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M O D ER N  CR ITIC ISM  OF TH E SA H A B A H : AN 
A P PR A IS A L 1

Serdar Demirel *

Abstract

The relationship between the sahabah and Oıır'cm and stınnah is 
crııcial in terms o f  the reliability o f  the texts becaııse its narrations 
are closely linked to the reliability o f  the narrators and the sahabah 
in general. Mııslims can reach the sacred texts only throııgh the 
sahabah: there is no other material means. The issııe o f  the sahabah 
is not merely a storv o f  some people who lived dııring a certain 
period o f  time. Thev are not objects o f  history or the Science o f  
narration. The issııe o f  the sahabah is very sensitive becaııse their 
position plays an important role not as individual biographies, but 
becasue o f  the role thev played in transmitting o f  the ahadith o f  the 
Prophet (»Ü). This stııdy analyzes the sensitivity o f  this issııe and the 
dispııtes on the sahabah in terms o f  theorv and practice from  their 
historical. and modern critical perspectives.

Keywords: sahabah, stınnah, criticism, modem, theory and practice.

1 Article received: September 2015; Article accepted: October 2016
* Professor (Ibn Haldun University, Istanbul/Turkey) e-mail: serdard22@hotmail.
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Introduction

The Quran and sunnah are the two main sacred sources o f Islam, 
with the latter consisting o f Prophet ( ^ )  Mohammad’s saying, deeds 
and tacit approvals. These sources guide the historical experience of 
Islam extending from economics and religious practices to fine arts. 
The first generation to receive this heritage from the Prophet ( ^ )  and 
to transmit it to the next generations was the generation of the 
sahabah (the companions o f the Prophet ($$). When the issue of 
sahabah is discussed, these two sources inevitably should also be 
consulted.

Thus, renowned ahi al-sunnah hadith scholar, Abü Zur ah 
al-Râzı, criticizes the critics o f hadith: "If you see someone who 
taints the reputation o f the sahabah o f the Prophet (M)-  beware for 
he is a heretic. According to our faith, the Rasul is right, the Quran is 
right. The Quran and ahadith were transmitted to us by the sahabah. 
The critics want to repudiate and blame our witnesses for the Quran 
and sunnah, so that these sources will not be trusted anymore and 
their authority will be challenged. Indeed, they should be blamed 
themselves, not our invaluable \\ itncsses."2

This fırm stance is because the concept o f “sahabah" plays a 
crucial role on the perception o f religion. The determinative role of 
the sahabah on this perception is not an issue exclusive to modem 
times. The issue of the sahabah is one o f the most ancient matters of 
conflict between different sects and schools o f İslam. It is one o f the 
fundamental elements which distinguish a sect from another. It poses 
a modem problem as well as a historical one. Thus, the perception 
towards the sahabah retains its signifıcance as a "divisive" or 
"unifying" force in religious, intellectual, political and social spheres 
o f life.'’

Ali sects o f İslam agree on the necessity o f a sound perception

2 See, al-KhaŞb al-Baghdâdî, Abü Bakr Ahmad bin 'Alî bin Thâbit, al-kifâya f i  ilmi 
al-riwâya. Edited by A bdu Allah al-Süruqî and İbrahim Hamdî al-Madanî. 
(al-Madîna al-Munawara: al-Maktabat al-'Ilmiyya), 49, al-Mazî, Yusuf bin al-Zakî 
'Abdu al-Rahmân Abu al-Hijâj, tahdhîb al-kamâl. Edited by Bashâr 'Iwâd Ma'rüf. 
(Bayrnt: Muassasat al-Risâlah, 1st edition, 1980), v.19, 96, al-Sakhâwî, Shams al-Dîn 
Muhammad bin 'Abdu al-Rahmân. fathu al-mughîth. (Bayrut: Dar al-Kutub 
al-'Ilmiy, l st edition) v. 3, 109.
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of the sahabah for a true understanding of Islam. Here, however, we 
do not refer to the biographies of the sahabah as historical 
personalities. We discuss, firstly, their mission as transmitters o f the 
teachings of the Prophet ( ^ )  to the next generations and, secondly, 
their role in the transformation of these teachings from something 
abstract to that which is concrete.

They were both the actors and the witnesses o f the era of 
revelation. They were the only generation that witnessed the rituals, 
ethical teachings, battles, administration, trade and family practices 
o f the Prophet (»f§). It would have been impossible to reach this 
heritage without their accounts and narrations; subsequently, we 
would not be able to speak o f established faith, ethics, law or ritual 
systems in İslam. This suffıces to demonstrate how the issue at hand 
is closely related to a true understanding o f İslam.

This study analyzes the sensitivity o f this issue and the 
disputes on the sahabah in terms o f theory and practice from 
historical and modem critical perspectives of the sahabah. The paper 
will demonstrate that the conflicts in theory do not correspond to the 
reality o f matters and that such theoretical assumptions will remain 
unsubstantial and barren.

The Difference between Modern and Old Criticism of the 
Sahabah

In this section we will deal with cases that are both old and modem. 
These cases are closely related and nurture each other because the 
approaches o f the followers o f the previous Islamic sects influenced 
not only their own era, but also modem times. Thus, when the issue 
of the sahabah is studied today, the roots o f the differences should be 
analyzed. Without referring to the events that occurred in the early 
years o f İslam, a true reading today cannot be realized. If  the issue of 
the sahabah stili causes tensions between Sünni and Shia schools, 
this indicates the heavy impact o f the heritage o f religious conception 
and written heritage of tradition derived from history.

