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The history of man is a history of his liberation from both the internal and the external forces that tend to
enslave him. This history is not a uniform process. There is no such thing as an uninterrupted
progression towards more and more freedom from one century to another. As we look at history, we look
at longer periods of slavery and very brief periods of freedom. It all depends upon which criterion we
have in view to regard one or another period of history as more or less free.

For instance, our times are an expression of vast freedom from bondage to nature in terms of victory
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over physical distance and also with respect to the highly developed aids to our senses and calculative
powers, but it is also a period of enslavement of man by structures and systems which are intricate,
massive and ever-growing in their grip over both the private and the collective life of a man.

Human history is thereby a vastly varying ratio of freedom and slavery. If man is free in one sphere there
is no certainty that he will be equally free in other spheres of life. The overall situation is of a two-fold
imbalance: a social imbalance wherein only a few are free and the majority is not, and a spiritual
imbalance wherein the majority is materially free but internally a slave to uncertainty and fear.

What is freedom? The straightforward procedure is to define freedom from a material point of view, and
this is what concerns the majority of the human race which is still, in spite of such a massive
advancement of science and technology (we notice in the West), a victim of poverty, degradation and
exploitation. This immediately introduces the fact of regional imbalance which is the national and cultural
expression of the social imbalance we have already mentioned.

Both the facts, of imbalance in material freedom from poverty, and suffering due to starvation and
disease, and crude forms of exploitation (such as slavery, bonded labor, and low wages on a global
scale), and also imbalance of material freedom within one society which is backward but tolerates
extremes of wealth in the hands of a few, and stark poverty for the millions, are interlinked because they
are the consequences of a system which exploits many for the benefit of the few.

Why the few regard themselves as justified in exploiting the many is not a material factor but an
ideological one which is a complex unity of certain forms of self-definitions in terms of race, class and
community.

The straightforward procedure to define freedom from a material viewpoint is thus made difficult. The
most concrete forms of the lack of freedom are functions of highly complex and un-concrete forms of a
rationality which again is not a straight thought-process to gain more and more efficiency to control the
majority for a particular set of tangible gains.

This rationality is a response of the few who control and exploit certain fears they possess deep within
themselves. These fears are many, and vary in their intensity depending upon the cultural strength of the
group in question. What interests us here is that all those who appear to be free in the material terms are
slaves to fears which they cannot handle on a materialistic plane.

What is intriguing in this process is what one who deprives the other of his freedom should be a slave
himself in a more tragic sense, namely, that his material freedom is a veil over his real slavery. We
therefore correct the view we expressed at the outset regarding social and spiritual imbalance
concerning the distribution of freedom both in the world as a whole and also within individual societies. In
fact, there is no such thing as an imbalance.

The majority which lacks material freedom is interlocked with a minority which is outwardly materially



free but inwardly as much as even more a slave to a vast body of free and uncertainty. There is a
symmetry between the outward lack of freedom on the part of the many and the inward lack of freedom
in the case of the few. Owing to this symmetry people suffer for very long periods in history without ever
trying to alter their material and psychological conditions.

Freedom is therefore freedom from both external want and internal fear. There have been four modes,
among others, of consciousness of freedom enveloping both the outward and the inward, and these
modes are available to every human community in the form of different ideas and symbols. Let us
examine them first in order to provide a broad-based introduction to the Islamic concept of freedom.

The first mode of consciousness of freedom enveloping both the outward and the inward was perceived
in the state of mind which could be described as an elated or intoxicated sense of one’s self-
experiencing freedom, courage, and total bliss. This state of mind was a passing flash or an artificially
induced condition through one sort of drug or another. In its nature this mode comes closer to certain
levels of experience in non-theistic meditation and contemplation as well.

The charm of this mode of freedom lies in the liberation of self from its social and economic identity and
momentary victory over internal uncertainties and fears. After these states are gone the individual re-
enters his society as a slave of his social and economic condition and without any basic alteration in the
inner structure of himself. All societies possess this mode of consciousness of freedom without making it
an integral part of their society or psychology.

This mode is worth mentioning because it fulfills our criterion that freedom in the real sense should
include both the external and the internal. But it is a deficient mode because it is first on the level of
feeling which does not last long: secondly, it is at the mercy of external inducements, and above all, it
lacks a worldview that involves freedom as a conscious value.

