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ABSTRACT

A translation into English of the first sections of Al-Igtisad fi al-itigad

(Moderation in Belief), the major theological work of the Muslim thinker al-

Ghazali (d. 1111) is presented, with introduction, notes, and glossary.
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NOTE ON CONVENTIONS

Works cited in the notes and commentary herein are always given in short

form. Primary texts in translation are cited under the translator’s name rather

than that of the original author. Full information on each work is provided in the

selected bibliography. Words of Arabic origin which appear in The New Shorter

Oxford English Dictionary are not italicized but are spelled and treated as regular

English words. In quotations from the work of other scholars, however, I have

retained their treatment of those terms.

There are two separate sequences of numbers set in square brackets

throughout the translation text. Those marked with an “A” refer to the page

numbers of the Spanish translation of Miguel Asin Palacios. Those with no letter

refer to the critical Arabic text of Ghazali’s Igtisad produced by Cubukg¢u and

Atay, for which page and line numbers are given. In the translation, I have

occasionally divided paragraphs differently than the Arabic text. In cases where I

have combined paragraphs, I have retained the page and line number where the



assimilated paragraph began. Parentheses are occasionally used as punctuation,
but square brackets are used only for page references and around words or
phrases that have no direct correspondents in the Arabic but which are
understood to be indicated there, or are my interpolations so as to render what I
take to be the meaning of the text more clearly. Because Arabic is a language that
typically relies heavily on conjunctions rather than punctuation to demarcate
sentences, I have often begun sentences in the translation with conjunctions in
order to preserve, at least to some degree, the tone and internal cohesion of the

original text.

Xii



AN INTRODUCTION TO AL-IQTISAD FI AL-ITIQAD

Abt Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazali (d. 1111 C.E.) ranks as one of the most
prominent figures in the history of Islamic thought. His works have been
published, studied, and commented upon widely by Muslims and non-Muslims
alike. In the Western tradition of orientalist scholarship, Ghazali has received no
small amount of attention, and, as is often the case when a variety of perspectives
and talents are brought to bear upon a particular subject, the amount of
controversy has tended to increase while what can be affirmed with certainty or
without opposition has commensurately diminished. The raft of questions and
debates about Ghazali’s basic beliefs and attitudes, their origins, and their impact
on subsequent thinkers is, by now, robust. At the same time, there are large
portions of Ghazali’s oeuvre that remain inaccessible to those who might be
interested in these questions but who lack the necessary familiarity with classical
Arabic to read them. In this dissertation I will provide an English translation of a

significant portion of Ghazali’s lengthiest and most systematic work of kalam,



Al-Igtisad fi al-i‘tigad. It is hoped that the translation, together with the notes and
commentary that accompany it, will be a further contribution to the ongoing

conversation about al-Ghazali and his thought.

The Igtisad fi al-itigad

The Igtisad is the fulfillment of an intention Ghazali stated in Tahafut al-
falasifah to write a constructive work of theology. Michael E. Marmura has
argued, on the basis of George Hourani’s revised chronology,' that although the
descriptor Ghazali uses to forecast the work he will write is Qawa‘id al-<aga’id,
which became the title of a later treatise he incorporated into the Ihya> <uliim al-
din, the Igtisad, coming as soon after the Tahafut as it does, actually fulfils the
commitment better.” In fact, Ghazali even uses a phrase that recalls the titles of
both works on the first page of the Igtisid. He writes, “Indeed, the norm that
must needs be followed in principles of belief (qawa’id al-itigad) is moderation
(igtisad) and restraint upon the straight path” (1.14-15).

The Igtisad has been called Ghazali’s “chief work of dogmatics.” W.
Montgomery Watt, following Maurice Bouges, indicates that it was “probably

composed shortly before or shortly after his departure from Baghdad [c. CE



1095].° In his revised chronology of Ghazali’s works, George F. Hourani argued
that the Itigsad along with Mizan al-<amal was completed before or during
Ghazali’s crisis of faith which led him to abandon his prestigious post at the
Nizamiyya school in Baghdad and enter upon the Sufi path in a personal quest
for authentic religious certitude. Hourani plausibly reasons that it was unlikely
Ghazali composed the Igtisad after he began his journey, “for it is hard to believe
that this prosaic piece of kalaim was one of the first products of his new life as a
Sufi.”* In fact, he argues, the likelihood was that Mizin was composed even after
Igtisad and still in the final year before Ghazali left Baghdad. The seeming lack of
coherence in Mizan might even be an indication of Ghazali’s troubled state of
mind at that time.” To this evidence we would add that the pedagogical nature of
the Igtisad—it is addressed to students—also argues for its completion while
Ghazali was still in his profession at the Nizamiyya.

