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TWO THEORIES OF THE 

OBLIGATION TO OBEY GOD'S 

COMMANDS 

Aron ,QJSOW 

The Two Theories Introduced 

Islamic law grew out of God's commands and prohibitions as conveyed by 
the Prophet Mu.bammad. It is perhaps out of place to ask why one should 
obey these commands and prohibitions. But the Qur'an itself with note­
worthy frequency sees fit to enjoin obedience to God and His messenger. 1 

Is one therefore bound to obey God's commands and prohibitions because 
God has commanded that He be obeyed? But why obey this command 
to obey? A regress obviously looms. Recognizing this problem, modern 
Twelver Shi'i legal theory distinguishes between God's authoritative com­
mands (amr mawlawz) and His advisory commands (amr irshadt), of which 
the Qur'anic commands to obey God are a paradigm instance. These 
commands, according to the Shi'i theorists, do not impose independent 
obligations but serve rather to advise one of one's rational obligations.2 

Whether or not the question of why obey God was appropriate in the 
first place, it was one that Muslims thinkers did, in fact, ask. A variety 
of answers were proposed, answers that are in general terms akin to the 
answers that Western theologians have given to the same question and 
that Western political theorists have given to the analogous question: Why 
obey the laws of the state? 

Broadly speaking, the leading answers to the question of why obey 
God are of two sorts, prudential and moral.3 Probably the response to 
this question best known to students of Islamic thought is that grounded 
in prudence. This answer is associated with the theological school of 
Ash'arism, espoused by so many distinguished Muslim thinkers. The 
Ash 'aris must ground the obligation to obey God in prudence because for 
them there is no moral order independent of revelation. The commands 
of God are what bring obligations into existence, and the concept of 
obligation as a technical legal term is rooted in the threat of punishment 
in the Hereafter. 4 The everyday sense of obligation apart from revelation 
is similarly prudential, for someone who does not believe in revelation 
might well say that it is obligatory for someone in extreme hunger, on the 
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brink of dying of starvation, to eat any bread he comes across.5 To what 
extent Ash'ari teaching on this matter was "internalized" by the many 
Muslims who over the centuries called themselves Ash'aris, and to what 
extent Ash'ari theological doctrine is consistent with Islamic legal theory, 
in particular the theory of analogy (qiyiis), are both important questions 
that cannot be addressed here. 

A moral, as opposed to a prudential, answer to the question of why one 
should obey God's commands assumes the existence of a moral order apart 
from revelation. Recognition of obligations grounded in reason without 
revelation is commonly associated with the Mu'tazili theological tradi­
tion, but this notion was far from being found only among Mu'tazilis and 
those, such as Twelver and Zaydi Shi'is, influenced by Mu'tazili thought.6 

Nonetheless it cannot be denied that Mu'tazilism, more than any other 
theological movement to which we have access, was engaged in elaborating 
the many implications of such recognition, including the question of the 
ground of obedience to God's commands. It was thus among Mu'tazilis 
that two leading moral justifications of the obligation to obey God came 
to be hotly debated. 7 

The older theory was that the obligation to obey God was grounded 
in the rational obligation of gratitude to a benefactor (shukr al-mun'im).8 

This was the theory espoused by the Baghdadi wing of the Mu'tazila, and 
is particularly associated with Abu 1-Qasim al-Ka'br (d. 319/931), who 
came to enjoy great prominence as the leading figure in this branch of 
the school. The theory of gratitude was also popular among prominent 

Twelver Shi'i and Zaydi theologians and enjoyed notable support among 
the anti-Mu'tazili Central Asian Hanafis, whose outstanding theologian 
was al-Maturrdr (d. 333/944).9 It also appears to have been the position 
of several prominent Shafi'i jurists, who in espousing moral obligations 
founded in reason were later regarded as having fallen prey to Mu'tazili 
influence. Adoption of the theory of gratitude was not limited to Muslims 
but extended to Jews, most prominently Saadia Gaon (d. 942). The 
widespread popularity of the theory of gratitude and its at least initially 
intuitive appeal make it clear that it was the original moral justification 
in Islamic thought for the obedience due God. 10 The focus here will be 
chiefly on the Mu'tazili version of the theory of gratitude as defended by 
al-Ka'br and his followers. 

For a time the Baghdadi theory of gratitude was in competition with 
the newer theory associated with the Basran Mu'tazilis and championed 
above all by Abu Hashim al-Jubba'r (d. 321/933).11 This is the theory of
luif, divine grace or assistance.12 According to this theory, the acts and
omissions made obligatory by the revealed law have an instrumental func­
tion, in that compliance with them brings one closer to compliance with 
one's rational obligations. Obedience to the law does so by strengthening 
one's motivation to do what is right. Although this theory can find some 
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support in the Qur'an itself (e.g. 29:45), it clearly constitutes a far less 
obvious explanation of the obligation to obey God than the theory of 
gratitudeY Nonetheless, it was the luiftheory that triumphed both among 
the Mu'tazila and among those Shi'is-Twelvers and Zaydis-andjews 
most influenced by developments in Mu 'tazili thought. It was chiefly among 
the Yemeni Zaydis that the older doctrine of gratitude survived alongside 
the luif theory before being given new life by the powerful Yemeni Zaydi 
imam al-Man�ur bi-llah al-Qasim b. Mul:iammad (d. 1029/1620). 

The Theory of Gratitude 
Although very little survives of the writings of Abu 1-Qasim al-Ka'br and 
the Baghdadi school in general, the main outlines of al-Ka'br's position 
are fairly clear. According to him, God's limitless bounties made God the 
unparalleled benefactor of His creation and thus the primary object of 
the rational obligation of gratitude. Without revelation, however, mankind 
would be unable to discharge this obligation for lack of knowledge as to 
what it entailed in the case of God, who is beyond all needs and human 
favors. Revelation was required to give substance to the underlying ratio­
nal obligation of gratitude. Human obedience to the law of God merited 
no divine reward in itself, since such obedience was simply a means of 
fulfilling the duty of gratitude already incurred to God. In this sense, in 
obeying God human beings were occupied in meeting an obligation they 
could never even come close to discharging, even as they continued to 
enjoy God's favors in the very expression of their gratitude. Al-Ka'br thus 
held that any reward God bestowed on those who obeyed His commands 
was in the nature of an act of generosity on God's part. By contrast, the 
Basran Mu'tazilis regarded reward for obedience to God as merited by the 
hardship (mashaqqa) of compliance given the opposing impulses with which 
God has endowed His subjects. 14 According to them, God was under an
obligation to reward those who had obeyed Him. 15 

In itself the notion that God's commands simply spell out the content 
of the gratitude owed God does not directly address the content of these 
commands. Given that God is above all needs (ghani), God has nothing 
to gain for Himself by what He commands. Might His commands simply 
be ways of testing the gratitude of those whom He has benefited? This 
is a possible position and would represent what might be termed a pure 
theory of gratitude as the ground of obedience to God. On this account 
the content of the revealed law would not necessarily be such as to provide 
any independent ground for compliance beyond the gratitude already due 
God for past benefits. 16 A theory of this sort is suggested by a passage in
al-Radd 'ala l -mulbid attributed to the Medinese Zaydi imam al-Qasim b. 
Ibrahrm al-Rassr (d. 246/ 860).17 

In this work al-Qasim explains that ritual
acts such as prayer and fasting have no other ground in reason than obey­
ing (i'timar) God's command. These obligations represent a test (imtiban) of 
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obedience imposed by God. In fact, all of the revealed laws (shara'i') share 
this ground. Al-Qasim suggests an analogy with the similar unquestioning 
obedience owed the slave-master (sayyid ) by his slave. 18 

In fact, however, this pure theory of gratitude was far less popular 
than another version of the theory of gratitude, according to which 
the obligations of the revealed law were themselves benefits bestowed 
by God upon his subjects. 19 This version accords with the characteristic 
Baghdadi Mu'tazili teaching that God always acts to achieve what is 
optimific (al-a�la�) for his creation in both worldly (al-dunya) and religious 
matters (al-dzn). The Basran Mu'tazilis accepted this notion only with 
respect to religious matters, that is, entirely in terms of their concept of 
luif. For them masla�a (utility) and luif are treated as synonyms. 20 For the 
Baghdadi Mu'tazilis God is the ultimate utilitarian agent. Since the utility 
that God is ever maximizing is that of His creation, the essential relation 
between God and creature is that of gratitude. It was even argued that 
rationality (Mkma) requires that God, the perfectly rational agent, exhibit 
His benefits, in order that He may be the object of gratitude.21 On this 
account, God has to create the world and impose a system of moral and 
legal responsibility (taklif). It would be irrational ('abath) for God to fail 
to do so.22 

Like all other dimensions of God's activity, His legislation is necessarily 
utilitarian. The Baghdadis insisted that each obligation of the revealed 
law was imposed for the benefit of its human subjects. A fairly elaborate 
exposition of this version of the theory of gratitude is found in the recently 
published theological work ljaqa'iq al-ma'rifa of the Yemeni Zaydi imam 
al-Mutawakkil 'ala llah Af.imad b. Sulayman (d. 566/1170).23 

This version of the theory of gratitude sometimes looks to the obliga­
tion of gratitude toward parents as its human analogue. Loving parents 
will impose those obligations that they regard as in the best interests of 
their children, and their children will owe them obedience from gratitude 
for previous benefits. 24 Because God is above all need, the obligations He 
imposes will necessarily be free of any taint of self-interest. 

