
The Science of Hadith
Lesson 6



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

• One of the major topics in Islamic legal theory (Usul al-Fiqh) 
is the problem of differences between) ثیدحلا فلاتخإ Hadith)

• The origins of differences in hadith can be traced back to 
prophetic period because the speech of the prophet was 
understood differently by different companions depending 
on their levels of comprehension, apart from other factors 
such as abrogation of hadith by the prophet himself.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

• The solution to this variance in hadith was to be found in referring 
back to Imam Ali, who was favoured by the Prophet with special 
access to his knowledge.

• This was physically manifested in the document known as 
the ”Sahifa”, the existence of which is attested to by all sides.

• The fact that the Sunni tradition gave equal credibility to all the 
companions out there as exponents of the prophetic way while the 
Shia had a single arbiter is considered to to be a major reason for the 
divergence found in the corpus of the two groups.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

• When the successors to Imam Ali, the two Imams al-Baqir and al-
Sadiq began widely disseminating religious rulings based on this 
special knowledge in the beginning of the second century, their 
companions and students were bound to find differences between 
this and the rulings issued by other authorities in the Islamic world.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

• As mentioned earlier, the beginnings of an awareness about the 
existence of the problem of the differences between hadith goes all 
the way back to the earliest period of Islam.

• This is when we discover that the companions as well as the second-
generation Muslims experienced this problem and were affected by it 
the same way we are affected by it today.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

• For the hadiths that the Prophet  conveyed to them included, at the 
very least, those which were Muḥkam (unambiguous) 
and Mutashabih (ambiguous), Nasikh (abrogating) 
and Mansukh (abrogated), and this on its part led to the 
manifestation of differences between the hadith.

• To clarify this point, we will look briefly at the two phases that the 
promulgation and spread of Islamic rulings went through:



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

• The prophet elucidated the religious rulings on two different levels:
1. Ordinary: This is when he elucidated the religious rulings for 

the companions as a whole who received it from him. It is represented 
by the general body of prophetic hadith.

2. Extraordinary: This is distinguished (from the above) by being 
what Imam Ali received from the prophet of instruction since he (the 
Prophet) used to dictate them to him in an exclusive manner.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

• The end-result of this (process) was his (Imam Ali’s) authorship of a 
number of books already in the life-time of the prophet. A fact that 
has been agreed-upon in the statements of both the non- Shia and 
the Shia.

• Non-Shia scholars have also acknowledged that Imam Ali was singled 
out among the companions in receiving from the prophet the rulings 
that pertain to dealing with the Bughat (rebels) and the Khawarij.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

• The difference between these two levels of reception of rulings is 
obvious, for the companions would (many a time) fall short in 
understanding the hadiths of the prophet and in paying due attention 
to his speech.

• It was therefore incumbent on them to refer back to the one who 
could interpret it for them so as to obtain a correct understanding of 
it. Such a one was none other than Imam Ali but they did not do that.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

• This multi-level reception of rulings should be considered to be
among the primary causes for the differences between the hadith of 
the two groups, that is, the Shia and Sunnis, which in turn led them to 
differ in Fiqh.

• Because the source for Shia Fiqh is the Ṣuḥuf (pl. Sahifa) of Imam Ali 
which he wrote with his hand following the dictation of the Prophet 
together with the hadith of the Ahl al-Bayt.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

• While the source for Sunni Fiqh is the hadiths which the companions 
received from the prophet with what is in them of defective aspects 
as a result of different factors.

• Thus, the non-Shia faced the problem of differences in hadith that 
they received from the Prophet and from the very beginning of Islam. 
Because in them (i.e. the hadiths) there were 
the abrogators and abrogated, the general and the specific, 
the decisive and ambiguous.

• At the same time they did not possess the intellectual capacity to 
resolve it, because they did not hold on to the guidance of the Imam 
Ali nor did they rely upon the traditions of the Ahl al-Bayt.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

• Imam Ali was questioned about the reason for differences in the 
hadiths that are transmitted by the companions of the Prophet.

 ناملس نم تعمس ينإ :ملاسلا ھیلع نینمؤملا ریملأ.تلق :لاق ،يللاھلا سیق نب میلس نع
 يف ام ریغ ھلآو ھیلع الله ىلص الله يبن نع ثیداحأو نآرقلا ریسفت نم ائیش رذ يبأو دادقملاو
 نم ةریثك ءایشأ سانلا يدیأ يف تیأرو مھنم تعمس ام قیدصت كنم تعمس مث ،سانلا يدیأ
 نومعزتو ،اھیف مھنوفلاخت متنأ ھلآو ھیلع الله ىلص الله يبن نع ثیداحلأا نمو نآرقلا ریسفت

لطاب ھلك كلذ نأ



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

• On the authority of Sulaym b. Qays al-Hilali who said:
“I said to the Commander of the Faithful: I heard from Salman, Miqdad
and Abu Dhar things to do with the Tafsir (commentary) of the Quran 
and traditions of the prophet which are different from that which is in 

the hands of the people, then I heard from you a confirmation of what I 
had heard from them. I also found in the hands of the people a lot of 

things to do with the Tafsir of the Quran and the traditions of the 
Prophet of Allah which you oppose them in and assert all that to be 

false….”



