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You are a gay man, and you’re also Christian – how is this 
possible? Homosecularism, religion and LGBTIQ+ asylum in 
the UK
Diego Garcia Rodriguez 

School of Sociology and Social Policy, Law and Social Sciences, University of Nottingham, Nottingham, UK

ABSTRACT  
This article explores how secular assumptions influence asylum- 
claim assessment for LGBTIQ+ claimants who identify with a 
religious faith. Drawing on fifty-one semi-structured interviews 
with LGBTIQ+ people seeking asylum in the UK, it develops the 
concept of homosecularism to analyse the biases that emerge 
when faith and queerness intersect. Despite guidance 
discouraging discriminatory attitudes, evidence suggests that 
asylum credibility assessments often misunderstand the 
coexistence of religious belief and diverse sexual and gender 
identities. This scepticism can result in intrusive questioning and 
emotional distress for claimants. However, LGBTIQ+ religious 
people seeking asylum challenge these assumptions by insisting 
that ultimate judgement belongs to God rather than to secular or 
state institutions. Through their experiences, this article reveals 
how homosecular discourses perpetuate Western-centric 
standards of “authentic” LGBTIQ+ identities. The findings highlight 
the need for alternative asylum assessment practices that account 
for the diversity of religious, gender, and sexual identities.
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Introduction

Governmental institutions responsible for processing asylum claims in the Global North 
often undertake credibility assessments shaped by secular frameworks, which influence 
expectations around diverse sexual orientations, gender identities, expressions, and sex 
characteristics (SOGIESC). These normative approaches, informed by modern LGBTIQ+ 
identity categories emerging from the West, are embedded within broader processes 
occurring at both structural and micro levels, where secular values subtly inform how 
experiences are evaluated. This bias is rarely explicit at the policy level. In fact, official gui
dance generally emphasises non-discrimination regarding individuals’ SOGIESC or reli
gious beliefs (Simm 2020), and guidelines from organisations like UNHCR (2013) 
advocate sensitivity when assessing LGBTIQ+ asylum claims. The UK Home Office’s 
Asylum Policy Instruction: Sexual Orientation in Asylum Claims (Version 6.0) explicitly states: 
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A claimant’s religion is not a basis for rejecting their claim. LGB individuals may be adherents 
of religions that disapprove of homosexuality, preach against it, or indeed forbid it. Similarly, 
a person may have a political affiliation to a political grouping which is not pro-LGB. A person 
does not have to subscribe to every belief of a religion or views of a political group in order to 
be a member of it. Decision-makers should take care to avoid judgemental questioning that 
suggests that a person is rejected by his or her religion or that their behaviour would be seen 
as ‘sinful’. (2016, 35)

Nonetheless, secular norms subtly influence institutional practices. As my research shows, 
their impact becomes apparent during interactions between asylum seekers and the 
officials assessing their claims. The officers’ internalised biases might be consequential 
of broader societal influences, ranging from political discourses and media represen
tations to cultural narratives that shape one’s understanding of gender, sexuality and reli
gion. Existing literature has explored these preconceptions demonstrating the 
widespread impact of subjective opinions on assessments (Emeriau 2023; Riedford 
2020; Welch and Cressey 2024). As a result, these practices can lead to the denial that 
queer and religious identities can coexist, undermining asylum claims by questioning 
their “authenticity”. For many LGBTIQ+ people seeking asylum, however, religion, faith, 
and/or spirituality can be central to their subjectivities.

By analysing the experiences of LGBTIQ+ religious people seeking asylum in the UK, 
this article contests the assumption that religion and queerness are incompatible, 
offering an alternative understanding of how faith shapes asylum journeys. While homo
nationalism critiques how nations use LGBTIQ+ rights to assert national and cultural 
superiority and marginalise others (Puar 2018), and queer secularity examines the expec
tation that authentic queer identities must reject religious norms (Burchardt 2022; Khan 
2020; Page and Shipley 2020), I use “homosecularism” to explore how secular expec
tations influence asylum practices. How does homosecularism manifest within the 
British asylum assessment practices, and in what ways does it create challenges for 
LGBTIQ+ asylum seekers who hold religious identities? By engaging with these questions, 
this study contributes to academic debates on the tensions between secular norms and 
queer identities (Burchardt 2022; Khan 2020; Puar 2018) and explores the ways in which 
homosecularist biases are embedded in asylum adjudication. My analysis draws on 
empirical evidence to determine how these biases affect queer religious asylum 
seekers, a topic that remains under-examined within the existing literature on LGBTIQ+ 
asylum as my recent literature review demonstrates (García Rodríguez 2023).

In what comes next, I begin by exploring the British context. Following this, I introduce 
the theoretical debates informing my analysis and my methodology. Finally, I discuss my 
interlocutors’ experiences.

