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Religion and forced migration
Religion and forced migration have always been inextricably connected. Religious persecution figures
prominently in the UN definition of a refugee. Persecution based on religious beliefs constitutes one
of the grounds that allows asylum seekers to apply for refugee status.2 Religious and spiritual beliefs
and practices sustain many refugees in their process of displacement, migration, and settlement.3 Re‐
ligion and spirituality are sources of emotional and cognitive support, a form of social and political
expression and mobilization, and a vehicle of community building and group identity. Of course, not
everybody finds solace in religion in the time of extreme suffering.4 After seeing innocent children
burnt alive during the Holocaust, Elie Wiesel wrote that ‘the flames consumed my faith forever’ and
that the experience ‘murdered my God and my soul.’5 Many refugees fleeing wars and violent conflict
also asked why God has forsaken them, while others found refuge in God, referred to Him as a shep‐
herd and a rock, and found religious beliefs and rituals essential in trauma healing.6

Religion and the ‘refugee crisis’
Religion also took center stage in the recent ‘refugee crisis’ in Europe. In the increasingly secularized
Europe, religion, paradoxically, has gained or regained significance in many policy and public debates.
Religious pluralism existed in Europe for centuries; in many countries quite unproblematically. How‐
ever, the increasing religious (and ethnic) pluralism stemming from more recent migration resulted in
challenges to religious freedom and religious tolerance, despite existing anti‐discrimination laws. 7
Even prior to the recent ‘refugee crisis’ debates about building mosques, wearing different forms of
hijab, and providing religious education in schools abounded. This situation has changed even more
dramatically in 2015. With the arrival of refugees from Syria and Afghanistan, governments and the
general public started to link the refugees’ identity to their religion. 8 Thus, refugees began to be
equated with Muslims and Muslims with refugees. In extreme cases, refugees have been linked to
Muslim fundamentalists.
Ethnocentric perspectives identified Islam as an alien and anti‐democratic religion, an incubator of
political conflict.9 Several recent surveys bore out this widespread negative view of Islam and Muslim
refugees.10 As a result of a growing Islamophobia, many policy‐makers and quite a few members of
the general public called for the fortification of Europe.11 On the other hand, the emerging pro‐refugee
advocacy and solidarity movements, even in countries such as Poland or Hungary that refused to par‐
ticipate in the refugee relocation program, have called for openness to refugees regardless of their
religion.

The policy research alert
This policy research alert is a companion piece to a briefing paper entitled “The ‘refugee crisis’ and
religious tolerance in Europe: Plurality of perspectives” 12 (DOI 10.17185/duepublico/72833) on
religious tolerance and religious pluralism in five European countries—Germany (Saxony, Bavaria,
Hesse, and North Rhine Westphalia), Greece (Athens and Thessaloniki), Hungary (Budapest, Debrecen,
Vac), Poland (Poznań, Warsaw, Gdańsk, and Kraków), and Sweden (Malmö, Lund, Gothenburg, small
towns in Southern Sweden)—as well as in Turkey (Istanbul), Lebanon (Beirut), and Thailand (Bangkok).
Below we present a series of policy recommendations to strengthen the vision of cosmopolitan Europe
where religious tolerance and religious pluralism can flourish.
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Policy recommendations
The entry into force of the Treaty of Lisbon in January 2009 has renewed the institutional and legal
foundations upon which the relationship between religion and EU law and policy might develop in
the years to come. 13 Additionally, in 2013, the EU Guidelines on the promotion and protection of
freedom of religion or belief have been issued. When first issued, the Guidelines were hailed as a
landmark commitment. However, in subsequent years there has been much criticism of the lack of
formal evaluation of the effects of the Guidelines.14 These criticisms predate the ‘refugee crisis,’ but it
seems that there is even more reason now to evaluate the Guidelines as religious diversity related to
migration is growing.
Considering the implications of the EU’s own commitments to religious tolerance and religious plurality
and contextualizing them within our empirical research as well as existing writings on religious
tolerance and religious pluralism, we recommend to:
 Strengthen the powers of the European Commission in arenas relevant to religious pluralism,
including forced migration and refugee integration;
 Expand the competences of the EU Court of Justice to review the relationship between EU law
and religion and the legally binding nature of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights;
 Ensure that religious freedom guaranteed by European and national laws and regulations does
in fact allow everyone to choose and change their beliefs, freely express and practice their
faith, access and establish communities and places of worship;
 Provide legal, easily accessible mechanisms to report acts of religious discrimination and
religion‐based violence; and
 Establish legal and psychological support for victims of religiously motivated crimes.
There are already many good policies and practices trying to instill religious tolerance. However, these
policies are not always enforced as rigorously as they should be. Furthermore, with the growing role
religion plays in political debates as well as discussions about immigration, refugee support, and
integration, there is a need for innovative approaches. Below are recommendations aimed at
maintaining and enforcing the norms, policies, and laws that facilitate religious tolerance.
 Maintain the universalistic principle of freedom of religion, understood both as freedom of
belief and freedom from belief. These are important distinctions for many refugees and
immigrants as some might have never been able to choose not to be religious or to be agnostic.
In patriarchal societies, religious beliefs and associated behaviors, dress codes, and the ability
to work outside the home are not available to women. These restrictions are often explained
in terms of religious precepts. Children born to immigrants in Europe and attending secular
schools might also need the freedom to abandon the religious beliefs of their parents. They
should be accorded these rights;
 Ensure that refugees, immigrants, religious minorities, and refugee leaders have a voice in
policy dialogues at all levels of governance. Islam is the second largest religion in Europe and
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Muslim populations of immigrant descent face disproportionate socio‐economic exclusions,
discrimination, and racism;
 Ensure adequate financial and institutional support for faith‐based and non‐confessional civil
society organizations at the EU, regional, national, and local levels. Resources provided at the
EU and regional levels, in particular, would go a long way towards developing EU‐wide and
regional initiatives, including exchange of knowledge and best practices through meetings,
conferences, and online platforms; support initiatives that directly address the issue of
religious pluralism but also undertakings which focus on tackling common concerns and
problems and are therefore actual examples of conviviality and cooperation;
 Support adult educational programs and campaigns promoting religious pluralism and
tolerance;
 Include topics related to religious tolerance and religious pluralism in school curricula at all
levels. In particular, include content on religious diversity, examples of historical conviviality,
and stress the variety of interpretations, beliefs, cultural aspects in various religions;
 Train community leaders, educators, civil society and government representatives to
become skilled in facilitating inter‐religious dialogue; and
 Use social media platforms to enable innovative and interactive ways to discuss religious
tolerance and religious pluralism. Furthermore, ensure participation of refugees and migrants
of different faiths.
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About NOVAMIGRA
Several, partly interconnected crises have profoundly challenged the European project in recent years.
In particular, reactions to the arrival of 1.25 million refugees in 2015 called into question the idea(l) of
a unified Europe. What is the impact of the so‐called migration and refugee crisis on the normative
foundations and values of the European Union? And what will the EU stand for in the future?
NOVAMIGRA studies these questions with a unique combination of social scientific analysis, legal and
philosophical normative reconstruction and theory.
This project:
• Develops a precise descriptive and normative understanding of the current “value crisis”;
• Assesses possible evolutions of European values; and
• Considers Europe’s future in light of rights, norms and values that could contribute to
overcoming the crises.
The project is funded with around 2.5 million Euros under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research
and innovation programme for a period of three years.
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