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

 ؟مھئارآب نآرقلا نورسفیو،نیدمعتم ھلآو ھیلع الله ىلص الله لوسر ىلع نوبذكی سانلا ىرتفأ
.باوجلا مھفاف تلأس دق:لاقف يلع لبقأف :لاق

Do you believe that the people are lying about the messenger of Allah 
deliberately and are commenting on the Quran by their personal 

opinions? He (Sulaym) said: So he (i.e. Imam Ali) turned towards me 
and said: You have asked so understand the answer.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

 امكحمو ،اصاخو اماعو ،اخوسنمو اخسانو ،ابذكو اقدصو ،لاطابو اقح سانلا يدیأ يف نإ
،امھوو اظفحو ،اھباشتمو

What is in the hands of the people includes both truth and falsehood, 
veracity and lies, abrogating and abrogated, general and specific, 

unambiguous and ambiguous, correctly preserved (memorized) and 
mistaken.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

 دق سانلا اھیأ :لاقف ابیطخ ماق ىتح هدھع ىلعھلآو ھیلع الله ىلص الله لوسرىلعبذكدقو
 ،هدعب نم ھیلعبذكمث ،رانلا نم هدعقم ءوبتیلف ادمعتم يلعبذكنمف ةباذكلا يلع ترثك

:سماخ مھل سیل ةعبرأ نم ثیدحلا مكاتأ امنإو
Lies were attributed to the messenger of Allah in his own life-time, until 

he stood to give a speech and said ‘O people! Liars about me have 
increased, so the one who lies about me deliberately should occupy his 
seat in the fire’. Then lies were said about him after him (i.e. his death). 
Verily the hadith has come to you from four (types of people) – there is 

no fifth:



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

 ىلص الله لوسر ىلع بذكی نأ جرحتی لاو مثأتی ا ملاسلإاب عنصتم ،نامیلإا رھظی قفانم لجر
ادمعتم ھلآو ھیلع الله

A hypocritical man, who makes a show of faith and acts out Islam. He 
does not restrain himself nor find it burdensome to lie about the 

messenger of Allah deliberately.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

 لوسربحص دق اذھ اولاق مھنكلو ،هوقدصی ملو ھنم اولبقی مل ،باذك قفانم ھنأ سانلا ملع ولف
،ھلاح نوفرعی لا مھو ،ھنع اوذخأو ،ھنم عمسو هآروھلآو ھیلع الله ىلص الله

So if the people knew that he was a lying hypocrite they would not 
accept from him, nor would they consider him truthful, but they said 
instead ‘this one was a companion of the messenger of Allah, he saw 
him and heard from him’ so they took from him without knowing his 

(true) condition.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

 مھتیأر اذإو " :لجو زع لاقف مھفصو امب مھفصوو  هربخأ امب نیقفانملا نع الله هربخأ دقو
  مھلوقل عمست اولوقی نإو مھماسجأ كبجعت

Allah had informed him (i.e. the prophet) of the hypocrites with what 
he informed, and described them with what he described – so He 
Mighty and Majestic said “and if you see them their outward form 

impresses you, and if they speak you listen to their speech”



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

مھولوف ناتھبلاو بذكلاو روزلاب رانلا ىلإ ةاعدلاو ةللاضلا ةمئأ ىلإ اوبرقتف هدعب اوقب مث "
 نم لاإ ایندلاو كولملا عم سانلا امنإو ،ایندلا مھب اولكأو ،سانلا باقر ىلع مھولمحو ، لامعلأا

.ةعبرلأا دحأ اذھف ،الله مصع
These remained after him (i.e. the prophet’s death) and drew near to 

the Imams (leaders) of misguidance and callers to the Fire by their 
falsities, lies and slander. So they (the leaders) appointed them to be 

governors over provinces, imposed them over people’s necks, and 
consumed through them the world. Indeed the people are with their 
kings and (with) the world, except one whom Allah has protected. So

this is one of the four.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

 ،هدی يف وھف ابذك دمعتی ملو ،ھیف مھوو ھھجو ىلع ھلمحی مل ائیش الله لوسر نم عمس لجرو
 ملع ولفھلآو ھیلع الله ىلص الله لوسرنم ھتعمس انأ :لوقیف ھیوریو ھب لمعیو ھب لوقی

