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CHAPTER ONE: GENEOLOGY OF DEBATES ON THE RELATIVE STATUS 

AND THE AUTHENTICITY OF THE VARIOUS SOURCES OF LEGAL 

AUHORITY IN THE SUNNI ISLAMIC TRADITION 

This chapter presents, in broad terms, a genealogy of the still ongoing debates over 

the relative status and authenticity of various sources of legal authority in the Islamic 

tradition. It starts with an explanation of the historical background and the evolution 

behind two major approaches to the Islamic tradition, namely madhhab-based and 

ahl-hadith based, and highlights the differences and commonalities between them. It 

then discusses the concept of Salafism in order to show the centrality of this concept 

in relation to how the Islamic tradition is conceptualised and interpreted. Finally, it 

situates the NTS and progressive Muslim communities of interpretation against this 

historical background. 

1.1. Introduction 

The word tradition or heritage (turath) in classical Sunni Islamic thought is usually 

linked to concepts such as continuity, stability, authenticity and authority. It literally 

means ‘handing over’ of Islamic practices and beliefs.1 In its broader sense turath can 

be characterized as a fluid, dynamic and cumulative religio-historic construct with a 

central intellectual core, primarily the Qur’an and Sunna, and a number of later 

developed doctrines derived from its core pertaining to philosophy, theology, ethics 

,jurisprudence, legal theory , mysticism as well as certain  sociological  and  political 

attitudes and notions.2 Again, it is helpful  to highlight at this juncture that the concept 

of turath is a contested terrain and that various Islamic groups from the past and the 

                                                 
1 C.Abrahamov, Islamic Theology: Traditionalism and Rationalism, Edinburgh University Press, 1998, 
vii. 
2 I. Abu Rabi’, Intellectual Origins of Islamic Resurgence in the Arab World, SUNY,1996, 42. 
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present, including the two communities of interpretation  this study focuses on, 

conceptualise it differently rejecting an/or accepting  certain aspects of the cumulative 

tradition as belonging to it or not. Since the focus of the study is on issues pertaining 

to the origins and the development of the Islamic tradition with respect to the question 

of the relative status and the authenticity of various sources of legal authority in the 

Islamic tradition, which form the subject matter of Islamic legal theory (usul-ul fiqh), 

I use the word Islamic tradition in this more specific sense. Kamali defines usul-ul-

fiqh as a science “concerned with the sources of [Islamic] law, their order of priority, 

and methods by which legal rules may be deduced from the source materials of 

Shari’ah [Islamic law].3  Ahmed offers a somewhat more elaborate definition of usul-

ul-fiqh as consisting of three components: 1.) a theory of practical legal 

determinations (ahkam) which are considered the fruits of legal thinking; 2.) the 

sources of the law ,both textual and extra-textual; 3.) and the principles of legal 

reasoning that link the sources of the law to practical legal determinations.4  

According to the classical majority doctrine, apart from the Qur’an and Sunna, the 

other sources of the Islamic tradition include those which are deductively derived 

from them namely, the consensus of Muslim scholars (ijma’) and that of qiyas 

(analogical reasoning). In addition to these, most of the Islamic schools of thought 

(madhahib) from the fourth century onwards in their overall legal hermeneutic also  

came to  recognise, to varying extents,  non-textual  sources of law such as  istislah 

(public interest),istidlal (inference)  and certain reason –derived principles  commonly 

                                                 
3 M. H, Kamali, ‘Methodological Issues in Islamic Jurisprudence’, Arab Law Quarterly, 11, (1), 1996, 
3-33, 3. 
4 A.Ahmad, The Structural Interrelations of Theory and Practice in Islamic Law : A Study of Takhrij 
al-Furu ala al-Usul Literature, Ph.D. Study, Harvard University,2005,31. 
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referred to as aims of the law (maqasid al-shari’ah) that, inter alia,  include the  

protection of life, religion ,property and others.5  

The Qur’an and Sunna, as primary sources of the Islamic tradition, are uniformly 

recognised by Muslims as the ultimate points of Islamic reference and the most 

authoritative sources of the Islamic tradition.6 Even a cursory examination of the 

Islamic intellectual tradition testifies to the centrality of the concepts of Qur'an and 

Sunna in all its aspects. In the past as well as in the present, a variety of interpretive 

communities across the Muslim ideological divide have formulated both their creeds 

(aqidah) and interpretive approaches (manahij) on the basis of these sources. Often 

these groups would invoke a formula of “going back to the Qur'an and Sunna” which 

throughout the Muslim historical experience up to, and including, the present times 

has served as an ideological battleground in terms of whose understanding, definition, 

nature and scope of these (textual) sources is the most representative of God's Intent/ 

Will and the Prophet's embodiment,clarification and elaboration of it. Moreover, often 

this slogan was/is used to “provide doctrinal, ideological or geo-political theme used 

by peripheral Muslim groups against a central power.”7 In addition, these two sources 

“are used episodically in discourses of various kinds –political, legal, social, and 

others-in order to align the efforts and discourses made by the exegete into a pre-

                                                 
5  W.Hallaq, A History of Islamic Legal Theories, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1997, 82-
206. 
6 Few Muslim groups, such as the 19th and 20th century Ahl- i-Qur’an groups in the Sub-continent or 
contemporary Qur’an alone proponents, have rejected the concept of Sunna as being normative because 
of their rejection of hadith. In their minds these two concepts, as according to the classical Islamic 
scholarship, were conceptually the same. Hence, the rejection of the concept of Sunna as a source of 
Islamic Law. See D.Brown, Rethinking Tradition in Modern Islamic Thought, Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, 1996, 38-39.More on these movements in the main text below. 
7 Y.Wahyudi. The Slogan “Back to the Qur’an and Sunna”- A Comparative Study of the Responses of 
Hasan Hanafi, Muhammad Abid Al-Jabiri and Nurcholish Madjid. Ph.D. Study, Mc Gill University, 
Canada, 2002.  
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established corpus of truth.”8 In other words the meaning and the interpretation of 

these two fountainheads of the Islamic tradition have always been and continue to be 

contested among various Muslim groups.  

The concept of what today is considered as mainstream Sunni Islamic tradition, as a 

doctrine and practice in its broadest sense, developed largely as a result of numerous 

ideological battlegrounds and the sectarian developments some of which led to civil 

wars that emerged immediately after the Prophets death.9  Investigation of these 

developments in accordance with the above mentioned specific aims of the chapter is 

necessary in order to paint a clear(er) picture of the nature of the Islamic tradition and 

the factors that shaped the debates behind its various conceptualisations and 

interpretations. This is what follows below. 

 

1.2. The Pre-Modern Period: From the Time of the Prophet up to the 18th Century  

 

While the Prophet Muhammad was still alive the Muslim community had access to 

not only to the conveyer of the Qur’anic Revelation but its embodiment, elaboration 

and clarification in the persona and the character of Prophet Muhammad himself. 

With his death, however, Revelation ceased and the Muslim community no longer had 

the opportunity to inquire about and consult the Messenger of God about the meaning 

and significance of the revealed verses. His most notable Companions took over this 

task with the view of holding close to and preserving the teachings of the Qur’an and 

the Sunna. However, as Muslim history amply testifies, they were not able to prevent 

                                                 
8 A. Al-Azmeh, ’The Muslim Canon from late Antiquity to the Era of Modernism’, in A.van der 
Kooijand K.van der Toorn(ed.) Canonization and Decanonization, Leiden, 1998, 191-228,199. 
9 F.Rahman, Revival and Reform in Islam: A Study of Islamic Fundamentalism, (edited and with an 
introduction by E.Moosa), Oneworld, Oxford, 2000, 30. 
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partisan tensions and schisms from surfacing within the nascent Muslim community 

even before the Prophet’s funeral rites had been finalised. 10  

A number of factors contributed to the early development of schisms in the Muslim 

community. The two that are of direct concern to us in relation to the interpretation of 

the Islamic tradition, the legitimate sources of its legal authority and their relative 

status, can be traced to the very nature of the Qur’anic revelation and the Prophet’s 

embodiment of it and the fascinating speed at which the Arab Muslims conquered 

vast geographical regions. In relation to the first point it can be argued that apart from 

evoking the importance of certain ethico-religious principals such as God 

consciousness (taqwa), accountability (hisab) for one’s deeds at the Day of 

Judgement/Accountability (jawm ul- qiyamah/ hisab) and the fraternity of believers 

(mu’minun), the Muslim community could neither find specific guidance in the 

Qur’an nor in the Prophet’s legacy11  on a plethora of important theological, political 

or legal issues. For example, these included the question of free will (qadar), the 

scope and nature of belief (iman) and unbelief (kufr) , the relationship between the 

role of reason and revelation in formulating law, the nature of Prophetic religious and 

political authority etc. All of these caused major divisions among the nascent Muslim 

community. As a result, a large number of sects rapidly emerged forming distinct and 

often conflicting views on the above mentioned issues (and others).12  

The second reason, which synergised the first, was the speed at which the Muslim 

empire became established. In a matter of three generations after the Prophet’s death 

the Muslim community grew into one of a Muslim empire conquering lands from 

                                                 
10 W. Madelung, The Succession to Muhammad, Cambridge University Press, 1997. 
11 Hallaq, History, 3-7. 
12 Rahman, Revival,  30-69. 
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central Asia to that of Spain.13 Arab Muslim conquerors formed a minority in these 

lands and absorbed an increasing number of converts from various ethnicities, 

cultures and religions who had no historical and/or emotional connection with and the 

knowledge of the early Muslim community of the Prophet Muhammad. Upon the 

realization of this situation a view  among the mainly Arab Muslims of the established 

stock soon became wide spread that the expanding Muslim empire would become 

organically detached from the teachings of the Qur’an and the Sunna unless there was 

a systematic attempt to preserve them. According to the traditional Sunni accounts, 

very early on these circumstances prompted the early Caliphs Abu Bakr (d.12 A.H.) 

