
Fanm’, annihilation, is a mysterious concept which can be studied on many
levels. Although it is in the first place an experience which a Sufi is able to
obtain at the highest stage of the spiritual life, it is also a philosophical
concept which reflects the relationship between the soul and the body and
between the soul and the divine world. We noted above that fanm’ is con-
nected to Ibn Slnm’s concepts of the independency and separability of the soul
from the body. It is also connected to his belief that God has a mystical and
mysterious nature which combines His transcendence with His love and eter-
nal light within an unchanging and undivided nature. In the study of fanm’,
according to al-Ghazmll’, we also need here to examine his concepts of the
human and the divine nature which both allow such an experience to happen.
However, before pursuing our study of Ghazmll’s understanding of those con-
cepts, we should here briefly refer to the problem of evaluating al-Ghazmll’s
overall system.

In their studies, recent scholars have often noticed great similarities
between many elements in al-Ghazmll’s works and those in Greek thought.
Scholars such as A. Badawi, R. Frank and B. Abrahamov connect his output
to philosophy rather than to mysticism showing his use of ideas from Ibn Slnm
and Greek philosophy in both his early and his late works. This problem, on
the one hand, makes the study of his mystical works more challenging and,
on the other, presents a possibility of reconsidering some of his works as
authentic, which have been rejected in the past on the basis of their philo-
sophical analysis. Al-Ghazmll as a theologian and philosopher became very
famous through his well-known book Tahmfut al-Falmsifa, which was held to
be the final and finest argument against those metaphysical concepts among
philosophers which conflict with Islamic beliefs. Although Ibn al-Rushd in
both his books Tahmfut al-Tahmfut and Faxl al-Maqml defended philosophy
against most of the charges raised by al-Ghazmll, Tahmfut al-Falmsifa remained
the book which all theologians used to counter philosophers’ claims.
However, Tahmfut and Maqmxid al-Falmsifa, according to recent scholarship,
are not considered the only books in which al-Ghazmll treats philosophical
concepts. Lazarus-Yafeh, in her search for ways of identifying the authentic
books of al-Ghazmll, concludes that after Tahmfut he abandoned the use of
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technical philosophical terminology. However, in her book Studies in
al-Ghazzmll, she shows that Ghazmll, in many parts of I.ym’ ‘Ulnm al-Dln and
other mystical works, adopts a Platonic cosmology in which he draws con-
nections between the material world and the divine world. She identifies
many passages which confirm the Platonic divine ideas and their shadows in
the material world,1 as will be shown in the section titled “Al-Ghazmll’s mys-
tical approach to the relationship with God” of the present chapter. She shows
also that al-Ghazmll uses many Neoplatonic images in explaining his mysti-
cal ideas, such as the image of the sun and its rays and the emanation of light
( fay, al-nnr) from God.2 Frank in his work Creation and the Cosmic System:
Al-Ghazmll and Avicenna also identifies parallel cosmological concepts
between Ibn Slnm and al-Ghazmll. He explains that although Ghazmll rejects
the cosmology of the Muslim philosophers in Tahmfut, he explains the work-
ings of God’s will in Iljmm, his last book, as eternal and necessary.3 This means
that God’s will is closely connected to His eternal knowledge about the
world. This approach opens the door to accepting Ibn Slnm’s concept of nec-
essary creation, a concept which is totally rejected in Tahmfut. In addition,
Abrahamov, in the article “Ibn Slnm’s Influences on Al-Ghazmll’s Non-
philosophical Works” explains that a number of recent scholars have shown
connections between Ghazmll’s mystical concepts and those of Greek philo-
sophical thought. Badawi shows that al-Ghazmll’s concept of light in Mishkmt
has its parallels in Plotinus’ Enneads4; this is also precisely how Ibn al-Rushd
understood it when he read Mishkmt, saying “what al-Ghazmll rejected in
Tahmfut he accepted in Mishkmt.”5 Van den Bergh discerns relationships
between K. al-Shukr in I.ym’, and some Stoic sources and Pines show that
al-Ghazmll in his ethical discussions in I.ym’ borrows parts from Miskawayh’s
K. Tahdhlb al-Akhlmq.6

These remarks above raise a question about al-Ghazmll’s system and its final
intentions as to whether the way to approach the knowledge of God, as shown
in his later works, is mystical or philosophical. Abrahamov shows that in
Iljmm al-‘Awmm, Ghazmll’s last work, he considers that the supreme way to
know God is the intellectual but this should not be preached to the masses.
He explains that there are six ways to know God graded from the highest to
the lowest: “the highest rank is attained through demonstrative proof
(burhmn) based on certain conditions (shuruy), which are well exhausted, and
principles (uxnl ) and premises (muqaddimmt) which are gradually built.”7

However, Iljmm was, in the first place, probably written for the ‘Ulamm’ of the
Nizmmiyya School in Nlshmpnr after al-Ghazmll’s final return to Khurasmn and
therefore has the intention to identify the highest rational knowledge and to
advise that this kind of knowledge should not be discussed with the general
masses, al-‘awmm. In the last chapter of Mishkmt, however, we can see that,
although al-Ghazmll regards philosophical knowledge as higher than theo-
logical in perceiving the reality about God, he considers that God can be
finally known only in the mystical experience of fanm’ when the Sufi realizes
that God is the only real existence. At this stage the Sufi sees God through



the divine eyes. But this chapter of Mishkmt also raises a number of problems
about whether al-Ghazmll’s intentions should be interpreted as philosophical
or mystical. This present work will attempt to show that in al-Ghazmll’s late
works it is not possible to separate the two ways. Thus, the aim of this chap-
ter is to show that al-Ghazmll’s approach to Sufism was mainly philosophical to
the extent that he could be considered the first to have founded a mystical
philosophy which subjects all mystical experiences to systematic rational
analysis in the light of certain Platonic and Neoplatonic concepts and images.

In examining al-Ghazmll’s concept of fanm’, first, I want to present here his
understanding of the nature of God and of human knowledge. This study will
lead us to understand how al-Ghazmll was able to present, in Mishkmt
al-Anwmr, his most important mystical work and the subject of the section
titled “Al-Ghazmll’s mystical approach to the relationship with God” of this
chapter, his doctrine of fanm’ and union, in a sophisticated philosophical
image. This chapter has been divided into three sections. The first concen-
trates on al-Ghazmll’s concept of God and contains two sub-sections: one out-
lining the problem of the divine attributes and showing the development of
al-Ghazmll’s concept of God and the other examining his belief in God as a
willing creator and showing that al-Ghazmll did not doubt this fact.

The second section is concerned with al-Ghazmll’s concept of human nature
and knowledge. This section is divided into three sub-sections. The first
explores his concept of the human intellect, the second examines the various
ways of knowledge according to al-Ghazmll and the third examines his con-
viction that the human soul is composed of a substance which has similarities
with God’s nature.

The third part of this chapter examines mainly al-Ghazmll’s mystical
approach to the relationship with the divine world. First, I shall discuss the
problem of the inconsistency between some of his Sufi works and concepts.
Having outlined this problem I turn to his way of approaching the mystical
relationship with God, examined under three headings, first exploring his
approach to the concept of fanm’ in I.ym’ ‘Ulnm al-Dln, second, demonstrat-
ing his mystical teachings to the elite Gnostic mystics on understanding fanm’
and mystical union according to his work Mishkmt al-Anwmr and, last,
attempting to picture the image of God according to Mishkmt and to compare
it with his concept of God in some of his other works.

After this brief introduction, I first explore al-Ghazmll’s concept of God
through the different characteristics which he attributes to God and what
they signify for his mysticism.

The features of God according to al-Ghazmll

The features of God according to al-Ghazmll are to be found scattered
throughout his works and are difficult to integrate. The main reason is that
al-Ghazmll does not demonstrate his view in one or two works; rather, one
should read most of his works in order to achieve a fair understanding of his
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views. In this regard, however, I will attempt to give an account of the
features of God by outlining the problems that emerge from al-Ghazmll’s
different presentations of the divine attributes throughout his different
works, and his understanding of God as a willing creator.

The problem of the attributes of God

In attempting to perceive the features of God as al-Ghazmll perceives them we
find ourselves facing the problem that he presents the attributes of God dif-
ferently in his various works. One difficulty here is that in his work al-Iqtixmd
fl al-I’tiqmd he asserts the Ash‘arite concept of God’s attributes, though
adding other attributes of the essence, while later in Mishkmt al-Anwmr he
rejects the attributes of God as a source from which His essence may be
known. This inconsistency is probably an obstacle in dealing with his works.
Are his works, as Lazarus-Yafeh maintains, addressed to different specific
readers? Did he change his mind in the course of his writings? Or did his
views develop, so that only the later works present his complete position?
S. Donia, the editor of Tahmfut, considers that al-Ghazmll presents in some
works an official version of his views and in other works his own position and
concepts.8 Although Frank does not deny that al-Ghazmll wrote some books
for popular purposes, he denies that al-Ghazmll writes differently for different
kinds of readers but believes that the differences in his writing accord with
the different topics in each work; he concentrates mainly on the subject and
deals with other views only very briefly.9

It is probably true that al-Ghazmll, in general, writes for different kinds of
readers. This is easy to verify when reading Tahmfut and al-Iqtixmd which were
written in the same period but have totally different styles of writing. In
Tahmfut, al-Ghazmll uses the language and terminology of the philosophers
while in Iqtisad he employs kalmm terminology and arguments. It seems,
however, that over a period of time al-Ghazmll’s treatment of the attributes
of God passed through many changes during the different stages of his life.
Thus, the following section will examine his changing concepts of the
attributes of God as found in the chronological order of his works.

Tahmfut and al-Iqtixmd fl al-I‘tiqmd,10 which were written soon after one
another, present the attributes of God in nearly the same way. Al-Ghazmll
adds here ten other attributes, influenced by the philosophical treatment of
this problem, to the seven Ash‘arite attributes. He divides these 17 attributes
into 2 parts. One part he calls the attributes of the essence; the other part – the
seven Ash‘arite attributes – the attributes of God.

The attributes of the essence are as follows: the existent, mawjnd, the
eternal, qad lm, the everlasting, abad l, the one, wm.id, and the visible, mar’l.
The first three attributes affirm certain qualities of the essence of God: first,
that It exists and this existence is proved by being the creator of the world, not
in the sense of being in itself necessary, as Ibn Slnmmaintains, but the fact that
its necessity can only be known through the dependency of the world on the
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existence of God. Thus, when we know and prove that the world must have
been created, we conclude that He was the source of all created things.
Therefore, He Himself must be eternal in the sense that He was not created or
related to time and motion. His eternal existence is also everlasting.11

The fourth attribute explains the oneness of God, which has two meanings:
the first is His having no partner with Him in eternity and the second is
being absolutely indivisibly one, in the sense of being simple and not com-
bined – the kind of oneness, which Ibn Slnm attributes to the first in the last
chapter.12 The fifth attribute affirms that God can basically be perceived (by
sight), but this attribute seems to contradict the next five attributes, which
affirm the immateriality of God. Al-Ghazmll admits this contradiction and
explains that he does not mean perceiving in the sense of actually seeing, in
the way that we see bodies and colours but the kind of seeing which is con-
nected with perception. First of all, he insists that there is nothing in logic
against the belief that God can be seen; the intellect denies only the materi-
ality of God because if He is in any way connected with matter, then He must
have been created, because matter is divisible and consists of parts. But most
probably the importance of this point lies first in its Ash‘arite background,
and also in al-Ghazmll’s belief that sight perception is the highest perception
because of its connection with certainty. This, he believes, must be the situ-
ation of the believer in the last day – that he will be able to have full and
certain perception of God.13 At the same time, the concept of witnessing God
becomes very important in his Sufi works later on, as we will show in the
section titled “Al-Ghazmll’s mystical approach to the relationship with God.”

