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Abstract: This article pursues a philosophical reading of the Qur’an’s 
moral discourse on human freedom and divine sovereignty. Through an 
ethical close reading of Qur’anic verses and a semantic-conceptual 
analysis of mashī’ah, istit}ā‘ah, mas’ūliyyah, qadr, qad}ā’, and ‘adl, the study 
brings the philosophical category of relational freedom as a heuristic to the 
text, demonstrating that the Qur’an’s conceptual architecture actively 
enriches it. Methodologically, the inquiry draws on Abou El Fadl’s 
negotiative hermeneutics to navigate the author-text-reader dialectic and 
to assess the ethical stakes of competing interpretations. The findings 
establish that the Qur’an presupposes genuine moral agency through its 
idioms of non-coercion, taklīf, h}isāb, and the moral evaluation of 
intention, while situating this agency within a divinely ordered structure 
of measure and decree grounded in ‘adl. Qadr is construed as a principle 
of causal measurability, and qad}ā’ as the moment of decisive actualization. 
The reading rejects predestination as a moral alibi while refusing to 
inflate human agency into a sovereignty that fractures the tawh }īdic 
horizon. This study contributes a philosophically rigorous framework for 
reading Qur’anic moral theology beyond the fatalism-autonomy impasse, 
and opens a constructive dialogue between Islamic moral thought and 
contemporary philosophy of agency that neither domesticates the 
Qur’anic account nor insulates it from critical engagement. 
 
Keywords: Qur’anic Ethics; Moral Agency; Divine Will; Qadar and Qad}ā’; 
Relational Freedom. 
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Introduction 
Freedom, in its most fundamental sense, is the condition that 

prevents moral praise and blame from devolving into mere linguistic 
embellishment.1 Where action is not genuinely chosen, the terms 
“good” and “bad” function solely as labels affixed to events rather 
than as judgments that track moral agency. In this case, they do not 
serve as judgments that track moral agency. Ethical discourse, from 
Aristotle’s account of voluntary action in the Nicomachean Ethics to 
Kant’s grounding of moral law in rational autonomy, has therefore 
treated freedom as a prerequisite of moral responsibility, not as its 
supplement.2 Acts that emanate from awareness and volition are 
commended; acts that are deliberately willed yet violate the moral 
order are censured. Freedom, then, is not a romantic slogan of self-
expression; it is a foundational structure that renders human conduct 
accountable—personally, socially, and, within a theistic frame, before 
God—inside any intelligible moral world. This philosophical premise 
serves as the entry point for the present inquiry, because freedom’s 
relation to accountability is a question the Qur’an itself raises with 
insistence and demands a framework capable of tracking it across 
traditions. 

Within the Islamic context, this question cannot be treated in 
isolation, for it immediately encounters a more complex structure, 
that is “how human volition relates to divine predestination.” The 
debate emerged during Islam’s formative period through a 
convergence of conceptual needs, intra-Muslim political turbulence, 
and intellectual encounters with Greek philosophy and Christian 
theology.3 It is in this setting that the dispute over human action—
whether acts are generated by the human agent or by God—became an 
arena for negotiating intelligibility of taklīf, the meaning of divine 
justice, and the moral status of the subject. The early controversy 
between the Qadarites and the Jabarites is often portrayed as a 
schematic polarity: one side affirming self-determination and full 

 
1 Chhanda Chakraborti, Introduction to Ethics: Concepts, Theories, and Contemporary Issues 
(Singapore: Springer Nature, 2023), 26. 
2 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, ed. and trans. Roger Crisp (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004); Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, ed. and trans. 
Mary Gregor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015). 
3 Majid Fakhry, A History of Islamic Philosophy, Third Edition (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2004), 44–65; W. Montgomery Watt, Free Will and Predestination in 
Early Islam (London: Luzac, 1948), 18–37. 
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accountability, the other radicalizing predestination to the point that 
the space of agency nearly evaporates.4 This structural opposition 
reappeared in the more systematic idiom of medieval kalām. The 
Mu’tazilites, under the banner of ‘adl, argued that humans create their 
own acts and therefore must possess genuine freedom, whereas the 
Ash’arites, emphasizing divine omnipotence, maintained that God 
alone creates acts while humans merely acquire them (kasb), thereby 
thinning the texture of agency.5 The significance of this lineage is 
precisely that the problem was never morally neutral. Rather, it always 
bore consequences for responsibility, for praise and blame, and for 
whether divine justice can be affirmed without turning moral life into 
a rhetorical performance.6  

The hermeneutical challenge intensifies when the Qur’anic text 
itself, on numerous occasions, opens two directions that resist easy 
reconciliation if approached atomistically.7 Certain verses lend 
themselves readily to a theological determinism that accentuates 
divine omnipotence. Others, no less forcefully, affirm the freedom of 
choice and connect it explicitly to accountability.8 This situation is 
frequently translated into the language of ambiguity or internal 
contradiction; but a more precise characterization is polyvalence—the 
text’s capacity to sustain more than one pathway of meaning without 
any single pathway exhausting its semantic horizon.9 Polyvalence, as 
distinct from mere polysemy in the linguistic sense, names a 
productive semantic tension internal to the text itself; a structural 

 
4 Ja‘far Sobhani, Buh}ūth fī al-Milal wa al-Nih }al: Dirāsah Maud}ū‘iyyah Muqāranah li al-

Madhāhib al-Islāmiyyah, III (Qom: Mu’assasah al-Imām al-S}ādiq, 2006), 151–88.  
5 Abdulaziz Sachedina, “Islamic Ethics: Differentiations,” in The Blackwell Companion 
to Religious Ethics, ed. William Schweiker (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 254–
67; Abdullah Saeed, Islamic Thought: An Introduction (Oxon & New York: Routledge, 
2006), 65–69; Mona Siddiqui, The Good Muslim: Reflections on Classical Islamic Law and 
Theology (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2021), 129–30. 
6 See Charles Mathewes, Understanding Religious Ethics (Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 
2010), 76. 
7 Harry A. Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Kalam (London: Harvard University Press, 
1976); Toshihiko Izutsu, God and Man in the Qur’an: Semantics of the Qur’anic 
Weltanschauung (Kuala Lumpur: Islamic Book Trust, 2002). 
8 Abdulaziz Sachedina, Islamic Ethics: Fundamental Aspects of Human Conduct (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2022), 61. 
9 Khaled Abou El Fadl, Speaking in God’s Name: Islamic Law, Authority and Women 

(London: Oneworld Publications, 2001), 210–14; cf. Jalāl al-Dīn al-Suyūt}ī, Al-Itqān fī 
‘Ulūm al-Qur’ān, I, ed. M. Salim Hasyim (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyyah, 2019), 
283–84. 
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feature that invites sustained hermeneutical-ethical reflection.10 The 
familiar inclination to resolve this tension by declaring the Qur’an 
definitively deterministic or libertarian reveals more about the 
interpreter’s presuppositions than about the text’s own horizon. 

Here lies the gap this article addresses. A substantial portion of 
readings, including those produced within theological polemic, tends 
toward one of two reductionist moves. The first is a fatalistic reduction 
in which human volition becomes a mere shadow and moral 
responsibility is reduced to rhetoric. The second is an autonomist 
reduction that positions the human being as an agent standing 
independently over against God, such that freedom begins to 

approximate tafwīd}—as though a sealed moral domain existed beyond 
divine relationality. Both reductions flatten the Qur’an’s horizon. Of 
particular significance is the observation that such reductions 
frequently coincide with socio-political interests, in which verses are 
read through the lens of a tradition one seeks to uphold, while 
alternative readings are dismissed as threats. This is what may be 
called hermeneutical violence, an interpretive act whose consequences 
extend beyond the discursive level into concrete social, political, and 

cultural histories, as the episode of the mih}nah khalq Al-Qur’ān 
illustrates with particular clarity.11 Khaled Abou El Fadl’s critique of 
“speaking in God’s name”12  names precisely this structure: the 
reduction of the text’s meaning to the projection of a singular reader 
or school, as though it were the sole authentic voice.13 In the context 
of predestination discourse, the problem is especially acute, since both 
sides of the debate command substantial textual support.14 The 
central challenge, therefore, is to construct a mode of hermeneutical 

 
10 Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, Mafhūm al-Nas }s}: Dirāsah fī ‘Ulūm al-Qur’ān (Kairo: al-
Markaz al-Thaqafī al-‘Arabī, 2014), 93–97. 
11 Muhammad Qasim Zaman, Religion and Politics under the Early ‘Abbāsids: The 
Emergence of the Proto-Sunnī Elite (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 106–88. 
12 El Fadl, Speaking in God’s Name: Islamic Law, Authority and Women. 
13 Khaled Abou El Fadl, And God Knows the Soldiers: The Authoritative and Authoritarian 
in Islamic Discourse (Lanham: University Press of America, 2001), 22, 202; Khaled 
Abou El Fadl, Reasoning with God: Reclaiming Shari’ah in the Modern Age (London: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2014), 82. 
14 Oliver Leaman, Islam and Morality: A Philosophical Introduction (London: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2019), 151–52; W. Montgomery Watt, Islamic Philosophy and 
Theology: An Extended Survey (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1985), 25; A. J. 
Wensinck, The Muslim Creed: Its Genesis and Historical Development (Oxon & New York: 
Routledge, 2008), 51–51. 



 

 

Human Autonomy and Divine Sovereignty:  
Negotiating Moral Freedom and Predestination in the Qur’an 

Volume 15, Issue 2, December 2025  121 

reading capable of housing textual tension without reducing it to a 
unidirectional dictate. 

Modern scholarship on Islamic ethics has made substantial 
contributions to this question. Some studies emphasize the Qur’an’s 
tendency toward an absolute divine will;15 others argue that the text 
preserves a moral tension between human willing and divine will;16 
still others examine key terminologies and reach divergent 
conclusions concerning the extent to which the Qur’an affirms 
genuine capacity to will and the predictability of divine justice.17 The 
divergence of outcomes itself signals an unresolved problem. That is, 
how does one negotiate conflicting principles within a religious-
philosophical ethical framework without reducing the text to a 
slogan? What is lacking, specifically, is an account of meaning-
negotiation that preserves the authority of the Qur’anic text while 
acknowledging the reader’s rational participation—and that does so 
without pretending the reader arrives at the text without philosophical 
presuppositions.18 This lacuna is most pressing precisely where the 
moral foundations itself, namely responsibility, reward and 
punishment, and the intelligibility of divine justice, are at stake. 