and Uthman (d.35 A.H.) to initiate a process of ‘canonisation’ of existing Qur’anic 

manuscripts and compile them into one book (mushaf). This task was largely achieved 

during the reign of the third caliph Uthman. A related concern was to preserve the 

memory and the legacy of Prophet Muhammad (i.e. Sunna) with the hope of unifying 

the various Muslim sects and preserving the integrity of the nascent Muslim 

community.14 During the first three centuries  the concept of Sunna was understood as 

a general, not-systematically defined behavioural practice of the early Muslim 

community predominantly formulated, preserved and transmitted either orally or in 

actu independent of its any written recording.15 Guraya, for example, argued that the 

concept of Sunna as understood during this period meant a concept based on 

“recognized Islamic religious norms and accepted standards of conduct derived from 

                                                 
13M. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, Volume 1: The Classical Age of Islam, University of Chicago 
Press, 1958. 
14 E.Dickinson, The Development of Early Sunnite Hadith Criticism: The Taqdima of Ibn Abi Hatim Al-
Razi, Brill, Leiden, 2001.  
15 A.Duderija, ‘The Evolution in the concept of Sunna during the first four generations of Muslims in 
relation to the development of the concept of an authentic hadith as based on recent western 
scholarship’, peer-reviewed conference paper ,unpublished.  
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the religious and ethical principles introduced by the Prophet.16 I refer to this as non-

hadith dependent concept of Sunna.  

However, just before the end of the first century of the Islamic calendar an initiative 

towards a systematic documentation of the events surrounding the Prophet’s life, 

known as talab al-ilm phenomenon17 in a written form of traditions 

(ahadith./sg.hadith) began to take place. One reason for the documentation and 

collection of the material on the Prophet’s life was to utilise this body of knowledge 

for the purposes of law explication to meet the legal, religious, political and social 

needs of the ever expanding Muslim Empire. Additionally, a change in political 

leadership and the subsequent rise of the Abbasid dynasty (132 A.H.) was another 

factor. The Abbasids appropriated the caliphate from the Umayyads on the basis of 

claiming to be the legitimate  custodians of the Prophet’s Sunna -whose religious 

importance was being increasingly recognised by the Muslim masses-by tracing their 

lineage to his uncle’s cousin Abbas, so as to justify and legitimise their political 

power. This state of affairs created an ever greater impetus for a more systematic 

searching for and collection of Sunna, and especially in its written form of hadith.18 

This gave rise to the sciences of hadith (ulum-ul-hadith).  These included branches of 

knowledge pertaining to the collection, assessment and evaluation of ahadith based 

upon certain methodological principles and mechanisms designed to ensure their 

authenticity. I refer to this broader process as traditionalisation of the Islamic thought 

and the “hadithtification” of Sunna. In a broader sense this process refers to those 

                                                 
16 M.Y.Guraya, The Concept of Sunna in the Muwatta of Malik b. Anas, McGill University, 
unpublished Ph.D. study, 1969,Introduction.;cf.U. F. Abd-Allah, Malik’s Concept of ‘Amal in the 
Light of Maliki Legal Theory, unpublished Ph.D. Study, University of Chicago ,1978. 
17 Journeys undertaken by pious Muslims who wanted to preserve Prophet’s words and put them in 
writing. Also referred to as rihlah, the journeys. 
18 N.Abbott, Studies in Arabic literary papyri, Quranic commentary and tradition, Vol.2. 56.  
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social, political and jurisprudential mechanisms which throughout the latter half of the 

first and the entire second and third centuries Hijri contributed to: 

 -the continued growth and proliferation of hadith;  

-the increased perceived importance given to hadith at the cost of non-hadith 

dependent concept of Sunna; 

-the absorption of practically and verbally –based Sunna into hadith;  

-the increased application of hadith in Qur’an and Sunna sciences such as usul-ud-din, 

tafsir, usul-ul-fiqh, usul-as-Sunna and 

- the development of  hierarchical,  legal hermeneutical models that were entirely 

textually-based  (i.e. based on Qur’an and hadith)  and the marginalisation of  non-

textually based epistemological and methodological tools of Sunna ( and Qur’an) such 

as notion of  ra’y ( reason-based opinion) or that of Sunna (and the Qur’an) being 

conceptually coterminous  with certain ethical values or principles such as justice or 

righteous conduct. 

By “hadithtification” of Sunna I mean that the written hadith body of knowledge 

became Sunna’s only vehicle of transmission/embodiment and the hadith-dependent 

methodology of derivation of Sunna. 

 

As a result of these processes a shift in understanding of boundaries of legitimate 

religious knowledge and its sources (’ilm) took place. For example, prior to the above 

mentioned process of traditionalisation of the Islamic thought reason (’aql) and ra’y 

were considered as constitutive of the concept of ‘ilm (legitimate religious 

knowledge) and were essentially seen as legitimate, pragmatic tools in extrapolating 
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law. Thus, they had a positive connotation to them.19 Subsequent to the 

traditionalisation of Islamic thought the legitimacy and scope of ‘aql and ra’y 

gradually started declining leading to their eventual exclusion from ‘ilm. The only 

traces of reason as a source of legal authority were to be found in qiyas.20 

At the beginning of the second century Hijri hadith collections were considered by 

some section of the Muslim community to be a truer reflection of the Prophet’s legacy 

(Sunna) than that of other methodologies used by other groups whose concept of 

Sunna was, epistemologically and methodologically independent of hadith. By the 

second half of the second century the former were named ashab al-hadith or ahl-

hadith and the latter ahl-ra’y.21 Ahl-hadith school of thought considered hadith as 

being the sole and the complete depository of Sunna and the only vehicle of its 

perpetuation. This hadith-based approach to Sunna came into being out of opposition 

to the ahl-ra’y concept of the nature and the scope of the Sunna (and by extension to 

that of the Qur’an itself) and the role of ra’y or reason-based opinion in interpreting 

the Islamic tradition.22 The ahl-hadith insisted that all law had to be traced back to the 

Qur’anic text and hadith-based Sunna and that ra’y was to be considered either an 

illegitimate methodological tool in derivation of law23 or that its use had to be 

                                                 
19 W. Hallaq, The Origins and Evolution of Islamic Law, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 
2005, 53. 
20 Rahman, Islam, 102-103.Even the  recognition of istihsan or considering something to be good in 
and of itself , i.e. based on reason, was either a type of qiyas and necessity (darura)-based (Hanafism), 
ijma –based (Hanbalism) , maslaha-based (Malikism). Shafi’is complete reject it because of it reason-
based nature. M.H.Kamali, ‘Istihsan and the Renewal of Islamic Law’, 
http://www.google.com.au/search?hl=en&rlz=1T4IRFA_enAU319AU321&q=madhahib+istihsan&aq
=f&aqi=&aql=&oq= 
21 Ch. Melchert, ’Ibn Mujahid and the Establishment of Seven Qur’anic Readings’, Studia Islamica, 91, 
2000, 5-22.; For a more complex picture of the ahl-hadth –ahl –ra’y divide see A.Osman, The History 
and the Doctrine of the Zahiri Madhhab, Ph.D. thesis,Princeton,2010, 106-161. 
22 I. Goldziher, Muslim Studies, tr. By Barber and Stern Geoge Allen &Unwin ltd. London, vol.II 
(1971),81; J.Schacht,’ Ahl-Hadith’ The Encyclopaedia of Islam, Volume one, Leiden Brill, 1960 
,edited by several editors,258.  
23 Such as in the case of Zahirites or the Hashwiyya, which were often given the epithet Ahl-Hadith. 
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constrained to those cases in which Qur’an and hadith texts offered no insight at all.24 

In Melchert’s opinion, ahl-hadith considered the Qur’an and the ‘authentic’ hadith as 

the only religiously legitimate basis of Islamic law and theology. They preferred to 

resort to weak (da’if) hadith over principles generally deduced from the Qur’an or 

through analogical reasoning.25 According to the ahl-hadith proponents there was no 

difference between a hadith and a law expert. As such the proponents of the ahl-

hadith manhaj dealt with juridical problems by exclusively referring to and reciting 

relevant hadith reports. In the ninth century Baghdad the ahl-hadith group was 

associated with the followers of the eponyms of the Hanbali madhhab Ahmed ibn 

Hanbal (d.241 A.H.). On the other hand the ahl-ra’y, or in the words of  Melchert the 

‘semi-rationalists’, considered jurisprudence as a separate field from hadith sciences 

employing the rational techniques of scholastic theologians (ahl-kalam) to justify the 

accepted theological tenants. This school of thought was primarily associated with the 

emerging Maliki and Shafi’i schools of thought of the second Hijri century.26 The two 

designations ahl-ra’y and ahl-hadith, thus, can be considered to have “[O]riginally 

referred to branches of legists occupied with the investigation of Islamic law: the 

former were concerned with the study of transmitted sources (i.e. hadith) and the later 

with the practical aspects of the law.27 

As the influence of hadith-based Sunna gained more credence in the second and third 

century Hijri, the ahl-ra’y, which at this point in time crystallised into several regional 

and subsequently personal schools of thought (madhahib),28 took certain steps to 

                                                 
24 Sh. Jackson, ‘Literalism, Empiricism, and Induction: Apprehending and Concretizing Islamic Law’s 
Maqâsid al-Sharî,’ 2006 Mitch.St.L.Rev., 1469-1486. 
25 M. Abu Zahra, Tarikh al-Mathahib al-Islamiyyah, Cairo, Dar al Fikr al-‘Arabi, n.d.,p.458. 
26 Melchert, ’Ibn Mujahid’, 6. 
27 I.Goldziher, The Zahiris- Their Doctrine and Their History, E.J.Brill, Leiden, 1971, 3.  
28 Ch.Melchert, The Formation of the Sunni Schools of Law in the  9th-10th centuries. Leiden, Brill, 
1997. 