The other five attributes of the essence describe in a negative sense the imma-
teriality of God. These attributes are as follows: not existing in a body, not an
accident, being not defined, ghayr muta.ayyiz, not limited in any of the six direc-
tions and finally not seated on the throne. Al-Ghazmll adopts here the philo-
sophical belief that God is better described by negative attributes than positive
and he uses this concept to disclose the attributes which must not be predicated
of God. The first two confirm the philosophers’ image of God that God is nei-
ther a substance nor an accident, though all bodies are one or the other and there-
fore He is not circumscribed. His existence is also not defined in any direction
and He is not seated on the throne. The importance of these last two attributes
for al-Ghazmll is to criticize those concepts which previous theologians had
adopted. Theologians who attribute to God qualities which are inspired from
some verses in the Qur’mn in their literal meaning, such as the al-Mushabbiha
groups and some Ash‘arites, believe that God can be defined by being in heaven
seated on His throne. Here al-Ghazmll declares God’s full immateriality which
cannot be in any way defined. However, in his later Sufi writings, he further
explains that saying “God is nowhere” means that He is everywhere and He is
the only and the whole of existence, as will be shown below.14

Al-Ghazmll here gives God, on the one hand, similar attributes to those
given by philosophers and, on the other hand, rejects other attributes which
some theologians apply to God. However, the main difference here is that
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while Ibn Slnm believes that God cannot have a genus or differentia,
al-Ghazmll affirms both propositions. Genus classifies the common features
which many share; for example, the genus “animal” is shared among several
beings. In contrast, differentia cover the attributes which differentiate one
being from all others. Al-Ghazmll does not deal with this point in Iqtixmd but
mainly in Tahmfut. He shows in Tahmfut that the philosophers accept God’s
genus and differentia but only when it comes to describing God’s existence;
this means that His existence alone can be compared with other beings, not
His essence. His main objection to this concept lies in his belief that each
essence must have qualities and if the philosophers refuse to acknowledge all
the qualities in the essence of God but identify them with His existence, then
this would mean that God had no essence or divine qualities, which
al-Ghazmll cannot accept.15 The importance of accepting genus and differen-
tia is that it gives the grounds for accepting the Qur’mnic attributes of God,
which are a basic element in Ash‘arite theology.

Although al-Ghazmll defines God in philosophical terms, he also confirms
in Iqtixmd seven further attributes which are discussed among the Ash‘arite
theologians. These attributes are: knowing or omniscience, omnipotence, living,
willing, seeing, hearing and speaking.16 Beside these attributes, al-Ghazmll
even accepts the 99 names of God, but, as we will see below, they were to him
mainly examples of what God can be. The reason for this acceptance lies
mainly in their Qur’mnic source.

Al-Ghazmll, indeed, was interested in the question of the attributes from
the standpoint of whether God can be knowable or, to put it more accurately,
how far God can be knowable. However, he accepts the authority of the
Qur’mnic attributes, but shows that they reveal or answer only the question of
what God is like but not the question of who God is.17 He believes that these
attributes and other names which are mentioned in the Qur’mn and the Hadith
do indeed demonstrate some of the characteristics of God but do not disclose
the whole truth about Him, as we will see later in this section.

In Al-Maqxad al-asnm18 (The Ninety-Nine Beautiful Names19) he sets out
to explain how we can relate these attributes to God. To understand his the-
ory here we need to examine his concept of the different levels of existence.
He explains that there are three levels of existence: the existence of the thing
(the being) in reality; its existence in our minds; and finally its existence in
the language. If a thing exists in perceptible reality then our mind would
have a similar image of it. But verbal explanations of the image, which we
have in our minds, are different from the thing in reality.20 Thus when we see
snow we express it linguistically, using the word snow as a conventional name
or we can say it is that which is cold and white. All three words, al-Ghazmll
explains, cannot be identified with the image which we have in mind of real
snow but only with the meanings which they offer, which evoke a similar
picture to the one in our mind.

Here, al-Ghazmll is differentiating words from their meanings. The
importance of the word lies only in the meaning it transfers to the mind; thus,

124 God, self-annihilation and al-Ghazmll



it is the meanings, not the words, which we look for in giving attributes to
God.21 The words, therefore, cannot be fully identified with the thing in real-
ity; they are only an expression of it. In this way, al-Ghazmll wants to show the
inadequacy of language to give an identical explanation in words to what we
see in reality or have in mind. In the case of describing God in language, we
realize first of all that we obviously do not have an image of Him in the mind
but only an image of who He is through His creation. The second difficulty is
the inadequacy of language to express what we have or do not have in mind.22

The question here is, when we attribute knowledge to God, do we have an
image of what divine knowledge is or can be? Al-Ghazmll answers this ques-
tion by showing that as everything has three stages of existence the attributes
of God also have these stages: eternal knowledge in God, divine knowledge
inspired in the human intellect and, at the third level, their existence in the
language.23 All three levels of knowledge are different from each other; there-
fore, our knowing of eternal knowledge as it is in God is not possible.24 It
seems here that, although al-Ghazmll realizes the limitations of human per-
ception and language, he considers that the Qur’mn uses intentionally figura-
tive language which presents God in terms of human attributes only as an
example of what God can be like but not who He really is. From this we can
see al-Ghazmll’s train of thought in Maqxad; although he gives a Sufi under-
standing of God’s different names, he eventually presents a new vision of a
mystical philosophy which Ibn Slnm started, but did not complete.

In Mishkmt, al-Ghazmll comes to his final decision about the attributes,
explaining that although God has attributes in eternity, we cannot know the
reality of these attributes and therefore we can know Him only by relating
Him to His creation.25 In Chapter 3 he declares that the Qur’mnic attributes
do not reveal who God is and at a certain level of knowledge one should reject
giving attributes to God but should rather seek to know Him in relation to
the world.26 However, the ideal way to know God does not come through the
rational study of His attributes but through conjunction with His divine pres-
ence, al-.a,ra al-ilmhiyya. We will refer to this point again in the sub-section
titled “The God of the Sufi saints according to al-Ghazmll” in this chapter.

Therefore, it seems that al-Ghazmll moved away from being a theologian
and drew closer to the philosophical understanding of God; yet, adding the
mystical dimension here does open the door for the knowability of the essence
of God but on another basis. We will see in the section titled “Al-Ghazmll’s
mystical approach to the relationship with God” later in this chapter that
Ghazmll in Mishkmt believes that the only way to have a certain image of who
God is, yaqln, is through a mystical vision, a conclusion which is also shared
by Ibn Slnm in the Sufi part of Remarks and Admonitions.

God: the creator of the world

The question of the creation of the world occupies an important place in
Ghazmll’s Tahmfut. The importance of the concept for this study is that it
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discloses some features of God. However, this concept went through some
modification as well and, although it is an article of faith in Tahmfut, in The
Alchemy of Happiness it becomes more mysterious and less important for itself
than for its disclosure of the reality of the world. But before examining his
theory of the world in The Alchemy we will briefly here explain the importance
of the creation ex nihilo concept as set forth in Tahmfut.

There are two main foundations for the creation theory in Tahmfut: the
importance of the divine will and the significance of the divine act in creating
the world.

God’s will in creating the world

In Tahmfut al-Ghazmll attempts to show the importance of the concept of the
creation of the world in disclosing the divine qualities of being willing and
active. Al-Ghazmll shows that the philosophers start their argument about the
eternity of the world from the First One who has certain qualities and from
whom there is a descent to the existence of the world. In this case the world
emerges under the conditions and with the qualities which Ibn Slnm and the
philosophers attributed to God, using the concepts of “from the one comes
only one” and God’s incapacity to produce anything, such as matter, which is
non-divine. This restricts God’s ability of bringing the world into being to
that of only emanating the first intellect.27

But for al-Ghazmll the world is there and has certain qualities, since the
multiplicity of created bodies proves that they must at the end of the chain of
causes have a creator, mu.dith,28 who is the source of all causes. To al-Ghazmll,
the world as it exists marks and discloses much of the character of its creator –
for example, His great knowledge, and His willing to create the world in the
form in which it exists – and it shows that it was a voluntary act which brought
the world into existence. Therefore, al-Ghazmll asks repeatedly in this section of
the Tahmfut what the basis might be for rejecting the view that God has eternal
will, and that by an act of will He produced matter or plurality?29

The argument about God’s will in Tahmfut runs as follows. The philosophers
consider that the importance of the divine will lies only in the belief that the
world originated at a certain time. They also hold that if God originated the
world at a certain time this would posit a change in God from being unwill-
ing to being willing and that this is impossible, for God’s knowledge and act
are eternal, which to them means that they are unchangeable.30

The assumption that God must remain absolutely constant and unchanging
means for al-Ghazmll, however, that He is, in fact, not able to act at all, for any
act has to have a before, a during and an afterwards. But although we believe
that the argument about the eternal will of God was intended, in al-Ghazmll’s
eyes, mainly to show that God’s act must be a willing act, he nevertheless con-
structs a long argument to prove that the eternal will does not cause a change
in God.31 To do so, al-Ghazmll relates the will of God to his eternal knowledge:
God knew in eternity that He would create the world and decided the time of
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this action. Thus when He actually created it no change in His knowledge
took place. The philosophers, however, wonder why God delayed His action?
For al-Ghazmll this delay demonstrates that His act is an act of will and there
must have been conditions which were to be satisfied in the future.32

The significance of God’s act in creating the world

One of the arguments raised by al-Ghazmll against the theory of emanation is
its denial of God’s willing act in bringing the world into existence. The
philosophers, as al-Ghazmll presents them, consider that there are two kinds
of act: acts of will and acts of necessity, wmjib. Both kinds of act produce an
effect; but when the wished effect is produced, it is not important whether
the act of production was willed or necessitated.33

In order to show the absurdity of this theory, al-Ghazmll gives the example of
a person throwing another into the fire and killing him. We have here two causes:
the actual cause is the throwing of the victim into the fire, but in fact death occurs
not because of the throwing but because of the heat of the fire. Here, al-Ghazmll
maintains, we accuse the person who did the throwing of killing the victim,
not the fire.34 Therefore an act, for al-Ghazmll, can only mean a willed act.

The second objection, for al-Ghazmll, depends on the nature of the act. An
act means bringing something from non-existence to existence, but if the world
is eternal then how can we conceive this as an act of God in any sense?35 The
philosophers assert that the act is attributed to the person after the act is pro-
duced and not before, meaning that the product is connected to its producer
after it is produced and not in the process of producing it.36 In other words, the
important point is again that God is responsible for the existence of the world,
whether He produced it from nothing or from something which was already in
existence. Both of these alternatives make God the producer xmni‘.37

The importance of this highly intellectual discussion in Tahmfut is to show
the difference between the religious active God whose will changes the his-
tory of the world and directs it where He leads it, and the God of the philoso-
phers who generates the world but is not involved in its history. Therefore,
for al-Ghazmll, anyone who believes in the eternity of the world must end by
denying revelation, for revelation is part of God’s activity.

