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ENGLISH TRANSLATION - ARABIC ORIGINAL PRECEDES

The Ignorant Person’s Personal Freedom

Hussam Saraf - Published as Sayyid Hussam al-Saraf al-Husseini

Originally published in Arabic - 2009 | Earliest dated source supplied: 9 July 2009

These texts were originally written and published in Arabic. Each Arabic text is followed by an English
translation prepared for this 2026 edition. Original wording and references have been retained, with
paragraph layout arranged for reading and forum interface material removed. This is an archival
edition, not a scholarly verification of the references quoted. Publication dates are those displayed by
the forums; separate composition dates have not been established.

In the name of God, the Most Compassionate, the Most Merciful.
The Ignorant Person's Personal Freedom

In the name of the Lord of might and majesty, the One, the All-Subduing, the Lord of
night and day, the Forgiving, the Compeller; in the name of God, the Most
Compassionate, the Most Merciful. May complete and unceasing blessings, with all their
noble meanings, be upon the best of jinn and humankind, the chosen son of Abd Allah,
Muhammad; upon the pure and blessed members of his household, Ali, Fatima, Hasan
and Husayn, and the nine infallible ones, God's proofs on His earth; and may mercy from
the Lord of the worlds be upon the best community brought forth for humankind. May
these blessings never cease or reach an end until the appearance of the Hujja, the one
who rises, the Mahdi Ahmad ibn al-Hasan, Imam of the first and the last, and until the
coming of the Day of Judgement, about which there is no doubt or reinterpretation. To
proceed:

Expressions with branching meanings have come to dominate speech and language in
the age that we ourselves inhabit. Our generations of children and grandchildren pass
them on. If a meaning is mistaken in itself and generations transmit it in the form
presented to them, with some developments to suit their own time, a silent danger lies
there. It directs the generation and leads it towards decline, religious or moral. We must
therefore establish a firm barrier against that danger.

For this reason, we decided to discuss some matters with friends. Among them was a
phrase raised by chance when one colleague asked another: "Why are you throwing
rubbish in the middle of the street, on the road?" Our colleague's reply stung me and the
other friends present. He answered: "What is it to you? It is my personal freedom!"
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What followed was more curious and striking. During this exchange, a small boy, no more
than ten years old, passed by carrying a bottle of juice. His reaction suggested that he
had heard both the question and our colleague's answer. We did not expect what actually
happened: the child acted with extraordinary speed and threw his juice bottle at our
friend. His clothes became wet and were left in a sorry state.

Our friend grew angry, his cheeks reddened with embarrassment, his eyes widened in
agitation, and he lunged at the boy to strike him. Another friend and | held him back. We
asked the child why he had done this. He answered with the magic phrase: "What is it to
you? It is my personal freedom!"

Our friend was astonished. He shook his head mockingly and said: "What do you know
about freedom, you ignorant child?"

Then began the extraordinary debate between the child and our friend: a discussion
between a ten-year-old and a colleague with years of experience. The child answered
calmly and without losing his composure: "l am not ignorant. But | saw someone called
educated throwing rubbish onto a public road that belongs to everyone. | learned from
him and threw my juice bottle onto his clothes so that our actions would correspond, with
only a small difference in their results. If your act represents your personal freedom, then
mine represents my personal freedom too."

He added: "For your information, with the freedom | learned from your friend, | harmed
just one person: the one whose reckless behaviour taught me how to use freedom. Your
friend, with his distorted freedom, violated a public right: my right, yours, and that of
everyone entitled to walk along this road."

The child then left as though nothing had happened, while our friend remained silent and
offered no comment. It became clear to me and to the group that the boy understood
what he had done. His entire purpose was to give our friend the magic answer to his
magic phrase: "You are wrong." Notice the child's perceptiveness and intelligence, and
the man's lapse and foolishness. But would our friend learn the lesson?

