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Nu’mān Bin Thābit, better known by his kunyah, Abū Ḥanīfah, has been subject to much 

criticism due to his supposed lack of knowledge in Ḥadīth and Ḥadīth studies. The 

methodology of the Ḥanafīs has been similarly scrutinized as it is infamously known to 

diverge from the other schools in their methodological usage of the sources in deriving legal 

rulings. Where the other orthodox schools use a methodology derived from al-Shāfi’ī's 

combination of the reports and opinion, Abū Ḥanīfah is known to have ruled from the Qur’ān 

more-so than from the reports. A particular aspect of the discussion is the idea that he took 

his own opinion over the clear textual sources of the Sunnah i.e. the Ḥadīth reports. However, 

what has been overlooked is the way in which Abū Ḥanīfah used the Ḥadīth and how he 

understood them. Rather than having a weakness in Ḥadīth, as purported by some, Abū 

Ḥanīfah had a unique understanding of Ḥadīth, and subjected them to great scrutiny in order 

to derive the truest rendition of God’s law on earth. Rather than a detraction from Prophetic 

reports, it seems that there has been a lack of understanding when it comes to the Usūl of Abū 

Ḥanīfah. 
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The Formation of Usūl 

 

Since the passing of the Prophet Muḥammad in the 7th century, the Muslim community has 

looked to the Qur’ān and the Sunnah (traditions) of the Prophet for guidance in their daily 

affairs. The legal methodology that the Sunni Muslim group abides by follows the legal 

theories of one of the four Imāms of the early Muslim generations. From amongst these four 

schools, numerous varying opinions have emerged, leading to the reformists who would seek 

to either combine these schools or completely reimagine Islamic legal theory by reengaging 

with the sources of law in light of the new age. What remains, however, is the methodology 

of these four schools who the majority of the Sunni Muslims abide by.  

 

The four schools have not gone without their criticisms however, especially the school this 

thesis is concerned with. The Ḥanafīs have undergone particular scrutiny with regards to their 

application of Prophetic traditions when deriving legal rulings. The Ḥanafīs have been called 

people of opinion (Ahl al-Ra’ī), who prefer the usage of analogy (Qiyās) over the verified 

reports of the Prophet. These contentions have stemmed from a misunderstanding of the legal 

methodology employed by the Ḥanafīs, one which differs from the other schools with regards 

to the understanding and usage of reports compared to the other legal sources. The 

methodology and historical context of the Ḥanafī school and their namesake, is one of great 

importance when examining the reality of the claims made against them. 

 

Within the early generations after the passing of the Prophet and the majority of the 

companions of the Prophet, Islamic civilizations entered a period where people were no 

longer so easily able to refer back to the Prophet and His companions in matters of legal 

issues and such. The need for reports of the Prophet’s sayings and actions became evidently 
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necessary due to the growth of the Islamic empire and the depletion of primary sources who 

were around the Prophet. These reports were not only the core of the Islamic Sunni tradition, 

but also a necessary component of law-making amongst the early Muslim generations. 

However, it was not sufficient to simply have reports of varying legitimacies being used in 

any fashion a judge desired, the need for a competent methodology also became apparent in 

this age; one which would be able to appropriate the relevant sources to the relevant 

situations. Through this we can see the development of Usūl (methodology) in the various 

Islamic sciences, in order to actualize the Islamic society at all levels. Within the study of 

reports, varying viewpoints emerged as to the ways in which they are used in order to 

deriving legal rulings. The formation of the four orthodox Sunni schools grew out of this 

need for a foundational creed, based around the legal methodologies of four Imāms; as 

opposed to the common misconception that the schools were formed around their 

personalities. 

 

The most notable scholar in the field of early Usūl is Muḥammad Ibn Idrīs al-Shāfi’ī (d. 204 

AH/820 CE), who is often noted as being the codifier of Usūl al-Fiqh and the popularizer of 

the science of Usūl. His book, al-Risālah, is perhaps one of the earliest, if not, most popular 

work on Sunni jurisprudence; to the extent that it provides a foundational framework for the 

Shafite and in some respects, the Mālikī and Ḥanbalī schools of law.1 This is due to the 

manner of its compilation as a selection of al-Shāfi’ī’s understandings of Usūl.2 As well as 

this, it was the combination of the ideas of the Ahl al-Ra’ī, represented by the Mālikī and 

Ḥanafī schools, and the Ahl al-Ḥadīth, which would form the Shāfi’ī and Ḥanbalī schools.3 

                                                
1 Aisha Y. Musa, “Al-Shāfi’ī, the Ḥadīth, and the Concept of the Duality of Revelation” Islamic Studies, 46, no. 
2 (2007): pp. 163-164 
2 Ibid., p. 164 
3 Ahmad Hasan, “Al-Shāfi’ī’s Role in the Development of Islamic Jurisprudence” Islamic Studies, 5, no. 3 
(1966): p. 250 
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The Ḥanafī methodology, although similar in some ways, has a greater degree of distinction 

as opposed to its Sunni counterparts, in both methodology and as a consequence, legal 

rulings. 
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Abū Ḥanīfah, His Life and Background 

 

Nu’mān Ibn Thābit al-Kūfī was born during the Umayyad administration in the year 80 

AH/699 CE and passed away in the year 150 AH/767 CE.4 Abū Ḥanīfah was raised and 

educated in Kufa for the majority of his life, taking up the silk trade from his father at an 

early age. Iraq, prior to the advent of Islam was known to have widespread schools of Greek 

philosophy set up by the Syriacs, as well as multiple Christian sects who would debate on 

various points of theology.5 After the conquest of Iraq by the Muslim empires and the advent 

of Islam in the region, Iraq experienced a wider mix of ideologies and cultures, including 

various sects from amongst the Muslims themselves such as the Khawārij and the 

Mu’tazilah.6 The environment that Abū Ḥanīfah found himself in gave him an aversion to 

both the marketplaces and the scholars, due to the incessant debating he found amongst them. 

However, he quickly found his calling amongst the learned, as he held more of a distaste to 

the markets than to the callings of the scholars. Muḥammad Abū Zahra’, in his work 

biographing the life of Abū Ḥanīfah, relates that what is clear from Abū Ḥanīfah’s early life, 

is that the scholars of his time saw potential in him and recognized his ability in the Islamic 

sciences, and that his early precautions were only due to the widespread bickering and vanity 

he saw amongst some of the religious people at the time.7 

 

It is a point of consideration that the scholars of the Iraqi tradition were different from the 

scholars of the other major cities, most notably the Medinese scholars in Madinah. The 

                                                
4 There is some discussion as to the actual date of his birth, with some sources claiming he was born as early as 
61 H (680 CE). See: Muḥammad Abū Zahra, Abū Ḥanīfah: Hayatuhu wa ‘Asruhu, Arahu wa Fiqhuhu (Cairo: 
Dar al-Fikr al-‘Arabi, 1960), p. 14 
5 Ibid., p. 15 
6 The Khawarij: The faction who revolted against the fourth Caliph ‘Ali Ibn Abi Talib, who later developed a 
socio-political dimension and were therefore known as the ‘dissenters’. 
The Mu’tazila: Hyper-rationalists who also dissented from the majority of Sunni scholars in areas of theology. 
7 Muḥammad Abū Zahra, Abū Ḥanīfah: Hayatuhu wa ‘Asruhu, Arahu wa Fiqhuhu, p. 21 
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varying environments between cities and the social make-up of each location contributed to 

the different attitudes towards the various Islamic sciences. A notable example is the 

difference found between the cosmopolitan nature of Kufa and other Iraqi cities.8 Due to the 

environment of the Kufans, precedence was given to the people and the application of the 

rulings to the nature of the populous. This gave way to the types of Qiyās that were employed 

by the Kufans in respect to the reports. This was much like the Medinese, who also were a 

people who engaged with analogy more predominantly than their Shafite counterparts.9 

 

Abū Ḥanīfah’s Training in Ḥadīth 

 

Multiple sources differ on what Abū Ḥanīfah’s primary discipline studied was. Three varying 

narrations relate his primary course of study beginning with either Kalām (theology), 

jurisprudence, or Ḥadīth studies.10 What is clear however, is the chain of Abū Ḥanīfah’s 

training leading back to the companion of the Prophet, Abd ‘Allāh Ibn Mas’ūd (d. 33 AH/653 

