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Abstract

The Holy Qur’an and the hadith sources of both Shi‘i and Sunni Islam present the Prophet Muhammad as a truthful and comprehensive
model for the individual, familial, and social dimensions of Muslim life. Despite the significant commonality in the two traditions’
approaches to depicting this image, there exists one very important difference: within the Sunni approach, certain reports can be found in
which the Prophet’s image in the aforementioned domains is diminished. Employing a descriptive—analytical approach, the present study
rereads and compares the authoritative hadiths of both groups in order to examine points of convergence and divergence in the prophetic
image. The central question of the research concerns the reason for this difference between the two approaches, which is addressed through
inquiries into how the Prophet is portrayed in Shi‘i and Sunni perspectives, the clarification of the differences, and an analysis of their
causes. The findings indicate that in the shared approach of both groups—serving as the axis of convergence and a supra-sectarian model—
the Prophet of Islam is portrayed, on the individual level, as the embodiment of patience, humility, honesty, and justice; on the familial
level, as a compassionate and fair role model; and on the social level, as a pioneer in service to others and in the observance of human
rights. The point of divergence, however, relates to a portion of Sunni narrations that present a different image of the Prophet, containing
elements unbecoming of the station of prophethood and, in some cases, contrary to the principles of infallibility and even degrading and
shameful. In analyzing the reason for this difference, the study arrives at the divergent views of the two groups regarding the successors
of the Prophet Muhammad: Shi‘ism, with its belief in the infallibility of the Imams, exhibits a high degree of coherence with an exalted
image of the Prophet, whereas Sunnism, by accepting the succession of non-infallible figures, is compelled to lower the image of the
Prophet Muhammad so as to avoid an evident inconsistency.
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Extended Abstract

The figure of the Prophet Muhammad occupies a central and irreplaceable position in Islamic theology, ethics, and
civilization as the most complete manifestation of human perfection and divine guidance. Beyond his role as a
messenger of revelation, the Prophet represents the integrated embodiment of moral excellence, rational wisdom,
justice, mercy, and spiritual refinement, making his personality and conduct the primary reference point for
individual, familial, and social life in Islam. Consequently, the manner in which his image is constructed and
transmitted through religious texts—particularly hadith literature—plays a decisive role in shaping Muslim ethical
consciousness and collective identity. Within Islamic intellectual history, both Shi‘i and Sunni traditions
acknowledge the Prophet as an exemplary model; however, their respective hadith corpora occasionally diverge in
the ways they portray his moral stature and behavioral integrity. Contemporary scholarship emphasizes that such
portrayals are not neutral historical descriptions but interpretive constructions shaped by theological
presuppositions, methodological commitments, and socio-political contexts. Modern studies in Islamic ethics and
prophetic biography underscore the necessity of critically reassessing these portrayals in order to preserve the
coherence between the Qur’anic depiction of the Prophet as possessing “exalted character” and the transmitted
reports attributed to him (1, 2). This study is situated within this scholarly concern and seeks to examine, through a
comparative lens, how the Prophet’s image is articulated in Shi‘i and Sunni hadith traditions, with particular
attention to the ethical implications of these portrayals (3, 4).

In Islamic epistemology, knowledge of the Prophet’s character is derived from two primary sources: the Qur’an as
the foundational revelatory text, and the Sunnah as its practical and lived exposition preserved through hadith.
While the Qur’an consistently presents a sanctified, morally flawless image of the Prophet, hadith literature
introduces a more granular and narrative-driven representation of his daily conduct, interpersonal relations, and
social interactions. This narrative dimension, while invaluable for ethical emulation, also renders the prophetic
image vulnerable to distortion through unreliable transmission, interpretive bias, or theological accommodation.
Comparative hadith studies demonstrate that while Shi‘i and Sunni scholars share many core ethical narratives
regarding the Prophet, divergences emerge in specific reports that touch upon issues of fallibility, moral judgment,
or behavioral propriety. These divergences necessitate a methodological distinction between the normative
prophetic model—rooted in Qur’anic ethics—and the descriptive narratives transmitted through hadith, which must
be evaluated critically (5). By conceptualizing the “image of the Prophet” as a structured ethical and symbolic
construct rather than a mere historical record, this study frames hadith analysis as an inquiry into moral meaning-
making processes within Islamic traditions.

