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Orientalism and Muslim Historical Critical Methods 

Sajid Shahbaz Khan 
(Sajid Hameed), Associate Professor 
University of Central Punjab, Lahore 

PhD Scholar, University of Management 
and Technology, Lahore, Pakistan 

Abstract 

Apart from the orientalists` ignorance, bias and grudges, there is a very basic academic 
reason which takes them away from the position that Muslims hold in the study of Islam 
and Islamic Civilization, even if they try hard to be objective in their studies. That reason, 
in its core, is epistemic. 

Muslims were forced to believe only in the truth. For that, they devised methods to 
determine the truthfulness of knowledge. In this article, I particularly discussed the 
methods with which they studied the authenticity of a transmitted knowledge; historicity. 
Two methods of transmission are discussed; Tawātur and Khabr al-Wāhid. What these 
concepts are and how they are helpful in determining the truthfulness of knowledge are 
explained. How tawātur provides absolute knowledge, while khabr al-wāhid does not. 
These methods are named as Muslim Historical Critical Methods for better 
understanding. Orientalists rejected many authentic contents of Islam because they were 
ignorant of these methods. Therefore, their rejections are sometime too absurd for 
Muslims to believe in the objectivity of their research. 

Keywords: Historicity, Modes of transmission, Tawātur, Khabr al-Wahid 

Introduction 

The Orientalists attacked the teachings and history of Islam, biography and 
character of the Holy Prophet, and the historicity of primary sources of Islam. 
The content of the Holy Quran and Hadith was attacked as well on the basis of 
Historical Critical Method, especially in the literature written after 1600 CE.  
Historical criticism is the examination of any text/account of event in the light of 
the historical knowledge without being fettered by religious prejudices. 

After a careful study of the work done by orientalists, I came to a conclusion that 
apart from their ignorance, biases and grudges, there is a very basic academic 
reason which takes them away from the position that Muslims hold about the 
above mentioned areas of study, even if they try hard to be objective in their 
studies. That reason, in its core, is epistemic. I mean; 

• How a proposition becomes knowledge or truth? 
• How any information transmitted to us would be identified as authentic or 

unauthentic?  

In this article, my focus will be on the second question. I will try to explain 
Muslim scholars’ position regarding authenticity of transmitted information 
through history. 



Volume 4, Issue I Journal of Islamic Thought and Civilization Spring 2014 

 

76 

 

Methods of Identifying the Truth 

Muslims from the very first day were put into a test of accepting the truth instead 
of following their own superstitions or those of their fore-fathers,1 and the false 
attribution of any commandment to God was considered a serious sin against 
Him;2 I mean a sin having very serious consequences.3 Attributing a lie to the 
Holy Prophet was not of less consequence.4 This Qur’ānic demand and sinfulness 
of such fabrication forced them to be careful in accepting any information 
attributed to God and the Holy Prophet. This cautiousness made them study the 
phenomena of transmission of information from generation to generation, and 
invent tools and methods to examine the historical accounts critically. This effort 
resulted into a scientific system for determining the historicity of anything; we 
may name it Muslim Historical Critical Method. This science has been 
developing through centuries, leaving many things settled and others disputed 
until now, and dividing Muslim academicians into a few schools; Zāhirī, 
Muhadithīn, Usūliyīn, Mu'tazila and Shī`ah, etc. This Muslim historical criticism 
is divided into two major parts: 

• Riwāyah: [Arabic: الرواية] determining the validity of attribution of any 
proposition to God or The Prophet.  

• Dirāyah: [Arabic: الدراية] Examining the content of information critically in 
the light of five things, explained in the following pages. 

1. Riwāyat 
Riwāyat literally means narration, account, narrative, tale, report, etc. and 
technically it connotes two kinds of historical reports: 

1- Mutawātir 
2- Khabr al-Wāhid 

a. Mutawātir: Concurrent Transmissions 
Mutawātir is an adjective from Tawātur which literally means concurrent 
occurrence with regular gaps. As a term, it means concurrently transmitted.  It is 
explained as a mode of transmission, in which information is transmitted to us in 
a manner that the number of reporters and means of transmission are so large that 
the reporters of such number cannot naturally collude to fabricate a lie, and this 
size of the number of reporters remains similarly large in all generations, from 
the first generation to the last. This report should be about a phenomena known 
through the senses rather than intuition or reasoning. In simple words, when a 
report is reported by a very large number of people about a heard/witnessed 
words/event, with the same large number of people throughout the generations 
until our time, is called mutawātir,5 i.e., transmitted through the tawātur. 

