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akhbart: one who writes, collects and/or transmits akhbar; historian; see khabar.

amir: emir — commander or governor.

autograph: a manuscript copied out by its author, rather than by a copyist.

dhayl: lit. ‘tail’; continuation (cf. mudhayyal) of an earlier work.

figh: religious understanding in general, and jurisprudence in particular.

Sfugaha’ (s. faqih): people who possess figh; jurists.

futiih (s. fath): conquests; usually said of the great Islamic conquests of the seventh
and early eighth centuries.

hadith: a report of the words or deeds of a religious authority, this almost invari-
ably being the Prophet Muhammad, which consists of a matn and an isnad (see
below); it is usually adduced for the purposes of generating or understanding
the law; cf. khabar.

Hijaz: the region of western Arabia where Mecca and Medina are located.

hijra (adj.: hijr7): Muhammad’s flight from Mecca to Medina in 622, which marked
the beginning of the Islamic calendar.

Ibadis: see Kharijism.

ikhtisar: lit. ‘summarizing’; see mukhtasar.

“ilm: knowledge, especially religious knowledge; cf. ‘ulama’.

isnad: the hadith’s chain of transmitters that prefaces the matn.

Jahiliyya: the name given by Muslims to describe the pre-Islamic period in the
Hijaz.

khabar (pl. akhbar): an account of the past that has primarily historical, rather than
legal, significance.

khalifa (pl. khulafa®): caliph.

Kharijism: schismatic revolutionary movement of early Islam, of which only the
quietist Ibadis now survive.

mab“ath: lit. ‘sending’, but when used in connection with the Prophet, God’s send-
ing of Muhammad.

madrasa: the institution of advanced learning that emerged during the tenth and
eleventh centuries.

maghazi: the Prophet’s raids against Hijazi tribesmen and settlements; Prophetic
biography; cf. sira.

xii
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magtal: lit. ‘murder’ or ‘killing’, conventionally used as the first part of a book
title, e.g. Magtal Husayn, The Killing of Husayn.

matn: the text of a hadith that follows the isnad.

mu’arrikh (pl. mw’arrikhin): one who assigns dates, and so a chronographer;
historian; see ta’rikh.

mudhayyal. continuation; cf. dhayl.

muhaddith (pl. muhaddithiin): a transmitter of hadith; traditionist.

mukhtasar: (usually) an abridged or epitomised version of another work.

sharh: commentary.

shari‘a: Islamic law as constituted by the Qur°an and sunna.

sila: lit. ‘connection’; usually a continuation of a book; cf. dhayl.

sira (pl. siyar); paradigmatic behavior or conduct; biography.

sunna: the paradigmatic way of an authoritative figure, this usually being the
Prophet Muhammad.

tabaga (pl. tabagat): a class, category or generation of men.

tarjama: a biographical entry in a prosopography.

ta’rikh (or the variant rarikh); date; dating; cf. ta’rikh ‘ald al-sinin: ‘history
organized by annual entries’ and 7a’rikh ‘ala al-khulafa’: ‘history organized by
caliphal reigns’; chronography; history.

traditionalism: a conserving attitude towards the past (see chapter 5).

traditionism: the study of the traditions of the Prophet (see chapter 5).

‘ulama’ (s. ‘alim): Muslims who have acquired religious knowledge, especially of
the law; the religious élite.
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Chronology I: The historians of the formative period”
Caliphs Historians
600

‘Four Rightly Guided Caliphs’ (rg. 632-661)
Abt Bakr (632-634)
‘Umar (634-644)
“Uthman (644-656)

650
°All (656-661)
The Umayyads (661-750)
Mu‘awiya b. Abi Sufyan (661-680)
¢Abd al-Malik b. Marwan (685-705)
700
“Urwa b. al-Zubayr (Medina; 712)
Hisham b. Abd al-Malik (724-743) al-Zuhrl (Medina; 742)
750
The Abbasids (750-1258)
al-Saffah (749-754) Ibn Ishaq (Medina/Iraq; 761)
al-Mansiir (754-775) Abii Mikhnaf (Iraq; 774)
Sayf b. “Umar (Iraq; 796)
Hartin al-Rashid (786-809)
800
al-Ma’miin (813-833) al-Haytham b. “Adr (Irag; 822)
al-Wagqidi (Medina/Iraq; 823)
al-Mada’ini (Irag; 830-850)
Ibn Hisham (Iraq; 835)
Ibn Sa“d (Iraq; 845)
Khalifa b. Khayyat (Iraq; 854)
850
al-Mutawakkil (847-861) “Umar b. Shabba (Iraq; 878)
al-Dinawart (Iraq; 891)
al-Baladhuri (Iraq; 892)
900

al-Mugtadir (908-932) al-Ya“qubi (Iraq; ca. 900)
al-Tabari (Iraqg; 923)

* The following includes only those historians who appear in the text most frequently. All the caliphs’
dates are regnal, and the historians’ are either approximate or conventional death dates.

