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Abstract 

Joseph Schacht’s research on early Islamic law completely changed how Western 
scholars viewed Hadith literature. He famously claimed that the vast majority of 
Hadiths were actually fake. According to Schacht, Muslim jurists in the 2nd and 3rd 
centuries invented these sayings and "back-projected" them to the Prophet 
Muhammad to give their new laws divine authority. While Schacht’s skeptical 
approach introduced a new level of historical criticism to Western Islamic studies, 
modern researchers have found major holes in his methods. This paper looks closely 
at the main flaws in Schacht's theory. First, it examines his heavy reliance on the 
"argument from silence"—the flawed idea that if a specific Hadith was not mentioned 
in an early book, it simply did not exist. Second, it highlights his misunderstanding of 
how early Muslims transmitted knowledge orally and in writing. Finally, it explores 
how he completely misinterpreted the "Common Link" phenomenon. While Schacht 
thought these common links in the transmission chains were the original fabricators, 
modern scholars like Harald Motzki and M.M. Azami have proven they were actually 
prominent teachers spreading real historical knowledge. By breaking down Schacht's 
assumptions, this paper shows that his complete dismissal of the Islamic 
transmission system is not historically accurate. Moving past this extreme skepticism 
allows for a much more balanced understanding of how early Islamic law truly 
developed. 

Keywords: Joseph Schacht, نقد الحدیث Hadith Criticism, ۔وضعBack-Projection, common link  
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Introduction 

The study of Hadith authenticity is easily one of the most hotly debated topics in 

Islamic scholarship. This debate really caught fire when Western Orientalist scholars 

started looking into the origins of Islamic law. These scholars generally approached 

the subject with a lot of doubt. They constantly questioned what a Hadith actually 
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was: Was it truly the spoken word of the Prophet? Was it just the community's 

perception of him? Or were the major Hadith books we have today, like Sahih Bukhari 

and Sahih Muslim, just reflections of what later generations wanted the Prophet's 

legacy to be? [1] 

Joseph Schacht spent a massive portion of his career trying to figure out how early 

Islamic legal thought developed. In 1950, he published The Origins of Muhammadan 

Jurisprudence, a book that served as a watershed moment in Western academic 

circles. Schacht’s main argument was that Islamic law actually formed first, and the 

Prophetic traditions (Hadiths) were invented later to support those laws. His ideas 

were highly original and deeply thought out, becoming the foundation for almost all 

subsequent Western research on the subject. However, as time went on, both Muslim 

and Western scholars began to notice serious issues with how he reached his 

conclusions. [2,] 

This article critically examines Schacht's core theories regarding Hadith authenticity. 

It explores the methodological mistakes that later scholars identified and looks at the 

various pushbacks his work received from both Western academics and traditional 

Muslim scholars. 

Understanding Schacht’s Core Theories 

To understand the criticism against Schacht, we first need to understand the three 

main ideas that formed the backbone of his research: The Projecting Back Theory, the 

Argument from Silence, and the Common Link Theory. 

The Projecting Back Theory 

Schacht essentially argued that the Hadiths circulating today were created by 

scholars living in the second and third centuries of the Islamic calendar. He believed 

that early Islamic laws did not come from the Prophet. Instead, local judges and 

administrators made up rules based on local customs in places like Medina, Kufa, and 

Syria. When these local scholars needed to make their new rules look unquestionable, 
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they allegedly invented sayings and traced them backward to the Companions, and 

eventually back to the Prophet himself. This is what Schacht called "projecting back." 

He believed this was a widespread practice used to gain strong religious legitimacy. 

[3, 4, 5] 

The Argument from Silence (Argumentum ex Silentio) 

The second major tool in Schacht's toolkit was the argument from silence. The logic 

here is straightforward: if an early legal scholar did not mention a specific Hadith 

during a legal debate where that Hadith would have perfectly proven his point, then 

that Hadith must not have existed yet. Schacht used this rule constantly. If Imam 

Shafi'i quoted a Hadith that Imam Malik had never mentioned a few decades prior, 

Schacht immediately concluded that the Hadith was fabricated somewhere between 

the time of Malik and Shafi'i. [6, 7, 8] 

The Common Link Theory: 

In the science of Hadith, the chain of narrators (the isnad) is crucial. A Hadith might 

be passed down through several different chains that all eventually meet at one 

specific narrator before branching out again. This narrator is known as the "Common 

Link." Schacht, alongside another famous scholar named G.H.A. Juynboll, believed that 

this Common Link was not just a transmitter, but actually the person who fabricated 

the Hadith. Because the chain seemed to originate from this one person in the second 

or third century, Schacht assumed the Hadith was born in that era, entirely denying 

its connection back to the first century. [9, 10, 11] 

Methodological Loopholes and Critical Weaknesses: 

While Schacht’s theories were highly praised in the West and heavily influenced how 

colonial powers dealt with Islamic law, they eventually faced severe academic 

scrutiny. Researchers started to realize that Schacht had cherry-picked his data and 

ignored crucial historical contexts. 

