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Pathways of Knowledge transmission:  

from the greeK to the arabic tradition*

Simona Olivieri

Freie Universität Berlin & Ca’ Foscari University of Venice

Abstract — This paper discusses scholarly exchanges between the Greek- and Arabic-speaking 
worlds during early Islamic times by outlining pathways of knowledge transmission within 
the broader framework of Arabs’ keen interest in knowledge acquisition. It contextualizes the 
hypothesis on the Greek contribution to the Arabic linguistic thinking and discusses challenges in 
documenting direct access to Greek sources by early Arabic grammarians. By bridging the roles 
of the caliphate and scholarly activities, it finally delves into the role of knowledge circulation 
and the significance of indirect influences.

Keywords — Arabic, Syriac, Greek, Byzantine, linguistic traditions, knowledge circulation, 
direct and indirect influence

Résumé — Cet article discute les interactions scientifiques entre les mondes grec et arabe au 
début de la période islamique. Plus exactement, il vise à montrer quelles furent, dans le cadre 
plus large de l’intérêt que les Arabes ont affiché pour l’acquisition de connaissances, les voies 
de transmission du savoir entre ces deux mondes. Replaçant dans son contexte l’hypothèse de 
la contribution grecque à la formation de la pensée linguistique arabe, il examine les difficultés 
rencontrées pour documenter l’accès direct, par les premiers grammairiens arabes, aux sources 
grecques. En établissant un lien entre le rôle du califat et celui des activités savantes, cet article 
examine enfin les mécanismes de circulation des connaissances et souligne l’importance des 
influences indirectes.

Mots-clés— Arabe, Syriaque, Grec, Byzantin, traditions linguistiques, circulation des connais-
sances, influence directe et indirecte

introduction

In the late antique and early Islamic period, complex exchanges took place between 

the Byzantine and Arab(ic)-Islamic worlds. Most investigations on the subject have 

looked into military history and religious exchange. 1 More recently, the extent and 

scope of this exchange has been explored in a more nuanced way, also accounting 

*  The research for this contribution was primarily conducted at Freie Universität Berlin, where I was affilia-

ted until March 2024. The ideas presented in this paper belong to a working hypothesis that is being further 

investigated in the framework of the “ALiDiM – Arabic Linguistic Discourse in the Making” project, started 

in May 2024 and based at Ca’ Foscari University of Venice. The ALiDiM project is funded by the European 

Union (ERC, ALiDiM, 101115616). Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only 

and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the European Research Council. Neither the 
European Union nor the granting authority can be held responsible for them.

1  Gutas, Kaldellis & Long 2017: 79.
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for the influences exercised through the everyday interactions, the so-called voie 
diffuse. 2 This includes several other areas in which interactions have taken place, 

such as the “religious, artistic, and also intellectual exchanges, thus puncturing the 

barriers of hostility between the two worlds.” 3 

The journée d’étude organized by Lionel Dumarty and Margherita Farina in 

Paris in December 2022, titled “La connexion abbasside: circulation des théories 
linguistiques entre les savants grecs, syriaques et arabes du viie au xe siècle,” 

provided a platform to delve deeper into these connections. 4 The workshop facilitated 

an examination of historical accounts alongside (meta)linguistic perspectives, 

exploring the exchange among the Greek, Syriac, and Arabic traditions.

With this contribution, we continue the reflections initiated during the journée 
d’étude on the intellectual exchanges between Arabic-speaking and Greek-speaking 

worlds, preceding and paralleling the translation of scholarship from Greek into 

Arabic. Regarding linguistic scholarship, a significant challenge is the difficulty in 
finding concrete evidence of Arabic grammarians’ access to Greek sources before the 
9th-10th centuries CE. Although there is evidence of a general interest in Greek works 

dating back to the early Islamic period, pinpointing direct access to these sources by 

Arabic grammarians during the formative stages of the linguistic tradition remains 

challenging. Based on their works, early Arabic scholars appear not to engage with 

external circles, as they do not acknowledge or explicitly reference knowledge from 

non-Arabic or non-Islamic sources. Additionally, the limited biographical informa-

tion available suggests a lack of overt connections to other scholarly environments. 

