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In her essay originally published in Jadaliyya (March 2, 2012), translated into 
English and published in this collection of essays, the Syrian novelist Rosa 
Yassin Hassan asks: “Where are the intellectuals in the Syrian revolution?” 
(p. 370). This question stems from her understanding that “culture and 
politics constituted something like an agnostic unity in which the two were 
held together by a subtle yet unmistakable bond.” (p. 371). Although Yassin 
answers this question and addresses the Syrian intellectuals’ involvement 
in the uprising her question has not been responded to in depth by scholars 
of the Middle East. The uprisings of 2011 that shocked the Arab world have 
produced an enormous number of studies that deal with these events, their 
causes and their profound implications for society and the Arab states. 
However, these studies lack in-depth discussions of the connections between 
the intellectuals and activists of different social and political forces a decade 
before or during the uprisings. This collection of essays Arabic Thought 
against the Authoritarian Age: Towards an Intellectual History of the 
Present edited by Jens Hanssen and Max Weiss raises the question of how 
Arab intellectuals confront and respond to the challenges of the age and this 
can inspire discussions that will link the 2011 uprisings to Arab intellectual 
history and analyze the relationship between intellectuals and political 
developments in the contemporary Arab world.

The collection of essays is based on a conference organized at Princeton 
University in October 2012 that brought together historians to celebrate and 
critique the scholarship and legacy of the Lebanese-British historian Albert 
Hourani and is a companion to the first volume Arabic Thought beyond the 
Liberal Age: Towards an Intellectual History of the Nahda (2016). In this 
volume there are 17 essays, including the editor’s introduction, which are 
divided into three sections each of which refers to a different period covering 
the age of de-colonization until 1967, post-1967 and the late twentieth 
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century up to the 2011 uprisings. The last part includes three short essays 
written originally in Arabic and translated by the editors.

The first chapter of this volume is an introduction by the editors Jens 
Hanseen and Max Weiss which acts as a framework for the discussion, 
provides a review of the historical process that constituted the bases for the 
development of the Arab thought, identifies a number of problematic areas 
in the field of Arab intellectual thought and discusses the unique challenges 
facing historians of the intellectual history of the post-war Arab world. It also 
provides a preliminary discussion on the intellectuals and the events of the 
“Arab Spring”.

The first section of the volume focuses on the post-war period that was 
characterized by the effects of anti and post-colonial nationalism, and the 
rise of new social movements and ideologies that were affected, among other 
things, by the demoralization caused by the Nakba of 1948. The different 
essays in this section reveal the complexity of the intellectual history of this 
period, not only in terms of response of the intellectuals to this reality but also 
in the meaning the geographical differences have on their writings.

This section opens with an essay by Yoav Di-Capua which presents a 
thorough and clear analysis of the changing of the intellectual guard in the 
post-colonial period. De-Capua reveals the process in which the established 
intellectual class of the udabaʼ gradually lost their intellectual monopoly to 
the new generation of intellectuals in the era of decolonization and the rise of 
Thirdworldism. Analyzing the writing of Arab intellectuals such as of Suhayl 
Idris, Muhmud Amin al-ʽAlim, ʽAbd al-ʽAzim Anis and Husayn Muruwwa Di-
Capua shows how the new intellectual authority was constructed and the 
new field was re-organized by the inclusion of different sources of intellectual 
inspiration, opposing concepts, language and conceptions regarding the 
purpose of culture. Another essay in this section introduces the role played 
by the Palestinian/Israeli Communist intellectual and novelist Emile Habibi 
in forming a joint Palestinian-Arab Jewish front against the liberal Israeli 
state during the 1940s and 1950s. In this essay Orit Bashkin examines the 
activities and writing of Iraqi Jewish intellectuals, Sasson Somekh, David 
Semah, Shimʼon Ballas and Sami Michael who were born and educated 
in Baghdad and came to Israel after 1948. Bashkin shows how both the 
Palestinian and the Jewish intellectuals challenged two central components of 
Zionist Ideology – the negation of the exile (shlilat ha-galut) and the revival of 
Hebrew. Although Bashkin does not deal with their “influence” or “reception” 
(p. 84) she emphasizes “the power of intellectuals to analyze and comment 
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critically on injustice and suffering” (p. 84). Unlike Bashkin’s essay Abdel 
Razzaq Takriti’s essay in this section analyzes the intersection between the 
intellectual thought and political action. In his analysis of the emergence of Arab 
nationalist thought in Kuwait and the Gulf region in general Takriti focuses on 
the thought and practice of Ahmad al-Khatib, a prominent political opposition 
figure in Kuwait who acquired his ideas from his direct engagement with 
political practice in Lebanon and Palestine in the late 1940s and early 1950s, 
especially the encounter with the Palestinian Nakba (catastrophe) of 1948. 
Tracing the establishment of the Movement of Arab Nationalists that became 
the strongest political force in Kuwait, and the complex and eclectic positions 
of its members regarding issues such liberalism, Marxism, revolution and 
Gamal ʽAbd al-Nasser, Takriti not only highlights the importance of political 
action in determining thought but also the importance of the role played by 
political and social structures in shaping attitudes and practice.