The criticism of the Sahaba also has a modern dimension. 
Although archaic and modern criticisms share common points, their 
sources and processes may differ. Hence, historical and modern 
criticism should not be regarded in the same category. To clarify the
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point further, we shall summarize the archaic version first.
The history o f Islam is a successful story with all its historical, 

social, and intellectual achievements. Nevertheless, it also consists of 
conflicts between sects that are difficult to comprehend even today. 
The cliques and divisions in the early dynamic periods affected their 
methodology, the perception o f religion that is then carried forth to 
the next generations. For example, the religious perceptions o f the 
Shia, Kharijite and Mutazilah followers were inspired by these 
differences and these historical events marked the beginnings o f the 
formulation o f their madhctbs and their regard for the sahabah and 
the ahadith narrated by them.

Schools other than the ahi al-sunnah reject most o f the ahadith 
narrated by the sahabah. These schools do not deny the role o f the 
Prophet (»f§) as an authority; they criticize the positions o f the 
sahabah after the demişe of the Prophet (M)-  accuse them of unjust 
practices and are perceived as sinners. Some even go to the extent of 
denouncing them as infidels, ’ as Kharijite s did o f the sahabah who 
joined the Battle o f Siffın.

Intemal political disputes started after the Prophet's demişe 
(»f§) and eventually led to the assassination o f the third Caliph, 
Othman. This period is named asm  al-fıtnah (the period of sedition) 
for the effect o f disputes and their consequences were grave. The 
political segregation that resulted from the disputes carried the seeds 
o f transformation for different Islamic sects and various schools of 
the future. The nucleus o f criticism of hadith was also embedded in 
this segregation.

It is clear that Shiite Imamiyyah sects, which deem the legal 
and religious authority o f Ali as sacred, do not consider the sahabah 
who pledged alliance to Abü Bakr the caliph o f Muslims as 
"upright". on the grounds that they disobeyed Allah with their

3 For example, Shia sources claim that after the demise of the Prophet ( ^ )  all the 
sahabah became apostates except three: Salman al-Fârisî, al-Miqdâd bin al-Aswad, 
and Abu Dhar al-Ghifari. See al-Kulaynî, Muhamad bin Ya qüb bin Ishaq al-Razî, 
al-kâfı, (Tehrân: Dar Kutub al-Islâmiyyat, n.d), v. 8, 245; al-Majlisî, Muhamad 
Bâqir, bihar al-anwâr, (Bayrüt: M u’assasat al-wafa’a, 1404h), v. 22, 333; 
al-Kashshî, Muhamad bin 'Umar, ikhtiyâr ma rifat al-rijâl, (Mashhad: Danishkâh, 
n.d), 6.
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alliance.4 Thus, the narrations o f all the sahabah, except for a few, 
are rejected. For this reason, the ahadith narrated from the Prophet 
( ^ )  constitute only a small number- less than ten percent- in Shia 
hadith sources. 5 Even today, criticizing the sahabah under the facade 
of defending the sect and besmirching them with accusations are 
amongst the common methods used by Shia scholars.6

Since these sects act as a minority against the majority ahl 
al-sunnah, they strive to prove the fundamentals o f the sect for each 
case. This often leads them to criticizing the sahabah, as it can be 
clearly observed in Shia classical sources and modem Shia 
publications. This tendency preserves the expansive historical tension 
between the Shia and the ahl al-sunnah even till today.

The events of the era o f al-fitnah had a profound impact on the 
Mutazilah approach to the sahabah and hadith. The Mutazilah 
consigned to suspicion the integrity o f the sahabah involved in 
political disputes and the wars in the aftermath.

The founder o f the Mutazilah School, Wâşil bin Âta. argued 
that members o f one o f the sides involved in the wars had become 
unbelievers; however, it was not possible to determine which. Thus, 
he rejected the narrations o f both parties. Leaders of the three sects in 
Mutazilah, Âmrü bin TJbayd, Abü Hudhayl al- Allâf, and especially 
al-Nazzâm, had even a fırmer stance against the sahabah. Their 
arguments rendered transmission of hadith from these sources utterly 
impracticable.7

İslam cannot be conceived properly and profoundly without a

4 For further information, see “The Role of Hadith Perception on Disputes between 
Alıl al-Sunnah and al-slnalı al-imâmiyyah al-ithııâ ashariyyalı”, Dr. Serdar 
Demirel, IntellectualDiscourse Journal, IIUM, vol. 19, issue 2, 2011, 245-262.
5 See. Nu'mânî, Muhamad Manzür, al-lhcıwrat al-irâniyyat f î  nıTzân al-islâm, 
('Aman: Dâru 'Umar, l st edition, n.d), 110.
6 Two books can exemplify this: al-Mıısawî, 'Abd al-Husayn Sharaf al-dîn, Abü 
Hurayrah, (Qum: Intishârât Ainşârîân); Ya'qııb, al-Muhâmî Aljmad Husayn, 
nazariyat adalat al-sahaba, (London: M u’assasat al-Fajr).
7 See. Al-Sibâ‘î, Mustafa, al-sunnah wa makânatuhâ f i  al-tashrî’ al-islamî, 
(Dimashq: Matbat al-Islâmî, 1978), 130-135; See also Al-Juwayny, 'Abd al-Malik b 
'Abd Allah, kitâb al-talkhiyş f i  usul alfiqh, Edited by 'Abd Allah Juwalim al-Nabâly 
and Bashyr Ahmad al-'Amry, (Bayrnt: Dar al-Bashâ’ir al-Islâmiyat, 1996), v.2, 
375-376.
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sound perception o f the sunnah since it plays a pivotal role in the 
interpretation o f the verses o f the Qur’ân, reasons o f revelation and 
their application to cases. The sunnah is considered deterministic due 
to its secondary role after the Qur’ân in judicial terms. For this 
reason, desertion o f hadith will inevitably cause different religious 
perceptions.

