
 

   

 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 A polemical introduction 

The Translation Movement, which flourished during the Abbasid period, lasted 
almost three hundred years, reaching its peak during the reign of al-Ma’mun (d. 
833 CE). During that time, numerous Greek, Persian, and Hindi manuscripts were 
translated into Arabic, then the lingua franca of the Islamic Empire ( Peters 1968 : 
vii). The movement was initially supported by the caliphs, or rulers, but it soon 
came to be associated with famous families, such as the Barmakis, Bani (sons of) 
Shaker, and the sons of Moses, who were rich enough to send envoys to distant 
places to buy rare manuscripts. This fascination with translation might be attrib-
uted to the simple desire to disseminate knowledge, or to get closer to the rulers, 
as translation became a means by which to curry the ruler’s favors. Translation 
also became the means by which people acquired fame and high social status. 
This situation continued until the Abbasids began to show signs of weakness, 
signaled initially by a neglect of translation and, later, by opposition to it. 

What has been published about translation in Arabic in the Abbasid era is negli-
gible compared to what exists about this period in other fields of knowledge, such 
as history and history of science. As a new field of knowledge, Translation Studies 
has yet to gain a firm foothold in academia, and publications in Arabic are sparse. 
Most publications about this era reiterate information and facts, with little regard 
to the historical context that shaped the Translation Movement and its intellectual 
foundations. Modern translation theories provide the necessary theoretical frame-
works to help explain such a complex phenomenon, which evolved and changed 
throughout the period 

Translation Studies gained momentum when modern linguistics started to 
spread in universities and academic institutes in the middle of the twentieth cen-
tury. Under the wing of applied linguistics, the study of translation was based on 
the analysis of the morpheme, the smallest meaningful unit in language, then the 
word, the sentence and then the text as a whole. The study of translation suffered 
from polarized viewpoints: On the one hand, linguists were committed to the 
concept of faithfulness, formal equivalence, and the rigid pursuit of objectivity in 
the process of translation largely ignoring its cultural and social dimensions. On 
the other, literary theorists took more subjective approaches, largely ignoring the 
discoveries of linguistics. Within decades, theorists from both sides realized the 
importance of listening to what the other party had to say. This led to a recognition 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

   

2 A polemical introduction 

of the importance of modern linguistic findings to the study of translation, as well 
as the importance of literary and social contexts, which allows translation to be 
studied not just as a linguistic phenomenon but as a cultural, aesthetic, and social 
event. This was the moment Translation Studies took the so-called “cultural turn,” 
which focused on translation as a cultural phenomenon, based on the understand-
ing that each language has its distinct traditions, forms, and literary conventions. 
Translation can no longer be thought of as the transference of a word, phrase, 
or sentence to another language without understanding the language’s cultural 
forms. This turn was led by Susan Bassnett (1945–) and André Lefevere (1945– 
1996) and soon, under the influence of postcolonial studies, resulted in the inves-
tigation of the colonial systems, and cultural frameworks that shape the aesthetics 
of the original text, a process described by Venuti as “domestication” ( Bassnett 
and Lefevere 1998 , 1995 ). This involved investigating the vocabulary and con-
cepts related to hegemony and its various mechanisms under the umbrella of the 
“Power Turn.” This turn has explored translation not only as a means by which 
the colonizer dominates its colonies but also as a means of resisting the colonizer 
(see, for instance, Munday 2016 : 197–221). 

