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Abstract 
 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 states that all people are entitled to 

freedom and equality. Providing freedom is an important part of democracy and development 

yet the process is not always simple and it faces many obstacles. Freedom is identified in 

many forms but one of the most contentious forms is freedom of religion and conscience; it is 

currently the subject of heated debate as some prioritise it above all other freedoms whilst 

others argue that religion is too often the cause of conflict and should not exist at all.  

Providing freedom of religion means defending a person’s right to practise their 

religious beliefs, though some can hinder the freedom of others. One of the obstacles facing 

the provision of various freedoms might be the defence of religious freedom. In order to make 

more people more free, it may be necessary to limit religious freedom to a certain extent.  

By employing an abductive approach, this qualitative desk study infers from the 

observation of occurrences where religious freedom has detrimentally affected or been 

affected by another form of freedom that an inverse relationship might exist and furthermore 

that conflict could result. The cases, each one an incident taking place in a highly developed 

and democratic country, were collected from online newspapers, primarily the BBC, and were 

analysed using Mill’s Harm Principle as a framework.  

It was found that, rather than threatening other forms of freedom, defending the 

religious freedom of one group is more likely to threaten the religious freedom of another 

group. Small-scale, recurring conflict is a common occurrence, most often resolved judicially 

and in favour of the majority. It was concluded that freedom in all its forms is not possible for 

all people simultaneously and that limiting freedom to avoid harming others it also likely to 

cause harm.  
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1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Research problem and relevance 

 

It is principally agreed and has been stated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

(UDHR) that freedom is amongst the most fundamental entitlements of all human beings. Yet 

defining freedom is a contentious subject; it can be defined abstractly, philosophically or in 

practical terms and therefore it is near impossible to pin down a single, all-encompassing 

definition. Moreover, the term is constantly evolving as it is used to describe newly occurring 

ideas, movements and phenomena. Within the field of social science, one might say that in the 

highly developed Western world we enjoy near limitless freedom, directly untouched as we 

generally are by tyranny, violent conflict and absolute poverty. Yet another might contend 

that we are never truly free as we are always influenced by social factors such as the culture in 

which we are raised and behavioural expectations (Goodwin, 2010). It could be said that the 

only statement that might be agreed upon is that freedom, regardless how complex and varied 

it may be in form, is an entitlement of all people.  

The dictionary definition of freedom states first that it is “personal liberty, as from 

slavery, serfdom, etc.” or “liberation, as from confinement or bondage”, be it literal as in the 

physical prevention of free movement, or more abstract, as in censorship or even emotional 

manipulation. It then goes on to describe further subtle layers of meaning, such as “to enjoy 

political and civil liberties, […] autonomy, self-government, or independence” (Sinclair et al, 

2000: 563). The UDHR, meanwhile, defines freedom by breaking it down into specific areas 

in which freedom should be enjoyed, such as the freedom of speech, freedom of peaceful 

assembly and freedom from fear and want (UN General Assembly, 1948). Each of the 

freedoms listed in the UDHR are described simply, succinctly and with a deliberately great 

degree of generalisation. It is designed with the assumption that every statement can be 

applied to every person but without any practical solution as to how this might be done. It 

focuses on rights rather than achievements, leaving a lot of room for interpretation. For the 

purposes of this study, a vague yet comprehensive definition of freedom is ideal and thus the 

different forms of freedom mentioned in the UDHR will serve as a guideline definition. 

The extent to which freedom is gained in a practical sense can be influenced by 

countless, ever-changing variables. Moreover, most group actors such as non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) and states, indeed even political parties and public figures, tend to put a 
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greater importance on one form of freedom than another, and this disagreement can lead to 

conflict. The USA, for example, defends its first amendment absolutely, wherein it is stated 

that freedom of speech cannot be limited by any law (Hannan, 2010). The UK, on the other 

hand, takes a different approach to freedom of speech as it is stated in the 1986 Public Order 

Act that this form of freedom must be limited to exclude abusive words or behaviour within 

audible or visual range of the rhetoric’s object (c. 5). Whilst such laws exist to defend certain 

freedoms, they can also hinder other forms of freedom, and as they vary from state to state, 

each fulfils the terms laid out in the UDHR in different ways and to varying degrees.  

When looking to achieve freedom in an applied, concrete way, it is natural to look at the 

obstacles that exist and how they can be removed. It seems fair to say that the variables that 

can hinder freedom in its various forms are countless; from social influences and 

psychological struggles to dictatorships and violent conflict, a struggle to achieve freedom in 

one way or another is constantly underway somewhere in the world.  

Take, for instance, that case of Ladele versus the London Borough of Islington. The 

introduction of the Civil Partnership Act in 2004 allowed same-sex couples to marry and as 

such Lillian Ladele, a registrar, was required to register such partnerships. However, she 

refused to perform this duty on the grounds that it was not compatible with her religious 

beliefs and was subsequently dismissed from her post for discriminating against couples 

based on their sexual orientation. However she later countered with the argument that she too 

was being discriminated against but in her case it was based on religious faith. The ensuing 

conflict was brought before a court.  

 

The tribunal noted that the case involved ‘a direct conflict between the legislative 

protection afforded to religion or belief and the legislative protection afforded to 

sexual orientation’. The tribunal stated that ‘Both sets of rights are protected. One 

set of rights cannot override the other set of rights.’ In protecting the rights of the 

lesbian, gay, bisexual and transsexual community, the council had ignored Miss 

Ladele’s rights in respect of her orthodox Christian beliefs. (Gau et al, 2009: 122-

123).  

 

Here we see one side, Ms. Ladele, having her religious freedom compromised and the other 

side, the couples wishing to marry, having their freedom to live with dignity and equality and 

to be protected by the law compromised. In this case, as one party’s freedom is defended and 

strengthened, so the other’s is undermined; that is, the very thing hindering one form of 
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freedom is the attempt to grant another form of freedom, and as both sides are being equally 

defended, it appears that the conflict cannot be resolved without compromising the freedom of 

one or both of the involved parties. It might be supposed from this that the attempt to grant 

freedom for one might be counted among the variables that hinder the practical achievement 

of freedom for another.  

This case concerns the freedom of religion, which is a contentious subject in itself. Yet 

this is a debate that is difficult to perpetuate. The topic of religion and the freedom to practise 

it is fraught with the potential to offend; it is often avoided altogether as addressing a taboo is 

challenging by definition (Darwin, 2006: 20-27). Those defending their freedom seem to fight 

more fiercely to defend their freedom of religion than any other form of freedom. Many of the 

discussions about freedom avoid the subject of religion altogether in order to avoid offending 

or provoking anyone who might not concur. It is a freedom that can have a bearing on almost 

every aspect of a person’s life so, when that freedom is threatened, people can respond with 

intense emotion, defensiveness, and even aggression.  

Though religion is a vital part of the discussion of liberty, it goes further than just a 

person’s right to, say, believe what they feel to be true or worship as they feel to be right. 

Religious freedom impacts not only the individual but the world in which they live (Harris, 

2006). There has always been an apparent link between religion and conflict and such issues 

are not easily resolved if they can be resolved at all.  

The fact that criticism of religious freedom is so often avoided just draws greater 

attention to the subject and makes it more interesting as a component if the current debate. 

Self-censorship and avoiding introducing the subject of religion into discussions about 

freedom would perhaps not be so significant if all forms of freedom were mutually exclusive 

and could be discussed as such. But unfortunately this does not seem to be so; they are all 

intertwined, overlapping, and it is generally believed that granting one form of freedom will 

make it easier to grant others. Therefore, in order to make more people more free, we must 

address the difficult subjects and risk causing offence, for it is arguably more offensive to 

accept a lack of freedom in the world. This is especially vital if it does prove to be so that 

different forms of freedom are in any way hindering each other, and it is hoped that by 

contributing to a better understanding of the nature of freedom, this study might make it more 

easily granted with minimal conflict for more people across the world.  

Moreover, the case of Ladele versus the London Borough of Islington in this context is 

curious and perhaps it is not the only of its kind; it could be that this is a phenomenon that 

occurs with some regularity and has merely been overlooked or cases of it happening have not 
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been linked together. Thus we can arrive at the premise that an inverse relationship could 

possibly exist between freedom of religion and other forms of freedom and moreover that, if 

this relationship does exist, its problematic nature could potentially be a source of conflict or 

could at least create tension that is not easily dispelled.  

It is, after all, a vital part of the development process that freedom in all its forms is 

striven for with the hope of granting it for everyone. In order to better promote freedom, it 

must be better understood, especially any hindrances that might slow the process or even 

cause conflict. Indeed, a vital part of the social sciences is determining the causes of conflict 

and using this information to find better and more lasting resolutions. Freedom has always 

been considered to be integral to this work, at least in development work done by and in the 

most developed parts of the world (Galtung, 1996).  

Not only is it paradoxical to consider greater freedom as a cause of less freedom but it 

would also seem that it is counter-intuitive for peace workers and researchers to think of 

greater freedom as a source of conflict. Peace workers who are looking to maximise freedom 

and remove any hindrances would most likely not consider the freedom that they are looking 

to grant as a possible hindrance to their work or the work of others. Yet should it prove to be 

so that freedom is limiting itself in some way then attention should be drawn to this area, an 

area that would otherwise be neglected. By addressing this, it might be possible to make 

peace work and research in certain situations more effective and efficient. It might also serve 

to remove or at least explain some of the inevitable frustrations that are inherent in peace 

work, stemming from the obstacles that such work meets continually.  

Another issue that might be raised from this area of research is possible implications for 

the defence and preservation of human rights and how the paradox of freedom limiting 

freedom might be applied practically. It is worth considering the issues of morality behind 

this, whether limiting one form of freedom in order to preserve another really is a viable 

option. Realistically and perhaps cynically, this might prove to be an unsolvable problem. 

Some writers (Dawkins, 2006; Hitchens, 2007) assert that freedom of religion is simply not 

compatible with other forms of freedom and that until religion itself is abandoned by 

mankind, we will never evolve to be truly free. It may well prove to be so that the different 

forms of freedom need to be prioritised in order to be better provided – that is that freedom 

from want and fear, for instance, might be prioritised above freedom of press if the two 

cannot be granted simultaneously – but it would then be inevitable that this prioritisation 

would prove to be a matter of opinion, culture, politics, and so on. Further, should two states 

disagree on which form of freedom is more important, this might also cause conflict.  
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Although this research focuses on cases from developed countries, this is not to neglect 

less developed countries or their struggle to obtain freedom. It is true that the developed 

countries which largely comprise Europe and North America already enjoy a great level of 

freedom in comparison to so much of the rest of the world that it would be easy to dismiss 

their cases. However peaceful democracies can provide more than a model for development 

and even were this so it would still be worthwhile to challenge its effectiveness (Galtung and 

Scott, 2008: 46ff). If we are to fully understand the nature of what it means to be free, we 

must look beyond the obvious hindrances to freedom of dictatorships, violent conflict and 

poverty. Studying freedom and its link to conflict in the developed, democratically governed 

world can provide us with a clearer picture of its complexities and the layers that exist 

beneath the most immediately apparent.  