The central thesis of this article takes shape against this 
background. The Qur’an, we argue, establishes an ethical orientation 
within a monotheistic worldview in which human beings function as 
genuine moral agents, exercising real will and bearing genuine 
accountability, while their agency is embedded within a structure of 
divine measure, decree, and justice that defines the conditions under 
which action is possible and evaluable. The freedom operative here is 
relationally realized, that is, actualized within and conditioned by 
biological, anthropological, social, political, and theological factors 
that, in the grammar of faith, remain under God’s wise and just 
ordering. Predestination, on this reading, names a divine order that 

 
15 Dwight M. Donaldson, Studies in Muslim Ethics (London: S.P.C.K., 1953). 
16 Fazlur Rahman, Islam, Second Edition (New York: The University of Chicago 
Press, 2002); Fazlur Rahman, The Major Themes of the Qur’an (Chicago: Bibliotheca 
Islamica, 1980). 
17 Ramon Harvey, The Qur’an and Just Society (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 

Press, 2018); Daud Rahbar, God of Justice: A Study in the Ethical Doctrine of the Qurʾān 
(Leiden: Brill, 1960). 
18 Majid Fakhry, Ethical Theories in Islam, Second Expanded Edition (Leiden: Brill, 
1994); Mariam al-Attar, Islamic Ethics: Divine Command Theory in Arabo-Islamic Thought 
(Oxon & New York: Routledge, 2010). 
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simultaneously restricts and enables. It prevents the subject’s self-
deification while preserving the world as a meaningful arena of moral 
trial. 

The present study is a library-based inquiry grounded in textual 
evidence, with primary focus on Qur’anic verses that speak, explicitly 
or implicitly, to moral freedom, responsibility, justice, and the 

discourse of qadr/qad}ā’. A methodological clarification is required 
here, and it bears directly on the objections one might raise about the 
procedure. This article pursues what may be termed a philosophical 
reading of the Qur’an, that is, an approach that brings categories from 
moral philosophy into critical dialogue with the text, not to impose an 
external standard upon it, but to illuminate dimensions of its ethical 
structure that may remain opaque when approached through classical 
tafsīr literature alone. The distinction matters. A philosophical reading 
does not claim to reconstruct what the text originally meant in a 
historical-philological sense, nor does it pretend that its conceptual 
tools are neutral. It acknowledges, with methodological transparency, 
that the interpreter arrives with a framework, in this case, the 
philosophical category of relational freedom, and then demonstrates that 
the Qur’an’s own conceptual architecture actively enriches and 
complicates that category.  

This is the interpretive wager, that reading the Qur’an through 
this relational freedom lens yields ethical insights that neither the 
purely theological nor the purely philological tradition has fully 
captured. Paul Ricoeur’s hermeneutical account of the second 
naivete—the reading that arrives after critical distanciation and 
precisely because of it recovers the text’s depth—is instructive here, 
even if the epistemological register differs.19 This approach has a 
robust precedent within Islamic studies itself. Fazlur Rahman’s 
deployment of modern hermeneutics in his reading of Qur’anic 
ethics, Abou El Fadl’s negotiative hermeneutics, and, more recently, 
the work of Ebrahim Moosa on the ethical imagination of Islamic 
jurisprudence all operate within analogous methodological 
commitments.20 

 
19 Paul Ricoeur, The Conflict of Interpretations: Essays in Hermeneutics, ed. Don Ihde 
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1974); cf. Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another 
(Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1992). 
20 Fazlur Rahman, Islam & Modernity: Transformation of an Intellectual Tradition 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1982); El Fadl, Reasoning with God: 
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Conceptually, “ethics” is employed here as philosophical 
inquiry that seeks a rational account of moral problems, analyzing, 
describing, and evaluating structures of responsibility and the 
normative considerations that accompany them.21 The argument is 
structured around pivotal lexical-conceptual nodes, namely mashī’ah, 

istit}ā‘ah, mas’ūliyyah, and the theological-ethical framework of ‘adl, 

qad}ā’, and qadr. In order to resist interpretive reductionism, I draw on 
Abou El Fadl’s negotiative hermeneutics, which emphasizes the 
ongoing dialectic among authorial authority (as mediated revelation), 
the Qur’anic text, and the reader’s socio-epistemic horizon; a dialectic 
that structurally prevents premature closure.22 From a methodological 
standpoint, an interpretive-explanatory approach is adopted, in which 
verses and terms are examined semantically and conceptually, then 
brought into limited dialogue with Qur’anic-Arabic lexicons, selected 
commentaries, theological discussions, and moral philosophy as 
disciplined “thinking companions,” without collapsing the study into 
an exhaustive literature survey. 

 
Human Freedom and Moral Responsibility 

In the Qur’an, the concept of freedom announces itself first 
through a grammatical structure of moral non-coercion. Genuine 
faith, in its most fundamental sense, is constituted as a volitional act, 
one that inherently encompasses the possibility of acceptance or 
refusal. The anchor verse, “there is no compulsion in religion” (Q 2:256), is 
frequently treated as a tolerationist slogan, whereas its more 
fundamental function is ethical—belief becomes morally meaningful 
only insofar as it is freely owned rather than extracted by force.23 
Classical and modern debates concerning its occasion of revelation, 
juridical scope, and relation to verses of fighting have remained 

 
Reclaiming Shari’ah in the Modern Age; Ebrahim Moosa, Ghazali and the Poetics of 
Imagination (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005). 
21 Harry J. Gensler, Ethics: A Contemporary Introduction, Second Edition (New York & 
London: Routledge, 2011), 3. 
22 El Fadl, Speaking in God’s Name: Islamic Law, Authority and Women, 198; El Fadl, 
And God Knows the Soldiers: The Authoritative and Authoritarian in Islamic Discourse, 94. 
23 Yohanan Friedmann, Tolerance and Coercion in Islam: Interfaith Relation in the Muslim 
Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 94. 
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unresolved, and the philological complexity is genuine.24 The present 
reading sets those debates aside because the ethical stakes of the verse 
operate at a level prior to juridical application. The distinction 
between compliance and inward assent is logically anterior to any 
question of legal enforcement.25 Coercion may yield social conformity; 

it cannot produce the tas}dīq (assent) that constitutes faith’s inner 
core.26 Freedom, on this reading, requires real alternatives: a genuinely 
owned faith is possible only where refusal is structurally possible, and 
where refusal is impossible, moral praise and blame become an empty 
echo.27 

This non-coercive premise reshapes the understanding of 
religious authority in a direction the Qur’an makes structurally 
explicit. In this context, da’wah cannot be reduced to a technique of 
subjugation; it operates as a practice of offering reasons, exemplarity, 
and reminder. A cluster of verses depicts the Prophet as mudhakkir 
rather than as an apparatus of compulsion, so that Truth is never 
equated with the power to force assent (Q 88:21-22; 50:45).28 This is 
reinforced by passages that deny any Qur’anic expectation that all 
human beings will attain guidance or coalesce into a single 
homogeneous community. Moreover, the Prophet is reminded that 

 
24 Michael Cook, The Koran: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2000), 35; Bernard Lewis, The Jews of Islam (New Jersey: Princeton University 
Press, 1984), 13. 
25 Muh}ammad Jamāl al-Dīn al-Qāsimī, Mah }āsin al-Tā’wīl, III, ed. Muh}ammad Fu’ād 

‘Abd al-Bāqī (Mesir: Dār Ih}yā al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyyah, 1957), 665; Muh }ammad al-

Sabzawārī, al-Jadīd fī Tafsīr al-Qur’ān al-Majīd, I (Beirut: Dār al-Ta‘āruf li al-Mat }bū‘āt, 
1982), 326–27. 
26 Muhammad Abduh, Tafsīr Al-Qur’ān al-H}akīm al-Syahīr bi Tafsīr al-Manār, III, ed. 
Muhammad Rasyid Ridha (Kairo: Dār al-Manār, 1947), 39; See also Mohsen 
Kadivar, Blasphemy and Apostasy in Islam: Debates in Shi‘a Jurisprudence, trans. Hamid 
Mavani (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2021), 250; Mohsen Kadivar, 
Human Rights and Reformist Islam, trans. Niki Akhavan (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2021), 227. 
27 Jamāl al-Bannā, al-Ta‘addudiyyah fi Mujtama‘ al-Islāmī (Kairo: Dār al-Fikr al-Islāmī, 
2001), 15–16; Mohammad Hashim Kamali, Freedom of Expression in Islam, Revised 
Edition (Cambridge: The Islamic Texts Society, 1997), 88–89; Mohammad 

Mojtahed Shabestari, al-Īmān wa al-H }urriyyah, trans. Ahmad al-Qabanji (Beirut: 
Mu’assasah al-Intisyār al-‘Arabī, 2013), 11, 31. 
28 Shihāb al-Dīn Mah}mūd al-Ālūsī, Rūh al-Ma‘ānī fī Tafsīr al-Qur’ān wa al-Sab‘ al-
Mathānī, XXV, ed. Mahir Habbusī (Beirut: Mu’assasah al-Risālah, 2010), 426; 

Muh}ammad T}āhir b. ‘Āshūr, Tafsīr al-Tah}rīr wa al-Tanwīr, XXVI (Tunis: al-Dār al-
Tūnisiyyah li al-Nashr, 1984), 333. 
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guidance is not produced by coercive will, and that God could have 
made humanity one community but chose otherwise (Q 6:35; 10:99; 
16:63, 93; 42:8). Before addressing the fatalistic reading to which these 
verses are vulnerable, it is worth pausing on what they establish at the 
ethical level, namely a world in which moral plurality is a structural 
condition willed by God into existence, not an accident of history. 
Faith is a moral potentiality (isti’dād) that becomes actual only when 
the agent freely recognizes and embraces divine truth, then translates 
that assent into moral deeds within a world of genuine alternatives (Q 
5:48). The community of faith is therefore constituted by a conscious 
willingness to bear ethical-divine consequences.29  