These differences pertain to both usûl (fundamental) and fu r  u
(fringe) issues. These disputes remain alive within al-shl ah 
al-imâmiyycth al-ithnâ asharivvah (followers o f the Twelve imam), 
also known as the Jafariyyah School. Arguments o f many schools, 
which are thought to have disappeared in the course o f history, such 
as Mutazilah, against the sahabah are stili being discussed in 
academic circles in modem forms. This proves that such discussions 
maintain their vitality even today.

The brief historical background demonstrates the historical 
depth o f the issue. The historical roots o f which stili affect and orient 
the present. This problem is also closely connected to modemity. The 
modem criticism of the sahabah is associated with the historical 
evaluation o f events in order to base its criticisms on historical facts. 
Modem critics aim to read and reinterpret İslam by isolating it from 
the sahabah and inevitably from the Prophet (»Ut).

Although the modem criticism of the sahabah is reinforced by 
the historical arguments against the integrity o f the sahabah, the 
methods and motivations o f these two approaches are essentially 
different. Despite sharing the core criticism, modem and historical 
approaches have glaring differences. The modem school has 
perennial problems with any interpretation o f İslam that is not in 
accord with modem perspectives. By reason o f its existence, the 
modem school attempts to keep the Müslim perception o f religion 
parallel to the modem edifıce o f the world and its values.

The modemist approach, with its huge impact on Islamic 
studies, exploits the sahabah as a tool for weakening the authority of 
hadith or arousing suspicion against it. This conception o f suspicion 
limits the role o f sunnah  as a defining source for the Muslim infused 
with modern arguments against the sahabah.

Modern critics o f the sahabah mainly criticize the ahadith 
which contradict the modern values o f the world. Unlike the old
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approach, they disparage the narrators of such ahadith not due to the 
roles they played in history, but rather because they are narrators of 
these specific ahadith. In brief, undermining the integrity o f the 
sahabah seems to be a way to get rid o f the hadith that contradicts 
modernity.8 The modernist approach does not recognize the science 
of hadith as a science o f transmission, and its adherents denounce the

8 Sahabah critics view that ahadîtlı on bad omen of wonıen, crooked ribs, defıcient 
intellects, and ete. are produets of a troubled social context which clearly defile 
wonıen. Tlıey have accıısed tlıose sahabah who reported tlıe so called anti-wonıen 
alıaditlı withoııt checking tlıeir context. According to tlıenı ıııost of tlıe patriarchal, 
chauvinist and misogynist alıaditlı tlıat are deıııeaning to wonıen are related by Abıı 
Hurayralı. This kiııd of allegations are conımon aıııong sahabah critics such as tlıe 
Progressives, tlıe Orientalists, the Shî‘ah, the anti-hadîtlı and tlıeir ilk.
For instance Fatinıa Menıissi criticizes tlıe personality of Abıı Hurayralı and accuses 
hini for beiııg the autlıor of anti-wonıen ahadîtlı tlıat saturates tlıe daily life of every 
Muslini wonıan. She furtlıer states tlıat he is an unreliable source of religious 
literatüre and tlıat his credibility has long been under attack by tlıe sahabah of his 
own generation.
(See Menıissi, Fatinıa, The Veil and Male Elite: A Feminist interpretation o f  
IVomen ’s Rights in İslam, Trans. Mary Jo Lakeland, (Canada: Addison-Wesley 
Publishing Conıpany, Inc. 1991), 78-79. Abou El Fadl is anotlıer writer who doubts 
the credibility of Abıı Hurayralı and accuses hini of reporting ıııany of tlıe ahadîtlı 
which are anti-wonıen. Abou El Fadl, Klıaled, Speaking in God's Name: Islamic 
Law, Authority and IVomen, (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2001), 224. These two 
alıaditlı are exanıples of alıaditlı tlıat tlıey consider as anti-vvonıeıı: Al-Buklıarî and 
Muslini quotes tlıat Abıı Hurayralı reported tlıat Allah’s Messenger said:

“Take good care of women, for they have been created froııı bent rib, 
and the ıııost curved part of a rib is its upper end. If you insist on 
straightening it, you will break it; if  you leave it, it will renıain bent. So 
take a good care of wonıen”
(Al-Buklıârî, Sahih al-Bukhâri, 4/161, haditlı no. 3331; Muslini, 
Al-Sahih, 4/178, hadith no. 3720)

Anotlıer hadith considered to be anti-wonıen by sahabah critics is one reported by 
al-Buklıârî, on tlıe authority of Ibn ‘Abbâs:

The Messenger of Allah said: “I have seen the Hell where wonıen will 
make up the majority of its inhabitants as they are ungratful.” It was 
asked whether they are ungrateful to Allah. The Prophet said: “They are 
ungrateful to their companions of life (husbands) and ungrateful to good 
deeds. If you are benevolent to one of them throughout the life and if 
she sees anything (undesirable) in you, she will say, 'I have never had 
any good from you.'”
(Al-Bukhârî, Sahih al-Bukhâri, 1/14, hadith no. 29)
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scientific discipline despite the great endeavors o f scholars o f hadith 
throughout the centuries. Theoretical principles o f logic and the 
so-called empiricist’s modern epitaph o f the world form the 
foundations o f this approach. Thus, modernists aim to “deconstruct” 
and align the Muslim mind with modernity.

