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‘What should religious freedom entail?’ 
 
Should a liberal democracy provide room for groups that undermine the rule of law by 
their deeply held beliefs? And, what if these undermining convictions are of a ‘religious’ 
nature? Does the factor religion matter here, in the sense that the legal approach 
towards such groups should differ because religious freedom is a constitutional right 
within liberal democracies and a human right that has been enshrined in human rights 
treaties. Recently, the Dutch politician Halbe Zijlstra called for a ban on Islamic Salafist 
organisations, as they form a direct threat to the ‘vulnerable values’ of the Dutch 
society.1 This call does not stand for an entirely new approach towards ‘contentious 
religious practices’. Nor does the Netherlands stand for a country that has toleration 
troubles with religious manifestations.  

Although very different in the degree to which certain practices violate the 
principles of a liberal democracy, many Western societies have debated the scope of 
toleration for a number of religious manifestations. As such, a group of French 
politicians have proposed a ban on Islamic veils from universities.2 Next, the Austrian 
parliament has passed the ‘Islam-bill’ that prohibits Islamic groups from receiving 
foreign funding in organising their religious matters. This bill has been criticised as it 
does not affect the foreign funding abilities of Jewish and Christian groups.3  

This special workshop aims to engage with debates in legal theory and 
philosophy on the question as to whether there are convincing grounds for the 
constitutional protection of religious freedom, and will against this backdrop critically 
discuss the available legal and normative frameworks of religious freedom.  Thus, it 
aims to provide a better understanding of how some religious practices have been 
presented in the legal, philosophical and societal discourse. The interplay and 
confrontation between the theoretical debate about the constitutional value of religious 
freedom and societal debates about the admissibility of contentious religious 
manifestations will provide a better understanding of the debates.  

 
Participants are invited to submit abstracts that pay attention to questions such as: 

                                                
1 Abels, R. & Besselink, N. (2016). ‘Onze manier van leven loopt gevaar [Our way of life is in danger]’. 
Trouw 19 February 2016, pp. 2-3. 
2 Daley, S. & Rubin, A.J. (2015). ‘French Muslims Say Veil Bans Give Cover to Bias’. The New York 
Times 27 May 2015, Foreign Desk, p. 1. 
3 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-31629543 
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1) What do the societal debates about religious manifestations say about the 
current relationship between law, religion and society in democracies that have 
ensured the access to religious freedom?  

2) Can we say that religion as a source of belief does not contain any ‘specialness’ 
that could justify the right to religious freedom?  

3) Is the protection so far provided to religious manifestations based on ‘practical 
toleration’, which is meant to avoid ‘a war of all against all’?4 

4) Are there any principled arguments that could theorise the added value of 
religious freedom as a separate constitutional right? 

 

Timeline: 
Abstracts in English should not exceed 500 words 

 Submission deadline abstracts: 15 May 2017 
Acceptance by 20 May 2017 

 

Draft papers should not exceed 6,000 words, including footnotes 
Submission deadline draft papers: 21 June 2017  

  

Format presentation and discussion at IVR: 
Presentation: 15 minutes 

Discussion and feedback: 10 minutes 
  

Contact: 
wahedi@law.eur.nl 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

                                                
4 Leiter, B. (2013). Why Tolerate Religion? Oxford/Princeton: Princeton University Press.  
 


