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Abstract

In the history of the science of hadith, the Muslim ummah attained a distinction
granted to no other religious tradition: the construction of a complete, systematic,
and coherent scholarly apparatus for assessing the authenticity and weakness of a
narration (riwayah). Ilm al-rijal (the science of narrators), al-jarh wa'l-ta‘dil
(impugning and validating narrators), ilal al-hadith (the science of hidden defects),
and the finely calibrated terminology developed for them. All of these testify that
this ummah safeguarded its sources not through mere devotion, but through a
rigorous, critical, and scholarly methodology (manhaj). From a narrator's (rawi)
memory to his piety (taqwa), from the continuity of the chain of transmission
(ittisal al-sanad) to the conformity of the text (muwafaqat al-matn), every aspect
was weighed on its own separate scale. It is the fruit of this labor that even today
we can state with confidence whether a given narration is sahih (sound), hasan
(fair), or da‘if (weak). Yet these principles, devised with such precision and effort
for narrations bearing legal rulings (ahkam), cannot be applied to narrations of the
sirah in the same, unmodified form. The sirah has its own principles, its own
temperament, and its own standing, and the root of this difference lies not in any
laxity, but in the very fact that the purposes and demands of sirah differ from those
of ahkam. The primary aim of hadith is the determination of the permissible and
impermissible (halal wa haram), the derivation of rulings in worship and
transactions, and the construction of the foundations of the Shari‘ah. It was
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precisely for this purpose that such rigor was exercised regarding the strength of
the chain and the reliability (thigah) of the narrator. The domain of sirah is
different: it is the portrayal of a living character, the construction of a historical
context, a tradition that arranges the sequence of events, the imprints of the
surrounding circumstances, and the overall contours of a personality. Here, the
objective is not the derivation of a particular ruling but the completion of a total
picture. It was for this reason that a corresponding flexibility was maintained in
its sources and in the criteria for accepting its narrations, one attuned to its own
requirements. This point is not new. In the works of the scholars, particularly in
the literature of usul al-hadith and the works on al-maghazi wa'l-siyar, this
distinction has been discussed in passing. But these indications remain scattered.
What is needed is for these scattered indications to be gathered comprehensively,
analyzed, and drawn together into a coherent methodology capable of evaluating
the narrations of the sirah in light of their own distinct purposes.
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