The British environment

The British asylum system operates within a “hostile environment”, designed to make life 
difficult for those seeking refuge (Webber 2019). This political scenario has introduced 
restrictions to “housing, healthcare, banking and legal representation, limited access to 
services, facilities, and employment by reference to immigration status and increased 
penalties for unauthorised working” (Donà 2021, 908). British legislation, such as the 
Nationality and Borders Act 2022 and the Illegal Migration Act 2023, has pushed 
“future asylum seekers to abscond from the process, only to encounter difficulties 
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accessing assistance at vulnerable moments later into settlement” (Donà 2021, 274). The 
Illegal Migration Act denies asylum seekers who arrive through “irregular” channels into 
the UK the right to have their claims considered, with the expectation that the Home 
Office1 will find a third country to assess their claim. Amid this landscape, in July 2024, 
the Labour government cancelled the “Rwanda Plan”. However, this coincided with 
efforts to increase deportations to levels “not seen since 2018”, demonstrating persistent 
challenges (Brown 2024). In January 2025, the Border Security, Asylum, and Immigration 
Bill was presented to Parliament. This Bill retains provisions denying citizenship to refu
gees identified as having undertaken “dangerous journeys” to reach the UK (The Guardian 
2025), and maintains indefinite detention periods, posing risks, particularly to LGBTIQ+ 
asylum seekers. Furthermore, the legislation upholds a list of purportedly “safe” countries, 
including India and Georgia, despite well-documented threats to the safety of LGBTIQ+ 
individuals.

In the UK, while the sexual orientation of claimants is recorded, gender identity is not. 
Home Office data (2024) reveals that claims based on persecution related to sexual orien
tation as lesbian, gay, or bisexual accounted for 2 per cent (n = 1,377) of all asylum claims 
in 2023. Unlike other people seeking asylum, these individuals face unique challenges due 
to, among other factors, intersectional stigma, limited support networks, fears of being 
outed leading to mental health challenges, and housing and detention risks. Given the 
unique challenges faced by this population, it is critical to examine their lived experiences.

Framing homosecularism

This section situates the concept of homosecularism within broader theoretical debates. 
First, I clarify the distinctions between secularism as an ideology – leading to the adjective 
“secularist” – and secularity as a socio-political condition – associated with the term 
“secular”. Secondly, I introduce homosecularism vis-à-vis queer secularity and homona
tionalism as an analytical tool.

Secularism and secularity

Liwak (2017, 177) explains that while secularity is “a socio-political condition”, secularisa
tion is “a process”. Scharffs (2011) defines secularity as “an approach to religion-state 
relations that avoids identification of the state with any particular religion or ideology 
(including secularism itself)” to “provide a neutral framework capable of accommodating 
a broad range of religions and beliefs” (ibid, 110). In contrast, secularism represents “an 
ideological position that is committed to promoting a secular order” (ibid.). These con
cepts are not monolithic and can manifest differently depending on the context. Reflect
ing this, Cesari (2013, 107) distinguishes secularism as the “multiple ideological and 
cultural narratives that Western countries have built to justify separation of religion 
and politics”, whereas secularity is defined as the combination of the “political neutrality 
of the state vis-à-vis all religions and equality of all religions in public spaces”. Inspired by 
these debates, this article employs the term secularism to describe the ideology advocat
ing for the separation of religion from state affairs, while secularity is used to refer to 
societal conditions where religious authority is reduced in public spaces, reflecting a 
shift toward non-religious practices.
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How does secularism shape contemporary societies, and what are its implications for the 
relationship between religion and public life? Asad (2003) interrogates the connection 
between “the secular” as an epistemic category and “secularism” as a political doctrine, 
revealing how modern states navigate the linkages between religion and governance 
(Bangstad 2009). This leads him to argue that in modern Euro-American contexts, though 
less so in the case of the USA, secularism as a political doctrine has led to the compartmen
talisation of religion from public life, rendering it a private matter (Asad 2003). In light of 
these practices, Taylor (2007) introduces the notion of living in a “secular age”, characterised 
by the separation of religion from public spaces and a decline in religious belief.

While these frameworks are valuable, even within the Global North, where the contrast 
between secular societies and a religion-saturated past is often emphasised, religion still 
exerts significant influence. In Europe, secularism often aligns with lower religious 
engagement (Casanova 2006; Molteni and Ferruccio 2023). In contrast, in the United 
States, where state and church are separated, high levels of religious belief and practice 
persist (Diamant 2019; Whitehead and Perry 2020). This is reflected in the vibrancy of the 
American “religious market” and political discourses as seen through the constant invoca
tion of God in the 2024 presidential campaign by candidates from major political parties. 
Current debates around abortion and LGBTIQ+ rights, for instance, are still impacted by 
religious beliefs (Page and Lowe 2024; Schwartzman and Schragger 2022). Examples 
include the influence of religiously motivated anti-LGBTIQ+ advocacy groups shaping pol
itical and policy decisions in countries such as the USA, Russia, and Poland (Jones 2024; 
RESIST 2024). Furthermore, religious influence was central to Ireland’s near-total abortion 
ban, which remained in place until 2019 (Gordon 2025) and continues to guide restrictive 
abortion laws in Latin American countries such as Nicaragua and El Salvador (Cueva 2024; 
Kindblad 2022). Further instances illustrate the complexities of secularism. For example, 
India maintains a complex relationship with numerous religions while witnessing the 
increasing dominance of Hinduism over Islam (Embree 2024; Sarkar 2022). In Turkey, secu
larism has evolved, shifting from Kemalist secularism – characterised by state control over 
religious expression – to the reintroduction of religious influence into public life (Nor and 
Ibrahim 2023; Yavuz 2020). These scenarios reveal the diverse manifestations of secular
ism and secularity worldwide, highlighting the absence of a uniform pattern. Therefore, 
despite narratives emphasising secularisation, conservative religious interpretations 
remain a key force in many political arenas.

