Salal Ahmed Haque
Wednesday, 2nd Rabi’ al-Thani 1439 or 20 December 2017

Muḥammad Muṣṭafā al-Aʿẓamī
(May Allāh have mercy upon him)
Introduction
Having heard of his death this morning, Wednesday 2nd Rabīʿ al-Thānī 1439 or 20
December 2017, I decided to share this intellectual biography I wrote up in draft
just over two years ago. I was in brief email contact with the Shaykh’s son, in the
hope of putting together something so the English-reading Muslim audience would
come to appreciate the impact this amazing scholar has had on Islamic Studies in
dealing with western academia. Sadly, due to poor health, I was unable to continue
adding to this biography.
I always feared the day would come when I would hear of the Shaykh’s death and
this article of mine would still be incomplete. That day has come, and my fear has
been realised. I was not able to add additional material that I had hoped. However,
the reader, I hope, will find enough information here to appreciate the point I hope
to achieve for the sake of Allāh.
This is what I wrote over two years ago:
As a student of Islamic Studies, there are two modern-era scholars who have
influenced my thinking and writing the most, one of them is the subject of this
dedicated post: Muḥammad Muṣṭafā al-Aʿẓamī.
I first learnt of al-Aʿẓamī through his ground-breaking book “Studies in Early Ḥadīth
Literature” in 2003. I purchased the book immediately and read it avidly. As a
novice to ḥadīth studies it was a tough read but it left me extremely impressed by
the rigorous and robust research conducted by the author and the razor sharp
academic style through which he articulated his findings. I went on to read other
books of his in the English language as a result. I was similarly impressed.
Unlike other academic writers who write flowery and unnecessary introductions,
which sadly obscure their central arguments and are more indicative of a befuddled
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mind than literary exuberance, he was refreshingly straightforward,
uncompromising, economical in his words and tightly methodical in his arguments.
I wanted to write just like him.
I wanted to be able to conduct exhaustively in-depth research and write just as
lucidly as him. I attempted to model my thinking and writing style on his as I could
not see any better English-speaking, Muslim academic who understood the threat of
academic orientalism, articulated the theories thereof and convincingly refuted its
foundations in relation to the sources of Islām.
The Muslim world owes this man a debt for his outstanding and unique scholarly
work. This post is a step towards paying that debt.
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His Early Life
Dr. Muḥammad Muṣṭafā al-Aʿẓamī was born in Mau, India between 1928 and 1930.
As an expert in ḥādīth studies, he dedicated his whole life to researching, editing
and publishing pioneering works of significance to both an academic and lay
audience.
This is an intellectual biography of the Shaykh compiled from disparate sources
including two interviews, a number of articles and biographical data dispersed
throughout his works.
The aim of this post is to enlighten the readers to a monumental figure and his
distinguished intellectual contribution to the field of Qurʾān and Ḥadīth studies in
both the Oriental and Occidental worlds.
Place of Birth
Our story starts in an industrial town called Mau [now known as Maunath Bhanjan],
just over 300km to the east of Lucknow which is in the district of Uttar Pradesh,
India. This is the same town which has produced a number of famous ḥadīth
scholars including Ḥabīb al-Raḥman al-Aʿẓamī (d. 1412AH/1992CE), the editor of
the Muṣannaf of the Yemenī Ḥadīth master ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Ṣanʿānī (d. 211AH/c.
826). History will, it appears, add Muḥammad Muṣṭafā al-Aʿẓamī amongst the
notables of this town.
Death of His Mother
The early part of his life was, in his own words, difficult. He faced a number of
hardships, the most tragic of which was the loss of his mother when he was still a
baby. His mother fell seriously ill when he was a year or so old and she moved to
her parents during this period whilst his father looked after him. Sadly, his mother
passed away whilst she was there.

3

Salal Ahmed Haque
Wednesday, 2nd Rabi’ al-Thani 1439 or 20 December 2017

It is apparent the Shaykh deeply misses his mother as he dedicates his book, The
History of the Qurʾānic Text: From Revelation to Compilation in memory of her when
he says:

Growing Up Under His Stepmother
His father was a religious man who had an uncompromising personality which was
a quality the Shaykh remarks he inherited from him. Eventually, his father
remarried and his stepmother came to live with them when he was 2 years old. As
he grew older, he realised he was being treated differently by his stepmother as
compared to his step-siblings. This treatment, coupled with other factors, would
lead the Shaykh to move away from home a number of times in his early youth.
By the age of 9 the Shaykh was able to read and write, at which point, his
stepmother decided he no longer needed to study further despite his obvious zeal
for learning. She wanted him to work around the house and on their farm land. His
father however disagreed and wanted al-Aʿẓamī to continue his studies. His
stepmother relented but would not allow him to study until he had completed the
work around the house. Consequently, al-Aʿẓamī would work until midnight to
compensate for the time he spent at school. Unsurprisingly, she did not treat her
own children this way and al-Aʿẓamī observes that they had all the opportunities to
study yet Allāh decreed for him to surpass them.
A Desire to Learn English
Due to the anti-British feelings harboured by his father, he was prohibited from
learning English despite his strong interest to do so. With the little money that he
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had, he bought an English book which he would keep on him and every time he
would be sent on an errand to the market, he would take a quick detour to see a
man at the local high school and ask him for the meanings of a few words and then
run back to the market and rush home. Running around ensured his absence would
not raise the suspicions of his father.
Immediately after receiving his junior certificate, the Shaykh decided to run away
from home to learn English but also because of the treatment he received from his
stepmother.
The Shaykh stayed with a man who promised to enrol him in a school to pursue his
study of English. He would wash dishes for this man but the promise of schooling
was never fulfilled. His father eventually found out where he was and took him back
home and allowed him to learn English.
He enrolled in school and studied English for 6 months, after which, his father
reverted to his original position and prohibited him from going any more. Instead,
he was sent to a religious school in which he studied Islamic jurisprudence, Ethics,
Manners and Etiquettes and Arabic grammar. Interestingly, the Shaykh excelled in
the subject of mathematics and in his doctoral dissertation praises his father:

