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Abstract

This study employs a descriptive-analytical method to comparatively examine akrasia
(weakness of will) in Qur’anic exegeses, with particular emphasis on the views of Muslim
exegetes, while critically examining the perspectives of Socrates and Aristotle on the
relationship between knowledge and action. On the one hand, Socrates’s position, grounded in
the theory of the “unmity of knowledge and action,” maintains that genuine knowledge
necessarily leads to good action. On the other hand, Aristotle’s account of the possibility of
akrasia holds that an individual may commit an evil act despite possessing knowledge of the
good. Through an analysis of Qur’anic verses and the exegeses of Sunni and Shi‘i exegetes, this
study demonstrates that the Qur’an, by introducing the concept of “distortable knowledge” and
emphasizing the central role of self-purification, presents a third position that transcends these
two perspectives. The findings indicate that, from the perspective of Qur’anic exegesis, certain
knowledge leads to practical commitment only when accompanied by self-purification;
otherwise, it may become ineffective under the influence of factors such as arrogance, obstinacy,
and the following of one’s desires. By proposing a “three-dimensional model of commitment,”
which integrates knowledge, self-purification, and divine grace, this study seeks to elucidate the
Qur’anic approach to overcoming akrasia in light of the views of Muslim exegetes.
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Introduction

The relationship between knowledge and practical commitment has long been
a subject of philosophical inquiry, particularly within moral philosophy.
According to a position attributed to Socrates by Plato in dialogues such as the
Protagoras, “no one knowingly does evil,” and every moral transgression
ultimately stems from ignorance. By contrast, Aristotle, in the Nicomachean
Ethics, introduced the concept of akrasia and argued that an individual may act
contrary to what they know to be good under the influence of irrational desires.
Through numerous examples of akratic behavior—including Satan, who
disobeyed God despite possessing knowledge of Him and His command, and
those who denied the truth despite being inwardly certain of it—the Qur’an
introduces further dimensions to this philosophical debate.

The significance of this study can be considered at several levels. At the
theoretical level, it contributes to a deeper understanding of the relationship
between knowledge and action in religious thought and highlights the Qur’an’s
potential to address philosophical problems. At the practical level, it facilitates
an analysis of the obstacles that prevent knowledge from being translated into
practical commitment, including arrogance, obstinacy, and the following of
one’s desires. Within Islamic theology, it also provides a basis for critically
examining prevalent theories concerning prophetic infallibility. Although
Western philosophy has developed an extensive literature on akrasia and the
Islamic intellectual tradition contains scattered discussions of related concepts,
no systematic study has thus far examined akrasia in the Qur’an in relation to
the perspectives of Socrates and Aristotle. This study seeks to address this gap.

The originality of the present study can be identified along four lines.
First, it offers a new analysis of relevant Qur’anic verses within the framework
of moral philosophy. Second, it challenges reductionist interpretations of the
relationship between knowledge and practical commitment by arguing that the
Qur’anic position is neither strictly Socratic nor Aristotelian, but rather
constitutes a synthetic approach that emphasizes the role of self-purification.
Third, it proposes the concept of “distortable knowledge” as a framework for
interpreting Qur’anic verses related to akrasia. Fourth, it develops the concept
of “three-dimensional commitment” (knowledge + self-purification + divine
grace) as a Qur’anic response to the problem of akrasia. The study employs a
descriptive-analytical method and draws upon authoritative Shi‘i and Sunni
exegetical sources, including A/-Mizan, Majma * al-Bayan, Mafatih al-Ghayb
(al-Tafsir al-Kabir), Jami * al-Bayan, and Tafsir Nemiineh.

