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    PREFACE

    The science of hadith is a noble one, and generations of scholars far, far more capable and devoted than I have dedicated their lives to transmitting, analyzing, and sorting through the legacy attributed to Muhammad. One could spend a lifetime reading the works of scholars like al-Bukhārī, al-Dhahabī, and Ibn Hajar, and two lifetimes trying to keep up with them. Matching their accomplishments is inconceivable to me. I can only hope that this book provides an adequate introduction to their work and the influence it has had on Islamic civilization.

    Students and colleagues always ask me whether the Sunni hadith tradition provides an accurate representation of Muhammad’s teachings. In truth, I can only say that projects such as this book are part of my search for the answer to that question. As the Chinese art collector Lu Shih-hua (d. 1779 CE) once wrote, such matters ‘came to us from the ancients. The ancients are gone, and we cannot raise them from the Nether World to question them. So how can we arrive at the truth without being vain and false in our wrangling noisily about it?’1

     

    Jonathan A. C. Brown

    Khādim al-hadīth al-sharīf

    Sana, Yemen, 2007

    ENDNOTE

    1 Wen Fong, ‘The Problem of Forgery in Chinese Painting: Part One,’ p. 99.

  


  
    CONVENTIONS, ABBREVIATIONS, AND TRANSLITERATION

    Dates in this book will follow the Hijrī/Common Era format, where the first date (the Hijrī date) is that of the Islamic lunar calendar, which begins with Muhammad’s emigration to Medina in 1/622. Obviously, pre-Islamic dates will follow the standard Before Common Era (BCE) and Common Era (CE) dating system. After the 1700s CE we no longer include Hijrī dates as they serve little use after that point.

    Abbreviations used in this book include ‘b.’ for the Arabic ‘ibn,’ or ‘son of …’, and (s) for the honorific Arabic phrase ‘May the peace and blessings of God be upon him (sallā Allāh ‘alayhi wa sallam),’ which is commonly said and written after Muhammad’s name.

    The transliteration characters in this book represent the long vowels in Arabic and Persian: ā, ī, and ū. The ’ character represents a simple glottal stop, like the initial sounds of both syllables in ‘uh oh.’ The ‘ symbol indicates the Arabic letter ‘ayn, a sound that resembles the ‘Aaah’ noise a person makes when getting their throat checked by the doctor. In Arabic and Persian words, ‘q’ represents a voiceless uvular sound produced at the back of the throat and is non-existent in English. One could most closely approximate this sound with the ‘c’ sound at the beginning of the crow noise ‘caw! caw!’ ‘Gh’ indicates a sound similar to the French ‘r’, and ‘kh’ represents a velar fricative like the sound of clearing one’s throat. ‘Dh’ indicates the ‘th’ sound in words like ‘that’ or ‘bother.’ ‘Th’ represents the ‘th’ sound in words like ‘bath.’

  


  
    PREFACE TO THE REVISED EDITION

    It has been almost ten years since I wrote the preface to the first edition of this book, sitting in an upper-floor room in a house in Sana, the red and orange light bathing the battered furniture through colored glass. How much the world has changed, how much people have suffered, and how many of the pillars of my own world have fallen. Sana is bombed and besieged. Its already impoverished people starve. Syria lies in ruins beyond tragedy. Egypt, the place I felt most at home, has mutated from the warm and open world of deep knowledge that drew me in, to a kitschy-dark caricature of mid-twentieth-century fascism. Those Egyptian scholars from whom I had benefited and learned so much have either died or become loyal servants of a dictatorship that only fools and the myopically vicious could embrace.

    So then either my teachers were fools, in which case, does the knowledge they imparted to so many have any value? Or they were vicious, in which case, can such a vessel truly carry ‘this knowledge, which is religion,’ without sullying it? How does one make sense of things when one’s exemplars make choices that seem so profoundly wrong? I’ve long pondered this, and the answer I’m led to again and again is both comforting and supremely disturbing.

    The political sphere appears of supreme import. Men triumph or are humiliated or killed; innocent women and children suffer unspeakable abuse; war is fought, peace is made, prosperity nurtured or squandered. But in the vaulted chamber of ideas, of knowledge, this sphere occupies just a portion of one of many shelves. Some who have brought great misery in human history have aimed only at satisfying themselves, but far more have been pursuing the same abstract goods as their righteous, often martyred, opponents. Bond villains are often very well intentioned. Political trauma, as total as it is, is created less by ideas than by their interpretation and implementation. Like all those who have reflected on human polity, my teachers valued both justice and order. But order had priority for them. Others would put justice first. This is a question of priority, and it has consequences. But, phrased like this in the abstract, reasonable people can disagree. And in that small space of disagreement the dimensions of our world are warped in inversion, and endless wrongs and suffering are inflicted. All on part of one shelf in the great library of our human heritage and its divine inspiration.

    As impossible as it seems, as impossible as it is for me, we must keep our political disagreements in perspective. A report in Sahih al-Bukhārī describes how, as Islam’s first, bloody civil war erupted, there was a diplomatic meeting. On one side was ‘Ammār bin Yāsir, who would soon die in the war, and on the other Abū Mūsā and Abū Mas‘ūd. The two men say to ‘Ammār, ‘In all the time since you’ve been Muslim, we haven’t seen you undertake anything more distasteful to us than your haste in this matter.’ ‘Ammār replies, ‘And I haven’t seen from you two, since the time you became Muslims, anything more distasteful to me than your hesitation on this matter.’ Then Abū Mas‘ūd dresses each of the other two in robes, and they all head off to the mosque for prayer.1

    Enough serious talk! What does this new edition have that the old one doesn’t? First, I’ve fixed as many of the errors or oversights as possible. Second, it includes an entirely new chapter on the role of hadith in politics. Third, I’ve significantly expanded the section on the development of the Western Historical Critical Method in Chapter 9. I’ve also added a new case study on hadith authentication at the end of Chapter 3. Finally, I’ve replaced some of the examples and case studies throughout the book with new ones that are either more varied or more interesting.

     

    Jonathan A. C. Brown

    Khādim al-hadīth al-sharīf

    Istanbul, 2017

    ENDNOTE

    1 Sahīh al-Bukhārī: kitāb al-fitan, bāb 19.
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    THE PROPHET’S WORDS THEN AND NOW: HADITH AND ITS TERMINOLOGY

    ‘We have a question,’ the man said, his rural accent betraying the long trip he must have made from his provincial hamlet to the metropolis of Cairo. ‘We have built a school for boys and girls,’ the man continued, sitting cross-legged on the carpet with his eyes angled reverently upward at the scholar seated in the sturdy wooden chair before him. ‘But some members of our community say that we cannot allow the girls to attend because they will mix with the boys in the hallways. Are we allowed to open the school?’ The man waited anxiously, as did the students seated deferentially around the scholar, I among them. The fall of 2003 was unusually hot, and the hesitant breezes that penetrated the wooden lattice walls were welcomed by all.

    The scholar, a middle-aged man who would soon be elevated to one of the most influential religious positions in the Sunni Muslim world, the chief jurisconsult (muftī) of Egypt, leaned down towards the tape recorder that the man had dragged with him on his long journey. ‘Do you have the Nile down where you are?’ the scholar asked. ‘Yes,’ the man replied. ‘Listen, then, whoever you are who objects to opening this school to girls,’ the scholar said into the recorder, ‘go throw yourself in the Nile! For did the Messenger of God, may the peace and blessings of God be upon him, not say “Do not prevent the female servants of God from the mosques of God”?’1

    For over a thousand years Muslim peasants, merchants, and princes have flocked to the vaulted rooms that line the great courtyard of Cairo’s al-Azhar Mosque to seek the counsel of the ulema, those scholars who define Islamic faith and religious law. Seated in this courtyard on a fall day in 2003, the future ‘Grand Mufti of the Egyptian Lands’ could look back on over fourteen hundred years of the Islamic religious tradition, that corpus of scholarship that elucidated the message brought by Muhammad and is one of the world’s most elaborate and rich intellectual edifices. In responding to the question of this simple man, the mufti could draw from the capacious tradition of Islamic legal discourse: the bodies of law of the four major Sunni legal schools, the obscure opinions of medieval scholars long eclipsed by time, or the general principles that governed Islamic law and its derivation.

    Although his mind was no doubt scanning this abundant legal heritage as he pondered the man’s question, the scholar did not reply with any high legal language or dry legal ruling. Instead, he answered the man with the words of a figure whom Muslims are taught from childhood to love and venerate as a moral exemplar and object of devotion, a person ‘dearer to them than their own child or parents.’i The scholar reached back through the centuries to the words of the Prophet Muhammad, words that he knew would resonate in this simple man’s heart as clearly as the day they were first spoken and would lay all the concerns of his rural community to rest. Even amid the confusion of the modern world, today as before, ‘the Prophet of God is most worthy of being followed.’2

    Muhammad’s precedent has been invoked in places and times far distant from the Nile Valley. His words speak with compelling power throughout the Muslim world, among Sunnis and Shiites alike. A year after I had heard the future ‘Grand Mufti of the Egyptian Lands’ issue his opinion, I sat in the lush courtyard of the Khan Madrasa in the ancient Persian city of Shiraz, discussing issues of Islamic thought with an Imami Shiite cleric. As the morning sun shone on the intricate floral tiles of the mosque’s vaulted enclosure, we were debating whether or not ‘Alī, the Prophet’s son-in-law and well-spring of the Shiite tradition, possessed revealed knowledge of future events. ‘The Commander of the Faithful, ‘Alī, may God’s blessings be upon him, knew that oil would be found in these lands and that “steel birds would fly”,’ the Shiite cleric expounded energetically. ‘This knowledge he got from the Messenger of God, his teacher, for did the Messenger not say, “I am the city of knowledge and ‘Alī is its gate. So whoever seeks knowledge let him approach it by its gate”?’3

    Among Western readership, the question ‘What does Islam say about’ some issue is usually followed by reference to the Quran. A Western journalist writing about the dress habits of Egyptian women informs us that wearing the headscarf is not an injunction from the Quran,4 while pundits discussing jihad note that the Quran says ‘slay the unbelievers wherever you find them’ (Quran 9:5). Certainly, to Muslims the Quran is the literal word of God. It is a text revered to such an extent that many Muslims memorize it in its entirety as children, and many Muslims believe that a state of ritual purity is required to touch its pages.

