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In this series, which he names Imla al-Khatir (literally, “dictation of thoughts”), Dr.
Mohammad Akram Nadwi follows in the tradition of the Hanbali scholar lbn al-Jawzi’s
Sayd al-Khatir and shares with the world his reflections on a variety of topics ranging
from theology to law, history to heart softeners, philosophy, education and more.
Composed in a casual, conversational style consisting of questions followed by their
brief answers (each portion predicated by qald/qultu, “they said”/”l responded”), he
utilizes therein the highest level of Arabic, reflecting his love of the language and his
extensive expertise in Arabic grammar and rhetoric. These short but poignant
reflections are part of the balaghah genre and tradition of Arabic literature. It should
be noted that these translations, done by his senior students, serve as a guide and
can never fully match the style, tone and eloquence of the original Arabic. Also note
that Dr. Akram does not necessarily review each translation and is not responsible for
any errors, improper word choices, or the likes, that are an inevitable part of the
translation process.

Dr. Mohammad Akram Nadwi

Dr. Mohammad Akram Nadwi is a world-renowned scholar of Indian origin who has
resided in England for an extensive time. After receiving in-depth training to an
advanced level in the traditional Islamic disciplines at the famous Nadwat al-Ulama
seminary in Lucknow, India, and receiving a PhD in Arabic literature from Lucknow
University, he became a research fellow at the Oxford Centre for Islamic Studies,
where he conducted research for a number of years on a variety of topics, including
Hadith and Sufi orders in India. He has published widely in Urdu, Persian, Arabic and
English, including translations (like his work on Shah Waliullah, Bustan al-
Muhaddithin), editions of Arabic texts (such as a renowned critical edition of Usdl al-
Shasht in Hanafi jurisprudence), and original monographs on Islamic law, female
hadith narrators and such figures as Ab Hanifah and Sayyid Abul Hasan ‘All Nadwi.
His groundbreaking work, yet to be published, is an encyclopedic 40-volume
documentation of the legacy of female scholarship in the Islamic tradition. He co-
founded the Al-Salam Institute in 2006 where he continues to serve as Principal and
Senior Lecturer.



Introduction

Building on his articles looking at the intersection of hadith and figh,
this monograph examines conceptual differences between sunnah
and hadith.



oM o)) Al ey
Egaddy Gl

25555

dvswda%u el 3 B Tl an L 1
Al gl play Sllall (8 lemply Ay 4o A Lo
uﬁr@’wj““\*ﬂj Loy gl o)) lld Le

ety )

A o 9 0 el o S0 L

958 n W gl e o dio glop s ST s ol g
Yyoda ¥icds ¢ Ll A )1 pllasdl A § Ly Al L2

Gedl ansd ety (o ozl paall Ao iy Al 1)y (s

caoy o Al o £ EGd b i b Jae TS (g0

IS e 8 e 55y B oy o S e BT A,

Loy iy g o iy ol 5y dladly Ly e ) Lo



oo S e b W sseall ), & Jbad) (3ol 4\
B Loy (e oY, LY, = 3630y 53l 3 dasll 3 Ll
e, sl

sl oo ﬂw,&«mﬂwuwﬂ ;uws
cd s & V\su&w\y&ju s o e oy, Lo s
1) gl ) il e T ¥ o8 alSG ey Ly Sl sl
sy ek & e Ly ol an 5165 3L festl
s ) JB B Ly ade il oo 1 T80 T e
bl JB 130 ¢Sl b oy cpis (s oy g 35Nl s
s gas” (A JB (allall oy b ad)

& s Kb cae B Wogl) 3 5 o (o 01y Lo Ly
LA JaT o it 3 iy ol s 1 i pl
L i gy il o o o el il 1y Uty il
ol sl L plins o oy oy sy S5 0 S

5 shen 215 Jall dal e ais clls (3 15T, ) sladl; Al

SN o8 b Joe 1B gyl e 5l ] @';‘L"\v%
ade A Lo A Jouy age o ot ol Lo sl sl L
g gl s o8 aimas 3 310 as 75T, Wf\wj

