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When my previous book, Contemporary Arab Thought: Cultural Critique in Com-
parative Perspective, came out in 2010, I had no idea that a momentous 
upheaval would shake much of the Arab world before the end of that year. 
Yet the book had laid bare an unmistakable alarm and discontent among 
intellectuals about how regimes and societies were faring in the Arab 
world. This discontent was largely about the failures of the postindepen-
dence states to secure a functional political life, healthy economic develop-
ment, basic health care and education, freedom of expression, civil and 
human rights, and some hopeful future for its citizens. My analysis showed 
deep frustration at the enduring impossibility of change, but it could not 
foresee the large- scale outburst of that accumulated frustration and anger.

Like so many others who followed the massive protest movements that 
broke out in December  2010 in Tunisia and then spread to Egypt, Syria, 
Yemen, and Morocco during 2011, I became glued to my computer as I pur-
sued the exhilarating albeit increasingly distressing developments across 
the Arab countries. My focus was on the intellectual debates that accompa-
nied those developments and the attempts of Arab intellectuals and artists 
to make sense of what they were witnessing. I was also interested in situat-
ing those debates in contemporary Arab intellectual history, and in par-
ticular in the three decades that preceded the 2010– 2011 upheavals.

This book is an attentive reading of two sets of debates on tanwir 
(“enlightenment” in Arabic) that took place in Cairo and Damascus in the 
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1990s and 2000s. My aim is to situate these debates in the Arab intellectual 
history of the second half of the twentieth century and leading up to the 
2011 upheavals. I argue that these debates addressed the mounting failures 
of the postindependence states and that what they advocated under the 
name of tanwir was a form of political humanism. They called for the 
reconstruction of the human being in Arab societies, for the affirmation 
and protection of life and human dignity, for the assertion of people’s right 
to political participation and civil mobilization, and for the invention of 
hope and faith in the human in the midst of despair. I also argue that by 
warning against the consequences of the state failures and asking for 
urgent change, they voiced demands that were to be heard a decade or two 
later in the streets of Cairo and Damascus.

Work on this book was generously supported over many years by Ger-
man research centers. In spring and fall 2011, Gudrun Krämer hosted me as 
a fellow researcher at the Berlin Graduate School Muslim Cultures and Soci-
eties of the Free University. In weekly meetings organized with rigor and 
generosity by Professor Krämer, the school offered a lively and diverse 
forum for fellows to exchange research notes. It presented pleasant and 
optimal work conditions in the quiet and leafy Dahlem neighborhood of 
Berlin. It also allowed me to benefit from the rich network of academic cen-
ters across the Free University and beyond.

During the 2013– 2014 academic year, I was offered a fellowship at the 
Käte Hamburger Center for Advanced Study in the Humanities in Bonn, an 
idyllic location and a haven for researchers. I thank Stefan Wild for recom-
mending me to the center and for the many conversations we had during 
my stay in Bonn. The center’s founding director, Werner Gephart, with his 
accomplished scholarly and artistic gifts, offered a welcoming setting in an 
atmosphere of conviviality, freedom, and intellectual erudition. The cen-
ter’s manager, Stefan Finger, and his team of young scholars and student 
assistants provided sustained, competent, and friendly support through-
out my stay. And last but not least, the center’s physical location on the 
majestic Rhine was a constant invitation for peaceful meditation and pro-
ductive conversations, a most precious opportunity for those of us who 
hailed from the convulsive parts of the Arab world. For me, coming from 
Lebanon and working on the Arab world, it was a cherished safe setting at a 
comforting distance from the events unfolding in the east of the Mediter-
ranean. After hours of following daily news and commentary on my office 
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computer, I would lift my eyes and see from the window the tranquil flow 
of the Rhine, and I would ponder on how so much violence and serenity 
could coexist on the same planet. The contrast was unfathomable to me. I 
knew of the unspeakable horrors that had taken place on the banks of that 
clean and beautiful river, and I was often reminded of the barbaric propen-
sity common to humanity. During my walks on the banks, I would pass by 
postwar Germany’s old and modest house of parliament and think of the 
long and arduous journey of the new republic toward democracy. It is true 
that that journey was supported by foreign powers whose interest lay in 
bringing about a stable and pacified Germany, but it also involved the tre-
mendous efforts of the Germans to pull themselves out of the moral, politi-
cal, and economic ruins of their country. Public debates regarding this dra-
matic past continue to mark the country, and their intellectual, moral, and 
political quality remains a source of inspiration for me.

