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 Background: This article discusses translation activity and its impact on the 
intellectual development of the Ottoman sovereignty. Discussion is more focused on the 
fields subjected to translation which included geography, astronomy, science of 
navigation as well as literature and philosophy. Objective: The purpose of this study is 
to highlight the reality that translation was frequently a method of knowledge transfer 
from one civilization to another. Results: Research findings show that translation of 
works took place within the Ottoman government. Translated works were easily 
accessible for the Ottoman society, at once fostering Ottoman intellectual growth. 
Conclusion: In conclusion, the translation activity had become a factor of constant 
relevance to Ottoman intellectual development. 
 
 

© 2013 AENSI Publisher All rights reserved. 
To Cite This Article: Norshahidah Zakaria, Roziah Sidik @ Mat Sidek and Ermy Azziaty Rozali., Translation Activity and Its Impact on 
the Intellectual Development of the Ottoman Sovereignty. Aust. J. Basic & Appl. Sci., 7(14): 396-400, 2013 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Translation is an important way of knowledge transfer from one civilization to another. Beginning from the 
mid-8th Century to the mid-11th Century AD, an organized and systematic translation movement had rapidly 
developed and translated into Arabic almost all of the philosophical and scientific works found in the east and 
from the Byzantium Empire (Iqbal, 2007; Roziah and Mohd. Jailani, 2012). Translation activity during the 
Abbasid age was supported with funds and encouragement of the rulers after the opening of Baghdad City by 
Caliph al-Mansur. The translators comprised of Muslim Arabs, non-Arabs as well as non-Muslims. One of the 
renowned translations of that period was the book al-Majisti which was taken and translated from Megale 
Syntaxis Mathematike, the work of a famous Hellenistic-Greek astronomer, Ptolemy. The book al-Arba’ 
Maqalat fi Sina’at Ahkam al-Nujum was another translation of Ptolemy’s work, Tetrabiblos. Other than works 
from the Hellenistic-Greek civilization, works from the Persia and India were also translated into Arabic, such 
as Brahmasphutasiddhanta, a book on mathematics and astronomy, the Arabic version of which was given the 
title al-Sind Hind (Roziah, 2012). 

During the Ottoman period, various original works and translations were produced such as in the fields of 
religion, mathematics, astronomy and medicine. The majority of Ottoman scholars mastered three languages, 
namely Arabic, Turkish and Persian. Scientific writings during the Ottoman era were at first in Arabic. 
However, in the 14th and 15th Centuries, translation from Arabic into Turkish language was also carried out. 
Translation of works from Arabic into Turkish language was the result of encouragement by the administration 
which did not understand Arabic. Moreover, Turkish language was the mother-tongue and medium to transmit 
information to the public. Thus, efforts were made to translate works of various fields of knowledge into 
Turkish so as to be easily understood. This was also one of the ways to introduce Islamic culture to a bigger 
target group in that period (Ihsanoglu, 2004). Beginning from the 17th Century, there was a large-scale 
translation activity of Western scientific works into the Ottoman sovereignty. This had a big impact on the 
development of Islamic natural sciences of that time. According to Ihsanoglu (2004), this development was the 
introduction to the concept of modern science as the works of Western scholars were absorbed into the 
government system of education then.  
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Factors Which Encouraged Translation Activity  

Various factors had encouraged translation activity during the Ottoman era. One of the main factors was 
that translation was a process for transfer of knowledge from the previous governments into the Ottoman 
sovereignty. Further, another factor was the encouragement given by the Ottoman rulers themselves to the 
scholars to carry out translation as a requirement for the nation to progress through various disciplines of 
knowledge and skills. 

 
First Factor: Process of Knowledge Transfer: 

A particular knowledge would be more easily understood if learnt in the mother-tongue of a society. For 
this reason, Islamic governments had since long ago taken a serious interest in translation. In fact, the Prophet 
(pbuh) had also encouraged the study of foreign languages such as Hebrew for the purposes of preaching at that 
time. The translation of external works during the golden age of Abbasid rule was the catalyst to its 
development. With vigorous and extensive translation, various disciplines of knowledge were learnt and 
researched in the Islamic state.   