In fact, the preceding story was not a true event, and | was not its eyewitness narrator. |
created it from my imagination to reflect a prevailing situation. It is a simple way to
convey an idea about the misuse of personal freedom. If we spoke at length about what
books contain concerning personal freedom, the explanation would grow long and time
would grow short. Time might run out while the idea remained only an idea. But if the
idea is discussed openly and written down with examples and supporting illustrations, we
will have fulfilled our duty properly.

| return to where | began, to expressions with branching meanings, and before expanding
the subject | wish to connect them with the term "double standards": the measure of
absent understanding and the measure of understanding that is present.
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Sometimes someone asks a question who is neither entirely uneducated nor fully
educated, but has received some schooling, perhaps through a literacy programme or
primary school before leaving education. The question concerns the meaning of personal
freedom. We should answer as well as we can and in a way the questioner can
understand, hoping to add to that person's and others' awareness and understanding, so
that the person may in turn benefit others.

Freedom in its general sense means doing what you are permitted to do, provided that it
does not harm others, and refraining from what you are prohibited from doing, because it
was surely prohibited only because it harms you or someone else.

Here | wish to explain that terminology used to describe a proper approach to freedom in
general may differ from its counterparts in religious disciplines. For example, halal in
religious terminology corresponds to "permitted" in general usage, while haram
corresponds to "prohibited." Some terms are shared by religious and general language,
including mubah, "permissible." This is offered simply for clarification.

Freedom in its particular sense means carrying out your duties correctly and without
hesitation, doing what is required of you in the proper way, receiving what is due to you,
and asking that it too be delivered properly. You have a duty to perform and a right to
receive, without harassment or distortion in the understanding of duties and
entitlements, and without discrimination between peers in a profession or workplace,
whether in the share of duty assigned or the compensation fixed and paid for it.

Freedoms are divided into several categories, each with its own rules. | shall mention
some in general terms. Among general freedoms and rights are the right to own a home,
for example, marry whom you choose, raise your children yourself, sell to whom you
choose and buy from whom you choose, and so forth.

Religious freedoms include the right to follow a particular religion or school of thought,
and to hold a particular belief. I do not wish to pursue the details further. As | said earlier
and repeat here, they cannot be listed, explained and detailed in one, two or even ten
pages. They require books, indeed volumes.

The point here is how to use freedoms and rights correctly. | believe we have already
indicated this by defining them and explaining their meaning. But the question presents
itself: why do others misuse freedom under the claim that it is "personal"?

In my own view, the cause is the person who holds influence and is educated at the same
time. Yet influence and education are not themselves the cause. It is a dead conscience,
and what it does to a person when understanding of a particular subject is absent.
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A person may be educated in medicine or engineering, that is, in science, yet be ignorant
of history and social matters. This means the person lacks a humanities education, using
the educational division between the humanities and sciences. My meaning becomes
clear when | say that the person concerned, ignorant about freedom, may be educated
scientifically or in the humanities but lack understanding of other areas and directions.

If this person pursued general knowledge, or a foundational area within it such as
religious knowledge, they would understand religious freedoms and therefore would not
fall into error or misuse freedom. If they knew law and politics, for example, they would
understand some meanings of general freedoms, and so on.

Specialising in one field of knowledge while leaving others aside is therefore the cause.
When we specialise in a particular science or field, we must not neglect general
knowledge. We should at least pass through it, as the saying goes, "even in passing."

We must pay attention to our behaviour, develop our awareness and educate ourselves

broadly, so that we give the new generation, our children and grandchildren, something

for which they may thank and praise those who came before them. Yet we must not wait
for that thanks and praise.

The Almighty says in His noble Book: in the name of God, the Most Compassionate, the
Most Merciful, "Whoever among you does an atom's weight of good will see it, and
whoever among you does an atom's weight of evil will see it." God, the Most High, the
Great, has spoken the truth.

We can then challenge these confused expressions by spreading general understanding,
beginning with ourselves, then our children, then our society. Ultimately, we will remove
the generation represented by our friend, the owner of the magic phrase in the story, and
create a new generation: aware, understanding what happens around it, and knowing its
duties, its rights and the rights others hold over it, like the ten-year-old boy in the story.

We will thus replace "the ignorant person's personal freedom" with a phrase grounded in
knowledge and understanding: "the educated person's freedom, exercised with
awareness, understanding and insight." From this starting point countries are built,
homelands are liberated and aggression is driven out.

God is the purpose behind this endeavour.
Your brother.

Original publication links and dates

Ushaq al-Zahra Network and Forums ~ - 9 July 2009
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