The Danger of a Selective Methodology 
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Many critics argue that Schacht, and his successor Juynboll, often started with a 

skeptical conclusion and then selectively hunted for data to prove it. They were 

inconsistent in their classifications. For example, Juynboll would sometimes label a 

narrator as a "fabricator" based on his Common Link theory, even though classical 

Islamic scholars of biography (Ilm al-Rijal) universally recognized that same narrator 

as incredibly trustworthy (thiqah) and honest. This showed a massive disconnect 

between Western theories and the actual historical data preserved by Muslims. 

Schacht essentially decided there were no authentic Hadiths, and if there were a few, 

they were too mixed up with fake ones to ever be identified. Modern researchers see 

this as a highly flawed and biased starting point. [12, 13, 14, 15] 

The Failure of the Argument from Silence: 

Schacht's argument from silence is perhaps his weakest link. Legal and historical 

scholars have pointed out that an author not mentioning something does not prove it 

did not exist. Early scholars like Imam Malik wrote books (like the Muwatta) for 

specific local audiences to address specific local issues. They were not trying to write 

a completely exhaustive encyclopedia of every Hadith ever spoken. Furthermore, 

early scholars often prioritized the established practices of the people of Medina over 

isolated Hadiths. Just because they didn't write a specific quote down in a specific 

book doesn't mean it was secretly fabricated decades later. [16,17] 

Impact Beyond Academia: The Colonial Connection: 

It is also worth noting that Schacht's theories did not just stay in university libraries; 

they had real-world consequences. During the era of British colonialism, especially in 

places like Northern Nigeria, the British encountered established Sharia court 

systems. Orientalists like Schacht communicated their theories to the colonial 

authorities. By convincing the British that Islamic law was largely based on later 

fabrications rather than direct divine mandate, the colonial powers felt justified in 
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demoting Islamic law from a sacred religious system down to a mere "customary 

law," making it easier for them to override and control. [18] 

Muslim Scholarly Responses and Refutations 

Muslim scholars did not just ignore Schacht's theories. They engaged with them head-

on, using historical data and rigorous academic methods to dismantle his arguments. 

M.M. Azami’s Direct Refutation 

The most powerful and comprehensive challenge to Schacht came from Muhammad 

Mustafa al-Azami. In his groundbreaking work, Azami argued that Schacht's entire 

theory fell apart because he either completely misunderstood or intentionally 

ignored the sophisticated science of Hadith validation (Usul al-Hadith) that early 

Muslims developed. 

Azami pointed out that early Muslims didn't just accept anyone's word. They built 

massive biographical dictionaries detailing the lives, memories, and character of 

thousands of narrators. To authenticate a chain, scholars required proof that two 

narrators actually lived at the same time and physically met (Liqa'). Azami argued 

that Schacht's idea of "mass fabrication" was logistically impossible. You couldn't just 

invent a chain of famous people and expect thousands of meticulous scholars across 

different continents to just accept it without question. Azami essentially proved that 

Juynboll and Schacht were relying more on their own imaginations than on historical 

reality. [19, 20, 21, 22] 

Papyrology and the Rejection of the "Oral Only" Myth: 

A massive pillar holding up Schacht's theory was his belief that Muslims only 

transmitted Hadiths orally for the first two hundred years. Oral traditions are 

famously easy to change, which supported Schacht's idea of mass forgery. 

However, the discovery of early Arabic papyri completely destroyed this assumption. 

Nabia Abbott, a pioneering researcher in this field, proved through physical 

manuscript evidence that Muslims were using written notebooks (Sahifas) alongside 
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oral memorization right from the very beginning. Fuat Sezgin, another prominent 

scholar, echoed this. He proved that the companions of the Prophet were writing 

down Hadiths during the Prophet's own lifetime. Because Schacht wrongly assumed 

there was a two-century gap in written documentation, he ended up looking for 

answers in the completely wrong historical direction. [23, 24] 

Modern Academic Shifts and the "Middle Ground" 

As the decades passed, the extreme skepticism of early Orientalists began to wear 

thin, even among Western academics. The academic world began to split into 

different camps, and new methodologies emerged that tried to find the truth 

somewhere in the middle. 

The Traditionalist vs. Revisionist Divide 

In contemporary studies, you generally have two main approaches. The Traditionalist 

approach (championed by scholars like Sezgin, Abbott, and Azami) uses classical 

Islamic sciences and historical data to verify early sources without assuming they are 

inherently fake. On the other side is the Revisionist approach (championed by 

Goldziher, Schacht, and Juynboll), which looks at Islamic sources with deep 

skepticism, demanding external proof before believing anything the Islamic tradition 

claims. [25, 26, 27, 28] 

However, even within the Revisionist camp, Schacht's ideas started to lose ground. 

