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Abstract

The relationship between divine providence and human free will
has always been among the most foundational and challenging
themes in Islamic theology. This article, through an analytical-
critical approach, explores the integration of these two concepts in
Nahj al-Balagha and argues that Imam Ali presents a dialectical and
balanced vision of their interrelation. Contrary to deterministic or
libertarian perspectives, Imam Ali views divine will as a wise and
encompassing framework within which human choice attains
meaning. A semantic analysis of the terms masht a (divine will) and
ikhtiyar (free will) in classical theological and lexical sources offers
a clearer understanding of his perspective. According to Imam Alj,
while human will is not absolute, it remains real and accountable,
forming the basis of moral responsibility and religious obligation.
Through a detailed examination of sermons and letters in Nahj al-
Balagha, this article demonstrates how Imam Ali distinguishes
between masht’a in the ontological realm and ikhtiyar in the moral-
legal realm, thereby offering a Shi‘a-based resolution to the
classical dilemma of predestination and free will. Ultimately, the
study emphasizes that belief in divine providence alongside human
free will not only fosters inner peace and trust in God on the
personal level but also cultivates responsibility, justice-seeking, and
ethical conduct in collective life.

Keywords: Divine will; human free will; Nahj al-Balagha; amr
bayn al-amrayn theory, predestination and delegation;, moral
responsibility; justice.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The question of divine providence and human free
will represents one of the most profound and
enduring philosophical challenges in Islamic
theology. Throughout centuries, Muslim thinkers
have sought to reconcile the absolute sovereignty
of God’s will with the moral agency of human
beings. This article engages with this theological
tension through the lens of Nahj al-Balagha, a
foundational text attributed to Imam Ali ibn Abi

Talib, which occupies a central place in Shi‘a
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intellectual tradition. Unlike traditional theological
discourses that often treat divine will and human
freedom as oppositional, Nahj al-Balagha offers a
complex and dialectical framework in which divine
omnipotence and human responsibility are not only
coexistent but mutually informative. Building upon
the conceptual legacy of the theory of amr bayn al-
amrayn (a matter between two matters), the present
article argues that Imam Ali presents a vision of
reality in which divine providence establishes the
structural context for meaningful human choice,
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thus preserving divine sovereignty without
undermining moral accountability. Within this
framework, human actions are understood not as
deterministic consequences of divine decree, nor as
the result of absolute autonomy, but as free and
conscious decisions that unfold within the all-
encompassing scope of divine knowledge and will.
This interpretation, deeply rooted in the ontological
and epistemological assumptions of Shi‘a
theology, resists the bifurcation of jabr
(compulsion) and tafwid (delegation) that has
traditionally polarized theological discourse (Hilli,
1979; Razi, 1934).

The semantic investigation of the terms “mashi’a”

99

(divine will) and “ikhtiyar” (free will) reveals a
critical distinction essential to understanding their
theological implications. Linguistically, “mashi’a”
denotes not merely “wanting” but the actualization
of a divine volition into external reality, and is thus
distinct from “irada” (intention), which may remain
unrealized (Raghib Isfahani, 1991). According to
classical lexicographers and philosophers such as
al-Jurjani, “mashi’a” is an exclusive attribute of
God’s active governance over the cosmos (Jarjani,
1985). In contrast, “ikhtiyar” stems from the Arabic
root kh-y-r, implying selection among alternatives,
and is fundamentally a human attribute when
viewed in the context of moral reasoning and
volitional conduct. These definitional frameworks
lay the foundation for a conceptual model in which
God’s mashi’a determines the parameters of
existence, while human ikhtiyar operates within
those bounds. This dual framework, affirmed by
scholars such as al-Baqillan1 and al-Razi,
challenges simplistic dichotomies by positing a
multi-layered causal structure in which divine
foreknowledge coexists with human accountability
(al-Bagqillani, 1987; Razi, 1962). Nahj al-Balagha
draws upon and transcends these traditions by

situating divine will and human volition in a
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spiritual-moral context, where the existential
responsibility of the human being is seen as a sign
of divine trust and wisdom, rather than a
contradiction of omnipotence.

