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Abstract

This study investigates the Abbasid Caliphate’s translation movement, emphasizing its
role in shaping both Islamic and Western intellectual traditions. It explores the origins,
methodologies, and lasting impacts of the Abbasid translation efforts, particularly
through institutions like House of Wisdom, which facilitated the translation of Greek,
Persian, and Indian texts into Arabic. The study is realized via a critical, historical
analysis methodology, with a focus on the political, scientific, and cultural motivations
behind the movement. the study critically engages with a range of secondary sources
that explore the Abbasid era, analyzing how these works interpret the political,
cultural, and scientific motivations behind the translation movement. It further
examines the mechanisms and strategies that distinguished Abbasid translation efforts
from those of previous eras, especially the Umayyads. Consequently, the findings
highlight that the translation movement under the Abbasids was more than a mere
preservation of knowledge. It was a strategic and dynamic intellectual project that not
only expanded the horizons of Islamic thought but also served as a key bridge to the
Western Renaissance. The Abbasid approach to translation differed significantly from
that of the Umayyads, emphasizing institutionalization and innovative methodologies,
including a refined sense-for-sense translation. This effort contributed to the
transmission of scientific, philosophical, and literary knowledge to Europe, fostering
the intellectual revival of the Renaissance. The research also uncovers the long-term
impacts of the translation movement, confirming its foundational role in the
development of global knowledge traditions. In conclusion, the study reaffirms the
Abbasid translation movement’s central position in the history of knowledge,
demonstrating its far-reaching influence on both Eastern and Western civilizations. By
offering a detailed examination of the movement’s strategic nature and intellectual
outcomes, this research provides a comprehensive understanding of its legacy and

ongoing significance in the history of science, literature, and intercultural exchange.

Keyword: Abbasid Caliphate - Translation Movement -House of Wisdom -

ArabicTranslation- Knowledge Transmission.
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General Introduction

The Abbasid Caliphate (750-1258 CE) is one of the most influential periods in the
Islamic history, marked by significant cultural, political, and intellectual
advancements. Among its most lasting contributions is the translation movement, a
civilizational initiative that extended far beyond merely transferring texts from Greek,
Persian, and Indian languages into Arabic. It was a deliberate and state-supported
effort that transformed the Islamic world into a hub of global scholarship, laying the
foundations for centuries of scientific, philosophical, and literary growth. Unlike the
earlier, limited translation efforts of the Umayyads, the Abbasid translation movement
was institutionalized, methodologically refined, and deeply integrated into the
caliphate’s vision of knowledge as both a religious value and a political asset.

This thesis examines the Abbasid translation movement as a case study to understand
the mechanisms through which translation contributed to the formation of Islamic
intellectual traditions and how this legacy later influenced Western civilization. The
study explores the political, cultural, and ideological motivations that shaped the
movement, the roles played by key translators and institutions, and the long-term
effects of this transfer of knowledge. It also reflects how the Abbasid strategy of
translation helped elevate Arabic language into a medium of global thought, enabling
Muslim scholars to move beyond preservation and create new paradigms of scientific
and philosophical inquiry.

The central research questions addressed in this study are:

1. What were the reasons for the translation movement under the Abbasids?

2. Why did the number of translations increase significantly after the Abbasids came to
power?

3. In what ways did the Abbasid translation efforts differ from those of the Umayyads

in terms of scope, methodology, and long-term influence?

In response to the above-mentioned questions, we hypothesise that
the Abbasid translation movement was not a random or secondary cultural event, but a

deliberate, state-supported strategy aimed at transforming the Islamic empire into a



global center of knowledge. We further propose that the Abbasids institutionalized and
refined translation in a way that surpassed earlier efforts—particularly those of the
Umayyads, by integrating it into their political, religious, and scientific agendas.
Finally, we hypothesize that this translation movement served as a civilizational
bridge, facilitating the transmission of knowledge that laid the groundwork for major

intellectual developments in Western Europe, particularly during the Renaissance.

Accordingly, one must limit the investigation to avoid irrelevant details and focus on a
specific portion of the study that aligns with the research objective. This study centers
on the role of the translation movement and the House of Wisdom in preserving and

transmitting translated works.

To explore these questions, the study adopts a qualitative, historical-analytical
methodology, relying on a wide range of secondary sources. This approach enables a
critical examination of the political, and intellectual dynamics that shaped the Abbasid
translation movement and its long-term legacy.

The paper is divided into three main chapters. The first one provides a historical and
political overview of the rise of the Abbasid Caliphate, focusing on the leadership of
Al-Saffah, the founder who established the foundations of the new dynasty; Harun al-
Rashid, under whose reign Baghdad flourished as a cultural and administrative capital;
and Al-Ma’mun, whose patronage of scholars and establishment of Bayt al-Hikmah
(House of Wisdom) marked the high point of intellectual life during the Golden Age.
This chapter lays the groundwork for understanding the environment that enabled the
translation movement to emerge and flourish. Chapter Two explores the translation
movement in depth, including its origins, objectives, and evolution. It highlights the
contributions of pivotal translators such as Hunayn ibn Ishaq and Ibn al-Muqaffa’,
analyzes translation methodologies, and explains how Abbasid translation differed
from the Umayyad period in both scope and intent. It also discusses the movement’s
institutional structure and its broader civilizational significance. The last chapter
examines the intellectual legacy of the Abbasid translation movement, particularly its
influence on later developments in both the Islamic world and Western Europe. It

discusses how Abbasid translations in fields like astronomy, medicine, and philosophy
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laid the foundation for the European Renaissance. Besides, it addresses the eventual
decline of the movement and the emergence of original Arabic scholarship while

assessing the enduring cultural and scientific value of this rich intellectual tradition.



Chapter One The Rise of the Abbasid Caliphate

1. Introduction

In the 8th century, the Abbasids rose to power, reshaping the Islamic Caliphate
with their promise to restore true Islamic principles and values. They descended from
Al-Abbas, the Prophet Muhammad’s uncle, and believed that their lineage gave them a
legitimate claim to the caliphate. Abu al-Abbas al-Saffah, the first Abbasid caliph,
relocated the capital to Kufa, laying the foundation for an empire that would later
flourish in Baghdad.During the reign of Harun al-Rashid, the Abbasid Caliphate paved
the way for an era of intellectual and cultural advancements. His policies and
patronage of scholars, poets, and scientists set the stage for a golden period of
knowledge and innovation in the Islamic world. This intellectual momentum reached
its peak under Al-Ma’mun, who established the House of Wisdom, a center for
translation and scholarly exchange. He actively sponsored translators, ensuring that
works from Greek, Persian, and Indian civilizations were preserved and studied, which
significantly influenced later intellectual movements in both the Islamic and Western
worlds. This chapter provides an overview of the rise of the Abbasid Caliphate,
focusing on its notable leaders and the political and intellectual developments that

shaped its enduring legacy.
1.2The Foundation of The Abbasid Caliphate

The Abbasids (750-1258) represent a pivotal Islamic dynasty known for their
intellectual, cultural, and political achievements. They established a legacy of
innovation, fostering advancements in science, philosophy, and the arts. Their rule
signified a transition from military conquest to administrative sophistication and
cultural flourishing. This era, often called the Islamic Golden Age, profoundly
influenced the development of global civilization. The early Abbasid caliphs ruled a
vast area of 6,500 kilometers as the crow flies, from their eastern frontier on the banks
of the Indus to the western borders in Tunisia, and 3,000 from the Yemeni capital at
San'a' to the capital of Arab Armenia at Bardha'a, near the Caucasus. This area was
marked, then as now, by great contrasts of climate, physical geography, and

population. The usual picture of the Middle East is of an area of hot, sandy deserts and
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palm-fringed oases, and such places do exist. However, there are also productive river
valleys, fertile grain-producing plains, upland grasslands, and mountains where snow

remains year-round.

There were areas of high population density and bustling urban life but these
were often divided by very expansive areas of minimally populated desert or
challenging mountain passes. This geographical pattern intensely affected the
workings of government and political life. It was tough for the caliphs to exercise real
power over these areas, where the population was too scattered and communications
too difficult to allow their representatives to control the situation. The picture was
further difficult to understand because the Arab settlement and Islam spread were
inconsistent. Some regions, such as Iraq, Syria, and parts of Khorasan, were densely
populated. In other places, like Egypt and much of western Iran, the Arab and Muslim
population remained a small ruling class. Meanwhile, local rulers retained their
traditional authority in places like Armenia, Tabaristan, and large parts of Transoxania,
offering only symbolic loyalty to the caliphs. This administration was highly uneven.
The densely populated regions with major towns and established agricultural
communities formed the core of Abbasid authority. The boundaries of the caliphate
extended to the mountain foothills and the final villages before the desert started.Iraq
served as the heart of the Caliphate, and even before the establishment of Baghdad, the
region known as the Sawad contributed significantly to the wealth that supported
Abbasid authority. The Sawad, meaning "Black Land," referred to an extensive stretch
of fertile, irrigated land extending from south of Baghdad to the sea. This area was

nourished by the Tigris, the Euphrates, and their network of tributaries and canals.

The Abbasid Caliphate traced its origins to Al-Abbas ibn Abd al-Muttalib, the
uncle of the Prophet Muhammad, from whom they derived their name. This familial
connection provided a strong foundation for their claim to leadership in the Islamic
world. The dynasty began its rule in 750 CE under Abu al-Abbas al-Saffah, its first
caliph. Under Harun al-Rashid, the Abbasid Caliphate reached its zenith, becoming a
lighthouse of cultural, scientific, and philosophical advancements during the Islamic

Golden Age. Later, Al-Mu'tasimBillah reinforced the caliphate’s military and
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administrative strength, protecting its legacy as a pivotal force in Islamic history. Al-
Abbas was at the core of this dynasty’s foundation, whose lineage and influence

remain central to their enduring significance.
1.3 Abu Abbas ibn-Muhammad (al-saffah- zliwl)

In the Great Mosque of Kufa on October 31, 749, Abu'l-'Abbas 'Abd Allah b.
Muhammad al-Saffah was proclaimed the first Abbasid caliph. This proclamation
occurred on a Friday during prayers, witnessed by both the native Kufans and the
recently arrived Khurasani soldiers. Accompanied by his senior uncle, Dawud B. 'Alj,
who stood one step below him, the new caliph ascended the pulpit. After expressing
gratitude to God and those who supported their cause, he had to sit down, possibly due
to illness or nervousness. His eloquent uncle then delivered a detailed speech,
outlining the Abbasid claims, commending the Kufans and Khurasanis for their
support and firm resistance against the Umayyads, and promising a new era governed
by Islamic principles. Following the speeches, they moved to the governor's palace
adjacent to the mosque, leaving the caliph's brother, Abu Ja'far, to receive the
congregation's oaths of allegiance, which continued until nightfall when the last person

pledged loyalty to the new regime.

After Abu al-Abbas al-Saffah's proclamation as the new Abbasid caliph in Kufa
on October 31, 749, the path to securing the caliphate was far from assured. While the
Kufans and Khurasanis rallied around the Abbasid cause, the Umayyad resistance, led
by the last Umayyad caliph, Marwan II, was determined to maintain its rule. The
decisive clash between the two forces occurred at the Battle of the Zab River in 750.
Here, Abu Muslim al-Khorasani, the Abbasid commander, and Abdullah ibn Ali, the
uncle of Abu al-Abbas, played pivotal roles in defeating Marwan II and his supporters.
The victory at the Zab ended the Umayyad dynasty. It solidified the Abbasid control
over the Islamic world, allowing Abu al-Abbas to strengthen his leadership and set the
foundation for the new regime's future. Even allowing for some exaggeration in the

sources, the Abbasid forces were still significantly outnumbered, with estimates
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ranging from 10,000 to 30,000 men, while the Umayyads were said to have between
100,000 and 150,000.

Upon reaching the River Zab, Marwan made a significant mistake that worked
against him. He constructed a bridge and moved his forces to the river's south bank.
The Abbasid leaders were concerned about the spirit and obedience of their troops, and
Abd-Allah’ was urged to initiate a battle promptly. Marwan, on the other hand, sought
to adopt a delay strategy. However, one of his commanders, driven by a desire to stand
out, disobeyed orders and started the fighting. The Battle of the Zab occurred on 11th
Jumada II, equivalent to 26th February, 750, The situation was precarious. Abdullah,
fearing his forces might lose cohesion and retreat, instructed them to adopt a tight
formation, kneeling with their spears for protection. This unconventional tactic proved
successful. A Khurasani soldier later recounted, "The Syrians came at us like walls of
iron, but when we knelt and readied our spears, they dispersed like a cloud." The
Syrians retreated, and in his haste to escape, Marwan demolished the bridge, stranding
many of his soldiers. Consequently, more Syrians drowned while crossing the river

than fell in combat.

