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Introduction
The rijali and jurisprudential evaluation of a report depends on identifying the narrators

in its chain of transmission and assessing their status. Accordingly, the science of rijal
employs two discussions to identify the referent of shared narrator labels and to bring
together the different labels used for a single narrator: tamyiz al-mushtarakat
(distinguishing among persons who share a name) and tawhid al-mukhtalifat (establishing
that apparently different labels refer to the same person). Both discussions, however,
generally presuppose that the labels recorded in the text are accurate. If a label has arisen
through scribal confusion, omission, or a copyist’s intervention, the text itself must be
examined before identifying its referent or establishing that different labels designate the
same person. Neglecting this priority may result in the recognition of a nonexistent narrator,
the dispersal of one person’s reports across several biographical entries, an error in
determining whether a chain is connected, or an inaccurate judgment about the reliability
of a report.

A clear example is the label Muhammad b. Samaa b. Mihran. Some transmission routes
in al-Kafi read Ahmad b. Muhammad, from Samaa, whereas a parallel route in Tahdhib al-
ahkam reads Ahmad b. Muhammad b. Abi Nasr, from Muhammad b. Samaa, from Samaa.
Comparing these routes suggests that the name Muhammad b. Samaa may have been
omitted from some transmissions. The form Muhammad b. Samaa b. Mihran also creates
the impression that Muhammad was the son of Samaa b. Mihran. Yet the rijal sources do
not confirm this relationship, and Muhammad’s generation is incompatible with his
transmitting directly from Imam al-Sadiq (peace be upon him). On this basis, Sayyid
Muhammad Rida Sistani emends the phrase to Muhammad b. Samaa, from Samaa b.
Mihran, treating b. (son of) as a scribal confusion for an (from). This example demonstrates
how a minor textual error can produce an unsupported genealogy, an impossible
generational relationship, and an illusory narrator.

Previous studies have examined scribal confusion and textual corruption from the
perspective of textual criticism. Some have also investigated methods for identifying
confusion in narrators names or studied Muhaqqiq al-Tustari’s approach to detecting and
correcting such errors. Other studies have addressed the role of scribal confusion in the
multiplication of narrator labels and have examined particular cases. Nevertheless, in rijal
works this issue has generally been treated under separate topics, such as distinguishing
shared names, unifying different labels, or collating manuscripts. It has rarely been
examined as an independent problem with its own sources, identification criteria, and
standards of proof. The central unresolved question is how to determine whether differences
between labels indicate multiple persons or variant naming, or whether one of the forms
itself results from textual corruption.

Focusing on the concept of an illusory identity, this study asks: What gives rise to illusory
identities in chains of transmission and rijal sources? What evidence have later Imami rijal
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scholars used to identify them? And what standards can prevent claims of scribal corruption
from becoming an ad hoc solution to problematic chains? The study is guided by the premise
that the text must be established before a shared label is distinguished or different labels are
unified. It further argues that a generational inconsistency or the absence of a label from
rijal compilations is not, by itself, sufficient to prove textual corruption; such claims require
independent textual or rijali evidence.

Method

This study is descriptive-analytical and based on documentary research. Its data were
collected through an inductive examination of five bodies of material in later Imami rijal
works: Hidayat al-Muhaddithin ila Tarigat al-Muhammadiyyin by Mawla Muhammad
Amin Kazimi; Tanqih al-Magal fi 1lm al-Rijal by Shaykh Abd Allah Mamagani; Mujam
Rijal al-Hadith wa-Tafsil Tabagat al-Ruwat by Sayyid Abu al-Qasim al-Khui; Qabasat min
IIm al-Rijal by Sayyid Muhammad Rida Sistani; and the studies of Sayyid Musa and Sayyid
Muhammad Jawad Shubayri Zanjani, especially Tawdih al-Asanid al-Mushkila fi al-Kutub
al-Arbaa. Together, these sources represent a range of approaches, from the study of shared
names and biographical entries to lexicographical analysis and case based examination of
chains.

First, cases were collected in which variant readings, the omission or addition of part of
a chain, abridgment, or the transfer of a report from its original context could lead to the
mistaken assumption that a narrator or transmission relationship existed. Second, the
evidence for each case was compared with parallel hadith and rijal sources. This included
examining variant forms of the chain, the identity or difference of report wording, narrator
generations, networks of teachers and students, book transmission routes, and the structure
of biographical entries. Third, the source of each error and the level of confidence in the
proposed conclusion were assessed, and the study’s criteria and standards were derived from
the cases as a whole. The classification of error sources and the ordering of the criteria are
analytical outcomes of this study; they do not appear in precisely this form in the works
examined.

In this article, manuscript collation does not always mean direct examination of
handwritten manuscripts. Much of the evidence comes from comparing readings reported
in critically edited editions and parallel hadith sources. Direct examination of a manuscript
is specified wherever it occurred. Accordingly, comparison of sources, reported manuscript
variants, and direct collation of handwritten copies are not treated as equally strong forms
of evidence. This is a qualitative, library-based study; it involves no human or animal
participants, experimental intervention, statistical analysis, power calculation, or mixed
methods design.
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Results

The findings indicate that, in the cases examined, illusory identities arise from five
principal sources:

Confusion in letter forms and diacritical dots: Differences in letters or dotting can make
one narrator appear to be two distinct persons, as in al-Sarrad/al-Zarrad and Isa b. Zayd/lIsa
b. Yazid. The reverse can also occur: two narrators may be conflated under one label. An
example is Kazimi’s analysis of Safwan b. Yahya al-Azrag, whose correct form he considers
to be Safwan b. Yahya, from Yahya al-Azraq.

