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The causes of revelation (asbāb al-nuzūl) literature dealing with the historical circumstances of the revelation of specific Qur'anic verses is well-known and well-studied.  However, the related asbāb al-wurūd (lit: "causes of appearance") literature pertaining to ahādīth, the reported sayings of the Prophet Muhammad, has been rather neglected by modern scholars of Islam.  A reason for this is that, as a distinct literature, the asbāb wurūd al-hadīth does not really exist.  From the theological and legal points of view, it has been important to historically contextualize the revelation of specific verses of the Qur'an for their general exegesis and their specific applicability to points of law.  There has been a similar, though less extensive, concern on the part of medieval Muslim scholars to ground specific utterances of the Prophet in its historical circumstances.  This contextualized treatment of hadith has not, however, been generally and conveniently grouped into individual works under the rubric of asbāb wurūd al-hadīth in the way that contextualized treatment of Qur'anic verses have been arranged in individual asbāb al-nuzūl works.  A quick look through the indices of Carl Brockelmann's Geschichte des arabischen Literatur and Fuat Sezgin's Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums yield no listing of works under asbāb al-wurūd or asbāb wurūd al-hadīth.  We are thus obliged to comb through a variety of theological, general hadith, tafsīr, and even adab works to extract the sabab ("cause") listed for particular hadiths.


Two works that deal exclusively with this topic, however, have been recently published in Cairo, Egypt.  The first is the scholarly edition by Dr. Yahya Ismaʿil of an asbāb al-wurūd work entitled al-Lamʿ fī asbāb al-hadīth by the well-known scholar Jalāl al-Dīn al-Suyūtī (d.911/1505.).
  Ismaʿīl points to the paucity of asbāb al-wurūd works in general, and enthusiastically lauds al-Suyūtī as "the possessor of virtue in [having] prepared the way to it [sc. the study of asbāb al-wurūd] and [its] founding."
  The second work is by Ibn Ḥamza al-Ḥusaynī (d. 1110/1698) called al-Bayān wa al-taʿrīf fī asbāb wurūd al-ḥadīth al-sharīf, edited by Ḥusayn ADVANCE \r0ʿAbd al-Majīd Hashimī and published by Majmūʿah al-buḥūth al-islāmī, Cairo, 1973.  Two earlier authors, who are otherwise unknown, of such works are listed in some sources.  One is Abu Ḥafs al-Ukbarī (d. 399/1008) and Abu Hamīd ʿAbd al-Jalīl al-Jubārī (death date not available).
  Tashkopruzade mentions in his Miftāḥ al-saʿādah that there were several compositions on this topic, none of which he had, however, seen.  
MATN ANALYIS

The asbāb wurūd al-hadīth literature focuses on the matn (text) of the hadīth rather than its isnād, unlike most other ḥadīth analytical methodologies.  It is therefore an important illustration of matn analysis in ʿilm al-ḥadīth.  As Nabia Abbott has stated, matn analysis very likely preceded isnād analysis and as others have similarly averred, this aspect of the hadith sciences has not been fully acknowledged in modern scholarship.


There is general acknowledgement in medieval sources of the importance of asbāb wurūd al-hadīth, in spite of the lack of abundant literature on this topic.  Ibn Ḥamza, for example, comments in his introduction to his sabab work thus, "Know that the causes of the occurrence of hadith are like the causes of the revelation of the Qur'an (p. 32)."  Not every hadith, however, has a sabab behind it.  As Ibn Ḥamza mentions, "the esteemed hadith with regard to the causes are of two types: 1) that which has a sabab mentioned in regard to it, and 2) that which has no sabab.”  The sabab may be mentioned in the hadith itself or it may be extraneous to the hadith, which is more commonly the case.  

     According to Ibn Ḥamza, the extraneous sabab of a hadith may date from the Prophet Muhammad's time, and thus be attributable to the Prophet himself, or may date from after his death, thus emanating from one of the Companions.  Ibn Ḥamza admits that some of the later scholars (whom he does not name but simply refers to as al-muta'akhkhirūn) looked askance  at this type of sabab, on account of the fact that the cause was provided by one or more of the Companions.  Ibn Ḥamza, however, finds this practice perfectly acceptable, since the Companions "memorized (ḥafaẓū) the sayings and deeds [of the Prophet] and safeguarded (hāfaẓū) [the knowledge] of the circumstances." (1:34).  Especially in the case of a hadith for which the sabab is not known from the Prophet, a sabab from a Companion is beneficial in elucidating the meaning of the text of a hadith.  A third possibility is that a hadith may have two asbāb; one from the time of the Prophet and one from the time of the Companions. 

