The Salaf al-Salihin: Definition, Merit, and
the Question of the Generation [al-Qarn]

Praise be to Allah, Lord of all the worlds, and may blessings and peace be
upon the Messenger of Allah, his family, his Companions, and all those who
follow them in excellence until the Day of Judgement.

The term al-Salaf al-Salihin — the Righteous Predecessors — occupies a
position of supreme importance in the Islamic tradition. It refers, in its most
authoritative and widely accepted usage, to the three blessed generations
explicitly praised by the Prophet # in the well-known hadith narrated by Ibn
Mas‘ud, ‘Imran ibn Husayn and others, agreed upon by al-Bukhari and
Muslim: "The best of people is my generation [qarni], then those who come after
them, then those who come after them." This hadith forms the doctrinal
cornerstone upon which the Ahl al-Sunna wa al-Jama‘a ground their
reverence for the early community of Islam, and it is corroborated by the
unambiguous testimony of the Qur’an itself, wherein Allah Most High warns
against departing from the path of the believers — “And whoever opposes the
Messenger after guidance has become clear to him and follows a path other than
that of the believers — We will give him what he has chosen and drive him into
Hell, and evil it is as a destination.” [Sura al-Nisa’: 115] — and to those who
follow the Emigrants [al-Muhajirun] and the Helpers [al-Ansar] from amongst
the Companions [al-Sahabalin excellence: “Allah is well pleased with them and
they are well pleased with Him.” [Sura al-Tawba: 100].

The three generations encompassed by this term are: first, the Companions
[al-Sahaba] — every Muslim who saw the Prophet £ even for a single hour, as
affirmed by some scholars following the position of ‘Ali ibn al-Madini; second,
the Successors [al-Tabi‘in] — those who met and learned from the
Companions; and third, the Successors of the Successors [Atba‘ al-Tabi‘in]
— those whose transmitted opinion is accepted up to approximately the year
220 AH, after which, as Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (d. 852 AH) and al-Sakhaw1 (d.
902 AH) both noted, innovations [bida‘] spread widely, the Mu‘tazila gave
free rein to their tongues, the philosophers raised their heads, and some
scholars of knowledge were subjected to the trial (mihna) of affirming the
createdness of the Qur’an.

In this article, the statements of some major hadith scholars will be presented
in their own words, so that the reader may benefit directly from the
transmitted scholarship of the Ahl al-Sunna wa al-Jama‘a. The following
scholars shall be quoted in due course: Imam Yahya ibn Sharaf al-Nawawi
(676 AH), al-Hafiz Salah al-Din Abu Sa‘id Khalil ibn Kaykaldi al-Ala’i (761 AH),
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al-Hafiz Shihab al-Din Ahmad ibn ‘Ali ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (852 AH) and al-
Hafiz Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sakhawi (902 AH).

The article will further elaborate upon the scholarly discussion regarding the
precise temporal span of the generation [al-garn] — a question that occupied
the scholars of hadith and language alike. What can be established with
certainty, however, is that the three generations praised by the Prophet %
constitute the Salaf al-Salihin, and that adherence to their path — in creed, in
methodology, and in practice — is a duty binding upon the Muslim
community until the Day of Resurrection. It is within this framework that the
present work proceeds, in fidelity to the Book of Allah and the Sunna of His
Messenger .

Imam al-Nawawi' (d. 676 AH) said in his al-Minhaj Sharh Sahith Muslim ibn al-
Hajjaj (16 /84-86):
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[2533] "(From ‘Ubayda al-Salmani)" — pronounced with a fatha on the ‘ayn
and the sin and a sukun on the lam, attributed to the tribe of Banu Salman.
His saying #: "The best of you is my generation [qarni]" — and in one
narration: "The best of people is my generation [garni], then those who come
after them" — to the end of it. The scholars agreed that the best of
generations [qurun] is his generation [qarn] ¥, and what is meant are his
Companions. We have previously stated that the correct view — upon which
the majority stand — is that every Muslim who saw the Prophet # even for an
hour is counted amongst his Companions. The narration ‘the best of people’
is to be understood in its general sense, and what is intended by it is the
generation [qarn] as a whole. It does not follow from this that individual
Companions are superior to the Prophets, may Allah's blessings and peace be
upon them all, nor that individual women are superior to Maryam and Asiya
and others; rather what is intended is the generation [qarn] as a whole in
relation to every other generation [qarn] as a whole.
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Al-Qadi' said: The scholars disagreed regarding what is meant by the
generation [qarn] here. Al-Mughira said: his generation [qarn] are his
Companions, those who come after them are their sons, and the third are the
sons of their sons. Shahr said: his generation [qarn] is the period during
which there remained an eye that had seen him, and the second is the period
during which there remained an eye that had seen one who had seen him,
and so on likewise. More than one scholar said: a generation [qarn] is every
group living together at the same time. And it has been said: it refers to the
people of a period in which a Prophet was sent, whether that period was long
or short.
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Al-Harbi mentioned the disagreement regarding its duration in years —
ranging from ten years to one hundred and twenty — then said: "None of
these views is clear and evident." He held that a generation [qarn] is every
community that has perished leaving none of them remaining. Al-Hasan and
others said: a generation [qarn] is ten years. Qatada said: seventy. Al-Nakha 1
said: forty. Zurara ibn Abi Awfa said: one hundred and twenty. ‘Abd al-Malik
ibn ‘Umayr said: one hundred. And Ibn al-A‘rabi said: it is simply a period of
time. This is the end of al-Qadi's transmitted reports.
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The correct view is that his generation [qarn] £ are the Companions, the

second are the Successors [al-Tabi un], and the third are their Successors
[Atba ‘ al-Tabi n].
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His saying #: "Then will come a people whose testimony precedes their oath
and whose oath precedes their testimony" — this is a censure of one who
bears witness and swears an oath alongside his testimony. Some of the
Malikis cited this as evidence for rejecting the testimony of one who swears
an oath along with it, though the majority of scholars hold that it is not to be
rejected. The meaning of the hadith is that the oath and the testimony are
combined, sometimes the one preceding and sometimes the other. In
another narration the wording is ‘the testimony of one of them rushes forth’
— meaning it precedes.
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His saying: ‘They used to forbid us from pledges and testimonies’ — meaning
from combining the oath with the testimony. And it has been said: what is
meant is the prohibition from saying "by the covenant of Allah’ or ‘I bear
witness by Allah.’
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His saying #: ‘Then after them there will succeed a successor generation
[khalaf] — this is the reading in most copies as yatakhallaf, whilst in some it
is yakhlufu without the ta’, and both are correct — meaning: after them will
come a successor generation [khalaf] with a sukun on the lam, and this is the
transmitted reading. What is meant is a wicked successor generation [kRhalaf
su’]. The linguists said: khalaf is that which takes the place of something else,
and it is used of one who succeeds for good or for ill. However, in the case of
succeeding for good, it is said with both a fatha and a sukun on the lam — the
fatha being more well-known and more correct — whilst in the case of
succeeding for ill, it is said with a sukun according to the majority, though the
fatha has also been related.”

Al-Hafiz Abu Sa‘id al-‘Ala’i (d. 761 AH) said in his Tahqiq Manif al-Rutba li-
man Thabata lahu Sharif al-Suhba (p. 32):
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“We have narrated, from the hadith of Aba Mishar ‘Abd al-A‘la ibn Mishar al-
Ghassani — Sadaga ibn Khalid narrated to us — ‘Amr ibn Sharahil narrated to
us — from Bilal ibn Sa‘d — from his father, may Allah be pleased with him —
who said: We asked: ‘O Messenger of Allah, which of your community is the
best?’ He said: ‘I and my contemporaries.’ He said: ‘Then who?’ He said: ‘Then
the second generation.’ He said: ‘Then who?’ He said: ‘Then the third
generation.’ (1)t
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This Sa‘d is Ibn Tamim, a well-known Companion, and his son Bilal is among
the foremost of the Successors [al-Tabi‘in]. ‘Amr ibn Sharahil was declared
reliable [thiga] by Ibn Hibban (2) and no one has criticised him. Sadaga ibn
Khalid was used as a proof by al-Bukhari, and Abu Mishar is a well-known
figure among the narrators of the two Sahih collections.”