The second section of this volume deals with the period after the June 
1967 Six Day War (naksa) - “the defining watershed in post-war Arab politics 
and intellectual history” (p. 10). This moment, which left the region in a moral 
and cultural collapse, obliged the intellectuals to deal with the limitations of 
their own ideas and their disillusionment with the previous ideologies and 
authoritarian reality. The first essay in this section exposes the “peripheral” 
zones of the Arabic-speaking world and focuses on the rise of Morocco as the 
center of critical Arab thought by discussing Abdallah Laroui’s critique of the 
nahdawi thought. In this essay Hosam Aboul-Ela lays the basis for Laroui’s 
critical thought by discussing Muhammed ʽAbid al-Jabiri who challenged the 
binary relationship between the traditional and the modern that dominated 
the Arab Nahda. The rest of the essay systematically exposes Larouri’s 
criticism of Modern Arab thought, especially the ways in which the hegemony 
of European culture continues to influence the methods employed by Arab 
thinkers. Interesting in this regard is Aboul-Ela’s discussion of Laroui’s 
historicist critique of the Orientalist discourse especially the connection he 
makes between Orientalism, (neo) colonial politics and the flaw in the Arab 
Nahda with its intellectual dependency on post-Enlightenment European 
thought. Fadi A. Bardawil’s essay in this section further expands the space 
of intellectual discourse, not only geographically but also methodologically 
by proposing a unique interpretation of the response of Arab intellectuals to 
the 1967 naksa by discussing the writing of two Arab intellectual in the late 
1970s who were located in different geographical settings – Waddah Charara, 
a Lebanese social scientist, political and cultural critic from war-torn Beirut 
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and the Palestinian-American literary critic Edward Saʽid from New-York city. 
Without placing these two intellectuals into the same tradition Bardawil’s 
juxtaposition of these two intellectuals exposes the shifting of analytical 
interest from the ideological to other grounds which, in the case of Charara is 
sociological and in the case of Saʽid discursive.

