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Introduction

On April 20, the Religious Freedom Project hosted a confer-
ence to explore an emerging and urgent challenge to religious 
freedom: blasphemy laws. Although they are ostensibly in-
tended to protect majority religions from criticism, these laws 
can in fact harm the majority religion and broader society by 
discriminating against disfavored members of the majority, op-
pressing and alienating minorities, and allowing extremists to 
dominate the discourse about religion.
 
The conference drew speakers from many backgrounds, in-
cluding religious leaders, political advisers, lawyers, and schol-
ars, to debate this controversial but vital topic. Some, such as 
Arafat Mazhar and Ayesha Iftikhar, gave their first-hand expe-
riences of living and working in Pakistan, where some of the 
most severe blasphemy laws exist. Several panelists recounted 
how severe penalties for blasphemy, ranging from public cen-
sure and fines to imprisonment and even death, can coerce and 
intimidate minority communities and majority reformers. 

Others panelists, such as Alberto Fernandez and Salaam Al-
Marayati, explained how blasphemy laws are perceived by the 
international community, and sparred over whether Western 
governments were adequately addressing this crisis. While these 
problems are most prevalent today in the Muslim world, other 
regions and religious traditions have also struggled with blas-
phemy laws, including the West. Speakers discussed whether 
and how other countries’ experiences with blasphemy offer les-
sons for repressive regimes in Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Iran, and 
others in the present day.

The challenges presented by blasphemy laws are immense. We 
invite you to read about them in this report. We trust you will 
find its debates and its exploration of this troubling and timely 
subject both vigorous and enlightening. 
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Blasphemy Today

THOMAS FARR: Welcome to all of you on this beautiful spring 
morning. We’re delighted to have the opportunity to examine 
one of the most important—and perhaps most understudied—
issues in religious freedom: the question of blasphemy laws and 
their impact on religious freedom, violent religious extremism, 
and religious persecution. The evidence suggests that there is a 
global crisis of religious freedom and an enormous growth in re-
ligious persecution, including within Western Europe and North 
America. Today, we want to take a closer look at the impact of 
blasphemy, a particular aspect of this crisis.

I want to pose a few framing questions. To what extent do state 
and government restrictions on blasphemy—that is, anti-blas-
phemy laws—ensure that extremists dominate the discourse 
in those societies? These laws are especially important today 
in Muslim-majority countries, though not exclusively so. To 
what extent do these anti-blasphemy laws and their defend-
ers limit the voices of reformers and so-called moderates? If 
blasphemous speech is not a social or religious good, what’s 
the best way to address it? Can it be addressed through peace-
ful discourse among stakeholders in the majority religion? Is it 
licit for religious adherents to defend their religion? Can they 
defend their religion without enacting laws against blasphemy, 
defamation, or apostasy, and without the involvement of the 
government? Finally, if we conclude that anti-blasphemy laws 

constitute not only a restriction on religious freedom, but a 
spur to religious violence and terrorism, then how do we con-
vince societies to get rid of those laws and practices? That’s a 
tall order. What role, if any, should U.S. foreign policy play in 
this issue?

To examine these and other provocative, fascinating, and im-
portant questions, we have assembled a sterling cast of scholars, 
activists, and leaders. We’re going to begin with a panel that 
maps out the problem, entitled “Blasphemy Today,” and my 
good friend Katrina Lantos Swett will be the moderator. She 
is a commissioner and past chairwoman of the U.S. Commis-
sion on International Religious Freedom. She teaches human 
rights and American foreign policy at Tufts University and 
has worked on Capitol Hill as deputy counsel to the Criminal 
Justice Subcommittee of the Senate Judiciary Committee. She 
worked as a radio broadcaster and as a consultant to businesses, 
charitable foundations, and political campaigns. In 2008, she 
established the Lantos Foundation for Human Rights and Jus-
tice, and serves as its president and CEO. The foundation is 
named for her father, the late Tom Lantos, one of the most 
eloquent defenders of human rights in American history.

Katrina, if I may say so, has inherited her father’s passion and 
eloquence. She’s become in her own right a powerful and ef-



6 RELIGIOUS FREEDOM PROJECT — APRIL 2016BERKLEY CENTER FOR RELIGION, PEACE & WORLD AFFAIRS AT GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY

fective spokesperson for the persecuted, and I am honored to 
serve beside her in those trenches. I now invite Katrina and the 
panelists to join us on the stage. [Applause]

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: It is a pleasure and a delight to 
be here, and I want to thank Tom for his very gracious intro-
duction. As I look around this room, I see so many faces that 
have become very familiar over the last four years while I have 
been serving at the U.S. Commission on International Reli-
gious Freedom. I think of this core group of advocates and de-
fenders of religious freedom as a sort of secret society. [Laugh-
ter] We sometimes wish we weren’t quite so secret, because our 
message and fight are so important. But I have found that there 
is enormous satisfaction in being associated with those that I 
see around me in this room. We know that we’re engaged in an 
important, consequential, and very righteous cause. 

For many good and proper reasons, we tend to eschew the lan-
guage of cultural and civilizational clash when we talk about the 
many problems and challenges that we face in defending religious 
freedom today. But in the area of blasphemy, it is hard to wrap our 
heads around it without some acknowledgement of how differ-
ent the cultural contexts are in which the differing perspectives on 
blasphemy arise. In the West, blasphemy is not simply tolerated; 
it almost seems obligatory. It’s like an admission ticket to being 
sophisticated and understanding how the world really works. In 
much of the rest of the world, blasphemy is taken very seriously 
and its avoidance is viewed as a manifestation of the devotion, the 
depth, and the sincerity of a believer’s conviction.

I have frequently interacted with wonderful colleagues or in-
terlocutors from the Muslim world, where prohibitions against 
blasphemy are part of the social fabric. Someone will say to 
me, “You in the West don’t get it, because, of course, your faith 
means nothing to you. If your faith was sincere, if it meant 
something to you, if your conviction was central to your exis-
tence in the way it is to ours, you would understand why these 
laws are so important.”

This is a complicated issue. At first blush we all think we know 
exactly what the answer is. But I think that a conference like 
this one provides an exceptional opportunity for us to delve a 
little more deeply and to try to begin to understand the ways in 
which these clashing perspectives on blasphemy can sometimes 
obscure possible solutions.

Now, let me quickly introduce the panel. To my immediate 
left is Matthew Anderson. He is a doctoral candidate in the 

Department of Theology at Georgetown University writing his 
dissertation on the origins of blasphemy law in classical Islam. 
More broadly, he explores Christian-Muslim relations, Islamic 
approaches to modernity, and the theological and social chal-
lenges posed by religious diversity. As a 2015 summer doctoral 
fellow at the Religious Freedom Project, Anderson explored the 
freedom of expression within Islam in Amman, Jordan.

Next is Nina Shea, a senior fellow at the Hudson Institute, 
where she directs the Center for Religious Freedom. She is a 
former commissioner of the U.S. Commission on Internation-
al Religious Freedom and a renowned international human 
rights lawyer. She is co-author of Persecuted: The Global Assault 
on Christians. She also wrote Silenced: How Apostasy and Blas-
phemy Codes Are Choking Freedom Worldwide.

Finally, we have Asma Uddin. She is the director of strategy for 
the Center for Islam and Religious Freedom. She is a former 
attorney at the Becket Fund for Religious Liberty with over 
six years of experience protecting religious expression. Uddin 
is the founding editor-in-chief of Altmuslimah.com, an online 
magazine covering a wide scope of issues pertinent to gender 
and Islam. She speaks and publishes widely on national and 
international religious freedom as well as on gender and faith. 

Matthew, we’ll let you begin our conversation.

MATTHEW ANDERSON: Thank you very much. It’s a privi-
lege to be here. My dissertation research is focused on the de-
velopment of blasphemy as a legal category in classical Islamic 
thought, and I’m writing in particular on one of the primary 
treatises that was devoted to this issue in the Middle Ages, 
which was written by a fourteenth century Shafi’i jurist, Taqi 
al-Din al-Subki. I’m also very interested in how these issues 
resonate in modern Muslim-majority societies. Last summer, 
for example, with support from the Religious Freedom Project, 
I travelled to the village of Kafr Darwish in Egypt. I explored 
a blasphemy case that inflamed that village, and I looked into 
how Muslims and Christians perceived the alleged offense. 
So I’m working formally on the classical period, but I’m very 
much engaged in the modern conversation.

It’s not always easy to approach Muslim scholars in the Middle 
East and tell them that I’m working on this question of blas-
phemy laws. That’s not exactly a great cross-cultural icebreaker. 
[Laughter] But I do want to say that my conversations with 
Muslim scholars have been very productive, and the people 
that I’ve talked with have often worked very hard to help me. 
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They’ve been very open in discussing these sensitive issues with 
me. We’ve explored them in great detail. I’ve learned a lot—not 
just through my studies, but by looking at these issues in the 
context of personal relationships.

I’ll just share one example that struck me a few months ago. 
I was talking with a Jordanian Muslim scholar who had been 
working on this issue for years. In the middle of the conversa-
tion he said, “You know, I need to say that I believe with all my 
heart that our Prophet was a man who treated people outside 
the Islamic faith with respect and 
grace.” That was very interesting 
to me. At one level, it revealed his 
core conviction about his faith 
and the Prophet Muhammad. At 
another level, it suggested some 
of the tensions he faced in deal-
ing with this particular issue, and 
how he was trying to reconcile 
them with his core conviction. 
Conversations like this one have 
been incredibly informative. I 
was able to step away from the 
endless stream of media reports, 
classical texts, and even modern texts on this issue. I was able 
to look at how real people and real scholars are wrestling with 
these questions. 

Looking at the international legal context as it relates to free-
dom of expression, it should be noted that there is still a very 
active conversation going on. One thing that’s important to 
recognize is that there is an idea among some people in the 
West—the United States and Western Europe—that we know 
exactly what free speech and free expression mean. It’s not quite 
as clear as we often think, and people are actively debating it.

Looking more specifically at the Muslim-majority world, I 
would distinguish between two categories of blasphemy law. 
One category includes countries that have a full-fledged Islam-
ic blasphemy law. These countries are trying to implement at 
least a classical version of Islamic blasphemy law into a mod-
ern context. You should be able to recognize most of these 
countries. Pakistan is foremost among them. Blasphemy laws 
in Pakistan—and this is true in Bangladesh and Malaysia as 
well—are carryovers from the colonial age. Under British rule, 
religious defamation laws were passed. These laws were basi-
cally Islamized in Pakistan in the 1980s. They were removed 
from the general anti-defamation category—which is more 

mainstream in legal history—and made into something much 
more pointed and Islamic.

Several modern examples illustrate this phenomenon. The 
most famous example is the story of Aasiya Noreen—or Asia 
Bibi, as she’s more commonly known. She is an illiterate Chris-
tian agricultural worker who was involved in an argument with 
some Muslim coworkers. She was accused of blasphemy and 
has been on death row for some five years. This case reveals the 
challenges in Pakistan. It involves a minority being targeted 

and treated unjustly. There were 
extrajudicial murders against 
people who tried to defend her, 
both Muslims and Christians. 
Prominent government officials 
were murdered. There is signifi-
cant political support for these 
strict laws that are still present 
today. 

Iran and Saudi Arabia fit in the 
same category as Pakistan. Like 
Pakistan, they have strict and 
precisely worded blasphemy 

laws, recommending the death penalty for people who blas-
pheme against the Prophet Muhammad.

Below this category, there are other countries functioning ac-
cording to a religious defamation model, meaning that blas-
phemy laws are more general and less Islamic. The laws have 
not been Islamized to the same degree. Egypt, Indonesia, Ma-
laysia, and others fit this category. The penalties for blasphemy 
include fines or prison sentences. 

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: Great. Thank you so much, 
Matthew. Nina?

NINA SHEA: I will address the Muslim blasphemy laws 
through a human rights lens, not a theological or historical 
lens. Most people in the West became aware of Muslim blas-
phemy laws in 1989 when Ayatollah Khomeini issued a fatwa 
condemning to death Salmon Rushdie, the author of Satanic 
Verses, along with everyone associated with his novel. It really 
was the first time that Muslim authorities called for the West 
to enforce Muslim blasphemy codes within their own bor-
ders against people who were not even Muslims. At the time, 
Salmon Rushdie, who was not practicing Islam and was living 
in the United Kingdom, had nothing to do with Iran. This 

“I do fear that we risk getting caught 
up in these extreme displays of free 
speech, which are protected in the 

United States. There’s a robust philo-
sophical tradition in the West that 
defends that. But that’s not the case 

in the Islamic world.”

Matthew Anderson
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case was also significant because it underscored that these blas-
phemy laws were intertwined with vigilante violence, which 
was shocking to people. And it was quickly followed by some 
of the big Sunni powers within the Organization of Islamic 
Cooperation starting a campaign to internationalize Muslim 
blasphemy laws, particularly within the United Nations. Saudi 
Arabia, Pakistan, and Egypt took the lead in that.

In the last few months, 40 state media agencies of Iran increased 
the bounty for Salmon Rushdie’s death by $600,000 in order to 
enforce the fatwa. The bounty is now set at $4 million for his 
murder. Not to be outdone, the Islamic State just last month 
called for the death of 22 Muslims in the West, two of whom I’ve 
heard speak at the Berkley Center. ISIS has aspirations of being 
a state, and, regarding bounties against Islamic blasphemers in 
the West, they’re following something that Iran has pioneered.

Paul Marshall and I wrote a book called Silenced, which ex-
plains the patterns that emerge from blasphemy criminaliza-
tion. We found that blasphemy laws are frequently tied to 
vigilantism, thus undermining not only religious freedom and 
religious expression, but also the rule of law. These blasphemy 

laws prevent one of the world’s major religions from reconciling 
with modernity. This issue is about much more than irreverent 
cartoons, something that has received a lot of media attention. 
It includes things like Pope Benedict’s speech at Regensburg 
University, where he delivered a scholarly talk to an academic 
audience citing historical texts. This caused an international 
furor, with riots and targeted murders of clergy and a nun.

Even more significantly, Muslims themselves who express lib-
eral ideas can be killed or intimidated, even in the West. Some 
of the cases include Raif Badawi of Saudi Arabia, who wrote on 
a blog that clerics shouldn’t have a monopoly on the truth. In 
2012, he was sentenced to 10 years in prison and 1,000 lashes. 
In Iran, the esteemed Ayatollah Hossein Kazemeyni Boroujerdi 
said something similar, and he is now rotting away in Evin 
Prison. He opposed clerical rule.

There are plenty of other examples. In Iran, of course, there is 
an entire religious minority, the Baha’is, which is considered 
blasphemous by its very existence. The Baha’is are afforded no 
protections for their life or their property under the constitu-
tion. In Afghanistan, there have been Muslim journalists and 

Matthew Anderson
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editors who have gone to prison for blaspheming Islam for 
championing women’s rights. In Pakistan, minorities are be-
ing attacked disproportionately, like the Christian mother of 
five, Asia Bibi, as Matthew mentioned. In Pakistan, Muslims 
are also targeted. The Ahmadi community is considered offen-
sive by its very existence; there are blasphemy laws specifically 
against them. In Egypt, a Muslim woman recently objected to 
the method of traditional Islamic animal slaughter, and she is 
now awaiting trial. As Abdurrahman Wahid, the former presi-
dent of Indonesia and former head of the largest Islamic associ-
ation, explained in the foreword to our book, these blasphemy 
laws imprison Muslims in a suffocating chamber of dogmatism 
and conformity. Extremists are given the last word.

The West’s response has been less than inspiring. The West has 
tended to indulge the demands for these laws, and sometimes 
has categorized resistance to blasphemy laws as Islamophobia. I 
just mentioned the Egypt case about animal slaughter. Bridget 
Bardot, a former French screen star and now animal rights ac-
tivist, has been convicted five times for saying the same thing, 
for objecting to Islamic ritual animal slaughter practices where 
animals are not stunned before they’re slaughtered. She’s been 
convicted five times for hate speech in French courts for these 
criticisms.

What is also apparent from these patterns is that blasphemy 
laws are extremely difficult to reform from within, and that 
Western help is needed to support and defend free speech and 
religious freedom. As Matthew alluded to, Salmaan Taseer, the 
governor of Punjab, the largest state in Pakistan, was murdered 
by his security detail for defending Asia Bibi, the Christian 
mother on death row for blasphemy. His murderer was eventu-
ally convicted, sentenced to death, and executed, but not be-
fore thousands of lawyers and others came out to herald the 
murderer as a hero in Pakistani society. They threw rose pet-
als at him as he entered the courtroom. Twenty-five thousand 
people have just begun a vociferous protest, demanding the 
death of Asia Bibi in retaliation for the execution of Taseer’s 
murderer. My friend, Shahbaz Bhatti, who was Pakistan’s min-
ister for minority affairs, was also murdered for the same rea-
son—criticizing the blasphemy law, calling for its reform, and 
defending Asia Bibi.

This should not be validated by the West. But unfortunately 
it has been. The United States has joined in UN resolutions 
with the OIC on defamation of religion, which is the United 
Nations’ code for blasphemy. In Istanbul, the United States 
co-chaired these OIC conferences on defamation of Islam. 

