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Introduction  

Religion is one of the most controversial topics in the world today. Religion is “the service and 

worship of God or the supernatural” according to the Merriam-Webster encyclopedia. Religion 

is also a social institution, even though some people think of it as something personal because 

religious ideas can be extremely individualized. Major religions in the world include Judaism, 

Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism. While all of these religions have extraordinary 

differences, they are also very similar. Social scientists recognize that religion is centered 

around a basic set of needs and values, and as all practitioners of religion are human, this leads 

to basic commonalities. It is also an example of a cultural universal, as it is found in all societies 

over the course of history.  

While having (or not having) a religion or belief is an inherent right, the right to manifest that 

religion or belief and to exercise it can be restricted under very specific circumstances, most 

notably when some people's practices and manifestations infringe upon the rights and 

freedoms of others. As a result, FoRB (freedom of religion and belief) cannot ever be used to 

excuse the infringement of any rights linked to gender equality, including those of women. The 

right to FoRB does not provide protection from harmful behaviours that are allegedly justified 

by religion, such as female genital mutilation, honour killings, gender-based violence, and 

others. There is by far less conflict in society and more stable economic grounds when women 

and girls in societies are treated better and fairly. 

 

Definition of Key Terms  

Burqa 
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Burqa, also spelled burka, a loose outer garment worn primarily in public spaces by 

some Muslim women. It covers the body and face, usually incorporating a mesh panel through 

which the wearer can see. (Britannica) 

 

Cultural Universal 

 An aspect, pattern, characteristic, or institution that is shared by all known human 

cultures worldwide is known as a cultural universal. 

 

Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) 

 Female genital mutilation (FGM) comprises all procedures that involve partial or total 

removal of the external female genitalia, or other injury to the female genital organs for non-

medical reasons. The practice is mostly carried out by traditional practitioners. (WHO) 

 

Freedom of religion and belief (FoRB) 

 The freedom of religion and belief comes from Article 9 of the United Nations Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, and means that every person has the right to their own religion 

and beliefs. (Explained further in General Overview) 

 

Gender-based Violence 

 Gender-based violence is deeply rooted in gender inequality, and is violence aimed at 

someone due to their gender. Both men and women experience this, but most of the time it is 

directed at women and girls.  

 

Taliban 

 The Taliban is a Sunni Islamist nationalist and pro-Pashtun movement founded in the 

early 1990s that ruled most of Afghanistan from 1996 until October 2001, until they regained 

power during a civil war in August 2021.  

 

Sharia Law 
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 Sharia is Islam’s legal system, and is derived from the Quran and holy scriptures. 

 

Religious Oppression/Persecution 

Religious persecution is the deliberate harm done to a person or group of people 

because of their affiliation with, or lack of allegiance with, a particular religion. However, this 

can also be oppression of a certain group based on the religious beliefs held by the oppressors.  

 

General Overview 

FoRB 

Freedom of religion and belief is a key principle in the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (UDHR), which states that “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 manifest his religion or belief, in 

worship, teaching practice and observance. Freedom to manifest one’s religion or beliefs shall 

be subject only to such limitations as are prescribed by law and are necessary in a democratic 

society in the interests of public safety, for the protection of public order, health or morals, or 

for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others.” (United Nations) This states that each 

person has the right to practice their religion, without consequences, as long as they are in the 

interests of public safety, don’t infringe on others' rights and keep everyone safe.  Religious 

expression is the practice of manifesting or showing your religion publicly. This can be done in 

many ways, including religious garments, jewelry, words, and actions (etc). Article 1 of the 

UDHR also states that the government cannot prosecute an individual based on their religious 

beliefs.  

Universal Rights Quote - Gender equality vs FoRB 

“These are just three examples of the many ways in which restrictions of freedom of 

religion or belief (FoRB) and gender equality intersect. Despite obvious overlaps, actors 

working for the promotion of respectively FoRB and gender equality rarely work 

together. In fact, rights related to FoRB and gender equality are often seen to be in 
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contradiction with one another. Underlying this (mis)perception of a normative clash 

between the two is very often an understanding of FoRB as a right that protects religion 

– and often conservative, patriarchal religion. For some, this means that FoRB is seen as 

an inherent obstacle to achieving gender equality; for others, gender equality is seen as 

a threat to the protection of religious values and practices.” (Universal Rights) 

Religious garments    

Religious garments are a way for people to express their faith, and are often symbolic in 

religious communities, all across the world. Religious garb, especially Islamic clothing, 

has frequently come under harsh criticism and has been restricted in Europe. Bans on 

Islamic clothing were frequently coupled by serious breaches of women's rights. Women 

who prefer to wear Islamic clothing are routinely deprived of fundamental human rights 

including the right to education (Article 2 Protocol 1 ECHR), the freedom of thought, 

conscience, and religion (Article 9), the prohibition of discrimination (Article 14), etc. 