The theory of the creation of the world in al-Ghazmll’s late works

In The Alchemy of Happiness, Ghazmll seems to look to the creation of the world
from a different angle, which puts this question in a wholly new light and
brings it to a different conclusion. He explains that God delegates the creating
process to the angels:

To understand God’s method of working and governing and the
delegation of power to angelic forces he explains, when God wills a thing
it appears in the spiritual plane, which in the Qur’mn is called “the
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throne”; from the throne it passes, by the spiritual current, to the
lower plane called “the chair,” then the shape of it appears on the “Tablet
of Destiny” al-law. al-ma.fnz, whence, by the mediation of the forces
called “angels,” it assumes actuality and appears on the earth in the forms
of plants, trees and animals, representing the will and the thought
of God.38

The passage above declares the existence of two worlds: our material world,
which is open to sensible experience and which he therefore calls ‘mlam
al-shmhid or al-mulk, the visible world, and the invisible world of the angels,
‘mlam al-malaknt. In the Book of Taw.ld in I.ym’ he tells us clearly that the
angels, though they have this important role, are constrained to follow God’s
will and instruction.39

Al-Ghazmll explains in the above passage how a thing appears on earth. It
is not clear whether it is fully created by God alone or through the assistance
of the angels, though its product is in accordance with the plan of creation
written on the Preserved Tablet. The nature of the divine world with its
angels is also not specified as either created or eternal. Zaehner considers
that the divine world, according to Ghazmll, is created but at the same time
is unchanging and discloses the knowledge of God.40 This, however, can-
not be inferred from the above text. However, the knowledge which is
expressed in the creation process is unveiled from the Preserved Tablet.
This term, the Preserved Tablet, appears only once in the Qur’mn (Q. 85:22)
and means the place where the Qur’mnic text is preserved in the divine
world. Al-Ghazmll considers that the Preserved Tablet includes, besides the
Qur’mnic text, the secret reality of all the created worlds and the decrees relat-
ing to all events. It is the source of eternal knowledge for the two worlds.41

The creation of the world seems, in al-Ghazmll’s late works, to take place on
two levels: the real unchanging world, which is the basic reality of the
universe, and the material world, which is created as a copy or shadow of the
divine world.42

Further, in Mishkmt he shows that the nature of the sun as the source of
light and the centre of the world is similar to the nature of the angel who is
closest to God; the nature of the moon as the second source of light is also a
symbol of another angel – “among the high spiritual existents are those
whose similitude is the sun, the moon and the stars.”43 This idea, as al-Ghazmll
hints in Mishkmt, is presented in the Qur’mn in the story of Abraham’s search
for God. He worshipped first the stars, the moon and the sun and finally
recognized the source of all creatures. Some Sufis seem to consider that
Abraham worshipped different angels, whom he could associate with the
stars, the moon and the sun. Al-Ghazmll probably considers this Qur’mnic
story to be the representation of this concept. However, he explains that each
element in the material world has another reality in the divine world, in the
sense that this world is mainly the material existence of different angels or
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ideas from the Preserved Tablet. Thus, the truth of this world cannot be
found here but only reached through its connection with the divine world.44

But since the ideas of the Preserved Tablet are eternal it is not clear whether
this kind of creation is meant also to be eternal.

This basic cosmological idea is, as Lazarus-Yafeh remarks, very similar to
the Platonic divine ideas and their shadow in the material world. Although
al-Ghazmll still presents the belief that the divine world is created intention-
ally in this way in order that the human soul may be guided to reach the
knowledge of God, this concept of creation seems to be more mysterious than
his argument in Tahmfut. The emphasis here is not laid on creation ex nihilo
but on the way in which the world was created in imitation of the preserved
ideas of the Preserved Tablet.45 Again we see that al-Ghazmll has moved away
from his theological thinking to a philosophical and mystical concept of the
world and its relation to God.

Thus, the question of how God created the world is another area where we
can discover al-Ghazmll’s turning towards a way of establishing the roots of a
profound mystical philosophy. We turn here, however, to look at another
angle in our study of al-Ghazmll and examine his concept of the human soul
and intellect and the possibilities of reaching reliable knowledge of God.

The features of the human soul

Unquestionably the study of the human soul occupies a key role in
al-Ghazmll’s search to grasp the process of knowledge and in the mystical
approach to knowing God. However, this study develops from following Ibn
Slnm’s concept of splitting the human soul according to its different faculties
to comprehending its esoteric function as being annihilated in the divine
presence. He shows in his early work Mlzmn al-‘Amal that the soul dominates
the body with its intellectual faculty and directs it to act in accordance with
the religious laws which lead to moral human conduct. But in his later works
he moves from this philosophical understanding of the human soul to a more
esoteric perception of it.

Thus, al-Ghazmll studies the human soul differently in different contexts
and periods of his work. First, in his work Mlzmn al-‘Amal he refers to the
human intellect in his study of knowledge. In this context he describes the
faculties of the soul in the same manner, following Ibn Slnm’s psychology. But
he also studies the human soul in the context of his ethical interests in the
first three volumes of I.ym’ where, following al-Mu.msibi, he provides differ-
ent steps in the purification of the soul from its sinful behaviour. However,
his mystical concept of the human soul, as something which plays a key role
in the knowledge of the divine world, is mainly disclosed in his very late
work Kimym’ al-Sa‘mda (The Alchemy of Happiness). This section of the chapter
will mainly concentrate on his study of the soul in the context of his study of
knowledge and his mystical approach to it.
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The human intellect and its functions

The faculties of the human intellect, as al-Ghazmll explains in Mlzmn, are
divided into the practical and the theoretical. The theoretical looks into
abstract subjects such as knowing God and the divine world. The practical
intellect conducts the behaviour of the soul in its relation to the body in order
to direct it towards divine knowledge. The faculties of the imagination,
khayml, estimation, wahm, and memory serve the practical intellect. The
imagination transfers material things to images, which are then worked out
by the estimation and formed into notions and ideas which are partly abstract
and partly still related to their sensible origin. These ideas are then saved in
the memory.46 Under estimation comes, therefore, the knowledge which
depends on sensible experience. This according to Ibn Slnm and Fmrmbl, is used
for exploring ethics, politics and religion. Hence, al-Ghazmll considers the
practical intellect to be unable to explore subjects of an abstract nature.

The theoretical intellect, for its part, has three qualities: the first is the
potential ability to perceive abstractions, which everyone has to a different
degree, the second is the perception of necessary and self-evident knowledge,
and the third, its highest quality, is the ability to acquire knowledge about
universal abstract notions such as humanity, God and the angels.47 The
knowledge of God and the divine world comes directly under the theoretical
intellect, as al-Ghazmll demonstrates in Mlzmn. He presents two different
approaches to this knowledge: the first is that divine knowledge will be dis-
closed from the Preserved Tablet, mirrored to the human mind and united
with it. This method acquires knowledge from outside and belongs to what
al-Ghazmll calls revealed and inspired knowledge ‘ulnm al-mukmshafa.48 The
second method ensures that knowledge is recalled from inside. Al-Ghazmll
explains that God has planted in all hearts before their existence the knowl-
edge of Him and the Qur’mn in many verses speaks of knowing in the sense
of remembering.49 Here it seems to be that al-Ghazmll is influenced by the
Platonic theory of innate knowledge which is obtained through memory of
what the soul experienced before its earthly existence.

The rational acquisition of divine knowledge, however, is not available to
everybody; there are only a few scholars in whom this knowledge is deeply
rooted. The arrival at such a level of knowledge, according to al-Ghazmll, lies
in freeing the soul from the five different veils which separate us from the
truth. First of all, it depends on the level of our intelligence and maturity:
here it seems that different portions of intelligence are decreed to human
beings. The second difficulty is being immersed in worldly desires. The third
is the lack of interest in contemplating the question of the nature of God and
His relation to the world. The fourth veil is the veil of previous beliefs and
convictions which have been inherited from parents or teachers. This diffi-
culty prevents us from directing our faces fully towards searching for the
truth of God and the divine world. Finally, it is also a problem for many seek-
ers to find the direction from which to explore the truth; in other words, they
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are ignorant of the kinds of sciences and methods which lead to the knowledge
of God.50 Having stripped away these veils, a soul could start to use one of
al-Ghazmll’s three different methods for obtaining divine knowledge, which
will be examined in the next section.

The various ways of knowledge

Ordinary people, explains al-Ghazmll, are far from the rational path of
knowledge, for they are handicapped by most of the veils mentioned on
page 130. Nevertheless, they are not expelled from God’s mercy; their belief
can rest wholly on the assent of the heart to what the prophet and the first
caliphs proclaimed. This assent must be on the basis of understanding the
main pillars of religion and followed by sincere worship.51 Al-Ghazmll men-
tions at the end of Mlzmn three ways of knowing God: through following
teachers and parents, through following instructions in demonstrative meth-
ods, and finally through following what one believes in one’s heart through
direct disclosure.52 Watt identifies these methods with what al-Ghazmll
elsewhere terms taqlld, ‘ilm and dhawq.53 It may be helpful at this point to
examine these three ways of reaching knowledge.

Knowledge through taqlld

Frank, in his article “Al-Ghazmll on Taqlld,” explores al-Ghazmll’s view of the
acquisition of true knowledge.54 He explains that knowing, to his mind, falls
into three main methods: through the knowledge of others; through the
demonstrative proofs which are produced by original thinking or through
direct inspiration. Original thinkers, however, are very few; most people
follow others, muqallidnn.55 Al-Ghazmll, explains Frank, thinks that Taqlld is
a legitimate way of knowing,56 contradicting the theory of the Ash‘arite
School, which required the individual to find his/her own rational convic-
tions.57 Al-Ghazmll’s response to this concept is simply to recall the first
Bedouin believers whose assent to the Prophet did not depend on rational
demonstration but on a simple assent to what the Prophet proclaimed. As
Frank points out, this simple assent probably lies in al-Ghazmll’s belief in the
soul’s natural knowledge of God which is present in each soul through fiyra.58

However, this theory of taqlld seems to be influenced by Ibn Slnm’s logical
theory of taxawwur and taxd lq. At the beginning of Najmt, Ibn Slnm explains
that Taxawwur means forming concepts on one’s own account, whereas taxdlq
means granting assent to other concepts.59 Also in his theory of intuition, Ibn
Slnm explains that most learned people get their knowledge from those who
have the ability to receive a direct connection with the active intellect, as
detailed above in Chapter 3.

Taqlld, however, has many levels, al-Ghazmll maintains, the lowest of
which is the simple assent of the believer to the prophet and the first caliphs,
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al-salaf. Theologians and philosophers are also considered as muqallidnn,
explains Frank. For al-Ghazmll there are very few theologians who have orig-
inal proofs and demonstration methods supporting their knowledge. Most
theologians are good followers of their teachers and the line of the school and
do not themselves fully apprehend the counter-positions or examine the
principles of their school.60

Rational knowledge ‘ilm

In his study of the acquisition of rational knowledge, al-Ghazmllmentions the
method of knowing through fiyra, innate knowledge. In his view, recalling
the knowledge which is implanted knowledge in each soul requires following
the process of learning, which takes place in the theoretical intellect. It func-
tions through self-evident knowledge and the acquiring faculty. This acquir-
ing faculty, which al-Ghazmll calls al-mufakira, has the ability to acquire a
result from two related ideas and a further one from two results.61 It follows
the logical method of syllogism and for this reason the syllogistic manner of
thinking is, for al-Ghazmll, somehow also implanted in the intellect.
Al-Ghazmll in al-Qisyms al-Mustaqlm goes further by demonstrating that this
is also the manner of the argumentation of the Qur’mn.62 The highest ability
of the intellect, however, is the prophetic faculty, which can possess acquired
knowledge without going through the processes of learning.63

Al-Ghazmll, unlike Ibn Slnm but in line with al-Fmrmbl, believes that the
human intellect itself has the ability, when it very carefully follows the
demonstrated methods of logic, to get results without outside assistance. But
his trust in the human intellect lies probably in his belief that it possesses
knowledge through fiyra, implanted knowledge. He demonstrates in Mlzmn
that human beings can possess knowledge by fiyra and therefore they only
need to transform this knowledge from the potential stage to the active one.64

Thus the intellect, for al-Ghazmll, is never at the stage of the material intel-
lect altogether devoid of information, as Ibn Slnm held. Prophets, for example,
seem to possess a strong fiyra, which they never forget.65 Nevertheless, this
rational knowledge is not as clear as inspired knowledge, as we will show in
the next section.

