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In the first two centuries of Islam, there was no singular and uniform
historiographical tradition, and multiple schools emerged in the regions of
Medina, Irag, Syria, Yemen, and Iran. Gradually, the tension between the
perspectives of court historians and other chroniclers, the vastness of Islamic
culture, and the relative freedom of historians in employing the method of
observation or narration led to the creation of works with different approaches.
Nevertheless, Islamic historiography in the third and fourth centuries A.H.
shifted towards a narrative-oriented discourse and made less use of analytical
and critical perspectives. This article aims, using a comparative-critical
method, to provide a brief analysis of the historiographical trends from the first
to the fourth centuries A.H. and to compare the historiographical methods and
perspectives of the Umayyads and Abbasids. According to the research
findings, the Umayyads and Abbasids used history and historians as tools to
legitimize their rule and, knowingly or unknowingly, contributed to the spread
of certain historiographical distortions and deviations. Eventually, with the
beginning of the translation movement and the cultural expansion and
assimilation, conditions were created for the flourishing of historiography by
historians from the subordinate regions, and the historical perspective of
Muslim historians became more global and analytical. This culminated in a
new generation of professional historians succeeding in producing
distinguished works.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Islamic historiography underwent significant transformations during the early centuries of Islam,
notably under the rule of the Umayyads and Abbasids. This shift reflects the evolving political, cultural,
and intellectual landscapes of the Islamic world. The development of historiographical traditions in Islam
began in the first two centuries of the Hijra, when no uniform method for recording history existed.
Instead, various schools of historiography emerged in different regions, including Medina, Iraq, Syria,
Yemen, and Iran. Each of these regions contributed unique perspectives to Islamic historiography,
influenced by local cultures, political agendas, and social dynamics. By the third and fourth centuries A.H.
(8th to 10th centuries C.E.), however, Islamic historiography moved towards a more narrative-based
discourse, with a decreasing emphasis on critical and analytical approaches. This abstract explores the
evolution of Islamic historiography and examines how the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphates used history
as a tool for legitimizing their rule.

In the early Islamic period, historical writing was primarily oral, relying on the transmission of
reports (akhbar) and traditions (hadith) about the life of the Prophet Muhammad and the early Islamic
community. Historians such as Al-Duri (1999) emphasize that the initial stage of Islamic historiography
was primarily concerned with the compilation of genealogies and the recording of significant battles,
including the conquests (futuhat) of the Islamic empire (al-Duri, 1999). This early historiography reflected
the political and cultural priorities of the Arab elite, particularly the Umayyads, who sought to preserve
and promote their legacy through historical writing (Ashrafi & Khozari, 2017). The emphasis was on
recording the heroic deeds of Arab tribes and the expansion of the Islamic empire. The early historians
were often court chroniclers who served the political needs of their patrons.

However, the Umayyad period also saw the manipulation of historical narratives to support the
legitimacy of the ruling dynasty. For example, historians employed by the Umayyads often downplayed
or distorted the contributions of the Prophet’s family, particularly the descendants of Ali (Hazrati, 2003).
This led to the emergence of competing historical narratives, particularly between Sunni and Shi’a
historians, as each group sought to assert its version of Islamic history. The Umayyads promoted narratives
that emphasized their connection to the early Muslim community and their role in avenging the death of
Uthman, the third caliph. This manipulation of history was a tool for solidifying their rule and
marginalizing opposition, especially from the supporters of the Prophet's family.

With the rise of the Abbasid dynasty in the mid-8th century, Islamic historiography entered a new
phase. The Abbasids, who overthrew the Umayyads, also used history to legitimize their rule, but they
sought to distinguish themselves by promoting a more scholarly and inclusive approach to historical
writing. Abbasid historiography was heavily influenced by the translation movement, which saw the
introduction of Greek, Persian, and Indian works into the Islamic intellectual tradition (Robinson, 2013).
This period marked the beginning of more analytical and global perspectives in Islamic historiography, as
historians began to incorporate non-Islamic sources into their work.

The Abbasid caliphs, particularly during the reign of al-Ma’mun (r. 813-833), encouraged the
development of a sophisticated historiographical tradition. The establishment of the Bayt al-Hikma (House
of Wisdom) in Baghdad played a central role in this intellectual renaissance. Historians such as al-Tabari
(d. 923) produced monumental works that aimed to chronicle the history of the world from creation to
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their present day. Al-Tabari’s "History of the Prophets and Kings" is a prime example of the Abbasid
approach to historiography, which combined Islamic narratives with broader historical trends and events
from the pre-Islamic world. Unlike the Umayyads, the Abbasids sought to incorporate the histories of
non-Arab peoples, reflecting the increasingly cosmopolitan nature of the Islamic empire under their rule
(Berg, 2009).

Nevertheless, the Abbasids also used history as a means of consolidating their power. They, too,
manipulated historical narratives to present themselves as the rightful successors of the Prophet
Muhammad and to marginalize rival factions, particularly the Shi’a (Fagihizadeh & Sadeghi, 2014). The
Abbasids emphasized their descent from Abbas, the Prophet’s uncle, and sought to position themselves
as the defenders of orthodoxy against the heretical Umayyads. In this way, historiography during the
Abbasid period became a battleground for competing claims to legitimacy.

The translation movement, which flourished under the Abbasids, played a crucial role in
transforming Islamic historiography. Historians began to engage more critically with their sources, and
there was a growing emphasis on the use of reason and logic in the interpretation of historical events. This
intellectual shift marked a departure from the more traditional, narrative-based historiography of the
Umayyad period. Historians such as al-Mas’udi (d. 956) and Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406) represent this new
approach, which sought to explain historical events in terms of social, economic, and political factors,
rather than merely recounting the actions of rulers and military leaders (1bn Khaldun, 1990).

In conclusion, the transformation of Islamic historiography from the Umayyad to the Abbasid
periods reflects broader changes in the political and intellectual landscape of the Islamic world. While the
Umayyads used history primarily as a tool for political propaganda, the Abbasids fostered a more scholarly
and analytical approach to historiography. However, both dynasties manipulated historical narratives to
legitimize their rule and marginalize their rivals. The development of a critical and global perspective in
Islamic historiography during the Abbasid period was a significant intellectual achievement, and it laid
the foundation for the sophisticated historical writing that would emerge in later centuries. The legacy of
this transformation is still evident in the historiographical traditions of the Muslim world today.
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