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AI-Ghazali's Sufism: A Critical
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Abdullahi Hassan Zaroug*

Abstract: This paper aims at investigating al-Ghazau's ideas on ~ufism,
including his epistemological, ethical, philosophical and spiritual views. It
analyses and evaluates al-Ghazall-'s views on kashf, ecstatic utterances, the
criteria for judging ecstatic utterances, virtues and vices, free will, fate and
divine decree, seclusion, intention, states and stations such as asceticism, love
and contentment. The paper also discusses the question of which methodology
is appropriate for investigating mystical phenomena, and whether it is possible
for a non-~ufi to have access to the ~ufi world. Furthermore, the paper attempts
to show that much can be gained from SunnI t~awwuf, which al-Ghazau may
be considered to represent, since he emphasizes the importance of spiritual
deeds, and that worship must be accompanied by internal states. such as good
intentions and sincerity. AI-Ghazau also emphasises the importance of morality,
contributes greatly to moral psychology i. e., mechanism of the soul, and shows
remarkable insight into the diagnosis and treatment of the illnesses of the soul.

The study of ta.s;awwuf (Islamic mysticism) is of vital importance
because ta.s;awwuf represents a significant part of Islamic heritage, and
also represents the way many Muslims understand and practice Islam.
Besides this, ta.s;awwufhas some influence, in one way or another, upon
many Muslims who do not consider themselves to be followers of
ta.s;awwuf. Ta.s;awwuf is considered by many Muslims to represent the
spiritual aspect of Islam. In addition, ta.s;awwuf not only stresses
cibadah (acts of worship) and dhikr (remembrance), it also emphasizes
the esoteric aspects of Islam such as good intentions, sincerity, trust in
God, patience, gratitude, fear, hope and contentment. Ta.s;awwuf is also
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considered to represent the moral aspect of Islam. It deals with virtues
such as truthfulness, charity, temperance and patience, and vices such
as arrogance, envy, selfishness, pomp and hypocrisy. Fiqh generally
concerns itself with the external aspects of Islam (i.e., rules that govern
our actions); philosophy and kalam (theology) are concerned with the
rational aspect of Islam. We also need to study ta~awwuf in order to
expose some of its deviant teachings and to refute theories such as the
Theory of Incarnation, and the Theory of the Unity of Existence, which
have been propagated in the name of ta.s;awwuf. Some schools of
ta~awwuf are also considered to advocate a withdrawal from general life

and the ibtila' (tribulation) that is associated with the latter. It is the
belief of some ~i1fis that mixing with people puts one in danger of
committing sin, and leads to wasting time which c'iin be otherwise
utilized in cibadah (worship). Therefore, the study of a major figure
like al-Ghazall1 may help us understand many ideas and concepts
associated with ta~awwuf, and may also help us in resolving many of
its issues and problems.

Before discussing al-GhazaII's ~ufism, we must mention that al-
GhazalI was not only a ~i1fi, but also a philosopher who, in his famous
book Tahafatul alfalasifah (The Incoherence of Philosophers),
criticized Greek and Muslim philosophers. He was also a theologian,
a logician, and a jurist, having written an important and influential
book on Islamic jurisprudence entitled al-Mu.s:tasfa. The scope of his
writings extended even to natural science. This paper, however, will
confine itself to al-GhazaII's major works on ta.s;awwuf in an attempt to
discuss and evaluate them. The following are some of the concepts that
we propose to discuss with reference to al-GhazaII:

1. The concep~ of the science of "unveiling" of Divine Knowledge

(Cilm al-muktishafah);

2. The concept of shat~ (ecstatic utterances);

3. Free will, fate and divine decree;

4. Virtues and vices;

5. Seclusion (Cuzlah);

6. The concept of states (a~wal) and stations (maqamat), such as
asceticism, love, contentment, and sincerity.
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METHODS OF STUDYING SUFISM
The methodology followed in this study of al-GhazaII's ta.s:awwuj;
involves reading the works of ~iifis, listening to their conversation,
observing their behaviour, and then deliberating upon what is read,
listened to or observed; and judging their beliefs and practices by the
Qur'an, the Sunnah, principles of reason and facts of experience. A
possible objection to this method may be that mystical truth can only
be known, judged and evaluated by mystical experience and by
possessing a certain taste. As the famous ~iifi saying goes, "The one
who tastes is the one who knows" (man dhtiqa carij).

