
CHAPTER F O U R 

T H E HEART (AL-QALB) AND AL-GHAZÄLTS MYSTICAL 
DISCUSSIONS OF THE SOUL 

We now move into al-Ghazälfs more speculative, theoretical dis­
cussions on human nature, and the majority of these are found scat­
tered throughout the voluminous Ihyä\ beginning with the very first 
book and concluding with the very last. More specifically, we will 
be looking closely at three Ihyä* texts in the course of this discus­
sion: namely, the Book of Knowledge (Kitab al-cilm), the Commentary on 
the Wonders of the Heart (Kitäb sharh 'ajä'ib al-qalb), and the Remembrance 
of Death and the Afterlife (Kitäb dhikr al-mawt wa mä bacdahu).] And, no 
sooner do we enter into the first of these than one of the core ver­
ities asserts itself: whatever else this true human nature may be, it 
is and must be rational. Al-Ghazälfs numerous statements in the 
Book of Knowledge are very clear on this point. Early on in the book, 
in his explication of the "Virtue of Teaching", he tells us that 

It is not hidden that the religious sciences, i.e., the fiqh of the next 
world,2 are grasped through the perfection of the intellect and the 
purity of the intelligence. Now the intellect is the noblest of the human 
being's attributes, as its [forthcoming] explication will bring [forth], 
since through it the trust (amänaf of God is accepted and through it 
one can attain [the station of] proximity to God, be He praised. 

And as for the all-pervasiveness of [its] benefit, it is not subject to 
doubt: for its benefit and fruit is the felicity of the next world. 

As for the nobility of [its] receptacle (al-mahall), how can it be hid­
den when the teacher treats the hearts and the souls of people? [This] 
class of humanity [form] the noblest existent on earth, and the noblest 

1 This, of course, does not mean that our discussion will be limited to these texts, 
for other relevant texts, such as the Book of Forbearance and TTianhgiving, the Book of 
Love, Teaming, Intimate Friendship, and Contentment and the Book of Contemplation, will also 
be brought forward in the course of this chapter. 

2 It should be noted how careful he is here to clarify that, by the "religious sci­
ences", he intends an inner jurisprudence, a science of spiritual formation, and not 
the sciences more commonly represented by the term. 

3 This usage of "trust" implies something entrusted to humanity: a responsibil­
ity, sacred duty. 
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part (jut?) from among the jawähir of the human being is his heart. 
The teacher is the one occupied with its perfection, its [complete] 
exposure, its purification, and its direction toward the [ultimate] prox­
imity to God—be He mighty, sublime.4 

In the course of this passage, he shifts without hesitation or transi­
tion from "intellect" (caql) to the term "heart" (qalb) in such a way 
as to give his reader the impression that the two terms are being 
used interchangeably. Upon closer examination, however, the "heart" 
appears to refer to the seat or "receptical" of the "attribute" of intel­
lect. If this reading is correct, then we may wonder if the heart is 
physical and whether or not it is capable of housing other attributes 
(or faculties) as well, such as the imagination. He sheds no further 
light on the heart's nature in this passage, however, and so the reader 
is left with dangling questions concerning the precise nature of the 
heart and its relation to the intellect, questions that will resurface 
time and again and will ultimately be answered by the Book of 
Knowledge and its sister books of mystical Unveiling in the Ihyä\ As 
is already becoming clear, al-Ghazäli's answers typically are the kind 
that beget new questions; for example, the heart is referred to in 
this passage as a "part" (jug*) of the jawähir that make up the per­
son: a reference that, if understood in the context of the kalâm ter­
minology examined in the second chapter, implies that the heart is 
a single atom. Is this what he intends, or is there some equivocity 
at work in this non-kalamï context? We will endeavor to sort out 
such puzzles as we explore more thoroughly his position on the 
heart's true nature in this chapter and the ones following. 

Earlier in the same book, in the section devoted to "the Virtue 
of Knowledge", he recalls the words of Fath al-Mawsih: "does not 
the sick man die when food and drink are withheld from him for 
three days? . . . So too the heart, if wisdom and knowledge are with­
held from it for three days, it will die." Al-Ghazäli then adds, 

he spoke truly. Wisdom and knowledge are the nourishment of the 
heart, and through them [it takes] its life, just as food is the nourish­
ment of the body. The heart of the one who has lost knowledge is 
sick and its death is certain.5 However, he will not sense [the heart's 
sickness and imminent death], since love of the world and his pre­
occupation with it paralyze his [inner] sensations.6 

4 Al-'ilm, 22. 
5 More literally, "necessary" (läzim). 
(i Al-'ilm, 15. 
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In these and countless other passages, the heart is not treated in a 
bodily way, and knowledge—its "food"—is depicted as the means 
to eternal life and the stuff of eternal happiness. Early on in the 
Book of Knowledge, he corroborates this further by saying, 

if you look into knowledge, you will see it as something enjoyable in 
itself, and you will find it [to be] a means to the abode of the next 
world and its felicity and [also to be] a means to the [station of] prox­
imity to God—be He exalted. One cannot attain [this proximity] save 
through [knowledge]. Now eternal felicity is the greatest thing prop­
erly belonging to the human being (ß haqqi 'l-adami), and the most 
excellent thing is that which is the means to it. And one shall not 
attain [such felicity] save through knowledge and works (al-cüm wa'l-
camal); [of course,] one can only get to works through the knowledge 
of how [they are to be performed].7 

The term "knowledge", then, is used to mean both the practical and 
theoretical dimensions of the the Science of the Way of the Afterlife. 
These two kinds of knowledge stand in a hierarchical relationship 
to one another: the theoretical clearly superior to the practical while 
being, at the same time, dependent opon it. This is a crucial point 
of interdependence that he makes again and again throughout the 
Ihyä^ and it provides a framework in which to better understand 
the relation between the respective sciences of Right Practice and of 
the Unveiling. The latter, being the more theoretical, is certainly 
deemed superior to its praxis-oriented sister, and yet it is, at the 
same time, absolutely dependent upon it. This dependence is not 
completely one-sided, however, as there are also key points in the 
science of Right Practice, he says, that cannot be grasped save through 
a measured dose of the Unveiling.9 Such areas, however, are rela­
tively few and far between. We will touch upon the relation between 
these two interdependent ways of knowing again as the study unfolds. 

Turning now to the nature of the intellect, which is the seat of 
both the practical and theoretical sciences, al-Ghazäli provides some 

7 Ibid., 21. 
8 And it is an observation shared by many scholars of al-Ghazâli. For example, 

see Umaruddin's Ethical Philosophy of al-Ghazzàlï (Lahore: Sh.M. Ashraf, 1962, 1970), 
esp. 102-111 and 260-end. In a way, the entire book is a detailed explication of 
this single point. Also, see Lazarus-Yafeh, 359-363. 

9 See, for example, his statement in Kitäb al-tawhïd wa'l-tawakkul (Ihyä\ vol. V), 
118, where he explains that "some of the sciences of the Unveiling have a direct 
bearing on works, through the mediation of the [knowledge of] the states, and only 
through them can the science of Right Practice be made perfect." This may also 
be the makings of an argument for the necessity of a shaykh in Sufi" formation. 
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clarification near the end of the book, specifically in the seventh 
chapter, "On the Intellect: Its Nobility and Reality and Divisions": 

Know that this is among the things which do not require one to take 
pains in bringing it to light, especially in light of the fact that the 
nobility of knowledge was made clear in respect to the [noble nature 
of the] intellect. The intellect is the spring and starting point of knowl­
edge [as well as] its foundation, and knowledge flows from it as the 
fruit comes from the tree and light from the sun and vision from the 
eye. How then can that which is the means for felicity in [both] this 
world and the next not be honored? Or how can it be doubted when 
[even] the beast, with [all] its shortcoming in discernment, becomes 
timid [before] the intellect, to the extent that even the greatest of beasts 
in terms of size and the most severe in terms of [inflicting] harm and 
the most powerful in terms of attack will, when it sees the image of 
a human being, become timid [before] it and be afraid of it. . .I() 

He continues in this vein, mentioning how the primitive nomads 
among the Turks, Kurds, and Arabs will naturally respect their lead­
ers (mashäyikh) by virtue of their vast experience, which al-Ghazäli 
calls the "fruit" of the intellect. And so he comes to the rebellious 
Arabs (al-mucänidün), who initially came to the Prophet with the inten­
tion of killing him: 

When their eyes fell upon him they rejoiced" at [the sight of] his gra­
cious countenance; they were in awe of him, and there appeared to 
them that which was glimmering on the ornament of his face of the 
light of prophecy, even though that was an inner thing (bâtin) within 
his soul,12 hidden within [him] in the same way the intellect [is hid­
den within the soul].13 

Very striking here is the close comparison made between the prophetic 
light and the intellect. Does this suggest that prophecy is an intellec­
tual phenomenon? Such a suggestion would mean that al-Ghazäli's 
understanding of prophecy has an undeniable resonance with that of 
Ibn Sinä, who argued that the highest form of prophecy was intui-

10 Al-Cilm, 108. 
11 More literally, "their eyes were beautified with kahl. . ." In this context, the 

usage is idiomatic, vividly expressing the joy on the faces (esp. in the eyes) of the 
Arabs. 

12 This could easily be rendered less technically as "his self" in light of the fact 
that the term nafs is equivocal and can be taken in either way. The context here, 
however, seems to warrant the more technical, psychological rendering. I thus opt 
for "soul" over the more reflexive "self". 

