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owens:  Let’s start off with the minaret 
law itself. What is it? How it was passed 
and what practical effects has it had?

scherzinger:  Since the referendum 
was passed, it has become an official 
amendment with the power of the consti-
tution. Article 72 has three parts discuss-
ing the church and state. One says it’s the 
task of the states (cantons) themselves to 
regulate the relation between church and 
state. The second one says that it’s also 
the task of the state itself to preserve the 
religious peace in Switzerland. The third 
now declares that the construction of 
minarets is prohibited.

owens:  There is no other explanatory 
language?

scherzinger:  No. It’s more or less a 
formulation.

owens:  Can you discuss the process by 
which the referendum took place?

scherzinger:  Around 2007 it start-
ed—as every referendum does—with a 
collection of signatures. During that time 
there was prior controversy about the con-
struction of minarets, centering on the 
plans of three different mosques to build 
minarets. These controversies sparked 
greater legal debates.

In Wangen, complaints against plans for 
a minaret caused the municipality to ban 
its construction. The debate continued 

when the community appealed the pro-
hibition in Swiss courts, which overruled 
the prohibition and sanctioned the con-
struction of the minaret. This minaret 
was built in early 2009, exactly at the 
time when the campaign for the vote was 
going on. The vote was scheduled for the 
29th of November, when the referendum 
was finally passed.

owens:  When a minaret is constructed, 
is it necessarily true that the call to prayer 
will be issued from the minaret or can 
it simply be an architectural symbol of 
Islam?

scherzinger:  The discussion about 
muezzin actually always came from the 
outside. It was part of the legal rulings, 

in Wangen for example, that the commu-
nity could build a minaret, but was not by 
that fact allowed to have a call for prayer. 
However, it wasn’t actually in the plans 
for the project itself.

owens:  Minarets themselves aren’t 
exactly a threatening aspect of Islam, 
especially if the call to prayer wasn’t at 
issue. Why was it that the minaret was 
chosen as a symbol of Islam as opposed 
to, say, the burqa, as happened in other 
parts of Europe? Were there social, cul-
tural, or legal situations that encouraged 
this approach rather than the others?

scherzinger:  There are two parts. 
One is the larger discussion going on 
about the construction in Wangen and 
the ensuing legal debates and processes 
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and a sign that they want to rule over the 
country. Of course, it is easier to combat 
something concrete, like the minaret, 
rather than a case where a Muslim family 
doesn’t allow their kid to go swimming 
[which caused an earlier controversy in 
Switzerland].

owens:  Who first sponsored the refer-
endum and who are the people who voted 
for it? What was the role of religious orga-
nizations throughout this whole process?

scherzinger:  The referendum sprung 
partially from a small group of about 16 
politicians in the Swiss Peoples’ Party. 
The Swiss Peoples’ Party is a right-ori-
ented nationalistic party in Switzerland 
that has become increasingly strong in 
the last 30 years. There was also anoth-
er small party, called the Confederate 
Democratic Union. They are closer to 
the evangelical Christians and openly 
discuss the Christian foundations in 
Switzerland and Swiss society.

These small groups succeeded in making 
the referendum formally valid. They got 
the signatures and, during the following 
campaign, the whole Swiss People’s Party 
actually stood behind the referendum 
and lent it their strength.

owens:  What did the Islamic commu-
nity, the national church and the Catho-
lics have to say about the referendum?

scherzinger:  Basically, all against the 
referendum. Overall, the idea of a ban 
was rejected before the actual political 
debate about the ban even started. There 
were statements from all over the place—
the Catholic Church, various Protestants, 
Jewish organizations, Muslim commu-
nities—dismissing the referendum. The 
Swiss Council of Religion, founded in 
2005 by the major churches and religious 
communities in Switzerland, released a 
paper stating that thinking about religion 



3

http://www.bc.edu/content/bc/centers/boisi.html
http://www.bc.edu/content/bc/centers/boisi.html
http://www.bc.edu/content/bc/centers/boisi.html
mailto:publife@bc.edu
https://twitter.com/boisi_center
http://bc.edu/boisi-resources
http://www.bc.edu/content/bc/centers/boisi/resources/q_and_as.html
http://www.facebook.com/boisicenter
http://twitter.com/boisi_center