‘Ulum al-mukmshafa, revealed and inspired knowledge

Revelation and inspiration are two distinct ways of receiving direct knowledge
but are closely connected and run parallel to the rational method of attaining
knowledge. However, revealed and inspired knowledge both uncover the
Preserved Tablet, which, as explained in the sub-section titled “God: the cre-
ator of the world” in this chapter, is the place in the divine world where a full
account of the plan of creation and its destiny is to be found. Al-Ghazmll
explains: “God wrote a copy of the sciences al-‘ilm from its beginning to its
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end on a Preserved Tablet and then created the world according to this
copy.”66 In jawmhir al-Qur’mn he explains that this knowledge is not literally
written in words and on a certain tablet, for God’s words are without letters
and His pen is not made of wood; the whole idea is deeply spiritual.67 There
are two ways of understanding the idea of the Preserved Tablet: the first is
that there exists a certain place in the malaknt where the idea of creation and
its destiny are presented in some mysterious manner; the second is that this
eternal knowledge flows from God to one of the angels, who in turn
communicates this knowledge to the prophets and this is symbolized in the
idea of the Preserved Tablet.68 He says in one text of I.ym’ “the truth of things
is written in the Preserved Tablet or rather in the hearts of some angels.”69

However, nowhere can we identify that al-Ghazmll believed in eternal divine
ideas in the sense that Plato did; instead, he considers that the malaknt con-
sists mainly of angels who represent certain eternal ideas. Consequently, it is
very probable that al-Ghazmll means by the Preserved Tablet one of (or some
of ) the angels.

The first way of unveiling the Preserved Tablet is through revelation.
Al-Ghazmll points out in Iqtixmd that prophecy is a free choice and a grace of
God offered to whomever He chooses; it is not a result of a natural phenom-
enon, as Ibn Slnm would claim. In this point, as Rahman maintains,
al-Ghazmll follows the main line of orthodox theologians who believe that
prophecy is a supernatural event fully intended by God for a certain pur-
pose.70 God is also not obliged to assist the human intellect in obtaining
knowledge of the malaknt, as the Mu‘tazilites believe, but His gift of
prophetic message is pure grace.71 Al-Ghazmll’s theory of prophecy, however,
has some affinity with Ibn Slnm’s in considering prophecy the highest faculty
of the theoretical intellect. Prophets of this rank, who are very rare in history,
have the ability to receive the most direct knowledge in the clearest form
from an angel. Prophets do not go through the process of knowledge as ordi-
nary people do, but are privileged with divine enlightenment.72 Revelation,
however, is the fruit of prophecy. Al-Ghazmll in Mishkmt calls it the light of
prophecy which flows from the prophet over the human intellect and illuminates
it with the certainty of divine knowledge.

Knowledge of God and of the malaknt, however, is revealed in figurative
language on two levels: in abstract ideas and metaphorical passages, which
present information parallel to the abstract divine world.73 But also some eso-
teric ideas are expressed in words and verses, such as the secret meaning of
light, the divine pen (Q. 68:1, 96:4), the chair, the throne and the Preserved
Tablet (Q. 85:22).74 He explains metaphor as follows:

We mean by metaphor or analogue, (mithml ) to render a meaning, (ma‘nm),
in an external form, ( xnra). So if one seeks its inner meaning, he finds it
true. But if he sees only its external form he finds it deceiving . . . The
prophet can talk to people only by means of metaphor, (mithml ), since it is
necessary to talk to people in accordance with their intellect.75
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The metaphors of the Qur’mn, however, can be mainly interpreted through
inspired knowledge in the sense of returning the images to their original
concepts in the Preserved Tablet. As for the philologists, they are mainly
interested in the superficial literal meaning of the words.76

The second form of uncovering the Preserved Tablet is inspiration.
Lazarus-Yafeh points out a text in I.ym’ where al-Ghazmll shows that the stage
of prophecy is also attainable by some Sufis:

when this (prophecy) is possible for prophets then it is possible for others,
for the prophet is a person to whom the realities of things are unveiled
and who is involved with improving human morality. Therefore it is not
impossible that there exists a person to whom the truth is uncovered but
who does not have a mission to lead. We do not call him a prophet (rasnl)
but a Saint (wall).77

Inspiration differs from revelation in two main ways: in its clarity and in the
way it is obtained. Inspiration as experienced among Sufis, as al-Ghazmll
explains in Mlzmn, is a flash of light, which comes and goes, sometimes stay-
ing longer than others.78 This light reveals parts of the knowledge of the
Preserved Tablet. In some of his Sufi works, such as I.ym’, Mishkmt and Jawmhir,
al-Ghazmll makes a link between inspiration and revelation through the inter-
pretation of difficult verses or words in the Qur’mn. Since inspiration and rev-
elation have the same source, the Preserved Tablet, they must both cover the
same knowledge, but revelation is given as a whole while inspiration uncovers
only parts.79 Inspiration then is probably able to discover the meaning of dif-
ficult revealed parts, such as “everything is perishing except His face” (28:88)
or about the angels “We are those ranged in ranks; we are they that give glory”
(37:165–6) or esoteric metaphors, such as the chair, the throne, the pen, the
Preserved Tablet.80 This inspired knowledge is what al-Ghazmll in I.ym’ calls
‘ulnm al-mukmshafa.81 In some of the deeply mystical passages of I.ym’ he shows
that the meaning of the divine pen in (Q. 96:4) – “He who taught with the
pen, taught man which he knew not” – is the angel Jibrll.82

Inspiration, like revelation, is communication with an angel, which brings
divine information. I.ym’ seems to have entailed a development of the concept
of angels; in some places al-Ghazmll gives them mainly the Qur’mnic role of
communicating revealed messages. But in the last part of I.ym’, al-Ghazmll,
like Ibn Slnm, seems to widen their role from that of communicating certain
messages to the concept of bringing down all kinds of information about the
mystery of the divine world, al-malaknt. They seem also to illuminate the
human mind by drawing a connection between the divine and the material
worlds, revealing that the material one is a shadow of the real world, which
is divine. In the Book of Taw.ld in I.ym’ al-Ghazmll explains that God has
given His knowledge to the angels in different ranks but directs them to
different roles. Though they have the same knowledge as God, they can do
only what God wills.83
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In Mlzmn and I.ym’, al-Ghazmll also connects inspiration with the rational
approach of the knowledge of God. He explains that the rational knowledge
of the ‘ulamm’ (who are deeply rooted in knowledge) is of the same nature as
inspired knowledge.84 Frank points out the difference between the two
approaches as al-Ghazmll sees them: “the mode of presentation (between the
two) differs and with it the clarity of the one as compared with the other.
Insofar as they bear on one and the same proposition, however, they are equiv-
alent as justified knowledge of a fact.”85 The decisive difference between the
two is the removal of the veil, which in the case of inspiration gives certi-
tude.86 Al-Ghazmll considers also that rational knowledge is in a sense a
preparation for inspiration. In I.ym’ he shows that Sufis should pass through
the process of knowledge in order to understand inspired abstract concepts.87

To conclude, for al-Ghazmll prophetic revelation is the highest knowledge
obtainable about God and the divine world. Inspiration comes second and has
the main role of uncovering the esoteric side of messages to humanity. This
explains the dynamic conjunction with the truth of the Preserved Tablet
which demonstrates dynamic divine guidance. Rational knowledge is in the
third place and it prepares the mind to perceive inspired knowledge. Next we
examine the mystical nature of the human soul in order to discover its role in
the process of fanm’ and union with the Divine Presence, as will be explored
in the section titled “Al-Ghazmll’s mystical approach to the relationship with
God” later in this chapter.

Al-Ghazmll’s mystical approach to the human soul

The Alchemy of Happiness provides al-Ghazmll’s mystical understanding of the
human soul. Although the human soul exists in the material world, it does
have another origin. He maintains in this work that the human soul was
created in eternity before the body and was sent to earth in order to gain
knowledge and experience. He bases his idea on the Qur’mn 7:171:

then the Lord drew forth from the children of Adam from their loins
their descendants and made them testify concerning themselves: am I
your Lord? They said: yea we do testify; lest ye should say on the day of
judgement: of this we were never mindful.

The idea of the celestial origin of the soul derived from this Qur’mnic verse is
used by the Sufi school of al-Junayd and is discussed among Sufis such as
al->allmj and al-Bisymml. As explained above, al-Junayd believed that the
human soul was an idea in the divine mind before it had an independent exis-
tence.88 Al-Ghazmll brings in this verse in order to disclose the relationship
between the soul and the heavenly world of the malaknt and its natural yearn-
ing to return to its origin.89 At the same time he refers here to the origin of
the fiyra, innate knowledge, which discloses that human nature in its purity
knows God.
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The body, however, veils the human soul from this knowledge and therefore
it needs purification to recall its origin. Al-Ghazmll declares in The Alchemy of
Happiness that the purpose of creating the human soul in this material world
is to enable it to receive knowledge and experience.90 At the same time, he
admits that the ability to obtain true knowledge is granted only to some
mystics and few scholars, as will be demonstrated below.

Al-Ghazmll attributes different qualities to the human soul; all are very
close to the qualities which he attributes to God (see the section titled “The
features of God according to al-Ghazmll” earlier in the chapter). The following
passage shows these similarities:

No one can understand a king but a king; therefore God has made each
of us a king in miniature, so to speak, over a kingdom which is an infi-
nitely reduced copy of His own. In the kingdom of man God’s “throne”
is represented by the soul; the Archangel by the heart, “the chair” by the
brain, the “tablet” by the treasure chamber of thought. The soul, itself,
unlocated and indivisible, governs the body as God governs the universe.
In short each of us is entrusted with a little kingdom, and charged not to
be careless in the administration of it.91

In this beautiful passage al-Ghazmll says that the role which the soul plays in
the body is analogous to the role which God has in the world. Its nature is
also invisible, indivisible and unlocated, similar to the nature of the essence
of God, as discussed in the sub-section titled “The problem of the attributes
of God” earlier in this chapter. This nature is nevertheless created by God and
does not emanate from Him, as al-Ghazmll carefully shows in his explanation
that God has made us like Him in order for us to be able to perceive His
nature. In Mishkmt he explains that this nature is also the nature of the angels
and that they are the closest creatures to God.92 The main difference between
angels and the human soul is that the angels are constrained to obey God
while the human soul is impeded from obedience through the desires of the
body.93 These similarities between God, the angels and the human soul are
expressed by the repeated >adlth: “he who knows himself knows God”94 or
the >adlth “God created Adam in His likeness”95 in many of his writings.96

Such>adiths seem to have influenced Sufis as well as philosophers, as we saw
in the case of Ibn Slnm in Chapter 3, pp. 102–3.

Another quality of the soul is mentioned in the treatise “On the Meaning of
the Intimate Knowledge of God.” Al-Ghazmll, like Ibn Slnm, emphasizes in this
the individuality of each human soul. He explains that it is not possible for any
two persons to become identical even if they reach the same knowledge and the
same level of mysticism.97 Each human soul, he believes, is an individual entity
which can never be identical to any other entity. We will demonstrate the
importance of this point later on, when al-Ghazmll explains the difficulties of
union with God, given that no two entities are absolutely the same.

136 God, self-annihilation and al-Ghazmll



After providing the above basic knowledge of the nature of God and of the
human intellect and soul we turn here to the main task of this chapter, to
examine the concept of fanm’ in al-Ghazmll’s mystical works.