Methodologically, the study employs a descriptive—analytical approach, drawing exclusively on authoritative Shi‘i
and Sunni hadith sources to extract and compare representations of the Prophet across three interconnected domains:
individual ethics, family life, and social conduct. The analysis focuses on the semantic content of the narrations and
their ethical implications rather than on technical isnad criticism, allowing for a thematic comparison of how
prophetic virtues are emphasized, contextualized, or problematized. In the shared corpus of both traditions, the
Prophet is consistently depicted as the paragon of patience, humility, honesty, justice, generosity, courage, and self-
restraint. Narrations emphasize his simple lifestyle, aversion to luxury, commitment to truthfulness, compassion
toward the weak, and unwavering commitment to justice, portraying him as a moral exemplar whose personal
conduct reinforced his prophetic mission (6-8). These shared depictions extend to his familial life, where he appears
as a compassionate spouse, an attentive father, and an active participant in household responsibilities, embodying a
model of mutual respect and emotional care within the family unit (16, 21). Similarly, in the social sphere, both
traditions portray him as deeply committed to social justice, public service, solidarity with the marginalized, and
the cultivation of communal harmony (13, 23).

Despite this extensive common ground, the comparative analysis reveals a distinct point of divergence in certain
Sunni narrations that attribute behaviors to the Prophet which appear inconsistent with Qur’anic ethics and the
doctrine of prophetic impeccability. These include reports suggesting lapses in ritual performance, exposure to
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sorcery, excessive forgetfulness, or conduct that conflicts with standards of modesty and moral restraint. From the
Shi‘i perspective, such narrations are viewed as incompatible with the essential moral integrity of prophethood and
are therefore rejected or reinterpreted. Sunni hadith literature, while often acknowledging the Prophet’s moral
superiority, preserves these reports within broader theological frameworks that allow limited human vulnerability
in prophets. The study argues that these divergent portrayals cannot be adequately understood without reference to
underlying theological assumptions, particularly concerning the nature of prophetic infallibility and its continuity
after the Prophet’s death (5, 20, 24). The ethical tension generated by these narrations raises important questions
about the coherence of prophetic authority and the didactic function of hadith within Islamic moral pedagogy.

A key analytical finding of the study is that differences in the prophetic image are closely linked to divergent views
on political and religious succession after the Prophet. Shi‘i theology, grounded in the belief in the infallibility of
the Imams, necessitates a consistently exalted and flawless image of the Prophet to maintain theological coherence
between prophethood and divinely guided leadership. By contrast, Sunni acceptance of non-infallible successors
creates a discursive space in which aspects of human fallibility are retrospectively attributed to the Prophet, thereby
normalizing imperfections in post-prophetic leadership. This theological dynamic helps explain why certain
narrations that appear to diminish the Prophet’s moral stature were transmitted and preserved within Sunni
collections. From an ethical standpoint, the study emphasizes that such narrations risk undermining the Prophet’s
function as an absolute moral exemplar and may generate confusion in moral reasoning and religious emulation.
Consequently, the study advocates for a principled reassessment of hadith material based on ethical coherence,
Qur’anic consistency, and the preservation of prophetic dignity as a foundational element of Islamic moral thought.
In conclusion, this comparative study demonstrates that while Shi‘i and Sunni hadith traditions share a substantial
and ethically rich portrayal of the Prophet Muhammad as a universal model of moral excellence, significant
differences emerge in specific narrations that reflect deeper theological commitments regarding infallibility and
authority. The findings suggest that the most coherent and unifying image of the Prophet is the shared ethical model
that emphasizes his perfection in character, compassion in family life, and justice in social engagement. Divergent
portrayals, rather than reflecting historical reality, are better understood as products of interpretive and theological
accommodation. Re-centering the prophetic image around its shared ethical core offers a constructive path toward
intellectual convergence, moral clarity, and the preservation of the Prophet’s sanctified status as the enduring
foundation of Islamic ethical life.
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