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Abstract 

 

Sexual Orientation Change Efforts (SOCE), also known as conversion therapy, is an umbrella 

term that comprises several different techniques and practices that aim to «help» people with 

«unwanted same-sex attraction». The phenomenon poses a threat to a range of different 

human rights and therefore several US states have banned the practice. Also, as this thesis was 

being written, Norwegian legislators were set to discuss a potential ban on the practice in 

Norway. The thesis looks at the phenomenon from a human rights perspective, focusing on 

sexual freedom as the right to non-discrimination on one hand, and religious freedom as the 

freedom of religion and conscience on the other. It especially addresses what happens when 

the morality of human rights clash with the morality of a religious belief system, with a focus 

on conservative Christians that believe homosexuality is a sin. The thesis finds that both 

sexual and religious freedom are at stake as Norwegian legislators discuss a potential ban on 

SOCE and explains how. By interviewing seven young conservative Christians in Norway the 

thesis describes why this group feel their religious freedom is threatened by a potential ban on 

SOCE and explores how they define themselves and sexual minorities as they argue their 

case. The thesis finds that these young conservative Christians see sexual preferences as less 

important for one’s identity than religious belief. In that way it makes sense for them that 

some might want to live their lives according to their religious belief and not according to 

their sexual preferences – and they are willing to defend their right to do so. 
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List of abbreviations 

 

ICCPR International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 

IHRL  International Human Rights Law. 

LGBT Lesbians, gays, bisexuals and transgenders. This abbreviation is 

used interchangeably with «gays», «homosexuals» and «sexual 

minorities» since this thesis does not consider transgenders. 

SOCE Sexual Orientation Change Efforts. This abbreviation is used 

interchangeably with «conversion therapy». 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

vi 

Table of contents 

1 INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Methodology .................................................................................................................... 3 

1.1.1 Law-in-context method....................................................................................... 4 

1.1.2 Case study based on interviews .......................................................................... 4 

 1.1.2.1    Informants ............................................................................................ 5 

 1.1.2.2    Data collection and interview setting ................................................... 6 

 1.1.2.3   Transcription and coding....................................................................... 7 

1.2 Validity, reliability and relevance .................................................................................... 8 

1.3 Research challenges, limitations and ethical considerations ........................................... 8 

2 RELIGIOUS AND SEXUAL FREEDOM ................................................................. 10 

2.1 Religious freedom .......................................................................................................... 10 

2.1.1 In Norway ......................................................................................................... 13 

2.1.2 In the US ........................................................................................................... 14 

2.2 Sexual freedom .............................................................................................................. 15 

2.2.1 In Norway ......................................................................................................... 17 

2.2.2 In the US ........................................................................................................... 19 

2.3 Conflicting rights ........................................................................................................... 20 

3 SEXUAL ORIENTATION CHANGE EFFORTS ................................................... 22 

3.1 In the US ........................................................................................................................ 24 

3.2 In Norway ...................................................................................................................... 27 

3.3 In terms of human rights ................................................................................................ 30 

4 INTERVIEWS WITH CONSERVATIVE CHRISTIANS IN NORWAY ............. 32 

4.1 Findings and discussion ................................................................................................. 32 

4.1.1 Background ....................................................................................................... 32 

4.1.2 Faith and conscience ......................................................................................... 33 

4.1.3 Values and attitudes .......................................................................................... 36 

4.1.4 Homosexuality and SOCE ................................................................................ 37 

4.1.5 Identity and self ................................................................................................ 40 

4.1.5 Concluding remarks .......................................................................................... 43 

5 CONCLUSION............................................................................................................. 44 

TABLE OF REFERENCE .................................................................................................... 47 



 

 

vii 

APPENDIX 1: APPROVAL FROM THE NORWEGIAN CENTRE FOR RESEARCH 

DATA ....................................................................................................................................... 52 

APPENDIX 2: INTERVIEW GUIDE .................................................................................. 54 

APPENDIX 3: INTERVIEW INFORMATION AND CONSENT SHEET ..................... 55 

 

 

 



 

 

1 

1 Introduction 

Sexual Orientation Change Efforts (SOCE), also known as «conversion therapy», was 

common practice at a time when homosexuality was viewed as an illness.1 The umbrella term 

SOCE comprises several different techniques and practices that aim to «help» people with 

«unwanted same-sex attraction».2 When a documentary series published by the Norwegian 

newspaper VG claimed that such practices were currently taking place in Norway in 20193, 

many people reacted with shock and rage.4 It also initiated a political debate that led the 

former Equality Minister to send a letter to the Parliament on behalf of the Norwegian 

Government in November 2019, with a promise to «start an investigation into how practices 

that aim to change someone’s sexual orientation or sexual identity relates to national 

legislation and human rights including protection against discrimination and freedom of 

religion».5 The only governing party that did not support the letter, nor a potential ban on 

conversion therapy in Norway, was the Christian Democrats (Kristelig Folkeparti). 

 

On the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, in 2018, it was estimated that 16,000 teenagers (ages 

13-17) in the United States of America would go through SOCE before they turn 18.6 This has 

led several US states to ban the practice for health care professionals – but not for religious or 

spiritual advisors who engage in SOCE within their pastoral or religious capacities.7 Still, 

some religious groups insist that these bans should be opposed as they pose a threat to 

people’s freedom of religion and conscience. The opposition against these bans in the US and 

a potential ban in Norway illustrates how the morality of human rights can sometimes clash 

with the specific morality of a religious belief system.8 It is this societal, political and legal 

clash that is the basis for this thesis. By using a human rights-based approach the thesis seeks 

to explore what is at stake, both in terms of protection against discrimination and freedom of 

religion – here referred to as sexual and religious freedom – as Norwegian legislators are set 

to discuss a potential ban on conversion therapy later in 2020. Through a theoretical and legal 

analysis, the thesis will explain what International Human Rights Law (IHRL) says about 

sexual and religious freedom and explore the contentions arising between them. Further, a 

discussion on what science, existing US legislation and Norwegian politicians say about 

SOCE will be offered. Finally, through an interview-based qualitative case study, the thesis 

 

1 Schumer, «Abusing Our LGBT Youth», p.54. 

2 Friedman, «The Right to Stay Gay», p.194. 

3 Homoterapi, 2019. 

4 Tjellaug, «Kirkerådslederen reagerer etter debatt om homoterapi», 2019. 

5 Innstilling 87 S., attachement 3. 

6 Scientific American, «A Nationwide Ban Is Needed for “Anti-Gay Therapy”», 2020. 

7 The Williams Institute, «Conversion Therapy and LGBT Youth», 2019. 

8 Fagan, Human Rights and Cultural Diversity, p.182. 

https://www.vg.no/spesial/2019/homoterapi/
https://www.vl.no/nyhet/kirkeradslederen-reagerer-etter-debatt-om-homoterapi-jeg-far-lyst-til-a-rope-og-skrike-1.1613379
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/a-nationwide-ban-is-needed-for-anti-gay-therapy/
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/conversion-therapy-and-lgbt-youth/
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will reveal that conservative Christians in Norway feel their religious freedom is threatened 

by a potential ban on SOCE and explain what makes them worried and why. The 

circumstances described above form the basis for guiding this research, formulated as two 

research questions:  

 

1. What is at stake in terms of sexual and religious freedom as Norwegian lawmakers 

discuss a possible ban on conversion therapy? 

2. Why do conservative Christians in Norway feel their religious freedom is 

threatened by a potential ban on conversion therapy? 

 

This study focuses solely on Christianity and particularly on Christians who believe marriage 

is between man and woman and consider homosexuality a sin. They are here referred to as 

«conservative Christians». This is, however, not a belief that all Christians (nor conservatives) 

hold.9 At the same time, all secular belief systems do not negate anti-homosexual views and 

there are other religions that also have predominantly anti-homosexual views. Still, there were 

conservative Christians from various congregations that mainly opposed a potential ban on 

conversion therapy in Norway in 2019, and it is conservative Christians in the US that have 

brought several cases to court over the last years citing their religious rights.10 Therefore, they 

are the subject of this study. 

 

Many factors, not only human rights issues, are at stake as Norwegian politicians discuss a 

potential ban on SOCE. Considering the scope of the thesis, I do not, for example, address 

SOCE on children and therefore a discussion on children’s and parental rights are not 

included. Neither do I consider SOCE that aim to change a transgender person’s gender 

identity. Instead, I solely focus on SOCE targeted at people over the age of 18 who experience 

same-sex attraction. I still use the term LGBT since most relevant research is done on this 

group as a whole. I do not address other relevant human rights such as the right to privacy, 

freedom of speech, or the prohibition of torture or cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment, that 

are all relevant in this sense.11 Instead, I focus on freedom of religion and conscience on one 

hand, and the right to non-discrimination and equality, on the other. This is primarily because 

these are the rights that the Norwegian legislators have chosen to focus on in their 

investigation.12 Throughout the thesis these rights will be referred to as «religious freedom» 

and «sexual freedom». These are simplifying terms that both involve sets of different rights 

 

9 Bergem, «Mener tiden er inne for å drøfte samlivsetikk i Frikirken», 2019. 

10 For example, Burwell v. Hobby Lobby and Miller v. Davis. 

11 Nugraha, «The compatibility of sexual orientation change efforts with international human rights law». 

12 Innstilling 87 S., attachement 3. 

https://www.vl.no/nyhet/mener-tiden-er-inne-for-a-drofte-samlivsetikk-i-frikirken-1.1533976
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and factors but chosen here because it makes sense to see them in connection with each other, 

both as antitheses but also as equivalents. This will be further addressed in Chapter 2. 

 

Even though the research questions focus on Norway, I have chosen to include discussions on 

the US political, legal, and societal context. This is largely due to the wealth of useful 

research that has been conducted about the clashes between religious and sexual freedom, 

SOCE and bans on SOCE in the US. This also helps place the phenomenon of SOCE in a 

concrete context and move the debate about it forward. Norway and the US are two different 

countries, but it is relevant to compare them because of the political and social climate that 

has arisen after discussions on potential and actual bans on SOCE. To find out more about the 

background for why these bans have been so politically and socially polarizing, the study will 

look closer at the legal, political and societal contexts in both countries through methods 

explained in the next section. 

 

1.1 Methodology 

This thesis is based on a qualitative research process and consists of empirical discussions of 

what a ban on SOCE will mean in terms of human rights. Chapter 2 and 3 present the 

theoretical foundation of the thesis and creates the framework for Chapter 4. These two 

chapters mainly focus on answering the first research question, namely, what will be at stake, 

in terms of religious and sexual freedom, when Norwegian legislators discuss a potential ban 

on SOCE. Chapter 2 explains what IHRL and the two respective states’ legal frameworks say 

about religious and sexual freedom and the clashes between them. The primary focus herein 

will be on IHRL. Chapter 3 explains what SOCE is and presents a discussion on how these 

efforts pose challenges to both sexual and religious freedom. For these chapters I conducted a 

human rights-based textual analysis that includes philosophical, political, societal and legal 

perspectives heavily relying on relevant primary and secondary literature. I include news 

reports and texts from the existing legal framework, plus case law. This part of the research 

started with a literature review searching for relevant literature in different databases such as 

Oria and using the bibliographies from the articles and books I found as a way of continuingly 

finding new and relevant literature. The literature review helped me narrow down the aim and 

content of the thesis. 

 

Chapter 4 mainly seeks to answer the second research question – why do conservative 

Christians in Norway feel their religious freedom is threatened by a potential ban on 

conversion therapy? In order to find answers, I have carried out a small qualitative case study 

based on semi-structured interviews with seven informants that self-identify as Christians, are 

of the belief that to live in a homosexual relationship is sinful, and are willing to discuss 

SOCE and a potential ban on it. The reason for carrying out these interviews was to bring 

some new perspectives to the study, and shed light on the context these believers find 

https://bibsys-almaprimo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/search?vid=UIO&lang=no_NO
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themselves in. This kind of ideographic case study aims to construe, explain, and describe a 

case in itself.13 

 

1.1.1 Law-in-context method 

Since this is a study of both the theory and practice of human rights, I primarily rely on a 

qualitative law-in-context method that emphasizes the societal and political context that legal 

concepts appear in. «Law» is in this method understood as a social phenomenon shaped in a 

social and cultural context and therefore not seen as an independent non-social construct.14 

This kind of method implies the use of interdisciplinary research and also different 

methodological disciplines which has proven to be a very fruitful way of studying human 

rights.15 The flexibility of interdisciplinary research is particularly important for this study as 

it seeks to look closer at the debate around SOCE – a phenomenon which can be viewed from 

a societal, political, scientific, philosophical, and legal perspective. This study is therefore 

rooted in an interdisciplinary law-in-context methodology. 

 

The literature review is based on a textual analysis also rooted in the law-in-context method. 

