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Abstract:

This paper explores the intersection of Islamic ethics, the Anthropocene, and transhumanism,
focusing on the necessity of integrating responsibility ethics into Islamic thought. It argues that
traditional frameworks of deontological, intentional, and virtue ethics, while foundational, are
insufficient to address the complex ethical dilemmas posed by globalization, environmental crises,
and technological advancements. Drawing on Al-Maturidi's theological insights, particularly his
defense of free will and the concept of the "moment of inner resistance," this study proposes a
responsibility ethics framework that complements traditional Islamic teachings. This framework
emphasizes human autonomy, the rejection of blind imitation (faglid), and the necessity of
considering long-term consequences. By reimagining ethical decision-making, this work highlights
the potential for Islamic theology to engage with contemporary challenges, fostering a balanced
coexistence of technological and spiritual progress.

Keywords: 1. Islamic Theology, 2. Islamic Ethics, 3. al-Maturidi, 4. Responsibility Ethics, 5.
Anthropocene, 6. Free Will, 7. Transhumanism

1. Introduction

In this paper, I will argue that we need "checks and balances" for an ethical system whose
moral horizon does not extend beyond adhering to “halal certificates” in which individual
responsibility is handed over to the legal rulings of a religious authority, absolving Muslims
from independently and comprehensively reflecting on their moral responsibility. To this
end, I am arguing that we need to integrate a philosophically grounded principle of
responsibility that emphasizes the autonomy of each believer into our canon of ethical
theories.! Before proceeding to outline how this extension of the ethical discourse might be
formulated, I will first provide an overview of the problem horizon and explain why such
an extension is necessary.

2. On the Anthropocene

The term “the Anthropocene” marks a new geological epoch, denoting humanity's
profound and often devastating impact on Earth’s ecosystems. This era is characterized
by climate change, habitat destruction, species extinction, and the unsustainable
exploitation of natural resources — problems that will ultimately lead to the self-
destruction of mankind (Gordon, 2023; Davies, 2016; Steffen et al. 2007). Thus, it

1 The need for such an approach has already been highlighted by Florian Zemmin (2011). However, his own work is

historically descriptive (Zemmin, 2011). A systematic approach in this direction has yet to be attempted. This article is

intended as an attempt in this direction.
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represents the secular equivalent of what is known as “the Apocalypse” within the
framework of the religious discourse (Douglas, 2021; Dalby, 2016). But since the
Anthropocene follows from our own actions and systems of life and thus is devastation
self-inflicted, it raises urgent ethical questions about humanity's responsibility toward the
environment and future generations (Biermann & Lovbrand, 2019; Field et al. 2014).
Rooted in Enlightenment ideals of progress and human dominance over nature, the
Anthropocene urges us to reflect on the unintended consequences of a worldview that
prioritized technological and economic growth over ecological balance (Miinster et al.
2023). The same ideals that empowered humanity to reshape its environment have now
led to a critical juncture where the sustainability of life itself is at stake.

This unbalanced pursuit of progress and control over nature, demarcation lines of the
Anthropocene era, finds its logical extension in Transhumanism — a movement that seeks
to push the boundaries of human potential through advanced technologies while
perpetuating the same anthropocentric ideals rooted in Enlightenment philosophy
(Sorgner, 2021). With this, transhumanists are criticized for intensifying the principles of
relentless progress and resource exploitation, thereby exacerbating the defining dynamics
of the Anthropocene (Fukuyama, 2004; Romero, 2022; Herbrechter et al., 2022; Banerji &
Paranjape, 2016). The widespread integration of advanced technologies — such as artificial
intelligence, biotechnology, and digital systems — into nearly every aspect of modern life
aligns with transhumanist ideals of enhancing human capabilities and transcending
biological limitations. The development of these and other technologies necessitates us to
control the natural world by redesigning it and modifying it to our needs and wants,
which is why societal values, particularly in technologically advanced regions, often
emphasize optimization, efficiency, and control, which are hallmark principles of the
transhumanist worldview (Joy, 2000; Chung et al., 2023).

Thus, for what it's worth, it is reasonable to assert that we are increasingly living in a
transhumanist world. Although instinctively this raises all sorts of alarm sounds, it must
be pointed out that the transhumanist movement offers a vision of a future where diseases
and physical limitations can be eradicated. Prominent proponents like Ray Kurzweil and
Nick Bostrom suggest that such advancements could lead to unprecedented
improvements in health, longevity, and cognitive abilities (Kurzweil, 2005; Bostrom,
2014). So, in acknowledging all the dangers associated with the transhumanist pursuit, we
must in all fairness recognize that if there was any chance that these promises could be
fulfilled, it would be equally unethical to categorically dismiss these efforts aimed at
alleviating suffering in the world.

However, in sight of debates on the principle of constant growth as a driving force of the
climate crisis, the Enlightenment project that harbors that principle loses credibility.2 The
belief that human reason and technological advancement could solve all problems is now
seen as overly optimistic and insufficient for addressing complex ethical and
environmental issues (Tucker, 2001). This realization has opened up space for the revival

2 Critics of the rule of pure reason, such as Hannah Arendt and Max Weber, have long argued that Enlightenment
philosophy neglects the emotional, spiritual, and ethical aspects of human existence and therefore cannot propose a
holistic answer to the question of what “being human” means. In The Human Condition, Arendt (1998) explores how
the Enlightenment’s privileging of reason has led to the neglect of the 'vita activa'—the active life of human
engagement that includes emotional and moral dimensions. Similarly, Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism (2001) critiques the reductionist view of human behavior as merely the result of rational calculation,
arguing instead that ethical values, religious beliefs, and spiritual motivations play a crucial role in shaping economic

and social institutions.
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of spiritual and emotional dimensions in our understanding of the world (Riesebrodt,
2001; Pollack, 2003). In response to the crises of the Anthropocene, there is a growing
recognition of the need to reintegrate the emotional and spiritual dimensions into our
worldview. This revival of spiritual and emotional reason brings renewed attention to the
value of scriptural wisdom, which provides ethical teachings, moral values, and a sense
of purpose that the enlightened reason appears to lack.

3. The Principle of Responsibility in the New Age

While this may present an encouraging opportunity for religious scholars to engage more
actively in the ethical discourse surrounding the Anthropocene, the solution cannot
simply involve replicating traditional teachings on ethics, in our case within Islamic
theology or philosophy, to address the pressing challenges outlined above. This is a
circumstance that Hans Jonas already highlighted in 1979 in his reflections on the
Principle of Responsibility:

“[Technology] reveals through its effects that the nature of human action has, in fact,
fundamentally changed and that an entirely new category —nothing less than the planet's
entire biosphere—has been added to what we must take responsibility for because we
have power over it. [...] No previous ethics had to account for the global condition of
human life or the distant future, let alone the survival of the species.” (Jonas, 2003, p. 27)

The most important thing to be learned from this quote is Jonas's assertion that the nature
of human action has fundamentally changed. This shift implies that the paradigms that
rule the discourse have also changed which means that the nature of the problem of
morality is a different one now. It is one that pre-industrialization and pre-globalization
thinkers could not have addressed, as such issues could not have been conceived as
existential threats within their historical contexts. To illustrate this point further, one
might reflect on the following question:

If it was within our powers to eradicate an evil in the world through a specific action, would it be
moral to refrain from doing so?

