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Freedom of Religion or Belief:

Why, What and How

“Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, 

conscience and religion; this right includes freedom 

to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either 

alone or in community with others and in public or 

private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, 

practice, worship and observance.”

Article 18, Universal Declaration of Human Rights
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booklet. 
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while reading in order to have easy access to the glossary. The 
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The overwhelming majority of the world’s population holds a religious belief. Unfortu-
nately, people’s possibility to freely choose and express their belief is being increasingly 
restricted.1   

Violent attacks on religious minorities and harsh governmental control of belief com-
munities are more commonplace than we often think. Religious persecution* comes 
in different forms, and entails activities such as systematic and gross discrimination, 
imprisonment, physical and psychological violence and murder. In December 2011, a 
mosque near Dushanbe, Tajikistan, was raided by state officials during Friday prayer. 
Two worshippers were fined while nine other members were detained without court 
hearing for ten days.2 On Good Friday 2011, two Protestant churches were attacked by 
Hindu extremists in Karnataka, India. The Hindu extremists threatened the worship-
pers with sticks and demanded that they convert back to Hinduism.3 In May 2010, 
90 Ahmadis were killed and over 70 injured in a suicide attack against two Ahmadi 
mosques in Lahore, Pakistan. The Ahmadis consider themselves to be Muslims, but are 
considered to be heretics by the Pakistani government as well as Sunni and Shia com-
munities.4 These are just a few examples illustrating that not all people enjoy the funda-
mental human right of freedom of religion or belief (FoRB*), despite it being enshrined 
in various human rights documents and widely recognized by nearly all governments 
in the world.A

With this booklet, Stefanus Alliance International will explain the why’s, what’s and 
how’s of freedom of religion of belief: why it is important, what its central elements are 
and how it is abused. The goal of this booklet is to provide a tool for anyone interested 
in learning more about FoRB. We also hope that it will be used to promote and protect 
this fundamental freedom around the world. It is our belief that promotion, protection 
and respect of FoRB is an important and necessary ingredient in the development of 
multi-religious societies characterized by tolerance and peaceful co-existence. 

A As of March 2012, 167 of the 193 members of the UN have ratified the International Cov-
enant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR*), a binding treaty, which states in article 18 that 
everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. 

Despite being one of the first human rights and fundamental freedoms, FoRB chal-
lenges and is challenged on the international arena. There are many common misun-
derstandings about what FoRB is and is not, and it is therefore useful to look at some 
of these misunderstandings before we move on to the core of this booklet; namely the 
why, what and how of FoRB. Contrary to what many may think, FoRB is not:

1  Introduction

1.1 Freedom of religion or belief  
  – in everyone’s interest

1.2 Common misunderstandings

Persecution of atheists* in Indonesia

Alex Aan, a 30-year old Indonesian atheist, is 
sentenced to two and a half years imprisonment 
and a fine of the equivalent of 11,000 US$ for 
writing “God doesn’t exist” and starting an athe-
ist page on Facebook. Indonesia is a Muslim 
majority country, but it has freedom of religion 
laws. However, these laws only apply for certain 
faiths: Islam, Catholicism, Protestantism, Bud-
dhism, Confucianism and Hinduism. Atheism 
is not protected by the religion laws. Aan was 
charged with having disseminated information 
aimed at religious hatred or hostility; having 
spread blasphemous messages on the Internet; 
and having called for others to embrace athe-
ism. Aan has received several threats and some 
people even call for the beheading of Aan and 
other atheists. Aan has been beaten by angry 
mobs as well as rejected by his community, this 
in spite of having posted a public apology on his 
Facebook page and converting to Islam. 

Source: The Guardian, 3 May 2012; Benedict  
Rogers/Christian Solidarity Worldwide, 2012. 