The Mu'tazili Debate 

It is important to keep in mind that both sides of the gratitude versus 
luif debate, along with many others, recognized a rational obligation of 
gratitude to a benefactor. 25 This explains both the widespread early appeal 
of the gratitude theory as well as the rather scanty positive argumentation 
in its support that survives. The luif theorists, committed as they were to 
the recognition of a rational obligation of gratitude to a benefactor, were 
compelled to construe this obligation in such a way as to preclude its use 
by the gratitude theorists. They also made a specific target of the nexus 
of Baghdadi utilitarianism and gratitude. 
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For the supporters of the theory of gratitude, gratitude was essentially 
expressed as obedience (ta'a) and could take the most varied forms.26 By 
contrast the proponents of the theory of luif understood gratitude in a 
far more attenuated sense. For them gratitude was defined in terms of 
acknowledgment (i'tiriif) coupled with respect (ta'?,zm).27 The acknowledge­
ment of the benefit bestowed was essentially mental and verbal, as was 
the respect due the benefactor. 

The Mu'tazili Ibn Mattawayh (d. 469/ 1076), a student of Qac;lI 'Abd 
al-Jabbar (d. 415/1025), rejects completely the notion that the obligation 
of gratitude for benefits received could sustain such burdensome obliga­
tions as jihad and fasting. This claim was not supported by reason. God 
could only impose such burdensome obligations by attaching compensating 
rewards to their performance. 28 Equally misplaced was an appeal to an 
analogy with the obligations of gratitude due parents, which typically went 
beyond simple mental and verbal acknowledgement to include burden­
some services. If there was a rational obligation of service to parents, it 
was grounded not in gratitude but rather in self-interest, in that in serv­
ing one's parents one was sparing oneself the unpleasant feelings (ghamm) 
that would attend contravening their wishes. Insofar as the revealed law 
introduced obligations of burdensome service to parents, these would have 
to be grounded in luif.29 To the extent that the [Basran] Mu'tazili masters 
could be found basing the ritual acts of the revealed law on gratitude to 
God, what they meant was that such acts had to be performed with due 
respect and self-abasement (khurf,u') as was the case with gratitude toward a 
benefactor. They did not mean that such acts were grounded on gratitude 
in the strict sense (ta�qzq).30 

A further argument against grounding the obligation of obeying God's 
law in gratitude is that there is no apparent correspondence between the 
distribution of God's benefits and the burdens of His law as one might 
expect. In fact, one finds individuals varying widely in the benefits that God 
has bestowed upon them subject to the very same legal obligations. 31 

The nexus between the Baghdadi theories of utilitarianism and gratitude 
was the specific object of criticism by the Basran Mu'tazilis. Their criti­
cism was one element in a broader Basran attack on the utilitarian theory 
of God's action that includes objections familiar from modern critiques 
of utilitarianism, e.g., it makes excessive demands, it fails to recognize the 
distinction between obligation and supererogation.32 The Basran Mu'tazilis 
argued that since God is obligated to act for the maximal benefit of His 
creatures, they owe Him no gratitude. The obligation of gratitude only arises 
when the benefactor acts without being under an obligation. 33 An agent 
who performs an obligatory act may merit praise (mad�) but definitely not 
gratitude. Thus the Baghdadi theory of God as the ultimate utilitarian cuts 
the ground from under the gratitude theory of obedience to God's law.34 
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Although the Baghdadis spoke of God's obligation to do what is most 
to the benefit of His creation, they did seek to mitigate this bold assertion 
by interpreting the obligation in question in such a way as to respond to 
the Basran argument. They thus claimed that the term "obligatory" might 
correctly be used for what was not required in the strict sense but was 
preferable (awlii).35 Failure to comply with an obligation in this sense did 
not entail blame of the agent. 36 They sought to associate the obligation 
they had in mind with generosity (jud). If God did not do what was most 
beneficial, He would not be generous (jawiid), and if not generous, then 
He was miserly (bakhzl).37 The Basran response to the Baghdadi defense 
of their utilitarianism came to be built around the analysis of an array 
of terms that called for careful preliminary scrutiny.38 

Against the Basran argument that gratitude was not incumbent for the 
performance of an obligation, the Baghdadis counterattacked by pointing 
out that the Basrans themselves were of the view that gratitude was due 
God for His reward (thawiib), for the compensation (a'wiirf,) He provided His 
creatures for their suffering, and for the various forms of luif, all of which 
they regarded as obligatory for God. The Basrans replied that although 
God's reward, compensation, and assistance were indeed obligatory, they 
only became so in consequence of God's supererogatory acts, whether the 
act of creation itself or the act of imposing moral responsibility (taklif). 
The gratitude due God in all the cases cited by the Baghdadis was thus 
ultimately grounded not in acts that were obligatory for God but in acts 
of supererogation (tq,fiuj,rj,ul).39 It was, however, argued on behalf of the 
utilitarians that they too could trace the obligation of gratitude back to 
supererogatory acts on God's part. 40

The Fate of the Two Theories 

The general trend among Mu'tazilis and the Twelver and Zaydi Shi'i 
theologians who wrote within a Mu'tazili framework was for gratitude 
to give way to lu!f. While the Baghdadi doctrine of optimificity (al-a#a�) 
enjoyed some continued support in the less ambitious version proposed by 
the influential Basran theorist Abu 1-1:Iusayn al-Ba�rI (d. 436/1044), the 
theory of gratitude itself increasingly fell by the wayside.41

Evidence for the dating of the abandonment of the theory of gratitude 
for lu!f among Twelver Shi'is comes from Mul)ammad b. 'AlI al-KarajikI (d. 
449/1057), a student of al-Shaykh al-Mufid (d. 413/ 1022). Al-KarajikI in 
general faithfully upholds his teacher's predominantly Baghdadi positions, 
even when they were given up for Basran views by al-Sharrf al-Murta{ja 
(d. 426/1044) and Abu Ja'far al-TusI (d. 459/1067), fellow students of 
al-Mufid. But whereas al-Mufid appears to have fully endorsed the theory 
of gratitude, al-KarajikI suggests that luif, at least in some instances, may 
be a ground for revelation in addition to gratitude.42 Although the con­
temporary political theorist A. John Simmons has argued that there is no 
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virtue in positing a single ground for political obligation (what he terms 
singularity), he fails to note that different grounds may have incompatible 
implications. 43 We have already had occasion to note the vulnerability
to Basran criticism of the Baghdadi combination of gratitude and utili­
tarianism. Singularity is by no means the rule in the Islamic context, but 
where we do encounter it in the classical and later periods, it appears to 
be linked to heightened efforts toward increased theoretical rigor. In any 
case, al-KarajikI illustrates the weakening hold of the theory of gratitude 
on those circles that had been most committed to it. 

Outside of Yemen, after the Sth/11 th century both Mu'tazili and 
Twelver Shi'i theological works in enumerating the possible justifications 
for revelation (�usn al-ba'tha) cite the Basran theory of lu!f along with other 
theories but commonly omit any reference to gratitude.44 The theory of
gratitude survived longer in connection with another theological problem, 
that of the ground of the obligation of reasoning (nai,ar) to God's existence 
and nature.45 Here, too, the rival moral theories of gratitude and lu!f were
invoked, with lu!f once again emerging as predominant.46 

The same course of development is also in evidence amongJewish theo­
rists. The theory of gratitude appears in a form familiar from Baghdadi 
Mu'tazilism in the Jewish rabbi and philosopher Saadia Gaon (d. 942).47
According to Saadia, reason dictates that every benefactor be requited 
with a good deed (i�siin) if he is in need of such, otherwise with gratitude. 
Because this is a universal rational obligation (min wiijibiit al-'aql al-kulliyyiit), 
the Creator cannot fail to implement it with respect to Himself but must 
command His creatures to do service to Him and to show gratitude (bi 
l-ta'abbud lahu wa-shukrihz). Reason also dictates, according to Saadia, that
God not permit Himself to be reviled and treated with contempt. The
revealed law specifically related to gratitude is the law of prayer. The
law was revealed through God's prophets not only to convey obligations
independent of reason, but to indicate the manner of compliance with
rational obligations. While reason recognizes the obligation of gratitude,
it is not in a position to delimit this obligation. Such delimitation in terms
of utterance, time, and manner (min qawl wa-min waqt wa-min hay 'a) requires
prophets, who have in fact so delimited gratitude in the form they have
termed prayer (fa-�addathu wa-sammathu faliit).48 Gratitude for Saadia is thus
the ground for the obligation of some portion of the revealed law. 49

InJewish kaliim the lu!f theory also came to supplant the theory of grati­
tude.50 It was the theory propounded by the leading Jewish theologians,
both Rabbinite and Karaite, during the highpoint of Mu'tazili influence 
onJewish theology. Samuel hen I:Iofni Gaon (d. 1013) may be mentioned 
among the former, his contemporary Yusuf al-Ba�Ir (fl. first half 11 th 
century) among the latter.51

In the period following Ab.mad b. Sulayman, Yemeni Zaydi think­
ers came increasingly under the influence of the Basran version of 
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Mu'tazilism, a development that led to the displacement of gratitude by 
luif as the accepted ground of the obligation to obey God.52 The change 
from gratitude to luif did not pass without resistance. In Yemen the Zaydi 
'Abd Allah b. Zayd al-'AnsI (d. 667 I 1269) rejected the doctrine of al-�la�, 
but continued vigorously to defend the theory of gratitude in opposition 
to luif.53 An attempt to mediate between the competing theories is attrib­
uted to 'Abd Allah b. Mu]:iammad al-NajrI (d. 877/1473), who, however, 
presented his own legal thought in terms of the luif theory.54 A significant 
reassertion of the theory of gratitude among the Yemeni Zaydis did not, 
however, take place until centuries later with the imam al-Mansur bi-llah 
al-Qasim b. Mu]:iammad (d. 1029/1620), who championed this

