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S ra studies in the West: 
Authenticity and reliability of Had th 

 
Muhammad Hosein Rafiee1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Abstract: Back to 9th century, western efforts on knowing Islam and the S ra of 
Prophet have been started. But, actual researches on this context occurred in the last half of 
19th century. As a diversion which appeared since the very beginning, two approaches 
represented. (1) Extremist view based on ignoring historical value of Ha th in search of 
history of the Q ran, S ra and the early period of Islamic history, which was led by 
Lammens and Caetani. (2) Moderate view of Nöldke and Becker which were dedicated on 
purifying the “historical Kernel” of Had th. With efforts of well known scholars such as 
Goldziher, Schacht and Montgomery Watt, those vis-à-vis approaches came to the 21th 
century. In that time, extreme skepticism emerge by Wansbrough and is widespread on 
basis of Crone and Cook’s works. On the other side, scholars like Watt, Serjeant and Kister 
devote their efforts on inventing some new methods in search for the “historical kernel” of 
Ha th and S ra. Although archeological findings of Negev desert disprove many skeptical 
views about reliability of Ha th, there is still an overt dissension between ‘Sanguine’ or 
traditionalist and ‘Revisionist’ or sceptics. Thus, this study focuses on presenting an 
accurate story of formation and conformation of those two different approaches and also 
analyzes their methods and positions about authenticity and reliability of Ha th in S ra 
studies. 

Keywords: S ra, western scholars, S ra studies in the west, Scepticism 
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1  Harald Motzki,“ The Question of the Authenicty of Muslim Traditions Reconsidered: A Review Article” in 

Method and Theory in the study of Islmic Origins, pp.211-257. 
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1  Descriptive Approach. 
2               :  

Norman Daniel(1996),“Islam and West and Sothern, Western views of Islam in Middle ages”, in Medieval 
Christian perceptions of Islam: A book of Essays, John Victor Tolan (ed), NewYork, Gareland. 
3  Edward Gibbon. 

4                      :  
Claude Cahen, Der Islam, I: Vom Ursprung bis zu den Änfangen des Osmanreiches (1968), G.E. von 

Grunebaum, Classical Islam, M.A.Sha’ban, Islamic Hisotry 600-750AD: A new Interpretation; Hugh Kenndey, 
Muhammad and the Age of Caliphates; Ira Lapidus, A history of Islamic Societies; Albert Hourani, A History of 
the Arab peoples. 
5  Source-Critical Approach. 
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1  M.J. De Goeje(1864), Mémoire sur la Conquête la Syria, Leiden:Brill,. 
2  Michael Jan de Goeje. 
3  Julius Wellhausen(1902), Prolegomena zur ältesten Geschichte des Islams, 1899; idem, Das arabische Reich 

und sein Sturz. 
4  Leon Caetani, Annali dell’ Islam, pp.1905-1925 . 
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1  Tradition-Critical Approach. 
2  Ignaz Goldziher,Muslim Studies, II, pp.15-247. 
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4  Kernel of Historical Facts. 
5  Widengren, Muhammad the Apostle of God, and his Ascension,1955;idem,”Oral Tradition and written 

literature among Hebrews in the light of Arabic Evidence,1959; Harris Birkeland(1956), The lord Guideth: 
Studies on primitive Islam. 

6  Nabia Abbott(1957-1972), Studies in Arabic literary Papyri, I-III, Chicago. 
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1  Skeptical Approach. 
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1  Positivism. 
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Robert Serjeant, Review of Quranic Studies in JRAS (1978), pp.76-77 .          
3   :       ( )              

Wansbrough, Quranic studies, p.24-25 ; Sectarian milieu,p134. 
       ) ( :  

Wansbrough, Sectarian Milieu,24.                                                                                      
4  Wansbrough, Quranic studies,12ff & 47. 
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1  Patricia Crone & Michael Cook, Hajarism: The Making of the Islamic World, Cambridge: Cambridge university 
press, 1977 ; John Burton, The Collection of the Quran, Cambridge: Cambridge university press, 1977. 
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John Wansbrough, Review of Hajarimsm: : The Making of the Islamic World; BSOAS,(1978) N.41,p.155 
;idem,Review of The Collection of the Quran, BSOAS(1978),N.41, pp.370-371; Fred Donner, Narratives of 
Islamic origins, p.24. 

2          )Slaves on Horses(1980) (  )Meccan Trade(1987)(   
 )Hajarism(1970) (        .             

        :  
Harald Motzki(1989), [Review of] P.Crone’s Meccan Trade, Journal of Semitic Studies,V.34, pp.233-236. 

