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Abstract

This paper aims to demonstrate, through content analysis, that Muslim theologians (mutakallimiin) employ
similar methods of justification at the level of verification. However, their understandings are not identical,
and theoretical competition persists. Contemplating the roots of these interpretive differences reveals that
their theological presuppositions are the most significant pretext, context and reason for this multiplicity of
opinions and its continuity. By examining the theological sources of both major Islamic schools (Shi‘a and
Sunni), eight theological principles can be identified from various perspectives. The most important of these
are: the role of reason in recognizing the intrinsic good and evil of actions, and consequently, the issue of
Divine Justice and the Most Expedient System (al-aslak); whether Imamate is a divine or human institution;
and the conditions of the Imam and the method of his appointment. The way out of the impasse of the
mentioned disagreement is not merely to rely on the level of justification—which, as evidenced by
theological texts, is largely a product of repetition—but more importantly, to re-examine the
presuppositions concerning 1) their degree of validity, 2) the extent of their layered interconnections, and
3) determining the role of each one in forming the outer layer (of doctrine).
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Introduction & Problem Statement

The Hadith of Ghadir, as one of the most important Shi‘a evidences for the issue of Imamate, has always
been a point of contention between theologians from both religious traditions (Shi'a and Sunni). Using
content analysis and focusing on theological sources from the 4th to the 8th century AH, this article
seeks to answer the fundamental question of why, despite using nearly identical methods and criteria for
the textual, chain of transmission (sanad), and content-based critique of the Hadith of Ghadir, the final
understanding and interpretation of Shi'a and Sunni theologians are completely different and often
contradictory. The main hypothesis of the article is that these differences are rooted in the "theological
assumptions” that form the underlying layer of each religious tradition's arguments and justifications,
ultimately directing the understanding of narrative texts.

Methodology

This research employs a descriptive-analytical approach and a library method to conduct a comparative
study of the opinions of prominent theologians from both schools, including Abd al-Jabbar al-Mu'tazili,
Sharif al-Murtada, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, al-Amidi, Nasir al-Din Tusi, and Allamah al-Hilli. Data has
been extracted from the most important theological books of this period and analyzed with a focus on
the Hadith of Ghadir. The critiqgue methods in these sources are categorized and compared mainly on
three levels: narrative (sanad) (e.g., tawatur, examination of narrators), textual (e.g., distortion,
transcription errors), and content-based (e.g., lexical meaning, rationality, historical context).

Discussion
The research findings indicate that while the formal methods of hadith critique are shared between
Shiism and Sunnism, the output and result are profoundly different due to the influence of deep-seated
theological assumptions. These assumptions can be categorized into eight main areas:

1. The Status of Reason and Divine Justice: The dispute over reason's ability to recognize the
intrinsic good and evil of actions and its correlation with Divine Justice leads to the formation of two
views: "rational necessity” (Shi'a and some Mu'tazilites) versus “scriptural necessity” (Ash'arites)
regarding the issue of Imamate. This difference is the foundation for all subsequent disagreements.

2. Divine or Human Nature of Imamate: The Shi'a, citing the argument of lutf (divine grace) and
the principle of the most suitable (aslah), consider Imamate a divine position, the appointment of which
is only possible by God and His Prophet (PBUH). In contrast, Sunnis, relying on the historical practice
of the companions, see it as a human matter based on election and pledge of allegiance (bay'ah).

3. Conditions of the Imam: The necessity of the Imam's infallibility (ismah), divine knowledge
(‘ilm ladunni), and superiority (afdaliyyah) are certain principles of Imami theology directly derived
from the assumption of the divine nature of Imamate. Sunnis, by denying these conditions, pave the way
for justifying the caliphate of the first three caliphs.

4. Necessity of Explicit Text (Nass): The acceptance or rejection of the necessity of an explicit text
(nass) from the Prophet (PBUH) for appointing a successor is the most important factor causing
disagreement in accepting the implication (dalalah) of the Hadith of Ghadir.

5. Authority of Consensus (Ijma') and Justice of All Companions: Sunnis consider the consensus
of the Companions (ijma’ al-sahabah) authoritative and believe in the justice of every single
Companion. The Shi'a, by criticizing this basis, consider the actions of some Companions at Ghadir and
thereafter to be questionable and their consensus invalid without the presence of an infallible Imam.

6. Doctrinal Authenticity and Legitimacy: Each school considers itself rightful and accuses the
other of falsehood or deviation. This assumption significantly impacts the validation of the sources and
narratives of the opposing side.

7. Aims and Concept of Imamate: The Sunnis' instrumentalist view of Imamate as "government
for managing worldly affairs” versus the Shi‘a's existential and guidance-oriented view, which sees the
Imam as "the Proof of God (Hujjat Allah) and the axis for preserving religion," has a fundamental effect
on how related hadiths are viewed.

8. Necessity of Definitive Proof (Dalil Qat'i) or Sufficiency of Probable Proof (Dalil Zanni): The
Shi‘a, believing that Imamate is a principle of faith (usul al-din), only accept definitive proof (like an
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explicit text, nass), whereas Sunnis, considering it a secondary matter (furu'i), content themselves with
probable evidence (such as solitary reports, akhbar ahad).

These assumptions operate as an interconnected network, directing the inference drawn from the
Hadith of Ghadir. For example, an Ash'arite theologian, by denying reason's capability, does not accept
the necessity of a divine text and consequently, even if the Hadith of Ghadir is proven, interprets it as
indicating merely one of the virtues of Imam Ali (AS), not as a text (nass) for succession. Conversely,
an Imami theologian, based on rationalism and justice (adliyyah), considers the existence of a text
necessary and interprets the Hadith of Ghadir as the manifestation of that definitive text.

Conclusion

The results of this study indicate that the differences in understanding and critiquing the Hadith of
Ghadir are not merely due to differences in common methods of hadith criticism but are rooted in
fundamental theological disagreements and sectarian assumptions. Solely focusing on the level of
justification (critique methods), which often leads to repetition, is futile. The way out of this impasse is
“rethinking the assumptions themselves”. This rethinking must be done along three axes: first,
evaluating the validity and accuracy of each of these assumptions; second, investigating their logical
and hierarchical connection with each other; and third, determining the exact share and role of each
assumption in forming the outer layer of understanding and inference. Only by critiquing these
underlying layers can we move beyond the formation of parallel opinions and fruitless dialogues and
move closer to a more objective examination of religious texts.
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