As soon as man became conscious and determined to enquire into the true nature of what was so
intensely true in terms of a momentary glimpse of freedom through a sudden flash or artificially induced
state of mind, he developed three other modes of reflection on freedom. They were:

(a) agnostic,

(b) monistic, and

(c) theistic.

The agnostic mode of thought can be further differentiated into a philosophical mode which is open to a
monistic or theistic development and a psychological mode which is consciously atheistic. The former,
namely, the philosophical, was what the Hellenistic school of thought came to be, and the principle which
united the Platonic, Aristotelian, and Plotinian systems was that true freedom lay in man’s liberation from
his baser self and his ascent to a spiritual level.



What distinguished man from animals was his reason, and what distinguished him as such was also the
means of his salvation. Hence, purification and perfection of reason became the basic condition of
human freedom. Only a philosopher, in the platonic sense of the word, was a free man.

Plato was perhaps the first person in history who knew that a free individual was possible only in a just
society. Hence, he proposed his ideal republic which continued to inspire all those who, like Plato,
dreamed of an ideal social condition to nurture freedom and justice.

The agnostic mode of reflection on freedom took a psychological form in Buddhism which identified
desire as the root cause of all suffering. Desire is a consequence of the attachment to things, and the
basis of this desiring is located in a false self-consciousness that there is such a thing as a desiring soul
(atma).

The Buddhistic thought, particularly through its great exponent, Nagarjuna (2nd cent, A.D.), offers a totally
new perspective to come out of the traditional dilemma of soul or no-soul, and suggested that there was
only a dialectical basis for holding one view as against the other.

Whereas in a state of nirvana (which was true freedom) all discourse ceases, for discourse required the
duality of subject and object, self and not-self; and when such a state was reached, one was free from
all suffering. One ceases to be an actor and becomes a stage. The implications of the Buddhistic
perspective for philosophy in general are yet not fully worked out, but within the context of the
Upanishadic philosophy of self-knowledge the Buddhistic conception of freedom was a highly
revolutionary idea and was recognized as such.

As we turn into the Upanishads, we are completely exposed to a thorough monism, the doctrine of a
unity or oneness of being. All reality, both sensible and intelligible, is one. There is no such thing as one
self-confronting other selves and each confronting a not-self. What is real is the Self, eternal, self-
subsisting, partaking of all and yet independent of all. From the point of view of our concerns with
freedom, what interest us here is the way in which the Upanishads handle the problem of fear. Fear
logically requires somebody or something other than one.

We fear something which, we believe, exists independently and is external to us. When fear is located
within ourselves, it is a case of deep conflict and alienation. We are in such cases both ourselves and
the other. The Upanishads resolve this problem by simply stating that there is no other: there is only
one, singular existence; and when this is realized, all fear is abolished.

The difference between the Upanishads and Buddhism seems to be this: that both reach a point of total
convergence about abolishing all dualism, except that Nagarjuna would not speak of one reality as a
necessary condition of moksha or nirvana. Let us immediately add that all this highly impressive
speculation on self and not-self and on freedom and bliss was not mere fantasy in the minds of a few
philosophers.



Both the world-view, Vedic and Buddhistic, influences millions of people through centuries. The only
objection which one may level against them is that they were indifferent to the structures of inequality
and oppression in the social and economic order, thus entirely neglecting the material framework of
freedom without which the spiritual quest is almost impossible for the majority of mankind.

But, this object us almost equally applicable to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, for they too, if not totally
neglectful, were inconsistent in their concern for social and economical justice.

The fourth mode of consciousness of freedom enveloping both the external and the internal dimensions
of man is the theistic, namely, that by consciously admitting and remembering that he is a slave to the
God of the heavens and of the earth and all that is in all the visible and the invisible, intelligible and
spiritual worlds, man is liberated from all bondage to men and things.

History of human freedom now becomes a history of the prophetic breakthrough, how each prophetic
moment was a moment of liberation from the false absolutes of race, nation, wealth and power. Within
this theistic liberation of mankind, we notice four strands.

(a) First is the process of becoming an individual: every prophet who was eventually given a commission
first became an individual with respect to his race and community and extricated himself either from a
pagan or a self-righteous conduct of his family or clan.