The field of peace and development is constantly evolving, as is the discussion and 

notion of liberty and we, within the field, must therefore evolve with it. We are working for 

peace, not just peace-making but peace-keeping, and facilitating freedom is an important part 

of both. Development means not only granting freedom but preserving it.  

 

 

1.2 Research objective 

 

The main purpose of this study is to research the effect that freedom of religion might have on 

other forms of freedom and vice versa, in the cases of the most highly developed countries of 

the world. Not only does this study seek to explore this relationship but also the notion that, 

should there prove to be a paradox of freedom limiting freedom, it could be a potential source 

of conflict.  

The discussions that surround the subject of freedom at present tend to hold the 

paradigm that, not only does promoting one form of freedom facilitate the granting of other 

liberties, but also that granting greater freedom is a sure way to solve conflict and certainly 

not a way to create it. Indeed, the very notion of freedom is treated as a synonym for peace 

(Haar and Busuttil, 2003). As such, any research that considers freedom as a cause of conflict 

is rare and when pieced together gives an incomplete picture of the situation at present.
1
  

It is on these grounds that it is hoped that by answering the research questions listed 

below, not only will the above objective be met but a contribution might be made to the 

existing discussions and help make a more comprehensive argument. 
                                                           
1
 A more in-depth review of the current discussion can be found in the literature review, Chapter 2.2. 



6 

 

1.3 Research questions 

 

 How and to what extent can freedom of religion adversely affect other forms of 

freedom? 

o What examples, if any, can we see of freedom of religion being limited in order to 

allow greater freedom in other forms? 

 If there is a relationship between freedom of religion and other forms of freedom, how 

might it cause conflict? 

 Where conflict does occur, what can we learn from the ways in which they are sought to 

be resolved? 

 

 

1.4 Methodology and theoretical framework 

 

The subject of the study is not well suited to quantitative research as freedom is so difficult to 

define and to measure. This is supported by the fact that the bulk of existing research on and 

around the subject has been conducted qualitatively. Here, a qualitative methodology has also 

been employed in order to better accommodate the nature of the subject and in order to make 

a more fitting contribution to the existing discussion. Indeed, the existing research is used as a 

starting point for this study, providing a framework in which to begin. Mill’s Harm Principle 

(MHP) provides a standard against which the results can be measured; any instance of 

freedom being limited can be analysed through this framework in the hope of determining 

why this limitation was put in place and what effect, if any, it might have on the people 

involved.
2
 In essence, MHP provides a frame that can link all the results together and allow 

them to be analysed and compared relatively equally.  

It should be noted that throughout the study, religious freedom will be referred to in 

various ways. In the UDHR it is stated that “Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, 

conscience and religion” and that this includes the right to teach, practise, worship and 

observe one’s beliefs alone or in a community, in public or in private. Therefore, where an 

individual expresses that they belong to a recognised, official religion, or a community gather 

because of such a religion, their freedom to do so will be referred to as freedom of religion. 

However, if no such organised religion or the rules of which are mentioned, if a person or 

                                                           
2
 A more in-depth discussion of the theoretical background can be found in Chapter 2.1.  
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group is acting because of their own conscience, set of beliefs or because of a moral standard, 

then it will be referred to as appropriate.  

 

 

1.5 Thesis Structure 

 

Following the above introduction, the second chapter (2) explains in more detail the 

theoretical framework within which this study works, putting particular emphasis on MHP as 

a paradigm within the social sciences. The possibility of relationships between different forms 

of freedom upon which this research is based is explained in more depth. Then a more 

comprehensive review of the existing literature on the subjects of liberty and religion is 

presented. The third chapter (3) consists of a thorough explanation of the methodology 

employed in conducting this research in three parts. First the abductive nature of the study is 

explained, then the choice of a qualitative method is justified, and finally the process of case 

selection is described and explained. The fourth chapter (4) presents the results of the research 

wherein each of the twenty cases are described independently from one another and presented 

in a randomised order. The chapter concludes with a summary of the results in which each of 

the research questions are answered in turn. In the fifth chapter (5) the research results are 

analysed in three stages, according to the research questions, and from the theoretical point of 

departure previously discussed. The sixth and final chapter (6) concludes the study by 

summarising the results and analysis, and then suggests a possible direction in which future 

research might be taken.  

 

 

1.6 Limitations and delimitations 

 

The study will be delimited to highly developed and democratically governed counties in the 

Western world, mainly Europe and North America, so that their freedom should not appear to 

be restricted in a way that might skew the results.  

Due to strict time and financial restraints, this study will be limited to a desk study and 

the results delimited to 20 cases from approximately the last two decades. Naturally, with 

more time, a greater number of cases could be researched and reported but here it seems that 

quality and relevance should be prioritised above quantity. It is expected that some linguistic 

limitations may arise if data is found in languages other than Swedish or English. Generally, 
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regional newspapers report in their native language but it is hoped that relevant events from 

those countries which are geographically close to or in Scandinavia might also have been 

reported in Swedish publications and that some events will have been reported by 

international media such as the BBC which reports in English. Moreover, the lingua franca of 

published journals is English so a language barrier is not expected to hinder results here.  

 

 

1.7 Ethical considerations 

 

Religion is a sensitive subject and it must be made clear that the objective of this study is not 

to cause offense or to target any specific religion or indeed the practise of religion itself. 

Really, this should not be considered a study about religion; this study’s main concern is 

freedom in all its forms (of which freedom of religion is one) and the best way to ensure that 

it is possible for all. At every stage of the research and writing process, the objective will be 

to author this study with neutrality, objectivity and to present the results without bias.  
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2. Theoretical considerations 

 

2.1 Theoretical framework 

 

Due to the abstract nature of the subject and its concern with human rights and human 

behaviour, most modern research on freedom in its various forms is qualitative in its method, 

focusing largely on defining freedom and applying it practically (Bezanson, 2006; Evans and 

Weber, 2009; Marshall, 2009). A fairly extensive degree of focus is placed on freedom as one 

of many fundamental human rights, particularly for minorities, at-risk groups and the 

populations of those countries which are under dictatorial or military rule. Essentially, most 

discussions regarding freedom pay particular attention to those who have difficulty obtaining 

it, such as children, women, ethnic minorities and those living in poverty (Freedom House, 

2010; Kilkelly, 1999; Mooradian, 2010).  

Quantitative research, on the other hand, is not as extensive, as freedom is difficult to 

measure in any sense, particularly numerically. Most quantitative studies focus on one 

specific form of freedom such as freedom of speech or freedom of the press, and develop an 

index that best represents one country’s freedom in comparison to that of another. The 

Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU, 2011), for instance, measures democracy, which in the 

view of the western world, provides the optimal, arguable the only, framework for freedom. It 

does this first by dividing countries into one of four different categories, each being a 

different type of regime to which they give definitions, and then by ranking countries within 

these categories by giving a score which is calculated according to 60 different indicators (pp. 

30-31). This allows us to see quite clearly which countries are more politically free and in 

what ways less democratic societies are losing political freedom. It does not, however, 

consider the process of obtaining democracy, nor does it discuss how effective non-

democratic governmental regimes might be or even how effectively the democratically 

elected governments are governing their respective countries. In essence, whilst it might be 

factually accurate, it provides only a picture of the present rather than a description of the 

process of development; it does not take the very human element of perception or the 

interaction of different forms of freedom into account.  

Political freedom and democracy are often discussed together; if they are not used 

interchangeably then one is at least thought to be a consequence of the other. It seems to be a 

generally agreed upon notion in the western world that we, who live under democratic rule, 
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are politically free and that those who do not, are not. In addition to political freedom, 

democracy is also thought to bring peace. This is best described with the Democratic Peace 

hypothesis (DPT) which, in essence, purports that democratically governed states do not, or 

are at least more hesitant to engage in violent conflict with one another. This is a theory that 

has faced much criticism (Galtung and Scott, 2008: 46ff) but which nonetheless seems to 

reflect many of the ideals that we engage in the developed world. We believe ourselves to be 

more free, not only politically, more peaceful and, crucially, more developed, at least by our 

own standards and definitions of these things (Inglehart and Wezel, 2005: 149). Though this 

may be true, alternative hypotheses have also made their way into the discussion (Galtung and 

Scott, 2008: 58-60) and it is common to question whether what has proven to be successful 

for us can really have the same effect on others and whether there isn’t outside of all this, an 

even better alternative.  

It is to be expected that a subject as large as freedom will have been written about 

extensively, with a large portion of the research focusing on one specific form of freedom. 

Noam Chomsky (1989), for instance, writes critically about the role of the freedom of the 

press in modern, capitalist democracies. He argues that, rather than overseeing and regulating 

those in power as they claim to do and as they should, the free press instead plays a role of 

servitude to those in power and subtly propagates the elite. Roger Trigg (2007) has done the 

same for freedom of religion as he discusses the extent to which religious freedom is possible 

in modern, Western societies. It is stated in the constitution of the USA that the state and the 

church should be governed separately yet, Trigg (2007) argues that, whilst total neutrality 

toward religion might be seen as hostile and oppressive, religious pluralism is equally 

unfeasible as society simply cannot accept all faiths as equal in value (pp. 3, 15-17). In order 

to grant freedom of religion, it might be necessary to accept that some faiths are more socially 

acceptable than others and some religious institutions hold greater power. The question then is 

whether it is more ethical to accept religious inequality in order to grant greater freedom, or to 

maintain neutrality but risk suppressing the freedom to practise a faith.  

In the discussion of the extent to which freedom in general should be hindered, John 

Stuart Mill (1859) is still considered to be one of the most important participants. His work 

On Liberty describes what has since come to be known as Mill’s Harm Principle (MHP) 

which states that a person’s freedom should only be limited where it might cause harm to 

another. He elaborates by suggesting that whilst a person may act in such a way as to cause 

harm to themselves, they should not be prevented from so doing as they are in control of their 

own conduct and therefore able to protect themselves from said harmful action. However, 
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where a person’s actions might have harmful consequences for another, this should be limited 

due to it not being consensual (p.10). MHP has come to be a paradigm within the fields of 

political science and philosophy as his concise and detailed explanation of such a general rule 

is still relevant over 150 years later.  

