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Introduction: 
       Today, one can come across many forms of discrimination in the society we live in, religious and 
racial discrimination are two of them. On the one hand, religious discrimination has been around since 
early colonists and has been present in many ages, such as, the Holocaust where millions of Jews 
were murdered. Moreover, it was not only because of religion but also because of racism. 

       Although the freedom of religion is recognized internationally as a human right, governments 
may not respect that right for various reasons. Governments may not want individuals to practice a 
certain religion or a set of beliefs for fear that might threaten national security. Or, governments may 
want individuals to practice a certain religion.  
 
        On the other hand, racism is still present today, as well as other discriminative intolerances. 
There is not an exact record which defines when or where it started, however we can say that it exists 
since the beginning of the notion of society. It existed in all societies, from Ancient Egypt and the 
Minoan, and the Mycenaean Civilizations, to Ancient Greece, the Byzantium, the Renaissance and to 
the Modern World. 
    
        Furthermore, in the modern world and until today, racism and religious discrimination continues 
to be one of the most urgent scourges, despite the uncountable international actions against it. 

The issue         

Religious Discrimination  

        The Universal Declaration of Human Rights defines the freedom of religion or belief as a human 
right. Article 18 declares that “everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; 
this right includes freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community 
with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship 
and observance."  

         Religious Discrimination could be due to the fact that a person or a state or an organization may 
consider treating a person only by taking under consideration the person’s religious beliefs. More than 
that, religious discrimination refers also to the unequal treatment to a person due to the fact that he/she 
is associated in any way with another person of specific religious group. One of the mayor problems 
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that it involves is the religious persecution of ethnic minorities such as the Karen and 
the Rohingya who have faced persecution and have also been subjected to forced labour.         

Direct discrimination 

      Although a person’s religious beliefs are understood and protected by the International Convention 
on Human Rights, they may not always respected by others or by the state. It is discrimination to treat 
someone unfairly compared to someone else, because of the person’s religion or belief. This is called 
direct discrimination.  

     Examples include: refusing someone a bank loan because the other is Jewish, refusing to allow 
someone into a restaurant because the other Muslim, or even dismissing someone from work because 
the other is Rastafarian. 

Indirect discrimination  

      Indirect discrimination occurs when an organisation has practices, policies or procedures which, 
although they are applied to everyone, have the effect of disadvantaging people of a particular religion 
or belief (or people without a religion or belief). 

      Indirect discrimination will not be unlawful if it can be justified: a legitimate aim (ie a real 
business need) and that the practice is proportionate to that aim (ie necessary and there is no 
alternative less discriminatory means available) must be shown. 
      
     Examples of indirect discrimination might include: refusing to allow someone into a restaurant if 
the other is wearing a hijab or turban and/or requiring all the employees of company to dress in a 
particular way if this means they ca not wear an item of clothing they regard as part of their faith. 

Victimisation  
       
     Victimisation is when an individual is treated detrimentally because they have made a complaint or 
intend to make a complaint about discrimination or harassment or have given evidence or intend to 
give evidence relating to a complaint about discrimination or harassment. They may become labelled 
‘troublemaker’, denied promotion or training, or be marginalised by their colleagues. 

      
Harassment  

        Harassment occurs when someone makes you feel humiliated, offended or degraded. For 
example a young British Asian man at work keeps being called a racist name by colleagues. His 
colleagues say it is just banter, but the employee is insulted and offended by it. Harassment can never 
be justified. However, if an organisation or employer can show it did everything it could to prevent 
people who work for them from behaving like that, claims for harassment can’t be made against them, 
but they can against the harasser. 

 Racial Discrimination  

        The International convention on the elimination of All forms of Racial Discrimination defines 
“racial discrimination “ as “any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference based on race, colour, 
descent, or national or ethnic origin which has the purpose or effect of nullifying or impairing the 

http://scalar.usc.edu/works/current-issues-in-refugee-education/xinwei-wiki-karen-people
http://scalar.usc.edu/works/current-issues-in-refugee-education/xinwei-rohingya-people
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recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in 
the political, economic, social, cultural or any other field of public life.” 