Protection of religions themselves, nor their 
ideas and doctrines from ridicule and criticism. 
As with other human rights, FoRB does not 
protect the ideas or doctrines themselves from 
e.g. criticism, but the persons who hold the 
views. Nevertheless, one cannot use religion to 
propagate religious hatred that leads to incite-
ment of violence or discriminative actions.5 

About enforcing interreligious harmony and ho-
mogeneity*. Rather FoRB makes religious plu-
ralism and heterogeneity possible and enables 
different religious groups to co-exist in mutual 
respect. The currentB UN Special Raporteur on 
Freedom of Religion or Belief, Heine Bielefeldt, 
calls FoRB a non-harmonious* peace project, 
implying its pacifying effect while preserving 
religious pluralism. 

An exclusively Western/Christian concept. 
FoRB and limitations on FoRB are found on 
every continent and all religious groups are in 
various ways targeted in one way or another 
by these limitations. Leaders from many of 
the world’s major religions have advocated for 
religious tolerance and elements of FoRB long 
before it was enshrined in modern human 
rights documents.6 

Removal of religion from the public into the 
private sphere in secular societies. FoRB 
assumes secularity* wherein the state acts im-
partially with regard to all worldviews and life 
stands, both religious and non-religious. This 
does not justify enforcing secularism* and 
suppressing religion from all public spheres in 
order to create religion-free public areas.  

B As of 2012.
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When President Franklin D. Roosevelt, one of the driving forces behind the estab-
lishment of the UN, envisioned a world of peaceful coexistence between nations, he 
stressed four fundamental freedoms: Freedom of speech, freedom of belief, freedom 
from want and freedom from fear.7 Freedom of thought, conscience and belief, often 
referred to as the right to freedom of religion of belief (FoRB) is considered by many to 
be the first freedom, one of the most important and fundamental human rights, and 
one of the foundations of a democratic society.8 Illegitimate limitations on religious 
practice and persecution on the grounds of religion or belief affect all religious groups, 
including atheists* and agnostics*, and it occurs in all parts of the world.9 37 % of the 
countries in the world enforce high or very high restrictions on religion. Because some 
of the most restrictive countries are very populous, three-quarters of the world’s 7 
billion people live in countries with high restrictions on religion10, the brunt of which 
often falls on religious minorities that are often viewed as economic, cultural or politi-
cal threats to the majority. 

Religious freedom is important in itself because it gives 
individuals the right to have an identity, to form personal 
believes, and to manifest them. Violations of FoRB are 
highly intertwined with and threaten other civil political 
rights, such as the right to life, privacy, assembly and ex-
pression, as well as social, economic and cultural rights. 
Discrimination* based on religion affects minorities’ 
access to social and economic goods, and can contribute 
to grievances that destabilize a society. Women, children, 
migrant workers and refugees are especially vulnerable. 
FoRB also creates conditions to peaceful co-existence 
between religious groups, democratization, development, 
and other human rights – something which everyone 
benefits from. Thus, working for religious freedom pro-
motes human rights in general.11 

Socioeconomic* well-being: There is a strong 
correlation between FoRB and the levels of 
economic freedom and development in a coun-
try. High restrictions on FoRB are  strongly 
correlated with:
– The economy. States with high restrictions 

on FoRB tend to have lower gross domestic 
product and lower scores on the UN’s human 
development index. 

– Women’s socioeconomic status. Women who 
live in states with high restrictions on FoRB 
tend to have lower participation in national 
parliaments; professional working life; 
and secondary school. Consequently, these 
women also have a lower estimated income 
than women who live in states with low/no 
restrictions on FoRB. 

– Health. Increasing restrictions on FoRB cor-
relate negatively with measures of a country’s 
health. The levels of infant mortality and the 
number of underweight children are higher 
in countries with high restrictions on FoRB 
than in countries with low/no restrictions on 
FoRB.12 

Democratization* and civil society: Low levels 
of religious freedom inhibit people’s possibili-
ties to form civil society groups and become ac-
tors of change. Faith based movements provide 
great opportunities for people to organize on a 
grass roots level and become important actors 
for both democratization processes and poverty 
reduction. Authoritarian* states fear this 
potential and try to curb civil society and their 
influence by reducing and limiting religious 
freedom. When governments take their re-
sponsibility and ensure religious freedom this 
can contribute positively to a democratization 
process and a strong civil society.13  

π

π

There are therefore several reasons why FoRB is impor-
tant. They can be summarized as follows:  2 Why is FoRB  

  important? 
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3  What is FoRB? 

