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Jacob Rudenstrand   The First Right

Freedom of religion is the first human right. If we are allowed to practise 
our religion or openly reject any religion, then everything else falls into 
place. And where freedom of religion is taken away, every other human 
right is automatically stifled. In this way, freedom of religion is the first 
link in the chain that locks in and restricts the state so that citizens can 
live in freedom.

For believers and non-believers alike, it lays the foundation for a liberal 
society. Globally and in Sweden, there is an ongoing debate and ongoing 
work for the right to practise and spread one’s faith. But how effective 
is it? And why does the most persecuted group in the world, Christians, 
seem to be the least worthy of protection? The First Right is a landmark 
work for anyone interested in the status of religion. It provides a broad 
overview of current political measures that can be traced back thousands 
of years. In the debate about the threatened status of liberal democracy, it 
appears that freedom to and from religion is perhaps the most important 
safeguard for the survival of the secular state.

Jacob Rudenstrand is the deputy general secre-
tary of the Swedish Evangelical Alliance. He has 
a background in journalism and politics. Ruden-
strand received his B.A. in comparative religion 
from Södertörn‘s University College in Stockholm, 
Sweden.

ISBN 978-3-86269-335-1
ISSN 1995-011X (Religious Freedom Series)

Verlag für Kultur und Wissenschaft
(Culture and Science Publ.)
Dr. Thomas Schirrmacher6933517838629

 

ISBN 9783862693351

90000 >

The First Right

Jacob Rudenstrand

Freedom to religion 
Freedom from religion





 

 

Jacob Rudenstrand 

The first right 

 



Religious Freedom Series (IIRF) 

Volume 10 

 
Vol. 1:  Charles L. Tieszen. Re-Examining Religious Persecution: Con-

structing a Theological Framework for Understanding Perse-
cution. 

Vol. 2:  Christof Sauer, Richard Howell (Hg.). Suffering, Persecution 
and Martyrdom: Theological Reflections.  

Vol. 3:  Heiner Bielefeldt. Freedom of Religion Belief: Thematic Re-
ports of the UN Special Rapporteur 2010 – 2016. 

Vol. 4:  Christine Schirrmacher. „Let there be no Compulsion in Reli-
gion“ (Sura 2:256): Apostasy from Islam as judged by contem-
porary Islamic Theologians – Discourses on Apostasy 

Vol. 5: Werner Nicolaas Nel. Grievous religious persecution: A con-
ceptualisation of crimes against humanity of religious perse-
cution 

Vol. 6: Dennis Petri. The Specific Vulnerability of Religious Minorities 
Vol. 7: Áquila Mazzinghy. Beyond a Reasonable Doubt 
Vol. 8: Elias Munshya. Church and State Relations in Zambia – An 

Evangelical Perspective 
Vol. 9: Camila Andrea Sánchez Sandoval. Religious Freedom in Mexico 

and Colombia: An Approach to Broadening Categories and 
Public Policy Actions from a Comparative Public Policy Ap-
proach. 

Vol. 10: Jacob Rudenstrand. The first right – Freedom to religion. 
Freedom from religion. 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Jacob Rudenstrand  

 

The first right 

Freedom to religion. Freedom from religion 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Verlag für Kultur und Wissenschaft 
Culture and Science Publ. 
Dr. Thomas Schirrmacher 

Bonn 2026 



Bibliographic information published by the Deutsche Nationalbibliothek 
The Deutsche Nationalbibliothek lists this publication in the Deutsche Na-
tionalbibliografie; detailed bibliographic data are available on the Internet 
at http://dnb.d-nb.de 

 
 

© Copyright 2026 by 
Verlag für Kultur und Wissenschaft Prof. Schirrmacher GmbH 

Amtsgericht Bonn HRB 25412 / Börsenverein 97356 
Geschäftsführer: Prof. Dr. theol. Dr. phil. Thomas Schirrmacher 

Friedrichstraße 38, D-53111 Bonn 
Fax +49 / 228 / 9650389 

www.vkwonline.com / info@vkwonline.com 
 

The book was published under the original title  
“Den första rättigheten – Frihet till religion. Frihet från religion”  

in 2022 by Timbro förlag (www.timbro.se/forlag). 
 

ISSN1995-011X 
ISBN 978-3-86269-335-1 

 
Cover motif:  

Baptisterna (The Baptists), painting by Gustaf Cederström (1886) 
public domain 

 
 
 

Printed in Germany 
Cover design: 

HCB Verlagsservice Beese, Hamburg 
Production: 

CPI Books / www.cpi-print.de  
 

Complete directory for the book trade: www.vkwonline.com 
Publishing distribution: info@vkwonline.com or Fax +49 / 228 / 9650389 

Private customers: in any book store or at www.vkwonline.com 



Contents 

 
Foreword ........................................................................................................ 7 
Preface ............................................................................................................ 9 
Introduction: A secular corridor of opinion ........................................... 11 

Part 1: Religious freedom in the world .......................................................... 21 

Religious persecution and repression – a growing threat .................... 23 
Driving forces and motives ........................................................................ 31 
The West’s blind spot ................................................................................. 35 
The War on Christmas ................................................................................ 37 
Foreign policy without religious freedom? ............................................. 43 
Religious feelings and blasphemy bans ................................................... 57 
When Sweden did not recognize a genocide .......................................... 67 
Islamism and Islamophobia ....................................................................... 75 

Part 2: The history of religious freedom ....................................................... 85 

Enlightenment idea or apostolic legacy? ................................................ 87 
Libertas Religionis – from Tertullian to Thomas Jefferson ................... 93 
Human dignity and the individual ......................................................... 103 
From conventicle act to Sweden’s popular movements ..................... 113 

Part 3: Freedom of religion in Sweden ........................................................ 121 

Democratic values? The state and faith communities ......................... 123 
From state church to an arena of partisan politics .............................. 137 
The right to blaspheme ............................................................................ 149 
Catechism interrogations and governmental competence ................ 159 
The tug of war between the secular and pluralist world .................... 169 
Independent confessional schools – “poisonous cocktail” or 

democratic right? ............................................................................... 177 
Democratic drift ........................................................................................ 187 
Freedom and friction ................................................................................ 197 
The last temptation of the liberation project ....................................... 207 
The first right and the open society ....................................................... 215 

 





Foreword 

This English edition makes Jacob Rudenstrand’s reflections on religious 
freedom accessible to a wider audience. Although rooted in the Swedish 
experience, its themes – the transition from a state church to a secular 
state ideology, tensions between majority culture and religious minorities, 
and the global reality of religious persecution – speak to broader interna-
tional debates. Few works address the Nordic contribution to discussions 
on freedom of religion or belief, making this translation a timely and val-
uable addition. 

The translation followed a careful process: an initial machine transla-
tion was refined through proofreading and finalized in consultation with 
the author. All quotations were translated directly from the Swedish edi-
tion, even when the sources were originally in English. Readers should also 
note that some URLs referenced may no longer be current. 

Dennis P. Petri 
Director of the Internation Institute of Religious Freedom 

 





Preface 

THIS BOOK IS the result of more than ten years of thinking and writing about 
religious freedom. If the right to have or not to have a religious belief is a 
human right, how is it threatened at home and around the world? Which 
is the most persecuted group and why is it so difficult to talk about it in 
Sweden? How did the concept of religious freedom emerge? Is it the result 
of enlightenment thinking or is there a prehistory? And what challenges 
does Sweden face when it comes to religious freedom? 

This year marks the 70th anniversary of the introduction of full reli-
gious freedom in Sweden. It became possible to leave the Church of Swe-
den without becoming a member of another registered religious commu-
nity. Today we are seen as the most secular country in the world and 
freedom of religion is written into the constitution. At the same time, the 
fact that Sweden has become increasingly multicultural has led to a num-
ber of tensions between the majority culture and various religious minor-
ities. In a short time we have gone from a state church monopoly to a sec-
ular state ideology with limited tolerance for dissenters. Politicians often 
claim that we live in a secular society where religion should be private. But 
are we all expected to adapt to a secular worldview that is hardly neutral? 
Should we not rather ask ourselves how can we live with each other’s dif-
ferences in our pluralistic society? 

These are some of the questions that led to the book you are holding in 
your hand. 

I have had discussion partners along the way, both people and books. 
Some of them appear in these pages, but already now I want to express 
gratitude to both good friends and opponents who have stimulated my 
thoughts and sharpened my pen. Your contributions illustrate the im-
portance of being able to think freely and differently about some of life’s 
most fundamental questions. 

Stockholm early fall 2021 
Jacob Rudenstrand 





Introduction: A secular corridor of opinion 

IN SWEDEN, we WANT TO be the best in the world. We aim to be at the fore-
front of environmental and sustainability issues. We want to be a driving 
force in international aid work. We are in the lead in the digital market. 

We are the most equal country in the world, have the most extensive 
welfare system, we endeavor to have the best schools and always send the 
best song to Eurovision. We are more open-minded, progressive, demo-
cratic and tolerant than other countries. 

In Sweden we have a system. 
But how good are we at religious freedom? 
All Swedes born after 1951 have lived in a country with legislated free-

dom of religion. This is late compared to many other countries. Although 
the Freedom of Religion Act of January 1, 1952 has been repealed (freedom 
of religion is instead enshrined in the Constitution), it was an important 
milestone for democratic Sweden. It gave us the right to leave the then 
state church without becoming a member of another religious community, 
and you no longer had to be a member of the Church of Sweden to hold a 
government position. 

In the second chapter of the Constitution on fundamental rights and 
freedoms, freedom of religion is currently classified under the so-called 
freedoms of opinion: 

Everyone shall be guaranteed […]  
freedom of worship: that is, the freedom to practise one’s religion 
alone or in the company of others.1 

In the European Convention, which is also Swedish law following Sweden’s 
membership of the EU, freedom of religion is defined in Article 9:1: 

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 man-
ifest his religion or belief in worship, teaching, practice and observance.2 

                                             
1 Riksdag. Kungörelse (1974:152) om beslutad ny regeringsform, https://www.riks

dagen.se/sv/dokument-och-lagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/kungo
relse-1974152-om-beslutad-ny-regeringsform_sfs-1974-152/ 

2 Parliament. Law (1994:1219) on the European Convention for the Protection of Hu-
man Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/doku
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And Article 18 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights states: 

Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this 
right includes freedom to change his religion or beliefs, and freedom, either 
alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his 
religion or belief in teaching, practise, worship and observance.3 

Although the ECHR allows for some restrictions on freedom of religion4, it 
is absolute under the Swedish constitution. The restrictions on public 
gatherings during the Covid pandemic, such as how many people can at-
tend a service regardless of the size of the venue, have raised a number of 
questions about how much religious freedom is “worth in times of a pan-
demic”,5 as PJ Anders Linder put it. After November 2020, churches, 
mosques and synagogues allowed only eight visitors at a service, regard-
less of the size of the premises. The fact that shopping centers and gyms 
trumped the right to “practice one’s religion or faith through worship”6 
seemed somewhat contradictory. 

In fact, the government’s proposal for the pandemic act of January 10, 
2021, hardly discussed the consequences for religious freedom. Neverthe-
less, the law included far-reaching restrictions on fundamental rights and 
freedoms.7 Freedom of assembly, demonstration and enterprise were 
given considerably more space. 

Yet, these rights and freedoms may be restricted under the Constitu-
tion, while freedom of religion is absolute. 

In an editorial, Expressen noted that just in time for Easter 2021, the 
government allowed museums and art galleries to apply the same square 
                                             

ment-och-lagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/lag-19941219-om-den-
europeiska-konventionen_sfs-1994-1219/ 

3 Government. UN human rights conventions, https://www.regering-en.se/infor
mationsmaterial/2012/01/a11.017/ 

4 Ibid. “Freedom to manifest religion or belief shall be subject only to such limita-
tions as are prescribed by law and are necessary in a democratic society in the 
interests of public safety or for the protection of public order, health or morals, 
or for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others.” (ECHR Article 9(2)) 

5 Linder, PJ Anders. “Religionsfriheten inte mycket värd i pandemitider”, Göteborgs-
Posten, https://www.gp.se/ledare/gastkolumn/religionsfriheten-inte-mycket-
vard-i-pandemitider.3e889833-0ce3-41ad-a4eb-66f4a3ec1363  

6 Riksdag. Act (1994:1219) on the European Convention for the Protection of Human 
Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-
och-lagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/lag-19941219-om-den-europei
ska-konventionen_sfs-1994-1219/ 

7 Government. “A temporary COVID-19 law”. Prop. 2020/21:79, https://www.rege
ringen.se/rattsliga-dokument/proposition/2021/01/prop.-20202179/ 
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meter rule as shops and gyms. Even outdoor markets and amusement 
parks were exempted. But not churches, mosques and synagogues. It was 
fine to go on the carousel at the first sign of lower infection, while a visit 
to a church would require absolute certainty. “The crux, of course, is that 
visits to Gröna Lund or Liseberg are not a human right, while religious 
gatherings are.”8 

The freedom of religion in the Constitution has a very narrow scope, 
while it is much broader in the ECHR. The restrictions on worship gather-
ings were indeed based on the Constitution and may appear disproportion-
ate under the ECHR. It is not certain that they would have survived a re-
view by the European Court of Human Rights. 

Religious freedom has strong constitutional protection in Sweden. 
Apart from the recent discussion on religious freedom during pandemic 
times, there is almost a consensus. All parliamentary parties agree that 
people should be able to practice their faith alone or in community with 
others. 

Leading opinion makers are also speaking out against those who might 
propose restrictions on the right of minorities to practice their religion. In 
an unsigned editorial in Dagens Nyheter in December 2019, the newspaper 
writes that stronger criticism of immigration tends to make more and 
more people sceptical about religious freedom: 

But restricting religious freedom is not an immigration issue. Restrictions 
risk affecting people of faith who have lived in Sweden for generations. It 
hits minorities the hardest, but also affects Christians. With sweeping blows, 
we risk eliminating freedoms that have been taken for granted for decades, 
even centuries.9 

But what does this mean in practice in a multicultural and multiracial so-
ciety where the conflicting goals of religious belief have become increas-
ingly apparent? In a short time, Sweden has gone from a Lutheran state 
church system with little room for religious dissenters to what many de-
scribe as a secular and progressive society. Recent years have given us re-
curring examples of how what does not correspond to common demo-
cratic values is pointed out as problematic – often with well-intentioned 
motives. For example, the governmental expert committee Delmi, which 
reports to the Ministry of Justice, recently published a policy brief in which 

                                             
8 Expressen. “How did Gröna Lund become more important than the constitution?”, 

https://www.expres-sen.se/ledare/hur-blev-grona-lund-viktigare-an-grundlagen 
9 Dagens Nyheter. “Heliga dagar i religionshatets tid”, https://www.dn.se/ledare/

heliga-dagar-i-religionshatets-tid  
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criticism of Islam and problematic ideas in certain Muslim contexts was 
described as racism.10 Even if the aim was laudable – to analyze racism in 
various forums – stigmatizing criticism of religion is hardly an expression 
of free and open debate about beliefs. A number of established Swedish 
newspapers and opinion leaders were also named and singled out. The Dis-
crimination Ombudsman (DO) even considered it justified to open a super-
visory case against Norrköping’s pastorate after a job applicant claimed 
that the church was discriminating against her because she was neither a 
member nor believed in God.11 It was obviously more important to legiti-
mize a perception of discrimination rather than to establish a community’s 
religious freedom to choose who to employ based on obvious criteria. The 
Swedish state secularism’s expectation that religious beliefs are private 
could not be clearer.  

In The Secular Age, the philosopher Charles Taylor says that secularism 
among other things is about the “retreat of religion from the public 
space”.12 The public debate often gives the impression that religion will 
inevitably be marginalized in a modern world, he says, because that view 
is dominant among intellectuals and academics.13 The idea that religion 
should be private is thus very much a matter of ideological conviction. 

When political scientist Henrik Ekengren Oscarsson coined the term 
“opinion corridor” in a blog post in December 2013, he touched on the no-
tion that religious beliefs are expected to be private: 

The opinion corridor – that is, the buffer zone where you still have some 
leeway to express an opinion without having to receive a fresh diagnosis of 
your mental state – is very narrow in Sweden. It is now enough to say that 
you believe in God (which, by the way, 45 percent of the population say they 
do) to be considered not in your right mind.14 

Three months earlier, this had been clearly illustrated in the media. In Sep-
tember 2013, Elisabeth Svantesson, a Moderate MP with a background in 
Word of Life and pro-life work, was appointed as the new Minister of 
                                             
10 Delmi. Interactive racism on the internet, in the press and politics, https://www.

delmi.se/media/s40dgfqc/delmi-policy-brief-2021-8_web.pdf  
11 Zetterman, Jacob. “Kyrka DO-anmäld för jobbannons – sökande trodde inte på 

Gud”, Dagen, https://www.dagen.se/nyheter/2021/04/14/kyrka-do-anmald-for-
jobbannons-sokande-trodde-inte-pa-gud  

12 Taylor, Charles. A Secular Age (The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
2007) p. 423. 

13 Ibid p. 429. 
14 Oscarsson, Henrik Ekengren. “Väljare är inga dumbommar”, Politologerna, https://

politologerna.wordpress.com/2013/12/10/valjare-ar-inga-dumbommar/  
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Employment. Previously, newly appointed ministers had been criticized 
for everything from irregularities in company deals to unpaid TV fees, and 
in some cases had even been forced to resign. At a press conference with 
then-Prime Minister Fredrik Reinfeldt, Svantesson’s Christian background 
was instead mentioned. The result was that the newly appointed minister 
was subjected to a major media pushback. Speaking to Swedish Radio’s Eng-
lish-language news, religious scholar Eli Göndör commented on the Swe-
dish attitude towards religiously believing politicians: “I don’t think that 
an openly religious person has the same chance to make a political career, 
or any other kind of career, as a secular person.”15 

Being openly religious – with all the values that go with it – seems to 
be one of Sweden’s last taboos. This is despite the fact that we live in an 
increasingly multicultural society, where we pride ourselves on ”liking 
those different from us”. 

The supposed tolerance for religious dissenters is simply mere lip ser-
vice. In fact, unlike the world’s oldest freedom of the press regulation, en-
acted in 1766, Sweden’s freedom of religion law has only existed for a cou-
ple of decades. 

Dagens Nyheter’s claim that our “freedoms […] have been taken for 
granted for decades, even centuries”16 is therefore only partly true. In re-
lation to freedom of the press in Sweden it is correct, but when it comes to 
religious freedom, Sweden is a newcomer. “The sad truth is that the 
Swedes have distinguished themselves in intolerance rather than open-
mindedness when it comes to religious freedom”, says historian Dick Har-
rison.17 

Swedish religious freedom has been handled with great carelessness in 
modern times. Established commentators, academics and politicians have 
even argued that religious freedom should be removed from the constitu-
tion, partly because they claim it is guaranteed by other statutory free-
doms such as freedom of thought, freedom of assembly and freedom of as-
sociation.18 

                                             
15 Swedish Radio. “Minister’s Christian faith causes controversy”, https://www.sveri-

gesradio.se/artikel/5651063  
16 Dagens Nyheter. “Heliga dagar i religionshatets tid”, https://www.dn.se/le-

dare/heliga-dagar-i-religionshatets-tid/  
17 Harrison, Dick. “Svenska religionsfriheten är ett historiskt undantag”, Svenska 

Dagbladet, https://www.svd.se/a/L0eyX4/svenska-religionsfriheten-ar-ett-his-
toriskt-undantag  

18 Tännsjö, Torbjörn, Sturmark, Christer, Ulvaeus, Björn et al. “Avskaffa lagen om 
religionsfrihet”, Expressen, https://www.expressen.se/debatt/avskaffa-la-gen-
om-religionsfrihet/. Zetterman, Jacob. “Hanif Bali (M): Avskaffa lagen om reli-
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Ministers and leading opinion leaders repeatedly claim that Sweden is 
a secular society and religion is a private matter. Religious beliefs that 
clash with the views of the parliamentary majority may exist, but not be 
seen or heard – or be argued for in public. They belong in the private 
sphere. All religion is conflated and should either be controlled or re-
stricted without clear distinctions between problematic and unproblem-
atic expressions of religiosity. 

It is from this perspective that one should understand the outrage over, 
among other things, traditional religious views on ethical issues and 
openly religious politicians. When Anna Kinberg Batra resigned as leader 
of the Moderate Party and there was speculation about who would succeed 
her, two possible candidates were mentioned, Ulf Kristersson and Elisa-
beth Svantesson. A T V feature listed their respective advantages and dis-
advantages. On the minus side for Svantesson, who is a practicing Chris-
tian, her faith was again mentioned. No deeper analysis was given, no 
explanation of what was problematic in her Christian beliefs. 

When Svantesson was appointed Minister of Labour in Reinfeldt’s gov-
ernment, her view of humanity was described as “frightening” and she was 
required to publicly distance herself from “religious fundamentalism in fa-
vor of women’s rights”.19 What was problematic about her background 
from a democratic perspective was not apparent. The fact that health care 
issues, including abortion, were not part of Svantesson’s portfolio did not 
seem to matter. Similar outrage about religiosity linked to a political office 
was evident in the debate about Omar Mustafa, a Muslim and active in the 
Swedish Muslim Council, and his candidacy for the Social Democrats’ party 
board. Here too, it was not clear what it was about his Muslim beliefs that 
was problematic. Initially, the criticism was about how he, as chairman of 
the Islamic Association in Sweden invited speakers who were known to 
spread anti-Semitic propaganda,20 which is of course deeply problematic, 
but gradually some of the criticism turned into anti-Muslim statements. 

The above illustrates how the political debate tends to put all religion 
and different religious beliefs in the same pot. Instead of distinguishing 

                                             
gionsfrihet”, Dagen, https://www.dagen.se/nyheter/2017/07/07/hanif-ba-li-m-
avskaffa-lagen-om-religionsfrihet/  

19 Schedvin, Jessica. “Svantesson måste ta avstånd från abortmotståndarna”, SVT 
Opinion, https://www.svt.se/opinion/svantesson-maste-ta-avstand-fran-abort
motstandarna  

20 Swedish Committee against Anti-Semitism. “The Mustafa affair – or how legitimi-
zation of Jew-hatred became ‘fight against antisemitism’”, http://skma.se/blogg/
2013/06/mus-tafa-affaren-eller-hur-legitimisation-of-judehat-blev-kamp-mot-
antisemitism/  
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between specific religious beliefs, as is done with political beliefs, religion 
itself is described as a problem for the ideal of Sweden as a secular society. 

It is true that the state should be secular in the sense of being neutral 
to beliefs, but society is always larger than the state and cannot be purged 
of beliefs. Friction and conflict over religiosity will always exist in an open 
and free society. 

The Catholic priest Richard John Neuhaus once coined the term “the 
naked public square”21. He was referring to a public sphere stripped of 
all religious interference. But in a democratic society, all people have 
the same right to participate in public discourse according to their own 
beliefs. Here it is important to point out that the state should be neutral 
when it comes to the place of beliefs and religious convictions in the 
public sphere. In cases concerning, for example, the theological convic-
tions of communities, the existence of independent schools, the wearing 
of religious clothing and converts in the asylum process, state actors 
have repeatedly taken a stand for stricter regulation or gone beyond 
their area of competence and had their own theological views. In a de-
mocracy where the church is separate from the state, this is a problem-
atic development. 

In most cases, however, it is the culture, the public discourse, that lim-
its religious expression. One can of course wonder why this would be 
wrong. Isn’t it simply a consequence of what the majority of people in Swe-
den think? Religious people are hardly entitled to a given space in the pub-
lic discourse; it should be earned. At the same time, the public debate in 
recent years has shown that there is a tendency to prevent opponents 
from expressing their opinions, rather than responding to them. 

In the media, culture and academia, there is talk of both rejection and 
deplatforming of people with dissenting or disagreeable, perhaps conta-
gious, views. This is particularly noticeable in relation to religious beliefs, 
not least in the political world. The lack of knowledge among Swedish jour-
nalists about religion and everyday religiosity, which has been studied re-
peatedly,22 and which affects editorial priorities and leads to inadequate 
reporting, is also significant. Anna Lindman, a Swedish TV presenter who 
has been making programs about religion and beliefs for several years, 
tells the industry magazine Journalisten that Swedish journalists generally 

                                             
21 Neuhaus, Richard John. The Naked Public Square: Religion and Democracy in America 

(Eerdmans 1984). 
22 Andersson, Johanna. “Okunskapen är stor om religion”, Göteborgs-Posten, 

https://www.gp.se/ledare/gastkronika/johanna-andersson-okunskapen-ar-stor-
om-religion.d4b54a82-6994-408b-8fad-287ab0f40b1b  
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neglect religious issues and have “an ignorant attitude” towards religion.23 
For example, the major Swedish newspaper editorial offices lack reporters 
with religion and beliefs as a specific area of coverage. At the same time 
they are expanding services in other areas of coverage. When I studied 
journalism with a specific focus on religious studies in the early 2000s, one 
of the lecturers likened an award-winning journalist who had thanked God 
for his success to “urinating in public”. The same is true of the attitude to 
religion in the world of education, where an atheistic world view is often 
seen as the norm in teaching and religion is presented as something out-
dated or odd.24 In such a milieu, where what is reasonable and sensible is 
understood in purely secular terms, it is not surprising that the right and 
freedom to express dissenting views based on religious beliefs is seen as 
irrelevant. After all, these are outdated and alien views in a modern and 
secular country. 

The British sociologist Os Guinness, who studied at the University of 
Oxford under Peter Berger, have, in The Global Public Square: Religious Free-
dom and the Making of a World Safe for Diversity (2013), described the im-
portance of religious freedom for human identity as fundamental, as it ul-
timately concerns the right and freedom to pursue the truth and that this 
has practical consequences in the public sphere: 

Freedom of religion and belief affirms each person’s dignity, worth and free-
dom of action by freeing us to align ‘who we understand ourselves to be’ 
with ‘what we believe ultimately exists’, and then think, live, speak and act 
in accordance with those beliefs.25 

There is legitimacy to the American motto that religious freedom is the first 
freedom,26 the first liberty or right. It is not only a right, but also the “duty 

                                             
23 Lundquist, Hanna. “Jag är självkritisk om Knutby”, Journalisten, https://www.jour

nalisten.se/profilen/jag-ar-sjalvkritisk-om-knutby/  
24 University of Gothenburg. “Teachers and students often talk about religion as 

something outdated and alien”, https://www.gu.se/nyheter/larare-och-elever-
talar-ofta-om-religion-som-nagot-foraldrat-och-frammande  

25 Guinness, Os. The Global Public Square: Religious Freedom and the Making of a World Safe 
for Diversity (IVP Books 2013) p. 69. 

26 Freedom of religion is the first right mentioned in the First Amendment of the 
American Bill of Rights, which also lists the freedoms of speech, press and assem-
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which we owe to the Creator [or that to which we attribute ultimate au-
thority over our lives] This duty is precedent, both in order of time and in 
degree of obligation, to the claims of Civil Society”,27 as James Madison, the 
father of the Bill of Rights and later the fourth President of the United 
States, put it in one of his most famous texts. In this way, the rights to 
speak, to teach, to marry, to have a family, to work and own property, and 
so on, are not unimportant, but secondary to what it really means to be 
human. 

Even for the main author of the UN Declaration of Human Rights, dip-
lomat and philosopher Charles Malik, religious freedom was a priority as 
it underpinned the other rights: 

Without the full and unimpaired right to think and believe freely, the value 
of rights pales into relative insignificance. One enjoys these other rights pre-
cisely in order to be free, and being free means nothing if it does not mean 
freedom to think and believe and change in your belief from the good to the 
better and better as the truth progressively reveals itself to you. The right 
to be free inwardly is the end and justification of all other rights.”28 

The freedom to believe and live according to one’s conviction of ultimate 
existence must not be limited to religious people either, but must apply to 
all Swedes – even secular ones. It is not just a freedom for the “religious”. 
Freedom of religion is the freedom to search for answers to those big meta-
physical questions: What is nature like? Does God exist? What is man’s place 
in the universe? What is the meaning of life? What is the basis of human 
identity? Religious freedom “it goes to the heart of what it means to be hu-
man – to think freely, to follow our conscience, to change our beliefs if our 
hearts and minds lead us to do so, to express those beliefs in public and in 
private”,29 as US Secretary of State Anthony Blinken has put it. 

In On Democracy in America (1835 and 1840), Alexis de Tocqueville writes 
that “the greatest advantage of religion is to inspire diametrically contrary 
principles. There is no religion [or worldview that does not place the object 
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of man’s desires above and beyond the treasures of earth and that does not 
naturally raise his soul to regions far above those of the senses. Nor is there 
any which does not impose on man some duties towards his kind and thus 
draw him at times from the contemplation of himself. This is found in the 
most false and dangerous religions.”30 Therefore, freedom of religion – and 
all that it implies in terms of freedom of assembly, expression and con-
science – is important and must not be merely private. It teaches us to live 
with each other’s deepest differences. 

As Swedish religious freedom is celebrating seventy years this year, 
something that is mainly ignored with silence, I want to take the temper-
ature of the right to believe and think freely in Sweden by examining the 
importance of religious freedom for an open and free society. What areas 
of conflict arise between a dominant secular view of life and different reli-
gious beliefs? How is this expressed in the international commitment to 
persecuted minorities? What about Sweden’s blind spot for vulnerable 
Christians? And how did the Christian faith, contrary to popular percep-
tions of a backward church, lay the foundation for the right to think and 
express oneself freely? 

Before going into this, however, we should stop at an even more fun-
damental question: why is religious freedom a human right and what are 
the manifestations of religious persecution in our time? 
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PART 1 

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM IN THE WORLD 





Religious persecution and repression – a 
growing threat 

ON AUGUST 22, 2019, ON THE occasion of the newly established UN Memorial 
Day for Victims of Religious Persecution, UN Secretary-General António 
Guterres described the sharp increase in religiously motivated violence: 

Jews have been murdered in synagogues, their gravestones scrawled with 
swastikas. Muslims have been shot in mosques and had their religious sites 
vandalized. Christians have been killed while praying and had their 
churches burned.31 

From 2007 to 2018, religious freedom has declined sharply across the 
world. According to the independent Pew Research Center, which 
measures the degree of restrictions on religious practice, 56 states – in-
cluding populous countries such as China, India, Pakistan and Indonesia – 
apply “high” or “very high” levels of restrictions on religious life.32 

Social unrest has also increased, and with it harassment, violence, and 
persecution of various groups. In 2018, 53 countries were assessed as hav-
ing ‘high’ or ‘very high’ levels of social unrest leading to the restriction of 
religious freedom for individuals, organizations, or communities.33 The 
year before, a majority of the world’s population (83%) was found to live in 
countries with ‘high’ or ‘very high’ levels of religious restrictions, mainly 
targeting religious minorities34 – and not much has changed since then. 

Pew’s latest survey in November 2020 showed that Christians are har-
assed in 145 countries. This is the highest number for any religious group, 
followed by Muslims, who are harassed in 139 countries.35 
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Christians and Muslims – who are the largest faith groups globally and are 
more geographically dispersed than other groups – experienced harass-
ment in the most countries (145 and 139 countries respectively). Jews 
make up only 0.2 percent of the global population, but were harassed in 
the third highest number of countries (88). People with no religious affil-
iation – defined as atheists, agnostics, and those who do not identify with 
any religion – saw the largest decline in harassment of any group. These 
‘nones’ were harassed in 18 countries in 2018, down from 23 countries a 
year earlier.36 

When Pew talk about harassment, it refers to “crimes against a religious 
group or person because of their religious identity, and may include being 
physically coerced or singled out with the intent of making life or religious 
practice more difficult. The degree of severity ranges from verbal or writ-
ten harassment to physical violence and murder”.37 

On Christmas Day 2018, the then UK Foreign Secretary Jeremy Hunt 
commissioned an independent report on the persecution of Christians. 
Why Christians? According to Hunt, “the persecution of Christians was a 
telling early warning of the persecution of every minority”.38 The main 
author, the Bishop of Truro, Philip Mounstephen, presented the report in 
July 2019 along with a number of foreign policy recommendations, such 
as the possibility of sanctions against countries that persecute Chris-
tians.39 Among other things, the report described the extent of the perse-
cution: 

Persecution based on religious belief is a global phenomenon that is growing 
in scale and intensity. Reports, including from the UN Special Rapporteur 
on Freedom of Religion or Belief, claim that religious persecution is on the 
rise and is an ‘ever-growing threat’ to societies around the world. While it is 
impossible to know the exact number of people persecuted for their faith, it 
is estimated, based on reports from various NGOs, that one third of the 
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world’s population suffers various forms of religious persecution, with 
Christians being the most persecuted group.40 

The European Parliament’s analysis is also bleak. The 2019 Annual Report 
on Human Rights and Democracy in the World and the EU’s policies in this 
area states that 

Christians are the most persecuted religious group in the world, account-
ing for 80% of all persecuted believers. This persecution ranges from rou-
tine discrimination in education, employment and social life to re-
strictions on all forms of expression and even physical attacks on 
Christian groups. This almost meets the international definition of geno-
cide adopted by the UN.41 

The same point has been made in previous annual reports. But this time, 
freedom of thought, conscience, religion and belief is specifically men-
tioned. The opening paragraph includes persecution and oppression of 
both religious believers and atheists. At the same time, it emphasizes that 
Christians are the group most discriminated against, subjected to violence 
and murdered: 

Expresses its dismay at the number of executions, attacks and acts of perse-
cution, discrimination, harassment and incitement of antagonism, and the 
number of restrictions on rights that took place or were introduced in 2019, 
targeting individuals and groups on the basis of their religion, belief, athe-
ism or agnosticism; reaffirms its support for victims of religious or belief-
based violence and its commitment to ending such violence; reaffirms its 
support for victims of violence based on religion or belief and its commit-
ment to ending such violence. Emphasizes the need to pay particular atten-
tion to the situation of persecuted religious groups in the world, who are 
subject to discrimination, intimidation, laws against blasphemy and conver-
sion, destruction of places of worship, violence, enslavement, rape, enforced 
disappearances, executions and genocide. Stresses the need to pay particu-
lar attention to the situation around the world of persecuted Christians, who 
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constitute a clear majority of the religious groups discriminated against, 
subjected to violence and killed.42 

All over the world, people are persecuted for their religious or non-reli-
gious beliefs. Many are persecuted by the same groups and individuals who 
persecute Christians. These include Baha’is and Jews in Iran, Ahmadiyya 
Muslims and Hindus in Pakistan, Tibetan Buddhists and Falun Gong follow-
ers in China, Rohingya Muslims in Burma and atheists in Saudi Arabia. 

According to the Christian missionary and human rights organization 
Open Doors’ World Watch List, which since 1993 has listed the fifty countries 
where persecution against Christians is at its worst, the situation has wors-
ened due to the COVID-19 pandemic. In the countries on the list, around 
309 million Christians are persecuted and discriminated against. Globally, 
however, the number exceeds 340 million.43 This means that every eighth 
Christian in the world faces persecution because of their faith. Open Doors’ 
forecast for the 2020s is bleak . The 202144 and 202045 reports describe how 
militant Islamism is spreading to weak sub-Saharan African states and 
Southeast Asia. As a result of the pandemic, Islamist attacks against sub-
Saharan Christians have increased by around thirty percent compared to 
the previous year. According to Open Doors, eighty percent of the more 
than one hundred thousand Christians in India now being assisted by their 
partners, have reported being denied food distributed during the lock-
downs in the country. In China, the surveillance state is on the rise. New 
technologies are being used to control and repress Christians and other 
minorities, which has intensified as COVID-19 has been allowed to legiti-
mize tighter restrictions. For example, the Communist Party has started 
using facial recognition technology and an app to track the whereabouts 
of the Muslim minority group Uyghurs. The state has equipped churches 
with surveillance cameras that can identify faces, a method that is now 
being exported to other countries.46 
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China also uses a points system that rewards individuals who conform 
to the state’s norms, with the result that Christians’ access to education, 
employment and travel is restricted. Today, the most downloaded app in 
China is created by the Communist Party and is intended to help users earn 
more points under this system.47 

The same gloomy picture is given by the Catholic organization Aid to the 
Church in Need in its Religious Freedom Report 2021, covering 196 countries. 
The report’s executive summary clearly states that digital technologies, 
cyber networks, surveillance (including artificial intelligence) and facial 
recognition technologies were “primary causes of increased persecution in 
many of the countries with the worst religious freedom records”.48 The or-
ganization speaks of a “free fall” of religious freedom in several countries 
and that “religious freedom is violated in almost one-third of the world’s 
countries (31.6 percent), with two-thirds of the world’s population”.49 In the 
last year, kidnappings of young girls from minority religions in Pakistan 
have both increased and been highlighted, as Aid to the Church in Need (ACN) 
specifically points out in its report. According to available statistics, every 
year “up to a thousand young Christian and Hindu girls and young women 
between the ages of 12 and 25 are abducted by Muslim men. The studies, 
which suggest that Christians make up seventy percent of these cases, 
found that the scale of the problem ‘is likely to be much greater as a number 
of cases are never reported and do not proceed through the legal system’. 
Many of the girls are victims of rape, forced prostitution, human trafficking 
and domestic violence.”50 

In the context of the Taliban’s takeover in Afghanistan, the situation 
for Christians and other religious minorities has deteriorated. In 2020, the 
country was ranked second on the World Watch List – just behind North Ko-
rea – and the number of Christians in Afghanistan is estimated at between 
10 000 and 12 000 people.51 The majority of these have converted from 
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Islam and practice their faith in underground churches, as a change of re-
ligion is strictly forbidden and in practice leads to a constant threat of 
death. At the same time, public executions by stoning, flogging and hang-
ing under the previous Taliban regime between 1996 and 2001 are still 
fresh in people’s minds. Kelsey Zorzi, head of the UN NGO Committee on 
Freedom of Religion and Belief, wrote shortly after the takeover: 

Some Christians on the ground have expressed that with the takeover of Ka-
bul, they expect to be killed mafia-style. Meanwhile, some reports claim that 
the Taliban are already carrying out targeted killings of Christians and other 
minorities found on public transport, as well as executing anyone found 
with Bible programs on their mobile phones. 

Christians also fear for the safety of their children as the Taliban have 
already announced plans to ‘eradicate ignorance of religion’ by capturing 
non-Muslim women and girls as sex slaves and forcing boys to serve as sol-
diers.52 

ACN notes in its 2021 report that “Christianity is seen as a Western religion 
and alien to Afghanistan”53 and adds that the “military presence of inter-
national forces has increased general distrust of Christians”. This has led 
Christians to worship in secret and in small groups. Already in its report, 
published about four months before the Taliban takeover, ACN warned 
that the situation in the country was getting worse. Thomas Heine-
Geldern, head of the ACN, commented shortly after the takeover: “Anyone 
who does not embrace the Taliban’s extreme Islamist views is in danger, 
even moderate Sunni Muslims. Shia Muslims (ten percent), the small 
Christian community and all other religious minorities already under 
threat will be subject to even greater repression.”54 

He added that as a number of countries have already expressed their 
support for the new Taliban regime, this will “encourage authoritarian re-
gimes all over the world, especially in the region, leading to increasing vi-
olations of religious freedom in their own countries”.55 
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It is clear that this is only the tip of the iceberg of the growing problem 
of religious persecution and oppression, where Christians are repeatedly 
among the victims. Former CNN analyst John L Allen argues that there are 
good reasons to speak of a global war against Christians: 

We are talking about a massive and global pattern of violence and oppres-
sion directed against a specific group of people […] If human rights and reli-
gious freedom mean anything, its primary defense must be shaped by strong 
support for the fate of these Christians.56 

The organization Human Rights Watch estimates that the Chinese state has 
imprisoned around one million Muslims belonging to the Uyghur ethnic 
group and placed them in “re-education camps”.57 This has received con-
siderable, legitimate and important attention in Sweden as well. In pro-
portion to its scale, however, very little attention has been paid to the even 
larger group of vulnerable Christians.  

On the occasion of the submission of the report commissioned by Jer-
emy Hunt on persecuted Christians to the government, the Foreign Office 
gave a press conference. Mr. Hunt commented on the silence surrounding 
the plight of Christians: “Perhaps it is because of a misguided political cor-
rectness – or an instinctive reluctance to talk about religion – that British 
governments have not always wanted to deal with this problem.”58 
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Driving forces and motives 

THE MOTIVES BEHIND THE PERSECUTION OF Christians are many. In Persecuted: the 
Global Assault on Christians (2013), Nina Shea, Lela Gilbert and Paul Marshall 
of the Hudson Institute Center for Religious Freedom identify three key 
drivers:59 

1. The quest for total political control that characterizes the communist 
and post-communist states (e.g. China, North Korea, Cuba, Belarus, Uz-
bekistan, Russia), where most Christians are persecuted, as they have 
the largest Christian populations. North Korea, which according to Open 
Doors’ regular surveys is the country where it is most dangerous to be a 
Christian, also belongs to this category. Here, owning a Bible can mean 
imprisonment. In a report from the fall of 2020 by the London-based Ko-
rea Future Initiative, 273 victims of religious persecution, imprisonment 
and torture were identified in the country.60 The majority (215 people) 
were Christians from the age of three up to the age of eighty. All were 
sent to prison camps: “They put us all in handcuffs […] As an adult, it was 
heartbreaking to see children being handcuffed. Our [child] was only 
thirteen years old”,61 according to one survivor. The report also de-
scribes how Christians could be tortured by being forced to sit in electri-
fied steel cages for 12 hours at a time. In China, Christians have a general 
opportunity to worship – under state control. However, free churches 
are forced underground. In post-communist countries, despite officially 
renouncing communism, the state often maintains repressive control 
over churches and other religious communities. In some cases, there are 
favored communities, such as the historic Orthodox Church, which 
openly support the state. 

2. In countries like India, Nepal, Sri Lanka and Bhutan, much of the perse-
cution is characterized by Southeast Asian religious nationalism. Ex-
tremist Buddhists and Hindus, who link their religious beliefs to national 
identity, see other religions as a threat. Both Christians and Muslims are 
subjected to persecution, as they are seen as foreign elements. In the In-
dian state of Orissa, in 2008, more than fifty Christians were murdered 
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and fifty thousand were driven from their homes, which were then 
burned down.62 In January 2014, ex-extremist Buddhist monks in Sri 
Lanka initiated attacks on two Christian churches and set fire to a prayer 
center.63 In addition to violent attacks, repressive legislation, such as 
bans on changing religious beliefs, has also been introduced. The stated 
aim is to prevent “forced conversions”, but often peaceful missionary 
Christian churches and pastors are accused of engaging in coercion or 
manipulation.64 Since the ruling party BJP came to power in India in 
2014, persecution of Christians by radical Hindus has increased. In 2019, 
the Evangelical Fellowship of India reported 366 incidents of harassment, 
intimidation and attacks.65 The year before, the country’s Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi spoke at the World Economic Forum in Davos about how 
India had “proved itself” by respecting pluralism and different religious 
beliefs,66 a message that hardly reflects reality. 

