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Approaching Historical Demography through

Biographical Dictionaries: The Scholars of 8-9'"
Century AH/14-15" Century CE as an Example
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It is difficult to talk about the historical demography of the Maghreb region before the eleventh century AH/
seventeenth century CE due to the dearth of records and statistics on population, soldiers, or tax collection prior
to that time. However, the Islamic library possesses a particular kind of source —the biographical dictionary —
which can shed light on topics related to micro-demography, such as births, deaths, average life spans, population
distribution and movements, and the like. Based on data concerning 471 scholars (ulema) who lived in the Maghreb
between the mid-eighth century and the late ninth century AH (mid-fourteenth to late fifteenth century CE), and
taking into account the limited nature of biographical dictionaries with their focus on a particular social group,
this paper attempts to assess the legitimacy of reliance on biographical dictionaries for historical demographical
investigations by comparing the information provided by biographical dictionaries with statistical data available
in other sources.

Keywords: Historical Demography, Biographical Dictionaries, Statistical Approaches.
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Louis Henry, "Une richesse démographique en friche: Les registres paroissiaux," Population, vol. 8, no. 2 (1953), pp. 281-290; Pierre Goubert, "Une
richesse historique en cours d'exploitation. Les registres paroissiaux," Annales. Economies, Sociétés, Civilisations, vol. 9, no. 1 (1954), pp. 83-93.

2 Pierre Chaunu, "Démographie historique et systéme de civilisation," Mélanges de l'école frangaise de Rome. Moyen-dge, temps modernes,
vol. 86, no. 2 (1974). pp. 301-321.
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Charles Pellat, "Peut-on connaitre le taux de natalité au temps du Prophete? A la recherche d'une méthode," Journal of the Economic and
Social History of the Orient, vol. 14, no. 2 (August 1971), pp. 107-135; Charles Pellat, "Quelques chiffres sur la vie moyenne d'une catégorie de
musulmans," in: Armand Abel, Mélange d'Islamologie, volume dédié a la mémoire d'Armand Abel par ses collégues, ses éléves et ses amis,
Pierre Salmon (ed.) (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1974), pp. 233-246;

.34-9 o (2002) 4 3441 S c\bu Yo Oe8lell &Sys S sally el ial] e M polay B S ¢yl RECV WS

:aJul C;lz.;\!l Sy 4

Leopoldo Torres Balbas, "Extension y demografia de las ciudades hispanoMusulmans," Studia Islamica, no. 3, (1955), pp- 35-59; Leopoldo Torres

Balbas, "Esquema demografia de la ciudad de Granada," Al-Andalus, no. XXI, (1965), pp. 132-146; Alexandre Lézine, "Sur la population des

villes africaines," Antiquités Africaines, vol. 3 (1969), pp. 69-82; Alexandre Lézine, Deux villes d'Ifrigiva: Sousse-Tunis, étude archéologique

d'urbanisme, de démographies, (Paris: Librairie Paul Geuthner, 1971), p. 192; Mohamed Talbi, "Effondrement démographique au Maghreb

du XTI au XV s," Cahier de Tunisie, no. 97-98 (1977), pp. 51-60; Mounira Chapoutot-Remadi, "Tunis," in: Jean-Claude Garcin (Dir.), Grandes

Villes Méditerranéennes du Monde Musulman Médiéval, Ecole Francgaise de Rome, 2000, pp. 235-262; Faouzi Mahfoudh, "Aspects de la

démographie de la ville de Sfax au moyen age (IX-XIle Siécle)," Acte du colloque sur la démographie en Tunisie et dans le monde arabe,
15-16/11/1991 (Tunis: éd. CERES, 1993), pp. 73-49;
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