In my opinion, today, modern critics are the most vociferous 
and formidable actors in the criticism of the sahabah. They get their 
power from the modem claim o f empiricism, global approval of this 
claim and both local and global political centers in favour o f the 
modemization o f İslam.

The Trustworthiness of the Sahabah, from Theory to Reality

The relationship between narrators and texts o f the hadith plays a 
vital role in acceptance or rejection o f the text o f a hadith. This is 
explicitly stated in the defınition o f accepted {sahih) hadith: sahih 
hadith is the hadith which is reported by a reporter who is honest and 
in possession o f a good memory, without any break in the chain of 
narrators, without any shudhûdh (rareness/whose narrator is 
trustworthy, but contradicts the narration o f trustworthy narrators) 
and without any 'illah (defect).9

Sahih hadith should fulfıll fıve criteria. As stated in the 
defınition, all fıve criteria should be applied in order to prove that a 
hadith can be attributed to the Prophet (M)-  The fırst three pertain to 
the criticism of the chain o f narrators while the last two refer to both 
the narrators and the text. According to the criteria, the transmitters 
should be 'âdil (of confirmed integrity and probity). 'Adi indicates 
abstaining from all kinds o f small and big sins such as shirk 
(association o f partner with Allah) and fise/ (departure from the 
obedience of Allah), and the person must be a sincere and devout 
Müslim.1" The minimum requirement o f this condition is that the

9 See Ibni Hajar, Ahmad bin 'Alî al-'Asqalânî, sharhu nukhbat al-fikri, (Dimashq: 
Maktabat al-Ghazâlî, n.d), 1; al-Suyütî, 'Abd al-Rahmân bin Abî Bakr, tadribu 
al-râwı, Edited by 'Abdu al-Wahâb 'Abdu al-LaŞf, (al-Riyâd: Maktabat al-Riyâd 
al-Hadîthat, l st edition, n.d), v.1, 66.
10 See al-Ghazâlî, Muhamad bin Muhammad bin Abu Hâmid, al-mustasfa f i  ilmi 
al-usûl, Edited by Muhammad 'Abd al-Salâm 'Abdu al-Shâfî, (Bayrüt: Dâr 
al-Kutub al-'Ilmiyyat, l st edition, 1413h), 125, al-Râzî, Muhamad bin 'Umar bin
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person must not commit a major sin; however if  he has committed 
one, he should repent and should not persist in committing minor 
ones.

The defınition stipulates that trustworthiness of the narrator is 
the first condition for a hadith to be authenticated. The ahl al-sunnah 
scholars meticulously scrutinize each and every narrator according to 
the criteria o f the jarh  and the ta ’dîl discipline (sciences o f narrator 
criticism) except the sahabah, since all the sahabah are regarded as 
people o f integrity and justice. Of course, as human beings the 
sahabah generation was not, according to scholars or Islamic legal 
schools, free o f error. Nevertheless, according to the ahl al-sunnah, 
the fırst generation o f İslam was different from other generations in 
many aspects. Firstly, they witnessed the revelation o f the Quran, and 
secondly, they were educated by the Prophet (M ) himself. The 
trustworthiness o f the şahaba does not indicate that they are free 
from error or infallible. On this ground, trustworthiness means 
authenticating hadith narrated by the şahaba without applying the 
criteria o f jarh  and ta 'dil on them .11

At this point, the question o f "\\ho were the şahabaT  arises. 
How many of the sahabah had their trustworthiness examined by any 
criteria? Researchers analyzed this question from a theoretical 
perspective. In our opinion, although the theoretical structure o f the 
issue is important, the most important aspect o f it is to determine 
what the concept of sahabah corresponds to. We believe there are 
two answers to this question from the perspective o f theory and 
reality.

We shall begin with the theoretical answer. Müslim scholars 
have had disputes about the theoretical defınition o f the sahabah. 
Scholars o f method (usûl) narrowed down the scope of the defınition 
o f the sahabah, while the muhaddithûn (scholars o f hadith sciences) 
expanded it excessively.12

al-Husayn Abü 'Abd Allah, al-mahşül, Edited by Taha Jâbir Fiyâd al-'Alwânî, 
(al-Riyâd: Jâmi'at al-Imâm Muhammad bin Sa'üd al-Islâmiyyat, l st edition, 1400h), 
v.4, 571.
11 al-Shawkânî, Muhammad bin Alî, irshad al-fuhul. Ed. Muhammad Sa'îd al-Badrî, 
(Bayrüt: Dâr al-Fikr, 1st edition, 1992), v. 1, p. 129; al-Ghazâlî, 130.
12 Methodologists and muhaddithûn disagreed on the defınition of the sahabah. The 
differences in the definition of justice affect the application of the concept. Some

