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Al-Kulaynī: Insights into His Life and Methodology 
Ammaar Muslim al-Dodomi 
Independent Researcher 

Abstract 
Muḥammad b. Yaʿqūb al-Kulaynī (d. 329/941) is considered one of 
the most influential scholars in Twelver Shīʿīsm, with his magnum 
opus, al-Kāfī, considered to be the premiere work of ḥadīth and one 
of the main sources for theological doctrine (ʿaqīda) and practical 
jurisprudence (fiqh) among Twelver Shīʿīs. Despite the recognition 
that al-Kulaynī’s work has achieved in Shīʿī discourse, unfortu-
nately, not much is known about his life, motivations, and ap-
proach, especially in the English-speaking Shīʿī world. This paper 
seeks to correct this by introducing the individual and his method-
ology. The paper combines a close reading of the available histori-
cal details of his life, together with an analysis of the relevant sec-
tions from the author’s muqaddima (preface), wherein one would 
expect to find answers to such questions.1 
Keywords: Al-Kulaynī, al-Kāfī, ḥadīth, ʿilm al-rijāl, maqbūla of 
ʿUmar b. Ḥanẓala, takhyīr. 

1. Biographical Elements 

Details about the life of Abū Jaʿfar Muḥammad b. Yaʿqūb b. Isḥāq al-
Kulaynī al-Rāzī (d. 328/940 or 329/941) are scant.2 Incidental details 

 
1 A proper treatment of the contents of al-Kāfī, including al-Kulaynī’s or-

ganisation/arrangement of the material and the few authorial remarks he 
makes therein are beyond the scope of the current paper. 

2 Shīʿī ḥadīth studies in Western academia is still in its infancy. There exists 
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are known, such as the fact that he was one-eyed (aʿwar),3 but others 
are not, such as the year of his birth.4 What can be gleaned from the 
geographical descriptor (nisba) attached to his name is that his ances-
tral home was Kulayn (he may have even been born there), a small 
village in the district of Rayy (to be found within present-day Tehran).5 

A major influence on al-Kulaynī would have been the scholarly 

 
no monograph dedicated to al-Kulaynī’s life nor a study of al-Kāfī. A no-
table contribution is by Andrew J. Newman who touches upon the life 
and methodology of al-Kulaynī in his published work which will be cited 
where necessary; see Andrew J. Newman, The Formative Period of Twelver 
Shīʿīsm: Ḥadīth as Discourse between Qum and Baghdad (Routledge: 
2000), Chapter 6. Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi and Hasan Ansari are 
aware of this lacuna stating: “aside from a few rare or brief articles de-
voted to our author/compiler or to particular aspects of his work, no mon-
ograph synthesis, carried out in accord with historical and critical per-
spectives, has yet been accorded to this great scholar and to the milieu in 
which his magnum opus first saw the light.” Their self-described “modest” 
attempt at filling this gap is very good at setting the historical background 
of al-Kulaynī’s life, and describing the different intellectual currents of his 
age, but does not dissect his methodology in any detail (the muqaddima 
is mentioned in passing but not quoted from even once!); see Mohammad 
Ali Amir-Moezzi and Hasan Ansari, “Perfecting a Religion: Remarks on al-
Kulaynī and His Summa of Traditions,” in Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, 
The Silent Qurʾān and the Speaking Qurʾān: Scriptural Sources of Islam be-
tween History and Fervor (Columbia University Press: 2016). 

3 Muḥammad b. al-Ḥasan al-Ṭūsī, Rijāl al-Ṭūsī, ed. Jawād al-Qayyūmī 
(Muʾassasat al-Nashr al-Islāmī: 2009), 439. 

4 Considering that al-Kulaynī dies in 329/941 and taking an estimated aver-
age life-time of 70 years or so means that he was born around 260/872, 
the date in which the ghayba al-ṣughrā (lesser occultation) of the twelfth 
Imam is supposed to have begun. 

5 For more informed speculation about the village of Kulayn and where it 
is located within Rayy, see Amir-Moezzi and Ansari, “Perfecting a Reli-
gion,” 138. 
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pedigree of his immediate family. The early Imāmī bibliographer, al-
Najāshī (d. 450/1058), notes that al-Kulaynī’s maternal uncle, ʿAllān al-
Kulaynī al-Rāzī, was a trustworthy (thiqa) narrator of ḥadīth and nota-
ble figure (ʿayn).6 

Beyond this, all information or details about al-Kulaynī’s life must 
be inferred on the back of his magnum opus, al-Kāfī, upon which his 
legacy rests. The book, when studied closely and looking especially at 
the names of his direct authorities in the chains (asānīd), tells the story 
of a long and arduous journey for the sake of acquiring ḥadīth.7  

Al-Kulaynī must have taken the first real steps towards his educa-
tion in his native Rayy, as was typical for any budding ḥadīth scholar.8 
al-Kulaynī would then have gone to Qom, which is closest to Rayy, and 
by this time, a prominent centre for Shīʿī fiqh, ḥadīth and general 

 
6 Aḥmad b. ʿAlī al-Najāshī, Rijāl al-Najāshī, ed. Mūsā al-Shubayrī al-Zanjānī 

(Muʾassasat al-Nashr al-Islāmī: 1997), 206. 
7 In the present work, al-Kulaynī’s itinerary has been reconstructed from 

the proposal of the contemporary Iranian researcher Muḥammad Bāqir 
al-Bahbūdī with slight modifications; see the introduction in al-Bahbūdī, 
Ṣaḥīḥ man lā yaḥḍuruhu al-faqīh (Muʾassasat al-Wafā: 1987). 

8 Apart from his uncle, the aforementioned ʿAllān al-Kulaynī, whose full 
name is ʿAlī b. Muḥammad b. Ibrāhīm b. Abān, al-Kulaynī’s other known 
teacher in Rayy is one Muḥammad b. ʿAqīl al-Kulaynī. It is the opinion of 
the author of the present work that a third known teacher should be 
added. In criticism of the proposal of al-Bahbūdī, al-Kulaynī should be 
considered to have met up with Muḥammad b. Jaʿfar b. Muḥammad b. 
ʿAwn al-Asadī (d. 312/924) in Rayy and not Kufa. This is because al-Asadī 
had already relocated to Rayy from Kufa sometime before the year 
290/902-903; see al-Ṭūsī, Kitāb al-Ghayba (Muʾassasat al-Maʿārif al-
Islāmiyya: 2004), 415. All three men transmit to al-Kulaynī the famous 
works of the controversial narrator Sahl b. Ziyād al-Ādamī who had fled 
to Rayy after being chased out of Qom under the accusation of ghuluww; 
see al-Ḥasan b. Yūsuf Ibn al-Muṭahhar al-Ḥillī, Khulāṣat al-aqwāl fī 
maʿrifat al-rijāl, ed. Jawād al-Qayyūmī (Muʾassasat Nashr al-Faqāha: 
2010), 430. 
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scholarship. The importance of this trip can be glimpsed by the fact 
that most of the ḥadīth that al-Kulaynī would come to include in al-
Kāfī are on the authority of his Qummī mashāyikh (teachers), with his 
most prominent shaykh, ʿAlī b. Ibrāhīm b. Hāshim (alive in 307/919-
920), occurring in the chains of almost a third of the more than 16,000 
ḥadīth found in al-Kāfī.9 

A stay in Naysābūr would have followed 10  before setting out 
for Kufa,11 the ancient seat of Imāmī Shīʿīsm and the epicentre of its 
earliest proponents. We know that al-Kulaynī journeyed even further 
west after leaving Iraq, with his travels possibly culminating in Damas-
cus, Syria. 

The Sunnī scholar Ibn ʿAsākir’s (d. 571/1176) massive Taʾrīkh Madi-
nat Dimashq contains profiles of thousands of personalities who were 
resident in Damascus or happened to pass through the town and its 
surrounding environs. He has an entry for al-Kulaynī in which he 
says:12  

يلِعَ نُبْ دَُّممحَُ لُاقَـُيوَ ،بَوقُعْـَي نُبْ دَُّممحَُ
ٍّ

 خِويُشُ نْمِ ،ُّنيِيْلَكُلْا رٍفَعْجَ وبُأَ ،

 ... َّكبَلَعْـَببِ ثََّدحَوَ ،قَشْمَدِ مَدِقَ ،ةِضَفِاَّرلا

 
9 Apart from ʿAlī b. Ibrāhīm, al-Kulaynī’s three other Qummī teachers: 

Muḥammad b. Yaḥyā al-ʿAṭṭār, Aḥmad b. Idrīs al-Ashʿarī (d. 306/918), and 
al-Ḥusayn b. Muḥammad al-Ashʿarī, account together for almost another 
third of the contents of al-Kāfī. 

10  To study with Muḥammad b. Ismāʿīl al-Bunduqī, famously known as 
Bandafar, a key intermediary to the important works of the outstanding 
scholar of his generation: al-Faḍl b. Shādhān (d. 260/873). 

11  Al-Kulaynī took there from Ibn ʿUqda Aḥmad b. Muḥammad b. Saʿīd (d. 
332/944 or 333/945), Muḥammad b. Jaʿfar al-Razzāz (d. 316/928), and 
Ḥumayd b. Ziyād al-Dihqān (d. 310/923). This latter was a particularly pro-
lific transmitter of the early works known as the uṣūl. 

12 ʿAlī b. al-Ḥasan Ibn ʿAsākir, Taʾrīkh madinat Dimashq, ed. Sukayna al-
Shihābī (Maṭbūʿāt Majmaʿ al-Lugha al-ʿArabiyya bi-Dimashq: 2005), 
65:316. 
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Muhammad b. Yaʿqūb, and it is said Muḥammad b. ʿAlī, 
Abū Jaʿfar al-Kulaynī. From among the shuyūkh of the 
Rāfiḍa. He travelled up to Damascus and narrated ḥadīth 
in Baalbek …13 

Of course, there is a degree of speculation in the above reconstruc-
tion, but what is known for sure is that al-Kulaynī returned to his na-
tive Rayy after his travels, for it is here that al-Najāshī places him: 

 .مْهُهُجْوَوَ ،يَِّّرلِ\ هِتِقْوَ فيِ انَبِاحَصْأَ خُيْشَ

The shaykh of our companions [i.e. the Shīʿa] in Rayy in 
his time and their preeminent one.14 

It is also here where having made his mark as a scholar that al-Kulaynī 
would have started authoring al-Kāfī. 

al-Najāshī says: 

نيِيْلَكُلِْ\ فَورُعْمَلْا يرَبِكَلْا بَاتَكِلْا فََّنصَ
ِّ

  .ةًنَسَ نَيرِشْعِ فيِ فيِاكَلْا ىَّمسَيُ 

He authored the big book, famously named after al-Ku-
laynī,15 and which is [actually] entitled al-Kāfī, in [a period 
of] twenty years.16 

 
13 Ibn ʿAsākir names one ʿAbdullāh b. Muḥammad b. Dhakwān (d. 380/990 

or 383/993) among those who narrate from al-Kulaynī. The latter was a 
judge (qāḍī) in Baalbek; see Muḥammad b. Mukarram b. ʿAlī Ibn Manẓūr, 
Mukhtaṣar tārīkh Dimashq (Dār al-Fikr: 1409/1989), 13:297–298. I contend 
that Ibn ʿ Asākir could place al-Kulaynī in Baalbek because he saw a ḥadīth 
(which he does not cite) in which the aforementioned ʿAbdullāh b. 
Muḥammad b. Dhakwān narrates from al-Kulaynī while specifying that 
this transmission happened in Baalbek. For a parallel case where Ibn 
ʿAsākir is able to place someone in Baalbek because of this exact scenario, 
see Ibn ʿAsākir, Taʾrīkh madinat Dimashq, 63:115.      

