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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

 
This study aimed to examine the origin and developments of early Muslim 
historiography and its climax in T{abari>’s historical thought. The researcher employed 
a very unique approach, which emphasized the interconnectedness and relationships 
between various historical periods in the early Muslim historiography. After thorough 
study, the researcher found that the previous studies made only selective or 
fragmented approaches in the study of early Muslim historiography and produced 
various theories on si>rah, al-magha>zi>, t}abaqa>t, nasab and futu>h}a>t. Therefore, this 
study attempted to present, in an integrated manner, how the early Muslim 
historiography originated and developed from within. Another approach used, which 
contributed to an exposition of the origin and developments of early Muslim 
historiography, was the role of historical, religious and cultural unfolding within the 
Islamic civilization. Therefore, a special reference was made to the role of h{adi}{>th, 
fiqh, kala>m, tafsi>r, linguistics, philosophy and literature in the emergence of early 
Muslim historiography. The process of the origin and developments of early Muslim 
historiography and the relationship between various periods from within were 
examined by employing historical and analytical research methods. Historical and 
analytical methods were used to gather the data and to examine various genres such as 
si>rah, al-magha>zi>, t}abaqa>t, nasab, futu>h}a>t and adab. The works of major Muslim 
historians such as Ibn Ish}a>q, al-Wa>qidi>, Ibn Sa’d, al-Bala>dhuri>, al-Ya’qu>bi>, Ibn 
Qutaybah, al-Di>nawari> and T{abari> were used and discussed. The researcher attempted 
to select, analyze, evaluate and synthesize the data from such sources by using internal 
and external historical criticism. The findings of this study indicate that there was a 
clear relationship between various periods of early Muslim historiography in terms of 
scope, style and methodology. The Holy Qur’a>n and H{adi>th laid the foundations of 
early Muslim historiography while historical, religious and cultural dynamism 
contributed to the emergence of voluminous historical works. Therefore, the findings 
indicated that the early Muslim historiography originated and developed from within. 
The research also found that Muslim historical methodology evolved and reached its 
climax in T{abari>. Finally, the researcher developed a theory of a very unique 
relationship between historical methodology and the interpretation of history.    
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 صّخلما ثحبل
 
 
 
 

 التѧأريخي  الفكѧر  فѧي  ذروته بلغ الذي الإسلامي التأريخ تدوين نشأة عن للكشف الدراسة هذه تهدف

 فѧي  والتѧداخل  التѧرابط  ومتميز،أآѧدعلى  فريѧد  مѧدخل  توظيѧف  مѧن  الباحѧث  اسѧتفاد  ولقѧد .الطبѧري  عند

 دراسѧѧة وبعѧѧد.سѧѧلاميالإ للتѧѧأريخ المبكѧѧرة الكتابѧѧات فѧѧي المختلفѧѧة التأريخيѧѧة المراحѧѧل بѧѧين العلاقѧѧات

 لدراسѧة  مجѧزأة  أو انتقائيѧة  مѧداخل  اسѧتخدمت  السѧابقة  الدراسات أن الباحث استنتج,وشاملة معمقة

 حѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧول متباينѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧة نظريѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧات وأوجѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧدت.الإسѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧلامي للتѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧأريخ البѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧاآرة الكتابѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧѧات

 تقѧѧѧدم أن حاولѧѧѧت قѧѧѧد الدراسѧѧѧة هѧѧѧذه فѧѧѧإنّ لѧѧѧذلك.والفتوحѧѧѧات السّير،والمغازي،والطبقات،والأنسѧѧѧاب

 جانѧѧب إلѧѧى.ذاتهѧѧا مѧѧن نبعѧѧت قѧѧد الإسѧѧلامي التѧѧأريخ آتابѧѧة وتطѧѧور نشѧѧأة أنّ كامѧѧل،آيفمت وبمѧѧنهج

 للانفتѧѧاح الѧѧدورالتأريخي وهѧѧو النشѧѧأة،ألا تلѧѧك إبѧѧراز فѧѧي أيضѧѧًا أسѧѧهم آخѧѧر مѧѧدخلاً الدراسѧѧة اسѧѧتخدام

 النبѧوي  لدورالحديث خاص بشكل أشارالباحث ولذلك.الإسلامية الحضارة خلال من والثقافي الديني

 لكتابѧة  البѧاآرة  النشѧأة  فѧي  اللغة،والفلسѧفة،والأدب  ،والتفسѧير،وعلوم  الكѧلام  الفقه،وعلمالشريف،و

 بفحصѧѧѧها الباحѧѧѧث المختلفѧѧѧة،فقام مراحلهѧѧѧا بѧѧѧين الداخليѧѧѧة وتطورها،والعلاقѧѧѧة الإسѧѧѧلامي التѧѧѧأريخ

 الكتابѧѧة مѧѧن مختلفѧة  جوانѧѧب وفحѧص  المعلومѧѧات لجمѧѧع التحليلѧي  التѧѧأريخي البحѧث  مѧѧنهج مسѧتخدمًا 

 أعمѧال  ومناقشѧة  اسѧتخدام  تѧم  لقѧد .والأدب المغازي،والطبقات،والأنساب،والفتوحات:مثل التأريخية

 سѧѧѧѧعد،والبلاذري،واليعقوبي،وابن إسѧѧѧѧحاق،والواقدي،وابن آѧѧѧѧابن الكبѧѧѧѧار المسѧѧѧѧلمين المѧѧѧѧؤرخين