73



SERDAR DEMIREL

We shall trace this issue by following the definition set by the 
muhaddithun. Based on their conceptual definition, tens o f thousands 
of people can be regarded as sahabah.13 imam Bukhâry said a 
sahabah is someone who was in the company o f the Prophet 
Muhammad ( ^ )  or had seen him .14 According to Ibn al-Şalâh 
al-Şhahruzürî, someone who saw the Prophet ( ^ )  and believed in 
him, as well as died as a Muslim, should be regarded as a sahabah}5 
The author o f the comprehensive collection o f the sahabah 
biographies, al-işâbat f i  tamylzi al-sahâba ”, and an expert in the 
fıeld, Ibn Hajar ended the disputes on the defınition o f the sahabah 
with a detailed, thorough and comprehensive defınition o f sahabah. 
According to him, the sahabah is "someone who met the Prophet 
(»f§) as a believer and believed in him as well as died as a M üslim /’16

methodologists, such as al-Bakillânî, Mazirî and al-Taftâzâny, asserted that tlıe 
principle of justice is valid only for the famous sahabah for tlıeir closeness to tlıe 
Prophet (Şfğ). After ackııowledging tlıat the Quran and hadith texts approve tlıe 
justice of tlıe sahabah, al-Bakillânî attaches a condition and states that tlıe defmition 
does not include all tlıe Muslinıs who ıııet tlıe Prophet (Şfğ), but only those who were 
close to tlıe Prophet (Ş§§) and who risked tlıeir lives and properties to defend hini. 
Al-.Tuwayny, kitcıb al-talkhiyş jîü şü l al-fiqlı, v.2, 374-375.
Metlıodologists in general state that only tlıe sahabah who spent a long tiıııe witlı the 
Prophet (Ş§§) and were kııown for tlıeir long conversations witlı hini can be regarded 
upriglıt. Tlıey exclude those whose conversations were short. For exanıple a famous 
methodologist, al-Taftâzâny states tlıat the principle of justice can be applied to only 
tlıe famous sahabah. See al-Taftâzâny, Sa'd al-Diıı, Sharlı al-Talwyh Alâ 
al-Tawdiyh, edited by Zakariyyâ 'Amiyrât, (Bayrııt: Dâr al-Kutub al-'lıııiyyat, led, 
1996), v .2 ,10.
13 Here it should be pointed out tlıat altlıough shias and tlıe ahl al-sunnah differ in 
their justice of the sahabah, tlıey both share tlıe saıııe views in tlıe defmition of 
sahabah. See al-Mânıaqânî, 'Abd Allâh, miqbâsıı al-hidâyah j î  ilmi al-dirâyat, 
edited by Muhamad Ridâ al-Mânıaqânî, (Qunı: M u’asasat Âli al-Bayti Liilıyâ’i 
al-Turâtlı, l st edition, 14411ı.), v.3, 300, al-Şadr, Âyât Allâlı al-Sayyid Haşan, 
nilıâyat al-dirâyalı j î  slıarlıi al-risâlalı al-nıawsümah bihvajîzat lil-bahâ T, edited by 
Mâjid al-Ghurbâwî, (Naslır al-Ma'shari, n.d.), 341, al-Subhânî, Ja'far, üşül al-hadîth 
wa'ahkâmihi j î  ilmi al-dirâyat, (Qum: Lajnat Idâruh al-hawzat 'ilmiyyah, l st 
edition, 1420 h), 110.
14 al-Bukhâry, Muhammad Bin Ismâ'îl, Şahîh al-Bukhâry, edited by Mustafa Dîb 
al-Bughâ, (Bayrüt: Dâr Ibn Kathîr al-Yamâma, 3rd edition, n.d), v.3, 1335.
15 Ibn al-Şalâh, al-Şhahruzürî, muqadimat ibn al-salâh, (Pakistan/Multan: Farükî 
Kutüb Hâne, n.d), 146.
16 Ibni Hajar, Ahmad bin 'Alî al-'Asqalânî, nuzhat al-nazar sharhu nukhbat al-fikri,
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This definition o f the sahabah corresponds to the definition of 
muhaddithûn in their hadith collection. Ibn Hajar reached this 
definition through induction by comparing the people defined as 
sahabah in hadith literature. His biographical work provided him 
with this opportunity.

This definition obviously includes tens o f thousands o f people 
in the definition o f the sahabah, most o f whose identities are 
unknown to us. The most comprehensive sahabah biography 
compilation, "al-işcıbat fî  tamvizi al-sahâba” by Ibn Hajar comprises 
the biographies o f 12,304 sahabah, including around two thousand 
female sahabah}1 If the sahabah whose names were repeated in 
identifıcation chains are deducted, the number reaches around ten 
thousand, and some o f these sahabah too remain unknown to us. 
Thus, there are thousands o f sahabah whose existence we know 
about, and therefore, theoretically, can be included in the defmition 
o f sahabah. However, no information has reached us about their 
lives.

The disputes about the trustworthiness o f sahabah usually 
revolve around theoretical concems. The theoretical debates support 
the position o f the critics o f the sahabah because the ahl al-sunnah's 
regard for tens o f thousands o f sahabah, whose biographical details 
are unknown to us, are just not easily acceptable to the modem mind. 
This regard stems from the respect for those people who believed and 
had the privilege o f seeing the Prophet (M)-  Thus, they were 
collectively revered, and they were not subjected to ill-intentioned 
criticism.

When the matter is transferred from the theoretical plane to 
reality, the issue alters drastically and the core problem on what is 
actually discussed and disputed about the trustworthiness o f the 
sahabah becomes apparent. It then becomes clear who maintains the 
agenda on the issue o f trustworthiness o f the sahabah and which 
sahabah are specifıcally targeted. We shall proceed by bearing in 
mind that the number o f the sahabah whose identity has reached us is 
about ten thousand and the issue o f the trustworthiness of the

(n.d), 55.
17 See Ibn Hajar, Ahmad bin 'Alî, al-isâbat j î  tamylzi al-sahâba, edited by 'Ali 
Muhammad al-Bukhâry, (Bayrnt: Dâr Jîl, l th edition, 1414).
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sahabah can pertain only to these sahabah. When the issue is 
reckoned from the perspective o f hadith narration, the number 
reduces considerably, revealing the exact number in terms o f hadith 
narration techniques.

