Challenges in Authenticating
Hadith: The Science of Hadith

The science of hadith critically examines the sayings, actions, and tacit
approvals of the Infallibles, ensuring their authenticity through rigorous
methodologies. This science remains fundamental, especially in legal studies
(figh), and is traditionally divided into Dirayat al-Hadith, Riwayat al-Hadith,
and Rijal al-Hadith. The Prophet himself encouraged the preservation of his
teachings, stating:

“Whoever writes down knowledge or a hadith from me, the reward will
continue to be written for them as long as that knowledge or hadith
remains”((Ta’rikh Khulafa’, Suyuti, p. 77))

Despite its central role in seminaries, the public often misunderstands technical
terms like sahih, da’if, and hasan, assuming literal meanings. For instance, a
da’if classification does not denote fabrication, rather it highlights weaknesses
or unknown narrators in the chain. This discussion outlines how scholars
historically authenticated hadith, affirming the reliability of our sources in
aqaid, figh, and other related fields.

This article begins by examining the historical methods of hadith authentication,
focusing on the periods before and after ‘Allamah al-Hilli. This division is
significant due to a notable shift in the approach to authenticating hadith
between these two eras. Prior to ‘Allamah al-Hilli, early scholars emphasized
wuthuq al-sudur—confidence in the attribution of a narration to an Imam. Being
closer in time to the Imams, they had access to various contextual indicators
that enabled them to assess the reliability of narrations. As time progressed,
many of these indicators were lost due to historical and sociopolitical factors. In
response to this shift, ‘Allamah al-Hilli introduced a new methodology
that prioritized the scrutiny of the chain of transmission (isnad) to


https://www.al-sidrah.com/challenges-in-authenticating-hadith-the-science-of-hadith/
https://www.al-sidrah.com/challenges-in-authenticating-hadith-the-science-of-hadith/

determine the authenticity of a narration. This paper explores these
evolving methodologies and analyzes their implications for the science of hadith
authentication.

History of Hadith Formation

During his lifetime, the Prophet extensively explained the Qur’an and Islamic
rulings. After the Hijrah, as Islamic rulings expanded to both personal and
societal matters, the Prophet increasingly explained and interpreted the Qur’an
through his statements. However, after his passing, the first two caliphs banned
the transmission and recording of hadith—a ban lasting nearly a century, lifted
only during the reign of Umar ibn Abd al-Aziz. Abu Bakr ordered the destruction
of recorded narrations, and Umar discouraged hadith dissemination to focus on
the Qur’an. Some Sunni sources report that ‘Umar considered compiling hadith
but ultimately refrained from doing so.((Kanz al-‘Ummal, al-Muttaqi al-Hindi,
vol. 10, p. 291, Hadith 29474)) Sunni scholars have offered various explanations
for the early prohibition on recording hadith. Chief among them were concerns
that hadith might be confused with the Qur’an and fears((Kanz al-‘Ummal, al-
Muttaqtl al-Hindi, vol. 10, p. 291, Hadith 29474)) of discord among
Muslims.((Tadhkirat al-Huffaz, al-Dhahabi, vol. 1, p. 9)) Al-Dhahabi attempts to
justify Abu Bakr’s prohibition on hadith transmission by arguing that his
intention was to verify and investigate reports, not to close the door to
narration. However, historical evidence contradicts this interpretation; as
the ban contributed to the loss of many narrations and increased the
risk of fabrication. In contrast, the Shi‘a community preserved the prophetic
teachings with greater continuity. Imam Ali compiled the first hadith collection,
which was safeguarded by subsequent Imams and occasionally referenced in
later traditions.((Ta’sis al-Shia, p. 279)) The efforts intensified during the time
of Imam al-Baqir and Imam al-Sadiq, leading to 400 foundational works known
as al-Usul al-Arba’ Mi’ah. Later, during Imam al-Ridha’s era, hadith
transmission flourished, with 360 individuals narrating from him
directly.((Musnad Imam Ridha, Shaykh ‘Azizullah ‘Attardi, vol. 2, p. 70))