The victory was conclusive, and Marwan lost his resolve. One account
mentions a head wound he sustained during the battle, further damaging his reputation
as a military leader. Unpopular in key Umayyad centers like Damascus and Homs, his
inability to defeat the Abbasids led to a loss of support. This became evident when,
upon reaching Mosul, the governor he had appointed closed the city gates, dismissing
Marwan and his entourage as impostors. Forced to abandon his treasure, Marwan fled
via the bridge at Balad. The Mosul governor and his family were later rewarded with
significant Abbasid positions for their timely action. After the Abbasid victory,
Marwan II sought revenge by considering an alliance with the Byzantines. He hoped to
gather new forces to continue his fight against the Abbasids. However, this plan never
fully came to fruition, and he was unable to gather sufficient support. In response to
the threat, Abdullah sent his brother, Salih, to deal with Marwan. The fate of Marwan
IT remains uncertain. Some sources claim he was killed in his sleep, while others

suggest that he died in a short but intense fight. Regardless of the exact circumstances,
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Chapter One The Rise of the Abbasid Caliphate

the defeat of Marwan marked the end of the Umayyad Caliphate. Marwan’s attempts
to regain power were unsuccessful, and he was unable to rally support from the
regions under Umayyad control, such as Damascus and Homs. The Abbasids’ decisive
victory ensured the collapse of Marwan II’s leadership, and his forces quickly
disbanded. In the aftermath, the governor of Mosul, who had refused Marwan entry,

was rewarded by the Abbasids for his loyalty.
1.3.1 The Transition of Umayyad Regions to Abbasid Rule

Following the Abbasid takeover, resistance persisted in various regions of the
former Umayyad Empire. In Syria, Abu'l-Ward, a pro-Umayyad leader, initiated a
rebellion near Qinnisrin, which Abbasid commander Abdullah ibn Ali ultimately
quashed. In the Arabian Peninsula, the Abbasids swiftly established control over most
areas, except for certain regions in Oman, which the Kharijites, an independent
faction, dominated. By 134 AH (751/752 CE), the Abbasids had launched an
expedition from Basra to conquer Sind (present-day Pakistan), successfully
incorporating it into their domain. By the end of that year, the Abbasids had
consolidated control over nearly the entire former Umayyad Empire. The notable

exceptions were:

Ifrigiya (North Africa):This region was under the control of local Berber rebels and

remained outside Abbasid rule until 144 AH (761/762 CE).

Andalus (Spain):It maintained its independence and became a separate Umayyad

territory governed by a branch of the former Umayyad dynasty.

Following their victory over the Umayyads, Al-Saffah and his brother, Abu
Ja'far (later known as Al-Mansur), were resolute in establishing the authority of the
newly founded Abbasid dynasty. Their primary goal was to ensure the dynasty's
survival and prosperity in the complex political landscape that emerged after the fall of

the Umayyad Caliphate.
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To consolidate their rule, they employed two critical strategies. The first was to
control and curb the ambitions of potential challengers to their authority. This involved
suppressing rebellions, neutralizing the influence of remaining Umayyad loyalists, and
eliminating any groups or individuals who could threaten the new regime. Ensuring
the loyalty of the military and key political figures was a crucial part of this strategy.
Al-Saffah and Al-Mansur recognized that a powerful military was the backbone of the
Abbasid state, and they took steps to ensure that the military's support was firmly

aligned with their rule.

In the early days of Abbasid rule, the leadership of the dynasty was very much a
collective effort, with many members of the family playing important roles in
establishing and maintaining power. Al-Saffah, the first Abbasid caliph, was fortunate
to have a large and capable family that he could rely on for support. His extended
family, particularly his paternal uncles, were instrumental in helping to govern the
empire and manage various political affairs. At the time of the Abbasid revolution,
Saffah had seven surviving paternal uncles, each of whom contributed to the new
Abbasid regime in different ways. Some of these uncles held important political
positions, governing provinces and managing the administration of the empire. Others,
like 'Isa b.'Ali, served more discreet roles, providing counsel and advice to the
caliphate. The uncles' involvement spanned across several generations, with the oldest,
Dawud, passing away in 133 AH (750/1), and the youngest, 'Abd al-Samad
b.'Alicontinued to play a role in politics until 185 AH (801/2). Beyond his uncles, Al-
Saffah was also supported by his brother, Abu Ja'far, who would later become the
second Abbasid caliph, Abu Ja'far al-Mansur. Additionally, Saffah could rely on his
ambitious and skilled nephew, 'Tsa b. Musaserved as the governor of Kufa, a
significant city in the early Abbasid empire. Al-Saffah also had strong familial ties on
his mother's side, which included influential figures like Ziyad and his cousin
Muhammad B-Yazid, who was the governor of Yemen.This extensive and well-
connected family network played a crucial role in consolidating Abbasid power,
particularly in the western regions of the empire. The family members helped ensure

that the Abbasids had the necessary political, military, and administrative support to
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establish control and overcome any challenges from rival factions or regions still loyal
to the Umayyads. This strong family network was vital for the Abbasids to maintain

their grip on power during the early years of their rule.

After the tumultuous events of the Abbasid revolution, the remainder of Al-
Saffah’s reign was relatively peaceful. However, there were occasional disturbances,
especially in Khurasan, where some people felt that the revolution's goals had been
betrayed by the actions and policies of Abu Muslim and his subordinates. These
discontented individuals, who had supported the revolution, began to express their
frustration with how things were unfolding under Abbasid rule.In addition to these
distant rebellions, there was also a rebellion closer to the capital, in Mada'in, led by
Bassam B. Ibrahim, a disillusioned Khurasani soldier. The exact reasons for Bassam’s
rebellion are not entirely clear, but it is evident that he had become unhappy with the
Abbasid regime. Despite the potential threat, the rebellion was quickly and decisively
crushed by KhazimB. Khuzayma, a loyal general. This swift action helped restore
stability to the region and further solidified the Abbasid's authority over their
territories. Thus, while the early years of the Abbasid caliphate saw some unrest, the
overall situation under Saffah’s reign remained relatively controlled, and these smaller
rebellions were handled efficiently.By the time of Saffah's death in 754, the Abbasids
had made significant strides in consolidating power. Iran, under Abu Muslim and the
Khurasanis, was peaceful and largely loyal to the Abbasid government. In the West,
the Abbasid family had control, with members occupying the most important
positions. However, it is difficult to assess how much of this success can be attributed
to Saffah himself. Compared to his brother Abu Ja'far or his uncle 'Abd Allah, Saffah
was somewhat unremarkable. His failure to deliver a great speech in Kufa when he
was proclaimed caliph suggests he was a reserved individual. He was cautious and
avoided letting his brother provoke a premature confrontation with Abu Muslim. At
the same time, Saffah was determined to make the authority of the caliph a reality. He
took steps to secure his position by appointing family members to key positions, which
laid the foundation for his brother Abu Ja'far’s future rule. However, in the last months

of Saffah's reign, a growing crisis developed due to strained relations with Abu
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Muslim. These tensions were especially felt by Saffah's brother, Abu Ja'far, who
resented Abu Muslim's intervention in his political dealings. When Abu Muslim
requested to travel to Mecca for the pilgrimage at the end of 754, the situation
escalated. His reasons for making the request are unclear, but it is likely that he wanted
to assess the situation at the caliph’s court and renew ties with Khurasani military
leaders in the West. For the Abbasids, Abu Muslim’s potential return to the West was
both a threat and an opportunity. It was a threat because if things went wrong, Abu
Muslim could assert his authority in the West, just as he had done in the East. It was an
opportunity because, while he was away from his power base in Khurasan, Abu Ja'far
could act to limit his influence.To counter Abu Muslim's plan, the Abbasids forbade
him from bringing more than 500 men on the pilgrimage, though he had originally
planned to travel with 8,000. Surprisingly, Abu Muslim agreed to this restriction and
left most of his troops behind, bringing only a small escort with him. The question of
who would lead the pilgrimage then arose. Historically, the caliph and his family held
the right to lead the pilgrimage, but given Abu Muslim’s prestige and importance to
the dynasty, the Abbasids were reluctant to let him have this honor. In response, Abu
Ja'far decided to lead the pilgrimage himself, leaving his post as governor of Jazira in
the hands of a deputy to take control of the situation.While the pilgrims were away,
Saffah fell ill. His brother, Abu Ja'far, had been designated as his successor, but there
was concern that Abu Muslim might act against him, either by killing him or
preventing his return, thereby securing his own claim to the throne. This threat could
undo all the Abbasid achievements of the past four years. In response, Saffah took a
precautionary step that would later create problems. He named his nephew, 'Isa b.
Musa, as the next in line for the caliphate. 'Isa was powerful, capable, and

conveniently nearby—ready to take charge if anything happened to Abu Ja'far.

On 13 Dhu’l-Hijja, 136 (June 8, 754), Saffah passed away, still in his thirties.
The news reached the pilgrims on their way to Mecca. Abu Muslim swore allegiance
to the new caliph without hesitation, and both he and Abu Ja’far hurried back to Iraq to
assume control. Although Saffah died in Anbar, Abu Ja’far first stopped in Kufa to

address the people and receive their oaths of allegiance. He then met with ‘Isa B.
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Musa, who had been managing the state finances. Shortly thereafter, in Anbar, the oath
of loyalty was officially given, first to Abu Ja’far, and then to ‘Isa b. Musa as his

successor. This marked the beginning of a new chapter for the Abbasid dynasty.
1.4 Harun al-Rashid

Harun al-Rashid, the fifth Abbasid caliph, was a symbol of scientific, cultural, and
religious prosperity during his era. He established the House of Wisdom in Baghdad
and supported scholars like Imam al-Shafi’i, Malik ibn Anas, and Abu al-Atahiya.
Known for his devotion, he performed pilgrimage and led military expeditions

annually (Al Khadim,2023).

Through a combination of fortunate circumstances and a carefully orchestrated
coup, Abu Ja'far Harun b. Muhammad, better known as Harun al-Rashid, became the
fifth Abbasid caliph on 16 Rabi' I (15 September 786). He was the third son of the
Abbasid caliph al-Mahdi. Among the Abbasid caliphs, none has left a stronger
impression on popular imagination than Harun al-Rashid, largely thanks to his
portrayal in literary works like Kitab al-Aghani and The Arabian Nights. He remains
his dynasty’s most widely recognized figure outside the Muslim world. (Hugh
Kennedy, 2016). This enduring fame is well-earned. Harun’s reign was largely
characterized by peace, especially compared to the prolonged suffering and civil wars
that followed his death. His court was a beacon of wealth and culture, fostering an era
of artistic and intellectual growth. Contemporary sources highlight his striking
appearance and his extraordinary generosity, particularly towards poets and musicians,
who ensured his legacy by celebrating him in their works. To understand the profound
impact of Harun al-Rashid's reign, it is essential to delve into the various dimensions

of his political and cultural contributions.

According to Hugh Kennedy, assessing Harun al-Rashid’s personality and
policies remains challenging, in part due to the extensive attention he has received
over the centuries. His character and leadership evolved throughout his reign, which
can be divided into three distinct phases.During the first phase, lasting until around
180 AH (796 CE), Harun was heavily influenced by the Barmakids, a powerful family

12
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who had been instrumental in securing his rise to power. At this time, he displayed
limited personal engagement in governance. In the second phase, he gradually
distanced himself from the Barmakids, though they continued to play a significant
role, and began relying more on figures like Fadl ibn al-Rabi' and the military leaders
who had supported his brother.The third phase, following the fall of the Barmakids,
was marked by the absence of a single dominant minister. During this period, Harun
assumed a more active role in political affairs, though he continued to maintain a
certain distance from the day-to-day administration of the state. This approach left the
considerable authority in the hands of powerful ministers, such as the Barmakids or

later figures like Ibn al-Rabi'.
1.4.1 Political Leadership and Legacy

During the early years of Harun al-Rashid’s reign, the Barmakid family held
significant power, effectively managing the empire's administration. Yahya b. Khalid,
along with his sons Fadl and Ja'far, centralized authority, streamlined state functions,
and ensured loyalty among bureaucrats. They played a key role in strengthening the
Abbasid dynasty by expanding state-owned lands and aligning governance with
religious authorities to maintain legitimacy.However, their immense influence created
tensions within the court and among provincial elites. This led to their eventual
downfall, as Harun began limiting their dominance by introducing counterbalancing
forces such as Fadl B. al-Rabi' and empowering other provincial leaders. The
Barmakids’ removal marked a turning point in the political landscape of Harun’s

caliphate, signaling his assertion of direct control over the empire.

Around 796 (180 AH), Harun al-Rashid began transitioning into a more
assertive leader, reducing his reliance on the Barmakids. He allowed Ja'far to retain
prominence but introduced rivals like Fadl B. al-Rabi' to counterbalance their power.
In the provinces, Harun empowered local leaders, such as Yazid b. Mazyad in Armenia
and Khuzayma B. Khazim in Khurasan, diversifying the power structure. This period
also marked Harun’s relocation from Baghdad to Raqqa, symbolizing his strategic shift

in governance and distancing from the Barmakid-dominated capital, during these
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periods Harun al-Rashid's reign witnessed notable military campaigns that

strengthened the caliphate’s borders and asserted its power among them were:
Campaigns Against the Byzantines

Harun personally led military expeditions against the Byzantines, achieving
significant victories. One of the most notable was in 797/8 (181 AH), where his forces
penetrated deep into Byzantine territory, securing the caliphate’s dominance over the

frontier.
Suppression of Internal Insurrections

In 796 (180 AH), Harun tasked Ja'far b. Yahya with suppressing the "thieving
zawaqil " in Syria. The operation succeeded in disarming opposition and restoring
order, showcasing the efficiency of the empire’s military apparatus under the

Barmakids' leadership.
Defense Against the Khazars

In 799 (183 AH), a Khazar invasion through the Darband pass posed a serious
threat. Harun appointed Yazid b. Mazyad, supported by Khurasani leaders, to repel the
invasion. Yazid’s decisive victory ended Khazar incursions, securing the northern

frontier and reinforcing Arab tribal dominance in the region.