At this point, it is necessary to confront directly the fatalistic 
reading that verses such as Q 10:99, 16:93, and 42:8 invite on their 
surface. Read atomistically, statements that God “could make everyone 
believe,” that He “misguides whom He wills and guides whom He wills,” 
appear to generate a theological predeterminism in which human 
willing evaporates and the grammar of taklīf becomes arbitrary. This 
reading is not a phantom; it has a real history within the exegetical 
tradition. In early kalām, the Jabarite position, associated 

paradigmatically with Jahm b. S }afwān, argued precisely that human 
beings have no genuine capacity for originating acts, such that the 
attribution of deeds to persons is merely conventional.30 Within 
classical tafsīr, however, the dominant hermeneutical trajectory reads 

verses on hidāyah and id}lāl through a very different optic. Guidance 
and misguidance are understood as divine responses to prior human 
dispositions—the dynamics of accepting or closing oneself to truth. 

al-T {abarī, for instance, consistently reads id}lāl verses as conditional 
upon human refusal of evidence already presented; misguidance is 
what settles upon those who have already chosen to shut the door.31 

 
29 Kadivar, Human Rights and Reformist Islam, 66; Daniel Philpott, Religious Freedom in 
Islam: The Fate of a Universal Human Right in the Muslim World Today (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2019), 43–47. 
30 Watt, Free Will and Predestination in Early Islam, 82–98; Josef van Ess, Theology and 
Society in the Second and Third Centuries of the Hijra: A History of Religious Thought in Early 
Islam, II, ed. John O’Kane (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 495–512. 
31 In his exgectical tratment, al-T }abarī acknowledged the tension but resolved 
through the distinction between God’s universal power and the conditioned 

actualization of guidance. Abī Ja‘far Muh}ammad b. Jarīr al-T }abarī, Jāmi‘ al-Bayān ‘an 

Ta’wīl Āyī al-Qur’ān, XIV, ed. ‘Abdullah b. ‘Abd al-Muh}sin al-Turkī (Kairo: Dār Hijr, 
2001), 135–38. 
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The Mu’tazilite tradition pushed this further, reading id}lāl as divine 

withdrawal of lut}f (facilitative grace) only after persistent human 
refusal; a reading that preserves both divine sovereignty and human 
accountability.32 Our point is that the fatalist view is not a meaning 
that emerges directly from the text. Rather, it is an interpretation that 
crystallized in specific theological contexts and under specific 
pressures, and one that the weight of classical exegetical tradition 
resists rather than endorses. This distinction is methodologically 
decisive for the argument that follows. 

Freedom assumes a foundational rather than ornamental role in 
Qur’anic moral discourse because the text’s appeals to taqwā, ‘adl, 

tawbah, and ih}sān presuppose agents who can deliberate, choose, and 

thus be held to account.33 At this juncture, h }isāb (moral reckoning) 
and mas’ūliyyah (accountability) are rational grammar of moral 
obligation. They presuppose precisely the conditions of evaluability 
that freedom supplies. Yet this freedom is not a license for 

ontological independence that would fracture the tawh}īdīc horizon. 
The Qur’an rejects both extremes (full determinism or unconditioned 
autonomy) by rooting responsibility in a prior moral relationship, that 
is, the primordial covenant (mīthāq) in which the oneness of God is 
recognized and each soul acknowledges its own creaturely status 
before the divine (Q 7:172; 36:60).  By invoking this universal 
covenant, the Qur’an establishes that moral accountability is not 
constructed ex nihilo within historical existence; it is activated by a 
recognition that precedes it. Each person’s capacity for denial cannot 
be insulated behind inherited custom or claimed ignorance, because 

there is an antecedent moral awareness, structured through fit}rah, the 
innate human disposition that functions as the cognitive and moral 
residue of the mīthāq in the phenomenal realm, that makes ethical 
address intelligible before any external revelation arrives.34   

 
32 Richard C. Martin, Mark R. Woodward, and Dwi S. Atmaja, Defenders of Reason in 
Islam: Mu’tazilism from Medieval School to Modern Symbol (Oxford: Oneworld 
Publications, 1997), 54–58. 
33 Muhammad Taqi Mesbah Yazdi, al-Akhlāq fī al-Qur’ān, vol. 1, trans. Kāz}im al-

S }ālih }ī (Beirut: Dār al-Ta‘āruf li al-Mat}bū‘at, 2004), 17. 
34 Nasrin Bani Assadi, Freedom Revisited: A Comparative Theological Approach to the 
Question of Free Will in Islam (Paderborn: Brill Schöningh, 2024), 189; M. Husain 

Fadhlullah, Min Wah }y al-Qur’ān, X (Beirut: Dār al-Malāk, 1998), 281–83; A. Kevin 
Reinhart, “Ethics and the Qur’ān,” in Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an, II, ed. Jane 
Dammen McAuliffe (Leiden & Boston: Brill, 2002), 57. 
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In the same register, the Qur’an frames human agency as a 
weighty trial through the motif of the Trust (al-amānah)—what the 
heavens, the earth, and the mountains refused to bear, humankind 
undertook (Q 33:72). To carry this Trust, consciousness, rational 
discernment, and the capacity for moral choice, is to inhabit the world 
as a site of divine testing in which every moral decision must be 
owned, and in which responsibility becomes the very form that 
freedom takes under divine measure and law. 35 In summary, the 
concept of Qur’anic freedom is inherently linked to, and directed 
towards, moral responsibility. The motif of moral trial further 
enriches this structure by portraying life as an arena in which moral 
quality is tested rather than as a stage on which a predetermined fate 
unfolds. When the Qur’an speaks of being tested in deeds (Q 67:2), it 
presses the reader to regard action as weight-bearing, as genuinely 
consequential in a morally ordered world.36 Moral trial, on this 
reading, is the condition that makes the distinction between virtue and 
vice intelligible as objects of judgment. The summons to compete in 
goodness likewise implies real moral competence, since agents are 
urged to choose the best among genuinely available possibilities (Q 
5:48), a prescription that becomes vacuous if no possibilities are 
genuinely available.37 Freedom, here, is the capacity to act beneath a 
divine horizon, to act as though choices matter, because they do, 
while acknowledging the limits within which choosing occurs. 

The most concrete consequence of affirming moral agency is 
mas’ūliyyah, that is moral accountability (Q 2:119; 33:14; 81:8), which 
holds individuals responsible because their deeds are treated as 
genuinely theirs rather than as occurrences that befall them (Q 41:46; 
53:38-41).38 Significantly, the Qur’an ties responsibility to the 

 
35 Khaled Abou El Fadl, “Qurʾanic Ethics and Islamic Law,” Journal of Islamic Ethics 
1, nos. 1–2 (July 2017): 9–10, https://doi.org/10.1163/24685542-12340002. 
36 Nicolai Sinai, Key Terms of the Qur’an: A Critical Dictionary (Princeton & Oxford: 
Princeton University Press, 2023), 446. 
37 Abdulaziz Sachedina, The Qur’an on Religious Pluralism (Washington, D.C.: Centre 
for Muslim-Christian Understanding and International Affairs, 2005), 24–25; 
Abdulaziz Sachedina, “The Qur’ān and Other Religion,” in The Cambridge Companion 
to the Qur’ān, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2006), 305; Abdulaziz Sachedina, Islam & The Challenge of Human Rights (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2009), 103. 
38 Fakhry, Ethical Theories in Islam, 135; M. Fakhruddin al-Razi, Tafsīr Al-Fakhr al-Rāzī 

al-Musytahir Bi al-Tafsīr al-Kabīr Wa Mafātīh } al-Ghaib, I, XX (Beirut: Dār al-Fikr, 
1981), 135. 
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vocabulary of sa‘ā (earnest, purposive striving),39 thereby framing 
accountability as an assessment of what the agent actively works 
toward. Human beings are recompensed for what they strive to 
realize, not for what simply happens around them (Q 53:39).40 This is 
why the Qur’an’s moral discourse consistently weaves together reward 
and sin, intention and deliberateness, repentance and regret. It 
constructs a moral psychology in which the human being can err, 
persist, repent, and repair, and is therefore genuinely evaluable rather 
than merely classifiable. If moral assessment were attached only to 
outcomes, the interior dimension, often decisive for moral quality, 
would evaporate; but the Qur’an insists that God knows what is 

concealed (mā fī al-s }udūr), so morality cannot be reduced to social 
performance. Freedom, in this context, is the condition that renders 
the inner life ethically relevant. Intention (niyyah) is an integral 
component of the responsibility structure, logically prior even to legal 
idioms—responsibility asserts agency, while ethical evaluation 
assesses how that agency is exercised through deliberate striving. 

Reading non-coercion alongside mas’ūliyyah enables a revisit of 
classical theological controversies without becoming trapped in a 
purely historical register. When certain traditions thicken 
predestination to the point where freedom dries up, what tends to 
disappear is precisely the Qur’an’s ethical dimension, in which the text 
is no longer asking only who creates what, but also posing an 
anthropological question about how human beings ought to live. 
When freedom is defended to the point at which humans appear to 
generate their acts independently, the looming risk is an autonomy 

incompatible with the tawh}īdic worldview, where the human subject 
becomes a center that determines both value and reality. The Qur’an 
sustains its productive semantic tension in the face of both pressures. 
It affirms that humans choose, yet locates this choosing within a 
network of conditions not fully under human control. Freedom, on 
this reading, signifies the capacity to respond to moral imperatives 
within established divine constraints, and finitude, far from negating 
agency, is precisely what gives agency its moral weight. Charles 

 
39 Majd al-Dīn M. b. Ya‘qūb al-Fairuzābādī, Bas }ā’ir Z{awī al-Tamyīz fi Lat }āif al-Kitāb al-

‘Azīz, III, ed. Muh}ammad A. al-Najjār (Kairo: Lajnah Ih }yā’ al-Turāth al-Islāmī, 
1996), 222. 
40 Hamka, Tafsir Al-Azhar IV, IX (Singapura: Pustaka Nasional Pte Ltd Singapura, 
2001), 7012-7015. See also Q. 17:19, 20:15, 21:94, dan 76:22. 
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Taylor’s distinction between “radical choice” and “strongly evaluated 
choice” is instructive here as a philosophical parallel. Genuine 
freedom, accordingly, is the capacity to evaluate choices according to 
standards that are not themselves chosen arbitrarily.41 

This is why the concept of istit}ā‘ah (capacity or ability)42  must 
function as a non-negotiable conceptual node rather than a peripheral 
qualifier. In this context, the Qur’an demands what is within the range 
of the possible: one is obligated to exert the capacities one actually 
possesses.43 Crucially, capacity resists reduction to physical strength 
alone; it encompasses psychological resources, knowledge, 
opportunity, and social conditions that make action feasible.44 A 
clarification is required at this point, since the inclusion of social 

conditions in the definition of istit}ā‘ah risks a consequence the 
argument cannot accommodate. If external conditions always and 
fully determine capacity, then structurally disadvantaged communities 
would be automatically exempt from moral and religious obligation 
(taklīf), which would destabilize the very notion of divine justice the 
argument seeks to uphold.  