It is qualitative in the sense that it is not a series of statistical procedures, but interpretation 

and analysis based on knowledge of theory and its underlying empirical evidence.16 Since the 

literature review also includes legal sources like IHRL, national jurisdiction and various 

documents from the United Nations (UN), a legal approach is also used to expose the legal 

scope and application of human rights. 

 

1.1.2 Case study based on interviews 

Chapter 4 consists of a qualitative case study as it seeks to explore a social phenomenon 

(SOCE) in terms of the meaning people bring to it, and tries to systemize and provide insight 

to some particular human expressions.17 This provides a way of looking at law in context as it 

seeks to both explore how a group – in this case young, conservative Christian adults in 

Norway – gives a law proposal (ban on SOCE) social meaning and how they use their own 

«laws» to interpret themselves and the society around them.  

 

Case studies are intensive studies of one or a few research units18 where the aim is not 

necessarily to develop new theories but use concepts and theoretical contexts to interpret 

 

13 Levy, «Case Studies», p.2-3. 

14 Focarelli, International Law as Social Construct, p.33. 

15 Langford, «Interdisciplinary research and multimethod research», p.161. 

16 Andersen, Casestudier, p.14. 

17 Greenhalgh & Taylor, «How to read a paper», p.740. 

18 Andersen, p.13. 
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empirical material.19 As my aim was to get a deeper understanding of why conservative 

Christians feel the way they do about a potential ban on SOCE, I believe this was the most 

effective way to answer the second research question. It is said that if the objective of the 

research is to «explore, interpret, or obtain a deeper understanding» of a specific issue, 

«qualitative methods were almost certainly the most appropriate ones to use».20 Semi-

structured in-depth interviews aim to understand and document the world seen from the 

informants’ point of view. This way, in-depth interviews make it possible to delve deeper into 

a subject rather than simply scratching the surface. It also allows for complexity, 

contradictions and ambivalence that informants often articulate in an interview that a 

quantitative research approach might not catch.21 The interviews were semi-structured in 

order to focus on the main question of my interest and to allow for flexibility for follow up on 

questions that offered useful opportunities to do so.22  

 

1.1.2.1 Informants 

My data collection consists of seven recorded interviews, including four women and three 

men from four different Christian congregations or denominations: the Pentecostal movement, 

the Anglican church, Brunstad Christian Church (BCC) – also known as Smith’s friends – and 

one independent evangelical church (Misjonskirken). They are all between 22 and 30 years 

old. I wanted to interview relatively young people in order to test the common perception that 

those who oppose a homosexual lifestyle usually belong to the older generation. This proved 

not to be the case. The selection of informants for qualitative interviews is usually based on a 

specific person or group of people that represent a wider population or as Bryman23 puts it; 

«sampling» – a small and targeted portion of the bigger population. The main inclusion 

criteria for me was that the informants believe homosexuality is a sin and therefore one should 

not freely express one’s homosexual instincts or feelings. When I started the research I also 

included a criteria that the informants had to believe that SOCE could work, but as I started 

the actual process of interviewing I found that this was a complex subject and therefore 

changed the criteria to «being able to discuss whether SOCE could have an effect or not».   

 

I recruited my informants through both «convenience» and «the snowball effect». A 

convenience sample is one that is available to the researcher by virtue of accessibility while 

the snowball sampling indicates that through the contact with some of the already recruited 

 

19 Andersen, Casestudier og generalisering, p.68-69. 

20 Greenhalgh & Taylor, p.741. 

21 ibid., p.740. 

22 Bryman, Social Research Methods, p.440-41. 

23 p.186. 
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informants the researcher comes in contact with further potential informants.24 I first drew on 

sources I had available through my everyday job as a journalist in the Christian newspaper 

Vårt Land. I asked the leaders of some of the conservative Christian congregations if they 

could ask their members between 25 and 35 years old if they would be willing to contribute to 

my master thesis. I informed them about the criteria and the purpose of the study. I also got 

help from a colleague who knew people in relevant congregations. The recruitment went 

smoothly as the informants seemed to find the study interesting and felt like it was a good 

opportunity to explain their opinions on a rather controversial subject. It was also an 

important criterion for most of them that they remained anonymous throughout the thesis. 

 

1.1.2.2 Data collection and interview setting 

Before conducting the interviews, I developed an interview guide consisting of five different 

categories with open questions, inviting the informants to elaborate on the topic (see 

Appendix). The interview guide proved to be valuable even though I did not always follow it 

in the exact order that it was outlined. I did, however, make sure that all informants answered 

all the questions I had laid out, as I felt the answers were imperative for the purpose of my 

study. I also asked some questions that were not included in the guide as a follow-up to 

certain points informants raised – in accordance with the guidelines of a semi-structured 

interview.25  

 

I waited to carry out the interviews until receiving approval of the project from the Norwegian 

Centre for Research Data (see Appendix). All informants also received an information letter 

before the interview took place and signed an informed consent form before or right after the 

interview was done (see Appendix). This procedure was used to maintain the confidentiality 

of the participants and it was also important for me to highlight the fact that they could access 

the reported information at any time or withdraw from the project. None of them did either.  

 

All the interviews were conducted over the period from the 26th of February to the 12th of 

March 2020. The interviews lasted between 30 to 80 minutes. Four of the interviews were 

done electronically through FaceTime due to geographical distance and later due to the 

COVID-19 virus. Though the circumstances were quite different, varying from the 

informant’s home, my office, a café and through FaceTime, I endeavored at all times to make 

sure that the atmosphere felt safe, so the informants did not feel like I was pressuring or 

confronting them. The informants were given the choice of where and how to meet. Since 

faith and homosexuality are quite personal subjects and to some riled with taboo, to talk in a 

 

24 Bryman, p.202. 

25 ibid., p.471. 
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safe environment was particularly important. It is worth mentioning though, the interview that 

took place in a café was the one which provided me with the least valuable outcome. I believe 

this had to do with the lack of privacy.  

 

I spent some time explaining the background and aim of my study before I started 

interviewing the informants. I also explained to them what I meant by terms like conversion 

therapy, in order to avoid misunderstandings. I started all the interviews by letting the 

informant talk a little bit about themselves, their background and how they came to faith. This 

seemed to make them more at ease before going into more challenging topics which I tried to 

postpone until the informant seemed comfortable in the interview situation.  

 

1.1.2.3 Transcription and coding 

I transcribed all the interviews right after I had finished them while they were still fresh in 

mind. The transcription is done in order to process the raw data and later categorize it, better 

known as coding, so one can organize the relevant content in a way that makes it possible to 

identify correlations or a lack of them. How many categories one chooses to create varies and 

depends on what is relevant and how much material the researcher can handle. As is quite 

usual for this process, I had to go through the material more than once in order to facilitate the 

subsequent coding and later analysis. This is also a proof of the method’s flexibility.26 It is 

important to keep in mind that the selection of material and assessment of the analysis is 

subjective in the way that I, as a researcher, never can be entirely objective, especially since I 

approached the research with a clear objective.27 

 

After transcribing, I read through the transcripts several times before I excluded information 

that was not relevant to answer the research question. Then I started the task of identifying 

patterns28 by highlighting words, sentences and paragraphs that represented similar meanings 

or answer to the same questions. I used the categories from the interview guide to 

thematically organize the answers in a way that made sense for further discussions and in that 

way created codes that reflected the observed meaning of the text. The coding process became 

just as much a process of narrowing down the data and only including relevant information. I 

also spent a great deal of time analyzing the material in terms of the theoretical framework I 

had already outlined. I chose to focus on the material from the interviews that either supported 

or refuted what the theoretical framework insinuated. 

 

 

26 Schreier, Qualitative Content Analysis, p.170-1. 

27 Bryman, p.405. 

28 Schreier, p.170-1. 
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1.2 Validity, reliability and relevance 

Validity is here seen as the study’s credibility while reliability often refers to the 

dependability of the process. 29 A way that the validity of this study proves strong is through 

the correlation between the informants’ answers and what has been reported in other studies. 

At the same time, validity also has to do with the integrity of the conclusion of a study which 

can be impacted on by, for example, the researcher’s own set of values and beliefs.30 The fact 

that I also have a Christian background and work for a Christian newspaper could for example 

have affected my approach to the research. However, I believe I have managed to keep these 

out of the research as much as possible, but as already mentioned, one can never be entirely 

neutral, so this has to be taken into account. 

 

Reliability is not necessarily the strength of qualitative research, especially with such a small 

sample size as this one. However, the aim has not been to statistically generalize31, but to 

contribute with an empirical discussion about what the bigger policies and jurisdictions mean 

for individuals. The study can therefore be valuable also for other cases than SOCE and serve 

as a sample of a broader concept: the clashes between different human rights and in particular, 

between religious and sexual freedom in a state. Some scholars also argue that country-

specific case studies like this can be used to illustrate a larger situation or development.32 The 

findings from my study can therefore help further addressing the conflict between religious 

freedom and others’ rights. 

 

The thesis is particularly relevant in the sense that it seeks to explore a topic that is currently 

being discussed among politicians and religious leaders. This has also made it easier to find 

relevant articles relating to the research and to observe how the topic is being approached in 

the public domain whilst conducting the research. Another factor that makes it particularly 

relevant is that it brings a new perspective to the field by interviewing conservative Christians 

in Norway and attempts to understand the basis for their attitudes, values and beliefs 

regarding religious and sexual freedom. 

 

1.3 Research challenges, limitations and ethical considerations 

To be open and clarify potential weaknesses and challenges of one’s own research is crucial 

in research processes like this.33 One aspect of the study can be seen as both a strength and a 

challenge for conducting the research. Namely, that it attempts to explain the relationship 

 

29 Greenhalgh & Taylor, p.740. 

30 Bryman, p.47. 

31 Yin, Case Study Research, p.40. 

32 Gerring, Case Study Research, p.4. 

33 Levy, p.9. 
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between sexual minorities and conservative Christians from the perspective of the latter. 

Usually, studies on this subject have (successfully) proven that LGBT rights across the world 

are threatened by various religious practices, including Christianity. The results of these 

studies constitute a significant body of reference for this thesis and was one of the main 

reasons for why it was ever thought of in the first place. That being said, I have not 

interviewed LGBT people – neither in secular nor religious contexts – and heard their 

perspective. Instead I have chosen to interview the other side of this complex relationship; the 

conservative Christians. Even though this poses a challenge to the research, it was a conscious 

decision made in order to bring new perspectives to the ongoing debate and to try to 

understand those attitudes and beliefs that have not yet been extensively researched, at least 

from a Norwegian perspective. At the same time, as already mentioned, the study is heavily 

based on scientific evidences that conversion therapy equals violations of fundamental human 

rights. This is a way of meeting that challenge that I believe justifies my choice of group to 

focus on. 

 

Another challenge that has already been considered a strength, as discussed above, is the 

relevance of the topic. The fact that so much is going on right now regarding SOCE in both 

Norway and the US makes it challenging to ensure that the research takes the latest 

developments on the issue into account. I cannot be entirely sure that I manage to do this, but 

as a way of meeting that challenge, I concede here the possibility of this shortfall. 

 

In terms of ethical considerations concerning the interviews, I was careful to follow the 

Norwegian Center for Research Data’s guidelines and made sure that the informants felt 

confident in me as a serious researcher. I also reflected carefully on my role as a researcher 

and tried to make sure that my own set of values did not influence the resulting analysis.34 

Still, the information the informants provided concerning SOCE is based on third person 

reports and therefore cannot be verified. By interviewing people who has gone through SOCE 

themselves I could have established a clearer picture of the practice and could have been able 

to draw other conclusions. This, however, would have taken a lot more time to go through 

with, and should rather be considered as a potential step forward from this study. Finally, 

there is a possibility that the informants gave answers they thought I wanted to hear 

considering how controversial the question of homosexuality and SOCE is today. I perceived 

my informants as sincere, but I cannot guarantee that all their answers were accurate. 

 

There have also been challenges resulting from the literature review and the textual analysis 

of the research. These had to do with the selection of secondary sources and the potential bias 

 

34 Bryman, p.405. 
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in doing so. When it comes to the specific topic of homosexuality and Christianity there is 

plenty of biased research out there, especially emanating from the US where this is a highly 

contested issue right now.35 In order to meet this challenge, I have at all times identified the 

writer, the institution and the publication, and made sure to do proper research on who they 

represent.36  

 

Bearing these challenges, limitations and considerations in mind, the structure of the rest of 

the thesis will be as follows: Chapter 2 addresses religious and sexual freedom in terms of 

IHRL, Norwegian and US legislation and the potential clashes between the two freedoms. 