3. The most common driving force behind the persecution of Christians is 
Islamism and certain interpretations of Islam. The threat to Christians 
in the Muslim world also represents the most widespread and growing 
religious persecution globally. The persecution is carried out by states, 
terrorist groups or mobs – or a combination of these. One of the most 
common expressions is suicide attacks against places of worship and 
churches, such as in Sri Lanka on Easter 2019, when almost three hun-
dred people were murdered. The attack in Sri Lanka, whose majority re-
ligion is Buddhism, also illustrates how Islamic-motivated persecution – 
unlike the other drivers mentioned above – can be exported. Another 
expression has long been blasphemy and apostasy laws, which punish 
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criticism of Islam, Muhammad or the Koran and, by extension, restrict 
religious debate. More recently, the Islamic State’s war against Chris-
tians and other minorities in Syria and Iraq has been an expression of 
this form of persecution, although some commentators have sought to 
downplay the link between IS and Islam.67 

There are other reasons for the persecution of Christians. In states such as 
Eritrea and Burma, repression is often justified on the grounds of ‘national 
security’. What these countries have in common is their high level of mil-
itary power and low tolerance for opposition forces. Christians have re-
peatedly asserted their independence from the state, but in Eritrea unreg-
istered churches live under severe repression. Even approved churches are 
tightly controlled. The country’s Orthodox state church has even been ac-
cused of spying for the regime and using mafia-like methods against fellow 
countrymen.68 The Eritrean state church is not recognized by other Chris-
tian communities and has not been granted membership in the Christian 
Council of Sweden. 

Interestingly, religious freedom scholars such as Open Doors have be-
gun to talk about aggressive secularism as an additional challenge. This 
differs in its manifestations from the global persecution of Christians. In-
stead, it is described, at least in public debate in the West, as a dominant 
worldview with little room for dissent. 

It is difficult to give an exact figure of how many Christians are mur-
dered each year. Reference is often made to the Gordon-Conwell Theological 
Seminary in Massachusetts, which has estimated the number of murdered 
Christians over a ten-year period, giving an annual average of nearly one 
hundred thousand victims.69 However, the figure should be problematic, 
as it does not only include believers who die in situations of persecution. 
For example, the civil war in Congo-Kinshasa – where around four million 
people died between 2000 and 2010 – has been included in the calculations. 
In the past, the 1994 genocide in Rwanda has also been included.70 
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Thomas Schirrmacher at the International Institute for Religious Freedom, 
whose organization reviews Open Doors World Watch List, has estimated the 
number of Christians killed for their faith at around ten thousand annu-
ally.71 In the Open Doors’ report published in early 2021, there are 4,761 
confirmed deaths, of which 3,530 are in Nigeria.72 There is obviously a 
number of unreported cases here, and the number of victims is only the 
tip of the iceberg, as women in particular are subjected to rape or sexual 
harassment, often behind closed doors. 

In light of this, Paul Marshall of the Hudson Institute Center for Religious 
Freedom recommends avoiding death numbers altogether and instead talk 
about how many people are at risk of persecution. The best statistics show 
that Christians are the most persecuted religious group in most countries 
and on the largest scale. 

Since 2009, the Islamist terrorist group Boko Haram has killed thou-
sands of Christians in Nigeria. In the fall of 2013, I conducted research at 
the Hudson Institute think tank in Washington DC, inviting the Nigerian 
Christian Adamu Habila. He was the victim of an assassination attempt in 
2012, when Boko Haram supporters shot him in the face. “They asked me 
if I was ready to die as a Christian. My wife was crying but I could not deny 
Christ,” he said. Fortunately, he survived and was able to testify to the 
cruelty and extent of the persecution. Many did not survive to tell their 
stories. 
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The West’s blind spot  

WHEN JOURNALIST KLAUS WIVEL wrote an open letter to Denmark’s Minister 
for Foreign Affairs asking what the government intended to do for the 
thousands of Egyptian Christians fleeing their country, he received no re-
sponse. To understand the lack of commitment, he traveled to the Middle 
East. The result was the reportage book The Last Christians (2015), in which 
he describes how Western religious criticism combined with post-colo-
nial guilt created a blind spot for the issue of Christians as a persecuted 
minority. “In the West we are perceived as Arabs, in the Arab world we 
are seen as Christians. We are losing on both fronts”,73 a Christian man in 
Bethlehem tells Wivel. In the West, Christians have historically been the 
majority religion and many countries have had a dominant state church. 
The persecution of Christians therefore does not fit into the Western me-
dia image. 

Today, however, about three quarters of the world’s 2.2 billion Chris-
tians live outside the West.74 China will soon be – if it is not already – the 
most Christian country in the world. Latin America is the region and Africa 
the continent with the most Christians. The report The Future of World Reli-
gions: Population Growth Projections, 2010-2050 predicts that by 2050 four out 
of ten Christians will be living in sub-Saharan Africa. 

“Over the past century, the center of gravity of the Christian world 
has been relentlessly shifting southward to Africa, Asia and Latin Amer-
ica. Already today, the largest Christian groups on the planet are in Africa 
and Latin America. If we wish to imagine a ‘typical’ contemporary Chris-
tian, we should think of a woman living in a village in Nigeria or in a Bra-
zilian favela”, writes historian Philip Jenkins.75 

The image of Christianity as a historically Western religion is also 
misleading. It is true that the Christian mission in the 19th century was 
in some places closely intertwined with Western colonialism, but re-
search shows that the Christian mission was often in strong opposition 
to colonialism and pushing for democratic reforms.76 In fact, several 
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Christian groups have a thousand-year history in countries where they 
are now being persecuted. 

In The Lost History of Christianity (2009), Philip Jenkins explains how 
Christianity spread in the ninth century to the Arabian Peninsula, Iran, Af-
ghanistan, Tibet, India, Sri Lanka and as far away as China. The Coptic 
Church in Ethiopia traces its foundation to the Ethiopian official baptized 
by Philip in Acts 8:26-39. The oldest churches in India claim to be founded 
by Jesus’ disciple Thomas.77 

According to the World Value Survey’s value map, where a vertical axis 
runs from secular to traditional attitudes while the horizontal runs from 
survival to self-fulfillment, Sweden always ends up in the top right corner 
of the most secular and individualistic countries. This is reflected in Swe-
dish politics and media, which usually portray religion as a private matter, 
rather than a public sphere of its own. Perhaps this is why the global per-
secution of Christians is mainly highlighted in Christian media. One exam-
ple is how the cold-blooded execution of the Coptic businessman Nabil Ha-
bashi Salama in Egypt, which went viral on social media in April 2021, was 
barely noticed by non-Christian media.78 This despite the fact that the ISIS-
affiliated Islamist group Sinai Province, which claimed responsibility for 
the act, targeted the country’s already vulnerable Christian minority: “As 
for you Christians in Egypt, this is the price you pay for your support to 
the Egyptian army”.79 

Erik Helmerson, editorial writer for Dagens Nyheter, is one of the few in 
the major media organizations that annually pays attention to Open Door’s 
list of countries where Christians are persecuted. He notes that “anyone 
who tries to find Swedish reporting on the World Watch List, as usual, has 
to make an effort”.80 The reason: “Many still see Christianity as a matter 
for white Westerners”81. 

Against this background, it is not difficult to understand why the free-
dom to practice one’s religion is considered a non-issue in Sweden. This 
makes it even more relevant to highlight today’s religiously motivated 
persecution and the global challenges to religious freedom. 
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The War on Christmas 

IN SRI LANKA ON Easter Sunday, April 21, 2019, 320 people were killed and 
500 injured after eight coordinated bomb attacks on churches and hotels. 
Six bombs went off almost simultaneously in the morning, and two hours 
later two more bombs were detonated. A few days later, it was reported 
that ISIS had claimed responsibility for the attacks.82 The group behind the 
execution was the National Towheed Jamaat, a local terrorist group close to 
the Islamic State.83 

The bombings in Sri Lanka were soon described as unexpected and 
shocking. German Chancellor Angela Merkel: 

It is shocking that people who gathered to celebrate Easter together were 
deliberately subjected to this vicious attack.84 

A wide range of world leaders expressed their sadness at the shocking 
attacks. Surprising? The attack had in fact been preceded by a number 
of threats against churches in Sri Lanka. According to a report by 
France’s AFP, ten days before the Easter attack, the country’s police 
leadership warned that suicide bombers were planning attacks against 
“prominent churches”.85 The AP news agency described how Indian po-
lice had intercepted information that the National Towheed Jamaat was 
planning an attack and had therefore alerted the Sri Lankan authori-
ties.86 A few days before the attacks, journalist Ruki Fernando wrote on 
Twitter how eleven Christian services on eleven consecutive Sundays, 
from February 3 to April 14, “have been subjected to some kind of 
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disruption in Sri Lanka. Will it stop this coming Easter Sunday?”87 In ret-
rospect, his post had an eerie foreboding. 

Overall, it seems clear that there were clear indications of an upcoming 
attack. 

The attacks in Sri Lanka follow a well-known pattern occurring during 
the major Christian holidays. In this respect, the attacks cannot be de-
scribed as surprising. The journalist John L Allen, author of The Global War 
on Christians (2016), wrote in a comment on Angela Merkel’s statement: 
“What’s shocking is that it’s not shocking – it’s part of a nasty, predictable 
global pattern.”88 According to Allen, and most other observers, acts of vi-
olence against Christians in connection with the major holidays have be-
come part of an almost recurring tradition. The killing of Christians during 
Easter or Christmas should simply not come as a surprise. Moreover, it is 
when Christians celebrate the birth, death and resurrection of Jesus that 
larger groups of Christians gather in one place. 

Some examples from recent Easter celebrations: 
In 2015, on Maundy Thursday, April 2, the Islamist terrorist group Al-

Shabaab attacked the University of Garissa in Kenya. More than 140 people 
were killed before the military stormed the building where the terrorists 
had barricaded themselves. According to some reports, suicide vests were 
also used in the attack. The target was Christian students. The terrorists 
divided the hostages by religion. “If you were a Christian, you were shot 
immediately”, said one witness.89 

In 2016, on Easter Sunday, March 27, some 70 people were killed and 
another 300 injured when a Taliban group carried out a suicide attack on 
several families at an amusement park in Lahore, Pakistan. According to 
the group, the attack was aimed at Christians celebrating Easter.90 

In 2017, on Palm Sunday, April 9, Islamic State supporters attacked two 
places of worship in the Egyptian cities of Tanta and Alexandria. More than 
40 people, including many children, were killed and around 100 injured. In 
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December, a few months earlier, the Church of St. Peter and Paul in Cairo 
was bombed. The attack was the most serious in several years against 
Egypt’s Copts, and targeted the heart of the Christian minority, as it took 
place right next to Cairo’s great St. Mark’s Cathedral.91 

In 2018, on Easter Monday, April 2, four Christian relatives were shot 
dead in the Pakistani city of Quetta, where there is a large Christian com-
munity. A little girl, believed to be the daughter of one of those killed, was 
injured in the attack. Even before the Easter celebrations, security had 
been tightened around several churches.92 During Christmas a few months 
earlier, ISIS supporters carried out a suicide attack on a church in Quetta. 
Nine people were killed and 56 people were injured. 

Not even the pandemic prevented Easter attacks on worshipping Chris-
tians. On Palm Sunday 2021, the cathedral in Makassar, Indonesia, was sub-
ject to a suicide attack.93 Nineteen people were injured, but the only fatal-
ities were the two perpetrators, a man and a woman, who were prevented 
from entering the church and therefore detonated their explosive device 
at the main entrance.94 

Christmas is also a target. On Sunday, December 1, 2019, an Advent ser-
vice in Burkina Faso was attacked and fourteen people were shot dead by 
Islamists.95 In Nigeria, which has seen violence against Christians almost 
every Christmas since 2010, seven people were killed by Boko Haram on 
Christmas Eve that year.96 On Boxing Day, also in 2019, Islamic State sup-
porters executed eleven Christians in the country.97 

In Sweden, the persecution of Christians in Nigeria and human rights 
organizations’ warnings of genocide have been almost invisible. When TT, 
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Aftonbladet and a number of other Swedish newspapers wrote about an at-
tack in Kogi State in the summer of 2020, there was no mention that the 
victims were Christians. Instead, it was reported that the motive could 
have been a “long-standing dispute over land rights”.98 Nor did the Swe-
dish media report the motive behind the killings when five aid workers 
were executed by Boko Haram in July of the same year,99 even though one 
of the killers said in a recording that the mass murder was a warning “to 
all those who are used by infidels to convert Muslims to Christianity”.100 
When Minister for Foreign Affairs Ann Linde (S) was asked a parliamentary 
question about the situation of Christians in Nigeria, she avoided mention-
ing either genocide or the systematic persecution of Christians.101 Instead, 
she wrote that the conflict is “often given a religious character”, but that 
it is “rooted mainly in the lack of access to increasingly scarce resources, 
such as water and grazing land” between nomadic Fulani herdsmen and 
settled farmers.102 Of course, natural resources are a cause, but the reli-
gious dimension cannot be ignored. This is shown, for example, in a 2019 
report to the British Foreign Office on persecuted Christians: 

The exact motives behind a growing wave of attacks by nomadic Fulani 
herdsmen in Nigeria’s middle belt have been widely debated, but targeted 
violence against Christian groups in worship contexts shows that religion 
plays a key role, alongside other factors such as clashing lifestyles exacer-
bated by climate change.103 

During Christmas 2017, the organization International Christian Concern 
documented twenty-five attacks against Christians in India.104 The list could 
be longer. 
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In much of the Western world, ‘The War on Christmas’ has become an es-
tablished expression, not least in the United States. The term is part of the 
culture war and the downplaying of the Christian content of Christmas. It 
is often about the ambition to include those with different beliefs. How-
ever, canceled Lucia celebrations, removed nativity scenes or “Happy Hol-
idays” instead of “Merry Christmas” are at best important topics of debate. 
But it is not war. Especially when you compare it to the conditions of 
Christmas and other Christian holidays where the majority of Christians 
live – in the two-thirds world. 
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Foreign policy without religious freedom? 

Sweden is often DESCRIBED as a humanitarian superpower. We are one of the 
world’s largest donors of humanitarian aid and have an active policy in 
this area. We are happy to take the lead where the needs are greatest. In 
recent years, religiously motivated persecution has become an increas-
ingly prominent focus in the foreign policy, while there is a noticeable am-
bivalence about the persecution of Christians. The government recently 
published 29 new country reports on human rights in, for example, Iraq, 
Iran, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Nigeria and Somalia.105 Analyses of the state of 
freedom of religion and belief are included in all the reports, which is wel-
come as it is a prerequisite for other freedoms and rights. 

At the same time, the sections on religious freedom in the country re-
ports are too brief given the urgency of the topic. In addition, country re-
port accounts of the situation of Christians vary when compared to other 
vulnerable minorities. Looking at a country like Iran, the country report 
states that Christians and other groups “enjoy some minority-specific 
rights”, but that “discrimination occurs”.106 The report states that “Chris-
tian converts and house churches are persecuted in Iran”.107 It states that 
‘up to two-thirds of Iraq’s Christian population and 90 per cent of the Sa-
baean-Mandaeans have left the country since 2003. According to data from 
the faith communities themselves, the trend of emigration continues as 
minority groups feel threatened, harassed and discriminated against.108 

The Syria report also talks about the oppression of Christians, among 
others. 
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Perhaps the most striking reading concerns Nigeria.109 We saw earlier 
how the persecution of Christians in the country has been relativized and 
toned down in Sweden. However, human rights organizations have been 
talking about the genocide of Christians in the country for a long time. On 
January 30, 2020, the human rights organization Christian Solidarity Interna-
tional (CSI) warned the UN Security Council that “the conditions for geno-
cide have been met in Nigeria”.110 According to the Nigerian human rights 
organization Intersociety, 32,000 Christians in the country have been mur-
dered by various Islamist groups since 2009.111 In the first 200 days of 2021 
alone, between January 1 and July 18, jihadists killed 3,462 Christians in 
Nigeria.112 That is an average of seventeen people killed every day. 

The organization Genocide Watch, whose analysis tool is described as a 
genocide alarm clock has been talking about genocide in Nigeria since 
2012. Its statistics show that Boko Haram, ISWAP, and Fulani jihadists com-
bined have killed more people in Nigeria than the combined victims of ISIS 
in Iraq and Syria.113 The organization’s chairman, Professor Gregory Stan-
ton, said in the summer of 2020 that “every single person of the 7,600 peo-
ple killed by the Fulani militia since 2015 has been a Christian. That is gen-
ocide. It is a fully or partially deliberate extermination of a religious 
group”.114 Although Stanton’s statement was made after the Swedish For-
eign Ministry published its country report on Nigeria, the situation has 
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been known for a long time. At the same time, the country report mentions 
other vulnerable minorities and describes specific cases of abuse and at-
tacks. Given this, it is remarkable that the report mentions the word 
“Christian” only once, and then only to describe the distribution of reli-
gions in the country. Sweden’s foreign declarations, which summarize the 
government’s annual foreign policy priorities, are thin on the ground 
when it comes to freedom of religion. From 2006 to 2014, when Carl Bildt 
was Minister for Foreign Affairs, the priority of religious freedom was 
downplayed. The 2007 declaration talked about “religious groups in Iraq” 
and “increased fundamentalist violence and exploitation of religion for ex-
treme political purposes”.115 In 2008, there was no mention of religious 
freedom or religious persecution.116 In 2009, it was highlighted how “Swe-
den supports the UN’s ‘Alliance of Civilizations’ and its work to promote 
interfaith dialogue”.117 In 2010, it was again silent.118 

Only from 2011 and onwards are there clearer indications: “Religious 
freedom is central to an open society. The increasing trends of growing 
intolerance and abuse of religious minorities are a cause for concern.”119 
The following year, the centrality of religious freedom was also high-
lighted. It was said that violence against religious minorities was not only 
“worrying”, but that it must be “counteracted”.120 In 2013, Carl Bildt also 
emphasized that the government “works for an equal world […] A world in 
which freedom of religion and belief prevails always and everywhere”.121 
Similar formulations were repeated in 2014.122 

The foreign declarations of the Moderate-led Alliance government 
thus show how religious freedom was gradually given an increasingly 
prominent role. At the same time, there appear to have been a number of 
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shortcomings in practice, not least within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ 
unit for human rights, international law and treaty law (FMR). The Swe-
dish Mission Council (SMC), which among other things works to ensure 
that Swedish foreign policy better integrates freedom of religion and belief 
in its work, writes in a report in 2014 – after the work for religious freedom 
had been mentioned a number of times in the Statement of Foreign Policys 
– that “responsibility for the issues has often been transferred between 
officials at FMR, which […] makes continuity in the work more difficult”.123 
There is also no comprehensive picture of the work at the embassies: “The 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs has no comprehensive information about Swe-
den’s actions on these issues at embassy level”.124 

Regarding other parliamentary parties, SMC writes that “[…] few Swe-
dish parliamentary parties [have] developed their rhetoric, political posi-
tions or proposals on issues of freedom of religion and belief in foreign 
policy”.125 The assessment is, however, that “Sweden is working more on 
the issue of freedom of religion and belief now than before”,126 but that the 
work should be more systematic. Among other things, a number of 
measures are proposed to develop foreign policy: 

• Thematic initiatives to pay particular attention to repression of 
women’s right to freedom of religion and belief at the UN, OSCE and EU 
level, as well as in bilateral relations. 

• Geographical focus on strengthening freedom of religion and belief in 
three countries where Sweden can make an impact through enhanced 
diplomacy and support for research and civil society. 

• Skills development in the foreign service to increase the capacity to re-
spond to threats to freedom of religion or belief. 

• International development cooperation initiatives. 

When I contacted the Swedish Mission Council about what support it has 
received for its proposed measures, it was reported to me that the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs has not directly accepted any of them. Although they 
currently experience an interest at the official level, including the oppor-
tunity to participate in the training of diplomats, the interest from politi-
cians is perceived to be weak. 
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In connection with the change of government in the fall of 2014, di-
rect references to religious freedom were again omitted from the 2015 
Statement of Foreign Policy. Sweden’s Minister for Foreign Affairs was 
then Margot Wallström. In addition to the change of government, 2014 
was marked by the proclamation of a caliphate by the Islamic State (IS). 
The terrorist group gave the Christian population of Mosul in Iraq the 
ultimatum to convert to Islam, pay jizia (a special fee for non-Muslims) 
or flee. But in her first foreign declaration as Minister for Foreign Af-
fairs, Margot Wallström instead talked about how Sweden was part of 
the military coalition against ISIS. There was no mention of the victims’ 
identity. 

“Abuses should be called by their proper names. ISIS’s violence and ter-
rorism are of the most widespread and heinous kind. Such crimes must 
have consequences”,127 Wallström said. There were expectations that she 
would also categorize the systematic abuses as genocide. The wording 
came to be: “accountability must be demanded and the guilty punished, 
regardless of whether it is genocide.” Apart from these indirect references, 
work on religious freedom was not mentioned as a priority. 

Nor was the identity of the Islamic State’s victims mentioned. A men-
tion would not only have given the victims recognition that their suffering 
had been acknowledged, but also sent a signal to the rest of the foreign 
policy complex on which vulnerable groups are in need of international 
support. 

In the 2016 Statement of Foreign Policy, religious freedom was not 
mentioned either, except in the form of dialogue work among religious 
leaders in Cyprus.128 One of the new initiatives was that the government 
would appoint a special ambassador to promote human rights work. In a 
commentary on the declaration, the Swedish Mission Council described 
the omission of religious freedom as “unfortunate”: 

Since freedom of religion and belief is closely linked to other universal 
rights, such as freedom of expression and the rights of children and women, 
freedom of religion and belief should also be a valuable and prioritized part 
of a feminist foreign policy, which the government actively pursues.129 
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While various vulnerable religious and ethnic minorities were highlighted 
in the Statement of Foreign Policy, there was no specific mention of per-
secuted Christians: 

Safeguarding every person’s right to protection against discrimination is 
our shared responsibility. This includes anti-racism and efforts against, 
for example, anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, Afrophobia and anti-Gypsy-
ism. Sweden is a global voice for sexual and reproductive health and 
rights, and for every human right regardless of sexual orientation or gen-
der identity.130 

These remarks by the government illustrate the point that mentioning vic-
tims also shows that their suffering is noticed. It also shows that the pro-
tection of these groups is a priority, as it is done in the context of a foreign 
declaration. Jews, Muslims, black persons, Roma, and LGBTQ persons be-
long to vulnerable groups that are affected in different ways by religious 
persecution, racism and hate crimes. At the same time, Christian minori-
ties and Yezidis had at this time been disproportionately affected by the 
Islamic State’s war, and should therefore also have been given attention in 
light of the fact that Christians are the most persecuted religious group in 
the world. The fact that this is not mentioned also sends a signal to the 
Christian minority groups that have fled to Sweden and have family ties to 
people living in areas with ongoing persecution of Christians: that Sweden 
turns a blind eye to their vulnerability. 

In June 2016, a few months later, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs an-
nounced the appointment of a Special Envoy against antisemitism and 
Islamophobia. A press release described that the fight against anti-Sem-
itism and Islamophobia was ‘a priority for the government’. The position 
involved coordinating the Foreign Ministry’s efforts on these issues, in-
cluding through the EU and the UN.131 Once again we are faced with the 
same important decision, that no one should be persecuted because of 
their religious, ethnic or sexual identity. The question remains why the 
world’s most persecuted group – Christians – were not included in the 
envoy’s area of responsibility. Even if the then envoy Joachim Bergström 
has given verbal assurances that he highlights persecuted Christians in 
his work, the journalist and human rights activist Nuri Kino has de-
scribed in an article in Dagen (2018) how difficult it has been to obtain 
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any concrete information about what the special envoy has done for per-
secuted Christians.132 

The year 2016 brought further foreign policy news linked to freedom 
of religion. The Swedish Mission Council conducted a survey of how 14 
Swedish embassies dealt with issues of religious freedom. It showed, 
among other things, that only a few embassies worked consciously with 
these issues. In many cases, there was no focus on religious freedom, which 
was instead generally included in the concept of human rights. Five out of 
the 14 embassies did not work on religious freedom at all.133 This can be 
compared to the reports on religious freedom that US embassy staff submit 
each year from the countries where they are represented, detailing legis-
lation, incidents and national debate. These are then compiled in The Inter-
national Religious Freedom Report134 in accordance with specific legislation 
from 1998 and have been published regularly for more than twenty years. 

Niklas Eklöv, editor of the SMC report, commented on the survey in the 
newspaper Dagen: 

“Despite having the same mission and being in contexts that are equally se-
rious in terms of violations of these rights, there were several embassies that 
did nothing. They do not seem to understand the situation. This is worrying 
and remarkable.”135 

This suggests that since the SMC’s 2014 report, political interest in reli-
gious freedom has remained low. 

On December 14, 2016, the European Parliament adopted its 2015 an-
nual report on human rights and democracy in the world. It stated, among 
other things, that “Christians are currently the religious group most ex-
posed to harassment and threats in countries around the world […] and 
that some of the oldest Christian communities are at risk of disappearing, 
especially in North Africa and the Middle East”.136 The report was not com-
mented on by the Swedish government. 
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However, earlier in December 2016, the Government published the docu-
ment Human rights, democracy and the rule of law in Swedish foreign policy (Skr. 
2016/17:62), which included a section on freedom of religion. There, Minis-
ter for Foreign Affairs Margot Wallström stated that they intended to 
strengthen this work in several ways: 
• to systematically raise awareness of the freedom of religion or belief and 

the ways in which this right can be violated137. 
• to highlight the importance of religious freedom as an integral part of 

broader efforts to strengthen respect for human rights.138 

In practice, however, very little of this has been applied. When Wallström 
referred to the letter Skr. 2016/17:62 in the 2017 Statement of Foreign Pol-
icy, there was no mention of the ambition to “highlight the importance of 
religious freedom”139 in human rights work. The country-specific reports 
that followed in the spring were instead about “discrimination on the basis 
of ethnicity, religion …”.140 However, freedom of religion is about more 
than just protection from discrimination, which is also expressed in Skr. 
2016/17:62. 

In the 2018 Statement of Foreign Policy, freedom of religion was men-
tioned only once and then indirectly: “We never accept attacks based on 
ethnicity or religion.”141 

In a debate article in Svenska Dagbladet142 later that year in the middle 
of the election campaign, Minister for Foreign Affairs Margot Wallström 
listed the initiatives that the government had decided on for the Foreign 
Ministry’s work on religious freedom. Among other things, after strong 
criticism, the title “envoy against anti-Semitism and Islamophobia” was 
changed to “envoy for intercultural and interreligious dialogue”. This title 
is now held by Ulrika Sundberg, former Consul General in Mumbai, India, 
following the appointment of Joachim Bergström as Ambassador to North 
Korea in the summer of 2019. It has also been announced that an internal 
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working group has been created “to better coordinate our various actors 
working in different ways to support religious minorities”.143 

In 2019, there were no direct concrete initiatives in the area of reli-
gious freedom – apart from an campaign to spread support for democ-
racy. In what was to be Margot Wallström’s last foreign policy state-
ment, she described how “persecution of religious minorities in many 
parts of the world is unacceptable”144 and that the relationship between 
Iraq’s “different ethnic and religious groups […] is crucial for long-term 
peace and stability”.145 Two days later – on Friday, February 15 – 
Wallström emphasized in an interpellation debate on the persecution of 
Christians that freedom of religion and belief “must be an integral part 
of what we do”.146 In the debate, she mentioned a number of initiatives, 
including the democracy campaign presented in the Statement of For-
eign Policy. According to Wallström, understanding of religion and reli-
gious freedom would thus be included as key areas. What the democracy 
campaign would mean in practice, however, has been unclear. In No-
vember of the same year, the newly appointed Minister for Foreign Af-
fairs, Ann Linde, together with the then Minister for International De-
velopment Cooperation, Peter Eriksson, presented the Government’s 
priorities in the democracy initiative to the parliament, the Riksdag’s 
Committee on Foreign Affairs: Drive for Democracy.147 Once again, there 
was a lack of concrete measures to strengthen religious freedom.148 The 
concept of freedom of religion and belief, which according to Wallström 
would be an “integral part”149 of the work and play a central role in the 
democracy campaign, was not among the priority areas that included 
strengthening free and independent media, equality, and the demo-
cratic engagement of women and youth. What remained was an 
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important point about promoting and strengthening civil society. In re-
ality, it is religious actors, mostly churches, that account for a signifi-
cant part of civil society and constitute voices for democracy. The lack 
of focus on religious freedom in the democracy campaign is therefore 
problematic. Religious freedom through civil society lays an important 
foundation for other freedoms and rights. 

Over the past few years, Sweden’s international commitment to gen-
der equality has increased, not the least in its Statement of Foreign Policy. 
Gender equality as an idea is important and emphasizes the importance 
of equal conditions and rights. Freedom of religion can rather be said to 
emphasize the right to be different and the tolerance of dissenters. In 
practice, these two ideals can create a tension between religious freedom 
and women’s rights. In the report on Sweden’s feminist foreign policy (Skr. 
2019/20:17) from September 2019, the government reports on this work, 
stating, among other things, that in October 2014, Sweden became “the 
first country in the world to declare a feminist foreign policy”.150 In the 
2015 Statement of Foreign Policy, Margot Wallström declared that “a 
feminist foreign policy shall permeate the work of the entire foreign ad-
ministration” and aim to “strengthen women’s rights, increase women’s 
access to resources and increase women’s representation”.151 What is the 
relationship between the work for gender equality and religious free-
dom? A report by the SMC on the links between the shrinking democratic 
space and the negative development of freedom of religion and belief in 
29 countries notes that the lack of religious freedom has a particularly 
strong impact on gender equality and women’s rights.152 Open Doors also 
explains that Christian women are doubly affected, as they are perse-
cuted both because of their faith and their gender. “Christian men are 
particularly vulnerable to economic harassment through business, work 
or access to jobs, while Christian women are particularly vulnerable to 
sexually violent attacks. 

Researchers found, based on several field interviews in combination 
with the detailed reports from over 60 countries, that the experience of 
Christian men of religious persecution globally is characterized as focused, 
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severe and visible. In contrast, religious persecution of Christian women 
globally is characterized as complex, violent and hidden.”153 

Without freedom of religion, women and other vulnerable groups can-
not assert their rights, as much of the violence and discrimination against 
them is religiously motivated. However, in the Government’s letter on 
feminist foreign policy from 2019, religion is only mentioned as a cause of 
human rights restrictions.154 Freedom of religion and belief is not men-
tioned either as an end in itself or as an instrument for democratization 
and gender equality. In summary, it can be noted that the picture that 
emerges of Swedish foreign policy in relation to the global challenges to 
religious freedom is ambivalent. Politicians signal a number of measures 
and initiatives, but when it comes to implementing them, there is often a 
lack of action. 

In contrast to our commitment to religious freedom, Sweden is an im-
portant voice in the work for global equality and the climate issue. In an 
article in Svenska Dagbladet (2019), Nuri Kino wonders why Sweden is so 
silent when it comes to the most persecuted women – those who suffer 
from religious persecution. Among other things, he questions the reluc-
tance of Swedish Minister for Foreign Affairss to refer to the Islamic State’s 
persecution and killing of Yezidis, Christians and other indigenous peoples 
in Iraq and Syria as genocide. 

On August 16, 2014, ISIS entered the village. They had ordered the Yezidis 
living there to convert to Islam or die. The terrorists took the Kochobans to 
a school and divided them into groups. A group of only younger women and 
girls, a group of little boys, a group of middle-aged and older women, and a 
group of men. Men and women who could not be sold on sex markets were 
massacred.155 

In his article, Kino tells how he contacted the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
since Sweden did not join the then newly formed International Religious Free-
dom Allliance (IR FA), which was started by the U.S. together with countries 
such as the Netherlands, Albania, Austria, the UK, Estonia and Hungary. 
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I contacted the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to find out why. Cecilia Tamm, 
Permanent Secretary at the Ministry, replied: ‘Our general approach is that 
it is better to deal with religious freedom issues in the established multilat-
eral forums that already exist, such as the UN Human Rights Council and the 
UN General Assembly’s Third Committee. Sweden participates actively in 
this work and also cooperates closely with the United States.’156 

Given Donald Trump’s notorious rhetoric and tendency to turn important 
international issues into domestic politics, it is reasonable to question 
whether the launch of the IRFA was constructive. At the same time, the 
countries of the UN Human Rights Council Saudi Arabia, Cuba, China, Ven-
ezuela, Qatar and now Pakistan – are hardly known for their constructive 
approach to human rights. 

But you don’t have to look across the Atlantic. Just cross the Öresund 
to our neighboring country Denmark for inspiration on how to include re-
ligious freedom in foreign policy. In the new Danish strategy for develop-
ment cooperation, published in the summer of 2021, the Danish Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs for the first time specifically mentions religious freedom 
and the role of religious actors in democracy. This is an initiative sup-
ported by both the government and the opposition. Among the marginal-
ized groups targeted are Christians, non-believers, LGBTQ people and peo-
ple with disabilities.157 “In Denmark, it is no longer taboo to talk about the 
persecution of Christians. But we must help all faith-based minorities, in-
cluding Christians”,158 said Minister for Development Cooperation Flem-
ming Møller Mortensen. 

When the time came for Margot Wallström’s successor, Ann Linde, to 
present the Swedish Statement of Foreign Policy for the second time in 
February 2021, freedom of religion and belief was once again missing, de-
spite her predecessor’s promises that this right would be a natural part of 
Swedish foreign policy. The Statement of Foreign Policy of the previous 
year, 2020, mentioned vulnerable religious minorities in one sentence. It 
may be the case that what is not mentioned is still implied. The concept of 
human rights, where the right to freely exercise one’s faith or beliefs is a 
foundational right, was mentioned nine times. Nevertheless, an exchange 
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of lines between Linde and MP Lars Adaktusson of the Christian Demo-
cratic Party gave an indication of the importance of freedom of religion 
and belief in Swedish foreign policy. Adaktusson highlighted religious 
freedom as a foundation for democracy and the genocide of Christians: 

Today, half a billion of the world’s 2.3 billion Christians are denied the free 
exercise of their religion. Although not mentioned in the Statement of For-
eign Policy, Christians are the most persecuted group in the world, and the 
situation has worsened as the world has been plagued by the pandemic. 

In the Middle East in 2014, we saw how religious persecution turned into 
genocide against Assyrians/Syrians and Chaldeans. Despite the enormity of 
what happened, the Swedish government refuses to recognize this geno-
cide. Similarly, the government chooses not to recognize Seyfo, the Arme-
nian genocide of 1915, despite a stated promise from Stefan Löfven.159 

Ann Linde’s response was aimed at Adaktusson’s stance on abortion and 
the vulnerability of LGBTI people: 

We all know Lars Adaktusson’s opposition to abortion and how he voted 
against it 22 times in the European Parliament.160 

This issue is of course worth discussing, but Linde chose to ignore the main 
point of Adaktusson’s speech. Instead of explaining what the government 
is doing in general and globally for vulnerable religious minorities and the 
importance of religious freedom, the Minister for Foreign Affairs chose to 
focus the debate on an individual MP’s opinion on the question of the bal-
ance of power between the EU and its member states. If you turn the rhet-
oric around, it would mean that those who fight for safe abortions and vul-
nerable LGBTQ people would not care about burned churches, beheaded 
Christians and kidnapped priests, which would of course be a terrible and 
wrong conclusion. 

Less than a month earlier, the European Parliament had adopted its lat-
est annual report on human rights and democracy: “Christians are the 
most persecuted religious group in the world, representing eighty percent 
of all persecuted believers.”161 Moreover, the Parliament had emphasized 
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“the need to pay particular attention to the situation around the world of 
persecuted Christians, who constitute a clear majority of religious groups 
that are discriminated against, subjected to violence and killed”.162 This 
could hardly have been unknown to Minister for Foreign Affairs Ann Linde 
when she prepared the Statement of Foreign Policy or replied to Lars 
Adaktusson’s speech. 
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Religious feelings and blasphemy bans 

IN AN ARTICLE IN Newsweek in 2012 on the persecution of Christians in the 
Muslim world, former Dutch parliamentarian Ayaan Hirsi Ali criticizes 
Western governments for turning a blind eye to intolerance in Muslim-
dominated countries and focusing only on intolerance in their own coun-
tries.163 Muslim minorities should be protected from discrimination and 
intolerance, she writes, but drawings, films and texts are something else 
than knives, guns and grenades. Some of Hirsi Ali’s proposals are that 
Western governments should, in addition to diplomatic pressure, make aid 
and trade agreements with countries that violate religious freedom condi-
tional. Sweden’s then Minister for Foreign Aid, Peter Eriksson (MP), 
touched on something similar related to Tanzania because of the country’s 
negative development. “Shrinking democratic space, tougher measures 
against LGBTQ people and in terms of human rights and also shrinking 
space for journalists”, were reasons he mentioned on Swedish Radio.164 The 
question, however, is whether there is a political interest in similar 
measures against Iraq, where the Christian minority is persecuted, or trade 
partners such as India (with which Sweden are working closely together 
on climate issues ) where the persecution of Christians and Muslims has 
increased markedly since the ruling party BJP came to power.165 

One of the most obvious manifestations of a shrinking global demo-
cratic space is the application of various forms of blasphemy laws. In Eu-
rope, this has historically involved state churches seeking to restrict criti-
cism of the state-imposed faith, which has affected everything from 
freethinkers to free churches. But even today, this type of legislation is still 
in place in countries such as Greece, Ireland and Italy, albeit not as draco-
nian as blasphemy laws in other parts of the world.166 Recently, Denmark 
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abolished a blasphemy law that was more than three hundred years old 
and had not been applied since 1938.167 Sweden’s blasphemy law was abol-
ished in 1949, but was replaced by the peace of faith act,, which in turn was 
abolished in 1970. A 2017 survey by the U.S. Commission on International Re-
ligious Freedom (USCIRF) of 71 countries with blasphemy laws found that 94 
percent of these states “criminalize the expression of views that may be 
contrary to a religion or belief”.168 And in 92 percent of these states, the 
law could “limit religious discourse”.169 

I will limit myself here primarily to the Muslim world, but will return 
below to the Western sphere, which is also in need of discussion. 

According to religious freedom experts Paul Marshall and Nina Shea, 
the demand for blasphemy laws and restrictions on religious criticism, 
specifically criticism of Islam, has increased internationally since Iran’s 
Ayatollah Khomeini issued a fatwa on Salman Rushdie in 1989 in connec-
tion with the publication of The Satanic Verses. It has further intensified 
after the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in 2001.170 In their 
book Silenced (2011), Marshall and Shea have mapped blasphemy legisla-
tion and its consequences in some twenty Muslim-dominated countries: 

Our research shows that in Muslim-dominated countries and areas, re-
strictions on freedom of religion and expression through blasphemy bans, 
apostasy, and ‘insults to Islam’ are pervasive, curtailing freedom and causing 
suffering for millions of people.171 

Reporters Without Borders has also warned about the spread of blas-
phemy laws. The report Blasphemy Information sacrificed on altar of religion 
(2013) describes how half of the world’s countries have laws that prohibit 
criticism of religion or “traditional values”.172 The report also points out that 
blasphemy laws can be justified in different ways, such as punishing criti-
cism of religious dogma or dealing with attacks on “religious sentiments”.173 
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Even though the Swedish blasphemy law has been officially abolished, the 
debate on whether blasphemy and mockery of religious beliefs should be 
restricted is far from over in Sweden, as illustrated in connection with the 
Koran burning in Malmö in 2020. It has long been known that Pakistan’s 
blasphemy law is one of the strictest in the world. For example, under Sec-
tion 295 B and C of Pakistan’s Penal Code, insulting comments about the Ko-
ran and Islam’s prophet Muhammad are criminalized and lead to life impris-
onment and the death penalty, respectively.174 When the Pakistani mother 
of five Asia Noreen went to work at the local farm on June 19, 2009, she had 
no idea that she was about to be known all over the world. In a discussion 
with her fellow workers, she allegedly insulted Muhammad, according to 
those who reported her to the police. Later the same day, she was charged 
with blasphemy, which in Pakistan means the death penalty. 

In November 2010, the local court sentenced Asia Noreen – better known 
as Asia Bibi – to death by hanging. The case was appealed and since 2019 
Asia Bibi is a free woman. However, the process came at a very high price. 
Not only because of the years she spent in prison, but also because people 
like the governor Salman Taseer and cabinet minister Shahbaz Bhatti were 
murdered for opposing Pakistan’s blasphemy laws and defending Asia Bibi. 
In the former case, Taseer was murdered by his own bodyguard, Mumtaz 
Qadri, who was hailed as a hero by activists.175 While Pakistan is a member 
of the UN Human Rights Council, it has a number of people imprisoned for 
blasphemy. 

For years, Pakistan has tried to ban criticism of Islam through the UN 
Human Rights Council. To achieve this it has used the Organization of Islamic 
Conferences (OIC) – a body of Muslim states. The OIC adopted the Cairo Dec-
laration on Human Rights in Islam in 1990, which, according to the mem-
ber states, conveys a Muslim approach to human rights. Among other 
things, the declaration prohibits the dissemination of views contrary to 
Muslim norms. Article 22 A states that “everyone has the right to express 
his opinion freely in such a way as not to [contradict] the principles of Sha-
ria”.176 The Cairo Declaration also does not guarantee the right to change 
ones religion from Islam. 
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In Silenced, Shea and Marshall point out how the OIC was instrumental 
in protesting the Muhammad cartoons published by Jyllands-Posten in 2005: 

The OIC and several of its member states engineered much of the Muslim 
outrage, most of which began four months after the cartoons appeared. 
They aroused Muslim anger and gave legitimacy to the issue, ensuring that 
it received wide and sustained attention […] The OIC voted to condemn the 
cartoons, made a diplomatic intervention against Denmark, and initiated a 
boycott of Danish private companies.177 

In this way, the organization has exported blasphemy laws and calls for 
prohibition to other countries. For example, on March 25, 2010, the OIC 
succeeded in getting the UN Human Rights Council to pass the Resolution 
on Combating Defamation of Religions with twenty votes in favor, seventeen 
against, and eight abstentions.178 Later that year, it was passed by the UN 
General Assembly.179 The resolution is not binding for member states, but 
gives legitimacy to blasphemy laws. However, these laws still face criticism 
from the UN’s independent experts. Frank La Rue, the former UN rappor-
teur on freedom of expression, has stated that the right to freedom of re-
ligion does not include “the right to have a religion or belief that is free 
from criticism or ridicule. In fact, the right to freedom of expression in-
cludes the right to examine, debate openly, make statements that offend, 
shock and disturb, and criticize belief systems, opinions and institutions, 
including religious ones”.180 

Against this background, it was remarkable that in 2012 the then EU 
foreign affairs representative, Catherine Ashton, wrote a joint appeal for 
“peace and tolerance”181 together with the Arab League and the OIC, in 
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which Pakistan is a prominent player. Instead of focusing on freedom of 
religion and belief for people of different faiths, the call was about promot-
ing respect for prophets and religions. 