The Deoband Years 1948 -52
Sadly, the situation at home with his stepmother had become tense once again and
so he ran away for a second time but this time to Deoband mid-academic year.
Unable to enrol due to the time of year and without any subsistence to support
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himself, he was forced to rely upon the college endowment. Eventually he enrolled
in 1948 and completed his studies in 4 years by 1952. When asked about this
institution he stated that at the time, it was the best place to study Islām in the
Indian subcontinent for Islāmic Studies, and especially ḥādīth studies.
What He Studied
During his time in Deoband he studied prescribed books from cover to cover and
other additional ones that were not on the curriculum. In the field of Qurʾān he
studied the Qurʾānic exegetical works of al-Baydāwī (d. 685/91AH) and al-Jalālayn.
In fiqh he studied al-Hidāyah of the celebrated Ḥanafī jurist al-Marghinānī (d.
593AH) which, he read so frequently, he was able to recall passages from memory.
He studied Arabic further on his own and would read avidly in his own time and not
just rely upon prescribed books. In terms of Arabic he stated the problem was that
they read Arabic very well but did not speak it well at Deoband, although things
may have changed now.
Ḥadīth was not taught until the last two years of his study. During his time there, he
studied the Six Books and al-Tabrīzī’s Mishkāt al-Maṣābīḥ. He laments the fact that
some modern-day doctorate holders in ḥadīth studies have not even read Ṣaḥīḥ alBukhārī, yet are considered to be experts in ḥadīth. He compares this to his time in
which they would read original classical books in full and not their subsequent
summaries and abridgements.
He also studied the Maqāmāt of al-Ḥarīrī and other books during his time at
Deoband.
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His Teachers
Father
He learnt Qurʾān and Persian under the direction of his father.
One of the most important qualities he says he inherited from his father was his
uncompromising personality. The Shaykh says he is not as uncompromising as his
father but at times he is not lenient.
Ḥusayn Aḥmad al-Madanī
His most famous ḥadīth teacher.
Before speaking about this particular teacher of his al-Aʿẓamī takes a pause. He then
describes how al-Madanī would bring a pile of books when coming to teach ḥadīth.
However, he would not take ḥadīth as ḥadīth in and of itself, instead he would
teach ḥadīth as a service to Ḥanafī fiqh and this was his main attitude. As an
example, al-Aʿẓamī states, if a ḥadīth in Bukhārī on a topic of ṭahārah (purification)
went against the Ḥanafī madhhab he would bring aḥādīth from many different
sources to prove the point of the Ḥanafī stance. He was a scholar who had vast
amounts of knowledge because he would speak at great lengths on a small topic.
Of all the teachers, he was much more loved by the students because he was lenient
and easy going. His home was always open and he would not eat in his house. He
would be constantly preoccupied with the many guests that would come to visit
him, as well as his many students who would eat with him.
Al-Aʿẓamī describes how his father was interested in tasawwuf (sufism) but that the
he, himself did not take part in it. He explains how the term Sūfī in the early period
of Islām referred to an ʿālim (scholar) i.e. one with knowledge, who was also known
for his extensive engagement in worship. However, it then became hereditary
wherein those with no knowledge and no engagement in the worship of Allāh would
claim to be Sūfī.
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This topic of sufism, he states, needs to be studied in more depth because we find
that from the 3rd century of Islām, some of the narrators carried the appellation; alSūfī. He gives the example of Imām al-Bukhāri and his famous book, al-Jāmiʿ alṢaḥīḥ (i.e. Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī) is transmitted to us through his student al-Farabrī (d.
320H). al-Farabrī’s edition of Ṣaḥīḥ al-Bukhārī is then transmitted mainly through 5
of his famous students; al-Mustamlī (d. 376), al-Kushmīhanī (d. 389) and al-Ḥamawī
(d. 381). Abū Dharr al-Harawī (d. 434), holds the distinction of transmitting Ṣaḥiḥ
al-Bukhārī through these three famous students of al-Farabrī. Abū Dharr al-Harawī,
according to al-Aʿẓamī was a major Sūfī in the sense that he was known for his
knowledge and extensive engagement in worship.
Ibrāhīm al-Balyāwī
This was another teacher of his who was different in nature to al-Madanī. He taught
them Ṣaḥīḥ Muslim and was very economical in his words. Whenever they would
ask him a question, he would rarely say more than one word to resolve your it. He
would say: “I will tell you one word, and if you think about it, it will solve your
problem.”
Further Studies
Although he initially wanted to be a primary school teacher, this aspiration abated
when he completed his studies in Deoband.
He states that Deoband at the time did not have a favourable view of al-Azhar. Part
of it was due to the differences in their teaching methods and modernisation. For
instance, during the Shaykh’s residence in Deoband, they studied complete original
works and not summaries and condensations of original works as in al-Azhar and
other places.
After having completed his studies in Deoband and with no signs of his thirst for
knowledge abating, he decided to travel to Egypt and thus enrolled at the renowned
University of al-Azhar to improve his Arabic further. However, before he did so he
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recalls an interesting anecdote involving the famous Indian scholar Abū al-Ḥasan alNadwī (d. 1999CE).
Abū al-Ḥasan al-Nadwī
In a digressive observation, the Shaykh describes al-Nadwī’s writing as beautiful and
that one can feel that al-Nadwī is someone who writes from his heart.
Now, in thinking about travelling to Egypt to study, al-Aʿẓamī wrote a letter to alNadwī seeking his opinion on this plan. After waiting for a reply and being in a
hurry, he could not wait any longer and decided to travel to Lucknow which was
some 200km by train. Upon arriving in Lucknow, he made his way directly to alNadwī’s house. When he got there, he noticed a number of people sitting in the
room and so he extended his greetings to the group. Not knowing what al-Nadwī
looked like, he was unable to determine which of them, or if any of them, was Abū
al-Ḥasan al-Nadwī.
Putting him out of his obvious misery, a very simple looking person asked him
straightforwardly, who he was and what he wanted. He introduced himself and
explained that he had written a letter, had not received a reply, that he was in a
hurry and could not wait any longer thus he decided to come face to face. The man,
whom al-Aʿẓamī thought was a clerk, replied that a letter had been sent in reply. AlAʿẓamī replied that he had not received any response. It was at that moment he
realised that this very simple looking man was none other than Abū al-Ḥasan alNadwī.
Al-Nadwī attempted to persuade al-Aʿẓamī to stay in Nadwa and pursue his studies
before departing for al-Azhar. However, al-Aʿẓamī stated that he had made up his
mind to go to al-Azhar. Many years later when al-Nadwī visited al-Aʿẓamī in his
home in Qaṭar, al-Nadwī told him that he did the right thing by not taking up his
advice!
In describing al-Nadwī, al-Aʿẓamī says he had never seen an ascetic like him. He had
visited his house for ifṭār and noticed there was very little food. This man could
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have been a millionaire with all the money coming in to support his work but he did
not choose such a path. Al-Aʿẓamī remarks how it is generally the case that Indian
scholars practice asceticism and simplicity in living, although there are exceptions.
An example of an exception is the scholar and commentator of al-Tirmidhī’s ḥadīth
collection, Yūsuf al-Binnūrī who had been diagnosed with a heart problem. A
student went to the house of al-Binnūrī during Ramaḍān and found to his
astonishment seven or eight different types of meat being cooked. He was staggered
as to how indulgent the Shaykh was being considering that he had a heart problem.
So, he challenged the Shaykh and reminded him what the doctor had said to which
the Shaykh replied: “If you want to eat then eat otherwise go – people are not dying
every day because of this! When death comes it will come!”
So, coming back to his studies in Egypt, upon completion of his course, which was
equivalent to a Master’s degree and which also included a license to teach, he
returned home to India. His desire to secure employment as a university lecturer
however was obstructed by the fact that he did not possess a doctorate which was a
standard requirement at the time. Thus, around the same year he moved to Qaṭar to
initially teach Arabic to non-Arabic speaking professionals of Indo-Pak descent
working in the country. He then somehow became a primary school teacher
subsequent to which he worked as a librarian in a children’s school. The children’s
library only had two shelves! Qatar at the time did not even have roads!
During this period a public library was being built and he served as the Director of
the National Public Library for two years. He was very fond of books just like his
father and he set about building up the library. One of the methods he used to select
books for inclusion in the library was to read through the bibliographies of works
and scan the footnotes of the works of authors to see which works were most
frequently cited. He noticed works which would mention a bibliography of over a
hundred books but that only 10 or so were actually most frequently referenced. It
was his job to ensure those most frequently cited books were in the library.
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By this time, he had moved his family there to join him. It was whilst he was
working in this library that he came across a book which would forever change his
focus and direct his energies to conducting some defining pieces of scholarly
research. That book was Joseph Shacht’s “The Origins of Muhammadan
Jurisprudence.” Schacht essentially argues in this book that aḥādīth were concocted
by Muslim jurists to support their juridical stances and back-projected to the
Prophet when the idea of the Sunnah started to become crystallised during the time
of al-Shāfiʿī and onwards.1
Why Go to Cambridge?
al-Aʿẓamī was incensed by what Schacht had written about the Sunnah and could
not believe that his work was the fundamental text book on Islamic jurisprudence in
the west. He wanted to correct everything that was wrong about it.
He knew that the only way the west would sit up and listen to what he had to say
about the topic was if he had their highest level of qualification. Thus, he
considered working towards a Ph.D. in a prestigious western university so that it
could never be said; what does he know, he is not suitably qualified like our
scholars.
The Shaykh mentions that one of his friends was studying for his PhD in London and
had come to visit Qatar. His supervisor came to visit the area as well and they had a
discussion and al-Aʿẓamī was told he would accept him on a doctoral course.
During his time in Cambridge, he states he had an excellent relationship with his
teachers. In fact, his supervisor, Robert Bertram Serjeant (d. 1993) would even come
to visit al-Aʿẓamī at his home when one of his son was sick.
Why Did He Choose His Topic
At the time Pakistan was going through a political journey in which there was a
debate as to whether they should take a secular route or a religious one. One of the
1

