Biannual Journal of Research in Shi’a Comparative Theology ) ATU
Vol.6, No.11, Fall & Winter 2025, 43-73- ‘
jest.atu.ac.ir

DOI: 10.22054/jcst.2026.90394.1283

Theological Readings of Theism and Their Psychological
Implications for Human Well-Being: A Comparative
Study of Imamiya and Ash‘ari Schools

PhD Student, Theological Denominations,

Maryam Mohammadi ‘="

Iran

Associate Professor, Faculty of Islamic
Denominations , University of Religions and
Denominations, Qom, Iran

Mohammad Moeinifar

Assistant Professor of the Family Group at the

Hossein Rezaian Bilondi Institute of Islamic Jurisprudence and
University, Qom, Iran.

Abstract

The question of theism in Islamic kalam, beyond its epistemological
and theological dimensions, also concerns the explanation of the
relationship between God and human action and the meaning of
human agency in the world. This issue, in addition to Iits
anthropological consequences, may also entail significant
psychological implications. Nevertheless, the fundamental differences
between theological interpretations of theism—particularly within the
Imami and Ash'ari traditions—have rarely been examined
systematically in interdisciplinary scholarship. The present study
adopts a descriptive—analytical and comparative approach, focusing on
the conceptual analysis of classical theological texts, in order to
compare these two interpretations of theism and to investigate their
psychological implications in relation to human well-being. In this
study, Ryff’s model of psychological well-being is employed solely as
a theoretical framework for conceptualizing the components of well-
being, and no empirical or psychometric claims are advanced. The
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analysis concentrates on three dimensions: autonomy, purpose in life,
and self-acceptance. The findings suggest that the Imami theological
emphasis on the doctrine of al amr bayn al amrayn (the intermediate
position between determinism and absolute delegation) and its
particular interpretation of human agency provides greater explanatory
capacity for the meaningfulness of human action, moral responsibility,
and a positive experience of the self. By contrast, the Ash‘ari
interpretation of theism, grounded in the doctrine of kasb (acquisition)
and prioritizing divine unity in acts (tawhid al af‘al), leads to a
different model of human agency that is more closely associated with
acceptance of and submission to the divine will, thereby generating
distinct psychological implications, particularly at the levels of
purpose in life and self-acceptance. Accordingly, theological analysis
can provide a credible and non-reductionist foundation for
understanding the psychological implications of theism.

1. Introduction

Theism, as one of the foundational concepts of Islamic theology,
provides a theoretical framework for endowing the world and human
life with meaning. The diversity of theological interpretations of this
concept, particularly regarding the relationship between divine will
and human agency, is not merely theoretical, but directly affects the
lived experience and psychological well-being of believers. This study
seeks to elucidate these connections by comparatively examining
Imami and Ash‘ari readings of theism and analyzing their
psychological implications. Findings indicate that the Imami reading,
by maintaining a balance between divine agency and human free will,
reinforces the experience of human agency, moral responsibility, and
a sense of purpose in life. In contrast, the Ash‘ari reading, while
firmly upholding the doctrine of monotheism in acts, may, at the
psychological level, limit the experience of autonomy and reduce
perceived personal control. Nevertheless, components such as trust in
God and the acceptance of human limitation offer notable protective
effects against anxiety and despair within the Ash‘ari framework.

1. Literature Review

In the Imami theological tradition, from Shaykh Mufid to Allamah
Hillz, the doctrine of "A matter between two matters” offers a
reconciliation between God’s absolute sovereignty and genuine
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human free will. By.contrast, Ash‘ari theology, through the doctrine
of "Acquisition," emphasizes the complete dominance of divine will
over human acts. Existing comparative studies have largely focused
on the philosophical or strictly theological dimensions of these
differences, with little attention paid to their psychological
ramifications. In  contemporary psychology, Carol Ryff’s
Psychological Well-Being Model identifies components such as
autonomy, purpose in life, and self-acceptance as indices of mental
health; however, the linkage between these components and
theological frameworks of theism has been seldom articulated.

3. Methodology

This study is theoretical-analytical in nature and, in terms of method,
is based on a conceptual-comparative analysis. The data were
collected through documentary research, drawing on authoritative
theological texts from the Imami and Ash‘ari traditions, as well as
selected theoretical works in contemporary psychology. In the
theological section, the anthropological foundations of the two
traditions were extracted on the basis of key concepts such as tawhid
monotheism in acts, human free will, acquisition, and a matter
between two matters. These concepts were then examined through an
intra-discursive analytical approach and subsequently compared
within a comparative framework.

In the psychological section, Ryff’s model of psychological well-
being was employed solely as a conceptual framework to establish a
common analytical language between theology and psychology.
Accordingly, the components of autonomy, purpose in life, and self-
acceptance were selected as the basis of analysis due to their
conceptual relevance to the issue of human agency. Finally, the results
of the theological analysis were reinterpreted in the language of
psychological concepts, and the implications of each theological
reading for human psychological well-being were clarified.

4. Results

The findings of this study indicate that the differing interpretations of
theism in Imami and Ash‘ari theology, particularly regarding the
relationship between divine will and human action, extend beyond a
purely theoretical dispute and carry implications for human lived
experience and psychological well-being. The comparative analysis
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shows that the Imami doctrine of a matter between two matters, by
simultaneously preserving divine unity in action and human agency,
provides a framework that strengthens moral responsibility,
purposeful action, and the experience of self-agency. In this respect, it
demonstrates greater conceptual alignment with key components of
psychological well-being, such as autonomy and meaning in life.

By contrast, Ash‘ari theology, with its emphasis on the primacy
of divine will and the doctrine of acquisition, maintains strong
coherence in safeguarding divine unity but may place certain
limitations on the psychological experience of personal agency.
Nevertheless, through concepts such as surrender and trust in God, it
offers distinctive resources for acceptance of life circumstances and
the reduction of anxiety. Overall, the application of Ryff’s model of
psychological well-being shows that different theological
interpretations of human agency may correspond to distinct patterns in
the experience of meaning, self-agency, and acceptance in life,
thereby opening a space for interdisciplinary dialogue between
theology and psychology.

Keywords: Theism, Human Agency, Imami Theology, Ash‘ari
Theology, Psychological Well-Being, Ryff’s Model.
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