After Harun al-Rashid asserted his authority, transitioning away from the
influence of the Barmakids, he shifted to a more centralized and authoritative
leadership style. This change was further reflected in his relocation to Raqqa around
796, a move that distanced him from Baghdad's political and administrative center. By
doing so, Harun sought to exert direct control over military affairs, particularly in the
face of ongoing external campaigns against the Byzantines and Khazars and internal
insurrections. The relocation not only symbolized his increasing independence from
Baghdad’s traditional power structures but also emphasized his desire for stronger

oversight and more effective governance during a turbulent period.
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In the final phase of Harun al-Rashid's reign, his leadership underwent further
transformation, marked by growing internal pressures and the need for succession
planning. Despite his earlier military successes and consolidation of power, Harun
faced increasing challenges in maintaining control over the vast Abbasid Empire. One
of his key actions was to secure a clear succession arrangement, notably designating
his sons Amin and Al-ma’mun as his successors, a decision that would later lead to a
bitter civil war over the caliphate. This arrangement highlighted his recognition of the
empire's future challenges and the need to stabilize leadership after his death. The
succession conflict would leave a lasting impact on the empire's unity and governance,

marking the end of Harun’s reign and the beginning of a fragmented Abbasid era.

1.4.2 Cultural Exchange and Globalization during Harun al-Rashid's Reign

Under Harun al-Rashid's leadership, Baghdad became the intellectual heart of
the Islamic world.Scholars translated works from ancient civilizations, advanced

scientific knowledge, and created a lasting impact on both the Islamic and Western

intellectual traditions (Gibb,1960).

Harun al-Rashid's birth was not an ordinary event but marked the beginning of
a life destined for great responsibilities and leadership over Muslims. From a young
age, his father trained him for his future role as a leader. Harun was blessed with
beauty, intelligence, an eagerness to learn, and a deep respect for scholars. His courage
and devotion to Islam made his father confident in taking on significant leadership
roles (Shaalan, n.d., [Translated by the author]).Harun al-Rashid's deep love for
knowledge is reflected in his close relationship with many prominent scholars, several
of whom he studied under and supported during his reign, fostering a golden age of
intellectual and cultural development in the Islamic world.Harun al-Rashid's immense
love for Islamfueled his strong desire for knowledge and learning, as Islam encourages
the pursuit of education. He was fortunate to be nurtured and educated by a large
group of the era’s most renowned scholars, under the supervision of his father, the
caliph al-Mahdi. Among these scholars were two of the most famous figures in Arabic
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language and literature, al-Kisai and al-Mufaddal al-Dabi. Harun al-Rashid’s passion
for knowledge was so great that his palace became a gathering place for many
scholars, poets, jurists, readers, judges, writers, and musicians—far surpassing any
other royal court of the time in its intellectual vibrancy. His court included eminent
figures such as Judge Abu Yusuf, the poet Marwan ibn Hafsa, Abbas ibn Muhammad,
al-Fadl ibn Rabi, and Ibrahim al-Mawsili. During his reign, many of the most
distinguished scholars of the time, such as Abdullah ibn Mubarak, al-Layth ibn Sa’d,
Malik ibn Anas, and Muhammad ibn al-Hasan (the student of Abu Hanifa), lived and
thrived. Harun al-Rashid’s reverence for scholars was immense; he would pour water
for them after meals as a sign of respect. In return, these scholars respected and
honored him, offering him guidance and advice, which he would accept with humility,
often moved to tears by their words and his profound responsibility as the protector of
Muslims and the one who would answer to Allah (Shaalan,n.d). During the reign of
Harun al-Rashid, numerous mosques, universities, madrasas, hospitals, and other
public facilities were established (Bastoni, 2008). This progress was closely linked to
the Islamic economic system, which worked in harmony with education under a just
and prosperous Islamic government. Consequently, this era witnessed the emergence
of numerous Muslim scholars and scientists who produced groundbreaking

contributions in various fields, including science, knowledge, technology, and more.

Harun al-Rashid's extensive knowledge greatly influenced his character,
shaping him into a decisive, generous, humble, just, and honest leader who valued
wisdom and rejected disputes, deceit, and betrayal. A brave and honorable knight, he
earned the title "Jabbar ibn Abbas." To promote knowledge throughout the Muslim
world, Harun established the "House of Wisdom," which housed an impressive
collection of books and scholarly works from various regions. The facility contained
multiple rooms, linked by expansive hallways, with spaces designated for lectures,
scribes, translators, and binders. It became a beacon of intellectual advancement, with
Harun al-Rashid giving it his utmost attention and care.The period of Harun al-
Rashid's rule, extending into al-Ma'mun's reign, is often referred to as the Golden Age

of Islam. During this time, Baghdad emerged as a global hub of knowledge and
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learning. Harun al-Rashid's legacy is celebrated for his profound dedication to science
and cultural advancement. His era marked the initiation of translating works from
various languages, laying the foundation for the remarkable progress of Islamic
civilization, which achieved global prominence through its contributions to science

and culture.

During the reign of Harun al-Rashid, scholars like Jabir ibn Hayyan played a
pivotal role in advancing science, particularly in chemistry. Known as Geber in the
West, he pioneered key chemical processes such as distillation, crystallization,
sublimation, and evaporation, which remain fundamental today. His contributions
extended to metallurgy, glass-making, and the creation of aqua regia, a substance
capable of dissolving gold.Jabir’s systematic approach to chemistry, emphasizing
experimentation and accuracy, distinguished him from earlier alchemists. He classified
substances into spirits, metals, and stones, laying the groundwork for modern chemical
categorization. His influence reached Europe through Latin translations of his works,
introducing scientific terms like alkali into European vocabulary.German historian
Max Meyerhof recognized Jabir’s contributions as foundational to the development of
chemistry in Europe, while English historian Eric John Holmyard called him the father
of chemistry for his emphasis on experimentation..His intellectual legacy is vast, with
over 1,300 books covering fields from chemistry and physics to philosophy and
mechanics. Of these, 112 works focused on alchemy and 70 documented his
experimental discoveries, cementing his place as one of the most influential scientists

in history.

Caliph Harun al-Rashid was deeply committed to supporting scholars and
intellectuals, bringing them together and involving them in the government's policies
(Bastoni, 2008). Under his leadership, both general and religious sciences flourished,
including the study of the Quran, Qiraat (recitation), Hadith, Figh, Kalam (Islamic
theology), language, and literature. The four major schools of Figh saw significant
growth during his reign. Imam Abu Hanifah, the founder of the Hanafi school, passed
away in Baghdad in 150 AH / 677 AD. Imam Malik bin Anas, known for compiling
many hadiths and founding the Maliki school, died in Medina in 179 AH / 795 AD.
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Muhammad Ibn Idris al-Shafi'i, who established the Shafi'i school, passed away in
Egypt in 204 AH / 819 AD. Imam Ahmad Ibn Hanbal also contributed greatly during
this period (Mufrodi, 1997).

Harun al-Rashid's reign is a defining period in the Abbasid Caliphate,
celebrated for its intellectual and cultural achievements alongside stable political
governance. His contributions to advancing knowledge and patronizing scholars,
poets, and artists created a legacy that profoundly influenced subsequent generations.
This period established the “Abbasid Golden Age”, an era of unparalleled intellectual
growth that reached its zenith under his successor. The House of Wisdom initiated
under Harun became a hub for cross-cultural intellectual exchange, fostering the
Abbasid translation movement, which thrived under Al-Ma'mun. This movement,
connecting the Greek, Persian, and Indian intellectual traditions, profoundly influenced
Islamic scholarship. However, the Mongol invasion of 1258 marked the eventual
decline of this golden age, contrasting the vibrant legacy of Harun’s time with the
caliphate’s later political and cultural challenges., Al-Ma'mun. Now, attention shifts to

Al-Ma'mun’s leadership and the continuation of this transformative period.
1.5 Al-Ma'mun

regarded Harun al-Rashid, alongside al-Mansur and al-Ma'mun, as among the
most intelligent and influential caliphs of the early Abbasid dynasty,
whoseleadership  contributed to the dynasty's longevity for centuries.

(Qaradawi,2005).

Abdullah al-Ma'mun, the sixth Abbasid caliph (r. 813—-833), is a pivotal figure
of the Islamic Golden Age. Celebrated for his intellectual curiosity, political strategies,
and often-debated policies, al-Ma'mun was the son of the illustrious Harun al-
Rashid.Upon assuming power, he inherited a vast empire teetering under internal
divisions and external challenges. His reign was marked by his dedication to
knowledge and the arts, most notably through establishing the Bayt al-Hikma (House
of Wisdom) in Baghdad—a renowned center for translating and preserving ancient
texts from Greek, Persian, and Indian traditions.
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1.5.1 The Rise of the Islamic Golden Age

In 786 CE, a notable ruler of Baghdad came into the world: AbiJa’far Abdullah
al-Ma’mun. With an Arab and Persian heritage, this intriguing caliph plays a crucial
role in the Abbasid era. He emerged as the foremost supporter of scientific endeavors
among Islamic leaders, spearheading an unparalleled era of knowledge and study
reminiscent of ancient Greece. Although Al-Ma’miin was not the only caliph to
promote scholarship and science, he stood out for his unmatched passion and
dedication, creating an environment conducive to original thinking and open debate,
something no other Islamic ruler has replicated. This was largely because he was the
son of an even more renowned caliph—particularly in the West—Hariin al-Rashid
(763-809), also known as 'Aaron the Righteous,' a character who frequently appears in
the tales of The Thousand and One Nights.As a youth, al-Ma’miin memorized the
Qur’an and explored the history of early Islam. He displayed a talent for poetry and
excelled in the developing discipline of Arabic grammar. His studies also encompassed
arithmetic, which he applied to calculating taxes and inheritance. Most notably, he
distinguished himself as a prominent scholar of philosophy and theology, particularly
in kalam, a method of dialectical reasoning and debate, the early Muslim theologians
discovered that kalam provided them with effective tools to engage in theological
discussions with their Christian and Jewish contemporaries, who had centuries of
experience in refining their argumentative skills through the study of ancient Greek
philosophers like Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle—names that the young al-Ma’miin
would almost certainly have recognized. It is plausible that some of their works had
already been translated into Arabic by then. Al-Ma’miin's fascination with kalam
would later significantly influence his enduring passion for science. Al-Rashid was
fully aware that the half-Persian al-Ma’miun was the superior choice for leadership—
he was more intelligent, resolute, and possessed better judgment. However, he faced
pressure from his inner circle, especially his wife Zubayda, to appoint the more
superficial and frivolous al-Amin as his successor. Once the decision was made, al-
Rashid’s determination to enforce his choice became evident. He removed the

influential Persian Barmaki family from power and even went so far as to execute his

19



Chapter One The Rise of the Abbasid Caliphate

loyal vizier Ja’far, who had strong ties to al-Ma’miin. Unlike his brother, Al-Ma’miin
was open to new ideas and influences from outside. He gained the support of Persian
scholars and strongly supported Mu’tazilism, a rationalist movement that encouraged
questioning and did not rely on a literal interpretation of the Qur’an.Under al-
Ma’min’s leadership, and through his promotion of openness and acceptance of other
religions and cultures, scholars across the empire were drawn to Baghdad. This created
an atmosphere of optimism and freedom of expression that defined the golden age.
The combination of Greek rationalism and Islamic Mu’tazilism gave rise to a humanist
movement that wouldn’t be seen again until fifteenth-century Italy. One well-known
Baghdad scholar, al-Jahith (c. 776—c. 869), captured this spirit in his Book of Animals,

stating:

Interestingly, this spirit of tolerance and acceptance of other faiths did not
extend to those within Islam who held differing ideologies. Later in his life, al-
Ma’min initiated a rigorous inquisition (mihna) targeting Islamic conservatives and
traditionalists who refused to align with the Mu’tazilite principles, regarding al-
Ma’min himself, his passion for science is believed to have begun in his youth, when
he was instilled with a love for scholarship by his tutor, Ja’far. He would have
certainly been aware of the significant legacy of the ancient Greeks, who were deeply

passionate, even obsessed, with understanding the world around them. ( Al-Khalili)
1.5.2 The Islamic Golden Age

For centuries after the fall of ancient Rome, scientific progress in Western
Europe nearly stopped. However, a golden ageof discovery thrived from the seventh to
the sixteenth century in the Muslim world. During this time, scholars from diverse
faiths and cultures expanded upon the knowledge of ancient civilizations such as
Egypt, Mesopotamia, Persia, China, India, Greece, and Rome, making groundbreaking
advancements that later contributed to the European Renaissance. Great thinkers of the
past—including mathematicians, astronomers, chemists, physicians, architects,
engineers, economists, sociologists, artists, historians, and educators—expressed their

dedication by making valuable contributions to society and humanity. They did so with
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an open mind and, in many cases, through collaboration with people of different faiths,

cultures, and backgrounds.

