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The Use of the Term “Shaykh” in Judging Narrators in Imam al-
Tirmidhi’s al-Jami‘ al-Kabir: An Inductive and Analytical Study
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Abstract:

This inductive and analytical study examines Imam al-Tirmidhi’s use of the
term Shaykh in his comments throughout the Jami‘ al-Tirmidhi, through a
comprehensive investigation of the network of eighteen narrators whom he
describes using the term Shaykh. The study demonstrates that, in al-
Tirmidhi’s usage, the term is not originally a fixed critical rank nor an
indication of positive appraisal in itself. Rather, it functions as an isnad-
related designation intended to establish the narrator’s identity, eliminate
ambiguity, and explicitly confirm the narrator’s presence within the chain
of transmission. Its critical and evidentiary value is determined by the
additional contextual indicators accompanying it, according to four
inductively identified cases: association with explicit positive appraisal to
remove uncertainty concerning the narrator’s identity and establish
precision; association with weakening in order to make a relative distinction
among weak narrators; use merely with attribution and place of origin to
suggest slight weakness that permits the hadith to be deemed hasan through
supporting reports; or association with explicit anonymity, functioning
simply as a descriptive account of the state of the isnad to indicate the
defect of solitary transmission. This requires researchers not to regard the
designation Shaykh as a basis for declaring a narrator trustworthy merely
because the term occurs, while taking into consideration the flexibility and
breadth of critical terminology in the third century AH.

Keywords: Imam al-Tirmidhi; Jami® al-Tirmidhi, the term Shaykh; Jarh
wa-Ta ‘dil; hadith criticism.
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