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Explaining the relation between divine foreknowledge and the limits of human
agency is a long-standing issue which the revealed religions have dealt with it.
In dealing with this issue, they have hold in a logical relation between human
free agency, which requires the order of reward and punishment, and the order
of divine knowledge, predestination, and sovereignty. On the other hand, the
efforts of some leaders of the Islamic denominations in dealing with the issue
of human agency have resulted in two viewpoints: determinism and
indeterminism. The first viewpoint denies the human freewill, and the second
viewpoint limits the power of God. But there is another viewpoint which
presents a different explanation of human free agency, called “the viewpoint
of the School of Ahl al-Bayt (peace be upon them)”. This paper, taking a
descriptive-analytical approach, rereads the thought of Ahl al-Bayt and
criticizes the rival viewpoints. This rereading and criticizing has been done in
three steps: at first, the features of God’s knowledge such as absoluteness,
belonging to particular things, and infallibility have been taken into account;
then, the concept of freewill in Islam has been discussed, and the arguments of
the proponents of determinism as well as the proponents of indeterminism
have been criticized; and, finally, by maintaining the meaning of divine
foreknowledge, God’s knowledge has been known as compatible with human
freewill, and the viewpoint of the School of Ahl al-Bayt (peace be upon them),
which is a viewpoint between determinism and indeterminism, has been
exposed.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In discussing on predetermination and freewill, especially from a religious viewpoint, the following
questions arise: Does Divine Foreknowledge belong generally to all things and especially to the voluntary
human actions? And if Divine Foreknowledge belongs to the voluntary human actions, is this compatible
with human freewill? In the Islamic thought, two groups have dealt with the problem of
“predetermination and freewill”: Ash‘arites and Mu tazilites. The Ash‘arites held in determinism and “the
incompatibility of Divine Foreknowledge with human freewill”, but the Mutazilites held in
indeterminism and “the compatibility of Divine Foreknowledge with human freewill”.

Discussion

According to the Mu tazilites, the distinction between a human being and the inanimate things is in free
action, and if Divine Foreknowledge is a hindrance to human freewill, a human being will not be able to
do his actions freely, and so, there will be no difference between a human being and the inanimate things.
This paper aims at rereading the problem of “the compatibility/ incompatibility of Divine Foreknowledge
with human freewill” and tries to show that which viewpoint is true viewpoint: Determinism or
Indeterminism or a viewpoint between them? In trying to do so, this paper intends to answer the
following questions: Does God have foreknowledge to the acts of His servants? What are the
characteristics of Divine Foreknowledge? If God has foreknowledge to the acts of His servants, what is
the relation of His foreknowledge with human destiny and freewill? Is His foreknowledge a hindrance to
human freewill? If Divine Foreknowledge is a kind of predestination, can human beings interfere in what
happens for them or they have no way but mere submission? Undoubtedly, if these questions are not
answered, some religious doctrines, such as the duties of human beings before God and their moral
responsibility for their actions, will lost their validity. Although many papers have been written about the
problem of “predetermination and freewill”, the difference between this paper and other papers is in the
way of solving the problem.

Conclusion

In this paper, at the first stage, the meaning of Divine Foreknowledge, its characteristics and its relation
with human freewill are discussed. And, at the second stage, a detailed and precise discussion has been
made about the viewpoint of the School of Ahl al-Bayt (peace be upon them), entitled “Amrun Bayn al-
Amrayn”, which is a viewpoint between Determinism and Indeterminism. According to this viewpoint,
Divine Foreknowledge is compatible with human freewill and isn’t a hindrance to human freewill. This
viewpoint neither negates some religious doctrines, such as a human being’s duties before God and his
moral responsibility for his actions, nor limits the Divine Omnipotence in favor of human freewill.
Moreover, in response to the historical problem of “predestination and freewill” in Islamic thought, this
viewpoint proposes a third position between Determinism and Indeterminism, which is known as “Amrun
Bayn al-Amrayn”. This position explains the human agency by relying on human ability to do actions and
the sovereignty of God’s Will. According to this position, by acquiring the power from God, a human
being becomes able to do actions before doing them, and on the basis of this power, he wills and acts. At
the same time, by acquiring this power from God, Divine Omnipotence isn’t limited, and nothing can
happen without God’s Will, and if God’s Will doesn’t belong to do something, no one can overcome His
will.
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