. 
theory as 

the authentic teaching of the family of the Prophet against the theory of 
lu!f which he sought to discredit. The theory of gratitude had already been 
supported by one of his predecessors, the imam al-Mutawakkil 'ala llah 
Ya]:iya Sharaf al-Drn (d. 965/ 1558), as al-Qasim himself acknowledged.55 

The popularity in Yemen of al-Qasim's summary of theology, Kztiib al-Asiis 
li-'aqa'id al- akyiis, ensured that the theory of gratitude would once again be 
regarded among the Yemeni Zaydis and those raised in the Zaydi tradition 
as a serious rival to the theory of luif.56 

Al-Qasim b. Mu]:iammad reasserted gratitude as the exclusive ground 
for both reasoning to God's existence and for the obligation of obedience 
to God's law.57 At the same time, he argued that proponents of luifhad 
no basis for their claim that the luif they located in both cases was obliga­
tory for God. Al-Qasim's defense of gratitude enjoyed notable success, 
to the point that an earlier Zaydi credo, the popular Mi:jbii� al-'uliim fi 
ma'rifat al-�ayy al-qayyiim, of A]:imad b. al-1:Iasan al-Ra��a� (d. 656/1258), 
a proponent of the luif theory, came to be expounded in terms of the 
theory of gratitude.58 

As popular as the theory of gratitude still appears to be among contem­
porary Zaydis, it has its critics, among them I:Iasan b. I:Iusayn al-l:luthI 
(d. 1388/1968-9), who propounds an innovative theory of obligation.59 

According to al-1:IuthI, the obligation of reasoning to God's existence is 
not grounded on the rational obligation of gratitude to a benefactor, for 
al-1:IuthI endorses the Basran argument that we can only know that we 
are the beneficiaries of God's bounty after knowing the moral nature of 
God. The rational obligation to reason to the existence and nature of God 
only arises with the proclamation of the prophetic mission by a person of 
known good character. Gratitude thus has no role to play in the obligation 
of reasoning, and in any case could not play such a role because there 
is according to al-1:IuthI no general rational obligation of gratitude to a 
benefactor.60 Reason can discern that requiting a benefactor is right (�asan), 
but not that it is an obligation.61 There is, however, a rational prohibi­
tion of offending (isa'a) a benefactor in the sense that reason recognizes 
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such conduct to be wrong (qabz�)- Ordinarily one infringes no principle 
of rational morality in failing to requite a benefactor, provided that one 
equally refrains from offending him. In the case of God, however, once 
it is established by reason that He is our creator, failure to obey God's 
commands as conveyed by the prophets amounts to offending our greatest 
benefactor. The rational ground of the obligation to obey God is thus not 
the rational obligation of gratitude but the rational prohibition of offending 
a benefactor that would inevitably be involved in employing our members, 
which belong to God as creator, in infringing God's commands, each of 
which is accompanied by an explicit or implicit prohibition of disabling 
ourselves from God's service.62 

Among the Central Asian anti-Mu'tazili Hanafis the theory of gratitude 
left a lasting mark but is commonly invoked alongside other notions of 
the ground of obligation.63 We find al-MaturidI, the leading theologian to 
emerge from among these Hanafis, making repeated appeals to gratitude. 
In his Kztab al-Taw�fd , al-MaturidI cites with approval the view of the 
theologian al-1:Iusayn al-Najjar (d. 3rd/9th century) that gratitude toward 
God is among the grounds for God's commands and prohibitions, in that 
these enabled His creatures to render the gratitude they owed Him.64 

Al-MaturidI further argues that the rational necessity of prophecy can 
be founded on the consideration that God alone knows the appropriate 
measure of gratitude due for His all-encompassing bounties and conveys 
this through His messengers.65 While al-MaturidI does clearly recognize 
gratitude as a ground for the revealed law, he is equally clearly prepared 
to acknowledge other grounds as well. The tendency away from singular­
ity on this issue is typical of the Central Asian Hanafis. In Kztab al-Tamhfd 
fi bayiin al-taw�fd of Abu Shakur al-SalimI (dates uncertain), the author 
gives no fewer than eight possible grounds for prophecy, of which two 
have some relation to gratitude, one being the by now familiar notion 
that revelation conveys the due measure of gratitude and worship (�add 
al-shukr wa l-'ubiidiyya).66 

In expounding the necessity of revelation in terms of gratitude, al-MaturidI 
appeals to the notion that inasmuch as God's bounties touch every single 
sense organ, every organ must be used in expressing gratitude. Because reason 
cannot determine the measure of gratitude due from each organ, prophecy is 
required to communicate this.67 This explanation survives in the well-known 
legal treatise Badii'i' al-Janii'i'fi tarnb al-shara'i' of the Central Asian Hanafi 
jurist al-KasanI (d. 58711191 ), who throughout his exposition of the 'ibiidiit 
makes reference to their rational ground.68 For al-KasanI the rational ground 
in each case is typically a specific expression of gratitude related to the ritual 
obligation in question. Thus al-KasanI explains the complete ablution (ghusl) 
required to regain purity after sexual intercourse as expressive of gratitude 
for the pleasure experienced by the entire body.69 
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For al-KasanI gratitude for God's favors is, however, not the only pos­
sible justification in every case. He offers three rational grounds for the 
obligation of paying zakiit: assisting the poor in performing their obliga­
tions, purifying oneself from the vice of greed, and expressing gratitude 
to God for the blessing of wealth. 70 He similarly provides three rational 
grounds for the obligation of fasting: deprivation from food, drink, and 
sex brings one to recognition of and gratitude for these favors of God, 
abstinence breeds fear of God (taqwa'), and fasting breaks the hold of nature 
(tab' ) and appetite (shahwa).71 The pilgrimage he explains as expressive of 
servitude ('ubudiyya) and gratitude, each of which is rationally required 
(liizim fi ! -ma 'qui). 72 

The theory of the moral obligation of gratitude as the ground of the 
obligation to obey God's law enjoyed, it seems, sufficient popularity to 
threaten the anti-rationalists. Some of the latter were apparently not con­
tent with attacking the notion of rational obligations in general, including 
any alleged rational obligation of gratitude. They also insisted, along the 
lines of the Basran Mu'tazilis, that gratitude was not a matter of actions. 
lbn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) found himself called upon to refute the claim 
made by an Ash'ari contemporary in the name of ah! al-sunna that gratitude 
is confined to words. 73 He would, in any case, have been familiar with the 
view of the Hanbali Abo Ya'la b. al-Farra' (d. 458/ 1066) that there was 
no rational obligation of gratitude and that the gratitude prescribed by 
Islamic law itself was confined to the tongue and mind. 74 

Universalist Implications of the Theory of Gratitude 
The theory of gratitude, insofar as it was seriously maintained, naturally 
supported a universalistic conception of the revealed law in two senses. In 
the first place, for committed gratitude theorists the revealed law had to 
be contemporaneous with the moral responsibility that followed from the 
possession of reason by humans. The revealed law was thus universal in 
the temporal sense. In a second sense, the revealed law was universal in 
that all morally responsible humans were necessarily subject to the valid 
revealed law of their day to the extent that they had knowledge of this 
law. Each of these points merits some elaboration. 

Because the theory of gratitude regarded the rational obligation of 
gratitude, in this case gratitude to God, as empty without the information 
on how to exhibit gratitude that God provided by revelation, the relation 
between reason and revelation is quite different for the two theories of 
obligation. For the theory of gratitude, there is no gap between a state of 
being subject to the obligations of reason (taklif 'aqli) and being subject 
to the obligations of the revealed law (taklif sam 'i). 75 The Twelver Shi'i al­
Shaykh al-Mufid (d. 413/ 1022) notes that on this question the Baghdadi 
Mu'tazilis are in agreement with the lmami Shi'is against the other 
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Mu'tazilis, Kharijites, and Zaydis. He points out that lmamis support their 
position with arguments additional to those employed by the Baghdadis. 76 

For the lmamis their doctrine of the imiima was understood to require 
this constant conjunction of rational and legal obligation, whereas for the 
Baghdadis the conjunction rested upon the necessity of giving content to 
the rational obligation of gratitude, a position that al-Mufid as a proponent 
of the gratitude theory could also endorse. 

A forceful statement of this position comes from the grandson of 
al-Qasim b. lbrahim, the Zaydi imam al-HadI Ya}:iya b. al-I:Iusayn (d. 
298/911), the founder of the Yemeni Zaydi state. Al-HadI explains that 
because we cannot know how to obey, and in this way express our gratitude, 
without information (khabar) from the Benefactor (al-mun 'im) telling us how 
He wants us to obey, and there can be no direct information from God 
face to face, "one knows that the information on obedience is only possible 
through a messenger from the Benefactor, who differs from other humans 
in his marks and actions. It is thus incumbent on one who has reached 
physical and intellectual majority (al-baligh al-mudrik) to know without 
the benefit of transmitted report that God does provide a messenger."77 

According to al-HadI, reason alone is sufficient to establish the necessity 
of prophecy as a corollary of the rational obligation of gratitude. 

