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RELIGIOUS FREEDOM IN THE MALDIVES
Introduction.
1.
The European Centre for Law and Justice (ECLJ) is an international, non-governmental
organisation dedicated to promoting and protecting human rights around the world. The ECLJ
also holds Special Consultative Status before the United Nations Economic and Social Council1.
This report’s purpose is to raise concerns for the 2014 Universal Periodic Review (UPR)
regarding circumstances in the Republic of the Maldives [hereafter the Maldives] that have
significant potential to limit the Maldives’ ability to safeguard human rights.
Regardless of the Maldives’ New Constitutional Guarantees for Full Enjoyment of Human
Rights, the Maldives Continually Denies Non-Sunni Muslim Citizens and Non-Muslim
Foreigners the Right to Freely Practice Religion.
2.
The Maldives, after transferring power to its first democratically elected government in
2008 under the presidency of Mohamed Nasheed, implemented a new constitution that purports
to ensure the equal protection of human rights; however, it only grants those freedoms to the
extent they are compatible with Sunni Islam2, under Sharia law3. The Constitution’s NonDiscrimination Clause provides that “[e]veryone is entitled to the rights and freedoms included
in this Chapter without discrimination of any kind, including race, national origin, colour, sex,
age, mental or physical disability, political or other opinion, property, birth or other status, or
native island”4. Noticeably, religion does not appear in the Clause. Instead, “it is the
responsibility of every [Maldivian] citizen . . . to preserve and protect the State religion of
Islam”5. Thus, there is no freedom of religion or religious expression in the Maldives as the
Constitution forbids the practice of any religion other than Islam6. Only Muslims are granted
citizenship, while formerly-Muslim religious converts are punished by revocation of citizenship7.
Therefore, it is unlikely that the Maldives is making any effort to work towards religious
freedom for non-Muslims because Islam, as the official religion, holds both religious and
political power8. “Islam is so intertwined with politics in the Maldives that it is the only country
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in the world where it is illegal [for citizens] to be anything other than a Muslim”9. The Maldivian
Constitution stipulates that “a non-Muslim may not become a citizen of the Maldives”10.
Additionally, the Maldivian government has incorporated an aspect of Sharia law into its legal
system which provides that “citizens who convert to another religion can have their citizenship
revoked”11 or be sentenced to death12.
Protection of Religious Unity Act.
3.
The Protection of Religious Unity Act of 1994 maintains that “both the government and
the citizens of the country must protect the religious unity that they have created”13. Despite the
2010 Working Group’s “grave concern” for religious freedom under the religious unity
regulations, which enforce the Religious Unity Act14, the Maldivian government ratified and
published the new draft of the regulations in 201115. The religious unity regulations of the Act
make it “illegal in the Maldives to propagate any faith other than Islam or to engage in any effort
to convert anyone to any religion other than Islam”16. It is also illegal to publically carry or
display non-Islamic religious books and writings, and is illegal to translate non-Islamic religious
writings into Dhivehi, the Maldivian language17. Only the following remain exempt: “articles
that disseminate information about various disciplines, intellectual studies carried out,
comparative studies between Islam and other religions, description of sayings and expressions
about Islam by people of other religions, and dissemination of Muslim expressions on other
religions”18.
4.
Further, it is “illegal to display in public any symbols or slogans belonging to any religion
other than Islam, or creating interest in such articles”19. This regulation—in addition to the
Regulation on the Protection of Religious Unity forbidding the media from publicising material
that “humiliates Allah or his prophets or the holy Quran or the Sunnah of the Prophet
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(Mohamed) or the Islamic faith”20—authorised the Maldivian Ministry of Islamic Affairs to
block eight websites in 2008 and 2009 “for allegedly publishing anti-Islamic and pro-Christianity
content in [] Dhivehi [language]”21. In November 2011, the Ministry of Islamic Affairs also
banned a controversial blog written by Ismail ‘Hilath’ Rasheed22, a Maldivian freelance
journalist and religious freedom campaigner23. Rasheed spoke against the Maldivian
Constitution’s proscription against Islamic schools outside the “Sunni school of Islam” 24.
Rasheed’s blog was banned for containing anti-Islamic statements25. In a statement defending his
blog’s Islamic character, Rasheed stated, “I am a Sufi Muslim26 and there is nothing on my
website that contradicts Sufi Islam”27.
Rising Influence of Islamic Conservatism.
Apostasy Law.
5.
A major concern to the country is the Islamists’ rising influence. In addition to the
constitutional provisions granting equal protection of human rights only to the extent they are
compatible with Islam, there has also been talk about fully integrating and implementing Sharia
law in the country28. Even under current law, however, aspects of Sharia are incorporated into
the legal system29. For example, starting at age seven, apostasy is punishable by death30.
6.
