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Abstract	and	Keywords

This	chapter	presents	the	two	most	important	views	about	cosmology	held	by	Muslims	in
the	era	of	al-Ghazali.	The	first	is	the	cosmology	of	the	Ash’arite	school	of	Muslim	theology,
which	developed	earlier	ideas	of	the	Mu’tazilites	into	what	has	become	knows	as
occasionalism.	Its	main	components	are	the	atomism	of	the	earlier	Mu’tazilites	plus	the
idea	that	time	is	a	leaped	sequence	of	moments.	The	latter	idea	is	sometimes	called	an
“atomism	of	time.”	In	every	moment,	God	rearranges	all	the	atoms	of	this	world	and
creates	their	accidents	anew—thus	creating	a	new	world	every	moment	that	is	not
causally	connected	to	the	one	in	the	moment	before.	The	Muslim	philosophers
subscribed	to	a	different	cosmology	where	God	is	regarded	as	the	first	cause	of	all
events	in	this	work.	Here,	God	does	not	act	directly	on	all	its	creatures	but	only	through
the	mediation	of	so-called	secondary	causes.	Every	cause	is	caused	by	another	cause
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etc.	until	this	chain	ends	in	God,	the	first	cause.	The	chapter	shows	how	the	usual	view
that	these	two	cosmologies	are	diametrically	opposed	to	one	another	cannot	be
maintained	and	that	al-Juwayni,	for	instance,	al-Ghazali’s	teacher,	already	applies	a
cosmology	where	he	applies	elements	of	both	systems.

Keywords:			al-Juwayni,	Avicenna,	al-Farabi,	Ash’arites,	occasionalism,	natures,	secondary	causality,
efficient	causality,	necessity,	future	contingencies

According	to	the	German	philosopher	Christian	Wolff	(1679–1754),	who	first	used	the
word,	the	term	“cosmology”	refers	to	the	most	general	knowledge	of	the	world	and	the
universe,	of	the	composite	and	modifiable	nature	of	its	being.	Cosmology,	however,
existed	long	before	the	eighteenth	century	in	the	form	of	theories	about	the	general
structure	and	composition	of	the	world.	Often	it	has	been	connected	to	cosmogony,
which	refers	to	the	explanation	of	how	this	world	came	about.	For	instance,	the	first
chapter	of	the	Bible,	the	book	of	Genesis,	offers	a	report	about	how	God	created	the
heavens	and	the	earth,	light	and	darkness,	water	and	land,	and	all	the	plants	and
creatures	of	this	world.	The	Qur’an	refers	at	several	points	to	the	creation	of	the	heavens
and	the	earth	in	six	days	(e.g.	in	Q	7:54);	yet	in	the	Muslim	revelation,	there	is	no	single
passage	that	is	as	central	to	its	cosmogony	as	the	Genesis	report	is	to	the	Bible.	The
Qur’an	doesn’t	introduce	its	readers	to	how	God	created	the	world;	rather,	it	assumes
that	the	readers	or	listeners	already	have	some	basic	knowledge	about	this	process	and
clarifies	certain	details.

Short	accounts	of	creation	are	sprinkled	all	over	the	Qur’an.	They	mention	that	the	seven
heavens	were	created	from	smoke,	forming	layers,	one	above	the	other	(Q	41:11–12,
67:3).	These	heavens	are	spheres	(singl.	falak),	in	each	of	which	swims	a	celestial	body
such	as	the	sun	or	the	moon	(Q	21:33,	36:40).	In	the	seventh	heaven,	in	which	the	angels
praise	God	and	seek	forgiveness	for	the	believers,	sits	the	divine	throne	(ʿarsh),	carried
by	angels	who	move	in	rows	(Q	40:7,	89:22).	This	throne	“extends	over”	(wasiʿa)	the
heavens	and	the	earth	(Q	2:255),	with	God	as	the	Lord	of	this	throne	(Q:	9:129).	The
lowest	heaven	is	adorned	with	lights	(Q	41:12),	which	are	the	sun	and	the	moon	(Q
71:16,	78:13),	the	stars,	and	the	constellations	of	the	(p.124)	 zodiac	(Q	37:6,	15:16).
The	earth	was	created	within	two	days	(Q	41:9)	from	an	integrated	disk-shaped	mass	(Q
21:30).	Paralleling	the	seven	heavens,	there	are	seven	layers	of	“earths”	(Q	65:12).	The
whole	edifice	of	heavens	and	earth	is	surrounded	by	two	waters,	separated	by	a	barrier
(barzakh,	Q	55:19–20).	God	created	the	first	humans	from	dust	or	from	various	kinds	of
clay	(Q	3:52,	23:12,	55:14,	15:26).	While	creating	humans,	God	also	created	the	demons
(singl.	jinn)	from	smokeless	fire	(Q	55:15).

Like	the	two	different	strains	of	narrative	that	have	been	collated	to	the	Genesis	report	of
the	Old	Testament,	the	creation	narratives	in	the	Qur’an	are	not	always	compatible	with
one	another.1	Yet	they	do	convey	a	sense	of	purpose	for	each	element	of	God’s	creation.
God	creates	effortlessly	but	deliberately,	and	He	chooses	between	alternatives	(Q	4:133,
5:17,	14:19–20,	35:16–17).	God	has	merely	to	say,	“’Be!’	And	it	is”	(kun	fa-yakūnu,	Q
3:47,	3:59,	6:73,	etc.);	He	has	power	over	all	things	(ʿalā	kull	shayʾ	qadīr,	Q	64.1,	65.12,
66.8,	67.1).
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Ashʿarite	Occasionalism	in	the	Generations	before	al-Ghazālī
It	is	the	task	of	theologians	to	make	sense	of	revelation	and	develop	cohesive	explanations
to	clarify	these	verses	and	make	them	consistent	with	what	we	know	about	the	world
from	other	sources,	including	our	daily	experience.	Disputes	about	cosmology	are
prompted	by	concerns	that	have	little	to	do	with	the	creation	reports	in	revelation.	In
Islamic	theology,	comprehensive	cosmological	theories	developed	in	the	context	of	an
early	theological	debate	on	the	nature	of	human	actions.	If	God	has	power	over	all	things,
how	can	we	explain	that	humans	are	also	under	the	impression	that	they	have	power
over	their	own	actions?	Do	humans	have	the	power	(qudra)	to	carry	out	their	own
actions,	or	is	God	the	force	actualizing	this	power?	And	if	God	solely	possesses	this
power,	why	does	the	human	earn	God’s	blame	for	bad	actions	and	His	reward	for	good
ones?

In	the	first/seventh	century,	the	theological	conflict	between	a	human’s	responsibility	for
his	or	her	actions	and	God’s	omnipotence	initiated	discussions	that	subsequently	led	to
the	development	of	comprehensive	theological	systems.	During	the	second/eighth
century,	a	group	of	theologians	who	defended	the	view	that	humans—and	not	God—
decide	and	execute	their	own	actions	developed	systematic	positions	about	the	nature	of
God	and	the	effects	of	His	obligations	on	His	human	creations.	This	group,	the
Muʿtazilites,	argued	that	humans	have	a	free	choice	(ikhtiyār)	whether	to	obey	or
disobey	God’s	commands.	On	the	other	side	of	the	argument,	the	opponents	of	the
Muʿtazilites	pointed	to	verses	in	the	Qur’an	in	which	God	claims	responsibility	for	people
becoming	unbelievers	since	He	“seals	their	heart”	and	thus	prevents	them	from	obeying
His	command	to	believe	(Q	2:7).	People	become	unbelievers,	not	because	they	choose,
but	rather	because	God	makes	them	become	unbelievers.	This	notion	was	unacceptable
to	the	Muʿtazilites,	who	held	that	God	is	supremely	just	and	would	never	commit	an	act
of	injustice.	Preventing	someone	from	becoming	a	believer	and	later	punishing	the	same
person	for	his	or	her	unbelief	would	be	unjust.

(p.125)	 At	the	beginning	of	the	fourth/tenth	century,	al-Ashʿarī	(d.	324/935–36),	a
renegade	Muʿtazilite	theologian,	pointed	to	what	he	saw	as	a	fundamental	incompatibility
in	the	Muʿtazilite	system:	God	cannot	both	be	just	and	also	leave	humans	a	free	choice
over	their	actions.	Assuming	that	God	knows	whether	people	will	act	good	or	bad	during
their	lives	and	that	it	is	God	who	decides	about	their	time	of	death,	how	do	the
Muʿtazilites	explain	why	an	infant,	who	dies	without	doing	either	good	or	bad	deeds,	lacks
the	chance	to	earn	rewards	in	the	afterlife,	even	though	numerous	wretched	people	are
allowed	to	live	long	lives	in	which	they	thoughtlessly	waste	their	chances	to	obey	God—
chances	that	the	infant	craved	in	vain.	If	we	apply	to	God	the	same	principles	of	justice
that	we	apply	to	human	actions,	it	is	unjust	that	He	would	let	the	wrongdoers	continue	to
do	wrong	when	He	knows	they	will	end	up	in	hell.	It	would	be	more	just	to	let	them	die
as	infants,	as	He	allows	with	many	of	His	creatures.2

Al-Ashʿarī	and	his	students	developed	a	radical	critique	of	Muʿtazilite	theology.	Among
the	central	motifs	of	early	Ashʿarite	theology	was	the	preservation	of	God’s	complete
control	over	His	creation.	In	their	desire	to	safeguard	the	Creator’s	omnipotence,
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Ashʿarites	developed	a	truly	original	cosmology	that	came	to	be	known	as	occasionalism.
One	key	element	of	Ashʿarite	occasionalism	is	atomism.	Earlier,	Muʿtazilites	had	argued
that	all	physical	objects	consist	of	smaller	parts,	which	at	one	point	can	no	longer	be
divided	(lā	yatajazzaʾu).	All	bodies	consist	of	such	parts—atoms—which	are	the	indivisible
substances	(singl.	jawhar)	of	the	bodies.	Atoms	are	the	smallest	units	of	matter	and	are
by	themselves	bare	of	all	color,	structure,	smell,	or	taste.	Atoms	gain	these	sensory
attributes	only	after	they	are	assembled	into	bodies.	Their	attributes	are	viewed	as
“accidents”	(singl.	ʿaraḍ)	that	inhere	in	the	substances,	that	is,	the	atoms	of	bodies.
Accidents	exist	only	when	they	subsist	in	the	atoms	of	a	body.	And	while	they	cannot	exist
without	bodies,	bodies	also	need	accidents	in	order	to	exist	because	the	atoms	are	by
themselves	without	any	attributes.	All	accidents	together	constitute	the	content	of	the
present	reality	of	any	given	particular	thing.3

The	atomist	theory	developed	in	kalām	literature	is	different	from	modern	ideas	about
the	atom,	for	instance,	because	it	assumes	that	atoms	are	by	themselves	completely
powerless	and	have	no	predetermined	way	of	reacting	to	other	atoms	or	to	accidents.
Every	nonmaterial	being—such	as	an	odor,	an	impression,	or	an	idea—is	understood	as
an	accident	of	a	material	being.	The	mutakallimūn	taught	that	when	a	human	believes	in
God’s	existence,	the	atoms	of	his	heart	carry	the	accident	of	“belief	in	God.”	When	an
architect	has	a	plan	for	a	building,	the	atoms	of	her	brain	carry	the	accident	of	that	plan.
Both	the	atoms	and	the	accidents	are	by	themselves	devoid	of	all	power	and	need	to	be
combined	in	order	to	create	bodies,	be	they	animated	or	lifeless.	Atoms	are	empty
building	blocks,	so	to	speak,	and	they	only	constitute	the	shape	of	a	body.	All	other
characteristics	are	formed	by	the	accidents	that	inhere	in	the	body.	This	kind	of	atomism
appealed	to	al-Ashʿarī	because	it	does	not	assume	that	potentialities	in	things	limit	how
these	things	will	develop	in	the	future.	Such	potentialities	would	limit	God’s	action.	Al-
Ashʿarī	insisted	upon	the	nonexistence	of	any	true	potentiality	outside	of	God.4	In
principle,	any	atom	can	adopt	(p.126)	 any	kind	of	accident	as	long	as	God	has	created
the	association	of	this	particular	atom	with	that	particular	accident.

Ashʿarites	adopted	their	understanding	of	physical	processes	from	earlier	theories
developed	in	Muʿtazilite	kalām.	The	Muʿtazilite	movement	was	particularly	rich	in
attempts	to	explain	physical	processes.	Some	Muʿtazilites	speculated	that	movements	are
not	continuous	processes	but	consist	of	smaller	leaps	(singl.	ṭafra)	that	our	senses	cannot
detect	and	whose	sum	we	perceive	as	a	continuously	flowing	movement.	This	theory,	in
turn,	led	other	Muʿtazilite	thinkers	to	assume	that	time	itself	is	not	a	continuous	flow	but
is	rather	a	fast	procession	of	“moments”	(singl.	waqt),	which	again	is	concealed	from	our
senses.5

Muʿtazilite	thinkers	had	already	discussed	these	ideas	when	al-Ashʿarī	adopted	them,
combined	them,	and	formulated	what	became	known	as	an	occasionalist	cosmology.	Its
main	components	are	the	atomism	of	the	earlier	mutakallimūn	plus	the	idea	that	time	is	a
leaped	sequence	of	moments.	The	latter	idea	is	sometimes	called	an	“atomism	of	time.”6
Muʿtazilites	had	already	developed	the	idea	that	accidents	cannot	subsist	from	one
moment	to	another.	They	need	to	be	created	every	moment	anew.	And	since	bodies
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cannot	exist	without	accidents,	bodies	exist	from	one	moment	to	the	next	only	because
God	creates	their	accidents	anew	in	every	moment.	In	order	for	an	atom	to	exist	from
one	moment	to	another,	God	has	to	create	the	accident	of	“subsistence”	(baqāʾ)	every
moment	He	wants	the	atom	to	persist.	This	leads	to	a	cosmology	in	which	in	each	moment,
God	must	assign	the	accidents	to	the	atoms	and	to	the	bodies	they	form.	When	one
moment	ends,	He	creates	new	accidents	in	the	next	moments;	and	through	these	new
accidents,	He	ensures	that	the	atoms	persist.	None	of	the	accidents	created	in	the
second	moment	has	any	causal	relation	to	the	accidents	in	the	earlier	moment.	If	a	body
has	a	certain	attribute	from	one	moment	to	another,	then	God	created	two	identical
accidents	inhering	in	that	body.	Movement	and	development	occur	when	God	decides	to
deviate	from	the	arrangement	of	the	moment	before.	A	ball	is	moved,	for	example,	when
in	the	second	moment	of	two,	the	atoms	of	the	ball	are	created	at	a	specific	distance	from
the	locus	of	the	first	moment.	The	distance	determines	the	speed	of	the	movement.	The
ball	thus	jumps	in	leaps	over	the	playing	field,	as	do	the	players’	limbs	and	their	whole
bodies.	This	also	applies	to	the	atoms	of	the	air	if	there	is	some	wind.	In	every	moment,
God	rearranges	all	the	atoms	of	this	world	and	creates	their	accidents	anew—thus
creating	a	new	world	every	moment.7

