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Abstract. The Hanafi school of Islamic law, founded by Imam Abu Hanifa
(699-767 CE), is one of the most influential and widely practiced legal traditions
within Sunni Islam. Despite the common assumption that the Hanafi madhhab
places limited emphasis on Hadith, historical and textual evidence clearly
demonstrates a strong, structured, and consistent engagement with Prophetic
traditions. Hanafi jurists relied on Hadith as a fundamental source of law
while applying rigorous methodological criteria to evaluate their authenticity
and legal relevance. This article examines the principal Hadith sources used
in the Hanafi school and analyzes the principles governing their acceptance
and application. By exploring early Hanafi legal compilations, classical Sunni
Hadith collections, and madhhab-specific Hadith works, the study highlights
the central role of Hadith in Hanafi jurisprudence and clarifies the school's
distinctive and balanced legal methodology.
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INTRODUCTION

The Hanafi school of Islamic law (madhhab) is the oldest of the four major
Sunni legal schools and remains the most widely followed in the Muslim world.
Established by Imam Abu Hanifa in Kufa, the school developed in an intellectually
vibrant environment characterized by diverse legal opinions and the circulation of both
authentic and fabricated Hadith. This historical context shaped the Hanafi approach to
Hadith, emphasizing careful verification and legal reasoning.

This article aims to analyze the Hadith sources relied upon by Hanafi jurists and
to explain the principles guiding their use. By doing so, it seeks to correct common
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misunderstandings regarding the Hanafi attitude toward Hadith and demonstrate the
school’s firm grounding in the Sunnah of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him).

THE HANAFI METHODOLOGY IN THE USE OF HADITH

The Hanafi legal methodology is based on a hierarchical use of sources:the Qur’an,
the Sunnah (Hadith), consensus (ijma ‘), and analogical reasoning (qiyas). Hadith occupy
a central position in this framework, but they are assessed according to strict criteria.

Hanafi scholars classify Hadith into three main categories:

- Mutawatir Hadith, which are mass-transmitted and yield certainty;

- Mashhiir Hadith, which are widely known and practiced,;

- Ahad Hadith, which are solitary reports and require careful scrutiny.

In legal matters affecting widespread public practice (‘'umim al-balwa), Hanafis
may prioritize established communal practice or Companion consensus over solitary
Hadith. This approach reflects methodological caution rather than rejection of Hadith
authority.

Early Hadith Sources in the Hanafi Tradition

3.1 Kitab al-Athar.

Kitab al-Athar is among the earliest Hadith collections associated with the Hanafi
school. Attributed to Imam Abu Hanifa and transmitted by his student Imam Muhammad
ibn al-Hasan al-Shaybani, this work contains Prophetic Hadith as well as narrations
from the Companions and Successors. It illustrates Abu Hanifa’s direct engagement
with Hadith and early Islamic legal practice.

3.2 Al-Athar by Imam Muhammad al-Shaybani.

Imam Muhammad’s compilation expands upon his teacher’s narrations and
provides additional Hadith evidence supporting Hanafi legal positions. This work serves
as a bridge between early jurisprudence and later systematic Hadith scholarship within
the Hanafi madhhab.

Use of Canonical Sunni Hadith Collections

Hanafi scholars accept and rely upon the six canonical Sunni Hadith collections
(Kutub al-Sittah), namely:

- Sahih al-Bukhart

- Sahth Muslim

- Sunan Ab1 Dawud

-Jami"® al-Tirmidht

- Sunan al-Nasa'1

- Sunan Ibn Majah

These collections are analyzed in accordance with Hanafi legal principles. Apparent
discrepancies between Hadith reports and Hanafi rulings are often resolved through
contextual interpretation, preference (tarjih), or reconciliation (jam®).
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Hanafi-Specific Hadith Literature

5.1 Sharh Ma‘ani al-Athar

Authored by Imam Abu Ja'far al-Tahawi (d. 933 CE), Sharh Ma‘ani al-Athar
is one of the most significant Hadith works in the Hanafi tradition. It systematically
addresses Hadith related to legal rulings, reconciles apparently conflicting narrations,
and demonstrates their compatibility with Hanafi jurisprudence.

5.2 Sharh Mushkil al-Athar

In this work, al-Tahawi focuses on complex and problematic Hadith, offering
detailed explanations that align textual evidence with sound legal reasoning.

5.3 Nasb al-Rayah li-Ahadith al-Hidayah

Written by Imam Jamal al-Din al-Zayla‘t (d. 1342 CE), this work traces and
authenticates the Hadith cited in al-Hidayah, a foundational Hanafi legal manual. It
represents a mature phase of Hadith criticism within the Hanafi school.

Addressing the Claim of Excessive Reliance on Opinion (Ra’y)

Critics have often accused the Hanafi school of prioritizing personal opinion
(ra’y) over Hadith. However, this claim fails to account for the historical conditions
of early Islamic Iraq, where unreliable Hadith were prevalent. Abu Hanifa’s cautious
methodology aimed to protect the integrity of Islamic law while remaining faithful to
authentic Prophetic teachings.

Subsequent Hanafi scholars reinforced this commitment by producing extensive
Hadith literature that clearly grounds Hanafi rulings in the Sunnah.

CONCLUSION

The Hanafi school of Islamic law is deeply rooted in Hadith scholarship. From
early compilations such as Kitab al-Athar to comprehensive analytical works like
Sharh Ma‘ani al-Athar, Hanafi scholars have demonstrated a rigorous and principled
engagement with the Sunnah. The distinctive Hanafi methodology reflects not a
marginalization of Hadith, but a careful effort to harmonize textual evidence with legal
coherence and communal practice. As such, Hadith remain a foundational pillar of
Hanafi jurisprudence.
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