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INTRODUCTION

The intersection of neurotechnologies with the enjoyment of the right to freedom of religion or belief 
presents novel, exceptional challenges. As brain-computer interfaces (BCIs), neural implants, and cognitive 
enhancement technologies advance rapidly, they raise profound questions about the sanctity of mental 
privacy, spiritual autonomy, and the protection of religious beliefs and practices. Freedom of thought, 
conscience and religion, enshrined in Article 18 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights1 and 
protected under other international covenants, encompasses both the internal forum of belief and the 
external manifestation of faith.2 Neurotechnologies, by their very nature of interfacing with the human 
brain, potentially intrude upon the most intimate sphere of human experience – consciousness itself.

This convergence demands urgent attention in an era where technological capabilities continue in 
many spheres to outpace ethical considerations and, indeed, effective responses through the application 
of regulatory frameworks. The risks are particularly high given that religious freedom serves as 
both an individual liberty and a cornerstone of pluralistic democratic societies.3 Understanding how 
neurotechnology developments might enhance, threaten, or fundamentally alter beliefs or religious 
experience is crucial for rights holders, policymakers, scientists, technologists, faith-based and religious 
communities alike.

KEY CLINICAL AND CONSUMER APPLICATIONS OF NEUROTECHNOLOGIES

CONSUMER APPLICATIONS

Consumer markets increasingly offer neurotechnologies-based devices and applications for practices 
including meditation, guided engagement in spiritual experiences, and the exploration of consciousness.4 
Certain brain stimulation devices are currently marketed for ‘transcendental experiences’ intend to induce 
altered states of consciousness traditionally achieved through practices such as prayer, meditation, or 
ritual.5 Virtual and augmented reality systems aim to create immersive religious experiences, potentially 
substituting for, or supplementing, traditional modes of worship. Certain neurofeedback devices already 
available to consumers claim to facilitate deeper spiritual connection and enhanced contemplative 
practices.6
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CLINICAL APPLICATIONS

Clinical neurotechnologies applications can intersect with concerns relating to the enjoyment of the 
right to freedom of religion or belief with regard to psychiatric and neurological treatments.7 Deep 
brain stimulation for depression may alter personality traits, convictions and inclinations vis-à-vis 
beliefs. Neurotechnology-based therapies and treatments, increasingly available in clinical settings in 
certain jurisdictions, directly engage with consciousness in a manner that may overlap with spiritual and 
religious experiences. The use of neural prostheses and brain-computer interfaces (BCIs) raise questions 
with respect to the integrity of human consciousness. In addition, technologies may pose challenges to 
concepts of moral responsibilities that feature in many beliefs and religious traditions.

BENEFITS AND OPPORTUNITIES

Neurotechnologies could offer significant potential cognitive benefits for individuals for whom religious 
practice and spiritual wellbeing plays an important part in their life. For individuals with neurological 
conditions that may impair their ability to engage in traditional religious observances, neurotechnologies 
might restore cognitive functions that better enable access and engagement to spiritual practices. For 
example, neurotechnologies such as brain-computer interfaces (BCIs) and other assistive devices could 
enable individuals with neurodegenerative diseases that impair mobility to more actively participate in 
collective religious practices and attend places of worship in their communities.8 Neurofeedback systems 
might genuinely enhance meditative practices and spiritual development, complementing rather than 
replacing traditional methods.

Research on applications of neurotechnologies could deepen understanding of religious experience, 
potentially validating the neurological basis of spiritual phenomena and contributing to greater 
understanding and interfaith dialogue.9 For religious and faith-based communities, these technologies 
could offer new tools for pastoral care, particularly in addressing an array of mental health challenges 
that intersect with spiritual wellbeing.10 The therapeutic benefits of clinical neurotechnologies could 
potentially align with convictions and values of healing, restoration and preservation of human dignity.

RISKS AND CHALLENGES

Risks to the enjoyment of the right to freedom of religion or belief from the advance of  neurotechnologies 
are multifaceted and profound. Direct manipulation of neural activity raises concerns about the 
authenticity and voluntariness of the experience of religion and faith. Where spiritual states may be 
induced through a technological intervention, questions can arise as to the genuineness and how events are 
actually experienced, essentially raising question as to their substance, validity and rationality.11 Absent 
safeguards, the commercialisation of spiritual and religious experiences through neurotechnologies-based 
interventions may commodify aspects of phenomena connected to religion or belief that potentially 
undermine their spiritual significance.

Privacy concerns are certainly paramount, as neurotechnologies capable of collecting and processing 
neural data could potentially access thoughts pertaining to religion, beliefs, and experiences. Such 
capabilities raise spectres of religious persecution or discrimination based on the misuse of neural data.12 
Furthermore, the involuntary use of neurotechnologies, whether applied through coercion or as conditions 
of employment or social participation, could constitute violations of freedom of conscience.

Additionally, cultural and theological challenges may emerge where neurotechnological interventions 
alter personality, memory, or consciousness in ways that conflict with religious anthropologies. Faith 
traditions such as specific beliefs, practices, and rituals that reflect convictions, consciousness, and human 
dignity may be challenged by how certain neurotechnological applications function and influence cognition.13
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STATE RESPONSIBILITIES

States bear the primary responsibility for protecting religious freedom and belief in the context of 
neurotechnologies development. This includes maintaining or establishing robust regulatory frameworks 
that prevent discriminatory applications of neurotechnology, and to ensure processes for informed 
consent and other forms of permission that permit the use of neurotechnology-based interventions and 
treatments  adequately address religious and faith-based concerns. Governments must balance promoting 
beneficial neurotechnological innovation with protecting fundamental rights.

