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my colleagues in the Department of Religion at Mount Holyoke College
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were a frequent source of refreshment from the weariness of study.
Thanks, finally, to Carol, my wife, friend, and fellow-traveler who took on
this project with me and deserves much of the credit for its completion.
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Introduction: the prism of modernity

Since the middle of the nineteenth century, Muslim thinkers have faced
numerous and repeated challenges to classical Islamic ideas about reli-
gious authority. Upheavals in the Muslim world have stimulated wide-
spread reexamination of the classical sources of Islamic law as Muslims
have struggled to preserve, adapt, or redefine their social and legal norms
in the face of changed conditions. A central issue in this ongoing struggle
has been the question of the nature, status, and authority of the sunna,
the normative example of the Prophet Muhammad. Because of
Muhammad’s status as messenger of God, his words and actions are
accepted by most Muslims as a source of religious and legal authority
second only to the Qur’an. Indeed, the Qur'an itself repeatedly com-
mands its readers to obey Allah and His messenger. The imitatio
Muhammadi thus became the standard for ethical behavior among
Muslims, forming the basis for Islamic law and setting the standard for
even the most mundane activities — the order in which fingernails should
be cut or the proper length of the beard. During the twentieth century,
however, the position of sunna has been threatened in a variety of ways as
Muslim thinkers have searched for a solid basis for the revival of Islam.
The problem of sunna has become the most important dimension of a
modern Muslim crisis of religious authority, occupying a central place in
Muslim religious discourse.

Understanding the Muslim struggle to define the position of sunna is
critical if we are to understand fully the experience of modern Muslims,
but the topic also has universal relevance for our understanding of how
adherents to the great religious traditions have faced the challenges posed
by modernity. The way that modern Muslims have faced their own crisis
of religious authority, centered on sunna, suggests insights into a larger
problem in the study of religion, that is, the relationship between tradition
and modernity and the related question of how participants in a great tra-
dition deal with change. Our central subject, then, is tradition — not tradi-
tion according to current scholarly fashion, but tradition in an
old-fashioned sense: a deposit of knowledge or truth, originating with a
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2 Rethinking tradition in modern Islamic thoughi

past authority, and handed down within a religious community.! In
Islamic thought, tradition in this sense is embodied in the sunna of the
Prophet, preserved by his followers and faithfully handed down within
the Muslim community. For most Muslims, sunna is a symbol of the link
with the Prophetic era, the representation of the Prophet in the here and
now, a concrete embodiment of the need that Muslims have felt in every
generation for continuity with an ideal past.

In seeking to understand modern Muslim discussions of sunna and
what they tell us about tradition and modernity, we must take on a ten-
dency, evident in many treatments of modern Muslim intellectual
history, to view the development of Muslim ideas in heuristic terms.
Modern Islamic thought, according to the paradigm adopted by many
orientalists, is in a transitional phase in which Muslim thinkers must
come to terms with the inexorable forces of modernity, rationalism, and
liberalism emanating from the West. According to this paradigm, exem-
plified in Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s classic Islam in Modern History,
modern controversies among Muslims, such as the debates over sunna
described in this study, should be viewed as skirmishes in an ongoing
battle between tradition and modernity, revelation and reason, liberalism
and reaction.

Such an approach presumes a clearcut dichotomy between tradition
and modernity, a presumption which is deeply rooted in Enlightenment
thought, but which deserves reexamination. For Enlightenment
thinkers, reason was a searchlight, piercing the darkness of tradition,
breaking through a fog of ignorance to illuminate the truth. The pioneers
of the Enlightenment might be excused for dramatizing the clash of
reason and tradition or reason and revelation so starkly: they were
engaged in a battle for liberty of thought, in which their lives were some-
times at stake. But in so portraying the conflict of reason and tradition,
Enlightenment thinkers perhaps failed to recognize the degree to which
they were, themselves, rooted in the traditions from which they claimed
to have escaped.

Against the Enlightenment tradition, which is still pervasive in western
academic culture, I would suggest that tradition is not an enemy of
change, but the very stuff that is subject to change. Tradition both
changes and may be used to justify change; it can, in fact, be revolution-
ary.? The history of Islamic thought provides numerous examples of how
the intellectual tradition of Islam has provided the underpinnings for
adaptation, reform, and revolution. The early Kharijite movement, the
‘Abbasid “revolution,” and the reformism of Ibn Taymiyya are early
examples of the dynamism of tradition. The “Islamic” revolution in Iran,
the strength of Sunni revivalism in the Arab world, and the emergence of
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Islamic feminism are some widely divergent examples of more recent
movements that look to tradition to justify change.

At the same time, it is also evident that tradition is frequently appealed
to as a way of defending against perceived inn.()?ration, as a way of preserv-
ing threatened values. Alternative uses of tradition are thus a ma;orvbattle-
ground; there is fierce competition to control the process by which the
content of tradition is defined, and for modern Muslims, sunna has
become the bitterest point of conflict. Thus, the modern prpplem of
sunna arises out of conflict among Muslims over the def}mnon and
content of the authentic tradition, and over the method by which that tra-
dition is to be defined. : .

If modernity and tradition should not be viewed as dlafnetru':ally
opposed to one another, how are we to understand their relationship? I
would suggest a reversal of the En!ightenmenlt metaphor. Rather thap
viewing modernity as a source of light, dispelling the d.arkness of tradi-
tion, we should instead imagine tradition as a beam of lfght, refracted .by
the prism of modernity. A tradition emerges from the prism of modernity
as a multi-colored spectrum of responses. Some responses will show Lt?e
effects of modernity much more dramatically than others, but none will
be entirely untouched. At the same time, each color‘of the spectrum, each
different response, is clearly rooted in the tradition. All responses to
modernity from a religious tradition, and even those tha}t seem to have left
the tradition altogether behind, maintain a certain cc.muany with r.hf-T tra-
dition, just as each band of the spectrum is present in the light entering a
prism. ‘ .

Numerous issues of concern to modern Muslims might be used to
illustrate this pattern. Modern debates over womerf’s right_s and status, for
example, provide a vivid illustration of the dramaucall..y‘ divergent uses to
which the tradition can be put. So-called neo-mu‘tazilism, tl?e revival of
certain aspects of Mu'tazilite theology to justify a rat'ionallst.method,

offers another example. But no case can provide a better illustration of the
relationship of tradition and modernity in Islam than the very symbol anFl
anchor of the tradition, the sunna itself, for as I will argue her‘e, sunna is
the fulcrum on which the central debates over religious authority turn.

The major contention of this work, then, is. Fhat modern Mus};ms,
along with participants in all great human tra‘dltlon.s, are engage.d in an
ongoing process of rethinking the traditions in wl_nf:h they participate.
Some, of course, deny any connection with the tradition, and oth(.:rs deny
that their activity can be called “rethinking,” preferring to see it as the
revival or preservation of some ideal and unchanging model.
Nonetheless, even the most radical opponents of tradition are not depart-
ing from the tradition, but molding it and seeking to lay claim to the
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anthestleliy it hentows, Likewise, even the most conservative defenders of

sevvr Wi hanged

Methodology

Fhe understanding of the relationship of tradition and modernity that I
have pwaposed has important implications for our approach to the history
ol ydean. [n the study of modern Muslim intellectual history — indeed, all
mtelleviual history — the attention of scholars is quite naturally drawn to
currenis of thought that would seem to be new, innovative, holding
promise for change. Our attention is riveted especially on ideas that may
seem to be the peculiar product of modernity and seem to arise from a
struggle to reconcile tradition with the pressures of the modern world.
But this tendency is both a product of our own cultural biases and a
vestige of the Enlightenment idea of progress. Too often such an
approach projects the wishful thinking of the scholar onto his subject; we
tend to focus upon ideas and figures that meet with our approval, neglect-
ing broader, but less attractive, currents of thought. Change is not always
uni-directional, nor does it always come in packages that seem attractive
to academics. The Iranian revolution and the resurgence of fundamental-
ist and evangelical Protestantism in the United States are cases in point.
Both developments came as a surprise to many scholars, and some con-
tinue to believe, or hope, that these are merely potholes on the otherwise
smooth highway of secularization.

The danger of emphasizing the attractive, the new, or the progressive
correlates closely with certain difficult methodological choices faced by
anyone engaged in tracing the history of ideas. Among the most impor-
tant of these is the choice between emphasizing outstanding individuals
and emphasizing general trends or “schools of thought.” Albert Hourani
astutely identified the dangers in both approaches.? If we stress the
impact of outstanding individuals, we must be certain that the figures
chosen are truly influential and truly representative of significant trends
in thought. Perhaps the greatest danger inherent in such an approach is of
focusing on thinkers whose ideas meet with our approval; we judge
someone significant because his or her ideas are attractive. Yet the second
method, emphasizing schools of thought rather than individuals, risks a
blurring of distinctions between individuals and the false imposition of
unity on diverse ideas.

In this work I have chosen the second approach. If we are concerned, as
we must be, with the influence of ideas and not just with the ideas them-
selves, then we risk less by choosing to analyze general trends in thought
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rather than individuals. Indeed, the problem of sunna cannot, in my judg-
ment, be adequately addressed by viewing a few outstanding writers in
isolation. Although individual thinkers figure prominently in my analysis,
I take them as representative of broader trends or viewpoints. Our
concern must be not merely to understand the work of such individuals,
but to examine the intellectual climate out of which their ideas grew and
the responses their ideas have elicited. In other words, we must heed the
reactions of those who may be far from first-rate thinkers, but whose
opinions are nevertheless important indicators of the spread of ideas.

In choosing my sources, I have applied a simple test: if a published
statement draws a measurable response, it is important; if it passes largely
unnoticed, it is not. In effect, then, I have gauged the importance of a
work in proportion to the level of controversy it has elicited.
Consequently, the major sources for this study are mostly connected with
a handful of controversies over sunna in Egypt and Pakistan.

The method I have adopted to analyze modern writings on sunna and the
controversial literature that has grown up around them has been to
extract from these writings the most important (i.e., most frequently
recurring) themes, to establish the context and background of these
themes in classical Islamic scholarship, and to analyze modern positions
on the topic. In other words, I have attempted to map out the most promi-
nent issues, the zopoi, around which discussions of sunna have been con-
centrated, and to analyze the main positions established on these issues
by modern Muslims. This approach holds certain disadvantages. It
cannot, for instance, do justice to the historical or social context in which
each approach to sunna has emerged. Moreover, by isolating sunna as an
independent issue it may obscure the interconnectedness of the ideas of
an individual or group. A topical approach also has great advantages,
however. Such an approach closely reflects the way that Muslims them-
selves have approached the problem of sunna and it accurately mirrors
the structure of their own discussions. In this way it has been my intent to
portray modern discussions of sunna as part of an ongoing conversation
among Muslim intellectuals centered on a common quest for a vision of
society which is at once true to the tradition and relevant to the contem-
porary situation.




1 The relevance of the past: classical
conceptions of Prophetic authority

Modern debates about religious authority are shaped by what Muslim
see when they look back at the early history of Islam. Consequently thes:
modern debates must not be approached in a historical vacuum, as ,if the
represent completely new and unprecedented challenges to t’raditionasi
1deas_about religious authority. In some respects the discussions I will
describe are indeed new and a product of modern circumstances, but in
othgr respects they look surprisingly like discussions that tool,< lac
durm.g the ff)rmative phase of Islamic legal thought. The conteﬁt oe;
Muslim tradition was a matter of controversy long before the reemer-
gence of these questions in the nineteenth century. In fact, hardl
element of the classical consensus about Prophetic author; b e
established without serious contest. it
Controvers}es over sunna, both ancient and modern, should be viewed
as an ess?ntlal corollary of efforts by Muslims to adapt doctrine t
change.d circumstances. Because of the stature of sunna as a symbol of th0
autho'rlty of Muhammad and as a source of continuity with the past .
doct'rmal dispute, no legal controversy, no exegetical discussionpcan, rl;o
carrled- on without reference to it. Even for those who seek to reject it:
authqnty, sunna has proved too important to ignore. Consequently, earl
Muslims produced their own spectrum of approaches to sunna Z,s e d
trum remarkably similar to the modern one. Herein lies the cor,mecrt)iocr;

tt>hetwee1:1 ancient and modern debates over sunna, and the significance of
e ancient debates to this study.

The classical consensus

MosF classical theories of sunna incorporated three essential elements. I
classical manuals of Islamic law, the term sunna refers to the authoritat.ivz
:);zr:tpllleisssotzslviz:)ammad agd reco'rded in traditions (hadith; akhbar)
ds, his actions, his acquiescence to the words or actions of
others, and his personal characteristics (si/3).! Thus the first defini
clement of the doctrine of sunna in its man'lre form is the exclusive ide:tlf
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fication of the term with Muhammadj; sunna is by definition sunnat al-
nabi, the sunna of the Prophet. The second element of the classical theory
of sunna is the complete identification of sunna with hadith reports
traced to Muhammad and judged to be authentic; sunna is coextensive
with the set of authenticated traditions.? A third and final defining char-
acteristic of sunna is its status as revelation (wahy). Sunna, according to
classical doctrine, was revealed by God through the agency of the Prophet
just as was the Qur’an.? Both sunna and Qur’an spring from a single
source, and the distinction between them is of form only, not of sub-
stance. The difference between the two classes of revelations is in how
they are used and in the certainty with which they are known. The Qur'an
is revelation that is used in ritual recitation (tilawa), while the sunna is not
recited (ghayr matliz). In the case of the Qur’an both text and meaning are
of divine origin and can be relied upon with complete certainty, but for
sunna the wording of the text is merely conjectural and only the reliability
of the sense is guaranteed.

The main building blocks of a classical consensus on sunna were i
place during the career of Muhammad b. Idris al-ShafiT (d. 204 AH.).
Moreover, it seems that al-Shafi‘t was himself chiefly responsible for inte-
grating these building blocks into a coherent system of jurisprudence by
effectively championing the adoption of his method as the only legitimate
approach to sunna. His great effort, and one in which he was largely suc-
cessful, was to argue for the exclusive identification of “sunna” with spe-
cific precedents set by Muhammad, that is, with authentic traditions
traced back to the Prophet himself. Those who opposed him on this point
were the adherents of the early regional “schools” of jurisprudence — in
the Hijaz, in Iraq, and in Syria — who held to less rigorous definitions of
sunna. They incorporated in their definition of sunna not only Prophetic
hadith, but also various other sources of precedent, including the
example of the Prophet’s Companions, the rulings of the Caliphs, and the
practice that had gained general acceptance among the jurists of that
school. It was against this flexible notion of sunna as the cumulative
accepred practice of the early schools of jurisprudence, what Schacht calls
the “living tradition” of the schools, that al-Shafi‘? directed the greater
part of his polemics.*

Evidence of al-Shafi'T’s success in championing the identification of
sunna with Prophetic hadith and in establishing the superiority of this
sunna over other sources of precedent is clear: after Shafi‘i we seldom find
the term sunna used for anything other than the sunna of the Prophet.’
But al-Shafi‘’s defense of the position of authentic Prophetic hadith as
the sole legitimate source of sunna was only a part of his effort to create a
system of jurisprudence centered on a coherent approach to the sources
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of Islamic law, Delincating the relationship between the various sources,
especially the relationship of Qur’an and sunna, was central to his project.
On this question al-ShafiT forcefully argued the thesis that the sunna
stands on an equal footing with the Qur'an in authority for “the
command of the Prophet is the command of God.”¢

The fact that al-Shafi‘T had to engage in polemics on such issues — the
exclusive identification of sunna with specific precedents of Muhammad
or the revealed nature of sunna - provides sufficient evidence of the exis-
tence of a spectrum of approaches to sunna prior to and during his career.
At least two approaches to sunna were represented among al-Shafi‘i’s
contemporaries: one was the approach of the early legal schools with their
“living tradition”; another was that of the speculative theologians, the ahl
al-kalam, who rejected hadith altogether in favor of reliance on the
Qur’an alone. ShafiT engaged in extended polemics with both of these
groups.” Consequently, we know that a variety of different attitudes to
sunna existed and were debated during the career of al-Shafii. But it is
less clear when and how these attitudes emerged in the two centuries sep-
arating his career from that of Muhammad.

Sunna before al-Shafi‘i

The word sunna predates the rise of Islam and is well attested in pre-
Islamic sources. Sunna is derived from a root meaning of the verb sanna,
“to form, fashion, or shape” and by extension, “to institute, establish, or
prescribe.” Bravmann has shown that the concrete meaning of sanna, “to
assign a certain amount of money or goods to someone,” was extended in
specialized usage to refer to the action by which an individual decrees or
establishes something.® Consequently, sunna must of necessity refer to a
practice decreed or instituted by a particular person or a group of definite
persons.® Sunna cannot refer simply to the customs of a tribe or group,
but must be associated with a specific individual who instituted it.!?

The pre-Islamic notion of sunna was almost certainly applied to
Muhammad even during his lifetime.'" It is improbable that a religious
and political figure of the reputation and stature of Muhammad was not
consciously emulated by his followers.!> Moreover the Qur’an, although
it never mentions sunnar al-nabi, certainly gives the Prophet special status
and authority among Muslims by the oft-repeated command to obey God
and His Prophet.!* “When the Word of God calls the Prophet’s character
‘exemplary’ and ‘great,’” argues Rahman, “is it conceivable that the
Muslims from the very beginning, should not have accepted [sunna) as a
concept?”!* The absence in the Qur’an of specific references to the sunna
of Muhammad does suggest that the application of the term sunna to the
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Prophet is post-Qur’anic, but it does not justify the conclusion that the
idea of the Prophet as exemplar was a late development.'® .

We may conclude, then, that some notion of sunna was applxed. to
Muhammad and was in circulation at a very early stage, perhaps c'iurmg
his lifetime. But there is none of the rigidity about early understandings of
sunna that we find in the classical discussion. Ideas about sunna devel-
oped in a context of rapid social and political change, when notions of
religious authority were fluid. From the beginning Muhammad, as mes-
senger of God, was the focus of religious authority. But wk{en the Prophet
was no longer with them, Muslims were not of one mind about how
Prophetic authority should be mediated. In the ecarly years after
Muhammad’s death it is likely that the dominant assumption, which was
pres;:rved in Shi‘ite ideas of religious authority, was l_:hat Muhammad’s
authority would be taken up and wielded by charismatic SuCCessors. Such
a notion of religious authority would render sunna, in its classical formu-
lation, more or less irrelevant. What need is there to preserve tht.: norma-
tive example of the Prophet when you have a living embodlmgm of
Prophetic authority? Later Shi‘i theologians did not reject the notion of
sunna, but for them the locus of authority and the source of sunna was
with the Shi‘i imams. But for those Muslims who had no charismatic
leader to stand in the place of the Prophet, appeals to the practice of the
Prophet became decisive. Nevertheless, until after al-Shafi‘1 there was no
clear Sunni consensus about how Muhammad’s authority was to be pre-
served, passed on, and interpreted. :

Consequently, early Muslim ideas about sunna differed from class1§al
definitions of sunna in important ways: first, early Muslims did not give
Muhammad’s sunna precedence over the sunnas of other prominent
Mus;lims, notably the early Caliphs and his other Companions.; second., at
this early stage Muslims did not always identify sunna with specific
reports about Muhammad, i.e., hadith reports did not serve as thg excil._,l-
sive vehicle for sunna as they later would; and, finally, early Musllms.dld
not draw the rigid distinctions between the various sources of religious
authority, especially between sunna and Qur’an, that are so carefully
delineated by later scholars.

Prophetic sunna and other “sunnas”

The most obvious point of difference between pre- and post-Shafi‘t
notions of sunna has to do with the relationship between the sunna of the
Prophet and other “sunnas.” Central to al-Shiafi‘l’s system was Fhe
uniqueness of Muhammad’s sunna over all other sources of authority.
For al-Shafii the only true sunna was Prophetic sunna, al-sunna
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al-nabawiyya, and this he exclusively identified with authenticated Pro-
phetic hadith. In his view traditions from any source other than the
Prophet are of no account and carry no weight when measured against
Prophetic precedent.!® The success of al-Shafi‘i ’s thesis is well attested in
subsequent legal writings; as Juynboll points out, later writers “hardly
ever thought of sunna as comprising anything but that of the Prophet.”!”

There is abundant evidence, however, even from al-Shafii ’s own writ-
ings, that this elevation of the Prophet’s sunna was slow to develop, and
that in the minds of earlier Muslims the sunna of the Prophet was simply
one among several potential sources of religious authority, including the
Qur’dn, the sunnas of the Companions, and the sunna of the early
Caliphs.'® The equality of other “sunnas” with the sunna of the Prophet is
reflected in traditions used to defend the existing legal doctrines of the
early schools of law against attacks from proponents of Prophetic tradi-
tion. It is reported, for example, that ‘Umar b. al-Khattab, when asked
about appointing a successor, replied that he could either follow the
Prophet and leave the matter open or follow Abii Bakr and make an
appointment; either course of action would be sunna.!® In another case,
‘All reports that Muhammad and Abi Bakr both applied forty lashes as a
penalty for drinking while ‘Umar applied eighty; in the words of the tradi-
tion, “All this is sunna.”?° Aba Yiisuf adds: “Our companions are agreed
that the punishment for drinking wine is 80 stripes.”?! Yet again ‘Umar,
on his deathbed, instructs the Muslims on the sources from which they
should seek guidance when he is gone: the Qur’an, the Muslims who emi-
grated to Medina with Muhammad (muhdjirin), those in Medina who
welcomed the Muslims (ansdr), the people of the desert, and finally the
protected communities of Jews and Christians (ahl al-dhimma).?? After
the formalization of Islamic jurisprudence, the absence of sunna from this
listing would have been unthinkable; its absence here tells us that even
though the idea of Prophetic sunna may have existed from the earliest
years of Islam, it had not yet achieved universal acceptance as an indis-
pensable source of religious authority.2> Whatever the provenance of such
traditions, those who circulated and cited them did so in order to assert
the equality in theory and, in some instances, the superiority in practice of
other sources of authority over traditions from the Prophet.

Prophetic sunna and Prophetic hadith

A second important difference between early Muslim ideas about sunna
and those of the classical period concerns the link between the sunna of
the Prophet and hadith. The content of sunna in its classical usage is spe-
cific: sunna is coextensive with the set of authenticated hadith traced to
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Muhammad. To many carly Muslims, by contrast, sunna and hadith
remained conceptually independent, and the two concepts did not fully
coalesce until after al-Shafi‘l. We especially notice a dissociation between
hadith and sunna in early historical reports, where “sunna” is often used
generically signifying nothing more than “acceptable norms” or
“custom” and where the sunna of the Prophet, “al-sunna al-nabawiyya,”
seems to connote not a set of specific, identifiable precedents but a
general appeal to principles of justice. In al-Tabari’s history, for example,
where references to sunna are frequent, the term is most often used in a
generic sense as the antonym for heretical innovation (bid ‘a) and without
any reference to specific precedents.?* Tabari talks of the sunna of God,
the sunna of the Muslims, the sunna of Aba Bakr and ‘Umar, and, sur-
prisingly infrequently, he mentions the sunna of the Prophet. When “al-
sunna al-nabawiyya” is explicitly mentioned, it is often in the context of
political oaths or slogans used by rebels. Crone and Hinds have shown
that the formula “Kit@b Allah wa sunnat nabiyyihi,” as it is recorded by al-
Tabari, was the rallying cry of every major revolt, regardless of the partic-
ular ideology of the rebels. “Sunna” in this formula represents not an
appeal to specific precedents set by Muhammad, but an appeal to a
general standard of justice and right conduct of which he is the most pow-
erful symbol.?

Early theological epistles offer more evidence of the independence of
“sunna” from specific precedent. The Risdla fi’l-Qadar of al-Hasan al-
Basri, for example, allegedly written at the request of ‘Abd al-Malik
(65-86 A.H.), mentions the sunna of the Prophet in a very general way
but is empty of references to specific cases; and this despite ‘Abd al-
Malik’s specific request for “a transmitted report (riwgya) from any one
of the companions of the Prophet of God.”?¢ That the author of the
epistle could mention the sunna of the Prophet, yet fail to cite any specific
traditions and expressly admit that the controversy about free will and
determinism was a new development, suggests that he viewed sunna not
as a collection of concrete precedents, but as a vague principle of religious
authority without specific content.?” The same pattern of vague, formu-
laic references to sunna and clear dissociation between sunna and hadith
can be observed in The Kitab al-Irjdof al-Hasan b. Muhammad b. al-
Hanafiyya, the first letter of Ibn Ibad to ‘Abd al-Malik, and the Risala of
Abii Hanifa addressed to ‘Uthman al-Batii.?® Even in instances where
sunna clearly has concrete content, referring to specific rules, it often
remains conceptually distinct from hadith. A pattern of appealing to
sunna or al-sunna al-nabawiyya quite independently of hadith reports is
evident, for example, in early legal writings and discussions. In fact, the
earliest Islamic legal reasoning seems to have been virtually hadith-free;
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lawyers may have believed they were treading in the path of the Prophet,
but they felt no obligation to back this claim with documentation. It was
only gradually, over the course of the second century A.H., that “the infil-
tration and incorporation of Prophetic ahadith into Islamic jurispru-
dence” took place.?”

The suggestion that the notion of sunna was distinct from the phenom-
enon of hadith transmission should not be construed to imply that the
pattern of hadith transmission was itself a late development. Since
Schacht the terminus ante quem for the regular use of the isndd and the
development of a formal system of hadith transmission has been repeat-
edly revised backwards. Recent research suggests that the earliest hadith
reports can be traced back to the first century A.H. and quite probably to
the Companions of the Prophet themselves.?® But if hadith or proto-
hadith reports began to circulate in the very earliest years of Islam and if,
as we have argued, the notion of Prophetic sunna is also traceable to the
time of the Prophet, then what accounts for the independence of the two
ideas? The most satisfying hypothesis postulates the existence, from a
quite early date, of a class of individuals associated with the promotion of
sunna and a second distinct class known for collecting and transmitting
specific information about Muhammad and other prominent Muslims,
i.e., a class of hadith transmitters. Sometimes the work of these two groups
may have overlapped but, on the whole, as Goldziher first pointed out,
early Muslim biographers viewed association with the sunna as something
quite distinct from expertise in hadith.?! Juynboll has elaborated this argu-
ment, showing that in early biographical accounts individuals who are
associated with sunna are seldom identified as experts in hadith. In fact,
they are frequently criticized for careless transmission of hadith or even for
outright fabrication of reports.3? This situation apparently persisted into
the period of early legal activity; early gadis were not often distinguished by
their knowledge of hadith, even though they are usually identified as pro-
tagonists of sunna. Thus the notion of sunna and the phenomenon of
hadith transmission originated and grew separately, following parallel but
largely independent lines of development until after al-Shafi7.

Sunna and Qur’an

So far we have established that sunna, prior to al-Shiafi, was a principle
of authority identified closely but not exclusively with Muhammad, and
that the idea of sunna remained conceptually independent of specific
hadith precedents. But what was the relationship between sunna and
Qur'dn? Or, to state the problem more broadly: how did early Muslims
view the relative status of the Qur’an, Prophetic sunna, and non-
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Prophetic sunna? One thing is clear: early Muslims did not draw sharp
distinctions between sources of authority which, in the classical period,
became sharply distinguished. During the earliest years of Islam, the
Qur’an, the sunna of the Prophet, and the sunnas of the Corr'lpanions and
early Caliphs were bound together in a largely undifferentiated mass of
tradition, all of it marked with the aura of revelation.” During a period
when this material was being used loosely, unsystematically, and primar-
ily for moral edification, no urgency was attached to the task of defining
the precise nature of the sources and their relationship to each qther. But
in the face of an increasingly complex religious and political environment
this unsystematic approach could not last. As conflicts shook the commu-
nity, the need arose to find firm support for one’s own views and ways of
undermining the evidence of one’s opponents. This required the estab-
lishment of a hierarchy of revealed material whereby the evidence one
liked could be justified and the evidence of one’s opponents could be dis-
missed. The mass of “revealed” material had to be systematically differ-
entiated. It was out of this contingency that the nascent disciplines of
jurisprudence (us al-figh), hadith criticism (‘wliim al-hadith), and abro-
gation (al-ndsikh wa’l-mansitkh) emerged. ' :

This period of turbulence and conflict over the sources of Islamic l:aw is
amply testified to in the polemical writings of al-Shifi‘i. The central issue
in these debates was the relative status of various sources of legal author-
ity: the Qur’an, the sunna of the Prophet, the sunnas of other authorities,
and various methods of legal reasoning such as giyas and istihsan. Ip the
polemical literature of these debates three main groups may be identified:
legal pragmatists (akl al-ra'y), speculative theologians (ahl al-kalam), and
partisans of tradition (ashab al-hadith).

The ahl al-ra’y were eclectic in their approach to sources and preferred
the accepted practice of their own school above systematic applicatior? of
a universal theory of legal authority. This was the party of the earliest
region-based schools of law and jurisprudence. These schools recognized
and made use of Prophetic sunna, but they failed to distinguish it sharply
from other sources; sunna was but one source among many. Thus they
upheld the conclusions of their own methods of legal reasoning in the fac.e
of contradictory hadith. For the ahl al-ra’y, coherent application of their
own doctrine took precedence over systematic reliance on the Qur’an or
Prophetic sunna. .

The ahl al-kalam took a more radical line, rejecting the authority of
hadith altogether.>* What we know of their ideas about sunna is drawn
primarily from polemical works written against them. We get our ﬁrst
substantial view of their arguments from the writings of al-Shafi‘T. During
al-Shafii’s time the ahl al-kalam are portrayed as rejecting almost all
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hadith reports. For traditions to be accepted by them, the assurance of
their accuracy would have to match the reliability of the Qur’an.’® They
accepted no reports about the accuracy of which there is the smallest
doubt and they believed that hadith, being of uncertain veracity, should
never be allowed to rule on the Qur’an.?¢ They were, in fact, reluctant to
accept any extra-Qur’anic evidence for legal problems dealt with in the
Qur’an and tended to regard questions not referred to in the Qur’an as
having been left deliberately unregulated by God.3” Naturally, they were
highly critical of both the traditionists’ method and the results of their
work. Although the traditionists claimed to accept or reject hadith on the
basis of the qualities of the transmitter, their method was, in fact, purely
arbitrary according to their opponents. As a result of the inadequacy of
the traditionists’ work the corpus of hadith is filled with contradictory,
blasphemous, and absurd traditions.38

The béte noire of both of these groups, representing the position that
finally won the day, was the party of the traditionists, the ashab al-hadith.
The traditionists were dedicated to the proposition that traditions from
the Prophet represent the only viable basis for sunna — that sunna and
authenticated Prophetic hadith are, in fact, coextensive. As hadith profes-
sionals, their livelihoods were bound up in the gathering and transmittal
of received knowledge, and they naturally considered their own activity to
be the authentic representation of the Prophet’s legacy and authority. The
attitude they represent is probably an early one, extending back to the
earliest collectors and transmitters of hadith. The traditionist thesis was
powerful, seeming to offer Muslims a concrete, easily definable, and
irrefutable link with the Prophet through the medium of hadith. It was
difficult, if not impossible, for a Muslim to deny the theoretical authority
of truly authentic traditions - to do so would be to question the authority
of the Prophet himself.

In fact neither the ahl al-ra’y nor the ahl al-kalam rejected the authority
of the Prophet in theory. They did, however, question whether, as the tra-
ditionists held, hadith reports were the best representation of that author-
ity. What gave force to these debates was the fact that each of these groups
believed itself to be acting on the legacy of the Prophet; they were not
fighting over whether to follow the Prophet, but rather over how to follow
him. The issue between the a%l al-ra’y and the traditionists was not over
whether the Prophetic example, when clearly manifest, was authoritative;
on this point they agreed. What they differed on was whether the legacy of
the Prophet was always best represented by hadith precedents. The akl al-
ra’y thought that hadith must sometimes be subjected to other overriding
principles which better represent the spirit of the Prophet; among these
principles they included the continuous practice of the community and
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general principles of equity. In other words, while agreeing with.the trafii-
tionists on the importance of sunna, the akl al-ra’y differed over its precise
content and meaning. .
Similarly, the ahl al-kalam, at least as they are portrayed by al-Shaﬁ‘l
and Ibn Qutayba, do not argue that the Prophetic example is not author}-
tative. They argue rather that hadith does not accurately reflect this
example and that the true legacy of the Prophet is to be found elsewhere -
first and foremost in following the Qur’an. As al-Shafi‘i portrays them tbe
ahl al-kalam are concerned primarily with the reliability of the transmis-
sion of reports (ahdadith; akhbar); they do not challenge the authoriryf of
the Prophet nor do they question the duty of the Muslims to obey him.
Shifii is quick to make use of this admission. If, as his opponents grant,
God did command obedience to the Prophet, then he must necessarily
have intended particular commands. These rules, set out by Muhammad
in his words and actions, are therefore authoritative for Muslims and they
can reach later generations of Muslims only by means of traditions
(akhbar).® At the core of al-Shafi‘T’s argument is a simple propositi.on:
having commanded believers to obey the Prophet, God must c_ertamly
have provided the means to do so. As it turned out, the ahl al-kalam were
unable to withstand the force and logic of the traditionist argument. We
find that the later ahl al-kalam, the Mu‘tazila, while they maintained a
degree of skepticism with regard to hadith, bowed increas?ng.ly to the
pressure of the traditionist arguments in favor of hadith. Jahiz 1llus'trat.es
the ambivalence felt by many of the Mu‘tazila: the sunna would be indis-
putable, he claims, if only we had sure knowledge of it. Unfortunat.ely
flaws in the process of transmission have made the task of recapturing
authentic information about the Prophetic sunna impossible. Yet his
skepticism does not keep him away from hadith himself. Thus he laments
the failure of the early Muslims to establish the authentic sunna as they
had the text of the Qur’an while at the same time he makes free use of
hadith to bolster his own arguments.*°
The classical approach to the relationship between the Qur’an and the
sunna was forged within this polemical environment and the outcome
was much affected by these debates. In the doctrinal synthesis that grew
out of these controversies two seemingly contradictory tendencies
emerge. On the one hand there is a clear concern for establishing the text
of the Qur’an as unique, uncorrupted, and incorruptible: a product of the
divine will without taint of human influence or intervention.*! Yet around
the same time we find the increasing articulation of another apparently
contradictory doctrine according to which sunna, like the Qur’an, is also
a product of divine revelation; they originate at the same source, an.d
they share the same authoritative status. This belief begins to appear in
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traditions which define the relationship between sunna and Qur'an and
assert the revealed status of the former. Thus we find it reported that
“Gabriel used to descend to the Prophet with sunna just as he descended
with the Qur’an.”*? Whenever Muhammad received a revelation, he was
also delivered a sunna to explain it.*> The belief reflected in these tradi-
tions, that sunna is a product of direct divine revelation, was latent in the
outlook of the earliest Muslims, but the formal identification of sunna as
wahy is a later development, probably an outgrowth of the second- and
third-century controversies over the sources of Islamic law.%

This antinomy, that the Qur’an is unparalleled but that the sunna is
nevertheless equal to it in status, was enshrined in the classical formula
which defines sunna as unrecited revelation (wahy ghayr matlii) and differ-
entiates it from recited revelation (wahy matli), which is found only in the
Qur’an. The distinction made here is one of form and not of substance.
Sunna is not a different mode of revelation, but it is used differently and
transmitted differently.*> This formula maintains the superiority of the
Qur’an in the realm of ritual and devotion while asserting the equal status
of the sunna as a source of legal authority. In the Qur’an both the words
and commands are of divine provenance; in the sunna only the intent of
the command is trustworthy, for the text itself is liable to corruption.
Shafi‘l seems to be aware of this formula: “The prophet of God proffered
nothing that was not [by the agency of] wahy,” he writes, “for wahy
includes [both] that which is recited [i.e., the Quran] and also wahy by
which the Prophet established sunna.”*® This doctrine is not an important
element of his argument, however, and he makes little use of it in his
polemics, preferring to support his views by Qur’anic exegesis. By the
time of Ibn Qutayba, however, the doctrine was well established. It was an
argument that clearly had utility in the usi! debates, first as a general
defense of the traditionist position, but more particularly as a means of
dealing with the vexing problem of abrogation (naskk).*’ The application
of naskh involved the assertion that a particular command found in the
Qur’an or in the sunna had been nullified by God Himself. In the ustl
controversies, a critical question was whether sunna could abrogate a
command from the Qur’an and, similarly, whether the Qur’an could be
interpreted as abrogating an element of sunna. Pre-Shafii legists seem to
have had no problems with this: they accepted abrogation of the Qur’an
by means of the sunna and vice versa, drawing no great distinction
between the two sources. But this eclectic approach was threatened by the
arguments of the ahl al-kalam who took advantage of apparent inconsis-
tencies between the two sources to undermine sunna, arguing that in all
such cases the Qur’an must take precedence. Shafii, to divert such
attacks, rejected both naskh of Qur'an by sunna and naskh of sunna by
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Qur’an. After him, as “the threat from the Qur’an-only party recc.zded,”
the older, looser attitude toward naskh reasserted itself.*® At this pou}t the
utility of the doctrine of the divine provenance of sunna revealed itself,
and in subsequent literature we find increasing reference to the revealed
nature of sunna as a means of justifying abrogation of Qur’an by sun)n_a.
Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889) offers an early exampl.e. Abrogation of Qur’an
by Qur’an or Qur’an by sunna are equally admissible, he says, because
sunna, like the Qur’an, was brought to the Prophet by Gabriel fFom. God;
hence, wahy which is Qur’an can be abrogated by ‘walgy. Wthh.l.S not
Qur’an.* Al-Ghazali offers a concise statement of the classical position:

There is no dispute concerning the view that the Prophet.diq not abrogate the
Qur’an on his own initiative. He did it in response to‘insplranon. God does the
actual abrogating, operating through the medium of His Prophet. One ought thus
to hold that the rulings of the Qur’an may be abrogated by_the Prophet, ljather
than solely by the Qur'an. Although the inspiration (wahy) in these cases is not
Qur’anic inspiration, the Word of God is nevertheless one. God does not have two
words, one expressed in the Qur’an style which we are bidden to recite publicly,
and called the Qur’an, while the other word is not Qur’an. Goq ha.s but one word
which differs in the mode of its expression. On occasions God lnfilcates .hlS Word
by the Qur’an, on others, by words in another style, not publicly recited, and
called sunna.’°

The doctrine of the divine origin of sunna also had utility in other spheres
of classical scholarship. It was particularly important, for instance, a)s_ a
justification for the key role played by sunna in the discipline of Qur'an
interpretation (zafsir). Both ancient and modern authc?rs .hgve argued tpat
sunna is indispensable in the task of Qur’anic exegesis; it is the practical
outworking of the revealed text and the essential cor'nr.nentary on th.e
Qur’an. The claim that, apart from sunna, the Qur'an is incomprehensi-
ble is not idle: sunna is the only source for information about abrog,a_lte.d
and abrogating verses as well as the only guide to the cont)e_xt of Qur’anic
legislation (asbab al-nuzal). Hence the maxim “the Qur'an has greater
need of the sunna than the sunna of the Qur’an.”>! The accusation has
been made repeatedly in both ancient and modern debates about sunna,
with some justification, that those who oppose hadith do so merc?ly to
have their own way with the Qur’an. Raising sunna Fo a place of \.’lrt}lal
equality with the Qur'an was one means of protecting the organic link
between the two sources.

Sunna after al-Shafi‘i

After the third century A.H. we find hardly a word spoken in opposition to
the main tenets of the classical doctrine of sunna. From this point on, until
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debates over sunna reemerge in the nineteenth century, the nature or justi-
fication of sunna are not important issues. We no longer find any confusion
between the sunna of the Prophet and other sunnas, nor does the essential
reliability of hadith come into question. In theory Prophetic sunna was
ascendant, even over the Qur’an. Hence the maxims “The sunna rules on
the Qur’an, but the Qur’an does not rule on the sunna” and “The Qur’an
has greater need of the sunna than the sunna of the Qur’in.”
This was, by all appearances, a complete triumph for the ashab al-hadith.
In fact, however, their victory was limited. While the traditionist definition
of sunna had won the day, the traditionists were not entirely successful in
their bid to establish the primacy of hadith in the field of law. Acceptance of
the theory was one thing, application in practice quite another. The classi-
cal madhhabs might have found the doctrine of sunna promoted by al-
Shafi7 and his traditionist allies irrefutable, but they showed themselves
unwilling to abandon their positions on substantive matters.
Where actual legal points were concerned there were still a great many
ways to get around the application of a particular tradition without ever
challenging the theoretical position of sunna.’? Recourse could be
sought, for example, in the argument that not all that the Prophet had said
or done had legal intent. Only the most extreme of the traditionist legists,
those of the Zahiri school along with some Hanbalites, made imitation of
the Prophet in every detail a matter of legal obligation. All of the other
schools of law insisted on the need for an interpretive step between a tra-
dition and its legal application: not every tradition that appeared to be a
command was in fact a command.3? Hence the division of commands
into legal categories: required, recommended, indifferent, discouraged,
and forbidden. Such categorization could be used to mitigate the effect of
traditions one did not like and there was, in fact, much difference of
opinion among jurists on how certain practices should be categorized.
What is more, the jurists generally accepted a distinction between the
actions of the Prophet that were related to his religious mission and other
actions, declaring the latter to be non-binding. Even such a staunch
defender of hadith as Ibn Qutayba maintains this distinction. He divides
sunna into (1) that which was brought by Gabriel; (2) that which was
instituted by Muhammad’s own ra’y and is binding, but subject to revi-
sion and; (3) non-binding sunna, bearing no penalty for failure to follow
it. This argument too found its way into hadith in the form of the famous
date-tree tradition. According to this report, after having given what
proved to be faulty advice to some unfortunate Medinan date farmers,
Muhammad said: “I am only human. If I command something related to
religion, then obey, but if I order you to do something on the basis of my
own opinion (ra’y), then I am only a human being.”54
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The jurists also argued that understanding the legal import of an
incident from the life of the Prophet required an acquaintance with the
surrounding context. We find this attitude enshrined in a numbe.r of
polemical traditions in which one Companion accuses others of erring,
not by transmitting incorrectly, but by disregarding the context f‘md
thus coming to an incorrect conclusion. One of the most frequently cited
such incidents, and one that recurs repeatedly in modern discussions of
the problem of sunna, has ‘A’isha refuting the tradition “the ‘dt?ad
suffer from the mourning of their relatives over them” by explaining
that the report resulted from a careless combining of two unrelated
statements. The Prophet, while walking near the grave of a recently
deceased Jewish woman said that she was suffering and then added: “Hc?r
relatives are mourning over her.” Some of his hearers misunderstood his
intent and put the two statements together, concluding that the woman
was suffering as a result of the mourning of her relatives.>®> The lesson is
clear: there is more to the sunna than just accepting traditions at face
value. '

Of course the main recourse for preserving existing legal doctrine
without challenging the theoretical authority of sunna proved to be the
science of hadith criticism itself. The jurists learned to play the attribu-
tion game, substituting arguments from traditions for other methods of
reasoning. Since the sunna of the Prophet was now elevated abovc? all
other sources of precedent, there was a powerful motive for the attribu-
tion of opinions to Muhammad which had previously been attributed to a
Companion or Successor or simply based on ra’y. Hence the phenome'-
non of the backward growth of isndds. With the establishment of the tradi-
tionist definition of sunna the method of choice for refuting the views of
an opponent was to discredit his authorities — to tear apart his isr.zd.ds.
Indeed, it can be persuasively argued that it was this sort of cowpetmon
that gave rise to the hadith criticism in the first place. According to the
traditional account, the systematic study of hadith and the scrutiny of
isndds resulted from the altruistic response of pious scholars to wide-
spread forgery of traditions. The guardians of tradition are supposed Fo
have begun scrutinizing the character of those who transmitted reports in
response to political upheaval, the emergence of new and dangero_us he::e-
sies and the deaths of those who could claim to have a personal link with
the Prophet himself. This standard explanation fails adequately to
account for the atmosphere of conflict in which hadith criticism emerged,
however. Even the name given to the nascent science, al~jarh wa al-ta ‘dil,
wounding and rectifying, belies romantic notions of its origin. I-_Iadi_th
criticism was often employed as a means of waging intellectual battle with
one’s opponents; the rating of traditions, building good isnads for oneself
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and questioning the isndds of one’s enemies, was a way of combating
opposing evidence while justifying one’s own positions.