History of Hadith Formation: Historical
Methods of Hadith Authentication

Throughout Islamic history, various methodologies for hadith authentication
have been proposed. A major turning point occurred during the era of ‘Allamah
Hilli. During ‘Allamah Hilli’s era, with the expansion of figh and usul, increased
interaction with Sunni scholarship, loss of the contextual indicators present
during the earlier period but lost during Allamah’s time and the intermixing of
authentic and weak narrations, ‘Allamah Hilli and his teacher Ahmad ibn Tawus
al-Hill1 introduced a different/more streamlined method—the science of
dirayah.((Mashriq al-Shamsayn, p. 271)) They categorized narrations using
terms like sahih (authentic), hasan (good), and mawthugq (reliable). Although
Shaykh Baha’i credits ‘Allamah Hilli with founding dirayah, earlier traces of this
discipline are evident in earlier scholars’ works and the narrations of the
Imams.((Mashriq al-Shamsayn wa Iksir al-Sa‘adatayn ma‘a Ta‘liqat al-Khwaju’i,
vol. 1, p. 33)) However, previous usage was not independent but complemented
by contextual analysis. While ‘Allamah Hilli systematized the classification of
hadith, he sometimes applied earlier methodologies. For example, in al-Khulasa,
he states that al-Saduq’s chain to Abu Maryam al-Ansari is sahih, despite the
presence of Aban ibn ‘Uthman, based on the Shi‘a community’s consensus about
narrations reliably transmitted from them.((Mashriq al-Shamsayn, vol. 1, p.
270))

Thus, in this discussion, the historical development of hadith authentication is
divided into two phases:

= Pre-‘Allamah Hill
= Post-‘Allamah Hilli

Pre-‘Allamah Hilli: Wuthuq Sudun

Before ‘Allamah Hilli, many scholars employed several methods in the
evaluation of hadith. For instance Sheikh Mufid utilized multiple methodologies
to assess narrations. One of these was Naqd-e matn-mahwar or text-based



criticism in which the validation and evaluation of the narrations conducted by
comparing their content against definitive sources and criteria of religious
knowledge namely, the Noble Qur’an, reason (‘aql), Sunnah, or external sources
such as established historical facts and empirical realities.((AlI-Masa’il al-
Saghaniyya, Shaykh al-Mufid pp 90)) Another widely adopted method was
the principle of wuthugq suduri, that is, confidence in the attribution of a
narration to an Imam. The reliability of narrators was only one of several
contextual indicators assessed, rather than being the sole criterion.
Early scholars, including al-Kulayni, Shaykh al-Saduq, and al-Muhaqqiq al-Hillj,
adhered to this methodology.

Among the contextual indicators employed were:

1. Presentation of Books to the Imams and Their
Endorsement

A crucial indicator was the presentation of compiled hadith works (asl or kitab)
to the Imams for verification. Approval of such works by the Imams served as
strong evidence of their authenticity. For instance Ubaydullah ibn ‘Al1 al-Halab1
presented his work to the Imam, who endorsed it.((Wasa’il al-Shi‘a, Shaykh
Hurr al-‘Amili, vol. 20, p. 98)) Conversely, Yunus ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman presented
narrations heard in Kufa, and the Imam rejected some of them.((Ikhtiyar
Ma'‘rifat al-Rijal, Shaykh al-Tusi, vol. 1, p. 224)) Al-Kulayni records such events
in al-Kafi((vol. 7, p. 324)), where a narration mentions that Yunus presented a
book to Imam al-Rida (A), who affirmed its authenticity.