al-Aʿẓamī refutes this work in his “On Schacht’s Origins of Muhammadan Jurisprudence.”

11

Salal Ahmed Haque
Wednesday, 2nd Rabi’ al-Thani 1439 or 20 December 2017

discussions that came up was the value of the Sunnah. Mawdūdī wrote a book
entitled “The Value of the Sunnah in Legal Thought”. At the same time there was a
problem that had occurred in Egypt over the Sunnah due to Abū Rayyah who wrote
two books on the Sunnah.
al-Aʿẓamī noted that these people who were writing these books on the Sunnah did
not have knowledge of it nor any personal attachment to it. So, they said that those
who write about the Sunnah are old fashioned and are out of step with the
advancements of knowledge and they do not understand the meaning of research
that modern research says such and such.
That was the starting point in his mind in which he wanted to write a piece of
research on the Sunnah in a Western university and prove his point so nobody can
say that those people are just mullahs who do not know how to do research. This
was what caused him to consider going to a British institution to write on the
subject. He was completely satisfied and sure that his point was strong and that he
could prove what he wanted. This, he felt, would silence critics from saying that he
could not write or that he was not a scholar and did not know the modern research
system. He did not go with the aim of getting a Phd for the sake of it. He did it to
serve the Sunnah. That was the purpose.
He succeeded magnificently alḥamdulillāh.
What Did He Seek to Prove in His Thesis?
One of the arguments against the veracity of ḥadīth is that it was not written down
in the first two centuries but just memorised thus, the material is not reliable due to
the problems with memory. He wanted to prove that recording of the ḥadīth started
from the time of the Prophet and continued without stopping.
He observed that when people would narrate ḥadīth they would use terms such as
ḥaddathanā (he narrated to us) and akhbaranā (he informed us) and would not
mention their books from which they were quoting the ḥadīth. This is because their
methodology was that personal contact was important, and you cannot learn from a
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book alone otherwise, you would be called a ṣuḥufī (essentially autodidact or one
who teaches himself through books) which is weak.
A book is just a collection of papers, you do not know what mistakes are in it and
sometimes, who might have even written it. The 5 conditions of a ḥadīth narrator
cannot be fulfilled by a book which is why it is essential to learn from a scholar. The
Shaykh states that one of the conditions of a ḥadīth narrator is that he is ḍābiṭ i.e.
accurate and precise; condition that cannot be fulfilled by a book. These ḥadīth
narrators who transmit their aḥādīth from memory. However, before holding a
dictation session, they would revise their material just as a Qurʾān memoriser
revises his portion of the Qurʾān before leading tarawih.
Ph. D.
Coming back to Joseph Schacht and his book. This was the first contact the Shaykh
had with an Orientalist academic work on Islām.
One factor which motivated him to move to England to pursue his doctorate was to
battle the perception amongst non-Muslims that Muslims were incapable of
researching and writing in a modern fashion. To prove them wrong and to debunk
their views on ḥadīth he took up the challenge by going to conduct his Ph. D
research at one of the leading orientalist institutions in the world – Cambridge
University.
Initially, the famous British orientalist, Arthur Arberry was his supervisor but this
was finally changed to R. Serjeant who requested Arberry to pass al-Aʿẓamī to him.
Al-Aʿẓamī believes this was because Serjeant thought he could influence al-Aʿẓamī’s
research but was ultimately unsuccessful in his endeavour. Al-Aʿẓamī was reluctant
in being supervised by Serjeant and even wrote a letter to him explaining why it
would not be a good idea due to the issues that arise over transference of
supervisors. Serjeant reassured him that it would not be an issue.
An example al-Aʿẓamī gives is when, in a supervision meeting, his supervisor
disagreed with al-Aʿẓamī regarding entitling a particular chapter as “The
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Educational Policy of the Prophet”. His argument was that there was no such thing
at the time. Al-Aʿẓamī, utilising simple common sense, argued back that suppose he
is a teacher in village running a small school, without doubt this school of his would
have some basic policies which it follows, just as his supervisor worked in
Cambridge which, has its policies, thus both establishments apply their policies even
though the policies of the latter are far more sophisticated than the former.
Analogously, this was the case with the Prophet and his nascent community whom
he wanted to be educated.
Upon completing his thesis and having thoroughly debunked the view of ḥadīth
literature not being written and preserved from the time of the Prophet, he moved
onto to other projects. Before moving on though, it must be highlighted, that his
thesis was of such immense scholarly production that Arberry stated regarding it:
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Despite such glowing praise of his work by a doyen of the orientalists, al-Aʿẓamī
complains that his work has not received the acknowledgement it is due in the
Western world although it is highly regarded in the Muslim world to the extent that
it has been translated from English into Arabic.
Why, if his work was described as ‘one of the most exciting and original investigations
in this field of modern times’ has it not reshaped the landscape of orientalist attitudes