Omission of a link or part of a genealogy: The omission of a narrator’s name, an
intermediary, or part of a genealogical sequence can produce an incomplete or incorrectly
combined label while also altering the structure and generational profile of the chain.
Mamagani’s examination of Ahmad b. Ibrahim b. Ahmad al-Mualla al-Ammi is one
example: the omission of part of the name and the confusion of a single letter had produced
two apparently separate biographical entries. Cases examined by Sistani and al-Khui
likewise show that recovering an omitted intermediary or the complete genealogy may need
to precede the identification of a label’s referent.

A copyist’s explanatory addition: An explanation added to clarify the text may change
the referent of a name or pronoun and thereby misrepresent a narrator’s identity. The phrase
alayhi al-salam (peace be upon him) found in some editions of al-Istibsar, and the analysis
of the pronoun referent in the biographical entry for Idris al-Qummi, show why scholars
may sometimes need to refrain from a definitive identification or re-examine the source
wording rather than posit a new narrator.

Suspension and abridgment dependent on a preceding chain: A chain shortened by
reference to a preceding, complete chain may leave abbreviated and ambiguous names if
the report is separated from its original context. Sistani’s examination of the abbreviated
names Muhammad and Ahmad shows that generational compatibility, without sufficient
corroborating evidence, is not enough to identify a particular narrator. Similarly, Sayyid
Muhammad Jawad Shubayri’s analysis of problematic chains indicates that positing an
omission or suspension may sometimes be more plausible than conflating two narrators
from different generations.

Loss of contextual clues when reports are dispersed from their source: A text may have
been correct in its original setting, while its transfer into different legal chapters removes
the clues needed to identify a pronoun’s referent or an abbreviated name. The cases of Abu
Amr, the correspondent and the mudmarat of Samaa show that reconstructing the structure
of a book or a session of transmission may be necessary to identify a pronoun’s referent and
assess a chain. Thus, not every ambiguity can be resolved by assuming the existence of a
particular narrator.

In evaluating evidence, collation of manuscripts and parallel sources is the strongest
criterion, especially when one route preserves the full name while another transmits the
same report with an incomplete or different label. Identity of the report or event is also a
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meaningful indicator when the correspondence concerns the same report, or a distinctive
portion of it, rather than merely a similarity of subject matter. Generational inconsistency
may make re-examination of the chain necessary and can sometimes indicate omission or
scribal confusion; by itself, however, it does not prove either the existence of another
narrator or textual corruption. Networks of teachers and students and the transmission route
of a book can also help establish the correct form of a name, provided that they are
consistent with the other evidence. Finally, the absence of a label from rijal compilations is
only a supporting indicator, since such works do not include every narrator.

The findings also clarify three methodological distinctions. First, textual emendation is
not the same as unifying persons: emendation presupposes that one textual form is incorrect,
whereas unification can be justified even when both labels are valid forms referring to the
same person. Second, generational inconsistency should prompt a researcher to re-examine
the chain, but it does not authorize the rejection of explicit, recurrent transmission routes or
the invention of a new person. Third, a distinction must be drawn between establishing
textual corruption on the basis of manuscript or source evidence and preferring one reading
through scholarly inference because it better fits a narrator’s generation or transmission
network. These two kinds of reasoning do not carry the same degree of certainty.

Accordingly, a claim of scribal confusion or omission should be accepted only to the
extent warranted by the evidence. Graphic similarity alone does not establish that two labels
refer to the same person; the identity of a report must be demonstrated through verifiable
clues; and conclusions should be reported with an appropriate level of confidence, such as
apparent, strongly apparent, probable, or undetermined. Where the evidence is insufficient
to prefer one reading, suspension of judgment and retention of the label as ambiguous is a
methodologically acceptable outcome.

Conclusion

This study shows that some difficulties in identifying narrators arise neither from the
actual plurality of persons nor from the use of different labels for the same person, but from
corruption in the textual form or the loss of its contextual clues. Logically, identifying such
cases precedes distinguishing shared names and unifying different labels: the sharing of a
label cannot be assessed confidently before the correctness of its form is established, and
different labels cannot be unified before their existence as genuine textual forms has been
verified.

The significance of this conclusion extends beyond the correction of individual names.
Neglecting illusory identities can falsely increase the number of narrators, disperse one
person’s reports across multiple biographical entries, misrepresent a chain as connected or
disconnected, and attribute reliability to someone whose historical existence has not been
established. The same risk applies to digital rijal databases: automatically recording labels
as they appear in printed editions, without examining the text and the evidence in the chain,
may turn an erroneous reading into a separate entity with its own transmission network.
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The practical contribution of this study is its classification of five sources of error and
its formulation of criteria and standards for evaluating claims of scribal confusion. On this
basis, every proposed textual correction should rely on a comparison of preserved readings
and independent evidence from the chain, source, or report. The absence of a name from
rijal compilations or a general generational inconsistency is not sufficient on its own, and a
probabilistic conclusion should not be treated as a fixed and certain text. Future research
could extend this framework by cataloguing comparable cases in the Four Books,
documenting printed and manuscript readings, and assigning degrees of evidential strength.
Such work would connect textual criticism more closely with rijal studies and could also
support the correction of digital rijal data.
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