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This research examines the theological thought of al-Raghib al-
Isfahani in the book Mufradat Alfaz al-Qur’an (The Vocabulary
of Qur’anic Terms). Its objective is to elucidate the true meaning
of Qur’anic theological terminology and to discover al-Raghib's
theological orientations through lexical analysis. The research
method is descriptive-analytical, based on library sources. The
findings indicate that al-Raghib adopts a rationalist (‘aql-gara)
and transcendence-oriented (tanzihi) approach in discussions of
monotheism (tawhid), divine attributes, justice (‘adl),
determinism and free will (jabr wa ikhtiyar), prophethood
(nubuwwa), and the eschaton (ma‘ad). The most important
conclusion is that al-Raghib's theological thought is close to the
school of ‘Adliya (Imami Shi‘a and moderate Mu'tazilism),
because he emphasizes divine transcendence (tanzih), the
negation of corporeal vision (ru’yat al-jismani), rational
goodness and evil (husn wa qubh al-‘aqli), divine justice, the
negation of both determinism and absolute free will (the doctrine
of al-amr bayn al-amrayn—the position between the two
positions), although he refrains from explicit sectarian
affiliation. Accordingly, Mufradat is not merely a lexical work
but a theological work of significant content, featuring
innovations such as the distinction between will (irada) and
providence (masT a), the analysis of divine decree and destiny
(qada’ wa qadar) within the framework of divine knowledge,
and the defense of the doctrine of al-amr bayn al-amrayn.
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1. Introduction

This research examines the theological thought of al-Raghib al-Isfahant in the
valuable book Mufradat Alfaz al-Qur’an (The Vocabulary of Qur’anic Terms).
The primary objective is to elucidate the true meaning of Qur’anic theological
terminology through al-Raghib's lexical analysis and to discover his
theological orientations. The research method is descriptive-analytical, based
on library sources. While most previous studies have regarded Mufradat as a
purely lexical or literary work, this research demonstrates that this book
possesses a deep layer of coherent and innovative theological thought.

Background

Al-Raghib al-Isfahani lived in the fifth century AH (eleventh century CE), a
period in which the main theological currents—such as Mu'tazilism,
Ash‘arism, and Imami Shi‘ism—were actively present in the Islamic world.
Although al-Raghib never explicitly disclosed his sectarian affiliation, in
Mufradat he adopts a rationalist (‘aql-gard) and transcendence-oriented
(tanziht) approach. The research findings indicate that his theological thought
is close to the ‘Adliya (Imami Shi‘a and moderate Mu‘tazilism) because he
emphasizes principles such as divine transcendence (tanzih), the negation of
corporeal vision (ru’yat al-jismani), rational goodness and evil (husn wa qubh
‘aqli), divine justice (‘adl), the negation of both determinism (jabr) and
absolute free will (tafwid), and the acceptance of the doctrine of al-amr bayn
al-amrayn (the position between the two positions).

2. Methodology

This research has been conducted employing a "descriptive-analytical"
method, based on library-based research and textual analysis. The
investigative process proceeds through the following stages:

Stage One: Source Selection and Data Collection — The primary source
for this research is al-Raghib al-Isfahant's Mufradat Alfaz al-Qur’an. The
study examines the entries for key theological terms across major doctrinal
categories, including: (a) theology and monotheism (ilahiyyat wa tawhid); (b)
divine names and attributes (asma’ wa sifat Allah); (c¢) anthropology and
human nature (insan); (d) religion and sacred law (din wa shari‘a); (e) divine
justice (‘adl); (f) determinism and free will (jabr wa ikhtiyar); (g) divine
decree and destiny (qada’ wa qadar); (h) prophethood and the Prophet's
infallibility (nubuwwa wa ‘isma); (i) the nature of revelation (wahy); and (j)
the eschaton and related topics (ma‘ad).

Stage Two: Lexical and Semantic Analysis — The selected entries are
subjected to detailed analysis, with attention to: (a) al-Raghib's lexical
definitions and etymological explanations; (b) his theological commentary
and interpretive choices; (c) his engagement with alternative interpretations;
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(d) his use of rational arguments (adilla ‘aqliyya); and (e) the implicit or
explicit theological commitments that inform his analysis.

Stage Three: Comparative Analysis — Al-Raghib's positions are compared
with the major theological schools of his time to identify points of
convergence and divergence.

Stage Four: Synthesis and Evaluation — The findings are synthesized to
identify the distinctive features of al-Raghib's theological thought.

3. Findings
The findings of this research reveal that al-Raghib's theological thought, as
articulated in Mufradat, is characterized by the following features:

3.1. Theology and Monotheism (Ilahiyyat wa Tawhid)

Al-Raghib regards the word "Allah" as a proper name (ism ‘alam) for the
Necessary Existent (wajib al-wujiid) and connects its roots to meanings of
wonder, concealment, and profound attachment. He interprets monotheism
(tawhid) as the simplicity of the Divine Essence (basatat al-dhat) and the
negation of any composition or plurality (kathra) in God. In discussing divine
attributes, he regards divine life as absolute deathlessness and negates any
resemblance to creation. He explicitly considers corporeal vision (ru’yat al-
hiss1) of God impossible and interprets the verses concerning vision as
referring to divine knowledge and encompassing power (ihata). On the
question of divine speech (kalam), although he affirms divine speech, he does
not regard it as being of the kind of sounds and material letters, and regards
its quality in the hereafter as unknown (majhiil). These middle positions
distance him from the Ash‘arTs and bring him closer to the ‘Adliya.

