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The right to freedom of expression is a fundamental human right protected by 
international law and a prerequisite for a democratic society. With past events 
such as the fatwa issued after the publication of Salman Rushdie’s novel, The 
Satanic verses, Theo van Gogh’s documentary Submission, and his assassina-
tion, the controversy over the Mohammed cartoons and the documentary 
Fitna made by Geert Wilders, the powerful and violent response from various 
Islamic groups, has led to an international debate on the boundaries of free-
dom of expression. International law allows for restrictions, however, UN 
bodies such as the Human Rights Council have adopted several resolutions 
on possible restrictions due to the defamation of religions.  International law 
does not include an explicit right to protect religions or beliefs per se from 
criticism or offence. Underlying the entire normative debate on this matter is 
the issue of whether it is appropriate for international law to protect religious 
doctrine from such expressions. 

This study argues that the strong protection of various harmful forms of 
speech as guaranteed by the First Amendment to the United States Constitution 
should be adopted by other states, as national blasphemy laws are incompatible 
with the right to freedom of expression as afforded by international law and 
should be abolished. Statements should be restricted only if they fall within 
the limitations of Article 19(3) and Article 20 of the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights.
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