Chapter 3 assesses the concept of SOCE in both the US and Norway by looking at relevant 

legislation, jurisdiction and public and political debate. It also looks at SOCE from an IHRL 

perspective and how looks at how both SOCE and bans on the practice challenge IHRL. 

Chapter 4 presents and discusses the findings of the interviews in terms of the theoretical 

framework that has been laid out. The thesis finishes with a conclusion that summarizes the 

main findings, concludes the arguments, and points a way forward for further research. 

 

2 Religious and sexual freedom 

This chapter addresses religious and sexual freedom relating to IHRL and references the legal 

framework of Norway and the US on the topic. It also examines the potential conflicts 

between the two freedoms. 

 

2.1 Religious freedom 

As mentioned above, religious freedom is here understood as freedom of religion and 

conscience, with emphasis on how it is defined in the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights (ICCPR), but also the European Convention of Human Rights (ECHR) and in 

Norwegian and US legislation. The main focus will be on the legal framework, but the moral 

and philosophical grounding of religious freedom will also be touched upon. Dr. Andrew 

Fagan, director of the Human Rights Centre in London, has focused his research on the 

normative, political and cultural challenges to human rights. He highlights the fact that 

religion has not always been IHRL’s best friend – nor the other way around: «A commitment 

to the doctrine of human rights has often been considered and denounced as the latest 

expression of faith-less secularism».37 Nevertheless, religion has been and still is an integral 

component of IHRL and human rights norms.38 Fagan also argues that religion is fundamental 

to many people’s identity. He thinks that one of the main differences between human beings 

 

35 Ravitch, Freedom’s Edge, ix. 

36 Yin, p.46-47. 

37 Fagan, p.170. 

38 ibid. 
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and other animals is our capacity for religious experience. He believes religion is «an 

indispensable feature for many human beings’ sense of their own dignity».39 

 

Legal scholar Megan Pearson has written about the conflict between freedom of religion and 

equality rights. One of her main arguments is that freedom of religion «protects autonomy, a 

sense of identity and important relationships, as well as being part of freedom of 

conscience».40 Freedom of religion and freedom of conscience are closely related, illustrated 

by the fact that they are listed in the same Article of the ICCPR. Religious conscience claims 

are often a subset of broader conscience claims, but a majority of conscience claims regarding 

for example reproductive rights, have some kind of religious basis.41 Theologian and 

philosopher James Childress has emphasized that conscience function as a sanction, meaning 

that if one is forced to act against one’s conscience one risks losing «integrity or wholeness 

which is closely linked to the sense of guilt and/or shame».42 This is part of the reason why 

conscience claims have gotten such an important standing, including in various religious 

contexts.  

 

Pearson also emphasizes religion as a part of someone’s autonomy:  

 

«There is an important norm that all should be free to seek their own ultimate 

convictions without state interference and that they should be able to live in 

accordance with these convictions, where possible and where compatible with others’ 

rights».43 

 

It is this last part concerning «others’ rights» that proves especially relevant in this context. 

As Fagan writes, «the right to religious freedom lies at a highly important juncture at which 

many competing forces converge, cross and, on occasion, collide».44 Religious freedom can 

lead individuals and communities to «claim dispensation from the need to recognize others’ 

rights to pursue interest and objectives which are taboo or roundly condemned amongst those 

claiming their religious right».45 And when one’s religious commitment affects other people’s 

rights it is no longer that easy to defend those religious practices from an IHRL perspective. 

For instance, how religious practice can involve discrimination against sexual minorities. As 

 

39 Fagan, p.183. 

40 Pearson, Religious Objections to Equality Laws, p.14. 

41 Ravitch, p.136-37. 

42 Childress, «Appeals to Conscience», p.322. 

43 Pearson, p.12. 

44 Fagan, p.182. 
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mentioned in Chapter 1, Fagan says that in this way, «the morality of human rights can 

sometimes clash with the specific morality of a religious belief system which some of its 

adherents claim cannot tolerate some others’ lifestyle choices».46 I will address these kinds of 

clashes and particularly that between religious and sexual freedom in the last section of this 

chapter.  

 

Article 18 and 27 of the ICCPR both concern religious freedom but in different ways. Since 

Christians are not a religious minority in neither the US nor Norway, Article 27 is not relevant 

for this thesis. Article 18 on the other hand, applies to every human being on earth.47 Both the 

US and Norway are party to the ICCPR48 which means they have ratified the treaty and are 

committed to respect, protect and fulfil the human rights stated.49 The ICCPR is a legally 

binding treaty. Article 18(1) states that «everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, 

conscience and religion» and is a comprehensive right that involves several different features. 

The comprehensiveness of it is also reflected through the fact that it is non-derogable – even 

in times of public emergency.50 Even though Article 18(1), which ensures holding a religious 

belief cannot be limited or suspended, Article 18(3), which provides the right to manifest 

one’s religion, can, in turn, be limited as long as the limitations meet the conditions of 

legality, legitimacy and proportionality.51 The limitations on Article 18(3) have to be 

prescribed by law and be necessary to protect public safety, order, health or morals – or the 

fundamental rights and freedoms of others.52 Therefore, it is quite clear in IHRL that when 

one’s religious manifestation result in the violation of others’ fundamental rights, the latter 

will be favored.53 

 

The wording of Article 18 of the ICCPR indicates that it is an individual freedom. But as this 

thesis will demonstrate, religious freedom also involves an important collective dimension. 

UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion and belief, Heiner Bielefeldt, talks about the 

collective dimensions of Article 18 and how individual freedoms often depend on self-defined 

community commitments.54 For example, he points to how most religions have an ambition to 

shape and affect the societies in which they are situated. In this way, religious beliefs will also 

shape the way one perceives the rest of the society. Fagan is also quite clear that human rights 
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47 Lindholm, «Religious Freedom as a Human Right», p.7. 

48 UN Treaty Collection, «4. International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights».  

49 de Schutter, International Human Rights Law, p.280. 

50 CCPR General Comment No.22: Art.18§1.  

51 de Schutter, p.339. 

52 CCPR General Comment No.22: Art.18§8. 

53 Fagan, p.200. 

54 Bielefeldt, NCHR, February 2018. 
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cannot be reduced to satisfy disparate individual desires. He believes that we are 

fundamentally influenced by our surrounding social conditions – and not just our actual lives 

but also how we choose to evaluate others’ lives.55 I will return to these collective dimensions 

in Chapter 4. 

 

Even though there are distinct collective dimensions of religious freedom, some scholars seem 

to sense that it has become increasingly common to argue against sexual minorities’ rights in 

terms of one’s personal religious freedom.56 The American social scientist Howell Williams 

has looked further into conservative Christians’ argumentations relating to their opposition to 

LGBT rights over time. He finds that these conservatives, at least in the US, are currently 

more likely to describe their opposition as a matter of religious freedom or personal 

conscience today than they were in the past. Earlier it was more common to hear arguments 

based on collective understandings like «family values» or «tradition».57 This contradiction 

will be further addressed in Chapter 4 when discussing the findings from the case study. 

 

2.1.1 In Norway 

The right to religious freedom shall first be enforced by the national authorities of a state, then 

by IHRL. The Norwegian Constitution ensures all inhabitants in Norway the right to free 

exercise of their religion.58 Article 18 of the ICCPR and Article 9 of the ECHR also ensures 

freedom of religion in Norway through section 92 of the Constitution and the Human Rights 

Act of 1999.59 When it comes to the correlation between international law and national law, 

Norway follows the dualistic principle meaning international law is not directly applicable on 

the national level.60 Still, as legal scientist Njål Høstmælingen emphasizes: «Norwegian 

courts have a long tradition of handling international law in a national law context, 

establishing as customary law the so-called principle of presumption and the principle of 

effectiveness».61 This means, that when interpreting Norwegian law one should, within the 

scope of a legally acceptable interpretation, assume that national legislation is in accordance 

with the binding international law. When Norwegian law can be interpreted in several ways, 

the outcome which is in accordance with international law, binding to Norway, should be 

chosen unless the interpretation is contra legem.62 In addition, the Human Rights Act section 

 

55 Fagan, p.39. 

56 Williams, «From Family Values Religious Freedom», p.248. 

57 ibid. 

58 Constitution of the Kingdom of Norway, §16. 

59 Høstmælingen, «The Permissible Scope of Legal Limitations on the Freedom of Religion or Belief in Norway, 
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60 ibid., p.990. 
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3 gives international law, listed in section 2, supremacy if national law is in conflict with 

these international law obligations. These national rules are mechanisms that ensures the 

effective and enforceable protection of the rights set out in the ICCPR. 

 

Freedom of religion in Norway is also protected through the Equality and Discrimination Act 

that entered into force in 2018, replacing four previous legislations on the subject. The law is 

a national implementation of the fundamental human right to not be discriminated against 

based on group affiliation63 – an issue the thesis will return to in the next section on sexual 

freedom. It is an especially interesting piece of legislation to consider for the purpose of this 

thesis as it aims to protect both religious people and sexual minorities from discrimination, 

however it does not state what should be given most weight if the two conflict. 

 

2.1.2 In the US 

As Norway, the US is also legally bound to Article 18 of the ICCPR. That being said, 

religious freedom and freedom of conscience have been given special attention and protection 

since the founding of the USA64 and is therefore seen as a fundamental value in US 

constitutional law.65 The First Amendment of the US Constitution protects «free exercise» 

and «non-establishment» of religion. However, even though the US Constitution is crystal 

clear about protecting religious freedom, there have been several outcries over the reality of 

religious freedom in the US. Many of the outcries have concerned exemptions given or not 

given in terms of generally applicable law when those laws substantially burden religious 

practice in some way or another. The result of these uproars led to a new law called the 

Religious Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA) in 1993.66 Under RFRA, laws that impose a 

substantial burden on religious practices are required to be subject to strict scrutiny.67 That 

means that unless the government has a compelling (extremely important) interest and the law 

or government action is the only practical way to meet that interest, the government must 

provide an exemption for the religious individual or religious organization.68 RFRA laws can 

for example allow business owners to deny service to homosexuals on religious grounds and 

exempt for-profit entities from regulations that its owners religiously objects to, like for 

example provide contraceptive coverage to their employees.69 
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The fact that RFRA was subject to some major resistance only four years after it had passed 

(the Supreme Court held that Congress had exceeded its authority by imposing RFRA on the 

states70) illustrates quite well how contested the issue of religious freedom is in the US 

context. The RFRA still applies to federal action and 21 states have passed their own RFRAs 

that apply to their state and local governments.71 Some of these state laws have been passed as 

a reaction to the strengthening of LGBT rights and sexual freedom in the US, as will be 

illustrated in the next section. 

 

2.2 Sexual Freedom 

US law professor Frank Ravitch has written a book about the tensions between religious and 

sexual freedom in the US. In it, he admits that «sexual freedom» is not necessarily the ideal 

term to employ when discussing the complex relationship between religious freedom on one 

hand, and LGBT rights on the other.72  However, he claims that «gay rights» or «LGBT 

rights» are not really any better terms as they involve sets of rights like non-discrimination, 

same-sex marriage, reproductive freedom and broader claims for social recognition. Sexual 

freedom also encompasses all of these factors and more but is chosen in this thesis because it 

makes sense to see it in connection with religious freedom. Both freedoms are about, among 

other things, being who you are without government interference or discrimination in the 

most fundamental aspects of life.73 There are, as mentioned above, several aspects regarding 

sexual freedom that could have been looked at here, but for the scope and purpose of this 

particular study the main focus will be on non-discrimination. This is primarily because it is 

one of the main principles behind IHRL74, but also, as mentioned in Chapter 1, because this is 

what the Norwegian government has chosen to focus on in their discussions on SOCE. 

 

Discrimination can have serious consequences. As Pearson75 puts it, it «undermines a 

person’s sense of self-worth and inclusion and denies equal respect». Continuing 

discrimination can also lead to a kind of exclusion where a person no longer feels like an 

equal to others in society and live in fear of being discriminated against in different aspects of 

life. This can also have a stigmatic effect because other people might perceive this 

discrimination as acceptable.76 This kind of discrimination against LGBT people has led, and 

still leads, to severe mental illness issues, higher suicide rates and in general lower self-
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esteem.77 This bolsters the importance of a clear protection of sexual freedom under IHRL 

and different national legislations.  