Finally, the orthodox schools of law sealed their position, and placed a
shield around existing legal doctrine by means of their doctrine of con-
sensus (jma‘). As many scholars have pointed out, ijma* provides the
logical foundation, although not the formal basis, for the whole system of
Islamic law. In the final analysis, even sunna itself may be considered to be
validated by #ima . The result was that, for the orthodox madhhabs, the
substance of the law remained only peripherally affected by the triumph
of the traditionist views about sunna. The acceptance of the classical doc-
trine of sunna simply shifted the locus of debate. In practice the legal doc-
trine of the various schools of law was shielded from revision and
remained largely unaffected by the triumph of the traditionist thesis.

There remained an important exception to this pattern. Among the fol-
lowers of Ibn Hanbal, traditionist ideas remained relatively undiluted.
The Hanbalis mounted a prolonged movement of protest against the ten-
dency, prevalent in the other schools, to resist the strict application of
hadith. For this reason, as Hodgson points out, Hanbalism has been a
remarkably creative force in Islamic history:

Hanbalism had never really been primarily a school of figh at all. It remained a
comprehensive and essentially radical movement, which had elaborated its own
figh in accordance with its own principles, but whose leaders were often unwilling
to acknowledge the same kind of taglid as provided the institutional security of the
other schools, and rejected the ijmd " tradition of the living community on princi-
ple. fjuhad inquiry remained alive among the Hanbalis; each major teacher felt

free to start afresh, according to the needs of his own time for reform in a puritan
direction.>”

The vitality of Hanbalism illustrates the creative tension that had arisen
out of the divergence between the classical theory of sunna and the actual
doctrine of the madhhabs. The orthodox schools of law had given assent in
theory to the importance of hadith while resisting its thorough application
in practice. In so doing they made themselves vulnerable to the continued
attacks of traditionists who sought to base practice exclusively on hadith,
literally understood. As long as practice diverged from hadith the doctrine
of sunna provided an authoritative standard against which the moral, reli-
gious, and legal status quo could be measured. It was in this context that
the notion of reviving the sunna (ihya’ al-sunna) took on special signifi-
cance. Sunna was viewed as a tool for purification and reform and an
appeal to sunna allowed all intermediate authorities to be dismissed. It is
just such a pattern of sunna-based reform that forms the background for
the reemergence of sunna as a problem in the mid-nineteenth century.

2 The emergence of modern challenges to

tradition

Since the mid-nineteenth century the nature of Brophetic autlr?ority has
emerged as a critical issue for Muslim religious thinkers. The nineteenth
century was a period when the hegemony of the \!.Uest ar}d .the corre-
sponding political and economic weakness of ML.:shlrn societies created
intense pressure for reform of Islamic legal and social institutions, both to
accommodate western values and to restore the strcngt'h of Islam. Tbe
pressure for reform in turn created pressure to reexamine the essentlgl
foundations of religious authority in Islam. Concerns about Prophetic
tradition became central to this reexamination. .

Several aspects of the colonial experience encograged a special preoc-
cupation with Prophetic tradition. The scripturalism of P.rotes.tant mis-
sionaries certainly influenced the way in which some M.ushms viewed the
relationship between tradition and scripture, for Fh.e mnetgenth ce.nFury
was a period of intense Christian missionary activity and mterrehgxc?us
debate, especially in India. The late nineteenth century was also a perlgd
when Muslims were faced with a growing challenge from orientalist
scholars who were just beginning to take a critical attitude toward the
authenticity of Muslim tradition literature. Again, the effect was felt most
directly in India, where William Muir and Alois Sprenger became the first
western scholars to question whether the hadith literatur(? really reﬂf:cted
the words and deeds of the Prophet, whether its transmission Vf/a'S reliable,
and whether the classical methods of sorting reliable traditions from
unreliable were valid.

It would be a serious error, however, to conclude t'hat the. .modem
Muslim preoccupation with questions about Progahepc tradft{on was
simply a reaction to colonialism. A pattern of reth:nk}ng tradition asa
means of adapting to change was set well before Mush.rns fe.lt d‘le direct
impact of western hegemony. The modern preoccupation with issues of
Prophetic authority is in continuity with trends already we'll under way
before the specific challenge of Europe was felt. The most m}pormql of
these trends was the emergence of vital reformist movements in the ?l.gh—
teenth and nineteenth centuries — movements which adopted a critical
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stance toward the classical legacy, rejected blind adherence o received
doctrine (taqlid), and called for the revival of sunna as a basis for Islamic
revival and reform. Both in Egypt and in the Subcontinent the tendency
to challenge hadith germinated within such movements.

Eighteenth-century reform movements

During the eighteenth century the traditionist idea that sunna should be
the primary basis of Islamic law and that the legal status quo could and
should be subjected to scrutiny in the light of Prophetic tradition
reasserted itself in sometimes dramatic ways in many parts of the Islamic
world. This idea was not an original contribution of eighteenth-century
reformers; throughout the classical period this traditionist thesis was kept
alive within the Hanbali school of law. But eighteenth-century reformers
and reform movements gave these ideas new vigor. In so doing, they pro-
vided the stock of ideas and established the main categories of response
on which nineteenth- and twentieth-century Muslims would draw when
faced with new challenges. In particular many eighteenth-century schol-
ars became troubled by what they perceived to be growing signs of social
and moral decay around them. They had no difficulty diagnosing the
illness: Muslims had strayed from the pure, unadulterated sunna of the
Prophet and were being poisoned by dangerous innovation (bid‘a) and
blind adherence (zaqlid) to the teachings of the classical law books and
commentaries. Prevailing safi doctrines and practices were singled out as
a particularly dangerous and abhorrent cancer. The cure was to return to
the original sources, the Qur’an and the sunna, in order to regain the
spirit of the Prophet. Under the banner of reviving the sunna (thyd’ al-
sunna) reform-minded ‘ulamd’ moved beyond the classical legal com-
pendiums and commentaries and began studying earlier collections of
hadith, asserting their right, in varying degrees, to come to their own con-
clusions based on the Qur’an and the sunna and to use their reading of
these sources as a standard against which to judge the prevailing religious
and social mores of their day.!

Among the many scholar-activists who came under the influence of
these ideas, two in particular, the Indian Shiah Wali Alldh (1702-1762)
and the Yemenite Muhammad al-Shawkini (1760-1834), have been
important for later attitudes toward sunna. Shah Wali Allih’s career
spanned a period during which Muslim political power in the Sub-
continent was disintegrating.? The breakdown of Mughal authority
which accelerated after the death of Aurangzeb in 1708 led to a loss of
Muslim power which was to prove irreversible. Shah Wali Allih was pre-
occupied with this disintegration and its effect on the Muslim community
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in India, and his carcer may be viewed as an attempt to arrest the process
of decline. In the political arena he sought to encourage the revival of a
strong central authority and to this end he actively invited the interven-
tion of powerful Muslim leaders, encouraging them to wage jikad in order
to restore Muslim political dominance. More significantly, in the field of
religion, Shah Wali Allah sought to arrest a moral decline which corre-
sponded to the political one by restoring and giving new vitality to the
intellectual legacy of Islam. Responsibility for the preservation of Islam
was divided, in his view, between two caliphates — one external (zahir?)
one internal (batint). To the external caliphate belongs the responsibility
for maintaining administrative and political order and for applying the
Shari‘a. The internal caliphate is charged with giving guidance to the reli-
gious leaders of the community. It was just such a role that Shah Wali
Allah took upon himself.?

Revival of the study of hadith was at the heart of his program. Early in
his career he came under the influence of hadith scholars in the Hijaz,
where he studied hadith under one of the period’s most influential teach-
ers, Shaykh Aba Tahir Muhammad b. Ibrahim al-Kurani al-Kurdi (d.
1733).* Shah Wali Allah had come to the Hijaz already inclined toward
traditionist views. His family was connected with the tradition of hadith
studies in the Subcontinent which had been established a generation
earlier by another scholar with close ties to the Hijaz, ‘Abd al-Haqq
Dihlawi. But his contact with scholars in Mecca and Medina must cer-
tainly have reinforced his view of the science of hadith as the foundational
science against which all knowledge must be tested.’ Moreover, it intro-
duced him to a tradition of hadith scholarship quite different from that of
his training in India. The influence of his studies in the Hijaz is seen espe-
cially in the emphasis he placed on the study of Malik’s Muwatza’, elevat-
ing it above all other collections of traditions and placing it, along with the
canonical collections of Bukhari and Muslim, in the highest category for
reliability. Even Bukhari and Muslim he considered hardly more than
footnotes on the Muwatta’, offering additional documentation but little
original material. This was a marked divergence from the established
pattern of hadith studies in the Subcontinent where the emphasis was on
the study of the six canonical collections.

Such an emphasis on the study of early sources of hadith as opposed to
reliance on later compilations represents an assertion of independence
from classical compilers of hadith. Furthermore, this special emphasis on
hadith was accompanied by a generally negative assessment of the results
of classical scholarship. Shah Wali Allah and other reformers of his time
considered themselves competent to study the sources of the classical col-
lections for themselves and in doing so they implied that the classical legal
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tradition was subject to reevaluation - an attitude which found its chief
expression in a general rejection of taglid and a revival of interest in the
use of personal effort to decide a point of law (ijtthad). Shah Wali Allah
was opposed to unthinking adherence to the rulings of the classical
schools of law. The legal systems of the four schools must, he insisted, be
subordinated to sunna. He thus opposed, in principle, blind adherence to
legal doctrine, supported ijrihdd, and granted to sunna a place of primacy
in this process.®

Shiah Wali Allah’s approach to hadith, its interpretation, and its rela-
tionship to sunna is not unsophisticated, nor does his method differ
radically from the approach of the classical jurists. Like them he is well
aware of the interpretive gulf separating hadith from its legal application.
He accepts the standard distinction between Prophetic actions of
Muhammad and non-Prophetic, the latter representing non-binding
precedents in such areas as medicine or agriculture. He agrees with classi-
cal legal theory that not all traditions are legally applicable.” He is also
cognizant of a deeper problem of interpretation: the Companions who
themselves recorded the words and actions of the Prophet were not
always clear on the significance of the events they witnessed, and their
misunderstandings or differences in interpretation are sometimes carried
over into hadith reports. As a result the hadith literature itself contains
numerous apparent contradictions — contradictions which can only be
resolved by scholars who have expertise bozk in hadith studies and in the
discipline of jurisprudence.

Shah Wali Allah’s emphasis on involving the fugahd’ (specialists in
jurisprudence) in hadith studies has important echoes in the twentieth
century. The clarity with which Shah Wali Allah perceived these prob-
lems of hadith interpretation is connected with a central concern,
running through all of his writings, for uncovering the rationale or the
effective causes (ual) of Shari‘a rulings. He was especially concerned to
link the spirit of the law with its form - to explain how an eternal, change-
less divine law must take particular concrete forms which differ according
to the customs of the people to whom they are revealed. God’s pedagogi-
cal method is to reveal His law in a concrete form within the context of a
particular people. In the case of Islam, He established the Shari‘a in
accordance with Arab customs and then used the Arabs as models for its
application, to disperse the law more widely. Hence the importance of
sunna as a practical model for behavior - the divine law made manifest,
s0 to speak. By making this argument Shah Wali Allih was not advocat-
ing the abandonment or modification of Shari‘a rule, although many
modern Muslims have chosen to interpret him in this way. On the con-
trary, his speculation was aimed at reinforcing the value of these forms by
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emphasizing their connection with the universal Shari‘a. Inspired by such
ideas, later writers have tried to define Shih Wali Allah as a legal rela-
tivist, advocating the modification of the particular forms of the Shari‘ain
accordance with changes in circumstances. Muhammad Igbal, for
example, interpreted Shah Wali Allah to mean that particular rules of
Shari‘a (ahkam) are “in a sense specific to [a particular] people.” Since
the observance of these rules is not an end in itself, “they cannot be
strictly enforced in the case of future generations.”® Even when the value
of a particular ruling cannot be adequately understood or explained, as in
the case of the minimum amount of property (nisab) liable to zakdt, Shah
Wali Allah insists that Muslims remain bound by the details of the ruling.
But if speculation about the rationale of a particular rule cannot invali-
date that rule, such reasoning nevertheless plays an essential role in the
process of interpretation, i.e., in moving from the text of Qur’an or hadith
to its legal application.

It was the negative aspects of Shah Wali Allah’s thought, however, par-
ticularly his opposition to taglid, that were emphasized by his successors.
In the process of transmission, his ideas, especially his attitude toward
hadith, were stripped of their eclectic and latitudinarian aspects. Among
his sons, especially Shah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, there was a tendency to emphasize
the purificationist side of his thought — a tendency which gained force
with each generation culminating in the jihad of Sayyid Ahmad Barélvi.

Muhammad b. ‘Al al-Shawkini (1760-1834), separated from Shah
Wali Allah by a generation, displays similar but more extreme views on
the questions of taqlid and #jtihad.® For Shawkani ytihad is limited only by
the ability and knowledge of the mujtahid. There are neither different
degrees of #tihdd, nor are later Muslims at any disadvantage in their
ability to engage in it. Shawkani turns on its head the traditional argu-
ment against #jzihad — that only earlier generations were close enough to
the Prophet to have the requisite knowledge. Rather than becoming
more difficult, he insists, #tihdd has now become easier than ever because
the sources have been collected, organized, and made available on a
wide scale. Consequently Shawkani rejects any special status for the
founders of the legal schools. Muslims are bound to follow the Qur'an
and the sunna no matter what the teaching of the imams or the classical
schools of law.!® The opinions of the imams are to be followed only if one
fully understands how they were arrived at in the first place. Acceptance
of their legitimate arguments is allowed, but to accept their teachings
uncritically is simply to follow their ra’y. This amounts to innovation
(bid‘a) and is completely forbidden.!! In this respect Shawkani’s teaching
represents a far more radical rejection of the legacy of classical Islam than
that of Shah Wali Allih. The latter’s rejection of taglid was set within a
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conservative framework which accepted many of the classical limitations
on the mujtahid; in practice Shih Wali Allah’s method amounted to talfig,
picking and choosing among the decisions of the law schools those he
considered closer to sunna. Shawkani, by contrast, is willing to reject the
whole structure of classical Islam or at least to subject it all to the test of
his own reading of the sources.

As with Shah Wali Allah, Shawkani’s position on gjtihad and taglid leads
to a preoccupation with hadith, and like Shah Wah Allih he was viewed
by later Muslim scholars primarily as a hadith specialist (muhaddith).
Perhaps his most influential work has been his Nayl! al-awtdr, a critical
and exhaustive commentary on al-Muntagd min ahddith al-ahkam, a
work on hadith by the Hanbalite ‘Abd al-Salam b. Taymiyya (d. 1254).!2
By applying strict standards for the acceptance of hadith, and by calling
attention to the presence of weak traditions which had crept into Ibn
Taymiyya’s work, Shawkani illustrates the trend toward increased strin-
gency and rigorous scholarship in hadith studies.

The rejection of much of the classical tradition by Shawkani and by the
followers of Shah Wali Allah and their use of hadith to critique this tradi-
tion represents a significant divergence from the attitude of classical law
schools toward sunna.'? According to the classical theory of jurispru-
dence, hadith was formally recognized as the only legitimate basis for
sunna, but in the actual method of the legists #jma  held a higher place.!4
In other words, the real basis for practice was represented by the domi-
nant doctrines of the classical legal schools and these doctrines rested pri-
marily upon the foundation of #ma ‘ rather than on sunna, for it was by
tjmd ‘ that decisions about the authenticity of sunna itself, and its interpre-
tation, were validated. By upholding the supremacy of hadith in practice
as well as in theory, and by reinvigorating the study of hadith literature,
Shah Wali Allah, al-Shawkini, and their successors challenged this
system and prepared the ground for vigorous hadith-based reform move-
ments in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Shah Wali Allah and al-Shawkani represent the early stages in the
emergence of the modern spectrum of approaches to religious authority.
The pressures that led them to reemphasize hadith scholarship were a
small foreshadowing of the social and political turmoil that would, in the
following two centuries, repeatedly drive Muslim thinkers back to scruti-
nize and to rethink their tradition. In principle, Shih Wali Alldh and al-
Shawkani followed much the same pattern as would later reformers of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In the face of crisis and change, they
searched the tradition in which they were grounded for solutions relevant
to the dilemmas of their time. For these thinkers the hadith literature
itself seemed to offer the flexibility they were looking for. They appealed
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to the authority of hadith in order to challenge the authority of received
legal doctrine. Many of their successors in the nineteenth century
adopted and refined the same approach; others, beginning with Sayyid
Ahmad Khan, found it necessary to go one step further, subjecting the
ladith literature itself to scrutiny.

Hadith-based reform in the nineteenth century

In India rejection of taglid and preoccupation with hadith became
focused in a single reformist sect, the Ahl-i-Hadith, which drew directly
on the tradition of Shah Wali Alldh and al-Shawkani.'> Almost all of the
group’s early and influential representatives had direct connections with
the line of Shih Wali Alldh and especially with the Indian mujahidin
movement, led by Sayyid Ahmad Barélvi, which carried to an extreme the
purificationist tendencies within Shah Wali Allah’s school. The Indian
mujahidin had a close parallel in the Arabian Wahhabi movement, and the
two movements were sufficiently similar in general character to encour-
age the identification of both as Wahhabi. In fact, they grew up quite
independently of each other.'®

The Ahl-i-Hadith may be viewed as a direct outgrowth and quietist
manifestation of the mujdhidin. As a basis for their iconoclasm, the
mujahidin had developed Shah Wal Allah’s rejection of taglid into a
central point of doctrine.!” Yet, preoccupied as they were with their phys-
ical jihad against non-Muslims and against syncretism among Muslims,
the mujahidin were little concerned with detailed points of law. This
changed after the trauma of 1857, when many of the adherents of this
movement opted for a quietistic approach, abandoning the physical jihad
and confining themselves to the jihad of the pen (jihad bi’l-qalam). 18 Tt was
out of this core of activist religious leaders that the Ahl-i-Hadith
emerged.

There were direct and personal lines of connection between the Ahl-i-
Hadith and Shah Wali Allah. We see this especially in the case of Nazir
Husayn Dihlawi (d. 1902), one of the most prominent early leaders of the
movement and perhaps the single most influential figure in the spread of
the Ahl-i-Hadith.!? Nazir Husayn self-consciously identified himself with
Shah Wali Alldh, claiming to be his true spiritual heir and successor. He
studied hadith under Shah Muhammad Ishdq, Shah Wali Allah’s grand-
son, and he appropriated the title miyan sahib, a title closely associated
with the successors of Shah Wali Allah. Another important propagandist
for the movement, Siddiq Hasan Khin (1832-1890), also identified
himself with the line of Shah Wali Allah.?° His father had been a disciple
of Shah ‘Abd al-‘Aziz and he studied under Sadar al-Din Khan
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(1789-1868) who was himself a student of the sons of Shih Wali Allih,
Shih ‘Abd al-‘Aziz and Shih ‘Abd al-Qadir.?' Siddiq Hasan Khin was
also deeply influenced by the writings of Shawkini and in this he demon-
strates the influence that Yemeni ‘wlamd’ in the line of al-Shawkani were
exerting on Indian scholars at this time. Yemeni scholars were especially
active at the court in Bhopal where Siddiq Hasan spent the greater part of
his life. Siddiq Hasan Khan himself studied hadith with “‘Abd al-Haqq
Muhaddith Banarisi, a scholar who had become a follower of Shawkani
after he was commissioned to travel to Yemen to copy the latter’s works. 22
In his own writings Siddiq Hasan acknowledged great indebtedness to
Shawkani and he considered the diffusion of the Yemenite scholar’s
works to be his special mission, claiming to have had frequent contact
with him in visions and to have received, in this way, an {jdza (permission)
to transmit his works.??

In their attitude toward legal matters the Ahl-i-Hadith combined rejec-
tion of taglid in the tradition of the later Shah Wali Alldhi school with an
extreme literalism in approach to hadith. In this they departed signifi-
cantly from Shah Wali Allah’s moderate doctrine and self-consciously
emulated the ideas of the most extreme among the ancient traditionists,
those of the Zahiri school.?* Like the Zahiris the Ahl-i-Hadith bind them-
selves to a single, literal meaning of texts of Qur’dn and hadith, denying
the efficacy of giyds (the use of logical reasoning to decide a legal ques-
tion). They refused to acknowledge any authority in the orthodox schools
of law, whether in matters of detail or theory (usal). Like the Zahiris, they
completely rejected the authority of ifma‘, except that of the Companions
of the Prophet.?’

For the Ahl-i-Hadith, the whole classical tradition of Islamic learning is
suspect. Only in the sunna, represented by authentic hadith, is the legacy
of Muhammad preserved in purity. After the time of the Prophet, history
is but a record of decline, a period of darkness punctuated only by brief
flashes of illumination when the legacy of the Prophet was given its full
importance in the work of a renewer of the faith (mujaddid) and the sunna
thus revived. In their evaluation of hadith they demonstrated the same
pessimistic view, manifested in an unwillingness to question hadith that
have been judged authentic by classical traditionists. The science of
hadith for these ‘wlama’is a “repetitive and not a critical one,” because
the knowledge of those closer to the Prophet is superior to that of later
generations.?® Only the early muhaddithiin had the necessary tools at their
disposal to judge hadith adequately. Classical traditionists such as
Bukhari and Muslim were, in the view of the Ahl-i-Hadith, privy to infor-
mation which is irretrievably lost and their judgments are not liable to
challenge by modern scholars.
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The apparent contradiction between the Ahl-i-Hadith’s “uncritical
preoccupation with the traditional corpus of the hadith” and their vehe-
ment opposition to taglid has not been lost on their opponents.?” Yet the
Ahl-i-Hadith themselves would deny such a comparison. Taglid is, by def-
inition, to deviate from the sunna, to follow innovation; for them adher-
ence to hadith is not zaglid but itriba “, following the true practice of the
Prophet. The critical question is not whether one is following some prece-
dent, but whether it is the right precedent.

The ideal of the Ahl-i-Hadith was to live a holy and ethical life, con-
forming to the Prophetic example in every detail.?® Hadith, as the guide
to the prophetic sunna, became the central focus of their lives and “the
ideal guide to social behavior and individual piety.”? In politics they were
thorough quietists, striving to live lives devoted to scholarship, but in the
realm of ideas they relished their intellectual jihad. In most matters of law
they did not deviate significantly from Hanafi views, but on the issues that
most set them apart from the Hanafi majority, especially in the field of
ritual, they invited frequent and sometimes violent conflict. They set
themselves apart by highly visible deviations from the majority of
Muslims in such features as dress and cut of beard. Their most visible dis-
tinction, however, and the most frequent source of controversy with other
Muslims was their manner of performing the ritual prayer (salar). The
Ahl-i-Hadith considered several aspects of the Hanafi form of the saldz to
be deviations from authentic sunna. Whereas the Hanafis said “dmin”
quietly after opening recitations, for example, the Ahl-i-Hadith insisted
that it must be said aloud. In a similar fashion they set themselves apart by
reciting the fatiha aloud along with the prayer leader and modifying
certain other ritual recitations. It was these differences in ritual practice
more than their doctrine that set them apart from the mainstream and
brought them into conflict with other Muslims. For the Ahl-i-Hadith
themselves such practices were an ever-present reminder of their distinc-
tiveness and the superiority of their faith; to their opponents they were a
visible and disruptive challenge. The Ahl-i-Hadith believed that by
remaining true to a literal reading of hadith and by rejecting subsequent
doctrinal accretions they were emulating the authentic practice of the ear-
liest Muslims and reviving the true sunna of the Prophet.

In the central Islamic lands no hadith-based movement emerged that
was comparable with the Indian Ahl-i-Hadith in organization or coher-
ence. The doctrinal tendencies that marked the Ahl-i-Hadith were
present, especially in Hanbali circles, but these tendencies were not
accompanied by the sectarian trappings of the Indian movement. The
movement of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhib had forcefully revived Hanbali tradi-
tionism during the eighteenth century. In the nineteenth century the
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continuing vitality of Hanbali revivalist thought is illustrated in the carcer
of the influential Alisi family of Baghdad.?® Three generations of Aldsis,
beginning with Mahmad al-Alisi (d. 1853), were instrumental in pre-
serving and promoting the doctrines of Ibn Taymiyya and of the Wahhibi
movement. Nu‘min al-AlGsi (d. 1899) wrote a celebrated defense of Ibn
Taymiyya, his Jald’ al-‘aynayn, which gained wide circulation. Mahmiid
Shukri al-Alisi (1857-1924), an outspoken advocate of the reform of
Islamic law along Hanbalite lines as well as a defender and historian of the
Wahhiabi movement, provided a link to the late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century salafiyya movement of which he was a leader. The sur-
vival and spread of Hanbali revivalism was also reflected in and further
encouraged by the publication and circulation of Ibn Taymiyya’s works.
These first began to appear at the end of the nineteenth century. Within
the first two decades of the twentieth century a significant number of his
works was published, in large part because of the efforts of the Indian
Ahl-i-Hadith.

These tendencies eventually merged with western-inspired reformist
tendencies into what became known as the salafiyya movement, an ideo-
logical grouping of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries which
is most closely associated with the work of Rashid Rida.*! By the mid-
nineteenth century the ideas represented by eighteenth-century reformers
- rejection of raglid, promotion of jtihad, and hadith-based reformism -
had taken hold among reform-minded men of religion in various parts of
the Middle East. Historical circumstances, particularly the spread of
secular education and secular legal systems and the resulting disenfran-
chisement of many ‘wlamd’, gave these ideas new force. Social and eco-
nomic dislocation seems to have given certain segments of the religious
elite reason to reject the religious status quo and the rejection of taglid
proved a popular tool both to oppose more conservative ‘wlama’
entrenched in their positions and to appeal to young men of secular educa-
tion who sought to understand the reasons for the apparent weakness of
Islam in the face of western power.32 Thus the urgently felt need to catch
up with the West was combined with the latent power of the traditionist
thesis — the assurance that all could be set right by returning to the unadul-
terated sunna of the Prophet — to create a powerful reform movement.

This impulse seems to have come to maturity later in the Arabic-
speaking lands than it did in India; changes that had taken place a century
earlier in India were only beginning to take hold in the Middle East
during the nineteenth century. Conservatism weighed heavier on the
‘ulamd’ in the Middle East than on their counterparts in the Sub-
continent, perhaps because they maintained their social and economic
base for a longer time. The ‘wlama’ of India were stripped of their domi-
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nant role in education and in the courts by the early nineteenth century.
In Egypt and Syria the economic base of the ‘ulama’- schools, religious
endowments (wagfs), and the legal system — did not come under serious
threat until much later. In Syria, secular schools did not become wide-
spread until the end of the nineteenth century.?

As with the Ahl-i-Hadith, the guiding principle of salaft reformism was
the conviction that Muslims must emulate the first generation of
Muslims, the salaf al-salih, and recapture the pure Islam of the Prophet.
This could be done only by returning to the basic sources of authority, the
Qur’an and the sunna, for only in these sources can the true essence of
Islam be found. To this extent, as Merad points out, the reformers did not
deviate markedly from traditional Sunni doctrine.?* It is in rejecting the
way the Qur'an and sunna have traditionally been interpreted z.md in
cutting through the interpretive accretions that classical scholarship had
built up around these basic texts that the salafiyya set themselves apart.
Thus they vigorously opposed taglid, but like the Ahl-i-Hadith they differ-
entiated between taglid, which represents imitation of an invalid author-
ity, and #zziba °, which denotes emulation of a worthy model. ,

In their search for an authentic model, the salafi reformers insisted on
returning to the Qur'an and the sunna anew. This necessarily faced them
with the problem of determining exactly how these sources should be
understood and applied. With regard to the Qur’an the reformers insisted
on a straightforward interpretation. They rejected any form of esoteric
interpretation (za’wil), arguing that difficult texts should be accepted as a
matter of faith without attempting to interpret them. They held that the
Qur’an was not hard to understand as long as its primary objective — to
give moral guidance and direction — was kept in mind.

The sunna posed a more difficult problem. From the start the attitude
of salafi scholars towards sunna was ambivalent. The reformers laid great
stress on the importance of sunna as the second canonical source, but
they were less prone to trust the results of classical hadith criticism than
were their Indian counterparts. Whereas the Ahl-i-Hadith believed that
the judgments of the ancient muhaddithiin must be accepted, the salafi
reformers were willing to concede the need to evaluate the traditions
anew. The reformers did not, however, reject the classical system of
hadith criticism as such. Their stress was rather on the need for more rig-
orous application of the traditional criteria. This approach is illustrated in
one of the important salafi works on hadith, Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi’s

Qawa ‘id al-tahdith min funiin mustalah al-hadith. This manual of hadith
criticism, which carries a laudatory introduction by Rashid Rida, does
not offer a new approach to hadith criticism so much as it emphasizes the
need for a renewed application of the classical system. Without striking
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out on his own - in the tradition of Islamic scholarship the book is largely
a compilation of quotations from various authoritics - al-Qasimi

manages to emphasize the depth and latitude within the tradituon of
hadith scholarship. He thus makes it clear that establishing the authentic-
ity of a tradition is a complicated matter requiring more than simple
acceptance of the conclusions of earlier hadith scholars.?’

In their approach to sunna the Ahl-i-Hadith and the salaf reformers
reasserted the traditionist emphasis on the centrality of practice of the
Prophet as the preeminent standard for belief and practice. For both
movements departure from sunna was viewed as the critical illness afflict-
ing Islam and the whole of the classical tradition was taken to represent
such a deviation. This is especially evident in the case of the Ahl-i-
Hadith, who consciously identified themselves with Zahiri doctrine.
Their approach to sunna thus departs quite significantly from classical
theory. In the orthodox schools, sunna was represented, in practice, by
the established doctrines of the particular schools. For the Ahl-i-Hadith,
by contrast, sunna became an independent standard, based purely on
hadith, against which the classical tradition was judged and found
wanting. The salafiyya are akin to the Ahl-i-Hadith in their rejection of
classical authority and their claim to be capable of reviving the pure,
unadulterated sunna of the Prophet. They differ from the Ahl-i-Hadith,
however, in their more critical attitude toward hadith.

The underlying principle shared by both of these movements is radical.
By insisting that a qualified person need not rely on authorities, and that
texts can be approached without intermediary, they advance a democrati-
zation of religious knowledge and seek to wrest control of the interpretive
process away from the specialists. Moreover, by their emphasis on a
return to the Qur’an and the sunna both movements offer a radical cri-
tique of the whole classical tradition.

The tendency represented by the Ahl-i-Hadith and the salafiyya con-
tinued to thrive through the twentieth century, representing an important
band in the spectrum of modern Muslim approaches to religious author-
ity. But within each of these groups there were some individuals who felt
the pressure for reform more urgently, whose ideas were refracted more
dramatically. These thinkers took this call for a return to first principles
one step further, subjecting not just classical figh (legal interpretation)
but also the hadith literature itself to criticism.

Early modernists: Ahmad Khin and ‘Abduh

The first major challenge to sunna in the modern period came from the
great Indian modernist Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khin (1817-1898), who

il
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eventually came to reject almost all hadith as unreliable.’® He was

severely critical of the classical methods of hadith criticism and eventually
came to believe that only traditions dealing with spiritual matters were of
relevance to contemporary Muslims, and traditions dealing with worldly
(dunyawt) matters were non-binding. Without altogether rejecting the
authority of sunna, he severely curtailed its scope, called for new methods
of evaluating it, and insisted on its subordinate position vis-a-vis the
Qur’an.

Sayyid Ahmad’s critical attitude toward hadith evolved only gradually,
however. His early religious writings display a devotion to sunna and an
opposition to taglid characteristic of the reformist sufi tradition within
which he grew up. His family was deeply involved with the Mujaddidi
branch of the Nagshbandiyya — the reformist sifi line traced back to
Shaykh Ahmad Sirhindi.?” The Nagshbandis particularly emphasized
devotion to the Prophet and Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s first religious writing,
a biography of Muhammad entitled Jald’ al-quiub, reflects this back-
ground: the essence of Islam is love for the Prophet and love for the
Prophet will be reflected in following his sunna. Sunna in this context
implies an ethical pattern, an imitatio Muhammadi, rather than a principle
of legal authority; siifi thinkers emphasized personal spirituality and piety
rather than the details of figh.38

Sayyid Ahmad Khian’s concern for following sunna necessarily led to
preoccupation with discovering the authentic content of the sunna. This
preoccupation ushered in a stage in Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s religious
outlook during which he expressed ideas about sunna virtually identical
to those being promoted by the Ahl-i-Hadith.?® He never really aban-
doned his affinity for the spirit of the Ahl-i-Hadith reformers. As Troll
notes: “He regards it as the ultimate motive of his endeavor in religious
thought to contribute to the re-establishment of ‘true’ Islam, the pure and
essential Islam of the origins, unencumbered by the accretions of later
developments.”*® This was precisely the objective of the Ahl-i-Hadith,
and although his vision of this “true” Islam came to differ markedly from
that of the Ahl-i-Hadith, he expressed great respect for them, especially
Nazir Husayn Dihlawi, to the end of his life.*!

The influence of Shah Wali Allah, the mujGhidin movement, and the Ahl-
i-Hadith left Sayyid Ahmad Khan with an aversion to zag/id which shaped
his views throughout his career. By the 1870s, however, he had ventured
beyond the traditionalism of the Ahl-i-Hadith. The important aspect of
this change is the stress he placed on reason as a basis for understanding
Islam and especially for exegesis of the Qur’an. But in the course of the
broader evolution in his religious thought he also began to take a critical
approach toward the authenticity of hadith and the authority of sunna.
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The evolution of Sayyid Ahmad Khin's ideas about hadith was directly
affected by orientalist scholarship and missionary polemics. At the same
time, he assimilated these influences into a pattern of basic religious atti-
tudes which had already been established. In other words, the conclu-
sions that Sayyid Ahmad Khin came to with regard to the nature of
sunna and the authenticity of hadith, while hastened and partly shaped by
western influences, do not represent the adoption of alien ideas. His ideas
are quite consistent with the reformist currents of thought to which he
was heir: he conceded to his western opponents only what could be rec-
onciled with his own vision of Islam.

Sayyid Ahmad had known Europeans from early in his career. His
father had served in a high position with the East India Company and in
1837 Sayyid Ahmad followed his father into the service of the company.
From this point his contacts with Europeans increased in frequency and
cordiality. His early years with the company were spent in Agra, a major
center of missionary activity, and he was there at the time of the
“Mohammedan Controversy” touched off by the polemics of Carl
Pfander (1803-1865).42 Sayyid Ahmad became personally acquainted
with several missionaries in Agra, most importantly with the missionary-
orientalist William Muir (1819-1905).43 At the same time, as Troll points
out, he was exposed to western scholarly method through the influence of
Alois Sprenger who was then principal of Delhi College.**

Sayyid Ahmad Khin’s views of hadith and sunna were directly affected
by these contacts and by his responses to them. Two works in particular,
his Tabyin al-kalam and the rejoinder to Muir in his Essays on the Life of
Muhammad illustrate this process. The first work, 2 commentary on the
Bible, was an attempt to establish an Islamic framework within which the
Bible could be understood and accepted as a product of divine revelation.
In the course of this venture, Sayyid Ahmad Khian was confronted with
western methods of biblical criticism and with questions of inspiration
and revelation which caused him to examine his attitudes on correspond-
ing Islamic questions. By accepting the Christian scriptures as revealed,
he was faced directly with the problem of reconciling the form of the bib-
lical text with Muslim preconceptions about what a revealed book should
look like. The Bible, he concluded, is indeed a form of revelation (wakhy),
but it is not the same kind of wahy as the Qur’an. Jewish and Christian
scriptures differ from Qur’anic revelation in just the same way as does the
sunna. Both contain the meaning and the general sense of the divine
message, but they cannot be considered to be the very words of God.** He
invoked the classical distinction between recited revelation (wahy matli),
found only in the Qur’dn, and unrecited revelation (wahy ghayr maili),
i.e., sunna. He reinforced this analogy between the Christian scriptures
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and the sunna by an unusual application of the terminology of hadith
criticism to the biblical text. Inconsistencies and corruption in the biblical
text can be explained and reconciled with the general revealed character
of the Bible by distinguishing, within the text, between matn and riwdya
passages. The former constitute revelation itself, while the latter repre-
sent merely the explanatory notes of those who transmitted the text.*¢ By
implication then, both pre-Qur’anic revelations and the sunna are less
trustworthy than the Qur’an and, unlike the Qur’an, are liable to corrup-
tion. In the course of subtly undermining the authority of the Bible in
relation to the Quran, Sayyid Ahmad Khan also widened the gap
between Qur’an and sunna.

The most far-reaching of his conclusions in Tabyin al-kalam concerns
the possibility of distinguishing between revealed and non-revealed mate-
rials on the basis of whether the subject matter of the text concerns reli-
gious (dini) or worldly (dunyawt) matters.

Only such a word is taken to be waky which he has enounced under the heading of
religion, or where he has said something which otherwise would be f.ar frqm [th'e
reach of] reason or concerning which he made it clear himself that 'he is saying this -
by way of wahy or ilham or where it becomes clear from the situational or llt.erar.y
context that something has been said by wahy or ilhdm. But apart from this, his
other speech and what pertains to the everyday behaviour of man and what relates
to worldly affairs, that has nothing to do with wahy.*’

Thus only when the intent is unequivocally religious is a text to be taken
for revelation.

A much more direct challenge to Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s thinking about
sunna and hadith came from the pen of the missionary and orientalist Sir
William Muir. In his Life of Mohamet Muir had argued that the Qur’an
alone represents a reliable source for Muhammad’s biography — a true
and accurate portrait of Muhammad’s own thought.

The Coran becomes the ground-work and the test of all inquiries into the origin
of Islam and the character of its founder. Here we have a store-house of Mahomet’s
own words recorded during his life, extending over the whole course of his_ public
career, and illustrating his religious views, his public acts, and his domestic char-
acter.48

The hadith literature, he contended, was plagued with corruptions and of
limited value as a source for the earliest history of Islam. Muir completely
discounted the value of classical hadith criticism based on an examina-
tion of the chain of transmission, the isndd. He insisted that the text of the
tradition itself, the matn, “must stand or fall upon its own merits.”** He
distrusted any tradition that furthers a general bias common to all
Muslims (e.g., “the universal desire of Mahomet’s glorification”*%); he
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rejected all traditions in which the narrator appears to have a “spccial
interest, prejudice or design”; and he expressed suspicion of traditions in
proportion to their “particularity of detail.”! Traditions narrated by indi-
viduals who were very young at the time of the events they report, or
which relate events prior to the time when Muhammad became a well-
known public figure are, in his view, of doubtful authenticity.

Sayyid Ahmad Khin, deeply troubled by Muir’s work, prepared a
rebuttal, in his Series of Essays on the Life of Mohammed and Subjects
Subsidiary Thereto.>? In this work, and in all of his subsequent writings on
hadith, Sayyid Ahmad Khin demonstrated a preoccupation with the
issues raised by Muir: he defended the value of isndd criticism; he argued
that Muir was unreasonable in attributing bias to the early narrators of
hadith; and he suggested that his opponent had vastly underrated the
power of memory. But despite his apologetic tone in the face of Muir’s
attacks, he also made a critical concession, agreeing that all traditions,
even those in the canonical collections, should be subject to criticism.

Sayyid Ahmad Khan adopted Muir’s concern for problems connected
with the oral transmission of hadith and particularly with the practice of
transmitting traditions according to the sense (bi’l-ma‘nd) rather than
verbatim (bi’l-lafz), a practice which opened the way for numerous cor-
ruptions in the hadith literature. He agreed with Muir that criticism of the
content of traditions is essential and that traditional hadith criticism was
flawed by its reliance almost exclusively on external criticism. He pointed
out, however, that criticism of the content of traditions was not entirely
unknown among classical scholars and that a number of them set out
detailed rules for this branch of hadith criticism.

Most significantly, Sayyid Ahmad Khin was influenced by Muir to
emphasize the subordination of sunna to the Qur’an. Following Muir,
Sayyid Ahmad Khin came to regard the Qur’an as the supreme standard
against which other information about the Prophet should be tested. He
came to consider only mutawatir traditions — those transmitted by a great
enough number of persons to eliminate the possibility of collusion to
deceive - to be a reliable basis for belief independent of the Qur’an; of
these he claimed 1o have found only five. So, in the end, Sayyid Ahmad
Khin’s approach to sunna was ambivalent. On the one hand he neither
rejected the historicity of hadith in principle, nor did he reject the theoret-
ical authority of sunna. On the other hand, he so severely restricted the
application of hadith that he came to be viewed by conservative oppo-
nents as a munkir-i-hadith, a denier of tradition, and on the theological
level, by distinguishing between religious and secular in Muhammad’s
words and actions, he greatly restricted the scope of sunna.

The evolution of Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s ideas presents us with a micro-
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cosm of the transition through which Indian Muslim thought was passing
during his career. His admiration of the West pulled h.im .farther and
farther in the direction of adaptation, but he always maintained a deep
rootedness in the tradition. Western ideas and western challenges were
important in shaping Sayyid Ahmad Khin’s views, yet these external
influences were not, on their own, decisive. They were, rather, a c‘hallenge
and a catalyst leading him back to reexamine and draw inspiration from
the sources of his own intellectual tradition. ol
In Egypt Muhammad ‘Abduh began to express skepticism about
hadith at about the same time as Sayyid Ahmad Khan, but much n}qr&
(;autiously. Direct evidence for “Abduh’s attitude toward the auth.ennmty
of hadith rests on a very brief statement in his Risalat al-tawhid wh1cl:1 sug-
ges'ts that he considered only mutawanr traditions to lize _deﬁ:ﬂtwcly
binding. As for traditions with only a single narrator (a@had): “He to
whom the tradition has come, who has satisfied himself of the truth of
what it contains, is obliged to believe it. But he to whom it has not come,
or receiving it had misgivings about its validity, he cannot be b.iarned as an
unbeliever if he withholds acceptance of it since it is not verlﬁgd by sus-
tained narration.”*® ‘Abduh thus opened the door to personal judgment
in deciding what traditions to accept or reject. He made it clear, howev?:r,
that he did not reject the authority of sunna as such, for “He who deme:s
something he knows the Prophet said or affirmed impugns the truth of his
message and characterizes it as lies.”%* '
<Abduh’s reluctance to lend credence to @had traditions simply on the
basis of their having been declared sound according to the tradltfona]
methods of hadith criticism is confirmed by statements from later writers.
Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabi reports that ‘Abduh was r_eluctal_-lt_ to
accept any dhad tradition as the basis for tafsir. He was espt‘ecmlly critical
of the so-called isr@ iliyyat, but he also rejected other traditions nor.mally
considered authentic.’® Rashid Rida also confirms that ‘Abduh rejected
certain categories of traditions outright, especially the isr&’ihwld: and
fitan traditions, even when these were found in the sahth collections of
hadith.%® M- 1L
These snatches of information give us only a vague indication th‘at
‘Abduh was willing to depart from traditional approaches to hadith in
certain cases. But nowhere does he offer a systematic approach to the crit-
icism of hadith. ‘Abduh was more at home with questions oflthe‘olog.y
than of iﬁrispmdence, and more speculative than scripn.}rallst in his
method. He found it unnecessary to tackle the difficult question qf hadith
in detail. In this he differed from what was to become the mainhrfe_doc-
trine of the salafiyya. For his scripturalist successors the authenticity of
hadith and the status of sunna became central concerns.
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Qur’anic scripturalism

In the generation following Ahmad Khan and ‘Abduh, another band in
the spectrum of modern approaches to Prophetic authority took shape
with the emergence of Qur’anic scripturalism. The first signs of this ten-
dency were in the Punjab in the early twentieth century with the emer-
gence of the self-designated Ahl-i-Qur’an.’” The movement began as a
dissident faction of the Ahl-i-Hadith. Just as the Ahl-i-Hadith viewed
taglid as the source of corruption and division in Islam, so the Ahl-i-
Qur’an came to view adherence to hadith as the cause of Islam’s misfor-
tunes. Just as the Ahl-i-Hadith claimed that the authentic legacy of the
Prophet could be regained only by returning to hadith, so the Ahl-i-
Qur’an argued that pure and unadulterated Islam is to be found only in
the Qur’an. The Qur’an alone, they argued, supplies a reliable basis for
religious belief and action.

