Reaction to "Al-Ghazali, The Rescuer from Error" from Medieval Islamic Philosophical Writings, ed. M.A. Khalidi, 2005, Cambridge University Press

[bookmark: _GoBack]For decades and centuries, interpreters have endeavored to understand Al-Ghazali (d.1111) as a person beyond just a name and lines of text, aiming to translate and present ancient texts in the most accurate way possible. One important source for understanding him is his work The Rescuer from Error, which has long been considered his intellectual autobiography.
· 
Translating words is relatively simple. The situation becomes significantly more complex when dealing with thoughts, nuances, and concepts. Furthermore, understanding can be further complicated by the background of the subject themselves. To illustrate the complexity of comprehending the teachings of such an exceptional thinker, one might naturally refer to Al-Ghazali's magnum opus, which was publicly burned in Cordoba during his lifetime (1109). This act, most likely driven by political reasons, was made possible by the interpretative space within the teachings, enabling them to be turned against themselves and inviting hostility. Similarly, while Al-Ghazali is still regarded today as one of the most influential authors in the Islamic world, another part of the Muslim world sees Al-Ghazali's teachings as the root of societal stagnation (Bacik, 2021).
One source of confusion is his The Rescurer...  Much of Al-Ghazali's works existed in Latin translations already in the Middle Ages (Sharif 1963:1382), but the first known translation of The Rescuer... into European languages supposedly dates back to 1842, translated by August Schmölders (Garden 2014:3) The Rescurer... began soon to be compared to Augustine of Hippo's (d.430) Confessions,.. Following Augustine's example, The Rescuer... was also classified as something akin to an intellectual autobiography, a form it was exactly supposed to resemble at the time of writing. Subsequently, interpreters attempted to integrate The Rescuer... into their own conception of Al-Ghazali to gain assistance and objectivity in presenting his works and the image of the author's worldview based on them to readers from other languages and cultures.
The written word, however, does not reflect objective reality nor is it a prerequisite or determining factor for the existence of objective reality per se. The word is a rationalization of subjective or subjectively preferred relation and reflects the cognitive experience arising from isolated contact. Even in his younger years, Al-Ghazali had to, considering his own position, regard words as the sole means of justifying the choices of those in power.
In case of later The Rescurer..., the word was a tool that was used to sway the benevolence of the ruler, the later Sultan of the Seljuq Empire, Sanjar (d1157), to repulse the hostile complaints against Al-Ghazali himself. The mental pressure caused by violent deaths of the many patrons who among other sympathies favored Al-Ghazali but died later under inexplicable circumstances (Alexander 2020:66-67) must be considered very real. 
Some of the opposition to Al-Ghazali stemmed from his earlier youthful and careless outspokenness. On the other hand there was an element of uncertainty surrounding his naturally evolving views. Therefore, Al-Ghazali chose in The Rescuer... not to delve into details but to opt for peace and submission—preferring, declaratively, the safer position of a mystical practitioner over any further theoretical debates. To demonstrate this, he chose the path of describing his intellectual development, during which he analyzed several possible sources of truth such as philosophy and jurisprudence, finding none of them sufficient in capability or objectivity, and thus not worth further energy. 
Seale (1968:13) describes the contemporary tradition through Abu 'Abd Al-Rahman Al-Sulami (d1021), who identified three dominant groups among the pious and learned in society. The first group, he describes as legal experts devoted to jurisprudence, collecting laws and guidelines for practical life, preserving and teaching them. The teachings of the first group were exoteric, and their interest, accordingly, was directed towards the worldly sphere. Their elitism based on their perception of the divine, he sees as rather limited. Seale places the second group, according to his interpretation of Al-Sulami, as partially possessing mystical knowledge but still behaving conformistically, and the third group as directly communicating with God and living a seemingly dual life partly incomprehensible to outsiders, known as Malamatiya.
One of the known sources of dangerous tensions was related to Al-Ghazali's earlier expressed position regarding the dominant Hanafi legal religious school and its founder Abu Hanifa. Therefore, Al-Ghazali preferred the immediate closeness to God attributed to mystics, as the charge of heresy was life-threatening in his situation. Similarly, mystics were also distant from worldly goods and interests, and therefore also from the potentially threatening attitudes of other contenders. Therefore, Al-Ghazali also sought his release from social obligations by clearly directing his focus towards the 'safer' end of the spectrum. The danger was real, as the occurrence of violent deaths among representatives of power extended to scholars as well. For example, Al-Ghazali asked earlier his younger brother to teach in his place in the Nezamiya of Baghdad and assume responsibility during his absence. But his younger brother's student 'Ayn al-Qudat al-Hamadhanı (d1131) was later executed for his allegedly inappropriate religious views. 
Garden (Ibid:158-159) places the writing of 'The Rescuer...' in the immediate aftermath of the assassination of the vizier Fakhr al-Mulk (d1105), who was the elder son of Al-Ghazali's former patron and legendary statesman, Nizam al-Mulk (d1092), who was also assassinated, to secure his position in front of ruler Sanjar. Sanjar was interested in ending the conflict among his prominent subjects Abu Hanifa and Al-Ghazali and wanted, in addition to the initial text of The Rescurer..., further additions, which were subsequently circulated in writing within the empire. With his interpretation, Garden (ibid) draws a line between the interpretation by Josef van Ess, who is also attempting to clarify contradictions and regarded The Rescuer... as "nothing but a great apology" (ibid:158). 
Therefore, in addition to shifting emphases, which can be exemplified by an excessively critical attitude towards philosophers, prompting Ibn Rushd (d1198) to write his famous rebuttal Tahafut al-Tahafut on Al-Ghazali, The Rescuer... is the only work of Al-Ghazali's where he unequivocally associates himself with Sufism. Garden highlights other elements alongside the "misguiding" (ibid:170) ones, which he characterizes as "closest to outright falsehood" (ibid:171).
In the summary of Islamic philosophical thought by the Pakistan Philosophical Congress, while drawing parallels between the autobiographical styles used in the works of Al-Ghazali and Descartes, they also exercise caution by stating that there is a lack of evidence regarding whether The Rescuer... had reached Latin by the time of Descartes at all (Sharif, 1963:1382). Even more, understanding their comparative treatment is not at all straightforward, because if we consider the declarative stance of The Rescuer..., Al-Ghazali claims to be a mystic. Descartes, however, did not consider himself a mystic. Despite his close friend's interest in mysticism, Descartes rejected the popular Rosicrucians' mysticism of his time (Watson, 2024).
· 
For many interpreters, The Rescuer... has been regarded as the quintessence of Al-Ghazali's works and thought. Clearly, ignorance of the background of The Rescuer... complicates the understanding of Al-Ghazali's integrated worldview within his intellectual legacy. Confusion regarding the background, content, intended audience, and planned function of The Rescuer... adds doubt to subsequent interpreters' precise understanding. Any confusion can be understood as entropy, containing an inherent tendency for inevitable growth. Uncertainty in Al-Ghazali's translations or rather interpretations may not be readily apparent but can often be detected, both in terms of used terminology and on a conceptual level.
Translating and interpreting Al-Ghazali has by no means been an easy task, and The Rescuer... has provided abundant food for thought throughout history.
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