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CHAPTER

8

The Reception and Representation 
of Western Hadith Studies in 

Turkish Academe

Fatma Kızıl

Introduction

The question of how Western hadith studies have been perceived in Turkey 
cannot be discussed without reference to the Turkish Republic’s broader 
efforts to rapidly Westernise virtually all spheres of Turkish culture. The 
newly-established state identified Western civilisation as the telos that guided 
and organised its multi-faceted reforms. The adoption of Westernisation1 
(Garblılaşma) as an explicit government policy, and especially the principles 
of laicism (1928–37) and language reform (1928), reshaped the very essence of 
the social fabric, with far-reaching effects on virtually all major institutions.2 
Higher religious education was no exception. The process of Westernisation 
began before the Republican era.

In many ways, the educational system could even be described as the 
primary conduit of Westernisation in the late Ottoman era. The moderate 
proposals for piecemeal adoption of Western technology and institutions 
advocated by the Ottomans gave way to more forceful demands for a com-
prehensive adoption of a secularising Western culture and worldview after 
the Second Constitutional Period (1908–18).3 Şükrü Hanioğlu underlines the 
influence of foreign ideas on so-called Garbcı (‘Westernising’) intellectuals 
of this period, noting that their ideology consisted of a ‘peculiar mixture of 
materialism, scientism, and Social Darwinism’.4 Nearly all of the propos-
als voiced by Garbcı intellectuals of the Second Constitutional Period, like 
Kılıçzâde Hakkı5 (d. 1960), were implemented in the Republican period. 
Policies such as the inclusion of women in the public sphere, the closure of 
Sufi lodges and madrasas, the abolition of sharīʿah courts, and the adoption 
of the Latin alphabet were all based on Kılıçzâde’s proposals.6

It was also during the Second Constitutional Period that new educational 
institutions facilitated the spread of Western thought and culture among 
the Ottoman intellectual class. Halil İnalcık points out the importance of 
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secondary (idadi) schools in this respect. The French language had already 
been the primary conduit for Western thought throughout the late Ottoman 
period, but the idadi schools greatly expanded French literacy among the intel-
lectual class and consequently accelerated the pace of translation into Turkish 
as well. These schools were also secular, with Muslim and non-Muslim 
(dhimmī) students receiving their education together for the first time.7

Another institution that played an important role in the process of 
Westernising religious education in particular was the Dârülfünûn, the first 
institution of higher education besides the madrasas. The origins of this 
institution stretch back to 1845, but it was re-opened under the name of 
Dârülfünûn-ı Şâhâne in 1900, together with a four-year branch (faculty) of 
Ulûm-i Âliyye-i Dîniyye (Higher Religious Sciences). In 1914, the branch was 
abolished, and its students were transferred to the madrasas of Dârü’l-Hilâfe.8

In the Republican era, a three-year Faculty of Theology was opened at 
Dârülfünûn in 1924. This faculty had been planned as ‘a kind of faculty of 
sociology’,9 which was conceived as a state apparatus that would bring the 
religious sphere into line with Republican reforms, but was closed in 1933 
due to a dearth of students. Over the past half-century, new faculties10 have 
been opened with an ideologically diverse academic staffing. As a result, 
these faculties drifted from the Republican goal of sustaining a single dis-
course in unison. Nonetheless, the founding principle of the first faculty 
continues to contribute to a negative assessment of today’s faculties on the 
part of traditional and conservative elements of society.11

The unresolved issue these faculties face today is the question of how to 
engage in Islamic studies. To a significant extent, they are characterised by a 
hybridity that manifests itself on multiple levels. Since there are not two dis-
tinct majors such as theology and religious studies, the faculties undertake 
the mission of educating the clergy, so to speak, along with academics.12 In 
addition, the curricula of the faculties consist of classes such as sociology of 
religion, psychology of religion and history of religions, which treat their 
subject as a social phenomenon, alongside the traditional subjects of tafsīr, 
fiqh, hadith, Islamic theology (kalām), Sufism and Arabic. Both academics 
with an inclination towards traditional scholarship and the preacher-led 
groups from outside the academy constantly compare the curricula of these 
faculties with the programmes of private foundations and informal madra-
sas that concentrate solely on classical Islamic texts and Arabic. The result-
ing perception is typically that these faculties and their graduates are not 
qualified to continue the legacy of classical Islamic scholarship.13