The answer to this question seems quite straightforward: No, it would not be moral to
refrain from doing good, nor would it be moral to allow evil to persist when we have the
means to prevent it. If someone invented a definitive cure for cancer and chose not to
share it, we would naturally think the worst of them. This principle aligns closely with
Islamic ethics, which emphasizes the moral obligation to do good (ma rif) and prevent
harm (munkar) whenever possible. This concept of amr bil ma riif wa nahy ‘an al-munkar
stems from the Qur’an (Q. 3:110) and represents a cornerstone of Islamic moral teaching,
underscoring the responsibility of individuals and communities to actively promote
righteousness and prevent wrongdoing. Failing to act when capable of doing good is
considered morally deficient in Islam. It is not enough to passively avoid evil; active
engagement in rectifying harm and promoting welfare is a central ethical duty. Therefore,
to address the fundamental question posed here does not require a new ethical theory. So,
let us consider the same question in the context of contemporary transhumanist discourse:

What if a pill was devised that could rejuvenate the cells in our body, allowing us to maintain our
physical and mental condition in its prime? What if we could even remove our mind from our body
and transfer it into a more capable body, genetically engineered in a laboratory? If such feats were
indeed within our reach, we could eradicate all physical and mental illnesses. Would it then be
moral to refrain from doing so?
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The answer to this question no longer appears straightforward; now it seems far too
complex to be resolved with a simple “yes” or “no”. A mere recourse to the previously
quoted verse no longer seems sufficient. Instead, we find ourselves needing to
contextualize our response and provide more nuanced arguments to legitimize our
perspective. This is precisely what Jonas meant when he stated that the nature of the
problem of morality has fundamentally changed, necessitating a new set of questions to
be addressed in order to construct a framework capable of systematically engaging with
these novel ethical challenges.

4. On the Moral Blind Spot

Within the tradition of Islam, the ethical framework is constituted by a mix of
deontological ethics with intentional ethics (figh and kalam), and virtue ethics (falsafa and
tasawwuf). Deontological ethics describes an ethical system that determines the value of
an action not by its immediate or indirect consequences but by the adherence to rules,
duties, or obligations as the basis for moral decision-making (Alexander & Moore, 2021).
Intentional ethics focuses on the inner intention of the actor. This principle is generally
known to Muslim believers as niyya, the inner intention with which a Muslim begins an
action (al-Gazzali, 2010; Powers, 2004). Virtue ethics is a philosophical approach that
emphasizes an individual's character and virtues as the key elements of ethical thinking
and moral behavior rather than rules or consequences (Hursthouse & Pettigrove, 2023).
Thus, this creates an environment where a Muslim individual strives for virtuous
perfection and, in moral dilemmas, relies on pure inner intentions, trusting that God is
fully aware of them and understands them.

It must be pointed out, however, that while virtue ethics inhabits a central role in shaping
the religious moral worldview of Muslims, the strive for the perfection of character laid
down within it serves more as an ideal than an integral part of the decision-making
process in the everyday life of a believer. This is, of course, a generalization, and there will
always be exceptions where virtue ethics plays a more immediate and tangible role in
practical decisions. Nevertheless, this distinction becomes more evident when considering
specific examples, where practical decisions often prioritize adherence to legal rulings
(figh) and pure intentions (niyya) over the cultivation of virtuous traits.

Scenario 1: Consider for instance a political actor who launches a campaign that spreads
misinformation targeting certain groups, aiming to discriminate against and criminalize
them. The actor justifies these actions by obtaining a fatwa from a respected scholar,
affirming the permissibility of their actions within an Islamic legal framework (figh). They
further assert that their intentions (niyya) are pure, claiming their goal is to protect and
strengthen the umma against their foes. However, the campaign is strategically designed
to gain more influence and consolidate power, while the misinformation perpetuates
harm, sows division, and damages the credibility of the ummaon a global scale. By
focusing solely on legal justification and the purity of their stated intentions, the actor
neglects accountability for the broader and long-term harm caused, exposing a critical
moral blind spot in their decision-making (Bunt 2018, pp. 84-93).

Scenario 2: A consumer habitually opts for industrially produced halal-certified meat over
sustainable organic meat, justifying their choice by emphasizing adherence to Islamic
dietary laws. They view the halal certification as a non-negotiable requirement that fulfills
their religious obligations under Islamic law. Additionally, they assert that their intention
is to follow divine commandments, framing their decision as an act of devotion and moral
compliance. However, the consumer dismisses the significant environmental harm
caused by industrial meat production—such as deforestation, carbon emissions, and
resource depletion —as beyond their personal responsibility. By prioritizing the halal label
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above all else, they overlook the broader ethical implications of their choice, sidelining
concerns about sustainability, animal welfare, and their collective duty as stewards of the
Earth (khalifa) (Eslami Ardakani, 2012; Rahman et al. 2024).

Scenario 3: Consider a hypothetical Muslim soap company. While producing a product
that ostensibly improves hygiene and public health, it simultaneously generates toxic
water that harms the environment. First, the company might argue that its intentions are
pure because it produces soap, a commodity that enhances public health, and second, that
its business model aligns with the ethical teachings of the Qur’an and Hadith, making the
acquisition of a fatwa relatively straightforward. Finally, it could claim that by promoting
cleanliness — considered a fundamental stepping stone to virtuousness in Islamic
tradition — it is fostering moral development within the community. However, doubts
remain as to whether the board, operating within the pressures of a capitalist economy,
would truly adhere to these ethical principles when faced with the consequences of their
toxic waste, or if they would continue to prioritize profit until regulatory scrutiny forces
a change in practices. A company practicing responsibility ethics would prioritize
environmental sustainability for future generations, even at a higher cost, based on its
duty to protect the environment, without the need for regulatory scrutiny.

This is where it differs from a consequentialist approach, which evaluates the morality of
actions based solely on their outcomes (Sinnott-Armstrong, 2023; Burdon, 2020). A
consequentialist approach would consider the overall benefits of sustainable practices,
such as improved public health and economic stability, and deem actions to promote them
right if they produce the greatest overall good. The “greatest overall good” in the case of
a company that runs on the principle of constant growth, though, is the maximization of
profit margins. So, the right thing to do in this case would be an approach that ensures
maximum profits while avoiding too much negative press. The responsibility towards the
environment and the well-being of future generations is a secondary concern and cannot
be pursued if the company would lose profit margins or even make a loss because of it.

The examples can be multiplied. These scenarios aim to underscore a moral blind spot,
where strict adherence to legal and intentional ethics neglects the long-term
environmental and ethical consequences of personal decisions. The protagonists believe
to act within the confines of Islamic law and, therefore, to be sin-free, or at least morally
not reprehensible. They believe this either because they can refer to a given fatwa that
would deem their actions admissible from a legal point of view or because they can relieve
their consciences by having faith in the purity of their intentions. However, within these
responses, one can observe a lack of motivation to reflect on personal accountability
beyond "legalizing" one's own wrongdoing through the means of utilizing a given fatwa.
This is where the ethics of responsibility, as proposed by Hans Jonas and Max Weber,
comes in: Responsibility ethics focuses on the duties and obligations inherent in roles and
relationships, emphasizing accountability and the foresight of long-term consequences
(Jonas, 1984; Morris, 2013; Weber, 2001).

5. The principle of taklif vs. the philosophical principle of responsibility

One might ask, however, why such an extension to our ethical systems is necessary, given
that the notion of personal responsibility for our deeds is already deeply embedded within
Islamic teachings. Two arguments can be put forward to underscore this notion: 1. The
concept of the Day of Judgment emphasizes that every person will be held accountable
for their actions, as stated in the Qur'an: "And every soul will be fully compensated [for]
what it did, and He is most knowing of what they do" (Qur'an 39:70). This clearly places
responsibility at the forefront of Islamic ethics. 2. The concept of taklif (lit. imposition or
obligation) establishes a framework of moral and legal accountability that inherently
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encompasses the principle of responsibility. The concept of taklif, therefore not only
defines the obligations and prohibitions set by Islamic law but also presupposes the
individual’s capacity for reasoned judgment and moral accountability, highlighting the
believer’s role as a responsible agent in fulfilling divine and societal duties. (Nasir, 2016)

As to the first objection: The proposition of a philosophically framed responsibility ethics
is not at odds with the wisdom of Qur'anic teaching. Instead, it places a finger on the
wound, urging us to take this responsibility far more seriously than we observably do.
Hans Jonas emphasized that our responsibility extends to everything over which we have
power and influence, highlighting the profound ethical weight of our actions in a world
shaped by interconnectivity and technological advancements. While we might feel
powerless against a system built on ruthless exploitation ruled by global corporations,
Jonas’s principle reminds us to remain aware of how we support this system, even in
seemingly innocuous daily activities. For instance, buying coffee — a seemingly harmless
act — often involves supporting industries that exploit labor in developing countries,
underpay farmers, perpetuate poverty, and contribute to deforestation through
unsustainable farming practices. Consumers, including Muslims seeking affordable food
products, might not realize how their consumption habits contribute to biodiversity loss
and the displacement of Indigenous communities. As long as we continue to enjoy the
conveniences of modern life, consuming without regard for the indirect detrimental
effects of our choices and finding moral satisfaction in a mere “halal” label, we cannot
claim to have truly internalized the Qur'anic teachings on responsibility.

