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Abstract

Hadith criticism, aimed at examining the validity of the content of narrations, is one of the important hadith sciences for
understanding hadith. This study examines Ayatollah Subhani’s approach to figh al-hadith using a descriptive—analytical
and library-based method. Ayatollah Subhani endorses the method of some early scholars regarding the critique of hadith
content and proposes five general criteria—the Qur’an, the Sunnah, reason, history, and the consensus of Muslims—as
standards for evaluating the chains of transmission of narrations. Based on these criteria, he subjects to critique certain
narrations well known among Sunnis that have been reported by prominent transmitters. This method can resolve conflicting
and anomalous reports and facilitate the identification of authentic narrations.
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Extended Abstract

The science of Hadith criticism occupies a central position in Islamic epistemology, as it functions as the principal
mechanism through which the authenticity, credibility, and normative authority of prophetic and imamic reports are
evaluated. Within this discipline, dirayat al-hadith addresses both the textual and transmissional dimensions of
narrations, while figh al-kadith specifically concerns itself with uncovering the intended meanings, purposes, and
practical implications embedded within hadith texts. Contemporary scholarship has increasingly emphasized textual
criticism due to longstanding methodological challenges raised both internally by Muslim scholars and externally
by Orientalist critiques, particularly those questioning the reliability of transmitted reports in light of historical
discontinuities, delayed codification, and apparent contradictions with reason or empirical reality. Against this
background, Ayatollah Ja‘far Subhani emerges as a prominent Shi‘i thinker who systematically rearticulates
classical principles of hadith criticism through a rigorously structured framework grounded in usiili theology and
rational inquiry. Drawing on earlier definitions of diraya that encompass not only transmission but also the ethical
and epistemic conditions of narration, Subhani conceptualizes hadith criticism as an integrated process in which
sanad analysis, though necessary, is insufficient without a parallel and equally stringent examination of content. In
his view, the failure to interrogate the semantic and doctrinal coherence of hadith texts risks legitimizing narrations
that undermine the Qur’an, reason, or established religious truths, a concern that becomes particularly acute in light
of polemical claims that portray hadith literature as internally incoherent or historically fabricated (1-3).
Subhani’s methodological intervention is grounded in his rejection of both uncritical traditionalism and radical
scriptural reductionism. While affirming the Sunnah as the second foundational source of Islamic belief and law
after the Qur’an, he firmly distances himself from approaches that either absolutize transmission chains or,
conversely, dismiss hadith altogether under the banner of Qur’an-centrism. He maintains that the Sunnah—
understood as the sayings, actions, and tacit approvals of the Prophet and the Imams—possesses binding authority
insofar as it does not contradict higher epistemic criteria. This balanced stance leads him to develop a hierarchical
model of textual evaluation in which the Qur’an functions as the supreme criterion (mizan), followed sequentially
by definitive Sunnah, sound reason, verified historical knowledge, and the consensus of the Muslim community.
Importantly, Subhani emphasizes that conformity with these criteria is not a prerequisite for establishing the validity
of a hadith; rather, the absence of contradiction is the decisive condition for its probative force. This distinction
allows for the acceptance of narrations whose content is silent in relation to these criteria, while decisively excluding
reports that conflict with any of them. Such an approach reflects a nuanced understanding of epistemic compatibility
and avoids the reductionist claim that only hadiths explicitly corroborated by Qur’anic verses are authoritative, a
position Subhani critiques as methodologically untenable and practically self-defeating (5, 6).

Central to Subhani’s framework is the principle of consistency with the Qur’an, which he regards as the first and
most authoritative standard for textual critique. He draws extensively on both Qur’anic injunctions and transmitted
reports from the Imams to establish that any narration in clear contradiction with the Qur’an must be rejected,
regardless of the apparent soundness of its chain of transmission. Crucially, Subhani clarifies that contradiction here
refers not to cases of specification, qualification, or contextual elaboration—common mechanisms within Islamic
legal theory—Dbut to absolute opposition in meaning or implication. Through detailed case studies, he demonstrates
how certain well-known narrations reported in Sunni collections, such as those asserting that a deceased person is
punished due to the lamentation of others or that individuals are morally compelled by divine decree, conflict
directly with explicit Qur’anic affirmations of personal responsibility and moral agency. By juxtaposing these
narrations with verses such as “no bearer of burdens shall bear the burden of another,” Subhani illustrates how
textual criticism rooted in Qur’anic supremacy safeguards core theological doctrines from distortion and prevents
the attribution of injustice or irrationality to divine action (6, 15, 16).

Beyond the Qur’an, Subhani assigns a critical evaluative role to definitive Sunnah and rational judgment, treating
both as indispensable instruments for discerning authenticity. He argues that mutawatir or well-established
prophetic practice possesses an epistemic certainty analogous to that of the Qur’an in its domain, thereby rendering
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it a legitimate criterion for rejecting anomalous or contradictory reports. In this context, he subjects narrations that
depict the Prophet engaging in conduct incompatible with his established moral integrity—such as permitting
prohibited practices or neglecting obligatory acts of worship—to rigorous scrutiny, concluding that such reports
must be deemed fabricated or distorted. Similarly, Subhani accords significant authority to sound reason ( ‘agl
saltm), which he defines not as speculative philosophical abstraction but as the innate, purified rational capacity
through which fundamental truths about God, prophethood, and moral accountability are apprehended. He contends
that narrations implying corporeality of God, sensory vision of the divine, or gross ignorance of basic empirical
realities on the part of the Prophet violate both rational necessity and the theological foundations of Islam, and
therefore cannot be reconciled with authentic revelation. In this way, rational critique functions not as an external
imposition upon tradition but as an internal safeguard mandated by revelation itself (6, 14).

Historical verification and communal consensus constitute the final components of Subhant’s five-fold framework.
He holds that well-established historical facts, especially those unanimously recognized by historians and scholars
of sira, can expose inconsistencies in narrations that otherwise appear formally acceptable. This is particularly
evident in his analysis of reports that exaggerate the virtues of specific individuals or attribute historically
implausible actions to prominent figures, thereby undermining the integrity of well-documented events. Likewise,
Subhant invokes the consensus of the Muslim community—not as an independent source of law in the technical
ustlt sense, but as an evidentiary indicator that reflects the collective judgment of scholars across generations. When
a narration contradicts a matter upon which there is broad and enduring agreement, especially in issues pertaining
to foundational beliefs or widely practiced rituals, such contradiction serves as a strong indicator of its unreliability.
Through these criteria, Subhani demonstrates that hadith criticism is not an exercise in selective skepticism but a
disciplined methodology aimed at preserving the coherence of Islamic doctrine and practice (6, 13).

In conclusion, Ayatollah Ja‘far Subhant’s approach to the critique of hadith texts represents a sophisticated synthesis
of classical scholarship and contemporary methodological awareness, offering a coherent and replicable framework
for evaluating narrations in light of multiple, hierarchically ordered criteria. By integrating Qur’anic authority,
definitive Sunnah, rational judgment, historical verification, and communal consensus, he provides a robust model
capable of resolving contradictions, identifying fabricated reports, and reinforcing the epistemic integrity of hadith
literature. This approach not only addresses longstanding internal debates within hadith sciences but also equips
contemporary scholarship with principled tools for responding to external critiques. Ultimately, Subhani’s
contribution lies in demonstrating that fidelity to tradition and commitment to rational coherence are not opposing
impulses but mutually reinforcing dimensions of a mature Islamic epistemology.
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