
THE TASTE OF TRUTH: 
THE STRUCTURE OF EXPERIENCE IN AL-GHAZALI’S 

AL-MUNQIDH MIN AL-DALAL* 
 

ERIC L. ORMSBY 
 

In the year 488/1095 the renowned scholar and teacher Abu Hamid al-Ghazali underwent a 
spiritual crisis that transformed him utterly. This crisis, which lasted for some six months, led 
him to abandon his prestigious position at the Nizamiyya madrasa in Baghdad, a position to 
which he had been appointed three years earlier by the brilliant Seljuq vizier Nizam al-Mulk. 
Under cover of secrecy, amid a buzz of speculation by colleagues and students as to his motives 
and condition, al-Ghazali slipped out of Baghdad to embark on a life of prayer and seclusion that 
was to last for some eleven years. (1) 

The crisis which al-Ghazali experienced has often been described and discussed, but there has 
been little systematic scrutiny of his later works in the light of his decisive and dramatic 
experience. Nevertheless; the effects of that experience are evident throughout these works. His 
celebrated narrative of his personal quest for truth in al-Munqidh min al-dalal presents a highly 
structured and even artful account of his experience. The work attempts to set his experience 
within a particular pattern which engages the reader and which is intended to persuade. In this 
respect, it is significant that al-Ghazali’s own account stands not as the record of an 
incommunicable mystical experience (though that is involved), as in so many “conversion” 
accounts, but offers a multiplicity of ways to the truth: authority and example, rational argument 
and proof, and ineffable experience. The way in which al-Munqidh min al-dalal is composed 
bears this out: not only the highly self-conscious structure of the work, but the tone of the 
writing, the tone of voice of a particular individual in a particular situation, and not the incredible 
exploits of some fabulous exemplum. The Munqidh is built around the recurrent topos of sickness 
and health, in which, broadly speaking, sickness or disease represents error, ignorance, 
skepticism and the like, while health and healing convey notions of truth, knowledge, and 
certainty. Within this broad thematic framework, al-Ghazali offers his own direct account, but 
his experience is also embedded in the very structure of the work by the use of a rather artificial, 
but compelling, mirroring device. 
 
Notes: 
* An earlier version of this paper was presented at a Colloquium on Mysticism and Philosophy at Dumbarton Oaks, 

Washington, D.C., in November 1985. 1 am grateful for the suggestions and comments offered by my 
colleagues at that Colloquium, especially by Professors Richard M. Frank and Dimitri Gutas. 

1. For his life and a description of his crisis, see among many others, W. Montgomery Watt, Muslim Intellectual: A 
Study of al-Ghazali (Edinburgh, 1963), 47-57, 133-138. Duncan B. Macdonald, “The Life of al-Ghazzali, with 
Especial Reference to his Religious Experiences and Opinions.” ,JAOS, 20 (1899), 71-132, is dated, but 
contains much useful information. See also the introduction to Hellmut Ritter’s masterful translation of the 
Kamiya yi sa‘adat, al-Ghazali’s Persian epitome of the Ihya’, under the title Das Elixier der Ghckseligkeit 
(Jena, 1923; reprint Diisseldorf, 1959), 9-19. The posthumous publication of the great Ghazali expert A.J. 
Wensinck, “Ghazali s bekeenng,” in Semietische Studien utt de nalatenschap van Prof. Ds. A.]. Wensinck 
(Leiden, 1941), 154-177, is still important. 
