Occasionalism	was	conceived	out	of	a	strong	desire	to	grant	God	control	over	each	and
every	single	element	of	His	creation	at	every	point	in	time.	This	desire	is	connected	to	the
Ashʿarites’	dispute	with	the	Muʿtazilites	over	the	character	of	human	actions.	Al-Ashʿarī
taught	that	something	that	is	created	has	neither	influence	on	nor	power	over	itself	or
any	other	being:8	“Everything	that	is	created	in	time	is	created	spontaneously	and	new
by	God	exalted,	without	a	reason	(sabab)	that	makes	it	necessary	or	a	cause	(ʿilla)	that
generates	it.”9	Al-Ashʿarī	denied	that	things	could	be	caused	by	anything	other	than	God.
There	is	no	causal	efficacy	among	God’s	creation:	a	ball	on	a	playing	field	appears	to	be
(p.127)	 moved	by	a	player,	but	in	fact	it	is	moved	by	God.	There	is	only	one	single
cause	for	all	events	in	the	universe,	which	is	God.	He	has	the	most	immediate	effect	on	all
His	creatures	and	no	being	other	than	He	has	any	effect	on	others:

The	fact	that	the	stone	moves	when	it	is	pushed	is	not	an	act	of	him	who	pushes,
but	a	direct	act	of	God	(ikhtirāʾ	min	Allāh).	It	would	be	perfectly	possible	that	one
of	us	pushed	it	whithout	it	being	moved	because	God	did	not	produce	its
movement,	or	that	there	is	none	who	pushes	it	and	it	still	moves	because	God
directly	produces	its	movement.10

Al-Ashʿarī’s	line	of	argument	was	directed	against	the	Muʿtazilite	way	of	saying	that
humans	“create”	(khalaqa)	their	actions	and	“generate”	(tawallada)	the	subsequent
effects.	The	Muʿtazilites	taught	that	human	voluntary	actions	are	neither	created	by	God
nor	known	to	Him	before	they	happen;	rather,	they	are	the	autonomous	creation	(khalq)
of	the	human	agents.	According	to	the	Muʿtazilites,	God	does	not	will	the	wrongful	actions
of	men,	and	He	does	not	create	their	consequences.	These	consequences	are	causally
“generated”	by	human	wrongdoing.11	Al-Ashʿarī	argued	that	the	idea	of	human
“generation”	assumes	that	God	controls	neither	human	actions	nor	their	effects,	and	thus
it	must	be	wrong.
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At	the	heart	of	al-Ashʿarī’s	ontology	lies	the	denial	of	any	unrealized	potentialities	in	the
created	world.	Al-Ashʿarī	rejected	the	idea	that	created	beings	are	compelled	to	act
according	to	their	nature	(ṭabʿ).	We	usually	assume	that	if	a	date	stone,	for	instance,	is
planted	and	fed,	it	can	only	develop	into	a	date	palm	and	not	into	an	apple	tree.	Although
this	is	true	for	all	practical	purposes,	in	theology,	this	assumption	unduly	limits	God’s
freedom	to	act.	After	discussing	where	such	natures	would	be	located	in	his	cosmology,
al-Ashʿarī	determined	that	they	can	be	classified	neither	as	atoms	nor	as	accidents.	Thus,
he	concluded,	the	word	“nature”	(ṭabʿ)	is	empty	of	any	comprehensible	meaning.	Those
who	use	it	wish	to	indicate	that	there	is	some	regularity	in	the	production	of	accidents	in
certain	bodies,	nothing	more.12

These	regularities	in	God’s	actions	are	what	lead	some	humans	to	assume	the	existence
of	“causal	laws”	or	“laws	of	nature.”	Yet	in	reality,	al-Ashʿarī	argued,	God	doesn’t	create
according	to	such	laws,	which	would	only	limit	His	omnipotence	and	His	free	choice.	God
deliberately	chooses	to	create	satiety	after	having	eaten	food	and	hunger	in	the	absence
of	it.	If	He	wished	to	do	it	the	other	way	round,	He	certainly	could:	“But	God	follows	a
habit	(ajrā	al-ʿāda)	in	the	temporal	order	in	which	He	brings	these	events	about,	and
doing	it	the	other	way	would	be	a	violation	of	His	habiṭ”13	For	al-Ashʿarī,	there	is	neither
causality	nor	laws	of	nature.	Observing	God’s	habits	brings	some	humans	to	the	false
conclusion	that	such	laws	exist.	But	an	omnipotent	God	is	not	bound	to	laws	of	nature.	It
is	easy	for	Him	to	break	His	habits;	indeed,	He	does	so	when	one	of	His	prophets	calls
upon	Him	to	bring	about	a	miracle	and	confirm	the	prophet’s	mission.	The	prophetical
miracle	consists	of	“events	that	are	produced	in	violation	of	the	previous	habit.”14

(p.128)	 Secondary	Causes	in	Ashʿarite	Theology
The	term	“occasionalism”	defines	the	cosmology	of	what	has	become	known	as	the	early
Ashʿarite	school,	as	we	refer	to	the	Ashʿarites	up	to	the	generations	of	al-Juwaynī	and	al-
Ghazālī.	A	brief	look	at	the	teachings	of	al-Bāqillānī	(d.	403/1013),	Abū	Isḥāq	al-Isfarāʾīnī
(d.	418/1027),	and	ʿAbd	al-Qāhir	al-Baghdādī	(d.	429/1037)	reveals	that	all	of	them	denied
the	existence	of	“natures”	(ṭabāʾiʿ).15	It	has	often	been	said	that	in	their	denial	of	natures,
Ashʿarite	occasionalists	implied	the	denial	of	any	causal	relation	between	created
beings.16	Richard	M.	Frank,	however,	has	argued	that	this	is	not	the	case.	According	to
Frank,	the	Ashʿarite	rejection	of	the	existence	of	natures	results	from	their	denial	of
potentialities	that	could	limit	God’s	creative	activity.	At	the	core	of	Ashʿarite	occasionalism
stood	the	denial	of	potentialities	in	the	created	world.17	The	question	of	whether	a
created	being	may	have	efficacy	on	another	created	being	was	only	secondary	to	that
concern.	Al-Ashʿarī	taught,	for	instance,	that	when	humans	act,	their	actions	are	the
causal	effects	of	a	power-to-act	that	God	creates	on	behalf	of	the	humans.	This	power,
Frank	argues,	is	a	“power	of	causation”	that	is	created	by	God.18	For	al-Ashʿarī,	a	human
is	the	“agent”	(fāʿil)	of	his	or	her	own	actions	and	thus	the	true	cause	of	them.	God	still
remains	the	creator	of	man’s	causation.	At	the	moment	of	the	realization	of	the	human
voluntary	act,	God	creates	a	“temporarily	created	power-to-act”	(quwwa	muḥdatha	or
qudra	muḥdatha),	through	(bi-)	which	the	act	is	realized.	Frank	describes	the	relationship
between	the	created	power-to-act	and	the	human	act	in	terms	of	secondary	causality.
The	created	power	is	a	secondary	cause	that	is	employed	by	God	in	order	to	achieve	its
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effect.19	God	creates	the	human	action	through	(bi-)	a	temporarily	created	power	that	is
created	on	behalf	of	the	human.20

In	their	theory	of	human	actions,	Ashʿarites	were	torn	between	their	denial	of	efficacy
(taʾthīr)	on	the	side	of	created	beings	and	their	desire	to	express	that	humans	truly
perform	the	actions	for	which	they	bear	responsibility	on	Judgment	Day.	This	latter	notion
led	to	the	acknowledgment	of	some	kind	of	secondary	causality	in	the	performance	of	the
human	act.	More	detailed	studies	are	needed	to	see	whether	there	was	a	development
between	these	two	poles	of	thinking	particular	among	the	Nishapurian	Ashʿarites.	With
Ibn	Fūrak	(d.	406/1015),	al-Isfarāʾīnī,	and	al-Baghdādī,	the	intellectual	center	of	the	Ash-
ʿarite	school	moved	from	Baghdad	to	Nishapur.	In	regards	to	the	question	that	prompted
this	issue,	namely	whether	humans	“cause”	their	own	actions,	al-Bāqillānī,	Ibn	Fūrak,	and
al-Isfarāʾīnī	followed	the	general	theory	of	al-Ash-ʿarī	that	humans	are	the	agents	of	their
own	actions.	Daniel	Gimaret	describes	this	position	as	a	concession	to	the	Muʿtazilite
position	that	otherwise	humans	would	be	punished	for	something	over	which	they	had	no
agency.21

Al-Ghazālī	and	al-Juwaynī,	pinnacles	of	the	Ashʿarite	tradition	in	Nishapur,	were	both
quite	ambiguous	regarding	secondary	causality.	Al-Juwaynī	emphasized	different	motifs
of	Ashʿarite	thinking	in	different	works.	In	his	influential	textbook	of	Ashʿarite	theology,
The	Book	of	Guidance	(Kitāb	al-Irshād),	al-Juwaynī	stresses	the	notion	that	created
beings	have	no	causal	efficacy.	A	comment	by	one	(p.129)	 of	his	students	reveals	that
al-Juwaynī	believed	that	this	was	al-Ashʿari’s	original	position.22	When	humans	act
voluntarily,	al-Juwaynī	teaches,	they	have	a	temporarily	created	power-to-act	(qudra
ḥāditha),	which	is	one	of	the	accidents	(sing.	ʿaraḍ)	of	their	bodies.	God	creates	this
temporary	power	for	the	sole	purpose	of	allowing	a	human	the	performance	of	a	single
act.	The	temporary	power	is	an	accident	and	thus	cannot	subsist	from	one	moment	to
another;	it	exists	only	in	the	moment	when	the	human	acts.	In	his	Book	of	Guidance,	al-
Juwaynī	denied	categorically	(aṣlan)	that	the	temporarily	created	power	has	any	efficacy
(taʾthīr)	on	the	human	action	(al-maqdūr).23	The	temporarily	created	power	does	not
cause	the	existence	of	the	human	act.	Only	God	can	cause	the	act.	The	temporarily
created	power	applies	to	the	act	like	a	human’s	knowledge	applies	to	what	is	known	to	him
or	her.	The	knowledge	corresponds	to	what	is	known,	but	it	does	not	cause	it,	nor	is	it
caused	by	it.	Similarly	the	human	volition	to	perform	a	certain	act	corresponds	to	the	act,
but	it	does	not	cause	it.24	God	creates	the	human	act	independently	from	the	human
volition	yet	still	in	correspondence	to	it.

In	a	short	work	on	the	Muslim	creed	that	al-Juwaynī	wrote	late	in	his	life	and	that	he
dedicated	to	his	benefactor,	Niẓām	al-Mulk,	he	emphasizes	the	second	notion	that
humans	truly	perform	their	action.	Here,	al-Juwaynī	points	to	the	well-known	fact	that
God	has	given	humans	certain	obligations	(taklīf).	God	promises	reward	if	they	are
fulfilled	and	threatens	punishment	if	violated.	The	text	of	the	Qur’an	clearly	assumes,	al-
Juwaynī	argues,	that	God	has	given	humans	power	to	fulfill	what	He	asks	them	to	do,	and
that	He	sets	them	in	a	position	(makkana)	to	be	obedient.	In	light	of	all	this,	it	makes	no
sense	“to	doubt	that	the	actions	of	humans	happen	according	to	the	humans’	efficacy
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(īthār),	their	choice	(ikhtiyār),	and	their	capacity	to	act	(iqtidār).”	In	fact,	to	deny	the
human	power-to-act	and	its	efficacy	to	perform	actions	would	void	the	obligations	of	the
Shari’a.25

Still,	al-Juwaynī	nowhere	says	that	humans	have	efficacy	on	objects	that	exist	outside	of
themselves,	such	as	having	the	ability	to	move	a	stone,	for	instance.	He	focuses	on	the
generation	of	human	acts	and	acknowledges	that	there	must	be	a	causal	connection
between	the	human’s	decision	and	the	human	act.	He	does	not	seem	to	be	arguing
against	Muʿtazilites	here	but	rather	against	more	radical	occasionalists	who	claim	that	no
event	in	the	world	can	be	caused	by	anything	other	than	God.	This	cannot	be	true,	al-
Juwaynī	objects,	since	the	human’s	action	must	be	caused	by	the	human’s	choice.
Otherwise,	the	whole	idea	of	God	imposing	obligations	upon	humans	would	be
meaningless:

He	who	claims	that	the	temporarily	created	power	has	no	effect	(athar)	on	the
human	action	(ilā	maqdūrihā)	like	[as	if]	knowledge	had	no	effect	on	what	the	human
knows,	holds	that	God’s	demand	towards	humans	to	perform	certain	acts	is	as	if
God	would	demand	from	humans	to	produce	by	themselves	colors	and	[other]
perceptions.26	That	would	be	beyond	the	limits	of	equitability	and	an	imposition	of
something	vain	and	impossible.	It	implies	the	negation	of	the	Shari’a	and	the
rejection	of	the	prophets’	message.27

A	more	radical	occasionalist	would	assume	that	the	temporarily	created	power	and	the
human	act	itself	are	two	accidents,	which	are—like	all	accidents—created	(p.130)
independently	by	God.	Al-Juwaynī’s	student	al-Anṣārī	associates	the	school	founder	al-
Ashʿarī	with	such	a	view.	Al-Ashʿarī	taught,	al-Anṣārī	reports,	“that	the	temporarily
created	power	has	no	effect	on	its	corresponding	action;	nor	has	it	any	part	on	the
production	of	the	act	or	on	one	of	its	attributes.”28	For	al-Ashʿarī,	the	coherence
between	the	human’s	decision	and	his	or	her	act	would	result	from	God’s	habit	to	create
a	human	act	in	accord	with	its	corresponding	temporarily	created	power.	Such	an	accord,
al-Juwaynī	objects,	cannot	be	the	basis	of	God’s	later	judgment	about	the	human’s
choice.	The	action	would	not	be	prompted	by	a	human	choice.	In	fact,	in	al-Ashʿarī’s
theory,	it	is	not	clear	whether	there	is	a	human	choice	after	all,	since	all	al-Ashʿarī
discusses	is	the	power	to	act	(qudra)	and	its	object	(maqdūr),	which	is	the	human	action.
For	al-Juwaynī,	the	human	decision	in	favor	of	a	certain	action	and	its	corresponding
temporary	power	to	perform	it	are	the	sufficient	causes	of	the	action.	Only	this	position
takes	into	account	that	God	obliges	humans	to	acts	according	to	His	commands	and
prohibitions.

