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Abstract: The meaning of mawlā in the Ghadīr Khumm tradition remains one of 
the most contested issues in Islamic intellectual history, particularly within 

debates over religious authority and succession. While Shiʿi scholarship has 

predominantly interpreted the term as denoting authority and leadership, 
relatively little attention has been paid to the tradition through the lens of 

modern hermeneutical theory. This article re-examines the semantic and 

contextual dimensions of mawlā in Shiʿi narrations of Ghadīr Khumm by 
employing Friedrich Schleiermacher’s hermeneutics. Drawing on grammatical 

interpretation, psychological interpretation, and the hermeneutic circle, the 

study analyzes key Shiʿi textual sources in order to reconstruct the possible 
meaning of the Prophet’s declaration within its linguistic, historical, and 

discursive setting. The findings suggest that mawlā is most plausibly understood 

as a form of religiously grounded authority that extends beyond notions of 
friendship, loyalty, or patronage and is presented as continuous with the 

Prophet’s normative authority over the believing community. This interpretation 

demonstrates a higher degree of coherence with the narrative structure, 
rhetorical features, and historical circumstances of the Ghadīr event than 

alternative readings. By bringing classical Islamic materials into dialogue with 

modern hermeneutical theory, the article contributes to broader discussions on 
meaning, intentionality, and historical understanding in the study of religious 

texts, while also highlighting the epistemological limits inherent in 

reconstructing authorial intention from transmitted traditions.  
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Introduction 

One of the most controversial events in Islamic history, and one 

that became a site of competing interpretations, is the Hadith of 

Ghadīr Khumm. The event eventually gave rise to the formation of 

differing Sunnī and Shi‘i understandings, particularly concerning the 

meaning of the Prophet’s declaration at Ghadīr. Contestation emerged 

not only at the level of interpretation, but also regarding the 

geographical location of the event itself. One study explains that 

references to the geography of Ghadīr experienced periods of 

prominence and decline in accordance with political developments. 

During the fourth century AH, the Shi‘i Buyid dynasty frequently 

invoked the geography of Ghadīr and encouraged pilgrimage to the 

site. By contrast, from approximately the seventh century AH onward, 

under the Ayyubid and Mamluk dynasties, which were resistant to 

Shi‘ism, al-Juhfah (the area associated with Ghadīr) was intentionally 

destroyed, caravan routes were redirected from al-Juhfah to Rabigh, 

and the area gradually became abandoned. This historical process 

constitutes one of the main reasons why the precise location of Ghadīr 

Khumm remains uncertain and contested among researchers today.1 

Although the literature on Ghadīr Khumm is extensive, several 

systematic gaps remain insufficiently addressed.2 One indication of 

this can be seen in the limited use of modern hermeneutical 

approaches consciously and explicitly applied to Ghadīr traditions 
 

1 Mansur Dadashnejad, “Ghadīr Geography in the Midst of Historical and Religious 

Developments,” Al Tarikh va al Hazarah al Islamiya Royato Muasirah 1, no. 1 (2021): 

98-124, https://www.sid.ir/paper/954155/en. 
2 For recent studies, see Paula Sanders, “Claiming the Past: Ghadīr Khum and the 

Rise of Hafizi Historiography in Late Fatimid Egypt,” Studia Islamica, no. 75 (1992): 

81-104, https://doi.org/10.2307/1595622; Haji Asgari et al., “The Methods of Critics 

and Analyzing ‘Allamah Amini’s Responses to the Shubuhat of Ghadīr Khumm 

in Al-Ghadīr,” Bi-quarterly Journal of Quran and Hadith Studies 12, no. 2 (2019), 

https://doi.org/10.30497/quran.2019.2478; Ansor Bahary, “Revisiting the Legacy: 

The Ongoing Discourse on Ḥadīth of Ghadīr Khumm in Shiʻa Studies,” Esensia 

25, no. 2 (2024): 97-109, https://doi.org/10.14421/esensia.v25i2.5864; Izzuddin 

Washil and Ahmad Khoirul Fata, “Hadis Ghadīr Khum dalam Pandangan Syiah 

dan Sunnah,” Al Dzikra 12, no. 1 (2012): 51-74, https://doi.org/10.24042/al-

dzikra.v12i1.2925. 
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within Shi‘i sources. In many cases, linguistic analysis is still separated 

from reconstruction of the Prophet Muhammad’s speech situation and 

psychological horizon when the declaration was delivered. Shi‘i studies 

on Ghadīr also tend to identify mawlā directly with “leader” without 

reconstructing the Sitz im Leben of the event through the framework of 

modern hermeneutics. 

Another unresolved issue concerns the weak reciprocal testing 

between the part (mawlā) and the whole (the broader narrative of 

Ghadīr within Shi‘i sources). Shi‘i narrations preserve abundant 

chronological details, including the revelation context of Quranic 

verses, weather conditions, the number of pilgrims present, the 

Prophet’s supplication, reactions among the companions, the case of 

Nuʿmān b. al-Ḥārith al-Fihrī, and ‘Alī’s later munāshadah in Kufah. Yet 

relatively few studies have systematically examined whether a 

particular interpretation of mawlā remains coherent with all of these 

narrative elements taken together. 

The novelty of this study lies, first, in its systematic application 

of Friedrich Schleiermacher’s hermeneutics to the Hadith of al-Ghadīr 

through sources drawn exclusively from the Shi‘i tradition. Second, this 

study distinguishes more explicitly between the two sub-methods 

within Schleiermacher’s psychological interpretation: the comparative 

method, which identifies broader semantic patterns of mawlā across 

related Shi‘i texts, and the divinatory method, which attempts to grasp 

the distinctive character of the Ghadīr event itself. Finally, the study 

seeks to formulate a more precise and operational understanding of 

mawlā from within the Shi‘i interpretive horizon. 

Given these gaps, this study aims to examine the meaning of 

mawlā in the Hadith of al-Ghadīr as it may have been intended by the 

Prophet Muhammad through the hermeneutical framework of 

Friedrich Schleiermacher. The analysis focuses on primary Shi‘i 

sources while taking into account the relationship between linguistic 

structure, historical context, and the speech situation in which the 

Hadith was delivered. This study employs a qualitative method using 

Schleiermacherian hermeneutics. Within this framework, textual 

understanding is directed not only toward language itself, but also 
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toward the psychological horizon of the speaker and the relationship 

between individual parts and the narrative whole. 

Grammatical interpretation is employed to examine the use of 

the term mawlā within the structure of the Hadith and the 

surrounding linguistic context. Schleiermacher argues that a word can 

only be understood through its relation to the totality of discourse.3 

Psychological interpretation is used to explore the Prophet’s 

intentionality in delivering the declaration of al-Ghadīr. The analysis, 

therefore, does not stop at the text alone, but also considers the social, 

emotional, and historical circumstances underlying the event.4 At its 

core, this approach attempts to understand the individuality of the 

author, including motivation and the “inner spirit” behind the text, 

through what Schleiermacher calls the divinatory method, a 

hypothetical and reconstructive mode of understanding.5 

The hermeneutic circle is further employed to examine the 

reciprocal relationship between fragments of the Hadith, the context 

of Ghadīr Khumm, and the broader narrative structure of the event. 

