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ABSTRACT

This article is about the development of testimony in the
early years of Islam within the Muslim theology. It argues
that the tradition of isnad (chain of transmitters) forms the
basis of testimony during this period. To know the accurate
way of Muslim life, Muslim scholars engaged themselves in
a very sophisticated way of judging testimony. To extract
accurate knowledge, they evolved a concept of golden past
and undermined the later method of testimony. That's why
the tradition of testimony became somewhat more
challenging for the latter scholars, who after the 12" and
13 centuries almost gave up the idea of knowing the
sayings of Prophet Muhammad through testimony. This
article also highlights the problems and controversies
associated with the classification of Islamic testimony (with
particular reference to hadith—the sayings and deeds of
Muhammad, the prophet of Islam). It suggests that the high
standards of testimony led various scholars to contest the
principles of testimony.
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B Introduction

says especially in a court of law while formally
promising to tell the truth” or “proof or evidence that
something exists or is true”.! Axel Gelfert in his work, A
Critical Introduction to Testimony, explains testimony as “one
of the most exciting developments in recent epistemology is
the increasing attention that is being paid to knowledge
based on what others tell us: that is, on their testimony.
Testimony stands alongside perception, memory, reason and
inference as one of our main sources of knowledge: think of
countless things that you have been told by others, or that
you have read about, or that you have learned in school or
from the media. Inquiring into the nature of such testimonial
knowledge, and analysing when and how we can acquire
knowledge from others by taking their word for it, lies at the
heart of the epistemology of testimony”.2
The concept of testimony in Islam took roots with the
efforts of several religious scholars interested in collecting
the sayings and deeds of Muhammad, the prophet of Islam.
These sayings and deeds are called hadith and sometimes
refer to sunnah (the acts and deeds of Muhammad).
Thousands of hadith are collected and preserved by scholars
to understand “true” meanings of religion and the Muslim
way of living3 True testimony, for Islamic scholars, is
dependent on the knowledge and awareness of exact words
of the prophet Muhammad and the context of those words.
This article is about the principles of testimony developed by
the Muslim scholars in the 8" and 9™ centuries. The
principles for testimony in Islam were a response to the
political and social crisis faced by the religious elites, and

Testimony may be defined as “something that someone
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afterwards religious scholars perceived these testimonies
according to their own context. Consequently, different
controversies developed over these principles of testimony.
It leads us to a larger issue of the relationship between
testimony and its context. Different sects within Islam such as
Shia and Sunni appropriated different sets of testimonies
and disputed over the principles. The Sunni sect takes
guidance from the collections of Imam Bukhari* and Imam
Muslim® along with those written by Abu Dawud,® Tirmidhi,’
al-Nasai® and Ibn Maja.® While the Shia sect considers
testimonies traced from the family of Ali, cousin of
Muhammad and the forth caliph of Muslims. This Shia
collection of testimonies is formed by al-Kulini,'® al-Babuya
al-Qummi," and al-Tusi'. Although Muslim scholars tried to
devise a strategy to know the ideal way of Muslim life, yet
situation and context made it impossible for them to
understand or to act upon those testimonies.

Muslims scholars claim that the tradition of testimony (in
case of Hadith) existed when Arabs conquered non-Arab
lands and began to present Islam to the different ethnic and
religious communities.”> However, the present tradition of
testimony can only be traced back to Abbasid period (750-
1258 AD), nearly hundred vyears after the death of
Muhammad. During this period, the third Caliphate of
Muslim empire, which ended after Baghdad's invasion by
Halagu Khan in 1258, the Muslim scholars faced the
dilemma of judging the accuracy of hadith. They had a wide
range of testimonies, many of them were contradicting each
other and many others were fabricated to meet certain
political theological interests.” From the seventh century
onwards, religious scholars began to question the sources
(reporters) of testimony, and by the 9" century a large
number of testimonies were collected by these scholars. We
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find many treatises of this period which laid down the
principles for examining the accuracy of testimonies. Some
of them were Al-Risalah by al-Shafii (d. 204), the
Introduction to the Sahih by Muslim (d. 261) and the Jami" of
al-Tirmidhi

