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Objective: This study examines the factors underlying the inclination
of certain Sunni jurists and schools toward a “maximalist” position
regarding the probative authority (hujjiyyah) of khabar al-wahid
solitary reports). Its primary aim is to analyze the historical and
theological factors that led fo an expansive—at times excessive—
acceptance of solitary reports, including weak narrations, and in some
cases the claim that such reports yield certainty ( i/m), particularly
among Hanbali and Wahhabi currents. o .
Method: This research employs a descriptive—analytical method
within a_library-based framework. Data were collected through
examination of foundational works in usil al-figh, hadith, theology,
and Islamic history from both Sunni and Shi‘i traditions. A qualitative
content analysis was conducted to evaluate arguments related to two
Eymmpal causal factors. ) ) .
indings: Two key factors were identified as the roots of this
maximalist tendency: o ) o
Fear of the invalidafion of the majority of Sunni narrations in the event
of rejecting khabar al-wahid, which would entail undermining the
identity of being “Ahl al-Sunnah” and depriving Sunni jurisprudence
of reliable narrational foundations. . .
An expansive and uncritical doctrine of the universal probity ( ‘adalah)
of the Companions (sahabah), according to which—even within the
Ahl al-Hadith tradition—the mere sight of the Prophet (s) sufficed to
establish one’s status as a Companion and thereby guarantee the
acceptance of one’s reports. o
Conclusion: The findings indicate that the maximalist approach to
khabar al-wahid was less the product of rigorous ustli argumentation
and more a defensive resgonse aimed at preserving juridical legitimacy
and sectarian identity. This response emerged in the face of historical
damage to the Prophetic Sunnah - such as the prohibition of hadith
documentation - and sectarian critiques, particularly from Shi‘i
scholars.
The study carries important imglications for understanding the roots
of jurisprudential and hadith-based disagreements among Islamic
schools and for critically assessing contemporary extremist currents.
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Introduction

The probative authority of khabar al-wahid constitutes one of the most
central and contentious debates in usiil al-figh across Islamic legal schools.
While all four major Sunni madhhabs recognize solitary reports as
authoritative under certain conditions, the degree and intensity of this
acceptance vary significantly. On one end of the spectrum, schools such as the
Hanafis and Malikis adopt a relatively minimalistic approach, imposing
stringent conditions and in some cases preferring analogical reasoning (giyas)
over solitary reports. On the other end, certain Hanbalt scholars, Wahhabit
thinkers, and figures such as Ibn Hazm al-ZahirT adopt a maximalist and at
times radical stance—accepting even weak solitary reports, prioritizing them
over giyas, and occasionally asserting that authentic solitary reports generate
certainty ( i/m). In some cases, dissenters were even accused of unbelief
(takfir).

Despite the vast literature devoted to the evidences for the probative
authority of khabar al-wahid, relatively little research has undertaken a
genealogical analysis of the historical and theological conditions that gave rise
to the maximalist position. This article addresses the following central
question: What factors contributed to the formation and consolidation of the
maximalist doctrine of the probative authority of khabar al-wahid among
certain Sunni jurists? The purpose of this study is not to critique the
evidentiary arguments per se, but to dissect the intellectual and historical
contexts that rendered such a position necessary or appealing.

Methodology

This research is a qualitative and foundational study employing a
descriptive—analytical method. The corpus includes: Foundational Sunni
works in usil al-figh, hadith, theology, and history (particularly Hanbali,
Wahhabi, and ZahirT sources). Critical Shi‘i works engaging Sunni narrational
theory. Key figures such as Ibn Hazm, Ibn Taymiyyah, Ibn al-Qayyim, al-
Bukhari, and Shi‘i scholars including al-Shaykh al-Mufid, al-Sayyid al-
Murtada, al-Karajiki, and Ibn Shahrashiib.

