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From Narration to Documentation: Transformations of Critical Method in Arabic-

Islamic Historical Writing
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Abstract

This article traces transformations in critical method within Arabic-Islamic
historiography through a comparative reading of four successive figures: al-Tabari
(d. 923 CE), representing isnad-based criticism; al-Mas'udi (d. 957 CE), who
introduced rational and empirical criteria; Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406 CE), who founded

the theory of 'umran (social organization) as a criterion for distinguishing the



possible from the impossible in historical reports; and al-Magrizi (d. 1442 CE), who
incorporated chancery documents into historical verification. Drawing on
Rosenthal (1968), al-Duri (1960), Khalidi (1994), and Robinson (2003), the article
argues that this sequence should be read as a general orientation rather than a strict
linear progression, since these critical tools remained overlapping and coexistent

throughout Arabic historical writing.

Keywords: historical method; isnad criticism; Islamic historiography, Ibn Khaldun,

al-Magrizi; philosophy of history.
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