3.2. Innovation: The Distinction between Will (Irada) and Providence (MasT a)
One of al-Raghib's significant innovations is the distinction between divine
will (irada) and divine providence (mast a). In his view, divine will means
definitive decree and legislative command (hukm tashri‘1), the external
realization of which is not necessary. Providence, however, means creation
and bringing into existence (fjad wa afartnish), and whatever God has
providentially willed necessarily occurs. This distinction paves the way for
reconciling divine absolute sovereignty with human free will. Al-Raghib also
regards human will as real, although he considers its realization dependent
upon divine providence.

3.3. Divine Decree and Destiny (Qada’ wa Qadar)

In discussing divine decree and destiny, al-Raghib regards these as deriving
from the levels of divine knowledge (maratib al-‘ilm al-ilaht). He defines
gada’ as "final decision and definitive decree" (faysala wa hukm qat'1) and
qadar as "measurement and determination of the existential limits of things
according to wisdom" (andaza-girT wa ta'yin-i hudiid-i wujiidi-yi ashya’ bar
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asas-1 hikmat). By narrating the story of ‘Umar fleeing from the plague, he
explains the difference between qada’ and qadar: escape from qada’ is
impossible, but one can seek refuge from one gadar in another. This analysis,
which is consistent with the views of philosophers such as Mulla Sadra and
‘Allama Tabataba 1, reconciles divine foreknowledge with human free will.

3.4. Determinism and Free Will (Jabr wa Ikhtiyar)

On the question of determinism and free will, al-Raghib explicitly defends the
doctrine of al-amr bayn al-amrayn (the position between the two positions).
He defines jabr as "reform through compulsion and force" (islah bi qahr wa
zur) and interprets "al-Jabbar" as one of God's names meaning "the Reformer"
(islah-kunanda), not "the Compeller" (majbiir-kunanda). Citing the prophetic
hadith "la jabra wa la tafwida" (neither determinism nor absolute free will)
and critiquing the view of the Mujabbira (determinists), he offers a middle
approach that preserves both God's absolute power and human moral
responsibility. He also critiques a group of Mu‘tazilis who deny any divine
compulsion, while God has created human beings in circumstances such as
death and illness in which they are compelled.

3.5. Divine Justice (‘Adl)

In discussing justice, al-Raghib divides it into two types: absolute (mutlaq)—
which reason always deems good—and relative (nisfi)—which may be
abrogated in the sacred law (shari‘a). He bases his position on rational
goodness and evil (husn wa qubh ‘aqli) and purifies the divine realm from the
performance of reprehensible acts (af*al-i qabih).

3.6. Anthropology (Insan)

In anthropology, al-Raghib calls the human being "the microcosm" (‘alam-i saghr),
the manifestation of the macrocosm (‘alam-i kabir). He traces the root of the name
"insan" to "nisyan" (forgetfulness), because the human being has forgotten the
divine covenant (‘ahd-i ilah1). He emphasizes "there is no compulsion in religion”
(la ikraha f1 al-din) and regards religion as a matter of the heart (amr-i qalb1) based
on sincerity (ikhlas), which is incompatible with compulsion.

3.7. Prophethood (Nubuwwa) and Revelation (Wahy)

Al-Raghib defines the prophet (nabi) as the bearer of an important and certain
news (khabar-i muhimm-i yaqini) and the messenger (rastil) as one sent for
wise delivery of the message. He divides revelation (wahy) into six types:
through the angel, hearing a voice without seeing the speaker, inspiration in
the heart (ilqa’ dar galb), intuition (ilham), instinctive subjugation (taskhir-i
gharizi), and dreams (ru’ya). He establishes the infallibility (‘isma) of the
prophets while preserving their free will.
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3.8. The Eschaton (Ma‘ad)

Al-Raghib believes in corporeal resurrection (ma‘ad-i jismani), regards the soul as
an immaterial reality (haqiqat-i mujarrad), and considers death as an existential
transition (intiqal-i wujiidi). He describes the barzakh as the intermediate world
between death and the Resurrection (‘alam-1 miyan marg wa qiyamat), intercession
(shafa‘a) as by divine permission, and explains ihbat (nullification of good deeds)
and takfir (expiations) within the framework of divine justice.

4. Conclusion

The final conclusion is that Mufradat Alfaz al-Qur’an is not merely a
dictionary but a work of theology with significant innovations. Al-Raghib's
theological thought is close to the ‘Adliya (Imami Shi‘a and moderate
Mu‘tazilism), and by avoiding sectarian bias, he has been able to present a
moderate and rationalist system of Qur’anic knowledge. It is recommended
that future research compare al-Raghib's theological views with those of
prominent theologians of each school.
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