And the State Department even under the Bush administra-
tion banned words that were considered offensive to Muslims, 
which is another way of saying blasphemous. They banned the 
words “caliphate” and “jihad,” among others. I don’t know if 
those bans are still enforced, but internal U.S. government 
memos directed that those words could not be used within 
the State Department and Homeland Security—which would 
make the whole ISIS phenomenon totally incomprehensible 
to those working within those agencies if that continues to be 
the case.

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: Thank you very much. Asma, 
go ahead.

ASMA UDDIN: Thank you. As Katrina mentioned earlier, I 
was at the Becket Fund for Religious Liberty for over six years, 
which is a public interest law firm based here in the District of 
Columbia that deals entirely with issues of religious freedom, 
both internationally and domestically. During my tenure there, 
one of my most eye-opening experiences was when I worked 
with local attorneys in Indonesia challenging the Indonesian 
Blasphemy Act. It was over a year of work, and a lot of very 
careful legal arguments were constructed using both Indone-
sian law and international law.

It was amazing to walk into the court the day that the opinion 
was issued. In Indonesian, the court reads every single brief 
and piece of evidence that was presented before they get to the 
actual opinion. So several hours later—after reading through 
311 pages—the opinion upheld the blasphemy act. The reason 
for it—putting aside all of these detailed legal arguments—
was based squarely on public policy. The opinion was based 
on concerns about public order; the court feared that if it got 
rid of the act, then people would say things that would upset 
others, which would then lead to rioting and public disorder. 
So in order to prevent that, the court was just going to clamp 
down on the peaceful speakers. It did not occur to them, for 
instance, that a better way to establish order would be to pun-
ish the violent actors.

Intrigued by what I learned that day, I decided to dig deeper. 
Over the course of the subsequent years, I was reading Paki-
stani judicial opinions upholding blasphemy laws. Initially, 
Pakistan’s history was actually quite devoted to religious plu-
ralism. But in the 1970s, things started to change. There are a 
number of cases where a member of the Ahmadi minority sect 
was a petitioner challenging charges against them on the basis 
of the blasphemy act.



10 RELIGIOUS FREEDOM PROJECT — APRIL 2016BERKLEY CENTER FOR RELIGION, PEACE & WORLD AFFAIRS AT GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY

And lo and behold, as I was reading these opinions, what I 
found was that the Pakistani court, like the Indonesian court, 
based its decision squarely on concerns about public order. In 
one case, the court feared that individual Ahmadis might go 
around using Islamic terms, such as As-salaam alaikum, or the 
greeting of peace. Or they might call their house of worship a 
mosque or a masjid. The court feared that this would confuse 
or deceive other Muslims and thus lead to violence. Therefore, 
in the name of public order they wanted to stop the Ahmadis 
from engaging in religious expression.

What was really interesting and surprising was that in formu-
lating this opinion, the court relied on numerous U.S. Su-
preme Court cases, sometimes misquoting them or not not-
ing the fact that they’ve been overturned and are no longer 
controlling precedents. It reminds us that even in the course 
of U.S. free speech jurisprudence, there was a time when our 
concerns about public order actually trumped the protection of 
free speech. And in that context, we see the emergence of the 
fighting words doctrine in our free speech law.

Part of my advocacy has always been to turn the focus on the 
right way to really address those concerns about public disor-
der, and to engage these policymakers in conversations about 
what actually works. Katrina mentioned this as a bit of a secret 
club; we all know each other. For instance, we all know Brian 
Grim’s work that shows the inverse relationship between gov-
ernment restrictions and social peace. It’s counterintuitive, but 
part of my advocacy is bringing this research to the fore, and 
showing policymakers that if you have fewer restrictions, it will 
lead to more public order, not less. 

Now, in my new role as director of strategy at the Center for 
Islam and Religious Freedom, we’re taking this a step further 
beyond the legal realm to affect the religious conversations that 
are animating people’s emotions and devotions. We’re really 
changing the terms in a way that allows Muslim participants 
in this discourse to understand that it’s not contrary to their 
devotion and their religiosity to be able to have this free space 
for discourse and discussion.

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: Well, thanks to all three of you. 
What a fantastic way to start. I want to pivot off of some of the 
things you said, Nina. I’d like you to explore a little further 
this idea of a double standard in the West when it comes to the 
defense of free speech. We obviously see a very forward-leaning 
and almost aggressive approach to defending free speech, but a 
much more muted defense of what it means to be able to speak 

freely in the context of Islam and the blasphemy codes that we 
see in many Muslim-majority countries.

First, to what extent does this instinct or tendency to prohibit 
people from speaking clearly about a problem begin to affect 
our ability to think clearly about a problem? When we self-
police ourselves and self-limit how we address a big issue like 
this, does it inhibit our ability to think clearly about it? And 
second, to what extent do you think this reluctance on the part 
of the West to forcefully confront blasphemy codes translates 
into a betrayal of the reformers within our society?

NINA SHEA: Those are great questions. Of course, they are 
very relevant when you look at the ISIS phenomenon, and how 
a certain small segment of the Muslim world finds it attractive. 
Is there any relationship between, for example, Boko Haram, 
Al-Shabaab, and ISIS? There are ideological similarities, but we 
don’t want to acknowledge it; instead, we treat each group as 
a separate challenge for us in defense terms, and we have no 
real diplomatic solution to this threat because we don’t see it in 
ideological terms. So our entire approach to ISIS or to extrem-
ism is military-based, and I don’t think that’s going to win. I 
think it’s wrong.

I’ve done four studies of how Saudi Arabia portrays the reli-
gious other in its government-published textbooks, and those 
textbooks contain some extremely problematic assertions. This 
has been something that the State Department has been very, 
very reluctant to tackle or to even push back on. I think part 
of the trap that the United States is falling into is the same 
phenomenon that, for example, is afflicting the government 
of Pakistan: the false notion that you can placate extremists by 
giving them something that the demand regarding the punish-
ment of blasphemers. In Pakistan, blasphemy laws just feed 
demands for more blasphemy laws to the point where Pakistan, 
which aspires to be a modern country, has shut down social 
media, the internet, and Twitter for days, weeks, or months 
at a time because it wants to block out certain ideas or issues 
deemed offensive to Muslims. This strategy undercuts liber-
als and reformers—the very people who are our natural allies. 
There’s a new Arab poll that shows that the majority of young 
people now in the Arab world—I think 60 percent of both 
men and women—want greater women’s rights, gender equal-
ity, and liberalism, and they want religion less involved in their 
politics.

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: Matthew and Asma, any 
thoughts on that?
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MATTHEW ANDERSON: Yes. There’s a double standard in 
the sense that there’s a very robust sense of the free speech tradi-
tion in the United States, but not much advocacy for it in the 
international sphere.

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: Like self-censorship.

MATTHEW ANDERSON: Yes, especially in regards to fla-
grant human rights abuses, such as what we see in Pakistan, 
Iran, or Saudi Arabia. We need more advocacy and pressure on 
those issues. There’s no doubt about that.

On the double standard issue, I do think we risk getting caught 
in some uncomfortable places.  For instance, a few years ago 
there was a Florida pastor who was going to burn the Qur’an, 
and everybody wondered what the U.S. government should do 
about it. Should it do anything 
or say anything? I don’t like to 
see the concept of free expression 
tied too closely to those extreme 
acts. We risk things when it looks 
like we’re promoting the freedom 
to perform those extreme acts, 
even though it is part of our tra-
dition. Debates about these kinds 
of extreme displays do not get at 
the heart of free expression, and 
they won’t give us much traction 
in the Muslim world. 

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: 
Very interesting. Asma?

ASMA UDDIN: Yes, I would agree with that. I also want to 
take it outside the Muslim-majority world to the rest of the 
world, because the American standard for free speech is the 
best, most protective standard. The United States is alone in 
having such a protective standard. Even if you look at many 
places in Europe, they have hate speech laws that really restrict 
the broad scope of speech in the name of either human dignity 
or public order.

The State Department is doing some good work to counter 
this. Many in this crowd know about the Marrakesh Declara-
tion that was issued in January by a group of 200 plus Muslim 
scholars from a diversity of sects in conjunction with members 
of other faith groups. It’s a powerful declaration that I know 
the State Department is very much tied to. It was really focused 

on the protection of religious minorities in Muslim-majority 
countries, and it’s a concrete movement in terms of establish-
ing a jurisprudence of equal citizenship. I know that the State 
Department is very much committed to helping in its imple-
mentation.

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: Nina, do you want to jump in?

NINA SHEA: Past cases of Qur’an burning were raised. The 
United States did not handle that particularly well. There was 
a public parade of generals and government officials that de-
nounced the pastor and begged him to stop. Senator Lindsey 
Graham actually proposed passing a law to punish the burning 
of a Qur’an. I think this is extremely dangerous because it rais-
es expectations that the state—that is, the American govern-
ment—will regulate expression on behalf of religion, and, in 

particular, one religion. I believe 
that’s counter to the whole struc-
ture and premise of the United 
States at this point in history, 
and it is very disturbing.

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: 
Okay, thank you. You talked, 
Asma, about the fact that Amer-
ica is the outlier in terms of the 
robustness in which we defend 
free speech. A question I’d like to 
ask all three of you is, in coun-
tries like Pakistan, Iran, Saudi 
Arabia, and others, do you think 
it is realistic today to talk about 
the elimination of blasphemy 

laws? Or would conversations be more productive if they fo-
cused on possible reforms or modifications in order to lessen 
the extreme nature of some of the existing blasphemy laws? It’s 
a question of advocating for elimination versus reform. We’ll 
start with you, Asma.

ASMA UDDIN: It varies country to country. In Pakistan, a 
better approach would be a kind of a chipping away. Various 
groups are slowly taking out some of the force of those extreme 
blasphemy laws, and there are so many ways to do that. The 
laws are written so sloppily. Under the canons of statutory in-
terpretation, they would be void for vagueness.

For instance, there are some provisions that if you utter any word, 
make any sound, make any gesture, or place any object with delib-

“Pakistan, which aspires to be a 
modern country, has shut down social 
media, the internet, and Twitter for 

days, weeks, or months at a time 
because it wants to block out certain 
ideas or issues deemed offensive to 
Muslims. This strategy undercuts 

liberals and reformers—the very people 
who are our natural allies.”

Nina Shea



12 RELIGIOUS FREEDOM PROJECT — APRIL 2016BERKLEY CENTER FOR RELIGION, PEACE & WORLD AFFAIRS AT GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY

erate intention of wounding the religious feelings of any person, 
you’re liable for blasphemy. What does that even mean? In some 
cases it even says an innuendo of blasphemy could land you in jail, 
facing the death penalty. These laws are problematically written, 
especially because over-broadness leaves way too much discretion 
to law enforcement agents, who interpret it as they go. 

The original version of these blasphemy laws instituted by the 
British had a mens rea requirement, meaning violators had to 
show criminal intent—the intention to actually blaspheme. But 
that has since been removed from any of the provisions. Adding 
that necessary component back 
in would help limit the number 
of cases. The law has no eviden-
tiary standard and no procedural 
safeguards to penalize false alle-
gations, and it provides no guid-
ance on what constitutes a blas-
phemous activity, so it’s entirely 
dependent on what the accuser 
thinks is offensive.

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: 
These are all specific reforms 
that would lessen the outrageous 
cases that we’re seeing in a place 
like Pakistan. How do you respond to those who argue that 
the process of reforming in a way legitimizes the underlying 
validity of blasphemy laws? Are not blasphemy laws in and of 
themselves an affront to fundamental religious freedom?

ASMA UDDIN: Well, I would say you have to start some-
where. Activists work in the real world and understand the real 
world circumstances. The ultimate goal is the abolishment of 
these laws, but you have to work with what you have. Ara-
fat Mazhar, who is speaking later today, is doing exactly that. 
He’s chipping away at the piece that applies to non-Muslims by 
showing very concretely that there is no support in Islamic law 
for the application of these laws to non-Muslims. 

There are other scholars in this space who, instead of focusing 
so much on the very controversial concepts and terms of reli-
gious freedom or free speech, are instead thinking about some-
thing that people can more readily understand and agree to, 
like the concept of equal citizenship. Currently, in order to get 
a Pakistani passport, members of the Ahmadi sect actually have 
to declare that the founder of their faith is an imposter proph-
et, and that his followers are non-Muslims. You’re required to 

sign that even for an overseas Pakistani identity card, or even if 
you want to vote. Ahmadis have to show their disconnection to 
the Prophet Muhammad.

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: Very interesting. Nina and 
Matthew, do either of you want to jump in here?

NINA SHEA: On one level, I agree that there should be 
achievable policy goals. But I think as a matter of principle we 
should assert that the United States is against blasphemy laws 
and give a robust defense of why free speech is so important 

to progress and peaceful coexis-
tence. We should also robustly 
defend those people who are in 
prison for blasphemy laws, and 
we should point out the injus-
tices involved in their cases. 

Our government should not do 
anything that would raise ex-
pectations that it will regulate 
speech on behalf of Islam or any 
other religion, but we currently 
do that. We did so with the film-
maker out in California who was 
blamed, falsely as it turned out, 

for the Benghazi murders of our diplomats: The State Depart-
ment initially blamed him for angering the Libyans and sent 
him to prison for a year on a legal pretext of underlying issues 
relating to his parole. 

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: Matthew?

MATTHEW ANDERSON: Yes, it is incredibly important to 
be realistic in some of these contexts and to look for achiev-
able goals. We should chip away where we can.  In places like 
Pakistan, it seems reasonable to point out that we want laws re-
formed, and we should incentivize the Pakistani government to 
do that. At the very least, the government should take measures 
to limit the absurd penalties and implications of these blas-
phemy laws. When people with impunity make death threats 
toward political leaders and call for violence, they should be 
held accountable. These are places where we could focus some 
attention and possibly make some progress.

In the case of Pakistan, the only other thing I would say is that 
the legal tradition has direct routes back to medieval, classical 
conceptions of blasphemy law in the Islamic tradition.

“When the government is playing [a] 
paternalistic role, it infantilizes soci-
ety. Non-government actors are just 
told what they should do. But when 
a society does have the freedom to 

work out these issues, positive change 
happens, and it happens organically.”

Asma Uddin
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KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: Could you elaborate?

MATTHEW ANDERSON: For example, one of the promi-
nent attorneys for the last decade or more has been arguing 
for the strict application of blasphemy laws based on the same 
types of arguments found in fourteenth-century legal texts 
from Islamic jurists. Engaging these people on elements of 
Islamic thought and jurisprudence is going to be important. 

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: Great. I want to open it up to 
members of the audience, beginning with this gentleman here. 

ABDUL NAFI: Thank you. My name is Abdul Nafi. I’m from 
Afghanistan. I’m studying at Fordham University in New 
York. In order to solve a problem, don’t we need to first iden-
tify what the real problem is? I think the real problem is in 
the identification of blasphemy. There is confusion between 
blasphemy versus apostasy. Apostasy laws are strictly applied 
to Muslims. Some of you talked about the early scholars, but 
what they wrote about was apostasy laws, laws that applied 
to Muslims themselves. Those laws are not applicable to non-
Muslims at all.

The second problem is that we should distinguish between 
something being Islamic versus being political. In Pakistan, in-
stead of telling them that their laws are against human rights, 
why not tell them that those laws are not Islamic? Once the 
connection is cut, then the public will not get offended when 
we talk about eliminating or reforming those laws.

Finally, Nina talked about freedom of expression. Where do 
you draw the line? What is the balance? Is it freedom of ex-
pression or freedom of offending someone? There has been a 
lot written about it, and I just want to know where we should 
draw the line. 

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: Thank you so much for an ex-
cellent question. Nina, I’m going to you let you answer first, 
since part of the question was directed to you.

NINA SHEA: Well, it’s hard for a secular state like the United 
States, or for me or anyone who is not Muslim, to argue on 
the basis of Islam, and to say that we know better than Islamic 
authorities. The other problem is that in Pakistan, the head of 
the Islamic Affairs Department of Karachi University—a very 
esteemed university and department—was murdered two years 
ago. He was clearly in the center of his religious faith tradi-
tion and was well respected, but he was murdered—possibly 

by other professors within the department—for blasphemy be-
cause he was advocating some small increase in women’s rights.

There is conflict. There’s a struggle within Islam today about 
how to reconcile with modernity. It is a tough issue, and that’s 
why I think the United States has to give a robust defense of 
why free speech is important.

Now, you asked another question about where to draw the 
line. We have the Supreme Court’s Brandenburg case, and that’s 
what I believe should be the line: speech intended to incite im-
minent violence. That is where we drew the line in the United 
States, and I think it has worked for us. We have less religious 
violence than a lot of other places with laws against blasphemy 
and hate speech.

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: Anyone else want to comment?

ASMA UDDIN: I just want to support the fact that you made 
a distinction between the religious base and the political base. 
Governments do what increases their power and their ability 
to control, and ultimately that’s the main motivation in state 
repression and the use of blasphemy laws. 

Asma Uddin



14 RELIGIOUS FREEDOM PROJECT — APRIL 2016BERKLEY CENTER FOR RELIGION, PEACE & WORLD AFFAIRS AT GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY

In terms of severing the connection with Islam, we have ac-
tivists doing exactly that. They’re indigenous to the countries. 
They know the culture. They know the concerns, and they’re 
working with the scholars there. That is the best way. As Nina 
said, it’s not really effective for us to come from the outside—
whether it be outside the faith or outside the country—and 
have those conversations. But there are people in those coun-
tries doing that work.