The Qur’anic logic avoids this by operating with a graduated, 

threshold-based conception, in which taklīf is calibrated to istit}ā‘ah, 
not abolished by its partial reduction (Q 64:16; 3:102; 2:286). What 
poverty or structural oppression reduces is not the moral subject’s 
accountability as such, but the scope and intensity of obligation within 
the remaining space of capacity. This graduated calibration is precisely 
what makes Qur’anic morality demanding and just simultaneously—
demanding because it refuses the human being’s retreat into excuse, 
just because it does not hold persons to standards beyond their actual 

reach.45 Istit}ā‘ah thus functions as the bridge between freedom and 

 
41 Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1989), 4–11. 
42 Elsaid M. Badawi and M. A. S. Abdel Haleem, Arabic-English Dictionary of Qur’anic 
Usage (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 576. 
43 al-Rāghib al-As}fahānī, Mufradāt Alfāz } al-Qur’ān, ed. S}afwān A. Dāwūdī 
(Damaskus: Dār al-Qalam, 2009), 830. 
44 Nās}ir Makārim Syīrāzī, al-Amthal fī Tafsīr Kitab Allah al-Munzal, XIV (Beirut: 

Mu’assasah al-A’lamī li al-Mat }bū‘āt, 2013), 202. 
45 Martha Nussbaum, Creating Capabilities: The Human Development Approach 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011), 17–45 whose capabilities framework, 
while developed in a secular register, offers a structural parallel that clarifies why 
capacity-sensitive moral systems are justice-constituting. 
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taklīf: without capacity, obligation becomes oppression; without 
obligation, capacity loses moral orientation. 

Alongside istit}ā‘ah, the concept of mashī’ah (willing)46 reveals that 
Qur’anic freedom is moral power requiring direction and orientation, 
not a neutral energy without telos. The will can incline toward virtue 
or vice; it strengthens through discipline and weakens through neglect 
(Q 18:29).47 The moral invitation in the Qur’an is therefore not 
exhausted by the imperative “do”, but extends to “will the good” and 
“incline toward the true” through cultivation of psychological and 
intellectual character. Rather than imagining freedom as the sheer 
capacity to choose anything whatsoever, the Qur’an frames it as the 
capacity to order the will so that it is not enslaved by momentary 
impulse (Q 10:108).48 This reading resonates with the Aristotelian 
tradition’s account of moral character as a second nature acquired 
through habituation (formed through ethos), though the Qur’anic 
frame situates this formation within a theocentric rather than 
eudaemonistic horizon.49 Mashī’ah, therefore, cannot be separated 
from the cultivation of spiritual and moral character; free will is a will 
capable of self-restraint, delayed gratification, and choosing what is 
genuinely valuable over what is immediately attractive.50 In essence, 
freedom is inextricably linked to interior labor, and it is precisely in 
this aspect that it becomes irreducibly human. 

Three minimal conditions emerge from the foregoing analysis 
under which moral praise and blame remain rationally intelligible 

within the Qur’anic framework: adequate capacity (istit}ā‘ah), morally 
relevant knowledge, and intentional agency (mashī’ah oriented by 
niyyah). These conditions resonate with standard accounts in 
contemporary moral philosophy,51 but they operate in the Qur’an not 

 
46 Badawi and Haleem, Arabic-English Dictionary of Qur’anic Usage, 503. 
47 M. Jawad Mughniyyah, Tafsīr Al-Kāsyif, V (Beirut: Dār al-Anwār, n.d.), 122; 
Mohsen Qera’ati, Tafsīr Al-Nūr, V, trans. Muhammad Ayyub (Beirut: Dār al-
Mu’arrikh al-‘Arabī, 2014), 152–53. 
48 Muh}ammad H {usayn T}abātabā’ī, al-Mīzān fī Tafsīr al-Qurʾān, X (Beirut: Muʾassasah 

al-‘Alamī li al-Mat }būʿāt, 1997), 127. 
49 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, Third Edition (Indiana: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), 149–55. 
50 Nās}ir Makārim Shīrāzī, al-Amthal fī Tafsīr Kitab Allah al-Munzal, IX (Beirut: 

Mu’assasah al-A’lamī li al-Mat }bū‘āt, 2013), 472. 
51 Muhammad Taqi Mesbah Yazdi, Meniru Tuhan: Antara “yang Terjadi” & “Yang 
Mesti Terjadi,” trans. Ammar Fauzi (Al-Huda: Jakarta, 2006), 144–49; M. Abid al-
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as an explicit theory but as tacit presuppositions beneath its normative 
language. Philosophical analysis here serves to disclose what the text 
already assumes when it evaluates. Evaluation implies conditions of 
evaluability, and the Qur’an’s pervasive evaluative address to human 
beings commits it to those conditions whether or not it systematizes 
them. The capacity condition is stated with clarity, “God does not burden 
any soul beyond its capacity” (Q 2:286), and recurs across multiple 
registers (Q 7:42; 23:62; 65:7), marking calibration-to-capacity as a 
structural pattern rather than an incidental qualifier. The knowledge 
condition requires a more nuanced formulation: responsibility 
weakens without adequate information and intensifies with sufficient 
knowledge, but culpable negligence in sustaining ignorance is itself a 
morally assessable stance.52  This resonates with the Qur’anic motif of 
revelation as bayān (clarification extended to agents capable of 

reception) and with the moral significance of i’rād}, deliberate turning 
away from evidence already provided.53 The intentionality condition 
becomes explicit where the Qur’an distinguishes inadvertent action 
from deliberate willing (Q 2:225), and where necessity relaxes 
obligation when one acts under compulsion without willing 
transgression (Q 2:173).54  

Read together, these conditions yield a portrait of freedom as 

measured capacity (istit}ā‘ah), directed willing (mashī’ah), and 
accountable intentional agency (mas’ūliyyah)—three registers of a 
single structure rather than three independent criteria.55 When any of 
these conditions is structurally undermined, the intelligibility of divine 
justice comes under strain. It is precisely at this juncture that the 

 
Jabiri, al-‘Aql al-Akhlāqī al-‘Arabī: Dirāsah Tah }līliyyah Naqdiyyah li Nuz }um al-Qiyam fī 

al-Thaqāfah al-‘Arabiyyah (Beirut: Markaz Dirāsāt al-Wah }dah al-‘Arabiyyah, 2001), 79; 
Randolph Clarke, “Free Will and the Conditions of Moral Responsibility,” 
Philosophical Studies: An International Journal for Philosophy in the Analytic Tradition 66, no. 
1 (1992): 53–72. 
52 David. O. Brink, Moral Realism and the Foundations of Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989), 207; Michael J. Zimmerman, An Essay on Moral Responsibility 
(New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 1988). 
53 Abdulaziz Sachedina, The Islamic Roots of Democratic Pluralism (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), 44–48. 
54 M. Quraish Shihab, Wawasan Al-Quran: Tafsir Tematik Atas Pelbagai Persoalan Umat 
(Bandung: Mizan, 2013), 342. 
55 Ahmad Amin, Kitāb Al-Akhlāq (Mu’assasah Hindāwī, 2011), 12; Amir Saemi, 
Morality and Revelation in Islamic Thought and Beyond: A New Problem of Evil (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2024), 30. 
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discourse of qadr/qad}ā’ becomes indispensable. The philosophical 
reading pursued here treats that discourse as the conceptual 
architecture within which the relational character of Qur’anic freedom 
is most clearly articulated, and it is to that architecture that the 
argument now turns. 

 

Qad{ā’, Qadr, and Divine Justice 
The problem of freedom in the Qur’an reaches its most acute 

point precisely where the language of divine willing operates at full 
register, and it is here that the specter of fatalism, documented above 
as a real if minority trajectory within the exegetical tradition, finds its 

most powerful textual leverage. Verses on hidāyah and id}lāl can appear, 
when read in isolation, to script a predeterminism in which human 
willing is epiphenomenal: God “could make everyone believe” (Q 10:99), 
could “compel them onto a single path” (Q 6:35), and “misguides whom He 
wills and guides whom He wills” (Q 16:93; 42:8). An atomistic 
engagement with such statements readily generates the picture of 
human beings as variables in a divine calculation rather than as agents 
whose choices bear moral weight. Yet the Qur’an’s persistent address 
to human beings through commands, prohibitions, counsel, and 
accountability—a structural feature that spans its entire moral 
vocabulary—generates a pressure in the opposite direction that the 
fatalistic reading cannot coherently absorb. If the human being is a 
puppet, moral address becomes a theater without an audience. The 

classical taxonomy of tawh}īd (tawh}īd al-dhāt, tawh}īd al-s }ifāt, and tawh}īd al-

af‘āl) is instructive precisely here.56 Concentrating on tawh}īd al-af‘āl—
the affirmation that no act falls outside the scope of divine power (Q 
17:111; 2:253; 22:14; 11:107; 85:16)—clarifies rather than forecloses 
the moral subject’s status, provided the relation between divine power 
and creaturely agency is understood structurally rather than 
competitively. 

