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adopted or otherwise built up a consistent and unambivalent, formal lexicon
of his own nor, concommitantly, has he managed to establish for himself a
clearly consistent theoretical framework in terms of which one may readily
discern what precisely he means to assert or to deny in the formulations he
employs. His language, in short, evokes in various places — and in one and
the same work — various prior contexts and the disparate meanings of others
without establishing a unified context of its own as that in which its meaning
is achieved and presented. Thus it is that sometimes, even when we are able
to determine from other places in his work what most likely he means to as-

sert, serious problems remain unanswered. In others, where the form of ex-
pression directly recalls the context and teaching of Avicenna and the philo-
sophers, one may have reason to doubt that al-Ghazill means to assert what
his language seems to state or to imply, but is unable to find any satisfactory
basis on which to determine exactly how his words are to be understood if
not as saying what they seem manifestly to say. Whatever latitude one will
allow for internal consistency and for comptabilility with prior sunni ortho-
doxy, problems remain with regard to the integration of al-Ghazili's
“borrowings” and his "heritage”. The brief indication of several examples
will have to suffice here.

Al-Ghazali identifies God's speaking (kaldmu-hu) with His knowledge,
implicitly in the Magsad (e.g., p. 98) and unequivocally in the Iljdm (p. 20).
The two are closely associated by Abd Ishdq al-Isfard’inf, who is followed
by al-Ghazali's master, al-Juwayni. Their complete identification, however,
is inconsistent with the common teaching of earlier Ash‘arite maAsters and
seems, furthermore, to be at variance with what al-Ghazili himself has to
say in his two doctrinal summaries, al-Igtisdd and R: al-Qudsiyya, at least
when these are read within the context of the Ash‘arite tradition, in which
they are ostensibly meant to be read. He goes well beyond al-Isfard’ini wi-
thout explanation of any kind. -

Again, he says that God's "hand" in the Koran (e.g., 38.75) refers to
angels (Faysal, p. 40). This too is an exegesis which differs from and is in-
compatible with prior Ash‘arite teaching. If the matter be looked at care-
fully, the relationships prove to be far more complex than first appears.
What I wish to point out here is simply that al-Ghazali's exegesis is gover-
ned by the neo-Platonic model he adopted. In order to make this adjustment
he takes "hand" here as a live metaphore, something that is also against ear-
lier Ash‘arite exegesis.

Following Avicenna and against prior Ash‘arite teaching, al-Ghazili
states repeatedly that this is the best of all possible universe. "[God] is the
existent whose existence is necessary in itself, from which is realised the
existence of everything whose existence is in possibility in the best modes of
order and perfection” (p. 47), towards "the fulfillment of the utmost good

existence, action, and effects are necessary within the “system* (nizdm) of the universe.
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whose existence is possible in accord with what has been decreed by the di-
vine generosity" (p. 152). So also, in a notorious passage, "It is the ordering
that is necessary and right according to what has to be and as it has to be and
in the measure that has to be ; there is not at all in possibility anything better
and more complete and more perfect ; if there were..., [this] would be an act
of miserliness that is incompatible with [God's] generosity and an injustice
that is icompatible with [His] justice" (Jhyd’ 4, p. 252)*. Evil, thus, is not
willed by God as such and for its own sake, but only as it must occur inevi-
tably in the complex interaction of the panoply of secondary causes that ope-
rate in this optimum universal systems.

Here we encounter a number of more serious problems. As it stands in
the context, the phrase "everything whose existence is in possibility” is am-
bivalent, since "possibility" can be taken either as absolute or as limited by
the determination of God's foreknowledge of what He will create. So too,
the following "in the best modes of order and perfection” is ambivalent, as it
can be read either with "is realised” or with "is in possibility". "In accord
with what has been decreed..." in the succeeding citation is similarly
ambivalent. What is at stake in these ambivalences is far from trivial and
one can only wonder why he has not, here and in other places, chosen to
express himself more clearly.

When he speaks of the "best", the “most perfect", and the "most beauti-
ful” he not only seems to posit a best and most perfect with regard to what
lies absolutely within the power of God, but also to assert that this absolute
best is in fact relaised in the universe of which we are parts. This is contrary
to Ash‘arite teaching and several of al-Ghazili's contemporaries make a
point of denying it, probably against Avicenna. The language itself, "good",
"perfect”, "beautiful”, "right" fix al-Ghazili's context as neo-Platonic. He
may — and elsewhere does — make distinctions so as to understand these ex-
pressions in a way that can be integrated with the traditional understanding
of them, but his use of them in the present passages remains alien to the
tradition. The Ash‘arites, that is, will insist that "good", "perfect", and
"right” as al-Ghaz4li here uses them are meaningful only as the created enti-
ties described are viewed exclusively with reference to themselves from
within the framework of creation. Absolutely speaking, however, they are
meaningful and true only with reference to God's judgement ; but God's
Jjudgement cannot be rationalised from a perspective that originates in a
consideration of the nature of His creatures. Al-Ghazali, in short, says

4 This passage and the controversy surrounding it has recently been made the subject of a lengthy
study by Eric ORMSBY in his Theodicy in Islamic Thought, Princeton, 1984.

