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Abstract: This paper examines the relationship between religious liberty and religious extremism. It first defines the terms “religious liberty” and “religious extremism”, and then examines the nature of the relationship. After defending the importance of religious liberty, the paper examines how religious extremist can be convinced to respect this liberty and the other human rights related to it. 
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* * *

Religious extremism

This paper examines the relationship between religious liberty and religious extremism. The expression, “religious extremism”, does not only or even mainly refer to terrorism, jihad or sectarianism. Those are only the more flagrant instances of religiously inspired human rights violations. All such rights violations are covered here by the concept of religious extremism. 
Two other remarks may help to avoid misunderstandings:
 
· This paper by no means focuses exclusively on Islam. Although most news stories about religious extremism nowadays tend to highlight rights abuses in Islamic countries, history shows that such abuses are not the monopoly of any religion.
· The existence of religiously inspired human rights violations does not prove that religion as such is necessarily incompatible with human rights. This paper does not make this claim. We should be well aware that rights abuses can be inspired by many different ideologies, religious and secular. Moreover, there is ample evidence that the historic evolution of human rights was and still is underpinned by religious motivation. The incompatibility of religion and human rights is the exception. It is limited to some interpretations of some practices of religions. Religion is above all a matter of conviction and belief, and only then a matter of practice. And conviction and belief can never harm human rights, which is why they benefit from absolute protection by human rights.
Religious liberty

Regarding the concept of religious liberty: what is it and why is it so important? Religious liberty is a human right among other human rights. It contains the freedom of belief, the freedom to practice and promote a freely chosen belief, both in private and in public. It is also the freedom to change belief and the freedom to have no belief at all (the freedom to be non-religious, or the freedom from religion). 
Religious liberty is in general words the right to be protected against religious coercion and persecution. One can and does discuss this definition. There is a lot of literature about the precise meaning of religious liberty. I just assume that we can use the definition given here as a working definition for the purpose of this paper.
By protection people against religious coercion, the right to religious liberty promotes a diverse and plural society, even beyond the field of religion. If there can be diversity and debate in something as important as religion, why not in other fields? So religious liberty functions as an example and a benchmark. It promotes diversity and debate in general, and hence it promotes other human rights - such as freedom of speech – which can occupy the free public space created by religious freedom. Religious liberty, in the same manner, promotes tolerance. If people can be tolerant – or, better, can be forced to be tolerant – in religious matters, it will be easier to enforce tolerance in other fields.
As a consequence, religious liberty is of importance to everyone, including non-religious persons, and not only because it protects them against the imposition of a religion. It also allows them, and everyone else, to live in a world of diversity, tolerance and human rights. Religious liberty is therefore an integral part of the system of human rights and of crucial importance to a plural world. It is a prerequisite for the whole system of human rights, but also vice versa. Freedoms of speech, of assembly and of association are religious freedom as well and are there prerequisites for religious liberty strictu sensu. 
The attitude of religious extremists towards religious liberty
The relationship between religious liberty and religious extremism is ambivalent. On the one hand, we see that religious extremists, especially those living in democracies, use or better abuse religious liberty to justify certain religious practices and norms which violate human rights. On the other hand, and more generally, religious extremists do not like religious liberty. They are universalists. They want to impose their norms on others and do not want others to enjoy religious liberty. Unbelievers do not deserve freedom because they oppose the laws of God, the only God and the God of all human beings. Man does not have the freedom to violate the laws of God. 
Religious universalists naturally try to take over the machinery of the state, because then they can use the law, the police, the judiciary, state education etc. to bring back the “lost sheep”, against their will if necessary. 
'[R]eligiously wrong - a motive of legislation which can never be too earnestly protested against. Deorum injuriae Diis curae. Injustices to the gods are the concern of the gods. It remains to be proved that society or any of its officers holds a commission from on high to avenge any supposed offense to Omnipotence which is not also a wrong to our fellow creatures. The notion that it is one man's duty that another should be religious was the foundation of all the religious persecutions ever perpetrated, and, if admitted, would fully justify them. (...) a determination not to tolerate others in doing what is permitted by their religion, because it is not permitted by the persecutor's religion. It is a belief that God not only abominates the act of the misbeliever, but will not hold us guiltless if we leave him unmolested'.

Universalism is of course inherent in most major religions.
 However, religious extremists go beyond the normal religious tendency of promoting universality by persuasion and voluntary conversion. They try to achieve universality by taking away the religious liberty and other human rights of their opponents. They use force and violence, sometimes even terror and war. Even the members of their own groups often suffer rights abuse because of the objective of universality (e.g. punishment for apostasy).

(Universalism is not an exclusively religious phenomenon. We can also find it in many non-religious worldviews such as capitalism and communism. We can observe that these other worldviews also tend to violate human rights if they take their universalism too seriously. One could even claim that the ideology of human rights is a kind of universalism. Fortunately, this ideology cannot permit itself to violate human rights for the sake of its universalism, because that would be self-destructive).

