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Abstract. This article critically examines the methods through which historical and
contemporary extremist movements have manipulated hadith texts to support radical
ideological positions. The study analyzes three principal categories of interpretive
distortion: the Kharijite and Shiite approaches to selective hadith utilization, the
contradictions inherent in sectarian movements’ hadith interpretation, and the pseudo-
Salafi appropriation of prophetic traditions for extremist purposes. Drawing on primary
Arabic sources and the critiques of mainstream Sunni scholarship (Ahl al-Sunna wa-I-
Jama’a), the analysis identifies six recurring manipulative strategies: literalist surface
reading (zahirism), reliance on abrogated narrations, deriving absolute rulings from
singular hadiths, decontextualization, rejection of scholarly consensus, and fabrication
of supportive narrations. The findings demonstrate that extremist manipulation of hadiths
follows identifiable patterns that can be systematically exposed through the application
of established hadith sciences, and that education in these sciences constitutes a critical
preventive measure against radicalization.
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INTRODUCTION

Throughout Islamic history, the prophetic hadith tradition has been both a unifying
force and a contested domain within the Muslim community. While the overwhelming
majority of Muslim scholars have approached hadiths through established methodological
frameworks that emphasize context, scholarly consensus, and the integration of hadith
interpretation with Quranic principles, dissenting movements have periodically emerged
that employ hadiths selectively, decontextually, or distortedly to legitimize positions that
contradict mainstream Islamic scholarship (Shahristani, 2002:15).

The manipulation of hadiths by extremist movements is not a modern phenomenon.
From the Kharijites of the first Islamic century, who cited Quranic verses and hadiths
to justify the assassination of Caliph Ali ibn Abi Talib, to contemporary pseudo-Salafi
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groups that extract individual hadiths to legitimize violence against fellow Muslims,
the misuse of sacred texts has been a recurring feature of religious extremism within
the Islamic world (Marranchi, 2006:34). Understanding the specific methods through
which this manipulation occurs is essential for developing effective counter-narratives
and educational programs.

This study analyzes the interpretive strategies employed by three categories of
extremist movements—historical Kharijites and Shiite factions, medieval and modern
sectarian groups, and contemporary pseudo-Salafi organizations—to identify the common
patterns of hadith manipulation that underlie religious radicalization. The analysis draws
on the critiques of mainstream Sunni scholars and the methodological principles of
established hadith sciences to demonstrate how these manipulative strategies can be

systematically identified and refuted.
MAIN PART

Before examining specific cases of hadith manipulation, it is important to establish
the scholarly framework within which such manipulation can be identified and assessed.
Mainstream Sunni scholarship (Ahl al-Sunna wa-1-Jama’a) has established clear principles
for authentic hadith interpretation: hadiths must be understood in light of the Quran;
individual hadiths must be read alongside all related narrations on the same topic; the
circumstances of narration (asbab al-wurud) must be considered; the understanding of
qualified scholars across generations must be respected; and the objectives of Islamic law
(magqasid al-shari’a) must guide interpretive conclusions. Any interpretive approach that
systematically violates one or more of these principles can be identified as manipulative,
regardless of the apparent textual fidelity of its citations (Qardawi, 2007:34).

The methodology employed in this analysis draws on the classical tradition of
radd (scholarly refutation), which has been a core component of Islamic intellectual
practice since the earliest centuries. From Abu Hanifa’s al-Figh al-Akbar to al-Ghazali’s
Faysal al-Tafriqa to Ibn Taymiyya’s voluminous refutations of deviant interpretations,
Muslim scholars have consistently engaged with heterodox positions through rigorous
textual analysis, demonstrating both the errors in deviant methodology and the correct
interpretive approach. This study continues this tradition by applying classical refutation
methodology to contemporary patterns ot; hadith manipulation (Brown, 2009:198).
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1. Kharijite and Shiite Approaches to Hadith Utilization