5 Note that the question of evil is very different here (and with Avicenna) from what it is in a
context that recognises the existence of autonomous agents whose choices and actions are not determined by
God (either immediately or through secondary causes) or by the operation of antecedent causes whose
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"good", "beautiful”, and "right" on the basis of a secondary measure and ac-
cording to criteria determined by a frame of reference within which the ab-
solutely "good" and "right" cannot be presented, according to traditional
orthodoxy. For al-Ghazali, so it would seem, God's justice and the goodness
of His acts can be judged by the measure of His creatures. He appears to ab-
solutise this frame of reference, sc., the created universe.

Furthermore, the thesis would seem necessarily to presuppose — fol-
lowing Avicenna — that the classes of beings that it lies within God's power
to create are limited to those which actually exist in the world. Since he says
nothing to the contrary, we have no grounds on which to suppose that he
thought otherwise. Most Ash‘arites held that the classes of beings that God
has the power to create are unlimited in number$ ; al-Ashari and others
state explicitly that it is God who makes the different kinds of things to be
different. Al-Ghazili, by contrast, appears to absolutise the “essences" of
created beings and to do so in a way that, following Avicenna and the philo-
sophers, would seem to undermine the most fundamental notion of creation
ex nihilo. For al-Ghazili, that is, creation appears to be not ex nihilo but ex
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Taking the passage in its apparent sense we can, in any case, read it to
mean that it is not necessary that God create anything at all, but that given
the divine nature, creation has necessarily to be exactly as it is :; if God wills
to create, then He wills not necessarily to create the most beautiful and most

possibili. Such is plainly the doctrine of Fakhruddin al-Razi a century later.

Again, taken by iteself, the phrase "the ordering which is necessary and
right and as it has to be" presents the same kinds of ambivalence as those we
noted earlier. In whatever way we interpret this, however, he ties this ne-
cessity and appropriateness to God's generosity and justice in such a way as
apparently to imply that it is because of God's nature that creation must be
as good and as beautiful and as perfect as possible. This, at any rate, would
seem to be the obvious sense of what he says. Once again we find the general
scheme of the neo-Platonism of Avicenna.

The Ash‘arites, from the very beginning, were careful to explain God's
generosity in such a way as to avoid the implication either that He has neces-
sarily (or is obligated) to act in any particular way either with regard to
what He creates or with regard to how His action affects His creatures. In
the Magsad al-Ghazili speaks at one point (p. 87) of God's generosity in
terms that are found in traditional Ash‘arite wirtings, but even there the
language and conception are conspicuously those of Avicenna. His context
and meaning in the passage we are considering, however, are not compatible
with common Ash“arite doctrine if we understand "justice" to be an essential
attribute, as it is for almost all the Ash‘arites and as seems indicated in the
context, or if we understand "generosity” as an essential attribute, as it is by
Avicenna, whose language and doctrine the passage directly recalls. That
they are to be taken so would appear evident from other places where the
terms are used analogously. '

6  Several Ash‘arites are reported to have said that the classes of possibles are finite but the exact
intention and significance of the reported thesis is unclear in the context.

_perfect universe possible. This is not inconsistent with al-Ghazili's vehement
opposition to Avicenna's thesis of the eternal necessity of creation, expressed

in the Tahdfit and elsewhere.

In his borrowing and adaptation of Avicenna's philosophy, al-Ghazali
thus makes (or seems to make) a far-reaching compromise with the outlook
which the latter carries over and develops from its pagan origins. The world
is given as having something of the character of an absolute, in its whole, in
its parts, and even in the succession of particular events. Following
Avicenna and in accord with the Ash‘arites, chance and free choice are to-
tally eliminated from the world. Against the latter, however, choice is radi-
cally restricted for God, because of the constraints imposed by the require-
ment that the real system of possible kinds be as perfect as possible and that
the occurrence of the particular instances of the possible kinds and the reali-
sation of their specific potentialities be as good as possible.