As to the second objection: Even though one might argue that the concept of taklif in
legally grounded intentional ethics places significant emphasis on human responsibility,
it does not constitute a systematic framework for an ethics of responsibility that is
philosophically grounded and independent of pre-defined templates of commandments
and prohibitions. The distinction between responsibility as legal accountability in the
context of taklif and a philosophical notion of responsibility lies in the fact that taklif does
not require believers to independently position themselves morally. Instead, taklif offers a
list of commandments and prohibitions that a legally accountable believer (mukallaf) must
follow, being answerable to God according to the rulings of jurists.

Responsibility in the sense of responsibility ethics, however, transcends legal rulings and
allows one to ask whether it is morally right to follow a legal command if its observance
might contribute to other harms in the world. It commands believers to refrain from what
is legally permissible when they foresee such repercussions. This shift does not negate the
central relevance of Islamic jurisprudence for theology or the inner world of Muslims but
highlights the need for a more nuanced discourse that internalizes the problems that arise
from our embeddedness in a globalized context which could, in turn, provide valuable
impulses for Islamic legal philosophy. In this sense, responsibility ethics functions as a
system of “checks and balances,” not replacing but complementing intentional ethics.
While intentional ethics emphasizes the believer's inner world and relies on self-
regulation, responsibility ethics introduces an additional moral complexion by
emphasizing accountability beyond religious legal concerns.

6. The Algorithm of Responsibility and its Burden
To summarize the ethical decision-making process, which integrates responsibility ethics,
it may be helpful to conceptualize it as an algorithmic prompt. These involve the following

steps:

1. Clarify the Action and Its Purpose:
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Step 1.1: Define the proposed action and its intended outcome.
Step 1.2: Identify the stakeholders affected by the action.

Step 1.3: Verify alignment with Islamic legal rulings (figh). If the action is
obligatory (wdjib) or forbidden (hardm): Any contradiction with Islamic rulings is
a violation of the believer’s duty (mukallafiyya) towards God.

Output: Reject the action if it contradicts figh. If the action is permissible (mubah),
proceed to Step 2.

If the action contradicts figh but aligns with universal ethical principles: Step 1.4:
Pause and proceed to a deeper analysis in Step 4 (Responsibility Ethics).

Output: Do not immediately reject the action; instead, explore whether the
contradiction with figh can be reconciled through ethical discretion or public
interest (maslaha).

Evaluate Intentions and Motivations:

Step 2.1: Assess whether intentions are pure and aimed at moral good,
benefiting the umma, or promoting universal well-being.

Step 2.2: Recognize that while pure intentions are necessary, they do not justify
the action if other ethical or legal criteria are not met.

Step 2.3: If intentions are impure or misaligned, they will have detrimental
effects on religious virtuousness (taqwa) and ethical integrity.

Output: If intentions are impure or misaligned, reconsider or refine the action.

Analyze Consequences and Impacts:

Step 3.1: Assess the short-term and long-term consequences of the action for all
stakeholders.

Step 3.2: Use predictive analysis to foresee unintended consequences and adjust
the plan accordingly.

Step 3.3: Ensure alignment with principles of preserving the greater good
(maslaha), minimizing harm (mafsada), and promoting universal well-being.

Step 3.4: Consider the proportionality of the action—whether the benefits
outweigh the harms in a meaningful and justifiable way.

Output: If consequences lead to significant harm or violate ethical principles,
revise or abandon the action.

Apply Responsibility Ethics. Accountability and Foresight:

If the action aligns with figh but contradicts universal ethical principles (e.g.,
environmental harm), consider the following:

Step 4.1: Evaluate the severity of the harm caused by the action (e.g., carbon
emissions from driving, deforestation from coffee production).
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e Step 4.1.2: Explore alternatives that minimize harm while still fulfilling the
intended purpose (e.g., using public transport or buying sustainably sourced
coffee).

e Step 4.1.2: Weigh the action against the Islamic principle of preserving the
environment, which is part of the broader concept of maslaha (public interest).
The Qur’an and Sunnah emphasize stewardship of the Earth (e.g., Quran 7:85,
"Do not cause corruption on the earth after it has been set right").

e Step 4.1.3: Prioritize actions that protect vulnerable individuals, communities,
and the environment, in line with the duty of care inherent in responsibility
ethics. If the action cannot be modified to reduce harm or align with the
principle of responsibility, consider abandoning it or finding a more ethical
alternative.

o If the action contradicts figh but aligns with universal ethical principles, consider
the following:

e Step 4.2: Evaluate whether the contradiction with figh is absolute or subject to
interpretation (e.g., differences among schools of thought or contextual factors).

e Step 4.2.1: Explore the principle of rukhsa (dispensation), which allows for
flexibility in Islamic law under conditions of hardship or necessity.

e Step 4.2.2: Assess the nature and severity of the harm: Is the harm minor, major,
or catastrophic? Who or what is affected (e.g., individuals, communities, the
environment)? Is the harm temporary or permanent?

e Step 4.2.3: Evaluate the necessity of the action: Is the action essential (dariiriyyat)
or non-essential (hajiyyat or tahsiniyyat)? If essential, explore ways to minimize
harm while fulfilling the need. If non-essential, consider abandoning the action
to avoid harm.

e Step 4.2.4: Apply the principle of proportionality: Weigh the long-term benefits
of the action against the harms it causes. If the benefits outweigh the harms,
proceed only if harm is minimized. If the harms outweigh the benefits, abandon
the action.

e Step 4.2.5: If the action serves a compelling public interest (maslaha) and aligns
with the principle of rukhsa, it may be permissible under Islamic law, provided
the harm is minimized and the action is limited to the specific context.

e Step 4.2.6: If the action cannot be reconciled with figh, even after consultation
and analysis, abandon it.

e Output: A decision that embodies accountability, foresight, and a commitment
to the well-being of all stakeholders, while striving to reconcile Islamic and
universal ethical principles.

Itis evident that this showcase is unrealistic in a real-life situation, as no one employs such
an algorithmic thought process in their moral decision-making. Real-world decision-
making is infinitely more complex and multifaceted, incorporating emotional, social, and
cultural dimensions that cannot possibly be captured by a generalized algorithm like this.
Nevertheless, this demonstration serves to highlight one crucial point: responsibility
ethics significantly slows down decision-making processes by requiring the moral agent
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to consider a wide range of consequences, including long-term and indirect impacts. This
is a major drawback to be acknowledged when considering its practicability. Furthermore,
responsibility ethics always stems from a position of caution and uncertainty, which is
why no decision can be final, and continuous reflection and review are necessary. This
comprehensive evaluation demands time and resources, which may not always be
feasible in urgent situations where swift action is required. Moreover, the constant need
to anticipate and account for all possible outcomes places a heavy cognitive and emotional
burden on the moral agent, potentially leading to decision paralysis or moral fatigue. The
weight of continuously evaluating one’s role in complex, interconnected systems can
create a persistent sense of stress and self-doubt, making it challenging to balance ethical
deliberation with practical action. While responsibility ethics fosters deeper awareness, its
demands risk overwhelming the agent, particularly in a fast-paced and highly
interconnected world.