 

While freedom of religion has a long tradition in connection with human rights law, sexual 

freedom has not gained that much attention until more recently. The protection of LGBT 

people has substantially improved over the last years but is still contested in many countries 

all over the world, as well as criminalized in some nation states.78 When it comes to IHRL and 

sexual freedom there is no equivalent to Article 18 of the ICCPR concerning religious 

freedom. This, however, does not mean that the rights of LGBT people are not protected 

through international law. The principles of universality and non-discrimination are at the 

core of both the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and human rights treaties like the 

ICCPR.79 But as the UN High Commissioner of Human Rights itself point out it is not as 

explicitly approached as for example women’s or children’s rights, as «sexual orientation and 

gender identity are not explicitly mentioned among the grounds listed» in the ICCPR nor the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.80 Still, the Human Rights 

Committee has held that states are obligated to protect individuals from discrimination on the 

basis of their sexual orientation.81 That and several other efforts have proved that sexual 

orientation is included in the «other status» that is held in Article 2(1) of the ICCPR, even 

though it is not explicitly mentioned.82  

  

Article 26 of the ICCPR is also important in terms of sexual freedom as it states that «the law 

shall prohibit any discrimination and guarantee to all persons equal and effective protection 

against any discrimination on any ground (..)». As with Article 2(1) referred to above, sexual 

minorities are not explicitly mentioned but are included through the «other status» category. 

In order to call an act discriminatory, it has to lack objective reasoning for the difference in 

treatment.83 But even though equality and non-discrimination are guiding principles in terms 

of IHRL and are seen as jus cogens, there is still no mutual understanding of their meaning 

and principles for application.84 Article 4 of the ICCPR does not list Article 2 or 26 as non-

derogable rights like Article 18(1) concerning religious freedom. That means that states can 
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legally place limitations on the right to non-discrimination. But the limitations must meet the 

criteria of legality, legitimacy and proportionality85 – as mentioned in Chapter 2.1 about 

religious freedom. 

 

In theory, the right to non-discrimination should be equal to all the mentioned categories in 

Article 2 and Article 26. In practice, it has been a common perception for a long period of 

time that the ban on discrimination in terms of sex has weighed less heavily than, for 

example, discrimination of race and ethnicity.86 Sexuality and issues related to it, has been a 

taboo area for numerous authorities around the world. Therefore, it has taken a notable period 

of time to come to some kind of consensus in international organs over an upgrade on the 

right to non-discrimination based on sexual orientation.87 However, equality and non-

discrimination for LGBT people has become a priority for UN entities and they work in a 

much clearer sense than just a decade ago.88 For example, in more recent time, the UN Human 

Rights Council resolution to appoint an Independent Expert to protect LGBT people from 

discrimination and violence is seen as one of the most important developments when it comes 

to IHRL and the protection of LGBT rights.89 It is expected and even demanded by several 

states that ways to overcome violence and discrimination against LGBT people will continue 

to be prioritized by UN entities in the future.90 

 

2.2.1 In Norway 

Homosexuality was forbidden by law in Norway until 1972. Over the last decades, Norway 

has been working at a rapid pace on the protection of LGBT rights and in 2017 it was ranked 

the second-best country in Europe on the issue.91 In 1993, Norway passed a regulation on gay 

cohabitation (registered as partnership) and was the second country in the world to do so. That 

law was replaced by a gender-neutral marriage act in 2009.92 The Church of Norway adopted 

a liturgy for same-sex marriage in 201793 and gay married couples in Norway have the same 

rights as heterosexuals in terms of adoptions and foster care. Lesbian couples also have the 

right to assisted fertilization.94  
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As with freedom of religion defined in Article 18 of the ICCPR, both Norway and the US 

have firstly, a duty to respect the right to non-discrimination under Article 2 and 26 of the 

ICCPR. This means that the state itself cannot discriminate against LGBT people. Secondly, 

the state has an obligation to protect the right to non-discrimination by any non-state third 

party by intervening in acts considered as discriminatory under the ICCPR. Lastly, the state 

also has a duty to ensure effective protection against discrimination through positive 

measures, through for example, effective complaints procedures against discriminations.95 A 

ban on conversion therapy is and would be considered as such a positive measure to avoid 

discrimination of LGBT people. 

 

Pertaining to international law, Norway has to ensure effective protection of the rights set 

forth in ICCPR Articles 2 and 26, in addition to Article 14 of the ECHR. The first national 

legislation concerning LGBT rights was the Norwegian Penal Code section 135a(2). This 

provision makes the exposure of homosexuals to hatred, persecution or degrading practices 

subject to criminal liability. Norway was the first country in the world at that time (1981) to 

introduce provisions protecting LGBT rights.96 Since then, more national legislation has been 

implemented to ensure the rights of sexual minorities in Norway. One of the newest additions 

is the Equality and Discrimination Act which also protects religious people from 

discrimination. While previous legislation on discrimination included exceptions inter alia 

related to family life or internal affairs of a religious community, all these exemptions have 

been removed from the new legislation.97 

 

At the same time there are limitations to the right to non-discrimination in Norway. For 

example, the rules of §135 should be interpreted in a restrictive way and the violations have to 

be of a so-called «qualified nature», if they are to be affected by the legislation.98 Even though 

discrimination is prohibited under the Equality and Discrimination Act from 2018, direct or 

indirect differential treatment can be considered as lawful if certain criteria are met. 

Differential treatment that has an (i) «objective purpose», that is (ii) «necessary to achieve the 

purpose» and does not have a (iii) «disproportionate negative impact» on the person(s) 

«subject to differential treatment» is considered lawful if all of the three criteria are fulfilled.99  
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2.2.2 In the US 

It is fair to say that Norway has come a lot further than the US in terms of sexual freedom and 

LGBT rights. As already mentioned, the US is also legally bound by Article 2 and Article 26 

of the ICCPR but the US’ own legislation relating to non-discrimination for LGBT people has 

taken some time. Compared to Norway and other western countries, the US protection against 

sexual orientation discrimination is «extremely limited».100 Still, there have been some 

milestones in recent times, such as Obergefell v. Hodges, where the Supreme Court held that 

marriage is a fundamental right that cannot be denied based on sexual orientation.101 Earlier, 

in 2013, the same court ruled that the Defense Marriage Act prohibiting state governments to 

recognize same-sex marriage was unconstitutional.102  

 

There is no federal antidiscrimination law in the US that ensures that people are not 

discriminated against based on their sexual orientation. Compared to the protection of 

religious freedom this seems quite unbalanced. It should be mentioned though, that President 

Obama in 2014 signed Executive Order 13672 which prohibited discrimination based on 

sexual orientation by companies and non-profits that contract with the federal government. 

Even though that did not help the majority of the LGBT community, one could argue that it 

had a positive impact on LGBT rights. Some courts have also upheld claims based on sexual 

orientation arguing that discrimination based on sex is prohibited under Title VII of the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964 and that this should include sexual orientation. It is still unclear though 

how the Supreme Court would react to these interpretations.103 Some scholars also argue that 

the Equal Protection Clause of the 14th Amendment guarantees protection against 

discrimination based on sexual orientation.104 Even so, it does not explicitly mention sexual 

orientation. 

 

One of the biggest challenges facing LGBT rights in the US right now is the fact that some 

states have attempted to counter local governments’ antidiscrimination legislation that is 

supposed to protect LGBT people from discrimination. The most recent example is from 

North Carolina where a law commonly known as HB2 was passed in 2016. The law seemed 

to target the city of Charlotte where they had passed an ordinance protecting members of the 

LGBT community from discrimination. HB2 prohibited local governments in North Carolina 

to give such protection to members of the LGBT community. According to Ravitch105, this 
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law was almost certainly unconstitutional. The law met enormous resistance all over the US 

and the world, and in 2017 it was repealed. However, it still stands as an example of the 

resistance against protection from discrimination based on sexual orientation in the US and an 

example of what the consequences of this resistance could be.106 

 

2.3 Conflicting rights 

The above review of religious and sexual freedom in IHRL, Norwegian law and US law 

shows that both freedoms are essential to the people that are supposed to enjoy them. As 

Pearson107 puts it, they are worthy of protection in both a moral and a legal sense. I will now 

have a closer look at the potential conflicts that arises when the two rights collide and how 

they have been approached from a legal perspective. I will use one example from the US and 

one from Norway. They both include scenarios where individuals used their religious freedom 

to justify what some experienced as discriminatory actions based on sexual orientation. 

 

Fagan points out that the decision to legalize same-sex marriage in the US seems to «have 

sparked something of a backlash across a number of particularly high-density Christian states 

in the southern United States».108 One example is the Miller v. Davis lawsuit in 2015. The 

case involved Kentucky Clerk Kim Davis, who refused to issue a marriage license to a same-

sex couple. When she was asked on whose authority she made the decision, she replied: 

«Under God’s authority».109 Davis ended up being jailed for her refusion and became 

somewhat of a «martyr» for conservative Christians in the US.110 Davis maintained that her 

religious beliefs forbade her to issue the marriage license and held that the First Amendment 

protected her right to do so.111 In the complaint, the plaintiffs’ attorney held that they were 

«suffering and will continue to suffer irreparable harm to their individual dignity, autonomy 

and familial security, among other harms, because of the Defendant’s infringements upon 

their fundamental right to marriage for which there is no adequate remedy at law».112 When 

Davis tried to appeal the case she was denied a stay from both the US Court of Appeals for 

the Sixth Circuit and the US Supreme Court. There were no dissents. The Court was clear: 

Davis was only asked to signify that couples meet the legal requirements to marry – she was 

not asked to «condone same-sex marriage on moral or religious grounds».113 The Court also 
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held that «her religious convictions cannot excuse her from performing the duties she took an 

oath to perform as Rowan County Clerk».114 The outcome of this particular case became a 

milestone. For the LGBT community and its supporters, it was a victory – for the conservative 

believers it was just another reason to keep fighting for their right to religious freedom. Since 

then the Governor of Mississippi has signed a law that enables business owners to deny 

services to gay couples. Georgia tried the same, but the bill was vetoed by the Governor.115 

 

There have not been many cases in Norway where the right to non-discrimination has been 

directly tested against the right to religious freedom, but there is one prominent example from 

1984. The case in question concerned a pastor, Hans Bratterud, who was convicted by the 

Norwegian Supreme Court after he had offensively expressed himself towards homosexuals 

in a prayer on live radio. While the prosecutors emphasized that prohibiting offenses against 

vulnerable minorities is not a violation of the freedom of religion, the defendants emphasized 

that the pastor shared his view of the Bible with many other Christians.116 The prosecutors 

pointed out that it is not punishable to condemn homosexuality in itself, but it was the form 

and content of the expressions that were problematic.117 The main question in the case was 

whether the state was entitled to intervene in the pastor’s religious freedom and then whether 

it was compelled to intervene. The Supreme Court analyzed every sentence of the pastor’s 

statement testing the right to non-discrimination under the Penal Code §135a against the right 

to religious freedom. The case ended in conviction. The court held that the case was difficult 

and went quite far in defending the pastor’s right to express his discriminatory beliefs against 

homosexuals. Even so, the Supreme Court convicted the pastor and, in that way, illustrated 

that the state is entitled to limit people’s religious practice when it harms others. 

 

The cases above illustrate the ongoing challenges that this study builds upon – and there are 

many more examples that the scope of this thesis does not allow for. Even though courts will 

most typically favor those whose lifestyle is affected by the religious practices of others, the 

dilemmas require careful reviews. The question over conflicts regarding sexual and religious 

freedom also concern many more rights than just the two addressed in this thesis. There are so 

many aspects of this particular clash that could have been assessed and the outcomes would 

differ substantially. It is not possible to definitely state that the rights of sexual minorities 

should always conquer the right to religious freedom, nor the other way around. It depends on 

the situation, the various rights involved, and several other factors. The purpose of this 

particular chapter has been to shed light on two of the freedoms at stake as Norwegian 

 

114 Miller v. Davis, p.28 §3d. 

115 Fagan, p.201. 

116 Skarpeteig, p.14. 

117 Høyesterettkjennelse Rt. 1984-1359, p.1360. 



 

 

22 

lawmakers discuss a ban on conversion therapy and to demonstrate the background for the 

clashes between them. The next chapter will explain how these freedoms are connected to 

SOCE and have a closer look at what these practices mean in terms IHRL. 

 

3 Sexual Orientation Change Efforts 

This chapter addresses the phenomenon of SOCE, explains its prevalence in the US and 

Norway, and assesses the potential challenges it poses in terms of sexual and religious 

freedom.  

 

In 1952, psychiatry’s first diagnostic manual stated that homosexuality was a form of mental 

illness. Forced hormone treatments, electroshock, and the hiring of prostitutes for 

«behavioral» interventions were among the treatments to cure it.118 During the 1960’s and 

early 70’s pathologizing psychiatric and psychological conceptions of homosexuality was 

considered normal.119 This perception drastically changed in the course of just a few years and 

in 1973, homosexuality was declassified as a mental disorder in the US.120 This happened 

around the same time as LGBT rights became a pressing issue in Norway, as mentioned in the 

previous section. Although it is now more than 40 years since homosexuality was declassified 

as a mental disorder requiring treatment, SOCE or gay conversion therapy is still taking place 

in different forms in most parts of the world.121 

 

It is common to divide SOCE into two categories: «aversion treatment» and «non-aversive 

treatments». The former includes treatment in different forms, by for example providing 

electroshocks or inducing nausea and vomiting. The latter resonates more with what is seen as 

cognitive therapy, attempting to impact on a person’s mindsets, desires and feelings.122 One of 

the premises of SOCE is the assumption that a homosexual orientation is unacceptable and 

from a conservative Christian perspective, entails «sinful behaviors» that are the result of the 

«fallen nature» of humankind. From a secular perspective, the premise could be that 

homosexuality is considered a disease or disorder that stems from, for example, a 

dysfunctional upbringing or trauma. These different premises also influence each other.  