Many in the western world view the "veil" as a sign of oppression when worn by Muslim 

women, but as a sign of faith and religion when worn by a nun.  European countries that 

have banned the burqa include Austria, France, Belgium and Switzerland. In French 

public schools, hijabs are banned, and power is granted to the school administrators to 

determine if the laws are being 

violated. While this is a blatant 

violation of these women’s rights, the 

western perspective is that the burqa 

represents the systematic oppression of 

women through the ages, tying into the 

diminished rights that they have in many 

countries where Islam is the state 

religion. Figure 1 shows seven examples 

of Islamic veils and their names. 

Furthermore, Orthodox Judaism calls for many requirements of the women in the 

religion, including modesty. This modesty requires them to most of the time only wear 

(Figure 1 - Types of Islamic Veils-Depositphotos-) 
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“skirts, and avoid wearing trousers, and most married Orthodox women cover their hair 

with a scarf (tichel), snood, hat, beret, or wig”. (Wiki) As the world progresses, Hasidic 

an Orthodox Jews are more resistant to the modernization of most things, including if 

not specifying gender roles.  

  

Spouses 

Another inherent inequality in orthodox Islam is a man’s ability to take multiple wives. 

Quran verse 4:3 instructs men to take as many wives as they can take care of, up to 

four, and it is also pointed out that the Prophet Muhammad had multiple wives. This 

offers an obvious difference in the way that participants in Muslim polygamy live their 

lives, and perhaps heightens certain inequalities within the religion.  

Choice    

Freedom of choice is incredibly important when it comes to discussing the difference between 

religious freedom and oppression. It is important that the woman chooses for herself and is 

willingly participating in whatever religious actions she is doing. Often in communities that 

aren’t exposed to much outside influence, or where women are sheltered from the rest of the 

world, one way of life is ingrained into their minds, leaving them to believe that there are no 

other options for their religion and practices. This takes away their freedom of choice because 

they do not know what else is out there for them. However, this poses a juxtaposition, if they 

don’t know anything else, then how are they in the position to choose something else?  

Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) 

Female genital mutilation (defined in Key Terms) is a procedure done to girls between 

the ages of 0 and 15 and is internationally recognized as a violation of human rights. It is 

also carried out on children, so is further a violation of children’s rights. It has no health 

benefits whatsoever and can cause severe bleeding and problems urinating, and later 

cysts, infections, as well as complications in childbirth and increased risk of newborn 

deaths. More than 200 million girls and women alive today have undergone FGM in 30 
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countries in Africa, the Middle East and Asia where FGM is practiced. Some countries 

such as the United States have banned FGM, with prison sentences up to 5 years.  It 

continues because of social, religious and cultural factors. Because of these cultural and 

religious factors, the international community must realize that compromise might be 

necessary. It is impossible to ignore the reality that Africans are prepared to put their 

lives and, in some cases, their health in danger in order to practice female circumcision. 

Therefore, because FGM will continue, measures must be put in place to raise 

awareness and bring medical knowledge to communities that don’t have access to that 

information.  

 

Reproductive Rights 

The common notion is that religion restricts women’s reproductive rights. Reproductive rights 

are legal rights and freedoms relating to the reproduction and reproductive health of women 

that vary amongst countries around the world. When talking about reproductive rights, the 

most common right is the right to abortion and its importance to women’s health and lives. The 

UNHRC has affirmed that abortion is a human right. Furthermore, United Nations human rights 

treaty bodies regularly call for governments to decriminalize abortion in all cases and to ensure 

access to safe, legal abortion in certain circumstances. Discussion over religion’s relationship 

with abortion tends to be only in a Western scope. For example, the American Roe vs Wade 

was a heavily publicized Supreme Court case that was overturned, completely changing 
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America’s reproductive autonomy, and changing the United States. In some cases, the 

prohibition and criminalization of abortion 

are for religious purposes, as in most 

religions, abortion is forbidden. Figure 2 

shows the legal state of abortion globally. 

As seen, Africa has very very strict abortion 

laws and it is mostly unavailable 

throughout the continent. On the other 

hand, most of Europe and Northern Asia 

have abortion accessible.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Figure 2-The Legal State of Abortion -Statista-2022)  
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The United States Conference of 

Catholic Bishops says that ‘the only moral norm needed to understand the Church's opposition 

to abortion is the principle that each and every human life has inherent dignity, and thus must 

be treated with the respect due to a human person.  This is the foundation for the Church's 

social doctrine.’ They believe that in opposition to pro-choice supporters, they are protecting 

inherent human rights by standing against abortion. The Church has also outlawed 

contraception, as of 1930. Pope Paul VI's Humanae vitae, published in 1968, provided a formal 

explanation and expression of the Catholic perspective on contraception. Natural family 

planning methods are permitted since they do not interfere with the process of conception 

naturally, whereas artificial contraception is seen as inherently bad. 