Freedom of religion or belief should be interpreted broadly and 
is meant to protect individuals who profess and practice different 
kinds of religions, i.e. traditional, nontraditional and new religions, 
atheism and agnosticism. It also protects the right to have no 
confession at all.17 In short, FoRB gives everyone the right to have a 
religion or belief; change his/her religion or belief; and manifest* 
his/her religion or belief as he/she likes. 
 

Cognitive impulse towards the supernatural: Recent re-
search within cognitive science shows that human beings 
have a natural impulse towards the supernatural, such 
as a belief in god(s) or other non-material beings. Hu-
mans possess a mental construct that readily envisions 
supernatural minds and supernatural agency. However, 
it is important to note that this does not say anything 
about the truth or falsity of religion; rather it implies that 
religion is a basic impulse in human nature, and that 
freedom of religion or belief must be taken seriously. In 
this sense, then, restricting FoRB can be seen as some-
thing equivalent to restricting people’s access to food or 
shelter.16 

Consequently, FoRB is not only a fundamental indi-
vidual right, but it is also important for the democratic 
and economic situation of a state, the wellbeing of its 
citizens, and the stability and peace among its inhabit-
ants. Neglecting this freedom can have far reaching and 
serious consequences, both nationally and internation-
ally. Therefore, FoRB is of great importance to everyone; 
those who consider themselves religious and those who 
consider themselves non-religious alike. 

Regulations 

Persecution 

Regulations  

Pe
rs

ec
ut

io
n 

Violent conflict and high levels of military spending: Re-
ligious pluralism and multiculturalism are often viewed 
as potential threats, and numerous governments try to re-
strict religious freedoms in an effort to maintain national 
security, order and unity. Statistical analysis, however, 
shows that it is not plurality of religions in a country that 
explains the existence of religious conflict and persecu-
tion, but rather the governmental and societal regulations 
on religion.14 Governmental discrimination and impunity* 
legitimizes* violence by other actors in society. This may 
lead to further governmental regulations in an attempt to 
regulate social violent tensions, and thus opens the door 
for increased persecution. The end is an ongoing vicious 
circle of regulations and persecution.15.

π

π

π
3.1 Core documents

Some of the most important international documents regarding FoRB are:

π
π

π

π

Article 18 in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR)
Article 18 in the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR) 
The 1981 Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms of Intoler-
ance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief 
General Comment 22, where the Human Rights Committee elabo-
rated on article 18 in the ICCPR

Even if countries have not ratified binding international treaties 
protecting FoRB, this freedom is considered to be protected as a 
part of customary international law.18 In addition to the interna-
tional documents, there are regional documents on the subject of 
FoRB. It is important to note that these documents have varying 
definitions of FoRB and not all provide equally good protection of 
FoRB as the ICCPR does. 

The vicious circle 
of regulations 

and persecution
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3 No compulsion or coercion. Nobody has the right to 
force another person to have, maintain or change a 
belief. Force can mean to persuade someone to change 
a religion against their will by using physical violence or 
threats thereof, psychological violence, criminal penalties 
or more subtle forms of illegal influence. UN General 
Comment 22 on how to interpret religious freedom states 
that if a government uses material benefits or restricts 
access to medical care, education and/or employment in 
order to influence people’s choice of religion, this is to be 
considered subtle force of influence.22 

3.2 The eight normative core values  
As with all other human rights, individuals are the primary holders and 
beneficiaries* of FoRB. The state has a responsibility to respect, protect and 
promote the following eight normative core values of FoRB. Together, these 
elements constitute the minimum standard that should be protected where 
freedom of religion or belief is respected.19

Inner Freedom. The right to freely have, choose, change or leave a religion or 
belief. This freedom, also called forum internum*, can never be legitimately limited by 
anyone or by any means. It is, according to human rights documents, protected uncon-
ditionally*. Still, the right to change one’s religion is debated and challenged. Numer-
ous governments and groups ban people from belonging to, changing or leaving a 
particular religion. In many countries people who choose to leave a religion face threats 
and violence from society. Requirements to reveal one’s religion, such as on ID-cards or 
other required government forms, are often used to discriminate and persecute.20