 48 

accommodate and award more legitimacy to the mushrooming body of texts based on 

the hadith-based notion of the nature and the scope of the concept of Sunna in their 

overall Qur’an-Sunna hermeneutic. Thus, a process of syncornism and cross-

pollination between ahl-ra’y, the pre-cursors of the madhahib, and ahl-hadith 

methodologies took place resulting in the formation of what are today the four extant 

Sunni schools of thought (madhahib).29 The formed Maliki, Hanafi and Shafi’i 

madhahib were generally considered closer to the ahl ra’y model of interpretation of 

the Qur’an and the Sunna for the purposes of legal derivation. The Hanbali madhhab 

is generally regarded as the successor of the ahl-hadith approach.30 However, the 

concept of the nature of Sunna according to the madhahib was still independent of 

hadith both epistemologically and methodologically. This hadith –independent 

concept of Sunna was also evident in the writings of the eight century madhhab 

scholars from  Iraq such as Abu Yusuf (d. 182/798) who referred to it as al-Sunna al-

mahfuza  al-ma’rufa  , the well established Sunna, or that of the  Medinian scholar 

,Malik ibn Anas ( d. 178/ 795) who referred to it primarily as Sunna madiya / ‘amal.31 

However, Brown writes the madhahib “had given assent in theory to the importance 

of hadith whilst resisting its thorough application”, thus creating a tension between 

ahl-hadith’s definition of Sunna and “the actual doctrine of the madhhab.” The 

consolidating ahl-hadith movement increasingly questioned the already 

systematically constructed Qur’an-Sunna hermeneutical doctrine of the madhahib as 

not being based on true Sunna .32This opened the doors for the argument of   ihya al-

Sunna, the revivification of and the return to Prophetic Sunna. This was to be 

                                                 
29 Goldziher, The Zahiris, 3.; Hallaq, The Origins,122–28. Hallaq refers to this as the “Great 
Synthesis”. 
30Goldziher, Zahiris, op.cit., 4-5. 
31 Duderija, ‘The evolution in the canonical Sunni Hadith’. 
32 Brown, Rethinking, 20. 
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achieved by insisting that only an unflinching adherence to the body of “authentic 

hadith” as defined by ahl-hadith manhaj constitutes ihya al-Sunna. Thus, the main 

purpose behind the call for ihya al-Sunna was to undermine the madhhab-based 

approach to conceptualising and interpreting the Islamic tradition, especially their 

concept of the nature and the scope of the concept of Sunna. 

At this juncture a few words about another approach to the Islamic tradition that of 

ahl-kalam, are in order. The ahl-kalam, are usually given the epithet in western 

Islamic scholarship as  the first Muslim ‘rationalists’ who subscribed to the principals 

of ethical objectivism in understanding the nature of qur’anic ethical philosophy with 

their emphasis on God’s Unity, Transcendence  and Justice and against the  

anthropomorphic tendencies present in ahl-hadith theology. This school of thought 

emerging in the eight century also emphasised the importance of reason and free will 

in theology and the formulation and explication of Islamic law. The ahl-kalam 

rejected the hadith body of literature in principal and the sciences underpinning its 

body of knowledge as being capable of retrieving or authenticating Sunna. They did 

not, however, reject the notion of the Prophet’s authority /Sunna per se. It is important 

to note that ahl-kalam’s view on the nature of knowledge (epistemology) and 

theology greatly influenced legal jurists  belonging to  a particular  madhab ( and to a 

much lesser extent that of ahl-hadith) ,especially in relation to how they authenticated  

hadith body of knowledge as shall be noted below.33  

As a summary to the above we can deduce that one point of contention between the 

madhhab and ahl-hadith based approaches to conceptualisation and interpretation of 

the Islamic tradition is the difference in which these two schools of thought 

approached the question of the nature and the scope of the concept of Sunna. 

                                                 
33 A.Zysow, The Economy of Certainty: An Introduction to the Typology of Islamic Legal Theory. 
Harvard University (Ph.D. Dissertation), 1984, Introduction.  
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Another point of difference between the madhhab-based approach to the Islamic 

tradition and that of ahl-hadith manhaj is the role and the function of external 

authority in the explication of the Islamic Law. To understand this point we need to 

briefly describe the nature of classical Islamic law. In essence Islamic law can be 

characterized as being an accretive34, ascriptive35 and socially constructed36 discourse 

embedded in the larger oral-based frame-work that privileges ‘authoritative parlance’, 

to use Souaiaia’s phrase,  of certain individuals (such as the Prophet Muhammad, 

Caliphs ,founders of the madhahib etc.) considered to be authoritative by the Muslim 

community.37 In other words authority in Islamic law is first and foremost epistemic 

in nature.38 As a result of the (legal) reasoning (ijtihad) of authoritative individuals 

over time accumulation of  legal precedents  took place and  became considered as 

binding by the Muslim community because these were seen to be in accordance with 

the teachings of the Qur’an and the Sunna. This, in turn, gave rise to the concept of 

taqlid. In his discussion of this principle and its function in Islamic jurisprudence 

Jackson argues that taqlid is not so much related to the notion of it precluding novel 

interpretations, as it is commonly held, but rather as a means of validating jurist’s 

legal interpretation ‘retrojectively’, i.e. by searching to back the interpretation with an 

established source of authority. Furthermore, Hallaq considers that taqlid not only 

functioned as an effective means of legal change but even more so then ijtihad itself 

                                                 
34 Souaiaia defines accretive in a sense that Islamic law expanded through time through the interaction 
between the oral discourse with the static Qur’anic enunciations to adapt to changing times and 
circumstances. A. Souaiaia, The Function of Orality in Islamic Law and Practices: Verbalizing 
Meaning, Edwin Meller Press, 2006, 163. 
35 Meaning that Islamic Law is neither entirely founded on what Muslims consider as divine scripture 
nor on the letter of the written documents. Ibid. 
36 Meaning that Islamic law was significantly shaped by social, economic and political forces present 
during its formative period. Ibid.,164. 
37 Ibid. 
38 W. Hallaq, Authority, Continuity and Change in Islamic Law, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 2001,257. 
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because, unlike ijtihad , taqlid based interpretations were seen as to be loyal to and 

continuous with the ongoing tradition .39 Taqlid  is, therefore, to be seen as a 

hermeneutical mechanism whereby rather then abandoning existing legal theory rules 

in favour of new interpretations of the relevant textual indicants found in the Qur’an 

and hadith without precedent, a jurist develops new interpretations within the 

framework  of the established madhhab-based hermeneutic. Hallaq forms a similar 

view by seeing taqlid as a reasoned defense of a particular legal doctrine based on a 

madhhab’s overall methodology and hermeneutic.40 This allegiance to the madhhab-

based legal theory hermeneutic by the means of taqlid was derived from the 

consensus of scholars belonging to a particular madhhab.41This legal mechanism’s 

primary purpose was to ensure that the legal opinion of a jurist is able to gain wide(er) 

acceptance by embedding it into the ‘sacred past’. For the madhhab-based approach 

this consensus of madhhab scholars is the ultimate criterion in determining the 

compliance or otherwise of a particular legal principle42 with the Qur’an and the 

Sunna and not the hadith as in the case of the ahl-hadith manhaj. Therefore, the jurists 

belonging to one of the madhahib rather than opting for acceptance of a hadith 

unknown to previous authorities belonging to the same school, the majority of fuqaha, 

especially those of lower status, were faithful and obedient (muqallid) to their own 

school’s hermeneutic.43 It is important to keep in mind that each madhhab did have 

                                                 
39Ibid., 239. 
40 Ibid.,x-xi. 
41 This consensus should not be confused with the later definition of it in form of ijma’ but should be 
understood in terms of the agreed living practice constituting sunna. Cf. W.Hallaq, The Origins, 110-
112. 
42 Brown,Re-thinking, 20.  
43 One of the reasons for this is the fact that the schools of law gained high prestige in society and 
awarded a great deal of authority and reverence to their founding fathers. On this see W. Hallaq, 
Authority, op.cit. 
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scholars who were associated with it and specialised in hadith sciences but the 

predominant madhhab view was a result of the overall madhhab legal hermeneutic.44 

The ahl –hadith manhaj rejects the broader, hierarchical hermeneutic upon which the 

practice of taqlid is based. The proponents of the ahl-hadith manhaj argue, instead, 

for an unmediated return to the Qur’an and Sunna in the form of Qur’an and hadith-

based texts. Taqlid, according to the ahl-hadith approach is an innovation, bida’ah, 

and a deviation from Sunna. 45Instead, the ahl-hadith consider that the uncontested 

adherence to hadith, as the sole vehicle for the perpetuation and depository of Sunna, 

termed ittiba’, is the only way of remaining truthful to the Prophet’s Sunna. 

