
The Science of Hadith
Lesson 7



Contradictions in Shia Hadith

• The presence of contradictions between hadith attributed to the 
Imams within the Shia corpus is an undeniable reality. A simple 
perusal of the 4 canonical hadith collections will reveal these 
seemingly conflicting reports.

• Unfortunately, such reports have been weaponized by detractors to 
negate the infallibility of the Imams and undermine the legitimacy of 
the Shia hadith tradition.



Contradictions in Shia Hadith

• Some contradictions are caused by narrators of hadith while others 
can be sourced to the Imams themselves, however there is a third 
category which will be the focus of our discussion.

• It should be known that a number of instances where one presumes 
the presence of a real contradiction between hadith are, in actuality, 
cases of mistaken presumption. That is to say, there seems to be a 
contradiction but that is not so. This comes about because of several 
reasons:
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• 1. Personal vs. Universal:
• The Imam’s reply may sometimes be given in consideration of the 

questioner’s circumstances and personal condition which the Imam 
would normally come to know of.

• Consider the following narration:
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 مَْعَن لَاَقَف رَِفَّسلا يفِ-لِیَّْللابِ رِاھََّنلاَ ةلاَصَ يضِقَْأ)ع(َِّ>ا دِبْعَ يبَِلأِ تُلُْق :لَاَق رٍاَّمعَ نِبَْ ةَیوِاَعمُ نْعَ
 لَاَقَف مَْعَن تَلُْق كََّنإِ لَاَقَف-لاَ لَاَقَف رَِفَّسلا يفِ لِیَّْللابِ رِاھََّنلاَ ةلاَصَ يضِقَْأ رٍبِاجَ نُبْ لُیعِامَسْإُِ ھلَ لَاَقَف

.قُیطُِت لاَ تَنَْأ وَ قُیطُِی كَلَِذ َّنإِ
• I said to Abū ʿAbdillāh: Do I make up a (lapsed) day-time prayer by 

night whilst on a journey? He said: Yes. Ismāʿīl b. Jābir said to him: Do 
I make up a (lapsed) day-time prayer by night whilst on a journey? He 
said: No (i.e. you have to make it up by day).So he (Muʿāwiya) said: 
But you had said ‘Yes’ (to me)! He (the Imam) said: That one (i.e. 
Ismāʿīl) has the strength for it while you do not

• Source: Wasāʾil al-Shīʿa, v. 4, p. 84
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• In another narration we read:
 وَ تِیَْبلْابِ فَاطَ رِحَّْنلا مُوَْی نَاكَ اَذإِ ىَّتحَ-عََّتمََت نَاكَُ ھَّنَأزٍرِحْمُ نُبُْ ةمََلسَ ينَِثَّدحَ لَاَق بَوُّیَأ يبَِأ نْعَ

ّنلا فَاوَطَ فُْطَی مَْل وَ ىًنمِ ىَلإِ عَجَرَ َّمُث-ةِوَرْمَلْا وَ اَفَّصلابِ  اوُلاَقَف-ھِبِاحَصَْلأُِ هرَكََذَف ھِلِھَْأ ىَلعَ عََقوََف-ءِاسَِ
َِّ̂ا دِبْعَ يبَِأ ىَلإِتُبْھََذَفُ ةمََلسَ لَاَقً-ةَنَدَب رَحَنَْی نَْأُ هرَمََأَف )ع(َِّ̂ا دِبْعَ اَبَأ لََأسََف-كَلَِذ لَْثمِ لََعَف دَْق نٌلاَُف

-ءٌ يْشَ كَیَْلعَ سَیَْل لَاَقَفُ ھُتلَْأسََف )ع(
“He (Abī Ayyūb) said: Salama b. Muḥriz narrated to me that he was performing the 