Queer secularity and homonationalism

Drawing upon the distinction between secularism and secularity, and to better situate my 
empirical themes, it is fundamental to explore how secular ideologies impact queer iden
tities. It is here where the concept of homosecularism emerges as a critical analytical tool 
to examine the expectation that queer identities must inherently be secular, disregarding 
queer religious experiences. In this article, I use “homosecularism” to refer to a broader 
phenomenon where secular expectations are enforced upon LGBTIQ+ individuals, assum
ing irreconcilability between queerness and religion. Complementing this term, I use 
“homosecularist” to describe biases and intentional practices stemming from homosecu
larism (e.g. “homosecularist assessments”), while I employ “homosecular” as an adjective 
to describe frameworks and assumptions characterised by homosecularism without 

4 D. GARCIA RODRIGUEZ



necessarily attributing intent (e.g. “homosecular expectations”). The term homosecular
ism was originally introduced by Scherer (2017), who briefly defined it as the “homonor
mative expectation of belligerent secularism”, though without further theoretical 
elaboration. Building upon this initial usage, I seek to expand this concept as an analytical 
tool to examine how secularist ideologies within asylum systems can marginalise queer 
religious individuals. These principles guide how the state determines which queer sub
jects are deemed acceptable, both physically and symbolically, within its borders, aligned 
with discussions on homonationalism (Puar 2018), as I explore below.

Homosecularism highlights the paradox faced by LGBTIQ+ individuals seeking asylum: 
to be recognised as queer and deserving of protection, they are pressured to conform to 
secular narratives that regard religion as incompatible with their “liberation”. Puar’s 
concept of queer secularity provides valuable context: 

Queer secularity demands a particular transgression of norms, religious norms that are under
stood to otherwise bind that subject to an especially egregious interdictory religious frame. 
The queer agential subject can only ever be fathomed outside the norming constrictions of 
religion, conflating agency and resistance. (Puar 2018, 13)

While both homosecularism and queer secularity critique the expectation that authentic 
queer identities must distance themselves from religious norms, they operate at different 
levels. Puar discusses queer secularity in relation to how the “observance of religious 
creed, participation in religious public spaces and rituals, devotion to faith-based or spiritual 
practices, and simply residence within an Islamic nation-state [act] as marks of subjugated 
and repressed sexuality void of agency” (Puar 2018, 13), operating at the individual and 
societal levels (i.e. guiding how queer subjects are expected to navigate their subjectivities 
within secular frameworks). Drawing from this critique, I employ homosecularism to 
examine the broader sociopolitical relationship between secularism and queerness, particu
larly focusing on how secular ideologies can influence state practices and institutional beha
viours. Although homosecularist biases are not codified in policy frameworks, they manifest 
in everyday practices – for instance, in the conduct of asylum officers, as I will explore later.

Both concepts are connected to Puar’s homonationalism (2018), which is used to 
analyse how nations employ LGBTIQ+ rights as markers of their “progressive” status, posi
tioning themselves in contrast to religious “others” perceived as inherently homophobic. 
By promoting secular narratives of progressiveness, Western nations frame religious 
societies, particularly Muslim ones, as backward or intolerant. In this context, the 
notion of homosecularism allows us to critique how LGBTIQ+ rights are co-opted by 
the state to reinforce secular ideologies. Similarly, queer secularity reveals how secularism 
constructs specific kinds of queer subjectivity, marginalising those who do not fit 
Western-centric secular definitions of “liberation”. Complementing such analysis, homose
cularism critiques how secular ideals are enforced through everyday practices, particularly 
affecting those from the Global South in Western settings. Having explored these 
key debates, the next section examines how homosecularism operates within asylum 
systems.

Homosecularism and asylum

Secularism as a political doctrine extends beyond the simple detachment of religion from 
politics. It also erects metaphorical borders to isolate the religious from the non-religious. 
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In the British context, these boundaries manifest both literally and symbolically. Asylum 
seekers attempt to access British territory through various means, crossing the English 
Channel in small boats, flying into airports, or arriving through other precarious routes. 
The British coastline reflects physical barriers, but also a metaphorical “secular land”, 
where the state regulates the boundaries of inclusion based on its own (normative) 
definitions of identity. Resonating with Foucault’s concept of biopolitics (1977), the 
asylum system becomes a device through which the state exercises control over 
bodies, cataloguing who deserves refugee status according to one’s conformity to Euro
centric standards.

The dismissal of queer religious identities leads to disbelief during credibility assess
ments, reflecting deeper biases among some asylum decision-makers, who expect narra
tives centred on personal struggle where religion is portrayed as oppressive. As Dustin 
and Ferreira (2021, 341) explain, to focus almost entirely on “personal struggles and 
emotional development is to lose sight of the structural factors – including but not 
only homo- and transphobia, racism and inequality – that are universally prevalent and 
impact on all claimants”. Existing literature reveals the common assumption among 
asylum officials that being religious and LGBTIQ+ is incompatible across Italy (Prearo 
2021), Germany (Dustin and Held 2021; Tschalaer 2020), Holland (Brennan 2020), 
Turkey (Yildiz 2022), and the UK (Garcia Rodriguez 2025; Greatrick 2023). As Zisakou 
(2023) explains based on her research in Greece, “a religious Muslim can be gay but 
this means [for asylum adjudicators] they have serious psychological issues and need 
therapy”. As she continues, “in cases of queer Muslim applicants, authorities expect an 
extra disassociation from applicants’ “oppressive” religion to believe their claims” 
(2023, 14). Tschalaer (2020) argues that immigration debates in Germany have led to 
the vilification of the non-Western “other” “through sexualised imageries that establish 
Muslim or Arab sexualities as a threat to national safety” by depicting the “oppressiveness 
of the Muslim state as contrasted with the liberal state” (1275). In fact, queer Muslims 
often have their claims rejected as implausible and “decision-makers have regularly dis
missed the credibility of such applicants” (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 2016, 217).