X1V
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Chronology II: The historians of the classical period
Spain, N. Africa, Egypt, Syria Iraq, Iran, and the East
950 al-Mas‘udi (955)
Thabit b. Sinan al-Sabi’ (976)
1000
al-Musabbihi (1030) Ibn Miskawayh (1030)
al-“Utbi (1036)
1050 Hilal b. al-Muhassin al-Sabi® (1055)
Ibn Hazm (1063) al-Khatib al-Baghdadi (1071)
Ibn °Abd al-Barr (1071) Abii Ishaq al-Shirazi (1083)
1100
al-Qadi “Tyad (1149)
1150 Tbn al-Qalanisi (1160)

Ibn ©Asakir (1176)
Ibn al-“Imrani (1184)
1200 Ibn al-Jawzi (1201)
“Imad al-Din al-Isfahani (1201)
Ibn al-Athir (1233)
Baha® al-Din b. Shaddad (1235)
al-Kala*®1 (1237)

1250
Sibt Ibn al-Jawz1 (1256)
Ibn al-*Adim (1262)
Abt Shama (1267) Ibn al-Sa‘1 (1276)
Ibn Khallikan (1282) Ibn al-Fuwati (1323)
Ibn °Abd al-Zahir (1292)
1300
Baybars al-Manstri (1325)
Abi al-Fida’ (1331)
al-Nuwayri (1332)
al-Mizzi (1341)
al-Dhahabi (1348)

1350
Ibn al-Dawadari (1335)
al-Safadi (1363)
Ibn Kathir (1373)
1400
Ibn al-Furat (1405)
Ibn Khaldian (1406)
al-Magqrizi (1442)
Ibn Hajar al-“Asqalani (1449)

1450
al-*Ayni (1451)
al-Sakhawi (1497)
1500
al-Suyiti (1505)

XV
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Preface

As it is currently used, the English word ‘history’, in this respect like the Arabic
word ta’rikh, has a two-fold meaning. It usually means the past, be it prehistoric,
ancient, medieval, modern or even contemporary, such as is recorded in a diary.
But ‘history’ can also describe our thinking, teaching and writing about the past —
that is, a discipline or branch of learning — and it is in this sense that British
university students read history and American students major in history. ‘History’
thus overlaps with ‘historiography’, an inelegant term that is extremely useful
because it means only one thing: writing about the past. And since historiography
means nothing more than writing about the past, the title of this book suggests that
it is about how and why Muslims wrote history. This is true, but it is also imprecise,
since I actually describe how Muslims wrote history in Arabic during the forma-
tive and classical periods of Islam. Why only Arabic, and why only the formative
and classical periods — whatever that may mean? A few words of explanation are
in order.

According to one recent estimate, there are well over one billion Muslims living
today, the great majority in Asia and Africa, but over 32 million in Europe and five
million in North America. They speak a variety of languages and belong to a
variety of ethnic groups. Much of the growth of Islam is a relatively recent
phenomenon, but throughout nearly all of Islamic history, Muslims have encour-
aged (and only very rarely compelled) conversion, and this by setting inspirational
examples, offering fiscal or commercial incentives, building cities and otherwise
transforming patterns of settlement and social life. The result is that for nearly all
of Islamic history Arabs have been in the numerical minority. Now it is true that
Islam was born amongst the Arabs of early seventh-century Arabia, that nearly all
positions of authority in the early state (the caliphate) were monopolized by Arabs,
and, according to nearly all who defined it, that the position of the caliph was to
be held by a kinsman of Muhammad himself, that is, a member of the Arab tribe
of the Quraysh. But after about AD 900 Islamic history has relatively little to do
with Arabs — indeed, even less to do with Arab tribes and kinship — and much more
to do with Persians, Turks and many other non-Arab ethnic groups. Although
Muhammad’s native town of Mecca would always remain at the centre of the
ritual world, at least for those Muslims who regularly prayed towards it or made

Xvi
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the pilgrimage there, already by the end of the seventh century Muslims had aban-
doned it as the centre of their political world, which they made first in Syria and
then in Iraq. The Near East has long held strategic significance for those engaged
in East—West trade, but Arabia proper is now politically significant principally
because of the chance discovery of oil.

