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Orientalists and the Editing of Arabic Manuscrlpts: A Service to Herltage ora

Reorientation of 1t?

Dr. Ahmed Shihab Hamad

Abstract

This review article examines the role of Orientalists in the critical editing of Arabic
manuscripts through a central question: did Orientalist scholarship serve Arabic
heritage, or did it redirect it according to external intellectual frameworks? The
article distinguishes between textual editing as a technical process collating
manuscripts, establishing readings, annotating, and indexing and editing as an
interpretive act that shapes how a text, its author, and its civilization are perceived.
The review shows that Orientalists made undeniable contributions to Arabic
manuscript studies by rescuing numerous works from oblivion, cataloguing
collections, developing philological tools, and producing critical editions. Yet these
contributions were sometimes accompanied by selective interests, Eurocentric
periodization, colonial contexts, and interpretive frameworks that did not always
emerge from within Arabic-Islamic intellectual traditions. The article therefore
proposes a balanced critical position: Orientalist editions should neither be rejected
wholesale nor accepted uncritically. Rather, they should be used as valuable
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scholarly materials while being subjected to Arab critical reassessment that restores
texts to their linguistic, religious, historical, and civilizational contexts.

Keywords: Arabic manuscripts, Critical editing, Cultural authority, Orientalism,
Textual heritage.
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