If, however, the world is absolute as given, it is nevertheless not abso-
lute in its givenness. It was possible that God not choose to create the
world ; it might not have existed at all and existing it will come to an end.
Al-Ghazali's discussion of God's will in the Magsad (p. 145) would seem to
say quite clearly that God could have chosen not to create anything. The pas-
sage, however, is substantially a paraphrase of a passage in Avicenna's R. al-
‘Arshiyya (p.11) and by evoking the terms and the context of the latter
gives rise to questions. These questions become acute when we read in the
Iljam (pp. 20 £.) his assertion that things are as necessarily they must be be-
cause they "proceed from a pre-eternal and necessary volition and the result
of the necessary is necessary and its contradictory is impossible".

Here he seems to say, and to say quite plainly, that the act of God's will
in His willing to create the world as He created it is necessary : that He could
not have willed not to create the world and could not have willed to create it
otherwise than He did. Once again, the language directly recalls that of
Avicenna. It hardly seems likely that al-Ghazali would say this, but then it is
awkward to construe the passage in any other way.

I will not attempt to resolve these questions here. However we deal with
them, we have to ask how consistent is al-Ghazali's theology, e.g., between
the completion of the Tahdfut in January 1095, and the Iljdm several days
before his death in December 1111. Again, to what extent was his ability to
resolve his psychological crisis of 488/1095 tied to his coming to terms with
Avicenna's philosophy — his coming to "see" God's activity in phenomena
according to this model ? His sufism, itself highly rationalised, is influenced
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by Avicenna's metaphysics ; how thoroughly ? His reflective understanding
of his religious experience was guided by this model, with the result that,
whatever other role sufi asceticism may have played in his life, it had the
psychological effect of giving him unbounded confidence in the truth of his
own theological speculation and in its rational certainty as well. Any model
must, as such, exercise a certain degree of control in the understanding of
the phenomena to which it is applied. For this reason, a number of depar-
tures from classical Ash‘arite teaching were inevitable in al-Ghazali's theo-
logy. Their extent and significance, however, were dependant upon a num-
ber of factors, among them his grasp of the basic issues, his commitment to
the traditional treatment of them, and also to his ability to think indepen-
dantly of his sources, what he "inherited" and what he "borrowed". To deal
with these questions one will have to cut through much of the romantic aura
with which al-Ghazili has been invested in some studies of his work.
Certainly he was no Aquinas.

His theology appears to be comprehensive in its scope. Certainly his ra-
tionalisation of Muslim dogma extends beyond anything hazarded by earlier
Ash*arites. On the other hand, it appears also to be curiously incomplete.
Theses are set forth in formally conceptual terms, sometimes at length, with
great assurance and even eloquence, but also superficially and inconclusi-
vely, as implications are left unclarified and apparent inconsistencies unre-
solved. To such a complaint al-Ghazali would doubtless have responded — as
in effect he does in a number of places — that to treat such questions more
fully would be inappropriate in the particular context or, following the
claims of some sufis, that it is not licit to divulge the "secrets of divine
science”. Such evasions seem somewhat lame, however, in the face of the
difficulties’. To be sure, the wider implications and the corollaries of many
theses and analyses often are not exhaustively pursued in the traditional
Ash‘arite summaries either, but in contrast to al-Ghazaili the masters of the
classical period are almost never ambivalent in their statement and exposi-
tion of the principal dogmas. One can only wonder if, in some cases, al-
Ghazali was in fact fully aware of the difficulties or if he has thought the
problem through. In a number of places — again paralleling Avicenna — he
speaks of the scholastic theologians' uncritical acceptance of the teaching of

\ their masters. Beacause his own theology was novel in the historical context,

because he has laid it out for himself and had verified, to his own satisfac-
tion, that it was open to no rational doubt, he was unaware, apparently, of

how much of the doctrine of Avicenna and the philosophers he had himself
uncritically received and appropriated. He frequently inveighs against the
disputations of the scholars. One is tempted to think, however, that if he had

7 That is to say, the formally speculative character of the discourse in which the difficulties present
themselves constitutes a context in which it seems only appropriate, not to say required, that the discussion
be carried through to its completion.
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deigned to submit his own theological theses to the crucible of that rather
rigorous exercise, he might have been forced to state some of his positions
somewhat less ambiguously and to confront directly some issues he manages
to dodge.

What al-Ghazili sought, in effect, was to reshape sunni theology, to ex-
tend it in scope and in depth, and "to bring it up to date” by employing a
neo-Platonic model which he took principally from Avicenna. He was
unable to achieve a fully consistent synthesis. His relationships to his
sources, his commitments to the tradition on the one side and to Avicenna on
the other are not everywhere clear ; and on the other hand, he does not suc-
ceed in explicitly laying out a new context of his own. The full systematisa-
tion of Ash‘arite theology along the new lines would be carried out two ge-
nerations later by Fakhruddin al-Rézi. With that, what al-Ghazali borrowed
became part of the theological legacy of orthodox Islam.
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