Ahl-i-Qur’an activity was concentrated in two important Ahl-i-Hadith
centers in western Punjab, Lahore and Amritsar. In Lahore the move-
ment was initiated by a minor religious functionary, ‘Abd Alldh
Chakralawi (d. 1930).5® The Amritsar group was established by Khwaja
Ahmad Din Amritsari (1861-1936).%° Chakralawi was apparently the
first to make use of the term Ahl-i-Qur’an some time around 1906, but
the Lahore and Amritsar groups vied for recognition as the originators of
the doctrine. An Amritsar biographer credits Khwaja Ahmad Din with
converting Chakralawi, although, as Mijid points out, a comparison of
their writings suggests that Khwaja Ahmad Din did not espouse Ahl-i-
Qur’an doctrines until 1917, about ten years after Chakralaw1’s first writ-
ings on the subject.®® After being forced out of his home town, reportedly
by opponents of his views, Chakrilawi fled to Lahore where he estab-
lished an association, the Jama‘at-i-Ahl-i-Qur’an. Under the auspices of
this organization, he began to promote his doctrines. He became engaged
in bitter debates with the Ahl-i-Hadith, most notably with the newspaper
editor Muhammad Husayn Batalawi, and he so aroused their fury that he
had to be rescued on one occasion by the government authorities. In 1921
a disciple of Chakralawi established a journal, Ishd ‘at al-Qur’an, which
continued until 1925.

The Amritsar group appears to have been more influential and had
more lasting effect. The founding figure, Khwija Ahmad Din, first
opposed reliance on hadith in favor of the Qur’an in 1917 with his book
Mujizar al-Qur’an, in which he attempted a reinterpretation of the laws
of inheritance on the basis of the Qur’an alone.%! Khwija Ahmad Din had
been educated at a mission school and as a young man had been active in
interreligious debates. Following the pattern typical of the Ahl-i-Hadith,

Modern challenges to tradition 39

and indeed of most of the reformist Muslim groups of the day, he claimed
to have come by his views on his own. The same account may be found in
almost any Ahl-i-Qur’an autobiography: an ardent student of hadith
comes across traditions that shock his moral sensibilities. In the course of
trying to explain the presence of such traditions, he digs deeper and
deeper into the study of hadith only to become more and more disillu-
sioned, concluding in the end that no hadith can be trusted.®? In 1918,
after his conversion and the publication of his book on the subject, he
founded the Anjuman-i-Ummat-i-Muslima, an organization which
actively promoted Ahl-i-Qur’an views at least until 1952. The Anjuman
began publishing a journal, al-Baldgh,** which became the leading voice
for Ahl-i-Qur’an views until Ghulim Ahmad Parwéz established the
journal Tuli ‘~i-Islam in 1938.

The central concerns of the early Ahl-i-Qur’an fall squarely within the
tradition of the Ahl-i-Hadith. They were preoccupied with the same
matters of ritual practice that divided Ahl-i-Hadith and Hanafis, espe-
cially the precise form of the salat. They did not sound the call to prayer,
they recited “God is great” silently, and they knelt on only one knee in the
prayer ritual.®* They established their own mosques, refusing to pray with
other Muslims, and they eliminated special prayers for the dead as well as
9d prayers. But in most matters of doctrine and practice, again like the
Ahl-i-Hadith, they did not differ significantly from other Muslims.
Indeed, one of their dominant intellectual preoccupations was an effort to
prove that all of the essentials of Islam could be derived from the Qur’an
alone. Again, this effort was especially focused on the problem of the
prayer ritual. Just as the salat had become a central distinguishing mark of
the Ahl-i-Hadith, establishing their difference from the Hanafi majority,
in much the same way the Ahl-i-Qur’an made use of the salat to set them-
selves apart from the Ahl-i-Hadith. These common concerns clearly
establish the close relationship between the two groups.

The second generation of deniers of hadith in the Subcontinent repu-
diated attempts to find every detail of Islamic practice in the Qur’an in
favor of a more speculative and rationalistic approach to Qur’anic exege-
sis. But even Muhammad Aslam Jayrajpuri (1881-1955), the individual
most responsible for advancing the focus of Ahl-i-Quran discourse
beyond parochial matters of ritual and moving it out from under the
shadow of the Ahl-i-Hadith, had Ahl-i-Hadith roots himself. Jayrajpuri’s
father, Salamat Allah Jayrajpiiri (d. 1904), had been a leading member of
the Ahl-i-Hadith in A‘zamgarh, and had studied hadith under Nazir
Husayn Dihlawi.®® Jayrajpiri reports that he began questioning the
authenticity of hadith as a young man, after coming across traditions that
shocked him. In 1904 he went to meet Chakralawi in Lahore, but came



40 Rethinking tradinon in modern Islamic thought

away unsatisfied, convinced that Chakralawi was wasting his eftforts on
obscurities. Apparently he was more¢ impressed with the work of Khwaja
Ahmad Din and his Anjuman-i-Ummat-i-Muslima in Amritsar; he trans-
lated Ahmad Din’s Mu Jizdr al-Qur’an into Arabic under the utle al-
Wirathat fi al-Islam and became a frequent contributor to al-Balagh.°®

Whereas Jayrajpuri and later deniers of hadith moved away from the
specific concerns of the Ahl-i-Hadith, it is clear that the original impulse
for the development of Ahl-i-Qur’in ideas was a direct outgrowth of the
anti-taqlid doctrines of the Ahl-i-Hadith movement. The Ahl-i-Qur’an
were not rationalists, nor were they deeply affected by western ideas. The
movement was, in essence, an extension and a more extreme manifesta-
tion of Ahl-i-Hadith scripturalism. Moreover, the transition from the
tradition-based scripturalism of the Ahl-i-Hadith to the Qur’an-based
scripturalism of the Ahl-i-Qur’an did not require any great change in ori-
entation. The basic impulse — returning to Islam in its original and pure
form — was the same for both groups. The Ahl-i-Qur’an simply substi-
tuted different criteria by which this “pure” Islam was to be defined. They
turned the basic Ahl-i-Hadith argument, that accretions must be
bypassed and authentic Islam regained, against the hadith literature
itself. As Tkrim notes, the Ahl-i-Hadith had in some respects become
more inflexible and dogmatic than the classical tradition against which
they had protested.®” We see in the conversion accounts of those who
became deniers of hadith evidence that by focusing attention so sharply
on the tradition literature and by insisting so dogmatically on the accep-
tance of all that was considered reliable by the ancient traditionists, the
Ahl-i1-Hadith brought crisis on itself. Virtually every denier of hadith, in
describing his conversion, insists that at one time he was devoted to the
authority of hadith but that extensive study of the tradition literature
faced him with allegedly sound traditions which he simply could not
accept. Thus the Ahl-i-Qur’an may be viewed as the product of conflict
within the Ahl-i-Hadith between the essentially radical impulse that gave
rise to the movement and the conservatism demonstrated in its treatment
of hadith.

While these ideas were percolating in Lahore and Amritsar, similar
arguments made a surprising, and quite anomalous, appearance in Egypt.
In 1906, the year Chakralawl published his first major work, Muhammad
Tawfiq Siddi, an associate of Rashid Rida, a regular contributor to al-
Manar and an active Muslim apologist, published an article in al-Manar
which introduced ideas remarkably similar to the doctrine being propa-
gated by the Indian Ahl-i-Qur’an. Sidqi’s article sparked a debate in al-
Manar which lasted four years.58

Sidqi argued that the details of Muhammad’s behavior were never
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meant to be imitated in every particular. Thus Muslims should rely solely
on the Qur'an. Sidqi’s own motivations, made explicit in the article itself,
were directly related to the central doctrines of the salafiyya ~ rejection of
taglid and a quest for authenticity.®® He simply extended these principles
a step further than they had previously been taken. It is clear, however,
that his views do not represent a sharp break with salafi ideology. The
rejection of hadith as a source of authority was simply a new variation on
an old salafi theme.

Sidgi’s article and the controversy it set off is also important for what it
reveals of Rashid Rida’s attitude to questions of sunna and of the authen-
ticity of hadith. Why did Rida, who took a stand against Sidqi’s views and
forced his recantation, allow the article to run in the first place? Rida’s
retrospective review of Sidqi’s works after the latter’s death suggests that
Rid3 was motivated primarily by a desire to shake up the Azhar establish-
ment; he wanted to rouse them to the defense of their views on sunna. In
other words, Rida’s motives in alowing a radical challenge to sunna to be
published, even though he disagreed with it, were connected with his
general opposition to taglid and his contempt for the passivity of the
‘ulama’.

Rida’s own views about sunna were expressed in detail only after the
appearance of Sidqi’s article and his approach may be viewed as a com-
promise between complete rejection of sunna and adherence to classical
ideas about hadith. On the one hand he would not countenance a whole-
sale rejection of Prophetic authority. On the other hand, he reserved for
himself the right to review and reevaluate the sources of sunna (i.e.,
hadith) on the basis of his own #tikdd.”® The only source of sunna that is
beyond dispute for Rida is the sunna ‘amaliyya which has been practiced
and passed on by each generation of Muslims in a muzawarir fashion. This
includes, for example, the prayer ritual and the details of other central
rituals. But traditions that were transmitted verbally by a single line of
reporters, the so-called isolated (dhad) traditions, must be subject to
reexamination according to new criteria. Such a reexamination must
encompass even traditions in the sound collections.

It is clear that Rida’s and Sidqi’s motivations in their treatment of the
problem of sunna are essentially the same. Both were motivated primarily
by the desire to shake off the fetters of taglid and to assert the right to
return to the sources and to rediscover the original and authentic Islam
for themselves. We may conclude, then, that the basic background to the
emergence of challenges to hadith in Egypt is similar to that of corre-
sponding ideas in the Subcontinent. In both environments anti-hadith
ideas grew up within groups that had made the rejection of received
authority and the search for authenticity cardinal points in their doctrine.
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Despite the similarities in their roots, however, these ideas grew up in very
different forms. In the Subcontinent anti-hadith sentiment developed in
vigorous sectarian forms and discussions of sunna have taken a specula-
tive turn, focusing on theoretical issues such as the nature of revelation
and of prophecy. In Egypt anti-hadith ideas have been the province of a
small number of isolated writers, and they have never found fertile
ground or developed an institutional base. Moreover, the Egyptian critics
of hadith hardly venture into theological speculation, confining their
arguments mostly to historical and technical questions.

Anti-hadith views, such as those of the Ahl-i-Qur’an and Sidqi, have
never attracted a large following. In the twentieth century, however, there
have been a handful of important writers, most notably Ghulam Ahmad
Parwéz in Pakistan and Mahmiad Abu Rayya in Egypt, who have devel-
oped sophisticated arguments to defend anti-hadith views. Although the
radically revised views of religious authority proposed by such writers
have not gained wide acceptance, they have had a major influence as a
catalyst, sparking controversy and setting the agenda for modern discus-
sions of Prophetic authority. The issues raised by these deniers of hadith -
the nature of revelation, the scope of Prophetic authority, the reliability of
the tradition literature - have been the main concerns in the modern crisis
of religious authority, and it is on these issues that the remainder of this
work will be focused.

A i e

3 Boundaries of revelation

The issue of sunna confronts Muslims with urgent questions about the
nature of revelation. Where does revelation end and interpretation begin?
What distinguishes the divine voice from the human voices that transmit
or interpret it? What part does the humanity of the messenger play in the
process of revelation? All prophetic religious traditions share these dilem-
mas, for these questions arise from the fundamental paradoxes of
prophecy: in the prophetic message the transcendant becomes imma-
nent, the universal becomes particular, the perfect is transmitted through
imperfect channels. It is not surprising, then, that the nature and purpose
of the Qur’an is a central concern of modern discussions of sunna.

The classical view of the relationship between the Qur’an and the
sunna is concisely stated in the maxim “The Qur’an has more need of the
sunna than the sunna has of the Qur’an.” The Qur’an, in this view, cannot
stand on its own. Without the sunna to guarantee its meaning, to clarify
its intentions, and to supplement its commands, it is incomprehensible.
This argument was central to al-Shafil’s defense of sunna; the primary
function of sunna, he argued, is to clarify the Qur’an. The Qur’an pro-
vides general commands, the sunna specifies the exact intent. When the
Qur’an lays down the penalty of eighty lashes for adulterers, it uses
general and inclusive language, implying that all adulterers are included
(24:2). The sunna, however, makes it clear that only a particular category
of adulterers is intended by this command.! In addition to clarifying the
precise intent of the Qur’anic text, the sunna offers additional informa-
tion which is absolutely essential to religious practice but which does not
appear in the Qur’an. Where, for example, can one find a detailed expla-
nation of ritual prayer or the fast in the Qur’an? The Qur’an refers to
these requirements in general terms only; the sunna provides the detailed
explanation.?

Challenges to this view of the organic relationship between Qur’an and
sunna are not completely unprecedented in the history of Islamic
thought. Some of the opponents of al-Shafi7 argued that the Qur’an
“explains everything” (16:89) and needs no supplement.? Their view-
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point was snuffed out after the triumph of the traditionist view, however,
and it was not until the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that the argu-
ment was revived. The factors that entered into the emergence, or
reemergence, of this doctrine included the challenge of Christian
polemics, the influence of Protestant scripturalism, and the effects of
western scholarship. These external influences encouraged an emphasis
on the Qur’an to the exclusion of hadith. There were also indigenous
factors. Among these were the general impulse toward reform and the
accompanying reaction against adherence to tradition (tag/id) which was
rooted in eighteenth-century reformist movements. Such factors encour-
aged, among the Muslims most affected by them, an almost complete
rejection of classical interpretations. For early reformers and for groups
such as the Ahl-i-Hadith this meant rejecting {ma ‘ in order to interpret
the Qur’an and the sunna for oneself. For later and more radical reform-
ers it came to mean freedom from reliance on hadith as well. Their inten-
tion was to get at the Qur’an directly and to bypass the hadith-bound
tafsir literature. The pressure for reform and for revision of traditional
viewpoints thus drove a wedge between the Qur’an and its traditional
sunna-based interpretation.

In the Subcontinent this new emphasis on the independence of the
Qur’an is first evident in the work of Sayyid Ahmad Khan.# The princi-
ples of interpretation which he lays down free the discipline of tafsir from
hadith, substituting instead the principles of reason and “nature.” He
assumes, throughout his work, that the Qur’an stands on its own, requir-
ing only the application of a dedicated and enlightened mind for its
understanding. The principles of interpretation he outlines make no
mention of sunna, focusing instead on the use of philological and rational
principles to interpret the text.® For Sayyid Ahmad the great miracle of
the Qur’an is its universality. He was struck by the fact that each genera-
tion continues to find the Qur’an relevant despite the constant increase in
human knowledge. Too heavy a reliance on hadith for the interpretation
of the Qur’an puts at risk this eternal and universal quality. Hadith-based
tafsir tends to limit the meaning of the Qur’an to a particular historical sit-
uation, thus obscuring its universality.®

The Ahl-i-Qur’an further developed this tendency to emphasize the
Qur’an as the sole source of religious authority to the exclusion of all
others into a full-blown Qur’anic scripturalism. For the Ahl-i-Qur’an the
elevation of the Qur’an and the explicit rejection of all aids to its interpre-
tation, including sunna, became central tenets of dogma. Their doctrine
implied, first of all, that the Qur’an needed nothing external for its inter-
pretation. Like the early Qur’anic scripturalists who show up in al-
ShafiT’s work, the Ahl-i-Qur’an held that the Qur’an was intended to be
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clear, accessible, and readily understandable. This mcam,. first, Fhat the
Qur'an was self-contained and must be interpreted according tc))umternal
logic, a conviction summed up in the proposition that “the Qur an ought
to be interpreted by its own verses.”” In other words no external aids were
needed for its interpretation except, as Jayrajpuri says, a sufficient
command of Arabic.® This conviction that the interpretation of the
Qur’an could and should be freed from the restraints of trafiition gained
popularity beyond the narrow confines of those directly affiliated with the
Ahl-i-Quran. Thus Indyat Allah Khéan Mashriqi, the founder of the
radical khakhsar movement, wrote:

The correct and the only meaning of the Qur’an lies, anq is_ preserved, within
itself, and a perfect and detailed exegesis of its words is v_vithm its own pages. One
part of the Qur’an explains the other; it needs neither philosophy, nor wit, nor lex-
icography, nor even hadith.?

This aspect of the doctrine of the sufficiency of the' Qur’an found its
expression in a new genre of Qur’an commentaries which set out to prove
the point that “the Qur’an is its own best commentary.” Among the :e_arh—.
est was a commentary by ‘Abd Allah Chakralawi, Tarjumat a!—Qur‘an bi
dydt al-furgan.'® The attempt to interpret the Qur’an on the basis of inter-
nal criteria alone became the hallmark of Ahl-i-Qur’an tafsir and the basis
for the sophisticated exegetical works of Jayrajpari and Parweéz.!!

Besides encouraging new methods of exegesis, the Ahl-i-Qur’an glso
argued that the Qur’an is comprehensive, a book in which all the require-
ments of the faith are revealed. It is a self-contained and fully sufficient
guide for belief and practice and all that is a necessary part of religion can
be derived from it. Among the early Ahl-i-Qur’an, especially .‘Abd Allah
Chakralawi and his followers, this assertion found expressioq in attempts
to prove that all of the essential details of ritual pfactice, i.e., the ﬁv_e
pillars, could be distilled from the Qur’an. By this means the Ahl—f-
Qur’n sought to demonstrate to their erstwhile colleagues in the Apl—r-
Hadith that hadith was, in fact, superfluous; all the details :)_f ritual
allegedly supplied only by hadith could be distilled from the Qur'an. .

The greatest preoccupation of Chakralawi and his followers was with
the details of salat, the ritual prayer. The object of one of his ﬁr:-j.t works,
Burhan al-furgan ‘ala salat al-Qur’an, was to prove that the dete.uls of the
five daily prayers can all be derived from the Qur’an. “The Muslims offer,
and should offer, five prayers a day,” he wrote, “not because they are
found in hadith, but because they are enjoined by, and are proven from,
the Qur'an.”'2 His conviction that every detail should be demons.trated
from the Qur’dn led him to reject a number of practices for whl_ch he
could find no justification. He considered the call to prayer (adhan) an



40 Rethinking tradivon in modern Islamic thought

innovation with no basis in the Qur’an, he modified the ritual recitations,

and he would allow no more than the obligatory number of ritual acts of

prayer (raka‘ar).'* But on the whole his modifications to ritual worship
were fairly minor; Chakralawi was more concerned with justifying the
main elements of the existing ritual than with promoting radical changes.

In the course of making his point, however, Chakrilawi frequently
embarked on exegetical fantasies. In order to defend the practice of grasp-
ing the ears during the rakbir (repetition of the phrase “God is Great™),
for example, he appealed to the following verse: “Say: ‘Consider, if God
took away your hearing and your sight and sealed up your hearts, who —
other than God - could restore them to you?’” (6:46); to which he offers
the following highly unusual translation and commentary:

O Prophet, Say [0 those people who do not humble their ears and hearrs in prayer, that
is, who do not grasp their ears, do not prevent their eyes from wandering, and who have no
fear of God in their hearts): “Tell me, after thinking, if God grasps your ears [enlarges
them] and your eyes [blots them out] and binds your hearts, then who do you have
but God to return them to you?” (Since there is no one, you had better grasp your ears
in prayer, keep your eyes from wandering and maintain the fear of God in your hearts.]'*

This example illustrates both the lengths to which Chakralawi was willing
to go to prove that everything of value could be distilled from the Qur’an
and the fantastic interpretations that were possible when the restraining
influence of sunna was removed from the discipline of tafsir.

Proving that the details of prayer were contained in the Qur'an was a
tenuous venture. It was not at all easy to find justification even for the
number of prayers, let alone minutiae of ritual. Thus divisions grew
within the ranks of the Ahl-i-Qur’an itself. One of Chakralaw’s disciples,
Mistri Muhammad Ramadan (1875-1940),'® broke with him ostensibly
over the number of daily prayers, although underlying their differences
over matters of detail were more important differences in exegetical tech-
nique. Ramadan rejected some of the more extreme exegetical extrava-
gances of Chakralawi, arguing that they demonstrated a continued
adherence to the Islam of the hadith. Thus while Chakralawi believed he
could justify the dertails of existing prayer rituals, including the require-
ment of five daily prayers, from the Qur’dn, Ramadin found only three
prayers. He also modified other elements of the prayer ritual, reducing
each prayer to two raka‘as and eliminating all recitations.'® He left
Chakralawi’s group and returned to his home in Gujranwila to found a
rival organization, the Anjuman-i-Ahl-i-Dhikr wa al-Qur’an and a rival
journal, Balagh al-Qur’an.'” Another Ahl-i-Qur’an figure, Sayyid Rafi al-
Din of Multén, is reported to have insisted that only four prayers could be
proven from the Qur’an.!8

These developments indicate a gradual migration away from the Ahl-i-
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Hadith roots of the movement. The preoccupations of Chakralawi and
his followers are clearly shaped by the concerns of the Ahl-i-Hadith. His
close relationship with the Ahl-i-Hadith is also shown by the polemics
between the two groups which displayed all the characteristics of a squab-
ble among siblings.!® Soon, however, the logic of the Ahl-i-Qur’an posi-
tion began to take on a force of its own. Ramadan’s ideas represent the
beginnings of an advance in Ahl-i-Qur’an thought away from mere justifi-
cation of the doctrine of sufficiency towards a more systematic develop-
ment of its implications.

The sufficiency of the Qur’an also became a focus of discussion in
Egypt after Sidqi inaugurated modern controversies over sunna there.
Sidqi set out to prove that “what is obligatory for man does not go beyond
God’s book.,” Thus the Qur’an describes itself as “the book which
explains all things” (16:89), and God Himself bears witness that He has
“omitted nothing from The Book” (6:38). Sidqi admits that the Qur’an
commands obedience to the Prophet — on this there is no dispute. Where
there is room for dispute, he says, is on the question of whether the
Prophet placed any requirements on Muslims which were not aiready
commanded by the Qur’in. Muhammad’s authority, he implies, is strictly
limited to implementing the Qur’an.?° These ideas are virtually identical
to those that were being spread in India at the same time.

The most striking parallel between Sidqgi’s arguments and those of
Chakralawi and his followers is their common concern to prove that the
essentials of Islam — especially the requirements for saldr - can be derived
from the Qur’an alone without any reference to sunna. Sidqi based his
argument that the prayer ritual can be established without any help from
sunna on the instructions for the shortening of prayer in times of danger
(salar al-khawf).?' From the exception, he claimed, the rule becomes
clear. Since Muslims are instructed to shorten the prayer to only one
raka‘a (a segment of ritual prayer) during times of danger, the normal
minimum requirement must be two raka ‘as. Beyond this basic require-
ment Sidqi believed that Muslims have a measure of freedom as long as
they do not exceed what is reasonable. Any additional raka ‘as performed
by the Prophet were purely optional.?? Zakdr presents a similar case.
Since the Qur’an did not establish the precise amount of zakdr to be
levied, it is clear that this is a matter of flexibility. Changes in circum-
stances will require changes in the required amounts.??

Sidqi’s direct assault on the foundations of sunna is an anomaly in
Egyptian religious discourse. Although his article set off a debate on the
pages of al-Manar which lasted two years, Sidqi’s ideas left almost no pos-
itive trace.? In fact Sidq1 himself recanted, and consequently the debate
was resolved more or less amicably.?® In later treatments of sunna Sidgi’s
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arguments are cited only for the purpose of refutation and his approach
has never been taken up by any other writer in Egypt. This outcome con-
trasts sharply with the fate of similar ideas in the Subcontinent where the
doctrine of the sufficiency of the Qur’an quickly gained clear institutional
expression and has continued to attract a small but dedicated following
up to the present. In Punjab during the 1930s this viewpoint was wide-
spread enough to support three separate journals. The contrast is illustra-
tive of general differences between approaches to the problem of sunna in
Egypt and the Subcontinent. Whereas Sidgi’s arguments, like those of the
Ahl-i-Qur’an, go to the heart of the theory of sunna, the dominant ten-
dency among Egyptian critics of hadith has been to avoid theoretical and
theological issues and to focus instead on questions of the historicity of
hadith. As a result speculative approaches to the authority of sunna which
found fertile ground in the Subcontinent failed to take root in Egypt.

In the Subcontinent the doctrine of the sufficiency of the Qur’an con-
tinued to evolve as it attracted new followers. A second generation of
adherents to this doctrine largely abandoned exegetical exercises
designed to prove the comprehensiveness of the Qur’an which had been
Chakralawi’s stock-in-trade. This trend was already evident in the early
twentieth century among the followers of Khwija Ahmad Din in
Amritsar whose organization, the Ummat-i-Muslima, refused to endorse
any attempts to revise basic ritual practices.?¢ Later writers, particularly
Jayrajpiri and Parwéz, did not feel any urgency about proving that every
essential detail of Islamic belief and practice can be found in the Qur’an.
They were content to assert that the Qur’an contains all the necessary
principles for right belief and action. The job of elaborating these princi-
ples they assigned to reason and to divinely sanctioned political authori-
ties. It was enough for Jayrdjpiri that the Qur’an is sufficient to guide
human reason and morality, providing the principles necessary for people
to come to their own conclusions about details. For these thinkers, Islam
has an unchanging core, but in application it is adaptable and fluid. This
implies that texts of revelation do not have a single, fixed meaning.
Rather, each new generation can expect to find in the Qur’an new trea-
sures as their own capacity to understand its teaching grows. The
Qur’an’s capacity to provide guidance is infinitely adaptable to new cir-
cumstances. By extension, it also becomes the right of each believer to
read, interpret, and apply the Qur’an for her- or himself, bypassing both
the classical tradition of tafsir and the keepers of that tradition.
Furthermore, no one’s understanding of the Qur’an - not even that of
Muhammad himself - is completely binding on others.?” Khwija Ahmad
Din Amritsari took this argument to an extreme, claiming that the
Prophet had no more understanding of the Qur’an than has been given to
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us. Muhammad’s understanding of revelation, like ours, was based on
reason ( ‘agl) and like us he was quite capable of making mistakes in his
interpretation.??

Such arguments fuel deep suspicions among more conservative
Muslims. To defenders of sunna it seems that the doctrine of the suffi-
ciency of the Qur’an is simply an excuse to play loose and free with the
meaning of the Qur’an. While Qur’anic scripturalists view it as a primary
concern to establish the independent authority of the Qur’an, their oppo-
nents respond by arguing that the Qur’an cannot stand on its own apart
from the Prophetic witness. The sunna, in this view, far from being super-
fluous, is absolutely essential to clarify the meaning of the Qur’an, to
guarantee its correct interpretation, to demonstrate its practical applica-
tion, and, finally, to guarantee the divine origins of the text of the Qur’an
itself.

The argument that sunna performs an indispensable clarifying func-
tion is often a simple reiteration of al-Shafi'’’s argument: without the
sunna to clarify its meaning, the Qur’an becomes “a closed book,” devoid
of the information necessary for its understanding.?® While the Qur’an
provides general principles, practical details can be found only in the
sunna. Examples are numerous: the form and frequency of the ritual
prayer, the rules for the fast, and obscure verses which would remain a
complete mystery without the sunna to explain them.*® Without the
sunna Muslims would be left without guidance on essential points of
belief and practice.

According to Aba al-‘Ala Mawdiidi, one of the most vehement oppo-
nents of the doctrine of the sufficiency of the Qur’in, the central function
of prophets is to guarantee the interpretation of the revelation they bring.
Prophecy is an indispensable guarantee that the Divine message will be
correctly understood. Could not God have had angels distribute a book
of guidance to each individual? Yet if such a book was sent without a
prophet, divisions would arise over its interpretation and there would be
no one to offer an authoritative decision on such disputes. Mistakes
would be made in implementing God’s commands with no one to set
them right.>! The experience of earlier communities makes it clear that
having a divinely revealed book is no guarantee against error: were not the
Jews and the Christians also blessed with revealed books?

In this view, then, prophets hold a privileged position as authoritative
interpreters of revelation. Here we have a manifestation of the idea, ubi-
quitous in Islamic thought, that the closer an individual is to the source of
an event, the more authoritative is their interpretation of that event;
because they were closest to the event of revelation, prophets are naturally
its most capable interpreters. Therefore no one was better placed than
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Muhammad to understand the full context and meaning of each passage
of revelation, according to Mawdiidi. But Muhammad’s interpretation of
the Qur’an involved more than just proximity to the events. The Prophet
also had a God-given insight, khudadad basirar, by which he was able to
rightly understand and act upon the Qur’an. Hence his words and
conduct, the stuff of sunna, represent an authoritative interpretation of
the revealed text.>?

It follows that Muhammad’s sunna is a clear and practical demonstra-
tion of the divine will put into action. Since the purpose of revelation is to
guide human behavior, it is impossible to separate the Qur’an from its
concrete implementation, that is, from sunna. S. M. Yusuf provides a
clear exposition of an argument for the necessity of sunna based on the
inseparability of revelation from its active implementation. In the Qur’an,
he says, this relationship between abstract word and concrete implemen-
tation is referred to in the collocution “al-kitab wa al-hikma.”*?
According to Yusuf, “hikma signifies propriety of judgment as manifested
and embodied in propriety of conduct.” The whole purpose of the Qur’an
is to establish hikma: “The progression from kitab to hikma is essential; to
tear the one from the other is to destroy the common entity of both.”**
The manifestation of this divine hikma is in the sunna of the Prophet. As a
result, the Qur'an and the sunna “cannot be fundamentally divorced
from each other. For Sunnah is, more or less, a concrete implementation
of the divine will.”3> Revelation, in other words, cannot be separated from
the particulars of its practical application and, in the case of the Qur’an,
these particulars are to be found in the sunna of the Prophet.

Finally, some supporters of sunna argue that the Prophetic witness is
not only the clarification and the practical demonstration of the meaning
of revelation, but also the chief guarantee that it really is revelation. In
other words, Muslims only know the Qur’an is revelation because of
Muhammad’s testimony to this fact. If the Prophetic word is not to be
trusted, then the Qur’an itself is open to suspicion. The sunna thus pro-
vides the essential foundation for the authority of the Qur’an, or put in
technical terms, “The word of the Prophet is a hujja [evidential proof] for
the Qur’an.”?¢ If the word of the Prophet had not been preserved, or if
this word could not be considered completely trustworthy, then we would
have no assurance about the reliability of the Qur’an.?

The basic issue between those who support the sufficiency of the
Qur’an and their opponents reduces to a fundamental disagreement over
the nature of revelation and its application in Islamic society. In the view
of those who uphold its sufficiency, the Qur’an is a basic set of principles
and a general guide for moral behavior. Details of the law, however, must
be worked out according to circumstances. Their opponents charge that
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this simply means molding the Qur’in according to personal whim. They
allege that the Ahl-i-Qur’an take whatever comes into their minds and
project it onto the Qur’an, and thus claim the interpretive authority that
they deny to the Prophet himself. “[The deniers of hadith] completely
deny the authority (hujjtyyat) of hadith in order to dismember the Qur’an
and mold it according to their own desires.”3® Consequently, “they made
the Qur’an a sort of camel which anyone can take by the halter and lead
wherever they please.”3® Adherents of the doctrine of the sufficiency of
the Qur’an respond that conservatives, by their attachment to hadith,
obscure the inherent flexibility of Islam and make it impossible for society
to adapt to changing circumstances. God never intended, they insist, for
every detail of life to be eternally established by revelation.

Such differences about the nature of revelation are sharply focused in
questions about the manner of Prophetic inspiration and the relationship
of Muhammad’s ordinary words and actions — his humanity - to his
divine mission as Prophet. In classical doctrine one of the fundamental
pillars of the theory of sunna is the argument that Muhammad was the
recipient not only of Qur’anic revelation, but also of special revelation
apart from the Qur’an.This doctrine was established by the time of al-
ShafiT and was a subject of controversy between him and his scripturalist
opponents among the ahl al-kalam who argued that the Qur’an alone was
revelaton from God. After al-Shiafii, the view that sunna could be
defined as extra-Qur’anic wahy achieved general acceptance, and tradi-
tions were circulated which stated that Gabriel brought the sunna just as
he had the Qur’an.*® Thus classical doctrine posited a duality of revela-
tion:

While the Qur’an is the basic source for the law, when we examine it we find that it
requires obedience to the Prophet of God in everything he commands and we find
that God, referring to the Prophet, clearly says, “It is no less than wahy sent down
to him.” (53:4) This proves to us that God distributed two kinds of wahy to
Muhammad: The first is wahy matli, recorded verbatim by miraculous arrange-
ment; this is the Qur’an. The second is the wahy of tradition, which is not verba-
tim, is not inimitable, and is not ritually recited . . . and we find that God requires
obedience to this second type of waky in the same way that he requires obedience
to the Q:llr’ﬁn. There is no distinction, for God says “Obey God and obey the mes-
senger.”

In this doctrine of dual revelation, the formal superiority of the Qur’an
was maintained by distinguishing, as Ibn Hazm does here, between
recited revelation (wahy matlii), the accuracy of which is attested word
for word, and unrecited revelation (wahy ghayr matli), for which only
the meaning and not the exact words can be attested. For the purposes
of the jurists, however, the authority of the two sources was equal. In
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al-Ghazali's words, “On occasions, God indicates His word by the
Qur’an, on others, by words in another style, not publicly recited, and
called sunna.” 2 Both the sunna and the Qur’an therefore originate with
God, both are mediated through the agency of prophecy, and no distinc-
tion can be drawn between them with regard to their authority.

There was some disagreement in classical scholarship about the precise
manner in which God delivered the sunna to Muhammad. While most
scholars held that the sunna was a product of direct revelation (wahy
mubashir), revealed through angelic agency, others believed that the
Prophet himself was more intimately involved in the process, and that
sunna, at least in part, was a product of his inspired jizhad. The disagree-
ment made little difference, however, to the final outcome. Whether
direct revelation or inspiration, the sunna still represents divine authority.
Thus the essential identification of sunna with divine guidance came to
be unanimously recognized in orthodox circles.

In the Subcontinent the identification of sunna with wahy has been an
important point of controversy, and the question of whether the Prophet
received extra-Qur’anic revelation has therefore emerged as a major
theme in the controversial literature on sunna. The issue has a certain
logical priority for both critics and supporters of sunna. For skeptics,
denial of this doctrine is a necessary corollary of the sufficiency of the
Qur’an. For those who defend sunna the doctrine remains a central
defense for the importance of hadith. If sunna is a part of revelation then
it is an essential and undeniable part of Islam and to deny its authority
amounts to heresy. But if, as the skeptics claim, Muhammad’s extra-
Qur’anic words and actions are not revealed, if they are nothing more
than the product of human effort, then it can be convincingly argued that
such precedents are subject to revision and were never meant to be
binding on all Muslims for all time.

The Qur’anic scripturalists’ primary argument against the revealed
status of sunna takes the form of a comparison between sunna and the
Qur’an: the sunna is measured against the standard of revelation and
found to fall short. This argument has ancient roots. The akl al-kalam as
portrayed by al-Shafi‘T claimed that they accept “nothing which has not
been guaranteed by God in the same way that he has guaranteed the
Qur’dn, of which no one can doubt even a single letter.”*> Modern
Qur’anic scripturalists elaborate this argument. They hold that revelation
which God intends to be universal and eternal is dealt with in a special
way. First of all wahy must be revealed and transmitted verbatim — every
word must be from God. Second, the process of revelation must be exter-
nal, entirely independent of the influence of the messenger. Finally, reve-
lation must be recorded and preserved in writing and transmitted

-

Boundaries of revelation 53

faithfully without any possibility of corruption or error.** Sunna, in the
view of the deniers of hadith, does not meet these conditions.

The first weakness of sunna is that, unlike the Qur’an, it is not pre-
served in such a way that it can be trusted to represent the exact words of
God. This is for two reasons. First, with the exception of the hadrth qudst,
ahadith record only the words of the Prophet, not the words of God. Even
if it be granted that Muhammad was speaking in response to revelation or
inspiration, the words are nevertheless his own words in a way that the
Qur’an is not. Second, due to the practice of transmitting reports accord-
ing to their sense ( bi’l-ma ‘nd) rather than verbatim (bi’/-lafz), the words
of the traditions cannot be trusted to represent even the exact words of
Muhammad. These facts were recognized by classical doctrine and itisin
part for this reason that sunna is defined as unrecited revelation (wahy
ghayr matliz). Nevertheless classical scholars still considered the sunna
reliable. For the Ahl-i-Qur’an, however, the inability to guarantee that
every word of sunna is divinely revealed represents a fatal flaw. To be con-
sidered revelation it is not enough that the meaning be from God; the
words themselves must be of divine origin and free from corruption.

A second criterion by which sunna can be shown to fall short of the
standard for wahy is closely related to the first: whereas wahy must be
externally and verbally communicated, the sunna bears the marks of
Muhammad’s personality. Wahy in this view can refer only to the very
words of God. “The unique characteristic of wahy, upon which is based
the assertion that it is from God,” according to one representative of this
view, “is that the mentality (basirar) of the individual to whom it is sent
has no hand in it. If the ‘wahy’ by which the Prophet established the prac-
tical application of the basic laws of the Qur’an, was really from God, then
Muhammad’s basirar can have no part in it.”*> Any human influence or
involvement precludes the possibility that a command or statement is
wahy. Khwija Ahmad Din of Amritsar argued that divine origin of the
Qur’an is established by the fact that the Prophet did not and could not
have full understanding of it. By transcending the mentality of the
Prophet the Qur’an reveals its divine origins.*®

The third and most important weakness of the sunna in relation to the
Qur’an, however, concerns its late registration in writing and its flawed
transmission. If God had wished the sunna to be an indispensable part of
Islam, He would surely have had it recorded and preserved in writing in
the manner of the Qur’an. Conversely, because the traditions were not
registered in writing until long after the time of the Prophet, we can safely
assume that sunna is not an essential part of religion (din). The tradition
literature itself alleges that the Prophet prohibited the writing down of
hadith, presumably in order to prevent its confusion with the Qur’an.%’
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Muhammad’s prohibition against writing sunna down is taken to have
both historical and theological implications. First, the late recording of
hadith casts doubt on the historicity of the tradition literature. How can
traditions be trusted if they were not secured in writing close to the time
of the Prophet?*® Second, the absence of reliable written records brings
into question the revealed status of sunna; if sunna was wahy it certainly
would have been recorded in writing.

The theological implications of the recording of hadith have been dis-
cussed in both Egypt and Pakistan. “If anything other than the Qur’an
had been necessary for religion,” writes Sidqi, “the Prophet would have
commanded its registration in writing and God would have guaranteed
its preservation.”*® In actual fact, he says, hadith was put into writing only
after numerous corruptions had entered the tradition literature.’® To
Sidqi’s mind, and the Ahl-i-Qur’an of the Subcontinent are in complete
agreement with him on this point, the failure to preserve the sunna in
writing implies that it should not be considered an essential part of reli-
gion. It is only writers from the Subcontinent, however, who use this
argument to attack systematically the classical theory that sunna is wahy.
The absence of divine intervention to preserve the hadith, they argue, is
incompatible with the classical theory that sunna is wahy. God does not
treat His revelation so casually.

The importance that Sidqi and Indian critics of hadith place on the
issue of the writing of the traditions reveals the degree to which they have
come to identify revelation with “book.” It also marks an important
departure from the emphasis on oral transmission and human attestation
that is prevalent in classical Islamic thought. In Ahl-i-Qur’in polemics,
the rhetorical question repeatedly surfaces “Is the Prophet’s sunna pre-
served in any book which is trusted by Muslims to be authentic?”>! If
hadith represents wahy, argues Parwéz, then why didn’t God preserve it
in the same way that He preserved the Qur’an? Why would He treat the
two kinds of revelation so differently? In the case of Qur’anic wahy,
Muhammad went to great lengths to assure its complete and perfect reg-
istration in writing. From beginning to end every word was both written
and committed to memory. As for the wahy allegedly recorded in hadith,
it was neither written down, nor memorized, nor systematically collected
or preserved. No steps were taken by the Prophet or by his immediate fol-
lowers to preserve the integrity of hadith.32

If the Prophet failed to have his sunna written down, it is also evident,
according to the “deniers,” that God did not preserve the integrity of tra-
dition after the time of the Prophet. At best the collections of traditions,
even Bukhari and Muslim, are mixtures of truth and falsehood. At worst
they are riddled with blatant blasphemies and absurdities.>? In such a
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mixture, how can one distinguish what is revelation from what is forgery?
Here again arguments discrediting the historical authenticity of hadith
mingle with theological assumptions about the nature of revelation. In
Sidqi’s words, “Is it conceivable that God would have subjected the world
to something in which it is impossible for anyone to distinguish truth and
falsehood?”>4

According to Parwéz, support for the notion that sunna is waky can be
found neither in the Qur’an nor in the earliest traditions. Moreover, since
neither the Prophet, nor his Companions, nor the early Caliphs consid-
ered anything to be revelation except the Qur’an, it is evident that the ele-
vation of sunna to this status must have been a creation of later Muslims.
Parwéz develops the argument that this doctrine was, in fact, an imitation
of the Jewish doctrine of the oral revelation of the Mishna.?> He also spec-
ulates about what motives might have led to the establishment of this doc-
trine. The problem, he argues, arises from the Qur’an itself where some
commands are explicit while others are vague. For example, a penalty for
adultery is clearly defined, while no punishment is laid down for con-
sumption of alcohol: does this mean that drinking is allowed? Clearly not.
Details such as the penalty for drinking were left to the Prophet and his
successors to establish as sunna. According to Parwéz, God’s intent was
to allow such details to be changed according to circumstance. But later
Muslims were faced with a challenge from non-Muslims and from dis-
senters in their own community: if commands and prohibitions not found
in the Qur'an are important, why did God not establish these details
Himself? And by what authority did the Prophet enforce commands not
found in the Quran? In the face of such challenges, and afraid that
anarchy would result if the basis for the law was undercut, the ‘ulamad’
adopted the idea that sunna is wahy.>®

Defenders of sunna counter by arguing that the idea that sunna is zwahy
is implicit in the Qur’an.>” Whereas the Ahl-i-Qur'an claim that the
Qur’an makes no mention of any revelation other than itself, their oppo-
nents respond that it contains clear evidence of extra-Qur’anic wahy. The
most oft-cited argument in this regard is the identification of the Qur’anic
term hikma with the sunna. In the Qur’dn the term hikma occurs on
twent}" occasions. On eight of these occasions it appears in the collocution
“qal-kitdb wa al-hikma,” and in all of its occurrences God is identified as
the source of hikma.5® The identification of hikma with sunna seems to
have originated with al-Shafi‘i and this argument remains ubiquitous in
modern defenses of sunna.> Sibi‘i rightly concludes that “the majority
of the ‘ulamad’ concur that al-hikma is something other than the Qur’an,
and that it consists of the hidden things of faith and the commands of
Shari‘a which God made known to [the Prophet].” Since the Qur’an
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makes it clear that hikma is obligatory and since Muslims are required to
obey only God and the Prophet, hikma can only refer to the authority of
the Prophet.®® Hikma is a necessary complement to the revelation of the
book, offered by God to His prophets. “God did not promise only to give
the Prophets a book, but also hikma along with the book. Every Prophet
was granted hikma along with the book, and just as the book comes from
God, so too htkma was sent from God.”®' Thus hikma consists in right
understanding and practical guidance into the commands and prohibi-
tions of the book that God gave to His prophets. It was not just private
revelation, intended only for the personal guidance of Muhammad, nor
does it consist of Muhammad’s personal judgments. The Qur’in makes it
clear that hikma is revealed and is meant to be communicated and
taught.?