14 Al-Najāshī, Rijāl al-Najāshī, 377. 
15 They would refer to the book as “Kitāb al-Kulaynī” or al-Kulaynī’s book. 
16 Ibid. 
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It is only towards the end of his life17 and after having completed 
authoring al-Kāfī18 that al-Kulaynī relocated to Baghdad where he re-
sided in the Darb al-Silsila (Chain Road) which was within the Kufan 
Gate (district).19 

 
17 This is also the opinion of Ayatollah Ḥusayn al-Burūjirdī (d. 1961); see 

Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabāʾī al-Burūjirdī, Iṭlāla ʿalā l-rijāl wa-l-ḥadīth, ed. 
Muḥammad Mahdī Najaf (Muʾassasat al-Nashr al-Islāmī: 2000), 18–19. 
This is contrary to Newman who holds that al-Kulaynī was already in 
Baghdad in 300/912-913 and authored al-Kāfī there; see Newman, The 
Formative Period of Twelver Shiism, 94–96. There is no evidence that al-
Kulaynī was in Baghdad before 327/938-939. The latter date, given by al-
Ṭūsī in a quotation provided in this paper, is the second undisputed an-
chor about his life apart from the year of his death. I do not completely 
rule out an early visit as an anonymous student, for Baghdad had become 
the centre for scholarship in the Islamic world beginning from the second 
half of the 2nd/8th century onwards; but, scholars who postulate a long 
stay in Baghdad or him taking up residence there before the late date are 
to be ignored for the weight of circumstantial evidence is against this. If 
al-Kulaynī had a long stay in Baghdad he would have also surely featured 
in the Fihrist of Ibn al-Nadīm (written in 377/987) who was active as a 
copyist in Baghdad, or the Taʾrīkh Baghdad of al-Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī (d. 
463/1071); see Amir-Moezzi and Ansari, “Perfecting a Religion,” 126.  

18 Consider how al-Ṣadūq received al-Kāfī from intermediaries who are 
from Kulayn and greater Rayy such as Muḥammad b. Muḥammad b. 
ʿIṣām al-Kulaynī and Muḥammad b. Aḥmad al-Sinānī who is said to have 
relocated to Rayy; see Muḥammad b. ʿAlī al-Ṣadūq, Man lā yaḥḍuruhu al-
faqīh, ed. ʿAlī Akbar al-Ghaffārī (Muʾassasat al-Nashr al-Islāmī, 1992), 
4:534. This means that al-Kulaynī would have taught al-Kāfī locally before 
setting out for Baghdad.        

19 Baghdad as a city was girdled with a circular wall and pierced by four 
monumental gates: Basran Gate to the southwest, Kufan Gate to the 
southeast, Khurāsān Gate to the northeast, and Syrian Gate to the north-
west. These gates were used to divide the city into four districts; see Sylvie 
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This is where al-Kulaynī began teaching and formally transmitting 
his work to students in live audition sessions as late as the last year of 
his life. 

Al-Ṭūsī (d. 460/1067) gives us these details when recording one of 
his chains to al-Kāfī:20 

 بيِأَ نِبْ دَحمَْأَ نْعَ ،رِشِالحَْا نِبِْ\ فُورُعْمَلْا نَودُبْعُ نُبْ دُحمَْأَ اضًيْأَ هِبِ iَبرََخْأَوَ

 نْعَ ،دَادَغْـَبوَ سَينِّتِبِ زِاَّزـَبلْا رِصْنَ نِبْ اللهِ دِبْعَ نِبْ يمِرِكَلْا دِبْعَ ينِْسَلحُْا بيِأَوَ ،عٍفِارَ

نيِيْلَكُلْا بَوقُعْـَي نِبْ دَِّممحَُ رٍفَعْجَ بيِأَ
ِّ

 ،ةًزَاجَإِوَ اعًاسمََ هِثِيدِاحَأَوَ هِتِافََّـنصَمُ عَيجمَِ ،

 .ةٍئَاثمِِلاَثَوَ نَيرِشْعِوَ عٍبْسَ ةَنَسَ ،ةِلَسِلْسِّلا بِرْدَبِ ةِفَوكُلْا بِابَبِ دَادَغْـَببِ

Aḥmad b. ʿUbdūn, well-known as Ibn al-Ḥāshir, also re-
ported it to us [i.e. the book al-Kāfī] from Aḥmad b. Abī 
Rāfiʿ and Abū l-Ḥusayn ʿAbd al-Karīm b. ʿAbdullāh b. Naṣr 
al-Bazzāz in Tinnīs21 and Baghdad, from Abū Jaʿfar Muḥa-
mmad b. Yaʿqūb al-al-Kulaynī, all his muṣannafāt (au-
thored works) and ḥadīth, via samāʿ (direct hearing from 
him) and ijāza (what he gave license for), in Baghdad, at 
the Kufan Gate, at the Darb al-Silsila (Chain Road), in the 
year 327 [938-939 C.E.]. 

Another invaluable testimony is by the prolific narrator, Abū 
Ghālib al-Zurārī (d. 368/978), who resided in Baghdad and studied di-
rectly under al-Kulaynī. He says the following when listing out the 

 
Denoix, “Founded Cities of the Arab World from the Seventh to the Elev-
enth Centuries,” in Salma K. Jayyusi et al. (eds.), The City in the Islamic 
World (Brill: 2008), 1:130. The district by the Kufan Gate had its own grave-
yard where al-Kulaynī and other prominent scholars were buried. 

20 Al-Ṭūsī, Tahdhīb al-aḥkām, ed. ʿAlī Akbar al-Ghaffārī (Dār al-Kutub al-
Islāmiyya: 2007), 10:383. 

21 A medieval island-city in Lake Manzala, Egypt which is currently not pop-
ulated having been abandoned.  
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books in his possession:22 

نيِيْلَكُلْا بَوقُعْـَي نِبْ دَِّممحَُ رٍفَعْجَ بيِأَ فُينِصْتَ فيِاكَلْا بِاتَكِ عُيجمَِوَ
ِّ

 ،هُنْعَ تيِيَاوَرِ ،

 ،ةٍخَسْنُ فيِ مِوَّْصلاوَ ةِلاََّصلا بَاتَكِ هُنْمِ تُخْسَنَ دْقَوَ ،ةًزَاجَإِ هُضُعْـَبوَ ةًءَارَقِ هُضُعْـَب

 يمِزْعَوَ ،دٌَّلمجَُ عُيمِلجَْاوَ ،ءٍزْجُ فيِ ضِيْلحَْاوَ رِهُّْطلا بَاتَكِوَ ،ةٍخَسْنُ فيِ جِّلحَْا بَاتَكِوَ

يحِلْطَ قٍّرَوَ ،دٍحِاوَ ءٍزْجُ فيِ ،اللهُ ءَاشَ نْإِ بِاتَكِلْا ةََّيقِبَ خَسَنْأَ نْأَ
ٍّ

. 

The whole of the book al-Kāfī, authorship of Abū Jaʿfar 
Muḥammad b. Yaʿqūb al-al-Kulaynī. My transmission [di-
rectly] on his authority. A part of it is qirāʾa [i.e. what was 
read out to him] and a part of it is ijāza [i.e. what he gave 
license for]. I have transcribed from it [in my own hand-
writing] kitāb al-ṣalāt and kitāb al-ṣawm in a single nus-
kha (document), kitāb al-ḥajj in a single nuskha, and the 
kitāb al-ṭuhr wa-l-ḥayḍ in a juzʾ (fascicule).23  The whole 
[work] is mujallad (a leather-bound volume).24 It is my in-
tention to copy the rest of the book, if Allāh wills, in a sin-
gle juzʾ25 of Ṭalḥī 26 paper. 

 
22 Aḥmad b. Muḥammad Abū Ghālib al-Zurārī, Risālat Abī Ghālib al-Zurārī 

ilā ibn ibnihi fī dhikr āl Aʿyan, ed. Muḥammad Riḍā al-Ḥusaynī al-Jalālī 
(Maktab al-Aʿlām al-Islāmī: 1990), 176–177. 

23 A juzʾ seems to have been a fascicule of about 20 folios; see Jonathan 
Brown, The Canonization of al-Bukhārī and Muslim: The Formation and 
Function of the Sunnī Ḥadīth Canon (Brill: 2007), 61. 

24 A mujallad was larger than a juzʾ since it consisted of several juzʾ bound 
together in a single “volume.” 

25 In this context a “single juzʾ” is to be understood as whole work running 
to the end without break. 

26 Ṭalḥī paper was a kind of fine-quality paper manufactured in Egypt and 
named after Ṭalḥa b. Ṭāhir (d. 215/830), one of the early operators of a 
paper mill in Islam and the governor of Khurāsān under the Abbasid Ca-
liph Maʿmūn (d. 218/833); see Ayman Fuʾād Sayyid, “Ṣināʿa al-kitāb al-
ʿarabī al-makhṭūṭ,” Annales Islamologiques 31, no. 1 (1997), 9. 