Through this approach, the meaning of mawlā is understood not 

merely lexically, but through its relation to the Prophet’s overall 

speech situation.6 

 

The Event of Ghadīr Khumm in the Shi‘i Tradition 

The event of Ghadīr has been transmitted through a remarkably 

large number of narrators. Al-Hamdānī, citing Ibn ‘Uqdah, reports that 

 
3 Friedrich Schleiermacher, Hermeneutics and Criticism and Other Writings, ed. and 

trans. Andrew Bowie (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 30, 44. 
4 Georgia Warnke, Gadamer: Hermeneutics, Tradition and Reason (Cambridge: Polity 

Press, 1987), 13 
5 Michael Forster, “Friedrich Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher,” in The Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta and Uri Nodelman, Summer 2022 

Edition, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/schleiermacher/. 
6 Muḥammad Syāmil Basayif, Mahasin Haikal Amanullah, and M. Khusna Amal, 

“Schleiermacher’s Hermeneutics and His Contribution to the Study of Hadith,” 

al-Quds: Jurnal Studi Alquran dan Hadis 8, no. 2 (2024): 357-358, 

DOI:10.29240/alquds.v8.2.8434. 
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ninety-eight companions narrated the Hadith “man kuntu mawlāhu.”7 

In Kashf al-Muhimm fī Ṭarīq Khabar Ghadīr Khumm, the Hadith is 

explicitly labeled as mutawātir. The author states that the number of 

transmitters exceeded three hundred and thirty individuals, a figure 

comparable to the number of warriors at the Battle of Badr, making 

collective fabrication inconceivable. According to the work, such an 

extensive network of transmission produces necessary knowledge (‘ilm 

ḍarūrī) regarding the authenticity of the Ghadīr event.8 

Al-Tharīrī, likewise, argues that the Hadith was transmitted 

widely (mutawātir) by more than thirty companions, including Zayd b. 

Arqam, Abū Hurayrah, Ibn ‘Abbās, and al-Barā’ b. ‘Āzib. Due to the 

strength and breadth of its transmission, he rejects the claim that the 

event represents merely a Shiʿi fabrication.9 The Ahl al-Bayt Indonesia 

team further notes that the Ghadīr tradition was narrated by 

numerous Sunnī scholars, among them Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal, al-Dhahabī, 

al-Nasā’ī, al-Bazzār, Ibn Ḥibbān, Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī, Ibn Kathīr, Ibn 

al-Athīr, Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī, al-Suyūṭī, al-Ghazālī, Ibn Taymiyyah, 

and others.10 

At the same time, reports concerning Ghadīr Khumm remain 

dispersed across many different sources. Laura Veccia Vaglieri 

observes that some narrations concerning al-Ghadīr appear in 

bibliographical works, while others omit the name “Ghadīr Khumm” 

altogether or relocate the statement to al-Ḥudaybīyah. She remarks 

that the event “has been preserved in several reports, both in concise 

and detailed forms.”11 Consequently, reconstruction remains necessary 

in order to understand the event and its meaning more clearly. 

 
7 Abū al-ʿAbbās Aḥmad b. Muḥammad b. Saʿīd al-Hamdānī al-Kūfī, Ḥadīth al-

Wilāyah (Qum: al-Dalīl, 1422 AH), 30-36 
8 Sayyid Hāsyim al-Baḥrānī, Kasyf al-Muhimm fī Ṭarīq Khabar Ghadīr Khumm 

(n.p.: Maktabah Madīnah al-Maʿājiz, 1431 AH), 61-62. 
9 ʿAbd al-Wahāb b. Nāṣir al-Tharīrī, Ghadīr Khumm (Kuwait: Mabarrah al-ʿAlī wa al-

Aṣḥāb, 2022), 54-57. 
10 Tim Ahlulbait Indonesia, Syiah menurut Syiah (Jakarta: Dewan Pengurus Pusat 

Ahlulbait Indonesia, 2014), 292-293. 
11 Laura Veccia Vaglieri, “Ghadīr Khumm,” in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, vol. 2, ed. 

B. Lewis, C. Pellat, and J. Schacht (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1991), 993. 
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Chronologically, on 18 Dhu al-Hijjah 10 AH,12 corresponding 

approximately to 10 March 632 CE, during the return journey from the 

Farewell Pilgrimage,13 the Prophet halted the pilgrimage caravan, 

estimated by historians at around 120,000 people, including 

companions, Bedouins, and residents of the regions surrounding 

Mecca and Medina,14 at an oasis or watering place known as Ghadīr 

Khumm.15 

Ghadīr Khumm was located between Mecca and Medina.16 The 

area functioned as a crossroads where travelers dispersed toward 

Medina, Egypt, Syria, and Iraq.17 Strategically, it connected several 

major caravan routes. Yet according to al-Ḥāzimī the region possessed 

an unhealthy climate and dangerous air conditions. Vaglieri similarly 

describes it as “very hot” and unhealthy, noting that the local tribes of 

Kinanah and Khuza‘ah eventually abandoned the area due to fever, 

extreme heat, and deteriorating pasturelands.18 

The contemporary Shi‘i scholar al-Faḍlī conducted field research 

in an effort to identify the precise location of Ghadīr Khumm. He 

concluded that the site was situated in Wādī al-Juḥfah, approximately 

three miles (4.8 kilometers) from al-Juḥfah itself. According to his 

findings, the location lay along the ancient route between Mecca and 

Medina, specifically to the left side of the pilgrimage road coming from 

 
12 Muḥammad Bāqir al-Majlisī, Biḥār al-Anwār, vol. 37 (Beirut: Muʾassasah al-

Wafāʾ, 1983), 150. 
13 Shaykh al-Kulaynī al-Rāzī, al-Uṣūl min al-Kāfī, vol. 1 (Teheran: Dār al-Kutub 

al-Islāmiyyah, 1388 H), 295. 
14 Muḥammad Ḥusaynī Qazwīnī, Wāqiʿah Ghadīr Khumm: Dirāsah Tawthīqīyah 

(n.p.: Muʾassasat Walī al-ʿAṣr, 2013), 29. 
15 al-Majlisī, Biḥār al-Anwār, 137, 184, 191; Qazwīnī, Wāqiʿah Ghadīr Khumm, 30. 
16 Many Arabic poems mention this location (Ghadīr Khumm), such as the poetry of 

Ḥassān b. Thābit, one of the Prophet’s poets, as well as verses by al-Kumayt and 

Abū Tammām. ʿAbdullāh al-Ḥasan, Munāẓarāt fī al-Imāmah (n.p.: Anwār al-

Hudā, 1415 AH), 460-461. 
17 Editors, “Brief History of al-Ghadeer,” The Light 24, no. 3 (1990), 11. However, 

some say this location had three road branches leading to Egypt, Medina, and 

Iraq. Editors, “The Event of Ghadīr Khumm,” Message of Thaqalayn 1, no. 4 (1994), 