Defenders of sunna also find support in the Qur’anic distinction
between different modes of wahy: “It is not for man that God should
speak to him except by wahy, or from behind a veil, or by sending a mes-
senger to reveal, by His permission, what He wills” (42:51). According to
Mawdiidi, the first two categories of wahy are personal guidance for
Muhammad - the basis for sunna. It was only from the third category of
revelation, identified with revelation brought by angelic agency, that the
Qur’an was compiled.®®> Moreover, supporters of sunna claim to find
plenty of allusions to extra-scriptural revelation in the Qur’an, occasions
when a command of God is described which never appears in the Qur’an.
The case most frequently cited concerns the change in the direction of
prayer, the ¢ibla, from Jerusalem to Mecca. No explicit command regard-
ing the original direction of prayer is recorded in the Qur’an, yet God says
that He appointed this original ¢gibla (2:143). Other cases include the rev-
elation to Muhammad in a dream that he would enter Mecca (48:27), the
case of Muhammad’s marriage to Zayd’s ex-wife (33:37), and the contro-
versy over the division of booty after Badr (8:7). All of these instances
offer scriptural validation for actions already undertaken according to
extra-scriptural revelation.* In Mawdadi’s view, they offer “definitive
proof that besides the Qur’an other commands came to the Prophet by
the agency of wahy.”% Besides these examples, as Salafi points out, the
Qur’an tells us that a number of prophets received wahy who were not the
recipients of a revealed book (4:163), proving that God'’s revelation is not
limited to books.5¢

The “deniers” answer with exegetical arguments of their own.
Jayrajpari, for example, insists that kitgb and hikma must both be identi-
fied with the Qur’an. The proofis in the Qur’dnic command that htkma be
recited. Since only the Qur’an is recited revelation (wahy matli), if both
kitab and hikma are recited (matli) then both terms must denote the
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Qur’dn. Any attempt to draw a distinction between them is futile.®” Hikma
must be included with the Qur’an and cannot be considered something
separate. As for the different modes of wahy, there is no proof that any of
the three kinds of wahy listed in 42:51 is external to the Qur’an.® Parwéz
offers a detailed exegesis of the verse to prove his point. Of the three modes
of wahy listed in this verse, inspiration, communication from behind a veil,
and messengers, the first two are limited to prophets and are purely exter-
nal in character. Normal prophetic revelations fall into the first category.
Only Moses received wahy of the second mode. The third mode of wahy
refers not to a different kind of revelation, but to the manner in which rev-
elation is transmitted from the prophets to ordinary people. When a
prophet transmits a command to his followers, this too is labeled wahy,
but in a non-technical application of the term. So, when a Muslim reads
the Qur’an, for example, we can say that he is receiving wahy. After the
ending of prophecy, only this last category of wahy remains operative,
since only the Qur’an remains as a source of revelation.®®

One of the challenges to the revealed status of sunna that is taken most
seriously by defenders of sunna is the allegation that in terms of accuracy,
preservation, and registration in writing sunna does not meet the stan-
dard for wahy. The most common response is simple denial, accompa-
nied by attempts to prove that the tradition literature was, in fact,
recorded and transmitted accurately. A great deal of effort is spent, for
example, attempting to prove that hadith reports were in fact put into
writing very early, beginning during the lifetime of the Prophet himself.
Furthermore, contrary to the allegations of the deniers of hadith, it is
claimed that a core of sound traditions was preserved beyond reasonable
doubt by following generations. God Himself bears witness to this fact,
argues Siba ‘7, when He promises to preserve His dhikr, a word which must
be inclusive of sunna.”® For evidence that God has kept His promise to
preserve sunna all we need do is look at the method of the muhaddithin
and appreciate the incomparable care and immense effort they exerted in
sorting the true from the false in traditions. “The God who preserved his
last book,” concludes Mawdiidi, “also arranged for the preservation of
the example and guidance of his last Prophet.””!

Most conservative scholars will admit, however, that denial does not
resolve the issue, for the difference between the two sources is undeni-
able. Only the most conservative polemicists will go so far as to claim that
“God protected hadith in the same way as the Qur’an.””? The deniers of
hadith demand to know why, if it really is wahy, the sunna does not come
down to us in precisely the same way as the Qur’an. What is the value of
two different forms of revelation? In answer to this challenge defenders of
sunna offer several different responses.
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According to one view, faith requires that the sunna should simply be
accepted as revelation in spite of the uncertainties surrounding its record-
ing and transmission. A leading representative of the Ahl-i-Hadith, for
example, suggests that God deliberately allowed these doubts and uncer-
tainties in order to challenge the faith of believers. The Qur’an teaches
that development of faith comes about by overcoming obstacles. If hadith
was preserved just like the Qur’an, no effort would be required to believe
it. Therefore, the uncertainties surrounding hadith should not be consid-
ered an indication of weakness but a necessary test of faith.”3 Acceptance
of hadith (i.e., adherence to the doctrine of the Ahl-i-Hadith) thus
becomes a measure of faith and a means of identifying true believers.

Others argue that the deniers of hadith are simply misguided in the cri-
teria they adopt to determine what can be considered revelation.
Mawduadi claims that the differences between the two kinds of wahy - in
form, transmission, and preservation — are inevitable, resulting from the
nature of the two sources. It is true enough, he admits, that the sunna was
not preserved in the same fashion as the Qur’an, but this is not sufficient
reason to conclude that it is not trustworthy. The suggestion that sunna, if
it is wahy, should have been recorded in a single authoritative book is
simply wrong-headed. Imagine, says Mawdiidi, a modern leader who, for
twenty-three years, works night and day to establish a revolutionary
movement. Thousands of followers record and propagate his teachings.
An entire country undergoes a revolution in thought, morals, and social
norms as a result of his work. Under his guidance a new society is brought
into being. And throughout his career, in every situation, people look to
him for guidance concerning how they should or should not act. They
seek his advice on every conceivable topic. Could we expect the record of
such a figure to be contained in a single book? Even if this were possible,
would we dismiss out of hand all other accounts of this leader simply
because they do not appear in this authoritative book?’* What Mawdadi
suggests here is that sunna and Qur’an, although both from God, repre-
sent fundamentally different genres of revelation and that the differences
between them are inevitable. The Qur’an was revealed in sporadic, dis-
crete bursts of direct revelation. The sunna, however, was continuous
throughout the Prophet’s life. It is unrealistic to expect the two sources to
be recorded in exactly the same way. In fact, the only way that sunna could
reach us is in precisely the way it has — through numerous reports and
from a variety of sources.

There is also a second part to Mawdidi’s argument specifically
directed at those who suggest that wahy must be written down.
Preservation has nothing to do with writing, he argues. Just as in a court
of law a document carries no weight unless attested, so it is with revela-
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tion: the attestation of human witnesses guarantees the authenticity of the
text. The Qur’an is not considered a reliable record of the revelation of
God to Muhammad because it is recorded in writing, but because its
accuracy is attested to by reliable witnesses.”® Thus the manner in which
the Qur’an and the hadith are preserved is not really so different after all,
for both come via reliable chains of human transmitters.

These arguments reveal deep differences between sunna’s supporters
and detractors over the nature of revelation, its purposes, and its scope.
Those who consider sunna a form of wahy view all revelation as eternal
and unchangeable — a comprehensive code, encompassing every area of
individual and communal life. Underlying their argument is a basic
assumption about God’s purposes in the world: “Islam,” as the well-worn
phrase has it, “is a complete code of life.” The purpose of revelation,
according to this view, is to establish a fixed pattern of individual and
social norms. Here we have a God who does not merely send His prophets
a book of commands, but offers them continuous guidance about exactly
how He wants His written word to be understood and implemented. He
is intimately concerned about minute details of law and behavior. By con-
trast, those who deny that sunna is wahy assert that God reveals only
general principles of guidance, leaving the details for mankind to work
out on the basis of reason. He is like a wise parent who sets his children
free once they have reached maturity, allowing them to make their own
choices within the bounds of his general guidance. Revelation lays down
broad guidelines from which each generation must derive its own conclu-
sions in accordance with the circumstances of the time.

At a deeper level, the controversy is also about human interpreters of
the Qur’an and their authority. If sunna is the essential tool for under-
standing revelation, then experts on sunna are likewise indispensable. But
if ability to contextualize revelation is needed, then those who know the
modern world will be the most able interpreters of the Qur’an and knowl-
edge of the tradition will be counted superfluous. The deep sociological
rifts between traditional religious leadership and western-educated intel-
ligentsia, between religious scholar and technocrat, are thus projected
onto the spectrum of modern Muslim attitudes toward the Qur’an and its
interpretation.



4 The nature of Prophetic authority

One day when Muhammad was a boy, looking after sheep with a foster
brother, two strangers came up to him. They were dressed entirely in
white and one carried a silver pitcher in one hand and, in the other, a gold
basin full of snow. While his foster brother fled in terror, the visitors took
Muhammad to the top of a mountain where they split open his breast and
purified his heart. Muhammad himself offered a first-hand account: “He
approached me and sank his hand in the cavity of my body and pulled out
my heart, split it and took out of it a black speck filled with blood, threw it
away and said “That is Satan’s part in you, O beloved of God.’ Then he
filled it with something that he had with him and put it back in its place,
then he sealed it with a seal of light, and I still feel the coolness of the seal
in my veins and joints.”!

The story presents a typical initiatory ritual which invokes shamanic
parallels, as Eliade pointed out. But for our purposes the anecdote is
important because it offers an early, pre-dogmatic assertion of Prophetic
infallibility. Muhammad, from this time on, was pure, immaculate, free
from moral impurity. This belief later found formal theological expres-
sion in the doctrine of %sma. All prophets, according to this doctrine, are
to some degree ma sim — that is, protected by God from making mistakes
or falling into sin.

In spite of its early origins and widespread acceptance, the idea of
Prophetic infallibility does not sit well with Sunni orthodoxy. Why do
Muslims need a sinless, or nearly sinless, Prophet? There is certainly little
to suggest this idea in the Qur’an. In fact evidence from the Qur’an and
traditions seems to suggest just the opposite. But the idea of infallibility
does make sense in the context of Shi‘ite ideas about charismatic human
authority. In Shi‘ite theology, God does not guide solely through authori-
tative texts, but through specially equipped humans, the imams of the
community. The stature and authority ascribed to the imam simply did
not make sense if the imam was prone to the same weaknesses as other
mortals. Thus it was Shi‘ites who first articulated and applied the doc-
trine of 9sma — and they applied it not at first to prophets but to the
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imams, the spiritual successors to Muhammad and proper heirs to his
authority. But if the imdms were unblemished, how much more so the
prophets. From these beginnings the infallibility of the Prophet found its
way into mainstream Sunni doctrine by the ninth century of the
Common Era.?

While Sunni theologians may not have originated the doctrine of
Prophetic infallibility, they found it to be indispensable. First, the doc-
trine of %sma was an important guarantee of the integrity of the Qur'an
itself. If prophets are liable to err or to sin, then how can we know for sure
that they have accurately passed on the revelation that they received from
God? Theologians agreed almost unanimously on the most basic form of
the doctrine: prophets must be considered immune from error in all
matters related to the divine message.?> More significantly, Prophetic
infallibility provided the essential foundation for the authority of
Prophetic sunna. To the extent that the words or actions of Muhammad
were protected from error they must accurately reflect God’s will. If on
the other hand certain of his actions were not protected from error, then
they can hardly provide a sure foundation for sunna. Authoritative sunna
must be limited to those areas of Prophetic activity that are protected
from error by God.

Muslims have had no monopoly on ideas of infallibility. Christians of
various persuasions have from time to time talked about the infallibility of
scripture, and many still do. For Roman Catholics the infallibility of the
teaching office of the Church has been a particular point of tension in
recent decades. Such doctrines share certain common theological func-
tions. The general theological problem that the doctrine of infallibility
addresses is the problem of the human-ness of all sources of religious
knowledge. God has no choice, it seems, but to communicate in human
idiom, through human agents. But if this must be so, then God can at
least be expected to prevent human weakness from marring this process.
We have here a recognition, albeit in negative form, of the importance of
human involvement in the revelatory process. The function of doctrines
of infallibility, then, is to assure the believer that human involvement in
the transmission of revelation, or in the interpretation of revelation, will
not undermine its authority, and to give the interpreters of revelation a
powerful justification for their own authority.

But how are believers to distinguish the infallible from the fallible?
Delineating the boundaries between divine word and human word
becomes a critical task. In the Islamic tradition, jurists and theologians
proposed two quite distinct solutions to the problem of distinguishing
between fallible and infallible in the Prophetic example. Jurists treated
9sma as a technical problem of jurisprudence. In order to distinguish
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binding and non-binding precedents, they commonly distinguished the
personal habits and preferences of the Prophet from actions related to the
Prophetic mission. The former, designated al-sunna al-‘adiyah, were of
no legal consequence; the latter, categorized as sunnat al-huda, were
legally enforceable. Almost all theologians agreed that Muhammad was
free from error when it came to matters of revelation, but there were dis-
agreements over the nature and extent of %sma in matters outside the
sphere of revelation. Only a minority held to a doctrine of complete
immunity from error; the majority limited %sma to the period after a
prophet received his call and considered only matters directly related to
the prophetic mission to be completely guaranteed. In matters that would
not affect the prophetic mission, prophets could conceivably commit
errors or even minor sins, although they would remain protected against
major sins.* Thus the prophet’s persona was divided into “human” and
“prophetic” spheres. In his everyday life, in personal affairs and in private
judgments, he was potentially fallible and his words and actions are not
legally binding. In his capacity as prophet, however, his words and actions
were divinely guided and represent God’s will.

For classical jurists such categorization of the Prophetic sunna was a
useful tool to avoid legal application of inconvenient traditions, and
in this way the orthodox schools of law maintained the consistency of
their legal doctrines in the face of hostile traditions. It was common to
draw distinctions between traditions that could be considered legally
binding and others that could not, and the simplest way to do this was to
interpret individual traditions as giving rise to no legally applicable rule
of law. For this purpose 2 distinction between the human and prophetic
roles of Muhammad was particularly helpful. Actions that fell into the
sphere of the human could be defined as, at best, recommended
(mandib). Consequently, some distinction between Muhammad’s
human and prophetic capacities was unanimously accepted in the ortho-
dox legal schools and the idea found its way into several traditions. The
best known of these is the date-tree tradition, which has Muhammad
offering bad advice to some unfortunate date cultivators. When con-
fronted with the results — no dates - he tells his Companions that, except
in matters pertaining to revelation, he is simply human and prone to
error.’ Another tradition has the Prophet refusing to eat lizard meat, but
with the assurance, “I myself do not eat it, but I do not prohibit it from
you.”¢

This was the juristic approach. But for the pious - particularly the
Muslim mystics — such a division between binding and non-binding
sunna was meaningless. The demands of law were quite distinct from the
demands of piety. The great theologian and mystic al-Ghazali writes:
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Know that the key to joy is following the sunna and imitating the Prophet in all his
comings and goings, words and deeds, extending to his manner of eating, ri§ipg,
sleeping and speaking. I do not say this only in relation to requirements of rehgx_on
(ibadat], for there is no escaping these; rather, this includes every area of behavior
(‘adar.”

Taken from this perspective, the distinction between “human” and
“prophetic” actions is unimportant; imitation of the Prophet’s behavior in
every aspect is the ultimate expression of piety. To follow the uswa hasana,
the “beautiful pattern of conduct” (33:21), of the Prophet is meritorious
regardless of whether the sunna was defined as obligatory or non-binding
in strict legal terms. As Annemarie Schimmel demonstrates, the mystical
vision of Muhammad became all pervasive in later Muslim treatments of
the Prophet. The Prophet’s position as human leader and lawgiver was
obscured by the glory of his cosmic role as “beloved of God,” as interces-
sor, as channel of divine light. The image of Muhammad was summed up
in his image as the cosmic “perfect man” — al-insan al-kamil. It is hardly
surprising that later Muslim piety, pervaded by this mystical vision, could
not countenance any suggestion of human weakness or fallibility in the
Prophet.?

To summarize: there was strong precedent in juristic thought for a
recognition of the fallibility of the Prophet in matters unconnected with
the Prophetic mission, or at least for a recognition that not all of his
actions were legally enforceable. Consequently, in the sphere of law, the
division of Prophetic sunna into binding and non-binding spheres was
almost universally accepted. Only extreme partisans of hadith were
unwilling to recognize any such distinction, and the view that all of the
Prophet’s words and actions carry the force of legal commands, implying
reward for their fulfillment and punishment for their neglect, has been
limited to the Zahiris.® But at the same time, the juristic approach 1o the
problem of Prophetic infallibility was submerged under the overwhelm-
ing weight of later safi piety.

Humanizing the Prophet

The problem with infallibility is that it leaves so little room for improve-
ment, or for change of any kind. There is a certain inflexibility built into
the idea. This is a problem that has become acute in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries as theologians — not just Muslims, but also Protestant
and Roman Catholic Christians — have sought ways of adapting doctrine
to rapidly changing circumstances. Not surprisingly, challenges to the
infallibility of scripture, the Pope, or the Prophet have been an important
part of such efforts.
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But challenges to infallibility also raise their own problems. For
Muslims the question is quite direct and urgent: is it possible to question
the infallibility of the Prophet without thereby completely undermining
the authority of sunna? And what will be left of Islam without the sunna?
Moreover, challenges to infallibility lend special urgency to questions of
human religious authority. If our sources of knowledge are not infallible,
then who is to decide what to accept and what to reject? The problem - to
adapt George Lindbeck’s metaphor for the Roman Catholic debate over
infallibility — is how to extract a tumorous growth from a vital organ
without killing the patient.!?

In the Muslim context, the early modernists were the first to reopen the
question of Prophetic infallibility in the modern period. Both Sayyid
Ahmad Khin and Muhammad ‘Abduh adopted the juristic distinction
between binding and non-binding sunna, admitting that the Prophet was
potentially fallible in certain spheres of activity. But while classical schol-
arship had encouraged the emulation of the Prophet even in spheres of
sunna that it defined as non-obligatory, the modernists began to view
these categories as deliberately unregulated and subject to change. In the
terminology of Islamic jurisprudence, they lowered the status of such
actions from recommended (mandiib) to indifferent (mubah). In effect
they placed whole areas of Prophetic activity altogether outside the
boundaries of sunna.

More important, the modernists excluded from the scope of binding
sunna not just Muhammad’s personal habits and preferences, but also the
bulk of his political and legal activity. Sayyid Ahmad Khan, for example,
divides sunna into four categories: (1) that which is connected with reli-
gion (din); (2) that which is a product of Muhammad’s particular situa-
tion and the customs of his era; (3) personal habits and preferences; (4)
precedents connected with political and civil affairs. Of these only authen-
tic traditions of the first category, those connected with religion, can be
classified as wahy and must be observed. All the others are at best optional
and may be freely abandoned without fear of penalty when circumstances
change.!! The Muslim community cannot be bound to detailed prece-
dents in civil and political affairs, for if worldly matters require detailed
prophetic guidance, then every age will require a new prophet to accom-
modate changing circumstances.'? In another passage he suggests that the
only binding traditions, i.e., the only traditions that can be called a part of
religion, are those that draw attention to the afterlife.!> ‘Abduh adopted a
similar position: of isolated traditions, he accepted without reservation
only those dealing with paradise, hell, and judgment.'?

These ideas reflect a wider tendency in modern portrayals of
Muhammad to emphasize his humanity, as Schimmel has shown. Where

"The nature of Prophetic authority 05

pre-modern Muslim piety envisions Muhammad as a cosmic figure,
larger than life and invested with superhuman qualities, modern treat-
ments of Muhammad bring the Prophet back down to earth. This process
of humanizing began in India in the eighteenth century. Three general
trends have contributed to the humanizing tendencies. First, the social
and political turmoil faced by Muslims in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries encouraged Muslims to seek a practical model for the restora-
tion of the Muslim community. The decline of the Mughal empire in
India, the accompanying breakdown of Muslim society, and the threat of
western colonialism left Muslims with an urgent need for a Prophet who
offered not just a spiritual message, but a model for the restoration of
Muslim strength. The cosmic Prophet of the mystics and philosophers
was no longer enough. Beginning with Shah Wali Allah Muslim thinkers,
especially in India, began to take a new interest in the sunna of the
Prophet as a model for social and political reform. Second, the challenge
of missionary polemics and orientalist scholarship of Muhammad
encouraged the tendency to demythologize Muhammad’s life. Beginning
with Sayyid Ahmad Khin in the nineteenth century Muslim scholars
responded to western challenges with apologetic biographies of
Muhammad which emphasized his greatness as a human leader and
played down miraculous elements in his biography. Finally, the ongoing
challenge of reforming or reviving Islamic law perpetuated concern for
the life of the Prophet as a normative model for human behavior. The
place of Prophetic sunna as a basis for Islamic law has given questions
about the details of his life as a human being special urgency.

In modern biographies the Prophet is only rarely a cosmic figure.
Instead, he is a progressive social reformer, a political leader, and a model
of human virtue. For Muslim philosophers and mystics Muhammad was
the cosmic “perfect man”; but as Schimmel points out, by the time we
come to Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasir, Muhammad has displaced Marx as “the
imam of socialism.”!> Schimmel also notes that it is not Muhammad’s
miracles by which modern Muslim biographers establish his authority;
rather, it is by his success in establishing a viable social order among the
Arabs. Even among those who do not seek to strip Muhammad of his mir-
acles there has been a strong tendency to deemphasize the miraculous
elements. Muhammad’s real miracle, and most contemporary historians
would probably agree, was not a split moon or a sighing palm tree, but the
transformation of the Arabs from marauding bands of nomads into world
conquerors.

Modern challenges to the infallibility of the Prophet are one aspect of
this humanization of Muhammad. Bringing Muhammad down to earth,
and casting him as a fallible human being, offers modern interpreters of
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his legacy flexibility, An infallible Prophet leaves little room for improve-
ment, but the legacy of a human and fallible Prophet, a Prophet more like
us, is much easier to mold. Such a view of Muhammad also provides a
way for modern interpreters to more easily identify themselves with the
Prophet and claim his authority.

Consistent with this increasing humanization of Muhammad, modern
critics of hadith have tended to restrict the application of 9sma to the
transmission of the Qur’an alone. In other areas of activity, Muhammad
must be considered human like the rest of us and subject to normal
human limitations and failings. For Muhammad ‘Abduh prophets, in
spite of their unique position, are “purely human and subject to the same
experiences as the rest of men. They eat and drink and sleep: they may be
inattentive or forgetful in what is unrelated to their mission.” He clearly
had doubts about the doctrine of %sma, considering it impossible to
verify.!¢

For Sayyid Ahmad Khin and ‘Abduh the denial or attenuation of
Prophetic infallibility becomes the basis for an incipient secularism; or,
seen from another angle, we might say that their denial of the authority of
prophetic sunna required an attenuation of Prophetic infallibility. Neither
‘Abduh nor Sayyid Ahmad Khin were true secularists, however. This was
left to their disciples. Both in Egypt and in India, a second generation of
modernists advocated a more complete separation between religious and
secular spheres of activity and to support this distinction they revised the
orthodox account of the nature and purpose of prophecy.

Secularists defended their exclusion of religion from public affairs by
denying that the Prophet had any involvement at all in the realm of gov-
ernment. Sayyid Ahmad Khan’s associate, Chiragh ‘Ali,!”? for instance,
argued that Muhammad “did not interfere with the civil and political
institutions of the country, except those which came in direct collision
with his spiritual doctrines and moral reforms.” Secularists in Egypt, led
by ‘Al ‘Abd al-Raziq, argued along the same lines that Muhammad
eschewed political authority. His primacy was purely religious in charac-
ter and his office ended when he died.!® What Muhammad did in the way
of governing had no relation to his prophetic mission.!®

The secularist argument renders the doctrine of Prophetic infallibility
irrelevant, except as a guarantee for the text of the Qur'an. If the
Prophet’s mission was nothing but a spiritual message then it hardly
matters whether his other words and actions provide a perfect model.
And, conversely, if his words and actions are without error, it is hard to
see how they could be so easily dismissed. Denial of Prophetic infallibil-
ity, in other words, seems to be part and parcel of secularism. But secular-
ists challenge the %sma of the Prophet not so much to undermine his
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authority as to claim it for themselves. Even while they deny the authority
of the Prophet in specific details, the secularists implicitly recognize the
general authority of the Prophetic example. Furthermore, they _justify
their own position by invoking the example of the Prophet, arguing, in
effect, that secularism is a valid model because Muhammad himself was a
good secularist.

The Prophet as postman

The Ahl-i-Qur’an also differentiated between Muhammad’s human and
prophetic activities. But they distinguished not between spiritual and
secular in the Prophet’s career, but rather between eternal and temporal.
The Qur’an they viewed as God’s eternal law, while the Prophet’s sunna
was only intended for the first generation of Muslims; apart from the
Qur’in, none of the Prophet’s decisions and actions are binding on later
generations of Muslims. In this way the Ahl-i-Qur’an account for the
Qur’anic emphasis on obedience to the Prophet without accepting the
authority of hadith. The sunna was the authoritative application of divine
law for particular circumstances, but when circumstances change the
details of the law must also change. The Qur’an represents basic
unchangeable principles and the sunna the practical application of those
principles. .

Muhammad Tawfiq Sidqi calls the sunna a “temporary and provi-
sional law” (shari‘a wagtiyya tamhidiyya). It is the word of the Prophet
valid only for his generation and because it was meant for the first genera-
tion of Muslims, the sunna of the Prophet has no binding force on
present-day believers. There can be no question, he says, that practice:c)
such as saldt and zakdt have come to us from the Prophet by mutawdnr
transmission. But simple connection with the Prophet, even mutawatir
connection, does not prove that a practice is binding in every age and
every place.?° Sidqi offers ten proofs that the sunna was intended only for
those who lived during the Prophet’s era. The majority of these proofs are
based on the failure of God, Muhammad, or the Companions to properly
preserve the sunna: it was not written during the time of the Propbet;
the Companions made no arrangement for its preservation whether in a
book or in their memories; they did not transmit the sunna verbatim; it
was not committed to memory as was the Qur’an and differences there-
fore developed among different transmitters. If sunna had been meant
for all people, it would have been carefully preserved and circulated as
widely as possible. Moreover, much of the sunna is clearly only applicable
to the Arabs of Muhammad’s time and is based on local customs and
circumstances.?!
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Whereas in Egypt such ideas bore little fruit, in the Subcontinent the
belief that the sunna was only meant to be absolutely binding during the
era of the Prophet has become one of the most important and persistent
challenges to the theological foundations of sunna. ‘Ubayd Allih Sindi
offers a fairly mild version of these ideas which is often cited by writers in
the Subcontinent. According to Sindi’s view, which he claims to derive
from the teachings of Shah Wali Allah, the Qur’an represents what he
calls basic law (ganin asdsi) whereas the sunna is provisional or tempo-
rary law (ganin tamhidi). The relationship of Qur’an to sunna, he sug-
gests, is like the relationship of a constitution and its bylaws. The Qur’an,
like a constitution, provides basic unchanging principles; the sunna repre-
sents detailed laws which are derived from these principles and are
subject to change.?2 This theory has two results: First, without completely
rejecting the efficacy of sunna or denying the authority of the Prophet in
secular spheres, it allows a large degree of latitude in the interpretation of
sunna; second, it clearly establishes the superiority of the Qur’an over the
sunna.

The early Ahl-i-Qur’an developed the same thesis, but more systemati-
cally, arguing that all of the Prophet’s activity apart from his transmission
of the Qur’an was irrelevant for later Muslims. Chak#alawi held that the
Prophet was no more than a messenger and that obedience to the Prophet
means only obedience to the divine message he brought.?* The Amritsar
school was more moderate, holding that the Prophet should be obeyed,
but not as an independent authority. In other words, any authority
Muhammad wielded was entirely derivative and could only amount to an
enforcement of the Qur’an.?* In fact, Muhammad’s understanding of the
Qur’an was in no way superior to that of any other Muslim.25 He himself
was subject to the same commands and had no independent authority or
privileged understanding. Adherents of the early Ahl-i-Qur’an movement
did not feel the need to elaborate on the nature or status of Muhammad’s
extra-Qur’dnic activity; they simply dismissed it as irrelevant. They
lowered Muhammad, in effect, to the status of a postman whose only duty
was to deliver the message.?¢

The Prophet as paradigm

Later adherents of the doctrine of the sufficiency of the Qur’an, Aslam
Jayrdjpiri, Ghulim Ahmad Parwéz, and Ghulam Jilani Barq, elaborated
this thesis and developed a sophisticated theory of Prophetic authority.
Like the early Ahl-i-Qur’an, these writers limited Muhammad’s
prophetic mission to the transmission of revelation. According to Parwéz,
Muhammad’s sole responsibility as Prophet was to transmit everything
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God revealed to him in the way of revelation, without adding to or sub-
tracting from it. The Qur’an itself affirms this by stating: “The messenger
(rasil) has no duty except to proclaim [the message].”?’ As rasul
Muhammad was no more than a transmitter of divine wahy charged with
calling others to render obedience to God’s commands.

Jayrajpiiri and Parwéz advanced beyond earlier adherents of the suffi-
ciency of the Qur’an, however, in the way they interpreted Muhammad’s
humanity. All of Muhammad’s activity apart from transmission of the
Qur’an must have been done in his human capacity.?® But even in his
human capacity, he held different roles. Decisions that he made entirely
on his own, exercising personal gjtihad, were subject to error and carry no
authority. But what about his role as leader of the Muslim community? It
is clear from the Qur’dn that in this capacity he did wield authority, that
this authority was divinely sanctioned, and that Muslims were expected
to obey him. What these writers challenged of the classical theory of
Prophetic authority is: (1) the assertion that this authority was an insepa-
rable part of Muhammad’s prophetic office; and (2) the conclusion that
the Prophet’s example is free from error, universally binding, and
unchangeable.

According to Jayrajpiri and Parwéz, Muhammad’s authority over his
contemporaries was the authority of a ruler and not of a prophet. In fact,
his political authority was unrelated to his prophethood (risalar). It was
derived from a second office held by Muhammad - that of amir — which
was quite distinct from his prophetic calling. In this capacity, Muhammad
was responsible for establishing a governmental system (nizam) in which
God’s commands were put into practical effect. The role of this govern-
ment was not to legislate, but simply to enforce God’s law. The Qur'an
alone was the supreme and the sole focus of obedience. But Islam is also
an integrated social system which requires a high degree of discipline and
conformity; it does not sanction individual obedience. An Islamic system
cannot function without discipline.?® Such a system requires a central
authority (markaziyyat) with responsibility for overseeing the implemen-
tation and enforcement of divine law. The name given to this central
authority was the amir or the imam. Muhammad himself was the first
amir, of course, for who could be better equipped to put the divine com-
mands into effect than the person through whom they were transmitted?
Herein lies the true understanding of the Qur’anic command to “Obey
God and obey the Prophet.” This command does not signify individual
obedience, nor does it imply obeying detailed precedents as are found in
traditions. The call to obey the Prophet is a call to submit to the divine
system the Prophet established and to the central authority that adminis-
ters this system. Obedience to God and obedience to the Prophet cannot
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be separate things, for the basic teaching of the Qur’an is that obedience is
to be rendered to none but God.

Muhammad’s authority as amir suffered several limitations not envi-
sioned in the classical view of Prophetic authority. First, the authority of
the amir is entirely derivative. Borrowing the terminology of constitu-
tional government, we might say that Muhammad, in his role as the head
of the Islamic system of government, had executive functions only and
that God reserved all legislative authority to Himself. Thus even during
his lifetime Muhammad was not competent to frame laws. He could only
enforce them. This, then, is what the Ahl-i-Qur’in meant when they said
that Muhammad’s extra-Qur’anic words and actions were never meant to
be imitated or obeyed. If he was acting as God’s agent in implementing
the law, then his actions were based on the authority of the Qur’an. If he
was acting on his own, then his actions were irrelevant to religious con-
cerns, being based only on his own preferences or opinions.

The independence of Prophetic authority is further curtailed by the
requirement that decisions be made by mutual consultation.>
Muhammad was called upon to consult with his Companions in all
matters unrelated to revelation. Moreover, traditions attest to situations
in which the Prophet and his Companions disagreed with each other and
revelation subsequently confirmed the opinion of the Companion.?!
Returning to our analogy, we might say that just as God retains legislative
authority, and the amir acts as executive, the right of judicial interpreta-
tion of the law is vested in the judicial council, the shiird, of the amir,

According to Parwéz the Qur’an itself tells us that when Muhammad
made decisions according to #jzikdd, his decisions were subject to error.
For example, with regard to the decision of the Prophet about the prison-
ers taken at the battle of Badr, the ruling came: “It is not for a Prophet to
take prisoners until he has subdued the land” (8:67). During the battle of
Tabuk, after the Prophet approved a request for exemption from military
duty, the following guidance was received: “God forgive you! Why did
you exempt them before those who were truthful were clearly revealed to
you and you knew the liars?” (9:43). On one occasion he vowed not to eat
a particular food and the order came: “O Prophet! Why do you call for-
bidden what God has declared permissible?” (66:1). To Parwéz’s way of
thinking, the reason that the Qur’an mentions these incidents is to mani-
fest Muhammad’s humanity clearly.?> Because he was only human,
without any supernatural knowledge, he was bound to make mistakes.
When making decisions he had to rely on the knowledge he had, incom-
plete though it might be.?3

In his position as amir, the fallibility of the Prophet was mitigated
through consultation with his Companions. Indeed, this is the very
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purpose of shdrd. If God had given Muhammad detailed guidance on
every matter, asks Barq, why would He have commanded him to consult
with his Companions?** Thus Muhammad’s legacy falls into at least
three parts: first, the Qur’an, which is divinely revealed and divinely pro-
tected against error; second, his decisions as amir, made in consultation
with his Companions and binding on his contemporaries by virtue of the
need for a central authority to execute the commands of the Qur'an —
these cease to have binding effect after his death; third, his personal deci-
sions, which were subject to error and were never binding even on his
contemporaries. The only eternal legacy of prophecy is the Qur’an. None
of the actions or words of the Prophet - the stuff of sunna — were meant to
be obeyed by later generations.

It should be stressed that whereas Parwéz and other Qur’anic scrip-
turalists seem to dispense with the authority of the Prophet aitogether,
this is not what they themselves claim to be about. None, in fact, would
admit to undermining the position of the Prophet or negating the
Qur’anic command to obey him. All of these writers claim to be, in fact,
representing and recapturing the true intentions and the true legacy of
Muhammad. It is not, they would claim, the position of the Prophet they
challenge, but the manner in which Prophetic authority is misrepresented
by the wlama’. Thus secularists do not reject the importance of the
example of the Prophetic legacy; rather, they insist that the Prophetic
example supports the exclusion of religion from public affairs and they
co-opt the Prophetic example for their own purposes. Similarly Parwez
and Jayrajpari do not altogether reject the example of Muhammad; rather
they reinterpret its content, its significance, and the manner of its repre-
sentation.

For Jayrajpiiri and Parwéz the Prophetic legacy is twofold. On the one
hand Muhammad delivered a revelation from God which is eternal. The
Qur’an is thus the major product of his prophetic mission and the
unchanging part of his legacy. On the other hand, he also served as a
model of the way in which an Islamic ruler should apply the Qur’an. The
importance of his example is not in the details of his application of the
Qur’an, but in the general pattern he set. Whereas in the sphere of
prophecy Muhammad had no successors because the message itself
was eternal, in his role as amir, the case was just the opposite. The prod-
ucts of his authority as amir were specific to his own era, but the office of
amir lived on after him. Because his authority as amir is passed on to suc-
cessive Islamic rulers, later generations of Muslims are not bound to
abide by decisions made by the Prophet in every case. In fact, they have
the same freedom to interpret and apply Qur’dnic norms as did
Muhammad himself. Parwéz believes that the pattern of the Prophet was
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actually implemented during the era of the first four Caliphs. ‘Umar in
particular exemplified the amir who followed in the footsteps of the
Prophet not by slavishly imitating him in every way but by reinterpreting
the Qur’an to meet changing circumstances. With the Umayyads the
pattern was lost.>®

The original pattern established by the Prophet can, however, be
regained. Parwéz holds that in the contemporary world Prophetic author-
ity should be manifested not through hadith but through the central gov-
ernment of an Islamic state. This central government — what Parwéz calls
the markaz-i-millat — stands in the place of the Prophet. The duty of this
institution is to interpret the Qur’an and enforce God’s commands in just
the same way that Muhammad did during his own era.

For these writers, Muhammad is a paradigm rather than an exemplar.
The Prophetic example offers not a set of detailed precedents, but a
model of how each generation of Muslims should determine the details of
Islam for themselves by exercising reason under the guidance of the
Qur’dn. Prior to Muhammad’s prophetic mission people were like chil-
dren, needing to be led along step by step. This is why numerous prophets
were needed. But Islam brought the prophetic dispensation to a close, sig-
naling a coming of age for the human race.?® For this idea Parwéz is
dependent on Igbal, who writes:

The Prophet of Islam seems to stand between the ancient and the modern world.
In so far as the source of his revelation is concerned he belongs to the ancient
world; in so far as the spirit of his revelation is concerned he belongs to the
modern world. In him life discovers other sources of knowledge suitable to its new
direction. The birth of Islam . . . is the birth of inductive intellect. In Islam prophecy
reaches its perfection in discovering the need for its own abolition. This involves the keen
perception that life cannot for ever be kept in leading strings; that in order to
achieve full self-consciousness man must finally be thrown back on his own
resources.?’

Parwéz concludes that prophecy is no longer necessary because mankind
is master of his own choices and no longer needs guidance in every detail.
Reason, under the guidance of the Qur’an, is sufficient for all situations.?8

Parwéz’s denial of Prophetic infallibility reduces Muhammad to
human stature so that a human leader can stand in his place. Muhammad
is no longer a superman but a normal human set apart only by his
supreme dedication to understanding, teaching, and applying the
message of the Qur’an. This leaves room, in the contemporary world for
the leader of the true Islamic state to become, in effect, the representative
of Prophetic authority. Prophetic authority is not manifested through
detailed precedents laid down in tradition but through human leaders
who follow his general pattern.
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The Prophet as paragon

In response to the revisionist approach to prophecy of these “deniers of
hadith,” conservative writers have maintained a vigorous polemical cam-
paign in defense of the orthodox theory of Prophetic authority. For
defenders of orthodoxy the Prophet’s example is clearly more than para-
digmatic; for them Muhammad’s behavior is exemplary in every respect
and in every detail. His every word and action is reliable and worthy of
imitation. Thus in answer to the challenge posed by the Qur’anic scrip-
turalists, supporters of sunna continue to uphold the specificity, the indi-
visibility, and the universality of Prophetic authority.

For conservatives obedience to the Prophet means, first of all, imitation
in every particular. This is assumed rather than argued. Refutations of the
Ahl-i-Qur’an are dominated by proofs that the Qur’an commands obedi-
ence to the Prophet in everything. What else could “obedience” mean but
specific commands? The very terms used in the Qur’an imply obedience
to specific precedents. Iitiba‘ means to follow directly behind; iza‘a
implies complete obedience.>® Moreover, the very purpose of prophecy
was to provide a practical working out of the Qur'an commands, an
example to be followed.

In response to the tendency among the Ahl-i-Quran to divide
Prophetic actions into binding and non-binding categories their conserv-
ative opponents insist on the unity of the Prophetic personality and play
down evidence of Prophetic fallibility. It is commonly argued that to deny
the authoritative nature of any aspect of Prophetic sunna throws doubt on
the validity of the whole Prophetic mission, including the Qur’an itself.
Al-Salafi, for example, argues that if the Prophet’s word cannot be trusted
in worldly matters, then it cannot be trusted on religious matters either,
for “trustworthiness is a characteristic of personality” and is not divisible
into separate spheres.*® Muhammad Ayyib Dihlawi argues in a similar
fashion that either all of Muhammad’s words are authoritative (hujjar) or
none are authoritative. It is absurd to hold that some of the Prophet’s
words are to be trusted and some are not because there is no independent
standard by which to judge between the reliable and the unreliable. The
Qur’an cannot serve as such a standard, for it too depends on the trust-
worthiness of the Prophetic word. If there is no reliable way to judge
between binding and non-binding then to doubt any part of the Prophetic
mission is to cast doubt on the whole, including the Qur’an.*! According
to Muhammad Karam Shih the whole notion of distinguishing between
two classes of action, one related to religion and the other to worldly
matters, is foreign to Islam. It was the British who encouraged such a cat-
egorization by taking control of all “secular” affairs while leaving the
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Muslims free to conduct their own religious affairs. For the Qur’an
however, all that matters is obedience to God’s commands, no matter
what category they may fall into.?? When the jurists distinguished
between legal and non-legal matters this was merely a formal distinction,
indicating what kinds of commands were enforceable. It was not intended
to imply that some commands of the Prophet were not meant to be
obeyed. On the contrary, it is still incumbent on Muslims to follow non-
legal traditions.*3

Finally, faced by attempts to confine the sphere of Prophetic authority
to the era of Muhammad, defenders of sunna emphasize the universality
of Muhammad’s prophetic message. The universality of Muhammad’s
prophethood had been an extremely important element of Muhammad
‘Abduh’s stock of ideas. The Prophetic message was for all people and for
all time. This, in fact, was the meaning of the ending of prophecy:

Muhammad’s prophethood brought prophecy to an end. His message terminated
the work of messengers, as the Book affirms and the authentic tradition corrobo-
rates. The fact is evidenced by the collapse of all pretensions to prophethood since
Muhammad, as well as by the world’s contentment with the truth that has come
to it from him. The world knows that there is no acceptability now in claims made
by pretenders after mission with laws and revelation from God.#

Rida takes up this theme in his criticism of Siddi. “It is self-evident to us,”
he writes, “and none contests it, that our Prophet Muhammad was sent to
all people — those of his own era, both Arabs and others, and those who
came after, until the Day of Resurrection.”® If, as Sidqi claims, the sunna
was valid only for Muhammad’s own generation, then prophecy is
stripped of its relevance for later generations and Muhammad is reduced
to a minor figure. This criticism by Rida moved Sidqi to withdraw his
opinions.