Al-Hafiz Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (d. 852 AH) said in his Fath al-Bart (7/90-94):
w545 Gratdll e 8T 31 ) G 3 (B () Dol Jilab 6 — ) nall Jiliab S - 1Y

Book 62: The Merits of the Companions. Chapter 1: The Merits of the
Companions of the Prophet #, and whoever accompanied the Prophet or saw
him whilst being a Muslim is counted amongst his Companions.
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Hadith 3649: ‘Ali ibn ‘Abd Allah narrated to us; Sufyan narrated to us, from
‘Amr, who said: [ heard Jabir ibn ‘Abd Allah, may Allah be pleased with them
both, saying: Abu Sa‘id al-Khudri narrated to us, saying: The Messenger of
Allah # said: "A time will come upon the people when a multitude from
amongst them will go out to fight, and they will be asked: 'Is there amongst
you anyone who accompanied the Messenger of Allah #?' They will say: 'Yes,'
and victory will be granted to them. Then a time will come upon the people
when a multitude will go out to fight, and it will be said: 'Is there amongst you
anyone who accompanied the Companions of the Messenger of Allah £?'
They will say: 'Yes," and victory will be granted to them. Then a time will come
upon the people when a multitude will go out to fight and it will be said: 'Is
there amongst you anyone who accompanied those who accompanied the
Companions of the Messenger of Allah £?' They will say: 'Yes," and victory will
be granted to them."
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Hadith 3650: Ishaq narrated to me; al-Nadr narrated to us; Shu‘ba informed
us, from Abt Jamra, who said: I heard Zahdam ibn Mudarrib, who said: I heard
‘Imran ibn Husayn, may Allah be pleased with them both, saying: The
Messenger of Allah # said: "The best of my community is my generation
[qarni], then those who come after them, then those who come after them."
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‘Imran said: "I do not know whether he mentioned two generations [garnayn]
or three after his own generation [qarn]. Then after you will come a people
who bear witness without being called upon to do so, who betray and are not
trusted, who make vows and do not fulfil them, and amongst whom obesity
becomes widespread.”
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Hadith 3651: Muhammad ibn Kathir narrated to us; Sufyan informed us, from
Mansur, from Ibrahim, from ‘Abida, from ‘Abd Allah, may Allah be pleased
with him, that the Prophet # said: "The best of people is my generation
[qarni], then those who come after them, then those who come after them.
Then will come a people whose testimony precedes their oath and whose
oath precedes their testimony." Ibrahim said: "They used to strike us
regarding testimony and pledges when we were young."
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His saying: "Chapter on the Merits of the Companions of the Messenger of
Allah #" — meaning by way of a general overview and then detailed treatment.
As for the general overview, it encompasses all of them, though he restricted
it to what accords with his stipulated criterion. As for the detailed treatment,
it is for those regarding whom something has been reported specifically, in
accordance with his criterion. The word ‘chapter’ [bab] was omitted in the
transmission of Abu Dharr alone.
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His saying: "Whoever accompanied the Prophet £ or saw him whilst being a
Muslim is counted amongst his Companions" — meaning that the designation
of companionship [suhba] with the Prophet # is deserved by whoever
accompanied him for even the minimum duration to which the word
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companionship [suhba] applies linguistically, even if convention restricts it to
some degree of prolonged association. It also applies to whoever saw him,
even from a distance. What al-Bukhari has stated here is the preponderant
opinion [rajih], though there remains the question of whether it is required
that the one who saw him be of an age to discern what he saw, or whether
the mere occurrence of the sight suffices — and this is a matter for
consideration. The practice of those who compiled works on the Companions
indicates the latter, for they mentioned the like of Muhammad ibn Abi Bakr
al-Siddiq, who was born only three months and some days before the death
of the Prophet #, as established in the Sahth that his mother Asma’ bint
‘Umays gave birth to him during the Farewell Pilgrimage [Hajjat al-Wada ]
before they entered Makka, in the latter part of Dhu al-Qa‘da in the year ten
of the Hijra. Nevertheless, the hadiths of this type are classed as disconnected
[marasu]. The dispute that runs between the majority and Abu Ishaq al-
Isfarayini and those who agreed with him in rejecting all disconnected
narrations [marasil] — including even the disconnected narrations of the
Companions — does not apply to the hadiths of these individuals, because
their hadiths are neither of the category of the disconnected narrations of
the senior Successors [kibar al-tabi in] nor of the disconnected narrations of
those Companions who actually heard from the Prophet %. This is one of the
paradoxes posed as a riddle, it being said: "A Companion whose hadith is
disconnected [mursal], not accepted by one who accepts the disconnected
narrations of the Companions."
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Some of them went further and would not count anyone amongst the
Companions except those who accompanied him in the customary sense [al-
suhba al- ‘urfiyya], as has come from ‘Asim al-Ahwal, who said: "*Abd Allah ibn
Sarjas saw the Messenger of Allah #, but he was not a Companion [lam yakun
lahu suhba]" — recorded by Ahmad (ibn Hanbal) — and this despite the fact
that ‘Asim narrated several hadiths from this same ‘Abd Allah ibn Sarjas,
which are found in (Sahih) Muslim and the Sunan collections, most of them
through ‘Asim'’s transmission from him, including the report that the Prophet
% sought forgiveness for him. This then was ‘Asim's view that a Companion
is one who accompanied him in the customary sense [al-suhba al- ‘urfiyyal.
Likewise, it has been narrated from Sa‘id ibn al-Musayyab that he would not
count anyone amongst the Companions except one who had resided with the
Prophet # for a year or more, or had participated with him in at least one
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military expedition. However, the accepted practice runs contrary to this
view, for the scholars agreed upon counting a great multitude as Companions
who never met the Prophet £ except during the Farewell Pilgrimage [Hajjat
al-Wada 7.
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Whoever stipulated companionship in the customary sense [al-suhba al-
‘urfiyya] would thereby exclude those who merely saw him or those who met
him but parted from him shortly thereafter, as has come from Anas, who
when asked: "Has anyone remained from the Companions of the Prophet %
besides you?" replied: "No" — despite the fact that at that time there were
many who had met him from amongst the Bedouins [a rab]. Some of them
further stipulated that the person be of adult age [baligh] at the time of
meeting him, and this too is rejected, for it would exclude the like of al-Hasan
ibn ‘Ali and others from the young Companions. What al-Bukhari has stated
with certainty is the position of Ahmad (ibn Hanbal) and the majority of the
hadith scholars.
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Al-Bukhari's phrase "whilst being a Muslim" is a qualifying condition that
excludes those who accompanied him or saw him whilst being disbelievers.
As for those amongst them who embraced Islam after his death, if the phrase
"whilst being a Muslim" is understood as a circumstantial qualifier [hal], then
such a person is excluded — and this is the relied-upon position. An objection
arises in the definition regarding one who accompanied him or saw him
whilst a believer but then apostatised and never returned to Islam, for by
consensus such a person is not a Companion; the definition should therefore
be supplemented with the words: "and died upon that." In the Musnad of
Ahmad there occurs the hadith of Rabi‘a ibn Umayya ibn Khalaf al-Jumahi,
who was amongst those who embraced Islam at the Conquest [al-fath],
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witnessed the Farewell Pilgrimage with the Messenger of Allah #, and
narrated from him after his death; but then he was afflicted with
wretchedness and in the caliphate of ‘Umar he joined the Byzantines and
became a Christian on account of something that angered him.