13 Al-Cilm, 108. 
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tive, i.e., an immediate and total intellectual grasping of the intelli­
gibles.14 As we will see in the course of this chapter, such parallells 
or points of resonance between the two thinkers abound. For now, 
we will hold off on further elaboration but will bear these points in 
mind as we journey further into the Ihya* and related texts. In addi­
tion to all this, al-Ghazälfs identification of the intellect with the 
sun and knowledge with light is highly suggestive given his frequent 
employment of light as a symbol for mystical truth.15 The rest of 
the above passage serves to corroborate what we have already seen 
regarding the superior role played by the intellect in the attainment 
of true felicity, both in this world and the Hereafter. 

As the discussion on the nobility and true nature of the intellect 
continues to unfold, al-Ghazäli seems to be drawn increasingly toward 
a more mysterious and less defined estimation of the intellect. Following 
immediately on the heels of the passage quoted above, he writes, 

The nobility of the intellect is grasped by necessity. However, our pur­
pose is to relate what has been conveyed by the Reports and the 
[Qur'änic] äyät concerning the mentioning of its nobility. God—be He 
exalted—called it "light" (nur) in His utterance, "God is the light of 
the heavens and the earth; a semblance of His light is as a niche . . ."1() 

And the knowledge that is acquired from [this intellect] is called a 
spirit (ruh), a revelation (wahî), and a life (hayäh), for He—be He 

14 The Avicennean doctrine seems to have its roots in al-Kindi's description of 
prophetic knowing vis-à-vis philosophical knowing, with additional nuance derived 
from Aristotle's Posterior Analytics. For Ibn Sîna's formulation, see his Arabic De Anima, 
F. Rahman, ed. (London: Oxford, 1959) 248-50, also summed-up in Rahman's 
translation of the psychological portion of Kitäb al-najä(t) entitled, Avicenna's Psychology 
(London: Oxford, 1952), 35ff.; for al-Kindi's earlier and somewhat rougher for­
mulation, see his "Risäla ίϊ kammîya(t) kutub Aristütälis wa mä yuhtäju ilayhi fi" 
tahsfl al-falsafa" in Rasä'il al-Kindl al-falsaßya, ed. Abu Ridä' (Cairo: 1950/1369), 
esp. 372-3. Al-Ghazälfs Avicennean leanings in his explication of prophecy show 
themselves again in the Kitäb sharh cajâ3ib al-qalb, 119. 

15 See Lazarus-Yafeh's chapter on the "Symbolism of Light in al-Ghazzâlî's 
Writings", 264-348, where she argues for the Neoplatonic character of this com­
mon motif in his writings. Of course, as we have already seen, the metaphor is 
also easily traced to the Qur 'än and the Prophetic traditions. 

1() Of course, al-Ghazäli's intended audience needed little more than the first few 
words of any given äya to know the fuller reference, and so, for readers unfamil­
iar with the passage to which he refers, I will provide a slightly "fuller" reference 
here and in the following notes: ". . . in which there is a lamp, the lamp encased 
in glass; the glass as if it were a pearly star, lit from a blessed tree, an olive, nei­
ther of the east nor of the west, [a tree] whose oil is about to burst into light, 
though no fire has touched it. Light upon light, God guides whomsoever He wills 
to His light. And God strikes semblances for the people, and of all things God is 
knowing." Al-Mr (24): 35. 
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exalted—said, "And just so did we reveal to you a spirit from Our 
command . . ."'7 and He—be He praised—said, "or is the one who 
was dead, whom We revived and for whom We fashioned a light by 
which he would walk among the people . . ."18 Wherever He mentions 
light and darkness, He intends [by these expressions] knowledge and 
ignorance [respectively]. [This is] exemplified in His statement, "He 
brings them out of the [various kinds of] darkness and into the 
light. . ."19 And [the Prophet], may God bless him and grant him sal­
vation, said . . ."20 

For the sake of brevity and concision, we will skip over his citation 
of this next Tradition; however, even as we do so, we must stress 
the preponderance of such citations in his writings. Al-Ghazäli goes 
to considerable length to include relevant Qur'änic texts and Prophetic 
traditions, even ones that are of weak narration. These efforts can 
be seen, even in esoteric contexts, as tokens of his uncompromising 
support of the traditional Sunni creed and way of life. A few lines 
down, then, he continues: 

And he [i.e. the Prophet], may God bless him and grant him salva­
tion, said, "the Intellect is the very first [thing] created by God. He 
said to it, 'approach', and it drew nigh; he then said to it, 'turn away', 
and it turned away; then God, be He mighty, sublime, said, 'by My 
might and My majesty, I did not create [anything] more noble [in my 
sight]21 than you. Through you I take, and through you I give; through 
you I reward, and through you I punish.'" 

If you were to say, "if this intellect is an accident, then how could 
it have been created prior to the bodies? And, if it were ajawhar, how 

17 To finish the äya, in which two distinct voices can be detected and in which 
the primary voice calls the Qur 'än itself a "light", ". . . 'you did not know [before] 
what the Book was, nor what Belief [was], but we made the Qur 'än a light by 
which to guide whomsoever We will from among Our servants.' 'Surely You guide 
[us along] the straight way.'" Al-Shürä (42): 52. 

18 ". . . [is he] like unto the one whose kind is in the [various kinds of] dark­
ness, never emerging from them? Such is the pleasure of the ungrateful; they were 
not in the know." Al-An'äm (6): 122. 

1!) His citation is actually taken from the middle of the ay a, and so we will cite 
it here in its entirety: "God is the Guardian of those who believe; He brings them 
out of the [various kinds of] darkness and into the light. And [as for] those who 
are ungrateful [to God], their patrons are evil; [for] they lead them from light into 
the [various kinds of] darkness; those are the companions of the fire, in which they 
[remain] forever." Al-Baqara (2): 257. 

20 Al-Cilm, 108. Many of these same äyät are used in his explication of the high­
est meaning of "guidance" (al-hidäya) in the Book of Forbearance and Thanhgwing (Kitâb 
al-sabr wa'l-shukr, vol. IV, 368). We may understand, then, that Divine "guidance" 
is synonymous with the intellect in its most exalted sense. 

21 Literally, "to me". 
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could there be a jawhar that is self-subsisting and does not occupy 
space?" 

Know that this [question] is [part] of the knowledge of the Unveiling. 
Its mentioning is not appropriate for [our explication of] the science 
of Right Practice,22 and we purpose now [in writing this work] to dis­
cuss the sciences of Right Practice . . Ρ 

He thus leads himself right into the heart of the trouble and deals 
with it by avoiding it; given his explicitly-stated intention in writing 
the Ihyä\ it is well within his rights to do this, but it is both frus­
trating and tantalizing all the same. As we will see, this is not the 
last time he will do this; however, each time he brings us to the 
threshold, he will give us something before he turns us away. Here, 
he gives us the knowledge that he is very well aware of our ques­
tion and knows that there is a tension between what he has already 
explicitly stated in his kalamï texts and what hides within the Unveiling. 

Later in the same section, he explains that there is a problem of 
equivocation in people's usage of the term, "intellect".24 

Know that people differ in [their] définition (hadd) of "intellect" and 
its true nature, and the majority overlook [the fact that] this term is 
used for various meanings, and that has become the reason for their 
disagreement. 

The truth is the remover of the veil in [this]: [namely] that "intel­
lect" is a term used equivocally for four meanings, just as the term, 
"al-cayri\ for example, is used for numerous meanings, along with [other 
terms] of this sort.25 One ought not to seek a single definition for all 
of its divisions; rather, each division should be singled out by uncov­
ering its [unique meaning]. 

The first is [that] description by which the human being is distin­
guished from the rest of the animals, i.e., that by which [the individ­
ual] becomes prepared to receive the theoretical sciences and to manage 
those crafts that are rationally-derived and not self-evident (al-sinäcät 
al-khafiya al-fiknya). It is that which al-Härith bn Asad al-Muhäsibi 
[d. 243/857] intended where he said about the definition of the intel­
lect, "it is an instinct by which one becomes prepared to grasp the 

22 We note here a printing error in the Arabic text: the J (1) and second ^ (m) 
of mu'âmala have been inverted. 

23 Al-Cilm, 109. 
24 Indeed, his own usage of the term is not free of equivocation; in various works, 

we see him using the term to signify very different meanings, all of which he enu­
merates in the passage rendered here. Contrast his usage of "intellect" and "ratio­
nal" in the Munqidh, for example, with that of the Kitäb sharh cajä3ib al-qalb. 

25 Literally, "[other terms] that run in this course". 
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theoretical sciences; it is as if it were a light that is cast into the heart, 
[a light] by which one becomes prepared to grasp everything" . . ,26 

The second [constitutes] the sciences which arise, joining to the exis­
tence of the essence of a child [who can] distinguish [between] the 
possibility of the possible thing and the impossibility of the impossible 
thing: such as the knowledge that two are [numerically] greater than 
one and that a single individual cannot be in two places at the same 
time. It is that [definition] which some of the theologians have intended 
with regard to the definition of "intellect" about which [they] said, "it 
is some of the necessary [self-evident] sciences . . ." It [i.e., this usage] 
is also correct in its own right, because these sciences are present [in 
the soul] and are called "an exterior intellecting" . . . 

The third [constitutes] sciences that benefit from [worldly] experi­
ence with the [natural] outcomes of situations. Hence, whosoever be­
comes seasoned [by his] experiences and polished [by various] ways 
of thinking, it is said that he is intelligent in habit. . . 