However, these cultural structures are not isolated from society, its dynamics, 
and its interactions, so Translation Studies in the twenty-first century took a new 
direction, the sociological turn, which deals with translation as a manifestation 
of social “positioning” and as an integral part of the dynamic life of a society 
( Angelelli 2014 ). Studies that resulted from the sociological trend focus on the 
intellectual and societal motivations behind translation, the conflicts generated 
by translation between the various social classes, as well as the intellectual and 
political conflicts that arise from translation it introduces foreign concepts, ter-
minology and language. The role of the relationship between patrons and their 
translator clients can also be studied from this angle. Patrons are individuals or 
institutions who assign work to translators and reward them for their efforts, and 
in so doing consciously or not direct and define the cultural paths of translation, 
at times even advising translators regarding solutions for the terms and concepts 
they translate. In the modern age, “patrons” have largely been replaced by “trans-
lation sponsors,” who publish the work, after it has been approved by reviewers, 
copy editors, designers, and printers. After all that, the translated work is then 
passed to others, those responsible for advertising, marketing and sales. Finally, 
it moves to shops, libraries, and book fairs before ending its long journey in the 
hands of its reader. In the Abbasid era, these processes were less complicated. 
The task of the “scribe” was carried out in cooperation with the  warraqin, a term 
that refers to papermakers or paper manufacturers and/or copyists. They receive a 
copy of the translation, transcribe it, and hand the finished product to the customer 
for a sum of money agreed on by the two, which depended on the reputation of 
the scribe, his knowledge and fame, or his mastery of Arabic calligraphy. Despite 
their prestigious cultural role, the warraqin sometimes made simple errors and 
often manipulated the texts. This might explain why they suffered the wrath of 
numerous translators and intellectuals. Al-Jahiz (d. 868 CE), for instance, com-
plained bitterly of their transgressions and their distortions of the texts they copied 



 

   
   

  

      
     

 

 

 

  

 
 
 

    
   

 

   
 
 

A polemical introduction 3 

(see Chapter 7 ). Whether it is due to the low quality of their work or lack of 
knowledge of the discipline they working with or due to the urgency of their work 
and the many deadlines they had to meet, the warraqin made many mistakes and 
errors. The numerous existing manuscripts of Kalila wa Dimna reflect the extent 
of those errors (see Chapter 5 ). Moreover, a great translator like Hunain ibn Ishaq 
(d. 873 CE) took extreme measures to prevent scribes from confusing the names 
of the different medicinal plants by choosing unfamiliar words to refer to familiar 
plants, such as zaatar (thyme) which he deliberately wrote as saatar for fear the 
scribe might write shaair (barley). As he explains in his Issues in Medicine, he 
adopts this strategy “so as the remedy does not turn into a malady” as a conse-
quence of bad copying mistakes (see Chapter 6 ). 

The sociological orientation in Translation Studies is also concerned with 
studying the social conflict that translated works generate by their introduction 
of ideas unfamiliar to society or how translation reflects such a conflict. The con-
flict that obtained in the early Abbasid period between the supporters of Persian 
culture and Greek culture is a prime example. During the conflict, there was a 
debate about which of the two cultures was more useful to the young state: the 
Greek with its rich heritage in science and medicine, or the Persian culture rich in 
politics and literature. Another serious question is why the conflict ended with the 
dominance of Greek culture over the Persian culture and its supporters. One could 
also study the conflict between some social classes who were close to the rulers 
and their role in promoting certain translations, not to mention the bitter rivalry 
between the translators themselves (and their methods) in order to obtain more 
from a patron and the highest wages. The most obvious example that illustrates 
this are the conspiracies and intrigues that surrounded Hunain by colleagues who 
begrudged him his wealth and the vast sums he collected from his work in transla-
tion, editing, and revision ( Chapter 6 ). 

This book investigates translation in the Abbasid era from a new perspective: the 
texts that were produced during the Abbasid period are controversial and should 
not be treated as static, or as if the information contained in them were irrefutable 
facts. Once these texts are studied carefully and once one enters into a dialogue with 
them, one discovers that they contain a lot of contradictions and prejudices because 
their authors were human beings who wrote under many forms of pressure. These 
pressures included political expediency to satisfy rulers (such as writing about ibn 
al-Muqaffa’ as a shubi or heretic) and ideological in support of a particular party 
in the conflict over another (such as looking at al-Jahiz as a mutazalite, religiously 
rationalist). Moreover, one could also investigate the rivalry between translators, or 
the envy shown by writers to the privileges translators received from the rulers. For 
instance, one could examine the contempt shown by al-Tawhidi towards Abu Bishr 
Matthew, a philosopher and the first translator of Aristotle’s Poetics into Arabic, 
by accusing him of being stingy and writing under the influence of alcohol, or the 
various false charges that were levelled against Hunain because of the privileges 
he received from the caliph al-Mutawakil (d. 861 CE) by questioning his knowledge 
of medicine and accusing him of being “a mere translator” who has nothing to do 
with medicine and surgery. 



