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The Number of Narrations Reaching the Level of Tawatur (Mass

Transmission)

Classical scholars differed significantly regarding the amount and existence of

tawatur in hadith transmission.

Ibn al-Salah maintained that reports reaching the level of tawatur were very few,
while Ibn Hibban held that such reports were non-existent. Ibn Hibban stated:

“As for the reports, all of them are ahad (solitary reports), for there
exists no narration from the Prophet Aly:f that has been transmitted by
two trustworthy narrators, each of whom narrated from two

trustworthy narrators, and so on in this manner until it reaches the
Messenger of Allah tisf.”

This statement suggests that Ibn Hibban was rejecting a particular conception of

tawatur as understood by some scholars.

In contrast, Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani held that mutawatir reports are numerous. In

Nuzhat al-Nazar, he writes:

“The claim of their rarity (‘izzah) is unfounded, as is the claim of their
nonexistence by others, for such opinions arise only from limited
exposure to the vast number of transmission routes and the states and

qualities of the narrators.”
However, Mulla ‘Ali al-Qari critiques Ibn Hajar’s statement, arguing:

“It has been previously established that tawatur is not a discussion
within the discipline of isnad (chain analysis), and that the narrators’
individual circumstances are not investigated therein. Therefore, even
if we grant the limited awareness of those whom the author mentioned
concerning the conditions and attributes of narrators, it does not

necessitate what he has concluded.”
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Reconciling the Divergent Opinions
Mulla ‘Ali offers a reconciliation, explaining:

“Those who denied tawatur were referring only to verbal tawatur
(tawatur lafzi), whereas those who affirmed it were referring to
meaning-based tawatur (tawatur ma ‘nawi). Hence, the disagreement is

merely semantic.”
Anwar Shah al-Kashmiri, after classifying tawatur in Fayd al-Bari, elaborates:

“Some claim that tawatur is rare, as reported by al-Hafiz in Sharh
Nukhbat al-Fikar—that certain scholars denied its existence entirely,
while others considered it exceedingly scarce, providing only one or
two examples. Yet, as I have mentioned, tawdatur is abundant in our
Shari‘ah to such an extent that it escapes enumeration. A person may
be heedless of it until he reflects, and upon reflection he will find it as
self-evident as the apparent truths. This point deserves particular

attention.”

It appears that this observation refers to tawatur in the broader sense within

religion—undeniably abundant and not a matter of dispute.

The type of mutawatir report that yields necessary knowledge (‘ilm darari) is
indeed rare. However, tawdtur that imparts inferential knowledge (7lm nazari) is
far more common. In other words, fawdtur may exist at varying degrees of
certainty—some so evident that they are known universally, and others recognized
only by specialists who investigate the subject in depth. After gathering the
multiple transmission routes, a muhaddith may attain personal certainty (yagin) of

the report’s authenticity—certainty that might not extend to those outside the
field.

Ibn Taymiyyah elaborates on this nuanced understanding in Majmu * al-Fatawa
(18:69):
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“Among the scholars of hadith, many reports are mutawatir for them
that are not mutawatir for others, because they have heard what others
have not and have knowledge of the Prophet’s circumstances unknown
to others. 7awatur does not depend on a fixed number; rather,
knowledge may result from the number of transmitters, from the
qualities of the transmitters, or from contextual indicators that

accompany their reports and other corroborative factors.”
Similarly, Imam Muslim writes in al-7amyiz (p. 218):

“Know—may Allah have mercy on you—that the discipline of hadith
and the discernment between sound and unsound reports belong
exclusively to the people of hadith. They are the preservers of people’s
narrations and the ones who recognize them as no one else does. The
foundation upon which they build their religion consists of the
transmitted sunan and athar, handed down from generation to
generation since the time of the Prophet A5 until our era. Those who
oppose them in creed or methodology have no path to truly grasping
hadith or recognizing the narrators among the scholars of various
regions across ages. Only the scholars of hadith know them, distinguish
between them, and place them appropriately in ranks of reliability and

criticism.”

This reconciliation is sound; however, it should be noted that such forms of
tawatur belong to the realm of theoretical certainty (nazari), which cannot
independently serve as conclusive proof (hujjah) upon others. A similar case can
be made for the usuliypun and fugaha’, who may reject certain reports based on
their inferential conviction derived from legal or rational indicators. Furthermore,
this specific type of tawdtur is not necessarily what the usu/iyyun intended when

discussing the concept in their works.

Classical Sources on Hadith Mutawatir

The most renowned compilations dedicated to identifying and classifying

mutawatir hadiths include:
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1. Al-Azhar al-Mutanathirah f1 al-Ahadith al-Mutawatirah - by al-Suyuti,
arranged by thematic chapters.

2. Qatf al-Azhar - also by al-Suyuti, an abridgment of the previous work.

3. Nazm al-Mutanathir min al-Hadith al-Mutawatir — by Muhammad ibn

Ja‘far al-Kattani.

Al-Mashhir (The Well-Known Report)

After completing the discussion on tawatur (mass-transmission), it becomes
evident that any report which does not fulfill all the conditions of tawdatur cannot

be considered mutawatir.

The second is called the mashhir report — also referred to as al-mustafid

according to one opinion.

Definition of al-Mashhur
Ibn Hajar defines al-mashhir in Nuzhat al-Nazar as:

“That which has a limited number of chains, numbering more than

two.” 'This is the definition recognized among the hadith scholars.

Types of al-Mashhur
1. The Relatively Well-Known Report (al-Mashhiur al-Nisbi)

This refers to a narration transmitted by more than two narrators at some point in
its chain, and it is well-known relative to that narrator.

An example is the hadith “Actions are judged by intentions”, which became widely
known through the narration of Yahya ibn Sa‘id.