The Kharijites (Khawarij), who emerged during the first civil war (fitna) in Islam,
represent the earliest example of a movement that selectively employed religious texts to
justify extreme positions. Their foundational slogan, “Judgment belongs to God alone”
(la hukma illa li-llah), was derived from a Quranic phrase but stripped of its context and
applied to support the rejection of human arbitration and, ultimately, the excommunication
(takfir) of Muslims who disagreed with their positions (Shahristani, 2002:85). In their
approach to hadiths, the Kharijites characteristically selected narrations that appeared to
support the obligation of armed revolt against “unrighteous” rulers while ignoring the far
more numerous hadiths emphasizing patience, obedience to legitimate authority, and the
prohibition of Muslim bloodshed (Qardawi, 2007:67).

Shiite movements developed a distinctive approach to hadith utilization that
selectively prioritized narrations transmitted through the Ahl al-Bayt (the Prophet’s
family) while systematically questioning or rejecting hadiths transmitted through
Companions whom they considered politically compromised, particularly Abu Bakr,
Umar, and Uthman. This selective approach to narrator reliability, based on political
rather than scholarly criteria, fundamentally contradicts the methodology of mainstream
hadith scholarship, which evaluates narrators on the basis of character, precision, and
transmission integrity rather than political allegiance (Brown, 2009:178).

The Mu’tazilite movement introduced a different but equally consequential form
of hadith manipulation. Rather than selectively accepting hadiths, the Mu’tazilites
subordinated hadith authority to rationalist theological principles, rejecting any hadith—
regardless of the strength of its isnad—that conflicted with their philosophical positions
on divine justice, free will, and the created nature of the Quran. This approach, while
intellectually sophisticated, represented a fundamental methodological inversion:
instead of deriving theological positions from revealed sources, the Mu’tazilites
evaluated revealed sources against predetermined theological commitments
(Shahristani, 2002:112).

The Mu’tazilite methodology has been revived by the contemporary Hizb ut-Tahrir
movement, which rejects ahad hadiths in matters of creed (’aqida) while accepting
them in matters of jurisprudence (figh)—a distinction that mainstream Sunni scholarship

considers unfounded. This selective approach enables the movement to dismiss prophetic

(213 )
June, 2026 — E-ISSN:3070-9962




1%t International Conference on Social Sciences
and Humanities Research

https://mijournals.com/index.php/Human_Studies/index

teachings that contradict its political ideology while maintaining a veneer of hadith-based
legitimacy. The persistence of Mu’tazilite methodological patterns in contemporary
extremist thought demonstrates the continuing relevance of classical scholarly refutations
of these approaches (Qardawi, 2007:56).

Contemporary extremist movements in Central Asia have also developed distinctive
patterns of hadith utilization shaped by the region’s specific historical and cultural context.
The Soviet-era suppression of Islamic education created a knowledge vacuum that post-
independence extremist groups have exploited by presenting simplified, decontextualized
hadith interpretations to audiences with limited access to the broader scholarly tradition.
Uvatov (2010:38) has documented how this educational deficit has made Central Asian
Muslim communities particularly vulnerable to the kind of selective hadith presentation
that characterizes extremist recruitment strategies.

2. Patterns of Interpretive Distortion in Sectarian Movements

Analysis of extremist movements’ hadith utilization reveals six recurring patterns
of interpretive distortion. The first is zahiri literalism: taking the surface meaning (zahir)
of a hadith without considering its broader context, the circumstances of its utterance, or
its relationship to other hadiths and Quranic principles. This approach ignores the well-
established scholarly principle that hadiths must be interpreted in light of the totality of
Islamic sources (Qardawi, 2007:89).

The second pattern is reliance on abrogated narrations (mansukh): citing hadiths that
were superseded by later prophetic guidance, either knowingly or through ignorance of
the principles of abrogation (naskh). The third is deriving absolute rulings from singular
hadiths: extracting a legal or theological conclusion from a single hadith while ignoring
other hadiths and Quranic verses that qualify, contextualize, or contradict that conclusion.
Mainstream Sunni scholarship has consistently emphasized that rulings must be derived
from the comprehensive consideration of all relevant sources, not from isolated texts
(Abu Zahra, 2005:156).