35. 
18 Vaglieri, “Ghadīr Khumm,” 993. 
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Medina toward Mecca. Several physical traces were reportedly still 

identifiable there: a spring whose water continued to flow despite 

reduced volume, a pond (Ghadīr) fed by the spring, remnants of a 

mosque believed to have been built on the site where the Prophet 

delivered his sermon, and several samurah trees (a species of acacia) 

that had once provided shade during the Prophet’s time.19 

After stopping at Ghadīr Khumm, the Prophet instructed his 

companions to set up a resting place under large trees that had been 

cleared of thorns and dirt.20 The reason the Prophet made the entire 

group stop was the revelation of Q.S. al-Mā’idah [5]: 67.21 He then 

gathered the congregation to perform a collective prayer.22 

What followed was a sermon in which the Prophet delivered 

Allah’s message under scorching heat. The companions listening to 

him used their headcloths either to cover their heads or, in some cases, 

to wrap around their feet as protection from the blistering ground.23 

The Prophet opened his sermon with praise to Allah, saying: 

 
19 ‘Abd al-Hādī al-Faḍlī, Ghadīr Khumm: Dirāsah Tārīkhīyah wa Taḥqīq Maydānī 

(n.p.: Dā’irat al-Ma‘ārif al-‘Allāmah al-Faḍlī, 2009), 33-37. 
20 Qazwīnī, Wāqiʿah Ghadīr Khumm, 30-31. 
21 ʿAbd al-Jawwād al-Ḥusaynī al-Baḥrānī, al-Burhān fī Tafsīr al-Qurʾān, vol. 1 

(Teheran: Dār Jaykhānah Āftāb, n.d.), 489; Muḥammad Ḥusayn al-Ṭabāṭabā’ī, al-

Mīzān fī Tafsīr al-Qurʾān, vol. 6 (Beirut: Mu’assasah al-A‘lamī, 1991), 59; al-Baḥrānī, 

Kasyf al-Muhimm, 96; Qazwīnī, Wāqi‘ah Ghadīr Khumm, 30; Kamāl al-Sayyid, al-

Ṭarīq ilā Ghadīr Khumm (Qum: Mu’assasah Anṣāriyān, 1998), 12. According to 

Shia scholars, this verse referred to a specific command for the Prophet to appoint 

‘Alī as his successor. The prominent modern exegete Ṭabāṭabā’ī explains that the 

revelation of this verse indicated an important mission, the failure of which would 

endanger the foundations of Islam and prophethood. The mission was so critical that 

the Prophet, fearing opposition, delayed and waited for the right moment until a 

definitive command came from God to deliver it. Muḥammad Ḥusayn Ṭabāṭabāʾī, 

Shiʿite Islam, trans. Seyyed Hossein Nasr (New York: State University of New York 

Press, 1977), 178-179. Ibn Taymīyah held that this verse is general in meaning, 

encompassing everything God revealed for the Prophet to convey, and therefore not 

a specific verse about the imamate of ‘Alī. See Tījānī al-Samāwī, Maʿa al-Ṣādiqīn 

(London: Muʾassasah al-Fajr, 1990), 51-52. 
22 al-Majlisī, Biḥār al-Anwār, 184. 
23 Ibid. 
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Al-ḥamdu li-llāh. It is to Him that we praise, to Him that we seek 

help, in Him that we believe, and upon Him that we rely. We seek 

refuge with Allah from the evil within ourselves and the 

wickedness of our deeds. Whomever Allah leads astray, none can 

guide; and whomever He guides, none can mislead. I bear witness 

that Muhammad is His servant and His messenger.24 

The Prophet continued: “O people, Allah has informed me that 

the lifespan of each prophet is half that of the prophet who preceded 

him. Soon, I will be called upon to answer His call. I will be held 

accountable, and so will all of you. What will you say?”  25 They replied, 

“We bear witness that you have conveyed the message, striven in the 

cause of Allah, and offered sincere counsel. May Allah reward you 

abundantly.” 

The Prophet then continued: “Do you not bear witness that there 

is no god but Allah, that Muḥammad is His servant and messenger, 

that Paradise is true, that Hellfire is true,26 that death is true, that 

resurrection after death is true, that the Hour will surely come without 

any doubt, and that Allah will raise the dead from their graves?” They 

replied, “Yes, we bear witness to all of that.”27 The Prophet then said, “O 

Allah, bear witness.”28 He subsequently instructed those present to 

convey the message to those who were absent.29 Thereafter, taking ʿAlī 

by the hand and raising it before the assembly, the Prophet declared: 30 
O people, Allah is my mawlā, and I am the mawlā of the believers.31 

I have greater authority (awlā) over the believers than they have 

over themselves.32 Therefore, whoever has me as his mawlā has ʿAlī 

as his mawlā.33 O Allah, support those who support him and oppose 

 
24 Ibid. 
25 al-Kulaynī, al-Uṣūl min al-Kāfī, vol. 1, 290. 
26 al-Majlisī, Biḥār al-Anwār, 184. 
27 al-Sayyid, al-Ṭarīq ilā Ghadīr Khumm, 13. 
28 al-Majlisī, Biḥār al-Anwār, 141, 191. 
29 Ibid, 141. 
30 Ibid, 137, 141. 
31 Ibid, 137. 
32 Qazwīnī, Wāqiʿah Ghadīr Khumm, 31-32. 
33 al-Kulaynī, al-Uṣūl min al-Kāfī, vol. 1, 287. 
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those who oppose him.34 Help those who help him and forsake 

those who forsake him.35 Love those who love him,36 and hate those 

who hate him.37 Let the truth remain with him wherever he may 

be.38 

The Prophet then continued:  
O people, I will go ahead of you, and you will meet me at the hawd 

(pond) whose width stretches from Basra to Sana'a. In it are silver 

cups as numerous as the stars.39 And I will indeed ask you about al-

thaqalayn (two weighty things) when you come to me, so see how 

you treat them both.40 The greater thaqal is the Book of Allah. Hold 

fast to it so you do not go astray, and do not alter it. The second is 

my ‘itrah, my Ahl al-Bayt. Allah has told me that the two will never 

separate until they meet me at the hawd.41 Do not go ahead of 

them, for you will perish. Do not fall behind them, for you will also 

perish. Do not try to teach them, for they are more knowledgeable 

than you.42 Ask them, and do not ask others, lest you go astray.43 
Afterwards, the Prophet draped his black turban—the one he 

usually wore on special days—over ‘Alī.44 He then explained that with 

that same turban Allah had strengthened him during the Battle of 

Ḥunayn with the help of angels, and that the turban also served as a 

distinction between a Muslim and a polytheist.45 After the Prophet 

delivered the Ghadīr Khumm sermon, verse 3 of Surah al-Mā’idah was 

 
34 Ibid, 294-295; Qazwīnī, Wāqiʿah Ghadīr Khumm, 32. 
35 al-Majlisī, Biḥār al-Anwār, 171, 174. 
36 Ibid, 141, 168. 
37 Ibid, 141. 
38 Muḥammad Ḥusayn Faḍl Allāh, Fī Riḥāb Ahl al-Bayt, ed. Salīm al-Ḥasanī 

(Beirut: Dār al-Malak, 1998), 156. 
39 al-Sayyid, al-Ṭarīq ilā Ghadīr Khumm, 13. 
40 al-Majlisī, Biḥār al-Anwār, 137, 168, 191. 
41 al-Sayyid, al-Ṭarīq ilā Ghadīr Khumm, 13. 
42 Ibid. 
43 al-Majlisī, Biḥār al-Anwār, 168. 
44 Murtaḍā al-ʿAskarī, Maʿālim al-Madrasatayn, vol. 1 (Teheran: Muʾassasah al-

Biʿthah, 1406 AH), 305. 
45 Ibid, 306. 