This type of relative renown is frequent in the statements of early hadith scholars.
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For example, in al-Kamil fi Du ‘afa’ al-Rijal (2/285), it is stated:

“The Shaykh said: This is a rejected narration from ‘Abd al-Malik from
al-Zuhri, whereas this hadith is well-known (mashhar) from al-Zuhri
through other than ‘Abd al-Malik.”

Likewise, Ibn Mundah records in a/-7awhid (2/122):
“This hadith is well-known (mashhir) from Isra’il.”

Similarly, in al- llal wa Ma ‘rifat al-Rijal by Ahmad ibn Hanbal (as narrated by
al-Marwazi, ed. Subhi al-Samarra’i, p. 172), the narrator reports:

“I said to Abu Zakariyya: ‘Isma‘il ibn Zakariyya narrates this from
al-A‘mash, from Habib ibn Abi Thabit, from Sa‘id ibn Jubayr, from Ibn
‘Umar and Ibn ‘Abbas.’

He replied, ‘Yes, but Sufyan and Shu‘bah both narrate it differently.
Either this version is erroneous or it originates from al-A‘mash.’

I said, ‘So it is mashhar from al-A‘mash?’ He said, “Yes, I believe so.””

This usage continues across classical hadith literature, such as in Musnad
al-Bazzar (al-Bahr al-Zakhkhar), where numerous examples are given of reports

described as mashhur from particular narrators like ‘Awf, Humayd, or al-Zuhri.

2. The Well-Known Report Across All Levels of Transmission

This category refers to narrations transmitted by more than two individuals at

every level (tabagah) of the chain.

Example:

The hadith of ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Amr ibn al-‘As (may Allah be pleased with them
both), wherein the Prophet iisf said:

“Indeed, Allah does not remove knowledge by snatching it away from
people, but He removes it by taking away the scholars, until no scholar

remains. Then people will take ignorant leaders, who will issue rulings
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without knowledge; thus, they will go astray and lead others astray.”
(Sahih al-Bukhari and Sahih Muslim)
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This report has multiple routes: through ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Amr, Abt Hurayrah,
‘A’ishah, and Umm Salamah.
Each of these chains, when analyzed, shows multiple transmitters at each level,

thus qualifying it as mashhur by transmission.

Another example is the well-known story of the three men trapped in a cave who
were delivered through the sincerity of their deeds.
Al-Tanukhi states in al-Faraj ba ‘d al-Shiddah (1/127):

“This hadith is mashhar; it has been narrated from the Prophet it by
‘All ibn Abi Talib, ‘Abd Allah ibn “Abbas, ‘Abd Allah ibn ‘Umar, ‘Abd
Allah ibn Abi Awfa, al-Nu‘man ibn Bashir al-Ansari, and others, each

through multiple routes, though the wordings differ while the meaning

remains consistent.”
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3. The Well-Known Report Across Most Levels of Transmission

This refers to narrations reported by more than two narrators in most, but not all,

layers of transmission.

Example:
The hadith on gunat (supplication in prayer), reported by Anas (may Allah be
pleased with him):

“The Prophet i performed qunit for a month after bowing,

supplicating against certain tribes of Bantu Sulaym.”
(Sahih al-Bukhari and Sahih Muslim)

This narration is transmitted through multiple routes — from Anas via ‘Asim
al-Ahwal, Qatadah, Anas ibn Sirin, and Abu Mujliz, among others — with each
having numerous sub-narrators. Hence, it is mashhur by majority transmission

even if not across all layers.
4. The Well-Known Report by Common Usage

Sometimes, mashhur refers not to the number of transmitters but to a report’s

prevalence upon the tongues of scholars and laypeople alike.

e Among hadith specialists:
The hadith of Anas: “The Prophet Zis& performed qunut for a month after
bowing, supplicating against Ri‘l and Dhakwan.”

¢ Among scholars and the general public:

“A Muslim is the one from whose tongue and hand other Muslims are safe.”

¢ Among jurists:

“T’he most detested permissible act to Allah is divorce.”

¢ Among usiliyyun (legal theorists):

“My ummah has been excused for error, forgetfulness, and what they are
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compelled to do.”

e Among grammarians:
“Excellent is the servant Suhayb; were he not to fear Allah, he would not
disobey Him.”

e Among the general populace:
“Haste is from Shaytan.”

Scholars have compiled dedicated works collecting such popularly cited

narrations, including:

® al-Magqdasid al-Hasanah by al-Sakhawi
e Kashf al-Khafa’ by al-*Ajluni

o Tamyiz al-Tayyib min al-Khabith fima Yaduru ‘ala Alsinat al-Nds min
al-Hadith by Ibn al-Diba“ al-Shaybani

On the Relationship between al-Mashhiir and al-Mustafid

Ibn Hajar’s phrase “and al-mustafid according to one opinion” alludes to the
differing scholarly usage of the two terms.

Linguistically, mustafid derives from fada al-ma’, meaning “to overflow,” as noted
in Shams al- "Ulum: “It increased until it overflowed the vessel.” Likewise, istafada
al-khabar means “the report spread widely,” similar to “the valley overflowed with

trees” in al-1aj al- ‘Aris.
Some scholars, however, differentiate between the two:

® al-Mustafid is said to have numerous chains consistently from beginning to

end.
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® al-Mashhar is broader, encompassing what began as solitary (ahad) but

later became widely transmitted.

Others hold that al-mustafid refers to any report received and accepted by the
Ummah irrespective of the number of narrators. Thus, Abu Bakr al-Sayrafi
regarded al-mustafid and al-mutawatir as synonymous, a position also cited by

al-Sakhaw1 from his teacher.
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