    Yet the Quran is not the source to which a curious reader should refer in order to answer the question ‘What does Islam say about’ a particular issue. The Quran is not a book of law, and many tenets of Islamic theology are never mentioned in the holy book. To consult the Quran is only to get part of the picture. Large portions of the Islamic legal, theological, and popular religious traditions come not from the book that Muslims hold to be God’s revelation, but rather from the legacy of Muhammad, whom they believe God chose to explain and elucidate His message through word and deed. It is in his teachings that we find Muslim dress codes as well as the rules and restrictions for holy war.

    The normative legacy of the Prophet is known as the Sunna, and, although it stands second to the Quran in terms of reverence, it is the lens through which the holy book is interpreted and understood. In this sense, in Islamic civilization the Sunna has ruled over the Quran, shaping, specifying, and adding to the revealed book. Understanding how the message of Islam spread outward from Arabia in the seventh century and how it nurtured the various legal, theological, mystical, and cultural dimensions of Islamic civilization must begin with the study of the heritage left by Muhammad.

    For much of Islamic history, the unit through which the Sunna was preserved, transmitted, and understood has been the hadīth (Arabic plural, ahādīth), or a report describing the words, actions, or habits of the Prophet. Unlike the Quran, the hadiths were not quickly and concisely compiled during and immediately after Muhammad’s life. Because hadiths were recorded and transmitted over a period of decades and even centuries, they are not in and of themselves contemporary historical documentation of what Muhammad said and did. In the century after the Prophet’s mission, the Muslim community passed through no less than three civil wars and numerous sectarian schisms. As a result, hadiths were forged by different parties trying to manipulate the authority of the Sunna. The question of the authenticity of hadiths and how one can distinguish true ones from forgeries has been a perennial concern to both the Muslim scholars who turned to the Sunna to elaborate the Islamic tradition and Western scholars who have studied it.

    The tool that Muslim scholars developed to help ensure the authenticity of hadiths was the isnād (Arabic, ‘support’), or the chain of transmitters through which a scholar traced the matn, or text, of a hadith back to the Prophet. The isnād was an effort to document that a hadith had actually come from Muhammad, and Muslim scholars from the eighth century until today have never ceased repeating the mantra ‘The isnād is part of the religion – if not for the isnād, whoever wanted could say whatever they wanted.’

    The Prophet’s words, however, have always been more than just a type of proof used in discussions of Islamic law and dogma. The isnād and the hadith it transmits have been more than fodder for debates over authenticity and means of establishing it. For the Muslim scholarly class, the ulema, tracing the isnād of a hadith back to Muhammad is to follow one’s genealogy of sacred knowledge back to its source. It is a medium of connection to the Prophet, ‘the beloved of God,’ and a link to the scholarly titans of the past. Even today, reciting one’s isnād is to walk back in memory through the pantheon corridor of great scholars whose labors had built up Islamic tradition. The students who sat gathered around the future Mufti of Egypt on that hot fall day in Cairo had each folded gingerly a piece of paper listing the scholar’s isnād back to the earliest hadith collection, the Muwatta’ of Mālik b. Anas (d. 179/796), and from that eighth-century author through his isnāds back to the Prophet. Each paper stated that the Mufti had given these students permission to transmit the hadiths in the collection via his isnād. By hearing this book of hadiths through the Mufti’s chain of transmission, these students had become part of the timeless tradition of passing knowledge from one generation to the next.

    For over a thousand years, Muslim students, ‘the seekers of knowledge,’ have traveled from city to city in the Muslim world to hear hadiths recited by master scholars, receive their permission to transmit them, and be incorporated into the living isnād tradition. In the summer of 2007 I traveled from Egypt across the Red Sea to the sweltering, sandy coastal plain of Tihama in Yemen. There I made my way inland to the ancient trading city of Zabid, its whitewashed brick walls and dust-blown winding alleys seemingly immune to the passage of time. Over the centuries, this city had more than any other place in the Muslim world preserved the tradition of narrating hadiths by full isnāds back to Muhammad. In an old madrasa I found the mufti of the city seated on one of the high wicker beds so common to the region, surrounded by his students. The mufti set down the book he was explaining, and the students stared inquisitively as he asked who I was and why I had come. ‘To hear a hadith through your isnād, the isnād of the people of Zabid, O virtuous teacher,’ I replied. After hearing my request, the mufti agreed to recite the hadith that a scholar must always give his students first. ‘Write this down,’ the mufti instructed, ‘and do not forget us in your most sincere prayers’:

     

    I, Muhammad ‘Alī al-Battāh of the Ahdal clan, heard from my teacher Ahmad son of Dāwūd al-Battāh, who heard from his teacher the Mufti Sulaymān son of Muhammad al-Ahdal, from Muhammad son of ‘Abd al-Bāqī al-Ahdal, from Muhammad son of ‘Abd al-Rahmān al-Ahdal, from the Mufti ‘Abd al-Rahmān son of Sulaymān al-Ahdal, from his father Sulaymān son of Yahyā al-Ahdal, from Abū Bakr al-Ahdal, from Ahmad al-Ahdal, from the Pillar of Islam, Yahyā son of Umar al-Ahdal, from Abū Bakr al-Battāh, from Yūsuf son of Muhammad al-Battāh, from Tāhir son of Husayn al-Ahdal, from the hadith master Ibn Dayba‘, from the sheik Zayn al-Dīn al-Sharijī of Zabid, from Nafīs al-Dīn Sulaymān al-‘Alawī, from ‘Alī son of Shaddād, from the imam Ahmad the Candlemaker, from his father Sharaf al-Dīn the Candlemaker, from Zāhir son of Rustum of Esfahan, from ‘Abd al-Malik of Karūkh, from Abū Nasr son of Muhammad of Herat, from Abū Muhammad ‘Abd al-Jabbār al-Jarrāh of Merv, from Abū al-‘Abbās Muhammad son of Ahmad of Merv, from the definitive hadith master Muhammad son of ‘Īsā of Tirmiz, from Ibn Abī ‘Umar, from Ibn ‘Uyayna, from ‘Amr son of Dīnār, from Abū Qābūs, from ‘Abdallāh son of ‘Amr, from the Messenger of God, who said, ‘The merciful, indeed the Most Merciful God has mercy upon them. Have mercy in this earthly world, and He that is in the heavens will have mercy on you.’5

    THE CONTENTS OF THIS BOOK

    This book is an introduction to the hadith tradition, its collection, its criticism, its functions in Islamic civilization and the controversies surrounding it to this day. This present chapter will introduce you to some crucial terminology for the study of hadiths. In chapter 2, we will discuss the collection and transmission of hadiths in Sunni Islam, as well as the various genres of hadith literature that developed from the early Islamic period until modern times. Chapter 3 will explain the science of hadith criticism developed by Sunni scholars and the various debates and developments that affected it throughout Islamic history. Chapter 4 looks at the hadith traditions of Imami and Zaydi Shiism as well as their interaction with that of Sunni Islam. Chapter 5 explores the functions of hadiths in Islamic law and legal theory, and Chapter 6 investigates the role of hadiths in elaborating Islamic theology. Chapter 7 tackles the important functions of hadiths in the Islamic mystical tradition, commonly known as Sufism. Chapter 8 looks at the role of hadiths in Islamic political thought and contemporary controversies. Chapter 9 turns away from Muslim discourse on hadiths to trace the Western academic study of hadiths and Western debates over their historical reliability. Finally, Chapter 10 explores debates among modern Muslims over the reliability of hadiths and their proper role in understanding Islam today.

    WHAT IS A HADITH? CRUCIAL TERMINOLOGY AND EXAMPLES OF HADITHS

    The Prophet Muhammad’s mission lasted twenty-three years, from 610 CE when he announced to his wife that he had received a reve-lation from God through the Angel Gabriel in a cave outside Mecca, to his death in 632 CE as the head of the powerful Islamic state in Medina. During his career as a prophet and leader, there was no courtroom stenographer assiduously recording his every word and furnishing an official transcript of his orders, religious edicts, or everyday speech. Instead, the generation of Muslims who lived with the Prophet, known as the Companions (Arabic: Sahāba), sought to preserve Muhammad’s words and deeds either in their memories or through some means of writing, passing these recollections on to others. These reports were passed on from generation to generation, in oral and/or written form, until scholars compiled them in permanent collections.

    Each hadith, or report about the Prophet, consists of a text (matn) describing his words or actions, and a chain of transmission (isnād) by which this report was communicated. Clearly, more than one Companion could report the Prophet saying or doing something, or a Companion could recount this report to more than one person. This would result in more than one chain of transmission for the report. We must thus distinguish between an instance of the Prophet speaking or acting, which we will refer to either by its Arabic term ‘hadith’ or by the term ‘tradition,’ and the various chains of transmission of this tradition.

    As in a game of ‘Telephone,’ a report could mutate as it was passed from person to person. As we know from our own daily lives, reports could also be repeated in expanded or contracted form depending on context. Each of these varying transmissions of the tradition we will call a narration of the hadith. For example, it is transmitted from the Companion ‘Abdallāh b. al-Zubayr that the Prophet said, ‘Whoever misrepresents me, let him prepare for himself a seat in Hellfire.’6 But the mainstream narrations of this tradition, from many Companions such as Anas b. Mālik, Ibn Mas‘ūd and Abū Hurayra, quote the Prophet as saying ‘Whoever misrepresents me intentionally, let him prepare for himself a seat in Hellfire.’ Here we see how two narrations of one Prophetic tradition differ in an important way.