As trade extended, so did the transmission of knowledge and ideas. Scholars
dedicated themselves to translating the works of ancient thinkers such as
Brahmagupta, Aristotle, Euclid, Ptolemy, and Hippocrates into Arabic, enabling further
discussion and advancement in fields like mathematics, astronomy, chemistry,
medicine, and engineering. This era signified a golden age of intellectual progress,
innovation, and economic prosperity. During this remarkable era, from the eighth to
the thirteenth centuries, scholars worked with great passion, writing down their
discoveries at an incredible pace. They created large books, some thousands of pages
long, and filled huge libraries with knowledge. This period helped save ancient
learning from being lost, improved it, added new ideas, and shared it more richly and
broadly. It is believed that the Abbasid caliph Al-Ma'mun rewarded translators with
gold equal to the weight of each book they translated from Greek into Arabic. This led
to a large collection of books that gained the admiration and respect of future

generations, both Muslim and non-Muslim.

One of the well-known translators was Yuhanna ibn al-Bitriq al-Turjuman, also
called "the Translator Jonah, son of the Patriarch, knew more about philosophy than
medicine and translated The Book of Animals by Aristotle, which had 19 chapters,
from Latin into Arabic, Another famous translator, Hunayn ibn Ishaq, translated the

works of Greek doctors Hippocrates and Galen. (Al-Hassani,2012)

caliph al-Ma’mun, (813 to 833 A.D), promoted astronomy as an important
science. He built the first fully developed observatory in history. Muslims pray five
times a day facing Mecca, so they need accurate ways to track the sun’s movement and
find the direction of Mecca from different places. To achieve this, they invented
advanced tools for observing the sun and moon. Muslim astronomers were highly
skilled in making precise calculations and predictions. Many mosques even hired a
full-time astronomer, called a Mueqqit, to determine prayer times and create lunar

calendars for religious events like Ramadan and Eid. In the early 800s, caliph al-
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Ma’mun sent 70 scientists into the Syrian Desert to measure the Earth's circumference.
Among them was Abu Abdullah Mohammad Ibn Musa al-Khwarizmi (known in the
West as Algorizm), a mathematician, astronomer, and geographer. Using instruments
like astrolabes, measuring rods, and cords, they estimated Earth's circumference to be
about 37,380 km (23,220 miles), only 7% less than the actual figure of 40,000 km
(24,800 miles). At that time, many Europeans still believed the Earth was flat. Islamic
rulers established observatories across the Muslim world, including in Iran, Samarkand
(Uzbekistan), and Istanbul. These observatories had advanced tools like astrolabes,
sundials, sextants, celestial globes, and armillary spheres to study the movement of

planets and stars. (Aliya Anjum,2012)

Muslim mathematicians made major contributions to many fields, including
algebra. In 9th-century Baghdad, the Banu Musa brothers were among the great
scholars at the House of Wisdom. They were highly skilled in mathematics, and one of
their most notable students was Thabit ibn Qurra, born in 836. He is best known for his
work in number theory, where he discovered an important theorem for identifying
amicable numbers which means two numbers where each is the sum of the proper
divisors of the other, He translated into Arabic many Greek and Syrian works on

science. He also made major contributions of his own to pure mathematics.

The contributions of Muslim scholars during the Islamic Golden Age,
particularly under the reign of caliph al-Ma’mun, were instrumental in shaping human
knowledge. AlI-Ma’mun’s commitment to intellectual inquiry and openness to diverse
cultural influences laid the foundation for advancements in mathematics, astronomy,
medicine, philosophy, and other sciences. His formation of the House of Wisdom
facilitated the translation and preservation of ancient Greek, Persian, and Indian
knowledge, ensuring that Muslim scholars safeguarded and expanded upon crucial
discoveries. Key figures such as Thabit ibn Qurra, the Banu Musa brothers, and Al-
Khwarizmi significantly contributed to fields like algebra, number theory, and
astronomy, influencing both medieval and modern scientific thought. The era also saw
the creation of sophisticated observatories, precise astronomical calculations, and

remarkable engineering innovations that helped guide religious practices, trade, and
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scientific exploration. Despite the spirit of intellectual tolerance toward non-Muslim
scholars, al-Ma’mun’s reign was also marked by religious conflicts, particularly his
enforcement of Mu’tazilite doctrines during the Mihna (Islamic Inquisition).
Nonetheless, his leadership remains a defining moment in Islamic history, symbolizing
a golden period of scientific achievement, cultural exchange, and intellectual
expansion that ultimately influenced the European Renaissance centuries later,

especially through translation.
1.6 Conclusion

The Abbasid Caliphate marked a transformative era in Islamic history,
expanding political power while fostering intellectual and cultural advancements.
From Abu al-Abbas al-Saffah’s foundation of the dynasty to Harun al-Rashid’s
political and scholarly patronage and Al-Ma’mun’s promotion of the Golden Age, each
ruler played a pivotal role in shaping the empire. Their contributions laid the
groundwork for a flourishing intellectual movement, which will be further explored in

the next chapter, focusing on the Translation Movement and the House of Wisdom..
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2.1 Introduction

The Abbasid Caliphate marked a transformative era in extending knowledge
through translation, which plays a pivotal role in shaping intellectual advancements.
This movement began as an initiative to preserve and expand upon Greek, Persian, and
Indian scientific and philosophical texts, enriching the Islamic world and later
influencing European thought. Translation was more than a linguistic endeavor; it
served as a bridge between civilizations, allowing scholars to reinterpret and build
upon classical knowledge. This chapter explores the significance of translation, its
various types, and its role in intellectual prosperity. It delves into the historical context
of how translation flourished under Abbasid rule, highlighting key motivations that led
caliphs like Harun al-Rashid and al-Ma’mun to invest in acquiring and disseminating
knowledge. At the heart of this movement was the House of Wisdom, a renowned
intellectual hub where scholars gathered to translate, comment on, and refine classical
works. Moreover, it examines the contributions of notable translators such as Hunayn
ibn Ishaq, Thabit ibn Qurra, Ibn al-Mugaffa, and Yahya ibn al-Batrik, whose efforts
laid the groundwork for advancements in philosophy, medicine, astronomy, and
mathematics. It explores the methodologies and techniques employed by these
translators, including the shift from literal translation to interpretative adaptation,
which ensured clarity and accuracy in complex subjects. Finally, it discusses the
lasting impact of this movement on global knowledge transmission, demonstrating
how the Abbasid translation efforts became a foundation for the European

Renaissance.
2.2 The Definition of Translation

Translation is converting text or speech from one language to another. The
Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (2000) defines it as“transforming written or
spoken content into a different language” (p.1438). Wiratno (2003) added that
translation is the act of transferring meaning from the Source Language (SL)—the
original language—into the Target Language (TL), which represents the final

translated version. The concept of translation is complex, with numerous scholars
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offering different definitions. According to Catford (1965), “translation is the process
of replacing textual material from one language (source language) with its equivalent
in another (target language)”. Meanwhile, Nida (1969) emphasizes that “translation
involves reproducing the source language’s message in a way that maintains both its
meaning and style in the target language”(p.12). However, these definitions are not the

only ones, as various experts have contributed their interpretations of the translation.
2.2.1 Types of Translation

Brislin (1976) categorizes translation into four types based on its purpose:

pragmatic, aesthetic-poetic, ethnographic, and linguistic translation.

Pragmatic translation focuses on accuracy, ensuring the intended information

is correctly conveyed, such as in technical documents or repair instructions.

Aesthetic-poetic translation goes beyond information transfer, capturing the

emotions, artistic expression, and beauty of the original text.

Ethnographic translation considers the cultural context of both the source and

target languages, ensuring that meaning is not lost due to cultural differences.

Linguistic translation deals with finding equivalent morphemes and
grammatical structures in the target language. According to this classification, literary
works should follow the aesthetic-poetic approach to preserve their emotional and

artistic depth (Brislin, 1976, pp. 3—4).
2.3 The Emergence of the Translation Movement during the Abbasid Era

With the rise of the Abbasids, everything changed dramatically. The translation
movement began in the mid-eighth century, and it quickly gained widespread support
across all levels of elite Abbasid society in Baghdad. This was not merely a personal
endeavor of the caliph; rather, it was backed by numerous wealthy patrons who
invested heavily in the initiative. Translation soon became a profitable industry,

attracting significant financial support. Patrons were motivated partly by the practical
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benefits it offered in finance, agriculture, engineering, and medicine and partly by the
cultural prestige associated with sponsoring such intellectual activities. Supporting
translations became a symbol of social status, making it an essential effort for the elite.
As one historian emphasizes, this was not just the indulgence of a few wealthy
individuals seeking to enhance their reputation through philanthropy. Instead, the
translation movement was an integral part of the golden age of science, not merely a
precursor to it. Once it gained momentum, it merged with a broader intellectual

pursuit, eventually evolving into a tradition of original scientific and philosophical

nquiry.

By the mid-ninth century, this scholarly movement had significantly increased
both the quantity and quality of translations, further accelerating the demand for
knowledge. Despite its immense historical significance, the Graeco-Arabic translation
movement remains relatively unknown in world cultural history. Baghdad between the
eighth and tenth centuries deserves recognition alongside other great intellectual
centers such as Athens during Pericles’ time, Alexandria under the Ptolemies, and
Florence during the Renaissance. Even if the Abbasids had only contributed to this
translation movement, it would still be regarded as a defining era in history. However,

this was just the beginning of a much larger golden age.
2.3.1 Motives for Abbasid Translation Efforts

The translation movement in the Islamic world, particularly in Baghdad, has
often been attributed to three main factors, but a closer analysis challenges these

conventional explanations.

The first commonly cited reason is the influence of enlightened caliphs,
particularly al-Ma’mitin, whose famous dream about Aristotle supposedly sparked his
passion for Greek scholarship. However, the movement began earlier, under al-
Manstr, and was already well established by the time al-Ma’miin had his dream. If the
dream is indeed historical, it was likely a reflection of the intellectual culture of the
time rather than its cause. Financial support for the movement came from diverse
sources, including the caliphs, their officials, military leaders, and even scholars who
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had gained wealth through their work as translators. Prominent figures like Hunayn
ibn Ishaq led teams of translators and scribes, indicating that the effort was not solely
dependent on the rulers' patronage. Nevertheless, without the caliphs’ support, the

movement would not have flourished on such a large scale.

Another explanation links the movement to the spread of Islam, suggesting that
the religion’s emphasis on knowledge inspired the translation of Greek scientific and
philosophical texts into Arabic. While Islam did foster intellectual curiosity more
openly than Christianity and Judaism at the time, this does not explain why the
movement began under the Abbasids rather than the earlier Umayyads. Additionally,
the translation effort was not exclusively Muslim-driven; many translators were
Christians, and financial support came from various religious communities. The
Islamic call to seek knowledge certainly contributed to the later development of
original ideas in theology, philosophy, and science, but these advancements followed

rather than initiated the translation movement.

A third popular theory credits Greek-speaking Christians from former
Byzantine territories for preserving and transmitting Greek knowledge to the
Abbasids. While some translation efforts were occurring in centers like Antioch and
Edessa, the quality of these early Graeco-Syriac translations was often lower than the
rigorous work that followed in Baghdad. With the expansion of Islam, religious and
political divisions between different sects became less restrictive, allowing for greater
collaboration among scholars of different faiths. However, this openness alone does
not explain why so few translations took place under the Umayyads but increased
significantly under the Abbasids when many skilled Christian and Jewish translators

migrated to Baghdad.

These reasons, however, do not fully account for the rapid expansion of the
translation movement. Jim Al-Khalili identifies three additional key factors that
contributed to its acceleration. Before the rise of the Abbasids, there were only limited
translation efforts rather than a full-scale movement. These early activities mainly

involved translating astronomical and medical texts from Indian to Pahlavi in the
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Sasanian Empire and from Greek to Syriac across the Byzantine, Sasanian, and
Umayyad empires. However, around the reign of Caliph al-Manstr in 754, a
significant transformation took place. This shift was driven by three key factors, each

contributing to the broader translation movement.

First, the Abbasids relocated their capital from Damascus to former
Persian territories, where Persian elites, such as the Barmakid and Nawbakht families,
played a crucial role in supporting their rule. In return, the Abbasids embraced Persian
culture and facilitated the translation of Pahlavi texts into Arabic. Many of these texts
originated in Persia, while others—particularly those on medicine, mathematics, and
astronomy— had been earlier translated from Greek and Indian sources into Pahlavi
and were widely used in centers like Gondéshapiir. This Persian influence fueled the
initial phase of the translation movement, driven by practical needs rather than mere
intellectual curiosity. The second major factor was the Abbasid's fascination with
astrology, particularly under al-Mansiir, who had both a personal and political interest
in the field. Astrology, deeply rooted in Sasanian Zoroastrian traditions, was widely
embraced by the Persian elite, whom the Abbasids sought to appease. Despite its
association with fortune telling, which was controversial in Islam, astrology gained
prominence at the Abbasid court. It was not surprising, then, that astrology became the
first discipline to be systematically translated from Pahlavi to Arabic. One of the
earliest and most influential translations was The Book of Nativities, attributed to the
prophet Zoroaster. The Abbasid interest in astrology naturally led to a demand for
astronomical works, many of which were available in Pahlavi or Sanskrit. Al-Fazari, a
key advisor to al-Manstr, played a key role in translating. Astronomical texts from
Sanskrit into Arabic. He is believed to have translated the Siddhanta, an astronomical
work by the Indian mathematician Brahmagupta. Although details about this
translation remain uncertain, the text played a significant role in introducing Hindu
astronomical knowledge to the Abbasids. The Siddhanta had likely been translated
into Pahlavi before reaching Arabic. However, one account suggests that an Indian
scholar named Kankah presented it to al-Manstr'scourt, and it underwent two stages

of translation—first into Persian, then into Arabic—making it difficult to interpret.
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Later scholars, such as al-Birtini, questioned this account and suggested that the text
was more likely translated from an existing Persian version. By the ninth century,
Islamic scholars had begun to develop a more rational and scientific worldview,
leading some to challenge astrology’s legitimacy as a scientific discipline.
Nevertheless, some mathematicians, including al-Khwarizmi, continued to study
astrology, often using it to secure funding for astronomical research. Even centuries
later, scholars like al-Tisi had to feign interest in astrology to gain financial support
from rulers such as HulagtiKhan. The third and final factor that accelerated the
translation movement was the introduction of paper-making technology. While
subjects like geometry, astronomy, and arithmetic were already essential for
engineering, timekeeping, and financial management, the widespread use of paper
revolutionized the preservation and dissemination of knowledge. The first paper mill
in the Abbasid Empire was established in Samarkand, a major center of learning. The
technology arrived following the Abbasid victory over the Chinese at the Battle of
Talas in 751, after which captured Chinese artisans introduced papermaking
techniques to the region. By the late eighth century, paper mills had appeared in

Baghdad, making writing materials far cheaper than papyrus or parchment.

