Special Issue: Beyond Arabic:
Multilingual poetics in premodern
Islamic worlds

Multilingualism

from the perspective

of the medieval Islamic vision
of language

Federico Salvaggio
University of Udine, Udine, Italy.

Abstract Arabic holds a cardinal position within Islamic civilisation, where it
enjoys the status of sacred language for its direct connection to the Revelation
and for the role attributed to it by the Revelation itself. However, not only does
the Qur’an mention the existence of other languages and put them in relation
with different divine messages, but also the providential nature of language
diversity is explicitly maintained by the Holy Book of Islam. This #heology of
multilingualism represented the theoretical and symbolic framework within
which the premodern Islamic world conceptualized language diversity. By
looking at the works of philosophers, historians, poets, and religious masters
from different parts of the Islamic world, we will try to understand how pre-
modern authors viewed multilingualism, explained the existence of different
languages, and accordingly engaged in plurilingual practices. Plurilingual prac-
tices provided the fertile ground on which various vernaculars, often bereft of
any former written tradition (let alone literary prestige), could be transformed
into full-fledged literary languages and become part of the wide Islamic language
family. This process of incorporation of the multiple languages, encountered by
the Islamic civilisation in its expansion, gave rise, throughout the Islamic world,
to complex multilingual societies where individuals were frequently plurilingual
and able to accommodate language diversity in flexible, creative, and, as
reflected in literary productions, even aesthetic ways. In some cases, like the
Andalusian context, such linguistic incorporation even involved romance
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vernaculars with significant consequences for their destiny as future modern
European literary languages.
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Introduction

Just a few days after Columbus had set sail from the Iberian coast, on his

supposed way to the Indies, the first printed grammar of a modern

European language was published in Salamanca. It is the famous

Gramdtica sobre la lengua castellana (Grammar of the Castilian

Language) by the Spanish polymath Antonio de Nebrija (d. 1522)." In

1 Besides Castilian, its Prélogo (Prologue), the author presents his grammar to Queen Isabella
gre:;?aaffiol{kxgv&aﬁg’ I of Castile (to whom the work is dedicated) as a ‘new weapon’ for her
studied these languages ~ renewed empire (Illich 1981, 33). Now that the Christian religion has been
at the universities of ‘purified’ and the enemies of the Christian faith eventually defeated,
Salamanca and Bologna.  Nebrija explains, by means of this new grammar, the Crown will be able
Ej Eisagzgiﬁg?vg;m to impose, on the ‘many barbarous peoples and nations of alien languages’
Introductiones Latinae under Her Majesty’s yoke, a single language: the Castilian language:
(Krauss-Sanchez 2010,

1138) Cuando bien comigo pienso, mui esclarecida reina, [...] una cosa

hallo i saco por conclusion mui cierta: que siempre la lengua fue
compafiera del imperio [...]. Assi que, después de repurgada la
cristiana religion, por la cual somos amigos de Dios o reconciliados
con El; después delos enemigos de nuestra fe vencidos por guerra i
fuerca de armas [...]; no queda ia otra cosa sino que florezcan las
artes dela paz. Entre las primeras es aquella que nos ensefia la lengua
[...]. I por que mi pensamiento i gana siempre fue engrandecer las
cosas de nuestra nacion |[...] acordé ante todas las otras cosas reduzir
en artificio este nuestro lenguaje castellano, [...] después que Vuestra
Alteza metiesse debaxo de su iugo muchos pueblos barbaros i
naciones de peregrinas lenguas, i conel vencimiento aquéllos ternian
necessidad de recebir las leies quel vencedor pone al vencido i con
ellas nuestra lengua, entonces por esta mi Arte podrian venir enel
conocimiento della.

[When I place before me and ponder, my most illustrious Queen, [...]
I find one thing and can conclude with certainty: that language was
always the companion of empire [...]. So that, with the Christian
religion—through which we are friends of God or reconciled with
Him—newly purified; with the enemies of our faith defeated by war
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and the force of arms [...]; nothing is left but for the arts of peace to
flourish. Amongst the first of these is that which teaches us language
[...]. And because my thoughts and desires were always to exalt the
things of our nation [...] I decided before all else to order into an art
our Castilian language, [...] after your Highness has put under her
yoke many barbarous peoples and nations of alien languages, with
defeat they would have to receive the laws that the conqueror
imposes on the conquered, and with them our language; then,
through this my art they would be able to come into the knowledge
of it.] (Nebrija 2014, 3-10; translation by Armillas-Tiseyra 2016,
202-4)

The year of the publication of Nebrija’s grammar is, of course, 1492 and
the enemies of faith he refers to are the Arabs and the Jews that, after the
fall of Granada and the following events, had been eventually expelled
from the Iberian Peninsula (or forced to conversion) completing the
centuries-old process that would be referred to as the Reconquista in
Spanish sources from the eighteenth century onward (Vanoli 2008). The
year 1492 is also, and this is particularly relevant to our topic, the
conventional watershed (or rather one among the many proposed) between
the Middle Ages and the Modern era (Scott 2015, 1-2). Quite symbolically,
the new language policy, suggested by Nebrija, not only paved the way for
the development of the monolingual ideology of one nation, one language
that would become a distinctive trait of modern Western civilisation, but,
at the same time, also marked a rupture with the multilingual (and
multireligious) model that had distinguished, for centuries, life in al-
Andalus and elsewhere in the Islamic and premodern world.