Terrorist researcher Magnus Norell commented: “No serious observer 
can reasonably take statements such as: “We share a profound respect for 
all religions. We are united in our belief in the fundamental importance of 
religious freedom and tolerance. We condemn any advocacy of religious ha-
tred that constitutes incitement to hostility and violence”, with any seri-
ousness when they come from the OIC countries and the Arab League.”182 

On the same day as the appeal was launched, the OIC described the 
“systemic abuse” of freedom of expression as a threat to “global security 
and stability”.183 At the same time, the organization’s own Human Rights 
Commission argued that the “growing intolerance against Muslims” must 
be controlled and called for “an international code of conduct for media 
and social media not to allow the dissemination of inflammatory mate-
rial”.184 It is interesting to note the silence of the Pakistani government 
regarding the more than one million Muslim Uighurs in China’s re-edu-
cation camps across the country’s border in the Xinjiang province. When 
Pakistan’s Prime Minister Imran Khan was recently pressed by journalist 
Jonathan Swan on why he campaigned against what he perceived as Is-
lamophobia in the West, but remained silent on the genocide of Muslims 
in China, he denied China’s atrocities185 despite overwhelming evidence 
in the form of reports, pictures and testimonies. That the unwillingness 
to criticize China is linked to Chinese investments and loans in Pakistan 
is not a bold conclusion. 

Allegations of violating Pakistan’s blasphemy laws have been ranging 
from children allegedly burning pages of the Koran to people allegedly 
sending derogatory text messages about the Prophet Muhammad. In many 
cases, the allegations are loosely based and the accused could be released on 
bail. However, it is not uncommon for people to take the law into their own 
hands, which in many cases has resulted in the killing of innocent people. 
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In 2014, Shahzad and his pregnant wife Shama were murdered. After 
the Christian couple was accused of burning a copy of the Koran, a group 
of mullahs led a mob to exact revenge. The couple was beaten with sticks 
and thrown into a brick kiln. According to a report by the Anglican 
Church of Pakistan, “the [perpetrators] stripped them of their clothes 
and paraded them naked around the brick kiln twice before beating 
them until they were almost dead … [then] they were thrown into the 
fire and burned alive”.186 The report states that the murder was actually 
about an unpaid debt and that the blasphemy charge was a pretext. The 
couple had three children who are now freed from slavery and attending 
school. In November 2016, five men were sentenced to death for the 
murders; according to a 2019 report the sentences was made in the 
higher court.187 

The murders of Shahzad and Shama are one in a series that can be 
linked to Pakistan’s blasphemy law. According to USCIRF, around sixty 
people have been murdered since 1990.188 In March 2013, one hundred and 
fifty Christian homes were destroyed in the village of Joseph Colony after 
similar allegations.189 Instead of trying to stop the attack, the local police 
ordered the residents to flee. So far, no one has been held accountable for 
the incident. In 2020, two hundred people were prosecuted under the 
country’s blasphemy law, the highest number since the law took its cur-
rent form in 1983.190 

Pakistan’s blasphemy laws combined with widespread corruption have 
devastating consequences for minorities. A 2016 USCIRF report analyzes 
Pakistan’s school textbooks. These encourage discrimination and distrust 
of non-Muslims and teaches that they sympathize with the country’s 
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enemies.191 Pakistani Christians are seen as Westerners or equated with 
British colonial oppressors. Hindus in the country are equated with Indi-
ans and thus identified with the other side in the long conflict between 
Pakistan and India. The country’s blasphemy law is regularly used to fuel 
personal vendettas, with individuals and groups taking the law into their 
own hands. Not only can what is described as blasphemy result in retalia-
tion. Critics of the legislation itself are also targeted. 

But it is important to note that blasphemy laws also affect Muslims. 
Nina Shea and Paul Marshall point out that the majority of those accused 
of “defaming Islam” or hurting “religious feelings” are themselves Mus-
lims. These include those who have condemned stoning (Sudan), set up 
girls’ schools (Bangladesh), criticized clerical rule (Iran), refused to en-
gage in jihad (Sudan), called for interpretation of the Koran based on its 
historical context (India) or demanded a ban on child marriage (Yemen). 
These have been imprisoned, abused or killed by people who have taken 
the law into their own hands.192 This illustrates USCIRF’s 2017 survey, that 
blasphemy laws often “contain ambiguous or vague language”193 and are 
thus basically open to subjective interpretation and application depend-
ing on the individual’s beliefs, religious views or cultural norms. The OIC 
points to the “abuse” of freedom of expression, but it is rather the blas-
phemy laws that are arbitrarily abused. 

Marshall and Shea also highlight similar threats to Muslims in the 
West. Belgian politician Mimount Bousakla was threatened with “ritual 
slaughter” because of her criticism of the role of women in her own Mus-
lim culture.194 The first Muslim in the German parliament, Ekin Deligoz, 
was threatened with death and given police protection after saying that 
Muslim women should “take off their veils […] [and] show that you have 
the same civil and human rights as men”.195 

This illustrates not only how blasphemy laws and restrictions on reli-
gious criticism strengthen extremists and silence dissenting voices, but 
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also how the first to be silenced are usually Muslim religious and political 
activists seeking religious and political reform. 

According to Muslim scholar Nasr Abu-Zayd, who fled Egypt because of 
his interpretation of the Koran, accusations of insulting Islam are “key 
weapons in the fundamentalists’ arsenal that are strategically deployed to 
prevent reform in Muslim societies. Instead, the world’s Muslim popula-
tion is confined to a pale, colorless socio-cultural prison of political con-
formity”.196 According to a Pew Research Center survey, about a quarter of 
the world’s countries have some form of blasphemy legislation.197 The con-
sequences range from fines to the death penalty. A related piece of legis-
lation is the apostasy law which prohibits leaving the majority religion (in 
most cases Islam) and exists in twenty-five countries.198 

But while support for blasphemy laws is strong in the Muslim-domi-
nated world, it is not a law of nature. Abdurrahman Wahid, leader of Indo-
nesia’s Nahdlatul Ulama, the world’s largest Muslim organization, and the 
country’s first democratically elected president writes: 

Silencing criticism and debate through legislation only encourages Muslim 
fundamentalists to impose a spiritually empty, harsh and monolithic un-
derstanding of Islam on the world. Instead, Western governments should 
firmly defend freedom of expression, not only in their own countries, but 
also globally.199 

The democratic space is not only challenged in countries where religious 
freedom and other human rights are strongly restricted. It is very much 
an issue that is being discussed in the Western world. Just as support for 
restrictions on religious freedom in the form of blasphemy laws is not a 
natural law in the Muslim world, the freedom to practice one’s beliefs in 
our part of the world is not self-evident. We have already seen several po-
litical debates concerning demands for restrictions on religious beliefs and 
limitations on religious criticism. As Sweden distances itself more and 
more from being a homogeneoussociety, these debates will probably be-
come even more prominent. Thus, the need to explain and defend religious 
freedom will become even more urgent. The concluding words of Nina 
Shea and Paul Marshall in Silenced should be taken seriously: 
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When politics and religion intertwine, as they necessarily do in debates 
about blasphemy and insults to Islam, banning religious criticism also means 
banning political criticism. Conversely, without religious debate there is no 
political debate; without religious dissent there is no political dissent. And 
without religious freedom, there is no political freedom.200 
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When Sweden did not recognize a genocide  
I met Hana, who was the caretaker of my church in Baghdad. When he told 
me about his youngest son, who was five years old, he struggled to hold back 
tears. Hana’s son was cut in half before his eyes during one of the Islamic 
State’s attacks. The murdered boy’s name was Andrew, after me. I cry every 
time I think of him.201 

THIS IS HOW CANON Andrew WHITE, vicar of Iraq’s only Anglican church, de-
scribed the situation in the country in 2014. That summer, the Islamic State 
(IS) declared a caliphate in the country’s second largest city, Mosul. The 
aim was to erase the border between Iraq and Syria and to expand into 
large parts of both countries. There were plans to initiate an apocalyptic 
war with the Christian West. 

ISIS gave Christians in Iraq’s northern province of Nineveh, where the 
city of Mosul is located, an ultimatum: pay jizia, a religious tax for non-
Muslims, convert to Islam or flee. Or face the sword. In practice, the choice 
was to convert, flee or die. 

Nina Shea, of the Washington-based Hudson Institute Center for Religious 
Freedom, has described the terror as thousands of Christians fled Mosul: 
“ISIS took Christians’ houses and the cars they drove as they left the city. 
They took everyone’s money. One old woman had her life savings of 40,000 
dollars with her. She asked if she could keep a hundred dollars, but the 
terrorists refused. When they couldn’t get her wedding rings off, they cut 
off her fingers.”202 

In 2003, before the US-led invasion that ended Saddam Hussein’s rule, 
there were around 1.5 million Christians in Iraq. Today, there are around 
a quarter of a million, most of whom live in Baghdad, the Nineveh Prov-
ince in northern Iraq or Iraqi Kurdistan.203 As Christians fled Mosul when 
ISIS took over the city in 2014, their homes were marked with the Arabic 
letter ‘N’ for Nazari (Nazarene or Christian). According to the Chaldean 
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Archbishop of Erbil, Bashar Warda, that summer was the first time in 
1,600 years that no mass was celebrated in Mosul.204 

On March 17, 2016, then US Secretary of State John Kerry referred to 
Islamic State’s terror as genocide against Yezidis, Christians and other re-
ligious minorities. The recognition was described as historic by several 
commentators: 

In my judgment, Daesh (IS) is guilty of genocide […] Labeling these crimes is 
important, but even more important is stopping them […] The fact is that 
Daesh (IS) kills Christians because they are Christians, Yezidis because they 
are Yezidis, Shiites because they are Shiites.205 

On 4 February of the same year, the European Parliament, after a vote, had 
also determined that the killings by ISIS constituted genocide.206 The least 
decent thing for Sweden could do would have been to also recognize the 
genocide and work for a protected zone for Iraq’s Christians. There was no 
shortage of reports of the atrocities. However, a majority of MPs voted 
against, despite the fact that several experts on the UN Genocide Conven-
tion argued that the criteria for genocide were met. If Sweden had recog-
nized genocide against Christians, Yezidis and other minorities, there 
would have been several opportunities to act. For example, it could have 
prevented more Swedes from joining the terrorist group. Instead, the 
deadly threat posed by the Islamic State to religious minorities was rela-
tivized. In 2014, Mehmet Kaplan, then leader of the Green Party’s parlia-
mentary group, compared the Swedes who joined IS with Swedish volun-
teers who fought against the Soviet Union in the Finnish Winter War in 
1939-1940.207 Talking about Christians as a vulnerable group was met with 
reluctance. 

Over time, more and more people understood the suffering of the reli-
gious minorities in the area – which is still going on. However, it took Pope 
Francis’ visit to Iraq in March 2021 to put the international spotlight on 
the plight of Christians after the defeat of ISIS in the region, and the scale 
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of the tragedy became apparent. During the Pope’s visit, Stina Blomgren, 
Middle East correspondent of the Swedish TV (SVT), reported on the reli-
gious persecution of Christians in the region, something that has not been 
common in SVT’s news coverage: 

“For Iraq’s Christians, who have been severely affected by extremist vio-
lence, this historic visit is long-awaited. Only a fifth of the 1.5 million Chris-
tians living in Iraq twenty years ago remain in the country today. Christians 
are still being persecuted in Iraq, and many hope that Pope Francis’ visit will 
put their rights on the agenda and underline the need for tolerance – in a 
country plagued by sectarian fighting after the 2003 US-led invasion. […]. 

In the city of Mosul, where the Islamic State terrorist sect declared its 
caliphate, the Pope will hold a prayer for the victims of the war in a shat-
tered church. In Mosul, the picture is still bleak, with only about 70 Christian 
families having returned.”208 

At the same time, it was not the first time that Swedish politicians avoided 
speaking out about genocide against Christian minorities. Perhaps the 
clearest example is Sweden’s reluctance to recognize the 1915 genocide in 
the former Ottoman Empire. More than two million Christian Syrians/As-
syrians/Chaldeans, Armenians and Greeks were killed, which the Swedish 
parliament recognized in a vote in 2010, but governments since then have 
not wanted to recognize (the center-right government as well as red-green 
coalition). It is the descendants of these victims of 1915 who have suffered 
and continue to suffer at the hands of Islamist terrorist groups. 

Despite Stefan Löfven’s election promise in 2014 to carry out the par-
liament’s recognition of the 1915 genocide, this has not been fulfilled.209 
When president Joe Biden in April 2021 designated it a genocide, Minister 
for Foreign Affairs Ann Linde chose to call it a “mass atrocity” on Twit-
ter,210 which was met with hard criticism. A week earlier, the same govern-
ment had wanted to make it a criminal offense to deny the Holocaust211 But 
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this is a problematic measure. Politicians should generally avoid legislat-
ing on the interpretation of history, even if the intentions are good and 
Holocaust denial is part of ongoing Nazi propaganda. But if you want to 
prohibit denying the Holocaust as the unique display of evil it was, why 
refuse to even acknowledge the existence of a genocide that killed millions 
because of their religious identity? Here is an inconsistency that many find 
deeply tragic. 

It is not unusual for the persecution of Middle Eastern Christians to be 
minimized in the West. Sweden is no exception, and sometimes it is ex-
pressed in a tragicomic way. When a Christian Iraqi called Swedish Radio’s 
popular phone-in programme Ring P1 and expressed his concern about 
ISIS, program host Täppas Fogelberg asked if “it is time to start crusading 
again […] A thousand years ago, Christians went down to fight the Saracens 
and the infidels, the Muslims. It was a religious war”.212 In July 2014, Skån-
ska Dagbladet’s editor-in-chief Lars J Eriksson argued that IS should be left 
alone: “Let the caliphate be built up from the ruins of the war-torn coun-
tries. It may even be worthwhile for the outside world to contribute money 
to build the infrastructure of such a caliphate.”213 

There has been no shortage of reports about ISIS’s goal of eliminating 
Christians, their culture and history. A video clip shows extremists using 
sledgehammers and hammers to destroy three thousand year old sculp-
tures in the Nineveh Museum.214 The library in Mosul with hundreds of 
thousands of books and manuscripts was also destroyed. UNESCO de-
scribed it as “one of the most devastating acts of destruction of library col-
lections in human history”.215 

Journalist Nuri Kino was one of those who followed the development 
of the genocide and the kidnapping of children and women. In Svenska 
Dagbladet (2017) he gave a description: 

“On August 11 this year, I came into contact with one of the women 
liberated from ISIS in its self-proclaimed capital Raqqa in Syria. She was 
raped almost daily for three years, sometimes up to ten times. ‘I decided 
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early on to leave my body, that it didn’t belong to me anymore, that my 
soul was mine and my body was theirs, their tool. For me it was also a tool 
to keep my life. As long as it worked and they needed that tool, I would 
live. They could use it as much as they wanted, it wasn’t entirely mine, I 
hovered over it, over them, over the abuse. Now it’s mine again and I’m 
fighting to repair it’. Shortly after ISIS started kidnapping women and girls 
in the summer of 2014, they drew up a public price list for sex slaves. The 
price was set according to, among other things, age and eye color. The 
younger, the more expensive. If she had blue eyes, she was considered ex-
otic and precious. IS members proudly filmed the kidnappings and sale of 
girls and women themselves.”216 

In the report Edge of extinction217 by, among others, former congress-
man Frank Wolf, who has been highlighting the persecution of Christian 
minorities for years, describes some of the terrorist group’s worst abuses 
against women and children. These include the kidnapping of babies and 
the imprisonment of hundreds of girls. 

Another report, by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (2015), 
described the fate of the kidnapped girls. IS established markets “where 
they sell abducted children and women” while the former Badush prison 
near Mosul was used as a “makeshift prison” for children held as sex 
slaves.218 

The Committee on the Rights of the Child also described how children 
of other minorities were murdered, including “several cases of mass exe-
cutions of boys, as well as reports of beheadings, children crucified and 
buried alive”.219 

The persecution of Christians in Iraq is not new, but although Chris-
tians were a vulnerable minority even before the US-led invasion in 2003, 
their religious practice was protected by law. It was after the invasion that 
Iraqi Christians came to be identified with the Christian West and attacks 
began. The process was described in the German Deutsche Welle: 

                                             
216 Kino, Nuri. “IS performs a genocide: ‘They came to destroy us’”, Svenska Dagbladet, 

https://www.svd.se/de-kom-for-att-utplana-oss.  
217 The 21st Century Wilberforce Initiative, Edge of Extinction: The Eradication of Reli-

gious and Ethnic Minorities in Iraq, https://21wilberforce.org/wp-content/uploads/
2018/12/Iraq-Report-1.pdf  

218 United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child. Concluding observations on the 
combined second to fourth periodic reports of Iraq, http://i2.cdn.turner.com/cnn/
2015/images/02/06/u.n..isis.children.report.pdf  

219 Ibid. 



72 The first right: Freedom to religion. Freedom from religion 

“Christians became a target of violence when Islamist groups and ordinary 
Muslims, outraged by the military action, began to see them as the enemy 
and associated them with the ‘crusaders’: the invading forces of the United 
States and Britain.”220 

In 2004, Christians in Iraq were paralyzed when coordinated car bombs in 
both Baghdad and Mosul killed twelve worshippers in what was believed 
to be the first targeted attack on the Christian minority.221 Soon, priests 
began to be kidnapped and killed. In February 2008, Mosul’s Archbishop 
Paulos Faraj Rahho was captured and later found dead.222 The most famous 
case in Sweden was the Södertälje priest Ragheed Ganni, who had been ac-
tive in the St. John’s Church in Södertälje and who was murdered in 2007 
in a targeted attack in Mosul against him and three coworkers, when their 
car was attacked by an armed group.223 

In May 2010, 160 Christian students were injured as they traveled in 
buses from various towns and villages to the University of Mosul.224 On 
Sunday, October 31, 2010, eight terrorists stormed the Catholic Church of 
Our Lady’s Liberation in Baghdad during mass, killing 57 people, including 
two priests.225 

In an article by Eliza Griswold in the New York Times Magazine (2015), she 
asked whether Christianity in the Middle East is coming to an end.226 She 
noted that although Christianity appeared in the country in the first century, 
most of Iraq’s Christians (Assyrians, Chaldeans and Syrians) trace their ethnic 
origins to the Mesopotamian empires around a thousand years BC. Now, the 
significant presence of the Christian minority is gradually diminishing. 
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“For more than a decade, extremists have targeted Christians and other mi-
norities, often acting as proxies for the West. This is particularly true in Iraq 
after the US invasion that led to the flight of hundreds of thousands. […] 
‘Since 2003 we have lost priests, bishops and more than sixty churches have 
been bombed’, says Bashar Warda, the Chaldean Catholic Archbishop of Er-
bil. With the fall of Saddam Hussein, Christians began leaving Iraq in large 
numbers. The Christian community dwindled to less than half a million to-
day from as many as 1.5 million in 2003.”227 

Developments suggest that all Christians and other vulnerable minorities 
will soon have left their historical homelands. 

In December 2013, Patriarch Louis Sako of the Iraqi Catholic Church 
spoke at a conference in Rome about the persecution of Christians in the 
Middle East. Besides the fact that the persecution of Christians will con-
tinue, he stressed that Middle Eastern societies in general will suffer. He 
referred to how Christians have contributed to the economic, intellectual 
and cultural development of the region for two thousand years. The Chris-
tian presence has been stabilizing, as it has brought religious pluralism to 
the area. The same observation has been made by historian Habib Malik – 
son of Charles Malik, the main author of the UN Declaration of Human 
Rights. During a seminar on the future of the Middle East after the fall of 
the Islamic State in Washington DC in 2019, Malik emphasized how 
“healthy pluralism counteracts radicalization”. Among other things, the 
incentives to demonize the “other” are weakened when people live next 
door to each other, work together, and their children go to the same 
school. 

We will later focus on religious pluralism as a prerequisite for reducing 
religious tensions. At the same time, Malik was pessimistic about the fu-
ture of minorities in the Middle East: “ISIS 1.0 may be over, but ISIS 2.0 and 
3.0 could still come.” 

The terrorist group has been driven back, but the beliefs remain. 
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Islamism and Islamophobia 

In 2015, journalist Graeme Wood WROTE a highly acclaimed article in The 
Atlantic highlighting the Islamic State’s theological motivations as a ne-
glected dimension in understanding and countering people joining the 
terrorist group. 

“To pretend that [IS] is not really a religious group for a millennial empire 
with a theology that must be understood to be fought [is to] underestimate 
it and justifies foolish actions”.228 

The background was statements made by everyone from the US military 
to the top US political leadership that they did not really understand the 
idea behind the Islamic State, claiming that the organization was not Mus-
lim. According to Wood, there is a temptation to perpetuate the image of 
jihadists as “modern secular people with modern political concerns in a 
medieval guise”.229 And although ISIS attracts “psychopaths and adventure 
seekers”, the “religion preached by its most ardent followers is based on 
consistent and even scholarly interpretations of Islam”.230 

In the article, he points out how the town of Dabiq near Aleppo in Syria 
has an important place in both Muslim eschatology and the ideology of the 
Islamic State. “It is here, according to the Prophet, that the armies of Rome 
will camp. The armies of Islam will meet them and Dabiq will be Rome’s 
Waterloo”, writes Wood.231 

It is therefore not surprising that the terror group’s own propaganda 
and recruitment magazine had the same name: Dabiq. A Christian equiv-
alent might have been called Armageddon. The organization the Clarion 
Project, which serves as a platform for Muslim human rights activists and 
trains politicians and opinion leaders on Islamist extremism, has pub-
lished several issues of the magazine on its website. In the eighth issue of 
Dabiq, the signature Umm Sumayyah Al-Muhajirah describes how she and 
other women who have joined the Islamic State see themselves: “Oppo-
nents often repeat the claim that those who make hijrah [emigration] to 
the Islamic State belong to a marginalized group in their former home-

                                             
228 Wood, Graeme. “What ISIS Really Wants”, The Atlantic, http://www.theatlantic.

com/features/archive/2015/02/what-isis-really-wants/384980/  
229 Ibid. 
230 Ibid.  
231 Ibid.  



76 The first right: Freedom to religion. Freedom from religion 

lands. That they live under difficult conditions of unemployment, pov-
erty, family problems and psychological disorders. But I saw something 
different! […] I saw sisters giving up a life of luxury and abundance. I saw 
sisters who abandoned beautiful homes and luxury cars and left for the 
cause of their Lord.”232 

In Dabiq’s fifteenth and final edition, entitled “Break the Cross” on the 
cover, the emphasis is on refuting Christianity and Western secularism 
with the aim of converting non-Muslims to Islam. 

The religious reasoning found in Dabiq can also be found among some 
of the Swedes who joined the Islamic State. In a report on a jihadist known 
as Adam from Gothenburg, which was shown in Swedish Television’s Upp-
drag granskning in 2015, it is all about religious motives and hardly at all 
about unemployment.233 When asked why he had fought for IS and would 
soon join again, he replied: “It was mostly what I saw on TV. I saw how 
people had it there and how the rest of the world didn’t care. You felt that 
you can’t sit still. Especially if you are a Muslim and they are Muslims and 
Allah commands us to defend his religion.”234 

Although Sweden is considered a “good” country, Adam wants his chil-
dren to “grow up in an Islamic caliphate” and be able to “achieve martyr-
dom”. His friends who have died are in paradise. He himself aspires to be-
come a martyr. 

On his blog, Svenska Dagbladet’s the then editorial writer Per Gudmund-
son drew attention to another example. In a video clip with the Gothen-
burg muslim preacher Michael Skråmo, who later died in Syria and whose 
children were taken in by their grandfather, when the mother also died, 
he says: “I want you to be here with me. I want us to be together in Jannah. 
Good brothers, make this decision, trust in Allah, and sacrifice your money 
and your life for Allah, and you will have the highest with Allah”.235 
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Even the supreme leader of ISIS, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, placed the 
greatest emphasis on religious duty. In his first and only public appear-
ance, he preached in a Mosul Mosque: “Obey me as long as I obey God.”236 

As a non-Muslim, I must allow Muslims to define their faith in the same 
way that I want to define my Christian faith. Therefore, recurring claims, 
such as those made by then US President Barack Obama and Sweden’s then 
Minister for Home Affairs Anders Ygeman (S), that IS “are not real Mus-
lims”237 are problematic. The same applies to the then deputy speaker of 
the Riksdag, Björn Söder (SD), and his categorical judgment that Islam is 
anything but “the religion of peace”.238 Or for that matter, Söder’s party 
colleague Richard Jomshof’s statement that Islam is “an abominable reli-
gion”.239 Not that this constitutes incitement to hatred – freedom of reli-
gion and expression must allow both criticism and mockery of religious 
beliefs – but because in both cases it is beyond the competence of the state 
to determine what is true or false belief. Elected officials should refrain 
from making sweeping judgments about a religion with 1.8 billion practi-
tioners and 1 500 years of tradition. Again, it is free to criticize and even 
heckle a religious belief, but when elected politicians make the comments, 
the focus is shifted from the important debate on ideas to the judgment 
itself, as was the case after Richard Jomshof’s statement, which was met 
with condemnation from both the right and the left.240 Whether it is a mat-
ter of categorically describing Islam as a religion of peace or as an abomi-
nable religion, the important debate on the actual problems that exist in 
many Muslim countries and groups is obscured. It may even, as Graeme 
Wood points out, be counterproductive to gloss over violent Islamism: 

“I suspect that most Muslims appreciate Obama’s statement […] But most 
Muslims are not inclined to join the jihad. Those who are inclined will only 
have their suspicions confirmed: the US is lying about [our] religion to serve 
its own purposes.”241 
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Since then, European leaders have begun to draw attention to the need for 
a clearer debate on the concept of Islamist terror. In 2013, following the 
murder of 25-year-old soldier Lee Rigby in the UK by two radicalized Is-
lamists, former Prime Minister Tony Blair wrote in the Daily Mail about the 
need for further discussion on the violent elements of Islam, but also that 
a clear distinction must be made between the Islam practiced by the ma-
jority of Muslims and the violent individuals and movements: “We need to 
be open about it and be honest. Of course there are Christian, Jewish, Bud-
dhist and Hindu extremists. But I am afraid that this movement is not iso-
lated to a few extremists. At its core is an understanding of religion and of 
the interaction between religion and politics that is not compatible with 
pluralistic, liberal and open societies.”242 

Austrian Chancellor Sebastian Kurz has been on the same line. After an 
Islamist attack outside a synagogue in Vienna in the fall of 2020, in which 
four people were shot dead and many were injured, Kurz was interviewed 
on SVT Agenda where he argued that fighting terrorism is not enough. The 
underlying mindset, Islamism, must also be addressed: 

“When young people are seduced, when hatred is fomented against our de-
mocracy, against our rule of law and against equality between men and 
women, against equal rights for homosexuals, against Jewish life and many 
other things…. If you spread that kind of hatred, there will always be people 
who put that hatred into action.”243 

Blair and Kurz are asking important questions. In an increasingly plural-
istic society, we must learn to live with each other’s differences in a civi-
lized way. However, we must not end up falling in a trap where religious 
beliefs are banned from the public sphere or in the other trap where one 
religion dominates at the expense of others. 

Precisely the need to make a clear distinction between Islam as prac-
ticed by the majority of Muslims on the one hand and, on the other, Islam-
ism, both in its violent and activist forms, has been emphasized by the pro-
fessor of Islamic theology at Uppsala University, Mohammad Fazlhashemi, 
in an interview with SV T Nyheter: 

“They connect Islam with for example Islamism, and then all Muslims are 
accused of supporting that type of ideology, even though many of them dis-
tance themselves from it. They do not want to see that Muslims are a large 

                                             
242 Ibid.  
243 Aftonbladet. “Efter Wiendåd: Kurz till storms mot islamism”, TT, https://www.af

tonbladet.se/nyheter/a/9OOa6w/efter-wiendad-kurz-till-storms-mot-islamism  



Islamism and Islamophobia 79 

group of people that is very multifaceted.”244 He is of course right, but at the 
same time it is worth asking why many representatives of the largest 
mosques in Sweden seem to have a difficulty making that same distinction. 
In an article on the Doku Foundation’s website, which examines the violent 
and radical Islamist environment, historian of literature Johan Lundberg 
and the lawyer Lars Jonson describe how representatives of about ten 
mosques in Stockholm, Gothenburg, Malmö, Västerås, and Jönköping do not 
want to “recognisewhat is meant by the words Islamism and Islamist”.245 

“A few write briefly that whoever uses the words need to explain what they 
mean. They all say that they only talk about Islam and Muslims and that they 
do not use any other term. Some state that the words only aim to point out 
practicing Muslims as extreme and that it is islamophobic and racist to use 
them. These responses are consistent with findings in previous similar sur-
veys. There is a broad perception in some Muslim organizations that Islam-
ism and Islamist are terms used by non-Muslims in the West to denigrate or 
damage Islam and its reputation.”246 

The perception among representatives for mosques that the term “Islam-
ism” is problematic, or even an expression of racism or Islamophobia, 
should give pause for thought. The equivalent would be for Christian 
churches to equate the term “fundamentalism” with general Christophobia. 

It has been common for the public debate on Islam to slip into personal 
attacks. In an interview in Dagens Nyheter Michael Krona, a media researcher 
at Malmö University and an expert on ISIS propaganda, says that reports 
that have problematized and highlighted aspects of Islamism have led to 
accusations of Islamophobia, which in turn have fueled Islamist groups. 

“Debaters who wanted to warn against anti-democratic forces were 
misrepresented,” Krona says, and this damaged the broad Swedish effort 
against radical Islamism. 

“Too few dared to get involved and offer critique. I am absolutely convinced 
that the Islamophobia label played a role there.”247 
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Of course, there have been – and are – negative attitudes towards Mus-
lims. At the same time, the overall discussion of pro-violent messages in 
some parts of Islam has been hampered by accusations of Islamophobia 
or racism. 

One example is when the former chairman of the Islamic Association 
in Sweden, Omar Mustafa, was criticized for inviting anti-Semitic speak-
ers. In turn, the Islamic Association responded by accusing the critics of 
encouraging “strong Islamophobic forces”.248 The same thing happened 
in connection with the defamation trial against the then chairman of the 
municipal council in Gothenburg, Ann-Sofie Hermansson (S), who can-
celed an event which, according to her, gave space to extreme voices that 
were left unchallenged.249 And when the Ministry of Justice’s expert com-
mittee Delmi issued a policy brief in which it wanted to analyze the nor-
malization of racism and xenophobia in the public sphere, this was exem-
plified by how the writer Ivar Arpi’s editorials in Svenska Dagbladet 
criticized Islamism.250 

But accusing someone of Islamophobia is hardly responding to objec-
tions or arguments. It is no more Islamophobia or racism to criticize the 
ideas and actions of some Muslims than it is Christophobia to criticize the 
ideas and actions of some Christians. It is important to distinguish between 
an idea and the person. It was this that prompted the AP news agency to 
remove the suffix -phobia in political and social contexts – as in homopho-
bia and Islamophobia – from its stylebook.251 Editor Dave Minthorn ex-
plained the background to the AP’s decision to Politico: “It’s like attributing 
a mental disability to someone and implies a knowledge we don’t have, 
which would be wrong.” Minthorn adds: “We want to be precise, accurate, 
and neutral in our wording.”252 

Accusations of Islamophobia have therefore become a watered-down 
concept. The fact that there is a debate about the relationship of the Is-
lamic Association in Sweden and other organizations to the Muslim Broth-
erhood or other Islamist movements, and the problems associated with 
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this, illustrates the importance of not giving in to accusations of Islam-
ophobia or personal attacks and thus turning the issue of criticism of Islam 
into a question of xenophobia. 

A further example was given during an Almedalen seminar on the 
theme “Are religious views allowed in politics?”, arranged by the Christian 
think tank, the Clapham Institute, with, among others, Stefan Gustavsson, 
then Secretary General of the Swedish Evangelical Alliance, Peter Wei-
derud, then Chairman of the Social Democrats side organization for reli-
gious communities, and Omar Mustafa of the Islamic Association.253 Gus-
tavsson highlighted the need for crititiquing and criticizing religions and 
gave the widespread persecution of Christians who have converted from 
Islam as an example. Mustafa did not want to admit that the persecution 
of those who left the religion is a bigger problem within Islam than within 
Christianity. Instead, he said that it isn’t possible to generalize about Islam 
and that he did not know the proportions. 

Let us consider this issue. Of course, hatred against converts from Islam 
is a sensitive issue for many in Sweden, not least because of the vulnera-
bility many Muslims experience due to xenophobic elements. But at the 
same time there is also a debate about the anti-Semitism that occurs in 
Muslim environments. Here are some examples. In December 2017, two 
hundred people, mainly from Muslim countries, gathered at Möl-
levångstorget in Malmö and chanted “We have called for intifada from 
Malmö. We want our freedom back and we are going to shoot the Jews”.254 
According to reports, this was a reaction to the decision by US President 
Donald Trump to recognize Jerusalemas the capital of Israel. 

During a riot in Malmö after supporters of the Danish far-right politician 
Rasmus Paludan burned and kicked the Koran, an anti-Semitic rhyme was 
chanted in Arabic: “Jews remember Khaybar, Mohammad’s army re-
turns.”255 Anti-Semitism occurrs in many environments. Within parts of 
Christianity, centuries of persecution of Jews have had to be dealt with. Of-
ten the persecution has been motivated by theological reasons. Similarly, 
anti-Semitism is common in Swedish right-wing extremist circles. Never-
theless, there are many indications that the hatred of Jews in Sweden today 
is largely imported. In many Muslim countries, anti-Semitism and hatred of 
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Israel are part of the culture. If it is then important to discuss hatred of Jews 
– without lapsing into similar hatred of Muslims – there is also justification 
for discussing hatred of Christians who convert from Islam. In this area, a 
worrying trend has emerged in recent years, especially as the phenomenon 
is widespread in Sweden. In 2011, Somali speakers could hear an iman on 
Swedish Radio’s Radio Sweden Somali saying that “it is the duty of every Mus-
lim to kill those who leave Islam”,256 after a group of Somali Christians came 
to Rinkeby Square to evangelize. In 2015, a convert was to be baptized at a 
service in my own congregation. He was stabbed by former fellow believers 
before he could go to the church. Back to the above-mentioned seminar in 
Almedalen. When StefanGustavsson insisted that the problem of converts 
being persecuted in some Muslim contexts is more common than in Chris-
tianity, Peter Weiderud responded that Gustavsson was committing “a very 
serious offense”: “[We] have to think about your arrogance as a Christian 
[…] Don’t stand with a smile and think that you have found a superior world 
view […] This is not criticism of religion, it is colonialism.”257 

The Almedalen seminar, which admittedly began with a broad consen-
sus on the importance of religious freedom and that all beliefs should be 
welcomed in the public sphere, thus took a different direction and re-
vealed a major problem in the public debate on religion. The difficulty of 
discussing a problem – in this case the persecution of Muslim converts to 
Christianity – as commonplace in some parts of Islam without receiving 
accusations of “serious abuse”. The question is empirical. Is the claim cor-
rect? It is not a question attitude or person. It is hardly constructive to 
condemn religious criticism solely on the basis of the sender. 

It is worth noting that in the same debate, Weiderud criticized the 
Armenian Orthodox Church (in which he said his daughter was baptized) 
for a number of problematic issues: “It has a view of women that I don’t 
think my daughter should have. It has a view on homosexuals that I can-
not accept. It expresses things about Turks that I do not want my daugh-
ter to even hear.”258 The question of why it was not an expression of “co-
lonialism” to highlight these phenomena in a church tradition other 
than Weiderud’s was not answered. If criticism of religion cannot be di-
rected at beliefs other than one’s own, freedom of religion and expres-
sion is not worth much. 

                                             
256 Zetterman, Jacob. “Dödshot mot konvertiter i Sveriges Radio”, Dagen, https://

www.dagen.se/nyheter/2011/09/07/dodshot-mot-konvertiter-i-sveriges-radio/  
257 Clapham Institute. “Are religious views allowed in politics? Almedalen 2013”, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7WxpCYFnsnQ at about 56:14 min. 
258 Ibid, at about 56:40 min.  



Islamism and Islamophobia 83 

Calling critical views on phenomena within Muslim communities Is-
lamophobia is not debate. It is a diagnosis. In Ljusets fiender (2013), Johan 
Lundberg has shown how the well-known source of inspiration for ji-
hadism, Anwar al-Awlaki, presented the idea that Western society is per-
meated by Islamophobia. One of the expressions of this can be how the late 
artist Lars Vilk’s Muhammad cartoon is used as fuel: “The theory of Islam-
ophobia welds together and radicalizes the disciples and confirms that 
there is a war going on that is so intense that it is necessary to take up 
arms.”259 In this way, according to Lundberg, the two poles reinforce each 
other. On the one hand, according to al-Awlaki, the “true doctrine”, on the 
other hand the notion of widespread Islamophobia.260 

This is a challenge for society as a whole, not least in many Muslim con-
texts, to be constructive partners in the public debate. This also applies to 
the radicalization of young Muslims. When the Government’s then na-
tional coordinator against violent extremism, Mona Sahlin, wanted Mus-
lim communities in Sweden to take greater responsibility and actively dis-
tance themselves from the Islamic State, she was criticized by the Swedish 
Muslim Council.261 

According to the organization, Sahlin’s statement constituted “an ex-
tremely problematic collective blaming of an entire group”, but at the 
same time she received support from the Ahmadiyya movement in Swe-
den, which deviates from both Sunni and Shia Muslims.262  

For example, Imam Kashif Virk argued that Muslim communities have 
a moral responsibility for young people’s radicalization.263 Even the former 
Salafist preacher Anas Khalifa, who himself had advocated armed jihad but 
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has now distanced himself from violent Islamism, believes that an open 
and free debate on problematic ideas in Muslim contexts is needed: 

One thing that many Imams (wrongly) teach is that it is totally forbidden to 
question the faith. This is a deadly way to go. To criticize, question, hesitate, 
think and reflect is precisely what leads to a stable faith or conviction.264 

There is much more to say about this. I have only scratched the surface. 
The point is not that Muslims are prone to violence; the absolute majority 
want to live in peace with the surrounding society. My pointis that there 
is a need for a wider and more serious debate about the theological motives 
for violence that we find in Muslim contexts. For academics, journalists 
and Muslim representatives to avoid the issue or claim that it has nothing 
to do with Islam is to do a disservice not least to the Muslims who need to 
navigate the debate and their own faith. If even believers who have them-
selves been involved in inspiring young Muslims to commit acts of terror-
ism see the need for a debate on ideas to counteract radicalization, then 
no person has the right to sit on the sidelines. 
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PART 2 

THE HISTORY OF RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 





Enlightenment idea or apostolic legacy? 

IN SWEDEN, as in many other Western countries, freedom of religion and be-
lief is seen as a fruit of the Enlightenment, marked by growing religious crit-
icism of Europe’s state churches. After decades of wars between Catholics 
and Protestants, it was time to be free of the burden of Christianity. Think-
ers and scientists formulated ideas about human rights and freedoms. 

In a Washington Post essay on authoritarian leaders as a threat to liberal 
democracy, conservative columnist Robert Kagan writes: 

It was not until the advent of Enlightenment liberalism that people began to 
think that the individual’s conscience as well as the individual’s body was 
inviolable and protected from the interference of the state and the church. 
The moment this idea was born, it was met with intense resistance.265 

In Sweden, there has recently been an intense debate on the role of Chris-
tianity concerning human rights and democracy, not least in an opinion 
article by the leader of the Christian Democrats, Ebba Busch, on the need 
for Christian values to address problems in Swedish neighborhoods that 
have faced violence and other crimes.266 In a reply, the Social Democrat 
pundit Daniel Färm responded: 

We hardly have Christianity to thank for the emergence of human rights, 
liberal democracy and egalitarian individualism in Europe and the United 
States. These freedoms and rights have sprung from a completely different 
tradition of thought: the secular and humanist enlightenment.267 

One of those who shared Färm’s post on her Twitter account was Matilda 
Ernkrans, Minister for Higher Education and Research. It can be assumed 
that she considered his opinion worth spreading. A similar message came 
from Center Party MP Niels Paarup-Petersen: 
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In what kind of society do you live best as a woman? Where is it best to be a 
homosexual? In which part of the world is it easiest to belong to a religious 
minority? The results are not set in stone, and there are outliers, but the 
answers are likely to point to societies built, not on religion, but on liberal 
values and a clear separation of church and state.268 

As a Christian, I am skeptical of religious faith as a means of state control. 
Christianity is about God giving the world his only son269 to save us from 
sin and give us eternal life – not about fostering good citizens, creating a 
cultural heritage or promoting the equal value of all people, even though 
these have often been concrete effects where Christianity has been the 
dominant religion. However, Paarup-Petersen and others with him make 
a category error. He perceives “societies built, not on religion, but on lib-
eral values”270 as freer. But pitting religion, which is too broad a category, 
against liberal values is like comparing apples and pears. The question is 
what are the long-term effects of Christianity – a specific worldview with 
specific truth claims about man and reality – on social life. Throughout 
history, much evil has been done in the name of Christianity, but there are 
also strong arguments that Christian faith has been a prerequisite for the 
liberalism Paarup-Petersen and many like him advocate. 

The same negative reaction met an article co-authored by Ebba 
Busch, which was published in connection with Easter. Here, the thesis 
was that it was “Christianity that gave democracy real power”.271 Minis-
ter of Justice Morgan Johansson (S) liked a tweet from Sydsvenskan’s po-
litical reporter Olle Lönnaeus, which read: “[this] is how Christianity 
built democracy: Crusades – inquisition – witch burning […] and simsal-
abim it became democracy!!!”272 Member of Parliament and former Min-
ister of Social Affairs Annika Strandhäll (S) wrote on Twitter that she 
agrees with the assessment that the article is the most bizarre thing she 
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has read.273 Ola Spännar, former head of communications for the Center 
Party, commented on the article by tweeting a picture of Nazi loyal Ger-
man priests from the 1930s.274 

Again, historical events are complex. There are, of course, examples of 
church representatives standing in the way of democracy and human 
rights. At the same time, it is possible to note similar simplification on the 
part of critics when they reject the idea that Christianity could have con-
tributed to the emergence of democracy. Many of these critics are also sup-
porters of the idea that the Enlightenment was the source of human rights 
and freedoms, despite the fact that it led to serious human rights viola-
tions, armed revolution, the guillotine, the reign of terror and, by exten-
sion, socialism and communism. 