The fourth pattern is decontextualization: removing hadiths from their historical
and textual context to produce meanings that the Prophet never intended. The fifth is
the rejection of established scholarly consensus (ijma’): dismissing the accumulated
interpretive tradition of qualified scholars in favor of novel, idiosyncratic readings that
serve ideological purposes. The sixth is the fabrication or uncritical citation of weak

and fabricated hadiths: despite the rigorous authentication work of classical scholars,
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extremist movements frequently rely on narrations that hadith specialists have classified
as unreliable (Bonner, 2006:112).

3. Pseudo-Salafi Appropriation of the Hadith Tradition

Contemporary pseudo-Salafi movements represent a particularly significant case of
hadith manipulation because they explicitly claim adherence to the prophetic tradition
while systematically distorting it. Unlike movements that openly reject certain categories
of hadiths, pseudo-Salafi groups profess comprehensive commitment to the Sunna while
in practice applying it selectively and tendentiously. Their approach is characterized by
a superficially rigorous insistence on hadith authenticity combined with a fundamentally
flawed interpretive methodology that ignores context, scholarly consensus, and the
objectives of Islamic law (magasid al-shari’a) (Cooper, 2004:45).

A critical examination reveals that pseudo-Salafi movements consistently emphasize
hadiths related to punishment, exclusion, and confrontation while marginalizing the
far more numerous hadiths emphasizing mercy, tolerance, community solidarity, and
peaceful coexistence. This selective emphasis creates a distorted portrait of the prophetic
character and mission that serves as the theological foundation for extremist ideology.
Mainstream scholars have consistently pointed out that the Prophet’s most frequently
repeated injunctions concerned prayer, charity, kindness to neighbors, respect for
parents, and the pursuit of knowledge—themes that are conspicuously underrepresented
in extremist discourse (Buti, 2005:178).

The Uzbek scholar Uvatov (2010:34) has documented how pseudo-Salafi literature
circulating in Central Asia systematically presents a selection of hadiths designed to
promote intolerance, sectarian division, and hostility toward secular governance, while
suppressing the hadith tradition’s overwhelming emphasis on social harmony, respect
for authority, and the pursuit of worldly knowledge alongside religious learning. This
pattern of selective presentation represents a particularly insidious form of manipulation
because it operates within a framework of apparent textual fidelity while fundamentally
distorting the message of the prophetic tradition.

The institutional dimension of extremist hadith manipulation also warrants
examination. Extremist movements typically operate outside established scholarly
institutions—universities, seminaries, and traditional circles of learning—and instead create

parallel educational structures that transmit distorted interpretations without the checks
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and balances provided by peer review, scholarly debate, and institutional accountability.
The deliberate bypassing of established scholarly authority is not incidental to extremist
methodology but central to it: by rejecting the interpretive authority of qualified scholars,
extremist leaders position themselves as the sole authentic interpreters of the prophetic
tradition, creating closed interpretive communities insulated from mainstream scholarly
correction (Cooper, 2004:89).

The role of translation in hadith manipulation deserves particular attention. When
hadiths are translated from Arabic into other languages for non-Arabic-speaking Muslim
audiences, the translator’s choices regarding vocabulary, syntax, and emphasis can
significantly alter the meaning of the original text. Extremist movements have exploited
this translation gap by producing tendentious translations that emphasize martial,
exclusionary, and confrontational meanings while suppressing the nuances, qualifications,
and broader contextual meanings present in the original Arabic. For Central Asian
audiences, where Arabic literacy is limited, these translated materials often constitute
the primary point of access to the hadith tradition, making the quality and integrity of
translation a critical concern for counter-radicalization efforts (Uvatov, 2010:42).