The contemporary enforcement of secular ideologies in asylum procedures is further 
complicated by colonial legacies of Christian morality, historically embedded in legis
lation. Many laws criminalising homosexuality in former colonies originated from Euro
pean impositions such as the British Section 377 (Reilly 2020). These laws continue to 
be used as tools of control in postcolonial states, and similar dynamics are emerging in 
the Global North, where right-wing populist movements are instrumentalising anti- 
LGBTIQ+ discourses, often drawing upon conservative Christian rhetoric (Kuhar and Pater
notte 2017). While homosecularism functions as a regulatory force within asylum systems, 
Western nations are not homogeneously secular. Rather, they actively contribute to the 
ongoing construction of queer exclusion through both secular and religious means. 
Homonationalist discourses often present Western states as universally progressive on 
LGBTIQ+ rights but increasing anti-LGBTIQ+ debates in countries such as Poland and 
Hungary complicate this narrative (Godzisz 2024). Conservative political leaders in 
these states have positioned queer subjects as threats to national and Christian values. 
Similarly, asylum seekers fleeing repression in countries such as Russia and Georgia are 
simultaneously racialised as Eastern European “others” and subject to suspicion regarding 
their claims of queer persecution (Novitskaya 2022). Thus, simplistic binaries that frame 
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Western states as progressive and the Global South as “backward” disregard transnational 
diverse patterns of queer repression.

Complementing the testimonies of my interlocutors in subsequent sections, homose
cular bias in UK asylum decision-making is evident in legal proceedings and tribunal 
decisions. For example, the case of FMS (Pakistan) (2020) shows how asylum decision- 
makers expect queer claimants to display an internal struggle between their religious 
faith and their sexuality. In this case, the tribunal found it implausible that FMS, a gay 
Pakistani Muslim, could embrace his sexual identity without exhibiting extreme emotional 
turmoil, treating his sexuality as something akin to a religious belief that required “com
mitment” (FMS v. SSHD 2020). This expectation reveals the homosecular assumption that 
religious queers must visibly detach from their faith to be deemed credible. The Upper 
Tribunal overturned this decision, ruling that the original assessment was flawed. Simi
larly, in OAO (Nigeria) (2021), the Home Office refusal letter cited the claimant’s religious 
background as a reason to doubt her account of same-sex relationships, arguing that it 
was unlikely that she could have engaged in sexual activity within a conservative Christian 
household. The Upper Tribunal later found that this reasoning was flawed and set aside 
the initial ruling (OAO v. SSHD 2021). Homosecular practices are further evidenced in 
S.A.C. v. United Kingdom (ECtHR 2019), where a Bangladeshi Muslim claimant’s previous 
adherence to Islamic norms was cited as a reason to doubt his sexual orientation, 
despite clear evidence that living openly as a gay man in Bangladesh would expose 
him to violence. Similarly, in a 2018 case involving a Tanzanian asylum seeker (2019), 
the claimant’s past Islamic marriage was used to argue that he could not genuinely be 
gay, despite the well-documented phenomenon of LGBTIQ+ individuals entering hetero
sexual marriages due to cultural pressures (Upper Tribunal (Immigration and Asylum 
Chamber) 2017). While Christian claimants also face scepticism, their cases tend to be 
framed within narratives of internal conflict rather than outright disbelief. The expectation 
that Muslim claimants must exhibit explicit rejection of their religion to be considered 
credible aligns with homonationalist discourses that position Islam as incompatible 
with queer “liberation”. Further tribunal observations reflect this trend, with one judge 
expressing disbelief that a Muslim claimant could be openly gay without experiencing 
psychological distress (Rainbow Migration 2013). Beyond judicial rulings, Home Office 
interview practices further validate the argument that homosecularism shapes asylum 
decision-making. Reports from Rainbow Migration (2018) and MCC North London 
(2019) document examples where caseworkers questioned claimants on how they recon
cile their faith with their sexuality. These examples include direct challenges such as “How 
can you be lesbian and Christian?” or “Why do you still practise Islam if homosexuality is 
forbidden in your faith?” (Rainbow Migration 2018), assuming that “authentic” queer iden
tities must reject religious beliefs.

Methodology

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the University of Nottingham’s Research 
Ethics and Integrity Committee (Reference 95233). After securing approval, I contacted 
organisations and individuals that work with and support LGBTIQ+ people seeking 
asylum across England and Scotland, providing them with information about the study. 
This included materials such as the participant information sheet, consent form, and a 
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poster including a summary of the research, all approved by the Ethics and Integrity Com
mittee. Some of the contacted organisations subsequently shared this information with 
their members, allowing them to decide whether they were interested in participating, 
and their identities were not disclosed to me without prior consent. In some cases, organ
isations invited me to explain the study by attending their activities or gatherings, after 
which I distributed participant information sheets and consent forms to those who 
wished to learn more about the research. This contributed to ensuring that participation 
was entirely voluntary and that all potential participants had access to as much infor
mation as possible before deciding whether to be involved. Participants were eligible if 
they identified as LGBTIQ+, were aged 18 or older, and were seeking asylum or had 
refugee status in the UK. They did not have to explicitly identify with a religious faith 
since, as part of the overall study, I was interested in exploring differences between indi
viduals with religious and non-religious backgrounds.

