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Modernist Projects for Reading the Sunnah of the Prophet: A Review and Criticism
of Some of the Literature

Al Harith Fakhry Abdullah
Abstract

This article examines the literature of modernists who have studied the Sunnah of the
Prophet in their books. It attempts to capture modernist criticism and analytical reading of
the Sunnah by extracting the premises, methods, tools, goals, and outcomes of their
projects. Modernist projects agree in many of their tools and methods, as well as in the
approaches used in their critical work; hence, the results are close in their findings, if not
exactly the same. The convergence of foundations leads to unity in the outcomes; thus,
these projects form one project to a large extent. The article discusses a number of texts
chosen because they have not been studied with great care, unlike other works of Arab
modernist masters such as Mohammed Arkoun, Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, Hasan Hanafi, and
Muhammad Abid al-Jabiri. On the other hand, each one of the selected works represents a
model for applying a tool or method of critical modernism (Hermeneutics, Historicism, or
Deconstruction). Likewise, modernists - after contemplation and investigation - share quite
a few ideas, perspectives, and critical practices. The literature to be studied in this article
was chosen in order to avoid repetition of other studies, although some of them do not
represent a self-integrated project as much as they represent a critical practice with
modernist tools.

Keywords: modernism, Sunnah, Prophet Muhammad, Sirah, biography of the Prophet,
methodology of Islamic criticism, Hadith
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Modernist Discourse Techniques in Rereading the Prophetic Sunnah
Azzouz Ibin Omar Al Shawali
Abstract

The Sunnah of the Prophet has been vulnerable to modernist readings. Among the
most well-known modernist readings are hermeneutical, structuralist, poststructuralist,
interpretive, and reception. Modernist readings in this context are basically creative
readings that position revelation under the rule of reason, aiming to deconstruct the
religious text and putting rational and positivist thinking as an alternative to it. Most of
these readings were individual or experimental attempts that did not produce tangible
results in reality. Some have addressed the Sunnah of the Prophet in works that seem like
reading projects aimed at popularizing the modernist vision, and at moving towards a
modernist alternative that saves - in their view - contemporary Arab thought from the
impact of traditional Islamic religious readings. This study attempts to discuss critically the
most important of these projects, namely: Readings of Applied Islamisms (Mohammed
Arkoun); Phenomenological Reading of Islamic Sciences (Hasan Hanafi); and An
Epistemological Philosophical Reading (Muhammad Abid al-Jabiri).

Keywords: Sunnah, revelation, heritage, modernism, reading, criticism,
modernization, epistemological estrangement.
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Methodology of Dealing with the Sunnah of the Prophet in the Postmodern World
Mohamad Anas Sarmini
Abstract

This study concerns the context of research pertaining to the methodology of
approaching the Sunnah of the Prophet vis a vis the dilemma of modernism and
postmodernism; a dilemma which has confronted the traditional Islamic system with many
issues and questions. The study proposes an analytical model for modernist and traditional
perspectives in order to compare them and bring them back to their early origins. This
proposal is based on three levels: philosophy and worldview, the methods used in the
context of this worldview, and the cognitive tools produced by those approaches.

The study then proceeds to examine the possibility of convergence between the
traditional and modernist perspectives, rejecting the possibility of convergence in
worldview and philosophy, while finding no obstacle to their agreement on the matter of
tools. As for the possibility of convergence in methodologies, the study analyzes two
modernist approaches, namely the historicist and the hermeneutical, and juxtaposes them
with the traditional approaches of which can provide an Islamic foundation for them. The
study contends that these two approaches (i.e., historicist and hermeneutical) adhere to the
overall [modernist] worldview, meaning that it is incorrect to read the Sunnah through these
approaches [i.e., in isolation of an Islamic worldview]. If these two approaches read the
Sunnah [through a modernist worldview], then it will have to be on a compromising ground
that brings together the [modernist and traditional Islamic worldviews], where the
conditions for either of them are not fulfilled.

The study then proceeds to further analyze the tools of modernist approaches, doing so
through two necessary means. The first is that of a methodological awareness concerned
with defining the mechanisms and places for benefiting from these tools. The second
having to do with the methodological imbalance in which it is concerned with highlighting
the positions and the conditions that make it difficult to invoke them. The study concludes
with a survey of applied models of studies in the Sunnah, which can be classified as
introducing modernist tools in their approaches; or as being similar in their results to the
results produced by the modernist approaches, and giving their opinion on those
approaches.