However, as we will discuss in this paper, Arabs’ exposure to other cultural milieux 

during early Islamic times is historically noticeable. One possible explanation for the 

lack of overtly acknowledged connections could be the matter of distinctive identity, 

for which the Arabic language played a crucial role in the emerging community. 5 

As noted by Fassberg, 6 while the Greek-Syriac connection is overtly acknowledged 

by Syriac authors, Arabic scholars might have resisted external influences (or the 
acknowledgment thereof) to safeguard the distinctive Arab(ic)-Islamic traits of the 

language. Indeed, the ideological foundations of grammar-making highlight specific 
features attributed to Arabic, namely its ability “to provide a coherent definition of 
the nation from within its linguistic resources,” 7 and is in line with an assert of dis-

tinctiveness from neighboring cultures.

2  Thillet 1958; also Versteegh 1977.

3  Gutas, Kaldellis & Long 2017: 79.

4  I am especially grateful to Margherita Farina and Jean-Patrick Guillaume for their valuable insights. I also 

wish to thank the anonymous reviewers for their comments on the paper.

5  See Suleiman 2003, 2011, 2012.

6  Fassberg 2022: 193.

7  Suleiman 2011: 22.
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In this paper, we explore the transmission of knowledge from the Greek to the 

Arabic-speaking world, highlighting the Arabs’ strong interest in knowledge acqui-

sition. The contribution examines the exchange between Byzantium and the Islamic 

empire, focusing on the role of Greek scholarship within the Arabic-Islamic com-

munity during the translation movements and before the Abbasid era. By outlining 

this framework, we will present the context for the circulation of Greek scholarship, 

emphasizing the vibrant interest that Arabic scholars had in disciplines developed in 

other traditions, including language studies. This contribution thus aims to present 

a framework for knowledge circulation, with further research currently being con-

ducted in the ALiDiM project. Through this, we aim to deepen our understanding 

of how Greek influence may have affected Arabic linguistic thinking, contribut-
ing to the development of traditional linguistic discourse. This involves examining 

connections among key figures, scholarly circles, and places with relevant archival 
traditions, 8 among other factors.

1. bacKground and context for the exchange

Within approximately one century from the rise of the Arab-Islamic empire, the 

socio-political power that had emerged in the Arabian Peninsula conquered an area 

extending from the Iberian Peninsula to the west of India. The conquests enabled the 

rapid spread of Islamic civilization, but also exposed the Arab-Islamic community 

to the knowledge produced by the communities that already inhabited the conquered 

territories.

With the Arab conquest of the Syrian region, and especially with the establish-

ment of the capital in the area when the Umayyads elected Damascus as the political 

and administrative center of the empire in 41/661, the Arabic-speaking communi-

ties came increasingly into contact with Greek philosophy and sciences. The Syr-

iac-speaking groups, who had a Christian background and had inhabited the area 

long before the arrival of the Arab military expeditions, were well versed in the 

translation of Greek texts and had already acquired a broad knowledge of Greek 

philosophy and science. Since the late 4th century CE, these communities had un-

dertaken translations of Greek texts into Syriac, covering several scholarly fields. 9 

The translations mostly targeted religious texts, such as biblical texts in Greek 

and patristic texts; however, Syriac scholars also familiarized themselves with the 

scholarship of several fields, from medicine to philosophy and rhetoric. The Syriac 
language had become the standard for the literary production of various Christian 

groups, and it was used also for scholarly texts; at the same time, the theological 

8  Wilson 1967; Ryholt & Barjamovic 2019.

9  For a general account of the translations from Greek into Syriac, see Fiori 2020.
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debate was largely conducted in Greek, the language of a culture that was widely 

regarded as the most prestigious. 10 The Syriac tradition, intensely engaged in the 

study of Greek thought and culture, had gone through a process of assimilation, 11 

but also of exchange, so that by the eleventh century CE Syriac texts were being 

translated into Greek. 12

As the Syriac communities became further integrated into the new political 

framework of the region, the newly established Arab-Islamic empire, their experi-

ence with the broader scholarly framework of the region placed them in a prominent 

role in the translation movements that had Arabic as the target language. Their mas-

tery of the language ultimately gave the Arabic-speaking world access to the Greek 

intellectual heritage. Particularly at the beginning of the translation movements, 

their long tradition in the field formed the entry point for a wider reception of the 
Greek knowledge into Arabic, with Syriac scholars translating from Greek into Syr-

iac and then from Syriac into Arabic. The Greek thinking had permeated the Syriac 

tradition so much that “the Christians of Syria had already moved from antagonism 

to assimilation of Greek culture.” 13

Already during the Umayyad rule, translation activities laid the groundwork for 

a deeper engagement with Greek knowledge, a trend that continued and intensi-

fied under the ʿAbbāsid caliphate. As noted by D’Ancona, “some ancient sources 
point to the policy of the first ʿAbbāsid rulers, as does Ibn al-Nadīm, who devotes 
a chapter of his book to ‘the reason why books on philosophy and other ancient 