5



ol

SVCIRRE N SP AN CRPTOIE W N PYR PERINE R O RS
&\M%cb,ﬁdi;\)jwdbﬁé\f\&)&(d\)\ﬂd‘i
b g sy 1y W (3 By e AN LT3 4 e )l o)
sy ade ) Lo ) g 30 Y 3
&Mjuy;\&d&u»:d\3<wééwa\ \"‘\‘V“’J
u)\; Jwbixfu‘u*ﬁ?’w'\:’“wmtéﬁ’ B e
*\Jy)J«S‘»J\w&\&@g)\@v u;dg\o.cf)}\
9 s e b sl & iy oo o Jufujum Lo
A s

O ae Woe 53 0 ol W 1B s ol Lo s
108 Lyl LS o oy pll o g () s ) s
G oS5 5 5558 Slymdl Vg pn) okl 3l 33l

e o 8 3l o ond o V\MJMJ;J Jo ol

s Wi jare gl Lo B ((glnd Loy <l 0 355

g ‘»«.&@»wa;w*.&fwyuﬂ

6



3 J6 ol dlo 13 o JB duy ade ) Jo ol e
o el il o 21§ els L ddl)

Jeo o &l 108 $o |l e Cuo 5 1511108
NP B JORIS | J&i, el il e b3 )50 1 gud
093 oo 183 5l Al LU 038 s P 51l
5l Gl 2y (A gh{OLﬁ B ) ¥ Vi g
Eaoloy LYy i Wasead) 5 ) & e oo M Bl
il e g ST ST el o co g i ol

iy i tadl camd b e G\ W Sy 1l J
o o Gl o oF Sl rellle JB :44/1 1)
Carosd ¢ 300 oy «Cgad] 1S A e 531 85 Lol o8]
ol Wz Sy U ol 35 (il 0# g 13) ) s
Ui i s idshd S13S e Va3 S f1:d U caslay
Cacr 1 Jdal) ol JB rady Sae WUl - Edjl&,.'s%c&a?d‘ﬁdé
B e Jucgfwgwgdwu | Jle bl)
cbjucbjwygﬂfd.m)dbcow"(k&c
Qs ) gy il oy ol pald o b e 55



Bl ol U g oy Yo oAl oy il J5T
"aailly ol o Jlae (b o 3 2006l

g,,.?j@.,,,y;ww‘\;\ﬁ\ﬂ%&omy&\gg'@wu\
335 ol Vselely (o) gl Lany 38l oo 8151 oy o
Gl a2l sy iudl p b o ans e ¥ |
Al 3G



Sunnah and Hadith

By Dr. Mohammed Akram Nadwi
Oxford, UK

They asked:

What is the meaning of sunnah? The technical meaning of the term is a way
or practice that was established and pursued by the Prophet, peace be upon
him, and then by the Rightly Guided Caliphs, the rest of the Companions,
and the leading figures in the generations that followed them.

And what is the meaning of hadith? Technically, it is a report comprised of
the words of the Prophet, peace be upon him, or of his actions, tacit
approvals, characteristics or other personal matters.

And what is the real connection between them? Is it a successive, sequential
relationship, or an explanatory one in which one elaborates on the other?

| replied:

It is neither. The relation between them, from one respect, is that of
specification (i.e. general versus specific). Some of the sunnah is hadith,
while some hadith is sunnah. So hadith is broader than sunnah from one
aspect, while sunnah is broader than hadith from another. Much of what is
narrated concerning the Prophet’s statements, actions, approvals or
descriptions are hadith and not sunnah. And much of what was passed on
by the jurists of the various regions among the early generations, in terms
of followed practices concerning prayer, charity, pilgrimage, edicts and
rulings, are sunnah but not hadith or reports.

They asked: Can you give us an example?
I replied:
Examples are abundant and widespread in the books of hadith and figh.

They said: Please explain with alternating examples that would distinguish
the two notions properly.