The fourth is that the faculty (quwwa) ofthat instinct [see #1] reaches 
[the point] where one knows the outcomes of things and subdues and 
[ultimately] conquers the lustful desire that incites [the soul] to tem­
poral pleasure. Thus, when this faculty is attained, the one possessing 
it is called "intelligent" Çaqil) . . .27 

He thus identifies four distinct meanings: (1) an innate predisposi­
tion, capacity or instinct to understand and grasp the theoretical sci­
ences; (2) what might be called the primary intelligibles, or the 
necessary knowledge that exists in the infant without learning, such 
as the possibility and impossibility of basic things and the knowledge 
that two are greater than one; (3) the knowledge that comes as the 
result of learning and experience; (4) the thoughtful and disciplined 
disposition of one who has become circumspect in his dealings and 
has won absolute mastery over the passions. It is worthy of note that 
this fourth and final definition of intellect assumes a practical mastery 
over the less rational aspects of the soul, a telling point that reveals 
his view of knowledge as something more than mere theoretical 
knowing, something that finds its complete fulfillment in practice. 

2() In the section deleted from the paragraph (for reasons of concision), al-Ghazâlî 
clarifies two issues regarding this "instinct": (i) that it cannot be identified exclu­
sively with the necessary truths, as "the instinct" remains present in the sleeper as 
well as in the person who is ignorant of the necessary truths; and (ii) that this 
instinct is unique to the human being qua human being and is thus nontransfer­
able to other species. Thus it is not just a case of God's "habit" (ijrä3 alJäda) in 
creating the sciences in the human mind while not creating them in the mind of 
the donkey; rather, by "intellect" he intends a faculty or capacity peculiar to the 
human being. 

27 Al-eilm, 111-12. 
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These then are the common usages of "intellect", the first being 
the most fundamental or basic meaning and the others being more 
extended or applied usages.28 However, while all of these are valid 
meanings and usages, they are not necessarily what al-Ghazäli him­
self always intends when he uses the term. As we will see, his usage 
is very context-specific. For example, here in the more esoteric con­
text of these final sections of the Book of Knowledge, where he dis­
cusses "inner vision"29 (bastraft) al-bätin), the various kinds of intellectual 
disparity among people, and the loftier levels of inspiration and rev­
elation, his highest definition of the intellect—superceding all of the 
meanings enumerated above—begins to shine through: 

the obvious truth about [the disparity of people's intellects] is to say, 
truly the disparity occurs [within each of] the four categories, save for 
the second category, which is the necessary knowledge . . . As for the 
three [remaining] categories, disparity occurs [within] them . . . 

As for the first [category], which is the foundation (al-asl), i.e., the 
"instinct", there is no way to deny the disparity within it, for it is like 
a light that dawns upon the soul and brings its morning. The [main] 
principles of its dawning [come] at the age of discernment; then it 
continues to grow and increase, gradually progressing in an imper­
ceptible manner, until one comes into maturity near [the age of] forty 
years. Its semblance is the light of the morning, for its beginning is 
hidden in such a way that its detection is very difficult. It then grad­
ually increases to the point that the emergence of the [entire] disk of 
the sun is complete. 

The light of inner vision (nür al-basïra) varies [in people], just as the 
light of vision [itself] varies, and the difference [between the various 
levels] is grasped [more tangibly] between the one afflicted with an 
eye infection and the one [who is] keen-sighted. Indeed, the custom­
ary practice of God—be He mighty, sublime—flows gradually upon 
all of His creation in reference to [His] bringing [them] into existence, 
to the extent that [even] the instinct of sexual desire is not manifested 
suddenly, all at once upon the boy's coming of age; rather, it becomes 
manifested little by little, [increasing] gradually. So too with all of the 
faculties and attributes. Whoever denies the disparity of people in 
regard to this instinct is like one who has lost control of his mind. 
And whoever believes that the intellect of the Prophet (may God bless 
him and grant him salvation) is similar to the intellect of any one of 
the common peasants and desert roughnecks is himself more base than 
any one of [these] peasants. 

28 Ibid, 112. 
29 Ibid, 113. 
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How [then] can one deny the disparity of the [intellectual] instinct 
when, without it, people would not differ in [their] understanding of 
the sciences, nor would they divide into [the following categories:] a 
dull-wit who can only understand what is taught to him after the long 
labor of the teacher; a bright one who understands through [even] the 
slightest symbol and indication; a perfect [mind] in whose soul arise 
the realities of things without instruction, just as [God]—be He exalted— 
says, ". . . whose oil is just about to burst into light, though no fire 
has touched it; light upon l i gh t . . . " That [last description] is like unto 
the prophets, may peace be upon them, since obscure things became 
clear to them [from] within their inmost reaches {ß bawätinihim), [and 
this was] without any learning or instruction.30 That [phenomenon] is 
expressed by [the term] "inspiration" (al-ilhäm). The Prophet (may God 
bless him and grant him salvation) gave expression to its like where 
he said, "verily, the Holy Spirit blew [this] into my mind: 'love whom 
you will, for surely you will soon be parting from him; live how you 
[wish to] live, for surely you will soon be dead; do what you will, for 
surely you will be rewarded with it'." This mode [of inspiration by 
which] the angels make [things] known to the prophets differs from 
pure revelation (al-waht), which is the hearing of the voice through the 
sensation of the ear and the eyewitnessing of the angel through the 
sensation of vision. To that [effect], [the Prophet] informed [them] 
about this [inspiration of the Holy Spirit] by "the blowing into the 
mind". Now many are the degrees of revelation, but plunging into 
them does not bear on the knowledge of Right Practice; indeed, it is 
[part] of the knowledge of the Unveiling . . . 

With regard to the knowledge relayed [to us]31 indicating the dis­
parity of the intellect is [an account of] what was narrated [concern­
ing the fact that] cAbd Allah bn Saläm—may God be pleased with 
him—asked the Prophet—may God bless him and grant him salva­
tion—in a long conversation about the Hereafter, to describe the 
grandeur of the Throne ('i^am al-carsh). [According to this narration, 
the Prophet said] that the angels said, "O Lord! Hast thou created 
anything greater than the Throne?" He said, "Yes: the Intellect." They 
then said, "and how far does its capacity reach?" He said, "What a 
question! Its knowledge cannot be circumscribed. Do you have any 
knowledge of the number of [the grains of] sand?" They replied, 

30 Again, al-Ghazäli is extremely close here to Ibn Sînâ's theory of intuitive 
prophetic cognition; indeed, the language he employs here is almost identical to 
that used in passages of Ibn Slnä and al-Kindi. Like al-Ghazâlî, both Ibn Smä and 
al-Kindi equate prophetic intellection with inspiration {al-ilhäm), and they argue that 
the prophet's knowledge comes without his seeking it, without effort, without instruc­
tion, without close study, without syllogistic reasoning, and without a long time. 

'M Here he is referring to the body of knowledge received via the oral and writ­
ten tradition (al-naql), which is the counterpart of the knowledge derived via the 
intellect {al-caql). 
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"Nay." Then God—be He mighty, sublime—said, "Verily I have cre­
ated the intellect in various kinds that are like the number of sand 
[grains]. Among the people [there are] those to whom is given a grain, 
and those to whom two grains are given, and those to whom three 
or four are given, and those to whom is given a portion, and those 
to whom a load is given, and those to whom [even] more than that 
is given."32 

He immediately goes on to explain that some of the Sufis have 
scorned the terms "intellect" (al-caql) and "intelligible" (al-macqül) due 
to the adoption of these terms by the scholastic/dogmatic theolo­
gians, who popularized a particular signification for these terms and 
used them in the context of their arguments and debates. The Sufis 
in question were thus confused as to the true meaning of these terms, 
he says. 

[But] as for the light of inner vision by which God—be He exalted— 
and the truth of His emissaries are known, how could its disparage­
ment be conceivable when God—be He exalted—[Himself] commends 
it? If it is reproved, then what after it would be praiseworthy? If that 
which is praiseworthy is the Revealed Law, then by what [faculty] 
does one come to know the truth of the Revealed Law? If one comes 
to know it through the blameworthy intellect, which cannot be trusted, 
then the Revealed Law [itself] must also be blameworthy. One must 
not pay attention to the one who says, "Surely it is grasped through 
the eye of certitude {bi-cayn al-yaqlri) and through the light of faith, [but] 
not through the intellect," for by "intellect" we mean [precisely] what 
is intended by the "eye of certitude" and the "light of faith", which 
is the internal attribute by which the human being is distinguished 
from the beasts so that through it he may grasp the realities of things. 

Most of these [verbal] bashings have arisen from the ignorance of 
people seeking verities from [linguistic] expressions, and so they clash 
[against one another] over them due to people's reckless usages of 
[such] expressions. This much then is sufficient in [our] explication of 
the intellect. And God knows better.33 

It need not be argued that this final section of the Book of Knowledge 
is extremely rich. Although most of it speaks for itself, we will high­
light a few points and raise a few questions. For example, we may 
well ask: is this "light of inner vision", this "light of faith", this "inner 
attribute by which the human is distinguished from the beasts so 
that through it he may grasp the realities of things" the very same 

32 Al-'ilm, 114-5. 
33 Ibid., 116. 
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bodily "accident" for which he argues in the Iqtisad and the Qawä'id? 
Even at the beginning of the Book of Knowledge he still refers to the 
intellect as a "part from among the jawähir" that make up the human 
being. Certainly a tension is already growing between his kalâmï treat­
ments of the rational soul and these more mystically-oriented descrip­
tions, but we must be careful when comparing genre-specific treatments 
of one kind with another. Besides, as evidence that he is already 
quite consciously aware of our questions, we have seen that he sim­
ply refuses to entertain them, for their answers reside in the hidden 
realm of the Unveiling, which is not his explicitly-stated focus here. 
Having raised the questions, he seems quite content here to leave 
them as questions lingering in our minds, as tantalizing ambiguities 
that pine for clarification. 