Furthermore, the Ahl-hadith also aimed to minimise the hermeneutical leverage of 

non-textual based sources of the Islamic tradition such as preference (istihsan), 

analogy (qiyas), speculation (nazar), the writings of ancient philosophers, or the 

views of scholastic theologians of later times.46  

 

This situation led to constant debates between these two opposing camps.These 

internal skirmishes between the ahl-hadith and the madhahib manahij are well 

depicted by A. Islahi, a contemporary Muslim scholar who offers a useful description 

of the protagonists of these two camps and their respective methodologies in relation 

to the question of employing and authenticating/criticizing hadith body of knowledge. 

In Islahi’s book the ahl-hadith are characterized as being completely concerned with 

the collections of all kinds of hadith including those which are rare or based on just a 

single (gharib) narrator. They are accused of not paying much attention to the text, 

meaning or the spirit of the theme of ahadith but instead are said to concentrate on 

raising objections and criticizing legal theorists and constantly accusing them of 
                                                 
44 Ibid. 
45 Brown, Rethinking, 28-29. More on this in the second chapter. 
46 J. Robson, ‘Tradition: Investigation and Classification’, Muslim World, 41,1951,98-112, 101 
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opposing the Sunna. The madhhab-based legal theorists, on the other hand, are 

described as not paying much attention to hadith of any kind and that they use them 

only if ahadith agree with their own prior views or convictions. We are also told that 

the ahl-hadith adherents also criticise the madhhab-based legal theorists for their 

carelessness with quoting the sayings of the Prophet Muhammad and for readily 

accepting only the sayings of their own imams.47  

Differences between the madhhab and ahl-hadith based approaches to the Islamic 

tradition are also evident in their respective  conceptualizing and interpreting of the 

Qur’an and Qur’an –based sciences (i.e. ‘ulum-ul Qur’an) and the role of reason and 

reason based opinion (ra’y) in them. As a direct consequence of the above described 

ahl-hadith conflation of hadith and Sunna bodies of knowledge, the qur’anic sciences 

pertaining to chronology, modes and occasions of revelation, the Qur’an’s collection 

and transmission, the formal presentation of the Qur’an’s definite recension, prosody 

and textual units, exegesis and historical notations are all epistemologically 

constrained by the body of knowledge that underpins traditional hadith-based 

sciences, the ‘ulum-ul hadith.48 For example, the ahl-hadith based qur’anic exegesis 

(tafsir) is characterised by an unflinching epistemological addiction to hadith-based 

and hadith constrained bodies of knowledge and is known as tafsir-bi-l– ma’thur or 

the traditionalist, hadith-based exegesis.  This tafsir bi-l-ma’thur is just one of many 

tafsir categories that exist in the broader Islamic tradition.Others include theological, 

literary-rhetorical, mystical, reason/opinion –based (ra’y), literary-philological, shi’a, 

                                                 
47 A.A. Islahi, tr. by S.A.Rauf , Juristic Differences and How to Resolve Them in an Islamic State, 
Islamic Publications,Lahore,1986,69-71. Khalīfa Bābakr al-Ḥasan, al-Ijtihād bi-l-Ra’y fī Madrasat al-

Ḥijāz al-Fiqhiyya, Cairo: Maktabat al-Zahrā’, 1997,266-267. 
48 Remaining Qur’anic sciences, such as rhetoric and style or syntax, deal with aspects that are internal 
to Qur’an itself and largely do not rely on transmitted body of knowledge in form of hadith. 



 54 

esoteric, or juristic exegesis. 49 Although there were traditionalist mufassirun 

(exegetes) within each madhhab, the madhhab-based tafsir manhaj included other 

approaches too and allowed more scope for reason and reason-based opinion (ra’y) in 

it. 50 

Another important distinction between the two approaches to the Islamic tradition 

concerns the evaluation of hadith’s authenticity and validity. A hadith consists of two 

parts: an isnad that is the name of the people involved in its transmission, usually 

going back to the Prophet and the text (matn) itself.   

The assessment and evaluation of the authenticity and validity of particular hadith  

has been approached via two general  avenues. One method was developed by the 

specialists in hadith’s authenticity/criticism, transmission, compilation and 

classification, namely the muhadithun, who are largely associated with the ahl-hadith 

school of thought. These muhadithun have predominantly focused on assessing hadith 

authenticity and reliability by probing their isnad (chain of transmission) which, in 

essence, largely amounts to concerning oneself with the reliability of the rijal that is 

those individuals who feature in the isnad. To a lesser extent they also examined 

hadith’s matn.51 Based on this approach hadith’s overall authenticity/reliability was 

evaluated and their subsequent classification ranging from ‘sound’ (sahih) to ‘weak’ 

(da’if) was developed. The main problem with this approach is not only the paucity of 

material from the first century of Islamic thought that fuels the ongoing debates 

among Muslim and non-Muslim scholars alike on the historical authenticity of the 

isnad as a means of establishing hadith authenticity52 but also the subjective nature of 

                                                 
49I. Goldziher, Die Richtungen der islamischen Koranauslegung, Leiden, 1952. 
50 See R.Ahmed, ‘Qur’anic Exegesis and the Classical Tafsir’ in E.Karic, Kur’an u Savremenon Dobu, 
(Qur’an in the Contemporary Context ), Bosanski Kulturni Centar,El-Kalem,1997,113-179. 
51 Ibid. 
52 H. Berg(ed.), Method and Theory in the Study of Islamic Origins, Brill, Leiden, 2003. 
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the criteria used in hadith evaluation53 and lack of standardisation of terminology in 

classical ulum ul-ḥadith sciences.54 

Another approach to evaluating hadith was from a purely epistemological 

vantage point associated with the madhhab approach. This practice was adopted by 

Islamic legal scholars (usuliyyun) as part of their overall approach to conceptualising 

the Islamic Law as, to borrow Zysow terminology, “the economy of certainty”. This 

method focused first and foremost on developing criteria relating to the quantitative 

transmission of knowledge based on probability. Questions such as at what point in 

time and at what evidentiary level would human faculty of reason ‘accept’ transmitted 

knowledge as either inducing certainty ( yaqin), thus yielding immediate knowledge 

(daruri) or amounting to less then that(zann/probable and acquired knowledge) were 

decisive55. Classification of hadith according to this technique ranged from isolated 

(ahad) hadith that yielded zann knowledge only to that of mutawatir or successive 

hadith that, according to the majority of usuliyyun, reached daruri knowledge.56 The 

problem with this method in relation to Sunna is that only very few hadīth, not 

amounting to more then a dozen57 or according to some none58 can be considered to 

have fulfilled the criteria of mutawatir level of transmission. In this context the debate 

between the madhhab –based and ahl-hadith approaches concerns primarily the 
                                                 
53 E.g., evaluating the nature of the character of a person or his memory differed from 
one scholar to another, affecting the level of authenticity of the hadith in question. 
54 See S. Guenther, ‘Assessing the Sources of Classical Arabic Compilations: The Issues 
of Categories and Methodologies’, Br. J. Middle Eastern Studies, 32,1 ,2005, 75-98. This 
also holds true for the epistemological evaluation of hadith  discussed next in the main text. 
55 Zysow, The Economy. 
56 As in the case of divergences inherent in the muḥaddīth-based methodology there is 
range of differences between various schools of thought pertaining to their epistemological 
value that are in turn based on differences stemming from the very criteria that these methodologies 
are based on. See Guenther, ‘Assessing the Sources,’ op.cit . 
57  Ibn Habban, al-Ihsan fi taqrib sahih Ibn Habban , ed. Sh. Arna’ut ,Beirut Mu’assaset al-
Risalah,1998, vol.1, 156; M. b. Ja’far al-Kattani, Nazm al-mutanathir min al-hadith al-mutawatir, 
Beirut, Dar ul-kutub al-‘ilmiyya ,1987,15. W. Hallaq ‘The Authenticity of Prophetic Ḥadīth-A Pseudo-
problem’ , Studia Islamica 99 (1999),75-90 
58 Guenther, ‘Assessing the Sources’.Here again problems with the standardization of terminology 
resurface as the definition of a mutawatir hadīth reached a consensus some time in the ninth century 
Hijri. See ibid. 
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validity of ahad hadith as authentic sources of valid norms in areas of law and beliefs. 

The latter consider the ahad hadith to be authentic sources of valid norms and the 

former do not.59 

In summary, we can conclude that the nature of the concept of the Islamic tradition in 

relation to the question of the relative status and the authenticity of various sources of 

its legal authority, especially the nature and the scope of the concept of Sunna and its 

relationship with the hadith and Qur’an has always been contested. Over time this led 

to the emergence of madhhab and ahl-hadith based approaches. The two approaches 

differed in relation to both epistemological and methodological underpinnings of the 

Islamic tradition and the interpretation of its legal sources. They especially differed on 

the issue of the nature and the scope of the concept of Sunna, and as a corollary, the 

authenticity of hadith as a source of legal authority.   

