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Honourable Chair, Excellencies, Distinguished delegates, Ladies and Gentlemen,  

 

It is a privilege to have this interactive dialogue on issues relating to my mandate as Special 

Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief. To be here today has a particular significance as 

the mandate was established precisely 25 years ago, on 10 March 1986. During the past 

quarter of a century the mandate holders have collected a wealth of experience and 

contributed to clarifying the content of freedom of religion or belief. I endeavour to continue 

my predecessors’ work in the spirit of cooperation with Governments and all relevant 

stakeholders. In the seven months since assuming my position, I have already learned to 

highly appreciate the excellent support provided by the Office of the High Commissioner for 

Human Rights, in particular its Special Procedures Branch.  

 

The thematic priority of my report (A/HRC/16/53) is freedom of religion or belief and school 

education. When dealing with this topic, we should always be aware of the complexity of the 

school situation. Schools are the main institutions for the implementation of the right to 

education, yet they are also places where authority is exercised. It is during their school 

education that young people receive, or fail to receive, crucial qualifications. Moreover, 

especially for young children, the teacher may represent an authority with an enormous 

influence. Hence, school life may put persons in situations of unilateral dependency or 

particular vulnerability. At any rate, the school can trigger a host of contradictory emotions 

ranging from hopes and high expectations to scepticism and various fears. For members of 

religious minorities such ambivalent feelings are typically more pronounced. While they may 

hope that school education can contribute to dispelling negative stereotypes and prejudices 

they may also fear discrimination, mobbing or pressure in the school, perhaps even with the 

intention of urging them to assimilate into mainstream society by abandoning their faith.  

 

In my presentation I would like to refer to the following three aspects: (1) the contribution of 

school education to dispelling negative stereotypes against minorities; (2) the question of 

religious symbols in public schools; and (3) religious instruction in school education.  

 

(1) Contribution of school education in eliminating stereotypes:  

 

School education can and should contribute to the elimination of negative stereotypes which 

frequently poison the relationship between members of different communities and have 

particularly detrimental effects on minorities. This covers theistic, non-theistic, atheistic and 

dissenting believers as well as converts. As demonstrated by the attacks in the last months, 

members of religious or belief minorities experience a shocking degree of public resentment 

or even hatred. This is often nourished by a paradoxical combination of fear and contempt. 

Even very small groups are sometimes portrayed as “dangerous” because they are alleged to 

undermine the social cohesion of the nation, due to some mysteriously “infectious” effects 

attributed to them. At the same time, members of religious or belief minorities are often 

exposed to public contempt. It is exactly this combination of demonizing conspiracy 

projections and public contempt that may trigger violence either directed against members of 

minorities or occurring between different communities. Therefore it is crucial to eradicate 

stereotypes and prejudices that constitute the root causes of fear, resentment and hatred.  

 

School education has a complex role to play in this endeavour. School education should 

provide fair and unbiased information about different religions and beliefs. Furthermore, the 

school offers unique possibilities for face-to-face communication between members of 

different communities. Both avenues are equally important in the attempt to overcome 

prejudices and should be pursued in conjunction.  
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Information about religions and beliefs should always include the crucial insight that religions 

– as a social reality – are not monolithic; the same applies to non-religious beliefs. This 

message is particularly important because it helps to deconstruct existing notions of a 

collective mentality that is sometimes stereotypically attributed to all followers of a given 

religion or belief. In extreme cases, such ascription of a collective mentality may amount to 

“de-personalized” perceptions of human beings, possibly with devastating dehumanizing 

repercussions. In social reality, religions or beliefs change over time. When it comes to 

practices that may have a negative bearing on the situation of women or girls, for example, 

some women have called for reforms by advocating and pursuing innovative interpretations of 

the respective sources, doctrines and norms. Even though public schools, when informing 

about religions and beliefs, have no authority to decide on controversial theological issues, it 

is important that textbooks and other materials draw a sufficiently comprehensive picture of 

the various religions or beliefs and their internal pluralism. Existing alternative voices within 

religious traditions, including voices of women, should have their fair share of attention. 

 

Besides providing students with the necessary knowledge and information in different 

disciplines, school education can facilitate a daily exchange between people from different 

backgrounds. The possibility of having face-to-face interaction of students is no less 

important than the development of intellectual skills, because such regular interaction can 

promote a sense of communality that goes hand in hand with the appreciation of diversity. 

Experiencing this combination of communality and diversity is also a main purpose of 

interreligious and intercultural dialogue projects. Thus the school provides unique possibilities 

for such a dialogue to take place on a daily basis, at a grass-roots level and during the 

formative years of a young person’s development. 

