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2Petra M. Sijpesteijn, “Arabic Script and Language in the Earliest Papyri: Mirrors of Change,” Jerusalem
Studies in Arabic and Islam 49 (2020). p. 434.
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Ponsart and Y. Modéran (Caen, 2011), 280.
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des mondes musulmans et de la Méditerranée 158, no. 2 (2025), accessed October 25, 2025,
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2018), P.40.
2 Arnaldo Momigliano, The Classical Foundations of Modern Historiography, p.10-16.
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the Seventh Century, by James Howard-Johnston. Journal of Near Eastern Studies 72, no. 2 (October
2013): 330-333
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Abstract :

This dissertation offers a critical study of the formation of conquest narratives in
medieval accounts of the Islamic West, treating them as texts of memory shaped by the
complex interplay of remembrance, imagination, and power. The narratives that have come
down to us reveal less about “what happened” in the first Islamic century than about “what
was said” and transmitted across centuries. These texts therefore reflect processes of identity

formation and legitimation more than they provide neutral records of historical events.

To approach this subject, the study adopts a multi-layered methodology that combines
documentary analysis of contemporary coins and papyri, comparative textual criticism of
Arabic, Syriac, and Latin sources, and approaches drawn from memory studies and historical
psychology in order to explore the mechanisms of remembering and forgetting. It also
employs an anthropological-semiotic perspective to uncover the symbolic order underlying

the dominant collective imagination.
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This approach unfolds through four interconnected stages. First, the opening chapter
reconstructs the documentary and intellectual background of Late Antiquity, focusing on the
emergence of the earliest representations of the conquest in local non-Arabic writings.
Second, the study turns to the formative Arab-Islamic intellectual world, using the Qur’anic
text to understand the semantic framework through which the Arabic language interpreted
the past and shaped the worldview of the early Muslim community, as well as the socio-
cultural conditions that produced the earliest historical narratives within the Umayyad and
later Abbasid state.

Third, the dissertation traces the transmission and codification of these narratives from
Medina and Syria to the centers of authority in Egypt and Ifrigiya, showing how judges and
jurists transformed them from oral material into a form of “textual authority.” Fourth, it
examines the semantic transformation of conquest narratives in the Maghribi and Andalusi
contexts, where the event was reinterpreted in the service of distinct local identities. In
Ifrigiya, the conquest evolved into a hagiographic and jihadi discourse inspired by Christian
martyr literature, while in late al-Andalus it became a salvific and prophetic discourse

responding to political decline and crises of authority.

The study arrives at several major conclusions. Most notably, conquest narratives first
emerged as administrative and legal products within state bureaus before becoming historical
narratives, and they developed through continuous engagement with earlier Christian
religious imaginaries. The dissertation also identifies two principal mechanisms that shaped
their evolution: a process of “centralization” within official contexts that transformed them
into a normative textual authority, and a process of “local interaction” in peripheral regions

that reshaped them into instruments of communal memory.

On this basis, the dissertation proposes a new understanding of the formation of medieval
historical memory through tracing a process of “textual formation” that unfolded in three
stages: semantic foundation within the Qur’anic and Late Antique cultural worlds, alongside
a simultaneous break from them; institutional consolidation through the apparatus of the state

and judiciary; and finally, regional reinterpretation according to specific identity needs.

The study concludes that conquest narratives constitute a living record of the interaction
between collective memory and the authority of representation. They are therefore central
sources for understanding the production of historical meaning in the medieval Islamic West,
rather than mere windows onto isolated past events. In this way, the dissertation shifts the
discussion of the conquests of the Islamic West from the question “What happened?” to the

deeper question: “How was what happened remembered, why, and for what purpose?”
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