Print: 2251- 9378
Online: 2783- 4085

Quranic Doctrines

An Analytical-Critical Study of the Views of Shi'a and Sunni Exegetes
on God's Kayd (Scheming) and Istidraj (Gradual Seizure), with a
Lexical and Theological Approach

1 Kavous Roohi Barandaq **

| Farid Bazrafshan Moghaddam 2

1. Corresponding Author, Associate Professor, Department of Quranic and Hadith Sciences, Tarbiat Modares
University, Tehran, Iran. Email: k.roohi@modares.ac.ir

2. PhD Student in Quranic and Hadith Sciences, Department of Quranic and Hadith Sciences, Tarbiat Modares
University, Tehran, Iran. Email: fbmoghadam@modares.ac.ir

Article Info

Article type:
Research Article

Received: 22 July 2025
Revised: 20 September 2025
Accepted: 27 October 2025
Available Online: 9 November
2025

Keywords:

Quranic Exegesis;
God's Kayd,; Istidraj;
Anthropomorphic
Attributes; Shi'a

and Sunni Exegetes;
Anthropomorphism.

Abstract
od's anthropomorphic attributes in the Quran, due to the use of

G human-related terms, have always been challenging in the in-
terpretation and analysis of divine attributes — a challenge
arising from the fear of attributing reprehensible acts to God or
falling into anthropomorphism. This research specifically analyzes the
acts of kayd (scheming) and istidraj (gradual seizure) and examines the
possibility of attributing them to God, and with an analytical-critical ap-
proach, evaluates the exegetical views of fifteen prominent exegetes from
various Islamic schools. In this process, a lexical and Quranic analysis of
the two concepts is first presented, then the exegetical views are classified
into six approaches and examined based on semantic, theological, and
interpretive indicators. The results show that the attribution of kayd and
istidraj to God can be defended on two complementary bases: first, these
acts lexically lack inherent repulsiveness; second, even assuming a nega-
tive connotation, in the Quranic context, they are real, reactive, and just
acts that materialize within the framework of divine traditions of retribu-
tion and guidance. Therefore, views that consider these acts as real, wise,
and consistent with the system of lordship are more in harmony with the
apparent meaning of the verses, monotheistic principles, and rational
foundations, while views based on verbal interpretation, mushakalah (as-
similation), metaphor, or deterministic foundations lack the necessary
conceptual and theological coherence.
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Extended Abstarct

Introduction

The issue of anthropomorphic attributes and acts attributed to God is among the most
important common topics in Quranic exegesis and Islamic theology. This is because the
Quran sometimes uses words that are commonly employed for human actions and may ini-
tially evoke concepts incompatible with divine transcendence. Among these words are kayd
(scheming) and istidraj (gradual seizure), which are attributed to God in some verses. The
main difficulty is that these two terms are generally associated in the popular mind with
deceit, trickery, dangerous respite, and gradually bringing about a person's downfall. There-
fore, if interpreted without lexical, Quranic, and theological analysis, they can lead to imag-
ining a reprehensible act or anthropomorphism in the divine realm. The research problem
is whether the attribution of kayd and istidraj to God is a real and defensible attribution or
whether it should be reduced to metaphor, mushakalah (assimilation), figurative language, or
verbal interpretation. The aim of the article is to explain the meaning of these two concepts,
examine their relationship with divine justice and wisdom, and critically evaluate the views
of Shi'a and Sunni exegetes regarding the possibility and nature of this attribution. Existing
research, especially studies on the tradition of istidraj, has often focused on one of the two
concepts or on certain narrative and theological aspects, and has rarely engaged in a broad
comparison of exegetical views, simultaneous analysis of kayd and istidraj, or assessment of
the lexical and theological foundations of the views. Therefore, the present study seeks to fill
this gap with a comparative and critical approach.