Al-Ghazmll’s mystical approach to the 
relationship with God

After the introduction of al-Ghazmll’s thoughts on the nature of God and of
human beings in the previous sections, we approach the point of considering
his mystical approach to the relationship between the two. This section,
in the main, will focus on al-Ghazmll’s concept of fanm’ through his
works I.ym’ ‘Ulnm al-Dln and Mishkmt al-Anwmr, because they present
details of his mystical concepts. I.ym’ presents mainly the basic methods
and Mishkmt is intended for those few of the elect, as al-Ghazmll declares in
its introduction, who wish to experience the ultimate truth about
God. Through reading these two works, however, the reader discovers
some contradictions in al-Ghazmll’s concepts, not only between these two
works but also between them and his other mystical works. This inconsis-
tency leads to confusion about his actual mystical belief. Is he a sincere fol-
lower of orthodox Sufism established by the school of Mu.msibl or did he in
his heart adopt the heterodoxy of >allmj and Bisymml’s mystical annihilation
and union? This section of the chapter will attempt to clarify this problem
and will start by pointing out some of the main contradictions that give rise
to this problem. In the sub-section titled “The concept of fanm’ in I.ym’ ” we
will then go on to examine his approach to the concept of fanm’ in I.ym’ and
in the sub-section titled “The concept of fanm’ in Mishkmt al-Anwmr” its
modification in Mishkmt al-Anwmr.

In interpreting al-Ghazmll’s concept of fanm’ we are confronted with two
kinds of Sufism at the same time, one which in its highest stage aims to
achieve the love of God and the other which is directed towards annihilation,
fanm’ and union with God. Al-Ghazmll considers in I.ym’ that the highest
stage of the mystical path is perfect love, which is a longing to see the
Beloved, but this vision is granted only in the life to come.98 It is the reward
for those who longed to witness God in this life.99 This is similar to the kind
of Sufism which is presented by Mu.msibl, who considers that the vision of
God is the hope of the mystics in the life to come, the ultimate pleasure of
paradise.100 Al-Ghazmll repeats this concept in the fourth volume of I.ym’ in
a very short section with the title “The vision of God.” In this he confirms
again that the vision of God is only possible in paradise.101

In discussing the unity of God, in the book of Taw.ld in the same fourth
volume of I.ym’, however, al-Ghazmll reveals that the witnessing of God dis-
closes the highest form of unity in which the mystic sees only God (and not
the world). He divides this concept of taw.ld into four levels, the highest of
which is a kind of unification with God. This level can only be reached by the
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Sufis: “in this level he (the mystic) does not see any thing in the universe save
the One. This is the witnessing of the Sufis.”102 In addition he explains that
this vision of God could come as a flash of light or as a permanent state: “this
vision in which nothing exists except the existent One and only Truth.
Sometimes it remains and at other times it comes as a flash of lightning.”103

At this point al-Ghazmll confesses that this kind of discussion does not belong
to the science of mu‘mmala, the topic of human behaviour but is a secret
among the esoteric subjects of ‘ulnm al-mukmshafa “this fourth (stage of
taw.ld ) should not be further disclosed here.”104

However, in Mishkmt al-Anwmr he claims confidently that the Sufi saints,
al-‘mrifln105 will have a vision of God in this life. At the end of the Mishkmt
he describes this vision as “the august glories of His face – the First, the
Highest – burned up everything perceived by the sight and the insight of the
observers.”106 Only through this vision can the Sufi experience the reality of
who God is, al-Ghazmll explains. “They have arrived at an existent (thing)
that is incomparable with everything that their sight had ever perceived . . .
thus they found Him too holy for and incomparable with all that we
described earlier.”107 He acknowledges a kind of unification between God and
the Sufi: “the Sufi saints, having ascended to the heaven of reality, agree that
they see nothing in existence save the One.”108 Al-Ghazmll connects this kind
of Gnosticism with al-Bisymml, al->allmj and al-Junayd, who consider that
the highest stage of mysticism is a total unification with God, as will be out-
lined in the sub-section titled “The concept of fanm’ in Mishkmt al-Anwmr”
later in the chapter.

In order to understand this inconsistency we need to return to the intro-
duction of I.ym’ where al-Ghazmll declares that the first aim of Sufism is to
obtain inspired visions of ‘nlum al-mukmshafa; however, the preparation for
this aim is through the sciences of the conduct of human behaviour called by
him ‘ulnm al-mu‘mmala, which aim to purify the human soul.109 Although
al-Ghazmll informs us in the introduction that he intends in I.ym’ to
present mainly the preparatory stages of the science of human behaviour,
‘ulnm al-mu‘mmala,110 he discloses a great deal of the inspired sciences, ‘ulnm
al-mukmshafa, which he sees as esoteric and only to be revealed to a few Sufis.
In addition, he tells us that the prophets mainly taught the first science of
human behaviour and only hinted at the themes of the second.111 The reason
for concealing the concepts of inspired knowledge, ‘ulnm al-mukmshafa, is
their abstract nature which is beyond, and sometimes contradicts, the com-
mon orthodox beliefs of the ordinary masses, which are mostly based on
empirical experience. As Lazarus-Yafeh puts it, “in the Maqxad al-Ghazmll
even stated explicitly that truth seems almost like a contradiction of the
belief of the masses, a belief to which they have become accustomed and from
which they cannot be deterred.”112

Thus, the dual procedure of presenting ‘ulnm al-mu‘mmala in a direct
manner and hinting at ‘ulnm al-mukmshafa, not only in I.ym’ but in most of
al-Ghazmll’s mystical works, inevitably caused some contradictions between
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his Sufi works. Lazarus-Yafeh observes:

the contradictions between his various books are due partly to the fact
that he directed different books to different classes of readers. In books
destined for perusal by the initiated (such as al-Maqxad or Mishkmt) he
divulged more of the one and only truth, while in books addressed to the
masses he had a more reserved manner.113

However, this problem of the dual procedure becomes even more difficult
when al-Ghazmll addresses the two kinds of reader in one and the same book,
as Lazarus-Yafeh points out in connection with his work I.ym’ ‘Ulnm al-Dln.
These inconsistencies make for confusion in understanding al-Ghazmll’s
mysticism. We can present here at least two reasons for these inconsistencies
in order to shed light on his interpretation of the Sufi system.

The first reason lies in al-Ghazmll’s belief that there are secrets which should
not be revealed to ordinary believers or orthodox Sufis. These secrets, Lazarus-
Yafeh says, can be revealed only to the elite who grow in their knowledge to
the level of perceiving them.114 Al-Ghazmll admits in I.ym’ that besides
addressing the ordinary believer who wishes to be pious, he gives hints to the
elected ones of the secrets of the inspired knowledge ‘ulnm al-mukmshafa.115

The second reason for this duality is probably al-Ghazmll’s adoption of two
different trends in mysticism: the first mainly emphasizes the ethical side of
purifying the soul, whereas the second emphasizes the relationship with God
through witness, annihilation of all other things in the vision and unification.
We observe that al-Ghazmll in I.ym’ gives the name of travelers, al-smlikln,
to the Sufis who follow the first path but from time to time he refers to
another kind, whom he calls the Sufi saints. He addresses each section of I.ym’
Volume 4 to the smlikln116 and sometimes he refers to some views of the Sufi
knowers al-‘mrifln. In Mishkmt, however, he refers only to the Sufi knowers,
al-‘mrifln which suggest that Mishkmt represents mainly the second trend of
Gnostic mysticism.

He mentions in al-Munqidh min al-,alml that he has read the Sufism of
al-Mu.msibl and al-Mikkl which belongs to the first tendency, and also that
of al-Bistmml, al->allmj and al-Junayd, who emphasize the second, that of
annihilation and union.117

Thus, it seems that al-Ghazmll’s Sufism is divided into two levels: the first
level of the traveller, al-smlikln, consists, on the one hand, of the purification
of the soul from evil habits through worship and meditation, and, on the
other, of the ascent of the soul towards isolation from the world, the increase
of love and the longing to witness God. The second level of the Sufi knowers
al-‘mrifln is the level of annihilation in the vision of God and unification with
Him, which can only be obtained after the above preparatory stages. This
level is only available to a few of the Sufi elite; al-Ghazmll hints at this in I.ym’
and gives more details in Mishkmt al-Anwmr. This kind of mysticism depends
fully on receiving inspired knowledge, ‘ulnm al-mukmshafa.
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Hence, al-Ghazmll’s mysticism seems to form a link between the two trends
of al-Mu.msibl and al-Mikkl, on the one hand, and al-Bisymml, al->allmj and
al-Junayd, on the other, by demonstrating that one is a continuation of the
other. The first addresses the stages of the purification of the soul and its
ascent to a certain level, and the second emphasizes the ultimate relationship
of vision and unification with God, which only a few can reach, as will be
shown in the following sub-sections.

The concept of fanm’ in I.ym’

Al-Ghazmll in I.ym’ presents a kind of mysticism which in its main concern
aims at purifying the soul by following different stages through which the
Sufi will ascend to the stage of love and the longing to see the Beloved.
Al-Ghazmll considers that there are stages which are desired for their own sake
and others which are stages leading to the ultimate aim. Love and fellowship
with the divine presence are the highest stages, the ultimate aim of the path
of mysticism.118 All other stages, maqmmmt, are preparatory stations for gaining
the ultimate love of God.

The method which al-Ghazmll uses here for ascending these preliminary
stages is to recognize in each stage three dimensions: knowledge, feeling and
action. Knowledge, al-Ghazmll explains, examines the deep and genuine
meaning of each stage, which produces a certain feeling in the heart. This
feeling in turn initiates an action, which helps the seeker to climb to the next
stage. This act assists the soul to withdraw from its love for this world. He
follows this method in exploring each of the preparatory stages.

A. Schimmel explains that the mystical path consists of maqmmmt, stages,
and a.wml, states:

A state is something that descends from God into a man’s heart without
his being able to repel it when it comes, or to attract it when it goes . . .
the maqmm is a lasting stage which man reaches, to a certain extent, by
his own striving. It belongs to the category of acts, whereas the states are
gifts of grace.119

Al-Ghazmll follows this concept that mysticism depends to a great extent on
God’s choice, but the chosen one has to make an effort in order to reach the
highest stages. We notice that al-Ghazmll in his explanation of the difference
distinguishes between ordinary seekers who wish to limit their path to the
law al-sharl‘a and the others who direct their face towards God Himself. The
latter group are again divided into beginners, whom he calls al-smlikln, and
those who climb to the highest stage of self-annihilation and union. This
second group, consisting of Sufi saints, al-Ghazmll calls al-‘mrifln, those
who wish only to devote their life to observing the divine beauty, as will be
discussed. We observe that al-Ghazmll addresses mainly al-smlikln at the
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beginning of each stage120 but points out that the highest rank is that of the
Sufi saints.

Schimmel notes that the mystics identify three parts of the religious life:
the law, sharl‘a, the path, yarlqa, and Gnosis, .aqlqa and ma’rifa. The sharl‘a
is expressed as “what’s yours is yours and what’s mine is mine”; yarlqa is
“yours is yours and mine is yours too” and .aqlqa is “neither mine nor yours
but all is God’s.” Thus Sufi saints see everything in unity with God and move
towards self-annihilation and union in which they end their own individual-
ity in their observation of the divine beauty.121 In this way, al-Ghazmll
explains the levels of the yarlqa but aims at the .aqlqa by hinting at it in I.ym’
and unveiling it in Mishkmt.