Another tension, and one to which he calls our attention in this 
passage, stands between the linguistic expressions and the realities 
they signify. In effect, he cautions his reader against seeking ultimate 
understandings from literal expressions. Such "ignorance" gives rise 
to conflict and in no way advances the seeker in his quest for true 
knowledge. We may take this as a general directive when consider­
ing the "knowledge" yielded by the science of the kaläm, which he 
admits is bound by linguistic expressions, vis-à-vis the knowledge 
won through mystical experience. More specifically, we may take 
this as a pointed reminder as we continue to search for linguistic 
clues pointing to the true nature of the intellect or heart. 

Some further clarification does come, but not immediately and 
never all at once. Further into the Ihyä\ specifically in the Kitäb shark 
'ajä^ib al-qalb™ which serves as the threshold for his exposition of the 
inner vices and virtues, we find a much more detailed description 
of the heart. Here we find some of the most explicitly esoteric mate­
rial to be found within the entire Ihyä\ and al-Ghazäli himself bears 
witness to this. For example, as he concludes his "Exposition of the 
Soldiers of the Heart" early in the book, he writes, 

These, then, are the divisions of the heart's soldiers. To comment 
[upon] that so that the understanding^] of the weak-minded [al-ducaja>) 
would be able to grasp it would take long, while the purpose of the 
likes of this book is that the strong-minded (al-aqwiyä3) and the lumi­
naries among the religious intelligentsia (al-fiàiûi min al-culamä3) would 

lhyä\ vol. Ill, 111-169. 
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derive benefit by means of it. However, we will strive to make the 
weak-minded understand by [proceeding with] the striking of sem-
blences in order that this may bring them closer to their own under­
standings.35 

Thus, regarding the esoteric nature and intended audience of his 
shark 'ajä'ib al-qalb, al-Ghazäli himself makes the case for us. Although 
he admittedly makes an effort to render the text accessible to sev­
eral levels of engagement, the intended audience is by no means 
popular. 

As we saw above, al-Ghazäli strikes an intimate connection between 
the heart and the intellect in the Book of 'Knowledge. Among the esoteric 
points readily found in the shark 'ajä'ib al-qalb is an explicit corrob­
oration of that intimate connection. In fact, here he takes it a step 
further by striking a clear and absolute equivalence between the two. 
Immediately following the initial magnification and invocation of the 
book, he picks up right where he left off in the Book of Knowledge: 

The human being's nobility and virtue, by which he completely sur­
passes the [various] classes of creation, is [won] through his prepara­
tion for the gnosis of God, be He praised, [that mystical knowledge] 
which is, in this world, his beauty and perfection and pride, and is, 
in [relation to] the Hereafter, his preparedness (cuddatuhu) and provi­
sion (dhukhratuhu). Indeed, he prepares [himself] for the gnosis [of God] 
through his heart and not through any one of his [bodily] extremi­
ties. For the heart is that which perceives36 God, that which draws 
nigh unto God, that which works for [the sake of] God, that which 
rushes toward God, and that which unveils what is in God's proxim­
ity and posession (mä cinda Allah wa ladayhi). The [bodily] extremities, 
on the other hand, follow [the heart] and serve [it]. [They are] the 
tools which are used by the heart, [which makes use of them] in the 
way the king makes use of the slave, the way the shepherd utilizes the 
flock and the artisan the tool. For the heart is that which is accepted 
in the presence of God if it is delivered from [all] else besides God; 
and it is veiled from God whenever it becomes immersed in anything 
other than God. It is that of which [an account is] demanded, the 
one addressed [by God or perhaps by Munkar and Nakir], and the 
one who is reproached. It is that which has the good fortune of shar­
ing in the [blessed station of] proximity to God, for he [the individ­
ual] prospers when he purifies37 it, and he fails and becomes wretched 

35 Ibid., 117. His Qur'anic tone here is quite unmasked. See, for example, al-
Mr (24): 35; al-cAnkabüt (29): 43. 

3() Literally, "that which is knowing of God" (al-cälim bi'lläh). 
37 Although there is no explicit indication of a doubled second radical in this 
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when he defiles it and corrupts it.38 It [i.e., the heart] is that which, 
in reality, is in obeisance to God, while those acts of worship that flow 
out through the [bodily] extremities are its lights. And [the heart] is 
[also] that which is disobedient, rebelling against God, be He exalted, 
while the vile deeds that flow out through the [bodily] members39 are 
its effects. Through its darkening and its illumination, the good qual­
ities and their counterparts become manifest on the exterior, since 
every vessel exudes whatever [liquid] it contains.40 

It [i.e., the heart] is that which, if the human being comes to know 
it, he knows himself, and, if he comes to know himself, he has come 
to know his Lord. And it is that which, if the human being is igno­
rant of it, he is ignorant of himself, and, if he is ignorant of himself, 
then he is ignorant of his Lord. And whoever is ignorant of his [own] 
heart, is even more ignorant about other things, since most of the 
people are ignorant of their hearts and themselves. They have been 
obstructed from [knowing] themselves, for surely God places an obstruc­
tion between man and his heart, and His [act of] obstructing [man] 
is that He prevents [man] from witnessing it and [from] overseeing it 
and [from] the gnosis of its attributes. [And He prevents man from 
the gnosis of] the manner in which [the heart] is turned between two 
of the fingers of the Merciful41 and of how it falls in one moment to 
the lowest of the low, sinking to the horizon of the devils, and how 
it rises in another [moment] to the highest of the high, ascending to 
the realm of the angels, those who are brought nigh [unto God] ,42 

Whosoever does not know his [own] heart, so that he might over­
see it and guide it, and [yet] observes [the stars] from among the 
storehouses of the Malaküt that gleam upon him and within him43 is 
one of those about whom God—be He exalted—said, "they forget 
God, and so he causes them to forget themselves. Those are the iniq­
uitous ones (al-fäsiqün)."*A The gnosis of the heart, then, and of the 

verb (zakkähu), I nevertheless infer one, as this is in accordance with the Quran ic 
usage (see 91:9 and 24:21) and best suits the sense of this passage. See the follow­
ing note. 

38 This passage is actually a very slight but deft reshaping of süra 91 (al-Shams), 
9-10, which reads, "Truly he succeeds who purifies it [i.e., his own soul], and he 
fails who corrupts it." 

39 Literally, "that which flows to the [bodily] members by way of vile deeds . . ." 
40 The paragraph break is my own insertion. 
41 This is a reference to a well-known tradition, in which the Prophet is reported 

to have said, "There is no heart but that it is between two fingers of the fingers 
of the Merciful, the Lord of the Worlds." See Ahmad bn HanbaPs Musnad, 4, 182, 
and Ibn Maja, Introduction (muqaddima), 13. See also the parallel tradition recorded 
in al-Tirmidhï, Book of Supplications (al-dacwät), 89. 

42 This is an embellished paraphrase of Swat al-tln (95). 
43 Here he clearly indicates the fusion of the psyche and the cosmos, a union 

that wipes away all inner/outer dualism. In the next chapter, we refer to this as 
his "psycho-cosmology". 

44 Al-Hashr (59): 19. Again, al-Ghazäli is only citing part of the äya. In full, it 



THE MYSTICAL DISCUSSIONS OF THE SOUL 131 

reality of its characteristics (haqiqat awsäfihi) is the [very] fundament of 
religion, and the basis of the [mystical] path of the wayfarers.45 

He gradually becomes more explicit in his descriptions of the heart, 
eventually touching upon its true nature. After explaining the mean­
ing of the physical heart, he writes: 

the second meaning [of "heart"] is a divine, spiritual subtlety (latïfa) 
that has a connection [or relation] to this bodily heart. That "sub­
tlety" is the reality of the human being, i.e., [the aspect] of the per­
son that comprehends (al-mudnk), [intellectually] perceives (alJälim), 
[experientially] knows (al-cärif), [the aspect that is] addressed (mukhäfab), 
punished (mu'äqab), reproached (mucätab), and of which [an accounting] 
is demanded (mutälab). [This subtlety] has a connection with the bod­
ily heart, but the intellects of most people have been bewildered over 
the meaning of its connection. This is because its connection resem­
bles the connection [between] accidents and bodies, [between] the 
descriptions [of things] and the things described, or the connection 
[between] the user of a tool and the tool [itself], or the relation 
[between] the person residing [in a place] and the place [itself] (al-
makäri). Commenting upon that [relation] is among the [things] of 
which we are wary, [and this is] for two reasons: the first of which is 
that it has to do with the sciences of the Unveiling, while our only 
aim in this work is [to treat] the sciences of Right Practice; and the 
second is that its verification would necessitate a dissemination of the 
secret of the spirit (al-rüh), and that was among the things about which 
the Emissary of God (May God bless him and grant him salvation) 
would not speak. Thus it is not [appropriate] for someone other than 
him to speak of it. 

Hence, when we use the expression, "heart", in this book, we mean 
by it this [divine, spiritual] subtlety, and we intend to treat its descrip­
tions and states rather than its reality in its essence. [This is because] 
the knowledge [pertaining to] conduct makes necessary the cognizance 
of its descriptions and its states but does not necessitate the mention­
ing of its reality.46 

While it is becoming increasingly clear that there are matters al-
Ghazälr will not openly disclose regarding the nature of the heart, 
he still gives us a great deal to go on here. 