My stay in Bonn was extended by another semester when I was invited 
to be the Annemarie Schimmel Visiting Professor at the University of Bonn 
for spring 2015, during which I gave a seminar on the Arab nahda (or 
“renaissance”). I thank the students with whom I had interesting discus-
sions about those past nahda debates, often in connection with the issues 
that were being raised by Arab thinkers as the uprisings were unfolding.

In fall and winter 2015– 2016, I was a fellow at the Centre for Middle East 
Studies at the University of Marburg, in a program launched after the Arab 
revolutions entitled “Re- configurations: History, Remembrance and Trans-
formation Processes in the Middle East and North Africa,” with a hub of 
international scholars working on those “reconfigurations.” The interac-
tion with local and visiting scholars and the wonderful research facilities 
helped me progress with my manuscript. I thank Rachid Ouissa, head of the 
Re- configuration program, and its director, Achim Rohde, for hosting me. 
I was then invited to join the Leibniz Research Group “Figures of Thought- 
Turning Points: Cultural Practices and Social Change in the Arab World,” 
headed by Friederike Pannewick at the University of Marburg. I thank Pro-
fessor Pannewick for her warm support. During those two years, 2015 and 
2016, the refugee flow from Syria, Iraq, Eritrea, and elsewhere in and around 
the Middle East reached unprecedented levels since World War II, with 
 people desperately seeking safety and a glimmer of hope for their future. 
Exposing themselves to the murderous exploitation of traffickers and the 
hardships of the Mediterranean and Balkan routes, thousands of people 
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lost their own lives or lost loved ones and precious belongings. Most of 
them wanted to reach Europe, and Germany in particular, and in so doing 
challenged the proclaimed values and unity of the continent, provoking a 
serious European crisis whose aftermath is still being felt today. I atten-
tively followed the debates that ensued from this crisis in and outside 
Germany.

In fall 2016 I had the privilege of joining the new Doha Institute for Grad-
uate Studies in Qatar as a member of its philosophy department. The insti-
tute offers students from across the Arab world graduate training in social 
sciences, media and cultural studies, development economics, and public 
administration, with a strong emphasis on humanities. My teaching and 
research in modern and contemporary Arab thought at the institute 
blended smoothly with the concluding phase of my manuscript. Being able 
to share and discuss the findings of my research both in writing and in 
teaching was a most rewarding experience.

The stations at which I completed the manuscript were in Aix- en- 
Provence and Vienna. In summer 2017 I was a fellow at the Maison méditer-
ranéenne des sciences de l’homme, Université Aix- Marseille, in Aix- en- 
Provence, France, and in summer 2018 I was a guest fellow at the Institute 
for Human Sciences in Vienna. I thank Richard Jacquemond and Shalini 
Randeria, respectively, for their kind invitations.

Between the time I started working on this book (spring 2011) and the 
time I concluded it (summer 2018), dramatic changes took place across the 
Arab world, particularly in Egypt and Syria. The peaceful protests against 
tyranny, corruption, and injustice were brutally crushed. The initial and 
revitalizing moments of hope and pride were dissipated beneath the unre-
lenting pressure of increased tyranny and violence. The numerous critical 
voices were systematically marginalized and silenced. Ordinary Egyptians 
and Syrians were left exposed to the unbridled forces of repression amid 
the general indifference and at times even complicity of foreign govern-
ments. This led me to question the use and meaning of resistance acts in 
the face of such cruelty and lack of support. It also made me wonder 
whether documenting those intellectual debates could be in any practical 
sense meaningful or helpful when buffeted by so much criminality and 
impunity. Nevertheless, I remain convinced that efforts at analytical lucid-
ity, as manifested in the tanwir debates, and the moral courage that they 
required under the most forbidding circumstances are vivid testimonies of 
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life- affirming human intelligence and dignity. They need to be honored, 
acknowledged, and made available. They are, in my opinion, valuable 
sources of inspiration for the future struggles for decency and dignity that 
are bound to emerge again sooner or later.

I want to offer a big thanks to Wendy Lochner at Columbia University 
Press for having journeyed with me in the making of this book, both with 
patience and perseverance. I am grateful to her team in bringing the final 
product to light. I want to particularly thank Michael Simon for his careful 
copyediting of the manuscript. Last but not least, I wish to thank the four 
anonymous reviewers who read my manuscript and offered numerous 
helpful comments and suggestions.





Enlightenment on the Eve of Revolution