Once participants agreed to take part having completed the consent form, we 
arranged a time and location that worked best for them, ensuring that interviews took 
place in safe spaces where they could speak openly. Prior to starting the interviews, 
verbal consent was sought to complement the written consent process through a 
double consent procedure. Interviews were conducted in a range of locations, including 
NGO offices, where we could speak in a private room, participants’ accommodation when 
they felt more comfortable speaking in their own space, and other settings where we 
would not be overheard. This flexibility was important for me since I actively sought to 
accommodate the individual needs of each participant, ensuring their wellbeing and 
autonomy in choosing a space where they felt safe and comfortable. Our conversations 
were framed to avoid referencing traumatic events (e.g. asking broad questions such as 
“Please tell me what you feel comfortable sharing regarding your religious identity”) 
allowing participants to control the depth of their narratives. Prior to conducting the 
interviews, support organisations were identified to which participants could be referred 
if they felt affected by their participation. However, none expressed this need. 51 inter
views were conducted involving participants diverse in age, gender identity, sexual orien
tation, country of origin, and religious affiliation. Most interviews were conducted 
individually, apart from two with couples who were in established relationships (one 
with two gay men and one with two bisexual women). Interviews lasted between one 
and two hours on average. All participants were compensated for their time either with 
a £10 gift card or cash depending on their choice, and anonymisation was maintained 
throughout the study to protect their identities. The research took place across 
England and Scotland, in cities including, among others, Glasgow, Sheffield, Birmingham, 
York, Coventry, Derby, and London, between 2023 and 2024. Interviews were conducted 
in English, apart from the case of a participant who felt more comfortable speaking Arabic. 
A professional interpreter, who was an LGBTIQ+ ally, was identified to ensure accurate 
communication. Participants were sent their transcripts to review their words before I ana
lysed the data. Four participants requested changes to sections that described detailed 
experiences they did not feel comfortable making public, which I deleted from the tran
scripts. I also made strategic decisions not to include certain information that could lead 
to their identification to ensure that their safety was prioritised. Data were analysed using 
thematic analysis (Christou 2022). Initial codes were created inductively (Riger and Sigur
vinsdottir 2016), and patterns were identified to produce overarching themes.
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My own identity as a gay man helped establish rapport with participants, as shared 
experiences of navigating our queerness created a sense of connection. While I do not 
share the experience of seeking asylum, living away from my country of origin as a 
migrant allowed for reflection on adapting to life in the UK, which facilitated conversa
tions about belonging and shared identities despite fundamental differences in our 
experiences. My commitment to contributing to LGBTIQ+ asylum initiatives extended 
beyond academic inquiry – I actively volunteered, and continue to volunteer, with one 
of the organisations supporting LGBTIQ+ people seeking asylum, eventually becoming 
a trustee. Participatory ethical considerations were central to my study design, as I 
engaged in discussions with organisations to ensure that this research could benefit 
their work. This reciprocal approach involved pro bono assistance with fundraising, 
research support, and capacity-building, aligned with my conviction that academic 
research should be guided by and benefit the individuals it engages with.

Homosecularism in practice

This section explores the lived realities of LGBTIQ+ people seeking asylum in the UK to 
reveal the practical implications of homosecularist frameworks.

Homosecularism and credibility assessments

Credibility assessments are a central aspect of the asylum process, through which claims 
are evaluated to determine whether the claimant’s story is authentic and reliable on the 
statements made to decide whether refugee status is deserved (Skrifvars 2024; Wikström 
and Johansson 2013). “Credibility” functions as a disciplinary mechanism that constructs 
the “real refugee” along normative borders (Perego 2021). Therefore, credibility assess
ments work as disciplinary mechanisms that impose rigid standards to define what a 
“real refugee” is based on normative expectations. Claimants are not simply judged on 
their gender identity and sexual orientation, but, I argue, also on their conformity to 
certain homonormative expectations. Aligned with Puar’s (2018) work on the politicisa
tion of Islam in Western discourses, LGBTIQ+ Muslim asylum seekers often encounter 
heightened scepticism compared to their Christian counterparts. In the UK, decision- 
makers have implicitly – or even explicitly – drawn on dominant stereotypes that frame 
Muslim religiosity as antithetical to “authentic” queer identities, thereby subjecting 
Muslim claimants to additional questioning to disassociate from their religion. While 
Christian claimants also experience homosecular bias, UK asylum practices tend to 
assume a closer alignment between secular norms and Christianity, perhaps because 
Christian identities are more culturally intelligible to local decision-makers. As a result, 
LGBTIQ+ Christian asylum seekers may face less intensive scrutiny.

LGBTIQ+ claimants are often expected to present a linear narrative of self-realisation 
and embrace rigid sexual and gender identity categories. This includes being in monog
amous relationships and expressing “true love” towards their partners, while proving they 
want to live their identity openly where they are seeking asylum (Zisakou 2023, 17). 
Failure to meet these expectations, whether by expressing shame or not fully coming 
out, can result in claims being rejected, as authorities may interpret it as a lack of 
genuine fear of persecution, rather than understanding cultural or religious influences. 
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As I mentioned before, the British Home Office’s official guidance states that “a claimant’s 
religion is not a basis for rejecting their claim” (2016, 35). Despite these guidelines, reli
gious backgrounds have been used against claimants seeking to prove the falsehood 
of their asylum claims, as I noted in the sections above. In fact, many of my interlocutors 
described how asylum officers struggled to accept that their faith and queerness could 
coexist, leading to prejudiced judgements about their authenticity. The following dialo
gue with Isaac, a 40-year-old West African Catholic gay man illustrates the attempt to 
explain his overlapping identities during his interview, while also revealing the scepticism 
from the interviewer. 