Political voices from conservative, left-wing and liberal quarters – and 
many others in the media and culture – are thus united in the idea that 
Christianity has been an obstacle to human development. This is a view 
that also characterizes a large part of Swedish education and schools. It is 
the Enlightenment that has shaped our ideas about human rights, the in-
violable value of the individual and freedom from oppression, which have 
characterized the Western world for centuries. Religion in general and 
Christianity in particular have been obstacles to equality, freedom and fra-
ternity. It is true that Christians in general and state churches in particular 
have in many cases had a problematic relationship with religious freedom. 
At different times, the Church has been guilty of persecuting religious mi-
norities. But there are also numerous examples of the opposite, which are 
more in line with the fundamental ideas of Christianity from its original 
document, the New Testament. 

Historically and today, the Church has also experienced persecution. 
When the most famous apostle of the early Church, Paul, writes to the 
church in the Greek city of Corinth, he emphasizes the unity of Christians 
in different situations by likening it to a body. All parts of the body are 
interdependent in both good and bad times.275 

In Acts276 we follow the first Christians in Jerusalem in the period im-
mediately after Jesus’ death and resurrection. Simon Peter and the other 
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disciples preach that God has raised Jesus from the dead and confess his 
claim to be God incarnate. There are reports that the sick can be healed by 
praying for them in Jesus’ name. Those in power in the city – the Sanhed-
rin, the Jewish high council – resent the development and put the disciples 
on trial. After deliberation, the Council forbids them to “speak and teach 
in the name of Jesus”.277 

In his defence speech278 Peter refers to three pillars of what character-
izes an open and free society today: 

• Freedom of thought and conscience: “Which is right […] You be the 
judges!” Peter asserts the right and responsibility to follow one’s own 
conscience and not blindly follow accepted truths. Each individual has 
his or her own responsibility and must take a stand on vital issues. He 
challenges the powers that be to think for themselves about what is 
right. It is not possible to excuse oneself by simply obeying orders. 

• Religious freedom: “Which is right in God’s eyes: to listen to you, or to him?…” 
The conviction – and argument – of Peter and the other disciples was 
religiously motivated. They considered it proven that God acted in a his-
torically definitive way through Jesus. It was stressed to the rulers that 
if they face a God who created the world and who holds humanity ac-
countable, it is self-evident that no human authority can demand un-
questioning obedience. In other words, it is a demand for religious free-
dom from the state. 

• Freedom of expression: “we cannot help speaking about what we have seen 
and heard. “ Peter claimed the right to freely communicate his beliefs. If 
people are not allowed to share what is crucial to their life there is no 
real freedom of expression. This includes the freedom to criticize the 
beliefs of others. The disciples continued to teach their beliefs despite 
being forbidden by the Sanhedrin. Gradually the rulers become increas-
ingly annoyed: “We gave you strict orders not to teach in this name,” he said. 
“Yet you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching”.279 

Thus, alongside the increased pressure on the early Christian community, 
there seems to have been a spontaneous understanding of what is now re-
flected in Articles 18 and 19 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights: the 
right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion, and the right to free-
dom of opinion and expression. Article 20, the right to peaceful assembly 
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and association was also reflected when “[t]hey devoted themselves to the 
apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to 
prayer.”280 

I would not say that the apostles formulated the UN Declaration of Hu-
man Rights, but already in the early church there seems to have been a 
spontaneous understanding of the right to believe and think for oneself. 
Greg Forster, who in The Contested Public Square: The Crisis of Christianity and 
Politics (2008) analyzes the relationship between church and state from a 
historical perspective, comments on Peter’s speech: 

If the state commands the church to murder or to worship an idol, the 
church must refuse to do so. This is an important principle, as Christians 
believe that God has given the church the mission and authority to preach 
the gospel, preserve the written word of God, conduct worship, administer 
the sacraments, maintain order in the church, provide assistance to those in 
need, and perform other ecclesiastical acts. If the state attempts to interfere 
with the function of the Church, the apostles have clearly authorized the 
Church to disobey.281 

The emphasis on the right to think and believe for oneself was not unique 
to the early church. Peter’s speech was just the beginning. 

                                             
280 Acts 2:42.  
281 Forster, Greg. The Contested Public Square: The Crisis of Politics and Christianity. (IVP 

Academic 2008) p. 35.  





Libertas Religionis – from Tertullian to 
Thomas Jefferson 

THE FREEDOM TO PRACTICE a specific religious belief is based on an inner con-
viction about the nature of ultimate reality, which has practical conse-
quences in external actions. We know of no culture in any era that has not 
exhibited such behavior. Giving other groups the right to worship their 
deity is also an old custom. One example is how the Persian King Cyrus II 
(c. 576 BC – 530 BC), mentioned in the Book of Ezra in the Old Testament, 
allowed the Jews to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem after their exile in Bab-
ylon. The so-called Cyrus Cylinder, a clay cylinder with Babylonian cunei-
form writing, now in the British Museum in London, has been described as 
the world’s first known declaration of human rights, as it allows a certain 
amount of freedom to worship gods other than the king’s.282 

But it was the view of the early Christians that each individual had to 
take a stand on religious matters that changed the world. Despite the pro-
hibitions of those in power, the first Christians did not hold back. Soon the 
first major systematic persecution began. The first Christian martyr was 
the deacon Stephen, who was executed around 35 AD and is traditionally 
celebrated on December 26. A strong driving force behind the persecution 
was the demand for religious uniformity and the reluctance to tolerate dis-
senters. That Jesus equated himself with the God of Israel, which was con-
sequently preached by the disciples, was a blasphemy in classical Judaism. 
Demands for religious conformity were also behind later religious perse-
cution – including within the church when Christianity became the state 
religion. 

Initially, the Roman government tolerated the Christian community as 
a Jewish sect. Throughout the empire, the government had accommodated 
the Jewish way of life. The historian Josephus describes how Jews in the 
Greek city of Ephesus, among other places, were allowed to observe the 
Sabbath and “do everything according to their own laws”.283 However, be-
cause of the universal nature of the Christian message, Christians were not 
limited to a particular ethnic group. They began to appear everywhere, 
even among those who belong to Caesar’s household.284 Thus, they poten-
tially posed a political as well as a religious threat. One of the earliest and 
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most common assessments of the Christian group was given by the Roman 
historian Tacitus (56-117) who described their beliefs as a “deadly super-
stition” – an alien and subversive cult. Church historian Robert Louis 
Wilken points out how other groups honored the Roman gods alongside 
their own. Christians refused to participate in the sacrifices and imperial 
cult.285 Thus, it was not the fact that Christians worshipped Jesus as God 
that made them a target for the authorities, but that they did not also wor-
ship any other god or emperor. Failure to conform was an insult to Rome 
and was considered a threat to the coexistence of the empire.  

It wasn’t long before the persecution of Christians became state-spon-
sored under Emperor Nero (in power around the years 64-68). In the years 
following Nero, the persecution escalated in both intensity and scope un-
der, among others, Domitian (c. 81-96), Marcus Aurelius (c. 161-180), 
Decius (250-251) and Valerian (257-259). Persecution reached its peak un-
der Diocletian and Galerius with the ‘Great Persecution’ (303-311), when 
Christian books were burned, churches demolished and Christian leaders 
executed. 

Under Roman law, Christians were considered atheists because they 
did not recognize the Roman emperor’s claim to divinity, which was pun-
ishable by death. For example, Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna (now Izmir in 
Turkey), was executed around 155 AD on such a charge.286 As persecution 
increased, Christians began to develop “apologias”, defense speeches in-
spired by the Roman court system. For each categoria, accusation, there was 
an apologia, defense. Tertullian (c. 150) of Carthage was one of the first 
Christians to write in Latin. In his Apologeticum (c. 197), he argues for 
greater tolerance of different religions: 

Let one worship God, while the other worships Jupiter. Let one supplicant 
stretch his hands to heaven, while the other turns to the altar of Fides [god-
dess of fidelity]. Let one pray while counting the clouds if he believes in such 
things, but the other counts the roof panels. Let the one commit his life to 
his god, while the other commits himself to a goat! 

Depriving people of their religious freedom [libertas religionis] is also 
a violation of religion. It prohibits the free worship of a deity so that I 
cannot worship whoever I want. Instead, I am forced to worship the one I 
do not want. But not even a human being wishes to receive reluctant wor-
ship.287 
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Tertullian’s call for religious tolerance is clearly motivated by giving Chris-
tians the right to their religion. But it also expresses a double message that 
has underpinned religious freedom, namely that religious worship is not 
only about the deepest convictions of human beings, but also the right to 
express them in external rites. Robert Louis Wilken comments on the ar-
gument: 

Using the concept of freedom, Tertullian advances the truth that human be-
ings are moral agents capable of acting on their convictions. A self-govern-
ing domain exists inside the human chest free from external constraints; 
this sphere must be respected […] Tertullian’s argument revolves around 
the nature of religious belief, while the conflict for the Romans was about 
practice, not belief. They had no interest in what Christians believed in 
their hearts – they were interested in what Christians did (or did not do) in 
public.288 

For Tertullian, however, the inner conviction of man was of central im-
portance. Wilken also notes that the concept of religious freedom relates 
to the beliefs and inner life of the community. While a religious belief is 
always individual, it is also always practiced in community with others. Of 
course, there are exceptions, but since the great commission is central to 
Christianity, its practice presupposes that it can be practiced with others. 
For this to happen, a free exchange of opinions is also required to some 
extent. 

At a later date, Tertullian wrote another essay, Ad Scapulam in 212, ded-
icated to the Roman proconsul Scapula, who initiated a severe persecution 
of Christians in Carthage. Again, he argues that the practice of religion 
must be voluntary: 

It is a fundamental human right, a primordial law of nature, that all men 
should be allowed to worship in the manner consistent with their own con-
victions; one man’s religion neither harms nor helps another. It is not right 
to force a religion on anyone. One must adopt it voluntarily, not under du-
ress.289 

Without the ability to freely choose god, a person cannot be held respon-
sible for his or her actions, Tertullian argued. Wilken writes that Tertullian 
in Latin uses the term “natural right”, which means that the capacity to 
choose is something inherent in man – that freedom is inherent.290 Man is 
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thus a responsible and moral actor. Therefore, forcing Christians to per-
form certain actions that went against their own convictions was against 
the natural order of things. 

The fundamental issue that Tertullian and many Christians after him 
wrestled with was the relationship of the church to the government. Alt-
hough the Bible affirms the idea of a state and a common social order, it 
does not take a position on any form of government – even if the authority 
is defined as a servant.291 Today, it can be said that liberal democracy is the 
least bad. An imperfect social order is always better than chaos. 

At the same time, history shows that this was not an easy challenge. 
Even for the apostles, it was a matter of orientation between, on the one 
hand, submitting to every authority for the sake of the Lord,292 and, on the 
other hand, obeying God when the authority forbade Christians to preach 
the gospel.293 

For Tertullian, and many other believers who approached the question 
of the Christian’s relationship to the state, the obvious starting point was 
Jesus’ words in Matthew 22:17-22, which address the question of whether 
Roman taxation was legitimate. Jesus is asked whether it is right or wrong 
to pay taxes to Caesar. In response, Jesus takes a coin stamped with the 
emperor’s face and replies that they should give to the emperor what be-
longs to the emperor and to God what belongs to God. 

We now have access to the coins used at that time. On one side is the 
inscription “Tiberius Caesar, son of the divine Augustus”, on the other 
“Pontifex Maximus” (high priest).294 The coin simply indicated that Em-
peror Tiberius was the chief religious representative of the Roman Empire. 
By contrasting the emperor’s image with what, according to Jewish under-
standing, is the image of God – man – Jesus emphasizes that earthly au-
thority has its limits. Expressed in terms of rights: it should be beyond the 
power of the state to claim the ultimate loyalty of man. Robert Louis 
Wilken describes how Tertullian used this text in 212 in one of his writings 
addressed to Christians: 

The ‘image of God’, which is not on any coin, is stamped on humans. This 
image means that you should give your money to the emperor and ‘yourself 
to God’. Because people are made in the image of God, they are able to resist 
the praise of gods that are not gods. 
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For Tertullian, this dual loyalty to God and the governing authorities was 
an ‘apostolic precept’. Christians are to obey ‘judges, princes and authori-
ties’ while refraining from worshipping false gods.295 

In liberal democracy, this corresponds to the citizen’s responsibility to follow 
the law and the individual’s responsibility to follow his or her conscience. 

Tertullian was not the only person in the history of the early Church to 
defend religious freedom. Lactantius, who later became an advisor to Em-
peror Constantine the Great, Rome’s first Christian emperor, summarized 
the Christian faith in the third century in Divinae institutiones: 

If you want to defend religion by bloodshed, by torture and guilt, it will no 
longer be defended but will be polluted and desecrated. For nothing deals so 
much with free will as religion; in which, if the mind of the worshipper is 
unwilling, religion immediately disappears and ceases to exist.296 

‘Laws can punish transgressions’, writes Lactantius, ‘but they cannot pun-
ish consciences’.297 Most historians agree that Lactantius was instrumental 
in the so-called Edict of Milan in 313. Until then, Christianity was a perse-
cuted minority, but when the Western Roman leader Constantine, to-
gether with his Eastern Roman colleague Licinius, issued the Edict, which 
stipulated that ‘the free exercise of religion should not be denied to any-
one’,298 Christianity became legal. It is commonly believed that Constan-
tine’s edict made Christianity the Roman state religion, but it was not until 
380, under Constantine’s less than tolerant successor, Theodosius I, that it 
became so. Although the Edict of Milan was not enforced for very long, it 
is worth highlighting its historical importance. In many ways it resembles 
the Magna Charta, which from 1215 limited the power of the English king. 
The Edict, which is more than twice as old as the Magna Charta, is clear in 
its claims to religious freedom: 

In view of the fact that the free exercise of religion should not be denied to 
anyone, but that freedom must be left to the judgment and will of each in-
dividual to practise his religion of his own choice, we have already ordered 
in the past that Christians should also be allowed to maintain the beliefs as-
sociated with their sect and religion.299 
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According to Robert Louis Wilken, it is remarkable that the edict deals not 
only with the situation of Christians, but with the beliefs of all people, and 
that the declaration goes beyond mere toleration of the beliefs of others, 
emphasizing that “liberty must be left to the discretion of each individ-
ual”.300 “The new use of the word libertas suggests that the emperors had 
something more than tolerance in mind”, writes Wilken.301 Many centuries 
have passed, but Christianity is a slowly flowing river. One should not un-
derestimate the importance of Tertullian and the early Christian thinkers 
for religious freedom in later times. Of course, the question of tolerating 
religious dissent continued to engage theologians, thinkers and princes 
throughout European history – even when the Christian faith was domi-
nant and anything but sympathetic to the beliefs of others. Many of those 
who argued that Christian faith could not be forced did not hesitate to use 
violence to punish blasphemers and dissenters. It took many years free-
dom of religion was consistently applied in practice. The political thinker 
most associated with the issue of tolerance of religious dissenters is prob-
ably the Englishman John Locke (1632-1704). 

Both during and after the Thirty Years’ War, countries across Europe 
grappled with what they saw as a tangible problem: how to deal with a 
continent no longer characterized by a unified Christian confession. Did a 
common creed and values not guarantee social cohesion? To prevent so-
cial fragmentation and societal collapse, confessional state systems were 
established, ‘Cujus regio, ejus religio’ (Latin: ‘He whose country it is, his 
religion shall rule). Each unitary society had its own state church. Catho-
lics and Protestants therefore began moving across the new geopolitical 
map to live where their own confession was the mandated state religion. 
However, as Greg Forster, author of a number of books on John Locke, 
writes in The Contested Public Square (2008), this in itself did not put an end 
to the underlying question of how Christianity relates to political author-
ity. What would happen if the prince or king chose to change his religious 
beliefs? And what if the followers of the other orientation increased in 
number? This happened in both England and France, resulting in a series 
of conflicts. 

It was because of this that John Locke wrote A Letter Concerning Tolera-
tion (1689), which was widely circulated in Europe. Greg Forster summa-
rizes the contents of the letter, which was originally written in Latin to 
reach the widest possible audience: 
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“The letter begins with a heavy-handed attack on religious persecution by 
pointing out that toleration of all peaceful people is ‘the chief characteristic 
of the true church’, while those who punish people for their religious beliefs 
‘have not really embraced the Christian religion in their hearts’. Locke pre-
sents biblical arguments that faith works through love and that physical 
weapons should not be used in spiritual warfare (Gal 5:6 and 2 Cor 10:4).”302 

It is worth noting that John Locke relied on arguments from the Bible, ra-
ther than the religious criticism of the approaching Enlightenment. Toler-
ance for all people is “the chief characteristic of the true church”,303 while 
those who punish people for their religious beliefs “have not really em-
braced the Christian religion in their hearts”.304 Forster argues that Locke 
relied more on the New Testament in his arguments for church-state rela-
tions than did, for example, the reformer John Calvin, who drew more in-
spiration from Old Testament kings as guardians of true worship and the 
punishment of heretics. Locke’s cultural Christian upbringing was also of 
great importance. Theologian Fredrik Wenell writes about John Locke’s 
ideas on religious freedom: 

His ideas had already been formulated earlier by Baptist preachers and other 
dissenters. Rasmusson tells of the Baptist Thomas Helwys who already in 
1612 argued for religious freedom for both Jews and Muslims. Another Bap-
tist, Katherine Chidley, published a book in 1642 on conscience and religion 
based on the idea of the independent church. This is the cultural milieu that 
provides the background for Locke’s ideas.305 

John Locke’s recognition that it was not the role of government to control 
citizens’ religious beliefs was not new. The Bible affirms the idea of a state 
and common social order, but the state must not intrude on the conscience 
of the individual in fundamental questions of human dignity and meta-
physical beliefs. In his dialogue with Pontius Pilate, the highest repre-
sentative of the Roman state in Jerusalem, Jesus emphasized that his king-
dom was not of this world,306 that is, the goal of Christianity and the 
emerging church was not to establish political rule. Some aspects of the 
human experience extend beyond the jurisdiction of the state. But while 
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Tertullian and other apologists argued for religious freedom in relation to 
Rome, the nationalization of Christianity led precisely to the churches of 
Christendom as political entities, something Locke opposed. Forster writes 
about how key Christian figures such as Augustine, Thomas Aquinas and 
Martin Luther argued that religious faith cannot be coerced and yet tried 
to do just that with Christianity in one form or another. Locke’s interpre-
tation of tolerance as a concept instead asserted the separation of church 
and state in a more principled and consistent way: 

Locke insists that the right to enjoy religious tolerance belongs to every 
peaceful person, ‘whether Christian or pagan,’ and adds that ‘neither Mo-
hammedan [Muslim] nor Jew should be excluded from the civil rights of the 
Commonwealth on account of their religion […] Locke argued forcefully that 
if we truly believe that ‘no one should be forced to embrace the faith against 
his will,’ we must unwaveringly accept its consequence that state power 
should not be used at all in matters of faith.307 

Although morality ultimately rests on a person’s beliefs, society could ex-
pect all citizens to follow the same social rules, without thereby determin-
ing which worldview was the correct one. Even if the state did have the 
ability to save souls, it does not follow that the state represents the “true 
faith”. Many rulers might even use their power to promote the wrong re-
ligion, which is obvious from the fact that most people profess different 
beliefs, Forster continues.308 A drastic example from our time is the “saved 
souls” forced upon the population in a state like North Korea. A less drastic 
example might be the commercialism “imposed” on citizens in a country 
like the United States. But the coercive apparatus of the state may not con-
jure up beliefs it considers to be true and right, even if it has the oppor-
tunity. The freedom to think for oneself is, according to Locke, fundamen-
tal to a Christian and must by extension apply to believers in every religion 
as well as those who renounce all religion. 

John Locke has had a major influence on how we think about freedom 
of opinion and religion, not least in the context of the American Revolu-
tion. Basically, this struggle for liberation from the British Empire was 
driven by three demands: tax relief, freedom of trade and freedom of reli-
gion. The Declaration of Independence shares many features with Locke’s 
essay Two Treatises of Government (1689/90) with its emphasis on natural 
rights and the state as the guarantor of these rights. But Locke’s texts on 
tolerance of different religious beliefs were also important. 
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The Library of Congress in Washington DC houses part of the library of 
Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826), the third President of the United States and 
the principal author of the Declaration of Independence. He was strongly 
influenced by John Locke, but was also a faithful reader of Tertullian. The 
library contains Jefferson’s copy of the letter to the Roman proconsul 
Scapula, where the lines about not imposing religion are marked.309 One of 
Jefferson’s most famous quotes, reproduced on the Jefferson Memorial in 
Washington DC, could be an echo of Tertullian: 

No one shall be compelled to attend or support any religious service or 
activity or suffer in any way because of his or her religious views or be-
liefs. Instead, all people should be free to profess and argue their religious 
beliefs.310 

Thomas Jefferson was also one of the first to use the term ‘separation of 
church and state’. It is a common misconception that this phrase is found 
in the US Constitution and would be about limiting the ability of religious 
politicians to apply their faith in their work. The separation of church and 
state is mentioned in a letter Jefferson wrote to a Baptist congregation in 
the state of Connecticut: “[…] religion is a matter solely between Man and 
God, which he is not bound to account for. The legitimate exercise of 
power by the state concerns only actions, not opinions.”311 This is hardly 
an argument against openly religious politicians. Tertullian would proba-
bly have agreed. 

It was not only the arguments of the early Christians that laid the foun-
dation for the freedom to join a religious community and to openly argue 
for it in speech and writing. Martyrdom also had a subversive effect on 
Roman oppression. As Cambridge University historian T R Glover put it in 
the early 20th century: “Christianity was victorious because the early 
Christians out-lived, out-thought, and out-died the world around them.” 
The way they lived (respect for each other), the way they thought (the ar-
guments) and the way they died (in defense of their beliefs) meant that 
today Rome’s temples are just ruins and old monuments. As in political 
revolutions, the few who are passionate about their beliefs often prevail 
over authorities driven by trivial claims to power. 
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Theologian Peter J. Leithart writes in the journal First Things312 that the 
spectacles of the Roman arenas – the executions of Christians – became a 
form of “Christian liturgy” in which the faithful opposed the rulers’ self-
image of power and domination. The martyrs represented “a superior po-
litical resistance that revealed the fragility of the Roman order and wid-
ened the cracks in the foundation of Roman civilization.”313 
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Human dignity and the individual 

THAT ALL HUMAN BEINGS are born free and equal in dignity and rights, as ex-
pressed in the opening paragraph of the UN Declaration of Human Rights, 
has historically been far from self-evident. In fact, most people that have 
been born have been given different values and rights. The philosopher 
Aristotle sums up the common perception in early antiquity when he com-
pares women and slaves to domesticated animals: 

Furthermore, men are by nature stronger and women weaker, and the for-
mer decide while the latter obey. In the same way it must be in the case of 
men in general. There are those who are as different from each other as the 
soul from the body and men from animals; so it is with those whose function 
is to work with the body and who can do no better. These people are slaves 
by nature, and for them it is best to be subordinate to this rule, as it is for 
the above.314 

The view of the human being as a responsible individual with inherent dig-
nity was part of the thinking introduced by Christianity. Previously, the 
norm had been to see people as subjects or rulers – bound by the rules of 
the clan, kingdom or empire, guided by the whims of gods or the spirits of 
ancestors. Throughout most of the 20th century, historiography was char-
acterized by a dismissive attitude towards the role of Christianity in the 
development of democracy and human rights. 

In The Wisdom of the West, the British philosopher and Nobel Prize win-
ner for literature, Bertrand Russell (1872-1970), puts all his academic 
weight behind the claim: 

As the unifying authority of Rome declined, the countries of the Western 
Empire began to descend into an age of barbarism, during which Europe 
suffered a general cultural decline. The dark centuries, as they are called 
[…] A certain amount of learning was cultivated in the monasteries, espe-
cially in remote places like Ireland. Yet it is not misleading to call these 
centuries dark, especially when compared to what went before and what 
came after.315 

Russell is very clear. After the fall of Rome, the last of the intellectual and 
cultural influence of classical antiquity disappeared. With the Church, a 
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darkness of barbarism and ignorance descended upon Europe. It was not 
until the Renaissance – the ‘rebirth’ – at the end of the 15th century that 
the forgotten human ideals of antiquity were rediscovered. It was the first 
step towards bringing the light – the Enlightenment – back to Christian 
Europe. 

Russell haven’t not alone in this view of history. If anything, the image 
of Christianity as an obstacle to equality, freedom and human dignity has 
been the norm. The Social Democratic commentator Daniel Färm wrote in 
2019316 (in an article in the Express) that the human rights and freedoms 
that we take for granted today “have sprung from a completely different 
tradition of thought: the secular and humanist enlightenment”.317 

At a party leaders’ debate in Parliament on January 19, 2011, Maria Wet-
terstrand, former spokesperson for the Green Party, said: 

All forms of extremism damage our society […] When society was ruled by 
conservative churches in the Middle Ages, development stagnated until 
other more open forces took over. DDR was also the result of an extreme 
faith.318 

Wetterstrand links the influence of the Christian Church in the Middle 
Ages to extremism, backwardness and one of the worst oppressive regimes 
in history. It was only when “more open forces took over” – i.e. when the 
influence of the Christian faith declined – that democratic societies could 
emerge. 

Other commentators have expressed similar views. The Moderate pol-
iticians Jan Lindblom and Pontus Båth wrote in Göteborg-Posten in 2016 that 
the reason why Sweden is one of the most democratic countries in the 
world today is related to “relegating religious beliefs to the private sphere 
[…] To tamper with the secular approach is to shake a foundation on which 
our democracy rests.”319 

It is because religious beliefs play less of a role in people’s everyday 
lives that Sweden is more equal, tolerant and free than before, according 
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to Lindblom and Båth: “Democratization and secularization go hand in 
hand.”320 And the youth wing of the Christian Democrats has even called 
for “cultural assimilation” to “our almost unique view of individualism, 
equality and secularism”321 to solve pressing integration problems, some-
thing that is likely to create even more friction in society if realized. 

Another 2010 opinion article322 on the new Swedish school curricula, 
signed by author PC Jersild and then Minister of Justice Morgan Johansson, 
among others, argued that ideas of compassion and respect for the equal 
value of all people are not “specifically Christian” at all. Instead, they 
emerged in “an ethical-philosophical context of Greek and Indian philos-
ophy and many other non-religious philosophers and thinkers long before 
the birth of Christianity. For example, the Chinese philosopher Confucius 
formulated the “golden rule” in writing some 500 years before it was at-
tributed to Jesus.”323 

The claim is not empty, but on the one hand, the Indian philosophers 
and Confucian philosophy have had minimal impact on the development 
of ideas in Europe compared to Greek philosophy. On the other hand, it 
would be difficult to argue that the ideas of the Indian philosophers and 
Confucian philosophy have laid a solid foundation for the development of 
democratic societies and equal human dignity in their part of the world. 
Jersild and Johansson also claim that the foundations of Western humanity 
and respect for the equal value of all people were laid by the Greek philos-
ophers and not the Christian church. Again, the claim is not empty. The 
first tentative steps towards democracy can be found in ancient Greece. 
But it was a democracy based on the assumption that people do not share 
the same value. The quote from Aristotle illustrates how Greek thinkers 
rejected the idea of the equal value of all people. It is only when Christian-
ity’s conviction that every human being is of equal value that the crucial 
foundation for what we call democracy is laid. But according to Jersild and 
Johansson, humanity and the idea of human dignity emerged in Europe 
despite the Christian faith. Their view of the history of the West can be sum-
marized as a staircase that first goes down and then up: 
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1. Classical antiquity. 
2. Europe enters the Dark Ages, when all development stagnates under the 

Christian Church. 
3. Antiquity’s way of thinkingis rediscovered and a step is taken towards a 

flourishing development in which culture is freed from the oppression 
of the Church, and reason and science regain their rightful place. 

4. The modern era begins with the Enlightenment. 

In addition, there is a tendency today to regard all religions as one and the 
same phenomenon. This is the case when talking about religion in a posi-
tive as well as a negative sense. An example of the former is the statement 
that “the essence of all religions is love and respect”. This is hardly a fair 
way to describe the specificity of different religions. Different beliefs say 
completely or partially different things about reality, human beings, life, 
death, the meaning of life, and so on. 

What is true, however, is that most religions bind people together in a 
community of faith that generates a specific view of the inherent value and 
characteristics of human beings – this is uncontroversial. It is also not a 
problem that a variety of beliefs with different truth claims are heard in a 
pluralistic society. 

The problem is that it is not in fact this diversity that has created the 
Western ethic, which in turn has given us the open and free society. This 
ethic can be traced directly to the claims of Christianity. The sociologist of 
religion and honorary doctor of University of Lund, Rodney Stark writes: 

Christianity transformed life in Greco-Roman cities by offering new norms 
and social relationships to address many of the urgent urban problems. In 
cities characterized by homelessness and poverty, Christianity offered char-
ity as well as hope. In cities filled with newcomers and strangers, Christian-
ity offered immediate context. In cities filled with orphans and widows, 
Christianity offered a new and expanded sense of family. In cities torn apart 
by ethnic conflict, Christianity offered a new basis for social solidarity. And 
in cities that faced epidemics, fires and earthquakes, Christianity offered ef-
fective nursing services.324 

One of Stark’s many examples has to do with the view of women among 
early Christians compared to the wider Greco-Roman culture. In ancient 
Rome and Greece, women were considered, in Aristotle’s words, ‘deformed 
men’. Stark notes that for residents of Rome, it was not uncommon for 
baby girls to be left to die on rubbish heaps. A typical illustration of this 
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Roman custom is found in a letter dated to 1 BC. Stark quotes a man named 
Hilarion, who is traveling while his pregnant wife waits at home: 

If – may it go well with you – you have an offspring, if it is a man, let it live; 
if it is a woman, get rid of it.325 

Early Christians were strongly against infanticide and rescued abandoned 
girls. A very tangible consequence of this was that the gender distribution 
within Christian congregations was much more equal than in the rest of 
society. 

However, a common criticism of the early Christian movement is that 
it did not take a clearer stand for equality and against slavery. Paul urged 
women to submit to their husbands and servants to submit to their mas-
ters.326 But the early Christian movement was by its nature not an armed 
or revolutionary movement. It was a subversive part of contemporary cul-
ture that eventually undermined the many hierarchies that characterized 
the Roman Empire. Two of the most influential leaders of the Christian 
movement, Paul and Peter, speak repeatedly of the believers one day being 
held accountable to “him who judges each one according to his deeds with-
out regard to person”.327 The believers are urged to “[l]ive in harmony with 
one another. Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of 
low position”.328 Paul sums up: “There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither 
slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus..”329 In the long term, this would have enormous consequences for 
equality and the view of slavery. 

In comparison with Roman law, which defined women as man’s prop-
erty, “Christianity granted women significant status and the ability to lead. 
In addition, Christianity made life much more attractive for all female 
members”,330 writes Stark. This was particularly true within marriage. In 
direct opposition to the surrounding Roman culture, Christianity empha-
sized the responsibilities and demands of husbands and wives to each 
other, and set limits on the demands that men could make according to 
the prevailing norm.331 
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The political philosopher Larry Siedentop notes that the message of the 
Christian movement was crucial to the idea of the sanctity of the human 
person: 

The idea of the individual – of an underlying moral status shared equally by 
all – may have first appeared to many non-Christians when they saw scenes 
or heard stories of martyrdom. There was something admirable about the 
martyrs that may have given food for thought to at least some of their pagan 
persecutors, as well as the observers. An unintended consequence of the per-
secution of Christians made the idea of the individual, or moral equality, more 
comprehensible. Catching a glimpse of these deep-seated motives, which were 
simultaneously individual and potentially universal, stuck in the mind.332 

It was not Socrates, Buddha or Muhammad who shaped the idea of the in-
violable value of the human person that has characterized the Western 
world. British historian Tom Holland points out that Paul’s message that 
the hierarchies of Roman society had no place in the Christian community 
must have raised a number of questions for his early readers: 

If all were equally saved by Christ, if all were equally loved by God, what 
about the hierarchies on which even the simplest Roman household was 
based? […] ‘God’, he clearly declared, ‘makes no distinction between people’. 
All were equally free from the slavery of sin and death. The master of the 
household was no more or less a son of God than his slaves. All should then 
belong together in a common love.333 

At the same time, Holland notes a certain ambivalence in Paul’s insistence 
on the equality of all before God. Why not draw the logical consequence of 
this reasoning? Why not form an opinion for the abolition of slavery? It is 
worth noting that the dominant form of slavery in the Roman Empire is 
not entirely comparable to that of the transatlantic slave trade. Of course, 
people were captured in the course of wars and conquests and thus en-
slaved – something Paul denounced.334 But elsewhere, slavery functioned 
as a form of debt repayment plan. When people were in debt, a few years 
of work was simply a way to pay back – to be paid in some sense. 
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Paul touches on the institution of slavery in the Roman Empire in one 
of the so-called household codes.335 He writes to those who are slaves: “[…] 
obey your earthly masters in everything; and do it, not only when their 
eye is on you and to curry their favor, but with sincerity of heart and rev-
erence for the Lord .”336 Paul then addresses the Christian masters directly: 
“Masters, provide your slaves with what is right and fair, because you 
know that you also have a Master in heaven.” Basically, the same condi-
tions apply to the slave as to the master. Professor of New Testament Ben 
Witherington III comments: 

It is this last point of the instruction [that the slave master has a master in 
heaven over him] that clearly relativizes the position and power of the mas-
ter within the Christian community. Masters should not cheat their slaves 
but rather provide them with what is just and fair. This is the opposite of 
what Aristotle says when he points out that the question of justice is not 
raised with regard to the slaves […] Compared to Aristotle, what Paul says 
here is revolutionary.”337 

What Paul is saying is that slaves are also people with rights, something 
that was unthinkable for most slave owners in ancient times. So what 
sounds reasonable to us was revolutionary to the people of that time. Paul 
goes so far as to argue that slaves who have the opportunity to become 
free should take that opportunity. Admittedly, First Corinthians 7:21 is 
translated as “And even if you can be free, it is better to remain as you are” 
in the Swedish Bible 2000. However, there are good reasons to believe that 
Paul actually wrote the opposite.338 The most widely used Bible translation, 
the New International Version, reads: [A]lthough if you can gain your free-
dom, do so..”  

The importance of Christianity for human rights and human dignity is 
thus often greatly underestimated. Historian Dick Harrison has put it this 
way: 

Christianity is much more individualistic than previous religions – it de-
mands personal responsibility for one’s own actions. This has meant that, in 
Christian societies, there are clear rules that protect people and give rights 
[…] Already in the gospels, it is inherent that one should not necessarily ac-
cept the orders of the governing authorities. Since the Middle Ages, we have 
plenty of Christians who have questioned their own church and found 
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support in religion to criticize popes, bishops and kings […] Regardless of 
what you think about Jesus, God and the Bible, our Western thinking has 
very strong ties back to the view of human dignity found in Christianity.339 

Today we know that although the Western Christian mission since indus-
trialization was in some places associated with colonialism, it was also in 
many places in strong opposition to the colonizers. At the same time, there 
is still a one-sided negative image of the historic mission, even among lead-
ing journalists. When the young American missionary John Allen Chau was 
killed in 2018 by the islanders of North Sentinel, in the Bay of Bengal, Af-
tonbladet’s columnist Peter Kadhammar linked Christian missions with op-
pressive colonialism and genocide of various indigenous populations.340 He 
therefore believed that the islanders acted rationally and “did the right 
thing”: “The Sentinelese on the small island in the Indian Ocean did what 
the inhabitants of Australia, America, Africa and large parts of Asia should 
have done as soon as the white man stepped ashore and shouted: – Jesus 
loves you!”341 

In addition to the oddity of reducing Chau, who himself was of Chinese 
descent and Asian appearance, to “the white man”, Kadhammar’s thesis 
illustrates the widely held view that Christianity has only led to misery 
outside the West. However, historical research suggests the opposite. 

Robert Woodberry, a political scientist at Baylor University in Texas, 
is an expert on the historical role of Protestant missionaries in the de-
velopment of democracy in Africa, Asia, Latin America and Oceania. He 
has found that missions were crucial to the development of democratic 
structures. About half of the institutional elements of democracy in to-
day’s Africa, Asia and Latin America can be explained by Protestant mis-
sionary work, he says. Contrary to the popular image of missionaries as 
‘cultural imperialists’, they were catalysts for the spread of religious 
freedom, mass education, health care, printing, newspapers, NGOs and 
reforms. Literacy, education, newspapers and books were motivated by 
the idea that everyone should be able to read the Bible in their own lan-
guage, which had unexpected side-effects in terms of far-reaching social 
reform. 
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In the American Political Science Review342 Woodberry describes how 
212,000 books were printed in forty different languages just 32 years after 
the missionaries brought the printing press to India in 1800. They also cre-
ated the typeface that dominated South Asia for most of the 19th century. 
Hindu and Muslim groups responded with their own printed matter using 
techniques learned from Christian mission stations. Eventually, this also 
had an impact on the emergence of free media. Woodberry concludes his 
article: 

Max Weber argued that Protestantism helped stimulate the rise of capital-
ism. Some of his causal links may have been wrong, but his basic intuition 
seems to be correct: religious beliefs and institutions matter. What we think 
of as modernity was not the inevitable result of economic development, ur-
banization, industrialization, secularization or the Enlightenment, but a 
much more conditional process deeply shaped by activist religion.343 

Of course, there is much more to say about the historical development of 
religious freedom. The Enlightenment has certainly played a role here, but 
it has not been the only contributing factor and certainly not the first. Nor 
was it the origin of our idea of the equal value of all human beings. Tom 
Holland writes in Dominion (2019): 

That every person had equal dignity was far from a self-evident truth. A Ro-
man would have laughed at this. Fighting discrimination on the basis of gen-
der or sexuality depended, however, on a large number of people sharing a 
common assumption: that everyone had intrinsic value. The origin of this 
principle – as Nietzsche had so contemptuously pointed out – was not in the 
French Revolution, nor in the Declaration of Independence, nor in the En-
lightenment, but in the Bible.344 

The Christian faith has played a major role in the history of Europe and 
Sweden. Today we live in a pluralistic society where different beliefs are 
given a space to voice their conserns and thus make their contribution to 
culture. Requiring religious people to keep their faith private, as some 
commentators do, when engaging in political issues that inevitably affect 
people is an absurd idea. Think of Martin Luther King and the fight against 
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racism in the US. Should he have kept his Christian faith out of the civil 
rights movement and contented himself with being a community shep-
herd? Consider Mahatma Gandhi and the fight for India’s independence 
from the British Empire. Should he have stuck to Hindu piety? 

Or what about the evangelical Christian 18th century parliamentarian, 
William Wilberforce, and his crucial contribution to the activist struggle 
against the transatlantic slave trade? The biography Amazing Grace: William 
Wilberforce and the Heroic Campaign to End Slavery (2007) describes how “in 
the midst of the heat of the struggle to abolish slavery, one of its many 
devoted opponents, Lord Melbourne, was outraged that Wilberforce dared 
to impose his Christian values of slavery and human equality on British 
society. ‘That it should have come to pass,’ he famously thundered, ‘as to 
allow one’s religion to invade public life.’”345 

I think everyone today, not least those affected by slavery, is glad that 
Wilberforce and those like him allowed their “religion to invade public 
life”. But the fact that all beliefs have a right to be heard does not mean 
that all are equal. What I am arguing is that no belief should be privileged 
in public debate. The state-church monopoly or the idea of the Christian 
state belongs to the past – and did not even belong there. At the same time 
we in Sweden have gone in a short time from a Lutheran state church, 
which dominated our culture and legislation, with little room for freedom 
of religion and belief, to a secular and narrow state ideology with little 
room for dissenting voices. None of these options are appealing. 
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movements  

IN SWEDEN WE have had a relatively short period of religious freedom. At the 
Uppsala Synod in 1593, Sweden established a state church that lasted for 
more than four hundred years and which periodically ruled religious life 
with an iron fist. It was forbidden to profess any religion other than Lu-
theranism. In the 2018 government report on state subsidies to religious 
communities it is described how this manifested itself: 

All children in Sweden had to be baptized within eight days of birth, all peo-
ple had to go to church and their faith was verified by household and cate-
chism interviews. From the 18th century, regular participation in commun-
ion was a statutory obligation. State, church and society became an 
interwoven entity. The parish functioned as an administrative unit with the 
priest as a state official and the church was given responsibility for poverty 
relief, schools, health care and population registration.346 

With the rise of the Pietist revival, the Conventicle Act was introduced in 
1726 by the Swedish parliament, banning prayer meetings and services in 
homes. The law was harsh and Sweden was known for its strict attitude 
towards religious dissenters. 

Repeated offenses could lead to two years in prison followed by exile. 
One of the most famous examples was the pietist Thomas Leopold. He was 
imprisoned for 43 years in Bohus Fortress until his death in 1771 for his 
beliefs. 

Although the 16th paragraph of the Swedish constitution of 1809 guar-
anteed a certain amount of freedom of religion and conscience, the law 
was in practice ineffective in favor of the Conventicle Act. A clear example 
of this was how six Swedish women who had converted to Catholicism in 
1858 were sentenced to exile by the Svea Court of Appeal, the same year 
that the Conventicle Act was to be repealed. This case attracted interna-
tional attention, including from the Evangelical Alliance in the UK. The 
Catholic Layman newspaper of the same year quoted a letter from one of its 
leaders, Sir Culling Eardley, to the Swedish ambassador in London: “It is 
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incumbent on Protestants to allow even their strongest opponents the 
same freedom of conscience as they demand for themselves.”347 

Many of those who joined the Christian revivalist movements chose to 
leave Sweden of their own accord. Many went to the United States in the 
mid-19th century. 

After being softened in various stages, the Conventicle Act was abol-
ished in 1858 after more than 130 years. Voices had been raised for greater 
religious freedom. King Oskar I, whose wife, Queen Josefina, was a Catholic, 
addressed the issue in his throne speech of 1856. The King criticized the 
laws that prevented free practice of religion and worship and promised a 
bill that would expand religious freedom. These efforts, however, only led 
to the repeal of the Conventicle Act on October 26, 1858.348 

It was not until 1868 that the obligation to be baptized as infant in the 
state church was removed. The so-called Dissenter Acts of 1860 and 1873 
made it possible for Swedish citizens to leave the Church of Sweden, but 
only if they simultaneously joined a denomination approved by the state. 
It was still illegal not to belong to a religious community. At the same time, 
it was forbidden to criticize the church and Lutheran beliefs, even though 
Sweden has the oldest freedom of the press in the world. One of the most 
famous cases involved Viktor Lennstrand, nicknamed ‘The Blasphemy 
Kid’, who in 1889 was sentenced to prison under the Swedish Blasphemy 
Act for delivering a speech on religious freedom. In 1949, the law was re-
placed by a law concerning offenses against the sanctity of religion, which 
in turn was abolished in 1970. 