Tamattuʿ (one form of Hajj), until it was the Day of Sacrifice (i.e. when pilgrims 
slaughter) so he made the Ṭawāf around the House and between Safa and Marwa
before returning to Mina without performing the Ṭawāf āl-Nisāʾ, then he went on 
to have intercourse with his wife. He mentioned this (mistake) to his companions 

who said: So-and-so had done like that and asked Abā ʿAbdillāh (what to do) so he 
(the Imam) ordered him to sacrifice a camel (as expiation). Salama said: I went to 

Abī ʿAbdillāh and asked him. He said: There is nothing upon you.”
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ٍ-ةرَدِكَ نٍیْعَ نْمِ كَاطَعَْأ وَ كَاَقَّتا اوُلاَقَف لَاَق-يلِ لَاَق امَبِ مْھُُترَْبخَْأَف يبِاحَصَْأ ىلَإِ تُعْجَرََف
ّنإِ تُلُْقَف)ع(َِّ>ا دِبْعَ يبَِأ ىلَإِ تُعْجَرََف  امَ لَْثمِ نٌلاَُف لََعَف دَْق وَ-كَاَقَّتا اوُلاَقَف-يبِاحَصَْأ تُیقِلَ يِ

 رَحَنَْی نَْأُ هرَمََأَف تَلَْعَف
I returned to my companions and informed them of what he had said 

to me. They said: He has done Taqiyya with you and given you (a reply) 
from a contaminated spring.    So I returned to Abī ʿAbdillāh and said: I 
met my companions and they said ‘He has done Taqiyya with you, so-
and-so had done like what you did and he ordered him to sacrifice a 

camel’? 
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 لْھََف مُلَعَْتلاَ تَنَْأ وَُ ھَتلَْعَف تَنَْأ وَ-مُلَعَْی وَُھ وًَ ادمَِّعَتمُُ ھلََعَف نٌلاَُف نْكِلَ وَ-كَُتیَْقَّتا امَ اوُقَدصَ لَاَقَف
.ءٌ يْشَ كَیْلَعَ سَیْلَ لَاَقَف ينَِغلََب نَاكَ امَ َِّ>ا وَ لاَ :تُلُْق لَاَق-كَلَِذ كََغلََب نَاكَ

He (the Imam) said: They speak the truth. (However) I did not do 
Taqiyya with you, rather so-and-so had done that deliberately in spite 

of knowing, while you did it without knowing. Had that (requirement of 
performing Ṭawāf āl-Nisāʾ) reached you? He (Salama) said: I said: No by 

Allah, it had not been conveyed to me.  So he said (again): There is 
nothing upon you.”

Source: Wasāʾil al-Shīʿa: Vol. 13, Pgs. 124-125
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ّنلا فُاوَطَ ھِیَْلعَ وَُ-ھَلھَْأ ىَتَأ لٍجُرَ نْعَ)ع(َِّ̂ا دِبْعَ اَبَأ تُلَْأسَ :لَاَق سِنِلاََقلْاِ عاَّیَب دٍلِاخَ نْعَ  ھِیَْلعَ لَاَق ءِاسَِ
 فَیْكَُ َّ̂ا كَحََلصَْأ-اومُاَق امََ دعَْب تُلُْقَفٌ ةاشَ كَیَْلعَ لَاَقَف رُخَآُ هءَاجَ َّمُثٌ-ةرََقَب كَیَْلعَ لَاَقَف رخَآُ هءَاجَ َّمُثٌ-ةَنَدَب

ٌةاشَ رِیقَِفلْا ىَلعَ وٌَ ةرََقَب طِسَوَلْا ىَلعَ وٌَ-ةَنَدَب كَیَْلعَ وَ رٌسِومُ تَنَْأ لَاَقَفٌ-ةَنَدَب ھِیَْلعَ تَلُْق
“He (Khālid) said: I asked Abā ʿAbdillāh about a man who has intercourse with his 

wife while he still has to perform Ṭawāf āl-Nisāʾ? He (the Imam) said: Upon him is a 
camel. Then another came to him (with the same question) so he said: Upon you is 

a cow. Yet another came to him so he said: Upon you is a sheep. I (Khālid) said to 
him after they had left: May Allah set you aright, how did you say (at first) ‘upon 

him is a camel’? So he said: You are wealthy and upon you is a camel, and upon the 
middling (of average wealth) a cow and upon the poor a sheep.”

