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Abstract	and	Keywords

In	Revival	of	the	Religious	Sciences	(Ihya’	‘ulum	al-din),	a	work	that	was	written	after	the
Incoherence	(Tahafut),	causes	and	effects	play	a	very	important	role.	Every	event	in	this
world	is	considered	caused	by	another	and	is	also	the	cause	of	other	events	in	the
future.	Yet	all	these	events	are	“caused”	only	by	the	first	element	of	the	long	causal
chains	that	they	are	elements	of,	and	that	is	God.	God	is	the	only	cause	in	the	universe,
and	when	we	talk	of	his	creatures	as	causes,	we	do	so	only	by	metaphor.	Everybody
must	understand	that	the	usage	of	“cause”	for	an	object	of	this	world	is	purely
metaphorical.	At	the	same	time,	we	must	acknowledge	that	these	causes	represent	God’s
will.	This	is	also	true	for	human	actions.	The	human	is	only	the	“vessel”	(mahall)	of	God’s
actions.	Human	actions	are	triggered	by	our	volition	which	itself	is	triggered	by	our
motives.	The	motives	depend	on	the	knowledge	that	we	have	and	the	knowledge	of	a
human	goes	back	to	his	or	her	experience	and	the	effects	of	the	active	intellect	in	the
heavens.	God	determines	our	actions	by	means	of	this	causal	chain.	Equally,	reward	and
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punishment	in	this	world	and	in	the	afterlife	are	the	causal	effects	of	our	actions.	God	has
determined	the	causal	laws	how	actions	in	this	world	are	rewarded	or	punished	in	the
next.	All	these	ideas	about	human	actions	are	very	similar	to	that	of	Avicenna	and	show	a
very	strong	influence	of	philosophical	theories	on	human	actions.	Like	Avicenna,	al-Ghazali
held	that	this	is	a	fully	determined	universe	in	which	God	controls	and	determines	all
events.

Keywords:			human	action,	kasb,	determination,	inquiring	wayfarer,	al-salik	al-sa’il,	tawhid,	possible	worlds,
best	world

The	voluminous	Revival	of	the	Religious	Science	(Iḥyāʾ	ʿulūm	al-dīn)	is	al-Ghazālī’s	major
work	on	ethical	conduct	in	the	everyday	life	of	Muslims.	It	is	divided	into	four	sections,
each	containing	ten	books.	With	the	exception	of	the	first	two	books,	the	first	section
discusses	ritual	practices	(‘ibādāt),	the	second,	social	customs	(‘ādāt),	the	third,	those
things	that	lead	to	perdition	(muhlikāt)	and	should	thus	be	avoided,	and	the	fourth,	those
that	lead	to	salvation	(munjiyāt)	and	should	be	sought.	In	the	forty	books	of	the	Revival,
al-Ghazālī	severely	criticizes	the	coveting	of	worldly	matters,	reminding	his	readers	that
human	life	is	a	path	toward	Judgment	Day	and	its	corresponding	reward	or	punishment.
In	the	first	book	of	his	Revival,	al-Ghazālī	says	that	one	cannot	expect	to	achieve
redemption	in	the	afterlife	without	a	firm	knowledge	of	this	world’s	causes	and	effects.1
Throughout	this	book,	however,	he	shows	no	interest	in	clarifying	the	ontological
character	of	the	connection	between	what	we	call	a	cause	and	its	effects.	In	the
introduction,	he	says	that	he	wishes	to	avoid	discussions	that	have	no	consequences	in
terms	of	human	actions.2	This	focus	on	the	practical	results	of	human	knowledge	leads	to
an	attitude	in	which	it	suffices	to	understand	that	God	is	the	efficient	cause	of	all	events,
regardless	of	whether	He	causes	them	directly	or	through	the	mediation	of	secondary
causes.	Nowhere	in	his	Revival	does	al-Ghazālī	even	so	much	as	hint	that	there	are	two
competing	explanations	for	God’s	creative	activity.	Since	in	this	book,	he	wishes	to	give
clear	and	detailed	guidance	to	his	readers	on	how	to	earn	a	place	in	the	afterlife,	there	is
no	treatment	of	cosmology.	Consequently,	causal	connections	appear	in	the	Revival
without	any	scrutiny,	just	discussed	according	to	how	they	should	be	treated	in	all
practical	contexts:	as	necessary	connections.

(p.216)	 Al-Ghazālī	generally	sees	it	as	self-evident	that	the	causes	that	we	witness	in
our	daily	affairs	are	themselves	only	the	effects	of	other	causes.	This	is	true	for	all	causal
connections	and	thus	also	true	for	human	actions.	Al-Ghazālī’s	stance	on	human	actions	is
very	simple:	like	all	other	events	in	this	world,	they	are	God’s	creation.	This	is	true	not
only	of	the	human	act	itself,	but	also	of	all	causes	that	have	led	to	it.	A	human	act	is
prompted	by	the	human	volition	(irāda),	which	is	itself	determined	by	one	or	more
motives.3	God	creates	these	motives	as	well	as	the	volition.	The	human	motive	is	a
judgment	that	is	preceded	and	determined	by	two	elements:	the	human’s	knowledge	and
his	or	her	desire.4	Al-Ghazālī	discusses	the	example	of	a	man	walking	on	the	street	who
realizes	that	a	woman	is	walking	behind	him;	he	wishes	to	see	the	women	and	decides
that	to	see	her,	he	must	turn	around.	The	motive	to	turn	around	is	triggered	by	the
knowledge	that	the	woman	is	there	and	the	desire	to	see	her.	This	motive	may,	however,
be	opposed	by	a	countermotive	(ṣārif),	and	thus	it	may	not	lead	to	the	volition—and	thus
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also	not	lead	to	the	action—of	turning	the	head.5	Humans	are	not	held	responsible	for
their	motives,	because	the	motives	depend	both	on	the	human’s	knowledge	and	on	his	or
her	desires,	two	things	given	to	them.	Humans	are	responsible	for	their	volition,
however,	and	thus	responsible	for	those	motives	that	they	choose.6	In	his	later	work,
The	Choice	Essentials	(al-Mustaṣfā),	al-Ghazālī	clarifies	that	reason	(ʿaql)	cannot	be
considered	a	motive	(dāʿin).	Love	of	oneself	and	fear	of	pain	are	motives	for	human
actions,	and	these	motives	are	“dispatched”	(tanbaʿithu)	by	the	soul	(nafs).	Reason	can
only	be	a	guide	(hādin)	that	shows	how	best	to	realize	these	motives,	which	themselves
can	vary	in	strength.7	The	existence	of	different	motives	leads	to	deliberation	(fikr)	on	the
side	of	the	human	and	may	also	lead	to	hesitation	(taraddud).	Al-Ghazālī	treats	the	human
volition	as	a	causal	effect	of	the	motive,	with	the	motive	as	a	causal	effect	of	the	human’s
knowledge	combined	with	his	or	her	desires.	The	fact	that	God	creates	all	elements	in	this
causal	chain—the	human	knowledge,	the	desire,	the	motive,	the	volition,	and	the	human
action—still	does	not	diminish	any	of	the	human’s	responsibility	for	his	or	her	actions.

The	Creation	of	Human	Acts
Al-Ghazālī	explains	his	view	of	human	actions	a	few	times	in	his	Revival,	albeit	never	giving
the	topic	the	systematic	treatment	that	would	answer	all	the	questions	on	this	subject
usually	discussed	by	Ashʿarites.	His	most	illuminating	passages	can	be	found	in	books
thirty-one,	thirty-two,	and	thirty-five	of	the	Revival.	The	thirty-fifth	book	contains	a
particularly	clear	passage	on	how	to	understand	divine	unity	(tawḥīd).8	Earlier	Ashʿarite
theologians	had	differentiated	between	voluntary	and	involuntary	human	actions.	When
someone	has	a	tremor,	for	instance,	he	has	no	control	over	certain	of	his	actions	and
cannot	be	made	responsible	for	them.	The	tremor	is	an	involuntary	act,	a	creation	of	God,
similar	to	other	aspects	of	the	outside	world	that	involve	no	human	volition.	The	human
must	perform	such	actions,	just	as	a	tree	is	compelled	to	move	its	branches	in	the	wind.

(p.217)	 Although	voluntary	actions	are	also	God’s	creations,	as	the	Ashʿarites	stress,
they	differ	in	key	ways	from	involuntary	ones.	With	voluntary	actions,	humans	make	a
decision	in	their	will,	and	they	are	individually	responsible	for	their	choices.	Earlier
Ashʿarites	express	the	double	nature	of	such	actions	by	saying	that	humans	acquire
these	actions	while	God	creates	them.	The	linguistic	terms	that	humans	“acquire”	or
“appropriate”	(kasaba	or	iktisaba)	their	actions	have	their	roots	in	the	language	of	the
Qur’an	(Q	2:81,	2:134,	5:38)	and	precede	al-Ashʿarī.	The	earliest	understanding	of	these
ideas	may	simply	have	stressed	the	idea	that	humans	are	responsible	for	all	that	they
perform,	regardless	of	the	cosmological	explanation	for	how	these	actions	are	created.9
With	al-Ashʿarī	and	his	followers,	the	understanding	of	“acquisition”	becomes	more
complex.	Most	of	the	Ashʿarite	theories	of	human	action	that	precede	al-Ghazālī	assume
that	God	gives	a	“temporary	power-to-act”	(qudra	muḥdatha)	to	the	human	that	allows
him	or	her	to	perform	the	act	that	he	or	she	has	chosen.	This	implies	that	although	God
creates	the	action	and	its	results	in	the	outside	world,	the	human	is	regarded	as	the
agent	(fāʿil)	and	the	maker	of	the	act.10

In	his	textbook	of	Ashʿarite	theology,	al-Ghazālī	upholds	the	doctrine	that	humans	have
power	(they	are	qādir)	over	their	actions,	or	else	the	obligations	of	the	religious	law
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would	be	meaningless.11	However,	the	traditional	implication	that	humans	are	the	agents
of	their	actions	is	incompatible	with	al-Ghazālī’s	cosmology	in	which	there	is	only	one
agent	or	efficient	cause	(fāʿil).	Understanding	God’s	true	nature	(tawḥīd)	includes	the
realization	that	there	is	no	agent	or	efficient	cause	(fāʿil)	other	than	God	and	that	He	is
the	one	who	creates	all	existence,	sustenance,	life,	death,	wealth,	poverty,	and	all	other
things	that	can	have	a	name.12	The	only	true	agent	in	this	world	is	God.13	In	the	thirty-
fifth	book	of	his	Revival,	al-Ghazālī	implicitly	dismisses	the	distinction	between	voluntary
and	involuntary	actions.	Opening	and	closing	one’s	eyelids,	for	instance,	is	usually
considered	a	voluntary	action.	But	once	a	sharp	needle	approaches	the	human’s	eye,	the
human	is	compelled	to	close	his	eyelids:

Even	if	he	wanted	to	leave	his	eyelids	open	he	couldn’t,	despite	the	fact	that	the
compelled	closing	of	the	eyelids	is	a	voluntary	act.	Once,	however,	the	picture	of
the	needle	is	perceived	in	his	sense	perception,	the	volition	to	close	[the	eyelids]
appears	necessarily	and	the	movement	of	closing	occurs.14

The	voluntary	closing	of	the	eyelids	is	compelled	by	a	volition	(irāda),	which	itself	is
compelled	by	perceiving	the	needle	approaching	the	eye.	This	is	a	causal	chain	in	which
the	human	knowledge	causes	the	volition	to	develop	in	a	certain	way,	and	this	volition
causes	the	power-to-act	(qudra),	which	causes	the	action.	In	classical	Ashʿarism,	the
temporarily	created	power-to-act	distinguishes	a	voluntary	human	act	from	an
involuntary	one.	Here	in	al-Ghazālī’s	thought,	the	power-to-act	is	a	mere	human
faculty,15	neither	singled	out	from	among	the	basic	faculties	of	human	life	nor	created	in
any	way	different	from	others	of	God’s	creation.	The	power-to-act	is	simply	one	link	in	a
chain	of	secondary	causes:	“The	volition	(irāda)	follows	the	knowledge,	which	judges	that
a	thing	is	pleasing	(or:	agreeable,	muwāfiq)	to	you.”16	The	causal	chain	of	(p.218)
knowledge,	volition,	power-to-act,	and	action	applies	to	all	voluntary	human	actions.
Involuntary	actions	have	a	different	causal	chain,	which	does	not	include	the	human
power-to-act,	volition,	and	knowledge.	Both	types	of	actions,	however,	are	the	result	of
compulsion	(iḍṭirār).