(d. 279). However, among Sunni Muslim scholars, al-Bukhari's
criterion of judging testimonies was most popular.’® This
article is divided into two portions: first portion discusses the
classification of testimony in Islam, and the second portion
analyzes the controversies of perceiving these testimonies.
Part-|

To know the truthfulness of testimony, Muslim scholars
developed certain criteria in the early years of Islam. They
believed that if one person transmits a testimony to another,
he may have obtained a fraction of knowledge. Accurate
knowledge from the testimony can only be drawn by hearing
it from a number of other sources/transmitters (more than
four) which would guarantee its authenticity.” Here
authenticity means the exact words copied from the source
(the prophet, Muhammad). To determine the authenticity of
hadith, scholars defined the components of hadith: isnad,
matan and taraf.

Isnad is the chain of reporters who transmit testimony
from one person to another (it begins from the originator to
the hearer). Muslim scholars laid special emphasis on isnad
to determine the reliability of testimony. Many statements of
the prophet, Muhammad, were rejected on the basis of weak
links among the reporters. This practice aimed at
strengthening the validity of hadith that reaches to us
through silsilah (chain). According to William Graham, the
authenticity of isnad depends upon: “(I) derivation of
authority primarily or even, in extreme cases, solely from (2)
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linkage to a sacred, but historical, time of origins of the
tradition through (3) a chain of personal transmission, the
individual human links of which represent all intervening
generations between that of the original source (ideally the
Prophet or one of his Companions) and that of the latest
reporter. This paradigm is, in turn, the mechanism or overt
vehicle for the realization of ittisaliyah, the personal
connectedness described above which authenticates a report
as valid tradition”.’® lbn-Hazm, one of the noted hadith
scholar, claims that the tradition of isnad is taken from the
Jews and the Christians. However, it had a limited use in both
religions. Among the Jews, there was a break of thirty
generations between Moses and the reporter, while the
Christians used isnad only to handle the issue of divorce."

The second component of hadith is matan (text), which
refers to the original text reported from the
source/originator. Scholars paid particular attention to
determine the exact words of the prophet. Similar to what, in
the hermeneutic tradition of Western philosophy, would be
called the ‘intentio auctoris’ (original meaning of the author).
Taraf is the third component of hadith. It is the beginning of
text indicating the expression and acts of the prophet,
Muhammad, for instance the prophet, Muhammad, was
angry when he said ..., or the prophet, Muhammad, was
eating when he said so..., etc.

The significance of the oral character of testimony lies in
“the ijazah system”.29 Students of hadith traveled far and wide
in search of authentic and renowned teachers (Shaykhs), who
were a generation closer to either the companions or the
successors of the prophet, Muhammad. After getting the
teachers’ account of hadith, the students asked for their
permission to use their names for transmitting the text.
According to Graham, the credibility of testimony depends on
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“the isnad of a long manuscript as well as that of a short
hadith ideally should reflect the oral, face-to-face, teacher-to-
student transmission of the text by the teacher's ijazah, which
validates the written text. In a formal, written ijazah, the
teacher granting the certificate typically includes an isnad
containing his or her scholarly lineage of teachers back to the
Prophet of Companions, a later venerable shaykh, or the
author of a specific book”.?! The recital basis of hadith and the
personal engagement of the teacher and student relationship
play a vital role in isnad.

Muslim theologians and jurists developed a discipline,
Mustalah al-Hadith (Classification of hadith), to study the
credibility of testimonies. They examined testimonies
through various principles, which remained debatable
among theologians, however, many of them agreed on the
reference to a particular authority in the testimony; links of
isnad (interrupted or uninterrupted); number of reporters
involved in each stage of isnad; nature of the text and isnad;
and reliability and memory of the reporters.

