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Progress and academic freedom:  

The heritage of the Enlightenment in the Arab-Muslim world 

Dear all, 

 

I am not a philosopher, I am a diplomat. 

I do not think progress; I observe it and sometimes try to make it happen.  

And I also note that progress is a struggle, today just as much as in the past. 

 

I will speak as a diplomat, drawing on universal considerations as a basis, considerations to be 

observed in the Arab-Muslim world as they are elsewhere, considerations that are true for all regimes, 

and for all human beings, considerations at the heart of the Enlightenments. 

 

 

Few people today would deny the link between education and progress. No matter what the 

context is, no matter what goals we set ourselves, human beings are imperfect by nature and need to be 

educated if they are to progress, to leave behind violence and become aware of what they are and what 

they can do for the others. 

 

An idea Victor Hugo summed up by saying: “opening a school is closing a prison”. 

 

The problem becomes more striking if we ask ourselves what progress means and set out to 

define it more precisely. I am aware of the highly theoretical difficulties and I shall not attempt to 

address them. 

 

This is where it is easier to be a diplomat than a philosopher… Progress is something I have seen, 

I have experienced in practice. 

 

Progress, today in the Arab world, as it is anywhere, it’s first and foremost two intangible, 

universal objectives; for the people it´s: 

 To be well. It is a situation in which obtaining food is no longer a struggle. It’s the rolling back of 

diseases; in a word it’s an easier existence. It is becoming truly human, rather than reduced to 

subsistence and survival. 

 To be free. It is the ability for every individual to escape from the determinism and ignorance that 

holds back. Again it is being truly human, accepting being imperfect but determined to progress. 

 

What can we do to promote these two essential goals; wellbeing and liberty, along with what 

flows from them (freedom of speech, freedom of conscience, the right to an independent system of 

justice, democracy perhaps, and so on)? That is the question that the philosophers of the 

Enlightenment asked themselves and which our societies also ask to varying degrees. The societies of 

the Southern Mediterranean, for example, which are currently faced with profound upheaval. 

 

In the Arab world, there will be no positive and sustainable achievement in the political field 

without progress in the economic and social fields as well. 

 

 

To understand how these goals can be pursued, we also need to get back to objective, intangible, 

universal truth. Of course truth is a difficult concept. 

 

It was on the basis of scientifically established facts that the Enlightenment philosophers built 

their powerful system of thought. 

 

More precisely, it was on the basis of the work of Copernicus and Galileo that they constructed 

their reasoning that was to result, a few decades later, to the declaration of independence in the US and 

its Bill of Rights in 1776; and a little later in the French Revolution and the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights on 26 August 1789. 
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Why is it so? Because, verifiable facts will always defeat ideologies, by undermining the illusions 

that enslave. Education must teach first and foremost to doubt in order to get to facts would then turn 

into ideas and ideals. Ironically in a sense, that way of thinking was opened up as early as the 9th 

century by the great philosophers and scientists of the Muslim world: Ibn Rushd, Ibn Sina, Razi, 

among others as well as the houses of knowledge opened at the same time by the great Abbasside 

Calife Al Mamun. 

 

This is true of the so-called exact sciences as it is for the social sciences. This is so because both 

apply the same methods and rigor. 

 

More precisely, this means keeping moral, religious and political considerations out of 

universities. Universities must be sanctuaries, sheltered from all forms of pressure. That is the great 

lesson of the Enlightenment, and that is what was protected with courage and determination by 

Professor Kazdaghli, the Dean of the Manouba University in Tunis. 

 

 

Underlying this program there is of course a political project. It is a program for freedom against 

oppression, democracy against tyranny, enlightenment against obscurantism. 

 

That is the justification for some, who seek to discredit the educational program I have described. 

They see in it a propaganda machine in the hands of one power or another, one interest group or 

another. They seek in this way to present as relative what is universal. 

 

The political project I am referring to is nothing less than the continued pursuit of the material and 

intellectual progress I have just been describing: wellbeing and liberty. As you noticed this is at the 

heart of people demands “in the Arab spring”. They are right, because it is a universal project suited to 

every individual whatever their social situation, their culture, their faith, their place of birth … 

 

We must not fool ourselves to the fact that there has always been opposition to those values of 

Enlightenment. We have seen it in the past as we can see today it in the Arab world but not only there. 

These opposites have sometimes been based on geographical relativism sometimes rejection of so-

called formal freedoms, seen as being opposed to genuine freedoms. But such opposition has always 

had the same objective: to contest the physical and moral liberty of individuals in order to preserve the 

power of a few in whose interest it is to keep people in suffering and ignorance. 

 

That is why, although universities must be protected from political pressures, they must claim for 

themselves the status of political forums, places where a universal political project can be pursued. 

 

And it will be later, once progress is underway and liberty is developing, that ideologies, debate, a 

diversity of political projects, all legitimate, will begin to unfold. But never before. 

 

 

 

To conclude, I would say therefore that universities are par excellence the places where progress 

forms. 

 

Universities must play just such a role as places protected from political pressures. 

 

But they must not be afraid to lay claim to their goal: the goal of liberty for minds and dignity for 

individuals. 

 

That is the only goal to be recognized for them and there is none that is nobler. 


