University of

Sistan and Baluchestan

o
A
O

Journal of Historical Researches of Iran and Islam

Print ISSN: 2345-2099 1+

Online ISSN: 27172953 ™49

rientalist Evaluations of Saif ibn ‘Umar al-Tamim1’s Historiéal

Narratives: A Contextual and Comparative Analysis

1. Associate professor, Department of Islamic Knowledge, faculty of Theology and the Teaching of Ahl Al-Bayt (AS), University

Maryam Saeedyan Jazi'

of Isfahan, Isfahan, Iran. msaeedyan@lItr.ui.ac.ir

Article Info

Extended Abstract

Avrticle type:

Research Article

Avrticle history:

Received: 29April 2025
Received in revised
form:7Julay 2025
Accepted:16Julay2025
Publishedonline: 6 August
2025

Key word:

Saif ibn ‘Umar,
Orientalism,

Caliphate,

Abbasids,

Iraq,

Tribalism,
Historiography,
Islamic Historiography

Abstract

The historical narratives attributed to Saif ibn ‘Umar al-Tamimf,
particularly those concerning the early Islamic period, have
received diverse judgments in modern Orientalist scholarship,
ranging from outright rejection to conditional acceptance and
discursive reconstruction.

This study adopts an analytical and comparative approach to
examine the factors and contexts influencing Saif’s narratives,
as well as Orientalist evaluations of them, across five main
dimensions:1) The spatial and temporal context of Saif’s
narrative construction;2) Social and cultural factors;3)
Religious and sectarian backgrounds and influential
movements;4) The institution of the caliphate and its political
structure; and.5) The process of Islamic historiography and its
formative sources.

Orientalist evaluations, employing structural, comparative, and
contextual analytical tools, view Saif’s reports not as neutral
data but as ideologically charged historical reconstructions.
The study presents a five-stage analytical model that reinterprets
Saif’s narratives on documentary, content-based, ideological,
comparative, and political levels.

A comparative analysis of scholars such as Julius Wellhausen,
Noth, Donner, Crone, Madelung, and others demonstrates that
the reliability of these sources can only be assessed through
multi-layered analysis within their historical and power
structures.

The findings underscore that evaluating Saif’s narratives
requires a critical, contextual, and fair-minded perspective,
grounded in their historical setting and discursive framework.
Introduction

Saif ibn Umar lived during the second century AH, a period in
which Iraqg, as the center of the Caliphate, served as a focal point
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where political, religious, and tribal currents intersected. This
context played a decisive role in shaping the historical memory
of Islam and in the narrative construction of early Islamic texts
recounting historical events.

Orientalist scholars have identified this setting as a major factor
influencingSaif’s narrative orientations. Some have emphasized
the crucial role of temporal context in shaping his reports.
Although previous studies have addressed Saif’s accounts, none
has comprehensively or comparatively examined the factors
behind their influence in Orientalist assessments.

Moving beyond the conventional focus on the authenticity or
weakness of Saif’s isnads (chains of transmission), this article
analyzes the epistemological, methodological, and cultural
contexts that shaped Orientalist evaluations of Saif ibn ‘Umar.
Using a qualitative and comparative-critical approach, the study
categorizes and differentiates Orientalist perspectives based on
methodology, scholarly tradition, research purpose, extent of
reliance on Saif’s narratives, and evaluative frameworks.

By addressing gaps in existing research, this study provides a
foundation for understanding the historiographical role of
controversial transmitters such as Saif and enables a critical
reassessment of Orientalist studies regarding early Islamic
sources in their proper contextual settings.

Material & Methods

Saif ibn Umar is one of the most frequently cited traditionists
(akhbaris) in Islamic historiographical sources, yet his reports
have generally been considered weak or unreliable.
Nevertheless, Muslim historians continued to transmit his
accounts for several centuries.

Modern Orientalist scholars, adopting critical and comparative
approaches, have analyzed Saif’s narratives in depth. Their
perspectives can be broadly categorized into three approaches:
1)Complete rejection: Based on the lack of isnad reliability and
perceived political bias.

2)Conditional acceptance: Employing a contextual and
discourse-oriented analysis, emphasizing the socio-political and
sectarian dynamics of Irag, and treating Saif’s reports as
conditionally credible.

3)Integrative and pragmatic approach: Using Saif’s narratives
alongside other sources to reconstruct Abbasid discourse,
focusing on political historiography and the representation of
power.
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By evaluating and synthesizing these approaches, it is possible
to derive a systematic analytical framework for understanding
Saif ibn Umar’s narratives.

Conclusions

The study indicates that Orientalist evaluations of Saif ibn Umar
have been shaped by multiple factors, including epistemological
and methodological frameworks, as well as cultural, ethnic,
religious, and political elements. Saif’s narratives are products
of interaction with the Abbasid caliphal discourse and serve as
part of the effort to consolidate the official version of early
Islamic history. Through structural and comparative analysis,
Orientalist scholars have identified and critiqued the ideological
layers in these narratives. They regard Saif’s accounts not as
neutral historical data, but as reflections of engineered political
memory, requiring critical, contextual, and comparative
scrutiny. The study also demonstrates that the credibility of
Saif’s reports cannot be assessed solely through isnad analysis.
Proper evaluation must consider the logic of narrative
construction, the political and social contexts of text production,
and the interaction with power structures. Such an approach
allows controversial sources in Islamic historiography,
including Saif ibn Umar’s works, to be evaluated in a scholarly,
fair-minded, and multi-layered framework.
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