Mawdudi also defends the universality of prophecy but he offers a
somewhat different argument based on his ideas about the organic link
between the Qur’an and the Prophetic witness. If the Qur’an can stand
alone now with no need of the Prophetic witness to corroborate or explain
it, then certainly the same was true at the time of its revelation. If the
Prophet is superfluous for present-day Muslims, then his witness must
also have been unnecessary for early Muslims. The Qur’dn should have
been sufficient for them as well. But this is patently not the case. Prophecy
was absolutely essential to ensure that the Qur’an would be received as
from God. Without the Prophet the Qur’an would have been without
roots and without attestation.4¢

These differences between the “deniers of hadith” and their orthodox
opponents over the meaning and significance of prophecy reflect a deep
tension over the manner in which religious authority should be mani-
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fested in an Islamic society. It is a tension between principles of stability
and of flexibility, between the authority of the past and the exigencies of
the present, and between scripture and tradition. Most fundamentally,
however, it reflects a struggle over the question of who has the authority to
represent the Prophet. What individuals, groups, or institutions are the
true mediators of the Prophetic legacy, standing in his place and speaking
with his voice? Al-Salafi, in his polemics against Parwéz, makes it clear
that one of the central issues is the question of who is qualified to inter-
pret Islamic norms. He objects to Parwéz’s proposals to democratize the
resolution of religious questions. Democracy is a faulty system to begin
with and Parwéz’s theories will simply put authority in the hands of the
ignorant. Almost all of Parwéz’s critics express the suspicion that he is
stripping interpretive authority from sunna simply in order to grasp it for
himself.4”

The tensions between conservative approaches to sunna and the
radical challenges introduced by Qur’anic scripturalists are perhaps best
illustrated by those who seek a middle ground between these extremes. A
number of writers are attracted by the basic premise of the Qur’anic
scripturalists going so far as to dispense with sunna altogether. The
Institute for Islamic Culture in Lahore has been one important breeding
ground for this sort of thinking. In one of the more comprehensive state-
ments on sunna to come out of that institution, Ja‘far Shah Phulwarawi
tries to establish a middle ground, accepting many of the ideas pioneered
by the Ahl-i-Qur’an but refusing to dismiss the authority of sunna alto-
gether. He recognizes, first of all, a clear distinction between the
prophetic and human functions of Muhammad. Unlike Parwéz, however,
he does not limit the prophetic functions of the Prophet merely to the
transmission of revelation. Hadith qudst and traditions expressing special
prophetic knowledge for example, are also part of revelation. Thus all that
Muhammad received from God is not, as the Ahl-i-Qur’an claim, limited
to the Qur’dn itself. On the other hand, he thinks that most traditions do
not fall into the category of waky. The majority of what Muhammad said
and did was done by exercising his own #ithdd and not in response to
direct revelation. These traditions should be respected, but they should
not be taken as eternal and unchangeable rules. Thus flexibility is
maintained without throwing sunna out altogether. The way is opened to
reinterpretation without completely sacrificing sunna on the altar of
rationalism.*®

We see another clear illustration of this tension between the conflicting
demands for flexibility on the one hand and stability on the other in the
writings of Mawdiidi. On the problem of sunna Mawdiidi occupies a sort
of no-man’s land between opposing camps, drawing both inspiration and
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criticism from both sides. On the one hand he defends the necessity of
sunna as an indispensable source of stability for Islam. On the other hand
he wants to find sources of flexibility which will allow for adaptation. This
tension in Mawdudi’s thought is demonstrated in three articles in which
he develops his ideas about the human and prophetic capacities of
Muhammad. In the first, entitled “The Islamic Conception of Freedom,”
he draws a clear distinction between different roles of the Prophet and
presents Muhammad as a paradigm of the enlightened democratic leader
who allowed complete freedom of opinion and action in areas not legis-
lated by God. The second article, entitled “Obedience to the Prophet,” is
a critique of Aslam Jayrajpari’s ideas and takes a very different approach;
here Mawdadi emphasizes the unity and universality of the Prophetic
mission, insisting that he is to be obeyed in every respect. Finally, in a
third article, “The Prophet’s Human and Prophetic Capacities,” he tries
to reconcile these apparently contradictory positions.*®
The first article draws on a number of elements characteristic of the
Ahl-i-Qur’an approach to prophecy — the distinction between human and
prophetic capacities of Muhammad, the derivative nature of his author-
ity, and the non-binding character of his personal behavior. It begins with
a specific exegetical question surrounding Zayd’s divorce of Zaynab.
Why, inquires one of Mawdidi’s readers, did Zayd proceed with the
divorce in the face of Muhammad’s instructions recorded in the Qur’an
to keep his wife? And how, if Muhammad’s authority was to be obeyed,
could Zayd get away with this? Mawdadi begins his answer with a reaffir-
mation of God’s absolute authority, a theme which runs throughout his
writings. The Qur’an teaches that God alone possesses absolute authority
and that no human can claim such authority.’® The intent of the Qur’an is
to free mankind from bondage to any authority except God alone. Now if
this is the case then Muhammad’s authority, embodied in the Qur’anic
command to obey the Prophet, must be entirely derivative. The Prophet
is not to be obeyed by virtue of his human status, but simply as represen-
tative of God’s authority. The Qur’an thus makes it clear that
Muhammad occupies two distinct roles. He is, in his personal capacity, a
human being like us, and he possesses no special authority. As Prophet,
on the other hand, he has been made God’s agent. In addition to the
prophetic office (rabuwwar) by which he conveys God’s commands, God
has granted him the authority (hukm) necessary to execute those com-
mands. In his prophetic capacity, obedience to Muhammad equals obedi-
ence to God. If a prophet delivers a command from God then his
followers must obey it; they have no right to exercise freedom of opinion
(azddi ra’y) on the matter. On the other hand, if a prophet does some-
thing in his personal capacity he cannot demand obedience and his
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followers are free to decide for themselves on such matters. In gnother
context Mawdidi goes so far as to say that imitating the PFophet in suc_h
things as dress or personal habits is an “extreme form of innovation (ék
sakht gism ki bid‘at).”>! e
Mawdiidi admits that a problem arises when it comes to d15t|ngulsb1ng
human from prophetic actions in practice. The two roles are fused in a
single personality and separating the two is like trying to separate milk
and water. But he does not try to resolve this problem here. Instead, he
focuses on what he believes to be the implications of the two roles.
Although Muhammad had the power and respect 10 demand personal
allegiance, he did not do so. He eschewed personal au.t.honty and allowe:d
his followers complete freedom in matters left undecided by Goq anc‘l‘m
so doing he demonstrated the extent of freedom available to Muslnps, In
his human capacity,” writes Mawdidi, “the Prophet was also fulfilling th.e
duties of a messenger. When he did things as a human he convn_zyefi to his
followers the spirit of free-thought, taught them the true pn_nclzlples of
democracy, instructed them on how to exercise freedom of opm:g?, and
told them of their right to oppose any human, even a perfect one.
In his second article, “Obedience to the Prophet,” Mawdidi seems to
do an about-face. In this article, which was written as a review of Asla.rn
Jayrajpari’s Ta fimat al-Qur’an, Mawdidi vigorously reafﬁr_r.ns_tr;,e unity
and universality of prophecy. According to Mawdudi, Jay_ra1pur1 s argl.l-
ment that Muhammad’s mission was limited only to bringing _the Qur’dn
is based on faulty exegesis. His first error is to misapply certain verses of
the Qur’an which state that Muhammad is no more than a messe.nger.
These verses were directed at unbelievers, says Mawdudi. FOf believers
Muhammad is not just messenger but also ruler. ]ayféipﬁrl’s second
mistake is to distinguish radically between Muhammad’s job as rn_essenger
and his other activities. There is not the smallest trace in the Qur’an of any
distinction between Muhammad’s activities as prophet, as ruler, or FIS indi-
vidual. On the contrary, the Qur’an shows that “the Prophet occupies 01115
one position and this is the capacity of prophet .and messenger.
Moreover, “whatever the Prophet did, no matter the time or (')CC'flSlOI'I, he
did as Prophet.”* The example of Muhammad is comprehensive in scope:
In him is a worthy model for the whole world and from [his exa.mple] we can knos.‘v
what is permitted and what is not permitted, what is forbnc_jden :_md what is
allowed, what pleases God and what does not, the matters in which we have
freedom to exercise ra’y and ijtihdd and the matters in whlch we‘d_o not, how we
should obey the commands of God, how we should_e_stabé;sh civil law through
consultation and the meaning of democracy in our religion.

It is therefore incumbent on Muslims to obey the sunna in %ts ennrer.. i
In the third article, “The Prophet’s Human and Prophetic Capacities,
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Mawdudi recognizes the contradiction between his earlier two essays and
tries to effect a reconciliation.®® The conflict arises, he says, because the
question can be looked at from two different angles. First, the question
can be approached from an abstract (razar?) viewpoint, looking only at
the question of the nature of the Prophetic personality and the nature of
Prophetic authority in theory. There is also a second way of approaching
the problem, however, and this is from the practical (‘amali) perspec-
tive.57

From a theoretical point of view the difference between the human and
prophetic capacities and functions of the Prophet is undeniable. Here
Mawdudi rehearses the arguments he made in “The Islamic Conception
of Freedom.” The Prophet came to call people to obey God, not to make
them submit to his own personal authority. What authority he had was
based not on his own human qualities but on his role as God’s messenger
and his duty to call people to obedience to God. Moreover, the Qur’an
and the hadith both offer evidence that when he was acting only on the
basis of his own opinion (ra’y) his followers were not required to submit
to him. From this perspective, the difference is clear cut.

From a practical perspective, however, the problem is more subtle
because the prophetic capacity and human capacity were melded in a
single personality. Thus we find that the distinction is not nearly so clear
cut as it appears and his “human” actions often had a prophetic function.
Even when he most clearly emphasized his own humanity and distin-
guished clearly between matters requiring obedience and areas of
freedom, Muhammad was acting as a prophet by teaching his followers
how to distinguish between binding and non-binding matters. And in
those matters that appear to be entirely personal - habits of eating, drink-
ing, clothing, marriage, family life, etc. - even in such matters he demon-
strated by his behavior the basic limits Muslims should observe. Such
precedents cannot therefore be dismissed out of hand as irrelevant to
Muslim practice.

Despite the clear theoretical distinction, then, it is neither practical nor
permissible to decide for ourselves whether some part of the sunna is
simply a human precedent and non-binding. We do not have the tools to
make such a decision. Even the Companions of the Prophet themselves
had to ask on repeated occasions whether something that Muhammad
said or did was said or done as Prophet or simply as a man. There are only
two ways to know with certainty whether a particular sunna can be
defined as non-binding because it is part of the “human” legacy of the
Prophet. The first is by means of specific information from the Qur’an or
hadith which makes this clear. The second is by applying established
principles of interpretation — for example, the principle that in matters of
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food or clothing the details of the Prophetic practice are not binding, but
the general limits implied by that practice are binding.>®

Mawdiidi concludes that Muslims cannot disregard any part of the
sunna. Even precedents that seem to be based simply on tlf'1e persopal
preferences or habits of Muhammad may yet contain p_rmqples .VVthh
Muslims are bound to follow. Mawdiidi thus succeeds in disarming an
important Ahl-i-Qur’an argument. He recognizes the distinction between
human and prophetic roles which is so important to them., but he dx:aws
very different implications from this distinction. The two kinds of actions
are different kinds of sunna, but they are sunna nevertheless. The lesson 1s
not that the “human” sunna can be disregarded, but simply that it was
meant for a different purpose and therefore must be interpreted in a dif-
ferent way. .

Mawdidi’s attitude toward the question of ‘isma also shows a desire to
reconcile extreme positions. He admits, along with the deniers of had’i_th,
that Muhammad did make mistakes; this much is clear from the Qur’an.
But he vehemently rejects the implication drawn by the deniers of }?ad.'xth
that the Prophetic example is not meant to be authoritative. He insists
that the Qur’anic indications that the Prophet sometimes strayed in
minor ways were not meant to raise doubts, but, paradoxically, to inspire
confidence in the Prophet’s authority. The reason that they are recorded
is to assure believers that God guided even the smallest details of
Muhammad’s life and immediately corrected even his smallest mistakes.
Goci could not require Muslims to follow Muhammad in everything, as
the Qur’dn demands, without guaranteeing that his words and actions
were a true reflection of divine will. Even his mistakes are part of his
prophetic mission. ' .

If we know that Muhammad’s actions belong to differing categories
and have different lessons to teach us, then the problem becomes one of
interpretation — of sorting out how we are to understand different aspects
of the Prophetic example. How are we to tell the diﬁ'erencc.: between
Muhammad’s prophetic actions, which demand specific obedience, and
his ﬁuman actions, which have a general didactic purpose? How do we
know when Muhammad was illustrating human freedom and when .he
was acting out God’s specific will? Clearly we need someone_hk’e
Mawdiidi to help sort it out for us. We need someone, to use Mawdud"l S
own expression, who “breathes the spirit of the Prophet.” So here a%am,
the issue can be reduced to a problem of human authority. In Mawd.udi ’s
scheme, the Prophet’s fallibility becomes the interpreter’s opportunity. ,

Taken together these various illustrations of challenges to I’rpphenc
infallibility offer some general lessons. At issue is not the validity of
Prophetic authority, but how that authority is to be understood. Seldom
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are challenges to Prophetic infallibility used to undermine the status of
the prophet. Parwéz, Mawdiidi, and their opponents among the ‘ulama’
are all competing for the place of authoritative interpreters of
Muhammad’s legacy, hence heirs to his authority. Even secularists
implicitly recognize Prophetic authority when they appeal to the
Prophetic example to justify their secularism. Consequently, modern
debates about Prophetic authority should be viewed as contests for the
right to represent Muhammad in contemporary Muslim societies.

5 The authenticity of hadith

It is axiomatic, in classical doctrine, that sunna can only be known by
means of hadith.! The unchanging, incorruptible norms or sunna are
thus encapsulated in the corruptible and imperfect vehicle of hadith. In
this way knowledge of sunna becomes subject to the vicissitudes of
history, and, we might add, the irreverence of historians. The authenticity
of hadith — the assurance that the hadith literature conveys an accurate
account of the actual words and deeds of Muhammad — therefore
becomes a crucial pillar to the whole doctrine of sunna as well as a major
topic in the modern controversy over sunna.

Such preoccupation with the authenticity and continuity of tradition is
shared by all of the Abrahamic faiths. For Jews, Christians, and Muslims,
history is the field in which God operates; it is in historical events that the
transcendant becomes known. But if history is the ground of revelation,
later believers only gain knowledge of these events through the witness of
those who have gone before. Therefore, establishing a reliable link
between the event of revelation and the later community is a central
concern. For Rabbinic Jews, continuity with the events at Mount Sinai
was secured by an unbroken chain of teachers, preserving both the
written revelation and the oral Torah. For Roman Catholics apostolic tra-
dition, preserved in the teaching office of the Church, ensured the
integrity of the Gospel. For Muslims, this need for continuity with the
time of revelation was formalized in hadith reports which were attested
and transmitted by an unbroken chain (silsila, isndd) of reliable and pious
Muslims. The system evoked firm confidence among those who main-
tained it; in the famous statement of Ibn Qutayba, “No community has
isndds like this community.”?

Yet the authenticity of the hadith literature has proved to be the most
vulnerable element of the classical theory of sunna and the central focus
of most discussions of the problem of sunna, both medieval and modern.?
For opponents of the classical doctrine of sunna, challenges to the
authenticity of hadith provide an opportunity to undermine sunna
without appearing to question the authority of the Prophet. If only true
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knowledge of the Prophet’s words and actions was available, critics of
hadith claim, they would be the first to recognize the authority of
Prophetic sunna.* Most writers on both sides of the debate seem to agree,
in fact, that sunna and hadith must stand and fall together, that sunna has
no foundation apart from hadith. But this assumption of an organic link
between hadith and sunna has not gone entirely unchallenged; one of the
most interesting aspects of modern discussions of sunna has been the
emergence of creative attempts to establish a basis for sunna independent
of the authenticity of hadith.

The dependence of sunna on the authenticity of hadith was one of the
basic assumptions of the classical understanding of sunna, and an elabo-
rate system was developed to evaluate the authenticity of traditions. This
system was based on two premises: (1) the authenticity of a report is best
measured by the reliability of the transmitters of that report; and (2)
scholars can distinguish authentic from spurious traditions by carefully
scrutinizing both their individual transmitters (rdwi; pl. ruwdt) and the
continuity of their chains of transmission (sarad; isndd; silsila).’ The rules
for evaluating the trustworthiness of a rawi were borrowed from the pro-
cedures and technical vocabulary used to test witnesses in legal cases, and
a major branch of scholarship, the science of men (%m al-rijal; al-jarh wa
al-ta‘dil) emerged. Vast biographical dictionaries were compiled out of
the need for evidence by which to establish the reliability or unreliability
of transmitters of hadith.®

When Muslim hadith critics considered a transmitter they were con-
cerned with both their general capacity (dabt; itgan) and their moral char-
acter (‘addla). Transmitters demonstrating excellent memory, linguistic
ability, and accuracy might be considered competent (dabir); but only
adult Muslims, fully in control of their mental faculties, aware of their
moral responsibility, free from guilt for major sins, and not prone to
minor sins could be considered morally upright (@d)).” A transmitter
possessing both qualities was called trustworthy (thiga). A transmitter
who possessed sound moral character (‘adala) but who showed signs of
carelessness was called honest (sudiig), and so on to lower grades.® In this
way the trustworthiness of each transmitter could be precisely classified.

Such tests of reliability and character were applied to each hadith
transmitter in an #sndd with the important exception of those in the first
generation, the Companions of the Prophet (Sahaba). Just as the doc-
trine of Prophetic infallibility (‘isma) guarantees that the Prophet is free
from error in matters related to revelation, so too the moral integrity of
the Companions is assured by the doctrine of their collective moral
uprightness (ta dil). According to this doctrine the Companions must be
considered free from major sins by virtue of their direct association with
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the Prophet, for “God has declared all of them to be trustwo.rthy. He has
revealed their purity and He has chosen [to mention] them in the [very]
text of the Qur’an.”® The Companions are thus excluded from normal
scrutiny on theological grounds.

A second criterion by which the authenticity of a tradition was to be
measured was the continuity of its chain of transmission. Not only must
the general capacity and moral purity of each transmitter be proven, each
rawi must also be shown to have received reports in an acceptable manner
from the preceding authority in the chain of transmission. Transmitters
must have lived during the same period, they must have had the opportu-
nity to meet, and they must have reached sufficient age at t.h_e time of
transmission to guarantee their capacity to transmit. Imprecision, care-
lessness, or other defects in citing one’s authorities in an isndd could bring
into question the continuity of transmission in much the same way tt}at
imprecise documentation opens a modern scholar to the chgrge of p'lagla-
rism. An elaborate technical vocabulary was developed to aid the discov-
ery and classification of such defects. _

Acceptable means of transmission were not unanimously agreed upon
in detail, but direct contact with the preceding authority was.generally
required. As a result, classical theory was indifferent to the existence of
written versions of hadith. Regardless of whether reference was made to a
written record, a report could only be transmitted by direct contac.t
between master and student. Just as in legal matters documentary‘ evi-
dence carried little weight, so too in hadith transmission, a written
account was worthless without oral attestation.

The application of these criteria for judging the authenticity of'bafﬁth
grew into a mature system with the emergence of the great compilations
of hadith in the third century A.H. Compilers of hadith assembled the
available data on the character of transmitters and the continuity of trans-
mission and based on this data they gave each tradition a general rating.
The most reliable traditions were designated sound (sahih). Reports that
fell short of some of the standards for sound traditions were designated
fair (hasan), and those with serious defects were labeled weak (da%f).
Spurious hadith were dismissed as fabricated (mawdu ‘).. ;

The result was a sophisticated and, given the assumptions upon whth
it was grounded, an eminently coherent system for testing the authentic-
ity of hadith. In the eyes of most Muslim scholars, sahih hadith could,
with a high degree of confidence, be considered to represent the actual
words and deeds of the Prophet. On the other hand, few scholars woul‘d
have argued that the system was foolproof. In the epistcmologi'cal uni-
verse of classical Islam, no hadith, even sahih hadith, was considered a
source of absolute knowledge (yagin). At best the knowledge derived
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from hadith had to be classified as conjecture (zann). Nor, as we have
seen, was hadith without its opponents during the formative period in
Islamic thought. Into the third century there were still those, doubtless a
small minority, who argued forcefully that hadith was not a reliable basis
for religious authority. On the whole, however, the general efficacy of the
classical system of hadith criticism as a reliable method of ascertaining
the actual words and actions of Muhammad was not seriously ques-
tioned.

In modern discussions of Prophetic authority, many of the basic
assumptions of classical hadith scholarship have been questioned both by
Muslims and by orientalists. The first serious challenges to the classical
system came from European scholars who, beginning with Alois
Sprenger, began to express skepticism about the reliability of hadith as a
historical source.!® Sprenger was followed in this regard by Sir William
Muir, who also maintained a critical attitude toward the authenticity of
hadith in his Life of Mahomet. European scholarship of hadith culminated
in the work of Ignaz Goldziher, whose Muhammedanische Studien remains
among the seminal works on the subject, and who was unquestionably the
most important nineteenth-century critic of hadith. Goldziher was more
skeptical than either Sprenger or Muir about the prospect of positively
identifying those few authentic traditions of the Prophet that might have
survived. But while he denied that the vast majority of hadith could be
considered authentic, he came to this conclusion by way of an insight into
the value of hadith as a source for the study of Islamic history. In other
words, the tradition literature is unreliable as a source for the rise of Islam,
but it provides an invaluable source for the beliefs, concerns, and conflicts
of the generations of Muslims who came after and who put the traditions
into circulation. As he himself put it: “The hadith will not serve as a docu-
ment for the history of the infancy of Islam, but rather as a reflection of the
tendencies which appeared in the community during the more mature
stages of its development.”!! Goldziher thus became the first scholar to
subject the hadith to a systematic historical and critical method.

Goldziher’s Muhammedanische Studien, published in 1896, was neither
revised nor supplemented in a significant way until the publication of
Joseph Schacht’s Origins of Muhammadan Furisprudence in 1950. In the
course of studying legal hadith Schacht concluded, like Goldziher, that
few if any traditions originated with the Prophet. He believed that it was
possible, however, by careful study, to arrive at a rough estimate of when a
particular tradition was, in fact, put into circulation. In order to arrive at a
chronology of legal traditions he made heavy use of the argument from
silence, but he also thought that the isndd of a tradition could give clues to
its origin. The method he proposed was based on the hypothesis that
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isndds tend to grow backwards. The earlier a tradition, the less likely it will
be to have a complete isndd; the more complete the isndd, the later the tra-
dition. Schacht developed these insights into his common link theory, a
method which has more recently been revived, in circumscribed form, by
Juynboll. Schacht’s theories have given rise to almost a half-century of
controversy. While certain of his theories have been widely accepted, par-
ticularly the conclusion that isnads grow backwards, there has been less
enthusiasm for the final results of his study: the conclusion that the hadith
literature offers us almost no information about the Prophet himself.
Moreover, Schacht’s work has been subjected to a good deal of justified
criticism.!?

While Muslims share many of the specific concerns dealt with in these
western discussions of the authenticity of hadith, western treatments of
hadith have only occasionally had a direct impact on modern Muslim dis-
cussions of the problem. The most important discussions of hadith by
Muslim authors, with a few important exceptions, show a marked indif-
ference to western scholarship.!?> From Sayyid Ahmad Khidn onward
three topics dominate Muslim discussions of the authenticity of hadith:
the ‘@ddla of the Companions; the manner in which hadith were pre-
served and transmitted; and the efficacy of #sndd criticism to distinguish
authentic and spurious traditions.

The ‘addla of the Companions

The ‘addla of the Companions is a cornerstone of traditional hadith criti-
cism, for the ‘addla of every generation of transmitters must be proven
with the exception of the Companions, “whose character is testified to by
Allah and his Prophet.”!* The Companions provide an indispensable link
in the epistemological chain between the Prophet and the rest of human-
ity. They are the only agency by which reliable knowledge of Muhammad
and the Qur’an could be transmitted. Consequently, the question of the
collective ‘adala of the Companions is second only to the problem of the
‘isma of the Prophet in its sensitivity: “Whosoever slanders the Prophet’s
Companions only wants to demolish the fortress of Islam.”!*

In their attempts to bring into question the doctrine of the ‘addla,
critics of hadith have generally pointed to three kinds of evidence. First,
the Prophetic traditions themselves show that Muhammad did not com-
pletely trust all those who could be called Companions. According to a
well-known tradition, the Prophet said: “Let whoever tells lies about me
deliberately take his place in hell.” This can be taken to mean that
Muhammad knew that there were those among his Companions who
were spreading lies about him.!¢
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A second body of evidence brought to bear on this debate by opponents
of hadith consists of reports of conflicts and mutual accusations among
the Companions themselves. According to Jayrajpari, because the
Companions so often disagreed with one another Abi Bakr forbade the
collection of hadith.!” Ahmad Amin argues that such reports show that
the Companions themselves did not trust each other.!® Examples are not
hard to find: ‘A’isha and Ibn ‘Abbis were reported to have criticized Abi
Hurayra; a number of Companions demanded evidence for the truth of
reports passed on to them; ‘Umar allegedly questioned a report from
Fitima bint Qays; ‘Umar is also reported to have confined three
Companions to Medina to keep them from spreading traditions. !°

One of the more common accusations in early reports is that a particu-
lar Companion simply exceeds the bounds of propriety in the number of
traditions he transmits, a practice referred to as ikthar al-hadith. The
problem of ikthar al-hadith has attracted the attention of critics of hadith
to particular Companions who seem vulnerable on circumstantial
grounds to charges of dishonesty or carelessness in transmission of
hadith. The major focus of such criticism has been the Companion Abi
Hurayra, who, although he was with the Prophet for only three years, is
alleged to have been the most prolific in transmitting hadith.2° It is impos-
sible, according to critics, to believe that he transmitted so much.?!
Moreover, biographical literature provides ample material for criticism of
Abu Hurayra’s character which has been used to advantage by opponents
of hadith.?2

Such arguments to discredit the ‘adala of the Companions are to be
expected from outright deniers of hadith, but challenges to the ‘addla
have also come from less likely sources. Mawdiidi, by most accounts a
champion of hadith, offers perhaps the most startling example. After dis-
cussing the problem of mutual vilification among hadith scholars,
Mawdadi discloses, in a somewhat scandalized tone, that “even the noble
Companions were overcome by human weakness, one attacking
another.”?*> He proceeds to cite examples similar to those offered by
deniers of hadith: Ibn ‘Umar called Abi Hurayra a liar; ‘A’isha criticized
Anas for transmitting traditions although he was only a child during the
life of the Prophet, and Hasan b. ‘Ali called both Ibn ‘Umar and Ibn al-
Zubayr liars.?* It is clear that Mawdidi’s point is not to discredit the
hadith literature as a whole; he simply wants to make a case for his own
reexamination of it. By appearing to deny the ‘addla of the Companions,
however, he has sided with more extreme critics of hadith and earned the
ire of conservative opponents.

The conservative response to such attacks has been fierce and sus-
tained. Challenges to the moral integrity of the Companions are viewed
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as malicious slander.?® Mawduadi’s fairly mild statements turned the
‘ulamd’ against him and elicited numerous articles and monographs crit-
icizing his alleged slander of the Companions.?® The response in the
Middle East to Abi Rayya’s writings has been similar.?’” The detailed
arguments of those who defend the ‘adala need not be rehearsed; thou-
sands of pages have been written, but the general form and approach of
these refutations can be summarized briefly. Defenses of the ‘adala of the
Companions often include a cataloging of their praiseworthy characteris-
tics and piety.28 The point is that to attribute falsehood to these people is
incompatible with everything known about them. How could individuals
who cared so much for the Prophet that they counted his gray hairs be
accused of deliberately spreading falsehoods about him? In a similar vein,
Siba‘i suggests that to attribute falsehoods to the Companions is illogical,
for fabrications would immediately have been recognized and checked by
other Companions.?® Apart from general praise of the Companions and
reaffirmation of God’s protection of them, the usual method used to
refute the arguments of the deniers rests on detailed analysis of the partic-
ular traditions or historical reports; traditions that seem to indicate dis-
honesty or carelessness on the part of Companions must be discredited or
reinterpreted to lessen their sting.*°

The debate over the moral character of the Companions has thus been
fought primarily by means of detailed arguments about the authenticity
and interpretation of particular hadith reports and biographical reports
which seem to bear on the question. Consequently, critics of hadith have
found themselves in the awkward position of attacking hadith by means
of hadith, a field in which they are at a decisive disadvantage vis-a-vis their
conservative opponents. More importantly, these discussions illustrate
that critics of hadith are willing to use any evidence at their disposal, even
if that is from the hadith literature itself, to defend their rejection of
hadith. In other words, their rejection of hadith is more a dogma to be
defended than a historical thesis to be systematically applied.

Preservation and transmission of hadith

The Companions are but the first and most critical link in the chain that
connects the hadith with the Prophet. No less a concern than the reliabil-
ity of the Companions is the manner in which the tradition literature was
preserved and transmitted after them. The central issue is simple: was the
process of transmission reliable enough to give assurance that at least a
core of authentic traditions about the Prophet was preserved uncor-
rupted? This question leads, however, to numerous sub-topics. When
were hadith first recorded in writing? Was transmission entirely oral or
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were written records used? Can oral transmission, especially the practice
of transmitting the sense (bi’/-ma ‘nd) rather than verbatim (b:’l-lafz) be
considered a reliable means of preserving sunna?

Classical scholarship portrays the process of hadith transmission as
primarily oral, at least through the first century. Even after written collec-
tions of hadith were compiled, oral transmission remained the ideal.
Orality, in this system, was a virtue rather than a vice. Just as Islamic
jurists belittled documentary evidence, preferring direct oral testimony,
so the scholars of hadith insisted on the superiority of direct, personal,
and oral transmission of hadith.3! Writing is of value only as an aid to
memory; it is neither essential, nor, on its own, trustworthy. In theory,
then, written collections of hadith are of value only when directly attested
to by living transmitters of the tradition who can vouch for their accuracy.

The nineteenth century threatened a reversal of this preference for oral
over written evidence, at least among the Muslims most directly affected
by the West. Western historians demanded documentary evidence,
tending to impugn the trustworthiness of oral transmission. Thus early
European critics of hadith stressed the late registration in writing and the
flawed process of transmission as the sources of the corruptions with
which they alleged the hadith literature was beset.

The substance of the orientalist critique of early hadith transmission
was absorbed into Muslim discussions of hadith beginning with Sayyid
Ahmad Khan. Ahmad Khan, in his response to Muir, accepts the con-
tention that significant writing of hadith did not occur within the first
century A.H. He is also cognizant of the problems posed by oral transmis-
sion, but he refuses to admit Muir’s more extreme allegations with regard
to the self-serving and corrupt motives of hadith transmitters. Ahmad
Khan prefers to view transmitters of hadith as essentially well meaning.
Corruption in hadith literature is therefore not primarily premeditated
but the result of a flawed process of transmission. He locates the problem
primarily in the custom of riwdya bi’l-ma‘nd, transmitting according to
the sense rather than the exact words.3? In his essay on jinn he offers an
illustration of the devastating results of this widespread practice by com-
paring textual variations among traditions about jinn — differences which
go well beyond the wording and affect the essential meaning.’* As a
result, he contends, one can be sure in very few instances that traditions
accurately portray the Prophet’s words and actions, even if they can be
shown to have originated during his lifetime.

A similar emphasis on the essentially flawed character of early hadith
transmission became a central theme in the controversial writings of both
the Indian Ahl-i-Qur’an and the Egyptian deniers of hadith. Sidqi held
that nothing at all of the hadith was recorded until after enough time had
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elapsed to allow the infiltration of numerous absurd or corrupt tradi-
tions.?® “It is evident,” he writes, “in every era and in every nation that
people find it hard to preserve traditions, when they are lengthy or numer-
ous and especially if they are reported only once, without corruption of
the words and the meaning and without changes, additions or mis-
takes.”3% On the other hand, there is incentive for transmitters to claim
their report is verbatim. This sort of transmission at best approximates
the meaning of the original and the result is numerous different readings,
contradictions, and outright falsehoods.?® Ahmad Amin comes to the
same conclusion, arguing that because the traditions were not written
down, fabrication and corruption began very early, perhaps during the
lifetime of the Prophet himself.%’

Jayrajpuri also lays stress on riwaya bi’l-ma ‘nd as a source of corruption
in hadith. Since the Companions had not written hadith down when they
were with the Prophet, nor had they consciously memorized his words,
the best that they could do was to transmit what they remembered. As a
result the muhaddithiin had no choice but to accept such transmissions.
But it is inevitable, if words are changed, that some change will take place
in meaning as well. The Companions themselves seem to have been
aware of this problem and therefore criticized one another’s reports from
time to time.>8

Mahmiid Abi Rayya has promoted similar arguments. Like earlier
critics of hadith, Abia Rayya argues that the late date when traditions
began to be registered in written form, more than one hundred years after
the Prophet’s death, became a major obstacle to the fidelity of the
hadith.?® Like Ahmad Khan, he blames the practice of transmitting the
meaning rather than the exact words, a practice which he claims began
with the Companions of the Prophet. If the Companions themselves
could do no better than to transmit the approximate meaning, one can
well imagine how the traditions were transformed in subsequent genera-
tions.%® What began as less than perfect thus continued to be corrupted
until it emerged in final form only in the third and fourth centuries AHA*
To illustrate his argument Abii Rayya points out that eight different tradi-
tions offer eight distinct readings of parts of the Muslim statement c_>f
faith.42 Consequently, even if a tradition is thought to originate with the
Prophet, there can be no assurance that its meaning has been preserved
intact.

Such arguments from historical reports are sometimes bolstered by an
appeal to common experience. Consider, suggests Barq, an event wit-
nessed by fifty different people. If you go to them one by one and ask for
details of what happened you will find considerable discrepancies in their
accounts. Wait a month or a year, and the differences will be even more
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considerable.*? This common tendency is easily illustrated by comparing
conflicting news reports of the same event.**

It is apparent from these accounts that the deniers of hadith share two
common assumptions: first, in line with classical hadith scholarship, they
hold that traditions were transmitted in oral form until at least the second
century A.H.; second, they hold that oral transmission, and especially the
practice of riwdya bi’l-ma nd, opened the door to corruption and forgery
in the hadith literature. Thus, by the time the traditions were gathered
into the canonical collections during the third century A.H., the corpus of
hadith was damaged beyond any reasonable hope of restoration. Parwéz
draws parallels between this situation and the alleged corruption of the
gospels; if Muslims distrust the gospels, which were recorded within a
hundred years of Jesus’ death, how much more should they distrust
hadith.*®

The dominant response of conservatives to such challenges has been to
defend the traditional account of how hadith was transmitted, i.e., the
reliability of oral transmission. Oral transmission, according to the
general argument, is not only reliable but superior to isolated written doc-
uments. Written records, unless attested by living witnesses, are of little
value.*¢ Furthermore, the reliability of the oral transmission of hadith is
assured by the remarkable memories of the Arabs. Remarkable powers of
memory are common among illiterate peoples, and the ability to memo-
rize large amounts of information with precision was especially well
developed among the Arabs.%’

A second response, both more interesting and more fruitful, has been
to accept the modern preference for written evidence and to argue that
traditions were, in fact, recorded in writing from the earliest times.*? This
project has involved both Muslim scholars and orientalists and has given
rise to a large body of scholarly writing, including the works of Nabia
Abbott, Fuat Sezgin, and Muhammad Mustafa al-A‘zami.*° Abbott and
Sezgin play, at best, a peripheral role in Muslim debates about the
authenticity of hadith since their works are primarily written for and
accessible to the western scholarly community. A‘zami, whose work par-
allels Abbott’s and Sezgin’s both in method and conclusions, participates
more directly in Muslim discussions; his work has been published in
Arabic and he responds to the arguments of Rashid Rida and Mahmid
Abt Rayya. Like Abbott and Sezgin, however, A‘zami’s main preoccupa-
tion is with orientalist hadith scholarship. What makes the work of these
writers relevant to wider Muslim discussions of hadith is the similarity of
their method and argument to numerous lesser-known works in Arabic
and Urdu. Their work is, in fact, a scholarly incarnation of arguments that
have appeared frequently in less sophisticated forms in both Pakistan and
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Egypt. One of the earliest examples is a 1907 article in al-Mandr which
grew out of the controversy touched off by $idqi.>® Since that time
numerous monographs specifically dedicated to demonstrating the early
recording of hadith have been published in both Arabic and Urdu.?!

Proponents of the early recording of hadith must first answer the argu-
ment that Muhammad himself prohibited the writing of hadith. As I have
shown in the previous chapter, the alleged Prophetic prohibition on
writing hadith has served as an important theological argument for
deniers of hadith; if Muhammad prohibited the writing of hadith, he
must never have intended his words to be taken as binding. Similar argu-
ments can be applied to challenge the historicity of hadith reports; if care
had been taken to record traditions in writing, surely some of the earliest
collections would be in our hands.’? Conversely, as Parwéz argues,
without a fixed text of hadith everyone could shape a revelation to their
own liking, and the likelihood of preserving the hadith literature uncor-
rupted was severely diminished.>?

Those who argue that Muhammad’s Companions began to record
hadith in writing during his lifetime must explain (or explain away) the
Prophetic prohibition. Several solutions are possible. First of all, other
traditions can be cited in which Muhammad gives express approval to
write down his words. In one of the most frequently cited traditions ‘Abd
Allah b. ‘Amr reports that he was in the habit of writing down everything
the Prophet said until he was warned against it. He thereupon
approached the Prophet and asked whether he should continue to write
down his sayings, and the Prophet replied: “Write . . . I say nothing but
the truth.”>* Other similar incidents can also be cited.>*

On the basis of such reports recourse can be had to the theory of abro-
gation: one set of traditions can be judged to have originated later in the
Prophet’s life, thus abrogating the earlier traditions. The argument for
abrogation can go either way, of course; Rashid Rida, for example,
thought that the traditions prohibiting writing came later, abrogating
earlier traditions which permitted writing of hadith.?¢ A larger number of
scholars argue, however, that the prohibition on recording hadith was
made early in the Prophet’s career and lifted at a later time. According to
this account, Muhammad at first forbade writing of traditions because he
feared that Muslims would confuse them with revelation, compromising
the text of the Qur’an. Later, after the Qur’an was well established, there
was no longer any reason for the prohibition and it was lifted.3” Other
scholars have sought to reconcile the traditions by arguing that the prohi-
bition applied only to combining hadith with the Qur'an on the same
sheet and not to the writing of hadith generally,*® or by arguing that the
prohibition had only to do with making official collections of traditions.>*
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Another focus of debate is the historical tradition that states that the
first individual to record the hadith, under orders from the Caliph
Hisham, was the traditionist Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (d. 742 A.H.). There is
fairly wide agreement among Muslim scholars on the authenticity of this
tradition, but disagreement over what it signifies.®® The tradition has
commonly been taken to mean that al-Zuhri, under duress, became the
first traditionist to violate the Prophet’s prohibition on recording hadith
in writing. Al-Zubhri is reported to have said: “We disapproved of record-
ing knowledge until these rulers forced us to do so. After that we saw no
reason to forbid the Muslims to do s0.”°! In other words, before al-Zuhsi
writing was the rare exception; after al-Zuhri writing of traditions became
commonplace.®? This argument is bolstered by numerous accounts that
early generations of pious Muslims, including not only al-Zuhri and tra-
ditionists like him but also the first four Caliphs, strongly disapproved of
writing hadith.%?

The revisionist reading of this tradition takes it to mean that rather than
being the first to write hadith, al-Zuhri was simply the first to put together
an officially sponsored collection of hadith. In other words, private collec-
tions of written hadith may have been common enough but, unlike the
Qur’an, the hadith had not, until the time of al-Zuhri, become the focus
of any official attempts at regulation or systematization. Consequently,
the apparent aversion of pious Muslims to the recording of hadith should
be interpreted as reluctance to record an official, public collection of
hadith.®

The most powerful argument for the early recording of hadith,
however, is based on overwhelming evidence that, regardless of whether it
was officially sanctioned or not, early generations of Muslims wrote down
traditions with zeal. There are several components to this argument.
First, evidence is mustered to show that, contrary to the common belief,
writing was commonly practiced among the Arabs, and knowledge of
writing was actively encouraged among the early Muslims. Second,
Muhammad himself is said to have commissioned the preparation of
written documents on a number of occasions. Finally, historical sources

and the hadith literature provide hundreds of examples of individuals -

who are alleged to have written down traditions or to have possessed col-
lections of written traditions.®> A‘zami, the most able champion of this
argument, lists fifty Companions who reportedly passed on traditions in
written form.56

According to these arguments the general belief that traditions were
transmitted orally until they were finally put down in writing in the
second century A.H. is a historical myth perpetuated by the prejudice of
the medieval ‘ulama’ in favor of oral sources. The evidence strongly
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suggests that early generations of Muslims did record traditions in
writing. But can such evidence of the early recording of hadith be con-
vincingly translated into a general argument for the authenticity of the
hadith literature as a whole? Having reports about written records is
rather different from having the records themselves. A leap of faith of sig-
nificant proportions is required to go from the general assertion that some
traditions were written down at an early date to the specific assertion that
those traditions can be identified, uncorrupted, in extant collections.

The justification for such a leap of faith rests on two assumptions: first,
that a core of authentic traditions remains extant; second, that the isnad
system and the classical method of hadith criticism allows us to identify
these authentic traditions amidst an ocean of forgeries. The logic goes
something like this: suppose we have a report about X, which we judge
authentic, alleging that X passed along a certain number of traditions in
written form to one or more of his students. Suppose we also have a tradi-
tion, with an apparently unimpeachable isnad, going back to X. If the
isnad system is trustworthy, then we can reasonably conclude that we have
this tradition in roughly the same form in which X transmitted it. On the
other hand, if the isndd system is itself subject to corruption, then, even if
we are quite certain that X did transmit written traditions, we have no
assurance that the tradition we have in our hands actually originated with
X. According to Muslim scholarship, however, proper scrutiny of the
isnad offers an essentially reliable way of rescuing authentic traditions
from the mass of forged or questionable reports. The sahih collections of
hadith represent the successful outcome of this method. But this asser-
tion has become a central issue in modern discussions of hadith. The
issue for Muslim scholars therefore shifts to the reliability of the isndd
system and the efficacy of classical hadith criticism.

The efficacy of isndd criticism

Scholars agree that forgery of hadith took place on a massive scale. The
science of hadith (%m al-hadith), according to the traditional account,
developed gradually as a response to this problem. A formal system of
hadith criticism became necessary only when the integrity of hadith was
threatened by theological and political schism, by the widespread fabrica-
tion of traditions, and by the deaths of the only authorities able to attest
personally to the words and deeds of the Prophet, the generation of the
Companions. Pious Muslims responded to this crisis first by collecting
and writing down traditions in systematic fashion and second by formal-
izing the use of the isnad as a means of documenting traditions.

As we have seen, some traditions were almost certainly put into writing
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at an early stage, but this was done informally and not in any systematic
way. The early written compilations, called suhuf, were little more than
random transcriptions or personal collections of what remained an essen-
tially oral body of tradition. Muslim sources identify the first systematic
collection and recording of hadith with the Umayyad Caliph ‘Umar b.
‘Abd al-‘Aziz and with the scholars Abd Bakr b. Muhammad b. ‘Amr b.
Hazm and Muhammad b. Muslim b. Shihab al-Zuhri. No such collection
has survived, however, although other early collections are extant, most
notable the Sakifah of Hammam b. Munnabih.

The earliest systematic collection is the Muwatta’ of Milik b. Anas (d.
179 A.H.). The Muwatta’ and collections like it, which are labeled
musannaf because they classify traditions according to subject, represent
organized attempts to collect traditions of legal importance and to
arrange them in systematic fashion. Malik did not, however, apply a
formal standard of criticism to his selection of hadith other than the
general standard of legal relevance and his work belongs as much to the
category of figh as to the genre of hadith.

As scholars such as Malik compiled more sophisticated written collec-
tions of traditions, they also began to develop critical methods of docu-
menting and criticizing the authenticity of traditions with reference to
their isnads. The approximate date at which the isnad came into use in a
formalized way has been a subject of scholarly debate.®” It is fairly clear
that the isndd was widely used by the second century A.H., although
scholars could still get away with applying it only casually, especially in
the biographical literature about Muhammad.®® The elevation of the
tsnad to a place of preeminence as a measure of the authenticity of hadith
probably occurred around the time of the career of al-Shafi‘l. Isnads were
certainly in use before his time, but al-Shaifi‘i forcefully argued that tradi-
tions could be considered authentic only if they had isnads that could be
traced, unbroken, to the Prophet himself. The next stage in the develop-
ment of hadith literature, the compilation of musnad collections during
the third century A.H., reflects the triumph of this emphasis on complete
isndds.®® The musnad collections, by including only traditions that have an
isndd going back to Muhammad himself, represent the rudimentary
beginnings of formal isndd criticism. These collections made no clear dis-
tinction, however, between strong or weak chains of transmission; they
included any tradition with an isndd originating with a Companion of the
Prophet.

The musnads were followed by the great sahik collections, marking the
final stage in the development of the science of hadith.”® The compilers of
the sahih collections established formal rules by which the authenticity of
a tradition could be judged on the basis of its isnad. They sifted through
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all of the traditions they could find and they selected only those whose
isnads met their rigorous standards. Their method of scrutiny was based
on several assumptions: they assumed that defects or corruption in hadith
could be directly attributed to weakness of character in its transmitters;
they believed that such faulty transmitters could be identified; and they
had an unquestioning faith in the essential reliability of the isnad as an
account of the actual transmission history of a tradition. The isnad
becomes the only possible bridge between what we have before us and
that which existed at an earlier date. Therefore faith in the reliability of
isndds becomes the main guarantor of the authenticity of hadith.” The
extraordinary value placed on the isndd has been enshrined in tradition:
“The isndd is [the] matter of religion”; and “But for the isndd anyone
could say whatever they wanted.”’?