The development of science and knowledge during the Ottoman era was continued from the Seljuk era of 
Anatolia city. In addition, this development was heavily influenced by the activity of scholars from Egypt, 
Syria, Iran and Turkestan. The Ottoman sovereignty, however, brought a new dynamism to the Islamic world in 
cultural and scientific activity making it renowned in the 16th Century AD (Bicer, 2012). According to Iqbal 
(2007), Ottoman scholars had translated numerous Arabic texts into Turkish.  At the same time, they had also 
produced new or original works from the translations.  Further, they had re-compiled old materials, corrected or 
updated geographical information as well as added related other or new information based on their observations. 
As an example, the work by Abu al-Fida’, namely Taqwim al-Buldan, had been translated into Turkish by 
Sipahizade Mehemmed bin Ali (d.1588).  He had compiled this work according to alphabetical order.  

Likewise, Seiyyidi Ali Re’is bin Huseyn (d.1562) had written a book on the Indian Ocean, namely al-
Muhit, based on the experience of Southern Arabian seafarers (Virk, 2009).  Thus, it can be inferred that 
traditional development of knowledge from one era of Islamic rule to the next era continued very well through 
translation activity. It provided the opportunity for improvements of works as well as for adaptations to suit the 
needs of time and place.  

 
Second Factor: Encouragement by the Rulers: 

The Ottoman government had played a pivotal role in efforts to translate external works into Turkish. In 
addition, the government encouraged the transfer of knowledge from other states into the Ottoman sovereignty 
according to its needs and demands. For example, Sultan Murad II (1421-1451AD) had played a vital role in the 
development of Turkish literature. Various disciplines of knowledge such as literature, geography and medicine 
were developed during his rule. Indian literary works were also translated into Turkish by Persians such as the 
work Kalilah wa Dimnah which was translated during Sultan Murad’s rule (Ihsanoglu, 2002). Sultan 
Muhammad al-Fateh (1451-1481AD) was another sultan who played a pivotal role in translation activity. Part of 
his uniqueness was the ability to communicate in Greek language. He was thus able to read and understand all 
the knowledge treasures of ancient Rome (Abd Hamid, 2008). These whole of these treasures were in the form 
of invaluable philosophy which had stimulated the people to learn and think. Those who were competent in 
Greek and other languages were ordered to translate the ancient treasures of Greek, Latin, Persian and Arabic 
sources into Turkish. Among the books translated by intellectuals during Sultan al-Fateh’s rule were Masahir 
al-Rijal by Poltrak and al Tasrif by Abu al-Qasim al-Zahrawi al-Andalusi (Abd Hamid, 2008).   

Sultan Muhammad al-Fateh was also very much attracted to Ptolemy’s work entitled Geographia which 
specifically dealt with geography and world maps, to the extent that he hired a Roman scholar by the name of 
George Amerutazus to personally tutor him. The son of this scholar then translated the book into Arabic. 
‘Allamah ‘Ali al-Qawshaji, a scholar and expert in mathematics and astronomy had written a book in Persian 
and later translated it into Arabic as a gift for Sultan Muhammad al-Fateh. 

In order to ensure that translation activity ran smoothly, Sultan Muhammad al-Fateh gave his 
encouragement and assistance to every translation and writing activity by providing a library for scholars. And 
in the palace  was a special storage provided for the collection of classical books. Sultan Muhammad al-Fateh 
had assigned Syeikh Lutfi to be in charge of this book collection of 12000 volumes, which, however, once 
caught fire in the year  869H/1465AD (Shalabi, 2001). Sultan Muhammad IV (1648-1687AD) had ordered al-
Dimashqi to translate the book   Atlas Mayor authored by Janszoon Blaeu. This book was presented as a gift by 
Justin Collier, a Dutch ambassador in Istanbul in the year 1668. It took Al-Dimashqi about ten years to complete 
the translation.  
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Disciplines Of Knowledge Subject To Translation: 

Translation activity in the Ottoman era encompassed various works and disciplines of knowledge, of which 
the most developed then were works related to geography and seafaring, astronomy, mathematics and 
philosophy. Translation during the Ottoman era involved more than mere translation of works from one 
language to Arabic or Turkish. It in fact meant the development of works to the extent of making new 
discoveries. It was also in the form of critiques and improvements of earlier works to suit the passage of time 
and place.   