 

Those who believe in SOCE hope that the individual will begin to identify as heterosexual 

when going through the treatment.123 Social researcher Jo Fjelstrom has interviewed a group 
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of people who went through SOCE and who now self-identify as gay or lesbian. He notes that 

in certain instances SOCE «resulted in temporary changes to participants’ sexual orientation 

identities (how the participant would have defined himself or herself at the time)». However, 

it did not result in «changes in underlying sexual orientations (sexual and emotional attraction 

to persons of the same sex)».124 Therefore, it might be more appropriate to assume that their 

sexual orientation was repressed – rather than changed. As Fjelstrom puts it: «In effect, they 

were non-practicing homosexuals».125 It is this effect that motivates many of those who seek 

SOCE. A significant number of those who turn to SOCE are people who have anticipated or 

experienced negative family reactions to their sexual orientation, that are recognized as 

religious fundamentalists and/or people that identify religion as a very important facet of their 

lives.126 People of many ages and gender identities undergo conversion therapy but «the most 

common participants are young men from conservative religious backgrounds with families 

that reject their LGBTQ-identified children».127 Many forms of SOCE also concern 

transgender people, a subject that deserves just as much attention, but is not part of this 

particular study. The main advocates of SOCE are conservative religious actors, especially 

outspoken conservative Christians. 

 

Today, most mental health professional associations and major health organizations reject all 

forms of SOCE. The World Psychiatric Association has declared that interventions such as 

conversion therapy are wholly unethical.128 The efficacy of SOCE is highly disputed. Even 

though there have been some controversial studies showing that gay men and women have 

experienced change in their sexual orientation after going through different forms of SOCE, 

health professionals have in large part rejected these types of studies for not being sufficiently 

grounded in science. They have been clear that there is «little basis for concluding whether 

SOCE has any effect on sexual orientation».129 Just as importantly, scientific findings have 

demonstrated that SOCE could have harmful effects on its subject, including stress, 

depression, or even suicidal ideation.130 One of the consequences of this has been that new 

forms of SOCE have appeared – forms that initially may seem less damaging, like spiritual 

counseling, cognitive-behavioral therapy and prayer. However, research show that these kinds 

of efforts can also cause significant psychological damage.131  
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The final form, prayer, evidently takes place in different religious contexts. As already 

mentioned, religious organizations are also involved in SOCE – either through advertising, 

statements in the media or through conversion efforts directed by the organization or church 

itself. The largest organization in the US is the National Association for Research and 

Therapy of Homosexuality (NARTH), since 2014 operating under the name The Alliance for 

Therapeutic Choice and Scientific Integrity (ATCSI). There are also smaller organizations 

that appeal to specific congregations.132 Since these groups often proclaim that homosexuality 

is a sin, they also risk creating a sense of guilt and in the worst cases, «make already 

marginalized youth feel even worse about themselves».133 Therefore, religious SOCE has also 

been subject to harsh criticism. 

 

Before moving on to SOCE in the US and Norway and how it relates to human rights, it is 

worth noting that the premise underlying all kinds of SOCE is the notion that sexuality can 

change. Ironically enough, this is also the premise underlying how sexuality is perceived 

today, by the LGBT community and others; as a continuum on which people can shift over 

time.134 There is however, a crucial difference between the two: the fact that defenders of 

SOCE are convinced that only heterosexuality is acceptable. Still, medical professionals today 

have not yet managed to address the underlying cause of homosexuality. Because of this, the 

practice of SOCE continues to rely on the same premise: that a homosexual orientation can 

change – just as any other sexual desire can change over time.135 For the purpose of this 

thesis, it is far too complicated to go into this medical and psychological discussion, but the 

ideological similarities and differences in how one views sexuality and sexual orientation will 

be important for the discussion in Chapter 4. 

 

3.1 In the US 

Despite the fact that both international and American health professional organizations have 

condemned the use of SOCE it is still a far-reaching phenomenon throughout the US. As 

noted in Chapter 1, in 2018 it was estimated that 16,000 US teenagers (ages 13-17) will go 

through such efforts before they turn 18 in the states that currently have no ban on the 

practice.136 The extensiveness of SOCE in the US has resulted in several states and cities 

passing legislation to ban the practice. According to the independent, nonprofit thinktank 

Movement Advancement Project (MAP), 20 states have some kind of state law that bans 
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conversion therapy for minors. One state, North Carolina, partially bans conversion therapy 

for minors.137 In addition to these 20 states, 20 municipalities have also passed conversion 

therapy bans for minors. When it comes to adult LGBT people, they are not protected to the 

same extent. In 2018, an estimated 698,000 LGBT adults ages 18 to 59 had received 

conversion therapy at some point in their lives.138 All the state bans are limited to protecting 

people under 18 but there are examples of city bans that also include adults.139 The laws 

prohibit licensed mental health practitioners from subjecting LGBT minors to harmful 

conversion therapy practices that attempt to change their sexual orientation or gender identity. 

The laws do not, however, restrict the practice for religious leaders.140 An estimated 57,000 

youth across all US states will therefore receive conversion therapy from religious or spiritual 

advisors before they reach the age of 18.141  

 

California was the first state to pass a law prohibiting «a mental health provider» from 

«engaging in sexual orientation change efforts with a patient under 18»142 in 2012. Before 

taking effect, the law was challenged twice in court. In Pickup v. Brown, a conversion 

therapist and spokesperson for NARTH (Mr. Pickup) challenged the constitutionality of the 

bill. Pickup lost the case all the way up to the Court of Appeals, which unanimously upheld 

the constitutionality of the law.143 There are two factors in particular that make the Californian 

law important for LGBT rights in the US. One is the acknowledgment that being lesbian, gay, 

or bisexual is not a disease of any kind and the other is that it cites the American 

Psychological Association (APA)’s statement that SOCE is a direct contributing factor to 

social prejudice against homosexuality.144  

 

It is important to note that neither the Californian law nor the other SOCE bans include 

practices that seek to «provide acceptance, support, and understanding of clients or the 

facilitation of clients’ coping, social support, and identity exploration and development».145 

Religious organizations like the Norwegian network Til Helhet («Towards Completeness») 

may fall into such a category of organizations that seek to «help» those who struggle with an 

unwanted sexual orientation or sexual desire – without necessarily aiming to change an 

individual’s sexual orientation. I will return to this point in the section on SOCE in Norway. 
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The bans on SOCE might indicate a movement towards banning the practice in its entirety, 

but it is important to be aware of the fact that 30 US states still allow SOCE – also on 

children. It is not solely the fact that 30 states allow SOCE that makes the LGBT community 

worried. In 2014, the Texas State Republican Party included in its party manifesto explicit 

support for «the legitimacy and efficacy of counseling, which offers reparative therapy and 

treatment for those patients seeking healing and wholeness from their homosexual lifestyle». 

On this basis, the party declared that «no laws or executive orders shall be imposed to limit or 

restrict access to this type of therapy».146  

 

However, it is not only conservative politicians and Christians that have criticized the bans. 

American psychiatrist and bioethicist Tia Powell and philosopher and author of the book The 

Mismeasure of Desire: The Science, Theory, and Ethics of Sexual Orientation, Edward Stein, 

have pointed out some weaknesses concerning the law(s): that it fails to prohibit unlicensed 

individuals to engage in SOCE (a priest or pastor could fall into this category), and that it fails 

to protect LGBT people over the age of 18. They also emphasize the fact that it can 

undermine the authority of minors to make decisions over their own mental health, which they 

are generally allowed to do in other contexts. In addition to these issues, they also point out 

that there are already sanctions for those who engage in inappropriate treatment practices 

through other legislation.147 The two are not alone in their skepticism towards bans like the 

Californian one. Psychiatrist and former president of the APA, Paul Appelbaum, also 

questions the effectiveness of the ban and suggests that it may have been wiser for the 

Californian legislature to «allow the tort system, a very effective means of regulating medical 

and mental health practice, to run its course».148 

 

It is primarily the premise of the law that worry Powell and Stein. They argue that «lack of 

choice» (about having a particular orientation) is a poor argument for the rights of LGBT 

people and that it is not the right foundation for prohibiting SOCE or LGBT rights in general. 

They point to the fact that it is impossible to discern whether an attribute like sexual 

orientation is present at child’s birth or whether it is something that develops later on. This 

raises the question of whether innateness is a problematic legal criterion upon which to 

protect someone. The same goes for immutability, in their opinion, as there are «very few 

human traits that are legally salient and yet cannot be changed». Lastly, they argue that 

peoples’ conscious choices do not play a significant role in the development of sexual 

orientation. However, choices do play a role in terms of what is legally and ethically relevant 
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about being an LGBT person. Engaging in sexual acts, marrying and having children are 

choices, and LGBT people have a right to make these choices that so many people fight for. 

Laws like the SOCE ban, which undermines the fact that a lot of what has to do with sexual 

orientation actually is based on conscious choices, is the backdrop for Powell and Stein’s 

skepticism towards these bans. They doubt that laws banning SOCE provide the best route to 

promoting LGBT rights. Instead of supporting existing laws, they support a legal strategy that 

moves away from claims that sexual orientation is innate, immutable and unrelated to 

personal choice.149 Their reflections is a lucid example of the complex legal and ethical 

dilemmas involved in discussing SOCE bans. 

 

The discussion on SOCE bans also present political dilemmas, as demonstrated recently in 

New York City where the City Council ended a ban on gay conversion therapy only two years 

after it celebrated the passing of a far-reaching ban on SOCE.150 The motivation for doing so 

was to neutralize a federal lawsuit filed against the city by a conservative Christian legal 

organization challenging the ban. The LGBT community feared that if the case was to be 

heard by the Supreme Court, the panel could issue a ruling that could severely damage 

attempts to ban conversion therapy. Supporters of the repealing called it a regrettable but 

necessary step, «given the Supreme Court’s conservative makeup under the Trump 

administration».151 They also pointed out that, «the current political environment means that 

activists must be more strategic».152 The repeal meant the ban on SOCE in New York City 

became less restrictive. For example, the ban now only applies to minors whereas it originally 

also prohibited adults from being subjected to SOCE. Even though the law still allows adults 

who feel duped by the therapy to seek recompense, the repeal in New York City demonstrated 

how complex an issue it is to prohibit SOCE. It also demonstrates how vulnerable these kinds 

of laws that aim to protect the LGBT community are to the opponents that argue SOCE bans 

represent a threat to their religious rights. One could argue that more universal bans on 

harmful and ineffective treatments would be harder to oppose for these conservative religious 

communities. However, the fact that 19 states have followed California’s ban in 2012 shows 

these laws might be there to stay in the US. 

 

3.2 In Norway 

While one could have addressed several other legal, political, and societal factors regarding 

SOCE in the US, there is limited information about the practice in Norway. Before the above-

mentioned newspaper VG’s investigative series «Homoterapi» in 2019, SOCE was an 
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unknown phenomenon to most Norwegians. However, the phenomenon has been subject to 

debate in Norway before. In the beginning of the 2000’s there was an increasing concern 

among Norwegian psychiatrists about the effect of the US SOCE movement, represented by 

NARTH, and its influence in some Norwegian professional circles. In 2000, the General 

Assembly of the Norwegian Psychiatric Association, voted overwhelmingly in favor of a 

statement that declared that homosexuality is no disorder or illness, and therefore cannot be 

subject to treatment. Therefore, the Association declared that «treatment» that aimed at only 

changing one’s sexual orientation should be regarded as ethical malpractice.153  

 

One of the reasons why this statement was put forward was to «counter religious groups 

seeking support from the psychiatric profession in their charismatic efforts to change sexual 

orientation through «treatment»».154 After this statement, the debate about SOCE in Norway 

subsided, until VG’s series changed the paradigm of the debate around LGBT rights in 

Norway, almost 20 years later. The series revealed stories about young people in Norway who 

reported that they had been exposed to different forms of SOCE, either in their own 

congregation or by being sent from their congregation to various international 

organizations.155 The debates that followed after the series were emotional and intense. 

Several politicians from the political left started talking about banning the practice in Norway 

even though one could not really prove that the practice was taking place in any Norwegian 

congregation at the time. 