Paradoxically enough, it was precisely within such a multilingual milieu
that Castilian, the language that would be used as a weapon against the
‘alien languages’ (Arabic and Hebrew), took its first steps (alongside other
Iberian vernaculars) as a language of literature and science within the
poems, works, and translations of plurilingual authors, who, in addition
to Romance languages, were also proficient in Arabic and/or Hebrew—we
shall discuss this further below. Even Nebrija acknowledges the positive
impact that, a few centuries before him during the reign of King Alfonso
the Wise (d. 1284), translations from Arabic had in strengthening the
Castilian language, a language that, after spending ‘its infancy in the time
of the judges and kings of Castile and of Leon’:

comengd a mostrar sus fuercas en tiempo del mui esclarecido i digno
de toda la eternidad el rei don Alonso el Sabio, por cuio mandado se
escrivieron las Siete Partidas, la General Istoria i fueron trasladados
muchos libros de latin i aravigo en nuestra lengua castellana.
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‘The Siete partidas
(Seven-Part Code) is a
compilation of statutory
codes aimed at
establishing a uniform
system of regulation; the
General Estoria (General
History) is a universal
history, beginning with
the Old Testament
creation of the world’
(Armillas-Tiseyra 2016,
203).

[began to show its strengths in the time of the very illustrious and
eternally worthy King Alfonso the Wise, under whose mandate were
written the Siete partidas, the General Istoria, and many works in
Latin and Arabic were transferred into our Castilian language.]
(Nebrija 2014, 7; translation by Armillas-Tiseyra 2016, 203)*

In order to understand the theoretical bases of that multilingual model
(and the epistemological consequences of the rupture with it), in what
follows we will try to illustrate the linguistic and symbolic principles that
governed the vision of language in the premodern Islamic world. In so
doing, we will attempt to shed light on how, before the emergence of the
modern ideas of nation-state and national language (and before their
reception in the Muslim world), the Islamic civilisation understood
language diversity, perceived multilingualism, and consequently engaged
in plurilingual practices.

Such a conceptual framework provided the ground on which the various
vernacular languages (in some cases bereft of any former written
tradition), encountered by the Islamic civilisation in its expansion, could
be firstly employed for the composition of religious works (often poetry
and songs related to mystical themes) and then eventually flourish as full-
fledged literary languages, thus becoming part of the vast Islamic language
family, which we shall discuss further below. This process of vernacular-
isation of Islamic knowledge gave rise, throughout the Islamic world, to
complex multilingual societies where individuals were frequently plurilin-
gual (at both the popular and elite levels) and able to accommodate
language diversity in flexible, creative, and, as reflected in literary
productions, even aesthetic ways.

Confusio linguarum: curse or blessing in disguise?

The theme of language diversity and speculations about its primaeval
raison d’étre were a major concern for Jewish, Christian, and Muslim
scholars throughout the Middle Ages and beyond. The myth of the Tower
of Babel and the consequent confusio linguarum (confusion of tongues)
engaged their minds in an attempt to establish what was the original
language of humankind and what was left of it in the post-Babelic world;
sometimes even via empirical and cruel methods like the ones attributed to
the emperors Frederick II (d. 1250) and Akbar the Great (d. 1605)
(Campbell and Grieve, 1982). Various scholars from different religious
backgrounds diverged on the identification of the Adamic language. The
prevalent opinion among Jewish scholars was that Adam spoke Hebrew,
whereas the Christians mainly believed that Adam’s language was either
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Hebrew or Syriac, and the Muslims mostly opted for Arabic, but
sometimes also for Syriac (Rubin 1998, 330-32).?

It is noteworthy that whereas several Islamic scholars arguably used the
term ‘Syriac’ (suryaniyya) to refer to historical Syriac (or Aramaic in
general), others undoubtedly employed it to indicate a language that had
nothing to do with Syriac or Aramaic. In fact, their suryaniyya is
portrayed as having distinctive linguistic features that make it absolutely
different from any known human historical language—Arabic included
(Patrizi 2014, 89-94). One of the first accounts of the traits of that
primaeval tongue is provided by the famous and influential medieval
Islamic encyclopaedia Rasa’il 'Ikhwan al-Safa’ (Epistles of the Brethren of
Purity), which was most likely composed in the tenth century by an
anonymous group of scholars.* After creating Adam and subjugating all
things to him, the mysterious authors say, God united for him all those
things:

[..] ias) (il s gall aran eland Cinan 38 elandy lane ddlide JISEL cladle i b

leale ) oa Cas all oda g [ ] dasd (Y an) 5 e G Sae ) daill) SIS e L

diall oda o aigll dal lelexing A ay Bl 4o ol adlaan call

s ade Lo o Leilia s LS oLt eland Caymy Cagjall odgy (IS 285 (3AVTOETYY)

Ll 5 LISl (1a 3358 50

[in nine signs through different, designated shapes that combined the
names of all existing things. The significations of them all were
contracted [...] into nine units which go from one to nine. [...] These
nine letters which God—He is Exalted—taught Adam—upon him be
peace!—are those which the people of Hind employ, according to
this form: 12 34 5 6 7 8 9. Through these letters all things, and their
specific characteristics by which they exist in their shapes and forms,
are known.] ('Tkhwan al-Safa’ 1985, 141-42; translation by Ormsby
2021, 172-73)

Thus, for the Ikhwan al-Safa’, the Adamic language was made up of nine
signs, by which all existing things could be identified and all meanings
condensed. These nine signs corresponded to the numbers from 1 to 9 and
functioned as ‘one-letter’ independent polysemous words.

A further point of divergence among the learned men of the three
Abrahamic faiths was the perception of the ultimate sense of the confusio
linguarum: was it to be considered a punishment or a providential event?
In the Jewish tradition either perspective would have been acceptable and
they are even barely distinguished from each other:

[Therefore, it will hardly be possible, as has been attempted, to tear
apart the separation of peoples as a blessing, the division of

3 The idea that Arabic is

‘the oldest language on
earth’ was even echoed
by popular Egyptian TV
programs during the
1980s and 1990s
(Rashwan 2023, 4).

The appellation ’Ikhwan
al-Safa’ (Brethren of
Purity) refers to an
esoteric and
philosophical fraternity
from Iraq, most likely
based in Basra and
possibly belonging to the
Ismaili milieu (El-Bizri
2008). On the European
circulation of their
encyclopaedia in

52 treatises, see
Cordonnier (2012).
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Translation from
German is my own.
Unless otherwise stated
all translations to English
are my own.