I would also support Nina in saying that the line is the Bran-
denburg line, which is incitement to imminent violence. Un-
fortunately, what insults someone is an entirely subjective no-
tion. It might seem really obvious in the face of really strong or 
vulgar hate speech, but in many cases, drawing an enforceable, 
fair, and consistent line is simply impossible if you extend it to 
insults.

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: It’s also important to point out 
that freedom of speech means nothing unless it does include 
the right to say offensive things. Obviously, you don’t really 
need the protection of the law for inoffensive speech. As Asma 
said, what counts as offensive or inoffensive is a dangerously 
subjective matter. The right to offend has to be part of any 
robust conception of freedom of expression. Matthew, did you 
want to add anything?

MATTHEW ANDERSON: I do fear that we risk getting 
caught up in these extreme displays of free speech, which are 
protected in the United States. There’s a robust philosophical 
tradition in the West that defends that. But that’s not the case 
in the Islamic world. Let’s just take the burning of the Qur’an 
as an example. When would we expect that the Islamic world 
accept that kind of display? Certainly not within my lifetime. 
So focusing on these extreme displays is not going to lead to 
reform. Doing so seems to say that according to our standards 
this needs to be acceptable in your country as well. That’s very 
unlikely and very unrealistic.

There are other ways of talking about free speech, free expres-
sion, and religious freedom that have a lot more traction in 
Muslim-majority countries. They can lead to the opening of 
dialogue, development, and an honest search for the way peo-
ple want to orient their lives. 

ASMA UDDIN: I agree that extreme cases like Qur’an burning 
shouldn’t be the litmus test. Interestingly, just last year the UN 
Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion or Belief asked EU 
member states that have blasphemy laws on the books to review 

and repeal them. Denmark actually came back and said that 
even though the laws had not been enforced since the 1970s, it 
was going to keep them on the books in case there was a future 
act of symbolic hate speech that they needed to restrict. The ex-
ample they chose was Bible or Qur’an burning. Even outside the 
Muslim world, there are other countries that are afraid of this.

NINA SHEA: But if you start with banning Qur’an burning, 
it’s not going to end there. What about this cartoon over here? 
We’ve got to ban that, too. What about an irreverent novel? 
What about a quote you don’t like from history or some other 
criticism of Islamic practice, like animal slaughter rituals? It’s a 
limitless train of expression and speech that has been banned 
and is off limits. You can’t just do that for one religion, so you 
would have to do that for every religion. 

The problem is that these religions embody a great number of 
ideas. They’re a body of ideas. It’s not just a word or symbol 
here or there that is at issue. What’s important to people is an 
entire body of ideas. And those ideas cannot be off limits, or we 
will be left with nothing.

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: Thank you. Yes, the gentleman 
there.

DANIEL PHILPOTT: Good morning. My name is Daniel 
Philpott. I’m a professor at Notre Dame and am associated with 
the Religious Freedom Project. I want to thank you for your ad-
vocacy against blasphemy laws, and I am deeply sympathetic for 
your calls for wide latitude when it comes to speech, expression, 
and so forth, and for making that an international principle.

But I’d like to propose that there’s a complementary ethic that 
could even enhance the case for wide latitude in these kinds of 
laws: an ethic of stability and respect for religious traditions. 
The best advocates of that ethic may be religious leaders. For 
instance, consider an example like the Danish cartoons, the 
Qur’an burning, the Charlie Hebdo cartoons, and so forth. I 
am a strong advocate of the freedom to express those things, 
but I hope that there would also be a robust religious response 
oriented against the deep disrespect for Islam that those kinds 
of expressions show, again in the realm of free dialogue. When 
you had the Qur’an burning in Florida, there was a large group 
of religious people who went down to counter-protest against 
it. It seems to me that ought to get a great amount of attention. 
And indeed, if this ethic were to be promoted, it might also 
create some trust among Muslims to also be willing to reform 
their own blasphemy laws.
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KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: Thank you. I’d like to add an-
other question to that: Is a strong social ethic like that some-
times more effective in policing ugliness than the iron fist of 
the law? 

ASMA UDDIN: Yes, absolutely, and thank you for clarifying 
that. Right now as we’re talking about the freedom of expres-
sion, we’re talking about the relationship between the govern-
ment and the individual. We’re really talking about the legal 
restrictions the government creates, the role of the state, and 
so on. But there’s another com-
ponent that involves civil society 
without state involvement. Civil 
society is involved in many ways. 

I agree that this social ethic can 
be more effective. When the gov-
ernment is playing that paternal-
istic role, it infantilizes society. 
Non-government actors are just 
told what they should do. But 
when a society does have the 
freedom to work out these issues, 
positive change happens, and it 
happens organically.

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: What was your reaction to 
Pope Francis’ observation when he was reflecting on the Char-
lie Hebdo attacks, that there should be limits on free speech 
when it comes to offending the beliefs of others? He said some-
thing along the lines of, “If you swear at my mother, you can 
expect a punch.”

Was the Holy Father’s comment helpful or harmful? How did 
that factor into things? It had his wonderfully homespun qual-
ity that people can relate to. But how does that affect the policy 
challenge?

NINA SHEA: Well, all religious leaders have a tendency to 
protect religion from insult, but I don’t think that this should 
be punishable by violence. I think if he thought it through, he 
would maybe take a step back. But I don’t pretend to speak for 
the Holy Father. There are all sorts of insults to religion. There’s 
the Book of Mormon that played on Broadway, and no one com-
plained. In fact, the Church of Latter-day Saints had a great re-
sponse with a big billboard over Times Square inviting people 
to find out about the real Book of Mormon. There’s Monty Py-
thon, which pokes fun at Christian beliefs and rituals.

We’re really talking about Islamic blasphemy codes here, and 
undergirding them is the threat of violence. That’s really what 
is provoking this debate, because if there was violence in re-
sponse to Monty Python, we’d probably be debating Christian 
blasphemy laws. 

We’re all trying to grapple with the question of how do you calm 
the situation. How do you peacefully coexist? Is it by placating 
the extremists? Or is it by trying to defend free speech and those 
who want to be the liberal voices within the Muslim world? Is 

it by seeking a more modern, glo-
balized, and peaceful coexistence?

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: 
Next question, please.

SETH NIXON: I’m Seth Nixon 
with Liberty South Asia. Several 
years ago, in another life, I was 
a Peace Corps volunteer in Ban-
gladesh. Living in a Bangladeshi 
village, I spent a lot of time with 
regular people. Late at night we 
would have conversations that 
often got to religion. It was in-
formative to not only hear what 

people said in private, but also to see how they said it. From 
what I heard there was a very visible fear and anxiety.

Something that worries me a little bit is this tendency to talk 
about the Islamic world as if it is a monolith and as if all Mus-
lims are offended by the same things. What worries me is that 
by doing that, we actually play into the narrative of the extrem-
ists who say, “Well, the people who are advocating for change 
are not real Muslims. They are Western agents.” I was hoping 
you could comment on that. 

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: Matthew, do you want to take 
a crack at that?

MATTHEW ANDERSON: Right. I’m interested in particu-
larly the last part of the question, that people who are advocat-
ing for change are not real Muslims. I think we need to recog-
nize the complexity of the Islamic world on these questions, 
and that there are a lot of different voices with a lot of different 
emphases. I’m talking here about the clerical establishment, 
people who have thought about these things considerably but 
who are not nearly in the same kind of tension as you would 

“The problem is that these religions 
embody a great number of ideas. 

They’re a body of ideas. It’s not just a 
word or symbol here or there that is at 
issue. What’s important to people is an 
entire body of ideas. And those ideas 
cannot be off limits, or we will be left 

with nothing.”

Nina Shea
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see among religious leaders in Pakistan, for example. It’s very 
important to try to engage those voices. People would find it’s 
more encouraging than they might anticipate.

In my experience with Muslim clerics, many of them draw this 
distinction: They’re fine with what they would consider a re-
spectful critique of their religion—books written against their 
religion—but they’re not fine with it being held up to ridicule. 
Now, there are all kinds of questions that come from a model 
like that. Does it work, and who can decide if it does?

But nonetheless, when you hear that particular standard articu-
lated again and again by people who have thought about this 
question, it’s something that ought to be taken seriously. In 
other words, if there’s a model like that—and I’ve found pretty 
good evidence that there is, at least among some clerics—would 
we want to allow for respectful critique? Would that be some-
thing that’s desirable, rather than pushing the whole absolutist 
vision of how we see free speech? From my point of view—and 
I’m not in politics or in the government—that’s desirable.

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: One last question before we 
run out of time.

KATE BARTH: My name is Kate Barth. I’m an attorney at 
Freedom Now, which is an organization that works to free pris-
oners of conscience around the world, and we have several cli-

ents who were convicted of blasphemy. As we’ve done research 
and advocacy for our clients’ cases, one of the things which has 
come up a few times is not that they were just blasphemers, 
but that they were also fairly vulnerable people to begin with. 
Oftentimes, there are other blasphemers in that country or so-
ciety who have not had the book thrown at them because they 
occupied more powerful positions. So my question is: How 
much do you feel these blasphemy laws are being wielded more 
as tools of social oppression by upper classes, as opposed to be-
ing an honest defense of Islam?

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: Asma, would you be willing 
to take that one?

ASMA UDDIN: Sure. I think this honest defense of religion is 
really just a cover for all kinds of other motives. As I mentioned 
earlier, ultimately the state only enforces what’s in the state’s 
interest. And so it’s really about maintaining control. In certain 
states you’ll see a number of statements where the charge of 
blasphemy is actually a political statement against the presi-
dent of the country. That was the case under Hosni Mubarak 
in Egypt. Religion is often just a way of getting emotional and 
social buy-in.

KATRINA LANTOS SWETT: Please join me in thanking 
this outstanding panel, and thank you for your wonderful 
questions. [Applause]
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Keynote Conversation: 
Blasphemy and Extremism

JENNIFER BRYSON: Good morning. I’m Jennifer Bryson, 
the director of operations and development at the Center for 
Islam and Religious Freedom. It is a pleasure to introduce our 
second panel. First, we have Ayesha Iftikhar, who has flown 
in from Lahore to join us today. She is a clinical psycholo-
gist, a researcher, and a co-founder of Engage Pakistan. Engage 
Pakistan is a nonprofit organization that engages in discourse 
on blasphemy laws, as well as questions of equal citizenship 
before the law, both through psychological research as well as 
engagement with Sunni Muslim religious traditions. Her own 
research is focused on aspects of tolerance and intolerance in 
Pakistani society, and ways that individuals respond to those 
who are religiously different.

Farahnaz Ispahani, our second panelist, is a leading voice for 
women and religious minorities in Pakistan. She’s most recently 
the author of Purifying the Land of the Pure, which concerns Paki-
stan’s religious minorities. She’s formerly a member of Pakistan’s 
National Assembly, and she has worked as a spokesperson and 
international media coordinator for the Pakistan Peoples Party.

Next we have Imam Mohamed Magid. He serves as the imam 
of the All Dulles Area Muslim Society and Center, known as 

the ADAMS Center. He is the chairman of the International 
Interfaith Peace Corps, and he recently served as the president 
of the Islamic Society of North America. He is also involved in 
the Fairfax County Faith Communities in Action, does chap-
laincy work at George Mason University, and is vice-chairman 
of a group called Muflahun, a think tank that confronts vio-
lent extremism through research and preventative programs. 
In addition, he has been a pioneer of engaging both Muslim-
minority and majority communities, encouraging them to live 
peacefully with the rest of society. He was very involved in the 
recent Marrakesh Declaration.

For our panel today, I’d like to start by examining the intersec-
tion of blasphemy and extremism with a focus on Pakistan, 
since we have two specialists here on Pakistan. From there we 
will broaden our lens. My first question is for Farahnaz. What 
is the impact of Pakistan’s blasphemy laws on the ground?

FARAHNAZ ISPAHANI: The Pakistani blasphemy laws have 
had a huge impact in terms of changing the thought and nar-
rative of what it means to be Pakistani. It has enabled a vigi-
lante culture. It has enabled extremists. It has created a culture 
where, number one, not to be a Muslim is not to be an equal 
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citizen of Pakistan, and number two, not to be a Muslim in 
the way that the state and the jihadi groups define it is not to 
be a Muslim at all. This means that Ahmadis are not Muslims, 
Shi’as are kafirs, and so on.

The Ahmadi laws, which came about under General Zia-ul-
Haq, basically started the purification of Pakistan, purifying it 
into a country where there is no room for those who are the 
“other.” It sent us down a slippery slope. It started off with the 
Ahmadis, then the Hindus, then the Christians, and now every 
single part of Pakistani society has been affected. The two com-
munities worst affected by the blasphemy laws have been the 
Christians and Ahmadis.

Today there are two issues. One is Pakistan’s political prism, 
which is corrupted by this idea of waging a constant war 
against evil India. You’ve seen this play out in the Mumbai at-
tacks and in its strategic policy in Afghanistan. What happens, 
therefore, is Pakistan’s existential identity becomes wrapped up 
with keeping these jihadi groups in place. Pakistan needs these 
jihadi groups to fight its proxy wars in neighboring countries. 
But when it’s off-season and they come home, they massacre 
Hazara Shi’as in Quetta, Christians in Punjab, and Muslims 
like my dear friend Samantha Seer. They also killed my dear 
friend and colleague in parliament, Shahbaz Bhaati, whom I 
worked with closely. 

It has made Pakistani society extreme. I do not believe Pakistan 
is chipping away at its blasphemy laws. How many more peo-
ple will be killed? We barely have any minorities left. In 1947, 
Pakistan was 23 percent non-Muslim. Today it is 3 percent. 
How many more people have to die?

I believe legal concepts that impose punishments should be 
clear and unambiguous. Murder, theft, and rape are clear 
concepts. Blasphemy is a subjective concept. It is rooted in a 
person’s belief. Some Christians may find it blasphemous that 
Muslims consider Jesus as a mortal prophet instead of the Son 
of God. Sunnis find Shi’a beliefs about the caliphs blasphe-
mous. Shi’as find Sunni beliefs about the imam blasphemous. 
Ahmadi consider the views of Sunni and Shi’a Muslims deni-
grating the Ahmadi prophet Mirza Ghulam Ahmad as blasphe-
mous. By legislating blasphemy, we open the doors for one set 
of beliefs to reject and punish the others. Blasphemy is, there-
fore, better treated as a theological than a legal concept. That is 
my summation of what blasphemy has done in Pakistan today.

JENNIFER BRYSON: Ayesha?

AYESHA IFTIKHAR: Well, I do have to agree with Farahnaz 
in that it has had a very limiting impact on society. The space 
of what it means to be authentically Muslim is becoming nar-
rower and narrower. And there is so much violence and intoler-
ance committed in the name of blasphemy.

The other thing that’s troubling for me is that blasphemy has 
been identified as an issue of political and social currency. It is 
something for politicians to hang their hat on. It is something 
connected to broader social policy issues. But even at the com-
munity level, if you have nothing else to show for yourself, you 
can become a hero just because you went after someone who 
blasphemed. So it is giving people an identity that is centered 
on how well they are able to be the guardians of Islam. That is 
troubling for me. 

JENNIFER BRYSON: Imam Magid, you are looking at this 
issue as somebody who’s very engaged both internationally and 
domestically. How are people debating how they should re-
spond to speech that’s problematic? How are they trying to 
legislate and form nation-state laws about this issue?

IMAM MOHAMED MAGID: I believe that we have to look 
at the historical aspect of blasphemy, not only in Pakistan or 
the Muslim world, but also how the West dealt with it his-
torically. Blasphemy laws have been in the West for a while. 
Many people actually lost their lives due to misinterpretations 
of Christianity. We have to put this in context to see how long 
it took for people to say, “We’re not going to kill each other. 
We are going to accept that we disagree on theology.” Muslims 
have a lot to learn from that experience.

The best messengers in addressing the issue of blasphemy laws 
will be Muslim theologians and Muslim religious leaders who 
are aware of the traditions of the Prophet Muhammad himself. 
People insulted him personally: They threw trash at his home 
and called him all kinds of names, yet he did not execute or 
imprison any one of them. The Prophet demonstrated that the 
message of Islam is spread through compassion, not through 
punishing stubborn people who disagree with you. 

You have to look at the emotional aspect of blasphemy. This 
is not only a problem in Pakistan, by the way. In Sudan, my 
own country, a British female teacher innocently named a 
teddy bear Muhammad—actually, it was her school children 
who named the teddy bear Muhammad. There was outrage in 
Sudan, and she was sentenced to prison because people felt that 
she insulted the Prophet Muhammad. But before you blame 
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the law, you have to look at the cultural and social environment 
in which this kind of feeling flourished. People sometimes seek 
to legislate their emotions. If I don’t like the fact that somebody 
disagrees with me, I’m going to legislate against that person.

However, Islam teaches us to respect other people’s religions. 
The moral aspect of that respect is something that people have 
to adhere to, in my opinion as an imam. But it cannot be leg-
islated. Muslims should not go and speak ill of Christians in 
their country, nor should the Christians speak ill of Muslims in 
their country. We need a civil discourse. Putting people in jail 
has not helped Islam; it has hurt Islam.

