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Introduction
It can be said with certainty that al-Ghazali (d.1111) was an avid admirer of the Sufi path. Having spoken about his personal experience, al-Ghazali (2005, p.80) states in praise of the Sufis to be the sole group seeking the path that leads to God. They possess the best manners and ethics, and their methodology is the most accurate (ibid). Yet there remains much uncertainty surrounding al-Ghazali’s subscription to Sufism. In this academic reaction paper, I will be evaluating the nature of al-Ghazali’s Sufism in light of his autobiography, the Munqidh min al-Dalal (The Deliverer from error).
Analysis
An observation regarding the nature of al-Ghazali’s Sufism is that of linguistics. Throughout his autobiography, when speaking of the mystics, whether it be their conduct, methodology, morality, visions, or even what they are to say after a mystical experience, al-Ghazali refers to them in the third person without explicitly confirming his affiliation with them. This has also been observed by Abrahamov (2015, p.36) in other writings of al-Ghazali such as his Kitab at-Tawakkul, giving the impression that perhaps he does not consider himself a Sufi. Abrahamov (ibid) further argues that had al-Ghazali subscribed to Sufism, it would be more likely for him to speak about them in the first person using phrases such as ‘we.’ As a result, this appears to create a degree of ambiguity in the Sufism of al-Ghazali.

Although al-Ghazali does not identify himself as a Sufi in The Deliverer Error, it may be possible that al-Ghazali is taking a step back to provide an objective analysis of Sufism when evaluating the four different seekers of knowledge. Hence, in such a case, it would not be necessary for al-Ghazali to explicitly express his affiliation with Sufism. 
Moreover, it can be speculated that al-Ghazali may have had some tendencies of the Malamati Sufi way. The true Malamatis actively hide their spiritual advancement to avoid drawing attention to themselves (Trimingham, 1971, p.265). They reject, at least principally, common practices enacted by other Sufis which would symbolise their Sufi status such as wearing the khirqa, supervised dhikr, attending the sama,’ etc. making the identification of Malamati Sufi very challenging (ibid). Abu Abd ar-Rahman as-Sulami (d.1021) believed the Malamatis to be the most elite of God’s slaves, above and beyond the jurists and the theosophists (ibid, p.264).  Hence, if al-Ghazali were to be a Malamati, firstly he would not identify himself as one and secondly, it would be extremely difficult to determine for certain as an observer.

Furthermore, there is no expectation of a Malamati Sufi to have a Shaikh initiate them into their Sufi journey, although they are not opposed to seeking guidance (ibid, p.266). This can also be observed in The Deliverer from error. Al-Ghazali explicitly mentions that he had attained the knowledge of the Sufis directly from their books until he had become proficient in what could be learnt by way of teaching and oral instruction (al-Ghazali, 2005, p.76-77). Additionally, al-Ghazali expounds that when he entered Syria, he had resorted to “isolation, spiritual exercises, and mystical devotion” solely based on the teachings that he had acquired from the books of the previous Sufis (ibid, p.80).  There is no mention of an initiation or a mentor, making it another possible indicator of being a Malamati.

Another possible reason for al-Ghazali not identifying as a Sufi may be due to his over-engagement with the philosophers and their influence. A significant amount of The Deliverer from Error is dedicated to them, where al-Ghazali speaks of how he had mastered the science of philosophy and then moves on to highlight the various divisions and categories of the science. This engagement can also be observed in al-Ghazali’s other writings, for example, he has dedicated an entire book in response to the philosophers entitled Tahafut al-Falasifah (The Incoherence of the Philosophers) and sections in other works. As such, the rational faculties play a significant role in al-Ghazali’s approach to Sufism.

The role of the rational has also been observed by Ibn al-Arabi (d.1240) in al-Ghazali’s discourses. For Ibn al-Arabi, al-Ghazali is one of the elite Sufis from among the people of Tahqiq (verification) calling him one of his colleagues (Abrahamov, 2014, p.117). Despite this profound praise for al-Ghazali, Ibn al-Arabi has several disagreements with al-Ghazali due to his rationalistic approach (ibid, p.129). For example, according to Ibn al-Arabi, al-Ghazali holds two contradictory opinions when speaking about the nature of God (ibid). Much like Ibn al-Arabi’s view, firstly al-Ghazali views the nature of God to be undeniably transcendent, whereby only God has full knowledge of God (ibid). No human being can know the essence of God (ibid). However, according to the second opinion, for al-Ghazali it is possible to discuss the nature of God from a logical standpoint (ibid). Thus, Ibn al-Arabi considers this to be a misconduct of al-Ghazali (ibid, p.130).

Additionally, having abandoned the rationalistic way, according to al-Ghazali ‘the damage had already been done,’ which prevented him from reaching the higher levels of Sufism (ibid, p.133). In other words, al-Ghazali believed that he could not reach the same level of purity as the one who had not learned the rational sciences to begin with (ibid). This demonstrates the deep influence of the rational sciences on al-Ghazali, that he is unable to escape it, despite moving away from it. 

Furthermore, Ibn al-Arabi believes that it is those whose hearts are “free of reflection and speculation” (ibid, p.132), whom he refers to as the ummis, who are ready to receive divine inspiration. As such, there is little chance for the one who is indulged in rational arguments to receive this divine inspiration (ibid). This is due to the mystical world reaching far beyond the intellect (ibid), taking out of the realms of rationality. Perhaps, it is due to this reality that al-Ghazali did not explicitly identify himself as a Sufi.
Conclusion
Despite the degree of ambiguity regarding al-Ghazali’s nature of Sufism, according to Salleh (1996, p.47), there are at least three attitudes regarding al-Ghazali’s mysticism. Firstly, there have been those who doubt al-Ghazali's status as a Sufi according to the strict meaning of the term (ibid). Next, al-Ghazali is generally considered to be a sober Sufi according to other Sufis and Western writers (ibid). Lastly, others have concluded that al-Ghazali is, in fact, a drunken Sufi, having examined some of his opinions such as his thoughts regarding the soul and its relationship to God, etc (ibid). 
Although there does not appear to be any explicit statement from al-Ghazali claiming to be a Sufi, it is evident that he was very much influenced by Sufism and even implemented aspects of Sufism in his life. Nevertheless, regarding al-Ghazali being a Sufi or not, does not take away from his contribution to Sufism. Al-Ghazali aimed to promote a type of Sufism that would be a natural harmony between orthodox Islam and the Sufi way (ibid, p.55). As such, it is believed that it was a result of al-Ghazali’s exertion which aided Sufism to achieve much respect and legitimacy in Islam demonstrating that Sufism is part and parcel of Islam (ibid). Al-Ghazali’s efforts lead to Sufism becoming a mass movement, the establishment of Sufi institutions, and it being taught openly (ibid, p.56).
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