities for UN member states to build on past UN action 
and strengthen efforts to protect FoRB at the Human Rights Council, the General Assembly, and 
the Security Council. 

Compared to the Human Rights Council and the General Assembly, the Security Council has 
traditionally had little direct engagement with the FoRB agenda. Yet given the rising trends in 
violence based on religion or belief (including the spread of this type of violence to more countries 
and the increasingly severe impact on civilians of some forms of this violence), there are com-
pelling reasons to consider more action by the Council going forward. More direct and sustained 
engagement by the Council could help prevent violence in a deteriorating situation, for example, 
and assist in providing support to stronger political strategies and longer-term accountability. 
Beyond specific country situations, the Council could consider looking at these violence trends 
to consider a more thematic, preventive approach overall for its agenda and to strengthen its own 
analysis. Furthermore, these trends overlap with the issue of violent extremism, and could better 
inform efforts of the sanctions committees and efforts to prevent financing and support to ter-
rorist groups. Major arguments in favor of greater Security Council engagement on FoRB include: 

b Enabling the Security Council to engage more preventively and effectively on situa-
tions that are already on the Council’s agenda. The Council has many conflict situations 
on its agenda where the Pew Research Center has assessed there to be high levels of violence 
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based on religion or belief. These include the situations in Afghanistan, the Central African 
Republic, Iraq, Libya, Myanmar, Somalia, Syria, and Yemen. Yet the Council’s engagement on 
these situations is not consistently informed by a nuanced understanding of how religion or 
belief may play roles in triggering or sustaining conflict. The Council has responded to these 
conflicts without situating them within the broader trends in growing restrictions on FoRB 
and violence based on religion or belief. As a result, the Council may miss opportunities to 
better understand risk factors for violence, given the correlation between FoRB restrictions 
and violent conflict in some situations. It also means that the Council may miss opportunities 
with respect to identifying solutions. By drawing on the data on violence based on religion or 
belief, the Council could better identify tools that could be applied across different situations 
on its agenda for conflict prevention and resolution.

b Identifying early warning risks and taking action in country-specific conflict settings 
not currently on the Council’s agenda. The Council does not have on its agenda all con-
flict situations involving violence based on religion or belief. For example, Nigeria and the 
Philippines are identified by the Pew Research Center as having religion-related conflicts 
that resulted in hundreds of thousands and tens of thousands of civilians killed or displaced 
respectively, but they are not currently on the Council’s agenda. (While the Security Council 
has considered violence perpetrated by Boko Haram specifically as part of its discussion of 
the Lake Chad Basin area, violence based on religion or belief in Nigeria is broader than Boko 
Haram and is perpetrated by a range of state and non-state actors.) If the upward trends 
continue globally, this type of violence could become a greater threat to international peace 
and security, with increasing levels of violence and a wider geographic spread. Understanding 
these conflicts as manifestations of a broader trend of rising violence based on religion or belief 
could facilitate earlier, preventive, and more consistent engagement by the Security Council, 
including by giving the Council a stronger rationale for considering conflict situations not 
currently on its agenda. 

b Paving the way for action in non-conflict settings where violence is high. Many egregious 
situations of violence based on religion or belief are taking place in contexts that are not 

Secretary-General António 
Guterres (left) meets with 
Pope Francis during an audi-
ence at the Vatican in Rome. 

Credit: UN Photo/Rein 
Skullerud.
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currently recognized by the Security Council as threats to international peace and security. 
This includes, for example, mass atrocities in China and Nigeria (where, in addition to atroci-
ties perpetrated by Boko Haram, some groups have identified atrocities perpetrated by Fulani 
militia).35 In some of these situations, the Council has been unable to take meaningful action 
because of political obstruction (particularly by China and Russia, which hold veto power). 
While there are no easy solutions to the problem of permanent members of the Council block-
ing action, building up both country-specific cases and thematic language would in the longer 
term support greater engagement by the Security Council on this agenda. Over time, this could 
help pave the way for more consistent action to combat violence based on religion or belief, 
including in situations that are not currently recognized by the Council as conflict situations. 
These actions would in turn help to reinforce the freedom of religion and belief as a universal 
norm and a human right, instead of attempting to uphold it only in specific, limited cases.