CE), who moved to Kufa and became the foremost authoritative Companion in Iraq. What 

should be noted is that Abū Ḥanīfah relied primarily on the Ijtihād of Ibn Mas’ūd, only 

deflecting when he felt the opinion of another companion was stronger.11 These point 

towards the strong influence the city of Kufa as a cosmopolitan city; one reliant upon the 

legal opinions of Ibn Mas’ūd, had upon Abū Ḥanīfah.12 

                                                
8 Ibid., p. 23-24 
9 Ahmad Hasan, “Early Modes of Ijtihad: Ra’y, Qiyās and Istihsan” Islamic Studies, 6, no. 1 (1967): p. 60 
10 Ibid. 
11 Wael B. Hallaq defines Ijtihad as: “the exertion of mental energy in the search for a legal opinion to the extent 
that the faculties of the jurist become incapable of further effort. In other words, ijtihad is the maximum effort 
expended by the jurist to master and apply the principles and rules of Usūl al-fiqh (legal theory) for the purpose 
of discovering God’s law.” See: Wael B. Hallaq, “Was the Gate of Ijtihad Closed?” International Journal of 
Middle East Studies, 16, no. 1 (1984): p. 3 
12 Safaruk Z. Chowdhury, Introducing Ḥadīth Studies: Interpretive Principles of the Ḥanafī School (London: 
Dar al-Nicosia, 2015), p. 35 and Zafar Ahmad al-‘Uthmani, I’la al-Sunan (Karachi: Idarah al-Qur’ān wa al-
‘Ulum al-Islamiyyah, 1997), 19:438 where al-‘Uthmani says: “the madhhab of Abū Ḥanīfah was built upon thee 
statements of Ibn Mas’ud”. 
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For Abū Ḥanīfah, his primary concern, even before beginning serious scholarship, was the 

Qur’ān and strict adherence to it.13 In Abū Ḥanīfah’s eyes, the Qur’ān was the only thing that 

was absolutely reliable, making everything secondary to it. Ḥadīth had to be on a similar 

level of reliability in order to be applicable within the context of divine law; thus, Abū 

Ḥanīfah’s strong reliance upon the Qur’ān was evident. These reports were to be subject to 

Abū Ḥanīfah’s understanding of them and could only alter how a ruling from the Qur’ān was 

interpreted upon Abū Ḥanīfah’s assurance as to the reliably of the report.14 From his youth, 

Abū Ḥanīfah’s strict adherence to the Qur’ān acted as the core to his methodology, and its 

influence upon him in the later development of his legal methodology is evident. 

 

Having met many of the Companions of the Prophet from a young age, Abū Ḥanīfah was 

able to collect a great number reports from Companions himself.15 Due to these numerous 

meetings with the Companions of the Prophet, Abū Ḥanīfah himself is deemed a Tābi’ī 

(successor) who was also known to have narrated various traditions from multiple other 

Tābi’īn who had settled in Kufa.16 It was due to this, Abū Ḥanīfah is reported to have said, “If 

a report of the Prophet comes from a trusted source, we take it. And if it comes from the one 

of the Companions of the Prophet, we do not leave their statements. And if it comes from one 

of the Successors, then we compete with it”.17 This holds particular importance due to Abū 

                                                
13 Muḥammad Abū Zahra, Abū Ḥanīfah: Hayatuhu wa ‘Asruhu, Arahu wa Fiqhuhu (Egypt: Dar al-Fikr al-
‘Arabi, 1960), p. 21, Jonathan A. C. Brown, Misquoting Muḥammad (London: Oneworld Publications, 2017), p. 
25 
14 Jonathan A. C. Brown, Misquoting Muḥammad (London: Oneworld Publications, 2017), p. 25 
15 There is a dispute regarding the actual number of companions that Abū Ḥanīfah met during his lifetime. 
However what remains consistent within the varying reports is that Abū Ḥanīfah met, at least, Anas ibn Malik, 
Abdullah ibn Abi Awfa and Abd Allāh ibn al-Harith. See: Abdur-Rahman Ibn Yusuf, Imām Abū Hanifa’s Al-
Fiqh Al-Akbar Explained (London: White Thread Press, 2014), p.44 and Sahiron Syamsuddin, “Abū Ḥanīfah’s 
Use of the Solitary Ḥadīth as a Source of Islamic Law” Islamic Studies, 40, no. 2 (2001): p. 260 
16 For a description of a Tab’i, see: Abd Allāh Sirāj al-Din al-Husayni, Sharh al-Manzumah al-Bayquniyyah fi 
Ilm al-Ḥadīth (Halab: Dar al-Falah, 2009), p. 69 
Al-Husayni writes: “The tabi’i is he who is a Muslim who met a companion of the Prophet and died as a 
Muslim.” For wider discussion see also: Ibid., pp. 108-109 
17 Husayn Ibn ‘Ali al-Saymari, Akhbar Abi Ḥanīfah wa Ashabuhu (Beirut: ‘Ilm al-Kutub, 1985), p. 24 
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Ḥanīfah’s wide ranging exposure to the science of Ḥadīth. Safaruk Chowdhury simplifies the 

various chains of Abū Ḥanīfah to the Prophet as well to individual companions in a set of 

diagrams in his book.18 The multiple chains which include Abū Ḥanīfah all point to the 

position he maintained as a transmitter of knowledge, as many of his students became 

integral in the sciences of Ḥadīth and the collection of Prophetic reports in their own 

collections.19 One can also see from these various chains that Abū Ḥanīfah held that he was 

more than well connected within the realm of Ḥadīth transmission, rather than simply a man 

with no chains as claimed by others.20 

 

In order to pursue further studies in Ḥadīth sciences, Abū Ḥanīfah travelled and studied with 

a number of scholars from various cities. His main influences in Ḥadīth studies were 

numerous, ranging from Basra and his home town of Kufa, to Makkah and Madinah. In Kufa 

he took from the likes of Ḥammād Ibn Abī Sulaymān (d. 120 AH/738 CE) and Hishām Ibn 

‘Urwah (d. 146 AH/763 CE). In Basra he took from Qatādah Ibn Di’āmah (d. 118/736) and 

Shu’bah Ibn al-Ḥajjāj (d. 160 AH/766 CE). From Makkah he met and took from ‘Aṭā Ibn Abī 

Rabāḥ (d. 114 AH/732 CE) as well as others. And in Madinah, Abū Ḥanīfah learned Ḥadīth 

from Sulaymān Ibn Yasār (d. 107 AH/725 CE) and Sālim Ibn ‘Abd Allāh Ibn ‘Umar (d. 106 

AH/725 CE).21 These are just a few of the muḥaddithūn (Ḥadīth scholars) under whom Abū 

Ḥanīfah took tutelage. Abū Ḥanīfah’s own contemporaries bore testimony to the extensive 

studies in Ḥadīth that Abū Ḥanīfah undertook. From amongst these is the statement of Mis’ar 

Ibn Kidām al-Hilālī (d. 152-6 AH/769-73 CE) who was regarded foremost Kufan Ḥadīth 

                                                
18 Safaruk Z. Chowdhury, Introducing Ḥadīth Studies: Interpretive Principles of the Ḥanafī School, pp. 117-122 
19 Ibid., p. 115 
20 Ibid., pp. 101-102 
21 Sahiron Syamsuddin, “Abū Ḥanīfah’s Use of the Solitary Ḥadīth as a Source of Islamic Law” Islamic Studies, 
40, no. 2 (2001): p. 261 
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scholars,22 who said: “I searched for Ḥadīth with Abū Ḥanīfah, and he surpassed us”.23 

Shams al-Dīn Muḥammad Ibn Aḥmad al-Dhahabī (d. 748 AH/1348 CE) even relates in his 

Siyar A’lām al-Nubulā’: “He [Abū Ḥanīfah] set out on journeys specifically to obtain reports 

