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According to UNHCR’s Global Trends report in 2015, more than 65 million people 

around the world have been forced to flee their homes. Just under two thirds of these 

are internally displaced persons (IDPs). About 86% of refugees under UNHCR's 

mandate are living in low and middle income countries, the majority of which are fragile 

states. The most important host countries include Turkey, Pakistan, Lebanon, the 

Islamic Republic of Iran, Ethiopia, Jordan, Kenya, Uganda, Chad and the Sudan. In 

most partner countries for German development cooperation, the vast majority of 

people are religious. Religious organisations1 and communities generally play a key 

role in political discourse and social wellbeing. As a result, religious organisations and 

other religious actors have an important part to play in addressing refugee and 

displacement issues. Appreciating the unique worth of every individual is part of the 

ethos of all recognised religious communities, and they have a particular commitment 

to supporting those in need of help and protection. Forced migration and displacement 

are central to the identity and early history of many religious communities.  

These are some of the main reasons why religious organisations provide support to 

refugees in a variety of contexts regardless of individuals’ faith, religious affiliation or 

worldview. They help refugees and IDPs to find their feet in the host societies of transit 

or host countries or to integrate (or reintegrate) into their home countries and regions. 

And they also work in refugee camps, carry out important political advocacy work for 

refugees and facilitate good relations with the local population. In addition to providing 

direct assistance for those affected, they strengthen and promote social cohesion in all 

these contexts.  

Many sacred texts include stories of forced migration. The Prophet Muhammad himself 

– shaped by his own experience of fleeing his home – created a system of protection 

for refugees. The other Abrahamic religions (Judaism and Christianity) and Buddhism 

also see it as a duty to provide particular care for the needy and displaced, based on 

the principle that all people are equal. But religious organisations vary greatly in their 

work on the ground with refugees in transit and host countries. The role of religion must 

therefore be examined in terms of the historical, political, economic and social context 

of the country in question. 

The causes of refugee movements can be divided into acute ones (e.g. natural 

disasters, war, persecution, violence and human rights violations) and structural ones 

(e.g. poverty, ethnic discrimination and poor governance). Structural causes are 

indirect: they undermine the resilience of people and entire societies and contribute to 

the escalation of violent conflicts.  

 

                                                        
1 Religious organisations are here taken to mean registered non-profit organisations or initiatives whose identity, mission 
and activities in development cooperation/policy and humanitarian aid are explicitly religiously motivated. Their working 
approach is peace-loving and impartial.  
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Religion and its role in causing forced migration 

 

Over 75% of the world’s population live in countries in which religious freedom is 

limited and religious communities are, to some extent, persecuted. Belonging to a faith 

or religious community can therefore be an acute cause of displacement. This is 

explicitly mentioned in the 1951 Refugee Convention agreed in Geneva. 

 

While religion is often seen by the public as the main cause of violence and conflict, it 

is generally one of many factors including social and economic inequality, corruption 

and ethnic tensions. Since the turn of the millennium, however, there has been a 

drastic increase in identity-based, intrastate conflicts. In 2013, there were religious 

hostilities in about a quarter of the 198 countries included in a study by the Pew 

Research Center. Among these were Myanmar, Iraq, the Syrian Arab Republic, the 

Central African Republic, Nigeria, Kenya and South Sudan. However, according to this 

study from 2013, religion is one of the determining factors in only 14% of acute 

conflicts. Religion is often exploited as a tool to polarise conflicting parties. But for 

religion to be a factor in a conflict, or to be exploited in this way, it has to play a key role 

in forming people’s identity in their everyday lives. In some conflicts religious 

radicalisation also plays a major role, seen, for instance, in a rise in religiously 

motivated hate speech in social media. This form of agitation is particularly effective 

when it is carried out by respected figures such as religious leaders. While it is not 

possible to draw any real conclusions as to a country’s propensity for peace on the 

basis of its degree of religiosity, it is true that states without a majority religion are on 

average slightly more peaceful and religiously tolerant than those with a 

dominating/dominant religious group. 

 

Religious actors can pose a threat to democracy and the rule of law when, for example, 

their beliefs restrict the rights of minorities. Religion can act as a structural cause of 

conflict where it is used to promote social discrimination, where it forces people to the 

fringes of society and where it contributes to poverty, injustice and persecution. 