AI-GhazalI tells us that knowledge of this kind can only be gained
by renouncing the world and its pleasures through discipline, self-
mortification, purification of the soul and heart, by being in a
continuous state of cibadah and by observing the principles ofakhlaq
(morality). The problem with this approach is that a person may want
to know about ta.s:awwuf without willing to follow the ~iifi way. Is there
an independent method that may enable one to judge the truth of
mystical propositions? Can one have access to the world of the ~iifi, or
is access to this world possible only through mystical experience?
AI-GhazaII seems to suggest in some of his works that mystical ideas
cannot be communicated, they can only be experienced. He seems to
argue in his book al-Munqidh min-al-qalal that a person can have belief
in the existence of mystical states and experiences, or someunderstanding 

of the objects of ~iifi knowledge, even if he does notpossess 
~iifi tastes. He can get this understanding by listening to ~iifis,

by accompanying them, by what he calls "concatenation of
circumstance," and through experience. Although what al-GhazalI says
here is very important, he neither elaborates on this statement nor does
he give examples. We shall come to this issue later. Coming back to
the question of the ~ethodology employed in studying ta.s:awwuf, I
would say that I do not possess special taste or mystical faculties,
neither have I been in prolonged company of ~iifis who have these
special faculties. I only read their works, listen to their conversation,
and observe some of the behaviour of their followers.

It must also be mentioned that most people who write about
ta.s:awwuf are either totally sympathetic, or totally against it; a few take
the middle position. I intend to take this middle position, for obviously
not all. the ideas of ta.s:awwuf are right and in accord with Islamic
principles, reason and facts of experience. On the other hand, not all
of them are wrong.
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KASHF: THE sUFi THEORY OF KNOWLEDGE
In this part, I shall discuss the ~iifi theory of knowledge, that is,
knowledge by kashf (inspiration). In this respect, I shall consider the
need for kashf, what things the ~iifi claims to know by means of kashf,
how the ~iifi gains such knowledge, how he knows that he knows kashf
objects of knowledge, and how we (i.e. non-~iifis) know that he
knoWS.2

AI-GhazaII's makes a distinction between cilm al-muktishafah (the
science of "unveiling" Divine knowledge) and cilm al-muctimalah (the
science of action).3 The science of action has been divided by him into
two categories: the exoteric science and the esoteric science. Every
action, whether it be worship (Cibtidah) or customary action (ctiddah),
has an external aspect as well as an internal aspect. The ~iifi deals with
and emphasizes the internal aspects of action, such as intention and
sincerity. Al-GhazalI tells us that the external aspects of actions are
dealt with by jurists (fuqahti) and the internal aspects are dealt with by
~iifis. It is true that many fuqahti at that time paid little or no attention
to the internal aspect of Cibtidah. Al-GhazalI realized-as did true
fuqahti like Malik, Abii l:Ianifah, AI.unad and Al-Shaficr-that both the
aspects, i.e. the internal as well as the external, need attention.
Al-GhazalI called the science which deals with internal states of action
"the science of the heart." This science also deals with moral virtues
such as truthfulness, beneficence and temperance, and with moral vices
such as envy, pomp and hypocrisy. The aim of this science is to
persuade us to act in accordance with virtues and to avoid acting in
accordance With vices. Vices constitute the illness of the heart. The
science of the heart also deals with how to cure these illnesses.

What Can be Known Through Kash.f?

