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ORIENTAL MANUSCRIPTS

AND NEW INFORMATION TECHNOLOGIES

M. G. Carter

THE PLATONIC EDITION: SOME CONSEQUENCES
OF COMPUTER EDITING FOR TEXT-BASED SCHOLARSHIP
IN ARABIC GRAMMAR"*

In this paper I would like to offer some very personal
speculations about the effects of computers on the study of
medieval Arabic grammatical texts, in particular the Kitab
of Sibawayhi (d. ca. 180/796), though most of what I shall
say could be applied to any field of scholarship which relies
for its data on manuscript sources. I will first define my po-
sition, then look at the specific case of editing the Kitab in
hypertext, and will conclude with some general thoughts on
the nature and future of research in this area.

We are all in Plato's Cave, still. Although there may be
a few individuals who have, over the millennia, escaped
from the Cave, and have even come back bravely (and of-
ten suicidally) to tell us what it is like outside, we remain as
Plato described us, prisoners chained to one wall and con-
demned to pass our entire lives gazing at the shadows of re-
ality flickering on the opposite wall.

And that is, in effect, as close as we shall ever get to
Sibawayhi, whether in manuscript or print: no matter how
many versions we consult (and there are at least sev-
enty-eight manuscripts) [1], we will never know what the
authentic, original form of the Kitab was. We do not even
know that it ever had an authentic, original form, still less
whether Stbawayhi himself (who seems to have left the
actual task of compilation to his pupil al-Akhfash) ever
considered his work in that light.

Nevertheless, we must exploit the new technology to
recreate the Kitab, to translate it from the old medium to
the new. Without wishing to minimize the enormous diffi-
culty of digitalizing all seventy-eight manuscripts (plus the
others that will inevitably emerge), the several printed edi-
tions, Jahn's translation and as much secondary literature as
possible, this aspect of the work is no more than an essen-
tial preliminary, and therefore not important in the context
of this paper. Quantity is per se uninteresting to a Platonist.
What does concern us is the effect of new data-base on both
traditional and innovative scholarship.

Let us first dispose of the concept of a “critical edi-
tion”. I maintain that it would be an absolute misuse of the
new technology to try to create one: paradoxically, the
electronic version of the Kitab should never become final-

ized in any printed text. Ask yourselves, what authority
would it have? Whose “edition” would it be? The Arabs
never confined themselves to one Kitab: as Genevieve
Humbert has shown, there were two extremely well defined
alternative “editions” in circulation and probably a third,
minority version which is still under investigation [2]. Abi
‘All al-Farist (d. 371/981) actually consulted five named
and several anonymous Kitab manuscripts for his com-
mentary al-Ta liga [3], and Monique Bemnards reports that
Ibn Wallad (d. 332/943) likewise used to check doubtful
readings in more than one copy of the Kitah [4]. Even the
Qur’an has never been subjected to the constraint of a
unique and invariable earthly version, indeed the idea
would have struck Muhammad as rather unsound [5].

The eventual emergence of the “Eastern” and
“Western” versions of the Kitab is probably a scholarly
compromise inspired more by convenience and profes-
sional interests than by strictly textual considerations, and it
was still open for grammarians to refer to other readings, as
for example when Abi Nasr al-Qurtubt (d. 401/1011) ap-
peals to the authority of al-Zajjaj to support the reading yud
maru against yazharu [6], not a trivial difference, you must
agree. For what it is worth, the Derenbourg, Biilaq and
Harun editions all have yazharu.

But this last point takes us into an area where the new tech-
nology can be useful, for it will help us ask (I do not say it
will answer, for it cannot) the question, “Why do all the
printed editions have yazharu?” Actually we already know
why: it is because Derenbourg has it, and the other editions
merely follow him, but the next question is inevitably,
“Why does Derenbourg have yazharu?”, to which the an-
swer is probably, “Because he did not find any variants in
the manuscripts he consulted”, and with that we are enter-
ing mysterious and challenging waters, because we know,
even if Derenbourg did not, that there is a long-standing
alternative yudmaru going back to al-Zajjaj. With an elec-
tronic Kitab (which I shall resist calling an “‘e-Kitab™) it
would be a simple matter to interrogate the data-base and
trace the distribution of this variant, with useful results for
the history of ideas and the sociology of the text which

* Since this was originally delivered as a paper at the International Medieval Conference in Leeds (July 1997), and also
at the Semitic Symposium in Kivik, Sweden (August 1997), the written ver§i0n retains the oral style of presentation, a qual-
ity which should be familiar to readers of medieval Arabic manuscripts.
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a conventional critical edition could not easily reveal. In the
end, of course, it would still leave the exact reasons for the
variant a matter of speculative interpretation which no
data-base or software can determine for us.

