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This monograph offers a reconstruction of al-Ghazali’s cosmic view. It is an interpretive recon-
struction that reveals the influence of Avicenna’s cosmological system. It argues for a close affinity
of the cosmic systems of these two thinkers. The monograph raises the whole issue of al-Ghazali’s
causal language in a manner that has not been raised before and interprets al-Ghazali as maintaining
that existents other than God are endowed with real causal efficacy. This interpretation, to be sure,
is open to serious criticisms, but it also demands serious attention. The monograph draws attention
(in a manner not drawn before) to al-Ghazali’s cosmological concerns and in doing so puts his
thought in a deservedly wider philosophical perspective.

IN THIS PROBING, ANALYTIC MONOGRAPH, Richard Frank
offers a reconstruction of al-Ghazali’s cosmic view. The
reconstruction is based on statements al-Ghazali makes
in various works. It is an interpretive reconstruction that
certainly reveals the influence of Avicenna’s cosmolog-
ical system on that of al-Ghazali and argues for a close
affinity of the two systems. Not that the author denies
that al-Ghazali rejected some major theses of Avicenna.
But his interpretive analysis of Ghazalian texts leads
him to conclude that “from a theological standpoint
most of the theses which [al-Ghazali] rejected are rela-
tively tame and inconsequential compared to some of
those in which he follows the philosophers” (p. 86).

Professor Frank takes as his starting point Ghazali’s
relatively late work, al-Magsad al-Asna, which he re-
gards as “essentially a work of theoretical or systematic
theology,” where al-Ghazali is not “formally bound to
the conventions of traditional manuals, as for example,
in Iqtisdd,” and as such tends “to express himself more
forthrightly and with greater clarity than he generally
does elsewhere in treating the same basic matters.”
What emerges from a study of key passages from this
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book and other works of al-Ghazali, Frank continues, is
that “while rejecting significant elements of Avicenna’s
cosmology, al-Ghazali adopted several basic principles
and theses that set his theology in opposition to that of
the classical AshCarite tradition” (pp. 10-11). But if
this is the case, how is one to explain those affirmations
of al-Ghazali that belong to “the classical Asharite tra-
dition?” The question is particularly pertinent since
Frank (p. 11) inclines to the view that there is continu-
ity in al-Ghazali’s thought from the writing of the
Tahafut onwards. He, however, suggests that there is no
inconsistency here, pointing out that al-Ghazali in-
tended his writings to be understood on different levels,
relative to the level of the reader’s understanding, citing
such Ghazalian statements to the effect that it is not licit
“to disclose the secret of God’s ordainment publicly”
(pp. 40-41).

The central issue discussed is that of causality, an is-
sue that comes foremost to mind for anyone investigat-
ing al-Ghazali’s theological stance. Now, as it can be
clearly shown, in the Tahafut, but more unambiguously
and decisively in its sequel, the Igtisad, al-Ghazali de-
nies any causal efficacy in created things.! Nonetheless,
he continues to use causal language, sometimes in the
way it is used in ordinary Arabic, sometimes in a more
specifically Avicennan/Aristotelian way. It is this causal

! See this reviewer's article, “Al-Ghazali on Bodily Resur-
rection and Causality in the Tahdafut and the Igtisad,” Aligarh
Journal of Islamic Thought 1.2 (1989): 4675, 59fF.
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language that underlies Frank’s interpretive analysis.
Thus, as he points out (p. 18), al-Ghazali speaks about
the chain of causes leading to the supreme cause, God.
He discusses such passages where al-Ghazili, for
example, speaks about “the universal, fundamental,
permanent and stable causes (al-asbdbu I-kulliyatu I-
asliyyatu l-thdbitatu l-mustaqirratu) which are constant
and unchanging, such as the earth and the seven heav-
ens, the stars and the spheres and their interrelated
movements and which are constant and shall neither
change nor fail ‘until the Document shall reach its term’
(Q 2.235)” (p. 42). He discusses passages where al-
Ghazali speaks of certain divine acts as the necessary
conditions for the performance of other divine acts
(p. 26ff.) and passages where a volition is said to com-
pel the occurrence of the object willed and where the
language of the enforcement and use of an existent as an
instrument (taskhir) is used (p. 24). He also discusses
the role of angelic mediation of divine acts in al-Ghazali
and the parallels between the Ghazalian and Avicennan
concepts of the angelic celestial souls and intelligences
(p. 38ft.). Frank maintains that al-Ghazali’s attitude to-
ward causality is ambivalent, suggesting that in reality
he does not deny causal efficacy in existents other than
God. In fact, Frank goes as far as to argue that although
al-Ghazali, in his exposition of the doctrine of kasb,
couches his statements in Ash‘arite language, he actu-
ally holds the non-Ash“arite view that created power ex-
ists before the act and that it is endowed with causal
efficacy (pp. 34-37).