15

Salal Ahmed Haque
Wednesday, 2nd Rabi’ al-Thani 1439 or 20 December 2017

towards ḥadīth literature in the same way Goldziher and Schacht’s had done
previously? The fact of the matter, as al-Aʿẓamī believes, is that it goes against their
agenda and thus it is sidelined.
One has to sympathise here with al-Aʿẓamī. If the edifice of 1400 years of Muslim
scholarly work on ḥadīth studies can be dismissed by one piece of poorly researched
and ultimately unscientific work by Schacht, based on which the whole landscape of
Western Islamic studies in modern times was redrawn, why has this Orientalist
edifice not been similarly demolished by al-Aʿẓamī’s scholarly and robust response
to Schacht and his like? Where is the consistency and academic integrity?
In light of the above response to al-Aʿẓamī’s work, we will now turn our attention to
his uncompromising views regarding Orientalists and their agenda.
Reaction to His Work
Whilst his work is highly acknowledged in the Muslim world, in the Occidental
world there was no such acceptance. Al-Aʿẓamī believes they do not acknowledge it
because they cannot refute it and acknowledging his work would require them to
change their attitude which, they do not want to do because they write with their
own ‘agenda’.
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Orientalists and Orientalism
Joseph Schacht (1902 - 69)
Al-Aʿẓamī mentions the fact that he never met Schacht.
On Schacht’s Origins of Muḥammadan Jurisprudence
Joseph Schacht, whom al-Aʿẓamī never met, was highly regarded and oft-quoted in
the orientalist world because of the fact that he read both Muslim and non-Muslim
sources but, according to al-Aʿẓamī, he was leading people in the wrong direction;
intentionally or unintentionally.
Schacht claimed that aḥādīth that trace their origins to the Prophet or to his
Companions are nothing but “the product of legal, theological and political
developments of the second Islamic century and lack any historical value for the
time of the Prophet.”
Al-Aʿẓamī’s methodology in critiquing Schacht was to firstly examine and crossreference works cited by Schacht throughout his work. Al-Aʿẓamī’s discoveries
would lead to Schacht’s reliability as a reliable academic being severely questioned.
Al-Aʿẓamī found that Schacht had either misunderstood the text he was quoting or
he had copied it incorrectly either purposely or erringly.
Schacht would claim that such and such ḥadīth was fabricated because there was no
earlier reference to it. So, al-Aʿẓamī went away and brought irrefutable evidence of
its earlier existence to prove Schacht wrong. Schacht was unscientific in the
material that he used, selective in his data and made inadequate deductions.
Harald Motzki (b. 1948)
On being asked regarding the German-trained orientalist Harald Motzki and the
perception that he is fairer and more moderate than other orientalists; Al-Aʿẓamī
remarks this is ridiculous. He mentions the fact that, in his writings, Harald Motzki
claims that the authenticity of isnāds (chains of narrations of ḥadīth) goes back to
the first century of Islām, thus pushing back the date earlier than other orientalists
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such as Schacht and Goldziher before him. However, al-Aʿẓamī appears to point out
that this is inconsistent; for why is it sound if it goes back to a luminary in the first
century but it is not genuine if it goes back to a Companion or even the Prophet?
Al-Aʿẓamī gives an example of a stolen jacket to the interviewer to demonstrate that
Motzki’s conclusions are in reality no different to that of more extreme orientalists.
The Stolen Jacket
Imagine you bought a jacket and someone says this jacket was stolen from
your great grandson but I turn around and say no, it was stolen from your
grandson. Whether it was stolen from the great grandson or from the grandson
the fact remains that it is still stolen!
Thus, when Motzki speaks of fiqh (Islamic Jurisprudence) and that these
narrations go back to the end of the first century, he is essentially claiming
that this was the starting point. The implication therefore, is that all narrations
going back even further to the Companions and to the Prophet himself, are
false. So, these scholars who trace the isnād (chain of narration) back to the
Companions and to the Prophet are liars. So ḥadīth did not belong to the
Prophet nor did fiqh belong to the early scholars as they were falsely ascribed
to them.
In other words, al-Aʿẓamī is saying whether Motzki says traditions go back to
the second century or late first century, he is no different to any other
orientalist because he does not believe aḥādīth go back to the Prophet and his
Companions. He is still in the same boat as the orientalists because he believes
the scholars are lying when they say the narrations go back to the Prophet. So
how is he any better than the other orientalists?
So, while al-Aʿẓamī concedes that Motzki is slightly better than the other orientalists
with regards to his attitudes towards ḥadīth he still has serious shortcomings.
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Gautier H. A. Juynboll (1935 – 2010)
In the same interview al-Aʿẓamī states that his next work is regarding the
works of Juynboll. It is regarding this particular individual that al-Aʿẓamī saves
his most stinging criticism. Juynboll in the eyes of al-Aʿẓamī is an
unimaginable liar who attempts to show he is very well educated. To explain
his dishonesty would take many sessions he states. In order to hide his
dishonesty, Juynboll will firstly preamble that point with information
completely irrelevant and then launch into his argument.
His inconsistency in applying the principles of ḥadīth criticism has led alAʿẓamī to view him with great suspicion. As an example, he says that Juynboll
will label a narrator as mudallis and will argue against the acceptance of a
ḥadīth because of this. However, if Juynboll is willing to accept the
judgements of ḥadīth critics regarding a particular narrator as being mudallis,
he should, in order to be consistent, also accept their judgements when they
grade a narrator as thiqah and as an imam. So, it appears Juynboll accepts the
judgements of ḥadīth critics when it suits him but not if it fails to support his
point of view.
Should We Learn from Orientalists?
In light of al-Aʿẓamī’s uncompromising views regarding the orientalist luminaries
mentioned above, the question needs to be asked: is it advisable for Muslims to
learn from orientalists?
Al-Aʿẓamī’s answer is decisive and typically uncompromising: no. His reasoning is
based on the fact that the orientalists at their core believe, in one way or another
Muhammad was lying in his claim of being a Prophet from God. They do not believe
the Qurʾān to be the Word of God. How is it possible to learn one’s religion from
people who disbelieve in the fundamental truth and basis of the religion?2