    The following are some examples of hadiths addressing a range of legal, ritual, theological, and ethical topics from the major sects of Islam. From the most revered Sunni hadith collection, the Sahīh of al-Bukhārī (d. 256/870), we find a hadith that served as evidence in Islamic theological debates over whether believers will meet God on the Day of Judgment:

     

    Al-Bukhārī writes: it was narrated to us by Yūsuf b. Mūsā: it was narrated to us by Abū Usāma: it was narrated to me by al-A‘mash, from Khaythama, from the Companion ‘Adī b. Hātim, who said that:

     

    The Messenger of God, may God’s peace and blessings be upon him, said, ‘There is not one among you except that he will be spoken to directly by his Lord with no translator or any barrier separating them.’7

     

    From the Sunan of the Sunni scholar Abū Dāwūd al-Sijistānī (d. 275/889), this hadith was used to help derive Islamic laws on taxation:

     

    Abū Dāwūd writes: it was narrated to us by Muhammad b. Dāwūd b. Sufyān: it was narrated to us by Yahyā b. Hassān: it was narrated to us by Sulaymān b. Mūsā: it was narrated to us by Ja‘far b. Sa‘d: it was narrated to me by Khubayb b. Sulaymān, from his father, from the Companion Samura b. Jundub, who said [in a speech]:

     

    Indeed the Messenger of God, may the peace and blessings of God be upon him, would order us to pay the charity tax on things that we were preparing for sale.8

     

    From the Mu‘jam al-saghīr of the Sunni scholar al-Tabarānī (d. 360/971) we find a hadith that indicates both Muhammad’s character and the permissibility of lending items:

     

    Al-Tabarānī writes: it was narrated to us by Ahmad b. Mansūr al-Jundīsābūrī: it was narrated to us by ‘Alī b. Harb: it was reported to us by Ash‘ath b. ‘Attāf, from ‘Abdallāh b. Habīb, from al-Sha‘bī, from the Companion Jābir b. ‘Abdallāh, that:

     

    The Messenger of God bought a camel from me and then let me ride it back to the city.9

     

    From the Amālī of the famous Imami Shiite scholar Ibn Bābawayh (d. 381/991) we find a hadith that emphasizes two important themes in Islamic legal and theological discourse: first, religion is not the purview of personal opinion, and, second, God is not to be compared to created beings:

     

    Ibn Bābawayh writes: it was narrated to us by Muhammad b. Mūsā b. al-Mutawakkil: it was narrated to us by ‘Alī b. Ibrāhīm b. Hāshim: it was narrated by his father, from al-Rayyān b. al-Salt, from the Imam ‘Alī b. Mūsā al-Ridā, from his father, from his forefathers, from the Commander of the Faithful ‘Alī b. Abī Tālib, that:

     

    The Messenger of God, may God’s peace and blessings be upon him, said, ‘God said, “He does not believe in Me who interprets My speech [in the Quran] with merely his own opinion. He has not known Me who compares Me with My creation, and he is not in My religion who uses analogical reasoning [in questions of law] in My religion.” ’10

     

    Finally, in the Amālī al-sughrā of the Zaydi Shiite scholar Ahmad b. al-Husayn al-Hārūnī (d. 421/1030) we find a hadith describing the way in which a pious Muslim should view death:

     

    Al-Hārūnī writes: It was reported to us by Abū al-Husayn al- Burūjirdī: it was narrated to us by Abū al-Qāsim al-Baghawī: it was narrated to us by Hudba: it was narrated to us by Hammām, from Qatāda, from the Companion Anas, from the Companion ‘Ubāda b. al-Sāmit, that:

     

    The Messenger of God, may the peace and blessings of God be upon him, said: ‘He who would love to encounter God, God loves encountering him. And he who would dislike encountering God, God dislikes encountering him.’ So Aisha, or another one of the Prophet’s wives, asked, ‘O Messenger of God, but indeed we dislike death.’ The Prophet replied, ‘It is not like that, but rather the believer, when death comes to him, he receives the glad tidings of God’s pleasure and His munificence. So that there is nothing dearer to the believer than what lies ahead of him. Thus he wants to encounter God, and God wants to encounter him. But the unbeliever, when death comes to him, he receives tidings of God’s displeasure and His impending punishment. So there is nothing more hated to him than what lies ahead. Thus he despises meeting God, and God despises meeting him.’ 11

    THE NATURE OF MUHAMMAD’S AUTHORITY IN ISLAM

    The role of the Prophet Muhammad as a teacher, role model, and living example of the revelation he delivered is discussed in the Quran.ii The holy book repeatedly instructs Muslims to ‘Obey God and His prophet’ (Quran 8:1), adding that he was for the Muslims ‘a most goodly example’ (Quran 33:21). Although the Quran reiterates that Muhammad is nothing but a mortal who has merely been favored with direct communication from God, Muslims consider him above any ethical shortcomings. There has been disagreement among Shiite and Sunni Muslims as well as within the two sects as to the degree to which prophets in general are immune from sin, but Muslims agree that after the beginning of his prophetic mission Muhammad was incapable of any serious sin or moral failing. In fact, reports of rare errors or instances of forgetfulness on his part are treated as part of the Prophet’s teachings. The Quran, for example, reprimands Muhammad for turning away in frustration from a blind Muslim who distracted him with a question when he was busy negotiating with his Meccan opponents. The Quran uses this as an opportunity to remind the Muslims that one should not prefer influential infidels over sincere, if tactless, believers (Quran 80:1–7). There is even a hadith in which the Prophet states, ‘Indeed I forget or am made to forget so that I may furnish the Sunna.’12 Hadiths about mistakes that Muhammad made in prayers, for example, Muslims treat as instructions on how to act when they themselves make those errors.iii

    No traditional Muslim scholar would ever consider it possible that the Prophet had made a statement or acted out of anger or weakness. When opponents of the Muslims mocked the Companion ‘Abdallāh b. ‘Amr for recording everything the Prophet said, Muhammad comforted him by saying ‘Write it down, for by Him whose hand holds my soul, nothing comes out of my mouth but the truth.’13 As the Quran states, Muhammad ‘does not speak out of his own desires, it is but revelation revealed’ (Quran 53:3–4).

    As a mere mortal, Muslims believe that Muhammad had no independent ability to prophesy. He was simply a medium for God’s reve-lation. Hence, he is made to say in the Quran, ‘I do not know what will be done with me or with you. I do but follow what is revealed to me’ (Quran 46:9). But Muslims believe that Muhammad did have access to direct knowledge of the future from God in both the formal revelation of the Quran, which predicts events like Muslim victories over their Meccan opponents, and in private inspirations made known to him alone. Many hadiths therefore describe future events such as the moral decline of humanity or the events that will precede the Day of Judgment. In one famous hadith, the Prophet states that ‘there will not come upon you a time except that the eras coming after it will be worse than it.’14

    Hadiths could describe the Prophet’s authoritative legacy in three possible ways: they could communicate Muhammad’s words, or his actions, or describe things done in his presence to which he did not object. The above hadith examples describe Muhammad’s edicts and normative behavior. But Muslim scholars also assumed that anything done during the Prophet’s time that he did not forbid must have been acceptable. The Companion Jābir b. ‘Abdallāh thus reported, ‘We used to practice coitus interruptus during the time of the Prophet when the Quran was being revealed.’15 Muslim scholars thus interpreted this as a major proof for the permissibility of birth control in Islam.

    Although a hadith could refer to any aspect of the Prophet’s life and legacy, not everything the Prophet did was authoritative. The Prophet was forty years old when he received his first revelation. Although Muhammad was admired for his upstanding character and integrity even before his mission, Muslims do not consider his teachings authoritative before he received God’s sanction. In addition, revelation had not made the Prophet a master of all trades. In one famous hadith, the Prophet came across some farmers trying to graft small date palms. When he suggested that the farmers take a different course of action and that advice proved wrong, he replied, ‘I am but a man, if I give you a command regarding religion then take it. But if I make a statement out of my own judgment, then I am but a man ... you are more knowledgeable about the matters of your world.’16

    The scope of what concerns ‘religion’ in the Islamic tradition, however, is much wider than in the modern Western world. Although the Prophet consulted his Companions on affairs of state, governance, and military tactics (in fact, on several occasions the Quran validated his Companions’ opinions rather than his own), his decisions as a statesman and military leader have been considered authoritative by Muslim jurists. Were his decisions, after all, not ultimately guided by God?

    Certainly, not all aspects of the Prophet’s behavior required imitation or obedience. Since the Prophet did not state, for example, that wearing the long robes of an Arab was required dress for a Muslim, this has been viewed as a matter of choice. Injunctions by the Prophet encouraging Muslim men to grow beards, however, have led Muslim jurists to view this as either a requirement or laudable behavior. And while such factors limited the extent to which the Prophet’s personal tastes and habits were legally compelling, there has been no limit to optional imitation of the Prophet done out of supererogatory piety. Some Muslims thus replicate even the mundane aspects of the Prophet’s behavior, such as the position in which he slept and the food he ate. The famous jurist and hadith scholar of Baghdad, Ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855), once claimed that he had acted on every hadith he had heard about the Prophet at least once.17

    THE NATURE OF PROPHETIC SPEECH: PREACHER VS. LAWYER

    In a 2012 study, a computer-run stylistic analysis of the Quran and a selection of hadiths demonstrated that the Quran and the hadiths come from two different speakers.18 That is not surprising. What is interesting is that the study shows a stylistic consistency in the language of the hadith corpus. There has always been disagreement over whether the orthodox collections of hadiths in Islam represent an intact record of the Prophet Muhammad’s words. But whether they actually came from the Prophet’s mouth or not, there is certainly a Prophetic style of Arabic expression, one that anyone who reads even a small selection of hadiths quickly notices.

    One of the most striking features of the Prophetic style in hadiths is the frequency of hyperbole. In one hadith the Prophet states, ‘Cursing a Muslim is iniquity and fighting one is unbelief (kufr).’ In another he says, ‘No one will enter Heaven who has even a grain’s weight of pride in his heart,’ and in another hadith he declares, ‘One who cheats is not from among us.’ These are all dramatic statements, but the way in which Muslim scholars have understood them has differed dramatically from their evident meaning.