 

In order to have a more complete understanding of  the nature of the Islamic tradition 

and  the madhhab and ahl-hadith approaches to it  we need to have an understanding 

of  importance of the concept of the  ‘sacred past’ mentioned above in the context of 

discussing taqlid and the accretive nature of Islamic law. The notion of the ‘sacred 

past’ in the Islamic tradition has found its expression in the notion of Salafism to 

which I turn my attention now. 

 The concept of Salafism refers to not only to the notion of how the Islamic tradition 

is to be conceptualized and interpreted but also concerns the questions of reading of 

history and the nature of time. In Islamic jurisprudence the phrase as –salaf as-salih 

has different meanings as “every group has defined salaf according to its own 

orientation and school”. According to one definition the term as-salaf as-salih refers 

                                                 
59 Zysow, The Economy,32-49. 
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to the “early Mujahid scholars of the Schools” (madhahib) who are accepted and 

imitated, such as, depending upon the madhhab, Abu Hanifa and his companions Abu 

Yusuf and Al-Shaybani (Hanafi madhhab), or Imam Ahmed ibn Hanbal (Hanbali 

madhhab), the Companions of the Prophet and the tabi’in (Successors).” The second 

definition found in the Shafi’i madhhab defines as-salaf as-salih as those who came 

first in the history of the Muslim community (awa’il hadhihi al-umma). According to 

another definition as-salaf as-salih refers to the Companions, the Successors and the 

immediate followers of the Successors who are encompassed by the hadith of the 

Prophet: “The best of the community is my century, then the one that follows it, then 

the one that follows that.”60 According to Imam al-Suyuti (d.911/1505), one of the 

most prolific pre-modern Sunni Muslim writers,61 the era of the as-salaf as-salih is a 

time spanning approximately up to 220 years Hijri before “innovations appeared en 

masse, the Mutazilah let their tongues loose, the philosophers raised their heads, the 

people of knowledge were put on trial for saying that the Qur’an was created, and the 

state of affairs changed radically.” Another definition of the as-salaf as-salih defines 

the concept as those who lived before the year 400 Hijri and the khalaf as the 

subsequent generations of Muslims.62 Therefore, given the various definitions of as-

salaf as-salih generations and who belongs to them the concept of Salafism is not 

precisely defined in the Islamic tradition.63  

                                                 
60This hadith has been related in many hadith collections such as Ibn Hanbal, Bukhari and Tirmidhi. 
See N.Al-Abanee, The Principals of Salafi Methodology,T.R.O.I.D.,Toronto, Canada, 2003,21,footnote 
1. 
61 See J.A. Haywood, ‘Al-Suyuti’, in Encyclopedia of Islam (EI2).Several editors. Leiden ,Brill,1954-
2003,900-901 , 913-916. 
62 G.F.Haddad, Albani and his Friends,- A concise guide to the Salafi Movement, Aqsa Publications, 
2004xiii-xiv .Other dates such as 132 AH ( until end of the Umayyad caliphate ) are also given.  
63 For as more detailed study of the conceptual ambiguity of  as-salafiyya see H. Lauziere, The 
Construction of Salafiyya: Considering Salafism from  the Perspective of Conceptual History, Int. J. 
Middle East Stud. 42 ,2010, 369–389. 
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Salafism, as an Islamic precept, seems to have been developed in the late second 

century Hijri. As a concept the genesis of the Salafi mind-set is best understood in the 

light of the political and theological schisms that took place in the Muslim community 

in the first century Hijri alluded to above.64 At that time, the concept of Salafism was 

used as an anchoring point for various ideologically competing groups who were all 

eager to show that their views, unlike those of others, were consistent with those 

figures who were held in high esteem during the inception of the Muslim community. 

This is, for example, evident in the use of word as-salaf as-salih in treaties attributed 

to Hasan al-Basri’s (d. 110/ 728 )  to support the doctrine of free will to which he, 

unlike his interlocutors , considered as being a doctrine espoused by  the as-salaf as-

salih .65 This quest for religious legitimacy by linking one’s theological, political or 

legal views to that of the as-salaf as-salih would, thus, imbibe these factions with the 

sense of normativeness, credibility and authoritativeness. The same holds true for the 

contemporary usages of Salafism, including the two communities of interpretation  

under examination here.66  

 From a historical point of view, the earliest usage of the terms as-salaf as-salih is 

therefore to be understood as a particular outlook of the post- as-salaf as-salih 

generations of Muslims on the early historical events that took place after the 

Prophet’s death regarding the issues considered unresolved in the Qur’an and Sunna 

as well as the means of getting to terms with the above mentioned political and 

                                                 
64 S.A. Mourad, Early Islam between Myth and History, Brill, Leiden,2006, 9-15 and 199-200.Mourad 
asserts that an additional reason, which is not of a direct concern to this chapter, behind the recourse to 
past for purposes of (self) legitimisation, is that of the sudden spread of Islam resulting in “Muslims’ 
awareness of their distinct identity ,along with their exposure to hostile polemics by religious groups in 
the Near East and Persia, that  forced them[Muslims living in that age] to shape Islam’s  external 
parameters.” Ibid.,9-10. 
65 Whether these words can indeed be attributed to Al-Basri is not of crucial importance to our 
argument since they can be seen as providing an insight into how the early Muslim community 
interpreted the events of the first century of the Islamic calendar. Ibid. 
66Cf. Lauziere, ‘The Construction of Salafiyya’. 
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doctrinal schisms that plagued the nascent Muslims community. This salafi  doctrine 

proved particularly important for the  formation of  what now is largely considered 

‘mainstream’ Sunnism ,at times referred to as Ahl-Sunna wa Jama’ah, (The People of 

Sunna and Muslim  Majority Community )  in the fourth century. Its significance was 

in its function of serving as a political mechanism which purported to cleanse all of 

the Companions67 of the Prophet Muhammad of any partaking in or responsibility for 

the ensuing conflicts and violence between various Muslim factions that threatened to 

disintegrate the very social fabric of the nascent Muslim community.68 As a corollary, 

the salafi worldview can also be conceptualised in the idea of the “emulation-

worthiness” of the first century religious and political authorities who were perceived 

as having remained faithful to the teachings of the Qur’an and the example of the 

Prophet (i.e. Sunna) in relation to ‘aqidah (beliefs), manhaj and ‘ibadah (worship) in 

contrast to those who deviated from them. Moreover, towards the end of the second 

Islamic century this salafi-embedded worldview started to shape the epistemological 

boundaries of the Islamic thought soon becoming a norm for reasons outlined above 

in relation to the increased importance of Sunna and its documentation and the socio-

politically chaotic nature of early Islam. This is evident, for example, from the fact 

that the founders or initiators of the various Islamic sciences sought the ideas and the 

views among the as-salaf as-salih as intellectual antecedents in order to bestow 

legitimacy to their respective disciplines.69In this context Goldziher asserts that  

As such the imitation of the salaf, the pious ancestors who formed their habits 

under the eyes and on the example of the prophet, became the ideal of pious 

                                                 
67 In Sunnism defined as any believing adult Muslim who, even for a moment saw the Prophet. M.Al-
Bukhari, Sahih al-Bukhari, Kitab fada’il al-sahaba, bab 1. 
68 M.S. Mathnee, Critical Reading of Fazrul Rahman’s Islamic Methodology in History, M.A. Study, 
University of Cape Town,2005. 
 
69E.Chaumont, ‘al-Salaf wa’l-Khalaf’, EI2, op.cit., 901.cf. Mourad, Early Islam,op.cit.,199. 
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Muslims. Gradually Salafi, i.e. the one who imitates his ancestors, becomes 

the supreme title of praise in pious society.70 

The concept of Salafism as “an invariable element within the Islamic conscience”, to 

borrow Chaumont’s phrase71, has also formed the conceptual foundation for the 

adoption of the madhahb and ahl-hadith based approaches to the Islamic tradition.” 

The former , termed ‘genuine traditionalism’  by Chaumont72, attempts “to neutralise 

the evolutionary effects linked with the tension between an ideal past and a present 

always on this side of the ideal past” and the latter, termed by Chaumont  salafiyya ,73 

ancient and modern, which 

continually endeavours to update the changes –conceived as necessary 

alterations in relation to deviations and innovations ( bid’ah), –believed to be 

necessary  in view of restoration in all respects of the ideal past ( more or less 

freely defined in relation to demands of each particular period)  of the salaf.74 

As such these two approaches constantly challenged and continue to challenge each-

other to the present times competing for ‘authenticity’(asala) as evident in the 

contemporary debates between the so called ‘khalaf’ or madhhab-based scholars  and 

that of the ‘salaf’ or the ahl-hadith based  scholars.75. 