JENNIFER BRYSON: Ayesha, can you help us understand 
the disconnect between the traditions of Muhammad, who re-
sponded graciously when insulted, and the current responses 
of vigilante and mob violence? You mentioned that violence is 
becoming political currency. What are some of the emotional 
and behavioral drivers that you see?

AYESHA IFTIKHAR: So without addressing the theological 
aspect of the issue, yes, there is a psychological disconnect be-

tween what the Prophet did and what aspects of that behavior 
people choose to embody. Some people will choose symbolic 
markers, such as dressing according to the way we heard he 
dressed, growing beards, and things like that. For some people, 
that’s the extent of what that love symbolizes for them. 

I suppose at one level, it’s more than just about religion, be-
cause one of the values that is being appealed to in a lot of the 
blasphemy-related discourse that I have looked at is mascu-
linity. They make appeals to your manhood. They say, “What 
kind of Muslim are you?” But what they’re really asking men 
is, “What kind of man are you to let someone get away with 
blasphemy?” At that point, blasphemy may not have that much 
to do with looking at the qualities of the Prophet and select-
ing certain values. Instead, men might just be thinking, “Yes, 
I must go and prove I’m a certain kind of man and a certain 
kind of Muslim.” 

I feel that the driving forces are also cultural notions of mas-
culinity, as well as values of a glorified Muslim past that are es-
pecially present in Pakistan. There is this idea that we Muslims 
were the rulers of India, we were the Mughals, and then we were 

Jennifer Bryson
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dethroned. So there is that sort of entitlement among Muslims, 
like we have a certain glory to live up to. Those are the aspects 
of Islam that we picked. Islamic warriors and conquerors are 
really glorified, perhaps more than other ideals like forgiveness. 
When we talk about the forgiveness of the Prophet, it’s almost 
as if people are saying, “Well, yes, that’s true, but that was the 
Prophet, and clearly we are much more inferior so we don’t try 
to aspire to those values.” But all of these values that appeal 
to our sense of masculinity and encourage us to establish our 
security are the ones that we are much quicker to espouse.

JENNIFER BRYSON: One contrast I noticed that perplexes 
me is that there are societies where there are attempted gov-
ernment regulations of speech, especially in regards to those 
things perceived as religiously insulting, like blasphemy. But 
then there are other settings where the government chooses to 
be neutral and minorities are protected, where no matter which 
majority gets political control, there exists a structural protec-
tion. Yet at the same time, I often hear public order being used 
as an excuse for blasphemy regulation. In fact, these govern-
ment laws may be very connected to cultures that are anything 
but orderly. What can be done to address this desire for order, 
especially when it is used as an excuse for blasphemy laws? 

FARAHNAZ ISPAHANI: We just saw Islamabad, the capital of 
Pakistan, a country of 180 million people, taken over by a bunch 
of militant, bearded people who, for four or five days, did a sit-in. 
Nobody could go to parliament. They erected barriers. They de-
stroyed metro stops, buses, and public transportation and caused 
billions in damage. Neither the military, nor the police, nor the 
government would touch them. So where is the sense of order? 
The militants sat there and demanded sharia law. They said that 
Mumtaz Qadri, the murderer of Governor Salmaan Taseer, should 
be made a martyr, and they said Asia Bibi and Aasiya Noreen 
should be put to death immediately. There was no action in terms 
of public order when it comes to these extremists. 

In Pakistan, I’ve looked at three major categories. Number one, 
I looked at the clerics. I absolutely agree with Imam Magid in 

that there are intense theological conversations going on right 
now, and I think they’re extremely important. However, in the 
political sphere, I have recorded in my book the number of 
clerics who mentioned in khutbah, or Friday prayer, that a little 
Christian boy tore the page of a Qur’an. It’s the clerics at the 
local level who are inciting violence. And because of their re-
ligious background, the mobs believe they have authority. So 
number one is the clerics, though it depends on the level of the 
cleric you’re talking about. They’re not always the answer.

Number two are the politicians. 1993 was the first time a 
known sectarian group ran for elected government, and they 
ended up in the National Assembly of Pakistan—the high-
est level of parliament—and in the Punjab Assembly. In the 
2008 elections, they had a political tie-up with the PMLN, 
Mr. Nawaz Sharif ’s party, and many of the murderers in that 
openly sectarian group ended up in parliament. I want you to 
understand that blasphemy is not out there somewhere in the 
distance. It is part of what Pakistan has become. 

The final group is the media. Dr. Aamir Liaquat Hussain has 
this huge religious talk show on television. On one of his epi-
sodes, he had two clerics with him, and they agreed that it’s 
basically every Muslim’s duty to kill Ahmadis. This is 9:00 pri-
metime on Geo TV, being watched by millions of people. After 
that show, vigilantes went out in Sindh Province, hunted down 
the head of the Ahmadi community there, and murdered him 
in cold blood.

So whether the problem is in the political or media or clerical 
sphere, if you want democracy, you must have pluralism. You 
cannot have laws that immediately make one faith or ethnicity 
or group superior to the next. You cannot have a democracy. 
You cannot have a free and equal state. These blasphemy laws 
must go, and there’s no time. We need pressure.

JENNIFER BRYSON: Imam Magid, you’ve been very in-
volved in intra-Muslim engagement and questions of how to 
counter violent extremism. One of the topics that has come up 

“If you need to gather a mob, this weaponization of the love of the Prophet is what you use. 
That’s your catchphrase. You’ll get 100,000 people here immediately. That is what galvanizes 

people and gets them out into the streets. And when they are together in the streets, mob 
mentality takes over.”

Ayesha Iftikhar
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is the relationship between blasphemy laws and exclusive defi-
nitions of “my group” versus “your group.” Within each group, 
there’s a narrowing down of who can be a part of it, which is 
sometimes referred to as a takfiri ideology—an ideology of be-
ing quick to declare others apostate. What are some ways that 
we can step away from this narrow and divisive outlook?

IMAM MOHAMED MAGID: I would like to speak from my 
experience with religious leaders and scholars. A few years ago, 
we gathered Pakistani religious leaders in Nepal from a num-
ber of communities: Shi’a, Sunni, Christian, and many minor-
ity groups. In those meetings, we came to understand that if 
you continue this discourse of 
“us versus them,” you will have 
continuous war and lack of peace 
in the community. The Chris-
tian leaders especially expressed 
their fears. They feel that violent 
extremism is not only directed 
toward Western interests but to-
ward Christians, because some 
people believe that they represent 
Western interests. There is also a 
notion that some of this conflict 
is being driven by real estate. In 
certain areas, Christians refuse to 
sell their land. Some of the developers instigate them by accus-
ing them of blasphemy to pressure them to sell their land.

FARAHNAZ ISPAHANI: You’re absolutely right.

IMAM MOHAMED MAGID: Therefore, this is not only ide-
ological, but also economic. People who are not really ideologi-
cal still want to instigate this so that they can drive the Chris-
tians out. I see this happen in many communities that I have 
worked in, not only regarding Christians but other minorities 
living in Muslim-majority countries.

In the Marrakesh Declaration, we stated how to address the 
issue of minorities in Islamic communities. Violent extremists 
use “us versus them,” but you have to remember that Salaf-
is and Sufis in Pakistan agree on blasphemy laws. I’ll just be 
frank here. It is not only the Salafi school of thought, but both 
schools of thought. The main question here is whether we can 
use the premise of loving the Prophet Muhammad as the base 
of addressing the blasphemy law. That would be my ideologi-
cal or theological way of doing it, because for some, loving 
the Prophet is greater than anything else. We have to use his 

model, as well as the example of a pluralistic society found in 
the Medina Charter, to create a framework for us to address 
this issue of “us versus them.”

JENNIFER BRYSON: It’s interesting that you phrase it in 
terms of love of the Prophet, because I’ve heard that love of 
the Prophet has become now a political currency. It’s almost 
like this concept is being weaponized by those who are try-
ing to defend blasphemy laws. One of the key areas that needs 
to be emphasized is that Muslims themselves are reclaiming 
their faith from those who are saying the only way to love the 
Prophet is through these blasphemy laws.

AYESHA IFTIKHAR: Like I 
said, if you need to gather a mob, 
this weaponization of the love 
of the Prophet is what you use. 
That’s your catchphrase. You’ll 
get 100,000 people here imme-
diately. That is what galvanizes 
people and gets them out into 
the streets. Of course, when they 
are together in the streets, mob 
mentality takes over. And frank-
ly, from a psychological point 
of view, they’re just enjoying it. 

There’s something empowering about being able to burn a bus 
with your own hands. There’s a physical embodiment of that 
experience. If you look at the hormones that are released at that 
time, the experience itself is a rush. So again, there are people 
who are attracted to just that element of it. But when you men-
tion the love of the Prophet, you will definitely get people in 
your corner.  

That’s part of the work that Engage is doing. The idea is to 
redefine the love of the Prophet.  It’s great that you love your 
Prophet, as everybody has levels of devotion for their own faith. 
At one level, any person of faith believes that their faith is the 
right one. That’s why you believe in it. But in our society, we 
also have the idea that we also need to establish our faith as the 
superior one. Physically, that’s part of our lived experience. So 
as Muslims, we should not only think in our heads that we’re 
on the right path, that we’re part of the true faith. We must  
also live in society as the superior class. So it’s this supremacist 
ideology that needs to be addressed. 

Redefining love would involve helping people discover alterna-
tive, nonviolent ways to maintain their Muslim and masculine 

“The issue needs to be framed so that 
we are defending the Prophet by not 

allowing people to be killed in his 
name. Instead of making blasphemy an 
argument about democracy, we should 

appeal to people’s emotions.”

Imam Mohamed Magid
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identities, and to maybe work with the idea that loving the 
Prophet should include the willingness to sacrifice your ego or 
your aggression. And it also should involve reflecting on how 
blasphemy laws are hurting the impression of the Prophet in 
the world more than anything else. From this perspective, is 
that not blasphemy as well, according to your own standards?

FARAHNAZ ISPAHANI: I have two quick comments. The 
U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom just 
launched an excellent report on Pakistan’s textbook and cur-
riculum, and about all the hate speech against minorities. 
Now, one of the very important things that needs to be done is 
changing Islamic books in classrooms. Instead of our religious 
textbooks talking about ancient battles, they should be more 
philosophical. When you go to Medina, you can’t even imagine 
as a Muslim what you feel: the peace, the purity, the presence. 
That is what we need to recreate. Take out the militarization of 
Islam that we teach in schools. 

IMAM MOHAMED MAGID: The issue needs to be framed 
so that we are defending the Prophet by not allowing people to 
be killed in his name. Instead of making blasphemy an argu-
ment about democracy, we should appeal to people’s emotions. 

You have to frame it in a way that people understand you. 
You cannot go to any country and try to lecture them from 
the Western perspective. They are not going to understand 
you. You have to speak the language of the people. You have 
to use the word “dignity” instead of “human rights.” You have 
to use the term “the love of the Prophet.” You have to con-
vince people that what they are doing is not reflecting the 
love of the prophet. They have insulted him. People think 
that he let go of people that insulted him in Mecca, which is 
the era of the first period, because he was weak. But he did 
that in Medina, too, where a man grabbed him and called 
him names; he let him go and forgave him. This was a man 
who tried to kill him. Therefore, we need to highlight the life 
of the Prophet that we’re speaking about as a model and an 
example. 

There is not only religious blasphemy, but there’s also politi-
cal blasphemy to consider. If you insult the president in some 
countries, you go to jail. If you write an article about the presi-
dent, you go to jail. You need to use a religious argument based 
on the framework that individuals in that country understand. 
Other than that, they will not relate to you. They will say this is 
a Western plot. You have to use the local language and the local 
terminologies to address this issue.

JENNIFER BRYSON: Before we go to the audience, I quickly 
want to ask Ayesha: What are some examples—speaking of 
working locally and internally—of some things your group is 
doing that other groups could emulate? Where are concrete 
steps that can be taken?

AYESHA IFTIKHAR: I am not going to speak to policy, or what 
the broader institutions might do. But I will speak to what we 
might do at a community level. There is a program at Cambridge 
University called “Being British Being Muslim.” It was a commu-
nity-level intervention for a certain number of hours in which 
they basically—instead of preaching to people and feeding them 
values that they should believe in—developed what is known as 
integrative complexity. This is basically a mental ability which 
counters black and white thinking; it helps you think in more 
nuanced terms. This is an ability that you develop over time, and 
obviously certain types of exposure help develop it more. 

The way education takes place in Pakistan is sometimes not 
very conducive to such an ability, especially at the government 
level. That’s part of our cultural values as well. We’re a collec-
tivist society, and with that come the values of obedience and 
respect for authority, and not questioning things. In a way, we 
don’t like to rock the boat. Students don’t like to question their 
teachers. So we should not address the problem only in terms 
of the content, but also in the way things are taught, and the 
way you are taught to think. It can be done with something 
as simple as a workshop, which is what that program is doing. 

On another level, part of the work that Engage is doing is de-
constructing the lies that are told around the blasphemy narra-

Imam Mohamed Magid
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tive. Even theologically, the narrative is constructed in a very, 
very flimsy way. So it’s important to open people’s eyes to that 
side as well.

Finally, this is kind of abstract, but if you look at the way people 
behave when they respond to issues of violence, it is similar to 
an insecure animal. What mothers and schools can do is raise 
people who are more internally secure. The narratives that we’re 
told from the beginning about India and the West are all nar-
ratives of paranoia. They don’t make us feel comfortable about 
ourselves, and they make us think that we have to constantly 
protect ourselves, even if we have nothing to do with politics.

Again, we should be using the language of the people, appeal-
ing to the psychological values of honor and dignity. Honor 
is huge. You have honor killings. You have masculine values. 
Look at the calls for the assassination of Salmaan Taseer by the 
mufti Hanif Qureshi. He said, “Are you going to kill him with 
your prayers? Are you going to wish for his death, or are you 
going to use your bullets?” And the crowd responds by saying, 
“Bullets!” So again, the first-level message is about religion, but 
the second-level message is about your manhood. And I feel 
that you need to address narratives at both levels. 

You know, women don’t have the same response to blasphemy, 
surprisingly. They’ve processed it very differently because cul-
turally they’re not expected to have the same kind of guardian-
type of role. So I think working on gender—and not only on 
women’s rights, which are very important—and re-conceptual-
izing what it means to be a modern Muslim male in Pakistani 
society is very important.

FARAHNAZ ISPAHANI: I agree with what you said up to a 
point, but I just want to jump in here. Asia Bibi—who is now 
in very frail health, God bless her—is a woman. The people who 
turned on her for drinking water from the same well were wom-
en. I don’t see this as a gender issue. I agree with the imam. It’s 
often a squabble between women, and the moment you bring up 
blasphemy, your problem is taken away and locked up.

It’s also about land a lot of the time. We have seen this in Islam-
abad, Punjab, and Karat. Instigators go to Christian localities, 
where land is so valuable because the towns and the cities have 
changed. All they do is throw a torn-off piece of the Qur’an, 
yell “Blasphemy!” and the whole community will be picked up 
and put in jail. There are no questions asked. Then the land is 
available. 

Ayesha Iftikhar
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I don’t see this within a gender framework, as necessarily mas-
culine. Perhaps there is an element of it. But what we are get-
ting at is that blasphemy laws bring out the worst impulses of 
a human being. That is why they need to go.

JENNIFER BRYSON: We’ll open up to questions. We’ll start 
way in the back.

JAKE KANSARA: Thank you. My name is Jake Kansara. I’m 
with the Hindu American Foundation. Thank you to all the 
panelists for your enlightening remarks. I really appreciate the 
work that each of you has done.

I’d like to say that Hindus in Pakistan have also been victims of 
the blasphemy laws. Two years ago a Hindu temple in Sindh was 
burned because of a blasphemy allegation. A mob set the whole 
place on fire. Also, it seems that 
each of the nation-states that have 
death penalties assigned to viola-
tions against blasphemy laws are 
all Muslim states, and they span 
from Iran to Saudi Arabia. They 
are both Shi’a and Sunni. 

How can you reform the blas-
phemy laws  in a Muslim state 
where it seems like the objective 
of the state is to preach Islam to 
the broader world? That’s their 
foreign policy. That’s their do-
mestic policy. How can you reconcile that? And is there a need 
for, let’s say, a reform movement within Muslim countries to 
separate mosque and state?

JENNIFER BRYSON: I want to start by pointing out that 
the three countries you cited are three nation-states that don’t 
necessarily represent what’s going on with 1.6 billion Muslims 
on six continents. That’s my own little comment. 

IMAM MOHAMED MAGID: You have to remember that 
even in Pakistan, Sudan, and other places like that, individu-
als accused of blasphemy are attacked even before they get to 
court. That means people, not necessarily the state, are the ones 
who get worked up. In India, where there is no blasphemy law, 
when there are inflammatory cartoons, millions of Muslims 
protest in the street. It has nothing to do with the law. These 
are emotional issues. You have to separate the law from emo-
tion. How do you explain the reaction of Muslims in India? 

How do you explain the reactions of Hindus if a Muslim does 
something wrong?