In any event, Hourani argued,

now that both Itigsad and Mizan have been placed with some confidence in

the period when Ghazali was approaching or actually immersed in the

intense spiritual crisis of his life, the importance of these two works for

understanding the evolution of his thought will readily be understood.

Both of them therefore deserve more serious studies than they have

hitherto received, and they should be read in the context of the author’s



revealing account of this state of mind at the time, narrated in Mungqidh
[min al-dalal], 122-30.°

The study of Ghazali’s Igtisad presented here is intended to be a first small step

in that direction. Though a full treatment of what the Igtisid reveals about its
author’s state of mind at the time he wrote it must be deferred to later studies, a
few preliminary observations are included in the comments that follow. Before
that and many other questions can be properly addressed, however, the Igtisad—
“prosaic” though it may be—deserves to be studied and understood as a work in
its own right.

Toward the end of his career, long after he had crossed what may be called
the ascetic meridian of his life and had become an advocate for Sufi modes of
“knowing” about things divine, Ghazali still held a positive regard for his Igtisad.
Ghazali claims the Igtisad has a greater potential benefit for the prepared reader
than the usual works of kalam.

It is an independent, self-contained, work that contains the essentials of

the science of the mutakallimiin. But it is more adequate in its proofs and

more apt to knock at the doors of knowledge (wa aqrab ila gar< abwab al-

ma‘rifa) than the scholastic jargon (al-kalam al-rasmiyy) encountered in the

books of the mutakallimiiin.

Both Watt and Marmura are correct, I believe, in seeing this statement as



significant because it is a late endorsement by Ghazali of his much earlier work
on kalam, expressed “long after he had become a Sufi and after he had written
such works as the Ihya’....”* It is therefore evidence that he “never ceased to be
an Ash‘ari in dogmatics, even though he came to hold that intellectual
discussions in religion should range far beyond the limited field of dogmatics.””
Thus, too much should not be made of the fact that Ghazali in some places
discusses the limitations of kalam; for though it does have its limitations—and,
as he says in the Igtisad itself, it is not incumbent upon all believers—still, it has
its place as an antidote to erroneous beliefs or doubts arising within the Islamic

community.

The Igtisad in Translation
There has never been a full English translation of Al-Igtisad fi al-itigad, but
most of its second part has been translated into English by ‘Abdu-r-Rahman Abt
Zayd and published under the title, AI-Ghazali on Divine Predicates and their
Properties; Michael E. Marmura has published a translation of the first chapter of
part two in his article “Al-Ghazali’s Chapter on Divine Power in the Igtisad”; and

there is a full Spanish translation of the Igtisad, published in 1929 by Miguel Asin



Palacios as El justo medio en la creencia. I have been unable to find evidence of
published translations of the Igtisad (whether in whole or major sections) in any
other language.

Abti Zayd’s translation covers most but not all of the second of four major
parts into which the Igtisad is divided. This section, as Abt Zayd'’s title indicates,
contains Ghazali’s explication of the divine attributes and of the properties
common to them all. In his second introduction to Divine Predicates, Abti Zayd
also has an important analysis of Ghazali’s adaptation of the syllogistic method
to the kalam genre. He also translates Ghazali’s later stated opinions about the
importance of the Igtisid as given in both the Thya> <uliim al-din and Jawahir al-
Qur>an. For some reason that he does not explain, he does not translate the
discussion on God’s power (the first of the divine attributes), nor does he
translate Ghazali’s discussion of the first property of the attributes. Marmura’s
translation provides much of what is missing here, together with an insightful
commentary on Ghazali’s discussion of divine will.

Though dated and rather free as translations go, Asin’s Spanish rendition of

the Igtisad nevertheless follows the gist of Ghazali’s treatise quite well in most



cases. Asin’s extensive translations of and (admittedly Christian-biased)
expertise on Ghazali’s works (among many others) remain underappreciated and
even unknown among many Western scholars today."

The translation from the Igtisad offered herein covers all of Ghazali’s
introductory material and the first of the four main parts into which he divided
his treatise. In terms of volume, it covers just under half of the total content of the
book but none of the sections that have previously been translated into English
by the other scholars noted above.

The Arabic text of the Igtisad I have used is the critical edition prepared by
Cubugu and Atay (Ankara, 1962). Although it is by far the best edition of the text,
and entirely adequate for our purposes here, Marmura has shown that it is not

yet definitive."

