
Reinterpreting Islamic Historiography

Hārūn al-Rashı̄d and the Narrative of the �Abbāsid Caliphate

The history of the early �Abbāsid caliphate in the eighth and ninth centuries has long
been studied as a factual or interpretive synthesis of various accounts preserved in the
medieval chronicles. Tayeb El-Hibri’s book breaks with the traditional approach,
applying a literary-critical reading to examine the lives of the caliphs. By focusing on
the reigns of Hārūn al-Rashı̄d and his successors, al-Amı̄n and al-Ma�mūn, as well as
on the early Sāmarran period, the study demonstrates how the various historical
accounts were not in fact intended as faithful portraits of the past, but as allusive
devices used to shed light on controversial religious, political, and social issues of the
period, as well as on more abstract themes such as behaviour, morality, and human
destiny. The tragedy of the Barmakids, the great civil war between the brothers, and
the mih· na of al-Ma�mūn are examined as key historical moments which were debated
obliquely and in dialogue with the earlier Islamic past. The analysis also reveals how
the exercise of decoding Islamic historiography, through an investigation of the nar-
rative strategies and thematic motifs used in the chronicles, can uncover new layers of
meaning and even identify the early narrators. This is an important book which repre-
sents a landmark in the field of early Islamic historiography.
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EI Encyclopaedia of Islam (new ed.)
HT History of al-T· abarı̄ (SUNY translation; in bibliography

under translators’ names)
IJMES International Journal of Middle East Studies
Jahshiyārı̄ al-Jahshiyārı̄, al-Wuzarā� wa’l-Kuttāb
al-Kāmil Ibn al-Athı̄r, al-Kāmil fi’l-Ta�rı̄kh
Khat·ı̄b al-Khat·ı̄b al-Baghdādı̄, Ta�rı̄kh Baghdād
Murūj al-Mas�ūdı̄, Murūj al-Dhahab wa Ma�ādin al-Jawhar
Muwaffaqiyyāt al-Zubayr b. Bakkār, al-Akhbār al-Muwaffaqiyyāt
RMM Revue du Monde Musulman
RSO Rivista degli Studi Orientali
Siyar al-Dhahabı̄, Siyar A�lām al-Nubalā�
T· abarı̄ al-T· abarı̄, Ta�rı̄kh al-Rusul wa’l-Mulūk (de Goeje ed.)

Note on the dates

The dates given in this study are primarily common-era dates. Whenever rele-
vant, hijrı̄ dates are also given in brackets and occasionally relied on in light
of the context of analysis, as in chapter 5.
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The line of the early �Abbāsid caliphs

al-�Abbās b. �Abd al-Mut·t·alib, uncle of the Prophet

�Abdallāh

�Alı̄

Muh· ammad (d. 743)

Abū’l-�Abbās AL-SAFFĀH· Abū Ja�far AL-MANS· ŪR
(750–754) (754–774)

Muh· ammad AL-MAHDĪ
(775–785)

Mūsā AL-HĀDĪ Hārūn AL-RASHĪD
(785–786) (786–809)

Muh· ammad AL-AMĪN �Abdallāh AL-MA�MŪN Abū Ish· āq AL-MU�TAS· IM
(809–813) (813–833) (833–842)

Muh· ammad AL-WĀTHIQ AL-MUTAWAKKIL
(842–847) (847–861)

AL-MUSTA�ĪN AL-MUHTADĪ AL-MUNTAS· IR AL-MU�TAZZ AL-MU�TAMID
(862–866) (869–870) (861–862) (866–869) (870–892)
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