    By the time hadiths were being collected systematically in the eighth century, Muslim scholars had already developed filters for translating such hyperbole into legal or theological statements. These filters were needed because the Quran, other reliable hadiths, and overall Muslim practice made it clear that interpreting such hadiths literally was a grave error. ‘Fighting a Muslim’ was not unbelief (kufr) in the same way that renouncing Islam or atheism were. Rather, as early Muslims explained, it was a ‘lesser form of unbelief (kufr dūn kufr)’ or the type of act that an unbeliever would do. This was clear from explanations of the hadith by Companions and also from other hadiths in which the Prophet implied that a murderer remained Muslim. The ban on those ‘with a grain’s weight of pride in their hearts’ from entering Heaven was only temporary, since sound hadiths explained that anyone ‘with even a grain’s weight of faith in their heart’ will eventually be allowed to exit Hellfire and enter Paradise. Early Muslim scholars realized that the Prophet’s phrase ‘not from among us’ did not mean that someone was not Muslim. Rather, it meant that a certain action or characteristic was ‘not part of our Sunna’ or not the conduct of a good Muslim.19

    The sheer range and detail of material included in the hadith corpus makes it clear that it was meant to provide guidance for the details of daily life. But it also seems clear from how widespread hyperbole was in the corpus of Prophetic speech that its original function was also exhortation, preaching, and delivering unambiguous moral messages. As much as Muslim scholars have had to apply filters to the hadith corpus in order to mine it for clear rules of law or dogma, they also appreciated its exhortative dimension. Hadiths were and remain teaching tools. So, while many early Muslim scholars were careful to filter out the hyperbole when explaining hadiths to people, others, like the Meccan scholar Ibn ‘Uyayna (d. 196/811), delivered them unfiltered to audiences so that the morals embedded in them would sink in.

    THE SCOPE OF THE BOOK: WHAT DEFINES HADITH LITERATURE?

    Stories and reports about the Prophet Muhammad permeate all genres of scholarship and expression in Islamic civilization. Hadiths appear in books of law, theology, Quranic commentary, mysticism, politics, Arabic grammar, history, and etiquette. If we are to be introduced to the hadith tradition, how do we define its scope?

    Early Islamic writing combined both pre-Islamic Arab sensitivities and new Islamic concerns. Muslim authors of the eighth and ninth centuries expressed the tribal nature of Arab and early Islamic society by writing books of genealogy (ansāb), such as the Kitāb al-ansāb of Ibn al-Kalbī (d. 204/819). Other early Muslims gathered and recorded religious folklore from Arab, Jewish, Persian, and Christian sources. The Yemeni Wahb b. Munabbih (d. 114/732) was one of the most famous authors in this genre, which became known as ‘stories of the prophets (qasas al-anbiyā’).’ Other early authors collected information about the military campaigns of the early Muslim community and traced its historical course. This genre was known as ‘campaigns (maghāzī)’ and ‘historical reports (tārīkh or akhbār),’ including such works as the Maghāzī of Mūsā b. ‘Uqba (d. 141/758). Another import-ant genre combined these fields: the study of the Prophet’s biography, or sīra. The most famous biography of Muhammad is the Sīra of Ibn Ishāq (d. 150/767). Some early Muslim scholars concentrated on collecting reports about the meaning and contexts of Quranic verses, compiling exegetical books called ‘tafsīr.’ Finally, some scholars turned their attention to reports of the Prophet’s legal, ritual, and theological statements. These were known as ‘rulings (ahkām)’ and formed the core of the hadith tradition.

    The defining characteristic of hadith literature as it emerged in the mid eighth century was that it consisted of reports attributed to Muhammad and transmitted by full isnāds from him. Books of Quranic exegesis, history, genealogy, and folklore often included reports from Muhammad or describing his actions. But these represented the minority of their contents. Quranic exegesis most often relied on the opinions of Companions or later Muslims for the meaning of Quranic words. History works frequently described events that occurred decades after Muhammad’s death, such as the Muslim conquests of Syria and Iran. Stories of the prophets involved subjects as distant as Adam and Eve. These genres were distinct from ahkām and the nascent hadith tradition because they were not focused on the persona of Muhammad.

    But what about sīra, the biography of the Prophet? By definition, this was focused on Muhammad. Here, the second defining characteristic of hadith literature proves key: the isnād. The Sīra of Ibn Ishāq rarely includes full isnāds for the stories it tells about the Prophet or its quotations of his words. The isnāds that it does include are often incomplete, meaning that the sources that transmitted the report are often omitted or left unnamed.

    It was the presence of full isnāds leading back to the Prophet and transmitting his legacy that defined the core of hadith literature, what early hadith scholars called the genre of ‘supported reports (al-musnadāt).’ Of course, if we open up famous hadith collections such as the Sahīh of al-Bukhārī, we find chapters on Quranic exegesis (tafsīr) and the Prophet’s campaigns (maghāzī). What distinguishes these chapters from separate books of tafsīr or maghāzī, however, is that the chapters of hadith books focus on reports with full isnāds that quote the Prophet instead of later Muslims.

    Regardless of their precise subject, any books in Islamic civil-ization that include hadiths with full isnāds back to the Prophet are subsumed under the genre of hadith literature. Of course, later books of hadiths written after the use of isnāds became obsolete or books specifically discussing or analyzing aspects of hadiths may not provide full isnāds, but their subject matter clearly places them in this genre as well.
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    THE TRANSMISSION AND COLLECTION OF PROPHETIC TRADITIONS

    INTRODUCTION

    Despite its seemingly arcane nature, the hadith tradition emerged in the early days of Islam as a practical solution to the needs of the Muslim community. In the wake of the Prophet’s death, his teachings served as an obvious source of guidance for the nascent Islamic community as it struggled to determine how to live according to God’s will now that he was gone. The study of hadiths began as a practical attempt to gather, organize, and sift through the authoritative statements and behavior attributed to the Prophet. In the subsequent centuries, the hadith tradition developed to meet new needs as they evolved. By the close of the tenth century, the transmission and collection of hadiths had acquired a new dimension – quite apart from the contents of any hadith, the report and its isnād became a medium of connection to the Prophet that created authority and precedence within the Muslim community. The development of hadith literature is thus best understood in light of the two general functions that hadiths fulfilled, that of an authoritative maxim used to elaborate Islamic law and dogma, and that of a form of connection to the Prophet’s charismatic legacy.

    This chapter traces the origins and development of Sunni hadith transmission and collection from the beginning of Islam until the modern period. Any mention of the notion of ‘authenticity’ or ‘authentic (sahīh)’ hadiths in this chapter refers to the Sunni Muslim criteria for reliability and its system of hadith criticism, the mechanics of which will be discussed fully in the next chapter. ‘Authentic’ or ‘forged’ here thus has no necessary correlation to whether or not the Prophet Muhammad really said that statement or not. Debates over ‘what really happened’ in the history of hadith will occupy us in
 chapter 9.

    INHERITING THE PROPHET’S AUTHORITY

    In Islam, religious authority emanates from God through His Prophet. Whether by referring to the Prophet’s teachings directly or through the methods of religious problem-solving inherited from him, only through a connection to God and His Prophet does a Muslim acquire the right to speak authoritatively about Islamic law and belief. In the formative period of Islam, Muslims thus turned back again and again to the authoritative legacy of the Prophet’s teachings as it radiated outwards through the transmission and interpretation of pious members of the community. It was the form through which this authoritative legacy was transmitted – whether via Prophetic reports or methods of legal reasoning – that created different schools of thought in the early Islamic period and led to the emergence of the hadith tradition.

    In the Prophet’s adopted home, the city of Medina, al-Qāsim b. Muhammad b. Abī Bakr (d. 108/726–7), the grandson of the first caliph of Islam, and Sa‘īd b. al-Musayyab (d. 94/713), the son-in-law of the most prolific student of the Prophet’s hadiths, Abū Hurayra, became two of the leading interpreters of the new faith after the death of the formative first generation of Muslims. Their interpretations of the Quran and the Prophet’s legacy, as well as those of founding fathers such as the second caliph ‘Umar b. al-Khattāb, were collected and synthesized by the famous Medinan jurist Mālik b. Anas (d. 179/796). In Kufa, the Prophet’s friend and pillar of the early Muslim community, ‘Abdallāh b. Mas‘ūd (d. 32/652–3), instructed his newly established community on the tenets and practice of Islam as it adapted to the surroundings of Christian, Jewish, and Zoroastrian Iraq. His disciple ‘Alqama b. Qays (d. 62/681) transmitted these teachings to a promising junior, Ibrāhīm al-Nakha‘ī (d. 95/714), who in turn passed on his approaches and methods of legal reasoning to Hammād b. Abī Sulaymān (d. 120/738). His student of eighteen years, Abū Hanīfa (d. 150/767), would become a cornerstone of legal study in Iraq and the eponym of the Hanafī school of law. Unlike Medina, the cradle of the Muslim community where Muhammad’s legacy thrived as living communal practice, the diverse environment of Kufa teemed with ancient doctrines and practices foreign to the early Muslim community. Many such ideas found legitimation in the form of spurious hadiths falsely attributed to the Prophet. Abū Hanīfa thus preferred relying cautiously on the Quran, well-established hadiths and the methods of legal reasoning learned from his teachers rather than risk acting on these fraudulent hadiths.

    By the mid eighth century, two general trends in interpreting and applying Islam had emerged in its newly conquered lands. For both these trends, the Quran and the Prophet’s implementation of that message were the only constitutive sources of authority for Muslims. The practice and rulings of the early community, which participated in establishing the faith and inherited the Prophet’s authority, were the lenses through which scholars like Abū Hanīfa and Mālik understood these two sources. Another early scholar, ‘Abd al-Rahmān al-Awzā‘ī of Beirut (d. 157/773–4), thus stated that ‘religious knowledge (‘ilm) is what has come to us from the Companions of the Prophet; what has not is not knowledge.’1 In Sunni Islam, a Companion is anyone who saw the Prophet while a Muslim and died as a Muslim. When presented with a situation for which the Quran and the well-known teachings of the Prophet and his Companions provided no clear answer, scholars like Abū Hanīfa relied on their own interpretations of these sources to respond. Such scholars were known as the ahl al-ra’y, or the Partisans of Legal Reasoning.