Later jurists, such as Sahib al-Jawahir and al-Muhaqqiq al-Ardabili, heavily
relied on such indicators. For example, in discussions on diyat, they cite Zarif’s
work as reliable based on its endorsement by an Imam. However later
scholars who are proponents of the sanad method, like al-Shahid al-
Thani doubted its chains due to figures like al-Hasan ibn ‘Ali ibn Faddal
and Sahl ibn Ziyad((Rawdat al-Bahiyyah, vol. 10, p. 253; vol. 7, p. 322)) and
thus considered the book as weak in its categorization. Thus,
endorsement by the Imam of compilations was a vital method of



authentication.

2. Appearance of Hadiths in Multiple Asl

The asl were independent compilations by early Shi‘1l narrators who directly
heard narrations from the Imams. Their authenticity was highly trusted because
they minimized copying errors. Usul al-Arba‘ Mi’ah played a major role.
Scholars like Mirza Na’'in1 and Wahid Bahbahani considered a hadith’s inclusion
in al-Kaf1 a strong sign of authenticity. Fayd Kashani noted that hadiths
appearing in multiple Usul or compiled by one of the Ashab al-Ijma‘ narrators
were deemed authentic.((al-Wafi, vol. 1, p. 22)) Similarly, Aqa Buzurg Tihrani
asserts that the appearance of a narration in several Usul strengthens its
credibility.((al-Dhari‘ah ila Tasanif al-Shi‘ah, vol. 2, p. 126)) Al-Muhaqqiq al-
Damad also stressed on reliance on Usul for verification.((al-Rawashih al-
Samawiyah, vol. 1, p. 99))

3. Comparing Manuscripts

Scholars traditionally compared manuscripts to detect interpolations or
distortions. This method remains essential in verifying the text and
chain of a hadith. For example, Shaykh Tusi and Shaykh al-Kulayni both
transmit a narration concerning the legal rulings for women in nifas (bleeding
after childbirth), but notable textual differences appear:

Shaykh Tusi records:
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(Tahdhib, vol. 1, p. 173),
“The post-natal woman (al-nufasa’) refrains from prayer during the days she
would normally remain [in bleeding], then she performs ghusl just as the
woman with irregular bleeding (al-mustahadah) does.”



and elsewhere:
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(Tahdhib, vol. 1, p. 176).

“The post-natal woman (al-nufasa’) refrains from prayer during the days of her
bleeding... then she performs ghusl and prays just as the woman with irregular
bleeding (al-mustahadah) does.”

In al-Kafi, Shaykh al-Kulayni transmits:

(al-Kafi, vol. 3, pp. 97-98).

“The post-natal woman (al-nufasa’) refrains from prayer during the days of her
bleeding... then she performs ghusl and acts as the woman with irregular
bleeding (al-mustahadah) does.”

The phrase “tusalli kama taghtasil al-mustahada” (“she prays as the mustahada
bathes”) in the second narration (Tahdhib) appears incoherent. The more
accurate reading, preserved in al-Kafi, is “ta‘mal kama ta‘mal al-mustahada”
(“she acts as the mustahada acts”). All three transmissions ultimately trace back
to Nawadir Ibn Abi ‘Umayr. The variation arises from differences between the
transmissions of Husayn ibn Sa‘ld, Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah ibn Zurarah, and
the widely accepted recension transmitted by Ibrahim ibn Hashim.

Manuscript comparison is also essential in assessing chains of transmission
(isnad). For instance, in Kitab al-‘Ilal, Ibn Babawayh narrates through:

Muhammad ibn Musa ibn al-Mutawakkil — ‘Al ibn al-Husayn al-Sa‘d Abadi -
Ahmad ibn Ab1 ‘Abd Allah al-Barqi - Isma‘il ibn Mihran - Ahmad ibn



Muhammad ibn Jabir —» Zaynab bint ‘All - Fatima (PBUH).
However, in another version transmitted by Shaykh al-Saduq:

Muhammad ibn Musa ibn al-Mutawakkil — ‘All ibn al-Husayn al-Sa‘d Abadi -
Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Khalid al-Barqi — his father — Isma‘il ibn Mihran -
Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Khuza‘l - Muhammad ibn Jabir —» ‘Abbad al-‘Amiri -
Zaynab bint ‘Al1 - Fatima (PBUH).