2

I think part of the reason some English-speaking Muslims may incline towards reading orientalist

works on Islām, is because they more readily identify with the language style of orientalist works
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When asked what he would say to those who consider this position of his to be
extreme he replied defiantly. He acknowledged the fact that there are orientalists
who may believe in certain portions or aspects of the religion but this should not
lead one to overlook the bigger picture which is their denial of Muḥammad’s
Prophethood.
Further Works
Kuttāb al-Nabī
Unperturbed by this attitude, he moved onto a new project in which al-Aʿẓāmī
mentions that he came across over 60 names of individuals who served as the scribe
of the Prophet. He expresses the hope that he can reach 70.
In the 1978 edition published in that I possess, 48 scribes are mentioned by name.
44 of them were mentioned by al-Anṣārī and al-Aʿẓamī states that he added four
more. Perhaps the additional 16 are mentioned in the 1981 edition of the book.
Nevertheless, in this little treatise, al-Aʿẓamī dispels the prevalent idea that
administrative matters were only recorded from the time of ʿUmar I onwards. He
instead argues, with evidence, that there were basic written registers kept during
the time of the Prophet himself. He divides these records into three types; one of
which is a record of the names of those enlisted in the army. Another interesting
benefit mentioned in this treatise is an analysis of the format of the letters the
Prophet would send out to various leaders.