On this basis, a reading of qad}ā’ and qadr as names for a divine 
order that makes morality possible rather than names for its 
cancellation becomes both philosophically defensible and textually 
grounded. If life is presented as an arena in which the quality of deeds 
is tested (Q 67:2), and if plurality of paths constitutes the condition 
for competing in goodness (Q 5:48), then the world the Qur’an 

 
56 Murtadha Mutahhari, Allah fī H}ayāh al-Insān (Beirut: Dār al-Hādī, 2006), 5–8; 
Murtadha Mutahhari, al-Kalām (Beirut: Dār al-Walā’, 2009), 77–78. 
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depicts is not a stage on which a closed fate mechanically unfolds 
without moral significance. The Qur’an acknowledges that God could 
have unified humanity in faith yet maintains a world that sustains 
genuine choice, learning, repentance, and ethical evaluation; a choice 
whose intelligibility is precisely theological, in which a world without 
genuine alternatives would be a world without genuine trial, and a trial 
without genuine stakes would be a cosmological fiction. Divine 

willing, accordingly, must be read together with h}ikmah and with the 
purposive order of creation that presupposes meaningful agency, 
rather than as an arbitrary exercise of omnipotence that renders that 
order opaque.57 

The term qadr is employed here to denote “measure” (miqdār), 

limit (h}add), condition (shart }), and purposive orientation (ghāyah/telos) 
as properties that attach to things; an ordinance that confers 
proportion, intelligibility, and directedness upon creation.58 In 
etymological lexica, qadr and its derivatives mark the principle by 
which God’s governance of reality prevents it from slipping free of 
measure, condition, and purposive orientation.59  A more fundamental 
question, however, presses itself at this stage: in what sense does qadr 
relate to the causal structure of the world, and how does that relation 
bear on human agency? Two models of causality are latent in the 
classical discourse on qadr, and failing to distinguish them generates 
the ontological instability that has historically plagued both theological 
and philosophical treatments of the subject. 

The first is what may be called a naturalistic-regularist model, in 
which qadr names the lawlike regularities that govern created reality—
what the tradition formulates as qadar Allāh wa sunnatuhu, God’s 
ordinance operating through the causal order rather than by 
suspending it.60 On this reading, qadr is cognate with the natural laws 
that secure the world’s coherence and within which human action 
unfolds as a genuine contribution to a real field of causality. The 

 
57 Cf. Jon Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya’s Theodicy of Perpetual Optimism (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 
48–62. 
58 Muh}ammad H{asan Jabal, al-Mu‘jam al-Isytiqāqī al-Mu’as }s }al li Alfāz} al-Qur’ān al-
Karīm, IV (Kairo: Maktabah al-Ādāb, 2010), 1745–47. 
59 al-‘Allāmah al-Mus}t }afawī, al-Tah }qīq fī Kalimāt al-Qur’ān al-Karīm, IX (Tehran: 

Markaz Nashr Āthār al-‘Allāmah al-Mus}t}afawī, 1965), 226–31. 
60 Muh}ammad H {usayn T}abāt }abā’ī, al-‘Aqā’id al-Islāmiyyah, ed. Qāsim al-Hāsyimī 

(Beirut: Muʾassasah al-‘Alamī li al-Mat}būʿāt, 2002), 101–2; Fakhry, A History of 
Islamic Philosophy, 32–38. 
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philosophical parallel is closer to what Spinoza termed Deus sive 
Natura (the identification of divine ordering with the rational structure 
of nature itself) though the Qur’anic frame resists the pantheistic 
implication by insisting on the Creator's transcendence of the order 
He sustains.61 

The second is an Aristotelian-actualist model, operative in the 
phrase “shifting a thing from potentiality to actuality” that Muslim 

commentators deploy when discussing qad}ā’.62 Here the operative 
framework is Aristotelian hylomorphism: every event involves a 

transition from potentiality (quwwah) to actuality (fi‘l), and qad}ā’ names 
the divine act by which the transition is brought to completion. These 
two models are not contradictory, but they operate at different levels 
of analysis: the first at the level of immanent causal regularities, the 
second at the level of the metaphysical ground of any actualization 
whatsoever. The article’s argument requires holding both 
simultaneously, in which qadr as the structure of immanent 

measurability (naturalistic-regularist level), qad}ā’ as the moment of 
decisive actualization that carries the causal process to its point of 
occurrence (Aristotelian-actualist level).63 The relation between the 

two is one of ontological layering rather than competition. Qad}ā’ is 
not a first cause inserted into an otherwise complete causal chain, nor 
is it an intervention that ruptures causal structure from outside. It is 
the ground that sustains the causal chain as a whole (the condition for 
there being a chain at all) while remaining categorially distinct from 
any particular link within it.64 

 
61 Benedict de Spinoza, Ethics, ed. and trans. Edwin Curley (1996: Penguin Books, 
1996), 20–21; for the contrast with Islamic theism, see Seyyed Hossein Nasr, 
Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines (1993: SUNY Press, 1993), 188–96. 
62 al-Mus}t }afawī, al-Tah }qīq fī Kalimāt al-Qur’ān al-Karīm, IX, 314–19; Muhammad Taqi 

Mesbah Yazdi, al-Manhaj al-Jadīd fi Ta‘līm al-Falsafah, II, trans. Muh}ammad ‘Abd al-

Mun‘im al-Khāfānī (Beirut: Dār al-Ta‘āruf li al-Mat}bū‘āt, 2007), 439–40; cf. Cristina 
D’Ancona, “Greek into Arabic: Neoplatonism in Translation,” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Arabic Philosophy, ed. Peter Adamson and Richard C. Taylor 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 10–31. 
63 Murtadha Mutahhari, al-Insān wa al-Qadr, trans. Muh}ammad ‘Alī al-Taskhīrī 
(Tehran: al-Mashriq li al-Thaqāfah wa al-Nashr, 1965), 56–57; Ja‘far Sobhani, al-

Qad}ā’ wa al-Qadr fī al-‘Ilm wa al-Falsafah al-Islāmiyyah, trans. M. Hadi al-Yusufi (Beirut: 

Dār al-Ad}wā’, 1987), 40–44. 
64 Muh}ammad H{usayn T}abāt }abā’ī, Us }ūl al-Falsafah wa al-Manhaj al-Wāqi‘ī, II, ed. 
Murtadha Mutahhari, trans. Ammar A. Rafif (Iraq: Al-Mu’assasah al-‘Irāqiyyah li al-
Mansyar wa al-Tauzī,’ 2016), 750. 
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This distinction also illuminates the position of human willing 
within the causal order. The human act is a genuine proximate 
cause—it issues from the agent’s own deliberation, commitment, and 
choice—without thereby becoming a rival to divine causality, because 
the proximate cause is itself ontologically dependent on the ground 
that makes any causation possible.65 In compatibilist terms familiar 
from analytic philosophy of action, moral responsibility tracks 
authorship rather than metaphysical independence. An act remains 
mine, and therefore evaluable, if it issues from my reasons, 
commitments, and deliberation, regardless of whether those reasons 
are themselves embedded in a broader causal order.66 The Qur’an’s 
insistence on qadr as measure, read within this framework, is not a 
covert invitation to fatalism but a structural safeguard against it. It 
secures a world in which agency is intelligible and evaluable, while 

preventing tawh}īd from being weaponized as an alibi for moral 
evasion.67 

At this point, the connection to the Ash’arite theory of kasb 
requires explicit engagement, since the position being developed here 
operates in adjacent conceptual territory and risks appearing to 
reproduce kasb without acknowledgment. The Ash’arite solution to 
the freedom-determinism problem, classically formulated by al-
Ash‘arī and systematized by al-Ghazālī, held that God alone creates 
(khalq) human acts, while the human being “acquires” (kasb) them 
through a coincident will that adds no genuine causal efficacy but 
suffices for moral attribution.68 The result, as critics from the 

 
65 Mohsen Kadivar, “Human Action within Divine Creation: A Muslim 
Perspective,” in God’s Creativity and Human Action: Christian and Muslim Perspectives, ed. 
Lucinda Mosher and David Marshall (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University 
Press, 2017), 19–20; Muhammad Taqi Mesbah Yazdi, Ma‘Ārif Al-Qur’Ān, III, trans. 
M. ‘Abd al-Mun‘im (Beirut: al-Dār al-Islāmiyyah, 1989), 96–97. 
66 Jonathan Jacobs, Dimensions of Moral Theory: An Introduction to Metaethics and Moral 
Psychology (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2002), 29; cf. Harry G. Frankfurt, 
“Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person,” Journal of Philosophy 68, no. 1 
(1971): 5–20, https://doi.org/10.2307/2024717. 
67 Muhammad Taqi Mesbah Yazdi, Durūs Fi Al-‘Aqīdah al-Islāmiyyah, I (Beirut: Dār 
al-Rasūl al-Akram, 2008), 183–84. 
68 Cf. Zeyneb Betul Taskin, “An Occasionalist Reading of Al-Ashʿarī’s Theory of 

Kasb in Kitāb al-Lumaʿ,” The Muslim World 113, no. 4 (2023): 399–415, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/muwo.12478; Binyamin Abrahamov, “A Re-Examination 
of al-Ash’arī’s Theory of ‘Kasb’ According to ‘Kitāb al-Luma’,’” Journal of the Royal 
Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, no. 2 (1989): 210–21; Edward Omar Moad, 
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Mu’tazilite tradition to contemporary analytic philosophers of religion 
have observed, is an agency so thin that it struggles to bear the moral 
weight the framework demands. If human willing adds no causal 
contribution to the act, the distinction between an act that is coerced 
and one that is “acquired” becomes vanishingly difficult to maintain 
at the level of moral accountability.  