 

 

Intentionality, Context, and the Semantics of Mawlā:  
A Schleiermacherian Reading of Ghadīr Khumm 

Volume 3, Issue 1, June 2025 |  229 

revealed.46 The Prophet then said, “Allāhu Akbar for the perfection of 

the religion of Islam, the completion of [His] blessings, and His 

pleasure with my prophethood and the wilāyah of ‘Alī after me.”47 

Following this sermon, ‘Umar b. al-Khaṭṭāb offered his 

congratulations to ‘Alī, saying, “Excellent, excellent, O ‘Alī. You have 

become my mawlā and the mawlā of every believing man and 

woman.”48 Then Ḥassān b. Thābit, one of the Prophet’s poets who often 

preserved many moments in poetry, recited:49 
مَْ يُنَادِيهِمْ  دِيرِْ يَو 

َ
غ
 
هُمْ  ال مِع ْ بخُمْ                    نَبِيُّ س 

َ
أ
َ
بِي ِْ ف   مُنَادِيَا بِالنَّ

ْ :يَقُولُْ مَن 
َ
ْ ف

ُ
ك

َ
لَ ؟ مْ مَو  م 

ُ
ك وا            وَوَلِيُّ

ُ
قَال

َ
مْ  ف

َ
دُوا وَل عَامِيَا هُنَاكَْ يُب   التَّ

ْ
 
نَا، هُكَْإِل

َ
لَ تَْ مَو  ن 

َ
نَا وَأ مْ                     وَلِيُّ

َ
رَْ وَل

َ
ا ت يَةِْ فِي مِنَّ

َ
وِلَ

 
 عَاصِيَاْ ال

قَالَْ
َ
هُْ ف

َ
مْ  :ل

ُ
، يَا ق نِي عَلِيُّ إِنَّ

َ
ْ رَضِيتُكَْ                 ف دِي مِن   ادِيَاْوَهَْ إِمَامًا بَع 

هُمَّْ :دَعَا هُنَاكَْ
َّ
هُْ وَالِْ الل ْ                 وَلِيَّ ن 

ُ
ذِي ك

َّ
ا عَادَى لِل  مُعَادِيَا عَلِيًّ

 
46 Muḥammad b. al-Ḥasan al-Ṭūsī, al-Tibyān fī Tafsīr al-Qurʾān, vol. 3 (Beirut: 

Dār Iḥyāʾ al-Turāth al-ʿArabī, n.d.), 435; Faḍl b. al-Ḥasan al-Ṭabarsī, Majmaʿ al-Bayān 

fī Tafsīr al-Qurʾān, vol. 3 (Beirut: Dār al-Fikr, 1994), 159; Nāṣir Makārim al-

Shīrāzī, al-Amthāl fī Tafsīr Kitāb Allāh al-Munazzal, vol. 4 (Beirut: Muʾassasah al-

Biʿthah, 1992), 527-528. Although Sunnī scholars include narrations about the 

revelation of this verse, the majority reject that it was revealed at Ghadīr 

Khumm. Tījānī notes twelve Sunnī sources that explain the revelation of this 

verse in connection with the Ghadīr Khumm event. See al-Samāwī, Maʿa al-

Ṣādiqīn, 63-64.. 
47 al-Majlisī, Biḥār al-Anwār, 157. 
48 al-Shaykh al-Mufīd, al-Irshād fī Ma‘rifah Ḥujajillāh ‘alā al-‘Ibād, vol. 1 (Qum: al-

Muʾtamar al-‘Ālamī li-Alfiyyat al-Shaykh al-Mufīd, 1413 AH), 177; Qazwīnī, Wāqi‘ah 

Ghadīr Khumm, 33; al-Tharīrī, Ghadīr Khumm, 62. 
49 al-Sayyid, al-Ṭarīq ilā Ghadīr Khumm, 14; al-Tharīrī, Ghadīr Khumm, 53. 

Patricia Crone and Martin Hinds explain that Ḥassān’s poem narrating the Ghadīr 

event is no longer found in modern editions of his Dīwān. Patricia Crone and Martin 

Hinds, God’s Caliph (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 78. On this point, 

al-Subḥānī adds that these verses of Ḥassān b. Thābit have been quoted by many 

historians and Hadith scholars, even though they have been removed from his 

Dīwān and replaced with other words. Those who removed Ḥassān’s verses have 

tampered with his Dīwān just as they tampered with the dīwāns of Farazdaq, 

Kumayt, Abī Firās, and Kashājim, which contain praise for the Ahl al-Bayt. See 

Āyatullāh Ja‘far Subḥānī, al-Ilāhiyyāt ‘alā al-Hudā al-Kitāb wa al-Sunnah wa al-‘Aql, 

vol. 2 (Beirut: al-Markaz al-‘Ālamī li al-Dirāsāt al-Islāmiyyah, 1411 AH), 587. 



 

 

Ainur Rofiq Al-Amin 

| Journal of Islamic Philosophy and Contemporary Thought 230 

On Ghadīr Day, their Prophet called out at Khumm. How loud the 

caller Prophet was! 

He said: “Who is your mawlā and walī?”  

They answered, without any feigned ignorance: 

“Your Lord is our mawlā, and you are our walī. You will not find 

among us any disobedient in loyalty.”  

Then he said to him: “Rise, O ‘Alī, for indeed I am pleased with you 

as a leader (imām) and guide (hādī) after me.”  

There he prayed: “O Allah, love whoever loves him, and be the 

enemy of whoever opposes ‘Alī.” 
A man named Nu‘mān b. al-Ḥārith al-Fihrī rode his camel to the 

Prophet and said as follows:  
You commanded us by Allah's order to bear witness that there is no 

god but Allah and that you are His messenger, and we obeyed. 

Then you commanded us to perform the five daily prayers, and we 

obeyed. You commanded us to give zakāt, and we obeyed. 

Likewise, you commanded us to fast in Ramaḍān, and we obeyed. 

Then you commanded us to perform the hajj, and we obeyed. But it 

seems you are still not satisfied until you favor your cousin over us! 