Hadith Scholars and Orientalism in Faculties of Theology 
before the 2000s

The methodological hybridity that has generally characterised the facul-
ties of theology has also significantly affected the study of hadith. In the 
curriculum of the Faculty of Theology opened in 1924, one of the courses 
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was ‘hadīth and history of hadith’. Between 1925 and 1926, İzmirli İsmail 
Hakkı (d. 1946) taught the course and wrote a textbook for it titled Târîkh-i 
ḥadîs (1924), which he described as the first of its kind.14 Traditionalists have 
claimed that İzmirli’s book and the creation of a course on ‘the history of 
hadith’ were reflective of a trend towards treating the classical Islamic sci-
ences as ineffective and irrelevant disciplines in general and reducing hadith 
to mere history in particular.15 İzmirli’s book, however, was largely a regular 
book of muṣṭalaḥ al-ḥadīth in terms of its content and the new course was not 
just on the ‘history of hadith’, but rather on ‘hadith and history of hadith’.16

There is no indication that İzmirli’s approach to the study of hadith 
was directly influenced by Western hadith studies, although he is gener-
ally regarded as one of the more progressive figures among the so-called 
‘Islamists’ of the late Ottoman era.17 He was, however, at least tangentially 
familiar with Islamic studies in the West. He was included in the commis-
sion established by the Ministry of Education to prepare a report on the 
Turkish translation of Reinhart Dozy’s (d. 1883) De Voornaamste Godsdienste: 
Het Islamisme (1863) by Abdullah Cevdet (d. 1932).18 He was also one of 
the authors of İslâm-Türk Ansiklopedisi (‘Islamic–Turkish Encyclopedia’), a 
project conceived of as an indigenous Turkish response to the translation of 
Brill’s Encyclopaedia of Islam (1913–36) in 1940.

Another important contributor to hadith studies in this period was 
Babanzade Ahmed Naim (d. 1934). The Directorate of Religious Affairs 
assigned him the task of translating al-Zabīdī’s (d. 893/1488) al-Tajrīd al-ṣarīḥ 
li-aḥādīth al-Jāmiʿi al-ṣaḥīḥ. Although he ultimately completed only the first 
two of twelve volumes, Ahmed Naim also wrote a one-volume introduc-
tion to the work.19 Under a section titled ‘Hiç de Vechi Olmayan Bir Teşkîk’ 
(‘A Meaningless Doubt’), he criticised several assertions of Leone Caetani 
(d. 1935) concerning the early development of the hadith tradition, including 
the relatively late advent and foreign origins of the isnād and the inefficacy 
of oral transmission.20

Between the closure of the Faculty of Theology in 1933 and the opening 
of a new faculty in Ankara in 1949, the only significant academic work 
on hadith was a single article published by Zakir Kadiri Ugan (d. 1954). 
Although he was neither a faculty member nor a hadith scholar, Ugan was 
the author of the only article on hadith in the faculty journal Dârülfünûn 
İlâhiyat Fakültesi Mecmuası, which was published 1925–33. Ugan’s article, 
‘Dinî ve Gayri Dinî Rivayetler’ (‘Religious and Non-Religious Narrations’), 
can be regarded as a significant precursor to the debates surrounding hadith 
that would unfold subsequently in Turkey. Unlike İzmirli and Arapkirli, 
Ugan is the first scholar who made favourable references to Western schol-
arship on hadith. Ugan argues that hadith scholars prioritised the isnād and 
neglected matn criticism in authenticating hadith.21 In this, he echoed one 
of the well-known assertions of Western hadith scholars, especially Ignaz 
Goldziher (d. 1921), which was also shared by some Islamic modernists like 
Aḥmad Amīn (d. 1954) and Maḥmūd Abū Rayyah (d. 1970).22 According to 
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Ugan, there were unreliable personalities amongst the Companions and the 
doctrine of the ‘collective probity of the Companions’ (taʿdīl al-ṣaḥābah) had 
led to the acceptance of many fabricated traditions. One of the Companions 
Ugan was particularly interested in was Abū Hurayrah.23 On the basis of 
parallels between the narrations of Abū Hurayrah and Jewish sources, Ugan 
insisted that Abū Hurayrah must have borrowed from the latter. To support 
his negative assessment he enumerates several examples of Western scholars 
whose works contain criticism of this Companion: ‘For example, we could 
mention Goldziher, one of the greatest hadith scholars, Sprenger, de Goeje, 
Dozy, Baron and Kremer [sic], and their followers among Russian scholars: 
Krackowsky and Krymskiy and so on.’24

The Faculty of Theology in Ankara

When the Faculty of Theology was reopened in Ankara in 1949, courses on 
core classical subjects such as fiqh, hadith, tafsīr and Islamic theology were 
not initially included in the curriculum. For this reason, Ahmet Hamdi 
Akseki (d. 1951), the Director of Religious Affairs of the period, maintained 
that the newly opened Faculty of Theology would not be able to train the 
much-needed clergy.25 Since there were no Turkish scholars with doctoral 
degrees at the time, Muhammed Tayyib Okiç (d. 1977), a Bosnian scholar, 
was invited to establish the tafsīr and hadith departments of the faculty. Okiç 
would be the teacher of the first-generation hadith scholars of the Republican 
era.26 He supervised Talât Koçyiğit (1927–2011) and M. Said Hatiboğlu’s 
doctoral dissertations, the first Turkish dissertations on hadith, completed 
in 1957 and 1962, respectively. He was also one of the committee members 
who reviewed Fuad Sezgin’s Buhârî’nin Kaynakları Hakkında Araştırmalar for 
his habilitation in 1954.