(b) Second was the lonely quest and withdrawal of both in the outward and in the interior of his self
which was at the same time a process of seeking community with the unseen and the spiritual.

(c) Third was the unpremeditated and sudden experience of transcendence in the form of a voice or
vision which overwhelms, transforms and informs the lonely seeker concerning a new dimension or
knowledge and imparts to him his prophetic vocation.

And (d) the fourth and final stage is of the return to his people in order to call them to a new awareness
and way of life which is like the first stage, namely, an individual versus his species, now, not
withdrawing from them, but confronting them to awaken and warn them.

What distinguishes the theistic-prophetic mode of consciousness of freedom from the Vedic and
Buddhistic modes is the concern of the former with four aspects of the question which are however
deducible from the Vedic and Buddhistic formulation but are not so explicitly and intensely stressed as in
the prophetic-theistic understanding.

First is the birth of the individual who cuts himself off from his group, withdraws from it, and goes on his
quest to relocate his individuality in a new world, both moral and spiritual. This is not the same thing as
the Indian preoccupation with self. Here, the individual man is the central concern. Freedom at this stage
implies the strength on the part of the individual to leave his society.

Second is the mysterious and bewildering prospect of the lonely quest within which the individual seeks



community with worlds, both invisible and unborn. He becomes the epitome of liberated humanity and of
the human potential to be free. Such an individual was Abraham in whom all nations became free, for he
was both a single individual and a plural humanity.

Unlike the Vedic and Buddhistic modes of consciousness of freedom the theistic-prophetic mode is
intensely occupied with the experience of transcendence, objectivity, and certitude, whose realization is
not from ‘within’ but from ‘outside’, and this is vastly consequential for its conception of freedom.

The experience of a transcendent and overwhelmingly powerful reality brings to the individual a total
sense of inadequacy, finitude and dependance. He loses his freedom before the freedom of the Almighty
God. This loss of freedom on the part of man, this entry into the servanthood of his total person before
God and this experience of being enveloped by a knowledge and might whose source and extent can
never fully know makes him an ‘abd’.

He becomes a free bashar as he cuts himself off from his community and goes on his quest. With the
experience of a reality that transcends him he turns from a bashar to an ‘abd of God. It is this ‘Abdiyya
as a source of both spiritual and historical freedom which is absent in the Indian philosophies of nirvana.

Furthermore, as a free slave (it is in this paradox that we discover the true significance of the theistic
mode of consciousness of freedom) nan enters his society to confront it, awaken it, and liberate it.
Whoever hears his call and follows him goes through the same double transformation –becoming free
vis-à-vis his former world and becoming a slave vis-à-vis the newly discovered and fully realized
awareness of a transcendent of God.

The Islamic conception of freedom is an example of the theistic mode of consciousness. To discuss
some of its basic features, we should now turn to the Qur’an which is a revelation of both insaniyya and
‘Abdiyya (the true humanity and the true servanthood of man). Unlike the Bible, the Qur’an is both
consistent and explicit on the question of both spiritual and historic freedom. The Qur’an deals with
freedom on a theological, mystic and social levels.

All these levels are inter-connected for they were all one in the person of the Prophet whose ministry
involved both the religious and the social transformation of man. With respect to the Qur’an, let us in the
first place refer to a very significant passage in the sura of Joseph:

اردُ الْقَهاحالْو هال ما رِقُونَ خَيتَفَرم اببراا نجالس باحا صي

“O my fellow-prisoners! Are divers lords better, or Allah the One, Almighty?” (12:39).

It is one of those verses in the Qur’an which contains a world of meaning, though the words employed to
convey it are few and simple. Consider the phrase ‘fellow prisoner’. Joseph is in prison along with two
other prisoners. They constitute a company which is representative of the world as a whole. Apparently,



they are all prisoners deprived of their freedom in its outward and social sense.

But is Joseph a prisoner in reality? With the awareness of the faith, he has in one Almighty Lord he is
inwardly free though a companion in prison with other prisoners. Is this not the case with all men and
women of God who outwardly share the tyranny of the social conditions they share with their fellow men
but are inwardly free, for their hearts are with God? Joseph turns the prison into a school: are diverse
lords better, or one, singular, All-powerful Lord?