The translation of
Qur’anic passages, unless
otherwise stated, is that
of Arberry (2003).

languages as God’s punishment or curse [...]. Whether the separation
is a blessing or a curse [Segen oder Fluch] at all is something the
Jahwist did not say; God’s punishment can always turn out to be a
blessing, which is none of the Jahwist’s business.] (Borst 1957, 119)°

As for Christianity, the punishment of the confusio linguarum, received
through the Old Testament, was somehow counterbalanced by the
blessing of the miracle of Pentecost, the donum linguarum (gift of
tongues) narrated in the New Testament, which thus represented a sort of:

[deliberate counterpart to the narrative of the Babylonian confusion
of languages |[...]. The Holy Spirit descends on the apostles in the
form of fiery tongues, and they begin to speak in other tongues; each
of those present hears the apostles speaking in his own language [...].
Through the descent of the Holy Spirit, through a miracle, the
unfortunate separation of languages was overcome [...]. The
languages had been sanctified in their diversity and could henceforth
serve the unanimous proclamation of God’s deeds throughout the
world.] (Borst 1957, 224)

In the case of Islam, it should first be noted that while the Qur’an never
mentions the episode of the Tower of Babel, several Qur’anic passages
directly deal with the issue of language diversity and present the key
elements of what could be described as an explicit ‘theology of
multilingualism.” Within such a perspective, as remarked among others
by the Italian medievalist, semiotician, and novelist Umberto Eco (d.
2016), the existence of different languages (and peoples) is represented as a
sign of divine will and wisdom (on which humankind should meditate)
and is ‘regarded not as a curse but as a natural event’ (Eco 1995, 352; see
also Borst 1957, 326). Had God willed otherwise, states the Qur’an, He
could have easily made a single linguistic and ethnic group of the entire
humanity, and certainly one day He will inform the distinct nations about
the real meaning hidden behind their differences:

ikl iy e oStk ol S5 o oS 1) G0 gl

[O mankind, We have created you male and female, and appointed
you races and tribes, that you may know one another.] (Qur’an
49, 13, 682; italics are my own)®

Coallall Y Gl ) o gy oSl Sty (91 i sleld) (IS 4T (e
[And of His signs is the creation of the heavens and earth and the

variety of your tongues and hues. Surely in that are signs for all living
beings.] (Qur’an 30, 22, 533-4; italics are my own)
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Uias oS ya 4l ) il ) AAE 801 L 3 oS5l 05 a2 (SIasT 4D s iy
L:) ‘S'z‘}:ﬁaﬁ_‘suf S:.::.

[If God had willed, He would have made you one nation; but that He
may try you in what has come to you. So be you forward in good
works; unto God shall you return, all together; and He will tell you
of that whereon you were at variance.] (Qur’an 5, 48, 153; italics are
my own)

With such premises it is not difficult to understand how, within Islam, the
ikhtilaf al- alsina (the variety of tongues) came to be conceived of as part
of God’s providential design and a mere fact of life, rather than a
punishment or a curse. But in order to fully understand the medieval
Islamic perception of multilingualism another essential question needs to
be raised: what was the place assigned to Arabic within this providential
design and amidst other languages?

As the sacred language of Islam, the Arabic language indisputably
enjoyed in the premodern Islamic world (as it still does today)” a unique
form of linguistic prestige among both Arab and non-Arab Muslims.
According to Islamic beliefs, Arabic is the language chosen by God,
among all the others in the world, for the Qur’anic revelation, the
conclusive and all-inclusive revelation sent to humankind. The intimate
connection between the message and its linguistic expression is reiterated
by the Qur’an itself in several passages where the Arabic language is
mentioned by its own name (Qur’an 12, 2; 16, 103; 26, 192-95; 39, 28;
41, 3, 445 43, 3).

O (0F Ol GONAN G (55 LB e el 55l 4 O aadlad) oy 3l A3
[Truly it is the revelation of the Lord of all Being, brought down by
the Faithful Spirit upon thy heart, that thou mayest be one of the

warners, in a clear, Arabic tongue.] (Qur’an 26, 192-95, 493; italics
are my own)

Ostixs oS e A sl Q)

[We have sent it down as an Arabic Koran; haply you will
understand.] (Qur’an 12, 2, 306; italics are my own)

O ol e U1a A1 edad g
[A Book whose signs have been distinguished as an Arabic Koran for
a people having knowledge.] (Qur’an 41, 3, 627; italics are my own)

Despite the centrality of Arabic within Islamic civilisation, some scholars
countered that Arabic was not the original language of humanity and

7 Answering to a recent
survey conducted among
5,268 university students
from 16 different Arab
countries, 93% of the
interviewed students
strongly agreed (65%) or
agreed (28%) with the
statement that the Arabic
language is a sacred
language (al-Batal,
Qanawati and al-Dirani

2020, 294).
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further argued that it was not the only sacred language. The Qur’an itself
vocally supports this by maintaining that all the prophets sent to
humankind spoke to their respective peoples in their own language:

) Gl A gy 9] sy m ikl Ley

[And We have sent no Messenger save with the tongue of his people,
that he might make all clear to them.] (Qur’an 14, 4, 333; italics are
my own)

In addition to that, it is important to note that although the sacred text of
Islam makes explicit reference to just twenty-five messengers, it also states
that there were other messengers whose stories have not been told and that
every nation has its own messenger.