(al-athar)”,24 showing Abū Ḥanīfah’s diligence in the pursuit of reports. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
22 Shams al-Din Muḥammad Ibn Ahmad al-Dhahabi, Tadhkirah al-Huffaz (Hyderabad: Da’irah al-Ma’arif al-
‘Uthmaniyyah, 1955), 1:188 
23 Shams al-Din Muḥammad Ibn Ahmad al-Dhahabi, Manaqib Abi Ḥanīfah, p. 27 as quoted from Safaruk Z. 
Chowdhury, Introducing Ḥadīth Studies: Interpretive Principles of the Ḥanafī School, p. 109 
24 Shams al-Din Muḥammad Ibn Ahmad al-Dhahabi, Siyar A’lam al-Nubala’ (Beirut: Muasasah al-Risālah, 
1996), 6:392 
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The Usūl of Abū Ḥanīfah 

 

In order to understand the methodology of Abū Ḥanīfah with regards to reports, one must 

first understand the Ḥanafī understanding of Qiyās and its application in the deriving legal 

rulings. Between the four Sunni schools of jurisprudence, the Ḥanafīs have been singled out 

for a supposed overreliance on Qiyās, however this is due to a common lack of understanding 

as to the nature of Qiyās in the school. Even amongst the Mālikīs, there is a preference given 

to Qiyās in various situations; sometimes more so than the Ḥanafīs. That being said, even al-

Shāfi’ī referred to the Ḥanafīs as Ahl al-Qiyās for their frequent use of analogy and Ra’ī, 

acknowledging the Ḥanafī tradition of applying reasoning to Ḥadīth literature.25 

 

For Abū Ḥanīfah, as mentioned previously, the most important source was the inimitable 

Qur’ān. Ḥadīth took a backseat when it came to the establishment of legal rulings. This is the 

reason the Ḥanafīs are alone in their manner of classifying legal rulings. The Ḥanafīs 

distinguish between what is forbidden and extremely disliked, and what is obligatory and 

what is compulsory. The distinguisher between these definitions are the varying strengths of 

the evidences regarding any said matter.26 An example of this is the distinction made by the 

Ḥanafīs with regards to the Farā’iḍ and Wājibāt. Though they both hold the weight of 

obligatory with negligence of both resulting in sin and a penalty, Farḍ can only be 

established based on what is Qat’ī, i.e. that which is established based on epistemic certainty, 

such as the Qur’ān, a Mutawātir report, or the consensus of the Ummah or Muslim 

                                                
25 Ahmad Hasan, “Early Modes of Ijtihad: Ra’y, Qiyās and Istihsan” p. 60 
26 See: Nizam al-Din al-Shashi, Usūl ash-Shashi:  Principles of Islamic Jurisprudence, tr. Mansur Ali (London: 
Turath Publishing, 2017), pp. 25, 26, 280-283. 
For a comparison with the other schools see: Jalal al-Din al-Mahalli, Sharh al-Waraqat: Al-Mahalli’s Notes on 
Imām al-Juwayni’s Islamic Jurisprudence Pamphlet, tr. Musa Furber (Abū Dhabi: Islamosaic, 2014), pp. 3-6 
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community.27 Disbelief in a Farḍ constitutes disbelief in faith, while disbelief in a Wājib 

merely leaves the individual a sinner, while retaining faith. One can observe the importance 

that Abū Ḥanīfah gave to the value of reports and the sources of law from his scrutiny of 

reports in light of what he felt was definite evidence with no room for a mistake in the ruling. 

Understanding this aspect of Abū Ḥanīfah’s methodology leads to the realization of the 

importance that Abū Ḥanīfah placed on the value of reports. Rather than relying less on 

reports, Abū Ḥanīfah displayed an appreciation for the value of the report and its ultimate 

purpose in delivering a ruling that was representative of God’s legislation upon mankind. 

 

When discussing the concept of reports, a distinction is made between the word khabr and 

the word Ḥadīth. Where the prior refers to the actions, words, or approval of the Prophet, the 

latter is in reality referring to knowledge transmitted in a more general sense.28 With regards 

to the epistemological value of a report, there are two concepts, the Mutawātir and the Āḥād, 

the widespread and the solitary reports. The Mutawātir establishes certainty, while the Āḥād 

can only provide the probability of knowledge. This is due to the presence of doubt, large or 

small, within either the chain of the report, or the text of the report.29 The Ḥanafīs define the 

report as one of three categories: The Mutawātir, which establishes certainty, the Mashhūr, 

which has a degree of doubt, and the Āḥād, which has uncertainty within it.30 The Ḥanafīs 

make the distinction between the Mashhūr and the Āḥād by relating the former closer to the 

                                                
27 See Ibid., pp. 25, 280 and Abū al-Ikhlas Hasan al-Shurunbulali, Imdad al-Fattah Sharh Nur al Idah, 
(Damascus: n.p., 2002), p. 256 
28 Hüseyin Hansu, “Notes on the Term Mutawatir and Its Reception in Ḥadīth Criticism” Islamic Law and 
Society, 16, no. 3/4 (2009): pp. 394-395 
Though generally the Ḥadīth scholars will use these terms synonymously. See: Shihab al-Din Ibn Hajar al-
‘Asqalani, Nuzhah al-Nazr fi Tawdih Nukhbah al-Fikr (Riyadh: Maktabah al-Malik Fahd ,2001), p. 35 
29 Hüseyin Hansu, “Notes on the Term Mutawatir and Its Reception in Ḥadīth Criticism” p. 395 
30 al-Shashi, Usūl ash-Shashi, tr. Mansur Ali, p. 206 
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Mutawātir rather than the Āḥād, while the other schools will acknowledge the Mashhūr as 

simply part of Āḥād.31 

 

Due to these differing classifications between scholars of Ḥadīth and the jurists, it may 

become easy for the Ḥadīth scholar to declare a legal scholar as weak in Ḥadīth. This is 

noticeable with the critics of Abū Ḥanīfah, as most of his notable detractors have been Ḥadīth 

scholars rather than legal scholars. However, as discussed before, this is due to the 

uniqueness of Abū Ḥanīfah’s Ḥadīth authentication and usage. His methodology, and its 

usage of analogy is what the main issue critics have with Abū Ḥanīfah. However, as 

mentioned, this was due to the exclusive manner in which Abū Ḥanīfah authenticated Ḥadīth. 

A closer inspection would reveal that in fact his methodology which included analogy as a 

tool, is not devoid of the usage and inclusion of reports as a primary source of law. 

 

The Ḥadīth scholar does not observe the reports in the same manner the legal scholar does. 

The aspects of a report’s chain and text that a legal scholar is concerned with, is not the same 

what concerns the legal scholar. The Ḥadīth scholar is concerned primarily with chains, while 

the legal scholar looks at the text itself. Though there is overlap in both works, this 

precedence leads to a better understanding of how the legal scholar analyses the report in 

order to derive rulings. The value of the Ḥadīth in the ruling, though the report may be 

rigorously authenticated by the Ḥadīth scholar, can be naught to the legal scholar if it does 

                                                
31 Ibid., see: Jalal al-Din al-Mahalli, Sharh al-Waraqat: Al-Mahalli’s Notes on Imām al-Juwayni’s Islamic 
Jurisprudence Pamphlet, tr. Musa Furber, p.52 and Shihab al-Din Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani and Sirāj al-Din Abū 
Hafs Ibn Mulaqqin, Nukhbah al-Fikr wa al-Tadhkirah, tr. Musa Furber (Abū Dhabi: Islamosaic, 2015), p. 4 
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not fulfill his own conditions. It is for this reason, the Usūlīs and the scholars of Ḥadīth 

would frequently be at odds in regard to the value of a report.32 

 

Conditions of Acceptance  

 

It is quite evident from the reports of the immediate students of Abū Ḥanīfah that he in fact 

preferred the usage of reports over the usage of opinion in multiple situations. The grading he 

gave to a report was based on numerous points, many of which are detailed in a condensed 

form by ‘Abd al-Fattāḥ Abū Ghuddah in his footnotes of Muḥammad Zāhid al-Kawtharī’s 

book, Fiqh Ahl al-‘Irāq. From amongst the conditions of Abū Ḥanīfah in ruling by a solitary 

report, Abū Ghuddah notes the various ways in which the Ḥanafīs will deem a Ḥadīth 

suitable to rule by.33 Some of the requirements of acceptance of a report by Abū Ḥanīfah 

were as follows:  

1. Any solitary narration cannot conflict with stronger evidence such as the Qur’ān or 

the Mashhūr,34 or conflict with a more authentic solitary report.  