sciences became plentiful in this country’ (K. al-Fihrist, 243), pointing to the caliph 

al-Maʾmūn (r. 198–218/813–33) as the instigator of the translations.” 14 Among his 

initiatives, al-Maʾmūn (d. 218/833) dispatched a commission to Leo the Armenian, 
the Byzantine emperor who lived between 775 and 820 CE, 15 to acquire the books 

he desired for his library. 16

From the available accounts, it appears that envoys dispatched by early ʿ Abbāsid 
caliphs to collect manuscripts saw libraries during their missions and reported on 

the works preserved therein, offering valuable insights into their scholarly tradition. 

Their accounts suggest that libraries held a certain fascination, as indicated by the 

“description of a marvelous palace which his informer saw three days’ journey from 

10  Taylor 2007: 1190.

11  See Brock 1982.

12  Brock 1977.

13  D’Ancona 2016: § 1; with reference to Brock 1982.

14  D’Ancona 2016: § 2.

15  Skylitzes 2010: 15-26.

16  Fihrist: 243.
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Constantinople. In it was a large quantity of ancient books, some very dilapidated, 

others in good condition,” 17 referenced in the Fihrist 18 by Ibn al-Nadīm (d. 385/995).
The Arabs’ keen interest in acquiring Greek materials, extensively described 

by scholars such as Gutas 19 in terms of background, scope, and circulation, can be 

traced back to early ʿAbbāsid times. It was during this time that the dynasty actively 
promoted Greek learning on a large scale, with figures like al-Manṣūr (d. 136/754) 
emerging as early patrons of this endeavor. In contrast, evidence for similar acquisi-

tions during the Umayyad era is considerably scarcer. 20

Although these historical accounts represent clear evidence of Arabs’ interest 

in acquiring knowledge produced in other circles, the very same framework also 

constitutes the basis for the main criticism against the so-called Greek hypothesis, 

namely the influence of the Greek tradition on the origin and formation of the Ara-

bic linguistic thinking. In fact, as briefly outlined here, translations from Greek into 
Arabic were mainly undertaken during the period of the ʿAbbāsids, whose dynasty 
began in 750 CE. The caliph al-Maʾmūn, the founder of the Bayt al-Ḥikma, 21 was 

one of the main actors in promoting translation activities by supporting the work of 

translators and acquiring Greek manuscripts from Constantinople on a large scale 

during his reign. On the other hand, the foundational text of Arabic grammar that 

we know of, the Kitāb by Sībawayhi (d. ca. 180/796), was produced way before this 
time and in a period for which we have no evidence that the Arabic grammarians 

would know of the Greek sources. 22 Considering this setting, a direct influence of 
Greek scholarship on the early stages of grammar-making that took place before al-

Maʾmūn can clearly not be postulated. 23

17  Mackensen 1935: 29.

18  Fihrist: 243; quoted by Ibn Abī Uṣaybiʿa: I: 187, II: 26-27.
19  See, in particular, Gutas 1998.

20  On the topic of libraries and scholarship acquisition during Umayyad times, see e.g., the works by Mac-

kenses 1936, 1937b, 1937a.

21  On the Bayt al-Ḥikma, see Sourdel 1986; Gutas & van Bladel 2009.

22  Goldenberg 1988 and then Guillaume 2004 have shown, however, that Sībawayhi used the term musnad 
ʾilayhi in the same way as Ibn al-Muqaffaʿ in his Manṭiq, where he redoubles the maḥmūl ʿalayhi. On this 

point, see Larcher 2019a. I wish to thank the anonymous reviewers for pointing out this aspect.

23  On the Greek influence on the Arabic linguistic thinking, see Merx 1889, 2023, and Versteegh 1977, 
1993; the 1993 publication by Versteegh notably moderates the conclusions presented in the publication of 

1977, providing a nuanced perspective. See Guillaume 2021 for an overview and analysis on the discus-

sions revolving around the hypothesis of the Greek influence on the Arabic linguistic thinking. A different 
approach to the origins of the Arabic linguistic thinking is that of the influence from other Arab-Islamic 
sciences, with a special focus on the legal studies (fiqh), outlined by Carter (see 1972, 2016, 2017). However, 

as discussed also in other instances, the approaches are not mutually exclusive.
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2. late antiquity and early islamic times: a comPlex frameworK  

of Knowledge exchange

It is with the introduction of the concept of voie diffuse, used to indicate the indirect 

influence exercised through the everyday contact between the Arabic and Greek cul-
ture, 24 that the possibility of describing a different way of knowledge transmission 

opened up, laying the foundations for further research into how Arabic scholars who 

lived well ahead of the translation movements might have been influenced by the 
Greek tradition.