I replied:
3 Examples of Sunnah

An example of sunnah is what Malik relates from Humayd al-Tawil from Anas
b. Malik who said: | prayed behind Aba Bakr, ‘Umar and ‘Uthman, and none
of them practiced Basmalah! when they began their prayers.2 Bukhari and
Muslim, as well as other Imams of hadith, also related this. It is additionally
supported by a hadith of Abl Hurayrah in which he reports that the Prophet,
peace be upon him, said: God says: “I have divided the prayer into two
halves between myself and my servant, and for my servant is what he/she
asks for. When the servant states, ‘Praise belongs to God, Lord of the
worlds,” God replies, ‘My servant has praised me .. ."”3

Another example [of sunnah] is what Yahya b. Yahya al-Laythi relates in the
Muwatta’: | heard Malik say concerning the six days of fasting after the Eid
al-Fitr following Ramadan, “I have not observed any person of knowledge
and understanding fast these days, and such a report has not reached me
from any of the early authorities. And the people of knowledge considered
the practice makrih (detested) fearing that it would become an innovated
practice or that ignorant ones would add to Ramadan that which did not
belong to it.”*

Yet another example is that Abl Dawid relates from Tawds who said: |
asked Ibn ‘Umar about praying two rak‘ahs before Maghrib and he replied,

1 According to the author, the term basmalah refers to the act of reciting God’s
name in the beginning of any act, usually done with the phrase: bismillahi-rrahmani-
rrahim (“With the name of God, most Gracious, most Merciful”). Therefore, the
term “reciting basmalah” as is commonly used is incorrect since it considers
basmalah to refer to the phrase rather than the act. Hence, | have translated
“practiced basmalah.”

2 Muwatta’ Imam Malik: Kitab al-salah (Book of Prayer). Bab al-‘amal bil-gira’at
(Chapter: Actions in recitation).

3 Sahth Muslim: Kitab al-salah (Book of Prayer). Bab wujib gird’at al-fatihah fi kulli
rak‘ah (Chapter: Obligation of reciting al-Fatihah in every rak‘ah). The sunnah of no
basmalah in the beginning of the prayer is supported in this hadith by the fact that
the phrase is not mentioned here, although this hadith contains a detailed line-by-
line conversational summary of al-Fatihah in the context of prayer.

4 Muwatta’ Imam Malik: Kitab al-siyam (Book of Fasting). Bab jami‘ al-siyam
(Chapter: The one who combines the fast).
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“I have not seen anyone in the era of the Prophet, peace be upon him, pray
these.”5 ‘Abd al-Razzaq relates in his Musannaf from Ibrahim al-NakhaTwho
said: “Neither AbQ Bakr, nor ‘Umar, nor ‘Uthman ever prayed two rak‘ahs
before Maghrib.”®

3 Examples of Hadith

Examples of hadith include what was related by Nasa’t in his Sunan:
Muhammad b. ‘Abdullah b. ‘Abd al-Hakam informed us from Shu‘ayb: Layth
informed us: Khalid informed us from Sa‘ld b. AbG Hilal from Nu‘aym al-
Mujmir, who said: | prayed behind Abl Hurayrah, and he practiced basmalah
and then recited al-Fatihah ... And he said at the end, “By the One in Whose
Hand is my soul, my prayer most closely resembles that of the Prophet
among you.””?

Another example is that which Muslim narrated in his Sahth: Yahya b. Ayyub,
Qutaybah b. Sa‘id and “Ali b. Hujr all reported to me: from Isma‘il: Ibn Ayyib
said: Isma‘ll b. Ja*far related to us: Sa‘d b. Sa‘id b. Qays related to me from
‘Umar b. Thabit b. al-Harith al-Khazraji from Abu Ayyub al-Ansari, God be
pleased with him, who related to him that the Prophet, peace be upon him,
said: “Whoever fasts Ramadan, then follows that with six from [the month
of] Shawwal would be as if he fasted for a lifetime.”8

Yet another example is what Muslim narrated: Shayban b. Farrukh narrated
to us: ‘Abd al-Warith narrated to us from ‘Abd al-'Aziz (and he is Ibn Suhayb)
from Anas b. Malik who said: When we were in Madinah, the moment the
Mu’adhdhin made the call to the sunset prayer, the people hastened to the
pillars of the mosque and prayed two rak‘ahs with the result that any

5 Sunan Abl Dawad: Kitab al-tatawu’ (Book of Voluntary Deeds). Bab al-salah qabl al-
maghrib (Chapter: Praying before Maghrib).

6 Musannaf ‘Abd al-Razzaq: Kitab al-salah (Book of Prayer). B3b al-rak‘atayn gabl al-
maghrib (Chapter: Two rak‘ahs before Maghrib).

