December 2021

Family Research Council Submission
to the United Nations Special Rapporteur on
Freedom of Religion or Belief
Regarding a Call for Input for a report on the rights of persons belonging
to religious or belief minorities in situations of conflict.
Distinct Impact of Religious Persecution on Women

T

he distinctive and tragic impact of religious persecution on women and girls—who have unique
vulnerabilities as females and unique challenges in societies that devalue and marginalize

women—is significant across the globe. Two clear examples can be found in the situations faced

by Christian and Hindu women and girls in the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, and Uyghur Muslim
women in the People’s Republic of China.

NGOs continue to estimate that up to 1,000 Christian and Hindu girls are abducted and forced into
marriage with Muslim men in Pakistan every year.1 Most often, such forced marriages occur when a

Muslim neighbor or acquaintance abducts an underage girl and forces her to sign conversion papers and
a marriage license. 2 Women and girls in these situations face repeated rape, physical violence, and

domestic servitude.
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BBC News reported the story of a 12-year-old Christian girl named Farah who was forcefully abducted
from her home and was made to convert to Islam and marry her abductor. 3 Regarding her struggle, she
stated, “I was chained most of the time and ordered to clean the abductor’s home as well as take care of
the animals in the yard outside. It was terrible. They’d put chains on my ankles, and tied me with a
rope. I tried to cut the rope and get the chains off, but I couldn’t manage it. I prayed every night,
saying, ‘God, please help me.’”
Christians make up approximately 1 percent of Pakistan’s population, and Hindus make up

approximately 2 percent of its population. Due in large part to their status as religious minorities,

Pakistani authorities are often reluctant to help the victims of forced marriage and conversion. The
United States Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) found in its 2021 report

that, “Authorities [in Pakistan] often do not take any action, and in abduction cases that are brought to
the courts, officials have claimed that victims willingly converted to Islam.” 4

When the parents of underage minority girls go to court to try to attain custody of their daughters back
from their abductors, religious tensions often spark mob violence, and sometimes threats are directed at
the judges in the cases. 5 Thus, political-religious insecurity in Pakistan directly affects Pakistani

Christian and Hindu women and girls disproportionately. We believe that the United Nations’ efforts
to address violations of religious freedom as well as violations of women’s rights should include a
concerted focus on the issue of forced marriage and conversion in Pakistan.

For the purposes of this document, “insecurity” is defined as “a state of anxiety or fear stemming from
perceived internal or external threats,” including “disharmony between distinct communities.”
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Accordingly, the existence of Uyghur Muslim women in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) is

precarious, filled with danger and “insecurity” – particularly with respect to their reproductive, sexual

and marital autonomy. In fact, recent revelations from internal Chinese Communist Party documents
reveal that the policies, which target the Uyghur population due to their distinct ethnic and religious

minority status, come directly from the highest levels in the Chinese government including Xi Jinping
himself. 6
Expert estimates suggest that between 1 and 3 million Uyghur and other ethnic minority Muslims in
the Xinjiang region are currently detained in internment camps and subjected to “re-education.”
Survivors of the camps who managed to escape report instances of torture and abuse. 7 Witness

testimonies suggest sexual violence against women in the camps are widespread. Sayragul Sauytbay, an
ethnic Kazakh who spent time detained in an internment camp in Xinjiang, said the Chinese camp

guards gathered one day and gang raped a female detainee, while other detainees who looked away or
expressed sorrow or disgust were punished. 8
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rooms and rape. She and other Uyghur women who managed to be released from the camps and escape
from China claim that organized rape is systematic in the camps. 9

The Chinese government has also enforced a widespread policy of brutal forced sterilizations and

forced abortions among Uyghur women in Xinjiang. This has contributed to the dramatic decline in
the birthrate among Uyghurs, as evidenced by Chinese government statistics. 10 Hundreds of thousands
of Uyghur women have been forced to undergo pregnancy checks, be fitted with intrauterine devices
against their will, and subjected to forced sterilization and even abortion. 11 The United States

government has officially determined that a genocide is ongoing because Uyghur women are being

sterilized and compelled to undergo abortions involuntarily.12 Countries including Canada, the United
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, the Republic of Lithuania, Czech Republic, and the
Kingdom of Belgium have also recognized the Chinese government’s actions against Uyghurs as
genocide.