 والخѧѧارجي الѧѧداخلي النقѧѧد معيѧѧاري اسѧѧتعمال إلѧѧى الباحѧѧث اسѧѧتند ولقѧѧد.قتيبة،والѧѧدينوري،والطبري

 .بينهѧѧا التوفيѧѧق حѧѧاول آمѧѧا المصѧѧادر تلѧѧك مѧѧن اسѧѧتقاها التѧѧي المعلومѧѧات قѧѧويموت وتحليѧѧل لاختيѧѧار

 التأريخيѧѧة الدراسѧѧات بѧѧين واضѧѧحة علاقѧѧة وجѧѧود إلѧѧى تشѧѧير نتѧѧائج الدراسѧѧةعن هѧѧذه وتمخضѧѧت

 قѧѧد الشѧѧريف النبѧѧوي والحѧѧديث الكѧѧريم القѧѧرآن أن آمѧѧا.المنهجيѧѧة و والأسѧѧاليب الأطѧѧر فѧѧي الإسѧѧلامية

 الديناميѧة  أسهمت الإسلامي،بينما التأريخي  لكتابة الأولى المراحل عليها قامت التي الأسس وضعا

 آتابѧѧة فѧѧإن ذلѧѧك علѧѧى وبنѧѧاءً.الضѧѧخمة التأريخيѧѧة المؤلفѧѧات ظهѧѧور فѧѧي والثقافيѧѧة الدينيѧѧة )الحرآيѧѧة(

 البحѧث  مѧنهج  أن أيضѧًا  الدراسѧة  هѧذه  وأثبتѧت .نفسѧها  ذات من وتطورت انبثقت قد الإسلامي التأريخ

 نظريѧة  آѧوّن  قѧد  الباحѧث  فѧإنّ  وأخيѧرًا .الطبѧري  عنѧد  ذروتѧه  بلѧغ  أن إلѧى  تطور الإسلامي،قد التأريخي

  .تفسيرالتأريخ و التأريخي المنهج بين العلاقة لتوضيح متميزة



 iv

APPROVAL PAGE 
 
 
 
 

This dissertation of Muhidin Mulalić has been approved by the following: 
 
 
 

_________________ 
Hassan El-Nagar 

Supervisor 
 
 
 

_________________ 
Ajmal M. Razak Al-Aidrus 

Co-Supervisor 
 
 
 

_________________ 
Baharudin Ahmad 
Internal Examiner 

 
 
 

_________________ 
Ismail Bakar 

External Examiner 
 
 
 

_________________ 
Nasr Eldin Ibrahim Ahmed 

Chairman 
 

 
 
 



 v

DECLARATION PAGE 
 
 
 
 

I hereby declare that this dissertation is the result of my own investigations, except 

where otherwise stated. I also declare that it has not been previously concurrently 

submitted as a whole for any other degree at IIUM or other institutions.  

 
 
 
Muhidin Mulalić 
 
 
 
 
Signature ……………………………….   Date………………… 
 
 
 



 vi

 
 
 

INTERNATIONAL ISLAMIC UNIVERSITY MALAYSIA 
 
 
 

DECLARATION OF COPYRIGHT AND AFFIRMATION 
OF FAIR USE OF UNPUBLISHED RESEARCH 

 
 
Copyright ©2007 by Muhidin Mulalić. All rights reserved. 
 
 

THE ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENTS OF EARLY MUSLIM 
HISTORIOGRAPHY AND ITS CLIMAX IN T{ABARI}< 

 
 
No part of this unpublished research may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system 
or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electric, mechanical, photocopying, 
recording or otherwise without prior written permission of the copyright holder 
except as provided below.  
 
 

1. Any material contained in or derived from this unpublished research may 
only be used by others in their writing with due acknowledgment.  

 
2. IIUM or its library will have the right to make and transmit copies (print 

or electric) for institutional and academic purposes. 
 

3. The IIUM library will have the right to make, store in a retrieval system 
and supply copies of this unpublished research if requested by other 
universities and research libraries. 

 
 
 
Affirmed by Muhidin Mulalić. 
 
 
 
…………………………                                           …….…………………… 
              Signature             Date  

 



 vii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
 
 
 

In the path of seeking knowledge there are often many worthwhile sacrifices that have 
to be made. The completion of my dissertation in particular has been one of those 
sacrifices. I would like to dedicate the following brief acknowledgment to all those 
that have encouraged, mentored, and sustained me during my studies.   

I would like to begin by extending my most gracious thanks to my former 
supervisors Assoc. Prof. Dr. Muhammad Ismail Marcinkowski and Prof. Dr. Sabri 
Orman. Due to their departure from the Institute, Prof. Dr. Hassan El-Nagar was 
assigned as my supervisor and Prof. Dr. Ajmal M. Razak Al-Aidrus as my co-
supervisor. I owe all of them for their continued patience, guidance, insights and 
advice. Without their motivation and academic support, this dissertation would never 
have been possible. My dissertation reached the final shape due to extremely valuable 
suggestions of my examiners Assoc. Prof. Dr. Baharuddin Ahmad and Assoc. Prof. 
Dr. Ismail Bakar and of a new Dean of ISTAC, Prof Dr. Ibrahim M. Zein.    