Although al-Ghazmll in I.ym’ does not aim to deal with the concept of fanm’
and union, Itti.md, he gives a good explanation of fanm’ in examining the stage
of trust tawakkul. This stage is composed of three levels: in the first level the
Sufis delegate all authority to God and let Him be their deputy and represent
them in all things. The second level is to depend on God as a child fully trusts
and relies on his mother. The third and highest stage of trust is to submit one-
self fully to the will of God as the dead body submits to those who wash it
before the funeral. Al-Ghazmll admits that both the second and the third lev-
els are very rare, because human choice will be very limited in the second and
wholly absent from the third level. This is the level of the Sufis and the
saints.122 This kind of mysticism, therefore, is based on the denial of the self
and its interests, on the one hand, and on a profound belief in the absolute
divine decree, on the other. This is an elementary level of experiencing fanm’.
At this stage the seekers reach the full trust of believing that by the power of
God they could walk on water or fly in the air. This trust is built on the meta-
physical concept of taw.ld, the unity of God with the world. Al-Ghazmll sees
four levels of this concept: in the first are those who believe only literally that
there are no other gods save God; the second level contains those who give
assent to this belief with their hearts and the third level, those who see that
everything is God’s product and creation. The highest of all is the level of the
Sufi saints, al-‘mrifln, who believe that nothing actually exists except the One.
They call this level the annihilation of the self in unity.123

Al-Ghazmll admits that those stages should not be explained in I.ym’ for
they belong to the revealed sciences of ‘ulnm al-mukmshafa.124 Hence, al-Ghazmll
makes it clear at this point that there is a certain level of mysticism which he
does not wish to discuss publicly but only to hint at. He declares that love
and the longing to see the Beloved is the highest stage that he addresses in
I.ym’. Only at this stage can we deal with revealed and inspired knowledge,
‘ulnm al-mukmshafa. Thus, he repeats here several times that it is not possible
to reveal this knowledge but rather “in this place we have to bring our
writing to a close.”125

At this highest stage of love the soul experiences a longing to return to its
origin. Al-Ghazmll here collects the following Qur’mnic verses and >adlths,
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which all point to this mysterious relationship: “I breathed into man of My
spirit” (15:29), (38:71–2) “if they ask you about the soul, say the soul is from
God” (17:87), “I am setting in the earth a vicegerent” (2:30) and others.
There are also different >adlths such as “God has created Adam in His
likeness” or the one that says that when God loves a person then He becomes
“the hearing by which he hears, the seeing by which he sees, and the tongue
by which he speaks” or “he who knows himself knows God.”126 We will see
that he uses these A.mdlths and the Qur’mnic verses in Mishkmt to express a
certain unity between God and the Sufi.

However, at this stage al-Ghazmll discloses a different level of defining
God. He is not a lover who has emotions and feelings but is above all human
descriptions and similitudes. His love towards humans is utterly different
from theirs. Since love as analysed above is an attraction towards perfection,
al-Ghazmll considers it inapplicable to God, “This however is impossible for
God because all perfection and love and beauty is present in Him.”127 He is
probably influenced here by the idea of love which Ibn Slnm introduced in
The Treatise on Love (see Chapter 3).

But al-Ghazmll goes beyond Ibn Slnm, who shows that God’s love is mainly
towards Himself, to make it clear that God, as pure perfection in Himself,
loves His perfection and the autonomous actions of this perfection which
means that He loves the world as His own action and a part of His existence;
“He loves the all in Himself because He is the all.”128 God’s love, for
al-Ghazmll, is mainly shown in the perfection and beauty of His creation, in
the love of goodness which human beings have by their nature, and finally by
the way in which He draws good mystics near and unveils Himself to them.129

Thus, as noted in the discussion above, the dualism of I.ym’ is due to the
wish of al-Ghazmll to address I.ym’ to the ordinary pious as well as directing
the elite, through short or detailed hints, towards the Sufism which aims at
annihilation and union. Lazarus-Yafeh observes:

while perusing the book (I.ym’) the reader would get the impression that
a section had been penned by two different authors simultaneously; or
that the author had addressed the average reader in a loud and confident
voice, while in the meantime whispering additional hints to that reader
who belonged to the chosen few.130

Al-Ghazmll, however, addresses to the reader who is keen to involve himself
in the search for divine eternal knowledge some other works about the real-
ity of the divine world, the inspiration of the Sufis. Thus, we turn here to
examine his view of the deepest knowledge of God, in his Mishkmt al-Anwmr.

The concept of fanm’ in Mishkmt al-Anwmr

Al-Ghazmll declares at the beginning of Mishkmt that he will deal in this book
with some of the inspired subjects in response to a friend who asked for an
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interpretation of the verses of the Qur’mn which describe light. He begins his
reply:

I see you as one whose breast has been opened up by God through light
and whose innermost consciousness has been kept free of the darkness of
delusion. Hence in this discipline I will not be niggardly towards you in
alluding to sparks and flashes or giving symbols of realities and sub-
tleties, for the fear of holding back knowledge from those worthy of it is
not less than that of disseminating it to those not worthy of it.131

Here al-Ghazmll shows that he will disclose some of the secrets of ‘ulnm
al-mukmshafa. These secrets probably demonstrate the kind of mysticism
which he follows, because at the end of Mlzmn al-‘Amal he says that every
person has three sorts of belief: what he has learned from his parents, what he
has learned through acquiring it and what he really believes in his innermost
heart and can only disclose to others who share his belief.132 In the introduc-
tion of Mishkmt, we notice that al-Ghazmll’s intention is to reveal some of the
visions concerning the subject of God as the highest light and the different
kinds of veil which obscure this vision. His aim in this discussion is mainly
to demonstrate, on the one hand, the reality and the different dimensions
of the concept of annihilation and union (Chapter 1) and, on the other, to
reveal the real image of God through personal vision and the veils which
conceal this vision (Chapter 3).

In I.ym’ al-Ghazmll declares that the actual vision of God is mostly to be
obtained in the next life. Here al-Ghazmll presents a type of mysticism which
is fully dependent on this vision. His mysticism here is very closely related to
his theory of knowledge and to the knowledge of cosmology. Thus, in this
level of mysticism here he no doubt has in mind the elite Sufis who have
acquired knowledge before or during their mysticism.133 His concept of fanm’,
as is unveiled in Mishkmt, is closely related to his theory of the metaphysics of
light and the different veils which obscure our vision of it. Thus, in order to
reach the experience of fanm’ we should first examine the concept of light
explained in his first chapter.

In this chapter al-Ghazmll meditates on the motif of light through which
he attempts to elucidate and evaluate the mystical experience of God. He dis-
tinguishes two main kinds of light: the sensible light which shines on things
and causes their appearance to the eye and spiritual light, which reveals the
reality of things and the unseen world. In parallel to these two lights exist
two kinds of eye, the outward and the inward. The outward eye receives the
first kind of light and the second is perceived and apprehended by the inward
one or the intellect. Light is attributed to both the intellect and the eye, for
they transfer the reality of the world to the human soul. In its perception of
divine knowledge the intellect depends on necessary knowledge and the
learning of wisdom. The highest wisdom for al-Ghazmll, however, is the
speech of God in the Qur’mn. The Qur’mn, therefore, is the light which links
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the human intellect – at its highest level, the prophetic intellect – with the
light of the divine world.134 Light is attributed to angels also, according to
al-Ghazmll, because they have the role of illuminating the human intellect
with revealed knowledge from the Preserved Tablet.135 Al-Ghazmll here
builds a hierarchy of light ascending from the light of the prophetic intellect
to the different ranks of the light of the angels, and further, to reach the
source of all lights, God the One.

However, the way in which al-Ghazmll sets out the relations between the
different lights in this hierarchy has caused uncertainty among scholars. He
explains:

the low lights flow forth, fm’i, (fay,), from one another just as light flows
from a lamp. The lamp is the holy prophetic spirit. The holy prophetic
spirits are kindled from muqtabas (iqtibms), the higher spirits, just as the
lamp is kindled from the light. Some of the high things kindle each other,
and their hierarchy is a hierarchy of stations (ranks). Then all of them
climb to the Light of lights, their origin, their first Source . . . all other
lights are borrowed musta‘mra (isti‘mra). The only true light is His.136

In this passage he uses three words, all conveying Neoplatonic images, which
are used by philosophers. These words are ista‘mra, borrowing, iqtibms, taking
over from, and fay,, emanate. Al-Ghazmll uses these words to explain the rela-
tionship of the different lights to one another and of all of them to God,
describing them in a manner which could be interpreted as emanation.

Gairdner in his article “Ghazmll’s Mishkmt al-Anwmr and the Ghazmll
problem” explains that Ibn al-Rushd considered that al-Ghazmll accepted as
the theory of emanation in Mishkmt some of the concepts which he rejected in
Tahmfut. Gairdner seeks to explains this saying that al-Ghazmll uses a form of
fm,a: fm,a min . . . ‘ala, which could have a different meaning from “emanation.”137

But Lazarus-Yafeh interprets al-Ghazmll’s use of the word fm,a and other
Neoplatonic words, which mean flowing over or emanating, with a moral or
literary rather than a metaphysical meaning.138 Since light in this context is
a symbol of knowledge, then the flowing over of light means here the pour-
ing out of knowledge from God to the angels and the human race. This kind
of emanation does not refer to the way in which the world originated from
God but rather shows how humans reach eternal knowledge.139 Lazarus-Yafeh
counts the many passages from I.ym’ and other works which use direct
Neoplatonic words or images and maintains that al-Ghazmll uses them mainly
to express Neoplatonic ideas which do not contradict the tenets of Islam.140

Nevertheless, al-Ghazmll mentions them in the context of the >adlth: “God
has created the world in darkness and then He poured upon them some of His
light.”141 He deliberately chooses here a pseudo->adlth in order to present an
image of emanation which shows that real existence became possible when
God poured His light upon the world, and this clearly relates emanation to
the existence of the world.
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At all events he explains here that as knowledge has its source in the
eternal knowledge of God, existence too is borrowed in full from the neces-
sary eternal existence of God. There are two kinds of existence, he continues:
borrowed existence and self-existence. The world is divided, therefore, into
God as the only self-existent and the universe as the reflection of His exis-
tence. The only real existence, consequently, is the existence of God, which
reiterates the idea that the existence of the universe is poured out of or
emanates from God, the only possessor of existence.142

This metaphorical existence is proved to the Sufi in his experience of
annihilation. When the Sufi saints, at the end of their stages of ascent,
experience God as the only existent One, they experience the reality of the
temporal world as non-existent in itself. In their ascent they move from
the material multiplicity to the universal truth, through which they loose
their ties with the material world. At this stage they experience the verse
“every thing is perishing except God’s face” (28:88),143 which al-Ghazmll here
explicates to show that all things have no independent existence, for the basis
of their existence is only borrowed. This again shows here that al-Ghazmll is
moving away from the concept of creation ex nihilo for creation means some-
thing concretely appearing from nothing, which is difficult to reconcile with
its being only a shadow and an illusionary existence.

When the Sufi, however, experiences this truth and sees only God, which
means that his own existence is melted in God, he becomes totally amazed
and therefore only aware of God’s existence. Al-Ghazmll had hinted in I.ym’,
as we showed above, that God’s unity does not simply mean that there are no
other gods but that He is the only real Existent, al-mawjnd al-.aqiql.144 This
experience is metaphorically called union, al-Ghazmll maintains, but in real-
ity it is the experience of God’s unity as the One and the only real Existent.145

However, these facts may be perceived either through an intellectual
Gnosticism, ‘irfmn ‘ilml, or tasted in a mystical experience.146 Of those who
have tasted it, their “plurality is totally banished from them and they became
immersed in sheer singularity. Their rational faculty becomes so satiated that
in this state they are, as it were, stunned.”147 Some of them become intoxi-
cated and cannot think of themselves as distinct from God, al-Ghazmll
reports, so they say, “I am the Real” or “Glory be to me, how great is my
station.” However al-Ghazmll interprets these statements with the following
words:

the speech of the lover in this stage of intoxication should be concealed
and not spelled out. When this intoxication subsides, the ruling author-
ity of the rational faculty – which is God’s balance on earth – is given
back to the mystic. They come to know that what they experienced was
not the reality of unification but that it was similar to unification.148

Thus, the question which presents itself here is: how could al-Ghazmll reject
the experience of union, when he showed in some parts of I.ym’ and in
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Mishkmt that the highest mysticism is that of the Sufi saints such as
al-Bisymml and al->allmj, whose aim is annihilation and union?