Western scholars like Michael Cook and Norman Calder looked at the Common Link 

theory and realized it was highly flawed. Cook pointed out that you can't just call a 

Common Link a fabricator, because the spread of Hadiths was influenced by complex 

technical factors and competition between different legal schools. When even the 

skeptics start doubting the skeptical theory, it becomes clear that the methodology 

has deep-seated issues. [29, 30] 

Harald Motzki and the Isnad-cum-Matn Analysis: 
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Perhaps the most significant development in bridging this gap came from Harald 

Motzki. Motzki decided that both the Traditionalists and the Revisionists were 

missing parts of the puzzle. To solve this, he popularized a method called Isnad-cum-

Matn analysis, which means analyzing both the chain of narrators and the actual text 

of the Hadith at the exact same time. 

Motzki completely redefined Schacht's Common Link theory. By looking closely at 

early texts like the Musannaf of Abd al-Razzaq, Motzki proved that the Common Link 

was absolutely not a fabricator. Instead, the Common Link was simply a highly 

successful teacher. In the second century, Islamic education shifted from private one-

on-one tutoring to larger public teaching circles. One prominent teacher might teach 

a specific Hadith to fifty students, who then traveled across the world to teach it to 

others. When you look at the transmission tree, it naturally funnels back to that one 

teacher. Schacht looked at this educational boom and incorrectly diagnosed it as a 

massive forgery conspiracy. Motzki’s method successfully traced many legal Hadiths 

back to the first century, effectively destroying Schacht's timeline. [31, 32, 33, 34, 35] 

Structural Flaws in the Legal Timeline: 

Wael Hallaq, another prominent historian, exposed further structural flaws in 

Schacht’s timeline of Islamic law. Schacht worked under a very modern, secular 

assumption: he believed the laws were made first for practical reasons, and the 

religious texts were invented later to justify them. Hallaq argued that this ignores the 

deeply pious reality of early Muslim societies. These were people whose entire 

worldview was driven by the text and divine guidance. The idea that they would 

casually invent words and attribute them to the Prophet—a severe sin in their 

religion—just to win a local legal argument shows a fundamental misunderstanding 

of their mindset and culture. [36, 37, 38] 

The Influence on Global Hadith Studies: 
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These debates are not just confined to Western universities; they have sparked 

massive academic growth in the Muslim world as well. For example, in Indonesia, the 

introduction of Orientalist theories has actually enriched contemporary Hadith 

studies. Instead of just getting angry at the criticism, Indonesian scholars and 

academics have used Schacht's concepts—like projecting back and argument from 

silence—as tools to sharpen their own analytical skills. They respond with 

descriptive, comparative, and critical studies, proving that the Islamic sciences can 

hold their own in modern academic debates. [39, 40] 

Synthesis and Conclusion: 

When we look back at the vast amount of literature written on this subject over the 

last seventy years, a very clear picture emerges: Joseph Schacht’s theories regarding 

the origins of Hadith, while historically influential, were fundamentally pointing in 

the wrong direction. 

Schacht’s framework suffered because it was uniquely blind to the internal mechanics 

of the Islamic sciences. By completely ignoring the physical evidence of early written 

texts championed by Nabia Abbott, he falsely assumed everything was vulnerable to 

oral corruption. By misunderstanding the incredibly rigorous biographical 

background checks highlighted by M.M. Azami, he severely underestimated the early 

Muslim community's ability to preserve information. And finally, by misdiagnosing 

the institutionalization of early education as a mass forgery conspiracy, which Harald 

Motzki brilliantly disproved, Schacht built a massive academic empire on a 

foundation of methodological errors. [41, 42] 

The results of modern research strongly contradict Schacht's conclusions. The 

historical reality is that Hadith scholars worked tirelessly to identify and weed out 

fabrications, using highly sophisticated methods of textual and chain criticism long 

before Western academia existed. While it is true that individual forgeries did happen 

historically—which classical Muslim scholars were the first to admit and combat—
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the Orientalist idea of treating the entire transmission system as a retroactive fiction 

is an outdated and scientifically untenable paradigm. 

Today, the academic landscape has moved beyond radical skepticism. The ongoing 

dialogue between Western critical methods and traditional Islamic scholarship has 

shown that we need a balanced, interdisciplinary approach. Even from a purely 

Western perspective, the authority of the Sunnah and Hadith remains a cornerstone 

of Islamic civilization. Confronting Orientalist theories has actually strengthened 

modern Hadith studies, paving the way for a much deeper, more accurate 

understanding of how early Islamic jurisprudence truly organically developed. [43, 

44] 
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