In	most	voluntary	actions,	the	reaction	of	the	human	volition	is	not	as	immediate	as	in	the
case	of	the	needle	approaching	the	eye.	A	particular	subclass	of	voluntary	actions
includes	those	actions	that	involve	a	human	choice	(ikhtiyār).	Our	previous	example	of	the
action	of	closing	one’s	eye	when	a	needle	approaches	is	considered	a	voluntary	action	but
does	not	involve	a	choice.	The	person	whose	eye	is	approached	by	a	needle	cannot
choose	an	action	that	is	alternative	to	closing	the	eyelid.	The	human	will	is	compelled	to
close	the	eye.	Human	choice	(ikhtiyār)	means	to	be	able	to	choose	between	alternatives.
Those	actions	that	involve	choice,	however,	do	not	differ	fundamentally	from	those
performed	without	it.	For	al-Ghazālī,	choice	(ikhtiyār)	means	the	human	capacity	of
selecting	what	appears	most	agreeable	or	most	beneficial	(khayr)	to	us.	Often	the	volition
hesitates,	and	the	intellect	(ʿaql)	finds	it	hard	to	decide	whether	something	is	agreeable
or	not.	In	such	a	case,	we	deliberate	until	we	decide	which	actions	appears	to	benefit	us
most.	Once	the	process	of	deliberation	leads	to	a	clear	knowledge	about	what	promises
to	be	best	for	us,	knowledge	“arouses”	(or:	“dispatches,”	inbaʿatha)	the	volition	and	thus
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initiates	the	part	of	the	causal	chain	that	leads	to	action.	The	judgment	of	the	intellect
follows	what	appears	best	to	it,	and	in	this	sense,	the	human	action	is	determined	by	what
the	intellect	judges	as	best.	This	judgment	often	involves	sense	perception	(ḥiss)	and	our
inner	sense	of	imagination	(takhyīl).	All	connections	in	the	causal	chain	between	sense
perception	and	human	action	are	considered	necessary:

The	motive	of	the	volition	(dāʿiyat	al-irāda)	is	subservient	to	the	judgment	of	the
intellect	and	the	judgment	of	sense	perception;	the	power-to-act	is	subservient	to
the	motive,	and	the	movement	[of	the	limb]	is	subservient	to	the	power-to-act.	All
this	proceeds	from	him	[scil.	the	human]	by	a	necessity	within	him	(bi-l-ḍarūra	fīhi)
without	him	knowing	it.	He	is	only	the	place	and	the	channel	for	these	things.	As	for
them	coming	from	him?	No	and	once	again	no!17

Given	the	necessary	predetermined	character	of	all	human	actions,	one	might	think	that
humans	are	forced	(majbūr)	to	do	the	actions	they	perform.	Yet	that	is	not	the	case,	al-
Ghazālī	stresses,	as	they	still	have	a	choice	about	how	to	act.	Here	he	implicitly	uses	al-
Fārābī’s	distinction	between	two	types	of	necessity.	In	The	Balanced	Book,	al-Ghazālī
addresses	the	question	of	whether	something	that	is	not	contained	in	God’s
foreknowledge	can	be	created.18	Viewed	by	itself	(yunẓaru	ilā	dhātihi),	every	future
contingency	is	a	possible	event.	What	the	eternal	divine	will	determines,	however,	is	what
is	necessary,	and	its	alternatives	will	not	happen.	A	possible	future	event	that	is	not
contained	in	the	divine	foreknowledge	will	never	be	actualized.	Such	an	event	is
considered	“possible	with	regard	to	itself”	(mumkin	bi-ʿtibār	dhātihi)	yet	at	the	same	time
“impossible	with	regard	to	something	else”	(muḥāl	bi-ʿtibār	ghayrihi).19	It	is	rendered
impossible	by	the	divine	will	and	foreknowledge.	When	(p.219)	 the	human	decides	his
action—and	here	we	return	to	the	passage	in	the	thirty-fifth	book	of	the	Revival—he
decides	between	various	alternatives	that	are	possible	with	regard	to	themselves.	He	is
unaware	that	all	the	alternatives	that	he	will	eventually	reject	have	already	been
rendered	impossible	by	the	divine	will	and	foreknowledge.	Since	the	divine
foreknowledge	contains	all	factors	that	cause	such	decisions,	it	knows	what	appears	most
agreeable	to	the	human	intellect	and	thus	knows	which	possible	action	will	be	actualized.

The	human	is	a	free	agent	(mukhtār)	in	the	sense	that	he	or	she	is	the	place	(or
substrate,	maḥall)	of	the	free	choice	(ikhityār).	Free	choice	means	that	humans	choose
what	appears	most	beneficial	(khayr)	for	them;	all	human	actions	are	motivated	by	self-
interest.20	Indeed,	the	human	is	forced	by	God	to	decide	his	or	her	own	actions	that	are
congruent	with	his	or	her	self-interest.	Responding	to	one	of	the	oldest	disputes	of
Muslim	theology,	al-Ghazālī	says	that	one	can	say	that	humans	lack	agency	in	the	sense
that	they	are	forced	to	make	a	choice	(majbūr	ʿalā	l-ikhtiyār).	Whereas	causal	connections
in	the	outside	world	such	as	the	one	between	fire	and	cotton	are	pure	compulsion	(jabr
maḥḍ),	and	the	actions	of	God	are	pure	free	choice	(ikhtiyār	maḥḍ),	the	actions	of	the
human	lie	in	between	these	two	extremes.	This	is	why	earlier	scholars	decided	to	name
this	third	category	neither	free	choice	nor	compulsion.	Following	the	terminology	of
revelation,	al-Ghazālī	says,	they	came	to	call	it	“acquisition”	(kasb).	This	word	is	opposed
neither	to	compulsion	nor	to	free	choice	but	“rather,	for	those	who	understand,	it	brings
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these	two	together.”21	Al-Ghazālī’s	novel	interpretation	of	this	term	“acquisition”	thus
departs	from	earlier	Ashʿarite	teaching.22

Al-Ghazālī’s	teachings	on	how	human	acts	are	generated	are	quite	reminiscent	of	the
falāsifa’s	teachings	in	general	and	of	Avicenna’s	teachings	in	particular.23	Avicenna
describes	human	action	as	triggered	by	a	volition,	and	this	volition	is	“dispatched”
(mubʿatha)	either	by	a	conviction	(iʿtiqād)	that	follows	from	“an	appetitive	or	irascible
imaginative	act”	or	by	a	rational	opinion	that	follows	from	an	act	of	cognitive	thinking	or
from	the	conveying	of	an	intellectual	form.24	These	forms	come	from	the	active	intellect.
Whatever	happens	within	the	human	mind	is	just	a	segment	in	a	larger	causal	chain	that
begins	with	God,	passes	through	the	heavenly	realm,	passes	through	the	human	mind,
and	manifests	itself	in	the	material	world	outside	our	minds.	In	the	thirty-fifth	book	of	the
Revival,	al-Ghazālī	includes	a	rather	long	parable	of	an	“inquiring	wayfarer”	(al-sālik	al-
sāʾil)	who	investigates	the	cause	of	a	certain	written	text—a	writ	of	amnesty	granted	by	a
king—and	follows	its	causal	chain	from	the	paper	and	the	ink,	via	the	human,	to	the
heavenly	realm	until	he	reaches	God.	In	this	parable,	the	causes	and	effects	in	the
material	world	are	called	the	“world	of	dominion”	(ʿālam	al-mulk),	the	part	of	the	chain
that	happens	in	the	human	mind	is	called	the	“world	of	compulsion”	(ʿālam	al-jabarūt),	and
the	part	of	the	causal	chain	that	lies	beyond	the	human	in	the	heavenly	realm	is	called	the
“world	of	sovereignty”	(ʿālam	al-malakūt).25

Al-Ghazālī’s	theory	of	human	acts	is	an	original	contribution	to	a	centuries-old	debate	in
Muslim	theology	of	how	to	reconcile	God’s	omnipotence	with	His	justice.	If	God	creates
human	actions—by	means	of	what	appears	to	us	as	(p.220)	 causal	determination—how
can	He	judge	human	actions	and	base	reward	and	punishment	on	that	judgment?	Again,
the	answer	lies	in	a	simple	causal	chain.	In	the	thirty-second	book	of	the	Revival,	al-
Ghazālī	shows	divine	revelation	to	be	one	of	the	causes	that	God	employs	to	lead	his
servants	to	salvation.	The	passage	starts	when	an	interlocutor	asks	why	humans	should
ever	bother	with	independent	action	if	all	is	predetermined,	including	their	fate	in	the
afterlife.	If	everything	is	predetermined	one	might	well	refrain	from	doing	anything	and
rest	in	fatalistic	inactivity.	Al-Ghazālī’s	answer	focuses	on	statements	of	revelation,	for	the
Qur’an	and	the	ḥadīth	corpus	urge	humans	to	act.	Both	texts	contain	the	imperative
“act!”26	This	formulation	implies	that	one	will	be	punished	and	censured	for	being
disobedient	unless	one	acts.	The	imperative	language	triggers	a	certain	conviction	in	us,
with	divine	words	causing	(sabab)	our	knowledge	that	God	wants	us	to	act.	This
knowledge	is	the	cause	of	a	decisive	motive	(dāʿiya	jāzima)	that	propels	those	who
believe	in	revelation	to	act	and	be	obedient	to	God.27	The	motive	is	the	cause	for	the
volition	that	triggers	the	movement	of	the	limbs.	Thus,	divine	revelation	becomes	a	cause
of	good	deeds	in	a	human.	Al-Ghazālī	explains	how	revelation	causes	the	conviction
(iʿtiqād)	that	one	is	punished	for	bad	deeds	and	how	that	conviction	causes	salvation	in
the	afterlife:

(…)	and	the	conviction	[that	some	humans	will	be	punished]	is	a	cause	for	the
setting	in	of	fear,	and	the	setting	of	fear	is	a	cause	for	abandoning	the	passions	and
retreating	from	the	abode	of	delusions.	This	is	a	cause	for	arriving	at	the	vicinity	of
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God,	and	God	is	the	one	who	causes	the	causes	(musabbib	al-asbāb)	and	who
arranges	them	(murattibuhā).	These	causes	have	been	made	easy	for	him,	who	has
been	predestined	in	eternity	to	earn	redemption,	so	that	through	their	chaining-
together	the	causes	will	lead	him	to	paradise.28

God’s	revelation	is	the	cause	of	the	human’s	fear	of	punishment	in	the	afterlife.	This	fear,
in	turn,	causes	the	human	to	heed	the	words	of	the	prophets,	which	leads	to	good	actions
in	this	world	that	then	causes	the	believer’s	redemption	in	the	afterlife.29	This	chain	is	a
further	development	of	al-Juwaynī’s	notion	that	God	makes	a	human	intelligent	and
removes	obstacles	“to	make	God’s	path	easy	for	him.”30

One	generation	after	al-Ghazālī,	his	follower	Ibn	Tūmart	illustrates	how	God	causes
humans	to	become	believers.	He	traces	the	human’s	decision	to	become	a	believer	in
God	through	a	chain	of	causes	and	effects	to	God’s	prophetical	miracle.	In	his	Creed	of
the	Creator’s	Divine	Unity	(tawḥīd	al-Bārī),	Ibn	Tūmart	writes	that	a	Muslim’s	belief
(īmān)	and	piety	(ikhlās.)	is	accompanied	by	the	knowledge	(ʿilm)	of	God’s	existence	and
His	attributes.	The	believer’s	knowledge	results	from	his	search	(ṭalab)	for	it.	This	search
for	knowledge	is	triggered	by	a	volition	(irāda),	and	the	volition	is	the	effect	of	desire	and
fear.	Desire	and	fear	are	prompted	by	what	revelation	promises	regarding	reward	and
punishment	in	the	afterlife	(al-waʿd	wa-l-waʿīd	bi-l-sharʿ).	Revelation,	in	turn,	takes	its
authority	from	the	trustworthiness	of	the	(p.221)	 Prophet	(ṣidq	al-rasūl),	and	the
Prophet’s	trustworthiness	is	established	by	the	prophetic	miracle	(al-muʿjiza).	At	the	end,
this	chain	of	events	explaining	human	belief	arrives	at	God	because	“the	evidence	of	the
miracle	is	by	God’s	permission	(idhn	Allah).”31

Ibn	Tūmart’s	narrative	may	not	concur	in	all	its	details	with	al-Ghazālī’s	idea	of	what
causes	humans	to	pursue	a	devout	and	religious	lifestyle.32	Yet	the	two	agree	that	the
process	can	be	described	by	a	chain	of	secondary	causes,	one	started	and	wholly
controlled	by	God.	In	the	thirty-second	book	of	the	Revival,	al-Ghazālī	makes	his	literary
interlocutor	summarize	his	own	perspective	on	how	human	actions	are	the	causes	of
their	own	redemption:

You	might	say:	The	gist	of	this	[scil.	al-Ghazālī’s]	talk	is	to	say	that	God	has	put	a
purpose	(ḥikma)	into	everything.	He	made	some	human	acts	causes	(asbāb)	for
the	fulfillment	of	this	purpose	and	for	its	attaining	the	objective	that	is	intended	in
the	causes.	God	(also)	made	some	human	actions	obstacles	to	the	fulfillment	of	the
purpose.33

In	all	of	his	works,	al-Ghazālī	promotes	the	perspective	that	God’s	creation	is	a	perfect
conglomeration	of	causes	and	effects,	with	one	creation	harmoniously	dovetailing	with	the
next.	In	such	works	as	his	Revival	of	the	Religious	Science	or	in	the	less	well-known
Intellectual	Insights	(al-Maʿārif	al-ʿaqliyya),	where	the	complete	harmony	of	God’s
creation	is	elaborated	in	fine	detail,	he	does	not	discuss	the	cosmological	nature	of	causal
connection.34	In	these	works,	it	suffices	for	al-Ghazālī	to	say	that	“in	actual	terms	there	is
only	one	efficient	cause	(fāʿil)	and	He	is	the	one	who	is	feared,	who	is	the	object	of	hope,
in	whom	one	has	trust,	and	upon	whom	one	relies.”35	In	an	adaptation	of	Q	85:16,	he
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says	that	God	is	the	producer	(or	the	active	agent,	faʿʿāl)	of	everything	that	He	wills	to
create.36	God	is	“the	causer	of	the	causes”	or,	as	Richard	M.	Frank	translates,	“the	one
who	makes	the	causes	function	as	causes”	(musabbib	al-asbāb).37	Although	this	term	is
considered	of	Avicennan	origin,	the	expression	originally	used	by	Avicenna	was	most
probably	“cause	of	causes”	(sabab	al-asbāb).38	The	expression	“the	one	who	makes	the
causes	function	as	causes”	(musabbib	al-asbāb)	has	a	Sufi	background	and	had	already
been	used,	for	instance,	by	Abū	Ṭālib	al-Makkī	in	his	Nourishment	of	the	Hearts	(Qūt	al-
qulūb).39	“Cause	of	causes”	expresses	the	Avicennan	position	that	God	is	the	starting
point	of	all	chains	of	secondary	causes	and	that	the	relationship	between	such	chains’
elements	is	that	of	efficient	causes	to	their	effect.	In	contrast	to	what	was	likely	the
Avicennan	formula,	al-Ghazālī’s	term	avoids	committing	to	an	explanation	of	how	the
“causes”	come	about.	In	al-Ghazālī’s	Revival,	God	is	described	as	the	one	who	“carries
out	His	custom	and	binds	the	effects	to	causes	in	order	to	make	His	wisdom	apparent.”40
All	other	existences	are	fully	subservient	operators	(musakhkharūn)	of	Him	and	lack
independence	even	to	move	a	speck	of	dust.41	Using	these	formulas,	al-Ghazālī	wishes	to
leave	open	whether	God’s	arrangement	of	“causes”	happens	by	means	of	secondary
causal	chains	or	by	creating	existences	independently,	side	by	side.

(p.222)	 The	Conditional	Dependence	of	God’s	Actions
Al-Ghazālī	postulates	that	God	created	the	universe	such	that	what	we	call	an	effect
always	exists	alongside	with	what	we	call	its	cause.	God	will	always	create	combustion	in	a
cotton	ball	when	it	is	touched	by	fire.	In	the	Incoherence,	al-Ghazālī	argues	that	the
connection	between	cause	and	effect	is	not	necessary	and	could	have	been	constructed
differently.	In	the	Revival,	these	connections	are	described	as	the	result	of	God’s
voluntary	actions.	Al-Ghazālī	posits	that	God’s	will,	which	exists	from	eternity,	includes	the
voluntary	decision	always	to	combust	a	cotton	ball	if	a	certain	other	event—in	this	case,	a
close	contact	with	fire—precedes	it.	In	His	eternity,	God	freely	decides	to	limit	His
creative	activity	such	that	humans	justifiably	conclude	that	the	connection	between	fire
and	combustion	is	an	inseparable—and	in	this	meaning:	necessary—causal	connection.

