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Abstract

This article offers a critical analysis of Yahya Muhammad’s views in his
book Mushkilat al-Hadith, particularly in the section addressing Sunni
hadith. It focuses on his skepticism toward the binding authority
(hujjiyyah) of the Prophetic Sunnah as a methodological and
epistemological error. By separating verbal Sunnah from practical
Sunnah, Muhammad attempts to undermine the foundation of Sunnah in
Islamic epistemology while also denying the existence of mutawatir
(mass-transmitted) hadiths. Using a traditional rational-textual approach,
the study first clarifies fundamental concepts such as religious necessity,
method, error, and epistemic doubt. It then critiques Muhammad’s
arguments and demonstrates the methodological weaknesses and
inconsistencies in his analysis. Drawing upon Qur’anic evidence,
Prophetic sayings, communal consensus (ijma‘), and rational
justifications, the paper affirms the binding nature of the Prophetic
Sunnah as a definitive religious necessity. It also reconstructs the
historical and narrational basis of mutawatir hadiths—especially the well-
known hadith, “Whoever intentionally lies about me, let him prepare his
place in Hell.” The findings reveal that Muhammad’s negation of the
Sunnah lacks scholarly grounding and stands in opposition to the essential
principles of Islamic belief and practice. The study concludes by
emphasizing the need for a critical yet disciplined reevaluation of
modernist claims regarding the Sunnah—rooted in scholarly rigor and
fidelity to Islamic tradition.

Keywords: Prophetic Sunnah, Mutawatir Hadith, Yahya Muhammad,
Religious Necessity, Methodological Error, Hadith Criticism
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Yahya Muhammad’s book Mushkilat al-Hadith,

particularly its discussion on Sunni hadith,
represents one of the most controversial
interventions in modern Islamic thought regarding
the role, authority, and structure of prophetic
tradition. Framed under the broader claim of
epistemological critique and methodological
reconstruction, Muhammad’s work reconsiders the
foundations of Sunnah by attempting to deconstruct
its established authority. His primary claim
questions the necessity of accepting verbal
traditions (sunnah gawliyyah) as a source of
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religious obligation and, by extension, challenges
the very notion of mutawatir hadith in Islamic
epistemology. This extended abstract presents the
critical contours of the article that evaluates the
fundamental methodological errors in
Muhammad’s approach. It argues that the attempt
to undermine the religious necessity (dartrah
diniyyah) of the Prophetic Sunnah and the
existence of mutawatir reports lacks both textual
and rational foundation. The critique draws from
classical and contemporary sources to establish the

essential place of the Sunnah within Islamic
thought and practice, positioning the Prophetic
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tradition as a pillar of divine guidance, alongside
the Qur’an.

The starting point of the article is the conceptual
clarification of key terms and categories misused or
redefined by Muhammad. These include “method”
(manhaj), “error” (khata’), “religious necessity”
(dartrah diniyyah), and “doubt” (tashkik). While
Muhammad treats these terms through a modernist
and largely deconstructionist lens, classical Islamic
scholarship has long provided stable and coherent
definitions. For instance, in the field of usiil al-figh,
religious necessity has been associated with
principles whose denial equates to heresy, such as
the obligation of prayer or the authority of the
Prophet's sayings (Afrasiabi, 2019). This principle
is deeply rooted in the legacy of the Qur’an and the
consensus of the ummah (Al-Qaradawi, 2000).
Similarly, the concept of method is not merely a
heuristic device but a structured and inherited
epistemological framework developed by scholars
such as al-ShafiT in al-Risalah (Al-Shafi‘1, 1989)
and al-Khatib al-Baghdadi in al-Kifayah (Al-
Khatib al-Baghdadi, 2001). Muhammad’s
redefinition of method as merely "personal
intellectual autonomy" undermines centuries of
disciplined  legal-theological  inquiry.  This
misappropriation leads to a fundamental error in
epistemology, where the authority of tradition is
replaced by subjective critique, thereby
dismantling the integrity of religious knowledge
systems.