If ethnic Arabs were edged off the centre stage of Islamic history at a relatively
early date, their written language always retained its prestige amongst Muslims
of nearly all stripes. Far more than Latin matters to Christians and even Hebrew
to Jews, Arabic matters to Muslims: the responsibility to command some of the
language, even if just a passing acquaintance with its alphabet or a few memorized
lines of the Qur’an, is commonly felt by non-Arab Muslims, wherever they may
live. In part, this can be explained by attitudes towards scripture, or, more precisely,
by attitudes concerning scripture and authority: whereas Christians of the Reforma-
tion made translating the Latin Bible into vernacular languages part of their
programme of wresting authority away from an established clergy, the Arabic of
the Qur’an was generally held to be inviolate by all Muslims, reformist or other-
wise. When Ibn Taoimart (d. 1130) preached a puritanical Islam amongst the Berbers
of North Africa, he made a point of teaching them Arabic so that they could read
the Qur’an in God’s own language. This said, attitudes towards scripture alone
cannot explain the near monopoly enjoyed by Arabic on virtually all fields of
higher learning in North Africa and the Middle East that took hold during the
seventh and eighth centuries, and, in any case, attitudes towards scripture were
influenced by broad trends.

The conquests of the mid-seventh century, when Muslim armies pushed the
Byzantines out of North Africa, Egypt, Syria and Palestine, and put an end to the
400-year-old rule of the Sasanians in [raq and Iran, resulted in an Islamic state that
was ruled, at least initially, by and for Arab Muslims, some of whom had been
townsmen, but many of whom saw themselves as pastoralists. Still, as one Chinese
aphorism has it, ‘it is possible to create an empire on horseback, but it is impos-
sible to rule from that position’. Muslims, too, understood that empire building
meant settling, building cities, putting in place an administration and bureaucracy,
and generating a cultural matrix in which Arabs and non-Arabs alike could par-
ticipate. During the first centuries of Islamic rule, Arab and non-Arab, Muslim and
non-Muslim — indeed, virtually anyone with any intellectual ambitions to speak of
— accordingly adopted Arabic as the language of high culture. This process of
Arabicization, which should be distinguished from that of Islamicization (that is,
conversion to Islam), took some time, and its course naturally varied from region
to region; but in one form or another, it was nearly irresistible. Arabic almost
entirely replaced Aramaic as the lingua franca of the Fertile Crescent, while in
Iran, and in other regions where early Islamic administration was thinner and local
culture more robust, its impact was still strong: Persian would survive, but only in
Arabic dress, written in an Arabic alphabet and teeming with Arabic loan words.
So even though the political unity of the Middle East that resulted from the great
Islamic conquests of the mid-seventh century was relatively short lived (about 200
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years), the cultural and intellectual patterns that Arab-Muslim imperialists had
created by settling and patronising learned culture in Arabic would endure. Even
today, Arabic survives outside the Arab Middle East as a written language of theo-
logical and legal expression, much like Latin in some Catholic institutions of
learning. History has probably not seen a more successful instance of linguistic
imperialism than the spread of Arabic, propelled as it was by the expansion of the
Islamic state.'

The emergence and spread of Arabic in the Middle East count not merely as one
of the signal achievements of early Islamic rule, but as an exceptionally creative
moment in human history, one which would produce a volume and variety of
literature that rival any other linguistic tradition. Early Islamic scholarship was
initially concentrated in centres of post-conquest Arab settlement and administra-
tion, particularly the Iraqi cities of Basra, Kufa and, somewhat later, Baghdad
itself, which was founded soon after the Abbasid branch of the Quraysh overthrew
the Umayyad branch in 750 (the ‘Abbasid Revolution’). It was in cities such as
these that Arabic was transformed from a largely oral medium into a language and
literature of great possibilities: grammar was worked out, thereby making Arabic
literary culture universally accessible, and disciplines of learning and genres of
literature emerged, particularly under the patronage of eighth- and ninth-century
caliphs. That the metropolitan centre of the empire was to generate so much learn-
ing is natural enough: it was where patrons and resources were concentrated,
attracting in equal measure the ambitious and talented from Iraq and beyond. But
it is also natural that the provinces should eventually produce some learning too,
and this they did, particularly during the ninth and tenth centuries, when Iraq fell
into political and economic decline. By this time, the formative period of Islam
had come to an end. Arab settlement in many of these regions had originally been
relatively thin: in numbers, Arab settlers in the far Islamic west (present-day Spain)
and east (Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Afghanistan) were always dwarfed by non-
Arab indigenous populations, but after years of assimilation and cultural transfor-
mation, provincial cities now began to produce scholars in large numbers,
particularly under the patronage of newly independent dynasties.