Having received his doctorate from the Faculty of Letters at the University 
of Paris (1931), Okiç had an extensive knowledge of Western studies not only 
on hadith but also on other Islamic disciplines as seen in one of his major 
works in Turkish, Bazı Hadis Meseleleri Üzerine Tetkikler (‘Studies on Various 
Hadith Problems’, 1956).27 In this book, Okiç points out the diversity of the 
conclusions reached by Orientalists on the topic of hadith. In Okiç’s opinion, 
even though they cannot be absolutely impartial, there are several moderate 
and unbiased Orientalists. For example, he contrasts the biases of figures like 
Henri Lammens (d. 1937) and Leone Caetani with the relative objectivity of 
a figure like Goldziher.28 On the whole, it seems that Okiç did not engage 
in blanket dismissals of Orientalist scholarship, but evaluated its claims 
on a case-by-case basis. For example, while he objected to Josef Horovitz’s 
(d. 1931) theory regarding the Jewish origin of the isnād system by arguing 
that Horovitz had identified the existence of only a remotely similar system, 
he also took sides with Horovitz against Caetani‘s chronology of the isnād.29 

Unlike Zakir Kadiri Ugan, Okiç seems not to have accepted the majority of 
Orientalists’ critiques of the hadith tradition. He did, however, encourage 
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his students Talât Koçyiğit and Mehmed Said Hatiboğlu to learn Western 
languages and study Orientalists’ works.30 While these two scholars both 
began work in this field, they would ultimately take Okiç’s encouragement 
in different directions.

Talât Koçyiğit translated four articles by James Robson (d. 1981) into 
Turkish,31 and also critiqued Goldziher’s views in an article titled ‘Analysis 
and Critique of Goldziher’s Several Views on Hadith’.32 Since he did not 
make any comments on Robson’s views anywhere in the translations, 
Koçyiğit’s evaluation of Western hadith studies must be gleaned primarily 
from his article responding to Goldziher.33 While he was willing to admit 
that there were objective Orientalists who engaged in dispassionate research, 
Koçyiğit considered Goldziher to be among those who misrepresented their 
evidence in order to attack Islam, drawing several examples of this from 
Goldziher’s Muhammedanische Studien.34 In one such example, he criticises 
Goldziher’s interpretation of the following report narrated by al-Ṭabarī, 
according to which Muʿāwiyah said to Mughīrah ibn Shuʿbah:

Do not refrain from abusing ʿAli and criticising him, nor from asking God’s 
mercy upon ʿUthman and His forgiveness for him. Continue to shame the 
companions of ʿAli, keep them at a distance, and don’t listen to them. Praise the 
faction of ʿUthman, bring them near, and listen to them.35

Goldziher interprets these words as an official encouragement to promote 
and spread hadith reports against ʿAlī and to suppress those in favour of 
him.36 After pointing out that Muʿāwiyah’s instruction had nothing to do 
with hadith, Koçyiğit reaches the conclusion that ‘Goldziher distorted the 
meaning of this report for the sake of a hidden intention’.37

Another objection of Koçyiğit against Goldziher concerned his allegations 
about the relationship of the prominent hadith scholar al-Zuhrī (d. 124/742) 
with the Umayyads. According to Koçyiğit, Goldziher wanted to show the 
existence of hadith scholars who had fabricated traditions in the service of 
the Umayyads and found al-Zuhrī to be a convenient target. As an example, 
Koçyiğit discusses Goldziher’s argument that al-Zuhrī fabricated the tradi-
tion ‘Do not travel to any mosques except three: al-Masjid al-Ḥarām, this 
mosque of mine, and al-Masjid al-Aqṣā’,38 in order to justify the religio-polit-
ical policies of the Caliph ʿAbd al-Malik (r. 65–86/685–705), who wished to 
substitute Qubbat al-Ṣakhrah for the Kaʿbah as a pilgrimage site in order to 
prevent pilgrims from paying homage to the counter-Caliph ʿAbd Allāh ibn 
al-Zubayr (d. 73/692) in Mecca. Koçyiğit argues that the notion that al-Zuhrī 
fabricated the hadith towards this end is not actually stated in Goldziher’s 
source, al-Yaʿqūbī’s (d. after 292/905) Tārīkh, but is rather a speculative 
inference.39 He also points out that the entire report may be little more than 
an anti-Umayyad polemic since al-Yaʿqūbī was a Shiʿi and the report is not 
corroborated in any other source.40 Furthermore, Koçyiğit makes reference to 
a report in al-Dhahabī’s (d. 748/1348) Tadhkirat al-huffāẓ stating that al-Zuhrī 
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only met with ʿAbd al-Malik in the year 80/699–700, several years after the 
Second Civil War (60–73/680–692) between ʿAbd Allāh ibn al-Zubayr and 
the Umayyads.41 Koçyiğit concludes his article by advocating an approach to 
Western hadith studies that would combine cautious awareness with a sense 
of distinct academic and confessional communities: ‘Whatever the outcome 
of an Orientalist’s studies about our own issues, we must receive it with 
caution. Of course, we will be aware of their studies, but we will not forget 
that we have to deal with our own issues by ourselves either.’42