AI-GhazaII gave a long list in al-I~ya' of the things which can be
known through kashf.4 This list includes knowledge of God, hisattributes, 

his actions and the wisdom behind his creation of this world
and the hereafter. This knowledge also includes knowledge of the
meaning of prophecy, knowledge of angels and of devils. The ~iifi
knows these things clearly, and in a way that can never be doubted. He
knows them as though they are manifest. AI-GhazaiI also mentions, in
al-Munqidh, things that are known by the ~iifi through kashf.5 He says
that ~iifis see things which cannot be described through language. If we
try to describe these things in ordinary language, we will fall into
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error. In other places, al-GhazalI mentions that ~iifis can know through
kashf the secrets of fate and divine decree, and can know what goes on
in other people's minds and can have knowledge through telepathy and
precognition (instances of knowledge by precognition are usually
realized as dreams that come true).' We should note that there are two
kinds of objects of knowledge referred to by al-GhazalI: knowledge of
transcendental beings like God, and knowledge of physical objects in
the world by extra-ordinary means which are similar to extra-sensory
perception (which is studied in the discipline of parapsychology). 7

~iirlS' Knowledge by Kashf
AI-GhazalI considers kashf to be a light which appears in the heart
when the heart is cleansed of its undesirable attributes.8 It is a kind of
inspiration (ilhiim). Ilham is different from waswiis (the devil's
insinuation). The thoughts we get through ilham are good; the thoughts
we get through waswiis are evil. The problem lies in how to distinguish
between ilhiim and waswiis. It is interesting to note here that al-GhazalI
distinguishes knowing through kashjfrom other ways of knowing, some
of which are:9

1. Knowing through learning and studying;

2. Knowing through recollection. He assumes that truth is
inherent in us. It is innate and instinctive (a part offitrah);

3. Knowledge from revelation (wa~y), which is given only to
prophets;

4. Knowledge through thinking (fikr).

In his book MiCyar al-cilm, al-Ghazali lists some more ways ofknowing:

1. Knowledge through direct use of the senses;

2. Knowledge through reasoning (intuitive or discursive:
deductive, "syllogistic"). This overlaps with 2 & 4 above;

3. Knowledge through tajrubah (experience) i.e., water quenches
thirst. It is knowledge by causal inference;

4. Knowledge by using analogical reasoning (qiyiis al-tamthi/)
which is sort of induction or causal inference. It may overlap
with knowledge by experience;

5. Knowledge through enumerative induction (al-istiqra'),
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different from causal inference;

Knowledge through khabar (report, news).lO

6.

The ~ufi gains knowledge through kashf by following a certain
discipline and by self mortification. II He also gains this knowledge by

renouncing this world and by leading a life of zuhd (asceticism), cuzlah
(seclusion), and by shunning negative qualities. Knowledge acquired
through kashf cannot be gained by studying or learning. In order for
a person to gain this kind of knowledge, al-GhazalI tells us, one must
sit in seclusion and must cut off relations with his family, children,
community and the world, and must try to think of nothing except
Allah. He should repeatedly articulate the name of Allah. and then
pause after some time and think of Him. In addition to this, he has to
be sincere to God, he must never be influenced by his desires, and he
should free his heart from all worldly concerns. When he fulfils these
conditions, he can expect to have an experience of kashf.I2

However, the question that needs to be answered is: how can one
distinguish between inspiration (ilham) from God and the insinuation of
the devil (waswas).13 AI-GhazaiI seems to give two criteria for
distinguishing waswas from ilham. The first criterion is piety. The
thoughts (khawatir) of a pious man are usually inspirations. The second
criterion involves judging a thought to see whether it agrees with the
principles of sharfah or not. If it agrees with them, it is an inspiration,
if not, then it is the devil' s insinuation. It seems to me that the second
criterion is more objective and more reliable than the first, for we can
never, as al-GhazalI reminds us, be sure that the thought is an
inspiration and not the devil's insinuation. A person may feel inspired
and, according to the inspiration, he may feel, for example, that he
ought to conduct a war in a certain way. He may therefore neglect all
rational and empirical evidence. Considering that the lives of other
people are affected, is such a decision legitimate? And is the knowledge
on which it is based reliable? Furthermore, suppose a disagreement
occurs between persons who claim to have been inspired. How could
we resolve this disagreement, and how can we distinguish this type of
knowledge from illusion? What precautions should we take, and how
can we make use of the genuine, extraordinary abilities of individuals
gifted with kashf. The matter needs further study.
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Non-~urlS' Awareness of ~ufis' Kashj