Qe acall o (4 adias CLlE Liacad (a agie Alld (e S Ula i Ay

[We sent Messengers before thee; of some We have related to thee,
and some We have not related to thee.] (Qur’an 40, 78, 626)

YJ“Ju‘déu,ﬁbme

[We sent forth among every nation a Messenger.| (Qur’an 16, 36,
353)

If every nation in the history of humanity had its own messenger and if
every messenger brought a message to that nation in the language of its
people, one is led to conclude that virtually every human language ‘might
have been a vehicle of God’s message sometime in the history of the
speakers of that language’ (Syeed 1986, 79). Therefore, the status of sacred
language is a privilege that Arabic has to share with a great many other
languages. In fact, according to ’ahadith sources, like the Sahih of Ibn
Hibban (d. 965), the total number of messengers (and relative divine
messages) sent to humankind amounts to not less than 313 (or 314 in
other versions) (al-Farsi 2014, 453; hadith 361).

But scholars asked why are there so many different divine messages
conveyed through multiple sacred languages if God is one? Islamic thought
tried to answer this crucial question by relating the diversity of languages
(and of religious creeds) to the specific features and conditions that set apart
the different human groups making up humanity. In the Epistle 31 on the
origin of language diversification (f7 ‘ilal ikhtilaf al-lughat), the Ikbwan al-
Safa’ linked the emergence of any difference not only in human languages
but also in human beliefs, opinions, and religions to one common cause:
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o) 5 ecanliall (oalie AAS 5 (LUK 5 o ghadl) o g y5 el sl 2O 5 clall) DR Jle 48 yea )
Ol ey VI sSEY L] WS W sais et iy Lehdiiay W sedi s Lehasas Lt sS3 dual 5 ecnilibpall 5 61,
LSS Sl 5 oda aie e i o3 Jua) e Zlaayl s

[The knowledge of the causes of the diversity of languages, speech,
sounds, forms of scripts and writings, of the nature of the different
schools of thought, systems of belief and religions, and of the origin of
their formation, foundation, appearance, emergence, enrichment,
development, and multiplication [can only be attained] by the clarifi-
cation and identification of the root from which all the matters that we
have mentioned have ramified.] ('Tkhwan al-Safa’ 1985, 84-85)

Such a root or original cause, for the mysterious brotherhood, is found in
the process of adaptation to the distinct astrological and environmental
conditions encountered by different human groups when they started
spreading throughout the earth:

Leaall (e Ll agia ddilda IS il 35 ()W) g ()5 500 5 cadl i oY 5l o iS W
o S 5S aBY1 lld agl g 3 g B cad IS (s e sSasall ol (e La Ul (e 1yl
3 agl dind ) puad) dapud) () SI

[When the children of Adam’s sons increased in number and spread
out in all directions over the earth, and each group settled in a
different region and zone of inhabitable land, each people that had
settled in a given region was put under the influence of one of the
seven controlling stars and bound to it.] ('Tkhwan al-Safa’ 1985, 115)

Then, the language (al-lugha) and sacred legislation (al-minhadj al-shari) of
each people (gawm) in each region (’iglim)® evolved and adapted to the
specific features of that human group and of its new habitat on the basis of: g A 1oanword from

Ancient Greek xkApa
‘slope, inclination,

= A zlealy omasll elai¥) (A Al el dual s SIS latitude, region, clime.’

[the mixture of their natures, the climate in their countries, their food,
and what was required by the signs at their births and the influence of
the stars when their language and sacred legislation were originally
established and laid down.] ('Tkhwan al-Safa’ 1985, 114-15)

It is noteworthy that from the perspective of the Ikhwan al-Safa’ there
seemed to be no implication at all of a divine punishment behind the
emergence of different languages. Rather, language diversity, as well as
religious diversity, was portrayed as being triggered by ‘natural’ differ-
ences in human conditions. This fascinating connection between languages
and religions acquires a further symbolic dimension in the following
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10

11

Said to have been of
Syrian descent, 'Abi al-
Wafa’ Al-Mubashshir
ibn Fatik was a scholar
of the Fatimid court in
Cairo (Cottrell 2020).
On the multiple
European medieval and
modern translations of
his Kitab mukhtar al-
hikam wa-mahasin al-
kalim, see Khalaf (2017).

"Abu Faris ‘Abd al-‘Aziz
ibn Mas‘ad al-Dabbagh
al-Idrisi al-Hasani was a
major Sufi master whose
teachings had great
influence on some of the
most important Sufi
masters of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries
(Thibon 2022, 246-49).

A Qur’anic reference to
the passage: ‘“They were
commanded only to
serve God, making the
religion His sincerely,
men of pure faith, and to
perform the prayer, and
pay the alms—that is the
religion of the True [din
al-gayyima]’ (Qur’an 98,
5, 807; italics are my
own).

passage from the Kitab mukhtar al-hikam wa-mahasin al-kalim (Selected
Maxims and Aphorisms), by the philosopher and historian al-Mubashshir
(d. 1097),” where the ability of prophet 'Idris to speak in tongues is
associated with the establishment of different religious rules:

AaSall Al ol g (bl G s 0l das e ol ) o)W il dal e @A) Lea g
gl 5 agale 5 Aaliaall agilaly agalSh [ ] agel ol ol agn (il A ai8) JSI Al

[In seventy-two languages he called the people of the entire earth’s
population to worship the Creator, the Mighty and High. God
granted him wisdom (al-hikma) so that he spoke to them in their
different languages, taught them and educated them [...] he estab-
lished for each region (iglim) a model of religious practice (sunna) for
them to follow which corresponded to their views.] (al-Mubashshir
2018, 12; translation by van Bladel 2009, 186)

According to al-Mubashshir, Idris established in each region a religious
norm that fitted the necessities and conditions of the people living in that
area and that was articulated in the language of that human group.
Moreover, it should be remarked that, for the Islamic tradition, while Idris
could speak in the seventy-two languages of humanity, his actual language
was none of those. In fact, he was considered the last prophet to have
spoken the suryaniyya (the Ursprache described above by the 'Tkbwan al-
Safa’, not historical Syriac) in its original form. The following is an excerpt
from the book al-Dhabab al-Ibriz min Kalam Sayyidi ‘Abd al-Aziz al-
Dabbagh (Pure gold from the words of Sayyidi ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Dabbagh)
relating the opinion on the matter of the famous Moroccan Sufi scholar al-
Dabbagh (d. 1719)'° as reported by his disciple al-Lamati (d. 1743):

i [ Al el IS5 IS i y W1 Y O35 L Dl 33kl agle 5 L e adl Uigas )
U o aoa) Uaee cnd o LU 5awd Y5 Jas s e Lebaal e 02¥ 5l 8 Al
Dl g Jaal) Lelind Sl 5 s3lall 4