Is it even practicable when it needs so much consideration and mental and emotional
effort? Furthermore, it is not yet clear what exactly leads us to the recognition of what the
responsible thing to do is. Exactly how do we know the right thing to do in every given
situation? Take the trolley problem, for example: If we are to decide whether to pull the
lever and divert a train to save five people at the cost of one, we are faced with a morally
taxing decision that requires weighing the value of lives against one another. One could
say that according to the above-mentioned principles of ethics of responsibility, we should
abstain from any action that puts us in a situation where we cause harm, so we shouldn’t
pull the lever. If we don’t do anything, we can’t be held responsible for it. But on the flip
side, if I am exactly aware of the consequences of my inaction, it must also count as a
deliberate action so that I would be responsible for the death of five people instead of one.
This highlights the difficulty of acting responsibly when the stakes are high and
immediate action is required. Moreover, the emotional burden of such a decision raises
questions about whether human beings can realistically bear the weight of responsibility
in every situation without experiencing significant strain. Furthermore, in contrast to
ethics of intention, ethics of responsibility do not provide fixed principles or moral
guidelines by which one can orient their actions. This only adds to the confusion and can
lead to an ethical relativism or opportunism which could mean the undoing of the project
of responsibility entirely.

These considerations surely have some weight to them. So, given that it slows us down
and only makes everything more complicated, why should we still pursue the integration
of this kind of systematical complexion into the ethics of Islam? My perspective is that I
regard it less as a possibility to consider and more as a necessity to bear. The
Anthropocene is a consequence of our actions within a globalized system that is guided
by the principles of constant growth and acceleration. The problem of the Anthropocene
is exactly the trolley situation playing out in real life, where we’re forced to make
impossible choices— whether to prioritize immediate needs and conveniences or take
actions that may harm some for the greater good of preserving the planet for future
generations. As in the trolley example, inaction is not a solution, meaning if we stop
participating in the modern world and boycott everything, this also would have massive
repercussions on the well-being of our societies. Many people would lose their livelihood,
which would lead to more poverty, instability, and potentially catastrophic consequences
for the stability of our societies.

While wrestling with the guilt, responsibility, and sheer complexity of trying to do what’s
right in a tangled mess of competing needs, maybe slowing down is exactly what we need.
Taking deliberate, sustainable actions can help us reduce harm and align our development
with the ecological limits of the planet, making slowing down a necessary step toward
true resilience and sustainability. While it holds true that responsibility ethics doesn’t
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provide clear guidelines on which basis we might determine our course of action, it is
again to be pointed out that I don’t consider it as a replacement for traditional ethics but
rather as a complimentary addition to them. It should serve to overcome the moral blind
spot that the traditional teachings bear, but the moral insights of the spiritual wisdom
would provide the guidance needed.

7. Integrating the Principles of Responsibility within Kalam

At this point, one wonders what this paradigmatic shift in the ethical discourse would
entail: What would be the foundational principles within kalam that make such an
approach both necessary and viable, and how would they determine the orientation and
course of the discourse? In what follows, I will suggest five principles, with each
necessitating the other: 1. Freedom (ikhtiyar); 2. Autonomy and Rejection of Blind
Imitation of Religious Authority (faglid); 3. Accountability and Foresight (faklif); 4.
Rejection of Anthropocentrism; 5. Global Solidarity and Endorsement of a Pluralist
Society. I stem these principles from the philosophical notion of responsibility argued
above, providing a framework for the paradigmatic shift in discourse. With regard to the
limited scope of this paper, I will only explain the first and most important principle in
greater detail.

As for the integration into the kalam discourse, it finds a theological representation in the
works of Abt Manstir al-Maturidi (d. 944 CE/333 AH), a prominent figure in Sunni kalam.
His theological framework emphasizes the harmony between reason and faith (Ceri¢,
1995, p. 70). He argues that human reason is well equipped to establish moral values on
its own and furthermore, to recognize the existence of God without the help of divine
revelation (Kam, 2019, pp. 88-97). However, he also emphasized that reason alone is not
sufficient and must be complemented by spiritual wisdom found in scripture. His
approach to theology in his Kitab al-Tawhid furthermore highlights the interplay between
divine wisdom and human responsibility, making him a suitable candidate for
incorporating responsibility ethics into Islamic thought.

7.1 Freedom as the Foundation of Ethics

Freedom is not something that can be proven theoretically, as Immanuel Kant most
famously pointed out in his Critique of Pure Reason (Kant, 1998, B vii-B xvii):

"Reason is by its nature plagued with questions which it cannot dismiss, because they are
posed to it by the nature of reason itself, but which it also cannot answer, because they
transcend the capacity of human reason. Reason thus falls into perplexity, from which it
cannot extricate itself by any appeal to the authority of its established dogmas. Its peculiar
fate is rather that it is troubled by questions which it cannot dismiss, but also cannot
answer, because they transcend all experience. Such are the questions concerning the
freedom of the will, the immortality of the soul, and the existence of God.” (Kant, 1998, A
vii-viii)

The theoretical discourse on freedom suggests that we have more reason to believe it does
not exist than to believe it does (Skinner 1971; Harris 2012). Yet, without freedom, there
would be no basis for discussing responsibility, let alone developing an ethics around it.
Without freedom, all discourse on ethics would be in jeopardy. Freedom is the cornerstone
of any ethical system because, without the ability to choose concepts like responsibility,
rights, and morality become meaningless. Therefore, it must be established as a
foundational principle.
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The picture doesn’t look very different within the kalam discourse either and theologians
have ever since put an immense amount of intellectual energy into the question of
whether free will is possible (Van Ess, 2019, pp. IV:535-572; De Cillis 2014). My choice to
address this issue with reference to al-Maturidi is due to his unique approach to the
problem of evil for which the question of free will is of utmost importance. In a refreshing
manner, he first and foremost accepts the existence of evil as an undeniable part of our
reality without attempting to rationalize or disguise it as a form of good and even makes
the recognition of evil a precondition of recognizing the existence of God (Kam, 2019).
Central to his theodicy is his unique proof of the existence of free will through his concept
of the "moment of inner revolt," as I like to call it. It posits that we need not lose ourselves
in discussion about the physical preconditions that may allow for the existence of free
will. Its existence is obvious, and we should search for it where it appears, namely in the
realm of emotions. The “moment of inner revolt” describes our innate capacity to resist
coercion and thereby most naturally exercise free will (al-Maturidi, 2001, p. 321; Pessagno,
1984, pp. 182-184). This notion reflects a shift towards discussing theodicy and free will
through the lenses of emotionality and psychology, rather than through physics and
metaphysics. Since this is a crucial point to make, it needs some deeper explanation.

His systematic framework to arrive at this conclusion involves a three-pronged approach:
First, he introduces the kasb-theory (theory of acquisition) which distinguishes between
God's role as creator and human responsibility for actions. Then, to underscore his
position, he addresses the topic of predestination and argues that God's foreknowledge of
human actions does not negate human freedom. Finally, all these considerations
culminate in the concept of inner resistance. This framework maintains that humans freely
choose their actions within the context of God’s omniscience, ensuring moral
responsibility while acknowledging God’s ultimate role. I will attempt to summarize his
core argument here.