1

External Freedom. The right to manifest and express a religion or 
belief. This liberty includes the right to manifest and express one’s 
belief in private or public, alone or in community with others.21 It 
includes, among other things, the right to: 

π

π

π

π

π

π
π

π

π

Ask for and receive voluntary financial or other contributions from 
individuals and institutions. 
Train, appoint and elect appropriate leaders and teachers according 
to the requirements and standards of any religion or belief. 
Establish and maintain communications with individuals and com-
munities in matters of religion or belief at national and interna-
tional level. 
Observe days of rest; celebrate holidays and ceremonies in accord-
ance with one’s religion or belief; dress and eat in accordance with 
the prescription of one’s religion; use religious symbols; and to 
share one’s faith with others.

2

π

π

π

π
π

Article 9 in Council of Europe’s Convention for the protection of 
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (ECHR)
Paragraph 16 in the Organization for Security and Cooperation in 
Europe’s Concluding document in Vienna 1986 
Article 8 of the African Union’s Charter on Human and Peoples’ 
Rights  
Article 26 and 27 in the Arab Charter on Human Rights
Article 12 in the American Convention on Human Rights

4 Non-discrimination. Everyone is entitled to FoRB without 
discrimination. States are obliged to respect, protect and 
promote this freedom to all persons within their country. 
Majority religions should have no advantage over minor-
ity religions. It is forbidden to discriminate in any way 
because of religious affiliation* or a person’s beliefs. The 
government is obliged to take effective steps in order to 
prevent this kind of discrimination, whether it occurs 
in legislation, implementation* or in society.23 The state 
should maintain impartiality* with regard to religions 
and religious adherents. Unfortunately, discrimination 
based on religion or belief negatively affects minorities’ 
access to basic services like education and health care all 
over the world. 

Worship or assemble in connection with a religion or belief, and to establish 
and maintain houses of worship. 
Establish and maintain charitable or humanitarian institutions. 
Make, acquire and use necessary articles and materials related to the rites or 
customs of a religion or belief. 
Write, issue and disseminate relevant publications in connection with one’s 
religion or belief.
Teach a religion or belief in suitable places.
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Corporate freedom and legal status. Religious 
or belief groups have the right to be officially 
recognized as communities, and those who 
seek for it should be given legal entity status in 
order to have a formal body representing their 
interests and rights as communities. Official 
registration or legal entity status should never 
be a requirement for religious or belief groups 
to exercise FoRB or their right to autonomy* 
over own affairs. Even though the primary 
right holders are individuals, existing stand-
ards highlight the importance of the collective 
dimension of FoRB rights, held in common by 
the many members of religious communities.25 
Unfortunately, strict laws regarding registra-
tion are used in many places in the world to 
discriminate, harass and persecute communi-
ties of religious believers. 

Nonderogability*. In very special situations, e.g. 
war or states of emergency, a government can 
to a certain extent make exceptions to some hu-
man rights. ICCPR states in article 4 that these 
exceptions, called derogations, can only be 
made in such a way that they do not contradict 
other international obligations and law, and the 
measures cannot in anyway involve discrimi-
nation based on religion, language, sex, race, 
color or social origin.  Notwithstanding, there 
are some rights that under no circumstances 
can be ignored or denied, so called nondero-
gable rights: the inner freedom of FoRB is one 
of them. The right to have, adopt, change, and 
maintain a religion or belief can never be de-
nied to anyone. The elements of non-coercion, 
non-discrimination and parents’ rights are 
also nonderogable. Other human rights that 
are nonderogable are the right to lifeC, freedom 
from torture and slavery, and certain rights 
relating to law and criminal procedures.26

7

86 Legitimate limitations. Like most human 
rights, there may be certain times when FoRB 
can legitimately be limited. These limitations 
can only be applied to the right to manifest a 
religion or belief. The limitation should never 
be applied in a discriminatory way. Any restric-
tion or limitation must meet all of the follow-
ing three requirements: 

C Certain exceptions relating to countries that 
practice death penalty exist.