In	the	thirty-second	book	of	the	Revival,	al-Ghazālī	discusses	the	concept	that	humans
must	be	thankful	to	God.	Al-Ghazālī	opens	the	passage	with	a	question	of	a	critical
interlocutor	who	injects	that	since	God	is	the	creator	of	everything,	it	is	not	plausible	that
humans	should	be	grateful	to	Him.	God	does	not	give	anything	in	particular	to	His
creatures	for	which	they	should	be	thankful.	Indeed,	God	is	the	creator	of	all	human
actions	and	decisions—including	the	decision	to	be	grateful	to	God.	After	the	usual
lamentation	that	this	problem	belongs	to	the	“mystery	of	predestination,”	which	he	cannot
share	with	his	readers,	al-Ghazālī	explains:	the	action,	which	God	creates	within	the
human,	is	the	gift	for	which	one	should	be	grateful.	If	that	action	is	pleasing	to	God,	it	will
lead	to	reward	in	the	afterlife:	“Your	action	is	a	gift	from	God	and	inasmuch	as	you	are	its
place	(or:	substrate,	maḥall),	He	will	praise	you.”42	The	creation	of	the	good	action	is	the
first	blessing	(niʿma)	of	God,	and	the	reward	in	the	afterlife	for	this	very	action	is	a
second	blessing	from	Him	to	the	human	(niʿma	ukhrā	minhu	ilayka).	This	is	again	an
example	for	how	God	has	arranged	the	causes.	God’s	creation	of	the	good	action	in	the
human	is	a	cause	for	His	reward	in	the	afterlife.	God’s	first	action	(creating	a	good	action
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in	a	human)	is	the	cause	for	His	second	action	(rewarding	the	human	in	the	afterlife).	This
also	applies	when	God	creates	thankfulness	in	a	human:

One	of	God’s	two	actions	is	the	cause	(sabab)	for	the	turning	of	the	second	action	in
the	direction	of	what	pleases	Him.	In	each	case	God	has	the	gratefulness	(al-shukr).
You	are	[simply]	described	as	the	one	who	is	grateful	(shākir),	and	this	means	that
you	are	the	place	of	the	thing	that	“gratefulness”	is	an	expression	of.	This	doesn’t
mean	that	you	are	the	one	who	brings	gratefulness	into	existence	(mūjid).	Similarly,
if	you	are	described	as	someone	who	is	knowledgeable	(ʿārif	wa-ʿālim),	this	doesn’t
mean	that	you	are	a	creator	of	the	knowledge	and	the	one	who	brings	it	in
existence.	It	rather	means	that	you	are	a	place	for	it	and	that	it	has	already	been
brought	into	existence	in	you	by	the	Eternal	Power	(al-qudra	al-azaliyya).43

(p.223)	 All	causes	that	lead	to	salvation	in	the	afterlife	are	individual	acts	of	God	(fiʿl	min
afʿāl	Allāh).	The	causal	chain	for	how	God’s	revelation	leads	to	salvation	in	the	afterlife	is
characterized	as	follows:	God	sends	humans	a	revelation	that	gives	them	knowledge
about	the	connection	between	deeds	in	this	world	and	redemption	in	the	next.	God	uses
revelation	as	a	secondary	cause	to	create	this	knowledge	in	humans.	Next,	the	knowledge
of	this	connection	causes	a	motive	(dāʿiya)	that	encourages	the	obeying	of	God’s
imperatives	and	the	performance	of	good	deeds.	This	motive	is	also	God’s	creation.	The
desire	to	avoid	pain	in	the	afterlife	and	to	achieve	the	pleasures	of	paradise	combined
with	the	knowledge	that	comes	from	revelation	cause	the	human	motive	to	act	justly	and
thus	please	God.	Pleasing	God	will	indeed	lead	to	the	enjoyment	of	paradise.	God’s	action
of	creating	pious	deeds	for	the	human	is	the	cause	of	another	of	God’s	actions,	namely,
reward	in	the	next	life.

Al-Ghazālī’s	explanation	for	how	actions	in	this	world	lead	to	reward	or	punishment	in	the
hereafter	is	essentially	the	same	as	Avicenna’s	explanation.	In	his	Pointers	and	Reminders
(al-Ishārāt	wa-l-tanbīhāt),	Avicenna	addresses	the	question	of	why	God	punishes	humans
if	their	actions	are	predetermined.	Punishment	for	one’s	transgressions,	he	says,	is	like	a
disease	that	affects	the	body	following	gluttony	(nahma):	“Punishment	is	one	of	the
consequences	that	past	states	have	led	to.	The	occurrence	of	these	past	states	and	the
occurrence	of	what	follows	them	are	both	inevitable.”44	Punishment	or	reward	in	the
hereafter	is	a	causal	effect	of	one’s	actions	in	this	world.	Our	good	actions	in	this	world
are	thus	the	causes	of	happiness	in	the	next	work,	al-Ghazālī	says,	and	our	bad	actions
are	the	causes	of	distress,	just	as	medicine	is	the	cause	of	recovery	from	a	sickness	and
poison	the	cause	of	death.45

Humans	have	every	reason	to	be	grateful	to	God,	al-Ghazālī	argues,	since	He	creates	in
them	the	actions	that	later	cause	their	redemption.	Next,	al-Ghazālī	addresses	an
objection	that	he	does	not	explicitly	state,	although	his	answer	makes	the	nature	of	the
objection	quite	evident:	if	all	human	actions	are	in	reality	God’s	actions,	al-Ghazālī	expects
his	readers	to	ask,	why	does	He	not	simply	transfer	a	human	into	paradise	without	the
whole	process	of	creating	knowledge	in	the	human,	creating	a	motive,	and	creating
human	actions?	If	God	is	truly	omnipotent,	could	He	not	have	made	redemption	much
easier	for	His	creation?	Al-Ghazālī	answers:
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One	of	God’s	acts	is	the	cause	(sabab)	for	another;	I	mean	that	the	first	one	is	the
condition	(sharṭ)	for	the	second.	The	creation	of	the	body,	for	instance,	is	the	cause
for	the	creation	of	the	accident	(ʿaraḍ),	since	He	does	not	create	the	attribute
before	it.	The	creation	of	life	is	a	condition	for	the	creation	of	knowledge	and	the
creation	of	knowledge	is	a	condition	for	the	creation	of	volition.	All	these	are	from
among	God’s	actions	and	one	of	them	is	a	cause	for	the	other,	meaning	that	it	is	a
condition.	Being	a	condition	means	that	only	a	substance	(jawhar)	is	prepared	to
receive	the	act	of	life,	and	only	something	that	lives	is	prepared	to	receive
knowledge.	There	is	no	reception	of	volition	other	than	by	something	that	has
knowledge.	(p.224)	 Therefore,	“some	of	God’s	actions	are	a	cause	for	others”
means	this	and	it	doesn’t	mean	that	one	of	His	actions	brings	the	other	into
existence.	Rather	[one	of	God’s	actions]	clears	the	way	for	a	condition	[whose
fulfillment	is	required]	for	the	existence	of	another	of	God’s	actions.46	If	the	truth	of
this	is	grasped,	it	elevates	to	the	[higher]	stage	of	belief	in	God’s	unity	that	we	have
spoken	about.47

God	cannot	simply	move	humans	from	their	cradle	into	paradise,	because	the
“conditions”	of	entering	paradise	are	not	yet	fulfilled	when	the	human	is	still	in	the	cradle.
Entering	paradise	has	a	specific	cause.	Having	a	cause	means	one	or	more	conditions
must	be	fulfilled	before	the	creation	of	the	event	can	take	place.	Without	the	fulfillment	of
these	conditions,	God	cannot	create	the	event.	Thus	God	cannot	create	someone’s	entry
into	paradise	unless	He	has	earlier	created	good	deeds	in	the	person.	Good	deeds,	in
turn,	cannot	be	created	in	a	human	without	a	prior	volition	for	performing	good	deeds.
The	volition	requires	the	prior	existence	of	knowledge.	Knowledge,	in	turn,	requires	life,
and	life	can	only	be	created	in	a	substance	(jawhar),	be	it	in	a	body	or	in	a	stable
incorporeal	entity	such	as	a	celestial	or	human	soul.48	The	human’s	good	deeds,	his
volition,	his	knowledge,	his	life,	and	his	substance	are	all	individual	elements	in	a	chain	of
conditions	that	must	be	fulfilled	before	the	human	can	enter	paradise.	A	prophetical
ḥadīth	says	that	“people	will	be	led	into	paradise	in	chains.”	For	al-Ghazālī,	this	statement
expresses	the	idea	that	one	can	only	enter	paradise	“led	by	chains	of	causes”	(maqūd	bi-
salāsil	al-asbāb).49

A	second	passage	in	al-Ghazālī’s	Revival	confirms	the	view	that	God’s	creative	activity	is
limited	by	rather	strict	conditions.	In	this	passage	from	the	thirty-fifth	book	on
understanding	God’s	unity	(tawḥīd),	al-Ghazālī	rejects	the	view	that	knowledge
generates	(wallada)	volition,	volition	generates	the	human’s	power-to-act,	and	this	power
then	generates	the	movement	of	the	limbs.	The	reader	knows	that	here	al-Ghazālī	refers
to	a	Muʿtazilite	understanding	of	the	“generation”	(tawallud)	of	human	acts	and	their
effects.	The	Muʿtazilite	position	is	wrong,	al-Ghazālī	stresses:	“[t]o	say	that	some	of	these
come	into	being	(ḥadatha)	from	others	is	pure	ignorance,	no	matter	whether	one	calls	it
‘generating’	(tawallud)	or	anything	else.”	All	these	events	go	back	to	an	entity	(maʿnā)
that	is	known	as	the	“Eternal	Power”	(al-qudra	al-azaliyya),	and	only	those	who	are
deeply	rooted	in	knowledge	(al-rāsikhūna	fī	l-ʿilm)	understand	the	true	nature	(kunh)	of
this	being.50	In	the	next	sentence,	al-Ghazālī	explains	some	of	the	workings	of	the
“Eternal	Power”:
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Some	of	the	objects	of	this	power	(muqdarāt),	however,	are	arranged	so	that	their
coming	into	being	follows	others.	The	arrangement	(tartīb)	is	that	something
conditioned	(al-mashrūṭ)	follows	after	the	condition	(al-sharṭ).	A	volition	only	comes
out	of	(taṣduru	ʿan)	the	Eternal	Power	after	knowledge,	and	knowledge	only	after
life,	and	life	only	after	there	is	a	substrate	for	life.	And	like	one	cannot	say	that	life	is
brought	into	being	by	the	body,	which	is	the	condition	for	life,	so	[one	cannot	say
this]	in	the	case	of	all	other	steps	of	the	arrangement.	(p.225)	 Some	conditions	are
apparent	to	the	ordinary	person,	but	others	are	only	apparent	to	the	elite	(al-
khawāṣṣ),	who	experience	unveiling	by	the	light	of	the	Truth.

In	any	case,	nothing	preceding	precedes	and	nothing	following	follows	except	by
means	of	right	and	necessity.	This	applies	to	all	of	God’s	actions.51

According	to	this	passage,	the	conditioned	procession	of	body,	life,	volition,	and	human
actions	is	“by	means	of	right	and	necessity”	(bi-l-ḥaqq	wa-l-luzūm).	Richard	Gramlich,	in
his	valuable	German	translation	of	books	31–36	of	the	Revival,	renders	the	Arabic	word
ḥaqq	(lit.	“truth,”	or	also	“one’s	due”)	in	such	passages	as	“laws”	or	“regulations”
(Gesetzmäßigkeiten),	probably	meaning	the	laws	of	nature.52	Although	it	is	not	impossible
that	al-Ghazālī	had	in	mind	the	lawful	character	of	the	arrangement	of	conditions	and	the
conditioned,	it	seems	a	long	stretch	to	extract	this	meaning	from	the	admittedly	highly
ambiguous	Arabic	word	ḥaqq.	More	likely,	al-Ghazālī	means	to	say	that	the	arrangement
follows	a	rightness	that	gives	each	element	its	allocated	due.	In	Ashʿarite	theology,
“justice	(ʿadl)	is	to	put	things	in	their	appropriate	place.”53	The	word	“necessity”	that
follows	after	this	explanation	is	less	problematic	in	its	meaning,	though	more	problematic
with	regard	to	what	it	implies.	It	suggests	that	God’s	actions	are	the	result	of	an
arrangement	that	works	by	necessity	and	leaves	no	room	for	alternatives.

In	some	books	of	his	Revival,	al-Ghazālī	views	causes	as	events	that	“clear	the	way”
(mahhada)	for	the	creation	of	their	effects.	The	perspective	that	understands	causes	as
“conditions”	for	the	existence	of	their	effects	suggests	that	God	cannot	simply	create	as
He	wishes,	but	rather,	He	must	follow	a	matrix	of	such	conditions.	Al-Ghazālī	had	already
put	forward	a	very	similar	position	about	conditions	for	God’s	creation	in	the	Third
Position	(al-maqām	al-thālith)	of	the	seventeenth	discussion	in	the	Incoherence.	Here	in
the	Revival,	as	in	his	Incoherence,	al-Ghazālī	avoids	clarifying	the	nature	of	these
conditions.	This	necessity	can	be	either	the	result	of	God’s	choosing	or	the	conditions	that
are	imposed	upon	God’s	actions.	Al-Ghazālī	leaves	open	the	idea	whether	God	Himself
chooses	such	conditions	upon	His	actions	or	whether	they	are	requirements	beyond
God’s	control	with	which	He	must	comply.