 

 

 

  

  
 

   

  

 

 

 
  

 
 

4 A polemical introduction 

This method of dealing with history gives the modern reader the ability to 
explain events and attitudes without being influenced by contemporary biases, 
whether dogmatic or political. It also frees the reader from the tyranny of past 
judgments that fly in the face of logic or reason, or the evidence presented by the 
translation strategies themselves. The best example might be the case of Abdalla 
ibn al-Muqaffa’ (d. 759 CE): instead of studying his great cultural role in creating 
an Arabic prose that is an appropriate tool for literary expression, many critics 
devoted a lot of time and effort to investigating his zandaqa, or heresy – a loose 
concept that has led to the loss of countless innocent lives and may refer to many 
things, including the scientific method adopted by scholars in order to reach the 
truth. In studying ibn al-Muqaffa’s translation of Kalila wa Dimna, the reader 
may discover some of the translation strategies that he used to divorce the text 
from its Indian polytheistic context and to domesticate it to the new language, 
rephrasing and remolding it to reflect Islamic culture. The charge of heresy that 
has been reported is only a ploy that conceals political or personal agendas that 
aimed to discredit a great translator who served the Arabic language and culture 
like no other. What has been said about his zandaqa does not reflect the transla-
tion strategies that he followed to change the Sanskrit text into an Arabic one full 
of Islamic values and ideas to the extent that some modern Western critics say that 
the translation is one of the most precious gifts given by the Islamic culture to the 
world ( Lessing 2008 : 9–20). How can the charges of heresy be consistent with 
the Islamic spirit? The study of translation as a product and as a complex process 
brings new results that contradict old assumptions. 

These “accidental” or “unexpected” conclusions are not related to Translation 
Studies, but nonetheless offer scholars working in the Umayyad and Abbasid peri-
ods new data that cannot be obtained from other sources. These data, which are 
text-based and are neither subjective nor impressionistic, are obtained from ana-
lyzing key texts in terms of translation strategies and methods. If such analyses 
are made available, one could combine them with other documents to study the 
issue at hand with more subtlety, because our understanding of history is mostly 
based on texts that yield different opinions and facts, depending on the age, indi-
viduals, and general milieu. If new texts are introduced, one could say with cer-
tainty that a new understanding becomes available, because each age interprets 
its history from a different perspective: some texts gain prominence; others are 
reduced in status. Translation introduces new perspectives that are dynamic and 
shake our beliefs in accepted ‘facts’ and make us cast doubt on other texts, their 
import, or meaning. In this way, Translation Studies contributes directly to enrich-
ing our historical knowledge, without falling into the trap of subjectivity or hasty 
generalizations. 

However, one should point out in this regard that the history of translation is 
not a subservient substitute for cultural, political, or public history; it is a new 
field of knowledge that raises genuine problems and poses bold questions that 
other types of traditional historical studies cannot answer. Recent studies in this 
regard indicate that traditional historians have begun to pay attention to the impor-
tance of the history of translation in revising their ideas, conclusions, and other 



   
  

 

  

 
 

 

 

     

 
  

 

    
 

   

A polemical introduction 5 

“facts” or “givens” associated with the Abbasid era. This includes the investiga-
tion of related phenomena, such as the conflict translation created in the society, 
the influence of the ruling elites on translation and translators, the role Syriac and 
Persian translators played in court politics, and the role the Translation Movement 
played in the promotion of translation, its mechanisms, its intellectual content, its 
impact on the world of politics, and the art of state administration. 

The following is an overview of the contents of the book - which consists of an 
introduction, a conclusion, and nine chapters - including a summary of each chap-
ter, and the most important issues in it. The introduction provides the theoretical 
framework of the study and gives a brief idea of Translation Studies and its con-
temporary trends, with particular emphasis on the “social turn” in translation. This 
seems appropriate for the study of translation in the Abbasid period because it was 
not an elite activity confined to a limited group in society, but rather its influence 
extended to governors, wealthy families, and a large group of translators, editors, 
copyists, and warraqin. In addition, translation itself was financially rewarding, 
and some translators became so exorbitantly rich that their colleagues conspired 
against them. This happened with the greatest translator in Arabic history, Hunain, 
who was imprisoned and tortured because of his fame and wealth. 