The examples of the mutawātir  reports are propositions of that kind:  
“Muhammad Ali Jinnah is the founder of Pakistan” or “America won her 
freedom from Great Britain.” 

These are being reported since the day Pakistan was announced as a new country 
and America won her freedom. A very large number of people, almost all 
Pakistanis and Americans, have reported these occurrences to their children. At 
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the national level, they are doing the same through the print and electronic media, 
and annual celebration of their national days. This kind of reported proposition is 
considered 100 percent true, because it is being verified in many ways. The 
propositions which are reported by such means are considered directly witnessed 
facts, even if they happened in the remote past, or even if we have not witnessed 
them. For instance, Iran is a country which I have never visited but I believe in 
her existence on the globe just as I believe in my own existence. 

However, propositions like: “Universe came into being by big-bang”, are not 
qualified to be called mutawātir , even if this proposition is concurrently being 
reported by a large number of scientists, teachers, people from all walks of life, 
in formal and informal conversations, through the media, etc. The reason being, 
that it is not known by sense experience. The first generation must have known it 
by their senses. If the proposition is phrased as: “that scientist says that the 
universe came into being by big-bang,” and that is reported by a large number of 
people and verified through other means, then it would enjoy a status of tawātur, 
because it would then be known by sense experience. 

Propositions with that kind of transmission also provide the same certitude in 
religious matters, for instance, religious propositions like Muhammad (SAW) 
belonged to the Arabian Peninsula. He announced himself, like Moses and Jesus, 
a Messenger of God. He enjoined his people to offer prayers five times daily. The 
Holy Qur’ān also has the same status of transmission, as a large number of 
memorizers of the Holy Book are concurrently memorizing it without any gap 
throughout the centuries, and making their successors memorize it. Muslims 
recite it in the five daily prayers partially, and thoroughly in the holy month of 
Ramadān. Apart from that, it is mandatory for Muslims to learn reading and 
reciting its Arabic text in a perfect manner. The mosques and qārīes6 provide 
these services on daily basis. This whole set of phenomena make the Holy 
Quran, its verses and its order as concurrent as the knowledge of the existence of 
Iran. Allāmah Shaukānī 7 (died 1250AH) explained the concept of tawātur 
briefly: 

Literally tawātur means coming of the one after the one with an interval between 
them, it is derived from “w t r”. Technically it is defined as: …It is a proposition 
about a witnessed matter, reported by a large number of people, too large to 
collude to tell a lie, because small number of people may collude or may be 
forced to fabricate anything.8 

This historical phenomenon is usually left unnoticed by the orientalists who 
attacked many mutawātir  reports without knowing the reality. For Muslims, the 
objections of such orientalists appear nonsensical. Unfortunately, the Muslims 
who defended their position did not present it with sound arguments. 

The term, ‘tawātur,’  is found in the very first book on Islamic Jurisprudence; al-
Risālah by al-Shafī̀9 who lived 767-820 CE / 150-204 AH. Other similar 
concepts were mentioned earlier in the books of Shafie’s teachers like Imam 
Mālik ibn Anas (711-795 CE / 93-179 AH), who preferred, “the practices of the 
people of Medina”10 regarding any other kind of reports. This practice was 
actually the tawātur in the form of daily acts, as these practices were being acted 
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upon by the whole population of Medina, thus providing reliability to such 
practices.  Before Malik, Abu Hanīfah (699 – 767 AD / 80 – 148 AH) was 
blamed for having rejected a number of Hadiths on the basis of reports received 
by his generation through tawātur.11 This brief history of the early period shows 
that Muslims discovered this historical phenomenan somewhere during the years 
50 to 150 AH.  

