[Research Article

i
; I@ Comparative Interpretation Research
RS

The Concept of Effective (Isali) Guidance and Its Applications in the
Perspectives of Sunni and Shi‘i Thought*

Vahid Farhadi®**%" and Ahmad Beheshtimehr?

1. Assistant Professor, Department of Islamic Studies, Razi University, Kermanshah, Iran(Corresponding
Author). Email: v.farhadi@razi.ac.ir

2. Associate Professor, Department of Shi‘i Studies, University of Qom, Qom, Iran. Email:
a.beheshti@qom.ac.ir

Abstract
Using an analytical method and descriptive-critical data processing, this study seeks to elucidate
the meaning and nature of effective (Isali) Guidance—guidance that “brings one to the
destination,” as opposed to merely “showing the way "—and to compare its applications in the
works of Sunni and Shi‘i exegetes and theologians. While some Sunni scholars regard the
transitive use of hidayah (guidance) without a preposition as signifying effective (Isalf)
Guidance, and its transitive use with a preposition as referring to guidance in the sense of
showing the way, most Shi‘i scholars consider both forms to constitute a type of guidance that
brings the recipient to the desired destination, albeit one directly and the other through an
intermediary. Moreover, Shi‘i scholars identify four applications of effective (Isalf) Guidance:
“general creational guidance,” “reward-based Isalt Guidance,” “guidance by command, ” and
“legislative Isali Guidance.” In the works of Sunni scholars, however, the only application
explicitly identified as Isali Guidance is “general creational guidance,” whose sole agent is
Almighty God. Although they acknowledge the substance of what is referred to as “reward-
based guidance, ” they do not designate it by this specific term. Furthermore, their interpretation
of “guidance by command” in Qur’an 2:124 is generally confined either to the lexical meaning
of imam (leader) or to the meaning of prophet, while they do not articulate a distinct position
regarding the application of “legislative” guidance.
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Introduction

One of humanity’s fundamental existential concerns is the question of the
purpose underlying the creation of the world and human beings. Effective (Isali)
Guidance—that is, guidance that “brings one to the desired destination”—
constitutes one of the answers offered by Muslim thinkers to this concern. The
particular formulation developed by Muslim scholars in response to this
existential question may be regarded as one of the distinctive features of Islamic
thought. The nature of this type of “guidance,” its applications and
manifestations, its agent, the relationship and interconnection among its various
forms, and its effects and implications are among the issues that the present
study seeks to elucidate and comparatively analyze from the perspectives of
Sunni and Shi ‘i thinkers.

In Islamic religious thought, the created world does not possess an
independent existence; rather, all beings are regarded as “creatures of God.”
Following creation, they are not left without direction but continue to exist
under the governance and guidance of God’s divine order. Understanding this
reality gives meaning to human existence and provides a rational response to its
fundamental existential questions. To articulate this reality adequately, the
various levels of divine guidance must be systematically formulated, its types
and manifestations identified, and their respective functions explained. The
Qur’an articulates these realities in connection with a number of verses, which
Shi‘i and Sunni exegetes have interpreted in different ways. It appears that
presenting the Shi‘i formulation of this concept in comparison with the Sunni
perspective can more clearly demonstrate the distinctive features of Shi‘i
thought in addressing humanity’s existential concerns.

Islamic sources have discussed this subject under the expression isal ila
al-matliih (“bringing [one] to the desired destination”), whereas the term Isali
(effective) Guidance has been employed primarily in the works of contemporary
researchers. Classical sources have focused mainly on examining the concept
and nature of this type of guidance and have paid comparatively little attention
to its various applications. In particular, a systematic comparative analysis of
the views of Sunni and Shi‘i thinkers has not been undertaken. In this respect,
the present study differs from previous research and seeks to address this gap.

Research Findings
In general terms, guidance can be divided into two categories: Isali Guidance
and guidance in the sense of showing the way. The principal distinctions
between these two forms can be summarized as follows:
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First: Guidance in the sense of showing the way is not exclusive to God,
the prophets, and the Imams; rather, ordinary individuals can also guide
others by showing them the straight path. Isali Guidance, by contrast, is
exclusive to those who are themselves guided and possess the capacity
to bring others to the desired destination.

Second: Unlike Isali Guidance, guidance in the sense of showing the
way does not preclude the possibility that the recipient may fail to follow
the guidance provided.

Third: Isali Guidance is attributed to Almighty God and constitutes a
form of guidance that occurs through divine will and is accompanied by
the realization of the intended outcome.

The various applications of Isali Guidance can be formulated as follows:

1.

General Creational Isali Guidance: This form of guidance consists in
providing all beings with the means necessary for attaining their
perfection and “bringing [them] to their goal.” It encompasses all
creatures, as God guides each being toward the perfections appropriate
to its nature through innate disposition, instinct, or natural inclination.

Legislative Isali Guidance: According to ‘Allamah al-Tabataba’i, in
this form of guidance, the heart undergoes a particular expansion,
enabling it to accept the truth without constriction and to move toward
righteous action. Consequently, the individual neither rejects nor
refrains from submitting to God’s command and complying with His
decree.

Reward-Based Creational Isali Guidance: Some scholars maintain
that, in addition to initial general guidance, God grants a special form of
guidance to those who are morally responsible, referred to as reward-
based guidance. This consists in “bringing [them] to the desired
destination” and “directing and supporting”’ them. It is granted to those
who, through the proper exercise of their free will, have accepted God’s
initial guidance and the truth and have acted accordingly. Verses such as
“Whoever believes in Allah—He will guide his heart” (Qur’'an 64: 11)
and “Those who strive for Us—We will surely guide them to Our ways”
(Qur’an 29: 69), among others, refer to this form of guidance.

Isali Guidance in the Form of “Guidance by Command”: This form
of guidance, introduced as a distinct category by ‘Allamah al-
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Tabataba'1, is discussed in connection with Qur’an 2:124, particularly in
the context of distinguishing between the roles of the prophet and the
Imam. Three arguments have been advanced in support of this form of
guidance.

Conclusion
Regarding the relationship among the various forms of Isali Guidance, the
following conclusions can be drawn:
1. General Creational Isali Guidance is general and comprehensive in
scope and, in this respect, encompasses the other three forms.

2. Legislative Isali Guidance temains subject to debate and may
ultimately be reduced to reward-based creational Isali Guidance.

3. If legislative Isali Guidance is reduced to reward-based creational Isalt
Guidance, and guidance by command is understood accordingly, it can
be concluded that those encompassed by guidance by command become
recipients of reward-based creational guidance after performing certain
actions. No substantive difference can be identified between these forms
in terms of their essential nature; rather, the distinction lies in the
channel or means through which the guidance is conveyed.
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