3  Patricia Crone, Slaves on Horses,Cambridge university Press, p.11. 
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1  Michael Cook(1983), Muhammad,Oxford, p.73. 
2  Cannoniacal Texts. 
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Fred Donner, Narratives of Islamic origins, p.24. 
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1  Fred Donner(1988), Narratives of Islamic Origins: The Beginning of the Islamic historical writing, Princeton, 

pp.1-31; Joseph Horovitz,“The earliest biographies of the prophet and their Authors” in The Bizantine and 
Early Islamic Near east, I, Problems in the literary source material,Princeton, pp.x-xxxiii. 

2  Leon Caetani(1905-7), Annali dell ‘Islam,Milan, p.18.f. 
3  Henri Lammens(1910), “The Koran and Tradition, How the life of Muhammad was Composed”, Recherches 

de science Religieuse, n.1, pp. 25-51, Reprinted in The Quest for the Historical Muhammad, edited and 
translated by Ibn Warraq ,NewYork: Promethus books,(2000), pp.181-182. 
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1  Carl.H. Becker(1913),“Matters of Principle concerning Lammens’ sira Studies, Der Islam, pp.263-269; 
Reprinted in The Quest for the Historical Muhammad,pp.330-338. 
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3  Joseph Schacht(1949),”Revaluation of Islamic Traditions”,Journal of Royal Asiatic Society, pp.143-154. 
4  Albrecht Noth(1964), The Early Arabic Historical Tradition: A source-Critical Study, Darwin Press, 

Princeton   1994  Heiliger Krieg und heiliger Kampf in Islam und Christentum, Bonn. 
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Albrecht Noth, Quellenkritische Studien zu Themen, Formen und Tendenzen frühislamischer 
Geschichtsüberlieferun, Part I, Themen unf Formen,Bonn,1973;pp.14.f. 
2  Ursula Sezgin, [Review of] A.Noth, Quellenkritische Studien’ in ZDMG, V.128(1978),pp.171-176; idem, 

Abu Mi naf, Ein Beitrag zur Historigraphie der umaiyadischen zeit, Leiden:Brill, 1971. 
3  Ursula Sezgin, Abu Mi naf…,p.90. 
4  William Montgomery Watt(1962),”The Materials used by Ibn Ishaq” in Historians of Middle east, 

lewis&Holt (ed,) London, pp.23-24. 
5  William Montgomery Watt(October1980),”The Reliability of Ibn Ishaq’s Sources” in La vie du prophete 

Mahomet: Colloque de Strasbourg, Fahd(ed), Paris: Bibliotheque des Centres d’Etudes superieures 
Specialises, pp.31-43. 



                  103 

       .1 )          
        (          

                      
  .                         

                   (   )
.  (   )     

 .          2       
        3             :1 .  

 2.     3.     .         
  .                   

                 .    
 )        23   (   )  1   (

           .      .    
                    

            .     
                   

     .                 
:               4  5     

   6               
   .                  

       .          
                                                 

1  William Montgomery Watt,“The materials used by Ibn Ishaq”,p.27. 
2   :        

Rudolph Sellheim(1967),“Prophet, Chalif und geschichte: Die Muhammed-Biographie des Ibn 
Ishaq”,Oriens,V.18-19, pp.33-91. 

3  Schicht. 
4  Patricia Crone,Slaves…, p.14. 
5  Kister(1962),“ A Booth like the booth of Moses…”: A study of an early hadith”, in BSOAS, V.25,pp.150-

155,idem,” A Bag of Meat: A study of an Early Hadith” in BSOAS, V.33(1970), pp.267-275. 
6  Michael Lecker, “Hudhayfa b. al-Yaman and ‘Ammar b.Yasir, Jewish Converts to Islam” in People, Tribes 

and Society in Arabia around the time of Muhammad, London: Ashgate Varioum, Article V. 
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    William Montgomery Watt,”The Reliability of Ibn Ishaq’s Sources”,p.32. 
4  Robert Serjeant(1990),”Meccan Trade and the rise of Islam:Misconceptions and flawed polemics” in Journal 

of American Oriental Society, V.110, pp.472-486. 
5  Patricia Crone & Michael Cook, Hajarism: The Making of the Islamic World, p.73. 
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Herber Berg, “Competing Paradigms in the study of Islamic Origins : Qur’an 15:89-91 and the Value of 
Isn ds” in Method and Theory in the study of Islmic Origins, Herbert Berg(ed,) Leiden :Brill, pp.259-290;idem, 
The Development of Exegesis in Early Islam: The Authenticity of MuslimLiterature from the Formative Period, 
Richmond, Surrey: Curzon (2000); Harald Motzki, “The Question of the Authenicty of Muslim Traditions 
Reconsidered: A Review Article” in in Method and Theory in the study of Islmic Origins, pp.211-257 
1  John Wansbrough(1978),”Res ipsa loqitur:History and mimesis”, Jerusalem: Israel Academy of Sciences and 

humanities.  
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2  Suliman Bashear(1997), Arabs and Others in Early Islam, Studies in Late Antiquity and Early Islam 8, 

Princeton: idem, Studies in Early Islamic Tradition The Max Schloessinger Memorial Series, Collected 
Studies in Arabic and Islam 2 Jerusalem, (2004); Gerald R. Hawting(1999), The Idea of Idolatry and the 
Emergence of Islam: From Polemic to History, Cambridge Studies in Islamic Civilization, Cambridge. 