This is about religious freedom. This is about being able to 
practice what you believe. It is also about freedom of expres-
sion and freedom of speech. If we govern, if we teach those 
principles from within Islam and the life of the Prophet and the 
Qur’an, then the discourse will change.

We have to remember that the preacher has more power than 
the law in moving people. You might have laws on the books 
that have never even been applied. But if the preacher encour-
ages protests and violence, then you have people on the street. 
Therefore, I believe, as an imam myself, that we need to change 
religious discourse by training imams. That’s what we are doing 
in Africa now. We train imams on the issues of peace, develop-

ment, pluralism, and inclusion 
from the Islamic perspective.

In the Marrakesh Declaration, 
we said we’re going back to the 
Prophet. We had both Shi’as 
and Sunnis in the room. None 
of them disagreed. But if we 
said we’re going to the Hanbali 
school of thought or the Maliki 
school of thought, they would 
have certainly disagreed. There’s 
one book, for example, that says 
you should kill anyone who says 

anything bad about the Prophet. And it says that even if a 
person apologizes, the apology cannot be accepted. He has to 
be executed. That’s in the book.

You have to take it back to the Prophet. That is not reforming but 
reinforcing the original framework that the Prophet Muhammad 
had in the Charter of Medina, where he created a pluralistic soci-
ety where Jews and Muslims and others lived peacefully. Everyone 
had their right to practice what they wanted to practice, and the 
Prophet forgave people who insulted him, and forgot those who 
said bad things about him. That is our model. That’s what we ad-
vocated for at Marrakesh. The state can change, and everyone can 
change. This is how we should cater to the mob and the people.

JENNIFER BRYSON: We have another question over here.

AMIN ABDAMALAK: Good afternoon. I have a question for 
the imam. You just mentioned the book that condones kill-

“I believe legal concepts that impose 
punishments should be clear and 
unambiguous. Murder, theft, and 

rape are clear concepts. Blasphemy is 
a subjective concept. It is rooted in a 

person’s belief.”

Farahnaz Ispahani 
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ing for blasphemy. Do you as a Sunni imam think this book 
should be taught at places like Al-Azhar University? With a 
quick search in Arabic about, for example, the punishment 
for those who leave Islam, you will find that the Internation-
al Union for Muslim Scholars and many websites—mostly 
Sunni websites—all agree that there has to be a punishment. 
There are many fatwas about this. Do you disagree with these 
fatwas that say we should punish those who want to practice 
any religion other than Islam, or Muslims that want to leave 
Islam?

IMAM MOHAMED MAGID: My frame of reference is the 
Prophet. The Prophet Muhammad really is my model, my ex-
ample. People during his time left Islam and he left them alone. 
I asked the imams whom I trained in Africa, “Do you have a 
disagreement on the Prophet?” They said, “No.” I said, ‘Then 
we can talk. I’m not going to say anything the Prophet has not 
done. And you are welcome to challenge me based on refer-
ences to the Prophet’s life.”

There is a verse in the Qur’an that is so clear. It says there can be 
no compulsion of religion. Let me explain that from the theo-
logical perspective. In Islam, God does not accept faith that is 
not sincere from the heart. If you force somebody to become 
Muslim after they have converted to another religion, God will 
not accept it from him. Religion is a matter of heart. You can-
not force somebody to be something he is not. 

The Prophet knew that some people pretended to be Muslims. 
They hurt him, and they insulted his wife. They insulted his 
community. One of his companions told the Prophet to just 
take their lives. The Prophet said he could never do that, be-
cause we cannot kill our own people. And when that man who 
insulted the Prophet and his wife asked the Prophet if he could 
lead his funeral prayer, the Prophet did exactly that. 

Therefore, my model is the Prophet. He’s my frame of refer-
ence, nothing else. I don’t care about who said what and when. 
If the Prophet did not do it, I’m not going to do it.

JENNIFER BRYSON: We’re going to take our next question.

AUDIENCE MEMBER [Unidentified]: Blasphemy has 
a huge impact on Pakistani society. It is totally correct that 
non-Muslim citizens are living in a state of fear. There is an 
exodus of non-Muslims from that country. Why are so many 
non-Muslim citizens leaving, and why have progressive groups 
shrunk in size and influence? 

FARAHNAZ ISPAHANI: I think I addressed those questions 
earlier. You should remember the military’s strategic policies 
of using jihadis against India. These jihadis come back in the 
offseason and kill minorities. It’s a military-mullah nexus. That 
is basically the foundation of modern day Pakistan.

JENNIFER BRYSON: There is another question.

AUDIENCE MEMBER [Unidentified]: Thank you so much. 
Whenever we talk about issues of either blasphemy or religious 
freedom, we talk about a whole slew of countries, but Saudi 
Arabia is glaringly absent. It seems to me that Saudi Arabia 
is the head of the beast. The money and theology is pouring 
out of Saudi Arabia. In Pakistan, at least there are people who 
are discussing blasphemy and religious freedom. I don’t even 
know if Saudi Arabia has these kinds of people working with-
in the communities and able to speak in these ways. Maybe 
I’m missing it, but I really don’t see this kind of self-reflection 
within Saudi circles. And I certainly don’t see it in the Ameri-
can sphere. If you ask the U.S. government about it, you get 
all kinds of very quick answers about how Saudi Arabia is our 
very close ally.

So what do you think of this issue? What do you think about 
Saudi Arabia and what needs to happen in terms of getting at 
the root of these ideologies?

FARAHNAZ ISPAHANI: I have a quick response. Yes, you’re 
absolutely right about Saudi Arabia. And yes, Saudi Arabia has 
never, ever been discussed in Washington, D.C. We all know 
why that is. But one thing you’re missing is the reason you have 
voices like ours coming out of Pakistan. Pakistan is still hang-
ing on to the tradition of democracy. We’re still hanging on 
to the argument of the founders about pluralism. We are still 
trying to save our country from going down that slippery slope. 
We are not a monarchy, and we are not a Wahhabi kingdom.

IMAM MOHAMED MAGID: Let me just say that many 
Muslim countries were arguing at the United Nations that 
blasphemy law should become international law. Remember 
that. When I talk to officials from Muslim countries, they 
argue that there are laws in Europe which prohibit particu-
lar statements. For example, you cannot deny the Holocaust. 
These officials pointed at Europe and asked, “Why is there a 
double standard?” That’s an argument the West has to struggle 
with as well, that we have double standards when we say free-
dom of speech—just not all the speech. But if it’s about Islam 
or religion, it’s okay. If it’s about something else, it’s not okay.
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Now, although I agree that people should not insult any group 
of people, I’m against these laws that prohibit the denying of 
the Holocaust. I’ve done a lot of work in this area, and Muslim 
leaders frequently tell me there are double standards. There are 
laws on the books in many countries that prohibit a particular 
thing from being said, whether it’s insulting the queen or some-
thing else. What is the United States going to say that? That is 
another discussion we need to have.

JENNIFER BRYSON: Yes, although I find a lack of nuance in 
those accusations of double standards. For example, there’s an 
important distinction between a law against speech that incites 
violence and speech that others find emotionally uncomfort-
able. Sometimes all of these get lumped together.

IMAM MOHAMED MAGID: I know, but I’m just telling you 
the argument. In order to address this issue here in a compre-
hensive way, you have to see the argument of the other side. 
They’re saying that when you talk ill about the Prophet, you are 
inciting violence. You’re inciting violence because the mob is 
going to react. 

My argument from the religious perspective is that we should 
tell the mob and the people they should not act that way because 
the Prophet did not do that. But people in the government—
even governments friendly to the United States—are advocating 

for this not to be international law. That discourse needs to be 
dealt with openly. We need to understand why people are hav-
ing that kind of feeling.

JENNIFER BRYSON: I’m going to take another question here.

AUDIENCE MEMBER [Unidentified]: My question is for 
the imam. You talked about bypassing the legal tradition in 
the fiqh and going straight to the prophetic tradition. How-
ever, in Pakistan’s courts and government, this has been one of 
the causes of stricter blasphemy laws. I think we should remain 
faithful and rooted in the legal tradition, while also referring to 
prophetic tradition. Shouldn’t there be a combination of both?

IMAM MOHAMED MAGID: Yes. I would like to say that 
even within Islamic law, there are differing opinions. The argu-
ment is that we have to use the tradition to spark a new reform 
from within. When I say that the Prophet is a modern example 
here, I’m talking about the wide range of scholars who wrote 
about his life. I do agree with you that using only one perspec-
tive is problematic.

JENNIFER BRYSON: We have time for another question.

KASHIF: My name is Kashif and I’m a physician from Canada. 
I’m here representing the Ahmadi community. Thank you for 
mentioning the issues our community has dealt with in Paki-
stan. We also have identified the clerics in the takfiri culture 
as a huge issue. I’ve spoken to many Canadian politicians who 
believe that this is a prime issue. Even clerics within Canada 
and the United States actually argue during their sermons that 
Ahmadis are non-Muslim.

How do you think Pervez Musharraf, the former president of 
Pakistan, failed in addressing the clerics in Pakistan when he 
promised to get rid of them or to reform that issue?

FARAHNAZ ISPAHANI: I think that General Pervez Mush-
arraf promised a lot of things after 9/11 to please the West and 
to make it look like he was liberal, which he was in many ways. 
I’m sure he had a lot of Ahmadi friends. I know he had Shi’a 
friends. He was more progressive. But Musharraf was also the 
chief of army staff. 

I keep going back to the jihadi groups. In Pakistan there’s this 
constant argument over whether or not there are good Taliban 
and bad Taliban, and good jihadi and bad jihadi. I say all jihadis 
are bad. But because President Musharraf needed some jihadis 

Farahnaz Ispahani
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on his side—the “good jihadis” according to him—there was 
no way he could touch the law. 

If you look at the history of Pakistan, we’ve had more dictator-
ships than we’ve had democracies. These issues of pluralism and 
freedom have been bad since the beginning. You have to go back 
to Ayub Khan, who formed the very ideology of Pakistan. He was 
anti-Hindu and anti-India, and he was the first military dictator 
who changed the textbooks in Pakistan to reflect those beliefs.

So when President Musharraf is faced with the decision of 
changing blasphemy laws versus keeping the jihadis on his side 
and preserving the strategic depth in Afghanistan and on the 
borders of Balochistan with Iran, what is he going to choose? 
For him, the answer is fundamentally about being Pakistani.

JENNIFER BRYSON: I know I’m going to risk stepping out 
in a very controversial area here, but I think there’s an observa-
tion to make from history that might offer some frameworks 
for looking at this question. I think of how we transitioned in 
the United States from the persecution of the Mormon com-
munity of the Church of Latter-day Saints in the late 1800s to 
the very peaceful coexistence we have today. And in that transi-
tion, the question of whether or not Mormons are Christians 
has not fully been solved. For example, recently in First Things 
magazine, there was a very interesting article by an evangelical 
who has been involved for years in very substantive, serious 
evangelical Christian and Mormon dialogue.

The way the American Christian community of the 1800s was 
able to move away from violent persecution was by agreeing 
to disagree, recognizing that there were a variety of viewpoints 
on this question, and stepping away from the fight over using 
state power to try to determine the answer. This is a reason, 
for example, why we didn’t have education in public schools 
determined by one majority religious group.

Therefore, it’s important to distinguish between intrafaith, which 
can be very broad and include many different groups within a 

tradition having those discussions together, and religious freedom 
on the other hand, which allows a framework for saying we’re 
going to agree to disagree. What I’ve seen happen is that agree-
ing to disagree did the exact opposite of stopping the question. If 
anything, it’s created far greater space for rich, mutual learning.

IMAM MOHAMED MAGID: I completely agree with you. 
People can disagree with one another. As long as your rights 
have been preserved, as long as you are able to worship, as long 
as you have some access, let it be.

On the issue of takfir, I always say that if you want to call me 
kafir, do so—but don’t cross the line by preventing me from 
being whatever I want to be. You see, the takfir against the Ah-
madi has the consequences of not allowing them to be able to 
build their mosques, to worship, and so forth. Other than that, 
you don’t have a problem with somebody disagreeing with you 
in theology.

JENNIFER BRYSON: We have time for two more questions. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER [Unidentified]: Thank you. I think 
the issue of religion and politics is very intimate. We must not 
forget that it was Zulfikar Ali Bhutto who started the Islamiza-
tion process and declared Ahmadis as non-Muslim. We have to 
actually search ourselves to find out why our politics in Paki-
stan have become so weighed down by religion, that no matter 
what issue you discuss, religion is foremost. 

JENNIFER BRYSON: We’re going to wrap up with one more 
question.

OLGA FATMI: I’m Olga Fatmi interning with the Jubilee 
Campaign. I want to thank Farahnaz for focusing on the vic-
tims of blasphemy, and how no religion should be supreme or 
in any constitution. I think that’s very important. 

When the Marrakesh Declaration was written, were there rep-
resentatives from converts or so-called apostates at the table? 

“The Pakistani blasphemy laws have had a huge impact in terms of changing the thought and 
narrative of what it means to be Pakistani. It has enabled a vigilante culture. It has enabled 
extremists. It has created a culture where, number one, not to be a Muslim is not to be an 

equal citizen of Pakistan…”

Farahnaz Ispahani
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When discussing these issues, we need to have minorities and 
converts present because they have experience being Muslim, 
and they have experience in another belief or atheism. Were 
their voices heard? 

IMAM MOHAMED MAGID: Yes, in Marrakesh there were 
Baha’is, Ahmadis, Shi’as, Sunnis, Yazidis, Christians, and Jews 
present. All of them spoke, and we refuse to let them be sub-
jugated to mistreatment in Muslim-majority countries. That’s 
why we brought them to Marrakesh.

Now, when it comes to implementation, we’re looking to edu-
cation and to curricula. We’re looking to religious discourse, 
the training of imams, and how we can position religious me-
dia to advocate for religious freedom and pluralism in Muslim-
majority countries. That will be part of the implementation. 
As we speak, there are ambassadors meeting at the Finnish em-
bassy to discuss the implementation of the Marrakesh Declara-
tion. We are speaking to educational and media groups about 
how we  can take it to the next level and reach all of these non-
Muslim and atheist communities.

FARAHNAZ ISPAHANI: Olga, you may be under the 
misperception that because I belong to the Pakistan Peoples 
Party and worked with Benazir Bhutto, I was trying to maybe 
cover up the role of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto. But I mentioned the 
anti-Ahmadi laws a thousand times.

No leader in Pakistan has done anything besides use Islam for 
political purposes, destroying Islam as I see it. A lot of people 
seem to think it began with Zia-ul-Haq. It began way before 
Zia-ul-Haq. You need to go back to 1949, two years after Paki-
stan was formed. The first prime minister passed the Objectives 
Resolution, which said Muslims of Pakistan shall be enabled 
individually and collectively to order their lives in accordance 
with the teachings and requirements of Islam set out in the 
holy Qur’an and sunnah. It promised, secondly, protection of 
minority rights according to Islam, and it opened the door for 
obscure interpretations of Islam. 

So when Muhammad Ali Jinnah, the founder of Pakistan, talk-
ed about a country where everyone was equal and everyone 
could pray in their mosques or their temples, he was barely 
dead and in his grave when this started. The moment you say 
that non-Muslims are going to live according to protections 

given to them from within some other religion as opposed to a 
secular law is the beginning of your slippery slope.

One has to know the history. I know we don’t like some politi-
cians. We prefer some more than others. But for me, these is-
sues are well beyond personal politics. If we’re going to change 
our country, we have to do it together.

JENNIFER BRYSON: Ayesha, do you have any closing ob-
servations?

AYESHA IFTIKHAR: In our work we are trying to collabo-
rate with others, like the Cecil Foundation and some Christian 
organizations. We’ve met with Ahmadis because the law direct-
ly affects them. We also focus a lot on the violence, and we’re 
trying to emphasize that violence doesn’t exist in a vacuum. It 
exists as part of a society where people are okay with saying, 
“Well, that’s not my problem.”

That is something that we are really trying to bring people into. 
It’s not just about representing their voices, but about making 
it a personal issue for you as a Muslim that this is happening 
to a Christian, or if you’re a Sunni that this is happening to 
a Shi’a. Maybe it’s going to happen to you next because you 
offended them in some other way. So it’s about representing 
their voices, but also about making this a Muslim issue. The 
Christians and Hindus have been talking about it because they 
have been victimized. They’ve been speaking about it for a long 
time. But I feel like when you channel and amplify the Muslim 
voices on the issue, then you can really help the cause. 

In addition, we’re trying to get minorities more visibility in 
society, so that we can see Christmas and Holi being celebrated 
and be okay with that. This is because at a large level, we don’t 
accept the physical manifestation of other religious identities 
in our social spheres. We may think we’re tolerant and be okay 
with saying that they have the freedom to practice in their own 
little communities as long as we don’t see signs of it, but we’re 
not really open to the idea of their lives, customs, and identi-
ties being visible in our daily lives. We want make that a part 
of people’s lived experiences, so that we have a real rather than 
just a theoretical appreciation for the minorities in Pakistan. 