Translation is an important and serious act that has far-reaching implications 
for the thought, language, and culture it receives (Delisle and Woodsworth 2012). 
Translators have introduced many terms into Arabic, including numerous medical 
terms. Some words were transliterated from Greek. Perhaps the most subtle aspect 
of translation is that the translation methods of the originals creep into Arabic, the 
most important of which is the “word-for-word” method that was common among 
the Romans and Syriacs, and which became a feature of the translated works. This 
approach to translation was rejected by the Arabs, until Hunain, came up with 
what he called “my translation method,” which is essentially a “sense-for-sense” 
model that follows Arabic style and literary conventions. Many earlier versions 
that adopted the “word-for-word” method were retranslated according to the new 
way, most of them by Hunain himself and/or his team ( Chapter 5). 

Chapter 1 , “Beginnings and endings,” deals with the emergence of translation 
among Arabs, especially its transition from an individual effort initiated by Prince 
Khalid ibn Yazidibn Mu’awiyah (634–709 CE) to a state-sponsored organized 
effort under the Caliph Abu Ja’afar al-Mansur (714–775 CE) who turned it into 
a government institution, which was called bayt al-hikma – The House of Wis-
dom. This institution, besides conducting research primarily in engineering and 
astronomy, was also responsible for translating manuscripts from Greek and Per-
sian into Arabic. It also attracted translators and sponsored the search for manu-
scripts, sending delegations to obtain them from different countries. Translation 
enjoyed a high reputation and a good social status, so much so that some influ-
ential families, such as the Barmakis and Bani Shaker became important patrons 
for translators, paying them handsomely for their efforts. In the era of al-Ma’mun, 
the House of Wisdom grows in the middle of this hectic activity of translation 
and thrives unlike any other institution in the East or West. Translators from all 
over the world came to Baghdad to contribute to this renaissance and numerous 



 

  

  

 
  

 

 

 
   

    
  

 
 

   

  
 
 
 

6 A polemical introduction 

manuscripts were translated from Greek, Persian, and Sanskrit. When a patron or 
an official was unhappy with the final product, translators were ready to have it 
revised and edited; if still unhappy, it was retranslated by a different translator, or 
re-translated in its entirety, as Hunain states in his Epistle. However, this renais-
sance, which was associated with translation, carried with it the seeds of its own 
death. Al-Ma’mun, despite his great efforts in promoting multicultural tolerance, 
translation, and philosophy, was a mutazalite and tried to impose this belief on 
people by force and coercion, and thus, in the minds of the people, both transla-
tion and al-Ma’mun were inextricably linked together. When al-Ma’mun died, the 
death knells for both translation and Mu’tazlism had rung; by the time of caliph 
Al-Qadir (d. 1031 CE), one of the great missions of the State was to persecute 
the Mu’tazilites, to crucify them, to destroy their texts, and to burn all translated 
books (along with every vineyard in the country – from which wine is made!). 
Additionally, and perhaps not surprisingly, women were also banned from leaving 
their homes day and night. 

Chapter 2 , “Translation and cultural struggle,” deals with the controversial 
topic of translation and the conflicting interests of the various components of soci-
ety: The religious, the language scholars, and the diverse political groups whose 
loyalties were colored by their interests and the interests of the group they belong 
to it. Finally, there is the conflict between Arabs and Persians, which is called shu-
bia; a term which generally refers to the (mainly) Persians’ denigration of Arabs 
(Norris, “Shu’biah” 1990 : 31–47). 