than Islāmic books which have been translated into English, from Arabic, by non-native English
speakers, or even native English-speakers, whose translations, sadly, do not sound natural enough for
these Muslims who have been born and bred and brought up on a specific type of English. The good
news is that there are a few translators who have and are doing an excellent job alḥamdulillāh. With
regards to writers of original works in English, these are few and far between. May Allāh grant us all
a thorough grasp of the Arabic language and the ability to express it in a manner that resonates with
the English-reading audience.
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A Unique Discovery - The Ṣaḥīḥ of Ibn Khuzaymah
In 1381AH (c. 1961CE) whilst visiting Turkey, al-Aʿẓamī spent time conducting
research and reading through treasures of ḥadīth manuscripts in Istanbul and made
an important discovery for which he thanks Allāh. He was able to discover the
manuscript of a piece of work which was thought to have been lost to the Islāmic
world and which some even thought did not exist. Roughly a quarter of Ibn
Khuzaymah’s Ṣaḥīḥ was now lying in his hands.
He edited the work, asked the erudite scholar of ḥadīth Muḥammad Nāṣir al-Dīn alAlbānī (d. 1999) to review it and then published it for the first time in four volumes
through al-Maktab al-Islāmī in 1395/1975.
The Shaykh then reviewed the book again and amended the mistakes from the first
edition and it was republished for a second time by al-Maktab al-Islāmī in
1424/2003 in two volumes this time.
The Shaykh then reviewed the book for a final time along with the manuscript and
what he considers to be the third publication of the book. In this publication
however, he removed all commentaries from himself and that of al-Albānī. The book
was published in one volume in 1430/2009 by Maktabah al-Aʿẓamī in Riyāḍ.
What’s Their Basis? - Manhaj al-Naqd ʿinda al-Muḥaddithīn Nashʾatuhu wa
Tārīkhuhu
Also published for the first time in 1975 is this unique piece of work which was well
received in the Muslim world. Al-Aʿẓamī states that he wanted to know the basis on
which a muḥaddith would say regarding a narrator that he is “thiqah” [reliable] etc;
what was his reason? Did he base it on the fact that the person was a friend or an
enemy? Was there an objective reason for it?
In his class lectures related to this topic, which he delivered in Makkah, he
requested his students to ask scholars from all over the world who would be coming
for ḥajj in Makkah, what was the basis of a muḥaddith stating a person as being
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reliable or unreliable? The typical answers he received were that it came to the
heart of the muḥaddith or that it was a form of ilhām or inspiration.
However, when al-Aʿẓamī investigated the topic further, he realised that the method
utilised was the most sophisticated ever used and which has not been surpassed
even to this day.
Muwaṭṭāʾ Imām Mālik
Al-Aʿẓamī was commissioned to work on the Muwaṭṭāʾ of Imām Mālik which he
went on to complete and publish in 8 volumes.
Bashhār ʿAwwād Maʿrūf claimed that despite Imām Mālik reaching a level of
extreme accuracy, precision and piety and was rivalled by very few ḥadīth experts,
despite all this, his Muwaṭṭāʾ was an example of narration by meaning and a lack of
strict adherence to the exact wordings of the narrations. In essence, al-Aʿẓamī
believes Basshār was claiming Imām Mālik was changing the words of the aḥādīth
thus lying. A bold implication indeed.
At the end of the first volume of his edition of the Muwaṭṭāʾ of Imām Mālik, alAʿẓamī deals with this claim of Basshār’s. He compares the manuscript upon which
he relied for his publication of the book to Basshār’s edition which was based on
Abū Muṣʿāb al-Zuhrī’s narration.
For the next 36 pages, al-Aʿẓamī compares the wordings of aḥādīth from his edition
and that of Basshār’s with the wording of the narration from his edition appearing
on top and the wording of Basshār’s edition below. Lo and behold, the reader will
find there are almost no differences between the editions in their wordings of the
aḥādīth. The only notable differences occur when there is either one word missing
from one of the editions or a short phrase which indicate errors by either the copyist
or later narrators and cannot be attributed to the original narrators themselves.
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Norman Calder claimed that the Muwaṭṭāʾ was not the work of Imām Mālik but that
it was authored over a hundred years after his death. Al-Aʿẓamī went on to prove
this was complete nonsense.
Interestingly, as a side point in responding to the Ḥanafī scholar Muḥammad Zāhid
al-Kawtharī’s claim that the Muwaṭṭā of Imām Mālik was only available to the
public from 159AH onwards which was after the death of Imām Abū Ḥanīfah
(d.150AH), an attempt by al-Kawtharī, al-Aʿẓamī believes, to exonerate Abū Ḥanīfah
for not having utilised the work of Imām Mālik. Al-Aʿẓamī however establishes the
fact that the Muwaṭṭāʾ was published for the first time after a lengthy period of
collecting, editing and teaching by Imām Mālik himself in the 140s. Thus, the book
was well known and widespread during the life of Imām Abū Ḥanīfah. Now,
whether Abū Ḥanīfah utilised the knowledge of Imām Mālik or not is not an issue as
it does not detract from Imām Mālik’s status in the slightest for amongst his students
were the unique Imām al-Shāfiʿī (d. 204AH) and the exemplary ʿAbd Allāh b. alMubārak (d. 181AH). And even if Abū Ḥanīfah did benefit from Imām Mālik who
was his junior in age, this does not detract from his status either because the
scholars always benefit from each other for Abū Ḥanīfah narrates from people who
were nowhere near on the level of Imām Mālik. May Allāh have mercy upon all of
the Imāms.
His Views on Some Prominent Individuals
Ashraf Ali Thanvi (1863 – 1943)
The Shaykh describes him as one of the most prominent Sūfīs during his early years.
He was not involved with any particular Sūfī path.
Muḥammad Ḥamīdullāh (1908 – 2002)
This was the humblest person he had met. He was a man of encyclopaedic
knowledge who would write on varying topics such as politics, history and the
educational system; a man who would not concentrate on one topic alone.
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His writing was characterised by its universality – he wrote for specialists and for
the laymen. When sitting with al-Aʿẓamī one day, he complained that when there
was an attack on Islām and he would write a reply or challenge, the editor would
not publish it and would return it making excuses that publications were already
planned or that there was no room. Conversely, negative articles would be
published year upon year and are allowed to make their full impact. So he
complained against them.
After mentioning this point, al-Aʿẓamī laments the fact that there is a lack of
cooperation between Muslims in this regard.
Teacher-Student Relationship
The Shaykh expresses his discontent at the lack of appreciation authors display for
the help they receive in producing their works. For instance, a student will write for
his Shaykh and never be thanked or acknowledged at all. Al-Aʿẓamī states that he
has taken a different approach; he thanks people in the introduction to his books
even if it was for just copying some pages for him. One impact this has on the
students he mentioned is that they become extremely happy that their name has
been mentioned.
Abū Ghuddah (1917 – 1997)
The Shaykh describes him as a precise person with a superb command of the Arabic
language and who researches thoroughly.
There were some clashes, early in his career, between himself and Abū Ghuddah, a
student of the staunch Ḥanafī scholar Zāhid al-Kawtharī (1879 -1951), later
however they worked together in a conference. Abū Ghuddah asked al-Aʿẓamī
regarding the original name of al-Tirmidhī’s ḥadīth collection. Upon hearing alAʿẓamī’s reply, Abū Ghuddah stated he thought it was something else. Al-Aʿẓamī
possessed manuscripts of al-Tirmdhī from the 4th and 5th century which contained
the full name of the collection. He told Abū Ghuddah that he would provide him
with a copy of the manuscripts which he did as well as one of Bukhārī. Abū
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Ghuddah published a small treatise on the subject and acknowledges al-Aʿẓamī in
the introduction.
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The Qurʾān
Al-Aʿẓamī’s most recently published work to date is concerning the Qurʾān. On
being asked if this was a shift in his interest from ḥadīth studies to Qurʾānic studies
he stated that in fact it was not big shift at all. This is because of the fact that we
find our books always mentioning the Book and the Sunnah together. The Sunnah
he states is the explanation of the Qurʾān and one cannot separate them. However,
most of his attention has been towards the Sunnah and especially the orientalists.
The History of The Qurʾānic Text – From Revelation to Compilation: A
Comparative Study with the Old and New Testaments
In 1999 The Atlantic Monthly published an article by Toby Lester entitled “What is
the Koran?” which questions the collection and immaculate preservation of the
Qurʾān in its original form. Lester went further to suggest that Muslims were
incapable of defending their view of the immaculate preservation of the Qurʾān in a
scholarly fashion.
Al-Aʿẓamī, convinced Muslims would be furious about this and waited for a
scholarly response from the Muslim community. The three responses he did find on
the internet from persons from the US were, in his opinion, very weak to say the
least. He was convinced they did not possess the necessary knowledge to respond at
all.
Al-Aʿẓamī felt it was necessary to take up the challenge himself and “explain the
stringent methodology used by early Muslim scholars in accepting a text as genuine,
or rejecting it as fake.” [Preface of the book].
He thus took up the challenge of the article and began researching the issue in
depth. To lend credence to his article, Lester cites a dozen names, most of whom,
were from Jewish backgrounds and revisionist scholars. So, al-Aʿẓamī decided to
compare the history of the Qurʾānic text along with their books to bring them into
the field thus preventing them from dismissing his work.
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He said to himself, instead of just writing about the history of the Qurʾānic text