Each form of freedom branches out into numerous other debates. A large branch of the 

discussion debates the concept and nature of freedom philosophically; within the school of 

philosophy the study of political philosophy has been developing since Plato and Aristotle. 

Political philosophy tends to assume a democratic ideal and is mainly concerned with justice, 

liberty and human rights; it discusses the ideal and practical possibilities of a political 

community (Gilbert, 1995: 9). That is, it is concerned with how freedom fits into a political 

community, how governing a people can affect their freedom and the extent to which it can 

still be considered ethical to restrict a people’s freedom.
3
  

A discussion of freedom also exists within the school psychology as our perception and 

understanding of what it means to be free has a direct bearing our ability to achieve it. 

Professor B. F. Skinner (1986) argues that a person’s struggle to obtain freedom is more a 

behavioural process wherein the person’s success is defined by their response to negative 

stimuli within their immediate environment (p. 46). This is as opposed to the paradigmatic 

belief of the early 20
th

 century that freedom was based on emotion, perceptions and other 

mental attributes.  

Skinner’s argument can be linked to Isaiah Berlin’s (1958) two concepts of liberty.
4
 He 

suggests that freedom exists as two types, positive and negative. Negative freedom is a more 

passive form of freedom, in that it is not actively hindered; no obstacles inhibit its possibility 

to be obtained. It focuses on the availability of opportunities and that these opportunities are 

all equally viable; whether or not they are acted upon is irrelevant as long as the possibility to 

act exists (pp. 169f). Positive freedom, on the other hand, is more active, placing more 

emphasis on action and the power of the individual to fulfil their potential (p. 178). For 

example, a person may have the opportunity and necessary resources with which to go to 

school and obtain an education. If they choose not to do so, even if they desire an education, 

they can be considered negatively free. Yet if they choose to take advantage of this freedom, 

                                                           
3
 There does seem to be an emphasis on political freedom in much of development theory. Yet political freedom 

also involves some restrictions by the imposition of laws, justice, and so on. Just as we set boundaries for 

children in order to protect them, we set boundaries for society in order to protect ourselves; we, in the 

developed world, generally believe it to be for our own good and for the good of others. 
4
 Not to be confused with Johan Galtung’s work on positive and negative peace, which is mentioned later in this 

chapter.  
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to act upon it, and to fulfil not only their wish but their potential to learn, then they are 

positively free.
5
  

The discussion of freedom of religion has evolved to such an extent that in recent years 

a new branch of debate has emerged over not how free people should be to practise their faith 

but rather whether religion should be practised at all. Those arguing against religion tend to be 

openly atheist and of an academic background; Richard Dawkins, for instance, is renowned in 

his field of ethology and evolutionary biology, and Christopher Hitchens has written and 

spoken extensively on his research into the fields of sociology and political history. Both 

Dawkins (2006) and Hitchens (2007) have written highly controversial works on the role of 

religion in modern society and the detrimental affect it can have on human behaviour. They 

argue that religion once served an evolutionary purpose as it provided certain social rules 

which afforded humans a better chance of survival as a species. However, they also suggest 

that humanity has evolved beyond this need and that the traditionalism of religious faith might 

now be hindering human evolution.  

Writers such as Hitchins and Dawkins seem to suggest, even to assert, that it would be 

beneficial to limit or even remove religion from modern society. It is not, however, discussed 

whether or not this would solve any conflict that might have resulted from a too great freedom 

of religion. Such cases have entered into the discussion, however, and have not gone 

unobserved. Whilst Harris (2004) seems to suggest that conflict results more from religious 

extremism and that freedom of religion for those who practise it ‘moderately’ is not likely to 

lead to conflict, Hitchins (2007) seems to take the argument further, suggesting that religion, 

regardless of who practises it or how it is practised, hinders all forms of freedom and his 

argument seems to go so far as to suggest that we cannot be free unless we are not religious.  

Harris’ (2004) notion of what he calls ‘moderates’ is an interesting one. Although such 

people make up the majority of religious people and although Harris seems to refer to them 

with as much condescension as all other religious people, he does not seem to necessarily 

consider them to be representative of all religious people and therefore leaves several details 

open to speculation. For example, one might consider whether a moderate degree of religious 

faith requires only a moderate amount of religious freedom. This might make moderates less 

prone to instigate conflict based on their faith as they are more tolerant of other faiths and do 

                                                           
5
 It is important to differentiate between the freedom enjoyed by people in countries with differing levels of 

development and wealth and it is for this reason that this study focuses solely on examples from more developed 

countries as the residents there are generally considered to be the most free of the world’s population. In the 

education example above, a child in a less developed country may well desire an education but not have access 

to the required learning materials such as books and uniform and would therefore be considered negatively free.  
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not require society to necessarily conform to their beliefs. However, as Galtung most notably 

purported, the lack of conflict does not always denote the presence of peace (Galtung, 1996: 

31-32). 

Based on existing research and the current state of the discussion, this study’s 

theoretical point of departure can be broken down into three relationships which are 

illustrated thus:  

Figure 1 

 

Here we see the theoretical framework from which this study departs. That is, first, that the 

facilitation of freedom of religion might cause other freedoms to be hindered, second, that by 

hindering other forms of freedom, a greater freedom of religion could be provided and, third, 

that conflict can result from the incompatibility of freedom of religion with other forms of 

freedom.
6
  

 

 

                                                           
6
 Religious conflict would seem to be an obvious starting point for this study, but it stands a little way apart from 

the themes discussed here. Such conflicts tend involve, not so much clashes of freedom, but clashes of belief. 

The inclusion of such conflicts in this study would be problematic as one would have to make a clear distinction 

between conflicts caused by the defence of the right to practise a religion and those caused by, simply put, 

disagreement about just how a religion should be practised. 
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2.2 Literature review 

 

The enormous subject of freedom and its various forms have been widely discussed – this 

almost goes without saying – but the relationships between these different forms has been 

researched and discussed to a much lesser extent. It seems to be an almost paradigmatic view 

that the enablement of one form of freedom facilitates other forms. Furthermore, granting 

freedom seems to be considered to be more of a way of solving conflict rather than creating it. 

The very notion of liberty seems to be synonymous with peace and there has therefore not 

arisen much discussion around the idea that granting freedom might actually cause conflict. 

Generally, where this is discussed, it surrounds extreme, exaggerated and anomalous cases 

such as religious fundamentalism leading to acts of war (Haar and Busuttil, 2003).  

The obstacles with which freedom is presented are many and have been analysed at 

length; tyranny, war, and poverty, for example, are all subjects commonly under discussion in 

the field of social science. Moreover, where the hindrances to freedom have been discussed, it 

has been suggested that the most enduring hindrance of all is conflict which can limit freedom 

in almost all ways for certain groups of people. Again, the discussion easily returns to the 

positive relationship between freedom and peace. Whilst many things have been seen to 

hinder freedom and this is a widely researched area, of theses hindrances, freedom itself is not 

usually counted among them.  

The research surrounding possible relationships between different forms of freedom is 

slim and rather incomplete. In the discussion of the relationship between freedom of religion 

and other freedoms, for instance, the emphasis is on the relationship between freedom of 

religion and freedom of speech (Temperman, 2011). This is due, in part, to the zeal that so 

often is a part of religious worship which creates in its followers an ardent desire to voice 

their beliefs, even when their beliefs might be offensive to others. It is also, in part, due to the 

need of modern, pluralist societies to provide equal protection of freedom of speech for all. 

Moreover, it would seem that religion itself is often a taboo subject. Religious belief is much 

revered and often protected by social norms, making it difficult to openly criticise. Such 

treatment of the subject may or may not be just but it certainly hinders frank discussion and 

seems to have created gaps in the research.  

Whilst the possibility that an inverse relationship might exist between freedom of 

religion and other freedoms remains largely unexplored, the relationship between different 

religions has caused conflict for as long as history has been documented (Hitchins, 2007). 

Many of the major monotheisms of the world have difficulty tolerating opposing views and it 
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has become commonplace to see people have their freedom limited on the grounds of their 

religious belief by the organisations of other belief systems who happen to enjoy greater 

freedom (Harris, 2004: 29). One might argue that such conflicts are inevitable and perhaps 

this is true but debate surrounding the resolution of these conflicts is highly divisive. On the 

one hand, it would seem that such conflicts have no solution and must be accepted as part of 

the human condition, yet on the other hand, a more optimistic return might be that as we 

become a more evolved and enlightened species we will learn to tolerate our differences. 

Opposing this, however, are those that say that if religion causes conflict then removing 

religion would solve the conflict (Hitchins, 2007; Dawkins, 2006). This discussion has yet to 

reach any conclusion but is instead constantly evolving along with accepted discourse on the 

sensitive subject of religion. In our Western view, it remains that religious conflict can be 

both prevented and resolved through the peaceful cooperation of a religiously diverse and 

democratic society.  
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3. Method and Methodology 

 

3.1 Abductive reasoning 

 

This study is largely abductive in nature; it infers from the observation of conflicts involving 

the defence or limitation of freedom of religion that an inverse relationship might exist 

between religious freedom and other forms of freedom. Although there are deductive 

elements to this study, it does not seek to prove a hypothesis but rather to generate one 

through observance. Deduction may seem like the more logical method to employ but this 

method demands a conclusion which, at this point, cannot be guaranteed. Even inductive 

reasoning demands some evidence, even if it is not conclusive (Walton, 2004). Instead, this 

study makes observations without assumption and then from any patterns that may appear in 

these observations (or indeed from the absence of any pattern, as may prove to be the case) 

one or more hypothesis will be offered in explanation of the observed occurrences. Rather 

than move from cause to effect, effects are identified and traced back to see if they have a 

common cause (Walton, 2004).  