[When our master Adam—peace and blessings be upon our Prophet
and upon him—descended to earth, he spoke in suryaniyya [...] and
the suryaniyya kept its original form among his sons without change
or modification until the time when our master Idris passed away—
peace and blessings be upon our Prophet and upon him—then change
and modification altered it.] (al-Lamati 2002, 184)

Therefore, although his own language was the suryaniyya, 1dris would
speak to each people in its language. Likewise, whilst, as far as his religion
is concerned, he is said to have been a follower of the hanifiyya or din al-
qayyima, the primordial religion of humanity (al-Mubashshir 2018, 14),"!
this did not prevent him from giving every people a religious norm that
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suited the specific needs of that specific human group and the peculiarities
of its environment (’iglim). This parallel between the different religious
practices assigned to different peoples and the seventy-two languages in
which the prophet Idris spoke to those peoples is particularly striking and
extremely significant in the context of the relation between language
diversity and religious diversity.

In addition to that, it should be also observed that in al-Mubashshir’s
account Idris is described as an antediluvian prophet (kana gabla al-tiafan al-
kabir alladbi gharraga al-dunya) (al-Mubashshir 2018, 12). Consequently,
according to what he relates, different languages already existed even before
the Great Flood and consequently, if we are to trust Biblical chronology, long
before the construction of the Tower of Babel. The antediluvian language
diversification, described above, rather than a chastisement, was again
presented as the result of a divinely inspired adaptation. Furthermore, this
providential adjustment was regarded as an act of translation of the same
original and eternal divine content into different linguistic forms matching the
natures and conditions of the various nations inhabiting the earth.

Such an essential symbolic connection between languages and religions
had been already expressed by philosophers like al-Farabi (d. 950) for whom
language diversity became a metaphor of religious unity despite and behind
multiplicity. As described by Richard Walzer, for al-Farabi religions ‘differ
just as languages vary, although they all reproduce, in symbolic form, one
and the same metaphysical truth’ (Walzer 1985, 477). The same linguistic
metaphor lies at the core of a well-known story found in Ram1’s (d. 1273)
Masnavi. The famous Sufi master and poet relates the tale of four poor men
from different countries who argue about how to spend a coin they have
received. As it happens, they all want to buy the same thing, a bunch of
grapes, but because they are referring to that same thing by using different
names in their respective languages (angir in Persian, ‘inab in Arabic, éiziim
in Turkish, stafyli in Greek) they keep on quarrelling. Only a wise man
knowing all their languages, points out Rtimi, could immediately end their
disagreement simply by showing them the one and only reality concealed
behind the different linguistic expressions they are using:
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[Four men received a coin and they were poor;
One of them said, ‘Let’s spend it on angur!’
The second man, an Arab, screamed out, ‘Stop!
Don’t buy angur, but ‘enab from the shop!’
The third, a Turk, said, ‘Just ignore the rest!
Don’t buy ‘enab, for uzum tastes the best.’
‘Stop all this talk!” the fourth, a Greek, then said,
‘Because I want some estafil instead.’
They started quarrelling, each unaware
Of what the other names meant, what they share;
They punched each other out of ignorance—
Empty of knowledge, each of them a dunce.
A mystic knowing all their languages
Could have united these four savages;
He would have said, “With this coin I will buy
Some grapes, which will each of you satisfy.]
(Rami 1933, 374-75; translation by Mojaddedi 2007, 216-17)

Vernaculars as vehicles of Islamic knowledge

As seen above, Arabic enjoys, within Islamic civilisation, a very distinctive
form of linguistic prestige. This notwithstanding, the Qur’an not only
denies the idea that the Arabic language is the only sacred language in the
history of humankind, but explicitly maintains the providential nature of
language diversity. Virtually any human language could have functioned
in the past as a means for divine revelation and could consequently claim
the status of sacred language. Moreover, language diversity, as already
mentioned, became a metaphor for religious diversity and several authors
explored the symbolic relation between different languages and different
systems of beliefs. Each language was consequently considered the
quintessence of the peculiarities of a specific human group (and of its
environment) and the embodiment of the particular Weltanschauung of
that group. As in the famous poem Kull lisan *insan (‘Every language is a
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human being’) by the Arab poet Safi al-Din al-Hilli (d. c.1348)'* every
lisan, language, ultimately identifies with an insan, a human being or
rather a particular portion of humanity:
Hsel il vie 4 g
lalad clall s Sl il
o] 42 3 o (K6

[Man’s benefit increases by virtue of the languages he knows

and these are for him an aid in adversities

hence strive hard to learn languages

for every tongue, in essence, is a human being.| (al-Hilli, 1962, 669)

But if each human group and its specific vision of reality are so tightly and
intrinsically connected to a particular language, would it have been
possible to teach Islam in a language other than Arabic? The case of
Persian was perhaps the least problematic. After an initial period of three
or four centuries, during which ‘we do not know to what extent people
actually shifted to Arabic,” from the tenth century onwards, the language
started to function as a fundamental medium for literary expression within
Islamic civilisation and a powerful vehicle of Islamisation (Versteegh
2001, 490-91). In fact, Persian was ‘the first important language deeply
influenced by the cultural/linguistic superstratum of Arabic, the first to
accept the Arabic script,” and ‘the first to produce great cultural Islamic
masterpieces’ (Bausani 1975, 113). But scholars also asked about the
various vernaculars, sometimes bereft of any former written tradition,
let alone literary prestige, encountered by Islamic civilisation in its
expansion and consolidation eastward and elsewhere—were they also
suited to serve as vehicles of Islamic knowledge?