.ھضفرل مھو ھنأ وھ ملع ولو هولبقی مل مھو ھنأ نوملسملا
(The second is) A man who heard something from the messenger of 

Allah, but he did not bear (memorize) it in an accurate form, and made 
a mistake in it, though he did not intend to lie. It is in his hands, he 

believes in it, acts upon it, and transmits it saying ‘I heard it from the 
messenger of Allah’, but if the Muslims knew that he was mistaken they 

would not have accepted it, and if he himself knew that he was 
mistaken he would have rejected it.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

 وأ ،ملعی لا وھو ھنع ىھن مث ھب رمأ ائیشھلآو ھیلع الله ىلص الله لوسرنم عمس ثلاث لجرو
 ھنأ ملع ولو ،خسانلا ظفحی ملو ھخوسنم ظفحف ،ملعی لا وھو ھب رمأ مث ئش نع ىھنی ھعمس

.هوضفرل خوسنم ھنأ ھنم هوعمس ذإ نوملسملا ملع ملو ،ھضفرل خوسنم
A third man heard something ordered by the messenger of Allah and 

then he (the messenger) forbade it while he (the man) did not know, or 
he (the man) heard him (the messenger) forbidding something then he 
(the messenger) permitted it (later) while he (the man) does not know, 

so he (the man) preserved the abrogated and did not preserve the 
abrogating. If he knew that it is abrogated he would have rejected it, 
and if the Muslims knew that is is abrogated when they heard it from 

him they would have rejected it.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

 و الله نم افوخ بذكلل ضغبم ،ھلآو ھیلع الله ىلص الله لوسرىلع بذكی مل عبار رخآو
 امك ھب ءاجف ھھجو ىلع عمس ام ظفح لب ،ھسنی مل ،ھلآو ھیلع الله ىلص الله لوسرلامیظعت

ھنم صقنی ملو ھیف دزی مل عمس
The last and fourth one is he who does not lie about the messenger of 

Allah. He detests lying out of fear of Allah and in reverence of the 
messenger of Allah. He did not forget it (the hadith) rather he 

memorized what he heard in its original form, so he came with it as he 
had heard it, and did not add anything to it nor reduce from it.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

 ھیلع الله ىلص يبنلارمأ نإف خوسنملا ضفرو خسانلاب لمعف ،خوسنملا نم خسانلا ملعو
ھباشتمو مكحمو ]ماعو صاخو[ خوسنمو خساننآرقلالثمھلآو

He can tell the abrogating among it from the abrogated. Because the 
commands of the prophet are like those of the Quran, (they include) 

the abrogating and abrogated, specific and general, unambiguous and 
ambiguous.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

 لثم صاخ ملاكو ماع ملاك :ناھجو ھل ملاكلا ھلآو ھیلع الله ىلص الله لوسر نم نوكی ناك دق
 ھبتشیف " اوھتناف ھنع مكاھن امو ،هوذخف لوسرلا مكاتآ ام " :ھباتك يف لجو زع الله لاقو نآرقلا

ھلآو ھیلع الله ىلص ھلوسرو ھب الله ىنع ام ردی ملو فرعی مل نم ىلع
There used to issue from the messenger of Allah speech which has 

more than one interpretation, a general speech and a particular 
speech, just like the Quran. Allah Mighty and Majestic said in His book 
“and whatever the Messenger gives you then take it, and whatever he 
forbids you from then leave it” but it becomes confused for one who 

does not know and does not comprehend what Allah and his 
messenger meant by it.



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

 نم مھنم ناكو مھفیف ئشلا نع ھلأسی ناكھلآو ھیلع الله ىلص الله لوسر باحصألك سیلو
 ىلص الله لوسرلأسیف يراطلاو يبارعلأا ئیجی نأ نوبحیل اوناك نأ ىتح ھمھفتسی لاو ھلأسی

.اوعمسی ىتحھلآو ھیلع الله
Not every companion of the messenger of Allah was someone who 

could ask him about something and go on to understand (the reply). 
There was (also) among them one who would ask him and not inquire 
further, to the extent that they would desire that a Bedouin or visitor 
would come and ask the messenger of Allah so that they could hear 

(the reply).



Why Shia and Sunni Hadith Differ

ةلخد ةلیل لكو ةلخد موی لكھلآو ھیلع الله ىلص الله لوسرىلع لخدأ تنك دقو
While I (on the other hand) would enter upon the messenger of Allah 

every day for a private session and every night for a private session

Source: al-Kafi, v. 1, p. 50,