2. As well as this, the transmitter of the report in question must be considered reliable.  

3. And if the transmitter does not conflict with the report in any way, the solitary 

narration may be accepted.35  

                                                

32 For a closer look at the distinction between the legal field and the Ḥadīth field, see: Scott C. Lucas, “The 
Legal Principles of Muḥammad B. Isma’il Al-Bukhārī and Their Relationship to Classical Salafi Islam” Islamic 
Law and Society, 13, no. 3 (2006): pp. 289-324 

33 Muḥammad Zahid al-Kawthari, Fiqh Ahl al-Iraq, (Cairo: Al-Maktabah al-Azhariyyah li al-Turath, 2002), pp. 
36-38 
34 The Mashhur is defined as that which is narrated by three or more narrators. See: Abd Allāh Sirāj al-Din al-
Husayni, Sharh al-Manzumah al-Bayquniyyah fi Ilm al-Ḥadīth, p. 95 and Muḥammad Ibn Awad Abū Mu’adh, 
Sharh Nukhbah al-Fikr, (Riyadh: Dar al-Moghny, 2009), pp. 42-46 
35 Sahiron Syamsuddin, “Abū Ḥanīfah’s Use of the Solitary Ḥadīth as a Source of Islamic Law” p. 264 
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Sahiron Syamsuddin also mentions that Abū Ḥanīfah would opt for a ruling that delivers a 

lighter punishment when dealing with conflicting reports regarding the Ḥudūd (the corporal 

punishments).36  

 

The first point regarding conflict with a stronger source relates to Abū Ḥanīfah’s scrutiny of a 

report against what is apparent from the evidences of the Qur’ān. A popular example of this 

is his ruling on a woman giving herself away in marriage. The Ḥanafīs say that a woman is 

able to give herself away in marriage due to the Qur’ān making it clear that one should not 

stop a woman from marrying. This would put the Ḥadīth regarding a women’s marriage done 

without the permission of her guardian being void, in conflict with the apparent meaning of 

the verse. Therefore, for this, and other reasons, the Quranic verse is taken into consideration, 

and the seemingly sound report is disregarded.37  

 

The second point relates to how thiqah (trustworthy) a narrator is in his reporting of a 

tradition. The quality of a narrator is judged by their intellect, piety and comprehension; that 

is, of course, in addition to their being Muslim in the first place.38 Piety is judged by an 

individual being a sane, adult Muslim who is consistent in not committing and minor or 

major sins, as well as being protected from losing his honor.39 Comprehension is established 

by the ability of the transmitter to memorize a report and their ability to retain and understand 

the report which they are narrating. ‘Abd Allāh Sirāj al-Dīn refers to this type of 

comprehension as ḍabṭ al-ṣadrī. He makes a distinction between one who has memorized a 

                                                
36 Ibid.  
37 See Ibid., Joseph Schacht, The Origins of Muḥammadan Jurisprudence (London: Oxford University Press, 
1967), p. 28. Where Schacht relates that the Iraqians would disregard a report if it had any sort of anomaly 
within it, or if it conflicts with the Qur’ān. and al-Shashi, Usūl ash-Shashi, tr. Mansur Ali, pp. 212-213 
38 Sahiron Syamsuddin, “Abū Ḥanīfah’s Use of the Solitary Ḥadīth as a Source of Islamic Law” p. 266  
See also: Abd al-Majid al-Turkamani, Dirasat fi Usūl al-Ḥadīth ‘ala Manhaj al-Ḥanafīyyah, Shara’itu Rawi 
Akhbar al-Ahad (Beirut: Dar Ibn Kathir, 2015) 
39 Abd Allāh Sirāj al-Din al-Husayni, Sharh al-Manzumah al-Bayquniyyah fi Ilm al-Ḥadīth, p. 37 
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report and someone, under the condition of understanding the intent and meaning of the 

report, who transmits from a book.40 However, Abū Ḥanīfah’s condition is that the individual 

must have memorized the report in order to be ḍābiṭ.41 Abū Ḥanīfah places greater 

importance on the narrator having preserved a report in the same manner as the Qur’ān has 

been preserved in order to allow a report to maintain a sufficient amount of weight behind it. 

 

With regards to the final point of acceptance, Abū Ḥanīfah conditioned that a report cannot 

be accepted if the narrator contradicts the report in any way. There are four points of 

contradiction according to Muḥammad Ibn Aḥmad Abū Bakr al-Sarakhsī (d. 490 AH/1096 

CE), the first being the case of a narrator denying the original report. Al-Sarakhsī gives an 

example of a tradition reported by Sulaymān Ibn Mūsā by way of Muḥammad Ibn Muslim al-

Zuharī, from ‘Urwah who heard from ‘Ā’ishah, who said the Prophet said: “Any woman who 

marries without the consent of her guardian, her marriage is void”. Al-Sarakhsī goes on to 

mention that “Ibn Jurayj asked al-Zuharī regarding this Ḥadīth however he did not know it”.42 

Due to this, Abū Ḥanīfah and his student, Abū Yusuf Ya’qūb al-Ansārī (d. 181 AH/798 CE) 

did not take this narration into account, whereas Abū Ḥanīfah’s other student, Muḥammad al-

Shaybānī (d. 189 AH/805 CE) and al-Shāfi’ī said otherwise.43 

 

                                                
40 Ibid., p. 39 
41 Taqi al-Din Ibn Abd al-Qadir al-Ghazi, Tabaqat al-Saniyyah (Cairo: al-Majlis al-A’la li Shyuwn al-
Islamiyyah), 1:112  
Taqi al-Din al-Ghazi writes that Abū Yusuf said that Abū Ḥanīfah said: “No one should report a Ḥadīth save 
one who has retained it from the day he heard it until the day he narrated it.” However he also notes that this 
may be contentious as the reports concerning this statement are few. 
42 Muḥammad Ibn Ahmad al-Sarakhsi, Usūl al-Sarakhsi, (Hyderabad: Lajnah Ihya al-Ma’arif al-‘Uthmaniyyah, 
1993), 2:3 
43 Ibid.  
Al-Sarakhsi expounds upon the varying opinions of the early Ḥanafīs, and the reason why Abū Yusuf and al-
Shaybani differed on this matter. He also confirms that Abū Ḥanīfah’s position in this matter of Usūl, as related 
by Abū Yusuf is the dominant opinion of the Ḥanafīs. 
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The second point of conflict is if the actions, speech or legal verdicts of the narrator differ 

with what they have narrated, either before narrating it or afterwards. A narrator may differ in 

this way in two different forms: firstly, by issuing a verdict contrary to a report after having 

received the report, or secondly, by issuing a differing verdict before receiving the report. 

The first would entail that the Ḥadīth cannot be accepted as a legal source due to the 

unreliability of the narrator who contradicted it, or the report having been abrogated at some 

point.44 The second would entail a report being acceptable to rule by and is authoritative.45  

 

Thirdly, a contention may occur when a narrator alludes to a part of the possible meanings of 

the report they have narrated. An example of this is the famous occurrence of Sufyān Ibn 

‘Uyaynah (d. 198 AH/814 CE) when he told Abū Ḥanīfah the Ḥadīth: “The two parties in a 

transaction may annul it as long as they have not separated” and was met with the response: 

“What if they are on a journey? How do they separate then?”46 The tradition is Ṣaḥīḥ 

(authentic) according to the conditions of al-Bukhārī, Muslim, al-Nasā’ī and Ibn Mājah,47 

which leads one to believe that Abū Ḥanīfah would reject sound reports if they would come 

in conflict with his own opinions. However, this does not adequately explain the 

understanding of Abū Ḥanīfah regarding this report. ‘Abd Allāh Ibn ‘Umar narrated the 

Ḥadīth and accepted it in a literal sense, however, the report has a secondary understanding. 