Simultaneously, advancements in book production, including the development
of inks, dyes, and binding techniques, made it easier to produce multiple copies of
translated texts. While the codex format had already replaced scrolls in earlier
civilizations, the availability of paper greatly expanded access to knowledge. Thus,
the Abbasid translation movement was driven by a convergence of factors: their deep
engagement with Persian culture, their fascination with astrology, and the introduction
of paper-making technology. Once initiated, this passion for translating ancient texts

laid the foundation for a golden age of scientific progress.
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2.4 The Aspects of Translation during The Abbasids

Translation encompasses several key elements that are vital for accurately
conveying meaning between languages. Understanding these aspects helps ensure that

the translation retains the original message, tone, and context.

The Abbasid period, particularly during the rule of Caliph Al-Ma’mun,
represented the height of the translation movement in the Arab-Islamic world. This era
was characterized by state-sponsored efforts, most notably through the House of
Wisdom (Bayt al-Hikmah) in Baghdad. Unlike previous initiatives, Abbasid rulers
institutionalized translation, extending it beyond Persian and Greek texts to include
works from Indian and Syriac traditions. Its scale, depth, and academic precision set
this movement apart. Beyond translating scientific, medical, mathematical, and
philosophical texts, scholars critically analyzed these works, leading to original
contributions from figures like Al-Kindi, Al-Farabi, and Ibn Sina. Unlike the
Umayyads, whose translation efforts were largely practical, the Abbasids sought to
integrate Islamic knowledge with Hellenistic, Indian, and Persian intellectual
traditions. The Abbasid and Umayyad translation movements differed significantly in
scope and purpose. The Umayyad initiative was relatively modest, primarily serving
administrative and governance needs. In contrast, the Abbasid effort was extensive,
systematic, and institutionalized, covering various scholarly disciplines. For the
Abbasids, translation was not merely a tool for acquiring practical knowledge but a

means to advance Islamic intellectual and scientific thought.

The impact of these translation movements extended far beyond knowledge
preservation. By translating works from Greek, Persian, and Indian sources, the early
Islamic empires ensured the survival and transmission of ancient knowledge, later
influencing European scholars during the Renaissance. More than just transferring
texts, the Abbasid movement shaped fields such as astronomy, mathematics, and
medicine. The integration of Greek philosophy, particularly the works of Aristotle and
Plato, with Islamic theology gave rise to Islamic philosophy. Muslim scholars not

only preserved but also expanded upon these ideas, which were later translated into
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Latin and played a key role in Europe’s intellectual revival. Thus, these efforts were

both a conduit for knowledge and a catalyst for innovation.

The translation movements also reshaped the cultural and intellectual landscape
of the Arab-Islamic world. Engaging with diverse texts fostered an environment that
embraced multiple intellectual traditions, leading to a more cosmopolitan society. The
synthesis of Islamic, Hellenistic, Persian, and Indian knowledge created a pluralistic
worldview. Scholars fluent in multiple languages facilitated cross-cultural exchanges
that enriched both Islamic and non-Islamic societies. Additionally, these efforts shifted
intellectual authority, elevating philosophers and scientists alongside religious
scholars. This transformation broadened the sources of knowledge and redefined the

societal hierarchy, granting greater prominence to secular intellectuals.
2.5 The Vital Role of Translation in Arab-Islamic History

Translation is important, whether as an individual endeavor or a structured
institutional practice. It can stem from personal preferences regarding what is

translated or take the form of a cultural policy backed by organized institutions.

The translation movement in the Arab world is not a recent development but is
deeply ingrained in Islamic history. It flourished during the Abbasid dynasty (750-935
AD), with historians and scholars recognizing the Abbasid court’s extensive support
for translation, particularly under Caliphs Al-Ma’min (786-833 AD), Al-Mu‘tasim
(796— 842 AD), and Al-Wathiq (815-847 AD). This era saw the large-scale translation
of Greek scientific and philosophical texts into Arabic, a process that had begun in a
more limited capacity during the Umayyad period (662—750 AD) but reached its peak
with the establishment of the House of Wisdom in Baghdad—an intellectual hub that
gathered scholars, scientists, and translators. The Abbasids emphasized translating
Greek knowledge, recognizing its value in fields such as philosophy, logic, medicine,
mathematics, astronomy, and botany. Through these efforts, Arab scholars engaged
with the works of Aristotle, Hippocrates, Galen, Euclid, and Ptolemy, among others.
Translation played a crucial role in the global exchange of knowledge, facilitating the
transmission of science and culture across civilizations, even if the process was not
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always free from errors or distortions. More than just a linguistic practice, translation
aimed to advance human progress. Throughout history, translators did not foster
conflict or division but instead served as bridges of communication, promoting cross-

cultural understanding and cooperation between nations.
2.5.1 The Role of the Baghdad School of Translation in the Abbasid Era

The Baghdad School of Translation, closely associated with the House of
Wisdom (Bayt Al-Hikmah), played a crucial role in the intellectual and cultural
advancements of the Abbasid era. This institution primarily focused on translating
medical and philosophical texts from Greek into Syriac, which served as an essential
intermediary language. Syriac acted as a linguistic and cultural bridge, facilitating
knowledge transfer across civilizations. The translators at the Baghdad School were
not merely language experts but also specialists in fields such as medicine, physics,
and astronomy, ensuring the accuracy and depth of their translations. Literary works
were mostly excluded from their efforts, except for proverbs and didactic texts.
Scholars debated the role of translation in intellectual discourse. Al-Jahiz, for
example, appreciated literary translations from Persian but was highly critical of
philosophical translations. He believed that many translators lacked the expertise to
faithfully render philosophical ideas into Arabic, potentially distorting their meaning.
His critique highlights the broader concerns about the quality and impact of translation

on intellectual traditions.

Despite such reservations, certain literary translations set new standards for
thepractice. Kalila waDimna(*s> s 4LK) for instance, demonstrated that a translated
work couldstand on its own merit, independent of the original text. This translation
emphasized thecreative role of the translator, positioning them as intellectuals equal
to the original author. It underscored the transformative power of translation, not
merely as a tool for knowledge transfer but as a means of cultural innovation and

intellectual expansion.

2.6 The Evolution of Translation Methods in Arabic Literature: From Literal to
Fluidity
32
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Translation plays a vital role in shaping thought, language, and culture, often
introducing new terms into the target language. In Arabic, numerous medical terms
were derived from Greek, with some words being directly transliterated. A particularly
significant impact of translation lies in the influence of translation methods. Early
translations into Arabic often followed the “word-for-word” approach, a technique
inherited from Roman and Syriac traditions. This method, however, was largely
rejected by Arab scholars due to its rigid structure and lack of fluency. A major turning
point in Arabic translation came with Hunain ibn Ishaq, who introduced what he
referred to as “my translation method,” which prioritized a “sense-for-sense”
approach. Unlike the earlier literal translations, this method aimed to preserve the
meaning and stylistic fluidity of Arabic, making the texts more natural and accessible.
As a result, many earlier works that had been translated using the word-for-word
method were revised and retranslated, often by Hunain himself or his team, to align

with the new, more refined approach.
2.6.1 Translation of literature

Abdallah ibn al-Mugaffa’ exemplifies a model of creative literary translation,
one that immortalized him as a translator whose work surpassed the original to the
point that the source text faded into obscurity. Renowned for his refined and polished
prose, he introduced a writing style previously unheard of in Arabic literature, as prose
was traditionally associated with lower forms of expression. His translation strategies
were aimed at adapting the text to Arabic literary norms and Islamic beliefs, making it
more accessible to Arab readers. This approach blurred the lines between translation
and original composition, leading to debates among his contemporaries and later
scholars about whether his work was a true translation or an entirely new creation.
Unlike the rigid “word-for-word” translation model inherited from Syriac traditions,
which often resulted in awkward and unnatural texts, Ibn al-Mugaffa’ took a more
fluid and adaptive approach. He meticulously rephrased, refined, and even transformed
his translation so that it no longer felt like a foreign text. Instead, it read as an
authentic Arabic work infused with Islamic spirit and cultural familiarity, ensuring its

acceptance by Arab audiences. His success in seamlessly blending translation with

33



Chapter Two The Abbasids’ Translation Movement

cultural adaptation set a precedent for later translators and poets who sought to bridge

texts across distinct linguistic and cultural boundaries.

2.6.1.1 Ibn al-Mugqafaa

Ibn al-Mugaffa was born in Basra (d. 756 CE) into a Persian family of noble
descent (Latham, 2012, pp. 39-43). Although his father was a follower of
Manichaeism, an ancient religion emphasizing the dualism of good and evil, he
ensured that his son received the best Arabic education available in Basra. As a result,
ibn al-Mugaffa became known for his impeccable command of Arabic, mastery of
rhetoric, and expertise in grammar—so refined that even the renowned grammarian al-
Asmai (d. 828 CE) could identify only a single fault in his writings. Ahmad Amin
further affirmed his linguistic prowess, describing ibn al-Muqaffa’s Arabic and Persian
as flawless (Amin, 1965). Ibn al-Mugqaffa’s father worked as a tax collector in
Khorasan, but his career ended in disgrace when he was accused of embezzlement. As
punishment, his hand was crushed under the direct orders of the first Abbasid caliph,
as-Saffah (d. 754 CE), whose ruthless nature earned him the infamous title "blood
shedder." This brutal punishment left the father with the nickname "shriveled hand," a
stigma that followed the family and overshadowed his real name. One can only
imagine the psychological and social impact of this event on ibn al-Muqaffa and his
perception of authority. Despite his intelligence, talent, and literary achievements, he
exhibited a certain recklessness in dealing with those in power, failing to learn from
his father’s misfortune. His later experiences would prove that, despite his brilliance as
a writer, translator, and secretary (katib), he did not always navigate political

landscapes with caution, a flaw that ultimately contributed to his tragic fate.

Ibn al-Mugaffa emerged as a key figure during the Abbasid period, serving as a
secretary (katib) to the caliph’s cousins—first Eisa ibn Ali and later his brother
Suleiman, who governed Basra from 751 to 757 CE. His political career, however,
intersected with a period of intense power struggles within the Abbasid dynasty. The

caliph’s uncle, Abdallah ibn Ali, had rebelled against al-Mansur, suffered defeat, and
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was forced into hiding to escape retribution ( Hermans, 2018). Despite his refined
education and sophisticated taste, Ibn al-Mugqaffa often boasted about his mastery of
Arabic, even mocking those who lacked his level of linguistic expertise. He was also
known for frequently ridiculing the man who would eventually be responsible for his
execution, a behavior that stood in contrast to his otherwise dignified manners. While
he was admired for his impeccable taste, sincerity, and loyalty to his friends, he
occasionally demonstrated poor judgment in his interactions with both allies and

adversaries (Amin, 1965).
2.6.1.1.1Kalila wa Dimna: Translation and Controversy

Scholars have long debated the earliest Arabic copy of Kalila wa Dimna since
Louis Cheikho (d. 1927) discovered a manuscript from 1339 CE, which was about
130 years older than another version he had previously found in a Melkite monastery
in Lebanon. However, Cheikho’s findings were later surpassed by a manuscript
uncovered by Abdulwahab Azzam (d. 1959) in the Hagia Sophia library in Istanbul,
dated to 1221 CE—the oldest known copy. This manuscript includes a colophon
marking Jomada II 618/July 1221. Notably, earlier translations referenced by
medieval Arab scholars, though now lost, are often disregarded—not just due to their

unavailability but because

Ibn al-Mugqaffa’s translation obscured them with its refined techniques, strategic
adaptations, and distinctive style. His version became so renowned that it was
embraced across all social classes as popular entertainment. As a result, Kalila
waDimnaspread beyond the Arab world, reaching Spain, where it was translated into
Old Spanish in the 13th century, followed by Greek, and subsequently into Latin, Old
Church Slavonic, German, and various other languages. The Arabic text was also
translated into Ethiopic, Syriac, Persian, Turkish, Malay, Javanese, Laotian, and
Siamese. By the 19th century, it had even been rendered into Hindustani, thereby

completing a linguistic journey that had begun 1,700 years earlier in Kashmir.