International human rights law requires States to ensure that neurotechnological development and 
deployment do not infringe upon the right to freedom of religion or belief. This includes preventing both 
direct coercion and indirect pressures that might compromise the autonomy of the individual. States 
should ensure clear legal protections for privacy and data protection apply to the use of neurotechnologies, 
and prohibit the collection, processing or retention of personal data, including neural data, for purposes 
that constitute religious profiling or discrimination.14

As regards educational and awareness within communities, the State’s responsibilities include 
ensuring that religious communities have adequate information about neurotechnologies developments 
to make informed decisions. States should facilitate dialogue between religious leaders, technologists, 
and policymakers to address emerging challenges proactively.

CORPORATE GOVERNANCE ISSUES

Businesses developing neurotechnologies face significant ethical responsibilities and human rights 
concerns regarding freedom of religion and belief: corporate governance frameworks must therefore 
address the potential implications of their products and services in this regard. This includes implementing 
data security measures such as privacy-by-design principles (PbD)15 that protect the broad array of thoughts, 
actions and experiences sampled by devices and therapeutics from unauthorized access or analysis.

Enterprises should establish ethical review processes and human rights impact assessments 
(HRIAs) that include perspectives pertaining to religion and belief when developing neurotechnologies 
applications.16 Transparent disclosure of how products might affect religious practice or belief is essential 
for informed choice, both in the consumer context and clinical setting. Corporate responsibility extends 
to preventing the marketing of neurotechnological products in ways that exploit religious vulnerabilities 
or make unsubstantiated spiritual claims.

Industry self-regulation may prove complex when developing standards that respect religious diversity 
and protect spiritual autonomy. As such, it may prove beneficial for collaborative efforts with religious 
organizations and faith groups to support development and testing that could assist in identifying potential 
concerns before deployment on the market.

REDRESS AND REMEDIES

Effective redress mechanisms for violations of the enjoyment of the right to freedom of religion or 
belief in neurotechnologies-based contexts require both legal and extra-legal approaches. Importantly, 
justice systems may need specialised expertise to adjudicate complex cases involving neurotechnologies, 
safeguards and rights related to religion and belief.17 Alternative dispute resolution mechanisms, including 
religious arbitration where appropriate, may offer more culturally sensitive remedies.18

Regulatory agencies overseeing neurotechnology development should establish clear complaint 
procedures for concerns that engage matters of religious freedom. Professional licensing bodies for 
healthcare providers using neurotechnologies should incorporate religious accommodation requirements 
into their standards of practice.19
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International human rights mechanisms, including treaty bodies and special procedures, may need 
to develop specialised guidance on interdependent human rights that engage religious freedom and 
neurotechnologies. In addition, communities, religious orders, advocates for religious freedom and other 
faith-based organisations across civil society will require resources and expertise to effectively monitor 
and respond to emerging challenges that arise from the advance and deployment of neurotechnologies.

CONCLUSION

The intersection of neurotechnologies and the enjoyment of the right to freedom of religion or belief 
represents one of the most complex human rights challenges of the digital age. As these technologies 
continue to advance, the potential for both enhancement and violation of religious liberty grows 
exponentially. Proactive engagement by all stakeholders – governments, businesses, healthcare providers, 
regulatory bodies, religious communities, and civil society – is essential to ensure that the progress 
neurotechnologies can deliver best serves to ensure every individual’s qualify of life and the enjoyment 
of their human rights.

The path forward requires unprecedented collaboration across disciplines and communities, guided 
by principles of human dignity, autonomy, and respect for diversity. Only through such comprehensive 
approaches can society harness the benefits of neurotechnology while safeguarding the sacred right to 
freedom of religion or belief that is a core element of our lived human experience.

KEY CHALLENGES

1.	 Privacy Protection: Developing technical and legal safeguards to maintain data security to ensure 
data protection and prevent unauthorized access to personal data pertaining to beliefs or religious 
thoughts and experiences.

2.	 Authenticity of Neurotechnologies-Mediated Religious Experience: Determining the validity 
and meaning of spiritual states induced through neurotechnologies.

3.	 Regulatory Framework Development: review and determine whether existing laws provide 
sufficient safeguards; ensure comprehensive governance structures that balance innovation with 
human rights promotion and protection.

4.	 Cross-Cultural Sensitivity Towards Faiths and Religions: Addressing diverse religious perspectives 
on consciousness, dignity and human nature in neurotechnologies developments.

5.	 Preventing Discriminatory Applications: Ensuring neurotechnologies are not used to profile, target, 
or persecute individuals based on religious beliefs.

CRITICAL QUESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

•	 How can existing legal and regulatory frameworks effectively distinguish between beneficial clinical/
therapeutic or consumer neurotechnology applications and those that impermissibly interfere with 
aspects of human autonomy vis-à-vis freedom of religion or belief?

•	 What constitutes adequate informed consent for neurotechnological interventions that may affect an 
individual’s beliefs or practice? In what circumstances are other legal bases permissible for allowing 
interventions e.g. where a person is incapable of providing consent due to medical incapacitation?

•	 How should society balance the potential therapeutic benefits of consciousness-altering 
neurotechnologies with concerns about their use amongst different religious or faith-based groups?

•	 What role should religious communities play in the development and regulation of neurotechnologies?
•	 How should international human rights law evolve to effectively address emerging challenges from 

neurotechnological advancement?
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