JENNIFER BRYSON: Please join me in thanking our panel. 
[Applause]
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Solutions: A Path Forward

TIMOTHY SHAH: Good afternoon. It is my pleasure to in-
troduce the final panel of our conference today on “Blasphemy 
Laws as a Challenge to Religious Freedom.” So far, we have 
heard about the complex political, theological, and psycho-
logical origins of anti-blasphemy laws. Previous speakers have 
shared detailed, fascinating, and often harrowing accounts of 
the damage that anti-blasphemy laws do in societies such as 
Pakistan.

But lest we leave thinking that there is no hope for change, we 
are now going to hear from an outstanding set of experts about 
a path forward. How do we concretely move toward reform, 
toward change, and toward improvement in this very trouble-
some, challenging, and difficult situation?

I’m delighted that we have three outstanding experts to talk 
with us who represent an incredibly rich range of experiences 
and expertise. I’m also delighted that my dear friend and col-
league, Daniel Philpott, will be moderating this panel, which 
we are calling “Solutions: A Path Forward.”

Professor Philpott is a close friend and colleague, as well as an 
associate scholar of the Religious Freedom Project at George-
town. He is a professor of political science and the director of 
the Center for Civil and Human Rights at the University of 

Notre Dame. He specializes in the relationship between reli-
gion and politics, and has a particular focus on the contribu-
tions of Catholicism to freedom and democracy. He has many 
claims to scholarly fame. He has participated in faith-inspired 
reconciliation efforts in some of the world’s worst conflict 
zones, including Kashmir and more recently the Great Lakes 
region of Africa. He has written widely on the history of reli-
gion in international relations, on religious-inspired reconcilia-
tion, and on religion and democratization. At the moment, he 
is completing a book on Islam and religious freedom in which 
he deals with the challenges of anti-blasphemy laws, among 
other things.

Professor Philpott, thank you so much for moderating the 
panel. Take it away.

DANIEL PHILPOTT: Thank you, Tim, and welcome, ladies 
and gentlemen, to our final panel of the day. This panel, as 
Tim said, will discuss “Solutions: A Path Forward,” and we 
will certainly integrate many of the fascinating points that have 
already been brought up by previous speakers. Many of our 
panelists would like to talk about things that have already been 
said, so after a brief discussion of some questions that have 
already been raised, we’ll segue into some concrete takeaways 
that we can go home with and hopefully act upon in some way.
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I’m very pleased to introduce our three panelists. First of all, 
we have Arafat Mazhar, who is director of Engage, a nonprofit 
organization in Pakistan that seeks to reform Pakistan’s blas-
phemy law. He is the author of Plurality, Dissent, and Hege-
mony: The Story Behind Pakistan’s Blasphemy Law, presented at 
the conference on “Freedom of Religion and Expression in the 
Islamic Tradition,” which was organized by the Oslo Coalition 
on Freedom of Religion or Belief. Mazhar serves on the advi-
sory council for the Center for Islam and Religious Freedom, 
co-sponsor of this meeting today.

Next, I’m pleased to introduce Alberto Fernandez, who is vice 
president of the Middle East Media Research Institute and a 
member of the board of directors of the Center for Cyber and 
Homeland Security at George Washington University. Previ-
ously, he held several positions in the State Department, includ-
ing coordinator of the Center for Strategic Counterterrorism 
Communications and ambassador to the Republic of Equatorial 
Guinea, as well as several senior public diplomacy positions at 
U.S. embassies in Afghanistan, Jordan, Syria, and Guatemala.

Finally, we’re very pleased to have Salam Al-Marayati, who is 
executive director of the Muslim Public Affairs Council. He is 
a frequent public speaker on Islam, human rights, democracy, 
Middle East politics, and Muslim-American communities, and 
has testified before the U.S. House of Representatives Commit-
tee on Homeland Security. Al-Marayati works as an advisor to 
several political, civic, and academic institutions seeking to un-
derstand the role of Islam in America and throughout the world.

Thank you to all of the panelists for joining us today. Let’s be-
gin our discussion.

Thinking about a way forward, the fundamental question to 
resolve is: What is the goal? So far today, we’ve had an appro-
priate and constructive spirit of criticism of blasphemy laws. 
But what are we aiming at? What does it look like to achieve 
success? In other words, could there be just restrictions of free 
speech in an Islamic society, and what degree of openness on 
this issue is desirable or plausible?

As we heard in our last panel, one could think of the United 
States as one end of the spectrum with a significant degree of 
openness, while many other Western democracies have more 
stringent restrictions on free speech. In Germany and Austria, 
for instance, you can’t say certain things about the Holocaust 
or make statements that would be considered Nazi-like speech. 
There are laws against that.

Are there justified boundaries to speech, how do we construct 
these boundaries in a just way, and is there an Islamic basis for 
finding a way forward? Who would like to begin?

ARAFAT MAZHAR: I’ll begin. First of all, As-salaam alaikum, 
everyone. Hopefully you’re not all tired. [Laughter] Answering 
the question, I would use the term “Islamic tradition” instead 
of “Islamic religion,” because Islam obviously is a series of com-
peting narratives. I will focus on non-Muslims so that the at-
tention remains on the issue at hand.

Traditionally, the principles that animated limitations of 
speech were different for Muslims and non-Muslims, and they 
were derived from conquest treaties. When a Muslim civiliza-
tion conquered or made a peace treaty with another land, there 
was a set of terms and conditions regarding the conquered non-
Muslims known as dhimma. Dhimma was a covenant of pro-
tection that was given to non-Muslim minorities in that time 
period. Now, on the one hand, there was a lot of emphasis on 
the protection of non-Muslims. For example, Hanafi usul states 
that there is a hundred times more responsibility to protect the 
dhimmis than to protect a Muslim. 

On the other hand, there were limitations as well. Having con-
quered the dhimmis, some Muslims called them saghirun, which 
translates to “subordinate.” So the limitations were derived from 
subordination. For example, some traditions would have instruc-
tions stating that dhimmis could not build temples higher than the 
mosques of Muslims. So traditionally speaking, the relationship 
between Muslims and non-Muslims was derived from conquest 
treaties. One of the richest resources that we have on the matter is 
the Hanafi tradition, which we follow in Pakistan. There are four 
schools of Islamic legal thought, and Pakistan is a Hanafi state. 

While there are competing narratives, I want to focus on 
a more constructive one. On the whole, the entire canon of 
Hanafi tradition outside of Pakistan—which wants to revise 
the Hanafi tradition—states that there is a prohibition on kill-
ing a non-Muslim if he insults the Prophet. This position keeps 
getting repeated by scholars such as Abu Hanifa, Abu Yusuf, 
Imam al-Tahawi, Al-Manjabi, and Ibn Abidin. The interna-
tional audience can cite these people as well. 

Imam al-Tahawi, for example, is a scholar who is common to all 
the traditions because of his work in theology. As a constructive 
solution, drawing on an Islamic basis, he would tell the Mus-
lims to give the non-Muslim blasphemer a verbal warning. But 
he tells them not to kill the non-Muslims—he adds that caveat. 
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If you say that right now in Pakistan, you would be jailed. I 
mean, Pakistanis would want to jail Imam al-Tahawi. These are 
people, by the way, that follow Imam al-Tahawi because he is 
part of the Hanafi tradition.

Obviously there are other traditions which claim that dhimmis 
are not allowed to insult the Prophet. But today we have equal 
citizenship. In the past, dhimmis were second-class citizens who 
were nonetheless protected. So all the rulings that are based on 
the principle of subordination can no longer exist today. That’s 
not an ethical way of reading tradition. That’s a literalist way 
of reading tradition. An ethical way of reading tradition would 
require bringing forward all those things that would guarantee 
religious freedom.

Interestingly enough, the Islamic basis of the Federal Shariat Court 
which passed the blasphemy laws as hadd law—that is, as God’s 
law—cites a Qur’anic verse. I think its verse 12, chapter nine. In the 
commentary Akham al-Qur’an by Qurtubi—a very popular com-
mentary of the Qur’an—the commentator states that you cannot 
kill a non-Muslim for blasphemy. And yet the court uses that very 
verse with the commentary that you cannot kill a non-Muslim to 
conclude that you will kill a non-Muslim for blasphemy.

So the solution is right there in the tradition. It is just that we 
have to be open-minded about it. We have to consolidate our 
research efforts and look at what can be brought forward and 
what cannot. Hopefully that can be a constructive way forward.

DANIEL PHILPOTT: What is your organization’s goal? 
Would it be that a non-Muslim can say virtually anything with 
impunity, or would you accept some legal restrictions? What 
are we looking at?

ARAFAT MAZHAR: The first goal is to no longer classify the 
law as hadd, or God’s law. There are two fangs of the law: hadd 
and ijma. Ijma basically means consensus. Firstly, if the blas-
phemy law is not hadd, it is siyasa, or the government making 

human law. This is important because if supporters of the blas-
phemy laws want to be violent, they should admit that they 
are violent, and that they are going to make a violent law. But 
don’t say it’s God’s law. That’s a small victory for us, because if 
the blasphemy law is not hadd, you cannot go ahead and kill 
people in God’s name, in the Prophet’s name, et cetera. 

The second goal would be to amend the law such that it cannot 
apply to non-Muslims. That might sound a little counterintui-
tive to some of my constitutional friends back in Pakistan who 
ask, “Because they are equal citizens, the law cannot be applied 
equally?” That’s right. This is because if you are using Islamic 
legal sources, you have to see what the rulings are. You can’t 
apply apostasy laws to non-Muslims. However, that is what is 
happening in a lot of cases. 

DANIEL PHILPOTT: Under this kind of goal, what kind of 
leeway would non-Muslims have? What are they allowed to say 
and not say if you got what you wanted?

ARAFAT MAZHAR: First, nothing can be based on religion 
in these rulings. If these rulings are based on a secular idea or a 
natural law idea, there must be a clear standard of what can be re-
stricted: for example, the incitement to murder. A lot of Muslims 
in cases of blasphemy call for murder, and that kind of speech 
needs to be banned. However, the problem is that non-Muslims 
don’t really say anything that incites murder in Pakistan. It’s 
the other way around. Instances of blasphemy in Pakistan are 
not like Charlie Hebdo cartoons: Most of them are false accusa-
tions, and most of them are small cases. Limitations of speech 
are supposed to control these false accusations. Applying takfir 
to non-Muslims is wrong. We should just encourage people to 
be respectful to one another. That’s not a legal question, but an 
ethical question. I think community leaders can help with that. 

DANIEL PHILPOTT: Mr. Fernandez, Mr. Al-Marayati, 
would you like to comment on what we are aiming for? What 
are we shooting for?

“The common Muslim here in America can effect change with the common Muslim in Paki-
stan or Saudi Arabia, not through legal means or political-governmental means, but through 

grassroots diplomacy, mutual understanding, and discussion. If we encourage this, we empower 
the common person.”

Salam Al-Marayati
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ALBERTO FERNANDEZ: Well, when you look at this issue, 
many Muslims argue that they are trying to be as authentic as 
possible. That is the trump card that extremists use. There’s this 
wonderful word in Arabic that basically means one-upman-
ship, the claim that says, “I’m more Islamic than you. I’m more 
authentic than you. I’m more real than you.”

All too often in Islamic history, we see that Islam becomes idealized 
by some and demonized by others. We avoid complexity for the 
sake of simplicity. The extremists have built and have very aggres-
sively and successfully promoted a narrative of intolerance based 
on a selective reading of Islamic history going back to formative 
Islam. This is what Salafis do. What we truly need is an equally 
authentic, equally aggressively narrative of tolerance based on a 
reading of Islamic history that also goes back to formative Islam.

The good news is that the Islamic tradition contains those ele-
ments. You do not have to invent them. However, you do have 
to examine the tradition with a kind of wide open, clear-eyed 
view of history. You have to acknowledge that there’s good, bad, 
evil, human failing, massacres, and tolerance. But for me, the 
problem is that those who want greater tolerance and greater 

respect for other communities haven’t been as successful or as 
aggressive in constructing that narrative of tolerance which is 
deeply rooted in the sources, from the time of formative Islam 
to today. We’ve ceded the ground to the extremists in many 
ways and have begun to look like the losers in this show of one-
upmanship. The extremists work hard to appear more authen-
tic and more Muslim than their more tolerant counterparts.

How do we shift that equation? To me that is the primary goal. I’ve 
been a critic, for example, of the Marrakesh Declaration because 
I think it’s a little bit too “kumbaya,” and that it overlooks large 
parts of the historical record. But it’s a step in the right direction 
because it seeks to address this issue of authenticity by going back 
to the sources and the beginning. That is something to be lauded.

The question is, how can an individual effort or an individual 
statement be made part of a much larger construct of toler-
ance? The good news, as I said, is that the building blocks are 
there if we know how to put them together.

DANIEL PHILPOTT: Would there be a justification for hav-
ing some limits on speech that are compatible with the require-

Arafat Mazhar
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ments of a Muslim society and the respect for Islam that it 
demands? Could there be some restrictions, or would you want 
to have it be as wide open as possible? 

ALBERTO FERNANDEZ: That point ultimately depends 
on whether any restriction on free speech is applied with eq-
uity. To assess a possible restriction on speech, the question 
becomes: Is it a provision of equality, or is it used as a club to 
beat unpopular minorities or religions that you don’t like over 
the head? For example, will somebody who calls for murder be 
arrested, regardless of their personal religion?

Most countries have limits on speech, whatever that may be, 
in order to prevent threats or incitement to violence. But is 
there justice? Is there equality in the way that it’s implemented? 
Justice and equality are certainly Islamic values, so using this 
standard is not antithetical to Islam.

DANIEL PHILPOTT: When you speak of equality, would you 
reject any distinction in the law between Muslims and non-Mus-
lims? You seem to be suggesting some kind of two-tiered system.

ALBERTO FERNANDEZ: Well, I think Arafat makes a re-
ally good point. There’s a tendency in the West and in much 
of the Muslim world to focus on constructs that are created in 
the aftermath of Islamic conquest, such as the jizya. ISIS has 
single-handedly revived the jizya and used it to treat people 
as second-class citizens. Having non-Muslims pay blackmail 
money has all of a sudden become fashionable.

But Islam is not wholly defined by its periods of conquest. Islam was 
spread, for example, in Southeast Asia not with the sword, but in 
an environment of tolerance by traders and merchants without any 
threat of violence whatsoever. We need to break away from the idea 
that conquest, like the conquests of Hind, Al-Andalus, or Sham, is 
the only way to construct an acceptable society for Muslims.

There are more building blocks to use that are authentically 
Muslim, not Western or non-Muslim imports, and that have 
deep roots in the Islamic tradition itself.

DANIEL PHILPOTT: Mr. Al-Marayati, what are we aiming 
for legally and institutionally?

SALAM AL-MARAYATI: I think what we’re aiming for, as 
Tom Farr suggested earlier, is a situation which mirrors the 
principles of religious freedom in America, where religious mi-
norities are seen as equals under the rule of law. That indeed is 

an American principle, and I would argue that it is an Islamic 
principle.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks wrote a book on the roots of religious 
violence, in which he argued that one of the major causes of 
religious violence is sibling rivalry, such as when Cain killed 
Abel, when the brothers of Joseph conspired against him, and 
so forth. When brothers begin to compete with one another, 
even if they are ultimately far more similar than different, the 
results can be very violent.

In this particular situation, Jews, Muslims, and Christians are 
more the same than they are different, but we keep fighting 
each other because each religion wants to claim that they are 
the most godly, and, as a result, we become inhumane toward 
the other perspective. When weak governance, war, and tribal-
ism are also acute problems within a society, religious conflict is 
exacerbated. When much of the Muslim world is living under 
those conditions, the potential for religious conflict is enor-
mous.

Tariq Ramadan has argued, in terms of creating radical reform, 
that we have to look not at the text, but at the context. Apos-
tasy in the Islamic world is different from apostasy in the West. 
It should be viewed under the scope of what we would call 
treason in the West. The relevant laws are comparable to laws 
regarding treason, which is clear when you look at the histori-
cal context of conquest. Religious conversion during periods of 
conquest was the same as converting to the other side’s army, 
which is in effect treason. 

Then you look at principles of the Islamic tradition, which 
are also very clear. “Let there be no compulsion in matters of 
faith,” says the Qur’an. I don’t know how much clearer we want 
God to be, because this is unambiguously a statement that 
faith is something that is within the individual’s domain, the 
individual’s sovereignty, and the individual’s intention. Thus, it 
precludes anything that a ruler, judge, cleric, or activist can say 
regarding what is in the heart of a human being.

We must also acknowledge that the goals of sharia are very 
clear. All the scholars have established unanimity in the goals of 
sharia. These goals are first and foremost to protect life; second, 
to protect the freedom of thought, which is the freedom of 
expression; third, to protect the freedom of faith, which is reli-
gious freedom; fourth, to protect the freedom to have property; 
and fifth, to protect the freedom to understand your lineage 
and your family. This last point obviously has implications for 
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inheritance and other aspects of life. Overall, it’s clear that the 
principles of religious freedom and freedom of speech are pres-
ent in the Islamic tradition, and that it’s the context, not the 
principles themselves, that is the problem.