I also owe thanks to many scholars whose knowledge and adab were 
determining factors in my academic and personal upbringing. Those distinguished 
scholars include Prof. Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas, Prof. Wan Mohd Nor Wan 
Daud, Prof. Dr. Muddathir Abdel-Rahim, Prof. Dr. Omar Jah, Prof. Dr. Malik B. 
Badri, Prof. Dr. Alparslan Acikgenc, Prof. Dr. Cemil Akdogan, Prof. Dr. Ahmad 
Kazemi Moussavi, Prof. Dr. Paul Lettinck, Prof. Dr. Karim Crow, Prof. Dr. Bilal 
Kuspinar, Prof. Dr. Ferid Muhic, Prof. Dr. Amer al-Roubaie, Assoc. Prof. Dr. 
Muhammad Zainiy Uthman, Prof. Dr. Fikret Karcic, Assoc. Prof. Dr. Kamar Oniah 
Kamaruzaman, Prof. Dr. Abdullahil Ahsan, Prof. Dr. Ataullah Bogdan Kopanski, 
Prof. Dr. Ahmed Elyas Hussein and others.  

I am extremely grateful for the support I received in the past four years from 
my colleagues in the University Tenaga Nasional, Prof. Dr. Kobkua Suwannathat 
Pian, Dr. Nadzan Haron, Dr. Djamel Benaouda, Dr. Norlida Alias, Dr. Faris 
Tarlochan, Mrs. Fatimah Abu Bakar, Mrs. Norshila bt. Abdullah, Mrs. Hawanum bte. 
Hussein, Mrs. Chandrathevy, Mrs. Zuraida Ali, Mrs. Haizan Mohd Taha, Mr. Abdul 
Aziz b. Mat Isa, Mr. Adnan b. Yusoff, Mrs. Tatyana D. Alexentseva and others. I am 
indebted to all of them for their warm support and help I received on the path of 
establishing myself as a distinguished academician and researcher.    

My parents, Mustafa Mulalic and Serifa Mulalic, have provided me with 
encouragement, independence, discipline and courage. I also received inspiration and 
motivation from my brother, Mehmed, sisters, Mirzeta, Mejra, Hanifa and their 
families. Motivation extended from my friends and their families also contributed to 
the completion of my dissertation. Among many I should like to mention a small 
number of families, which include the families of Mr. Nermin Hodzic, Dr. Ermin 
Sinanovic, Mr. Dzevad Kapetanovic, Mr. Wan Shohor Bani bin Leman, Mr. Isak 
Smailagic and others. I should also mention my nephew, Denis Mulalic who out of his 
curiosity had spent a great deal of time discussing with me interesting subjects related 
to the present field.  

To my wife Almasa Mulalic and children Mustafa, Sara and Davud I owe the 
most. The completion of the dissertation and my professional development has 
required hard work, determination, discipline and sacrifice. I had to spend most of my 



 viii

time, very often egoistically, on the path of learning. The support and understanding I 
have received from my family for the past years were the determining factor in my 
success as a whole.   



 ix

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

 
 
 

Abstract……………………..……………………………………………………… ii  
Abstract in Arabic ………. ……………………………………………………...… iii 
Approval Page ………………………..……………………………………………. iv 
Declaration Page …………………………………………………………………... v 
Copyright Page …………………………..…………………………………………vi 
Acknowledgements……………………..…………………………………….…….vii 
  
CHAPTER 1: GENERAL INTRODUCTION…………………………………...... 1  

1.0 Introduction ………………………………………………………..…... 1 
 2.0 Statement of the Problem ………………………………………...……. 3 
 3.0 Objectives of the Study ……………………………………………….. 5 
 4.0 Significance and Purpose of Research …………………………..…..... 6 
 5.0 Research Methodology …………………………………………..……. 8 
 6.0 Literature Review ………………………………………………..……. 9 
 7.0 Research Outline ………………………………………………..……... 16 
         
CHAPTER 2: A SURVEY OF EARLY MUSLIM HISTORIOGRAPHY………... 19  

1.0 Introduction ……………………………………………………..……... 19 
2.0 The Idea of History in Ancient Thought ………………………….…… 21 
 2.1 The Idea of History in Greco-Roman Thought ……………………. 21 
 2.2 The Idea of History in Christian Thought …………………….…… 29 

 3.0 Pre-Islamic Historiography …………………………………..……… .. 36 
 4.0 The Qur’a>nic Conception of History ……………………………..…… 53 
 5.0 The Role of H{adi>th in the Development of Early Muslim  

Historiography ………………………………………………………… 65 
 6.0 Conclusion ……………………………………………………..……… 73 
 
CHAPTER 3: THE TRADITIONS OF SI<RAH, MAGHA<ZI<, T{ABAQA<T  

AND NASAB ………………………………………………….………….. 76 
 1.0 Introduction ………………………………………………………..…... 76 
 2.0 The Traditions of Si>rah and Magha>zi> ……………………………..…... 77 
 2.1 The Beginning of Si>rah and Magha>zi> Writing ………….……........ 77 
 2.2 Ibn Ish}a>q and al-Wa>qidi>: Writers of Si>rah and Magha>zi> ……......... 86 

 2.2.1 Ibn Ish}a>q’s Si>rah ………………………………….…..…… 86 
 2.2.2 Al-Wa>qidi>’s Magha>zi> …………………………….……...... 94 
 2.2.3. Orientalists’ View of Si>rah and Magha>zi> …………..…….. 101 

 3.0 The Traditions of T{abaqa>t and Nasab …………………….………..……... 107 
3.1 Ibn Sa’d’s T}abaqa>t ……………………………….……………….. 107 
3.2. The Tradition of Nasab………………………………………….……… 111  

4.0 Conclusion ……………………………………………………..……… 115 
 



 x

CHAPTER 4:  A PRELUDE TO T}ABARI< IN THE WORKS OF  
AL-BALA<DHURI<, AL-YA’QU<BI<, IBN QUTAYBAH AND  
AL-DI<NAWARI><..………………………………………………...... 118 