Of course, some important challenges also come with Security Council engagement on FoRB. The 
governments of China and Russia have both imposed high levels of FoRB restrictions on their own 
populations, and both hold veto power on the Council. The Chinese government in particular is 
actively engaged in mass atrocities targeting predominantly Muslim Uyghurs and other Turkic 
Muslim communities. Any resolution or presidential statement would have to get past China’s and 
Russia’s objections—and in order to meet that bar, the text would likely be relatively toothless. It 
is even possible that no text could get past the veto while maintaining standards of international 
human rights law. Moreover, for the Council to engage with the issue, it must engage with it as 
a security challenge—that is, as a threat to international peace and security. Given the political 
obstacles, this would almost certainly require the Council to focus on the aspects of FoRB in-
volving violence or with a strong link to violent conflict, rather than engaging with the broader 
FoRB agenda that includes both violent and non-violent forms of discrimination. Despite these 
drawbacks, we argue that greater action by the Council on this issue (complemented by stronger 
action at the Human Rights Council and the General Assembly on the full FoRB agenda) could 
help support the Security Council’s primary role in preventing and responding to conflict, as well 
as in supporting measures for accountability, human rights, and upholding the UN Charter. 

Risks
There are important opportunities for UN member states to strengthen the FoRB agenda through 
the Security Council, the Human Rights Council, and the General Assembly. But UN action on 
this issue also comes with important risks that apply to all three bodies. FoRB experts consulted 
for this study identified two key risks as critical for UN member states to manage:

b Undermining other human rights, including rights related to gender and sexuality. Some 
member states have pitted FoRB against other human rights, dealing serious damage to both. 
In particular, FoRB has been misused to justify discrimination or violence against women, 
girls, and LGBTQ+ persons in the name of religious freedom. This history creates a serious 
risk that UN member states taking action on FoRB with the goal of preventing or counter-
ing violence based on religion or belief may instead facilitate further erosion of the rights of 
women, girls, and LGBTQ+ persons. Moreover, some experts caution that focusing action on 
one particular human right is inherently risky, since all human rights are interdependent and 
should be seen as mutually reinforcing. Singling out FoRB could make it harder to address it 
in a holistic way together with other human rights. 

b Marginalizing non-Abrahamic religions and beliefs. There is a widespread perception, 
particularly within the Global South, that FoRB has been championed largely by Global North 
countries with a specific interest in protecting Christian minorities. This perceived bias creates 
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understandable suspicion and sensitivities around actions that place special attention on FoRB 
compared to other human rights—particularly in the context of growing nationalist move-
ments in Europe and North America linked to Christianity. Moreover, both scholarship and 
activism on FoRB have suffered from an over-emphasis on Abrahamic religions at the expense 
of other religions or beliefs, including Indigenous religions and beliefs, animist religions and 
beliefs (particularly those practiced on the African continent), and humanist, atheist, and 
secular beliefs. Any member state actions that reinforce these biases could have the effect of 
further marginalizing non-Abrahamic religions and beliefs.

Opportunities
With careful attention to mitigate these risks, however, UN member states could take several 
actions to better prevent and respond effectively to rising levels of violence based on religion or 
belief worldwide. Member states could seize the following seven opportunities:

1. Highlight the issue of violence based on religion or belief and call attention to upward 
trends. 2021 marks the 10th anniversary of Human Rights Council Resolution 16/18 (adopted in 
March 2011) and the 40th anniversary of the General Assembly Declaration on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief (adopted in November 
1981), and 2022 marks the 30th anniversary of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Persons 
Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities (adopted in December 
1992). These anniversaries offer an opportunity for member states to hold events, call attention 
to violence based on religion or belief, and advocate renewed action to advance the agenda. 