The recording of a hadith of one such as this is problematic, and perhaps
whoever recorded it was unaware of the story of his apostasy — and Allah
knows best. If someone apostatised and then returned to Islam but did not
see the Prophet # again after his return, the correct view is that he is still
counted amongst the Companions, given the consensus of the hadith
scholars on counting al-Ash‘ath ibn Qays and others like him who
experienced that, and their inclusion of their hadiths in the Masanid. As for
whether all of this is restricted to the children of Adam or extends to other
rational beings [ ‘uqala’] — that is a matter for consideration. Regarding the
jinn, the preponderant view is that they are included, for the Prophet £ was
certainly sent to them, they are morally accountable [mukallafun], and
amongst them are the disobedient and the obedient. Whoever among them
is known by name should not hesitantly be mentioned amongst the
Companions — even if Ibn al-Athir criticised Abu Musa for that, he did not
ground his criticism in any evidence.
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As for the angels, counting them amongst the Companions depends on
whether it is established that the Prophet # was sent to them — a matter on
which the legal theorists [usuliyyun] disagreed, some of them even
transmitting a consensus affirming it whilst others held the contrary. All of
this applies to one who saw him during his worldly life. As for one who saw
him after his death and before his burial, the preponderant view is that such
a person is not a Companion — otherwise one who happened to see his noble
body whilst it lay in its venerated grave, even in these later times, would be
counted as such, as would any of the saints [awliya’] to whom he was
unveiled and who saw him in this way by way of a miraculous gift [karamal.
The argument of those who affirmed companionship for one who saw him
before his burial is that he continued to be alive, but this life is not worldly
life; rather it is the life of the hereafter, to which the rulings of this world do
not apply — for the martyrs are alive, yet the rulings pertaining to them after
their killing follow the rulings that apply to other deceased persons. And Allah
knows best.
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The sight referred to here likewise means that which occurred to those
previously discussed whilst they were awake. As for one who saw him in a
dream — and even though such a vision is indeed a true one — this pertains
to spiritual matters rather than the legal rulings of this world; hence such a
person is not counted as a Companion and is not obliged to act upon what
the Prophet commanded him in that state. And Allah knows best. [ have found
what al-Bukhari stated with certainty regarding the definition of a
Companion in the words of his teacher ‘Ali ibn al-Madini: I read in the
Mustakhraj of Abu al-Qasim ibn Manda, through his chain to the Hafiz Ahmad
ibn Sayyar al-Marwazi, who said: [ heard Ahmad ibn ‘Atik say: ‘Al ibn al-
Madini said: "Whoever accompanied the Prophet ¥ or saw him even for an
hour of the day is counted amongst the Companions of the Prophet £." I have
elaborated upon this question in what I have compiled from the sciences of
hadith, and this much here suffices.
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The author then mentioned three hadiths in this chapter, the first being the
hadith of Jabir ibn ‘Abd Allah from Abu Sa‘id, and it is a transmission of one
Companion from another Companion.
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His saying: "A time will come upon the people when a multitude [fi'‘am] will
go out to fight" — the word fi’am is pronounced with a kasra on the fa’
followed by a ya’ with a hamza, and it has also been related without the
hamza, meaning "a group." Its vocalisation was previously discussed in the
chapter on seeking assistance from the weak at the beginning of the Book of
Jihad. From this hadith one derives the invalidity of the claim of anyone in
these later times who claims companionship [suhba], for the report implies
the continued occurrence of jihad and military expeditions to the lands of the
disbelievers, with the question being asked: "Is there anyone among you from
his Companions?" and the answer being: "No" — and likewise regarding the
Successors [tabi in] and the Successors of the Successors [atba * al-tabi n].
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All of that occurred in times gone by, and the military expeditions to the lands
of the disbelievers have ceased in these times; indeed the situation has been
entirely reversed, as is well known and observable over a long period —
especially in the lands of Andalusia [bilad al-Andalus].
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The hadith scholars have precisely identified the last Companion to die —
absolutely speaking — as Abt al-Tufayl ‘Amir ibn Wathila al-Laythi, as Muslim
stated with certainty in his Sahih. His death occurred in the year one
hundred, though it has also been said: in the year one hundred and seven,
and also: in the year one hundred and ten. This accords with his (Prophet )
statement a month before his death: "At the completion of one hundred
years, none of those who are today upon the face of the earth will remain." In
the narration of Abu al-Zubayr from Jabir in Muslim there occurs mention of
a fourth generation [tabaqa], and its wording is: "A time will come upon the
people when an expeditionary force will be sent out from them, and they will
say: 'Look — do you find amongst you anyone from the Companions of the
Prophet £?' A man will be found and victory will be granted to them. Then
the second expedition will be sent and they will say: 'Look—" — until he said
— "Then there will be the fourth expedition." This narration is anomalous
[shadhdha], and the majority of narrations are restricted to three, as I shall
clarify in the hadith that follows. Similar to it is the hadith of Wathila,
attributed to the Prophet: "You will continue to be in good so long as there
remains amongst you one who saw me and accompanied me. By Allah, you
will continue to be in good so long as there remains amongst you one who
saw one who saw me and accompanied me" — recorded by Ibn Abi Shayba,
and its chain is good [hasan].
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His saying: "Ishaq narrated to me" — he is Ibn Rahawayh, as Ibn al-Sakan and
Abu Nu‘aym stated with certainty in the Mustakhraj. Al-Nadr is Ibn Shumayl.
Abu Jamra — with jum and ra’ — is the companion of Ibn ‘Abbas, and he
narrated here from a Successor [tabi 1] like himself.
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His saying: "The best of my community is my generation [qarni]" — meaning
the people of my generation [qarn]. A generation [qarn] is the people of a
single closely proximate era who share in some intended common matter,
and it is said that this is restricted to those who gathered in the time of a
Prophet or a leader who unites them upon a creed, a legal school [madhhab],
or a practice. The term generation [qarn] is also applied to a span of time,
and the scholars disagreed in defining it — ranging from ten years to one
hundred and twenty — though I have not found anyone who explicitly stated
seventy or one hundred and ten, whilst every other figure has been held by
someone. Al-Jawhari mentioned between thirty and eighty. In the hadith of
‘Abd Allah ibn Busr in (Sahih) Muslim there occurs what indicates that a
generation [qarn] is one hundred years, and this is the well-known view. The
author of al-Matali® said: "A generation [qarn] is a community that has
perished leaving none of them remaining." One hundred years is established
in the hadith of ‘Abd Allah ibn Busr, and this is the view held by most of the
scholars of Iraq. The author of al-Muhkam did not mention fifty, and
mentioned from ten to seventy, then said: "This is the average lifespan of the
people of every age," and this is the most balanced of the views — as explicitly
stated by Ibn al-A‘rabi, who said it is derived from the word aqran
[contemporaries]. It is possible to reconcile the differing views cited above
on this basis for those who said a generation [qarn] is forty years or more,
though the view of those who said less than that cannot be harmonised in
this way. And Allah knows best. What is meant by the generation [qarn] of the
Prophet # in this hadith is the Companions.
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It has preceded in the description of the Prophet # that "he was sent in the
best of the generations [quriin] of the children of Adam," and in the narration
of Burayda in Ahmad: "The best of this community is the generation [qarn] in
which I was sent." It has become apparent that the span between the
Prophethood and the death of the last Companion is one hundred and twenty
years, or slightly less or slightly more, depending on the disagreement
regarding the death of Abu al-Tufayl. If reckoned from after the death of the
Prophet # it would be one hundred, or ninety, or ninety-seven years. As for
the generation [qarn] of the Successors [tabi in], if reckoned from the year
one hundred it would be approximately seventy or eighty years; and as for
those after them, if reckoned from the same point it would be approximately
fifty years. This makes clear that the duration of a generation [qarn] varies
according to the lifespans of the people of each age. And Allah knows best.
The scholars agreed that the last of the Successors of the Successors [atba ‘ al-
tabi in] whose opinion is accepted are those who lived until approximately the
year two hundred and twenty. At this time innovations [bida | appeared and
spread widely, the Mu‘tazila gave free rein to their tongues, the philosophers
raised their heads, the scholars of knowledge were put to trial to make them
say that the Qur’an was created, and conditions changed drastically — and
matters have continued to decline to this day. The saying of the Prophet %
"then falsehood will spread" became clearly manifest to the point of
encompassing statements, actions, and beliefs. And Allah alone is the One
from Whom aid is sought.
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His saying: "Then those who come after them" — meaning the generation
[qarn] after them, who are the Successors [tabi in]; "then those who come
after them" — who are the Successors of the Successors [atba al-tabi in].
This hadith entails that the Companions are superior to the Successors
[tabiin], and the Successors [tabiin] superior to the Successors of the
Successors [atba“ al-tabiin]. However, the question of whether this
superiority is relative to the group collectively or to individuals is a matter of
scholarly discussion. The majority inclined to the second view, whilst the first
is the position of Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr. What appears evident is that whoever
fought alongside the Prophet £, or fought in his time by his command, or
spent any of his wealth on account of him, is unmatched in merit by anyone
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who comes after him, whoever that may be. As for one who did not
experience any of that, that is where the scholarly debate lies. The basis for
this is the saying of Allah, exalted be He: {Not equal among you are those who
spent and fought before the Conquest — those are greater in degree than
those who spent and fought afterwardsy.
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Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr also cited as evidence the hadith: "The likeness of my
community is the likeness of rain — one does not know whether its beginning
or its end is better." This is a good [hasan] hadith with chains of transmission
that may elevate it to the level of authenticity [sihha]. Al-Nawawi made the
curious move of attributing it in his legal opinions [fatawa] to the Musnad of
Abu Ya'la from the hadith of Anas through a weak chain, even though it is
found in al-Tirmidhi through a stronger chain from the hadith of Anas, and
Ibn Hibban authenticated it from the hadith of ‘Ammar. Al-Nawawi
responded to this hadith with a response whose essence is: that what is
meant is those of the people of the age who would encounter ‘Isa ibn
Maryam, peace be upon him, and would witness during his time the
goodness, blessing, unity of the word of Islam, and the defeat of the word of
disbelief — so that one who witnessed that would be confused as to which of
the two times was better. But this confusion is dispelled by the explicit saying
of the Prophet #: "The best of generations [qurun] is my generation [qarni]."
And Allah knows best.