Al-Qalam 2/2 (2025) 

 

 

81 

Baghdad had long become the most important city in the Islamic 
world with leading scholars in all the different fields flocking there. Its 
prominence as a centre for Shīʿī scholarship at this time rivalled that 
of Qom. It is likely that al-Kulaynī chose to present his work in Bagh-
dad because if it were to gain acclaim there, it would be universally 
acclaimed.27 

The work’s significance became readily apparent28 and al-Kāfī was 
well-received as the number of students who transmitted it from the 
author attests.29 

 
27 The choice can also be explained by the fact that Qom already boasted a 

number of super-compilations that collected vast number of ḥadīth 
across different topics, such as Nawādir al-ḥikma by Muḥammad b. 
Aḥmad b. Yaḥyā (d. 280/893), al-Maḥāsin by Aḥmad b. Muḥammad b. 
Khālid (d. 274/888 or 280/894), and al-Raḥma by Saʿd b. ʿAbdullāh (d. be-
tween 299–301/911–913), whereas there was no similar work that had a 
Baghdadi imprint. This point was made by Ali al-Nawfali in a private cor-
respondence to the author of the present work. Thanks is also due to Ali 
al-Nawfali for reviewing the present work and suggesting numerous im-
provements.     

28 Already al-Mufīd (d. 413/1022), and speaking only two generations after 
al-Kulaynī in Baghdad, describes al-Kāfī as: “among the most revered 
books of the Shīʿa and the most replete with benefit”; see Muḥammad b. 
Muḥammad b. al-Nuʿmān al-Mufīd, Taṣḥīḥ al-iʿtiqād (al-Muʾtamar al-
ʿĀlamī li-Alfiyya al-Shaykh al-Mufīd: 1993), 70. For the reception of the 
Four Books in a later period, see Amin Ehteshami, “The Four Books of 
Shīʿī Ḥadīth: From Inception to Consolidation,” Islamic Law and Society 
29, no. 3 (2021). 

29 Al-Najāshī and al-Ṭūsī name no less than 8 students who heard the work 
in Baghdad: Aḥmad b. Ibrāhīm b. Abī Rāfiʿ al-Ṣaymarī, Aḥmad b. Aḥmad 
al-Kūfī, Aḥmad b. ʿAlī b. Saʿīd al-Kūfī, Abū Ghālib al-Zurārī (d. 368/978), 
Jaʿfar b. Muḥammad b. Qūlawayh (d. 368/978), ʿ Abd al-Karīm b. ʿ Abdallāh 
al-Bazzāz, Hārūn b. Mūsā al-Tallaʿukbarī (d. 385/995), and Abū Mufaḍḍal 
al-Shaybānī (d. 387/997). A full analysis of all the known transmitters of 
al-Kāfī can be found in al-Burūjirdī, Iṭlāla ʿalā l-rijāl wa-l-ḥadīth, 46–56. 
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Al-Najāshī recalls the work being taught in his own early years:30 

 هِيْوَطَفْـَن دُجِسْمَ وَهُوَ ،يِّؤِلُؤُّْللا دِجِسْبمَِ فِورُعْمَلْا دِجِسْمَلْا لىَإِ دَُّدرَـَتأَ تُنْكُ

 نَوأُرَقْـَي انَبِاحَصْأَ نْمِ ةٌعَاجمََوَ ،دِجِسْمَلْا بِحِاصَ ىلَعَ نَآرْقُلْا أُرَـْقأَ ،يِّوِحَّْنلا

 دَُّممحَُ مْكُثََّدحَ ،بِتِاكَلْا فيِِّوكُلْا دَحمَْأَ نِبْ دَحمَْأَ ينِْسَلحُْا بيِأَ ىلَعَ فيِاكَلْا بَاتَكِ

 .ُّنيِيْلَكُلْا بَوقُعْـَي نُبْ

I used to frequent the masjid famously known as Masjid 
al-Luʾluʾī, and it is the masjid of Nifṭawayh al-Naḥwī,31 so 
as to learn the Qurʾān at the hands of the Imam [lit. ṣāḥib] 
of the masjid, while a group of our companions would be 
reading aloud the book al-Kāfī to Abī l-Ḥusayn Aḥmad b. 
Aḥmad al-Kūfī al-Kātib [saying:] “Muḥammad b. Yaʿqūb 
al-Kulaynī narrated to you.” 

Al-Kulaynī died in Baghdad and was buried there. Al-Ṭūsī gives two 
different death years in his two books. In the Fihrist he says: 

 بِابَبِ نَفِدُوَ ،دَادَغْـَببِ ةٍئَاثمِِلاَثَوَ نَيرِشْعِوَ نٍاثمََ ةَنَسَ بَوقُعْـَي نُبْ دَُّممحَُ فيَِّوُـُتوَ

يئِاطَلا ةِارَصَ فيِ هُبرَْقَ تُيْأَرَ :نَودُبْعَ نُبْا لَاقَ ،اóَِبرََقْمَ فيِ ةِفَوكُلْا
ِّ

 حٌوْلَ هِيْلَعَوَ ،

 .هِيبِأَ مُسْاوَ هُسمُْا هِيفِ بٌوتُكْمَ

Muḥammad b. Yaʿqūb died in the year 328 [939-940 C.E.] 
in Baghdad and was buried by the Kufan Gate in its grave-
yard. Ibn ʿUbdūn said: I had seen his grave in Ṣirāṭ al-Ṭāʾī 
and on it was a board in which was written his name and 
the name of his father.32 

While in the Rijāl he says: 
 

30 Al-Najāshī, Rijāl al-Najāshī, 377. 
31 Nifṭawayh (d. 323/935) was a prominent grammarian. His masjid was lo-

cated in Baghdad. 
32 Al-Ṭūsī, al-Fihrist, ed. Jawād al-Qayyūmī (Muʾassasat Nashr al-Faqāha: 

2008), 211. 
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 .ةِفَوكُلْا بِابَبِ نَفِدُوَ ،دَادَغْـَب فيِ ،نَابَعْشَ فيِ ،ةٍئَاثمِِلاَثَوَ نَيرِشْعِوَ عٍسْتِ ةَنَسَ تَامَ

He died in the year 329 [941 C.E.] in [the month of] 
Shaʿbān in Baghdad and was buried by the Kufan Gate.33  

Al-Najāshī, who is writing after al-Ṭūsī, gives al-Kulaynī’s death year 
as 329/940-941 and provides an extra detail: 

 ةنَسَ ،ةٍئَاثمِِلاَثَوَ نَيرِشْعِوَ عٍسْتِ ةنَسَ دَادَغْـَببِ اللهُ هُحمَِرَ ُّنيِيْلَكُلْا رٍفَعْجَ وبُأَ تَامَوَ

 بِابَبِ نَفِدُوَ ،طٍايرَقِ وبُأَ ُّنيِسَلحَْا رٍفَعْجَ نُبْ دَُّممحَُ هِيْلَعَ ىَّلصَوَ ،مِوجُُّنلا رِثُانَـَت

 .سَرَدَنْا دِقَوَ ،هُبرَْقَ فُرِعْأَ تُنْكُ :نَودُبْعَ نُبْ دُحمَْأَ انَلَ لَاقَوَ ،ةِفَوكُلْا

Abū Jaʿfar al-Kulaynī, may Allāh have mercy on him, died 
in Baghdad, in the year 329 [940-941 C.E.], the year of the 
scattering of the stars. 34  Muḥammad b. Jaʿfar al-Ḥasanī 
Abū Qīrāṭ prayed over him and he was buried at the Kufan 
Gate. Aḥmad b. ʿUbdūn said to us: I used to know [the lo-
cation of] his grave but it has become effaced.35 

The fact that it was Abū Qīrāṭ Muḥammad b. Jaʿfar al-Ḥasanī (d. 

 
33 Al-Ṭūsī, Rijāl al-Ṭūsī, 439. 
34 Presumably because there was an observable meteor shower that year. 

However, Muḥammad Taqī al-Tustarī (d. 1415/1994) questions whether al-
Najāshī got this wrong as there is no record in the historical chronicles of 
any abnormal celestial activity in 329 as opposed to the year 323; see 
Muḥammad Taqī al-Tustarī, Qāmūs al-Rijāl (Muʾassasat al-Nashr al-
Islāmī: 1989), 9:661. Al-Tustarī quotes al-Masʿūdī (d. 345/956 or 346/957) 
who states: “There was in the year 323 a great and fearsome falling of the 
stars, and it happened on the night in which the Qarāmiṭa attacked the 
pilgrims of Iraq on the road to Kufa”; see ʿAlī b. al-Ḥusayn al-Masʿūdī, 
Murūj al-dhahab wa maʿādin al-jawhar, ed. Charles Pellat (Manshūrāt al-
Jāmiʿa al-Libnāniyya: 1974), 5:21.  

35 Al-Najāshī, Rijāl al-Najāshī, 377–378. 
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345/956), who is identified by al-Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī (d. 463/1071)36 as 
the distinguished naqīb 37 of all the Ṭālibids38 in Baghdad, who prayed 
over al-Kulaynī’s dead body, indicates that al-Kulaynī had already 
made his mark in Baghdad and his fame only kept growing posthu-
mously. 

Al-Ṭūsī describes al-Kulaynī as possessing an “esteemed status” 
(jalīl al-qadr) and says that he was “knowledgeable about reports” 
(ʿālim bi-l-akhbār).39 Al-Najāshī labels him “the most trustworthy of 
people in ḥadīth” (awthaq al-nās bi-l-ḥadīth).40  

The praise transcends sectarian boundaries and the Sunni scholar 
Ibn Athīr (d. 606/1209) famously names al-Kulaynī as the “reviver” 
(mujaddid) of the Imāmiyya in the 3rd/9th century.41 

2. Why Did al-Kulaynī Author al-Kāfī? 

What can be gleaned from a critical passage in al-Kulaynī’s introduc-
tion is that he decided to author the book in response to the request of 
an unnamed contemporary,42 who confessed his inability to choose 
which report to follow in the face of contradictory reports. 

Al-Kulaynī paraphrases the latter’s request as follows:43 

 
36 Aḥmad b. ʿAlī b. Thābit al-Khaṭīb al-Baghdādī, Taʾrīkh Baghdād, ed. 

Bashshār ʿAwwād Maʿrūf (Dār al-Gharb al-Islāmī: 2001), 2:525–6. 
37 The official title “naqīb” was first created by the Caliph al-Mustaʿīn bi-llāh 

(d. 252/866) and usually given to a descendant of ʿAlī in each town whose 
role it was to manage the affairs of other Ṭālibids. 