Ibn al-Mugaffa’s experiences at court during both the Umayyad and Abbasid
dynasties exposed him to widespread corruption and injustice, which stood in stark
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contrast to the Islamic principles of equality and justice. The Qur’an emphasizes that
piety is the only measure of superiority among individuals: “In the sight of God, the
most noble of you is the most pious” (Qur’an, Sura 49, verse 13). However, the
realities of governance often contradicted these ideals. Administrative, financial, and
moral corruption at court likely influenced Ibn al-Mugaftfa to advocate for reform. His
approach, however, had to be subtle, as the caliphs were known for eliminating critics
and perceived threats. To navigate these challenges, he employed the allegorical
format of fables, using animals to depict human intrigues and political struggles. The
Indian tales of Kalila waDimna, previously translated into Middle Iranian (Pahlavi),
provided an effective medium for expressing his views on governance without direct

confrontation.

In the introduction to his translation, Ibn al-Muqaffa’ outlined four primary
objectives: (1) to engage young readers through the use of animal fables, (2) to
entertain princes with richly illustrated depictions, (3) to encourage both kings and
common people to acquire copies, thereby supporting painters and scribes, and (4) to
inspire philosophical reflection on the wisdom contained within the stories. His
literary skills allowed him to modify and expand upon the original narratives, tailoring
them to address the political and social concerns of his time. These additions subtly
conveyed messages to the ruling elite, warning against poor governance and offering
guidance for effective leadership. In addition to Kalila waDimna, Ibn al-Mugaffa’
authored two other works analyzing court politics, power dynamics, and strategies for

engaging with authority.

The translation of Kalila wa Dimna has become so closely associated with Ibn
al Muqaffa’ that mentioning one immediately brings the other to mind. However, this
strong connection has not prevented scholars—both medieval and modern—from
questioning theauthenticity of his translation. Notable figures such as al-Jahiz, al-
Biruni, and Ibn Khallikan, along with modern scholars like Ahmad Hasan al-Zayyat
and Mohammad Rijab al-Najar, havecast doubt on his work. For instance, al-Biruni (d.
1050 CE) expressed particular skepticism, lamenting his inability to translate the
Panchatantra (the original Indian title of the text) into Arabic. He acknowledged that
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the book had been widely discussed in Persian, Indian, and Arabic traditions but

criticized Ibn al-Mugqaffa for potentially altering the text. In his words:

"For not being able to translate the Panchatantra [Five Treatises], the
Indian title of the book, which is known among us as
KalilahwaDimna, which has been a topic of discussion in Persian,
Indian, and Arabic by people, such as Abdullah ibn al-Muqaffa, who
cannot be trusted as not to change it by adding a new chapter
‘Burzoe,” which is intended to perplex those whose faith is not yet

firm." (1887: 76)

Despite being a leading authority on Indian languages, customs, and religions, al-
Biruni doesnot explain why he could not translate the Sanskrit manuscript himself.
Instead, he repeatedlycriticizes Ibn al-Mugqaffa’, accusing him of infidelity to the
original text due to the addition ofa new chapter. His disapproval extends beyond
textual concerns, as he also appears to question Ibn al-Mugqaffa’s intentions, implying

that the changes were meant to mislead readers.

In essence, Kalila waDimnahas played a significant role in global
literaryhistory, originating from the Sanskrit Panchatantra (meaning "Five
Treatises"), whichdates back to the fourth century CE. The text underwent several
translations, first into Pahlavi (Middle Persian) in the sixth century, followed by an
Old Syriac version, before reaching the Abbasid court in the eighth century. It was
during this period that Ibn al-Mugaffa translated it into Arabic, a version that would
become highlyinfluential. The tales spread across different regions and languages
through varioustransmission routes. In al-Andalus, Kalila waDimnawas translated
from Arabic into Old Spanish and Hebrew, eventually leading to Latin and other

European languagessuch as Italian, German, and French.
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Over time, the text has been translated into more than 40 languages,
continuouslyadapted to fit the linguistic, cultural, and religious contexts of new
audiences. Thislong tradition of reinterpretation and adaptation underscores the
enduring legacy of KalilawaDimnaas a work that thrives through translation,

bridging diversecivilizations and literary traditions.

2.6.2Translation of Sciences

Hunain ibn Ishaq is one of the most pivotal figures in the history of translation
duringthe Abbasid period, particularly in the Arabic Translation Movement. His
mastery ofmultiple languages—Arabic, Greek, Persian, and Syriac—set him apart
from other translators, allowing him to produce a vast body of work across diverse
fields, such as philosophy, medicine, dreams, Greek mythology, and history. His
influence extended beyond translation, as he also contributed to Arabic grammar and

lexicography.

One of Hunain’s most significant contributions was his innovative “sense-for-
sense” translation method, which replaced the rigid “word-for-word” approach
inherited from Syriac traditions. This new method ensured that translations followed
the natural flow of Arabic, making complex Greek scientific and philosophical texts
more comprehensible and stylistically refined. His work was instrumental in shaping
Arabic medical terminology, coining numerous anatomical and scientific terms that
had no prior equivalents in the language.Despite his remarkable achievements, Hunain
faced significant challenges during his lifetime, often suffering from the envy of his
colleagues and fellow physicians. However, his perseverance and unparalleled
contributions earned him recognition as the greatest translator of his time, ultimately

securing him the prestigious title of “the Sheikh of Arab Translators” (Osman, 2014).
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2.6.2.1Hunain ibn-ishaq

Hunain ibn Ishaq (d. 873 CE) was born in Hira, a pre-Islamic Mesopotamian
city that served as the capital of the Lakhmid dynasty from the fourth to the seventh
century. Even after the advent of Islam, Hira remained predominantly Nestorian
Christian, and it was known for its commerce, with many of its residents engaged in
money exchange. Hunain's early education in this culturally rich city, along with his
descent from a prominent Arab family, enabled him to master Arabic. Many of his
fellow Christians had a limited grasp of Arabic since their liturgical and cultural
language was Syriac. He belonged to the Ibadi tribe, which was made famous by the
poet Adi ibn Zayd (580-595 CE). Adi ibn Zayd had married the granddaughter of
KingNu’man ibn Mundhir and was even credited with facilitating the king’s rise to
power (Peters, 1994: 66). With such a strong literary and cultural background, Hunain
excelled in Arabic morphology and syntax. His linguistic expertise later played a
crucial role in the derivations he introduced in his translations, particularly in medical
sciences. His father worked as an apothecary in Hira, and Hunain shared his passion
for medicinal herbs. This interest led him to travel to Baghdad to study medicine.
There were no formal medical schools then, but prominent physicians held teaching
circles. In Baghdad, Hunain attended lectures by Yuhanna ibn Masawayh (d. 857
CE), the private physician to four caliphs and head of the House of Wisdom during al
Ma’mun’s reign (Beetson, 1983: 501). Yuhanna was widely respected for his medical
knowledge and had many students, but he was known for his short temper. Frustrated
by Hunain’s curiosity and persistent questioning, Yuhanna dismissed him from his
classes, expressing his belief that someone from Hira should not pursue medicine.
Instead, he advised Hunain to follow his ancestors' profession in money exchange

rather than waste his time studying medicine.
In the words of al-Qifti:

“One day, his master, losing patience, exclaimed, ‘What have the people of

Hira to do with medicine? Go and change money in the streets!” and
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ordered that Hunain be removed from his house, which he left in tears” (Ibn

al-Qifti, 2005).

Ibn Abi Usaibia further recounts that, despite his disappointment, the twelve-year-
old Hunain was not discouraged. Determined to prove himself, he left Baghdad with
a heavy heart but resolved to return as a skilled physician and translator by studying

medicine from its original sources in Greek.

After leaving Baghdad, Hunaintraveled to Basra, a city renowned for its
scholars, particularly in linguistics and grammar. There, he extensively studied the
Arabic derivation system, a skill that would later prove invaluable in his work as a
translator. Additionally, he learned Syriac, the liturgical language of the Nestorian
Church and the medium of many Greek-to-Syriac translations. Given that the
Lakhmidkings and tribal leaders of his homeland were vassals of the Sasanian Empire,
Hunain likely acquired some knowledge of Persian, which would have been useful in
trade and daily interactions. By the time he returned to Baghdad around the age of
seventeen, Hunain had gained an impressive command of languages and medical
knowledge. He was heard reciting Homer and reading from Galen, two of the most
influential figures in Greek literature and medicine. More significantly, he presented
some of his Arabic translations to his former teacher, Yuhanna ibn Masawayh.
Yuhanna, who had previously dismissed him, was astounded by the quality of
Hunain’s work. This marked the beginning of Hunain’s rise to fame as a translator and
scholar. An interesting anecdote recorded by Ibn Abi Usaibia highlights Hunain’s
newfound reputation. Jabril ibn Bukhtishu (d. 828 CE), the distinguished court
physician who served both Harun al-Rashid and al-Ma’mun, referred to the young

"

scholar as "our teacher, Hunain," a testament to the remarkable transformation of

the once-dismissed student into a respected intellectual.

Hunayn ibn Ishaq’s relationship with Yuhanna ibn Masawayh improved, likely
due to Jabril ibn Bukhtishu’s intercession. Yuhanna, known for his expertise in
ophthalmology, invited Hunayn back to his lectures, and their mentorship grew into a

strong friendship. Hunayn became a pioneer in ophthalmology and translated
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numerous works for Yuhanna. His reputation led to his appointment at the House of
Wisdom, where he revised and translated Greek texts. Caliph al-Ma’mun reportedly
rewarded him with gold equal to the weight of his translations (Ibn Abi Usaibia,
1965).

After five years at the House of Wisdom, Hunain witnessed the death of al
Ma’mun, after which translation efforts declined under al-Mu’tasim and al-Wathigq.
When al-Mutawakkil became caliph, he imposed strict religious policies and
persecuted intellectuals. He grew suspicious of Hunain, fearing he had ties to the
Byzantines. To test him, the caliph ordered Hunain to prepare poison for his enemies.
Hunain refused, citing religious and medical ethics, and was imprisoned for a year,
continuing his scholarly work under surveillance. After his release, the caliph again
demanded he produce poison, offering either great wealth or execution. Hunain firmly
refused, declaring that he had only learned knowledge that benefited people. Struck by
his integrity, al-Mutawakkil pardoned him and appointed him as his personal
physician and literary supervisor, overseeing official translations. However, the trust

between them was short-lived, and Hunain eventually fell out of favor (al-Qifti, 1905).
2.6.2.1.1Hunain: Triumphs and Trials

Hunain ibn Ishaq, a renowned translator, physician, and scholar, played a
crucial role in translating major works by Plato, Aristotle, Galen, and Hippocrates
into Syriac and Arabic. He collaborated with his son Ishaq and his nephew Hubaish
to establish a translation enterprise, working with patrons such as caliphs, viziers, and
wealthy families. His enterprise also included translators like Thabit ibn Qurra,
copyists, and even Greek-speaking slaves in Baghdad (Osman,2014). Hunain’s
patrons often sent him abroad to acquire rare manuscripts or revise existing
translations, a task he frequently mentioned in his writings (Bergstrasser,1925). As
his skills developed, he moved away from literal translation in favor of a sense-for-
sense approach, ensuring greater clarity and accuracy. He even retranslated some of
his earlier works, recognizing that better versions of manuscripts had become

available over time. His contributions greatly enriched the transmission of Greek
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knowledge to the Arabic-speaking world, leaving a lasting impact on Islamic
scholarship. It was a common practice for patrons to fund the translation of
manuscripts into Syriac or Arabic. Among the most significant of these patrons was
Hunain’s first teacher and mentor, Yuhanna ibn Masawayh, who was distinctive in
his focus on the style and readability of translated texts. Unlike other patrons,
Yuhanna was particularly attentive to ensuring that translations were not overly
refined for their intended audience. On one occasion, he rejected a translation by
Hunain, believing it to be too sophisticated for a classroom lecture. Hunain recounts

this incident:

I translated it [De OssiumDissectione] into Syriac several years ago for
Yuhanna ibn Masawayh. 1 tried to express the meaning as clearly
as possible since this man prefers straightforward and comprehensible

expression and consistently encourages me." (Epistle, 1925, p. 166)

Recognizing his mentor’s sharp judgment, Hunain held Yuhanna in high regard.
Yuhanna ibn Masawayh (d. 857 CE) was a distinguished figure in the Abbasid court,
tasked by Caliph Harun al-Rashid with translating medical texts from Ankara and
Amorium. Later, during the reign of Caliph al-Ma’mun, he became the head of the
renowned House of Wisdom (Bayt al-Hikma) (Beeston, 1983, p. 501). Hunain often
expressed admiration for Yuhanna, frequently mentioning him in his Epistle.

For instance, when discussing his translation of Galen’s On Bones, he noted:

The book was translated into Syriac by Sergious, resulting in a poor
translation. A couple of years ago, I translated it for Yuhannaibn
Masawayh. In my translation, I was particularly careful about clarity
and directness because this man prefers clear exposition and

encourages it. (2021,87)

Yuhanna’s influence on Hunain’s work was evident, as he consistently urged him to
refine his translations to enhance clarity. Regarding Galen’s Anatomy, Hunain
explained that an earlier translation by Ayyub al-Rahawi for Jabril ibn Bukhtishu
had required significant revisions. He remarked:
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"I fixed it recently for Yuhanna ibn Masawayh, but [ was extra
careful in correcting it."(2021,87)

Hunain’s ability to meet the high expectations of his patrons demonstrated his
linguistic expertise and adaptability. Over time, he served both Arabic-speaking and
Syriac-speaking scholars, often charging substantial fees for his work. This indicates
that translation was more than a scholarly pursuit; it was a symbol of cultural
prestige. Wealthy patrons, such as the Bakhtishu family, who served as court
physicians for generations, and the affluent ibn Musa brothers, played a crucial role
in financing translation efforts. These patrons not only sought knowledge but also
enhanced their social standing through their support of translation projects, often

commissioning Hunain’s expertise.