     The causes of the occurrences of hadiths allows the meaning and purpose of the texts of the hadith to be affected in a number of ways.  In his introductory chapter, Yahya Ismaʿīl indicates that there are six primary ways in which the meaning of the text of a hadith is thereby affected.  These are as follows: 1) the specification of the general meaning (takhsīs al-ʿāmm); 2) qualification of an absolute meaning (taqyīd al-muṭlaq); 3) nuancing the meaning by providing greater details (tafṣīl al-mujmal); 4) distinction of an abrogating hadith from an abrogated hadith; and 5) reconciliation of the meaning of the texts of hadiths.  This type of sabab occurs largely in the ta’wīl mukhtalīf al-ḥadīth or mushkil al-athar type of genre, where the source of the ikhtilāf (difference in meaning) or the mushkilah ("problem") is resolved not only by elucidating the meanings of certain words but also by adducing the historical contexts of the hadiths in question. 

      I will now discuss each of these five ways mentioned above in which the meaning or the interpretation of the text of a hadith is affected when its sabab is taken into consideration.

A. Specification (takṣīṣ) of the general meaning of a hadith:  

This is perhaps the most obvious and most important function of the asbāb wurūd al-ḥadīth.  A couple of examples will suffice to illustrate this particular function of the sabab.     

There is the well-known hadith related by Abū Hurayrah which quotes the Prophet as saying, "Take refuge in what I have left behind for you; for those who preceded were destroyed on account of their frequent questioning (bi kathrat su’ālihim) and their differences with their prophets.  So when I command you to do something, do from it what you are able and when I forbid you [from doing] something, avoid it."
  Divorced from its sabab, the hadith may be understood, as it has been, to contain a general proscription against the asking of many questions and thus to encourage the believer in general to accept religious commandments without probing into their necessity.  The sabab listed by al-Suyūtī, however, indicates that the application of this proscription is more limited.  The sabab given by Ibn Hibban from Abū Hurayrah quotes the Prophet as saying in his address to the people: 

"O people, God Almighty has prescribed for you the pilgrimage."  At that a man rose and asked, "Every year, O Messenger of God?"  The Prophet did not reply until the man had repeated the question three times.  Then he [sc. the Prophet] said, "If I were to say yes, then it would become obligatory and if it were to become obligatory, then you would not [be able] to undertake it.  Hold on to what I have left behind for you, for those who have preceded you were destroyed on account of their frequent questioning and their differing with their prophets.  So if I forbid you from [doing] something, avoid it and if I command you to do something, do from it what you are able to."

The sabab thus makes clear that the proscription against frequent (or perhaps insistent would be better here, as the context shows) questioning applies specifically to situations where a categorical response on the part of the Prophet with respect to the performance of religious obligations would impose undue hardship on the believer.  It is the insistence of the interlocutor in demanding an unambiguous response in a situation where the Prophet's silence is actually a sign of mercy that is being criticized here and not the act of questioning itself. 

     Another report which, outside its historical context, appears to contain a broad injunction is the following: "Wear the sarāwil (baggy trousers) for it is the most concealing of your clothes and protect your womenfolk with it when they go out."  According to al-Munawī, the hadith is reported by ʿAli who stated that he was with the Prophet at al-Baqi` (the cemetery at Medina) on a dark, cloudy day when a woman passed by riding a donkey.  She stumbled and she fell over and the Prophet averted his eyes from her.  But his companions informed him that she was attired in a sarwalah, upon which the Prophet uttered the hadith.  The sabab thus makes clear that the sarāwil are recommended especially when traveling, mounted on riding animals for all and, particularly for women, under such circumstances because it ensures greater modesty. 

B. Qualification of an absolute meaning (taqyīd al-muṭlaq): 

The sabab of a hadith may considerably circumscribe the application of its meaning that may otherwise be regarded as absolute.   