The concept of Salafism in pre-modern Islamic thought   is also embedded in a 

particular understanding of time and history, and their relation to the present (and 

future). This notion is derived from a reading of few ahad ahadith going back to the 

                                                 
70 Goldziher, Muslim Studies , op.cit.,  31. 
71 Chaumont,’al-Salaf wa’l-Khalaf ’,901. 
72 In this study termed the madhhab-based approach. 
73 In this study  referred to as ahl-hadith manhaj, 
74 Chaumont,’Al-Salaf wa’l-Khalaf’,901. 
75 More on this in the next chapter. 
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Prophet Muhammad in which he reportedly asserted that the best people were his  

generation and then  the next and then the  following and so on and that there was no 

year or day except that which followed was worse than it.76 According to this 

understanding: 

In was the Sunna, rather than the Kur’an, which instituted one of the  most 

characteristic traits of the Islamic vision of history by imposing the idea a priori 

that  this history was said to have been inevitably  followed by a period of 

relaxation of standards, deviation and finally of division.77 

Moreover, according to this salafi mindset, 

 [T]ime is not conceived as in itself the medium and instrument of change, but 

rather as reappearance, re-enactment, after a period of abeyance, degradation, 

descent into superstition and irrationalism; in other words a combination of 

typology and the historicism of modernity.78  

 This Salafi-embedded worldview evident in both the madhhab and ahl-hadith –based 

thought, therefore, sees the past to provide all the answers and constantly imposes 

itself upon the present.  In other words the authenticity of Muslim identity can only be 

established by returning to a fixed point in historical time, that of the Prophet and the 

early Muslim community. Consequently, the concept of traditional “authenticity”  

(asala) is solely conceptualised in terms of  “contingent linking of both past and 

future by the ontological void of today”.79 

                                                 
76The first hadith is found in Al-Bukhari and Muslim hadith collections and the second one in Al-
Tirmidhi collection.  
77 Chaumont,’al-Salaf wa’l-Khalaf ’,900.  
78 Al-Azmeh,’The Muslim Canon’,215-216. 
79 A. Al-Azmeh, Islams and Modernities, Verso, London, 1993,48. 
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From the above discussion on Salafism we can conclude that the concept refers to 

several interrelated phenomena. Firstly, it signifies   a particular methodology of 

interpreting the Islamic tradition as a way of distinguishing it from other approaches 

considered not to be based on the (supposedly) as-salaf as-salih manhaj.  Secondly, it 

is a political doctrine purporting to bestow an amnesty on all of the Companions of 

the Prophet in the midst of socio-political chaos that characterised early Islam. Lastly, 

it denotes an approach to conceptualizing the Islamic tradition premised on a pre-

supposition of a regressive view of the nature of history and time.  

1.3. The Modern Period-18th Century C.E.  to the Present   

During the modern period, here defined as spanning from the 18th century C.E. to that 

of the present, we see a continuation of the historical debates sketched above on the 

relative status of various sources of legal authority in the Islamic tradition, including 

the issues of the authority of Sunna, the authenticity of hadith and its criticism and 

their relationship to the Qur’an.80 These debates, and the broad socio-political context 

in which they emerged, can be understood in relation to a number of revivalist pre-

modernist and modernist movements emerging in the 18th century to the present. 

 As mentioned above the calls for the return to and the revivification (ihya) of the 

unadulterated Qur’an and Sunna teachings based on ahl-hadith manhaj and in the 

spirit of the doctrine of Salafism have been a constant feature of the Islamic 

intellectual tradition from its very early days. The first three to four centuries of 

Islamic thought were characterised by intellectual creativity and dynamism. At the 

end of the fifth century of the Islamic calendar (end of 12th century C.E.) with the 

establishment and subsequent flourishing of four of the surviving Sunni madhahib, a 

                                                 
80 Brown, Rethinking, 60-108 
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large degree of Qur’an-Sunna “hermeneutical stability” in the area of theology and 

jurisprudence /law derivation was reached. Thus, at this time, by a large measure, the 

contours of Islamic thought, the thinkable and the unthinkable within it, to borrow 

Arkoun’s phrase, were established.81 In addition, during this time, through a process 

of consolidation and systematization, the four Sunni schools of thought were 

embedded in the major centers of the Muslim Empire.82The established Sunni Islamic 

centers of learning, the madaris, were divided along the same lines as the madhahib 

and were responsible for the production of the highest calibre scholars, primarily 

theologians and jurists, thus ensuring the perpetuation of the tradition. The madhahib-

based system of Islamic learning, with the support of the political establishment, was 

to dominate the Muslim intellectual discourses for the next six centuries, thus up to 

the modern period.83 On the other hand, the interpretational inflexibility of ‘juristic 

empiricism’ as embodied by groups such as the Zahiris or the Hashwiyya who 

attempted to remain faithful to the ahl-hadith manhaj resulted in their eventual 

extinction around the same time.84However, certain doctrinal and methodological 

tendencies present in the later Hanbali madhhab as embodied in some of  the writings 

of Ibn Taymiyyah (d.728 /1328 ) and more so his student Ibn Jawziyyah (d.751/ 1350 

) rebelled against the taqlid-based hermeneutic of the madhahib reviving the ihya us-

Sunna principle by largely adopting the ahl-hadith manhaj and their ‘juristic 

                                                 
81 Arkoun, The Unthought. 
82 Sh.Jackson, ’Taqlid, Legal Scaffolding and the Scope of legal injunctions in the post-formative 
theory: Mutlaq and ‘Amm in the Jurisprudence of Shihab al-Din al-Qarafi’, Islamic Law and Society 3, 
2, 1996, 165-192, 168. 
83 Hallaq, Authority. 
84 Jackson,’Taqlid’, 168. Jackson defines ‘juristic empiricism’ as a legal methodology of interpretation 
which rejects all a priori claims to knowledge of the Islamic law that go beyond and cannot be 
explicitly documented in the textual sources of the Qur’an and hadith. As a corollary, ‘juristic 
empiricism’ desires to establish the primacy of texts and to eliminate all extra-textual biases, 
speculations and presuppositions. Zahiris or the Hashwiyya developed this manhaj to their logical 
extremes. See Sh.Jackson, ‘Literalism, Empiricism’, op.cit. 
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empiricism’.85 These tendencies for the reform of the madhhab-based legal and social 

institutions were further reinforced by western political and military hegemony. In 

this context the central issue was the re-examination of the dominant madhhab-based 

religious authority hermeneutic and in particular the nature of Prophetic authority and, 

as a corollary, that of hadith authenticity and criticism.86  From the 18th century C.E. 

onwards the writings of these scholars formed and still form a foundation for a 

number of salafi – ahl-hadith manhaj revivalist movements which I will discuss 

below. 

The loss of creative thinking embedded in popular forms of Sufism and the stultifying 

fixity and finality of the madhahib that characterised much of the medieval Muslim 

scholarship, spurred in the 18th and the 19th centuries a number of what Rahman terms 

pre-modernist revivalist schools of thought. These movements included, for example, 

the Wahhabis in the Arabian Peninsular, the Sanusiyya in North Africa, Fulanis in 

West Africa and the 18th century Ahl-i-Hadith reform movement in India. On the 

basis of the ahl-hadith manhaj, these movements radically questioned the perceived 

degrading beliefs and religious practices manifesting themselves in popular religion -

such as the practice of doing petitionary prayers (du’as) next to the tombs of saints or 

the practices of visiting their graves (ziyarah) - which in the meantime had become 

integral parts of the cumulative tradition. These pre-modern revivalist schools of 

thought shared a number of common characteristics such as a desire to reverse what 

they considered to be a socio-moral decadence of the Muslim society, to shed Islam of 

the superstitions inculcated by popular forms of Sufism and to remove a pre-

deterministic outlook which permeated popular religious culture. In the spirit and the 

                                                 
85 P.Rudolphs, Idjtihad and Taqlid in 18th and 19th Century Islam, Die Welt des Islams, 20,1980,131-
145,136. 
86 Brown, Rethinking,  21-22. 
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letter of the ahl-hadith manhaj these movements demanded adherence and the access 

to the interpretation of Qur’an and hadith texts without any intermediaries.87  

Furthermore, they emphasised the absolute authority to the supposed consensus of the 

salaf (ijma’ as-salaf as-salih) on all doctrinal and methodological issues. Moreover, 

they shunned the institution of taqlid, which formed the backbone of the traditional 

madhahib hermeneutic, and asked for the reinstitution of ijtihad or interpretation 

based on direct access to the Qur’an and hadith body of texts. They also aimed to 

revive the hadith sciences as practiced by hadith scholars in the Arabian Hijaz with 

the emphasis on the early sources of hadith, thus bypassing the later compilations. In 

doing so they wished to assert their independence from the classical madhhab-based 

approach to hadith. Their aim was to study hadith with increased vigour and 

stringency. Unlike the madhhab approach, the hadith revivalist reformers upheld the 

supremacy of hadith in theory as well as in practice. Few of these movements were 

willing to achieve these goals by engaging in armed struggle if necessary.  However, 

the most influential revivalist hadith-based movement, the Ahl-i-Hadith movement in 

India that went on to influence revivalist movements in the Middle East in the 19th 

and 20th centuries , headed by Shah Walli Allah, ( d.1176/1762 ) was politically 

quietest in nature.88 

These pre-modern revivalist movements were, apart from the above mentioned Ahl-i-

Hadith, largely anti-intellectual, especially the Wahhabi form, a movement to which I 

will turn my attention in more detail below. The scope and the content of their ijtihad 

were narrow and inconsequential since it was limited to the ahl-hadith’s methodology 