Organization and Content of the Igtisad
The Igtisad is written with students in mind. Its organization and tone reflect
both a pedagogical and a polemical concern. It is composed as a primer on how
to conduct a debate with one’s ideological rivals. It is intended not so much for

the actual convincing of real opponents but for study by the qualified believer



who will one day, ostensibly, present similar arguments in actual debates or

contests of ideology. For an audience Ghazali presumably had in mind his

students at the Nizamiyya where he was head lecturer in legal theory. In the

course of his exposition, Ghazali takes positions, mostly along Ashc<arite lines, on

a number of basic theological issues, dialectically presenting and then answering

challenges to each of his claims—challenges such as had been or might have been

raised by an incredulous “opponent.” In most cases Ghazali is specifically

envisioning an opponent either from among the extreme literalists (whom he

identifies with the Hashwiyya), the falasifah, or the Mu‘tazilites. He offers his

arguments and rebuttals, taking care to show at key moments that the soundness

and superiority of his position derive from striking a successful balance between

reason and revelation. This is the “moderation in belief” for which the work as a

whole is named.

The Title and Exordium

“Moderation in Belief” is the most widely accepted and accurate translation

of the title of this work into English. The term igtisad derives from a root that

means to move in a straightforward, direct path, and means prudence or



economy of use—hence, “moderation.” Some translators have, by their choice of
terms for this title, connected Ghazali’s work to the classical Greek idea of the
“golden mean.” Asin’s justo medio, carrying the connotation of the “happy
medium,” is one example of this, and Richard J. McCarthy’s gloss “The Golden
Mean in Belief,” which has been followed by others, is obviously another (see
Deliverance, 106 n. 62). Abti Zayd prefers this as the most accurate translation (On
Divine Predicates, xxxix), but his position by no means reflects a unanimous
consensus. Furthermore, it is not at all clear, either from the connotation of the
word igtisad or the substance of the work itself, that Ghazali had any notion of
the golden mean in mind; thus, the idea of a “just balance,” is better reserved for
glosses of another work of his, Al-Qistas al-mustaqim.

Ghazali begins his treatise with praise for God and those orthodox believers
who have been guided to reconcile the requirements of reason with the claims of
revelation, avoiding the pitfalls of unquestioningly accepting the extremes of the
literalists on the one hand and the intellectualists on the other."” The one, he says,
misunderstand the revelations because they will not be guided by reason. The

others exceed the limits of orthodoxy by adopting rationalized positions that
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unnecessarily contradict the plain meaning of or obvious inferences from

revelation. The right course, he says, is one that puts reason at the service of

understanding and properly interpreting of the revelations. “Reason, together

with the Qur’an, is light upon light” (2.11).

Next comes an explanatory chapter (bab) that amounts to an annotated

outline of the book with its four introductions and four main sections. Ghazali’s

principal topic throughout, he announces, will be “God most high,” thus

explicitly situating his treatise as a work of theology.

The First Introduction

The first introduction (mugadimah) (at 6.5 ff.) is written to establish that the

subject of the treatise is deserving of human attention, since to waste time on

pointless or frivolous topics while salvation hangs in the balance would be a

grave error. It is here that Ghazali makes what is perhaps the most direct allusion

to his own state of mind as he composes the Igtisid. He says (6-7) that reports of

prophets coming with signs and wonders, showing evidence that there might

indeed be a God who rewards and punishes people with heaven or hell, have the

power
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to tear peaceful security from the heart and to fill it with fear and
trembling and to move it to study and pondering. [They can] snatch [the
heart] from peace and stillness, and frighten it with the danger to which

one is exposed while living in negligent ease.
This passage bears a strong resonance with the personal account Ghazali later
gave of his six-month struggle to commit himself fully to the Sufi path of
knowledge, a struggle that was underway, as best we can ascertain, during the
writing of the Igtisad, while Ghazali was still in his teaching position at the
Nizamiyya. Recalling that period in Mungidh, Ghazali wrote:

One day I would firmly resolve to leave Baghdad and disengage myself
from those circumstances, and another day I would revoke my resolution.
... Mundane desires began tugging me with their chains to remain as I
was, while the herald of faith was crying out: “Away! Up and away! Only
a little is left of your life, and a long journey lies before you! All the theory
and practice in which you are engrossed is eyeservice and fakery! If you do
not prepare now for the afterlife, when will you do so? And if you do not sever
these attachments now, then when will you sever them?

At such thoughts the call would reassert itself and I would make an
irrevocable decision to run off and escape. Then Satan would return to the
attack and say: “This is a passing state: beware, then of yielding to it! For
it will quickly vanish. Once you have given in to it and given up your
present renown and splendid position free from vexation and renounced
your secure situation untroubled by the contention of your adversaries,
your soul might again look longingly at all that—but it would not be easy

to return to it!”*’

Ghazali does not directly say in the Mungidh that he was in search of salvation,
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but rather that his quest was for “sure and certain knowledge.”"* The unstated
assumption behind all that he says, however, is that any quest for certainty about
anything must find its premise and terminus in God. A belief in God was so
basic to and inseparable from Ghazali’s quest for truth that to seek the one was to
seek the other.