The Islamic preachers, and Sufis in particular, who in the late thirteenth
and early fourteenth centuries had reached remote and rural areas where
the masses did not know Arabic, or Persian, asked themselves this very
question.'® The answer was generally positive, although with some
occasional hesitations or resistances (see below). Quite suggestively, in
roughly the same years when Dante (d. 1321) was elaborating his theory
of the eloquence of vernacular (De vulgari eloquentia) and encouraging
the usage of vernacular for literary purposes, those Sufi preachers turned
to local vulgar languages to convey, usually in form of poetry and songs
related to mystical themes, their teachings to a public residing far from the
main urban centres (Schimmel 1982, 135-69). Such a process, generally
referred to as vernacularisation of Islam, involved, among many others,
languages like Turkish, so-called Hindavi, Punjabi, Sindhi, Pashto, and
Balochi. Some of those languages not only had not been previously used

12 See Heinrichs (2012).

13 In those centuries Persian
had already become a
well-respected literary

language within the
Islamic world, see Gr
(2019, 17-29).
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14

15

Abdul Hakim ‘was a
rural scholar who lived
in the small kingdom of
Bhuluya, between the
expanding Mughal
province of Bengal and
the Arakanese kingdom,
which was then home to
a rich Bengali literary
tradition’ (d’Hubert
2018, 668).

Nur-nama is ‘a
cosmogony dealing with
the creation of the
universe by the Light of
Muhammad’ and was ‘a
ritual Persian text that
was part of the daily
environment of the
Bengali Muslims from at
least the seventeenth
century on’ (d’Hubert
2019, 102-3).

for literary works, but were actually written for the first time using a script
elaborated by the same Sufi masters who wrote those earliest compositions
(Anjum 2017, 219). Paradoxically, the fact of being devoid of any former
written or literary tradition (and of any explicit connection to a prior
religious tradition) might have even simplified the conversion of some of
those vernaculars into literary Islamic languages.

Conversely, the resort to a language too closely associated with a
religion other than Islam, in some cases, was met with some reservations.
For instance, a few centuries later, in the seventeenth century to be precise,
an author like Abdul Hakim (d. ca. 1670) still felt the need to justify his
preference, over Arabic and Persian, for the Bengali language; a language
that at the time was also used by the Brahmins as a means, alongside
Sanskrit, to illustrate Hindu doctrines (Abdul Mannan 1964, 231-35).'*
In the introduction to his Bengali version of the Persian text Nur-nama,"®
as a final and incontestable argument to validate his choice of Bengali,
Abdul Hikim invoked the already mentioned Qur’anic concept that God’s
message was never exclusively associated with a single language:
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[Tt makes no difference if God writes about the Prophet’s qualities in
Arabic, Persian, or in the language of Hind. Whether in Arabic,
Persian, or Hinduyani, God wrote the Prophet’s story in treatises. In
the Arab country, the Lord provided Muhammad with a Quran
(musapha phorkana) in Arabic language. In the country of the Uryan,
he sent the Torah to the prophet Musa in Uryani. In Greece, he sent
the Psalms (jabbura) to David in Greek. In the country of Syria, it is
in the Syriac language that he sent the Gospel to Jesus. In all
countries, whatever the language people speak, the Lord understands
all of them, be it Hinduyani, the language of the country of Banga, or
any other idiom. Whoever worships the Lord in his own tongue, he
will address him accordingly. The lord does not ignore any language;
whatever the kingdom, he knows its language.] (Abdul Hakim 2010,
8-9; translation by d’Hubert 2019, 104)

If, within the premodern Islamic world, non-Arabic vernaculars were
generally accepted for literary purposes (and in even some cases
transformed into full-fledge literary languages), one might wonder about
the position of Arabic vernaculars with respect to fusha Arabic (the
‘classical,” ‘high’ or ‘standard’ variety of Arabic used in literary compo-
sitions) and their role, if any, in written productions. We know that a
diglossic linguistic situation had already emerged in the premodern Islamic
world and that, through so-called ‘Middle Arabic’ texts, diglossia found its
way ‘in the domain of literary and semi-literary products’ (Versteegh
2014, 80). However, the intrusion of vernacular into the literary realm
was fundamentally unintentional and due to uncontrolled linguistic
interference, and thus fusha remained the uncontested vehicle for literary,
scientific, and religious works.

This notwithstanding, in the Andalusian context, the situation was quite
different. The kharajat (final verses) of the muwashshahat compositions
and the zajal poems often included lines in Romance as well as in Arabic
vernaculars (Zwartjes 1997, 1-3). This use of Arabic (and Romance)
vernaculars for poetic purposes was undoubtedly deliberate and arguably
played a role in the ennoblement of vulgar languages, for literary ends, vis-
a-vis prestigious languages like fusha Arabic (or Latin). For instance, al-
shaykh al-’akbar, the ‘Greatest Master’ of Sufism, Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240) did
not see any inconvenience in using the local Arabic dialect (he was a native
of Murcia) for the composition of zajal poetry conveying elevated
metaphysics teachings. The following is an excerpt from Ibn ‘Arabi’s
zajal included in a collection of twenty-seven muwashshahat and one zajal
composed by the Andalusian master. Among other typical traits of
Andalusi Arabic, we can notice the verbal forms nazid-ak (I give you
more) and nirid-ak (I want you) beginning with the n- prefix (for the first
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singular person of the imperfective tense) which is still common in today’s
Maghrebi dialects (Institute of Islamic Studies of the University of
Zaragoza 2013, 88-89).
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[At that point there were cast up to me grey pearls,

And I said: ‘Grant to me your grey ambergris.’