 

Norway came close to seeing proof of SOCE currently taking place domestically after the 

conservative Christian network Til Helhet was subjected to intense scrutiny following 

accusations of the practice. The network calls itself a «cross-congregational network for 

sexuality and faith». One of its aims is to «convey the belief that sexual orientation change is 

possible, and that one can live meaningful lives in sexual abstinence regardless of sexual 

orientation».156 Some of the men who had received help from the network to live with their 

homosexual orientation without acting on it came forward and told their stories, voicing 

strong opposition to a ban on conversion therapy in Norway.157 In 2019 seven different 

Norwegian congregations were members of Til Helhet – one year later, in 2020, three of them 

had withdrawn. The four remaining members said in December 2019 that the network would 

continue its work but would go through «significant changes».158 

 

153 Kjær, «Look to Norway? Gay Issues and Mental Health Across the Atlantic Ocean», p.65. 

154 ibid. 

155 VG, Homoterapi, 2019. 

156 Til Helhet, «Til Helhets formål». 

157 Andersen, «Jeg er homofil og lever lykkelig med min kone», 2019. 

158 Gilje, «Til Helhet legges ikke ned – Laget trekker seg ut», 2019. 

https://www.vg.no/spesial/2019/homoterapi/
http://tilhelhet.no/om-oss/forml
https://www.vl.no/verdidebatt/jeg-er-homofil-og-lever-lykkelig-med-min-kone-1.1619773
https://www.vl.no/religion/til-helhet-legges-ikke-ned-laget-trekker-seg-ut-1.1635353


 

 

29 

 

While the debate escalated and became subject to policy initiatives in the Norwegian 

parliament, the question remained as to whether this kind of practice was taking place in 

Norway or not. Some politicians claimed that no congregation would admit to engaging in 

such practice but said that «it is happening in a subtle way by having to conversate with the 

priest in the back room and that to be gay is a reason for counseling».159 It is not within the 

scope of this thesis to determine to what extent SOCE is taking place in Norway today. What 

can be determined, though, is that this is unknown at the moment. However, there are 

definitely those, such as members of Til Helhet, who believe that some kinds of SOCE can be 

helpful for those living with an unwanted sexual orientation and that offering different forms 

of spiritual counseling to help cope with those feelings is beneficial. Whether these kinds of 

efforts would be covered by a potential ban on SOCE in Norway is hard to say at the moment. 

What is certain is that all political parties in Norway, except from the Christian Democrats, 

want a ban on conversion therapy. This led the former Equality Minister Trine Skei Grande to 

send the letter mentioned in Chapter 1 that initiated a political process to consider a potential 

ban on conversion therapy in Norway.160 The letter also emphasized that an important premise 

for the further investigation would be to clarify what conversion therapy means, to find an 

accurate definition, and to find a way to regulate the practice to ensure that a ban help those 

who are exposed to such practices.161  

 

The only member of the governing coalition that did not support this letter was the Christian 

Democrats. Since the debate started, they have been clear that they worry a potential ban 

«would place restrictions on what congregations and individuals are allowed to practice, 

believe and think». The Christian Democrats has also, like some of the American scholars 

mentioned above, pointed to the fact that conversion therapy and discriminating practices like 

SOCE are already illegal in Norway through the above-mentioned Penal Code, the Equality 

and Discrimination Act, and through legislation on health professionals that forbids harmful 

and ineffective practices – as SOCE has proven to be.162 Instead they believe that one can 

avoid SOCE in Norway by enforcing the already existing legislation and by working 

systematically with preventative measures aimed at congregations where this takes place. On 

the other hand, the opposition parties have been clear that this is not a question of restricting 

freedom of religion. They emphasize that one cannot do whatever one wants in the name of 
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religious freedom – and that it is the practice of conversion therapy that is supposed to be 

banned – not peoples’ opinions or beliefs.163 

 

While the Norwegian government works on a proposal to ban conversion therapy in Norway, 

the debate around the practice has abated – at least in the public media. At the same time, 

similar processes are going on in the United Kingdom. The EU parliament has been clear that 

it welcomes initiatives prohibiting LGBT conversion therapies and urges all EU Member 

States to «adopt similar measures that respect and uphold the right to gender identity and 

gender expression».164 Out of all the EU states only Malta165 and Germany166 have passed an 

official ban on conversion therapy. The bans in the US, the political debate in Norway and the 

initiative from the EU parliament, all tell that there is a growing concern that SOCE poses a 

threat to fundamental human rights. The last part of this chapter will look at the practice’s 

combability with human rights with focus on the right to non-discrimination and freedom of 

religion and conscience. 

 

3.3 In terms of human rights 

There are two different dimensions to take into account when considering the compatibility of 

SOCE with human rights. Firstly, the consideration of the threats to human rights that the 

practice itself presents, and secondly, the consideration of the threat to human rights that a ban 

on the practice presents. Bearing the discussions above in mind, it has become quite evident 

that all forms of SOCE represents a threat to people’s right not to be discriminated against. In 

my opinion, the concept of SOCE is by definition discriminatory as it stems from a belief that 

homosexuality is an illness or disorder that needs to be cured. Considering the broad 

consensus among the vast majority of health professionals today that homosexuality is not a 

disease, it does not make sense to design a medical therapy to treat it as a physical or mental 

illness.167 Therefore, I would say that SOCE represents a clear threat to numerous people’s 

sexual freedom under the terms addressed in this thesis. At the same time, as also discussed 

above, there are limitations to the right to non-discrimination. There are cases where the right 

to not be discriminated against has had to be reduced in favor of another human right. This 

does not though, in my opinion, change the fact that SOCE represents a clear threat to the 

right to be treated equally and therefore – at least in theory – is a practice that violates 

fundamental human rights. 
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Discussions on SOCE becomes a bit more complicated if one accepts the premise that 

homosexuality is not considered a disease, but as a sinful way of living. It gets particularly 

complicated if this is not just the perception of the one offering SOCE, but also of the person 

seeking it. It is here that the term SOCE or conversion therapy falls short. Since the purpose 

of these actions might not solely be to change or convert one’s sexual orientation, but to learn 

how to live with it without acting on it. For many conservative Christians, this is considered a 

highly legitimate aim of, for example, spiritual counseling or prayer. It is, however, still 

discriminatory to see someone’s sexual orientation, feelings or attraction as less favorable 

(even if it is in the eyes of God) than others. Even though many Christians would argue, as we 

shall see in the next chapter, that homosexuals are just as valuable to them and to God – there 

is something fundamentally discriminatory about degrading someone’s sexual orientation 

which is, as discussed above, such an important feature of someone’s life and identity. 

Practices like SOCE, regardless of the shape they take, reflects bias against sexual 

minorities.168 The question though remains; is it someone’s right to hold discriminatory 

beliefs like the ones that make up the ground for SOCE on the basis of religion? And if so, 

does a ban on all forms of SOCE therefore represent a threat to someone’s freedom of religion 

and conscience? 

 

Even if so, one has to ask if this potential threat prevent a state from introducing laws that can 

end up insulting someone’s religious lifestyle. The limitations to freedom of religion 

discussed in Chapter 2 proves that a state cannot be prevented from introducing such laws. 

The restrictions to the freedom of manifesting one’s religion make it legitimate for a state to 

sometimes limit one’s freedom to act on the grounds of religious beliefs – for example if 

one’s actions pose a threat to the fundamental rights and freedoms of others. Still, as already 

pointed out, the Christian Democrats in Norway fear that a total ban on SOCE might infringe 

congregations’ and individuals’ freedom of religion and not meet the criteria for limitations 

on the freedom as it is stated in Article 18(3) of the ICCPR. The party believes it would 

amount to a significant weakening of the right to religious freedom if the state was to regulate 

spiritual counseling, prayer and preaching in a church or congregation. It would be unwise to 

completely dismiss these claims.  

 

It would also be unwise not to recognize that there are adult individuals, also in Norway, who 

feel torn apart by their same-sex attractions because they are convinced that it would be a sin 

to act on those attractions – and that these people want to be a part of a community where that 

conflict is recognized. The current situation in Norway is that the vast majority of the wider 

(liberal and secular) society of Norway have a hard time understanding this conflict. It is 
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therefore quite easy to grasp these peoples’ wish to seek communities that accept their inner 

conflicts and support them in their choice to, for example, live in celibacy. If the state of 

Norway was to introduce a ban that would make it illegal for these people to be prayed for or 

to receive spiritual counseling, it could definitely be argued from an IHRL perspective that 

such a law poses a threat to peoples’ religious freedom. It is this potential threat that worries 

conservative Christians in Norway. The last chapter of this thesis presents the findings from 

the qualitative case study which aimed to recognize and understand where and what these 

concerns stem from. 

 

4 Interviews with conservative Christians in Norway 

This chapter presents the findings from the qualitative case study and discusses the findings in 

light of the theoretical framework laid out in Chapter 2 and 3. So far, the thesis has provided a 

theoretical framework and discussion on the potential conflicts between religious and sexual 

freedom and how SOCE and a potential ban on SOCE relate to those conflicts. The aim of 

this last part of the thesis is to add new empirical findings that can help move the debate 

forward.  

 

4.1 Findings and discussion 

I have interviewed seven young conservative Christians in Norway that claim that 

homosexuality is a sin. I have particularly been interested in figuring out (i) what societal and 

religious contexts the informants put themselves into, (ii) how they see themselves and their 

beliefs in a larger societal context and (iii) how they interpret the debate about SOCE and how 

it relates it to their own beliefs.  

 

When interviewing the informants, I used an interview guide consisting of five different 

categories: (i) background, (ii) faith and conscience, (iii) values and attitudes, (iv) 

homosexuality and SOCE – and (v) identity and self. First, I will present the informants and 

provide some general information about their backgrounds. Then the main findings are 

presented and discussed under four broad themes – the same as the four remaining categories 

from the interview guide. The themes are interconnected and therefore the discussion will 

sometimes include more than just a single theme. 

 

4.1.1 Background 

The informants are listed in the order that I interviewed them. To keep their identities 

confidential, I have called them «Informant 1-7».  

 

Name Sex Age Congregation 

Informant 1 Female 29 Misjonskirken (independent evangelical church) 
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Informant 2 Female 22 Pentecostal church 

Informant 3 Female 27 Brunstad Christian Church (BCC) 

Informant 4 Female 28 Brunstad Christian Church (BCC) 

Informant 5 Male 23 Pentecostal church 

Informant 6 Male 23 Pentecostal church 

Informant 7 Male 24 The Anglican Church 

 

All informants except one grew up in a religious family. Informant 5 was introduced to 

Christianity in his teens. Five of the informants are from the west coast or southern parts of 

Norway. Informant 3 is from Denmark and Informant 4 is from the eastern part of Norway. 

One of the informants (Informant 7) lives in the US. All informants attend church regularly, 

read the Bible weekly, if not daily, and attend different Christian groups, like Bible studies or 

other groups where they discuss their faith. In one way or another, all informants take the 

Bible as a message from God. None of them call themselves fundamentalists, but all of them 

see what is written in the Bible as «the truth» although a few of the informants make a clear 

distinction between the Old and New Testament – believing that what is written in the New is 

more important to follow in their everyday lives. Two of the informants (Informant 6 and 7) 

study theology and want to become pastors or priests. Two other informants (Informant 2 and 

5) work for a Christian organization. The last three informants (Informant 1, 3 and 4) have 

professional positions that are not related to their faith. All informants have a majority of 

Christian friends and none of them have any openly homosexual friends (Informant 1 has a 

close colleague). 

 

4.1.2 Faith and conscience  

All informants described their faith as «strong» and as something that shapes their lives. The 

way they talked about it demonstrated Ravitch’s169 point that «for many people religion is 

about more than faith [...] it is about how they conduct their daily lives, who they are, and the 

most fundamental aspects of existence». When talking about their faith and how it shapes 

their lives, I was interested in finding out how the informants’ faith relates to their conscience. 

As mentioned in chapter 2.1, one of legal scientist Pearson’s170 main arguments for protecting 

religious freedom is that it is a «part of freedom of conscience». By challenging the 

informants on how they view their own conscience I found that most of them feel like God to 

a large extent tells or teaches them right from wrong through their own conscience. Informant 

4 explained it like this: «My conscience is God. It is God who talks to me through my 

conscience and tells me what is right and what is wrong». The close link between the 
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informants’ faith and conscience makes it even harder for them to imagine acting contrary to 

either. The above-mentioned theologian and philosopher Childress171 argues that conscience 

is personal and subjective. Even though a majority of the informants see their conscience as 

personal they also see it as closely linked to God. When asked explicitly if they separate their 

own conscience from God’s, they found it hard to determine whether they do or not. This 

illustrates the complexity of how the informants view their own conscience and faith, and that 

this conflation has consequences for how they legitimize their actions and beliefs. When 

someone relates their conscience directly to God it makes it harder to separate freedom of 

religion from freedom of conscience. This is furthermore illustrated through the fact that they 

are both part of the same Article of the ICCPR. Childress172 also writes about conscience as a 

sanction. For the informants it seemed like acting contrary to their conscience would not just 

involve a personal sanction, but also a sanction towards God. In this case, if the state was to 

force you to act contrary to your own conscience – the state would also force you to act 

contrary to God’s will. 