“Islam is considerably liberal concerning abortion, which is dependent on (i) the threat of harm 

to mothers, (ii) the status of the pregnancy before or after ensoulment (on the 120th day of 

gestation), and (iii) the presence of fetal anomalies that are incompatible with life.” (BMC 

Medical Ethics) For Orthodox Jews, “contraception is permitted if childbearing would endanger 

a woman's life or health. Termination of pregnancy is also permitted to preserve a woman's 

health, including her mental health.” (NCBI) 

(Figure 3 -Largest Religion by National Subdivision- Vivid Maps-2022) 
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Religious Persecution  

Religious persecution is a ubiquitous issue, one that stretches through human history, and is 

contemporary today. Often, religious discrimination and persecution lead to gender-based 

violence, with women being treated incredibly badly. For example, in Afghanistan, the Taliban 

reign over the country, after the civil war in 2021. Because of the forced extremist religious 

laws and complex inequalities, women are given deficient rights and are subject to much more 

violence in their daily lives.  There are so many instances of it, too many to mention.  In the so-

called "re-education camps" in China, where hundreds of thousands of people are imprisoned 

purely because of their religious affiliation, women from the Muslim Uighur minority are 

allegedly victims of rape and forced sterilization. In Myanmar, the deplorable persecution of the 

Rohingya Muslims continues to this day.  

UN Report On Religious Belief & The Rights Of Women And The LGBTQ+ Community 

 
The Special Rapporteur Shaheed's report makes it quite evident that religion is utilized all 

throughout the world to undermine the rights of women, girls, and the SOGI minority. The 

Special Rapporteur emphasized repeatedly that individuals, not religions, are entitled to the 

freedom of religion or belief. “The Special Rapporteur rejects any claim that religious beliefs can 

be invoked as a legitimate ‘justification’ for violence or discrimination against women and girls 

or against people on the basis of their sexual orientation or gender identity. International law is 

clear that the manifestation of religion or belief may be limited by States, in full conformity with 

the criteria outlined in Article 18(3) ICCPR, to protect the fundamental rights of others, 

including the right to non-discrimination and equality, a principle upon which all human rights, 

including the right to freedom of religion or belief depends.” (para 70). 
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 Timeline of Key Events  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Major Parties Involved 

 

Afghanistan 

 Since the Taliban have taken over the country, they have instituted many new laws 

completely dismantling women’s rights in Afghanistan and declared the country an ‘Islamic 

Emirate’. They ban women from working outside their homes, ban girls’ education after year 

six, and deny women their right to political participation as well as their social, economic and 

cultural rights. 

 

Islamic Republic of Iran 

 Since the Islamic Revolution of 1979, women's rights have been restricted, and several 

laws were established such as the introduction of mandatory veiling and a public dress code for 

Date  Event 

1946 United Nations Commission on the Status of Women was 
founded  

1953 Convention on the Political Rights of Women 

1975 First World Conference on Women in Mexico City 

1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action 

1999 Optional Protocol to the Convention 

2011 DAW, INSTRAW, OSAGI and UNIFEM—merged to become UN 
Women, now the Secretariat of the Commission on the Status 
of Women. 

2011 Face coverings banned in France 

2014-Present Uyghur Muslim genocide  

2020 SR Shaheed’s UN Report on Religious Belief 

2022 Roe vs Wade Overturned  
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women.  With protesting, both in the revolution and in the current movement, they have faced 

arrest, torture, imprisonment, and even death sentences.  

 

France 

 France has instituted laws against Islamic religious expression, particularly expression of 

women, previously discussed in this report. These laws are about Islamic clothing, but also 

include specific requirements for mosques and religious leaders. It scores 75.5 out of 100 points 

in EIGE's Gender Equality Index 2021. The Macron Government recognizes looming “Islamist 

separatism.” According to President Macron, Islam in France and around the world is in a 

“crisis” and the ideology of “radical Islamism” represents an existential threat to the “values of 

the Republic.” 

Indonesia 

 Indonesia has had a tumultuous history with women's rights, most notably in the area of 

marriage law and rights within the family, because in the Dutch colonial period, family law was 

largely left to Islamic authorities, leading to laws around ‘pornographic’ clothing for women, 

restrictive laws in terms of enacting laws based on Sharia. These laws are argued as being 

emblematic of official attempts to limit women’s freedom in the name of Islam, by women's 

rights activists.  

Israel 

In Israel, all religious systems impose patriarchal rules on family life, yet a strong 

concept of gender equality has emerged in legal fields unrelated to religious beliefs and 

customs. Israel has a large population of orthodox Jews, and with that comes cultural laws, 

some of which are previously mentioned in this report.  
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Possible Solutions 

 

The first solution to some aspects of this problem is education. Violence, hate and death are 

borne out of ignorance and as the United Nations, it is our job to educate, raise awareness and 

make sure that that information is unbiased and available to the public. This can be done by 

making school programs to be instituted in public schools, having public seminars, or having 

UN-approved websites full of helpful information. In terms of FGM, a lot of communities that 

still practice it today are unaware of short and long-term, health effects it has on the girls, along 

with alternatives to the practice - such as having the procedure done in a medically safe 

environment, or not doing the procedure at all.  

 

Another solution to some aspects of the problem is lobbying governments, funding projects and 

working with NGOs to provide access to birth control and sexual education. In religious and 

small communities, discussion on sexual topics is often taboo, and girls now women go into life 

without basic knowledge of their bodies and their capabilities. It is so important to educate and 

provide safe means of contraception. There are many NGOs that member states can work with, 

either work domestically or internationally such as Planned Parenthood, The Center for 

Reproductive Rights, Women's Alliance, etc.  
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