Nowhere is this more apparent than in the case of manāqib/faḍā’il traditions [regarding] the Companions adduced as proof-texts by various groups as containing an absolute prophetic testament to the superiority of one Companion over another.  On account of their belief in prophetic naṣṣ (explicit designation) for ʿAlī, the Shīʿah in particular invoke some of these traditions as confirming this tenet and thus insist on an absolute, invariable signification of the mutun of these traditions.

     An example of such a tradition is the one known as the manzilah tradition which runs as follows: "ʿAlī is with regard to me in the position of Aaron to Moses except there is no prophet after me."  According to the sabab given by al-Bayḍawī, these words were uttered by the Prophet before he set out for the Tabūk campaign, leaving behind Ali in charge of his family and ordering him to take up residence among them.  The Hypocrites spread false rumors regarding the situation, saying that the Prophet had placed ʿAlī in such a position as a burden upon him [sc. ʿAlī] and as a lightening for himself.  When ʿAli came to know of these rumors, he picked up his weapons and set off for the Prophet who was about to set off for the expedition.  ʿAli complained to the Prophet about what the Hypocrites were saying; the Prophet replied, "They are lying; I placed you in charge over my family in my home.  Go back and I will place myself in charge of my family and your family.  Are you not pleased, ʿAli, that you are in regard to me in the same position as Aaron was to Moses?"  And then he is said to have uttered the hadith.


Another very popular hadith adduced as evidentiary text for prophetic designation of  ʿAli as his successor is the Ghadīr Khumm tradition.  One possible translation of this tradition is "Of whomever I am the master (mawlā), ʿAli is his master too."  The sabab overwhelmingly given for the Prophet's utterance of these words, in both Sunni and Shīʿī sources are as follows.  On his return from the last pilgrimage of his life (ḥijjat al-widā’), the Prophet is said to have stopped by a pool (ghadīr) in Khumm and said to the accompanying Muslims the words cited above.  On account of this hadith, the Shīʿah have understood this hadith as unequivocally mandating ʿAli's position as master over all other believers.


However, alternative asbāb are given for this hadith which considerably restricts the meaning of its matn.  One such sabab is given by the famous belle-lettrist ʿAmr b. Baḥr al-Jāhiz.  Al-Jāhiz explains the occasion for this hadith.   ʿAlī at one time had reproached the Prophet's freedman, Zayd b. Ḥārithah, for having done something remiss, at which Zayd took offense and responded sharply.  ʿAlī asked, "Do you say this to your master (mawlā)?"  Zayd replied that only the Prophet was his master.  ʿAli complained to the Prophet regarding this matter and the Prophet responded with the above statement.  Thus, the statement simply affirms that ʿAlī was Zayd's master as were other Companions of the Prophet such as al-ʿAbbas, al‑Faḍl, Tammām, and others.

     Another sabab is given on the authority of Ibn Tawus (one of the tabiʿūn), relating from his father reports that the Prophet dispatched Buraydah al-Aslamī to Yemen with ʿAlī on some mission.  ʿAlī on one occasion reproached Buraydah for some reason upon which the latter complained to the Prophet.  Thereupon the Prophet is said to have uttered the hadith.
  Both these asbāb therefore suggest that the texts of these hadiths applied to considerably circumscribed situations and did not have a broader applicability.  

C. Nuancing the meaning by providing greater details (tafsil al-mujmal):  

There is the well-known hadith from ʿUmar b. al-Khaṭṭāb in which he related that he had heard the Prophet say: 
Indeed, al-ʿamal/aʿmāl bi al-nīya/nīyāt. ("Actions are [judged] by their intentions.")  Indeed, every person earns what he/she intends.  Thus, whoever emigrates for the sake of God and His messenger, then his emigration is for the sake of God and His Messenger.  And whoever emigrates for the sake of [attaining] the world, attains it; or for the sake of marrying a woman, then his emigration is for the sake of what he emigrated for."  
Further commentary (sharḥ) on this hadith elucidates why the specific instance of emigration for the sake of marrying a woman was mentioned.  A man, who is unnamed, is said to have emigrated from Mecca to Medina, not in fact intending to perform the hijrah for its own sake, but in order to marry a woman known as Umm Qays.  As a consequence, the man was called "the Emigrant of (to) Umm Qays," (muhājir Umm Qays).  Al-Suyūtī points out that the instance of the woman is singled out only because of the specific context; but otherwise a broader applicability of the hadith may be inferred to extend to all worldly actions.