 
The Field of Geography: 

According to Ihsanoglu (2004), the position of the Ottoman empire bordering with the sea meant that 
geographical information was needed to safeguard the borders, and to strengthen domination of the 
Mediterranean Sea.  Thus, they had derived benefits from geographical works produced during the past Islamic 
era as well as from discoveries by Westerners. Apart from Western works, early sources of information related 
to geography were also obtained from Samarkand. Astronomers and geographers of that time had a great 
influence on geographical knowledge during the Ottoman era. One of the most renowned in Ottoman history 
relating to geography and seafaring was Hadji Muhiyyddin Piri Ibn Hadji Mehmed or better known as Piri Reis.  
He was a ship captain who had greatly contributed to this field. He had completed a map based on his 
experience in voyaging. Besides, he had also produced a book entitled Kitab al-Bahriyyah which provided 
valuable information on voyaging and seaports surrounding the Mediterranean Sea. This information was 
obtained not only from his own voyages but also from the experiences of previous Muslim voyagers as well as 
European voyagers (Shaw, 1976). 

Knowledge from external civilizations was not only translated into Arabic or Turkish. More than that, it 
was developed to meet the requirements and needs of the empire. For example, Sultan Muhammad al-Fateh had 
ordered a Greek scholar to translate Ptolemy’s work, Geographia into Arabic and assigned the drawing of a map 
based on the information contained in the book. He had also ordered Ala’ al-Din al-Tusi  and Hadjazade to write 
a book on the comparison between  al-Ghazali’s Tahafut al-Falasifah and Tahafut al-Tahafut by Ibn Rushd 
(Virk, 2009). The geographical work, Atlas Major, written by the Western writer Janszoon Blaeu, according to 
(Ihsanoglu ( 2004), was translated by al-Dimashqi and named Nusrat al-Islam wa al-Surur fi Tahrir Atlas 
Mayor.  It was an independent translation which gave him the opportunity to conduct observations and insert his 
ideas into his translation.  

 
The Field of Astronomy: 

The translation of external works into Turkish had had a great impact on the development of astronomy in 
the Ottoman Sovereignty. Sultan Mustafa III (1757-1774) had ordered that all the latest books on European 
astronomy from the Science Academy in Paris be brought over into Turkey. At the same time, Halifezade Ismail 
Efendi had translated the work of Clairaut (d.1765), a French astronomer. It was translated in the year 1768 and 
named Tercume-i Zic-i  Kilaro. Halifezade had also translated the work of Cassini (d. 1756) and named it Tuhfe-
i Behic-i Rasini Tercume-i Zic-i Kasini in the year 1772.  The effect of these translations had led Sultan Salim 
III to order the Ulugh Beg calendar to be replaced based on Cassini’s calculations. Even though Cassini’s 
calendar was widely used, it contained some errors. Due to this, another astronomical calendar calculated by the 
French astronomer, Lalande, was translated into Arabic and Turkish. Sultan Mahmud II then ordered the 
calendar to be compiled according to Lalande’s astronomical schedule (Ihsanoglu, 2004).  

Other than Halifezade Ismail Efendi, Seyyed Ali Reis was also another translator in the field of astronomy. 
He had studied astronomy to the extent that he was able to translate into Turkish, a book of astronomy authored 
by Ali Kuschu, namely, Khulasat al- Hay’ah. Ali Kuschu’s real name was Ala’ al-Din Ibn Muhammad (d. 
1474) and he was a renowned astronomer in Samarkand. He had written 12 books in the fields of mathematics 
and astronomy. His book on astronomy, Fathiyyah, was translated by Seyyed Ali Bey (d. 1846) from Arabic 
into Turkish and named Mir’at-i alem. Seyyed Ali Bey stated in his preface of his translation that one of the 
reasons for his translation of Fathiyyah was that it was very brief and compact, and contained information 
significant to the requirements of his time.  

Besides translation of Arabic and European works into Turkish, there were also translations of works from 
Russian sources. One of these was a book written by Abbaskulu Aga ibn Mirza ibn Muhammad Har-i Sani (d. 
1846) entitled Asrar al Malakut. Abbaskulu Aga ibn Mirza ibn Muhammad Har-i Sani was a scholar of 
Azerbaijan origin. His book was originally written in Persian but was later translated into Arabic. This Arabic 
translation had been presented to Sultan Abdul Mecid in the year 1846 AD. One of the ministers of that time had 
then ordered this work to be translated into Turkish so that it could be better understood (Ihsanoglu, 2004). 