7.2 Freedom as Aquisition (kasb) or Two Agents Pulling on One Rope

Kasb-theory refers to the idea that while God creates human actions, humans acquire these
actions through their intentions and choices. This concept suggests that every human
action is a result of divine creation, yet it becomes the individual’s action through the act
of acquisition (Watt, 1943, pp. 234-247; Pessagno, 1984, pp. 177-191; Abrahamov, 1989,
pp- 210-221). Against the objection that both God and humans participating in the creation
of an act would inevitably lead to associating partners with God (3arika), al-Maturidi
counters that the supposed impossibility arises from a fundamental error of viewing
ontological levels as reflections of each other. If the essential difference between God's
actions (af ‘al Allah) and human actions (af dl al- ‘abd) is recognized, it is indeed possible for
both to participate in the same action. The involvement of two actors in an effected act
does not mean they are involved in the same action. He gives the example of two people
pulling a rope: both pull the rope, causing it to break. Thus, something effected can
involve two actors without assuming their ontological equivalence. God creates the effect,
and humans perform the action, making it an effected act.> Or to put it differently: He
maintains that every act's phenomenological existence is attributed to God, who creates
everything. Humans, on the other hand, acquire actions not only by performing the act
but primarily by choosing the action (ikhtiyar) and deciding to undertake it (yakinu
ikhtiyaran min hayt al-kasb) (Maturidi, 2001, p. 321). Once a person decides to act, God
creates the necessary power (qudra) in them to execute it. This means God creates the act
or the capacity only after the human decides to act exercising his freedom of will (irdda)
(Maturidi, 2001, pp. 342-343, 375-376).

3 In his own words: “wa-fi 1 al- ‘abd maf ‘iluhii 1a fi luhi.” (Maturidi, 2001, p. 319).
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7.3 Freedom as a Paradox: Who's got the Power?

But since it is always God who creates and brings the action with all its effects into
existence, the objection remains that He is complicit in every evil act in this world. To
avoid this conclusion the Mu‘tazila argue that qudra (power) must precede action and
introduce the concept of potentiality (Kam, 2019, pp. 233-237). This means to give human
beings exclusive access to the power of acting without Him being directly complicit. In
this case, God creates all power in a pre-packaged manner and presents it to humans in
the form of their overall capability to act, without Him being directly involved in the
decision-making process. al-Maturidi’s cannot subscribe to the idea of potentiality.
Referring to the principles of kalam-Atomism, on which basis the Mu ‘tazilites premise
their arguments, he states that there can be no continuously present thing in the world if
everything is an accident, and accidents only exist for one moment in time and vanish.
Thus, in rejection of the Mu 'tazilite claim, he divides qudra into two types: the first type
refers to God-given powers that exist regardless of their use, such as senses, intellect, and
limbs. The second type refers to the specific power for a particular action, created by God
at the time of action and lasting only as long as the action itself (Pessagno, 1984, pp. 185-
188). This second type of qudra is an accident, either created by God at the time it appears
or non-existent. Since, therefore, the power to act cannot exist beforehand humans cannot
be the creators of their actions, they are to take full responsibility for their consequences
as it was their will to act that lead God bringing it to existence.

With this framework, al-Maturidi is trying very hard to avoid a fatalistic view, which he
regards as a fallacy leading to absurd consequences, like God commanding himself to act
unfaithfully and punishing the human for his own wrongdoings. But still, one crucial
question remains unsolved: If God is the creator of everything, then He must be the creator
of my will. Even if we would now go one step behind and say freedom lies in the intention
to act before the will to act is created, well then intentions also have to be created by God
since they are accidents themselves like everything else. So, this leaves no room for an
autonomous action of humans. Al-Maturidi is aware of this impasse, but he sees this just
as a showcase for the shortcomings of human reason. Free will for him is a precondition
of faith and a premise to be set unconditionally for the holistic integrity of the qur’anic
message to come into full fruition, speaking of eschatology and the divine decree on the
day of judgment. He argues that the only solution to the problem is to accept both
premises at once, namely that God is omnipotent and yet humans are beings endowed
with the gift of free will. This is to say that we have to accept a clear contradiction logic
which seems odd. In calling for epistemic humility on this point he refers to some Qur’anic
verses amplifying the notion that God is beyond our grasp: “He is the First and the Last,
and the Outward and the Inward, and He is Knower of all things.”* And "He has
concealed who He is. He is the one before whom language falls silent, evidence is
inadequate, imagination fails, and intellect is baffled. This is God, the Lord of the Worlds."

7.4 Freedom is Evident: The Moment of Inner Revolt

Al-Maturidi puts an emphasis on continuous divine agency and creativity without which
nothing can exist. While this ongoing divine activity ensures that the world operates
according to a purposeful order established by God, it appears to contradict the concept
of free will. If God continuously intervenes and sustains every aspect of the universe, then
human actions would also fall under this divine control implying that humans do not
truly possess autonomy over their choices and actions. Thus, the notion that humans are
capable of independent decision-making and moral responsibility seems undermined.

4 Q. 57:3. Translation M. Pickthall
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Al-Maturidi is very aware of this fact and goes to great length to prove that humans
possess free will and explain how that doesn’t contradict the omnipotence of God. Since
without free will, we would face inevitable fatalism, and it would also mean that humans
are not free in their faith (fman). Al-Maturidi emphasizes the fact that free will is a
precondition for faith and that there can be no compulsion in matters of faith, even from
God (al-Maturidi, 2001, p. 388). If faith is coerced, it cannot be considered faith. Free will
is indisputable. For him, it would be nonsensical for the Qur'an to command someone
incapable of action with a task. If human actions weren't genuinely theirs, God's
commands and prohibitions would apply to Himself, which is absurd. Thus, human
actions must be their own.

On the other hand, however, if humans were creators of their actions, it would contradict
divine revelation and imply humans are worthy of worship since they would be able to
create an action in spite of the will of God. For example: Denying that God creates faith
would imply placing humans above God, as having faith is the highest and most beautiful
act. If a pious person creates their faith, they would be attributed more good than God,
who also creates unclean, corrupt, and ugly things (al-Maturidi, 2001, p. 316). Hence, the
comparison implies a radical anthropocentric view where humans commit no sins. But
for al-Maturidi this is a quandary that arises from the limits of our logical reasoning, and
one shouldn’t be irritated by that. He proposes that free will should be understood
primarily through psychological insights rather than by introducing complex physical
theories about tiny particles and abstract metaphysical arguments. For him, the existence
of free will is so self-evident that no logical effort is required to prove it. The psychological
moment of inner resistance, when a person is forced to act, is sufficient proof of this view.
Considering these arguments in al-Maturidi's epistemological context, it becomes clear
that this argument is central. It is the first indubitable premise, rooted directly in sensory
perception, thus constituting necessary knowledge (‘ilm dariiri), denoting a knowledge
beyond doubt (al-Maturidi, 2001, pp. 8, 70, 377).

8. Concluding Thoughts

In navigating the complexities of the Anthropocene and the promises of transhumanism,
integrating a framework of responsibility ethics into Islamic thought emerges as both a
necessity and an opportunity. Traditional Islamic ethics, while deeply rooted in spiritual
wisdom, must evolve to address the unprecedented challenges of our era. Al-Maturidi's
emphasis on human autonomy, the rejection of faqlid, and the affirmation of free will
provide a robust foundation for this integration. Responsibility ethics offers a
complementary lens through which Muslims can critically engage with their roles as
stewards of the Earth, addressing ecological and technological dilemmas with moral
clarity.

This approach demands slowing down, fostering deliberate and reflective decision-
making, and aligning human actions with broader ethical goals. While it acknowledges
the emotional and cognitive burden of responsibility, it also underscores the importance
of embracing this burden as a moral imperative. By doing so, Islamic ethics can transcend
its traditional scope, offering not only a framework for individual conduct but also a
vision for collective resilience and sustainability in a rapidly changing world.

As I have argued before, it is imperative to develop a robust framework of responsibility
ethics within Islamic thought so we can aspire to a future where technological and
spiritual progress coexist, minimizing suffering through a deep-seated commitment to
ethical principles. In the face of the Anthropocene, it is essential to revisit and integrate
traditional Islamic theological perspectives to address contemporary ethical dilemmas.
Al-Maturidi’s unique defense of free will offers valuable insights to bridge traditional
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ethics with modern concerns. The cornerstones of his theological reasoning on moral
values with its emphasis on human autonomy through the rejection of blind adherence
(taglid), the affirmation of free will as demonstrated by the "moment of inner resistance,"
and the harmonious integration of empirical science and rational inquiry with theological
principles, provides a robust framework for developing comprehensive responsibility
ethics to address contemporary environmental and technological challenges as a Muslim
umma.