                                                 
87 F.Rahman, ‘Islam: Challenges and Opportunities’, in A.T.Welch and P.Cachia (ed.), Islam : Past 
Influence and Present Challenge, Edinburgh University Press,Edinbrugh,1979,315-330,317.  
88 Brown, Rethinking, op.cit., 27-32.  
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described above.89The ijtihad largely pertained to issues of ritual practice such as the 

correct performance of certain elements of the daily obligatory prayers (salat) or 

theology (such as the nature of God’s attributes).90  While the pre-modernist revivalist 

groups were a great liberating force in terms of their rejection of human authority as 

being final and absolute (as the presumed delineating feature of  the madhahib taqlid 

doctrines) and their insistence on ijtihad, their anti-intellectualism represented a 

considerable retrogression and intellectual starvation when compared to the madhhab-

based Islamic tradition and its madrassa-based educational system.91 By remaining 

faithful to a decontextualised reading of the hadith considered authentic by early 

muhaddithun such as  M. Al-Bukhari (d. 256 / 870) and  Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj (d. 261/ 

875) and by rejecting subsequent doctrinal accretions, the pre-modern revivalist 

movements believed that only their manhaj  embodied and revived the authentic 

Sunna.92 

A number of revivalist-modernist movements emerged from some of these pre-

modernist groups. One of the most significant and influential of these was the 

classical modernist movement whose origins go back to the late 19th century.93 The 

broader context behind the beginnings of this movement includes the prevalent 

perception among the contemporary Muslims of the civilisational waning of the 

Muslim world coupled with that of the rise of the colonial rule stemming from the 

West over much of the Muslim world, the subsequent critical evaluation of all aspects 

of the Islamic tradition at the hands of the Christian missionary and administatory 
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apparatus and the conflation of  the process of modernization with that of 

Westernisation.94  

This encounter of Muslims with colonial powers importantly synergised and propelled 

the modernists’ project in earnest which, among others, involved the revival of 

rational elements of the turath such as the kalam science.95The creed’s major 

proponents were authorities such as Muhammad ‘Abduh (d. 1322/1905), Jamal Al-

Afghani (d. 1314/1897), Sir Sayyid Ahmed Khan (d. 1314/1898) and Rashid Rida (d. 

1353/ 1935).96At this period of time, the Arabo-Islamic civilisation, especially in 

Turkey, Egypt and India, came under the growing intellectual and cultural influence 

of the colonialists. Remaining faithful to the salafi mind-set these classical 

modernists, also known as salafiyya, re-claimed the conviction of the earlier Salafi 

and ahl-hadith oriented ideologies of being able to retrieve the ‘pure’ teachings of the 

Qur’an and Sunna as exemplified by the Prophet and his rightly guided Companions 

by means of revivification of the ‘true’ Qur’an and Sunna teachings (ihya al-qur’an 

wa- s-sunna). The proponents of the movement argued that their forerunners and 

contemporaries had become disengaged from the emerging global modernity only 

because they forgot, rather than adhered to, the always already modern early traditions 

of Islam.97 This revivalism was largely to be achieved through the exercise of ijtihad, 

the rejection of taqlid and by means of a hadith-based reform.98  Therefore classical 

modernists’ reforms were inspired both by hadith-based reformism of the pre-modern 

revivalist movements described above as well as by their contact with the colonial 
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powers. Thus, the primary motivations behind their impetus for reform were the 

desire to free the Muslim countries from the shackles of colonisation and to curb the 

prevalent religious practices alluded to above which were deemed ‘un-Islamic’.99 

Additionally, these classical modernists  saw it as their task  to reconcile the Islamic 

faith with modern values such as constitutionalism, nationalism, freedom of  religious 

interpretation ,modern style education, women’s rights, scientific education  and 

cultural revival to name but a few. Classical modernists built on the ideas of the pre-

modern revivalist groups mentioned above in order to achieve these goals. 100 Like 

their salafi ahl-hadith revivalist predecessors, the classical modernists’ worldview 

was built on a romanticised and utopian view of the past.101 However, it largely 

rejected a priori adherence to the long-established juristic heritage and legal 

hermeneutic of the madhahib by engaging in the practice of talfiq or cross-madhhab 

legal hermeneutic, thus “deconstructing traditional notions of established authority 

within Islam.”102 Methodologically, the classical modernist approach differed 

significantly from that of the pre-modernist revivalist ahl-hadith –based manhaj.103 

The scope and the content of their ijtihad were much broader than that of the pre-

modernist revivalist.104 Their interpretation emphasised the importance of the 

Qur’anic scripture and what Rahman terms the broader “historical Sunna” in 

contradiction to ahl-hadith’s hadith-based Sunna (i.e. Sunna embodied in the early 

hadith books). This is, for example, evident in the opinion of Rida, one of its main 

proponents, who considered Sunna ‘amaliyya or practiced based Sunna as the only 
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source of Sunna.105 There was little reliance on hadith literature in their overall 

methodology.106 Moreover, classical modernists were willing to question the 

judgments of the ancient muhadithun, most of which were accepted by the pre-

modern ahl-hadith. They also argued for a more rigorous and renewed application of 

the classical system of hadith criticism without rejecting it in toto.107Thus, they had a 

more critical approach to hadith which, however, still operated within the classical 

hadith sciences. This approach is perhaps best illustrated by the works of hadith-

scholars such as  J. Al-Qasimi’s  (1866-1914 CE) Qawa’id  al-tahdith min  funun 

mustalah al-hadith ( The Principles of Regeneration from the Technical Science of 

Hadith Study),108 T. Al-Jaza’iri’s ( d. 1337/1919) Tawjih al-nazar ila usul al-athar( 

Examining the Principles of Transmitted Reports)109 or more recently the works of the 

Al-Ghumari brothers, Ahmed ( d. 1379/1960), ‘Abdallah ( d. 1413/1993) and ‘Abd 

Al-Hayy( d.1415/1995).110Their works emphasize the need for the fresh application of 

hadith sciences based on what they consider to be a considerable room for manoeuvre 

within this system without offering an alternative to the classical system to hadith 

criticism. Furthermore, classical modernists, unlike their pre-modernist revivalist 

predecessors, neither isolated themselves from nor were reluctant to engage with 

modernity. As such they were not inherently anti-western.111 Rather, they attempted 

to reconcile the realities of modernity and the era of post-colonially emerging Arab 

nationalism with the Islamic tradition itself by “reading the values of modernism into 
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the original sources of Islam.”112 Kurzman gives several examples of this double 

translation such as that of translating the traditional Islamic concept of justice into the 

modern concept of law and juridical system and the process of translating the modern 

concepts of citizenship and rights with the traditional Islamic concept of equality. As 

such, classical modernists were engaged in a process of double translation, namely, 

that of translating modern values into Islamic terms and the Islamic values into 

modern terms. By engaging in this type of reform, classical modernist thought created 

a number of positive links between key western institutions such as democracy, 

science, women’s education and the Islamic tradition.113 However, this approach 

“attempted to espouse cultural and institutional modernity by seeking a synthesis 

between these concepts and Islam, but doing so without rethinking the traditional 

Islamic theocentric worldview.”114 In other words classical modern thought still 

aimed to maintain the traditional conception of reality based on religious truths which 

ought not to be changed and in whose light modernity was to adjust.115 M. Al-Jabiri 

makes a similar assertion by stating that the classical modernists attempted 

[ t]o formulate an ideal vision of the tradition within the framework of the 

Arabo-Islamic history but to tailor the future of the Arab societies according to 

the Western-European model. However, these attempts repeatedly failed and 

became useless because this form of compromise obstructed functionality of 

history and real process of development.116  
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One of the main reasons why classical modernism failed to capture the hearts and 

minds of the wider masses was the perceived lack of legitimacy of their ideas in the 

eyes of many traditionally minded scholars and masses. Classical modernists’ ideas 

were primarily restricted to individual scholars, did not trigger large socio-political 

movements and did not have large numbers of followers. The colonial experience that 

Muslim societies were subjected to resulted in many perceiving Western civilisation 

as the very anathema of the Islamic tradition. As such any reforms of the tradition 

which brought the Islamic tradition closer to that of the imperialist West were 

considered illegitimate. Additionally, the lack of a systematic, post-traditionally 

embedded epistemology, methodology and theological-philosophy on the basis of 

which the Islamic tradition could be re-interpreted and reformed in a holistic rather 

than selective fashion was also a contributing factor for the failure of the classical 

modernist project.117Some fragments and elaboration of their thought, however, 

survive to present times as evident for example in the writings of  Shaikh M. Al-

Ghazalli, (1917-1996 CE) or Y. Al-Qaradawi ( 1926- ) who were/are prominent 

advocates of moderate Islamic revivalism. Because of their relative methodological 

affinity with the classical modernists (in contrast to that of ahl-hadith revivalist 

movements) we will briefly discuss them here. In his book Al-Sunna al-nabawiyya 

bayna ahl al-fiqh wa ahl-hadith (The Sunna of the Prophet between the Legists and 

the Traditionalists)118 Al-Ghazalli contributes to the ongoing debates on the   issues 

of Prophetic authority, hadith criticism and their authenticity and their status in 

relation to the Qur’an. He essentially upholds the classical approach to hadith 

criticism but with the emphasis on matn criticism not just isnad. Additionally, like 