The Baghdad-centred caliphate of the earliest Abbasids was to some degree
unifocal, but already in the days of Hariin al-Rashid (rg. 786-809) the seeds for
these provincial dynasties were being sown. The result was a polyfocal Islamic
world, in which dynasties, great and small, long and short-lived, Turkish, Kurdish,
Persian or otherwise, would take root in areas stretching from the western Mediter-
ranean to central Asia. With the notable exceptions of the Umayyads of Spain,
independent since the Abbasid Revolution in 750, and the Fatimids, a Shi‘ite
dynasty that would rule Egypt from 969 to 1171, virtually all of these dynasties
owed their legitimacy either to the now-enfeebled Abbasid caliph himself, or to the
law (the shari‘a) that he had come to symbolize. In either case, these dynasties had

! For the aphorism, I draw upon A. Khazanov, ‘Muhammad and Jenghiz Khan compared: the religious
factor in world empire building’, Comparative Studies in History and Society 35 (1993), p. 469.
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XX Preface

a stake in patronizing the cultural patterns first mooted in Iraq, which, as far as
learning was concerned, meant patronizing Arabic, Arabic letters or an Arabicized
language (such as New Persian). Even those exceptional dynasties (including, but
not limited to the Fatimids) that had Shi‘ite sympathies would follow suit. Such
historical affinity as exists between Shi‘ism and Iran only dates from shortly after
the discovery of the New World, which is recent history in Near Eastern terms. At
this point, we have entered the early sixteenth century, which produced not only
the first dynasty to make Shi‘ism the faith of an Iranian state (the Safavids), but
also the Ottoman conquest of Cairo, which put an end to the long-lived Mamluk
dynasty of Egypt (rg. 1250-1517). Arabic learning would survive both the Safavids
and the Ottomans, and in some respects it would even flourish. But for the pur-
poses of this book, these events mark the end of what I have called the classical
period, and only exceptionally shall I have anything to say about the tradition
after 1500.

Being the prestige language of scholarship, Arabic was the language of histori-
ography, exclusively so for early Muslims, and increasingly so even for Christians
living under Islamic rule. This pattern holds until the late tenth and eleventh cen-
turies, when dynasts in the eastern Islamic world began to reinvigorate Persian as
a written language, first its poetry and then its prose; Persian-speaking historians
such as Ibn Funduq al-Bayhaqi were writing in Arabic as late as the middle of the
twelfth century, but the fashion was now changing, and the East would eventually
produce a vibrant tradition of Persian historiography. Much later, the Ottoman
Turks would also patronise Turkish historiography, and other Islamic languages
would produce traditions of their own. No doubt some of my critics will fasten
onto this point, insisting that this book should have been entitled something like
Islamic Historiography in Arabic (the preceding paragraphs should make it clear
why Arabic Historiography is out of the running). But Islamic Historiography in
Arabic is both indecorous and pleonastic. Like it or not, the fact is that much of
what was written in Arabic in this period was written by non-Arabs (perhaps the
greatest of all historians of the first three centuries, Abui Ja®far al-Tabari, was
Persian) who, as learned Muslims, expressed themselves according to the linguistic
norms of the day. This meant writing in Arabic. Islamic historiography would
become polyglot, but it had always been a collective endeavour. And by the time
that Muslims began to write their history in Persian or Turkish, the tradition had
begun to follow a number of discernible patterns, some of which were set already
by the middle of the ninth century, others emerging in the twelfth and thirteenth.
To understand Persian historiography one needs not only Persian, but also some
grounding in the Arabic tradition from which it emerged; and an understanding of
Persian historiography only complements what the Arabic tradition can teach us
about Islamic historiography. The same survey that demonstrates the great vitality
of local history writing in Persian also speaks of the ‘remarkable continuity’ of that
tradition from Arabic into Persian. Similarly Turkish: there may be nothing in
Arabic that can match Babur’s glorious autobiography in Chagatai Turkish, but by
this time (the early sixteenth century), earlier objections to autobiographical writing
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xxii  Preface

had been overcome in Arabic. Like the Persian historiographic tradition, the Turkish
is rooted in the Arabo-Islamic tradition.?