o S350 1 525 06 106 s sy G T 3 ik G AP 8 i (B T 0 5 B
W5T ity B3 6 Bl g oy - - AN ,as\ Gigd

Ibn Abi Shayba narrated with a good [hasan] chain from the hadith of ‘Abd al-
Rahman ibn Jubayr ibn Nufayr — one of the Successors [tabi in] — who said:
The Messenger of Allah # said: "The Messiah will surely find communities
who are just like you — or better" — saying this three times — "and Allah will
never disgrace a community of which I am the first and the Messiah is the
last."

I el 3525 6 G 5 die 1 G ST G Sl 26T 3B ARE) BN f cus e sy 3915 g 3
o 8 338 6y gl liabl ciady ek o Uall 1 W 531 B e s Al s el Tals b5 K

ad 153 Y6 Ligao 830} 50 835 Lot i3 Cnd 33 35 g Osled J.

4|Page



Abt Dawud and al-Tirmidhi narrated from the hadith of Abu Tha‘laba,
attributed to the Prophet: "Days will come in which the reward of the one
who acts [righteously] therein will be the reward of fifty." It was said: "Of
them or of us, O Messenger of Allah?" He said: "Rather, of you." This serves as
corroborating evidence for the hadith "The likeness of my community is the
likeness of rain." Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr also cited as evidence the hadith of ‘Umar,
attributed to the Prophet: "The most excellent of creation in faith are a people
still in the loins of men who will believe in me without having seen me" —
recorded by al-Tayalisi and others, but its chain is weak and therefore it is
not a valid proof.
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Ahmad, al-Darimi, and al-Tabarani narrated from the hadith of Abt Jum‘a,
who said: Abu ‘Ubayda said: "O Messenger of Allah, is there anyone better
than us? We embraced Islam with you and waged jihad with you." He said: "A
people who will come after you, who will believe in me without having seen
me." Its chain is good [hasan] and al-Hakim authenticated it. Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr
also argued that the reason the first generation [qarn] is the best of
generations [qurun] is that they were strangers [ghuraba] in their faith on
account of the abundance of disbelievers at that time, and their patience in
the face of harm, and their adherence to their religion. He said: Likewise, the
later ones amongst them, if they uphold the religion, adhere to it, and are
patient in obedience at a time when sins and trials are prevalent, they too will
be strangers [ghuraba’] in that regard, and their deeds will be pure in that
time just as the deeds of those earlier ones were pure. Evidence for this is
what Muslim narrated from Abu Hurayra, attributed to the Prophet: "Islam
began as something strange and will return to being strange as it began — so
glad tidings [tuba] to the strangers [ghuraba ]."

B g caall aig e hndf O 1 sl a5 g s 8550 BTl i B ) s o 498 8 35
aiidy J AT sy o3 £ 6 dndal b 35 g b e o e o S Es b,

The position of Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr was objected to on the grounds that what his
words entail is that amongst those who come after the Companions there
would be those who are superior to some of the Companions — and this was
explicitly stated by al-Qurtubi. However, the words of Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr are
not absolute with respect to all the Companions, for he explicitly stated in his
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discussion that the People of Badr and the People of Hudaybiyya are
excepted.
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Indeed, what the majority held is that the merit of companionship [suhba] —
on account of the direct witnessing of the Messenger of Allah # — is not
matched by any deed. As for one who additionally had the distinction of
defending him, of preceding others in emigration [hijra] or in giving victory
[nusra], and of preserving and transmitting the revealed law to those who
came after — no one who comes after him is equal to him, for there is not a
single one of the aforementioned qualities except that the one who preceded
in it receives the like of the reward of everyone who acted upon it after him.
Thus, their superiority becomes manifest.
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The crux of the dispute is therefore restricted to one for whom nothing
occurred except the bare witnessing [mushahada] alone, as previously stated.
If a reconciliation is made between the various differing hadiths mentioned,
that would be the appropriate approach — though the hadith "the one who
acts amongst them has the reward of fifty of you" does not indicate the
superiority of non-Companions over the Companions, for a mere increase in
reward does not necessarily establish absolute superiority. Moreover, the
differential in reward occurs only in relation to that which resembles the
given deed in that respect; as for what the one who witnessed the Prophet %
gained by way of the additional merit of direct witnessing [mushahada] — no
one equals him in that. By this means it is possible to interpret [ta wil] the
hadiths cited above. As for the hadith of Aba Jum‘a, the narrators did not
agree on its wording — some narrated it with the word "better" [Rhayriyya]
as previously mentioned, and some narrated it with the wording: "We said: O
Messenger of Allah, is there any people with a greater reward than us?" —
recorded by al-Tabarani, and the chain of this narration is stronger than the
chain of the earlier narration, and it accords with the hadith of Abu Tha‘laba.
The response to it has already preceded. And Allah knows best.

I6|Page



ot 35 bt Kip B0 gl 39kl i) s 3 ELH 148 (e 85 (B0 51 58 i aag 551 ()30 98) <438
KB 5b phid e I (85 M e i o OUa o8 e (Ab sy Bl ST 5 (O e 8L

G 3y qaiplll 13y 8 @35 I F (g1 F ad ol @ Bs 1 36 s B G i 5k 6 s J6

e o0 G 05 6805 106 4l 12 ok o A g Il b e e G 5h VBN Vs 4 s

3 835 LI F G F e 6 @l B g e AR e s e il LR 83 g 6
skl sl B g 1 5 iy i o3 S iy s o e Bk ) B s
P.Lc\ B amslo 9 Gl S O ‘§; o sy S b,j;*i\? bk ol .