Is this from you or from Allah? 
The Prophet replied, “By Allah, there is no god but He. This 

command is not from me, but from Allah.” Al-Fihrī then said, “O Allah, 

if what Muḥammad says is true, then rain down stones upon us from 

the sky, or inflict on us a painful punishment.”50 Before he even 

reached his camel, Allah struck him with a stone that hit his forehead 

and exited through his anus, killing him. After this incident, verse 1 of 

Surah al-Ma‘ārij was revealed.51 

Still related to the Ghadīr event, during his calīphate, ‘Alī 

performed a munāshadah (a solemn adjuration calling upon Allah as 

witness) to the companions who had witnessed the event. This took 

place in a portico of the Kufah mosque called al-Raḥbah. ‘Alī adjured 

the companions who were present at Ghadīr and had heard the 

Prophet’s declaration. Thirty men then stood up and testified that the 

event had occurred, that is, the Prophet had raised ‘Alī's hand, 

 
50 al-Majlisī, Biḥār al-Anwār, 167, 175, 174. 
51 Ibid. 
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declaring his own authority over the believers, and then said, 

“Whoever I am his mawlā, ‘Alī is his mawlā. O Allah, support whoever 

supports him and oppose whoever opposes him.” Abū al-Ṭufayl felt 

doubtful about ‘Alī's statement, so that he left and went to Zayd ibn 

Arqam. Zayd b. Arqam confirmed to Abū al-Ṭufayl, “Why do you deny 

this? I heard the Prophet say it myself.”52 O. Hashem notes that among 

these thirty companions, twelve were veterans of the Battle of Badr.53 

Regarding this munāshadah, some companions concealed their 

testimony and consequently suffered afflictions as a result of ‘Alī’s 

prayer. Among them were Yazīd b. Wādi'ah and ‘Abd al-Raḥmān b. 

Mudlij.54 Likewise, Barā’ b. 'Āzib later went blind, Jarīr apostatized, and 

Anas b. Mālik developed leprosy.55 

 

The Ghadīr Khumm Event: A Schleiermacherian Hermeneutical 

Perspective 

The main text to be analyzed in this article is the core passage of 

the Ghadīr event, namely,  “Man kuntu mawlāhu fa ‘Alīyun mawlāhu" 

(Whoever I am his mawlā, then ‘Alī is his mawlā). This statement was 

uttered by the Prophet before approximately 120,000 people at Ghadīr 

Khumm, a watering stop between Mecca and Medina, on 18 Dhū al-

Ḥijjah 10 AH (March 632 CE). The sermon was delivered under 

scorching heat, on the Prophet’s way back from the Farewell 

Pilgrimage, at a time when he knew his death was near. 
 

52 al-Majlisī, Biḥār al-Anwār, 196, 197. 
53 O. Hasheem, Saqifah: Awal Perselisihan Umat (Jakarta: YAPI, 1989), 330. 
54 A similar ḥadīth can be found in Ibn Ḥajar’s al-Iṣābah (d. 852 H), citing a 

narration with a chain nearly identical to Ibn Athīr’s, namely Ibn ʿUqdah via Mūsā 

b. al-Naḍr b. al-Rabīʿ al-Hamsā from ʿUqdah from Abī Ghaylān Saʿd b. Ṭālib from 

Abū Isḥāq. Ibn Ḥajar al-ʿAsqalānī, al-Iṣābah fī Tamyīz al-Ṣaḥābah, vol. 2, part 4 

(Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, n.d.), 182. However, al-Iṣābah does not include 

the wording of the Prophet’s prayer. Ibn Ḥajar also states that none of those asked by 

ʿAlī to bear witness concealed their testimony, contrary to what Ibn Athīr 

narrates. On this point, al-Amīnī explains that Ibn Ḥajar has confused the 

narration and the text (matn) on several occasions and has not reported the news 

honestly. al-ʿAllāmah al-Amīnī, al-Ghadīr fī al-Kitāb wa al-Sunnah wa al-Adab, 

vol. 1 (Beirut: Dār al-Kitāb al-ʿArabī, 1977), 174. 
55 al-Majlisī, Biḥār al-Anwār, 196, 197, 200-201. 
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The hermeneutical problem this study seeks to resolve is as 

follows. The word mawlā in classical Arabic carries an exceptionally 

wide range of meanings, including helper (al-nāṣir), master/owner (al-

mālik), freed slave (al-muʿtaq), emancipator (al-muʿtiq), neighbor (al-

jār), ally (al-ḥalīf), cousin (ibn al-ʿamm), beloved (al-ḥabīb), 

protector/authority figure (al-walī), and ruler (al-wālī). Without a 

rigorous interpretive procedure, a modern reader can arbitrarily pick 

whichever meaning suits his or her theological leanings. 

To address this problem, this section applies the hermeneutical 

method developed by Friedrich Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher (1768–

1834). Schleiermacher, often called the “father of modern 

hermeneutics,” argues that understanding a text cannot rely solely on 

intuition or tradition. Rather, it must proceed through two 

methodological moves: grammatical interpretation (grammatische 

Interpretation) and psychological interpretation (psychologische 

Interpretation). Grammatical interpretation examines how a word 

functions within the linguistic system and the broader sentence 

structure. Psychological interpretation attempts to reconstruct the 

unique intention of the author (das ursprüngliche Verstehen des 

Autors) at the moment the text was produced, taking into account the 

historical situation and the author’s individual circumstances. 

By systematically following both moves, this article will answer a 

question, that is, based on internal textual evidence and a 

reconstruction of the speech situation, what meaning of the word 

mawlā in the Ghadīr ḥadīth was most likely intended by the Prophet 

Muḥammad as the speaker? 

 

Grammatical Interpretation: The Meaning of Mawlā in the Arabic 

Linguistic System 
1. Morphology and Root 

Morphologically, mawlā is an ism maf‘ūl (passive noun) derived 

from the root wāw-lām-yāʾ. Its base form is the verb alīya - yalī - 

walīyan, which semantically carries the core sense of “closeness,” 

“authority,” or “governance/management.” In classical Arabic 

grammar, mawlā belongs to the category of al-asmā’ al-mushtarakah 
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(homonymous nouns), which means that its meaning is highly 

dependent on context and syntactic structure. 

What makes mawlā unusual is that it can carry both an active 

sense (the subject who holds authority) and a passive sense (the object 

toward whom authority is exercised), depending on its position in the 

sentence and its relationship to other words. For instance, if one says 

huwa mawlā fulān, the phrase could mean either “he is the master of 

so-and-so” or “he is the slave of so-and-so,” referring two opposite 

meanings. This is precisely why the word becomes so problematic 

when removed from its context. 
2. Range of Meanings in Classical Lexicography 

According to classical dictionaries, mawlā is semantically 

polysemous, one word carrying many meanings. Those meanings 

include lord (al-rabb), ruler/king (al-mālik), manager or leader of 

someone else's affairs (kull man wallā amran aw qāma bih), protector 

(al-walī), slave (al-ʿabd), freed slave (al-muʿtaq), emancipator (al-

mu‘tiq), bestower of favor (al-mun‘im), recipient of favor (al-mun‘am 

‘alayh), beloved (al-muḥibb), friend/companion (al-ṣāḥib), partner (al-

ḥalīf), neighbor (al-jār), associate (al-sharīk), helper (al-nāṣir), follower 

(al-tābi‘), guest (al-nazīl), master (al-sayyid), one who makes a 

covenant (al-‘aqīd), son-in-law (al-ṣihr), brother (al-akh), paternal 

uncle (al-‘amm), son (al-ibn), sister’s son (ibn al-ukht), and cousin (ibn 

al-‘amm).56 

A preliminary conclusion from the grammatical interpretation is 

that lexically speaking, mawlā is genuinely ambiguous in a 

homonymous way. No single meaning can be claimed as the “original” 

or “most correct” meaning. To determine which meaning is 

appropriate in the Ghadīr Hadīth, we need help from two things: (1) 

the syntactic structure of the sentence, and (2) the speech situation in 

which the word was uttered. Both will be analyzed in the psychological 

interpretation below. 