The contact between the Greek and the Arabic worlds clearly goes beyond the 

translations of the Greek scholarship into Arabic. 25 Throughout and following the 

military campaigns of the first century of the Islamic era, which resulted in the rap-

id expansion of the Arab-Islamic empire, Arabs absorbed knowledge and methods 

from the diverse communities inhabiting the conquered territories. 26 Through daily 

interactions, Arab engagement with local communities resulted in multifaceted ex-

changes that are historically noticeable. Thus, the extent of scholarly exchange be-

tween Arabic and Greek scholarship must necessarily be framed within the broader 

context of interactions during late antiquity and early Islamic times, characterized by 

an intensive engagement with the Greek and the Syriac traditions 27 beyond the trans-

lation movements. Such interactions involved exchanges in several fields, including 
specialized scholarships. The evidence for engagement with texts is limited to a 

number of instances; as far as the linguistic disciplines are concerned, there is yet 

no evidence that early Arabic scholars such as Sībawayhi, al-Ḫalīl (d. ca. 175/791), 
al-Mubarrad (d. 285/898), and others were familiar with or ever accessed Greek 

sources. Although some passages in linguistic descriptions of early works suggest 

that scholars may have been aware of Greek formulations 28 ahead of the transla-

tions, the early works in linguistic studies never mention non-Arabic sources, and 

certainly never cite or reference Greek scholars in any way. Our working hypothesis 

on this is that the seemingly Greek-inspired metalinguistic descriptions may rather 

indicate that Arabic scholars had learned and applied a certain methodology in their 

theorizations. 29 The assumed use of Greek arguments shall not be interpreted as a 

process of copying and pasting; on the contrary, aspects of the Arabic metalinguistic 

framework may rather suggest an interest in knowledge acquisition, and possibly a 

24  Thillet 1958; see also Versteegh 1977.

25  See Sartori 2019.

26  Gutas 1998: 107ff.

27  Gutas, Kaldellis & Long 2017: 79.

28  See, e.g., the six notions that Merx suggests were borrowed from Greek logic (Merx 1889: 141-148; 

2023: 238-245; see also Versteegh 1993: 22ff.). See Kouloughli 2016 and Guillaume 2021 on transitivity; 

Olivieri 2020 on ʾiʿrāb.

29  See Olivieri Forthcoming.
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process of appropriation of a methodological framework and its application to the 

specific Arabic case. From historical recounts, in fact, we do know that Arabs were 
generally interested in the acquisition of a theoretical knowledge, needed as the 

foundation for building their own; the approach to the earliest Greek-into-Arabic 

translations upholds this theorization and shows how the “needs of applied research 

were at the basis of the translation movement from the very beginning.” 30

2.1. The role of Greek in early Islamic times

The official role of Greek in the early phases of the Arab-Islamic empire was so 
prominent that the Arabic-speaking communities should familiarize themselves 

with the Greek language in order to gain access to certain areas of the administrative 

infrastructure. The role of Greek was thus extremely prominent during the Umayyad 

era. In fact, it was only under ʿAbd al-Malik (d. 86/705), the fifth caliph of the 
Umayyad dynasty, that the caliphate adopted Arabic as the language of the adminis-

tration; prior to that, Greek was the main language of the empire as far as its official 
and formal infrastructures are concerned. In recent research, Mavroudi (2014, 2017, 

2023) has examined the role that Greek played in the early Islamic times investigat-

ing the impact that its official status had on the Arabic-speaking communities also 
before the ʿAbbāsids; among others, the author has discussed how fundamental the 
knowledge of Greek was in early Islamic times due to the primacy of the Greek 

language in various fields, including prominent ones such as education and admin-

istration. The educational models of the Byzantine provinces represented catalyst 

centers for the promotion of the Greek and scholarship produced in this language. 31 