1.0 Introduction ……………………………………………………..……... 118 
2.0 Cultural and Historical Dynamism ………………………………..…... 119 
3.0 A Study of the Classical Muslim Historians ……………………..……. 128 

3.1 Al-Bala>dhuri> ..................................................................................... 128 
3.2 Al-Ya’qu>bi> ........................................................................................ 136 
3.3 Ibn Qutaybah ..................................................................................... 141 
3.4 Al-Di>nawari> ...................................................................................... 147 

4.0 Conclusion ………………………………………………………..…… 149 
 
CHAPTER 5:  T{ABARI<: A REPRESENTATIVE OF THE CLIMAX OF 

MUSLIM HISTORIOGRAPHY ……………………………``…...... 152 
1.0 Introduction ………………………………………………………..…... 152 
2.0 T{abari>’s Milieu: Historical-Cultural Context …………………..……... 153 
3.0 T{abari>’s Biography ……………………………………………..……... 160 
4.0 T{abari>’s Works and Contributions ……………………………..……… 163 
5.0 Conclusion ………………………………………………………..…… 168 

 
CHAPTER 6:  T{ABARI<’S HISTORICAL THOUGHT ………………………...... 169 

1.0 Introduction ………………………………………………………..…... 169 
2.0 T{abari>’s Historical Methodology …………………………………....... 170 

2.1 T{abari’s Sources ………………………………………….……..... 170 
2.2 Content of Tabari’s Kita>b al-rusul wa al-muluk …………….…… 176 
2.3 Style of Tabari’s Kita>b al-rusul wa al-muluk …………………...... 179 
2.4 T{abari>’s Historical Method …………………………………..……. 186 

3.0 T{abari>’s Philosophy of History ………………………………..……… 192 
4.0 Conclusion ………………………………………………………..….... 200 

 
CHAPTER 7:  GENERAL CONCLUSION ……………………………………..  202
   
BIBLIOGRAPHY………………………………………………………………….. 205
  
  



 1

CHAPTER 1 
 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

An interest in personal experience very often serves as a preliminary point of 

departure for the actual study of human history. In this regard, the question that keeps 

popping into our minds, predominantly related to our identity, self-esteem, happiness 

and destiny, both as individuals and as nations, significantly influences how we 

perceive our cultural heritage. Although people become eager to study heritage 

systematically, very often they are presented with a distorted and inadequate 

description of their heritage.  

The seeker of knowledge can be compared, in a sense, to a thirsty person who 

is desperately searching for clean drinking water. However, very often the water that 

the seeker finds turns out not to be clean. Therefore, the task of a historian is to 

provide a reader with the clean drinking water as much as it is possible, which implies 

objectivity and adherence to the historical methodology in the process of arriving at 

the historical knowledge. Actually, historians have an obligation to be objective in 

formulating their historical explanations by not allowing their biases and 

presuppositions to influence their historical judgment. 

 How should one study the Muslim historiography? Each individual who is 

seeking knowledge, and especially the universities, should become more concerned 

with this question. For the past century in the fields of biography, tradition, theology, 

philosophy, history and jurisprudence educators have been relying mostly on 

secondary sources, thus neglecting to a great extent the classical sources. However, it 
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is important to mention that such secondary sources, usually fresh doctoral 

dissertations, very often represent a meager and distorted image of the Muslim 

heritage.  

What is the well of clean drinking water? Serious scholars and educators 

should request the seekers to find the clean drinking water in the classical sources. 

Therefore, this research, inspired by the classical approach to the study of Muslim 

heritage, is an attempt to define the well of clean drinking water. Original knowledge 

of the Muslim heritage, particularly of Muslim historiography, could revive Muslim 

identity, self-esteem and cultural awareness. Therefore, the present studies on Muslim 

heritage, should be re-examined in the light of classical sources. Such an approach is 

inevitable for a better understanding of how Muslim historiography evolved and 

culminated in T{abari>.  

Original and clear understanding of ones heritage is, therefore, important not 

only for the researchers but also for the wider audience, regardless of its religious, 

cultural or historical affiliations. Such an approach could certainly clear away 

stereotypes and prejudice that are prevalent in our modern times, and could inevitably 

show the way towards multi-religious, multi-cultural and multi-historical tolerance 

and understanding. Besides, cultural and historical consciousness is very important for 

the people who share the same historical past, because their identity and self-esteem 

are based on, and derived from, their language, religion, culture and history. History 

and civilization, therefore, have a role to play in the projection of individual, social, 

religious and cultural identity. Actually, it is history or a cumulative experience of the 

people that tells us who we are. That is why history and civilization are so important! 

However, it is very important to project its importance through systematic and 
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methodologically written works and, more importantly, it is important to make a sense 

out of it, which is undoubtedly the task of a historian.  

 

2.0 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Islamic civilization produced very rich heritage, especially in poetry, literature and 

history, which inspired an enormous interest of the scholars for the past few centuries. 

Among many of those scholars, the Western scholars have contributed to the field of 

Muslim historiography significantly. Their interest reached its peak with the 

emergence of Orientalists such as Ignaz Goldziher (d. 1921), Henri Lammens (d. 

1937), Duncan Black Macdonald (d. 1943), Samuel  Zwemmer (d. 1950), Marshall 

Hodgson (d. 1968), Joseph Schacht (d. 1969), H. A. R. Gibb (d. 1971), Gustave E. 

von Grunebaum (d. 1972), Albert Hourani (d. 1993), William Montgomery Watt, 

Bernard Lewis, Nabia Abbott,  K. Cragg, John Wansbrough, Patricia Crone and 

Michael Cook. However, as commonly accepted, they have mostly produced studies 

which created doubts about Islam and which intended to downgrade it to an inferior 

status. Apart from a few significant contributions to the field of Muslim 

historiography, their works have been founded on accusations, misinterpretations and 

commentaries upon commentaries.   