π
π

π

Grounded in law. 
Necessary and proportion-
ate, that is, if the state can 
obtain the goal in another 
way they have to choose the 
solution that does not limit 
FoRB. 
Adopted in order to protect 
one of the following public 
goods:
• Public security 
• Public order 
• Public health
• Public morals (the claim 

of what is public morals 
must be based in more 
than one religious tradi-
tion)

• Basic human rights and 
freedoms of others27

Rights of parents and guardians and the right 
of the child. Parents or guardians have the 
right to raise their child in accordance with 
their own religion or life stance. This should be 
done in accordance to the evolving capacities of 
the child. As the child matures, he/she must 
be allowed to make more decisions regarding 
his/her own beliefs.24 The government may not 
decide what religious parents should pass on 
to their children. The practice of a religion or 
belief may never harm the physical or mental 
health or development of the child. Every child 
has the right to access to religious education ac-
cording to the will of their parents or guardians 
and should never be forced to participate in 
such education against these wishes. If reli-
gious education in public schools is not impar-
tial and objective, the government should make 
it possible for students to opt out or to attend 
alternative classes. If exemption from these 
lessons is possible, this must be implemented 
in a non-discriminatory manner. Internation-
ally, millions of minority children are forced to 
participate in biased education in favor of the 
majority religion or belief.

5

Persecution of Christians in Iran

Youcef Nadarkhani, a Christian pastor in Iran, spent three 
years in prison, with a death penalty hanging over his 
head, just because of his faith. Nadarkhani was arrested 
in 2009 after having questioned the Muslim religious 
instruction his two sons had to attend in school. The 
charges were soon changed to apostasy; that is leaving 
Islam. In 2010 Nadarkhani was sentenced to death for hav-
ing left Islam by converting to Christianity. Nadarkhani ap-
pealed the death sentence; however, it was upheld by both 
the local court and the Supreme Court. During the many 
court hearings, Nadarkhani was offered freedom and the 
clearing of all charges if he only recanted his Christian 
faith and converted back to Islam. Nadarkhani refused 
to do so. In September 2012, during a new court hearing, 
Nadarkhani was acquitted of the apostasy charges and his 
death sentence was lifted. Instead he was accused of evan-
gelizing among Muslims and sentenced to three years in 
prison. Since he had already served three years in prison, 
he was free to go. 

Source: Christian Solidarity Worldwide, 2012.

CASE
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mechanisms involved in moving towards violence/threat of violence is Johan 
Candelin’sD three phase model. The model divides the phases into active and 
passive stages. The phase is active if the state is directly involved and passive 
if the persecution is performed by private people/civil society and the state 
fails to take action to stop the persecution and protect the victims. The three 
phases can overlap or occur at the same time. 

The state has the primary responsibility to respect, protect and promote hu-
man rights within the borders of their territory. The state is obliged to:

D Johan Candelin is the former president of the 
World Evangelical Alliance.

π
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4 How is  
  FoRB abused? 

Respect human rights, that is, avoid human rights abuse.
Protect human rights, that is, take an active role in order 
to ensure that neither the state nor anyone else within 
their borders disrespect the rights of its inhabitants. 
Promote human rights, that is, take an active role in 
teaching about and encouraging respect and protection of 
human rights within their borders. 

Often, though, it is the state itself who is the perpetrator of human rights 
violations, and it is therefore vital for the existence of human rights that the 
people themselves know their human rights. Eleanor Roosevelt, the leader 
of the commission responsible of drafting the Human Rights Deceleration, 
emphasized the importance of public awareness of the human rights docu-
ments, and said that they “carry no weight unless the people know them, 
unless the people understand them, unless the people demand that they be 
lived.”28

4.1 Candeliń s three phases 
  of persecution

There is no international consensus on how to define or measure perse-
cution. Therefore numbers and statistics on persecuted believers can be 
difficult to operate with. However, one aspect of persecution seems to be 
constant, namely violence or the threat of violence. One way to describe the 