He transforms the meaning of the word ‘prisoners’: it is not the material condition which imprisons man
but his inner condition, his mental slavery to diverse lords which master him through a variety of false
hopes and fears that makes even an outwardly open space into a dark and compressed dungeon.
Joseph, being already a free man due to his inner consciousness, makes his fellow prisoner taste what
real freedom is.

The truth of the matter is that inner freedom precedes and survives outer freedom. One does not
increase one’s inner freedom by getting out of a physical prison, nor decreases it by entering into it.
Joseph was a son of Jacob before and after entering the prison! His lineage was a lineage of freedom.

The first principle of the Islamic conception of freedom is therefore based on the internal awareness that
there is only one Lordship, namely, of God; and it is this awareness which makes a slave a free man,
and without it a free man is a slave. With this awareness a prisoner is free in spite of being locked up
and said a dark cell, and without it, the one who imprisons him is the real prisoner.

The second principle is related to the dynamics of social transformation, namely, Jihad, a principle that
requires the believers to fight in the way of God and in the way of freedom.

ٰذِهه ننَا مخْرِجنَا ابقُولُونَ ري الْوِلْدَانِ الَّذِينو اءسّالنالِ وِجالر نم ينفعتَضسالْمو هال بِيلس لُونَ فتُقَات  مَا لمو
الْقَرية الظَّالم اهلُها واجعل لَنَا من لَدُنْكَ وليا واجعل لَنَا من لَدُنْكَ نَصيرا

“How should ye not fight for the cause of Allah and of the feeble among men and of the women
and the children who are crying: Our Lord! Bring us forth from out this town of which the people
are oppressors! Oh, give us from thy presence some protecting friend! Oh, give us from Thy
presence some defender!” (4:75).

Nowhere is the cause of God so closely linked with the cause of the oppressed as in the Qur’anic call. It
is this dimension of a complete linkage between the spiritual and social meanings of freedom that the
Qur’an upholds throughout its discourse that makes it a unique text both for contemplation and social
action.

It is in this framework that one can appreciate how both the Meccan and the Medinan ministries of the
Prophet are a part of a larger totality, that Tawhid is also Hurriyya (freedom). Watch the close connection



between fighting in the cause of God and fighting in the cause of the oppressed, and also notice the list
of the oppressed -men, women and children who cry to their Lord for protection and help.

The prayer is answered through the decision on the part of the believers to fight for their liberation. The
basis for Jihad is both a divine sanction and also a response to the crise of the oppressed to go to their
assistance. The action that flows from Tawhid is now a part of a vast historical process.

The Qur’an makes the matter very clear by distinguishing between two types of believers -one group
which is satisfied with what they believe and remain in their homes, and the other group which believes
and goes out to fight in the way of God, risking their lives and giving up their comforts:

هِمنْفُساو هِمالومبِا هال بِيلس دُونَ فاهجالْمرِ ورالض ولا رغَي يننموالْم ندُونَ متَوِي الْقَاعسي 

“Those of the believers who sit still, other than those who have a (disabling) hurt, are not on an
equality with those who strive in the way of Allah with their wealth and lives” (4:95).

Iman (=faith) is inextricably joined with Jihad, and it is the latter which makes Islam a historical force and
its conception of freedom socially and politically relevant.

The third principle of the Islamic conception of freedom is based on its view on al-akhir (eschatology/life
hereafter).

The secret of what we have said earlier, that with awareness of the Lordship of one Almighty Lord a
slave becomes a free man and without this awareness a free man is in reality a slave, can now be
unveiled: what strengthens a man of God to go through the externally produced conditions of oppression
and hardship without suffering from any agitation at the inward level of his mind and heart is his
knowledge of his true origin and destiny:

انَّا له وانَّا الَيه راجِعونَ

“To Allah We belong, and to Him is our return” (2:156).

We can say for now that this sense of origin and destiny is the cornerstone of the Islamic view of
freedom. Man becomes free and remains free as he constantly remembers both the words and the
meanings of this remarkably simple and profound verse in the Qur’an, for therein both anthropology,
which is spiritual, and eschatology, which is historical, are conjoined.

Let us recall a crucial moment of prophetic history which is common to both the Bible and Qur’an. The
occasion is when Moses is confronting the Pharoah who decides to conform Moses through his
magicians:



بِينالْغَال ننَّا نَحنْ كا ارج لَنَا نئنَ اوعرفةُ قَالُوا لرحالس اءا جفَلَم

“And when the magicians came, they said to Firawn: Shall we get a reward if we are the
vanquishers?” (26:41).