The digital age has introduced new dimensions to the problem of hadith
manipulation. Social media platforms, messaging applications, and video-sharing sites
enable the rapid dissemination of decontextualized hadiths, fabricated attributions, and
extremist interpretations to audiences of unprecedented scale. A single social media post
containing a selectively cited hadith can reach millions of viewers within hours, without
any mechanism for scholarly verification or contextual correction. The viral dynamics of
social media actually favor extremist content, as emotionally provocative and polarizing
interpretations generate more engagement—and therefore wider distribution—than
nuanced, contextual scholarly analysis (Marranchi, 2006:145).

The development of effective counter-narratives to extremist hadith manipulation
requires a multifaceted approach. First, mainstream scholars must engage actively
with digital platforms rather than ceding the online space to extremist voices. Second,
educational institutions must incorporate media literacy and critical evaluation skills
into Islamic studies curricula, enabling students to recognize and resist manipulative
interpretations. Third, governments and civil society organizations must support the

production and dissemination of high-quality, contextually grounded hadith scholarship
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in accessible formats and multiple languages. Fourth, the classical scholarly tradition
of refutation (radd) must be revived and adapted to contemporary communication
environments, providing point-by-point rebuttals of specific extremist claims that can
circulate as effectively as the claims themselves (Buti, 2005:234).

The comparative analysis of historical and contemporary hadith manipulation
reveals a striking continuity of method across vastly different historical contexts. The
Kharijites of the seventh century and the Islamic State of the twenty-first century, despite
being separated by fourteen centuries, employ structurally identical strategies: selective
citation, decontextualization, rejection of scholarly authority, and the use of religious
texts to sanctify political violence. This continuity suggests that the vulnerability of
sacred texts to extremist exploitation is not a function of the texts themselves but of the
interpretive frameworks through which they are approached. Where rigorous, contextual,
and scholarly frameworks are absent, sacred texts become susceptible to precisely the
kind of manipulation that extremist movements practice (Bonner, 2006:178).

The implications for counter-extremism strategy are clear: the most effective
defense against hadith manipulation is not the suppression of hadith study but its
democratization through quality education. When Muslim communities possess broad-
based familiarity with hadith methodology—including the principles of authentication,
the importance of context, and the authority of established scholarly consensus—they
become significantly more resistant to the simplistic and distorted interpretations that
fuel radicalization. Investment in Islamic education that combines traditional scholarly
rigor with modern pedagogical methods represents one of the most cost-effective and
sustainable approaches to preventing extremism (Uvatov, 2010:67).

Finally, the role of interdisciplinary collaboration in combating hadith manipulation
must be emphasized. Effective counter-narrative development requires the cooperation
of hadith scholars, who possess the textual expertise to identify and refute distortions;
psychologists, who understand the cognitive and emotional mechanisms through
which radicalization occurs; communication specialists, who can craft messages that
resonate with target audiences; and technologists, who can leverage digital platforms
for the dissemination of accurate information. The complexity of the challenge posed by
extremist hadith manipulation demands a response that is equally multifaceted, drawing

on the full range of scholarly and professional expertise available in contemporary

Muslim societies. The hadith tradition itself, with its emphasis on the collaborative nature
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of scholarly inquiry and the collective responsibility for preserving authentic knowledge,
provides both the inspiration and the authoritative foundation for such collaborative
endeavors (Brown, 2009:289).

CONCLUSION

This analysis has identified six recurring patterns through which extremist
movements manipulate hadith texts: literalist surface reading, reliance on abrogated
narrations, deriving absolute rulings from singular hadiths, decontextualization, rejection
of scholarly consensus, and the fabrication or citation of unauthenticated reports. These
patterns are remarkably consistent across historically and geographically diverse
extremist movements, from the seventh-century Kharijites to contemporary pseudo-
Salafi organizations.

The identification of these systematic patterns has important practical implications.
By educating Muslim communities in the established principles of hadith methodology
and the specific strategies of extremist manipulation, religious educators, scholars, and
community leaders can build intellectual resilience against radicalization. The rich
tradition of mainstream Islamic hadith scholarship provides all the necessary tools for
identifying and refuting extremist distortions; the challenge lies in making this scholarly
heritage accessible to the broader public, particularly to young people who are the
primary targets of extremist recruitment.
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