Another term called ijmā` (consensus) had the same connotation, but with the 
passage of time, the tawātur retained its meaning, while ijmā` evolved into a 
different concept.12 Initially, it was almost a synonym of the tawātur; when all 
people believed in something or acted collectively. This meant that they were in 
an unstated agreement or consensus (ijmā`). Ibn `Abd al-Barr (died 463 AH) 
used this term in the sense of tawātur. He stated the whole idea as follows: 

As far as foundations of knowledge in Islam concern, they are the Qur’an and the 
Sunnah. The Sunnah is divided into two types: first of them is the Sunnah which 
is transmitted by the whole of the community to the whole of the community, this 
is the absolute true knowledge, if all witnesses show no disagreement on it, then 
no question remain regarding its authenticity. The one who rejects this consensus 
(ijmā`) of the whole of the community, is similar to that who rejects a command 
of Allah…13 

b. Khabr al-Wāhid  
This is the second kind of Riwāyat. Khabr al-wāhid means a proposition reported 
by a small number of people, a number of people who do not attain such quality 
of the number i.e invulnerability from collusion to tell lies. That number is 
digitized from 1 to 70 or more. The proposition transmitted by that small number 
is far lesser in validation than tawātur. Reports by tawātur are 100% true, while 
khabr al-wāhid is either true or false. Here the number does not help but the 
character of the reporter (`ilm al-rijāl) and critical examination (Dirāyat) of the 
proposition help. It is defined as: 

It is a reported proposition which does not has a certitude to be called `ilm 
(truth), it does not provide such certitude, neither itself nor with the support of 
other evidences beyond its text. There is no comparison between this and 
mutawātir. Majority of scholars hold this position about khabr al-wāhid.14 

The English synonym for `ilm  is knowledge. However,`ilm in this context means 
truth. When Arabs used the word `ilm for any information, they meant  
authenticity and truth. In the words of the experts of jurisprudence: “tawātur 
yūjib al-`ilm” and “khabr al-wāhid yūjib al-`aml”; “ tawātur passes on truth to us, 
we are bound to believe in it and khabr al-wāhid transmits to us a probable 
notion, but it may ordain us to obey without making it a part of our belief.” 

Belief (̀ aqīdah) in Islamic paradigm is a set of absolute truths, supported by 
strong evidences. It is not a set of superstitions or mere rational conjecture or 
something based on probable means of transmission. For example, I may state 
that the proposition “Iran is a country” is a fact; you must believe in that. The 
mere factuality of the proposition, because of being said tawāturly, require us to 
believe in it. The proposition; “five time prayer is obligatory” is true, as it is 
passed on to us through unquestionable mode of transmission. Such state of its 
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authentication requires us to believe in it as a fact. But the proposition: “the 
prophet prohibited tattoos,” is passed on to us through khabr al-wāhid, which is a 
probable means. Therefore, whosoever judges it as a statement truly attributed to 
the Prophet may act accordingly, but because of its nature of transmission it 
could not be considered as fact. For that concept, jurists use the term zannī 
(speculative knowledge). When a khabr al-wāhid passes two tests15of 
examination, Muhadithīn16consider it a Sahīh Hadith.  

It is noteworthy that a Sahīh Hadith is also a zannī peace of information. It does 
not enjoy the status of a hundred percent truth. Its certitude is scaled between 51 
to 99 percent which is a satisfactory level of proof. The information passed on to 
us through tawātur enjoys the status of a fact.  

Imam al-Shafī̀  stated the difference in both types of narrations. He says that 
mutawātir  is authentic in two ways; externally and internally, while khabr al-
wāhid is authentic externally (like a proposition which is either true or false). He 
illustrated this with examples, where he wrote that “`Ilm has a few aspects. One 
of them is the `ilm which covers the truth in both ways, externally and internally. 
The second kind of ̀ilm is that which covers the truth only externally. For 
example, a judgment given by a judge against a criminal on the basis of two 
witnesses. Apparently we will consider this judgment true, but it is possible that 
the defendant may be innocent and the two witnesses are mistaken. This 
judgment is covering truth only externally but not internally. For the first kind of 
`ilm, Muslim epistemologists use the term Qat ī̀ (definitive) and for the second 
zannī (speculative).  