38 Ṭālibids were descendants of the Prophet’s uncle Abū Ṭālib. 
39 Al-Ṭūsī, Rijāl al-Ṭūsī, 439. 
40 Al-Najāshī, Rijāl al-Najāshī, 377. 
41 Al-Mubārak b. Muḥammad Ibn al-Athīr, Jāmiʿ al-uṣūl fī aḥādīth al-rasūl, 

ed. ʿAbd al-Qādir al-Arnāʾūṭ (Maktabat al-Ḥulwānī: 1392/1972), 11:323. 
42 Al-Kulaynī addresses him as akhī or “brother” throughout the introduc-

tion. 
43 Muḥammad b. Yaʿqūb al-Kulaynī, al-Kāfī, ed. ʿAlī Akbar al-Ghaffārī (Dār 

al-Kutub al-Islāmiyya: 1968), 1:8. 
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 ةِيَاوَرِّلا فِلاَتِخْلاِ اهَقَئِاقَحَ فُرِعْـَت لاَ ،كَيْلَعَ تْلَكَشْأَ دْقَ ارًومُأُ َّنأَ تَرْكَذَوَ

 كََّنأَوَ ،اَِ†ابَسْأَوَ اهَلِلَعِ فِلاَتِخْلاِ اهَيفِ ةِيَاوَرِّلا فَلاَتِخْا َّنأَ مُلَعْـَت كََّنأَوَ ،اهَيفِ

 .اهَيفِ هِمِلْعِبِ قُثِتَ نَّْممِ هُضُوِافَـُتوَ هُرُكِاذَتُ نْمَ كَتِرَضْبحَِ دُتجَِ لاَ

You mentioned that matters have become confusing for 
you: you cannot discern the true position in them because 
of differences in the reports concerning them. And [you 
mentioned] that you understand that differences in the 
reports is because of differences in their [i.e. the reports’] 
circumstances and occasions,44 and [you mentioned] that 
you do not find in your presence45 one whose knowledge 
of them [i.e., the reports] you trust and with whom you 
could discuss and consult. 

Because of this, the unnamed contemporary wants al-Kulaynī, 
whose knowledge of ḥadīth he trusts, to author a collection of reports 
across all subjects to which he can refer and freely take from: 

 مِلْعِ نِونُـُف عِيجمَِ نْمِ هِيفِ عُمَيجُْ فٍاكَ بٌاتَكِ كَدَنْعِ نَوكُيَ نْأَ ُّبتحُِ كََّنإِ تَلْـُقوَ

 دُيرِيُ نْمَ هُنْمِ ذُخَُْ™وَ ،دُشِترَْسْمُلْا هِيْلَإِ عُجِرْـَيوَ ،مُلِّعَـَتمُلْا هِبِ يفِتَكْيَ امَ ،نِيدِّلا

 
44 Reports of the Imams could differ due to a difference in circumstances 

(ʿilal) and relevant occasions (asbāb). The circumstance or occasion may 
at times be preserved in the report itself or may be lost. An illustrative 
example is when the Imam allows one companion to repay the supere-
rogatory prayers (nawāfil) missed by day at night when on a journey but 
does not allow another to do the same. Upon inquiry the Imam reveals 
that he allowed the former because he has the strength for it; see al-Ṭūsī, 
Tahdhīb al-Aḥkām, 2:17. Now if this explanation were not preserved, one 
would have generalised the Imam’s response and it would seem to be 
contradicting other reports. 

45 This is presumably because the petitioner was living in a remote region 
far away from the main intellectual centres of the Shīʿī world at the time 
such as Qom and Baghdad.  
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 نِنَُّسلاوَ مُلاََّسلا مُهِيْلَعَ ينَقِدِاَّصلا نِعَ ةِحَيحَِّصلا رَِ≠لآِْ\ هِبِ لَمَعَلْاوَ نِيدِّلا مَلْعِ

 اللهُ ىَّلصَ هِيِّبِنَ ةََّنسُوَ َّلجَوَ َّزعَ اللهِ ضَرْـَف يدِّؤَـُي اَِ†وَ ،لُمَعَلْا اهَْـيلَعَ تيَِّلا ةِمَئِاقَلْا

 .هِلِآوَ هِيْلَعَ

You said that you desire to have with you a “sufficient” 
book (kitābun kāf) in which the whole range of religious 
knowledge (ʿilm al-dīn) is gathered. [A book] that can suf-
fice for a student (mutaʿallim); to which a seeker of guid-
ance (mustarshad) can make reference; and from which 
can take the one who desires [to acquire] the knowledge 
of religion and acting upon it on the basis of authentic re-
ports (āthār al-ṣaḥīḥa) from the ṣādiqīn (truthful ones) 
[i.e., Imams], peace be upon them, and the estab-
lished sunan (precedents), upon which action is [sup-
posed to be] based, and by which the obligation of Allāh, 
mighty and majestic, and the sunna of His prophet, bless-
ings of Allāh be upon him and his family, is fulfilled. 

The title al-Kulaynī chose for the book, al-Kāfī or ‘The Sufficient,” is 
directly related to the unnamed contemporary’s appeal for a kitābun 
kāf (“sufficient book”) above. That is to say, the book had to cover all 
subjects such that no additional book is needed. 

Also of note is that the target audience of the book was not re-
stricted to senior scholars, rather, the book was envisioned as being 
useful for students beginning their journey of seeking knowledge, as 
well as those among the laity who merely wanted to discharge their 
obligations under the law.  

This may help explain why al-Kulaynī does not typically delve into 
technical detail in the book, nor elaborate on the strengths and weak-
nesses of arguments made by previous scholars who had taken differ-
ent positions about a matter, before giving justification for his own 
personal preference. 

Al-Kulaynī ends the passage by encapsulating the fervent hope the 
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unnamed contemporary had for the book: 

 هِتِنَوعُبمَِ لىَاعَـَت اللهُ كُرَادَتَـَي ابًـَبسَ كَلِذَ نَوكُيَ نْأَ تَوْجَرَ ،كَلِذَ نَاكَ وْلَ :تَلْـُقوَ

 .مْهِدِشِارَمَ لىَإِ مِِْ† لُبِقْـُيوَ ،انَتَِّلمِ لَهْأَوَ انَـَناوَخْإِ هِقِيفِوْـَتوَ

You said that if this [book] were to happen then you hope 
that it would become a means through which Allāh, the 
Exalted, takes hold of our brethren and co-religionists, by 
His assistance and facilitation, and leads them to their ul-
timate goals. 

3. Did al-Kulaynī Only Include the Ṣaḥīḥ? 

While there is no explicit declaration in al-Kulaynī’s words to the effect 
that “there is nothing but the ṣaḥīḥ in my book,” the unnamed contem-
porary had requested a practical book for acquiring religious 
knowledge and acting upon it in day-to-day life “based on the authen-
tic reports (āthār al-ṣaḥīḥa) from the ṣādiqīn [Imams],” and al-Kulaynī 
seemingly fulfils this. Al-Kulaynī says towards the end of the introduc-
tion which was evidently written after46 he had finished composing 
the book:47 

 ،تَيَّْخوَـَت ثُيْبحَِ نَوكُيَ نْأَ وجُرْأَوَ ،تَلْأَسَ امَ فَيلØَِْ ،دُمْلحَْا هُلَوَ ،اللهُ رََّسيَ دْقَوَ

 تْنَاكَ ذْإِ ،ةِحَيصَِّنلا ءِادَهْإِ فيِ انَـُتَّـيـَن رْصِّقَـُت مْلَـَف يرٍصِقْـَت نْمِ هِيفِ نَاكَ امَهْمَفَ

 
46 Apart from speaking of the work as finished in the passage translated, an-

other piece of evidence demonstrating that al-Kulaynī’s introduction was 
written after completing the book is when he comments in the introduc-
tion that he not fully satisfied with the length of Kitāb al-ḥujja (a sub-
book) as found within al-Kāfī and promises: “If the appointed term [i.e. 
death] is delayed then we shall author a book that is more comprehensive 
and complete than it, wherein we will fulfil its due, if Allāh, the Exalted, 
wills”; see al-Kulaynī, al-Kāfī, 1:9. Alas! He was never able to accomplish 
this. 

47 Al-Kulaynī, al-Kāfī, 1:9. 
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 سَبَـَتـْقا نِمَ لِّكُلِ ينَكِرِاشَمُ نَوكُنَ نْأَ iَوْجَرَ امَ عَمَ ،انَتَِّلمِ لِهْأَوَ انَنِاوَخْلإِِ ةًبَجِاوَ

 .ايَـْنُّدلا ءِاضَقِنْا لىَإِ هِرِبِاغَ فيِوَ ،اذَهَ iَرِهْدَ فيِ هِيفِ ابمَِ لَمِعَوَ ،هُنْمِ

Allāh, may He be praised, has made easy the authoring of 
what you requested. I hope that it is as you had envi-
sioned. Whatever deficiency there may be in it then [rest 
assured that] there was no shortage in our intention to 
present goodly counsel [through it]. For that is obligatory 
[on us] towards our brothers and co-religionists. Besides 
our hope that we be a partner [in the reward] of whoever 
is guided through it, and acts based upon what is in it, in 
this present age of ours, and in the future, until the end of 
the world.48 

Al-Ḥurr al-ʿĀmilī (d. 1104/1693) was one of the first scholars to draw 
attention to this passage49 and use it to assert that al-Kulaynī only in-
cluded the reports that were ṣaḥīḥ. 

Surely, however, this is a case of reading too much into what is es-
sentially flowery prose—as is conventional in the introduction of 
books—and seeking from it a precision that is not there. An easy 
demonstration of this is that not all the reports in the book are from 
the “ṣādiqīn” or Imams; rather, fallible figures such as companions and 
others are quoted,50 so if this is possible then perhaps the condition 

 
48 I say: It has happened as he hoped because of the sincerity of his inten-

tion. May Allāh reward him amply! 
49 Muḥammad b. al-Ḥasan al-Ḥurr al-ʿĀmilī, Wasāʾil al-Shīʿa, ed. 

Muḥammad Riḍā al-Ḥusaynī al-Jalālī (Muʾassasat Āl al-Bayt li-Iḥyāʾ al-
Turāth: 1993), 30:195–197. This position is taken up and defended vigor-
ously by Mīrzā al-Nūrī (d. 1320/1902); see Ḥusayn al-Nūrī, Khātimat Mus-
tadrak al-Wasāʾil (Muʾassasat Āl al-Bayt li-Iḥyāʾ al-Turāth: 2008), 3:480. 