The	Conditions	of	a	Creation	That	Is	the	Best	of	All	Possible	Creations
Assuming	that	the	conditions	that	apply	to	God’s	actions	are	beyond	God’s	control	would
mean	following	Avicenna	and	accepting	that	God	is	not	a	free	agent	who	cannot	choose	His
actions.	Because	every	causal	connection	is	essentially	such	a	condition	and	a	restriction
upon	God’s	actions,	adopting	the	view	that	God	cannot	violate	causal	connections,	even	if
He	wanted	to,	would	make	the	world	in	which	we	live	necessary	while	depriving	God	of	all
freedom	for	His	actions.	For	Avicenna,	God	necessarily	acts	to	establish	the	best	order.
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Avicenna’s	(p.226)	 position	simply	does	not	allow	for	the	world	to	be	any	different	from
this	best	and	necessary	order.	The	divine	providence	(al-ʿināya	al-ilāhiyya)	that	allows	for
creation	results	from	God	being	the	pure	good	(al-khayr	al-maḥḍ)	that	only	emanates	the
best.	The	order	that	follows	from	God’s	knowledge	is	the	best	order	that	is	possible.	For
Avicenna,	God	does	not	have	a	particular	desire	to	create	the	best	of	all	possible	worlds;
rather	He	simply	cannot	help	doing	so.	Everything	that	He	creates	is	the	best	of	all
possible	creations.54

Al-Ghazālī	gives	a	detailed	account	of	these	teachings	in	the	two	books	in	which	he
reports	the	position	of	the	falāsifa.	55	In	the	book	preserved	in	MS	London,	Or.	3126,	al-
Ghazālī	reproduces	the	relevant	passages	from	Avicenna’s	Pointers	and	Reminders	and
from	the	metaphysics	of	his	Healing,	while	adding	his	own	comments:	if	one	studies	the
animals	and	plants	and	realizes	that	nature	(al-ṭabīʿa)	cannot	generate	all	these	details	by
itself,	one	understands	that	all	this	must	be	(lā	maḥāla)	the	product	of	divine	providence.
The	same	is	true	if	one	evaluates	the	private	interchanges	(muʿāmalāt)	between	people.
Different	people	have	different	habits	and	different	understandings	of	justice.	Divine
providence	responds	to	these	differences	by	sending	prophets	to	teach	the	varied
people	one	true	sense	of	justice.	The	existence	of	these	and	other	benefits	(manāfiʿ)
cannot	possibly	come	from	any	source	other	than	God.56

Although	these	thoughts	aim	to	illustrate	Avicenna’s	teachings,	they	are	not,	strictly
speaking,	part	of	the	latter’s	doctrine.	Observational	or	empirical	evidence	of	the
perfection	of	God’s	creation	plays	next	to	no	role	in	Avicenna’s	thought.	He	merely	says
that	“you	cannot	deny	the	wondrous	manifestations	(al-āthār	al-ʿajība)	in	the	formation	of
the	world	(…)	all	of	which	do	not	proceed	by	coincidence	but	require	some	kind	of
ordering	(tadbīr	mā).”57	For	Avicenna,	this	arrangement—however	perfect	it	may	appear
—cannot	count	as	evidence	for	this	world’s	perfection.	The	perfection	can	only	be
deduced	from	reflecting	on	God’s	knowledge,	which	is	the	origin	of	divine	providence.
The	empirical	perception	of	this	world’s	perfection	is	a	motif	of	Sufi	literature	and	appears
prominently	in	Abū	Ṭālib	al-Makkī’s	Nourishment	of	the	Hearts	(Qūt	al-qulūb),	among
other	places.	It	is	also	an	element	of	traditional	Ashʿarism.	For	Ashʿarites,	the	skillfulness
(itqān)	and	orderliness	(intiẓām)	of	God’s	creation	is	a	clear	sign	that	God	has	all-
encompassing	knowledge.58	Such	arguments	based	on	design	and	teleological	motifs	also
play	an	important	role	in	al-Ghazālī’s	theology.59	In	his	Balanced	Book	on	What-to-
Believe,	al-Ghazālī	stresses	that	all	of	God’s	creations	are	skillfully	and	wisely	arranged.
Studying	God’s	creation	makes	one	realize	how	perfectly	it	is	ordered.	Here,	as	in	many
other	places,	al-Ghazālī	uses	the	parable	of	a	skillfully	handwritten	text	to	point	to	the
many	accomplishments	of	its	author	and	scribe.60

In	the	thirty-fifth	book	of	his	Revival,	al-Ghazālī	includes	a	relatively	brief	passage	in	which
he	also	argues	that	this	creation	is	the	best	possible	creation.	The	teachings	on	these	two
pages	became	famous	for	their	compressed	formula:	“There	is	in	possibility	nothing	more
wondrous	than	what	is”	(laysa	fī-l-imkān	abdaʿ	mimmā	kān).61	This	teaching	was	already
seen	as	controversial	in	al-Ghazālī’s	lifetime,	and	over	the	following	centuries,	it	stirred	a
long-lasting	debate	among	Muslim	theologians	about	what	exactly	al-Ghazālī	(p.227)
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meant	to	express	here	and	whether	the	statement	that	this	world	is	the	best	of	all
possible	creations	is	actually	true.62	Once	more,	al-Ghazālī	failed	to	be	explicit	about	the
theological	and	philosophical	implications	of	his	teachings.	This	passage	in	the	Revival	ends
with	a	cryptic	statement	that	the	position	expressed	is	a	sea	of	arcane	matters	in	which
many	have	already	drowned.	Behind	it	lies	the	secret	of	predestination	(sirr	al-qadar)	in
which	the	majority	of	people	wonder	in	perplexity,	and	those	to	whom	things	have	been
unveiled	(al-mukāshafūn)	are	forbidden	to	divulge	the	secret.63	Later,	al-Ghazālī
commented	on	this	passage	in	a	short	explanatory	book,	The	Dictation	on	Difficult
Passages	in	the	Revival	(al-Imlāʾ	fī	ishkālāt	al-Iḥyāʾ),	written	in	response	to	critics.	Here,
he	confirms	the	position	that	this	world	is	the	best	of	all	possible	creations	but	hardly
adds	anything	that	could	clarify	the	theological	background.64

Al-Ghazālī	took	significant	parts	of	this	two-page	passage	on	the	best	of	all	possible	worlds
from	Abū	Ṭālib	al-Makkī’s	Sufi	handbook,	The	Nourishment	of	the	Hearts.65	What
interested	al-Ghazālī	about	al-Makkī’s	earlier	text	was	the	apparent	orderliness	of	the
world’s	design	that	al-Makkī	illustrates.	Based	on	these	examples,	al-Ghazālī	posits	his
theory	that	this	creation	is	the	best	of	all	possible	ones,	a	conclusion	not	explicitly	found	in
al-Makkī’s	work.	The	passage	marks	the	end	of	al-Ghazālī’s	explanation	of	why	one	must
“believe	in	God’s	unity”	(tawḥīd),	at	which	point	the	text	tries	to	connect	God’s	unity	with
the	idea	of	“trust	in	God”	(tawakkul).	The	discussion	of	tawḥīd	makes	clear,	al-Ghazālī’s
literary	interlocutor	claims,	that	human	actions	are	not	free,	but	rather	they	are
compelled	by	the	causes	(asbāb)	that	determine	the	human’s	volition.	All	events	in	God’s
creation,	including	human	actions,	are	compulsory	(al-kullu	jabrun).	If	this	is	the	case,	the
interlocutor	asks,	why	does	God	reward	and	punish	humans	for	their	actions?	Since	such
actions	are	in	reality	God’s	actions,	why	does	God	become	angry	at	His	own	actions?	Al-
Ghazālī’s	response	refers	the	reader	back	to	the	passage	in	which	he	writes	that	one	of
God’s	earlier	actions,	namely,	the	action	that	He	creates	within	a	human,	is	the	cause	for
one	of	God’s	later	actions,	that	is,	bestowing	reward	or	punishment	in	the	afterlife.66	Only
those	who	have	achieved	a	high	degree	of	trust	in	God	will	understand	this	aspect	of
tawḥīd.

Complete	trust	in	God,	al-Ghazālī	continues,	results	from	a	firm	belief	in	God’s	mercy
(raḥma)	and	in	His	wisdom	(ḥikma).	Such	belief	is	itself	created	by	an	inquiry	into	“the
one	who	makes	the	causes	function	as	causes”	(musabbib	al-asbāb).	It	would	take	too
long,	al-Ghazālī	writes,	to	explain	how	those	to	whom	truths	have	been	revealed	reach
their	strong	level	of	belief	in	God’s	mercy	and	wisdom.	One	can	only	give	the	gist	(ḥāṣil)
of	their	method:	the	one	who	aims	to	develop	a	firm	and	decisive	trust	in	God	believes
that,	if	God	had	given	all	humans	the	understanding	of	the	most	understanding	among
them,	the	knowledge	of	the	most	knowledgeable	among	them,	and	the	wisdom	of	the
most	wise	among	them,	and	if	He	had	taught	them	the	secrets	of	this	world	and	the
hereafter,	and	if	He	had	given	them	the	opportunity	to	order	this	world	anew,	they	could
not	have	come	up	with	an	arrangement	better	than	or	even	different	from	this	one,	not
even	by	a	gnat’s	wing	or	a	speck	of	dust.67

(p.228)	 Al-Ghazālī	copied	this	last	long	sentence	almost	verbatim	from	Abū	Ṭālib	al-
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Makkī’s	book.68	In	al-Makkī’s	text,	however,	the	sentence	has	a	very	different	function.
He	constructs	an	argument	that	aims	to	illustrate	the	fact	that	God	created	this	world	in
accord	with	human	means	for	understanding	it.	Al-Makkī	wishes	to	show	that	God’s
creation	is	in	a	perfect	order,	as	viewed	from	the	perspective	of	humans.	The
compatibility	between	human	minds	and	the	order	of	God’s	creation	gives	humans
reason	to	trust	the	accuracy	of	their	knowledge	and	their	understandings	of	the	world,
and	it	allows	them	to	make	predictions	regarding	future	events	in	this	world.	According	to
al-Makkī,	trust	in	God	(tawakkul)	is	synonymous	with	trust	in	the	orderliness	of	this
world,	which	is	a	direct	result	of	God’s	mercy.	Al-Makkī	writes:

God	carried	out	this	creation	according	to	the	arrangement	of	the	minds	(ʿalā	tartīb
al-ʿuqūl)	and	according	to	the	customary	notions	(maʿānī	l-ʿurf)	and	habitual
arrangements	that	come	with	the	well-known	causes	and	familiar	mediators
according	to	the	yardstick	that	is	imprinted	in	the	minds	and	that	they	have	been
endowed	with.69

Al-Ghazālī	does	not	reiterate	al-Makkī’s	conclusion	that	God	created	this	world	according
to	the	arrangement	of	human	minds.	What	fascinated	him	was	the	implication	that	this
world	is	most	orderly	in	its	design.	As	a	result,	he	copied	only	that	part	of	al-Makkī’s	text
that	serves	as	a	fitting	illustration	for	the	two	facts	that	this	world	is	created	according	to
a	perfect	arrangement	and	that	the	arrangement	is	accessible	to	human	understanding.
Even	the	most	perfect	human	minds	will	perceive	nothing	but	orderliness	in	the	world.
For	al-Ghazālī,	this	order	is	not	the	result	of	a	simple	accord	between	human	minds	and
God’s	creation.	He	comes	to	a	more	radical	conclusion	and	says	that	the	order	is	the	best
of	all	possible	designs	for	the	world.	This	is	true	in	absolute	terms,	not	just	according	to
human	understanding:

Everything	that	God	distributes	among	humans,	such	as	sustenance,	life-span
(ajal),	pleasure	and	pain,	incapacity	and	capacity,	belief	and	unbelief,	pious	and
sinful	actions,	is	all	of	sheer	justice,	with	no	injustice	in	it,	and	pure	right,	with	no
wrong	in	it.

Indeed,	it	is	according	to	the	necessary	right	arrangement	(ʿalā	l-tartīb	al-wājib	al-
ḥaqq)	in	accord	to	what	should	be	(ʿalā	mā	yanbaghī)	and	like	it	should	be	(kamā
yanbaghī)	and	in	the	measure	in	which	it	should	be	(wa-bi-l-qadr	alladhī	yanbaghī);
and	there	is	in	possibility	nothing	more	excellent,	more	perfect,	and	more	complete
than	it.70

If	people	live	with	the	impression	that	their	lot	in	this	world	is	unjust,	al-Ghazālī	explains,
they	should	wait	for	the	next	world	to	see	how	they	will	be	compensated	for	the	losses
that	might	be	inflicted	on	them	in	this	world.	Those	who	gain	advantages	in	this	world	by
doing	injustice,	however,	shall	have	to	pay	for	that	in	the	afterlife.

Imperfections	in	this	world	are	real,	al-Ghazālī	says,	yet	they	serve	the	higher	purpose	of
realizing	the	most	perfect	world.	In	the	twenty-second	book	(p.229)	 of	the	Revival,	al-
Ghazālī	says	that	desire	(shahwa)	and	anger	(ghaḍab)	are	character	traits	responsible
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for	much	harm	in	this	world.	Yet	they	are	necessary	because	without	desire	for	food	and
sex,	humans	could	not	survive;	without	anger,	they	would	not	be	able	to	defend
themselves	from	those	things	that	threaten	their	lives.71	Even	the	most	perfect
arrangement	for	the	world	includes	a	certain	amount	of	harm	that	manifests	itself	as
imperfections	that,	in	turn,	point	toward	the	perfect.	If	there	were	no	sickness,	the
healthy	would	not	enjoy	health.	If	beasts	had	not	been	created,	the	dignity	of	man	would
not	have	become	manifest.	Although	the	punishments	in	hell	may	seem	like	imperfections,
they	are	necessary	in	order	to	honor	those	who	will	enter	paradise	and	show	the
righteous	the	extent	of	their	reward.	In	a	sense,	the	merits	of	the	righteous	are
ransomed	by	the	suffering	of	the	unbelievers.	This	is	like	saving	the	health	of	a	person	by
amputating	his	gangrenous	hand.	Perfection	and	imperfection	do	not	become	apparent	in
absolute	terms	but	only	in	relation	to	each	other.	The	perfect,	therefore,	needs	the
imperfect	in	order	to	demonstrate	its	perfection:	“[God’s]	generosity	and	[His]	wisdom
require	the	simultaneous	creation	of	the	perfect	and	the	imperfect.”72