Comparison reveals omissions and inaccuracies in the former chain, where two
narrators are missing and some names are incorrectly recorded.((Pajuhishi dar
‘Ilm al-Rijal, Akbar Turabi Shahriza’i, pp. 23-24))

Thus, the practice of comparing manuscripts and variant transmissions remains
a crucial tool for verifying both the textual integrity and the authenticity of
hadith chains.

4. Examination of the Chain of Narration

Early scholars did not assess the authenticity of a hadith solely based on
the reliability of its chain of transmission (isnad), nor did they reject a
narration purely due to a weak chain. Rather, the strength of the isnad
was one of several indicators used to evaluate a report. Critical to this
process was also the analysis of the hadith’s content. Nonetheless, knowledge of
the narrators and their attributes remained essential for jurists, as rulings could
not be issued without this assessment given that some were known fabricators,
others narrated from weak authorities, some lacked precision or were prone to
forgetfulness, and others, while not Imami, transmitted sayings from the
Imams—requiring further scrutiny to determine alignment with Imami
jurisprudence or the possibility of taqiyya.((‘Uddat al-Usul, al-Shaykh al-Tust,
vol. 1, p. 150))

The Imams themselves warned about tampering:

For instance, Imam al-Sadiqg warns:



“Mughirah ibn Sa‘ld tampered with the books of my father’s companions and
inserted narrations not from my father”.((Ikhtiyar Ma‘rifat al-Rijal [Rijal al-
Kashshi, al-Shaykh al-Tusi, vol. 1, p. 223))

Similarly, Imam ‘Ali, when asked about contradictory reports, explained:

“One who heard something from the Prophet but did not memorize it accurately
would convey it as he understood it. He does not intentionally lie, but he acts
upon it and claims: ‘T heard it from the Messenger of Allah’”.((Nahj al-Balagha,
sermon 210))

At times, scholars explicitly rejected narrations based on isnad analysis. Shaykh
al-Sadugq, for example, dismisses certain reports because:

“These are solitary reports that neither establish certainty nor obligate action.
Moreover, their narrator, ‘Imran al-Za‘farani, is unknown, and both chains
include weak transmitters whose solitary reports we do not act upon”. ((al-
Istibsar, Shaykh al-Tusi, vol. 2, p. 76))

Other contextual indicators included the acceptance of a narration by Qummi
scholars, the reliability of Shaykh al-Saduq’s mursalat, reliance on the Ashab al-
[jma‘, and narrations transmitted by certified teachers (shuyukh al-ijazah).

Hadith Assessment Post-‘Allamah Hilli: Wuthuq
Sanadi

In the post-‘Allamah Hilli period, a distinct methodology emerged
wherein jurists assessed hadiths solely based on the soundness of the
isnad (chain of transmission). According to this approach, a narration
must possess an authenticated and verified chain for it to be accepted;
any flaw in the chain—regardless of supporting contextual
indicators—would result in the rejection of the report. Among the past
four centuries of juristic practice, the most notable proponent of this method is
Ayatullah al-Khu'i. Preceding him, it was widely adopted by Shahid al-Thani and
Mulla Ahmad al-Mugaddas al-Ardabili the author of Majma“ al-Fa’ida wa al-



Burhan.((Dars-e Kharij-e Figh, Ustad Muhammad Hasan Rabani Birjandi,
14/0/1401 solar))

Within this framework, the trustworthiness (tawthiq) of narrators is established
either through specific attestations or through general indications.

Specific attestations (tawthiq khass) refer to judgments of trustworthiness
(‘adalah or thiqah) pertaining to one or a few narrators, without relying on a
broader criterion applicable to others.

