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Human rights expert mentions especially France and Belgium for their religious intolerance. 
 

 
Willy Fautré in April 2023  

 
France and Belgium 

 
 
In an article 21st August 2023 published by Brussels-based Human Rights Without Frontiers (HRWF) on 
its website, Willy Fautré, director and journalist, warns against religious intolerance, what he calls "a 
culture of intolerance, suspicion and stigmatization" towards new religious movements in Europe. 
 
In April this year he took part in a fact finding tour of Taiwan and found the island nation might have a 
lesson or two for Europe when it comes to religious tolerance and inclusion. According to Fautré, there is 
no societal or state intolerance towards religions in Taiwan, including new religious movements. He asks 
why several European nations with a majority Christian religion have developed such an intolerance. 
 
Fautré mentions especially France and Belgium, 
 
"Jehovah's Witnesses, Mormons or Scientologists, just to name a few, are 'unloved' religious movements 
in Europe where they are the targets of derogatory statements, defamatory campaigns, distorted news and 
false information. 
 
In the late 1990s, France and Belgium had respectively investigated 172 and 187 religious or belief 



 

 

movements suspected of being dangerous or harmful cults. Both countries still have a very active state 
cult observatory allegedly monitoring their activities and publishing controversial reports that have been 
successfully challenged in courts." 
 
According to the Belgian human rights activist, central agents for generating religious intolerance in 
Europe are so-called apostates, persons who have renounced their belief and publicly reject it. Some of 
them, often fueled by the anti-cult movement, became militant opponents of their former faith. Most ex-
members of a religion simply leave and get on with their new life. Fautré points out that apostates "have 
left them [faiths] in the midst of a conflict and […] are driven by a spirit of revenge. Groups of apostates 
have thus formed out of common hostility to various movements […] such as Jehovah's Witnesses, Hare 
Krishna, Mormons, the Unification Church, Scientology and others." 
 
One obvious reason for the religious intolerance is the fact that most of the media world looks for 
sensationalist stories and often unquestioningly prints the claims of apostates. Willy Fautré describes this, 
 
"They found allies in the media, who were looking for 'juicy' stories, and they quite often fed them with 
unfounded accusations, distorted information and fabricated cases, creating hereby a climate of social 
anxiety and hostility. The word 'cult', systematically attributed to new religious or belief movements, 
became a signal of distrust, threat and danger. Many European governments surfed on this media wave of 
stigmatization, demonization and hostility. Intolerance and discrimination followed and continue to this 
day, in particular through their so-called 'cult observatories' in some countries." 
 

The United States Commission on International Religious Freedom 
(USCIRF) denounced the religious intolerance in European countries in 
a report published 24th July 2023, titled "Religious Freedom Concerns 
about Religious Freedom in the European Union". The report clearly 
criticizes certain EU nations, 
 
"Several governments in the EU have supported or facilitated the 
propagation of harmful information about certain religious groups." 
 
See Discrimination of Religious Minorities in EU 
 
Bryan Ronald Wilson (1926-2004), Reader Emeritus of Sociology of 

the University of Oxford, England, says, 
 

"The apostate is generally in need of self-justification. He seeks to 
reconstruct his own past, to excuse his former affiliations, and to blame 
those who were formerly his closest associates. Not uncommonly the 
apostate learns to rehearse an 'atrocity story' to explain how, by 
manipulation, trickery, coercion, or deceit, he was induced to join or to 
remain within an organization that he now forswears and condemns. 
Apostates, sensationalized by the press, have sometimes sought to make a 
profit from accounts of their experiences in stories sold to newspapers or 
produced as books (sometimes written by 'ghost' writers)." (Bryan 
Wilson, The Social Dimensions of Sectarianism, Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1990, p. 19.) 
 
Professor emeritus in sociology of religion Stephen A. Kent, known for 
his anti-cult views and quoting apostates extensively, admitted in 2017, 
 
 
 

"For decades, academics have discussed apostates, but in the late 
1970s a number of prominent sociological researchers began defining 
them as unreliable information sources who intended their often-
embellished atrocity tales or stories to motivate agents of social 
control to act against their former groups. 
 
A few dissenting voices to this interpretation appeared as early as the 
mid-1980s, but the wholesale rejection of apostates' information 
became the dominant academic position among important 
sociologists of religion. 
 
By the early 1990s, the grand figure of sectarian studies, Bryan R. 
Wilson, called for objective researchers and the courts to avoid 
apostates entirely because their atrocity accounts supposedly were 
self-serving and embellished. (The History of Credibility Attacks 

 
Stephen A. Kent 



 

 

Against Former Cult Members, article by Stephen A. Kent and Kayla Swanson, University of Alberta, 
Edmonton, Alberta, Canada in International Journal of Cultic Studies, vol. 8, no. 2, 2017, page 1) 
 
One of the policies of the anti-cult movement is to brand as 'cult apologist' any researcher or scientist 
writing objectively about new religious movements. In her obituary for Bryan Wilson (1926-2004), 
Eileen Barker, professor in sociology of religion, specializing in minority religions, wrote, 
 

"Like several other sociologists of religion whose work brought 
them into close contact with the new religions, Wilson found 
himself being branded a 'cult apologist'. Generally, he ignored 
such accusations, although he did on occasion pick up the 
gauntlet, as, for example, when Irving Horowitz accused him 
and others who attended conferences sponsored by new religions 
of jeopardising the scientific status of their scholarship. 
 