 
56 See Ibn Manẓūr, Lisān al-ʿArab, 15: 409-11; al-Rāzī, Mukhtār al-Ṣiḥāḥ, 736; al-

Zubaydī, Tāj al-ʿArūs, 20: 311-15; and other classical lexicons. 
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Psychological Interpretation through Comparative Analysis 

Within Schleiermacher’s framework, psychological 

interpretation is divided into two sub-methods: the comparative 

method (komparative methode) and the divinatory method 

(divinatorische methode). The comparative method seeks to 

understand a text’s uniqueness by comparing it to other texts by the 

same author or within the same genre, thereby capturing general 

patterns (das typische). The divinatory method then attempts to grasp 

what is truly distinctive and individual about the author at a particular 

moment (das individuelle). 

By gathering texts in which the root w-l-y, from which mawlā 

derives, appears, whether it was uttered by the Prophet Muhammad or 

found in the Quran as revelation received and delivered by him, the 

following patterns of meaning can be identified. 

First, in the context of slavery and manumission A Hadith 

narrated by al-Kulaynī in al-Kāfī quotes the Prophet as saying, “Al-

walā’u li-man a‘taqa” (the right of clientage belongs to the one who 

emancipates). Though this wording does not use the word mawlā 

explicitly, the term al-walā’u shares the same w-l-y root. The meaning 

here refers to the patron-client relationship (al-walā’) between the 

emancipator (al-mu‘tiq) and the freed slave (al-mu‘taq), both of whom 

can be called mawlā in matters of inheritance and legal guardianship. 

Second, in the context of client/patronage relations (Zayd b. 

Ḥārithah). The book entitled Man Lā Yaḥḍuruhu al-Faqīh reports that 

the Prophet said of Zayd b. Ḥārithah (a freed slave who had been 

adopted as a son before the practice of adoption was abolished), “Anta 

akhūnā wa mawlānā” (You are our brother and our mawlā). Here, 

mawlā means al-mawlā al-muʿtaq (a freed slave who becomes a client). 

In Arab social structure, this relationship is reciprocal: the freed slave 

is called mawlā by his former master, and the master is also called 

mawlā by his freed slave. This meaning points to a binding socio-legal 

relationship between both parties. 

Third, in a theological context as recorded in the Quran. God 

says in Q.S. al-Baqarah [2]: 257, “Allāhu walīyu alladhīna āmanū” (Allah 
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is the protector/authority figure for those who believe). This verse uses 

walī, another form derived from the same w-l-y root as mawlā. The 

intended meaning is al-walī (protector/authority figure) in an absolute 

sense, encompassing governance, protection, and guidance. This 

meaning cannot be equated with the socio-legal meaning mentioned 

above, since the subject here is God, not a human being. 

Fourth, in the context of mutual relations among believers. God 

says in Q.S. al-Tawbah [9]: 71, “Wa al-mu’minūna wa al-mu’minātu 

baʿḍuhum awliyā’u baʿḍin” (the believing men and women are 

protectors/helpers of one another). This verse uses the plural form 

awliyā’, also from the w-l-y root. The meaning here is al-nāṣir (helper) 

and al-walī (protector) within the limits of human capacity, not in the 

sense of absolute authority found in Q.S. al-Baqarah [2]: 257. The 

general patterns emerging from this comparison are presented in the 

following table. 
Table 1. Semantic patterns of the root w-l-y in the Quran and Hadith  

(from Shia sources) 
Subject Meaning of W-L-Y 

Root 

Domain Shia Source 

Reference 

Allah (Q.S. al-

Baqarah [2]: 257) 

Absolute 

protector/authority 

(al-walī) 

Theological-

eschatological 

The Quran 

Prophet 

Muḥammad (to a 

slave) 

The emancipator 

(al-muʿtiq) 

Socio-legal al-Kāfī 

 

Prophet 

Muḥammad (to 

Zayd b. Ḥārithah) 

Freed slave/client 

(al-mawlā al-

muʿtaq) 

Socio-legal Man Lā 

Yaḥḍuruhu 

al-Faqīh 

 

Fellow believers 

(Q.S. al-Tawbah 

[9]: 71) 

Helper/limited 

protector (awliyāʾ) 

Socio-ethical The Quran 

 

Psychological Interpretation through the Divinatory Method 

The divinatory method in Schleiermacher’s hermeneutics aims 

at “transforming oneself into the author” (sich in den autor zu 
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verwandeln) through a hermeneutical imagination that remains 

anchored in textual evidence. The goal is not a mystical claim, but 

rather the most coherent hypothetical reconstruction of what the 

author likely intended, given the available evidence. 
1. Reconstruction of the Speech Situation (Sitz im Leben) 

Using the primary source material found in Shia Hadith 

collections on the Ghadīr event, the speech situation in which the 

Prophet Muḥammad uttered “man kuntu mawlāhu...” can be 

reconstructed along the following lines. 

First, time and place. The event took place on 18 Dhū al-Ḥijjah 10 

AH, right after the Farewell Pilgrimage (ḥajj al-wadā’). The location 

was Ghadīr Khumm, a watering stop geographically situated between 

Mecca and Medina. The environmental conditions were harsh: 

extreme heat, unhealthy air, and an area that the local tribes, Kinanah 

and Khuza‘ah, had largely abandoned due to endemic fever. 

Second, audience. Estimates from historians put the crowd at 

around 120,000 people. The composition included the Prophet’s 

companions, Bedouins, and residents of both Mecca and Medina. 

These were all people about to disperse to different regions, such as 

Medina, Egypt, Syria, and Iraq, after the event. 

Third, the Prophet’s physical condition and awareness. He was 

being shielded by his companions from the direct glare of the sun. He 

also knew that his death was near, as he openly stated in the sermon, “I 

will soon be called to answer His call.” He delivered the sermon in full 

consciousness, with no indication of any illness that would have 

impaired his speech. 

Fourth, surrounding revelatory events. Before the sermon, Q.S. 

al-Mā’idah [5]: 67 came down: “O Messenger, convey what has been 

revealed to you from your Lord. If you do not, then you have not 

conveyed His message at all.” This suggests divine pressure to deliver a 

specific message. After the sermon, Q.S. al-Mā’idah [5]: 3 was revealed: 

“Today I have perfected your religion for you, completed My favor 

upon you, and have approved Islam as your religion.” This strongly 

indicates that the message just delivered was integral to the 

completion of the faith. 
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2. Identification of the Uniqueness of the Individual in the Ghadīr Event 

By comparing the Ghadīr situation with other instances where 

Muḥammad used some form of appointment or designation, we can 

identify several features that make this particular utterance distinctive. 