This book assumes that the reader is curious enough about Islamic history and
historiography to bother reading about it, but that he or she possesses no training
in Islamic history, much less the Arabic language. In fact, I would regard it as a
ringing success even if only a few of its readers were inspired to take up either of
the two, and it is in part for those who wish to learn more that I bother with
transliterating Arabic terms into their standard forms. Those who learn Arabic will
come to know how to pronounce z, t, s, etc. For Arabophile and Arabophobe alike,
a few simple points of grammar and vocabulary must be made at the outset, how-
ever. First, the Arabic definite article (there is no indefinite article) is al, which is
prefixed upon the qualified noun: so kit@h (a book) and al-kitab (the book).
Second, when feminine nouns are put in the construct state, their a ending becomes
at: so the sira (biography) of Muhammad and the sirat Muhammad (‘the sira [life]
of Muhammad’) refer to the same work. Third, ‘Ibn’ (or ‘ibn’) means ‘son’, and
will frequently appear in abbreviated form (‘b.”) in genealogies, as will ‘Abu’
(father; in the genitive, ‘AbT’): so ““Ali b. Ab1 Talib’, which is the full name of
Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law °Ali, literally means ‘Ali, the son of the
father of Talib’ (bt. abbreviates bint, ‘daughter’). Fourth, the adjective ending ‘T’
(fem. ‘iyya’) denotes a relationship of one kind or another, e.g. ‘al-Tabari’
(geographic, ‘the person from Tabaristan’), ‘Hanbali’ (academic, ‘the person who
follows the legal thinking of Ahmad b. Hanbal’), and ‘al-Qurashi’ (tribal, ‘the
person from the tribe of the Quraysh’).

To simplify and clarify things for non-Arabists and non-Islamicists, I have drawn
some illustrations from pre-existing translations, and included a brief glossary,
maps, a chronology, death dates, and some suggestions for further reading. For
similar reasons, I have made only infrequent mention of Islamic dating, which is
based on a lunar rather than solar cycle, and which began in 622 of the Common
Era (C.E.). This hijri dating, which takes its name from Muhammad’s emigration
(the Hijra or Hegira) from Mecca to Medina, more frequently appears here in the
publication details of Arabic texts, where it is marked by ‘H’ (books published in
Iran are generally dated according to a modified hijr calendar, which need not
concern us). On occasion I cite more than one Arabic edition, but in this regard, as
in many others, I make no attempt to be comprehensive. The reader should also

2 For the Persian local tradition, see A.K.S. Lambton, ‘Persian local histories: the tradition behind them
and the assumptions of their authors’, in Yad-Nama in memoria di Alessandro Bausani (Rome,
1991), i, pp. 227-238; for the Persian rhetorical tradition’s debts to Arabic, K.A. Luther, ‘Islamic
rhetoric and the Persian historians, 1100-1300 A.D.’, in J.A. Bellamy, ed., Studies in Near Eastern
Culture and History in Memory of Ernest T. Abdel-Massih (Ann Arbor, 1990), p. 93; for a translation
of Babur’s autobiography, his The Baburnama: Memoirs of Babur, Prince and Emperor, trans. W.M.
Thackston (Washington, D.C., 1996); for a study, S. Dale, ‘Steppe humanism: the autobiographical
writings of Zahir al-Din Muhammad Babur, 1483-1530°, IJMES 22 (1990), pp. 37-58.
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xxiv Preface

know that most of the authors and books mentioned here can be tracked down in

the new edition of the The Encyclopaedia of Islam (Leiden, 1954-), which has

now reached the letter Y, and in J.S. Meisami and P. Starkey, eds., Encyclopedia of

Arabic Literature (London and New York, 1998), which is complete; both provide

even more bibliography. For those equipped with greater ambition and rudimen-

tary German, the standard reference works are C. Brockelmann, Geschichte der
arabischen Litteratur (Weimar, Leipzig and Leiden, 1898-1949) and F. Sezgin,

Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums, vol. 1 (Leiden, 1967); the former covers all

the ground covered here, the latter, the first four centuries of Islam. Those with

Arabic will almost certainly also know of ‘U. Kahhala, Mu‘jam al-mu’allifin

(Damascus, 1957-1961, with multiple Beirut reprints).