The necessary conjunction between the states of rational and legal 
obligation that follows from the theory of gratitude was not accepted 
by the lu!f theorists. For them it is conceivable that there be cases where 
individuals will comply with their rational obligations without the neces­
sity for the assistance provided by the revealed law, that is, without lu!f in 
the form of revelation. In such cases, there is no necessity for a Prophet 
to be sent. 78 

The universality of the revealed law in a second sense follows from the 
gratitude theory. All humans with moral responsibility are subject to the 
revealed law, the essential function of which is to give content to their 
universal moral obligation of gratitude to their common benefactor God; 
that is, to the extent that there is a revealed law, it obligates the very same 
humans who owe gratitude to God to the extent that they are in a position 
to have knowledge of the revealed law. The gratitude theorists are com­
mitted by their theory to a positive answer to the well-known question of 
whether unbelievers are subject to the revealed law, in the sense that they 
are punishable for infractions of this law. 79 The fact that the Central Asian 
Hanafis, as opposed to the Iraqi Hanafis, tended to give a negative answer 
to this question is a clear indication that their commitment to the gratitude 
theory was less than complete.80 On their anti-Mu'tazili interpretation
of rationalist ethics as ultimately imposed by God, not reason, the link 
between the rational obligation of gratitude and the revealed law should, 
if anything, be even tighter than for the Mu'tazili gratitude theorists. On 
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this point, however, the Murji'ism of these Hanafis seems to have proved 
dominant, in that they insisted on a sharp distinction between salvational 
belief and action. 

On the luif theory of obligation, it is less obvious what the answer to this 
question should be. The mainstream of Basran Mu'tazilis maintained the 
view that unbelievers were bound by the provisions of the revealed law.81 

Apart from appeal to Qur'anic verses, this position could be defended in 
terms of the luif theory.82 But the dispute on this point among medieval 
Jewish theorists, also working with the luiftheory, shows that this conclusion 
was by no means inevitable.83 Whereas the theory of gratitude looks to the 
objective role of the revealed law as instituted by God as an expression of the 
appropriate gratitude to which He is entitled, the luif theory puts emphasis 
on the subjective operation of the revealed law on the motivation of each 
agent. It is correspondingly more accommodating of individual peculiari­
ties and is to that extent compatible with the notion that the motivational 
efficacy of the law might depend on prior belief.84 Both Baghdadi and 
Basran Mu'tazili ethics have deontological and consequentialist elements, 
but in their accounts of the justification of obedience to God the Baghdadis 
focus on the deontological, the Basrans on the consequentialist, which in 
their case happens to take a distinctly agent-relative form. 

Further Implications of the Theory of Gratitude 
Two further possible implications of the debate between gratitude and 
luif theorists over the ground of legal obligation remain to be considered. 
The first is the relation between the two theories and the epistemic evalu­
ation of independent reasoning (i:ftihad), that is, the question of whether 
every mujtahid is correct or not. On this question the Basran Mu'tazilis 
from early on embraced infallibilism (t�wzb), the view that every mujthahid 
is correct within the scope of his ijtihad. The Basran view was adopted 
by many Zaydis in connection with their growing adherence to Basran 
Mu'tazilism.85 The Baghdadi Mu'tazilis, by contrast, for a long time rejected 
ijtihad altogether in its technical sense of probabilistic legal reasoning and 
insisted that all of the law could be the object of knowledge. They held a 
strong form of fallibilism (takhti'a), the view that there was only one correct 
answer to every legal question. Although al-Ka'bI was the central figure 
in the shift on the part of the Baghdadis toward acceptance of ijtihad, he 
continued to maintain fallibilism in a mitigated form: there was one cor­
rect answer but it might not be knowable.86 

The possible conceptual link between the theory of gratitude and fal­
libilism once again lies in the objective quality of the law as an expression 
of gratitude ordained by God, as opposed to the law as a form of luif 
operating on each psyche, such that the mujtahid's subjective sense of prob­
ability might determine the effect on him of compliance with the law. It is 
significant that along with his championing of the theory of gratitude, the 
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Zaydi imam al-Qasim b. Mubammad endorsed fallibilism as the teaching 
of the majority of Zaydi imams and other jurists.87 

The apparent early widespread appeal of the theory of gratitude to a 
variety of thinkers merits further study in relation to the development of 
legal reasoning. It is not unlikely that important early Shafi'i jurists, who 
are reported to have upheld a rational obligation of gratitude, were in fact 
at the same time offering a rational ground for the obligation to obey the 
law.88 If this is so, these same jurists are likely to have held the theory of 
gratitude in its impure form, that is, to have looked beyond simple obedi­
ence to the variety of benefits that God bestowed by revealing the law. 
The significance of this for legal history may then lie in the use made by 
these same jurists of analogy (qiyas). 

If the revealed law is seen as a system imposed for the benefit of 
those subject to it, then each element of the revealed law will have to 
be scrutinized to discern the benefit it may be intended to achieve, and 
any extension of the revealed law by analogy will need to ensure that the 
aimed-at benefits are preserved in the process. We thus end up with an 
overtly utilitarian approach to the law. Just such an approach was taken 
by the leading early Transoxanian Shafi'i al-Qaffal al-ShashI (d. 365/976), 
whose unedited MaMsin al-shan'a expounds the entire corpus of Shafi'i law 
in terms of m�lalJ,a in the wide sense invoked by the proponents of the 
doctrine of al-�lalJ, .89 Al-ShashI understood the provisions of the revealed 
law as designed to create a just and stable social order. 90 Like some other 
leading early Shafi'i jurists al-Qafial was regarded by later Ash 'ari Shafi'is 
as having adhered to Mu'tazilism at least for a time.91 

There is no necessary relation between endorsement of either theory 
of legal obligation and the practice of legal analogy, and Twelver Shi'i 
jurists held both theories of obligation while continuing to reject qiyas. 
Nonetheless for those jurists who did accept analogy, the adoption of 
the luif theory in place of the theory of gratitude might be expected to 
bring with it a corresponding shift to a more narrowly individualistic view 
of the revealed law, as attention turned to the underlying relationship, a 
psychological one, that fitted the law to the rational morality it served, the 
so-called munasaba between the two, and away from its social role.92 In the 
absence of extensive information on the law of the leading Baghdadi and 
Basran Mu'tazilis, Zaydi law, too long neglected by Western scholarship 
in any case, would appear to be the most obvious place to look for such 
a change. 

Summary 
Two important theories of the moral ground for obedience to God's com­
mands held by Muslim theorists were the theory of gratitude (shukr) and the 
theory of grace (luif). The theory of gratitude was widely popular in early 
Islamic thought and even later among those who recognized some form 
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of rational ethics. The theory of grace was that of the Basran Mu'tazila 
and those, including Shi'is andjews, who came under their influence. In 
the wake of extensive debate within Mu'tazili circles between proponents 
of the two competing theories, the theory of grace emerged dominant. 
The theory of gratitude did, however, enjoy a renewed life among Yemeni 
Zaydis after it was championed by the imam al-Man�ur bi-llah Mul).ammad 
b. al-Qasim ( d. l 029 / l 620). The theory of gratitude points in the direc­
tion of a more universalist notion of revealed law in that it makes the
revealed law necessarily contemporaneous with morality and binding on
all humans. The theory of gratitude also appears to favor the doctrine of
the fallibility of ijtihad (takh(i 'a) and a broadly utilitarian approach to the
practice of analogy (qryiis).

NOTES 
1 On obedience to God, see "Obedience" (Khalid Yahya Blankinship), in 

Encyclopaedia qf the Qyr'iin (Leiden 2001-6), 3:366-69; and "Ta'a" (D. Gimaret), 
in E/2, 10:1-2. 
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MazandaranI, Farhang-i 4tiliiMt-i u�illi (Tehran 1377 s), 78; Mu}:iammad Sanqur 
'AlI, al-MuJam al-�illf(Qum 1380 s/2001), 264-65, 275. Both authors adduce the 
Qur'anic command to obey God, as does 'Isa WilayI, Farhang-i tashrflJ,f-i 4tiliibiit-i 
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discussions throughout Mu}:iammad 1:Iusayn al-Tabataba'I, al-Mf;:,iin fi tafsfr al­
Qyr'iin (Beirut n.d.).
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in John Hospers, Human Conduct: An Introduction to the Problems qf Ethics (New York 
1961 ), 174---95. On this question a prudential answer came to dominate Mu'tazili 
thought: it is rational to avoid harm; see, for example, the Twelver Shi'i Abu 
1-Sala}:i TaqI al-Din al-1:IalabI, Taqrfb al-ma'iirif, ed. Faris Tabriziyan al-1:Iassun
(n.p. , 1417 AH), 65-6, on the obligation of reasoning (na?:,ar) as to the existence
of God.

4 The focus here is on obligation. Needless to say, Ash'aris might prefer to 
regard their obedience to God as growing out of love, and the ties between 
Ash'arism and Sufism are well known. Al-Ghaza!I, in the chapter al-m�abba of 
his Ibyii' 'ulilm al-din (Aleppo 1419/1998), 5:4, speaks of obedience as derivative 
of love and its fruit. 