The so-called Dissenter Act Committee, which was appointed by the 
government in 1943, and which consisted of both Swedish church and free 
church representatives, proposed in its report in 1949 that the 1873 Dis-
senter Act should be replaced by a new “Freedom of Religion Act”.349 The 
reason was that too many changes would be required in the Dissenter Law 
to be called a “revision”.350 The proposed Freedom of Religion Act meant 
the right to leave the Church of Sweden without simultaneously becoming 
a member of another registered religious community, i.e. not only the 
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right to freedom of religion, but also the right to freedom from religion. 
Everyone would be free to practice their religion or non-religion, to par-
ticipate in meetings and to join other religious communities – or not. It 
also became possible to hold a government position without being a mem-
ber of the Church of Sweden. Until then, Catholics were also prohibited 
from working as teachers, nurses or doctors. That Swedish legislation in 
this area lagged behind our neighbors was made clear in the publication of 
the Dissenter Act Committee. In Finland, “an expanded freedom of religion 
was introduced from January 1, 1923 […] Leaving the Evangelical Lutheran 
National Church thus could be done freely”.351 And in Norway, since 1891, 
the law had allowed “free public worship, the right to withdraw from the 
state church, the formation of dissenting societies with their own priests 
or directors, and exemption from paying taxes to the state church and its 
officials to a certain extent”.352 

With the passing of the religious freedom act on Saturday May 19, 1951, 
Gustav Mosesson, a member of the Liberal People’s Party and member of 
the Swedish Mission Covenant church, who was also a member of the Dis-
senter Law Committee and thus one of the architects of the law, opened 
the debate in the second chamber of the Riksdag. He excitedly noted that 
the decision did not come a day too late: “It has not been quick in this king-
dom, when it has been a question of legislation in the field of religion.”353 
In his speech, he referred to the 16th paragraph of the constitution of 1809 
that “the King should […] not force or coerce anyone’s conscience, but pro-
tect everyone in the free exercise of their religion”354 as the “proud formu-
lation, which we used to consider as the Swedish people’s Magna Carta”. 
The weight of his speech illustrates the importance attached to the right 
to freedom of religion.355 At the same time, Mosesson noted that the legis-
lation concerning freedom of religion and conscience that was still in force 
was contradictory: “This paragraph had the same wording as today, as 
when in the past Orsa readers and others were taken on the prison cart to 
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the prisons in Falun and Gävle or to other prisons and punished with bread 
and water just because they had gathered with their neighbors to read fa-
ther Luther, pray and sing.”356 

However, public opinion had finally swung in favor of the free exercise 
of religion outside the Lutheran confession. “It certainly does not tear down 
any Jericho walls, it will not tear down any temple, it essentially means only 
that an outdated legislation is adapted to the actual social reality”,357 said 
the Social Democratic member Rolf Edberg. The Liberal People’s Party mem-
ber Gustav Mosesson (incidentally the grandfather of the actor Hans Moses-
son, also known as ICA-Stig) expressed great gratitude to the other mem-
bers and in particular the Social Democratic Minister of Justice Herman 
Zetterberg for the way in which the debate was now being conducted in the 
parliament. According to him, the need for full religious freedom was not 
least linked to the major contribution of the revivalist movements to soci-
ety: “Since 1873, the extensive free evangelical activity in our country has 
practically been given its organizational form. It is, as the members of the 
chamber were told, only a few countries where the free church movement 
proportionally meant and means as much as in our country.”358 

When the time came for the then Minister of Justice Zetterberg, per-
haps best known for being the longest-serving Minister of Justice in Swe-
den (12 years), he pointed out that freedom of religion goes to the heart of 
a person’s beliefs: 

[A law on freedom of religion does not only concern general civil rights, gen-
eral democratic conditions. It also touches on the question of people’s outlook on 
life, faith and religion. These are the things that for many are the deepest or only 
essential part of life. In addition, however, among the people who have very 
definite ideas about these deep and serious things and who have a pro-
nounced faith, as well as among those who adhere to a view of a different 
kind – not a creed, perhaps, but nevertheless a conception of the mysteries 
of the world and the meaning of existence – opinions are very divergent […] 
When it comes to legislating about such things, about things that are so es-
sential to people, it is important to try to proceed with caution, tolerance 
and consideration.359 

The Swedish Freedom of Religion Act was proclaimed on October 26, 1951 
and came into force on New Year’s Day 1952, a “milestone […] which is by 
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no means completed and which will not be completed until the final regu-
lation of the relationship between church and state that only divorce can 
provide”,360 according to Social Democrat Rolf Edberg. Although the new 
law was a milestone, it was by no means a final destination. It would take 
until 1977, for example, before monasteries could be founded without first 
applying for the king’s permission.361 

An important observation concerning the 1951 parliamentary debate 
is that support for a law on freedom of religion was cross-party, with the 
majority voting ‘yes’. With regard to religious issues, political scientist An-
dreas Johansson Heinö has shown that from “the parties’ infancy until well 
into the 20th century there was a clear difference between the parties. All 
three non-socialist parties rested on an explicitly Christian foundation, 
while the Social Democrats and the Communists contained significant 
anti-clerical elements”.362 The 1951 decision illustrates how freedom of re-
ligion united politicians from both sides, but it was not only secular ideas 
that paved the way for a more open and free society, as we have seen in 
the supporters of the 1951 Freedom of Religion Act. In the national debate 
in May 1951, “the simple men and women who followed their convictions 
even though it cost them humiliation and punishment”363 were described 
as pioneers of a freer Sweden. In fact, there were professing Christians on 
both sides of the struggle for religious freedom: those who, based on their 
Christian confession, wanted to preserve the state church monopoly and 
those who, for the same reason, wanted to abolish it. But among those who 
wanted greater freedoms, hardly anyone relegated their religious beliefs 
to the private sphere. The historian of ideas Ronny Ambjörnsson, former 
professor at Umeå University, has shown that the Swedish revivalist move-
ment in the 19th century promoted freedom of assembly, freedom of reli-
gion and the right to organize, and also gave rise to a tradition of educa-
tion. In Idéhistoria i tiden (2008) Ambjörnsson writes: 

The revival movement introduced concepts such as freedom of assembly and 
the right to organize. In this way, it has significance for our country’s 
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democratic development […] [T]he revival movement, the reader movement, 
establishes a reading behavior that is of great importance for the understand-
ing of the literary working-class culture that then develops, primarily in the 
workers’ and temperance movements. This reading behavior is radically dif-
ferent from the reading behavior that was fostered in the state church. There 
they studied the catechism, often by heart. That is to say, one mechanically 
learned an apologist’s, Luther’s, exposition of the Bible and the Christian 
faith. The readers, the revivalists, were themselves apologists. They inter-
preted the text, interpreted and commented […] The goal was not to learn 
Luther or Rosenius, the goal was to become a Luther, one might say.364 

In his contribution to the 1998 Democracy Inquiry’s eighth publication, 
Läsarna och demokratin, Anders Johnson writes in the same spirit. According 
to the report, the first Baptist baptisms in 1848 at Vallersvik in northern 
Halland constituted ‘the moment of birth of the People’s Movements in 
Sweden: 

The free church and temperance movements played a major role in the 
development of the early labour movement. It was from these movements 
that the labour movement took its organizational and meeting forms. The 
influence of the free church and temperance movements contributed to 
the victory of the reformist line over the revolutionary one […] The re-
vivalist movements contributed to the development of democracy in Swe-
den by demanding freedom of religion and by emphasizing the importance 
of the individual’s relationship to the written documents and the Bible, 
thus the right of each individual to seek his or her own path to truth and 
education.365 

The contribution of revivalist movements to Sweden’s democratic break-
through is often passed over in silence. This has been particularly true for 
discussions on diversity and the importance of minorities. One example is 
the exhibition 100% kamp – Sveriges historia (100% Struggle – Sweden’s History), 
which has been shown at the Swedish History Museum in Stockholm and 
other museums in Sweden. 

The exhibition offers a teacher’s guide for primary and secondary 
schools, but despite the theme of struggle and human rights, the struggle 
for religious freedom is conspicuously absent. 
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According to the Swedish History Museum, 100% Kampis “about people 
who have fought for their own and others’ conditions. People who fought 
for the right to live, stay and love on equal terms regardless of functional 
abilities, sexual orientation, faith, gender, class or origin”.366 

When I visited the exhibition, it became clear to me that an exhibition 
about the struggle for human rights and democracy in Sweden has an im-
portant function. It is through history that we understand our present and 
build towards a better society. Here, strong human destinies were pre-
sented that fought against, among other things, the ban on sign language 
and forced sterilization. But the exhibition also gives a paradoxical impres-
sion of a lack of history. The contemporary focus on identity politics and 
experiences of oppression are placed like a grid over historical research. 
Understanding Sweden’s democratic development from such a perspec-
tive is problematic. When the perspective is so clearly based on the tem-
porary debates of the time, the risk of anachronism becomes striking and 
the depiction of history becomes politicized. 

Several rights struggles are missing or underestimated in the exhibi-
tion 100% Kamp. The highly controversial emergence of religious freedom 
takes a strikingly obscure role in the absence of any historical explanation. 
Nothing about the Conventicle Act or dissenter’ laws. The fact that the re-
vivalist movements of the 19th century, together with the labour move-
ment and the temperance movement, were driving forces for freedom of 
religion, freedom of expression and freedom of association is not men-
tioned, even though the exhibition was made with the support of the La-
bour Movement’s archives and library. Nor is it mentioned that Swedish 
Baptist congregations gave women the right to vote 71 years before the 
parliament passed the same decision.367 The exhibition gives the impres-
sion that Swedish religious freedom is a special interest in the great story 
of the struggle for democracy and equal rights. 
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FREEDOM OF RELIGION IN SWEDEN 





Democratic values? The state and faith 
communities 

“We SHOULD KEEP AN arm’s length distance and not control what religious 
communities think and how they develop.” These are the words of the 
then Minister for Culture and Democracy Alice Bah Kuhnke (MP) in an in-
terview in Dagen (2015).368 When the Minister announced the following 
year an investigation into state support for religious communities with the 
aim of tightening “the requirements for democratic values among the de-
nominations”369 a number of questions were therefore raised. Despite good 
intentions, there is a tension between “arm’s length” and tightening the 
requirements for the values of the communities. 

Bah Kuhnke emphasized that “tax money should not be used for hate 
speech and polarization”, an objective shared by every democratically 
minded person, but anyone who has followed the public debate also knows 
that these concepts can easily be stretched to include things that simply 
do not fit one’s own worldview. Why do we need further judgments di-
rected at religious communities in particular? Anyone who breaks the law 
can already be prosecuted and convicted under current legislation, regard-
less of the context. 

When you ask the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FR 
A) about “hate speech” (i.e. hateful rhetoricor incitement), the definition 
varies depending on which document you read. One refers to “incitement 
and encouragement of hatred, discrimination or hostility against a person 
motivated by prejudice against him or her on grounds of a particular char-
acteristic”.370 Another refers to conducting a “disrespectful public debate”.371 
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A third publication refers to “negative opinions”.372 A 2009 Council of Europe 
manual states that there is no universally accepted definition of the term 
“hate speech”.373 This shows how problematic the term is. If it is not possible 
to clearly define what is meant by hate speech, almost any provocative mes-
sage can be accused of hate speech. Ahmed Shaheed, the UN Special Envoy 
for Religious Freedom, notes that restrictions on so-called hate speech or 
other forms of incitement legislation can function in the same way as blas-
phemy laws “if they are formulated in vague terms or focus on prohibiting 
specific content”.374 Shaheed continues: 

Laws formulated in this way are often applied to reinforce the dominant po-
litical, social and moral narrative and views in a society. They are repeatedly 
used to single out opposition voices and dissenters and to censor minori-
ties.375 

In connection with the publication of Kajsa Ekis Ekman’s book Om könets 
existens. Tankar om den nya synen på kön (Polaris 2021), in which she critically 
examined the debate on gender identity and trans ideology, an open letter 
was published on the Church of Sweden’s Diocese of Västerås’ website in 
the spring of 2021 with the title “Personal letter to you who are trans”.376 
The letter was signed by nearly a thousand church employees, and alt-
hough the purpose was to express concern for a vulnerable minority, it 
also claimed that those who have a different view on the gender and trans 
issue stood for “trans hatred” and were inspired by “the darkest sides of 
humanity”: “We see that trans-exclusionary feminism uses a rhetoric that 
we recognize from radical right-wing Christian groups and right-wing 
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populists.”377 When the journalist Ivar Arpi, who himself has debated and 
criticized trans ideology, contacted the people who had written the letter, 
they were unable or unwilling to give examples of what this “trans hate” 
consisted of or which individuals were involved.378 

In other cases, situations may arise that appear to be slightly absurd. 
For example, the Swedish metal group Ghost, whose texts can be perceived 
as hate rhetoric, was given the government’s prize for outstanding contri-
butions to Swedish music exports in 2019 – a tolerant choice of laureate.379 
In Finland, meanwhile, the Christian Democratic Party member of parlia-
ment Päivi Räsänen has been prosecuted for incitement of hatred against 
a population group380 after Twitter posts that criticized the Finnish Evan-
gelical Lutheran Church’s involvement in a Pride festival in Helsinki.381 She 
has also shared a brochure she wrote in 2004 in which she discusses the 
Bible and same-sex relationships,382 for which she is now also being prose-
cuted. The police made the assessment that the text did not contain any-
thing criminal, but the Prosecutor General was of a different opinion.383 
Päivi Räsänen discusses sexual ethics based on theology. Homophobic and 
misogynistic texts by rap artists are based on different values and escape 
prosecution. These different assessments highlight the problem with the 
concept of “hate speech” and thus also Bah Kuhnke’s demand for “demo-
cratic values among communities”. 

Of course, Räsänen's comments are offensive and provocative to many 
people, but should they be criminalized? Such action is traditionally lim-
ited to speech that incites violence. Instead, provocative messages have 
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been addressed through public debate. Räsänen found the Finnish Evan-
gelical Lutheran Church’s commitment to Pride provocative and expressed 
her objections, not through threats of violence or slander or by naming 
names, but through arguments. That these arguments provoke and are 
met with counter-arguments is a strength of a democratic society. Paul 
Coleman, who represents Räsänen and who also works for the Christian 
legal organization Alliance Defending Freedom (ADF), commented on the 
charge of incitement of hatred as follows: 

In a free society, everyone should be allowed to share their beliefs without 
fear of censorship. This is the foundation of every free and democratic soci-
ety. Criminalizing speech through so-called ‘hate-speech’ laws shuts down 
important public debates and poses a grave threat to our democracies. These 
sorts of cases create a culture of fear and censorship and are becoming all 
too common throughout Europe.384 

The problematic nature of the prosecution of Päivi Räsänen is also illus-
trated by the fact that ten prominent university professors of political sci-
ence, religion, philosophy and law at Princeton, Stanford, Yale and Har-
vard, among others, sharply criticized the Finnish Attorney General in an 
open letter to the US Commission on International Religious Freedom. Ac-
cording to the signatories, the Finnish Attorney General is sending the 
message that “no one who stands for traditional teachings of Judaism, 
Christianity, Islam, and several other religions, when it comes to issues of 
marriage and sexual morality, will be safe from state harassment”385 and 
that the prosecution constitutes a serious violation of Article 18 of the UN 
Declaration of Human Rights. 

In his book Censored (2016), Coleman notes that the unclear definition 
means that accusations of hate speech risk generally silencing controver-
sial views and preventing open debate. The consequence may be stronger 
regulation of provocative speech: 

To summarize […] a culture of censorship will grow alongside criminal law 
restrictions: there will be an expansion of litigation and state-sponsored 
monitoring and reporting bodies to maintain the problem of dangerous 
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speech; and finally, the courts will be given additional powers to assess the 
validity of certain views and will gradually restrict speech so that ‘contro-
versial’ views are only allowed in very limited circumstances.386 

However, the outcome isn’t predetermined. Well-defined restrictions on 
freedom of expression can pinpoint hate speech without allowing the state 
to punish controversial views. An important criterion is not to allow 
speech that directly, and in some cases indirectly, incites violence. In this 
respect, as mentioned above, there is already legislation against, among 
other things, defamation and incitement to violence. At the same time, it 
is essential to respect polarization as something inevitable in a pluralistic 
society. The existence of areas of conflict is not a negative thing. Being able 
to live with each other’s deepest differences is a necessary ingredient in 
the democratic project. 

The SNS Democracy Council’s 2021 report states this clearly: “Ideological 
polarization is necessary for a vibrant democracy. Pluralism – the exist-
ence of meaningful differences between political alternatives – is built into 
the very definition of democracy.”387 

Minister for Democracy Alice Bah Kunhke also discussed ‘democratic 
values’, a term that has been recurring in the debate but never really de-
fined. In the article, the terms ‘democratic values’ and ‘hate speech’ are both 
open to interpretation. Similar demands for “democratic values” in reli-
gious communities were presented a few months earlier in a debate article 
in Aftonbladet388 by 16 members of parliament from the parliament’s cross 
party network against honour-based discrimination and oppression. 
Among the signatories were former Speaker Per Westerberg (M) and Min-
ister for Democracy Birgitta Ohlsson (L), as well as MP Amineh Kakabaveh 
(-). The demand made was that religious communities that violate “elemen-
tary democratic criteria” should not be given state subsidies. Examples of 
these criteria included not “prohibiting women from holding religious of-
fice”; not “prohibiting love before marriage” [sic!]; and not “prohibiting ho-
mosexual love at all”. Theologies and practice within denomination that did 
not allow this was “tantamount to violating basic democratic principles’.389 
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There is much to say about this list, but it is not stringent. For example, 
extremism is reduced to a conservative view on the issue of religious office 
– something that unites the Catholic Church, the Orthodox churches, as 
well as many Muslim communities – or a traditional definition of religious 
marriage as a union between a man and a woman. It is of course possible 
to have strong objections to the beliefs of the world’s religions on these 
issues, but it is hardly the task of politicians to determine the beliefs of the 
communities or, for that matter, to classify hundreds of thousands of 
Swedes as anti-democrats. 

In the completed report Statens stöd till trossamfund i ett mångreligiöst 
Sverige (SOU 2018:18),390 the investigator points out how important the re-
ligious communities are for Swedish society and the importance the state’s 
support for religious communities. It is emphasized that freedom of reli-
gion should continue to be the main motive for the state to support reli-
gious communities. At the same time, the report proposes that the com-
munities should undergo training in what are described as fundamental 
values, including issues relating to gender equality and sexual ethics. The 
next question is then who should define what is the proper goal for these 
trainings. Which worldview should prevail when the secular zeitgeist 
clashes with religion and, by extension, with religious freedom? The Pen-
tecostal movement was one of the referral bodies: 

Should churches that preach that human sexuality only belongs in a traditional 
marriage be considered to be restricting people’s sexual freedom and thus re-
quire training? Can a conversation about LGBTQ issues in the congregation 
lead to requirements for training of the congregation’s representatives?391 

The proposal to train priests, pastors, rabbis and imams in “foundational 
values” raises a number of questions. A society’s values change over time. 
How does one determine in principle which values are timeless? 

If the question seems banal – surely the foundations of democracy and 
the rights of the individual do not change with the times? – it may be worth 
considering the Pentecostal movement’s response, which points out, 
among other things, how the investigation by the Committee on Sexual Of-
fences in the early 1980s (SOU 1982:61) proposed that the so-called incest act 
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should be abolished and that sexual intercourse in close family relation-
ships be legalized, provided that the relationship was voluntary. The 
twenty-year-old debate on the possession of child pornography is also high-
lighted as an illustrative example of how values have changed in Sweden. 
At that time, the Chancellor of Justice (JK), among others, believed that it 
could be justifiable to show child pornography in certain contexts, such as 
news coverage, opinion formation and art exhibitions. On both these occa-
sions, Christians protested against the politically dominant values. Almost 
thirty years later, the denominations have won the state over and they are 
on the same side on these issues, but now there are other areas of conflict. 

What does it look like tomorrow? 
The investigation also opens the door for religious communities to be 

disqualified from state subsidies if an individual representative expresses 
opinions that go against any of the criteria formulated in the report. Of 
course, neither the state subsidy for media organisations nor the subsidy 
for political parties are conditional on such premises. 

It is also noteworthy that on a number of occasions the inquiry bases 
its positions on sources that take a one-sided position in the medical ethics 
debate. This does not do justice to the different sides represented in im-
portant social debates. For example, Christians who problematize the issue 
of abortion or argue for freedom of conscience are described as opponents 
of women’s rights. The basis for this is taken from the Feminist Initiative’s 
online magazine, Feministiskt perspektiv,392 which hardly takes a neutral 
stance. The investigation describes the involvement of these religious rep-
resentatives as “political campaigns that have been contrary to fundamen-
tal democratic values such as gender equality and the equal value of all”.393 

The Catholic Church comments on this in its submission: 

[I] In a democratic society, there must be room for people to hold, and also 
publicly express, different views on ethical issues. This also applies in sen-
sitive areas, such as the issues of abortion and contraception. It is therefore 
astonishing that the inquiry seems to believe that a common Christian 
view on these issues, a view based on respect and reverence for life, is ‘con-
trary to fundamental democratic values such as equality and the equal 
value of all’.394 
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In many other contexts, it is seen as an expression of diversity that gov-
ernment grants are given to actors with viewpoint on human ethics. For 
example, political parties and newspapers receive state subsidies to push 
opinion on ethical issues concerning sexuality, medicine, taxes, climate, 
the environment, healthcare, etc. However, when it comes to support for 
churches, state subsidies are conditional on the positions not being in con-
flict with the majority’s perception. Former Minister for Social Affairs 
Stefan Attefall touched on this in an interview in Dagen: 

Support for political parties and the press exists to safeguard diversity. But 
association grants sometimes seem to strive for uniformity. This goes 
against the whole democratic system we have in mind.395 

RFSL, which has struggled against the flow of culture when criticizing the 
Swedish sex purchase act, also raised this in Aftonbladet: 

We cannot have a climate of debate where consensus is required and anyone 
who has a dissenting opinion is discredited and fundamentally opposed.396 

Although the report states that freedom of religion is the main reason for 
state support for religious communities, it returns on a number of occa-
sions to the emphasis on the benefit to society and that the aim of the 
support should be “to maintain and strengthen the fundamental values 
on which society is based”. This seems to presuppose an instrumental 
view of both state support and religious communities. The risk of a polit-
icization of support for religious communities – similar to that which has 
occurred in support for culture397 – is clear. This becomes clearest when 
the inquiry states that its “review shows that the support can have a nor-
mative effect in that religious communities must relate to the prevailing 
democracy criteria”.398 

The report Demokrativillkor för bidragtill civilsamhället (SOU 2019:35), 
which followed up the report on support for religious communities and 
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also builds some of its reasoning on this, also discusses the boundaries of 
religious freedom. Without providing a more detailed definition, the in-
quiry speaks of, for example, the communities’ “religious activities” on a 
number of occasions, including discussion of certain exemption rules,399 
while social and cultural activities fall into another category. For most re-
ligious communities, however, there is no clear-cut boundary. For exam-
ple, most churches organize voluntary devotions in connection with their 
children and youth activities.  

The inquiry also proposes that grants should not be given to an organ-
ization if it or any of its representatives “violate the principle of the equal 
value of all people”,400 a concept that can be open to different interpreta-
tions. We saw above that the inquiry into state support for religious com-
munities, on which the Democracy Inquiry was largely based, considered 
that the Catholic Church’s view on abortion is “contrary to fundamental 
democratic values such as gender equality and the equal value of all peo-
ple”.401 The fact that an organization could also be excluded from state 
funding because of the actions of an individual representative opens the 
door to a surveillance culture where assessments of what is problematic 
can easily become subjective. New legislation based on both the investiga-
tion into state support for religious communities and the Democracy Con-
dition investigation is expected in spring 2022. The Government therefore 
proposed additional financial resources to, among others, the Swedish 
Agency for Support to Religious Communities (SST) in order to review 
churches and communities when the democracy condition is to be tight-
ened.402 Of course, it is important that tax money are not used to incite 
violence or violate other Swedish laws. However, situations may arise 
where the practice of religion in itself is considered to be contrary to the 
conditions of democracy, for example if a religious document is inter-
preted differently from what the parliamentary majority considers ac-
ceptable. 

The temptation to push religious communities towards the “right 
kind” of values is imminent. 

                                             
399 Government. Demokrativillkor för bidrag till civil society (SOU 2019:35), 

https://www.regeringen.se/rattsliga-dokument/statens-offentliga-utredningar/
2019/06/sou-201935/ p. 363.  

400 Ibid, p. 349ff.  
401 SOU 2018:18, p. 152.  
402 Government. “10 million in reinforcement for clarified democracy conditions”, 

https://regeringen.se/pressmeddelanden/2021/09/10-miljoner-i-forstarkning-in-
for-fortydligat-demokrativillkor/  



132 The first right: Freedom to religion. Freedom from religion 

Emma Høen Bustos, editor-in-chief of Liberal Debatt and political editor 
of Falu-Kuriren and Mora Tidning, has criticized the fact that the state can 
steer religious communities towards the “right kind” of values through the 
design of state subsidies. According to her, state support for religious com-
munities is about “wanting to protect diversity but also homogenize reli-
gious life by steering it towards the ‘right’ values. This despite the fact that 
it is when religions have values that are offensive and deviate from the 
majority society that both religious freedom and tolerance are really put 
to the test.”403 

A better system than state subsidies to communities could have been a 
generous tax deduction for gifts to the whole of civil society, which is al-
ready applied in many countries. It creates less dependence on the state 
and strengthens the responsibility of individual members. A number of 
Free Church leaders argued for this in connection with the establishment 
of state support for religious communities other than the Church of Swe-
den in the 1970s. In the debate book Kejsarens pengar och Guds (Libris 1971), 
Sigfrid Deminger, former principal of the Örebro School of Theology, 
writes about the risk of dependence and undue influence to adapt to the 
prevailing correct view. He believes that tax deductible gifts would be 
preferable: “It weakens the motives for state intervention. It streamlines 
responsibility. It strengthens the responsibility of individuals”,404 says De-
minger in an interview in Svenska Dagbladet. At the same time, the Swedish 
state already provides grants to associations, media and other institutions 
that uphold their own core values. It would be inconsistent to apply differ-
ent rules to religious communities that do not fully share the values of the 
political majority. We have already seen that the expression “fundamental 
values” challenges religious freedom in Sweden. In Falun, the municipality 
has terminated a contract with a local church after it was reported in the 
media that the church does not marry same-sex couples. According to the 
political leadership, the church’s practise is contrary to “the values that 
the municipality has”.405 In the long run, all suppliers would then be forced 
to agree to a specific interpretation of the municipality’s values in order 
to enter into a contract with the municipality. In principle, such a devel-
opment is worrying, as it politicizes the municipality’s work on the basis 
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of the majority’s opinions. According to a survey of all 310 municipalities 
and regions in Sweden, which is reported in the Democracy Condition in-
vestigation, it appears that associations that do not follow the municipal-
ity’s values can be denied support.406 The investigation also provides no 
clear definition of the public sector’s values. The concept of core values 
means different things depending on whether the Green Party or the Swe-
den Democrats is the leading party. In the fall of 2019, for example, Dagens 
Samhälle published a report on how different municipalities’ declarations 
of core values differ greatly and how most of them are reminiscent of po-
litical platitudes: 

However, the fact is that most municipalities today have adopted some form 
of core values, common or different for each administration. So obviously 
they are considered important. The majority settle for a couple of key words, 
with ‘development’, ‘commitment’, ‘flexibility’, ‘security’, ‘competence’, 
‘openness’ and ‘responsibility’ among the most common. Others, such as 
Strängnäs and Södertälje, print entire guidance brochures […] However, an 
astonishing number of municipal values seem to mean nothing at all. For 
how should one actually interpret ‘meaningfulness’, ‘the right quality’ or 
‘joy’? Highly individual, probably. And thus the beautiful words become dif-
ficult to use.407 

The organizational researcher and professor at Lund University, Mats Al-
vesson, who has conducted case studies of values-based work in organiza-
tions and companies, believes that core values can even “serve as a surro-
gate for good practice”.408 But, he adds, “sometimes core values are linked 
to practice. Then things can get even worse. A teacher who didn’t accept 
rowdy and disruptive behavior in the classroom – and consequently had 
conflicts with both students and colleagues – was called to the principal to 
be reprimanded and later offered severance pay to resign. Addressing the 
unacceptability in student behavior was unacceptable. The core value was 
a ‘positive view of humanity’ – and then one may not point out the nega-
tive, except in exceptional cases.”409 
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Alvesson points out that there is an element of uniformity in the think-
ing behind core values. In an interview in Dagens Samhälle, he states quite 
simply: “This can lead to suppression of opinion.”410 

The government’s Core Values Delegation that has subsequently been 
closed down said something similar : 

In essence, the concept [of core values] is based on clearly marking the val-
ues that are desirable within the organization, although this may sound re-
strictive and limiting, in practice it means a more open landscape for those 
who experience discriminatory treatment in many other contexts.411 

What the Core Values Delegation is saying, then, is that every set of values 
carries with it a “restriction” or “limitation”. The natural follow-up ques-
tion is then how these boundaries should be drawn and whether there is a 
risk that the restriction is made by political interests. In the example of 
Falun municipality and a local free church, it turned out that the line was 
drawn at a specific interpretation of the concept of marriage. 

There has long been a debate in the higher education world about 
whether academic freedom is compatible with a conditional core values. 
For example, two members of the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences 
warned in a debate article in Dagens Nyheter that the Government’s re-
search bill would limit the free search for knowledge.412 This is because the 
bill states that academic freedom must always be exercised “on the basis 
of the core values that apply”,413 which, according to the authors of the 
article, “opens the way for future regimes to exert pressure on individual 
researchers and entire universities […] What will happen when the values 
suddenly change, perhaps with a demagogue as Prime Minister?”414 If aca-
demic freedom is threatened when it is linked to society’s changing values, 
how does this differ from religious freedom if communities are similarly 
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made dependent on changing values? One can also draw a parallel to the 
discussion on the politicization of culture. In relation to culture, politicians 
have asserted the principle of an arm’s length distance to protect the free-
dom of art. At the same time, there is an ongoing debate about the ideo-
logical control of cultural funding, exhibitions and the purpose of culture 
by politicians and activists. A clear example of the fact that the talk of an 
arm’s length distance between politics and culture is just talk was the re-
port “Så fri är konsten”415 from the Swedish Agency for Cultural Analysis. 
The state authority’s conclusion is that there is no “protection against po-
litical influence over artistic content”416 in Sweden and that cultural policy 
governance risks having a negative impact on artistic freedom. At the Swe-
dish Arts Council, the largest government funder in the cultural field, 
grant applicants are asked “how they will integrate a perspective based on 
gender equality, LGBTQ, diversity and interculturalism in their work”.417 

Among other things, Lars Anders Johansson has shown how the Minis-
try of Ecclesiastical Affairs (now divided into the Ministries of Culture and 
Education), which controlled both cultural policy and the then state 
church, has politicized culture since at least the 1930s. The architect be-
hind this project was ecclesiastical minister Arthur Engberg (S), who wrote 
what is considered the first Swedish cultural policy program, Demokratisk 
kulturpolitik. Lars Anders Johansson: 

The purpose of cultural policy, according to Engberg, was to ‘make citizens 
capable of fulfilling the demands that popular self-government places on 
them’, including ‘understanding, insight, skill and his readiness to sacrifice 
self-interest for the common good’ […] For Engberg, cultural policy was thus 
a tool in the service of democratic community building, aimed at making 
citizens ready to shoulder the responsibility that comes with citizenship. In 
this view, culture is reduced to an instrument for political objectives. It is 
probably as an attempt to establish itself in this tradition that the Löfven 
government, after the 2014 election, chose to merge the office of Minister of 
Culture with the even more diffuse role of Minister of Democracy.418 

The same Engberg stated the following from the podiumof the parliament 
during his time as a minister: “Let’s start by abolishing the bishops and 
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introducing an ecclesiastical supervisory board with a director general of 
the Royal Beatification Office.”419 In the 19th century, the goal of the labor 
movement was, among other things, to abolish the power of the Church of 
Sweden, something that was toned down in the 1920s, and in the following 
decade began to see the church as a possible platform for the political in-
terests of the labor movement. 

Engberg thus saw not only culture but also the church as a political in-
strument. It is not far-fetched to say that the ecclesiastical minister’s vi-
sion has become reality today. The bishops still exist and the Church of 
Sweden’s link to the state has been formally terminated. At the same time, 
there is hardly any other Lutheran church which is so strongly influenced 
by party politics. It is also the only episcopal church in the world whose 
bishops do not have the right to vote in their own church synod. Arthur 
Engberg would probably have been happy with that compromise. 

It is also not unreasonable that he sowed the seed that would eventu-
ally characterize the state’s relationship with other religious communities 
as they became eligible for state subsidies. It is no coincidence that today 
we see recurring demands for religious communities to reflect the convic-
tions of the parliamentary majority. But the political ambition to instru-
mentalize both culture and religious communities can easily change direc-
tion. Today, progressive values may be in vogue. Tomorrow is a blank slate. 

Theatre director Stina Oscarsson gives a clue, however, when she com-
ments on the debate surrounding the Sweden Democrat-led municipality 
of Sölvesborg’s goals for public art and asks a rhetorical question: “How 
many of those who are now horrified by the SD’s art policy in Sölvesborg 
would have reacted if it had been a red-green-pink leadership in the mu-
nicipality that wrote that when purchasing art, they intend to prioritize 
innovative art with a focus on diversity and a norm critical approach? This 
is what has been happening at cultural institutions around the country for 
several years.”420 
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From state church to an arena of partisan 
politics  

IN THE MOST secular country IN THE WORLD, you often hear that religion 
should not interfere with politics. More rarely is the opposite heard – that 
politics should not interfere with religion. This is despite the fact that the 
Church of Sweden was separated from the state at the turn of the millen-
nium. This issue has been raised in the debate on the politicization of the 
Church of Sweden. 

Many members, even parliamentary politicians, thought that political 
power over the Church of Sweden would be broken in the year 2000. How-
ever, no politically independent church was actualized when what was of-
ficially called the Church of Sweden’s “change of relationship” with the 
state, happened. As recently as 2017, then prime minister, Stefan Löfven 
(S) told the newspaper of the Church of Sweden, Kyrkans tidning: 

The church will be an interesting arena for social democracy for the fore-
seeable future. I can’t see the end of that engagement.421 

Löfven also said that “all priests have to marry everyone, including same-
sex couples”.422 He said that there is a parallel “to the midwife who refuses 
to perform abortions. If you work as a midwife you must be able to perform 
abortions, otherwise you have to do something else. It is the same for 
priests who do not want to marry same-sex couples”. The Prime Minister 
received much criticism for his statement, not least from non-religious 
quarters. Christer Sturmark, former chairman of the Humanists, wrote on 
Twitter: 

Stefan Löfven seems to have forgotten that we no longer have a state church 
in Sweden. He should not demand anything from the Church.423 
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Dagens Nyheter also criticized the statement: “Same-sex couples already 
have the right to marry in the church and there are plenty of priests who 
are more than happy to oblige.”424 

But the prime minister also received support. In January 2020, the 
board of the Network against Honor-based Violence, including that year’s 
Fadime Prize winner Maria Rashidi, wrote that Stefan Löfven should have 
gone further: 

A prime minister in a multicultural country could have stated: no priest, re-
gardless of religion, should be able to refuse to marry same-sex couples. Or 
say that multiculturalism is exempt from equality laws.425 

Political demands among religious communities for obligation to marry is 
something recuring. In a survey prior to the 2021 church elections, five of 
the eleven nomination groups, which together represent almost half of the 
members of the General Synod, responded that new priests should be 
forced to say yes to marrying same-sex couples.426 This is despite the fact 
that the doctrinal committee, which examines whether proposals in the 
General Synod are compatible with the Church of Sweden’s doctrine, has 
in a unanimous opinion described the requirement for obligation to marry 
as of a “non-constitutive character”.427 Previously, the nomination group 
Borgerligt alternativ (which was formed when the Moderates left church 
politics) had wanted to preserve the so-called right of refuse, but has since 
changed its mind. A few weeks later, the Centre Party’s nomination group 
also swung on the issue and wanted to introduce an obligation to marry.428 
And on its editorial page, Aftonbladet’s Jehna Al-Moushahidi has pushed the 
idea that priests “who do not want to marry same-sex couples must change 
jobs”, as “not even religion [should] be reason enough to refuse to perform 
marriages between same-sex couples. Especially not when the Church of 
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Sweden’s official position is to be in favor of homosexual rights”.429 Obvi-
ously, even religious and theological considerations may not guide a 
church. The fact that priests do not want to marry same-sex couples is 
even due to “an outdated and rotten view that does not belong in an open 
and democratic society”,430 according to Heléne Björklund, Member of Par-
liament and chairman of the Social Democrats in Blekinge. 

In late summer 2020, the then Minister for Gender Equality, Åsa 
Lindhagen (MP), made a similar announcement: the Green Party wanted 
to make it illegal for religious communities with the right to perform legal 
marriage not to marry same-sex couples.431 Obviously, Lindhagen’s an-
nouncement served as a test balloon. The following day, the party’s 
spokesperson, Per Bolund, and the MEP Alice Bah Kuhnke, wrote in the 
Aftonbladet that a future reform should be that “marriage celebrants 
should not be allowed to discriminate against same-sex couples”.432 Priests, 
pastors, imams and rabbis would be forced to go against their theological 
convictions. 

A few days later, the Green Party’s traffic council in Stockholm, Daniel 
Helldén, spoke warmly in favor of an inclusive society in connection with 
the announcement to place gender-neutral traffic lights in the capital.433 
First the legal exclusion of minorities, then the inclusion of other minori-
ties, all from the same party in the course of a few days. It was a clear indi-
cation that the inclusive society for minorities is a goal mainly for those 
who share beliefs with the majority currently running the country. 

According to the regulation in force since the introduction of gender-
neutral marriages on 1 May 2009, “there is no obligation to perform mar-
riages for a religious community or the person who is an authorized mar-
riage celebrant within a religious community. This means that it may 
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happen that a marriage desired by a couple within a certain religious com-
munity cannot take place there, even if the couple meets the requirements 
of the Swedish Marriage Code. For example, there may be situations where 
the beliefs of the religious community or the officiant prevent a marriage 
because the parties do not practice the same religion or because one of the 
parties is divorced”.434 

The fact that denominational marriage officers, including the Church 
of Sweden, are not obliged to perform marriages is not just a matter of 
maintaining a traditional definition of marriage. It can also apply to situa-
tions with opposite-sex couples where the officiant has reasons to suspect, 
for example, that the man is abusing the woman, or that the parties do not 
take marriage seriously. The statutory right to marry simply means that 
church officials must decide on a case-by-case basis whether to perform a 
marriage. Moreover, same-sex marriages are very few in proportion to 
both the number of priests and other issues that dominate everyday 
church life. According to statistics from the Church of Sweden’s employ-
ers’ organization (SKAO), there are 3,060 priests in the Church of Swe-
den.435 How many of these priests are actually positive to marrying same-
sex couples is of course difficult to ascertain, but it is only 147 out of a total 
of 14,000 marriages per year (about one percent).436 Jonas Eek, opinion ed-
itor of Kyrkans tidning: 

Even for those of us who unreservedly embrace same-sex marriage, it may 
seem a little backwards that this particular issue is taking the oxygen from 
so many other issues. 

Backwards in terms of proportionality and focus. The average number 
of same-sex marriage ceremonies is 147 per year. When compared to the 
46,000 baptisms, 26,000 confirmations, 14,000 marriages and 62,000 funerals 
that took place in the Church of Sweden in 2019, 147 same-sex marriagesis 
not a major issue.437 

The inquiry Statens stöd till trossamfund i ett mångreligiöst Sverige (SOU 
2018:18) also stated that it is “clear from the case law of the European Court 
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of Human Rights […] that it is up to each religion to determine whether 
and to what extent same-sex marriages are permitted (Parry v. United 
Kingdom, decision of November 28, 2006; Council of Europe and European 
Court of Human Rights a.a., paragraph 132)”.438 Ironically, it was the above-
mentioned inquiry that Alice Bah Kuhnke herself received during her time 
as Minister responsible. 

Nor is it possible to actually claim that a traditional view of marriage is 
discriminatory, a view that is recurrent in the aforementioned statements 
by both the Prime Minister and the then Minister for Gender Equality. Of 
course, adults are free to live as they wish, but as the government investi-
gator Hans Regner wrote when examining the conditions for the future 
gender-neutral marriage law: “I do not see that the conventions in this 
area go beyond guaranteeing heterosexuals the right to marry.”439 He 
simply rejected the discrimination argument. The same conclusion was 
reached in a 2016 European Court of Justice decision.440 

Of course, it can be perceived as a mixed message when religious com-
munities on the one hand act as an extension of the state by declaring peo-
ple legally married, and on the other hand refrain from certain marriages. 
But this is actually a situation that the majority of the Swedish Parliament, 
including the Green Party, has voted for. In 2009, a broad majority (261 to 
22) voted for this very legislation, including the arrangement that there 
should be no obligation to marry within religious communities. “You can-
not force an individual priest to marry a specific couple, regardless of gen-
der. That is what Swedish law says”,441 according to Archbishop Antje 
Jackelén of the Church of Sweden. 

Despite basically accepting the compromise proposal put forward by 
the Christian Democrats to introduce a civil law system, the parliamentary 
majority chose to vote through the current law. Green Party MP Jan Lind-
holm said at the time: “I actually think it is quite reasonable to take the 
next step, and it may take fifteen years. By then we may have found a form 
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that is without problems for the denominations, so that we can, for exam-
ple, have an obligation to marry instead of a right.” 

It took even less time for a new statement on the issue. It is not clear 
that this was done in a way that respects differences and does not risk 
fueling suspicion of religious communities. Six months before Åsa 
Lindhagen’s statement, she met with several church leaders for a discus-
sion about how religion is described in the public debate, freedom of re-
ligion and the situation of young believers in schools.442 Of course, the 
minister should care about all minorities, but here she rather pitted mi-
norities against minorities. 

