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Abstract

Freedom of speech is one of the fundamental human rights that has become a highly
challenging issue in the contemporary world, particularly in the confrontation
between the Western liberal perspective and the religious-divine outlook.
Employing a descriptive-analytical method and a comparative approach, this
research explores the Qur’anic thought of Ayatollah Khamenei regarding the
boundaries of freedom of speech to demonstrate the response he offers to the
cultural and political challenges of today’s Islamic world. The central problem of
the study is how freedom of speech in the Qur’anic thought of Ayatollah Khamenei
can provide a balanced model for preserving individual rights while simultaneously
safeguarding collective interests. The findings indicate that his theory is founded
upon three essential pillars: moral responsibility, commitment to divine values, and
the preservation of public interests. Unlike Western liberal schools that primarily
define freedom in a “negative” sense as the removal of external obstacles, this
perspective emphasizes “positive freedom”—that is, freedom directed toward
human perfection and the expression of truth within the framework of divine
teachings. Prohibited boundaries within this framework include insulting sanctities,
sedition, the propagation of vice, sowing discord, and the dissemination of
falsehoods, all of which threaten social cohesion and the moral health of society.
Conversely, the permissible—and even obligatory—sphere of freedom of speech
encompasses areas such as criticizing oppression, exposing corruption, and
defending justice. The innovation of this research lies in the systematic explication
of the “Qur’anic Theory of Freedom of Speech” from the perspective of Ayatollah
Khamenei, which offers a comprehensive and balanced model by emphasizing
faith, responsibility, and justice. While upholding individual rights, this model
protects moral health and social cohesion and can be proposed as a moderate
strategy against the contemporary intellectual and cultural crises of both the Islamic
world and the West.

Keywords: Freedom of Speech; Freedom; Qur’an; Ayatollah Khamenei; Human
Rights; Boundaries of Freedom.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Freedom of expression, as one of the fundamental pillars of human rights and
democracy, has long been at the center of attention for political thinkers and theorists.
Throughout history, this concept has been interpreted in multiple ways and has been
defined within each intellectual tradition according to its philosophical foundations
and the values governing that society. In Islamic thought, and especially in the Holy
Qur’an, freedom of expression is regarded not only as an individual right, but also as
a social responsibility within the framework of religious and ethical values.

In this regard, Ayatollah Khamenei, as a religious authority and political leader, has
articulated his views on freedom of expression based on the teachings of the Qur’an
and Islamic tradition. From his perspective, freedom of expression is a conditional
and responsibility-bearing right that must be exercised within the framework of
Islamic values and the interests of society. This view rests on Qur’anic concepts such
as constructive argumentation (jadal al-ahsan), following rational proof, enjoining
good and forbidding evil, and observing the rights of others.

A review of the existing literature indicates that although studies have been
conducted on freedom in Ayatollah Khamenei’s thought, there has been no research
precisely entitled “The Boundaries of Freedom of Expression in the Qur’anic
Thought of Ayatollah Khamenei.” Existing studies have mainly addressed political
and philosophical aspects, or they lack a Qur’anic focus, or they adopt a legal and
holistic approach without offering a precise explanation of the permissible and
forbidden domains of freedom of expression. Accordingly, the innovation and
necessity of the present study lie in its systematic analysis, for the first time, of
freedom of expression in his thought through a descriptive-analytical method with a
comparative approach, and in presenting a comprehensive framework for explaining
the domains in which freedom of expression is permitted or prohibited.

Research Questions
The present study seeks to answer the following questions:

e On what foundations and principles is freedom of expression in Ayatollah
Khamenei’s Qur’anic thought based, and how is it defined?

e What are the forbidden boundaries of freedom of expression from his
perspective in the political-social, religious-belief, and ethical domains?

e What are the permissible and necessary domains of freedom of expression
in Ayatollah Khamenei’s Qur’anic thought, and what are their fundamental
differences from the Western approach?

The main hypothesis of the study is that in Islam, freedom of expression recognizes
the right to express thoughts and beliefs, but it is accompanied by observance of legal
and ethical limits; in Ayatollah Khamenei’s Qur’anic thought, a balance is
established between individual rights and social responsibilities.

Methodology
This research was conducted using a descriptive-analytical method with a
comparative approach. Data were collected through library-based research and
consist of three main categories of sources:
1. Verses of the Holy Qur’an as the primary source;
2. Islamic traditions and authoritative commentaries such as Majma ‘ al-Bayan,
al-Safi, and Tafsir al-Qummi;



3. Ayatollah Khamenei’s statements, speeches, and written messages from
1365 to 1402 (1986-2023) that directly or indirectly address freedom of
expression.