Challenges to classical hadith criticism often begin by pointing out
anomalies in the collections of hadith thought to be the most reliable.
Deniers of hadith have especially delighted in exposing traditions in the
sahih collections, especially Bukhari and Muslim, which they take to be
vulgar, absurd, theologically objectionable, or morally repugnant. In fact,
it is not uncommon for deniers of hadith to claim that they too were
firmly devoted to hadith until they came across a sahzh tradition that they
simply could not accept. For Khwaja Ahmad Din Amritsari, one of the
originators of the Ahl-i-Qur’an, the decisive moment came when he dis-
covered a report about Moses knocking out the eye of the angel of
death.” Ghulam Jilani Barq’s faith in hadith was “finally shattered” by
traditions describing sexual details of Muhammad’s life.’”* Similarly,
Mahmid Abi Rayya began to question hadith when he came across what
he took to be vulgarities among the hadith, such as the tradition that
“when the devil hears the call to prayer, he flees, farting.”’> Starting with
traditions such as these, a number of writers have cataloged similarly
objectionable material in the sahth collections.” For their part, defenders
of the sahih collections of hadith can only respond to such challenges by
arguing that the traditions in question, when rightly understood, are not
in actual fact vulgar, absurd, or objectionable. In response to criticism of
traditions reporting intimacies of Muhammad’s relations with his wives,
for example, al-Salafi argues that there should be nothing offensive in
this. The Shari‘a encompasses every area of life; how, then, are men to
know how to treat their wives without an example to follow?”’

The broader question at issue for both the detractors and defenders of
hadith is not the authenticity of particular traditions, but the reliability of
the method of the muhaddithin. Even some staunch defenders of hadith
are willing to challenge particular traditions in the canonical collections
while still maintaining the general reliability of the system of hadith
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criticism. But the deniers of hadith view such traditions as evidence of
deeper problems; if Bukhari or Muslim, the most scrupulous collectors of
hadith, were unable to recognize obvious fabrications, then surely there
must be something wrong with their approach.

What is at issue is not the sincerity of the great hadith scholars, but
the efficacy of their method.” According to the deniers of hadith the
muhaddithiin, no matter how dedicated, were simply too distant from the
time of the Prophet, and forgery had become too rampant, for authentic
hadith to be recovered. The extent of forgery was dramatic. Forgers
became active even during the lifetime of Muhammad, in spite of his dire
warning that whoever spread lies about him would burn in hell.”® In the
caliphate of ‘Umar, the problem became so serious that he prohibited
transmission of hadith altogether. Forgery only increased under the Umay-
yads, who considered hadith a means of propping up their rule and actively
circulated traditions against ‘Ali and in favor of Mu‘awiya.?® The ‘Abbasids
followed the same pattern, circulating Prophetic hadith which predicted
the reign of each successive ruler. Moreover, religious and ethnic conflicts
further contributed to the forgery of hadith. The zanadiga (those who pro-
fessed Islam but secretly held Manichean ideas), for example, are reported
to have circulated over 12,000 fabricated traditions.®! The degree of the
problem that resulted can be seen from the testimony of the muhaddithiin
themselves. Bukhari selected 9,000 traditions out of 700,000.82

Even the most well-meaning traditionists were simply unable to stem
the tide, a fact amply demonstrated by anecdotes of muhaddithiin who
could not prevent forgeries from being transmitted in their own names.??
There were even well-meaning traditionists who thought there was
nothing wrong with circulating fabricated hadith if the cause was good,
(e.g., Nuh b. Maryam, who passed on false traditions in praise of the
Qur’an).?* Forged and authentic hadith were therefore thoroughly
mixed, and the extent of forgery was such that even the best critics can
recognize authentic traditions only with great difficulty. There is no
branch of literature and no collection of traditions in which forged and
authentic hadith are not found mixed together.%*

From pointing out the prima facie difficulty of identifying a limited
number of authentic traditions among so many fabrications, deniers of
hadith go on to argue that the method of the hadith scholars was simply
inadequate to the massive task. At the very least, they were liable to error;
there was no way that they could know everything.®¢ More seriously,
although what they accomplished may have been admirable, it was at best
incomplete. They largely neglected the tools that would have offered the
best chance of rescuing authentic hadith, for in their concern for isnad
criticism they ignored criticism of the content of traditions, the matn.
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The argument that the major failing of the muhaddithin was to neglect
criticism of the main was pioneered by Sayyid Ahmad Khan in the
Subcontinent and by Rashid Ridda and Muhammad Tawfiq Sidqi in
Egypt. Subsequently the argument has been adopted by numerous critics
of hadith. The muhaddithiin had two tasks according to Sayyid Ahmad
Kh;'m: to examine the trustworthiness of the narrators (i.e., isndd criti-
cism) and to examine the content of traditions. Because of the difficulty of
the first task, they never got around to the second. Later scholars failed to
recognize this deficiency in their work and, impressed by their achieve-
ment, treated the work of the muhaddithiin as though it was infallible.?7

Many critics follow Sayyid Ahmad Khan in arguing that the
muhaddithiin were so concerned only with the continuity of transmission
and the character of the transmitters that they completely ignored the
subject matter of the traditions and failed to look at either internal or his-
torical evidence.3® Others, notably Jayrajpiri, argue that the muhaddithiin
did not so much ignore such criticism as evade it by means of creative exe-
gesis (ta’wil). They paid lip service to the principle that traditions ShOl..lld
not conflict with either the Qur’an or with reason, but instead of rejecting
such traditions, they made every effort to interpret difficult traditions in
such a way as to remove the apparent conflict. This fact explains why
there are numerous unacceptable traditions even in the canonical collec-
tions.®?

The deniers thus agree that the results of classical hadith criticism are
entirely inadequate; but they disagree about whether anything of value
can still be retrieved. According to the most optimistic assessments,
authentic hadith can be rediscovered by righting the deficiencies of classi-
cal hadith criticism; that is, by criticizing the content of traditions on the
basis of reason or historical considerations.®® The more extreme critics of
hadith argue, however, that the damage is irreparable and that authentic
hadith can never be recovered.

In addition to criticizing the muhaddithiin for neglecting scrutiny of the
matn, modern hadith critics also argue that the assumptions behind lm
al-rijal are essentially flawed. This argument is made on a number of
grounds. First, as Sayyid Ahmad Khéan points out, it is difficult enough to
judge the character of living people, let alone those long de'ad. Th‘e
muhaddithiin did the best they could, but their task was almost impossi-
ble.%! Information is scanty, conflicting reports abound, and there can be

no assurance that all the relevant information has been gathered.??
Furthermore, hadith scholars could easily have been deceived by clever
hypocrites (mundafigin) who made every appearance of being upright and
careful but who were in actual fact seeking to undermine Islam.%?
Honesty and dishonesty are internal qualities which cannot be known
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with any certainty by observers. As a result, Um al-rijal is only an approxi-
mate (giyas?) science, and one can never be absolutely certain that one’s
judgment about a transmitter is correct.%*

Furthermore, what renders trustworthy the historical reports about the
transmitters themselves, upon which m al-rijal is founded? Did those
who recorded this information do so accurately, or could it have been
doctored or fabricated? It is necessary to judge biographical reports with
just as much rigor as we judge other traditions. When this is done the rea-
soning behind isnad criticism is exposed as circular: the only way of
judging the character of transmitters was by means of biographical tradi-
tions, but biographical traditions are subject to all of the same weaknesses
and corruptions as any other branch of tradition.?®

Even a prophet, according to Jayrdjpiiri, would need divine inspiration
to sort out the forgers from among 100 to 150 years’ worth of hadith
transmitters, many of whom wete well-known and honored people. Rijal
traditions were transmitted orally until into the third century and there is
evidence that they were often the product of conflict.?® This explains the
serious contradictions within the biographical literature over the reliabil-
ity of individual transmitters. Most of the Islamic biographical literature
is therefore suspect and the wealth of detail it offers, far from representing
a great achievement of Muslim historiography, has simply contributed to
virtual idolatry of the riwdyar (riwdyat parasti) at the expense of balanced
historical criticism.

Perhaps the most serious challenge of all to the classical system of
hadith criticism is the assertion that isnads were forged on just as large a
scale as the content of traditions but that the muhaddithiin completely dis-
counted this possibility. There was clearly great incentive to attribute
one’s information to the most reliable authorities. Even prominent hadith
transmitters falsely claimed to have heard traditions from prominent
teachers, a practice called tadlis, for if a transmitter was of low station
there was great incentive to attribute his traditions to the most trustwor-
thy authorities. How can we judge a tradition reliable on the basis of its
chain of transmission when we know that forgers commonly fabricated
sanads in order to hide their forgery?®’

Defenders of hadith by no means deny that fabrication of hadith took
place. Indeed, they painstakingly document the circumstances and
reasons for such fabrication.’® They argue, however, that the extent of
forgery is exaggerated by critics, that the signs of forgery are clear, and
that right from the start the great scholars of hadith, the muhaddithiin,
took adequate measures to combat the spread of forged hadith. The
extent of forgery is greatly exaggerated, according to al-Salafi, because of
misunderstanding of essential facts about the hadith literature. When

T'he nuthenticny of hadith 99

Bukhari reports that he selected from over 700,000 traditions, for
instance, he is counting every different isnad, even when the substance of
the traditions are the same. Furthermore, it is clear that the collectors of
sahth hadith passed over numerous traditions that are, in fact, authentic
when judged by the same criteria as those that are included in their collec-
tions.% Not every tradition outside the sahith collections can be regarded
as a forgery. Furthermore, right from the start, the ‘ulama’ took measures
to counteract forgery of hadith. These efforts began informally, by con-
sulting the Companions themselves, for example, to check on a doubtful
report, but gradually informal means of checking hadith gave way to
formal methods of hadith criticism. The point is that hadith criticism did
not begin during the third century, but was practiced continually from the
time of the Companions onwards.'® The gap that critics of hadith claim
exists between the time of the Prophet and the beginnings of serious
hadith criticism does not, in fact, exist.

Defenders of hadith also turn on its head the argument that the
muhaddithin were simply too distant in time from the Prophet to be able
to rescue authentic hadith. Who are we to judge, when we are so much
farther removed from the events than they themselves were? The early
experts in hadith certainly knew much more than we do. All the research
in the world will not turn up anything new that the muhaddithun did not
take into account; any reassessment will therefore amount to nothing but
personal opinion. New research cannot change past events.'®! Earlier
scholars, because they were closer in time, were far better equipped to
make judgments about transmitters because they were privy to sources
that have long since been lost.

According to supporters of hadith the assertion that the muhaddithiin
paid no attention to the content of traditions is an inaccurate representa-
tion of classical hadith criticism. The ‘wlama’ did, in fact, examine the
marn of hadith according to rigorous criteria.'? The scrutiny of hadith
and the rules for authenticating hadith reached such a level of perfection
that no further research is necessary or fruitful. The muhaddithiin went
far beyond what was necessary in order to be absolutely certain that no
forgeries slipped through. In fact, the trend was for the rules of hadith
criticism to become more and more stringent as time went on.!® The
science of hadith is therefore unrivaled, the ultimate in historical criti-
cism.!% The deniers of hadith act out of ignorance of what the hadith lit-
erature is all about. They have enough knowledge to make them
dangerous, but they are like intruders breaking into a house that does not
belong to them and parading the loot that they find even though they have
no idea of what is valuable and what is not. '’

Al-Salafi’s depiction of the deniers of hadith as bumbling thieves is an
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apt portrayal, for while there may be much to commend their conclu-
sions, the methods by which they achieve them are lifted from im al-
hadith itself. This flaw in the method of many anti-hadith activists can be
illustrated in the work of Aslam Jayrajpiri. Jayrajpiri argues that the con-
nection of hadith reports with Muhammad is uncertain (ghayr yagini)
and hadith can therefore give knowledge of history, but not of religion
(din). He does not appear to deny that there may be some traditions that
originated with the Prophet himself; he holds, rather, that these are very
few, that neither the Prophet nor his Companions intended that these tra-
ditions be treated as a source of religious knowledge, and that they are
submerged in an ocean of forged traditions. His thesis seems to rest on
two arguments: that genuine traditions are very few, and that forgery of
traditions, beginning in earnest under the Umayyads, was on such a scale
that it is virtually impossible to distinguish genuine traditions from
forged.

Each of these assertions is defensible and they clearly parallel the argu-
ments of Goldziher. But Jayrajpiri seriously compromises his case by the
manner in which he documents his assertions — that is, by relying uncriti-
cally on hadith to discredit hadith. Jayrajpari makes full use of a body of
anti-hadith traditions, some of which, ironically, have found their way
even into the canonical collections, without any hint of suspicion that they
are almost certainly products of controversies of the second and third
centuries A.H. He thus falls unwittingly into the same trap as the early
opponents of hadith who opposed the proliferation of hadith in principle,
but contributed to it in practice by tacitly accepting its authority as a legit-
imate basis for argument and by circulating their own anti-traditionist
hadith. He argues, for instance, that few if any traditions were transmitted
during the time of either the Prophet or the first four Caliphs on the basis
of reports that Muhammad, Aba Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthmin, and ‘Al each
discouraged the circulation of hadith. Similarly, he cites the Prophet’s
prohibition on setting hadith down in writing in support of his argument
that the first written collections of hadith did not appear until the time of
the Umayyads. His method mirrors that of his conservative opponents
and thus plays into their hands.!0¢

Sunna without hadith?

The majority of Muslim discussions of hadith, as we have seen, are
grounded on the assumption that an organic relationship subsists
between hadith and sunna; they stand or fall together. But the assump-
tion that hadith and sunna are inextricably linked has not gone unchal-
lenged. One of the more interesting outcomes of discussions about the
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authenticity of hadith has been the emergence of attempts to separate the
question of the authority of sunna from the problem of the historical
authenticity of hadith - to accept the results of modern hadith criticism,
at least in part, while in principle preserving the authority of sunna.

The most accessible expression of such an argument is an essay by
S. M. Yusuf which reflects the general approach to sunna promoted by
the Lahore-based Institute of Islamic Culture.'®” Yusuf begins by clearly
differentiating sunna from hadith; sunna refers to “practice as distinct
from any documentation of it [hadith].” It is the action that is normative,
forming the basis of recorded hadith, and not vice versa.!®® In other
words, according to the traditional way of seeing it a hadith says X, and
from that hadith we therefore derive a certain normative practice, Y. But
for Yusuf, the normative practice, Y, is prior to and independent of any
hadith report, X, which merely provides its documentation. In fact, the
validity of sunna does not depend on its documentation in hadith because
“practice is best transmitted through practice,” and “so long as the prac-
tice is unbroken and untainted it constitutes a proof of itself by itself.” All
that is needed is assurance of the continuity and purity of the practice and
hadith can be dispensed with.!%°

This, in fact, says Yusuf, is what actually occurred among the early gen-
erations of Muslims. The Companions became “living models” and “pur-
veyors of a living tradition.”'!° This explains why the early schools of law
did not differentiate between Prophetic sunna and caliphal sunna or
between reports about the Companions and hadith. The practice of the
Companions was the best possible guide to sunna, for they were transmit-
ting the Prophetic sunna in practice. Thus in the early hadith literature it
was enough to name someone well versed in sunna as your authority; it
was unnecessary to trace every practice back to the Prophet himself.!!!

Yusuf’s emphasis on the practice of the community as the most reliable
vehicle for sunna has ancient roots. Some of al-Shifi’s opponents, for
example, contended that the sunna could be much more reliably estab-
lished by examining the practice of the community than through hadith.
The Companions had acted in the spirit of the Prophet, the Successors
had followed the example of the Companions, and by the third generation
the Prophetic sunna was so well established in practice that there could be
no need for hadith to support it. Indeed, there was great danger in hadith
because of the difficulties in establishing its authenticity.!!?

By following this line of argument, emphasizing the transmission of
sunna through practice rather than by means of hadith reports, Yusuf
aims to give a basis for sunna independent of the historicity of hadith. If
sunna is represented by the continuous practice of the Muslims and if
hadith is simply a record of that practice, then it matters little whether a
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tradition can be shown to be strictly historical - the practice is proof
enough. But if authentic sunna is proven by continuous practice, what is
the proof of continuous practice? Does hadith play any role in validating
correct practice? Yusuf fails to address these problems and in the end he
falls short of offering a coherent or persuasive argument for how the
“living sunna” is to be rediscovered by contemporary Muslims either
within the hadith or apart from it.

A similar but much more sophisticated attempt to separate the author-
ity of sunna from the strict authenticity of hadith is found in the work of
the Pakistani modernist Fazlur Rahman. Rahman articulated his views on
hadith, sunna, and their relationship during the 1960s when he served as
director of Pakistan’s Central Institute for Islamic Research, an institu-
tion established by the regime of General Ayyib Khin to aid in promot-
ing modernist interpretations of Islam compatible with the needs of the
regime. His work on sunna must be understood against the background
of religious politics in Pakistan during the 1960s and, in particular,
against the background of the controversy between Ghulam Ahmad
Parwéz and his opponents among the Pakistani ‘wlama’. Parwéz’s radical
rejection of sunna and his particular vision of the Islamic state as true heir
to Prophetic authority was associated in the minds of his opponents with
the efforts of the Ayyib government to bypass the ulamad’ in order to
promote modernist Islam. A number of controversial government actions
seemed to suggest that Ayylb was sympathetic to Parwéz’s ideas.

Opponents of the government suspected, quite correctly, that Ayyiib
was intent on bypassing traditional sources of religious authority in his
formulation of policy. They concluded, probably incorrectly, that
Parwéz’s ideas were exercising an undue effect on government policy.
Thus the debate over the relationship between religion and state and the
relative role of the ‘ulama’ and the government in formulating policy on
religious questions became focused on Parwéz’s ideas, and particularly
on the issue of sunna. Arttention was also focused on the regime’s major
voice in religious matters, the Central Institute for Islamic Research and
its director. Against this background of heated controversy, Fazlur
Rahman entered the fray with the publication of a series of articles on the
authority of sunna and the authenticity of hadith. '3

Rahman’s argument begins with a redefinition of sunna, or as he would
have it, a return to its original definition. He does not abandon the stan-
dard definition of sunna as the normative example of the Prophet, but he
insists that sunna should also be understood in another sense - as the
Muslim community’s collective interpretation of the Prophetic example.
Sunna in the first sense is logically prior to sunna in the second sense,
since the example of the Prophet is the formal source of all sunna for the
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Muslim community. The actual content of the Prophetic example is
general rather than specific, however. Muhammad was not a pan-legist,
but a moral reformer; he did not so much set down specific precedents as
point the Muslims in a general direction. Thus the Prophetic sunna was
“a general umbrella concept rather than filled with absolutely specific
content.”!' It was never meant to remain static, but to evolve and
develop. Consequently, sunna in the second sense represents the commu-
nity’s interpretation, elaboration, and application of Prophetic sunna in
specific situations; it is inspired by the Prophetic example and absorbs it,
but its specific formulation is the work of the Muslims themselves.!!*> The
Muslim community is itself responsible for creating sunna, based on the
spirit of the Prophetic example, and guaranteed by the principle of gjma".
Sunna is therefore “co-extensive with the §ma‘ of the community” and
sunna and §jma * are “materially identical.”!'®

The relationship between the evolving sunna of the early community
and the example of the Prophet was dynamic. The Prophet’s sunna was
not a set of rigid guidelines, but “an ideal which the early generations of
Muslims sought to approximate.”'!” They were engaged in a “ceaseless
search for what the Prophet intended to achieve.”!!® Rahman cites several
examples to illustrate this understanding of sunna. Hasan al-Basri, for
instance, in his letter to ‘Abd al-Malik, contends that although there is no
specific hadith defending his position on human freedom, he is neverthe-
less following sunna.!' In other words, says Rahman, it is the general
spirit of the Prophetic mission, passed along to his followers, that estab-
lishes sunna, rather than a specific statement of dogma. Similarly, the
Muwazta’ illustrates that in Malik’s time sunna was understood as the
agreed-upon practice of the community (al-amr al-mujtama‘ ‘alayh).'*°
Shifi‘l’s opponents assumed, likewise, that it is the practice of the com-
munity that establishes sunna. Rahman claimed to be resurrecting the
methodology of the pre-Shafi‘i legists and thus reestablishing the ancient
understanding of sunna over and against the classical, hadith-based
theory of sunna.

For Rahman, as for Yusuf, hadith is consequent to sunna and not prior
to it; hadith is simply the reflection and documentation of the “living
sunna” of the community. Thus hadith grew up parallel to the sunna.
Most early traditions were traced not to the Prophet but to later Muslims
who were busy in the formulation of this “living sunna.”'?! As the hadith
movement progressed, however, there was inexorable pressure “to project
Hadith backwards to its most natural anchoring point, the person of the
Prophet.”'?? In this regard Rahman accepts the findings of Schacht as
“irrefutable in their basic outlines.” He thinks that it is extremely doubtful
“whether the literal Prophetic Sunnah, in its entirety, can be disentangled
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from the ‘living Sunnah’ reflected in the Hadith.”'?> A small number of
traditions, at best, can be traced with any certainty to the Prophet himself.

But even if the majority of Prophetic traditions are not authentic in a
strictly historical sense, contends Rahman, this in no way reduces their
importance as a source of sunna. He resists labeling traditions forgeries,
for “although Hadith verbally speaking does not go back to the Prophet,
its spirit certainly does, and Hadith is largely the situational interpretation
and formulation of the Prophetic model or spirit.”!2¢ Back-projection was
neither unnatural, nor insidious, as opponents of hadith contended. The
traditionists recognized this fact, for they established the principle that
any edifying statement can be attributed to the Prophet irrespective of
whether this attribution is strictly historical or not.!?’ In other words, says
Rahman, the traditionists themselves did not view their work as strictly
historical. Attribution of a statement to the Prophet did not necessarily
mean that the Prophet had, in reality, said what was attributed to him; it
could just as well signify that given the right circumstances, ke surely would
have made such a statement. Hence the tradition, “Whatever of good saying
there be, I can be taken to have said it.”12¢

The hadith literature thus represents the record of the Muslim com-
munity’s understanding and application of the Prophet’s example — what
the Prophet would have done. It is for this reason that hadith must be
accepted as a guide to the sunna for “the hadith is nothing but a reflection
in a verbal mode of this living sunna.”'?” Hadith represents “the inter-
preted spirit of the Prophetic teaching” and although not strictly histori-
cal, it “must nevertheless be considered as normative in a basic sense.”!28
But the sense in which hadith is normative, for Rahman, is not the same
sense in which it is normative for the muhaddithiin. The problem is this:
although hadith records the growth of the “living sunna,” and therefore
provides a guide to it, it differs from the living sunna by encouraging
rigidity. While the living sunna was a “living and on-going process,” the
hadith movement sought to “confer absolute permanence” and the result
was the “fixation” of the sunna in static, rigid form.'?® The sunna cannot,
therefore, be rediscovered by simply applying hadith formalistically.

Now the question arises, if hadith simply promotes rigidity, and if the
true sunna is, in fact, to be found in the ijmd  of the community, then why
not dispense with hadith altogether? In addressing this question Rahman
makes it clear that he has Parwéz in mind. “There are strong trends in
society,” he writes, “which in the name of what they call ‘progressivism’
wish to brush aside the Hadith and the Prophetic Sunnah.” But such an
approach, he contends, is akin to Nero’s method of rebuilding Rome. To
do away with hadith, as Parwéz does, is to do away with the only link that
Muslims have with their early history; if hadith is thrown out then
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nothing will remain between modern Muslims and the Prophet but “a
yawning chasm of 14 centuries.”'3® The results of such an approach are
alarming, for even a principle as basic to Islam as 3jma ‘ would be devoid of
foundation.'*!

The example of ijma  provides an illustration of the method by which
Rahman seeks to establish Prophetic authority for a tradition or practice
that arose after the time of the Prophet:

When we test the Iimd ‘-Hadith on what is historically known about the Prophet,
we find that the former develops out of the Prophetic Sunnah; for the Prophet not
only made every effort to keep the community together, he both encouraged and
elicited a unity of thought and purpose. The Qur’anic term “Shird” refers to this
activity.!32

This passage implicitly demonstrates what Rahman subsequently makes
explicit: that the general outlines of the life of the Prophet provide his
main standard for judging whether a tradition breathes the spirit of the
Prophet. He gives more credence to historical reports and to the sira liter-
ature than to hadith in a technical sense, and he is willing to judge the
hadith in the light of the former. He thinks that the main outlines of the
Prophet’s biography are absolutely clear, and “it is against this back-
ground of what is surely known of the Prophet and the early community
. . . that we can interpret hadith.” As Rahman points out, this preference
for history over hadith proper reverses the bias of the traditionists, who
held technical hadith superior to historical reports.!3? If a practice or tra-
dition seems, in its general tenor and overall effect, to advance the spirit of
the Prophet’s mission as recorded in the biographical records, then it may
be said to derive, in some sense, from the Prophetic sunna.

All of this still begs the question of how hadith is to be used by contem-
porary Muslims to recover the “living sunna.” Clearly Rahman opposes
any sort of formalistic or literalistic application of hadith. What is needed
instead is “to study hadith in situational context - to understand their
true functional significance to extract the real moral value.”!3* The hadith
must be treated as a “gigantic and monumental commentary on the
Prophet by the early community.”!3* Muslims should study this commen-
tary not in order to apply it directly, but for clues to the spirit behind it.
Viewed in this way, the whole of the hadith literature proves its value, for
even where the specific content of a hadith must be rejected (e.g., that a
Muslim will enter paradise even if he commits adultery and theft), the
spirit behind such a tradition (i.e., opposition to schism and the need for
catholicity in the community) can be appreciated.

Because no particular tradition is tied to the Prophet with any degree of
certainty — at best hadith embody the “spirit” of the Prophet — Rahman is
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free to accept, reject, or reinterpret traditions without appearing to flout
the example of the Prophet. A particular practice or law might well be
considered to be a true outworking of the sunna in one era or one circum-
stance, but the same law might be interpreted as dispensable or incom-
patible with sunna in another era. Sunna is not fixed, but dynamic; not
static, but evolving. Rahman’s primary example is the case of ribg
(usury). The spirit behind the prohibition on ribd clearly does extend
back to the Qur’an and to the Prophet. But the particular definition given
to riba formalized by early generations of Muslims and enshrined in the
hadith (i.e., that it represented any amount of interest on certain cate-
gories of loans) need not be applied. So long as they abide by the spirit
behind the prohibition, Muslims are free to work out the detail of its
application for themselves.!3¢

Rahman succeeds brilliantly in defining sunna in such a way as to
uphold the authority of Prophetic sunna without insisting that its every
detail must be directly traced to the Prophet. His approach to Prophetic
authority might be fruitfully compared to some theological responses to
the problem of the historical Jesus. Just as some Christian theologians
have attempted to separate the Christ of faith from the Jesus of history,
Rahman sought a theology of sunna that will not be vulnerable in the face
of critical historical research, separating, so to speak, the sunna of faith
from the hadith of history. On the other hand, Rahman’s approach to
sunna was grounded on a firm assurance that early biographical and his-
torical sources on Muhammad are reliable and the basic outlines of
Muhammad’s career are thus established.

Rahman also succeeds in preserving a dynamic relationship between
sunna and hadith. He offers a coherent method of deriving sunna from
hadith while taking full cognizance, and indeed making use of, the histor-
ical problems with the latter. But in the end Rahman’s method seems to
make of hadith not so much a detailed guide as a source of inspiration. In
this sense he is not, after all, so distant from Parwéz. For all their differ-
ences, and they are many, the two are similar in their focus on the Qur’an,
in their emphasis on the Prophet as a dynamic rather than a static model,
and not least in the inevitable arbitrariness that infects their approach to
hadith. While Rahman’s sense of history was far more acute than
Parwéz’s, it is clear that, like Parwéz, his judgments about which hadith to
accept and which to reject were based as much on his theological and
legal preferences as on historical considerations. '’

This assessment of Rahman’s work demonstrates, paradoxically, how
much preoccupation with the tradition has united Muslims even as it has
become a focus of conflict. The tradition literature serves as a sort of vast
museum of Muslim ideas to which modern Muslim thinkers go for
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evidence to support their arguments. They argue over the authenticity
and provenance of certain items; they dispute the accuracy of the labels
attached to them. Yet the nature of their arguments shows that they con-
tinue to occupy the same intellectual space. However much they may
dispute over method, they share a common body of evidence, and they
are engaged in a common venture, fighting to interpret and to represent a
shared tradition.



6 Sunna and Islamic revivalism

In 1989 Shaykh Muhammad al-Ghazili, a prominent spokesman for
moderate Islamic revivalism in Egypt, published a book on sunna entitled
The Sunna of the Prophet: Between the Legists and the Traditionists.! The
book became an immediate focus of attention and controversy. A com-
mentator in al-Ahram compared Ghazali’s program with the restructur-
ing of the Soviet Union, exclaiming “This is Islamic Perestroika! . . . This
is a true revolution!”? Ghazili’s work became a best seller, running to five
impressions in its first five months and a second enlarged edition within a
year. Within two years at least seven monographs were published in
response to the book.?

In his book Ghazali takes up many of the central themes in modern
Muslim discussions of religious authority — the relationship between
Qur’an and sunna, the place of Prophetic authority as a source of Islamic
law, and methods of hadith criticism. But the book is not primarily a work
of theory; Ghazali’s main concern is with the sort of practical questions
that have dominated the political and religious discourse of Islamic
revivalists: the veiling of women, the place of women in society and
economy, Islamic criminal laws, questions of economics and taxation. In
fact there is not much that is substantially new in this book. The themes
are familiar ones in the works of Ghazali, who has been a prolific author
and is no newcomer to the world of contemporary Muslim religious dis-
course, and his positions are substantially the same as those he has advo-
cated throughout his career. Neither are his views about sunna extreme.
He proposes to “purify sunna of adulterations” by redressing imbalances
in the way that hadith criticism is understood by contemporary scholars,
but he insists that imitation of the Prophet is the only way to please God
and that the classical approach to hadith criticism, when rightly applied,
is eminently trustworthy and a fully sufficient guarantee of the soundness
of hadith. He does not challenge either the authority of Prophetic sunna
or the authenticity of hadith.*

Yet Ghazili’s book and the vigorous response to it illustrate important
trends in modern Muslim discourse on questions of religious authority. It
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illustrates, first, the growing centrality of Islamic revivalists in the contin-
uing debate over questions of religious authority in contemporary
Muslim societies. Increasingly since the middle of the twentieth century
revivalist ideas have been at the storm center of Muslim discourse on
issues such as the authority of sunna, the authenticity of hadith, and the
relationship of these sources to the Qur’dn. Ghazali’s work represents a
continuation of this trend.

Islamic revivalists have moved to the center of the modern debate over
religious authority by virtue of the simple fact that they are revivalist,
committed to a revitalized, reinvigorated, and self-assertive Islam.
Emphasis on the ongoing struggle to reinvigorate and restore Islam to
ascendancy in a world that has turned away from God is the single most
important defining characteristic of revivalism. Consequently, most
Islamic revivalist leaders have been activists first, and scholars only secon-
darily, preoccupied with practical issues of Islamic law and impatient with
theory. Ghazili’s work illustrates this revivalist preoccupation. For
Ghazali questions about Prophetic authority, the relationship of Qur’an
and sunna, or the authenticity of hadith are supremely practical ques-
tions, which are important not as points of theology but because they have
direct relevance for the implementation of Islamic law. In fact for the vast
majority of Muslim scholars in Egypt and Pakistan the study of religious
texts is a practical exercise rather than a theoretical discipline, and the
principal questions facing Muslim scholars are issues that have immedi-
ate relevance for particular problems of Islamic law: the appropriate
penalty for adultery or the allowability of a particular kind of economic
activity. Such legal questions raise numerous problems of method: what is
an acceptable method for judging, or justifying one’s judgment about,
whether a tradition is genuine or forged, reliable or unreliable, applicable
or not applicable? How trustworthy are the judgments of the ancient
hadith scholars who compiled the great collections of sahth hadith? What
attitude should be taken toward hadith that seem to conflict with reason,
with accepted dogma, with superior traditions or with the Qur’an? If such
contradictions are identified, how can they be resolved? In the nitty gritty
of working out solutions to myriad problems of Islamic law, these ques-
tions are of utmost importance to the scholar. Moreover, such problems
are peculiar to those who take the tradition seriously; it is precisely the
scholars who view the Prophetic example as guidance from God who
must struggle to justify to each other the acceptance of one tradition or
rejection of another. The dilemma faced by such Muslims is how to
achieve knowledge of God’s will from an admittedly imperfect corpus of
tradition.

It is in their solutions to this dilemma that Islamic revivalists have both
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aroused controversy and made their own peculiar contribution to
modern Muslim discussions of religious authority. Two broad features
define the revivalist approach: first, a deep distrust of the classical tradi-
tion of Islamic scholarship, reflected in a vehement rejection of taqlid,;
second, a commitment to the authority of the canonical sources, the
Qur’an, and the sunna. Yet, in line with their rejection of taqlid, this com-
mitment to the authority of the Qur’an and the sunna has not excluded a
willingness to rethink how these sources should be understood. With
regard to the Qur’an this has meant a rejection of esoteric interpretations
and a revival of straightforward rafsir. But the real crux of revivalist treat-
ments of religious authority has been the problem of sunna. The revivalist
problem has been to maintain a commitment to Prophetic authority
without accepting a rigid attachment to the classical corpus of hadith; to
ensure authenticity without sacrificing flexibility.

Revivalist treatments of sunna must be understood against the back-
ground of the classical approach to hadith to which they respond.
According to the classical science of hadith criticism, the genuineness
(sithha) of a tradition rests primarily upon three criteria: the degree to
which a report can be corroborated from other identical reports from
other transmitters; the reliability, in character and capacity, of each indi-
vidual transmitter; and the continuity of the chain of transmission. The
highest degree of reliability is assigned to a tradition that is corroborated
through numerous different chains of transmission. Such a tradition is
described as mutawdarnr. For traditions that stand alone, uncorroborated
by other reports, the latter two criteria are essential to the establishment
of sihha. Untrustworthy transmitters or discontinuity in the chain of
transmission constitute fatal flaws. To be considered sahih, an isolated
tradition must pass five tests:?

e continuity of transmission (izzisal);
e ‘addla of narrators, i.e., they must be upright, upholders of
religion, and not guilty of major sins;
o accuracy (dabr) of the process of transmission, i.e., narrators must
not be prone to carelessness or known to have poor memories;
e absence of irregularities (shadhiidh), i.e., contradictions with a
more reliable source;
¢ absence of corrupting defects (‘Wla qddiha), i.e., inaccuracies
in reporting the actual chain of transmission.®
These rules represent in summary form the method applied by the
muhaddithun to distinguish authentic traditions. The systematic applica-
tion of this method is thus embodied in the great collections of sahih
hadith which represent the pinnacle of classical hadith scholarship. But
the compilation of collections of sahih hadith did not end criticism or

Sunna and Islamic revivalism 111

debate. For one thing, even classical traditionists were by no means
united on the degree or nature of the soundness of the canonical collec-
tions of hadith. There was a great deal of latitude both in the evaluation of
the collective authenticity of the canonical collections and on the authen-
ticity of particular traditions within them.” Moreover, even in classical
hadith scholarship proving the sikka of a tradition did not immediately
ensure its applicability as sunna. Jurists applied a variety of methods
which had the effect of subordinating sound hadith to other overriding
principles of jurisprudence.® When it came to practical concerns, estab-
lishing the authenticity of a tradition was only the beginning of the
process of evaluating its actual Skari‘a value.® Consequently, although
there was periodic pressure to apply hadith more systematically, espe-
cially from Hanbali scholars, the madhhabs maintained their established
doctrine even in the face of contradictory traditions. In such an environ-
ment, the study of hadith tended to become a theoretical discipline some-
what removed from the practical concerns of jurisprudence. It was useful
to cite hadith as a basis for one’s position, but hadith was not necessarily
decisive in forming that position.

All of this changed in the modern period when pressure to reform,
reformulate, and reintroduce Islamic law rendered the study of hadith
dramatically relevant once again. After the middle of the nineteenth
century the classical madhhabs were replaced in practice by secular,
western-inspired law codes and challenged in principle by movements
such as the Ahl-i-Hadith and the salafiyya in most Muslim societies. As a
consequence of the collapse of the dominance of the classical schools of
law, the field was left clear for reexamination of the sources of Islamic law
and the place of sunna among them. Furthermore, since the emergence
of Muslim societies from colonial domination after the 1940s, move-
ments to reintroduce Islamic law in some form have given practical
urgency to questions about the sources of Skari‘a and the methods by
which it might be revived. Among those who have advocated a return to
Shari‘a-based law in some form there is widespread and implicit agree-
ment that it is impossible simply to step back in time and to return to
Islamic law in its classical form; some reformulation of Shari‘a is neces-
sary. Reformulation requires returning to the sources, and returning to
the sources requires some agreement on how they are to be interpreted
and understood. Central to this process, most scholars agree, is the
reassessment of hadith.!®

What place, then, is hadith to take in the modern reformulation of
Islamic law? The Ahl-i-Qur’an would dispense with hadith altogether;
the Ahl-i-Hadith accept uncritically the work of the medieval tradition-
ists. Revivalists, by contrast with both of these extremes, are unwilling to
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accept at face value all of the traditions passed on to them as sahih, the
results of the classical sciences of hadith criticism, but they are also
unwilling completely to reject the value of hadith.

The revivalist approach to sunna is characterized, first of all, by unwa-
vering support for the authority of sunna and for the authenticity of
hadith literature in general. Several of the staunchest defenders of sunna
met with in previous chapters, especially Mawdidi in Pakistan and al-
Siba‘ in Egypt, have been prominent leaders in revivalist movements.
These thinkers have been at the forefront of the battle against the deniers
of hadith and their works are among the most frequently cited writings in
defense of sunna. They consider sunna fundamental to their program for
the revival of Islam and will countenance nothing that seems to under-
mine its basic authority. There is another side to the revivalist approach to
sunna, however, which is of more direct concern to us here. While they
staunchly defend the theoretical authority of sunna, the revivalists’ com-
mitment to the reintroduction of Islamic law in relevant forms makes
them pragmatists in practice. The revivalist attitude toward sunna seeks a
modus vivend: between two extremes, an alternative approach to hadith
which will supplement the classical system and lend it new flexibility
without undermining it.!!

Traditionists vs. legists

Wherein lies the flexibility sought by Islamic revivalists? What are the
grounds for reassessing the position of hadith as a basis for a modern
revival of Shari‘a? The first method of reassessment is simply to reexam-
ine the authenticity of traditions according the same criteria and method
as those applied by the muhaddithiin. In accord with their rejection of
taqlid, revivalist thinkers have insisted that, at minimum, the work of the
muhaddithun in criticizing ésndds must be open to reassessment,!?
Modern scholars must not rely on the work of the great traditionists of the
past; they must do the work themselves.

But for many the classical system of hadith criticism is insufficient to
the task. Such thinkers seek a method that transcends the limitations
of the classical hadith scholar. They find inspiration for such a method in
the legacy of the classical schools of law, especially the Hanafi school,
before the ascendancy of the great traditionists. Whereas a previous gen-
eration of reformers, the Ahl-i-Hadith in particular, appealed to hadith to
break the monopoly of the fugahd’ over the interpretation of Shari‘a,
some revivalists now seek to reverse the process, appealing to the method

of the great fugahd’ as a corrective to a literalistic and doctrinaire artach-
ment to hadith.
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Such an approach to hadith is represented by the juxtaposition of two
ideal types of scholar: the muhaddith, or traditionist, and the legal scholar,
the fagih. This opposition of traditionist and legist is portrayed as an
opposition of theoretician and pragmatist which works itself out in funda-
mentally different attitudes toward hadith. The muhaddith will be con-
cerned almost exclusively with the sanad of a tradition, basing judgments
of authenticity entirely on formal grounds; the fagih will be concerned
with the content, the spirit, and the relevance of a tradition within the
context of the Shari ‘a as a whole.

The central feature of the method of the legal scholar, according to
those who appeal to them for inspiration, is the willingness to go beyond
external criticism of traditions to examine their content, or matn. The
contention is essentially this: the ultimate measure of a tradition’s authen-
ticity is located in its content rather than its chain of transmission. The
effective application of hadith in the reformulation of Islamic law requires
not just that the sanad be examined, but also that the matn be scrutinized
by scholars knowledgeable in Islamic law. Consequently, the ultimate
arbiters of the authenticity of hadith are not the muhaddithin but the
Juqaha’.

Scrutiny of the matn of hadith is not entirely foreign to the classical
science of hadith criticism, but its emphasis among modern writers has
gone far beyond what classical traditionists seem to have envisioned.!® We
have already encountered discussions of main criticism in the writings of
some deniers of hadith. Unlike the deniers of hadith, who appeal to matn
criticism as a means of discrediting hadith, revivalists take matn criticism
seriously as a means of inserting a greater degree of flexibility into the
method by which traditions are scrutinized. In the Subcontinent one of
the first proponents of an approach to hadith based on the revival of matn
criticism was the theologian, historian, litterateur, and one-time disciple
of Sayyid Ahmad Khin, Shibli Nu‘mani.!* Shibli became a prominent
voice in a neo-Hanafi reaction to the polemics of the Ahl-i-hadith.!* The
study of hadith, he contended, cannot be left to traditionists alone, but
must also include the fugaha’, because a reliable sanad does not by itself
guarantee the authenticity of a tradition.'¢ He agrees with Sayyid Ahmad
Khin that hadith criticism requires the scrutiny of both the line of trans-
mission (sanad) and the content (matn) of traditions and that the latter
task had been largely neglected by the traditionists. Although an essential
part of hadith criticism, matn criticism is hardly mentioned in many of the
standard texts.!” Corruption crept into the hadith literature through the
procedure of transmitting according to the sense (bi’l-ma'nd) rather
than verbatim (bi’l-lafz) and through the effects of political conflicts
and sectarian prejudices. Even trustworthy transmitters erred in their
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understanding of what Muhammad said and unwittingly transmitted
misleading reports so that not even the most trustworthy collections of
hadith, those of Bukhari and Muslim, are free from corruption.'® Such
corruption can only be excised by careful criticism of the content of
hadith.

In the course of defending Abli Hanifa against the allegations of defi-
ciency in hadith brought by the Ahl-i-Hadith, Shibli advances his argu-
ment that the study of hadith requires the participation of legal scholars,
the fugaha’. The science of hadith has suffered, he contends, because of
domination by traditionists. The offices and attitudes of the muhaddith
and the fagth are distinct, and the two groups advance different
approaches to hadith. The muhaddith will pick up any tradition that he
stumbles upon to add to his collection; he is concerned with quantity and
spends his energies traveling in search of new sources of hadith, wherever
they may be found. But the fagih.is concerned only with traditions that
have legal value; he spends his efforts on figh and cannot devote his life
simply to gathering hadith.!® The muhaddith collects; the mujrahid
applies. And because of the fagih’s concern for the legal application of
hadith, he is naturally more cautious and stringent in his approach to
hadith than the traditionist who simply collects whatever he can find.2°

There are two respects in which the fugahd’, represented by Abi
Hanifa, are more stringent in their criticism of hadith than the ordinary
traditionist. First, they were more stringent in their rules for hadith trans-
mission, Prior to Abd Hanifa there had been no systematic application of
hadith criticism, and huge numbers of forged traditions had been put into
circulation. In reaction to a situation that was virtually out of control, Abi
Hanifa approached hadith with the assumption that very few could be
proved sahih.?! He was not alone in this attitude. His intellectual fore-
bears were known for their caution in hadith and both Milik and al-
ShifiT agreed with Aba Hanifa’s assessment of hadith. Both are
identified by Ibn al-Salah as severe critics of hadith.22 Abii Hanifa was
particularly severe — and this is what sets him apart from the muhaddithiin
- in insisting that only traditions that had been physically heard and accu-
rately remembered verbatim by the transmitter could be accepted. He
took a highly critical attitude toward riwdya bi’l-ma ‘na, accepting it only
in cases where the transmitter could be expected to understand fully the
meaning and significance of the statements made by the Prophet. He
insisted, in other words, that the transmitter be a fagth.?*

In addition to their stringent rules for transmission, the fugaha’ applied
a system of internal criticism, called m al-dirdya, which Shibli claims the
muhaddithiin have largely neglected.?* ‘Ibm al-diraya, or criticism of the
matn of a tradition, involves judging whether a report is consistent with
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reason, with human nature, and with historical conditions.?* By applying
such external tests, the fugaha’ were able to weed out corruptions that
passed the scrutiny of even the most careful muhaddithiin.