50 Sayyid al-Khoei mentions 12 examples of al-Kulaynī narrating from an in-
dividual other than the Imams; see Sayyid Abū l-Qāsim al-Khoei, Muʿjam 
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that all the reports should be ṣaḥīḥ is also not as water-tight.  
Furthermore, and even if it is granted that it was al-Kulaynī’s aim 

to strictly include only the ṣaḥīḥ, then what al-Kulaynī deemed to be 
ṣaḥīḥ in his eyes is not binding on the scholars who came after him, 
mainly because he does not specify or define what ṣaḥīḥ means to him 
and how he arrives at such a judgment which may be subjective and 
open to dispute.51 

See addendum 2 for the difference between how qudamāʾ (early 
scholars) and mutaʾakhkhirīn (later scholars) use the term “ṣaḥīḥ.”  

4. Al-Kulaynī and the Three Principles 

Al-Kulaynī must have been aware of the presence of fabricated reports 
attributed to the Imams, but he does not explain his methodology of 
selecting reports for inclusion in the book.  

However, there is a critical passage towards the end of the intro-
duction where al-Kulaynī outlines three general principles that should 
be followed in the face of contradiction between reports, for this was 
the greatest concern of the unnamed contemporary who prompted 
the authoring of the book: 

 ةُيَاوَرِّلا تِفَلَـَتخْا اَّممِ ءٍيْشَ زُييِتمَْ ادًحَأَ عُسَيَ لاَ هَُّنأُ ،اللهُ كَدَشَرْأَ ،يخِأَ َ¥ مْلَعْافَ

 
rijāl al-ḥadīth (Muʾassasat al-Imām al-Khūʾī al-Islāmiyya: n.d.), 1:83–85. 
This is not an exhaustive list and there are other instances that could be 
added. 

51 Thus, we find that scholars who come immediately after al-Kulaynī such 
as al-Ṣadūq and al-Ṭūsī did not deal with all the reports in al-Kāfī as 
though they were above reproach and went on to reject a number of 
them. Sayyid al-Khoei gives one example of al-Ṣadūq rejecting a report in 
al-Kāfī in favour of a tawqīʿ (rescript) which he had in his possession in 
the handwriting of the Imam; see al-Khoei, Muʿjam rijāl al-ḥadīth, 1:26. He 
also gives five examples of al-Ṭūsī doing the same; see al-Khoei, Muʿjam 
rijāl al-ḥadīth, 1:28–33.   
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 .هِيِأْرَبِ مُلاََّسلا مُهِيْلَعَ ءِامَلَعُلْا نِعَ هِيفِ

Know then, O my brother, may Allāh guide you, that it 
does not befit anyone to prefer one thing [position over 
another] in that [matter] which the reports from the 
scholars [the Imams] have opposed [each other] by using 
his personal opinion. 

 امَفَ ،اللهِ بِاتَكِ ىلَعَ اهَوضُرُعْاُ« :مُلاََّسلا هِيْلَعَ هِلِوْقَبِ لمُِاعَلْا هُقَلَطْأَ امَ ىلَعَ َّلاإِ

 .»هُوُّدرُـَف اللهِ بَاتَكِ فَلَاخَ امَوَ ،هُوذُخُفَ َّلجَوَ َّزعَ اللهِ بَاتَكِ قَفَاوَ

Except [on the basis of] that which the scholar [Imam] 
had stated in his words: “Compare it with the Book of 
Allāh, so that which is consistent with the Book of Allāh, 
Mighty and Majestic, then take it, and that which opposes 
the Book of Allāh then reject it.” 

 .»مْهِفِلاَخِ فيِ دَشُّْرلا َّنإِفَ ،مَوْقَلْا قَفَاوَ امَ اوعُدَ« :مُلاََّسلا هِيْلَعَ هُلُوْـَقوَ

And his words: “Abandon that which is in agreement with 
the group [i.e., the non-Shīʿa], for the truth is in opposing 
them.”52 

 .»هِيفِ بَيْرَ لاَ هِيْلَعَ عَمَجْمُلْا َّنإِفَ ،هِيْلَعَ عِمَجْمُلِْ\ اوذُخُ« :مُلاََّسلا هِيْلَعَ هُلُوْـَقوَ

And his words: “Take that which is united upon, for there 
is no doubt in that which is united upon.” 

 
52 Newman renders this as: “there is integrity (rushd) in the disagreement 

within the community” which is a complete mistranslation and makes it 
seem as though the Imam was encouraging disagreement within the Shīʿī 
community!; see Newman, The Formative Period, 100. In fact, qawm here 
refers to the non-Shīʿī and adopting a position which is contrary to theirs 
will lead to rushd or guidance (not integrity) because it will have circum-
vented taqiyya as is explained in this paper.  
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Note that all the three principles to be used in dealing with contra-
diction are derived directly from the words of the Imam, which con-
firms the depiction of al-Kulaynī as a traditionist who does not see 
“reason” as having a primary role in defining creed or law. 

A careful analysis of the key words found in this passage reveals that 
all three principles are to be found in a single report which al-Kulaynī 
himself transmits in al-Kāfī (see Table 1).53 This is the report called the 
maqbūla (accepted report) of ʿUmar b. Ḥanẓala.54 

Now that it is known that the maqbūla very likely influenced al-Ku-
laynī’s thinking, since principles found in it also appear near-verbatim 

 
53 Al-Kulaynī, al-Kāfī, 1:67–68. 
54 So-called because the report is traditionally “accepted” by scholars even 

if its chain is not technically ṣaḥīḥ. While the rest of the narrators in the 
chain are thiqa, ʿUmar the primary narrator himself is unmentioned in 
the books of rijāl. Of course, this fact in of itself would not necessarily 
make his report not ṣaḥīḥ in the estimation of the qudamāʾ as is explained 
in addendum 2 of this paper. 

al-Kulaynī’s Introduction The maqbūla of ʿUmar b. Ḥanẓala 

 :مُلاََّسلا هِيْلَعَ هِلِوْقَبِ لمُِاعَلْا هُقَلَطْأَ امَ ىلَعَ َّلاإِ
 اللهِ بَاتَكِ قَفَاوَ امَفَ ،اللهِ بِاتَكِ ىلَعَ اهَوضُرُعْاُ«
 .»هُوُّدرُـَف اللهِ بَاتَكِ فَلَاخَ امَوَ ،هُوذُخُفَ َّلجَوَ َّزعَ

 .بِاتَكِلْا مَكْحُ هُمُكْحُ قَفَاوَ امَفَ ،رُظَنْـُي :لَاقَ

 َّنإِفَ ،مَوْقَلْا قَفَاوَ امَ اوعُدَ« :مُلاََّسلا هِيْلَعَ هُلُوْـَقوَ
 .»مْهِفِلاَخِ فيِ دَشُّْرلا

 .دُاشََّرلا هِيفِفَ ةََّماعَلْا فَلَاخَ امَ :لَاقَ

 َّنإِفَ ،هِيْلَعَ عِمَجْمُلgِْ اوذُخُ« :مُلاََّسلا هِيْلَعَ هُلُوْـَقوَ
 .»هِيفِ بَيْرَ لاَ هِيْلَعَ عَمَجْمُلْا

 .هِيفِ بَيْرَ لاَ هِيْلَعَ عَمَجْمُلْا َّنإِفَ

Table 1. The comparison of al-Kulaynī’s introduction and the maqbūla of ʿUmar b. 
Ḥanẓala. 
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in his introduction, it would be useful to delve deeper into it.55 

4.1 Analysing the maqbūla 

The maqbūla is a significant report much discussed by Shīʿī jurists to 
this day because it addresses what is to be done when reports narrated 
by different companions contradict each other. The Imam provides 
principles to be applied sequentially to resolve the deadlock. 

The maqbūla begins with the companion ʿUmar asking Imam al-
Ṣādiq whether it would be allowed for two Shīʿa who have a dispute 
between themselves about a debt or inheritance (financial matter) to 
go to the sulṭān (temporal ruler) and the quḍāt (judges) to obtain a 
ruling from them. 

The Imam likens this to submitting to the authority of the ṭāghūt 
(authorities apart from Allāh), and whatever gain issues from the rul-
ing to be illegitimate even if one was in the right.56 

Rather, the correct course of action would be to seek out from 
among the Shīʿī one who has “transmitted our [i.e., the Imams’] 
ḥadīths,” has looked into “our ḥalāl and ḥarām” and has “known our 
rulings,” and submit to his judgment, for the Imam officially appoints 
such a one as judge over the disputants. 

ʿUmar asks what should be done if the disputing parties agree be-
tween themselves to each appoint a candidate who meets the above 
criteria to look into the issue, and the two come to opposing judg-
ments, basing their difference on divergent reports attributed to “you” 
(i.e., the Imams). 

 
55 Newman discusses al-Kulaynī’s muqaddima but does not link it to the 

maqbūla of ʿUmar b. Ḥanẓala as is done in the present work.  
56 While the context of the maqbūla has to do with opposing verdicts of 

judges in a court setting, it was considered to have great ramifications for 
cases of contradictory reports in so far as the Imāmī judges were not rul-
ing based on their raʾy (personal opinion) or qiyās (analogical reasoning) 
but textual reports attributed to the Imams which could contradict. 
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The Imam declares that the ruling to be followed is the one pro-
nounced by the one who is the more morally upright (aʿdal) of the two, 
the more learned (afqah), the more truthful in speech (aṣdaq), and the 
more pious (awraʿ).  

ʿUmar asks what is to be done when both candidates are equally 
matched in these areas such that “no-one of them has precedence over 
the other.” 

The Imam replies:57 

 عَمَجْمُلْا ،هِبِ امَكَحَ يذَِّلا كَلِذَ فيِ اَّنعَ مْهِتِيَاوَرِ نْمِ نَاكَ امَ لىَإِ رُظَنْـُي« :لَاقَـَف

 رٍوهُشْبمَِ سَيْلَ يذَِّلا ُّذاَّشلا كُترَْيُوَ ،انَمِكْحُ نْمِ هِبِ ذُخَؤْـُيـَف ،كَبِاحَصْأَ نْمِ هِيْلَعَ

 .»هِيفِ بَيْرَ لاَ هِيْلَعَ عَمَجْمُلْا َّنإِفَ ،كَبِاحَصْأَ دَنْعِ

You look for that report attributed to us and on whose ba-
sis they rule which is mujmaʿ ʿalayhi [united upon] by 
your fellows so it is taken as being our judgment, and the 
shādh which is not famous in the estimation of your fel-
lows is abandoned, for there is no doubt in that which is 
united upon.    

ʿUmar asks:  

 »؟امَكُنْعَ تُاقَثِّلا اهمَُاوَرَ دْقَ نِيْرَوهُشْمَ امَكُنْعَ نِابرََلخَْا نَاكَ نْإِفَ« :تُلْـُق

What if both reports from you are famous (mashhūr) and 
narrated by thiqāt (trustworthy narrators) from you? 

