[Research Article

i
; I@ Comparative Interpretation Research
RS

A Comparative Historical Study of the “Creation of Human Acts” Verses
in the Works of Two Exegetes: al-Kalabadhi of the Fourth Century and
‘Allamah Tabataba’1 of the Fifteenth Century, with Emphasis on al-
Ta‘arruf and al-Mizan*

Sayyid Muhammad Reza Hoseini

Associate Professor, Department of History and Civilization of Islamic Nations, Faculty of Theology,
Payame Noor University, Tehran, Iran. Email: mreza hoseini@pnu.ac.ir

Abstract

The issue of “the creation of acts” (Khalg al-Af"al) has long attracted the attention of Imami,
Mu ‘tazili, Ash‘ari, and Sufi exegetes and theologians. The present study comparatively
examines the theory of al-Kalabadhi, a fourth-century AH Sunni Sufi exegete and theologian,
as articulated in his al-Ta ‘arruf, alongside the views of the contemporary Shi‘i scholar and
exegete ‘Allamah al-Tabataba’i, as presented in a/-Mizan, on the question of “the creation of
acts,” namely, whether human beings are absolutely the creators of their own good and evil
acts. The study employs an analytical-descriptive-comparative method. A comparative analysis
of their exegetical positions indicates that al-Kalabadhi, relying on Qur’anic verses, maintains
that God is the creator of all human acts, whether good or evil, a position that entails a
deterministic conception of human action. By contrast, ‘Allamah al-Tabataba’1, drawing on his
interpretation of the verses cited by al-Kalabadhi in support of his position, as well as on other
Qur’anic verses, rejects this view. He substantiates his position by examining, among other
issues, the rationale for reward and punishment, the rationale for God’s questioning of human
beings concerning their actions, the existence of Paradise and Hell, and the reckoning on the
Day of Resurrection. He consequently adopts the doctrine of al-amr bayna al-amrayn (“the
matter between the two matters”), according to which human beings possess genuine agency
while their actions remain subject to divine sovereignty, thereby rejecting the attribution of
human evil acts to God while ultimately relating human good acts to Him.

Keywords: Comparative Exegesis, Historical Exegesis, Verses on the Creation of Acts, Sufism,
Ash‘arism, Imamiyyah.

* Received 24 February 2026; Received in revised from 04 March 2026; Accepted 22 May 2026; Published online 01 July
2026

Cite this article: Hoseini, S.M. (2026). A Comparative Historical Study of the “Creation of Human Acts” Verses
in the Works of Two Exegetes: al-Kalabadhi of the Fourth Century and ‘Allamah Tabataba'1 of the Fifteenth
Century, with Emphasis on al-Ta‘arruf and al-Mizan. Comparative Interpretation Research, 12(2), 1-23.
https://doi.org/10.22091/ptt.2026.10433.2315

Publisher: University of Qom m ©The Author(s)



mailto:mreza_hoseini@pnu.ac.ir
https://doi.org/10.22091/ptt.2026.10433.2315
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4781-3351

2 Comparative Interpretation Research, 2026, Vol. 12, No.2

Introduction

The issue of “the creation of acts” (Khalq al-Af"al) is a theological question
that has long been a subject of disagreement among Mu ‘tazili, Ash‘ari, Imami,
and Sufi exegetes and theologians. Their discussions on this issue ultimately
gave rise to the doctrines of “determinism,” “delegation,” and al-amr bayna
al-amrayn ("the matter between the two matters"). On this issue, the Sufi
intellectual tradition generally follows the theological position of Abu al-Hasan
‘Ali ibn Isma‘1l al-Ash‘arT (d. 324 AH).

The significance of al-Ta ‘arruf li-Madhhab al-Tasawwuf, authored by
Abt Bakr Muhammad al-Bukhart al-Kalabadhi, a Hanafi scholar (d. 380 AH),
lies in its inclusion of some of the most important and influential works on Sufi
beliefs. Most of the discussions in this book are theological in nature, and one
section is devoted to the interpretation of Qur’anic verses, including those
concerning the “creation of acts,” on the basis of reports attributed to the
Companions.

Al-Mizan is regarded as one of the major works of Shi ‘i Qur’anic exegesis.
The exegetical method of ‘Allamah al-Tabataba't (d. 1402 AH) involves
interpreting Qur’ anic verses in light of theological and philosophical principles.
In this exegesis, he examines the issue of Khalg al-Af"al through rational and
transmitted arguments and concludes that the occurrence of a voluntary human
act depends upon the concurrence of causes that lie beyond human control but
nevertheless participate in the realization of the act. At the head of these causes
stands Almighty God, and all of them, including human free will, ultimately
trace their existence and efficacy back to the Essence of the Everlasting God.
To clarify al-Tabataba'1’s response to the aforementioned issue in al-Mizan, it
is necessary to examine the arguments advanced by both thinkers in support of
their respective positions through a historical-comparative analysis. Such an
examination also serves to clarify the distinctions among the Ash ‘ari, Mu 'tazili,
and Shi‘i perspectives on the “creation of acts.”

