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Principles of Biography and its Evolution - A
Study of Urdu Sirah Literature

Syed Aziz Ur Rahman®

ABSTRACT: The subject of principles of biography is often overlooked. There is
a lack of written works on this topic, particularly in Urdu. Although some
literary works in the Arab world touch upon the principles of biography, they
are not widely recognized. However, discussions on the narrative style of
biography have gained attention, prompting scholars to focus on key points. The
Muhaddith style of biography has also been a central topic in these discussions.
Early and modern Arabic texts on biographical sources are readily available,
allowing for additional contributions. While there are limited discussions on the
principle of biography, most of them are in Urdu. Therefore, this article will only
consider Urdu books to present the debate chronologically and offer a summary
of principled biographies. It is important to note that this article serves as an
introductory overview, aiming to generate interest among scholars to further
explore the principles of biography.

Keywords: Sirah, principles, biography, books, urdu, evolution

Summary of the Article

After the Messenger of Allah (peace be on him), the tradition of narrating
biographies among the Arabs was established during the time of the
Companions. This led to the inclusion of separate mentions of those Companions
who were known for narrating accounts of military expeditions i.e. Maghazi. In
those times, the term Maghazi was used interchangeably with Sirat, and the
narrators of Maghazi relied on both tradition and wisdom in their narrations.
They not only conveyed Ahadith but also emphasized the wisdom aspect of the
narrations. The narrators of Sirat, on the other hand, preserved a distinct
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tradition, which included some unknown traditions that were not mentioned in
the known books.

For instance, Balazari quoted a hadith from Madaini in connection with the Battle
of Taif, saying that Isma‘il Taifi narrated it, who heard it from his father, and his
father from some of the scholars of the Taif city. Similar examples can be found in
Ibn Hisham's account, where he narrated the words of Imam Muhammad bin
Ishaq, stating that he received them from some scholars of Bani Aslam. Balazari
mentioned other similar writings in his books, such as quoting Yahya bin Adam
from al-Haira.

Initially, biography did not emerge within any specific class, as all individuals
were involved together. However, over time, distinct classes with separate
identities began to emerge. These included the class of Muhaddithin (those
specializing in hadith), the class of jurists (fugaha), the class of biographers, and
the class of battle law experts (known today as international law). It is important
to note that these classes were not mutually exclusive, and individuals could
possess skills in multiple arts simultaneously. For example, Imam Aba Yasuf
was a jurist and sd well as a scholar of biographical works. Similar examples can
be found among other individuals.

During the early period, many books that were written could not reach us for
various reasons. Some of the authors whose works did not reach us in their
original form include ‘Urwa b. Zubair, Aban b. ‘Uthman, Wahab b. Munabbeh,
and Ibn Shihab Zuhri. Furthermore, even the books of Imam Muhammad b.
Ishaq and Imam Muhammad b. ‘Umar Waqdi, who focused on biography, have
not been fully preserved. Consequently, their principles and rules remain
unknown to us.

Therefore, it can be said that the principles of biography are still incomplete.
Although some works have been written on this subject in Urdu, the Arabic
works predominantly consist of monographs, with minimal or no mention of
these principles. Some attention has been given to the Muhaddithin style of
biography, but it remains a topic of debate among scholars and researchers.
Classical and modern Arabic texts on biographical sources are readily available,
and there is continuous progress in this area. However, discussions on important
subjects like basic biography are mostly found in Urdu.

In this short article, we will present a chronological discussion of the principles
of biography based solely on Urdu books. The purpose is to stimulate scholars'
interest in advancing this debate and further developing the principles of
biography.

It should be noted that the earlier writings mentioned in this article are some of
the early works in this field. However, none of them can be considered
comprehensive on the subject. Therefore, by presenting summaries of these
writings, we are presenting our proposals on this topic. This will hopefully
attract scholars and researchers to this important subject.

To summarize the discussion, two points can be made clear. Firstly, biography is
an art with a distinct identity, separate from other Islamic sciences. Although it
originated from the field of history, it has established its own individual and
distinctive identity. Secondly, while there is a relationship between biography
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and hadith, as both arts involve narration, there are clear linguistic differences
and distinct goals between them. Consequently, the rules of accepting and
rejecting traditions will differ for each. With these considerations in mind, we
will now attempt to determine the principles of biography, incorporating
insights from the aforementioned discussion, along with additional explanatory
sentences and points. It is worth mentioning that the principles of history and
hadith have also been referenced, given the clear relationship between the art of
biography and these two disciplines.
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