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Abstract

The verses related to divine will (mashiyyat) are among the debated verses of the Holy Quran. The
apparent differences in these verses have led commentators to present varying opinions regarding
how God’s will is connected to human actions. Verse 17 of Surah al-Anfal is one such verse. Some
commentators have viewed this verse as indicative of predestination (jabr), while others have
considered it evidence of human free will (ikhtiyar). This article seeks to answer the following
questions about the discussed verse through an analytical-comparative approach within the scope
of Shiite and Sunni exegeses: Based on the apparent meaning of the verse, how can the direct
attribution of actions to God and the ascription of free will to humans be reconciled? What are the
commentators’ opinions on this matter, and what criticisms can be raised against them? Which
theory is the most suitable for interpreting this verse? The findings indicate that some
commentators, based on the apparent meaning of the verse, have considered it evidence for the
doctrine of predestination. Others have inferred the interference of God’s will in human voluntary
actions. Among these, the theory of human manifestation of God’s actions can be regarded as the
best interpretation.
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Introduction

One of the debated topics that has drawn the attention of many Islamic scholars is how
divine will (mashiyyat) and divine decree (irddah) relate to human voluntary actions. The
universality of divine will on one hand, and the attribution of free will and choice to human
beings on the other, might suggest the existence of another will alongside divine will, a
notion that has tainted the comprehensiveness and generality of divine will. Verse 17 of
Surah Al-Anfal is one such verse addressing this matter. In this verse, God addresses the
Muslims who participated in and were victorious at the Battle of Badr: “You did not kill
them; rather, it was Allah who killed them; and you did not throw when you threw, rather,
it was Allah who threw...”

Based on this and given the apparent meaning of this verse, commentators from
different theological schools have each interpreted it as supporting their own
denominations: Predestinationist (Jabri) commentators comnsider the verse as evidence
denying human free will; Ash‘arite commentators have applied their theory of acquisition
(kasb) to the verse; Mu‘tazilite commentators have interpreted it in ways compatible with
their principles, and Twelver Shiite commentators have derived human free will while
maintaining divine will from this verse, although they differ in their explanations.

The question then is, how can the attribution of killing in the phrase “You did not kill them;
rather, it was Allah who killed them” to God be reconciled with human free will? What is
the correct analysis of the negation and affirmation of “throwing” in the aforementioned
phrase? If the verse does indicate human free will, what is the extent of human agency in
their actions? Through a comprehensive examination of exegetic views on this verse and
a deeper reflection on the arguments presented by the commentators, we can arrive at a
more precise judgment.

Commonalities and Differences in Exegeses

A common point among the exegeses of commentators from both schools regarding this
noble verse is that all of them believe God’s power has been influential in the “killing and
throwing” in the aforementioned verse, and none deny the impact of God’s power.
However, concerning the differences in perspectives, it must be said that the first group
of commentators adhere to the absolute power of God and assign no role to human beings
in the creation of their actions, unlike the second group of commentators who believe
that human beings have a role in their actions through acquisition (kasb) to avoid the
theory of absolute predestination (jabr). Yet, the arguments presented to prove this
cannot establish any real agency for human beings in their actions, and in reality, the
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theory of acquisition reverts to the same theory of absolute predestination, where
humans have no role in their voluntary actions. Thus, it can be said that the first and
second groups of commentators share common ground in that human beings have no
agency in their actions.

However, the third group of commentators, who believe in the “oneness of divine
action” (tawhid al-af‘ali), while attributing the “killing and throwing” in the verse to God,
also maintain that human beings play a role in these actions and their share is a real not
a metaphorical or an acquired one and all of them agree on this point. On the other hand,
these same exegetes have presented various explanations for the oneness of divine
action, revealing their differences in this regard. Most of this group considers human
agency as subordinate to divine agency, meaning the external act is performed by both
God and human beings, but in a hierarchical manner, that is, both are causes of the action.
Just as God makes plants grow through rain, in the case of human beings as well, God does
not perform actions directly but through human mediation. According to the verse in
guestion, the Prophet (P.B.UH.) did not “throw” independently but did so in subordination
to divine will. Meanwhile, another group of commentators, considering the numerous
verses that directly attribute actions to God, have concluded that if the act of “throwing”
in this verse is attributed both to the Prophet and to God, it indicates that the Prophet is
a manifestation of divine action and believe that human beings are manifestation for
God’s actions.

Conclusion

Various perspectives have been presented regarding the relationship between divine will
and human will in the verse: “You did not kill them; rather, it was Allah who killed them;
and you did not throw when you threw, rather, it was Allah who threw ...” Believers in
absolute predestination (jabr) have assigned no role whatsoever to the Muslims and
consider the attribution of throwing to them as metaphorical. Another theory proposed
concerning this verse is the Ash‘arite theory of acquisition (kasb). Proponents of this
theory consider verse 17 of Surah al-Anfal as evidence for God’s creation of the servants’
actions, arguing that in the phrase “You did not kill them; rather, it was Allah who killed
them,” the Muslims had certainly killed the polytheists. However, given the negation of
killing from them, they concluded that the occurrence of killing was from God, while the
Muslims were merely the acquirers of the act.

The best perspective regarding verse 17 of Surah al-Anfal that can be accepted is the
theory of the oneness of divine action (tawhid al-af‘ali). However, some theologians, and
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even exegetes, have erred in explaining it by considering God as the remote agent (fa'il
ba‘id) and human beings as the proximate agents (fa‘il qarib), thereby limiting God’s
agency. If human beings reach a stage where they detach from all attachments, divine
grace (fayd) takes their place, and the Sublime God becomes their eyes, ears, and hands
and, in reality, human actions become a manifestation of God’s actions, and only then can
it be said: “And you did not throw when you threw, but it was Allah who threw...”
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