 

 

3.2 Qualitative methodology 

 

The inference is demonstrated through a qualitative methodology which focuses on cases 

occurring in the most developed countries of the world, the majority of which are located in 

the north and west. Freedom of religion will be the focal point, the effect of and on which 

other forms of freedom will be observed. A qualitative strategy has been chosen, in part 

because the sources from which the results are gathered are also qualitative, but also because 

this type of research tends to be investigative in nature and allows questions to be asked and 

answered in an open-ended, descriptive manner which best suits research into human 

behaviour and motivation.  
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3.3 Case selection 

 

The study is conducted in the form of a desk study wherein cases are searched for purely 

electronically as this allows for faster data gathering and therefore the opportunity to find 

more results; moreover, electronic research allows better access to the most recently published 

information alongside archived news articles. News articles provide the main source of 

information because they generate and share huge quantities of information daily and tend to 

focus more on fact than interpretation (Cottle, 2009: 35). The first phase consists of searching 

the BBC News website for articles which contain terms such as ‘freedom of religion’, 

‘religious freedom’, ‘religion and liberty’, and so on. After having read each article, they can 

then be narrowed down to ones involving another form of freedom or two parties both 

defending their freedom of religion.  

After this, additional newspaper articles to support the ones found in the initial search 

are found via Google News or by searching within known online newspapers belonging to the 

country in question. This would be The New York Times for any cases found in the USA, for 

example, or SVT for cases occurring in Sweden. News websites often contain links to external 

websites which are relevant to the article’s story; where these appear, they are followed. If a 

case refers to a law, the primary source will be found via that country’s government’s 

website, where linguistically feasible.  

The main source is the BBC because it reports globally and has a reputation for 

unbiased reliability and political neutrality (Cottle, 2009: 99). It is, admittedly, quite Euro-

centric and, as it is a British corporation, it does tend to report more from the UK than 

anywhere else; with this in mind, where cases take place outside of the UK, local reports on 

the case will also be used where possible to make the information more reliable. Of course the 

nature of the subject increases a possibility of biased reporting but some degree of bias is 

always inevitable; it cannot be entirely avoided but increased awareness of the possibility 

should allow for a more accurate presentation of cases.  

Cases are selected as they are found and as each case is found, some questions are posed 

in order to determine its relevance to the study. For example, does it involve someone’s 

religious freedom being limited? If not, is someone’s religious freedom causing another to 

lose freedom? If there is conflict, does it stem from the loss or gain of freedom? In order to be 

counted amongst the results, each case must contain at least one party who is defending their 

freedom of religion; this may be either the cause or result of another party’s freedom being 

defended, extended or limited in some way.  
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If the case concerns a conflict which originates outside of the incompatibility of 

freedoms, then it is not considered relevant to the study. Additionally, events which occur 

outside of the most developed countries of the world will also be disregarded; development 

will be judged using the Human Development Index (HDI). Should more than 20 cases be 

found, the oldest will be discarded in order to make sure the results are as relevant and up-to-

date as possible.  

Each case is presented separately and in an entirely random order.
7
 In this research, a 

single case is considered as a single event, movement, or several similar events, where the 

freedom of religion of a group or individual has been called into question and where it may be 

interpreted that this has had a direct bearing on another form of freedom of the same or 

another group or individual. Each case will be described using at least one, though preferably 

more than one, news article and may be supported with any further mentions found in other 

publications such as academic journals or legal documents. Some degree of interpretation and 

discourse analysis is required as rarely is freedom described explicitly.  

Of course, other methods of case selection were considered. Many books and articles 

have been published on the subject of freedom and they invariably give examples which no 

doubt could potentially be used as cases. However, printed works are more permanent and 

therefore need to use examples of more notorious and controversial people and events which 

are likely to continue to draw attention for a longer period of time. The internet, however, is 

fleeting; it is constantly being edited and updated, and therefore has more immediacy. It is the 

very current and immediate nature of the internet that is useful to this study; it is important to 

remain as current as possible as our notion of equality and what it means to be free evolves so 

quickly. Yet more than this, it might also be possible to find smaller, simpler, local events 

which do not concern or do not involve larger, external forces which can add complication 

and distort the accuracy of reporting. This study is concerned only with cases where people 

defend their freedom of religion, thought and conscience.  

                                                           
7
 It has been considered that a structured focused comparison would be the most appropriate and helpful way of 

displaying a summary of the results. However, until the results are collected, it cannot be known if they can be 

organised this way. The method will be kept in mind and used if, after data collection, it is still considered to be 

appropriate. 
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4. Research results  

 

Case #1 

In the UK in 2010, a Jehovah’s Witness died after being hit by a car and, upon being 

hospitalised, refusing a potentially life-saving blood transfusion. As the patient was aged 15 at 

the time and considered a minor in the UK, his family has the power to overrule his decision 

but chose not to do so (Roberts, 2010; BBC, 2010a). A similar case occurred in 2012 in 

neighbouring Ireland where a woman, also a Jehovah’s Witness, who was suffering from a 

ruptured ectopic pregnancy, had signed a document refusing a blood transfusion. Jehovah’s 

witnesses interpret their scriptures in such a way that they believe that their god forbids the 

ingestion of blood and that this includes the modern medical practice of blood transfusion. 

She later, however, communicated verbally to medical staff that she would accept some blood 

products such as plasma and platelets, though not anything containing red blood cells; this is a 

distinction that many Jehovah’s witnesses make. Her husband, however, tried to refuse the 

treatment on her behalf, claiming that her verbal request did not overrule the written 

document as she had been sedated and was not able to clearly express her true religious 

beliefs (BBC, 2012a).  

Following the incident in the UK, the hospital that treated the boy stated that they were 

under no legal obligation to comply with or to oppose his wishes and that every such case is 

treated individually. Further, this case is not the only one of its kind and, in the past, some 

medical practitioners have gone against the religious wishes of their patients in order to save 

their lives (Roberts, 2010). In the case of the Irish patient, the court ruled against the wishes 

of the husband and accepted the woman’s request for certain blood products (BBC, 2012a). In 

fact, as may be the case here, medical practitioners sometimes oppose such views in order to 

preserve their own moral values as it is a common ethical standard amongst the religious and 

non-religious alike save a life if one possesses the power and capability to do so.  

In such cases of medical treatment being refused for religious reasons, the current 

solution is to uphold the religious freedom of the patient at the expense of the ethics of the 

medical staff as, where it concerns the life if the patient, their values are generally considered 

to be of a higher priority.  
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Case #2 

In 2009 it was ruled that Italian schools may not display crucifixes in classrooms on the 

grounds that it limited the religious freedom of the children and their families by affecting not 

only the choice of whether or not they agree with the beliefs of the Catholic Church but also 

by hindering parents who wish to introduce the children to other forms of organised religion 

or to atheism (BBC, 2009a).  

This ruling was met with objection, mostly from members of the Vatican and the 

Catholic Church which holds a great deal of power within Italy. However, the ruling has since 

been overturned and the Italian custom of hanging a crucifix in the classroom has been 

reintroduced, though it is not compulsory. This decision, like the 2009 ruling, has been made 

with the aim of preserving religious freedom as the previous ruling was seen as discriminatory 

against members of the Catholic Church (BBC, 2011a).  

It is thought that this case will be used in order to support similar rulings in other 

countries and for other religious symbols by those who either want to defend the religion to 

which they belong or to avoid their children’s religious decisions being influenced by 

exposure to religious symbolism (BBC, 2011a).  

 

Case #3 

In early 2012, a case was brought to court in Scotland as two midwives claimed that their 

duties to supervise the early termination of pregnancies conflicted with their catholic beliefs 

and therefore being forced to do so would violate their basic human rights. The women stated 

that they believed life to begin at conception and that for them to participate in the termination 

of a pregnancy was for them to assist in the termination of a life, something which their god 

and their conscience forbid (BBC, 2012b).  

The 1967 Abortion Act states that a person cannot be forced to participate in an abortion 

of they hold a conscientious objection to it (c. 4) but the court ruled that the midwives were 

not being forced to participate as they could delegate any part of the task and needed only to 

supervise (BBC, 2012c). It would seem that, though this clause in the Abortion Act exists to 

protect the moral freedom of medical staff, this freedom can only be protected to an extent 

before it begins to hinder the freedom of patients seeking abortion.  

The conflict has been legally resolved by compromising how religiously free the 

midwives in question feel in order to preserve the freedom of their patients. However, it 

remains unknown whether the conflict is truly resolved; the case may well be appealed, other 
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such cases may arise, and it remains unclear whether the midwives themselves have accepted 

the resolution.
8
  

 

Case #4 

Of the two brothers responsible for the detonation of two bombs at the Boston marathon on 

15
th

 April 2013, one, Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, is currently being tried for his convictions, while 

the other, Tamerlan Tsarnaev, was killed during a police shootout shortly after the bombing 

(BBC, 2013a). The late Tsarnaev’s burial took place in secret in the state of Virginia; his body 

could not be returned to his mother in his native Chechnya due to passport complications 

(BBC, 2013c). His eventual burial only occurred following much protesting and controversy 

over how his remains were to be dealt with and with some difficulty in finding a community 

that would accept the burial of the body in their area (BBC, 2013b). Only after the burial had 

taken place were the details revealed and the reception has been largely negative.  

Conflict has arisen within the local Muslim community – especially with those who 

have family members buried in the same graveyard, which belongs to the Muslim community 

– over the fact that Tsarnaev’s remains were placed their without their knowledge (BBC, 

2013c). The objection seems to be a matter of reputation. The religious community does not 

wish to be associated with or tied in any way to the perpetrator of a crime which conflicts so 

strongly with their moral values. Moreover, Tsarnaev’s actions caused such controversy and 

gained such notoriety that his grave, though unmarked, might attract protestors who could 

damage the site and therefore compromise the perceived integrity of the other deceased 

(Botelho and Newton, 2013).  

Those responsible for arranging the burial have stated that they were acting according to 

their own religious beliefs, as Christians, and hoped to resolve the conflict by demonstrating 

sympathy for Tsarnaev. They were free to exercise their religious beliefs thus as the body 

could or would not be claimed by any who knew the deceased. Those protesting the burial, 

however, did not agree with the resolution, thereby exacerbating the conflict. Legally, the 

burial seems to be sound as local authorities do not have to be and do not tend to be notified 

of new burials. Moreover, the burial now appears to be irreversible; indeed, it would seem 

                                                           
8
 This is just one example of many such cases, the majority of which go unreported and unresolved. The debate 

over early termination is on-going and each state has its own laws and its own controversies surrounding the 

subject. This research paper, however, is not the correct platform on which to launch a discussion on the ethical 

validity of abortion. In order to keep the focus on freedom, this particular case was selected for its modernity and 

the fact that it concisely represents the part that abortion can play in conflicts over religious freedom. 
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that to reverse the burial and exhume the body would be even more morally unsound (Botelho 

and Newton, 2013).  

At present, it could be said that, though the local Muslim community may feel their 

religious freedom has been threatened somewhat by the actions of those who arranged the 

burial, it has not been directly lessened or hindered.  