 

This is closely linked to one of the next main set of observations, namely how the informants 

view freedom of religion and conscience. Most of them admitted that they had not given 

religious freedom much thought during the course of their lives. They emphasized the fact 

that they have been growing up in Scandinavia where freedom of religion is seen as a given. 

At the same time, all of them expressed some kind of concern over their religious freedom 

evolving over the last couple of years and a majority of them link this concern directly to the 

debate about SOCE in Norway in 2019. Informant 1 put it like this:  

 

«The debate about conversion therapy last fall made it all real. Earlier it had only been 

theoretical scenarios that I thought the church might have to face at some point. But 

suddenly it felt like it [restrictions on religious freedom] would happen soon». 

 

She also expressed another concern that many of the other informants also shared with her; 

concern for the next generation of conservative Christians. Informant 1 asked: «How would it 

be to raise a child in a society where you can get in trouble with the authorities if you raise it 

according to a view of life you are convinced is right?» Informant 2 put it like this:  

 

«I started to worry about a potential ban on SOCE and how it would affect our 

Christian congregations. Suddenly one could be punished for something one has 

always believed is right.».  

 

171 p.318. 
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None of the informants reflected upon the limitations on religious freedom. At the same time, 

freedom of religion is, as they said themselves, a right that they have not given much thought 

to, as they have all felt free to exercise their religion as they please for as long as they can 

remember. This is, as Informant 1 pointed out, the first time these informants have faced a 

potential threat to their religious freedom; at least one that is noticeable to them. That they 

have not given too much thought to the restrictions on religious freedom as it is manifested, 

might be a consequence of the fact that they have not reflected upon religious freedom from a 

legal perspective. 

 

Even so, Informant 4 highlighted that «freedom of speech and the Norwegian Equality and 

Discrimination Act ensures that both Christians and homosexuals can live their lives as they 

please». She referred to the Equality and Discrimination Act mentioned in Chapter 2 and 

made the point that discrimination goes both ways in that Christians are also subject to 

discrimination and therefore should be protected just as much as sexual minorities. A similar 

point has been made by Ravitch173, who believes it would benefit both groups if they 

recognized they were fighting for the same right: the right to not be discriminated against. 

But, as illustrated in Chapter 2, it is not always that simple, as the two freedoms seem to 

collide in certain cases. Here, Informant 4 was of the opinion that the Norwegian society as a 

whole has already chosen who should be given greater credence in such a conflict of rights: 

«It seems like most people accept the fact that protection of homosexuals is given more 

weight than protection of Christians. That makes me a bit frustrated».  

 

This feeling of bias from the authorities and the majority of the Norwegian population which 

Informant 4 expressed is also reflected through the other informants’ answers. This serves as a 

confirmation of the previous statement from Special Rapporteur Bielefeldt on how religion is 

not just a matter of privacy but also involves community life, relations with others and 

expectations of those in charge.174 In a country like Norway, where religion is often perceived 

as a private matter, it is quite paradoxically to observe the expectations some of the 

informants have in the form of protection from the state and support from the rest of society. 

At the same time, they were also very clear that sexual minorities as a group needs protection 

and should have the same rights as them – as was illustrated when they talked about their 

values.  
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4.1.3 Values and attitudes 

As Fagan175 argues, «a great many of our values and beliefs exert a profound influence on 

how we engage in the public domain». Most of the informants also appeared to think that 

religion serves as a guide for individual virtue, rather than having a fundamental public role. 

A majority also said that they understand and respect those who do not see themselves as 

Christians or do not believe in what the Bible says about homosexuality – and do not choose 

to live their lives according to those words. They also understand that Norwegian society, 

based on secular legislation, allows for same-sex marriages and does not accept any 

discrimination of someone based on their sexual orientation. Informant 7 for example said: «I 

do not think that what the Bible says about homosexuality should be normative for the 

Norwegian society». It is quite conspicuous that this is the way the informants choose to 

argue, and it is similar to the already mentioned findings by social scientist Williams. He 

found that opponents of a homosexual lifestyle in the US today are more likely to stress 

protection of religious freedom to consider homosexuality a sin, whereas a few decades ago 

Christian conservatives were mainly concerned with promoting «family values» throughout 

society as a whole when they opposed a homosexual lifestyle or LGBT rights.176 None of my 

informants talked about family or traditional values when I asked them about their most 

important values. They talked about freedom of religion, freedom of speech and freedom of 

conscience and emphasized that they did not want to force their beliefs on others. 

 

This shift in argumentation also touch upon political philosopher Isaiah Berlin’s distinction 

between positive and negative liberty. Negative liberty refers to «an area within which a man 

can act unobstructed by others»177 and therefore is usually a statement about the rights and 

responsibilities of others. Positive liberty refers to rights and responsibilities of the self – the 

desire for self-government or as Isaiah puts it «the wish on the part of the individual to be his 

own master».178 On this note, Williams makes the argument that the conservative Christian 

activists in the 1970’s and 80’s wanted positive liberty: they wanted the state to intervene in 

the lives of gays and lesbians by, for example, making sure they did not have children in order 

to protect «family values». But now, his perception, which is backed up by my findings, is 

that conservative Christians want negative liberty as «a personal zone of freedom in which the 

state must not act, regardless of the consequences on the individual».179 That personal zone 

seems to be extensive in terms of my informants’ perception of it. By avoiding the state, they 

also avoid the consequence that might mean being forced to act contrary to their 
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consciousness. While Williams uses the Miller v. Davis case as an example of this, one can 

also use the example of my informants’ justification for particular forms of SOCE, that will 

be illustrated in the next section. 

 

4.1.4 Homosexuality and SOCE 

The criteria for being interviewed for this study was a view that homosexuality is a profound 

sin. All informants were indeed clear about this view in the interviews, but some of them 

seemed to find it more challenging to hold this belief than others. It was important for most of 

them to emphasize that having homosexual feelings is not a sin in itself. Informant 3 put it 

like this:  

 

«There is a difference between having a sexual orientation and choosing to freely 

express that sexual orientation. I stick to what the Bible says about it, but at the same 

time I have to acknowledge that I do not really know how it feels». 

 

Informant 5 was the informant that seemed to have spent most time considering the question 

of homosexuality and found it most difficult to come to terms with. He put it like this: 

 

«I have been looking for loopholes because I find it so hard. I have a co-worker that 

once said that he wished those verses did not exist in the Bible. I follow him on that 

because I feel emotionally obliged to think the same. It becomes particularly ironic 

when we talk about conscience. Because my conscience drags me in two different 

directions – both that it is right and that it is wrong». 

 

Still, he said that the more he examines the Bible the clearer he thinks it gets that marriage 

should be between man and woman. Informant 5 said this is an especially tough opinion to 

have because «it can be experienced as a degradation of homosexual lives». Therefore, he 

tries not to talk about it too much – also because he does not see it as crucial for whether you 

can call yourself a Christian or not: 

 

«I have never experienced having a fruitful conversation about homosexuality with 

non-Christians. No one has ever changed their mind and agreed with my conservative 

view. Therefore, it does not seem particularly constructive to go into these debates. I 

think it is okay that some people take these discussions to the public, but I hope that 

the purpose is not for people to agree on homosexuality – because that is a lost cause». 

 

Some informants were more confident in their argumentation. Informant 6 said that he 

believes it is not good for anyone to be part of a same-sex relationship. His major point also 

reflects the majority of the other informants takes on sexual orientation:  
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«Feelings do not define who we are, and never will. But they can lie to us and trick us. 

I do not believe that these are feelings we are born with. I believe that it is something 

that occurs during the course of life and there can be different reasons for why they 

occur. It could be that you as a young boy had some feminine traits and were called a 

«faggot» at school. At some point you might have heard it so many times that you 

started to believe the bullies and define yourself based on their perception». 

 

Though none of the other informants formulated themselves as Informant 6 when they 

explained their take on homosexuality, all of them except Informant 7, were clear that your 

feelings do not define who you are, and identity is not based on sexual orientation. Informant 

1 put it like this:  

 

«Identity is a social construction. Sexual orientation as an identity marker is a 

relatively new phenomenon. I do not believe that sexual orientation is as stable as it 

may seem. We experience sexual orientation as stable because we constructed it that 

way. I believe sexual orientation is a lot more fluid and undecided». 

 

Informant 2 said almost the exact same thing: «There is a discourse in our society that tells us 

that sexual orientation equals identity. I principally disagree with that. Your relationship with 

God is more important for your identity than your sexual orientation». This correlates with the 

paradox of how both defenders of SOCE and the LGBT movement see sexuality as something 

fluid and changeable. As mentioned in Chapter 3, somewhat ironically, these two seemingly 

opposing ideological movements share this common perception of sexuality. There is one 

very important difference though: the fact that conservative Christians believe that only 

heterosexuality is the right sexuality to act on. 

 

All informants seemed to believe that one has a choice when it comes to sexual orientation, at 

a minimum one has a choice over whether or not to act on it. This naturally also has an impact 

on how the informants view different forms of SOCE. As mentioned in Chapter 3, as long as 

one has not managed to fully explain the cause of homosexuality, the practice of SOCE 

continues to rely on the same premise: that homosexuality can be changed.180 This is also the 

argument that some of my informants turned to when they gave their thoughts on different 

forms of SOCE. When I asked the informants about SOCE I asked them what they thought 

about the different forms of conversion therapy like prayer and spiritual counseling which aim 

to help a person avoid expressing their sexual orientation. Informants 2 and 6 were the only 
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ones who had heard concrete testimonies from people that had experienced a change in their 

sexuality after they had received help in their congregation. They were quite unclear on what 

kind of help this involved, but none of them believed that prayer could be enough. Informant 

2 said she thought people experienced the change because they found a place (the 

congregation) where they could talk about how they felt and where someone listened to them 

and shared with them «who God created them to be». She also said she thought there were 

different factors that made it happen and emphasized that it was «a long process». Informant 6 

seemed quite convinced that one had to get help figuring out «what needs that were not met 

and to ask for God’s help to figure it out in practical ways». As an example of something that 

could «help», he mentioned «bowling with other boys so that one could experience a loving 

community and be seen». 

 

Considering the paradox on how one views sexual orientation and identity, it is important to 

understand that most scholars agree that sexual identity is multidimensional in that it varies 

both «individually and within different sociocultural and historical milieus».181 The 

aforementioned researcher Fjelstrom highlights how participants of different forms of SOCE 

dissociated from their inner feelings in order to adopt «a different identity». Even though the 

participants’ inner feelings did not change, they reported themselves as heterosexual at some 

point in their SOCE experience. According to Fjelstrom, even though SOCE claims to assist 

individuals in manifesting their authentic selves, the efforts end up dissociating the SOCE 

participants from their authentic selves. He argues that the most significant negative impact of 

SOCE is «a derailment of the individual’s personal journey of discovery and development».182 

At the same time, Fjelstrom states that individuals who are in conflict about their same-sex 

attractions should be treated with respect and self-determination. 

 

My informants also stressed respect and self-determination for those who experience same-

sex attractions but who are convinced it is wrong. This was also the argumentation most of 

them used when they argued a ban on SOCE in Norway is a bad idea. They were all positive 

towards the efforts made by pastors, priests, and congregation members in helping someone 

not act on their sexual preferences, through prayer and/or spiritual counseling. The majority of 

them also distinctly dissociated with SOCE that aims to change someone’s sexual orientation 

and emphasized that these kinds of efforts are already prohibited in Norway through various 

legislation. Informant 1 said she thought spiritual counseling might be just what people need 

when they experience feelings that do not correlate with their religious beliefs. She said the 
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only thing that would be prohibited with a ban on SOCE that is not already forbidden, would 

be «to claim something else than the majority’s take on sexual orientation». 

 

Informant 7 was the only informant that clearly acknowledged that one’s sexual orientation is 

a part of one’s identity and persona. He also said he does not agree with those Christians who 

say that sexual orientation is something one chooses. But he clearly considered homosexuality 

a sin and thought SOCE should depend on the motive behind the efforts and who takes the 

initiative to undertake it. He said it should not be a religious leader initiating prayer or 

spiritual counseling for someone who struggles with their sexual orientation – but that it 

should be the person wanting help. He also said that those who want help in these situations 

should be protected: «The rights of homosexuals who do not want to freely express their 

sexual orientation should be protected in the same way as those who want to freely express 

these feelings».  

