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probativity

Prophetic hadiths are a transmitter of the Sunnah (Prophetic
tradition). Like any other piece of information, they can be
true or false. Therefore, their usefulness requires evaluation.
In order to employ the Sunnah of the Prophet (peace and
blessings be upon him), as manifested in the hadith reports
of Sunnis, and to utilize this heritage in the context of
scholarly debates, it seems necessary to distinguish between
authenticity and weakness in the methods of establishing
trustworthiness and accuracy. The most common and
important criterion for Sunnis to evaluate a hadith is the
chain of transmission (sanad). To establish the authenticity
of a chain of transmission, the trustworthiness of the narrator
must be established. This article, using a descriptive and
analytical approach, analyzes, evaluates, and classifies the
strategies proposed by Sunnis to establish the
trustworthiness of hadith narrators. Among the acceptable
strategies in this area are: reputation for trustworthiness
according to the popular reading; examination of the
narrator's behavior and speech by his contemporaries; and
the declaration of trustworthiness by one or two trustworthy
narrators of one or more narrators. However, the narration of
the two sheikhs from the narrator, the narration of eminent
narrators from the narrator—according to the readings of Ibn
Bazzar and Ibn Hibban—and the reputation of the narrator
according to the report of Ibn Abd al-Barr are among the
unacceptable strategies. Finally, the classification of these
strategies was addressed in terms of their generality or
specificity, and in terms of their philosophical foundations.
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1. Introduction

The Hadith, as the primary vehicle transmitting the Sunnah (the normative
practices and sayings) of the Prophet Muhammad, is a cornerstone of Islamic
religious and legal authority. However, as a historical report, any Hadith is
susceptible to truth or falsehood, necessitating a rigorous verification process.
For Sunni Islam, the principal method of authentication is the critical
examination of the chain of narration (isnad), which hinges on establishing the
moral integrity (" ‘adalah’) and precision (‘dabt’) of each transmitter in the
chain.

This study focuses exclusively on the concept of "‘adalah’, defined in
Sunni terminology as a rooted character trait that ensures consistent adherence
to piety (taqwa) and social propriety (murt’ah), alongside fundamental
conditions like Islam, sanity, and adulthood. A critical axiom within
mainstream Sunni thought is the collective integrity (" ‘adalah’) of all
Companions of the Prophet, a premise that places the necessity of verification
squarely on subsequent generations of narrators (the Successors and those
after them). Despite the centrality of this issue, a systematic and critical
analysis of the specific strategies used to prove a narrator's *‘adalah’ has been
lacking in contemporary scholarship. This paper aims to fill this gap by
identifying, categorizing, and evaluating these strategies as presented in
classical and modern Sunni sources.

2. Methods

This research adopts a descriptive-analytical methodology. It draws
primarily on classical Sunni sources from the disciplines of Hadith sciences
(‘mustalah al-hadith’), narrator criticism (" ‘ilm al-rijal"), and legal theory
(‘usil al-figh"), including works by authors such as al-Khatib al-Baghdadi,
Ibn al-Salah, al-Dhahabi, and Ibn Hajar al-*Asqalani. Modern Sunni treatises
on ‘al-jarh wa al-ta‘dil’ are also incorporated to reflect contemporary
understandings.

The analytical process involves:

1. Identification: Extracting the various strategies explicitly mentioned or
implicitly relied upon in the source literature to affirm a narrator's integrity.

2. Exposition: Describing the logical and epistemological basis of each
strategy as presented by its proponents.

3. Critical Evaluation: Assessing the internal consistency, practical
application, and scholarly reception of each strategy, noting points of
consensus and contention within the Sunni tradition itself.
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4. Classification: Organizing the evaluated strategies into a coherent
taxonomy based on their nature and scope.

3. Findings

The analysis identifies six primary strategies for establishing " ‘adalah’,
which can be divided into those widely accepted and those that are contested.

3.1. Accepted and Predominant Strategies

1. Direct Empirical Examination: The most foundational method involves
the direct observation of a narrator's speech, actions, and religious conduct by
their contemporaries. This method is logically sound but is inherently limited
to the narrator's own time and is thus inaccessible to later critics except
through historical reports.

