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Recent Arab intellectual debates are often described as revolving
around Arab-Islamic cultural heritage (turth) and the role that it ought
to play in modern society. This debate is standardly characterized as a
confrontation between traditionalists and modernists, the former
idolizing an ‘authentic’ heritage, the latter blaming traditionalism for
Arab society’s inability to ‘modernize’.This study argues that this
standard narrative has become overly dominant, making it impossible
for different perspectives to be either voiced or heard. It calls for a
critical review of how we think about contemporary Arab thought
through an analysis of the progressive-linear temporal structure
underlying the authenticity-modernity dichotomy. Looking in detail at
three Arab intellectuals of the last fifty years – Zak Najb Mamd,
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Adonis, and Abd al-Ramn h – the study shows how this
temporal structure underlies their thinking, but also how their efforts
to break away from it build on a critique of its temporal basis. This
analysis in turn enables an overhaul of the authenticity-modernity
paradigm, which not only leads to a richer, critical engagement with
contemporary Arab thought, but also brings out its moral dimensions.