      Racism is the belief that a particular race is superior or inferior to another, that a person’s social 
and moral traits are predetermined by his or her inborn biological characteristics. 
     
     Xenophobia involves “attitudes, prejudices and behaviour that reject, exclude and often vilify 
persons, based on the perception that they are outsiders or foreigners to the community, society or 
national identity”. 

Key States/Organisations Involved  

UNESCO  

    In 1949, UNESCO launched a major global program to combat racism. UNESCO has drawn on the 
full force of its mandate to combat all forms of racism. As early as 1966, UNESCO recognized 
Apartheid as a “crime against humanity”. As well as, World Conference against Racism, Racial 
Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance, UNESCO adopted, in 2003, a new Integrated 
Strategy to Combat Racism, Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance. 

EUROPEAN UNION  

       The European Union has contributed effectively to the World Conference in Durban by 
mentioning the special legislation against racial discrimination applied in the EU countries. Moreover, 
the EU has established the “European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia” which is 
collecting information on racially discriminatory incidents. Finally, the European Commission, having 
a ended the pre World Conference meetings held in Durban, has donated a substantial amount of 3.7 
million Euros to the World Conference, to other NGOs and to some LDCs (Least Developed 
Countries). 
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Key Events 

Event/Date Explanation

1915 In Armenia, ethnic Armenians living in the 
Ottoman Empire were rounded up, deported and 
executed on orders of the government 

1933-1945 Six millions Jews and five million Slavs, Roma, 
disabled, Jehovah’s witnesses, homosexual, and 
political and religious dissidents were killed 
during the Holocaust.

1948-1994 South Africa’s Apartheid Era  
Initially, the aim was to maintain white 
domination while extending racial separation.  
1994 there was an all-race national election 
which produced a coalition government with a 
black majority.

1948 Universal Human Rights Declaration 

1963 Martin Luther King’s speech “I have a dream”. 
With this speech became a hope to millions of 
Negro Slaves 

1969 International Convention on the qelimination of 
All forms of Racial Didcrimination 

2001 Durban Declaration and Programe of Action is a 
comprehensive, action-oriented document that 
proposes concrete measures to combat racism, 
racial discrimination, xenophobia and related 
intolerance.

2007 Resolution on the Elimination of all forms of 
intolerance and of discrimination based on 
religion or belief. A/HRC/RES/6/37

2010 Resolution on freedom of religious or belief.  
Mandate of the Special Rapporteur on freedom 
of religion or belief. A/HRC/RES/14/11

2013 Resolution on Freedom of Religion or Belief. A/
HRC/RES/22/20 

2016 First “International day for the elimination of 
Racial Discrimination” (21st March) 
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Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue  

The Durban Declaration and Programme of Action  
      In 1997, the General Assembly decided in resolution 52/111 to hold the World Conference against 
Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance. It was held in 2001 in Durban, 
South Africa and it was a landmark event in the struggle to improve the lives of millions of human 
beings around the world who are victims of racial discrimination and intolerance. The Conference 
adopted by consensus the Durban Declaration of Programme of Action (DDPA), which provided an 
important new framework to combat racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related 
intolerance. It encompasses measures such as securing development, fighting poverty, strengthening 
education and improving respect and awareness for human rights.  

     As stated above the EU and UNESCO have been highly focused on tackling racism and it is 
recommended to do further research on their initiatives. 
    

Possible Solutions 

●  Insure a healthy interreligious communication  
●  increased participation of ethnic minority trainees on work-based learning 
● States should establish a policy of public symbolic actions by which to send a clear message 

that religious or belief minorities are part of the larger society 
● Ensure that does how have been victims of discrimination have a proper rehabilitation  
● Ensure peacekeepers working in areas of high discrimination rates are trained to recognise 

discrimination  
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