They promoted Greek-inspired curricula, which acquired a certain relevance not 

only within the Byzantine tradition itself, but also among the Arabic-speaking com-

munities; this was due to the necessity of acquiring a certain proficiency in Greek 
so as to be admitted working in the administrative infrastructure of the empire. The 

interest in the Greek language by speakers of Arabic was thus mostly functional to 

the access to the administrative cells of the system. At the same time, Greek gram-

mar was a subject “also taught in late antique and medieval schools in Greek, Syriac, 

and Arabic, both in Byzantium and the Muslim world,” and the subject was widely 

cultivated, also “by a number of authors writing in Muslim lands during the eighth 

and ninth centuries.” 32

Educated circles within the Arabic-speaking world, particularly those situated 

in the core areas of the empire near political, religious, and scholarly centers, were 

thus more exposed to the circulation of the Greek materials. Interest in the Greek 

30  Gutas 1998: 116.

31  See Olivieri Forthcoming.

32  Mavroudi 2014: 327-328.
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approach to language studies appears to have been widespread among such scholar-

ly circles in the eighth century CE, insofar as scholars versed in the translation and 

exegetical traditions should familiarize themselves with the study of Greek. Knowl-

edge of Greek and of its grammar was considered an access point to literary Greek, 

a type of knowledge considered relevant for several areas of the caliphate infrastruc-

ture, such as the already-mentioned administration system. Furthermore, we do have 

evidence of speakers of Arabic engaging with Greek also at the oral level, indicated 

by how Greek terms and proper names were transliterated into Arabic, 33 with trans-

literations “according to how they would have been pronounced in the living Greek 

of the Byzantine period; and the mistakes committed in comprehending the ancient 

Greek text are frequently those that a Byzantine (speaking a different register of the 

same language) would have made.” 34

Historical accounts thus indicate that before the ʿAbbāsids, in the first century 
of the Islamic era, Greek knowledge circulated in educated circles of the core of 

the empire. In order to investigate the circulation more in detail, recent research 

by historians of Byzantine scholarship has focused on the examination of techni-

cal texts, sometimes marginalized due to difficulties in their dating, and has shown 
how the “Byzantine literary production between the 7th and the 9th centuries” was 

deemed relevant “for at least two fields, medicine and astronomy.” 35 The importance 

of the scholarship that circulated in the Byzantine provinces can be traced in Arabic 

written production, e.g., in the later Muqaddima by Ibn Ḫaldūn (d. 808/1406). In 
his description of the relations between the newly established political power and 

the Byzantines, the fourteenth-century scholar emphasized the long history of phil-

osophical and scientific studies of Hellenistic culture and the fact that their works 
were preserved in libraries and survived the Roman conquests. Ibn Ḫaldūn pointed 
out that in the 8th century CE, at the time of al-Manṣūr (d. 159/775), the caliphate 
had shown an interest in learning what the Greeks had produced and acted accord-

ingly by acquiring scholarship in Greek:

Then they desired to study the philosophical disciplines. They had heard some 

mention of them by the bishops and priests among their Christian subjects, and 

man’s ability to think has aspirations in the direction of the intellectual sciences. 

Abū Ǧaʿfar al-Mansūr, therefore, sent to the Byzantine Emperor and asked him to 
send him translations of mathematical works. The Emperor sent him Euclid’s book 

and some works on physics. The Muslims read them and studied their contents. 

Their desire to obtain the rest of them grew. (The Muqaddima h, III: 115)

33  See Endress & Gutas 1992; Ullmann 2002.

34  Mavroudi 2014: 331. Mavroudi indicates a number of examples of these. Among others are the suppres-

sion of the spiritus asper and the abundance of iotacisms (Mavroudi 2014: 331, fn. 159 and 160). The author 

further refers to the examples described in Gutas 2011.

35  Mavroudi 2017: 131.
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2.2. Arabs’ interest in Greek scholarship

The production by the contemporary Byzantines represented a significant source for 
knowledge acquisition for the Arabs and constituted one of the access points to the 

wisdom of the Greeks. The contemporary Byzantines can in fact be considered the 

real origin of what some Arabic sources considered to be from the ancient Hellenis-

tic culture, with part of the Greek scholarship being received in Arabic not only via 

the Syriac but also via the Byzantine hermeneutical tradition. 36

Arab-Islamic disciplines were exposed to and drew from the cultural and 

intellectual exchanges with other traditions, which contributed to their formation 

and development. While the contemporary Byzantine production may have 

provided a source of knowledge acquisition for the Arabs, it was the specific 
milieu in which Arabic scholarship emerged that shaped its unique character. 