The position developed in the present article departs from kasb 
at precisely this point. Human willing functions here as a genuine 
proximate cause, not merely a coincident correlate of divine creation, 
whose causal efficacy is real at the immanent level while remaining 
derivative at the ontological level. This is a distinction with moral 
consequences, namely a genuine proximate causation grounds a 
genuine accountability, whereas the Ash’arite acquisition, on its most 
coherent reading, grounds accountability only by fiat. The closer 
analog within the Islamic tradition is the Mu’tazilite insistence on 
tawlīd—the human being’s genuine generation of consequential acts—
though without the Mu'tazilite implication that divine power is 
thereby limited.69 

The “measure” verses of the Qur’an (Q 25:2, 54:49, 65:3, 87:2-
3) should be read against this background as signs that reality operates 
through wise order rather than through accident or arbitrariness. Qadr 
in this register functions as what may be termed causal measurability: the 
principle that the world has a rational structure within which human 
action unfolds as a meaningful contribution rather than a random 
disturbance. Philosophically, this is the condition Kant identified as 
necessary for the possibility of moral experience in general, in which a 
causally ordered world in which actions have determinate 
consequences is the precondition for responsibility, not its negation.70 
The Qur’anic frame adds a dimension Kant’s moral philosophy 
cannot supply from within its own resources. The causal order is not 
merely a formal condition of rational agency but the expression of 

 
“Al-Ghazali on Power, Causation, and ‘Acquisition,’” Philosophy East and West 57, 
no. 1 (2007): 1–13; Daniel Gimaret, La Doctrine d’al-Ash’ari (Paris: Cerf, 1990), 387–
419. 
69 cf. Sophia Vasalou, Moral Agents and Their Deserts: The Character of Mu’tazilite Ethics 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008). 
70 Immanuel Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, ed. and trans. Allen W. 
Wood (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2002); cf. Christine 
Korsgaard, Creating the Kingdom of Ends (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1996), 159–87. 
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divine wisdom and justice, such that acting within it is simultaneously 
acting within a morally saturated universe. Qadr constrains so that the 
human being does not become a “little god”, and enables so that 
moral striving does not collapse into illusion.71 

Qad}ā’ occupies a distinct but complementary position within 
this structure. Where qadr names measurability and orientation (the 

parameters within which action is possible) qad}ā names the decisive 
actualization that carries a matter from potentiality to its point of 
occurrence.72 The Qur’an’s kun fa-yakūn idiom expresses this with 
particular economy. when God decrees a matter, He says “Be”, and it 
transitions from potential into actuality (Q 2:117; 3:47; 19:35; 40:68). 
The significance of this idiom for the present argument is that 
actualization is the completion of creaturely causality: the kun fa-yakūn 
applies to the establishment of creaturely natures and capacities, 
which then operate according to their own proper causality within the 
order thereby constituted.  

Classical Qur’anic commentators have consistently emphasized 

that qad}ā’ signifies an irrevocable decision rather than an arbitrary 
act—the actualization of a measured will whose wisdom is not 

suspended by its finality.73 Qad}ā’ is therefore neither a first cause that 
displaces the causal chain nor an intervention that ruptures it from 
outside; it is the ontological ground that makes the chain’s operation 
possible and whose relationship to any particular event within the 
chain is one of vertical sustaining rather than horizontal competition. 

Within this framework, the classical tension between jabr (hard 

determinism) and tafwīd} (total delegation of acts to the human being) 
functions as a discursive map of the two failures that threaten 
Qur’anic moral order. The Qur’an, we argue, resists both. It does not 
permit the human being to imagine an absolute freedom that rivals 
divine sovereignty, nor does it reduce the human being to an 
instrument without genuine will.74 At this point, the twelver Imāmī 

 
71 Murtadha Mutahhari, Divine Justice, trans. Sulayman Hasan Abidi, Murtaza Alidina, 
and Shuja Ali Mirza (Qom: International Center for Islamic Studies, 2004), 124–25. 
72 al-Mus}t }afawī, al-Tah }qīq fī Kalimāt al-Qur’ān al-Karīm, IX, 314–19. 
73 Muh}ammad b. Abī Bakr al-Qurt}ūbī, al-Jāmi‘ li Ah}kām al-Qur’ān wa al-Mubayyin limā 

Tad}ammanah min al-Sunnah wa Āy al-Furqān, II, ed. ‘Abdullah b. ‘Abd al-Muh }sin 

(Beirut: Mu’assah al-Risālah, 2006), 336; Muh}ammad b. al-H}asan al-T }ūsī, al-Tibyān fī 
Tafsīr al-Qur’ān, III (Qom: Mu’assasah Āli al-Bayt, 2019), 240–41. 
74 M. Jawad Mughniyyah, al-Shī‘ah fī al-Mīzān (Beirut: Dār al-Syurūq, n.d.), 276. 
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formulation, lā jabra wa lā tafwīd} bal amrun bayna amrayn (neither 
compulsion nor delegation, but a matter between two matters), 
captures this with a precision that the present reading endorses, 
though without restricting the argument to a single kalām tradition.75 

Within the horizon of tawh}īd al-af‘āl, human choice occurs under 
divine power, while the intelligibility of taklīf affirms that such choice 
carries the qualitative status of belonging to the subject—hence its 
susceptibility to moral praise or blame. Qadr marks the limits of 

creatureliness; qad}ā’ underscores the finality of consequences once a 
chain of decisions reaches its point of actualization.76   

The question of whether the Qur’an itself defines ‘adl in the 
same way that this article’s argument requires is a pressure point the 
reading must address directly rather than assume away. The semantic 
range of ‘adl in the Qur’an encompasses the ideas of balance, 
equivalence, straightness, and proportion; a range that lexically resists 
reduction to a single philosophical notion.77 What the Qur’an does 
supply, across its normative discourse, is a characterization of God’s 
dealings with creation that is structurally incompatible with 
arbitrariness: God “judges with truth” (Q 40:20), creation proceeds bi al-

h}aqq (Q 6:73; 14:19; 16:3; 30:8), and God is repeatedly said not to 

commit z}ulm against human beings (Q 3:108; 4:49; 45:22). al-h}aqq in 
these contexts is a normative principle by which the world stands; a 
principle whose force is ontological as well as moral.78  

The operative concept of ‘adl in the present article is therefore 
derived from this structural characterization rather than imported 
wholesale from philosophical ethics. ‘Adl names the property of 
God’s ordering of creation by which reward and punishment are non-
arbitrary, causal consequences are proportionate to acts, and taklīf is 

 
75 Ja‘far Sobhani, al-Tauh }īd wa al-Syirk fī al-Qur’ān al-Karīm (Intisyārāt Uswah, 1992), 
27. 
76 Mutahhari, al-Insān wa al-Qadr, 56–57; Sobhani, al-Qad}ā’ wa al-Qadr fī al-‘Ilm wa al-
Falsafah al-Islāmiyyah, 40–44; Yazdi, al-Manhaj al-Jadīd fi Ta‘līm al-Falsafah, II, 439–40; 

T }abāt }abā’ī, Us}ūl al-Falsafah wa al-Manhaj al-Wāqi‘ī, II, 750. 
77 Rahbar, God of Justice: A Study in the Ethical Doctrine of the Qurʾān, 1–24; Harvey, The 
Qur’an and Just Society, 17–43; cf. Majid Khadduri, The Islamic Conception of Justice 
(Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1984). 
78 Rahbar, God of Justice: A Study in the Ethical Doctrine of the Qurʾān, 231–32; See also 

al-T }abarī, Jāmi‘ al-Bayān ‘an Ta’wīl Āyī al-Qur’ān, XIV, 164; ‘Alī al-Fad}l b. al-H}asan al-

T }abrāsī, Majma‘ al-Bayān fī Tafsīr al-Qur’ān, IV (Beirut: Dār al-Murtad}ā, 2006), 66; 
Pintu-Pintu Menuju Tuhan (Jakarta: Dian Rakyat, 2008), 41–42. 



 

 

Human Autonomy and Divine Sovereignty:  
Negotiating Moral Freedom and Predestination in the Qur’an 

Volume 15, Issue 2, December 2025  139 

calibrated to istit}ā‘ah. This does not require the Mu’tazilite claim that 
God is bound by a rational standard independent of His will; a claim 
the Ash’arite tradition rightly resisted as an external constraint on 
divine sovereignty. It requires the more modest but sufficient claim 
that God’s decree is internally consistent with His attributes of 
wisdom and justice, a claim whose Qur’anic warrant is, as the verses 
above demonstrate, extensive. 

The principle of ‘adl also functions as an epistemic boundary 
within kalām discourse. It rejects a portrait of God as sheer will 
without moral rationality; a portrait that, taken seriously, would make 
the Qur’an’s own moral address incoherent, since commands and 
prohibitions addressed to beings who have no genuine capacity to 
comply would be exercises of power rather than acts of moral 
communication. The ‘adliyyah traditions, Mu’tazilite and, with their 

distinct us}ūlī resources, Twelver Shī‘ī, insist that good and evil have a 
rational dimension that can, in some measure, be recognized by 
human reason independently of revealed stipulation. This recognition 
is not a claim to judge God but a refusal to demand that believers 
worship arbitrariness.79  

The present argument then adopts the structural claim that ‘adl 

as a Qur’anic predicate of divine action is what prevents qad}ā’ from 
collapsing into a decree that cannot be morally accounted for. When 
the text states that God “misguides whom He wills, a morally attentive 
reading asks how this willing operates without violating divine justice. 
The answer, consistent with the dominant exegetical trajectory 

documented above, is that id}lāl is structurally connected to human 
choices, namely the closing of oneself to evidence, the persistent 
refusal of clarification, the deliberate hardening against moral address. 
Misguidance, on this reading, bears a moral dimension that preserves 
the field of accountability rather than dissolving it.80 

The upshot of the preceding analysis is what this study 
proposes as relational freedom, that is a category brought to the Qur’anic 
text as a philosophical heuristic and found there not merely 
accommodated but substantively enriched. The enrichment consists 
in the following: where philosophical accounts of relational or 

 
79 Ali-Reza Bhojani, Moral Rationalism and Sharī‘a: Independent Rationality in Modern Shī‘ī 

Us }ūl al-Fiqh (Oxon & New York: Routledge, 2015), 44–45. 
80 Cf. Jonathan E. Brockopp, “Justice and Injustice,” in Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an, 
III, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe (Leiden & Boston: Brill, 2002), 69–74. 
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situated freedom (from Hegel’s recognition-dependent freedom to 
Taylor’s strongly-evaluated choice to Frankfurt’s hierarchical will) 
locate the relational character of freedom in social structures, personal 
history, or second-order desires,81 the Qur’anic frame adds a vertical 
dimension that secular philosophy cannot generate from within its 
own resources. Human freedom is real and morally consequential, yet 

it is realized within a just qadr and qad}ā’; a structure of divine ordering 
that is simultaneously constraining and enabling. The world, in the 
grammar of faith, is a network of rational divine ordinances that 
generate the very conditions within which striving becomes 
intelligible. Qadr then calls for epistemic humility, knowing one’s 
limits (self-restraint), refusing to absolutize one’s own mashī’ah (and 
moral courage), and continuing to act because action is genuinely 

evaluable. Qad}ā’ does not shut the door of ikhtiyār; it reminds the 
agent that each moral decision has a moment of finality for which one 

must answer. The discourse of qadr/qad}ā’ thus strengthens the 
demand of mas’ūliyyah rather than attenuating it: human beings are not 
tasked with mastering all the world’s conditions, but with owning the 

choices that fall within the reach of their istit}ā‘ah. Tawh}īd al-af‘āl, on 
this reading, places the moral subject in its proper location, situated 
within a divinely sustained order, neither powerless before fate nor 
unlimited in autonomy. 