Rida, one of the eponyms of the classical modernist salafiyya, he objects to rationally 
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or theologically incompatible hadith or those which are in conflict with the above 

alluded broader aims of the Islamic law (maqasid al-shari’ah). He does so on the 

basis of a hermeneutical method which privileges a Qur’an –based interpretation of 

hadith as well as on the basis of Hanafi and Maliki Sunna manahij.119  In writing the 

book Al-Ghazalli wished to criticize what he considered the fanaticism and the 

extremes of modern ahl-hadith, (associated with that day Wahhabism) and their 

manhaj considering them remnants of “Beduin legal thought”.120Recently published 

Y. Qaradawi’s book Approaching the Sunna: Comprehension & Controversy 121 is 

basically a continuation of this trend. In it the author is concerned to outline general 

characteristics and principles of Sunna for its better understanding and application as 

a method which will guard people who uphold the Sunna against  three evils, namely  

that of the “distortion of the extremists” ,the deviation of the falsifiers and the 

“interpretation of the ignorant.”122In doing so Qaradawi’s concept of Sunna and the 

manhaj adopted for its criticism in terms of its authenticity and status as a source of 

law in relation to the Qur’an and hadith remain completely within the classical 

Islamic sciences. For example, elements of Qaradawi’s manhaj   emphasise the 

priority of interpreting hadith in the light of the  Qur’an, take recourse to methods 

such as reconciliation of hadith ( over giving of preference ), recommend a  thematic 

,holistic  treatment of hadith  ,make distinctions between figurative and literal and call 

for the importance of recognising  the causes and objectives of hadith for their better 

understanding. Sunna is neither epistemologically nor conceptually divorced from the 

hadith and the assumptions governing the classical ulum ul hadith sciences are not 
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even addressed let alone questioned.123 All of the methods employed by Qaradawi 

were in one form or another already adopted by the classical modernists.  

In the early 20th century another modern approach to Prophetic authority emerged in 

the Punjab region self-designated as Ahl-i-Qur’an. The movement was an extreme 

counter- reaction to and a dissident faction of the earlier Ahl-i-Hadith movement in 

India discussed above. It is associated with the works of scholars such as Ahmad Din 

Amritsari (d. 1348/1930) and later on Ghulam Ahmad Parvez (d. 1405/1985). This 

group contended that the only pure and uncontaminated Islam can be found in the 

Qur’an. Furthermore, the Ahl-i-Qur’an considered the only source of Islamic 

teachings which provides authentic and reliable basis for religious practices and 

beliefs. As a corollary, they were at pains to prove that all the basic tenants of Islamic 

teachings could be derived from the Qur’an alone. They completely discarded hadith 

as a reliable and authentic source of Prophetic authority. They also rejected the 

institution of taqlid.124 Some contemporary movements such as the Ahl Al Qur’an 

movement based in Egypt can be considered as an ideational outgrowth of this earlier 

movement. 125 

In the first half of the 20th century the classical modernist approach to interpretation 

of the Islamic tradition took a conservative turn in the Middle East, the Indo-Pakistani 

subcontinent and Indonesia providing an ideological springboard for political 

Islamism in the second part of the century.126 Abu Rabi’i refers to them as Neo-

traditionalists and defines the emergence of Neo-traditional thought as a result of a 

modern confrontation between Islamic religious tradition and mentality and Western 
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worldview that, as a result of this confrontation, was compelled to “forge an 

intellectual and political synstudy in order to respond to the challenges of Western 

modernity.”127 It included personalities such as Hasan al Banna (d.1368/1949), the 

founder of the Muslim Brotherhood of Egypt, the Pakistani Maulana Abu ‘l-A’la 

Maududi (d.1399/1979), Sayyid Qutb (d. 1385/1966) and Muhammad Qutb (1919- ). 

Neo-traditionalists were primarily a form of an organized socio-political movement 

and were strongly influenced by classical modernists. They were in fact in part an 

acceptance of and in part a reaction to them. They emphasized a holistic nature of 

Islam as a way of life. Their scope of ijtihad was broader than that of the pre-modern 

revivalists but was primarily restricted to issues of denouncing practices such as the 

modern banking system based on interest, unveiling of women and family planning. 

They also considered intellectualism as dangerous. Neo-traditionalists insisted on 

distinguishing Islam from the West and considered classical modernists as too 

Western.  Methodologically, they did not accept the method and the spirit of the 

classical modernists but exhibited a strong link with the pre-modern revivalist 

movement of the 18th century, particularly Wahhabism in their emphasis on the 

importance of following the as -salaf, the rejection of Sufism and taqlid. Apart from 

their broader ijtihad they differed from Wahhabism in their more critical attitude 

toward hadith literature. 128 

Wahhabi thought originated in the deserts of Saudi Arabia in the middle of the 18th 

century and was founded by Muhammad ibn Abd ul Wahahab (d.1207/1792). Abd ul 

Wahhab came from a family of Hanbali scholars. He, however, had no extensive 

religious training himself. Wahhabism was considered by the contemporary Muslim, 
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Sunni and Shi’i alike scholars very much an aberration of and an anomaly to 

mainstream Sunnism.129 Wahhabism remained largely on the margins of the Islamic 

tradition until the 1970s when it started to aggressively spread with the help of Saudi 

petrodollars. The adherents of Wahhabism staunchly follow the ahl-hadith approach 

to the Islamic tradition and strongly reject any rationalist, intellectual or mystic 

influences in it. By subscribing to ‘juristic empiricism’ described above Wahhabi 

thought attempted to interpret the Divine law without any degree of contextualization 

or from a historical perspective. Rejecting taqlid it proclaimed “the diacritical and 

indeterminate hermeneutic of classical jurisprudential tradition as corruptions of 

purity of Islamic faith and law.”130 Its entire rationale is to demolish the classical 

madhhab-based structures of law, theology, mysticism and religious practice. 

Wahhabi thought is also characterized by a complete disregard for universalistic 

moral values and appreciation for ethics found in the classical writings on Islamic 

theology and law.131 It mainly concerns itself with the issue of correct belief (‘aqidah) 

as based on the principal of tawhid (God’s Unity and Transcendence), against shirk 

(associating partners with God) and the concept of bid’ah (innovation) or deviation 

from Prophet’s Sunna. This thought is best represented in Abd ul Wahhab’s book 

Kitab al-Tawhid.132 The book is nothing more than an amalgamation of qur’anic 

verses and hadith used eclectically, ahistorically and decontextually. In it Abd ul 

Wahhab condemns all those Muslims not subscribing to his ideas as guilty of shirk 

because they violate one component of principle of tawhid, namely that of tawhid al-

‘ibada (direct worship to God alone). In his view those Muslims who resort to 

religious practices such as petitionary prayer (du’a) in which a mention of the Prophet 
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Muhammad or other saintly personalities from Muslim history is made to help in 

mundane or spiritual matters; those seeking shafa’ah (intersession) of prophets or 

saints; the practice of seeking of their blessings (tabarruk) at their tombs or similar 

become guilty of shirk.  

Over the last two to three decades, the complex dynamics between social, political 

and economic factors in Muslim majority countries, especially those in which pre-

modern revivalist movements flourished, such as Saudi Arabia, has resulted in the 

merging of Wahhabism and Neotraditionalism, especially the Ahl-i-Hadith movement 

from India,133 and formulation of a new hybrid model which inherited both the Salafi 

worldview and ahl-hadith manhaj. 134 Roy refers to this complex intellectual matrix 

as Neo-Fundamentalism.135While Roy’s Neo-Fundamentalist thought includes 

schools of thought such as the former Muslim Brotherhood, Tablighi Jama’at, the 

Taliban in Afghanistan, the Ahl-i-Hadith in Pakistan as well as the Saudi Wahhabis 

and their western sympathizers, this study will aim to shed light and discuss primarily 

those belonging to the Saudi Wahhabi school of thought and their western 

counterparts here referred to as Neo-traditional Salafism (NTSm).  

Importantly, over the last fifteen years or so a strong countercurrent to NTS emerged 

which ,unlike  secular or liberal approaches136 to the Islamic tradition, not only takes 

the classical madhhab based approach to the tradition very seriously but employs 

(post) modern methods of reading history and sacred texts in order to conceptualise 

and interpret the Islamic tradition. We refer to it here as progressive Muslim 
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approach. A detailed discussion of progressive Muslim though is presented in the 

sixth chapter. 

 

1.4. Conclusion 

The nature of Islamic tradition and its sources have from its very genesis been 

contested and subject to intense intra-Muslim debates. In particular the nature and the 

authenticity of Prophetic authority(Sunna) and  its relationship with the hadith and 

Qur’an bodies of knowledge has engendered a number of approaches to the 

conceptualisation and interpretation of the Islamic tradition. This chapter outlined the 

broad contours of the historical background behind the debates surrounding the status 

and the authenticity of the various sources of its legal authority with a particular 

emphasis on the madhhab and ahl-hadith based manahij.  It also historically situated 

the NTS and progressive Muslim thought in relation to how they conceptualise and 

interpret turath.  The following chapter will situate the NTS school of thought in 

relation to the history of the debates on the status and the authenticity of the various 

sources of its legal authority so to give us a better insight into their own manhaj and 

conceptualisation of the concept of an Islamic tradition. 
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