The above quoted statement is key, because it is a restatement of 
ʿUmar’s understanding of where one stands so far in the decision tree: 

 
57 Notice that it is at this stage that the Imam shifts from the personal qual-

ities of the candidate (and transmitter of reports from the Imam) to the 
nature of the report itself. This is important because what was required 
of the Shīʿī was to submit to the authority of the Imam as per the words 
of a narrator they could trust, not to directly engage in criticism of the 
matn (content of the report) based on our deficient intellect. 
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What if both reports are transmitted by those matched in their trust-
worthiness (thiqāt), on top of which, none of the reports are “united 
upon,” that is, both reports (and the positions they advocate) are fa-
mous and widely accepted (mashhūr) such than neither can be con-
sidered shādh?58 

To put it differently, the Imam has given two tie-breakers in cases 
of contradiction so far: The relative wathāqa (trustworthiness) of the 
two knowledgeable individuals and the shuhra (fame) of the prooftext 
or position they advocate.  

It is when both are equally balanced that the Imam introduces an 
additional principle saying: 

 ذُخَؤْـُيـَف ،ةََّماعَلْا فَلَاخَوَ ةَِّنُّسلاوَ بِاتَكلْا مَكْحُ هُمُكْحُ قَفَاوَ امَفَ رُظَنْـُي« :لَاقَ

 .»ةََّماعَلْا قَفَاوَوَ ةَِّنُّسلاوَ بِاتَكِلْا مَكْحُ هُمُكْحُ فَلَاخَ امَ كُترَْيُوَ ،هِبِ

You look into [them], so that [report] whose ruling is con-
sistent with the ruling of the Book and the sunna and op-
poses the ʿāmma [non-Shīʿī] then it is taken, and that [re-
port] whose ruling opposes the ruling of the Book and the 
sunna and is in agreement with the ʿāmma is abandoned. 

This principle is a joint one with two related variables: Consistency 
with the Qurʾān and the sunna while at the same time deviation from 
the practice of the ʿāmma. Many have misunderstood this and treat 
each independently. Opposition with the ʿāmma only becomes a fac-
tor when a consistency test against Qurʾān and the sunna cannot break 
the dead-lock. 

ʿUmar is aware of this fact and neutralises the first variable by ask-
ing what is to be done when both referred-to faqīhs (knowledgeable 

 
58 The Imam draws a distinction between mujmaʿ ʿalayhi and the shādh, de-

fining the latter as “that which is not famous among your companions.” 
Consequently, the author of the present work feels reasonably justified in 
defining mujmaʿ ʿalayhi as that which most (not all of the companions) 
are “united upon,” in other words, the majority. 
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scholars)59 buttress their position from the Qurʾān and the sunna, and 
one of the reports (and its purport) matches with the position of the 
ʿāmma while the other does not.  

In other words, none of the reports can be said to be opposing the 
Book and the sunna, and the only distinction that can be drawn be-
tween them is how they stack up with the practice of the ʿāmma. 
Only then does the Imam instruct him to favour: 

 .دُاشََّرلا هِيفِفَ ةََّماعَلْا فَلَاخَ امَ

That which opposes the ʿāmma, for there is guidance in it. 

ʿUmar proceeds to the scenario when both positions match the 
practice of the ʿāmma. The Imam answers that one should abandon 
the one that “their” rulers and judges are “more inclined towards.” 

ʿUmar’s final question is what to do if one cannot choose between 
the reports in all these different aspects. Everything being the same, 
the Imams asks him to “suspend” making a decision until “you meet 
your Imam.” 

This is because: 

 .تِاكَلَلهَْا فيِ مِاحَتِقْلاِْا نَمِ يرٌْخَ ،تِاهَـُبُّشلا دَنْعِ فَوقُوُلْا َّنإِفَ

Halting in the face of doubts is better than rushing head-
long into manifold destruction. 

5. Did al-Kulaynī Apply ʿIlm al-Rijāl? 

Al-Kulaynī mentions three of the principles found in the maqbūla in 
his introduction as follows: 

1. Comparing with the Book of Allāh (and the sunna). 

2. Taking that which opposes the ʿāmma. 

 
59 It is worthy of note that this is how ʿUmar comes to refer to the two can-

didates. 
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3. Looking for the “united upon” or consensus position. Alterna-
tively, the “famous report” that is widely accepted. 

There is one principle found in the maqbūla which al-Kulaynī does 
not mention. This is the Imam’s initial response: Preferring the report 
of the one who is more morally upright, learned, truthful in speech, 
and pious; what ʿUmar succinctly put as “that which is transmitted by 
the thiqāt.” 

Evaluating the status of a narrator in this way is a principle inspired 
directly from the words of the Imam and is essentially what is called 
ʿilm al-rijāl.60  

But why does al-Kulaynī not mention this principle at all? Is it be-
cause the maqbūla is not the text which al-Kulaynī had in mind when 
writing the introduction after all? There are other reports which men-
tion the principle of “comparing with the Qurʾān” which al-Kulaynī 
could have been referencing, but the other two principles are only 
found in the maqbūla. 

It is possible that al-Kulaynī forgot to mention it. For, he does not 
give the principles in the order they appear in the maqbūla which per-
haps indicates that he was relying on memory when recalling the con-
tents of the maqbūla.  

Another possibility is that this principle goes unmentioned; being 
the first principle given by the Imam, it is assumed and already fac-
tored in by al-Kulaynī when selecting ḥadīth for inclusion, with the 
three remaining principles coming into play only when the reports of 
narrators well-matched in their status per ʿilm al-rijāl contradict.   

This last possibility is strengthened when it is noted that a now-lost 
Kitāb al-rijāl is attributed to al-Kulaynī.61 Could this book have also 

 
60 This is a sufficient answer to those who claim that evaluating the rijāl has 

no basis in the madhhab. Does one need the Imam to tell us to prefer the 
report of the reliable one over the unknown or the suspect, when this is 
common sense and practised by all ʿuqalāʾ (rational beings)?   

61 Al-Najāshī, Rijāl al-Najāshī, 377. 
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contained the grading of narrators, or was it more akin to the Kitāb al-
Rijāl attributed to Aḥmad b. Muḥammad b. Khālid al-Barqī (d. 274/888 
or 280/894) which merely consists of names of narrators arranged 
chronologically? 

It must be noted that the fact that al-Kulaynī does not mention ʿilm 
al-rijāl at all in the introduction means that all this remains specula-
tive and more work needs to be done to determine how much im-
portance al-Kulaynī attached to ʿilm al-rijāl if any.  

6. The Utility of the Three Principles 

Apart from ʿilm al-rijāl which does not get a mention, al-Kulaynī is ul-
timately pessimistic even about the three principles which he does 
mention in the introduction. The problem is not the principles them-
selves which are given by the Imam, but his (and our) inability to em-
ploy them effectively to solve the problem of contradictions in the ma-
jority of cases. 

As he says: 

 .هَُّلـَقأَ َّلاإِ كَلِذَ عِيجمَِ نْمِ فُرِعْـَن لاَ نُنحَْوَ

But we do not know [the true position] from all that ex-
cept a small minority. 

The logic behind the first principle, which calls for selecting the re-
port which is consistent with the Qurʾān,62 is that the authentic words 
of the Imams can never contradict the Qurʾān, as both originate from 
the same Divine stream. The problem is that both rulings may appear 
consistent to the reader, with the Qurʾān seemingly silent one way or 
another about a lot of rulings.63 

 
62 Note that the maqbūla mentions both the Qurʾān and the sunna whereas 

al-Kulaynī only mentions the Qurʾān. 
63 According to Sayyid Ali al-Sistani, this principle can be very useful in the 

hands of a competent faqīh since comparing with the Qurʾān does not 
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The logic behind the second principle, which calls for selecting the 
report opposed to the ʿ āmma, is that a number of the statements of the 
Imams were issued under taqiyya (dissimulation) as a result of the re-
pressive atmosphere faced by the Imams and the Shīʿī community. The 
Imams would sometimes answer in accordance with the position of 
the majority to safeguard detection of the Shīʿī who would stand out if 
they diverged from the norm. The true position in such cases is the 
opposite of that which agrees with the ʿāmma. The problem is that the 
ʿāmma themselves are divided over a number of rulings, such that one 
cannot say what opposing them would entail in all cases.64 

The logic behind the third principle, which calls for selecting the 
report which is famous and backed up by the majority of the compan-
ions, is that the Imams would have ensured that the majority of their 
close companions had united upon the true position regardless of any 
taqiyya. The problem is that it is difficult for us to identify what the 
originally famous position of the companions was in specific cases.65   

7. A Way out of the Maze: The Principle of Takhyīr 

It is because he cannot apply the three principles effectively in most 

 
mean finding the exact ruling in the Qurʾān but looking at which report 
is more attuned to the ‘spirit’ of the Qurʾān. This requires one to possess 
a holistic grasp of the Qurʾān and its underlying ethos; see Ali al-Sistani, 
Ḥujjiyya khabar al-wāḥid, transcribed by Muḥammad ʿAlī al-Rabbānī 
(n.p.: 2016), 23. 

64 This principle is effective for those practices which had become sectarian 
boundary-markers such as wiping the feet instead of washing them dur-
ing ritual ablution, combining prayers, temporary marriage etc. 

65 The author of this present work considers this to be the greatest qarīna 
(contextual indicator) which has been lost with the passage of time. We 
cannot tell what the mashhūr position was among the earliest aṣḥāb. Of 
course, some of this is reflected in the number of reports in support of a 
position; but numerical superiority could be obscuring a more complex 
situation. 
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cases that al-Kulaynī comments: 66 

 ،مُلاََّسلا هِيْلَعَ لمِِاعَلْا لىَإِ هِلِّكُ كَلِذَ مِلْعِ دِّرَ نْمِ عَسَوْأَ لاَوَ طَوَحْأَ ائًْـيشَ دُنجَِ لاَوَ

 بَِ\ نْمِ تمُْذْخَأَ ايمََِِّ√« :مُلاََّسلا هِيْلَعَ هِلِوْقَبِ هِيفِ رِمْلأَْا نَمِ عَسِوَ امَ لِوبُـَقوَ

 .»مْكُعَسِوَ مِيلِسَّْتلا

And we do not find anything more in keeping with cau-
tion and more accommodating than ascribing the true 
knowledge of all that to the scholar [Imam] and accepting 
the lenience there is in the matter [as found] in his 
words:67 “Whichever you take if done in submission co-
vers you [pl.].” 