 

Case #5  

The traditional Orthodox Jewish method of male circumcision, known as metzitzah b’peh 

involves the circumciser removing the blood of the incision with his mouth. Over a period of 

seven years, 11 children in New York alone were found to have contracted herpes as a result 

of their traditional circumcisions. For two of these children, the condition proved to be fatal 

and two more suffered brain damage because babies tend not to have strong enough immune 

systems to fight such infections (Otterman, 2012a).  

In New York, a city with an especially high Jewish population, only recently has the 

practice of circumcision begun to be regulated, with particular emphasis on metzitzah b’peh. 

The new regulation demanding parental consent has been passed by the New York City Board 

of Health but has yet to be approved or denied by the American judicial system. Whilst many 

rabbis and Jewish families have willingly adhered to the new regulation, some Orthodox 

rabbis and mohalim have deliberately rebelled on the grounds that they wish to preserve their 

freedom to practice their religious beliefs in the traditional manner (Otterman, 2012b).  

 

Case #6  

A British relationship counsellor was dismissed by his employer in 2008 after stating that he 

was unwilling to provide sex therapy to same-sex couples (BBC, 2013a). He stated that, as a 

Christian interpreting the Bible, he believes same-sex sex to be forbidden and that by 

counselling same-sex couples he would be encouraging something that contradicted his moral 

values (BBC, 2013b). However, in order to accommodate his religious views and to grant him 

full religious freedom, same-sex couples had to be denied counselling and their right to equal 

treatment; in this case, it was decided by the court that the rights of same-sex couples be 

placed above the religious rights of the counsellor in question.  

This, however, does not seem to have resolved the conflict as the case has been 

appealed multiple times and continues to be dismissed, as the counsellor’s religious freedom 

continues to be hindered in favour of the right to equality of couples seeking therapy (BBC, 

2013b).  
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Case #7 

In Germany, 2012, circumcision came under discussion when the Cologne court announced 

that the practise on male infants amounts to bodily mutilation as it is causing an irreversible 

physical change to the child and is not only medically and cosmetically unnecessary but may 

also conflict with the child’s future choice of religion. It was moved that the practice should 

be banned and that, according to the law, it had not technically been legal to begin with 

(Evans, 2012).  

The ruling has inflamed religious groups, particularly the Muslim and Jewish 

communities, who consider the practise to be vital to their faith and to the spiritual wellbeing 

of their children. Many have announced that they do not intend to comply with this particular 

law (BBC, 2012d). Moreover, the Chancellor has voiced her objection to the ruling and her 

support for the religious groups involved (BBC, 2012e).
9
  

At the moment, it remains unclear as where Germany as an entire state officially lies in 

the dispute over whether this particular freedom of religion infringes on other freedoms of the 

children on which the practice is performed. It is further complicated as it concerns the 

physical rights of the child yet the religious rights of its parents.  

 

Case #8  

Finland has recently given parliamentary seats to their far-right political party, 

Perussuomalaiset (the True Finns). Typical of such parties, Perussuomalaiset has a strong 

sense of national identity which they wish not only to preserve but promote by curtailing the 

immigration of people who do not conform to traditional Finnish culture and by promoting 

the teaching of what they describe as a healthy sense of nationalism in schools
10

. The party is 

also typical of its ilk in that is shows greater support for the Christian faith than any other. 

This is evident in its support for the traditional family structure (BBC, 2011b; BBC, 2011c). 

Not only do they oppose gay marriage but they actively support and encourage young women 

opting out of further education in order to have children and to raise them with traditional 

Christian values and a sense of national Finnish pride (Perussuomalaiset, 2013).  

                                                           
9
 The subject is particularly sensitive in Germany as, since the Second World War, Jewish religious rights have 

been given particular attention and many believe that German Jews are owed extra protection in compensation 

for past wrongs.  
10

 They also wish to abolish the law that makes the teaching of Swedish, the country’s second official language, 

obligatory in schools. They do not consider the language to be a necessary part of Finnish nationalism, despite 

the large number of native Swedish speakers that populate the country’s west coast, as it is a throwback to a time 

when Finland was not independent but instead owned and ruled by Sweden.  



24 

 

Perussuomalaiset’s growing power within Finland puts them in an increasingly better 

position to exercise their moral beliefs on the rest of the population. It has yet to be seen 

whether and to what extent this may cause conflict as it cannot be said how strongly they 

intend to promote the traditional Christian lifestyle or, indeed, whether this would be opposed. 

Thus far the religious freedom of Perussuomalaiset has caused controversy but has not 

directly caused conflict. Were they able to fully exercise their freedom of religion, the 

religious freedom of those who did not agree, especially Muslims, would be compromised. At 

the moment, however, all this exists in theory only, and the religious freedom of Finnish 

people seems to be fairly evenly defended. It is a matter of belief at the moment, something to 

which everyone is entitled. The political strength of Perussuomalaiset does give them an 

advantage so, should a conflict be caused by their religious freedom, it is unlikely that they 

would be evenly matched. 

 

Case #9  

The Christian crucifix is often worn as a pendant or pin by those following the faith, even 

though it is not a religious requirement. Yet the practise has become more controversial in 

recent years. This follows several British cases in which employees were removed from 

certain duties or dismissed altogether for refusing to remove the crucifix that they wore and 

insisting that is was their religious right (BBC, 2012f). One example is an airline employee 

who was asked by her employer to remove her crucifix pendant as it did not comply with their 

uniform regulations (BBC, 2010b). The employee, who took the matter to the court on 

discriminatory grounds in 2006, has finally, in 2013, after several appeals, won her case 

(BBC, 2013d; BBC, 2013e). The uniform policy for the airline was altered to accommodate 

the crucifix in 2007. An almost identical case occurred when a nurse was asked to remover 

her crucifix for health and safety purposes. She refused on religious grounds but lost her case 

in 2010 and has yet to win an appeal (BBC, 2013f; Pigott, 2013); she has now taken early 

retirement rather than return to work without the right to wear her religious symbol (BBC, 

2012g).  

Though the UK is generally very tolerant of religious expression, the court has stated 

that, as the removal of the crucifix does not have any religious implications – that is that there 

are no consequences in life, death or the afterlife – it can therefore not be afforded the same 

defence as, say the Muslim hijab, the removal of which can have serious consequences for the 

wearer (BBC, 2012f).  
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To address the statement that the crucifix is not necessary to the Christian faith and is 

merely a preference, a Scottish cardinal has stated that he considers the crucifix to be a 

religious necessity and has instructed his followers to wear the crucifix every day of their 

lives. It was thought that such an instruction from an authority within the church would give 

more weight to such cases as those described above but this does not be seem to be so and his 

statement has not had any effect on any legal proceedings or how the Christian crucifix is 

worn or perceived. The cardinal stated that he wishes to combat what he considers to be the 

increasing marginalisation of religion (BBC, 2012h).  

 

Case #10  

Only in 2012 did the Netherlands, one of the most highly developed (UNDP, 2011) and 

famously tolerant countries in the world, abandon their law that deemed it an offence to insult 

the Christian god. Though the issue had been brought to the government’s attention four years 

earlier, they decided to preserve the law in order to avoid losing support from the Christian 

church. Though repealing the law means there is a greater risk of offending some religious 

people, it does provide greater freedom of speech to the non-religious (BBC, 2012i).  

 

Case #11 

In 2011 it was ruled that Muslim women in France no longer be allowed to wear items of 

clothing that cover their faces in public and that no man be allowed to force his wife to do 

so.
11

 The law is punishable not only with fines but also potentially with investigation and 

citizenship lessons; anyone found forcing a woman to cover her face faces harsher 

punishment and up two years imprisonment (BBC, 2011d).  

The controversy surrounding the burka and niqab comes from the fact that it covers the 

majority or the entirety of the face, rendering the wearer not only unrecognisable but also 

hindering many social interactions. It is, for example, the norm in European society to 

determine whether another person is non-threatening by various socially constructed signals 

such as posture and facial expressions; without these signals readily on display and in the 

absence of other mutually understood social signals to take their place, suspicion and distrust 

can be aroused, resulting in conflict. Moreover, the veil covering the face can be a symbol of 

inequality between genders and suggests female submission (BBC, 2011e). This, at least, is 

the theory behind the new French law, though it seems to lack any practical application; 

                                                           
11

 Other European countries have also implemented such a ban but France was the first to do so. More 

information can be found here: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-13038095 
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public opinion in France has deemed the new law to be a hindrance to the religious freedom 

of the wearer and moreover it is considered to be largely unnecessary as it affects such a 

minute proportion of the French Muslim population (Iqbal, 2011).  

Since French society is so liberal and so few genuinely believe the sight of a burka or 

niqab to be disturbing or in any way a hindrance to their own freedom, the new law seems to 

have caused more conflict than it has resolved and may even have created new tensions 

between those who believe the burka or niqab to be necessary and those who do not (BBC, 

2011f). In recent months, the conflicts have become violent, stemming from protests and 

enforcement of the new law, and it has yet to be seen just how far the conflict will evolve 

before it is resolved (BBC, 2013g; Fraser, 2011) 

 

Case #12  

In San Francisco, USA, a legal debate has arisen over the topic of public nudity and whether 

it can be considered an expression of moral belief and therefore protected by US constitution 

and the UDHR. Many who wish to be naked in public consider it to be an expression of their 

moral beliefs and moreover, as much of the public nudity occurs amongst men in the bigger 

gay communities of the city, some see it also as a statement about LGBT rights (Wollan, 

2011).  

The issue has been taken to court as, at present, it is illegal to show certain parts of the 

body in public. Though the court has ruled that nude dancing in strip clubs can be considered 

a form of free speech as it is an artistic articulation, it seems that the right to public nudity 

cannot be similarly defended; it may be a form of expression but, it has been argued, the act 

of nudity is itself not speech at all (Kelly, 2012).  

This case could be considered in much the same way as any debate over religious 

garments. Just as a Christian person may wish to express their beliefs by wearing a crucifix, 

people in San Francisco may wish to do likewise by removing clothing. It may transpire that 

nudity can be defended in much the same way as the donning of religious garments; though it 

concerns the exposure rather than the concealing of skin, it still concerns the expression of 

belief through physical appearance.  