His saying: "I do not know whether he mentioned two generations [qarnayn]
or three after his own generation [qarn]" — a similar doubt occurred in the
hadiths of Ibn Mas‘ud and Abu Hurayra in (Sahih) Muslim, and in the hadith
of Burayda in Ahmad. In most of the chains it is narrated without any doubt,
amongst them from al-Nu‘man ibn Bashir in (Musnad) Ahmad, and from Malik
in (Sahih) Muslim from ‘A’isha: "A man said: O Messenger of Allah, which
people are the best? He said: The generation [garn] in which I live, then the
second, then the third." In the narration of al-Tabarani and Sammawayh
there occurs what explains this question, namely what they both recorded
through the chain of Bilal ibn Sa‘d ibn Tamim from his father, who said: "I
said: O Messenger of Allah, which people are the best? He said: I and my
generation [qarni]" — then mentioning the rest similarly. Al-Tayalis1 has from
the hadith of ‘Umar, attributed to the Prophet: "The best of my community is
the generation [qarn] from which I am, then the second, then the third."

In the hadith of Ja‘da ibn Hubayra in Ibn Abi Shayba and al-Tabarani there
occurs the affirmation of a fourth generation [qarn], and its wording is: "The
best of people is my generation [qarnt], then those who come after them,
then those who come after them, then those who come after them — then
the last ones are the worst." Its narrators are trustworthy [thigat], though
there is disagreement regarding Ja‘da's status as a Companion. And Allah
knows best."
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His saying: "Then after them will come a people [qawman]" — this is the
reading of the majority, whilst in some versions it is qawmun, which may be
explained as a scribal convention of those who do not write the alif in the
accusative, or it may be that inna here is affirmatory in the sense of "yes" —
though this is far-fetched and contrived. This hadith has been used as
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evidence for the upright character [ta dil] of the people of the three
generations [qurun al-thalatha], even though their ranks in merit varied. This
is to be understood as applying to the majority and the predominant
condition, for amongst those of the two generations [qarnayn] after the
Companions there were indeed some who exhibited the aforementioned
blameworthy characteristics — though rarely; unlike those after the three
generations [qurun], amongst whom such characteristics became
widespread and well-known. The hadith also clarifies those whose testimony
is to be rejected, namely those who are characterised by the said qualities.
This is what is indicated by the saying "then falsehood will spread" — meaning
it will become abundant. Al-Mazari said that it has also been used as evidence
for the permissibility of making distinctions in merit between individual
Companions. The remainder of its commentary has preceded in the Book of
Testimony.
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The third hadith is the hadith of Ibn Mas‘ud, which is similar in meaning, and
it has preceded in the Book of Testimony with its chain and text, along with
the portion of its commentary related to testimony. And Allah knows best.”
(End of quote from Fath al-Bari).

Al-Sakhawi (d. 902 AH), the distinguished student of Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani,

likewise confirmed this in his Fath al-Mugith bi-Sharh Alfiyyat al-Hadith li-1-
Traqu (4/152-153), stating:
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"The best of people is my generation [qarni], then those who come after
them, then those who come after them." The majority hold the contrary
position regarding those who came after the Companions, as has preceded
in the discussion of the disconnected narration [mursal], namely that their
uprightness [ ‘adala] must be explicitly established just as is the case with
others. They said: The hadith is to be understood, with regard to the two
generations [qarnayn] after the first, as applying to the majority and the
predominant condition, for there were indeed found amongst them those
who exhibited the blameworthy characteristics — though rarely in the first
of the two; unlike those who came after them, for such characteristics
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became widespread and well-known amongst them. The last of the
Successors of the Successors [Atba‘ al-Tabi in] whose opinion is accepted
were those who lived until approximately the year 220 AH. At this time
innovations [bida | appeared and spread widely, the Mu ‘tazila gave free rein
to their tongues, the philosophers raised their heads, the scholars of
knowledge were put to trial to make them affirm the createdness of the
Qur’an, and conditions changed drastically. Matters have continued to
decline to this day — we ask Allah for safety [salama].”

Conclusion:

The foregoing examination of the hadith traditions concerning the blessed
generations [al-qurun al-mubaraka] has demonstrated, through an extensive
survey of the primary sources and the statements of the leading scholars of
hadith, several important conclusions that may be drawn with a reasonable
degree of scholarly confidence.

The predominant and best-established position — supported by the
overwhelming majority of narrations from multiple Companions including
Ibn Mas‘ud, ‘Imran ibn Husayn, ‘A’isha, and ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, (may Allah
be pleased with them all) and affirmed without any doubt or hesitation in the
two Sahih collections — is that the Prophet % praised three generations: his
own generation [garni], then those who come after them, then those who
come after them. This is the position upon which the scholars of hadith
settled, and it is the foundation upon which the definition of the Salaf al-
Salihin rests. Imam al-Nawawi stated with clarity that the scholars are in
agreement that the best of all generations [qurun] is the generation of the
Prophet #, and al-Hafiz Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani further elaborated in Fath al-
Bari that this hadith entails that the Companions are superior to the
Successors [al-Tabitn], and the Successors superior to the Successors of
the Successors [Atba® al-Tabi‘in] — establishing a clear hierarchy of
excellence across the three foundational generations of Islam.

Whilst certain narrations mention a fourth praiseworthy generation, the
narrations affirming three praiseworthy generations are more numerous,
more soundly transmitted, and more free from doubt — as is evident from
the sheer breadth of chains recorded in the two Sahih collections and the
major Sunan and Masanid hadith collections from several Companions
without any expression of uncertainty. The variation observed across
different chains and narrators reflects the well-known phenomenon of
transmission by meaning [riwaya bi-lI-ma‘na] and the uncertainty of some
narrators regarding the precise wording of the original hadith, and does not
in any way undermine the firmly established praise of the three blessed
generations.
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What emerges from this entire discussion is a picture of remarkable scholarly
acceptance: that the Salaf al-Salihin are the three generations praised by the
Prophet £ — the Companions [al-Sahaba], the Successors [al-Tabitn], and
the Successors of the Successors [Atba“ al-Tabi‘in] — and that adherence to
their path in creed, methodology, and practice is an obligation binding upon
the Muslim community. As al-Sakhawi noted, matters have continued in a
state of decline since the close of the third generation, rendering the
obligation of returning to the methodology of the Salaf not merely a scholarly
preference but an urgent religious necessity for every Muslim who seeks the
pleasure of Allah Most High.

It follows from this that the true inheritors and representatives of the Salaf
al-Salihin after the three blessed generations are none other than the
scholars and communities of the Ahl al-Sunna wa al-Jama‘a — the Ash‘aris,
the Maturidis, and the virtuous Atharis’ — whose scholarly traditions have
maintained unbroken chains of transmission [asanid mutassila] in every
generation going back to the Prophet # and his Companions. These are the
communities that preserved the creed, the sciences of hadith, the schools of
jurisprudence [madhahib], and the spiritual path of the Salaf across the
centuries, transmitting them faithfully from teacher to student in an
uninterrupted succession. Those who in recent times have appropriated the
label of "Salaft" for themselves whilst severing or disregarding these chains of
transmitted scholarship — and whilst departing from the established
positions of the great Imams of the Ahl al-Sunna — have no genuine claim to
representing the Salaf al-Salihin. The true mark of connection to the Salaf is
not a self-adopted name, but rather an unbroken and verifiable chain of
transmitted knowledge, sound creed (‘aqida), and fidelity to the methodology
of the three praised generations in all its dimensions. And Allah alone grants
success, and upon Him alone is reliance.