Keywords: Sunnah, modernism, historicism, hermeneutics, systematic defect.
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A Historicist Reading of the Sunnah of the Prophet
Lamri merzouk
Abstract

The subject of this study pertains to one of the challenges confronting the Sunnah of
the Prophet nowadays; namely historicist readings of it. The study is divided into three
main parts. The first part addresses the historicist reading, including the concept and its
foundation. In this regard, historicism is defined as a modernist concept. The first part also
defines the Sunnah of the Prophet and discusses the justifications for claiming that the
Prophet's Sunnah is historicized in nature. The second part concerns the applications of the
historicist approach to the Sunnah of the Prophet, including the historicist focus on the issue
of the documentation of the Sunnah as a historical act, upon which the modernists built
their claim about the historicity of the Sunnah, and their denial of its relationship to
revelation. This part also discusses the question of agency or authenticity, denied by the
historicist reading on the basis of an analysis of the phenomenon of revelation on the one
hand, and on the deconstructing the hadith discourse, on the other. Lastly, the third part is a
critical approach to the historicist reading of the Sunnah, examining it methodologically
and cognitively, in a way that shows the faulty nature of this reading.

Keywords: reading, modernism, historicism, the Sunnah of the Prophet,
documentation.
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Hadith Criticism: Traditionalist and Modernist
Namaa Al Banna
Abstract

This research paper examines hadith criticism: traditionalist and modernist,
illuminating and contrasting the claims and prominent starting points of both types. The
study proceeds to expose in more details the basic tenets of hadith criticism of the
traditionalists (muhaddithin) and the modernists; focusing on their methodologies in
critiquing the text, and examining the evidence for using reason in the traditionalist
criticism, whether concerning the narrator, the text, or the narration. The study reaches the
conclusion that there is a huge difference in methodologies of hadith criticism between the
two groups. The researcher can easily identify the features of the traditionalists’ hadith
criticism, its basic principles, methodology, rules, and even its exceptions; while, on the
other hand, this methodology and these rules disappear in the case of the modernists; only
the criticism remains. For the modernists, criticism of hadith is confined to the text itself,
excluding the chain of transmission, whereas for the traditionalists the two elements are
included. To generalize, to ignore scientifically controlled methods, and to criticize the
hadith if they do not like its content, are features of the modernist criticism of hadith. To the
modernist, it suffices to criticize the hadith relying on his own thoughts, opinions, and
objections. On the other hand, we see the traditionalist, whenever he distances himself from
interfering in the criticism of the hadith, coming up with a purer and sounder criticism. The
traditionalists depend on the work of early leading scholars in their criticism of the hadith;
while the modernists fault that and consider it a deficiency that must be overcome.

Keywords: hadith, criticism of hadith, the Sunnah of the Prophet, traditionalist,
muhaddithin, modernist, methodology
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Understanding the Sunnah of the Prophet: Between the Rules of the Usiliyin
(Scholars of Islamic Legal Theory) and the Approaches of Modernists

Karima Boulkharras
Abstract

This study is an attempt to capture two methodologies that share their ability to
understand the Sunnah of the Prophet and explain its specificities by reason, yet differ in
terms of principles and approaches. Approaching the Sunnah and the methods of
understanding it, whether for Islamic legal theory or the modernist school, is not confined
to merely evoking hadiths and understanding their anecdotal and even practical
implications. Rather, it is necessary before that to understand the nature of the Sunnah and
how to apply it in terms of acceptance and application. This is dealt with based on three
issues: the issue of revelation, the explanation of the nature of the Sunnah in terms of its
source, and the particularities of the Sunnah. Whereas the usiliyiin (scholars of Islamic
legal theory) emphasize the unseen nature of the Sunnah (though with certain exceptions),
modernist thought tends to problematize this and demands that it be subjected to criticism
and questioning. The issue regarding the validity of deploying the Sunnah as a sacred
source of evidence provokes the debate concerning the authenticity of narrated hadith
reports. Even if these narrations were determined by the wusiliyin to be mutawatir
(massively transmitted and therefore of the highest classification of narrated reports) or
close to it, this issue [of deploying the Sunnah as evidence] remains to be accepted by
modernists as long as the context that affected the documentation of the Sunnah (i.e.,
environment, causes, variables, etc.) are unaccountable. For the usiliyin, this matter of
context in understanding the Sunnah has an impact on two levels: the scope of application
and the manner of application. As for the modernist camp, its research in understanding the
Sunnah has been directed towards explaining the impact of context on the formation of
hadith and in terms of the hadith being confined to its historical context, thus justifying the
historicization of the Sunnah.

Keywords: understanding the Sunnah of the Prophet, usiliyin, scholars of Islamic
legal theory, modernists, rules, approaches
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