One thing he clarifies is that, although the relationship between 
the "subtlety" and the material/physical heart is somewhat akin to 
the relationship of an accident to the body in which it inheres, the 

reads, "Do not be like those who forgot God, for God caused them to forget them­
selves; surely those are the iniquitous ones." 

45 Sharh cajä3ib al-qalb, 112. 
4(' Ibid., 113. 
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two relations are not the same. Indeed, he intimates that equating 
the two (as many of his mutakallimün confrères do) is a form of bewil­
derment. Thus, his kalärrn formulations, which sometimes espouse 
this model for the soul-body relation, are ruled out as real expla­
nations—at least at this level of instruction. How then are they con­
nected? He clearly intends a mode of connection that is different 
from anything he has previously laid out, but just what that mode 
is he will not say. He is not yet finished with his treatment of this 
connection, however, as we will see shortly. 

Soon after this passage, al-Ghazäli goes on to resolve one of our 
lingering questions: the essential relationship between the heart and 
the intellect. Indeed, he exceeds the scope of our query and resolves 
for us questions we have not yet asked, questions caused by the 
equivocal usage of the terms "spirit" (al-rüh), "soul" (al-nafs), "heart" 
(al-qalb), and "intellect" (al-caql). Each one of these, he says, has two 
meanings: one corporeal and the other "subtle". The spirit, for exam­
ple, can denote a "subtle body" (jism latif) or "subtle vapor" (bukhär 
latif) originating in the corporeal heart and spreading throughout 
the body so as to radiate life in the way that a lamp radiates light. 
This is the corporeal spirit (al-rüh al-jismäni). The second and more 
exalted definition, he says, is 

the subtlety (al-latïfd) that is the knowing, understanding [faculty] in 
the human being. It is what we have commented on regarding one 
of the meanings of the heart, which God—be He exalted—intended 
by His utterance, "Say: the spirit is of my Lord's amr" And it is a 
wondrous, divine thing47 (amr cqjib rabbänt), the grasping of whose real­
ity is beyond the power of most intellects and understandings . . .48 

As we noted in the very beginning of this study, we see him employ­
ing the singular noun, amr, here as a "thing" or "matter" rather 
than as a "command". We also take note here that this subtlety is 
qualified as "divine" (rabbanï), a significant addition to our slowly 
unfolding definition of the heart. This "divine" nature will be explored 
in the following pages. It is also worth noting that he refrains from 
saying that its understanding is beyond all intellects and under­
standings . . . just most. In other words, this "wondrous, divine thing" 

47 He will use this suggestive yet safe (and wonderfully elusive) description of the 
spirit over and over again throughout his psychological discussions; for a few more 
examples in the sharh 'ajä'ib al-qalb, see 122, 127. 

48 Ibid, 114. 
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is intellectually understandable, although he does not say how or by 
whom in this passage. 

As for al-nafs, he says that the lower, corporeal meaning intended 
by this term is "that meaning which brings together {al-macnä al-jämic) 
the irascible faculty and the concupiscent faculty in the human being," 
or "the principle (al-asl) that brings together the blameworthy attrib­
utes of the human being." This latter definition, he admits, is the 
common usage of the Sufis (ahl al-tasawwuf). The spiritual or essen­
tial meaning, however, is 

the subtlety (al-latifd) that we have mentioned, which is the human 
being in reality and is the soul of the person and his essence (dhätuhu), 
but it is described in various ways, according to its varying states (bihasbi 
ikhtiläf ahwälihi). . ,49 

And so it is with the intellect, whose meanings we have already 
examined. Here, however, he adds something to his former definitions. 
He says that "intellect" is sometimes used to mean the "knowledge 
of the true natures of things—being an expression for the attribute 
of the knowledge whose receptacle is the heart." This is the mun­
dane meaning that is appropriate here, he says; on its highest level, 
intellect can denote 

that which grasps the sciences, being itself the heart, i.e., that [same] 
subtlety. Now we know that belonging to every knower is an existence 
in his soul {ß nafiihi wigüd), an existence that is a self-subsisting prin­
ciple (asl qä'im bi-nafiihï) in which knowledge resides as an attribute. 
The attribute is something other than that which is described, and the 
"intellect" may be used to denote [either] the attribute of the knower 
or the receptacle (mahall) of the apprehension, by which I mean the 
knower itself. [This latter definition] is what was intended by his [the 
Prophet's] statement (may God bless him and grant him salvation): 
"the first thing God created was the Intellect. . ."50 Knowledge is an 
accident, [and so] it is inconceivable that it could be the first creation; 
rather, it must be that the receptacle is created prior to it or con­
comitant with it. Otherwise, speaking to it would be impossible. And 
it is in the report that God—be He exalted—said to it "approach!" 
and it drew nigh. Then He said to it, "Be gone!" and it turned away.51 

50 
Ibid. 
This tradition is cited more fully in the Kitâb al-cilm, 109. See our complete 

rendering of that text earlier in the chapter. 
51 Ibid., 114-5. 
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This highest definition of intellect is thus equated with the heart, 
i.e., with the very essence of the being who is [actually] knowing. 
To avoid any possible equivocation here, he stresses that this "sub­
tlety" is by no means an accident, the possibility of which he left 
open in the Book of Knowledge. Here, he equates it with "a self-sub­
sisting pnnciple in which knowledge resides as an attribute." This is 
a highly revealing step that he refuses to take in the other texts we 
have examined. "Self-subsisting" is also a qualification not mentioned 
elsewhere; indeed, we have seen him purposefully avoid such a 
qualification because it belongs to the knowledge of the Unveiling. 

But what is it? What exactly does he mean here by "principle" 
here? What is its nature? Is it material or immaterial? He has revealed 
much, but still the puzzle is not yet solved, since our evolving under­
standing of his concept of the heart/intellect/spirit/soul is still trou­
bled by a fundamental, essential ambiguity: on the one hand, he 
does not explicitly affirm its immateriality; on the other hand, he 
has not indicated that it is material. Rejecting one of the standard 
Ashcan explanations (namely, that of the soul's being an accident 
inhering in the body), he is careful not to replace it with anything 
too definite: nowhere does he refer to this higher entity—i.e., the 
non-bodily heart—as a "subtle body" or "vapor", nor does he use 
any term giving the slightest hint of corporeality. The terms he does 
employ—latïfa (subtlety) and asl (principle)—seem intentionally ambigu­
ous and give no hint of commitment on either side. 

One thing is certainly clear at this point: the heart and the intel­
lect—in their most elevated, subtle, essential forms—are absolutely 
synonymous for al-Ghazäli, and the single secret of their true nature, 
still a mystery, is contained within the theoretical science of al-
mukäshafa, the experiential knowledge of the Unveiling. The objects 
of this mode of knowing are unattainable in this world, however, 
for they reside in the spiritual realm of the malaküt, a "world" that 
we will explore in the next chapter. 

Turning to the mysterious and somewhat bewildering connection 
between the bodily heart and the "subtlety", he ventures a bit fur­
ther into the restricted regions of this knowledge at the very end of 
this first explication (bayan). Following his discussion of the meanings 
ascribed to the terms "heart", "spirit" and "soul", he writes, 

If it has been unveiled to you that the meanings of these terms—i.e., 
the bodily heart, the bodily spirit, the impassioned soul, and the sei-



THE MYSTICAL DISCUSSIONS OF THE SOUL 135 

ences—are real,52 then these are four meanings for which the four 
expressions are used. And [there is] a fifth meaning, which is the sub­
tlety, that [aspect] of the person which knows and grasps [the reali­
ties of things]. [All] four expressions come to it in turn. Hence, the 
meanings are five, while the expressions are four. Each expression is 
used for two meanings. The variance of these expressions, along with 
their successive [significations], have bewildered most of the learned, 
and thus you will see them talking about [their] notions, saying "this 
is the notion of the intellect, and this is the notion of the spirit, and 
this is the notion of the heart, and this is the notion of the soul," 
while the speculator [really] has no comprehension of the meanings 
of these terms. In order to remove the covering from that, we have 
presented [in this book] a commentary53 on these terms, since the 
expression, "heart", has been mentioned in the Qur 'än and the sunna. 
That which is intended by it [in the sources] is the meaning from 
among [the various meanings of] "human being" that comprehends 
and comes to know the the reality of things, and it has been metonymi-
cally expressed by the heart that is in the breast. [This is] because 
there is a special relation (caläqa) between that subtlety and the body 
of the heart. Even if it is connected to the rest of the body and is of 
use to it, still it is connected to it through the mediation of the [bod­
ily] heart, for its first connection is with the heart. [It is] as if [the 
bodily heart] were its receptacle (mahall) and its domain (mamlaka), its 
world and its riding mount. For that [reason], Sahl al-Tustari likened 
the heart to the Throne (al-carsh), and the breast to the Footstool (al-
kursî)... It is not [to be] believed that he regarded [the heart and the 
breast] as the [actual] Throne and Footstool of God, for that is impos­
sible. Rather, he meant by it that [the bodily heart] is its [i.e., the 
subtlety's] domain. And the first way [of comparing them] is due to 
[the subtlety's] management and administration [of the body through 
the heart]. For the two of them [i.e., the heart and the breast] are in 
relation to it [i.e., the subtlety] as the Throne and the Footstool are 
in relation to God, be He exalted. This comparison is also only 
correct from some perspectives (bacd al-wujüh), but commenting upon 
that [further] is also inappropriate for our purpose, and so let us pass 
over it.54 

In order for us to exploit more fully the mean ing of this passage, 

we would have to know precisely which "perspectives" he has in 

mind. Also, we would need to identify what exactly constitutes the 

relat ion be tween G o d a n d the T h r o n e and the Footstool in his 

52 Literally, "are present" {mawjüda). 
53 Literally, "the commentary . . ." 
54 Sharh 'ajä'ib al-qalb, 115. 
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esoteric cosmology. These are very challenging, if not impossible, 
tasks, but we have no alternative but to try. 