    Other pious members of the community preferred to limit themselves to the opinions of the earliest generations of Muslims and more dubious reports from the Prophet rather than speculate in a realm they felt was the exclusive purview of God and His Prophet. The great scholar of Baghdad, Ahmad b. Hanbal (d. 241/855), epitomized this transmission-based approach to understanding law and faith in his famous statement: ‘You hardly see anyone applying reason (ra’y) [to some issue of religion or law] except that there lies, in his heart, some deep-seated resentment. An unreliable narration [from the Prophet] is thus dearer to me than the use of reason.’2 Such transmission-based scholars, referred to as ‘the Partisans of Hadith (ahl al-hadīth),’ preferred the interpretations of members of the early Islamic community to their own. For them the Muslim confrontation with the cosmopolitan atmosphere of the Near East threatened the unadulterated purity of Islam. A narcissistic indulgence of human reason would encourage heresy and the temptation to stray from God’s revealed path. Only by clinging stubbornly to the ways of the Prophet and his righteous successors could they preserve the authenticity of their religion.

    For the ahl al-hadīth, reports traced back to the Prophet, bearing his name and conveying his authority, were prima facie compelling. Even if a scholar were not sure that a hadith was reliable, the powerful phrase ‘the Messenger of God said…’ possessed great authority. Many unreliable hadiths were used in efforts to understand the meaning of Quranic words, to reconstruct the campaigns of the Prophet, to document the virtues of the Companions or simply in preaching that exhorted Muslims towards piety. Even in legal issues, where as we shall see scholars like Ibn Hanbal were more rigorous about authenticating hadiths, ahl al-hadīth scholars sometimes depended on unreliable hadiths. It was amid this vying between the ahl al-hadīth and ahl al-ra’y schools that the Sunni hadith tradition emerged.

    EARLY HADITH COLLECTION AND WRITING

    From the beginning of Islam, Muhammad’s words and deeds were of the utmost interest to his followers. He was the unquestioned exemplar of faith and piety in Islam and the bridge between God and the temporal world. Although, as we shall see, there was controversy over setting down the Prophet’s daily teachings in writing, it is not surprising that those Companions who knew how to write tried to record the memorable statements or actions of their Prophet. As paper was unknown in the Middle East at the time (it was introduced from China in the late 700s), the small notebooks they compiled, called sahīfas, would have consisted of papyrus, parchment (scraped, limed and stretched animal skins), both very expensive, or cruder substances such as palm fronds. Although there is some evidence that the Prophet ordered the collection of his rulings on taxation, these sahīfas were not public documents; they were the private notes of individual Companions.3 Some of the Companions recorded as having sahīfas were Jābir b. ‘Abdallāh, ‘Alī b. Abī Tālib, Abū Hurayra and ‘Abdallāh b. ‘Amr b. al-‘Ās.
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      Figure 2.0 Leading Hadith Transmitters from the Companions

    

     

    Certain Companions were more active in amassing, memorizing, and writing down hadiths than others. Like grandchildren eager to collect stories and recollections about a grandparent they barely knew, we find that it is often the most junior Companions of the Prophet who became the most prolific collectors and transmitters of hadiths. Abū Hurayra (d. 58/678), who knew the Prophet for only three years, is the largest single source for hadiths, with approximately 5,300 narrations in later hadith collections.4 Although he did not write hadiths down in his early career, by his death Abū Hurayra had boxes full of the sahīfas he had compiled.5 ‘Abdallāh b. ‘Umar, the son of ‘Umar b. al-Khattāb, was twenty-three years old when the Prophet died and is the second largest source for hadiths, with approximately 2,600 narrations recorded in later collections. Ibn ‘Abbās (d. 68/686–8), who was only fourteen years old (or nine according to some sources) when the Prophet died, is the fifth largest source, with around 1,700 hadiths.6

    Since Companions like Ibn ‘Abbās and Abū Hurayra only knew the Prophet for a short time, they apparently amassed their vast numbers of hadiths by seeking them out from more senior Companions. Abū Hurayra is thus rarely recorded as saying ‘I heard the Prophet of God say…’ – more often he simply states indirectly that ‘the Prophet said …’ Just as today we regularly quote people whom we did not hear directly, this would have been normal for the Companions. The obsession with specifying direct oral transmission with no intermediary, which characterized later hadith scholarship (see chapter 3), did not exist during the first generations of Islam. Ibn ‘Abbās probably heard only forty hadiths directly from the Prophet. The rest he frequently narrates by saying ‘the Prophet of God said…’ or through a chain of transmission of one, two, or even three older Companions.7

    Not surprisingly, those who spent a great deal of intimate time with the Prophet were also major sources of hadiths. Anas b. Mālik, who entered the Prophet’s house as a servant at the age of ten, and the Prophet’s favorite wife, Aisha, count as the third and fourth most prolific hadith sources, with approximately 2,300 and 2,200 narrations in later books respectively.8 Interestingly, those Companions who spent the most time with the Prophet during his public life rank among the least prolific hadith transmitters. The Prophet’s close friend and successor, Abū Bakr, his cousin/son-in-law ‘Alī b. Abī Tālib, and close advisor ‘Umar are the sources for only 142, 536 and 537 hadiths respectively. These prominent early Muslims, who were looked to as leaders responsible for decisions and religious rulings after the Prophet’s death, seem to have preserved the spirit of Muhammad’s teachings in their actions and methods of reasoning rather than by citing his hadiths directly.

    When reading books of hadiths, at first it appears arbitrary which Companion narrates a hadith from the Prophet. Certain Companions, however, demonstrated particular interests and expertise in certain subjects. The Prophet’s wives, especially Aisha, not surprisingly serve as the sources for hadiths about the Prophet’s personal hygiene, domestic habits, and sexual life. Most of the hadiths in which the Prophet instructs his followers about the protocol for using dogs – animals whose saliva is considered ritually impure by most Muslims – for hunting come from the Companion ‘Adī b. Hātim, who clearly was very curious about this topic.

    So dominant is the presence of Muhammad in the formative period of Islam that we forget that after his death it was his Companions who assumed both complete religious and political leadership in the community. It was Companions like Ibn ‘Abbās in Mecca, Ibn Mas‘ūd in Kufa and Salmān al-Fārisī in Isfahan who had the responsibility of teaching new generations of Muslims and new converts about the religion of a prophet they had never known. The generation who learned Islam from the Companions and in turn inherited from them the mantle of the Prophet’s authority became known as the Successors (al-tābi‘ūn). Like the Companions, they too recorded those recollections that their teachers recounted to them about the Prophet’s words, deeds, and rulings. In addition to compiling their own sahīfas from the lessons of the Companions, these Successors also passed on the Companions’ own sahīfas.

    Some of the early isnāds that appear most regularly in hadith collections seem to be a record of sahīfas being handed down from teacher to student or from father to son. We thus often find the sahīfa-isnād of Abū Hurayra to ‘Abd al-Rahmān, to his son al-‘Alā’. The Successor Abū al-Zubayr al-Makkī received the sahīfa of the Companion Jābir b. ‘Abdallāh, and one of the most famous Successors, al-Hasan al-Basrī (d. 110/728), received the sahīfa of the Companion Samura b. Jundub. The sahīfa of ‘Amr b. al-‘Ās, passed down to his grandson, to his son Shu‘ayb, became an essential resource for the Prophet’s rulings on liability for injuries and compensation for homicide. An example of a sahīfa that has survived intact today, the sahīfa of the Successor Hammām b. Munabbih (d. circa 130/747), contains 138 hadiths from the Prophet via Abū Hurayra.9

    The vast preponderance of the hadiths that the Successors heard from the Companions, however, were not in written form. Arabian society of the seventh and eighth centuries had a highly developed tradition of oral poetry, and the Companions more often recounted their memories of the Prophet in oral form only. Even to modern readers accustomed to writing everything down, this is understandable to an extent; to them the Prophet was a contemporary figure whose words and deeds lived on in their memories as freshly as we remember our own teachers or parents. Only rarely do we put down these memories on paper.

    Of course, the Prophet was no average person, and many of his Companions did seek to record his legacy even during his own lifetime. There are several hadiths, however, in which the Prophet warns his followers not to record his words out of fear that they might be confused with God’s words as revealed in the Quran. As the Quran was still being set down in writing during the Prophet’s lifetime by numerous scribes and in many private notebooks, collections of the Prophet’s teachings might easily be conflated with the holy book. We thus find a famous hadith in which the Companion Abū Sa‘īd al-Khudrī states, ‘We used not to write down anything but the testimony of faith said in prayer (al-tashahhud) and the Quran.’ In another hadith, the Companion Zayd b. Thābit states that the Prophet had forbidden his followers to write down any of his words.10

    It was unrealistic, however, that a lawmaker and political leader like the Prophet could allow no written record keeping. It would simply have been impossible for Muslims to preserve accurately the teachings they heard from the Prophet without some recourse to writing. Alongside hadiths banning writing, we thus also find reports encouraging it. The Companion Anas b. Mālik is even quoted as saying, ‘We did not consider the knowledge of those who did not write it down to be [real] knowledge.’11 We thus also find hadiths in which the Prophet allows new Muslims visiting from outside Medina to record lessons he gave in a sermon.12

    This contradictory evidence concerning the writing down of hadiths has proven very problematic for both Muslim and Western scholars. Some Muslim scholars, such as the Damascene prodigy al-Nawawī (d. 676/1277), have reconciled the material by assuming that the reports condemning the writing of hadiths came from the earlier years of the Prophet’s career, when he was concerned about his words being mistaken for the Quran. Permission to write down his teachings would have come later, when the Quran had become more established in the minds of Muslims, and the Prophet’s role as the leader of a functioning state required some written records.13

    Western scholars, on the other hand, have often understood the tension between the writing of hadiths and its prohibition to reflect competing values within the Islamic hadith tradition itself. In Islam, religious knowledge is primarily oral in nature – a written book only serves as a guide for the oral recitation of its contents. On a conceptual level, it is almost as if written pages are dead matter that only comes alive when read aloud. It is interesting that the importance of oral knowledge kept the debate over whether or not one should write down hadiths alive into the 1000s CE, over two hundred years after it had been rendered moot by the popularization of written hadith collections!