The authenticity of testimony relies heavily on the
authority that quotes it. Two kinds of authorities, the spiritual
leadership and the noble descent, lead to the two different
strands of isnad in the Islamic tradition, i.e., the division of
Sunni and Shia traditions. According to Graham, “the
majority of Shi'i's look for fully authoritative guidance to the
direct descendants of the Prophet through Ali and Fatimah;
some Shi'i groups, however, have followed indirect
descendants such as the line from Ali and a second wife, ‘the
Hanafi woman’, through their son, Muhammad ibn al-
Hanafiyah, or even collateral lines of ‘the people of the
House [of the Prophet]’, ahl al-bayt. All of these traditions of
emphasis on prophetic nasab are based upon a different
form of the isnad paradigm, namely one forged by

168



Hussain Ahmad Khan

genealogical ties rather than by teaching or spiritual
initiation and transmission alone”.?

Testimony of hadith has four types of authorities: Qudsi,
the literally meaning "Divinity”. In this type of hadith, the
words of God are relayed by the prophet, Muhammad.??
Marfu, which means elevated, here the words of the prophet
are quoted without any reference to the intermediary party,
e.g. | heard the prophet, Muhammad saying. For example,

the very first hadith in Sahih al-Bukhari is as follows: "Al-

Bukhari === Al-Humaidi "Abdullah b. al-Zubair === Sufyan
=== Yahya b. Sa'id al-Ansari === Muhammad b. Ibrahim al-
Taymi === 'Algamah b. Waqqas al-Laithi, who said: | heard

‘Umar b. al-Khattab saying, while on the pulpit, | heard
Allah's Messenger (may Allah bless him) saying: The reward
of deeds depends on the intentions, and every person will
get the reward according to what he has intended; so
whoever emigrated for wordly benefits or for a woman to
marry, his emigration was for what he migrated."?* Mauquf
means ‘stopped’. Mauquf is a testimony quoting the
companion of the prophet. Generally, Marfu and Mauquf are
intersected on the point of authority, where the companion
mentioned the saying of the prophet with the expressions
like ‘I heard him saying’, ‘it is from the Sunnah to’ or 'we
were commanded to’ etc.?®> Magtu (means ‘served’) is an
evidence stated by a successor, for instance, a noted scholar
of hadith, Muslim reports in the introduction to his Sahih
that Ibn Sirin (d. 110) said, "This knowledge (i.e. hadith) is the
Religion, so be careful from whom you take your religion."?®
Such classification of quoting authority is helpful to
differentiate between the sayings of the prophet from those
of his companions and successors, in order to know as what
was more important in religion than the other.
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An important feature in isnad is its chain of reporters
through which information is communicated. The reliability
of a report depends on a continuous and unbroken chain of
transmitters in order to save the text from falsehood.?” To do
so, biographical accounts of the reporters are used to know
about their closeness with the prophet or his companions
and to determine characters of the sayers and the hearers.
On the basis of the chain of transmitters, hadith is divided
into six categories, musnad, muttasil, mursal, munqgati and
mu‘adal.?®

Keeping in view the number of reporters involved in each
stage of isnad, hadith is classified into mutwatir and ahad.
Mutawatir means continuous and consecutive. In
transmitting such hadith numerous persons are involved.
Scholars investigate the character of reporters. If narrators
belong to different localities and times, hadith is believed to
be authentic as many people in different times cannot speak
false. Child or non-Muslim could also be a reporter of this
hadith.?® Ahad means “Isolated”, it lacks the numbers of
people up to the size of the mutawatir. It is further
categorized into mash’hur (famous), aziz (rare) and gharib
(strange) which are quoted by three or more, two, and one
narrator(s), respectively. Gharib hadith is not considered in
any judgment on religious matters.