Shibli’s viewpoint is echoed in the work of his disciples, most notably
Sulaymin Nadvi. But the most influential figure to adopt and develop
Shibli’s line of argument was the leading figure of rwentieth-century
revivalism in the Subcontinent, Mawdiidi. Like Shibli, Mawdadi is dis-
satisfied with the method of the muhaddithiin, but his criticism is more
pointed.2¢ The traditionists, he contends, take a one-dimensional view of
hadith, paying attention almost exclusively to the character of the trans-
mitters and the continuity of the chain of transmission.?’” Thus they are
completely “akhbari” in viewpoint and neglect what Mawdudi calls “the
viewpoint of figh,” which requires that, in addition to the sanad, the
content of a tradition be scrutinized for defects. By neglecting this branch
of hadith criticism the muhaddithiin naively accepted traditions that ring
false and rejected other traditions that ring true.?® What is needed, then,
is for modern scholars to turn their attention once again to hadith criti-
cism, but this time by emulating the fugahd’ and focusing their attention
primarily on the matn in order to judge whether a tradition is worthy of
acceptance.?’

In Egypt similar attitudes toward the reassessment of hadith can be
traced to Rashid Rida, who contended that many traditions of sound
isnad should still be submitted to criticism of their content.*
Consequently, Rida rejected traditions if they appeared to him to be
rationally or theologically objectionable, or if they conflicted with broad
principles of Shari ‘a. Shaykh Muhammad al-Ghazali’s writings on sunna
offer an elaboration of this viewpoint. Like his predecessors, he is at pains
to point out that the method by which he proposes to scrutinize hadith is
not a new one. Rather, it is inherent in the classical system of hadith criti-
cism. This system, when rightly understood, requires not just that the
chain of transmission of a tradition be examined, but also that its matn be
scrutinized for defects, for what good, he asks, is a tradition with a sound
isnad, if its matn is defective??!

To stress his continuity with classical hadith criticism Ghazali cites the
five principles of hadith criticism listed above, but he argues that two of
them are intended to be applied not to the sanad but to the matn; the tra-
dition must be free of shadhiidh, i.e., errors or irregularities. This is to be
interpreted as contradictions with more reliable sources. Traditions must
also be devoid of lla gadiha (defect, weakness). Ghazali interprets this to
mean defects in the matn. Such defects are primarily of two kinds: contra-
dictions with sources that are superior in weight and internal imperfec-
tions in the text. Thus the classical approach to authenticating hadith,
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when rightly applied, is eminently trustworthy and a fully sufficient guar-
antee of the soundness of hadith; nothing matches the rigor of this
systemn.3?

But hadith criticism, properly understood, also involves a division of
labor. Traditionists have quite rightly concerned themselves with collect-
ing hadith and examining their chains of transmission for defects. The
task remains incomplete, however, until the fugahad’ have scrutinized the
tradition for defects in its matn.?® In this way, Ghazali seeks to correct a
prevalent tendency among contemporary Muslim scholars, who are
prone to attack the great scholars of figh under the pretense of defending
sunna. The fugahd’, he insists, neither deviated from sunna nor belittled
sound hadith.?* The traditionists are laborers whose job is to pass on
materials to the engineers, i.e., the fugahd’, who are responsible for the
actual shape of the building.?> A stone that appears adequate to the ordi-
nary laborer may be rejected by the builder as unsuitable. In the same
way, traditions shown to be authentic by their sanad may be proven weak
by defects in their matn.3® The neglect of the second part of the task has
resulted in a breakdown of the system.

Sunna within the boundaries of the Qur’an

The common thread connecting the arguments of Shibli, Rida,
Mawdiidi, Ghazili, and others is an insistence on going beyond the tradi-
tionist preoccupation with the isndd; to examine the matn according to
the method of the fugahd’. But what is the method of the fugaha®
Foremost it involves, for all of these writers, allowing general legal princi-
ples to overrule specific ahddith. The fundamental source for such legal
principles is, of course, the Qur’an. Therefore the Qur’an must be
returned to its rightful place as the supreme arbiter of the authenticity of
hadith. The tendency in classical scholarship had been just the reverse:
the sunna was viewed as a commentary on the revelation, infallible in its
own right, and not subject to abrogation by the Qur’an. Shafi‘l pioneered
the argument that the sunna could not be abrogated by the Qur’an
because the sunna makes specific the general injunctions of the Qur’an
and it is absurd for the more general source to judge the more specific
source. In the case of apparent contradiction, recourse must be had to
ta’'wil. There were, on occasion, voices raised which seemed to challenge
this position, most notably that of al-Shatibi, but on the whole the sunna
was judged to be an independent source not amenable to abrogation by
the Qur’an,

The revivalist tendency to reverse this preference for sunna over
Qur’an is clearly represented in Ghazili’s work. Ghazali claims that his
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central aim is merely to bring the hadith back under the aegis of Qur’anic
principles. In contrast to the traditionist, according to Ghazali, the
method of the jurist is to subordinate isolated hadith to higher principles
of authority. Among these he counts mutawatir traditions, the practice of
the community, and, most important, the Qur’an. When a fagih
approaches a problem of law, argues Ghazili, he gathers all the sources
relevant to it from both the Qur’in and sunna, he sorts the sources
according to reliability and rates all of the evidence before coming to an
opinion.?” By contrast, Ghaziali complains, the method of many contem-
porary ‘ulama’ is to “grab a ruling from any passing hadith.” Two con-
cerns should top the agenda of the Muslim community: a concern for
greater reliance on the Qur’an and a strengthening of the ties between
Qur’an and hadith.?® His desire is not to weaken hadith that may prove
genuine, but simply to bring hadith within the boundaries of the
Qur’an.>® He complains of being fed up with figh which is heavy on
hadith but ignores the Qur’an, for “there can be no figh apart from an
understanding of the Qur’an and of modern circumstances.”*°

To justify his method, Ghazili appeals to the example of the
Companions and early fugahd’ who, he contends, relied first and fore-
most on the Qur’an. ‘A’isha, for example, when she heard it reported that
the dead suffer because of the mourning of their relations, a tradition
which is found in numerous versions in the classical collections, retorted
by citing from the Qur’an: “No one will bear the burdens of another.”#!
Her objections did not prevent the tradition from being included in sahih
collections, however.#? Similarly, when asked about a tradition that
describes God as descending to give revelation to Muhammad, ‘A’isha
exclaimed: “Whoever reported this has lied,” and she recited: “It is not for
man that God should speak to him except by wahy or from behind a veil”
(6:103; 42:51). In the same way Abd Hanifa rejected hadith forbidding
retribution (gisds) for the murder of an unbeliever on the basis of the
inconsistency of these rules with the text of the Qur’an which calls for “a
life for a life” (5:45, 48, 50). Mailik made a similar ruling in the case of
hadith that forbid gisds in the case of a father who murders his son.*
Such examples, contends Ghazali, demonstrate that even the best trans-
mitters made mistakes and that the means of correcting such mistakes,
following the method of the Companions and early fugaha’, is to compare
the matn with Qur’anic teaching. If a contradiction is recognized, the tra-
dition thereby loses its sthha, regardless of the strength of its sanad.

By ignoring this principle, contemporary scholars are led astray. Thus a
leading Syrian muhaddith, Shaykh al-Albani, declares beef a forbidden
meat on the basis of tradition, despite explicit permission in the Qur’an.*
More seriously, when an American engineer was killed in Saudi Arabia,
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the gddi ruled that gisds could not be applied on the basis of the hadith “/a
yuqtalu muslimun fi kafirin.” In Ghazali’s opinion, such a ruling does vio-
lence to the very principles of human dignity that are the foundation of
the Qur’anic insistence on a life for a life.*> The government was forced
into bypassing Shari‘a and appealing to the principle of siydsa shartyya -
the discretionary power of the state - in order to invoke the death
penalty.4® Similarly some scholars argue that there is no zakdr on com-
merce, and limit it to a handful of agricultural products although the
Qur’an conceives of no such limitations. Thus obsession with hadith,
without reference to wider concerns, distracts from issues of real impor-
tance. Muslim youth, for instance, are more concerned with whether a
kiss invalidates ritual ablutions than whether elections are free or rigged.’

Ghazali’s arguments have drawn both praise and criticism. Critics
contend that his use of the Qur’an to invalidate sahih hadith has no solid
basis in the intellectual tradition of Islam; it is merely a smoke screen to
disguise unbridled personal opinion. Traditions must be authenticated
independently and once declared sahih it is impossible for a tradition to
contradict the Qur’an.*® Ghazali’s appeal to the example of ‘A’isha is
fruitless; in the cases where ‘A’isha called sound traditions into question it
was she who was in error, not the transmitters she criticized.?® Moreover,
the opinion of a single transmitter or scholar (in this case ‘A’isha) is
hardly sufficient basis to reject an otherwise well-attested hadith. The
approach that Ghazal (and ‘A’isha!) should have adopted was to seek out
ways of reconciling difficult traditions with the Qur’in rather than reject-
ing them out of hand. Classical hadith scholarship is full of examples of
ways that traditions such as the one concerning weeping over the dead
can be reconciled with the Qur’an.?°

The basic mistake made by al-Ghazili is to confuse difficult traditions
(ahddith mushkila) with forged traditions (ahadith mawdi ‘a). His posi-
tion on the tradition “la yugtalu muslimun fi kafirin” presents a case in
point. Ghazali rejects the tradition on the basis of the Qur’anic insistence
on a life for a life, and he appeals to the opinion of Aba Hanifa for
support. But in fact there is no real contradiction here. The Qur’anic
verse in question contains within it an indication that unbelievers are
excepted from the general rule. More importantly, the tradition has been
proven to be genuine, i.e., from the Prophet, beyond any reasonable
doubt. Finally, the agreement of the ‘ulama’ confirms its authenticity and
its compatibility with the Qur’an.’! In summary, Ghazali’s use of the
Qur’an to invalidate sunna runs counter to the #mad‘ of Muslim scholars;
his defense of this method is based on fringe traditions which are easily
refuted; and the result of his approach is the undermining of sunna and
the free reign of ra’y.
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On the other hand, Ghazali’s views have been supported, albeit cau-
tiously, in the writings of another Islamic revivalist, Yasuf al-Qaradawi.
Like Ghazali, Qaradawi claims to advocate a balanced and pragmatic
approach to sunna. His approach contains many of the same elements as
Ghazili’s, but he frames his method in more moderate terms.?? Qaradawi
eschews theoretical questions related to the authenticity or authority of
sunna. He takes for granted the position of the sunna as living commen-
tary on the Qur’an and practical guide to Islam. The sunna is, in fact, the
Qur’an made manifest and Islam embodied.?®> Whoever desires a practi-
cal guide to Islam will find it in the sunna of the Prophet. Coming to a
correct understanding of sunna and knowing how to work with it within
the context of Islamic law is critical. Muslims face an intellectual crisis
and at the heart of this crisis is the problem of sunna. Qaradawi aims to
contribute to the resolution of this problem by offering a practical guide
to understanding sunna. >4

Qaradawi, like Ghazali, aims to define the role of sunna not merely in
isolation, but in the broader context of Islamic law. He begins by outlining
three general characteristics of the Islamic program as it is reflected in the
sunna: universality, balance, and simplicity. The sunna is universal
because it is applicable in all times and places, rules every aspect of life,
and encompasses every kind of relationship.’> It is characterized by
balance because it eschews extremes, taking into account spirit and body,
mind and heart, this world and the hereafter, ideal and reality, freedom
and responsibility, the needs of the individual and the needs of society.?®
The simplicity of sunna lies in its tolerance, convenience, and ease; it
imposes no undue burdens.’” By beginning in this way, describing the
general character of sunna, Qaradawi offers a clue to his method. Clearly,
if the sunna represents all of these things, then any hadith that contradicts
them does not represent true sunna. In other words, sunna can only really
be known within a broader framework of legal principles.

Qaradawi is cautious, however, in his application of this method. This
caution, which distinguishes Qaradawi from Ghazali, is especially
evident on the question of the relationship between Qur’an and sunna.
He affirms the classical maxim “The sunna rules on the Qur’an” as an
indication of the explanatory and specifying function of the sunna vis-a-
vis the Qur'an. The sunna distinguishes what the Qur’an combines, it dis-
entangles what the Qur’an intertwines, and it specifies what the Qur’an
deals with in general terms.’® Consequently the Qur’an can be fully
understood and applied only with the help of the sunna. It is also true,
however, that the sunna must be viewed in the context of the Quran.
Understanding sunna in the light of the Qur’an is, in fact, the first of
Qaradawi’s eight rules for working with sunna. It is impossible, he
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contends, for sahth hadith to contradict the Qur’an, If there seems to be a
contradiction, then one of two conditions obtains: either the tradition is
not in fact sahih, or it is misunderstood.?®

How is the scholar to decide whether a tradition should be rejected or
subjected to ta’wil? He must exercise extreme caution in making such a
judgment. There must be a firm basis for evaluating apparent contradic-
tions between Qur’an and sunna. Unrestrained matn criticism will lead
only to the denial of sound hadith in the manner of the Mu‘tazila.®® So,
for example, the Mu‘tazila rejected sahih hadith concerning the interces-
sion (shafd ‘a) of Muhammad on the basis of theological considerations.
In doing so they ignored evidence that the Qur’in does not entirely pre-
clude intercession — it only rejects the sort of intercession found in
Christian theology.®! The manner of Qaradawi’s treatment of the rela-
tionship between the Qur’an and the sunna illustrates that contradictions
are in the eye of the beholder. While he follows Ghazali in admitting to
the need for criticism of the sunna on the basis of Qur’anic principles, his
tone of caution makes it clear that he does not expect dramatic results
from such an exercise.

The argument of Yasuf al-Qaradawi and Muhammad al-Ghazali that
the sunna should be reevaluated in the light of the Qur’an is by no means
unprecedented in Egypt or in modern Islamic thought generally. Their
work merely represents the most recent sign of the vitality of this line of
argument. The origins of their approach can be traced at least to Rashid
Rida. Rida argued repeatedly that all traditions at variance with the
Qur’an should be discarded, irrespective of their chain of transmission.5?
He also held that isolated traditions could be overruled by mutawdtir
sunna — that is, sunna transmitted through the continuous practice of the
community, e.g., salat and the pilgrimage ceremonies. Such was the prac-
tice of the founders of the madhhabs, who used their individual judgment
to reject even sound traditions.? After Rida numerous Egyptian intellec-
tuals, most notably Taha Husayn and Muhammad Husayn Haykal,
argued that the Qur’an must overrule hadith. Indeed, Taha Husayn uses
many of the same arguments and examples that later show up in Ghazili’s
work.%* That Haykal and Husayn take such a position is no surprise,
however, since these intellectuals were known to take a critical approach
to hadith generally.

This argument survived not only among liberals, but also among
Islamic radicals, notably the Ikhwan al-Muslimin (the Muslim
Brotherhood). The Ikhwian inherited, in a general way, the salafi rejection
of the classical madhhabs in favor of direct reference to the sources. As
activists who laid out their program for the revival of Islamic law in
general terms, the ideologists of the Ikhwian were for the most part
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content to leave the details to be worked out later. The activist emphasis
of the Ikhwin and their hostility to what they viewed as the passivity of the
‘wulamd’ tended to discourage systematic expression of their position on
such questions as the roots of Shari ‘a. For them the demand that Shari‘a
be implemented was straightforward. Thus it is difficult to trace their
positions with any clarity, especially in their early years. Despite these
uncertainties, however, it is clear that many of the Ikhwan tended to favor
the Qur’an above hadith. In other words, they extended the salafi skepti-
cism about the classical madhhabs to the hadith literature itself, insisting
that “there must be serious re-examination of the traditions to determine
the true from the false.”®> According to Mitchell, who based his conclu-
sions on oral sources, “a common belief among the brothers was that no
more than a handful of traditions would survive such study; an extreme
form of this view held that only one tradition would survive, and that this
would have the Prophet say ‘Take from me only the Qur'an.’”® One
member described the sunna as “a kind of supplement to the legal injunc-
tions of the Qur’an.”%’

On the basis of these accounts the roots of more recent revivalist writ-
ings on sunna by figures such as Ghazali and Qaradawi come into sharper
focus. Their work represents a systematization and moderation of a trend
in thought which began with ‘Abduh and Rida and was adopted in a
general way, but not developed systematically, by the Ikhwin. In a sense it
represents an apologetic for the vision of Islamic radicals, directed at the
scholarly community. Ghazali wants to demonstrate that he has not aban-
doned the sunna and that the positions he takes on critical issues of
Islamic law are not innovations, but are solidly grounded in the Islamic
intellectual tradition. Consequently, he spends the majority of his book
returning to practical issues which have been major themes of revivalist
thought — the status of women, the economic system, jthad, and shird.

Ghazali’s consideration of the theoretical basis for sunna represents an
attempt to lay a solid foundation for his positions on such practical issues.
Not surprisingly, he devotes a lengthy section of his discussion to issues
concerning women. Three problems occupy his attention: the problem of
the veiling and seclusion of women; the problem of women working
outside the home; and the question of women’s evidence in court. On
each of these issues Ghazali defends well-established positions. Women
should wear modest dress, but there is no basis for requiring a face veil or
for complete seclusion. Women are permitted to work outside the home -
indeed, this is necessary for the health and prosperity of the umma
(Muslim community) — but they must not sacrifice the integrity of home
and family, which remains their primary responsibility. Finally, a woman’s
evidence is to be calculated at half the value of a man’s, in accordance
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with Qur’anic teaching, but there is no basis for excluding women from
giving evidence altogether in cases involving hudid (crimes for which
Islamic law requires a fixed penalty) or gisds.%®

There are no big surprises here. Ghazali has argued all of these posi-
tions in the past, and although they remain controversial, they have
become well established among revivalists. Neither is Ghazali’s reasoning
in defense of these positions substantially new. His arguments rest pri-
marily on his own exegesis of the Qur’in mixed with a heavy dose of
maslaha — his own analysis of the needs of the umma. Ghazali’s use of
hadith is light; he quotes traditions more often to refute them than to
support his own arguments. His intentions seem to be focused on under-
mining and dismantling what he takes to be unnecessarily restrictive rules
which are defended on the basis of hadith. A requirement or prohibition
of Shari‘a, he concludes, cannot be established except by a definitive
proof.

Ghazali’s examples illustrate his subordination of hadith to other prin-
ciples, primarily to the Qur’an, but also simple expediency. So, for
instance, in his discussion of jikdd he dismisses the majority of traditions
related to the topic not because they are not authentic but because they
are irrelevant; times have changed, therefore the rules concerning jihdd
must also change. The obligation to perform jikdd remains operative, but
the means must be adapted.®® He makes a similar argument with regard
to shiira.”™ Thus he aims not so much at establishing a method for under-
standing and applying hadith as at justifying the subordination of hadith
that conflict with his program. Taken in the context of these examples,
Ghazili’s position on hadith can be recognized as providing a basis to
refute conservative opposition to revivalist ideology. Revivalists have
argued all along that the Qur’an is the primary basis for their program.
Ghaziali now offers more sophisticated weapons to combat the attacks of
conservatives who charge that the revivalist positions run counter to
sunna.

The method of the fagih

As our discussion of Ghazili illustrates, the revivalist call for a reassess-
ment of the hadith literature based on matn criticism begins with reestab-
lishing the preeminence of the Qur’dn, but it does not end there. The
method of the fagih involves the deft juggling of numerous sources and
principles of legislation. In the context of a practical problem of Islamic
law, a tradition that is considered sahih by reason of its sanad may yet be
rejected or subordinated to other principles even if it poses no apparent
contradiction with the Qur’an. Ghazili holds, for instance, that mutawatir
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sunna, i.e., the sunna ‘amaliyya, takes precedence over hadith reports,
even if the latter are sound. Thus the Mailikis consider the practice of
Medina a more solid proof of the sunna of the Prophet than isolated
transmissions.”! For this reason both Hanafis and Malikis disapprove of
exchanging greetings in the mosque during the khutba (sermon), despite
traditions encouraging this practice. The sunna ‘amaliyya, encouraging
silence and meditation, takes precedence.” He also holds to the principle
that traditions can be overridden when conditions change. We have
already seen this illustrated in the case of jihad and shird, but there are
other examples as well. So, for example, ‘Uthmin equalized the amount
of diya (blood money) for dhimmis (protected minorities) in order to
assure their security, although diya for a dhimmi had stood at half that of a
Muslim. On the basis of the precedent set by ‘Uthman, according to
Ghazili, the modern Pakistani law equalized diya for men and women,
despite traditions that set the diya for women at half. On the basis of the
equal value of all life, diya for everyone is equal under Hanafi law.

This point — that understanding of the broad principles of Prophetic
legislation and the specific context of a tradition are essential for critical
understanding of hadith — has received a good deal of attention in
modern discussions of sunna. Shibli offers two examples, both frequently
cited in modern discussions of sunna, to demonstrate what happens when
basic principles of hadith criticism are neglected. His first example is the
tradition “The dead will be punished as a result of mourning over them.”
Rather than appealing to the Qur’an’s emphasis on individual responsi-
bility to refute this tradition, as Ghazali does, Shibli emphasizes instead
the failure of those who narrated the tradition to understand its full
context. He relies on a report about ‘A’isha, who, when she heard this tra-
dition, allegedly claimed that Ibn “‘Umar had been mistaken in his under-
standing of what the Prophet had meant. What had actually occurred was
that a Jewish woman had died and her relatives were mourning for her.
The Prophet had made two comments: her relatives are mourning and
she is suffering punishment. Ibn ‘Umar unwittingly conflated these two
statements, concluding that the woman was suffering punishment as a
consequence of the weeping of her relatives.”® Shibli’s second example
concerns another occasion when the Prophet stood on a grave and spoke,
appearing to address himself to the dead. Observers took him to be saying
that the dead could hear him. In actual fact, again according to ‘A’isha,
Muhammad was simply saying that these people now knew that his
message was true.”

The point is that reliable transmission of hadith requires full under-
standing of the legal significance of the tradition by a narrator. Because of
the uncertainty created by the practice of transmitting b:°/-ma ‘nd, one can
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only trust a tradition if there is clear assurance that the narrator fully
understood its context and significance. Shibli is at pains to point out that
he is not impugning the character or general reliability of those narrators
who erred in their understanding. In other words, such transmitters were
completely honest and reliable in transmitting their own perceptions of
an event; their only weakness is in not having the training to be able fully
to understand the context or significance of what they were witnessing. In
this way Shibli seeks to evade the charge that he is challenging the ‘addla
of the Companions or of other well-known transmitters of hadith. In
other words, here is a means of rejecting the principle implied by a given
tradition without rejecting the authenticity of the transmission or the reli-
ability of the transmitter.”®

Shibli’s point is to illustrate how the neglect of broad principles of criti-
cism can lead to misunderstanding and corruption in hadith. Conversely,
the weeding out of corruption also requires such understanding. In both
of his illustrations, those who related traditions erroneously did so first
because they misunderstood the context and second because they
neglected to compare what they were relating to general Qur’anic princi-
ples. If even the Sahkdba erred in this way, comments Shibli, what can we
expect of later generations? For this reason, he says, Aba Hanifa would
accept riwdya bi’l-ma ‘'na only on the condition that the transmitter was a
proven fagth, able fully to understand the meaning and legal significance
of the material transmitted.”® Moreover Abii Hanifa insisted that the
right to transmit bi’/-ma‘na belonged only to the Companions and
Successors; subsequent generations could only transmit verbatim.?’

Reference to Abi Hanifa as the model of a pragmatic and balanced
approach to sunna is common to almost all of the revivalist authors we are
concerned with here. For Mawdiidi, Abi Hanifa is the archetype of the
middle path that he advocates. Just as those who deny hadith are in error,
so those who evaluate hadith purely on the basis of the sanad are also
wrong. The true approach is a balance between these two extremes, and
this balance is most evident in the work of the great fugaha’, chief among
them Abu Hanifa. In Aba Hanifa’s figh we find numerous arguments
based on traditions with imperfect chains of transmission. We also find
cases where he ignores a sound tradition in favor of a weak tradition.
There are even occasions when the hadith says one thing and Abi Hanifa
chooses another position altogether. Other great fugaha’ — Malik and al-
Shafii — although more akhbari in viewpoint than Abi Hanifa, neverthe-
less gave numerous decisions that were contrary to traditions considered
sound by the muhaddithin.’®

According to Mawdudi, these scholars were not guilty of flouting
hadith they knew to be sound; rather, they considered the authenticity of
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a tradition to rest on more than just the isndd. The significance of this
viewpoint is in the reordering of priorities that it entails. Mawdudi and
the other revivalists we are considering do not discount the importance of
the isnad, but they think it must be balanced with other considerations.
Rather than examining hadith in isolation, scholars must assess it within
the context of the whole of Shari‘a and all of the sources of Shari‘a. How
does this reordering of priorities work itself out in practice? Here a differ-
ence becomes evident between Pakistani and Egyptian revivalists. While
Egyptian writers tend to lay stress on the method of the fugaha’, their
counterparts in the Subcontinent have tended to emphasize the qualities
that mark the individual fagih.

Among contemporary revivalists, Qaradawi offers what is perhaps the
most extensive exposition of how these ideas about sunna might be devel-
oped into a systematic method for dealing with hadith. Three basic prin-
ciples of hadith criticism underlie his approach to working with sunna.
First, the critic must verify the trustworthiness and authenticity of the
materials he is working with. This involves using the tools of classical
isnad criticism to reassess the authenticity of a tradition on the basis of its
transmission. Second, the critic must seek to understand the language
and context of the text in order to discover its real meaning and intent: he
must examine the circumstances surrounding the event or utterance, the
reasons for its occurrence, and its place among other texts; he must place
it within the framework of general principles and overall objectives of
Islam; he must distinguish what was meant to be law and what was not;
and he must separate what was meant to be specific to a particular
context from what is of general application. Finally, the critic must ensure
that the text is free from contradictions with other, more reliable texts. It
will not do to take one or two traditions; the scholar must view a problem
in the light of the whole of revelation.”

A right understanding of sunna, according to Qaradawi, depends espe-
cially on the ability to recognize that different categories of traditions have
different functions and purposes. It goes without saying, for example, that
not all hadith were meant to serve as a basis for legislation. For this reason
the fugahd’ must be involved in the evaluation of hadith. On the other
hand, the fugahd’ have a tendency to be lazy about scrutinizing the snad.
Consequently, books of figh are filled with weak hadith even though there
is agreement that weak traditions cannot provide a firm basis for rules of
law. Both the fugaha’ and the muhaddithin thus play an indispensable
role; each group is in need of the other to bring its work to perfection.®

The heart of Qaradawi’s treatise is his discussion of eight guidelines
for better understanding of sunna. The stress here must be placed on
the word understanding, for Qaradawi is much less interested in the



126 Rethinking trudition in modern Islamic thought

authentication of hadith than in its interpretation. The first step in the
process is to view sunna in the light of the Qur’an; in other words, in
dealing with a particular problem, the scholar must begin by examining
what the Qur’an has to say on the subject. The second step is to gather
together all of the traditions relating to the particular subject of concern.
The third step is to compare these traditions, reconciling them wherever
possible, and rating those that seem irreconcilable according to the
degree of their authenticity. Qaradawi resists rejecting a tradition when it
appears to contradict others; reconciliation of traditions must be
attempted before one tradition is chosen in preference to another.?!

Qaradawi tends, much more than Ghazali, to separate the work of the
fagih from that of the muhaddith. The fugaha’, according to Qaradawi’s
depiction, are not concerned so much with determining whether a tradi-
tion should be accepted or rejected as in deciding what it means and what
to do with it. If the job of the muhaddith is to judge the authenticity of tra-
ditions, the job of the faqth seems to be to bridge the interpretive gulf that
separates authenticated hadith from sunna. Consequently, the approach
Qaradawi proposes is really an exegetical method for understanding and
applying hadith rather than a system of hadith criticism. All of his five
remaining guidelines for understanding sunna have to do with interpreta-
tion: hadith must be understood in the light of the background and cir-
cumstances of their occurrence; changeable elements must be
distinguished from permanent principles; figurative meanings must be
recognized; apparent and hidden meanings must be distinguished; and
the meaning of the words themselves must be thoroughly understood.
Qaradawi’s intention is to offer a blueprint which will provide a reliable
guide for moving from hadith to sunna to Skar? ‘a. In implementing this
blueprint both the muhaddithin and the fugaha’ have a part to play — the
muhaddithiin by identifying sahih hadith; the fugaha’ by interpreting and
applying those hadith according to sound principles.

Seeking the spirit of the Prophet

In the Subcontinent, writers such as Shibli and Mawduadi, while con-
cerned with subordinating hadith to general principles of figh, and espe-
cially Qur’anic principles, have tended to lay stress less on a particular
method for dealing with hadith than on the special capacity for legal
understanding that characterizes the fagih. The ability to judge hadith
rightly becomes a quality of character, not simply a skill to be mechani-
cally applied. Like Ghazali, Mawdidi insists that the hadith is not at the
same level as the Qur’an in terms of reliability; consequently, the Qur’an
should be the first recourse of scholars in determining the sikha of
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hadith.82 But specific reference to the Qur’an receives less emphasis from
him than the capacity of the scholar to weigh all the evidence before
coming to a judgment.

The emphasis here is on a certain ineffable quality in the true fagih
which enables him thoroughly to understand the context, significance,
and spirit of Prophetic legislation. With Shibli this emphasis is subtle; in
Mawdiidi’s writings it becomes explicit. The fugahd’, according to
Mawdadi, possess special abilities and instincts (dhaug) which they apply
to each tradition that comes under their scrutiny. A true fagi is especially
gifted by God in the understanding of figh; he has internalized the teach-
ings of the Qur’dn and the example of the Prophet to such an extent that
he is able, instincrively, to ascertain whether a tradition is true or false.
The true fagih is like an old jeweler, able at a glance to appreciate a gem;
he takes into account the evidence of the isndd, but such evidence is not
decisive if contradicted by his own judgment.®* He understands the whole
system of Shari‘a and recognizes the nature of the system, so that when
one small part comes before him, his instinct tells him immediately
whether it is compatible with Islam. This becomes the standard by which
the fagih accepts or rejects traditions. Even on questions not dealt with in
the Qur’an and the sunna, the true fagih is able to judge whar the Prophet
would have said or done in such circumstances.%’

Such an individual possesses a quality that Mawdadi calls mizdj shinds-
i-rasiil — a sort of internalization of the temperament (mizdj) of the
Prophet.® The mizdj of Islam is embodied in the mizaj of the Prophet;
whoever understands the mizdj of Islam and drinks deeply of the Qur’an
and the sunna becomes identified with the temperament of the Prophet in
such a way that when he comes across any tradition his insight (basirat)
indicates to him what is of the Prophet and what is not. This is so because
his spirit is absorbed in the spirit of the Prophet; his viewpoint is united
with the vision of the Prophet; his mind is immersed in the truth; and he
thinks in just the way that Islam prescribes. Once an individual reaches
this point, he has no great need for the isndd. Certainly he will refer to the
isnad, but his decision will not be based upon it. He will freely use tradi-
tions with defective chains of transmission, and he will freely reject tradi-
tions whose isndds are without defect if his instincts tell him they do not
accord with Islam.%7

The subjective character of the method Mawdiidi advocates is obvious,
at least to his opponents. As Adams points out, he gives his critics two
causes for concern: first, by the degree of latitude he was apparently
willing to concede to the independent use of reason in evaluating hadith,
and second because his opponents quite naturally took Mawdidi to be
assigning to himself the qualities of mizaj shinds-i-rasil and to be claiming
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the ability and the right to reject or accept hadith at whim.* To conserva-
tive opponents, Mawdiidi’s proposed method of reassessing sunna repre-
sents nothing more than a thin veil calculated to disguise arbitrary
judgment and unrestrained reason.

Mawdtdi’s theory does, in fact, illustrate the essentially arbitrary
quality of most calls for internal criticism of hadith. It also raises the sus-
picion that calls for /matn criticism from revivalists are designed to lead to
precisely the same result obtained by deniers of hadith, i.e., freedom from
any restraint in interpreting the Qur’an. Even the claim that hadith
should be judged in the light of Qur’anic principles, which sounds
innocuous enough, is only a small step removed from the doctrine of the
sufficiency of the Qur’an espoused by the deniers of hadith. The deniers,
in fact, appeal to many of the same arguments made by moderates such as
Mawdidi and Ghazali. Sayyid Ahmad Khin, for example, says that the
first step toward recognizing authentic hadith must be to compare tradi-
tions with what is known to be authentic, i.e., the Qur’an.®? The more
moderate Amritsar faction of the Ahl-i-Qur’an had likewise contended
that hadith contrary to the Qur’an must be renounced, but that traditions
with positive moral or ethical value could be retained.?® Ghulam Jilani
Barq suggests a renewal of marn criticism and holds that “only such
hadith is acceptable which does not conflict with the Qur’an,” or “which
does not repudiate morality or human experience.”®' A true hearted
Muslim should accept any hadith that is consistent with the Qur’an and
reject any that is inconsistent, irrespective of the strength or weakness of
the sanad.??2 Even after he repudiated his skeptical views on the authentic-
ity of hadith, Barq continued to hold that the Qur’an should be the main
judge of authenticity.??

Among revivalists themselves there are some who are uncomfortable
with the arbitrary quality of matn criticism. Siba‘, in particular, criticizes
some approaches to matn criticism because they take it beyond reason-
able limits. When you are told something, he argues, the first step in
judging the accuracy of the report is to consider the reliability of the
reporter. Once you are convinced of the trustworthiness of your source,
only then do you go on to consider the report itself. But if a report engen-
ders doubts, not because of the reporter but because of the content of the
report itself, you should not be too quick to declare the reporter a liar. To
do so may be slander. Instead, the right course is to suspend judgment on
the matter, hoping that more light will be shed on it later.®* In certain
other respects, Siba ‘i takes a position similar to other revivalists. He inter-
prets quarrels among the Companions as differences in legal interpreta-
tion, for example. Not all of the Companions understood the legal
significance or the full context of everything they saw or heard from
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Muhammad. As a result, some had to correct the interpretations of
others.%

On the whole, however, Siba‘T’s approach to matn criticism is cautious.
When the muhaddithin applied marn criticism, he says, they did so only
with great care, and never without attempting ta wil. They recognized
that there are some principles of criticism that do not apply to the
Prophet. As the recipient of revelation, Muhammad possessed knowledge
greater than that of normal humans. The occurrence of ideas that we do
not understand cannot be grounds for labeling them false. Our under-
standing changes and thus our limited comprehension cannot be allowed
to rule on revelation.?® For his opponents revelation must conform to
reason; for al-Siba‘T reason is inadequate and must remain subservient to
revelation. This is why #sndd criticism must take precedence over marn
criticism and why ta ‘wil must be attempted whenever apparent contradic-
tions arise. To allow the sort of hadith criticism proposed by scholars such
as Ahmad Amin would be to open the Pandora’s box of unrestrained
reason. The result would be certain chaos, for each person’s judgment
would differ and no standard of truth would remain.” Siba‘’s arguments
are echoed by an Egyptian ‘Glim, AbG Shuhba: a rationalistic approach
cannot take into account the metaphorical language of many traditions;
traditions may be figurative, not intended to be interpreted literally, they
may be allegorical, or they may depict mysteries or hidden things not
amenable to rational criticism. Often traditions are so hard to understand
that one must admit that God alone fully understands them. To discount
such traditions on the basis of rational criteria is unwarranted; a far better
course is simply to accept them, leaving their interpretation to the
wisdom of God.?8

Reason and tradition

The problems of main criticism lead naturally to the question of the role
of reason and personal judgment in the evaluation of hadith. Should a
tradition be discarded when it appears to be in conflict with reason? In
theory the answer of many classical traditionists was yes. Traditionists
listed among their criteria for marn criticism the requirement that a tradi-
tion should not be absurd or contrary to reason. In reality, however, those
who prescribed such conditions seldom resorted to this option unless
there were other grounds for rejecting the tradition as well. There was
strong pressure to exercise ta ‘wil when faced with difficult traditions. It is
true that Ibn Khaldin discounted medical traditions with a comment to
the effect that the Prophet had been sent to teach religion (din), not med-
icine.®® But this was less a rational judgment than a statement about the
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purpose of prophecy, and we can point to only a few exceptional cases
where traditions were openly rejected on such grounds.

Conservative critics of revivalist approaches to sunna have been quick
to label their opponents rationalists and to point out the affinity of the
ideas of writers such as Mawdidi and Ghazali to the ideas of the deniers
of hadith and orientalists. Salafi claims that Shibli, Islahi, and Mawdadi,
while not denying hadith altogether, have done irreparable damage to the
cause of hadith by encouraging unrestrained personal opinion in the crit-
icism of hadith.'° Similarly, Ghazili’s conservative opponents seek to
discredit his views by attributing them to the influence of rationalist
schools of thought, to the influence of orientalists such as Goldziher, and
to his affinity for Europe and the West.!%!

Proponents of matn criticism have been extremely sensitive to such
charges. Shibli, for example, even while he insists that hadith must be
considered forgeries if they are contrary to reason, clearly recognizes the
difficulty of consistently applying such criteria and, lest he be labeled a
rationalist in the mold of Sayyid Ahmad Khan, he is quick to insist that
what he means by reason (‘agl) was not the sort of free-ranging specula-
tion that goes by the name of reason or science in modern times. %% A tra-
dition should only be rejected on the basis of marn criticism if it is not
amenable to allegorical interpretation, ta wil.

Despite his caution, however, he goes too far in the eyes of his critics
among the Ahl-i-Hadith. In their eyes, his support for a renewal of %m al-
diraya simply cloaks unguarded rationalism in another form. The real
meaning of dirgya is circumscribed: it signifies study of the text of hadith
according to the rules of Arabic grammar, the principles of Shari ‘a, and in
the light of the biography of the Prophet. By contrast, Shibli’s suggestion
that hadith can be judged according to external criteria can only result in
intellectual anarchy. Thus while Shibli should not be accused of heresy,
for he does not reject hadith, he has nevertheless done irreparable
damage by promoting such views. 93

In Egyptian discussions of hadith similar tensions are evident. ‘Abduh
was willing to reject any hadith that violated sense experience, but we
have little indication of exactly what he meant by this.!%* In general he was
cautious in his attitude toward reason, arguing that once the Prophetic
mission is recognized, “reason is obliged to accept all that he brings.”!% If
something known to have originated with the Prophet appears to contra-
dict reason, the only recourse is to believe that some other interpretation
is called for. There are two legitimate courses for the believer: to seek out
an interpretation that eliminates the contradiction or to fall back on the
omniscience of God. In the end, for all his apparent rationalism, ‘Abduh
falls short of giving full scope to reason.
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It is Rashid Rida, however, who provides the clearest illustration of the
confusion surrounding the question of applying rational criteria to
hadith. While Rida shows no reluctance to pursue marn criticism when it
suits his purposes, his discussions of controversial hadith show that judg-
ments that appear at first to be based on rational criticism turn out, on
examination, to be based on dogma. Take, for example, miracle tradi-
tions, which suffer particularly under Rida’s scrutiny. He rejects the
accounts of the isré¢’ and mi‘vaj (Muhammad’s miraculous journey to
Jerusalem and ascent to heaven) where they include the removal and
purification of Muhammad’s heart when he was a boy.!% He discards the
tradition in which the Prophet describes how the sun, after setting, pros-
trates itself before God.'?” He also rejects the account of the splitting of
the moon, one of the most famous miracles attributed to Muhammad.!%8
Each of these traditions is represented within the canonical collections,
and his willingness to attack them sets him apart from conservatives. But
for Rida these traditions are unacceptable not because they are unscien-
tific, but because they violate a key element of salafi dogma — that
Muhammad’s only miracle was the Qur’an.

This predominance of theological over rational criteria is further illus-
trated in Rida’s discussion of a medical tradition in which the Prophet
describes the fly as having disease on one wing and healing on the
other.!% Rida is hesitant to reject this tradition out of hand, because to his
thinking it can neither be verified nor discredited by medical science. An
argument that is weightier for Rida is that this tradition violates a basic
principle of figh because it does not warn against something obnoxious or
impure.!'® Similarly, his rejection of traditions concerning the abdal, a
class of saints thought to preserve the universe, was based on his rejection
of siifi excesses rather than any rational criteria.’!!

As these examples indicate, appeals to matn criticism are much less far
reaching and much less arbitrary than they might appear. We have seen
what effort Ghazali exerts to assure readers that he is not abandoning the
tradition or setting out on his own. Nowhere does either he or Qaradawi
suggest that reason is of itself sufficient grounds for rejecting a tradition.
Even Mawdidi, the most extreme of the revivalists on the question of the
reevaluation of sunna, does not make the use of reason one of the charac-
teristics of his ideal fagih. Such a person is not qualified by rational ability,
but by knowledge of revelation.

All of these writers do lay claim to independence of judgment; conse-
quently, there is a certain appearance of arbitrariness in their method. But
in reality they show much less independence than appearances might
suggest. Ghazali provides the clearest instance. Although he claims to be
reexamining hadith independently, one would be hard put to find a case
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where he has contested a tradition for which there is no record of contro-
versy. In other words, he challenges ahddith only when he can find cor-
roborating evidence within the tradition. He is, in actual fact, just as
reliant on earlier authorities as the muhaddithiin he criticizes; he simply
chooses different authorities. Rather than stepping out on his own, he
amasses an alternative set of data out of the wealth of the Islamic tradi-
tion. His rejection of traditions limiting gisds, for instance, is simply a
defense of the Hanafi point of view; there is little that is new or radical
about it. In fact, Ghazali’s entire argument can be interpreted as an
attempt to defend the classical madhhabs against the attacks of modern
ashab al-hadith.

There is a deep tension in the approach of these writers between inde-
pendence and tradition, authenticity and flexibility. None of them are
willing to dispense with hadith, yet they are also unhappy with the conse-
quences of uncritical acceptance of hadith. They seek flexibility, yet the
feature that distinguishes the revivalist quest for flexibility from the
similar quest of Parwéz or Abu Rayya is the insistence that the results be
explicitly grounded in the Islamic intellectual tradition itself. Out of the
repositories of that tradition, they seek alternate voices, more attuned to
their own concerns. The conflict here is not between reason and revela-
tion or between traditionalism and rationalism - it is a conflict between
alternative visions of the tradition.

Perhaps the comparison with Perestroika with which we began is not
inapt. Each of these writers is making a conscious effort to insert a degree
of flexibility into a system that is perceived to be ossified — to wrest control
of the means to define the content of sunna. They are trying to bring
about change from within, an internal restructuring of a tradition thought
to be in danger of obsolescence. It is important to recall that the position
of religious thought in contemporary Islamic societies makes these issues
into very practical concerns. Seen in this context these writings are more
than theoretical or theological speculation; they represent one part of an
ongoing conflict over the definition of what an Islamic society must be.

7 Conclusion: the spectrum of change

Two recurring questions run under the surface of modern discussions of
sunna and define the modern Muslim crisis of religious authority. The
first is “How does God speak?” and the second “Who speaks for God?”
Most of this study has been concerned with issues related to the first
question — questions about revelation, prophecy, and how God’s will is to
be known. But it is the second question that gives discussions of sunna
their special urgency. Moreover, the two questions are intimately con-
nected. Views about the nature of revelation and the nature of prophecy
serve to justify particular ideas about who has the right to interpret revela-
tion, i.e., who speaks for God. Those who challenge classical ideas about
Prophetic authority as well as those who defend the classical theory of
sunna struggle for the right to represent the authority of the Prophet in
contemporary society.

Modern controversies over sunna clearly reveal this connection
between ideas about the authority of religious texts and rival claims to
interpretive authority. For the ‘Wlamd’ the defense of hadith is part of an
effort to preserve their own position as interpreters and guardians of
hadith, hence guardians of the whole tradition. In the orthodox structure
of religious authority, the Qur’an is viewed through the interpretive filters
of both the sunna and the classical tradition. The ‘ulama’ are the
guardians of this interpretive process, and the result is guaranteed by
§jma°. By virtue of their expertise in the sciences of hadith and their
knowledge of classical scholarship, the ‘ulamd’ are the mediators of the
Prophetic legacy. Through hadith they speak with the voice of the
Prophet.