If political demands on religious communities are problematic in a 
pluralistic society, it is even more remarkable that a head of government 
considers the former state church still an “interesting arena”443 for push-
ing political ideology. This shows that the gap between church and state 
is still fragile in Sweden, especially when it comes to the involvement of 
the political sphere. There is hardly any other Lutheran church in the 
world that is so strongly influenced by party politics. It is worth consid-
ering which other organizations independent of the state have such a 
clear party presence. In Kyrkomöte och partipolitik (2019), Klas Hansson, 
former director of the Archbishop’s Office, writes that the importance of 
political ideas for the Church of Sweden’s General Synod “for decisions of 
principle is unique”.444 This simply means that there is a “partisaninflu-
ence on an overall, ideological level” in the Church Council.445 Since a 
number of nomination groups represent parliamentary parties, it means 
that “it is a party executive committee in a secular political party that 
sets the agenda for how a church, formally free from the state, should be 
shaped for the future”.446 It is not only critics who emphasize the influ-
ence party politics has and has had on the Church of Sweden. This also 
applies to those who defend this system. In Reformismens väg – om so-
cialdemokratin och kyrkan (2020), the author and journalist Jesper Bengts-
son describes, on behalf of the Social Democratic think tank Tiden, “how 
political forces have worked for a long time to change a religious insti-
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tution”.447 This applies in particular to how the Social Democratic “party 
has been involved in moving the Church’s values step by step in a pro-
gressive direction”.448 Like a mirror image of Klas Hanson’s criticism of 
the unique importance of political ideas in the decisions of the Church of 
Sweden, Bengtsson writes appreciatively: 

As a reform project, the transformation of the Church is almost unique in its 
persistence and its slow but thorough process. It had to take time. Each step 
has been preceded by studies, discussions, referrals, new studies and finally 
decisions. Sometimes the Church was still not ready, as in the case of female 
priests. Then the state has intervened and pushed the church forward […] Step by 
step the church has stepped into modern times.449 

Instead of allowing the Church to be guided by its own theological posi-
tions, it has thus been important for the state to push the Church forward. 

How has the importance of political ideas been expressed in the last 
church elections in 2021, when just over 850 000 Swedes voted – around 
18% of those eligible to vote? The Social Democrats, the Sweden Democrats 
and the Centre are the nominating groups that are directly linked to polit-
ical parent parties. That is, their election program is set by a parliamentary 
party, and together the three have a majority of the seats in the General 
Synod. The Social Democrats have the largest share of the General Synod’s 
251 seats. In their election manifesto for the church elections, there was 
no mention of God, Jesus or the Holy Spirit, but there were several general 
election promises that the Church of Sweden “should be there for and be 
open to everyone”, “strengthen its competence as an employer”, and “be 
a leader in the green transition”.450 What secular association could not 
agree with this? The Church of Sweden, we are also told, is important for 
the “Swedish labor market model” and for “construction of welfarestat”.451 

The Center Party campaigned for “clear and measurable environmen-
tal objectives” and that the Church of Sweden should be “a place where we 
stimulate each other to grow into the people we are in our inner hearts”.452 
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For the Sweden Democrats, it was primarily a matter of “breaking decades 
of Social Democratic power monopoly”.453 It is true that in the long term 
they want to dismantle “all parties’ involvement in church elections, in-
cluding our own”,454 but the way to do this is by being a “church with a 
socially conservative base”.455 At the same time as they want to break off a 
certain kind of party political activism, they want to replace it with an-
other. 

Interestingly, both C and SD referred to God and Jesus in their respec-
tive election programs. C quoted from the Church Constitution, which 
states that the fundamental task of the local congregation to worship, 
teach, and practice acts of charity and mission is aimed at ensuring that 
people come to faith in Jesus Christ.456 SD referred to both the Great Com-
mission, and to stand against an inclusivist view of religion where several 
paths is said to lead to God.457 Although S does not explicitly profess Chris-
tian theological convictions in their election manifesto, they are neverthe-
less part of the Church of Sweden’s leadership, which in turn is subject to 
the Church Constitution. The Church Constitution, which is the Church of 
Sweden’s regulatory framework, is based on the classic Christian confes-
sions, such as the Apostolic and Nicene Creeds, and how the secular parties 
just mentioned relate to this seems highly contradictory. It is particularly 
problematic from a religious freedom perspective. On the one hand, they 
take a stand for specific Christian beliefs in the church elections, and on 
the other hand they claim to be secular parties that want to govern the 
country. But just as a church should not be able to govern the state through 
religious edicts in an open and free society, the parties that govern the 
state should not be able to make decisions for a church. The participation 
of S, C and SD in the church elections also raises the question of how they 
relate to the confessions of other religions. By committing to a specific 
Christian Lutheran confession, are they not taking a stand against the be-
liefs of their Catholic, Muslim, Jewish and Buddhist voters? Or will the par-
ties eventually also engage in the democratic processes of other religious 
communities? 
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Berth Löndahl, member of the non-political nomination committee Fri-
modig kyrka in the General Synod and the Church Board, writes: 

A prerequisite for both individual members and entire nomination groups 
to be part of the General Synod is thus that they are not only loyal to but 
also bound by the introduction to the Church Order. Or they are totally in-
consistent in that in one context they are religiously independent and a sec-
ular party and in another they claim to stand for the Christian faith and the 
creed of the Church of Christ.458 

Either S, C and SD are secular and religiously unaffiliated parties, in which 
case they should refrain from holding church elections, or they are bound 
by a specific Christian creed and can hardly be considered suitable to lead 
a secular state. 

In addition to S, C and SD, there are nomination groups that, although 
they are now organizationally free from political parties, are still largely 
guided by political ideologies. To varying degrees they still relate to par-
liamentary parties. These include the Green Party in the Church of Swe-
den, the Free Liberals in the Church of Sweden, the Left in the Church of 
Sweden and the Christian Democrats in the Church of Sweden. Borgerligt 
Alternativ, which was formed when the Moderates left church politics in 
2011, was about to re-establish ties with the political party in the autumn 
of 2019. In connection with the Moderates’ party meeting that year, the 
party executive committee supported two motions to re-enter the church 
political context that they had previously left. However, the proposal was 
voted down by the party congress.459 

The only non-political nomination groups are Partipolitiskt obundna 
i Svenska kyrkan (POSK), Frimodig kyrka (FK) and Öppen kyrka (ÖK A). 
These three groups gather members regardless of party affiliation and 
also work to ensure that political parties do not make decisions in the 
Church of Sweden. They were compared by Aftonbladet’s Anders Lind-
berg with Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban and former US Presi-
dent Donald Trump, and described the respective nomination groups as 
“right-wing conservative” (POSK), ultra-right (FK) and “left-wing” 
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(ÖK A),460 as they wanted to “dismantle democracy for their political op-
ponents”.461 But the claim that political parties are needed in the Church 
of Sweden to safeguard democracy raises several follow-up questions. It 
is not possible here to discuss them separately, but one can ask whether 
this means that the independent churches, which historically was the 
first to have equal voting rights – independent of state influence – are 
undemocratic? 

Although other religious communities are regularly targeted by the de-
mands of politicians, the situation in the Church of Sweden is unique in 
that the nomination groups can act as an extension of the parties. Klas 
Hansson writes: 

Overall, this is an arrangement that there is reason to question in a church 
that has changed its relationship with the state and is supposed to be free. 
The Church of Sweden is limited by the fact that most members of the Gen-
eral Synod are bound to parties and political ideological traditions.462 

There was no immediate official response from the Church of Sweden to 
Löfven’s demand that “all priests have to marry everyone, including same-
sex couples”. However, another request from a party leader caused the 
Church of Sweden leadership to react. In a debate article in Aftonbladet463, 
Sweden Democrat leader Jimmie Åkesson criticized the Christian Council 
of Sweden – and especially the Church of Sweden – for expressing views 
on refugee policy. 

In a response, Archbishop Antje Jackelén of the Church of Sweden 
wrote: “Let the church be the church. Do not impose a political agenda on 
it. Neither your own nor those of your political opponents. Allow it to pro-
claim the gospel of Jesus Christ in word and deed.”464 

Of course, the churches, as well as the rest of civil society, may and per-
haps even should discuss and have views on Swedish politics. No parlia-
mentary decision is set in stone or handed down from above. Nevertheless, 
an open discussion about how we should view the politicians’ views on the 
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denominations’ theological views would be welcome. This applies not least 
to politicians’ actions in relation to the old state church. Is it independent 
and one denomination among others, or is it still an extension of the po-
litical arena, as it once was for conservatism and is today for progressive 
parties? Not least for the church’s own future, this is of fundamental im-
portance. 

More recently, both the current archbishop and a number of previous 
ones have criticized the existence of political parties in the Church of Swe-
den. For example, Archbishop Antje Jackelén has described this system as 
outdated and a remnant of the state church system.465 

It may be worth repeating Stefan Löfven’s statement in Kyrkans tidning: 
“The church will be an interesting arena for social democracy for the fore-
seeable future.” This manifests a structure that could just as easily be ex-
ploited by a conservative majority. Will the connection between politics 
and the former state church be as obvious to Löfven then? If not, it is quite 
obvious that the goal is something other than allowing party politics to 
influence the church. Then the goal is in fact to let politics influence the 
church, but only as long as it is the right politics. 
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WHEN THE DEBATE IS about the return of religion or its increased visibility in 
society, it is typically Islam that is referred to. The new religious presence 
in Sweden, mainly from first or second generation immigrants with a Mus-
lim background and faith, presents society with new challenges in the re-
lationship between the public arena and people’s religious beliefs. In a 
number of areas, a renegotiation is taking place. 

In Religionskollision (Timbro Förlag 2017), Islamologist Eli Göndör 
points to the friction that arises when two majority cultures meet: the 
Arab Sunni Muslim culture, which includes many Muslims in Sweden, and 
the secularized Christian majority population which regards religion as a 
private matter: 

“The current state of affairs means that two parties, each based on their ma-
jority status, are forced to re-evaluate both their self-image and their view 
of the other. Muslims are suddenly in a minority, surrounded by a secular 
Christian majority that views religious meetings, social mobility, equality, 
dietary laws and mosques differently. This leads them to ask themselves 
questions in a way that did not occur in majority Islamic societies. It also 
means that conversations raised by the immigration of Muslims to Europe 
affect European perceptions of what secular means.”466 

According to Göndör, the fact that some Muslim organizations which are 
concentrated in the metropolitan areas, but claim to speak for all Muslims, 
require adaptation from the majority society, and also receive state sup-
port for their activities, is a result of this collision. When the secular Swe-
dish majority society demands that the growing number of Muslims adapt 
to the majority society, it can in some cases be perceived as oppression and 
create resistance: 

Since the majority expects the minority to adapt, the divergences of the mi-
nority are often described as something inferior or unfavorable that needs 
to be adjusted to the majority’s perception of what is right and good. This 
resistance develops what [Manuel] Castells calls a resistance identity. Ac-
cording to Castells, the resistance identity is formed, among other things, 
by resistance to the majority society’s moral claims, norms, rules or percep-
tions of how society should be formed.467 
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The development of a resistance identity in a religious minority should not 
be problematic in itself. It is rather an expression of the struggle for reli-
gious freedom discussed above. At the same time, the resistance identity 
combined with failed integration and problematic beliefs can lead to in-
creased conflict. 

The fact that the French President Emmanuel Macron highlighted the 
emergence of a parallel social order in a keynote speech on October 2, 2020, 
where he presented a bill against Islamic separatism, is one such example. 

On both sides of the Swedish debate on religion, voices that see com-
mon freedoms and rights as a zero-sum game dominate. The secular ma-
jority culture sees every religiously influenced element that might be con-
sidered as something that undermines democracy – in this case Muslim 
believers who do not adapt their beliefs to secular norms and expressions. 
This seems to be a particularly Swedish experience, says Göndör, compar-
ing it to the UK. He points out how Sweden has more difficulty “dealing 
with cultural or religious expressions that are perceived as foreign. Not 
least, this seems to be due to the fact that what can be considered Swedish 
in various ways […] has never before been challenged and therefore con-
stantly needs to be defined or rediscovered […]. 

Britain, on the other hand, seems to have a more self-evident self-im-
age, which leads to a more practical approach when decisions are to be 
made”.468 On the contrary, the minority culture argues that public expres-
sions of religious identity should be welcomed without reservations or 
distinctions between what is more or less problematic. When certain ex-
pressions are resisted, it is sometimes argued that this can lead to the 
radicalization of young Muslims. The majority population’s skepticism 
towards certain forms of Muslim practice can even be portrayed as the 
cause of Islamist terrorist acts. Therefore, the surrounding culture should 
avoid criticizing Muslim beliefs: arguments, political proposals or satire 
are believed to trigger acts of violence. This relationship was put to the 
test when the French teacher Samuel Paty was murdered after showing 
the so-called Muhammad cartoons for teaching purposes. Several Muslim 
countries called for a boycott of French goods and protested when Em-
manuel Macron defended the publication of the images. Miguel Ángel 
Moratinos, head of the United Nations Alliance of Civilizations (U NAOC), 
which works against extremism and for inter-religious dialogue, said that 
the “inflammatory cartoons […] have provoked acts of violence against 
innocent civilians who are attacked on the basis of religion, belief or 
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ethnicity”.469 Although Moratinos made a clear statement against the vi-
olence, it is worth noting that the UN chief places a significant part of the 
responsibility for the brutal murder of Samuel Paty on the “inflammatory 
cartoons” that “provoked acts of violence”. Similar arguments were made 
in Politico Europe under the headline “France’s dangerous religion of sec-
ularism”470 and in the New York Times under the headline “Is France Fuel-
ing Muslim Terrorism by Trying to Prevent It?”.471 

The assertion that caricatures of minority beliefs or demands for con-
formity to the values of the majority culture would provoke acts of vio-
lence may seem tenuous and raises a number of questions. If this is true, 
should we not see an increase in violence from other vulnerable minority 
groups as a result of the negative attitude of the majority? 

The Swedish Agency for State Aid to Religious Communities’ survey of 
xenophobic acts against religious communities (2014) states that Muslim 
and Jewish communities are the most vulnerable.472 

On October 17 of the same year, Dagens Nyheter wrote about the report: 
“The Jewish communities tell of a constant threat, of fear of terrorist acts 
and of Jews who wonder whether they can remain in Sweden.”473 

By the same logic, shouldn’t this anti-Semitism incentivize Jewish ter-
rorists in Sweden? However, no such cases have been reported. The same 
applies to antiziganism. The government’s commission against antizigan-
ism wrote in Göteborgs-Posten in 2014: 

Roma visitors from Romania and Bulgaria, among others, have been sub-
jected to outright hate crimes. Night shelters have been attacked and some 
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of those appealing for financial support have been subjected to violence and 
harassment. A woman in Skara was shot in the head with an air gun. Extrem-
ist hate sites call for abuse of visitors and SD spreads insidious myths about 
visitors as criminals.474 

Despite this, no case has been reported where discrimination was met with 
violence by the Roma victims. 

It is important to discuss how far the French principle of laicism should 
be pushed in relation to freedom of religion, not least when it comes to the 
right of minorities to express their religion in public, such as Muslim 
women wearing full-face veils. The French Minister for Home Affairs, 
Gérald Darmanin, made a problematic statement in January 2021 when, in 
a televised debate on foreign influence and funding in the field of religion 
in France, he described evangelical Christians “as a major problem, obvi-
ously not of the same nature as the Islamism that carries out attacks and 
murders”.475 There are historical and other reasons for the principle of 
laiceté, but it is constantly in danger of turning into a general demand for 
uniformity. We have noted above how secularism as a worldview can be a 
driving force for restrictions on the religious freedom of minorities, which 
are deeply problematic in an open society where different voices should 
be allowed. One example is MIVILUDES – the French Ministry of the Inte-
rior’s commission for the fight against sectarian aberrations, created in 
2002 to monitor and analyze religious movements. A recent report from 
the authority states, among other things, that “separatism” is a problem 
for broad “strategic areas” that include “social life” and “nutrition”.476 The 
fact that Christians and Muslims fast and participate in a social life beyond 
the control of the state is thus described by a French authority as a prob-
lem. This is remarkable in a society where the core of the self-image is that 
the state must not interfere in the everyday life of its citizens. 

In 2019, Middle Eastern Christians demonstrated outside the SVT build-
ing after comedian Per Andersson mentioned Jesus while covering his 
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genitals with a crucifix. The comedy clip was from 2012, but had been re-
published on SVT’s social media, where it still remains. The protesters, 
many of whom came from countries where Christians are persecuted, 
found this deeply offensive. However, SVT stood its ground. Thomas Hall, 
head of SVT Nöje in Stockholm, argued that the right to publish was “im-
portant for freedom of expression”: “[…] we cannot limit ourselves based 
on who might be upset.”477 This is an important principle. It is of course 
possible to discuss what form of humor is compatible with the public ser-
vice mission. One can discuss whether it is constructive to ridicule some-
one’s god or prophet or burn holy writings. But one cannot argue that out-
raged emotions constitute a limit for freedom of expression. The oft-
repeated truth is that freedom of expression exists precisely to guarantee 
the right to expressi what provokes such reactions. What does not upset is 
not in need of legal freedom of expression. Yet it is precisely outraged feel-
ings that risk drawing a line for freedom of expression in the wake of the 
reported Koran burnings in Rosengård and Rinkeby. After the murder of 
Samuel Paty, several Swedish teachers noted that what happened to their 
French colleague could also happen in Sweden.478 In connection with the 
parliamentary question time, Prime Minister Stefan Löfven was asked 
whether the teacher who wants to show the Muhammad caricature for ed-
ucational purposes risk their lives. Löfven replied that it is “important that 
all of society shows its support. We will stand up for our freedom of ex-
pression”.479 But if not all of society wants to stand up for freedom of ex-
pression, and if significant groups think that mockery of religious beliefs 
should be restricted, does the Prime Minister’s pledge apply? It is worth 
noting that the far-right politician Rasmus Paludan was reported to the 
police for incitement of hatred against a population group for his plans to 
burn the Koran even before he carried out his plan in Malmö in 2020. The 
report was filed by 18 Muslim associations in Malmö, who argued that the 
Swedish constitution “gives us the freedom to believe what we want with-
out anyone openly attacking and deliberately humiliating our religious 
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beliefs and feelings”.480 The signers distanced themselves from violence, 
but “strongly questioned whether the burning of books can really be part 
of the freedom of assembly and expression”.481 After the Koran burning in 
Stockholm, additional Muslim communities in the capital wanted to ban 
mockery of Islam and other religions.482 At the end of November 2020, fol-
lowing the murders in Paris, Nice and Vienna, a prayer demonstration was 
organized outside the French Embassy in Stockholm, not in support of the 
victims of the terror, but with the message that mockery of religion should 
be banned.483 According to an opinion poll by the Institut français d’opinion 
publique (IFOP), conducted after the murder of Samuel Paty, 66 per cent of 
French Muslims believed that teachers should not have the right to display 
caricatures of religious figures.484 

Calling for a blasphemy ban is, of course, an opinion that falls under 
the freedom of expression just as much as blasphemy. Again, it is worth 
stressing that several imams have made clear their opposition to acts of 
violence in response to blasphemy. Nevertheless, the discussion illustrates 
that freedom of expression cannot be taken for granted and needs to be 
constantly explained and defended. 

It is welcome that many Muslim leaders contributed to quelling the 
riots that started in Malmö in August 2020.485 At the same time, how-
ever, the report against Rasmus Paludan incorrectly assumes that Swe-
dish law prohibits “degrading […] religious beliefs and feelings”486 or 
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“mocking Islam and its prophet is against the freedom of speech we have 
in Sweden”.487 

Moreover, a ban on criticism or mockery of religious beliefs would 
probably hit Muslims hardest. Indeed, from an international perspective, 
the first to be silenced tend to be Muslim religious and political activists 
who want to see reforms within the framework of their own religion. Mus-
lim thinker and former Indonesian President Abdurrahman Wahid writes 
in Silenced (2011) that blasphemy laws would only encourage “Muslim fun-
damentalists to impose a spiritually empty, harsh and monolithic under-
standing of Islam on the world. Instead, Western governments should vig-
orously defend freedom of expression.” 

A current Swedish example of the need for religious criticism in a Mus-
lim context is the former Salafist preacher and jihadist influencer Anas 
Khalifa, who has now distanced himself from the pro-violence Islamist mi-
lieu. In an interview on the Doku Foundation’s website, he describes how 
the theological processing of the faith was of decisive importance for his 
de-radicalization.488 The prerequisite for serious theological questioning 
points to the need for religious criticism, something Khalifa himself for-
mulates in a Twitter post in which he comments on the interview with 
Doku: 

Any religion that cannot handle criticism, questioning and intellectual 
thinking is not a religion worth following. Islam is no exception. We Muslims 
must begin to STRENGTHEN our faith by putting it to the test. It is human to 
doubt.489 

Freedom of religion is a precondition for freedom of expression, just as 
freedom of expression is a precondition for freedom of religion. Both 
simply mean the right to express one’s beliefs even if these include criti-
cism of the beliefs of others that may be perceived as demeaning and 
mocking. 

Nobody likes humiliation and mockery, least of all if it affects some-
thing they hold dear and sacred. It is also true that the police do not have 
to give permission for a demonstration outside a mosque or allow a Koran 
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burning there. Perhaps they make the assessment that they cannot guar-
antee people’s safety there and then. 

But provocation is and remains part of the reality of an open and free 
society. 

It is better to read and discuss books than to burn them. Few believe 
that Rasmus Paludan’s action was an attempt to engage in a conversation 
with the Muslims he provoked. But instead of trying to limit religious crit-
icism, Muslim communities should encourage more religious criticism. Af-
ter the attack in Vienna, Austrian Chancellor Sebastian Kurz stressed that 
fighting terrorism is not enough. It must also be countered by another 
form of thought: Islamism. He shares this view with a majority of Muslims, 
yet many Muslim representatives have backed away from this debate on 
ideas and chosen to talk about Islamophobia. Within Swedish Christianity 
there is a lively and public discussion about what led to the Knutby trag-
edy. Within the Catholic Church, there is a similar discussion about the 
sexual abuse of children by priests and how leading representatives of the 
Church concealed these abuses for a long time. In the same spirit, Muslim 
leaders must engage in the debate on Islamism and radicalization. A soci-
ety that embraces secular humanists, Christians, Jews, and Muslims living 
side by side needs more criticism of religion, not less. 

Threats, harassment and attacks against individual Muslims and 
mosques is an acute problem in Sweden. The perception that Muslims in 
their capacity as Muslims constitute a threat to an open society is not un-
common. This does not mean that criticism of ideas and expressions in 
Muslim contexts necessarily reinforces this image. Criticism of ideas and 
expressions within Christian or secular contexts does not reinforce the im-
age of Christians or seculars as a threat. It is when objections to ideas and 
expressions are not addressed that the risk of conflict increases. Moreover, 
not critically examining ideas within certain Muslim contexts would be a 
betrayal of the many Muslims and Muslim reform movements that are per-
secuted within their own religion. As mentioned above, the majority of 
those accused of “defaming Islam” by Muslims are themselves Muslims, 
and many are also human rights activists. Restrict religious criticism of Is-
lam and it is these Muslims who suffer. 

We have previously discussed how elected politicians’ sweeping judg-
ments about Islam as either a religion of peace or as “abominable” are 
problematic, as they obscure the debate on ideas about Islam and Islamism 
and the actual reality for so many Muslims. An example of the opposite of 
these simplifications was given in 2018 in a report in Dagens Nyheter by 
journalist Niklas Orrenius, who took on both a discussion and analysis of 
problematic ideas within Muslim contexts. Orrenius addressed hatred and 
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threats, often theologically motivated, against Muslims who renounce 
their faith, sometimes to convert to another religion. Among other things, 
the imam Salahuddin Barakat, director of the Islamic Academy, who has 
participated in various initiatives for religious dialogue, was interviewed 
about the view of apostasy, i.e. leaving their faith. In Islam, this is a close 
cousin of blasphemy. Orrenius’ report is worth a longer quote: 

“According to classical Muslim jurisprudence, leaving Islam is punishable by 
death, says Salahuddin Barakat. 

– But in Sweden in 2018, that is not the case. You have absolutely no right 
to do so, as a parent or as anyone else. 

When does it apply? 
– Not in any country as it is now. Nor in the countries where many Mus-

lims live. Nowhere is there really a good Islamic social order, with a high 
level of Muslim knowledge and education and a leader who is fair. 

Salahuddin Barakat talks about what classical theology considers to be 
the ideal Muslim society, with a learned, righteous caliph maintaining order. 
In such a society, leaving Islam would be punishable by death. But almost no 
one would want to abandon Islam in such a society, he says. 

[…] 
At the same time, he expresses some understanding for parents who 

threaten drastic measures if their children leave Islam. 
– If you know that your child is about to plunge into certain destruction, 

an eternal hell. What do you do? You do everything you can to stop it. In the 
beginning, you might try to persuade. If that doesn’t work out, you might 
resort to threat or to cutting ties, breaking contact. 

The Koran says that coercion is not allowed in religion, right? 
But that is not applicable to leaving Islam. It’s about entering the religion 

– then you can’t force anyone.”490 

There are different views within Islam, but it is significant that a recog-
nized moderate Muslim authority like Salahuddin Barakat considers the 
ideal society to be ruled by a learned caliph where religious freedom is in 
practice non-existent. In a Facebook comment later in the fall of 2020 on 
President Emmanuel Macron’s speech on Islamic separatism (but before 
the murder of teacher Samuel Paty), Salahuddin Barakat described France 
as an “Islamophobic rogue state”. The country represents a “philosophi-
cally weak, extremely secular, and racist-nationalist ideology that was es-
tablished through the guillotine reign of terror and then spread 
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throughout the world through executions, torture, and mass graves” and 
lives on “sucking the blood of the world’s weak”.491 It is no secret that 
France, like many other countries, has had a problematic history for 
many years. And as we have seen earlier, there is a tendency within the 
French laicité principle to demand uniformity. On French television in 
February 2021, France’s Interior Minister Gérald Darmanins said that one 
cannot “discuss with people who refuse to sign that the laws of the Re-
public are above God’s”.492 The fact that the laws of liberal democracies 
are above divine decrees is necessary from a political perspective, but the 
statement is hardly an invitation to dialogue. The same applies to 
Barakat’s description of France as a racist rogue state. 

Today, the death penalty for leaving Islam is applied in countries such 
as Pakistan, Iran and Somalia. The fact that this is analyzed, discussed and 
criticized is not an expression of contempt for Swedish Muslims – espe-
cially since Muslims themselves participate in this criticism. However, the 
fact that we live under constitutionally protected freedom of religion does 
not mean that society prohibits groups and individuals, religious and sec-
ular, who do not agree with this right. This has become clear in recent 
years in the debate on integration and honorary violence. 
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Catechism interrogations and governmental 
competence 

IN THE WAKE OF THE 2015 refugee crisis, reports began pouring in of threats 
and violent crimes against Christians in Swedish asylum accommodations. 
At the same time, pastors and priests also noticed an increasing tendency 
for the Migration Agency to distrust Muslim refugees who had converted 
to Christianity. The converts were not considered to have a genuine Chris-
tian faith, since in conversations with the agency’s administrators – ac-
cording to them – could not give an accurate account of Christian life and 
teachings. The attacks and distrust of converts overlap as both touch on 
issues of refugees and religious freedom in relation to how Swedish au-
thorities lack both competence and knowledge. 

There is little evidence that values and beliefs change overnight just 
because a person moves from one place to another. Such conversions tend 
to happen over time or in response to personal crises. But in the case of 
the attacks on Christians in our refugee centers, many politicians and offi-
cials have suggested that this cannot be true, as the perpetrators should 
have undergone a change of attitude as soon as they encountered Swedish 
society. In the case of Christian converts, politicians and officials have also 
been suspicious of the idea that another part of Swedish society – the 
Christian churches – has been able to bring about a change of attitude 
among refugees by leading them to convert. 

In the summer of 2015, it was reported how a group of Christian asylum 
seekers from Iraq and Syria fled a refugee facility in Kalmar after several 
threats from other residents. Among other things, they had been warned 
not to wear a cross around their necks.493 In a major investigation by Ex-
pressen, a Christian refugee from Syria said that a Muslim countryman at 
the same accommodation had threatened to “cut his throat”.494 

Despite several news reports, there was no comprehensive govern-
mental investigation of the phenomenon. Yet, at the same time, the Euro-
pean Parliament’s annual report on human rights and democracy empha-
sized that in Europe “Christian refugees are routinely persecuted because 
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of their religion”.495 Previously, the 2014 survey by the Swedish Agency for 
State Aid to Religious Communities had highlighted how converts from Is-
lam to Christianity had been abused, threatened and harassed by country-
men and former co-religionists in the same refugee accommodation.496 
However, it was only when the Christian human rights organization Open 
Doors Sweden decided to conduct its own thorough investigation that it 
emerged how bad the situation was for Christian refugees in Sweden.497 
The year before, Open Doors in Germany conducted a similar investigation, 
the methodology of which formed the basis for the Swedish equivalent.498 

A total of 123 people were interviewed, all of whom had suffered per-
secution in Sweden because of their Christian faith. In total, there were 512 
incidents ranging from death threats, sexual abuse, violence and other 
forms of harassment. The majority of the victims were converts and most 
of the perpetrators were other migrants who converted to Islam. Due to 
fear of retaliation or simply not believing it would help, only 33 of the peo-
ple in the report had reported the incident to the police. 

At the same time, the number of unreported cases was high. The report 
did not include the large group that is persecuted for not sharing the same 
religious interpretation of Islam as the perpetrators. It also did not include 
atheists, LGBT people or political dissidents. Between November 2015 and 
January 2016, the police recorded 830 cases of assault and 480 cases of 
threats and harassment in asylum accommodations (which received the 
attention of the police, code R291). It was unclear how many of these 
crimes were religiously or otherwise motivated. 

One of the people interviewed by Open Doors says in the report: “Once 
they said that my daughter cannot eat in the canteen without a scarf if 
she wants to keep her head. Another time they told my son not to wear a 
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cross so that it is visible if he wants to keep his health.”499 Furthermore, 
almost every fourth person in the report describes incidents where the 
perpetrators are translators and interpreters employed by the authori-
ties. “When the Muslim staff worked alone in the accommodation (with-
out other staff), they looked at me strangely, treated me unfairly, spread 
untruths, made fun of me and froze me out. Their behavior was volatile 
and unpredictable. Sometimes they were kind to me and sometimes they 
were mean. This spread to the whole staff group. Even the manager of the 
accommodation was one of those who bullied me,” says one person in the 
report.500 

Despite the extent of the alarming data, the Open Doors investigation 
was poorly received by the media and politicians. In particular, the grave 
information that employees are persecuting people in need of protection 
should have led to demands from the media and human rights organiza-
tions for an immediate investigation by a relevant authority. During the 
parliamentary question time on February 25, 2016, Maria Abrahamsson 
(M) asked the then Minister of Culture and Democracy Alice Bah Kuhnke 
(MP) what concrete measures the government would take to “stop this 
type of persecution in our Swedish asylum centers”.501 Bah Kuhnke replied 
that an action plan was on the way: 

We are working on an action plan. Together with Minister of Justice Morgan 
Johansson and Minister for Home Affairs Anders Ygeman, we will develop 
concrete measures for how we will work and handle this issue in the centres, 
but also outside the centres. This is as concrete as it gets.502 

A few years later, I contacted the Ministry of Culture to ask for a copy of 
the action plan.503 The action plan was completed on the 24 November 
2016, nine months later, with the name National Plan against Racism, Similar 
Forms of Hostility and Hate Crime.504 Concrete proposals regarding vulnerable 
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Christian refugees were not only missing. They were not even mentioned 
in any of the 44 pages of the report. 

Thus, the government’s action plan does not mention the threats to 
Christian refugees (either ethnic groups such as Assyrians/Syrians/Chal-
deans or former Muslims who have converted to Christianity). Nor does it 
mention the attacks in refugee accommodations. This can be compared to 
other vulnerable minorities mentioned in the action plan. Muslims are 
mentioned 24 times. Of courset is of the utmost importance that the crimes 
against these Muslims are highlighted and addressed, but this must not be 
at the expense of similar crimes against other minorities. 

Although the hate crime statistics from the Swedish National Council 
for Crime Prevention, as reported in the action plan, show that Christo-
phobic motives have increased the most (an increase of 140% between 2011 
and 2015), this is not commented on. The planned measures mention a 
number of areas requiring training and research, including racism, Af-
rophobia, Islamophobia, homophobia and transphobia. However, there is 
no mention of Christophobia as a phenomenon to be countered within the 
framework of, for example, the Swedish Agency for Youth and Civil Society 
(MUCF). Allowing the Living History Forum to draw attention to the 
cleansing of Christian minorities would also be a relevant measure that is 
not mentioned in the action plan. 

The Living History Forum is the government agency tasked with coor-
dinating and following up the National Plan against Racism, Similar Forms of 
Hostility and Hate Crime, and with training public employees in these issues. 
On its website, Living History explains the purpose of its work: “Through 
coordination, the opportunities for collaboration between authorities will 
increase and the conditions for learning between authorities will be im-
proved.”505 When I inquired, project manager Mikael Öhman Almén wrote 
back that the work focuses “on Afrophobia, anti-Semitism, anti-Gypsyism, 
Islamophobia, racism against the Sami, homophobia, biphobia and tran-
sphobia because these are the forms of racism identified in the national 
plan – and that have been identified in our mandate from the govern-
ment”.506 When I asked specifically whether Christophobia and Christo-
phobic hate crimes are addressed by the authority and refer to a case 
where an 11-year-old Christian boy was robbed at a playground in Malmö 
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(the police suspect a hate crime motive),507 Almén replied that they often 
have “a broad focus on racism”. However, he could not answer whether 
they specifically discussed Christophobia and Christophobic hate crimes, 
as Living History’s forum meetings with other authorities often consist of 
group discussions. In the planning for 2021, Christophobia was not in-
cluded as a theme.508 

Swedish authorities are characterized by a blindness towards vulnera-
ble Christians, as reflected in the Swedish Migration Agency’s handling of 
converts who have fled their home countries. However, the trend is not 
limited to Sweden alone. 

In the spring of 2019, international attention was given to an Iranian 
convert who was denied asylum in the UK after claiming that the Christian 
faith was more peaceful than the Muslim faith. The fact that the man ex-
pressed his genuine beliefs made no impression on the British Home Of-
fice, which deals with migration issues. In its eyes, it was more important 
to discuss the substance of the statement: isn’t it true that Christianity is 
anything but peaceful? The agency’s rejection cited verses from the Old 
Testament as an argument for the its decision.509 Already in 2016, a parlia-
mentary report criticized the Home Office for repeatedly asking asylum 
seekers complicated questions about the Bible and theology.510 Examples 
of questions that could be asked was to name the Ten Commandments; 
how many books are there in the Bible; and the names of Jesus’ twelve dis-
ciples. Despite promises of better trained staff, not much had changed in 
the agency’s handling when the Iranian convert’s asylum application was 
rejected three years later. 

Similar problems exist with the Swedish Migration Agency, which has 
been criticized for repeatedly asking converts complicated questions to 
verify the authenticity of their Christian beliefs. Among other things, the 
agency has asked asylum seekers to explain the Christian Trinity, the sac-
raments and Protestant traditions in Sweden. 
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A study by the University of Gothenburg511 and a review by the Swedish 
Migration Agency512 in 2018 found structural problems related to the in-
vestigations of asylum seekers’ conversion. 

The study from the University of Gothenburg revealed shortcomings 
in the skills of government employees and interpreters. “In some cases, 
these interviews tend to be pure interrogations […] There is a focus on 
knowledge questions about, for example, hymns or Christian holidays in-
stead of listening to the convert’s journey. It may be about Bible passages 
or being able to list Jesus’ disciples by heart. It should be about what the 
converts tell about their lives, and whether there is a consistency with 
what other converts tell. When the Migration Agency makes its decisions, 
it is based on incorrect grounds”,513 says Jakob Svensson, who did the study 
as part of his master’s thesis. 

In the Migration Agency’s own report, the agency admitted that there 
were unnecessarily detailed theological questions in almost every fifth in-
terview. This is despite the fact that the Migration Agency has previously 
emphasized that it is the investigation of the actual conversion process 
that is most important, not detailed knowledge of the Bible. 

Several times caseworkers have dismissed the certificates of congre-
gations as irrelevant. In a rejection decision for an Iranian family, who 
had converted from Islam to Christianity, the Equmenia Church and the 
Pentecostal Movement were described as “two different sects”.514 In an 
interrogation protocol, a caseworker objected to a convert’s newfound 
faith by stating that “it is the same God in Christianity and Islam”.515 Two 
separate incidents that raise questions about the knowledge, objectivity 
and objectivity of the authority, quite apart from the fact that it is hardly 
the state’s task to take a position on theological issues. There have also 
been cases where caseworkers have encouraged converts to keep their 
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Christian faith secret in their home country.516 Even though the Migration 
Agency has accepted some of the criticism and backed down from several 
statements, there are still reports of catechism interrogation-like inter-
views of asylum-seeking converts. There has been no detailed govern-
mental review of the Migration Board. Just as in the case of the Open 
Doors report on vulnerable Christians in refugee accommodation, it was 
a Christian organization that was able to reveal the Migration Agency’s 
inadequate handling of Christian converts’ asylum applications. In 2019, 
it was a free church network that, together with the Scandinavian Human 
Rights Lawyers, published the Convert Investigation. This reported 619 asy-
lum cases involving converts with a Muslim background from Afghani-
stan.517 All of them had been baptized and were active in various 
churches. According to Open Doors World Watch List from 2020, Afghan-
istan is considered the second most dangerous country in the world to 
live in as a Christian, and there are many indications that the situation 
will worsen under the new Taliban regime. The Swedish Migration 
Agency is also aware of the threats to Christians in the country. In an in-
terview in Dagen, Fredrik Beijer, the agency’s head of legal affairs, said 
that a “person who has left Islam cannot be deported to Afghanistan, 
there is a great risk for such a person to return”.518 

How was this reflected in the Convert Investigation? It turned out that 
seventy percent of the 619 converts were denied asylum because their 
faith was not considered genuine. The decisions varied depending on the 
office in the country where they were made and the political leanings of 
the Migration Court’s judges. The report concluded, among other things, 
that the Migration Agency shows a weak understanding of conversion, 
which is not based on science, and that the agency’s decisions were arbi-
trary and lacked legal certainty. 

Commenting on the report, Beijer rejected its criticism: 

We are a secular authority that must make an assessment of whether this is 
a genuine belief, while the task of the church, and the free churches here, is 
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whether people should be part of the congregation or not. And there we 
probably never meet, because we are different entities,” he says.519 

At the same time, the criticism of the migration authorities’ competence 
regarding asylum seekers’ self-perceived identity is not limited to conver-
sion and religion. Similar criticism has come from the Swedish Federation 
for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer and Intersex Rights (RFSL), 
which between 2012 and 2020 examined more than two thousand asylum 
cases concerning LGBTQI people.520 Here too, they found a significant legal 
uncertainty and encouragement from officials to hide their sexual orien-
tation or gender identity in their home country. 

The last word has not yet been said on the issue of the Migration 
Agency’s handling of asylum-seeking converts – or other vulnerable 
groups. After much criticism from churches, the Government, through its 
regulatory letter, instructed the agency to report on the legal quality of 
decisions that invoke religion as a motive. In February 2020, the Migration 
Agency presented an analysis in its annual report for 2019.521 This revealed 
regional differences in the approval rate that varied between 18 percent 
and 33 percent, i.e. the same difference as shown in the Convert Investiga-
tion. “The result is an indication that the Migration Agency lacks uni-
formity in the examination of cases where conversion or atheism is in-
voked”,522 was the assessment of the agency, which otherwise found no 
deficiencies. According to the annual report, the Migration Agency in-
tended to conduct a more detailed review of the reasons for the regional 
differences in 2020. 

In a follow-up report from the Scandinavian Human Rights Association 
which came two years after the Convert Investigation, it was noted that some 
changes had been made, partly as a result of a number of precedent-setting 
judgments. Even though questions about knowledge of the Bible and Chris-
tian theology still occur, “the Migration Agency’s administrators in the 
asylum investigation no longer make such high demands on knowledge, 
but there is an overemphasis on demands for emotional reasoning about 
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the conversion”.523 Among administrators, it is still the case that “the nec-
essary expert knowledge regarding conversion is lacking, which creates 
arbitrary assessments”.524 The report’s authors also claim that the Migra-
tion Agency has not taken into account that the European Court of Human 
Rights and UN committees have established that a convert may not be ex-
pelled on the grounds that he or she can keep his or her faith secret in the 
home country. 

Of course, there are migrants and refugees who claim to have con-
verted or become atheists under false pretences. But this is no reason not 
to strive for a legally secure process. Maria Ludvigsson, editorial writer for 
Svenska Dagbladet, writes that any “loophole that can help a family or a per-
son obtain a residence permit will be exploited by desperate people. It is a 
human drive to try every possible route. This is also the reason why a com-
pletely legally secure procedure is needed to distinguish those who have 
the right on their side from those who are lying. This is not currently the 
case with the relevant authority. Equality before the law must mean that, 
by definition, judgments must not depend either on who judges or on who 
is judged.”525 
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The tug of war between the secular and 
pluralist world 

IN RECENT YEARS, the Swedish debate on religion has become polarized. At 
one end of the scale we find the secular majority culture. At the other is 
the Muslim minority culture. The debates on independent religious 
schools, religious dress, sexual ethics, public messages and other values 
affect all religious communities to some extent, but the focus is on Muslim 
communities in particular. 

The issue of Muslim prayer calls is an example of how the Swedish so-
cial contract is being renegotiated in terms of religious beliefs. The divid-
ing lines are not easy to define. For example, there were several interesting 
nuances in the debate about Muslim prayer calls, initiated when a mosque 
in Växjö applied for and received permission to broadcast a call to prayer 
once a week via loudspeakers. Not all Muslims and Muslim communities in 
Sweden requested a call to prayer. In Ljungby, 20 miles from Växjö, Abdel-
hak Lahouarichri, vice-president of a Muslim association, said that it does 
not “fit […] in Swedish society to call out when it is time for prayer. I am a 
citizen of Sweden, I must comply with Swedish laws.”526 

There are legitimate arguments on both sides of this debate. Recuring 
and institutionalized proclamations in people’s neighborhood – now au-
thorized to be played at the same sound level as a normal rock concert – 
are hardly an unproblematic feature in a Swedish context. How does it fos-
ter a good neighborhood? What do the residents say? Will it affect house 
prices in the area? Who wants to live there and does it promote integra-
tion? These are questions that should be considered when making a deci-
sion. However, it goes without saying that the permit request must be han-
dled. The authorities should not take an a priori position on religious or 
ideological messages, as long as they do not involve defamation or incite-
ment to violence. Even in the latter case, it can be difficult to make clear 
assessments without hindsight – and in the worst case, it may be too late. 

