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Abstract

The hadiths and traditions of the Infallibles (peace be upon them) constitute
among the most important sources for understanding and deriving Islamic
teachings and legal rulings. Nevertheless, the use of narrations without
systematic criteria for evaluating their chains of transmission and textual
content may lead to erroneous interpretations and reliance on unreliable
reports. Accordingly, examining the hadith-related views of contemporary
Shi‘i scholars, particularly Ayatollah Ja‘far Sobhani, is of particular
importance. Employing a descriptive-analytical method and drawing upon
Ayatollah Sobhani’s works on hadith, narrator criticism, theology, and the
principles of jurisprudence, this study analyzes his foundations and
perspectives in the field of hadith studies. The principal research question
concerns the theoretical foundations and methodological criteria that he
applies in evaluating narrations and the implications of these foundations
for understanding hadith in jurisprudence, theology, and Qur’anic exegesis.
The findings indicate that, in continuity with the Imami tradition of ijtihad,
Ayatollah Sobhani emphasizes the necessity of conducting both chain-of-
transmission criticism and textual criticism. He maintains that the
authenticity of a hadith depends on a combination of criteria, including the
reliability of its narrators, the continuity of its chain of transmission, its
consistency with the Qur’an, its compatibility with reason and historical
evidence, and the absence of indications of fabrication. Rejecting both the
Akhbari approach and excessive leniency in accepting narrations, he stresses
the essential roles of narrator criticism (‘ilm al-rijal), hadith methodology
(dirayat al-hadith), and hadith comprehension (figh al-hadith) in evaluating
reports. His thought on hadith studies is also closely connected with his
theological, exegetical, and jurisprudential approaches. This comprehensive
perspective enables his methodology to extend beyond a merely formal
examination of chains of transmission. It may therefore be concluded that
Ayatollah Sobhani’s framework of hadith studies is founded upon the
“methodical authentication of hadith” and may be regarded as a moderate,
ijtihad-based model for engaging with the hadith heritage.

Keywords: Sobhani, hadith studies, textual criticism, narrator criticism,
hadith methodology, hadith comprehension.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Hadith and the tradition of the Infallibles occupy a
foundational position in Imami intellectual history,
serving both as a principal source for the derivation
of legal rulings and as an indispensable medium for
the explanation of theological, ethical, and
exegetical doctrines. Nevertheless, the historical
transmission of hadith was never immune from
methodological complications. Variations in chains
of transmission, differences in the reliability and
competence of transmitters, transmission by
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meaning, textual fragmentation, discrepancies
among manuscripts, sectarian interpolation, and the
fabrication of reports all created the need for a
systematic framework through which narrations
could be authenticated, interpreted, and employed.
For this reason, hadith scholarship in the Imami
tradition developed through the interaction of
narrator criticism, hadith methodology, the
principles of jurisprudence, theology, and figh al-
hadith. These disciplines were not designed merely
to classify narrators or catalogue reports, but to
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transform transmitted material into epistemically
defensible  evidence. = Contemporary  Shi‘i
scholarship has renewed attention to these
methodological concerns, particularly in response
to two opposing tendencies: an excessively
permissive approach that accepts narrations with
minimal scrutiny and a reductionist approach that
marginalizes the authority of tradition in religious
knowledge. Within this context, Ayatollah Ja‘far
Sobhani represents a major contemporary scholar
whose writings on narrator criticism, hadith
methodology, theology, jurisprudence, and
Qur’anic interpretation offer a coherent model of
methodical hadith validation. His approach
continues the Imami ijtihad-based tradition while
emphasizing the necessity of combining chain-of-
transmission criticism with textual criticism,
contextual analysis, rational evaluation, and the
cumulative assessment of evidential indicators
(Emadi Haeri, 2009; Hosseini Shirazi, 2018;
Sobhani, 2009a).

