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Abstract

This study examines the conceptual and functional
relationship between al-mashtyyat al-ilabiyyab (divine will)
and al-Sunnab al-ilabiyya (divine sunnah) in major Imami,
Ashari, and Mu‘tazili Quranic commentaries. Although
both terms appear frequently in the Qur'an and share an
initial semantic proximity, classical and modern exegetes
have often treated them separately, leaving their precise
interrelation  insufficiently  clarified.  Through a
descriptive—analytic reading of selected verses and leading
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Extended Abstract

The article investigates the relationship between al-mashiyyat al-ilabiyya (divine
will) and al-Sunnab al-ilabiyya (divine sunnah) as two central Quranic concepts
that shape the theological understanding of divine action, cosmic order, and
human responsibility. Although both terms recur across the Quranic text, their
semantic boundaries are not immediately evident to readers, and exegetes from
the Imami, Ash‘ri, and Mu‘tazili traditions have often discussed them
independently. The study addresses this gap by offering a comparative analysis
grounded in leading tafsir works such as al-Mizan, al-Tibyan, al-Kashshaf, and
al-Tafsir al-Kabir. The authors proceed on the basis of Islamic theological
presuppositions, and at points—especially in the treatment of causality and moral
agency—implicitly adopt assumptions characteristic of Imami kalam.

The article begins by outlining the lexical and conceptual history of mashiyyat
and sunnab in Quranic discourse. Mashiyyat is presented as God’s comprehensive,
purposive will, associated with creation, guidance, and the unfolding of events in
the world. Exegetes frequently distinguish between al-mashiyyat al-takwininnah
(ontic or creative will) and al-mashiyyar al-tashrityya (legislative will), a
distinction that allows them to account for both cosmic processes and human
moral agency. Al-Sunnab al-ilabiyya, by contrast, refers to the stable patterns,
modes, or laws through which divine action becomes observable in history and
nature. These sunnahs are described as consistent, non-derogable, and universally
applicable across communities and eras. They include patterns such as reward and
punishment, the rise and fall of nations, and the moral consequences of human
conduct.

The study then surveys exegetical treatments of mashiyyat in the three
theological traditions. Ash‘ari commentators such as Fakhr al-Razi emphasize the
absoluteness of divine will, interpreting verses like “wa-ma tasha’una illa an
yasha’a Allah” as evidence that human volition is ultimately dependent on God’s
prior willing. Mu‘tazili exegetes, represented by al-Zamakhshari, read the same

verses through the lens of human responsibility and divine justice, arguing that
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God’s will does not negate human choice. Imami exegetes, including ‘Allamah
Tabataba’i, often adopt a mediating position: divine will is absolute, yet it
operates through a network of causes and conditions that make human agency
meaningful. In this view, mashiyyat is not an arbitrary decree but the realization
of God’s knowledge and wisdom in the external world.

The article next examines exegetical treatments of al-Sunnah al-ilahiyya.
Sunnahs are described as recurring patterns grounded in divine wisdom, such as
the inevitability of consequences for moral actions, the constancy of divine
guidance, and the historical repetition of certain social and ethical outcomes.
Commentators highlight features such as universality, non-exceptionality, and
continuity. Imami exegetes frequently interpret sunnahs as expressions of the
causal structure of the world, while Ash‘ari exegetes tend to frame them as
manifestations of God’s customary mode of acting (‘adat Allah), without
attributing independent causal efficacy to them. Mu‘tazili exegetes emphasize
their rational coherence and moral significance.

The core contribution of the article lies in its comparative analysis of how
these two concepts relate. Although some exegetes treat mashiyyat and sunnah as
nearly synonymous, the majority view—across traditions—is that they represent
distinct but complementary dimensions of divine action. Mashiyyat denotes the
divine initiative, the originating will by which God determines the structure and
direction of creation. Al-Sunnah al-ilahiyya denotes the patterned, law-like
modes through which that will becomes operative in the world. In this
longitudinal relationship, sunnahs are not independent constraints on divine will;
rather, they are the structured manifestations of that will in time and space. The
article argues that this model resolves the apparent tension between the
absoluteness of divine will and the fixity of divine sunnahs: the former is the
source, the latter the mode of realization.

The authors also show how theological commitments shape exegetical
interpretations. Ash‘ari commentators, prioritizing divine omnipotence, tend to

subordinate sunnahs to the unrestricted scope of divine will. Mu‘tazili and Imami
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exegetes, emphasizing divine justice and wisdom, interpret sunnahs as rational

and morally intelligible expressions of divine will. These differences do not negate

the underlying structural relationship but influence how each tradition
understands human agency, moral accountability, and the predictability of divine
action.

Finally, the article argues that clarifying the relationship between mashiyyat
and al-Sunnah al-ilahiyya has implications for contemporary discussions of
determinism, responsibility, and the Quranic conception of history. By presenting
sunnahs as the patterned consequences of human action within the broader scope
of divine will, the study ofters a framework that avoids both fatalistic readings and
purely voluntarist interpretations. It suggests that the Quranic worldview
integrates divine sovereignty with human responsibility through a coherent
structure in which divine will operates through stable, intelligible patterns.
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