5 al-Ghaza!I, al-Iq�iidfi l -i'tiqiid, ed. ibrahim Agah Qubukc;u and Hiiseyin Atay 
(Ankara 1962), 171-72. 
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p. 60, which adduces support for rationalist ethics among Karramis, Malikis,
Shafi'is, and Hanbalis. For an Isma'ili reference to the rational obligation of
gratitude, see Ja'far b. Man�ur al-Yaman, The Master and the Disciple: An Earl:J
Islamic Spiritual Dialogue, ed. and trans. James Morris (London 200 l ), Arabic 46,
trans. 116.

7 I address here the obligation of obedience to God, sometimes put as obe­
dience to His messengers. I do not take up the question of obedience to rulers 
except insofar as this follows directly from God's commands. 
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11 Abu Hashim in particular identified the prophetic function as exclusively 
legislative (Ibn Mattawayh, Kitiib al-Majmil'.fi l-mubft bi l -taklif, vol. 3, ed.Jan Peters 
[Beirut 1999], 438), although some of his followers are reported to have relaxed 
this requirement to a certain extent (al-Sharif al-Murta<;la, al-Dhakhfra fi 'ilm al­
kaliim, ed. A}:imad al-1:IusaynI [Qum 1411), 325). 

12 On the theory of luif, see Binyamin Abrahamov, '"Abd al-:Jabbar's Theory 
of Divine Assistance (Luif)," Jerusal,em Studies in Arabic and Islam 16 ( 1993), 41-58, 
which includes an annotated translation of the relevant section of Mankdim's 
Sharb al-�l al-khamsa; and David E. Sklare, Samuel Ben If efni Gaon and His Cultural 
World: Texts and Studies (Leiden 1996), 150-52. The topic, which goes well beyond 
the revealed law, deserves far more extensive treatment than it has so far received. 
Because Abrahamov, like some others, is concerned lest translation of the term 
luif by "grace" introduce misleading Christian connotations ( 4 7 n. 16), it is worth 
noting that Louis Gardet, a Roman Catholic priest, felt free to adopt the transla­
tion "grace divine" in his Dieu et la destinee de l'homme (Paris 196 7), 101-7 (with 
comparative remarks). In any case, the final word has not been said on possible 
Christian influence. 

13 The accessibility of the notion of an obligation of gratitude to God perhaps 
goes some way in explaining the prominent role it sometimes continues to play in 
the popular writing of theologians who are committed to the theory of lu!f, for 
example, al-1:Iakim al-:JishumI (d. 493/1101), T�kfm al-'uqillfi �bf/J al-u�l, ed. 
'Abd al-Salam b. 'Abbas al-Wajih (Amman 1421/2001), 31-2, cf. 197-98. 

14 According to al-Ka'bI, the hardship involved in obeying God's laws was 
fully justified by God's pre-existing benefits (Mankdim, Sharb al-u�ill al-khamsa, ed. 
'Abd al-Karim 'Uthman [Cairo 1384/1965], 217-18; also attributed to al-Ka'bI 
and the Baghdadis in al-TabrisI, Majma' al-bayiin, on Q 57:21, cited in Tajsfr Abf 
l -Q,iisim al-Ka'bf al-Balkhf, ed. Khi<;lr Mu}:iammad Nabha [Beirut 1428/2007], 294)
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(this is a modern collection of citations from al-Ka'hf's lost commentary, one of 
a series of such works on Mu'tazili tafsfr). But this cannot be a complete answer, 
since it addresses only the question of the justice ('ad!) of demanding obedience, 
but not the utilitarian aspect of imposing such hardship that al-Ka'bI's adherence 
to al-�wb, discussed below, would require. This was sometimes explained by the 
Baghdadis in psychological terms: the previously experienced hardship enhanced 
the enjoyment of God's reward (lbn Mattawayh, Kitab al-Majmii', 3: 14 7). 

15 The far-reaching Basran critique of the ethics of the Baghdadis focused on 
their recognition as grounds of obligation what were not so and their failure to 
recognize what were in fact grounds (al-Qa<;II 'Abd al-:Jabbar, al-Mughnf ft abwab 
al-taw}Jfdwa l-'adl, vol. 14, ed. Mu�tafa al-Saqqa [Cairo 1385/1965], 23). 

16 On the importance of identifying an independent argument from gratitude, 
see A. D. M. Walker, "Political Obligation and the Argument from Gratitude," 
Philosophy and Public Affeirs 17 /3 (Summer 1988), 203. The criterion of indepen­
dence, as Walker terms it, need, however, apply to only a part of one's obliga­
tions. Mark C. Murphy, An Essay on Divine Authority (Ithaca 2002), 115-18, presents 
arguments for a gratitude theory of obedience to God that does not claim such 
independence and thus supports, as he readily acknowledges, a very thin notion 
of divine authority. 

17 On the character of this work, see Wilferd Madelung, Der Imam al-Q,iisim ibn 
Ibriihfm und die G/,aubenslehre der ,Zaiditen (Berlin 1965), I 00. 

18 Kitab al-Radd 'ala l-mul}Jid, ed. Mul).ammad Yal).ya Salim 'lzzan (San'a' 
1412/ l 992), 52-3; also published with his al-Dalfl al-kabfr, ed. Imam I:IanafI 'Abd 
Allah (Cairo 1420/2000), 102-3, and included under the title Muna;:,ara ma'a 
l -mul}Jid, in Majmii' kutub wa-rasa'il al-Imam al-Q,iisim b. Ibriihfm, ed. 'Abd al-Karim 
Al).madJadaban (San'a' 1422/2001), 1:313-14. C( Taftzr Abf l-Q,iisim al-Ka'bf al­
Balkhf, 156 on Q 3:186. Al-Qasim argues that reason cannot itself arrive at the 
various legal obligations but can recognize them as right when they are imposed as 
tests, compliance with which will be rewarded. To the extent that the rationality of 
compliance depends on the supposition that a reward will be given for obedience, 
the theory of gratitude here is only relatively pure. Saadia Gaon offers a similar 
account (Kitab al-Mukhtar min al-amanat wa l-i'tiqadat, ed. and trans. Yosef Kafil:i 
[Jerusalem 1970], 118-19), but goes on to observe that there must exist some, 
albeit modest, rational ground in terms of benefit for the obligations. In inquiring 
into the content of the obligations, Saadia goes beyond the relatively pure theory 
of gratitude that justifies the obligations imposed by the benefactor solely as means 
for the beneficiary to gain a reward. For the pure and relatively pure theories of 
gratitude, the rationality of performing the obligatory acts is extrinsic to their 
nature: they function either as merely arbitrarily chosen expressions of gratitude 
or as such expressions joined with the promise of reward for performance. On 
the rationality of God's imposing obligations for the sole purpose of rewarding 
their performance (as defended by Saadia, for example, op. cit., 117: wa l-'aql 
yujawwi;::, ayrf,an an yasta 'mi/,a al-bakfm 'amil,an ft shay' ma wa-yu '.tiyahii 'a/,ayhf ujratahii 
li-wajh ta'rirf,ihf ila al-nef' khi4Jatan), see the critical discussion in lbn Mattawayh,
Kitab al-Majmii', 3:434-35, where the widespread appeal to the notion in earlier
Mu'tazili writing is mentioned.

19 The pure theory of gratitude, like any other Islamic theory of obligation, 
has to face the question of variations in God's law, that is, the question of why 

THE OBLIGATION TO OBEY GOD'S COMMANDS 413 

God's tests, if that is what His laws are, vary, whether across individuals, across 
revelations, and even within the single revelation to Mul).ammad. Inasmuch as 
God is understood to be unchanging, the explanation, unless it is to be an appeal 
to the mystery of the divine will (c( lbn Furak, Mujarrad Maqalat al-Shaykh Abf 
l-Jfasan al-Ash'arf, ed. Daniel Gimaret [Beirut 1987], 199-200 on abrogation),
would have to be in terms of differences in His creatures; thus the development
away from the pure theory.

20 Sklare, Samuel ben lfefni, 150. On the meaning that the Basrans attached to 
the term al-�lab, see 'Abd al-:Jabbar, al-Mughnf, 14:37. See further the compre­
hensive article of Robert Brunschvig, "Mu'tazilisme et optimum (al-�/,a}J)," Studia 
Iswmica 39 (1974), 5-23. 

21 Na�Ir al-Din al-TusI (d. 672/1274) argues that if obedience were due God 
for His benefits, then God, not his creature, would be in the position of the one 
rewarded (muthab) (Talkh� al-Mub�Jal, ed. 'Abd Allah NuranI [Tehran 1359 s], 
343). The philosopher Terrance McConnell is of the view that a benefactor 
who acts for the purpose of putting his beneficiary in his debt is not entitled to 
gratitude (Gratitude [Philadelphia 1993], 22-5). 

22 lbn Mattawayh, Kitab al-Majmii', 3: 170-71. 
23 Ed. I:Iasan b. Yal).ya al-Y usufI (San'a' 1424/2003), 247-309. 
24 On parents as one's primary human benefactors, see the gratitude theorists 

al-KarajikI, al-Ta'rif bi-wujiib /Jaqq al-walidayn, ed. Mul).ammad Baqir al-Na�iri 
(Baghdad 1398/ 1978), 25, and al-Qasim b. Mul).ammad, Majmii' kutub wa-rasa'il 
al-Imam al-Ma�iir bi flab al-Q,iisim b. Mu}Jammad, vol. 1, ed. Mul).ammad Qasim 
Mul).ammad al-Mutawakkil (San'a' 1424/2003), 207-20. The Basran view of the 
relation between children and parents was cynical to the extent that their analysis 
was in terms of prudence. Both parents and children in their dealings with one 
another were motivated above all by avoidance of harm to their own interests. 
According to 'Abd al-:Jabbar, al-Mughnf, 14:27, parents are under no independent 
moral obligation to benefit their children. Since God is above all harm, He is 
bound neither by prudence nor morality to act to the benefit of anyone. C( the 

Jewish gratitude theorist Bab.ya ibn Paquda, Kitab al-Hidi!Ja ilafara'irf, al-quliib, ed. 
and trans. Yosef Kafil:i (Jerusalem 1973), 128, who acknowledges that a father's 
benefits to a son are self-interested, "for the son is part of the father" (al-wa/,ad 
qi('a min al-walid). 