References

1. Abrahamov, Binjamin. 1989. A re-examination of al-Ash’ar1’s theory of Kasb according to Kitab al-Luma‘. Journal of the Royal
Asiatic Society, 121(2): 210-221. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0035869X00109219

2. Alexander, Larry, and Michael Moore. 2021. “Deontological ethics”. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Edited by Edward
N. Zalta. Retrieved from https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2021/entries/ethics-deontological

3. Al-Ghazzali. 2010. Al-Ghazali iiber Intention, reine Absicht und Wahrhaftigkeit: Das 37. Buch der Ihya’ ‘ulim ad-din. Edited and
translated by Hans Bauer. Nikosia: Spohr.

4. Al-Maturidi. 2001. Kitab At-Tawhid. Edited by B. Topaloglu & M. Arugi. Istanbul and Beirut: irsad and Dar Sader.

5. Ardakani, Seyyed Hassan Eslami. 2012. Two Moral Arguments against Industrial Meat Consumption. Ethical Research 3(9): 267-
290.

6.  Arendt, Hannah. 1998. The human condition. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

7. Banerji, Debashish, & Makarand R. Paranjape (eds.). 2016. Critical posthumanism and planetary futures. New Delhi: Springer
India. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-81-322-3637-5

8.  Biermann, Frank, and Eva Lovbrand (eds.). 2019. Anthropocene encounters: New directions in green political thinking. New York:
Cambridge University Press.

9.  Bostrom, Nick. 2014. Superintelligence: Paths, dangers, strategies. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

10. Bristow, William. 2023. “Enlightenment”. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2023 Edition), edited by Edward N. Zalta
& Uri Nodelman. Retrieved from https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2023/entries/enlightenment

11. Bunt, Gary R. 2018. Hashtag Islam: How Cyber-Islamic Environments Are Transforming Religious Authority. University of North
Carolina Press. https://doi.org/10.5149/northcarolina/9781469643168.001.0001.

12. Burdon, Peter D. 2020. Obligations in the Anthropocene. Law and Critique 31(3): 309-28. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10978-020-
09273-9.

13.  Ceri¢, Mustafa. 1995. Roots of synthetic theology in Islam: A study of the theology of Abii Mansir al-Maturidi (d. 333/944). Kuala
Lumpur: International Institute of Islamic Thought and Civilization.

14. Chung, Daisy, Ernest Scheyder, and Clare Trainor. 2023, November 15. The promise and risks of deep-sea mining: A vast
treasure of critical minerals lies on the ocean floor. Should they be extracted to help fight climate change? Reuters. Retrieved
from https://www.reuters.com/graphics/MINING-DEEPSEA/CLIMATE/zjpgqezqzlpx

15. Dalby, Simon. 2016. Framing the Anthropocene: The good, the bad and the ugly. The Anthropocene Review 3(1): 33—
51. https://doi.org/10.1177/2053019615618681

16. Davies, Jeremy. 2016. The birth of the Anthropocene. Oakland: University of California Press.

17.  Dhanani, Alnoor. 1994. The Physical Theory of Kalam: Atoms, Space, and Void in Basrian Mu ‘tazili Cosmology. Leiden: Brill.

18.  De Cillis, Maria. 2014. Free will and predestination in Islamic thought: theoretical compromises in the works of Avicenna, Ghazali and Ibn
"Arabi. London ; New York: Routledge.

19. Douglas, Richard M. 2021. Theodicy and the Anthropocene. Temple Tracts 22: 10-16. Retrieved
from https://williamtemplefoundation.org.uk/temple-tracts

20. Field, Christopher B., Vincente R. Barros, and Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. (eds.). 2014. Climate change 2014:
Impacts, adaptation, and vulnerability: Working group 1I contribution to the fifth assessment report of the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change. New York: Cambridge University Press.

21. Fukuyama, Francis. Transhumanism. Foreign Policy 144: 42-43. Retrieved from https://foreignpolicy.com/2009/10/23

22.  Ghaly, Mohammed. 2010. Islam and disability: Perspectives in theology and jurisprudence. London, New York: Routledge.

23.  Gordon, Cameron. 2023. Many Possible Worlds. Singapore: Springer Nature Singapore.

24. Herbrechter, Stefan, Ivan Callus, Manuela Rossini, Marija Grech, Megen de Bruin-Molé, and Christopher J. Miiller, (eds.).
2022. Palgrave handbook of critical posthumanism. Cham: Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-
04958-3

25. Hursthouse, Rosalind, and Glen Pettigrove. "Virtue Ethics." The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2023 Edition). Edited by

Edward N. Zalta & Uri Nodelman. URL: https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2023/entries/ethics-virtue.



https://doi.org/10.1017/S0035869X00109219
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2021/entries/ethics-deontological
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-81-322-3637-5
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2023/entries/enlightenment
https://doi.org/10.5149/northcarolina/9781469643168.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10978-020-09273-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10978-020-09273-9
https://www.reuters.com/graphics/MINING-DEEPSEA/CLIMATE/zjpqezqzlpx
https://doi.org/10.1177/2053019615618681
https://williamtemplefoundation.org.uk/temple-tracts
https://foreignpolicy.com/2009/10/23
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-04958-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-04958-3
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2023/entries/ethics-virtue

15 of 15

26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.

34.
35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.
42.

43.
44.

45.
46.

47.

48.

49.
50.

Jonas, Hans. 1984. The imperative of responsibility: In search of an ethics for the technological age. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.

Jonas, Hans. 2003. Das Prinzip Verantwortung: Versuch einer Ethik fiir die technologische Zivilisation. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.
Joy, Bill. 2000, April. Why the future doesn’t need us. Wired. Retrieved from https://www.wired.com/2000/04/joy-2/

Kam, Hureyre. 2019. Das Bise als Gottesbeweis: Die Theodizee al-Maturidis im Lichte seiner Epistemologie, Kosmologie und
Ontologie. Berlin: EB-Verlag.

Kant, Immanuel. 1998. Critique of Pure Reason. The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant. Edited by Paul Guyer,
and Allen W. Wood. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511804649.

Kurzweil, Ray. 2005. The singularity is near: When humans transcend biology. New York: Viking.

Morris, Theresa. 2013. Hans Jonas’s Ethic of Responsibility: From Ontology to Ecology. Albany: State University of New York Press.
Miinster, Ursula, Thomas Hylland Eriksen, and Sara Asu Schroer (eds.). 2023. Responding to the Anthropocene: Perspectives from
twelve academic disciplines. Oslo: SAP, Scandinavian Academic Press.

Nasir, Mohamad. 2016. The Concept of ‘Taklif’ According to Early Ash’arite Theologians. Islamic Studies 55(3/4): 291-99.

Nell, Ian. Leadership and spiritual resources in the Anthropocene: Some practical theological reflections. Scriptura 123(1): 1-
12. https://doi.org/10.7833/123-1-2179

Pessagno, J. Meric. 1984. Irada, Ikhtiyar, Qudra, Kasb: The view of Abii Manstr al-Maturidi. Journal of the American Oriental
Society 104(1): 177-191. https://doi.org/10.2307/602649

Perler, Dominik, and Ulrich Rudolph. 2000. Occasionalismus: Theorien der Kausalitit im arabisch-islamischen und im europiischen
Denken. Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht.

Pollack, Detlef. 2003. Studien zum religiosen Wandel in Deutschland und Europa. Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck.

Rahman, Mahfujur, Mohd Razimi, Ahmad Ariffin, and Norkhairiah Hashim. “Navigating Moral Landscape: Islamic Ethical
Choices and Sustainability in Halal Meat Production and Consumption.” Discover Sustainability 5(1): 225.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s43621-024-00388-y.