The	notion	that	the	best	of	all	possible	worlds	necessarily	requires	the	creation	of
imperfections	comes	from	philosophical	literature.	Eric	Ormsby,	who	offers	an	insightful
and	detailed	analysis	of	this	passage,	observed	that	al-Ghazālī	had	taken	this	idea	from
the	works	of	Avicenna.73	In	his	Pointers	and	Reminders,	Avicenna	writes	that	it	is
necessary	to	create	things	that	are	lacking	in	perfection	inasmuch	as	they	are	bad	or
harmful	(sharr).74	In	order	to	realize	a	perfect	order,	it	is	also	necessary	for	the	good	to
predominate	over	the	harmful.	Yet	some	harm	must	be	there,	or	else	the	good	would	not
be	able	to	show	its	advantages	(faḍīla).	A	perfect	world,	therefore,	must	contain
creations	that	are	absolute	evil	as	well	as	those	in	which	the	evil	aspects	predominate
over	the	beneficial	ones.	This	is	because	a	small	amount	of	evil	preserves	(taḥarraza)	the
good	creations	and	safeguards	that	harmful	effects	will	always	be	limited.	All	this	is	taken
into	account	in	God’s	providence	for	His	creation.	God,	who	according	to	Avicenna
pursues	no	goals	for	His	creation	and	has	no	desires,	creates	the	harmful	as	if	He
desires	it	by	accident.	One	can	therefore	say	that	harm	enters	God’s	creation	by
accident,	like	a	disease	accidentally	affects	living	beings.75

Although	harm	affects	existence	accidentally—that	is,	harm	is	not	necessary	for	the
existence	of	any	kind	of	world—harm	is	indeed	necessary	for	the	realization	of	a	world
that	is	the	best	of	all	possible	worlds.	It	is	not	an	undesired	side	effect	of	creating	the
good,	but	rather	it	is	intrinsic	to	its	establishment.	The	creation	of	perfection	necessarily
requires	the	simultaneous	creation	of	imperfections	for	the	perfect	to	exist.	Harm	is	a
necessary	concomitant	of	this	world’s	good	constitution:	“[t]he	existence	of	evil	is	a
necessity	that	follows	from	the	need	for	the	good.”76	For	Avicenna,	harm	is	a	privation	of
perfection,	and	the	most	essential	privation	is	the	nonexistent	(al-ʿadam).77	Something
that	exists	is	always	better	than	something	that	does	not	exist.	Therefore,	the	fact	that
God	creates	this	world	is	a	benefit	that	by	itself	outweighs	many	of	its	privations.	If	things
are	affected	by	harm,	they	suffer	from	privation	of	perfection.	Such	(p.230)
imperfections	manifest	themselves	as	ignorance,	for	instance,	or	as	physical	weakness,
deformation,	pain,	or	distress.78	Harm	and	evil	exist,	however,	only	in	the	sublunar
sphere	of	generation	and	corruption,	and	in	that	sphere,	they	affect	only	individuals	and
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not	classes	of	beings.79	The	heavenly	spheres	and	the	universals	are	perfect	and	not
affected	by	it.	Echoing	Aristotle,	Avicenna	says	the	harm	in	the	sublunar	sphere	is
insignificant	(ṭafīf)	in	comparison	to	the	perfection	of	the	rest	of	existence.80

Al-Ghazālī	was	evidently	impressed	by	Avicenna’s	solution	to	the	question	of	theodicy.	In
the	thirty-second	book	of	the	Revival,	al-Ghazālī	mentions	the	example	of	a	father	who
forces	his	infant	son	to	undergo	the	painful	process	of	cupping	in	order	to	heal	an	illness.
This	father	is	more	beneficial	to	the	child	than	his	mother	who,	in	her	love,	wishes	to
spare	him	all	distress.81	He	elaborates	further	on	this	example	in	his	Highest	Goal	(al-
Maqṣad	al-asnā),	in	which	he	comments	on	the	divine	name	“the	Merciful”	(al-raḥmān	al-
raḥīm).	To	the	objection	that	God	should	not	be	called	merciful	as	long	He	creates	so
much	poverty,	distress,	sickness,	and	harm	in	His	creation,	al-Ghazālī	responds	with	a
parable:

A	mother	cares	lovingly	for	her	small	child	and	does	not	allow	that	it	undergoes
cupping,	yet	the	father	is	insightful	(ʿāqil)	and	forcibly	treats	the	child	with	it.	An
ignorant	person	thinks	that	only	the	mother	is	merciful	but	not	the	father.	An
insightful	person	knows	that	it	is	part	of	the	perfection	of	the	father’s	mercy,	his
affection,	and	his	complete	compassion	when	he	causes	pain	to	the	child	by	making
it	undergo	cupping.	[The	insightful	person	also	knows]	that	the	mother	is	an	enemy
to	the	child	in	the	guise	of	a	friend.	The	pain	[caused	by	cupping]	is	small	and	yet	it
is	the	cause	for	much	pleasure.	So	it	isn’t	harmful,	rather	it	is	good.82

This	explanation	applies	to	all	imperfections	and	harm	in	this	world.	They	serve	the	larger
good	of	preserving	the	perfections:	“There	is	no	harm	in	existence	which	does	not	carry
inside	some	good;	were	that	harm	eliminated,	the	good	that	it	has	inside	would	vanish.
The	result	would	be	an	increase	in	harm	in	comparison	to	what	it	had	before.”83	God
referred	to	this	relationship	when	in	a	ḥadīth	He	revealed:	“[m]y	mercy	outstrips	my
wrath.”	Beneath	all	this	insight,	however,	lies	a	secret	that	revelation	cannot	fully
disclose.84

While	al-Ghazālī	evidently	accepts	Avicenna’s	justification	of	why	harm	exists	in	God’s
creation,	he	does	not	accept	the	metaphysical	premise	that	creating	perfection	is	a
necessary	result	of	the	divine	nature.	Al-Ghazālī,	for	instance,	nowhere	says	that	it	is	in
God’s	nature	to	create	the	best	creation.	Knowledge	about	the	best	of	all	possible	worlds
is	not	acquired	by	reflection	on	God’s	attributes.	Rather,	we	know	that	God	creates	the
best	by	looking	at	his	creatures.	In	his	Dictation	on	Difficult	Passages	in	the	Revival,	in
which	al-Ghazālī	apologetically	comments	on	teachings	in	the	Revival	that	prompted
opposition	among	his	peers,	he	devotes	little	more	than	one	page	to	the	issue	of	the	best
of	all	possible	worlds.	Here	he	explains	how	we	know	that	this	creation	could	not	be	more
perfect:	(p.231)

If	everything	that	God	creates	were	defective	in	comparison	to	another	creation
that	He	could	have	created	but	didn’t	create,	the	deficiency	that	would	infect	this
existence	of	His	creation	would	be	evident	just	like	it	is	evident	that	there	are	in
His	[actual]	creation	particular	individuals	whom	He	did	create	deficient	in	order	to
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show	thereby	the	perfection	of	what	He	creates	otherwise.85

God	creates	deficiencies	in	order	to	point	those	insightful	humans	toward	the	perfection
of	His	creation.	Without	the	manifest	imperfections,	the	perfection	of	other	creations
would	simply	remain	unknown.	Imperfect	creations	draw	attention	to	the	perfect	ones
and	make	God’s	perfection	obvious:

Inasmuch	as	He	shows	humans	His	perfection,	He	points	them	towards	His
deficiency;	and	inasmuch	He	makes	them	know	His	omnipotence,	He	makes	them
see	His	incapacity.86

Studying	the	created	beings	(makhlūqāt)	is	the	only	means	of	knowing	that	this	world	is
the	most	perfect.	Revelation	can	only	hint	at	this	fact	because	revealing	this	world’s
perfection	to	the	masses	of	the	people	would	make	its	perfection	void.	In	his	Dictation,	al-
Ghazālī	says	that	the	subject	of	the	best	of	all	possible	worlds	is	one	of	the	secrets	of
worship	(asrār	al-ʿibāda)	and	cannot	be	discussed	openly.	God	gives	us	precisely	the
right	amount	of	knowledge	to	enable	us	to	contribute	our	best	actions	to	this	world.	The
amount	of	knowledge	He	gives	us	is	part	of	the	most	perfect	arrangement	of	His	creation.
If	people	with	weak	intellects	were	to	become	aware	that	everything	is	foreseen	and	in	a
perfect	order,	they	would	draw	wrong	conclusions	and	be	prompted	to	perform	actions
less	perfect	than	those	they	do	without	this	knowledge.	Would	God	have	given	those
humans	destined	to	enter	paradise	a	way	to	know	their	future	bliss,	for	instance,	they
would	never	arrive.	Such	knowledge	would	lead	to	bad	actions	and	prevent	redemption
in	the	hereafter.	The	same	is	true	for	one	who	has	been	told	that	he	will	end	up	in	hell.	He
would	make	no	further	effort	to	restrain	his	bad	passions.	It	is	part	of	God’s	perfect
arrangement	to	prevent	all	but	the	most	learned	from	gaining	knowledge	of	this	world’s
perfection.87

The	Necessity	of	the	Conditions	in	God’s	Creation
Al-Ghazālī	teaches	that	God	chooses	to	show	utmost	mercy	to	His	creation	and	that	He
creates	the	best	of	all	possible	worlds.	He	is	like	the	insightful	father	who	chooses	to	be
merciful	to	his	child.	Yet,	such	as	the	actions	of	this	wise	father,	God’s	wise	actions	can
inflict	pain	upon	His	creation.	It	is	a	sign	of	wisdom	that	the	world	is	created	with	a	certain
degree	of	harmfulness	intrinsic	to	it.	Even	if	God	freely	chooses	to	follow	the	wisdom	of
the	plan	to	create	the	world,	once	He	decides	to	create	the	best	possible	world,	He	no
longer	has	a	choice	about	what	to	create.	Among	all	possible	worlds,	there	is	only	one	that
is	the	best	of	all	possibles.	In	his	Dictation	on	Difficult	Passages	in	the	Revival,	al-Ghazālī
says	that	God’s	actions	are	the	result	of	the	free	choice	(ikhtiyār)	that	(p.232)	 this	free
agent	(fāʿil	mukhtār)	has	about	His	actions.	Once	God	chooses	to	create	the	most	perfect
world,	however,	His	actions	follow	a	necessary	path	that	is	dictated	by	wisdom.	Al-Ghazālī
explains	how	wisdom	(ḥikma)	determines	the	divine	actions:

Once	God	acts,	it	is	only	possible	for	Him	to	do	what	is	[within]	the	limit	that	the
wisdom	(al-ḥikma)	requires,	of	which	we	know	that	it	is	[true]	wisdom.	God	lets	us
know	about	this	only	because	we	know	the	channels	of	His	actions	and	the	origins
of	His	affairs	and	because	He	verifies	that	everything	which	He	decided	and	which
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He	decrees	in	His	creation	is	by	means	of	His	knowledge,	and	His	will,	and	His
power,	and	that	it	is	of	utmost	wisdom,	of	extreme	skillfulness,	and	of	the	full
amount	of	the	creation’s	generosity.	[God	lets	us	know	about	this]	because	the
perfection	of	what	He	creates	is	a	decisive	argument	and	an	evident	demonstration
for	His	perfection	in	the	attributes	of	His	glory	(jalāl)	that	make	it	necessary	to	call
Him	the	most	glorious	(al-mūjiba	li-ijlālihi).88

The	divine	motive	to	create	the	best	of	all	possible	worlds	explains	why	God	creates	this
world	as	it	is	and	why	He	puts	specific	conditions	on	achieving	certain	benefits.	It	explains,
for	instance,	why	God	does	not	move	humans	immediately	from	the	cradle	to	paradise.	In
the	thirty-second	book	of	his	Revival,	al-Ghazālī	only	partly	answers	this	question.	Certain
conditions	exist,	which	must	be	fulfilled	for	humans	to	enter	paradise.	Humans	have	to
perform	pious	deeds,	which	in	turn	require	the	prior	existence	of	a	volition	that	triggers
these	deeds.	The	volition	requires	the	prior	existence	of	knowledge	on	the	part	of
humans,	and	so	forth.	As	we	have	already	said,	these	conditions	may	also	be	understood
as	causal	connections.	The	correct	sort	of	knowledge	that	an	individual	has	will	cause	the
correct	kind	of	volition,	which	will	cause	the	correct	kind	of	action	to	cause	entry	into
paradise.	Yet	the	larger	question	remains:	why	do	all	these	conditions—or	causal
connections—exist?	Since	God	has	a	universal	and	detailed	pre-knowledge	of	all	events
past	and	future,	and	since	He	creates	all	human	actions,	why	can	He	not	make	his	chosen
people	enter	paradise	even	before	they	experience	the	hardship	of	birth	and	childhood?
Why	all	these	complications?	Why	not	simply	create	human	souls	and	place	them	into
paradise?

For	an	Ashʿarite,	there	is	no	answer	to	this	question	and	thus	no	reason	to	ask.	Yet	in	this
particular	question,	al-Ghazālī	clearly	goes	beyond	the	Ashʿarite	approach	and	ventures
to	answer	the	problem	openly,	albeit	without	discussion.	The	arrangements	of	the	world
in	which	we	live	are	those	of	the	best	of	all	possible	worlds.	This	world	cannot	be	better,
because	it	is	already	the	best	possible.	It	also	cannot	be	worse,	because	God	decided	in
His	mercy	not	to	satisfy	Himself	with	less	than	what	is	the	best.	The	arrangement	is
therefore	determined	by	God’s	decision	to	create	the	best	possible	world.

In	his	Revival,	al-Ghazālī	states	a	few	times	that	God’s	actions	are	necessary.	One	of	the
most	outspoken	passages	is	in	the	thirty-fifth	book,	which	(p.233)	 focuses	on	tawḥīd,
shortly	before	al-Ghazālī	writes	that	this	creation	is	the	best	possible	one.	In	this	passage,
creation	is	described	as	a	necessary	process:

Everything	between	the	heaven	and	the	earth	happens	according	to	a	necessary
arrangement	and	a	binding	rightness	and	one	cannot	imagine	that	it	would	be
different	from	how	it	happens	or	different	from	this	arrangement	that	is	found.
What	comes	later	comes	later	only	because	it	waits	for	its	condition.	The
conditioned	(al-mashrūṭ)	is	impossible	before	the	condition	(al-sharṭ).	The
impossible	cannot	be	described	as	being	within	God’s	power.	Therefore	knowledge
only	comes	after	the	sperm	because	the	condition	of	life	needs	to	be	fulfilled,	and
volition	only	comes	after	knowledge	because	the	condition	of	knowledge	needs	to
be	fulfilled.	All	this	is	the	way	of	the	necessary	(minhāj	al-wājib)	and	the
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arrangement	of	the	rightness	(tartīb	al-ḥaqq).	There	is	no	play	in	it	and	no
coincidence	(ittifāq);	rather	all	this	is	through	wisdom	and	ordering.89

God’s	creative	activity	follows	a	“necessary	arrangement”	(tartīb	wājib)	and	contains	a
“binding	rightness”	(ḥaqq	lāzim)	that	cannot	be	otherwise.	The	necessity	of	God’s	actions
exists	“through	wisdom	and	ordering”	(bi-ḥikma	wa-tadbīr);	wisdom	dictates	the
conditions	of	the	best	of	all	possible	worlds,	and	God	choose	to	abide	by	its	precepts.	The
necessity	of	God’s	creation	also	appears	in	the	thirty-second	book	of	his	Revival.	In	a
sentence	that	we	have	already	quoted	above,	al-Ghazālī	says	that	“nothing	preceding
precedes	and	nothing	following	follows	except	by	means	of	the	rightness	and	the
necessity	(bi-l-ḥaqq	wa-l-luzūm).”90	The	necessity	of	God’s	order	is	also	expressed	in	the
passage	where	he	describes	the	best	of	all	possible	worlds	as	created	“according	to	the
necessary	right	arrangement”	(ʿalā	l-tartīb	al-wājib	al-ḥaqq)	and	“in	accord	to	what
should	be”	(ʿalā	mā	yanbaghī).91	The	necessity	in	this	passage	need	not	be	the	absolute
necessity	of	Avicenna,	but	rather	a	necessity	relative	to	the	decision	to	create	the	best
possible	world.

