[Research Article

ap
; M Comparative Interpretation Research
<3 o

W
e

The Moral Accountability of God in the Quran from the Perspective of
Ash‘arite and Adliyyah Exegeses®

Hamed Shivapoor

Assistant Professor, Department of Quran and Hadith Sciences, Faculty of Theology, Mofid
University, Qom, Iran. Email: h_shivapoor@yahoo.com

Abstract

The discussion of whether God is moral is an important issue in philosophy and theology. The
question is whether God acts morally or ought to act morally or not. One of the major
implications of this discussion is whether God is morally accountable or not.

In Islamic thought, this issue can be traced through the well-known theological debate over
good and evil (husn wa qubh). According to the Ash‘arites, God is not bound by morality and
therefore is not morally accountable. In contrast, the Adliyyah (the Mu'tazilites and the
Imamiyyah) maintain that God must act morally and consequently must also be morally
accountable. This disagreement affects Quranic exegesis. Both groups cite Quranic verses to
support their views. It appears that the Ash‘arites rely primarily on verse 23 of the al-Anbiya
Chapter to prove God’s lack of accountability, while the Adliyyah rely on verse 165 of the al-
Nisa Chapter to argue for God’s accountability. In this article, these viewpoints have been
examined using a descriptive-analytical method. The findings of this study show that the
judgment in this dispute tends more in favor of the Adliyyah on the basis of rational and
narrative evidence. Therefore, their interpretation of the relevant verses appears more justified.
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Introduction
The discussion of the “moral nature of God” and, consequently, the “moral
accountability of God” is one of the most enduring and challenging issues in
philosophy, dialectical theology (kalam), and theology in general. In Islamic
intellectual tradition, this issue has been extensively pursued in the form of the
theological dispute over “rational good and evil” between two major schools of
thought, that is, the Ash‘arites and the Adliyyah (including the Mu'tazilites and the
Imamiyyah).
The moral nature of God holds significant importance in the theology of the Abrahamic
religions, particularly in Islamic theology, and impacts many instances of theological
and even jurisprudential discussions. Issues such as proving resurrection (ma ‘ad), the
validity of miracles, the problem of evil, the fairness of the system of reward and
punishment in the Hereafter, the fairness of the rulings of the Shari‘a, etc., all depend
upon establishing the morality of God. In Christian theology as well, this issue has long
been raised, and today, especially in discussions of the problem of evil, the discussion
of a “moral God” lies at the heart of responses to this question.
The central question is whether God, as a free and knowing agent, is bound to observe
moral principles and norms, and consequently whether He can be regarded as morally
responsible and accountable.
This article, employing a descriptive-analytical method, investigates the roots of this
disagreement in the exegesis of the Holy Quran and demonstrates how each of these
two theological schools has relied on Quranic verses to prove their position.
The title “The Accountability of God,” which may appear bold, is one that the author
has found appropriate for such a discussion based on verse 165 of the al-Nisa Chapter.
This title has not been previously used in other works in the discussion of the morality
of God, that too from a Quranic perspective.

Research Findings

In the author’s view, two verses occupy a particularly significant position in this debate:
verse 23 of the al-Anbiya Chapter, “He is not questioned concerning what He does, but
they are questioned,”! which is regarded as the principal proof used by the Ash ‘arites
to deny the moral accountability of God, and verse 165 of al-Nisa Chapter, “Apostles
as bearers of good news and warners, so that mankind may not have any argument
against Allah after the [sending of the] apostles,”* which the Adliyyah consider clear
evidence for the possibility of protesting against God and, consequently, for His moral
accountability.

According to the Ash‘arites, the will of God is absolute, and nothing—including moral
principles—can limit it. On this basis, questioning the reason behind divine acts (that
is, interrogative or accusatory questioning) is impermissible, and God is accountable
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to no one. Ash‘arite exegetes, especially Fakhr al-Din Razi, relying on verse 23 of the
al-Anbiya Chapter, emphasize that divine acts are not motivated by needs, and
questioning or objecting to them is meaningless.

In contrast, the Adliyyah, drawing upon verses that describe God as just, wise, and
abstaining from evil, stress that divine acts are bound within the framework of morality.
In their view, verse 165 of the al-Nisa Chapter clearly indicates that if God had not sent
the prophets, people (or human reason) could have raised an argument against God on
the Day of Judgment and called Him to account for His lack of guidance. Adliyyah
exegetes, such as the Mu‘tazilite, Qadi Abdul Jabbar, and Ayatollah Javadi Amoli, also
interpret verse 23 of the al-Anbiya Chapter in accordance with their own perspectives.
According to them, the negation of questioning God in this verse is not due to
arbitrariness or a lack of moral commitment on His part, but rather because of His
absolute knowledge and wisdom. Once it is certain that God’s actions are never evil
and always proceed from wisdom, there is no place for questioning or objection.

Conclusion

The present article ultimately considers the Adlliyyah interpretation more justified for
two reasons: first, the implicit admission of Fakhr al-Din Razi (as one of the foremost
representatives of Ash‘arite theology and exegesis), where he presents the Mu‘tazilite
argument under verse 165 of the al-Nisa Chapter and expresses his inability to provide
a convincing response to it. Second, the appeal to extra-textual evidence and
hermeneutical principles, which indicate that the verses affirming the moral nature of
God (such as al-Nisa: 165) are stronger, while verses seemingly denying accountability
(such as al-Abiya: 23), which at first glance may suggest an image of an arbitrary God,
should be interpreted in light of them. Accordingly, the Quranic portrayal of a God
who, on the basis of moral principles, regards Himself as bound to accountability is
more compatible with rational and ethical foundations in the Quran, and the
interpretation advanced by the Adliyyah in this regard is more acceptable.
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