Source: Wasāʾil al-Shīʿa: Vol. 13, Pg. 123
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• 2. Time-bound vs. Timeless
• A statement of the Imam may have been issued in light of the 

historical circumstances specific to that time (and then mistakenly 
applied to all time).

ِ.يدْھَلْا مِحْلَ نْمًِ ائیْشَ َّنجَرِخُْت لاَ )ع(َِّ>ا دِبْعَ وُبَأ لَاَق :لَاَق رٍاَّمعَ نِبَْ ةَیوِاَعمُ نْعَ
“Do not remove anything of the meat of the sacrifice (from Mina).”

Source: Wasāʾil al-Shīʿa: Vol. 14, Pg. 171
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-لَاَقَف ىًنمِ نْمِِ يّحِاضََلأْا مِوحُُل جِارَخْإِ نْعَُ ھُتلَْأسَ :لَاَق )ع(َِّ>ا دِبْعَ يبَِأ نْعَ مٍلِسْمُ نِبْ دَِّمحَمُ نْعَ
.ھِجِارَخِْإبِ سَْأَب لاََف سُاَّنلا رَُثكَ دَْقَف مَوَْیلْا اَّمَأَف-ھِیْلَإِ سِاَّنلا ةِجَاحَلِ ءٍ يْشَبِ اھَنْمِ جُرَخُْی لاَ لُوُقَن اَّنُك

“He (Muḥammad) said: I asked him about taking the meat of the Aḍḥā
sacrifice out of Mina (i.e. leaving with it so as to be eaten later)?He (the 

Imam) said: We used to say no one leaves it (i.e. Mina) with anything 
(of meat), because of the (prevailing) need of the people for it (i.e. to 
encourage its immediate distribution to the many in need of it), as for 

today then the people (with wealth) have increased so there is no harm 
in taking it out.”

Source: Wasāʾil al-Shīʿa: Vol. 14, Pg. 172
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• 3. Conditional vs. Absolute (Importance of Context)
ّلصَُی نَْأبِ سَْأَب لاَ لااَق امَھَُّنَأ)ع(َِّ>ا دِبْعَ يبَِأ وَ)ع(رٍَفعْجَ يبَِأ نْعَ مَُّدلا ھِیفِ وَ-بِوَّْثلا يفِ لُجَُّرلا يَِ

 رَدَْقً اعمَِتجْمُ نُْكَی مْلَ امَ-ھِبِ سَْأَب لاََف كَلَِذ لَبَْقُ ھُبحِاصَُ هآرَ دَْق نَاكَ نْإِ وَ-ِحضَّْنلاَ ھبْشًِ اقرَِّفَتمُ
ّدلا .مِھَرِْ

They (i.e. al-Bāqir and al-Ṣādiq) said: There is no problem for a man to 
pray in clothes in which blood is dispersed like the effusion of sweat, 

even if the man had seen it before that (i.e. starting to pray), there is no 
problem in that as long as it is not collected together the size of 

a Dirham (coin).
Source: Wasāʾil al-Shīʿa: Vol. 3, Pg. 430
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• Now a jurist who considers this report to be absolute in nature will 
presume it to be contradictory with other reports which specify that 
even the tiniest amount of blood of Ḥayḍ (menstruation), or animal 
who is Najis al-ʿAyn (like the pig and the dog), or an animal who is not 
eaten makes the Ṣalāt void.