He said: ‘Yes, if you can make a boat for me

From your fragrant aloe. Take, and I shall give you more.

Green chrysolis and perfumed musk,

And the greater theriaca, which is “God is great!”

Because I am what is sought.” And he said, reprimanding:

“When you seek for me, say: “It is You that I want.”’] (Arabic text
and translation from Corriente and Emery 2004, 118-19)

The aesthetic appeal of similar compositions did not escape the attention
of the historian of Andalusian descent, Ibn Khaldiin (d. 1406) who praised
‘the beauty of vernacular poetry’ and challenged ‘the chauvinism of Arab
litterateurs, who held that vernacular poetry is by definition inferior to the
classical tradition’ (Mallette 2005, 123). Like Dante in his De vulgari
eloquentia, he acknowledged the balaghat al-‘ammiyya (eloquence of
vernacular) that distinguished Andalusian Arabic. In his famous Mugad-
dima, in the last section, dedicated to muwashshah and zajal composi-
tions, discussing the literary endeavours of ‘ahl al-Andalus (the people of
al-Andalus), Ibn Khaldan affirmed:

eda o pans Ui o gianiun g (bl o) L | sa il O e (e A pumal) agiialy 4y yla 3 ) el
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[They made poems of the (muwashshah) type in their sedentary
dialect, without employing vowel endings. They thus invented a new
form, which they called zajal. They have continued to compose
poems of this type down to this time. They achieved remarkable
things in it. The (zajal) opened a wide field for eloquent (poetry) in
the (Spanish-Arabic) dialect, which is influenced by non-Arab
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(speech habits).] (Ibn Khaldan 2004, 433; translation by Rosenthal
1958, 454, italics in the original)

The section also includes some final remarks which relativise the concept
of eloquence by stating that the ability to recognize the eloquence of a
given composition in a given language (or dialect) is culture-bound and
depends on the linguistic habits of those who judge the work and on their
familiarity with the linguistic vehicle employed. Very significantly for our
discussion, such a diversity of perspectives is related by Ibn Khaldan to the
providential ‘variety of tongues,” ikbtilaf al-’alsina, expressed in the
already illustrated Qur’anic passage from sirat al-Rim (Qur’an 30, 22) by
whose verses the Mugaddima actually ends:

Ll Allanil <5 Zalll el JallA al Jumnd Lai) 42D 48 jae 6 LS (315391 ) el
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[It should be known that taste as to what constitutes eloquence in
connection with such poetry is possessed only by those who have
contact with the dialect in which (a particular poem) is composed,
and who have had much practice in using it among the people who
speak it. [...] Everybody understands eloquence in his own dialect
and has a taste for the beauties of the poetry of his own people. ‘In
the creation of the heavens and earth and the difference of your
tongues and colours, there are, indeed, signs for those who know’.]
(Ibn Khaldiin 2004, 446; translation by Rosenthal 1958, 479-80)

This process of vernacularisation of Islamic knowledge thus resulted in the
transformation of the multiple vernaculars encountered by the Islamic
civilisation in its expansion into cultured literary languages. Those
languages, in some cases lacking any previous writing system (and
occasionally even including vernacular Arabic), thus ended up composing
what some scholars refer to as the wide Islamic language family, which we
discuss further below.

As dialects of a common literary and cultured
language

The practice of mixing Arabic in literary works with different languages
was not confined to the Andalusian context. In fact, it was quite common
in the East too and especially in the form of a peculiar genre known as
macaronic or mulamma‘ poetry'® encountered in areas like the Persian
and Turkish regions, the Balkans, the Indian subcontinent, and others.'”
In the Persian area, within such compositions, Arabic would normally be

16 For a problematisation

17

of the use of such

terminology see Virani

(2008, 299-301).

On the use of term

macaronic in relation to

Hausa poetry, see

Brigaglia (2018, 278-

79).
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18

19

20

Alessandro Bausani (d.
1988) was a ‘prolific
Italian Orientalist in
several fields: Persian
Literature, Islam,
linguistics, the history of
Islamic science, Urdu,
Indonesian, and other
Islamic literatures’
(Scarcia Amoretti 2008).

For a recent discussion
and reappraisal of
Bausani’s notion of
Islamic languages, see
Olivieri, Lancioni and
Bernardini (2020).

Syed Muhammad al
Naquib bin Ali al-

Attas (b. 1931) is one of
the pioneers of the
concept of Islamisation
of knowledge. His
numerous works deal
with various aspects of
Islamic thought and
civilisation with a
particular focus on
Sufism, cosmology,
metaphysics, philosophy,
and Malay language and
literature (Abaza 1999).

mixed with Persian (and Persian dialects like Shirazi), Turkish, Greek, or
Armenian (Virani 2008, 296). In the Indian subcontinent a usual
combination would have been that of Arabic with Persian and Hindavi
(Virani 2008, 297), while in the Balkan area macaronic poetry would
encompass the use, alongside Arabic, of Bosnian, Ottoman Turkish, and
Persian (Virani 2008, 297). Leaving aside the judgment of the aesthetic
value of those works, similar multilingual productions are illustrative of
the ease with which their plurilingual authors switched from one language
to another. The extent of this familiarity with multiple languages and its
symbolic and ideological implications caught the attention of some
contemporary scholars of Islam. Thus, for the Italian orientalist Alessan-
dro Bausani, by premodern Islamic authors ‘Turkish, Persian, Urdu et
similia are perceived as dialects of a common literary and cultured
language, stylistic forms assumed by a guid that in reality is a single
language’ (Bausani 1981, 14; italics in the original).'®

For Bausani, languages like Turkish, Persian, Urdu, and the other
languages of the historical Muslim populations, despite their different
genealogical affiliation, were considered as members of the culture-based
linguistic family of Islamic languages. In Bausani’s view such a family
comprised all the languages ‘deeply influenced’, especially on the graphic
and lexical level, ‘by the great cultural languages of Islam: Arabic and
Persian’ (Bausani 1975, 113). The Italian author is aware of the
disputable nature of his argumentation and, to corroborate his point,
adds ‘the concept of Islamic language is acceptable, especially, of course, if
one adopts a definition of Islam that is not strictly religious in the
conventional sense, but “cultural” [in a broad sense]’ (Bausani 1981, 3;
italics in the original).