    In the early Islamic period, however, this focus on orality was very practical. The Arabic alphabet was still primitive, and many letters were written identically and could only be distinguished from one another by context. Even today, the Arabic script does not indicate short vowels. We can imagine an English sentence written with only consonants and a few vowels, such as ‘I wnt t ht the bll.’ Is it ‘I want to hit the ball,’ ‘I want to hit the bell, ’ ‘I went to hit the ball,’ et cetera? We could only know the correct reading of the sentence if we knew its context. With the Arabic script, then, knowing the context and even the intended meaning of a written text is essential for properly understanding it. The sahīfas of the Companions and Successors thus only served as memory-aids, written skeletons of hadiths that would jog the author’s memory when he or she read them.

    These sahīfas could not thus simply be picked up and read. One had to hear the book read by its transmitter in order to avoid grave misunderstandings of the Prophet’s words. If hadith transmitters had reason to believe that a certain narrator had transmitted hadiths without hearing them read by a teacher, in fact, they considered this a serious flaw in the authenticity of that material. Abū al-Zubayr al-Makkī had heard only part of the Companion Jābir b. ‘Abdallāh’s sahīfa read aloud by Jābir, and this undermined his reliability in transmission for some Muslim hadith critics. Some early hadith transmitters, like ‘Atā’ b. Muslim al-Khaffāf, were so concerned about their books of hadiths being read and misunderstood after their deaths that they burned or buried them.14

    Of course, this practical and cultural emphasis on direct oral transmission did not mean that Muslims ignored the reliability of written records. Even when transmitting a hadith orally, it was best for a scholar to be reading it from his book. The famous hadith scholar Ibn Ma‘īn (d. 233/848) thus announced that he preferred a transmitter with an accurate book to one with an accurate memory.15 By the early 700s CE, setting down hadiths in writing had become regular practice. The seminal hadith transmitter and Successor Muhammad b. Shihāb al-Zuhrī (d. 124/742) considered writing down hadiths to be absolutely necessary for accurate transmission.

    Collectors like al-Zuhrī were encouraged to collect and record hadiths by the Umayyad dynasty, which assumed control of the Islamic empire in 661 CE. The Umayyad governor ‘Abd al-‘Azīz b. Marwān requested that the Successor Kathīr b. Murra send him records of all the hadiths he had heard from the Companions.16 ‘Abd al-‘Azīz’s son, the Umayyad caliph ‘Umar b. ‘Abd al-‘Azīz, ordered the governor of Medina to record all the hadiths concerning administrative and taxation matters.17

    Another important question that arose during the early transmission and collection of hadiths was whether or not one had to repeat a hadith word for word or if one could just communicate its general meaning. Most early Muslim scholars understood that keeping track of the exact wording of hadiths was not feasible and that ‘narration by the general meaning (al-riwāya bi’l-ma‘nā)’ was an inescapable reality. The Companion Wāthila b. Asqa‘ had admitted that sometimes the early Muslims even confused the exact wording of the Quran, which was universally well-known and well-preserved. So how, he asked, could one expect any less in the case of a report that the Prophet had said just once? Al-Hasan al-Basrī is reported to have said, ‘If we only narrated to you what we could repeat word for word, we would only narrate two hadiths. But if what we narrate generally communicates what the hadith prohibits or allows then there is no problem.’ Some early Muslim scholars insisted on repeating hadiths exactly as they had heard them. Ibn Sīrīn (d. 110/728) even repeated grammatical errors in hadiths that he had heard.18 Eventually, Muslim scholars arrived at the compromise that one could paraphrase a hadith provided that one was learned enough to understand its meaning properly.19
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      Figure 2.1 Transmission and Criticism of Hadiths from the Companions of the Prophet and Successors

    

     

    TRANSCRIPTS OF LEGAL DEBATES: THE EMERGENCE OF MUSANNAF COLLECTIONS

    If we imagine the world of Islam in the early and mid eighth century CE, the next stage of hadith literature appears as a direct reflection of Muslim scholarly discourse of the time. We can picture the prominent Successor al-Hasan al-Basrī, who had studied with Companions like Anas b. Mālik and who had been brought up in the house of one of the Prophet’s wives, as a pillar of piety in Basra and recourse for the questions of the city’s inhabitants. Seated under a reed awning, al-Hasan would answer questions concerning how to pray, how to divide inheritance and how to understand God’s attributes by drawing on all the religious knowledge he had gained. He might reply by quoting the Quran or something that his mother had heard from the Prophet. On other occasions he might tell his audience how ‘Alī b. Abī Tālib, whom he had met as a young man, had ruled on a particular case. Sometimes al-Hasan might use his own understanding of the principles put forth in the Quran or the Prophet’s teachings to provide a new answer to a question. A few decades later in Medina, we can picture Mālik b. Anas seated against one of the pillars of the Prophet’s mosque and answering questions in a similar way.

    The first organized works of Islamic scholarship, called musannafs, or ‘books organized topically,’ were basically transcripts of this discourse as it had developed during the first two centuries of Islam. Arranged into chapters dealing with different legal or ritual questions, they were topical records of pious Muslims’ efforts to respond to questions about faith and practice. The earliest surviving musannaf, Mālik’s Muwatta’, is thus a mixture of Prophetic hadiths, the rulings of his Companions, the practice of the scholars of Medina, and the opinions of Mālik himself. The version of the Muwatta’ that became famous in North Africa and Andalusia contains 1,720 reports. Of these, however, only 527 are Prophetic hadiths; 613 are statements of the Companions, 285 are from Successors, and the rest are Mālik’s own opinions.20 Likewise, the earliest known musannaf, that of Ibn Jurayj (d. 150/767), was a collection of reports from the Prophet, Companions, and Successors such as ‘Atā’ b. Abī Rabāh (d. 114/732). Another famous scholar from this period who compiled a musannaf was the revered scholar of Kufa, Sufyān al-Thawrī (d. 161/778).

    A very large musannaf surviving from this earlier period was written by a student of Mālik and Ibn Jurayj, ‘Abd al-Razzāq al-San‘ānī (d. 211/827), but is much larger than the one-volume Muwatta’. The Musannaf of ‘Abd al-Razzāq, an inhabitant of Yemen, is eleven printed volumes. As Figure 2.2 demonstrates, ‘Abd al-Razzāq drew mostly from his teachers Ma‘mar b. Rāshid and Ibn Jurayj.21 Another famous musannaf, written by a scholar from the generation of ‘Abd al-Razzāq’s students, comes from the hadith scholar of Baghdad, Abū Bakr b. Abī Shayba (d. 235/849). Figure 2.2 provides an example of the type of material and sources that a musannaf would draw upon.
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      Figure 2.2 Subchapter from ‘Abd al-Razzāq’s Musannaf Concerning Ablutions

    

     

    In many ways, the musannaf genre predates the emergence of classical hadith literature rather than being part of it. If hadith collections are characterized by a predominant focus on reports from the Prophet that include isnāds as a means for critics to verify their authenticity, then books like the Muwatta’ and the Musannaf of ‘Abd al-Razzāq are not technically hadith collections. Both Mālik and ‘Abd al-Razzāq cite rulings of Companions and Successors more frequently than they cite Prophetic hadiths. But even when quoting the Prophet directly, the obsession with complete, unbroken chains of transmission that would characterize the classical period of hadith collection is absent. Even when Mālik does cite Prophetic hadiths, on sixty-one occasions he completely omits the isnād and simply states, ‘The Prophet said…’ Rather, we should think of musannafs as early works of Islamic law that represent the diversity of sources from which legal and doctrinal answers could be sought during the first two centuries of Islam. In a musannaf, a scholar like Mālik was trying to answer questions with the resources he felt were reliable and was not concerned with proving their authenticity according to a rigid system of isnād authentication.

    Of course, musannafs would serve a very important function in law, hadith literature, and hadith criticism. Later scholars would turn to musannafs to know the legal opinions of Companions and Successors, and hadith critics would use them as evidence when investigating whether a hadith was really something said by the Prophet or a statement actually made by a Companion or Successor.

    But if Muhammad was the ultimate interpreter of God’s will, why would a scholar like Mālik so infrequently rely on his words in a musannaf collection? This question has cast a shadow of doubt over the authenticity of the hadith corpus, a question addressed in chapter 9. Here, however, we can provide a few possible explanations. As Figure 2.1 demonstrates, during the time of Mālik and Ibn Jurayj hadith transmission was localized. When Mālik was asked by a student whether or not one should wash in between one’s toes when performing ritual ablutions, he said that it was not required. Another student, ‘Abdallāh b. Wahb, objected, saying that in his native Egypt they had a hadith through the Companion Mustawrid b. Shaddād telling how the Prophet did wash between his toes. Hearing the isnād, Mālik said, ‘That hadith is good, and I had not heard it until this moment.’ He acted on it from that point on.22 It is not surprising that Mālik had not heard the hadith, since he only left his home in Medina to perform pilgrimage to the nearby city Mecca. Many of the hadiths that were widespread in Syria, Egypt, or among the students of Abū Hanīfa in Iraq were unknown to him. It is thus very likely that Mālik did not cite a Prophetic hadith on an issue because he knew of none. As Figure 2.1 indicates, it was only among the generation of Mālik’s students, and even more so among their students, that hadith scholars traveled widely in order to unify the corpus of hadiths.

    In addition, musannafs drew on such a wide variety of authoritative figures because they were all legitimate inheritors of the Prophet’s authority. The Companions, who had lived with the Prophet for years and understood the principles upon which he acted, and the Successors, who learned from them, were seen as the carriers of the Prophet’s message and were heeded accordingly. Even a scholar like Mālik, living in the generation after the Successors, was so esteemed as a pious interpreter of the Prophet’s message that he could give his opinion without citing any sources at all.