4.2 Illegitimate  
  limitations on FoRB

Disinformation – lies and stereotyped images in e.g. media, edu-
cational material and in the way politicians and officials describe 
religious minorities. Rumors, prejudice and hostilities among the 
population that justify discriminative acts. 
Discrimination – in relation to legislation, implementation of legal 
provisions and public services, employment, education and family 
matters. 
Violent persecution – threats of or acts of violence against a person 
or a person’s belongings due to his/her religious affiliation, e.g. im-
prisonment, torture, physical harassment, displacement and violent 
attacks.29

Whether something is a violation of religious 
freedom, as distinct from a violation of some 
other human right, depends on whether some-
one’s religion is a factor. If it is, it is usually not 
the only factor. One can ask; would someone 
of a different religious belief or no religious 
belief in the same situation suffer the same 
treatment; is there different treatment given to 
adherents of different religious groups? Even if 
the motive of a violation is not religious, it can 
still be a violation of religious freedom since 
the result is also a key issue.30

Some restrictions result from government 
actions, policies and laws. Others result from 
hostile acts by private individuals, organiza-
tions and social groups. According to a 2012 
report by the Pew Forum on Religion & Public 
Life, the highest overall levels of restrictions 
are found in countries such as Saudi Arabia, 
Indonesia and Afghanistan where both the 

Persecution of Muslims in India

Nearly 2.000 Muslims were killed during an 
anti-Muslim attack lead by Hindu extremists 
in the state of Gujarat, India, in February and 
March 2002. The brutal violence lasted non-
stop for three days, and continued sporadically 
for several weeks. In the rampage, the mob 
attacked, looted and burnt numerous Muslim 
homes and places of worship. Thousands were 
left homeless. Tens of thousands had to flee 
from the angry mob. 
The violence appears to have been the result of 
a well coordinated response to a train fire that 
was allegedly set by Muslims; however this has 
never been clearly established. Local efforts to 
try to stop the violence against the Muslims 
were hampered by biased leaders who sup-
ported the Hindu extremists. Several witnesses 
claim that local police officers directed people 
towards the violent mob, instead of helping 
them to safety. Credible allegations have also 
been made against Gujarat’s Chief Minister, 
accusing him of ordering the police not to ob-
struct attacks by Hindus on Muslims. 

Source: Christian Solidarity Worldwide. 
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government and society at large impose numer-
ous limits on religious beliefs and practices. 
But government policies and social hostilities 
do not always move in tandem. China, Eritrea 
and the Maldives have very high government 
restrictions on religion but are in the moderate 
or low range when it comes to social hostili-
ties. The opposite pattern, very high in social 
hostilities and moderate or low in government 
restrictions, is less common.31

Restrictions on Religion among the 25 Most Populous Countries
Among the world’s 25 most populous countries, Egypt, Indonesia, Russia, Burma (Myanmar), Iran, Vietnam, 
Pakistan, India, Bangladesh and Nigeria stand out as having the most restrictions on religion as of mid-2010 
when government restrictions and social hostilities both are taken into account. (Countries in the upper right of 
the chart have the most restrictions and hostilities.) Brazil, Japan, Italy, the United States and the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo have the least restrictions and hostilities. (Countries in the lower left have the least 
restrictions and hostilities.)

Pew research center’s Forum on religion & Public life • Rising Tide of Restrictions on Religion, september 2012
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These restrictions can range from 
discriminative laws, such as censor-
ship*, blasphemy laws and bans 
on conversion and proselytism*, to 
harassment*, monitoring, raids, 
arbitrary* detentions and imprison-
ment without due legal processes*. 
Often governments use cumbersome 
registration requirements as a means 
of denying faith communities basic 
freedoms, hindering them in becom-
ing legal entities and limiting their 
possibilities to e.g. hire staff, rent or 
buy places of worship. Some religious 
groups experience great difficulties 
in receiving registration and thus 
their activities are deemed by the 
authorities to be illegal and punish-
able. In recent years, the fight against 
terrorism has increasingly been used 
as a justification for human rights 
violations in the area of freedom of 
religion. Religious minorities can 
also face discrimination in imple-
mentation of legal provisions and 
public services as well as in the edu-
cational system and employment. 