alone, why not compare it to their texts and demonstrate the flaws in their books
from their own works. He thus avoided quoting Muslim works in relation to the Old
and New Testament textual criticism except in one or two cases. He relied almost
absolutely upon the works of their own scholars which admit the many edits and
redactions the scriptures have undergone over the centuries.
He began to read about the two testaments and he stated he was fascinated by what
he came across. He states that he had some knowledge of the two testaments. In
beginning his research, he thought about how the Jewish and Christian books were
brought into existence, how they were preserved and what differences if any there
were between the prints and existing manuscripts. He found quite a good number of
Jewish and Christian scholars who accept clearly that alterations in both testaments
have happened intentionally in the first and second century.
The Qurʾān and the Trajectory of Orientalist Thought
Al-Aʿẓamī strongly believes in his personal opinion that the current nature of attacks
on the authenticity of the Qurʾān and Sunnah stem from the new direction of their
political goals.
He remarks that from the very first century of hijrah up to the 18th century of the
Common Era the principal aim was to protect Christians from converting to Islām.
Part of this effort of preventing conversion was their deliberate and malicious
mistranslation of the Qurʾān so that if a decent person was to read it they would
think it to be a completely ‘useless’ and abhorrent book.
That agenda has now changed. From the early 19th century when most Muslim
countries became colonised the Christian church did not fear Christians converting
to Islām but instead they now wanted to Christianise Muslims. Thus, they began
their new assault on Islām. Abraham Geiger, a Jewish orientalist, wrote a treatise
alleging Muhammad had borrowed extensively from Judaism in an essay entitled
“What Muḥammad Borrowed from Judaism.” This was, al-Aʿẓamī comments, the
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starting point of the view that Muhammad did not bring anything original and was
not a Prophet and that he borrowed from Jews and Christians.
Revisionism
In our times the attacks on Islam began on the Quran and the Sunnah for political
and historical gain. History is rewritten completely to further such aims.
Norman Calder, for instance, formulated a theory that nothing was complied or
authored by Muslims within the first two centuries of Islām. He argues that books
such as the Muwaṭṭaʾ of Imām Mālik was a product of the second half of the third
century! He also claimed the same about the books of Imām al-Shāfiʿī and Abū
Yūsuf, the famous disciple and student of Imām Abū Ḥanīfah. al-Aʿẓamī states that
according to Calder, all the Muslims are liars and lying when they claim al-Shāfiʿī
wrote a book and al-Awzāʿī wrote a book. As a result of these claims, our whole
literary history is wiped clean.
Wansbrough, in al-Aʿẓamī’s eye was the worst. He was a Jew according to al-Aʿẓamī
and wrote and published a few books on Qurʾānic studies. He sought to prove that
the Qurʾān was a product of the third century of Islām and was authored and
compiled by Muslims from different countries and regions. al-Aʿẓamī asks
sarcastically: “Where did they meet?”
From this, we notice transitions in their attitudes towards the Qurʾān:
1. Muḥammad wrote it
2. Muḥammad borrowed it from the Jews and Christians
3. It was not even written during his life
4. Muḥammad may not have even existed!
Sīrah and the Current Orientalist Trend
The current trend is to say that the Sīrah was written by Muslims in the third
century, not based upon facts but in their image i.e. they reconstructed it according
to how they thought of themselves.
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Motzki, another academic of Jewish origin who was mentioned earlier, published a
book regarding the sources of Prophet’s Sīrah. There is a deadlock in his view
regarding Muḥammad. Some even say there was no Muhammad. Some say there
may have been but it is impossible to know about him factually. Consequently you
cannot say anything about it whilst others say you can.
The earliest written biography of the Prophet was authored by the Successor
ʿUrwah. However, these orientalists do not want to accept the existence of any early
evidence indicating the existence of Muḥammad so they claim there are no other
sources to corroborate it for instance.
His Most Important Contribution to Field of Ḥadīth
In his own opinion he says there are many points:
Firstly: he never wrote anything just because other people had written
something on the topic. He did not want to repeat what had already been
written. He only wrote when he felt he had something original to say.
al-Aʿẓamī gives the example of his compilation of detailed list of those who
wrote down the Sunnah. He was not aware of any study in the past that dealt
with this topic systematically. This was one achievement that hadith was
written from the time of the Prophet onwards.
al-Aʿẓamī also remarks that Muḥammad Ḥamidullāh’s work, al-Wathāʾiq alSiyāsah (political documentations) showed that whatever the Prophet dictated
was considered to be ḥadīth and that the Prophet himself dictated a good
number of ḥadīth himself i.e. the Shaykh is referring to formal dictation
sessions. Despite all this evidence, he laments the fact that even some Muslims
blindly repeat the false Orientalist claim that hadith came 200 years after
Prophet died.
Secondly: he demonstrated the precise meaning of the transmission terms
“ḥaddathanā” (he narrated to us) and “akhbaranā” (he informed us) and that
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they were not merely oral transmissions but that written sources were also
used.
Thirdly: he fleshed out the details of the method used by early scholars of
ḥadīth in evaluating ḥadīth narrators. He showed what criteria they used to
determine whether a narrator was reliable or not.
He unearthed evidence that ḥadīth critics would compare all the data of
thousands of ḥadīth against each other as well as comparing students who
narrated the same material from a particular scholar and the accuracy of each.
This cross-examination of students helped them to evaluate the precision and
reliability of every student and grade them as strong, fair or weak etc. It is
similar to how an examiner would mark the works of the students of a teacher
on the same material and then grade each student in terms of their accuracy
with either an A, B, C or D etc. Thus we find that the ḥadīth critics used
extremely scientific and methodical means of gauging the strength of each
ḥadīth narrator.
Fourthly: he was the first scholar, in more than half a millennium, to come
along and add a dozen or so more names of Companions who served as scribes
for the Prophet. Previous scholars had mentioned 44 or 45 but al-Aʿẓamī had
shown there were more and that he hoped to continue adding to them if he
came across more in his readings.
Fifthly: a book that has not been published yet [was published in 2014 I
believe]. He states that Ibn Nāṣir al-Dīn al-Dimashqi mentions around 79
people who narrated Muwaṭṭāʾ of Imām Mālik, the Shaykh added more names
to take the total number of narrators to 110.
Sixthly: he formulated a type of methodology in determining whether the
written material that was narrated using the transmission term “ḥaddathanā”
meant it was transmitted by writing or orally.
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He used this method to refute the claims of Dr. Bashhar Awad that Imam Malik
was changing the words of ḥadīth. He refuted him and states this is wrong and
he did not have the right to change the words he heard from his teacher and
that this would be tantamount to dishonesty. He showed that different
transmissions were verbatim, and the differences that did exist, were due to
students learning from him at different times. Sadly, this method of his which
he has developed has not caught on in Islamic studies of manuscripts.
Forthcoming Works
The Shaykh was working on a piece of unique research regarding the Qurʾān.
He was comparing 20 manuscripts from the first century of Islām until now,
word by word, to show that there were no differences between them and the
only differences were in orthographical styles. He gives the example of
“ṣubḥān” and that the letter alif after the ḥā is sometimes present and
sometimes not. This does not affect the pronunciation or meaning of the word
at all. He was considering entitling the work, “Ageless Qurʾān Through The
Ages” or something similar. He remarked how he also studied the gospels
printed in the 15th century and found that numerous English words have had
their spellings drastically changed over the last 500 years. However, with the
Qurʾān, the only spelling change that has been made in the last 1400 years is
that of the alif as described above.
His Final Thought on Orientalist-Academia
Sh. al-Aʿẓamī takes a very critical stance towards Orientalist scholars and
scholarship. He stated that for a long time he was mistaken in thinking that
these people were objective scholars who made mistakes without having evil
intentions. However, after decades of studying their works he came to the
conclusion that they have their own political agenda and that if a Muslim
brought a thousand proofs it would not matter to them. He thought that the
more proof he brought to dispel their views, the more they would accept the
evidence. But this was not the case. For instance, he states how he wrote his
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Ph.D thesis over 40 years ago, which was heavily praised by Arberry, and
which was published time after time in English and Arabic, yet this book and
its findings has not been recognised at all in Western Academia.
Winner of King Faisal International Prize, 1980
Although his works may not have received the recognition a scholar of his
calibre should have in the Western world, the Muslim world has not failed in
that regard. In 1980, the Shaykh was awarded the prestigious King Faisal
International Prize for Islamic Studies. In his speech, the Shaykh thanked the
Kingdom for its efforts in his field, referenced the efforts of Sh. Muḥammad b.
ʿAbd al-Wahhāb in the renaissance of “the nearby past” and hoped to continue
in his efforts to defend the Sunnah from its enemies.
Death
The Shaykh passed away on Wednesday, 2nd Rabīʿ al-Thānī 1439 or 20
December 2017.
Conclusion
•