The separation is in reference to the separation of offer and acceptance of the transaction, and 

it is quite possible that Abū Ḥanīfah understood the Ḥadīth in the second way. The Ḥadīth 

itself is regarded as sound and as Ibn ‘Umar’s understanding of the tradition is not 

authoritative per se, it can be understood in the manner which Abū Ḥanīfah did. In reality, 

                                                
44 Sahiron Syamsuddin, “Abū Ḥanīfah’s Use of the Solitary Ḥadīth as a Source of Islamic Law” p. 267 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ahmad Ibn ‘Ali al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, Tarikh Madinah al-Salam aw Tarikh al-Baghdad (Baghdad: al-
Maktabah al-‘Arabiyyah, 1931), 13:388 
47 Muḥammad Shams al-Din al-Azim Abadi, ‘Awn al-Ma’bud ‘Ala Sharh Sunan Abi Dawud (Beirut: Dar Ibn 
Ḥazm, 2005), p. 1573 
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Abū Ḥanīfah did not reject the Ḥadīth itself, rather he rejected the understanding of it that 

was presented to him.48 The final criterion for accepting a solitary Ḥadīth as authentic is that 

the narrator should not refuse to act in accordance to the report that he has transmitted. A 

tradition cannot be accepted if such a conflict occurs.49 

 

The conditions of acceptance that Abū Ḥanīfah abided by naturally led to a conflict with 

other legal scholars who would have found these reports as sound and rejected Abū Ḥanīfah 

based on these differences. Abū Ḥanīfah’s strict conditions stem from his according of 

greater importance to the stronger evidences such as the Qur’ān and the more widely 

circulated reports, or the more authentic reports. It can be said that these conflicts with other 

legal scholars led to the idea that Abū Ḥanīfah was a man of opinion rather than Ḥadīth as he 

seemingly conflicted with multiple authentic reports. However, the reality of Abū Ḥanīfah 

was that he had a methodology which was not understood by others. Abū Ḥanīfah’s 

opponents misunderstood his methodology, which entailed differing opinions thereby 

ultimately led to a conflict between their ideas and his. 

 

It should be noted also, that Abū Ḥanīfah was known to have had a strong understanding of 

al-Jarḥu wa al-Ta’dīl, the branch of Ḥadīth criticism concerning the character of the 

narrators of the reports.50  This is particularly important in considering how fundamental this 

is in using a report for a legal ruling within Usūl, something mirrored across the four Sunni 

schools.51 The true issue at hand is not whether or not Abū Ḥanīfah was weak in the sciences 

                                                
48 Sahiron Syamsuddin, “Abū Ḥanīfah’s Use of the Solitary Ḥadīth as a Source of Islamic Law” p. 268 
49 Ibid., and Muḥammad Ibn Ahmad al-Sarakhsi, Usūl al-Sarakhsi, 2:3 
50 Muḥammad ‘Abd al-Rashid al-Nu’mani, Makanah al-Imām Abi Ḥanīfah fi al-Ḥadīth (Beirut: Maktab al-
Matbu’at al-Islamiyyah, 1995), p. 71 
Al-Nu’mani quotes Abd al-Qadir al-Qurashi as saying: “Know that the opinions of Imām Abū Ḥanīfah have 
been accepted in regard to al-jarh and al-ta’dil”. 
51 See: Shihab al-Din Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani and Sirāj al-Din Abū Hafs Ibn Mulaqqin, Nukhbah al-Fikr wa al-
Tadhkirah, tr. Musa Furber, pp. 12-17 for discussion regarding soundness of narrators. 
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of Ḥadīth or not, rather it was in the methodology he employed in order to dismiss or accept 

reports. His standard of narrators as explained previously, for example, exemplifies the 

difference between his acceptance of a report in order to derive a ruling from it. 
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Between Qiyās and Ḥadīth 

 

“In each age, the Ḥanafī scholars taught their students that the Ḥanafī school was built upon 

the preference of al-Khabr (reports)”52 

 

Abū Ḥanīfah’s methodology is infamous for its promotion of the usage of analogy in order to 

derive legal rulings. Qiyās, or analogical reasoning, is not from outside the accepted sources 

of Islamic law, rather it is a widely accepted root.53 Al-Sarakhsī himself says, “Whoever 

conflicts with a correct analogy has in essence conflicted with the Qur’ān, the widely 

accepted traditions, and the consensus”.54 This is further evidenced by the numerous reports 

regarding its use, such as the Ḥadīth of Mu’ādh Ibn Jabal (d. 18 AH/639 CE) when he was 

appointed as a governor of Yemen. The Prophet said to Mu’ādh regarding his means of 

issuing judgement, “And if you do not find [it in the Sunnah]?” to which Mu’ādh replied: “I 

will exercise my judgement (ajtahidu bi ra’yī).”55 However, the criticism at hand is the 

amount of its usage within the legal sphere. Critics of Abū Ḥanīfah claim that he overuses 

Qiyās and would discount Ḥadīth to make room for analogy in his legal verdicts. However, a 

universal reading of Ḥanafī methodology would suggest otherwise, as proved by the 

methodology the Ḥanafīs have provided in their corpus of legal theory. More so than just the 

Ḥanafīs, the place of Qiyās as a source of Islamic law has been discussed by many of the 

Sunni legal scholars of the past and present.  

                                                
52 Abd al-Majid al-Turkamani, Dirasat fi Usūl al-Ḥadīth ‘ala Manhaj al-Ḥanafīyyah, p. 252 
53 See: Nizam al-Din al-Shashi, Usūl ash-Shashi:  Principles of Islamic Jurisprudence, Fourth Topic: 
Analogical Reasoning, tr. Mansur Ali ; Jalal al-Din al-Mahalli, Sharh al-Waraqat: Al-Mahalli’s Notes on Imām 
al-Juwayni’s Islamic Jurisprudence Pamphlet, Analogical Reasoning, tr. Musa Furber ; Muḥammad Ibn Idrīs 
al-Shāfi’ī, Al-Shāfi’ī’s Risala - Treatise on the Foundations of Islamic Jurisprudence, On Analogy (Qiyās), tr. 
Majid Khadduri (Cambridge: The Islamic Texts Society, 2012) ; Muḥammad Ibn Ahmad al-Sarakhsi, Usūl al-
Sarakhsi, Fasl fi Dhikr Shart al-Qiyās  
54 Muḥammad Ibn Ahmad al-Sarakhsi, Usūl al-Sarakhsi, 1:341 
55 Abū Dawud Sulayman Ibn al-Ash’ath, Sunan Abi Dawud (Beirut: Dar al-Risālah al-‘Alamiyyah, 2009), 
5:443-444 



 24 

 

Analogy is used with respect to the completion of five conditions. The first is that the analogy 

must not conflict with what is established from the textual sources (i.e. the Qur’ān and the 

Sunnah). The second is that it cannot alter the ruling stipulated by the text, the third that it 

must be able to be rationally understood, the fourth is that the legal basis must be founded on 

the legal ruling rather than a linguistic issue, and that the ruling based on the Qiyās is not 

supported by a text.56 Within these varying principles one can see that Qiyās is always used 

or considered in relation to the texts. If Qiyās conflicts with an established report, or what has 

been established by a report, then the report takes precedence. The issue that may arise for 

some is when Qiyās is used over a report that may be established by the Ḥadīth scholars, or 

the other legal scholars, however this is of no real consequence as this is due to Abū 

Ḥanīfah’s own methodology concerning narrators deeming a report acceptable or not.  

 

Amongst the Ḥanafīs, it is widely accepted that the well-known companions of the Prophet 

who are known for their fiqh (i.e. those who are known to be jurists or legally minded) are 

given preference over any analogy. However, there exists a conflict regarding the reports of 

the well-known companion who is not known for his or her fiqh. For the early jurists such as 

Abū Ḥanīfah, Abū Yusuf and Muḥammad al-Shaybānī, their practice was to give preference 

to the report over Qiyās.57 The proofs for Abū Ḥanīfah’s preference of reports over analogy 

are numerous. Abū Ḥanīfah, as opposed to the later Ḥanafīs such as Abū al-Hasan al-

Bazdawī and al-Sarakhsī, is noted to have preferred reports above analogy outright, 

regardless of whether the Rāwī (narrator) was known for his fiqh or not.58 Abū Ḥanīfah is 

                                                
56 Muḥammad Ibn Ahmad al-Sarakhsi, Usūl al-Sarakhsi, 2:149-151 and Al-Shashi, Usūl ash-Shashi, tr. Mansur 
Ali, pp. 239-240 
57 Sahiron Syamsuddin, “Abū Ḥanīfah’s Use of the Solitary Ḥadīth as a Source of Islamic Law” pp. 269-270 
See also: Abd al-Majid al-Turkamani, Dirasat fi Usūl al-Ḥadīth ‘ala Manhaj al-Ḥanafīyyah, Nusus al-Imām 
Abi Ḥanīfah fi Taqdim al-Khabr 
58 Abd al-Majid al-Turkamani, Dirasat fi Usūl al-Ḥadīth ‘ala Manhaj al-Ḥanafīyyah, p. 254 



