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Abstract
This article examines the relationship between books, libraries and scholarly
authority in medieval Islamic cities through a historical study of manuscript
circulation, pious endowments (waqf) and the transmission of knowledge.
Scholarship has often treated the Islamic library either as a repository of texts whose
significance lies in its holdings, or as a symbol of a golden age ended by catastrophe.
This study argues instead that the book, the library and the endowment formed a
single social system in which authority was produced at three interlocking levels:
personal authority embodied in the teacher and expressed in audition (sama‘) and
licence (ijaza); institutional authority secured by the madrasa, the dar al-hadith and
the endowment deed; and material authority located in the manuscript itself, with its
colophons, audition certificates and ownership notes. Employing a historical,
analytical and comparative methodology, the article first analyses the Qur’anic and
Prophetic foundations of writing and learning and the economy of paper and the book
trade in cities such as Baghdad, Cairo and Damascus. It then examines the circulation
of manuscripts through copying, gift, loan, purchase and travel, the typology of
libraries from the caliphal collections to madrasa and mosque libraries, and the legal
construction of the waqf as a mechanism that both preserved and constrained access
to books. Drawing on classical sources such as al-Jahiz, Ibn al-Nadim, al-Khatib al-
Baghdadi, Ibn Jama‘a and Yaqit, and on modern scholarship including Pedersen,
Makdisi, Berkey, Chamberlain, Hirschler, Bloom, Gutas and Kuran, the study shows
that libraries functioned as social institutions rather than neutral storehouses, that
endowment law shaped the geography of knowledge, and that the fragility of
collections in moments of political rupture illustrates the dependence of intellectual
authority on urban stability. The article concludes by drawing implications for the
study and preservation of Islamic manuscript heritage today.
Keywords: Islamic Libraries, Manuscript Circulation, Waqf (Endowments), Knowledge Transmission,
Scholarly Authority.
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