Hence, among the ten thousand sahabah whose identity has 
reached us, only about 1002 of them narrated ahadith directly from 
the Prophet ( ^ ) .  About 500 narrated only one single hadith. Table 1 
demonstrate s the number of the narrators and the number o f ahadith 
they narrated.

Tabe  ı
Narrator Narrations
500 Sahabah 1 hadith
123 Sahabah 2 ahadith
80 Sahabah 3 ahadith
52 Sahabah 4 ahadith
32 Sahabah 5 ahadith
26 Sahabah 6 ahadith
27 Sahabah 7 ahadith
18 Sahabah 8 ahadith
11 Sahabah 9 ahadith
60 Sahabah 10-20 ahadith
55 Sahabah > 100 ahadith
11 Şahaba >500 ahadith
7 Sahabah > 1000 ahadith
Total: 1002

As the table illustrates, the sahabah who narrated hadith and 
thus whose justice is o f our concem are quite few.18 This can be 
observed in the mıısnad literatüre ,19 Here it will be important to give

18 Sîddiqi, Muhammad Zubayr, 1993, Hadith Literature, Its Origin, Development 
and Special Features, (Cambridge: The Islamic Texts Society), 15-19.
19 Musnad technically means collections of ahadith whose material is arranged 
according to the names of their original narrating authorities, irrespective of subject 
matter. Such are the musnads of Abu Daud al-Tyalisi (d.204/819), Ahmad ibn 
Hanbal (d.233/847), 'Abdullah ibn Abî Shayba (d.235/849), Abu Khaythama 
(d.234/844), and a number of others. The collector of a musnad is known as a
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a list o f those companions who narrated 20 or more ahadih.
Name of Companion No. of Ahadith

1. Abu Shurayh al-Kab 20
2. ‘Abd Allah ibn Jarrad 20
3. Musawwir ibn Makhrama 20
4. ‘Amr ibn Umayya al-Damari 20
5. ‘Amr ibn Umayya ( another ) 20
6. Saf\\an 'Ibn 'Assai 20
7. Sa'd ibn 'Ubada 21
8. al- Rabi' 21
9. al- Sa'ib 22
10. Qurra 22
11. 'Umayr ibn Rabi'a 22
12. Umm Qays 24
13. Laqit ibn Amir 24
14. Al- Syarid 24
15. Rifa'a ibn RafıT 24
16. 'Abdullah ibn Unays 24
17. Aws ibn Aws 24
18. Al-Fadl ibn Abbas 24
19. Abu Waqid al Laythi 24
20. Abu Talha al-Ansari 25
21. 'Abd Allah ibn Salam 25
22. Sahi ibn Abi Haythama 25
23. Abu al-Mulayh al-Hudhali 25
24. 'Abd Allah ibn Jaa'far 25
25. Y a'la ibn Murra 26
26. Abu Humayd al-Sa'idi 26
27. Abu Malik al-Ash'ari 27
28. 'Abd Allah ibn Buhayna 27

nıusnid or nıusnadi. Mıtsnad works differ in tlıe detailed arrangement of tlıe 
authorities who originally related them. In some of works, their names are arranged 
in alphabetical order. In others, they are arranged according to their respective merit 
in the acceptance of Islam and in taking part in the early important events of the 
Prophet’s ( ^ )  mission. Others are arranged according to the affinity of their tribe to 
the Prophet ( ^ ) .  There are, however, some musnad works which are divided into 
chapters dedicated to particular subjects; in each such chapter the ahadith are 
arranged according to the original companions who narrated them.
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29. Abu Usayd al- Sai’di 28
30. ‘Utba ibn ‘Abd 28
31. Y a’la ibn Umayya 28
32. ‘Uthman ibn Abi’l-As 29
33. Umm al-Fadl bint Al-Harith 30
34. Suhayb 30
35. ‘Iyad ibn Himar 30
36. M u'adh ibn Anas 30
37. Trbad ibn Sariya 31
38. Khubab ibn al-Aratt 32
39. 'Abd Allah ibn al- Zubayr 33
40. Fatima bint Qays 34
41. M a'qil ibn Yasar 34
42. al-'Abbas ibn Abd al-Mutalib 35
43. 'Amr ibn 'A basa 38
44. Khuzayma ibn Thabit 38
45. Talha ibn Abd Allah 38
46. al-Zubayr ibn al-‘Awwam 38
47. 'Amr ibn Al-'As 39
48. Umm 'Atiyya 40
49. Abu Tha'laba al-Khushani 40
50. Hakim ibn Hizam 40
51. Sahi ibn Hunayf 40
52. M u'awiyya ibn Hayda 42
53. Al-Miqdad 42
54. 'Abd Allah ibn Mughfıl 43
55. Jundab ibn 'A bd  Allah 43
56. Bilal al- Habashi 44
57. Abu Juhayfa 45
58. Umm Hani 46
59. Abu Barza 46
60. Ka'ib ibn Ujra 47
61. al-Miqdam 47
62. ‘Abd Allah ibn Zayd 48
63. Sa’id ibn Zayd ibn ‘Amr 48
64. ‘Abd Allah ibn Bishr 50
65. Shaddad ibn ‘Aws 50
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66. Asma’ bint Abi Bakr 58
67. Asma’ bint ‘Umays 60
68. Hafsa Umm al-Mu’minin 60
69. Jubayr ibn M u’tim 60
70. Salman al-Farisi 60
71. ‘Amr ibn ‘Awf 62
72. ‘Ammar ibn Yassir 62
73. 'Abd al-Rahman ibn A \\f 65
74. Umm Habiba Umm al-Mu’minin 65
75. 'Adi ibn Hatim 66
76. Abu Ra’uf 68
77. Zayd ibn Arqam 70
78. W a’il ibn Hujr 71
79. Maymuna Umm al-M u’minin 76
80. Salama ibn al-Akwa 77
81. Rafı’i ibn Khudayj 78
82. Zayd ibn Kalid 81
83. Zayd ibn Thabit 92
84. 'Abd Allah ibn Abi Awfa 95
85. Jabir ibn 'Abd Allah 100
86. Abu M as’ud al-Ansari 102
87. al-Nu’man ibn Bashir 144
88. Samura ibn Jundab 123
89. Tahwban 128
90. Usama ibn Zayd 128
91. Abu Bakra Nufay’ 132
92. al-Mughira ibn Shu’ba 136
93. Abu Bakr al-Siddiq 142
94. Jabir ibn Samura 146
95. 'Uthman ibn 'Affan 146
96. Abu Ayyub al-Ansari 155
97. M u’adh ibn Jabal 157
98. M u’awiya ibn Abi Sufyan 163
99. Ubayy ibn Ka’b 164
100. Burayda ibn Hasib 167
101. Abu Qatada 170
102. Abu al-Darda 179
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103. ‘Imran ibn al-Husayn 180
104. ‘Ubada ibn al-Samit 181
105. Sahl ibn Sa’d 188
106. M a’d ibn Yaman 225
107. Abu Umama al-Bahili 250
108. Sa’d ibn Abi Waqqas 271
109. Abu Dharr al-Ghifari 281
110. a l-B ara 'ibn 'A zib  305
111. Abu Musa al-Ash'ari 360
112. Umm Salama, Umm al-Mu'minin 378
113. 'Ali ibn Abi Talib 536
114. 'Ummar ibn al-Khattab 537
115. 'Abd Allah ibn 'A m r ibn al-'As 700
116. 'Abd Allah ibn M as'ud 848
117. Abu Sa'id al-Khudri 1170
118. Jabir ibn 'A bd  Allah 1540
119. 'Abd Allah ibn Abbas 1660
120. 'Aisha Umm al-Mu'minin 2210
121. Anas ibn Malik 2286
122. 'Abd Allah ibn 'Umar 2630
123. Abü Hurayrah 53742'1