 25 

also quoted as saying, “Urinating in a mosque is better than some [forms] of analogy.”59 The 

distinction between a Rāwī being a Faqīh or not appears in the opinions of later Ḥanafīs, 

blurring the true opinion of Abū Ḥanīfah with regards to his ideas surrounding the acceptance 

of analogy over a report. This arose from the later Ḥanafī, Abū Mūsā ‘Īsā Ibn Abān (d. 220 

AH/835 CE), a student of Muḥammad al-Shaybānī who is noted to have given two conditions 

to the preference of analogy over a report. It is apparent that he was the first from amongst 

the Ḥanafī scholars who gave preference to the narrator who was considered well versed in 

fiqh.60 

 

The two conditions for the acceptance of a report that Ibn Abān gave were based on the fiqh 

of the Rāwī. He accepted Qiyās over the Khabr in the case of: the Rāwī not being considered 

a Faqīh; if the transmitter was known to be a Faqīh, then his report was given precedence 

over the use of analogy absolutely. The second condition was if what the transmitter reports 

conflicts with the majority of what has been reported, then similarly analogy is given 

precedence.61 Al-Turkmānī details the varying reports that list this as the opinion of Ibn Abān 

and the manner in which he arrived at this conclusion.62 Later Ḥanafīs seemed to have also 

followed this methodology; becoming so commonplace that this was seen as the tradition of 

the Ḥanafīs themselves. Multiple scholars such as al-Sarakhsī, al-Shāshī and ‘Alī Ibn 

Muḥammad al-Bazdawī all followed this opinion of Ibn Abān.63 However this is not 

reflective of the methodology of Abū Ḥanīfah, nor his closest students. The fact that Abū 

                                                
59 Ibid., p. 255 
60 Ibid., p. 265 and Safaruk Z. Chowdhury, Introducing Ḥadīth Studies: Interpretive Principles of the Ḥanafī 
School, p. 183 
61 Abd al-Majid al-Turkamani, Dirasat fi Usūl al-Ḥadīth ‘ala Manhaj al-Ḥanafīyyah, p. 256 
62 See Ibid., pp. 256-270 
63 Ibid., p. 270 
See also: al-Shashi, Usūl ash-Shashi, tr. Mansur Ali, p. 210 ; Muḥammad Ibn Ahmad al-Sarakhsi, Usūl al-
Sarakhsi, 1:339-341 where al-Sarakhsi states that Malik Ibn Anas considered analogy over the solitary report as 
analogy is established by the Qur’ān, Sunnah, and consensus and is stronger than a solitary Ḥadīth. 
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Ḥanīfah acted on reports transmitted by the companion Abū Hurayrah serves as evidence that 

he did not follow this condition, as Abū Hurayrah was not considered a Faqīh.64  

 

Though the later Ḥanafīs may have followed this point, it is sufficient to say that Abū 

Ḥanīfah and his close students, as well as the later verifiers of the Ḥanafī school did not 

follow these criteria of the transmitter being a Faqīh. There were those amongst the Ḥanafīs 

who had attributed this classification to Abū Ḥanīfah, however, according to the cases of Abū 

Ḥanīfah himself, these are not correct. Rather, Abū Ḥanīfah and the verifiers of the Ḥanafī 

school did not take this into consideration in their Usūl.65 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
64 Abd al-Majid al-Turkamani, Dirasat fi Usūl al-Ḥadīth ‘ala Manhaj al-Ḥanafīyyah, p. 271 
It should be noted that although the many of the Ḥanafī scholars did not consider Abū Hurayrah a faqih, al-
Turkmani says that the verifiers of the Ḥanafī school (the Muhaqqiqun) said that Abū Hurayrah was in fact a 
faqih and had numerous cases where he was entrusted to give a legal verdict himself. See: Ibid., al-Sahabi al-
Jalil Abū Hurayrah Radi Allāh Ta’ala ‘anhu Faqih Mujtahid 
65 Ibid., pp. 278-279 



 27 

Scholarly Contentions With Abū Ḥanīfah 

 

Classical and contemporary scholarship has critiqued Abū Ḥanīfah’s Usūl and oftentimes 

resorted to slander in order to disprove the methodology employed by him. Khatīb al-

Baghdādī’s Tārīkh notably contains many reports of various contemporaries of Abū Ḥanīfah 

likening him to the people of opinion in order to disparage his knowledge of Ḥadīth or fiqh in 

general. More contemporarily, Muḥammad Nāsir al-Dīn al-Albānī (d. 1420 AH/1999 CE) 

wrote a treatise criticizing the Usūlī principles employed by Abū Ḥanīfah and offered a 

rectification of what he deemed were mistakes on Abū Ḥanīfah’s part. Before dissecting the 

various arguments surrounding the supposed incompetency of Abū Ḥanīfah, one must 

consider the evidence of the arguments themselves.  

 

The issue pointed out by critics such as Khatīb al-Baghdādī in his Tārīkh, is Abū Ḥanīfah’s 

supposed lessening of Prophetic reports, with some going so far as to say that Abū Ḥanīfah 

disregarded reports completely in favor of his own opinion. Some scholars suggest that Abū 

Ḥanīfah does not use certain reports due to a lack of influence by reports themselves and his 

little regard for their importance.66 

 

Al-Albānī sourced extensively in his book, Silsilah al-Ḥadīth al-Ḍa’īfah, the criticisms of 

Ḥadīth scholars against Abū Ḥanīfah.67 From amongst these criticisms listed, are the 

contentions held by Muslim Ibn al-Ḥajjāj (d. 261 AH/875 CE), Muḥammad al-Bukhārī (d. 

256 AH/870 CE), and Aḥmad al-Nasā’ī (d. 303 AH/915 CE), all major authors and Ḥadīth 

                                                
66 G. H. A. Juynboll argues that Abū Ḥanīfah held little regard for reports and the collection of reports that Abū 
Ḥanīfah received were rather from later Ḥanafītes who tried to “mitigate” judgments against Abū Ḥanīfah for 
his seeming lack of Ḥadīth usage. See: G. H. A. Juynboll, Muslim Tradition: Studies in the Chronology, 
Provenance, and Authorship of Early Ḥadīth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), p. 122 
67 Muḥammad Nasir al-Din al-Albānī, Silsilah al-Ḥadīth al-Da’ifah (Riyadh: Maktabah al-Ma’arif, 1992), 
1:661-667 
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scholars within the Sunni school and compilers of books from amongst the six canonical 

works on Ḥadīths. Al-Albānī begins by quoting al-Bukhārī as saying in his al-Tārīkh al-

Kabīr: “He was abandoned [as were his opinions and his Ḥadīths]” showing al-Bukhārī’s 

own detraction from Abū Ḥanīfah in the field of Ḥadīth studies and more.68  Al-Bukhārī 

differed with Abū Ḥanīfah in theological and methodological issues, this does not in reality 

say that he felt his strength in Ḥadīth was questionable. From the quote al-Albānī uses, there 

is no indication that al-Bukhārī is disparaging Abū Ḥanīfah strictly on the issue of his Ḥadīth 

methodology, rather he is mentioning the reason as being due to a theological issue.69 Further 

evidence of al-Bukhārī’s animosity towards Abū Ḥanīfah and the Ḥanafī methodology is 

presented by Jamāl al-Dīn Muḥammad al-Zayla’ī (d. 762 AH/1360 CE) in his magnum opus, 

Nasab al-Rāyah, where he states:  

 

“Al-Bukhārī eagerly pursues Abū Ḥanīfah in his attempt to refute him in matters of the 

Sunnah. He will mention a Ḥadīth and then imply something about him [Abū Ḥanīfah] and 

says: ‘The Messenger of God said such and such, and others said such and such.’ By ‘others’ 

he is referring to him [Abū Ḥanīfah], so he is portrayed as someone who conflicts with 

reports.”70 

 

Al-Bukhārī used reports from opponents of Abū Ḥanīfah in his works also by quoting 

disparaging anecdotes of people such as Nu’aym bin Ḥammād and Sufyān al-Thawrī, the 

latter of which was a known rival of Abū Ḥanīfah and the prior who was known as someone 