It was God, he says, who showed him that there are certain primary truths
that cannot be proven or found out by any rational or empirical means, they are
simply “present in the mind.”"® Foremost of these primary truths is the source
that discovers them to the soul in the first place—that is, God. Thus, for Ghazali,
a conviction of the existence of God and of the other fundamental tenets of the
Islamic creed were not just end points resulting from successful arguments and
proofs, but indispensable and irreducible premises for the acquisition of
knowledge by means of the various human disciplines.

If read in this context, the first introduction to the Igtisid shows contemporary
evidence of Ghazali’s growing sense of spiritual malaise—that to know of the
existence of God and of the punishment or reward of the afterlife was not

enough; he was responsible to do something about this knowledge by renouncing
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the world, seeking purity, and obtaining a more direct knowledge of God. He
writes:

Once all of this has become clear for us, we would then undoubtedly be

obliged—if we were prudent—to take our precautions and look to our

souls and to despise this transitory world in comparison with that other,

everlasting realm. Thus, the reasonable man sees to his destiny and is not

deceived by his own works. . . .

There is no other course, once the impulse to find out [about these

things] has occurred, than to instigate a quest for salvation (8).
Ghazali’s first introduction to the Igtisad may thus be read as a poignant
meditation upon his own soul’s predicament and evidence of the life-changing
course of action he was contemplating when he wrote it. Less than a year after
completing the Igtisad he would renounce his position at the Nizamiyya and
embark on the life of a Sufi ascetic. He would journey to Damascus and submit to
the tutorship of one of the Sufi masters there; he would go to Jerusalem and
meditate for many days in the grotto within the Dome of the Rock; and he would
perform the Haj." Ten years later he would return to public life and write his
magnum opus, the Ihya> <uliim al-din (Revival of the Religious Sciences), a

comprehensive treatment of what he believed true Islam entailed—mnot only in

creed and outward practice but, at least as significantly, in private, inward
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sincerity of intent and devotion.

The Second and Third Introductions

In the second introduction (9.2 ff.), Ghazali compares rational arguments to

the physician’s medications, which can do more harm than good if not employed

judiciously. He then divides people into four different classes.

The first group are what we might call the simple believers, who accept the

revelations and prophethood of Muhammad on simple, untroubled faith. He

respectfully includes the first generation of Muslims in this category, writing

with a sense of admiration for those whose faith is not clouded by sophistical

pretensions.

The second group (10.5) are the unbelievers and innovators. It is significant

that he puts the two in the same group, but his intent here is somewhat difficult

to discern, for he does not specify who or what precisely he means by

“unbeliever” or “innovator” (al-mubtadaah). However, in the Faysal al-tafriga

bayna al-islam wa’l-zandaga (Distinguishing the Difference between Islam and

Heresy), Ghazali offers this advice:

[R]estrain your tongue, to the best of your ability, from indicting the
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people who face Mecca (on charges of Unbelief) as long as they say,
“There is no god but God, Muhammad is the messenger of God,” without
categorically contradicting this. And for them to contradict this
categorically is for them to affirm the possibility that the Prophet, with or

without an excuse, delivered lies. Indeed branding people Unbelievers is a

serious matter. Remaining silent, on the other hand, entails no liability at

all.”

In other words, Ghazali held that anyone who sincerely made the profession of
faith should not be classed as an unbeliever unless they in one way or another
demonstrated that they believed Muhammad to be false in his claim to prophecy.
Of those facing Mecca to pray, he implies, this ought to be a small group indeed.
Relative to charging with the lesser but still serious transgression of
“innovation” (bida’a)—which means to introduce teachings or practices that are
not warranted by the canonical authorities of the Qur>an, Hadith, and learned
consensus (ijma‘ah)—Ghazali says that one case in which the charge is merited is
when the claims made by a person or party are not sufficiently buttressed by the
logical proofs they adduce.
If. . . the logical proof is not definitive but gives rise to a preponderance of
probability while not posing any known threat to religion, such as (that
underlying) the Mu‘tazilites’ negation of the beatific vision, then this

constitutes an unsanctioned innovation, not an act of Unbelief."®

Ghazali deals with the specifics of this example in part one, proposition nine of
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the Igtisad, which we will discuss in its place.