    THE MUSNAD ERA AND THE EMERGENCE OF HADITH LITERATURE PROPER

    The shift from the variety of the musannaf to the focus on Prophetic hadiths that characterizes hadith literature occurred with the emergence of the musnad collections in the late eighth and early ninth centuries CE. While sahīfas had been mere ad hoc collections, and musannafs were arranged as topical references, musnad collections were organized according to isnād. All the hadiths narrated from a certain Companion would fall into one chapter, then all those transmitted from another into the next, et cetera. The appearance of musnad collections occurred due to impetuses from both the broader study of Islamic law and within the more narrow community of Muslim hadith critics.

    During the late eighth and early ninth centuries, the regional schools of Islamic law, each based on the teachings and interpretation of learned figures like Mālik and Abū Hanīfa, faced a new challenge. A young scholar named Muhammad b. Idrīs al-Shāfi‘ī (d. 204/820), who had studied with Mālik in Medina and the students of Abū Hanīfa in Iraq, and had traveled widely in Egypt and Yemen, asserted that it should be the direct hadiths of the Prophet, and not his precedent as understood by local scholars, that supplemented the Quran as the second major source of law. In the face of a contrasting hadith that they had not previously known, al-Shāfi‘ī argued, the followers of Mālik and Abū Hanīfa should take the Prophet’s words over the stances of their local schools. Through his students and especially the study of his major legal work, the Umm (The Motherbook), al-Shāfi‘ī had an immediate and powerful influence on ahl al-hadīth jurists. From this point on in the hadith tradition, the testimony of Muhammad would trump all other figures of authority and become the predominant focus of hadith collections. Musnads reflected this interest, as they focused almost entirely on Prophetic hadiths and included Companion or Successor opinions only as occasional commentaries.
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      Figure 2.3 Musnad Organization

    

     

    Quite apart from broader questions of legal theory, the burgeoning class of Muslim hadith critics that emerged in the mid and late eighth century had good reason to start organizing their personal hadith collections along isnād lines. First, the growing number of reports erroneously attributed to the Prophet had made the isnād an indispensable tool. Limiting hadith collections to material that had an isnād was a solid first line of defense against hadith forgery – if you claimed that the Prophet had said something but could provide no isnād, your hadith had no place in a musnad. Second, as we will see in the next chapter, the single most important factor in judging the reliability of a hadith transmitter was determining if he or she was corroborated in the material he or she reported. In order to know if a hadith transmitter is corroborated in his transmissions, critics compared the hadiths he reported to those of others who studied with his teachers. Thus we find that many musnads, such as that of al-Rūyānī (d. 307/919–20), are organized into chapters as shown in Figure 2.3 above.

    In order to determine whether or not Transmitter A is generally corroborated in the material he or she transmits, we need only flip through the chapters of the musnad comparing the hadiths that Transmitter A related from each Successor with those of Transmitters B and C.

    The earliest known musnad, which has also survived intact, is that of Abū Dāwūd al-Tayālisī (d. 204/818). The most famous musnad is that of Ibn Hanbal, which consists of about 27,700 hadiths (anywhere from one fourth to one third of which are repetitions of hadiths via different narrations) and was actually assembled into final form by the scholar’s son. Ibn Hanbal claimed he had sifted the contents of his Musnad from over 750,000 hadiths and intended it to be a reference for students of Islamic law. Although he acknowledged that the book contained unreliable hadiths, he supposedly claimed that all its hadiths were admissible in discussions about the Prophet’s Sunna – if it was not in his Musnad, he claimed, it could not be a proof in law.23

    Other well-known and widely read musnads from the ninth century include those of al-Humaydī (d. 219/834), of al-Hārith b. Abī Usāma (d. 282/896), of al-Musaddad (d. 228/843), of Abū Bakr al-Bazzār (d. 292/904–5), and of the Hanafī scholar Abū Ya‘lā al-Mawsilī (d. 307/919). The largest musnad ever produced, which has tragically not survived, was that of Baqī b. Makhlad (d. 276/889).

    Instead of compiling large musnads that included the hadiths of numerous Companions, some scholars devoted books to only one Companion: Abū Bakr al-Marwazī (d. 292/904–5), for example, compiled a small musnad with all the hadiths he had come across transmitted from the Companion Abū Bakr.

    Although some musnads, like that of al-Bazzār, contained some discussion of the flaws (‘ilal) found in the isnāds of a hadith, in general musnads were not limited to hadiths their compilers believed were authentic. Instead, they functioned as storehouses for all the reports that a certain hadith scholar had heard. As Figure 2.1 shows, by the time of Ibn Hanbal, hadith collectors were no longer constrained by regional boundaries. Hadith collectors like Muhammad b. Yahyā al-Dhuhlī or Qutayba b. Sa‘īd were originally from Nishapur in Iran and Balkh in Afghanistan, but they traveled throughout the Muslim world on what was known as ‘the voyage in the quest for know-ledge (al-rihla fī talab al-‘ilm)’ to collect hadiths from transmitters like ‘Abd al-Razzāq in Yemen or Layth b. Sa‘d in Egypt. Throughout their travels they recorded the hadiths they heard in their musnads regardless of their authenticity or their legal and doctrinal implications. The staunch Sunni Ibn Hanbal’s Musnad thus contains a hadith – shocking to the sensibility of Sunni Muslims – that describes how an early copy of the Quran had been stored under Aisha’s bed only to be found and partially eaten by a small animal leaving the record of God’s revelation permanently truncated!24

    THE SAHĪH AND SUNAN MOVEMENT

    Musannafs and musnads both had their advantages: musannafs were conveniently arranged by subject, and musnads focused on Prophetic hadiths with full isnāds. From the early ninth to the early tenth century, a large number of respected ahl al-hadīth jurists combined the two genres in the form of sunan / sahīh books. A sunan was organized topically, and thus easily used as a legal reference, but also focused on Prophetic reports with full isnāds. More importantly, the ahl al-hadīth jurists who compiled these sunans devoted great efforts to assuring or discussing the authenticity of the books’ contents. In general, the authors of sunan books sought only to include hadiths that had been relied upon by Muslim scholars and were known to be authentic either because they had strong isnāds or because the community of scholars had agreed that they truly reflected the Prophet’s teachings. This new focus on producing collections of hadiths with an emphasis on authenticity led many of the collections produced in the sunan movement to be dubbed sahīh (authentic) books by either their authors or later Muslim readers. Two of the earliest known sunans are those of Sa‘īd b. Mansūr al-Khurāsānī (d. 227/842) and ‘Abdallāh al-Dārimī (d. 255/869).

    Two participants in the sunan movement in particular, Muhammad b. Ismā‘īl al-Bukhārī (d. 256/870) and his student Muslim b. al-Hajjāj al-Naysābūrī (d. 261/875), broke with the ahl al-hadīth’s traditional willingness to use weak hadiths in law. Unlike their teacher Ibn Hanbal, al-Bukhārī and Muslim felt that there were enough authentic hadiths in circulation that the ahl al-hadīth jurists could dispense with less worthy narrations. Al-Bukhārī and Muslim were thus the first to produce hadith collections devoted only to hadiths whose isnāds they felt met the requirements of authenticity. Their books were the first wave of what some have termed ‘the sahīh movement.’25 Known as the Sahīhayn (literally ‘the two Sahīhs’), the collections of al-Bukhārī and Muslim would become the most famous books of hadith in Sunni Islam. It is therefore worth examining their contents and structure.

    It is reported that al-Bukhārī devoted sixteen years to sifting the hadiths he included in his Sahīh from a pool of six hundred thousand narrations.26 The finished work was not a mere hadith collection – it was a massive expression of al-Bukhārī’s vision of Islamic law and dogma backed up with hadiths the author felt met the most rigorous standards of authenticity. The book covers the full range of legal and ritual topics, but also includes treatments of many other issues such as the implication of technical terms in hadith transmission. The book consists of ninety-eight chapters, each divided into subchapters (according to the standard printings; see endnote 27). The subchapter titles indicate the legal implication or ruling the reader should derive from the subsequent hadiths, and often include a short comment from the author or a report from a Companion or Successor elucidating the hadith. Al-Bukhārī often repeats a Prophetic tradition, but through different narrations and in separate chapters. Opinions have varied about the exact number of hadiths in the Sahīh, depending on whether one defines a ‘hadith’ as a Prophetic tradition or a narration of that tradition. Generally, experts have placed the number of full-isnād narrations at 7,397. Of these many are repetitions or different versions of the same report, with the number of Prophetic traditions at approximately 2,602.27

    Muslim’s Sahīh is much more a raw hadith collection than al-Bukhārī’s work. It contains far fewer chapters (only fifty-four in the accepted Amīriyya edition) and lacks al-Bukhārī’s legal commentary, but it contains a similar number of narrations (7,748). Unlike al-Bukhārī, Muslim keeps all the narrations of a certain hadith in the same section. Muslim also diverges significantly from al-Bukhārī in his near exclusion of commentary reports from Companions and later figures.

    There is considerable overlap between the Sahīhayn. Muslim scholars generally put the number of traditions found in both books at 2,326. Al-Bukhārī and Muslim drew on essentially the same pool of transmitters, sharing approximately 2,400 narrators. Al-Bukhārī narrated from only about 430 that Muslim did not, while Muslim used about 620 transmitters al-Bukhārī excluded.

    Al-Bukhārī’s and Muslim’s works had a great deal of influence on their students and contemporaries. Ibn Khuzayma (d. 311/923), a central figure in the Shāfi‘ī school who studied with al-Bukhārī and Muslim, compiled a sahīh work that came to be known as Sahīh Ibn Khuzayma. Abū Hafs ‘Umar al-Bujayrī of Samarqand (d. 311/924) produced a collection called al-Jāmi‘ al-sahīh, and even the famous historian and exegete Muhammad b. Jarīr al-Tabarī (d. 310/923) attempted a gigantic sahīh work but died before he finished it. Sa‘īd b. al-Sakan (d. 353/964) of Egypt also collected a small sahīh book consisting of hadiths necessary for legal rulings and whose authenticity he claimed was agreed on by all. Ibn Khuzayma’s student Ibn al-Jārūd (d. 307/919–20) compiled a similar work called al-Muntaqā (The Select). Ibn Hibbān al-Bustī’s (d. 354/965) massive Sahīh is usually considered the last installment in the sahīh movement.