Data analysis was performed using qualitative content analysis. First, the key
concepts related to freedom of expression were extracted from the sources; then they
were categorized; and finally, through an interpretive-ijtihadi approach, the forbidden
and permissible boundaries of freedom of expression in the three domains of
political-social, religious-belief, and ethical life were explained. In addition, to clarify
the distinctions, a comparative analysis with Western schools of thought—especially
classical liberalism—was carried out.

Results and Findings

The findings of the study show that Ayatollah Khamenei’s Qur’anic thought on
freedom of expression rests on three essential foundations: ethical responsibility,
commitment to divine values, and the preservation of public interests. From his
viewpoint, freedom means freedom within the framework of Islamic laws and values;
it is an innate and divine right of human beings that includes thinking, speaking, and
choosing, but it is neither absolute nor unrestricted.

The comparative analysis with Western schools reveals three fundamental
differences:

e Internal barriers to freedom: In Western thought, freedom of expression
is mainly concerned with external barriers, whereas from the Qur’anic
perspective, internal barriers such as desire, fear, and greed also distort
human freedom.

e Balance between the scope and boundaries of freedom: Islam imposes
restrictions in areas such as insulting sacred values, spreading immorality,
and sowing discord, beyond what liberal schools allow; however, it accepts
broader freedom in speaking the truth, criticizing injustice, and defending
justice.

e Attention to positive freedom alongside negative freedom: In Western
thought, freedom of expression is defined mostly negatively, as the absence
of interference by others, whereas in Qur’anic thought the positive
dimension of freedom—the ability to express truth and move toward human
perfection—also plays an important role.

The forbidden domain of freedom of expression in this view includes the following:

e Political-social domain: provocation and sedition—described in the
Qur’an as greater than killing—, creating division and discord, misleading
others and spreading doubt, lying, and rumor-mongering.

e Religious-belief domain: insulting sacred values (based on Surah al-Hijr:
9, al-Saff: 8, and al-An‘am: 108), spreading immorality and evil (al-Nur:
19), slander and libel (al-Nisa’: 112), and revealing secrets (al-Nisa’: 83).

e Ethical domain: the necessity of observing propriety and ethics in speech,
based on al-Isra’: 53 and al-Nahl: 125.

The permissible and necessary domain of freedom of expression also includes matters
that contribute to individual and social upliftment:

e Political-social domain: exposure of oppressive structures, raising
awareness about sedition-related activities, revealing institutional and
structural corruption, legitimate protest and grievance against injustice
(based on al-Nisa’: 148), and exposing the threats and security conspiracies
of enemies.

e Religious-belief domain: critical speech aimed at reform and enjoining
good and forbidding evil (based on Al ‘Imran: 104).



e Ethical domain: exposing the open wrongdoing of publicly corrupt
individuals, based on the juristic principle “There is no backbiting
concerning one who openly commits corruption” (la ghibata li-fasiq
mutajahir).

Conclusion

In the contemporary world, where freedom of expression has become one of the most
contested concepts, Ayatollah Khamenei’s Qur’anic thought offers a balanced and
comprehensive model that defends individual rights while also taking collective
interests into account. This study showed that, in his view, freedom of expression
rests on three essential pillars: ethical responsibility, commitment to divine values,
and the preservation of public interests.

The key point in this perspective is moderation and balance. On the one hand, it
defends freedom of expression as a tool for advancing truth and justice; on the other
hand, it prevents its transformation into a weapon for promoting corruption and
weakening the foundations of society. The forbidden domain includes sedition,
division, misinformation, lying, insulting sacred values, spreading immorality,
slander, libel, and revealing secrets. In contrast, the permissible and necessary
domain includes exposing injustice and despotism, raising awareness against
sedition, revealing structural corruption, legitimate grievance-seeking, and critical
speech with reformist intent, many of which are considered a religious duty.

By avoiding excess and deficiency, this view presents a middle path that attends both
to the worldly needs of human beings and to the spiritual and eschatological
dimensions of human life. Ayatollah Khamenei’s Qur’anic thought on freedom of
expression thus offers a comprehensive and balanced model that both defends
fundamental human rights and safeguards moral health and social cohesion—a model
that the contemporary world greatly needs.

Keywords: Freedom of expression; freedom; Qur’an; Ayatollah Khamenei; human
rights; boundaries of freedom.
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