I sought to trace Sh. Muḥammad Muṣṭafā al-Aʿẓamī’s intellectual journey in a
biographical manner

•

The aim was to educate the reader regarding this prominent individual and
the unique contribution he has made in serving the Sunnah of the Prophet
throughout his life

•

This contribution has been recognised by certain parts of the Muslim world
yet almost completely ignored by the Occidental world

•

This is despite the seismic contributions he has made to the field of ḥadīth
and Qurʾānic studies

•

For Muslims, he has been a formidable and fierce academic critic of
Orientalist works especially those of Schacht and his intellectual predecessor
Goldziher
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•

He has, with exemplary flair, filled a lacuna in the Muslim academic world in
responding to Orientalist critiques in a scholarly manner of the highest
standard

•

A unique feature of his has been the use of simple common sense in refuting
some of the major points of the Orientalists thus leading us to the conclusion
that such Orientalist writings are more full of sophistry than actual academic
work

•

In my personal view, of the few Muslim academics currently engaging with
Orientalist academia in the English language, there is no one out there who
can currently fill the shoes of Sh. Muḥammad Muṣṭafá al-Aʿẓamī. I pray that
Allāh does grant them and any subsequent Muslim academics engaging in
Islāmic Studies, to achieve what the Shaykh achieved.
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TIMELINE
Education
He received his education at Dār al-ʿUlūm Deoband, India in 1952
Al-Azhar University, Cairo where he undertook he received his Certificate of
ʿĀlimiyyah with permission to teach in 1955
The University of Cambridge where he completed his Ph. D. in 1966 [1964-66]
Positions
He is Professor Emeritus at King Saʿūd University in Riyāḍ where he also chaired the
department of Islamic Studies
He served as curator of the National Public Library in Qatar 1955-64
Associate Professor at Umm al-Qurā University in Makkah, 1968
Professor of Ḥadīth Sciences at King Saud University in 1973 until his retirement in
1991
Visiting Scholar at University of Michigan (Ann Arbor) 1981-82
Visiting Fellow at St. Cross College (University of Oxford) 1987
Visiting Scholar at University of Colorado (Boulder) 1989-91
Visiting Professor for Islamic Studies at Princeton 1992
He is also an Honorary Professor, Dept. of Islamic Studies at University of Wales
(Lampeter)
Member of Committee for Promotion, University of Malaysia
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Publications
English:
Studies in Early Ḥadīth Literature
Studies in Ḥadīth Methodology and Literature
On Schacht’s Origins of Muhammad Jurisprudence
Arabic:
Dirāsāt fī al-Ḥadīth an-Nabawī a translation of Studies in Early Hadith Literature
Kuttāb an-Nabī
Manhaj an-Naqd ʿind al-Muḥaddithīn
Al-Muḥaddithūn min al-Yamāmah
Edited Works:
al-ʿIlal of Ibn al-Madīnī
Kitāb al-Tamyīz of Imām Muslim
Maghāzī Rasūlullāh of ʿUrwah ibn Zubayr
Muwaṭṭaʾ Imām Mālik
Ṣaḥīḥ ibn Khuzaimah, 1970
Sunan ibn Mājah, 1981
Al-Sunan al-Kubrā of al-Nasāʾī [reviewed]
Forthcoming Works:
The Qurʾānic Challenge: A Promise Fulfilled
The Isnād System: Its Origins and Authenticity
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Awards
King Faiṣal International Award for Islamic Studies in 1980
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