
Introduction 

Academic freedom and the protection of knowledge, researchers, and research participants are all 
central to the mission and concerns of the ACSS for the enhancement of social science and 
humanities research in the Arab region. As an institution concerned with the production of 
knowledge, the ACSS believes that for knowledge to be credible, to grow and flourish, it has to be 
generated under conditions of dignity and freedom from repression and coercion. For the ACSS, it 
is essential for researchers and research participants to feel safe and unfettered as they conceptualize, 
produce, carry out, participate in, and disseminate their research.  

As we broach the question of academic freedom through ACSS programs and activities, we realize 
that the situation in the Arab region is far from our vision and expectations, and the academic 
community is facing old and more recent challenges that constrain its ability to produce critical 
knowledge that speaks to the problems of its societies. Availability and accessibility to data and 
information is a key challenge in the region, and many countries suffer from poor research 
infrastructures and a shortage of academic and digital resources. Authoritarian regimes are 
strengthening their grip over research and writing, particularly after the failure of the Arab 
revolutions (2010-2011 and 2019), and universities are applying political and bureaucratic controls 
over research through a wide spectrum of silencing and censorship tactics. Academic institutions are 
stifling interest in particular topics and silencing research questions that are deemed sensitive. In 
several countries, the privatization and commodification of higher education have contributed to the 
precarity of teaching staff, discouraging them from pursuing independent thought and stripping 
academic freedom of its core tenets of autonomy, critique, and free learning.  Finally, wars and 
protracted crises in the Arab region have made it more difficult for researchers to pursue knowledge 
and examine critical issues of relevance to their war-torn societies. The epitome of these crises – 
Israel’s war on Gaza in October 2023 - demonstrated that the deterioration of academic freedom is 
not unique to the Arab region but is also affecting academics in the Global North; the production of 
knowledge is under threat globally.  

At the same time, while new opportunities and frontiers for research and learning have been made 
possible by the expansion of digital technologies and spaces democratizing access to and 
dissemination of knowledge, they have also introduced new challenges and controls on the research 
process. Through the use of artificial intelligence and the application of cyber-surveillance, social 
media and new technologies have resulted in new forms of non-traditional controls by state and 
non-state actors that are posing threats to the safety of researchers and research participants.  

With all these developments in mind, the ACSS received timely support from the IDRC to 
undertake a project entitled “Safeguarding Knowledge Production” to help the institution 
understand how Arab researchers function in those harsh conditions shaped by authoritarianism, 
conflict, political instability, and a shrinking public sphere. The project’s overarching question was: 
How does this abysmal situation impact the research process in all its stages: from planning to data 
collection to analysis to publication and dissemination?   
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As the project evolved, we became specifically interested in the two issues of silencing and 
safeguarding. By silencing, we meant the deliberate suppression of academic freedom - the ability to 
think freely and critically, engage in critical discussions, and pursue critical inquiries. By safeguarding, 
we were concerned with endeavors by individuals and institutions to develop and maintain safe 
spaces and practices that enhance the creation of critical knowledge and nurture environments that 
are conducive to learning, exchange, and dialogue. By the concept of safeguarding, we also meant 
the protection of researchers and research participants who collaborate in the process of knowledge 
production.  

The project comprised a number of activities, including convenings, background research, 
interviews, consultations, and publications. Another central activity was the formation of a working 
group around the three themes of “gender and sexuality”, “pandemic preparedness and response”,  
and “environmental risks and climate change”. The group comprised six distinguished scholars who 
presented case studies around the three themes. From their own country and disciplinary 
perspectives, they provided historical and contextual analysis of conditions of knowledge 
production, and their focus was on: what constitutes a sensitive or contentious topic in different 
contexts and over time? What makes it contentious and for whom? How and why are certain themes 
studied, discussed, overlooked, or silenced in different countries of the region? How do researchers 
formulate their research/writing/messages on politically contentious topics? And what strategies do 
researchers employ to circumvent restrictions? As the case studies examined strategies of silencing 
and censorship, they also introduced tactics of resistance on the part of researchers and elaborated 
the concept of knowledge safeguarding with a special focus on situations of crisis, war, and 
occupation. 

