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Rules of Matn Criticism: Between Theory and Practice
Critical Reflections on Jonathan Brown's Thesis Denying the Existence of Rules for

Matn Criticism

Sami Fassih®

Sami.fassihi "
Abstract

This study contributes to the ongoing scholarly discourse surrounding the existence—or lack
thereof—of Matn (textual) criticism within the methodological framework of Hadith scholars. It
seeks to critically examine and deconstruct the conceptual and analytical challenges associated
with this issue, particularly through the lens of Jonathan Brown'’s article, “The Rules of Matn Criti-
cism: There Are No Rules.” Brown contends that Hadith scholars largely neglected Matn criticism,
favoring instead a robust and systematic focus on Isnad (chain of transmission) analysis. The cen-
tral question guiding this inquiry is: Have Hadith scholars theoretically and practically overlooked
Matn criticism? The research is structured into several sections: an introductory overview, a critique
of Brown's arguments and their underlying assumptions, followed by an exploration of the criti-
cal practices employed by early Hadith scholars. The study concludes with a synthesis of findings,
highlighting the extensive scholarly engagement with this topic, incIuding its contentious reception
among modern Hadith critics. Among the key findings is the affirmation that Matn criticism was in-
deed present in the classical Hadith tradition, both in theory and in practice. The evaluative criteria
for Matn criticism include its consistency with reason, the Quran, Mutawatir reports, narrations
from reliable transmitters, scholarly consensus, and established memorized texts. Additionally, it
must avoid resemblance to certain narrative forms, such as those found in storytellers’ Hadiths. The
study demonstrates the legitimacy of these criteria within the Hadith tradition and offers a rebuttal
to the classical Orientalist perspective adopted by Brown.

Keywords
Prophetic Hadith, Quran, Matn (Text), Isnad (Chain of Transmission), Principles.
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