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‘Umar b. Al-Khattab and Persian
Books: Did He Order their Destruction
or did He Benefit from them? Historical
Critical Analysis of Conflicting
Historical Anecdotes

Abdullah Esam Alobaid*

Abstract

This study scrutinizes three conflicting historical anecdotes in three sources. One
of them refers to ‘Umar bin Al-Khattab’ who used to sit with Persians in al-Medina and
benefiting from the books of the Persians, and it was narrated by Miskawayh (421 AH/1030
AD) in his book "Experiences of Nations." The second anecdote refers to ‘Umar’s order to
destroy the Persian books and was first reported by Ibn Khaldun (808 AH/1406 AD) in his
book "The Introduction’. The third is the introduction of the Timurid prince Baysungar
(837 AH/1433 AD) to his copy of "Shahnameh’ by al-Firdawsi (416 AH/1020 AD), and such
introduction reported a historical anecdote about the fate of Persian books during the
reign of ‘Umar, contradicting the two previous anecdotes. The methodology of the study of
these three conflicting historical anecdotes has three steps. Firstly, a textual comparison
between the three anecdotes has been conducted to identify similarities and differences
amongst them. Secondly, tracing back the origins of the three anecdotes and tracking
down later writings that cite the three anecdotes have been done. Thirdly, looking at the
historical context of the historical period to which the three supposed reports belong, by
benefitting from Ibn Khaldun’s theory of ‘natures of civilization". The study concludes that
it is difficult to accept the authenticity of the three historical anecdotes, and the available
historical evidence does not support the claim of these three historical anecdotes. The
study urges for further examination of how these anecdotes reached the three historians
and writers and the reasons for their acceptance of such anecdotes.
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