The number o f sahabah who narrated hadith is between 208 
and 213, with 149 common ones, in Sahih al-Bukhâry and Sahih 
al-Muslim. The Musnad ofAhm ad b Hanbal consists of the narrations 
o f 700 sahabah. The Mııwatta o f  imam M âlik mentions 98 sahabah, 
while for the Musnad o f  al-Tyâlisi the number is 281.21

The sahabah who narrated the most are Abü Hurayrah, 
Abdullah b. Omer, Anas b. Mâlik, Aisha binti Abı Bakr, Abdullah 

b Abbas, Jâbir b Abdullah and Abü Saîd el-Khudrî.
Those who maintain the agenda o f the sahabah in modem 

times and argue on the trustworthiness of the sahabah, both from a 
theoretical perspective and for the role they played in history, do not 
allude to the tens o f thousands o f sahabah who did not narrate from

20 See more detail, Karataş, M ustafa, Hadislerin Sayısı, (İstanbul: N un 
Yayıncılık, 1 ed. 2008), 300-337.
21 Sîddîqî, Muhammad Zubayr, 18.
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the Prophet ( ^ )  and whose information we have not received. 
Neither do they discuss around ten thousand sahaba whose identities 
have been recorded in sahaba biographies literatures (al-kutub f i  
ma rifat al-sahâbat) and the biographies o f narrators’ literature 
(kutub al-rijal). On the contrary, they focus only on the famous 
sahabah. For example, Shia schools reject the trustworthiness o f the 
more famous sahabah, especially the first three caliphs: Abü Bakr, 
Omar and Othman as well as Aisha.

Another interesting point is that the modem critics o f the 
sahabah target a small number o f the sahabah out of the 1002 who 
narrated from the Prophet (î|§), especially those who narrated the 
most. Their special interest in Abü Hurayrah,22 Anas b. Mâlik and 
others is not mere coincidence but is related to their historical role in 
hadith narration.

We maintain that the target o f the modem critics is not the 
unknown sahabah or those who did not narrate any hadith or narrated 
a few. The sahabah who narrated a considerable number o f ahadith 
and the tradition o f the Prophet (»f§) have been subjected to harsh and 
pejorative criticisms. When the sahabah issue is considered from the 
narration point o f view, critics of the sahabah should conclusively 
prove their claims and abstain from generalizations.