بِينقَرالْم نذًا لَما مَّناو منَع قَال

“He said: Yes, and surely you will then be of those who are made near” (26:42).

قَال لَهم موس الْقُوا ما انْتُم ملْقُونَ

“Musa said to them: Cast what you are going to cast” (26:43).

فَالْقَوا حبالَهم وعصيهم وقَالُوا بِعزة فرعونَ انَّا لَنَحن الْغَالبونَ

“So they threw their ropes and their rods, and said: ‘By the might of Pharaoh, it is we who will
certainly win!’” (26:44).

فَالْقَ موس عصاه فَاذَا ه تَلْقَف ما يافونَ

“Then Moses threw his staff and lo! it swallowed that which they did falsely show” (26:45).

اجِدِينةُ سرحالس لْقفَا

“And the magicians were thrown down prostrate” (26:46).

ينالَمالْع ِبنَّا بِرقَالُوا آم

“They said: We believe in the Lord of the worlds” (26:47).

ربِ موس وهارونَ

“The Lord of Moses and Aaron” (26:48).



قَال آمنْتُم لَه قَبل انْ آذَنَ لَم انَّه لَبِيركم الَّذِي علَّمم السحر فَلَسوف تَعلَمونَ قَطّعن ايدِيم وارجلَم من خَفٍ
ينعمجا مَّنبّلصو

“(Pharaoh) said: Ye put your faith in him before I give you leave. Lo! he doubtless is your chief
who taught you magic! But verily ye shall come to know. Verily I will cut off your hands and your
feet alternately, and verily I will crucify you every one” (26:49).

قَالُوا  ضير ۖ انَّا الَ ربِنَا منْقَلبونَ

“They said: ‘No matter! for us, we shall but return to our Lord!’” (26:50).

The straightforward narrative sums up all that is central not only to the question under discussion but
also to the victory of the prophetic revelation over a world deeply immersed in the occult and the
magical. But let us concentrate upon the narrative to bring out its significance for the Islamic concept of
freedom.

Threatened with certain death, the magicians said with a surprising degree of calm ‘It is no harm whether
you crucify us and cut off our hands and feet, for we shall return to our Lord.’ What was it that shall
return to God, while their bodies lay on the ground dead and cut into pieces? What faith was it that made
them so fearless about death? We cannot go into the depth of these questions within the limited scope
of this paper.

For our purposes it is sufficient to point out that true freedom, as the story of the conversion of the
magicians brings out so forcefully, lies in victory over fear of death. This certainty that there is life after
death and there is a sure returning to God was also at the heart of the social struggle of Islam.

It inspired the Muslims to fight in the way of God, to kill and get killed, to leave their homes and families,
to suffer hardship and misery, to have the courage which drew its strength from their faith in an invisible
but more real world, and to confront the might and power of the world. Islam entered history not only with
a clear Tawhid but also with a complete confidence in the Akhira.

When the Prophet stood up to deliver his farewell sermon at the close of his mission, he faced a crowd
which consisted of two kinds of people- those who had followed him from the beginning of his
movement, and had suffered persecution, and those who had joined the fold of Islam after the Prophet
had been victoriously entered Mecca and who had seen the usefulness of embracing an ascendent
religion which could bring them economic and political gains.

The history of Islam now enters a very crucial phase. Similarly, the Islamic conception of freedom will be
tried now under a new threat of the opportunist group ultimately taking command. It is in this very
problematic phase of Islamic history that the role of the People of the House of the Prophetic obtains a



profound and lasting significance.

First and foremost is the Huzn (sorrow) of Fatima which is representative of the alienation of a Muslim in
a Muslim society. What went wrong that the very daughter of the Prophet should impose upon herself a
total withdrawal from the community which her father had founded? This question is not raised here in a
polemical manner. This is not the issue here.

The reasons for the alienation of Fatima with the post-prophetic developments are associated with a
process, and unless we know it in its true nature and significance, we will not be able to appreciate and
value the martyrdom of Husayn.