The approach of Okiç’s other student, Mehmed Said Hatiboğlu, to Western 
hadith studies is substantially different from that of Koçyiğit. Indeed, his 
dissertation, titled İslami Tenkid Zihniyeti ve Hadis Tenkidinin Doğuşu (‘Critical 
Islamic Thought and the Birth of Hadith Criticism’),43 follows the main 
arguments of Goldziher concerning the reflection of Islam’s early political 
conflicts in the hadith tradition.44 This was especially the case with respect to 
traditions in the genres of future tribulations (fitan) and Portents of the Last 
Hour (ashrāṭ al-sāʿah), concerning which he wrote, ‘It can be accepted that the 
atmosphere of terror created among Muslims by the events after the death of 
the Prophet gave rise to the majority of the material in this genre, especially 
that included under the topics of fitan and ashrāṭ al- sāʿah.’ 45

In his dissertation, Hatiboğlu also refers to works of Sprenger, Caetani, 
Goldziher, Henri Lammens46 and Duncan Black Macdonald (d. 1943), and 
quotes their views. He voices criticism against those scholars only in a 
limited number of instances.47 However, in a later paper, Hatiboğlu also 
accused luminaries of Orientalist scholarship like Snouck Hurgronje (d. 
1936) and Joseph Schacht (d. 1969) of engaging in arbitrary and far-fetched 
interpretations of their sources, arguing that it is necessary to check their 
original sources because of their biases. Nonetheless, these criticisms are on 
the whole eclipsed by his generally favourable approach towards Western 
scholars, especially Goldziher.48

The broad category of fitan traditions continued to be a subject of 
Hatiboğlu’s studies. In his 1967 habilitation book Hazreti Peygamber’in 
(s.a.v) Vefatından Emevilerin Sonuna Kadar Siyasi İçtimai Hadiselerle Hadis 
Münasebetleri (‘Relation of Hadith to Sociopolitical Events from the Death of 
the Prophet until the End of Umayyads’) he argued again that the Prophet 
cannot be the source of fitan traditions.49 In this work and others, we see that 
Hatiboğlu’s rejection of the authenticity of these traditions is part of a larger 
theological project. Echoing a debate that has reverberated in modernist 
circles since the nineteenth century,50 he takes the position that the Prophet 
did not receive any revelation outside of the Qurʾān and rejects the notion of 
‘non-recited revelation’ (waḥy ghayr matlūw), which constituted the classical 
theological foundation for the authority of the Sunnah.51

‘Critical Islamic thought’, the main theme of Hatiboğlu’s dissertation, 
would also become the driving force in his future studies and scholarship. 
He has continued to promote the critical revaluation of Islamic sources 
until today and has influenced a number of modernist scholars who would 
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later gather around forums and institutions such as the journal İslamiyat 
(1998–2007) and two publishing houses known as Kitabiyat52 (1997–2009) 
and Ankara Okulu Yayınları (1995–).53 These scholars have focused on the 
critical re-valuation of classical Islamic scholarship as a whole and not just 
hadith studies, but nonetheless played a key role in the heated debates over 
hadith literature that became prominent during the 1990s when scholars 
from both the traditional and modernist camps came together in a series of 
symposiums.

Another important scholar connected to the Faculty of Theology in Ankara 
was Fuad Sezgin. Although Sezgin had worked under the supervision of 
Hellmut Ritter (d. 1971) until 1949 and spent most of his academic life in 
Istanbul, he worked at the Faculty of Theology in Ankara in 1951–3. In 
addition, as was mentioned above, Tayyib Okiç was among the commit-
tee members who accepted Sezgin’s habilitation in 1954. In his habilitation, 
Buhârî’nin Kaynakları, Sezgin refuted the chronology given by Goldziher for 
the collection of traditions and emphasised the continuous written transmis-
sion of hadiths.54 Buhârî’nin Kaynakları would become a respected but also 
neglected work over the subsequent years in Turkey.55 In fact, after its first 
publication in 1956, the second edition was published only in 2001. One of the 
main reasons for this was that Sezgin left for Germany in 1961 after he was 
removed from his position at the university due to the military coup of 1960.

