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Sira studies in the West:
Authenticity and reliability of Hadith

Muhammad Hosein Rafiee!

Abstract: Back to 9" century, western efforts on knowing Islam and the Sira of
Prophet have been started. But, actual researches on this context occurred in the last half of
19" century. As a diversion which appeared since the very beginning, two approaches
represented. (1) Extremist view based on ignoring historical value of Hadith in search of
history of the Quran, Sira and the early period of Islamic history, which was led by
Lammens and Caetani. (2) Moderate view of N6ldke and Becker which were dedicated on
purifying the “historical Kernel” of Hadith. With efforts of well known scholars such as
Goldziher, Schacht and Montgomery Watt, those vis-a-vis approaches came to the 21"
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
Hadith and Sira. Although archeological findings of Negev desert disprove many skeptical
views about reliability of Hadith, 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 Hadith in Sira
studies.

Keywords: Sira, western scholars, Sira studies in the west, Scepticism

1 P.h.D Student in Islamic Studies, Madhahib University Rafieemh@gmail.com
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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 Isimic Origins, pp.211-257.
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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.
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Claude Cahen, Der Islam, I: Vom Ursprung bis zu den Anfangen 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 Conquéte la Syria, Leiden:Brill,.

2 Michael Jan de Goeje.

3 Julius Wellhausen(1902), Prolegomena zur &ltesten 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, 11, pp.15-247.
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Ignaz Goldziher,“Historiography in Arabic Literature” in Gesammelte Schriften, 111, p.391.
5 olwls o (glasnio 1o e )0 BehiedsP Suige Wl iy 0y Sy gendalS L3s5 5 5,0l slo Aty by
Aoe BV 5 Ve o pole Lo S (o5 0 daz i i polal o
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-111, Chicago.
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1 Uri Rubin(1995), The eye of the Beholder: The life of Muhammad as Viewed by the Early muslims, A
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 Uberlieferung (ber das Leben
Muhammeds, Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.
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Andreas Gorke(2011),” Prospects and limits in the study of historical Muhammad” in The Transmission and
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1 Henri Lammens(1914), Le berceau de I’Islam: L’Arabie occidentale a la veille de I’hegire, Roma,; id.,
Fatima et les filless de Mahomet: Notes critiques pour I’etude de la sira, Roma: cf. Carl Heinrich
Becker(1913), “Prinzipielles zu Lammens” Sirastudien”, Der Islam, vol. 4, no. 2; Theodor Noldeke(1914),
“Die Traditionen uber das Leben Muhammeds”, Der Islam, vol. 5, no. 1.

2 Isnad cum Matn.

3 Harald Motzki(2000), “Der Prophet und die Schuldner: Eine hadit-Untersuchung auf dem Prufungstand*,
Der Islam, vol. 77, no. 1.
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1 Gregor Schoeler(1996), Charakter und Authentie der muslimischen Uberlieferung uber das Leben
Mohammeds, Berlin: Andreas Gorke, “The Historical tradition about al-Hudaybiya: A study of ‘Urwa b. al-
Zubayr’s account”, in: Motzki (ed.), Biography; Harald Motzki, “The murder of Ibn Abi I-Hugayq: On the
origin and reliability of some maghazi-reports”, in: id. (ed.), Biography.

2 Harald Motzki(1998), “The Prophet and the cat: On dating Malik’s Muwatta’ and legal traditions”,
Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam, vol. 22.

3 Jens Scheiner(2010), Die Eroberung von Damaskus: Quellenkritische Untersuchung zur Historiographie in
klassisch-islamischer Zeit, Leiden.
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Andreas Gorke,“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 Uberlieferung tiber das Leben Mohammeds (Berlin, New

York, 1996); idem, “Musa b. Ugba’s Maghazi”, in: H. Motzki (Ed.), The Biography of Muhammad, pp.67-97;

Andreas Gorke & Gregor Schoeler(2005), “Reconstructing the earliest sira texts: The Higra in the corpus of
‘Urwa b. al-Zubayr”, Der Islam, vol. 82, no. 2.
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1 Michael Lecker(2004), The “Constitution of Medina”: Muhammad’s first legal document, Princeton.
2 Andreas Gorke,“Prospects and limits in the study of historical Muhammad”, p.149.
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1 Fred Donner, Narratives of Islamic origins, pp.25-31.

2 Gregor Shoeler(2011), The Biography of Muhammad:Nature and Authenticity, Translated by Uwe
Vagelpohi, edited by James E.Montgomery, London: Routledge: pp.14-15.

3 Al-Gabban, Ali b.lbrahim, The Inscription of Zuhayr, the oldest Islamic Inscription(24.AH/644.AD), the rise
of the Arabic script and the nature of the early Islamic state, Translated by Hoyland, Arabian Archeology and
epigraphy, 19: pp.137-210.
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Yehuda Nevo & Judith Koren, “Methodological approaches to Islamic Studies...”, p.100.

Robert Hoyland(1997), Seeng islam as others saw it, Princeton, n.1, p.668.

Ibid, n.21,p.694.

Album and Goodwin(2002), Sylloge of Islamic Coins in the Ashmolean, V.1, The Pre-Reform coinage of

early Islamic period, London: Ashmoleon Museum Oxford, pp.29-30; Plate 26, no.371.