We	have	thus	far	given	a	relatively	smooth	interpretation	of	different	motifs	in	the
Revival.	If	these	interpretations	were	all	that	have	been	proposed,	however,	al-Ghazāli
would	not	be	seen	as	such	a	controversial	author.	The	above	quoted	passage	includes	at
least	one	formula	that	cannot	be	explained	by	referring	to	the	necessities	that	spring	from
the	decision	to	create	the	best	of	all	possible	worlds.	Whereas	it	is	plausible	that	the	best
order	requires	that	God’s	actions	abide	with	certain	conditions,	al-Ghazālī	continues	and
says	that	any	arrangement	different	from	what	exists	is	impossible,	and	“the	impossible
cannot	be	described	as	being	within	God’s	power”	(al-muḥāl	lā	yūṣafu	bi-kawnihi
maqdūran).

There	are	two	ways	to	understand	impossibility	in	this	sentence,	a	strong	way	and	a	weak
way.	Triggered	by	this	passage,	Richard	M.	Frank	proposed	these	two	interpretations.92
Frank	prefers	the	strong	way	of	understanding	impossibility,	which	suggests	that	God’s
actions	have	to	comply	with	the	necessity	of	God’s	nature.	God	must	follow	His	generosity
(jūd);	God	must	create	the	best	of	all	possible	worlds.	When	al-Ghazālī	says,	Frank	has
argued,	that	God’s	(p.234)	 decisions	are	made	by	pure	free	choice	(ikhtiyār	maḥḍ),	he
simply	means	that	God	is	not	distracted	from	choosing	what	is	truly	beneficial	(khayr)	for
His	creation.	In	reality,	however,	God	cannot	help	choosing	the	good,	which	means	that
effectively	He	does	not	actually	choose	and	cannot	make	free	decisions	about	His	actions.
The	creation	of	this	world	proceeds	from	His	lack	of	liberty	as	a	necessary	act.	Reading
such	strong	sense	into	the	words	“impossible”	and	“necessary”	assumes	that	the	actions
of	al-Ghazālī’s	God—like	the	God	of	Avicenna—are	determined	by	His	nature.	This	is	the
God	of	the	falāsifa	whose	will	is	identical	with	His	knowledge	and	His	essence.

Al-Ghazālī,	however,	rejected	the	idea	that	creation	takes	place	as	a	direct	and	inevitable
consequence	of	God’s	being.	In	Avicenna,	God’s	knowledge	is	the	origin	of	the	best	of	all
possible	worlds.	In	al-Ghazālī,	however,	it	is	God’s	will.	God	chooses	to	be	generous,	and
this	choice	is	undetermined.	God’s	will	is	therefore	the	undetermined	determining	factor
of	creation.	This	idea	is	expressed	forcefully	in	many	of	his	writings,	and	Frank
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acknowledges	the	importance	of	this	motif	in	al-Ghazālī’s	theology.93	Failing	to	detach
God’s	will	from	His	knowledge	and	thus	constructing	a	God	who	acts	out	of	necessity
rather	than	out	of	His	decisions	is	al-Ghazālī’s	main	objection	against	the	falāsifa	in	his
Incoherence.94	For	al-Ghazālī,	it	is	an	affront	to	reason	to	claim	that	it	is	not	in	God’s
power	to	create	this	world	differently	from	how	it	is.	Because	we	can	easily	imagine	this
world	to	be	larger	or	smaller,	for	instance,	it	is	therefore	not	impossible	for	it	to	have
been	created	larger	or	smaller.	The	world	was	possible	before	it	came	into	existence,	and
God	was	never	incapable	of	creating	it.95	In	his	Letter	for	Jerusalem,	al-Ghazālī	says	that
God	chooses	what	He	creates	among	the	alternative	(ḍidd)	of	not	creating	it.96	In	the
context	of	Ashʿarite	theology,	al-Ghazālī	expresses	the	divine	liberum	arbitrium—the
divine	capacity	to	choose	freely—in	the	tenet	that	God’s	will	and	His	knowledge	are,	like
His	life,	power,	hearing,	seeing,	and	His	speech,	attributes	that	are	not	identical	to	but
rather	“additional	to	God’s	essence”	(zāʾid	ʿalā	l-dhāt).97	The	ubiquity	and	forceful
presentation	of	this	theological	motif	makes	it	all	but	impossible	to	accept	Frank’s	strong
interpretation	of	why	another	creation	would	not	be	within	God’s	power	to	create.

The	impossibility	of	any	other	creation	means—according	to	a	second,	weaker	reading—
that	the	existence	of	what	God	does	not	will	to	create	(that	which	He	knows	will	never
exist)	though	possible	in	itself,	is	actually	impossible.	This	formulation	refers	to	the
Farabian	distinction	between	the	two	types	of	necessities,	restated	by	al-Ghazālī	in	his
Balanced	Book.	Any	future	contingency	that	God	knows	He	will	not	create	is	“possible
with	regard	to	itself,”	yet	“impossible	with	regard	to	something	else,”	meaning	impossible
with	regard	to	God’s	foreknowledge.	Creating	what	is	not	part	of	God’s	foreknowledge
cannot	happen,	even	if	it	remains	possible	in	itself.	It	would	turn	God’s	knowledge	into
ignorance,	and	that	is	simply	impossible.	Therefore,	one	can	say	that	whatever	is	not	part
of	God’s	foreknowledge	“is	not	within	God’s	power	to	create	in	the	sense	that	its
existence	would	amount	to	an	impossibility.”98	A	creation	different	from	this	one	is	not
impossible	in	absolute	terms,	as	God	could	have	chosen	to	create	it.	But	it	remains
impossible	relative	to	the	choices	God	has	already	made.

Notes:

(1)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	1:27.3–5	/	27.11–13.	For	a	synopsis	and	an	index	of	subjects	in	the
Iḥyāʾ,	see	Bousquet,	Ih’ya	ʿouloûm	ad-dîn	ou	vivication	des	sciences	de	la	foi.

(2)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	1:12.21–23	/	5.4–7.

(3)	.	The	position	that	the	human	act	is	the	causal	effect	of	a	motive	(dāʿin	or	dāʿiya)	goes
back	to	the	Basran	Muʿtazilite	Abū	l-Ḥusayn	al-Baṣrī	and	to	Ibn	Sīnā.	In	Ashʾarite	kalām,
it	appears	already	in	al-Juwaynī	and	had	a	considerable	influence	on	later	Ashʿarite
thought,	particularly	on	Fakhr	al-Dīn	al-Rāzī.	On	Abū	l-Ḥusayn’s	theory	of	action,	see
Gimaret,	Théories	de	l’acte	humain,	59–60,	124–26,	130–31,	143;	Shihadeh,	The
Teleological	Ethics	of	Fakhr	al-Dīn	al-Rāzī,	25–29;	Madelung,	“Late	Muʿtazila,”	250–56;
and	McDermott,	“Abū	l-Ḥusayn	al-Baṣrī	on	God’s	Volition.”	On	translating	irāda	when	it
applies	to	humans	as	“volition”	rather	than	as	“will,”	see	Frank,	Creation,	32–34.
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(4)	.	Heer,	“Moral	Deliberation,”	166–68.

(5)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	3:53.19–20	/	1417.12–13;	Heer,	“Moral	Deliberation,”	166,	168.

(6)	.	Heer,	“Moral	Deliberation,”	170.

(7)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	al-Mustaṣfā,	1:196.6–9	/	1:61.12–14.

(8)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:315.11–318.4	/	2508.21–2512.11;	the	perspective	in	this	passage
is	distinctly	causalist.	Another	passage	in	the	thirty-first	book	on	tawba	(ibid.	4:7.19–9.7	/
2084.11–2086.10)	uses	more	occasionalist	language.	See	also	a	passage	in	the	thirty-
second	book	on	shukr	(ibid.	4:111.7–112.18	/	2223.21–2225.18).	The	parable	of	the
wayfarer	to	God	in	the	thirty-fifth	book	(ibid.	4:307.ult.–314.6	/	2498.11–507.5)	also
includes	an	explanation	of	the	compelled	character	of	human	actions.	On	al-Ghazālī’s
theory	of	human	action	in	the	Iḥyāʾ,	see	Frank,	Creation,	23–27,	31–37;	idem,	Al-Ghazālī
and	the	Ashʾarite	School,	42–47;	Gimaret,	Théories	de	l’acte	humain,	130–32;	Marmura,
“Ghazali	and	Ashʿarism	Revisited,”	102–10;	Heer,	“Moral	Deliberation”;	Gardet,	Dieu	et
la	destinée	de	l’homme,	74–77;	and	Abrahamov,	“Al-Ghazālī’s	Theory	of	Causality,”	88–
90.	On	the	more	Ashʿarite	formulation	of	the	same	theory	in	the	Iqtiṣād	and	other	works,
see	Marmura,	“Ghazali’s	Chapter	on	Divine	Power	in	the	Iqtiṣād”;	Gimaret,	Théories	de
l’acte	humain,	129–30;	Gyekye,	“Ghazâlî	on	Action”;	and	Druart,	“Al-Ghazālī’s	Conception
of	the	Agent.”

(9)	.	Schwarz,	“’Acquisition’	(kasb)	in	Early	Kalām.”

(10)	.	See	the	explanation	of	al-Ashʿarī’s	theory	of	human	action	above	on	p.	128.	On	kasb
in	early	Ashʿarite	theology,	see	also	Gimaret,	Théories	de	l’acte	humain,	79–128,	esp.	84–
85;	Watt,	Formative	Period,	189–94;	and	Abrahamov	“A	Re-examination	of	al-Ashʿarī’s
Theory	of	kasb.”

(11)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	al-Iqtiṣād,	86.ult.–87.3;	Marmura,	“Ghazali’s	Chapter	on	Divine	Power,”
303;	Druart,	“Al-Ghazālī’s	Conception	of	the	Agent,”	436.

(12)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:307.14–18	/	2497.19–22;	4:314.24–25	/	2508.3–4.

(13)	.	Analyzing	the	less	explicit	work	al-Iqtiṣād,	Druart,	“Al-Ghazālī’s	Conception	of	the
Agent,”	439,	concludes	that	humans	are	“agents	only	in	a	metaphysical	way.”

(14)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:316.5–7	/	2509.paenult.–2510.2;	al-Zabīdī,	Itḥāf	al-sāda,	9:421.

(15)	.	Frank,	Creation,	33–34.

(16)	.	(…)	anna	l-irāda	tabiʿa	l-ʿilma	alladhī	yaḥkumu	bi-anna	l-shayʾa	muwāfiqun	laka;	al-
Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:316.10–11/	2510.7.

(17)	.	Ibid.	4:317.4–6	/	2511.8–10;	corrected	to	al-kullu	yaṣduru	minhu	according	to	al-
Zabīdī,	Itḥāf	al-sāda,	9:422.10.
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(18)	.	inna	khilāfa	l-maʿlūmi	maqdūr?	al-Ghazālī,	al-Iqtiṣād,	83–86.	Marmura,	“Ghazali’s
Chapter	on	Divine	Power,”	299–302.	See	above	p.	192.	See	also	al-Juwaynī,	al-Shāmil	(ed.
Alexandria),	375–76.

(19)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	al-Iqtiṣād,	85.1–3;	85.5–7;	Marmura,	“Ghazali’s	Chapter	on	Divine
Power,”	301.

(20)	.	kār-i	khalq-i	hama	ba-rāy	khwesh	ast;	al-Ghazālī,	Ḥimāqat-i	ahl-i	ibāḥat,	9.3	/
169.13.

(21)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:317.6–11/	2511.10–16.

(22)	.	Fakhr	al-Dīn	al-Rāzī,	al-Tafsīr	al-kabīr,	4:88.5–9	(ad	Q	2:134),	already	ascribes	this
position	to	al-Juwaynī	and	his	al-ʿAqīda	al-Niẓāmiyya.	He	adds	that	this	position	is	close	to
that	of	Abū	l-Ḥuṣayn	al-Baṣrī.

(23)	.	See	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,	360.6–9,	362.16–19.	On	Ibn	Sīnā’s	teachings
about	the	generation	of	human	acts,	see	Michot’s	introduction	to	Ibn	Sīnā,	Réfutation	de
l’astrologie,	59*–75*;	Belo,	Chance	and	Determinism,	115–17;	and	Janssens,	“The
Problem	of	Human	Freedom	in	Ibn	Sînâ.”	Al-Ghazālī	gives	a	colorful	report	of	these
views	in	his	Maqāṣid	al-falāsifa,	2:82.4–paenult.	/	236.3–23,	where	he	discusses,	as	he
does	in	many	works	that	present	his	own	teachings,	the	example	of	how	writing	is	caused.
On	the	Avicennan	influence	on	al-Ghazālī’s	theory	of	human	action,	see	Frank,	Creation,
24–25;	and	Marmura,	“Ghazali	and	Ashʿarism	Revisited,”	107.	Van	den	Bergh,	“Ghazali
on	‘Gratitude	Towards	God,’”	points	towards	the	Stoic	origins	of	these	teachings.