In the latter half of the twentieth century, the Faculty of Theology in 
Ankara trained a generation of scholars who followed developments in 
Western hadith studies. During this period, translations from Orientalists 
were published in the faculty journal Ankara Üniversitesi İlâhiyat Fakültesi 
Dergisi. In addition, books by scholars like Julius Wellhausen (d. 1918), 
Goldziher, Schacht and William Montgomery Watt (d. 2006) were translated 
into Turkish and published by the faculty press.56

Hadith Scholars and Orientalism in Faculties of Theology after the 2000s

Parallel to the continued engagement with Western scholarship in Ankara, 
the field of higher religious education diversified significantly with the 
opening of the so-called Higher Institutes of Islam (Yüksek İslam Enstitüleri) 
between 1959 and 1982. These institutes were opened specifically for the 
graduates of imam-hatip schools since the Faculty of Theology in Ankara 
accepted students only from regular high schools.57 Unlike the faculty, these 
institutes followed a curriculum focusing mostly on classical Islamic texts 
and pedagogical formation. However, in 1982, the institutes were trans-
formed into faculties of theology and started to follow a common curriculum 
similar to that of the Faculty of Theology in Ankara. After the transforma-
tion of the institutes into faculties of theology, the total number of faculties 
increased to eight, and fifteen new faculties were opened between 1988 
and 2008. At the beginning of the fall semester, 2017, there were eighty-one 
faculties of theology that accepted students.58
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This transformation in the overall landscape of higher Islamic education 
has had a significant and varied impact on the academic study of hadith. On 
the one hand, the increase in the number of programmes for higher educa-
tion in Islamic Studies has gone hand in hand with significant growth in 
the number of academic studies of hadith and other topics within Islamic 
Studies. As for hadith studies, twelve theses were completed in the 1970s, 
sixty-seven theses in the 1980s, 304 in the 1990s and 505 in the first decade of 
the new millennium.59 On the other hand, the opening of these new faculties 
also arguably led to a dilution in the presence and significance of Western 
studies on hadith in the broad sphere of the Turkish academy. The majority 
of the new theses completed since the 1970s focus either on the authority 
and authenticity of the Sunnah or on issues defined within the framework 
of classical hadith scholarship.60 Thus, a recent review of theses on hadith 
completed through 2015 includes the relationship between Orientalism and 
hadith among the understudied subjects in the Turkish academy that require 
more attention.61

There has been, in fact, a small but perceptible increase in engagement with 
Western hadith studies in the faculties of theology in the past twenty years. 
This interest is reflected in part in the considerable increase in the number of 
translations from Western scholars, such as Josef Horovitz, Schacht, Alfred 
Guillaume (d. 1965), James Robson, Meir Jacob Kister (d. 2010), G. H. A. 
Juynboll (d. 2010), Harald Motzki (d. 2019) and Gregor Schoeler. It is also 
reflected in recent doctoral research. A number of dissertations have been 
written specifically on Western hadith studies, while many others are also 
shaped by current debates in Western scholarship in terms of their selection 
of subject matter. One of the most prominent examples of the dissertations 
responding to Western hadith studies is Bekir Kuzudişli’s Hadis Rivâyetinde 
Aile İsnadları (‘Family Isnāds in Hadith Transmission’), completed in 2005. 
Kuzudişli endeavoured to refute Schacht’s claim that family isnāds were fab-
ricated, arguing that such isnāds emerged because written documents were 
kept within the family as souvenirs and handed down to the following gen-
eration.62 He also objected to Schacht’s argument that family isnāds were not 
‘an indication of authenticity but only a device for securing its appearance’63 
by pointing out that hadith scholars did in fact criticise hadiths transmitted 
through family isnāds.64

Another dissertation about Western hadith studies is my own Hukukî 
İçerikli Merfû Hadisler Bağlamında Müşterek Râvî Teorisi ve Tenkidi (‘Critique 
of Common-Link Theory Based on Legal marfūʿ aḥādīth’), completed in 
2011.65 In this dissertation, I compare Schacht and Juynboll’s application of 
the common-link theory with Harald Motzki’s interpretation while employ-
ing a case study to shed light on a variety of assertions connected with the 
common-link theory, such as the material growth of traditions, backward 
projection, gradual improvement of isnāds and the spread of isnāds. I apply 
the method of isnād-cum-matn analysis as developed by Motzki to a selected 
hadith cluster, but, unlike Motzki, while checking variants with each other, 