In the past two centuries, many theories on h}adi>th, si>rah, magha>zi, nasab and 

t}abaqa>t have emerged. Such studies, though fragmented themselves, questioned the 

accuracy, reliability and relevance of the Muslim heritage, which, as such, represents 

the Islamic worldview. Their works also contributed to the emergence of revisionist 

scholars such as Muh}ammad S. Qut}b, Edward W. Said, Muh}ammad H{amidullah, S. 

M. N. al-Attas, S. H. Nas}r, and Muh}ammad Mus}t}afa> A’z}ami>. Therefore, it is very 

interesting to compare these two groups of the scholars. 
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Many fragmented studies, mostly written as monographs, are 

incomprehensible representations of Muslim historiography. The fragmented approach 

to the study of Muslim historiography is clearly represented in the studies of the 

h}adi>th, si>rah, magha>zi, nasab, t}abaqa>t and selected Muslim historians. What do we 

mean by the fragmented approach? It is selection of only specific historical period or 

the historical concept and projection of a theory, without looking at the history of the 

Muslim heritage holistically. Therefore, if one excludes the writings of Josef Horovitz, 

Franz Rosenthal, N. A. Faruqi, ‘Abdul ‘Azi>z al-Du>ri> and Tarif Kha>lidi>, no single work 

deals objectively and holistically with the systematic developments of early Muslim 

historiography.  

How did Muslim historiography originate, develop and achieve its climax in 

T{abari>? There is no significant study on the development of early Muslim 

historiography from its beginnings to the great T{abari>, the master of Muslim annals. It 

is, therefore, important to examine primary classical sources, illustrate the clear 

development of early Muslim historiography and show the climax of Muslim 

historiography in T{abari>. Such primary classical sources, as will be analyzed critically 

in the literature review, also include T{abari>’s Kita>b al-rusul wa al-mulu>k (The history 

of prophets and kings), a book of great magnitude that unfortunately has not yet been 

critically analyzed.  

This study will attempt to relate the development of h{adi>th, fiqh, tafsi>r, kala>m, 

linguistics and philosophy to the emergence of early Muslim historiography. For 

instance, there is no significant study on the role of h{adi>th methodology in the 

emergence of early Muslim historiography. Then, several scholars assume that the 

socio-cultural aspects of history did not have a place in the classical Muslim works 

and as a result, they label the Muslim historical heritage as a house of collected 
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historical narrations. In this regard, we will re-examine this assumption and analyze 

the scope of the classical Muslim works.          

 

3.0 OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY  

The main objective of the present study is to analyze origin, developments and climax 

of early Muslim historiography. Therefore, this study will focus on the following: 

• To identify the role of Greco-Roman and Christian historiography, especially 

in terms of historical methodology and the interpretation of history. The 

main objective of this part of the research is to examine possible similarities 

and differences and, as well as, influences on the early Muslim 

historiography.  

• To explore the pre-Islamic historical techniques such as battle-days 

narratives, genealogy and poetry, and their role in the emergence of the early 

Muslim historiography.   

• To expose the role of the Holy Qur’a>n and H{adi>th in the emergence of early 

Muslim historiography. A special emphasis is made on the role of these two 

sources in fostering Muslim historical consciousness in terms of historical 

methodology and, as well as, of the meaning of history.  

• To relate the Holy Qur’a>n and H{adi>th to the emergence of earliest historical 

genres such as si>rah, al-magha>zi>, t}abaqa> and  nasab.  These genres will be 

examined from within historical, religious and cultural contexts.    

• To examine the historical, religious and cultural developments and their role 

in the emergence of early Muslim historiography. In this regard, the 

researcher will examine the role of h{adi}{>th, fiqh, kala>m, tafsi>r, linguistics, 

philosophy and literature in the emergence of early Muslim historiography.  
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• To employ interconnected and holistic approach in presenting developments 

of early Muslim historiography in terms of style, scope and methodology, as 

found in the classical sources of Ibn Ish}a>q, al-Wa>qidi>, Ibn Sa’d, al-

Bala>dhuri>, al-Ya’qu>bi>, Ibn Qutaybah, al-Di>nawari> and T{abari>.  

• To present how Muslim historiography reached its climax in T{abari>. The 

main objective is to relate all historical periods and determine the 

relationship in terms of historical methodology and the interpretation of 

history.  

A combination of all the above objectives once achieved, will enable us to 

understand profoundly the origin, developments and climax of early Muslim 

historiography.  

 

4.0 SIGNIFICANCE AND PURPOSE OF RESEARCH  

Many scholars disregard the significance of the methodology in preserving Muslim 

heritage. The Holy Qur’a>n and the Prophet of Islam repeatedly emphasize true 

knowledge and the rejection of falsehood. Being aware of the implications, the 

Companions of the Prophet and the classical scholars had seriously undertaken the 

task of developing methodologies and, thus, managed to safeguard the heritage from 

corruption. A systematic methodology was developed for the sake of the collection 

and preservation of the Holy Qur’a>n and the h{adi>th. Under the influence of such a 

methodology, later methodologies of other sciences also emerged. 