For a rejection of gratitude as the basis for obedience to either parents or God, 
see Joseph L. Lombardi, "Filial Gratitude and the God's Right to Command," 
Journal ef Religious Ethics 19 (1991), 93-118. On the analogy sometimes made 
between gratitude owed to parents and to the state, see A. John Simmons, Moral 
Principles and Political Obligations (Princeton 1979), 161, 183. 

25 For representative opinions by Western philosophers on the rational obli­
gation of gratitude, see "Gratitude" (Mary A. McCloskey), in Lawrence C. 
and Charlotte B. Becker (eds.), Encyclopedia ef Ethics, 2nd ed. (New York 2001), 
1 :629-31. Two book-length philosophical studies of gratitude are Terrance C. 
McConnell, Gratitude, already cited, and the more historical Antonio Poliseno, 
La gratitudine: tra obliga;::,ione morale et debito legale (Rome 2005). Two collections 
of papers on the topic are Josef Seifert (ed.), Danken und Dankbarkeit (Heidelberg 
1992), which includes a contribution from the Islamic (largely Sufi) perspec­
tive by Hadi Sharifi, 197-21 O; and Giuseppi Galli, Interpreta;::,ione e gratitudine 
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(Macertoa 1994). Both volumes include papers on the obligation of gratitude 
in Roman law. 

26 On ta'a as the appropriate form of gratitude to a superior, see al-KarajikI, 
Ma'iidin al-jawahir wa-riyarf,at al-khawa#r, ed. 'AII Rid.a Hazar (Qum, 1422), 87. Note 
also the definition of fii'a in Babya ibn Paquda, Kitab al-Hidiiya, 136 as khu(ju' a/­
mun 'am 'alayhi Ii l-mun'im bi l-ni'ma wa-mukiifo'atihi ala ni'amihi basab taqatihi. 

2i See the definitions of gratitude collected in Sharb al-mu*labat al-kalamiyya 
(Mashhad 1414 AH), 177-78, and Abu Hila! al-'AskarI, al-Furilq al-lughawiyya, ed. 
Mubammad Basil 'Uyun al-Sud (Beirut 1421/2000), 162, according to whom 
gratitude is exclusively verbal, to which add 'Abd Allah lbn J:lamza, Sharb al-Risa/a 
al-n¾i,ba bi l-adilla al-warf,iba, ed. lbrahim Yabya al-DarsI al-1:lamzI and HadI b. 
J:lasan b. HadI al-1:lamzI (Sa'da 1423/2002), 49. The ZaydI imam al-HadI ila 
1-1:laqq Yabya b. al-1:lusayn (d. 298/911 ), a gratitude theorist, already insists that
gratitude includes actions not only words (Kitab al-Abkamft l-balal wa l-baram [n.p.
1410/1990], 1:535). The Shafi'i Ash'ari lbn Barhan (d. 518/1124) in his al-Wu$fil
ila l -u$fil, ed. 'Abd al-J:lamid 'AII Abu Zunayd (Riyad 1403/1983), I :67, incorrectly
states that for the Mu'tazilis, compliance with the rational obligation of gratitude
consists in refraining from actions condemned by reason and performing actions
approved of by reason. He argues that they have to locate gratitude in action
because reason dictates no specific form of words to express gratitude, nor can
gratitude consist in knowledge of God, for that must precede gratitude. This
account corresponds to neither Baghdadi nor Basran teachings. As far as the
Basrans are concerned, a verbal expression of gratitude, however articulated, is
rationally obligatory only under specific circumstances ('Abd al-:Jabbar, al-Mughni,
14:167; Mankdim, Sharb al-u$ill al-khamsa, 83). Cf. another Ash'ari Shafi'i, Abu
1-Mu�affar al-lsfarayinI, who also presents the rational obligation of gratitude for
the Mu'tazilis as operating outside of the Shari'a (al-Tabfir ft ! -din, ed. Mubammad 
Zahid al-KawtharI [Baghdad 1374/1955], 62-3. 

28 Ibn Mattawayh, Kitab al-Majmu', 3: 14 7. 
29 Ibid. According to the Basrans, gratitude, whether to God or to those legally 

entitled to it, merits reward from God insofar as it is burdensome (Mankdim, 
Sharb al-14ul al-khamsa, 82-3). 

30 Ibn Mattawayh, Kitab al-Majmu', 3: 148. The same point is made in 'Abd al­
Jabbar, al-Mughni, 14: 168. This explanation should be contrasted with the exposi­
tion of the relation between gratitude and physical action (in the form of the 'ibiidiit) 
found in Mankdim, Sharb al-14ul al-khamsa, 82, and al-Sharif al-Murtac;la, Sharb 
jumal al-'ilm wa l-'amal, ed. Ya'qub al-Ja'farI al-MaraghI (Tehran 1419 AH), 133, 
and alluded to in passing in al-Mughni, 14: 166, I. 19 reading bi-ni'amihi. Al-Sharif 
al-Murtac;la, al-Dhakhfra, 207, speaks of 'ibiida as a kayfiyyaft l -shukr but otherwise 
makes it clear that gratitude is primarily a verbal act (277-78), as he also does in his 
al-lfudud wa l-baqa'iq, ed. Mubammad TaqI Danishpazhuh, in Chahiir farhangnamah-i 
kalami(n.p. n.d.), 164---65. Elsewhere he states: la shukr awfa min al-'ibiida (Majmu'aft 

fanun min 'ilm al-kalam, in Nqfo'is al-makhtutat, al-majmu'a al-khamisa, ed. Mubammad 
I:Iusayn Al Y asin [Baghdad 1375/1955]). His explanation in al-Dhakhfra is followed 
by Abu Ja'far al-TusI's commentary on Jumal al-'ilm wa l-'amal, Kitiib Tamhul al­
u$illft 'ilm al-kalam, ed. 'Abd al-Mubsin Mishkat al-DinI (Tehran 1362 s), 250. It 
appears that older forms of speaking reflecting the gratitude theory of obligation 
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were only gradually brought into line with the singularity of the luif theory. In 
this respect lbn Mattawayh is particularly consistent. 

31 Ibn Mattawayh, Kitab al-Majmu', 3: 148. The compressed argument in 'Abd 
al-:Jabbar, al-Mughni, 14: 168, appears to make the quite different point that the 
variability of legal obligations makes sense on the theory of luif but not on the 
theory of gratitude, since all are subject to the same rational obligation of gratitude 
vis-a-vis God, having all received the same basic benefits (u$ill al-ni'am), including 
life itself These basic benefits already create a limitless and unceasing obligation 
of mental gratitude. Presumably the Baghdadis would respond to lbn Mattawayh 
along these lines, but include action as integral to their notion of gratitude. 

32 These two criticisms are prominent in the convenient summary of Sterling 
Harwood, "Eleven Objections to Utilitarianism," in Louis P. Pojman (ed.), Moral 
Philosophy: A Reader (Indianapolis 1993), 142-44. The argument that the Baghdadi 
teaching is overly demanding was particularly relied upon by Abu 'AII al-:Jubba'I 
according to al-Mughni, 14:56. Al-Mughni, 14:70, attributes the argument from the 
elimination of supererogation (tqfaef,ef,ul ) to his son Abu Hashim. 

33 The question whether obligatory benefits can ground a duty of gratitude 
continues to be debated (see McConnell, Gratitude, 14-6). C( the polite contem­
porary expression used to decline thanks, la shukr 'ala wqjib. 

34 Ibn Mattawayh, Kitab al-Majmu', 3: 149. This anti-utilitarian argument appears 
in al-Mughnf, 14:67, where it is attributed to shuyukhina. 

35 lbn Mattawayh, Kitiib al-Majmu', 3:156. 
36 'Abd al-:Jabbar, al-Mughni, 14:12. 
37 Op. cit., 14:47. 
38 Ibn Mattawayh, Kitab al-Majmu', 3:156. 
39 'Abd al-:Jabbar, al-Mughni, 14:67-8. This text mentions God's alfiif, as does the 

Karaite Y usuf al-Ba�Ir, in Georges Vajda, al-Kitiib al-Mubtawf de Yusuf al-Baf[r, ed. 
David R. Blumenthal (Leiden 1985),Judaeo-Arabic 752, trans. 513-14. Elsewhere 
only reward and compensation are adduced: e.g., al-Sharif al-Murtac;la, al-Dhakhfra 

ft 'ilm al-kalam, 207. Al-Yaqut by the Twelver Shi'i Abu lsbaq b. Nawbakht (dates 
uncertain) in I:Iasan b. Yusuf b. al-Mutahhar al-1:lillI, Anwar al-malakut ft sharb al­
Yaqut, ed. Mubammad NajmI ZanjanI (Tehran 1338 s), 156, introduces the altaf 
as an additional point, which suggests that the original form of this anti-utilitarian 
argument goes back to a pre-luif stage. 