Grammarians, lexicographers, and scholars of Arabic language not only delved into 

the specificities of the language but also recognized the language’s pivotal role within 
their community and emerging political structures. 37 At the same time, theoretical 

knowledge was needed to initiate the local disciplines. 38 Thus, key figures turned 
to knowledge produced in other contexts to acquire the necessary foundations and 

methods needed, e.g., to build the infrastructure essential for the functioning of the 

newly established empire, among other endeavors.

This pursuit necessitated seeking theoretical foundations and methodologies 

from diverse sources, including those outside their immediate cultural sphere. For 

example, personalities such as Ḥunayn b. Isḥāq (d. 260/873) 39 and the already men-

tioned al-Maʾmūn can be considered substantial mediators between Greek and Ara-

bic intellectual traditions, insofar as they facilitated the acquisition, use, and dissem-

ination of Greek scholarship within the Arabic-speaking world, albeit with different 

methods and purposes. At the same time, their endeavors exemplify the intricate 

web of cultural and intellectual exchanges that characterized the development of 

scholarly thinking in the Arabic-speaking world.

Ḥunayn b. Isḥāq represents a peculiar case compared to other scholars; his role 
in the reception of Greek knowledge under the ʿAbbāsid caliphate is second to no 
other, and he is possibly the most important translator of Greek texts into Syriac 

and Arabic. His multilingualism and his knowledge of several scholarly fields made 
him, if not an exception, surely a very particular instance of scholarly endeavor. This 

scholar is also a figure whose role in the transmission of the scholarship has recently 
been investigated from new perspectives by scholars such as Serikoff (2019) and 

36  Mavroudi 2014: 332. See also Strohmaier 1980: 196, cited in Mavroudi 2014: 332.

37  See, e.g., Versteegh 2014 [1997]: 130-131. See also Suleiman 2003, 2011, 2012.

38  Gutas 1998: esp. 116ff.

39  On Ḥunayn b. Isḥāq, see Gabrieli 1924; Strohmaier 2017.
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Vidro (2020). In their works, although they look at both the scholar and his works 

from different perspectives, Serikoff and Vidro highlight the use that Ḥunayn b. 
Isḥāq made of Greek scholarship in his work. Serikoff investigates the sources in 
the Fihrist by Ibn al-Nadīm, which seem to include “information taken by the author 
(or his informant) from an educated Byzantine,” 40 that Serikoff identifies as Ḥunayn 
b. Isḥāq. Vidro, on the other hand, describes a newly identified work, preserved 
fragmentarily, that emerges as a “treatise on Arabic inflexion that does not belong 
to the Arabic grammatical tradition. It uses concepts and terminology characteris-

tic of philosophers, logicians and scholars familiar with Greek grammar.” 41 Vidro 

identifies that author of the treatise as Ḥunayn b. Isḥāq basing the analysis on the 
information extracted from the fragment, in which “knowledge of the Greek gram-

matical tradition and Galen are mentioned,” in addition to his “mastery of Classical 

Greek and Syriac together with some familiarity with Persian, Byzantine Greek, and 

Coptic.” 42 The treatise is notably intriguing because the description of the parts of 

speech deviates from the established canons of the Arabic tradition at the time of 

the author. Instead, it aligns more closely with the Greek tradition, with the author 

asserting that in Arabic “there are seven types of parts of speech […] ism, kalima, 
rābiṭ, ḫālifa, wāsiṭa, wāṣila, ḥāšiya.” 43

Some scholars versed in linguistic disciplines would have thus been acquainted 

with Greek approaches to linguistic matters, and some may have integrated these 

methods into their Arabic-specific linguistic research. This was facilitated by the 
circulation of Greek texts, made possible through the efforts of translators who were 

familiar with the Greek, Syriac, and Arabic traditions. In fact, some of the transla-

tions of the Greek texts were done working directly on the original source (or its 

Byzantine reception); other translations came via the Syriac medium. Consequently, 

scholars with strong backgrounds in both languages were sought after. In the ninth 

century CE, Ḥunayn b. Isḥāq was possibly the most competent scholar for this task. 
He also established his own school, which witnessed the significant contribution of 
his famous son, Isḥāq b. Ḥunayn.

2.3. Acquisition of Greek scholarship before the ʿAbbāsids

The work of scholars like Ḥunayn b. Isḥāq was also made possible by the active 
promotion of these studies by the caliphate’s governing unit. As mentioned above, 

40  Serikoff 2019: 122-123.

41  Vidro 2020: 26.

42  Vidro 2020: 31.

43  Vidro 2020: 27. For further discussion on the linguistic works by Ḥunayn b. Isḥāq, see Larcher 2019b: 
esp. 273-277.
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al-Maʾmūn significantly boosted the acquisition and translation of Greek texts, es-

pecially through the Bayt al-Ḥikma.