In the final chapter (ch. IV), the author argues that al-
Ghazali does not merely hold that the existence of the
universe is necessary because God has willed such an
existence, but that God “wills necessarily to create
what He creates” (p. 75). In other words, God could not
but create this universe. Frank’s arguments are richly
informed with a review of Ash‘arite discussions of the
question of creation. Probing and thought-provoking,
his arguments are certainly of intrinsic philosophical
interest. But whether the interpretation they support
represents what al-Ghazali intended to maintain is an-
other matter.

II

Professor Frank gives good reasons for having al-
Magsad as his starting point, and then working at the
problem forward and backward, so to speak. This is
hardly illegitimate. Sometimes, however, a more chro-
nological approach would have helped clarify issues.
This is very much the case in any endeavor to deter-
mine what al-Ghazali means by God’s ijra’ al-‘ada,

that is, God’s ordaining things to flow according to a
habitual course—a concept basic to al-Ghazali’s causal
doctrine. It seems that here one should really begin
with al-Ghazali’s works written during the Nizamiyya
period at Baghdad, where he is quite explicit as to what
he means by ijra’ al-ada. These are the Tahafut, the
Miyar and the Igtisad, the works in which he offers his
major discussions of causality. In the Tahafut, after
stating that what we habitually regard as causes and
effects are not necessarily connected, he asserts that the
connection of these things “is due to the prior decree of
God who creates them side by side (“ala al-tasawugq),
not to any inherent necessity of these things that would
render their separation from each other impossible.”?
Then, in response to the philosophers’ objection that
the denial of necessary causal connection would mean
that God can make a dead man move and write vol-
umes, open his eyes but see nothing, al-Ghazali an-
swers that “this in itself is not impossible as long as we
turn over [the enactment] of temporal events to the will
of a choosing being.” “It is only disavowed,” he goes
on, “because of the continuous habit (/i ittirad al-“ada)
of its opposite occurring.”? Again, in the Miyar, in dis-
cussing the empirical premises used in demonstration,
these he argues are orderly and yield certain knowl-
edge, so that if the theologian informs someone that his
son has been decapitated, the theologian does not doubt
this. The inquiry here would be about “the manner of
connection between decapitation and death.” “As for
the inquiry” he continues, “as to whether this is the
necessary consequence of the thing itself, impossible to
change or whether this is in accordance with the pas-
sage of the custom (sunna) of God, ...this is an
inquiry into the mode of the connection, not the con-
nection itself.”* In the Igtisad, he uses the same ex-
ample of decapitation to affirm that when decapitation
takes place the decapitated person dies, not by the ac-
tion of the sword, but by his ajal, “ajal meaning the
time in which God creates in him his death, regardless
of whether this occurs with the cutting of the neck, the
occurrence of a lunar eclipse, or the falling of rain.”
“All these,” he continues, “are for us associated things,
not generated acts (laysat mutawallidat), except that
with some their connection is repeated according to
habit (wa lakin iqtiran ba“diha yatakarrar bi al-“ada),

2 Al-Ghazali, Tahafut al-Falasifa, ed. M. Bouyges (Beirut:
Imprimerie Catholique, 1927), 279 (hereafter, Tahafut).

3 Ibid., 278.

4 Al-Ghazali, Mi‘yar al-“Ilm, ed. S. Dunya (Cairo, 1961),
191.
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but with some they are not repeated.” There is nothing
in al-Ghazali’s discussion of ijra’ al-°ada in these
works that remotely suggests that he means by it the
rendering of events to occur in a habitual sequence
where one event actually causes another.