	 Western Hadith Studies in Turkish Academe 	 [ 179

I give the evaluation and judgements of hadith critics about transmitters’ 
reliability a decisive role. In the end, I argue that isnād-cum-matn analysis, 
as applied in the dissertation, is an improved continuation of the muʿāraḍah 
method discussed in classical hadith scholarship.66

The common-link theory and other methods of dating traditions is also the 
subject of Süleyman Doğanay’s habilitation titled Oryantalistlerin Hadisleri 
Tarihlendirmeye Yaklaşımları (‘Orientalists’ Approach to Dating of Traditions’, 
2013).67 The author is critical of Western scholars’ methods of dating hadiths 
throughout the book and offers several case-by-case refutations of their 
claims. After the description of the methods, Doğanay reaches the conclusion 
that Orientalists’ approaches are biased and overly sceptical.68

Despite this recent trend towards increased engagement with Western 
scholarship, the majority of dissertations still discuss only Turkish studies 
and primary and secondary Arabic sources in the compulsory section of 
the literature review. Goldziher continues to be the first name that comes 
to mind when one mentions Orientalism and the most well-known schol-
ars after Goldziher are G. H. A. Juynboll and Harald Motzki.69 The works 
engaging Western scholarship surveyed here serve only as representative 
examples of a larger body of literature that shares the tendency to emphasise 
the biases of Orientalist studies, their misuse of evidence and their over-
looking of important information that does not support their arguments.70 
Academics who offer a more positive appraisal of Orientalist works are 
generally labelled by traditionalists as modernists, rendering Western hadith 
studies a powerful symbolic weapon in the debates over the authority and 
authenticity of hadith.

Scholarly Camps and Topics of Discussion

Debates over the authority and authenticity of hadith in Turkey have given 
rise to three main trends in scholarship: Istanbul-based traditionalists; 
Ankara-based modernists; and finally Kur’ancılar (Ahl al-Qurʾān).71 The main 
issues at stake in the debates among these three trends can be summed up 
as the status of Sunnah in Islam, the authenticity of hadiths and, lastly, how 
to correctly understand the Sunnah in the modern world. While there are no 
hadith scholars among Kur’ancılar, the first two groups consist of academ-
ics specialising in hadith. Today, in different cities of Turkey, scholars from 
both camps work together at the same faculties. Even though the distinc-
tion between Istanbul and Ankara serves primarily as a synecdoche for the 
Faculty of Theology at Marmara (formerly Istanbul Higher Institute of Islam) 
and Ankara University, respectively, in the end, it denotes the approaches 
taken by individual scholars and not necessarily their geographical locations. 
The designation Tarihselci (‘historicalists’)72 is often used by traditionalists 
as an umbrella label to describe their opponents. In particular, the term is 
used to refer to those scholars who argue that rulings and regulations in 
the Qurʾān and Sunnah are not universal but limited to the historical period 
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and circumstances of the first Islamic community. It thus occurs mostly in 
the discussions of scholars of tafsīr and Islamic law. Fazlur Rahman and 
Naṣr Ḥāmid Abū Zayd (d. 2010) are the authorities appealed to most fre-
quently by Turkish scholars on this issue. It seems that this fact, in addition 
to the translation and publication of Fazlur Rahman’s (d. 1988) books by the 
Ankara Okulu publishing house, have played a role in the generalisation of 
the designation to include all progressive scholars in spite of the significant 
differences among them.

The Kur’ancılar (ahl al-Qurʾān) consist primarily of tafsīr scholars.73 

Technically speaking, this group does not reject the Sunnah completely.74 
Their criterion for accepting Sunnah is that it should be corroborated by the 
Qurʾān, which leads to the rejection of the great bulk of the Sunnah but not 
the rejection of Sunnah as such. Although this camp accepts the Sunnah of the 
Prophet as the best example in principle, they do not specify either its scope 
or how this example could be materialised in daily life.75 Other trends have 
been more concerned with specifying the limits and scope of the Sunnah. 
For both traditionalists and modernists, the debate about the authority of the 
Sunnah has centred on parsing the different roles played by the Prophet and 
determining the normative implications of his actions in each of those roles. 
They discuss the extent to which it is possible to separate his Prophetic role 
from other, mundane roles; whether all of his actions should be considered 
to be based on non-recited revelation; and what these distinctions mean in 
terms of the binding nature and universal applicability of the Sunnah.

