A Study of Contemporary Orientalists' Trends in Hadith

Studies in the Balance of Criticism

Bager Riahi Mehr '™

1. Corresponding Author, Founding Member of the Quran and Orientalists Association, Hawzeh
Ilmiyyah, Qom, Iran, Email: dr.riahi@chmail.ir

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Research Article

Article history:
Received: 10 March 2025
Received in revised form:
7 April 2025

Accepted: 30 April 2025
Available online:

10 March 2025

Keywords:

Trend Analysis,

Hadith Studies,
Contemporary Orientalists,
Skeptical Tendency,
Historical Approach,
Narrative Perspective.

The first rigorous academic studies in the West on Prophetic
Hadith began in the mid-19th century, within the context of
historical studies on the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon
him and his progeny). Among the most prominent topics raised
in this field were Sunnah and Hadith in Islam, which faced
intense attacks from Orientalists who cast doubt on their
authenticity. Therefore, critiquing and analyzing the works of
Orientalists should be a foremost priority for research centers in
the Islamic world. Although efforts exist in the Islamic world to

respond to these doubts, they remain insufficient. In truth, Shi’i
Islam bears a greater responsibility in providing scholarly and
valuable responses to these challenges. On the other hand,
Muslim critical efforts must be contemporary and renewed,
aligning with the evolving methodologies and approaches of
Orientalists. This research adopts a descriptive-analytical
methodology, coupled with a critical approach, wherein
information is meticulously gathered and analyzed to highlight
and critique the various trends in contemporary Orientalist
Hadith studies. The findings reveal that Orientalist Hadith
studies are associated with a trend characterized by a skeptical
tendency, historical approach, and narrative perspective, which
rejects the current defending the authenticity and history of
Islamic Hadith. This new trend has reanalyzed previous
Orientalist directions in the field of Hadith and has largely
invalidated many of the hypotheses, methodologies, and results
they reached. Despite historical evidence, many Orientalists
argue that the Sunnah of the Prophet (peace be upon him and
his progeny) was not a practical or legal model emulated by
early Muslims, although they acknowledge that many
Companions followed him during his lifetime.
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Introduction

This research article presents a comprehensive critical analysis of the
evolution and dominant trends within Western Orientalist scholarship on
Hadith (the traditions and sayings of the Prophet Muhammad). The study
posits that systematic Western academic engagement with Hadith began in the
mid-19th century, primarily within the context of historical studies on the
Prophet's life. From its inception, this field has been characterized by a
profound skepticism towards the authenticity and historical reliability of the
Hadith corpus, challenging fundamental Islamic beliefs about its origin and
transmission. The article underscores the critical importance for Islamic
academic institutions to prioritize the rigorous critique and analysis of
Orientalist works, noting that while some responses exist within the Muslim
world—particularly from Arab and Turkish scholars—they remain
insufficient. It specifically highlights a significant gap in substantive, original
critical engagement from Farsi-speaking scholarly communities, who have
largely relied on translations of secondary Arabic critiques rather than
engaging directly with primary Orientalist sources. The central problematic
revolves around the methodological approaches and underlying motives of
Orientalists, which have often led to conclusions that radically diverge from
traditional Islamic scholarship. The article aims to map, classify, and critically
evaluate these competing trends, tracing their development and their interplay
with broader shifts in Western academia and the philosophy of science.

Methods

This research employs a descriptive-analytical methodology, coupled with
a critical approach. The descriptive component involves a thorough historical
and thematic survey of the major works and key figures in Orientalist Hadith
studies from the 19th century to the contemporary era. This includes tracing
the genesis of ideas, classifying different scholarly movements, and
summarizing their core hypotheses and conclusions. The analytical dimension
involves deconstructing the methodologies, presuppositions, and intellectual
frameworks that underpin these Orientalist trends. The critical approach is
applied to evaluate the internal consistency of these theories, their adherence
to their own stated methodological principles, and their confrontation with
empirical evidence, including historical documents and recent archaeological
discoveries. The research draws on a wide array of primary sources from
prominent Orientalists (e.g., Goldziher, Schacht, Wansbrough, Motzki) and
secondary sources from both Muslim critics (e.g., Al-A‘zami, Azami, Fuad
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Sezgin) and Western scholars who challenge the skeptical paradigm. The
analysis is structured around a typology of the main currents within Orientalist
Hadith studies.

Findings

The investigation identifies and elaborates on four primary currents within
Orientalist Hadith studies:

1. The Historical-Critical Trend (19th - Early 20th Century): Pioneered by
scholars like Gustav Weil, Aloys Sprenger, and William Muir, this trend
emerged from biographical studies of the Prophet. It treated Islam as a purely
historical phenomenon, often ignoring its spiritual dimensions. While
acknowledging the Hadith as the second most important source for Islamic
history and law, these scholars were deeply skeptical. They argued that the
Hadith corpus largely emerged posthumously due to political, sectarian, and
social needs of the expanding Muslim community. They emphasized oral
transmission over centuries, which they believed inherently led to corruption,
fabrication, and the projection of later doctrinal debates back onto the Prophet.
Figures like Muir advocated for extreme caution, suggesting that any Hadith
required external corroboration to be considered historically reliable.