The third section of the volume includes essays that focus on the late 
twentieth century, a period known as the neo-liberal era up to the events of 
the “Arab spring”. Most of the essays in this section discuss the thought and 
practices related to the authoritarian reality and the limitations placed on the 
liberties of citizens, including the Islamic interpretation of this reality. The 
first essay in this section points out the “disproportionate focus on liberalism 
in modern Arab intellectual history” (p. 239). In this essay Joel Beinin goes 
beyond intellectual history and discusses the encounter between Egyptian 
liberal circles and the Egyptian labor movement at three different times in 
which the liberals either oppressed, co-opted or marginalized the workers 
and their rights in the name of the national interests and later, under al-Sadat 
and Mubarak, in favor of the interests of capitalism and the preservation of 
authoritarian rule. Interestingly, Beinin reveals how this tension between 
the liberal forces and the workers movement was also manifested during the 
2011 uprising. The tension between liberal perceptions and other streams of 
thought in Egypt is also the subject of Ellen McLaren’s essay which discusses 
the way the concept of “Women’s liberation” attributed to Egyptian jurist 
and Islamic modernist Qasim Amin has been revived by thinkers associated 
with the Islamic movement. In her essay she provides a close reading of 
the writings of the Islamic writers Muhammad Jalal Kishk and Muhammad 
ʽImara who are responsible for the revitalization of the “Islamic liberation 
of women” partly by recycling, reinterpreting and reframing the nahda idea 
for the sahwa (Islamic revival). Analyzing their complex and sometimes 
contradictory interpretations of Amin’s work she convincingly demonstrates 
how the emancipation of women became the battlefield in the fight against 
secular tyranny and political oppression. It is the writing of another prominent 
Egyptian intellectual that is at the heart of Yasmeen Daifalla’s essay which 
explores the writing of the Egyptian philosopher Hassan Hanafi, especially 
its critical engagement with the Islamic cultural heritage (turath) in the 
context of authoritarian Egypt. Daifallah analyzes Hanafi’s project devoted to 
cultural/Islamic renewal and explores it in the context of the intellectuals of 
his generation’s attempts “to put European concepts and methodology into 
the service of formulating an indigenous modernity” (p. 309).
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The concluding section of this volume contains three short essays 
translated from Arabic that expose local interpretations of the role of the 
intellectuals in a time of crisis and the question of their commitment to action 
for change. The first essay was written by the Lebanese writer Elias Khoury 
who calls for a third Nahda that will free the Arabs from their predicament 
but which will depend upon the revival of the principles of liberal democracy. 
The other two essays discuss two generations in Syria’s intellectual history 
and their reflections on the roles played by intellectuals in the Syrian uprising. 
The first, written by the novelist and activist Rosa Yassin Hassan, exposes the 
complexity of the situation of the intellectual trapped between the oppressive 
regime and the possibilities of a civil war, a class struggle, and the ambiguity of 
the Islamists’ goals. The other essay written by the Syrian intellectual Yassin 
al-Haj Saleh, who is a veteran Marxist activist and political prisoner, is more 
optimistic since his writing refers to the participation of women activists 
and intellectuals who have moved on to using audial and visual means of 
communucation as well as to the rise of a generation of young intellectuals 
who have actively participated in the revolution and express their views on 
justice and liberty.

This collection of essays presents diverse discussions on a wide range of 
thinkers, writers and poets across the Arab world from the 1940s to the present. 
Although some of the essays are versions of previously published studies this 
collection stands out for the cutting-edge scholarship that contributes to 
the understanding of the vitality of contemporary Arab intellectual culture. 
The wide spectrum of intellectuals and writers discussed in this volume 
illuminates the complexity of Arab thinking, its various sources of inspiration 
and its methods and limitations in light of the political and social reality in 
which it operates. Together with its rich discussion of post-war intellectual 
history this volume serves as a point of departure and inspiration for further 
discussion on the connection between Arab thought and politics, especially 
the role played by intellectuals under authoritarian regimes, their connections 
with opposition circles and revolutionary forces in a way that transcends what 
Beinin points out as the “disproportionate focus on liberalism” (p. 239).

Paradoxically, the weaknesses of this volume are related to its merits. 
It seems that the volume deals with intellectual history in an eclectic way. 
The editors’ choice of arranging the essays in chronological order is logical 
considering the need to discuss the substance of Arab intellectual thought at 
a given historical moment (p. 6) and the fact that Arab thought reflects the 
challenges of each period. Nevertheless, this choice makes it difficult for the 
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reader to understand the broader picture that emerges from the various 
manifestations of such Arab thinking. The reader is in need of a broader 
and more comprehensive essay that summarizes the various post-war 
intellectual discourses. The lack of a clear focal point is striking, especially 
when compared to the first volume published following the conference in 
2012 which concentrated on the Nahda and the writing of Albert Hourani. 
Nevertheless, Hanssen and Weiss have assembled a comprehensive and rich 
volume that should be of interest to students of Arab intellectual and modern 
Middle Eastern histories.
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