7Sunan al-Nasa’t: Kitab al-iftitah (Book of Opening). Bab qira’at bismillah al-rahman
al-rahim (Chapter: Reciting “In the name of God, most Gracious, most Merciful).

8 Sahth Muslim: Kitab al-siyam (Book of Fasting). Bab istihbab saum sittat ayyam min
shawwal ittiba‘an li ramadan (Chapter: Recommendation of fasting six days in
Shawwal following Ramadan).
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stranger coming into the mosque would think that the obligatory prayer had
been observed owing to the number who were praying then.?

Another is what BukharT relates: Abl Ma‘mar related to us: ‘Abd al-Warith
related to us from Husayn from ‘Abdullah b. Buraydah who said: ‘Abdullah
al-Muzani related to me from the Prophet, peace be upon him, who said:
“Pray before the Maghrib prayer.” He said it three times, and in the third,
he said, “For whoever wants to do so.” He said so because he did not like
the people to take it as a sunnah.10

When Hadith Clashes with Sunnah
They asked: If a hadith clashes with a sunnah, which of them do we prefer?

| replied: The sunnah takes priority over hadith. The examples we related of
the sunnah are prioritized over the hadith that we have reported.1?

They asked: Does that not necessitate that we reject sound reports without
justification?

I replied:

No, because the sunnah is an elaboration of the Book of God and the
continuing, inherited tradition passed on one generation to another, among
the golden centuries. Hadith and reports that conflict with the sunnah,
despite their authenticity, carry the possibility of being abrogated,
containing errors or an alternate interpretation.

They asked: Did any of the guided Imams speak of this?

9 Sahih Muslim: Kitab salah al-musafirin wa gasriha (Book of the Prayer of the
Traveler and its Shortening). Bab istihbab rak‘atayn gabl salah al-maghrib (Chapter:
Recommendation of two rak‘ahs before Maghrib prayer).

10 Sahih Bukhari: Kitab al-i‘tisam bil-kitab wal-sunnah (Book on Holding Fast to the
Book and the Sunnah). Bab nahy al-nabiyy ‘ala al-tahrim illa ma tu‘raf ibahatuhu
(Chapter: The forbidding of the Prophet makes something forbidden unless its
permission is known).

111t can be summarized that in Shaykh Akram Nadwi’s view, as expressed through
the three examples he chooses, is that the basmalah in prayer, fasting six days of
Shawwal and praying two units before Maghrib are not sunnah, though there are
individual hadith reports that support them.
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I replied:

Yes, for in Tartib al-Madarik, Malik states: | have seen Muhammad b. Abi
Bakr b. ‘Amr b. Hazm, who was a judge and whose brother ‘Abdullah
happened to be a hadith scholar and a truthful person. | saw that whenever
his brother Muhammad issued a verdict which happened to clash with a
hadith, ‘Abdullah would criticize him by saying, “Hasn’t there come such a
hadith on this issue?” Muhammad would reply, “Yes.” ‘Abdullah would ask,
“So why do you not base your verdict on it?” Muhammad would reply,
“Where do the people stand in relation to this?”

Ibn al-Mu‘addal says on this issue: | heard a person ask lbn Majishin, “Why
do you sometimes relate a hadith but not act upon it?” He replied, “So it
would be known that | am upon inherited knowledge.” Ibn Rabi‘ah said: “A
thousand from a thousand is better than one from one.” Something similar
is related from lbrahim al-NakhaT and Malik b. Anas, God be pleased with
them both.

They asked: There are people that consider hadith and sunnah to be
synonymous.

| replied:

They have done so but are not correct. They have greatly harmed figh and
the way of the jurists.

They asked: Explain that to us clearly.

I replied: | have already done so in my article, “Between Hadith and Figh.”12
They asked: Do we need hadith to verify the sunnah?

| replied:

Yes. Whenever people ascribe a sunnah to the Prophet, peace be upon him,
or his Companions, then it is obligatory to verify that with various means,
which include the methodology of the hadith scholars. But you should know

12 Nadwi, Dr. Mohammad Akram. “Between Hadith and Figh.” Imla al-Khatir Series.
UK: Al-Salam Institute, 2018.
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that the way of verifying a sunnah practice is not only limited to the way of
the hadith scholars, which I have clarified in my previous articles.
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