Al-Juwaynī	consciously	departs	from	what	he	believes	was	al-Ashʿarī’s	strict	principle	that
no	created	being	can	have	any	influence	upon	another.	Some	created	beings	do	have
efficacy,	he	says,	namely,	the	human	decisions	about	our	actions.	Still,	this	does	not	mean
that	the	human	creates	his	acts	independent	from	God.29	Rather,	when	humans	decide
about	an	action,	God	gives	them	a	temporarily	created	power,	and	like	the	human
decision,	that	power	is	among	the	necessary	causes	for	the	performance	of	the	action:
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The	human’s	power	is	created	by	God	(…)	and	the	act,	which	is	possible	through
(bi-)	the	temporarily	created	power,	is	definitely	produced	through	(bi-)	that
power.	Yet	it	is	related	to	God	in	terms	of	it	being	determined	and	being	created
[by	Him].	It	is	produced	through	God’s	action,	i.e.	through	the	power-to-act	(al-
qudra).	The	power-to-act	is	not	an	action	performed	by	a	human.	It	is	simply	one	of
God’s	attributes.	(…)	God	has	given	the	human	a	free	choice	(ikhtiyār).	By	means	of
this	choice,	the	human	disposes	freely	(ṣarrafa)	over	the	power-to-act.	Whenever
he	produces	something	by	means	of	the	power-to-act,	that	what	is	produced	is
attributable	to	God	with	regard	to	it	being	produced	by	God’s	action.30

When	humans	freely	decide	to	perform	an	action,	God	cedes	control	over	His	power-to-
act	(qudra)	to	the	human.	God	creates	a	temporary	power	for	the	human’s	usage.	As	the
human	decides	whether	to	perform	the	action,	it	is	God’s	power	that	performs	it.	Yet
therein	lies	a	causal	determination:	the	human	decision	to	perform	the	act	leads	to	the
act’s	performance.	The	human’s	free	decision	in	favor	of	a	certain	act	becomes	a	means	of
God’s	execution	of	His	power	over	His	creation.	Only	when	the	human’s	decision	to	act
and	the	temporarily	created	power-to-act	coincide	will	the	action	occur.	These	two
together	are	the	sufficient	cause	for	the	human	action.

For	al-Juwaynī,	the	human	is	not	the	creator	of	his	or	her	actions;	such	an	idea	would
violate	the	opinions	of	the	forefathers	(salaf).31	Humans	cannot	be	the	creator	of	their
actions,	because	they	are	ignorant	of	the	true	essence	of	the	(p.131)	 acts	and	of	the	full
implications	(ḥawādith)	these	acts	have.	For	al-Juwaynī,	the	creator	of	an	act	must	have	a
detailed	knowledge	about	all	aspects	of	it.32	God,	however,	withholds	such	knowledge
from	humans.33

One	might	ask	whether	for	al-Juwaynī,	God’s	knowledge	of	His	creation	is	in	any	way
affected	by	the	human’s	free	choice?	After	all,	if	the	human’s	decision	is	truly	free,	it
cannot	be	predicted,	and	God	would	not	know	how	the	human	uses	the	divine	creative
power.	Such	a	limitation	of	God’s	knowledge	and	His	omnipotence,	however,	is
unacceptable	to	al-Juwaynī.	All	things	that	come	into	being	are	willed	by	God;34	including
those	that	are	created	by	means	of	the	human’s	temporarily	created	power.	Everything
is	subject	to	God’s	determination	(taqdīr):

God	wills	that	the	human	acts	and	He	creates	(aḥdatha)	in	him	motives	(dawāʿī),	a
will	(irāda),	and	knowledge	(ʿilm)	that	the	actions	will	be	produced	to	the	extent	the
human	knows	of	it.	The	actions	are	produced	through	(bi-)	the	power-to-act,	whose
creation	for	the	human	is	in	accord	with	what	he	knows	and	wants.	Humans	have	a
free	choice	(ikhtiyār)	and	are	distinguished	by	a	capacity	to	act	(iqtidār).	(…)35

The	human	is	a	free	actor	(fāʿil	mukhtār)	who	receives	commands	and	prohibitions.
[Yet	at	the	same	time]	his	actions	are	determined	by	God,	willed	by	Him,	created
by	Him,	and	determined	by	Him.36

The	human	is	like	a	servant,	al-Juwaynī	says,	who	is	not	permitted	free	control	over	the
money	of	his	master.	If	the	servant	would	act	on	his	own	accord	and	buy	or	sell,	the
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master	would	not	execute	his	transactions.	Once	the	servant	is	given	a	power	of	attorney
for	certain	transactions	and	once	he	decides	to	make	such	a	transaction,	his	master	will
honor	the	arrangements	and	execute	them.	In	all	these	cases,	the	true	buyer	or	seller	is
not	the	servant	but	the	master,	and	only	he	can	empower	the	servant	to	perform	a
transaction.	Without	the	master’s	will	and	his	permission,	there	would	be	no
transaction.37	For	al-Juwaynī,	the	human	is	a	trustee	of	God’s	power,	able	to	use	it	freely
within	the	limits	that	God	creates	for	him.	Within	these	limits,	however,	the	human	causes
his	own	actions.	This	comparison	with	the	servant	can	also	illustrate	a	major	problem	with
al-Juwaynī’s	theory	of	human	actions.	Someone	who	issues	a	power	of	attorney	cannot
expect	his	agent	to	negotiate	within	certain	limits	and	also	determine	all	details	of	the
transaction.	The	agent’s	freedom	is	hard	to	reconcile	with	a	complete	predetermination	of
his	actions.

One	and	a	half	centuries	later,	Fakhr	al-Dīn	al-Rāzī	saw	in	al-Juwaynī’s	teachings	an	early
version	of	his	own	position	about	the	determination	of	human	actions	through
“motives.”38	According	to	al-Rāzī,	al-Juwaynī	taught	that	the	human	motive	(dāʿin)
together	with	the	divine	power	(qudra)	causes	the	human	act.	God	is	still	the	creator
(khāliq)	of	the	human	act,	in	the	sense	that	he	“lays	down”	(waḍaʿa)	the	causes	that
necessitate	the	act.	Fakhr	al-Dīn	al-Rāzī,	however,	realized	that	there	can	be	no	free
choice	for	humans	as	long	as	God	has	a	preknowledge	of	their	actions.	For	him,	there	was
only	an	illusion	of	freedom	on	the	human’s	side:	God	uses	causes	to	determine	the
motives,	which	then	determine	the	human’s	actions:	“The	human	is	a	compelled	actor	in
the	guise	of	a	free	agent.”39

(p.132)	 Often	occasionalism	is	so	closely	connected	to	early	Ashʿarism	that	it	is	almost
regarded	as	a	necessary	constituent	of	that	theology.	That,	however,	is	not	the	case.
Daniel	Gimaret	and	Richard	M.	Frank	have	shown	that	at	no	point	in	Ashʿarite	history	did
they	defend	a	radical	occasionalist	position	that	completely	denies	efficacy	to	created
beings.40	Most	early	Ashʿarites	acknowledged	that	human	decisions	trigger	their	actions
even	if	they	are	not	the	only	sufficient	cause.	When	al-Juwaynī	says,	for	instance,	that	the
human	is	a	fāʿil	mukhtār,	meaning	a	free	agent	or	a	freely	choosing	efficient	cause,	he
accepted	efficient	causation	in	the	case	of	human	actions.41

According	to	al-Shahrastānī,	who	wrote	two	generations	after	him,	al-Juwaynī	went	much
further	and	departed	more	radically	from	the	cosmological	axioms	of	early	Ashʿarism.
Following	his	report	of	al-Juwaynī’s	view	that	the	existence	of	the	human	act	relies	on	a
power-to-act	(qudra)	on	the	side	of	the	human,	al-Shahrastānī	continues	that	according	to
al-Juwaynī,

(…)	the	[human]	power-to-act	relies	for	its	existence	on	another	cause	(sabab).	The
relationship	between	the	power-to-act	to	and	that	cause	is	like	the	relationship
between	the	act	and	the	power-to-act.	Similarly,	a	cause	relies	on	[another]	cause
until	it	ends	with	the	one	who	arranges	the	causes	(musabbib	al-asbāb)	and	that	is
the	Creator	of	the	causes	and	of	their	effects	(musababāt),	who	is	the	Self-sufficient
(al-mustaghnī)	in	the	true	sense	[of	that	word].	For	every	cause	is	self-sufficient	in
a	certain	way	and	it	is	dependent	(muḥtāj)	in	another	way.42
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According	to	al-Shahrastānī,	al-Juwaynī	taught	that	causal	efficacy	is	not	limited	to	the
connection	between	the	human’s	choice	and	the	performance	of	the	act.	Rather,	the
human	decision	is	itself	determined	by	certain	causes—here	he	may	have	the	motives	in
mind	that	Fakhr	al-Dīn	al-Rāzī	also	mentioned.	These	motives	are,	in	turn,	the	effects	of
other	causes.	All	these	causes	and	effects	are	elements	in	long	causal	chains	that	have
their	starting	point	in	God.	Human	acts	are	prompted	by	a	consecutive	succession
(tasalsul)	of	secondary	causes,	which	go	back	to	their	first	cause	in	God.	This,	al-
Shahrastānī	adds,	was	clearly	not	a	position	previously	known	in	the	field	of	kalām;
rather,	it	was	newly	introduced	by	al-Juwaynī.	He	took	it	from	the	teachings	of	the
philosophical	metaphysicians,	al-Shahrastāni	remarks,	“who	hold	that	causal	dependency
is	not	restricted	to	[the	relation	between]	the	human	act	and	the	power-to-act,	but	rather
between	everything	that	comes	into	being.”43

None	of	this	is	expressed	in	those	of	al-Juwaynī’s	works	that	have	come	down	to	us.	Yet
even	in	these	works,	there	are	clear	indications	of	a	change	of	direction	in	Ashʿarite
theology.	In	his	Creed	for	Niẓām	al-Mulk,	al-Juwaynī	mentions	the	existence	of	“motives”
(dawāʿī)	that	determine	human	actions.44	Already	in	his	Book	of	Guidance,	al-Juwaynī	had
acknowledged	that	God	creates	right-guidance	(hudā)	and	error	(ḍalāl)	either	directly	in
His	creatures	or	by	confronting	them	in	the	form	of	a	“summons”	or	“call”	(daʿwa)	that
He	communicates	to	them	in	His	revelation.45	This	latter	teaching	is	again	more
developed	in	his	Creed	for	Niẓām	al-Mulk:	(p.133)

If	God	wills	good	for	a	human,	He	makes	his	intelligence	perfect,	completes	his
insight,	and	removes	from	him	obstacles,	adverse	incentives	and	hindrances.	He
brings	him	together	with	beneficial	companions,	and	makes	His	path	easy	for	him
(…)46

In	other	words,	if	God	wants	a	human	to	become	a	believer,	He	does	not	do	so	by
creating	the	accident	of	“belief”	in	his	heart,	but	rather	He	creates	conditions	that	make	it
highly	likely—or	maybe	even	necessary—for	the	human	to	become	a	believer.	Ashʿarite
theology	is	no	longer	expressing	itself	in	a	purely	occasionalist	cosmology,	but	rather	in
one	where—at	least	in	the	case	of	human	actions—God	achieves	his	desired	effect	by
means	of	secondary	causes.

The	falāsifa’s	View	of	Creation	by	Means	of	Secondary	Causality
“We	live	at	a	time,”	al-Juwaynī	writes	in	his	Creed	for	Niẓām	al-Mulk,	“where	people	draw
from	a	sea	of	principles	(uṣūl),	and	that	sea	cannot	all	be	emptied	with	ladles.”47	These
many	principles	derive	from	the	often	drastically	different	epistemologies	of	the	major
intellectual	currents	of	al-Juwaynī’s	time.	There	were,	of	course,	the	Ashʿarites	and	their
traditional	adversaries,	the	Muʿtazilites,	whose	prime	concerns	in	theology	were	starkly
different.	Yet	in	his	time,	al-Juwaynī	also	saw	the	increasing	success	of	a	group	with	which
earlier	Ashʿarites	had	been	only	marginally	concerned:	the	Arab	philosophers	(falāsifa).
The	contacts	and	influences	between	kalām	and	falsafa	during	the	fourth/tenth	and
fifth/eleventh	centuries	need	to	be	studied	more	closely	than	it	can	be	done	in	this	book.
The	traditional	account,	which	is	significantly	influenced	by	a	report	in	Ibn	Khaldūn’s
Introduction	(al-Muqaddima),	assumes	that	up	to	the	end	of	the	fifth/eleventh	century,
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there	were	few	links	between	scholars	of	these	two	disciplines.	Al-Juwaynī	was	the	first
Ashʿarite	theologian	who	was	affected	by	the	works	of	the	falāsifa.	His	student	al-Ghazālī
began	a	new	theological	approach	(ṭarīqat	al-mutaʾakhkhirīn)	that	took	full	account	of
philosophical	logics,	and	in	doing	Muslim	theology,	says	Ibn	Khaldūn,	it	meddled	with
(khālaṭa)	philosophical	works.48

Ibn	Khaldūn,	however,	is	not	entirely	correct.	Recently,	Robert	Wisnovsky	argued	that
the	beginning	of	the	blending	of	kalām	and	falsafa	should	be	predated	to	Avicenna’s
activity	at	the	turn	of	the	fifth/eleventh	century.	As	a	philosopher,	Avicenna	was	well
aware	of	developments	in	Muʿtazilite	kalām.	He	responded	in	his	works	to	concerns
posed	by	their	theology	and	tried	to	give	thorough	philosophical	explanations	to	religious
phenomena	such	as	revelation	and	prophetical	miracles.	According	to	Wisnovsky,
Avicenna’s	works	mark	the	beginning	of	a	synthesis	between	the	Neoplatonist	peripatetic
tradition	in	Arabic	and	the	tradition	of	Muslim	kalām.49	But	even	if	one	maintains	Ibn
Khaldūn’s	perspective	and	looks	at	developments	only	from	the	side	of	Sunni	kalām,	it
was—as	far	as	we	know—al-Juwaynī	and	not	al-Ghazālī	who	first	gave	detailed	and
correct	reports	of	the	philosophers’	teachings	and	who	addressed	their	theories.50
Whether	al-Juwaynī’s	late	work	The	Creed	for	Niẓām	al-Mulk	is	(p.134)	 influenced
more	by	Muʿtazilites	such	as	Abū	l-Ḥusayn	al-Baṣrī	(d.	436/1044)—another	figure
neglected	in	Ibn	Khaldūn’s	report—or	by	al-Juwaynī’s	knowledge	of	Avicenna’s
philosophy	is	difficult	to	establish	at	this	point.51	It	is	quite	evident,	though,	that	within	the
context	of	Ashʿarite	theology,	there	is	something	distinctly	innovative	in	al-Juwaynī’s	short
Creed	for	Niẓām	al-Mulk.	It	ushers	in	the	new	theological	approach	discussed	by	Ibn
Khaldūn.52	The	works	of	al-Juwaynī’s	students	al-Kiyāʾ	al-Harrāsī,	al-Anṣārī,	and	most	of
all	al-Ghazālī	show	a	deep	familiarity	with	the	falāsifa’s	teachings	and	the	challenges	they
put	forward.

