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the case of al-Dhahabi’s (d. 1347 CE) “History of Islam”
Arabic biographical collections have been recognized for decades as one of the most valuable sources on the social history of Islam. However, technological limitations of the pre-digital and early digital era imposed a number of methodological limitations and the riches of this extremely voluminous genre still remain untapped. Two crucial developments took place in our digital age: first, most of these sources became available in fully-searchable digital format and, second, new methods have been developed for the analysis of large volumes of text. Taking advantage of these two developments one can now study these sources in a completely novel manner, posing research questions which are inconceivable within the traditional paradigm of historical inquiry.

My paper will focus on the exploratory analysis of al-Dhahabi’s “History of Islam,” the 52-volume biographical collection that covers 700 years of Islamic history (600–1300 CE) and contains about 30,000 biographical entries. The main goal of exploratory analysis is to “explore” sources without any hypotheses or theoretical assumptions. Instead of looking for specific information, exploratory approach is designed to discover salient subsets of information heuristically: in this particular case, by means of text-mining techniques that were developed at the intersection of statistics, linguistics and computer science. In my presentation I will concentrate on the analysis of mainly onomastic and toponymic data from al-Dhahabi’s “History of Islam.” Thanks to a part known as nisba, traditional Arabic names provide the historian with valuable information on person’s tribal, religious, geographical, occupational and other affiliations. Studying them with new digital methods one can trace different social, religious and economic developments in the medieval Islamic world. I will present my results—work in progress—in the form of graphs, maps and schemes.

NB: I have presented different stages of my research on several occasions. Some of current results can be found on my website: www.alraqmiyyat.org. “50 seconds of Islamic History” is one of my first attempts to use the data from al-Dhahabi’s “History of Islam” to trace how the Islamic world changed over time.

