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INTRODUCTION

Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (1058-1111) was the most celebrated scholar of his age, professor at the Nizamiyya col-
lege in Baghdad, when in 1095 he suffered a crisis, gave up his post and his fortune, and left the city to live for
years as a wandering Sufi. Near the end of his life, after he had returned to teaching at Nishapur, he wrote Deliv-
erance from Error in answer to a friend who asked how he had found his way through the conflicting sects of his
time.

The book tells the story of a mind. Al-Ghazali describes a thirst to know things as they really are, a bout of
radical doubt—about the senses, then about reason itself—cured not by argument but by a light God cast into
his heart, and a survey of the four groups who claimed the truth: the theologians, the philosophers, the Batinis
who followed an infallible imam, and the Sufis. Theology could not cure his doubt; philosophy he studied on
his own and found sound in logic and mathematics but fatally wrong in metaphysics; the Batinis had nothing
to teach. The Sufi way, he found, is a matter not of learning but of experience—“tasting”—and it opened his eyes
to the nature of prophecy.

It has often been compared with Augustine’s Confessions and with Descartes’s Meditations, and it remains one
of the most personal works of medieval philosophy.
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Introduction

Al-Ghazali explains why he writes: the sects are a deep sea in which most drown; his lifelong thirst to know
things as they really are, and what certain knowledge is.
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ENGLISH

In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassion-
ate.

Praise be to God, with whose praise every letter
and every discourse begins. Blessings be on
Muhammad the Chosen, bearer of prophecy and
of the message, and on his family and his Compan-
ions, who guide others out of error.

Now then: you have asked me, my brother in reli-
gion, to set out for you the aim and the secrets of
the sciences, and the pitfalls and the depths of the
doctrines. You want me to tell you what I suffered
in extracting the truth from the turmoil of the
sects, with their divergent roads and paths. You
want to know how I dared to rise from the lowland
of taqlid to the high ground of inquiry. You want to
know what I gained, first, from kalam; what I
found distasteful, second, in the ways of the party
of ta‘'lim, who make the grasp of truth depend on
following the imam; what I came, third, to despise
in the ways of philosophizing; and what I came at
last to approve in the way of Sufism. You ask, too,
what core of truth became clear to me as I
searched through people’s opinions, what turned
me away from spreading knowledge in Baghdad,
though my students were many, and what drew
me back to it in Nishapur after a long interval.
Once I was sure your desire was sincere, I
hastened to answer your request. So I say, seeking
God’s help, trusting in Him, relying on Him and
taking refuge in Him:"

Know—may God Most High guide you well and
make you pliant to the truth—that people differ in
religions and creeds, and then the leading author-
ities differ over doctrines. With the great number
of sects and the divergence of their ways, this is a

1 Tagqlid: accepting beliefs on authority, uncritical conformity. Kalam: dialectical theology, whose practitioners are “the theolo-
gians”. The party of talim (“authoritative teaching”) are the Batinis (“esotericists”), the Isma‘ili movement that followed a hidden, in-

fallible imam.
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deep sea in which most have drowned and only a
few have come through safe. Every party claims it
is the one that is saved, and “each faction rejoices
in what it has.” This is what the lord of the messen-
gers (God’s blessings on him) foretold to us. He is
the truthful one whose word is always true, and he
said: “My community will split into seventy-three
sects, of which one will be saved.” What he fore-
told has come to pass.?

In the prime of my youth and the bloom of my life,
ever since I neared puberty, before I was twenty,
and until now, when I am past fifty, I have never
stopped plunging into the swell of this deep sea. I
have waded through its flood as the bold wade, not
as the timid and wary. I have pushed into every
darkness, charged at every difficulty and thrown
myself into every quagmire. I have examined the
creed of every sect and sought to uncover the
secrets of every faction’s doctrine. My aim was to
tell the one in the right from the one in the wrong,
the follower of the Prophet’s way from the innov-
ator. I have left no Batini without wishing to learn
his esotericism, and no Zahiri without wanting to
know what his literalism amounts to. I have left no
philosopher without seeking to grasp the essence
of his philosophy, and no theologian without striv-
ing to learn the aim of his theology and his dispu-
tation. I have left no Sufi without being eager to
find the secret of his Sufism, and no devotee
without watching for what his devotion comes to.
And I have left no freethinking heretic who denies
God without spying behind him to discover the
causes of his boldness in his denial and his
heresy.?

From the very beginning, in the bloom of my life,
a thirst to grasp the true nature of things was my
habit and my custom. It was an instinct and a nat-
ural disposition placed by God in my make-up, not
something I chose or contrived. So it was that the
bonds of taglid came loose from me and my inher-
ited beliefs broke apart while I was still barely
past boyhood. For I saw that Christian children
grow up only as Christians, Jewish children grow
up only as Jews, and Muslim children grow up
only as Muslims. And I heard the hadith related

3 The Zahiris (“literalists”) held to the apparent sense of the texts; al-Ghazali pairs them with the Batinis, who looked for a hidden

inner sense.
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from the Messenger of God (God bless him and
grant him peace), in which he said: “Every child is
born with the innate disposition; then his parents
make him a Jew, a Christian or a Magian.”*

WHAT CERTAIN KNOWLEDGE IS

He defines certain knowledge as knowledge that leaves no room for doubt, even before a miracle.
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So my inner self was stirred to seek the true nature
of that original innate disposition, and the true
nature of the beliefs that are acquired by follow-
ing parents and teachers. I wanted to distinguish
among these borrowed beliefs, which begin as
things instilled in us and about which people dis-
agree when they try to tell truth from falsehood. I
said to myself first: What I seek is knowledge of
the true nature of things, so I must first find out
what knowledge truly is. It became clear to me
that certain knowledge is that in which the thing
known is laid bare with no room for doubt. No
possibility of error or illusion goes with it, and the
heart has no room even to suppose such a thing.
Rather, safety from error must be joined to cer-
tainty so closely that if someone who could turn
stone into gold and a staff into a serpent were to
challenge it and try to show it false, that would
produce neither doubt nor denial. For once I know
that ten is more than three, suppose someone said
to me, “No, three is more than ten, and the proof is
that I will turn this staff into a serpent,” and he
turned it, and I saw him do it. I would not doubt
what I know on that account. All it would produce
in me is wonder at how he was able to do it!

But doubt what I know? No.

Then I knew that whatever I do not know in this
way, and am not certain of with this kind of cer-
tainty, is knowledge that cannot be trusted and of-
fers no safety. And any knowledge that offers no
safety is not certain knowledge.

4 The Magians are the Zoroastrians. The innate disposition (fitra) is the natural constitution with which God creates every human

being.






The Ways into Skepticism
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Doubting the senses and then reason itself, the argument from dreams, and the two months of skepticism
ended by a light God cast into the heart.
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Then I searched through what I knew and found
myself devoid of any knowledge answering to this
description, except for sense data and necessary
truths. So I said: Now that despair has set in, the
only hope of shedding light on difficult questions
lies in what is clear, that is, in sense data and ne-
cessary truths. I must first make these secure.
Then I will be certain whether my trust in what
the senses give and my safety from error in neces-
sary truths are of the same kind as the safety I
used to feel in what I had taken on authority, and
the safety most people feel in the conclusions of
reflection. Or is this a verified safety, with no
treachery or pitfall in it? So I set to work with great
earnestness, examining sense data and necessary
truths to see whether I could make myself doubt
them. After a long effort at doubting, I reached the
point where my soul would no longer grant safety
even to sense data. It began to open itself to doubt
about them, saying: Where does trust in sense
data come from? The strongest of the senses is
sight. It looks at a shadow and sees it standing
still, not moving, and judges that there is no mo-
tion. Then, by experience and observation, an
hour later, it learns that the shadow has moved. It
has not moved all at once, suddenly, but gradually,
particle by particle, so that it was never at rest.

It looks at a star and sees it small, the size of a
dinar; then geometrical proofs show that it is lar-
ger than the earth. In these and similar cases of
sense perception, the judge of the senses passes its
judgments, and the judge of reason proves it false
and convicts it of betrayal, so that it has no way to
defend itself."

So Isaid: Trust in sense data has collapsed as well.
Perhaps, then, the only trustworthy truths are the

1 A dinar was a small gold coin. Reason renders ‘aql, the intellect, the faculty by which rational truths are known.
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truths of reason that are first principles. Examples
are our saying that ten is more than three, that af-
firmation and denial cannot both hold of one and
the same thing, and that one and the same thing
cannot be both originated and eternal, existent
and non-existent, necessary and impossible. But
the sense data said: How can you be sure that your
trust in rational truths is not like your trust in
sense data? You used to trust me. Then the judge of
reason came and proved me false, and but for the
judge of reason you would have gone on believing
me. So perhaps beyond the perception of reason
there is another judge. If he appeared, he would
prove reason false in its judgment, just as the
judge of reason appeared and proved the senses
false in theirs. That such a perception has not ap-
peared does not show that it is impossible.

My soul hesitated a little over how to answer this.
Then the difficulty was reinforced by the case of
sleep, and it said: Do you not see that in sleep you
believe things and imagine situations, and take
them to be firm and settled, and while in that state
you have no doubt about them? Then you wake up
and know that none of what you imagined and be-
lieved had any basis or substance. So how can you
be sure that everything you believe while awake,
by the senses or by reason, is not true only relative
to the state you are in now? A state could come
upon you whose relation to your waking would be
like the relation of your waking to your sleep, and
your waking would be sleep compared with it!
When that state arrived, you would be certain that
everything you had imagined with your reason
was fancy without substance. Perhaps that state is
the one the Sufis claim as theirs. For they claim
that in their states, when they dive deep into
themselves and are absent from their senses, they
see things that do not accord with these rational
truths.?

Or perhaps that state is death. For the Messenger
of God (God bless him and grant him peace) said:
“People are asleep; when they die, they wake.” Per-
haps the life of this world is sleep compared with
the hereafter. When someone dies, things will ap-
pear to him otherwise than he sees them now, and
at that moment he will be told: “We have removed

2 The Sufis are the Muslim mystics. Their “states” (ahwal) are passing spiritual conditions granted in the course of the mystical

path.
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your covering from you, and today your sight is
keen.”?

TWO MONTHS OF SKEPTICISM

No proof could cure his doubt; a light God cast into his breast restored trust in reason.
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When these thoughts came to me and struck
sparks in my soul, I looked for a cure, but none
came easily. For they could be driven off only by a
proof, and a proof can be set up only by combin-
ing first principles. If these are not granted, no
proof can be constructed.

The illness grew stubborn and lasted nearly two
months. During that time I held the doctrine of
sophistry in my actual state, though not in what I
said or professed. At last God Most High cured me
of that illness, and my soul returned to health and
balance. The necessary truths of reason became
acceptable again, and I trusted them with safety
and certainty. This did not come about by arran-
ging a proof or ordering an argument. It came by a
light that God Most High cast into my breast, and
that light is the key to most kinds of knowledge.
Whoever supposes that unveiling depends on
carefully formulated proofs has narrowed the vast
mercy of God Most High. The Messenger of God
(God bless him and grant him peace) was asked
about the “opening” and its meaning in the words
of God Most High, “Whomever God wills to guide,
He opens his breast to Islam.”*

He said: “It is a light that God Most High casts into
the heart.” He was asked: “And what is its sign?” He
said: “Withdrawing from the abode of delusion
and turning to the abode of eternity.” It is of this
light that he (God bless him and grant him peace)
said: “God Most High created creatures in dark-
ness, then sprinkled on them some of His light.”

It is from that light that unveiling must be sought.
That light gushes forth from the divine generosity
at certain times, and one must watch for it. As he
(God bless him and grant him peace) said: “In the
days of your time your Lord sends breaths of
grace, so put yourselves in their way.”

4 Sophistry (safsata) here means radical skepticism, the denial that anything can be known. Quran 6:125.
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The theologians, the Batinis, the philosophers and the Sufis: the truth must lie with one of them.
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When God cured me of this illness, by His grace
and the breadth of His generosity, I found that the
kinds of seekers came down to four groups: 1. The
theologians, who claim to be the people of judg-
ment and reflection. 2. The Batinis, who claim to
be the party of talim and to have the special priv-
ilege of drawing knowledge from the infallible
imam. 3. The philosophers, who claim to be the
people of logic and demonstration (burhan). 4. The
Sufis, who claim to be the elite of the divine pres-
ence and the people of direct vision and unveil-
ing.’