                                                
68 Ibid., p. 661  
See also: Muḥammad al-Bukhārī, al-Tarikh al-Kabir (Hyderabad: Da’irah al-Ma’arif al-‘Uthmaniyyah, 2009 ), 
8:81 
69 Muḥammad al-Bukhārī, al-Tarikh al-Kabir, 8:81 
Al-Bukhārī says that Abū Ḥanīfah was a Murjite and for this reason is not to be followed.  
70 Jamal al-Din Muḥammad al-Zayla’i, Nasab al-Rayah li AḤadīth al-Hidayah (Jeddah: Dar al-Qiblah lil-
Thaqafah al-Islamiyyah, 1997)  p. 356 
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who forged narrations against Abū Ḥanīfah.71 Al-Bukhārī’s criticism of Abū Ḥanīfah being 

predominately based on cases of doctrinal differences means little in the field of Ḥadīth 

criticism. It is ultimately not of any benefit to admit al-Bukhārī’s statements as evidence 

against Abū Ḥanīfah as it cannot be substantiated that al-Bukhārī’s attack was specifically 

initiated due to his disparagement towards Abū Ḥanīfah’s Ḥadīth studies.  

 

Al-Albānī next relates that Muslim claimed that Abū Ḥanīfah confused reports and did not 

have many Ṣaḥīḥ reports.72 However, Muslim’s claims against Abū Ḥanīfah do not 

automatically implicate Abū Ḥanīfah as weak in Ḥadīth. Many scholars have books that 

consist of weak reports, even al-Bukhārī himself compiled al-Adab al-Mufrad, which is full 

of reports of varying strengths, including various weak reports. The other legal scholars 

compiled works of Ḥadīth which also contained many weak reports, such as Aḥmad Ibn 

Ḥanbal and Mālik Ibn Anas in their respective collections. Rather, Muslim’s criticism, 

similarly to al-Bukhārī seem to be rooted in sectarian differences as he refers to Abū Ḥanīfah 

as “Ṣāḥib al-Ra’ī”, predicating his criticism of Abū Ḥanīfah on this particular aspect.73 As 

well as this, Muslim did not specify what his criticism of Abū Ḥanīfah was, rather he seems 

vague, weakening his criticism of Abū Ḥanīfah from this angle as well.74 

 

The last of the major Ḥadīth scholars that al-Albānī references is al-Nasā’ī whom he quotes 

as saying about Abū Ḥanīfah that he “was not strong in Ḥadīth, and he made many mistakes 

                                                
71 See Shams al-Din Muḥammad Ibn Ahmad al-Dhahabi, Mizan al-I’tidal fi Naqd al-Rijal (Beirut: Dar al-
Ma’rifah, 1963), 4:269 and Taj al-Din ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Subki, Tabaqat al- Shāfi’īyyah al-Kubra (n.p., 1964), 
2:278 
Al-Subki notes that one should not take into account what occurred between al-Thawri and Abū Ḥanīfah and 
that these differences between scholars are like the differences between the companions of the Prophet, whereby 
one should simply remain silent regarding them. 
72 Muḥammad Nasir al-Din al-Albānī, Silsilah al-Ḥadīth al-Da’ifah, 1:662 
73 Muslim Ibn al-Hajjaj, al-Kuna wa al-Asma’ (Madinah: ‘Imadah al-Bahath al-‘Ilmi al-Islamiyyah, 1984), 
1:276 
74 Safaruk Z. Chowdhury, Introducing Ḥadīth Studies: Interpretive Principles of the Ḥanafī School, pp. 123-124 
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from few reports”.75 Though al-Nasā’ī is known for being harsh in his criticism of narrators,76 

it should be noted that according to Ḥadīth critics, it is not sufficient to merely say a narrator 

is not strong, rather the criticism is only accepted once it has been clarified clearly as to the 

nature and cause of the weakness.77 Therefore, al-Nasā’ī’s criticism does not hold up 

adequately, or rather the author has misunderstood al-Nasā’ī’s intention when quoting him in 

criticism of Abū Ḥanīfah. Al-Nasā’ī himself includes Abū Ḥanīfah in a Ḥadīth which he 

transmits.78 Were al-Nasā’ī to consider Abū Ḥanīfah an unreliable narrator, he would not 

have transmitted a chain that included him. 

 

Many of the Ḥadīth scholars whom al-Albānī makes reference to all bare similar prejudices 

against Abū Ḥanīfah for polemical and doctrinal differences rather than any admissible 

evidence of weakness.79 This is not to say the names al-Albānī refers to are not competent, 

well respected, and scholarly in their own right, rather their criticisms all center around some 

ad hominem argument against Abū Ḥanīfah instead of true evidence of a fault in his 

understanding. It may be said that al-Albānī included the names he did due to their 

                                                
75 Muḥammad Nasir al-Din al-Albānī, Silsilah al-Ḥadīth al-Da’ifah, 1:662  and Ahmad al-Nasa’i, Kitab al-
Du’afa’ wa al-Mutarawwikin (Beirut: Mu’asasah al-Kutub al-Thaqafiyyah, 1985) p. 233 
76 Shams al-Din Muḥammad Ibn Ahmad al-Dhahabi, Mizan al-I’tidal fi Naqd al-Rijal (Beirut: Dar al-Ma’rifah, 
1963), 1:266 and Shams al-Din Muḥammad Ibn Ahmad al-Dhahabi, Siyar A’lam al-Nubala’, 9:228 
77 The criticism of a narrator, according to the majority of Ḥadīth critics and Usūlis, takes precedence over the 
commendation of a narrator, as the critics are seen to be reporting something that may be hidden to the scholar 
of ta’dil (accreditation). However, a distinction is made with regards to an unclear (mubham) criticism, where 
the ta’dil will be given precedence, as any criticism must be explained and clarified. See: Shihab al-Din Ibn 
Hajar al-‘Asqalani, Nuzhah al-Nazr fi Tawdih Nukhbah al-Fikr, p. 179 ; Muḥammad Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman al-
Sakhawi, Fath al-Mughith bi-Sharh Alfiyyah al-Ḥadīth, Maratib al-Ta’dil, Maratib al-Tajrih (Riyadh: Dar al-
Manahij, 2005) and Abd Allāh Sirāj al-Din al-Husayni, Sharh al-Manzumah al-Bayquniyyah fi Ilm al-Ḥadīth, p. 
196 
78 Ahmad al-Nasa’I, Kitab al-Sunan al-Kubra (Beirut: Muasasah al-Risālah, 2001), 6:486 
79 See: Muḥammad Zakariyyah al-Kandahlawi, Awjaz al-Masalik ila Muwatta Malik (Damascus: Dar al-Qalam, 
2003), 1:185  
Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani is quoted as saying: “The statements of some of his adversaries…its basis is jealousy”  
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widespread reverence amongst the Sunnis, rather than their actual arguments, as their 

arguments do not meet the standards of Jarḥ,80 which is held by the majority of the Usūlīs.  

 

More than just al-Albānī’s criticisms of Abū Ḥanīfah and those he mentioned however, there 

are other detractors who also critiqued Abū Ḥanīfah and his strength, or lack thereof, in 

Ḥadīth. However, these criticisms seem to follow the same vein as the claims of the scholars 

mentioned by al-Albānī himself. Abū Muḥammad ‘Ali Ibn Aḥmad Ibn Ḥazm (d. 456 

AH/1064 CE) claimed that some of the Ḥanafīs said that Abū Ḥanīfah was a greater legist 

than the Prophet himself. Naturally, these forms of praise are in fact the opposite; to believe 

such would surely entail a violation of core tenants of the Islamic faith. In fact, these claims 

of Ibn Ḥazm do not even have a source, even though they are recorded by al-Baghdādī.81 In 

regards to the fiqh and legal methodology of Abū Ḥanīfah, Ibn Ḥazm claims that Abū 

Ḥanīfah was known for his deficiencies in the Sunnah, and that he preferred the use of his 

own opinion, reasoning and Qiyās.82 This claim is similar to the previous claims of al-

Bukhārī and his contemporaries. These statements were most likely due to Ibn Ḥazm’s own 

bias against the methodology of Abū Ḥanīfah, as well as the idea of Taqlīd itself.83 This can 

be seen from his issues with all of the Imāms of the four Sunni schools. The statements that 

seem to bother Ibn Ḥazm for the better part are in relation to praise for any of these scholars. 