One striking feature is the choice of the word mawlā, applied 

identically to himself and to ‘Alī. The Prophet did not say, “Whoever I 

am his sayyid (master), then love ‘Alī,” or “obey ‘Alī.” Instead, he said, 

“Man kuntu mawlāhu fa ‘Alīyun mawlāhu,” where the predicate mawlā 

is attached to himself and to ‘Alī in a parallel, non-hierarchical 

manner. In this structure, there is no grammatical indication that 

Muḥammad’s mawlā-hood is of a higher degree than ‘Alī's. Both 

occupy exactly the same syntactic position. 

Another peculiarity is the absence of any specified task or 

domain of authority. In ordinary appointments for instance, when the 

Prophet appointed Usāmah b. Zayd as a military commander, he 

spelled out the task, “Dispatch Usāmah’s army.” In the Ghadīr formula, 

not a single specific task is mentioned. What is being transferred is the 

relationship itself, not a particular office or duty. Also worth noting is 

the remarkably intense prayer that follows. Right after the formula, 

Muḥammad prayed,  
“Allāhumma wāli man wālāhu wa 'ādi man 'ādāhu, wanṣur man 

naṣarahū, wakhluf man akhlafahū, wa'ḍmud man khadhalahū, 

waḥbib man aḥabbahū, wabgheḍ man abgheḍahū, wa'adrik al-

ḥaqqa ma'ahū ḥaythu kāna.” 

(O Allah, support whoever supports him, oppose whoever opposes 

him, help whoever helps him, forsake whoever forsakes him, 

humiliate whoever humiliates him, love whoever loves him, hate 

whoever hates him, and make truth accompany him wherever he 

may be). 

This is not the kind of prayer one would utter for the mere 

appointment of a friend or an ordinary helper. Its intensity suggests 

that the person being appointed holds a central place in Muḥammad’s 

mission. 

A final distinctive element is how the declaration ties into the 

thaqalayn (the two weighty things). In the same sermon or in the 

traditions that combine both statements, the Prophet said that he was 
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leaving behind two precious things (thaqalayn) for his community: the 

Book of Allah and his ‘itrah (his Ahl al-Bayt), and that the two would 

never separate until they meet him at the Ḥawḍ (a celestial pond in 

paradise). ‘Alī is the central figure of the Ahl al-Bayt. Thus, designating 

'Alī as mawlā becomes directly tied to the community's salvation from 

going astray. 

3. Hypothetical Reconstruction of the Psychological Intention of the 

Prophet Muḥammad 

Drawing from the distinctive features laid out above and keeping 

in mind the particular speech situation, from scorching heat, a massive 

audience, the Prophet’s awareness of his approaching death, and the 

divine command to deliver the message, a hypothetical reconstruction 

of what Muḥammad likely meant by mawlā in the Ghadīr event can be 

formulated as follows. 

What The Prophet Muḥammad intended, it seems, was to 

transfer to ‘Alī the full relationship of leadership and guiding authority 

that he himself held over the believers, except for the aspect of 

prophethood (nubuwwah), which is exclusive and non-transferable. 

The relationship in question is the one the Quran describes when it 

speaks of Allah as mawlā of those who believe (Q.S. al-Baqarah [2]: 

257). That relationship includes the right to be obeyed, the obligation 

to be protected, and the responsibility to be guided. By declaring that 

‘Alī is also the mawlā of anyone who acknowledges the Prophet 

Muḥammad as mawlā, the Prophet created a continuity of guiding 

authority after his death, without necessarily specifying the 

institutional shape that authority would take. 

Indeed, it is impossible to know with absolute certainty what the 

Prophet truly meant in the Ghadīr event. That being said, compared to 

other readings that interpret mawlā merely as “friend” or just “helper,” 

this reconstruction appears better equipped to account for the entire 

range of elements in the event holistically and in relation to one 

another. 
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Excluding Implausible Meanings of Mawlā in the Ghadīr Narrative 

Based on the same body of evidence, several proposed meanings 

can be ruled out as less coherent. First, it was not merely “helper” 

(nāṣir). The Prophet Muḥammad already had many helpers. To 

appoint ‘Alī with such a public formula and such an intense prayer 

would be disproportionate if the only point was to say that ‘Alī is a 

helper. 

Second, it was not merely “friend” (ṣāḥib). Everyone already 

knew that ‘Alī was the Prophet’s friend. There would have been no 

need for a mass declaration at Ghadīr Khumm just to state the obvious. 

Third, it was not “lord” (rabb). The Arabic language has clear ways to 

distinguish between God and creatures, and the Prophet Muḥammad 

consistently rejected any equation of a human being with God. 

Fouth, it was not “freed slave” (mu‘taq). ‘Alī was never a slave to 

begin with. The Companions would have found such a statement 

absurd. Fifth, it was not “political ruler in the narrow sense.” If that was 

what the Prophet Muḥammad meant, he would most likely have used 

a more explicit term like amīr or khalīfah, especially given that his 

audience was a massive crowd about to scatter across different regions. 

 

The Hermeneutical Circle: Re-examining the Event as a Whole 

One of the central principles in Schleiermacher’s hermeneutics 

is the hermeneutical circle (hermeneutischer zirkel). Simply put, our 

understanding of a part depends on our understanding of the whole, 

and vice versa. Having conducted a close analysis of the part, viz. the 

word mawlā, we must now return to the entire Ghadīr narrative to test 

whether our new understanding of mawlā holds up against the full 

story. 
1. Part-to-Whole Coherence Analysis 

If mawlā is understood as “a protector or authority figure who 

holds a religious guiding authority continuous with the Prophet 

Muḥammad’s authority” (al-walī alladhī lahu sulṭat al-irshād al-dīnī al-

muttaṣil bi sulṭat Muḥammad), then the other elements of the Ghadīr 

event become more coherent as is laid out in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Contextual compatibility of the Ghadīr event with proposed 

meanings of mawlā 

Event Element Coherence 

Level 

Note 

Revelation of Q.S. al-Mā’idah 

[5]: 67 (Convey... if not, you 

have not conveyed His 

message) 

Very coherent Religious guidance 

authority is an essential 

part of the prophetic 

mission. 

Gathering 120,000 people in 

a hot, uncomfortable place 

Coherent A message requiring a mass 

audience in extreme 

conditions is not an 

ordinary message. 

Revelation of Q.S. al-Mā’idah 

[5]: 3 after the sermon 

(Today I have perfected your 

religion for you) 

Very coherent With the presence of a 

successor of guidance 

authority, the religious 

system becomes 

“complete.” 

Congratulations of Umar b. 

al-Khaṭṭāb: 

“Congratulations, you have 

become my mawlā and the 

mawlā of every believer” 

Coherent Umar understood mawlā in 

a significant, authoritative 

sense. 