It may emerge that al-Zajjaj's reading is not part of a
formal manuscript tradition but occurs independently in
one of the innumerable glosses and marginal comments
which cover some of the manuscripts of the Kitab. This is
an aspect of the work for which hypertext is a perfect me-
dium: computer graphics can with relative ease produce a
screen facsimile of the manuscript page with the complete
contents of each folio converted into a standard font, but
both the screen display and a physical print-out would be
difficult to read. It would be far more convenient to assign
all the glosses to hypertext links, where also the variants,
translations and references to the secondary literature will
reside, not to mention the codicological, historical and geo-
graphical information about the manuscript itself, in other
words a whole library, with the Kizab as its starting point.

It is obvious that the hypertext edition makes all kinds
of traditional scholarship easier. If we have all the manu-
scripts at our electronic fingertips, so to speak, we can then,
with the help of the appropriate software, view the state of
the work at any point in its transmission, compare versions
across space or time, call up the text in the form it had in
copies known to be in the possession of specific grammari-
ans, trace a variant back to its probable origin, follow up a
topic in the commentary literature (for as well as the Kitab,
this data-base would ideally contain all the commentaries as
well), check the translation of Jahn, bring up the relevant
work of other scholars on a technical term or topic, in short,
we can exploit the passive omniscience of the computer to
gather information in support of kind of research endeav-
our.

Only the scale and complexity distinguish these activi-
ties from what academics have been doing since scholar-
ship began. But the prospects are still exciting: two tasks
immediately present themselves as perfect projects for our
omnivorous and indefatigable amanuensis: one has appar-
ently already started (in France, I am told), namely to pub-
lish the glosses, and here I will only make a recommenda-
tion from the side of the playing field, being unaware of
how far the game has progressed. My suggestion is simply
to use the computer to reassemble all the signed glosses as
a mini-corpus for each known author: in one very important
case, al-Akhfash, we have no other surviving grammatical
work, and this might be the only practical means of recon-
structing at least the general contents of his grammatical
thought.

The other is rather less exciting but no less valuable,
and that is to draw a map of the variants in the Kitab, of
which there are enough manuscripts to make the exercise
genuinely fruitful. There are two kinds of variants, signed
and unsigned, and characteristically the signed variants in-
volve major technical disagreements (such as the example
from al-Zajjaj above) while the unsigned ones are appar-
ently random and have no consequences for the grammati-
cal issues, e.g. daraba ‘amrun zaydan instead of daraba
zaydun ‘amran. My hypothesis [7] is that these variants are
not in fact random, but part of a sophisticated identification
system to prevent unauthorized use of this rather profitable
text: I assume that professionals knew where to look for
these seemingly innocent differences and could thus trap
those who had no right to be teaching the Kirab because

they had not obtained the proper scholarly ijaza [8]. But to
test this hypothesis, let alone attempt some sort of proof of
it, first requires the registration and mapping of every sin-
gle variant, after which it might be possible to look for
patterns, e.g. that a family of manuscripts (identified by the
traditional methods, e.g. by circumstantial evidence such as
provenience, scribe or ownership history) would exhibit a
consistent distribution of these unsigned variants, which
could then be used to identify other manuscripts. In this
way a particular set of intrinsically meaningless variants
could become as distinctive as the empty holes in those
cards we used to store our data on!

The temptation most to be resisted, however, is to un-
dertake purely quantitative studies, at which a true Platonist
can only shudder. It would be invidious to single out cur-
rent work in which statistical methods are applied to fea-
tures of language which by their nature are not usefully
quantifiable: instead I will simply confess to having done
something of the kind myself, albeit in a very informal
way, and this will perhaps be a suitable penance for having
done so in the first place. In a recent article I pointed out
that the absolute numbers of quadriliteral verbs in modem
colloquial Egyptian seemed significantly higher than those
for Classical Arabic, and produced some extremely vague
figures from the dictionaries to prove it [9]. An Aristotelian
might favour such techniques but, whether the figures are
set out in tables, spread sheets, graphs or pie charts, the
proof of the pudding is in the eating, and on this question I
side with Benjamin Disraeli: “There are three kinds of lies”
— he is reported to have said, by Mark Twain, of all people
— “lies, damned lies and statistics”.