EI2, 111, 1979:715 (s.v. Ibn al-Ash’ath) and EI2 V11 , 1993, 400 (s.v. Muhammad b. al-Ash’ath).

Robert Hoyland, Seeng islam as others saw it ,p.120.
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1 Déroche(2009), La transmission ecrite du Coran dans les debuts de I’islam: Le Codex Parisiano-
Petropolitanus, Leiden: Brill.

2 Stephen J.Shoemaker, In Search of Urwa’s sira Some Methodological Issues in the Quest for “Authenticity”
in the Life of Muhammad, Der Islam,(2011), pp.257-344.

3 Andreas Gorke & Gregor Schoeler(2005), “Reconstructing the earliest sira texts: The Higra in the corpus of
‘Urwa b. al-Zubayr”, Der Islam, vol. 82, no. 2.

4 Carlos Segovia,“John Wansbrough and the problem of Islamic origins in recent scholarship”,pp.xix-xxviii;
idem , “Thematic and Structural Affinities between 1 Enoch and the Qur’an: a Contribution to the Study of
the Judaeo-Christian Apocalyptic Setting of the Early Islamic Faith”, pp.231-268, Herbert Berg, “The Needle
in the Haystack: Islamic Origins and the Nature of the Early Sources”, pp.271-298, all in The Coming of the
Comforter. When, Where and Whom? Studies on the Rise of Islam and Various other Topics in Memory of
John Wansbrough, Carlos Segovia and Basil Lourie (ed.,); Supplement Series to Scrinium. Revue de
patrologie, d’hagiographie critiques et d’histoire ecclésiastique; Orientalia Judaica Christiana Christian Orient
and its jewish heritage, V.3; Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2012; Firestone, R. “The Qur’an and the Bible:
Some Modern Studies of Their Relationship.” In Reeves, J. C., ed. Bible and Qur’an: Essays in Scriptural
Intertextuality, 1-22; Kropp, M., ed. Results of Contemporary Research on the Qur’an: The Question of the
Historio-Critical Text of the Qur’an. Beirut, 2007; Reynolds, G. S(2010), The Qur’an and Its Biblical
Subtext. London.
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1 Urtext.

2 Andrew Rippin(1985), “Literary Analysis of Qur’an, tafsir, and sira: the Methodologies of John
Wanshrough,” in Approaches to Islam in Religious Studies, edited by Richard C. Martin (Tucson: University
of Arizona Press), p.157.
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- Becker, Carl.H (1913), ‘Prinzipielles zu Lammens’ Sirastudien’, Der Islam, 4: 263; repr.
As ‘Grundsatzliches zur Leben- Muhammed-Forschung’ in Becker(1924-32): 1, 520;

English Trans. As ‘Matters and fundamental importance for research into the life of
Muhammad” in lbn Warraq(2000) (Ed. And Trans) the Quest for the Historical

Muhammad, Amherst, NY: pp.330-336.

- Berg, Herbert(2000), the Development of Exegesis in Early Islam: The Authenticity of

Muslim Literature from the Formative Period, Richmond, and Surrey: Curzon.

— (2003), ‘Competing paradigms in the study of Islamic Origins: Quran 15:89-91 and
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the Value of Isnads’ in Berg, Method and Theory in the Study of Islamic Origins, Leiden
pp. 259-290.
- Conrad, Lewis. 1(1993), ‘Recovering lost texts: Some methodological issues’ [Review of

G.D. Newby: The Marking of the prophet], Journal of the American Oriental Society,
113: 258-63; repr. In lIbn Warraq (Ed. And Trans) (2000) the Quest for the Historical
Muhammad, Amherst, NY: 476-85.

- Cook, Michael (1983), Muhammad, Oxford.

- Crone, Patricia. & Cook, Michael(1977) Hajarism: The Making of Islamic World,

Cambridge.
S — (1980), Slaves on Horses: The Evolution of Islamic Polity, Cambridge.

- Donner, Fred.M. (1998), Narratives of Islamic Origins: The Beginnings of Islamic
Historical Writing, Princeton, NJ.

- Ghabban (= al- Gabban) Ali ibn lbrahim (2008), ‘The Inscription of Zuhayr, the oldest
Islamic Inscription (24 AH/ 644 AD). The rise of the Arabic script and the nature of the
early Islamic state’, Trans. With concluding remarks, by R.hoyland, Arabian Archaeology
and Epigraphy, 19: 210-37.

- Gorke, Andreas(2000), ‘the historical tradition about al-Hudaybiya: A study of ‘Urwa b.
al-Zubayr’s account’ in Motzki, H (ed.) (2002) The Biography of Muhammad: the Issues
of the Sources, Leiden: 240-75).

- (2003b), ‘Eschatology, history and common link: A study in methodology’, in Berg,

H (2003) ‘Competing paradigms in the study of Islamic Origins: Quran 15:89-91 and the
Value of Isnads’ in Berg, Method and Theory in the Study of Islamic Origins, Leiden;
179-208).

- —And Schoeler, G.(2005), ‘reconstructing the earliest sira texts: The Higra in the
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