 

(2) Religious symbols in public schools: 

 

The wearing of religious garments in school and the display of religious symbols in 

classrooms has been, and continues to be, a matter of controversy in a number of countries. 

Students or teachers observing religious dress codes, including Islamic headscarves and Sikh 

turbans, have in some countries been expelled from schools, denied access to higher 

education, or suspended from their jobs. In addition, the compulsory display in classrooms of 

religious symbols, such as the crucifix, has yielded numerous court decisions at national and 

regional levels. Cases of the imposition of religious dress codes are also of concern. 

 

Without prejudice to potentially significant contextual specificities there are good reasons to 

start with a general presumption of the students’ right to wear religious symbols in the school. 

The right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion includes freedom to manifest one’s 

religion or belief in worship, observance, practice and teaching. There can be little doubt that 

observing and practicing one’s religion or belief may also include the wearing of distinctive 

clothing or head coverings in conformity with the individual’s faith. On the other hand, the 

freedom to manifest one’s religion or belief is not without limitations. According to the 

criteria set out in article 18, paragraph 3, of the International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (ICCPR), limitations must be “prescribed by law and [be] necessary to protect public 

safety, order, health, or morals or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others”.  

 

Given the ambivalence of the school situation in which students, in particular members of 

minorities, might at times experience situations of personal or structural vulnerability, the 

general presumption in favour of the possibility to wear religious symbols must also be 

connected with a number of caveats. For example, in some situations, restrictions on wearing 

religious symbols may be justifiable in order to protect students from pressure exercised by 



4 

 

schoolmates or their own community. Moreover, a teacher wearing religious symbols in the 

class may have an undue impact on students, depending on the general behaviour of the 

teacher, the age of students and other factors. In addition, it may be difficult to reconcile the 

compulsory display of a religious symbol in all classrooms with the State’s duty to uphold 

confessional neutrality in public education in order to include students of different religions or 

beliefs on the basis of equality and non-discrimination.  

 

However, finding appropriate solutions for conflicts over religious symbols in the school is 

not an easy task, and there exists no general blueprint simply applicable to all situations. 

Nevertheless, the goal must always be to equally protect the positive and the negative aspects 

of freedom of religion or belief, i.e. the freedom positively to manifest one’s belief, for 

instance by wearing religious clothing, and the freedom not to be exposed to any pressure, 

especially from the State or within State institutions, to perform religious activities. 

Furthermore, any restrictions on the freedom to observe religious dress codes deemed 

necessary in that context must be formulated in a non-discriminatory manner. Women’s 

rights, and in particular the principle of equality between men and women and the individual’s 

freedom to wear or not to wear religious symbols, should be duly taken into account. 

 

(3) Religious instruction in school education:  

 

It is crucial to distinguish conceptually between information about religions or beliefs on the 

one hand and religious instruction on the other. Whereas information about religions serves 

the purpose of broadening the students’ general knowledge about different religions and 

beliefs, religious instruction aims at familiarizing students with their own religious tradition, 

i.e. with theological doctrines and norms of their particular faith.  

 

In many countries religious instruction constitutes an integral part of public school teaching. 

Such practice may reflect the interests and demands of large parts of the population. However, 

religious instruction in the public school system must always go hand in hand with specific 

safeguards to protect members of religious or belief minorities. A minimum requirement 

would be that members of minorities have the possibility of “opting out” of a religious 

instruction that goes against their own convictions. Such exemptions should also be available 

for persons adhering to the very same faith on which instruction is given, whenever they feel 

that their personal convictions – including maybe dissenting convictions – are not respected. 

Moreover, the possibility of opting out should not be linked to onerous bureaucratic 

procedures and must never carry with it de jure or de facto penalties.  

 

Let me conclude by briefly referring to worrying trends as evidenced in my communications 

on individual cases. My communications report (A/HRC/16/53/Add.1) covers a wide range of 

thematic issues, including allegations of disappearances, torture, arrest and detention of 

individuals belonging to religious minorities or belief communities. I am very much 

concerned about intercommunal violence which has resulted in the killing of hundreds of 

persons, including many women and children. My communications also relate to death threats 

against and discrimination of converts as well as statements inciting violence directed against 

members of religious minorities. I have also taken up allegations of public manifestations of 

religious intolerance, stigmatization of persons based on their religion or belief and public 

announcements of disrespectful acts. Further cases involve attacks on places of worship and 

religious tensions related to religious sites. I have also analysed problematic legislation, 

including on blasphemy charges. As we have recently seen, this has led to horrific 

consequences, including loss of life. I extent my deepest condolences to their families and to 

those who have lost their loved ones. 