 These activities could include requesting the Secretary-General to convene a High-Level 
Panel to perform a global study on how the UN can better protect FoRB. In addition, the 
Human Rights Council could hold a panel event to share lessons learned and outcomes 
from the Istanbul Process for Combating Intolerance, Discrimination, and Incitement to 
Hatred, and/or Violence on the Basis of Religion or Belief. This Istanbul Process follow-up 
meeting could be also turned into an annual informal event timed to coincide with the 

Participants at the launch of 
the 2017 Plan of Action for 
Religious Leaders and Actors 
to Prevent Incitement to 
Violence that Could Lead to 
Atrocity Crimes, also known 
as the Fez Plan of Action. 

Credit: UN Photo/Eskinder 
Debebe
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annual readoption of the 16/18 agenda in the Human Rights Council, as a way to gener-
ate more discussion between member states about progress made and to exchange ideas. 

2. Enhance FoRB capacities within the UN system. The Special Rapporteur on FoRB is man-
dated by the Human Rights Council to report objectively and systematically on violations of 
FoRB to the Human Rights Council and General Assembly, providing a critical resource in the 
context of heavy politicization of the FoRB agenda by member states. However, the Special 
Rapporteur position is unfunded and thus fulfilled on a voluntary and usually part-time ba-
sis. Member states could support converting the Special Rapporteur for FoRB into a salaried 
position, provide resources to enable more visits by the Special Rapporteur to member states, 
and provide additional staffing to the Special Rapporteur’s office to enable both additional 
thematic research and country-specific research and follow-up reporting after the Special 
Rapporteur’s country visits. In addition to reinforcing the capacity of the Special Rapporteur’s 
office, member states could consider requesting and funding FoRB focal points within the 
UNDP Crisis Response Unit, to reinforce links with broader UN priorities such as conflict 
prevention and the Sustainable Development Goals. 

Member states should also support further research into the relationship between non-vi-
olent FoRB restrictions and armed conflict worldwide. Additional research could help pol-
icymakers understand whether and how such restrictions could be used as early warn-
ing indicators for conflict. This could offer important avenues to strengthen the Security 
Council’s engagement on FoRB as part of its broader conflict prevention strategy. 

3. Reinforce reporting on member states’ progress on domestic action. Member states could 
develop indicators for monitoring progress on the 16/18 calls to action and call on govern-
ments to generate national action plans for collecting data against those indicators. Current 
reporting efforts are undermined by low member state compliance and limited opportunities 
for civil society groups to share their perspectives with the UN. Member states could call for 
governments to establish confidential and accessible mechanisms for civil society to report 
on violations of FoRB, in partnership with the Special Rapporteur on FoRB. Greater attention 

Ahmed Shaheed, Special 
Rapporteur on Freedom of 
Religion or Belief, addresses 
the General Assembly on com-
bating antisemitism in 2019. 

Credit: UN Photo/Manuel Elías



13

VIOLENCE BASED ON RELIGION OR BELIEF: TAKING ACTION AT THE UNITED NATIONS

placed on violence based on religion or belief at the UN, including at the Security Council, 
would create additional pressure for member states to fulfill existing reporting requests.  

4. Integrate language on preventing and combating violence based on religion or belief 
into related agendas. Combating violence based on religion or belief is part of the broader 
human rights agenda but also overlaps with many other agendas, including the protection 
of civilians; women, peace, and security; Indigenous rights; preventing mass atrocities and 
genocide; protection of cultural heritage; children and armed conflict; and preventing and 
countering violent extremism. Member states should consider integrating language on vio-
lence based on religion or belief and/or FoRB into resolutions on other relevant agendas. This 
language could also be tied to specific actions; for example, member states could request the 
Secretary-General to include a section on violence based on religion or belief in their annual 
report on the protection of civilians. Member states could also consider creating a target for 
FoRB within the Sustainable Development Goals through the General Assembly. 

