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Persecution of Somali Believers:  
A Crisis of Faith and Identity 

 

Somalia remains one of the most dangerous countries globally for religious minorities, 
especially for Somali believers who have converted from Islam, primarily to Christianity. 
The country is marked by the dominance of militant Islamist groups, deep-seated 
cultural and familial intolerance, and the application of strict Islamic law, all of which 
combine to create a hostile environment that endangers the lives, freedoms, and 
dignity of Somali believers. This article explores the nature, causes, and effects of the 
persecution of Somali believers, as well as the international responses to this ongoing 
crisis. 
 
Islam is the predominant religion in Somalia, with the vast majority of Somalis 
identifying as Sunni Muslims. Religious identity is strongly intertwined with Somali 
national and clan identity, making apostasy, the act of renouncing Islam, socially and 
legally unacceptable. The militant group al-Shabaab, which controls significant 
portions of Somalia, enforces a strict and brutal interpretation of Sharia law, 
demanding absolute adherence to Islam and punishing deviations with extreme 
violence. In this environment, Somali believers who convert to Christianity do so at 
considerable personal risk. Christianity is nearly nonexistent as a public faith, and open 
worship or evangelism is virtually impossible. Converts are compelled to live in 
secrecy, often practicing their faith in hidden networks and relying on underground 
churches. 
 
Forms of Persecution 
The persecution faced by Somali believers occurs on multiple levels, such as violent, 
legal, social, and familial. Militants, particularly al-Shabaab, target converts and 
Christian leaders mercilessly, viewing them as threats to Islamic rule. Executions, 
abductions, physical assaults, and forced detentions are commonplace. Women are 
especially vulnerable, facing not only physical violence but also forced marriages, 
sexual violence, and denials of parental rights. 
 
At the legal and governmental level, conversion from Islam is illegal in some regions 
under Islamic law or constitutional provisions. Although the federal Somali government 
does not have explicit laws criminalizing conversion, regional administrations in 
Somaliland and Puntland enforce statutes prohibiting apostasy, with severe 
punishments including imprisonment. Additionally, the government rejects certain 
international human rights standards regarding religious freedom, prioritizing Islamic 
law as the supreme legal framework. 
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Beyond militant and legal pressures, societal and familial persecution is severe. 
Relatives and community members often ostracize, threaten, or violently punish 
converts. Families view apostasy as a profound dishonor, leading to forced 
confinement, disownment, and even murder. Such social sanctions effectively silence 
believers and prevent the public expression of faith. 
 
Case Examples of Persecution 
Numerous tragic cases illustrate the reality of persecution. Relatives forcibly confined a 
Somali Christian mother, Fatuma Hassan, and her infant daughter in 2025 after Fatuma 
converted to Christianity. They endured significant hardship, including restricted 
movement and threats, highlighting the gendered risks faced by female converts in a 
patriarchal society. 
 
Other documented cases reflect arrests and long prison sentences for “apostasy” or 
“blasphemy” convictions, particularly in Somaliland between 2020 and 2023. Women 
found practicing Christianity were frequently imprisoned with little access to legal 
recourse, and some faced reimprisonment upon release. These instances underscore 
the dangers believers face from state institutions enforcing religious orthodoxy. 
 
International Responses and Challenges 
International human rights organizations, faith-based advocacy groups, and diplomatic 
missions have condemned the persecution of Somali believers. Calls have been made 
for Somalia and regional administrations to adhere to international norms protecting 
freedom of religion or belief and to reform laws that criminalize religious conversion. 
Humanitarian groups are working to provide aid and refuge for persecuted believers, 
particularly vulnerable women and children. 
Nonetheless, progress is limited due to Somalia’s fragile security situation, weak 
governance, and the entrenched influence of militant Islamist groups. Political 
instability and societal resistance to religious pluralism complicate efforts to protect 
religious minorities. In this context, many Somali believers continue to face life-
threatening persecution with little protection. 
 
Conclusion 
The persecution of Somali believers is a grave, complex human rights crisis rooted in 
the interplay of militant extremism, legal restrictions, and cultural hostility. People who 
convert to Christianity face very high risks, such as violence, imprisonment, and being 
shunned by society. While international attention and advocacy persist, significant 
challenges remain in securing religious freedom and safety for this hidden community 
in Somalia. 
Greater international support, legal reform, and protection measures are urgently 
needed to uphold the fundamental human right to freedom of religion or belief in 
Somalia and to safeguard those who seek to follow their faith in defiance of 
overwhelming persecution. 
 



Vol.002.Number 2- 2025                                                                                                ISSN 002-11-2025 

 
References 
 

1. Open Doors UK & Ireland, Somalia World Watch List, 2025 
2. International Christian Concern: Trapped Christian Mother and Baby Persecuted, 

2025 
3. EU Agency Reports on Religious and Customary Law in Somalia, 2025 
4. Somalia Universal Periodic Review Report, 2025 
5. Freedom House Country Report on Somalia, 2025 
6. Persecution.org,  Coverage on Somali Christians, 2025 
7. Somalia Clarifies Position on African Children’s Rights Charter, 2021 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