I said to myself: The truth does not lie outside
these four kinds. These are the ones who travel the
paths of seeking the truth. If the truth has escaped
them, no hope of grasping it remains. For there is
no hope of going back to taqlid once one has left it,
since it is a condition of someone who follows au-
thority that he does not know he is doing so. Once
he knows it, the glass of his taqglid is shattered. It is
a break that cannot be mended, a crack that can-
not be joined by patching and piecing, unless the
glass is melted in the fire and fashioned anew.

So I hastened to travel these paths and to examine
thoroughly what these groups had to offer. I began
with kalam, turned second to the way of philo-
sophy, third to the teaching of the Batinis, and
fourth to the way of the Sufis.

1 The philosophers practice falsafa, philosophy in the Greek tradition (Aristotle and his Arabic followers). Burhan, demonstration, is

proof from certain premises (Aristotle’s apodeixis).






Theology: Its Aim and Its Results
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Theology defends orthodox belief against innovators but, arguing from its opponents’ premises, could not
cure his doubt.
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I began, then, with kalam. I mastered it and under-
stood it, studied the books of its most rigorous
practitioners, and wrote in it what I wished to
write. I found it a science that achieved its own
aim but not mine. Its aim is only to preserve the
creed of the people of the Sunna for the people of
the Sunna and to guard it against the confusion
sown by the innovators. For God Most High sent
down to His servants, through the tongue of His
Messenger, a creed that is the truth. It contains
what is good for them in their religion and their
worldly life, as the Quran and the hadith make
known. Then Satan cast into the whisperings of
the innovators things contrary to the Sunna. They
harped on these things and all but threw the true
creed into confusion for those who held it. So God
Most High brought into being the party of the
theologians and moved them to defend the Sunna
with ordered argument. This argument exposes
the deceptions of the innovators and their novel-
ties, which run contrary to the transmitted Sunna.
That is how kalam and its practitioners arose.*

Some of them did carry out what God Most High
had called them to do. They defended the Sunna
well, fought for the creed received with accept-
ance from prophecy, and resisted the innovations
that had been introduced. But in doing so they re-
lied on premises they took over from their oppon-
ents, which they were compelled to grant by
taqlid, by the consensus of the community, or by
simple acceptance from the Quran and the hadith.
Most of their effort went into drawing out their op-
ponents’ contradictions and holding them to the
consequences of what they had granted. This is of
little use to someone who grants nothing at all ex-
cept necessary truths. So kalam was not sufficient
in my case, and it did not cure the illness I

1 The people of the Sunna are the Sunni Muslims, who hold to the Prophet’s practice (sunna) and the community’s consensus.
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suffered from. True, once the craft of kalam had
arisen, its practice had spread and a long time had
passed, the theologians came to long for a way of
defending the Sunna by investigating the true
nature of things. They plunged into the study of
substances and accidents and their properties.?

But since that was not the aim of their science,
their discussion of it did not reach its furthest lim-
it. It yielded nothing that would wholly dispel the
darkness of bewilderment over people’s disagree-
ments. I do not rule out that it did this for
someone else. In fact I do not doubt that it did so
for some, but in a way mixed with taqlid on certain
matters that are not first principles!

My purpose now is to tell of my own state, not to
reproach those who sought a cure in kalam. For
remedies differ as illnesses differ. How many a
remedy benefits one patient and harms another!

2 Substances are things that exist in their own right; accidents, such as color or motion, exist only in substances.
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Philosophy
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The three kinds of philosophers; their six sciences—mathematics, logic, physics, metaphysics, politics and
ethics—and the two dangers they bring.
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1 These headings outline the section on philosophy that follows.
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- What it amounts to. - What in it is blameworthy
and what is not. - For what views its proponent is
to be declared an unbeliever, and for what not. -
What in it is innovation and what is not. - An ac-
count of what the philosophers stole from the
words of the people of truth. - An account of what
they mixed with the words of the people of truth,
so as to pass off their falsehood along with it. -
How it happens that people refuse that truth
mixed with falsehood and souls recoil from it. -
How pure truth is to be extracted from the coun-
terfeit and base coin in everything they say.*

After finishing with kalam, I began on philosophy.
I knew for certain that no one can recognize what
is unsound in any science unless he grasps that
science to its furthest reach. He must equal the
most learned of its practitioners in its founda-
tions, then go beyond him and surpass his rank, so
that he discovers depths and pitfalls that the mas-
ter of the science himself has not discovered. Only
then can what he claims about its unsoundness be
true. And I had seen no one among the scholars of
Islam devote his care and his energy to that.

The books of the theologians, where they busied
themselves with refuting the philosophers, con-
tained nothing of the philosophers’ own words ex-
cept obscure, scattered phrases, plainly contra-
dictory and unsound. These would not be expec-
ted to deceive an ordinary person of sound mind,
let alone someone who lays claim to the subtleties
of the sciences. So I knew that refuting a doctrine
before understanding it and grasping its essence is
shooting in the dark. I rolled up my sleeves and set
about acquiring that science from books, by read-
ing alone, without the help of a teacher. I applied
myself to it in the hours left free from writing and
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teaching in the religious sciences. All the while I
was burdened with teaching and instructing three
hundred students in Baghdad.

Through reading alone, in these stolen hours, God
Most High (glory be to Him) let me reach the fur-
thest limit of their sciences in less than two years.
Then, once I had understood it, I kept on reflecting
on it for nearly a year. I went back over it again
and again, probing its pitfalls and its depths. In
the end I came to know, beyond any doubt, the de-
ception and the confusion, the truth and the illu-
sion in it.

Hear now my account of them and of what their
sciences amount to. I found them to be of several
kinds, and their sciences to fall into several divi-
sions. For all their many kinds, the stain of unbe-
lief and godlessness clings to them. Yet between
the ancient and the most ancient of them, and
between the later and the earliest, there is a great
difference in how far they stand from the truth or
how near they come to it.

THE THREE KINDS OF PHILOSOPHERS
Materialists, naturalists and theists, and why all of them must be declared unbelievers.
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Know that, for all their many sects and different
doctrines, they fall into three divisions: the mater-
ialists, the naturalists and the theists.

The first kind: the materialists. They are a party of
the most ancient philosophers who denied the
Maker who governs the world, the Knowing, the
Powerful. They claimed that the world has always
existed as it is, of itself, without a maker. Animals
have always come from sperm and sperm from an-
imals; so it was, and so it will be forever. These are
the heretics.?

The second kind: the naturalists. They are people
who devoted much study to the world of nature
and to the wonders of animals and plants, and
went deeply into the anatomy of animals’ organs.
In them they saw such wonders of God Most High’s
handiwork and such marvels of His wisdom that
they were compelled to acknowledge a wise Creat-

2 The materialists (dahriyyun, “the Dahris”, from dahr, “time”) hold the world to be eternal and deny a maker. “Heretics” renders
zanddiqa, a polemical term for freethinkers who reject revealed religion.
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or who knows the ends and purposes of things. No
one studies anatomy and the wonderful uses of
the organs without gaining this necessary know-
ledge of the perfect design of the builder who built
the animal frame, above all the human frame. But
because of their many studies of nature, these
people found that the balance of the temperament
had a great effect in sustaining the powers of an-
imals. So they supposed that the rational power in
man also depends on his temperament, and that it
ceases when his temperament ceases and passes
out of existence. Then, once it no longer exists, it
is inconceivable, as they claimed, that what no
longer exists should be brought back.?

So they held that the soul dies and does not return.
They denied the hereafter and rejected paradise
and hell, the gathering and the resurrection, the
Rising and the reckoning. For them no reward re-
mained for obedience and no punishment for dis-
obedience. So the bridle came off them, and they
sank into their appetites as cattle do.

These too are heretics, because the root of faith is
faith in God and the Last Day. These people denied
the Last Day, even though they believed in God
and His attributes.

The third kind: the theists. They are the later
philosophers, such as Socrates, who was the teach-
er of Plato, and Plato, who was the teacher of Aris-
totle. It was Aristotle who ordered logic for them
and refined the sciences for them. He set out pre-
cisely what had not been set out precisely before
and brought to maturity what had been raw in
their sciences. All of them together refuted the
first two kinds, the materialists and the natural-
ists. In exposing their disgraceful views they said
enough to spare others the trouble: “God spared
the believers the fighting,” through their fighting
among themselves. Then Aristotle refuted Plato
and Socrates and the theists who came before
them, and his refutation was so unsparing that he
disowned them all. Yet he too kept remnants of
their vile unbelief and innovation, which he did
not manage to shake off. So they must be declared
unbelievers, and so must their followers among
the Muslim philosophers, such as Avicenna, al-
Farabi and others. That said, none of the Muslim

3 Temperament (mizdj): in ancient medicine, the mixture of the bodily humors, whose balance was thought to govern health.
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philosophers took on the transmission of Aris-
totle’s science as these two men did.*

What others transmitted is not free of muddle and
confusion, which so disturbs the reader’s heart
that he cannot understand it. And how can what is
not understood be refuted or accepted? The sum of
what we have found to be reliably Aristotle’s philo-
sophy, as transmitted by these two men, falls into
three divisions: 1. A division for which one must
be declared an unbeliever. 2. A division for which
one must be declared an innovator. 3. A division
that need not be rejected at all. Let us set this out
in detail.

THE SIX SCIENCES OF THE PHILOSOPHERS
Mathematics, logic, physics, metaphysics, politics and ethics, taken one by one, with the danger each brings.
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Know that their sciences, with respect to the pur-
pose we are pursuing, fall into six divisions: math-
ematics, logic, physics, metaphysics, politics and
ethics.

1. Mathematics deals with arithmetic, geometry
and astronomy, the science of the configuration of
the world. None of it touches on religious matters,
either to deny or to affirm them. Rather, these are
demonstrated matters that cannot be denied once
they are understood and known. Yet two dangers
have arisen from it. The first is that whoever stud-
ies it marvels at its subtleties and at the clarity of
its proofs. On that account he forms a good opin-
ion of the philosophers and supposes that all their
sciences are as clear and as firmly demonstrated
as this one. Then he hears the common talk about
their unbelief, their denial of God and their dis-
dain for the Law, and he becomes an unbeliever
by sheer taqlid, saying: “If religion were true, it
would not have escaped these people, given how
precise they are in this science!” Once he has
learned by hearsay of their unbelief and denial, he
concludes that the truth lies in denying and reject-
ing religion. How many I have seen who stray
from the truth on this pretext, with nothing else to
support them!®

4 Quran 33:25. Al-Farabi (d. AD 950) and Avicenna (Ibn Sina, d. AD 1037) were the leading Muslim philosophers in the Aristotelian

tradition.

5 “The Law” renders al-shar, the shari‘a: the revealed Law, Quran and Prophetic practice, as a whole.
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He may be told: “Someone skilled in one craft is
not necessarily skilled in every craft. One skilled
in jurisprudence and kalam need not be skilled in
medicine, and one ignorant of the rational sci-
ences need not be ignorant of grammar. Every
craft has its people who have reached excellence
and pre-eminence in it, even if foolishness and ig-
norance may attach to them in other fields. The
ancients’ discourse in mathematics is demonstrat-
ive, while in metaphysics it is conjectural. Only
someone who has tried it and gone deep into it
knows this.” But when this is put to the man who
has fallen into godlessness through following au-
thority, he will not accept it. Instead, the sway of
passion, vain appetite and the love of seeming
clever drive him to persist in thinking well of the
philosophers in all the sciences.

This is a great danger, and because of it everyone
who plunges into those sciences must be held
back. Even though they do not bear on religion,
they are among the starting points of the philo-
sophers’ sciences, so their harm and their ill omen
spread to the student. Few plunge into them
without being stripped of religion and having the
bridle of piety slip from their heads.

The second danger arose from a friend of Islam
who was ignorant. He thought religion should be
defended by rejecting every science attributed to
the philosophers. So he rejected all their sciences
and claimed they were ignorant in them. He even
rejected what they say about solar and lunar ec-
lipses and claimed that it contradicted the Law.
When this reached the ears of someone who knew
those things by conclusive demonstration, he did
not doubt his demonstration. Instead he came to
believe that Islam is built on ignorance and on re-
jecting conclusive demonstration, and his love of
philosophy and his hatred of Islam grew. Great in-
deed is the crime against religion committed by
whoever thinks that Islam is defended by rejecting
these sciences. Nothing in the Law touches on
these sciences, whether to deny or to affirm, and
nothing in these sciences touches on religious
matters. Consider his saying (God bless him and
grant him peace): “The sun and the moon are two
of the signs of God Most High. They are not ec-
lipsed for anyone’s death or life, so when you see
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that, hasten to the remembrance of God Most High
and to prayer.”