It is because of this, according to Ma’sumi, that Ibn Ḥazm stated that one who was not a 

Tābi’ī could excel a Tābi’ī.84 It is for this reason Tāj al-Dīn al-Subkī (d. 771 AH/1370 CE) 

disparages Ibn Ḥazm in his Ṭabaqāt, where he says that Ibn Ḥazm was known for attacking 

                                                
80 Jarh i.e. the criticism of the narrator. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Tamimi al-Razi states: “If one were to say, ‘how do 
you know whether a Ḥadīth is sound or poor’, it is said, ‘by the criticism by the scholars’”. See: . ‘Abd al-
Rahman al-Tamimi al-Razi, al-Jarh wa al-Ta’dil (Hyderabad: Da’irah al-Ma’arif al-‘Uthmaniyyah, 1952) p. 2 
81 M. S. H. Ma’sumi, “Ibn Ḥazm’s Allegations Against the Leading Imāms” Islamic Studies, 7, no. 2 (1968): pp. 
117-118 
82 Ibid., p. 118 
83 Adherence to one of the four Sunni schools of jurisprudence  
84 Ibid., p. 119-120 
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the scholars and that he “ran his tongue” i.e. that he was one who would speak in an 

antagonizing manner in order to provoke others.85 

 

It would seem that the majority of the criticism aimed towards Abū Ḥanīfah was based on a 

dislike of the man himself, rather than his understanding and methodology. In multiple 

situations where a voice is used to question the learning or integrity of Abū Ḥanīfah in the 

field of Ḥadīth, it seems that none of the scholars quoted present any actual basis for their 

claims of his weakness in Ḥadīth. Though one’s own methodology may differ with Abū 

Ḥanīfah’s, the ad hominem attack does not act as sufficient reasoning as to the weakening of 

the Imām, a title by which he is considered as a matter of consensus.86 

 

The sheer scope of the amount of reports he transmitted and retained bares testimony to Abū 

Ḥanīfah’s training in Ḥadīth and competency in the subject. Were he to be a man of pure 

analogy, he would not have taken reports, nor sought after or studied the discipline. There 

does remain some dispute over the Musnads,87 which were collected after his death by 

various Ḥanafī scholars who compiled them in order to dispel accusations of incompetency.88 

These however, though numerous, were disputed with when later investigated by Ḥadīth 

scholars.89 That is not to say that this puts Abū Ḥanīfah’s learning into question; the 

numerous chains of transmission that Abū Ḥanīfah received from the multiple companions he 

would have met are well known, as discussed earlier. As well as this, he was known for his 

                                                
85 Taj al-Din ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Subki, Tabaqat al- Shāfi’īyyah al-Kubra, 1:90 
86 See: Zafar Ahmad al-‘Uthmani, Qawa’id fi ‘Ulum al-Ḥadīth (Beirut: Dar al-Qalam, 1972), p. 326 ; Abd Allāh 
Sirāj al-Din al-Husayni, Sharh al-Manzumah al-Bayquniyyah fi Ilm al-Ḥadīth, p. 201 
87 Jamila Shaukat, “Classification of Ḥadīth Literature” Islamic Studies, 24, no. 3 (1985): p. 364 
The Musnad is defined as the uninterrupted chain being traced back to the Prophet without a break in the chain. 
The term, when used in reference to the collections of Ḥadīth, refer to a book consisting of such traditions. This 
does not mean that the tradition is always sound however; it may be a fair or a weak report. See: Abd Allāh Sirāj 
al-Din al-Husayni, Sharh al-Manzumah al-Bayquniyyah fi Ilm al-Ḥadīth, p. 81 
88 Eerik Dickinson, “Ahmad B. al-Salt and His Biography of Abū Hanifa” Journal of the American Oriental 
Society, 116, no. 3 (1996): pp. 407-408  
89 Ibid., p. 408 
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intelligence and piety, as well as his religiosity. To say that Abū Ḥanīfah, even though he was 

recognizable by these traits by even his detractors, was still against the usage of Ḥadīth, or 

that he was weak in Ḥadīth even though he was recognized as a Mujtahid, one deemed 

capable of independent reasoning, is clear contradiction, and indicative of an ulterior motive 

or a misunderstanding. 
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Conclusion 

 

The school and methodology of Abū Ḥanīfah is undoubtedly one of the most unique from 

amongst the four orthodox Sunni schools. It is due to this that it is understandable that the 

namesake of the school would receive much criticism due to his seemingly unorthodox 

standards for reports and legal theory. However, once one has become familiar with his legal 

methodology, it begins to become more apparent that rather than having a weakness in the 

sciences of Ḥadīth, Abū Ḥanīfah was instead quite revolutionary while being absolutely 

focused on the ultimate aims of the Sharī’ah; enacting God’s law upon earth. In search of the 

divine nature of legislation, Abū Ḥanīfah created a stir, compared to the more conservative 

nature of the people of Ḥadīth. One can see that from the aforementioned Usūlī points Abū 

Ḥanīfah held, rather than disregarding reports as he is often critiqued for, he subjected them 

to standards which most were not interested in due to the standard acceptance of reports. Abū 

Ḥanīfah was the ultimate example of the legal scholar, subjecting reports to the highest of 

standards before accepting them as genuine legal sources. Though Abū Ḥanīfah may have 

disputed with a report in terms of its legal reliability, this did not mean that he disregarded 

reports altogether, to say so is to speak in ignorance of the methodology he employed. What 

becomes apparent in the history of the development of Islamic law, is the true reason why 

Abū Ḥanīfah received such a large amount of criticisms, to the point where no curse was seen 

as too extreme to describe him as.90 They can be summarized as twofold: the first being the 

natural differences in methodology, theology and opinion between Abū Ḥanīfah and his 

contemporaries and their ilk acting as a cause of strife and competition between the scholars 

in deriving the truth. This type of detraction was a natural reaction to the changing landscape 

of the Islamic world and the expansion of the religion into the furthest corners of the earth. In 

                                                
90 Eerik Dickinson, “Ahmad B. al-Salt and His Biography of Abū Hanifa” p. 406 
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order to combat the varying ideas and opinions that were arising in the Muslim world, any 

seeming detraction from the tradition of the Prophet and the conservatism of the scholars was 

seen as an attempt to disfigure the religion and its foundations. For this reason, we have the 

friction between the Ahl al-Ḥadīth and the Ahl al-Ra’ī, and the labeling of Abū Ḥanīfah as 

Ṣāḥib al-Ra’ī, the master of the people of opinion.91 The fact that Abū Ḥanīfah detracted 

from seemingly sound reports was enough of a detraction from the tradition that Abū Ḥanīfah 

was deemed deserving of retort. 

 

The second reason comes as the fault of defenders of Abū Ḥanīfah. As a reaction to the 

criticisms of the scholars concerning him, it is natural that the adherents to the Ḥanafī school 

would respond to insults against the eponym of their school. It is due to the exaggerated, as 

well as the forged reports, that the Ḥanafīs faced their biggest challenge in the eyes of the 

other scholars. Back projection of ideas and opinions onto Abū Ḥanīfah helped push the idea 

that he was indeed a man not concerned with the reports, rather one more concerned with 

analogy and the usage of it over the report. However, as has been show earlier, this is simply 

not the case. This idea of Qiyās over Ḥadīth came as a later development in the school, and in 

no way reflects the methodology Abū Ḥanīfah employed in his own extraction of legal 

rulings. Though, this does not mean that this methodology is incorrect in any way, that is not 

the main concern at hand, rather it is the misattribution of it to Abū Ḥanīfah which is 

problematic. 

 

When taking these into consideration, one is able to dispel the notion that Abū Ḥanīfah was: 

1. Someone who did not understand Ḥadīth 

                                                
91 See: Ahmad al-Nasa’I, Kitab al-Du’afa’ wa al-Mutarawwikin (Beirut: Mu’asasah al-Kutub al-Thaqafiyyah, 
1985) p. 233, fn. 614  
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2. Someone who disregarded Ḥadīth in an effort to establish his own opinion over the 

truth of the text. 
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