40 Al-1:lillI, Anwar al-malakut, 156. 'Abd al-:Jabbar, al-Mughni, 14:68, insists that 
this reply is not open to the utilitarians. 

41 For al-Ba�rI's position on al-�/ab, see al-'Allama al-1:lillI, Kaslif al-muriid ft 
sharb Tqjrul al-i'tiqiid (qism al-iliihiyat), ed.Ja'far al-SubbanI (Qum 1375 s), 147-48. 
Sadid al-Din al-1:lima��I al-RazI (d. after 600/1204) speaks of al-Ba�rI mediating 
between the two camps (al-Munqidh min al-taqlul [Qum 1412 AH], 1:300). 

42 Kanz:, al-:fawa'id, ed. 'Abd Allah Ni'ma (Beirut 1405/1985), 1:225. Al-Mufi:d's 
position is noted below. 

43 Moral Principks and Political Obligations, 35. 
44 For example, al-1:lima��I al-RazI, al-Munqidh, 1:373-74, al-1:lillI, Kaslif al­

muriid, 151-4; al-1:lillI, Maniihij al-yaqinftu$ill al-din, ed. Mubammad Rid.a al-An�arI 
al-QummI (Qum 1416 AH), 264---65; al-Miqdad al-SuyurI (d. 826/1423), Kitab 
al-Lawami' al-ilahiyya, ed. Mubammad 'AII al-Tabataba'I (Tabriz 1397 AH), 166, 
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gives seven grounds in justification of prophecy, of which the third is the modality 
of gratitude and legal provisions not attainable by reason. Ibn Mattawayh already 
accords gratitude only the briefest mention in his discussion of the grounds for 
prophecy (Kitiib al-Majmu', 3:435, referring the reader to the treatment of the topic 
in al-ll$lab). On the topic of the justification of prophecy, see Sabine Schmidtke, 
The Theology ef al-'Alliima al-Jjillz (d. 726/1325) (Berlin 1991 ), 136-41. The Twelver 
Shi'i al-Shahid al-Awwal, Mubammad b. MakkI al-'AmilI (d. 786/ 1384), does 
take the trouble to expound what he takes to be al-Ka'bI's teaching on gratitude 
as the ground of obligation, but then makes the fanciful suggestion that al-Ka'bI 
may not have meant that the obligations of the revealed law constitute forms of 
gratitude, but that their performance would strengthen one's motives to discharge 
the rational obligation of gratitude (al-Maqala al-taklijiyya, in Rasa'il al-Shahzd 
al-Awwal [Qum 1385 s], 95; also in Arba' rasa'il kalamiyya [Qum 1423 AH], 51, 
with the commentary of 'AlI b. Mubammad al-Bayac;lI [d. 877/1472], al-Risa/a 
al-Yunusiyya, 166). This suggestion amounts to treating the theory of gratitude as 
a special limited form (shu'ba) of the luif theory. 

45 Abu 1-Salab al-1:IalabI, Taqnb al-ma'iirif, 65-6 (reasoning grounded in luif or 
gratitude), 152 (prophecy grounded in luif); Anonymous, Khulafat al-na;:;ar, ed. 
Sabine Schmidtke and Hasan Ansari (Tehran 2006), 22 (reasoning grounded in 
gratitude), 130 (prophecy justified in terms of luif) (this Twelver Shi'i text is dated 
by the editors to the late 6th/ 12th or early 7th/ 13th century); al-Miqdad al-SuyurI 
(d. 826/ 1423), Kitab al-Lawami' al-ilahiyya, 9-11; al-SuyurI, al-Nafi'yawm al-bashr fi 
sharb al-Bab al-baaz 'ashar, ed. MahdI Mubaqqiq (Tehran 1365 s), 3, published with 
Abu 1-Fatb b. Makhdum al-1:IusaynI (d. 976/1568), Miftab al-Bab, 74. 

46 To the extent that they were not construed as simply alternative versions of 
the argument from prudence (see n. 3 above). It may be surmised that a number 
of later theologians found the attenuated Basran notion of gratitude sufficient 
to support the mental obligation of reasoning about the existence and nature of 
God. T hey apparently were unconvinced by the Basran argument that the moral 
obligation of gratitude was not a suitable basis for the obligation of reasoning 
since it could not be known that one was the recipient of God's benefits until 
one had come to know something of the moral nature of God, for there can be 
no benefit without the intention to do good (Mankdim, Sharb al-ufiil a l -khamsa, 
70--1 ). lbn Mattawayh, al-Majmu'fi l-mubzt bi l-taklif, vol. I, ed.J.J. Houben (Beirut 
1965), 19--20, published as al-Mubzt bi l -taklif, ed. 'Umar al-Sayyid 'AzmI (Cairo, 
28-9), rejects the notion that one can render conditional gratitude when unsure
that one has been the recipient of benefits. This line of argument appears to 
represent a step toward the singularity of luif and away from any recognition at 
all of gratitude in the obligation of reasoning. The ZaydI Abmad b. Mubammad
al-SharafI (d. 1055/1646), Sharb al-Asas al-kabzr, ed. Abmad 'Ata Allah 'Arif (San'a'
1411 / 1991 ), 1: 195, has the anti-gratitude theorists urging that a vague form of
gratitude (shukr al-mun'im 'a/ii l-jumla) or conditional gratitude (al-shukr al-mashrut)
is sufficient to discharge one's rational obligation of gratitude but at the same
time insufficient to initiate the necessary further reasoning to arrive at God's
existence, precisely the argument found in al-1:Iima��I al-RazI, al-Munqidh, 1:268.
Presumably, one response available to the gratitude theorists would be to accept
a vague or conditional form of gratitude as merely the initial stage of theological
reasoning. Such a response is suggested by al-ZamakhsharI's comment on Q 4: 14 7,

 
! 
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which has vague gratitude (shukr mubham) coming to be followed by knowledge 
of God and obedience (al-Kashshif 'an baqa'iq al-tanzzl [Beirut n.d.J, 1:582). lbn 
Mattawayh may have sought to block this response. Khulafat al-na;:;ar, 22, responds 
that conditional gratitude is inappropriate when knowledge of the benefactor is 
possible, as in the case of God, while al-SharafI rejects the notion of conditional 
gratitude as irrational. A further consideration in explanation of the survival of 
the argument from gratitude for theological reasoning is that such reasoning is 
a one-time affair, unlike the continuing obligation of obedience. Precisely what 
initiates such reasoning is thus less critical than that it be accomplished and come 
to serve as the foundation for the revealed law. A particularly striking example of 
eclecticism here comes from the Twelver Shi'i Abu 1-Salab TaqI al-Din al-1:IalabI 
(d. 447/1055) (c[ n. 3 above), a student of al-Sharif al-Murtac;la, who gives all 
four of what he takes to be the possible solutions: if the primary obligation is 
knowledge of God (the Baghdadi view), this may be based on either gratitude or 
lutf, but if the primary obligation is reasoning (na;:;ar), that too may be based on 
either gratitude or luif (al-Kafi fi l-fiqh, ed. Ric;la UstadI [Isfahan 1403], 38-9). 

47 T hat Saadia wrote on revealed law under Baghdadi as opposed to Basran 
Mu'tazili influence was noted by Moshe Zucker, Saaclya's Commentary on Genesis 
(in Hebr.) (New York 1984), 306 n. 20, but the evidence he cites for this is not 
entirely cogent in light of what Ibn Mattawayh tells us (n. 18 above). Saadia as 
a proponent of a gratitude theory of obedience to God's commands is discussed 
by the philosophers Avi Sagi and Daniel Statman in their book on divine com­
mand ethics, Religion and Morality, trans. from Hebr. by Batya Stein (Amsterdam 
1995), 74-8. 

48 In what survives of the introduction to his prayer book, Saadia states that 
while the obligation of gratitude in known by reason, terming it prayer (falat) 
is based on revelation (Siddur R. Saadja Gaon, ed. I. Davidson et al. [Jerusalem 
2000], 3). 

49 Kitab al-Mukhtar, 1 I 6-23. Addressing the challenge that it would be ll$lab 
for his creatures if God were to freely grant them eternal bliss, Saadia, like the 
Baghdadi Mu'tazilis, explains that compensation for the hardship of obedience 
to God's law will come in the form of their enhanced enjoyment of what has 
been achieved by their own efforts rather than simply given (116). C[ al-Shaykh 
al-Mufid, Awa'il al-maqalat, in Mufannafat al-Shaykh al-Mzifid (Qum 1413 AH), 4:60, 
translated in Martin]. McDermott, The Theowgy ef al-Shaikh al-Mufal (d. 413/1022) 
(Beirut 1978), 76; al-KarajikI, Kanz al-fawa'id, 2:70--2. Both al-Mufid (Awa'il al­
maqalat, 4:59--60, translation and discussion in McDermott, 71-6) and al-KarajikI 
(Kanz al-fawa'id, 1:126-31), defended the theory of al-ll$/ab-

so In Spain Babya ibn Paquda (ca. 1080) in his Kitiib al-Hidiiya iliifara'i4 al-qulub,
127-84, presents a highly developed theory of gratitude, undoubtedly influenced by
Saadia's work but taken well beyond known kalam models. My thanks to Professor
Moshe Berger for reminding me to look at the works of Saadia and Babya.