 

4.1.5 Identity and self 

Except from Informant 7 all informants said that they did not believe sexual orientation is 

necessarily an important feature of someone’s identity. On the other hand, when I asked them 

about faith and Christianity and how important that was to their identity the tone was rather 

different. Informant 2 put it like this: «My identity has everything to do with my faith». The 

other informants were also clear that their faith was closely linked to their identity. Fagan and 

the aforementioned legal scholar Pearson have pointed to religion as a fundamental part of 

one’s identity and confirmed the way the informants feel about their faith and self. This has 

also been one of the main arguments for protecting people’s freedom of religion since it is so 

fundamentally attached to a person’s being. As Pearson183 puts it: «For many religious 

believers it may be nonsensical to attempt to divide religious experience into a privately 

religious and publicly non-religious identity». At the same time, the identity argument is just 

as fundamental when protecting the rights of LGBT people. To say that one’s sexual 

orientation is not necessarily an important feature of one’s identity is an opinion one is 

allowed to have, but the fact is all human rights and other legal doctrines are built on what is 

called «gender identity» or «sexual identity».184 To some people, their sexual orientation is 

just as important to their identity as their faith, or lack of it. 

 

The English philosopher Stephen Law has written that «identity» is an ambiguous term. He 

also has an interesting take on religious and conscientious objections which people seem to 

blame on their identity-involving religious character: «Are the moral judgments of the 
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religious thereby more identity-involving than those of the non-religious? If not, then the 

identity-involving character of such judgments provides no basis for giving extra weight to 

the conscientious objections of the religious over the non-religious».185 Law’s take on the 

conflict between LGBT rights and religious rights is that he does not find a good argument for 

giving the religious conscience a more privileged treatment because it is more identity-related 

than other conscience objections. He does not say one should not take these deep 

commitments seriously, but he finds it hard to see why religion should get what he sees as 

«special treatment».186 Law’s argument is relevant to this thesis because it challenges the 

informants’ take that religion is more identity-related than sexual orientation. It is not within 

the scope of this thesis to determine whether this is correct or not, but it is important to note 

that many people would disagree – and a state certainly does not have to agree with it. The 

state is obliged, though, to compromise between those groups that have different opinions on 

this subject so that none of them suffer under limitations – as long as their views do not harm 

other human beings. It is also important to understand the informants’ take on the subject. 

Considering the fact that they view sexual orientation as something not so important to one’s 

identity, it is not really that hard to understand why they support some forms of SOCE. Or, 

the other way around; it is not so hard to understand why they have to consider sexual 

orientation as less important for someone’s identity as long as they see it as a sin to freely 

express same-sex orientation. 

 

So far, the discussion of the findings has illustrated what societal and religious contexts the 

informants put themselves into. When it comes to how they see themselves in a broader 

context, it became quite evident the informants felt misunderstood or wrongfully represented 

in some way or another in a wider societal and political context. Informant 1 said that she 

feels like «an animal in the zoo» and like «a weird outcast that is doing something that 

everyone else has stopped doing». Informant 6 said he feels his attitudes are represented as 

«awful, unnecessary and old-fashioned» in the public debate in Norway. The informants all 

feel like discussions and conversations with non-religious or more «liberal» Christians end the 

moment they say they see homosexuality as a sin. They feel like they get dismissed. 

 

At the same time as they feel misunderstood and wrongfully perceived in the larger societal 

context, the informants reported feeling safe and comfortable in their own religious 

communities. Informant 1 said that in her congregation they talked about how it is to have a 

view on things that differ from the majority’s view and how to live with that: «Our pastor is 

eager to empower us to stand firm in a society with several different opinions», she said. 
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Some of the reflections the informants offered when they were asked about their congregation 

and community demonstrates quite well what Fagan argues about the depth to which religious 

communities can influence people’s very sense of self.187 Most of the informants seemed to 

perceive themselves as fundamentally connected to their religious commitments. 

 

Fagan argues that «human identity is not constructed through a succession of radically 

existential individual choices». How we continuously interact with others has an effect on 

who we become; he argues.188 Though it has been argued above that conservative Christians 

have shifted their argumentation against a homosexual lifestyle towards a more personal, 

individualistic argumentation, Fagan is quite clear that human rights cannot be reduced to 

satisfy a collection of individual desires. As mentioned in Chapter 2.1, he believes that we are 

fundamentally influenced by our surrounding social conditions – and not just our actual lives 

but also how we choose to evaluate others’ lives.189 So even though my informants, and 

conservative Christians in the US190, seem to argue from a more personal religious freedom-

perspective, they cannot completely dissociate themselves from their religious communities 

and commitments and how they are influenced by them. The «self» that my informants 

referred to throughout the interviews is quite expansive. They defined themselves through 

their friends, through their congregation and through occurrences in the media and public 

debate. Their religious lifestyle also defines who they are outside of their religious 

communities. 

 

Fagan’s main argument is that human rights are not committed to «the conservative objective 

of reinforcing existing social relations for their own sake» or to support an individual’s 

continuing membership of a cultural and political community. He thinks human rights «offer 

the opportunity for individuals to extend upon, revise or even radically transform existing 

identities».191 Fagan believes that «simply seeking to afford individuals and communities the 

opportunity to imprison themselves within their own «gated communities» avoids, rather than 

confronts, the challenge of diversity». He therefore argues that «while we may continue to 

refuse to endorse the specific value commitments and choices of others», we nevertheless 

have to recognize «the basic humanity we all share».192 A majority of my informants seemed 

to agree with this final argument as they emphasized the «human dignity» of all people when 

talking about the subject. At the same time, they all seemed to find themselves in some sort of 
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a «gated community». In one way or another, this seems to make it challenging for a majority 

of them to fully accept the fact that others may value identity-relating characters different 

from them. This stands out as one of the main findings of the study. 

 

4.1.6 Concluding remarks 

The aim of this case study was to figure out why conservative Christians feel their religious 

freedom is threatened by a potential ban on SOCE. The findings discussed above have clearly 

demonstrated that there is a concern among conservative Christians in Norway that their 

religious freedom is under pressure as Norwegian lawmakers discuss a ban on conversion 

therapy. They all fear a «worst-case scenario» where the authorities through such a ban would 

dictate that one cannot preach conservative views on same-sex relationships in Norwegian 

congregations. This concern probably has to do with the fact that they are currently used to 

enjoying religious freedom to a great extent, not to mention also because of the fact that 

Norway has officially been a Christian country for a thousand years. When the state then 

signals the possible erection of boundaries on that freedom, it may feel like a major intrusion 

and probably a snub on the original social pact between the state and Christian communities 

in Norway, which have traditionally been afforded so much freedom. It is not that hard to 

understand why the informants may feel scorned by such a development. The feeling of 

powerlessness that some of the informants expressed might, at some point, lead to a need for 

some kind of protest. It is through these junctures that value conflicts, like the ones we see 

developing at a rapid speed in the US, occur. 

 

Considering the fact that Article 18(1) of the ICCPR which provides the right to hold a belief 

cannot be limited or suspended, it is a very unlikely scenario that Norwegian lawmakers 

would go to such an extent in a ban on SOCE. But even as a state cannot put restrictions on 

others’ right to hold a religious belief, neither can it assure people that they will not be 

challenged for holding certain beliefs which differ from the majority’s beliefs or opinions. 

The state of Norway can though, according to IHRL, the national Penal Code and the Equality 

and Discrimination Act, prohibit offending language towards vulnerable minorities, as was 

the outcome of the aforementioned Bratterud case. It is also important to remember that a 

potential ban on SOCE would limit peoples’ right to manifest one’s religion as it is stated in 

Article 18(3) of the ICCPR, but that the state is allowed to do so as long as it meets the 

criteria considering protecting public safety, order, health or morals or the fundamental rights 

and freedoms of others – as prescribed by law. The review of SOCE in Chapter 3 made it 

clear that such restrictions could be met considering the consequences these efforts have in 

terms of LGBT peoples’ right to not be discriminated against. An offer to help, extended by 

for example a pastor of a congregation to those who have unwanted sexual attractions, 

therefore has to be free from discriminating attitudes towards LGBT people. What the 

lawmakers of Norway now have to figure out is whether that is possible. 
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The findings discussed above have illustrated that religion and religious freedom are 

fundamental identity-carriers for the informants. Furthermore, they argue from an individual 

perception of religious freedom, but they are all affected by the collective dimensions of their 

faith. This in turn affects their perception of self. In this way, the findings also demonstrate 

the complex relationship between religious freedom and others’ rights and have shown that 

the informants feel like their right to religious freedom should weigh just as heavily as LGBT 

people’s right to not be discriminated against. If a potential ban on SOCE was to change that 

dynamic it seems likely that they would lose trust in the authorities. It is hard to say what the 

consequences of such a development would mean, but if one looks to the US one sees that 

SOCE bans have led to two main developments: better protection of the LGBT community 

(and especially LGBT youth) but also a backlash in terms of LGBT rights in several states 

where religious conservatives have felt threatened by these implementations and introduced 

laws that go further in protection of religiously held discriminatory beliefs. 

 

5 Conclusion 

This thesis has addressed several pressing issues surrounding sexual and religious freedom 

and the potential clashes between them with a primary focus on SOCE. To answer the first 

research question about what is at stake as Norwegian legislators discuss a potential ban on 

SOCE, Chapter 2 presented relevant theory on the subject, demonstrating that freedom of 

religion and the right to non-discrimination are fundamental rights – but with limitations – 

and sometimes they contradict each other. Chapter 3 illustrated that SOCE still occurs in 

various forms and to different extents. It also showed that SOCE poses clear human rights 

challenges that can have fatal consequences for the individuals involved. At the same time, it 

also illustrated potential challenges of banning the practice when reflecting on, in particular, 

religious freedom, but also how existing bans in the US can end up threatening the rights of 

LGBT people, relying on arguments based on innateness, immutability and lack of choice.193 

This also happens through political backlash to attempts at strengthening laws that protect 

religious peoples’ right to hold discriminatory beliefs. 

 

Chapter 4 answered parts of the first research question by considering what is at stake for 

conservative Christians’ rights and perceptions of the society around them especially on the 

issue of a potential ban on SOCE. It has also answered the second research question asking 

why conservative Christians feel their religious freedom is threatened by a potential ban. The 

small case study showed that there is concern among conservative Christians in Norway over 

their human rights, as a potential ban is being discussed, and that this concern mainly has to 
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do with their freedom of conscience and religion. The case study also illustrated the 

complexity of religious identity and how the informants perceive their own and others’ key 

aspects of identity. The fact that most of the informants seem to think religion is more 

identity-involving than sexual orientation and that their perception of homosexuality is first 

and foremost a private belief without consequences for wider society, can both explain why 

they can support some forms of SOCE and why they think a ban on the practice would serve 

as a threat. A threat not just to their own religious and conscientious freedom, but particularly 

to those who struggle with unwanted sexual attractions and want help. 

 

All the chapters have in some way or another demonstrated that values are largely 

experienced as subjectively and individually – even though they have a clear collective 

dimension in terms of the consequences of how we perceive and shape the society around us. 

It is in the absence of such an agreement about values that the state becomes the bearer of 

social order «through the rules it enforces by its various sanctions».194 Therefore, the 

legislators of Norway have to think carefully about how a ban on SOCE would affect peoples’ 

right to hold a religious belief. Though one can argue that SOCE mainly affects the right to 

manifest one’s religion – a right that can be restricted if the requirements are met – this thesis 

has shown that there is also a concern that the ban will end up affecting one’s right to hold 

certain beliefs. I therefore maintain that implementation of such a ban would be unwise if this 

was to be a consequence.  

 

The purpose of this thesis has been to demonstrate what is at stake, in terms of sexual and 

religious freedom, as a ban on SOCE is being discussed in Norway. The thesis has shown that 

the discussion of a potential ban on SOCE in Norway is becoming another complex challenge 

in terms of the theory and practice of human rights and particularly the one considering «the 

claim that an individual’s religious faith justifies their action in a discriminatory manner 

towards others on the grounds of these others’ sexual orientation».195 It has shown that the 

debate about SOCE in Norway and the US has become a deep value conflict between two 

different groups fighting for two different, yet very similar rights. I hope legal, political and 

social scholars continue to examine these issues. In particular, the extent, form and 

consequences of SOCE, more thoroughly than the scope of this thesis has allowed it to. 

Concerning this, Powell and Stein’s196 concluding argument cannot be emphasized enough: 

«Attraction to people of the same sex, whether inborn, changeable, or chosen, does not reflect 

disease or defect and should not serve as the basis of discrimination». It is a state’s 

responsibility to make sure this does not happen. 
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