There is nothing in this that requires rejecting the
science of calculation, which makes known the
courses of the sun and the moon and their con-
junction or opposition in a particular way. As for
the saying attributed to him (peace be upon him),
“But when God manifests Himself to a thing, it
submits to Him,” this addition is not found in the
sound collections at all. This, then, is the verdict
on mathematics and on the danger that comes
from it.®

2. As for logic, none of it touches religion, either to
deny or to affirm. It is the study of the methods of
proof and of syllogisms, of the conditions for the
premises of a demonstration and how they are
combined, and of the conditions for a correct
definition and how it is ordered. It teaches that
knowledge is either conception, which is reached
through definition, or assent, which is reached
through demonstration. There is nothing in this
that ought to be rejected. It is of the same kind as
what the theologians and those who reflect on
proofs have set out. The philosophers differ from
them only in their expressions and technical
terms, and in greater thoroughness in their defini-
tions and subdivisions. An example of their dis-
course on it is their saying: If it is established that
every A is B, it follows that some B is A. That is, if
it is established that every man is an animal, it fol-
lows that some animal is a man. They express this
by saying that a universal affirmative converts
into a particular affirmative.

What bearing does this have on the essentials of
religion, that it should be denied and rejected? If
someone rejects it, the only result among logi-
cians is a poor opinion of his intelligence, and
even of his religion, which he claims depends on
such rejection. True, the philosophers commit a
kind of injustice in this science. They lay down
conditions for demonstration that are known to
produce certainty beyond doubt, but when they
come to religious questions they cannot meet
those conditions and are as lax as can be. Someone
may also study logic, admire it and find it clear,
and then suppose that the unbelieving doctrines

6 The sound collections (al-sihah) are the canonical hadith collections, above all those of al-Bukhari and Muslim.
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reported of them are backed by demonstrations of
the same kind. So he rushes into unbelief before
he has even reached the metaphysical sciences. So
this danger, too, finds its way into logic.

3. Physics (the natural sciences) investigates the
world of the heavens and their stars, and the
simple bodies beneath them, such as water, air,
earth and fire. It also investigates the composite
bodies, such as animals, plants and minerals, and
the causes of their change, transformation and
mixture. This is like medicine’s investigation of
the human body, its principal and subordinate or-
gans, and the causes that alter its constitution. Re-
ligion does not require us to reject medicine, and
in the same way it does not require us to reject this
science, except on certain specific questions,
which we have set out in our book The Incoherence
of the Philosophers (Tahafut al-falasifa). Any other
points on which we must disagree with them will,
on reflection, turn out to fall under these. The root
of them all is that you should know that nature is
subject to God Most High. It does not act by itself;
it is used by its Creator. The sun, the moon, the
stars and the natures are subject to His command,
and none of them acts by itself or of itself.”

4. Metaphysics is where most of their errors lie.
Here they could not meet the conditions for
demonstration (burhan) that they had laid down in
logic, and so they disagreed among themselves a
great deal. Aristotle’s doctrine on these matters, as
transmitted by al-Farabi and Avicenna, comes
close to the views of the Muslims. But all their er-
rors come down to twenty points. On three of
them they must be declared unbelievers, and on
seventeen they must be declared heretical innov-
ators. We wrote The Incoherence to refute their doc-
trine on these twenty questions.

On the three questions they disagreed with all
Muslims. 1. They say that bodies will not be raised
at the resurrection. Only disembodied spirits are
rewarded and punished, and the rewards and pun-
ishments are spiritual, not bodily. They were right
to affirm the spiritual ones, for these are real too.
But they spoke falsely in denying the bodily ones,
and in what they said they disbelieved in the Law.

7 The Incoherence of the Philosophers is al-Ghazali’s critique of the philosophers’ metaphysics and physics, completed in AD 1095.
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2. Another is their saying that “God Most High
knows universals but not particulars.” This too is
plain unbelief. The truth is that “not an atom’s
weight escapes Him in the heavens or on earth.”®

3. Another is their doctrine that the world is etern-
al and without beginning. No Muslim has ever
held any of these views.

As for the rest, such as their denial of the attrib-
utes, and their saying that God knows by His es-
sence and not by a knowledge added to His es-
sence, and the like, their doctrine here is close to
that of the Mu‘tazilites, and the Mu'tazilites need
not be declared unbelievers for such things. In our
book The Decisive Criterion for Distinguishing Islam
from Heresy (Faysal al-tafriqa bayna 1-Islam wa-1-
zandaqa) we have shown how wrong it is to rush
to declare people unbelievers for everything that
differs from one’s own doctrine.’

5. Politics: everything they say about it comes
down to practical maxims concerned with worldly
affairs and the government of rulers. They took
these from the scriptures God revealed to the
prophets and from the wise sayings handed down
from the prophets of old (peace be upon them).

6. Ethics: everything they say about it comes down
to listing the qualities and traits of the soul, nam-
ing their genera and species, and describing how
to treat and struggle against them. They took this
from the words of the Sufis. These are godly
people who persevere in remembering God Most
High, in opposing their desires, and in traveling
the path to God Most High by turning away from
the pleasures of this world. In their spiritual
struggle the traits and faults of the soul, and the
flaws in its actions, were unveiled to them, and
they spoke of these openly. The philosophers took
them and mixed them into their own discourse,
using them as an ornament to help sell their false-
hoods. In their time, indeed in every age, there
has been a group of such godly people. God, glory
be to Him, never leaves the world without them,
for they are the pegs of the earth: through their
blessings mercy comes down on the people of the

9 The Mu'tazilites were a school of kalam (theology) that held that God knows by His essence rather than through distinct eternal at-
tributes. The Decisive Criterion is al-Ghazali’s treatise on the limits of declaring others unbelievers.
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earth. So the report has it, where the Prophet (God
bless him and grant him peace) said: “Through
them you are given rain, through them you are
given your provision, and of them were the Com-

panions of the Cave.”*°

TWO DANGERS: REJECTION AND ACCEPTANCE
Truths borrowed by the philosophers should not be rejected, but the unwary are drawn into their errors.
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Such people existed in times past as well, as the
Quran declares. When the philosophers mixed the
words of prophecy and the words of the Sufis into
their books, two dangers arose: one for the person
who accepts them, and one for the person who re-
jects them. 1. The danger for the one who rejects
them is great. A group of feeble minds supposed
that, since those words are recorded in the philo-
sophers’ books and mixed with their falsehoods,
they should be shunned and never mentioned,
and that anyone who mentions them should be
condemned. They had first heard these words only
from the philosophers, so it came into their feeble
minds that the words were false because the one
who said them was in the wrong. They are like
someone who hears a Christian say, “There is no
god but God; Jesus is the Messenger of God,” and
rejects it, saying, “That is what Christians say.” He
does not pause long enough to consider whether
the Christian is an unbeliever because of this
statement or because he denies the prophethood
of Muhammad (peace be upon him)! If he is an un-
believer only because of that denial, then one
should not disagree with him on anything else
that is true in itself and does not make him an un-
believer, even if he too holds it to be true.

This is the habit of weak minds: they know the
truth by men, not men by the truth. The intelli-
gent person follows the lead of ‘Ali, the master of
the intelligent (may God be pleased with him),
who said: “Do not know the truth by men; know
the truth, and you will know its people.” The intel-
ligent person of understanding first knows the
truth, and then looks at the statement itself. If it is
true, he accepts it, whether the one who said it is
in the wrong or in the right. He may even take

10 The “pegs” (awtad) are, in Sufi lore, saints on whom the stability of the world depends. The Companions of the Cave are the sleep-

ers of Quran 18:9-26.
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pains to extract the truth from the sayings of those
in error, knowing that gold is mined from dirt. A
money-changer does no harm in putting his hand
into a counterfeiter’s purse and pulling out pure
gold from among the false and base coins, so long
as he trusts his own discernment. It is the villager,
not the discerning money-changer, who is warned
off dealing with a counterfeiter; the clumsy per-
son, not the skilled swimmer, who is kept away
from the seashore; the child, not the expert snake-
charmer, who is kept from touching a snake.'*

By my life! Most people think themselves clever
and expert, perfect in intellect and fully equipped
to tell truth from falsehood and guidance from er-
ror. So the door must be shut firmly: everyone
must be warned off reading the books of those in
error, as far as possible. For even if they escape
the danger just described, they will by no means
escape the second one, which we shall describe
next.

Objections have been raised against some of the
statements scattered through our writings on the
secrets of the religious sciences. They came from a
group whose inner grasp of the sciences is not
firm and whose insight has not opened onto the
furthest aims of the various doctrines. They
claimed that those statements belong to the an-
cient philosophers. Yet some of them are my own
ideas—and it is not unlikely that one hoof should
fall where another has trodden. Some are found in
books of the Law, and most, in substance, are
found in the books of the Sufis.

But suppose they were found only in the philo-
sophers’ books. If a statement is rational in itself,
supported by demonstration, and not contrary to
the Book and the Sunna (the Prophet’s practice),
why should it be shunned and abandoned? If we
opened this door and went so far as to shun every
truth that first occurred to someone in the wrong,
we would have to shun a great deal of truth. We
would have to shun a whole number of verses of
the Quran, reports of the Messenger (God bless
him and grant him peace), stories of the early
Muslims, and sayings of the sages and the Sufis.
For the author of the Brethren of Purity cited them
in his book as evidence, using them to lure the

11 ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib (d. AD 661): the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law, and the fourth caliph.
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hearts of fools into his falsehood. In the end those
in the wrong would pull the truth out of our hands
simply by placing it in their books."?

The lowest rank of a scholar is to stand apart from
the ignorant commoner. He does not refuse honey
even if he finds it in a cupper’s glass, and he un-
derstands that the cupping glass does not change
the nature of the honey. Natural aversion to it
rests on a commoner’s ignorance. It arises because
the cupping glass was made for blood, which is
filthy; so he thinks blood is filthy because it is in
the cupping glass, not realizing that it is filthy be-
cause of a quality in itself. Since honey lacks that
quality, being in that vessel does not give it the
quality, and so should not make it repulsive. This
is a false fancy, and it prevails over most people. If
you attribute a statement to someone they think
well of, they accept it even if it is false; if you at-
tribute it to someone they think ill of, they reject it
even if it is true. They always know the truth by
men and never know men by the truth—and that
is the height of error! This is the danger of rejec-
tion.*

2. The second danger is the danger of acceptance.
Someone who reads their books, such as the
Brethren of Purity and others, sees the prophetic
wisdom and the Sufi sayings they have mixed into
their discourse. He may approve of these, accept
them and think well of them. Then he hastens to
accept the falsehoods mixed in with them, be-
cause of the good opinion he formed of what he
saw and approved. That is a kind of luring into
falsehood.

Because of this danger, people must be warned off
reading their books, for the treachery and peril in
them. Just as someone who cannot swim must be
kept away from slippery riverbanks, people must
be kept from reading those books. Just as children
must be kept from touching snakes, ears must be
kept from muddled words. A snake-charmer must
not touch a snake in front of his small child if he
knows the child will copy him and think himself
as capable. He must warn the child off by being
cautious himself and not touching it in front of
him. The firmly grounded scholar must act in the

12 The Epistles of the Brethren of Purity (Rasd’il Ikhwan al-Safa’): a tenth-century encyclopedia of the sciences with Isma‘ili leanings.
13 Cupping: drawing blood through a glass or horn applied to the skin, a common medical treatment.
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same way. And when the skilled snake-charmer
takes a snake, tells the antidote from the poison,
extracts the antidote and renders the poison
harmless, he has no right to withhold the antidote
from someone who needs it.

Likewise, when the discerning money-changer, ex-
pert at assaying coin, puts his hand into a counter-
feiter’s purse, takes out pure gold and throws away
the false and base coins, he has no right to with-
hold the good, approved coin from someone who
needs it. The same holds for the scholar. Someone
who needs the antidote may recoil from it on
learning that it was extracted from the snake, the
very seat of poison; he must then be told the facts.
A poor man in desperate need of money may shy
away from taking gold drawn from a counterfeit-
er’s purse; he must then be made aware that his
aversion is sheer ignorance, and the cause of his
missing the very benefit he seeks. He must be told
that the close neighborhood of false coin and good
does not make the good false, just as it does not
make the false good. In the same way, the close
neighborhood of truth and falsehood does not
make truth false, just as it does not make false-
hood true.