Compiled by:
Abul Hasan Hussain Ahmed

Friday 17" April 2026 / 29th Shawwal 1447 AH
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End notes:

" Meaning: Qadi ‘Iyad ibn Musa al-Yahsubi (d. 544 AH), renowned for his celebrated
al-Shifa’ bi-Ta Tif Huquq al-Mustafa, also wrote a commentary on Sahth Muslim that
was later utilised by al-Nawawi.

i Footnotes by the editor (Wa’il Muhammad Bakr Zahran):

(1) Narrated by al-Tahawi in Sharh Ma‘ani al-Athar (5669), and by al-Tabarani in al-
Mu‘jam al-Kabir (6 /44, no. 5460), via the route of Abu Mishar. It was also narrated
by Ibn Abi ‘Asim in al-Ahad wa al-Mathani (4,/406, no. 2456), and likewise by al-
Tabarani (6 /44, no. 5460), via the route of Hisham ibn ‘Ammar from Sadaga. Al-
Haythami said in Majma“ al-Zawa’id (9,/743): "Its narrators are reliable [thiga]."

(2) Al-Thigat (7/224, no. 9783).
i A type of hadith collection

v This narration, with the mention of four praiseworthy generations, is also found in
al-Mustadrak ‘ala al-Sahihayn of Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Hakim
al-Nisabdri (321-405 AH), edited by Dar al-Risala al-‘Alamiyya (first edition, 1439 AH
/ 2018 CE, edited, referenced, and annotated by: ‘Adil Murshid (vols. 1, 4, 7 jointly,
9), Ahmad Barhtm (vol. 2), Muhammad Kamil Qara Bali (vols. 3, 5, 6), Sa‘id al-Lahham
(vols. 7 jointly, 8). The Arabic text is available here -
https://app.turath.io /book /1424?page=3943

From 5,/801-805:

4932 — Abu Bakr Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Amr al-Bazzaz narrated to us in
Baghdad, confirming the soundness of what Mus'ab mentioned; Ahmad ibn
Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Ju‘fi narrated to us; Abu Bakr ibn Abi Shayba
narrated to us; ‘Abd Allah ibn Idris narrated to us, from his father, from his
grandfather, from Ja‘da ibn Hubayra, who said: I heard the Messenger of Allah # say:
"The best of people is my generation [garni], then those who come after them, then
those who come after them, then those who come after them — then the last ones
are the worst [arda]."

(1) It is sound by virtue of corroborating narrations [sahih li-ghayrih]. The narrators
of this chain are acceptable, though there is disagreement regarding Ja‘da ibn
Hubayra's status as a Companion. Nevertheless, he did see the Prophet %, for he is
the son of Hubayra ibn Abi Wahb, who fled at the time of the Conquest of Makka to
Najran and died as a disbeliever, and Islam had separated him from Umm Hani’ bint
Abi Talib — the mother of Ja‘da. There is therefore no doubt that Ja‘da was born
before or just prior to the Conquest of Makka. For this reason, al-Hafiz said in al-
Isaba (1/527): "As for his having seen the Prophet #, that is certain, for he was born
during the lifetime of the Prophet # and is the son of the Prophet's cousin's
daughter, and the particular closeness of Umm Hani’ to the Prophet % is well
known."
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We say: What has occurred here of his explicitly stating that he heard directly from
the Prophet # is certainly an error, for none of the students of Abu Bakr ibn Abi
Shayba mentioned his hearing of this report from the Prophet # — and amongst
them are major Huffaz of greater seniority and standing than the one who narrated
it from him here. Likewise, Abu Nu‘aym al-Fadl ibn Dukayn narrated it from Dawud
ibn Yazid al-Awdi — the brother of Idris ibn Yazid, father of ‘Abd Allah ibn Idris —
from his father, from Ja‘'da, without mentioning his hearing it from the Prophet £.

There was also another disagreement regarding this Ja‘da. Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr in al-
Isti‘ab, followed by al-Mizzi in Tahdhib al-Kamal (4/566) and al-‘Ala’1 in Jami"‘ al-
Tahsil, held the view that this Ja‘da is Ibn Hubayra al-Ashja‘1 and not al-Makhzumi
the son of Umm Hani’. Al-Hafiz Ibn Hajar said in al-Isaba (1/483): "However, I have
not found amongst those who recorded it anyone who described him as al-Ashja ‘1.
Indeed, Ibn Abi Shayba, Ahmad ibn Mani*, Ibn Abi ‘Asim, al-Baghawi, al-Bawardi, Ibn
Qani‘, and al-Tabarani all recorded it in the biographical entry of Ja‘da ibn Hubayra
al-Makhztmi, and in the Musannaf of Ibn Abi Shayba it appears as 'Ja‘da ibn Hubayra
ibn Abi Wahb' — and this is al-Makhzumi — so it appears that Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr erred
in treating him as a different person." We say: Al-Hafiz likewise attributed to Ibn Abi
Shayba that he named him in his Musannaf as Ja‘da ibn Hubayra ibn Abi Wahb, and
Mughlatay preceded al-Hafiz in this in his Ikmal Tahdhib al-Kamal — though this
name does not appear in any of the currently available manuscripts of the Musannaf
according to the editions of ‘Awwama, al-Luhaydan, and al-Jum-a. It may therefore
be an addition by some copyists in certain manuscripts — and Allah knows best.
What remains is the practice of those who compiled works on the Companions of
recording this hadith in the biographical entry of Ja‘da al-Makhzumi, to which is
added the statement of Abti Hatim al-Razi in al-Marasil to his son, after Abta Hatim
mentioned this hadith: "Ja‘da ibn Hubayra is a Successor [tabi‘i] and is the son of the
sister of ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib."

It is further noteworthy that al-Hakim in Tarikh Naysabur denied that he saw the
Prophet %, as stated in Ikmal Tahdhib al-Kamal by Mughlatay (3 /197) — and this is
remarkable given that al-Hakim here in al-Mustadrak affirmed his Companionship
[suhba]!

It is found in the Musnad of Abt Bakr ibn Abi Shayba as in al-Matalib al-‘Aliya of Ibn
Hajar (1/4161), and in his Musannaf (12 /176), though in the Musannaf it mentions
three praiseworthy generations and not four — and likewise in all currently available
manuscripts according to the editions of ‘Awwama, al-Luhaydan, and al-Jum‘a.

It was also recorded by ‘Abd ibn Humayd (383), Ibn Abi ‘Asim in al-Ahad wa al-
Mathani (726) and in al-Sunna (1476), al-Tabarani in al-Kabir (2187) from Muhammad
ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Hadrami, and Abt Nu‘aym in Ma ‘rifat al-Sahaba (1673) through the
route of Muhammad ibn ‘Uthman ibn Abi Shayba — all four of them ['Abd ibn
Humayd, Ibn Abi ‘Asim, Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah al-Hadrami, and Muhammad ibn
‘Uthman ibn Abi Shayba] from Abu Bakr ibn Abi Shayba, corresponding to his
narration in his Musnad which mentions four praiseworthy generations.
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Ibn Abi Khaythama recorded it in the second volume of his Tarikh al-Kabir (3650);
Ibn Qani‘ in Mu jam al-Sahaba (1,/154) from Muhammad ibn al-‘Abbas al-Mu’addib;
and Ibn al-Athir in Usd al-Ghaba (1/340) through the route of Ibn Abi ‘Asim — all
three of them [Ibn Abi Khaythama, Muhammad ibn al-‘Abbas, and Ibn Abi ‘Asim]
from Abu Bakr ibn Abi Shayba, corresponding to his narration in the Musannaf, i.e.
mentioning three praiseworthy generations only.