In the debates over hadith, the questions of authenticity and interpreta-
tion are intertwined partly because of perceptions of dissonance between the 
standards and expectations of the modern world and the Prophet’s orders 
and practices. A case in point is how the three trends discuss the relationship 
between modern and Prophetic medicine. Scholars who adopt a critical per-
spective dismiss those hadiths that clash with principles of modern medicine 
because they reject the possibility of the Prophet’s saying something that con-
flicts with reason or modern science. On the other hand, some modernists, 
mainly ‘historicalists’, regard such hadiths as authentic but understand them 
as the result of the Prophet’s human and hence historical knowledge instead 
of universal and transcendental revelation. Rejecting both perspectives, most 
of the traditionalists, in turn, believe that the Prophetic medicine has miracu-
lous attributes yet to be discovered by modern science. The views of classical 
scholars are treated as a repository of material that is drawn on selectively 
in order to challenge the opposing sides and accuse them of abandoning the 
Sunnah or the spirit of the Sunnah. While traditionalists argue that rejecting 
the hadiths regarded as authentic by previous generations will pave the way 
to abandoning Sunnah altogether, modernists accuse them of not under-
standing the Prophet or his mission, and hence accepting the hadiths report-
ing words or deeds that he could not have said or done. Therefore, debates 
around the authenticity and understanding of the traditions are inextricably 
bound up with the question of the authority of the Prophet and his Sunnah. 
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Critical scholars like Mehmet Emin Özafşar, Professor of Hadith at the 
Faculty of Theology in Ankara, emphasise that hadiths should not be viewed 
as the words, deeds and tacit approvals of the Prophet, but rather as words, 
deeds and tacit approvals that have been attributed to him.76 According to 
Özafşar, the reflexive identification of transmitted reports with the Prophet 
leads to emotional reactions against critical attitudes towards hadith, and 
hence hinders rational argumentation.77

For critical scholars, the notion that content criticism is necessary goes 
hand in hand with the conviction that isnād criticism alone is insufficient to 
determine the authenticity of a hadith. These scholars have discussed the 
methods of content criticism extensively, which is referred to in Turkish 
by the term ‘arz’, meaning comparison of the contents of a hadith with the 
Qurʾān, well-established Sunnah, reason, historical facts and the hard sci-
ences. As a matter of fact, each of these types of arz was treated in distinct 
doctoral dissertations between 1997 and 2008.

The occurrence of a significant number of traditions in the Ṣaḥīḥayn 
criticised by the modernists on the basis of content criticism also gave rise to 
discussions about the reliability of these two canonical sources. A paper on 
the reliability of the Ṣaḥīḥayn by Yaşar Kandemir,78 one of the leading schol-
ars of the traditionalists, and its review by Mehmed Said Hatiboğlu can be 
described as the emblematic works in which the positions of the two oppos-
ing camps became crystallised.79

Lastly, Hayri Kırbaşoğlu merits mention as the most vocal and prolific 
author among critical scholars. His 1995 paper consists of a summary of the 
main arguments of critical scholars.80 In this paper, Kırbaşoğlu defends the 
re-valuation of traditions, and prefers the designation ‘progressive’ instead 
of ‘modernist’.81 He states that viewing progressive scholarship as a direct 
result of Orientalists’ influence leads to ignoring the problems originating 
from the hadith literature itself. Kırbaşoğlu also argues against the accept-
ance of the classical science of hadith criticism as the final method that cannot 
be criticised or changed.82

In 2002, Kırbaşoğlu published his Alternatif Hadis Metodolojisi (‘Alternative 
Methodology of Hadith’), which drew on the results of the theses he had 
supervised over the years.83 His main focus in the book was dogmatic tradi-
tions that he regarded as either later fabrications or distortions, mostly on the 
basis of the argumentum e silentio.84 For example, he reached the conclusion 
that the so-called hadith of Jibrīl85 was not known or not taken seriously by 
most of the hadith scholars in the first centuries or was regarded as fabricated 
based on its absence from sources such as Maʿmar ibn Rāshid (d. 153/770?), 
al-Jāmiʿ, Mālik (d. 179/795), al-Muwattaʾ, and ʿAbd al-Razzāq (d. 211/827), 
al-Muṣannaf.86 Having insisted on the importance of content criticism, 
Kırbaşoğlu argued that this method was used by the leading companions, 
the Muʿtazilah, and also several mujtahids, including Abū Ḥanīfah.87 But, 
according to him, this method was forgotten due to ‘the hegemony of the 
classical science of hadith based on the ahl al-ḥadīth/Shāfiʿī school’.88 The 
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work of Kırbaşoğlu, along with other scholars at the Faculty of Theology 
in Ankara, demonstrates the lasting influence of Mehmet Said Hatiboğlu 
within the school of Ankara (Ankara Okulu).89