This is al-Kulaynī’s fall-back position to be used for the overwhelm-
ing majority of cases when he is unable to identify the true report in 
cases of contradiction: admit failure to recognise the true position 
which only the Imam knows, while taking advantage of the leeway 
given by freely selecting any of the reports (takhyīr) to act upon so long 
as it is attributed to the Imams. This suffices with the rationale that 
Allāh will accept it by virtue of one’s sincerity in attempting to follow 
the only legitimate authorities.68 

 
66 Al-Kulaynī, al-Kāfī, 1:9.  
67 Al-Kulaynī is quoting here a ḥadīth which he himself transmits in al-Kāfī 

and in which the companion Samāʿa b. Mihrān asks Imam al-Ṣādiq what 
should be done if one encounters two contradictory transmissions, one 
permitting something and the other forbidding it. The Imam responds 
that he should “postpone” the decision until he can meet with one who 
informs him of the true position (i.e., the Imam). Al-Kulaynī immediately 
comments that in a variant of this report the Imam says: “Whichever [of 
the two] you take if done in submission covers you [sg.]”; see al-Kulaynī, 
al-Kāfī, 1:66. 

68 Newman mischaracterises the intent of the Imam by rendering this state-
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The significance of this principle for al-Kulaynī is that it does not 
require some evidence to be martialled in support of one position or 
another (which is a difficult bar to clear) but merely “submission.” 

This approach to resolving contradictions between reports in the 
ḥadīth corpus may not sit well with other scholars who come after him 
and have a more stringent criteria before acting upon a report. 

8. Conclusion  

Can the insights brought to the fore in this paper—al-Kulaynī’s pessi-
mism in his ability to employ the three principles effectively, and his 
lenience in arbitrarily selecting any of the contradictory reports—be 
used to build a profile of al-Kulaynī as a traditionist who considers any 
attribution to the Imam as carrying weight by default, such that he acts 
upon any report, even if it is technically “weak,” if there is nothing con-
tradicting it? This would explain why he does not provide a methodol-
ogy for selecting ḥadīth in the first place, but only principles to resolve 
contradictions. However, much more work is needed to support such 
a conclusion.    

 
ment: “Whatever you adhere to from the domain of al-taslīm [your sur-
render i.e. becoming a Muslim] is your strength. Allāh has facilitated 
[this], and to him be praise”; see Newman, The Formative Period, 100. First 
of all, it is not clear where he gets the last part “Allāh has facilitated …” It 
is likely that he has taken the words of al-Kulaynī that follow and mistak-
enly considered them to be the words of the Imam. More importantly, the 
crux of what the Imam is saying and which al-Kulaynī wants to highlight, 
that it is permissible to choose (takhyīr) any of the contradicting reports 
and act upon it as long as done in submission to the Imam, is totally ob-
fuscated by drawing an unwarranted link between taslīm in this context 
and becoming a Muslim as well as unjustifiably translating wasiʿakum as 
“your strength.”  His conclusion that “al-Kulaynī clearly did not see it as 
his task to reconcile apparently contradictory texts” which was “left to the 
Imam” whose return “was clearly expected to be imminent” is thus built 
on an erroneous basis; see Newman, The Formative Period, 101. 
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Addendum 1: Was al-Kāfī Approved by the Twelfth Imam? 

There exists a claim that because al-Kāfī was authored during the 
lesser occultation when there still existed a link between the twelfth 
Imam and the larger community through his appointed deputies, the 
book was presented to the Imam who endorsed it. 

The earliest that such thinking can be traced back to is in the words 
of Ibn Ṭāwūs (d. 664/1266):69 

 :مُلاََّسلا هِيْلَعَ يِّدِهْمَلْا ءِلاَكَوُ نِمَزَ فيِ ا∆يحَ نَاكَ بَوقُعْـَي نُبْ دَُّممحَُ خُيَّْشلا اذَهَوَ

 نُبْ ينُْسَحُ مِسِاقَلْا بيِأَوَ ،دٌَّممحَُ رٍفَعْجَ بيِأَ هُدُلَوَوَ ،ُّيرِمْعَلْا دٍيعِسَ نُبْ نُامَثْعُ

يلِعَ ةِافَوَ لَبْـَق بَوقُعْـَي نُبْ دَُّممحَُ َّفيِوُـُتوَ ،ُّيرِمََّسلا دٍَّممحَُ نُبْ ُّيلِعَوَ ،حٍورُ
ِّ

 نِبْ 

 نَيرِشْعِوَ عٍسْتِ ةَنَسَ نَابَعْشَ فيِ فيَِّوُـُت َّيرِمََّسلا دٍَّممحَُ نَبْ َّيلِعَ َّنلأَِ ؛يِّرِمََّسلا دٍَّممحَُ

 نَيرِشْعِوَ نٍاثمََ ةَنَسَ دَادَغْـَببِ فيَِّوُـُت ُّنيِيْلَكُلْا بَوقُعْـَي نُبْ دَُّممحَُ اذَهَوَ ،ةٍئَاثمِِلاَثَوَ

 ءِلاَكَوُلْا نِمَزَ فيِ هُتَُ¥اوَرِوَ بَوقُعْـَي نِبْ دَِّممحَُ خِيَّْشلا اذَهَ فُينِاصَتَـَف ،ةٍئَاثمِِلاَثَوَ

 .هِتِافََّـنصَمُ قِيدِصْتَوَ هِتِلاَوقُْـنمَ قِيقِتحَْ لىَإِ اقًيرِطَ دُتجَِ تٍقْوَ فيِ نَيرِوكُذْمَلْا

This shaykh Muḥammad b. Yaʿqūb was alive in the period 
of the deputies (wukalāʾ) of the Mahdī, upon him be 
peace: ʿUthmān b. Saʿīd al-ʿAmrī, his son Abū Jaʿfar 
Muḥammad, Abū l-Qāsim Ḥusayn b. Rūḥ, and ʿAlī b. 
Muḥammad al-Sammarī. Muḥammad b. Yaʿqūb died be-
fore the death of ʿAlī b. Muḥammad al-Sammarī, for ʿAlī b. 
Muḥammad al-Sammarī died in Shaʿbān of the year 329 
[941 C.E.]; whereas Muḥammad b. Yaʿqūb al-al-Kulaynī 
died in Baghdad in the year 328 [939-940 C.E.]. Thus, the 
works authored by this shaykh Muḥammad b. Yaʿqūb and 
his transmissions were in the period of the aforemen-

 
69 ʿAlī b. Mūsā b. Jaʿfar Ibn Ṭāwūs, Kashf al-maḥajja li-thamarat al-muhja 

(Muʾassasat Būstān Kitāb: 2009), 220. 
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tioned wukalāʾ and in a time where there existed an ave-
nue for confirming his narrations and verifying his works. 

Ibn Ṭāwūs merely opens the door to this possibility; however, it 
later assumes a life of its own among some. In particular, the following 
quotation is attributed to the Akhbārī scholar Mīrzā Muḥammad b. 
ʿAbd al-Nabī (killed 1232/1817):70 

 تِيْـَبلْا لِهْأَ ةِقَيرِطَ ييِمحُْ ،يزِاَّرلا ُّنيِيْلَكُلْا بَوقُعْـَي نُبْ دَُّممحَُ رٍفَعْجَ وبُأَ خُيَّْشلا

 ،ةًنَسَ نَيرِشْعِ ةَِّدمُ فيِ »فيِاكَلْا« عِمِالجَِ فُلِّؤَمُلْا ،ةِثَلِاَّثلا ةِئَامِلْا سِأْرَ ىلَعَ

يضِرَ ىبرَْكُلْا ةِبَْـيغَلْا عِوقُوُ لَبْـَق َّفىوَـَتمُلْا
َ

 هُبُاتَكِوَ .لىَولأُْاوَ ةِرَخِلآْا فيِ هُنْعَ اللهُ 

يضِرَ هَُّنلأَِ ،ءِارَطْلإِْا نِعَ نٍغْـَتسْمُ
َ

 ،مُلاََّسلا هِيْلَعَ هِبِاَّوـُن نَمْضِ رٍضَحْبمَِ نَاكَ هُنْعَ اللهُ 

 نْمَ ةِرَضْبحَِ هِنِوْكَلِ »فيِاكَلْا« بِاتَكِ فَيلØَِْ ةِيَئِاَّنلا نَمِ ةِعَيشِّلا ضُعْـَب هُلَأَسَ دْقَوَ

يكِحُوَ ،فََّنشَوَ فََّنصَوَ فََّلأَفَ ،هِمِلْعِبِ قُثِيَ نَّْممِ هُرُكِاذَيُوَ هُضُوِافَـُي
َ

 ضَرِعُ هَُّنأَ 

 .»انَتِعَيشِلِ فٍاكَ« :لَاقَـَف ،هِيْلَعَ

The shaykh Abū Jaʿfar Muḥammad b. Yaʿqūb al-al-Kulaynī 
al-Rāzī, the enlivener of the path of the ahl al-bayt in the 
3rd century [9th century C.E.], the author of the compila-
tion ‘al-Kāfī’ over a period of 20 years, who died before the 
occurrence of the greater occultation, may Allāh be 
pleased with him in the first [world] and the last. His book 
transcends mere praise, for he, may Allāh be pleased with 
him, was in the presence of his [i.e., the twelfth Imam’s] 
deputies, and one of the Shīʿa living in a remote land re-
quested him to author the book “al-Kāfī” since he was in 
the presence of one with whom he could confer and dis-

 
70 Muḥammad Bāqir al-Khwānsārī, Rawḍāt al-jannāt fī aḥwāl al-ʿulamāʾ wa-

l-sādāt (Maktabat Ismāʿīliyān: 2011), 6:116. Al-Khwānsārī (d. 1313/1895) is 
quoting from Mīrzā Muḥammad’s work Munyat al-murtād fī dhikr nufāt 
al-ijtihād. 
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cuss, whose knowledge he trusts, so he compiled, au-
thored, and did well.71 It is related that it [i.e. the book] 
was presented to him [i.e. the Imam] so he commented: 
“It is sufficient for our Shīʿa.”  