Causality	is	at	the	very	heart	of	every	Aristotelian	approach	to	physics	and	metaphysics.
“For	every	corruptible	thing,”	Avicenna	says	in	his	Physics,	“and	for	everything
occurring	in	motion,	or	everything	composed	of	matter	and	form,	there	are	existing
causes.”53	Causality,	he	adds,	is	a	principle	(mabdaʾ)	of	the	natural	sciences	that	is
proven	in	metaphysics.	Causality	in	Avicenna’s	metaphysics	is	in	some	ways	even	more
important	than	in	the	metaphysics	of	Aristotle,	the	starting	point	of	many	of	Avicenna’s
ideas.54	Robert	Wisnovsky	has	shown	that	Avicenna’s	understanding	of	causality	had
been	influenced	and	in	many	ways	determined	by	the	commentary	tradition	of	Aristotle’s
works.	These	commentaries—written	in	both	Greek	and	Arabic—were	not	all	available	to
Avicenna.	He	did	not	read	Greek	and	had	no	access	to	many	of	the	early	commentaries	of
the	Alexandrian	tradition.	Yet,	what	Avicenna	gleaned	from	those	books	available	to	him
helped	him	develop	a	certain	perspective	on	Aristotle’s	teachings	that	reflected
developments	in	earlier	commentaries.	Greek	Neoplatonist	thinkers	such	as	Ammonius
Hermiae	(fl.	c.	500)	of	the	school	of	Alexandria	had	the	most	profound	influence	on
Avicenna’s	understanding	of	causality.	His	distinctly	Neoplatonist	interpretation	of
Aristotle’s	ideas	on	causality	came	to	Avicenna	not	by	way	of	Neoplatonic	treatises	that
were	translated	from	Greek	to	Arabic.	By	the	time	Avicenna	crafted	his	philosophy,
Neoplatonism	had	become	part	of	the	overall	tradition	of	Aristotelianism.	To	Arabic
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philosophers	such	as	Avicenna,	Neoplatonism	did	not	come	through	a	funnel,	as
Wisnovsky	put	it,	but	through	a	sieve.55

Aristotle	had	taught	that	when	we	ask	about	the	“why”	of	a	certain	thing	or	event,	our
different	and	sometimes	ambiguous	answers	confirm	to	one	of	four	aspects.	In	the
writings	of	the	Aristotelians,	the	word	“cause”	can	be	understood	in	one	of	two	ways:
either	as	something	that	effects	or	produces	the	item,	or	as	an	explanation	of	the	need	for
or	function	of	the	thing.	When	we	explain,	for	instance,	why	the	chiseling	tool	known	as	an
adze	(qādūm)	chisels	wood,	we	provide	answers	that	refer	either	(1)	to	the	specific
shape	of	the	tool,	or	its	form,	or	(2)	to	the	material	of	which	it	is	made,	in	this	case,	iron;
or	we	explain	the	“why”	(3)	by	referring	to	the	goal	that	we	would	like	to	achieve	by
using	the	tool,	namely,	chiseling,	or,	last,	(4)	by	referring	to	the	agent,	that	is,	the
craftsman	who	has	produced	the	adze.56	Aristotle	said	that	the	word	“cause”	refers	to	a
(1)	a	formal	cause	(ṣūra),	(2)	a	material	cause	(ʿunṣur),	(3)	a	final	cause	(ghāya),	and	(4)	an
efficient	cause	(fāʿil).57

The	Neoplatonist	commentary	literature	on	Aristotle	focused	mainly	on	the	two	latter
causes,	the	final	and	the	efficient	ones.	Both	are	external	causes,	(p.135)	 as,	unlike
matter	and	form,	they	are	not	constituents	of	the	thing	itself.	In	his	Metaphysics,	Aristotle
had	explained	what	he	saw	as	a	principle	of	being:	things	are	disposed	to	realize	the
possibilities	with	which	they	have	come	to	exist.58	Like	an	apple	seed,	which	strives	to
become	an	apple	tree,	all	beings	endeavor	to	realize	their	inherent	potentials.	Humans,
for	instance,	make	great	efforts	to	acquire	knowledge	and	to	perfect	their	intellect.
Neoplatonist	philosophers	came	to	understand	this	Aristotelian	principle	of	energeia	or
entelekheia	as	meaning	that	everything	strives	toward	its	perfection	(teleiotes).	They
combined	this	idea	with	the	notion	of	final	causality	and	created	a	cosmology	in	which
things	are	ranked	according	to	how	close	their	perfect	state	reaches	toward	the	final
cause	of	all	being,	which	is	God.	The	heavenly	intellects,	for	instance,	exist	in	a	state	of
perfect	rationality.	Subsequently,	their	being	is	ranked	higher	than	that	of	humans	who
just	strive	to	perfect	their	rational	intellects.	The	celestial	intellects	are	regarded	as	more
perfect	than	humans.	A	more	perfect	being	is	also	regarded	as	more	perfect	in	terms	of
its	existence.	A	more	perfect	being	passes	the	existence	it	receives	from	what	is	above	it
in	the	cosmic	hierarchy	down	to	what	is	below	it.

For	Aristotelians,	every	effect	is	necessary	in	relation	to	its	efficient	cause.	Existence	is
viewed	as	downwardly	progressing;	a	higher	efficient	cause	passes	it	to	a	lesser	one.	The
higher	efficient	cause	is	thus	responsible	for	the	existence	of	a	lower	object59	This	does
not	mean,	however,	that	an	efficient	cause	must	exist	before	its	effect.	Cause	and	effect
coexist	in	time.	The	effect	cannot	be	delayed	once	its	sufficient	cause	exists.	The	cause
necessitates	the	effect	and	precedes	it	only	“with	respect	to	its	attaining	existence,”	but
not	necessarily	in	time.	Since	God	is	the	only	sufficient	cause	of	the	world,	the	world	must
have	existed	for	as	long	as	God	has	existed.60	God	and	the	world	exist	for	Avicenna	from
eternity.

God	causes	the	world	by	emanation	of	the	first	creation,	the	intellect	of	the	highest
sphere.	From	the	One,	from	God,	Avicenna	proclaims,	only	one	creation	proceeds.
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Creation	proceeds	in	successive	steps	during	which	an	efficient	cause	gives	existence	to
an	effect,	which	itself	becomes	the	efficient	cause	for	the	next	effect.61	Again,	there	is	no
temporal	priority	on	the	side	of	the	cause	but	only	an	ontological	priority.	Viewed	as	a
whole,	God	can	be	seen	as	both	the	world’s	agent	and	its	efficient	cause	(fāʿil).	By	“agent”
or	“efficient	cause,”	Avicenna	means	“a	cause	that	bestows	existence	which	differs	from
itself.”62	The	relationship	of	God	to	the	world	is	one	that	Avicenna	calls	“essential
causality.”	An	essential	cause	(ʿilla	dhātiyya)	is	a	sufficient	efficient	cause,	meaning	that	its
existence	alone	necessitates	the	existence	of	its	effect.63	For	Avicenna,	the	relation
between	an	essential	cause	and	its	effect	is	necessary;	meaning	every	moment	the
essential	cause	exists,	its	effect	must	also	exist.

Avicenna	presents	in	his	works	two	different	arguments	that	aim	to	prove	the	necessity	of
causal	relations.	The	first	is	invoked	more	often	than	the	second.	Closely	connected	with
Avicenna’s	argument	for	God’s	existence,	it	starts	by	arguing	that	in	every	existent	thing,
the	existence	can	be	distinguished	from	the	essence	of	the	thing.	The	fact	that	a	particular
thing—a	horse,	for	instance—exists	in	actuality	implies	that	the	freestanding	idea	of	“a
horse”	is	a	(p.136)	 possible	existence.	Being	possible,	however,	does	not	also	mean	that
“a	horse”	must	exist	in	actuality.	Something	that	is	by	itself	possible	may	or	may	not	exist
in	any	given	moment.	In	order	for	the	possible	to	be	actualized,	there	must	be	something
that	gives	it	existence.	With	regard	to	a	given	object	that	we	witness	around	us,	this
something	cannot	be	the	object	itself;	it	must	be	something	other	than	the	object.
Whenever	a	particular	thing	that	is	by	itself	possible	exists,	its	existence	must	be	caused
by	its	efficient	cause	(ʿilla	or	fāʿil).64

Jon	McGinnis	has	argued	that	in	his	response	to	the	philosophical	theory	of	efficient
causality,	al-Ghazālī	is	less	concerned	with	this	first	argument	but	he	is	very	concerned
with	a	second	one	that	appears	in	a	brief	passage	in	Avicenna’s	Rescue	(al-Najāt).
Avicenna	refers	to	the	example	of	fire	burning	a	piece	of	cotton.	According	to	Aristotle’s
theory	of	power	or	faculty	(dynamis)	in	the	ninth	book	of	his	Metaphysics,	fire	has	the
active	power	(quwwa	fāʿiliyya)	to	burn,	and	cotton	has	the	passive	power	(quwwa
munfaʿila)	to	be	burned.65	Once	the	two	come	together,	their	powers,	which	are	a	part
of	their	natures,	are	necessarily	actualized.	The	fire	becomes	the	“agent”	(fāʿil)	that
burns	the	cotton	or—in	a	different	translation	of	the	Arabic—the	“efficient	cause”	of	the
cotton’s	combustion.	It	is	impossible	that	the	fire	would	not	cause	the	combustion,
because	postulating	the	opposite	would	lead	to	one	of	two	contradictions:	either	fire	does
not	have	the	active	power	to	burn,	or	cotton	does	not	have	the	passive	power	to	be
burned.	Either	of	these	assumptions	would	contradict	the	accepted	premise	of	the
argument,	which	means	the	argument	is	necessary.66	One	can	also	say	that	accepting	the
existence	of	natures	that	have	passive	and	active	powers	implies	that	causal	relations	are
necessary.

Avicenna’s	views	about	how	everything	that	exists	receives	its	being	(wujūd)	from	a
higher	efficient	cause	are	in	many	ways	identical	to	those	of	al-Fārābī.	As	a	writer,
however,	al-Fārābī	was	much	more	explicit	than	Avicenna	about	how	the	chains	of	being
work	and	about	how	the	higher	efficient	causes	in	the	heavens	determine	the	existence	of
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lower	beings.	Based	on	earlier	philosophical	and	astronomical	models	of	cosmology,	al-
Fārābī	taught	that	there	are	ten	spheres,	with	the	lowest	being	the	sublunar	sphere	of
generation	and	corruption	in	which	humans,	animals,	and	plants	live.	The	nine	other
spheres	are	in	the	heavens,	wrapped	around	one	another	like	layers	of	an	onion.	Al-
Fārābī’s	cosmology	relies	on	Ptolemy’s	(d.	c.	165)	geocentric	model	of	the	planetary
system,	although	it	disregards	movements	within	the	planetary	spheres,	the	so-called
epicycles.	For	al-Fārābī,	each	of	the	five	planets	known	before	the	invention	of	the
telescope	as	well	as	the	sun	and	the	moon	move	with	their	own	celestial	sphere.	The
sphere	of	the	earth—the	sublunar	sphere—is	a	true	globe	at	the	center	of	this	system
enveloped	by	the	nine	celestial	spheres.	At	the	upper	end	of	the	visible	universe,	above
the	spheres	of	the	sun,	the	moon,	and	the	five	planets,	sits	the	ninth	sphere	of	the	fixed
stars.	In	order	to	account	for	the	extremely	slow	rotation	of	the	earth’s	axis	around	the
celestial	pole—a	rotation	completed	only	every	25,700	years	and	causing	the	precession
of	the	equinoxes—Ptolemy	added	a	tenth	sphere	at	the	outermost	end,	right	above	the
sphere	of	the	fixed	stars.	The	celestial	spheres	move	in	circles	with	different	speeds,	the
higher	spheres	always	faster	than	the	ones	below	them	as	they	(p.137)	 drag	the	lower
ones	with	their	movement.	The	outermost	sphere	moves	exactly	at	the	speed	of	one
rotation	per	day.67	It	contains	neither	a	planet	nor	any	fixed	stars	nor	any	other	visible
object.	To	the	Arabs,	it	was	known	as	the	“supreme	sphere”	(falak	al-aflāk),	or	the
“sphere	of	Atlas.”	Since	it	is	the	highest-ranking	moving	object,	the	Latin	interpreters	of
this	planetary	system	referred	to	it	as	the	primum	mobile,	or,	the	highest	moving	object.

Each	of	the	ten	spheres	in	al-Fārābī’s	model	of	the	universe	consists	of	a	material	body
and	a	soul.	The	soul	is	dominated	by	an	intellect	that	governs	the	sphere	and	causes	its
movement.	The	intellect	that	governs	the	primum	mobile	is	the	highest	created	being.
Beyond	it	is	only	the	being	that	causes	all	this,	that	is,	the	First	Principle,	of	which	al-
Fārābī	says,	“one	should	believe	this	is	God.”68	In	thinking	itself,	al-Fārābī’s	God
emanates	a	single	being,	the	intellect	that	governs	the	primum	mobile.	God	directly	acts
only	upon	one	being,	which	is	this	particular	intellect.	God’s	oneness	prevents	Him	from
acting	upon	anything	else.	What	is	truly	single	in	all	its	aspects	is	unchanging	and	can	only
have	one	effect,	the	highest	created	being.	This	is	the	first	intellect	that	causes,	in	turn,
the	existence	of	its	sphere,	and	it	also	causes	the	intellect	of	the	sphere	right	below	it,
that	is,	that	of	the	fixed	stars.	Every	celestial	intellect—with	the	exception	of	the	lowest
one,	the	active	intellect—is	the	cause	of	two	things:	its	own	sphere	and	the	intellect
directly	below	it.	In	contrast	to	the	“First	Cause,”	which	is	God,	al-Fārābī	calls	the
celestial	intellects	“secondary	causes”	(asbāb	thawānī).69	God	mediates	His	creative
activity	through	these	secondary	causes	to	the	lowest	celestial	intellect,	the	tenth	one.
This	is	the	active	intellect	(al-ʿaql	al-faʿʿāl),	and	it	has	more	than	just	two	effects.	It	causes
the	existence	of	all	the	beings	in	the	sublunar	sphere,	all	beings	on	earth.70	Of	these	ten
celestial	intellects,	al-Fārābī	says,	“one	should	believe	they	are	the	angels.”71

Avicenna	parted	ways	with	al-Fārābī’s	cosmology	on	such	minor	issues	as	the	number	of
spheres	and	intellects	in	the	lower	celestial	orbs	or	whether	the	celestial	souls	are	purely
rational	or	also	have	imagination.72	Yet,	with	regard	to	the	principle	of	secondary	causality
—that	is,	the	fact	that	God	creates	the	world	and	controls	it	by	passing	existence	along	a
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line	of	secondary	causes,—there	was	no	disagreement	between	any	of	the	Arabic
philosophers	in	the	peripatetic	tradition.	God	creates	through	the	mediation	of	efficient
secondary	causes.	These	causes	cannot	stand	by	themselves	but	depend	on	higher
causes	for	their	being,	which	eventually	receive	their	existence	from	God.	In	terms	of	any
specific	causal	connection,	the	higher	efficient	cause	establishes	the	existence	of	its	effect
in	a	predetermined	and	necessary	way.	If	all	conditions	are	fulfilled	for	a	certain	cause	to
have	its	effect,	the	connection	between	the	cause	and	effect	must	occur	and	cannot	be
suspended.	If	fire	reaches	a	cotton	ball,	to	use	the	most	prominent	example	in	Arabic
literature	on	causality,	the	cotton	ball	will	necessarily	start	burning.	Nothing,	not	even
God	himself,	can	suspend	this	connection.	The	cause	is	both	the	necessary	and	the
necessitating	condition	of	the	effect’s	existence,	even	if	ultimately	God	is	the	one	who
creates	this	necessary	connection	through	the	mediation	of	many	multiple	steps	of
secondary	causes.