Isaac: He [the interviewer] did say, ‘You are a gay man, I see here you are also a Christian and 
you’re going to the [Name of Inclusive Church]2, how is this possible?’ He did ask me. Because 
my solicitor had sent some documents supporting me from the [Name of Inclusive Church], 
so the interviewer saw them. And I said to him, ‘Yes, I was born in a Christian family, I grew up 
in a Christian house and I’ve got these feelings, and my feelings are a personal thing. I can’t 
throw my personal feelings away unless I finish my life. As long as I’m alive, I have to hold on 
to these feelings.’ I was crying sometimes, it’s difficult for me to make a decision, but I love my 
feelings.

Author: What did the interviewer say when you said this?

Isaac: He said, ‘Thank you’. Anything I replied to him, he just said, ‘Thank you.’ The question 
was just like, ‘I can see you’re a gay man, and at the same time, you’re attending church in the 
[Name of Inclusive Church].’ I said, ‘Yes, that church welcomes LGBT people, there’s no dis
crimination. Everybody is safe there. There is no homophobia, there’s nothing wrong 
there. I’m welcome there. We are all one family. There’s no reason I can’t go.’

Author: What was his reaction after your reply?

Isaac: He just said, ‘Thank you.’ I remember on his face he looked like I knew what I was saying. 
And yeah, I gave him some quotations from the Bible talking about this, and things about 
how Sodom and Gomorrah happened because they disobeyed God and not because of 
LGBT people.

As Gould (2019, 57) explains, the credibility assessment is “more problematic when reli
gion is also brought into the asylum process, either formally or from the adjudicators 
own, Western, understanding of religion which may result in the opinion that being 
both a SOGI minority and religious is implausible”. Gomez notes that adjudicators are 
“more likely to confront applicants with the formal doctrine of religion -or worse, the adju
dicators’ personal understanding of religious doctrine- and find that applicants are not 
credible if they practice a faith that condemns homosexuality without feeling 
ashamed” (2015, 497). In line with this, Isaac’s testimony reveals the challenges faced 
by claimants navigating the scepticism embedded in the asylum process regarding 
their religious and queer identities when actively asked “how it is possible” to be a gay 
man, and a Christian attending a church. The interviewer’s repetitive response (“Thank 
you”) suggests a technical rather than compassionate engagement. Despite Isaac’s 
detailed explanations employing biblical references, the interviewer’s mechanical 
response indicates a lack of willingness to engage with narratives that fall outside homo
secular expectations. The type of scepticism illustrated by these questions may stem from 
the interviewer’s internalised secularist bias rather than official regulations and guidelines. 
This example reflects broader patterns that are common in British society and mainstream 
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LGBTIQ+ activist circles, where religion and queerness are often perceived as mutually 
exclusive.

A further issue to consider here is how dialogues such as the one described by Isaac 
may impact claimants’ mental health. In Isaac’s case, the interviewer’s mechanical 
replies left him feeling dismissed. As he told me, despite the emotional labour invested 
in explaining how his faith and sexuality coexist, the lack of empathetic engagement 
intensified his frustration. Many of my interlocutors referred to the psychological 
impact of interviews due to the interviewers’ attitude. Paulina, a 34-year-old Latin Amer
ican Wiccan transgender woman, explained how she felt “stressed” because “the people 
who conducted the interview were not very friendly”. Reflecting on his screening inter
view, Jaime, a 27-year-old Latin American queer Christian, said that: 

I feel that the person who interviewed me was very harsh, not empathetic, and somewhat 
arrogant. (…) I felt very scared, to be honest, far from feeling safe or calm, or feeling that 
it was something natural in some way, I felt something very ugly. It was like my life depended 
on it and, I mean, I don’t know what the exact word would be, but it wasn’t the best experi
ence, it was very negative and based on that I’m very worried about my second interview, 
whether it will be the same or not.

Sohail, a 37-year-old West Asian gay man who converted to Christianity from Islam, 
explained how, “The second interviewer asked me about Christianity, and I proved that 
to him. He asked me some questions in the Bible to make sure whether I’m Christian or 
Muslim”. In this case, Sohail addressed the specific questions raised by the asylum 
officer regarding his knowledge of religious sources instead of using scripture intention
ally to prove his identity, which differs from Isaac’s example. This case illustrates how 
LGBTIQ+ asylum seekers are expected to authenticate their identities in line with 
specific credibility standards. Such demands often entail exhibiting detailed scriptural 
knowledge irrespective of one’s theological education. This approach disregards individ
ual and diverse expressions of faith and spirituality that do not necessarily involve in- 
depth familiarity with canonical religious texts. Paul, a 34-year-old East African Christian 
bisexual man, explained how: 

They asked me if I am a Christian, how is it that I’m bisexual too. That was a bit alarming for 
me because who’s to say I cannot be? Who’s to say that?

Paul’s experience highlights the disbelief asylum officers often express when confronted 
with the coexistence of queerness and faith. His rhetorical response (“Who’s to say I 
cannot be?”) reflects the frustration that many of my interlocutors feel when forced to 
defend their dual identities. This encounter demonstrates the threat that the lack of 
understanding among asylum officials regarding intersectional identities and the 
asylum system’s own reliance on rigid categories of identity present to fair credibility 
assessments, ultimately failing to engage with the fluid ways in which faith, gender 
and sexuality coexist. Lastly, 26-year-old Umar, a South Asian Muslim gay man, explained 
how: 

Umar: They asked so many things during the interview about religion, if I practise my religion, 
and how I see my religion and my homosexuality, things like that. It’s hard to answer that and 
to address that, but I tried to tell them everything so they could understand me and feel 
satisfied. Anything I felt uncomfortable about and shy, I still tried to say.
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Author: What did they ask?