 

Case #13 

The Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (FLDS) is a branch of the 

Mormon Church and just one of many faiths where polygamy is a common and traditional 

practise. The majority of religious faiths wherein polygamy plays a part, such as Islam, state 
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that it is optional or a matter of lifestyle choice and, indeed, they often hold that it is no longer 

compatible with modern life (BBC Radio 4, 2013). The FLDS, however, holds the belief that 

a man must have at least three wives in order to enter into heaven in the afterlife. In Canada 

over recent years, several members of this church have been charged with polygamy (Koo, 

2010c).
12

 Though British Colombian authorities admitted that they had always been aware of 

the FLDS practise of what they called ‘plural marriages’, they had not made any prosecutions 

for fear of hindering the church’s members’ religious freedom. In recent years, however, they 

claim to have become more aware of how socially damaging polygamy can be and have 

therefore begun to prosecute known offenders (BBC, 2010c). 

Through the prosecution of several male polygamists, the Canadian law banning the 

practise was brought into question because some said that it was unconstitutional in that it 

hinders the religious freedom of members of FLDS. However, eventually it was decided that 

the law should stand as it was stated by the judge that the impairment it causes to religious 

freedom is minimal (BBC, 2011g); moreover, it was considered more important to protect the 

rights and freedoms of the majority who, it was found, opposed legalising polygamy, and the 

rights and freedoms of the women who were forced into polygamous marriages (Koo, 2010).  

 

Case #14  

In 2010 Sweden’s far-right party, Sverigedemokraterna (the Sweden Democrats), won seats in 

parliament for the first time (BBC, 2010d). In a country with a strong integration system, free 

Swedish language learning courses and high integrative demands on new immigrants, 

Sverigedemokraterna remains the only party in Sweden without an integration policy 

(Ullenhag, 2011).  

Though they are critical of the special rights given to the native people of Sweden, the 

Sami people, Sverigedemokraterna hope to decrease immigration as a whole and have a 

particular focus on curtailing the number of Muslim immigrants. They claim that they wish to 

preserve Swedish national identity and do not believe the Islam faith to be compatible with 

Swedish culture and everyday life (Normark, 2012). Their reception has been mixed; clearly 

support for the party is growing otherwise their seats in parliament would not have been won, 

                                                           
12

 Warren Jeffs, the church’s former leader, is currently serving a life sentence in jail for multiple counts of 

sexually assaulting minors who had been forced or coerced into marrying him. After reading much about Jeff’s 

case, I do not believe his crimes were the result of his faith, merely that his faith was used to justify his crimes; 

his case, therefore, is not relevant to this study. For more information about Jeffs, see Debra Weyermann’s 

Answer Them Nothing and Sam Brower’s Prophet’s Prey, or one of the many documentary films that have been 

made about him.  
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yet they remain largely criticised and must often defend themselves against accusations of 

being racist and anti-Islam.  

It is hard to say whether the religious views of Sverigedemokraterna have directly 

caused conflict. It would seem that their exercising their religious freedom has resulted in 

some controversy but whether it is more than that is not clear. Their freedom has not only 

been protected but almost encouraged, as they have now won parliamentary seats. Generally, 

the conflicts, if they may be considered as such, that they create go unresolved as their views 

are clearly of a minority and, legally at least, the religious freedom of Muslims, 

Sverigedemokraterna’s main target, are equally defended. 

 

Case #15  

In Germany it has been ruled that pupils in school do not automatically have the right to pray 

during school hours. Before this new ruling it was already stated in German law that a 

student’s freedom to pray is limited to times outside of scheduled lessons. A Muslim pupil at 

a school in Wedding, Berlin brought this to the attention of the courts after his decision to 

pray in the school hallway during a break brought about conflict between different Muslim 

groups over differing prayer rituals. The school decided that, whilst it did not wish to restrict 

the religious freedom of any individual, it was not able to provide a separate prayer room and 

did not wish students to pray in view of other students where it might cause conflict. It has 

therefore sought to stop the student in question from praying during school hours in order to 

preserve the religious freedom of others, despite the fact that this may restrict his religious 

freedom. The judge ruling the case asked whether the school was willing "to restrict religious 

freedom in order to keep the peace at the school" though it seems that is the very thing that 

they have deemed to be the best resolution of the matter (BBC, 2011h).  

 

Case #16  

It is the generally accepted belief within Islam that visual depictions of their founding 

prophet, Muhammad, are forbidden in order to discourage idolatry. This has proved to be 

problematic when trying to get those outside of the faith to also obey the tenet. Historically, 

any attempts to publish an image of Muhammad have been met with severe opposition so, in 

modern press and publications, self-censorship has become the norm as a means of avoiding 

causing offence and creating conflict, which can often be violent (Reynolds, 2006; Buch-

Andersen, 2006; BBC, 2007; Harrison, 2008; BBC, 2012j; BBC, 2012k). Some non-Muslims 

see the rule as an infringement on their freedoms of expression, speech and press and 
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occasionally images of Muhammad are published in protest (Asser, 2010). It is not the rule 

itself that it protested, merely the expectation for non-Muslims to follow it.
13

  

In 2012, an atheist group in the University College of London (UCL) published a 

cartoon depicting Jesus and Muhammad (or what the author claims to be a “body double” of 

Muhammad) at a bar on one of their Facebook event pages. When a Muslim group from the 

same university and the university itself asked that the picture be removed, the publishers 

refused, citing their freedom of expression (Nye and Ahmed, 2012).  

Though the controversy caused the president of the atheist society to resign, it also 

sparked a petition to defend the society’s freedom of expression which accumulated 

thousands of signatures (Shariatmadari, 2012). Though the society did not gain support from 

their student union, they did gain the support and with it the notoriety of Richard Dawkins 

which, it would seem, was enough to allow the image to remain (Topping, 2012).  

 

Case #17  

Whilst some developed countries are repealing blasphemy laws, others are creating them. In 

2010, the Republic of Ireland introduced a law making blasphemy punishable by a fine of up 

to €25000. The new law has undoubtedly created conflict as, though it protects the religious 

freedom of Christians, other religious groups are objecting on the grounds that their religious 

freedom and their freedom of speech are being reduced. The Irish government defended the 

claimed inequality of the law with the Irish constitution wherein it is stated that only the 

religious rights of Christians need be defended by the law (BBC, 2010e).  

The main group in opposition to the law is an Atheist group who wish for their beliefs 

in the absence of a god to be equally protected. Though Ireland is one of the most highly 

developed countries in the world, ranking consistently above its wealthier neighbour the UK 

in human development (UNDP), the argument against this new blasphemy law is that it is a 

backward step in human development, taking more freedom than it is granting.  

 

 

 

                                                           
13

 Probably the best known case of recent years is that of Jyllans-Posten, a Danish newspaper which, in 2005, 

published alongside a critical article about self-censorship a series of cartoons depicting the prophet (Rose, 2005: 

3). The response started with peaceful protest from Danish Muslims but very quickly escalated and spread across 

the world, resulting in violent protest, rioting, and political involvement; several years after the event, attacks 

continue to be made on the newspaper’s offices and staff (BBC, 2012b). Due to the intense and aggressive 

involvement of so many countries that are not amongst the most developed in the world, this is case is not 

included in the results, though its relevance is noted.  
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Case #18  

Between the 1950s and the 1970s, thousands of unmarried women across Australia were 

forced or coerced into giving up their babies for adoption. At the time the Christian church 

had far more followers who were more devout and it therefore possessed a far greater power. 

As such, large parts of the world were governed according to the rules of the Christian faith 

and, generally, a great deal of stigma was attached to having children outside of marriage. The 

children of unmarried women were given to childless married couples in the belief that it was 

in the best interests of the child to be raised in a family that more closely adhered to the rules 

of Christianity. By protecting those conservatively following the Christian faith, thousands of 

parents outside of the faith had many of their rights confiscated: their right to legal equality, 

for instance, their right to dignity and, crucially, their freedom from fear and want as they 

were coerced and even bullied into being separated from their children on the grounds that 

they had not adhered to the conditions of parenting given by the church. The forced adoptions 

were based purely on faith as the children were born out of wedlock. Here, the conflict came 

from one set of religious beliefs being prioritised over another (BBC, 2012l; BBC, 2013i).  

The issue has recently been readdressed as a public apology was issued by the 

Australian government for the forced adoptions that took place during those decades and for 

so gravely affecting so many parents (The Australian, 2012; Karvelas, 2012). The apology 

followed the publication of a governmental report that confirmed the severity and degree of 

illegality of the practise (Parliament of Australia, 2012).  

Though the apology and admission to fault that the government has offered 

retrospectively goes some way to resolving to conflict between the authorities in question and 

the affected parents, it does not fully resolve the issue nor can it undo the actions that are so 

long past. Unfortunately the many small conflicts that resulted from these actions remained 

unresolved, at least for the parents, and only lessened with the passage of time as the actions 

became more and more irreversible and the church has gradually lost much of its political 

power and many of its followers. The public apology recently issued is considered by many to 

be a conclusion but it cannot be considered a resolution. Indeed, it might have even reignited 

some degree of conflict as the renewal of the discussion has drawn attention to modern 

adoption standards, whether forced adoption still occurs, and how the law judges whether or 

not a parent is fit to raise their child (Booker, 2013).  

 

 

 



31 

 

Case #19  

The Westboro Baptist Church (WBC) is a small church in the USA which has recently gained 

worldwide notoriety and created much controversy for its conservative Christian and strongly 

prejudiced message and the indelicate way in which this message is delivered. The church is 

most known for its practise of picketing military funerals but members also hold public 

demonstrations at college campuses, gatherings of other faiths, and other such places of 

public assembly. Their message is one of a strong hatred toward homosexuals, people or 

groups that are accepting of homosexuality (including the USA as a state), other religious 

groups and anything that might pertain to a more liberal lifestyle such as androgyny, 

premarital sex, provocative clothing and even profanity. They claim, in essence, that anyone 

outside of the church or not adhering to their beliefs will spend their afterlife in hell and they 

deliver this message using deliberately provocative rhetoric such as “Thank God for dead 

soldiers”, “God hates fags” and “Your pastor is a whore”, accompanied by equally 

provocative pictorial rhetoric (Liptak, 2011; BBC, 2011i).  

The actions of WBC have generated a huge response on a global scale, as well as within 

the USA. The response of the general population has been mixed, generating on the one hand 

outcry and much protesting (The Gazette, 2010) and on the other hand ridicule, especially 

within the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) community (Christman, 2009).  

