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Muslims were heirs to the classical and monotheistic traditions of the Near East, and
these traditions brought with them attitudes toward historiography. The translation
movements of the eighth, ninth and tenth centuries made available to Muslim thinkers
Aristotle’s disdain for history, and in Arabic prescriptions that follow an Aristotelian
model, historiography scarcely figures at all. Since it generated no truths, it was
considered dispensable. The philosophers’ disdain for history cannot explain very much,
however, because their ideas remained marginal to the mainstream Islamic tradition.
Far more important was Islamic traditionalism. It is within this traditionalist culture
that history was understood and recorded, and in part because of traditionalism that a
discrete discipline of history took so long to develop. Even more than training in the
law or rhetoric conditioned the historical perspectives of lawyer-historians writing in
Greek and Syriac, training in traditionalism tended to condition the way that most
Muslim historians viewed their task, particularly in the early period, when prescriptive
attitudes were being formed. To understand the shape of the Islamic historiographic

tradition, we therefore need to understand something about Islamic traditionalism.

Chase F. Robinson, Islamic Historiography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2003), p. 85.
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