Umar: They said, “You’re a Muslim, how do you judge homosexuality from the perspective of 
your religion?”, so I said, “I’m Muslim, as well as I’m gay, so I don’t care about that”. I practise 
my Islam, and I’m gay, that’s my thinking and I don’t care about what other people say. So 
many people influence me and say that’s a sin, but I don’t care. When you don’t believe in 
your God, you feel more depressed, more distracted, but when you believe, you’ll get your 
mental peace and you’ll have someone to ask things from, otherwise you’re all alone.

Similarly to Paul, who was challenged on his bisexuality within a Christian framework, 
Umar had to defend his gay identity within the context of Islam. Umar’s assertion of his 
identity shows that, like Isaac and Paul, he refuses to abandon either aspect of himself 
to fit the homosecular expectations of the asylum system. Umar also touches on the 
emotional and mental health dimensions of believing in God. By positioning his faith 
as a source of comfort rather than conflict, he challenges homosecular assumptions, 
which fail to account for how faith can be intertwined with wellbeing. His words reflect 
a broader theme that cuts across many of these experiences: the role of faith as a form 
of emotional and psychological support.

The testimonies discussed in this theme highlight how credibility assessments 
grounded in homosecular frameworks fail to capture the diverse lived experiences of 
LGBTIQ+ people seeking asylum. By imposing rigid secularist expectations, asylum 
systems marginalise individuals who navigate intersecting queer and religious identities. 
Furthermore, this process mirrors broader critiques that highlight how Western identity 
frameworks are used to impose normative standards on gender and sexual identities, 
often disregarding more diverse or context-specific expressions that do not fit with nor
mative understandings of “authentic” LGBTIQ+ identities (Powell 2020; Selim et al. 2025; 
Zisakou 2024). Having considered these issues, the next section examines how partici
pants resist such homosecular judgement by invoking a higher, divine authority.

God as the ultimate judge

Responding to the often-sceptical credibility assessments discussed in the previous 
section, most of my interlocutors emphasised that ultimate judgement belongs not to 
secular institutions but solely to God. By invoking divine authority, they strategically 
reclaim agency over their identities, positioning their faith as a source of protection, 
comfort and validation against the burden of homosecular expectations. Addressing 
this scenario, this section explores how participants articulate and mobilise the belief in 
God as the ultimate arbiter of their identity. Isaac, whom I introduced before, directly chal
lenged the right of human-made institutions to judge him: 

Even in the Bible, God says that you’re not supposed to judge. A human being cannot judge 
another human being. So, what I can say is that they [asylum officers] need to stop judging us. 
Love is love. (…) Even the Bible says, “Love your neighbour as you love yourself”. You need to 
treat those around you like your brothers and sisters.

By elevating God as the ultimate judge, Isaac positions his faith as a source of authority 
and protection against the scrutiny of the asylum process. His emphasis on the biblical 
command to love one’s neighbour explains his view that this ethical duty should guide 
human interactions independently of secular validation. He invokes biblical teachings 
to assert that judgement belongs solely to God. Simultaneously, his words represent a 
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strategy to challenge the approach taken by some asylum officers when they attempt to 
assess the authenticity of claims through homosecular frameworks that disregard reli
gious experiences. Drawing on Asad’s (2003) critique of secularism, it becomes evident 
that the asylum system’s authority to evaluate identities is not a neutral assessment exer
cise but rather a performance of secular power that can marginalise religious expression. 
Despite my focus on religion, other power structures must be acknowledged, including, 
to name a few, racialisation, colonial legacies, language hierarchies and the politics of 
translation, all of which influence the conditions under which people seeking asylum 
must substantiate their claims. Isaac’s assertion that human institutions lack the authority 
to judge his identity was echoed by 44-year-old Destiny and 47-year-old Bella, a bisexual 
Christian couple from southern Africa. They articulated their perspective as follows: 

Destiny: I know that when you read the Bible, God says, “Everybody come to me, everybody, 
you have to come to me and give your burdens to me”. There is also one part where people 
wanted to throw stones to one lady who was a prostitute or something like that. And Jesus 
asked, “Among you, who is the sinless?”

Bella: Throw the first stone if you have never sinned.

Destiny: It’s the big thing that motivates me … To be like … Jesus Himself must tell me that 
I’m doing the wrong thing. No one should be able to tell me if I’m wrong. I have to keep going 
the way that I want because it’s not like I want to be this way, these are the feelings that are in 
me. I didn’t make it. I didn’t choose it. It’s God who made it. When my mum was pregnant, she 
had to deliver me like this, if she has delivered me, it means that this was the right path. When 
I came to the UK, I felt like I was free, everything here … In public, I can express myself freely. 
I’m free. I’m free from hiding my feelings. I have my partner, and we can go out together. We 
do everything, anything that we want. We can walk together. We can kiss each other in 
public. We can do what we want, we can marry even if you want to marry.

Bella: Yes, that’s what the Bible is saying. Because so far there’s nothing that is speaking about 
LGBT people. There’s nothing even in my culture that will say being LGBT is wrong because 
it’s just the culture and their belief, their way of believing. They’re trying to make me divert 
from what I know is original. It’s torture.