However, as also discussed by Eche, 44 while al-Maʾmūn can be regarded as 
the major promoter of these movement, the Bayt al-Ḥikma that he promoted was 

preceded by another institution of the same name, which had been founded already 

during the Umayyad times by Muʿāwiya (d. 61/680). This was taken over by Ḫālid 
ibn Yazīd ibn Muʿāwiya (d. 64-683),

who was also the first to further the translation of medical and astrological books. 
Under the ʿ Abbāsid caliphs al-Manṣūr, al-Mahdī, and Hārūn ar-Rašīd the collection 
of Greek books increased. But the apogee of the Bait al-ḥikma was to be under 

al-Maʾmūn, who thought of himself as a patron of the sciences, and who was 
interested in purchasing books in Byzantium. (Versteegh 1977: 117, fn. 18)

From Ibn al-Nadīm’s Fihrist, we know that Ḫalid ibn Yazīd promoted translations 
of Greek texts into Arabic. According to the scholar, these were the first translations 
made under Islam, when a group of Greek scholars based in Egypt translated from 

Greek (and from Coptic) for Ḫalid ibn Yazīd, who was mentioned as “the philoso-

pher of the family of Marwān who was a lover of the sciences.” 45

The acquisition of texts from Byzantium represented a vibrant exchange, with 

educational centers in Byzantine provinces actively engaging in activities conducted 

in Greek and centered on Greek texts, which they preserved and circulated. Inter-

est in Byzantine knowledge did exist among the Arabs, although during Umayyad 

times, “the attitude of the Umayyads to the Byzantines was primarily bellicose […], 

and because, more importantly, they had available among their local populations 

in Syria and Palestine sufficient numbers of Greek-speaking Byzantines […] with 
whom they could interact culturally without the need to travel to Constantinople.” 46 

Furthermore, during these times, “manuscripts of ancient Greek and Byzantine 

authors were numerous enough in eighth-century Byzantium that many could be 

diverted to the caliphate,” 47 and therefore translators could access the works of con-

temporary Byzantine authors. This was especially true for scholars of a Christian 

background, such as George (d. 724 CE), bishop of the Monophysite Arabs in Iraq 

from 686, who lived in Kūfa and whose main work is a version of the Organon of 

Aristotle with a commentary. 48 Syriac Christians played a crucial role in the intel-

lectual landscape of the caliphate during early Islamic times. While their influence 
on the caliphate is hard to ascertain, their mastery of the Greek language and their 

44  Eche 1967: 9-57.

45  Mackensen 1937a: 52; Fihrist: 242.

46  Gutas, Kaldellis & Long 2017: 82-83.

47  Mavroudi 2014: 322.

48  Mackensen 1937a: 51.
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knowledge of the Greek tradition placed them in a prominent role, facilitating the 

transmission of Greek knowledge to the Arabic-speaking world.

concluding remarKs

In this paper, we have followed up on the discussions held at the journée d’étude “La 
connexion abbasside” in Paris in December 2022. One crucial aspect extensively 

explored during the workshop was the depth of scholarly interactions between the 

Arabic and Greek traditions, potentially facilitated through the Syriac medium.

The historical records detailing Arabs’ interest in the Greek-language studies 

highlight the convergence of two significant elements: the central authorities and the 
vibrant world of cultural centers and libraries also within the Byzantine realm. The 

caliphate’s governing body played a pivotal role in fostering scholarly endeavors 

pertaining to Greek-to-Arabic translation. This support was evident through the 

allocation of funds for text acquisition and scholarly activities aimed at furthering 

the dissemination of Greek knowledge within Arabic-speaking communities. After 

these first stages, the movement later “developed in two ways: first it expanded in 
the direction of scholarly precision and accuracy for the existing fields, and second 
into increasingly new areas and subjects considered worthy of translation.” 49

While evidence indicates intense interactions during the ʿAbbāsid period, 
especially from the 9th-10th centuries CE onwards, the Umayyad and early ʿAbbāsid 
times present challenges in terms of documentation, especially as far as the linguistic 

disciplines are concerned. The works from the early stages of the Arabic linguistic 

tradition, such as those by Sībawayhi and al-Ḫalīl, portray the scholarly circles 
in a way that does not seem to reflect what is presented in historical accounts of 
Arabs’ engagement with knowledge produced in other environments. As far as we 

can infer from their works, early Arabic scholars appear not to engage with any 

external circles; e.g., as they do not acknowledge or explicitly reference any piece 

of knowledge that originated in non-Arabic or non-Islamic contexts. Moreover, the 

scant information we have about the biographies of such figures seems consistent 
with the absence of overt connections to other scholarly milieux.