Ghazali composed the Faysal as a response to what he felt was an over-

zealous attitude among the various dogmatic schools; they were too prone to

accuse one another of unbelief over theological disagreements. His tone there is

more conciliatory and magnanimous than it is here in the Igtisad. In this section,

for example, he frankly says (10.5 ff.) that the innovators and unbelievers are

boorish, lacking the intelligence to follow the plainly revealed truth, let alone the

kinds of arguments made in kalam. The whip or the sword might convince them,

but even the most spot-on arguments will not, he says in this rather convoluted

passage. In fact, logical arguments will only tend to set such ignorant folk deeper

in their erroneous views.

The third group (11.3) is subdivided into two further groups. Individuals in

each group are acquainted with orthodoxy, but they are troubled by doubts or

uncertainty regarding their beliefs. One doubts because of questions their own

analytical natures have led them to ask. The other doubts because of

acquaintance with doubt-promoting assertions or arguments from others.

Ghazali says that the remedy to such doubts should be carefully calibrated to the
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needs and capacities of the “patients” to whom it is applied, with the strong

medicine of demonstrative proofs being used as a last resort, and with reserve

even then.

The fourth group (11.14) are “people in error” (which is presumably more

than just having doubts, as those in the third group have) who might with the

proper, benevolent treatment be led to accept the truth. In this context Ghazali

gives a pointed warning against fanaticism or harshness in contending for the

faith. Such antagonism, he says, only leads people to resist correction, “so their

false beliefs take even deeper root in their souls.” Those who lend such

counterproductive “help,” he says, “will be held to account on the day of

judgment.”

In the third introduction (13.3) Ghazali states his position that the discipline

of kalam is a community rather than an individual obligation. He also famously

states his opinion that of the three disciplines—kalam, canon law (al-figh), and

medicine—canon law is the most important because it is needed by both the well

and the sick, doubter and believer alike. Ghazali’s position is an unusual one in

that it reverses the priority often found in the writings of jurist-theologians who
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held that kalam (usiil al-din) was logically prior to legal theory (usiil al-figh). The
postulates upon which legal theory was built were typically supplied by kalam.
It was within kalam that fundamental truth claims and principles were
established, and upon these the more prosaic or mundane judgments of the
Islamic law were based. Ghazali’s attitude seems to have been that this did not
necessarily have to be so. The fact that he included discussions of logic in his
works on legal theory might be read as an indication that he thought the
fundamentals for legal reasoning such as kalam usually provided could be
workout within the science itself, without any further resort to kalam."” At the
very least it might be said that Ghazali approached the question of the relative
merits of the sciences from a pragmatic rather than theoretical perspective. He
simply asked which of the professions would be needed by the most number of
people, and the answer was canon law.

Ghazali’s attitude toward kalam has been much discussed by scholars. To be
sure, Ghazali does say that kalam is important, even essential, but it is so for a
more narrow reason than jurisprudence is. McCarthy uses this as evidence that

Ghazali “almost regarded [kalam] as a necessary evil.”
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He recognized its essential character of a defensive apologetic and
countenanced its use in certain limited cases as a possible remedy for
those beset with doubts about the faith. Interestingly enough, his very last
work, completed a few days before his death, was Iljam al-‘awamm <an al-
khawd fi <Ilm al-kalam [Curbing the Masses from Engaging in the Science of

Kalam].®

Late in his career, as he wrote his autobiographical Munquidh min al-dalal,

Ghazali recalled that for him personally the science of kalam had not been

adequate to his spiritual needs because

they based their arguments on premises which they took from their
opponents and which they were compelled to admit by naive belief
(taglidd), or the consensus of the community, or bare acceptance of the
Qur’an and Traditions. . ..

This was of little use in the case of one who admitted nothing at all
save logically necessary truths. Theology was not adequate to my case and
was unable to cure the malady of which I complained. . ..

[Tlhey did not deal with the question thoroughly in their thinking and
consequently did not arrive at results sufficient to dispel universally the
darkness of confusion due to the different views of men. I do not exclude
the possibility that for others than myself these results have been
sufficient; indeed, I do not doubt that this has been so for quite a number.
But these results were mingled with naive belief in certain matters which
are not included among first principles.

My purpose here, however, is to describe my own case, not to
disparage those who sought a remedy thereby, for the healing drugs vary
with the disease. How often one sick man’s medicine proves to be

another’s poison!”'

Ghazali continued to affirm a place and a need for the science of kalam within
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the Islamic community to the end of his life, but he also continued to believe that

the scope of its relevance and usefulness was limited. One could be a devout

Muslim and find “success” in obtaining salvation without it.