Numbers are by definition meaningless, they are per-
haps the purest of Platonic images, inherently abstract in
both form and substance. Whatever it is they mean it does
not lie and indeed cannot lie in the numbers themselves:
ask any Christian neo-Platonist about the significance of the
number three! The issue is not quantity but quality: the
truth is not decided democratically by votes, and statistics
can only apply to phenomena which themselves obey sta-
tistical laws (whereby an inherent tautology is likely to re-
sult). Reliance on numbers can make a true judgement im-
possible: I think of the indispensable (at least for the time
being) Lexique-Index of Troupeau, who decided not to
itemize words which occur more than 60 times in the Kitab,
thus guaranteeing that the probably most marginal terms
(e.g. isnad) would be the easiest to find and the probably
most central (e.g. ibtida’) also the most difficult. A con-
crete example: the word nazir is found 168 times in the
Kitab, and is thus too frequent for its individual occur-
rences to be listed, but the equally important concept of
mudara ‘a, which is used a total of 111 times in its various
forms, is fully itemized because no form of the root occurs
more than sixty times. A close examination of Sibawayhi's
use of mudara ‘a suggests that in fact it is at least as impor-
tant as nazir, probably more so, as it has a wider technical
range, but if one judged only by the numbers one might
conclude the opposite [10].

This is not to say that statistical evidence is to be re-
jected on principle, but in the humanities it can seldom do
more than confirm or contradict a general impression. One
of the more convincing uses of computers in Arabic is the
work of Bohas and Paoli in metrical studies, a domain
which, with its high degree of formalism, seems ideal for
such treatment. And the results are truly fascinating, giving
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us a detailed knowledge of the structure of Arabic poetry
which no modern mind could encompass unaided. Yet the
authors do not confuse the computer with the intellect, and
fully recognize that the human reaction to poetry (and this
only at the metrical level, be it noted) is qualitatively quite
different from the processing of poetry by digital
means [11].

By raising the issue of quality I intentionally bring into
the debate questions of humanism and the nature of the
academic life, notions which are none too outstanding in
the literature of computer technology. Here, too, great
changes lie ahead as scholarship reformulates itself in the
new medium, where personal contact is replaced by the
Net, research is done for us by algorithms, publication and
feedback are both instantaneous and universal, as we dis-
play our learning in what I suppose in our field would have
to be called a Cyber-Majlis.

For the medieval Arabs the transmission of knowledge
was a serious and well controlled business conferring both
dignity and profit on the participants. Their medium was, of
course, the manuscript, and there was an elaborate and gen-
erally effective system of publication which covered the
production, distribution and copyright of original works.
Although the terms did not exist then, we can be sure that
the concepts of “intellectual property”, “information man-
agement” and “knowledge transfer” were very familiar to
them. It is not a little ironic that we still derive our own
livelihood today from the same sources as the medieval Ar-
abs, the very manuscripts which we now propose to digi-
talize.

Digitalization immediately evokes many problems
which can only be hinted at here. Permanence: books and
manuscripts survive remarkably well considering how they
are treated, but what is the reliability of an electromagnetic
charge which can be obliterated in a millisecond's loss of
current? Access: there was a time when precious books
were chained to the desk, but what is now the value of
something which can be read by anyone with a computer
and a modem? The aesthetic side: when will we abandon
typographical conventions which themselves were (and
largely still are) a compromise between the physical re-
straints of hot metal type and the visual criteria of calligra-
phy? The physical aspect: what difference will it make to
read a work on a screen instead of holding it in our hands?
And what will it mean in future to “read” a document,
given that browsing software will take over most of the
functions of reading? Professional matters: who or what
will the new academic community be, the ones by whom
and for whom these manuscripts are going to be digital-
ized? And what will be the meaning of the word
“erudition” when we all have instant access to the same
knowledge base?

Those were all rhetorical questions which I have no
intention of trying to answer, mainly because the answer
will have to be found on the Web itself, in the Cyber-
Majlis, where there will doubtless also be a new rhetoric,
and probably, given the perversity of human nature, even
thetorical questions will find an answer from some latter-
day Jahiz or Tawhidi who just happens to log on. Already
the electronic interchange of ideas is well established, and
“the way electronic intertextuality changes our relation to
the institutions of scholarship™ is now earnestly discussed,
along with many of my rhetorical questions above [12].
The electronic symposium is now in full growth, and

henceforth scholars will have to reckon with the fact that
their ideas no longer belong exclusively on a printed page
but will be exposed to a global “readership”. I have put
readership in quotation marks because I am not sure
whether it still applies to staring at a screen, and also be-
cause I wonder how many of my listeners noticed the un-
conscious survival of print habits when I referred to some-
thing I had said previously as “above”. The slip was genu-
ine and has not been edited out, though as you know, there
is never anything final about a document in a word proces-
sor!