Research Findings
A comparative examination of Qur’anic exegeses indicates that the phenomenon
of akrasia is illustrated in the Qur’an through three principal examples. The first
and most prominent is the story of Satan, who, despite possessing knowledge of
God and awareness of the truth of His command, refused to prostrate before
Adam. Sunni and Shi‘i exegetes generally agree that the primary cause of his
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disobedience was arrogance and self-aggrandizement rather than ignorance. The
terms “aba” ("he refused"), “istakbara” ("acted arrogantly"), and “kana min al-
kafirin” ("he was one of the faithless"), which occur in several relevant verses
(Qur’an 2: 34; 7: 11; 15: 31-32; 17: 61; 18: 50; 20: 116; and 38: 74), indicate that
his knowledge, when confronted with pride and arrogance, did not result in
obedience but instead culminated in disobedience. Exegetes such as al-
Tabataba'1, al-Tabrisi, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, al-Qurtubi, and Ibn Kathir
emphasize that Satan’s disobedience arose not from ignorance but from
knowledge accompanied by obstinacy and arrogance. This example therefore
constitutes a direct challenge to the Socratic position.

The second example is the account of Bal‘am Ba ara’ (Qur’an 7: 175—
176), to whom God had granted knowledge of His signs, but who gradually
abandoned that knowledge “fa-nsalakha minha” ("he cast them off") and
followed his desires until Satan gained control over him. Shi‘i and Sunni
exegetes emphasize that even divinely granted knowledge—including,
according to some exegetical interpretations, knowledge associated with the
Greatest Name of God—does not, in itself, guarantee salvation. Rather,
following one’s desires may ultimately lead to a complete detachment from
divine signs.

The third example concerns the denial of truth despite inner certainty
(Qur’an 27: 14). This verse describes individuals who, despite possessing
inward certainty regarding the truth of the prophets’ message, denied it out of
injustice and arrogance. Taken together, these examples demonstrate that certain
knowledge may be undermined or rendered ineffective by non-cognitive
factors, including arrogance, prejudice, the following of one’s desires, and
attachment to worldly interests. Consequently, knowledge does not necessarily
culminate in practical commitment.

On the basis of these findings, this study proposes the “theory of
distortable knowledge,” according to which certain knowledge can be
understood in two forms: infallible knowledge, which is accompanied by self-
purification and a connection to the revelatory source and is therefore not
susceptible to distortion; and non-infallible knowledge, which, in the absence
of self-purification, may be influenced and distorted by interfering factors. The
Qur’anic three-dimensional model for overcoming akrasia consequently
involves several interconnected components: correcting and strengthening
knowledge through critical inquiry and supplication; strengthening the will by
recalling the ultimate goal, relying upon God, engaging in gradual practice,
participating in the community of believers, and recalling the consequences of
failing to act; and, ultimately, seeking and benefiting from divine grace.

Conclusion
This study has demonstrated that, through contrasting examples such as Satan,

_____

Qur’an presents an account of akrasia that extends beyond the positions of both
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Socrates and Aristotle. Like Socrates, the Qur’an emphasizes the fundamental
importance of knowledge; like Aristotle, it acknowledges the possibility that an
individual may act contrary to what they know to be right. Nevertheless, the
Qur’anic approach offers a more comprehensive account in which knowledge
leads to practical commitment only when accompanied by self-purification and
supported by divine grace. From an exegetical perspective, therefore, akrasia is
not merely an individual weakness of will but the outcome of a complex
interaction among cognitive factors, such as the distortion of knowledge;
affective factors, such as arrogance and the following of one’s desires; and
social and spiritual factors, including association with the community of
believers and reliance upon God.

By proposing the three-dimensional model of commitment—knowledge,
self-purification, and divine grace—together with the concept of distortable
knowledge, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of the relationship
between knowledge and action in Qur’anic thought. The analysis demonstrates
that the Qur’an offers an integrated framework for overcoming akrasia by
addressing its cognitive, affective, social, and spiritual dimensions. In this
respect, the Qur’anic approach moves beyond the reductionism of the Socratic
position and addresses limitations inherent in the Aristotelian account of
akrasia.
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1 .Conformity
2 .Social Identity Theory
3 .Social Learning Theory
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1 .Group Influence on Self-Regulation
2 .Diffusion of Responsibility
3 .Fear Appeal
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1 .Anticipatory Regret
2 .Cognitive Dissonance
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1 .Expectancy-Value Theory
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