Specifically through targeting the women of the Uyghur ethnic and religious minority, the Chinese
government is currently committing the worst crime known to mankind. The United Nations must act
robustly to affirm the human rights of Uyghur women and hold the Chinese government accountable
for its actions in Xinjiang.
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Preconditions that Harm Religious Minorities in Situations of
Insecurity
Insecurity is causing a crisis among Christian and other communities in Nigeria. More than 11,000
Christians have been killed in the Federal Republic of Nigeria since June 2015, and close to 300

churches have been attacked or destroyed since January 2012. 13 International Christian Concern reports
that in the last 18 years, an estimated 50,000 to 70,000 Christians have been murdered by radical

Islamic militant groups, while another 2 million people have been displaced. 14 Of these groups, radical

Fulani terrorists have become the greatest threat to Nigerian Christians and have killed the majority of

the 3,462 Christians who were murdered in 2021. 15 The terrorists groups Boko Haram and the Islamic
State West Africa, as well as Fulani militants, target Christians for attack, causing displacement and
committing mass kidnappings, abductions, rapes, massacres, and murders.16
Approximately half of the Nigerian population is Christian, predominantly located in the South, and
the other half is Muslim, mostly in the North of the country, but both religious groups are scattered

across the land. Some Christian villages are geographically segregated, making them vulnerable to being
targeted for attacks. In June 2018, the human rights group Open Doors reported that Fulani terrorists
destroyed a dozen Christian villages in a four-day massacre: “Most of the victims were in their homes
sleeping when the attacks began . . . when Muslim Fulani militant herdsmen began their killing

spree… In only days, a dozen villages in Nigeria’s Plateau state were wiped out. . . . [A]s many as 200
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Christians had been killed, however, some residents fear the death toll may be even higher, as more
bodies are yet to be recovered, while others were burned beyond recognition.” 17

The Nigerian government’s inability to properly assess the nature of threats to religious groups is a

precondition to violence against Christians and others. Unfortunately, the authorities either do not care
about religious violence or lack the resources to properly deal with repeated terrorist attacks against
Christians. Either possibility creates a volatile environment which endangers vulnerable Nigerian
citizens, particularly those living in rural areas.

Reports on the ongoing Nigerian violence repeatedly state that attacked villages and communities
receive either no response from local authorities or such belated assistance that the bloodshed has ended
by the time the authorities appear. This has caused deep mistrust between those who have suffered

extreme violence and all authorities—from the federal government to local police. A recent study from
the U.K. All-Party Parliamentary Group for International Freedom of Religion or Belief, Nigeria:
Unfolding Genocide?, states that authorities including local police should be required to invest in

improved connections with communities in order to “gather better intelligence and respond more

quickly to early warnings and distress calls.” It also suggests that police forces “should include members
of the affected communities to help with establishing trust between the communities and police.” 18
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Moreover, the Nigerian security forces are suspected of playing a partisan role in sectarian disturbances.
There have been several cases of arbitrary arrests, enforced disappearances, torture, other ill-treatment,
and use of excessive force, sometimes resulting in unlawful killings.19

In June 2021, President Muhammadu Buhari admitted his failure to end violence in the country.20 Yet,
the problems in Nigeria run deeper. The fact that President Buhari denies that Christians are

persecuted in Nigeria at all undermines efforts to address violence, especially as much of the violence is

targeted against Christians. 21 The lack of understanding from Nigerian officials about the true nature of
religious tensions in the country is a dangerous precondition prolonging continued violence and attacks
against religious communities.

Particular Challenges for Religious Minorities During
Displacement
While the plight of Rohingya Muslims in the Republic of the Union of Myanmar has been welldocumented, the unique risks faced by Christians belonging to the Rohingya minority group facing

displacement alongside Rohingya refugees is less known. Rohingya Christians have reported incidents
in which they have been targeted by Muslims within refugee camps in the People’s Republic of

Bangladesh. In addition to being victimized by the Tatmadaw army which carried out an ethnic

cleansing of Rohingya people in Myanmar’s Rakhine State, Rohingya Christians are also endangered
by the Muslim majority within the Rohingya minority. 22 In January 2020, Radio Free Asia reported

that 12 Rohingya Christians were attacked in Kutupalong refugee camp in Bangladesh, by individuals
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that the Christians asserted belonged to an Islamist terrorist group who wanted them to leave the

camp. 23 In February 2020, AsiaNews reported that nearly 400 militants associated with the Arakan
Rohingya Salvation Army destroyed a church and 25 Christian homes, and kidnapped a Christian

family. 24 The victims claimed that Bangladesh authorities did not adequately respond to the attack and
ignored their concerns about being targeted for their faith. 25

That status as a religious minority (including within a larger ethnic minority) provides additional

hurdles during displacement. Religious minorities may need extra protection from security personnel or
placement in separate refugee camps. Local authorities should receive religious freedom training and
learn to respond to the needs of diverse communities. In various situations of displacement, the

solutions will differ. Yet, in all scenarios, the United Nations should be working to ensure that all
people have the right to choose, change, and live out their religious beliefs, even in situations of
displacement.

As articulated by the UN Declaration of Human Rights, religious freedom is a fundamental human
right, owed to all persons based on their inherent human dignity. While this right has come under

attack from authoritarian regimes and nonstate actors, it is even more fragile in situations of conflict

and insecurity. In these situations especially, the international community must be vigilant in protecting
every person so they may practice their faith freely without fear of attack or discrimination.
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