That is as much as we wished to say about the
danger and the harm of philosophy.
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Then, when I had finished with the science of
philosophy—acquiring it, understanding it, and
exposing what is false in it—I realized that this too
did not fully meet my aim. Reason cannot, on its
own, grasp every question or lift the veil from
every difficulty. Meanwhile the party of ta‘lim had
sprung up, and people everywhere were talking of
their claim to know the meaning of things from
the infallible imam who upholds the truth. So it
occurred to me to investigate their teachings and
see what they had in their quiver. Then, as it
happened, a firm command reached me from the
caliph’s court to write a book exposing the true
nature of their doctrine. I could not refuse it, and
it became an outward spur added to my inner
motive. So I began by seeking out their books and
collecting their teachings. Some newer statements
of theirs had also reached me, the product of
minds of our own time and not in the familiar
manner of their predecessors.’

I collected those statements and arranged them in
a tight order, close to rigorous investigation, and I
answered them fully. I did it so fully that one of
the people of the truth objected to my going to
such lengths in setting out their argument. “This
is doing their work for them,” he said. “They
would be unable to support their doctrine with
such specious arguments if you had not worked
them out and arranged them.” In one respect this
objection is right. Ahmad ibn Hanbal objected to
al-Harith al-Muhasibi (may God have mercy on
them both) for writing a refutation of the
Mu'tazilites. Al-Harith said: “Refuting heretical in-
novation is a duty.” Ahmad said: “Yes, but you
stated their specious argument first and then
answered it. How can you be sure that someone
will not read the argument, have it lodge in his
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mind, and pay no attention to the answer—or look
at the answer and fail to grasp its substance?”?

What Ahmad ibn Hanbal said is right, but only for
a specious argument that has not spread or be-
come well known. Once it has spread, it must be
answered, and it cannot be answered without first
being stated. True, one should not invent for them
a specious argument they have not themselves
produced, and I did not do that. I had heard the ar-
gument from one of my companions who used to
visit me, after he had joined them and adopted
their doctrine. He told me that they laughed at the
writings of those who wrote refutations of them,
because those authors had not yet understood
their argument. Then he set out the argument and
reported it from them. I was not content to have it
thought that I had overlooked the core of their ar-
gument, so I included it; nor to have it thought
that I had heard it and not understood it, so I set it
outin full.

The point is that I set out their specious argument
as fully as possible, and then showed its unsound-
ness with all the force of demonstration.

THE INFALLIBLE TEACHER
He grants the need for an infallible teacher and answers that the Prophet is that teacher.
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The upshot is that these people have nothing to
show and their talk has no substance. Were it not
for the poor support of the ignorant friend, that in-
novation, weak as it is, would never have reached
this level. But intense partisanship led the defend-
ers of the truth to drag out the dispute with them
over the premises of their argument and to contra-
dict them in everything they said. So they contra-
dicted their claim of “the need for teaching and a
teacher,” and their claim that “not just any teacher
will do; there must be an infallible teacher.” Their
argument for the need for teaching and a teacher
came out looking strong, and the position of those
who denied it looked weak. Some people were
taken in by this. They thought it came from the
strength of their doctrine and the weakness of
their opponents’, not understanding that it came

2 Ahmad ibn Hanbal (d. AD 855), the traditionist after whom the Hanbalite school is named; al-Harith al-Muhasibi (d. AD 857), an

early Sufi of Baghdad.
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from the weakness of the defender of the truth
and his ignorance of how to go about it. The right
course is to acknowledge the need for a teacher,
and that the teacher must be infallible—but our in-
fallible teacher is Muhammad (God bless him and
grant him peace). If they say, “He is dead,” we say,
“And your teacher is hidden.” If they say, “Our
teacher has taught the missionaries and sent them
out through the lands, and he awaits their return
to him if they disagree or some difficulty per-
plexes them,”

JUB 3] @ladll JaSTg asl o g Bleall @le 18 Laloagr 1 Jodid we say: “Our teacher too taught the missionaries
JS sy« iad ple Eannily @Sis @) EdaST p gl : s ol and sent them out through the lands, and he com-
it 3033 oS aleall ige pog Y pledl pleted the teaching, for God Most High said:
‘Today I have perfected your religion for you and
completed My favor upon you.’ Once the teaching
is complete, the teacher’s death does no harm, just
as his absence does none.”?

6.5 ol 059003 @y ALl Sogn0us @ lagh  9aSnd ASh 1aglsd Jfish There remains their question: “How do you judge
3] 3loo alsd Lo Joain : Joiib «§3U diba 909 ol yllg slgzmilly what you have not heard? By an explicit text, when
wie il oS ol sadl ] pdladly B3l ade Al Jouy a2y you have not heard one? Or by independent judg-
o 1929y 13] pgiles dlady oS by daae vie slgzdls podl so2s ment and opinion, which is exactly where dis-

wsadl yb jadly @So ol asay 3 3] N o BT ] aledl agreement is to be expected?” We say: “We do what
I P gomll asan o dpalaall 52l B sz S Talizall Mu‘adh did when the Messenger of God (peace be
25 ratuall (3954 w2 sag Wluall ghaiiy plg pladll Baly ] dsBly upon him) sent him to Yemen: we judge by the text
A gk o ud dedll e cdSal jad g ool glasill wlbs il where there is a text, and by independent judg-
©98ed LA 86 y00) pladl Baly ] 8L o 3] algrdlly Lo o] ment where there is none.” Indeed, we do just
Jlig Gl e el dldll e ] 8dall wjla (316 8lall w8y

i sy ; what their own missionaries do when they are far
gyl k_:guO.AUS Axlg 3ol slgasl u_g "’u‘b’“‘” o

from the imam in distant lands. Such a missionary
cannot judge by text, for finite texts cannot cover
the infinite cases that arise. Nor can he go back to
the imam’s city for every case: by the time he has
traveled there and back, the person who asked for
a ruling will have died, and the benefit of going
back will be lost. Someone who is unsure of the
direction of prayer (the gibla) has no way but to
pray by his own judgment; if he traveled to the
imam’s city to learn the gibla, the time of prayer
would pass. So prayer facing away from the qibla
is valid when it rests on one’s best estimate. And it
is said: “Whoever errs in independent judgment
has one reward, and whoever is right has two.”*
lapyd paall I3 S0 sl iSg (wilsgumall T B lliss So it is in all matters of independent judgment. So
135180 (0% M8 allo wilas by Lbo Ly e gag oslgznly b—~°—° N too with giving alms (zakat) to a poor man. The
casliS gallsue (B0 1 JIB 18 ads Corsay d] 351 @ 4l sl ol giver may judge him poor, though he is secretly

3 Quran 5:3.
4 Mu‘adh ibn Jabal, a Companion whom the Prophet sent to Yemen as judge, said he would rule by the Quran, then the Sunna, then
his own judgment (ijtihad).

27



6.6

AL-GHAZALI

ARABIC

Olo 4 gezp Al 5 agroallS i (b £ L, ssalo san 1 Jo8le
)l lagas k:Q_QLZJ‘g dago Ll gy Aldalr : JB 416 oyl adlls
J,bé‘ﬂ 4820 uﬁ ol aue dlall k; Alda)8» Jgﬂiﬁ «laayue ??
«.aliall k}_9 Uis8 olgasdl s gerd dlall 5y pk.‘ﬂl

35 gl @lall o das¥lg 2Ls¥l - 8955 - slgadl ] 3lsdl 5y

sl @S B alug aule ol kol Yoy JIB Ly sty
Jg8 o Jo ol lall ey @S> T Ul gl Leydlyudl Jgzy alllg

o Lot 1l o a8 I L S Igllas Layys o5
" Sells b alay S ol gmall 030 Jo

Wb wilsgraall LB o olo liar (agled lansst i Yl5w L o agls
Jeeedl 53 yaima yit ad ¢ hasall 3] (lasll acloB 3 ey
elys Log tdradly sl lgde Jazny 33las)l selgbn : 515 «sayl
sollacdlly 39l ad ol Bymy cad g lizallg o Lecdtl] cpa ol
faund g S 3 e el loyS3 LAl yjlsall g il
) ) wpatitaall gollaudlly OUS 3 Lg5)S3

ol seazy dn 1 )58 €. lzall i3 3 eligdllsg clogasn 1 B 6
Y el ol b by 3 5] 4 i @5 olieall s g
Y gl Jal a8 8l Yo e azalsig Tyl oo azs yieil
alSCaall 4.8 Wl Yo ) allien sabg chaiall S ok L) 88190
5 &5l B39 arg colyyball dal 8 0,85 W 8150 Y

2559 alb olzall 13 Lo g 3 oS 160 1] 16 . ooladIS]

ENGLISH

rich, having hidden his wealth. The giver is not
held to account for this, even though he erred, for
he is held accountable only for what his judgment
required. If the opponent says, “The other man’s
opinion is as good as his,” I say: “He is commanded
to follow his own opinion, like someone judging
the gibla, who follows his own opinion even if
someone else disagrees.” If he says, “Then does the
one who follows authority (mugallid) follow Abu
Hanifa or al-Shafi'i (may God have mercy on them
both), or someone else?” I say: “When the gibla is
unclear, the one who follows authority about it
uses his judgment to find out who is most excel-
lent and most knowledgeable about the signs of
the gibla, and follows that judgment. So too with
the legal schools.”®

So the prophets and the imams, of necessity, sent
people back to independent judgment, knowing
that they might err. The Messenger of God (God
bless him and grant him peace) even said: “I judge
by what is apparent, and God takes charge of what
is hidden.” That is: I judge by the most likely opin-
ion formed from the witnesses’ testimony, and
they may be mistaken. If even the prophets had no
way to be safe from error in such matters of judg-
ment, how can anyone hope for it?

Here they raise two questions. The first is this:
“Even if that holds for matters of independent
judgment, it does not hold for the foundations of
belief, since whoever errs there is not excused. So
how is one to reach the truth about them?” I say:
“The foundations of belief are contained in the
Book and the Sunna. As for the details beyond
that, and the matters in dispute, the truth about
them is known by weighing them on the Just Bal-
ance. These are the balances God Most High men-
tioned in His Book. They are five, and I have set
them out in my book The Just Balance (al-Qistas al-
mustaqim).”®

If he says, “Your opponents disagree with you
about that balance,” I say: “It is inconceivable that
anyone should understand that balance and still
disagree about it. The party of ta‘lim will not dis-
agree, since I drew it from the Quran and learned

5 Abu Hanifa (d. AD 767) and al-Shafi'i (d. AD 820) founded two of the Sunni legal schools.
6 The phrase “the just balance” comes from Quran 17:35 and 26:182. The Just Balance is al-Ghazali’s treatise against the party of

talim.
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it there. The logicians will not disagree, since it
agrees with the conditions they laid down in logic
and does not contradict them. The theologian will
not disagree, since it agrees with what he says
about the proofs of theoretical matters, and by it
the truth is known in questions of kalam.” If he
says, “If you have such a balance in hand, why
don’t you put an end to disagreement among
people?” I say: “If they listened to me, I would put
an end to their disagreement. I have described the
way to end disagreement in The Just Balance. Study
it, and you will know that it is true and would cer-
tainly end disagreement if people listened. But
they will not all listen! Some did listen to me,
though, and I ended the disagreement among
them.

Your imam wants to end the disagreement among
them even though they do not listen. Why has he
not done so up to now? Why did ‘Ali (may God be
pleased with him), the head of the imams, not do
so? Or does he claim he can force them all to
listen? Then why has he not forced them up to
now? For what day has he put it off? Has his sum-
mons brought people anything but more disagree-
ment and more opponents? True, people used to
fear some harm from disagreement—but not a
harm that would go as far as bloodshed, the ruin
of lands, children left orphaned, roads cut off and
property plundered. Yet the blessings of your ‘end-
ing disagreement’ have brought into the world a
disagreement such as was never known before.” If
he says, “You claim you can end disagreement
among people. But a man bewildered among con-
flicting doctrines and opposing views is under no
obligation to listen to you rather than to your op-
ponent. Most of your opponents disagree with
you, and there is no difference between you and
them,”

this is their second question. I say: “First, this can
be turned back against you. When you call this be-
wildered man to yourself, he will say: ‘What
makes you more deserving than your opponents,
when most scholars disagree with you?’ I wonder
how you would answer! Would you answer by say-
ing, ‘My imam has been designated by an explicit
text’» Who would believe your claim of a designat-
ing text, when he has not heard the text from the
Messenger? He hears only your claim, while the
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scholars are unanimous in calling it your inven-
tion and a lie.”