One of the first places where we can learn something of this rela­
tion is—surprisingly—in the context of one of the kaläm texts, spe­
cifically the Qawä'id al-'aqä^id, where al-Ghazâlï explains that the 
Throne and God's "mounting" of it must be taken allegorically if 
the Divine is to be understood in an appropriate way. The mean­
ing of this, he explains, can only involve 

that which does not deny the [Divine] description of Grandeur (al-
kibriyä') and that which the characteristics of creation and extinction 
do not touch . . . [such a text] can only be [understood] by way of 
subjugating [the real meaning] and appropriating [an apt image], just 
as the poet said: "a man mounted Iraq without a sword or blood 
spilled."55 

This, he tells the reader, is the interpretation (tcfwil) of the "folk of 
the Truth", he says, and so we may rely upon it with a degree of 
confidence, even though the discussion is framed within a very main­
stream kalàmï context. 

Much later in the Ihyä\ indeed almost at the very end of the very 
last volume, he again touches upon the topic of the Throne. This 
comes in a more esoteric context—the Book of Contemplation {Kitäb al-
tqfakkur),56 specifically in his "explication of how to contemplate the 
creation of God, be He exalted", the discussion that marks the final 
section of the book. Here, he explains how the furthest and most 
sublime goals can only be attained after one has traversed the near­
est and most immediate challenges. He writes: 

and the closest thing to you is your soul; then [comes] the earth, which 
is your dwelling place; then [comes] the air that is sufficient for you 
[to breathe]; then [come] the plants and the animals and all that is 
on the face of the earth; then [come] the wonders of the atmosphere, 
which is between heaven and earth; then [come] the seven heavens 
and their spheres; then [comes] the Footstool; then [comes] the Throne; 
then the angels who are themselves the bearers of the Throne and the 
Reservoir (khazzän) of the heavens; then, from [the Throne] you go 
further to [the point of] looking upon the Lord of the Throne and 
the Footstool and the heavens and the earth and all that is between 
the two. Between you and these [existents] are the enormous deserts, 

55 Qawa'id al-caqa3id, 141. 
56 lhya\ vol. VI, 43-72. 
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the vast distances and the towering mountain passes. And you, after 
[all this], have not rid [yourself] of the [most] proximate, sloping 
mountain road, which is the gnosis of the external aspect of yourself. 
Then you begin to loosen your tongue with your impudence, claim­
ing [that you have won] the gnosis of your Lord and saying that you 
have come to know Him and His creation. And [then you ask] so 
what should I contemplate? And whence should I turn my gaze?07 

What follows is an eloquent guide to the contemplation of the uni­
verse, but the larger discussion goes wide of our mark just now. For 
our present purposes, which have to do only with the nature of the 
Throne and the relation between it and God, we focus on a single 
aspect of the passage cited above. Al-Ghazäli depicts the Throne as 
the closest created existent to God. While shedding no new light on 
the true nature of the Throne itself, the passage serves to corrobo­
rate what we have already seen from the QawaSd regarding the need 
for allegorical interpretation in the case of the Throne and the other 
divine features of his spiritual cosmology. 

The Throne, it seems, is the most sublime existent in the highest 
created realm, just as the bodily heart is the most exalted organ 
within the human body. The Throne manifests God's power through 
being "mounted"—i.e., through God's subjugation of it and through 
His management of it and absolute mastery over it. So too the 
human heart, we might venture, manifests the attributes of power 
and mastery that originate in the "subtlety", which exercises its power 
and mastery over the bodily heart. Such "mastery" apparently entails 
ruling the rest of the body through the mediation of the bodily heart, 
just as God rules the created universe through the mediation of the 
Throne, the Footstool, and through the angels who uphold and serve 
them. 

Such a speculative comparison between the two relations (namely, 
God and the Throne, on the one hand, and the "subtlety" and the 
bodily heart, on the other) seems to concur with what we have 
gleaned from the shark 'ajtfib al-qalb. The question of the precise 
nature of the relation or connection itself still remains something of 
an enigma, however. Does this analogy imply that the "subtlety" is 
totally separate from the bodily heart, just as God is from the whole 
of creation? Does it imply that the bodily heart is just a tool through 
which the subtlety acts while it is occupied with the material domain? 

57 Ibid, 69. 
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Al-Ghazâlî's comparison gives rise to many questions but few answers, 
once again, and some of these questions will have to wait until we 
investigate his psycho-cosmology in chapter five. For the "subtlety" 
that is the spiritual heart properly belongs in the realm of the malaküt, 
he says, whereas the bodily heart belongs to this world of mulk, and 
so the relation between the spirit and the body ought to match the 
relation between the realm of al-malaküt and the world of al-mulk.58 

Thus, a full understanding of his psychology can only be won through 
unlocking the mysteries of his cosmology. 

Before we leave the Shark 'ajä'ib al-qalb in this chapter, however, 
it may prove useful to summarize some of the parallels and con­
trasts that are emerging between al-Ghazäli's psychological discus­
sions and those of Ibn Sfnä, for nowhere do we find the parallels 
more pronounced than here in this Commentary. Indeed, in places al-
Ghazälr reads as an Avicennean, but without the complete array of 
Ibn Sînâ's technical terms.59 One parallel that we have already noted 
occurs in the course of his description of intellectual prophetic cog­
nition. Another extremely clear, although somewhat less profound, 
parallel comes here in the course of his explanation of animal psy­
chology. Here, Ibn Sînâ's doctrine of the estimative faculty (al-quwwa 
al-wahmïyd) is clearly appropriated and reformulated in al-Ghazäli's 
own terms, namely, in the idiom of the heart. For example, in the 
very beginning of his "Explication of the Special Characteristic 
(khassïya) of the Human Being," he writes: 

Know that God has blessed all of the animals (in addition to the 
human being) with the entirety of what we have mentioned [in the 
section on the "Soldiers of the Heart"], since the animal[s] have con­
cupiscence, irascibility, the external senses, and the internal [senses] as 
well, such that, if a ewe sees a wolf with its eye, it knows [the wolf's] 
enmity through [the faculties of] its heart. Hence, it flees from [the 
wolf]. That is the inner apprehension (al-idräk al-bätin). Let us then 
mention that [feature] by which the human heart is set apart. . .60 

58 Among other places, this is quite explicitly stated in his al-Arbacïn β usül al-dïn, 
where he speaks of a third, intermediary "world" that joins the two. Much more 
will be said of this in chapter five. See Lazarus-Yafeh, 514-15; also Kojiro Nakamura's 
"Imam Ghazälfs Cosmology Reconsidered with Special Reference to the Concept 
of Jabarüt" in Studia Islamica, vol. 80 (1994), 29-46 . 

Γ)<) This may remind us of Professor Nakamura's remark near the end of the sec­
ond chapter, where he suggests that al-Ghazâlî "is inclined privately or unofficially to 
the philosophical view of the soul (though not in philosophical terms) . . ." See supra. 

ω Shark 'ajä'ib al-qalb, 119. 
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The discussion continues, of course, to explain the unique features 
of human knowledge and human will, which together form the dis­
tinguishing characteristics of the human heart vis-à-vis the animal 
heart. While the ensuing discussion is worthy of attention, what is 
most interesting for us to note here is the fact that both the sub­
stance and even the language of this quotation are taken from Ibn 
Sina's De Anima,61 with a different name and a few slight modifications 
to make it less technical (and thus less Avicennean). Put simply, al-
Ghazälr has essentially co-opted Ibn Sina's animal psychology, com­
plete with an animal faculty of estimation (exemplified in the ewe's 
estimative perception of the wolf's enmity), with slight terminologi­
cal alterations that make the philosophical psychology more mal­
leable in this context. Any reader, having seen this for what it really 
is, cannot help but wonder whether he has done something similar 
in the case of Ibn Sînâ's human psychology. More will be said of 
this once we have a better grasp of al-Ghazälf's true position on the 
nature of the spiritual heart or "subtlety" in the next chapter. Although 
we still do not have sufficient evidence at this point to start hurling 
accusations of Avicenneanism at al-Ghazäli, we do have more than 
enough evidence to state that, whatever his esoteric position is on 
the soul, it bears a certain resemblance to the Avicennean psychol­
ogy. Certainly we have seen enough to state with confidence that 
the psychology of the Shark 'ajâ^ib al-qalb is quite different from the 
kalamï formulations we found in the Iqtisäd and the Qawä'id. 

In the Book of Forbearance and Thanhgiving (Kitäb al-sabr wa'l-shukr)62 

which is the second book in the final quarter (devoted to the sav­
ing virtues), al-Ghazâlî makes this difference even more evident. 
Here, in his explication of the "graces of God in [reference to] the 
creation of the power [of motion] and the moving instruments [of 
the body]," al-Ghazäli clears up a question about the spirit. This 
question comes immediately after his description of the corporeal 
spirit, the nature of which he also treats in the Shark 'ajä'ib al-qalb. 