Arabic had no history of translation, its methods, and its principles, but Syriac, 
also a Semitic language, had evolved in terms of writing centuries before Arabic, 
and developed scientific, medical, anatomical, and philosophical vocabulary, a 
challenge that Arabic had to face with the advent of the Translation Movement. 
The translators alone worked hard to coin new words or to derive new vocabu-
lary from old ones to enrich Arabic with new medical and philosophical terms. 
The Syriacs, who enriched Arabic with new terms and translations, had a great 
influence on tempering or reducing the Persian influence on the Abbasid society. 
Eventually, the Persian intellectual influence diminished and its supporters no 
longer advocated it. When the Syriacs began to propagate the medical, pharmaco-
logical, and philosophical heritage of the Greeks into the Abbasid society, Persian 
culture could not produce anything remotely similar in terms of its scope or depth. 

Chapter 3 , “Translation of literary criticism,” discusses the translation of 
Aristotle’s Poetics into Arabic. The only extant translation of this important 
text belongs to the late period of the Translation Movement. It was completed 
by Abu Bishr ibn Matthew, a Syriac known for his philosophical writings. He 
knew Syriac and Arabic but did not know Greek. His translation of Aristotle’s 
Poetics is literal, difficult to understand, and is fraught with linguistic and gram-
matical errors. Matthew’s language is also criticized by the renowned grammar-
ian al-Sirafi (see Chapter 4 ). This translation had far-reaching negative effects, 
because it hindered any interaction between Greek and Arabic criticism and 
made literary critics of the era turn away from Greek thought, thinking that 
Aristotle was merely a philosopher. They did not realize that Aristotle had laid 



 
 

 
 

  
 

    

   

    
 
 

    

 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 

 
  

 
   

 
 
 

A polemical introduction 7 

out the principles of Greek tragedy in that important book. Matthew’s trans-
lation stands as a negative model for translation because it does not provide 
bridges for understanding between nations and peoples; rather, it destroys those 
links and transforms the translation from a positive act that enriches the recipi-
ent culture into a negative act that fails to contribute to that culture. The Arabic 
translation was completed from a lost Syriac text, so we cannot blame the Ara-
bic translator for some of the errors in the text. In addition, the translator’s work 
was confined to Greek philosophy. 

The translator dealt with the Poetics as a purely philosophical work, and this 
might partially explain why he understood neither the content of the book nor its 
terminology. The translation distorted the Poetics so much that all the efforts of 
later philosophers to explain it were doomed to failure. In addition to the linguistic 
and grammatical errors associated with literal translation, there is a major prob-
lem that the translator could not surmount. That is, he was unable to understand 
the critical terms of the original. He was thus confused about what a Greek theater 
was, the nature of the genre, and its attendant vocabulary. Moreover, the transla-
tion reveals little understanding of Arabic literature either. When the translator 
tried to transfer Aristotle’s concepts into Arabic, he failed to understand them 
first, and then failed to communicate them to the Arabic reader. The chapter also 
discusses the efforts of the many Arab philosophers who tried to understand this 
flawed translation, beginning with Al-Farabi (d. 950 CE) ibn Sina (d. 1037 CE) and 
ending with ibn Rushd (d. 1126 CE). 

Chapter 4 , “A discussion about translation in the Abbasid period,” deals with 
a debate between the philosopher Matthew and the grammarian al-Sirafi, on 
the merits and demerits of translation, logic, and Arabic grammar ( Margoliouth 
1905 : 79–129; Vagelpohl 2010 : 245–67). This debate is a rare occasion in the 
literature of translation in Arabic. It is also similar to a play, with its director set-
ting the roles and the actors playing out their parts. The director in this case is al-
Tawhidi, a genius of many talents and gifts, but who lived in abject poverty and 
suffered until, at the end of his life, he burned all his books in public in a sym-
bolic act of indignation at the world of literature and its patrons and rulers who 
humiliated him by ignoring his talents. Al-Tawhidi relates what happens in this 
dialogue, coloring it with his own prejudices, accusing the philosopher of being 
stingy and drunk most of the time, and praising the high status of grammar for 
the Arabs because it helps them understand the Qur’an. He is not shy to favor 
his teacher, al-Sirafi, because he not only sides with him but also obliterates any 
responses from Matthew, who rarely utters more than short sentences in the dia-
logue. The reader actually hears very little from the philosopher. The two char-
acters represent two opposing ideological camps or positions: the first promotes 
translation and all the alien knowledge associated with it; the second position 
promotes traditional Arab learning in poetry, grammar, rhetoric, and knowledge 
of ayam, the pre-Islamic wars among different tribes. The two interlocutors 
also represent two contradictory poles: the opinion of the dominant majority 
(we) and the Other represents the non-Muslim who deals with philosophy, 
science and non-traditional knowledge. The dialogue is, in essence, between 



 

 
  

 

 

 
  

 

  

 

 

8 A polemical introduction 

traditional Arabic knowledge and the new knowledge; that is, between the pro-
ponents of translation and its enemies. 

