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The Concept of Infallibility (‘Ismah)
in Qadr ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s Theology: A
Comparison of Prophethood and Imamate”
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Abstract

In Imam1 thought, the Imamate is viewed as the continuation and perfection
of Prophethood, with the conditions and attributes for both roles being
largely identical. However, Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar adopts a contrasting
approach, distinguishing between the two offices and diverging in his
interpretation of their requirements. This paper investigates how Qadi ‘Abd
al-Jabbar conceptualizes the infallibility ( ismah) of the Prophet and the
Imam and examines the scope and implications of this concept within his
theological framework. Through a descriptive-analytical lens, this study
elucidates Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s stance, which asserts that the Prophet,
as the ultimate definitive proof (hujjah) in conveying of divine messages,
must be protected from any factors—such as falsehood, concealment,
error, or ambiguity—that could undermine this role. Additionally, as an
intermediary between God and humanity, the Prophet must remain free
from traits or behaviors, both before and after Prophethood, that might
alienate or repel people—such as ill-temper or physical defects. While
certain actions may not qualify as sins, their potential to provoke aversion
renders them inconceivable for a Prophet. Conversely, Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar
suggests that sinful actions that do not cause aversion remain theoretically
possible. Regarding the Imam, he asserts that since the Imam’s role is
confined to implementing exoteric rulings, infallibility is unnecessary,
akin to other administrative functions. However, if the Imam had been
tasked with safeguarding religion from distortion, infallibility would be
essential, paralleling the requirements for Prophethood.
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