Hunain’s translation efforts spanned multiple fields of knowledge, including
philosophy, mathematics, medicine, agriculture, religion, and even dream
interpretation. In his Epistle, he lists 129 works by Galen, translating 12 into Arabic,
58 into Syriac, and 22 first into Syriac and then into Arabic. Beyond translating, his
tasks involved collations, redactions, editorial work, and revisions. His extensive
contributions highlight his exceptional talent, earning him recognition as the most
prolific translator of the ninth century, as noted by John C. Lamoreaux
(2015).Hunain's influence extended beyond translation; his approach set a new
standard in Islamic scholarship. Unlike earlier translators who relied heavily on
transliteration, he leveraged his deep understanding of Arabic's derivation system to
develop more precise terminology. For example, instead of borrowing foreign words,
he adapted existing Arabic terms to convey new medical concepts, such as deriving
from the root meaning u=!_s\(symptoms) "effect." He also expanded definitions of
common words, like modifying 4 sk (softness) to describe an aspect of the eye.His
most notable achievement in medical translation was explaining diseases rather than
merely translating their names. An example is his Arabic rendering of "xiphoid
process as “aall alaal Jeudl skl & 3 ga gall Cag uaxll” meaning a small extension of

bone just below the breastbone." Similarly, he translated plexus by using “ S¥3Ual
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“meaning “mixing up” to describe nerve networks. His expertise in Arabic allowed
him to avoid the limitations faced by Syriac translators, who often relied on

transliterations or borrowed terms from Syriac and Persian.

To sum up, Hunain’s translations played a crucial role in addressing a linguistic
challenge during the Abbasid period: how to integrate thousands of technical terms
from philosophy, medicine, mathematics, and astronomy into Arabic. Earlier
translators often relied on transliteration or borrowed words from Syriac and Persian.
However, Hunain, with his deep knowledge of Arabic and sensitivity to linguistic
nuances, revolutionized this approach. He was so confident in his translations that he
even corrected Galen’s manuscripts based on his familiarity with other texts by Galen

(al-Dhubian,1993).

2.7 Conclusion

The Abbasid translation movement was a cornerstone in the intellectual and
cultural advancement of the Arab-Islamic world. It was not merely a process of
linguistic conversion but a means of synthesizing and expanding upon the knowledge
of previous civilizations. By engaging with Greek, Persian, and Indian texts, Abbasid
scholars laid the foundation for scientific, philosophical, and literary achievements
that later influenced the European Renaissance. The House of Wisdom played a
crucial role in institutionalizing translation, with scholars such as Ibn al-Mugqaffa’
and Hunain ibn Ishaq refining methods that ensured clarity, accuracy, and
adaptability. One of the defining aspects of this movement was the shift from literal,
word-for-word translation to the sense-for-sense approach, a technique pioneered by
Hunain ibn Ishaq. This methodological refinement allowed Arabic texts to maintain
both the meaning and fluency of the original works while integrating them into the
linguistic and cultural fabric of the Islamic world. Ibn al-Mugqaffa’s translation of
Kalila waDimna further exemplified how translation could serve as a conduit for
knowledge transfer and as a means of literary and political expression. Furthermore,
the translation movement fostered a more cosmopolitan intellectual environment
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where scholars from different religious and linguistic backgrounds collaborated. This
era witnessed a transformation in the hierarchy of knowledge, elevating translators
and philosophers alongside religious scholars. Integrating translated works into
Islamic thought did not merely preserve ancient wisdom but also enabled original

contributions that shaped disciplines such as astronomy, medicine, and philosophy.

Ultimately, the Abbasid translation movement was not a passive act of
preservation but an active intellectual pursuit that redefined the role of translation
in shaping civilizations. Its legacy endures as a testament to the power of cross-
cultural knowledge exchange, demonstrating that translation is more than a

linguistic exercise—it is a catalyst for progress.
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3.1 Introduction

The Abbasid era (750-1258 CE) stands as one of the most intellectually vibrant
periods in Islamic history, marked by a remarkable translation movement that
facilitated the exchange of knowledge between civilizations. The Greco-Arabic
Translation Movement was not merely an academic endeavor but a transformative
process that shaped the scientific, economic, and philosophical landscape of the
Islamic world. Supported by visionary caliphs and institutions such as Bayt al-
Hikmah, this movement introduced a wealth of knowledge from Greek, Persian,
Indian, and Syriac traditions into Arabic, influencing fields as diverse as medicine,
astronomy, mathematics, and literature. This chapter explores the pivotal role and
impact of translation during the Abbasid Golden Age, analyzing how it contributed to
intellectual progress, economic growth, and technological advancements. Furthermore,
it examines how Arabic scholarship left a lasting imprint on European literature and
science, with a particular focus on figures like Copernicus, who drew upon Islamic
astronomical models, and literary parallels between Hayy ibn Yaqzan and Robinson

Crusoe.
3.2 The Role and Impact of Translation in the Abbasid Era

The Greco-Arabic Translation Movement played a crucial role in the
development of intellectual and philosophical traditions during the Abbasid era. As
Suhardiman Putri and Priyoyudanto (2023) have noted, this movement was propelled
by the Arab conquests, the Abbasid Revolution, and the demographic expansion of
Baghdad. It extended from the 8th to the 10th century AD, with its institutional
epicenter at Bayt al-Hikmah. Over time, translation methodologies progressed from a
Greco-Syriac-Arabic model to direct translations from Greek to Arabic, facilitated by
eminent scholars such as Hunayn ibn Ishaq, Thabit ibn Qurra, and the Banu Musa
brothers. Absent this movement, the evolution of Islamic philosophy, as we recognize
it today, may not have achieved its status as a global intellectual tradition. Dr. Hussain
Ali Al-Moussari is a distinguished professor in the Faculty of Arts at Kuwait

University, emphasizes the multifaceted significance of the Greco-Arabic Translation
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Movement. He asserts that, in addition to its considerable contributions to the fields of
philosophy and science, this movement served as a fundamental catalyst for economic
and technological advancement. The influx of translated works in disciplines such as
engineering, medicine, and agriculture resulted in innovations that had a profound
impact on daily life. Notably, advancements in medical practices, pharmacology, and
hospital systems were facilitated by the transmission of Greek medical knowledge,
particularly from the eminent scholars Galen and Hippocrates. Furthermore, the
translations of mathematical and astronomical treatises, including the works of Euclid
and Ptolemy, established a foundation for Islamic advancements in architecture,

navigation, and timekeeping.

The economic repercussions of the translation movement were also significant.
Dr. Al Moussari underscores that the incorporation of Greek, Persian, and Indian
commercial knowledge into Arabic texts was instrumental in the flourishing trade
networks throughout the Abbasid Caliphate. The adaptation of Greek economic
theories enabled the development of banking systems, taxation policies, and financial
instruments, thereby reinforcing Baghdad’s status as a global economic epicenter.
Additionally, translated texts on mechanical engineering and hydrodynamics
contributed to enhancements in irrigation systems and agricultural productivity,
directly improving food security and economic stability within the Islamic realm.
Moreover, the technological advancements that emerged from the translation
movement have had enduring consequences. The integration of Greek mechanical
theories, particularly from notable figures such as the Hero of Alexandria,
significantly influenced Islamic inventors in their creation of water clocks, automata,
and early industrial machinery. These innovations subsequently inspired technological
progress in Europe, playing a crucial role in the scientific revolution. As Dr. Al-
Moussari posits, absent this movement, many of these scientific, economic, and
technological breakthroughs would have faced delays or been lost altogether, thereby

altering the trajectory of global intellectual history.

47



Chapter Three The Intellectual Legacy of the Abbasids

3.2.1 The Impact of the Abbasid Golden Age on the Western

The rich literary heritage of the Islamic world, particularly during the Abbasid
Golden Age (750-1258 CE), had a profound impact on Western literature.

3.2.1.1 Literature

Aliya Anjum, in her work Muslim Inventions in the Islamic Golden Age, 715—
1500 AD, highlights how Arabic literary traditions influenced major European literary
works and authors. One of the most significant influences was the medieval Arabic
novel Hayy ibn-Yaqzan, written in the 12th century by Ibn Tufayl. This philosophical
novel follows the journey of a self-taught man who, raised in isolation on a deserted
island, comes to profound intellectual and spiritual realizations. The structure, themes,
and philosophical undertones of this work strongly influenced Daniel Defoe’s
Robinson Crusoe (1719), which follows a similar premise of survival and self-
discovery in isolation. The striking parallels between the two works suggest that Defoe
was likely inspired by Arabic philosophical narratives, particularly those exploring
human reasoning and self-sufficiency (Anjum, 2023). Another major influence of
Arabic literature on Western literary traditions can be observed in the works of
William Shakespeare. Anjum explains that Shakespeare incorporated Arab characters
into his plays, demonstrating an awareness of Islamic civilization and its historical
figures. In The Merchant of Venice, for example, Shakespeare’s character the Prince
of Morocco is believed to be modeled on Sultan Ahmad al-Mansur, the ruler of
Morocco from 1578 to 1603. This suggests that Arabic Culture and historical figures
had a place within the broader Renaissance imagination and were woven into Western
storytelling traditions (Anjum, 2023). The Abbasid period also saw the development of
narrative traditions that shaped European storytelling. Works such as One Thousand
and One Nights, compiled during the Abbasid era, introduced timeless storytelling
techniques such as frame narratives and interwoven tales. These techniques influenced

later European literature, introducing a new depth of structure and imagination.
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3.2.3 Astronomy

Islamic astronomy played a crucial role in shaping European scientific thought,
particularly influencing Nicolaus Copernicus and his heliocentric model. George
Saliba, a historian specializing in the scientific achievements of the Islamic world and
their impact on the European Renaissance, argues that mathematical and astronomical
developments by Muslim scholars laid the foundation for many of Copernicus’ ideas.
A significant example of this influence is the work of Nasir al-Din al-Tusi (d. 1274).
In his astronomical treatise Al-Tadhkira, al-Tusi developed what is now known as the
Tusi Couple, a geometric method for generating linear motion from two circular
motions. This concept, which effectively eliminated the problematic equant in
Ptolemaic astronomy, appears almost identically in Copernicus’ De Revolutionibus
(1543). Despite this striking similarity, early European scholars such as Baron Carra
De Vaux dismissed al-Tusi’s contributions, portraying them as minor and unoriginal
(Saliba, 2007). However, Saliba highlights that this chapter in al-Tusi’s work was one
of the most relevant to the astronomical revolution that followed, as Copernicus later
adopted similar principles in his heliocentric framework, another key figure in this
transmission of knowledge was Ibn al-Shatir (d. 1375). Working within an
Aristotelian cosmological framework, Ibn al-Shatir developed refined planetary
models that sought to correct the errors in Ptolemaic astronomy. His unified planetary
system was remarkable in that it removed the eccentrics and equants that had long
troubled astronomers. Saliba explains that Copernicus' model closely mirrors Ibn al-
Shatir’s geometric configurations, with the only difference being the repositioning of
the sun at the center rather than the Earth. This suggests that rather than developing
his system in complete isolation, Copernicus relied on and adapted the advanced

models already perfected by Muslim astronomers (Saliba, 2007).