D. Differentiation of an abrogating hadith from an abrogated one:


There are two contradictory sets of hadiths regarding participation in congregational prayers when one arrives late for them.  One hadith states, "When you come to prayer, do not come to it in haste; rather come to it leisurely, and whatever you reach of it, pray it, and whatever you miss, complete it (fa atammūh);" another version says, "make it up" (fa ‘qdūh).  As Ibn Salāḥ says in his commentary on this hadith, the matn indicates that the late-comer to congregational prayers was required to immediately join in the prayers, then pray the missed portion on their own at the end of the congregational prayer.
  This hadith is considered to have abrogated earlier reports which state that during the time of the Prophet, Muslims who joined congregational prayers late, would learn from the indications of others already present what part of the prayer they had missed. They would first make up the missed portion and then perform the remainder of the prayer along with the congregation.   


The sabab given for the abrogating hadith in various sources is as follows.  One day Muʿādh b. Jabal is said to have arrived at one of the prescribed prayers late.  Instead of making up the missed portion first on his own as was customary, he immediately joined the congregation and after the salām at the end of the prayer, got up to make up the missed portion.  The Prophet became aware of this and expressed his approval of this departure from previous norm by saying, "Muʿādh has established a sunnah for you (qad sanna lakum Muʿādh); so follow him in it.  If one of you should arrive late for prayer, let him pray with the Imam, and when the Imam is done, let him make up what he has missed."  This sabab for the later report, containing the Prophet’s enthusiastic approval of Muʿādh's departure from previous custom, thus abrogates earlier reports which date from before the Hijrah which relate the reverse.
 

E. Reconciliation of the meaning of the texts of hadiths that appear contradictory (ta’wīl mukhtalif al-hadīth):


The asbāb of hadiths become particularly crucial when confronted with reports whose mutun appear to be at variance with one another.  In such circumstances, it may become necessary to determine which of the two hadiths abrogates the other as we discussed earlier; but on the other hand, supplying the asbāb of the two or more hadiths may help reconcile the purport of the two texts.

      Al-Suyūtī, for example, cites the hadith, "The cupper and the cupped have broken their fast;" cited by Abū Dawūd in his Kitāb al-sawm.  He contrasts this hadith to the one narrated by Ibn ʿAbbās to the effect that the Prophet had let himself be cupped while fasting and in the iḥrām state during the pilgrimage;" and to another in which the Prophet states, "One who vomits, or has a sexual emission (iḥtalama), or is cupped has not broken his fast."  Al-Suyūtī indicates the disagreement among the scholars regarding which hadith should be considered the abrogating one and which the abrogated.  Among those who considered the first hadith to be the abrogating one were ʿAlī b. al-Madīnī, Aḥmad b. Hanbal, and Ibn al-Mundhir.  Those who regarded the second set of reports as the abrogators included al-Shāfiʿī and Ibn Ḥazm.  Al-Suyūtī points out that only by taking into consideration the occasion of the utterance of this hadith can we resolve this conundrum.  According to al-Bayhaqī, a report from Samura b. Jundub from his father states that the Prophet once passed by a man sitting before a cupper while the two back-bited (yaghtabān) about a third man.  The Prophet remarked, "The cupper and the cupped have broken their fast."  The sabab thus makes clear that there is in fact no contradiction between the two sets of traditions since it was not the action of cupping nor of being cupped that resulted in the violation of the fast but the act of backbiting.  This understanding is also consonant with the spirit of Islam as expressed in the Qur'anic āyah that states: "No soul shall bear the burden of another."  If the first hadith is considered to be al-nāsikh, then the cupper is unnecessarily sharing in the same sin as the cupped, which does not accord well with the meaning of the verse as just cited.
 

The study of asbāb wurūd al-hadīth is thus, as we can see, an important part of ʿilm al-hadīth or the hadith sciences.  Increased focus on this topic allows us to see that historic contextualization of the Prophet’s speech and actions have a significant bearing on how they are to be interpreted and imitated by the faithful.
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