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Ways of Knowing: Exploring Science and Practice in
the Early Modern Arabic Notion of al-Ṣināʿa
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This paper explores the Arabic notion of al-ṣināʿa, which can be translated as knowledge in practice or applied
science, that developed between the 14th and the 18th centuries. It documents the polyvalence of the concept
in different contexts and registers of ʿilm (science or knowledge at large) and traces the long and collective
process of meaning making around al-sinaʿa that spanned traditions of knowledge and imperial geographies
alike. Following a particular chain of texts, including glosses on works of rhetorical sciences, lexicons, and
technical or specialized dictionaries produced within Arab-Islamic cultures in different regions, my analysis
shows that al-ṣināʿa was defined as the practical application of science, as embodied knowledge, and as a
disposition that enabled a modality of action. In encompassing both the Greek technê and praxis, the Arabic
notion retained a more comprehensive and less divisive system of knowledge in comparison to the original
Aristotelian concepts, from which the modern Western organization of knowledge derived and devised its
new classifications. This study on al-ṣināʿa, which came to mean modern industry in the late 19th century,
offers a reconsideration of ways of knowing and revisits the notion of science and its relation to practice.
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