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On 17 June 2017, Egypt’s Ministry of Education announced its decision to
remove references to “the revolutions of 25 January 2011 and 30 June
2013” from schoolbooks. This decision came in response to the major
controversy that had emerged over a question in the general high school
exam of Egypt’s thanawiyya amma: “How would things be if (Abdel Fat-
tah) Al-Sisi had not given the June 30th speech?”. Whereas the 25 January
2011 marked the start of the uprisings against President Hosni Mubarak,
mass demonstrations on 30 June 2013 against the elected President Mo-
hammed Morsi of the Muslim Brotherhood paved the way for his ousting
through the military and the later election of President Al-Sisi. While sev-
eral parliamentarians and education experts, pointing to the importance of
understanding both uprisings, opposed the education minister’s decision,
those responsible for teaching in the classroom — educators — might
have welcomed the decision that relieved them of having to teach two of
the most controversial events in recent Egyptian history. The controversy
that erupted suggests that it may be too early to open the debate in the
classroom and underscores the difference in perceptions within and be-
yond Egypt regarding the uprisings and their limitations.

As early as at the first conference of the newly established Arab Ger-
man Young Academy of Sciences and Humanities (AGYA) in October
2013, a “transformation” working group was established. It was widely
recognized by all AGYA members, regardless of their disciplinary back-
ground, that the consequences of the popular uprisings that had affected
various Arab countries since 2010 would be a key aspect of exchange and
activities within the recently created Academy consisting of 25 Middle
Eastern and North African scholars and 25 German scholars. Addressing
transformation issues was considered to be just as important as addressing
those associated with education, energy and the environment, cultural her-
itage, health and innovation — each of which were the focus of other
working groups. This notwithstanding, the term “transformation” became
subject to considerable debate within the working group. Discussions in-
volving what we expected to be a quick look at the core countries of the
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uprisings in the MENA region (i.e., Tunisia, Egypt, Bahrain, Libya and
Syria) evoked mixed feelings on how to approach the uprisings and their
consequences. Would transformation apply primarily to changes in the
Middle East and North Africa, thus eclipsing important developments in
Germany and Europe? Would we focus on political developments exclu-
sively or include the legal, social, cultural and economic aspects of the de-
velopments? And how would we address the issue of transformation as
both a historical development and normative aspiration? In other words,
how might an exploration of transformation enable a deeper understanding
of events from a historical perspective while, at the same time, foster the
pursuit of such change from one stage to the next?

This publication is not about transformation itself. It focuses rather on
how the uprisings have affected and to what extent they have transformed
the field of academia — which includes a variety of academic disciplines
such as political science, Arabic studies, communication studies, philoso-
phy, socio-legal studies, computer sciences and archaeology. The contribu-
tions featured here present a unique opportunity to foster open dialogue —
across disciplines and cultures — on the recent transformations underway
in Arab countries and how these transformations interact with changes in
other parts of the world. Each author brings his or her specific disciplinary
background and geographic origin but also unique personal experience to
this dialogue. As individuals, the authors represent different perspectives
in terms of observation and engagement, empathy and distance, sympathy
and skepticism. While the 2010/11 uprisings in Arab countries are our fo-
cus, we nevertheless aim to contextualize these events and their develop-
ments within the variety of academic disciplines featured. Rather than
viewing “Arab countries” as objects of study in themselves, we see them
as already changing cultures within the context of broader global trends.
Indeed, we claim that many of the developments underway in the region at
once reflect and accelerate extant global trends. From our transcultural
perspective, ideas, norms and concepts do not travel linearly and in one di-
rection, but are rather diffused in a context of mutual exchange. Thus, the
transformations of academic disciplines we emphasize here should also be
seen in the light of long-term changes that are not bound to one region.
Indeed, “Academia in Transformation” became the terrain upon which
scholars from various disciplines and geographical and cultural back-
grounds debated their positions and reflected upon their own work and
that of their colleagues.
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During several meetings, and amid the presence of the renowned
Tunisian scholar Amal Grami and the German legal philosopher Hans Jörg
Sandkühler, we developed a deeper understanding of each discipline’s
dominant and marginalized debates, the research carried out by each
working group member and, sometimes, the impact of personal biogra-
phies on research and knowledge production. During this exchange, we
explored each discipline’s explicit and implicit assumptions and the tools
they work with. The exchange also helped us reflect on the spectrum of
positionalities held by each contributor during the Arab uprisings and how
these positionalities affect our research foci. The perspective of those of us
who were directly subject to the violence and emotional rollercoaster of
the political turmoil was different from those who observed the events
from a distance. Each contributor has emphasized the importance of dis-
tance in being able to reflect on the events of 2010 and 2011 as well as the
significance of personal engagement and empathy in shaping individual
perceptions.