By coincidence, I was stading outside the mosque in the Araby district 
of Växjö at 13:03 on May 25, 2018, when the first prayer call was to be made. 
About ten police officers were posted with about fifty curious spectators 
on the other side of the road. The newly formed party Alternative for Swe-
den held a counter-demonstration elsewhere in Växjö, but there were no 
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disturbances outside the mosque. When I talked to other spectators, I was 
met with a mixed bag of opinions. Some found the call to prayer problem-
atic, others accepted it. The sound volume itself – according to the permit 
a maximum of 110 decibels – reminded me of a platform announcement at 
a train station. It was loud enough that residents in the nearby residential 
area could not help but hear the recurring calls to prayer. Whether this is 
an acceptable sound element in everyday life is difficult to judge, but it is 
true that it was hardly welcomed by everyone. Political and religious proc-
lamations regularly made outside one’s home are probably perceived as a 
problem by many, even by some who agree with the message. I am a Chris-
tian and happily proclaim the Nicene Creed with the members of my con-
gregation, but would hardly want it played outside my window every Sun-
day morning. Similarly, a committed leftist would surely tire of hearing 
the Internationale every Monday morning on the way to work. And what 
secular humanist wants to hear a lecture by Richard Dawkins played in the 
lunchroom at his workplace five days a week? 

Freedom of religion and expression means something else, for example 
that we all have to accept that we have to face messages we don’t like. 

A society where majority approval is required may reduce some fric-
tion, but it is hardly free. It requires a constant balancing act between 
pragmatism and principle. The method includes civil discussions about 
conflicting goals and impact assessments of both arguments and political 
decisions. How do we create an inclusive society where we consider both 
the pragmatic and the principled? Government inquiries usually guaran-
tee that we take major societal changes seriously. When discussing the role 
of religion in society, we no longer seem to be able to rely on this body. 
Categorical statements such as “religion is a positive force” or “religion is 
a dangerous force” follow each other without any distinctions that take 
seriously what is meant by “positive”, “negative” or “neutral” expressions 
of religiosity. What is meant when representatives of different faiths want 
to see more Christian, Muslim or secular values permeating society? Such 
views and their formulations mean different things to different people. 
The term ‘Muslim values’ obviously means something positive more to a 
Muslim than to a Christian. Similarly, the term “Christian values” sounds 
more positive to a Christian than to a secular person. But these clear-cut 
observations become much murkier when the concepts are more sweeping 
and the recipients less well-defined. The debate on the role of religion in 
society requires far greater objectivity, analysis and empiricism than it has 
so far shown. Without greater precision, “religion is a positive force in so-
ciety” is just as meaningless a statement as “religion is a harmful element 
in society”. 
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In the anthology Religionen i demokratin: Ett politisk dilemmas återkomst 
(2013), Eli Göndör discusses the need for balanced distinctions between the 
specific beliefs of different faiths in an increasingly pluralistic society: 

The dividing line between the secular and the religious is no longer sustain-
able due to the evolution of religion and religious practice […] While remain-
ing vigilant against religious expressions that seek to limit liberal democ-
racy or the values on which it is based, the dividing line should rather be 
drawn between those who are against and those who are for secular liberal 
democracy and its values. This is regardless of whether these forces are re-
ligious or secular.527 

Göndör is right that the distinctions need to be made clearer. If faith has 
previously been described as an asset, today it tends to be described as a 
problem to be dealt with – without clarifying what is problematic. In 
Gothenburg, the consequence was that municipal subsidies for children’s 
and youth activities were withdrawn because a Christian scout corps 
ended up in the same category as violent Islamism – both constituted “re-
ligious activities”.528 

Similar perspectives are found in other municipalities, albeit with dif-
ferent motivations. In Härnösand, associations and organizations have 
been offered the opportunity to apply for financial support to create free 
summer activities for children and young people on the condition that 
they are “free of religious elements”.529 The activities are intended to pro-
mote integration and create new contact areas for children and young peo-
ple from different social backgrounds, something that churches and other 
religious communities contributed to long before the 2015 refugee crisis. 
Most churches’ activities are motivated by common decency – like any 
sports club – but also by theological convictions. It therefore seems odd to 
ask for the results of the contribution of religious actors on the one hand, 
and to disqualify activities whose religious values justify their contribu-
tion to integration and encounters between different groups of children 
and young people on the other. Christian Mölk, who has shown great com-
mitment to refugees, writes on his Twitter account: 
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The [municipality] knows that we churches are good at certain things, such 
as [sic!] integration, and wants our help, but it must be on their terms. They 
probably mean well, but it’s a bit strange. If they want our help, they must 
also accept us.530 

Several municipalities in Skåne have also discussed association subsidies, 
with the result that churches and religious organizations, among others, 
have been asked to contribute to integration and meaningful meeting 
places. In Simrishamn, grants to organizations on political or religious 
grounds were withdrawn at the beginning of 2021. 

“Lotta Hildebrand (L), chairman of the culture and leisure board, tells 
Dagen that the committee had wanted to modernize its rules and clarify 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child as a basis for values. 

It is not that the board considers that political and religious organiza-
tions do not make socially useful and worthwhile contributions, she says. 
But we have prioritized associations that do not have the possibility of 
funding from other sources and that have a neutral activity.”531 

It is somewhat ironic that a municipality on the one hand wants to clar-
ify the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child as a value basis, and on 
the other hand prioritizes activities “that have a neutral activity”. The 
Convention on the Rights of the Child is hardly a value-neutral document. 

Politicians and opinion leaders are also increasingly talking about the 
need to protect secular society and place religion exclusively in the private 
sphere. In a comment to TT News Agency on the subject of Muslim prayer 
calls, Anna Tenje (M), chairman of the municipal council in Växjö, cer-
tainly presents a pragmatic argument against prayer calls: that she wants 
to counteract tensions in society. Then she adds: “I like the secular society 
and am happy to defend it.”532 This is hardly the only example of how a 
secular view of society is elevated to a political program. When the Social 
Democrats went to the polls in 2018 to ban denominational independent 
schools, the then Minister of Civil Affairs Ardalan Shekarabi (S) said in 
Agenda: “We believe in a secular society, where religion is essentially pri-
vate and the role of religion in public life is limited.”533 
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This is a very problematic development for an open and free society. In 
fact, the belief in a secular society is itself an expression of a worldview. 
Society is much larger than the state and is characterized by a variety of 
beliefs. Talking about the inviolable value of all people and human rights 
is also an expression of a worldview. They are abstract ideas that we pro-
fess, not scientifically verifiable propositions. A secular public sphere – 
where religion is kept private – favors a secularist worldview just as much 
as a Christian or Muslim society favors its worldview. It also means that 
the secularist state – which is different from the secular state – takes a 
stand against religious persons and associations in matters of belief and 
faith. In other words, such a state restricts freedom of religion. 

Another way of looking at the idea of politically marginalizing religious 
beliefs is in terms of the tug-of-war between different spheres of society 
(state, business, science, religion, etc.) highlighted by the opinion analyst 
Markus Uvell in a column in Dagen, in which he advises Christians in Swe-
den to offer more resistance when politicians want to “prune and con-
trol”534 religion in society: 

The relationship between the different spheres of society is always a tug of 
war. A society is never ‘finished’ but is constantly being reshaped, based on 
the strength of different interests. And political representatives will never 
let go; the desire to increase the influence of politics will never be satisfied. 
Christians needs to resist. 

Take, for example, the debate on Christian independent schools. In sim-
ple terms, the current situation can be described as being allowed to exist at 
the mercy of others – for the time being – but only on condition that they 
do not differ from non-denominational schools. The Christian element is re-
duced to a mere formality.535 

It is well known that Sweden has a long tradition of government re-
strictions on private life and that it has exhibited a political regulatory zeal 
that has generated a backlash from a variety of interest groups. In the same 
way that excessive regulation of companies or universities has destructive 
consequences for the freedom of business and education, politicians’ de-
sire to regulate associations and congregations will lead to limited reli-
gious freedom. This is what sociologist Hans L. Zetterberg referred in his 
research to the need for balance between different spheres of society, so 
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that no sphere becomes dominant at the expense of others. The market 
must not overpower politics. Politics must not overpower education. Edu-
cation must not overpower civil society – and so on. Here, Zetterberg 
points to the unique situation of Swedish civil society (which includes re-
ligious communities), which he describes as the state’s “colonization of 
civil society”:536 “Life in civil society rarely takes place on the dictates of the 
colonial power; the state does not decide who we should marry, or who we 
should associate with, or which association we should participate in, or 
where we should live. But life in Swedish civil society takes place to an un-
expected and enormous extent on the terms of the colonial power.”537 

This colonization entails disproportionate restrictions on the exercise 
of faith. A more pragmatic approach to beliefs, which are de facto found 
among citizens, is preferable to the religious insensitivity that continually 
creates divisions. 

The question policymakers should ask themselves in the debate about 
prayer calls is how they contribute to a society where people with different 
beliefs can coexist. This does not happen through political regulation of 
civil society. The fact that there are areas of conflict is not necessarily neg-
ative, but at the same time a certain degree of cohesion is in everyone’s 
interest. The conclusion is that principles are the foundation, but the good 
society also requires pragmatism. Only then can differences be acknowl-
edged and discussed without leading to destructive polarization. In other 
words: religious beliefs in the context of democratic discourse. 

The talk of politicians and opinion leaders about “protecting the secu-
lar society” seems to assume that the existence of religious diversity is a 
problem in itself, that it carries within it religious friction. But to advocate 
religious diversity based on the notion that all religions basically say the 
same thing is directly contradictory. If all beliefs were about the same 
thing, there would be no diversity. Downplaying the differences and em-
phasizing the commonalities of world religions has been popular for some 
time. It is a comfortable approach. It promises that we can put tensions 
and conflicts behind us. But it means that it is not so important to examine 
and take a stand on the deepest questions of life, which is the very premise 
of religious freedom. 
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It is therefore easy to conclude that religious diversity and friction it-
self leads to conflict and radicalization. In order to create a more peaceful 
society, the state may therefore wish to regulate religious life in general 
and religious movements in particular through legislation. If religion is 
seen as a problem, rather than a natural feature of society, it is easy for 
politicians to restrict religious life. And the greater the religious diversity, 
the greater the temptation for elected officials. But as Andreas Johansson 
Heinö writes in a column for Borås Tidning on the occasion of Sweden’s po-
sition in the 2020 world culture map from the World Values Survey (WVS): 

“Today, Sweden is more religiously pluralistic than ever before. This is 
a good thing, not only as an expression of tolerance (diversity is a natural 
consequence of religious freedom) but also because pluralism has a value 
in itself. Democratic institutions must be agnostic, but the existence of dif-
ferent, competing truth claims strengthens a society. 

Sweden has difficulty in managing the tension between the ideal of re-
ligious freedom and the religious pluralism that is a natural consequence 
of this freedom. There is a strong secular norm, shaped by our Lutheran 
heritage, with a comparatively narrow definition of religiosity (prayer, 
personal faith, participation in religious services).”538 

That competing truth claims strengthen a society is supported by a 
2014 report by the Institute for Economics and Peace (IEP) and the Reli-
gious Freedom & Business Foundation (R FBF), which found that countries 
with high levels of religious diversity and fewer restrictions tend to be 
more peaceful than countries with no freedom of religious expression: 

The presence of multiple religions in a country seems to have a calming ef-
fect if they are free from restrictions. Alternatively, if the followers of a re-
ligious group dominate and ‘achieve a monopoly’, they are likely to be able 
to access and exploit state power. What has happened in the past is that 
dominant religious groups with state power are open to persecuting other 
religious groups and competitors.539 

Brian Grim and Roger Finke’s The Price of Freedom Denied (2010) makes clear 
that more government regulation of religion leads to more conflict. The 
authors analyze statistics from nearly two hundred countries and conduct 
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case studies of six countries. They show that while tensions may arise in 
multi-faith settings, there is a clear correlation between stronger state re-
strictions on religious freedom and growing societal hostility to religious 
beliefs. The argument is that when the state over-regulates religious be-
liefs or practices, violent religious persecution and conflict tend to in-
crease. Conversely, religious violence tends to lead to increased regula-
tion. Restrictions on religious freedom, whether by limiting groups or 
favoring a particular group, are thus mutually reinforcing. 

“Restrictions placed on religions – both state and social restrictions – 
are the driving force behind higher levels of violent religious persecution 
and conflict”,540 Grim and Finke summarize. Lighter restrictions, more per-
missible beliefs and increased religious freedom, on the other hand, have 
a neutralizing effect on social tensions, they argue. The authors add that 
religious freedom also has a positive effect on the economy and the rest of 
society. If religious people are welcomed as part of society, they make pos-
itive contributions. 

The idea of the calming effect of competing beliefs on society was al-
ready put forward by ‘the first economist’, Adam Smith. In The Wealth of 
Nations (1776), Smith writes: 

The interested and diligent activity of religious teachers may become dan-
gerous and troublesome, only if there is only one recognized sect in the com-
munity, or if a whole large community is divided into only two or three large 
sects, and the preachers of each sect work in concert, disciplined and orga-
nized. Their religious zeal must be quite harmless, where society is divided 
into two or three hundred or perhaps as many as thousands of small sects, 
none of which can be large enough to disturb the general peace.541 

The desire to regulate polarizing religious expression may be good – to 
create a cohesive society – but the consequence tends to be the opposite, 
with restrictions driving social tensions. 
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Independent confessional schools – “poison-
ous cocktail” or democratic right? 

INDEPENDENT CONFESSIONAL SCHOOLS have long been debated, illustrating how 
religious elements are seen as a problem that should be confined to the 
private sphere. Already today, religious elements are forbidden in the 
teaching itself, while education is otherwise allowed to include voluntary 
gatherings with a religious character. The debate intensified in 2018 when 
the Social Democrats in their election campaign promised to stop inde-
pendent confessional schools. 

The Swedish Trade Union Confederation (LO) quickly joined in. The un-
ion’s then chairman Karl-Petter Thorwaldsson posted a picture on his 
Twitter account with the text: “It is not a right to impose on our children’s 
the parents’ beliefs on them. We should not have religious free schools.”542 
A message that created reactions, as Thorwaldsson claimed to be in charge 
of Swedish parents and to call other people’s children his own. Hardly in 
line with the words of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights on the rights 
of parents to “ensure the education and teaching of their children in con-
formity with their religious, philosophical and pedagogical convictions 
shall be respected,”.543 

The outward face of the Social Democrats’ campaign against independ-
ent confessional schools was then Minister of Civil Affairs Ardalan She-
karabi, now Minister of Social Security. In a video on his Facebook page, 
Shekarabi said that the Social Democrats “want a school that breaks seg-
regation […] that stands up for students’ religious freedom, the right to 
choose […] that combats gender roles [and] stands up for equality. And we 
will have zero tolerance for gender segregation in Swedish schools. The 
Swedish school should be run by educators and teachers, not priests and 
imams.”544 
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In an article in Aftonbladet the day before, he referred to his years in an 
Iranian school and compared it to denominational schools in Sweden 
“which market themselves by offering a religious education and competi-
tion in who can best recite religious scriptures” and promise “that girls 
and boys will not be taught together”.545 These schools even threatened 
the entire social structure, according to Shekarabi. He therefore appealed 
to other parties as well as parents: “To all parties that cherish an open, 
democratic and equal society, I want to say: think again. Think about the 
consequences for children and the cohesion of Sweden. With my experi-
ence, I also want to ask all parents to think about whether you really 
should put your children in a religious independent school.”546 

The article did not provide any concrete examples of schools where 
exercises of the kind Shekarabi warned about existed. The only reference 
the reader was given was Shekarabi’s own schooling in the Shiite-ruled 
dictatorship of Iran. Of course there are problematic schools with a reli-
gious profile in Sweden547 but what relevance this has to the actual ma-
jority of confessional independent schools, which have a Christian owner 
and are well-functioning, is a mystery. The fact that problems have 
largely occurred in independent schools that were not registered as con-
fessional but as ordinary independent schools, and with a Muslim focus,548 
means that the prohibition requirements affect the well-functioning 
Christian, Muslim and Jewish schools and not primarily those that con-
stitute a problem. 

One of the most wellknown Christian independent schools in Sweden, 
also located in Shekarabi’s former hometown of Uppsala, is Word of Life 
Christian school (since 2018 they are called Ansgarskolorna). No marketing 
about reciting New Testament texts by heart can be found on the school’s 
website. However, in the fall of 2017 (the year before the election), the 
Swedish Schools Inspectorate examined all Word of Life school units and 
found nothing to complain about.549 

                                             
545 Shekarabi, Ardalan. “Jag ser religiöst förtryck igen – i svenska skolan”, Aftonbladet, 

https://www.aftonbladet.se/debatt/a/gProg9/jag-ser-religiost-fortryck-igen--i-
svenska-skolan/  

546 Ibid. 
547 Olsson, Daniel. “Vetenskapsskolan stängs – blir av med tillståndet”, Expressen/ GT, 

https://www.expressen.se/gt/vetenskapsskolan-stangs/  
548 Pihl, Karin. “S-förslag stoppar inga islamist-rektorer”, Göteborgs-Posten, https://

www.gp.se/ledare/s-forslag-stoppar-inga-islamist-rektorer.0b675e52-3f1b-44b1-
8c63-4c790ee4d4de  

549 Angsar schools. “Annual school inspection 2017 completed – no remarks!”, 
https://ansgarskolorna.se/vara-skolor/skolinspektion-2017-ingen-anmarkning/  



Independent confessional schools – “poisonous cocktail” or democratic right? 179 

Part of the January Agreement between the governing parties, the Cen-
ter Party and the Liberals was to order an investigation into stopping the 
establishment of new independent confessional schools. “In recent years, 
we have seen examples of schools that, in the name of religion, separate 
girls and boys, barely teach sex and relationships, and equate evolution 
with religious creation myths. This is completely unacceptable. The gov-
ernment is now taking the first steps towards stopping new religious inde-
pendent schools”, said Minister for Education Anna Ekström when the re-
port was launched.550 A ban on all religious independent schools was also a 
key requirement for the independent MP Amineh Kakabaveh to vote for 
Stefan Löfven as prime ministeri after the declaration of no confidence in 
the summer of 2021.551 

In a debate article in Expressen a few months after the investigation was 
launched, Ekström and Interior Minister Mikael Damberg wrote how the 
possibility “to start religious free schools […] became a poisonous cock-
tail”552 with extremism and radicalization as a result. 

“People whom the Swedish Security Service (Säpo) considers to be a 
threat to Sweden’s security and key figures in radicalizing young people 
have been allowed to run schools. There are also reports of ISIS returnees 
being employed at schools. Today, the police and security police can share 
certain confidential information with schools if, for example, it can coun-
teract terrorism and the fact that people with links to violent extremism 
are acting within the school.”553 In its response to the consultation after 
the report was presented, Säpo writes that it “happens that representa-
tives of school activities have links to extremist environments. This can 
contribute to increased radicalization in Sweden and to the growth of pro-
violence environments. It may be the case that persons associated with vi-
olent extremism are active in, for example, independent schools and kin-
dergartens”.554 
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According to statistics from the Swedish National Agency for Educa-
tion’s school unit register, which the investigation presents, just over 9,400 
pupils attended the 72 registered independent confessional schools in the 
2018/19 academic year.555 “This corresponds to just under one percent of 
primary school pupils”, the investigator notes.556 The vast majority of 
schools have a Christian profile, about ten are Muslim and one is Jewish. 

Of these, a number of schools with a Muslim profile have been criti-
cized for dividing girls and boys into different classes and for links to vio-
lent extremism. In an interview with Henrik Höjer for the online journal 
Kvartal, Johan Olsson, head of operations at the Swedish Security Service, 
clarifies that “at the moment it is precisely about violent Islamism and 
nothing else”.557 Politicians have also made it clear that it is mainly schools 
with an Islamist profile that have led to the discussion of a ban on estab-
lishment. Even before the 2018 election, former Liberal Party leader Jan 
Björklund made a statement about this: 

Any legislation must apply equally to all religions.” But Björklund is clear 
about which religious independent schools he sees as a problem. “The cur-
rent growth of new religious independent schools is about Islamic inde-
pendent schools in our suburbs, and they are aimed at the children who 
most need to be integrated in Sweden.558 

Based on Säpo’s and the Swedish National Agency for Education’s figures, 
there are certainly hundreds of children affected by these schools. How-
ever, it is worth noting that Säpo does not see the proposal for a ban on 
the establishment of independent confessional schools as a solution. What 
the Swedish Security Service welcomes instead is the tightening of the 
ownership and management assessment proposed by the investigation. In 
their consultation response, the establishment ban is not even men-
tioned,559 which means that their statement cannot be used as ammunition 
in the criticism of the existence of independent confessional schools. 
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Rather, other measures are required to address the actual problems where 
children are at risk. 

Moreover, a closer look at the report itself reveals that it too does not 
provide an argument for a ban on establishment. Rather, both the statistics 
and the legal analysis in the report are a powerful counter-argument. 

The inquiry notes that it “has been difficult to objectively determine 
the advantages and disadvantages of confessional elements in the school 
system”,560 as the question of whether or not independent confessional 
schools should be established is often “an essentially ideological and to 
some extent a subjective issue”.561 This is illustrated not least by the fact 
that the commission of the inquiry was ideologically motivated. After the 
special investigator Lars Arrhenius described several significant obstacles 
to banning new confessional schools, the Minister of Education said that 
“it’s legally tricky, but it will be possible”.562 According to the philosopher 
of religion Ulf Jonsson, this sent “ominous signals that the handling of the 
issue is getting out of hand” and that the Minister should not “take the law 
lightly and thereby undermine people’s faith in the ethical and legal foun-
dations of society”.563 

The government inquiry therefore provided a good summary of the es-
tablishment ban issue when it described it as “challenging fundamental 
freedoms and rights such as freedom of enterprise and freedom of religion, 
as well as to equal treatment and discrimination”.564 Such restrictions only 
occur in societies where politicians see the state as the primary educator, 
i.e. the view expressed by Karl-Petter Thorwaldsson of LO. 

The investigation also notes that it is not possible to lump all confes-
sional independent schools together, as they “differ greatly from each 
other”. It is “not possible to draw any far-reaching conclusions on the seg-
regating or integrating effect of schools with a confessional orientation”, 
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writes the investigator.565 This goes against the image of confessional in-
dependent schools as a uniform group and undermines one of the main 
arguments for a ban on establishment: that these schools are characterized 
by segregation. 

In fact, it is municipal schools that have the most problems with segre-
gation. A survey by Dagens Samhälle in 2017 showed that the City of Stock-
holm was one of the municipalities with the strongest school segregation 
and 23 of the 38 most segregated schools were municipal.566 Obviously, this 
type of challenge also exists among confessional schools, but as the inves-
tigation points out, it is “not obvious that a freeze on establishment can be 
seen as an appropriate or proportionate measure to address these prob-
lems, which should also require other measures”.567 The same conclusion 
is made in a research overview from the think tank Timbro, which notes 
that “the majority of schools have a diversity of nationalities and reli-
gions”.568 When I asked Olle Burell, the then Vice Mayor for Schools and 
Education in the City of Stockholm, in an Almedalen debate in 2018, if he 
could give any examples of segregated independent schools with a confes-
sional focus, he had no answer.569 

As expected most religious organizations criticized the proposal for an 
establishment ban. At the same time, other major referral bodies also ob-
jected to the commission’s mandate. Barometern’s editorial writer Martin 
Tunström presented some of them: 

The two administrative courts – Malmö and Stockholm – that have been ap-
pointed as referral bodies emphasize that a ban on establishment conflicts 
with other rights laid down in the European Convention and EU law. 
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Stockholm University – legal science is usually part of the legal doctrine 
– asks the straightforward question of whether control and supervision of 
independent schools should not be enough to solve the ‘problem’. The rea-
son for stopping is not proportionate to the restriction of rights. The same 
reasoning for the Chancellor of Justice (JK), which usually weighs heavily in 
legislative work concerning rights. Uppsala University emphasizes that a 
ban on establishment should include – if it is to be introduced – all inde-
pendent schools. The upper court, the Administrative Court of Appeal in 
Gothenburg, which has been appointed as the referral body, does not sup-
port the main proposal either.570 

According to the Curriculum for Compulsory School, Preschool Class and School-
Age Educare (Lgr11), Swedish schools should, in addition to knowledge, pass 
on clear values based on faith convictions, rather than science: “The invi-
olability of human life, the freedom and integrity of the individual, the 
equal value of all people, equality between women and men and solidarity 
between people.” This is hardly something that can be tested in a labora-
tory, but requires a confession. Some schools go further and apply a form 
of gender pedagogy to counteract the two-gender norm and gender-based 
intolerance. Experience suggests that this is more of an ideological exper-
iment.571 

When the report proposes the definition of “confession” as “a body 
containing confessional or proclamatory elements belonging to a particu-
lar religion”572 a number of follow-up questions are thus raised. What “re-
ligion” refers to is not answered in the report. 

It is stated that “there is no definition in Swedish law of what is meant 
by religion” but that it is “a multidimensional phenomenon that can en-
compass a number of different perspectives”. Those who “have chosen a 
secular approach” are also included.573 

No school is value-neutral or free from a dominant worldview, whether 
explicit or implicit. For example, researcher Karin Kittelmann Flensner 
has shown that religious education in municipal schools is characterized 
by an atheist norm. After conducting observations in three large municipal 
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secondary schools during the 2011-2012 academic year, where she fol-
lowed 13 teachers teaching 24 different classes, she concluded: 

Being religious was presented in the lessons as being difficult to reconcile 
with being a modern, rational, individualistic and independently thinking 
person. In contrast, taking a non-religious and atheistic position was de-
scribed as a neutral and normal approach to religion. That this discourse 
was so strong in all classrooms was a result I had not expected.574 

As a result, many pupils of faith – regardless of their religious affiliation – 
feel more alienated in public schools. In some cases, it may even be a mat-
ter of vulnerability. A survey by the Swedish Christian Council (SKR), pre-
sented in 2020, showed that one in two Christian pupils (48.7 percent of 
393 Christian young people from different church traditions surveyed) feel 
offended due to their faith. In the Young Believers in Society report, a young 
boy Christian from an Orthodox tradition described his school situation as 
follows: “I was called stupid, got comments like ‘do you believe in Santa 
Claus too’.”575 A young Catholic girl had been told that as a believer she 
“should be careful not to be raped”.576 In connection with a breakfast sem-
inar, the report’s author Fredrik Wenell highlighted other insults directed 
at young believers that did not fit in the written report: 

I was ridiculed for being ”so stupid” to believe in the Bible and received of-
fensive comments. 

Comments such as being unintelligent and the like. That all Christians 
are pedophiles, etc.577 

Looking more closely at the testimonies in the SKR report, it is also claimed 
that teachers can be the ones who insult religious pupils during lessons. 
Among other things, a mocking tone is used about the Christian faith in 
relation to science, with the attack directed at individual pupils and their 
beliefs. In a follow-up report, Kränkt för sin tro, from the Christian think 
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tank the Clapham Institute, which is based on SKR’s survey, but also con-
ducts in-depth interviews with twenty young Christians from different 
church traditions, a pattern of what is described as an anti-religious dis-
course is highlighted both on the basis of previous research and on the 
basis of the pupils’ experiences.578 

A common objection to independent confessional schools is that they 
constitute segregating environments that isolate children and young peo-
ple from the rest of society. In one of its conclusions, however, the Clap-
ham Institute’s report states that the secular intolerance towards religious 
pupils in public schools entails “an obvious risk that these groups will in-
stead end up in various types of segregated environments both at school 
and in their leisure time – i.e. precisely the consequences that the critics 
of independent schools claim to want to counteract”.579 The confessional 
independent schools thus function as “a diversity-promoting corrective 
measure in relation to normative secularism”.580 

Both confessional independent schools and municipal schools are now 
required to be characterized by presenting diverse views. This should par-
ticularly be true in relation to the worldview that is dominant among the 
school’s students and teachers, which in many cases can be a secular 
worldview. The debate about independent confessional schools has been 
conducted as if metaphysical beliefs are unique to these schools, but this 
applies to all schools in Sweden – even those seen as supposedly neutral. 
To call for a ban on all confessional independent schools, when the vast 
majority offer a good and varied education, is to throw the baby out with 
the bathwater. This is particularly true given that similar questions about 
the role of beliefs in education can be asked of teachers and school man-
agement in municipal schools. No school is value-neutral or without a 
dominant worldview. The discussion on independent religious schools 
should reasonably focus on whether or not the Swedish Schools Inspec-
torate has done its job – i.e. to examine and shut down schools that do not 
fulfill their mission – before demanding a totalitarian ban on all independ-
ent confessional schools. In an open and democratic society, even politi-
cians who are critical of the role of religion in citizens’ lives and child rear-
ing must accept that there are citizens who make choices contrary to their 
own convictions. 
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The fact that the last word on the existence or non-existence of con-
fessional independent schools has hardly been said is made clear by the 
fact that, according to the January Agreement, a ban on establishment will 
only become relevant after July 2023.581 Before that, there will be a parlia-
mentary election with an unclear outcome. One of the many reasons that 
has delayed the process is the international conventions to which Sweden 
has committed itself regarding freedom of religion and freedom of enter-
prise. 

While disproportionate and inconsistent, the demands to ban denomi-
national independent schools can be understood in relation to other de-
bates on values, where Sweden appears to be an increasingly homogene-
ous society. Schools, democratic education and values have long gone 
hand in hand. This also applies to the freedom to think for oneself on com-
plex and fundamental issues. But what happens to the view of democracy 
in a society that demands uniformity on major ethical issues? These ques-
tions also relate to the individual’s moral compass and thus the freedom of 
religion in society. 
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Democratic drift  

In 2019, Swedish democracy CELEBRATED ONE hundred years. On May 24, 
1919, the Swedish Parliament decided to introduce universal and equal suf-
frage, and in terms of voter turnout, democracy is getting better and bet-
ter. Statistics Sweden (SCB) shows that the number of Swedes exercising 
their right to vote is increasing, and in the 2018 parliamentary elections 
seven out of eight eligible voters went to the polls.582 

But democracy is more than free elections. It also requires the ability 
and the right to think for oneself and to voice one’s opinion on issues that 
may be considered controversial. One such issue is abortion. 

Questions on medical ethics are almost always difficult. They touch both 
the deeply personal and the fundamental: how do we want to be as human 
beings, how should we think about human life and what is a human being? 

During the recent EU elections, it was made clear that a dissenting 
opinion on Sweden’s current abortion legislation could be seen as a 
threat to democracy itself. “We have to choose our path now”, as the 
Prime Minister put it after Lars Adaktusson had voted against making 
legislated abortion a matter for the EU rather than for each individual 
member state. Adaktusson’s position was perceived as a vote against the 
right to abortion itself.583 History repeated itself almost two years later 
when Dagens Nyheter wrote that Sarah Havneraas, president of the Chris-
tian Democrats’ women’s association, had been involved in a number of 
anti-abortion organizations, including as a board member of Männis-
kovärde.584 Havneraas responded that she supported the current abortion 
legislation and her involvement was limited to “the issue of the society 
of sorting out people, with selective abortions where girls are aborted 
but also when children with Down syndrome are seen as less worthy”.585 
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The notion that the abortion issue is morally complicated was con-
demned. “A woman’s right to decide about her own body is not a ‘morally 
complicated’ issue. It is precisely this kind of language that makes the 
Christian Democrats unreliable on human rights”,586 tweeted Af-
tonbladet’s political editor-in-chief, Anders Lindberg. The then Minister 
for Gender Equality Åsa Lindhagen (MP) attacked Havneraas on social 
media587 and the Left Party’s MEP Malin Björk described Människovärde 
and similar organizations as right-wing conservative and misogynistic.588 
The fact that the organizations she was referring to – Älska Livet, Provita 
and Människovärde – have roughly the same views on abortion as the 
Dalai Lama, Mother Teresa and the Pope was not mentioned. Malin 
Wollin, columnist in Aftonbladet, likened abortion procedures to going to 
the hairdresser.589 

In an editorial, Göteborgs-Posten’s Karin Pihl compared the reactions to 
those directed towards the midwife Ellinor Grimmark, Elisabeth Svantes-
son (M), who has a similar background to Havneraas, and Green Party 
member Yasri Khan, who doesn´’t want to shake hands with women for 
religious reasons: 

They were all more or less keelhauled. And when they tried to explain their 
positions or said they had changed their minds, they were met with suspi-
cion. It was almost as if the critics wanted the people in question to have the 
darkest of intentions. Because it made their own reaction seem more rea-
sonable than it was. 

It is as frivolous as accusing opponents of welfare profits of being social-
ists, feminists of being man-haters or non-feminists of hating women, but it 
is worse when the accusation is directed at an individual […] what is the 
point of an open and free society if there is no place for those who are per-
ceived as odd? Can it even be called open and free then? Tolerance does not 
mean that everyone should have progressive views, it means being patient 
with people whose views you do not share.590 
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This is not the first time dissenting views on abortion have been dismissed 
as democratically questionable. When Catholic politician Tonio Borg from 
Malta was elected as an EU Commissioner in 2012, the same thing hap-
pened. At the same time as some Sweden Democrats received legitimate 
criticism for racist and sexist statements591, Swedish politicians described 
Borg with words such as “a mummy”, “dinosaur” and “homophobic”.592 
Other opinion leaders wanted to “send the extremist back to the cave”.593 
At the same time, the “We like those different from us”-campaign was un-
derway in several established media. 

In an editorial on November 6, 2012 with the headline that said “Nefar-
ious man from Malta”, Sydsvenskan wrote that “the risk is imminent that 
conservative forces – not least in countries where the Catholic Church has 
great influence – will have an increased opportunity to influence laws and 
policies in an illiberal and downright misogynistic direction”.594 A little 
over a week later, on November 16, the same newspaper ironically turned 
against “many people’s day-to-day racism. Us and them thinking. This 
constant categorization where ‘they’ are lumped together and attributed 
characteristics, often negative”.595 

When politician Elisabeth Svantesson was appointed as the new Minis-
ter of Labor in 2013, Aftonbladet’s Anders Lindberg wrote: “If the values Elis-
abeth Svantesson has previously expressed are woven into that politics, it 
would be a disaster for women’s and gay rights, among other things” and 
said that “the Christian right has succeeded”.596 
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Perhaps one of the strongest judgments came from Mona Sahlin when, 
in her capacity as the government’s coordinator against violent extrem-
ism, she claimed that there are fundamental similarities between ISIS ter-
rorists and midwives who do not want to participate in abortion for rea-
sons of conscience. In a panel discussion, she said: “Anyone who refuses to 
perform an abortion is, in my opinion, an extreme religious practitioner, 
on a completely different level than ISIS is”.597 

And when the organization Scandinavian Human Rights Lawyers orga-
nized an international conference on trafficking at Uppsala University, 
where Queen Silvia’s work to protect children from abuse would also have 
been praised, both the University and the Royal Court withdrew after pres-
sure from Aftonbladet and the Swedish Association for Sexuality Education 
(RFSU), among others.598 The reason: The organizers not only work against 
trafficking, but are also legal representatives for the midwife Ellinor Grim-
mark in her case about freedom of conscience in healthcare. Uppsala Uni-
versity’s motto, “To think freely is great, but to think rightly is greater” 
seemed somewhat ironic in this context. Thinking freely apparently did 
not apply to the abortion issue. 

If we study the abortion issue not in substance, but as a phenomenon, 
we see a shift in the discussion of democracy from a state system to ideo-
logical positions and individual issues. The increasing use of ”democratic 
values” and ”democratic values” is one of several examples of this. This 
can be translated as “these views are democratic” and “those views are 
undemocratic”. But democracy is not an opinion. Democracy is not an ide-
ology. Democracy is a process and a form of government through which 
different opinions and ideologies are assessed and enforced – as long as 
democracy works. 

In a guest editorial in Svenska Dagbladet on June 2, 2019, the political sci-
entist Emil Uddhammar described this shift, in which we are increasingly 
moving “from procedure to content as determining democracy”.599 “This 
volte-face also makes it difficult for the political elites to handle the concept 
of tolerance, even though it is central to their self-image”, he writes.600 
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There are several reasons to criticize this change. Of course, a line must 
be drawn against those who use violence and oppression as a method or 
want to abolish democracy itself. But being critical of the design of an in-
dividual law is something else. It is an expression of democracy as a proce-
dure, not as a set of opinions. 

As with other laws, elected representatives are free to express their 
views on the design of abortion legislation and to lobby to change it in one 
direction or another. According to any reasonable understanding of the 
concept, this cannot in itself be undemocratic. Today, three parliamentary 
parties say they want to abolish the monarchy. None of them are accused 
of wanting to copy the French Revolution with the guillotine executions. 
However, this is exactly how many people seem to argue when it comes to 
the issue of abortion. The lack of nuance is striking. 

Similarly, one can criticize the debate on freedom of conscience, the 
most current example in Sweden being whether one can be a midwife and 
at the same time refuse to contribute to the performance of abortions. The 
right to freedom of conscience is closely linked to freedom of religion. 
They are included in the same article of rights in both the European Con-
vention on Human Rights and the UN Declaration of Human Rights. They 
are rights aimed at protecting individuals’ fundamental beliefs and thus 
self-identity as manifested in external actions. 

In the fall of 2019, the Liberals took a stand to ban freedom of con-
science in healthcare and change the term “freedom of conscience” to “re-
fusal to care”.601 However, the right to freedom of conscience is more ex-
tensive than the Liberals understand, as explained in ethicist Susanne 
Wigort’s Yngvesson’s Frihet till samvete (2016): 

Of course, the relevance of the right to freedom of conscience and its limits 
does not only apply to health professionals but to all professions that are 
challenged by difficult moral choices […] We may have different views on 
where the line should be drawn for exemptions from duties within a profes-
sion, but leaving conscientious beliefs or conflicts of conscience outside the 
professional role risks creating a cynical and mechanical working life.602 

The position that freedom of conscience is not equal to refusal to work is a 
union regulated position for journalists, who have the right to refrain from 
tasks that is contrary to their convictions. In paragraph 3.3 of the Swedish 
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Union of Journalists’ collective labour agreement for editorial staff states: 
“Employees may not be required to perform tasks that are humiliating or 
contrary to his or her beliefs.”603 In most areas, conscience is an asset of the 
employee. Speaking of the reactions to midwives’ right to freedom of con-
science, Wigorts Yngvesson notes that it is “interesting that opinion leaders 
and the public can simultaneously expect staff in other fields to act accord-
ing to their conscience”.604 For example, the motion of MP’s Gustav Fridolin 
and Yvonne Ruwaida from the Green Party in 2003 on “the right to consci-
entious objection to allow people to refuse to perform work tasks”605 after a 
postal worker refused to distribute election advertising from a party associ-
ated with racist views. Moreover, the right to refrain from participating in 
abortion on ethical or religious grounds was already foreseen both in the 
preparatory work of the abortion legislation606 and in the government bill.607 

Given that abortion is a moral dilemma for many people, it is hardly 
liberal to let the state demand uniformity on this issue. Or as a former gy-
necologist, who has participated in several abortions, wrote in a letter to 
journalist Paulina Neuding, formerly of NEO magazine, which she was al-
lowed to publish in a blog post: 

I myself have not suffered from any serious conscientious objections, but I 
think that society as a whole takes the problem far too lightly – in a false 
way. Everything is presented as so unproblematic – ‘the procedure takes 5 
minutes and you sleep the whole time and can go home afterwards’. But as 
a gynecologist you sometimes come into contact with patients’ emotional 
problems […] The problem with our society is that we try to alleviate the 
moral dilemma. But society should not alleviate the moral dilemma but 
make people recognize it.608 
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If you follow the debate on freedom of conscience for health professionals, 
you will soon notice how it slips into the issue of abortion itself, rather 
than the issue of freedom of conscience. What worries opponents of the 
right of midwives not to participate in abortions on the basis of personal 
conviction is that it could be a step towards restricting abortion rights. In 
an editorial in Aftonbladet, Eva Franchell expresses this concern: 

The main purpose of supporting such cases is to reduce the availability of 
abortion and create a gap in abortion legislation.609 

And in an opinion piece in the newspaper Norran, Social Democrat MEPs Evin 
Incir and Heléne Fritzon writes that freedom of conscience for health pro-
fessionals is akin to “stone age mentality” and equates it with restrictions 
on legal abortions.610 

However, apart from the obvious, that freedom of conscience is an issue 
far greater than “freedom of conscience for midwives”, the background to 
the demand for freedom of conscience for midwives is precisely that it pre-
supposes the right to abortion. 

In addition to the fact that the issue of freedom of conscience for mid-
wives was linked to the separate issue of abortion rights, it is difficult to 
shake the feeling that the strong reactions also resulted from the fact that 
the midwife’s request was religiously motivated. If an ethical vegan em-
ployed by a supermarket asked not to work in the charcuterie or a police 
officer who came to Sweden as a refugee asked not to participate in the 
forced deportation of refugees – it is difficult to imagine that references to 
freedom of conscience in these cases would have been given as much at-
tention and met with as much resistance. 

This tendency to regard religious – in this case Christian – involvement 
in society as a democratic problem is in itself a democratic problem. To 
problematize a phenomenon because it can “create a rift in abortion legis-
lation” and link this to the fact that the dissenting opinion is religiously 
motivated risks undermining one of the most important freedoms in a 
democratic society. 

In NEO Magazine, Marika Formgren discusses what she describes as two 
competing visions of the conditions for democracy: 
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What is the basic condition for democracy? In Sweden today, there are two 
competing answers to that question. The deep divide between the two ap-
proaches to democracy is, in my view, the reason for the polarized political 
debate. It is two incompatible ways of looking at democracy, rather than 
bloc political or right/left differences, that has lead us to have increasingly 
feverish discussions about the corridor of opinion, politically motivated vi-
olence and vuvuzelas. 

One side, to which I belong, says that the basic prerequisite for democracy 
is freedom of opinion, expression and debate. 

Only when all political options have been allowed to present their 
views and arguments in a free, public debate can the voter/citizen make 
an informed and reasoned choice in the run-up to a general election. 

“It is this view of democracy that leads people to quote the maxim ‘I hate 
your opinions but I am prepared to die for your right to express them’. It 
was also this vision of democracy that was solemnly proclaimed 16 years 
ago, when I, together with other beginners, attended the introductory 
course at the JMK journalism school. We can call its adherents freedom of 
opiniondemocrats. 