The most obvious way for non-~ufis to be aware of ~ufis' kashf, as we
have mentioned above, is by acquiring kashf ability. This ability is
acquired by following the ~ufi way. However, not all people are
willing to follow it. Fortunately, it seems that there are many things
that may make a person believe in the phenomenon of kashf. However,
what al-GhazalI said in this respect is not completely clear.14 We can
explicate it in the following way:

1. A person is justified in believing that a ~ufi has knowledge
through kashf if the following conditions are fulfilled:

a. The ~ufi tells him that he has such knowledge;

b. The person has confidence in the ~ufi;

c. His confidence is justified.

2. Belief in kashfmay also be justified if, in accompanying a ~ufi,
one has experiences which convince him that the~ufi possesses
extraordinary knowledge-knowledge similar to what is called
extra-sensory perception (ESP).lS

3. AI-GhazaII demonstrates in an argument by analogy that
different circumstances may bring on different states of mind.
For example, a person who is asleep can be said to be in a
special mental state; when he is awake he will be in a different
state of mind and hence will have a special kind of knowledge
which is more vivid and clear as compared to his mental state
when asleep. The Qur'an also tells us that man will have even
more vivid, clear and distinct knowledge when he dies: "Now
have we removed the veil, and sharp is thy sight this day"
(50:22). So, by analogy, it is possible that the ~ufi may have
clearer knowledge when he is in a ~ufistic mental state.16

The Need for Kashf and its Uses

Muslim scholars generally agree that knowledge gained through kashf
must not include matters of faith (Caqidah), matters of worship
(Cibadah) or matters of transactions (muCamalat), that is, acts subject to
religious prescriptions. It can include knowledge which may be gained
by contacting somebody in another place through telepathy. A person
may send to someone a useful suggestion regarding, for example, how
to conduct a war. This does not justify the neglect of knowledge gained
through experience, i.e., knowledge of the causes pf things. We can



[152] INTELLECTUAL DISCOURSE, VOL 5, No 2, 1997

expect help through kashf only when reason and experience fail us.
Kashf must not, as we have mentioned, add something new to the
sphere of Caqfdah, sharfah or cibiidah, because this would be bitfah
(an unauthorised innovation), which is strictly forbidden in Islam.

AI-GhazalI gives the following arguments to demonstrate the need
for kashf and its importance:

1. Kashf enhances the certainty of our knowledge about God, his
attributes and actions;1?

2. It requires less effort to gain knowledge, as compared to

knowledge acquired through learning;18
3. Since there will be no revelation after Prophet Muhammad

(SAS), the main use of inspiration is to remind people from
time to time of their duties and obligations.

It seems to me that these arguments are not very strong. Let us
consider the second argument first. The argument seems to be
inconsistent with his view on how we acquire the power of kashf. He
says that kashf can only be acquired through renouncing worldly
pleasures and by refraining from sensual pleasures. It should be noted
that according to al-GhazalI kashfhappens only to a few people. If this
is the case, how can the majority of people be reminded of their duties
and obligations? On the other hand, there are simpler ways of achieving
these objectives. People can remind each other (it is their duty that they
should do so). In addition to this, Prophet Muhammad has said that
God will send a person in every century who will revive religion in the
lives of people. 19 It seems to me that the strongest argument al-GhazalI

gives is the argument which says that kashf strengthens faith and
provides knowledge about transcendental beings. There is also the
argument which says that kashf may be useful in cases where all
evidence from the Qur'an and Sunnah has been considered, but one still
cannot make a clear decision regarding the issue in question. In such
a case kashf may help one reach a decision. The function of kashfhere
is similar to the function of ijtihiid.2O We must be careful however not
to abandon seeking scientific knowledge (i.e. knowledge through reason
and experience), and it seems to me that we must rely on kashf only
when reason and experience cannot guide us.

ECSTATIC UTTERANCES (SHA'{'I!)