Roldan Romero, Vanesa. 2022. Transhumanism and the Anthropocene in Becky Chambers’ A Closed and Common
Orbit. Revista de Estudios Norteamericanos 26: 77-106. https://doi.org/10.12795/REN.2022.i26.04

Rudolph, Ulrich. 1997. Al-Maturidi und die sunnitische Theologie in Samarkand. Leiden: Brill.

Sinnott-Armstrong, Walter. 2023. “Consequentialism”. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2023 Edition), edited by
Edward N. Zalta and Uri Nodelman. Retrieved from https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2023/entries/consequentialism
Sorgner, Stefan L. 2021. On trans-humanism. University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press.

Steffen, Will, Paul J. Crutzen, and John R. McNeill. The Anthropocene: Are humans now overwhelming the great forces of
nature? AMBIO: A Journal of  the Human Environment 36(8): 614-621. https://doi.org/10.1579/0044-
7447(2007)36[614: TAAHNO]2.0.CO;2

Tucker, Mary E. and John Grim (eds.). 2001. Religion and ecology: Can the climate change? Dadalus 130 (4).

Tucker, Mary E., and John Grim (eds.). 1994. Worldviews and ecology: Religion, philosophy, and the environment. Maryknoll, NY:
Orbis Books.

Ess, Josef van. 2019. Theology and Society in the Second and Third Centuries of the Hijra: A History of Religious Thought in Early Islam.
Volume 4. Translated by Gwendolin Goldbloom. Handbook of Oriental Studies 116/4. Leiden: Brill, 2019.

Watt, W. Montgomery. 1943. The origin of the Islamic doctrine of acquisition. Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 75 (3—4): 234—
247. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0035869X00098452

Weber, Max. 2001. The Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism. Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers.

Zemmin, Florian. 2011.Islamische Verantwortungsethik im 17. Jahrhundert: Ein  Weberianisches Verstindnis der
Handlungsvorstellungen Katib Celebis (1609-1657). Berlin: EB-Verlag.



https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511804649
https://doi.org/10.7833/123-1-2179
https://doi.org/10.2307/602649
https://doi.org/10.1007/s43621-024-00388-y
https://doi.org/10.12795/REN.2022.i26.04
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2023/entries/consequentialism
https://doi.org/10.1579/0044-7447(2007)36%5b614:TAAHNO%5d2.0.CO;2
https://doi.org/10.1579/0044-7447(2007)36%5b614:TAAHNO%5d2.0.CO;2
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0035869X00098452