Any unfair criticism of the h{adi>th-historical methodology is considered by 

Muslims as an indirect attack on the integrity and relevance of the Muslim heritage as 

a whole. Therefore, it is significant to examine the role of the historical methodology 

in preserving the Muslim heritage. In this regard, analysis of the early Muslim 
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historiography and its climax in T{abari> is expected to be one of the greatest benefits of 

the present research.  

It is universally well known that historiography as a science was flourishing 

long before the emergence of the Islamic civilization among Jews, Greeks, Romans, 

Christians, Persians and Chinese. Therefore, it is significant to relate and compare 

earlier developments and their possible influences on the emergence of the early 

Muslim historiography. However, the researcher will attempt to distinguish between 

technical influences and conceptual influences, which is another novelty of this 

research.    

The present study will analyze T{abari>’s historical thought based on Ta’ri>kh al-

rusul wa al-mulu>k. However, we will also examine the early developments in Muslim 

historiography that contributed to the emergence of his historical thought. The lack of 

any contextual approach has been undoubtedly a serious shortcoming of the 

scholarship on Muslim historiography. Therefore, the researcher will attempt to 

present the chronologically interrelated developments of early Muslim historiography.  

The researcher will develop a new historical theory, which meaningfully 

interrelate historical methodology and the interpretation of history. The historical truth 

is based on methodology while the historical interpretation is based on judgment. 

Such a historical theory could be useful for contemporary historical scholarship for it 

separates the historical truth and the historical interpretation and prevents historical 

skepticism.  
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5.0 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

We will use historical methodology, which is essentially different from the research 

methods used in other academic fields. This research attempts to discuss the research 

problem systematically and objectively by selecting, analyzing, synthesizing and 

evaluating classical and modern sources. Then, the data in such sources will be 

collected, organized, verified and validated for the sake of the accurate representation 

of the origins and development of Muslim historiography and its climax in T{abari>.   

The author will use mostly primary sources to examine the developments of 

early Muslim historiography. In order to place this problem in context we will 

examine classical works in the field of early Muslim historiography such as that of Ibn 

Ish}a>q, al-Wa>qidi>, Ibn Sa’d, al-Bala>dhuri>, al-Ya’qu>bi>, Ibn Qutaybah, al-Di>nawari> and 

T{abari. We will evaluate those sources by using historical criticism. It is of utmost 

importance to re-evaluate the validity of the contents of sources by employing internal 

criticism. The meaning, accuracy and trustworthiness of the material in these sources 

will be evaluated. Then, external criticism will be used to examine the originality and 

authenticity of these sources. Such an approach is inevitable for the formulation, 

analysis and interpretation of logical conclusions and the exposition of early Muslim 

historiography.   

The origins and development of early Muslim historiography and its climax in 

T{abari> require serious analysis of the historical concepts, which are virtually 

interrelated and interconnected. We will establish a clear relationship between the 

early historical periods in early Muslim historiography. Each historical period will be 

introduced, conceptualized and explained. The researcher will seriously take into 

consideration the social, cultural, economic, political, historical and intellectual 
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developments and their influence on the formation and development of early Muslim 

historiography.  

 

6.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 

Since this study deals with the origin and developments of early Muslim 

historiography, the researcher aims to evaluate all classical historical sources in the 

first three centuries of the Muslim calendar. The classical sources of Ibn Ish}a>q, al-

Wa>qidi>, Ibn Sa’d, al-Bala>dhuri>, al-Ya’qu>bi>, Ibn Qutaybah, al-Di>nawari> and T{abari 

will be employed in this research.   

The main aim of this study is to analyze the development of early Muslim 

historiography that ultimately led to the emergence of T{abari>’s historical thought. 

Therefore, it is inevitable that we should deal with the classical sources and began 

with Muh}ammad Ibn Ish}a>q (d. 151/768), who was one of the earliest biography 

writers and, unquestionably, the earliest authority on si>rah and magha>zi. The original 

version of his work has been lost but Ibn Hisha>m (d. 218/834) fortunately edited it. 

Alfred Guillaumme also translated this work into English in 1955.1  

Since Ibn Ish}a>q’s work is the primary source on si>rah, it has been put under 

huge scrutiny and enormous investigation by both classical and modern scholars. 

Although he appeared to be very careful in writing history, attempting to be objective, 

critical historians have indicated the inaccuracies in his work. In his writing, he often 

uses the phrase “what has been mentioned,” “what came to my knowledge” or “Allah 

knows best.” It is also important to indicate that his biography, with excessive 

overemphasis on the miraculous dimension of the Prophet’s life, was a compilation of 

                                                 
1 See Alfred Guillaumme, The life of Muhammad, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1967). 
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anecdotes and traditions arranged chronologically. Such shortcomings were edited, 

abridged, corrected and improved by Ibn Hisha>m. 

Muh}ammad b. ‘Umar al-Wa>qidi> (d. 207/823) was the second most 

authoritative historian on biography and especially on the expeditions and battles of 

the Prophet, peace be upon him. Although al-Wa>qidi> has contributed many works on 

si>rah, magha>zi and futu>h}a>t, the researcher will in particular emphasize his  Kita>b al-

magha>zi>.2 This three-volume work deals with si>rah, ghazawa>t and magha>zi. Al-

Wa>qidi> in his introduction critically listed his historical sources. His narration of the 

expeditions and battles is very systematic and illustrative. Each narration includes the 

name of the historical event, participants, the historical narrators, the geographical 

position and the cause and outcome of the battle. Since al-Wa>qidi> represents a 

transitional period in the history of early Muslim historiography, it is of utmost 

importance to analyze his historical methodology, as such findings would undoubtedly 

help in defining the emergence of T{abari>’s historical thought.           