Sha~l:z is sometimes defined as strange utterances that may apparently
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contradict the sharfah or reason. Some believe that the contradiction
is real and not merely apparent. AI-Ghazali was very critical of the
phenomenon of sha?'.z. He makes a distinction between two types ofsha?'.z.21 

He refers to the first type as being exaggerated claims of
passionate love and communion with God, claims of unitive fusion
(Ittil.zlld), the lifting of the veil, and of seeing and talking directly to
God. ~iifis justify these claims by saying that their claims can be
understood only by those who possess an inner light.

The second type of sha?'.z refers to unintelligible utterances. Theseutterances 
may be unintelligible to the speaker himself, or they may beunderstandable 

to the speaker but he may not be able to make them
intelligible to others. This difficulty may not be because the idea is
incommunicable in itself, but because the speaker may not be
competent enough to express it adequately. The criteria al-Ghazali gives
for judging sha?'.z utterances and the persons who utter them are asfollows:

1. If somebody attributes, for example, the following statement to
Abu Yazld al-Bis!amI (d. 261/865): "I am God and there is no
God except me," the first thing we must do is to make sure
whether or not this statement has actually been uttered by Abu
Yazld.22

2. If it is uttered by him, we should then see whether or not the
utterance can be interpreted in a way that makes it acceptable
in the sense of being consistent with the sharfah and reason.
In reference to the example given above, al-GhazalI says that
Abu Yazld may be reciting the Qur'an.

,
We may note that the objections which al-Ghazali raised against

shatlJ can be raised about kashf itself. For example, it can be said that
the inability to communicate to others what is known by kashf may
prove that such knowledge is non-existent. It is just an illusion.23

Is mystical experience an illusion? When ~ufis talk about a world
which cannot be perceived by ordinary people, that is, a world which
has objects different from the objects of our ordinary world, do they
talk about something real or an illusion? They claim that their world is
the real world, and ours is an unreal world of shadows. They say a
person can have access to this world if he follows the ~ufi way of
life-a life of seclusion, and self-denial. Some people might say that
when ~ufis are in a state of seclusion and hunger etc., their thoughts
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and feelings are suspended. They may, therefore, be in a state of
illusion and not, as they claim, in a state conducive to the perception
of deep reality. As a matter of fact, the world of reality for a given
person is determined by his state of mind.

FREE WILL AND DETERMINISM~ufis 

are generally considered to be determinists. They believe that real
taw~fd implies determinism. AI-GhazalI, in his account of determinism,
attempts to refute several arguments for free will, such as the
arguments from responsibility, from ordinary use of language, and
from agent-causation. These arguments imply that praising, blaming
and punishing people is incompatible with determinism. Also, the fact
that we feel that we are the creators or originators of our actions is
incompatible with determinism. Let us consider what al-GhazalI says
about these matters.

AI-GhazaII believes that human actions are preordained-
determined by God. He says that human knowledge (for example, the
knowledge that a certain act is beneficial) is the cause of human
motives and will, which in turn, are the cause of body movements, and
body movements are the cause of actions.24 This chain of causes is
initiated by God. God caused the knowledge, the motives, the bodily
movements and the actions. He says: your good actions are gifts from
God. God made you do them and He praised you for doing them and
his praise is another gift from Him. He is the one who gives and the
one who praises.25 God has given some people beauty, made them
obedient to Him and praised them, He has made others bad and ugly,
blamed and punished them. In explicating this point, al-GhazalI uses the
following analogy.16 A man bathes his servant, dresses him in a
beautiful way and then says to him, "what a beautiful thing you are!"
Similarly, God praises people, but in reality, He praises Himself
because He is the one who has made them praiseworthy. You may have
been described, for example, as being grateful, not because you created
the act of being grateful, but because you were where the act of
gratitude had taken place.

AI-GhazaII then tries to refute (unsuccessfully, in my opinion) an
objection to determinism, which is, what is the point of God asking us
to do something and punishing us for not doing it if our actions are
predetermined by Him? AI-GhazaII believes that there is a point; this
point is that our knowledge that God will punish us if we do not obey
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Him, will create in us a belief that will necessarily make us fear his
punishment and, therefore, make us obey Him. I believe that this is a
weak argument. Several reasons can be given to show its weakness.
The argument takes no consideration of the fact that people may
possess the above-mentioned knowledge and still not obey God, and
that this may be for reasons of weakness of the will, arrogance,
obstinacy or other such reasons. The argument seems to support free
will, rather than determinism, because it implies that reason may
influence one's behaviour. But this does not affect the position al-
GhazalI maintains in defending determinism for, ac90rding to him, the
whole chain of causation (knowledge, fear and actions) is determined
by God.