First-level protection against rights violations by religious extremists

We have seen before that there is a two-way causation, unity and interdependence in the system of human rights (by the way, this is a recurrent feature in the system, even in parts of it unconnected to religious liberty). This unity can help to solve the problem of the violation of religious liberty by religious extremists and the violation of other human rights justified by religious liberty. Religious extremists can violate human rights in two ways:

· Either internally in their own groups, again in two ways:

· For example certain religious practices such as gender discrimination, forced circumcision, etc.). These practices are often justified as falling under the protection of religious liberty. 
· Or by prohibiting exit-attempts – often as a consequence of the previous type of violation - and taking away the freedom of religion in the sense of the freedom to change one’s religion.
· Or externally, in their practices directed at outsiders (e.g. forced conversion, terrorism, holy war etc). These practices can violate only the freedom of religion of outsiders, or also their other human rights.
Now, all these practices cannot and should not benefit from the protection offered by religious liberty. No single human right, including the freedom of religion, can justify human rights violations. Human rights have to be balanced against each other and must be limited when they produce human rights violations. Limiting rights for the sake of other rights or the rights of others is a normal practice in the system of human rights. This system is not a harmonious whole. Rights can be contradictory. Take the right of privacy of a public figure trumping the right of freedom of expression of a journalist. Or the right to life of people in a crowd trumping the freedom of speech of one of them wanting to yell “FIRE!” without good reason. 

In the case of religious liberty: one could argue that the right to equal treatment and non-discrimination of women, the right to life of apostates and the religious freedom of adherents of other religions trump the right to some religious practices which would normally enjoy protection under the religious liberty articles. 
Second-level protection against rights violations by religious extremists

This first-level protection implies, of course, the enforcement, often by force, of human rights against the will of religious extremists. A better protection would be based not on external force but on internal motivation. The central thesis of this paper is the following: notwithstanding the hostility shown by extremists with regard to religious liberty and other human rights, they can be persuaded that they have tactical reasons to accept religious liberty and human rights in general, even if their religious views tell them otherwise. This thesis is based on the force of self-interest as a universal human motivation. It therefore excludes the ultra-extremists who blow themselves up for their religion. They have forsaken self-interest and cannot be convinced to take a course of action based on self-interest. However, they are a minority, even among extremists (some of them probably have not forsaken self-interest but are forced to do what they do). So let us concentrate on the other extremists. 
There is reason to believe that societies are becoming more and more diverse, culturally and religiously. As a consequence of migration and globalisation, states are becoming collections of religious sub-communities. This increased diversity of societies means that religious sub-communities need the protection of religious liberty and other human rights. Even the extremists among them, those who want to coerce, can one day, when the demography has changed, be coerced by the opposing extremists.
Therefore, they are tempted to adopt religious liberty and human rights for their own long term protection even if these contradict their religious beliefs and practices and their universalist claims. 

At first sight, a universalist religious extremist may not consider religious liberty and the freedom and equality of all religions as being in his self-interest, or even in the self-interest of the adherents of the other religions. On the contrary, it is in his interest that a maximum number of people convert to his religion. From the point of view of salvation, this is also in the unconscious interest of the people to be converted. He may claim that the latter not only should lose their religious liberty, but also their other rights, and perhaps even their life. 

But rejecting the religious liberty and other rights of others means destroying the state mechanisms which he may one day need to defend himself against other extremists who immigrate or become stronger through other means. After all, globalisation means that everyone can become a minority everywhere. 

It makes sense only for a strong majority with universalist claims to reject the rights of minorities, but only in the short term. In the long term, it’s much more rational to keep the human rights protection mechanisms intact, if not out of conviction, then tactically in order not to cut off the branch one may need to sit on in the future.

Even the protection of human rights internally in a group makes tactical sense. Here’s it’s not a question of counting on reciprocal respect, if necessary enforced by your own reluctant example or by enforcement mechanisms kept intact by your own groups’ respect for them. Respect for the rights of the members of your own group also helps to maintain a rights enforcing state which can help protect you against other groups. 
Of course, this reasoning requires rationality and objective analysis of self-interest on the part of religious extremists, which is perhaps utopian.

Inclusive and exclusive norms

We can put all this in another way by making the distinction between inclusive and exclusive norms. Inclusive norms are norms such as tolerance, freedom of speech etc. They try to protect plurality and hold different people with different convictions together. 
Exclusive norms try to win a competitive struggle with other norms and try to exclude difference. For example: homosexuality is a sin. Religious norms are often exclusive norms, but not always (think of caritas for instance) and many exclusive norms are not religious at all (racism for example). 

Someone who is attached to an exclusive norm will try to change people, to persuade, convert, perhaps even impose or force.
 So exclusive norms may lead to rights violations or violations of inclusive norms. In that case, inclusive norms should, in my view, take precedence. However, for religious people, the commands of God clearly trump human rights. However, it is easier to protect inclusive norms against exclusive norms if religious communities have internalised inclusive norms and only promote, rather than impose, their exclusive norms. In doing so, they guarantee that the inclusive norms are alive and well when the exclusive norms of other sub-communities start to manifest themselves. Even extremists may be convinced that this is a rational approach. 
� Mill, J.S. (1977), On Liberty, Classics of Western Philosophy, Hackett, Indianapolis/ Cambridge, p. 1162.


� Perhaps not in Judaism.


� To stay with my example on homosexuality: there are “clubs”, if you can call them that, in the U.S. where people help homosexuals to “convert” to heterosexuality.