Muh}ammad Ibn S’ad (d. 230/845), was the third authority on si>rah. He was a 

Muslim biographer who received his training in tradition from al-Wa>qidi> to whom he 

was both student and secretary. He had the reputation of being both trustworthy and 

accurate in his writings. His greatest contribution to the field of historiography is 

Kita>b al-t{abaqa>t al-kabi>r.3 This work deals with the biography of the Prophet, his 

Companions and Followers. In fact, it contains more than four thousand biographies 

of the narrators of the traditions.  

                                                 
2 See Muh}ammad b. ‘Umar al-Wa>qidi, The kita>b al-magha>zi> of al-Wa>qidi>, (al-Wa>qidi>’s book of 
military campaigns) edited by Marsden Jones, 3 vols. (London: Oxford University Press, 1966). 
3 See Muh}ammad Ibn S’ad, Kita>b al-t{abaqa>t al-kabi>r.3 (The large book of the generations), edited by E. 
Sachau, 9 vols. (Leiden, E. J. Brill, 1905-1940); Muh}ammad Ibn S’ad, Al-T{abaqa>t al-kubra >, 9 vols 
(Beirut: Da>r S{a>dir, 1957-1968) and Muh}ammad Ibn S’ad, Ibn Sa'd's kita>b al-t{abaqa>t al-kabi>r, edited 
and translated by Syed Moinul Haq and H. K. Ghazanfar (Karachi: n.p., 1967). 
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This work includes a critical, genealogical and biographical account of the 

narrators. Because of this methodological approach, many classical historians, such as 

Muh}ammad b. Ah}mad b. Uthma>n al-Dhahabi> (d. 748/1347), Ibn al-Nadi>m (d. 

343/995) and al-Khati>b al-Baghda>di> (d. 463/1071), praised the accuracy in the work 

of Ibn Sa’d. Since Ibn Sa’d was greatly influenced by Ibn Ish}a>q and al-Wa>qidi> 

regarding the narration of the biography and the critical collection of chains of 

transmitters, this source is significant for a proper examination of the development of 

early Muslim historiography.      

There are other prominent historians who predated al-T{abari> and whose works 

are very important in defining T{abari>’s historical thought. Among the historians one 

who deserves a special mention is Ah}mad b. Yah}ya> b. Ja>bir al-Bala>dhuri> (d 279/892). 

Although this historian had written many works on history, the researcher will closely 

examine his Futu>h} al-bulda>n (The origins of the Islamic state).4 This work is of great 

significance as it represents continuity as well as novelty in the writing of history. The 

greatest novelty in the historical writing of al-Bala>dhuri> is his emphasis on geography, 

genealogical and socio-cultural history, and less emphasis on the chain of transmission 

of events. Although biographers like Ibn Nadi>m, Ya>qu>t al-H{amawi> (d. 626/1229) and 

al-Dhahabi> strongly support his authority and accuracy in writing history, many critics 

criticize him for his uncritical use of the narrated events.   

`Abd Allah b. Muslim b. Qutayba (d. 276/889) is another Muslim historian 

who predated T{abari>. Ibn Qutaybah contributed many works on history, h}adi>th, tafsi>r, 

kala>m and ‘adab. However, we will critically analyze Ibn Qutayba’s Kita>b `uyu>n al-

                                                 
4 Ah}mad b. Yah}ya> b. Ja>bir al-Bala>dhuri, Futu>h} al-bulda>n (The origins of the Islamic state) translated by 
Philip Hitti and Francis Murgotten 2 vols, (New York, AMS Press, 1968) and, Ah}mad b. Yah}ya> b. Ja>bir 
al-Bala>dhuri, Futu>h} al-Bulda>n (Beirut, Da>r al-Maktabah al-Hila>l, 1988),  
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akhba>r (Book of choice narratives), and Kita>b al-ma’a>rif (Book of knowledge).5 In 

these works, he emphasized ‘adab and historical writing about nobility. He actually 

used two separate methodologies, one for writing history and the other for writing 

legal sciences. Many historians are critical of his work for lack of chronological order, 

historical criticism and the interpretation of historical events.  

Abu> H{ani>fa Ah}mad b. Da>wu>d al-Di>nawari> (d. 290/903) was a grammarian, 

historian and theologian. His best work on history is al-Akhba>r al-t{iwa>l (General 

history).6 This book begins with the history of creation and continues with the history 

of the prophets, Persian history and selected parts of Muslim history. In this book, al-

Di>nawari> omits the chain of narrators and does not deal with his sources critically. 

The events are narrated as fables and stories, which is one of the greatest 

shortcomings of the work.   

Ah}mad b Abi> Ya’qu>b b. Wa>d}ih} al-Ya’qu>bi>’s (d. 292/897) best work is Ta’ri>kh 

al-Ya`qu>bi>, (History of al-Ya`qu>bi>).7 His history deals with Adam, the prophets and 

their nations, ancient peoples and empires, the Persians, Chinese, Romans and Islamic 

history. This work represents the geographical, religious and socio-cultural aspects of 

history. Apparently, he was a Shi’ite and presented his own version of the speculative 

question of the succession.   

In spite of being called, and rightly so, the imam of Muslim annals, very little 

has been written about Abu> Ja’far Muh}ammad b. Jari>r al-T{abari> (d. 310/923). 