Conclusion

The first Turkish translation from Western studies of Islam, Dozy’s De 
Voornaamste Godsdienste: Het Islamisme, was published in the late Ottoman 
era. In the Republican era, another work, Caetani’s Annali dell’Islam was trans-
lated into Turkish. While the intellectuals of the Ottoman and Republican 
eras accepted the necessity of Westernisation in varying degrees, they have 
taken a critical stance against Orientalists’ works since the first translations. 
The first exception to this critical position was Zakir Kadiri Ugan, who 
voiced views similar to those of Orientalists about several important aspects 
of hadith literature. Although his scholarship was not as receptive as that of 
Ugan, Mehmed Said Hatiboğlu, one of the first-generation hadith scholars of 
the Republican era, was another exception. Hatiboğlu based his dissertation 
and habilitation on Goldziher’s main thesis about the relation of hadiths to 
political events of the first two Islamic centuries. On the other hand, Talât 
Koçyiğit, Hatiboğlu’s colleague at the Faculty of Theology in Ankara and 
the author of the first Turkish dissertation on hadith, remained critical of 
Western hadith scholarship, and it is still the prevalent attitude among 
Turkish scholars towards Orientalists’ works.

Western hadith studies also have a role in the debates between tradi-
tionalist and progressive/modernist hadith scholars. Departure from the 
prevalent critical attitude against Orientalism is generally associated with 
Islamic modernism. Even though they might not be as fervent as in the 1990s, 
debates between traditionalist and modernist hadith scholars continue to be 
a driving force of academic debate in the field of Islamic Studies in Turkey, 
mostly because all parties consider defending their position is not just an 
academic but also a religious duty. The modernists devote nearly all of their 
attention to collecting problematic material that would justify revisiting 
the traditions accepted as authentic by scholars of previous generations. 
Traditionalists, in turn, not only dedicate most of their time to answering or 
explaining away the questions and criticisms voiced by the modernists, but 
also deny justified criticisms in order to avoid strengthening the position 
of their opponents. It seems that primary responsibility for breaking this 
vicious circle lies with the critical scholars. If they take a revisionist approach 
to the sources and compose their hadith collections using the new methods 
they propose in place of classical hadith criticism, it might lead to a more 
honest discussion between both parties. But it should be noted that sorting 
through the traditions would inevitably lead to a new fiqh and theology as 
well. Maybe this is why critical scholars in Turkey are unwilling to carry out 
their proposals.

As for Western influence on modern hadith debates in Turkey, this 
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influence took the form of a major shift in the worldview especially due to 
Westernisation of the Second Constitutional Period in which Westernisation 
of the Republic of Turkey also had its origins. Turkish hadith scholars were 
inevitably affected by this transformation. On the other hand, it is difficult 
to determine any direct influence of Western hadith studies except for Zakir 
Kadiri Ugan and Mehmet Said Hatiboğlu’s scholarship. Rather, it could be 
said that modern hadith discussions in Turkey have always been more of an 
extension of those in the Indian subcontinent and Egypt, turning progres-
sive hadith scholarship of Turkish academics into a second-hand Islamic 
modernism.
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for which, see M. Şükrü Hanioğlu, ‘Garbcılar: Their Attitudes toward Religion 
and Their Impact on the Official Ideology of Turkish Republic’, Studia Islamica 86 
(1997): 133–58, at 139.

19.	 Ahmed ez-Zebîdî, Sahîh-i Buhârî Muhtasarı Tecrîd-i Sarîh Tercemesi ve Şerhi, 
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at these institutions. According to Başgil, those who learn the philosophy of 



	 Western Hadith Studies in Turkish Academe 	 [ 189

religion and sociology of religion could become specialists or philosophers but 
not religious scholars. See Ayhan, Türkiye’de Din Eğitimi, 226.

58.	 A few of these faculties have programmes with courses held only in Arabic. For 
the experiences of these programmes, see Muhammet Beyler, ‘Tajārib kullīyāt 
al-ilāhīyāt/al-ʿulūm al-islāmīyah fī tadrīs al-ʿulūm al-islāmīyah bi-al-lughat al-ʿarabīyah 
fī jāmiʿāt Turkīyah: Birnāmaj al-ḥadīth wa-ʿulūmihi anmūdhajan’, Hadis Tetkikleri 
Dergisi 14(1) (2016): 51–73.

59.	 For the catalogue of the theses in Islamic studies between 1953 and 2015, see 
İsmail E. Erünsal et al., İlâhiyat Fakültesi Tezler Kataloğu (1953–2015) (İstanbul: 
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Hatiboğlu, Mehmed Said, ‘Müslüman Âlimlerin Buhârî ve Müslim’e Yönelik 
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82.	 Kırbaşoğlu, ‘Hadis İlminde Metodoloji Sorunu’, 432–3.
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84.	 M. Hayri Kırbaşoğlu, Alternatif Hadis Metodolojisi (Ankara: Kitabiyat, 2002), 
149–50, 343, 354, 359.

85.	 Bukhārī, Ṣaḥīḥ, īmān 37, bāb suʾāl Jibrīl ilá al-nabī ʿan al-īmān wa-al-islām wa-al-iḥsān 
wa-ʿilm al-sāʿah, No. 50.
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