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A Comparative Study of the Origins and Quranic Implications of
the Infallibility of the Ummah and the Imam in
al-Mughni and al-Shafi (With Focus on Quran 4:115)

Mahdi Ahmadi*
Abstract

This research aims to elucidate the points of similarity and difference between the
theory of the infallibility of the ummah and that of the infallibility of the Imam, as two
models of religious authority after the Prophet (peace be upon him and his family) within
the intellectual frameworks of Sunni Islam and Imamt Shiism. Its central hypothesis is that
both Shia and Sunni traditions agree on the necessity of an error-protected source of
religious guidance, but differ regarding its referent and form (an infallible Imam versus an
infallible ummah), as well as concerning the nature of this infallibility (intrinsic/divine
versus acquired/Sharia-based). Employing a descriptive—analytical method and applying
“theological discourse analysis,” this study undertakes a comparative examination of two
prominent theological works—al-Mughni by ‘Abd al-Jabbar al-Mutazili and al-Shafi by
al-Sayyid al-Murtada—uwith particular focus on Quran 4:115. The findings indicate that
both theologians, influenced by their respective theological presuppositions and relying
on the apparent meanings of the Quranic text, adopt opposing positions: one regards
infallibility as an acquired attribute of the ummah, while the other, by casting doubt on the
implications of key terms in the verse, deems the opponent’s arguments unfounded and
emphasizes the Imam’s intrinsic infallibility. This overt discursive confrontation reveals
that each viewpoint defines its identity in direct opposition to its rival and seeks to
undermine the opponent’s foundational premises. This debate exemplifies the formation of
theological thought through dialogue and confrontation with competing ideas, rooted in
divergent interpretive principles and differing conceptions of the origin of infallibility.

Keywords: infallibility of the ummabh, infallibility of the Imam, Quranic implications,
al-Mughnr, al-Shaft.
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