The present volume features nine contributions from scholars of differ-
ent disciplinary backgrounds who explore the ways in which the Arab up-
rising entered their discipline’s discourse and molded the relations of pow-
er within the discipline. Contributors addressed this common theme in
terms of an open-ended question, because the extent to which political and
social events taking place at a critical historical juncture will have a last-
ing effect on a given academic discipline is unclear. And for those events
that do leave a lasting mark, the nature of their impact differs from disci-
pline to discipline. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 or the terrorist at-
tacks of September 2001 are widely seen as epochal marker events. In the
context of the Arab uprisings, Tunisian street vendor Mohammed Bouaz-
izi’s act of self-immolation in December 2010 and the Tahrir square
protests that began just one month later mark points of departure for de-
velopments that cannot be reduced to a single date.

The shared observations reflected in the various contributions presented
here are the product of our long, often intense, discussions and our writing
exercises. One theme found in all the contributions is that the Arab upris-
ings urged scholars in the Middle East and Europe alike to revisit their an-
alytical frameworks and theoretical approaches. This is apparent in Florian
Kohstall’s contribution, in which he argues that the uprisings prompted us
to concern ourselves less with regime change — the traditional focus of
democratization theories — and look instead for evidence of continuity
and change with respect to the uprisings. Such an approach also calls for
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new forms of cooperation between the different sites of knowledge pro-
duction in the Middle East, North Africa and Europe. Similar shifts are
also observable in the discipline of communication studies. Most scholars
in the field, when focusing on the Middle East, emphasize the role played
by new media and its political impact, but when examining the media in
the West and other world regions, concentrate on daily events instead.
Carola Richter and Hanan Badr provide a thorough review of foreign and
local scholarly communications literature, thus shedding light on the often
obscured complexity of media reality in the Middle East.

Two further contributions also explore concepts, norms and ideas that
are being revisited but not fundamentally rethought as a result of the Arab
uprisings. In her contribution, Fatima Kastner examines the extent to
which political transitions initiated thus far in post-uprising Arab countries
have affected the socio-legal discourse on transitional justice. After pre-
senting the crucial steps of developments that have shaped today’s under-
standing of the normative concept of transitional justice, her article illus-
trates some alterations that do in fact result from the transitions experi-
enced in some Arab countries, which might have the potential to serve as
innovative sources for future attempts at transitional justice. In their con-
tribution, computer scientists Tobias Amft and Kalman Graffi present how
the Arab uprisings accentuated the shift in and rebalancing of the use of
technology, particularly in terms of circumventing government control of
internet access and content. As they demonstrate, the uprisings may not
have affected the discourse on technological development and innovation,
but they have provided an opportunity to subject certain assumptions to a
real-world test.

Other contributions show that in the context of the Arab uprisings, we
see an increased focus on daily life and micro-level analyses — which
mark turning points in the respective disciplines. Barbara Winckler and
Christian Junge’s examination of Arabic literary studies and revolutionary
forms of expression makes the case that the emphasis on everyday lan-
guage celebrates a revival of Arabic. This requires not only new and inno-
vative teaching methods, but also new formats for research cooperation
that build on, emphasize and convey new materials, ranging from wall
paintings to revolutionary and anti-revolutionary songs. Similarly, Bilal
Orfali, Rana Siblini and Maha Houssami examine the content and methods
of teaching Arabic as a foreign language in Beirut. They point to the fact
that even countries like Lebanon, which have remained in the shadow of
the uprisings, are recasting their Arabic language curriculum. As a recent
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target country for students of Arabic, the country and its universities have
become learning hubs and sites of critical reflection for students and social
scientists. Academic life in other countries mired in war and conflict has
been subject to utter destruction. In his contribution, Ammar Abdulrahman
documents how archaeological research and the protection of cultural her-
itage sites in Syria have collapsed under the destruction of war. And while
protecting Syria’s cultural heritage has become an issue taken up by the
international community, local archaeologists and those otherwise tasked
with protecting such sites have either been forced to flee or risk losing
their lives.

While the uprisings have had an impact on the use of analytical frame-
works, materials used and teaching methods applied, they have also
prompted many to reflect on the changing relations within the scholarly
community. Two of our contributions provide personal accounts of how
transformations underway in academia have affected the personal experi-
ence of individual scholars. Jan Claudius Völkel charts the manifold
changes in student–professor relationships and classrooms that he wit-
nessed while teaching political science at Cairo University in Egypt be-
fore, during and after the uprisings. Drawing comparisons to his experi-
ence as an instructor in Germany, he underscores the tragedy of Egyptian
students and professors with great potential who suddenly suffer a new cy-
cle of censorship and restrictions. The importance of transformative learn-
ing and transcultural exchange are also emphasized in Sarhan Dhouib’s
contribution, which highlights the value of philosophy in navigating the
shift from an authoritarian to a post-authoritarian context. This involves
engaging in a dual critique that acknowledges and explores the cultural
features of authoritarian contexts in the Arab world while also questioning
perceptions of the “other” in the West as essential to facilitating transfor-
mation.