The Fourth Introduction

In the fourth introduction (15.8), Ghazali presents the methods of proof that
he will be using throughout the treatise. This section is valuable in its own right
as a précis of demonstrative methods, perhaps the briefest of several that Ghazali
penned over the span of his career. He himself mentions, for example, the Mihakk
al-nazar fi al-mantiq and the Mi<yar al-<ilm. Asin gives an analysis of the contents
of these two manuals on logic in the second appendix to his translation of the
Igtisad. He also notes that in the introduction to Al-Mustasfa min <ilm al-usiil,
Ghazali summarizes the doctrine of the aforementioned manuals and that in the
tirst seven chapters of Qistas he also discusses the rules of the categorical,
hypothetical, and disjunctive syllogisms—the same kinds of syllogisms he
reviews here. Finally, the first book of Magasid al-falasifah is dedicated to logic per

2

se.

In the Mihak, Miyar, and Magasid, Ghazali discusses the conditions for
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syllogistic reasoning, beginning with definitions of terms and categories

(including grammar and lexical analysis), continuing with propositions and

conclusions, and finally discussing various kinds of syllogism and proof, all

based on the Aristotelian system. In Quistas, Mustasfa, and the Igtisad he forgoes

any formal presentation of preliminaries to the syllogism and simply discusses

kinds of demonstration. Of these latter three works, the Quistas has the most

detailed discussion of the several kinds of syllogism, ranging over a number of

chapters. The summary in the Igtisad is more concise.

In this section of the Igtisad Ghazali follows a pattern common to his

discussions of logic in other works—that is, he uses the argument for the

temporal creation of the world as the example to illustrate his demonstrative

methodology. He offers more detailed arguments against the eternity of the

world later in the treatise (see 27.7, ff.).

The first method of proof Ghazali discusses (15.12-16.10) is called sabr w’al-

tagsim, which I have translated as “disjunctive reasoning.” Some clarification of

what Ghazali intended here is wanted. As defined in general terms, sabr w’al-

tagsim is “a demonstrative method in which the question is divided into all
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possible cases and then each case is rejected until one “valid’ case remains.”* It is
thus a kind of argument through elimination (called burhan al-tamanu< by al-

Juwayni).**

There is some question as to whether this should be called a
syllogism in the technical sense, since the first term can technically contain more
than two disjuncts; nevertheless, it is still possible to phrase the entire argument
in syllogistic form. Thus, for example, either A or B or C or D; but not A, not B,
and not D; therefore C. In any event, the example Ghazali gives of sabra w’al-
tagsim still employs a disjunct with only two alternatives and a conclusion, thus
conforming fully to the classical form of the disjunctive syllogism.

Asin, for his part, translates Ghazali's sabra wa al-tagsim as “exploracion
dilematica,” meaning “dilemmatic speculation.” This choice of words however,
seems to miss the mark. Dilematic reasoning has been defined as a form of

disjunctive proof. The basic disjunctive syllogism has two moods. One is to

affirm one part of the disjunction in the minor and deny the other in the
conclusion; e.g. the earth is either at rest or in motion; now the earth is in

motion; therefore it is not at rest.”

The second is to

deny one part of the disjunction in the minor and affirm the other in the

conclusion; e.g. the earth is either at rest or in motion; now the earth is not
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at rest; therefore it is in motion.*

In either of these moods the truth claim of the minor term is either an affirmation
or a denial of one disjunct of the major, yielding its opposite as a conclusion. But
in the dilemmatic mode there is no conclusion per se. Rather, the major term
provides two alternatives in a disjunctive proposition, as usual, but then, rather
than a minor term that denies or affirms one of the disjuncts and yields the other
as the conclusion, both parts of the disjunct are answered in a way unfavorable to
the opponent.” This is not Ghazali’s method, however. As he himself states it, his
aim is to so construct the syllogism so that “no matter what the opponent admits
of the two root premises, he will also necessarily and unavoidably have to admit
the branch [conclusion] that derives from both of them, and that is the truth of
the claim.” Thus, Ghazali’s example: “The world is either temporal or it is
eternal; but it is absurd [or impossible] that it should be eternal; therefore it is
temporal” is not a dilemmatic syllogism in the strict sense because it has a single
major premise and a conclusion rather than two conditional minor premises. It is
disjunctive syllogism.

The second method Ghazali mentions (16.11) is the categorical syllogism. He
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does not say so, but it may be presumed that any of the various moods of the
categorical are intended. He discusses each of these in detail in the section on
logic of the Magqasid.

The third method (17.2) is reductio ad absurdum. It is a fairly explicit statement
of the method Ghazali used throughout much of the Tahafut. Marmura has noted
that in some arguments made in the Tahafut Ghazali adopts, or seems to adopt,
positions that he later repudiates in the Igtisdd. The reason for this, as Marmura
persuasively argues, is not that Ghazali had changed his mind or was being
inconsistent in his beliefs, but rather that he was resorting to this method of
adopting his opponents’ own premises for the sake of an argument ad absurdum.”