Then suppose he grants you the text. If he is be-
wildered about the very basis of prophecy, he will
say: ‘Suppose your imam produces the miracle of
Jesus (peace be upon him) and says, “The proof
that I am truthful is that I will bring your father
back to life,” and he brings him back to life, and
my father tells me that the imam is in the right.
How do I know he is truthful?’ Not all people knew
Jesus (peace be upon him) to be truthful from this
miracle. It raises difficult questions that can be
answered only by subtle rational reflection, and in
your view rational reflection cannot be trusted.
Nor can one know that a miracle proves truthful-
ness without knowing what magic is and how to
tell it from a miracle, and without knowing that
God does not lead His servants astray—and the
problem of God’s leading astray, and the difficulty
of framing an answer to it, is well known. So how
will you fend off all that? Your imam is no more
deserving to be followed than his opponent!” So
he falls back on the rational proofs he denies,
while his opponent produces proofs of the same
kind, and clearer ones.

This question has been turned back against them
with tremendous force. If the first and the last of
them joined together to answer it, they could not.

The trouble arose only from some weak people
who debated them and busied themselves not
with turning the argument back on them but with
answering it. That takes a long discussion and
does not quickly reach people’s understanding, so
it is no good for silencing an opponent. If someone
says, “This is turning the argument back; is there
an answer to it?” I say: “Yes. The answer is this. If
the bewildered man says, ‘I am bewildered,
without specifying the question he is bewildered
about, he is told: ‘You are like a sick man who says,
“I am sick,” without specifying his illness, and
asks for a cure. He is told that no cure exists for ill-
ness in general, only for a particular illness—a
headache, diarrhea or some other’

In the same way, the bewildered man should spe-
cify what he is bewildered about. If he specifies
the question, I will make known to him the truth

7 The designating text (nass): the Shi'i doctrine that the Prophet explicitly named ‘Ali, and each imam his successor.
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about it by weighing it on the five balances. No
one understands them without acknowledging
that they are the true balance, and that whatever
is weighed on it can be trusted. He understands
the balance, and from it he also understands that
the weighing is correct—just as a student of arith-
metic understands arithmetic itself, and also that
his teacher knows arithmetic and is truthful in it.”
I have explained this in The Just Balance in about
twenty folios; let it be studied there.

My aim now is not to show the unsoundness of
their doctrine, for I have done that elsewhere. I
did it first in al-Mustazghirt; second in The Proof of
the Truth (Hujjat al-haqq), an answer to arguments
of theirs put to me in Baghdad; third in The Dispute
Set Out in Detail (Mufassal al-khilaf), in twelve
chapters, an answer to arguments put to me in Ha-
madan; fourth in The Scroll (al-Daraj), laid out in
tables, which deals with feeble arguments of
theirs put to me in Tus; and fifth in The Just Bal-
ance, a self-standing book whose aim is to set out
the balance of knowledge and to show that who-
ever masters it has no need of the infallible
imam.®

My aim, rather, is to show that these people have
nothing of the healing that rescues one from the
darkness of opinions. Quite apart from their inab-
ility to prove who the imam is, we have often gone
along with them. We granted the need for teaching
and for an infallible teacher, and that he is the one
they have designated. Then we asked them about
the knowledge they had learned from this infal-
lible one, and put difficulties to them. They did not
understand them, let alone solve them! When they
were stumped, they referred us to the hidden
imam and said, “One must travel to him.” The
wonder is that they wasted their lives seeking the
teacher and boasting of having found him, and
learned nothing at all from him. They are like
someone smeared with filth who wears himself
out looking for water and then, having found it,
does not use it, and stays smeared with foulness.

Some of them claimed to have some of this know-
ledge, and what they offered came down to bits of
the feeble philosophy of Pythagoras. He was one

8 Al-Mustaghiri is the book commissioned by the caliph al-Mustazhir and named after him. Hamadan and Tus are cities in Iran; Tus

was al-Ghazali’s birthplace.
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of the most ancient of the ancients, and his doc-
trine is the feeblest of all philosophical doctrines.
Aristotle refuted him, and indeed found his words
feeble and contemptible. It is what is related in the
book of the Brethren of Purity, and in truth it is the
dregs of philosophy.

How strange, then, that someone should toil all
his life to acquire knowledge and then be content
with such feeble, worthless knowledge, thinking
he has reached the furthest goals of the sciences!
These people too we tested, and we probed them
outside and in. What they amounted to was luring
ordinary people and weak minds by showing the
need for a teacher, and by arguing against those
who denied the need for teaching with strong, si-
lencing words. But when someone agreed with
them on the need for a teacher and said, “Produce
his knowledge and let us benefit from his teach-
ing!”, the man stopped short and said: “Now that
you have granted me this, go and seek it; this
much was all I intended.” For he knew that if he
went any further he would be exposed and unable
to solve the slightest difficulty—indeed, unable
even to understand it, let alone answer it.

This, then, is the truth of their condition. “Test
them and you will come to loathe them”: once we
had tested them, we washed our hands of them as
well.’

9 An Arabic proverb (ukhbur taqlih), roughly “get to know someone and you will hate him.”
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His crisis in Baghdad, his departure and ten years of retreat; the Sufi way as experience (“tasting”) rather
than learning.

ARABIC

. idgall guxb Lo tag el pslall 03a o ciyd Wl @
2hd agasle Jol> (89 tJacy ploy @5 il pgdash ol caleg

L el (@lao g dagaiall (g8YST e 03l . uad] eilbe

Al S5y axdois e all e e il 455 ) gy oo

~
N

dslllan oy pgale Jeaoy lanb . Jasll e cle yun @lall lSg
el Sy dll aasy Sall Il gg‘}l «gldll wgdn : Lia @S
e %,J.i» 9 «hedbr g« e 5)931& @8 yazally e spunloall
calbl i golaall pe @yt s qaglol dll s « ol
0ginb oo Jas of oS bo clasg dgalsll pasolia aS e
| Jsooll ;Sard o agoles jasi ol ) 5qi8 ¢ ladlg @lazll
el ol o 838l e (Sg olaall Jads Jlllg o3l J eledly
oo 555 ol g egb oy lagplaslg geadl a>g dovall a>
3o S dls e B3le ailg oSudl as By ol g Tlesag
0955 o] s oSall pysles e Susall o sela §y3al eMgl

o0 420 g oylSs 599 dale g ySdl 3> By ¥ Sl 1S

ENGLISH

When I had finished with these sciences, I turned
my whole attention to the way of the Sufis. I knew
that their way is completed only by both know-
ledge and practice. The substance of their know-
ledge is to cut through the obstacles the soul puts
in the way and to cleanse oneself of its blame-
worthy traits and vile qualities. By this one arrives
at emptying the heart of everything but God Most
High and adorning it with the remembrance of
God.!

Knowledge was easier for me than practice. So I
began by acquiring their knowledge from reading
their books, such as The Nourishment of Hearts (Qut
al-qulub) by Abu Talib al-Makki (may God have
mercy on him), the works of al-Harith al-Muhas-
ibi, and the scattered sayings handed down from
al-Junayd, al-Shibli and Abu Yazid al-Bistami (may
God sanctify their spirits), and from other mas-
ters. In this way I came to know the core of their
aims in knowledge, and acquired what can be ac-
quired of their way through study and listening.
Then it became clear to me that what is most dis-
tinctive of them cannot be reached by study, but
only by dhawg, “tasting”, by (spiritual) state and
by a change of one’s qualities. How great is the dif-
ference between knowing the definition of health
and the definition of satiety, with their causes and
conditions, and actually being healthy and sated!
Or between knowing the definition of drunk-
enness—that it is a name for a state that arises
when vapors rising from the stomach overpower
the seats of thought—and being drunk! Indeed, a
drunk man, while he is drunk, does not know the
definition of drunkenness or the science of it, and
has none of that knowledge with him.>

1 Remembrance (dhikr): the constant recollection of God, above all by repeating His name, central to Sufi practice.
2 Dhawg, “tasting”: direct, lived experience, al-Ghazali’s term for the knowledge of the Sufis. Abu Talib al-Makki (d. AD 996), al-
Junayd (d. AD 910), al-Shibli (d. AD 945) and Abu Yazid al-Bistami (d. c. AD 875) were early Sufi masters.
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ENGLISH

A sober man, on the other hand, knows the defini-
tion of drunkenness and its elements, yet has
nothing of drunkenness in him. A doctor who is ill
knows the definition of health, its causes and its
remedies, while he himself is without health. In
the same way, there is a difference between know-
ing the true nature of renunciation, its conditions
and its causes, and having renunciation as your
state, with your soul turned away from this world!

So I knew with certainty that they are masters of
states, not purveyors of words, and that whatever
can be acquired by way of knowledge I had
already acquired. What remained could not be
reached by listening and study, only by tasting
and by walking the path. Now, from the sciences I
had practiced and the paths I had followed in
searching through the two kinds of science, the re-
ligious and the rational, I had already gained a cer-
tain faith in God Most High, in prophecy and in
the Last Day.

These three foundations of faith had become
firmly rooted in my soul, not through any one spe-
cific, carefully formulated proof, but through
causes, indications and experiences whose details
are beyond counting.

It had also become clear to me that I could have no
hope of happiness in the hereafter except through
fear of God and restraining the soul from its de-
sires. The head of all this is to cut the heart’s ties to
this world by withdrawing from the abode of delu-
sion, turning back to the abode of eternity, and de-
voting oneself to God Most High with all one’s re-
solve. And this cannot be achieved except by turn-
ing away from rank and wealth, and fleeing from
distractions and attachments.

THE CRISIS IN BAGHDAD

He sees his teaching is driven by ambition, wavers for six months, and falls silent and ill.
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Then I considered my circumstances, and thereI
was, immersed in attachments that had closed in
on me from every side. I considered my activities
—the best of them being teaching and instruction
—and found that in them I was devoted to sciences
that were neither important nor of any use on the
way to the hereafter.
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Then I reflected on my intention in teaching, and
found that it was not purely for the sake of God
Most High. What drove and moved it was the pur-
suit of rank and the spread of my fame. So I be-
came certain that I stood “on the brink of a crum-
bling bank”, and that I was already on the verge of
the Fire unless I set about putting my affairs
right.®

So I kept thinking this over for some time, while I
still had the freedom to choose. One day I would
firmly resolve to leave Baghdad and be free of
those circumstances; the next day I would undo
my resolve. I would put one foot forward and draw
the other back. No sooner did a sincere desire to
seek the hereafter arise in me in the morning than
the army of appetite charged against it, and by
evening it had cooled. The appetites of this world
were dragging me with their chains to stay, while
the herald of faith was calling out: “Away! Away!
Only a little of your life remains, and a long jour-
ney lies before you. All the knowledge and all the
work you are engaged in are mere show and illu-
sion! If you do not prepare for the hereafter now,
when will you prepare? If you do not cut these ties
now, when will you cut them?” At that the impulse
would be roused, and my resolve would be fixed
on escape and flight.

Then Satan would return and say: “This is a
passing state; beware of giving in to it, for it will
soon fade. If you yield to it and abandon this
broad prestige, this well-ordered standing free of
trouble and vexation, this unchallenged authority
untouched by any rival’s dispute, your soul may
well look back on it with longing, and it will not be
easy for you to return.”

So for nearly six months, beginning with Rajab of
the year 488 AH (AD 1095), I wavered between the
pull of worldly appetites and the calls of the here-
after. In that month the matter passed beyond
choice into compulsion, for God locked my tongue
so that it was held back from teaching. I would
struggle with myself to teach for a single day, to
please the hearts of those who came to me, but my
tongue would not utter a single word; I simply
could not do it. This impediment of the tongue
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brought on a grief in my heart, and with it my
power to digest and my relish of food and drink
were lost: I could not swallow a sop of bread in
broth, nor digest a single morsel. It went on to
weaken my faculties, until the doctors gave up
hope of treating me and said: “This is something
that has come down upon the heart, and from
there it has spread through the constitution. There
is no treating it, except by the inmost self finding
relief from the anxiety that has befallen it.”*

Then, when I felt my helplessness and my power
of choice had collapsed entirely, I took refuge in
God Most High as one in dire need who has no oth-
er recourse. He who “answers the one in distress
when he calls on Him” answered me, and made it
easy for my heart to turn away from rank and
wealth, family, children and companions. I made a
show of resolving to set out for Mecca, while
privately planning a journey to Syria, for fear that
the caliph and all my companions would learn of
my resolve to settle in Syria. So I contrived, with
subtle stratagems, to leave Baghdad, resolved nev-
er to return to it. I made myself a target for all the
religious leaders of Iraq, for there was none
among them who could allow that there might be
a religious reason for abandoning the position I
held. They thought it was the highest post in reli-
gion; that was the extent of their knowledge.”