• But this mistaken assumption arises from overlooking the context of 
the Imam’s reply. That is, the Imams in the report above were not in 
the context of detailing the different types of blood and the 
distinction between them as far as Ṣalāt in them is concerned, rather, 
they were concerned with determining the amount of (permitted) 
blood which should not be exceeded
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• 4. Loss of Contextual Clues
ّیمَلْا نِعَ)ع(َِّ>ا دِبْعَ اَبَأ تُلَْأسَ :لَاَق رٍاَّمعَ نِبَْ ةَیوِاَعمُ نْعَ َ.ةلَبْقِلْا ھِیْمََدَق نِطِاَببِ لْبِقَْتسْا لَاَقَف-تِِ

He (Muʿāwiya) said: I asked Abā ʿAbdillāh about the Mayyit? He said: 
Direct him with the bottom of his feet facing the Qibla.”

Source: Wasāʾil al-Shīʿa: Vol. 2, Pg. 453
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• 5. Changing Terminology:
• The conventional usage of certain terms changes with the passage of 

time such that a hadith conveys a different meaning when read today 
than the meaning it conveyed in the earlier era of legislation.

• Take the word “haram” as an example.
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 وَُ ذفِاَنَقلْاُ ھَل رَكُِذ ىَّتحَ-شِحْوَلْا وَ رِیَّْطلاِ عاَبسِ نْعَ لَئُِسُ ھَّنَأ )ع(رٍَفعْجَ يبَِأ نْعَ مٍلِسْمُ نِبْ دَِّمحَمُ نْعَ
 لُوُسرَ ىھََن دَْق وَ-ھِبِاَتكِ يفُِ َّ̂ا مََّرحَ امَ َّلاإِ مُارَحَلْا سَیَْل لَاَقَف-لُیْخَلْا وَ لُاَغبِلْا وَ رُیمِحَلْا وَُ-طاوَطْوَلْا

مٍارَحَبِ رُمُحُلْا سَیَْل وَ-اھَوُنفُْی نَْأ مْھِرِوھُُظ لِجَْأ نْمِ مُْھاھََن امََّنإِ وَ اھَنْعَ رََبیْخَ مَوَْی)ص(َِّ̂ا
“He (the Imam) was asked about predatory birds and wild beasts until the 

hedgehog, bat, donkey, mule and horse were mentioned to him – so he 
said: Ḥarām is not but that which Allah made Ḥarām in His Book. The 

messenger of Allah Nahā (prohibited) the eating of the meat of the donkey 
on the day of Khaybar. Nahāhum (He prohibited them) (i.e. to eat) because 
of their (i.e. donkey’s) backs (i.e. they were a means of transport) lest they 

finish them all. But donkeys are not Ḥarām.”
Source: Wasāʾil al-Shīʿa: Vol. 24, Pg. 123
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 لَاَقَف-ةَِّیلِھَْلأْا رِمُحُلْا مِوحُُل نْعَ يبَِأ لَئُِس :لَاَق )ع( دٍَّمحَمُ نِبْ رَِفعْجَ نْعَِ يّثِیَّْللا نِسَحَلْا يبَِأ نْعَ
 يفُِ َّ>ا مََّرحَ امَ مُارَحَلْا امََّنإِ وَ-ذٍئِمَوَْی سِاَّنلاَ ةلَومُحَ تَْناكَ اھََّنَلأِ-اھَلِكَْأ نْعَ ص َِّ>ا لُوُسرَ ىھََن

نِآرُْقلْا
“My father was asked about the meat of domestic donkeys so he said: 

The messenger of Allah Nahā (prohibited) from eating it because it was 
a carrier of people in those days. Indeed the Ḥarām is that which Allah 

made Ḥarām in the Quran.”

Source: Wasāʾil al-Shīʿa: Vol. 24, Pgs. 119-120
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• 6. Influence of Dialect
• The Imam may speak in the vernacular of his direct interlocutor which 

differs from the vernacular of others listening in. Each one will 
understand the Imam’s words to mean what is common among them.

• For instance, if a Meccan comes to the Imam and asks him about the 
quantity of Kurr then the Imam may answer him according to his 
vernacular that the Kurr is 600 Raṭl (a unit of volume) but when an 
Iraqi asks him the same question he answers that the Kurr is 
1200 Raṭl. The Imam refers in the former answer to the 
Meccan Ratl which is half of the Iraqi Ratl.