This publication is the output of the working group and includes six case studies by Sara Mourad, 
Suhad Daher-Nashef, Hind Ahmed Zaki, Soha Bayoumi, Omar Tesdell, and Soraya El-Kahlaoui. On 
the theme of “gender and sexuality”, Mourad’s paper addresses the silencing and “moral panic” 
around non-conforming gender and sexuality in the Arab region. She constructs a personal and 
scholarly genealogy of sexual repression, arguing that the policing of “shameful” and 
non-conforming f sexuality is a systemic, often violent, mechanism of domination by authoritarian 
power structures -  both state and non-state. She critiques some postcolonial literature for being 
“averse to social change; suspicious of cultural influence; and nostalgic about the way”, seeing new 
socio-sexual formations only as “symptoms of colonial modernity”. She suggests instead a queer 
feminist approach that centers the lived reality and experience of non-conforming sexualities.  

Daher-Nashef ’s essay critically examines the severe knowledge gap regarding sexuality, sexual desire, 
and sexual satisfaction among menopausal Arab women beyond reproductive age. She addresses the 
tendency to treat these issues from a reductionist bio-medical approach that views women's sexual 
health as pathological "dysfunction" caused by biological decline, and overlooks the social and 
cultural dimensions of women’s lived experiences.  

Zaki’s article analyzes feminist knowledge production in post-2013 authoritarian Egypt. She argues 
that in order to ensure that production of knowledge does not stop, women researchers are 
employing “subversive self-censorship” as a tactic of resistance and survival strategy against the 
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repression of the authoritarian patriarchal state. In her paper, Zaki delineates and examines the 
evasion of sensitive topics, depoliticization, and strategic use of translation as tactics of resistance 
that researchers exercise as they address gender-sensitive topics.  

On the theme of “pandemic preparedness and response” Bayoumi analyzes the context of 
knowledge production on the COVID-19 pandemic in Egypt claiming that the medicalization and 
securitization of the pandemic delegitimized critical social and political analysis. She examines how 
the Egyptian regime sought to monopolize information sharing, imposed institutional silencing, 
manipulated data and exercised indirect censorship (including the arrest of healthcare working and 
journalists for sharing unofficial data) to shape a singular narrative around the crisis. According to 
Bayoumi, this has resulted in "cacophonous consequences" and public confusion with limited 
understanding of the pandemic's impact and lack of preparedness for future health crises.  

Addressing “environmental risks and climate change”, Omar Tesdell’s paper deals with 
“data-keeping under duress". He critically surveys the landscape of knowledge production in the 
context of occupation in Palestine, where researchers face several forms of data exploitation risks: by 
the occupation forces and global tech monopolies and well-funded institutions, all compounded by 
unenforceable intellectual property laws. Tesdell proposes building decentralized, 
community-managed data infrastructures to protect local knowledge as a way to protect and 
safeguard local knowledge. 

Finally, Soraya El-Kahlaoui’s study documents the sensitivity of writing about the dynamics of 
conflict and power relations between the state and informal groups facing forced eviction and 
fighting for their right to housing in Morocco. Her paper examines factors that have empowered the 
local community to publicize their cause, and made some associative and collective action possible. 
Those included her own presence and supportive role as a researcher, as well as opportunities to 
open up to the press. El-Kahlaoui argues that the censorship of academic research in authoritarian 
contexts operates through subtle mechanisms like bureaucratic obstruction rather than formal bans. 
This makes the researcher's methodology (mediating the community's story via camera) and 
safeguarding knowledge (tribal memory and narratives) that the state seeks to erase, essential acts of 
resistance. 

Collectively, the six case studies in this volume provide a nuanced and methodologically diverse 
exploration of silencing and knowledge censoring, as well as different mechanisms and tactics to 
navigate the restrictive landscape of knowledge production in the Arab region. We invite readers: 
researchers, policymakers and the public - to engage critically with this material and join the effort to 
safeguard academic environments in the Arab region and globally, and ensure that critical voices and 
knowledge generated in these challenging circumstances are preserved. 
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