Then people became confused in their conjec-
tures. Those far from Iraq thought it was because I
feared something from the authorities. But those
close to the authorities saw how insistently they
clung to me and pressed themselves upon me, and
how I turned away from them and paid no atten-
tion to what they said; so they would say: “This is
a matter from heaven. Its only cause is an evil eye
that has struck the people of Islam and the com-
pany of the learned.”

TEN YEARS OF RETREAT
He leaves Baghdad for Damascus, Jerusalem and the Hijaz, then returns home to seclusion.

ARABIC
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SoIleft Baghdad. I gave away what wealth I had,
keeping only what would suffice for myself and

4 Rajab is the seventh month of the Islamic calendar. Al-Ghazali was then teaching at the Nizamiyya college in Baghdad.
5 Quran 27:62. Syria (al-Sham) here means greater Syria, including Damascus and Jerusalem.
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sustenance for the children. I allowed myself this
on the grounds that the wealth of Iraq is set aside
for the public good, being an endowment for the
Muslims. I have seen nowhere in the world any
wealth more proper for a scholar to take for his
family.©

Then I entered Syria and stayed there nearly two
years, with no occupation but seclusion and re-
treat, discipline and spiritual struggle. I devoted
myself to purifying the soul, refining my character
and cleansing the heart for the remembrance of
God Most High, as I had learned from the books of
the Sufis. For a time I would stay in retreat in the
mosque of Damascus, climbing its minaret for the
whole day and locking its door behind me.”

Then I traveled from there to Jerusalem, where
every day I would enter the Rock and lock its door
behind me.®

Then the call of the duty of pilgrimage stirred in
me, together with the wish to draw on the bless-
ings of Mecca and Medina and to visit the Messen-
ger of God (God bless him and grant him peace),
after completing my visit to the Friend of God
(God’s blessings and peace be upon him). So I
traveled to the Hijaz.®

Then various concerns, and the pleas of my chil-
dren, drew me back to my homeland, and I re-
turned to it, after having been the last person in
the world one would expect to return there. There
too I chose seclusion, eager for retreat and for
cleansing the heart for remembrance.*’

But the events of the time, the concerns of my
family and the necessities of making a living
altered the course of my purpose and troubled the
purity of my retreat. My state became clear only at
scattered times. Even so, I did not give up hope of
it: obstacles would push me away from it, and I
would return to it.

6 An endowment (wagf) is property set aside in perpetuity for pious or charitable purposes; its revenues funded scholars and col-

leges.

7 The Great (Umayyad) Mosque of Damascus.
8 The Dome of the Rock, the shrine built over the rock on the Temple Mount.

9 The Friend of God (al-Khalil) is Abraham, whose tomb is at Hebron. The Hijaz is the region of western Arabia containing Mecca
and Medina.

10 His homeland was Tus, in Khurasan (northeastern Iran).
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WHAT THE RETREAT REVEALED
The Sufis’ way is the best of ways; its states can be known by tasting, company or demonstration.
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11 The “niche” echoes the Light Verse, Quran 24:35.
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I continued like this for about ten years. In the
course of these retreats, things were unveiled to
me that cannot be counted or fully set out. The
portion I will mention, so that others may benefit
from it, is this: I came to know with certainty that
it is the Sufis above all who travel the path of God
Most High, that their conduct is the best of con-
duct, their way the most correct of ways, and their
character the purest of characters. Indeed, if the
intellect of the intelligent, the wisdom of the wise
and the knowledge of those scholars who grasp
the secrets of the Law were all brought together to
change anything in their conduct and character
and replace it with something better, they would
find no way to do so. For all their movements and
their stillness, outward and inward, are drawn
from the light of the niche of prophecy; and bey-
ond the light of prophecy there is no light on the
face of the earth by which one may be illumined.

In short, what can anyone say about a way whose
purification—its first condition—is to purify the
heart entirely of all that is other than God Most
High; whose key, corresponding to the opening
consecration of the prayer, is the heart’s complete
absorption in the remembrance of God; and
whose end is complete passing away in God? And
that is its end only relative to its beginnings,
which fall almost within the scope of choice and
effort. In truth, it is the beginning of the way;
everything before it is like an entrance hall for
one traveling toward it.*?

From the very beginning of the way, unveilings
and direct visions begin, so that while awake they
see angels and the spirits of the prophets, hear
voices from them and gain benefits from them.
Then the state rises from seeing forms and images
to degrees that the range of speech is too narrow
to hold: anyone who tries to express them will find
that his words contain an evident error he cannot
avoid.

12 The opening consecration (tahrim) is the “God is greatest” that begins the ritual prayer. “Passing away” (fana’) is the Sufi term for

the extinction of the self in God.
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In short, it ends in a closeness that one group al-
most imagines to be indwelling, another union,
and another arrival—and all of this is an error. We
have explained the nature of the error in our book
The Noblest Aim (al-Maqsad al-asna). Rather, one
who has been in that state should say no more
than: “Something happened—what, I shall not
mention; so think the best, and do not ask for the
story!”*?

In short, whoever has not been granted any of this
by tasting grasps nothing of the reality of proph-
ecy but its name. The wonders of the friends of
God are, in truth, the beginnings of the prophets.
That was the first state of the Messenger of God
(God bless him and grant him peace), when he
went out to Mount Hira, where he would be alone
with his Lord and worship, so that the Arabs said:
“Muhammad has fallen in love with his Lord!”**

This is a state that one who walks its path verifies
by tasting. One who has not been granted tasting
may become certain of it through experience and
hearsay, if he keeps much company with them,
until he understands it with certainty from the
evidence of their states. Whoever sits with them
gains this faith from them, for they are the people
whose companion is never wretched. And who-
ever has not been granted their company, let him
know its possibility with certainty through the
evidence of demonstration, as we have set out in
the book The Wonders of the Heart (‘Aja’ib al-qalb),
one of the books of The Revival of the Religious Sci-
ences (Ihya ‘ulim al-din)."

Verification by demonstration is knowledge; being
in that very state is tasting; and acceptance, from
hearsay and experience, with a good opinion of
others, is faith. These are three degrees: “God will
raise by degrees those of you who believe and
those who have been given knowledge.”*¢

Beyond these are ignorant people who deny the
very basis of all this. They marvel at such talk,

13 Indwelling (hulil) and union (ittihad) are the claims that God enters, or becomes one with, a person; The Noblest Aim is al-
Ghazali’s treatise on the names of God. The verse is by the poet Ibn al-Mu‘tazz.

14 The “wonders” (karamat) of the friends of God are distinguished from the miracles of prophets. Hira is the mountain near Mecca
where Muhammad received his first revelation.
15 “The people whose companion is never wretched” echoes a hadith about those who gather to remember God. The Revival is al-

Ghazali’s great work on the religious life, divided into forty “books”.

16 Quran 58:11.
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sealed, and they follow their own desires”—and He
made them deaf and blinded their sight. Among
the things that became clear to me by necessity
from practicing their way is the true nature of
prophecy and its special character. I must point
out its basis, for the need for it is pressing.*’

17 Quran 47:16; the final phrase echoes 47:23.
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Beyond the senses and reason lies a further faculty; how to become certain that someone is a prophet.
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Know that the human substance, in its original
disposition, was created empty and simple, with
no knowledge of the worlds of God Most High. The
worlds are many, and none can count them but
God Most High, as He said: “None knows the hosts
of your Lord but He.”*

It gains knowledge of the worlds only through per-
ception. Each of the faculties of perception was
created so that through it a human being might
become acquainted with one world of existing
things; by “worlds” we mean the kinds of existing
things.

The first thing created in a human being is the
sense of touch, by which he perceives certain
kinds of existing things: heat and cold, moisture
and dryness, softness and roughness, and so on.
Touch is utterly incapable of perceiving colors and
sounds; for touch they are as good as nonexistent.

Then the sense of sight is created for him, by
which he perceives colors and shapes; this is the
widest of the worlds of sensible things.

Then hearing is breathed into him, and he hears
sounds and melodies.

Then taste is created for him, and so on until he
passes beyond the world of sensible things. Then
discernment is created in him, at around the age
of seven. This is another of the stages of his exist-
ence: in it he perceives things beyond the world of
sensible things, none of which is found in the
world of the senses.

Then he rises to another stage, and reason is cre-
ated for him, by which he perceives what is neces-
sary, what is possible and what is impossible, and
things not found in the stages before it.
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Beyond reason there is another stage, in which an-
other eye is opened, by which one sees the un-
seen, what will happen in the future, and other
things from which reason is barred—just as the
faculty of discernment is barred from perceiving
the objects of reason, and the faculty of sense
from the objects of discernment. And just as a
child who has reached discernment, if the objects
of reason were presented to him, would reject
them and think them far-fetched, so some people
of reason have rejected the objects of prophecy
and thought them far-fetched. That is ignorance it-
self, for they have nothing to rely on except that
this is a stage such a person has not reached,
which does not exist for him, and so he supposes it
does not exist in itself. A man born blind, had he
not learned about colors and shapes through wide-
spread report and hearsay, and were they de-
scribed to him for the first time, would neither un-
derstand them nor accept them. God Most High
has brought this close to His creatures by giving
them a sample of the special character of proph-
ecy, namely sleep. For the sleeper perceives the
unseen that is to come, either plainly or clothed in
an image whose meaning dream interpretation re-
veals.?

If a person had not experienced this himself, and
were told, “There are people who fall down in a
swoon like the dead, lose their sensation, hearing
and sight, and perceive the unseen,” he would
deny it and offer a demonstration of its impossibil-
ity, saying: “The sensing faculties are the causes of
perception. Someone who does not perceive
things while these faculties are present and at
work is all the less likely to perceive them when
they lie dormant.” This is a kind of syllogism that
existence and observation prove false. Just as reas-
on is one of the stages of human life, in which an
eye arises that sees various kinds of intelligible
things from which the senses are barred, so
prophecy too is a name for a stage in which there
arises an eye with a light, in whose light the un-
seen appears, together with things that reason
does not perceive.

2 Widespread report (tawdtur): a report transmitted by so many people that their agreeing on a falsehood is inconceivable, so that it
yields certainty.
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Doubt about prophecy may concern its possibility,
its existence and actual occurrence, or its being
found in a particular individual.

The proof of its possibility is its existence. The
proof of its existence is that there are kinds of
knowledge in the world that cannot conceivably
be attained by reason, such as the sciences of
medicine and astrology. Whoever investigates
them knows by necessity that they can be grasped
only by divine inspiration and help from God Most
High; experiment offers no way to them. Some as-
trological judgments concern events that occur
only once in a thousand years; how could that be
attained by experiment? The same holds for the
special properties of drugs. This demonstration
makes it clear that there can be a way of perceiv-
ing these things that reason does not perceive, and
that is what is meant by prophecy. Not that proph-
ecy is only this: rather, perceiving this kind of
thing, which lies outside the objects of reason, is
one of the special properties of prophecy, and it
has many others besides.?

What we have mentioned is but a drop from its
ocean. We mention it only because you have a
sample of it with you, namely what you perceive
in sleep, and you have with you sciences of its
kind in medicine and astrology. These are mir-
acles of the prophets (God’s blessings and peace be
upon them), to which the people of reason have no
access at all with the stock-in-trade of reason.

As for the special properties of prophecy other
than this, they are perceived only by tasting,
through following the Sufi path. For I understood
even this much only through a sample I was gran-
ted, namely sleep; without it I would not have be-
lieved it. If the Prophet has a special property of
which you have no sample and which you do not
understand at all, how can you believe in it? As-
sent comes only after understanding. That sample
is attained at the beginnings of the Sufi path:
through it one attains a kind of tasting, to the ex-

3 Astrology renders ilm al-nujim, “the science of the stars,” which then covered both astronomy and astrology, the reading of

events from the heavens.
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4 Galen (d. c. AD 216) was the great Greek physician.
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tent that it has been attained, and a kind of assent,
by analogy with it, to what has not been attained.
This one special property is enough for you to be-
lieve in the basis of prophecy.

If you come to doubt whether a particular indi-
vidual is a prophet or not, certainty can be
reached only by knowing his states, either by dir-
ect observation or by widespread report and
hearsay. For once you know medicine and juris-
prudence, you can recognize jurists and doctors
by observing their states and hearing their words
—and even if you have not seen them. Nor are you
unable to know that al-Shafi‘i (may God have
mercy on him) was a jurist and Galen a doctor,
and to know it truly, not by taglid, following
someone else’s authority, but by learning some-
thing of jurisprudence and medicine and reading
their books and writings; then you attain neces-
sary knowledge of their standing.*

In the same way, once you understand the mean-
ing of prophecy and reflect a great deal on the
Quran and the reports, you will attain necessary
knowledge that he (God bless him and grant him
peace) stood at the highest degree of prophecy.
Confirm this by testing what he said about acts of
worship and their effect in purifying hearts: how
truly he spoke (God bless him and grant him
peace) when he said, “Whoever acts on what he
knows, God will make him heir to knowledge of
what he does not know”; how truly he spoke when
he said, “Whoever helps a wrongdoer, God will
give the wrongdoer power over him”; and how
truly he spoke when he said, “Whoever rises in the
morning with all his cares made a single care, God
Most High will spare him the cares of this world
and the next.”