Religions and faiths are used to exclude the ‘others’ and the ‘non-believers’ – they are 

directed against such groups, who are consequently forced to migrate and flee their 

homes. 

 

Religion and combating the root causes of displacement 

 

Religious organisations often have local networks and a permanent local presence. 

This enables them to react quickly in emergencies. Often, they serve as both early 

warning systems and first-aiders. Sacred buildings, schools and other meeting places 

can also be used to provide people with refuge and supplies. In 2013, religious actors 

and charities provided USD 420 million in humanitarian aid. They are also established 

partner organisations in the international humanitarian aid system and use 15% to 17% 

of all international funding available in this area. In this work, religious organisations 

help mitigate the acute causes of displacement in humanitarian disasters.  
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They are important actors in transforming conflicts and preventing refugee movements, 

especially where religion itself has become a key conflict factor. External actors 

generally have few opportunities to directly influence the lines of conflict and social 

divisions. Local civil society organisations, including religious organisations and their 

institutions for emergency aid, welfare, social work and development, promote social 

cohesion among different population groups. Religious texts can help delegitimise 

violence, and rituals and ceremonies can be the starting point for reconciliation and 

new beginnings. Parallel to the increase in identity-based conflicts, the number of 

interfaith networks working towards social cohesion and peaceful conflict 

transformation is also growing. Efforts to counteract the radicalisation of societies can 

be made more effective by involving religious actors: influential religious leaders can 

use their authority to publicly promote tolerance and peace, defend humanitarian 

values and offer alternative narratives to radicalisation. They benefit from a high degree 

of authenticity and moral authority, and they are held in high regard by many social 

groups.  

 

With their good local networks, religious organisations often perform important social 

functions and services that tackle the structural causes of displacement. They carry out 

long-term work with local people and, above all, they exist in places where state and 

development institutions are barely present. Credibility, acceptance and legitimacy are 

the basis of their work. In many places, religious organisations offer the only remaining 

structures that provide basic services. Particularly in fragile and rural regions, it is 

religious actors that run the majority of schools and hospitals. In addition to primary 

education, faith-based educational institutions provide knowledge about their own 

religion and thus prevent the simplification and polarisation of religion. In so doing, they 

not only contribute to basic services for the population but form a central part of 

resilient and peaceful societies.  

 

Religion as a factor for integration and social cohesion 

 

On the spiritual and ethical level, religious communities impart values such as peace, 

justice, solidarity and repentance to their followers. This enables them to support 

people in crisis situations. In many cases, displacement is becoming increasingly long-

term, making psychosocial support and integration in host countries and regions even 

more important. Religious organisations not only offer refugees and IDPs physical 

protection but also provide safe spaces where they can recover their psychosocial 

health. They enable marginalisation and persecution to be addressed as part of 

counselling services in host countries. Refugees often turn to their faith in search of an 

anchor in a new social context. In conflicts, behavioural patterns often have more of an 

emotional than a rational basis. A religious approach to reconciliation, integration and 

reintegration which considers people more holistically can therefore be more promising 

than a purely rational approach. Particularly in times of existential insecurity, religions 

therefore play a decisive role for people.  
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A common religious identity can also bring together people of different origins. 

Moreover, religious actors and their safe spaces offer starting points for exchange and 

meeting places for people of different religions and social groups.  

 

A religious angle is generally also beneficial in legal and political approaches to dealing 

with conflicts, as contractual settlements do not on their own lead to reconciliation and 

the healing of trauma. Truth and reconciliation commissions in post-conflict societies 

show that a comprehensive approach is needed to bring about a change in people’s 

worldviews and behaviour and how they understand the past. Respected religious 

leaders and other public figures can help build bridges. This also applies to conflicts in 

which religion was not one of the main causes. Examples include the mediation efforts 

of church and religious institutions and individuals such as Archbishop Desmond Tutu 

in South Africa and Cardinal Jaime Sin in the Philippines during the post-Marcos era, 

and the resulting (complete and partial) successes in countries such as South Africa, 

the Philippines, Guatemala, Colombia, the Central African Republic and Burundi. 

 

  