	1. Introduction
	In this paper, I will argue that we need "checks and balances" for an ethical system whose moral horizon does not extend beyond adhering to “halal certificates” in which individual responsibility is handed over to the legal rulings of a religious auth...
	2. On the Anthropocene
	The term “the Anthropocene” marks a new geological epoch, denoting humanity's profound and often devastating impact on Earth’s ecosystems. This era is characterized by climate change, habitat destruction, species extinction, and the unsustainable expl...
	This unbalanced pursuit of progress and control over nature, demarcation lines of the Anthropocene era, finds its logical extension in Transhumanism – a movement that seeks to push the boundaries of human potential through advanced technologies while ...
	Thus, for what it’s worth, it is reasonable to assert that we are increasingly living in a transhumanist world. Although instinctively this raises all sorts of alarm sounds, it must be pointed out that the transhumanist movement offers a vision of a f...
	However, in sight of debates on the principle of constant growth as a driving force of the climate crisis, the Enlightenment project that harbors that principle loses credibility.  The belief that human reason and technological advancement could solve...
	3. The Principle of Responsibility in the New Age
	While this may present an encouraging opportunity for religious scholars to engage more actively in the ethical discourse surrounding the Anthropocene, the solution cannot simply involve replicating traditional teachings on ethics, in our case within ...
	“[Technology] reveals through its effects that the nature of human action has, in fact, fundamentally changed and that an entirely new category—nothing less than the planet's entire biosphere—has been added to what we must take responsibility for beca...
	The most important thing to be learned from this quote is Jonas's assertion that the nature of human action has fundamentally changed. This shift implies that the paradigms that rule the discourse have also changed which means that the nature of the p...
	If it was within our powers to eradicate an evil in the world through a specific action, would it be moral to refrain from doing so?
	The answer to this question seems quite straightforward: No, it would not be moral to refrain from doing good, nor would it be moral to allow evil to persist when we have the means to prevent it. If someone invented a definitive cure for cancer and ch...
	What if a pill was devised that could rejuvenate the cells in our body, allowing us to maintain our physical and mental condition in its prime? What if we could even remove our mind from our body and transfer it into a more capable body, genetically e...
	The answer to this question no longer appears straightforward; now it seems far too complex to be resolved with a simple “yes” or “no”. A mere recourse to the previously quoted verse no longer seems sufficient. Instead, we find ourselves needing to co...
	4. On the Moral Blind Spot
	Within the tradition of Islam, the ethical framework is constituted by a mix of deontological ethics with intentional ethics (fiqh and kalām), and virtue ethics (falsafa and taṣawwuf). Deontological ethics describes an ethical system that determines t...
	It must be pointed out, however, that while virtue ethics inhabits a central role in shaping the religious moral worldview of Muslims, the strive for the perfection of character laid down within it serves more as an ideal than an integral part of the ...
	Scenario 1: Consider for instance a political actor who launches a campaign that spreads misinformation targeting certain groups, aiming to discriminate against and criminalize them. The actor justifies these actions by obtaining a fatwā from a respec...
	Scenario 2: A consumer habitually opts for industrially produced halal-certified meat over sustainable organic meat, justifying their choice by emphasizing adherence to Islamic dietary laws. They view the halal certification as a non-negotiable requir...
	Scenario 3: Consider a hypothetical Muslim soap company. While producing a product that ostensibly improves hygiene and public health, it simultaneously generates toxic water that harms the environment. First, the company might argue that its intentio...
	This is where it differs from a consequentialist approach, which evaluates the morality of actions based solely on their outcomes (Sinnott-Armstrong, 2023; Burdon, 2020). A consequentialist approach would consider the overall benefits of sustainable p...
	The examples can be multiplied. These scenarios aim to underscore a moral blind spot, where strict adherence to legal and intentional ethics neglects the long-term environmental and ethical consequences of personal decisions. The protagonists believe ...
	5. The principle of taklīf vs. the philosophical principle of responsibility
	One might ask, however, why such an extension to our ethical systems is necessary, given that the notion of personal responsibility for our deeds is already deeply embedded within Islamic teachings. Two arguments can be put forward to underscore this ...
	As to the first objection: The proposition of a philosophically framed responsibility ethics is not at odds with the wisdom of Qur'anic teaching. Instead, it places a finger on the wound, urging us to take this responsibility far more seriously than w...
	As to the second objection: Even though one might argue that the concept of taklīf in legally grounded intentional ethics places significant emphasis on human responsibility, it does not constitute a systematic framework for an ethics of responsibilit...
	Responsibility in the sense of responsibility ethics, however, transcends legal rulings and allows one to ask whether it is morally right to follow a legal command if its observance might contribute to other harms in the world. It commands believers t...
	6. The Algorithm of Responsibility and its Burden
	To summarize the ethical decision-making process, which integrates responsibility ethics, it may be helpful to conceptualize it as an algorithmic prompt. These involve the following steps:
	1. Clarify the Action and Its Purpose:
	• Step 1.1: Define the proposed action and its intended outcome.
	• Step 1.2: Identify the stakeholders affected by the action.
	• Step 1.3: Verify alignment with Islamic legal rulings (fiqh). If the action is obligatory (wājib) or forbidden (ḥarām): Any contradiction with Islamic rulings is a violation of the believer’s duty (mukallafiyya) towards God.
	• Output: Reject the action if it contradicts fiqh. If the action is permissible (mubāḥ), proceed to Step 2.
	• If the action contradicts fiqh but aligns with universal ethical principles: Step 1.4: Pause and proceed to a deeper analysis in Step 4 (Responsibility Ethics).
	• Output: Do not immediately reject the action; instead, explore whether the contradiction with fiqh can be reconciled through ethical discretion or public interest (maṣlaḥa).
	2. Evaluate Intentions and Motivations:
	• Step 2.1: Assess whether intentions are pure and aimed at moral good, benefiting the umma, or promoting universal well-being.
	• Step 2.2: Recognize that while pure intentions are necessary, they do not justify the action if other ethical or legal criteria are not met.
	• Step 2.3: If intentions are impure or misaligned, they will have detrimental effects on religious virtuousness (taqwā) and ethical integrity.
	• Output: If intentions are impure or misaligned, reconsider or refine the action.
	3. Analyze Consequences and Impacts:
	• Step 3.1: Assess the short-term and long-term consequences of the action for all stakeholders.
	• Step 3.2: Use predictive analysis to foresee unintended consequences and adjust the plan accordingly.
	• Step 3.3: Ensure alignment with principles of preserving the greater good (maṣlaḥa), minimizing harm (mafsada), and promoting universal well-being.
	• Step 3.4: Consider the proportionality of the action—whether the benefits outweigh the harms in a meaningful and justifiable way.
	• Output: If consequences lead to significant harm or violate ethical principles, revise or abandon the action.
	4. Apply Responsibility Ethics. Accountability and Foresight:
	• If the action aligns with fiqh but contradicts universal ethical principles (e.g., environmental harm), consider the following:
	• Step 4.1: Evaluate the severity of the harm caused by the action (e.g., carbon emissions from driving, deforestation from coffee production).
	• Step 4.1.2: Explore alternatives that minimize harm while still fulfilling the intended purpose (e.g., using public transport or buying sustainably sourced coffee).
	• Step 4.1.2: Weigh the action against the Islamic principle of preserving the environment, which is part of the broader concept of maṣlaḥa (public interest). The Qur’an and Sunnah emphasize stewardship of the Earth (e.g., Quran 7:85, "Do not cause co...
	• Step 4.1.3: Prioritize actions that protect vulnerable individuals, communities, and the environment, in line with the duty of care inherent in responsibility ethics. If the action cannot be modified to reduce harm or align with the principle of res...
	• If the action contradicts fiqh but aligns with universal ethical principles, consider the following:
	• Step 4.2: Evaluate whether the contradiction with fiqh is absolute or subject to interpretation (e.g., differences among schools of thought or contextual factors).
	• Step 4.2.1: Explore the principle of rukhṣa (dispensation), which allows for flexibility in Islamic law under conditions of hardship or necessity.
	• Step 4.2.2: Assess the nature and severity of the harm: Is the harm minor, major, or catastrophic? Who or what is affected (e.g., individuals, communities, the environment)? Is the harm temporary or permanent?
	• Step 4.2.3: Evaluate the necessity of the action: Is the action essential (ḍarūriyyāt) or non-essential (ḥājiyyāt or taḥsīniyyāt)? If essential, explore ways to minimize harm while fulfilling the need. If non-essential, consider abandoning the actio...
	• Step 4.2.4: Apply the principle of proportionality: Weigh the long-term benefits of the action against the harms it causes. If the benefits outweigh the harms, proceed only if harm is minimized. If the harms outweigh the benefits, abandon the action.
	• Step 4.2.5: If the action serves a compelling public interest (maṣlaḥa) and aligns with the principle of rukhṣa, it may be permissible under Islamic law, provided the harm is minimized and the action is limited to the specific context.
	• Step 4.2.6: If the action cannot be reconciled with fiqh, even after consultation and analysis, abandon it.
	• Output: A decision that embodies accountability, foresight, and a commitment to the well-being of all stakeholders, while striving to reconcile Islamic and universal ethical principles.
	It is evident that this showcase is unrealistic in a real-life situation, as no one employs such an algorithmic thought process in their moral decision-making. Real-world decision-making is infinitely more complex and multifaceted, incorporating emoti...
	Is it even practicable when it needs so much consideration and mental and emotional effort? Furthermore, it is not yet clear what exactly leads us to the recognition of what the responsible thing to do is. Exactly how do we know the right thing to do ...
	These considerations surely have some weight to them. So, given that it slows us down and only makes everything more complicated, why should we still pursue the integration of this kind of systematical complexion into the ethics of Islam? My perspecti...
	While wrestling with the guilt, responsibility, and sheer complexity of trying to do what’s right in a tangled mess of competing needs, maybe slowing down is exactly what we need. Taking deliberate, sustainable actions can help us reduce harm and alig...
	7. Integrating the Principles of Responsibility within Kalam
	At this point, one wonders what this paradigmatic shift in the ethical discourse would entail: What would be the foundational principles within kalam that make such an approach both necessary and viable, and how would they determine the orientation an...
	As for the integration into the kalam discourse, it finds a theological representation in the works of Abū Manṣūr al-Māturīdī (d. 944 CE/333 AH), a prominent figure in Sunni kalam. His theological framework emphasizes the harmony between reason and fa...
	7.1 Freedom as the Foundation of Ethics
	Freedom is not something that can be proven theoretically, as Immanuel Kant most famously pointed out in his Critique of Pure Reason (Kant, 1998, B vii–B xvii):
	"Reason is by its nature plagued with questions which it cannot dismiss, because they are posed to it by the nature of reason itself, but which it also cannot answer, because they transcend the capacity of human reason. Reason thus falls into perplexi...
	The theoretical discourse on freedom suggests that we have more reason to believe it does not exist than to believe it does (Skinner 1971; Harris 2012). Yet, without freedom, there would be no basis for discussing responsibility, let alone developing ...
	The picture doesn’t look very different within the kalam discourse either and theologians have ever since put an immense amount of intellectual energy into the question of whether free will is possible (Van Ess, 2019, pp. IV:535-572; De Cillis 2014). ...
	His systematic framework to arrive at this conclusion involves a three-pronged approach: First, he introduces the kasb-theory (theory of acquisition) which distinguishes between God's role as creator and human responsibility for actions. Then, to unde...
	7.2 Freedom as Aquisition (kasb) or Two Agents Pulling on One Rope
	Kasb-theory refers to the idea that while God creates human actions, humans acquire these actions through their intentions and choices. This concept suggests that every human action is a result of divine creation, yet it becomes the individual’s actio...
	7.3 Freedom as a Paradox: Who’s got the Power?
	But since it is always God who creates and brings the action with all its effects into existence, the objection remains that He is complicit in every evil act in this world. To avoid this conclusion the Muʿtazila argue that qudra (power) must precede ...
	With this framework, al-Māturīdī is trying very hard to avoid a fatalistic view, which he regards as a fallacy leading to absurd consequences, like God commanding himself to act unfaithfully and punishing the human for his own wrongdoings. But still, ...
	7.4 Freedom is Evident: The Moment of Inner Revolt
	Al-Māturīdī puts an emphasis on continuous divine agency and creativity without which nothing can exist. While this ongoing divine activity ensures that the world operates according to a purposeful order established by God, it appears to contradict th...
	Al-Māturīdī is very aware of this fact and goes to great length to prove that humans possess free will and explain how that doesn’t contradict the omnipotence of God. Since without free will, we would face inevitable fatalism, and it would also mean t...
	On the other hand, however, if humans were creators of their actions, it would contradict divine revelation and imply humans are worthy of worship since they would be able to create an action in spite of the will of God. For example: Denying that God ...
	8. Concluding Thoughts
	In navigating the complexities of the Anthropocene and the promises of transhumanism, integrating a framework of responsibility ethics into Islamic thought emerges as both a necessity and an opportunity. Traditional Islamic ethics, while deeply rooted...
	This approach demands slowing down, fostering deliberate and reflective decision-making, and aligning human actions with broader ethical goals. While it acknowledges the emotional and cognitive burden of responsibility, it also underscores the importa...
	As I have argued before, it is imperative to develop a robust framework of responsibility ethics within Islamic thought so we can aspire to a future where technological and spiritual progress coexist, minimizing suffering through a deep-seated commitm...
	References