Data were collected through systematic textual extraction and analyzed via
qualitative content analysis with an inferential approach. The two principal
variables examined were: Fear of the delegitimization of the Sunnah; The
doctrine of universal probity of the Companions. Their causal relationship to
the maximalist position was assessed.



101 An Examination of...| Mohammad mahdi ghaffari baghal pisheh and Mohammad Hassan Movahedi Saveji

Findings

After close examination of primary sources, two principal causal factors
were identified:

1. Fear of the Invalidation of the Majority of Narrations and the Threat to
Sunni Identity

This factor stems from a historical—credibility crisis. The prohibition of
hadith documentation during the first Islamic century inflicted lasting damage
upon the transmitted Sunnah. Consequences included the loss of narrations,
broken chains of transmission (ingitad“ al-isnad), and the proliferation of
fabrication (wad ) and distortion.

As a result, much of the Sunni hadith corpus consists of solitary reports,
which are intrinsically probabilistic (zanni al-sudiir). Meanwhile, Shi‘i
scholars historically rejected the probative authority of Sunni solitary reports
and criticized Sunni jurisprudence as being based on conjecture. Some Sunni
thinkers themselves denied or questioned the rational or legal validity of
khabar al-wahid.

Under such conditions, adopting a minimalistic or rejectionist stance
toward solitary reports would have entailed the collapse of much of the Sunni
narrational heritage and left jurisprudence without sufficient scriptural
grounding. For a community self-identified as “Ahl al-Sunnah,” this would
mean forfeiting its primary claim to legitimacy.

Consequently, certain figures—such as Ibn Hazm and segments of the
Hanbali school-—adopted a maximalist stance as a defensive measure to
preserve juridical identity. This stance extended in some cases to claims that
trustworthy solitary reports produce certainty and that upright transmitters are
virtually immune from error. The underlying argument was that if trustworthy
solitary reports do not yield certainty, religion itself becomes
epistemologically inaccessible and the Sunnah collapses.

2. An Expansive and Uncritical Doctrine of the Universal Probity of the
Companions

The second factor provided the theological-hadith foundation for
maximalism. Within much of Sunni scholarship—especially among Ahl al-
Hadith figures such as Ahmad ibn Hanbal, al-Bukhari, and Ibn Hazm—an
expansive definition of “Companion” prevailed. According to this view, mere
visual encounter with the Prophet (as) — even as a child — was sufficient to
establish Companion status, and all Companions were deemed categorically
upright (‘udil).
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This doctrine created a vast and sacralized circle of presumptively reliable
transmitters, including individuals whose historical records were controversial
or who opposed the Ahl al-Bayt (as). The implications were twofold: (a)
Reports transmitted by such individuals were deemed automatically
authoritative due to presumed probity. (b) Any critic who challenged the
probity of a Companion risked denunciation or marginalization.

This intellectual climate transformed uncritical acceptance of solitary
reports into a marker of Sunni orthodoxy. By contrast, Sunni usiilis who
imposed stricter criteria for Companion status (such as prolonged association)
tended to adopt a more cautious approach toward solitary reports.

Conclusion

The study demonstrates that the maximalist doctrine concerning the
probative authority of khabar al-wdahid among certain Sunni groups is rooted
more in identity-preserving and historical-theological considerations than in
purely abstract legal reasoning. The first factor—fear of delegitimizing the
Sunnah—constituted a defensive response to a historical credibility crisis and
to external sectarian critique. The second factor—the doctrine of universal
probity of the Companions—provided the narrational infrastructure necessary
to sustain this defensive posture by constructing a broad circle of sacralized
transmitters. These findings align with historical evidence, including the
contrast between Hanafi and Hanbalt methodologies, and with discourse
analysis of key figures such as Ibn Hazm and Ibn al-Qayyim. Compared to
prior studies that focus primarily on evidentiary arguments for hujjiyyah, this
research penetrates deeper structural layers of the debate and offers a more
comprehensive understanding of the roots of intra-Islamic jurisprudential
divergence.
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