Destiny: It’s discrimination.

Echoing Isaac’s arguments above, Destiny and Bella strategically reappropriate biblical 
narratives to argue that their sexual orientation is not “chosen”, but divinely ordained, 
to defy both conservative interpretations of religious sources and the homosecular frame
works that delegitimise queer religious identities. Portraying God as the creator of their 
sexuality allows them to sustain their identities without relying on external acceptance, 
challenging the homosecular assumption that religion and queerness are incompatible 
(Scherer 2017). This stance shifts the moral authority from secular institutions and societal 
norms to their personal relationship with the divine. While they find a sense of freedom in 
the UK to express their identities openly, their theological justification may not align with 
the expectations of asylum officers who anticipate narratives of oppression rooted in reli
gious rejection. These expectations, as I have demonstrated in the preceding discussion, 
are not only evident in the testimonies of my interlocutors but also reflected in legal 
rulings and tribunal decisions that exemplify the systemic application of homosecular 
logic in asylum adjudication. Given the restricted access to asylum interview transcripts 
and decision-making processes, the voices of my interlocutors provide important 
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findings that extend beyond what we can gather from official documents. Their testimo
nies must therefore be taken seriously, as they have no incentive to misrepresent their 
experiences – particularly when their refugee status depends on truthfully articulating 
the realities of their asylum claims.

As we can see above, Destiny and Bella express their conviction in the idea that only 
God can judge them, resisting social and religious judgements from those that 
condemn their bisexuality. Destiny’s references to a biblical story illustrate her belief 
that no one – other than God – has the right to cast moral judgement on her life. Her 
interpretation of this passage allows her to challenge both homosecular views and the 
religious, cultural and societal pressures that seek to delegitimise her identity. For 
Destiny, her bisexuality is not a choice, but something divinely appointed, emphasising 
that her existence is a result of God’s will. This belief also enables her to resist the rejection 
of others, paradoxically finding validation in the UK, where she feels she can live openly as 
both queer and Christian without fear of persecution. Bella echoes this sentiment, reject
ing beliefs that attempt to divert her from what she perceives as her “original” self. Her 
statement about her culture (“There’s nothing even in my culture that will say being 
LGBT is wrong”) reveals a sense of dissonance between her lived experience and the 
societal forces that seek to regulate her identity. Both consider the institutions that 
impose judgements on their queerness as forms of discrimination. By justifying their 
resistance to homosecular constraints through biblical teachings, their identities seem 
to exist beyond the reach of human evaluation. This aligns with research which, while 
not focusing on asylum, describes queer religious experiences where individuals invoke 
divine authority to defy human discrimination (Raynes 2024; Wester 2017; Meek and 
Meek 2015). In conclusion, this section has illustrated how my interlocutors assert God 
as the ultimate judge to challenge the legitimacy of secular institutions in assessing 
the authenticity of their identities.

Conclusions

This article has explored how homosecularist frameworks can shape the credibility assess
ments faced by religious LGBTIQ+ people seeking asylum in the UK. By exploring the 
experiences of these individuals, I have argued that homosecular assumptions, implicit 
within British asylum practices, can delegitimise claimants whose experiences do not 
align with Western-centric, secular expectations of LGBTIQ+ identities. These assessments 
often portray religion and queerness as fundamentally incompatible, subjecting LGBTIQ+ 
individuals to sceptical, intrusive questioning. For some of my interlocutors, this led to 
emotional distress, which can undermine their ability to successfully present their claims.

However, the findings reveal that religious LGBTIQ+ people seeking asylum resist these 
homosecularist constraints by invoking divine authority as the ultimate arbiter of their 
identities. They reclaim agency over their narratives by emphasising God’s exclusive 
right to judge, which challenges the power dynamics inherent in these assessment prac
tices. For those navigating the asylum system, religion – instead of constituting a contra
diction to their queerness – can serve as a source of solace, moral authority, and 
belonging, as I have explored elsewhere (Garcia Rodriguez 2025). As Marcella Althaus- 
Reid reminds us, “the Queer God is the God who went into exile with God’s people 
and remained there in exile with them” (2004, 146), resonating with the lived experiences 
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of those who have endured religious repudiation and institutional bias. Althaus-Reid’s 
notion of the divine as fluid and aligned with the marginalised provides a counter-narra
tive to the homosecularist logic that structures asylum adjudication.

To conclude, the concept of homosecularism developed here thus provides a critical 
lens through which to interrogate and critique practices that implicitly perpetuate Euro
centric understandings of gender, sexuality and religion. In line with my findings, I want to 
conclude by advocating for alternative assessment practices that genuinely account for 
and respect the diverse lived experiences of LGBTIQ+ individuals. Such approaches 
must move beyond rigid homosecularist expectations and prioritise empathetic, person
alised and contextually sensitive engagements that fully acknowledge the complex and 
fluid ways in which religious belief and queer identities coexist. The disjuncture 
between asylum practices and lived experiences demonstrates the importance of training 
asylum officers to recognise this intersectionality. While official guidelines discourage pre
judicial attitudes towards claimants, the persistence of bias suggests that these guidelines 
have not fully dismantled normative assumptions. Ultimately, religion and queerness 
cannot be reduced to a binary language of contradiction or “reconciliation”.

Notes

1. In the UK, the Home Office is “the lead government department for immigration and pass
ports, drugs policy, crime, fire, counter-terrorism and police” (Home Office 2025).

2. The church’s name has been anonymised to protect both the participant’s and the religious 
organisation’s anonymity.
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