AI-GhazaII says that there are people who are led to paradise by a
certain chain of causes, i.e., through knowledge, and fear which are
kindled in them by God; and there are people who are led to hell by a
chain of causes, i.e., inattention, negligence, and conceit, which are
also enkindled in them by God. Pious people are led forcibly to
paradise while the sinful are led forcibly to hell, and there is no
subduer except the One, the Almighty.27 The person who obeys God
does so because God enkindles in him the will to obey Him and gives
him the ability to do so; action necessarily follows from the existence
of will and ability. Similarly, one who disobeys Him does so because
God enkindles in Him the will to disobey and gives him the ability to
do so. Such a person may yet believe that he is free to do whatever he
likes and that the spiritual and unseen world has nothing to do with his
actions.2s AI-Ghazali tells us that someone who epfertains such an idea
can be likened to the boy who looks at puppet8 and prai5es them for
their movements. The man who makes the puppets move, stays behind
the screen, outside the view of the boy who sees the puppets dance,
stand and sit. The wise man understands that the puppets are moved by
the man behind the screen. Similarly, people of the world are like
puppets before the wise man or before those who are loved by God.
They can see the thin thread that is conjoined to men of the world, but
is not visible to the naked eye.29

The problem of free will and determinism is a complex one. There
are several arguments given for determinism. There is the argument
from God's foreknowledge, whichal-Ghazali alludes to. There is the
argument from God's causation which constitutes the main argument of
al-Ghazali and there are the general arguments such as the argument
that actions are determined by the environment (a variation of this
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argument is given by behaviourists); or that our behaviour is
determined by our desires (a variation of this argument is given by
psychoanalysts). There is also what is called the logical argument.
Different versions of these arguments have been given by Muslim
thinkers in support of determinism.30

Detenninism, 

Trust in God, and Mujahadah

AI-GhazaII considers belief in determinism to be required by taw~fd.
Taw~[d implies trust in God and reliance and dependence on Him. God
should be considered the only Sustainer. AI-GhazaiI believes that
taw~[d, tawkkal and engagement in worship require that one should not
occupy himself with seeking things that support his life. He must rely
on God to provide him with what he needs by making some people
serve him. According to al-GhazaII, there is a limit to such reliance.
If one did not stretch his arm to take food in order to eat, nor put it in
his mouth, nor chew it when it is inside his mouth he would be
insane.31 However, it is better for a person who is engaged in cibadah
not to waste too much of his time in seeking food or other such
activities.

VIRTUES AND VICES

Ethics constitute an important part of ta.s;awwuf. Some ~ufis, such as
al-GhazaII, identify ta~awwuf with good behaviour. A ~ufi is reported
to have said, "if someone is better than you in his behaviour, then he
is better than you in tasawwuf. "32 I believe that the most useful and

important contribution of ta.s;awwuf is in the field of ethics. In Islamic
heritage, most of the important writings on ethics are by ~iifis. This has
led some contemporary scholars to equate ethics with ta.s;awwuf. There
are very few writings by jurists on the subject of ethics. By
comparison, their works on fiqh and Caqfdah are numerous. Ethical
issues are discussed by jurists in books offiqh.

AI-Ghaza:II's approach to ethics involves studying the virtues, that
is, studying man, his character and disposition rather than studying
actions, their rightness or wrongness, or studying the goodness of their
consequences. He begins his discussion of ethics by pointing out that
human character can be changed; if animal behaviour can be changed
through training, then it is reasonable to consider the behaviour of
rational beings to be subject to change. If character could not change,
then preaching and giving advice would be futile. Similarly, if our
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behaviour could not change, mujahadah would also be a waste of time.
We have already mentioned that it is very difficult to reconcile this
position with al-Ghazali's stance on determinism.