At the other extreme, the deniers of hadith reject orthodox ideas about
sunna as a means of wresting control of the interpretive process away
from the ‘wlama’. If hadith is not essential, then the experts in its interpre-
tation are no longer needed. Moreover, if Muhammad was no more than
a human interpreter of the Qur’an, then modern Muslims can lay claim to
the same interpretive authority that he had. Rather than mere imitators of
the Prophet, scripturalists such as Parwéz claim to be executors of the
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Prophet’s legacy. Thus the ideas of the deniers about the sufficiency of the
Qur’dn and the nature of Prophetic authority pose a direct threat to the
traditional structure of religious and legal authority in Islam, cutting at
the heart of the traditional role of the ‘ulamd’ as the guardians of tradi-
tion. It is not those versed in hadith who have the right to authoritative
interpretation of Islam, according to the deniers of hadith. Rather, it is
those who can understand the relevance of the Qur’an to modern life.

Revivalist thinkers do battle on two fronts. On the one hand, they
defend sunna against the deniers of hadith, establishing their credentials
as protectors of the tradition. On the other hand, they lay claim to the
right to interpret the tradition for themselves, independent of the conser-
vative ‘ulamd’. Revivalists find in sunna both their source of authenticity
and their chief means of asserting their independence and flexibility vis-a-
vis a religious establishment which they see as inflexible and out of touch
with reality.

All of this explains why modern discussions about sunna, which often
seem far removed from real world concerns, are taken so seriously. For
the participants in these controversies a great deal is at stake. Parochial as
some discussions of sunna might seem, they have a great deal of practical
and political relevance. The ‘wlamad’ are certainly well aware of the practi-
cal importance of the issues surrounding the problem of sunna.
Consequently, their reaction against the deniers of hadith has been fierce
and sustained and they have spent enormous resources and effort in the
defense of sunna.!

One reason for the violence of their reaction is that the ‘wlamd’ perceive
that the ideas of the deniers of hadith have a disproportionate influence
on policy. In other words, they connect attacks on hadith with their own
alienation from the policy-making process. When Pakistan’s President
Ayyub Khéan issued a constitution in which the basis of the law was
reduced from “the Qur’an and the sunna” to merely “Islam” it was widely
suspected that this was done under the influence of Parwéz’s ideas. What
other reason could there be to drop sunna from the constitution than to
free the interpretation of Islam and the Qur’an from the restraints of
hadith?

The threat of anti-hadith ideas has also been felt in the Pakistani judi-
ciary where the subordination of sunna to the Qur’an has been used to
justify liberalization or reform of Islamic laws. One of Pakistan’s more
famous high court decisions was based largely on the subordination of
Prophetic authority to the authority of the Qur’in. The case involved a
custody dispute, but the details are of little concern. Much more interest-
ing is Justice Muhammad Shafi’s systematic subordination of sunna, not
just on the basis of the unreliability of hadith, but on theological grounds.
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The words and actions of the Prophet, he argues, are not to be confused
with revelation. The Prophet was worthy of great respect but he was nev-
ertheless a mere human being.? Although protected from grave sins, he
was not perfect and his example was never intended to be obeyed in
detail. When the Qur’an demands obedience to the Prophet, “all it means
is that one should be as honest, as steadfast, as earnest and as religious
and pious as he was and not that we should act and think exactly as he did
because that is unnatural and humanly impossible and if we attempted to
do that, life will become absolutely difficult.”?

Other themes characteristic of the Ahl-i-Qur’an are also reflected in
this decision. Justice Shafi‘ stresses the sufficiency of the Qur’an, for
example, and argues that the Qur’an is revealed “in very simple language
so that it may be understood by all.”* Every believer, he insists, must have
the right to read and interpret the Qur’an for him- or herself. No interpre-
tation can be considered binding.> Where legal matters are concerned,
when an agreed-upon standard is necessary, the Qur’an should be inter-
preted on democratic principles — its interpretation should be based on
the will of the majority.

These examples show the degree to which issues related to sunna have
penetrated political and legal discourse in Pakistan. The relevance of
sunna in the sphere of law is especially evident in Pakistan’s experiment
with the revival of Islamic law, and especially in the work of the Federal
Shariat Court (FSC). The FSC, established in 1980 by the regime of
General Muhammad Zia al-Haqq, was one of the key institutions of Zia’s
program of Islamization, an initiative intended prima facie to reestablish
Islamic norms in Pakistan.® The court was established with a twofold
jurisdiction. First, it was to serve as a criminal appellate court for cases
tried under the newly enacted Hadood (hudid) Ordinances.” Second,
within carefully defined limits, it was empowered to “examine and decide
the question whether or not any law or provision of law is repugnant to the
Injunctions of Islam as laid down in the Holy Quran and the Sunnah of
the Holy Prophet.”® Thus the primary raison d’étre of the FSC is to give
effect to a collection of clauses that have appeared in each of Pakistan’s
three constitutions calling upon the government to take steps “to enable
Muslims of Pakistan, individually and collectively, to order their lives in
accordance with the fundamental principles and basic concepts of
Islam,” and requiring that all laws be brought “into conformity with the
Injunctions of Islam as laid down in the Holy Quran and Sunnah.”®

The constitutional mandate of the FSC required its justices to judge
the compatibility with Islam of any law brought before them on the basis
of two standards, the Qur’an and the sunna. The position of the Qur’an at
least, if not its interpretation, is not open to question. Arguments from
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Qur’dnic texts were thus limited to questions of exegesis and hermeneu-
tics. The position of the sunna has been more problematic. The definition
of sunna, the problem of authenticating hadith, and the question of the
relative authority of sunna vis-d-vis the Qur'an immediately became
matters of controversy before the court.

The problem of sunna came most dramatically to the fore when the
FSC took up the question of rajm (stoning to death) as a penalty for adul-
tery.! Rajm was introduced as a penalty by the Hadood Ordinances,
which were enacted by the Zia regime in 1979. The new law was very
soon challenged before the FSC on the grounds that the penalty for
stoning violated a clear statement of the Qur’an: “The woman and the
man guilty of adultery or fornication — Flog each of them with a hundred
stripes” (24:2). In its first decision on the case, the court departed from
Islamic juristic tradition and held, by a four-to-one majority, that the
Qur’an, which appears to prescribe one hundred lashes for adultery, and
makes no mention of rgjm, must be given priority over traditions that
support the more severe penalty. Faced with an apparent conflict between
the Qur’an and ahddith the justices argued that the sunna must be inter-
preted in the light of the Qur’an and not vice versa. According to Justice
Salahuddin Ahmed:

That the Holy Qur’an and the Sunnah constitute the Injunctions of Islam is not in
dispute. A Muslim must believe in both and must obey Allah and follow the
Prophet. The Ahadith, however, must be considered in the light of the Qur’an,
and they do require careful scrutiny as to their authenticity, contents and context,
and whether they are consistent with reason.

If the Qur’an gives a clear command, it is unthinkable that the Prophet
would have deviated from it. For, “to say that the Holy Prophet and his
successors continued to award ‘rajam’ to married persons simply
amounts to saying that they defied the Holy Qur’an.”!!

Several different arguments were adopted to justify the decision. Some
justices attempted to discredit the ahadith concerning rajm as inauthen-
tic; others sought to prove that all of the occasions on which the Prophet
prescribed rajm preceded the revelation of the Qur’anic verse in question,
i.e., the sunna was abrogated by the Qur’an; one argued that rajm was pre-
scribed by the Prophet, but only as an enhanced sentence for particularly
heinous sexual crimes. The general tenor of the Court’s reasoning is illus-
trated in the following statement of Justice Salahuddin Ahmed:

Apart from the fact that Hadith cannot override the definite and clear injunctions
of the Qur’an, the Ahadith [particular to the case] themselves suffer from infirmi-
ties . . . In this circumstance it is neither safe nor reasonable to found a grave pun-
ishment like that of [rajm] on such Ahadith and make it an obligatory rule of law.!?
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One option explicitly rejected by all of the justices was the possibility
that the sunna of the Prophet might abrogate the Qur’anic injunction.
They agreed that abrogation of Qur’an by sunna is impossible.

In the light of the foregoing chapters, the echoes in this decision of
many of the themes introduced by the Ahl-i-Qur’an hardly need to be
pointed out. The result was both ironic and a major embarrassment - an
Islamic court created by the regime had struck down one of the showcase
laws of Zia’s Islamization program. The government moved swiftly to
ensure that the decision was reversed; the court was reorganized, the most
liberal justices were replaced, ‘ulamd’ were included on the court for the
first time, and the FSC was given the power to review and reverse its own
decisions.!® A bench of the revamped court heard the case and reversed
the decision on the basis of a technicality: the law, as it turned out, was
excluded from the jurisdiction of the court because it fell into the cate-
gory of Muslim personal law, and the constitution excluded Muslim per-
sonal law from the purview of the FSC.

Before this technical loophole was discovered, however, the court had
already reconsidered the case on its merits. The majority argued that the
previous bench had been misguided in trying to effect a reconciliation
between the Qur’an and sunna. The court had no mandate either to dis-
tinguish between Qur’an and sunna or to attempt their reconciliation.
When the constitution gave the court the mandate to judge laws on the
basis of “the Qur’an and the Sunnah,” it meant that either the Qur’an or
the sunna would do; if a basis could be found in either source, the law
must be allowed to stand. The court found a theoretical foundation for
this argument in the classical theory of the relationship of Qur'an and
sunna: the example of the Prophet is the most reliable commentary on the
Qur’an, hadith has a binding character like the Qur’an, and sakih hadith
must therefore be accepted even in the face of apparent conflict.

The centrality of sunna for the FSC, and the record of the court in
dealing with the issue, illustrates the significance of disagreements about
sunna for any attempt to revive Islamic law. The FSC case also illustrates
the important function of sunna as a legitimizing principle. Sunna has
become the battleground where conflicts over myriad details of Islamic
law are waged. These conflicts, in turn, affect how sunna is viewed. The
controversy over rajm illustrates this process. Public discourse on the
issue shows that those who opposed rajm had a variety of reasons for their
opposition: they thought the penalty cruel and barbaric, they considered
stoning anachronistic in a modern society, they feared such a penalty
made Pakistan appear backward. The rules of debate, however, required
that the issue be discussed in terms of sunna. Consequently, those who
opposed rajm had to show that the penalty was not, in fact, sunna. They
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could do this only by asserung the superiority of the Qur'an over sunna,
by discrediting the particular traditions cited in support of rajm, by apply-
ing the doctrine of naskh, or by substituting an alternative definition of
sunna.

Why is sunna such a universal legitimizing principle? The answer is to
be found by considering the place of prophecy in the structure of Islamic
religious thought. In times of uncertainty and flux, it is natural for
Muslims to look for guidance to the one era of certainty and stability, the
time of the Prophet. The central event of Islam was the bringing of revela-
tion; guidance from God came at a particular period in human history,
during the span of a single lifetime. Hence Muslims are inevitably drawn
to that period in history for guidance in how to order their affairs and
guidance in how to understand God’s revelation. Consequently, sunna
gains tremendous stature as a source of religious authority and as the
source of continuity with the past, with the whole of Islamic history, but
especially with the time of the Prophet. Dealing with sunna, whether by
using it selectively, rejecting it, or reinterpreting it, is therefore essential to
any effort by Muslims to adjust to changed circumstances.

The centrality of sunna as a symbol of authority, legitimacy, and conti-
nuity with an ideal past helps to explain one of the most extraordinary
characteristics of modern discussions of sunna — that not even the most
radical deniers of hadith seem to reject the essential idea underlying
sunna. None of the participants in the debates I have described contend
that the Prophet’s example is completely irrelevant. The most radical of
the deniers of hadith, Parwéz, far from rejecting the example of the
Prophet, makes his interpretation of the Prophetic mission the underpin-
ning of an elaborate theory of the Islamic state. Even Muslim secularists
defend their secularist ideology by claiming they are in fact following the
example of the Prophet. Muhammad, as it turns out, was an ardent secu-
larist. Secularists, Ahl-i-Qur’an, and ‘wlamad’ all claim to be acting in the
spirit of the Prophet, following the true sunna. Thus they all demonstrate
that an appeal to the example of the Prophet is the only way to justify the
claim that an idea is authentically Islamic.

Just as in pre-Shafi‘i discussions of sunna, modern Muslims are at odds
over how to emulate the Prophet but not over whether to do so. Modern
discussions of sunna are, in fact, a mirror of early discussions of sunna
recorded in al-Shafi‘l’s work. The parallels between medieval and
modern discussions of sunna are striking; in all discussions of sunna
approaches to sunna have tended to fall into certain well-defined pat-
terns. The arguments of Parwéz closely follow the approach of the akl al-
kalam, who sought to discredit the historicity of hadith and to
subordinate it to the Qur’an. Mawdadi and Ghazali emulate the eclectic
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approach of the ahl al-ra’y, insisting on a high degree of latitude in their
approach to hadith. The Ahl-i-Hadith resemble the Zahiris in many
respects. The reason that ancient and modern debates about sunna look
so similar is quite simply that modern interpreters of sunna have quite
consciously reached back into the tradition to justify their viewpoints.
Hence we find even ardent deniers of hadith appealing to hadith to
support their arguments. The sunna becomes the battleground even for
controversies about how to understand the sunna itself.

The fact that all parties to these controversies over sunna root their
arguments in the tradition itself underlines a point made at the beginning
of this study: that controversies over sunna should not be interpreted
heuristically, as part of a struggle between modernity and tradition or
reason and revelation. Even the most radical of the deniers of hadith
come to their position not by opposing reason to revelation, but by taking
an essentially scripturalist position to its logical extreme. The chief
concern of all of the parties to the debate, in fact, is to prove themselves
true to the tradition. One could certainly argue that there are many more
elements of rationalist thought in Parwéz than, for example, in his oppo-
nents among the Ahl-i-Hadith, but this would be missing the point. Any
clear-minded analysis of Parwéz’s thought must conclude that he is not a
rationalist but a scripturalist. He does not oppose reason to tradition, but
scripture to tradition. Consequently he is, in reality, just as much a tradi-
tionist as his opponents; he merely appeals to a different part of the tradi-
tion. Discussions about sunna should be understood as battles internal to
the tradition over the right to interpret that same tradition.

The direction of change

The universal importance of sunna as a problem for Muslims should not
be taken to imply that the contours of debates over sunna have not
changed. Debates over the authority of sunna are, in fact, contests for the
right to interpret Islamic norms; consequently the debates are region or
country specific, arise out of issues of local concern, and reflect the inter-
ests of particular political or religious groups. The way the issue was
debated in Lahore and Amritsar in the 1920s, where the debate was
driven by issues of communal identity, was significantly different from the
interchanges between Parwéz and Mawdidi during the 1950s and 1960s.
Similarly, the way controversies over sunna were played out in Egypt has
been different from the way the issue has been dealt with in Pakistan, as
we have had occasion to note.

What is the direction and nature of change in ideas about sunna? Have
modern controversies over sunna shown any promise of leaving behind
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lasting changes in the way Muslims think about the problem of sunna?
One thing should be immediately clear: the problem of sunna has lost
none of its importance; in the context of efforts in both Pakistan and
Egypt to revive Islamic law, questions related to sunna are more relevant
than ever. Curiously, however, the sort of radical rejection of hadith that
initiated debates over sunna at the beginning of the twentieth century has
borne little fruit. Outright denial of the authority or authenticity of
hadith, such as we find among the Ahl-i-Qur’an, Parwéz, or Abd Rayya
has never attracted a significant following. It is true that the ideas of the
deniers have made a significant impact on Islamic discourse, particularly
in the Subcontinent, but this influence is indirect and should not be exag-
gerated. A casual acquaintance with current religious thought in Pakistan
and Egypt is sufficient to give assurance that the sort of ideas proposed by
individuals such as Parwéz or Abu Rayya are not taking the Islamic world
by storm. Even in Pakistan, where the movement was strongest, its
strength has faded. Anti-hadith tendencies are still represented institu-
tionally, in the Idara-yi Tulu‘-i-Islam, but with none of the vigor or cre-
ativity that characterized the movement during the 1950s and 1960s
when Ghulaim Ahmad Parwéz was at the center of religious controversy.
The reversal of the FSC’s rajm decision may be taken as a further sign that
in the current political and intellectual environment of Pakistan such
ideas wield little influence. In contemporary Egypt anti-hadith ideas are
not publicly represented at all. Even by the most generous measure,
taking into account even the intangible effects that anti-hadith ideas may
have had on attitudes toward sunna in Egypt and Pakistan, the anti-
hadith movement can hardly be considered the wave of the future.

But this is not to say that the ideas of the deniers have been without
effect. Although their position was defeated, the deniers of hadith set the
terms of debate and established the centrality of sunna in modern
Muslim discourse. This effect is particularly evident in the subtle effect of
anti-hadith views on more moderate thinkers, especially Mawduadi, who
was influenced in significant ways through his polemics with the deniers
of hadith. Moreover, the contemporary preoccupation of Muslim
thinkers with issues of tradition and its authority is understandable only
in the context of the controversy inaugurated by the ideas of writers such
as Parwéz and Fazlur Rahman.

The center of controversy in debates about sunna has shifted, however,
from the deniers of hadith to the revivalists. Ghazali’s book and the vigor-
ous response to it, both positive and negative, provide ample evidence of
the vitality of the approach he represents. Both the enthusiasm and the
controversy it has stirred suggest that his ideas are significant. Moreover,
revivalist approaches to sunna illustrate an important, but seldom repre-
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sented, face of Islamic revivalism. Westerners often perceive Muslhim
revivalist movements as prone to violence, hostile to western geopolitical
interests, and committed to a reactionary social agenda — and so they
sometimes are. But even if these images are not entirely false, they miss
the point. What gives revivalist movements their strength is simply the
fact that they promise to bring Islam back to life. They claim to represent
a vision of renewed Islam which is not only authentic to the ideal Islamic
past but also adapted to the modern situation of Muslims. Reality belies
the common stereotype of Islamic revivalism as a defensive and reac-
tionary movement, born of frustration, anger, and fear at the encroach-
ment of western cultural values. The revivalist approach to sunna
promises flexibility and relevance combined with authenticity. It is an
approach well suited to the increasing demands in both Pakistan and
Egypt for a vision of society that is at once authentic to Islam and adapted
to the modern situation.

It is in this direction that we should look for clues about the ways in
which Muslim ideas about religious authority are evolving. The revivalist
approaches to sunna we have examined are forward looking and confi-
dent rather than defensive. They are born not of fear for the survival of
Islam, but of the assurance that it is growing stronger. It is precisely
because Islam is regaining initiative that a blueprint is needed to guide the
process.
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transmitters, either via rawdatur or ahdd reports” (Al-Ghazali, Kitab al-
mustasfa, 111, 541).

. laysa i ummatin min al-umam isnadun ka asnadihim. For discussion of the

isndd as a theme in Islamic civilization see Willlam A. Graham,
“Traditionalism in Islam: An Essay in Interpretation,” Journal of
Interdisciplinary History 23 (1993): 495-522.

. For considerations of this point in early discussions of sunna see my discus-

sion of the ahl al-kaldm in chapter 1.

. Pellat, Le Milieu Basrien, 83; Parwéz, Maqam-i-hadith, 30; Abu Rayya,

‘Adwa’, 4-6.

. The possibility of criticism of the content (matn) of a tradition was recog-

nized in theory, but the option was seldom systematically exercised. For
more detailed discussion of marn criticism and attempts to revive it in
modern times see the following chapter.

. See T. Khalidi, “Islamic Biographical Dictionaries: A Preliminary

Assessment,” Muslim World 63 (1973): 53-65. The major dictionaries are:
Ibn Sa‘d (d. 230/844), Tabagar; Ibn Abi Hatim (d. 327/938), Kitab al-arh
wa al-ta ‘dil (Hyderabad, 1952-1953); Muhammad b. ‘Abd Allah al-Bukhari
(d. 256/870), al-Ta’rikh al-kabir (Hyderabad, 1361 A.H.); Ibn Hajar (d.
852/1459), Tahdhib al-tahdhib (Hyderabad, 1325-1327 A.H.).

. Suyud, Tadrib al-rdwi fi sharh taqrib al-Nawawi, ed. ‘Abd al-Wahhab ‘Abd

al-Latif (Cairo, 1963), 108; Juynboll, Authenticity, 55. Ibn al-Mubarak adds
the following qualifications: he must pray in congregation, avoid drink, and
abstain from lying. M. M. Azami, Studies in Hadith Methodology and
Literature (Indianapolis, 1977), 58. See also EP%, s.v. ‘Adl (by E. Tyan).

. Azami, citing Ibn Hajar, lists twelve different grades of scholar. Azami,

Studies in Hadith Methodology, 59—60.

. al-Khatib al-Baghdadi (d. 463 A.H.), al-Kifdya fi %m al-riwaya

(Hyderabad, 1357 A.H.), 46; Quoted in Juynboll, Muslim Tradition, 195.
Goldziher, Muslhim Studies, 11, 20 n. 5; Alois Sprenger, introductory excur-
sus, “Die Sunna” in his Das Leben und die Lehre des Mohammad (Berlin,
1861-1865), Ixxvii—civ; Alois Sprenger, “On the Origin of Writing Down
Historical Records among the Musulmans,” Journal of the Asiatic Society of
Bengal 25 (1856): 303-329,375-381.

Goldziher, Muslim Studies, 11, 19. (Muhammedanische Studien, 11, 5).

See the works of Juynboll and Azami listed in the bibliography. Perhaps the
most significant challenge to Schacht’s general conclusions may be found in
Motzki, “Musannaf.”
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. Goldziher has had perhaps the most impact, through refutations, partial
translations into Arabic, and plagiarization of his work. ¢.g. Siba“’s refura-
tion in al-Sunna wa makanatuhd, 364-420. Sibd‘i reports an Arabic
summary of Goldziher prepared by his teacher, ‘Ali Hasan ‘Abd al-Qadir.
As Juynboll points out, ‘Abd al-Qadir’s later work, Nazra ‘amma fi ta’rikh al-
figh al-Islami (Cairo, 1956) contains large sections plagiarized from
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Arab writers, but his work has evoked important and creative responses
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Azami, Studies in Hadith Methodology, 58. For an attempt to trace the origins
of this doctrine see Juynboll, Muslim Tradition, 190-206. Modern discus-
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Authenticity, 55-99.

‘Abd al-Mun‘im Salih al-‘1zzi, Difa “ ‘an Abi Hurayra (Baghdad, 1973), 488;
cited by Juynboll, Muslim Tradition, 191.
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this tradition see Juynboll, Muslim Tradition, 96—133.

Muhammad Aslam Jayrajptri, Iim-i-hadith (Lahore, n.d.), 2.

Ahmad Amin, Fajr al-Islam (Cairo, 1933), 216.

Ibid.; Abu Rayya, Adwa’, 29; Jayrajpari, llm-i-hadith, 3.

Criticism of Abi Hurayra is not a modern phenomenon, as Juynboll points
out. He theorizes that “it was the emergence of critical appraisals of Abi
Hurayra in particular, which, through the rijal critics’ efforts to exonerate
him, eventually led to the formulation of the collective ta‘dil of all of
Muhammad’s Companions.” Juynboll, Muslim Tradition, 192.

Jayrajpari, Tim-i-hadith, 6.

Especially Abi Rayya, whose central project is to discredit Aba Hurayra.
See Juynboll, Authenticity, 62-99.

Mawdidi, Tafhimat, 359.

All of Mawdudi’s examples are from Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, Jami*.

See, for example, the farwa of Amijad al-Zahiawi quoted by Juynboll, Muslim
Tradition, 191.

Sayyid Nar al-Hasan Bukhiri, Ashdb-i-rasil par ‘adilanah difa‘ (Lahore,
1387 A.H.); Sayyid Amin al-Haqq, Mawdiadi maslak par naqd-G-nazar:
Sahabah mi‘yar-i-haqq hén (Lahore, 1383 A.H.); Mawlana Ahmad ‘Al,
Hagqq parast ‘ulamd’ ki Mawdidiyyat sé narazgi ké asbab (Lahore, n.d.);
Mihr Muhammad Miyanvalvi, Addlat-i hazrai-i sahabah-i kiram (Karachi,
(1972)); Muftt Muhammad Shafi‘, Magam-i-Sahabah (Karachi, 1971).
‘Abd al-Razzaq Hamza, Zulumdt Abi Rayya imam adwd’ al-sunna [sic] al-
muhammadiyya (Cairo, 1959); Muhammad ‘Ajjaj al-Khatib, Abii Hurayra
rawiyyar al-Islam (Cairo, 1962); al-Siba‘l, al-Sunna wa makdanatuha;
Muhammad Muhammad al-Samaihi, Abii Hurayra fi al-mizan (Cairo,
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Muhammad Idris Kandehlavi, Hujjiyyat-i-hadith (Lahore, n.d.), 145-148;
Siba‘l, al-Sunna wa makdnatuha, 15-18.

Siba‘, al-Sunna wa makanaruha, 264.
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him in the future: “Whoever will lie about me will earn hell fire” (ibid.,
238-239). In answer to the report that ‘Umar confined three Companions
to Medina to prevent them from spreading traditions, Abt Shuhba points
out that Ibn Hazm, the source of this tradition, considers it inauthentic (Abi
Shuhba, “Naqd Kitab adwa’ ‘ala al-sunna al-Muhammadiyya,” Majallat al-
Azhar 30 (1959): 267. Ibn Hazm, Kitdb al-ihkam fi usal al-ahkam, 11, 139).
This tradition still continues. A true muhaddith must receive his knowledge
directly from another transmitter. On the connection between legal testi-
mony and hadith transmission see al-Shifi‘l, Risala, 241-250.

Ahmad Khin, Magdldr, 11, 190. This is a telling reversal of al-ShafiT’s argu-
ment that precision in words is not to be trusted unless we can be sure that
the transmitter understands the meaning of what they transmit. For al-
ShifiT understanding the intent rather than precise memory is the key to
accuracy; Sayyid Ahmad, along with most modern authors, insists that
having the exact words is preferable.

Ibid., 187.

Sidqi, “Al-Islam huwa al-Qur’an wahdahu,” 9: 515.

Muhammad Tawfiq Sidqi, “Kalimit fi al-naskh wa al-tawatur wa akhbar al-
ahad wa al-sunna,” al-Manar 11 (1908): 594-598, 688-696, 771-780, at 693.
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Amin, Fajr al-Islam, 210.

Jayrajpani, Tlm-i-hadith, 27-29.

Abi Rayya, Adwa’, 10.
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Ibid., 10.

Juynboll, Authenticity, 115; Abu Rayya, Adwd’, 54-63.

Barq, D¢ Isiam, 39-40.

Ibid., 122.

Cited in ]J. M. S. Baljon, “Pakistani Views of Hadith,” Die Welt des Islams, n.s.
5(1958): 222.

Muhammad Fahim ‘Uthmani, Hifdzar-6-hujjiyyat-i-hadith (Lahore, 1979),
133; Mawdadi, Sunnat ki a’ini haithiyyat, 159. See also my discussion of
Mawdudi’s views on this question in the previous chapter.

Rafiq Bey al-‘Azm, “al-Tadwin fi al-Islam,” al-Mandr 10 (1907): 930;
M. M. Azami, Studies in Early Hadith Literature (Beirut, 1968; repr
Indianapolis, 1978), 20; Mawdudi, Tafhimadt, 333; Mawdudi, Tanuman al-
Qur’dn 331; Mufii Muhammad Rafi* ‘Uthmani, Kirdbar-i-hadith ‘ahd-i-
risalat-6- ‘ahd-i-Sahdaba mén (Karachi, 1985), 34; Muhammad Fahim
‘Uthmani, Hifazat-o-hujjiyyat-i-hadith, 90.

The two arguments are not viewed as mutually exclusive and are often com-
bined. E.g., Muhammad Fahim ‘Uthmani, Hifazar-6-hujjiyyar-i-hadith,
85-190.

Nabia Abbott, Studies in Arabic Literary Papyri, (Chicago 1967), II: Qur’anic
Commentary and Tradition; Azami, Studies in Early Hadith Literature, trans.
into Arabic as Muhammad Mustafi al-A‘zami, Dirdsdr fi al-hadith al-
nabawi wa ta’rikh tadwiniha (Riyad, 1976); Fuad Sezgin, “Hadit.” in his
Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums (Leiden, 1967-), 1, 53-84.

al-‘Azm, “al-Tadwin.”
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In Urdu: Sayyid Minnat Allah Rahmani, Kitdbat-i-hadith, ya ‘'ni hadithon ki
tartib-6-tadwin ki tarikh par ék mukhtasar aur jami‘ maqala (Lahore, 1370
A.H.); Mufti Muhammad Rafi* ‘Uthmaini, Kitdbat-i-hadith; Sayyid
Murtada Husayn, 7Tarikh-i-tadwin-i-hadith (Rawalpindi, n.d.); Sayyid
Manazir Ahsan Gilani, Tadwin-i-hadith (Karachi, 1956); Khalid Alvi,
Hifazar-i-hadith (Lahore, 1971); Muhammad Fahim ‘Uthmaini, Hifazat-6-
hujjiyyat-i-hadith; Muhammad Khalid Sayf, Kitgbat-i-hadith 1@ ‘ahd-tabi‘in
(Lyallpur, n.d.); Abu Bakr Ghaznawi, Kitgbar-i-hadith ‘ahd-i-nabawi mén
(Lahore, n.d.); ‘Al Taqi Lakhnawi, Tadwin-i-hadith (Hyderabad {Deccan],
1354 A.H.). Ghulam Jilani Barq, Tarikh-i-hadith (Lahore, 1988). This last
contribution represents a complete reversal of Barg’s earlier views on
hadith. In Arabic: ‘Abd al-Mun‘im Nimr, Ahddith rasil Allah kayfa wasalat
ilaynd (Cairo, 1987); Muhammad ‘Ajjaj al-Khatib, Usal al-hadith (Beirut,
1967); Abua al-Yaqzdn ‘Atiyya al-Jabuari, Mabdhith fi tadwin al-sunna al-
mutahhara (Cairo, 1972).

Ahmad Din Amritsan, cited in Balkhi, Fitna, 93.

Parweéz, Salim ké nam, IIl, 217. Similar arguments are made by Aslam
Jayrajpuri, Ghuldm Jilani Barq, Muhammad Tawfiq Sidqi, Ahmad Amin,
Muhammad Husayn Haykal, and Mahmid Abd Rayya.

Bukhari, ‘Tlm, 39; Abi Da’ud, ‘Ilm, 3; Darimi, Muqaddima, 43; cited in
Azami, Studies in Early Hadith Literature, 43.

Bukhari, Luqta, 7; Tirmidhi, ‘Ilm, 12; Azami, Studies tn Early Hadith
Literature, 40, 50.

al-Manar 10 (1907): 752-768.

‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Khali, Miftah al-sunna aw ta’rikh funin al-hadith, 2nd imp.
(Cairo, 1928); Muhammad Muhammad Abu Zahw, al-Hadith wa al-
muhaddithin (Cairo, 1958), 122; Muhammad °Ajjaj al-Khatib, al-Sunna
gabla al-tadwin (Cairo, 1963), 306; Mawdadi, Tagumdn al-Qur’an,
329-330. Deniers of hadith portray this argument as a cynical attempt to
avoid the prohibition, e.g., Magam-i-hadith, (.ahore, 1986),1, 116.

Azami, Studies in Early Hadith Literature, 23.

al-Siba‘, al-Sunna wa makanatuhd, 71-75.

Juynboll, Authenticiry, 108-111.

Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagar, 11, ii, 135. Cited in Azami, Studies in Early Hadith
Literature, 285.

See the citations in Azami, Studies in Early Hadith Literature, 18 n. 1-5.
Amin, Fajr al-Islam, 221.

Azami, Studies in Early Hadith Literature, 284.

Ibid., 34-182; Abbott, Studies, 11; Muhammad Fahim ‘Uthmani, Hifdzat 6
hugjtyyat-i-hadith, 76-90; Mufti Muhammad Rafi‘ ‘Uthmani, Kidbat-i-
hadith, 65-119.

Azami, Studies in Early Hadith Literature, 34—60.

For early use of the isndd see Azami, Studies in Early Hadith Literature,
212-247 and James Robson, “The Isndd in Muslim Tradition,” Glasgow
University Oriental Society Transactions 15 (1955): 15-26. At the other
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James Robson, “Ibn Ishaq’s use of the Isnad,” Bulletin of the John Rylands
Library 38 (1956): 449-465.

Ahmad b. Hanbal (d. 241/855), Musnad (Cairo, 1312-1313 A.H.).

The major collections are: Muhammad b. ‘Abd Allah al-Bukhiri (d. 256
A.H), al-Jami® al- sahth; Muslim b. al-Hajjaj (d. 261), al-Fami‘ al- sahih;
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sahth; al-Nasa’1 (d. 303), Kitgb al-sunan; Ibn Majah (d. 273), Kitab al-
sunan; al-Darimi (d. 225), Kitab al-sunan.

The critical position of the isndd as the bridge between the argument for the
early recording of hadith and the argument for the authenticity of hadith is
vividly demonstrated in Azami, Studies in Early Hadith Literature, 212-247.
lawld al-isnadu la qala man sha’a ma sha’a. Cited in Alfred Guillaume, The
Traditions of Islam: An Introduction to the Study of Hadith Literature (Oxford,
1924), 84.

Khwija Ahmad Din’s conversion is described in Majid, “Ghulam Jilani
Bargq,” 32.

Barq, D¢ Islam, 203.

Juynboll, Authenticity, 41. The tradition appears in all the major collections.
Barq, D¢ Islam, 162-196. Certain categories of traditions have been espe-
cially vulnerable to such attacks, for example fada’il traditions (traditions
praising particular people or places): traditions dealing with the coming of
the Mahdi, traditions about the abddl (a special category of saints), and tra-
ditions connected with the isr@ ‘thiyyar. Juynboll, Authenticity, 102-103.
al-Salafi, Hujiiyyar-i-hadith, 75-76.

Sidqi, “Kalimat fi al-naskh,” 694.

Jayrajpuri, llm-i-hadith, 14.
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Rashida Begum v. Shahab Din, All Pakistan Legal Decisions (1960) Lahore,
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Fajr al-Islam, 217; Abu Rayya, Adwa’, 4-6.
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Ibid., 26.

Siba“, al-Sunna wa makanatuha, 75-79.

Salafi, Hujjiyyat-i-hadith, 80-82.

Siba‘i, al-Sunna wa makanatuhd, 90-97; Azami, Studies in Hadith
Methodology, 48.

Salafi, Hujiyyat-i-hadith, 74.

Ibid., 72; Siba", al-Sunna wa makdnatuhd, 271-272.

Salafi, Hujjiyyat-i-hadith, 71-72. Siba‘, al-Sunna wa makanatuhd, 90.
Mawdadi, Sunnat kt a’ini hatthiyyat, 58.

Salafi, Hujjiyyat-i-hadith, 83-84.

Jayrajpuri, lbm-i-hadith, 22-23.

Yusuf, Essay on Sunnah. See also Phulwirawi, Magam-i-Sunnat.

Yusuf, Essay on Sunnah, 24.
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Ibid., 33.

Ibid., 40.

al-Shafi‘i, Umm, vii, 242.

Fazlur Rahman, “Concepts Sunnah, Ijtihad and Ijmi‘ in the Early
Period,” Islamic Studies 1, 1 (1962): 5-21; “Sunna and Hadith,” Islamic
Studies 1, 2 (1962): 1-36; “Post-formative Developments in Islam,” Islamic
Studies 1,4 (1962): 1-23. These articles were collected and published sepa-
rately as Islamic Methodology in History (Karachi, 1965). They were subse-
quently published in both Urdu and Arabic. By his own account he was
responding through these articles to two quite separate, although interre-
lated, controversies. He was responding, first of all, to the immediate con-
troversy in Pakistan aroused by Parwéz’s radical rejection of sunna. But he
was also responding to the ongoing international scholarly debate about
Joseph Schacht’s skeptical views on the authenticity of hadith which had
been published some years earlier in his Origins of Muhammadan
Furisprudence.

Rahman, Methodology, 11-12.
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Ibd., 12.

Ibid., 13-14.
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Ibid.

Ibid., 81. The preference for historical reports over hadith, and as a judge of
hadith, echoes the work of Shibli Nu‘mani.

Ibid., 77.

Ibid., 76.

Ibid., 77.

E.g., especially his attitude toward certain aspects of siifism: tbid., 102 ff.

6 SUNNA AND ISLAMIC REVIVALISM
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al-Sunna al-nabawiyya bayna ahl al-figh wa ahl al-hadith (Cairo, 1989; 2nd
edn., 1990). All references refer to the 2nd edn. Ghazali, a prominent reli-
gious figure and a prolific and popular writer on religious topics, was at one
time an active publicist for the Ikhwan al-Muslimin. He was involved with
the Brotherhood for sixteen years, ending in 1953 when he was expelled on
charges of collaborating with the regime.

. Fahmi Huwaydi, “Berestruika Islamiyya!” Al-4hram (January 31, 1989).
. Jamal Sultdn, Azmat al-hiwdr al-dini, naqd kitdb al-sunna al-nabawiyya

bayna ahl al-figh wa ahl al-hadith (Cairo, 1990); Silih b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b.
Muhammad Al al-Shaykh, al-Mi‘ydr li im al-Ghazah fi kitabihi “al-sunna
al-nabawiyya® (Cairo, 1990); Ashraf b. ‘Abd al-Magqsid b. ‘Abd al-Rahim,
Finayat al-Shaykh Muhammad al-Ghazali ‘ald al-hadith wa ahlihi (Ismailia,
1989); Muhammad Jalil Kishk, al-Shaykh Muhammad al-Ghazali bayna al-
naqd al-Gtib wa-al-madh al-shamit (Cairo, 1990); Rabi ibn Hadi “‘Umayr
Madkhali, Kashf mawgqif al-Ghazali min al-sunna wa-ahliha wa-naqd ba'd
ara’ith. (Medina, 1989); Ahmad Hijazi Ahmad Saqqa, Daf al-shubhat ‘an al-
shaykh Muhammad al-Ghazalt (Cairo, 1990).

. al-Ghazali, al-Sunna al-nabawiyya, 7.
. Muhammad “Ajjaj al-Khatib, Usal al-hadith, 305. There is significant dis-

agreement among scholars on the interpretation of these rules.

. Some interpret ‘lla gadiha to signify defects in the matn of a tradition rather

than in the sanad.

. Aron Zysow, “Agreement and Authenticity in Islamic legal theory,” MESA,

1991. Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr and al-Nawiwi are free in their criticism of hadith
contrary to reason, or the dignity of the Prophet, even though these are
canonical. Guillaume, Traditions of Islam, 94. Ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawziyya lists
more than a hundred examples of sound traditions that are rejected by
Hanafi jurists.

. As I have noted in chapter 1, they distinguished between binding and non-

binding sunna, i.e. not everything that looks like a command is, in fact, a
command.

. The subordination of the concerns of ‘iUm al-hadith to practical concerns of

legal application is perhaps best exemplified in the work of the Malild jurist
al-Shatibi, a figure who has provided important inspiration for some
modern Muslim thinkers. Shatibi is most celebrated for his discussion of the
magdsid al-shari‘a and his emphasis on maslaha as the central principle of
Islamic law. For background on this important figure and his influence on
modern Islamic legal thought, see Muhammad Khalid Masud, Islamic Legal
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Philosophy: A Study of Abu Ishaq al-Shanbi’s Life and Thowght (Islamabad,
1977).

The extent to which Muslim scholars have come to accept the need to
reassess hadith may be illustrated by ongoing attempts, even among conser-
vative ‘ulama’, to put together new collections of sound and spurious tradi-
tions. E.g., in 1941 the council of ‘wlama’ at al-Azhar approved a proposal to
put together such a collection by critically reexamining medieval collections
and commentaries. H. A. R. Gibb, Modern Trends in Islam (Chicago, 1947),
50.

Islamic revivalist writers seek to characterize their position on hadith as cen-
trist — balanced, moderate, and avoiding extremes; e.g., Mawdudi’s essay on
sunna, entitled “Maslak-i-i‘tidal” (the middle way) in his Tafhimat,
350-370.

Ibid., 354.

While the ‘wlama’ placed special emphasis on the sanad, they did in fact
examine the content of traditions as well. Siba‘l lists fifteen standards for
matn criticism cited in works on hadith. Hadith reports must not conflict
with fundamental principles of reason, general principles of wisdom and
morality, facts known by direct observation, or fundamental principles of
medicine. They must not contain absurd statements or statements contrary
to the teaching of more authoritative sources (i.e., the Qur’an). They should
coincide with historical conditions during the time of the Prophet, and
reports of events that have been widely known should be rejected if only a
single witness reports them. Finally, they should not encourage vice, contra-
dict reason, or promise large rewards or grave punishments for insignificant
acts. Siba ‘i, al-Sunna wa makdnatuha, 271-272.

We have no adequate biography of Shibli in English, although there are
several excellent works in Urdu. Certain aspects of Shibli’s biography, espe-
cially his relationship with Sayyid Ahmad Khin and his controversial
romantic involvements, have been the subject of lively exchanges among his-
torians in the Subcontinent. See Shaykh Muhammad Ikram, Yadgdr-i-Shibli
(Lahore, 1971) and the same author’s earlier and less sympathetic Shibli
Namah (Lucknow, n.d.). For a less critical account by one of his chief disci-
ples, see Sayyid Sulayman Nadvi, Hayat-i-Shibli (Azamgarh, 1943). For a
general treatment in English, see Aziz Ahmad, Islamic Modernism, 77-86.
Ahmad’s portrayal typifies the common judgment of historians that Shibli
was out of touch with the main currents in Indian Muslim thought of his
time. For a contrasting treatment see Mehr Afr6z Murdd, Intellectual
Modernism of Shibli Nu‘mani: An Exposition of his Religious and Political Ideas
(Lahore, 1976). For a discussion of one of Shibli’s most important involve-
ments, the Nadwat al-‘ulama’, see Metcalf, Islamic Revival, 335-347.

In his youth he was deeply influenced by two scholars, Muhammad Fariq
Charyakéfi and Irshad Husayn Rampiri, who were active polemicists
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7 CONCLUSION: THE SPECTRUM OF CHANGE
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E.g., the massive fatwd, carrying the signatures of more than a thousand
‘ulama’, declaring that Parwéz was a kdfir.

. Rashida Begum v. Shahab Din. All Pakistan Legal Decisions (1960) Lahore,

1162.

. Ibid., 1165.
. Ibid., 1150.
. Ibid., 1153.
. The program began with ad hoc measures: encouraging prayer in govern-

ment offices, strict enforcement of the Ramaddn fast, the introduction of



168

11.
12.
13.

Notes to pages 135-137

flogging and amputation as penalties for criminal offenses. After 1979 this
ad hoc approach began to give way to reliance on institutions designed to
supervise more systematically the enactment and application of Islamic
laws. Among the most important of these was a system of Shariat (Shari‘a)
courts. The first of these courts were merely separate benches appended to
each of Pakistan’s superior courts. But in May 1980, due to duplication of
cases and the strain on the already overextended superior courts, the four
Shariat benches of the High Courts at Karachi, Lahore, Rawalpindi, and
Peshawar were consolidated into a single Federal Shariat Court. A Shariat
bench of the Supreme Court of Pakistan remained the highest court of
appeal for Shari ‘a matters.

. The record of the FSC as a criminal appellate court has been analyzed by

Charles Kennedy, “The Implementation of the Hudood Ordinances in
Pakistan,” Islamic Studies 26 (1987): 307-319.

. Constitution of Pakistan, 1973, Article 203(d). Inserted by Constitution

(Amendment) Order 1 of 1980.

. Constitution of Pakistan, 1973, Article 31(1) and Article 227(1).
. Hazoor Baksh vs. Federation of Pakistan, Al Pakistan Legal Decisions

(1981), FSC.

Ibid., 207.

Ibid., 206.

President’s Order 5 of 1981. Effective April 13, 1981: “The Court shall have
the power to review any decision or order made by it.”
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