Furthermore, Islamic mathematicians and astronomers revolutionized the role of
mathematics in scientific inquiry. Saliba emphasizes that by the 13th and 14th

centuries, Islamic astronomy had reached a level of theoretical maturity, wherein
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astronomers continuously reformulated and improved upon the Greek models rather
than merely preserving them. Figures like al-Khafri demonstrated a total mastery of
mathematical astronomy, showcasing a new flexibility in the manipulation of models
to meet observational requirements. This shift enabled later scholars, including
Copernicus, to view astronomy as a discipline that could be modified and improved,

rather than simply inherited from the Greeks (Saliba, 2007).
3.3 The Decline of the Graeco-Arabic Translation Movement

After flourishing for over two centuries, the translation movement in Baghdad
gradually declined around the turn of the millennium. However, this decline did not
signify a loss of interest in the translated sciences or a shortage of scholars proficient
in Greek. On the contrary, scientific activity remained vibrant, as evidenced by
institutions like the ‘Adudi Hospital (established in 982 CE) and scholars who
continued to translate and refine texts. Physicians such as Nazif ibn Yumn and
Ibrahim ibn Bakkus al-‘Assal, for instance, were still engaged in translating works on
medicine and philosophy well into the Buyid era. Despite this, the movement
ultimately waned because it had fulfilled its purpose. The foundational Greek texts
had long been translated, studied, and commented upon, allowing Arabic scholars to
advance beyond them. As disciplines like medicine, astronomy, mathematics, and
philosophy evolved, the demand shifted from translating Greek texts to producing
original Arabic compositions. This trend had already begun in the second Abbasid
century but became dominant during the Buyid period (945-1055 CE). Patrons
increasingly funded works of independent scholarship rather than further translations.
Prominent figures such as Avicenna, Al-Biruni, Ibn al-Haytham, and Al-Farabi
exemplified this shift. Their groundbreaking research not only built upon but often
surpassed Greek scientific and philosophical traditions. Additionally, critical works
like Al-Razi’s Doubts About Galen and Ibn al-Haytham’s Doubts About Ptolemy
directly challenged and refined Greek knowledge, demonstrating the intellectual
autonomy of Islamic scholarship. Another factor in this transition was the
decentralization of political power. As the Abbasid Caliphate weakened and local

dynasties emerged, scientific and philosophical activities spread beyond Baghdad to
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centers like Central Asia, Persia, Syria, and Al-Andalus. This decentralization led to an
increase in cultural and scientific patronage, further fostering original research rather
than translation. Ultimately, the decline of the translation movement was not a sign of
failure but rather a testament to its success. It had laid the foundation for a thriving
Arabic scientific tradition that no longer needed to rely on Greek texts. By the eleventh
century, Arabic scholars were setting new standards in various fields, ensuring that
knowledge continued to progress beyond the limits of classical antiquity. (Adapted

from Gutas, 2001)
3.3.1 Challenges and Decline of Translation

According to Adnan K. Abdullah, The Translation Movement (800-1150 CE)
was a monumental intellectual endeavor spearheaded by the Abbasid rulers, who
dedicated vast resources to translating works from Persian, Sanskrit, and Greek into
Arabic. What set this movement apart was its unparalleled longevity, spanning nearly
three centuries, as well as its broad disciplinary reach, covering fields such as
literature, history, mathematics, medicine, pharmacology, and philosophy. No other
civilization had invested so extensively in translation, both in terms of funding and
scholarly effort. However, translation during this period was neither a straightforward
process nor a passive act; it required remarkable linguistic ingenuity and adaptation.
Unlike the Greeks and Romans, who had a long tradition of translation, the Arabs
approached it as an entirely new intellectual practice. While Arabic was already a rich
and sophisticated language, deeply rooted in poetry and religious scripture, it initially
resisted the incorporation of foreign concepts. A breakthrough came with Hunain ibn
Ishaq, who pioneered the sense-for-sense translation method, breaking away from
rigid word-for word renderings. His mastery of Arabic grammar and rhetoric allowed
him to reformulate Greek and Syriac manuscripts in a way that aligned seamlessly
with classical Arabic, making scientific and philosophical texts more accessible. From
a contemporary perspective, translation serves as a bridge between civilizations,
fostering intellectual development, cultural exchange, and even political discourse. It
is also an arena of ideological conflict, as seen in the Abbasid period, where

translators played a critical role in shaping narratives. Abdullah ibn al-Muqaffa’, for

51



Chapter Three The Intellectual Legacy of the Abbasids

instance, did not merely translate Kalila waDimna; he rewrote it, infusing the text
with new meanings that resonated with Arabic literary and political traditions.
Similarly, centuries later, Richard Burton's translation of The Arabian Nights was
deliberately archaic and exoticized to cater to Victorian Orientalist fantasies,
demonstrating how translation can be a tool for cultural perception and power
dynamics. A deeper analysis of the Abbasid Translation Movement reveals that it was
far from being a marginal activity reserved for a few scholars. Rather, it was a vast
intellectual enterprise that involved entire communities, including translators, patrons,
scribes, grammarians, and critics. Translation was not merely a scholarly pursuit; it
was a high-stakes endeavor, as it introduced new, sometimes controversial, ideas to
Arabic readers. Translators frequently clashed with theologians and traditionalists,
who accused them of distorting sacred knowledge. Those who adhered too closely to
literal translations were criticized by grammarians for failing to capture the essence
and elegance of Arabic rhetoric. Translation also became politically charged,
particularly under Caliph Al-Ma’mun, who saw it as a means to propagate Mu ‘tazilite
rationalist doctrine. He famously accepted manuscripts as tribute from his vassals,
amassing a vast collection in the House of Wisdom. However, this intellectual
openness eventually led to a backlash. The Mu ‘tazilite school, which prioritized reason
over religious tradition, fell out of favor after Al-Ma’mun’s death. Within a few
decades, their works were banned, and translators associated with them faced
accusations of heresy. This ideological shift marked the beginning of the end for the
Translation Movement. As Abbasid society became increasingly conservative and
fragmented, the demand for Greek and Persian texts waned. Scholars no longer sought
translations but instead focused on original Arabic compositions, which had now
surpassed their Greek predecessors. Furthermore, political instability and the decline
of centralized patronage accelerated the movement’s collapse. The same intellectual
vitality that had fueled translation now worked against it—translation was no longer a

necessity but a liability in an environment where rigid orthodoxy prevailed.

Ultimately, the rise and fall of the Abbasid Translation Movement is a

testament to the power of knowledge. It illustrates how translation can transform
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civilizations, build intellectual legacies, and foster scientific progress. However, it
also serves as a cautionary tale—when intellectual openness gives way to dogmatism,
cultural exchangediminishes, and the bridges once built between civilizations crumble.
The legacy of the Abbasid translators endures, not just in the texts they preserved, but
in the very idea thattranslation is more than a linguistic act—it is an instrument of
progress, a reflection ofsocietal values, and a force that shapes the destiny of

civilizations.
3.4 Discussion

To address the first research question regarding the reasons behind the Abbasid
translation movement, the findings revealed that this movement was driven by a
combination of political ambition, scientific curiosity, and cultural openness. The
Abbasid rulers, particularly al-Ma'miin, saw knowledge acquisition as a religious
virtue and a means of establishing civilizational authority. They inherited intellectual
traditions from Persian and Hellenistic sources and benefited from access to Greek
texts via Syriac-speaking Christian scholars. Additionally, external factors such as the
Abbasid fascination with astrology and the introduction of paper-making technology
further encouraged the spread and preservation of written knowledge. These
motivations collectively demonstrate that the Abbasids pursued translation as a

purposeful and strategic project.

In response to the second research question, which asked why the translation
movement flourished significantly more under the Abbasids than during the Umayyad
period, the study found that the Abbasids took an institutional approach. Unlike the
limited, pragmatic translations carried out during the Umayyad reign, the Abbasids
founded centers of knowledge such as Bayt al-Hikmah (the House of Wisdom), where
scholars were formally employed, funded, and encouraged to engage in long-term
intellectual projects. The Abbasid caliphs viewed translation as an essential part of
their civilizational identity, integrating it into governance, education, and public
policy. This sustained support led to an unprecedented boom in scientific, literary, and

philosophical translations across multiple disciplines.
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Regarding the third research question, which explored how Abbasid translation
efforts differed in scope, methodology, and long-term impact, the findings indicate that
the Abbasids went beyond mere linguistic transfer. The scope of their translations
included not only Greek but also Persian and Indian sources. Their methodology,
particularly the sense-for-sense approach pioneered by Hunayn ibn Ishaq, focused on
meaning and clarity, enabling Arabic to become the language of science. Furthermore,
these translations were not static reproductions; scholars often added commentary,
edited inconsistencies, and adapted foreign concepts into an Islamic intellectual
framework. The long-term impact is evident in how this Arabic corpus was later

translated into Latin, fueling Europe’s intellectual revival during the Renaissance.

The study hypothesized that the Abbasid translation movement was a deliberate
and state-supported intellectual strategy, designed to elevate the Islamic empire as a
global leader in knowledge production, and that it functioned as a civilizational bridge
between East and West. The research strongly confirms this hypothesis. The Abbasid
translation project was not random or reactive—it was intentional and well-structured.
The caliphs not only supported translation but also established institutional
frameworks to sustain it. The study also hypothesised that the Abbasid translation
movement differed significantly from earlier efforts, particularly those of the
Umayyads, in both scope and methodology by institutionalising translation through
state-supported centres and adopting more refined techniques such as sense-for-sense
translation, which enhanced both the diversity and quality of translated knowledge.
These findings affirm that the Abbasid translation movement was both transformative
and transhistorical, reshaping intellectual traditions in the Islamic world and laying the

foundation for Western scientific and literary progress.
3.5 Recommendations

While conducting this research, several challenges were encountered. One of
the key difficulties was the limited access to primary sources and original manuscripts,
which restricted the opportunity for deeper textual analysis. Additionally, the study

required navigating diverse and sometimes conflicting scholarly perspectives,
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particularly between Western and Islamic historiographies, which demanded careful

critical evaluation.

Based on the findings of this study, several recommendations can be made for
future research, educational development, and the preservation of Islamic intellectual
heritage. These suggestions aim to expand upon the current understanding of the

Abbasid translation movement and ensure its relevance for contemporary scholarship.

Encourage Comparative Studies with Other Translation Movements:
Future researchers are encouraged to undertake comparative analyses between
the Abbasid translation movement and other historical translation efforts, such
as those in Andalusia, Byzantium, or the European Latin translation movement.
Such studies would provide a broader understanding of how civilizations across
time have used translation to shape identity, governance, and intellectual

development.

Promote Micro-Historical Studies on Individual: Translators and Texts
More focused research should be conducted on key figures like Hunayn ibn
Ishaq or Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘, as well as seminal texts like Kalila wa Dimna or
medical treatises by Galen translated into Arabic. These case studies could offer
deeper insights into translation techniques, linguistic challenges, and cultural

adaptations within the Abbasid era.

Integrate ~ Abbasid Contributions into Modern Curricula:
Educational institutions—especially those in the Islamic world—should
integrate the Abbasid translation movement into history, science, and literature
curricula. Doing so would not only correct misconceptions about the origins of
Western knowledge but also reinforce pride in the intellectual legacy of the

Islamic Golden Age.

These recommendations are intended to not only advance future scholarship but also to
encourage a re-engagement with the values of dialogue, inquiry, and translation that

defined the Abbasid Golden Age.
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3.6 Conclusion

The Abbasid Translation Movement was a defining force in the intellectual
andscientific achievements of the Islamic world, bridging cultural and linguistic
divides tocreate a legacy that shaped global knowledge. This chapter has demonstrated
howtranslation served as more than a linguistic practice; it was a catalyst for
economicexpansion, technological innovation, and philosophical discourse. Scholars
like Hunayn ibn Ishaq and Ibn al-Shatir played crucial roles in advancing fields such
asmedicine, astronomy, and mathematics, laying the groundwork for later
Europeanscientific developments. The influence of Arabic literature on Western
storytelling, asseen in Shakespeare’s works and Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, further
underscores thedepth of this cultural exchange. However, despite its monumental
impact, thetranslation movement eventually declined due to a combination of factors.
As Abbasidscholars reached intellectual independence, the demand for Greek
translationsdiminished in favor of original Arabic compositions. Political
fragmentation, theological resistance, and shifting ideological landscapes further
contributed to themovement's demise. Yet, rather than marking a failure, this decline
signified thesuccess of translation in fostering a self-sustaining scholarly tradition
within the Islamic world. The rise and fall of the Abbasid Translation Movement
serves as aprofound lesson in the power of knowledge transmission. It reveals how
openness tointellectual exchange can propel civilizations forward, while the
suppression of inquirycan lead to stagnation. The legacy of this movement endures in
the countless scientific, philosophical, and literary contributions that continue to
influence modern thought, proving that translation is not merely a tool of linguistic

conversion but a vehicle for progress, dialogue, and cultural transformation.
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General Conclusion

This thesis has critically explored the Abbasid Caliphate’s translation
movement as a transformative force that not only reshaped Islamic intellectual
tradition but also profoundly impacted the development of Western civilization.
Through institutions such as Bayt al-Hikmah, the Abbasid rulers institutionalized the
translation of Greek, Persian, and Indian knowledge into Arabic, thereby positioning

Baghdad as a global center of scientific, literary, and philosophical advancement.

The study has shown that the Abbasid translation movement was not a passive
act of preservation, but a dynamic, state-supported civilizational strategy. By
employing scholars like Hunayn ibn Ishaq and Ibn al-Muqaffa‘, and adopting refined
translation methods such as the sense-for-sense approach, the Abbasids laid the
groundwork for a uniquely Islamic tradition of inquiry while simultaneously enabling
the transmission of knowledge to Europe. These translated works later became
foundational to the European Renaissance, as seen in the influence on Western
thinkers such as Copernicus and Daniel Defoe. In contrast to the limited and utilitarian
translation practices under the Umayyads, the Abbasids developed a more systematic,
inclusive, and visionary approach, integrating knowledge into their political and
cultural framework. The translation movement’s success is reflected not only in the
intellectual independence that followed—marked by original Arabic scholarship—but

also in its long-lasting legacy beyond the Islamic world.

While the study acknowledged several limitations, including the loss or
inaccessibility of certain primary sources and the focus on scientific and literary
translation rather than theological or legal texts, it nonetheless offered a detailed and

historically grounded analysis of the movement’s significance. The research filled a
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notable gap by framing translation as an instrument of cultural transformation, not

merely linguistic exchange.

Ultimately, this thesis reaffirms that translation during the Abbasid era was a
deliberate, visionary tool for civilizational growth, one that forged bridges across
cultures, languages, and epochs. The Abbasid experience offers a compelling model
for how intellectual openness, state patronage, and cross-cultural collaboration can

lead to enduring contributions to human knowledge.

In today’s interconnected world, this legacy remains more relevant than ever. It
challenges us to rethink the role of knowledge exchange in shaping societies and calls
for a renewed commitment to preserving and honoring the rich contributions of

Islamic civilization to global progress.
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