In analyzing the presence and function of divine
will in Nahj al-Balagha, it becomes evident that
mashi’a is not merely a metaphysical abstraction
but an operational principle through which God
structures reality. Imam Ali’s descriptions of
creation frequently emphasize God’s will as the
initiator and sustainer of all things: “He originated
the creation without any model to emulate or any
guidance to follow” (Nahj al-Balagha, Sermon 1).
Here, divine will functions not only as the cause of
being but as the archetype of order, causality, and
purpose. Scholars such as Tabataba’t have
interpreted these descriptions as affirmations of
divine omnipotence that simultaneously leave
room for gradations of causality within the created
realm (Tabatabal, 1996). Furthermore, the
invocation of mashi’a is often accompanied by
declarations of divine knowledge and power,
suggesting an ontological unity among God’s
attributes. This perspective aligns with theological
positions held by authors like Baqizadeh, who
argue that the notion of divine will in Islamic
thought is always mediated by God's absolute
wisdom and justice, rather than arbitrary
determinism (Baqizadeh, 2012). Therefore,
mashi’a in Nahj al-Balagha must be understood as
an expression of God's comprehensive governance
rather than a negation of creaturely participation.
The role of human agency in Nahj al-Balagha is no
less pivotal. Imam Ali repeatedly affirms the
capacity of the human being to choose, to act, and
to bear the consequences of their moral decisions.
This is evidenced in statements such as, “So hasten
towards your appointed time with your good
deeds,” which would be incoherent without the

presupposition  of  human  volition and
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responsibility. In Imam Ali’s moral psychology,
human choice is grounded in reason ( ‘agl),
intention (niyya), and awareness (ma rifa), all of
which presuppose a form of relative autonomy.
Such a framework resonates with Shi‘a theological
commitments that affirm the meaningfulness of
human actions in light of divine justice. According
to Hilli, denying human agency would ultimately
render religious injunctions, moral responsibility,
and eschatological judgment incoherent (Hilli,
2006). Nahj al-Balagha hence presents an
anthropology of agency that is neither deterministic
nor libertarian but instead structured within an
ontological order where human will is real, though
never independent of divine ground. The epistemic
humility and moral sobriety that stem from such an
outlook are central to Imam Ali’s ethical
worldview.

In the dynamic interplay between divine
providence and human freedom, Nahj al-Balagha
articulates a dialectical vision in which these two
forces are not in mutual exclusion but in mutual
implication. Statements that juxtapose divine will
with human initiative—such as “I determined, and
God determined, and God’s determination
prevailed”—exemplify  this interdependency.
These instances support the metaphysical paradigm
of amr bayn al-amrayn, where the unfolding of
events is attributed simultaneously to divine decree
and human effort. This doctrine was later
formalized in Shi‘a theology to preserve both
divine sovereignty and moral responsibility,
distinguishing it from both Ash‘arite occasionalism
and Mu‘tazilite libertarianism. Philosophers such
as al-Bagqillant tried to resolve the dilemma through
the concept of kasb (acquisition), though critics
argue this renders human agency illusory (al-
Baqillani, 1957). By contrast, Nahj al-Balagha
maintains the integrity of both divine causality and

human choice by grounding them in a unitive

Yyv

metaphysics that recognizes all power as ultimately
from God, yet simultaneously affirms the reality of
human decision. This approach underscores a
unique theological anthropology where human
beings are dignified agents under divine care, not
passive instruments or sovereign selves.

The practical consequences of believing in divine
will alongside human freedom are manifold,
particularly in the ethical and social dimensions of
life. On a personal level, belief in divine providence
engenders inner tranquility, patience in the face of
adversity, and hope amidst uncertainty. Individuals
who internalize the harmony between mashi’a and
ikhtiyar do not succumb to fatalism, nor are they
paralyzed by the illusion of total control. Instead,
they act with resolve, guided by conscience and
reason, while entrusting outcomes to the wisdom of
God. This balance cultivates a form of moral
resilience that enables individuals to confront
injustice, endure suffering, and pursue virtue
without despair or arrogance. Socially, this
worldview encourages justice, accountability,
humility, and cooperation. Since all human beings
are perceived as agents within God’s cosmic order,
mutual respect, solidarity, and compassion become
not just moral recommendations but ontological
imperatives. In this regard, the teachings of Nahj
al-Balagha transcend abstract speculation and offer
a concrete moral-spiritual framework for individual

and collective flourishing.
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