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Abstract

The dominant narrative of hadith criticism privileges internal criteria: the continuity of the
isndd, the probity and precision of transmitters, and the absence of shudhiidh and ‘illah in
the matn. A close reading of the juristic and traditionist writings of the four imams, however,
reveals a further criterion operating consistently in their reasoning, one that originates
outside the report itself and is frequently decisive: the ta ‘amul of the ummah, that is, the
sustained communal practice and collective reception of a ruling across generations. This
article examines the conceptual formation of this criterion, its historical development, and
its differing articulations among Abu Hanifah, Malik, al-Shafi T and Ahmad b. Hanbal. Its
central claim is that all four accept communal practice as a legitimate external indicator,
but disagree fundamentally on its epistemic status: whether it constitutes a parallel channel
of transmission or merely the sediment of juristic reasoning. This single disagreement, the
article argues, largely determined the divergent architecture of the four schools, and cannot

be reduced to the conventional dichotomy of ahl al-ra’y versus ahl al-hadith.
Keywords: Conduct of the Ummah (Community), Practice of the People of Medina (Amal
Ahl al-Madinah), Unanimous acceptance by the Community (Talaqqi al-Ummah bil-Qubul),
Extrinsic standard of criticism (for Hadith), Isolated report (Khabar al-Wahid), Matters of
common occurrence (Umum al-Balwa),
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