Whatever we say now should be very carefully and patiently studied. There is sufficient room here to
become excited on sectarian levels and lose sight of the basic challenges that confront the student of the
first century of Islam. Let us simply state that the institutions we know as the Caliphate, however
necessary, involved political power.

Again, however, we go on repeating that the religious and the political constitute a unity in Islam and
therefor one cannot say that the Caliphate involved just political power; we should remember that a
Caliph, though a Khalifa of the Messenger and then a Khalifa of the previous Caliph, was primarily an
Amir of the believers. It was this Amara which became the source of all later problems.

The traditional distinctions between the Rightly Guided Caliphate and the Caliphate of Damascus and
Baghdad rested on the evaluation that the Amara of the first four Caliphs was in the service of Islam,
whereas the Amara of the later Caliphs was more in their self-interest.

The very fact that the title, Amir, got associated with Mu’awiya in its exclusively political connotation
should demonstrate the validity of the analysis that is being made here that it was in the very nature of
Amara to assert itself as an autonomous power which exploit every economical, social and religious
value for its legitimization.

The Huzn of Fatima at the very inception of the Caliphate can now be understood as her profound
skepticism about the institution which, for a time, will be close to the Sunna of the Prophet, but which,
owing to the very naturing of the Amara on which it rests, will assert itself as the gravest threat to the
Hurriyya of Islam.

In modern terms, we can say that state as an all-embracing institution tends to become a source of
alienation. In Islamic terms state is a lordship of man over man; and it is in this sense that it may
become a god by itself, and, as it puts on the garb of indispensability and desirability, its true nature of
being a false divinity is not easily discernable.

It is for this reason that I regard ‘Islamic state’ as a contradiction in terms -how could these two terms be
used together, one which regards God as the only Lord, and another which competes with God for total



loyalty and surrender? I would prefer the term ‘republic’ to ‘state’, for the reason that the former does not
possess the absolutist perspective of the idea of state.

One should always remember that ‘state’ is neither good nor bad (for these judgments are applicable to
governments), and in this sense ‘state’ becomes a transcendental concept with its own mystique and
ritual. Islam of the Qur’an has nothing to do with this transcendence of the secular.

The Islam of the People of the House of the Prophet is a constant Jihad against this false god which
took possession of Islamic history since its very beginning, particularly with the Caliphates of Damascus
and Baghdad.

It is part and parcel of the Shi’i conception of history that, whenever Amara, which is the basic
constituent of Khilafa, becomes an exclusively political institution, and ‘state’ demands such loyalty and
surrender from Muslims as is due only to God, a man or a part will rise to protest against it, whereas in
the traditional Sunni conception there has always been doubt regarding the protest against the
established Caliphate, and this is very obvious in the term Fitna, which is indiscriminately used for every
protest against the state.

But from a Shi’i point of view, it is not only to establish Shari’ah but also to preserve Tawhid that clear
protest should be launched. Hence that Shi’i theory of protest is not only of moral but also of theological
significance. The post-prophetic developments involved a three-fold process: a non-prophetic central
authority, division among Muslims as to the criteria, nature, and role of this authority, and territorial
expansion.

The last-mentioned brought into Islam such power and wealth as was possessed by earlier empires.
Outwardly there was expansion and inwardly there was deep conflict of interest and ambition. The tragic
events during the Caliphate of ‘Uthman demonstrated how basic was the rift between those who wielded
power and those who felt alienated from it. The Caliphate of ‘Ali brought the conflict into the open.

The Battle of Jamal was the safest of all conflicts because the parties on both sides were led by Muslims
who were among the first of the converts to Islam. The Battle of Siffin and its inconclusive end was
further clarification of the rift between those who upheld the Islamic ideals and those who were dedicated
to personal gain and ambition. All this happened within twenty-eight years of the Prophet’s death.

The ideal unity of the religious and the political had soon become more of a political system which
controlled and exploited the religious.

The withdrawal of the Imam Hassan from politics could be understood as a profoundly insightful decision
because by withdrawing the Imam upheld the autonomy and superiority of the religious that a time would
come that from a household that had then withdrawn into seclusion a clear and in-mistakeable protest
would arise to confront the political and unmask its true nature and intention.



Thus, the withdrawal of the Imam Hasan was a preparation for the purity and the authenticity of the
protest of Husayn. The Amara which was at the basis of the Caliphate became clearly visible when
Mu’awiya nominated his son as his successor, as the Amir of the faithful. The post-prophetic
development had now reached a climax.