The other side argues instead that the basic prerequisite for democracy 
is a set of beliefs. The set of beliefs is usually called ‘democratic values’, or 
even better ‘democratic core values’, but alternative formulations such as 
‘equality of all’ are also used. Only when all people share democratic values 
can we achieve democracy, and therefore debate and opinion cannot be free. 
It must be conditioned and restricted so that people whose views differ from 
the values are not given the opportunity to influence the public. It was this 
view of democracy that sometimes emerged later in journalism education, 
when the solemn introductory course had been completed and forgotten. 
We can call its adherents core valuedemocrats.”611 

As a core value democratic view of the conditions for democracy becomes 
more common, the view of freedom may also change. If freedom is no 
longer seen as freedom from the limitations of the state, but as freedom 
from perceived limitations in society, where religious convictions deviate 
from the political majority, then freedom of opinion democracy becomes 
a problem, not least for a welfare state with the ambition to take great re-
sponsibility for the needs of citizens in a variety of contexts. 
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The challenge of a growing state making ever greater claims is com-
mented on by Paul Marshall in his chapter in the anthology Under Caesar’s 
Sword (2018), which is an account of a three-year research project on how 
Christian groups respond to restrictions on religious freedom. Marshall 
writes: 

With few normative constraints on its authority beyond the notion of indi-
vidual rights, the state tends to expand into more and more areas of society. 
But if religion should stay away where the state is involved, then religion 
should stay away from more and more areas of society. Wherever the state 
is, the church and religion must be removed. But aside from individual pri-
vacy, the state today tends to move in the direction it wishes. And as gov-
ernments become more and more expansive, especially in welfare or social-
ist states, religion must become less and less involved and increasingly 
marginalized.612 

In the long term, a state that seeks to replace the role of religion in peo-
ple’s lives poses a major challenge to freedom of religion and freedom of 
opinion. 
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Freedom and friction 

RECURRING tensions over religiosity in public life can be found in much of 
the Western world, often described as a cultural struggle between religious 
beliefs and progressive values. I spent the fall of 2013 in Washington DC 
studying challenges to religious freedom at the Hudson Institute and its Cen-
ter for Religious Freedom. There I met Thomas Farr, who has focused his re-
search on religious freedom and also worked on religious freedom issues 
as a diplomat for the US State Department under both Bill Clinton and 
George W Bush. 

In a speech in the U.S. House of Representatives in June 2013, Farr sum-
marized the religious freedom challenges he sees in the West based on the 
fact that the U.S. Bill of Rights rejects the idea of a state church where the 
state privileges one religious belief over others or restricts the free exer-
cise of religion, often described as “the first freedom”: 

Today, the threats of such ‘institutionalization’ do not come from any reli-
gious group, but rather from an increasingly aggressive secular ideology 
that does not hesitate to restrict citizens’ religious freedoms if they do not 
conform to contemporary secular confessions. This includes issues such as 
abortion, contraception and the redefinition of marriage. For these new ide-
ologues, ‘error has no rights’. Religious individuals and groups must assimi-
late.613 

In a later speech before the Senate in 2018, Farr pointed out that alongside 
increasing discrimination and violence against Muslims and Jews in Amer-
ican society and culture, this secular “institutionalization” continues in 
the political and legal world where the trend is to “try to silence traditional 
religious voices”.614 A contentiousissue in 2013 was Barack Obama’s 
healthcare reform, The Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act, popularly 
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known as “Obamacare”. The highly complex legislation meant that univer-
sities, charities and businesses – even those founded and run for religious 
reasons – were forced to offer the ‘morning-after pill’. In many cases, this 
went against religious and ethical beliefs, particularly those of Catholic in-
stitutions, and led to widespread debate. For example, would Catholic in-
stitutions be forced to comply with this legislation or was there a possibil-
ity of exemption as stakeholders have been able to do in other cases? How 
would the legislation help the hundreds of Catholic hospitals or orders of 
nuns that have been providing health care to the country since at least the 
beginning of the 20th century? 

Another key event in the continuing tensions over the place of reli-
gious beliefs in the public sphere was when the issue of same-sex marriage 
was decided by the US Supreme Court in 2015. Donald Verrilli, the presi-
dent’s solicitor general, announced at the time that Christian universities 
would have problems with their tax deductibility if they did not adapt to 
the new legislation.615 This had a major impact on many conservative 
Christian voters in the 2016 election and was a contributing factor in their 
vote for Donald Trump, who could hardly be regarded as a Christian role 
model. What was interpreted by many Americans as an expansion of free-
dom – the ability for same-sex couples to marry on equal terms in any state 
– was interpreted by others as a curtailment of their freedoms, as the state 
threatened to use economic pressure to force private institutions to act 
contrary to its values. At the same time, activists had attacked religious 
adoption agencies and business owners by taking them to court because of 
their theological beliefs regarding same-sex marriage. These have in-
cluded individual bakers, and florists who, because of their traditional 
view of marriage, did not want to make specific wedding cakes or bridal 
bouquets, even though they otherwise treat all customer groups equally. 
Of course, in the eyes of many, this is a strange position to take in a culture 
that celebrates inclusion and diversity, but the question is what kind of 
society it leads to in the long run if you force someone to create an artistic 
work that celebrates an idea that goes against their conscience. For exam-
ple, should a Muslim web designer be forced to create a website critical of 
Islam or a homosexual bookshop-owner be forced to sell a traditional Cath-
olic marriage book? Or does the freedom to conduct business make it pos-
sible to turn to other business owners of the same kind for their demands 
when it comes to business activities that encourage competition? An 
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obvious exception, however, is larger companies that have gained such a 
position in society that they have become a natural part of the basic infra-
structure. It is therefore interesting to note the debate around accusations 
of censorship and political regulation of global social media companies 
such as Facebook, YouTube and Twitter. As Göteborgs-Posten’s Håkan Bos-
tröm writes, social media constitutes “the fundamental communication 
infrastructure of our time”, where most “of our conversations about soci-
ety and politics take place”.616 The fact that smaller local businesses have 
conscientious concerns about which religious or political messages they 
are expected to convey is in this context less worrying than the re-
strictions on free speech that are possible on social media. 

The events in the US further fueled the culture war and reinforced the 
polarization between conservative and progressive voter groups. As the 
Supreme Court, with its nine justices appointed for life by the president to 
interpret the Constitution, has increasingly come to be seen as an arena 
for judicial activism, many conservatives saw a risk in Hillary Clinton ap-
pointing future members. Add to that a growing divide between urban and 
rural, elite and a growing underclass. Many also felt targeted when Clinton 
referred to Trump supporters as “deplorables”. That is hardly a way to 
build bridges between voter groups. 

Trump was erratic, crude, contradictory, having changed his mind on 
a number of issues, and far from the ideal candidate. But at least he was 
not Hillary Clinton. Although some Christians cast a blank vote, others re-
luctantly cast their vote for Trump. “In the short term we may lose repu-
tation,” many thought, “but in the long term it will be a better policy for 
the country.” Thus, the death of Supreme Court Justice and women’s rights 
activist Ruth Bader Ginsburg and Donald Trump’s nomination of the Cath-
olic Amy Coney Barrett to replace her led to intense debate. Coney Barrett 
was accused of espousing a patriarchal faith and that her Catholic faith 
community was the inspiration for Margaret Atwood’s book The Hand-
maid’s Tale (1985).617 Her actual experience as a lawyer and previous judicial 
opinions seemed to matter less. Neither did the fact that the US 
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Constitution explicitly prohibits religious tests as a requirement for quali-
fication for any office or public position.618 

The American debate largely revolves around the very definition of the 
concept of religious freedom. Ross Douthat wrote in a widely read column 
in the New York Times that “defenders of the health care reform emphasize 
that it guarantees free worship, which it does. But it hardly guarantees the 
genuine and free exercise of religious beliefs […] If you want to fine Cath-
olic hospitals for following Catholic teaching, or prevent Jewish parents 
from circumcising their sons, or ban Chick-fil-A in Boston [a Christian-
owned fast-food chain], don’t tell religious people that you respect our 
freedoms. Tell them what you really think: that we threaten all that is good 
and decent when we practice 0our religion, and that you will use all avail-
able power to force us into obedience.”619 

This forms part of the background to the high-profile culture war is-
sues that characterize American politics and society today. At the same 
time, it is worth noting that several of these voices, not least Ross Douthat, 
were strongly critical of President Donald Trump.620 The election of Trump 
created even greater divisions around religious beliefs in American soci-
ety. In particular, Muslim and other minorities were negatively affected by 
the President’s rhetoric and decisions, including the radicalization of po-
litical opponents. The emphasis on international religious freedom in for-
eign policy during the Trump years was positive, and although activists 
and experts alike express some concern that religious freedom will be de-
prioritized in foreign policy621 under Joe Biden, the current President was 
about as quick as Trump to nominate his candidate for the important post 
of Ambassador for Religious Freedom.622 Compared to both George W. Bush 
and Barack Obama, who took 14 and 17 months respectively to make a 
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nomination, it is an important and welcome signal to nominate a highly 
experienced and qualified candidate just seven months after Biden took 
office, according to most observers in the religious freedom community.623 

Os Guinness, a British sociologist and long-time resident of Washing-
ton DC, has analyzed the growing conflicts around religiosity and points 
out how freedom of religion and belief has lost its importance in the West, 
and in particular in the United States. In Last call for Liberty (2018), he 
points out that religious freedom was called “the first freedom” by the 
American founding fathers,624 as it is enshrined in the First Amendment 
of the US Bill of Rights.625 Historically, religious freedom has played a cen-
tral role in American politics and culture. For example, the Constitution 
explicitly prohibits requiring religious tests to qualify for public office, 
which was a common requirement at the time the Constitution was 
adopted. In North Carolina, anyone who “denies the existence of God or 
the truth of the Protestant religion” was banned from working in govern-
ment.626 One of those who highlighted the very prohibition on requiring 
religious tests for government work was a young Massachusetts senator 
in the 1960 presidential campaign, John F. Kennedy, when he was accused 
of being the Catholic Church’s presidential candidate and thus taking in-
structions from the Vatican.627 More recently, there are examples of both 
Democratic and Republican senators inserting theological considerations 
into hearings. In 2017, Donald Trump’s nominee for deputy director of 
the White House Office of Management and Budget, Russell Vought, was 
slammed by Bernie Sanders for expressing in an article his Christian be-
lief that Muslim believers need Jesus to be saved.628 And as recently as July 
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2021, Republican Senator John Kennedy questioned Hampton Dellinger, 
Joe Biden’s nominee for Assistant Attorney General, about his faith and 
views on abortion.629 

However, the central status of religious freedom, even its meaning, has 
changed and Guinness identifies what he calls “three radical R’s”, which 
he argues undermine religious freedom: reducing religious freedom to the 
freedom to worship; reforming religious freedom to mere freedom from 
religion; and revising the meaning of religious freedom to a code of bigotry 
and intolerance.630 For example, Martin R. Castro, then chair of the U.S. 
Commission on Civil Rights, which is charged with upholding the civil rights 
of all Americans, described religious freedom in 2016: 

Expressions like “religious freedom” will stand for nothing but hypocrisy as 
long as they are code words for discrimination, intolerance, racism, sexism, 
homophobia, Islamophobia, Christian domination or any other form of in-
tolerance.631 

Describing Catholic nunneries, which provide care for the most vulnerable 
in society and do not want to be forced to provide contraceptives, as insti-
tutions of “intolerance” and “Christian domination” is weak. 

Often the right to religious freedom is seen as an implicit restriction on 
the rights of LGBTQ groups. The idea seems to be that there is a zero-sum 
game between, on the one hand, the freedom to live according to tradi-
tional religious values and beliefs and, on the other hand, the freedom to 
live according to progressive values and ones personal identity. We know 
that this tension exists; for example, today there is an ongoing debate 
about the latest version of the Equality Act,632 an amendment to the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964 that is intended to prohibit discrimination on the basis 
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of gender identity and sexual orientation in a wide range of areas, which 
the current US administration wants to enforce. At the same time, it over-
rides the right to certain exemptions guaranteed to religious actors by a 
previous piece of legislation from 1993, the Religious Freedom Restoration Act 
(RFRA), a law signed into law by Bill Clinton. This is of concern to many 
religious commentators and leaders, as RFRA’s purpose is to protect the 
rights of religious people at the federal level from government actions that 
could force them to go against their beliefs. For example, RFRA allows re-
ligious organizations to use their traditional view of marriage in employ-
ment and foster care placements, but under the Equality Act this is pre-
sumed to be unlawful discrimination. Problematizing and debating gender 
identity and trans ideology is also assumed to be grounds for prosecu-
tion.633 Ironically, it was Democrat Chuck Schumer who introduced RFRA 
as a bill in the U.S. House of Representatives in 1993, where it passed with 
unanimous support. A companion bill was introduced in the Senate on the 
same day by Democrat Ted Kennedy, where an overwhelming majority (97 
yes votes to three no votes) voted in favor of RFRA,634 including Joe Biden, 
then representing the state of Delaware.635 Among those who opposed 
RFRA at the time were Catholic and other pro-life organizations who were 
concerned that the law could be used to justify a “religious right to abor-
tion that could override state abortion restrictions”.636 Today, however, 
the defense of RFRA comes mainly from conservative voices, although 
there are of course exceptions to that rule. 

Douglas Laycock, professor of law at the University of Virginia, who 
helped to formulate RFRA in the early 1990s and also supports gender-neu-
tral marriage and other LGBT rights, has described the new version of the 
Equality Act and its impact on RFRA: 

This is not a good faith attempt to reconcile competing interests. It is an at-
tempt by one side to grab all the disputed territory and crush the other side.637 
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In other words, a zero-sum game where no pardon is given to the other 
side. Michael Wear, an opinion strategist and former staff member of 
Barack Obama’s re-election campaign and the White House Office of Inter-
faith Relations, writes: 

The history of religious freedom and LGBT rights in the twenty-first century 
has been almost entirely one of litigation. It is time for the American people 
to take back the pen and write our shared future together. To do so, we must 
see, recognize, and advocate for each other. We need to put aside the fantasy 
that there is a future we can achieve where we get everything we want, or 
where we all do what we think is best.638 

What Wear says is that legal disputes hardly creates a good social climate 
for people with different beliefs. 

At the same time, research shows that there is no necessary conflict 
between religious freedom and LGBT rights. In the study Religious Freedom 
and LGBT Rights: Do they have common ground? (2019), which is based on sur-
veys from both Gallup and Pew Research Center, Brian J. Grim shows that 
support for LGBT rights tends to increase with more religious freedom.639 
If people are free to live according to their beliefs – provided they agree on 
the democratic rules of the game – everyone benefits. The tendency is to 
emphasize one’s own freedom from the pressures and views of others, not 
to focus on life choices other than one’s own. In practice, this laissez-faire 
attitude is not always easy to maintain. In a democratic society, it is ex-
pected that people and communities have a say about each other’s lives, 
but feeling that one’s own freedom is guaranteed is less likely to lead to 
open conflict.  
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In a February 2020 report640 by the UN Special Envoy Religious Freedom 
Ahmed Shaheed, he focuses on gender, sexuality and equality, and pro-
vides a typical example of this conflict. The report criticizes the religiously 
motivated violence against girls, women and LGBT people in countries 
such as Pakistan, Sri Lanka and Uganda. Criminal laws against homosexu-
ality, like blasphemy laws, create incentives for violence, discrimination 
and marginalization. Shaheed also highlights the discrimination faced by 
minority women in many countries, many of whom are subjected to forced 
marriages, and makes a series of recommendations on how religious free-
dom can still be promoted. 

However, the report links traditional theological beliefs on sexual and 
medical ethics among peaceful groups to the justification of violence 
against minorities. It criticizes that “religious interest groups engage in 
campaigns that portray rights advocates working to combat gender-based 
discrimination as ‘immoral’ actors, seeking to harm society through a ‘gen-
der ideology’ that is harmful to children, families, tradition and reli-
gion.”641 

The report criticizes health professionals who, for ethical or religious 
reasons, do not want to participate in abortions, i.e. freedom of conscience, 
which is already guaranteed by national legislation in a number of coun-
tries. The UN report thus takes a direct position on an issue that many con-
sider to be a difficult ethical dilemma. 

Ahmed Shaheed further writes that “some religious institutions pro-
mote and uphold interpretations of religious beliefs that encourage gen-
der-based violence and discrimination against women, girls and LGBT peo-
ple in the form of physical, sexual and psychological harm.”642 

Shaheed’s important report is not unproblematic. “Psychological 
harm” is an ambiguous concept that risks blurring the line between real 
attacks on the one hand and open and free debate on the other. Does “psy-
chological harm” mean feeling that you have been violated? If so, what 
protection can be claimed against real or perceived violations? How to dis-
tinguish between real and perceived violations? We have seen how such 
questions can also lead to a narrower corridor of opinion when it comes to 
open and free debate on ethical issues. This is evident when Shaheed 
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argues that “it is difficult to justify accommodation of religious beliefs 
when the consequences are discrimination and harm to others, especially 
to groups that have been discriminated against and marginalized for a long 
time”.643 Again, it is important that concepts such as “discrimination” and 
“harm” are given a clear meaning. If broad and disparate interpretations 
are allowed, there is a risk that strong but reasonable differences of opin-
ion will be categorized as “discrimination” and “harm”, which in turn may 
lead to restrictions on free and open debate. 

The conflict between the values of secular society and religious beliefs 
on ethical issues knows no geographical boundaries. It constitutes one of 
the great issues of our time in the common effort of all of us to live to-
gether in mutual respect despite deep and different convictions. We must 
all demand more of ourselves to become as good as possible at disagreeing 
in a civilized way. 
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The last temptation of the liberation project  

A REQUIREMENTFOR disagreeing in a civilized way is a functioning demo-
cratic ecosystem that is updated by each new generation. It is not created 
and maintained by itself. This is very much the case for religious freedom, 
which is a litmus test for a democratic and open society. In the Diversity 
Barometer 2020 survey by the University of Gävle, 82 percent of Swedes 
agree with the statement: “Religious affiliation, regardless of religion, is 
a private matter that should not affect the work situation.”644 Only nine 
percent disagree with this statement. The most recent surveys were con-
ducted in 2018 and 2016, when 85 and 82 percent respectively agreed with 
the statement. The situation thus appears to be stable, with a decline of 
three percentage points from 2018 to 2020. According to the survey, “it 
remains to be seen at the next measurement if this is a temporary decline 
or a trend”.645 Although the surrounding questions in the survey relate to 
Islam in particular,646 which may have some impact on how the question 
on religious affiliation is interpreted, the specific question is formulated 
to apply to all religions. Regardless of how the question is understood, it 
is striking that more than eight out of ten Swedes think that religion is a 
private matter that should not be noticed or affect the workplace. The 
Diversity Barometer 2020 summarizes the figures by stating that “it is 
possible to trace a slight upward trend in deteriorating attitudes all the 
way back to 2005 when these measurements began”.647 In the long term, 
this may mean that resistance to religious diversity outside the home is 
increasing. 

Commenting on the 2018 report, opinion analyst Markus Uvell wrote 
in Göteborgs-Posten: 

“In the Diversity Barometer, 85 percent of Swedes believe that religion ‘is a 
private matter that should not affect work’. The struggle of religious 
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minorities to live according to their own faith is reduced to a hobby, some-
thing to be silenced so that no one takes offense.”648 

He continues: 

This stance appeared in all its puffed up confidence when the Center Party’s 
general assembly recently demanded that Sweden should be the only coun-
try in the world to ban male circumcision. A 3,000-year-old tradition, crucial 
to the Jewish faith, was dismissed as ‘outdated’ and ‘anti-liberal’.649 

Uvell refers to the Center Party’s general assembly’s decision in the fall of 
2019, when a majority voted for the party to work for a ban on circumci-
sion of boys that is not done for medical reasons. However, the party lead-
ership was critical and warned that it would be perceived as the party 
wanting to ban Judaism and Islam. Ironically, the decision came just a day 
after party leader Annie Lööf wrote on Twitter that the Center Party “will 
continue to stand up for an open, liberal and tolerant society”.650 

Dana Pourkomeylian, who was then a representative of the Centre 
Party’s youth 0rganization (CUF) but later left the the party, was a strong 
proponent of the circumcision ban. For her, it was a “liberal matter of prin-
ciple”.651 For Jews and Muslims, the Center Party’s position hardly meant a 
quest for an “open, liberal and tolerant society”. 

The argument seems to be based on a specific view of liberalism, de-
scribed by the political thinker Isaiah Berlin as a distorted form of positive 
freedom. This echoes what has been described above as characteristic of 
core value-democrats. The effort to free people from perceived limitations 
can lead to oppression, as Berlin emphasizes: 

This makes it easy for me to imagine that I could exert coercion on others 
for their own sake, in their interest, not mine. I then claim to know what 
they really need better than they know it themselves. What this means at 
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most is that they would not resist me if they were rational and wise like me 
and understood their own best interests as I do.652 

If one believes that people’s free choice prevents them from acting accord-
ing to what is really “their latent rational will”,653 that their choices keep 
them in their “unenlightened state”,654 then one can see coercion as justi-
fied. It is this overemphasis on positive freedom that sometimes leads 
some liberals, in their commitment to progressive values, to totalitarian-
ism. Hence the debates on, for example, veil bans, religious free schools 
and freedom of conscience. Author Lars Anders Johansson writes about 
this in an article in the online magazine Kompass magasin: 

If the first form of liberalism saw the role of politics as safeguarding individ-
ual rights and freedoms through a framework of institutions, the second 
form of liberalism takes a more activist view of the role of politics. 

From this liberal perspective, people do not understand their own best 
interests and the coercive power of politics must be used to enforce the ra-
tionalist agenda. This is the basis for the seeming paradox that people who 
call themselves liberal are often the most likely to want to control people’s 
private lives.655 

Johansson exemplifies how in the “so-called culture war issues […] we have 
repeatedly seen liberals take a stand for progressive positions against fun-
damental liberal principles […] The fight against religion in society has 
been considered more important than the fight for religious freedom, as 
in the case of independent confessional schools.”656 

It is not surprising, therefore, that we are seeing increasing tensions 
between progressives and those who emphasize traditional values. 

Here the pluralist society faces a challenge. Once liberalism has freed 
itself from restrictions in the form of political oppression, the temptation 
seen in so many liberation movements arises: the freedom project lives on 
by turning against perceived or constructed oppressive structures. Values, 
norms and attitudes that were established prior to the liberation and that 
persist become obstacles to the ongoing self-realization of society and in-
dividuals. While many religious views of freedom have a clear element of 
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teleology, man is created for communion with the Creator and finds him-
self only in the right relationship with God, the secular view of freedom 
rather emphasizes independence and freedom of choice. We then see, 
among other things, how freedom of religion becomes freedom from reli-
gion, since those who look at the religious context from the outside see 
individuals constrained by ancient traditions and beliefs. Thus, another 
task for the liberators: to free those who are burdened by their own reli-
gious choices. 

The motive may be a freer society, but it is not particularly liberal. 
Rather, we see an elite determined to educate the backward. 
Susanne Wigorts Yngvesson has aptly described how in Sweden we 

show “an almost religious reverence”657 for the right to freedom of expres-
sion, while at the same time the freedoms of religion and conscience are 
paradoxically placed on the periphery of the public debate. 

This is illustrated in the Pew Research Center’s early 2020 survey on sup-
port in different countries for democratic principles such as gender equal-
ity, freedom of expression, impartial justice and freedom of religion.658 

According to the study, 96% of Swedes surveyed thought that gender 
equality is the most important democratic principle. The second most im-
portant principle (93%) is an impartial judicial system. Regular elections, 
freedom of expression, free media and free internet were considered very 
important by about eighty percent each, which did not differ significantly 
from other countries. The view of the importance of religious freedom was 
at the bottom of the list of what Swedes considered very important for a 
democracy. Only 53% thought that religious freedom was very important. 
Globally, the median score for this right is 68%. According to Pew, religious 
freedom “has the lowest priority in a number of more secular nations, es-
pecially in Europe, where the French, Swedes, Spanish and Dutch all give 
it the lowest priority”.659 

According to Pew, Swedes see religious freedom as the least important 
democratic principle. How strong is this democratic principle standing in 
Sweden? In a survey conducted by the European Commission in May 2019, 
56 percent of Swedes responded that there is widespread religious discrim-
ination in society, while 42 percent considered such discrimination to be 
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very rare.660 In terms of both the importance of religious freedom and 
whether it is threatened, a roughly equal proportion of the population re-
sponded similarly. It is not a bold guess that these are roughly the same 
people. When Dagens Nyheter asked the research company Ipsos to investi-
gate Swedes’ attitudes towards religious practices, it emerged that the ma-
jority are negatively inclined towards certain phenomena.661 In particular, 
this applies to attitudes towards minorities: 

• 71% believe that it should be forbidden for children in preschool to 
wear a veil. 

• 70% are negative towards religiously motivated circumcision of boys. 
• 79% are negative towards independent confessional schools. 
• 55% are negative towards people not shaking hands for religious rea-

sons. 

According to Bi Puranen, a researcher at the Institute for Futures Studies, 
who works on the international World Value Survey, the respective sur-
veys of DN/Ipsos and WVS are well aligned: 

It is an interesting result that shows that there is not much room for maneu-
ver for religious expression in our society […] These things are seen as a 
threat to the liberal values that are tremendously strong in Sweden. They 
are not negotiable from a majority Swedish perspective.662 

If we look at the Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention’s (Brå) hate 
crime statistics, there has been an increase in reported hate crimes with 
some form of religious motive. In 2018, almost 280 crimes with an anti-Se-
mitic motive were identified (53% more than in 2016), just over 560 with an 
Islamophobic motive (28% more than in 2016), just over 290 with a Christo-
phobic motive (the same number of reports as in 2016) and 260 with other 
anti-religious hate crimes, such as crimes committed because of different 
interpretations within the same religion (the same level as in 2016).663 Seen 
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over a longer period of time, all hate crime motives have increased since 
2010. A common type of crime is unlawful threats and harassment where 
the victim is threatened with violence either close to their home or on the 
internet. In addition, churches, mosques and synagogues are regularly sub-
ject to vandalism and attacks. Although it is the criminal act itself that is 
assessed – not the opinion of the perpetrator at the time of the crime – the 
motives are fundamentally about a negative attitude towards people’s reli-
gious identity and beliefs. Of course, this is far from being as problematic as 
pure threats and violent crimes, but it is nevertheless an indication of the 
support for restrictions on the statutory freedom of religion.  

While the negative attitude towards religious expression measured in 
DN/Ipsos is largely linked to Islam and immigration, other surveys show 
that support for “Christian values” is increasing. In a study conducted by 
Linnaeus University for the 2018 parliamentary elections, forty percent of 
the population wanted to see a society built on “Christian values”664 – a 
doubling in size compared to 2014. This may seem contradictory, as Swe-
den is considered by many other surveys to be one of the most secular 
countries in the world, but according to Magnus Hagevi, the political sci-
entist responsible for the survey, there is a certain statistical correlation 
between criticism of immigration and the desire to see a society built on 
Christian values. He therefore believes that the results may be a reaction 
to the increasing presence of Islam in Sweden. When it comes to the atti-
tude that the Christian faith has a special position and deserves more space 
in the public sphere, it is rather a privatized form of faith. This is illus-
trated by Erika Willander’s report for the Swedish Agency for Aid to Reli-
gious Communities, Sweden’s religious landscape – togetherness, belonging and 
diversity in the 2000s (2019): 

About a quarter of the population believes that immigrants should be able 
to practice their religion freely in Sweden and another third believes that 
immigrants should be able to practice their religion partially. If these results 
are interpreted generously, they mean that just over half (57%) of the pop-
ulation are positive about immigrants’ religious practice, while just under 
half are negative. Further analysis has shown that the skepticism about im-
migrants being able to practice their religion in Sweden is rooted in a nega-
tive attitude towards immigration more generally. Behind the results there 
also seems to be a concern that increased religious diversity may lead to re-
strictions on what are perceived as the usual ways of expressing religiosity, 
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i.e. believing in ‘something’ and belonging to the Church of Sweden without 
attending services regularly.665 

The practiced religiosity that is seen as acceptable is thus believing in 
“something”, not “attending religious services regularly”. In Sweden, the 
focus is often on negative religious freedom, i.e. freedom from religion ra-
ther than freedom to religion. It is often perceived as rational to avoid re-
ligion. Willander summarizes the attitude by saying that “the regulatory 
framework used by the state to define religious freedom does not neces-
sarily correspond to the Swedish population’s attitude towards religion 
and perceptions of the place of religions”.666 

Thus, there is a clear gap between legislated religious freedom and so-
ciety’s definition of religious freedom. This fits well with political scientist 
Henrik Ekengren Oscarsson’s 2013 observation about the ‘opinion corri-
dor’: 

The opinion corridor – that is, the buffer zone where you still have some 
leeway to express an opinion without having to receive a fresh diagnosis of 
your mental state – is very narrow in Sweden. It is now enough to say that 
you believe in God. (which, incidentally, 45 percent of the population say 
they do) to be considered not in their right mind.”667 

Debates about religious versus progressive values in ethical issues often 
result in accusations of one or the other phobia, which illustrates Ekengren 
Oscarsson’s point. We do not debate. We diagnose. Views contrary to ours 
are described as medical conditions. 
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IN THE WAKE of THE PANDEMIC, Sweden’s democracy celebrates ONE hundred 
years. In a four-year long jubilee the breakthrough of democracy is cele-
brated with exhibitions, book publications, seminars and study materi-
als.668 In 1919, universal and equal suffrage was introduced in Sweden and 
two years later the first parliamentary elections were held in which 
women could also vote. But as mentioned earlier, democracy is more than 
free elections and universal and equal suffrage. An open and free society 
requires the ability and right to think for oneself and to express dissenting 
views. Freedom of religion is crucial here, and Swedish democracy has not 
yet arrived. How religious freedom has been treated over the past year is 
one of the clearest examples of this. 

In the bill for the temporary pandemic law that came into effect on 
January 10, 2021, there was hardly any discussion of the significance of the 
restrictions for religious practice. This is despite the fact that the law en-
tails clear restrictions on fundamental freedoms and rights.669 Freedom of 
assembly, demonstration and business is given considerably more space, 
despite the fact that freedom of religion is an absolute right in the consti-
tution while freedom of assembly, demonstration and business is allowed 
to be restricted. 

The lack of an impact assessment for freedom of religion also applied 
to the bill.670 Ruth Nordström and Rebecca Ahlstrand, lawyers at the Scan-
dinavian Human Rights Lawyers, commented in Dagens Juridik: 

In the referral, the government reviews a number of serious restrictions on, 
for example, freedom of assembly and demonstration, freedom of business 
and freedom of movement. 

Curiously, the very serious restriction of an even stronger right, namely 
freedom of religion, is almost entirely omitted from the Government’s re-
view. The word religion is barely mentioned in the referral at all, other than 
through quoting objections from the Church of Sweden that the restriction 
of religious freedom should not go further than necessary. Among gather-
ings classified as “public gatherings”, which can be restricted by both the 
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Public Order Act and the pandemic law, gatherings for religious practice as 
well as theater and cinema performances is included.671 

Nordström and Ahlstrand note that going to the movies is equated with 
celebrating church services. This “indicates a limited understanding of the 
absolute and fundamental nature of religious freedom”, they write.672 The 
importance of limiting the spread of infection is of course completely un-
controversial. The question is whether the restrictions on church and 
other religious services are proportionate given the square metre rules ap-
plied to other premises (shops, gyms and shopping centers). For example, 
Uppsala Cathedral, when it was open as a museum, could accommodate 
five hundred people and comply with the square meter rule, but only eight 
people were allowed to gather for worship when it was open for services 
and mass.673 When then Prime Minister Stefan Löfven was questioned in 
the parliamentary Committee on the Constitution about the proportional-
ity of the rule of eight persons in churches, he replied that the government 
did not want to “take more far-reaching measures than necessary”, but did 
not explain the reasoning behind it.674 Considering that the practice of re-
ligion is constitutionally protected in Sweden, the Prime Minister should 
have been able to give a clearer answer as to why such an interference with 
religious freedom was made – especially as outdoor markets and amuse-
ment parks were regulated separately. 

In a column, Catholic priest Thomas Idergard addresses the issue of dis-
proportionality and asks whether the restrictions on religious practice re-
lated to the coronavirus pandemic are relevant: 

In several countries, there have been judicial reviews of what we are now 
seeing in Sweden, where churches that previously managed to gather peo-
ple at a sufficient distance in seated places in a pandemic-safe manner have 
had to close, while shopping malls and restaurants freely continue to gather 
many people in large crowds. National courts have ruled in several cases, for 
example in Germany and France, that such discrimination has no scientific 
basis. An indiscriminate “force of action” directed against religious practice 
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while protecting economic values violates religious freedom. If faith com-
munities implement the required pandemic safeguards, the state should 
simply not make demands that lead to the suspension of activities.675 

Idergard concludes by stating that “if we accept that the good end justifies 
the means, when will it be the turn of freedom of expression to be curtailed 
for vital reasons?”. 

The freedom to express an opinion is constitutionally protected in 
Sweden – there is no law against expressing provocative opinions. But the 
question is whether the emerging demands for safe spaces, “de-platform-
ing” and restrictions on free speech in parts of society indicate that the 
freedom to express opinions contrary to the majority – i.e. the very people 
who need freedom of expression – is being challenged in practice. Freedom 
of expression is being redefined to mean freedom from opinions you dis-
like. As Adrian Wooldridge puts it in a column in The Economist: “According 
to classical liberals, your freedom to swing your fist ends where my nose 
begins. For today’s progressives, it means that your freedom to express 
your views ends where their feelings begin.”676 The content of the opin-
ions – not the democratic approach – is playing an increasingly important 
role. 

In culture and academia, the fear of not being infected by unpleasant 
ideas has led to distancing. Authors have been canceled and teachers rep-
rimanded for talking to people with the wrong views or using the wrong 
words. Academics who do not apply the required perspectives in their re-
search find it more difficult to receive research funding. One example that 
has repeatedly appeared in media has been Konstfack University of Arts, 
Crafts and Design, which has been criticized for being dominated by “post-
colonial anti-racism”677 with little room for dissenting voices. In Fokus, 
Nina Solomin quotes a number of people from within the university who 
wish to remain anonymous: 

‘It is very narrow, what you can think and express, contrary to the ambition 
of diversity. One also avoids discussing certain topics, keeping a low profile.’ 
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‘How many people at Konstfack can I dare to be honest with? Hm. A maxi-
mum of three in the whole building. We like to test a little, to see where the 
others stand. You might mention an event or a statement linked to the anti-
racist, norm-critical discussions and see how the other person reacts. If they 
seem to agree, you don’t say what you really think and feel.’678 

When I myself was preparing a seminar for the political discussion forum, 
Almedalen Week, in the summer of 2018 on academic freedom, organized 
by the Swedish Evangelical Alliance, I invited Konstfack’s vice-chancellor 
Maria Lantz as a panelist. At first she accepted, but just a few days later she 
backed out. According to the university’s communications officer, Susanne 
Helgeson, the reason for the withdrawal was that “the values of our re-
spective organizations are too far removed from each other and the risk of 
ending up in scenarios where different truths are pitted against each other 
is too great”.679 The question is how this fits in with the basic question of 
the planned seminar on academic freedom and the free exchange of opin-
ions. Is it not the task of colleges and universities to allow different ideo-
logical convictions to be pitted against each other? In any case, it is clear 
that there is a problematic trend towards uniformity in culture and aca-
demia, which has even caused members of the Royal Swedish Academy of 
Sciences to react.680 

According to our self-image as Swedes, we are more democratic, non-
judgmental, progressive and tolerant than most other countries. There are 
no taboos in Sweden – except those that are right and reasonable. At the 
same time, buzzwords like “tolerance” and “multiculturalism” seem to 
change in meaning depending on the kind of dissenters they apply to. The 
idea of Sweden as unique seems to have simply made it difficult for people 
to be dealing with differences. Why is this the case? Here, the opinion an-
alyst Markus Uvell has shown how our strong tradition of consensus com-
bined with “our exceptionalism leads to obvious problems in managing 
cultural diversity […] This will be one of the biggest challenges for majority 
Sweden in the coming decades. We must agree on basic ground rules that 
apply to all of us living in Sweden, and ensure that they are actually com-
plied with.”681 
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One explanation for this difficulty in dealing with differences and cul-
tural diversity is the low interest in freedom of religion – a law introduced 
seventy years ago and now enshrined in the constitution. It is late for a 
country that wants to be at the forefront. The historian Dick Harrison con-
siders ”Swedish religious freedom to be a historical exception”. Writing in 
Svenska Dagbladet in 2018 he concludes that “the sad truth is that Swedes 
have distinguished themselves for intolerance rather than open-minded-
ness when it comes to religious freedom”.682 

We have seen earlier how, according to the Pew Research Center, 
Swedes see religious freedom, which emphasizes the right to dissent from 
the majority’s views, as the least important democratic principle. This at 
the same time as equality, which rather emphasizes sameness, finds the 
greatest support.683 The fundamental tension between freedom and equal-
ity was noted by Alexis de Tocqueville in the United States in the 1830s. He 
reasoned about the actual differences (income, status and education) that 
will arise in a free society, while underneath the surface there is a desire 
for greater equality. The tension can manifest itself in calls for authoritar-
ian methods to address the challenges that characterize any democratic 
and open society: 

I believe that democratic peoples have a natural attraction to freedom […] 
But for equality they have a burning, insatiable, eternal and irrepressible 
passion. They want equality in freedom, but if they cannot achieve it, they 
want equality even in slavery.”684 

The same dynamic is also evident in the area of ideas. We seem to almost 
reflexively dislike opinions that contradict our own. The next step is to 
want to censor or suppress disagreeable beliefs. We have a robust legal tra-
dition that stands in the way of such impulses when it comes to the state’s 
capability to stand in the way of free and uncomfortable debate. But there 
are other mechanisms that can silence the conversation. Public debate val-
ues diversity while promoting conformity. 
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Freedom of religion is about more than the right to worship and may 
also be a way forward as majority Sweden tackles the increasing cultural 
diversity and pluralism of ideas in the coming years. Freedom of religion 
presupposes that no view of life – whether religious or secular – is rele-
gated to the private sphere. Politicians in particular know that this is prac-
tically impossible in a free society. Former US President Barack Obama ex-
pressed this in a speech in 2006: 

Secularists are wrong when they ask believers to leave their religion at the 
door before entering the public square. Frederick Douglas, Abraham Lin-
coln, Williams Jennings Bryant, Dorothy Day, Martin Luther King – indeed, 
the majority of the great reformers in American history – were not only mo-
tivated by faith, but repeatedly used religious language to make their case. 
So to ask men and women not to bring their ‘personal morality’ into the 
public policy debate is a practical absurdity. Our law is by definition a codi-
fication of morality, much of it is grounded in the Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion.685 

As the principal author of the UN Declaration of Human Rights, Charles 
Malik, has pointed out, “the value of the other rights pales into relative 
insignificance”686 without religious freedom. It supports the other rights: 
“The right to be free within is the goal and justification for all other 
rights.”687 

From this basic position, which is freedom of religion, follows freedom 
of opinion, freedom of expression and freedom of assembly. This is the se-
quence in both the UN Declaration of Human Rights and the European Con-
vention on Human Rights.688 Other freedoms and rights that are essential 
to human beings follow logically from freedom of religion. Freedom of as-
sembly requires freedom of expression. People want to gather to say some-
thing, but not just anything. Therefore, freedom of religion is a prerequi-

                                             
685 Obama, Barack. “Obama’s 2006 Speech on Faith and Politics”, New York Times, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2006/06/28/us/politics/2006obamaspeech.html  
686 Malik, Charles Habib. ‘‘The Universal Declaration of Human Rights,’’ in Free and 

Equal: Human Rights in Ecumenical Perspective, ed. Otto Frederick Nolde (World 
Council of Churches, 1968) p. 11.  

687 Ibid. 
688 In the UN Declaration of Human Rights, freedom of opinion and expression (Arti-

cle 19) and freedom of assembly (Article 20) come after the right to freedom of 
thought, conscience and religion (Article 18). Similarly, freedom of expression 
(Article 10) and freedom of assembly and association (Article 11) come after free-
dom of thought, conscience and religion (Article 9) in the European Convention 
on Human Rights. 



The first right and the open society 221 

site for freedom of expression. What you want to say to others is what you 
feel is most important – and what the state or the majority does not agree 
with or even wants to ban. 

The first baptisms by baptists in northern Halland in 1848 were a form 
of civil disobedience. The act was forbidden by law. The event has been 
described as “the moment of birth of Sweden’s popular movements”.689 In 
Swedish Baptist churches, women had the right to vote 71 years before the 
parliament gave all women the right to vote. The importance of religious 
freedom for the breakthrough of democracy should therefore not be un-
derestimated. 

In the church father Tertullian’s Apologeticum, a late second century de-
fense of Christianity, we see for the first time the concept of ”religious 
freedom”. He opposes Christians being forced into imperial worship and 
insists on his demand for libertas religionis. It was not until 1500 years later 
that John Locke described man as a free and moral agent. The question is 
what relationship man should have with the surrounding society in the 
future. Should he be free to express his deepest convictions on ethical is-
sues, ultimate reality and the meaning of life – however different they may 
be from the prevailing norm and set of core values – or learn to adapt and 
follow the majority? In a short period of time, Sweden has gone from a 
state church monopoly with little room for dissenters and blasphemers to 
an open democracy with constitutional freedom of religion, but dissenting 
ideas and ethical beliefs are challenged at all times, albeit from different 
directions, whether by blasphemy and apostasy laws in their traditional or 
modern forms. Neither divine decrees nor political core values are free 
from open and free debate. In Sweden today, there is good reason to re-
member Tertullian’s call for libertas religionis. Where religious freedom is 
strong, the free exchange of opinions is valued. The reverse is also true. 
The only way to restrict religious freedom is to cut back on the other free-
doms. In the coming years, the first right – freedom to religion and free-
dom from religion – will be a requirement for a more open and free society. 

                                             
689 Johnson, Anders. “Läsarna och demokratin – ett brev till det läsande Sverige”, Re-

geringen (SOU 1998:134 / Demokratiutredningens skrift nr 8) (https://www.regerin
gen.se/rattsliga-dokument/statens-offentliga-utredningar/1998/12/sou-1998134/  
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Jacob Rudenstrand   The First Right

Freedom of religion is the first human right. If we are allowed to practise 
our religion or openly reject any religion, then everything else falls into 
place. And where freedom of religion is taken away, every other human 
right is automatically stifled. In this way, freedom of religion is the first 
link in the chain that locks in and restricts the state so that citizens can 
live in freedom.

For believers and non-believers alike, it lays the foundation for a liberal 
society. Globally and in Sweden, there is an ongoing debate and ongoing 
work for the right to practise and spread one’s faith. But how effective 
is it? And why does the most persecuted group in the world, Christians, 
seem to be the least worthy of protection? The First Right is a landmark 
work for anyone interested in the status of religion. It provides a broad 
overview of current political measures that can be traced back thousands 
of years. In the debate about the threatened status of liberal democracy, it 
appears that freedom to and from religion is perhaps the most important 
safeguard for the survival of the secular state.
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