The church has been granted the right to their public demonstrations by the US Supreme 

Court; this was granted on the grounds that to forbid the church to voice their beliefs in this 

manner would be to deny them freedom of speech.
14

 The conflict is ongoing and shows no 

sign of lessening over time. However, as more members leave WBC, it may eventually 

collapse entirely and thereby cease to present a threat to the freedom of any non-members 

they encounter. In some ways, WBC does not have unlimited freedom of religion and 

expression. Outside of the US, their movement is limited and they are often censored or 

ignored. Though, on a local level, their freedom of religion is almost absolute, globally, this is 

not the case.  

 

Case #20  

In 2012 another case in France arose around religious garb, this time concerning the turban 

worn by Sikh men. Under French law, all headgear, religious or not, must be removed for 

passport photos yet this law is often opposed as many consider the turban to be a part of their 

                                                           
14

 In some US states church members, when protesting, must remove themselves to a certain distance from 

public spaces or gatherings such as funerals or university campuses. Their notoriety has led to their being banned 

from some countries, such as the UK (Leach, 2009).  
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identity and therefore removing it for the purpose of accurate identity would be counter-

productive (Neiyyar, 2012).  

In the case of one Sikh man, however, the discussion concerns more than just identity. 

He has been denied a renewal of his identity card until he will concede to being photographed 

without his turban; the identity card, however, is required for him to receive medical 

treatment for an illness from which he has been suffering. Though this particular case and the 

man in question’s argument have been backed by the UN, French law in general remains 

unchanged and many continue to feel as though their religious identity is being threatened and 

their freedom of expression infringed upon (Neiyyar, 2012).  

 

 

Summary of results 

 

How and to what extent can freedom of religion adversely affect other forms of freedom?  

The following cases involve one group having their freedom of religion protected or increased 

at the expense of another group’s freedom; that is, a freedom other than religion:  

#17, new Irish blasphemy law, freedom of religion of the Catholic Church and its members 

increased at the expense of freedom of expression of the rest of the Irish population;  

#18, forced adoptions in Australia, freedom of religion of Christians prioritised over the 

rights of non-Christian parents to keep their children and be free of fear and want;  

#19, WBC, granted right to practise their religion at the expense of the freedom of anyone 

they encounter outside of the church.  

 

Cases which show one group or individual’s freedom of religion being protected or increased 

at the expense of another group or individual’s freedom of religion or conscience can be 

divided into two groups. The first group consists of cases that involve a majority’s freedom of 

religion being prioritised over the freedom of religion of a minority:  

#1, the freedom of religion of medical patients who wish to refuse treatment given priority 

over those few medical practitioners who object on moral grounds;  

#2, crucifixes have been reinstated in Italian classrooms to protect the religious freedom of 

the Catholic majority though at the expense of the freedom of those non-Catholic 

children and parents who seek equal representation;  

#12, ban on public nudity as an expression of belief to protect the majority’s moral values;  
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#13, the majority of Canada morally objects to polygamy, prioritised above those who 

practise it as part of their religion;  

#15, one boy forbidden to pray in school to protect the religious freedom of other students 

who are offended to see this.  

 

The second group consists of cases that involve an individual or group belonging to Islam 

having their freedom of religion restricted in order to allow a greater freedom of religion for 

another group or individual:  

#4, a Muslim community feels their religious freedom is threatened by the actions of 

Christians who arranged the burial of Tsarnaev in a local Muslim graveyard;  

#8, conservative Christian Finnish political party Perussuomalaiset objects to Muslims in 

Finland;  

#14, conservative Christian Swedish political party objects to Muslims in Sweden;   

#16, Muslims feel their religious freedom is threatened by the allowance of atheists to publish 

images of Muhammad.  

 

What examples can we see of freedom of religion being limited in order to allow greater 

freedom in other forms? 

Fewer than half of the cases presented above concern instances of freedom of religion being 

reduced in order to allow a greater freedom of another form. The following cases concern 

instances of freedom of religion being lessened for one group or individual in order to allow 

freedom from fear and want for others:  

#5, Orthodox Jewish tradition of metzitzah b’peh regulated to protect the child; 

#7, circumcision for any religion forbidden to protect the child;  

#9, a nurse feels she is not free in her Christianity as she was required to remove her crucifix 

necklace in order to comply with health and safety standards and protect the freedom 

from fear and harm of her patients;  

#11, Muslims face-covering veils forbidden to protect the freedom from fear of the majority;  

#20, Sikh man must remove his turban to comply with national security and identification 

standards, intended to protect the freedom from fear of the general population.  

 

Two cases show an individual’s freedom of religion being lessened in order to allow freedom 

in a more general sense for a large group and to facilitate equality within that society:  
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#3, Catholic midwives may not avoid assisting abortions despite their objections on moral 

grounds, in order to protect the freedom and equality of those women seeking abortions;  

#6, one sex therapist objects to counselling gay couples due to his faith, has had his religious 

freedom diminished to promote full equality for all couples seeking therapy.  

 

Only one case, #10, shows religious freedom being reduced for one group in order to allow 

greater freedom of religion and freedom of expression for another group and this is the case of 

the repeal of the Dutch blasphemy law which promotes the religious freedom and expression 

of non-Christian Dutch citizens at the expense of the religious freedom of members of the 

Church who now risk offense.  

 

How can the relationship between freedom of religion and other forms of freedom cause 

conflict? 

Only five of the cases, cases #8, #10, #13, #14, and #17, did not or have not yet directly 

resulted in conflict. One case, #18, resulted in a conflict that was not resolved but is no longer 

ongoing. There are six instances of cases that resulted in conflicts that now, to all intents and 

purposes seem to be resolved: #2, #4, #6, #7, #15, and #16. Eight cases resulted in conflicts 

that are still ongoing: #1, #3, #5, #9, #11, #12, #19, and #20. Of the cases where conflict 

occurred, there does not seem to be any pattern in the cause of conflict other than some 

groups or individuals felt their freedom to be threatened in some way and sought to either 

regain that freedom or supress the freedom of those they felt were responsible.  

 

Where conflict does occur, what can we learn from the ways in which they are sought to be 

resolved? 

The cases where the conflict reached some form of resolution all involve one group or 

individual – that is, one side of the conflict – having their religious freedom limited to some 

degree. It would seem that this limitation of freedom is consistently what brings about the 

resolution. The exception is case #18 where, though the conflict does not seem to be on-

going, it did not exactly reach a resolution either, it simply diminished over time.  
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5. Analysis 

In this chapter the results are analysed from the perspectives of faith, harm, conflict, and 

resolution, in relation to the research problem and the theoretical framework described 

above. Of course it must be acknowledged that the results are too few to be considered 

representative or that they might be used to make a generalisation. However, patterns can 

still be detected and explained and they might still be sufficient in number point to some new 

questions and relevant observations that can make a contribution to the current debate. 

 

 

5.1 Recognition of Faith 

 

The results show some interesting ways in which different forms of freedom can interact with 

each other. But before these can be analysed in depth, there are some considerations to make. 

It would be helpful to give a clear overview of the results and perhaps to identify any patterns 

in them by employing a structured focused comparison. They could be broken down and 

organised according to the type of religious freedom, the other freedom involved, which was 

increased/decreased, and the state of any conflict which might have resulted from this 

relationship. Take case #6, for example, where a counsellor refused to give sex therapy to gay 

couples because it conflicted with his religious beliefs. Or case #15, where a Muslim boy was 

forbidden the right to pray in order to protect the religious freedom of his classmates. In a 

structured focused comparison, these cases might look something like this:  

 

Case # Religious freedom Other freedom 
  

Conflict? 

6 Christian Equality Other Religion Recurring 

15 Muslim Religion Other Religion Resolved 
 

 Table 1 

Unfortunately, not all cases can be so easily dissected and fit into this model. It is not always 

possible to definitively determine whose freedom and which freedom was being lessened or 

increased or by whom. Case #5, for instance, which concerns the Orthodox Jewish practise of 

metzitzah b’peh, is very complex. One might simplify it and say it concerns only the 

Orthodox Jewish community, who are having their religious freedom lessened by a non-

Jewish legal body who disapproves of the practise. Yet it is the parents’ decision to have a 

child circumcised and though they may be in favour of metzitzah b’peh, we cannot know for 
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sure that this decision is a result of religious freedom. Thousands of years of tradition and 

religious expectation are placed on this ceremony; the parents are also under social pressure 

and religious obligation to the point that it could be considered coercion. Or, like the 

lawmakers, the parent may be protecting the child’s freedom rather than their own. They may 

believe that to renounce the ceremony may be harmful to their child later in life; he may not 

grow up to identify with the Jewish faith, he may suffer spiritual difficulty, religious 

ostracising, he may not be able to marry within the faith and, should he choose or have the 

operation later in life, it will most likely be a much more painful and dangerous experience 

than had it been performed during infancy. After all, it is his health that under threat and the 

law-makers state that they are hindering the religious freedom of Jewish adults in order to 

protect the rights and freedoms of the child, who cannot defend himself (Evans, 2012). In 

fact, this might seem to be the biggest complication in any case: defending the rights of those 

who cannot defend themselves. With so many actors, rights, relationships and influences 

involved, where the main focus of the issue cannot voice his beliefs, it would seem that to fit 

this case into the above model, it would have to be grossly simplified, to the point that we 

may not be able to learn as much from it. Moreover, we would have to make assumptions on 

behalf of the child, which would no doubt skew the results.  

Such complications might not allow for a clear overview but they can nonetheless 

provoke some interesting questions. For instance, is it possible to protect the religious rights 

of children who are too young to communicate their beliefs? Indeed, this could apply to any 

individual who lacks the ability to communicate. And at what point does a child’s conscience 

develop, making them able to make independent decisions? (BBC, 2012b; BBC, 2012c) At 

the moment this decision lies with the parent but, as has been seen in a recent case of failed 

prayer healing,
15

 this may not always be in the child’s best interests (BBC, 2013j).  

Another vulnerable group according to the results is Muslims, as this group seems to 

consistently fall more on the side of disadvantage. Within the most developed regions of the 

world Muslims are a minority (Pew, 2012). Islam has faced a lot of criticism via the media in 

recent years yet other faiths including ‘non-faiths’ such as atheism have been steadily gaining 

greater respect (Jackson, 2005). This could very well factor into how easily, and the extent to 

which, people of different faiths are able to defend their freedom of religion when it is 

competition with another form of freedom or the religious freedom of another faith.  