In May 2010, during a public question-and-answer session with Islamic speaker Dr. Zakir
Naik, Mohamed Nazim stated that he was “Maldivian and not a Muslim”31. Nazim was the first
Maldivian to publicly announce he was not a Muslim32. The Islamic Foundation, a local religious
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non-governmental organisation33, called for Mohamed Nazim to be stripped of his citizenship
and sentenced to death if he did not repent and return to Islam34. Nazim’s statement challenged
the constitutionality of revocation for renouncing the Muslim faith35. The 2008 Maldivian
Constitution states that anyone who was a Maldivian citizen at the commencement of the
Constitution is a citizen of the Maldives36. It also states that “[n]o citizen of the Maldives may be
deprived of citizenship”37. Thus, Maldives’ adherence to Sharia law, which punishes apostasy
with revocation of citizenship, is contradictory to the Maldivian Constitution38. Nazim said,
“When I did what I did, legally I was absolutely convinced that there was no way I could not be
a Maldivian”39.
7.
Ultimately, Nazim re-embraced Islam, after being detained for five days at the
Dhoonidhoo prison where he received counseling from religious scholars40. He said, however,
“[t]he extremism that was taking hold in the Maldives was increasing so rapidly. . . . I needed to
speak about it41”. Nazim stated that “[s]omebody had to do it, it needed to be spoken about. The
repression of thought, the lack of debate and a lack of a proper public sphere in which such
discussion can take place, is dangerous”42.
8.
In July 2010, a 25-year-old air traffic controller, Ismail Mohamed Didi, who was being
investigated by his employer for apostasy, was found hanged at Male International Airport in an
apparent suicide43. Didi had been seeking asylum in the United Kingdom, fearing persecution
for his professed atheism44. In emails sent to an international humanitarian organisation, Didi
said, “[I] foolishly admitted my stance on religion” to co-workers, which “spread like wildfire. . .
. I have even received a couple of anonymous phone calls threatening violence if I do not repent
and start practising Islam”45. Didi wrote, “I cannot bring myself to pretend to be I am something
I am not, as I am a staunch believer in human rights. I am afraid for my life here and know no
one inside the country who can help me”46.
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Increasing Religious Extremism.
9.
“Extremists are targeting liberal intellectuals, writers and activists”47. According to a
“Threat Analysis Report” by the Maldives Broadcasting Commission, eighty-four percent of
Maldivian journalists have reported being threatened at least once, due to attempts by political
forces to control the media48. Five percent of journalists reported being threatened daily49. The
top source of threat to journalists was identified as political parties; while gangs, religious
extremists and the parliament were second; and the government placed third50.
10.
On 4 June 2012, three individuals belonging to Maldivian extremist Islamic groups
attacked Ismail Rasheed51, the prominent blogger mentioned in paragraph four. The attackers
stabbed Rasheed in the neck52. This was the third attack on his life since December 201153.
Rasheed noted,
When they were slashing my throat, they uttered the words “Mee Shaheem,
Imran, Muttalib faraathun hadhiyaa eh,” meaning “Compliments from Shaheem,
Imran and Muttalib.” Even though the three politicians may not have directly
ordered the three attackers to murder me, their calls for killing me somehow had a
psychological influence on the three attackers to the extent that they did attack
me54.
In an interview with the International Federation for Human Rights, Rasheed said that “[t]he
present government of Dr. Mohamed Waheed came to power with the help of Islamic
extremists” because he had “seen some of [his] attackers behind police lines with media passes
during [religious tolerance] protests”55. Consequently, Rasheed believed that the Maldivian
government would not seriously prosecute radical Islamists for violent crimes, which caused him
to flee the country56.
11.
In January 2011, Aishath Velezinee, a Maldivian activist, was stabbed in the back in
broad daylight57. Two months before the attack, Velezinee claimed that members of the Judicial
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Service Commission were conspiring with political officials to bring down the first
democratically-elected government58.
12.
Intolerance toward other religions has also been manifested via attacks on cultural
symbols in the Maldives59. In November 2011, Islamist protestors damaged monuments given to
the Maldives by the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation because the monuments
depicted “anti-Islam” objects of worship60. In February 2012, Islamist radicals vandalized
archaeological artifacts in the National Museum61, destroying, according to the museum’s
director, “99%” of Maldives’ pre-Islamic history62.
Foreigners’ Right to Practice Religion.
13.
“Foreigners, including those working in the growing tourist industry, are allowed to
practice their religion but may do so only in private and may not engage in any missionary
activities”63. Furthermore, foreigners may not import any religious artifacts, such as statues or
pictures64. However, “religious scriptures may be brought into the country for personal use”65.
Conclusion.
14.
While the Constitution of Maldives grants rights and freedoms to its citizens, it limits
those freedoms based on the government-authorised, Sunni Islam. There is no freedom of
religion or religious expression in the Maldives as the practice or propagation of any religion
other than Sunni Islam is not only forbidden but punishable by revocation of citizenship or death.
With Islamic extremists gaining political power in the Maldives, religious freedom will continue
to diminish, even within the Muslim community. Currently, there have only been limited
demonstrations of religiously motivated instability and violence. But, as radical Islamic groups
continue to gain power, moderate Muslims and non-Muslims will begin to experience severely
restricted religious freedom. Thus, the Working Group must stress the importance of the freedom
of religion and its free expression, and specifically urge the Maldivian government to resist
embracing radical Islamic ideals.
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