In	his	Letter	on	the	Secret	of	Predestination	(Risāla	Fī	sirr	al-qadar),	Avicenna	writes
that	(p.138)

(…)	in	the	world	as	a	whole	and	in	its	parts,	both	upper	and	earthly,	there	is
nothing	which	forms	an	exception	to	the	fact	that	God	is	the	cause	(sabab)	of	its
existence	and	origination	and	that	God	has	knowledge	of	it,	governs	it,	and	wills	its
coming	into	being;	it	is	all	subject	to	His	government	(tadbīr),	determination
(taqdīr),	knowledge,	and	will.73

Avicenna	adds	that	this	is	“a	general	and	superficial	statement”	(ʿalā	l-jumla	wa-l-.zāhir),
and	attentive	readers	of	his	works	understand	that	here	he	lumps	together	“the	upper
as	well	as	the	earthly”	parts	of	God’s	creation,	which	are	to	be	treated	differently	with
respect	to	God’s	government,	determination,	knowledge,	and	will.	The	upper,	celestial
part	of	creation	consists	of	the	celestial	spheres,	which	are	governed	by	intellects.	They
exist	from	past	eternity,	function	in	the	most	orderly	way,	and	move	in	complete	and
permanent	circles,	the	most	perfect	kind	of	movement.	Each	sphere	is	its	own	class	of
being,	of	which	it	is	the	only	individual.	The	active	intellect	(al-ʿaql	al-faʿʿāl)	that	governs
the	lowest	sphere	contains	all	classes	of	beings	that	exist	within	the	lowest	sphere	below
the	moon.	In	the	lowest	sphere,	however,	things	become	less	regulated	and	less	perfect
than	in	the	upper	world.	Beings	in	the	sublunar	sphere	come	to	be	and	pass	away,
meaning	they	are	corruptible	and	not	pre-eternal.	Once	the	causal	chains	have	traversed
the	celestial	realm	and	enter	the	lowest	sphere,	they	create	multiple	individuals	of	each
class	of	being.	These	individuals	have	individual	traits,	which	are	the	result	of	the	contact
between	the	immaterial	forms	of	the	active	intellect	with	physical	matter.

When	the	philosophers	say	that	God	is	the	principle	or	the	“starting-point”	(mabdaʾ)	of	the
world,	they	mean	that	both	matter	as	well	as	all	the	rules	that	govern	this	world	are	a
result	of	His	nature.	This	is	not	that	different	from	a	modern	deist	or	rationalist	view	of
God	as	the	sum	of	all	laws	that	govern	physical	and	psychological	processes,	human
behavior,	language,	rational	thinking,	and	all	the	other	domains	that	are	determined	by
rules.	This	is,	of	course,	a	very	impersonal	view	of	God.	For	Avicenna,	this	view	implied
that	only	the	rules	that	govern	God’s	creation	are	contained	in	the	divine	knowledge.	In



Cosmology in Early Islam

Page 17 of 33

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2014.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the l icence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Chicago; date: 13 March 2014

an	Aristotelian	understanding	of	nature,	the	classes	of	beings—meaning	the	nine	celestial
spheres	and	all	the	sublunar	species	contained	in	the	active	intellect—are	the	substrates
where	these	rules	are	conserved.	How	cotton	reacts	when	it	is	touched	by	fire	is	part	of
the	cotton’s	nature,	that	is,	the	rules	that	are	enshrined	in	the	universal	species	“cotton.”
God	has	foreseen	that	once	the	classes	of	beings,	which	are	universal	and	purely
intellectual	entities,	mix	with	matter,	they	form	individuals;	but	according	to	Avicenna,
God	has	no	awareness	of	these	individuals.	He	does	not	know	the	individuals;	He	only
“knows”	the	immaterial	and	universal	classes	of	beings	because	they	are	the	ones	that
are	determined	directly	by	His	nature.	The	individuals	are	also	determined	by	His
nature,	since	the	interplay	between	the	universal	forms	and	the	individuating	matter
takes	place	according	to	the	rules	enshrined	in	the	universals.	But	what	happens	in	the
sublunar	sphere	of	generation	and	corruption	is	too	mediated	a	result	of	God’s	nature
and	is	therefore	not	“known”	to	Him.74

(p.139)	 Avicenna	teaches	that	the	divine	knowledge	cannot	contain	events	in	the
sublunar	sphere.	There	seemed	to	have	been	a	tension	in	Avicenna’s	thought	regarding
the	second	question	of	whether	God	also	determines	all	events	in	the	sublunar	world,	or,
alternatively,	whether	some	events	in	the	sublunar	world	are	related	to	chance	and	the
haphazard	influence	from	matter.	In	some	of	his	works	at	least,	Avicenna	stresses	that
there	are	no	arbitrary	effects	and	that	the	events	in	the	sublunar	sphere	are	fully
determined	by	God’s	creative	activity.	There	are	no	causeless	events	or	substances	in
this	world.	The	effects	of	the	celestial	causes	reach	into	the	sublunar	sphere	and
determine	everything	that	happens	there.75	But	how,	one	might	ask,	can	such	a	fully
determined	world	be	squared	with	our	impression	that	some	future	events	are
contingent	on	what	precedes	them,	particularly	those	events	that	are	the	effects	of
human	actions?	Do	humans	not	have	a	free	will	whose	effect	cannot	be	determined	fully
by	the	existing	causes?

Al-Fārābī	was	the	first	Arabic	philosopher	to	address	this	problem	in	his	Commentary	on
Aristotle’s	De	interpretatione.	In	that	book’s	ninth	chapter—the	locus	classicus	for	the
discussion	of	the	predetermination	of	future	contingencies—Aristotle	analyzes	the
meaning	of	the	sentence:	“There	will	be	a	sea	battle	tomorrow.”	This	is	not	a	statement
that	can	be	true	and	at	the	same	time	false.	It	must	be	either	true	or	false,	even	if	we
cannot	say	which	it	is.76	In	al-Fārābī’s	discussion	of	this	passage,	he	stresses	that
humans	inherently	understand	that	such	an	event	is	the	effect	of	human	free	will:	“We
know	right	from	the	beginning,	from	our	primordial	nature	that	many	things	have	a
possibility	of	occurring	and	of	not	occurring,	above	all,	those	we	know	to	be	left	to	our
choice	and	will.”77	A	few	pages	later,	al-Fārābī	brings	a	well-known	argument	from
Muʿtazilite	theology	that	aims	to	prove	the	existence	of	human	free	will:	if	all	future
events	were	predetermined,	human	free	will	and	deliberation	would	be	void,	and	thus
whatever	punishment	were	to	befall	humans	for	their	actions	would	be	unjust.	This	denial
of	free	will	not	only	is	absurd,	al-Fārābī	argues,	but	also	it	damages	severely	the	social
and	political	purpose	of	revealed	religion.78	It	seems	that	here	al-Fārābī	adopts	the
Muʿtazilite	position,	denying	a	fully	determined	future	and	the	possibility	of	divine
foreknowledge	of	future	events.	Now,	however,	he	raises	another	theological	concern
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that	also	results	from	his	position	about	the	social	and	political	function	of	revealed
religion.	The	moral	order	in	a	state	is	upheld	by	the	people’s	belief	that	God	knows	their
actions	and	that	He	will	reward	them	for	right	ones	and	punish	them	for	wrong.	Saying,
however,	that	the	future	existence	of	a	certain	event	is	unknown	to	God	denies	divine
omniscience.	The	indefiniteness	(ʿadam	al-taḥṣīl)	of	a	future	possibility,	al-Fārābī	says,
exists	only	in	our	human	knowledge	because	of	our	minds’	deficiencies.	Attributing
similar	deficiencies	to	God	would	be	detrimental	to	the	public	benefit	of	religion.79	Once
humans	no	longer	assume	that	God	is	omniscient,	al-Fārābī	implies,	they	loose	respect
for	the	moral	injunctions	and	the	legal	impositions	that	are	derived	from	revelation	and	no
longer	fear	God’s	punishment	for	violating	these	rules.

The	dilemma	al-Fārābī	finds	himself	in	is	the	same	as	that	of	al-Juwaynī	in	his	Creed	for
Niẓām	al-Mulk.	How	can	we	say	that	humans	decide	their	actions	(p.140)	 freely	while
God	has	a	foreknowledge	of	all	future	events?	Al-Fārābī’s	solution	will	become	very
important	for	al-Ghazālī,	and	we	must	examine	it	closely.	For	al-Fārābī,	some	future
contingencies	are	the	result	of	human	free	will,	but	they	are	also	foreknown	by	God.	Al-
Fārābī	tries	to	reconcile	this	apparent	contradiction	by	distinguishing	between	two	types
of	necessities,	namely,	“necessity	in	itself”	(ḍarūra	fī	nafsihi)	and	“necessity	from
something	else”	(ḍarūrat	al-shayʾʿan	al-shayʾ).	Future	contingencies	are	not	necessary	by
themselves,	yet	if	they	become	existent,	they	are	necessary	from	something	else,
meaning	they	are	necessary	by	virtue	of	their	causes.	If	God	knows	that	Zayd	will	set	out
on	a	journey	tomorrow,	to	use	one	of	al-Fārābī’s	examples,	then	Zayd	will	necessarily
travel	tomorrow.	The	event	is	necessary	due	to	something	else,	in	this	case,	God’s
creative	activity	that	manifests	itself	in	God’s	foreknowledge.	If	the	event	is	looked	at
solely	by	itself,	however,	Zayd’s	decision	to	travel	is	not	necessary	but	merely	possible,
as	it	is	still	within	Zayd’s	power	(qudra)	not	to	travel.	Divine	foreknowledge	does	not
remove	human	free	will	or	the	ability	to	act	differently	from	what	is	foreknown.	Although
God	knows	that	Zayd	will	travel	before	he	does	so,	His	knowledge	does	not	exclude	the
possibility	of	Zayd	staying	at	home.	It	just	excludes	that	this	possibility	will	be	realized.	By
distinguishing	between	these	two	types	of	necessity,	al-Fārābī	tries	to	maintain	that	(1)
humans	have	the	capacity	(qudra)	to	perform	or	not	to	perform	their	acts	and	to	choose
between	these	options	while	(2)	God	also	has	a	detailed	foreknowledge	of	the	future.	God
judges	over	human	acts	not	according	to	His	foreknowledge,	al-Fārābī	says,	but	in
terms	of	the	choices	that	humans	make.	God’s	foreknowledge,	therefore,	does	not
deprive	humans	from	their	freedom	of	choice	and	is	not	contrary	to	justice.80

Al-Fārābī’s	distinction	between	these	two	types	of	necessity	initiated	an	important
development	in	Arabic	philosophy	as	well	as	in	Muslim	theology.81	Avicenna	was	one	of
the	first	to	adopt	the	distinction	that	all	created	events	are	“possible	by	virtue	of
themselves”	(mumkin	bi-nafsihi)	and	“necessary	by	virtue	of	something	else”	(wājib	bi-
ghayrihi),	meaning	necessary	by	virtue	of	their	causes.	This	distinction	is	a	cornerstone	of
Avicennan	metaphysics	on	which	the	whole	edifice	of	how	God	relates	to	His	creation	is
built.82	Avicenna,	however,	did	not	follow	al-Fārābī	in	taking	up	the	cudgel	on	behalf	of
human	free	will.	Like	al-Fārābī,	he	opted	for	a	fully	determined	universe	in	which	all
events,	including	human	actions,	are	fully	predetermined	by	God.83	Unlike	al-Fārābī,
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however,	Avicenna	did	not	assume	that	God	knows	such	events	as	Zayd’s	journey.	The
impact	that	the	universal	celestial	causes	have	on	matter	in	the	sublunar	sphere	of
generation	and	corruption	are	not	all	part	of	the	divine	knowledge.	For	Avicenna,	God	is
an	intellect	and	has	no	body.	He	thus	lacks	the	epistemological	faculty	to	grasp	individual
objects.	In	humans,	these	faculties,	such	as	sense	perception	or	the	faculty	of	imagination,
are	closely	connected	to	the	body.	Being	pure	intellect,	God’s	knowledge	contains	only
universals.	Thus,	the	universal	concept	of	a	human	is	part	of	God’s	knowledge,	as	is	the
fact	of	Zayd	having	all	the	essential	attributes	of	a	human,	such	as	a	soul	and	rationality.
God	knows	these	things	because	they	are	the	effect	of	His	knowledge.	The	accidental
attributes	of	Zayd,	however,	cannot	be	part	of	God’s	knowledge	on	(p.141)	 account	of
the	fact	that	He	is	pure	intellect.84	Whether	Zayd	travels	tomorrow	is	therefore	not	part
of	the	divine	knowledge.	God	also	lacks	the	knowledge	of	whether	Zayd	ever	committed	a
sin.

Avicenna	was	not	particularly	forthcoming	about	this	element	of	his	teaching,	and	there	is
a	certain	degree	of	obfuscation	in	his	writings	about	God’s	ignorance	of	the	accidents.
Avicenna	rarely	speaks	of	the	“collisions”	(muṣ-ādamāt)	in	the	sublunar	sphere,	and	he
tries	to	give	the	impression	that	a	detailed	knowledge	of	events	in	this	sphere	is,	in	fact,
possible.85	Humans,	for	instance,	would	be	able	to	know	the	future	if	they	knew	all	the
temporal	events	on	earth	and	in	heaven,	including	the	natures	of	the	things	that	are
involved.86	Once	one	knows	all	the	causes	in	one	moment,	one	would	be	able	to	deduce
the	effects	of	the	next	moment	and	predict	the	future.	The	souls	of	the	heavenly	bodies
have	such	perfect	knowledge,	and	they	can	reveal	it,	for	instance,	to	the	prophets.87
Humans	and	celestial	spheres	are	composed	of	intellects	as	well	as	bodies	and	therefore
have	in	their	souls	the	faculties	to	know	accidents.	The	divine	knowledge,	in	contrast,	is
pure	intellect	and	contains	only	universal	principles.	God’s	knowledge	is	a	single	one
(wāḥid);	it	is	changeless	and	outside	of	time.	It	does	not	consist	of	individual	cognitions
(ʿulūm)	that	refer	to	multiple	objects.	Individual	events	are	part	of	God’s	knowledge	only
insofar	as	they	result	directly	from	principles,	such	as	the	celestial	rotations,	for	instance,
or	the	eclipse	of	one	celestial	body	by	another.88	Avicenna	admits	indirectly	that	God
cannot	know	the	accidents	in	the	sublunar	sphere:	he	says	that	both	the	celestial	souls	as
well	as	“that	which	is	above	them”	(mā	fawqahā)	have	knowledge	of	the	particulars	(al-
juzʾiyyāt).	However,	that	which	is	above	the	celestial	souls—meaning	God—he	adds,
“knows	the	particulars	only	in	a	universal	way.”89

The	falāsifa’s	View	That	This	World	Is	Necessary
According	to	al-Fārābī	and	Avicenna,	everything	in	this	world	is,	first	of	all,	determined
by	its	proximate	efficient	cause,	which	is	a	created	being	within	this	world.	This	proximate
efficient	cause—or	these	causes,	as	in	the	case	of	the	birth	of	a	human	at	which	more	than
one	proximate	efficient	cause	is	required—is	itself	determined	by	other	efficient	causes
and	so	on,	until	the	causal	chains	are	eventually	traced	back	to	their	divine	origin.	The
secondary	causes	have	active	and	passive	powers	only	because	they	receive	these
powers	from	God,	who	is	the	absolute	efficient	cause	of	everything	other	than	Him.	All
created	things	depend	necessarily	on	God	for	their	existence,	for	their	active	and	passive
powers,	and	for	the	specific	way	how	they	are	created.
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In	the	teachings	of	Avicenna,	there	lies	a	second	aspect	of	God’s	necessity,	one	much
more	problematic	from	a	theological	point	of	view.	Avicenna	taught	that	the	creation	of	the
world	has	its	starting	point	in	God’s	knowledge,	which	may	be	viewed	as	the	blueprint	of
His	creation.	God’s	knowledge	is,	according	to	Avicenna,	an	aspect	of	the	divine	essence,
and	as	such	it	does	not	change.	God’s	essence	is	total	unity,	and	it	is	not	possible	for
there	to	be	division	or	change	within	something	that	is	totally	unified	in	its	nature.	This
view	challenges	the	position	(p.142)	 that	God’s	creative	activity	involves	free	choice.
Although	Avicenna	maintained	that	God	has	ikhtiyār,	a	term	usually	understood	as
referring	to	a	free	choice	between	alternatives,	he	never	explained	what	he	meant	by	it,
and	a	critical	reader	may	surmise	that	he	simply	wished	to	say	that	God’s	actions	are	not
determined	by	anything	outside	of	His	essence,	such	as	in	the	case	of	human	actions	that
are	caused	by	motives,	for	instance.90	From	reading	Avicenna—and	particularly	from
reading	the	reactions	to	Avicenna—it	becomes	clear	that	his	God	cannot	choose	between
creating	a	blue	heaven,	for	instance,	and	the	alternative	of	creating	a	yellow	one.	The	blue
heaven	is	necessary	since	that	is	what	is	part	of	God’s	knowledge.	God’s	knowledge	is
unchangeable,	but	it	is	also	perfect.