If you were to say: you have then described and exemplified the spirit 
when the Emissary of God (may God bless him and grant him sal­
vation) did not go beyond saying "Say: the spirit is my Lord's affair" 
when he was asked about the spirit. Thus he did not describe it for 
them along these lines.63 

bl See Avicenna's De Anima (Arabic Text), 166-9. 
62 Ihyä\ vol. IV, 309-410. 
('3 Literally, "according to this mode" (caläh hädhä al-wajh). 
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Know then that [all] this is a foolishness that [comes] from the com­
monly occurring equivocation in [the use of] the expression "spirit". 
For "spirit" is used for numerous meanings that would take long to 
mention. However, of all of them, we described a "subtle body" that 
is called a "spirit" by the physicians . . . 

As for the spirit that is the [self-subsisting] principle, [the spirit] 
which, if it becomes corrupted, the rest of the body becomes corrupt 
because of it, that is among the secrets of God, be He exalted. We 
did not describe it. Nor is there a license [given] for describing it save 
to say, "it is a Divine matter" (arm rabbânï), just as [God], be he exalted, 
said, "Say: the spirit is my Lord's affair." Describing [such] Divine 
matters (al-umür al-rabbanîya) would be unbearable for [people's] intel­
lects. Indeed, most people's intellects are bewildered by them. And, as 
for the estimations and imaginations [of most people], they are nec­
essarily incapable of [grasping] them [i.e., the Divine matters] in the 
same way [one's faculty of] sight is incapable of grasping sounds. 
The knots of [their] intellects, [which are] confined to the jawhar and 
the accident and [are] imprisoned within the narrow confines [of these 
categories], waver in mentioning the principles of its description. For 
nothing of its description can be grasped by the intellect; rather, [only] 
through another light that is higher and more noble than the intellect 
[can it be grasped]. And that light dawns in the world of prophecy 
and sainthood (cälam al-nubüwa wa'l-wiläya), and its relation to the intel­
lect is like the relation between the intellect and the [faculties of] esti­
mation and imagination/'4 

He seems to dispel here any lingering suspicions we may have had 
concerning the continuing relevance of his Ashcan atomism in these 
more esoteric contexts. The standard atomic formulations, he says, 
are tantamount to rational trappings that cannot but fail in their 
attempts to capture the essence of the spirit. We also cannot miss 
his casual employment of Ibn Sinâ's faculty of estimation, here within 
the context of human psychology. 

It must be noted that his use of the term "intellect" in this pas­
sage raises another problem of equivocation. He speaks of it here 
in the context of the kalami formulations of the soul, and so it evokes 
the very meaning that he tells us was disparaged by the Sufis due 
to their confusion over the true meaning of "intellect".65 His usage 
here, which is disparaging, can hardly be taken to mean the intel­
lect in its most exalted sense, the sense that is nothing other than 
the "self-subsisting principle" and the very "Divine thing" about 

('4 Kitab al-sabr wa'l-shukr, 377. 
(>:> See supra. 
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which he is talking in this passage. Were that his intention here, it 
would have to be equated with the "other light" that "dawns in the 
World of Prophecy and Sainthood", for we have already seen al-
Ghazälr equate the intellect—in its most sublime sense—with the 
Qur'änic references to light, such as sürat al-Nür (24): 35. 

All this having been said, it is becoming increasingly clear that 
the Ashcan or kalàmï atomic formulation falls short of the mark in 
the context of his esoteric psychology. In spite of this growing clar­
ity, we must admit that he does, in several seemingly esoteric places, 
use language that is highly evocative of the kalàmï formulations, such 
as his reference to the heart as a "part from among the jawähir of 
the human being" in Kitäb al-cilm. We will see similar language again 
as we continue our investigaton through to the very end of the Ihya\ 
His precise intention in using such kaläm-like language is not clear, 
but the passage cited above makes it quite explicit that his esoteric 
position on the soul shares little if anything with his kaläm. 

Still seeking answers, then, we turn to the final book of the Ihya\ 
Kitäb dhikr al-mawt wa mä ba'dahu,66 where al-Ghazälf treats the soul's 
experience of death, the separation of the spirit/soul/intellect/heart 
from the body, and the phenomena of the next world.67 His tone 
here seems slightly less esoteric and more closely aligned with the 
literal eschatological teachings defended in his kalärrü works, but, 
upon closer investigation, the text reveals many subtleties. 

One such example comes in chapter seven,68 where he objects to 
three main views concerning the afterlife: (i) that of the unbelievers 
(al-mulhidün) and "everyone who does not believe in God or the last 
day", who hold that death means extinction pure and simple, an 
end after which there is no resurrection or reckoning or anything;69 

(ii) the view of those who believe that the individual "becomes utterly 
extinct upon dying," experiences neither reward nor punishment "for 
as long as he is in the grave, until he is restored [to the body] at 
the time of the Gathering";70 and (iii) the view of those who hold 

GG Ihyä\ vol. VI, 73-202. 
67 In the context of this chapter, we will exploit these discussions for their psy­

chological relevance, saving a more focused treatment of their eschatological con­
tent for the sixth and final chapter. 

68 Specifically pp. 130-1. 
69 T.J. Winter takes this to be a reference to the Dahrïya, the Mansünya, the 

Mu'ammariya, and the Khattâbîya sects, as well as the pre-Islamic Arabs. See his 
note "A" on p. 121. 

70 This is, of course, one of the kalàmï doctrines mentioned in the Iqtisâd, specifically 
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"that the spirit remains and does not fall into nonexistence with 
death; rather [they believe] the rewards and punishments are [for] 
the spirits without the bodies, which are neither resurrected nor gath­
ered in any way."71 

As we will see more clearly below, he does not object here to the 
belief in the immaterial soul per se, nor to its complete separability 
from the body, as he does earlier in the Iqtisäd, where he tells his 
reader that such a doctrine was only granted in the Tahäfut for the 
sake of argument; rather, in this passage he objects only to the cou­
pling of a belief in the immaterial soul with a flat denial of an even­
tual return to an embodied state for judgement and eternity, which 
must include (but is in no way restricted to) bodily pleasures and/or 
torments. In the paragraph that immediately follows, he affirms that 

all of these are false beliefs (zunünfäsida), slanting away from the truth. 
However, that which is witnessed by the [various] avenues of expres­
sion and pronounced by the [Qur'änic] äyät and the [Prophetic] reports 
is that the meaning of death is just a change of state (häl) and that 
the spirit remains after taking leave of the body [at death], either [to 
be] tormented or blessed. The meaning of [the spirit's] taking leave 
of the body is the severing of its administration (inqitäc tasanufihä) from 
the body, [this occurring] by way of the body's forsaking [its role of] 
being obedient to it. For the [bodily] members are tools for the spirit 
to use, so that it may strike [a blow] with the hand, hear with the 
ear, see with the eye, and know the reality of things with the heart.72 

"Heart" here is an expression for the "spirit", which comes to know 
things on its own without [using] any tool. For that [reason], it is pos-

that formulation which equates the soul with an accident. Winter includes some of 
the Mu'tazili theologians, together with the Jahmi and Khârijî sects in this group. 
See his note "B" on p. 121. 

71 Dhikr al-mawt, 130-1. This is, of course, the philosophical doctrine he sum­
marizes and refutes in the Tahäfut and condemns in other places. Curiously, it is 
also the very doctrine attributed to the Sufis in the Mizän al-camal, to which Ibn 
Tufayl referred in the first chapter and to which we will return later in the study. 
Although not completely accurate in his reading of al-Färäbi and Ibn Sinä, Winter 
includes some useful comments on p. 122 of his translation. 

72 While this is obviously not a direct allusion to the philosophical psychology 
earlier refuted, his language here shows some degree of affinity with the earlier, 
more philosophical descriptions of the soul's relationship to the body. Specifically, 
the reader is reminded of Abu Nasr al-Färäbi's explanation of the intellect's grad­
ual liberation from the need to employ the "corporeal instruments" of the body. 
See his "Letter Regarding the Intellect" (Risäla β 'l-caql) in Philosophy of the Middle 
Ages, ed. A. Hyman and J . Walsh (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1973), esp. p. 220, where 
he discusses the true meaning of Afterlife and the final perfection/felicity of the 
human being. 
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sible that it suffers on its own from various kinds of sadness, misery, 
and sorrow; [alternatively,] it can experience pleasure from the vari­
ous kinds of joy and happiness. And all of that has nothing to do73 

with its [bodily] members. Hence, everything that is a description for 
the spirit in itself remains with it after it has taken leave of the body, 
while everything that belongs to [the spirit] on account of the medi­
ation of the [bodily] members becomes idle with the death of the body 
until the spirit is restored to the body. And it is not unlikely that the 
spirit is restored to the body in the grave; nor is it unlikely that it is 
held off until the Day of Resurrection. God knows best about that 
which He has ruled for each one of His servants.74 

Separability is no longer a problem, obviously, but questions still 
remain: namely, although we know that the spirit and the heart and 
the intellect and the soul are one, we still do not know exactly what 
it is. What is its nature? Is it some kind of subtle or ethereal mate­
rial substance or is it totally immaterial and immortal, subsisting 
entirely on its own? Also, what exactly are the emotional or intel­
lectual pleasures and pains that the heart can experience in total 
separation from the body and its members? Are they the same kind 
of next-worldly "pleasures superior to the sensible" whose reality he 
concedes in the Tahäfut?75 And if the spirit can experience these more 
poignant rewards and punishments without the mediation of corpo­
real "tools", then why the necessity of upholding an embodied after­
life? The answers to these and other questions remain locked within 
the secret of the spirit, which is the key to the true reality of the 
heart, and so we have no choice but to keep searching for clues. 