In light of this architecture, the Qur’anic claim that human 
willing depends on divine willing (Q 74:56; 76:30; 81:29) need not be 
read as a predestinarian cancellation of human volition. The 
interpretive key is the sequential structure of each passage: each of 
these verses is immediately preceded by an affirmation of human 
willing: “whoever wills, let him take heed” (Q 74:55), “whoever wills, let him 
take a way to his Lord” (Q 76:29), “for whoever among you wills to be upright” 
(Q 81:28). The sequence establishes a dual attribution rather than a 
cancellation. Human willing is real and morally operative at the 

horizontal level of taklīf and h}isāb; the ontological ground of that 
willing—the fact that a willing subject exists at all, that the conditions 

 
81 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, ed. Allen W. 
Wood, trans. H. B. Nisbet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991); Taylor, 
Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity; Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will 
and the Concept of a Person.” 
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for willing are sustained, that choices have genuine consequences—is 
attributed vertically to God as the sustaining cause.82  

The Qur’an acknowledges the existence of human wills as 
operationally independent within the phenomenal order while 
positing their dependence on the divine will at the ontological level; a 
distinction structurally analogous to, though not identical with, the 
Kantian distinction between the phenomenal and noumenal orders, 
and to Leibniz’s distinction between immanent creaturely causation 
and the divine vis activa that grounds it.83 Q 10:100 reinforces the 
structure by stating that belief occurs “by God's permission” (bi idhni 
Allāh), while blame targets those who refuse to exercise reason; an 
attribution that is simultaneously vertical (permission belongs to God) 
and horizontal (the refusal of reason is the agent’s own moral act). 
Relational freedom, in the Qur’anic sense, names precisely this 
structure: freedom that is genuine at the level of creaturely agency, 
dependent at the level of ontological ground, and evaluable at the 
level of divine justice. 

 
Navigating the Dialectic of Freedom and Predestination in 
Qur’anic Ethics 

The conceptual architecture developed in the preceding 

section—qadr as causal measurability, qad}ā’ as decisive actualization, 
‘adl as the normative horizon that prevents divine decree from 
collapsing into arbitrariness—requires translation into the concrete 
dialectical space of Islamic intellectual history, where the same 
structural problem has been negotiated through figures whose 
frameworks are neither identical nor straightforwardly 
commensurable. The present section retrieves three such figures: Ibn 
Taymiyyah, Ibn Rushd, and, as a philosophical interlocutor rather 
than a theological source, Kant. They are brought into dialogue not as 
a set of convergent authorities that happen to agree on relational 
freedom, but as three distinct traditions whose internal resources 
illuminate different dimensions of the same problem. The 
methodological warrant is the category of relational freedom itself, which 

 
82 Sobhani, al-Tauh }īd wa al-Shirk fī al-Qur’ān al-Karīm, 27; Muhammad Abdullah Draz, 
The Moral World of the Qur’an, trans. Danielle Robinson and Rebecca Masterton 
(London & New York: I. B. Tauris, 2008), 104–5. 
83 Cf. Gonzalo Rodriguez-Pereyra, Leibniz: Discourse on Metaphysics (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2020); Kant, Critique of Practical Reason. 
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functions here as the tertium comparationis; the shared conceptual 
question that makes dialogue coherent without requiring ontological 
homogeneity among its participants. 

Ibn Taymiyyah’s account of human action operates through a 
distinction that the present argument cannot bypass, namely al-irādah 
al-kawniyyah (the cosmological will by which God ordains everything 
that occurs in created reality) and al-irādah al-shar‘iyyah (the legislative 
will by which God commands what is morally good and prohibits 
what is reprehensible).84 The distinction is decisive for moral 
accountability, in which an act falls within the scope of irādah 
kawniyyah (God wills its occurrence) without being endorsed by irādah 
shar‘iyyah, which may explicitly prohibit it. Sin is willed by God in the 
cosmological sense while remaining genuinely prohibited in the 
legislative sense; the agent who commits it bears full moral 
responsibility precisely because the condemnation of the irādah 
shar‘iyyah is not cancelled by the permitting function of the irādah 
kawniyyah.  

This structural device holds divine omnipotence and genuine 
accountability simultaneously without generating logical 
contradiction.85 His rejection of Ash‘arite kasb sharpens the position 
further. He contests it because it fails to give human agency genuine 
ontological weight while pretending to do so—the Ash’arite 
“acquirer” is neither a genuine cause nor a genuine patient, satisfying 
neither the demands of omnipotence nor those of accountability.86 
What Ibn Taymiyyah proposes instead is a model in which God 
creates the sabab and quwwah through which human action becomes 
possible, while the human will functions as a genuine proximate cause 
capable of real inclination toward alternatives. Crucially, sabab is 
distinguished from the Avicennian ‘illah, which implies necessitation: 
causes in the created order do not entail effects by metaphysical 

compulsion, because a murajjih} must intervene to actualize one 

 
84 Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya’s Theodicy of Perpetual Optimism, 65–89; M. Sait Özervarli, 

“Divine Wisdom, Human Agency and the Fit}ra in Ibn Taymiyya’s Thought,” in 
Islamic Theology, Philosophy, and Law: Debating Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, 
ed. Birgit Krawietz and Georges Tamer (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2013), 43–44. 
85 Taqī al-Dīn Ibn Taymiyyah, Minhāj Al-Sunnah al-Nabawiyyah, I, ed. Muhammad 
Rashad Salim (Riyadh: Jāmi‘at al-Imām Muhammad b. Sa‘ūd al-Islāmiyyah, 1986), 
81–92. 
86 Cf. Richard Frank, Al-Ghazali and the Ash’arite School (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 1994), 48–67. 
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possibility rather than another.87 The result is agency that is genuinely 
imputable yet ontologically dependent; a model structurally 
compatible with the dual attribution elaborated in the preceding 
section, and one whose distance from kasb maps precisely onto the 
position this article defends. 

Where Ibn Taymiyyah operates within a voluntarist theological 
framework, Ibn Rushd operates within Aristotelian naturalism whose 
fundamental commitment is to the integrity of the causal order 
immanent to the natural world. The distance between them is real and 
must not be minimized. Ibn Taymiyyah’s God is the primary 
ontological reality upon whom all creaturely existence permanently 
depends; Ibn Rushd’s First Mover relates to the world through a 
hierarchy of intellects rather than through direct volitional sustaining 

of each creaturely act.88 What Ibn Rushd terms muwāt}a‘ah (the 
coordination of internal capacities with external causal conditions) 
names the structure of human action as an event emerging from the 
conjunction of the agent's deliberative powers with a causally ordered 
world.89  

Human beings possess real powers of deliberation and choice; 
their actions are realized only within a world whose causal laws 
constantly shape the field of possible outcomes.90 A free act 
performed in a world without causal structure would not be free but 
arbitrary, and arbitrariness is no more hospitable to moral 

accountability than necessitation.91 The muwāt}a‘ah framework thus 
supplies the philosophical grammar for what the Qur’anic concept of 
qadr implies at the immanent level, namely the divine ordinance that 
structures reality through rational laws is precisely what renders 
human striving (sa‘ā) capable of genuine achievement rather than 

 
87 Nurcholis Madjid, “Ibn Taymiyya on Kalam and Falsafa: A Problem of Reason 
and Revelation in Islam” (Ph.D. Dissertation, The University of Chicago, 1984), 
142–43. 
88 Massimo Campanini, An Introduction to Islamic Philosophy, trans. Caroline Higgitt 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008), 130–55; Catarina Belo, Chance and 
Determinism in Avicenna and Averroes (Leiden & Boston: Brill, 2007), 179–215. 
89 Saud M. S. Al Tamamy, Averroes, Kant, and the Origins of the Enlightenment: Reason and 
Revelation in Arab Thought (London & New York: I. B. Tauris, 2014), 76–77. 
90 Traci Philipson, “Aquinas Averroes, and the Human Will” (Ph.D. Dissertation, 
Marquette University, 2017), 122–24. 
91 Oliver Leaman, Averroes and His Philosophy (Oxon: Routledge, 1988), 22, 74. 
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mere gesture.92 What grounds bringing Ibn Taymiyyah and Ibn Rushd 
into a single argument is therefore not a claim that their metaphysical 
frameworks are equivalent, but that they address the same structural 
problem from different analytical levels whose contributions are 
combinable without mutual contradiction: Ibn Taymiyyah at the level 
of ontological grounding, Ibn Rushd at the level of immanent causal 
intelligibility. The combination is layered complementarity, not 
eclecticism.  

At this juncture, the closer analogue within the Islamic tradition 
to the present article’s position, Mu’tazilite tawlīd, requires explicit 
engagement. The Mu’tazilite insistence on the human being’s genuine 
generation of consequential acts preserves a real proximate causation 
that the Ash’arite kasb, on its most coherent reading, cannot sustain; 
and it is precisely this genuine proximate causation that grounds 
genuine accountability rather than accountability by fiat. The present 
argument endorses tawlīd’s insistence on genuine proximate causation 
while declining to accept the implication that certain formulations 
within the Mu’tazilite tradition carry, that genuine creaturely causation 
requires a corresponding limitation of divine power. The Imāmī 

formulation, lā jabra wa lā tafwīd } bal amrun bayna amrayn, captures the 
equilibrium this argument seeks to maintain: neither compulsion nor 
total delegation, but a structure in which genuine human willing 
operates as a real proximate cause within, not against, the 
comprehensive divine sustaining of the causal order.  