Thus, for being zannī, every Hadith is scrutinized by two kinds of tests. The first 
test examines the chain of narrators: 

Every chain has two elements; people and their relation of being teacher (Hadith-
teller) and student (Hadith-learner). Therefore, they examine every Hadith, 
prudently working on questions like are the reporters reliable? Are they 
considered pious men among their friends and relatives? Are they truthful, 
honest, and prudent persons? Was their faculty of memory intact when they were 
reporting Hadiths? Have they met the persons from whom they heard that Hadith 
or were they were just mentioning them falsely? How old were they when they 
heard that Hadith? Was that particular student a direct listener to that particular 
teacher or he heard the Hadith indirectly? A long list of questions was used to 
determine the reliability of the narrators. If any narration did not pass this test, it 
was considered invalid (za ī̀f), i.e., having no legal force in Islamic sharia and 
beliefs. 

2. Dirāyat 
The second test is called dirāyat. For this test, every text of Hadith is examined 
in five different ways: 

a. Intellect and Reasoning: every text must not contradict the rational concepts 
and ideas that humanity has discovered by intuition or deduced intuitively. These 
are badīhāt; intuitive facts, undoubted realities. The Prophet (SAW), being guided 
by God the All Knowing, could not tell anything opposing or contrary to the 
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reality. Eventually it is said, any Hadith that opposes these facts must be 
considered false. 

b. Qur’ ān: the Hadith texts must not be contrary to any teaching or statements of 
the Holy Qur’ān. The Quran is also transmitted to us through tawātur. Therefore, 
it is infallible, both in its content and transmission. The content of the Holy 
Qur’ān, being divine, is free of mistakes. Tawātur proves that it is the same text 
that was left by the Prophet. Eventually, it contains absolute knowledge, while 
Hadith does not. Therefore, the Holy Qur’ān is mīzān, a standard against which 
Hadith should be evaluated. 

c. Sunnah Mutawātirah: it means the well-established guidance of the Prophet 
(SAW), apart from the Holy Qur’ān, passed on to us through tawātur, and 
consensually, accepted by the whole Muslim community. It is the third criterion 
for testing any Hadith, this Sunnah is authentic and preserved through tawātur. 
Like the Holy Qur’ān, it also enjoys the status of being authentic and definite 
source, for that it can play the role of a criterion for Hadith, which is a 
speculative and probable. The Hadith must bring forth the material agreeable 
with that Sunnah. If it contradicts the Sunnah Mutawātirah, it shows that 
someone other than the Prophet (SAW) has falsely said it, because the Prophet 
(SAW) does not go astray from the path he himself carved with his daily practices 
and repeated sayings. 

d. Repeated Practices of the Society: it is our fourth criterion for Hadith. We all 
know that apart from their religious activities, every individual does many things 
daily. We are used to them, like drinking, eating, cooking, using fire, making 
tools, talking, showing love to children, building houses, etc. They are our 
cultural customs, biological needs, mental activities, psychological outcomes, 
etc. and are very habitual for us as Sunnah in our religious practices is. When a 
Hadith narrates anything contrary to these kinds of practices, while these are not 
prohibited in definite sources, this means that the Hadith under examination is 
falsely attributed to the Holy Prophet (SAW). 

e. Empirical Data:  it is the fifth and the last criterion for testing a Hadith. It is 
the rational or empirical data or deduced opinions, which has attained the status 
of absolute knowledge, and proved by conclusive evidences or proofs. 
Allamahal-Baghdādī has stated briefly these five criteria in his book Al-Kif āyah. 
He states that: 

Khabr al-wāhid will not be accepted if it opposes rulings of reason, Qur’ānic 
statements, commonly well-known Sunnah, acts commonly done as Sunnah, and 
every other inerrable conclusive evidence.17 

This is the brief introduction of historical methods Muslims have been using for 
determining the historicity of any historical phenomena. It is natural that while 
applying these principles, one may arrive at a different conclusion than others. 
Anyhow, rejecting any Muslim historical discourse is not easy. Muslims 
themselves have been scrutinizing the reported discourses very critically. 
However, the orientalists rejected many things in the fervor of application of 
newer methods.  
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