Chapter 5 , “Translation of literature,” offers a model of creative translation, 
which has immortalized its translator, because the translation surpassed the origi-
nal so much so that it is forgotten. The translator is Abdalla ibn al-Muqaffa’. 
He was known for his distinctive prose and polished style. His use of prose was 
unheard of in Arabic, because it was a form associated with “inferior” types of 
literature. The chapter investigates the strategies adopted by ibn al-Muqaffa’ to 
bring the text closer to its Arab reader, domesticating it to suit Arabic literary 
standards and Islamic beliefs. These strategies confused his critics, past and pres-
ent: was this a translation or his own writing? This dilemma is unique in Arabic, 
because translation was associated in Arabic with the Syriac “word-for-word” 
model that resulted in awkward and unintelligible texts. Ibn al-Muqaffa’s render-
ing of the Persian text into Arabic in a beautiful prose he called translation puz-
zled many of his contemporaries who accused him of forgery, because there was 
a thin line separating his ordinary writing style from the style of the translation. 
Upon examining the translation methods and strategies used by ibn al-Muqaffa’, 
one realizes that he decided that the best way to make Arabs accept and admire 
prose (which was not the medium of literature at the time) would be if the transla-
tion did not appear as such. He rephrased and adapted and refined his translation 
so much that the reader feels that they are reading an Arabic text saturated with 
Islamic spirit and religious concepts and, as such, they embrace it as their own. 
The chapter ends with a discussion of other attempts by other poets/translators to 
translate texts across completely separate cultural boundaries. 

Chapter 6 , “Translation of science,” deals with a central figure in the history of 
translation in the Abbasid period – Hunain ibn Ishaq. He may be the single most 
important figure in the history of the Arabic Translation Movement. His inven-
tiveness and his command of Arabic, Greek, Persian, and Syriac set him apart 
from other translators. He coined many medical and anatomical terms that did not 
exist in Arabic. His translations covered books on philosophy, medicine, dreams, 
Greek mythology, and history. He might have also written on Arabic grammar 
and lexicography. His innovations in translation include the “invention” of a new 
“sense-for-sense” method that gained popularity and came to be associated with 
him. Despite his creativity and prolific output, Hunain suffered greatly during his 
lifetime due to the envy shown by his colleagues and fellow doctors, but eventu-
ally he prevailed and was hailed as the greatest translator of all time, gaining the 
prestigious nickname, “the Sheikh of Arab Translators” ( Osman 2014 , 9/1: 41–55). 

Chapter 7 , “Did the Abbasids have a theory of translation?” raises the thorny 
question of why the Translation Movement was so prolific in terms of produc-
ing translations but left only a few remarks on translation as a process. All of the 
translators are more or less silent about the process itself. Even great translators 
such as Hunain offer only passing remarks about their method of translation, or 
the obstacles and difficulties they encountered in the process of rendering foreign 
texts into Arabic. His most detailed remarks are contained in his  Epistle, but they 
do not go beyond being value judgments ( Osman 2014 , 9/1: 41–55; Vagelpohl 
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2015: 86–106; de Young 1992 : 188–99). However, we find the most relevant 
explanations and criticisms of translation from al-Jahiz, one of the major pillars 
of Abbasid prose, who has nothing to do with translation and has not practiced 
it, but who is rather quite hostile to it and its practitioners. Al-Jahiz’s position is 
characterized by its insensitivity and lack of appreciation for translation and trans-
lators and he underestimates their efforts. 