This issue has been discussed in numerous Shi‘i and Sunni exegetical
works in connection with relevant Qur’anic verses. Although several studies
have addressed the subject, no study has yet been published under the title of
the present research, “A4 Comparative Historical Study of the “Creation of
Human Acts” Verses in the Works of Two Exegetes: al-Kalabadhi of the Fourth
Century and ‘Allamah Tabataba't of the Fifteenth Century, with Emphasis on
al-Ta ‘arruf and al-Mizan.” In particular, previous studies have not undertaken
a historical-comparative examination of the ideas, differences, and arguments
of these two Shi‘i and Sunni exegetes and theologians across a ten-century
temporal gap. This historical-comparative dimension constitutes a distinctive
feature of the present study.

Research Findings
Using the argument from causality to refute the Ash‘ari theory of determinism,
a position also attributed to the Sufi al-Kalabadhi, author of al-Ta ‘arruf,
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‘Allamah al-Tabataba’1 argues that the existence of a cause for every effect is
necessary for its coming into being. This follows from the fact that existence,
as the basis of creation, is contingent existence; in other words, it is essentially
relational and possesses no independent existence of its own. Therefore, unless
this chain of relational and dependent existents ultimately terminates in an
independently self-subsisting existence, the chain of poverty and dependence
cannot be broken, and each link will remain dependent upon another as its cause.
From this argument, several conclusions can be drawn.

First: The attribution of an effect to its immediate cause does not render
that effect independent of the Necessary Being as its ultimate cause.

Second: Because this dependence concerns existence itself, it necessarily
entails existential dependence while preserving all the existential characteristics
of the effect, including its relationships with temporal, spatial, and other causes
and conditions.

Two further points therefore become evident.

First: Just as human existence, like that of other natural entities, depends
upon the divine will, human acts likewise, as existential phenomena, depend
upon the divine will. Accordingly, the Mu‘tazili claim that human acts exist
independently of and cannot be attributed to Almighty God is fundamentally
untenable.

Second: Just as acts depend upon their complete cause—as explained
above, this dependence is necessary in relation to the complete cause, as is the
case with other beings and their complete causes—an act can also be attributed
to one or more components of its complete cause. The human being, for
example, constitutes one of the components of the complete cause of his or her
own acts.

It is evident that al-Tabataba'1 does not regard the existential philosophy
of the human being or the attainment of ultimate perfection as possible without
voluntary action. Among all forms of created existence, he considers the human
being to be a type of existence whose attainment of perfection requires
voluntary and intentional action in both theoretical and practical domains.

Conclusion
An examination and analysis of the arguments presented by al-Kalabadht and
‘Allamah al-Tabataba'1 in al-Ta ‘arruf and al-Mizan concerning the creation of
human acts, together with a comparison of their respective positions in terms of
their similarities, differences, and interrelationships, yields the following
conclusions.

Al-Kalabadhi, relying on his exegetical interpretation of the relevant
Qur’anic verses, aligns himself with the Ash‘ari determinist position and, in
opposition to the Mutazili doctrine of delegation, maintains that God is the
creator of all human acts, both good and evil. This position, however, leaves
little room for a meaningful account of human agency, voluntary action, and the
human capacity to pursue worldly and otherworldly perfection and happiness,
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effectively portraying the human being as an agent deprived of genuine free
will.

‘Allamah al-Tabataba'1’s position, by contrast, differs from that of the
Ash‘arites, including al-Kalabadhi and his followers, as well as from that of the
advocates of delegation. In his exegetical discussions, drawing upon the
argument from causality and examining the relationship between the human
voluntary act and both the human agent and God, he maintains that the
relationship of an act to one component of its complete cause is contingent
rather than necessary. Although an act becomes necessarily existent when
considered in relation to its complete cause, this does not negate its contingent
nature, because these two modes of relation are not mutually contradictory.

Ultimately, on the basis of the relevant Qur’anic verses, al-Tabataba'1
understands the descent of divine decree (gadar) as the determination and
delimitation of the existence of everything, a process that can occur only
through its descent from the divine treasuries. The treasuries themselves,
however, are not subject to such determination. Accordingly, he regards the
occurrence of an act as the natural consequence of the act’s complete causal
conditions, while simultaneously preserving the roles of both divine causality
and human agency.
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