Wilson's response included pointing out that 'empathy need not 
lead to advocacy', and that the conferences were not so much 
sponsored research as consultations. His conditions for attending 
such a conference included the strictures that he should be free 
to say whatever he chose; that his participation should not be 
used for propaganda purposes; and that he should have personal 
control over the publication of his own contribution." 
(www,thebritishacademy.ac,uk/documents/1647/161p381.pdf) 

 
 

"Religious Intolerance in Europe" - text: Knut Holdhus 
 
Featured image above: Jehovah's Witnesses outside the British Museum 30th May 2017. Photo: 
Philafrenzy / Wikimedia Commons. License: CC ASA 4.0 Int. Cropped 

 
 
 

 
Dr. Eileen Barker, OBE, in 1997 
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HUMAN RIGHTS WITHOUT 

FRONTIERS 
Promoting the universal and equal application of human rights for all people, 

regardless of one's nationality, sex, racial or ethnic origin, religion, language, or 
any other status. 
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LATEST NEWS 

RUSSIA: The head of 
the Church of 
Scientology of St. 
Petersburg was 
sentenced to prison 
and released 

read more 

BELGIUM: Media 
fabrication of religious 
hostility: the case of 
Jehovah's Witnesses 

read more 

ARGENTINA: Hate 
_____ ..... --..J ·-•-1 .... .................... . 

ARGENTINA: Abuses 
against Buenos Aires 
Yoga School 
denounced at the UN 

read more 

TAIWAN: No anti-cult 
activity, no religious 
intolerance: the 
example of Taiwan 

read more 

ARGENTINA: Hate 
speech and intolerance: 
the case of a 
..... t...:•----1....: ........ 1 · · ---

PAKISTAN: Mosques 
probed over protest call 
in Pakistan blasphemy 
riots 

read more 

Article 18 of the 
Universal Declaration: 
an indivisible right 
divided 

read more 

BELARUS: Pentecostal 
Church demolished, 
members harassed 
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the case of a 
philosophical yoga 
school (11} 

read more 

RUSSIA : Religious 
persecution and issues 
- Bimonthly Digest Aug 
01-15 

read more 
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read more 

CHINA: Religious 
persecution and issues 
- Bimonthly Digest 
August 01-15 

read more 

read more 

KYRGYZSTAN: Raids 
and fines on Catholics, 
Protestants, Hare 
Krishnas 

read more 

HRWF Database of Documented Cases of FORB Prisoners Worldwide 
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China 1665 20 3 463 2102 6 17 23 I 31 I .. 
___ · ___ ~J~eria 

.. 
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_____ Ei;ivp_t 9 ' Eritrea 30 20 I 3 , 
' 

Indonesia 1 0 I l I 
Ira n •• 1 39 1 7 I 18 I 

Kazakhstan 11 1l I I 
Kvrovzst a n 1 1 

Nige ria 2 I I l l 

North Kor ea 9S 

! 
81 14 

Pakist an 60 16 2 1 1 16 24 

Russia Crimea 12 10 2 

Russia 13S 112 s 10 8 

Saudi Ara bia 1 1 I 

Singa po re 11 1l I I 
South K o r e a 1 I 1 I I 

Ta jikis tc1n 11 1 ' I 1 I 
Tuok-,,lst;on 25 s 20 I I 
Uzbekis tan 73 2 7l 

Vie tna m 30 24 2 4 

- TOTAL .324 0 16 1 39 44 7 463 2 102 1 1 161 s 17 3 2S 1 S3 .I 9 12 167 s 

HRWF Prisoners Database 
Human Rights Without Frontiers tracks incidents worldwide where people are imprisoned for exercising their right to freedom 

of religion or belief. 

In Prison for 
Their Faith 2020 

Ahmad is - Baha' is - Buddhists 

- Catholics - Church of 

Almighty God - Falun Gong -

Jehovah's Witnesses -

Orthodox - Protestants - Said 

Go to database 

Report on Human 
Rights and 

Political 
Repression in 

Benin 

This report is also available in 
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French here 

HRWF at the UN and the European Parliament 
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HRWF Presentation 
at UN Human Rights 
Council about the 
FIES system in Spain 

HRWF Presentation 
at the European 
Parliament on Sexual 
Violence and Rape as 
Abuses of Power 

HRWF on Religious 
Persecution in China 
at the European 
Parliament 

HRWF reports 

Freedom of Religion or 
Belief 

This HRWF report exposes t he pract ice of 

kidnapping, confinement and forced de­

conversion t hat is currently ongoing in South 

Korea . It d iscusses t he history, cultural context 

and drivers of t his gross human rights violat ion, 

highlights 10 individual cases and provides 

recommendat ions. 

Coercive 
Change of Religion 

in South Korea 

A reporl on lhe practice of kidnapping, 
confinement and forced de-conversion in 
South Korea. 

Murch 2020 
Hurnun R1yhts Without Fronl1erc; 

Women's Rights & 
Religion 

This HRWF report explores the ways in which 

religious texts and practices as well as cu lt ural 

influences and pat riarchal systems influence t he 

infringement of women's rights. It aspires to 

highlight the powerful potent ial that religion and 

religious leaders have to help guarantee these 

rights around the world. 

Women's 
Rights & 
Religion 

A report on women's rights and 
Christ ianity, Islam, and Judaism. 

June 2018 
Human Rights Without Frontiers 
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of the Church of 