Abii Ya'la recorded it in his Musnad al-Kabir as in al-Matalib al-‘Aliya (4161/3), from
Zakariyya ibn Yahya Zahmawayh al-Wasiti, from ‘Abd Allah ibn Idris, through this
chain, corresponding to the narration of Ibn Abi Shayba in his Musnad — i.e.
mentioning four praiseworthy generations — as is required by the practice of al-
Hafiz in al-Matalib where he referred back to what preceded, namely Ibn Abi Shayba
and ‘Abd ibn Humayd. And Allah knows best.

Al-Tabarani recorded it in al-Kabir (2188) through the route of Abu Kurayb
Muhammad ibn al-‘Ala’, from ‘Abd Allah ibn Idris, through the same chain, with the
wording: "The best of people is my generation [garni], then those who come after
them — then the last ones are the most vile [ardhalu]" — mentioning only two
praiseworthy generations, and this is anomalous [gharib].

Al-Bukhari recorded it in his Tarikh al-Kabir (8 /347); Abu Hatim al-Razi in Musnad
al-Wuhdan as in al-Marasil of his son (70); Ibn Abi Hatim in al-‘Ilal (2643) from Abu
Zur‘a al-Razi; Abu al-Qasim al-Baghawi in al-Sahaba as in al-Tkmal of Mughlatay
(3/198) from Ibrahim ibn Hani’; and the author [al-Hakim] in Tarikh Naysabur as in
al-Tkmal (3 /197) through the route of Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Nasr al-Labbad —
all five of them [al-Bukhari, Aba Hatim, Abt Zur‘a, Ibrahim ibn Hani’, and al-Labbad]
from Abtu Nu‘aym al-Fadl ibn Dukayn, from Dawud ibn Yazid ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman al-
Awdi, from his father, from Ja‘da. Abu Hatim al-Razi cited its wording, saying in his
narration: "The best of people is my generation [qarni] — those from whom I am —
then those who come after them, then those who come after them; then the fourth
is the most vile [ardhalu] until the Hour is established." Likewise, the narration of
Abu Nu‘aym al-Fadl ibn Dukayn mentions only three praiseworthy generations,
corresponding to the narration of Ibn Abi Shayba in his Musannaf, and the narration
of Abu Zur‘a al-Razi does not contain mention of the fourth and most vile
generation.

Dawud ibn Yazid is the brother of Idris ibn Yazid, the father of ‘Abd Allah — so they
are two brothers who both narrated the hadith from their father from Ja‘da.
However, Yunus ibn Bukayr disagreed with Abu Nu‘aym al-Fadl ibn Dukayn in his
narration from Dawud ibn Yazid — as recorded by al-Bazzar (9661), Ibn Abi Hatim in
al-‘Ilal (2643), and al-Tabarani in al-Awsat (5475) — narrating it from Dawud ibn
Yazid, from his father, from Abt Hurayra, substituting Abtu Hurayra in place of Ja‘da
ibn Hubayra. Abu Zur‘a said, as transmitted from him by Ibn Abi Hatim: "Abt Nu‘aym
is more retentive [ahfaz] than Yunus, and Ja‘da has no Companionship [suhba]" —
meaning that he gave preference to the mention of Ja‘da. This is further supported
by the narration of Idris ibn Yazid al-Awdi from his father from Ja‘da ibn Hubayra,
confirming that Yunus ibn Bukayr erred. And Allah Most High knows best.

His saying "arda" means "worse" [arda’], with facilitation [tashil] of the hamza.
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Corroborating evidence for the mention of four praiseworthy generations is found
in the hadith of ‘Abd Allah ibn Mas‘ud in one of his narrations recorded by Ahmad
(6/3594), though in another narration of his in Muslim (2533), after mentioning
three generations, the words occur: "I do not know whether it was the third or the
fourth."

And the hadith of al-Nu'man ibn Bashir in Ahmad (30,/18349) and (18447).

And the hadith of ‘Imran ibn Husayn in Ahmad (33 /19835), Muslim (2535), al-Nasa’i
(4732), and Ibn Hibban (7229) — though in all their narrations except Ibn Hibban the
words occur: "' Imran said: I do not know whether the Messenger of Allah # said two
or three generations after his own."

And likewise in a narration of Burayda al-Aslami in Ahmad (38/23024).

In other narrations of Ibn Mas'td mentioning three praiseworthy generations:
Ahmad (7/3963), (4130), (4173), (4217); al-Bukhari (2652), (3651), (6429), (6658); Muslim
(2533); Ibn Maja (2362); al-Tirmidhi (3859); al-Nasa’i (5987), (5988), (11750); and Ibn
Hibban (4328) and (7222) — though some narrations contain the phrase "three or
four” or "I do not know whether he said the third or the fourth."

And likewise in other narrations of al-Nu‘man ibn Bashir mentioning three
praiseworthy generations: Ahmad (30/18348) and (18428), and Ibn Hibban (6727).
And likewise in other narrations of ‘Imran ibn Husayn mentioning three
praiseworthy generations: Ahmad (33/19820), (19906), (19953); al-Bukhari (2651),
(3650), (6428), (6695); Abu Dawud (4657); al-Tirmidhi (2221) and (2302) — and in the
narrations of most of them the words occur: "‘Imran said: I do not know whether he
mentioned two or three generations after his own generation." And in some
narrations: "whether he mentioned the third or not."

What is observable from the citation of these narrations is that the mention of three
praiseworthy generations is more frequent than the mention of four. And it has
come in other narrations from other Companions mentioning three without any
doubt — such as the hadith of ‘A’isha in Muslim (2536) and the hadith of ‘Umar ibn
al-Khattab in al-Tayalisi (32). And Allah Most High knows best.

v Imam Shams al-Din Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Saffarini (d. 1188 AH) was a
distinguished Hanbali scholar of the Athari creed, hailing from Nabulus in Palestine.
In his Lawami" al-Anwar al-Bahiyya (1/20), he stated:
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“What is meant by the school [madhhab] of the predecessors [salaf] is what the

noble Companions — may Allah be pleased with them all — were upon, along with
the foremost of those who followed them in righteousness and their successors, and
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the Imams of the religion from those whose leadership [Imama] was attested, whose
great standing in the religion was recognised, and whose words the people received
generation after generation — excluding those accused of innovation [bid‘a] or
known by a disapproved title, such as the Khawarij, the Rawafid, the Qadariyya, the
Murji’a, the Jabriyya, the Jahmiyya, the Mutazila, the Karramiyya, and the like of
these, who will be mentioned when the sects are enumerated.”

As for the definition of Ahl al-Sunna wa’l Jama‘a he mentioned the following in his
Lawami" al-Anwar (1/73):
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“(The fourth point): The People of the Sunna and the Community [Ahl al-Sunna wa-
l-Jama ‘a] comprise three factions: the Atharis, whose Imam is Ahmad ibn Hanbal —
may Allah be pleased with him; the Ash ‘aris, whose Imam is Abu al-Hasan al-Ash ‘ari
— may Allah have mercy on him; and the Maturidis, whose Imam is Abu Mansur al-
Maturidi. As for the sects of misguidance [firaq al-dalal], they are exceedingly
numerous. And this is the moment to embark upon the intended subject matter, and
with Allah lies all success [wa-bi-llahi al-tawfiq].”

Prior to al-Saffarini, the Hanbali scholar Imam ‘Abd al-Baqi al-Mawahibi al-Hanbali
(d. 1071 AH) had likewise affirmed this classification, stating on p. 53 of his al-‘Ayn
wa-al-Athar fi ‘Aqa’id Ahl al-Athar:
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“The meaning of this is that the groups of Ahl al-Sunna are three: the Asha‘ira, the
Hanabila, and the Maturidiyya. This is established by the fact that the Hanbali
scholars are conjoined with the Asha‘ira by the coordinating particle in many works
of kalam and in all the books of the Hanbalis — and conjunction implies distinction.”