    Other participants in the sahīh movement also focused on hadiths with strong and reliable isnāds, but they nonetheless featured some reports that they acknowledged as being unreliable but included either because they were widely used among jurists or because the authors, like Ibn Hanbal, could find no reliable hadith addressing that topic. Four of these books in particular attained great renown. The Sunan of Abū Dāwūd al-Sijistānī (d. 275/889), a close student of Ibn Hanbal, contains about 5,276 hadiths and focuses on reports used in deriving law. The author alerts the reader to any narrations which have serious flaws in their isnāds. The Jāmi‘ of Muhammad b. ‘Īsā al-Tirmidhī (d. 279/892), one of al-Bukhārī’s disciples, contains about 4,330 narrations and also focuses on hadiths that different schools of law had used as legal proofs. It also includes detailed discussions of their authenticity. Although al-Tirmidhī’s sunan does include numerous unreliable hadiths, the author notes their status. As such, later scholars often called the work Sahīh al-Tirmidhī. Ahmad b. Shu‘ayb al-Nasā’ī (d. 303/916), another student of al-Bukhārī, compiled two sunans: the larger one contained many hadiths that the author acknowledged as unreliable. The smaller one, known as the Mujtabā (The Chosen), contains 5,770 narrations and focused on reliable hadiths. It has thus been known as Sahīh al-Nasā’ī. Finally, Muhammad b. Yazīd b. Mājah’s (d. 273/887) Sunan is an interesting case. Although the author seems to have tried to include only reliable hadiths, some later Muslim scholars noted that as much as one fourth of the book’s 4,485 narrations are actually unreliable.28

    With the sahīh/sunan movement, the hadith tradition had reached a watershed. The works of scholars like al-Bukhārī, Muslim and al-Tirmidhī were possessed of a definitiveness that seemed both to reject many aspects of the culture of hadith transmission and to offer themselves as the ultimate hadith references for legal scholars. Muslim wrote his Sahīh as a response to what he saw as the laxity and misplaced priorities of hadith scholars and transmitters. He believed that those scholars who strove to collect as many hadiths as possible regardless of their quality were doing so only to impress others.29 Muslim expressed serious concern over would-be hadith scholars who transmitted material of dubious nature to the exclusion of well-known and well-authenticated hadiths. They provided this material to the common people when in fact it is hadith scholars’ duty to leave the common folk with trustworthy reports only. Muslim composed his Sahīh to fulfill this function. Abū Dāwūd expressed a similar purpose for his Sunan. He states confidently that he knows of ‘nothing after the Quran more essential for people to learn than this book [his Sunan], and a person would suffer no loss if he did not take in any more knowledge after it.’30

    TOPICAL HADITH WORKS

    During the ninth and tenth centuries, Sunni hadith scholars were not merely writing comprehensive sunan works. They also compiled collections of hadiths dealing with individual topics. In fact, these specific treatises were often bound together to form a sunan or added on to the standard legal chapters of a sunan to add a new component to the work.

    The earliest genre of topical works was that of zuhd, or asceticism and pious excellence. These books included hadiths describing the Prophet’s supreme piety and abstention from any religiously ambiguous behavior, as well as the superlative practice of early Muslim saints and even pre-Islamic prophets. The earliest known book of zuhd is that of Ibn al-Mubārak (d. 181/797). The great hadith transmitters and collectors Wakī‘ b. al-Jarrāh (d. 197/812) and Ibn Hanbal also compiled books of zuhd. Even as late as the eleventh century the Shāfi‘ī scholar Abū Bakr al-Bayhaqī (d. 458/1066) wrote a hadith collection devoted to the zuhd theme.

    Other scholars wrote books similarly addressing the question of perfecting Muslim manners. Al-Bukhārī wrote his ‘Book Devoted to Manners (al-Adab al-mufrad)’, and a scholar named Ibn Abī al-Dunyā (d. 281/894) of Baghdad wrote dozens of such hadith works on topics such as the importance of giving thanks, understanding dreams, and coping with sadness and grief. The hadith scholar Humayd b. Zanjawayh (d. 251/855–6) composed a book of hadiths that warned Muslims about the punishments that awaited them in Hellfire for certain deeds as well as the heavenly rewards they could expect in Paradise for goodly acts. Known as the Kitāb al-targhīb wa al-tarhīb (The Book of Enjoining and Warning), Ibn Zanjawayh’s book was very popular and was transmitted widely. In the 1200s CE, ‘Abd al-‘Azīm al-Mundhirī (d. 656/1258) wrote another famous book in this genre with the same title. Al-Nasā’ī and his student Ibn al-Sunnī (d. 364/975) both wrote hadith books entitled ‘Deeds of the Day and Night (‘Amal al-yawm wa al-layla)’ on the pious invocations that the Prophet would say in various daily situations. The famous young scholar of Damascus, al-Nawawī (d. 676/1277), also wrote two very popular hadith books on manners and perfecting Muslim practice. His small Adhkār (Prayers) contains hadiths on the prayers one says before activities such as eating, drinking, and traveling with no isnāds but with the author’s comments on their reliability. Al-Nawawī’s Riyād al-sālihīn min kalām sayyid al-mursalīn (The Gardens of the Righteous from the Speech of the Master of Prophets) is a larger book of ethical, piety, and etiquette-related hadiths which has become extremely popular, serving as a main hadith text for the Tablīgh-i Jamā‘at, one of the largest missionary institutions in the modern Muslim world.

    Similarly designed to frighten readers about the impending apocalypse and coming of ‘the Days of God’ was an early topical hadith book written by al-Bukhārī’s teacher Nu‘aym b. Hammād (d. 228/842) entitled Kitāb al-fitan (The Book of Tribulations). Sunan and sahīh books regularly contained chapters on these apocalyptical ‘tribulations’ as well.

    The most popular subject for topical hadith collections among Sunni scholars in the ninth and tenth centuries was the importance of adhering to the Sunna of the Prophet and the ways of the early Muslim community on issues of belief and practice. These books of ‘sunna’ contained Prophetic hadiths and reports from respected early Muslims that exhorted readers to derive their understanding of religion solely from the revealed texts of the Quran and Sunna while avoiding the heretical pitfalls of speculative reasoning about God, His attributes and the nature of the afterlife. Sunna books emphasized all the components of the Sunni Muslim identity as it was emerging in the eighth and ninth centuries: a reliance on transmitted knowledge instead of speculative reasoning, a rejection of the ahl al-ra’y legal school, an affirmation that all the Companions of the Prophet were upright (but that the best were Abū Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthmān then ‘Alī), and political quietism. The most famous books of sunna are those of Ibn Hanbal’s son ‘Abdallāh (d. 290/903), Ibn Abī ‘Āsim (d. 287/900), Muhammad b. Nasr al-Marwazī (d. 294/906), and al-Barbahārī (d. 329/941).

    Some later sunna hadith collections went into more detail on issues of proper Sunni belief. The staunch Hanbali Sufi Khwāje ‘Abdallāh al-Ansārī of Herat (d. 481/1089) wrote a multi-volume hadith work condemning speculative theology and theologians (Dhamm al-kalām wa ahlihi). Ibn al-Waddāh (d. 286/899) wrote a small book on heretical innovation (Kitāb al-bida‘), while al-Dāraqutnī (d. 385/995) wrote one treatise collecting all the hadiths affirming that Muslims would actually see God on the Day of Judgment (Kitāb al-ru’ya) and another one bringing together all the hadiths telling that God descends during the night to answer the prayers of the believers.

    The collective affirmation that all the Companions of the Prophet were righteous and reliable transmitters of the Prophet’s teachings, as opposed to the Shiite denigration of all the Companions who did not support ‘Alī’s claim to leadership, prompted another important topical genre in the ninth century. Books on the ‘Virtues of the Companions (fadā’il al-sahāba)’ became an important statement of Sunni belief. Ibn Hanbal thus collected all the hadiths he could find in which the Prophet described the excellence or special characteristics of each Companion in his Fadā’il al-sahāba. Al-Nasā’ī also wrote a shorter Fadā’il al-sahāba work as well as a hadith collection specifically devoted to ‘Alī’s virtues (Khasā’is ‘Alī).
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Chapter on Whether or not One Should Wipe One’s Head with
the Water Remaining from One’s Hands

From ‘Abd al-Razzaq, from Ma‘mar, who said that he was informed
by someone who heard al-Hasan [al-Basri] say, ‘It suffices you to wipe
your head with what water is left over in your hands from ablution.’
(Note: this is a Successor opinion with an incomplete isndd)

From ‘Abd al-Razzaq, from Isra’1l [b. YUnus], from Miasa b. Abt
‘A’isha, who said that he heard Mus‘ab b. Sa‘d, when a man asked
him, say, ‘I perform my ablutions and wash my face and arms, and
what water is in my hands suffices me for my head, or I get new
water for my head. Nay, rather, get new water for your head.’
(Note: this is a Successor opinion with a complete isndd)

‘Abd al-Razzaq said that Ma‘mar informed him, from Nafi‘ that Ibn
‘Umar used to get new water for wiping his head.
(Note: this is a Companion opinion with a complete isnad)

From ‘Abd al-Razzaq, from Ibn Jurayj, who said that he was informed
by ‘Ajlan that the Prophet used to wipe his ears along with his face
one time and wipe his face. Then he would put his palms in the water
and wipe his head from front to back to the back of his neck, then

his temples. Then he would wipe his ears once — all of this with what
water he had in his hand from that one wipe.

(Note: this is a Prophetic hadith with an incomplete isnad)

From ‘Abd al-Razzaq, from Ibn Jurayj, who said, ‘I said to ‘Ata’, “Is it
with the water left over from your face that you wipe your head?” and
he said, “No, I put my hands in the water and wipe with them, and I
do not shake the water off them or wait for them to dry. In fact I try to
keep the hairs [on my hands and arms] wet.””’

(Note: this is a Successor opinion with a complete isnad)
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