2. Widespread Fame (al-Ishtihar bi al-‘Adalah): If a narrator achieves
widespread, pervasive renowned for their integrity among trustworthy
scholars, this is considered sufficient proof and eliminates the need for a
specific attestation. Proponents like al-Khatib al-Baghdadt argue that such
public fame is a stronger indicator than individual testimony, as it is less
susceptible to error or bias. This acceptance is conditional upon the fame being
established within or close to the narrator's own era, not attributed later.

3. Explicit Attestation by One or Two Just Individuals: The explicit
declaration of a narrator's integrity (‘ta‘dil") by a qualified, just critic is a core
method. There is a historical debate on whether the attestation of one just
individual suffices or if two are required. The majority opinion, as held by
scholars like Ibn al-Salah and Ibn Hajar, is that a single attestation is
sufficient because the principles of accepting a singular reliable report (khabar
al-wahid) apply here, unlike legal testimony which requires multiple
witnesses.

3.2. Contested and Critiqued Strategies

4. Inclusion as a Narrator in Sahih al-Bukhart and Sahth Muslim: Some
later scholars, notably Ibn Dagqiq al-‘Id, argued that a narrator's mere presence
in the two most revered canonical collections implicitly signifies their
integrity, based on the presumed consensus on the authenticity of these works.
This strategy is strongly contested. Critics like al-‘Ala’t and al-Qastallani
point to empirical counterevidence: both Sahihs contain narrators who were
explicitly critiqued (‘jarh") by early authorities. Furthermore, they include
individuals identified as Nasibis (anti-Shi'a partisans), whose integrity is



Comparative Hadith Sciences, 2025, 12 (22) 388

nullified by mainstream Sunni creed. This strategy is rejected by many
classical and modern Sunni scholars of narrator criticism.

5. Narration by Esteemed Elders (Riwayat al-A ‘lam ‘anhu): This strategy,
associated with al-Bazzar and Ibn Hibban, infers a narrator's integrity from
the fact that renowned, trustworthy masters of Hadith narrated from them.
While this might provide a circumstantial clue, the study finds it insufficient
as definitive proof. Ibn Hajar notes that this was not a formal method for most
early critics and is only cautiously applicable to those already known for
pursuing Hadith scholarship.

6. Association with Knowledge (Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr’s View): Ibn ‘Abd al-
Barr proposed that anyone known for their dedication to religious knowledge
is presumed upright unless proven otherwise, citing a known Hadith about
scholars being the inheritors of the Prophet. This expansive view was favored
by some (e.g., al-Dhahab1) but rejected by most Hadith scholars due to the
weak chains of the supporting narration and the logical overreach it entails, as
dedication to knowledge does not automatically equate to moral integrity.

3.3. A Proposed Classification

The study proposes a two-fold classification of these strategies:

By Epistemological Source: (a) Empirical: Based on direct or consensual
observation (e.g., direct examination, widespread fame). (b) Inferential: Based
on reasoning from circumstantial evidence (e.g., inclusion in the Sahthayn,
narration by elders).

By Scope of Application: (a) Specific (‘Ta‘dil Khass"): A direct, explicit
attestation targeting a named individual. (b) General (‘Ta‘dil ‘Amm"): An
indirect inference of integrity based on a general criterion that applies to a
class of narrators (e.g., "all narrated from by Bukhari" or "all known for
seeking knowledge").

4. Conclusions

The verification of a narrator's moral integrity is a complex and multi-
layered process within Sunni Hadith sciences. This study concludes that the
most reliable and academically defensible strategies are those rooted in
empirical or near-empirical evidence: direct contemporary examination,
consensus-based fame, and explicit attestation by qualified critics. Strategies
reliant on inference from a narrator's association with authoritative figures or
texts, while historically present, are demonstrated to be methodologically
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weak, internally contested, and often contradicted by historical evidence from
within the Sunni tradition itself.

The proposed classification scheme provides a valuable framework for
understanding the epistemological weight and logical structure of different
verification methods. For scholars engaging with the Sunni Hadith tradition—
whether for theological, historical, or comparative purposes—this analysis
underscores the necessity of critically examining the underlying mechanisms
of narrator validation rather than accepting them as monolithic or uncritically.
Discriminating between sound and unsound strategies is essential for any
robust academic engagement with this vast intellectual heritage.
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