(24)	.	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,	133.13–15.	See	also	the	detailed	discussion	of
human	action	in	chapter	6.5	of	the	Ilāhiyyāt,	220–35.	The	word	“motive”	(dāʿin	or	dāʿiya)
appears	in	Ibn	Sīnā’s	Ilāhiyyāt	a	few	times,	saying	that	God	has	no	motive	(233.4–6,
303.11)	or	that	the	actions	of	humans	are	guided	by	motives	(223.9,	230.12,	372.18).	It	is
very	prominent	in	certain	passages	in	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Taʿlīqāt,	50–51,	53	/	108,	295–97.	On
these	passages	about	the	generation	of	human	actions	in	Ibn	Sīnā,	see	Michot’s
introduction	to	Ibn	Sīnā,	Réfutation	de	l’astrologie,	68*–75*.

(25)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:307.ult.–314.6	/	2498.11–507.5.	A	brief	version	of	the	parable	is
in	Iḥyāʾ,	4:103.5–ult.	/	2213.4–ult.;	and	in	al-Arbaʿīn,	241.4–242.9	/	220.5–221.5.	In	this
parable,	al-Ghazālī	offers	a	view	of	human	knowledge	in	which	the	“pen”	in	the	ʿālam	al-
malakūt	writes	on	a	blank	tablet	in	the	human	soul.	This	is	an	application	of	philosophical
ideas	based	on	Aristotle,	De	anima,	III.5.	Al-Ghazālī’s	“pen”	is	the	active	intellect	that
writes	knowledge	on	what	is	in	Aristotle	the	“erased	tablet”	(the	tabula	rasa)	within	the
individual	human	soul	(Aristotle,	De	anima,	430a.1–2).	In	al-Ḥikma	al-ʿarshiyya,	12.4–5,
Ibn	Sīnā	identifies	the	active	intellect	with	“the	pen”	and	the	soul	of	the	prophet	with	“a
tablet.”	On	al-Ghazālī’s	parable,	see	Gimaret,	Théories	de	l’acte	humain,	131;	Nakamura,
“Ghazālī’s	Cosmology	Reconsidered,”	40–43;	Gianotti,	Al-Ghazālī’s	Unspeakable
Doctrine,	152–55.	On	the	active	intellect	in	al-Ghazālī’s	Mishkāt	al-anwār,	see	Abrahamov,
“Ibn	Sīnā’s	Influence	on	al-Ghazālī’s	Non-Philosophical	Works,”	8–12.	On	the	terms
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malakūt,	jabarūt,	and	mulk	in	al-Ghazālī	and	in	previous	authors,	see	Nakamura,
“Ghazālī’s	Cosmology	Reconsidered”;	Davidson,	Alfarabi,	Avicenna,	and	Averroes	on
Intellect,	119,	133–35;	Lazarus-Yafeh,	Studies,	503–22;	Frank,	Creation,	19;	and
Wensinck,	“On	the	Relationship	Between	al-Ghazālī’s	Cosmology	and	His	Mysticism.”

(26)	.	The	imperative	“act!”	(iʿmalū)	appears	numerous	times	in	the	Qur’an	(e.g.	Q	6.135).
From	the	canonical	ḥadīth	corpus,	al-Ghazālī	quotes:	“Act!	because	everything	has	been
made	easy	if	it	has	been	created	for	you”	(Iḥyāʾ,	4:111.18	/	2224.12).	For	this	ḥadīth,	see
al-Bukhārī,	al-Ṣaḥīh,	qadar	4;	or	Ibn	Māja,	Sunan,	muqaddima	10;	cf.	Wensinck,
Concordance,	7:364b.	The	theological	implications	of	this	ḥadīth	are	discussed	in	van	Ess,
Zwischen	Ḥadīṯ	und	Theologie,	39–47;	and	Gramlich,	Muḥammad	al-Ġazzālīs	Lehre,	194–
95.

(27)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:111.21–23	/	2224:17–19.	That	human	acts	are	prompted	by	a
motive	(dāʿin	or	dāʿiya)	goes	back	to	the	Basran	Muʿtazilite	Abū	l-Ḥusayn	al-Baṣrī	but	has
also	been	taught	by	Ibn	Sīnā.	See	above	notes	3	and	24.	The	usage	of	jāzima	(“decisive”)
is	entirely	Avicennan.	For	Ibn	Sīnā’s	distinction	between	a	decisive	volition	(irāda	jāzima)
and	an	inclining	volition	(irāda	mumīla),	see	Marmura,	“The	Metaphysics	of	Efficient
Causality,”	183;	and	idem,	“Avicenna	on	Causal	Priority,”	70.

(28)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:112.5–8	/	2225.2–6.	See	al-Zabīdī,	Iṭhāf	al-sāda,	9:62.17–21,	who
has	yussira	instead	of	tayassara	and	taqūdahu	instead	of	yaqūdahu.	Cf.	Gramlich,
Muḥammad	al-Ġazzālīs	Lehre,	195.

(29)	.	See	also	al-Ghazālī,	Iqtiṣād,	6.10–7.6;	on	this	passage,	see	van	Ess,	Erkenntnislehre,
338.

(30)	.	See	above	p.	133.	Cf.	Q	80.20	“(…)	then	[God]	makes	the	path	easy	for	him	(…)”;	Al-
Subkī,	Ṭabaqāt,	3:386.5–6,	already	remarked	that	al-Ghazālī’s	theory	of	human	action	is
identical	both	to	that	of	al-Juwaynī	and	to	that	of	the	Muʿtazila.	See	Gimaret,	Théories	de
l’acte	humain,	129.

(31)	.	Ibn	Tūmart,	Sifr	fīhi	jāmiʿ,	taʿālīq	al-Imām,	214.1–5.	This	chain	also	appears	in	the
text	“al-Kalāmʿalā	l-ʿibāda”;	ibid.,	205–6.

(32)	.	See,	however,	a	somewhat	similar	passage	in	Iqtiṣād,	6.10–7.6.

(33)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:119.14–15	/	2235.9–11.	Cf.	al-Zabīdī,	Itḥāf	al-sāda,	9:72.8–11;
and	Gramlich,	Muḥammad	al-Ġazzālīs	Lehre,	207.

(34)	.	In	the	Iḥyāʾ,	see	most	of	all	the	Bayān	fī	kayfiyyat	al-tafakkur	fī	khalq	Allāh	at	the
end	of	the	thirty-ninth	book	on	meditation	(tafakkur);	al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:540–57	/	2822–
44;	Ormsby,	Theodicy,	45–51.	On	al-Ghazālī’s	al-Maʿārif	al-ʿaqliyya,	see	Cabanelas,	“Un
opusculo	inédito	de	Algazel:	El	libro	le	las	intuicones	intelectuales.”

(35)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:318.17–18	/	2513.9–10.	Cf.	ibid.,	4:323.14	/	2520.4;	4:307.17–22	/
2497.21–2498.3.
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(36)	.	Ibid.,	1:124.paenult.	/	156.7;	1:148.16	/	189.1;	Tibawi,	“Al-Ghazālī’s	Sojourn,”	85.6,
105.

(37)	.	Frank,	Creation,	18.	The	term	appears	numerous	times	in	al-Ghazālī’s	Iḥyāʾ;	see,
e.g.,	1:104.20	/	126.6;	4:58.9	/	2151.peanult.;	4:120.21	/	2237.4;	4:136.11	/	2258.11;
4:149.23	/	2277.16;	4:321.4	/	2516.20;	4:355.11–13	/	2565.6–8.	For	the	synonymous
mudabbir	al-asbāb	(“the	one	who	orders	[or:	governs	over]	the	causes”),	see	ibid.,
4:340.22	/	2545.23.	See	also	al-Ghazālī’s	Tahāfut,	65.4	/	38.22,	182.9	/	107.19;	and	al-
Maqṣad,	116.13.	In	the	Munqidh,	49.20,	al-Ghazālī	refers	to	God	as	the	muqallib	al-qulūb,
“the	one	who	changes	the	hearts,”	meaning	the	one	who	determines	people’s	opinions
and	moods.

(38)	.	For	the	Avicennan	background	of	musabbib	al-asbāb,	see	Janssens,	“Filosofische
Elementen	in	de	mystieke	Leer,”	341–42;	and	Frank,	Creation,	18.	The	term	appears	at
least	twice	in	works	of	Ibn	Sīnā,	in	al-Ḥikma	al-ʿarshiyya,	9.7,	and	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,
2.16.	Based	on	a	close	study	of	the	manuscript	evidence,	Bertolacci,	Reception	of
Aristote’s	Metaphysics,	489,	rejects	the	reading	of	musabbib	al-asbāb	in	Ibn	Sīnā’s	al-
Shifāʾ,	Ilāhiyyāt,	2.16,	and	corrects	it	to	sabab	al-asbāb.	The	Latin	translation	confirms
this	and	translates	causa	causarum	(Ibn	Sīnā,	Avicenna	latinus.	Liber	de	philosophia
prima,	1:3.2).	A	similar	correction	might	be	necessary	for	the	poorly	edited	al-Ḥikma	al-
ʿarshiyya.	Al-Juwaynī,	al-Irshād,	235.3–4,	reports	that	the	philosophers	say	God	is	the
sabab	al-asbāb.	In	his	Tahāfut,	102.4	/	59.10,	al-Ghazālī	reports	roughly	the	same	(cf.	also
ibid.,	97.1	/	56.2).	It	is	possible	that	al-Ghazālī’s	prominent	use	of	musabbib	had	an
influence	on	the	Avicennan	manuscript	tradition	and	prompted	some	copyists	to	change
the	original	Avicennan	sabab	to	musabbib.

(39)	.	Al-Makkī,	Qūt	al-qulūb,	1:209.8;	2:11.9;	German	translation	in	Gramich,	Die	Nahrung
der	Herzen,	2:	97,	317;	see	Frank,	Creation,	18.	Al-Ghazālī’s	strategy	of	combining	a
causalist	view	of	events	in	this	world	with	a	possible	occasionalist	perspective	on	God’s
actions	seems	to	go	back	to	al-Makkī;	see	for	example	his	chapter	on	asbāb	and	wasāʾiṭ	in
Qūt	al-qulūb,	2:10–15;	German	translation	in	Gramlich,	Die	Nahrung	der	Herzen,	2:315–
29.

(40)	.	musabbibu	l-asbābi	ajrā	sunnatahu	bi-rabṭi	l-musabbabāti	bi-l-asbābi	iẓhāran	li-l-
ḥikma;	al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:355.3	/	2564.16–17.

(41)	.	Ibid.	4:307.20	/	2498.2.	The	usage	of	the	verb	sakhkhara	is	Qur’anic;	see	for
example	Q	13:2,	16:14.

(42)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:111.11	/	2224.3–4.

(43)	.	Ibid.	4:111.12–15	/	2224.5–8.	Ḥalabī’s	edition	has	mūjid	instead	of	mūjib.

(44)	.	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Ishārāt	wa-l-tanbīhāt,	188.17–19.	Cf.	Marmura,	“Divine	Omniscience,”
91–92.	Abrahamov,	“Ibn	Sīnā’s	Influence	on	al-Ghazālī’s	Non-Philosophical	Works,”	14–
16,	deals	with	Ibn	Sīnā’s	influence	on	some	of	al-Ghazālī’s	views	about	reward	in	the
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hereafter.

(45)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	al-Maqṣad	al-asnā,	98.4–6.

(46)	.	bal	[huwa]	mumahhidu	sharṭi	l-ḥuṣūl	li-ghayrihi.

(47)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:111.23–112.3	/	2224.19–ult.	Cf.	Frank,	Creation,	26.

(48)	.	On	al-Ghazālī’s	understanding	of	jawhar—which	does	not	concur	with	the	earlier
Ashʿarites’	understanding	of	jawhar	as	an	atom—see	Frank,	Al-Ghazālī	and	the	Ashʿarite
School,	48–67.

(49)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:112.11–12	/	2225.9–10.	On	the	ḥadīth,	see	al-Bukhārī,	al-Ṣahīh,
jihād,	144;	and	Wensinck,	Concordance,	2:501a.

(50)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:317.17–20	/	2511.paenult–2512.1;	al-rāsikhūna	fī-l-ʿilm	is	taken
from	Q	3:7	in	which—according	to	al-Ghazālī’s	interpretation	of	this	verse—those	“deeply
rooted	in	knowledge”	are	identified	as	the	scholars	who	know	the	meaning	of	difficult
passages	from	revelation.	On	al-Ghazālī’s	understanding	of	Q	3:7,	see	Griffel,	Apostasie
und	Toleranz,	448.

(51)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:317.20–25	/	2512.3–6.	See	al-Zabīdī,	Itḥāf	al-sāda,	9:423.20–26,
who	lacks	the	word	azaliyya	in	the	third	sentence.

(52)	.	Gramlich,	Muḥammad	al-Ġazzālīs	Lehre,	542–43.

(53)	.	Al-Isfarāʾīnī,	“al-ʿAqīda,”	168,	fragm.	94.	Cf.	al-Ghazālī,	al-Maqṣad,	105.17:	“God
arranges	them	(scil.	all	things)	in	their	appropriate	places	and	thereby	He	is	just	(ʿadl).”
See	Frank,	Creation,	64–65,	and	particularly	56–57,	where	he	discusses	the	meaning	of
ḥaqq	in	a	very	similar	passage	to	the	one	we	are	looking	at.	On	ḥaqq,	cf.	a	passage	in	al-
Ghazālī,	al-Iqtiṣād,	102.2–3,	on	the	relationship	between	God’s	will	and	his
foreknowledge:	“The	divine	foreknowledge	is	true	to	(ḥaqqa	al-ʿilm)	[the	decision	of	the
divine	will]	and	contains	them	as	they	are.”

(54)	.	See	above	pp.	141–43.

(55)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Maqāṣid	al-falāsifa,	2:82.paenult.–85.2	/	236.24–239.3;	MS	London,	Or.
3126,	foll.	237b–240a.	The	text	in	Maqāṣid	is	a	free	adaptation	of	Ibn	Sīnā,	Dānishnāmah-
yi	ʿAlāʾ-i,	Ilāhiyyāt,	95–97,	that	illustrates	Ibn	Sīnā’s	teachings	with	original	examples.	For
the	Avicennan	texts	used	in	the	passage	of	the	London	MS,	see	Griffel,	“MS	London,
British	Library,	Or.	3126:	An	Unknown	Work,”	15.

(56)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	MS	London,	Or.	3126,	foll.	238a.8–238b.9.

(57)	.	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,	339.4–8;	al-Najāt,	284.12–13	/	668.14–16,	quoted	in
al-Ghazālī,	MS	London	Or.	3126,	fol.	238a.5–8.

