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Non-religious people are discriminated against and at risk of persecution globally. The
right to hold non-religious beliefs is enshrined in international law. However,
non-religious minorities are still treated with violence and discrimination2 which leads
some people to claim asylum.

My forthcoming research3 shows that non-religious people face significant
disadvantages seeking asylum and in receiving protection for holding non-religious
beliefs. For example, the United Kingdom’s religious persecution guidance
overwhelmingly focuses on Christian convert cases, leading to asylum claimants being
subjected to inaccurate questioning such as referring to atheism as a conversion and
seeing atheism as analogous to adhering to a religious doctrine. This leads to an unfair
burden of evidence where the non-religious must materialise their claims, in ways not
compatible with atheistic beliefs.

These findings are being replicated around Europe4 where non-religious claimants are
labelled as 'converts' in Sweden, Norway, and the Netherlands. For example, converts
can point to a church or pastor who has provided support, but the non-religious often
do not have the equivalent support to evidence their beliefs.

The continuation of these cases suggests that human rights protections for the
non-religious are under-developed5 and they are at risk of being disadvantaged in
asylum determination processes in the UK and elsewhere.

We call for states to close the gaps in asylum assessment processes for and knowledge
about the non-religious. Non-religiosity should be understood and questioned in its own
right and on equal footing with religiosity, but it cannot be treated the same as a
religious conversion claim.
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