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Arabs and European Enlightenment Thought in the
Discourses of Rifa’a al-Tahtawi and Khayr al-Din
al-Tunisi: Criteria of Representation and Obstacles
to Appropriation
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Abstract: This study examines how Rifa’a al-Tahtawi and Khayr al-Din al-Tunisi
engaged with European Enlightenment thought in Takhlis al-Ibriz and Aqwam
al-Masalik. Responding to Europe’s growing military and scientific superiority,
both reformers sought to reconcile Enlightenment principles with Islamic law.
Al-Tahtawi advocated the separation of powers and constitutional limits on rulers,
while al-Tunisi emphasized political freedoms, press freedom, and judicial justice.
The study argues that their reform projects remained limited by the absence of
structural criticism of political authority and inherited traditions, alongside
their descriptive approach to European achievements, ultimately preventing
fundamental reassessments of existing political systems.

Keywords: Arab Renaissance (Nahda), Rifa’a al-Tahtawi, Khayr al-Din
al-Tunisi, European Enlightenment, Interculturality.
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