Ghazali’'s example at this point is not easy to follow and seems a rather weak
demonstration of the method. Summarized, the argument seems to be: If the
revolutions of the sphere have no end [as the opponent claims], then that which
has no end has come to an end; this result is absurd; therefore, the premise is
absurd. But Ghazali does not explain what he has in mind when he states that

something that has no end has ended, or what his basis is for asserting that such

has been the case. Without that explanation, the example remains ambiguous. It
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would seem that Ghazali simply intends give a foretaste of the kind of reductio ad
absurdum argument he will be using, without making any attempt at this point to
answer the various objections and ambiguities that his chosen example seems to
contain—problems he would have to address if he were really trying to establish
his claim. He does acknowledge the possibility and even likelihood of objections
to both premises of his example; that he does not answer them immediately
might be forgiven if it is assumed he is giving it only for purposes of illustration
here. However, when Ghazali raises the example again (32.9) in the context of
proving the temporality (or origination in time) of the world, he does no more at
that point than in his introduction to explain what he means when he says
“something that has no end has ended.” His version of the same argument in the
Tahafut is equally as vague.” We are left to make the best interpretation of it that
we can.

I suggest that he might be playing on the distinction between actual and
potential infinites (as Aristotle discussed them—or actual and improper infinites
as Hegel would later write of them). The revolutions of the spheres as described

here are at best potential infinites, since at any given moment the spheres are at a
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particular point in their path and have not yet completed their endless
revolutions, and in that sense they may be thought of as stopped, their position
finite and measured with finite numbers. The potential infinite presupposes the
ability to enumerate the revolutions up to any given point and thereby,
effectively, stop or cut off what was supposed to have been infinite. To be
actually infinite, those unending revolutions must already be actual and
therefore beyond measure—because they are infinite. Ghazali seems to be saying
that such an actual infinite is not possible.”

Ghazali, like others of his school, is clearly uncomfortable with the idea of
anything other than God having infinite duration, motion, or extension. He
rejects the infinite divisibility of atoms, any infinite regress of accident in
substrate, and the infinite motion of the spheres, all in the interest of denying any
coeternal being with God, a position which is in turn demanded by his
commitment to a straightforward reading of the revealed word, that God is the
creator—that is, the originator—of the world (cosmos).

Before continuing Ghazali pauses (18.10 ff.) to chide those who get bogged

down in arguments over semantics rather than coming to a clear understanding
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of the basic concepts involved and moving forward. In this regard he also
entertains an ostensible objection raised by a pupil who wonders if it may not be
important to know the precise ways that different schools employ the various
technical terms. Ghazali’s conviction that underlying ideas are more important
than the language used to expresses them and that becoming fixated on
terminology will only lead to confusion and unnecessary wrangling is a hallmark
of his approach in the Igtisad. Lazarus-Yafeh has shown that in some of his
earliest works, such as Mi<yar al-<ilm and Mihakk al-nazar, Ghazali can be seen
using the “commonly accepted terminology” of the science of logic, but that “he
seems to discard it completely from the Itigsid on.””' Lazarus-Yafeh identifies a
number of passages in Ghazali’s oeuvre where Ghazali states

that he is interested in the content, the ideas (“Ma¢‘ani”), rather than in the
correct expressions (“Alfaz”) of his writings, and he seems to include
technical terminology (“Istilah”) among the latter. Already in his
introduction to the “Tahafut” he mentions that he will use in this book
technical terminology only to address his philosophical opponents in
order to impress them with his own mastery of, and familiarity with, their
subject. Later on, however, he developed a certain contempt for accurate

terminology, maintaining that fastidiousness of expression distracts the

reader’s attention from the intrinsic, real meaning (“IHaqa’iq”) of the

content.*

As evidence, Lazarus-Yafeh cites the passage mentioned above from Tahafut, the
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passage mentioned here from the fourth introduction to the Itigsid, three others
from Ihya’, and one from Mishkat al-anwar (ibid., 260-61). In the notes to the
translation I mention a number of further instances where Ghazali seems to be
changing terms while still referencing the same concepts. This emphasis on ideas
rather than terminology may well be a further reason for Ghazali’s later
favorable appraisal of the Igtisad over other works of kalam as “coming closer to
the doors of knowledge” than they.” It was more important to see to the heart of
a matter and understand the true meaning of something than to merely have a
command of the jargon. It was his quest to discover the truth of things that
drove Ghazali across the ascetic meridian of his life, and it is no small factor in
the style of his writing in the Igtisad.