3  Ibn Warraq(2000b), The Quest for the Historical Muhammad, Amherst, NY; Raven,“Sira” In EI2 ,V.9.p.660 
4  Herbert Berg, The Development of Exegesis in early Islam: The Authenticity of Muslim literature from the 

formative period, Richmond, Surrey; idem,”Competing Paradigms in the study of Islamic Origins: Quran 
15:89-91 and the Value of Isnads” in Method and Theory in the Study of Islamic Origins, Leiden: Brill, 2003. 

5  Calder(1993). 
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1  Yehuda Nevo & Judith Koren(1991),“Methodological approaches to Islamic Studies”, Der Islam, V.68, 

pp.87-107; Ohlig,”Wieso dunkle Anfange des Islam?” in Die dunklen Anfange: Neue Forschungen zur 
Entstehung und fruhen Geschichte des Islam, Ohlig & puin(ed.,), n.pl. 

2  Gunter Luling, Uber den Ur-Qur n: Ansatze zur Rekonstruktion vorislamischer christlicher Strophenlieder 
im Qur n, Erlangen, 1974(A challenge to Islam for reformation: the rediscovery and reliable reconstruction 
of a comprehensive pre-Islamic Christian hymnal hidden in the Koran under earliest Islamic reinterpretations. 
New Delhi;(2003);Christoph Luxenberg(2000), Die syroaramaische Lesart des Koran: Ein Beitrag zur 
Entschlusselung der Koransprache, Berlin, (The Syro-Aramaic Reading of the Koran – A Contribution to the 
Decoding of the Koran. Berlin: Verlag Hans Schiler.(2007) 

3  Ohlig,“Wieso dunkle Anfange des Islam?”, p.12. 
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Texual Analysis,Darwin Press, Princeton, pp.1-3. 

2   Albercht Noth(1994), The early Arabic historical tradition: A source-Critical study, Tranlated by M.Bonner, 
New Jersey, p. 11. 

3   Lewis Conrad(1993),“Recovering Lost Texts: some methodological issues”[Review of G.D.Newby:The 
Making of the Last Prophet], JAOS,V.113, pp.258-263. 

4  Harald Motzki(1991), “The Musannaf of 'Abd al-Razzaq al San'ani’s a Source of Authentic Hadith of the 
First Century A.H.” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 50: pp.1–21. 

5  Miklos Muranyi, “A Unique Manuscript from Kairouan in the British Library,” pp.325–368. 
6  Michael Lecker, People, Tribes and Society in Arabia around the time of Muhammad, London:Ashgate 

Varioum. 
7  C.H.M. Versteegh(1993), Arabic Grammar and Qur"anic Exegesis in Early Islam, Leiden: Brill. 
8  Gregor Schoeler(1996), Charakter und Authentie der muslimischen Überlieferung über das Leben 

Muhammeds, Berlin: Walter de Gruyter. 
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F ima et les filles de Mahomet: Notes critiques pour l’etude de la s ra, Roma: cf. Carl Heinrich 
Becker(1913), “Prinzipielles zu Lammens’ S rastudien”, Der Islam, vol. 4, no. 2; Theodor Noldeke(1914), 
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2  Isnad cum Matn. 
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Zubayr’s account”, in: Motzki (ed.), Biography; Harald Motzki, “The murder of Ibn Ab  l- uqayq: On the 
origin and reliability of some magh z -reports”, in: id. (ed.), Biography. 

2  Harald Motzki(1998), “The Prophet and the cat: On dating M lik’s Muwa a  and legal traditions”, 
Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam, vol. 22. 
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4  Analysis of Comprehensive Corpora of Texts. 
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Andreas Görke,“The Historical Tradition about al-Hudaybiya: a Study of Urwa b. al-Zubayr’s Account”, in: 

H. Motzki (Ed.), The Biography of Muhammad, pp.240–275;idem,“History, Eschatology, and the Common 
Link”, in: H. Berg (Ed.), Method and Theory in the Study of Islamic Origins (Leiden: 2003), 179–208; Gregor 
Schoeler, Charakter und Authentie der muslimischen Überlieferung über das Leben Mohammeds (Berlin, New 
York, 1996); idem, “Musa b. Uqba’s Maghazi”, in: H. Motzki (Ed.), The Biography of Muhammad, pp.67–97; 
Andreas Gorke & Gregor Schoeler(2005), “Reconstructing the earliest s ra texts: The Hi ra in the corpus of 
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