This brings us back to Platonic editions, which differ
from word processor files in that they can never be printed
out: they remain always in potentia, even after (or perhaps
especially after) the manuscripts have been transmuted
from “physical marks on a surface” [13] into invisible
states of electrons. What will probably happen in the Cy-
ber-Majlis is that a variety of Kizab editions will emerge, as
individual scholars base their research on their own choice
of readings, and these will compete for authority until per-
haps a generally accepted version evolves. [n this way we
shall replicate electronically exactly what happened with
the original manuscripts, and here I could rest my case and
say that this is the strongest argument in support of my
original assertion that no final “critical” edition should even
be contemplated.

I will conclude by speculating about some of the possi-
bilities of the new scholarship which will be facilitated as
soon as the software designers can turn their attention away
from the more profitable computer games.

One development which seems inevitable is the thesis
programme, an algorithm which will skim through a given
corpus and abstract from it a well-formed and convincing
piece of research which can be uploaded (or as we used to
say, submitted) for a doctorate. Of course it will be read
and evaluated by another piece of software and the degree
will be awarded on the Web, perhaps as a downloadable
multimedia diploma. This is only a slight exaggeration,
whose aim is simply to emphasize the inevitability of
change in the academic process at the same time as asking
you not to forget that the relationship between a scholar, his
students, his discipline and his material is essentially a per-
sonal one, where “face to face” contact is about to be re-
placed by the electronic “interface™.

My tax software suggests another programme which
could stimulate (or should I say simulate?) useful enquiry,
namely the “What if?” button, which will explore for me
the consequences any whimsical speculation, no matter
how implausible. For example, what if Ferdinand de Saus-
sure had read Jahn's translation of the Kitab [14], could we
then argue that his concept of language as a social phe-
nonemon came (indirectly) from Sibawayhi rather than, ac-
cording to certain historians of linguistics at least, directly
from Durkheim? [15] Ourt software would obligingly
search through all the relevant data and with any luck might
discover in the records of the Geneva University library
(which doubtless still exist and will eventually be digital-
ized!) that de Saussure had indeed borrowed and presuma-
bly therefore read Jahn's work, whereupon a whole new
chapter of the history of linguistics could be written.

But behind this facetiousness there is a serious point: soft-
ware cannot initiate, it can only serve as a tool for the curi-
osity of the researcher. It has been said of al-Khalil ibn
Ahmad that the proof of his genius lay in the questions he
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asked [16], and it will certainly be a challenge to future
scholars to find questions which live up to the power of
their research tools.

Unfortunately the Internet, which is where the elec-
tronic symposium will meet, is itself a rather undiscrimi-
nating entity, with a mesh so tight that it catches far too
many small fish. Bulletin Boards, for example, are intel-
lectually just another kind of graffiti, either indecipherable
or trivial. The main purpose of computers seems to be
playing games, and this has spilled over into educational
practice, where learning and playing have become fatally
confused. Believe it or not I have seen some years ago an
advertisement for a programme for learners of Arabic
called “Fun with verbs”. I hope you are as appalled as | am
that this infantile exercise was aimed at university students.
Will future generations of students be taught by a greedy
and impatient Tamaguchi which will die if they do not
learn their verbs properly? The answer, unfortunately, is
almost certainly yes.

There may indeed be technical analogies between the
editing of manuscripts and other computer applications
such as games, business programmes and the creation of
original works: the conventions of graphic presentation and
the strategies of manoeuvering through the programme are
similar in all of these. But the reading of texts is qualita-
tively unique, a mediated contact of mind with mind, in our
case with Stbawayhi's, and therefore it is neither a peda-

gogical nor a creative experience, still less a game. The
ideas come to us merely through a different medium, which
should be as transparent as possible, with minimal interfer-
ence from the presenter (the ideals of typography, for ex-
ample, were to combine beauty and efficiency in a form
which did not distract from the content: computer graphics
has a very long way to go in this regard). We should bear in
mind Plato's suspicion of everything creative: creativity
leads away from the truth, and artists (I paraphrase Plato)
are merely wizards who play with images, thus twice re-
moved from reality because their “creations” are in them-
selves only images of images.

The real Kitab (if we are lucky) will lic hidden some-
where in the huge electronic library constructed and ad-
ministered by the computer, which will act purely as a
custodian for Sibawayhi's ideas. The work as such can
never escape from this library in any finite form, nor can
we come closer to it than the contemplation of the versions
recreated on our screens. We remain trapped in Plato's
Cave, and while others happily avoid reality by playing in
their Multi-User Dungeons (how Plato would have enjoyed
that image!), we shall browse for the reality of the Kitab in
our computers.

However, everybody is still gazing at the same screens,
which have become the new walls of our Cave on which
the shadows of the truth are still flickering.
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