In many of his writings al-Ghazmll rejects the concept of union because of
the impossibility of two entities becoming one unless they are totally equal,
in which case one of the two must lose its existence and become a third
one.149 This, however, is impossible in the case of union between humans and
God because although they have similarities, nothing is equal to God
(Q. 112:4). Therefore, for him the difficulty of this union lies in its technical
impossibility. Here al-Ghazmll probably refers to al-Bisymml’s idea of the total
identification with the divine essence, as was outlined in Chapter 1.

In commenting on the experiences of al-Bisymml and al->allmj, he first of
all shows the difficulties which are connected with them by referring to some
kinds of visual illusion which everybody experiences: when we see a bottle of
wine, we suppose that the bottle has the colour of the wine because the two
are unified. The light of the sun, too, is unified with things when we recog-
nize only the things and not the light. But when the sun sets, we realize the
function of the light. This illusion of the unification of two things can be
observed as long as we can perceive their opposite:

when the sun sets, when the lamps are put away and when the shadow
falls, the deniers perceive a self-evident distinction between the locus of
the shadow and the place of brightness. Hence they confess that light is
a meaning beyond colour and is perceived along with colour.150

But in the case of Sufi saints, when they see God, the light of their hearts
becomes unified with the divine light; they see everything through the divine
light. This light, says al-Ghazmll, never sets as the sun does, and therefore it
is difficult to realize oneself in this experience except when the vision comes
to an end.151 In the above examples al-Ghazmll does not deny the integration
of the bottle and the wine or the light and the things seen by it. This inte-
gration, however, does not imply that the two have become one; he says that
they remain two although we are aware only of one.

Thus, al-Ghazmll here gives two explanations of this experience: the first is
that when the Sufis depart from the material world and enter the divine
world, they see the truth that this material world is only illusion and the
truth is that God is the only real existent. This is a philosophical fact which
can only be experienced and perceived when the Sufi reaches the divine
knowledge and sees the world through God’s eyes. The second explanation is
that there is a kind of unification between the souls of the Sufis and God. By
the sentence “it was not itti.md but similar to itti.md”, al-Ghazmll wants to
distinguish between identification and (similar to itti.md). Itti.md refers to
two things absolutely becoming one but integration seems to be, from the
examples above, one thing’s circumscribing or embracing another thing so
that the one can be seen through the other. In this case one of the things can
be greater than the other which it circumscribes. Here we may recall
al-Ghazmll’s concept of the essence of God mentioned above. Al-Ghazmll
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explains elsewhere that God’s immaterial essence exists everywhere and is not
restricted in any direction. He also says in Iljmm that the presence of God is
like a kingdom in which the throne is the closest location to the king and the
outside square is the furthest, but all exist within the royal kingdom.152

Thus, it seems that malaknt for al-Ghazmll means mainly the divine presence,
which embraces all things (probably also the whole universe). This means
that the human does not become a God but that he/she disappears in the
Divine.

Thus, when the souls of the Sufis, which are isolated from the body through
annihilation, leave the material world and enter the malaknt, they enter into
the divine presence. In this case, it is not possible to distinguish the boundary
of the individual self, which has perished, in the divine presence.

It seems that al-Ghazmll wishes to present here a different dimension of the
idea of “union” and explains that it does not simply mean that two become
one but that the two remain two, because in fact only the real One ever really
existed. Thus, he interprets this experience as being beyond the limitation of
the intellect, but in a philosophical manner. Al-Ghazmll accepts the Sufi expe-
rience of al->allmj and al-Bisymml but does not interpret it as a human becom-
ing a god. Thus, humans are not in his view unified with God’s essence but
mainly with God’s knowledge or presence. Therefore, although al-Ghazmll
considers the experience of union a secret, which is known only to those who
have experienced it, he endeavours to understand but cannot intellectually
accept a full identification with God.

The highest stage of mystical experience for al-Ghazmll, therefore, is the
soul’s annihilation in the divine presence and integration in the divine eter-
nal knowledge, which, as he mentioned earlier, flows from God and is one
with the angels and the prophetic intellect. It results in the Sufi saints’
observing the world through the divine eyes: “one of them might add to this
and say ‘I never see a thing without seeing God before it’. This is because this
one can see all things through God.”153

After exploring the main features of al-Ghazmll’s mysticism, we conclude
this section by discussing the characteristics of God as they are known to the
highest rank of the mystics.

The God of the Sufi saints according to al-Ghazmll

In the first chapter of the Mishkmt, al-Ghazmll contemplates God as the source
of light which leads to gnosis, ma‘rifa; this light is cast into the heart of the
mystics and gives them their knowledge of God and the divine world as
they really are. Through complete self-denial the Sufi saints reach a union
with the divine light and obtain a vision and a perception of who God really
is. In the third chapter154 of the Mishkmt, al-Ghazmll resumes his discussion
from the first chapter of the essential characteristics of God. He intends in
this chapter to comment on the >adlth “God has seventy veils of light and
darkness, were He to lift them the august glory of His face would burn up
every one whose eyesight perceived Him.”
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Al-Ghazmll asserts at the beginning of this chapter that God in Himself is
always manifested to all beings but humans veil themselves through dark-
ness, light mixed with darkness or a veil of light. Lifting up these three kinds
of veil in order to see God comes through the ascent from the sensible world
to the divine world of light. The first veil consists of being immersed in all
material desires without reference to an after-life or to a divine world. The
second veil is the first stage of ascending from the sensible to the spiritual and
abstract. All the groups under this veil have the desire to know and worship
God; but some acquire this knowledge through the faculties of the imagina-
tion in which they draw an analogy between God and what they sensibly
experience. Others infer knowledge about God through the faculty of esti-
mation, wahm.155 Wahm is the highest faculty of the practical intellect which
draws abstract ideas from sensible experience, for instance, the idea of enmity,
which is experienced in moments of perceptible danger. Therefore, the mem-
bers of this group, probably the theologians, know God through drawing
analogies with the human qualities of knowledge, ability, generosity and the
like. They are not able to perceive any abstract, al-Ghazmll explains, which
goes beyond some analogy with what they know.156

The third veil is a veil of light, which probably means the closest knowledge
to the saint’s vision of God. Al-Ghazmll presents here the different metaphys-
ical theories among the Arab philosophers of his time who had the ability to
see God through the abstract thinking of the theoretical intellect. Some con-
nect Him with the movement of the world and others consider Him moving
only the outermost sphere but a third group raise Him above direct contact
with the cosmic system to the role of the One who commands it. They iden-
tify Him with al-Muym‘.157 This role of creating through commanding the cos-
mic system, as Zaehner points out, is the role which God takes in the Qur’an.
He commands the creation through His uttering of the word “Kun” (Be)
(Q. 3:59).158 The theory of al-Muym‘ probably comes from the Isma‘lll who
consider al-Muym‘ in the role of the Universal Intellect of Plotinus. Zaehner
explains that al-Muym‘ is a Qur’mnic character who appears only once in the
Qur’anic verses (81:19–21) “It is verily the speech of a noble messenger, pow-
erful beside Him of the throne established, obeyed (Muym‘) there and trust-
worthy.” Some commentators consider here that the Muym‘ is Jibrll, though
Zaehner considers him to be Mu.ammed, the “transcendent prophetic spirit.”
However the Ismm‘llls consider that the Muym‘ represents God in that he
commands the creation of the world through the commanding word “Kun.”159

But why does al-Ghazmll consider that the Ismm‘llls worship al-Muym‘ as
God? Probably, he is hinting here that in the Ismm‘lll system God does not
have any role except that of one from Whom the Muym‘ emanates, similar to
the Neoplatonic One, and that the divine role is given to the Muym‘ alone.
Here he points out that the Sufis distinguish between the role of God and
that of the highest Archangel, whom they call al-Muym‘.160 However,
al-Ghazmll considers that these groups of thinkers, though they present God
in a highly abstract form, are veiled from His ultimate truth. Thus,
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al-Ghazmll here rejects the Aristotelian Prime Mover and the emanated
al-Muym‘ of the Ismm‘llls and identifies God with the one who is beyond any
connection to the world. God is not the one who gives the command but is
superior. Is He then the God of Ibn Slnm whose tajalll is the absolute reality
and who stands beyond all connections but through whom everything
receives existence and love? Or does he mean here that God is the one who is
responsible for all existence without the use of commands such as humankind
uses but in a mysterious, wholly immaterial manner? However, although
al-Ghazmll’s description of God is similar to that of the Neoplatonic philoso-
phers, especially Ibn Slnm, he decides at the end of Mishkmt that only the Sufi
saints possess real knowledge of who God is.

Now, however, he explains that human beings veil themselves in their wish
to know God through the different faculties of the intellect. The problem
lies, in his opinion, rather in the immateriality of God, which cannot be
defined by moving in any known direction: “because something that is not
related to directions and is not described as outside or inside the world is not,
in their view, an existing thing.”161 Even the philosophers who can perceive
such a being confuse His role with that of the angels.

At this point al-Ghazmll starts to present God as a Being who is “neither
inside the world nor outside.”162 This Being cannot be perceived by the fac-
ulties of the soul mentioned the section titled “The features of the human
soul,” but only by the prophetic holy intellect. This faculty, he explains in
Chapter 2 of the Mishkmt,163 is beyond rational perception and is the only fac-
ulty capable of perceiving the secrets behind the material world.164 Thus, for
al-Ghazmll, the reality about God can only be disclosed through the prophetic
experience of the vision of God. As he explains in I.ym’, the vision of God is
a vision of the heart and not the sight; here in addition he illustrates that this
vision is only through the highest faculty of the heart, which is not available
to ordinary people. This faculty is, however, not restricted to prophets alone;
he encourages the Sufis to “strive to become one of those people who taste
something of that spirit (prophetic spirit), for the Sufis (saints) al-awliym’
have an ample portion of it.”165

It seems here that al-Ghazmll does not aim to describe God in an esoteric
manner, showing the unknowability of the Divine, but rather to state that the
sensible, imaginative and rational faculties are not able to know reality, whether
about God or about the divine world, the same conclusion that he reaches in
Tahmfut. Thus, in Mishkmt, God’s features, to al-Ghazmll’s mind, do not differ
from those in the al-Iqtixmd fl al-I’tiqmd, or in the Book of Love of I.ym’.

The main emphasis in all these texts on al-Iqtixmd, I.ym’ and Mishkmt lies in
the concept of the otherness of God. His love is different from ours because His
qualities are perfect, while ours are longing for perfection. He is not in need
of gratitude or worship but all his commandments are made so that humans
can enjoy the truth about God through avoiding its opposite in this life.

This truth, however, is experienced only through the prophetic souls of
prophets and Sufi saints and is delivered to the pious. We have shown above
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that these descriptions have affinities with the Neoplatonic God, as formulated
by Ibn Slnm. For him, God plays mainly the moral role of being always man-
ifested, mutajalll, attracting the whole world through love and knowledge and
giving each thing existence.166

However, al-Ghazmll demonstrates that God does more than attract the
universe to His light; He is active in all events and in the acts of all beings.
He is aware of the world in loving the whole of it in Himself as His own act,
in drawing the Sufi saints to have full unification with His will and knowl-
edge, and in His eternal divine plan to create the world in the way that it
exists and to control it through His divine decrees.

To conclude, al-Ghazmll’s understanding of the relationship between God
and mankind is influenced by some Neoplatonic concepts, the Sufi experi-
ences of such different Sufis as al->allmj, al-Bisymml and al-Junayd, and many
esoteric Qur’mnic verses and A.mdlth.