When you have tested this in a thousand cases, in
two thousand, in many thousands, you will attain
necessary knowledge that you cannot dispute.

Seek certainty about prophecy by this path, then,
and not from the turning of a staff into a serpent
or the splitting of the moon. For if you consider
such a thing on its own, without the countless ac-
companying indications, you may well think it is
magic and illusion, or that it is God Most High
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leading people astray, for He “leads astray whom
He wills and guides whom He wills.”®

Then you will be confronted with questions about
miracles. If your faith rests on a well-ordered ar-
gument about how a miracle serves as proof, it
will be broken by an equally ordered argument
setting out difficulties and doubts against it. So let
such extraordinary events be one of the proofs
and indications within the whole of your reflec-
tion, until you attain necessary knowledge whose
basis you cannot pinpoint. It is like someone told a
piece of news by many people in a widespread re-
port: he cannot say that his certainty comes from
the words of any one of them; it comes from
where he does not know, neither from outside the
whole nor from any single individual. This is
strong faith grounded in knowledge.

Tasting, however, is like seeing with your own
eyes and taking a thing in your hand, and it is
found only on the path of the Sufis.

This much about the true nature of prophecy is
enough for the purpose I have in view now. I will
explain later why it is needed.

5 The staff is that of Moses (Quran 7:107), and the splitting of the moon a miracle of Muhammad (Quran 54:1). The quotation is Qur-

an 35:8.
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Why He Returned to Teaching

we oledl oy @lall 30 o
The weakening of faith in his time and its four causes, his return to teaching at Nishapur, and remedies for
each group.
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to it; disobeying God by following desire is the ill-
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life-giving antidote; and obeying Him by opposing
desire is its healing remedy. There is no way to
treat it, removing its disease and gaining its
health, except by remedies, just as there is no way
to treat the body except by them.*
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Jaall delay the special properties of things. In the same way it
became clear to me by necessity that the remedies
of acts of worship, with their limits and measures
defined and fixed by the prophets, work in a way
that cannot be grasped with the stock-in-trade of
the intellect of the intelligent. In these one must
follow the authority of the prophets, who per-

1 Quran 26:89; 2:10.
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ceived those properties by the light of prophecy,
not with the stock-in-trade of reason.

Again, drugs are compounded of ingredients that
differ in kind and quantity, some double others in
weight and quantity, and this difference in their
quantities is not without a secret belonging to the
class of special properties. So too the acts of wor-
ship, which are remedies for the disease of hearts,
are compounded of actions that differ in kind and
quantity: the prostration is double the bowing,
and the dawn prayer is half the afternoon prayer
in quantity. This too is not without one of the
secrets that belong to the class of special proper-
ties, which can be known only by the light of
prophecy. Whoever has sought to derive a ra-
tionale for them by way of reason, or has sup-
posed that they were laid down by chance and not
from a divine secret in them that requires them by
way of special property, has been very foolish and
very ignorant. And just as drugs have bases that
are their main ingredients and additions that com-
plete them, each with its own particular effect on
the working of the bases, so the supererogatory
prayers and the customary practices are comple-
ments that perfect the effects of the pillars of wor-
ship.?

In short, the prophets (peace be upon them) are
the doctors for the diseases of hearts. The use and
function of reason is only to make this known to
us, to bear witness to prophecy by assenting to it,
and against itself by confessing its inability to
grasp what the eye of prophecy grasps. It has
taken us by the hand and handed us over to
prophecy, as the blind are handed over to their
guides and bewildered patients to caring doctors.
This far reason runs and reaches; it is barred from
what lies beyond, except for understanding what
the doctor imparts to it.

These are things we came to know, during the
period of retreat and seclusion, with a necessity
equivalent to direct vision.

2 Each cycle of the ritual prayer contains two prostrations and one bowing; the dawn prayer has two cycles, the afternoon prayer

four.
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FOUR CAUSES OF WEAKENING FAITH
Philosophy, false Sufism, the Batinis and the conduct of scholars have weakened people’s faith.
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Then we saw that people’s beliefs had grown slack
—in the basis of prophecy, then in its true nature,
then in acting on what prophecy had set out—and
we verified how widespread this was among
people. So I looked into the causes of people’s
slackness and the weakness of their faith, and
found that there were four: 1. a cause stemming
from those who plunge into philosophy; 2. a cause
stemming from those who plunge into the Sufi
path; 3. a cause stemming from those who lay
claim to ta‘lim, authoritative teaching; 4. a cause
stemming from the conduct of those who are
known among people as learned.

For some time I followed up individuals one by
one, asking anyone who fell short in following the
Law about his doubt, and probing his belief and
his inmost thoughts. I would say to him: “Why do
you fall short in it? If you believe in the hereafter
and do not prepare for it, but sell it for this world,
that is folly! You would not sell two for one, so how
can you sell what has no end for a few numbered
days? And if you do not believe, then you are an
unbeliever! So see to yourself and seek faith, and
look into the cause of your hidden unbelief—
which is your doctrine inwardly and the cause of
your boldness outwardly, even if you do not de-
clare it, adorning yourself with faith and taking
honor from mentioning the Law!”

One would say: “If this were something that had to
be observed, the scholars would be the ones most
bound to observe it. Yet So-and-so, famous among
the eminent, does not pray; So-and-so drinks
wine; So-and-so devours the revenues of endow-
ments and the property of orphans; So-and-so
lives on the sultan’s stipend and takes no care to
avoid what is forbidden; So-and-so takes bribes for
judging and for bearing witness!”—and so on, with
others like them.

A second claims knowledge of Sufism and asserts
that he has reached a level where he has risen
above any need for worship!
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A third makes excuses with another of the doubts
of the antinomians! These are the ones who have
strayed from Sufism.?

A fourth has met the party of ta‘lim, and says: “The
truth is obscure and the way to it is hard; there is
much disagreement about it, and no doctrine has
a better claim than another. The proofs of reason
contradict one another, so there is no trusting the
opinion of those who reason. And the one who
calls to ta‘lim makes arbitrary claims without
proof. So how shall I give up certainty for doubt?”

A fifth says: “I don’t do this out of taglid. I have
studied the science of philosophy, and I have
grasped the true nature of prophecy: it comes
down, in the end, to wisdom and the public good.
The purpose of its acts of worship is to keep the
common mass of people in check and to restrain
them from Kkilling and quarreling with one anoth-
er and from giving free rein to their appetites. I am
not one of the ignorant common people, that I
should step into the confinement of religious ob-
ligation. I am one of the wise. I follow wisdom, I
see clearly into it, and in it I have no need of fol-
lowing authority!”

This is the furthest reach of faith among those of
them who have studied the doctrine of the theistic
philosophers and learned it from the books of
Avicenna and Abu Nasr al-Farabi. These are the
people who wear Islam as an ornament.

You may even see one of them reciting the Quran,
attending the congregations and the prayers, and
praising the Law with his tongue, yet all the while
he does not give up drinking wine and various
kinds of depravity and debauchery! If he is asked,
“If prophecy is not true, why do you pray?” he may
answer, “To exercise the body, to keep to the cus-
tom of the townspeople, and to keep my wealth
and my children safe!” Or he may say, “The Law is
true, and prophecy is real!” Then he is asked, “So
why do you drink wine?” and he answers, “Wine
was forbidden only because it breeds enmity and
hatred, and my wisdom guards me against that. I
drink it to sharpen my mind.” Avicenna even went
so far as to write in a testament of his that he had
made a covenant with God Most High on such-

3 The antinomians (ahl al-ibaha, “the people of permissiveness”) held that religious obligations no longer bound them.
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and-such points: to honor the ordinances of the
Law, not to fall short in the acts of religious wor-
ship, and not to drink for pleasure, but only as
medicine and cure. So the furthest he got in purity
of faith and commitment to worship was to make
an exception of drinking wine for the sake of a
cure.”

Such is the faith of those among them who lay
claim to faith. A number of people have been
taken in by them, and what deceived them further
was the weakness of those who argued against
them. For these opponents argued by attacking
geometry, logic and other sciences whose truths
the philosophers know by necessity, for the reas-
on we explained earlier.

Isaw that the various classes of people had grown
weak in faith to this degree for these reasons. And
I saw that I myself was ready to lay bare this con-
fusion, so that exposing these people was easier
for me than a drink of water, because I had delved
so deeply into their sciences and their methods—I
mean the methods of the Sufis, the philosophers,
the party of ta‘'lim, and those who pass themselves
off as scholars. Then it flashed into my mind that
this was a duty at this time, one that could not be
avoided. What good would retreat and seclusion
do you, when the disease had spread everywhere,
the physicians themselves had fallen ill, and hu-
mankind stood on the brink of perdition? Then I
said to myself: “When will you take up the task of
lifting this gloom and confronting this darkness?
This is an age of slackness, an era of falsehood. If
you took up the work of calling people from their
ways to the truth, the whole of this age would turn
against you. How could you stand up to them, and
how could you even live among them? That cannot
be done without a favorable time and a pious,
powerful ruler.”

THE RETURN TO NISHAPUR
The ruler orders him to teach at Nishapur, and after consulting others he returns in AD 1106.
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So, between myself and God Most High, I allowed
myself to remain in seclusion, excusing myself on
the grounds that I was unable to make the truth

4 “Enmity and hatred” echoes Quran 5:91, one of the verses forbidding wine.
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prevail by argument. Then God Most High decreed
that the ruler of the time should be moved to act
of his own accord, not at anyone else’s prompting.
He issued a binding order that I set out for
Nishapur to remedy this slackness, and the order
was so insistent that, had I persisted in refusing, it
would have ended in estrangement. It occurred to
me that the grounds for my dispensation had
grown weak. What keeps you clinging to seclusion
should not be laziness and ease, the wish to pre-
serve your dignity and to shield yourself from
people’s harm. You should not grant yourself a dis-
pensation because dealing with people is hard.
For God, glory be to Him, the Most High, says: “In
the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate.
Alif Lam Mim.*®

Do people suppose that they will be left alone be-
cause they say, ‘We believe, and will not be tested?
We tested those who came before them...” and so
on to the end of the verse. And, mighty and
majestic is He, He says to His Messenger, the most
honored of His creatures: “Messengers before you
were called liars, and they bore patiently being
called liars and being harmed until Our help came
to them. There is no changing the words of God,
and you have already received some of the tidings
of the messengers.”®

And, mighty and majestic is He, He says: “In the
name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate. Ya
Sin. By the wise Quran...” down to His words, “You
can warn only the one who follows the Reminder
and fears the Merciful, unseen.” I consulted a
number of people who were masters of hearts and
of direct vision about this, and they agreed in ad-
vising me to give up seclusion and leave my re-
treat. On top of this came many dreams of right-
eous people, reported again and again from many
sources, testifying that this move was the begin-
ning of good and right guidance, decreed by God,
glory be to Him, at the head of this century. So
hope grew firm, and a good opinion prevailed be-
cause of these testimonies—and God, glory be to
Him, has promised to revive His religion at the
head of every century. God Most High made the
move to Nishapur easy, to take up this important
task, in Dhu l-Qa‘da of the year 499 AH (AD 1106). I

5 The order came from Fakhr al-Mulk, the Seljuk vizier governing Khurasan.

6 Quran 29:1-3; 6:34.
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had left Baghdad in Dhu I-Qa'da of the year 488 AH
(AD 1095). So the period of seclusion came to elev-
en years.’

This was a move God Most High decreed, one of
the marvels of His decrees, for it had never once
flashed into my heart during this seclusion—just
as leaving Baghdad and withdrawing from those
circumstances had never even occurred to me as
possible. God Most High is the one who turns
hearts and states about, and “the heart of the be-
liever is between two of the fingers of the Merci-
ful.” I know that, even though I have returned to
spreading knowledge, I have not returned. For to
return is to go back to what was before. In that
earlier time I spread the knowledge by which
prestige is won, and I called people to it by my
words and my deeds; that was my aim and my in-
tention. But now I call people to the knowledge by
which prestige is abandoned, and by which one
comes to know how low the rank of prestige really
is.