These	elements	come	together	in	the	philosopher’s	teaching	on	divine	providence	(ʿināya
ilāhiyya).	In	his	book	Pointers	and	Reminders	(al-Ishārāt	wa-l-tanbīhāt),	Avicenna	explains
that	divine	providence	is	the	combination	of	three	aspects	that	are	included	in	God’s
knowledge.	The	first	aspect	is	that	God’s	knowledge	accounts	for	everything	there	is.	The
second	is	that	God’s	knowledge	arranges	everything	in	a	necessary	way	so	that	it	follows
the	best	order	(aḥsan	al-niẓām).	The	third	aspect	is	that	this	necessity	of	creation	comes
from	God	Himself,	since	the	necessity	of	the	world’s	order	is	itself	included	in	God’s
knowledge.	This	means	that	God’s	knowledge	itself	is	necessary	and	cannot	be	any
different	from	what	it	is.	In	Avicenna,	the	combination	of	these	three	aspects,	that	(1)
God’s	knowledge	is	the	creator	of	everything,	(2)	everything	is	in	a	necessary	order,	and
(3)	God’s	knowledge	itself	is	necessary,	leads	to	a	concept	of	creation	in	which	nothing	can
be	different	from	the	way	it	is:91

The	existing	things	correspond	to	the	objects	of	God’s	knowledge	according	to	the
best	order	(ʿalā	aḥsan	al-niẓām)—without	a	motivating	intention	on	the	side	of	the
First	Being	(…)	and	without	Him	desiring	something.	Thus,	the	First	Being’s
knowledge	of	how	to	best	arrange	the	existence	of	everything	is	the	source	of	the
emanation	of	the	good	and	of	everything.92

According	to	the	falāsifa,	God	has	no	goal	(qaṣd),	pursuit	(ṭalab),	desire	(ārzū),	or
intention	(gharaḍ)	present	when	He	creates.93	If	God’s	actions	followed	any	intention	to
produce	things,	He	would	act	for	something	that	is	not	Himself,	which	would	introduce
multiplicity	to	the	divine	essence.	God	is	the	perfect	good,	and	the	perfect	good	creates
because	it	has	to	do	so.	One	underlying	principle	in	the	falāsifa’s	cosmology	is	that	being
is	always	better	than	nonbeing.	The	perfect	good	therefore	has	to	create;	it	does	not
create	according	to	what	it	chooses	but	rather	according	to	what	is	necessary	as	the	best
creation.	The	implication	of	the	falāsifa’s	view	that	everything	follows	necessarily	from
God’s	knowledge	and	that	God’s	knowledge	itself	is	necessary	is	that	God	does	not	have
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the	sort	of	will	that	enables	Him	to	choose	between	alternative	creations.	Nevertheless,
the	philosophers	claimed	that	there	is	a	will	on	God’s	part.	In	his	Persian	introductory
work	on	philosophy,	Avicenna	claims	that	we	must	ascribe	a	will	to	God.	God,	he	argues,
has	knowledge	(dānish)	of	the	fact	that	everything	emanates	from	His	nature.	If	one	has
knowledge	of	one’s	actions,	Avicenna	argues,	one	cannot	say	that	these	actions	are	only
the	result	of	one’s	nature.	The	existence	of	such	a	(p.143)	 knowledge	on	God’s	part
leads	Avicenna	to	conclude	that	God	does	not	solely	act	out	of	His	nature	and	has	indeed
some	kind	of	will	(khwāst).94	In	his	doxographic	report	of	philosophical	teachings,	The
Intentions	of	the	Philosophers	(Maqāṣid	al-falāsifa),	al-Ghazālī	distinguishes	these	two
ways	of	creation:	creation	through	one’s	nature	and	creation	by	one’s	will.	Here	he
reports	the	position	of	the	philosophers	that	wherever	there	is	knowledge	of	the	action,
there	is	will:

One	can	be	an	agent	in	two	ways,	either	by	pure	nature	or	by	a	will.	An	action	is
out	of	pure	nature	if	it	is	without	knowledge	of	either	what	is	done	or	of	the	doing
itself.	All	actions	that	involve	a	knowledge	of	the	act	of	doing	involve	a	will.95

The	falāsifa	therefore	maintain	that	there	is	some	kind	of	a	will	on	the	part	of	God,	even	if
there	is	no	decision	about	the	action.	These	they	implicitly	admit:	the	God	of	the	falāsifa
has	no	free	choice	in	what	to	create,	and	in	His	creation	He	does	not	choose	between
alternatives.	For	the	falāsifa,	God	creates	out	of	the	necessity	of	His	being.	God	is	the
one	being	that	is	necessary	by	virtue	of	Himself	(wājib	al-wujūd	bi-dhātihi),	and
everything	about	Him	is	necessary.	Avicenna	writes	that	the	First	Principle	is	necessary
in	all	its	aspects	(min	jamīʾjihātihi).96	This	entails	that	God’s	actions	follow	from	Him	with
necessity.	God	is	the	source	of	the	necessity	that	turns	everything	that	exists	in	itself	as	a
sheer	contingency	into	actuality.	As	such,	God	cannot	himself	be	contingent,	and	His
actions	cannot	have	an	element	of	possibility	within	them.	In	a	letter	to	one	of	his
contemporaries,	Avicenna	sums	up	his	teachings	on	the	predetermination	of	all	events,	on
God	creating	without	pursuing	a	goal	or	a	desire,	and	on	this	world	being	the	necessary
result	of	God’s	essence:

Pre-determination	(al-qadar)	is	the	existence	of	reasons	(ʿilal)	and	causes	(asbāb)
and	their	harmonization	(ittisāq)	in	accordance	with	their	arrangement	(tadbīr)	and
their	order	(niẓām),	leading	to	the	results	(maʿlūlāt)	and	effects	(musabbabāt).	This
is	what	is	necessitated	(mūjab)	by	the	decree	(al-qaḍāʾ)	and	what	follows	from	it.
There	is	no	“why”	(limiyya)	for	the	action	of	the	Creator	because	His	action	is	due
to	(li-)	His	essence	and	not	due	to	a	motive	(dāʿin)	that	would	motivate	Him	to	do
something.	(…)

“The	Decree”	(al-qaḍāʾ)	is	God’s	foreknowledge	(sābiqʿilm	Allāh)	from	which	that
which	is	determined	(al-muqaddar)	derives	(inbaʿashat).	Every	existent	whose
existence	comes	about	through	a	smaller	number	of	intermediaries	(bi-wasāʾiṭ
aqall)	is	of	an	existence	that	is	stronger	(aqwā)	[than	the	one	that	comes	about
through	a	greater	number	of	intermediaries].97

Al-Ghazālī’s	Treatment	of	Causality	in	MS	London,	Or.	3126
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The	Incoherence	of	the	Philosophers	is	the	first	work	in	which	al-Ghazālī	presents	his	own
ideas	about	fundamental	cosmological	issues.	We	will	see	that	his	(p.144)	 treatment	of
causality	in	the	seventeenth	discussion	of	that	book	is—despite	its	brevity—so
comprehensive	that	he	hardly	needed	to	add	anything	during	his	later	writings.	We	will
also	find	that	in	his	later	writings,	al-Ghazālī	stressed	certain	aspects	of	what	he
postulates	in	this	chapter	over	others.	These	aspects	are	not	always	the	same,	and	in
different	works	he	stresses	different	aspects.	Almost	everything	that	he	will	teach	later	in
his	life	on	the	subject	of	causality,	however,	has	already	been	put	down	in	the
seventeenth	chapter	of	the	Incoherence.	There	is	no	notable	development	of	his	views	on
causality.

An	earlier	level	of	al-Ghazālī’s	occupation	with	causality	is	preserved	in	the	text	of	a
London	manuscript.	This	text,	whose	title	is	lost,	represents	al-Ghazālī’s	efforts	to	report
the	teachings	of	the	philosophers	rather	than	to	refute	them.	Unlike	his	much	better
known	Intentions	of	the	Philosophers,	here,	al-Ghazālī	almost	exclusively	quotes	from
philosophical	works	rather	than	paraphrasing	their	teachings	in	his	own	words.	The	book
was	written	in	the	same	period	that	al-Ghazālī	worked	on	the	Incoherence,	or	at	least
shortly	after	its	publication.	The	text	of	the	London	manuscript	allows	us	to	reconstruct
which	philosophical	subjects	and	which	works	attracted	his	interest	during	this	period.

The	text	of	the	London	manuscript	contains	a	very	thorough	report	of	the	falāsifa’s
teachings	on	causality.	In	his	autobiography,	al-Ghazālī	says	that	developing	a	meticulous
understanding	of	the	adversary’s	teachings	is	an	important	prerequisite	to	properly
responding	to	false	teachings.	A	proper	refutation	is	not	achieved	by	simply	answering
the	adversaries’	accusations	with	numerous	unsystematic	counterarguments.	Rather,
one	must	give	a	thorough	report	(ḥikāya)	of	the	adversaries’	teachings,98	identify	the
key	element	in	one’s	own	teaching	that	the	adversaries	deny,	and	turn	this	element
against	them	(qalb	or	inqilāb)	by	showing	that	they	cannot	uphold	their	own	teachings
without	it.99	The	London	manuscript	devotes	almost	one-fifth	of	its	text	to	the	subject	of
causality.100	The	material	al-Ghazālī	presents	on	these	pages	is	proportionally	more	than
what	Avicenna	wrote	on	this	subject	in	the	section	on	metaphysics	of	his	Healing	(al-
Shifāʾ).	Al-Ghazālī	uses	all	these	passages	from	Avicenna’s	metaphysics	in	the	Healing,
either	copying	them	into	his	book	or	paraphrasing	them.101	In	these	passages,	Avicenna
introduces	the	four	Aristotelian	types	of	causes.	The	final	and	the	efficient	cause	are
singled	out	for	more	thorough	treatment.

Avicenna	presents	the	argument	that	no	causal	series,	from	any	of	the	four	types	of
causes,	can	regress	indefinitely.102	Every	series	of	causes	and	effects	must	have	three
components:	a	first	element,	a	middle	element,	and	a	last	element.	The	last	element	is
solely	an	effect	and	not	a	cause.	The	first	element	of	any	causal	chain	is	solely	a	cause	and
not	an	effect	and	causes	everything	that	follows	after	it.	The	middle	element	is	the	cause
for	the	last	one	and	also	the	effect	of	the	first.	The	first	element	is	the	absolute	cause	(ʿilla
muṭlaqa)	of	both	the	middle	element	and	the	last.	It	causes	these	two	either	“through	an
intermediary”	(bi-mutawassaṭin)—namely	another	middle	element	of	the	chain—or
without	it.103	Looking	at	a	chain	of	efficient	causes,	the	“finiteness	of	the	causes”	(tanāhī	l-
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ʿilal)	serves	for	Avicenna	as	the	basis	of	a	proof	of	God’s	existence.	Tracing	back	all
efficient	causes	in	the	universe	will	lead	to	a	first	efficient	(p.145)	 cause,	which	is	itself
uncaused.	When	the	First	Cause	is	also	shown	to	be	incorporeal	and	one	in	number,	we
have	achieved	a	proof	of	the	deity.104

While	paraphrasing	or	copying	these	teachings	verbatim	from	the	metaphysics	of
Avicenna’s	Healing,	al-Ghazālī	adds	material	from	other	non-Avicennan	sources,	as	well
as	occasionally	adding	his	own	original	comments.105	These	passages	are	not	meant	to
criticize	Avicenna’s	approach	but	rather	to	explain	the	philosopher’s	teachings	and	make
them	more	accessible	to	readers	not	trained	in	philosophy.	In	the	following	passage,	for
instance,	he	encourages	his	readers	to	reflect	on	the	falāsifa’s	understanding	of	causes
and	to	compare	them	with	the	way	we	use	words	such	as	“cause”	in	ordinary	language:

It	may	appear	to	some	weak	minds	(awhām)	that	the	connection	between	the	thing
that	we	call	“an	efficient	cause,”	(fāʿil)	with	the	thing	that	we	call	“caused	by	it”
(munfaʿil)	or	“an	efficient	effect”	(mafʿūl)	is	of	the	same	kind	of	meaning	when	the
ordinary	people	(al-ʿāmma)	name	it	“that	what	is	made”	(al-mafʿūl)	and	“the	maker”
(al-fāʿil).	The	former	kind	[of	meaning]	is	that	the	[efficient	cause]	generates,	and
produces,	and	makes,	while	the	[efficient	effect]	is	generated,	is	produced,	and	is
made.	All	this	goes	back	to	the	fact	that	one	thing	attains	(ḥasala)	existence	from
another	thing.106

When	the	falāsifa	use	the	word	“efficient	cause”	(fāʿil),	they	mean	something	different
from	what	we	in	our	ordinary	language	mean	when	we	use	the	word	“maker”	(fāʿil).	In
many	instances	this	meaning	is	the	same,	as	in	the	case	of	the	adze,	for	instance,	in	which
case	its	maker,	the	workman,	is	also	one	of	its	efficient	causes.	Al-Ghazālī	explains,
however,	that	sometimes	we	use	words	such	as	“he	makes”	(faʿala),	“he	produces”
(ṣanaʿa),	or	“he	generates”	(awjada)	in	order	to	express	aspects	that	belong	to	the	final
cause	(gharaḍ)	and	not	the	efficient	one.	Al-Ghazālī	neglects	to	discuss	this	in	more	detail,
but	what	he	seems	to	have	in	mind	is	when	we	say	something	like,	“The	doctor	makes	the
patient	take	the	medicine,”	or	“The	teacher	generates	knowledge	in	his	students.”	These
sentences	are	ambiguous	as	to	the	efficient	causes	of	the	actions,	and	both	doctor	and
teacher	are	more	part	of	the	final	cause	than	the	efficient	one.	Al-Ghazālī	wishes	to	stress
that	the	philosophical	usage	of	the	Arabic	word	fāʿil	knows	no	such	ambiguities.	It	means
“that	one	thing	comes	into	being	after	non-being	by	means	of	a	cause.”