An important aspect of Islamic testimony is its reliance on
trustworthy reporters. Trustworthy reporters are expected to
learn, recall and correctly transmit the words of the prophet
Muhammad, his companions or successors to people. It
suggests that Islamic testimony attaches more importance to
the human authority rather than text itself. With this notion
Graham traces a few forces behind isnad like information about
reporter, transmission of information and the influence of
saints on Islamic testimony. The compilation of biographical
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details of every reporter (ilm arrijal) gives knowledge about
how close the transmitter was to the prophet, Muhammad, and
his companions or successors. The farther relation would create
doubt about the particular account of the testifier.3® If the
reliable and trustworthy reporter is said to have added
something in isnad, it is known as Ziadatu Thiggah' (addition
by a reliable reporter). Munkar (denounced) is a hadith narrated
by a weak reporter whose statement runs counter with more
reliable one. An interruption or addition by any reporter of
hadith is called 'Mudraj’ (interpolated). Muslim scholars
studying testimony attach great significance to the reliability
and memory of the reporters. On the basis of reliability and
memory of the reporters, hadith are divided in Sahih,3" Hasan,3?
Da'if,3* Maudu,** Taraf,?> Masalsal*® and Mudallas.?” Depending
on the reliability, these hadith are used in sharia (Islamic legal
law).

Part-ll
Islam is not a single entity.® It began to divide like
Christianity as soon as Arab forces began to conquer non-
Arab territories. People from different religions accepted
Islam for their own reasons, e.g., economic interests, spiritual
inspiration, and for survival or power, etc.3® William Graham
argues that Islam is an amalgamation of individuality as well
as collectivity. It has individuality because people perceive
and conceptualize Islam according to their own historical
contexts, and Islam is collective as it has some shared values,
which Graham calls isnad paradigm, in the sense that
different sects are nonetheless connected by a chain of
testifiers, that defines traditionalist sphere in the religion.*
This is not to suggest that in the eighth and ninth century
whole Islamic scholarship agreed on the knowledge inferred
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from testimony. Christopher Melchert identifies some salient
features of hadith as testimony in the nineteenth century,
like “"Hadith reports from the Prophet eclipsed reports from
Companions and later authorities (but reports from imams
remained important for Shi'i jurisprudence); Experts shifted
hadith reports primarily by comparison of their asanid
(isnad), secondarily by examination of rijal, the personal
qualities of their transmitters; Personal schools eclipsed
regional, such that jurisprudents came to be identified
primarily with one or another teacher of the past rather than
one or another region; Texts stabilized and some became the
literary basis of personal schools (because of the collection
of Hadith)".4'