Ghazali concludes this section with an interesting discussion of the mental
activity involved in the construction of a logical argument that proves a desired
proposition. It is significant that he is teaching a system in which the “desired
result” comes first and determines the argument to be made in support of it. But
how does one determine what the “desired result” ought to be in the first place?

On my reading, Ghazali derives these logical targets from the claims of the
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revealed, divine word, the reality and veracity of which are themselves sustained

by logical proofs. That there is a God and that he reveals his word by chosen

messengers—chief among them the Prophet Muhammad-—are claims that do not

rely on faith alone for their acceptance. They are subject to logical demonstration,

and, once demonstrated, they inform the further arguments to be made, such as

that the world is created, not pre-eternal, that God is visible, and that miracles

are simply the operation of the divine will to enact events that do not conform to

the usual pattern. The claims of revelation also inform the counter arguments to

be made against those whose reasoning or uncritical acceptance of tradition have

led them to conclusions incompatible with the revelations.

Ghazali enumerates six sources of cognition (mudarik). I take these to mean,

the starting points for logical arguments. The first of these he calls the evidence

of the senses and includes both that which is perceived externally (al-mushahidah

al-zahirah) and internally (al-mushahidah al-batinah). In a later treatise, the

Mustasfa, Ghazali elaborates these two modes separately, but here and in the

Miy<ar, he combines them under the single rubric of that which is perceived by

the senses.*
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The second source is “purely intellectual” (al-‘aql al-mahd), which recognizes
such a priori truths as constitute the very foundations of logical reasoning. The
third is “corroborative reports” (al-mutawatir) which was most often invoked and
explained in works of jurisprudence, a discipline in which Ghazali distinguished
himself. Based on Ghazali's discussion of it in his late work on jurisprudence,
Mustasfa, the theory of tawatur has been stated by Weiss as follows:

the widespread recurrence of true statements about past events produces

in the minds of hearers a knowledge that these statements are true.”
Weiss goes on to explain that

"widespread” must. . . be understood to mean “on a scale sufficient to rule
out the possibility of collaborative fabrication.” From this statement of the
theory two corollaries follow: (1) a recurrence of true statements about
past events which is not widespread does not produce in the minds of
hearers a knowledge that these statements are true, and likewise (2) the
widespread recurrence of false statements about past events does not
produce in the minds of hearers a knowledge that they are true. . . . What
the second corollary is meant to say is that knowledge, though a subjective
state, cannot exist apart from its proper object. . . . If the statement is false,

one cannot have the knowledge that it is true.”
In the Igtisad Ghazali gives an instructive example of a use for tawatur having to
do with a foreigner who will not accept the veracity of the Prophet Muhammad’s

revelation of the Quran. It is significant because of the light it sheds on how
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Ghazali understood tawatur. In the example (23.7), the foreigner has not heard of
Muhammad’s call as a prophet and cannot, therefore, be expected to accept his
revelation of the Qur>an until he has had “sufficient time to be informed by those
corroborative reports” of the Prophet’s existence, his calling, and revelations.
Implicit in his statement, though, is the assumption that, “God willing,” such a
person will eventually be exposed to a sufficient (kimil) number” of witnesses to
the veracity of Muhammad’s prophetic mission that a certainty that such a man
did in fact live and did in fact reveal the Qur’an will become established in his
mind. This certainty will take hold not just because of the large number of
witnesses to it, but because, in addition, and crucially, it is in fact true. If it were
not, it would not take hold, Ghazali says, despite the number of witnesses. As
Weiss has put it:

The theory expounded by Ghazzali [in Mustasfa] affirms simply that if a

statement about a past event is true in the sense of being empirically based

and if it is sufficiently widely circulated to rule out the possibility of

collaborative fabrication there will occur spontaneously in the mind of the

hearer, i.e. without any logical antecedents, a knowledge that the

statement is true.*®

This is obviously a problematic position as viewed from modern norms of

empiricism and logic. One is tempted to ask, for example, what Ghazali would
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do with the Christians and Jews who “know” widely and persistently attested
yet, from his perspective, erroneous things about the sacred past? Would he say
that they in fact doubt the veracity of their faith claims because it is simply not
possible to really believe a falsehood? Ghazali seems to offer no answer. He
simply classifies knowledge based on corroborative reports as primary
knowledge because it has no logical antecedents. It simply occurs within the
soul, given the right conditions, through a process that remains unconscious,
“hidden.” “The logic entailed in the ‘hidden’ reasoning,” Weiss observes, “is
obscure at best, and Ghazali does not choose to elaborate upon it.”*
Nevertheless, because he does say th