However, while this lack of overt connections may be true for the early generation 

of scholars who are considered the founders of the discipline, such as Sībawayhi and 
al-Ḫalīl, there were a number of figures operating before them who had engaged in 
studies from the same fields. Even if we disregard al-Duʾalī’s (d. 69/688) contribution, 
which we can assume was “merely the stuff of legend, we still cannot dismiss the 

report that al-Ruʾāsī’s […] uncle Muʿādh b. Muslim (d. 188 or 190/802 or 805 in 
Baghdad) studied questions of grammar (Ibn al-Anbārī, Nuzha 64, Ibn Khall. 696, 

49  Gutas 1998: 116.
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al-Suyūṭī, Bughya 293).” 50 In addition, the research conducted by Talmon 51 has shed 

light on the extremely lively scholarly circles that engaged in studies on the Arabic 

language and that have provided the ground for later engagements on the subject. 

Regarding these circles, though, the speculations on their possible background and 

influences so far have remained largely inconclusive.
The absence of information regarding Sībawayhi’s predecessors and their 

backgrounds poses a significant challenge when attempting to identify the dynamics 
leading to the formation of Arabic linguistic thinking. As Bernards pointed out, 

although Sībawayhi’s Kitāb “is considered the crowning achievement in the field 
of Arabic grammar […], how Sībawayhi got there is still unknown due to the lack 
of extant grammatical works dating from before his time.” 52 Bernards suggests 

that “one way to fill this gap is to use a method that does not need such extant 
works, like Social Network Analysis,” 53 which she applied to investigate the social 

and intellectual circles of Ibn Abī Isḥāq, presenting the results in the 2020 paper. 
Research in this direction could mark a substantial stride forward in understanding 

the formation of the Arabic linguistic thinking.

There are several indications suggesting that early Arabic scholars may have 

had greater exposure to Greek productions than previously assumed. Among these 

are the seemingly Greek-inspired metalinguistic descriptions found in early Arabic 

works. Additionally, there are glimpses of information gleaned from the general 

narratives, with Arabic scholars indicating that prior to Sībawayhi there were 
grammarians interested and versed in the study of Greek. Brockelmann reports that 

“from his contact with Abū Muslim, the teacher of ʿAbd al-Malik b. Marwān, it 
is reported that Abū Muslim ridiculed the grammarians because they also studied 
the languages of the Zanj and the Rūm, whereupon Muʿādh and his colleagues are 
said to have defended themselves in verse,” 54 further suggesting that the linguistic 

reflection was originated exactly because of these engagement with other cultures. 55

Bridging together the historical and metalinguistic levels, there seems to be a 

common ground which we can identify in the general interests conveyed in historical 

records regarding Arabs’ pursuit of knowledge. In fact, although the translations 

surely played an important role in the shaping of the Arabic scholarship, the role 

of the translators and of the indirect circulation of knowledge can be traced back 

to earlier than the major translation movements. The newly established empire was 

50  Brockelmann 2016: 151.

51  See, e.g., Talmon 2000, 2003.

52  Bernards 2020: 10.

53  Bernards 2020: 10.

54  Brockelmann 2016: 151.

55  “And this, again, confirms the general rule (see v. d. Gabelentz, Sprachwissenschaft2, 24) that it is always 

the differences between various languages that give rise to linguistic reflection” Brockelmann 2016: 151.
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inhabited by key figures in different provinces who not only knew Greek, but also 
the system of Greek grammar as it was still taught in the Byzantine provinces.

Further investigation into the role played by the Byzantine contribution to the 

circulation of Greek production in the Arabic-speaking world could thus be key to 

finding the possible missing link also when it comes to early language studies; the 
evidence currently available clearly cannot provide definitive answers as to whether 
this ever exerted any influence on the formation of Arabic language scholarship. 
While gaps and challenges persist in tracing the influences on early Arabic linguistic 
scholarship, continued research into knowledge circulation, social networks, and the 

contribution of Byzantine production holds the potential to uncover missing links 

and deepen our understanding of the interplay between the Arabic and the Greek 

traditions in the shaping of the Arabic linguistic thinking.
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