Here, an entirely unsourced report can be seen in which the book 
was in fact presented to the Imam and the Imam responded with a 
positive approbation. Even Mīrzā al-Nūrī (d. 1320/1902), whose repu-
tation in being liberal in accepting ḥadīth is well-deserved, has this to 
say about this report, which he notes is being quoted widely:72 

 ىلَعَ ضَرِعُ بَاتَكِلْا اذَهَ َّنأَ نْمِ عِئِاَّشلا برَِلخَْا حَيحِصْتَ كَلِذَ نْمِ يضِرَغَ سَيْلَوَ

 رَـَثأَ لاَوَ ،هُلَ لَصْأَ لاَ هَُّنإِفَ »انَتِعَيشِلِ فٍاكَ اذَهَ َّنإِ« :لَاقَـَف مُلاََّسلا هِيْلَعَ ةَِّجلحُْا

  .انَبِاحَصْأَ تِافََّلؤَمُ فيِ هُلَ

My aim in this [discussion] is not to confirm the wide-
spread report to the effect that this book was presented to 
the ḥujja and so he responded, “this is sufficient for our 
Shīʿa”; for, this [report] has no basis (aṣl) nor trace in the 
works of our fellows.  

While the possibility that the work was presented to the Imam hy-
pothetically exists, if such a thing had happened, there would surely 

 
71 As has been noted in this paper, the anonymous individual who 

prompted al-Kulaynī to author the book complained of not having access 
to one whose knowledge of the reports he could “trust”, with whom he 
could “discuss,” and to whom he could “defer.” Mīrzā Muḥammad takes 
this to mean that al-Kulaynī had access to such a one and that this was 
code language alluding to the deputy and through him the Imam. How-
ever, in the opinion of this present work’s author, this is reading too much 
into that statement.   

72 Ḥusayn al-Nūrī, Khātimat Mustadrak al-Wasāʾil, 3:470. Note that Mīrzā al-
Nūrī is confident that the book was actually presented to the Imam and 
tries to argue for this, but not on the basis of this supposed report. 
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be some positive evidence indicating it. No wonder then ʿAllāma al-
Majlisī (d. 1110/1699) uses quite harsh words for a scholar whom he 
does not name, most likely Khalīl al-Qazwīnī (d. 1089/1678),73  who 
used to state it as fact:74 

 هِيْلَعَ مِئِاقَلْا ىلَعَ اضًورُعْمَ فيِاكَلْا عِيجمَِ نِوْكَبِ ينَفِزِاجَمُلْا ضِعْـَب مُزْجَ اَّمأَوَ

 .بٍّلُ يذِ ىلَعَ هِيفِ امَ ىفَيخَْ لاَفَ ءِارَفَُّسلا ةِدَلْـَب فيِ هِنِوْكَلِ مُلاََّسلا

As for the assertion of one of the foolhardy to the effect 
that the whole of al-Kāfī was presented to the Qāʾim be-
cause he was in the land of the envoys (sufarāʾ) then [the 
incorrectness of] this is not hidden from anyone who pos-
sesses the slightest intellect. 

Addendum 2: Only a Third of al-Kāfī Is Ṣaḥīḥ 

A staple of contemporary anti-Shīʿī polemics is that most of al-Kāfī is 
ḍaʿīf (weak). This begs the question; if al-Kulaynī was aiming to collect 
the ṣaḥīḥ, how might this have arisen? 

The exact number of ḥadīth found in al-Kāfī is subject to dispute 
depending on how you count.75 Yūsuf al-Baḥrānī (d. 1186/1772) quotes 

 
73 Hence ʿAbdullāh al-Afandī (d. 1130/1717) says in Khalīl’s entry: “Amongst 

his stranger opinions is the position that al-Kāfī as a whole was looked 
over by the ṣāḥib (i.e. twelfth Imam) who deemed it good ... and that all 
its reports are true and obligatory to act upon”; see ʿAbdullāh al-Afandī, 
Riyāḍ al-ʿulamāʾ wa ḥiyāḍ al-fuḍalāʾ (Manshūrāt Maktabat Ayatollah al-
ʿUẓmā al-Marʿashī al-Najafī: 1982), 2:261.  

74 Muḥammad Bāqir al-Majlisī, Mirʾāt al-ʿuqūl fī sharḥ akhbār āl al-rasūl 
(Dār al-Kutub al-Islāmiyya: 1983), 1:22. 

75 The latest edition of al-Kāfī by the Dār al-Ḥadīth, which runs to 15 vol-
umes, puts the number at 15,413. 
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an unnamed scholar76 giving the following breakdown “as per the ter-
minology coined by the mutaʾakhkhirīn”:77 

 ةََّتسِ فيِ تْرَصِحُ هِثِيدِاحَأَ عُيمِجَفَ فيِاكَلْا اَّمأَ« :نَيرِخِّأَتَمُلْا انَيخِِاشَمَ ضُعْـَب لَاقَ

 حِلاَطِصِْ\ اهَْـنمِ حُيحَِّصلاوَ ،اثًيدِحَ ينَعِسْتِوَ ةٍعَسْتِوَ ةٍئَامِوَ ثٍيدِحَ فَلْأَ رَشَعَ

 نَوعُـَبرْأَوَ ةٌعَـَبرْأَوَ ةٌئَامِ نُسَلحَْاوَ ،اثًيدِحَ نَوعُْـبسَوَ نِانَـْثاوَ فٍلاَآ ةُسَخمَْ رََّخØََ نْمَ

 اهَْـنمِ ُّيوِقَلْاوَ اثًيدِحَ رَشَعَ ةَيَنِاثمََوَ ثٍيدِحَ فُلْأَوَ ثٍيدِحَ ةُئَامِ قَُّثوَمُلْاوَ ،اثًيدِحَ

 نَونُاثمََوَ ةٌسَخمَْوَ فٍلاَآ ةُعَسْتِوَ ةٍئَامِعُـَبرْأَ اهَْـنمِ فُيعَِّضلاوَ ثٍيدِحَ ةِئَاثمُِلاَثَوَ نِانَـْثا

 .»اثًيدِحَ

As for al-Kāfī—the total number of reports in it comes to 
16,199 reports: 5072 are ṣaḥīḥ, 144 are ḥasan, 1118 are mu-
waththaq, 302 are qawī and 9485 are ḍaʿīf. 

This would mean that only about 31 percent of the book is ṣaḥīḥ and 
approximately 59 percent of the book is weak. However, this line of 
attack is borne out of ignorance as to the difference between ṣaḥīḥ as 
it has come to be defined by the mutaʾakhkhirīn and the way it was 
understood by the qudamāʾ such as al-Kulaynī.78 

 
76 This is most likely Shahīd al-Thānī (d. 965/1557 or 966/1558). 
77 Yūsuf b. Aḥmad al-Baḥrānī, Luʾluʾat al-Baḥrayn fī l-ijāzāt wa tarājim rijāl 

al-ḥadīth, ed. Muḥammad Ṣādiq Baḥr al-ʿUlūm (Maktabat Fakhrāwī: 
2008), 376–377. If you add these numbers together, the total is not 16,121 
not 16,199. Āqā Buzurg al-Tihrānī (d. 1970) reproduces the same count but 
with an error in the number of muwaththaq which is given as 178 instead 
of 1118; see Muḥammad Muḥsin al-Tihrānī, al-Dharīʿa ilā taṣānīf al-Shīʿa 
(Dār Al-Aḍwāʾ: 1983), 17:245. 

78 In the opinion of this present work’s author, the era of al-Ṭūsī (d. 
460/1067) can be considered to be the boundary-marker between the age 
of the qudamāʾ (early scholars) and the mutaʾakhkhirīn (later scholars). 
This is for many reasons, but chief among them is that those who came 
after al-Ṭūsī do not have independent routes to earlier material except 
predominantly via al-Ṭūsī himself. 
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The modern definition,79 which is highly specific and based solely 
on studying the narrators in the chain of a report, is anachronistically 
back-projected to a period before it was in use.80 A ṣaḥīḥ report for the 
qudamāʾ (early scholars)—according to later reconstruction—was 
any report that they were confident originated from the Imam.81 This 
could be a report of a thiqa narrator (in accordance with the modern 
definition), but also a report that is weak in chain but whose meaning 
is established by corroboration (numerous reports saying the same 
thing), or even the report of narrator about whom nothing good or bad 
is known (majhūl) provided there is no disqualifying factor.82   

Put another way, the technical definition of ṣaḥīḥ as applied by 
later scholars is merely a subset of how the earlier scholars applied it. 
The glaring categorical error of judging an early book with a standard 
developed later should be obvious. 

Another problem with the modern four-fold classification is that a 
lot of diverse phenomena is subsumed under the single category of 
ḍaʿīf without distinguishing between different shades of weakness. 
Thus, both the outright mawḍūʿ (fabrication) and a report with a single 

 
79 Fully connected chain of consisting of solely thiqa and Imāmī narrators. 
80 The origins of the modern four-fold classification of ḥadīth can be traced 

back to Aḥmad b. Ṭāwūs (d. 673/1274) and his student ʿAllāma al-Ḥillī (d. 
726/1325). 

81 Muḥammad b. al-Ḥusayn al-ʿĀmilī, Mashriq al-shamsayn wa iksīr al-
saʿādatayn, ed. Mahdī al-Rajāʾī (Muʾassasat al-Ṭabʿ wa-l-Nashr al-Tābiʿa 
li-l-Āstāna al-Raḍawiyya al-Muqaddasa: 2008), 26; Ḥasan b. Zayn al-Dīn 
al-ʿĀmilī, Muntaqā l-jumān fī l-aḥādīth al-ṣiḥāḥ wa-l-ḥisān, ed. ʿAlī Akbar 
al-Ghaffārī (Muʾassasat al-Nashr al-Islāmī: 1983), 14–15. 

82 Muḥammad Taqī al-Tustarī, who was the most original ḥadīth scholar of 
his generation in the opinion of this present work’s author, says: “So we 
see that the qudamāʾ, and just as they act upon (purport of) the report 
whose transmitters are praise-worthy, also act upon the report whose 
transmitters are not weakened. It is only the reports of those censured 
which they repudiate”; see al-Tustarī, Qāmūs al-Rijāl, 1:38. 
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majhūl narrator technically fall under the same category. 
A large percentage of the 9000 or so weak-by-chain reports in al-

Kāfī are labelled so merely because they contain one or two majhūl 
narrators in the chain with the chain being perfectly fine otherwise. 
These are narrators who may not have been declared thiqa but nothing 
negative is known about them. Many of them would have been report-
ing what they heard accurately and there are other ways of gaining 
confidence in their reports. 

Consequently, when the reports on the same topic and those 
placed in the same chapter by al-Kulaynī are studied together, instead 
of looking at each report in isolation, one finds that a lot of the ḍaʿīf 
reports are corroborated by other reports in the chapter or share the 
same meaning with ṣaḥīḥ reports, altering the statistics significantly.83    
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