The principal objective of the present study is to
reconstruct and analyze the theoretical foundations
and methodological criteria of Ayatollah Sobhani’s
hadith thought and to clarify the implications of
these criteria for jurisprudence, theology, and
Qur’anic exegesis. The central research problem
concerns the manner in which Sobhani defines and
operationalizes the validity of hadith, the
relationship he establishes between the reliability
of the chain of transmission and the integrity of the
text, and the methods he employs when narrations
appear ambiguous, conflicting, historically
problematic, or doctrinally questionable. More
specifically, the study asks how he understands the
authority of the Prophetic and Imami tradition,
what conditions he considers necessary for the
acceptance of solitary reports, which biographical
and documentary indicators he employs in
evaluating transmitters and chains, and how he
applies criteria such as conformity with the Qur’an,
rational certainty, established religious principles,
historical ~ context, linguistic  usage, and
corroborating evidence. The study also examines
how Sobhani avoids both Akhbari literalism and
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radical skepticism toward hadith. Rather than
regarding every transmitted report as authoritative
merely because it appears in a recognized
collection, he distinguishes between the intrinsic
authority of the authentic tradition and the
evidentiary status of individual narrations
attributed to that tradition. This distinction is
central to his method: the Sunnah is an authoritative
source of religion, but every report requires
disciplined verification before it can function as
legal, theological, or exegetical proof. This position
places rational confidence, rather than mechanical
classification alone, at the center of his
epistemology of hadith (Ghasemi Firouzabadi &
Deyari Bidgoli, 2018; Marefat et al.,, 2024;
Mohammadi, 2024).

Methodologically, this research adopts a
descriptive-analytical design and relies on
documentary and library-based data. The primary
materials consist of Ayatollah Sobhani’s writings
on narrator criticism, hadith methodology,
jurisprudential principles, theology, and the
interpretation of transmitted reports, while the
secondary materials include scholarly studies that
have examined particular dimensions of his
thought, such as the utility of weak hadith, the
reliability of narrators, the role of reason in
validation, the reconstruction of early hadith
sources, and the methodological foundations of
figh al-hadith. The analytical procedure involves
conceptual reconstruction, intratextual comparison,
and thematic organization. Key concepts, including
authority, reliability, continuity, corroboration,
contradiction, fabrication, contextual evidence,
rational confidence, and presentation to the Qur’an,
are extracted from the relevant sources and
arranged within a unified methodological
framework. Existing scholarship has often
addressed isolated elements of Sobhani’s thought,
such as his treatment of the narrations concerning
the beginning of revelation, his evaluation of
transmitters in Kamil al-Ziyarat, his understanding
of weak reports, or his appeal to rational criteria.
However, such studies have not always
reconstructed the complete logic that links the
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authority of tradition to narrator criticism, textual
criticism, contextual interpretation, and the
resolution of conflicting reports. The distinctive
contribution of the present research therefore lies in
its systematic reconstruction of Sobhani’s decision-
making process from the initial assessment of
transmission to  the  final  theological,
jurisprudential, or exegetical application of a
narration (Aliyanasab & Madani-Azar, 2015;
Maleki, 2013; Rahman Setayesh, 2005;
Salahshour & Moradian, 2023).

The findings demonstrate that Sobhani’s approach
to chain-of-transmission criticism is based on
rational confidence generated through a
combination of biographical, documentary, and
contextual indicators. The reliability of a narrator
constitutes a fundamental requirement, but
reliability is not reduced to personal piety alone; it
includes truthfulness, accuracy in preservation,
competence in transmission, freedom from serious
doctrinal distortion, and the capacity to report
without unacceptable error. Likewise, the
continuity of the chain must be established, and
hidden or explicit discontinuities weaken the
evidentiary force of the report unless compensating
indicators generate sufficient confidence. Sobhani
also accords importance to multiple transmission
routes, although he does not regard numerical
multiplicity as automatically curative. Multiple
routes acquire evidentiary significance only when
they are sufficiently independent and collectively
strengthen confidence in the report. Practical or
juridical fame may likewise contribute to
validation, particularly when authoritative early
jurists relied upon a narration, yet fame does not
mechanically transform every weak report into an
authentic one. His treatment of weak hadith is
consequently moderate: weak reports are not
inherently authoritative, but they may acquire
limited evidentiary value when supported by
reliable corroborating indicators, established
practice, textual harmony, or other cumulative
evidence. Conversely, reports may be weakened by
discrediting indicators, including an unreliable
transmitter, an unknown intermediary, historical
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improbability, contradiction with established
doctrine, or signs of fabrication. This cumulative
methodology explains why Sobhani distinguishes
between formal classification and actual
evidentiary confidence and why he rejects both the
indiscriminate use of weak reports and their
unconditional ~ exclusion ~ from  scholarly
consideration (Mohammadi, 2024; Sarkhaei,
2015; Sobhani, 2001, 2008, 2009b).