                                                           
15

 This incident is by no means the first of its kind; it is merely a recent example. At the same time, for example, 

Pentecostal pastors in the UK have been encouraging HIV patients to exchange their medicine for prayer. Alex 

Strangwayes-Booth writes about it here: <http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-23729684> 
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Another vital factor for one defending their religious rights is whether their beliefs are 

recognised, respected and considered to be legitimate. As many of the above cases involve 

legal proceedings and concern members of legally and socially recognised organised religions 

and monotheisms, it stands to reason that a faith with official legal status can be more easily 

defended in court. The UDHR states that everyone is entitled to “freedom of thought, 

conscience and religion” but does not specify that the religion need be official in any way or 

that it need have any great number of followers. The dictionary defines religion as “belief in, 

worship of, or obedience to a supernatural power or powers considered to be divine or to have 

control of human destiny” (Sinclair et al, 2000: 1249); this, too, refers only to belief, not to 

the structure or extent of the following. Essentially, nobody need agree with a person’s beliefs 

for that person to be religious and therefore treated as such.  

Even some organised religions struggle to validate their legitimacy. The Church of 

Scientology, for example, is very large with an extensive following but still, it is not 

recognised as an organised religion in many countries, especially in Europe, as they have yet 

to be convinced that the organisation is founded on worship rather than profit (Frantz, 1997; 

BBC, 2009b; Planchar, 2005). Yet this raises the question of how we can truly know a 

person’s faith and the extent to which this drives their behaviour.  

In fact, a religion’s status cannot be made certain simply with a large number of 

followers agreeing on their beliefs. In 2001, over 390000 people in the UK listed ‘Jedi’ as 

their religion in the national census, officially giving it a larger British following than Sikhism 

or Judaism (BBC, 2001). When a similar occurrence took place in Australia, however, 

Jediism was generally dismissed as a statistical falsification because it was not believed to be 

a true reflection of people’s beliefs (ABS, 2001). It seems it was a movement intended to test 

at what point a religion is made official and just how people may benefit from belonging to a 

faith with legal status. Some are of the opinion that recognised faiths tend to be afforded 

certain freedoms, privileges and allowances that make for a less equal society and that this 

cannot be righted as long as some religions are given priority and status over others (BBC, 

2011j; Dawkins, 2006).  

 

 

5.2 The nature of harm 

 

Applying MHP might facilitate a better understanding of the just how much the actual 

practise of a religion can be limited before said limitation causes harm to those practising it. 
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To continue with the example of circumcision, although it is medically unnecessary, it is 

rarely physically harmful (Evans, 2012). Like any operation, there is the risk of complication 

and eventual physical harm, but can the potential to cause harm be considered equal to harm 

itself? It might be argued that being aware of the potential of harm can cause fear, which, 

according to the UDHR, is something from which everyone should be free.  

The dictionary definition of harm is “to injure physically, morally or mentally” (Sinclair 

et al, 2000: 654) and although this is fairly inclusive, it does provoke some questions. For 

instance, can circumcision be considered physically harmful if pain is not a consequence? 

Does offence count as moral or mental injury? Can mental injury ever be truly identified or 

avoided? These questions make upholding MHP fairly problematic.  

The case involving the publication of images of Muhammad is a good example of 

offence being considered a limitation of religious freedom. Yet if we consider these offended 

people to be less free and to have suffered moral injury, then it follows that the contentious 

practise of self-censorship must be necessary in order to uphold MHP. A degree of self-

censorship is already mandatory in countries with hate speech laws, such as the UK, and so it 

may be argued that a slight extension of this law would offer greater protection and freedom 

(BBC, 2009c). On the other hand, it would inevitably lessen freedom too and to too great an 

extent.  

It is possible that, just as different forms of freedom may conflict with each other, so 

different causes of harm may interact similarly. That is, it may not be necessary to cause harm 

in one way in order to avoid it in another. Polygamous marriage, for example, may be 

necessary for a religious man to avoid moral injury yet if one or more of his wives is forced 

into the marriage (a common occurrence) then she will suffer emotional injury. Similarly, 

circumcision may considered physically harmful to the child and possibly even emotionally 

harmful yet it is necessary in order to protect the morals of the parents and, as many parents 

believe, the morals of the child too. It may be that MHP, like freedom, is impossible to 

achieve in all ways for all people.  

 

 

5.3 The role of conflict 

 

It seems reasonable to assume that most if not all of the cases described in the results chapter 

above have resulted in some degree of conflict otherwise they would be much less likely to 

have been reported in the news. Many of these cases describe single instances of common or 
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recurring conflicts and, on the surface at least, each case seems to involve a conflict that 

originated in the incompatibility of different freedoms. Though this may indeed be so, some 

cases also have more depth. It is reasonable to expect a person who feels that their freedom is 

being limited to have some sort of emotional response but the way in which this is expressed 

can perhaps help us see how this problematic relationship between different forms of freedom 

can be managed.  

It has previously been observed that the results often show that religious freedom is 

most often limited by the promotion of religious freedom for another group, rather than a 

different type of freedom altogether. If a person’s religious freedom has been reduced in order 

to protect or promote that of another, this may cause a frustration gap (Galtung, 1996: 77). If 

the less free person is not able to regain their lost freedom, as in case #2 with the 

reintroduction of crucifixes into Italian classrooms, then they may try to instead close the gap 

by reducing the freedom of others; this may explain the aggression with which some can 

respond to seemingly small or even non-existent threats to their religious practises. Yet, as not 

all freedoms are valued equally by society or, it would seem, by the law, in order to regain a 

balance and equalise the feeling of freedom, it stands to reason that religious freedom would 

become the main target of conflict behaviour and, further, that this might go some way to 

explaining the pattern of religious freedom affecting that of others which can be observed in 

the results.  

It is not clear if MHP is intended to be applied preventatively. That is, should one limit 

an expression of freedom which might cause harm to others, before the harm is actually 

caused? It could be argued that instances of this can already be seen. Self-censorship in the 

media, for example, is common in order to avoid causing offence and case #16, involving the 

publication of images of Muhammad, shows an action which was known beforehand to cause 

offence. Yet it is not always known what will or will not cause harm to others; child-rearing is 

an excellent example of this. Parents in general do all they can to avoid harm of any form, be 

it physical, emotional or moral, coming to their children and yet even the avoidance of this 

can cause harm, as discussed in the previous section of this chapter.  

 

 

5.4 Examples of resolution 

 

Most cases of resolved conflict tended to be resolved through the legal system and 

democratically, giving priority to the majority. This is most likely due to the fact that all cases 
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have specifically been taken from democratic countries. Even recurring conflicts tend to be 

issued temporary legal resolutions that only recur through continued appeal. Obviously some 

resolutions are likely to be more successful than others and this can vary depending on the 

individuals involved and the nature of the conflict. They can also vary depending on what 

exactly can be considered a resolution.  

In case #16, the conflict was resolved when support for the atheist party outweighed the 

opposition to the publication of a cartoon of Muhammad (or his body double, as the author 

claimed it to be). However, had they self-censored, the conflict would not have arisen and 

moreover, they would have been obeying MHP; the principle states that one may harm 

oneself and limits one’s own freedom at will as this is consensual. It might even be argued 

that this would be an act of positive peace (Galtung, 1996). Similarly, had those in opposition 

to the image not made their offence known and had quietly respected the freedom of the 

publishers the same would have been achieved.  

As mentioned above, the origin and purpose of some conflicts can be supposed. Others, 

however, do not seem so evident. Case #4, involving the opposition of a Muslim community 

to a burial, seems to be counter-productive. Regardless of the origin of their frustrations, by 

persisting with the conflict they draw greater attention to the situation and risk exacerbating 

the original problem; it could be argued that to abandon the issue creates less of a hindrance 

to their religious rights than pursuing the matter and that they are now in control of the extent 

to which their religious freedom is threatened.  

Case #2, where the ruling on the display of crucifixes in the classroom may act as a 

template for future rulings regarding the display of religious symbols, is similar. The conflict 

was initially caused by an imbalance of religious freedom, namely the overrepresentation of 

Catholicism above all other faiths. Shifting the balance to the other side did not equalise it so 

it was shifted back again. Essentially, the conflict cannot be truly resolved as neither side is 

truly content. Perhaps a better solution would be to move focus away from equal symbolic 

representation in schools and instead to equal educational representation. To ensure that all 

major faiths, or at least the full freedom of choice, are being taught comprehensively, their 

future choices might be more informed and better facilitated, thereby negating both sides of 

the existing conflict. It concerns not so much their freedom of religion but their freedom from 

religion, their freedom to choose, and their ability to choose without fear of judgement or 

discrimination later in life. Where minor changes fail to produce satisfactory results, another 

approach is required.  



41 

 

6. Concluding remarks 

 

The initial purpose of this study was to observe the relationship between religious freedom 

and other forms of freedom and to see if it could be inferred from any occurrences involving 

an interaction of these freedoms that an inverse relationship might be possible and moreover 

that conflict might be a possible consequence. There were not many instances of other forms 

of freedom being limited by an increased freedom of religion; where such instances did occur, 

there did not seem to be any pattern in them and one form of freedom was not more affected 

by religious freedom than another. Instead, the results showed that it was more likely that the 

religious freedom of two groups with opposing views struggle to limit each other’s freedom, 

either directly or indirectly. Moreover, the religious group most often at a disadvantage was 

Islam, who tended to have their religious freedom limited in order to facilitate the religious 

freedom of a group belonging to another faith. Where conflict occurred, it tended to be small, 

recurring conflicts that would be resolved through legal, democratic means and then 

repeatedly appealed by the part whose freedom had been limited.  

From the results we can learn that even in a developed, democratic society, it is not 

possible for all people to always and simultaneously enjoy all forms of freedom and moreover 

that this fact may a source of conflict. Not only does religious freedom play a significant role 

in this but it would seem that not all faiths are equal in our society, and therefore some 

people’s religious freedom is more secure than others’. Furthermore, something similar can be 

said of MHP. It would seem that harm is inevitable in one way or another and we cannot limit 

our actions or the actions of others to the extent that we avoid harm altogether.  

In a wider context, this can have a profound impact on some modern development 

work. We consider democracy to be a vital part of development and freedom to be a vital part 

of democracy. Yet if our notion that democratic rule makes us all freer and that freedom itself 

perpetuates greater freedom in more forms is inherently flawed, by introducing and 

attempting to establish these systems that we consider to be ideal, we may actually be 

introducing new sources of conflict for which we do not yet have a reliable means of 

resolution. Moving forward, it would be interesting to see if any similar cases exist outside of 

democratically governed societies. Does freedom of religion have a similar impact on other 

freedoms in theocratic societies or is this a phenomenon that occurs only in interfaith 

democracies? This study was hugely limited but, if repeated with fewer restrictions, it might 

have the potential to uncover much more about the complex nature of freedom.  
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