Continuing with the use of this concept in the works
cited above, it is perhaps best to refer to these events
that occur due to a habitual order pre-ordained by God
and which we ordinarily regard as causes and effects
(but which, for al-Ghazali, are in fact mere concomi-
tants that are not necessarily connected with each other)
as the “habitual causes” and their “habitual effects.”
These habitual causes and effects follow a strict regu-
larity pre-ordained by God, but subject to interruptions,
interruptions also divinely pre-ordained. These inter-
ruptions are the miracles and they are possible precisely
because the connection between the habitual cause and
its habitual effect is not necessary.® When the miracle
occurs, God creates for us knowledge of this interrup-
tion.” But while the connection between the habitual
cause and its effect is not necessary, the pre-ordained
course of events, which includes the interruptions, is
unchangeable.

Now, when Professor Frank argues for a similarity
between Avicenna and al-Ghazali on this question of
the occurrence of the unusual events, the miracles, he
has a point in suggesting that for both these thinkers
these events are “programmed,” so to speak (p. 59). But
there is a vital difference here. The miracles of Avi-
cenna are confined to the prophet’s ability to influence
nature and to receive direct knowledge, either purely

5 Al-Ghazili, al-lgtisad fi al-I'tigad, ed. Cubukgu and
H. Atay (Ankara, 1962), 224-25 (hereafter, Igtisad).

6 Al-Ghazali suggests an alternative theory that would allow
the literal acceptance of those miracles the philosophers deem
impossible (Tahafut, 288ff.). This allows causal efficacy in
things, provided the divine act is voluntary and is capable of
intervening to create new causal conditions that allow the oc-
currence of the miracles the philosophers deem impossible.
That this theory is introduced only for the sake of argument
can be seen from the dialectical way in which it is introduced,
but also because it is negated in the Igtisad, where all causal
action is lodged exclusively with the attribute of divine power.
See this reviewer’s “Al-Ghazali’s Second Causal Argument in
the 17th Discussion of the Tahafut,” in Islamic Philosophy and
Mysticism, ed. P. Morewedge (Delmar, N. Y., 1981), 85-112,
and the article cited in n. 1, above.

7 Tahafut, 286. See also this reviewer’s “Al-Ghazali and
Demonstative Science,” Journal of the History of Philosophy
3 (1965): 183-204.

intellectual knowledge from the Active Intellect or
particular knowledge about future events from the celes-
tial souls (as distinct from the celestial intelligences).
But all these miracles, whether based on a theory of
influence or of the receptivity of knowledge do not
violate the Avicennan theory of causal necessity. As al-
Ghazali points out, scriptural accounts of miracles that,
taken literally, violate the Islamic philosophers’ theory
of causal necessity are interpreted by them metaphori-
cally. Thus, he tells us, the philosophers do not accept
literally such scriptural affirmations as the miraculous
survival of a prophet cast into a fiery furnace or the
prophet’s changing a staff into a serpent.® And it is here
that al-Ghazali’s doctrine of the habitual causes comes
in. It is meant, among other things, to allow the occur-
rence of such miracles and hence the literal acceptance
of their scriptural accounts. This is at the basis of his
doctrine of metaphorical interpretation of scriptural
language. Unless one can demonstrate that a statement
taken literally is impossible, one has to accept it as it is.
The philosophers can demonstrate the impossibility of
the class of miracles mentioned above on the basis of
their theory of necessary causal connection if and only
if they are able to demonstrate such a theory. But they
are unable to do this—either logically or empirically.
This is a main thrust of the seventeenth discussion of
al-Ghazali’s Tahafut.

As already indicated, the habitual causes and their
effects follow a predetermined regular course. They be-
have as though they are real causes and effects. Thus the
habitual cause is prior to the habitual effect. In the case
of the habitual essential cause, its priority to the habit-
ual effect is not temporal, but ontological—in the case
of the accidental habitual cause, its priority is temporal.
The criterion of irreversibility also applies, so that with
the exception of the interruptions of the uniformity,
when the pre-ordained miracles occur, one can follow
the strictest requirements of the Aristotelian demonstra-
tive method and attain scientific knowledge that is cer-
tain. This, in effect, is what al-Ghazali tells us in the
Mi‘yar.

The question is whether in al-Ghazali’s writing sub-
sequent to the Igtisad there is a transformation of the
concept of ijra’ al-“ada, whereby it begins to refer to an
order of created existents and sequences of events that
constitute real, not habitual causes. As we see it, the
causal language in these subsequent writings is cer-
tainly amenable to being interpreted in terms of the
concept of the habitual cause and the habitual effect as

8 Tahafut, 271-72; 282-83.