2. The Tradition-Critical Trend (Early Mid-20th Century): This trend,
most associated with Ignaz Goldziher and Joseph Schacht, represents the peak
of skepticism. Moving beyond historical criticism, it focused on isnad (chain
of transmission) criticism. Schacht’s famous thesis claimed that isnads
projecting back to the Prophet grew backwards over time; legal traditions
originally from later jurists were gradually given more complete chains ending
with the Prophet to grant them authority. This trend argued that the vast
majority of Hadith are not authentic records of the Prophet’s life but rather
reflect the ideological and legal developments of the first few Islamic
centuries. It severed the direct link between the Hadith text and the historical
Prophet.

3. The Skeptical/Hyper-Critical Revisionist Trend (Late 20th Century -
Present): This radical trend, initiated by John Wansbrough and followed by
scholars like Yehuda D. Nevo, Judith Koren, and Christoph Luxenberg,
applies extreme skepticism to all early Islamic sources. It questions the very
early origins of Islam itself, suggesting that Islam and its sacred texts evolved
over a long period (200 years) in a context of inter-religious polemics in the
Fertile Crescent, not in Arabia. Regarding Hadith, this trend posits that it was
formulated even later. Some within this group, like Suleiman Bashear, argue
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there is no tangible evidence for Islam or Hadith as we know them before the
reign of Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan (late 7th century CE). This trend
often privileges non-Islamic sources (e.g., Syriac Christian texts, archaeology)
over Islamic ones, which it views as later theological constructs.

4. The Apologetic/Defensive Trend (Challenging Skepticism): This trend,
led predominantly by Muslim scholars trained in Western methodologies,
directly challenges the skeptical currents. Key figures include Nabia Abbott,
Fuad Sezgin, and Muhammad Mustafa Al-A‘zami. Their research aims to
defend the authenticity and early written documentation of Hadith. They
marshal evidence to argue that writing down Hadith began during the
Prophet’s lifetime or immediately thereafter in private collections (sahifahs).
They contend that the “isnad” system was implemented early and rigorously.
They also utilize material evidence like early Quranic manuscripts (e.g.,
Sana’a palimpsest), inscriptions (e.g., Zuhair inscription, 24 AH), and coins
bearing Islamic formulae to argue for an early fixation of Islamic text and
identity, thereby indirectly supporting the plausibility of early Hadith
transmission.

The article's critical analysis finds that the skeptical trends, despite claims
of novelty, are often intellectual heirs to earlier polemical and missionary
Orientalism, now repackaged in more sophisticated academic language.
Furthermore, these skeptical schools are not monolithic and often lack a
unified methodology, relying on conjecture rather than conclusive evidence.
Crucially, the findings highlight that recent archaeological and manuscript
discoveries (early Hijazi Qurans, inscriptions, papyri containing Quranic
verses and Hadith) present a significant challenge to the late-dating
hypotheses of the Skeptical/Revisionist trend. The existence of standardized
Quranic texts and the public use of verses in inscriptions from the late 7th
century CE strongly suggests a stable textual community that undermines the
core premises of the Wansbroughian school.

Conclusions

The study concludes that the dominant trajectory in Orientalist Hadith
studies has been one of deep-seated skepticism, which rejects the traditional
Islamic narrative of the Hadith's authenticity and historical reliability. This
modern skeptical trend has engaged in a radical re-analysis of previous
Orientalist scholarship, largely rejecting its predecessors' principles,
hypotheses, and methodologies to arrive at even more extreme conclusions.
However, this critical review demonstrates that the skeptical paradigms are
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themselves fraught with methodological weaknesses, internal inconsistencies,
and a tendency to ignore countervailing evidence. The discovery of early
Islamic material evidence (numismatic, epigraphic, and codicological) has
been particularly damaging to the revisionist chronology. Despite this, a
significant portion of Western scholars, influenced by these skeptical
traditions, continue to hold that the Prophet’s Sunnah was not a binding legal
or practical model for the first generations of Muslims, maintaining that the
Hadith corpus is primarily a later construct. The article ends with a powerful
call to action for Islamic scholarly centers, especially in the Farsi-speaking
world, to move beyond mere translation and engage in original, source-
critical, and methodologically sophisticated research to robustly address these
ongoing challenges to Islamic intellectual heritage. The future of the field lies
in a rigorous, evidence-based dialogue that takes full account of both textual
and material sources.
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