Now, the path toward change could be through theologians 
like those who wrote the Marrakesh Declaration in January 
2016. It could be through legal challenges, like those Arafat 
Mazhar is pursuing brilliantly and courageously, for which 
I salute him. I believe that the path forward can also be 
through the common person. What is the common person’s 
understanding and role in defining his or her own narrative? 
For the Muslim that is the issue. If I go to one sheikh, or re-
ligious leader, and listen to his interpretation of the Qur’an, 
I should not assume that his interpretation is the entirety of 
Islam, because if I go to a different sheikh he may well give 
me a different interpretation. It’s like going to different law-
yers. Lawyers and sheikhs have 
a lot in common. Sorry to in-
sult sheikhs. [Laughter]

It’s important to keep in mind 
that human beings come up 
with different opinions based 
on different circumstances, and 
we have to understand what 
the circumstances are. When 
we talk about religious free-
dom, we can see that the Prophet Muhammad said the Jews are 
an ummah, or a part of the community, alongside the believers 
in his Medina Constitution. The Jews have their religion, and 
we the Muslims have ours. In other words, if a Muslim is a 
ruler, he has the responsibility of defending the rights of Jews 
in the larger ummah, as well as the rights of Christians, the 
rights of the Baha’is, and so on. Even within Islam, he must 
defend the rights of the Shi’a and any offshoot of Islam, such as 
the Ahmadis, the Ismailis, the Zaidis, and the Druze.

As Alberto said, it’s all there. There’s nothing that we need to 
come up with that is a departure from religion. But, as Rabbi 
Jonathan Sacks said about of sibling rivalry, we in the West look 
at this as a Judeo-Christian tradition against an Islamic tradi-
tion, as a clash of civilizations. From this perspective, there is 
something wrong with Islam that has to be changed. This view 
as a starting point guarantees that we are going to fail to connect. 

But the common Muslim here in America can effect change 
with the common Muslim in Pakistan or Saudi Arabia, not 

through legal means or political-governmental means, but 
through grassroots diplomacy, mutual understanding, and dis-
cussion. If we encourage this, we empower the common per-
son. As scholars have said, the issue then becomes the maslaha, 
which is the question of what is in the best interest of the um-
mah. I see that as a path forward that has not been leveraged. I 
see us looking at policy instead.

By the way, the diplomats we meet from Muslim-majority 
countries are all secular. I don’t see religious zealots when I go 
to Geneva or here in Washington when I talk to diplomats of 
Muslim-majority countries. I agree that there is one-upman-
ship, but that one-upmanship is usually compensation or over-
compensation on the part of governments trying to appease 
their internal religious groups. The unholy alliance between 
politicians and religious leaders complicates the matter.

The last thing I want to say is 
that while there should be no 
legal avenue for dealing with 
blasphemy or apostasy, we 
as followers of our respective 
faiths nonetheless understand 
that it is a sin. It is something 
for which you will have to deal 
with God. Certainly, if a per-
son is whipped by Muslims 
and then he hates Islam, I don’t 

blame him, and the matter rests between him and God. A per-
son who lives a well-established life and turns against his fam-
ily, his state, and his religion is another matter obviously. The 
point is that it’s not my place to judge someone who might do 
something like that, but nevertheless, for me, I would be com-
mitting a great sin if I were to do something similar. We need 
to separate judging others from maintaining our individual be-
liefs on personal behavior.

We cannot undervalue the importance of religion to people. 
While there may be no legal compensations for people who 
have to endure insults against their religion, their Prophet, 
and their book, Americans vigorously voice displeasure against 
anti-Semitism. There is no similar outrage when it comes to 
Islam. Anti-Muslim rhetoric is accepted by 25 percent of the 
American public; it’s now cool. It is the political language of 
many people. So even though we don’t need legal aspects of 
punishment against blasphemy, we definitely need responsible 
speech to counter the hate speech, and we need responsible 
political leadership to deal with these issues.

“All too often in Islamic history, we see 
that Islam becomes idealized by some 
and demonized by others. We avoid 

complexity for the sake of simplicity.”

Alberto Fernandez
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DANIEL PHILPOTT: I want to spend some time discussing the 
clash of civilizations dynamic. It seems that some Muslims per-
ceive, and sometimes openly charge, that free speech is a West-
ern value that found its way into international documents and 
legal covenants in the international community. They charge that 
such a high degree of legal openness is something that came out of 
Western experience and is possibly associated with secularism. As 
a result, they worry that imposing free speech on their societies is 
a form of colonialism, which then turns attempts to reform blas-
phemy laws into a direct clash of civilizations. How do we advo-
cate for diminishing these laws in a way that avoids that dynamic?

SALAM AL-MARAYATI: You have to start by looking at the 
source of that idea in terms of policies that unfortunately re-
inforce the idea that Muslim lives as not considered as sacred 
as non-Muslim lives. When Palestinians are oppressed or Mus-
lims face religious persecution, or even when Arab Christians 
are threatened vis-a-vis Jerusalem, the West is generally silent. 
The West tolerates Muslim persecution in India by a Hindu 
nationalist group or the election of a leader with ties to Hindu 
fascism. When the issue of persecution of Muslims in Burma 
comes up, or when the establishment in Burma wants to take 
land owned by Muslims and sell it to the highest bidder from 
China or some other foreign county, the West does nothing. 
We saw the same in Bosnia.

The perception is that anti-Muslim rhetoric is the precursor 
to genocide against Muslims. That is the perception of many 
Muslims, whether it’s true or not. Just as we saw anti-Semitic 
rhetoric in Europe before the Holocaust, Muslims today are 
seeing anti-Muslim rhetoric and they’re becoming worried. 
These policy issues have to be addressed and the double stan-
dard has to be done away with.

DANIEL PHILPOTT: By the way, if the West were to be 
more consistent, do you think that Muslim-majority countries 
would be more open to diminishing their blasphemy laws?

SALAM AL-MARAYATI: Yes and no, because it is a two-
tiered problem. It is a policy problem and it is an ideological 
problem. The ideological problem is not a clash of civilizations, 
but rather an internal clash within Muslim societies today. 
There is a competition between the extremist movement and, 
for lack of a better term, the mainstream. We don’t want to 
say the “moderate” movement. Unfortunately, the mainstream 
movement has no wheels. The mainstream movement has no 
vehicle. The mainstream movement has no media right now. It 
cannot advocate. 

The extremist movements can gain traction with rhetoric like 
“join the caliphate” and by declaring jihad against the West. The 
West then responds to a declaration of jihad with a declaration to 
fight against jihad. The issue becomes a fight for jihad and against 
jihad, and this is a fight that cannot be won, which only exacer-
bates the issue. This approach undercuts the voices of the com-
mon people who are trying to counter the extremist movements.

DANIEL PHILPOTT: You were shaking your head at that 
comment, Mr. Fernandez. Considering you policy experience, 
what do you disagree with in that statement?

ALBERTO FERNANDEZ: Well, what bothered me is this: I 
was in the Foreign Service for 32 years, and I heard this rheto-
ric a million times about the suffering of Muslims in Palestine, 
in Burma, et cetera. There is a double standard, and the double 
standard is this: The biggest persecutors of Muslims on earth 
are Muslims. And so you hear about Palestine, Burma, and 
Kashmir. But you don’t hear, for example, about the Kurds, or 
about the Tamasheq, or about Darfur. I served in Sudan, which 
was a big black hole for the Muslim world. There is a double 
standard, but it’s a Muslim double standard that plays and 
feeds on this struggle within Islam for power and authority.

I think it’s a little naïve to just say that there’s this rhetoric 
of Muslim victimization. Yes, that’s true. But it’s a duplicitous 

“It seems that some Muslims perceive, and sometimes openly charge, that free speech is a 
Western value that found its way into international documents and legal covenants in the 
international community… They worry that imposing free speech on their societies is a 
form of colonialism, which then turns attempts to reform blasphemy laws into a direct 

clash of civilizations.”

Daniel Philpott
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rhetoric that doesn’t look at everything happening and fails to 
acknowledge the blind spots that many of these Muslim lead-
ers, propagandists, and media outlets have.

DANIEL PHILPOTT: What is the most positive and con-
structive thing that the West can do to encourage progress in a 
good direction on these blasphemy laws? 

ALBERTO FERNANDEZ: I think Salam is right to say that 
we do have to do a better job of being true to our own values 
as Westerners—not because we are guilty and we need to com-
bat the “West is bad” narrative, but in the following sense. All 
too often when governments talk to governments—this is not 
just the U.S. government, but other Western governments and 
Middle Eastern governments and others—they bring a whole 
laundry list of issues, from arms sales to political parties to re-
lationships with neighboring countries. Human rights is not 
the first thing on that list, and even when human rights are 
addressed, religious freedom and tolerance is not at the top of 
the list of human rights issues. 

This creates a credibility problem. The current practice is that 
Western diplomats go into Islamabad or Riyadh, where they 
spend 30 minutes talking about Guns and Roses or guns and 
ammo or whatever, and then at the end say something like, 
“By the way, don’t promote intolerance.” The host country is 
not a fool, and they can figure out which issues are the most 
important for the foreigners, and which don’t really matter that 

much. We need to be a little more honest about what we care 
about and who we are.

DANIEL PHILPOTT: Speaking of Guns and Roses, that’s 
probably the most problematic part of it all. [Laughter] What 
is the source of the hypocrisy? You’re saying the West should 
put religious freedom on top of its agenda.

SALAM AL-MARAYATI: Just be honest.

ALBERTO FERNANDEZ: Exactly, just be honest. I think a 
more realistic treatment of the human rights agenda—prop-
erly done and properly presented—doesn’t present any harm to 
U.S. interests. In my experience in the Arab world, I always ob-
served a deep dislike for the U.S. government, but oftentimes 
a general respect for the American people. They always talked 
about interests and principles, and the problem was that U.S. 
foreign policy was being guided by interests and not principles. 
So maybe religious freedom is not number one on our list, and 
we need to raise it higher on our list of priorities. 

DANIEL PHILPOTT: Then there could be common ground 
to be found.

ALBERTO FERNANDEZ: Yes.

DANIEL PHILPOTT: What do you think of this, Arafat?

ARAFAT MAZHAR: I agree partially with both of them. I 
don’t want to be diplomatic, but I don’t want to be in the mid-
dle of that. [Gesturing to Alberto and Salam] [Laughter]

DANIEL PHILPOTT: But there’s some common ground 
there.

ARAFAT MAZHAR: Yes, and I am going to talk about that 
common ground. First, I think that it is important that, as you 
said, this human rights project does not become an imperial, 
one-size-fits-all project. The way that different communities 
are going to interpret universal values may differ. There will be 
a common universal value that we aspire to, but the way that 
we interpret these values will be different.  

Secondly, there are so many great scholars on the ground and 
so many great madrasas that are working on this issue. I’d like 
to give a shout-out to Ammar Nassir from Gujranwala, as well 
as to Mufti Muhammad Zahid from Faisalabad. I want to clear 
the air that all seminaries are not bad. But anyway, one of the 

Alberto Fernandez
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problems that they voice is, “You’re asking us to abide by in-
ternational covenants in our laws, but then we see the United 
States not abiding by some of them.” These scholars say, “The 
United States also has to be consistent with the international 
covenants that it has signed. We are on equal footing. Pakistan 
and the United States should be having a conversation togeth-
er.” For instance, there is going to be a periodical review later 
this year and everyone should hold each other accountable. I 
don’t understand why Muslim communities internationally are 
so quiet about this issue. Why is Al-Azhar quiet about it? 

A strategic way to change this would be for the United States 
to pressure other Muslim communities to take a step forward. 
This is because what happens at the periodical review—which 
takes place at the end of a human rights conference—is that 
there are all these non-Muslim countries who are asking Paki-
stan to abolish the blasphemy laws, but there isn’t any non-
Muslim country that is telling Pakistan to do this in a more 
nuanced manner. I think that there is a very positive role that 
the United States can play. This conference is a very good ex-
ample of what the United States can do. The academics here in 
the United States are 10 years ahead of policymakers and prac-
titioners. I’m a practitioner, and I know that there’s so much to 
learn from academia. I have a friend over here who’s working 
on the origin of the blasphemy law in Islamic theology. Jona-
than Friedman’s text on apostasy is a brilliant text, as is Anver 
Amen ‘s text on dhimmi. We don’t have texts like that written 
by Muslims. These are amazing contributions from academia, 
and we need to engage academia with activists. 

I think the United States or any other Western country needs 
to first be a little bit more deliberate and careful on how its 
frames the issue and pay attention to what really works. The 
academia really works. These types of conferences where you 
connect different viewpoints are prime examples of what can 
work. It pushes the conversation forward.

DANIEL PHILPOTT: In the Catholic tradition, pioneering 
intellectuals paved the way for the widespread adoption of reli-
gious freedom. Perhaps there’s a parallel there.

I see some restlessness among the audience, so let’s open up the 
discussion. Why don’t we begin with you, sir? 

AUDIENCE MEMBER [Unidentified]: Thank you for this 
wonderful discussion. I have a comment and a question. You 
raised the question of getting rid of the blasphemy laws. In 
2015 in Afghanistan, a girl was accused of burning the Qur’an 

and was killed by a mob. I would think that had Afghanistan 
had a good anti-blasphemy law, the mob would have under-
stood that it was the government’s responsibility to deal with 
that girl and therefore they would not have killed her that vi-
ciously. My question is, is it a good idea to get rid of the entire 
anti-blasphemy law, or is it better to reform it? Thank you.

ARAFAT MAZHAR: That is not what I mean. I am trying to 
make a nuanced point that this law cannot be a hadd law. This 
cannot be God’s law because there is no precedent for that. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER [Unidentified]: That question was 
for the whole panel.

ARAFAT MAZHAR: Oh, alright. I thought you were address-
ing the question to me. 

I think you’re correct and incorrect at the same time. First, I think 
there needs to be iterative reformation, but we cannot let the ma-
jority hold the minority hostage, or the majority hold the state 
hostage. But the point is that when the blasphemy law was being 
discussed in the parliament, the question regarded vigilante jus-
tice. Lawmakers proposed, “Let us make a law. Let us make a good 
law to prevent vigilantism.”  From 1947 to 1986, the time that the 
current blasphemy law was being discussed, there was a total of 
four extra-judicial killings. Once the law was passed, extra-judicial 
killings increased by 2,500 percent. The accusations increased by 
17,500 percent after the introduction of the law because the law 
was God’s law. All of a sudden there was impunity and hadd. 

A solution would be to pass a secular law and call it natural law, 
siyasa law, or administrative law. The government can say, “I am 
going to fine you a certain amount of money,” although I don’t 
think that is the ideal way to handle the situation. I think the 
ideal way is to handle blasphemy issues like you handle race is-
sues. Different institutions should regulate themselves. If there 
is something that is offensive, regulate it at the institutional 
level. The state should not be so big, listening to us on Face-
book. Right now, as I speak, there is Facebook page that is daily 
posting pictures of a man, with his address on google maps, 
and demanding that if the government does not arrest or pun-
ish this man for his blasphemous material, the Facebook group 
will kill him or give 500,000 rupees to someone who does it.  

This is the result when you make blasphemy law God’s law. So 
don’t make it hadd. Don’t make it God’s law. If you want to 
make it—and a lot of the ulamas do want to make it—make 
it such that it is fair to both parties. People keep on insult-
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ing Ahmadi divine figures all the time without punishment. 
The law does require punishment for anyone who insults Jesus. 
But what if you insult divine figures from non-Abrahamic re-
ligions? Then you don’t get punished. If any law is enforced, it 
has to be equally enforced, otherwise it can’t exist.

DANIEL PHILPOTT: In just a moment we’ll go to Mr. Fer-
nandez. There is a worry that a state-sponsored law has a peda-
gogical effect, especially if the law is presented as God’s law. 
That sort of law gives a license or imprimatur for others to en-
force it, perhaps even beyond the punishments imposed by the 
state itself. The Pew Forum found that governmental restric-
tions can encourage social hostilities. In other words, non-state 
actors respond to a new law by attempting to help enforce it, 
especially if they believe the government is not doing a good 
enough job enforcing it. The result becomes a massive statisti-
cal increase in extra-judicial actions, as Mr. Mazhar alluded to 
earlier.

ALBERTO FERNANDEZ: Somebody in an earlier panel 
mentioned the incident from Sudan in 2007 of the child who 
named their teddy bear Muhammad. There’s a worse case that 

happened in Sudan that nobody talks about because it didn’t 
happen to a white outsider. Article 125 of the Sudanese Pe-
nal Code, which is not hadd punishment, is a catch-all law 
that prescribes punishments for prostitution and all kinds of 
things, including “insult to religion.” In 2005, a Sudanese 
journalist was arrested under Article 125 for insulting the fa-
ther of the Prophet Muhammad. He actually didn’t, but it’s 
an obscure issue. Anyway, the Islamist government of Sudan 
arrested him and made a big deal out of it under that law. 
The government eventually dropped the charges, but for a 
few days mobs were baying for his blood. He was kidnapped 
in the middle of the night and found dead on the street a few 
days later, decapitated.

There is real danger in doing exactly what you’re describing, 
Dan. Even if it’s not within the context of God’s law, it’s like 
handing over a loaded gun if you have a society and communi-
ties where extremism is allowed to flourish unchallenged.