This is now my intention, my aim and my wish,;
God knows this of me. I seek to reform myself and
others, and I do not know whether I shall reach
my goal or be cut off before attaining my purpose.
But I believe, with the faith of certainty and direct
vision, that there is no power and no strength ex-
ceptin God, the High, the Mighty; that I did not
move, but He moved me; that I did not act, but He
made use of me. So I ask Him to reform me first
and then to reform others through me; to guide
me and then to guide others through me; to show
me the truth as truth and grant me to follow it,
and to show me falsehood as falsehood and grant
me to avoid it.

REMEDIES FOR EACH GROUP

He sets out how to answer the Batinis’ followers, the antinomians, the philosophers and critics of scholars.
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Let us now return to the causes of weak faith we
mentioned, and set out the way to guide these
people and rescue them from their perils. As for
those who claim to be bewildered by what they
heard from the party of talim, their cure is what

7 Quran 36:1-11. The promise of a reviver “at the head of every century” comes from a hadith; Dhu l-Qa‘da is the eleventh month of

the Islamic year.
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we set out in The Just Balance, and we will not
lengthen this letter by repeating it.

As for the fancies of the antinomians, we have
gathered their doubts under seven headings and
exposed them in The Alchemy of Happiness (Kimiya’
al-saada).®

As for someone whose faith has been corrupted by
the path of philosophy, to the point of denying the
very basis of prophecy: we have explained the
true nature of prophecy and that it necessarily ex-
ists, on the evidence that there is knowledge of the
special properties of drugs, of the stars and so on.
We put forward that preliminary discussion pre-
cisely for this purpose. We drew the proof from
the special properties found in medicine and as-
trology because they belong to the philosophers’
own science. For every scholar of any branch of
learning, such as astrology, medicine, natural sci-
ence, magic and talismans, we can present an ex-
ample from his own science as a demonstration of
prophecy.

As for someone who affirms prophecy with his
tongue but makes the ordinances of the Law con-
form to philosophical wisdom, he is in truth an
unbeliever in prophecy. What he believes in is a
sage born under a particular ascendant, whose as-
cendant required that he be followed; and that has
nothing to do with prophecy. Rather, faith in
prophecy means acknowledging that there is a
stage beyond reason, in which an eye opens that
perceives particular objects of perception from
which reason is barred—just as hearing is barred
from perceiving colors, sight from perceiving
sounds, and all the senses from perceiving the ob-
jects of reason. If he does not admit that this is
possible, we have already established a demon-
stration of its possibility, and indeed of its exist-
ence. If he does admit it, then he has conceded
that there are things called special properties
which the workings of reason do not even come
near; indeed reason all but calls them false and
judges them impossible. For a daniq’s weight of
opium is a deadly poison, because its excessive
coldness congeals the blood in the veins.’

8 The Alchemy of Happiness is al-Ghazali’s Persian summary of his religious teaching.
9 The ascendant is the sign of the zodiac rising at the moment of birth, the key to a horoscope. A daniq is a small weight, one sixth

of a dirham.
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Whoever claims knowledge of natural science
holds that any compound that cools does so only
through the elements of water and earth, since
these are the two cold elements. Yet it is well
known that many pounds of water and earth
would not cool the inside of the body to that de-
gree. So if a natural scientist were told of this
without having tested it, he would say: “This is im-
possible. The proof that it is impossible is that opi-
um contains the elements of fire and air, and air
and fire do not make it any colder. Suppose it were
all water and earth: even that would not produce
such excessive cooling. So if two hot elements are
added to it, all the more reason that it would not.”
And he would reckon this a demonstration! Most
of the philosophers’ demonstrations in natural sci-
ence and metaphysics are built on this sort of
thing. For they conceived of things only as far as
they had found and understood them, and
whatever they were not familiar with, they
reckoned impossible. If truthful dreams were not
familiar, and someone claimed that when the
senses are at rest he knows the unseen, people
with minds like these would deny it.

If someone were asked, “Could there be something
in the world the size of a grain which, placed in a
town, would consume that whole town and then
consume itself, leaving nothing of the town or of
what is in it, and nothing of itself?” he would say,
“That is impossible; it belongs among the fables!”
Yet this is what fire does, and someone who had
never seen fire would deny it on hearing it de-
scribed. Most denial of the marvels of the afterlife
is of this kind. So we say to the natural scientist:
“You have been forced to admit that opium has a
special property of cooling that does not fit what
reason understands about nature.

Why, then, should it not be possible for the ordin-
ances of the Law to have special properties for
curing and purifying hearts that are not grasped
by rational wisdom, but can be seen only with the
eye of prophecy?” Indeed, in what they have set
down in their books, they have acknowledged spe-
cial properties still more astonishing than this.
Among them are the wonderful, well-tested prop-
erties used to treat a pregnant woman whose labor
is difficult, by means of this figure:
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It is written on two pieces of cloth that water has
never touched. The pregnant woman looks at
them with her own eyes and places them under
her feet, and the child at once hastens to come out.
They have admitted that this is possible and have
recorded it in The Wonders of Special Properties (‘A-
j&’ib al-khawass). It is a figure of nine cells, in
which particular numerals are inscribed so that
the sum of any one line is fifteen, whether you
read it down the figure, across it or diagonally.

Iwish I knew! How can someone believe that, and
yet his mind has no room to accept that fixing the
dawn prayer at two cycles, the noon prayer at four
and the sunset prayer at three is due to special
properties that philosophical reflection does not
know? Their cause is the difference between these
times, and such properties are grasped only by the
light of prophecy. The strange thing is that if we
changed the wording to the language of the astro-
logers, they would understand the difference
between these times. We would say: “Doesn’t the
judgment of a horoscope differ according to
whether the sun is at mid-heaven, in the ascend-
ant or in the descendant? So much so that on this
basis they calculate, in their progressions, differ-
ences in treatment and variations in lifespans and
appointed hours of death. Yet there is no differ-
ence between noon and the sun’s being at mid-
heaven, nor between sunset and the sun’s being in
the descendant. Is there any reason for believing
the one and not the other?” None, except that he
hears the one in the language of an astrologer,
whose lies he may have found out a hundred
times. !

Yet he keeps coming back to believing him. So if
the astrologer told him, “When the sun is at mid-
heaven, and such-and-such a star is in aspect to it,
and the ascendant is such-and-such a sign, if you
put on a new garment at that time you will be
killed in that garment!” he would not put on the
garment at that time, and might even endure bit-
ter cold because of it—and he may have heard this

10 In the Arabic each row is also written in letters: the same numbers in the Arabic alphabet used as numerals (abjad).
11 The five daily prayers are made up of fixed numbers of cycles (rak‘as) of bowing and prostration.
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from an astrologer whose lies he has discovered
several times!

Iwish I knew! If someone’s mind has room to ac-
cept such oddities, and he is compelled to admit
that they are special properties—knowledge of
which was a miracle granted to some of the proph-
ets—how can he deny the like when he hears it
from a truthful prophet, supported by miracles,
who was never once known to lie? Why has his
mind no room for its possibility?

If a philosopher denies that such special proper-
ties are possible in the number of cycles of prayer,
the stoning of the pillars, the number of essential
rites of the Pilgrimage and the other acts of wor-
ship of the Law, he will find no difference at all
between these and the special properties of drugs
and stars. He may say: “I have tested some astro-
logy and some medicine and found some of it true,
so belief in it arose in my mind, and my sense that
it was far-fetched, and my aversion to it, fell away
from my heart. This I have not tested, so how am I
to know that it exists and is real?” If you do grant
that it is possible, I say: “You do not limit yourself
to believing what you have tested. You have
listened to the reports of those who tested things
and followed them on authority. So listen to what
the prophets say, for they tested and saw directly
the truth in all that the Law brings. Follow their
path, and you will grasp some of it by direct vis-
ion.”*?

Moreover, I say: “Even if you have not tested it,
your reason requires you absolutely to believe and
follow. Suppose a man has come of age and has his
wits, and has never experienced illness. He falls
ill. He has a loving father, skilled in medicine,
whose claim to medical knowledge he has heard
ever since he came to understanding. His father
mixes a medicine for him and says, ‘This is good
for your illness and will cure you of your sickness.
What does his reason require, if the medicine is
bitter and foul-tasting: that he take it? Or that he
call it a lie and say, ‘I can’t see how this medicine is
suited to bringing about a cure, and I have not
tested it!"”? You would surely think him a fool if he
did that! In the same way, people of insight think

you a fool for hesitating!” If you say, “How am I to

12 The stoning of the pillars at Mina, near Mecca, with a fixed number of pebbles is one of the rites of the Pilgrimage.
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know the loving concern of the Prophet (God bless
him and grant him peace) and his knowledge of
this medicine?” I say: “And how did you know
your father’s loving concern, when that is not
something perceived by the senses? You knew it
from the evident signs of his conduct and the evid-
ence of his actions in all his comings and goings: a
necessary knowledge about which you have no
doubt.”

Whoever reflects on the sayings of the Messenger
of God (God bless him and grant him peace), and
on the reports of his concern to guide people and
his gentleness in drawing them, with every kind
of kindness and gentleness, toward better charac-
ter and toward setting right their relations with
one another—in short, toward whatever sets right
their religion and their worldly life—will attain a
necessary knowledge that his loving concern (God
bless him and grant him peace) for his community
is greater than a father’s loving concern for his
child.

And when he reflects on the marvelous deeds that
appeared at his hands, on the marvels of the un-
seen that the Quran told of through his tongue and
that are told of in the reports, and on what he fore-
told about the end of time, which came to pass just
as he foretold it, he will know by necessary know-
ledge that he reached the stage beyond reason,
and that the eye was opened for him through
which the unseen is unveiled—the unseen that
only the elite perceive, and the things that reason
does not grasp.

This, then, is the method for attaining necessary
knowledge that the Prophet (God bless him and
grant him peace) is truthful. So try it: meditate on
the Quran and study the reports, and you will
know it by seeing it for yourself.

This much is enough to awaken the would-be
philosophers. We have mentioned it because it is
so badly needed in this age.

As for the fourth cause—weak faith caused by the
conduct of scholars—this disease is treated in
three ways. The first is that you say: “The scholar
who, you claim, consumes what is forbidden
knows that it is forbidden just as you know that
wine, pork and usury are forbidden—indeed, as
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you know that backbiting, lying and slander are
forbidden. You know that, and you do it anyway,
not because you lack faith that it is a sin, but be-
cause your appetite overpowers you. His appetite
is like yours, and it has overpowered him as it has
overpowered you. His knowledge of questions
beyond this, which sets him apart from you, does
not bring with it any greater restraint from this
particular prohibited thing. How many people
who believe in medicine cannot keep away from
fruit and cold water, even though the physician
has warned them against it! That does not show
that these are harmless, or that belief in medicine
is unsound. This is how the lapses of scholars are
to be understood.”

The second is that the ordinary person should be
told: “You should believe that the scholar has
made his knowledge a treasure stored up for him-
self in the afterlife. He thinks his knowledge will
save him and intercede for him, so that he will be
treated leniently in his deeds on account of the
merit of his knowledge. And if it is possible that
his knowledge will be an additional argument
against him, it is also possible that it will be an ad-
ditional rank for him; that is possible. So even if
he has abandoned good deeds, he can plead his
knowledge. But you, ordinary person! If you look
at him and abandon good deeds, when you your-
self are devoid of knowledge, you will perish
through your bad deeds with no one to intercede
for you!”

The third, which is the truth of the matter, is this:
the true scholar commits a sin only by way of a
lapse, and never persists in sins at all. For true
knowledge is what makes one know that sin is a
deadly poison and that the afterlife is better than
this world. Whoever knows that will not sell what
is better for what is lesser.

This knowledge is not attained through the kinds
of learning with which most people busy them-
selves. That is why such learning only makes them
bolder in disobeying God Most High. True know-
ledge, however, increases its possessor in awe,
fear and hope, and that stands between him and
sins—except for the lapses from which no human
being is free in moments of weakness, and these
do not indicate weak faith. For the believer is of-
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ten tested and often repents; he is far from persist-
ing and being bent on sin.

This is what I wished to say in censure of philo-
sophy and ta‘lim, of their dangers, and of the
dangers of those who opposed them in the wrong
way.

We ask God the Mighty to make us among those
He has preferred and chosen, led to the truth and
guided; inspired to remember Him so that they do
not forget Him; protected from the evil of their
own selves so that they prefer nothing to Him; and
taken wholly for Himself so that they worship
none but Him. May God bless our master
Muhammad, his family and his companions, and
grant them peace.
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