As an introduction to what obstinately remains a forbidding field, this book is
intended to complement some pre-existing literature, particularly F. Rosenthal, A
History of Muslim Historiography, second ed. (Leiden, 1968), T. Khalidi, Arabic
Historical Thought in the Classical Period (Cambridge, 1994), and J.S. Meisami,
Persian Historiography to the End of the Twelfth Century (Edinburgh, 1999), all of
which must be read by anyone whose interest in the topic has survived the present
book. From these it differs in what it asks of the reader, and, even more important,
in approach. As a social historian who works primarily (but not exclusively) on the
basis of texts, I have put what some may feel is undue emphasis on the social
function and production of the historiographic tradition. In other words, I have said
nearly as much about how and why Muslim historians wrote as I have said about
what they wrote. I leave it to the reader to determine if this emphasis is undue, or,
as I believe, overdue. Suffice it to say here, my intention has not so much been to
survey (as does Rosenthal) or interpret (as does Khalidi) the classical tradition, as
much as to make it comprehensible. I set about doing this in two ways. First, I have
tried to describe the production of historiography within the sociology of learning
broadly conceived, which means touching on everything from the historians’ con-
ceptual debts to Islamic law to how they earned their living and organised their
notes. Second, I have proposed a three-part typology of historiography — chronog-
raphy, biography and prosopography — that is intended to impose some order on a
huge and unruly body of books.

What do these terms mean?

1. By chronography, I mean those genres that describe events as they occur in
time, organizing them according to annual entries (in which case it is annalistic)
or caliphal reigns. Universal histories, which begin with Creation, and cover the
non-Islamic world generally insofar as it relates to Islamic history, are conven-
tionally chronographic, local history less frequently so, since it often takes one
prosopographical form or another.

2. The Islamic tradition produced biographical narrative of various sorts, but by
biography I mean only single-subject works that relate the life of a person, the
coverage usually being representative rather than comprehensive. As we shall
see, in Arabic it is conventionally called sira (‘way of acting’), which clearly
expresses the paradigmatic force of biographical writing. If the prestige form
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Preface xxv

of chronography was universal history, the prestige subject of biography was

Prophetic biography, but there were others, even in the earliest period.

3. By prosopography, I mean writing about social groups, rather than the collec-
tive study of social groups, as the term is commonly understood by modern
historians (the Greek prosopon means ‘face’ or ‘person’). Whereas biography
is about exemplary or otherwise distinctive individuals whose lives — however
exceptional or heroic — take meaning from their times, prosopography compiles
and organises those items of biographical data that mark an individual’s
belonging to a group, the individual entry generally being called a farjama. (We
shall see that the growth of the tarjama would blur the distinction between
prosopography and biography.) Many of these works, which have parallels in
western and non-western traditions (e.g., the Chinese), are conventionally called
‘biographical dictionaries’.?

Much more about these definitions will be said in chapter 4. Here it is enough
to note that the categories are meant primarily to be heuristic, rather than pragmatic:
this is not a Handbuch intended for practitioners, and I limit myself to some general
comments about the utility of the sources for writing Islamic history. For excellent
discussions along those lines, the reader might consult C. Cahen, Introduction a
Ihistoire du monde musulman médiéval: Vlle-XVe siecle (méthodologie et éléments
de bibliographie) (Paris, 1983) (a revision of J. Sauvaget and C. Cahen, Introduc-
tion a I’histoire de |’ Orient musulman [Paris, 1961], which has been translated into
English as Introduction to the History of the Muslim East: A Bibliographical Guide
[Berkeley, 1965]), R.S. Humphreys, Islamic History: A Framework for Inquiry
(rev. ed., Princeton, 1991), and T. Nagel, Die islamische Welt bis 1500 (Munich,
1998). All three are exemplary in several ways.

It is a historiographic truism that the survival of historical sources is a matter
of history itself, and the same thing can be said of the ideas and categories that
historians invent to make some sense of their sources. The historical context of this
book and series is the growth of the academic study of Islam and Islamic history,
their intention being to open a door into Islamic studies for the uninitiated and, it
is my own special hope, to ventilate some of its mustier corners as well. To serve
a broad audience — students, scholars, and the odd Islamicist, too — I have tried to
strike a balance between simplifying, generalizing and comparing on the one
hand, and exemplifying on the other; the syntax of this sentence is deliberately
unbalanced. Here and throughout I take consolation in an aphorism credited to
H.H. Munro: ‘A little inaccuracy sometimes saves tons of explanation’.

* 1 am not the first to use the term ‘prosopography’ in this sense; see M.J.L. Young, ‘Arabic
biographical writing’ in M.J.L. Young et al., eds., Religion, Learning and Science in the ‘Abbasid
Period (Cambridge History of Arabic Literature; Cambridge, 1990), p. 170.
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