The explicit (or implicit) recognition of the common linguistic (and
cultural) superstratum, acquired by Islamic languages from Arabic (and
Persian), for Bausani, influenced the way the speakers of the various
Islamic languages perceived their mutual connections not only in religious
terms, but also from a cultural and linguistic point of view. The presence
of this shared Islamic vocabulary, in his opinion, led to a widespread
conception, among premodern Muslim peoples, of ‘the basic, cultural,
non-ethnical “unity” of all Muslim languages’ that ‘though not clearly
expressed’ was ‘certainly present in the consciousness of Muslim peoples’
(Bausani 1975, 112)."?

In a similar vein, the Malaysian philosopher Syed Al-Attas emphasises
the role played by the infusion of Islamically connoted Arabic loanwords,
in the languages of the historical Muslim communities around the globe,
in giving rise to a wide Islamic language family.?° Those imported key
terms, argues Al-Attas:
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govern the interpretation of the Islamic vision of reality and truth,
and which project the worldview of Islam in correct perspective.
Because the words that comprise this basic vocabulary have their
origin in the Holy Qur’an these words are naturally in Arabic, and
are deployed uniformly in all Muslim languages, reflecting the
intellectual and the spiritual unity of the Muslims throughout the
world. [...] In this way, each language of a Muslim people with every
other has in common this Islamic basic vocabulary as its own basic
vocabulary; and as such all languages of Muslim peoples indeed
belong to the same family of Islamic languages (Al-Attas 2005, 34—
35; italics are my own).

This process of infusion of Qur’anic terms is defined by Louis Gardet*' as
an ‘arabisation spirituelle’ (Gardet 1977, 61) i.e. a process through which
even those peoples:

[for whom Arabic remained a foreign, imported language, for whom
the Arabic expression is the translation of an originally non-Arab
thought, could not help but become Arabised in spite of everything,
through liturgical prayer and meditation on the Qur’an, and above
all perhaps through the contribution of the vocabulary.] (Gardet
1977, 63)

As with other ancient and premodern linguistic conceptions, such as that
of Aeolism (the theory that Latin was a dialect of Greek), so also in the
case of the Islamic language family, the speakers’ own perception of
belonging to a particular language family seems to count more than
external linguistic objective factors; in other words, ‘languages are similar
because and to the extent the speakers are’ (Stevens 2006/7, 116).
Conversely, even closely related languages with remarkable genealogical
affinities, could be considered, by their respective speakers, alien to each
other for cultural and religious reasons.

One might agree or not with Bausani (or Al-Attas) on the idea that the
various Islamic languages were perceived ‘as dialects of a common literary
and cultured language’ (Bausani 1981, 14). Nevertheless, one is perhaps
more disposed to admit that the recognition by the authors of macaronic
poetry (be it explicit or implicit) that the various languages they mastered
shared innumerable lexico-semantic convergences (fundamentally related
to the expression of core Islamic values) must have ultimately affected the
way they conceptualised language affinity and diversity and must have had
an impact on their engagement in plurilingual practices.

21 Louis Gardet (d. 1986)
was a French Catholic
specialist of Islamic
philosophy, theology,
mysticism, sociology,
and culture (Avon 2009).

22 An illustrative case in
this sense, in the recent
past, is that of the
perception of the mutual
affinities and differences
between Urdu, Hindi,
and Bengali in the post-
Partition Pakistani
debate about the choice
of a national language
for the newly founded
state (Salvaggio 2020).
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Conclusions

By looking at relevant Qur’anic passages and at the works of philosophers,
historians, poets, and religious masters from different parts of the Islamic
world (in whose writings those Qur’anic passages are frequently and quite
systematically echoed) we have attempted to reconstruct the contours of
the theoretical and symbolic background that governed the Islamic vision
of multilingualism in the premodern world. In these conversations we can
detect the emergence of a fascinating theory not only of language diversity
but also of religious diversity within which the existence of various
languages (and religious paths) is seen, rather than as a punishment or
curse, as the consequence of the natural differences among distinct human
groups and as a providential adaptation of a primordial and universal
language (and truth) to the specific needs and conditions of those groups.
As rightly pointed out by the German historian and medievalist Arno Borst
(d. 2007) in his monumental Der Turmbau von Babel (The Tower of
Babel), within Islam:

[Differentiation is not a punishment. The nations, too, are seen as a
divided unity that is in God’s hands. All are ‘children of Adam’; [...]
probably just like the diversity in nature, the division of peoples is
also God’s good work, not the result of quarrelling and strife.] (Borst
1957, 326)

To use Borst’s expression, this ‘Sprachen- und Volker- theologie’ (Borst
1957, 328), that we could, perhaps, render as theology of multilingualism
and multiculturalism, represented the conceptual (explicit or implicit)
framework that justified the adoption of the multiple languages encoun-
tered by the Islamic civilisation in its expansion, as vehicles of Islamic
knowledge. Moreover, it provided the fertile ground on which various
vernaculars, regardless of their former written use or linguistic prestige,
could be transformed into literary languages and become part of what has
been defined by some as the Islamic language family. Before the emergence
of the modern monolingual ideology of one nation, one language, such a
multilingual model informed the way that premodern Islamic populations
understood the linguistic and cultural connections between their respective
languages. This model also produced generations of plurilingual authors
with a full mastery of multiple languages that they consequently deployed
in their multilingual literary and translation practices. Multilingual
practices that, as in the case of Al-Andalus, even involved romance
vernaculars with significant consequences for their destiny as future
modern European literary languages.
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