The Hanbali scholar known as Shaykh ‘Abdullah ibn ‘Awda al-Qadumi (d. 1331 AH)
stated in his Al-Manhaj al-Ahmad ft Dar’ al-Mathalib allatt Tunma li-Madhhab al-
Imam Ahmad (pp. 42-43):

o5 g lhg ¥y AT aloYl egalely Y1 Jal egis el (gl ol — Al ;g on el Jal am JB, 180
Al oag jlaatlly jlas¥l i O yeglall Jal wag cdsladly i) b ogis pall o2 SO B, 0k OB cad dged Y Ly
a1 S5l g Bypeaill, $3 2 LS LgysSilly Bty B e V) Bay ¥ Y suad) By Cond add Of rel 0B Y ks
Al g 3901 Loy By pily s iy gl e il Jguol G Ogline By 88 oy 519 dpasi¥lg Sud) Jaf OY (3L
opgh Blas 79 59 L)l Sy SN S By oWy RNl gy paS (I3 62 5 Loy ol el 8Y15s 3
Joadll 5 B (B 0 0lg8 JB o9 Saik 5Tl ga S gy Sl LT LglS B il & i SWH1y W1 e
gdy (Juddl Slho 3 U ISy caadld ) s ¢ jagid! ol Cndd,

25|Page



"Some of the people of knowledge said: they — meaning the Saved Sect [al-firqa al-
najiya] — are the People of Hadith, expressed by the term People of Transmitted
Reports [Ahl al-Athar], whose Imam is Imam Ahmad, and the Ash‘aris and the
Maturidis." End quote.

[ say: there is no doubt about this, for these three factions are those expressed by the
designation the People of the Sunna and the Community [Ahl al-Sunna wa-1-Jama ‘a].
They are the ones who have been manifest and predominant in all ages and all lands;
they are the Victorious Group [al-ta’ifa al-mansiura]; and they are the great mass of
believers [al-sawad al-a ‘zam].

If you were to say: the wording of the hadith is incompatible with plurality, since it
can only hold true of one single sect, yet those mentioned are three factions — I say:
there is no incompatibility, because the People of Hadith, the Ash‘aris, and the
Maturidis are one single sect, agreed in the foundational principles of religion [usul
al-din] upon divine unity [tawhid] and the predetermination of good and evil [taqdir
al-khayr wa-l-sharr], upon the conditions of Prophethood [nubuwwa] and
messengership [risala], upon loyalty towards all the Companions [muwalat al-
sahaba], and upon what follows from that — such as the non-obligation of what is
best and most beneficial ['adam wujub al-salah wa-l-aslah], the affirmation of
acquisition [ithbat al-kasb], the affirmation of intercession [ithbat al-shafa‘a], and
the exit of sinful monotheists from the Fire. The disagreement among them is on a
few questions — such as the interpretation [ta’wil] of the verses and hadiths
pertaining to the divine attributes: is it permissible or impermissible? Those among
the later scholars [al-khalaf] who held its permissibility regarded the methodology
of delegation [madhhab ahl al-tafwid] as preferable, on account of its soundness in
terms of declaring transcendence [al-tanzih] — and likewise the disagreement
regarding the attributes of acts [sifat al-af"al] and similar matters.”

The Hanbali scholar Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qadir ibn Yahya al-Basri (d. after 1095 AH)
stated in his creedal treatise Al-Tariqa al-Athariyya wa-1- ‘Aqida al-Sanniyya (p. 170):
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“The second: those affiliated in our age to the People of the Sunna and the
Community [Ahl al-Sunna wa-1-Jama‘a] from among the followers of the four Imams
comprise three groups: the Ash ‘aris, the Maturidis, and the Atharis. The majority of
the Malikis and most of the Shafi‘is are Ash‘ari; the majority of the Hanafis are
Maturidi; and the majority of the Hanbalis are Athari. The early Ash'aris [qudama’ al-
Asha‘ira] held the position of non-interpretation [‘adam al-ta’'wil], whilst the later
ones [muta akhkhirthum] adopted interpretation [ta'wil] — with rare exceptions.
Among the Maturidis, some practise delegation [tafwid] and some practise
interpretation [ta'wil]. As for the Hanbalis, the majority of them do not engage in
interpretation [ta’'wil] — as was the way of the Salaf. And Allah knows best.”
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Further corroboration of al-Saffarini's unambiguous inclusion of all three groups
within Ahl al-Sunna wa-I-Jama‘a is furnished by the fact that he subsequently
composed the following work after his earlier Lawami' al-Anwar: Lawa’ih al-Anwar
al-Saniyya wa-Lawagqih al-Afkar al-Sunniyya: Sharh Qasidat ibn Abi Dawud al-
Ha’iyya. He said the following in his Lawa’ih al-Anwar:
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The essential attributes [al-sifat al-dhatiyya] upon which there is agreement among
the People of the Sunna [Ahl al-Sunna] — comprising the Atharis, the Ash ‘aris, and
the Maturidis — are: Life [al-Hayat], Knowledge [al-'Ilm], Speech [al-Kalam], Power
[al-Qudra], Will [al-Irada], Hearing [al-Sam ‘], and Sight [al-Basar]. The universe has
a Creator who is necessarily existent by virtue of His own essence [wajib al-wujud
li-dhatihi], characterised by these attributes and by others with which Allah the
Exalted has described Himself and with which His Prophet — may Allah's prayers
and peace be upon him — has described Him. However, the Ash‘aris and those who
follow their approach affirm for Him the Exalted only the aforementioned seven
attributes.”

2,/14-15:
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“An indication of the sound and relied-upon position that ‘Uthman — may Allah be
pleased with him — ranks next after the two ministers of the Prophet — may Allah's
prayers and peace be upon him — in excellence. Thus, the most excellent of this
community after its Prophet — may Allah's prayers and peace be upon him — is Abt
Bakr al-Siddiq — may Allah be pleased with him — then ‘Umar al-Faruq — may Allah
be pleased with him — then "‘Uthman Dhu al-Nurayn. (The weightier view [al-arjah]):
over others after Abtu Bakr and ‘Umar — may Allah be pleased with them both. For
arjah is the elative form [af‘al al-tafdil] derived from rajaha al-mizan, meaning the
scale tipped — with its verbal noun forms rujuhan and rujhanan — signifying: it
inclined; that is, he is more excellent than others after them both — may Allah be
pleased with him — then ‘Al ibn Abi Talib — may Allah be pleased with him — as the
discussion of this shall follow. This is the position of the generality of the People of
the Sunna and the Community [Ahl al-Sunna wa-1-Jama‘'a] among the scholars of
hadith, jurisprudence [figh], and kalam theology, comprising the Atharis, the
Ash ‘aris, the Maturidis, and others.”
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“We say: those who are praiseworthy are the People of the Sunna and the
Community [Ahl al-Sunna wa-1-Jama‘a], who occupy the middle ground between
excess and deficiency. They neither fell into the deficiency of the negating
determinists [al-Qadariyya al-nufat], nor into the excess of the compulsionists [al-
Jabriyya] who use the divine decree [qadar] as a pretext for committing acts of
disobedience to Allah. For the doctrine of the entirety of the People of the Sunna —
comprising the early Atharis [al-Salaf al-Athariyya] and the later Ash ‘aris and
Maturidis — is that all categories of acts of obedience, disobedience [maasi],
unbelief [kufr], and corruption [fasad], and every deed, act, and utterance, occur by
the decree and predetermination of Allah [gada’ Allah wa-qadaruhu], and He the
Exalted is the Creator of all of that — there is no creator other than Him. Thus, the
acts of servants are created by Allah the Exalted, whether good or evil, beautiful or
ugly. The servant, however, is not compelled in his actions; rather, he is capable of
performing them by virtue of Allah the Exalted having granted him that capacity [bi-
igdar Allah ta‘ala lahu ‘ala dhalik]. This much is agreed upon by all three groups of
the People of the Sunna [Ahl al-Sunna].”
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