Method

This research is library-based and documentary in terms of data collection, and analyti-
cal-critical with a comparative content analysis approach in terms of analysis. The scope of
the study includes Quranic verses related to the roots "k-y-d" and "d-r-j" as well as the views
of fifteen prominent exegetes from various Islamic schools: TabarT, Shaykh Ttisi, Tabarsi,
Zamakhshari, Baydawi, Fakhr al-Razi, Qurtubi, Rashid Rida, Maraghi, Qasimi, Sayyid
Qutb, Ibn ‘Ashiir, ‘Allamah Tabataba’1, Fadl Allah, and Javadi Amuli. In the first stage, the
Quranic usages of the two roots were extracted; then, the lexical meanings were examined
by referring to sources such as MaqayTs al-Lughah, Mufradat, Al-Furiiq al-Lughawiyyah,
Al-Mu'jam al-Ishtiqaqt, and Al-Tahqiq. In the next stage, the exegetes' views on God's kayd
and istidraj were collected, classified, and evaluated based on indicators such as the meaning
of the word, the type of attribution to God, the relationship with repulsiveness and justice,
their place in retributive traditions, and the degree of adherence to the apparent meaning of
the verses. Since the research is based on exegetical texts and public sources, there is no
field data or human participation, and its ethical considerations pertain to honesty in citation,
analysis, and referencing.
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Results

An examination of Quranic usages shows that the root "k-y-d" appears 35 times in 29
verses, and in five cases it is attributed to God. The root "d-r-j" appears 20 times in the Qu-
ran, two of which, in the form of "sanastadrijuhum" (We will gradually seize them), refer to
divine istidraj. Lexical analysis revealed that kayd originally means hidden planning, strat-
egy, and problem-solving with intensity, and there is no inherent repulsiveness in its mean-
ing; istidraj also denotes gradual movement and gently driving towards a specific outcome.
Therefore, the negative connotation of these two words is not intrinsic but arises from the
context, purpose, and type of usage.

At the interpretive level, the exegetes' views can be classified into six approaches. One
group considers kayd and istidraj as real, goal-oriented, and tradition-based acts, interpreting
them within the framework of justice, wisdom, conclusive proof, and divine retribution; this
approach is prominent in the works of ‘Allamah Tabataba'1, Javadi Amuli, Rashid Rida,
Fadl Allah, and Sayyid Qutb. Another group, such as Zamakhshari, Tabarst, Maraghi, and
Qasimi, consider these acts as real planning and just retribution for the enemy, emphasizing
that the enemy's plot turns back upon himself. Fakhr al-Raz1 has an analytical-theological ap-
proach, explaining kayd and istidraj with concepts such as firm planning, creation of actions,
removal of divine grace (khuldan al-tawfiq), and respite (imhal). In contrast, Baydawi and
some formulations of Ibn ‘Ashiir rely more on metaphor, mushakalah, figurative language,
and rhetorical analysis. Shaykh TaisT and Qurtubi, in some cases, analyze this attribution as
retaliatory retribution and verbal parallelism. Tabart, with a lexical and narrative approach,
considers kayd and istidraj as hidden divine planning and an instance of sudden punishment,
engaging less in theological or rhetorical discussions.

The final assessment shows that there are two complementary bases for defending the
attribution of kayd and istidraj to God: first, the lexical basis, which negates the inherent
repulsiveness of these acts; second, the theological-interpretive basis, which, even assuming
a negative connotation, considers these acts in the Quranic context as reactive, retributive,
and just. Consequently, an exclusive reliance on metaphor, mushakalah, or deterministic
foundations fails to resolve the main problem and is inconsistent with the apparent meaning
of verses such as "inna kaydi matin" (Indeed, My scheme is firm), "kadhalika kidna li-ytsuf"
(Thus did We plan for Joseph), and "sanastadrijuhum" (We will gradually seize them).

Conclusions

The research concludes that the attribution of kayd and istidraj to God is defensible both
lexically and theologically-interpretively. These two concepts, in their original meaning, do
not entail deception, injustice, or a reprehensible act; rather, in their Quranic usage, they are
real, hidden, wise, and reactive measures that materialize in response to transgression, de-
nial, the plotting of enemies, and human misuse of free will. Therefore, views that consider
these acts as part of the divine system of guidance, retribution, conclusive proof, and the de-
fense of truth are more in harmony with the apparent meaning of the verses and monotheistic
principles. In contrast, views that, in order to avoid attributing a reprehensible act to God,
resort to metaphor, mushakalah, or verbal interpretation without sufficient evidence lack the
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necessary lexical and theological coherence. Accordingly, divine kayd and istidraj are not
signs of deficiency in the divine realm, but rather manifestations of God's justice, wisdom,
and firm planning in the face of human transgression and negligence. This conclusion can
also be useful in re-examining other anthropomorphic attributes and seemingly human acts
attributed to God, and can provide a model for reconciling adherence to the apparent mean-
ing of the Quran with the principle of divine transcendence.
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