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Introduction
Stephan Conermann

This volume of edited articles presents the scholarly results of a German-Arab
partnership project, funded for a two-year period by the German Academic
Exchange Service (2013–2014). The idea was to establish a working relationship between the Higher Institute for Arts Criticism at the Academy of Arts in
Egypt (later: the Centre for Civilization Studies and Dialogue of Cultures at
Cairo University) and the Department of Near Eastern Studies at Bonn University. The scientific focus was on the dynamics of dissidence and censorship in
Egypt from the Nahḍa to the Arab Spring. Under the leadership of Dr. Haggag
Ali (Cairo) and Prof. Dr. Stephan Conermann (and later Prof. Dr. Christine
Schirrmacher as well) (Bonn), an interdisciplinary group of young researchers was established. These scholars presented and discussed individual projects and relevant topics during three productive and successful workshops. It
was these workshops that eventually led to this joint publication.
Many different authors contributed to this volume. Focusing on the conceptual problems of freedom of religion, freedom of belief and censorship,
Christine Schirrmacher highlights the different shifts in conceptualizing
freedom in Near Eastern societies during the twentieth century. A term for
freedom as a political concept does not exist in the literature of the classical
period, and early Islamic jurisprudence also did not discuss this term in any
great detail. The Arabic word for freedom, ḥurriyya, was essentially reduced
to the question of serfdom. Up to the nineteenth century, the Arab concept
of freedom retained a largely legal connotation in the political realm, while
representatives of theology interpreted it as dependence upon God. Intellectuals predominantly mistrusted the concept of freedom, rarely focusing
on freedom of the individual. When they did do so, early references to the
term ḥurriyya at the end of the eighteenth century were largely and negatively imbued as synonyms for anarchy, libertinism, licentiousness and moral
unrestraint. This fundamentally changed, however, during the transition to
modernity, when the term ḥurriyya received new meaning through the reception of socio-political concepts from European states. Up to the middle of the
twentieth century, many European political notions were discussed in the
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publications of Arab societies, and by the end of the century, these notions
were firmly rooted in Arabic terminology. While several Arab intellectuals
defined freedom as an inalienable right of the individual, protected by civil
rights, the majority continued to interpret freedom politically and in a collectivist sense. This idea of collectivity remains a major theme in the modern
debate on freedom of religion, belief and opinion. Schirrmacher differentiates
between three positions among present-day scholars regarding freedom of
religion: a liberal, a moderate and a restrictive position. A minority of scholars are at the two extremes of the pendulum, arguing either for a liberal, free
choice of faith or stating that religious freedom consists exclusively of either
belonging to Islam, the one true religion, or in converting to it. turning to it.
The majority of scholars, however, follow a moderately restrictive position,
confirming the historically vested right of non-Muslims – Jews and Christians
in particular – to not have to convert to Islam. They define religious freedom
for Muslims exclusively as freedom of thought, which at most allows Muslims
to question bear doubts about Islam in private. However, according to this
opinion, whoever propagates deviating notions is guilty of apostasy and, for
that reason, must be punished. As a result, the propagated idea of freedom
is divided into a twofold framework: an allowed internal deviation from the
majority opinion, for which freedom of belief exists, and an external affiliation with a religious community with no free choice for adherents of Islam,
i.e., no religious freedom. The discursive focus lies not on the individual and
his interests but on the collective, which is alleged to be pre-eminently protected from dangerous influences. As a consequence, the limitations of the
freedom of religion are not interpreted as censorship, oppression or prohibition against a desirable freedom but rather as a necessary defense against the
destruction of society. Based on this, Schirrmacher argues that if complete
religious freedom is seen a synonym for freedom, its limitation in numerous
Middle Eastern states can be interpreted as forms of censorship, as it prohibits
free choice to express personally chosen worldviews. This censorship rarely
occurs by means of legal texts or by political elites, but instead through the
intermediation of social norms by notable theologians or places of scholarship. This leads to a paradoxical situation in which most constitutions of
Arab states explicitly award the right to religious freedom, but do not offer
comprehensive religious freedom in all directions.
In the following article, Emad Abou-Ghazi provides a broad historical
overview of the development of modern censorship in Egypt from the nineteenth century until 1952. The modernization of Egypt in the first part of the
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