In	addition	to	such	clarifications,	al-Ghazālī	stresses	in	his	report	the	secondary	nature	of
causality	more	than	Avicenna	did.	He	chooses	two	passages	from	the	works	of	al-Fārābī
that	are	explicit	about	the	way	causes	proceed	from	God.	The	effects	are	mediated
through	the	intermediary	causes	in	the	heavens	and	arrive	at	the	sublunar	sphere	of
coming-to-be	and	passing-away	through	the	mediation	of	the	active	intellect.	Al-Ghazālī
reproduces	al-Fārābī’s	explanation	of	how	“the	First,	which	is	God,	is	the	proximate
cause	of	the	existence	of	the	secondary	causes	and	of	the	active	intellect.”107	Avicenna
avoided	giving	such	a	detailed	account	about	the	celestial	causes	because	unlike	al-
Fārābī,	he	was	unsure	about	their	precise	number	and	other	matters	of	detail.	In	his
report,	al-Ghazālī	prefers	outspokenness	over	precision.	He	adds	another	account	from
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(p.146)	 the	works	of	al-Fārābī	on	how	the	second	cause,	which	is	the	first	intellect,
emanates	from	the	First	Cause.	This	chapter	also	explains	how	through	a	procession	of
secondary	causes—each	of	them	an	intellect	residing	in	the	spheres	of	Atlas,	of	the
zodiac,	of	Saturn,	Jupiter,	Mars,	the	sun,	Venus,	Mercury,	and	the	moon—the	active
intellect	is	reached.	At	this	point,	al-Ghazālī	returns	to	the	Avicennan	perspective	and
identifies	the	active	intellect	as	the	“giver	of	forms”	(wāhib	al-ṣuwar)	of	the	sublunar
sphere.	An	interesting	detail	in	this	report	is	a	seemingly	minor	change	of	terminology.	In
the	original,	al-Fārābī	refers	to	the	spheres	with	the	Arabic	word	kura.	Al-Ghazālī
replaces	it	throughout	the	whole	passage	with	the	word	falak,	which	has	the	same
technical	meaning.108	Unlike	kura,	however,	falak	appears	in	two	verses	of	the	Qur’an
(21:33,	36:40),	where	it	refers	to	the	spheres	in	which	the	celestial	objects	swim.	Readers
in	the	religious	sciences	are	familiar	with	falak,	and	using	this	word	might	make	al-
Fārābī’s	explanation	of	the	heavens	more	acceptable	to	them.

Overall,	al-Ghazālī	tried	to	make	philosophical	cosmology	more	approachable	to	the
religiously	trained	reader.	Later,	in	his	Revival	of	the	Religious	Sciences,	al-Ghazālī
writes	that	it	is	not	contrary	to	the	religious	law	for	a	Muslim	to	believe	that	the	celestial
objects	are	compelled	by	God’s	command	to	act	as	causes	(asbāb)	in	accord	with	His
wisdom.	It	is	forbidden,	however,	to	assume	that	the	stars	would	be	by	themselves	the
efficient	causes	(fāʿila)	of	their	effects,	and	that	there	would	not	be	a	being	that	governs
(yudabbir)	over	all	of	them.	This	assumption	would	be	considered	unbelief	(kufr).109
Here,	in	his	report	on	the	philosophical	teachings	of	metaphysics,	al-Ghazālī	makes	sure
that	the	readers	understand	the	secondary	nature	of	philosophical	causality.	None	of	the
intellects	that	reside	in	the	ten	celestial	spheres	is	an	ultimate	efficient	cause.	Each	one	of
them	is	a	secondary	cause	and	an	intermediary	employed	by	God.	Al-Ghazālī	reproduces
a	distinctly	Avicennan	position	of	causality	and	adds	some	of	the	more	detailed	accounts
of	the	secondary	causes	(asbāb	thawānī)	from	al-Fārābī’s	works.

Notes:

(1)	.	For	attempts	in	Islamic	scholarship	to	harmonize	these	Qur’anic	narratives	with
those	that	appear	in	the	prophetical	ḥadīth,	see	Heinen,	Islamic	Cosmology,	61–110.

(2)	.	Al-Dhahabī,	Siyar	aʿlām	al-nubalāʾ,	15:89;	Ibn	Khallikān,	4:267–68;	and	al-Subkī,
Ṭabaqāt,	3:356–57,	relate	that	after	he	became	detached	from	Muʿtazilism,	al-Ashʿarī
confronted	his	former	Muʿtazilite	teacher,	Abū	ʿAlī	al-Jubbāʾī	(d.	303/915–16),	with	the
“story	of	the	three	brothers.”	It	ends	in	the	imagined	outcry	of	one	of	the	three,	who	led
a	wicked	life,	and	asks	God	why	He	did	not	let	him	die	early	in	his	life	and	spare	him
punishment	in	the	afterlife?	Al-Ghazālī	tells	the	same	story	in	his	Iḥyāʾ,	1:153	/	196–97,
and	in	his	al-Iqtiṣād,	184–85,	without	any	suggestion	that	it	goes	back	to	al-Ashʿarī.
Gwynne,	“Al-Jubbāʾī,	al-Ashʿarī	and	the	Three	Brothers,”	argues	that	Fakhr	al-Dīn	al-Rāzī
(d.	606/1210)	in	his	Tafsīr	al-kabīr,	8:185–86,	was	probably	the	first	to	link	this	story	to	al-
Ashʿarī.	On	the	story	of	the	three	brothers,	see	also	Gardet/Anawati,	Introduction	à	la
théologie	musulmane,	53;	and	Watt,	Formative	Period,	305.

(3)	.	Frank,	“The	Structure	of	Created	Causality,”	20.
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(4)	.	Ibid.,	21,	29.

(5)	.	Dhanani,	The	Physical	Theory	of	Kalām;	van	Ess,	Theologie	und	Gesellschaft,	3:224–
29,	309–335,	4:450–77;	Rudolph/Perler,	Occasionalismus,	28–51.

(6)	.	Gerhard	Böwering,	Art	“Zeit.	Islam,”	in	HWdP,	12:1223.

(7)	.	Rudolph/Perler,	Occasionalismus,	51–56;	Gimaret,	La	doctrine	d’al-Ashʿarī,	43–130.

(8)	.	Ibn	Fūrak,	Mujarrad	maqālāt	al-Ashʿarī,	283.17–18.

(9)	.	Ibid.,	131.7–8.

(10)	.	Ibid.,	132.23–133.2.

(11)	.	See	van	Ess,	Theologie	und	Gesellschaft,	3:116–17,	249;	4:486–88.	On	Qāḍī	ʿAbd
al-Jabbār’s	(d.	415/1025)	usage	of	khalaqa	in	this	respect,	see	Frank,	Al-Ghazālī	and	the
Ashʿarite	School,	44.

(12)	.	Ibn	Fūrak,	Mujarrad	maqālāt	al-Ashʿarī,	131.16–132.6;	Gimaret,	La	doctrine	d’al-
Ashʿarī,	403–9.	McGinnis,	“Occasionalism,	Natural	Causation	and	Science,”	445,	develops
the	Ashʿarite	argument	against	the	existence	of	natures	in	a	philosophical	language.

(13)	.	Ibn	Fūrak,	Mujarrad	maqālāt	al-Ashʿarī,	134.5–8.

(14)	.	Ibid.,	176.17;	Gimaret,	La	doctrine	d’al-Ashʿarī,	459–63.

(15)	.	Al-Baghdādī,	Uṣūl	al-dīn,	69;	al-Bāqillānī,	al-Tamhīd,	34–47,	286–87,	300–301;	al-
Isfarāʾīnī,	“al-ʿAqīda,”	146.2–4;	Gimaret,	La	doctrine	de	al-Ashʿarī,	408–9;	cf.	also	al-
Juwaynī’s	discussion	of	tawallud	in	his	al-Shāmil	(ed.	Alexandria),	503–6.	See	Bernand,
“La	critique	de	la	notion	de	nature	(ṭabʿ	)	par	le	kalām”;	and	Perler/Rudloph,
Occasionalismus,	60.

(16)	.	This	is	the	impression	Maimonides	(d.	601/1204)	gives	in	his	influential	report	of	the
occasionalist	teachings	of	the	mutakallimūn	in	chapter	73	of	the	first	part	of	his	Dalālat	al-
ḥāʾirīn,	140–41,	English	translation	1:201–2.	Courtenay,	“The	Critique	on	Natural
Causality,”	81–82,	reminds	us	that	the	occasionalist	radicalism	of	the	mutakallimūn	has
often	been	assumed	rather	than	established.	Courtenay	points	to	the	significant	influence
of	Maimonides’s	unsympathetic	report	of	the	mutakallimūn’s	occasionalism	in	the	West.
On	Maimonides’	report,	see	Fakhry,	Islamic	Occasionalism,	25–32,	and—pointing	out	its
shortcomings—Rudolph	in	Perler/Rudolph,	Occasionalismus,	112–24.

(17)	.	We	will	see	that	this	is	also	al-Ghazālī’s	main	point	against	the	falāsifa.

(18)	.	Frank,	“The	Structure	of	Created	Causality,”	30.

(19)	.	Ibid.,	25–26,	40–41.
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(20)	.	waqaʿa	bi-qudrati	muḥdatha;	Ibn	Fūrat,	Mujarrad	maqālāt	al-Ashʿarī,	92.6;	see	also
Gimaret,	La	doctrine	d’al-Ashʿarī,	390–93.

(21)	.	Gimaret,	Théories	de	l’acte	humain,	92–120.

(22)	.	Al-Anṣārī,	al-Ghunya,	fol.	120a.18–19,	see	below	n.	28.

(23)	.	Al-Juwaynī,	al-Irshād,	210.3.

(24)	.	Ibid.,	210.4–7;	see	also	ibid.	203–25,	230–34.	Cf.	Gimaret,	Théories	de	l’acte
humain,	121–22.

(25)	.	Al-Juwaynī,	al-ʿAqīda	al-Niẓāmiyya,	30.

(26)	.	Humans	have	no	power	over	the	perception	of	colors.	The	demand	to	produce
actions	while	not	being	capable	of	it	would	be	like	the	demand	to	produce	the	perception
of	colors.	God	makes	no	such	demands.	In	al-Juwaynī,	al-Irshād,	203,	this	is	quoted	as	an
argument	of	his	Muʿtazilite	adversaries.

(27)	.	Al-Juwaynī,	al-ʿAqīda	al-Niẓāmiyya,	32.6–9;	also	translated	in	Gimaret,	Théories	de
l’acte	humain,	122.	See	also	Nagel,	Die	Festung	des	Glaubens,	227–28,	who	sees	no
difference	between	al-Juwaynī’s	teachings	in	al-ʿAqīda	al-Niẓāmiyya	and	those	in	his	legal
work	Kitāb	al-Burhān.

(28)	.	anna	al-qudrata	al-ḥādithata	lā	tuʾaththiru	fī	maqdūrihā	wa-lam	yaqaʿ	al-maqdūra
wa-lā	ṣifatan	min	ṣifātihā;	al-Anṣārī,	al-Ghunya,	fol.	120a.18–19.

(29)	.	Al-Juwaynī,	al-ʿAqīda	al-Niẓāmiyya,	32.17,	35.6–7;	Gimaret,	Théories	de	l’acte
humain,	123.

(30)	.	Al-Juwaynī,	al-ʿAqīda	al-Nizāmiyya,	34.3–35.5;	cf.	the	translation	in	Gimaret,	Théories
de	l’acte	humain,	123.

(31)	.	al-Juwaynī,	al-ʿAqīda	al-Nizāmiyya,	32.11.

(32)	.	Ibid.,	33.13–15.

(33)	.	Ibid.,	35.9.

(34)	.	al-ḥādithātu	kulluhā	murādatun	li-Llāhi	taʿālā;	ibid.,	27.9–10.

(35)	.	Ibid.,	35.10–paenult.

(36)	.	Ibid.,	36.3–4;	cf.	Nagel,	Die	Festung	des	Glaubens,	228.

(37)	.	Al-Juwaynī,	al-ʿAqīda	al-Niẓāmiyya,	36.5–9.

(38)	.	Fakhr	al-Dīn	al-Rāzī,	al-Tafsīr	al-kabīr,	4:88.5–9	(ad	Q	2:134);	Gimaret,	Théories	de
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l’acte	humain,	124.

(39)	.	inna	l-insāna	muḍṭarrun	fī	ṣūrati	mukhtār;	Fakhr	al-Dīn	al-Rāzī,	al-Maṭālib	al-ʿāliya,
9:25.21;	9:57.6–12;	idem,	Muḥaṣṣal,	459.3–4.	The	sentence	goes	back	to	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-
Taʿlīqāt,	51.17–18	/	296.7;	53.20	/	108.9.	On	these	earlier	appearance	of	this	sentence
and	a	somewhat	similar	one	in	the	Rasāʾil	Ikhwān	al-ṣafāʾ,	3:294.2–3	/	3:306.22–23,	see
Michot’s	introduction	to	Ibn	Sīnā,	Refutation	de	l’Astrologie,	69*–71*.	On	Fakhr	al-Dīn	al-
Rāzī’s	theory	of	human	actions	see	Shihadeh,	Teleological	Ethics,	13–44.

(40)	.	Gimaret,	Théories	de	l’acte	humain,	79–128;	Frank,	“The	Structure	of	Created
Causality.”

(41)	.	The	above	quotation	on	p.	129	indicates	that	he	also	assumed	that	“knowledge”
(ʿilm)	causes	the	human	to	be	knowledgeable	(ʿālim).	See	al-Juwaynī,	al-Shāmil	(ed.
Alexandria),	302;	cf.	Nagel,	Die	Festung	des	Glaubens,	140.

(42)	.	Al-Shahrastānī,	al-Milal	wa-l-niḥal,	70.peanult.–71.3;	idem,	Livre	de	religions,
1:327–28.

(43)	.	Al-Shahrastānī,	al-Milal	wa-l-niḥal,	71.5–6;	idem,	Livre	de	religions,	1:328.

(44)	.	See	above	p.	131	(=	al-Juwaynī,	al-ʿAqīda	al-Nizāmiyya,	35.10).	The	theory	of
“motives”	goes	back	to	the	Muʿtazilite	Abū	l-Ḥusayn	al-Baṣrī;	cf.	Madelung,	“The	Late
Muʿtazila	and	Determinism.”

(45)	.	Al-Juwaynī,	al-Irshād,	211.5–11.

(46)	.	Al-Juwaynī,	al-ʿAqīda	al-Niẓāmiyya,	38.5–7;	cf.	Gimaret,	Théories	de	l’acte	humain,
126.