Kant enters the argument in a different capacity than Ibn 
Taymiyyah and Ibn Rushd: as a philosophical interlocutor from 
outside the Islamic tradition whose moral framework articulates, in a 
secular register, a structural parallel that illuminates by contrast what 
the Qur’anic account of relational freedom contributes that secular moral 
philosophy cannot generate from within its own resources. Kant’s 
distinction between the phenomenal world governed by causal 
determinism and the noumenal world as the realm of rational 
freedom is the most sophisticated attempt within Western philosophy 
to reconcile causal determination with genuine moral responsibility.93 

 
92 Karen Taliaferro, “Ibn Rushd and Natural Law: Mediating Human and Divine 
Law,” Journal of Islamic Studies 28, no. 1 (January 2017): 21, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/jis/etw045. 
93 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, ed. and trans. Paul Guyer and Allen W. 
Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); cf. Owen Ware, Kant on 
Freedom (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023). 
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The structural parallel with the Qur’anic dual attribution is visible at 
one level, in which both insist that moral accountability requires 
genuine freedom compatible with a causally determined order, and 
both resist the reduction of agency to either pure determinism or 
unconditioned spontaneity. The analogy, however, breaks at the point 
where the Qur’anic account is most distinctive. Kant’s noumenal 
freedom is self-grounding; the rational will is autonomous precisely 
because it owes its moral law to nothing outside itself, and a law 
derived from God would be heteronomous and therefore morally 
defective by definition.94 

The Qur’anic account accepts precisely the heteronomy that 
Kant’s system cannot accommodate: human freedom is real and 
morally consequential precisely within its dependence on a divine 
ordering the human being did not legislate and cannot transcend. This 
is not a deficiency in the Qur’anic position but a structurally different 
account of what makes freedom possible and morally weighty. For 
Kant, freedom grounds morality by being self-caused; for the Qur’an, 
freedom operates within a divinely sustained moral universe in which 
the conditions of moral action—causal regularities, the existence of 
genuine alternatives, the ‘adl that makes consequences 
proportionate—are themselves expressions of divine wisdom rather 
than products of rational self-legislation. Yet, even within his own 
systematic framework, Kant reaches a point of structural discomfort 
that is instructive.  

In Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, he acknowledges 
that the movement from a corrupt moral disposition toward a good 
one may include what he terms a “supernatural accession” to human 
moral capacity that the agent cannot generate through effort alone.95 
That this acknowledgment sits uncomfortably within his own system 
is telling, in which secular moral philosophy, pursued with sufficient 
rigor, eventually arrives at the question of divine enabling from 
outside, as an embarrassment to be managed. The Qur’anic 
framework begins from it as a constitutive premise, naming it tawfīq 
(the enabling grace by which God facilitates the human movement 
toward moral good without thereby canceling the agent’s 

 
94 Cf. J. B. Schneewind, The Invention of Autonomy: A History of Modern Moral Philosophy 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 508–30. 
95 William J. Wainwright, Religion and Morality (Hants & Burlington: Ashgate 
Publishing, 2005); Gordon Michalson, Jr., Fallen Freedom: Kant on Radical Evil and 
Moral Regeneration (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 
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responsibility for that movement). The contrast is a clarification of 
what is at stake in choosing between two fundamentally different 
accounts of the moral universe. 

Accordingly, verses that depict God’s guiding and misguiding 
(Q 7:155; 13:27; 14:4; 16:93) should be read under the horizon of ‘adl 
that the preceding analysis has established. God is not answerable to 
any constraint external to His own nature (Q 21:23); the Qur’an 
nonetheless portrays guidance as structurally patterned rather than 
gratuitous—God does not guide those who have made themselves 

unjust (Q 2:258; 5:108) and repeatedly denies committing z}ulm toward 

humanity (Q 3:108; 4:49; 45:22). Read atomistically, verses on id}lāl 
appear to script a predeterminism in which human volition is 
epiphenomenal. Read under the normative horizon of ‘adl and in light 
of the exegetical tradition documented in the preceding section— 

where id}lāl consistently bears what “moral genealogy”, denoting the 
divine ratification of a closure that the agent has progressively 
constituted through repeated refusal of evidence—they reveal a 
different structure entirely.  

Misguidance is the ontological settling of a disposition the agent 
has chosen, through accumulation of moral decisions, to entrench. 

The agent who arrives at id}lāl has not been ambushed by divine 
caprice; they have arrived there through a history of ikhtiyār whose 
moral weight the Qur’an nowhere dissolves. This is why 
predestination cannot function as an alibi for moral failure, because 

the causal chain that terminates in id}lāl passes through the agent’s 
own deliberations, commitments, and refusals. Divine omnipotence, 
on this reading, is best construed as operating in the domain of 
potentiality (what God can will and sustain) rather than as an arbitrary 
manipulation of actualized moral facts that would render taklīf and 

h}isāb incoherent.96  
The moral antinomy between freedom and predestination is not 

dissolved by eliminating one pole, and any reading that attempts this 
has already committed the reductionism this article set out to resist.97 
What the foregoing analysis demonstrates is that the antinomy is 

 
96 Tareq H. Moqbel, Ethics in the Qur’ān and the Tafsīr Tradition: From the Polynoia of 
Scripture to the Homonoia of Exegesis (Leiden: Brill, 2024), 17–43. 
97 Cf. Nicolai Hartmann, Moral Values (New York: Routledge, 2017), 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315124766; Michael Stocker, Plural and Conflicting 
Values (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992). 
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philosophically navigable, not because it generates no genuine 
tension, but because the tension is productive rather than 
contradictory. Human agency is affirmed as morally real, evaluable, 
and imputable; divine sovereignty is affirmed as the ontological 
ground that makes such agency possible rather than the competitive 
force that threatens to extinguish it.  

The relational freedom this article proposes names precisely the 
structure that holds both affirmations simultaneously, namely 
freedom that is genuine at the level of creaturely agency, dependent at 
the level of ontological ground, and evaluable at the level of divine 
justice. To inhabit this structure is to be situated within a moral 
universe in which choices are genuinely one’s own and genuinely 
consequential, in which the causal order that makes striving 
meaningful is itself an expression of wisdom rather than accident, and 

in which the eschatological horizon of h}isāb guarantees that no act is 
finally weightless. The Qur’an’s insistence on this structure—against 
the fatalistic reading that empties agency and against the autonomist 
reading that inflates it—is what the philosophical reading pursued 
here takes to be its most distinctive and most demanding ethical 
contribution. 

 
Conclusion 

This study has pursued a philosophical reading of the Qur’an’s 
moral discourse on human freedom and divine predestination. The 
argument has proceeded through three interlocking stages: 
establishing the Qur’an’s structural commitment to genuine moral 

agency through the grammar of non-coercion, taklīf, h}isāb, istit}ā‘ah, 
mashī’ah, mas’ūliyyah, and the primordial covenant (mīthāq) as activated 

through fit}rah; demonstrating that qadr and qad}ā’ name the ontological 
conditions of agency rather than its cancellation; and navigating 
Islamic intellectual history through Ibn Taymiyyah’s irādah 

kawniyyah/irādah shar‘iyyah distinction, Ibn Rushd’s muwāt }a’ah, and 
Kant as a philosophical contrast that identifies, by the structure of its 
own difficulty, what the Qur’anic account supplies that secular moral 
philosophy cannot generate from within its own resources. The 
interpretive wager of preserving the Qur’an’s polyvalent horizon 
rather than collapsing it into a single theological slogan has been 
redeemed: Q 2:256 is not a tolerationist axiom subsequently qualified 
by verses on divine guidance and misguidance, but an ethical premise 
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whose force depends on the structural availability of refusal. Faith, to 
be morally meaningful, must be owned rather than extracted; 
ownership requires real alternatives; real alternatives require a world in 
which genuine choice is possible—and such a world is precisely what 
qadr as causal measurability and ‘adl as normative horizon jointly 
constitute. 

The conceptual nodes of mashī’ah and istit }ā‘ah reinforce the 
finding that Qur’anic moral life is evaluated through responsible 

striving within human limits. Without istit}ā‘ah as a threshold-sensitive 
concept, taklīf becomes oppression; without mashī’ah as a directional 
capacity requiring cultivation, freedom collapses into the arbitrary. 
Relational freedom—the category introduced into the Qur’anic text as 
a philosophical heuristic—names this structure: freedom that is 
genuinely operative at the horizontal level of creaturely agency, 
ontologically dependent at the vertical level of divine sustaining, and 
evaluable at the level of divine justice that prevents decree from 
becoming arbitrariness. The enrichment the Qur’anic account offers 
secular philosophy is threefold, the vertical dimension of ontological 
dependence, which situates immanent structures of freedom within 
the divinely sustained causal order constitutive of creaturely existence 
as such; the normative saturation of that order, in which qadr is not 
merely a formal condition of rational agency but an expression of 
divine wisdom within which striving is never merely futile; and the 
eschatological weight of moral choice, wherein accountability before 

h}isāb grounds present moral stakes in a justice that cannot be evaded, 
corrupted, or indefinitely deferred. 

The productive semantic tension internal to the Qur’anic text—
between divine sovereignty and human accountability—is not 
dissolved by this reading, and any conclusion that pretended 
otherwise would itself constitute the reductionism the article set out 

to resist. The verses on hidāyah and id}lāl retain their full force, 
refracted through the normative horizon of ‘adl, misguidance bears a 
moral genealogy, the ontological settling of a closure the agent has 
progressively constituted through accumulated refusals of the 

evidence that fit}rah, revelation, and the rational structure of the world 
jointly supply. Predestination cannot function as an alibi for moral 

failure, because the causal chain terminating in id}lāl passes through the 
agent’s own deliberations, commitments, and refusals. The study ends 
where it began, with the Qur’an’s productive dialectic between 
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freedom and sovereignty, having demonstrated that this tension is 
philosophically navigable, morally generative, and irreducible to either 
fatalism or unconditioned autonomy. Answering for what one does 
within conditions one did not choose, before a divine justice that ‘adl 
secures against arbitrariness, is what relational freedom names and 
what the Qur’anic moral universe demands. In this way, the study 
contributes a philosophically rigorous framework for reading Qur’anic 
moral theology beyond the fatalism-autonomy impasse, opening a 
constructive dialogue between Islamic moral thought and 
contemporary philosophy of agency that neither domesticates the 
Qur’anic account nor insulates it from critical engagement. 
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