Al-Ghazâlr continues to explain here that by "heart" he means 
"spirit" and that by "spirit" he means "that meaning (macnä) of 
'human being' that apprehends the sciences and [feels] the pangs 
of grief, and the delights of joys." This, he says, is the real nature 
of the human being, that which "does not die" and "does not pass 
away". Furthermore, he says again that by "death" here he means 
"the severence of [the spirit's] administration of the body and the 
body's departure from [its status] of being [the spirit's] tool". He 
then affirms that "the reality (haqïqd) of the human being is his soul 
{jiafsuhu) and spirit (rühuhu), and it remains [after death] . . ,"76 

Literally, "is not connected with . . ." 
Dhikr al-mawt, 131. 
See Marmura, "Bodily Resurrection," 54. More will be said of this below. 
Dhikr al-mawt, 131. 
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This explanation, he admits, is hardly exhaustive, nor does he 
intend it to be, for he goes on to say a few paragraphs below that 

It is impossible to remove the covering from the true nature of the 
reality of death, since death cannot be known by one who does not 
understand life, and the true knowledge of life is [attained] through 
the knowledge of the true nature of the spirit in its essence and through 
grasping the quiddity of its essence. It was not permitted for [even] 
the Emissary of God (may God bless him and grant him salvation) to 
speak of this, nor to say more than "the spirit is my Lord's affair."77 

Thus it is not for any of the doctors of religion to reveal the secret 
of the spirit, even if one were to come to know it. Indeed, all that is 
permitted is the mentioning of the state of the spirit after death . . .78 

As we are coming to expect, he leaves us with questions, unanswered 
and seemingly unanswerable. He also leaves us tantalized, for not 
by chance does he throw out the enigmatic, "even if one were to 
come to know [the secret of the spirit] . . . " He intimates that the 
secret is both knowable and known even as he raises the veil of 
pious restraint, effectively telling his reader that he cannot reveal 
anything more, at least not in this context. 

Moving forward to the end of the seventh chapter, we find another 
important clue in the context of his discussion of Munkar, Nakir, 
and their dual interrogation of the soul in the grave. Following his 
full citation of a lengthy tradition related by Abu Hurayra, al-Ghazälf 
expounds upon the state of the dead person in the grave: 

This is a text that clarifies [the fact] that the intellect does not change 
because of death. The body, however, and the limbs change. Thus 
the dead person is [still] thinking, understanding, conscious of the tor­
ments and the pleasures, whichever it may be. Nothing of his intel­
lect changes. The intellect that is grasping [these things] is not [part 
of] these limbs; on the contrary, it is something [hidden] within, with­
out length or breadth; indeed, that which does not subdivide in itself 
is that which grasps the things. [Even] if all the limbs of the human 
being were to be dispersed and the only [thing] remaining were the 
"part" (al-juz') that does not break up into parts nor divide, the think­
ing person in his entirety would still be extent, abiding. And it is just 
so after death, for death does not undo that part, nor does nonexis­
tence overtake it.79 

77 Qur'an: al-Isrä3 (17): 85. Variant readings are noted supra, n. 62. 
78 Dhikr al-mawt, 132. 
7i) Ibid., 143. 
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While still referring to it as a "part"—just as he did early on in the 
Book of Knowledge—he grants that it has no length or breadth. In 
short, it is dimensionless, utterly non-spatial, even though it seems 
to be localized somehow in the body. Is it then material or imma­
terial? He does not explicitly say, and, based on the evidence he has 
given us, we cannot conclude anything for certain in this regard. 
His terminology, however, is highly evocative: "part"—a term syn­
onymous with jawhar for the Ashcans and the Mu'tazills—certainly 
smacks of the kaläm^ even though his context here is not explicitly 
dogmatic or theological. It gives us cause to wonder whether he is 
embracing the genre of al-kaläm as a truth discourse after all, in spite 
of the fact that he refrains from using the hallmark term "jawhar" 
in this context. This suspicion is made even more weighty by the 
fact that he couches the term here in traditional kalamï phraseology: 
"the part that does not break into parts nor divide" is a standard 
formula used in defining the atom. Even its status as being "with­
out length or breadth" is consistent with the traditional Ashcan under­
standing (dating back to al-Jubbä3f, al-Ashcari's Muctazili teacher), 
insofar as the individual atom, as a discrete "minimal part", has no 
dimension.81 Still, al-Ashcari himself seems to have left no room in 
his definition for the isolated existence of a single atom in total sep­
aration from all other atoms82 as al-Ghazäli seems to affirm in the 
case of the "part" described above. 

Might this "part" then be a single, separated material atom that 
is theoretically spatial and yet without dimension? Such an expla­
nation would constitute a somewhat unique psychological applica­
tion of a commonly held Ashcan position. Alternatively, the heart 
might be explained as an immaterial atom, thus taking after the 
Muctazili Mu(ammar (d. 835), whom we mentioned briefly in the 
second chapter (p. 69). Is al-Ghazäli being sloppy and mixing gen­
res here? His continual references to the "heart" as the receptacle 
{mahall) of knowledge83 evoke kalamï definitions of the atom as the 

80 See Dhanani's section on "the equivalence of'jawhar (substance) and juz' (atom)", 
55-62, esp. p. 58 (n. 12), where he cites from al-Juwaynfs al-Shämil. 

81 Ibid., 134. 
82 See Kojiro Nakamura, "Was Ghazäli an Ashcarite?", 18-19. This is one of 

the key reasons Nakamura cites for rejecting an atomic explanation of al-Ghazäli's 
psychology. He does not seem to have factored in the possibility, as Frank does, 
that al-Ghazäli may have simply modified the atomic model of al-Ash'an. 

m This is a frequent occurrance even in the most esoteric of books, such as the 
Kîtâb sharh cajä3ib al-qalb (see, for example, p. 125). 
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receptacle of accidents, but it seems forced and rather out of con­
text to impose a kalami reading onto a non-dogmatic text, especially 
one that simultaneously employs psychological terminology that we 
have come to associate with his mystical texts. 

The passage cited several pages above from the Kitäb al-sabr wa'l-
shukr seems to rule out any atomic theological formulation as a real 
answer. However, al-Ghazäli does, in other places, use atomic lan­
guage when referring to this "subtlety" in contexts that are expressly 
non-dogmatic. In whatever way we wish to handle these complex 
tangles of terminology, we cannot discount the anomalies without a 
great deal of explaining. Continuing along this line of kalami spec­
ulation, then, the heart might be considered some kind of "subtle 
body" (jism laß/), such as that postulated by the Muctazilï al-Nazzäm 
(d. 845), who conceived of the soul as a subtle body diffused equally 
throughout the physical body;84 al-Ghazäli, however, identifies this 
in his Commentary on the Wonders of the Heart as one of the common 
understandings of the corporeal "spirit" that originates in the cor­
poreal heart and spreads throughout the body.85 Hence it cannot be 
equated with the "spiritual, divine" heart which is never described 
in such corporeal terms, no matter how subtle. 

All we really know about al-Ghazäli's understanding of the heart, 
then, is (i) that he calls it a "subtlety", a "principle" and a "part"; 
(ii) that he describes it as being rational, divine, spiritual, self-sub­
sisting, dimensionless, and indivisible; and (iii) that it remains quite 
conscious after the death and corruption of the body, although it 
seems to remain localized within the body throughout life (with the 
possible exception of sleep) and immediately after death. But what 
is its nature? Still we cannot say. 

While we can, with certainty, rule out some of the possibilities, 
the true nature of the heart remains veiled to us. Some of the miss­
ing pieces of the puzzle might come together, and quickly, were we 
to examine less reliable texts, such as the disputed "Epistle of Presence" 
(al-Risäla al-ladunîya), where the human soul and spirit are treated in 
considerable detail and with astonishing philosophical candor. However, 
as the authenticity of this work is dubious at best, we cannot rely 

84 See M.E. Marmura, "Soul: Islamic Concepts" in the Encyclopedia of Religion, 
Mircea Eliade, ed. Vol. XIII (NY: Columbia University Press, 1987), 462. 

83 See Sharh 'ajä'ib al-qalb, 113, paraphrased supra. See also Kitäb al-sabr wa'l-shukr, 
377. 
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upon it as hard evidence.86 For better or worse, we opt to remain 
within the security of the Ihyä\ with occasional support and cor­
roboration offered by other reliable texts within al-Ghazälfs known 
corpus. We are thus faced with what seems to be an impasse, a 
dead end, with few avenues left open to us. 

While not answering all of our questions, this chapter has brought 
us much closer to unveiling the mysterious nature of the heart in 
the thought of al-Ghazalî, but it does not bring us to the end of 
our search. For that, our one and only remaining chance is to ven­
ture into the malaküt, the "World of the Unseen", which is the home 
of the heart and the theatre in which the Unveiling is witnessed. If 
we are able to come to some clear understanding of the nature of 
this aspect of al-Ghazälfs cosmology, it may well shed some light 
on the true nature of the heart, which belongs to this realm and 
ultimately returns to it in the Hereafter. It is finally to the world of 
the Unseen, then, that we go for answers. 

8(i Nevertheless, in light of its extreme relevence to our investigation, we have 
included a large portion of this work (translation and commentary) as an appendix 
to this study. There, we also take up the question of its authenticity. 
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