Most contributors to this volume emphasize in one way or another the
shifting positions of domestic and foreign scholars in the disciplines fea-
tured here as well as the hierarchy of knowledge production in Arab and
Western institutions. Of course, boundaries have blurred as a result of
scholars’ increasing mobility and the emergence of technologies enabling
interaction across vast geographical distances. We remain unsurprised by
the fact that knowledge production on the Middle East and North Africa
continues to be shaped by Western universities, research institutes and
think tanks. Yet it is astonishing that this continues to be the case in peri-
ods of rapid change when local scholarship is clearly in a better position to
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provide critical insights into events as they unfold. Foreign scholars have
drawn criticism for what has been decried as “sightseeing the Middle
East” in times of revolution. The authors of this volume argue that local
scholars, who often work in an unsafe environment, must be afforded due
respect if the disciplines featured here are to be advanced.

The themes addressed in this publication — reflecting on dominant the-
oretical approaches, interests in micro-analysis and the relationship be-
tween foreign and local knowledge production — must be linked to the
changing conditions for conducting research in the countries focused on.
The uprisings did not precipitate a sustained improvement in research con-
ditions in loosened political and social environments. Instead, after a short
period of opened access to archives and reconsiderations of dominant the-
oretical approaches, the windows of opportunity have since been quickly
shut down again by the return of the security state. This is true even in
Tunisia, where social science research can once again be subject to politi-
cal constraints.

The contributions to this publication draw on a range of forms, from
traditional academic approaches to personal observations to essayistic
variations on the common themes. They thus reflect both the transforma-
tions we describe and those we are undergoing. Our conclusions are tenta-
tive as they are reached in a specific moment and shaped by the specifics
of our individual and communal experience(s) that are linked to our pro-
fessional positions, our proximity to the events in a given country and our
personal backgrounds vis-à-vis the societies we study. The scholars of this
volume share “des regards croisées”, different perspectives that interact
with each other. While the writing of some of our German authors is in-
formed by their long-term residency in an Arab country, authors with ori-
gins in an Arab-speaking country have pursued a long-running academic
career in German or European universities. The publication also includes
contributions by “academics in exile” who look back on debates within a
specific discipline in their home country. Interweaving scholarly observa-
tions with the aim of giving expression to voices otherwise unheard, these
contributions resemble the work of what Tahar Ben Jelloun referred to as
the “public writer”.

It is our sincere hope that this book offers at least two added values. For
one, we aim to foster a broad-based effort to integrate the events of 2010
and 2011 and the subsequent developments in different Arab countries in-
to our respective disciplines which, by definition, share a universal voca-
tion. The region has been stigmatized for its presumed exceptionalism for
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far too long. Some scholars of the Middle East and North Africa have
claimed that 2011 marked an end to this presumed exceptionalism, as po-
litical apathy gave way to powerful political leadership. Seven years later,
the cruel reality on the ground in many countries across the region has
dimmed this optimism, demanding that we consolidate our knowledge
about these events and develop further our understanding of the macro-de-
bates, micro-processes and scientific traditions that abound. Questioning
dominant approaches, accounting for the intimate dynamics of daily life
and questioning the hierarchy in knowledge production are at the core of
the transcultural and multidisciplinary perspective we aim to promote.
Adopting such a stance involves acknowledging the universal importance
of the events of 2010/11. Indeed, the impact of the uprisings on specific
academic disciplines may have a longer reach than the uprisings’ social
and political effects, given the return of authoritarianism in countries such
as Egypt or the ongoing conflicts in Syria, Libya, Yemen and Iraq.

A second added value involves leveraging the opportunities for aca-
demic cooperation that have been generated by the various transforma-
tions unleashed and rendered visible since the events of 2010 and 2011.
We are strong advocates of the need to strengthen and advance coopera-
tion across disciplines and institutional and national boundaries. The con-
tributions presented here illustrate the extent to which we depend on de-
tailed observations of unfolding events as well as transcultural perspec-
tives which juxtapose observations from the field against scholarly debates
on the region. As Hans Jörg Sandkühler argues, this transcultural perspec-
tive is essential to recognizing the plurality of different cultures of knowl-
edge and framing questions within their temporal and regional contexts,
which represents a form of human freedom. Ultimately, this perspective
requires a willingness to debate and the space to carry out debate. But this
space is too often constrained by restrictions that are placed on academic
freedoms as well as de facto power relations that are present in different
funding schemes and instruments of cooperation. Whereas these instru-
ments should have the potential to foster a transcultural perspective, they
often reproduce current power relations, which limits opportunities for de-
bate. Different forms and instruments of cooperation must be part of the
debate and should ultimately be conceived by those who animate the de-
bate. AGYA is one of many initiatives and forms of cooperation that has
the potential to contribute directly to this debate. This volume represents a
first step in forging a way forward.
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