Chapter 8 , “The Abbasids and poetry translation,” discusses a puzzling con-
tradiction: how can one explain the abundance of translations in Abbasid soci-
ety where manuscripts were translated on every conceivable subject – medicine, 
chemistry, philosophy, history, civics, astrology, perfumery, zoology, falconry, 
cooking, sex, and witchcraft but no translations of even a single poem from any 
languages at the time. Many Persian and Indian tales and fables were translated 
into Arabic, as were the Greek myths and adages, but the poetry of these nations 
was not translated; we do not even hear about attempts to translate poems. It 
seems that writers and critics rejected them and ridiculed their quality. Poetry, in 
the words of al-Jahiz, is a virtue “confined to Arabs, and to those who spoke in 
the tongue of the Arabs.” For al-Jahiz, poetry is not a literary genre; rather, it is a 
virtue that no other nation enjoys except the Arabs. Apparently, what al-Jahiz is 
referring to is not the poetry we are familiar with, but a much more comprehen-
sive concept that was common to the Arabs. For Arabs at this time, poetry was 
their pride, a record of their lives and deeds. About a hundred and fifty years after 
al-Jahiz, a noted grammarian, ibn Faris (d. 1005 CE) criticizes Greek poetry, which 
means this grammarian had read some foreign poetry, but we have no idea which 
poem he has read, who the poet is or from which language. He does not like what 
he has read. Notwithstanding, it is clear that al-Jahiz and ibn Fares feel the supe-
riority of their literature and the supremacy of the their state and their ideals over 
other nations. We can understand this ideological position as a reflection of the 
sense of power and hegemony felt by the Abbasid state, which provided the two 
writers with their attitudes. This attitude differs little from the one expressed by 
Rudyard Kipling (1865–1936) when he complained that the white man’s burden 
(and Western expansionism) lies in refining the East and educating it in the ways 
of the West. 

Chapter 9 , “The impact of translation on Arabic,” explores the influence that 
translation exerted on Arabic vocabulary and structure. In the pre-Islamic era, the 
majority of Arabs were confined to the Arabian Peninsula, living in relative isola-
tion from the outside world, except for those close to the areas of foreign influence 
(Byzantine and Persia). Orality was dominant and illiteracy was rampant. Arabic 
was not exposed to foreign influence, and remained the basic means of expression 
for numerous tribes, which were scattered all over Arabia. However, this did not 
last long. With the advent of Islam, Arabs were exposed to different nations and 
cultures (i.e., Persian, Syriac, and Greek), whose languages were more developed 
to Arabic in terms of terminology and writing system. Arabic faced the challenge 
of accommodating the sciences and new fields of knowledge that accompanied 
their exposures to other nations and civilizations. This must have been a daunt-
ing task, since Arabic had no medical, philosophical, or scientific traditions and 
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vocabulary, and translators had to resort to a range of strategies to express this 
knowledge. It was the translators who undertook the task of transferring this 
knowledge by inventing new vocabulary through loan words, coining new terms, 
transliterating, and deriving new meanings and senses from old words. The one 
translator who surpassed all others in enriching Arabic with his translations and 
derivatives is Hunain, who helped establish rules for translating scientific terms 
by deriving and coining hundreds of words related to medicine and ophthalmol-
ogy. His efforts led other translators to adopt his terminology, leading to unifor-
mity in the use of scientific and philosophical terminology that helped promote 
the advancement of the sciences in the Abbasid period. 

The book ends its journey to understanding the world of Abbasid translation 
with a summary of the findings and lessons learned from the translators’ efforts 
and the role of translation in enhancing the receiving culture with new ideas and 
other cultures. Although the Abbasid period is considered the “Golden Age” of 
Islamic history, when the Muslim world was the unrivaled intellectual center for 
science, philosophy, medicine, and education, when the rulers, patrons, and intel-
lectuals stopped promoting translation, it was a sign of the collapse of the Abbasid 
culture and the demise of their state. What we learn from translation in this era 
is that it is a significant indicator of the health and well-being of society. The 
more Abbasid society opened up to translation, the more dynamic and energetic 
it became, while the more it neglected translation, the more isolated it became, 
condemning itself and its people to intellectual barrenness. 