Several methods exist within this category:

First Method: An attestation is derived from statements issued by one of the
Infallible Imams, either explicitly, implicitly, or necessarily affirming a
narrator’s reliability. For example: Hamdawayh reports:

“Muhammad ibn ‘Isa ibn ‘Ubayd and Ya‘qub ibn Yazid narrated to me from Ibn
Ab1 ‘Umayr, from Abu al-‘Abbas al-Bagbaq, from Abu ‘Abdillah (al-Sadiq, peace
be upon him), who said: ‘“There are four people most beloved to me in life and
death: Burayd ibn Mu‘awiyah al-‘Ijli, Zurarah ibn A‘yan, Muhammad ibn Muslim,
and Abu Ja‘far al-Ahwal.””.((Ikhtiyar Ma‘rifat al-Rijal (Rijal al-Kashshi), al-Tusi,
p. 135, hadith 215))

The chain here is considered sahih, as all transmitters are Imami and ‘adil.

Second Method: Explicit attestations from early rijal scholars such as Shaykh
Sadugq, al-Najashi, al-Kashshi, and al-Tusl1. For instance, al-Najash1 writes:

Third Method: Endorsements by later scholars (muta’akhkhirin)

Fourth Method: A jurist compiles various indicators to attain certainty
regarding a narrator’s trustworthiness. This method, considered the most
reliable, requires comprehensive expertise in the narrators’ biographies,
transmission patterns, precision, teachers, students, and contextual factors.

For example, regarding Harith ibn Ab1 Ja‘far Muhammad ibn Nu‘man:



= Al-Najashi notes his work was transmitted by trusted companions,
including al-Hasan ibn Mahbub.

= Al-Tusl mentions he authored an asl and identifies him among the
companions of Imam al-Sadiq (peace be upon him).

= Al-Wahid al-Bahbahani and others relied on his narrations, recognizing
their precedence even over other sound reports in cases of
contradiction.

The cumulative indicators—widespread transmission, association with primary
sources, narrating through figures of ijma‘, and scholarly preference for his
narrations—establish confidence in his reliability.((Pajuhish dar ‘Ilm al-Rijal, p.
196))

In hadith evaluation, general attestations (tawthiq ‘am) refer to the
validation of a group of narrators based on their inclusion within
recognized categories or fulfillment of specific criteria. A narrator’s
reliability (thiqah) may be established if they belong to the Ashab al-Ijma‘, are
narrated by them directly or indirectly, or are transmitted by one of the three
principal scholars: al-Kulayni, al-Saduq, or al-Tusi. Other indicators include
being among the teachers (mashayikh) of al-Najashi, appearing in the
transmission chains of key works such as the Tafsir of ‘All ibn Ibrahim al-Qummi
or Kamil al-Ziyarat, narrating a large number of traditions, or being the subject
of scholarly expressions of mercy (tarahhum). Frequent narration by al-Kulayni,
appearing in chains classified as sahihah/ (authentic) through tashih al-isnad, or
serving as a representative (wakil) of an Imam are also strong indicators.
Additionally, reliability may be inferred if a narrator received scholarly
authorization (ijazah), authored an original work (asl), was affirmed as
trustworthy by later scholars, or was narrated by notable figures such as the
Banu Faddal or Ja‘far ibn Bashir. Being counted among the teachers of the
Qummi scholars or those of al-Saduq further strengthens the presumption of a
narrator’s trustworthiness.



A Modern Approach to Hadith Authentication

As previously outlined, reliance solely on the transmitters within a chain (isnad)
does not yield definitive proof of a narration’s authenticity, given that narrations
with weak chains may nonetheless align reliably with Shi’i doctrinal principles.
Consequently, a more comprehensive and nuanced method is
necessary—one that synthesizes all available evidence to reach a sound
judgment. Among the emerging approaches is the Fihristi method, pioneered
by Ayatollah Ahmad Madadil al-Musaw1 in his dars al-kharij lectures and
systematized by his students in works such as Nigahi bi Darya (Ayatollah
Madadi), Bazsazi-i Mutun-i Kuhn-i Hadith-i Shi‘a (Sayyid Muhammad Emadi),
and Faharis al-Shi‘a (Mehdi Khodamian).