It is apparent from scrutiny that the focus o f orientalists such 
as Ignaz Goldziher2' or scholars who question the reliability of 
hadith such as Mahmoud Abu Rayyah24 are actually the narrations 
and not the narrators themselves. In their criticism of Abü Hurayrah 
for example, they defamed him in order to destroy the link between

“  Famous modem Turkish theologist, Prof. Dr. Yaşar Nuri Dztıırk portrays Abıı 
Hurayralı as “someone wlıo kııows no linıits in lying”. Dztıırk, Yaşar Nuri, İslam 
Nasıl YozlaştîrildT, (İstanbul: Yeni Boyut, 13tlı edition, 2001), 539.
23 Ignîc (Yitzlıaq Yelıuda) Goldziher (June 22, 1850 -  November 13, 1921), often 
credited as Ignaz Goldziher, was a Hungarian orientalist. Along witlı Genııan 
Theodore Noldeke and Dutch Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje, he is considered the 
founder of modern Islamic studies in Europe.
See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ign%C3%A1c_Goldziher Retrived: 07-06-2015. 
Ignaz Goldziher’s criticism of Abu Hurayrah, Islamic Encyclopedia, translated by 
Ahmad Santanâwî and İbrahim Zakî and Abd al- Hamîd Yunus, (Beirut: Dâr 
al-Ma’rifah), vol. 2, 25-27.
24 Abu Rayyah, adwa ‘ala al-sunnah muhammadiyyah (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1969).
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him and the Prophet ( ^ )  and hence rendering his narrations useless. 
This should suffice to give an overall picture o f the modern criticism 
of the sahabah. Some orientalists criticize the sahabah for their 
political views and depict them as untrustworthy. These orientalists 
include individuals like Hugh Kennedy25 and H. Lammens 26 along 
with others are united in terms o f criticizing the sahabah. This shows 
that one o f the common grounds for modern hadith criticism is the 
criticism o f the sahabah.

Conclusion

The relationship between the şahaba and the sacred texts o f İslam is 
crucial in terms o f the reliability o f the texts because the reliability of

"5 Hugh Kennedy is one of the most prominent contemporary orientalists. He is a 
professor of Middle Eastern History at the University of St Andrew and had m itten 
The Prophet and the Age o f  the Caliphates. In his book, Kennedy made many 
accusations against the companions of tlıe Prophet (Şfğ). He, for exanıple, alleges: 
“Wlıen Muhammad’s deatlı becanıe known the Muslinıs were Tike sheep on a raiııy 
niglıt’. Wlıile tlıe Ansar debated in saqifa of Banu Saida, Uıııar seized tlıe initiative 
by swearing allegiance to Abıı Bakr as leader. Then tlıe triumvirate of Muhâjirin 
leaders, Abıı Bakr, Uıııar and Abıı Ubayda went to the meeting place of the Ansar 
and put end to their deliberations, obliging them to acquiesce in their own 
choice... .probably with tlıe title of khalîfat Allah, tlıe title was probably intentionally 
vague; Abıı Bakr could not be a Prophet, but at tlıe saıııe tiıııe it was untlıinkable that
he should take a secular title like king.....See Hugh Kennedy, The Prophet (Ş§§)
and the Age o f Caliphates, (London: Pearson Longnıan, 2nd edition, 2004), 51-52.
~6 In 1910, H. Lammens published his article on the “triumvirate of Abıı Bakr, Uıııar 
and Abıı Ubayda” in which he argued that: “It was tlıe common purpose and close 
co-operation of these tlıree ıııen, initiated in tlıe life tiıııe of Mııhammad, which 
enabled them to found tlıe successive caliphates of Abıı Bakr and Uıııar. Tlıe latter 
would have appointed Abıı Ubayda as his successor if Abıı Ubayda had not died 
during his caliphate”. See J. Sauvaget and C. Calıeıı, Introduction to the History o f  
the Müslim East: A Bibliographical Gııide, (London: Greenwood Press, 1965), 126. 
Although, Lammens did not speak of a conspiracy to seize the succession, his 
presentation of the activity of the triumvirate suggests this. In particular, through 
Abu Bakr and Umar’s daughters ‘Aisha and Hafsa, he conclusively contended that 
their father were kept informed about every move and secret thought of their 
husband Mohammad, these two men came to exert great influence on the Prophet’s 
action and thus prepared their stage for their seizure of power. See, J. Sauvaget and 
C. Cahen, Introduction to the History o f  the Muslim East: A Bibliographical Guide, 
126.
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narrations is closely linked to the reliability o f the narrators and the 
sahabah in general. Therefore, the approach to the issue of the 
sahaba had a profound impact on the perception of Islam o f various 
madhabs within Islam. Shiites, Mutalizah and Kharijites built an 
edifice o f religion and history based on their criticisms o f the 
sahabah. The ahl al-sunnah, on the other hand, built its edifice of 
religion on the fundamental belief o f reliability o f the sahabah.

We can summarize the reason for this: The perception of 
religion is determined by the Quran and the Prophet (M)-  It is also a 
fact that the ahadith o f the Prophet (M)  were delivered to us by the 
sahabah. In other words, Muslims can reach the Quran and the 
sıınnah only through the sahabah; there is no other material means. 
Their narrations o f the Quran and the legacy o f the Prophet in words, 
verbal and written, constitute the main essence of İslam.

Therefore, the issue o f the sahabah is not merely a story of 
some people who lived at a certain period o f time. They are not 
objects of history or the Science o f narration. The issue o f the sahaba 
is very sensitive because their position plays an important role not for 
their individual biographies, but for the role they played in the 
transmitting o f the ahadith o f the Prophet (M)-  For these reasons, the 
ahl al-sunnah has oriented itself in defence o f the sahabah.

The reason for the modem criticism of the sahabah is for 
detaching İslam from the Prophet (»f§). In order to establish a modem 
interpretation o f İslam, hadith texts which obstruct modem 
constructions, should be eliminated. This is also the reason why the 
sahabah who transmitted most ahadith are deliberately targeted 
rather than others, and historical disparities are used as leverage for 
this purpose. This also demonstrates that theoretical criticism of the 
sahabah does not target unknown sahabah, but prioritizes the 
sahabah whose identities and reputation and proximity to the Prophet 
(»f§) have been proven.
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