(58)	.	Al-Juwaynī,	al-Shāmil	(ed.	Alexandria),	621.21–22	and	622.3–8	(with	the	example—
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also	used	by	al-Ghazālī—that	a	well-written	manuscript	gives	necessary	evidence	to	the
skills	of	the	scribe);	al-Makkī,	Qūt	al-qulūb,	2:35–36.	The	motif	that	God’s	creation	is
skillfully	arranged	goes	back	to	the	Qur’an,	in	which	in	various	contexts	it	says	that	God’s
creation	contains	“signs	(āyāt)	for	those	who	can	understand.”	The	idea	that	certain
divine	attributes	show	in	His	creation	is	also	Qur’anic.	The	usual	proof	for	God’s	oneness
and	unity	in	kalām	literature	is	by	mutual	hindrance	(tamānuʿ).	It	appears	already	in	Q
23:91,	17:42–3:	Because	this	creation	shows	no	signs	of	the	activity	of	more	than	one
divine	creative	force,	which	would	necessarily	compete	with	and	hinder	one	another,
there	is	only	one	God.	See	also	the	story	of	Abraham’s	conversion	to	monotheism	in	Q
6:75–79,	discussed	below.

(59)	.	Kukkonen,	“Plentitude,	Possibility,	and	the	Limits	of	Reason,”	545–46;	Davidson,
Proofs,	226–27,	234;	Goodman,	“Ghazâlî’s	Argument	from	Creation,”	69.	On	arguments
from	design	in	the	thirty-second	book	of	the	Iḥyāʾ,	see	van	den	Bergh,	“Ghazali	on
‘Gratitude	Towards	God,’”	86–88,	97–98.

(60)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	al-Iqtiṣād,	99–100.

(61)	.	Ormsby,	Theodicy	in	Islamic	Thought,	37,	75.	For	a	discussion	of	al-Ghazālī’s
position,	see	ibid.,	39–74;	Frank,	Creation,	60–66;	and	idem,	Al-Ghazālī	and	the	Ashʿarite
School,	20–21.

(62)	.	The	debate	is	documented	and	analyzed	in	Ormsby,	Theodicy	in	Islamic	Thought,
92–265,	and	al-Zabīdī,	Itḥāf	al-sāda,	9:434–60.

(63)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:322.1–3	/	2518.5–8;	English	translation	in	Ormsby,	Theodicy	in
Islamic	Thought,	40–41.	Cf.	al-Zabīdī,	Itḥāf	al-sāda,	9:433.	These	words	seem	to	be
inspired	by	the	beginning	paragraph	of	Ibn	Sīnā’s	Risāla	Fī	sirr	al-qadar,	in	which	all
elements	in	al-Ghazālī’s	passage	(the	obscurity	of	the	matter,	the	deep	sea,	the
prohibition	to	teach	it	to	the	ʿāmma)	also	appear.	See	the	text	of	the	Risāla	Fī	sirr	al-qadar
in	Hourani,	“Ibn	Sīnā’s	‘Essay	on	the	Secret	of	Destiny,’”	27–31;	and	in	ʿāṣi,	al-Tafsīr	al-
Qurʾānī,	302–5.

(64)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	al-Imlāʾ	fī	ishkālāt	al-Iḥyāʾ,	50–51	/	3083–85;	MS	Yale,	Landberg	428,	pp.
55–56.	For	an	English	synopsis	of	this	passage,	see	Ormsby,	Theodicy	in	Islamic	Thought,
75–81.	The	available	editions	of	al-Imlāʾ	fī	ishkālāt	al-Iḥyāʾ,	printed	at	the	end	or	on	the
margins	of	many	editions	of	the	Iḥyāʾ	ʿulūm	al-dīn	and	on	the	margins	of	al-Zabīdī,	Itḥāf	al-
sāda,	1:192–204,	are	of	very	poor	quality,	with	some	textual	passages	(likely	some	lines	in
the	underlying	manuscript)	missing.	They	also	represent	a	recension	of	the	text	that	is	not
original.	In	this	recension,	the	order	of	the	fuṣūl	does	not	match	the	description	of	the
contents	given	by	al-Ghazālī	at	the	beginning	of	the	work	on	pp.	19–20	/	3038–39.	A	more
original	recension	and	a	much	better	text	is	available	in	manuscripts	such	as	MS	Yale,
Landberg	428	(once	owned	by	al-Murṭadā	al-Zabīdī),	and,	with	slight	variations	in	the
order	of	the	text,	MS	Berlin,	Petermann	II	545	(Ahlwardt	1714).

(65)	.	On	al-Makkī’s	Qūt	al-qulūb,	see	the	very	helpful	German	translation	by	Richard
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Gramlich,	Die	Nahrung	der	Herzen,	which	includes	notes	and	an	analytical	index.

(66)	.	See	above	p.	222.

(67)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:321.1–16	/	2516.17–2517.13.	English	translation	in	Ormsby,
Theodicy	in	Islamic	Thought,	38–39.

(68)	.	Al-Makkī,	Qūt	al-qulūb,	2:35–36.	Cf.	Ormsby,	Theodicy	in	Islamic	Thought,	41,	45,
81.

(69)	.	Al-Makkī,	Qūt	al-qulūb,	2:35.paenult.–ult.	English	translation	in	Ormsby,	Theodicy,
58;	German	translation	in	Gramlich,	Die	Nahrung	der	Herzen,	2:396;	and	idem,
Muḥammad	al-Ġazzālī’s	Lehre,	549.

(70)	.	wa-laysa	fī-l-imkāni	aṣlan	aḥsanu	minhu	wa-lā	atamma	wa-lā	akmala;	al-Ghazālī,
Iḥyāʾ,	4:321.16–18	/	2517.13–16.	Cf.	al-Zabīdī,	Itḥāf	al-sāda,	9:430.18–26.	See	the	English
translation	in	Ormsby,	Theodicy	in	Islamic	Thought,	39.

(71)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	3:73.10–13	/	1446–47.

(72)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:321.20–26	/	2517.18–2518.2.	See	the	English	translation	in
Ormsby,	Theodicy	in	Islamic	Thought,	40,	and	his	commentary	on	pp.	64–69.

(73)	.	Ormsby,	Theodicy	in	Islamic	Thought,	257.

(74)	.	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Ishārāt	wa-l-tanbīhāt,	186.5–6.	Ormsby,	Theodicy	in	Islamic	Thought,
257,	says	that	according	to	Ibn	Sīnā,	harm	appears	accidental	when	good	is	created.	This
is,	however,	a	misunderstanding	that	seems	to	be	based	on	Ibn	Sīnā’s	wording	in	al-
Ishārāt,	186.1	and	187.1–3.	Frank,	Creation,	61,	shares	this	misunderstanding.	Creating
good,	however,	necessarily	requires	the	creation	of	harm.

(75)	.	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Ishārāt	wa-l-tanbīhāt,	185–87.	On	Ibn	Sīnā’s	teachings	on	harm	or	evil
(sharr),	see	Steel,	“Avicenna	and	Thomas	Aquinas	on	Evil,”	173–86.

(76)	.	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,	342.4–5.	Steel,	“Avicenna	and	Thomas	Aquinas	on
Evil,”	179–81.

(77)	.	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,	340.11;	idem,	al-Najāt,	285.11	/	670.17.	Steel,
“Avicenna	and	Thomas	Aquinas	on	Evil,”	174–77.	This	seems	to	be	a	premise	not	shared
by	al-Ghazālī.	In	his	Imlāʾ,	50.10–11	/	3083.20–21;	MS	Landberg	428,	p.	55.20,	al-Ghazālī
counters	the	objection	that	the	idea	of	the	best	of	all	possible	worlds	is	incompatible	with
the	position	of	the	world’s	creation	in	time.	His	brief	response	makes	sense	only	if
existence	is	not	regarded	as	better	than	nonexistence.	On	the	apparent	incompatibility	of
the	best	of	all	possible	worlds	and	creation	in	time,	see	Ormsby,	Theodicy,	76–77;	and
Frank,	Creation,	66.

(78)	.	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,	339.13–15;	al-Najāt,	284.18–19	/	669.9–10.
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(79)	.	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,	341.8–10;	al-Najāt,	286.4–7	/	672.9–13.	The	position
that	species	are	unaffected	by	harm	does	not	seem	to	have	been	shared	by	al-Ghazālī,
who	considers	the	species	of	beasts	(bahā	ʾim)	harmful	(Iḥyāʾ,	4:321.24–25	/	2518.1).

(80)	.	Ibn	Sīnā,	al-Shifāʾ,	al-Ilāhiyyāt,	341.8–9;	al-Najāt,	286.5	/	667.9–10.	Cf.	Aristotle,
Metaphysics,	1010a.25–30.

(81)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:124.21–125.2	/	2242.17–2243.2.	It	is	here	that	al-Ghazālī	says:
“An	ignorant	friend	is	worse	than	an	insightful	foe.”	Van	den	Bergh,	“Ghazali	on	‘Gratitude
Towards	God,’”	92,	remarks	that	al-Ghazālī	“may	have	read	it”	in	Kalīla	wa-Dimna.	Van
den	Bergh’s	article	has	no	references,	and	as	far	as	I	am	aware,	there	is	no	such
sentence	in	that	work.

(82)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	al-Maqṣad	al-asnā,	68.1–5.

(83)	.	Ibid.	68.6–8.

(84)	.	Ibid.	68.15–16;	69.15–16.	For	the	ḥadīth,	see	al-Bukhārī,	al-Ṣaḥiḥ,	tawḥīd	15,	22,
28,	55;	or	Muslim	ibn	al-Ḥajjāj,	al-Ṣaḥīḥ,	tawba	14–16.	Cf.	Wensinck,	Concordance,
4:526a.

(85)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	MS	Yale,	Landberg	428,	p.	56.4–7.	In	the	printed	text	in	al-Imlāʾ,	50.16–
18	/	3084.6–8,	and	in	the	margins	of	al-Zabīdī,	Itḥāf	al-sāda,	1:201,	this	sentence	is
corrupted.	See	also	the	translation	in	Ormsby,	Theodicy,	78,	based	on	MS	Berlin,
Petermann	II	545,	fol.	16b.

(86)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	al-Imlāʾ,	50.20–21	/	3083.10–11;	idem,	MS	Yale,	Landberg	428,	p.	56.9–
10.	Cf.	the	text	in	the	margins	of	al-Zabīdī,	Itḥāf	al-sāda,	1:201.

(87)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	al-Imlāʾ,	50.23–51.7	/	3084.14–3085.5.	This	passage	is	not	in	MS	Yale,
Landberg	428.	It	is	this	reasoning	that	likely	lies	behind	al-Ghazālī’s	decision	only	to	write
about	the	world’s	perfection	in	two	comparatively	brief	passages	in	his	Iḥyāʾ	ʿulūm	al-dīn
and	in	his	al-Imlāʾ	fī	ishkālāt	al-Iḥyāʾ.	The	subject	is	not	explicitly	discussed	in	other	books
of	the	Iḥyāʾ	circle,	such	as	al-Arbaʿīn	or	Kīmiyāʾ-yi	saʿādat.	Al-Ghazālī,	however,	alludes	to
it	in	Tahāfut	al-falāsifa,	289.4–6	/	172.17;	al-Iqtiṣād,	165–66;	al-Maqṣad	al-asnāʾ,	47.12–
13,	68.6–8,	105–6,	81.12–13,	109.8–15,	152.11–13;	and	probably	many	other	passages	of
his	works.

(88)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	al-Imlāʾ,	50.13–16	/	3084.2–6.	Corrected	according	to	MS	Yale,
Landberg	428,	pp.	55.ult.–56.4,	which	varies	in	the	following	readings:	wa-l-yataḥaqqiqa;
wa-anna	dhālika	ʿalā	ghāyati	l-ḥikma;	and	burhānan	wāḍiḥan.

(89)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	4:317.ult.–318.4	/	2512.12–16.	Cf.	al-Zabīdī,	Itḥāf	al-sāda,	9:423–
24.	This	passage	is	translated	and	its	language	discussed	in	Frank,	Creation,	56–61.	See
also	Gramlich’s	German	translation	in	Muḥammad	al-Ġazzālīs	Lehre.	543.

(90)	.	See	p.	225.
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(91)	.	See	p.	228.

(92)	.	Frank,	Creation,	55–63.

(93)	.	Ibid.,	69.

(94)	.	This	is	most	forcefully	expressed	in	al-Ghazālī,	Tahāfut,	96–103	/	56–60;	155–60	/
91–94.	See	also	above,	pp.	184–85.

(95)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Tahāfut,	64.5–66.6	/	38.12–39.13.	Logically	impossible	means	“conjoining
negation	and	affirmation”	(al-jamʿ	bayna	l-nafī	wa-l-ithbāt).

(96)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	Iḥyāʾ,	1:148.16–18	/	189.1–3;	Tibawi,	“Al-Ghazālī’s	Sojoun,”	85.6–7,	105.
Kukkonen,	“Possible	Worlds,”	480,	concludes	that	al-Ghazālī’s	innovations	to	the
philosophy	of	Ibn	Sīnā	“have	their	root	in	the	idea	of	God	freely	choosing	(arbitrating)
between	alternatives	equal	to	him.”

(97)	.	Al-Ghazālī,	al-Iqtiṣād,	129–39.	This	category	came	to	be	used	by	the	Nishapurian
Ashʿarites,	most	probably	in	conscious	response	to	the	falāsifa’s	teachings.	ʿAbd	al-Qāhir
al-Baghdādī’s	Uṣūl	al-dīn,	117–18,	121–22,	refers	to	a	group	of	divine	names	that	are
derived	from	God’s	essence	and	to	a	second	group	that	“are	derived	from	an	attribute
that	He	has	residing	within	Him”	(mushtaqq	min	ṣifa	lahu	qā	ʾimatan	bihi).	A	third	group
is	derived	from	God’s	actions.	On	al-Baghdādī’s	division,	see	Gimaret,	Les	noms	divins	en
Islam,	107–8.	Ibn	Sīnā	already	refers	to	this	concept	and	says	in	al-Ḥikma	al-ʿarshiyya,
9.9,	that	God’s	knowledge	is	not	zaʾid	ʿalā	l-dhāt.	On	al-Ghazālī’s	conception	of	the	divine
attributes,	see	Frank,	Creation,	47–52.

(98)	.	ghayru	maqdūrin	ʿalā	maʿnā	anna	wujūdahu	yuʾaddī	ilā	stiḥāla;	al-Ghazālī,	al-
Iqtiṣād,	85.8–86.4.	Marmura,	“Ghazali’s	Chapter	on	Divine	Power,”	301–2.	On	this	sense
of	necessity	in	al-Ghazālī,	see	Kukkonen,	“Causality	and	Cosmology,”	41–42.
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