4.3 Government  
  restrictions

4.2 Social hostility 
Non-governmental actors can also 
impose restrictions on religious 
freedom in the form of harassment, 
threats, societal violence and attacks 
on places of worship, property or in-
dividuals of certain religious groups. 
There are many examples where 
these kinds of assaults and violations 
go unpunished because authorities 
lack the will, courage or ability to 
protect vulnerable individuals and 
groups, and prosecute the violators. 
Impunity encourages further social 
hostilities.  

Freedom of Religion or Belief 
– in everyone’s interest

Religion is important for most people in the 
world. Freedom of religion or belief (FoRB) is 
often restricted. 

Religious persecution comes in different forms 
and it can be both physical and psychological.
This brochure will explain why religious free-
dom is important; what religious freedom is; 
and how religious freedom is abused. 

Common misunderstandings 

There are many misunderstandings about what 
FoRB is. We want to remove some of the most 
common misunderstandings. FoRB is not sup-
posed to: 
π Protect religions from ridicule or criticism. 

It is the people believing in different reli-
gions that are to be protected. 

π Make all religions alike 
π Promote only Western or Christian interests. 
π Create a secular, that is non-religious, society
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Why is FoRB important? 

FoRB affects all belief/religious groups, in-
cluding those who do not believe in any god 
(atheists) and those who believe it impossible to 
know whether there is a god or not (agnostics). 
Illegitimate limitations on FoRB occur in all 
parts of the world. Violations of FoRB are con-
nected with other human rights violations. 
Religious freedom is important in itself 
because it gives people the right to have an 
identity and to form and show their personal 
believes. In addition, religious freedom pro-
motes human rights in general. 

There seems to be a connection between high 
restrictions on FoRB in a society and:
π Poor economic development; low status 

and participation of women in social and 
economic matters; and poor health records

π Weak civil society and grassroots move-
ments

π High levels of violent conflict and military 
spending

What is FoRB?

FoRB means that everyone has the right to: 
π Have a religion or belief
π Change his or her religion or belief
π Manifest, that is, show his or her religion or 

belief
These rights are agreed upon in international 
documents, such as article 18 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and the Interna-
tional Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 

The eight normative core values  

There are eight core values that make up the 
minimum standard of FoRB:
1. Inner freedom: Everyone has the right to 

decide for themselves what to believe or not 
believe, including changing or abandoning 
one’s belief.  

2. External freedom: Everyone has the right to 
express his/her religion in both private and 
public. 

3. No compulsion or coercion: Nobody has the 
right to force someone to have, maintain or 
change one’s belief. 

4. Non-discrimination: It is forbidden to 
discriminate in any ways due to religion or 
belief. 

5. Rights of parents and guardians: Parents/
guardians have the right to raise their child 
in their own religion. 

6. Corporate freedom and legal status: Reli-
gious groups have the right to register as 
communities/organizations and receive 
legal rights and responsibilities in order to 
for example sign contracts and pay debts. 

7. Nonderogability: The inner freedom of 
FoRB (the right to have, adopt and change 
one’s religion) can never be legally limited. 

8. Legitimate limitations: The right to mani-
fest one’s belief can be limited in certain 
situations. 

How is FoRB abused?

The state has the responsibility to respect, 
protect and promote human rights. In spite of 
this responsibility, it is often the state that com-
mits the human rights violations. It is therefore 
important that people themselves know about 
their human rights.  

Violations of FoRB occur in different ways. 
They can come from government restrictions, 
such as unfair laws and regulations, harass-
ment, monitoring, raids and imprisonment 
without correct legal processes. Violations of 
FoRB can also occur from social hostility, that 
is, restrictions from non-governmental actors 
such as neighbors and communities. These 
violations can consist of harassment, threats, 
social violence and attacks on places of wor-
ship or individuals of certain religious groups. 
These violations often go unpunished because 
the state fails to take action against it.  