Similarly, Joseph Schacht identifies two schools of
thought within the early Islamic jurisprudence: one, ashabul
ra’y (rationalist jurisprudents); second, ashabul hadith
(traditionalists).*?> The former did not depend on testimonial
sources, in fact gave passing reference to judge anything.
They laid emphasis on contemporary circumstances rather than
historical past to conclude anything. They also did not lay
emphasis on isnad. Sometimes they quote opinions without
the chain of transmitters. Abi Yusuf, Al-Khassaf (d. 261/874),
and Hilil al-Ra'y (d. 245/859-60) can be mentioned as examples
of rationalists jurists. One the other hand, the traditionalists
refused to accept anything without hadith and strong chain of
trustworthy  transmitters. For them, the study of
hadith/testimony and study of jurisprudence were
inseparable.*® 'Abd al-Razzaq (d. 211/827) and Ibn Abi Shayba
(d. 235/849) were traditionalist jurists. John Burton** also
identifies many controversies related to the accuracy of
knowledge inferred from testimony of Islam. He mentions
polemic between Risala of Shafi (767- 820 AD), one of the
leading Muslim jurists, and Ta'wil mukhtalif al-hadlth of Ibn
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Qutayba (828 - 889 AD), a renowned early Muslim scholar.
Shafi contends that Quran and hadith are equally acceptable,
while Qutayba argues that hadith is more acceptable even if it
contradicts Quran. Rationalist such as Al-Khassaf argues hadith
can be rejected if it contradicts the Quran. In short, the tradition
of isnad in determining the accuracy and authentic knowledge
in Islam remained controversial from the early years of Islam.*
Attempts of Muslim scholars to determine the accuracy and
authenticity of hadith through human testimony reflects the
religious mentality which assumes latter time inferior than the
time of Prophet Muhammad. This mentality is based on a
hadith stating that “the best people are my generation, then
those who follow them and then those who follow them”. From
the eighth century onwards, Muslim scholars such as Wahb b.
Munabbih (d. 728), Ibn Hib-ban al-Busti (884-965), repeatedly
complained about the lack of interest and degeneration in the
discipline of hadith.#® The “elevation turned hadith into a
special kind of relic. It allowed the believer to come into closer
contact with the spiritual power of the Prophet. Whereas the
believer was stuck at his own historically (inferior) station in
terms of years (ta'rikh), by a different view of time, shorter
isnads allowed him to be closer to the Prophet in terms of
generations (tabagat)".*’ Precisely because of changing
historical context, Ibn al-Salah al-Shahrazirm (1181-1245)
argued that it is not possible for any scholar to ascertain the
truth in hadith on his own by relying on isnad: “[This is] because
in every isnad of that [kind of hadith] you can find among its
transmitters someone who relied [exclusively] in its
transmission upon what was in his book and lacked the
retention, accuracy, and exactitude that are stipulated for
sound hadith. So, for the recognition of sound and fair hadith,
the matter reverts to relying on what the authorities in hadith
designated [as such] in their well- known and well-respected
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compositions”*® Salah argued that if a hadith was not
authenticated by the earlier authorities through isnad, how
could that be accepted in a latter period. In fact, from the 10"
century onwards, we do not see any significant attempt at
compiling hadith through isnad. It primarily reflects the
conscious and unconscious understanding of Muslim scholars
that human testimonies (of the early period of Islam) are not
reliable in the latter period. It also points out that the
justification for the transmission of hadith “rested on the
principle that one must accept information from trustworthy
intermediaries, and this was a point that the early adherents of
the hadith struggled to establish”.*® In other words, Muslim
scholars were aware of the limitation of the reliance of hadith
on the transmission. For instance, a person can use the name of
an authority of hadith fraudulently in order to tarnish the
authority's reputation or to legitimize his own actions. Tsafrir in
his article®® mentions one opponent of Imam Abu Hanifa (a
renowned authority on hadith), Sufyan-al-Thawri who misused
the name of Abu Hanifa for transmitting his own accounts of
hadith.>

B Conclusion

During the early years of Islam, Muslim scholars’ interest in
testimony developed because of two reasons: First, the
saying of the prophet Muhammad that “the best people are
of my generation then those who follow them and then
those who follow them” which motivated the scholars to rely
on the isnad to get the authentic knowledge of Islam. Some
collections of testimonies like Sahihi Bukhari and Sahihi
Muslim generated a discourse of golden past among Muslim
theologians. They tried to derive everything from the past to

174



Hussain Ahmad Khan

comprehend contemporary issues and problems. Second,
over time, sayings of the prophet were moulded, altered and
manipulated to serve various personal and political interests.
All these challenges led Muslim theologians to engage in a
very sophisticated study of testimony, depending on the
reliability of reporters and content. Biographies of thousand
of companions and successors of the prophet were compiled
to authenticate the testimonies. They also considered status,
character, genealogy, memory of reporters, number of
reports, circumstances under which knowledge was
transmitted. Such high standards, which were set especially
with the publication of Sahi Bukhari and Sahi Muslim became
difficult to follow for the latter scholars. There were many
scholars (popularly known as rationalists) who did not attach
much importance to isnad and other principles of testimony.
In fact, for most of the time, they referred back to Quran
than any other source. Shia sect also questioned the whole
chain of isnad in Sunni version of Islam. They chose
genealogical association with the prophet as the prime
criterion for transmitting testimony. Whatever the case may
be, Isnad or chain of reporters remained an important point
of discussion among Muslim scholars on hadith and
reflected their reliance on human testimony rather than text
itself for understanding the early period of Islam.
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