Tahlil-i Fihristi (iw,é Jolai) evaluates narrations through a cumulative process
of compiling, analyzing, and weighing evidence to establish the degree of
confidence in a narration’s reliability. It is a dynamic, evolving methodology
wherein new findings continually refine or correct earlier conclusions. Unlike
classical ‘ilm al-rijal, which aims to classify narrations rigidly as sahih, hasan,
muwaththaq, or da‘lf, Tahlil-i Fihristi assesses narrations on a continuum of
credibility, determined by the accumulation of contextual indicators. This
method recognizes that the authenticity of a hadith is not a mechanical process
waiting to be discovered, but rather a confidence-based judgment formed
through critical evaluation.

A secondary contribution of the Fihristi method is its illumination of historical
processes. For instance, while the transmission history of narrations in al-
Bukhari’s Sahih remains largely obscure regarding the shift from oral to written
forms, many Shi‘l transmissions offer clearer historical trajectories. An example
is the chain:

‘Al1 ibn Ibrahim - his father - Hammad — Hariz —» Zurarah — Abu Ja‘far (‘a).
While Abu Ja‘far (‘a) transmitted orally, Zurarah may have committed the
narration to writing. Hariz, who definitively authored a book, transmitted it to
Hammad, who likewise preserved it in writing. This written corpus was



subsequently transmitted to Qom by Ibrahim ibn Hashim and eventually to al-
Kulayni, illustrating a traceable historical pathway.((Madadi, Advanced Figh,
1396/8/2 [November 23, 2017]))

In addition to mapping out the historical trajectory of transmission, the Fihristi
method also substantiates the authenticity of a narration by locating it within
early authoritative compilations that can be reliably traced back to the Infallible
Imams (‘a). Through this process, the method reconstructs a chain of contextual
and historical indicators that enhance epistemic certainty. As such, the
authenticity of a hadith, within this framework, is directly linked to the
credibility of the source in which it is preserved. Thus the narration’s validity
becomes as sound as that of the book itself.((Arzyabi-ye hadith be ravesh-e
“tahlil-e fehresti”; didgahha va mabani, Sayyid Reza Shirazi and Mahmud
Malaki, pp. 35-36.))

When a narration possesses both rijali and fihristi credibility, its content is
further evaluated across three historical stages: (1) the context of issuance, (2)
the reaction of the Ahl al-Bayt (‘a), and (3) its transition into fatwa (legal ruling).

It is evident that this methodology necessitates a profound and ijtihadi mastery
of hadith sciences and cannot be employed without first undergoing rigorous
and comprehensive scholarly training in the discipline.

Conclusion

The authentication of hadith has always been a critical and dynamic endeavor
within Islamic scholarship, evolving alongside the intellectual and societal
needs of the Muslim community. Many early scholars prioritized wuthugq
suduri—confidence in attribution—by relying on contextual indicators such as
the endorsement of hadith compilations by the Imams, cross-referencing
multiple Usul, manuscript comparison, and chain analysis. Over time, especially
after the era of ‘Allamah Hilli, the science of dirayah became more streamlined,
shifting focus toward wuthuq sanadi—the reliability of the transmission chain
itself. This methodological shift, while adding precision, also led to the dismissal



of many narrations that earlier scholars had accepted based on holistic
indicators. Understanding these developments highlights not only the rigorous
efforts undertaken to preserve the teachings of the Prophet and his progeny but
also the diversity of approaches within our scholarly heritage. It is crucial, given
the rigorous process of hadith authentication, that narrations are not merely
classified as sahih (authentic) or da’if (weak) by the public and subsequently
dismissed without thorough scholarly analysis. Labeling a hadith as sahih or
da’if without proper examination can result in oversimplifications and
distortions of Islamic teachings.