Husayn was the last surviving member of the divinely appointed group of the Mubahila, and on him now
rested the overall responsibility to confront the established system. Husayn laid down all the rules of
Jihad, now right within the body politic of Islam.

The rules were both general and specific: the general rules remained the same as they were for any
Jihad as laid down by the Qur’an and Sunna, but the specific rules pertained to the model which Husayn
himself represented. We are concerned here more with the latter.

As Husayn left Medina, he pointed to the first principle of the archetypal Jihad in the way of freedom,
namely, the principle of Ghurba. The mujahid now is not only a muhajir but also a Gharib. By avoiding
the Hajj, he safeguarded the huma of the Ka’ba, another principle for the Mujahidin within the body
politic of Islam that their action should not violate the sanctity of the Ka’ba or for that reason of any
mosque or shrine.

By telling his companions on the night of ‘Ashura’ that they were free to leave him, he made plain
another principle that each one of them should personally and freely arrive at the choice to lay down his
life for the cause for which Husayn had left Medina. This personal choice was like the first decision of
accepting Islam and giving the testimony that Muhammad was the Apostle of God.

To follow Husayn was not like one of the obligatory acts with the Muslim requirements. To follow Husayn
was now to accept Islam again as individuals, as free men. In a strange and symbolic sense, Husayn
made his companions feel free to take a very serious decision, for now to remain with him, to re-enter
Islam in this sense, was to suffer and die the following day.

There was no promise of any territorial or economic benefit, just the promise of life hereafter and the
pleasure of God and of His Messenger. Never was the decision to accept Islam so close to faith in
Akhira. Husayn made Karbala a symbol of perfect unity of Tawhid and al-Akhira, and a unity like this
can be expressed only through martyrdom.

Only by suffering a tragic end did Husayn become an immortal symbol of protest against, and rejection
of, the false god of Amara and ‘state’. As such, the tragic end became a mirror for an inner and more
lasting victory.

The Hurriyya which Husayn symbolized was both linked with its general meaning in the Islamic
perspective on ‘Abdiyya as the basis of freedom from all forms of slavery, and also distinct from it in its
emphasis on how this Hurriyya could be asserted and preserved within the historical framework of the
Islamic body politic.



Muslim society, like any other society, is likely to become, under the weight of the structures it created to
institutionalize and legitimize power, a dangerously enslaving system. Only consciousness like that of
Husayn could preserve a Muslim mind from being exploited by the institutional and structural despotism
which could be made sacred in the guise of a self-righteous ‘orthodoxy’.

Hence the Islamic conception of freedom as it emerges out of the life and martyrdom of Husayn rests on
the following principles.

(i) Jihad is not only striving in the Way of God but also in the way of the oppressed.

(ii) A Muslim is one who, while affirming that there is only One Real God, is on the alert throughout his
historical journey, and should identify both empirically and conceptually the false gods of every epoch,
that they could be concealed behind an apparently sanctioned symbol or virtue, namely order and
solidarity, or could be transparent in terms of the self-glorification of race, language, nation or ideology.

(iii) The greatest threat to Islam lies from within the body politic of Islam itself wherein structures and
systems could very subtly replace God and instill in the minds of Muslims the fear of the finite in place of
the infinite.

And (iv) The philosophy of revolution that follows this view of freedom in Islam involves (a) a critical
consciousness of structures and systems, (b) a radical view of history as a process of liberation from, or
enslavement by, the false absolutes, (c) a reconstruction of social order after the norms of quest and
humility in the Way of God, and (d) a working together with the rest of mankind in the common task of
creating such conditions in the world ensuring freedom, justice and peace.

We are now at the threshold of a new era. Everywhere there is a rediscovery of the spiritual resources
for both individual and collective transformation. From Iran to Latin America, though in different forms
and modes, there is a vast effort to liberate man from both the internal and external forces of oppression.

Each community of man has its own heritage, for God has not left any community without guide. Our
heritage is Husayn, and for us his name represents the whole realm of Hurriyya. May God help us in
remembering hum when he stood alone in Karbala, for it is in his loneliness that we come to realize what
it really means to say: la ilaha (there is no god) illa Allah (but God).
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