(47)	.	Al-Juwaynī,	al-ʿAqīda	al-Niẓāmiyya,	25–26.

(48)	.	Ibn	Khaldūn,	al-Muqaddima,	3:34–35,	English	translation	3:51–52.	Cf.
Gardet/Anawati,	Introduction	à	la	théologie	musulmane,	72–76.

(49)	.	Wisnovsky,	Avicenna’s	Metaphysics	in	Context,	266.	Endress,	“Reading	Avicenna	in
the	Madrasa,”	379,	highlights	the	difference	between	al-Fārābī	and	Ibn	Sīnā	and
describes	the	project	of	the	latter	as	“set[ting]	out	to	develop	philosophy	(…)	as	a
metaphor	of	religious	knowledge.”

(50)	.	See,	for	instance,	his	report	of	the	philosophers’	cosmology	in	al-Juwaynī,	Irshād,
234–35,	and	his	comprehensive	discussion	in	al-Shāmil	(ed.	Alexandria),	229–42.	The
latter	passage	quotes	from	an	even	earlier	discussion	of	philosophical	teachings	by	Abū
Isḥaq	al-Isfarāʾīnī,	which	is	otherwise	lost.

(51)	.	Until	recently,	Abū	1-Ḥusayn	al-Baṣrī’s	views	on	theology	were	largely	unknown.
The	extant	parts	of	one	of	his	works	on	theology,	Taṣaffuḥ	al-adilla,	have	only	recently
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been	edited.	His	follower	Ibn	al-Malāḥimī	(d.	536/1141)	reports	many	of	his	teachings	in
his	Kitāb	al-Muʿtamad	fī	uṣūl	al-dīn.	On	Abū	l-Ḥusayn	al-Baṣrī’s	teachings,	see	Madelung,
“Abū	l-Ḥusayn	al-Baṣrī’s	Proof	for	the	Existence	of	God”;	idem,	“The	Late	Muʿtazila	and
Determinism:	The	Philosopher’s	Trap”;	McDermott,	“Abū	l-Ḥuṣayn	al-Baṣrī	on	God’s
Volition”;	and	Heemskerk,	Suffering	in	the	Muʿtazilite	Theology,	57–59.	See	also
Gimaret’s	article	on	him	in	EIran,	1:322–24,	and	Madelung’s	article	on	him	in	EI3.

(52)	.	Studies	on	the	innovative	aspects	of	al-Juwaynī’s	theology	are	few	and	far	between.
See	Rudolph,	“La	preuve	de	l’existence	de	dieu	chez	Avicenne	et	dans	la	théologie
musulmane”;	Gardet/Anawati,	Introduction	à	la	théologie	musulmane,	73–74;	Davidson,
Proofs	for	Eternity,	187–88,	and	index;	Gimaret,	Théories	de	l’acte	humain,	120–28;
Frank,	Creation	and	the	Cosmic	System,	17–18.

(53)	.	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Samā	ʿal-ṭabīʿī,	48.10.	Marmura,	“The	Metaphysics	of	Efficient
Causality,”	178–80,	deals	with	the	way	Ibn	Sīnā	proves	this	position.

(54)	.	On	the	importance	of	causality	in	Ibn	Sīnā,	see	Bertolacci,	“The	Doctrine	of	Material
and	Formal	Causality”;	and	Wisnovsky,	“Final	and	Efficient	Causality	in	Avicenna’s
Cosmology	and	Theology.”

(55)	.	Wisnovsky,	Avicenna’s	Metaphysic	in	Context,	15;	idem,	“Final	and	Efficient
Causality,”	98.

(56)	.	This	example	is	discussed	by	al-Ghazālī,	Miʿyār	al-ʿilm,	176.5–8.

(57)	.	Aristotle,	Physics,	198a.14–198b.9;	idem,	Analytica	posteriora,	94a.20–23.	Cf.
Johannes	Hübner,	art.	“Ursache/Wirkung,”	in	HWdP,	11:377–84.	The	Arabic	terminology
reflects	the	usage	of	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,	194.9.

(58)	.	Aristotle,	Metaphysics,	1050a	21ff.;	and	idem,	De	anima,	414a	16–17.

(59)	.	Wisnovsky,	Avicenna’s	Metaphysics	in	Context,	21–141;	Marmura,	“The
Metaphysics	of	Efficient	Causality.”

(60)	.	Ibn	Sīnā	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,	127.17–128.2;	Marmura,	“Avicenna	on	Causal
Priority.”

(61)	.	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,	196.14.

(62)	.	Ibid.,	194.12;	Marmura,	“The	Metaphysics	of	Efficient	Causality,”	173–75.

(63)	.	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,	126.11–15.	On	Avicenna’s	notion	of	essential
causality,	see	Marmura,	“The	Metaphysics	of	Efficient	Causality,”	176–77,	180–81;	idem,
“Ghazali	and	Demonstrative	Science,”	184–86;	and	idem,	“Avicenna	on	Causal	Priority,”
67–68.

(64)	.	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,	31.1–32.3;	idem,	al-Najāt,	225.15–226.5	/	547.12–
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548.7;	McGinnis,	“Occasionalism,	Natural	Causation	and	Science,”	443.

(65)	.	Aristotle,	Metaphysics,	1046a.19–29.	On	the	impact	the	distinction	of	active	and
passive	power	has	on	early	Muslim	theology,	see	Schöck,	“Möglichkeit	und	Wirklichkeit
menschlichen	Handels.”

(66)	.	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Najāt,	225.5–9	/	547.1–5.	The	passage	is	translated	in	Hourani,	“Ibn
Sina	on	Necessary	and	Possible	Existence,”	79;	and	McGinnis,	“Occasionalism,	Natural
Causation	and	Science,”	444.	Al-Ghazālī	reports	this	argument	in	Tahāfut,	282.8–283.2	/
169.6–12.

(67)	.	Since	it	moves	around	the	earth	once	during	the	(24	hour)	day	it	is	also	known	as
the	diurnal	sphere.	The	next	sphere,	that	is	that	of	the	fixed	stars,	moves	with	the	speed
of	one	rotation	per	day	minus	one	rotation	in	25,700	years	(although	the	Arab
astrologers	believed	this	figure	to	be	in	the	range	of	23,000	years),	and	the	next	lower
sphere	of	Saturn	moves	with	the	speed	of	one	rotation	per	day	minus	one	rotation	in
twenty-nine	years,	Jupiter	with	one	rotation	per	year	minus	one	in	twelve	years,	and	the
sun,	for	instance,	which	is	situated	further	below,	with	the	speed	of	one	rotation	per	day
minus	one	rotation	in	a	year.

(68)	.	Al-Fārābī,	Mabādiʾ	ārāʾ	ahl	al-madīna	al-fāḍila,	38.2–3;	idem,	al-Siyāsa	al-
madaniyya,	31.12.

(69)	.	Strictly	speaking,	the	“secondary	causes”	in	al-Fārābī	are	just	the	nine	celestial
intellects	above	the	active	intellect;	see	al-Fārābī,	al-Siyāsa	al-madaniyya,	31–32,	52.	In
Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,	360.11–13,	the	secondary	causes	are	those	in	the
sublunar	sphere,	whereas	the	primary	ones	are	the	intermediaries	(wasāʾiṭ)	in	the
heavens.

(70)	.	Al-Fārābī,	Mabādiʾ	ārāʾ	ahl	al-madīna	al-fāḍila,	101–5;	idem,	al-Siyāsa	al-
madaniyya,	31–38.	For	an	analysis	of	this	latter	passage,	see	Druart,	“Al-Fārābī’s
Causation	of	the	Heavenly	Bodies”;	and	Reisman	“Al-Fārābī	and	the	Philosophical
Curriculum,”	56–60.

(71)	.	Al-Fārābī,	Mabādiʾ	ārāʾ	ahl	al-madīna	al-fāḍila,	38.8–9.

(72)	.	Hasnawi,	“Fayḍ,”	967–70.	On	the	number	of	spheres	in	Ibn	Sīnā,	see	also	Janssens,
“Creation	and	Emanation	in	Ibn	Sīnā,”	455.

(73)	.	Ibn	Sīnā,	Risāla	Fī	sirr	al-qadar,	in	Hourani,	“Ibn	Sina’s	‘Essay	on	the	Secret	of
Destiny,’”	28.12–14,	31;	and	in	ʿĀṣi,	al-Tafsīr	al-Qurʾānī,	302.13–303.1.	The	two	editions
are	based	on	two	different	manuscripts	that	the	editors	compare	to	the	text	in	an	early
print.	Reisman,	The	Making	of	the	Avicennan	Tradition,	140,	suggests	that	Risāla	Fī	sirr
al-qadar	was	not	authored	by	Ibn	Sīnā.	He	bases	his	doubts	on	a	“confused
argumentation.”	Reisman	alerts	us	to	the	fact	that	some	of	the	smaller	works	ascribed	to
Ibn	Sīnā	may	have	indeed	generated	in	a	Ghazalian	intellectual	milieu	during	the
sixth/twelfth	century.	Risāla	Fi	sirr	al-qadar,	however,	seems	genuine.	The	apparent
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confusion	in	this	epistle	results	from	the	difficulty	in	Ibn	Sīnā’s	works	of	reconciling
human	free	will	with	a	necessitarian	cosmology	(see,	e.g.,	Marmura,	“Divine
Omniscience,”	91;	or	Janssens,	“The	Problem	of	Human	Freedom	in	Ibn	Sînâ.”)	Like	Al-
Ghazālī,	Ibn	Sīnā	avoided	being	outspoken	about	the	predetermination	of	all	future
events	and	here,	like	in	other	of	his	writings,	kept	his	language	elliptic.	On	that	strategy
see	Gutas,	Avicenna	and	the	Aristotelian	Tradition,	225–34.

(74)	.	Marmura,	“Some	Aspects	of	Avicenna’s	Theory	of	God’s	Knowledge	of	Particulars”;
idem,	“Divine	Omniscience,”	88–92;	Ivry,	“Destiny	Revisited,”	165–68.

(75)	.	Belo,	Chance	and	Determinism	in	Avicenna	and	Averroes,	91–120.

(76)	.	Aristotle,	De	interpretatione,	18b.18–25.	On	this	passage	and	the	two	major
directions	of	interpretation	of	why	we	cannot	say	which	it	is,	see	Hintikka,	Time	&
Necessity,	147–78;	and	Adamson,	“The	Arabic	Sea	Battle,”	164–67.

(77)	.	Al-Fārābī,	Sharḥ	al-Fārābī	li-Kitāb	Arisṭutālīs	fī	l-ʿIbāra,	83.13–15;	in	his	English
translation,	Zimmermann,	Al-Farabi’s	Commentary,	76–77,	corrects	the	Arabic	text.	Cf.
Adamson,	“The	Arabic	Sea	Battle,”	169.

(78)	.	Al-Fārābī,	Sharḥ	al-Fārābī	li-Kitāb	Arisṭutālīs	fī	l-ʿIbāra,	98.14–19;	English
translation	in	Zimmermann,	Al-Farabi’s	Commentary,	93.

(79)	.	Al-Fārābī,Sharḥ	al-Fārābī	li-Kitāb	Arisṭutālīs	fī	l-ʿIbāra,	98.3–8;	English	translation	in
Zimmermann,	Al-Farabi’s	Commentary,	92–93.

(80)	.	Al-Fārābī,Sharḥ	al-Fārābī	li-Kitāb	Arisṭutālīs	fī	l-ʿIbāra,	99.1–100.13;	English
translation	in	Zimmermann,	Al-Farabi’s	Commentary,	94–95.	Adamson,	“The	Arabic	Sea
Battle,”	183.

(81)	.	There	are	numerous	attempts	to	interpret	what	al-Fārābī	truly	means	to	say	in	this
passage;	see,	for	example,	Marmura,	“Divine	Omniscience,”	84–86;	Kogan,	“Some
Reflections,”	96;	Leaman,	“God’s	Knowledge	of	the	Future,”	25–26;	Terkan,	“Does	Zayd
Have	the	Power	Not	to	Travel	Tomorrow”;	Wisnovsky,	Avicenna’s	Metaphysics	in
Context,	219–25;	and	Adamson,	“The	Arabic	Sea	Battle,”	180–86.	For	a	more	complete
bibliography	on	the	problem	of	future	contingencies	in	al-Fārābī,	see	Adamson’s	article.

(82)	.	See	Wisnovsky,	Avicenna	Metaphysics	in	Context,	219–25;	and	Kukkonen,
“Causality	and	Cosmology,”	39–41.

(83)	.	Ivry,	“Destiny	Revisited”;	and	Janssens,	“The	Problem	of	Human	Freedom	in	Ibn
Sînâ,”	argue	that	according	to	Ibn	Sīnā,	some	events	in	the	sublunar	world	are
haphazard	and	thus	not	fully	determined	by	God.	Goichon,	La	distinction,	162–63;	and
Michot,	La	destinée	de	l’homme,	61–64,	have	argued	that	there	is	no	contingency	in	Ibn
Sīnā’s	fully	determined	system	of	secondary	causes.	Marmura,	“Divine	Omniscience,”
91,	acknowledges	that	it	remains	difficult	in	Ibn	Sīnā’s	philosophy	to	reconcile	“some	of
his	statements	that	seem	to	affirm	man’s	freedom	of	the	will	with	his	necessitarian
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metaphysics.”	Belo,	Chance	and	Determinism,	55–89,	discusses	Ibn	Sīnā’s	teachings	on
this	subject	and	particularly	supports	Michot’s	results	that,	for	Ibn	Sīnā,	all	events	in	the
sublunar	sphere	are	fully	determined	by	God.

(84)	.	Adamson,	“On	Knowledge	of	Particulars,”	284–92;	Marmura,	“Divine	Omniscience,”
89–91.

(85)	.	Ivry,	“Destiny	Revisited,”	166–67;	Marmura,	“Some	Aspects	of	Avicenna’s
Theory,”	300;	and	idem,	“Divine	Omniscience,”	81,	observe	that	Ibn	Sīnā	does	not
introduce	divine	foreknowledge	“in	any	precise	fashion	in	his	metaphysical	writings.”	For
muṣādamāt	and	taṣādum,	see,	for	example,	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,	359.8–10,
360.11.	For	how	these	collisions	are	still	the	outcome	of	a	fully	determined	system,	see
Belo,	Chance	and	Determinism,	110–13;	and	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Taʿlīqāt,	131.11–14	/	439.6–10.

(86)	.	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,	363.4–5.

(87)	.	Ibid.,	359.18–360.3;	idem,	Aḥwāl	al-nafs,	114–21.

(88)	.	God’s	knowledge	remains	the	same	before,	during,	or	after	the	event.	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-
Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,	288–90;	idem,	al-Ishārāt	wa-l-tanbīhāt,	182–83;	idem,	al-Ḥikma	al-
ʿarshiyya,	9.7–15.	See	Marmura,	“Some	Aspects	of	Avicenna’s	Theory,”	301–6;	and	idem,
“Divine	Omniscience,”	88–89.

(89)	.	ʿalā	naḥwin	kulliyin;	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,	360.13–14.

(90)	.	Frank,	Creation	and	the	Cosmic	System,	49,	suggests	something	similar	as	the
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