Candeliń s three phases  
of persecution

Persecution often starts with disinformation 
(rumors and lies) about a religious group. The 
disinformation turns to discrimination in for 
instance legislation, education or employment. 
Sometimes persecution also turns violent, 
including elements like violent attacks, impris-
onment, torture, etc. 

DISINFORMATION
        

DISCRIMINATION

                   
VIOLENT PERSECUTION

The graph illustrates the levels of social hostilities (y-axis) and government 
restrictions (x-axis) in the world’s most populous countries. As you can see, the 
countries situated in the upper right corner of the graph are the ones with the 
highest restrictions on FoRB.
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Affiliation – A relationship between individuals, groups or 
organizations

Agnostic – Someone who believes it is impossible to know 
whether there is a god or not

Arbitrary – When rules change or are applied randomly 

Atheist – Someone who does not believe in any god

Authoritarian – Dictatorial; undemocratic 

Autonomy – Self governance 

Beneficiaries – The people who enjoy the fruits of something

Censorship – Hindering that part of or the whole of a text (or 
other forms of communication) is displayed in public

Democratization – The process towards democracy or the 
increased use of democratic mechanisms 

Discrimination – Unfair treatment of people based on religion, 
language, ethnicity, gender, etc. 

Due legal processes – Measures that protect individuals in 
relationship to the court system

FoRB – Freedom of Religion or Belief

Forum internum – Inner/private sphere of a person

Harassment – Behavior that annoys or bothers someone 

Homogeneity – When members of a group have similar traits, 
customs, religious beliefs, etc. 

Impartiality – To be unbiased

Implementation – To carry out a plan

Impunity – The lack of punishment of criminal acts

Legitimize – To make something more legal or correct

Manifest – To practice or participate in

Non-harmonious – Something that is out of tune;  
does not flow well

Nonderogability – Not allowed to make exceptions

Persecution – Violence or the threat of violence against a per-
son or his/her family or property

Proselytism – Attempting to persuade someone to join one’s 
own religion or life stance community

Secularism – An ideology that opposes religion in the public 
sphere and regard religion as something to be carried out only 
in the private sphere

Secularity – The process that separates the religious sphere 
from the sphere of government 

Socioeconomic – Social and economic matters 

Unconditionally – No conditions attached

Abbreviations for conventions and declarations 
ICCPR – International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
UDHR – Universal Declaration of Human Rights
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Shortcuts“carry no weight unless the people 
know them, unless the people un-
derstand them, unless the people 
demand that they be lived.”

Eleanor Roosevelt used to say 
that human right documents

This shortcut provides a condensed version of 
the text with easier to understand language. 
The shortcut may be used alone or in conjunc-
tion with reading the booklet. For ease of use, 
this folder is made so it is easy to tear out. 
Simply tear along the dotted line. 
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Closing Remarks 
For billions of people around the world, reli-
gion is one of the most important factors in 
their lives. It provides a sense of purpose, helps 
explain the big questions in life and supplies 
adherents with a sense of belonging and fel-
lowship. Likewise, there are many who have no 
need for religion and find meaning and sense 
of purpose without it. FoRB is important for all 
these people, believers and non-believers alike. 
We hope this booklet has provided you with a 
greater understanding of the contents of FoRB 
as well as the importance of defending and 
promoting this fundamental human right.

About Stefanus Alliance 
International

Stefanus Alliance International 
www.stefanus.no

Stefanus Alliance International is a Christian 
mission and human rights organization with 
a special focus on freedom of religion and 
belief. Stefanus Alliance International fights 
for peoples’ right to have, change and manifest 
their beliefs. With our motto “together for the 
persecuted” we provide support, care and prac-
tical help to people and churches all over the 
world who are persecuted or oppressed because 
of their faith. 

This booklet and more information about FoRB 
can be downloaded on Stefanus Alliance Inter-
national’s webpage: www.stefanus.no

If you have further questions about FoRB, you 
are most welcome to contact us at: 
post@stefanus.no  or + 47 23 40 88 00