51 On Samuel ben I:Iofni, see the work already cited of David E. Sklare. 
On Y usuf al-Ba�Ir, see in addition to the posthumously published edition and 
translation of his al-Mubtawz by Georges Vajda, referenced above, the introduc­
tion and bibliography of the first part of his shorter Kitab al-Tamyfz, published 
as Das Buch der Unterscheidung, ed. and trans. Wolfgang von Abel (Freiburg 2005). 
Luif was rendered as /,e'ut in the Hebrew of the Byzantine Karaites (Eliezer Ben-
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Yehuda, Thesaurus totius hebraitatis [in Hebr.] [Jerusalem 1948-59], 5:2583, cf. 
Simon Hopkins, "Arabic Elements in the Hebrew of the Byzantine Karaites," in 
Joshua Blau and Stefan C. Reif [eds.], Geni::,ah Research after Ninety Years: The Case 
ef Judaeo-Arabic [Cambridge 1992], 93-9). 

52 On the massive introduction of Mu'tazili literature into Yemen under Al:imad 
b. Sulayman, see Ayman Fu'ad Sayyid, Ta'rfkh al-madhiihib al-dfniyyafi biwd al-yaman
battii nihiiyat al-qarn al-siidis al-hijrf (Cairo 1408/ 1988), 254-59, largely relied upon in 
the account of Richard C. Martin and Mark R. Woodward (with Dwi S. Atmaja),
Defenders ef Reason in Islam (Oxford 1997). Leading Caspian Zaydi imams had 
already adopted the Basran Mu'tazili luif theory (see, for example, al-Mu'ayyad
bi-llah Al:imad b. al-1:lusayn, al-TabJira, ed. 'Abd al-Kanm b. Al:imad Jadaban
[Sa'da 1423/2002], 30, on the obligation of reasoning as based on luif).

53 Quoted from an otherwise apparently no longer extant section of his al­
Mabajja al-bay#' in al-SharafI, Sharb al-Asiis al-kabfr, 2:276-79; cf. Madelung, 
al-Imam al-Q,iisim, 222. On al-'AnsI, see 'Abd al-Salam b. 'Abbas al-Wajih, A 'liim 
al-mu 'allifin al-zqydiyya (Amman 1420/ 1999), 589-91. 

54 The two theories are said to be close by Al:imad b. 'Abd Allah al-San'anI (d. 
1080/ 1669), who ascribes the same view to al-Najn's Kitiib al-Muniisabiit (al-Gh�n 
al-mqyyiisa), ed. Ayman 'Abd al:Jabir al-Bubayn (Cairo 1421/2001), 29. Al-Najn's 
work, still unpublished, is, however, formulated according to the luif theory as 
is clear from the reproduction of part of its preface in al-Najn, Shqfi al- 'alfl, ed. 
Al:imad 'AII Al)mad al-ShamI, vol. 1 (San'a' 1406/1986), 47. 

55 Mqjmu' kutub wa-rasii'il, 1 :206. 
56 There are now two editions of Kitiib al-Asiis, that of Albert Nader (Beirut 

1980) and that of Mubammad Qasim 'Abd Allah al-HashimI (Sa'da 1415/1994). 
Gratitude and luif as the two standard rival theories of the obligation of obedience 
appear in al-1:lasan b. Al)mad al:Jalal (d. 1084/1673), al-'hma 'an al-¢a/ii,l, ed. by 
I:Iusayn b. 'Abd Allah al-'Amn, in al-'Alwma al-mujtahid al-mutwq al-f:lasan b. al-Jaliil 
(Beirut l 421 /2000), 110, and al-1:lusayn b. Na�ir al-Sharaf (d. 1111 / 1699), Matma' 
al-iimiil, ed. 'Abd Allah b. 'Abd Allah al-1:luthI (San'a' 1422/2002), 400. 

57 Kitiib al-Asiis, ed. Nader, 55, 135--6, ed. al-HashimI, 18, 120. Al-Qasim 
adduced the usage of the term kiifir ni'ma by the early imams for one who had 
committed a single major sin as evidence for their acceptance of the gratitude 
theory (ed. Nader, 188-89, ed. al-HashimI, 184). The gratitude theory espoused 
by al-Qasim and by al-'AnsI before him is generally speaking Baghdadi, although 
both insist that God is under no obligations. 

58 Al-Ra��a�'s short text, also known as al-Thaliithuna mas'ala, has been edited 
by Mubammad KafafI (Beirut 1971). Two of its commentaries e_xpounding the 
gratitude theory are those of Al)mad b. Yabya b. l:labis, Kitiib al-1¢a�, ed. l:lasan 
b. Y usuf b. Yabya al-YusufI (San'a' 1420/2000), 48-51 and al-Na�ir li-Din Allah
Ibrahim b. Mubammad, al-hbab, ed. 'Abd al-Rabman b. l:lusayn Shayim (San'a'
1422/2002), 23 (in the section added by the contemporary editor). Al-Ra��a�'s
adherence to the theory of luif is clear from his recently published al-Khu�a al­
nafi'a, ed. Imam I:IanafI Sayyid 'Abd Allah (Cairo 1422/2002), 42, 48.

59 Al-1:luthI's tanbm on the subject, dated 1381 /1961, is included as a footnote 
to the edition of Mubammad b. Salab al-SharafI's 'Uddat al-akyiis fi sharb ma'anz 
al-Asiis (San'a' 1415/ 1995), 1 :63-8. On al-1:luthI, see al-Wajih, A 'liim al-zaydiyya, 
316-17.
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60 Al-1:luthI suggests that the gratitude theory came to be adopted in light of the 
legal obligation of gratitude coupled with gratitude being morally right (1:64). 

61 The Twelver Shi'i lbn Shahrashub (d. 588/ 1192) makes reference to 
instances of gratitude that are supererogatory (tatawwu') but gives no examples 
(Mutashabih al-Qy.r'an [Tehran 1328 AH], 1:124). He may have been thinking of 
a verbal expression of gratitude where such is not made obligatory by special 
circumstances (see n. 27 above). 

62 Al-1:luthI's theory of obligation bears a strong resemblance to that of Abu 
'AlI al:Jubba'I (Shar� al-u�l al-khamsa, 43). It is interesting to note that Walker, 
"Political Obligation and the Argument from Gratitude," 202, also favors a ver­
sion of the argument from gratitude that rests on the obligation of not acting in 
ways incompatible with the goodwill due a benefactor. 

63 A Hanafi version of a rational morality, including the obligation of gratitude 
to a benefactor, was attributed to Abu l:lanifa. It holds that God, not reason, is the 
mqjib (Mubammad b. 'Abd al-1:lamid al-UsmandI [d. 552/1157], Lubiib al-kawm, 
ed. M. Sait Ozervarh, 30). My thanks to Professor Ozervarh for providing me with 
a copy of a preliminary edition of this text cited here. I have not seen the edition 
he published in Al,aeddin el-Osmendi ve liibabu'l-Kelam adli eseri (Istanbul 2005). On 
this Hanafi position on rational ethics, see Reinhart, Before Revelation, 52-6. 

64 Ed. Bekir Topaloglu and Muhammad Aru<;i (Ankara 2003), 156; cf. 274 
(God's bestowing His benefits entails His making Himself known so as to enable 
His creatures appropriately to direct their gratitude). 

65 Op. cit., 278. 
66 Ed. Omiir Tiirkmen, Haran University Ph.D. dissertation, 100. My thanks to 

Professor Ozervarh for providing me with a copy of this edition. Strictly speaking, 
some of the grounds offered to support the necessity of prophecy do not go to the 
issue of obedience to the law, since they address possible functions of prophecy 
other than legislation. In the case of al-SalimI's list, however, we find that one 
of the possible grounds for prophecy is conveying the obligation of gratitude, a 
ground quite incompatible with that of conveying the due measure of an existing 
rational obligation of gratitude. 

67 Kitiib al-Tamhul, 278. 
68 Al-KasanI's father-in-law and teacher, 'Ala' al-Din al-SamarqandI (d. 

539/ 1144), it is worth noting, was a devoted exponent of al-MatundI's teach­
ings. Al-KasanI's studentjamal al-Din al-GhaznawI (d. 593/1196-97) continues 
to regard the exposition of the details of gratitude as one of the two grounds for 
the rational necessity of prophecy (Kitiib U�l al-dfn, ed. 'Umar Wafiq al-Da'uq 
[Beirut 1419/1998], 120). 

69 Ed. 'AlI Mubammad Mu'awwac;I and 'Adil Al:imad 'Abd al-Ma\\jud (Beirut 
1418/1997), 1:274. Further such explanations can be found at 1:458-59 (Jaliit), 
2:373 (zakat), 2:550 (Jawm), 3:41 (�jj). 

70 Op. cit., 2:373. 
71 Op. cit., 2:550. 
72 Op. cit., 3:41. 
73 lbn 'Abd al-HadI, Kitiib al-lnli$ar, ed.Jalaynad (Cairo 1423/2003), 159-73. 

The contemporary was the Shafi'i jurist Ibn al-WakII (d. 716/ 1317). 
74 Kitiib al-Mu'tamadfi�l al-dfn, ed. Wadi Z. Haddad (Beirut 1974), 103. 
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75 Saadia appears to express this notion when he states it is not possible for 
God to neglect (lii yuhmiluhu) to communicate to His creatures how to thank Him 
and (earlier) that reason requires that God provide legislation and not neglect us 
(ihmalunii'J (Kitab al-Mukhtar, 117). The same notion that humans would be neglected 
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