The article proceeds with a critical profile of
Muhammad’s intellectual background, examining
the ideological and theological motivations behind
his framework. Identified with a supra-sectarian
(fighra madhhabi) outlook, Muhammad attempts to
transcend Sunni-Shi‘i boundaries; yet, in doing so,
he rejects the normative foundations common to
both traditions. His position echoes modernist
critiques of Sunnah by figures like Sayyid Qutb
(Qutb, 1980) and Muhammad Bagir al-Sadr’s
logical epistemology (Sadr, 1997), but without the
methodological depth or textual fidelity. The article
shows how Muhammad’s book, though presented
as a reformist intervention, lacks the scholarly
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discipline that characterizes the works of earlier
reformers. The analysis contrasts his approach with
more rigorous critical treatments of hadith, such as
those by Eshtehardi (Eshtehardi, 2021) and
Hosseini (Hosseini, 2018), both of whom, while
engaging in critique, remain loyal to Islamic
epistemic principles and methodological rigour.
Muhammad’s work fails to maintain this balance,
leading to epistemological anarchy and an overall
reductionist view of the prophetic corpus.

One of the central arguments challenged in the
article is Muhammad’s denial of the binding
authority of verbal Sunnah. He posits that only the
Prophet’s actions and practical example, not his
sayings, can constitute authoritative guidance. This
argument is not new; it echoes trends from early
rejectionist groups as well as modern minimalist
theologians. However, the article demonstrates that
both the Qur’an and the established practice of the
Companions strongly affirm the Prophet’s verbal
teachings as obligatory. The Qur’anic command to
“obey the Messenger” (e.g., Q 4:59) includes his
speech, which classical exegetes such as Fakhr al-
Din al-Razi interpret as comprehensive obedience
to both word and action (Fakhr al-Din al-Razi,
2000). The practice of the early Muslim
community, including the Four Caliphs, also
entailed codifying and acting upon the Prophet’s
verbal instructions. Scholars like Ibn Taymiyyah
and Ibn Hazm rigorously defend the transmission
and wvalidity of such teachings as critical
components of the Shari‘ah (Ibn Hazm, 2004; Ibn
Taymiyyah, 2004). The rejection of verbal Sunnah
thus contradicts the epistemological consensus and
the structural foundation of Islamic law.

The article also refutes Muhammad’s claim that
there are no mutawatir hadiths within the corpus of
Sunnah. This assertion, which plays a critical role
in his broader argument against the binding nature
of hadith, is shown to be both historically
inaccurate and methodologically flawed. As
demonstrated by Ibn Hajar al-"Asqalani in Fat/ al-
Bart (Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, 2000) and al-
Shawkani in Irshad al-Fuhil (Al-Shawkani, 1993),
numerous hadiths meet the criteria for mutawatir,
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especially those on core doctrines such as prayer,
zakat, and the prohibition against lying about the
Prophet. One such hadith—“Whoever intentionally
lies about me, let him prepare his seat in Hell”—is
transmitted through over 60 companions and
appears in every canonical Sunni hadith collection.
Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr’s affirmation of this report’s
status further confirms its widespread acceptance
(Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, 1992). The article reconstructs
the isnad (chain of transmission) and matn (text) of
this hadith using classical methodology, thereby
demonstrating Muhammad’s  oversight in
evaluating mutawatir traditions.

In its final evaluative segment, the article affirms
the necessity of the Sunnah for religious
understanding and legal interpretation. Using
rational and theological arguments from works
such as Usil al-figh al-Islami by Kamali (Kamali,
2005) and traditional usil treatises by al-Biitt and
al-Shafi't (Al-Buti, 1993; Al-Shafii, 1989), the
discussion  highlights  the interdependent
relationship between Qur’an and Sunnah. The
absence of Sunnah as a complementary source
renders many Qur’anic injunctions ambiguous or
inapplicable. This dependency is not merely
functional but theological, as God’s will, according
to Islamic doctrine, was actualized through the
Prophet’s actions and statements. Furthermore, the
article critiques the relativism implicit in
Muhammad’s paradigm, arguing that reducing the
Sunnah to historically contingent interpretations
invites epistemic relativism and opens the door to
secularist reconfigurations of Islamic normativity.
The Sunnah, in its mutawatir and widely accepted
forms, remains an indispensable axis for orthodoxy
and orthopraxy in Islam.

Through comprehensive critigue and textual
engagement, this article concludes that Yahya
Muhammad’s approach in Mushkilat al-Hadith is
methodologically unsound, textually unfounded,
and theologically dangerous. His denial of the
religious necessity of Sunnah and mutawatir
hadiths threatens the epistemological coherence of
the Islamic legal and spiritual tradition. While
critical reevaluation of tradition is a legitimate

o

endeavor within Islamic scholarship, it must be
grounded in the inherited frameworks of
jurisprudence, hadith sciences, and theology.
Reform that ignores or dismantles these
frameworks becomes indistinguishable from
rejection. The study ultimately calls for a nuanced,
balanced, and faithful approach to Sunnah
criticism—one that harmonizes reformist intent
with epistemic integrity.
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