
Religious Offence and Human Rights

Should international law be concerned with offence to religions

and their followers? Even before the 2005 publication of the

Danish Mohammed cartoons, Muslim States have endeavoured

to establish some reputational protection for religions on the

international level by pushing for recognition of the novel

concept of ‘defamation of religions’. This study recounts these

efforts as well as the opposition they aroused, particularly by

proponents of free speech. It also addresses the more

fundamental issue of how religion and international law may

relate to each other. Historically, enforcing divine commands has

been the primary task of legal systems, and it still is in numerous

municipal jurisdictions. By analysing religious restrictions of

blasphemy and sacrilege as well as international and national

norms on free speech and freedom of religion, Lorenz Langer

argues that, on the international level at least, religion does not

provide a suitable rationale for legal norms.
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on 4 May 1910, 4 May 1949, 30 UNTS 3

Draft Convention on the International Transmission of News
and the Right of Correction, 13 May 1949, UN Doc. A/Res/
277(III) (Annex)

1950 European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights
and Fundamental Freedoms, 4 November 1950, CETS 5
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1953 Convention on the International Right of Correction, 31 March
1953, 435 UNTS 191

1965 International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Racial Discrimination, 21 December 1965, 660 UNTS 212

1966 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 16
December 1966, 999 UNTS 172

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights, 16 December 1966, 999 UNTS 4

Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights, 16 December 1966, 999 UNTS 302

1969 Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties, 23 May 1969, 1155
UNTS 332

American Convention on Human Rights, 22 November 1969,
1144 UNTS 144

1972 Charter of the Organisation of the Islamic Conference, 4March
1972, 914 UNTS 103

1973 International Convention on the Suppression and
Punishment of the Crime of Apartheid, 30 November 1973,
1015 UNTS 243

1979 Convention on the Elimination of all Discrimination against
Women, 18 December 1979, 1249 UNTS 13

1981 African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights, 27 June 1981,
1520 UNTS 245

1984 Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or
Degrading Treatment or Punishment, 10 December 1984,
1465 UNTS 113

1987 Draft Statute of the International Islamic Court of Justice,
29 January 1987, OIC Doc. ICJ/2-86/D.7 (final)

1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child, 20 November 1989,
1577 UNTS 44

Second Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights, Aiming at the Abolition of the
Death Penalty, 15 December 1989, 1642 UNTS 414

1990 Cairo Declaration on Human Rights in Islam, 5 August 1990,
Annex to OIC Res. no. 49/19-P

International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All
Migrant Workers and Members of their Families, 18
December 1990, 2220 UNTS 93

1994 Arab Charter on Human Rights, 15 September 1994, Council of
the League of Arab States (102nd sess.), Res. 5437
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