Conclusion

Al-Ghazmll’s Sufi writings form an original system which is heavily influenced
by prophetic revelation, philosophical knowledge and mystical knowledge
and experience. Already in Tahmfut he had declared that philosophical princi-
ples are not able to explain the whole truth about God and he shows that
many of these principles are only prior assumptions which the philosophers
cannot prove. Thus he shows that certainty requires revelation. Yet his
discussion in Tahmfut and in al-Iqtixmd shows the importance of learning
philosophy in order to perceive the main features of God. In al-Iqtixmd he
explains the unity of God in a way very similar to the Neoplatonic descrip-
tion of the essence of God. Later in the Mishkmt he asserts the knowledge of
God through His acts rather than His attributes because God as He is can
only be witnessed through His acts.

It seems, then, that even after al-Ghazmll rejected philosophy in Tahmfut he
assimilated into his system some philosophical ideas and concepts. He also
transformed philosophical terms, for example, Universal Intellect, the
Universal Soul and the like, using other esoteric Qur’mnic words such as
Preserved Tablet, al-law. al-ma.fnz, or the divine pen or the throne.167

The main structure of his Sufi thought is that deep knowledge needs a
purified soul, which on the one hand prepares it morally to approach closer
to God and on the other directs the intellect to the highest divine knowledge.
I.ym’ is the reference book for this purification. Moral purification depends
mainly on a profound understanding of worship and religious habits. The
scattered esoteric ideas and concepts of God and the divine world in I.ym’
form another kind of preparation for the elite Sufis who do not only wish to
be near God but desire a vision of Him. Mishkmt al-Anwmr is the work where
al-Ghazmll leads the elite to recognize the importance of the vision of God as
the only possible way to know the essence of God and who God really is. He
also explains the idea of union and shows all its dimensions.
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The main features of al-Ghazmll’s mysticism, however, are his use of
philosophy, his thorough philosophical analysis of Sufi knowledge and expe-
rience and his use of metaphorical Qur’mnic material. Al-Ghazmll explains in
Jawmhir al-Qur’mn that the Qur’mn has a direct message to the ordinary
believer but also contains quantities of metaphors and esoteric ideas. These
secrets are given only for the elite who are able and willing to have intimate
knowledge of God and the divine world. The depth of these secrets has, on
the one hand, affinity to some philosophical concepts such as the Neoplatonic
concepts of necessary existence and knowledge, as shown above.168 On the
other hand, it is also in accordance with the experience of many Sufi saints,
who have witnessed the meaning of Qur’mnic secrets such as “every thing is
perishing except His face” or the reality of the Preserved Tablet and so on.
These affinities lie in the fact that, for al-Ghazmll, all knowledge has its source
in the eternal knowledge of the Preserved Tablet.

However, the relationship between God and humans has, for al-Ghazmll,
three levels:

1 The level which is presented directly in parts of the Qur’mn, lying mainly
in the five pillars of Islam. At this level ordinary believers give assent to what
the prophet revealed and have the hope of a future life in paradise.169 At this
level there is no direct relationship with God.

2 The second level, expressed in the metaphorical passages of the Qur’mn
concerning God and the divine world. At this level the ordinary Sufi trav-
ellers, al-salikin, are able through the purification of the soul to be granted
some visions about such things as the meaning of repentance, the unity of
God and the nature of love. The hope of the Sufis at this level is to enjoy love,
friendship and nearness to God.

3 The third and highest kind of relationship, where the Sufi saints are
able to analyse, through their previous acquired knowledge, and experience,
the esoteric secrets of the Qur’mn about the essence of God and the angels in
such terms as “every thing perishes except His face” (28:88), or the true and
deeper meaning of the concept “there is no god save God” or the >adlth “I
become his ears by which he hears and his sight by which he sees.”170 At this
level the Sufi unveils the meaning of the divine Throne, the Chair and the
Preserved Tablet as different ranks in the hierarchy of angels. The main hope
of the Sufis at this level is to have a unified fellowship with the divine
presence and to meet God face to face.

Some scholars with sufficient depth of knowledge reach a similar level
through their unremitting pursuit of acquired knowledge, as al-Junayd prob-
ably did. However, they do not enjoy an actual sight of God but rather a full
understanding of who He is.

Thus, acquiring philosophical knowledge in al-Ghazmll’s system is perfected
through the mystical experience of fanm’ and itti.md.
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to the lordly presence, which is the source of light.

(Al-Ghazmll, The Niche, p. 14)

See also I.ym’, Vol. 3 (’Ajm’ib al-Qalab), p. 8.
136 Al-Ghazmll, The Niche, p. 20.
137 W. H. Gairdner, “Ghazmll’s Mishkmt al-Anwmr,” p. 138.
138 Lazarus-Yafeh, Studies, p. 308–9.
139 Ibid.
140 Lazarus-Yafeh, Studies, pp. 249–59.
141 Al-Ghazmll, The Niche, pp. 12, 63. This >adlth is a sound one, Buchman

explains, and is found in al-Termithl, Immn, 18 and A.mad 2:176.
142 Ibid., pp. 15–16.
143 Ibid., p. 16.
144 Al-Ghazmll, I.ym’, Vol. 4 (al-Taw.ld), pp. 297–8.
145 Al-Ghazmll, The Niche, p. 18, paragraph 48. It seems to us that al-Ghazmll here

divides the Sufis into scholars who are rooted in the mystic science, such as 
al-Junayd, and Sufis with deep mystical experience, such as al-Bisymml and
al->allmj.

146 Al-Ghazmll, The Niche, pp. 17, 23.
147 Ibid., p. 17.
148 Ibid., p. 18.
149 He also explains in his treaty On the Meaning of the Intimate Knowledge of God that

it is not possible to know people as they know themselves. He says, “no one can
know the prophet but a prophet” and “no one can know God but God.” Union
in this sense means for al-Ghazmll identifying fully the essence of God with the
essence of the Sufi, which is technically impossible. See also the discussion on
the union of the divine attributes with human attributes in The Ninety-Nine
Names, pp. 151–5.

150 Al-Ghazmll, The Niche, p. 22.
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151 Al-Ghazmll, The Niche, p. 23.
152 Al-Ghazmll, Iljmm, pp. 91–2.
153 Ibid., p. 23.
154 This chapter has caused a number of arguments; the first to point out the ambi-

guity of this chapter was W. H. T. Gairdner in his article “Ghazmll’s Mishkmt
al-Anwmr,” pp. 121–53. He singles out the problem of the image of God at the
end of the chapter. This made M. Watt doubt the authenticity of this part in his
article “A Forgery in al-Ghazmll’s Mishkmt” in The Journal of the Royal Asiatic
Society of Great Britain and Ireland, 1949, pp. 5–22. Since then many scholars
have argued about it and scholars such as ‘Afifi, Davidson, Landolt and Lazarus-
Yafeh find Watt’s assertion unconvincing. Al-Ghazmll, The Niche, p. xxvii.

155 Al-Ghazmll, The Niche, pp. 49–50.
156 Ibid. This group is probably the theologians, al-mutakallimnn. In many of his

writings al-Ghazmll considers that the knowledge which the theologians had
about God is not higher than that of the ordinary person because they are not
able to perceive a God who is different from what they know, as explained in
the discussion on taqlld above. See above, pp. 29–30.

157 Landolt, in his article “Ghazmll and Religionswissenschaft,” identifies this group
as the Ismm‘lll theologians. Landolt is thinking here of such Ismm‘lll theologians
as al-Sijistmnl and al-Nasmfl from the ninth and tenth centuries. They recognize
three main figures: God, the predecessor or the obeyed one, al-Muym’, and the
follower. The predecessor is the one who gives the commands and the follower is
the one who carries them out. God in their theology does not have any clear role.
The predecessor and the follower are two Archangels who are close to God who
are symbolized by the sun and the moon, one illuminating the other. They are
also symbolized in the role of the prophethood and Imamate in illuminating the
human mind. Landolt, “Ghazmll and Religionswissenschaft”, in Asiatische Studien,
1991, 45, pp. 43–52. See also Netton, Allmh, pp. 210–24.

158 Zaehner, Hindu, p. 156.
159 Ibid., p. 157. He explains that the Ismm’lll consider that the relationship

between God and the world is through the word “Be.”

God in the Ismm‘lllmetaphysics is the One of Plotinus, which being absolutely
one, cannot be the source of multiplicity: the necessity of the creative Word
which forces both ways, so to speak – one with the One as its sole effect
when it faces inward, but the cause of all multiplicity when it faces outward
and similar to the idea of the Christian Logos.

160 Here, however, we should refer to a text in The Alchemy of Happiness, mentioned
above, where al-Ghazmll also considers that the angels create the world as
deputies of God:

when God wills a thing it appears in the spiritual plane which is called in
the Qur’mn “the Throne”, from the throne it passes by a spiritual current to
a lower plane called “the Chair.” The shape of it appears in the “Tablet of
Destiny” whence, by the mediation of the forces called angels it assumes
actuality and appears on earth in form of a plant or a tree.

God’s eternal ideas are transferred to the angels through one or two Archangels
and they in turn carry out the actual creation in accordance with God’s plan.
The important point for al-Ghazmll here is the divine will which constrains and
controls all the events of the world, as he shows in his descriptions of the
different stages of mysticism above.
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161 Al-Ghazmll, The Niche, p. 49.
162 Ibid., p. 49.
163 In the second chapter of Mishkmt al-Ghazmll explains how to deal with a

metaphorical text. He says that the content of revelation is of the upper world
of the malaknt expressed in human language and parables. Hence, a text consists
of utterances and meanings; if we try to understand these meaning through
understanding the words as the utterances we could come to different kinds of
meaning because the text, according to al-Ghazmll, is written to express
metaphorical ideas. Thus the words are used only as a bridge to explain facts
from the divine world; consequently their uttered meaning is not what the text
aims at. The only way to interpret the text is by searching out the meanings and
the facts, which the utterances seek to depict.

164 Al-Ghazmll, The Niche, p. 37.
165 Ibid., p. 38.
166 See Chapter 3, sub-secton titled “Ibn-Slnm’s concept of the individuality of the

human soul” above, and Najmt, pp. 245–6, 266.
167 Lazarus-Yafeh, Studies, pp. 249–59.
168 However, al-Ghazmll claims that these concepts could be taken from earlier

revelations.
169 Al-Ghazmll considers, as shown above, that all muqallidnn theologians are ordinary

believers.
170 This is part of a sound >adlth; see al-Bukharl Sahih, Riqmq, 38, See Al-Ghazmll,

The Niche, p. 63.

5 Comparison and evaluation

1 Ibn Slnm differentiates between eternal qadlm and necessary wmjib. “Necessary”
means that which does not depend on another and is necessarily itself, but an
“eternal” thing, though it might have no point of beginning in time, could still
depend on another for its existence. Thus the eternity of God is necessary while
the eternity of the world is contingent. See Najmt, pp. 218, 224–5.

2 For this reason, we believe, Ibn Slnm explored mainly the eternal knowledge and
eternal existence of God but not His ability, will or perception because they
imply change and therefore cannot be eternal: perception perceives a thing in
its changing states, while ability and will are attributed to acts which undergo
processes before, during and after other processes; therefore he does not
predicate them of God.

3 See Chapter 1 sub-section titled “Early political development in Persia.”
4 See Chapter 3, sub-sections titled “The essential attributes of God” and “The

function of religious knowledge.”
5 G. F. Hourani, “The dialogue between Al-Ghazmll and the Philosophers on the

Origin of the World,” Part 2, Muslim World, 1958, 48, pp. 308–14.
6 Probably this argument for ‘Abd al-Jabbmr means that only material beings can

be changed because of the inherence of the different accidents, but God as
immaterial, cannot be subject to change since all His activities are due to His
kind of essence.

7 See Chapter 2, sub-section titled “ ‘Abd al-Jabbmr’s understanding of God’s
activities.”

8 Ibid.
9 See Chapter 1, sub-section titled “Ibn Slnm.”

10 See Chapter 2, sub-section titled “Warning through pain and suffering.”
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