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ABSTRACT: Free Speech as Et hical Speech in Islam : an 
ant hropological perspect ive.

In this paper we situate the question of free speech and 
its relation to the Islamic tradition in comparative and 
historical context, drawing on recent work within 
anthropology. While current debates about the limits of 
free speech are often framed as an opposition between 
Islamic versus secular liberal notions, we identify their 
shared genealogies. We further argue that any such 
debate must address the question of free speech within 
Muslim communities as well as between them and 
non-Muslim societies.

Modern liberal Western notions of free speech have a 
deeper history. Philosopher Michel Foucault traced them 
back to the ancient Greek concept of parrhesia ? speaking 
truth to power. Candid speech to powerful figures was a 
form of ethical speech, performed with the intent of 
shaping their conduct, with corresponding risks. 
Contemporary ideas of free speech have been 
transformed in characteristically modern ways, but retain 
in some measure this notion of ethical exhortation in the 
form of critique.

Ethical speech is important in the Islamic tradition too. 
Religious sermons and lessons are forms of ethical 
speech, intended to help shape their listeners into better 
Muslims. The duty of Muslims to ?command right and 
forbid wrong? (al-amr bi-l-ma?ruf wa-l-nahy min al-munkar) 
is not only intended to help others become more virtuous 
in everyday life, but may also take the form of speaking 
truth to power ? including within the Muslim community. 
There are many examples of religious scholars who have 
spoken out against injustice and been punished for it. The 
purpose, conditions and limits of this duty have thus been 
extensively debated within the Islamic tradition, as they 
have in the liberal tradition.

Our discussion is informed by our ethnographic research 
within a Twelver Shi?i Muslim community in the UK. The 
community enjoys a wealth of sermons and lessons, 
widely disseminated through YouTube and social media. 
Despite the liberality in quantity and scope of this 
pedagogical discourse, however, attitudes towards it are 
not laissez-faire. Rather, use of ?the pulpit? (minbar), which 
is the key location and symbol of this discourse, is 
carefully regulated. Those whose speech is deemed too 
risky to the community?s piety are barred from the pulpit, 
a practice that has become frequent enough to provoke 
considerable debate within the community. Freedom of 
speech is thus a matter of controversy within the 
community as well as outside of it.
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ABSTRACT:  Aut hor it ar ian or  Aut hor it at ive: Resolving 
t he Free Speech Tensions bet ween Secular  and 
Religious Higher  Educat ion

Empirical research analysing the lived experiences of 
Muslims often shows a one-sided narrative about gender 
relations, intra and inter-faith relations, and societal 
relations. In seeking to reduce the impact of such 
discourse I speak from a secular position, and also with 
understanding of the Islamic seminary but with full 
awareness of the limitations of both epistemological 
approaches. Accusations are often brought against the 
reputed hegemony of such approaches by the ?other? side 
and this adversarial position creates an unfortunate and 
self-defeating binary. Antagonisms are created between 
social conservatism and social liberalism, each 
exaggerated by use of decontextualized argument.

This situation is exacerbated by current right wing populist 
debates around free speech: freedom of expression is 
often presented in another counterproductive binary as 
either a libertarian right or as an extreme risk 
(Scott-Baumann and Perfect 2021). In order to break the 
hegemony of this secular device, it is necessary to consult 
Islamic thinkers and ethical experts, such as Kamali and 
Rabb and El Fadl. Yet immediately we are faced with 
different approaches to free speech within modern Islamic 
thought.

It may be argued that the seminary education of young 
men and young women is a necessary but not sufficient 
qualification for leading the British Muslim community 
(Mukadam et al 2010). It may equally be argued that a 
secular education is neither a necessary nor a sufficient 
condition to prepare young British citizens, whether 
Muslim or not, for adult life. There are many ways in which 
the situation could be improved for all parties: authentic 
collaboration between universities and seminaries is 
happening to a certain extent, as we see in the case of Al 
Mahdi and Birmingham University. Yet safe and critical 
debate happens increasingly rarely, partly due to three 
phenomena: state managed initiatives such as Prevent, 
the counter terror initiative; the populist impulses 
described above and thirdly our inability to control social 
media and its competing platforms for ?truth.? Kamali 
argues that discovering truth and upholding human 
dignity are the two fundamental goals of free speech, with 
truth trumping dignity in difficult times (Kamali 9). Yet the 
idea of truth remains to be debated honestly in multivocal 
societies like Britain and will doubtless provide competing 
truths, so I will demonstrate how the complementarity of 
fundamental truths can be achieved.
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