There were various works on astronomy which were brought into the Ottoman empire and translated into 
Turkish. This was done as a way to promulgate knowledge of astronomy in the Ottoman sovereignty. 
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Field of Medicine: 

In the Ottoman era, translation in the field of medical science involved not only works by previous 
renowned Islamic scholars such as from the Islamic Abbasid or Andalusian   government, but also included 
works by European scholars. Al-Tasrif authored by al-Zahrawi was translated into Turkish by Sharaf al-Din, an 
important figure in the development of Ottoman medical knowledge. The translated book was named Kitab 
Jarahiyyat al-Khaniyyah and became the main medical reference for the Ottoman government, besides giving 
Sharaf al-Din the opportunity to introduce various innovations in this field (Virk, 2009). 

A renowned Ottoman physicist, Salih ibn Nasrullah (d. 1081H), had translated one of the works of 
Paracelsus. This translation initiated a new medical concept and became one of the materials for scientific 
writings in the Ottoman government known as tibb-i cedid and tibb-i kimyai.  In addition, Subhizade Abdulaziz 
Efendi (d.1782M), another Ottoman expert physicist had translated into Turkish the book Aphorisms authored 
by  a Dutch, Hermann Boerhaave,  and had given it the title  Kitaat-I Nekave fi Tercume-I Kelimat-I Boerhaave. 
This translation was one of the leading Ottoman contributions to the field of medicine (Ihsanoglu, 2002). 

Shaban ibn Ishaq al-Isra’ili (d. 1600M) or better known as Ibn Jani had translated into Turkish a Spanish 
book by the title al-Risalah. In this work was stated the use of tobacco as a medicine.  Ibn Jani had touched on 
this method of treatment used by the Spanish physicist, Mortarus. Omer Shifai (d.1742) in his writing entitled 
al-Cevher al-Ferid, stated that he had translated from a European language into Turkish a book containing 
information on medicinal potions obtained from a Latin physicist (Ihsanoglu, 2004). Here it can be seen that 
medicines from Europe were used to meet the needs of the Ottoman government at that time. 

 
The Field of Literature And Philosophy: 

Other than translation in the field of science and medicine, the Ottoman government was also influenced by 
external works in literature and philosophy. Ihsanoglu (2002) stated that there were translations of lndian 
literary works brought by Persians to the Ottoman government. One of the most important was that authored by 
Pir Mahmud entitled Bahtiyar-name, which contained a few verses of the prose version of Kalilah wa Dimnah. 
The book Kalilah wa Dimnah which originated from Indian literature was translated into Turkish by Kul 
Mes’ud in the year  1347AD. The Ottoman government also received a Turkish translation of the work Yusuf ile 
Zeliha, written in Crimean (Kipchak) by Haliloglu Ali. Mantiku’t- Tayr which was written in the year 1317 AD, 
was a translation of the same work written by a Persian literateur, Feriduddin-i Attar. This translation opened the 
way for further translation of literary works into Turkish (Ihsanoglu 2002). 

 
Conclusion: 

Translation activity during Ottoman rule had contributed greatly to the government’s development. The 
works of Islamic and European scholars in various disciplines of knowledge became the catalyst for 
development of knowledge in the Ottoman government and successfully enhanced the capability of the Ottoman 
sovereignty in various fields. Similarly, translation activity was one of the ways to introduce the intellectual 
culture of the previous Islamic world to the world society. The role of the Ottoman government is seen as 
sustaining the continuity of knowledge acquisition from the era of preceding Islamic governments.  

The Ottoman government did not place any limits on works for translation but had given the widest 
possible space for scholars to translate all forms of knowledge whether from Islamic countries or from Europe. 
Thus, the Ottoman sovereignty became the focus of scholars to acquire the latest and most contemporary 
knowledge from all centres of learning and research found in the empire. Among the most significant 
achievements was the superiority of the Ottoman sovereignty in the field of astronomy whereby the state 
observatory at that time was one of the most modern or state of the art and became the destination of scholars to 
conduct practical training. Likewise, hospitals built were not limited to treating patients but were research and 
teaching hospitals whereby practical knowledge learnt was translated and practiced in appropriate places. 

Translation of works into Turkish became more dynamic when translators had inserted their own findings 
in them. Thus, it is understood that translations did not remain as static knowledge but developed according to 
discoveries made by researchers during the Ottoman era. This independent translation gave the opportunity to 
develop the knowledge pioneered by past scholars. Therefore, it is undeniable that translation activity had 
contributed greatly to the development of the Ottoman sovereignty in various fields.   
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