MARJORIE MANDELSTAM BALZER: I’m Marjorie Man-
delstam Balzer, a research professor of anthropology and fac-
ulty fellow at the Berkley Center. I have a question that’s really 

Salam Al-Marayati
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just a point of information to Salam Al-Marayati. If I heard 
you correctly, I think you said that about 25 percent of Ameri-
cans or U.S. citizens think it’s cool to be Islamophobic. And if 
that’s true, then where is that data coming from, and what can 
we do to combat that?

SALAM AL-MARAYATI: I’m referring to a political block that 
is supporting a U.S. political candidate. The more anti-Muslim 
hysteria and statements he makes, the more support he gets. So 
I’m making an estimate. Regardless of what that number is, I 
think that a significant number of Americans are Islamopho-
bic, and it is increasing at an alarming rate. So whether it’s 25 
percent, 20 percent, 30 percent, I don’t know, but it is a signifi-
cant amount of people. You just need to watch these programs 
that portray us Muslims as basically devil worshipers, as having 
a false prophet, and as being anti-American. It’s like we’re sim-
ply here to impose jihad. I mean, there is a consistent narrative 
here about us imposing sharia and using jihad.

So the Islamophobic industry is out there. The Center for 
American Progress issued a report that said it’s a $43 million 
industry. So it’s not a matter of ignorance anymore. There is a 
serious, deliberate effort to stigmatize, mischaracterize, stereo-
type, and scapegoat our community.

Now, at the same time I believe that America is the best place 
for Muslims. I believe that this is our home, and maybe this is 
our plight right now—just as Jews, Catholics, and Mormons 
had to undergo similar castigation by others when they were es-
tablishing their religious communities here in America. Those 
are factors that I think we have to deal with as American Mus-
lim organizations. We have to deal with it as parents, too. There 
was a study done in California that found that 50 percent of 
Muslim students feel that they’re bullied. 

I don’t think we should discount those numbers. While we 
need scientific surveys to get us actual numbers, it doesn’t take 
much to see that there is a problem with Islamophobia.

I also want to address how religion is used for power in Mus-
lim-majority countries. Much of the source of anti-Muslim 
sentiment comes from the behavior of some of these Muslim 
rulers, leaders, theologians, extremists, and so forth. Our voices 
are trying to counter that. The problem is when I open up 
the paper, I see a one-page editorial that describes the “jihad-
ist manifesto of ISIS.” But when Muslim organizations con-
tribute articles to the same paper to counter that, the paper 
says, “Well, we already know that, so we’re not going to publish 
it.” That “jihadist manifesto” language is the kind of language 
our society pays attention to. On top of that, ISIS makes these 
gruesome videos that are obviously going to draw attention. 
What is being said about it is also going to get reported on. So 
it’s a snowball effect.

This is what we’re dealing with: an extremist narrative being 
promoted by groups like ISIS and Al-Qaeda and xenophobes 
here who want this to be a war between the West and Islam. 
In fact, they share the same viewpoint, that it’s a war between 
Islam and the West.

ARAFAT MAZHAR: I want to add to the discussion about 
Islamophobia. Extremists in Pakistan, by misquoting the tradi-
tion consistently in the name of their greater interest, are actually 
making things worse for Muslims in America. So in these politics 
of cooperation and coexistence, you must not be so selfish. You 
must realize that the negative portrayal of Islam and the Prophet 
Muhammad in Pakistan is going to hurt minorities living abroad.

AUDIENCE MEMBER [Unidentified]: Well, my young 
friend, Arafat, has explained the lessons we draw from sharia 
very well, and has rightly pointed out that negative effects of 
blasphemy law having been declared divine law. Moving for-
ward, I have three points about Pakistani law. One is that a 
reform campaign needs to be launched. Second, we must stop 
vigilante justice by engaging the clergy and religious authori-
ties. Madrasas have to be controlled. Third, the state should 
ultimately be held responsible for this process. Thank you.

“From 1947 to 1986, the time that the current blasphemy law was being discussed, 
there were a total of four extra-judicial killings. Once the law was passed, extra-judicial 
killings increased by 2,500 percent. The accusations increased by 17,500 percent after 
the introduction of the law because the law was God’s law. All of a sudden there was 

impunity and hadd.”

Arafat Mazhar
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ARAFAT MAZHAR: I understand what you’re saying. I would 
just add that controlling madrasas is going to be a failure, if 
you ask me. Madrasas are not a monolith. There are four or 
five separate bodies. There are even authentic seminaries who 
are actually writing about this, which are hundreds of years 
old. And there are seminaries that are new and modern, some 
funded by foreign money, and some that are not. I think the 
idea is to engage with them, and to find a common language 
that can start a conversation. The gentleman who asked the 
question is a veteran of blasphemy law; he has fought a lot of 
cases back home, so obviously his points are well taken. 

SAHAR CHAUDHRY: My name is Sahar Chaudhry. I am 
with the U.S. Commission on International Religious Free-
dom. However, I’m going to take that hat off and ask my ques-
tion as a first generation Pakistani Muslim-American.

First, I have a comment for 
Marjorie, who asked a question 
earlier. In December 2015, 
the Arab American Institute 
released a public opinion poll 
on American attitudes against 
Arabs and Muslims, and there 
are some interesting data there 
that you might want to look at. 
The Pew Research Center also 
recently released a study on 
anti-Muslim sentiment.

My question is this: I have a lot 
of family still in Pakistan. As someone who’s an advocate for 
religious freedom, the response that I receive from my family 
is that religious freedom is a First-World problem. In Pakistan, 
they’re more worried about when the water trucks are coming 
through, and whether the electricity is staying on.

How do I convey to my friends and family in Pakistan the cor-
relation that Mr. Philpott mentioned between religious free-
dom and social stability and improvement? About how civil 
society engaging religious freedom and human rights can actu-
ally improve the stability of the government and the society 
as a whole? This directly relates to their concerns about water, 
electricity, et cetera. What would you tell the average Pakistani 
why religious freedom matters?

ARAFAT MAZHAR: With regard to the water and the elec-
tricity issue, to be honest there is no proven correlation be-

tween economic positioning, education, and religious intoler-
ance in Pakistan. It has been tested and it has failed. There are 
people who are institutionally behind this study about clean 
water and electricity who are funded very well. There may be 
some obscure relationship, but I do not think that there is em-
pirical evidence to say that this is a First-World problem from 
that angle. Now, I think it is a Muslim problem. Instead of a 
First-World or a Third-World problem, it’s a Muslim problem. 

Apostasy and blasphemy are also referred to as Shab-e-Rasool or 
Shatm-e-Rasool. There was a debate between two jurists in the 
Federal Shariat Court back in the eighteenth century. One was 
Ibn Abidin, a very famous Ottoman jurist. He was debunk-
ing someone who said that blasphemy is a hadd offense. He 
said that this is ridiculous, that it is not a hadd offense. Now, 
Ibn Abidin is very popular in South Asia. So when they were 

making this blasphemy law in 
Pakistani parliament and in the 
Federal Shariat Court—and 
even in the fatwa that called 
for Salmaan Taseer’s assassi-
nation—they quoted him as 
saying blasphemy is a hadd of-
fense—they removed the “not.” 

There are dozens of misquota-
tions and misrepresentations. 
The hadith actually says that 
sharia is going to get corrupt-
ed and it will require tajdid, 
or what you guys call reform. 

It’s going to require tajdid. We do need people to do tajdid 
because there’s a corruption of Islam. There’s a corruption of 
what the Prophet is and what the law of the Prophet means. 
Why is it that Morocco does not have a blasphemy law like 
us? Do they not love the Prophet? These are questions that are 
related to Muslims and Muslim identity. That’s why when I’m 
talking to someone from a traditional viewpoint, I say that 
you have to preserve your tradition, I say that you have to look 
out for your interests, because you are going end up revising 
history and it is going slip away in a second, as was the case 
with the Salafis. They have revised the hadith, and revised the 
religious tradition. 

There are a lot of concerns, like how to treat citizens equally. 
That is a long philosophical discussion that has not yet hap-
pened. We have a very under-developed jurisprudence for 
equal citizenship. We have a very well developed jurisprudence 

“There is a double standard, and the 
double standard is this: The biggest per-
secutors of Muslims on earth are Mus-
lims. And so you hear about Palestine, 
Burma, and Kashmir. But you don’t 

hear, for example, about the Kurds, or 
about the Tamasheq, or about Darfur.” 

Alberto Fernandez
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for dhimmi, but not a very well developed jurisprudence for 
equal citizenship. So those are concerns. I believe she has a 
follow-up question.

SAHAR CHAUDHRY: I think my question might have been 
unclear. Why is religious freedom important? Why should peo-
ple worried about bombs going off and water and electricity 
care? Why should they rise up and talk about religious freedom 
when they’re worried about just meeting their basic everyday 
needs?

ARAFAT MAZHAR: Okay. If we’re going to stick to the eco-
nomic argument, then religious freedom has a direct correlation 
to economic development anyway, right? If you’re going to tell 
people that it’s empirically proven that when you have greater 
religious freedom you have greater economic development as 
well, there’s a correlation to that. When you persecute religious 
minorities, you have problems in development and in other sec-
tors as well. I do not hear that argument back home; but if that 
is an argument, then first I would argue that these are conver-
sations that can be held in parallel, and second I would argue 
that people do take religious freedom very seriously back home. 
There are reasons why people who advocate for it get killed. They 
just have not yet found the right language. I hope I did justice to 
your question, because I haven’t had that experience back home. 

SALAM AL-MARAYATI: I would just add that, in addition to 
the need for good water, electricity, and decent livestock—all of 
the important policy issues that we have to talk about because 
that’s what governments should provide for their citizens—
governments tend to look at security from the top-down, and 
they miss all of these other basic issues of life, like religion. 
That’s number one.

Number two, as American Muslims we have the luxury to do 
for Islam what other Muslims living under these terrible cir-
cumstances cannot: that is, thinking about these issues and 
framing them in a way that shows our love for the Prophet, 
which will protect Islam. We have to protect Islam. We have to 
show that protecting Islam means preserving its principles and 
its values of mercy, compassion, and justice. American Jews 
reformed world Jewry in the same way. American Catholics 
pushed a lot of reform for the Catholic Church. I see American 
Muslims doing the same for the global ummah.

AUDIENCE MEMBER [Unidentified]: Thank you so much. 
My question to Salam is: What is the definition of Islamopho-
bia? We have heard this term a lot recently. If you’re criticizing 

Islam, is that Islamophobia? If you’re trying to understand or 
raise a question mark about Islamic history, is that Islamopho-
bia? If you use satire, for example, is that Islamophobia? If there 
is a specific definition, what it is? Certainly there’s a specific 
definition of anti-Semitism, but not for Islamophobia.

SALAM AL-MARAYATI: Well, in California I think that line 
is getting blurred with anti-Zionism. But anyway, we’ll leave 
politics aside because that’s not always helpful. Number one, 
I don’t like the term Islamophobia. I think that it is a highly 
politicized term, and I think, like you’re suggesting, that some-
times it tries to generalize a real problem to include anybody 
who’s critical of Muslims or its history or some of the practices 
in our community. Muslims are told in the Qur’an that we 
have to be critical thinkers, so we have to critique it as well. 
Sometimes I’m considered to be a self-hating Muslim because 
I critique it. And then when I talk about other issues, I’m re-
garded as anti-Semitic because I’m talking about a policy issue 
with respect to the United States, the Middle East, and Israel. 
So it’s not that simple.

What I mean by Islamophobia is when Muslims become scape-
goats for a particular problem, and that results in the com-
promise of their rights. For example, when somebody says we 
should patrol Muslim neighborhoods, first of all, there are no 
Muslim neighborhoods in America. Second of all, as Chief 
Bratton said, there are 900 Muslims working in NYPD. There 
are Muslims in the homeland security apparatus. There are 
Muslims working throughout all sectors of American society. 
So part of what I’m talking about is the desire to define Mus-
lims as the “other” in American society, that is, to make them 
the scapegoats for our problems—like I’m supposed to figure 
out where the next terrorist is, when the CIA, the FBI, Home-
land Security, and all their resources can’t figure it out. It is not 
fair to treat the Muslim community as a suspect community.

Can I do something about it? Yes. I will talk to the govern-
ment and to law enforcement on prevention and intervention 
methods. But the major issue is the marginalization and scape-
goating of the whole Muslim community. I agree with you on 
the rest of your question: Anyone can critique and question us. 
But when we answer the questions and then we’re told, “Well, 
you are lying about that,” that is also a form of anti-Muslim 
hysteria in our society today.

AUDIENCE MEMBER [Unidentified]: Thank you for a 
great discussion. I just want to ask about Pakistan again. For 
the Ahmadi Muslim community, we used to deal with anti-
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Ahmadi laws, and then the blasphemy law. Now, the national 
action plan created anti-terrorism laws, and just recently it was 
applied to an elderly book seller in Rabwah who was simply 
selling literature from our community. He was deemed guilty 
under the anti-terrorism laws for creating hate speech and put 
in jail for 10 years. 

I’m wondering what’s going to happen tomorrow. So in Paki-
stan, what is the ultimate solution even if the blasphemy law 
was gone tomorrow? I don’t think our problem as Ahmadis, 
who are suffering along with the Christians and the Hindus, is 
really going to go away. 

ARAFAT MAZHAR: I assume the question is directed at me 
because I’m the only Pakistani here. I’m really in the hot seat 
representing Pakistan. [Laughter] That was a really tragic case. I 
saw the picture of that man. I think what his accusers attempt-
ed to invoke are instances of zindiqa. I think it’s problematic, 
and it needs to be reimagined. 

I think we should ask ourselves: What could be worse? We have 
to preempt that because, yes, there are worse things that could 
happen. There could be another blasphemy law that states 
you’ll be killed if you insult the companions. There is already 

one law for the companions. The Sipah-e-Sihaba have been try-
ing to lobby for a law for a long time, but they haven’t been 
successful because they’re a small minority. But we need to have 
preemptive discourses. 

The long-term solution would have to be a politics of coop-
eration, and to get out of that pre-modern period. You do not 
want to have an empire mentality within a democracy, and that 
is what it is. Ideas of second-class citizenship come from an em-
pire mentality, even though in our constitutions we are equal 
citizens. The seminary students, however, have never heard the 
term “citizen,” because what they read in the Siyar chapters is 
about governance in the pre-modern empire. Therefore, they 
accept a responsibility to protect the dhimmi, but it is a pater-
nal relationship. 

I think there are structural problems that need to be addressed, 
and I think that there are long-term solutions that require aca-
demics. Just the other day I was at Dr. Asafa’s presentation back 
at the Buyan conference, in which she talked about how Islam-
ic law and governance—the siyasa sharia division—was applied 
in the Islamic empire. The fact that we have regressed even 
further is because we’ve tried to apply that model to the present 
state. It doesn’t fit. The model doesn’t fit. You need to recon-
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figure both to have a consistent, ethical, and morally sound 
state—one that does not necessarily want to apply “a-sharia.” 
You know, there’s no such thing as “a-sharia.” 

Islam is a rich tradition. It’s a tradition of competing narratives. 
It consistently grows and evolves. There was a time when we 
never thought slavery would get abolished. It did, right? There 
were similar resistances to that in the Ottoman Empire, but it 
happened eventually. Inshallah, there’s a positive way forward. I 
just said inshallah—I heard that’s a dangerous word these days. 
[Laughter]

SALAM AL-MARAYATI: I just want to add that the word 
“sharia” is thrown around just like the word “jihad” is thrown 
around without understanding its true meaning. Sharia just 
means “the way.” To a Christian, there is a way; to the Jew, 
there is a way; and within the other faiths, there are many ways 
to God. In the Qur’an, God says something like “to each of you 
I have made a different sharia,” a different way and different 
laws. If it had been God’s will, God would have made us into 
one community.

To me, then—while all this discussion of theologians, state 
actors, and non-state civil society is important—the path 
forward is for us to provide Islamic education to the com-
mon person. Then none of these other entities will need to be 
held accountable. I think these laws regarding blasphemy and 

apostasy result from a lack of accountability of the power-
ful elite. We need to balance that by educating the common 
person.

ALBERTO FERNANDEZ: Yeah, I couldn’t agree more with 
that. I think that’s the key element. I like the word that Arafat 
used, tajdid. There’s a need for the everyday person to have a 
renewed understanding of these basic, central issues. Several 
people mentioned, for example, this lovely verse of the Qur’an: 
“There is no compulsion in religion.” I’ve sat with Muslim 
scholars overseas who have told me that verse is abrogated, and 
that it actually has nothing to do with no compulsion of re-
ligion. If Muslim scholars are telling me this, imagine them 
telling that to other Muslims. There is a clear need to return to 
first principles and renew this language.

SALAM AL-MARAYATI: Which is why religion and state 
power should always have a wall of separation between them. 
Always. Otherwise, the state exploits these points and attempts 
to create laws that are directly opposite to the teachings of God, 
and then claims that these laws are hadd, that they are God’s 
law. That is true blasphemy in my opinion. 

DANIEL PHILPOTT: One of the harshst forms of restric-
tion on speech is when a panel comes to an end, which this 
one has. [Laughter] Please join me in thanking these wonder-
ful speakers. [Applause]

“Islam is a rich tradition. It’s a tradition of competing narratives. It consistently grows 
and evolves… Inshallah, there’s a positive way forward.”

Arafat Mazhar
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