The study further finds that textual criticism and
figh al-hadith are indispensable components of
Sobhani’s methodology. A formally acceptable
chain does not exempt a narration from
examination at the level of meaning, coherence,
and doctrinal compatibility. The Qur’an occupies
the highest normative position because of its
definitive transmission, and narrations that clearly
contradict its unequivocal teachings cannot be
accepted without interpretive reconsideration.
However, presentation to the Qur'an is not a
simplistic mechanism for rejecting every apparent
difference; it requires attention to specification,
restriction, context, figurative language, and the
distinction between clear contradiction and
reconcilable variation. Rational certainty functions
in a similar manner. Sobhani recognizes reason as
a valid criterion when its judgment is
demonstrative and certain, but he rejects the
substitution of changing cultural preferences or
subjective taste for rational proof. Textual criticism
also requires historical and linguistic competence.
The meaning of a narration depends on ordinary
Arabic usage, the circumstances of issuance, the
identity of the audience, the possibility of
dissimulation, the distinction between permanent
and situational rulings, and the relationship of the
report to other narrations on the same subject.
Apparent contradictions must therefore first be
addressed through customary reconciliation,
including specification, restriction, differences in
circumstances, variations in audiences, gradation
of rulings, or dissimulation. Only when
reconciliation fails should preference or suspension
be considered. This network-based approach
prevents isolated narrations from  being
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transformed into independent doctrines and allows
concise, general, or ambiguous reports to be
interpreted in light of explanatory and restrictive
evidence (Aghaei, 2015; Delbari, 2016; Ghasemi
Firouzabadi & Deyari Bidgoli, 2018; Mirhashemi
& Basiri, 2023; Safa, 2020).

In conclusion, Ayatollah Ja‘far Sobhani’s hadith
thought constitutes a coherent, moderate, and
methodologically  disciplined  model  for
engagement with the transmitted heritage of Islam.
Its central principle is rational confidence achieved
through the integrated assessment of chains of
transmission, narrators, textual content, historical
circumstances, linguistic conventions,
corroborating evidence, and the broader doctrinal
system of the Qur’an and the established tradition.
His approach preserves the authority of the Sunnah
without identifying that authority with the
automatic acceptance of every transmitted report. It
also protects hadith scholarship from excessive
skepticism by recognizing that reliable knowledge
may emerge cumulatively from multiple
converging indicators rather than from numerical
transmission or formal classification alone. In
jurisprudence, this model supports the disciplined
use of solitary reports when sufficient confidence
is established; in theology, it imposes greater
epistemic  caution,  particularly  regarding
foundational doctrines; and in exegesis, it allows
narrations to clarify and elaborate Qur’anic
teachings without displacing the normative priority
of the Qur’an. Sobhani’s methodology therefore
represents an ijtihad-based framework in which
narrator criticism, hadith methodology, textual
analysis, rational inquiry, and contextual
interpretation operate as complementary stages of a
single evaluative process. This comprehensive
structure provides a valuable paradigm for
contemporary hadith studies because it combines
fidelity to the transmitted tradition with critical
scrutiny, intellectual responsibility, and sensitivity
to the epistemological consequences of attributing
a statement to the Prophet or the Imams.
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