Especially in Muslim academic circles, T{abari> is better known for his contributions to 

                                                 
5 See Abi> Muh}ammad ‘`Abd Alla>h b. Muslim b. Qutaybah al-Di>nawari>, `’Uyu>n al-akhba>r, (Book of 
choice narratives), 2 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, 1986) and Abi> Muh}ammad ‘`Abd Alla>h 
b. Muslim b. Qutaybah al-Di>nawari, al-Ma’a>rif li Ibn Qutaybah, (Book of knowledge) (Cairo: Da>r  al- 
Ma’a>rif, 1969),  
6 See Abu> H{ani>fa Ah}mad b. Da>wu>d al-Di>nawari, al-Akhba>r al-t {iwa>l (General history), (Cairo: Da>r 
Ih}ya>’ al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyyah, 1960). 
7 See Ah}mad b Abi> Ya’qu>b b. Wa>d}ih} al-Ya’qu>bi>, Ta’ri>kh al-Ya`qu>bi>, (History of al-Ya`qu>bi>) (Beirut: 
Da>r Dadir lil-Tiba`ah wa-al-Nashr, 1960). 
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tafsi>r than for his contributions to the field of Muslim historiography. There is only 

scattered information and few illustrations here and there about his contributions to 

the field of Muslim historiography.   

This study will reach peak in T{abari>, who was not merely a historian, but also 

an eminent authority on language, grammar, h{adi>th, fiqh, tafsi>r, kala>m and ethics. 

Evidence of the excellence of his scholarship is provided by his major works on tafsi>r 

and history, which run into many lengthy volumes. Our analysis of T{abari>’s historical 

thought will be based on his Ta’ri>kh.8 This work has been translated into English in 

thirty-nine volumes as The history of al-T{abari>. It was published by the State 

University of New York Press from 1988 through 1998.9 In this work, T{abari> 

employed his unique annalistic historical methodology, a methodology used for 

writing history from the creation of Adam down to the advent of Islam until the 

beginning of the 9th century.  

T{abari> also wrote an extensive commentary on the Holy Qur'a>n.10 This work is 

among the first major voluminous and systematic works written in the field of tafsi>r. 

T{abari> uses the most prominent narrators of the h}adi>th, who were the principal 

sources in the field of tafsi>r. Therefore, it is significant to analyze the role of tafsi>r in 

the emergence of T{abari>’s historical thought.  

The works on T{abari> mostly deal with his thought and methodology in tafsi>r, 

h}adi>th and fiqh while a detailed work on his contributions to historiography has not 

yet been written. Besides his own book on history, few works shed some light on his 

                                                 
8 See Abu> Ja’far Muh}ammad b. Jari>r al-T{abari>, Ta’ri>kh al-T{abari>: Ta’ri>kh al-umam wa al-mulu>k, 
(History of al-T{abari>: The history of prophets and kings) 6 vols., (Beirut: Da>r al-Maktabah al-
‘Ilmi>yyah, 1988). 
9 Abu> Ja’far Muh}ammad b. Jari>r al-T{abari, The history of al-Tabari, 39 vols. (New York: State 
University of New York Press, 1988-1998). 
10 See Abu> Ja’far Muh}ammad b. Jari>r al-T{abari> , Ja>mi' al-baya>n 'an ta’wi>l ay al-Qur'a>n (The 
comprehensive exposition of the interpretation of the verses of the Qur'a>n), (Beirut: Da>r al-Fikr, 1995). 
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contributions to the field of historiography. A general exposition of T{abari>’s 

biography and his contributions to h}adi>th, tafsi>r, fiqh, kala>m and historiography was 

written by Muh}ammad Zahi>li>.11 Although this work, actually a survey, provides an 

overview of T{abari>’s academic interests and his contributions, the author did not 

analyze his sources and there is a serious inadequacy with regard to the analysis of 

T{abari>’s contributions.       

Another relevant and sound source on T{abari>’s historical thought, particularly 

on T{abari>’s sources, was written by ‘Ali> Jawa>d.12  Three articles, written by one of the 

most prolific modern writers in the field of Muslim historiography, primarily deal 

with T{abari>’s sources, systematically analyzed according to the main historical 

periods. This is an excellent study, based mostly on the primary sources, which is of 

great interest to our present study.       

A survey on T{abari>’s world history was written by H{usayn ‘A<s}i>.13 This book is 

yet another overview of T{abari>’s contributions to the field of Muslim historiography. 

Although the author frequently referred to the classical historical sources, it lacks 

synthesis, analysis and interpretation of the historical ideas.       

Some of the most recent publications on T{abari> include the work of Boaz 

Shoshan.14 Being influenced by the modern historical approaches, the author 

attempted to analyze T{abari>’s History from the ideological, literary and theological 

perspectives. Such an approach, deemed a preliminary for effective textual criticism, 

                                                 
11 See Muh}ammad Zahi>li>, Ima>m al-T{abari>: shaykh al-mufassiri>n, wa ‘umdat al-mu’arrikhi>n wa 
muqaddam al-fuqaha>’ al-muh}addithi>n sa>h}ib al-madhab, (Damascus: Da>r al-Qalam, 1990). 
12 See ‘Ali> Jawa>d,  “Mawari>d Ta’ri>kh al-T{abari>,” Majallat al-Majma’ al-‘Ilmi > al-‘Ira>qi>, vols. 1-3 
(1950-1954). 
13 See H{usayn ‘A<s}i>. Abu> Ja’far Muh}ammad Ibn Jari>r al-T{abari> wa kita>buhu ta’ri>kh al-umam wa al-
mulu>k, (Beirut: Da>r al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya>h, 1992). 
14 See Boaz Shoshan, Poetics of Islamic historiography: Deconstructing T{abari>’s history (Leiden: E. J. 
Brill, 2004). 