5. Take country-specific actions to protect civilians in contexts with high levels of vio-
lence based on religion or belief. Human Rights Council members should, despite potential 
political opposition, attempt to establish Special Rapporteurs and/or fact-finding missions 
or other investigative mechanisms for mass atrocity crimes in contexts that have received 
too little attention at the UN, such as China’s targeting of predominantly Muslim Uyghurs 
and other religious minority groups. Should a member state not welcome such a mechanism 
within its borders, the investigative panel could gather evidence from afar, as in the case of 
the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea in 2013. 

Security Council members should consider passing a country-specific resolution on violence 
based on religion or belief in a conflict-affected context where there is sufficient member state 
agreement. This resolution could call attention to the roles that religion may play in perpet-
uating or resolving the conflict and draw special attention to atrocity crimes. A resolution 
could, for example, examine violence based on religion or belief perpetrated by all state and 
non-state actors in Nigeria. Alternatively, it could focus on violence perpetrated by a specific 
non-state actor such as Boko Haram or al-Shabaab.

In addition, Council members could consider adding language on violence based on re-
ligion or belief into resolutions authorizing peace operations in areas with high levels of 
violence based on religion or belief. This language could, for example, remind all par-
ties to the peace of FoRB rights (and the need for inclusive peace agreements), express 
concern over violence based on religion or belief taking place in the peace operation’s 
area of deployment, or request the peace operation to consider violence based on re-
ligion or belief as part of its analysis and activities related to the protection of civilians.  

6. Introduce a thematic resolution at the Security Council. Given rising trends in violence 
based on religion or belief, and the links between FoRB restrictions and violent conflict, there 
is a compelling reason for the Security Council to engage with this agenda as a security issue. 
Security Council members should consider introducing a thematic resolution on violence 
based on religion or belief generally, or on the protection of religious minorities in conflict 
settings more narrowly. The aim of this resolution would be to define the agenda in a broad 
and inclusive way, acknowledge the connections between FoRB and other human rights, and 
sensitize the Council to this issue so that it can engage with it more actively over time. In 
applying this recommendation, member states must ensure that the resolution does not in-
advertently perpetuate misconceptions about religion and conflict, undermine other human 
rights, or marginalize non-Abrahamic religions or beliefs.
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7. Encourage the Security Council to stay engaged on these issues. Security Council 
members should also consider holding additional Arria-formula meetings on violence based 
on religion or belief and could also request informal briefings by the Special Rapporteur 
on FoRB or from country-specific Special Rapporteurs, Independent Experts, or Groups 
of Experts. (Currently, there are Special Rapporteurs on Eritrea, Iran, Myanmar, and 
North Korea, Independent Experts on the Central African Republic and Sudan,36 a Group 
of Eminent Experts on Yemen, and a Team of Experts on the Kasaï region.)37 Security 
Council members could further ask for a briefing by the UN Office on Genocide Prevention 
and the Responsibility to Protect on the main risk indicators related to religion or belief in 
the Framework of Analysis for Atrocity Crimes. Council members could also request that 
the UN Secretary-General and/or the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 
routinely share relevant findings from Commissions of Inquiry, Fact-Finding Missions, or 
other independent investigative mechanisms.

Recent trends in increased violence based on religion or belief are deeply concerning. The in-
ternational community, including the UN, should understand the immense harm this type of 
violence can create—as an erosion of human rights, as a feature of mass atrocities, as a threat to 
governance, sovereignty, and the rule of law, and as a risk factor in violent conflict. UN bodies 
including the Human Rights Council, the General Assembly, and the Security Council have taken 
important steps to combat this type of violence, but UN member states should strengthen and 
build on those activities in order to reverse rising trends and protect civilians from violence based 
on religion or belief.
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