 

The Prophet's prayer: 

“Allāhumma wāli man 

wālāhu...” 

Very coherent A prayer asking Allah to 

support, oppose, help, love, 

and hate based on attitude 

toward ‘Alī is only fitting 

for an important authority. 

The case of Nuʿman b. al-

Ḥārith al-Fihrī who rejected 

and then received divine 

punishment 

Coherent Rejection of the Prophet’s 

mawlā was understood as a 

serious violation. 

 

‘Alī’s munāshadah or 

adjuration in Kūfah 25 years 

later 

Coherent ‘Alī considered this event 

important to be reminded 

of and re-witnessed before 

the public. 
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2.  Testing for Contextual Inconsistencies 

After examining various accounts of the Ghadīr event, including 

those transmitted in Shia sources, no single element was found that 

directly contradicts interpreting mawlā as “a protector who holds 

religious guiding authority.” What we do find are variations in wording, 

some additions here and some omissions there. But none of these 

variations state that mawlā in the Ghadīr context means “friend” 

(ṣāḥib) or just an ordinary “helper” (nāṣir). 

That being said, this coherence does not automatically prove the 

interpretation is correct. All we can really say is that this reading fits 

better with the various elements that make up the full Ghadīr 

narrative. The most we can claim is that this interpretation has strong 

internal coherence with the available texts. Schleiermacher himself 

admitted that understanding is always “approximative” (annähernd) 

and never perfect. 

 

Limitations of the Analysis 

This study comes with several limitations, the main one being 

that any psychological reconstruction of the Prophet Muḥammad can 

only ever be hypothetical, based on whatever historical data happens 

to survive. We can never fully know the emotional state, the doubts, or 

the internal pressures the Prophet Muḥammad might have felt in the 

moments before and after he uttered “man kuntu mawlāhu....” 

Psychological reconstruction using the divinatory method remains 

exactly hypothetical. It cannot be claimed as final truth. As 

Schleiermacher himself acknowledges, understanding is always 

approximative, never perfect. 

Another limitation is that the Hadith texts available to us today 

are not direct recordings of the Prophet’s exact words. They are the 

product of oral transmission over several generations before being 

written down. Even though Hadith scholars, including those in the 

Shia tradition, have developed sophisticated methods for critiquing 

chains of transmission (sanad), the possibility of redactional changes, 

whether intentional or accidental, can never be completely ruled out. 
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This analysis assumes that the texts found in major Shia collections 

like al-Kāfī, Biḥār al-Anwār, and al-Irshād are reliable enough to 

analyze, yet that assumption itself is open to debate. 

Furthermore, there is the gap between modern and classical 

linguistic categories. The term “religious guiding authority” that this 

study uses is a modern category. Classical Arabic from the seventh 

century may not have had such an exact equivalent. We always run the 

risk of conceptual anachronism when translating past realities into 

contemporary academic language. 

A final limitation concerns the possibility of misunderstanding 

in transmission. Schleiermacher recognizes that misunderstanding 

(missverständnis) is not only possible but tends to happen 

automatically in the process of understanding. It is entirely possible 

that the Ghadīr Hadith text we analyzed earlier have been 

“contaminated” by the theological interpretations of the transmitters 

themselves, that is to say, they may no longer represent precisely what 

the Prophet Muḥammad actually said. This study has no tool to detect 

such distortions with certainty. 

 

Concluding Remarks 

Following the hermeneutical procedure of Friedrich 

Schleiermacher, grammatical interpretation, viz. analysis of linguistic 

system and sentence structure, the comparative method, viz. patterns 

of mawlā usage in other texts, both Quranic and Hadith from Shia 

sources, and the divinatory method, viz. reconstructing the uniqueness 

of the speech situation and the individual intention of the speaker, this 

study concludes that the most coherent meaning of mawlā in the 

Ghadīr Hadith is “a protector/authority figure who holds a religious 

guiding authority continuous with Muḥammad’s authority” (al-walī 

alladhī lahu sulṭat al-irshād al-dīnī al-muttaṣil bi sulṭat Muḥammad). 

Several factors support this meaning. First, the grammatical 

structure places Muḥammad’s mawlā and ‘Alī's mawlā in parallel 

positions. Second, the pattern of mawlā usage in the Quran, especially 

Q.S. al-Baqarah [2]: 257 wherein Allah is described as the mawlā of 

believers, points in this direction, as do Shia Hadiths on patron-client 
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relationships. Third, the unique speech situation at Ghadīr Khumm, 

framed by the revelation of Q.S. al-Mā’idah [5]: 67 before the sermon 

and Q.S. al-Mā’idah [5]: 3 after it, adds weight, and so does the 

intensity of the Prophet’s accompanying prayer, as well as the 

reactions of the companions like ‘Umar b. al-Khaṭṭāb congratulating 

‘Alī. By contrast, weaker readings such as “friend,” “ordinary helper,” 

and overblown ones, “lord” and “mere political ruler,” find little 

support in the evidence. 

Through the principle of the hermeneutical circle, this 

interpretation has been tested against the entire Ghadīr event, from 

the occasion of revelation, the geographical conditions, the Prophet’s 

sermon and prayer, the reactions of the companions, the case of 

Nuʿmān b. al-Ḥārith al-Fihrī, all the way to ‘Alī’s munāshadah in Kūfah. 

Understanding the part, i.e. mawlā, enriches our understanding of the 

whole narrative, and the other way around. 

As a hermeneutical analysis grounded in Shi‘i sources, this study 

acknowledges several limitations. First, psychological data on the 

Prophet remains incomplete, and no verbatim recording exists. 

Second, the risk of conceptual anachronism is unavoidable when 

applying modern categories to seventh-century texts. Third, oral 

transmission may have introduced distortions despite rigorous sanad 

criticism. For these reasons, this study does not claim to have found 

the single correct meaning. Rather, it offers what seems to be the most 

coherent interpretation available based on a methodologically 

consistent procedure. 

Be that as it may, these findings do not stand in the way of 

Muslim unity. The leadership of ‘Alī as described in the Ghadīr Hadith 

does not necessarily mean he had to hold immediate political power 

after the Prophet’s death. Historically, ‘Alī himself accepted political 

realities for the sake of unity. As Nurcholish Madjid puts it, what 

Muslims, including those in Indonesia, really need is to build mutual 

understanding to accept one another’s existence on the basis of 



 

 

Ainur Rofiq Al-Amin 

| Journal of Islamic Philosophy and Contemporary Thought 244 

equality and brotherhood and to learn to let go of past political 

traumas.57 
 

Declaration of AI Assistance 

In preparing this article, I used two large language models 

(DeepSeek and ChatGPT) for the following purposes: (1) language 

polishing and grammatical correction of the English translation from 

the original Indonesian manuscript, (2) assistance in identifying 

repetitive phrasing and improving conciseness. All substantive 

arguments, hermeneutical analysis, translation of primary Arabic 

sources, and final editorial decisions remain the sole responsibility of 

mine. 
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