Virtue
Virtue is a permanent disposition of the soul from which actions
emanate, simply and easily, without thought or deliberation. If the
disposition produces good and praiseworthy actions and if the actions
are in accordance with rea~on and revelation, then the disposition is a
virtue; and if it produces bad action then it is a vice.33 AI-:GhazaII
describes virtue as a disposition and not as an accomplished action
because a person may be, for example,' generous but may not be able
to perform a generous act for lack of money.34 AI-GhazaII describes
disposition as being a permanent characteristic because if an action
happens to be produced accidentally, then it is not a virtue. A person
who has a certain virtue, generosity for example, is likely to act
generously in situations which require generosity. The probability that
he will act in such a manner may reach certainty. Furthermore,
al-GhazalI tells us that virtue is not knowledge, for knowledge would
be knowledge of good or bad. Knowing what is right does not
automatically make one do what is right. Doing so requires struggle,
effort, resisting one's desires, breaking habits and maintaining the state
of righteousness. It must be pointed out that some types of actions
require deliberations and calculations or might require reconciling
different principles that have a bearing on our moral decisions.
AI-Ghazaff's analysis does not consider the phenomena of moral
dilemmas. His view of morality, as a jurist, may be different from the
view he subscribes to in his capacity as a moralist.

AI-GhazaII divides virtues into several categories:35

1. Psychological virtues such as having reason (the perfection of
which is knowledge), temperance, piety, courage, diligence
(mujahadah), justice and fairness;

2. Bodily virtues such as health, power, beauty and long life;

3. External virtues such as honour and wealth;

4. The virtue of being rightly guided.

Some of these virtues can be acquired, while others can not be
acquired. 36 The discussion of these is beyond the scope of this work.
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Mechanism of the Soul (Detemrlnants of Action)

The mechanism of the soul37 depends on four faculties: the faculty of
reason, the faculty of anger (or the power of irascibility), the faculty
of appetite (or the power of concupiscence) and the faculty of justice.
The moral agent possesses reason or wisdom, that is, the ability to
distinguish between right and wrong, good and bad. The irascible
power must be controlled by reason and sharfah. The faculty of justice
must restrain the power of anger and appetite. The power of anger and
concupiscence should be moderate; when the power of anger is
moderate, it is called courage and when the power of concupiscence is
moderate, it is called temperance. AI-Ghazali makes no reference in
this action-determinants model (desire-reason model) to environment or
education and neither does he make a clear reference to the will.
However, he does make reference to these determinants of action
elsewhere in his work. He makes reference to environment and
education when he discusses child upbringing38 and refers to the will
when he discusses the concept of virtue. A virtuous action is
necessarily a voluntary action. Furthermore, al-GhazaII considersfi[rah
to be an important determinant of action. Man is created with a fitrah
(good nature). Virtue is innate to him. The seed of virtue is impl~ted
in him. What is needed is to nurture and take care of it. The palm tree
is originally a seed and not an actual palm tree, but with nurturing it
becomes a palm tree and not an apple tree.39 The human soul is created
incomplete but it is possible to attain perfection by mujahadah (strife
and struggle), purification (tazkiyyah) , training and education
(tarbiyyah). However, al-GhazalI reminds us that suppressing desires
completely is not possible and neither is it recommended because
desires of appetite (food and sex), and of anger (self-defence) are
necessary for the survival of human race.40

AI.:Ghaza:II advises adults to seek self-knowledge and to seek advice
from a sheikh, friends and even from enemies in order to improve their
behaviour. AI-Ghaza:II classifies people, with regard to their
commitment to moral behaviour, as follows:41

1. One class of people consists of those who are inattentive, and
who do not distinguish between right and wrong. They are easy
to treat. They need a teacher (murshid) to monitor their
conduct so they can be good;

2. Another class of people knows that certain actions are evil, but
they cannot abstain from doing them because they cannot resist
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their desires. It is difficult to change the behaviour of such
people for they are not habituated to doing good actions;

3. A third category of people believes that what others call bad
conduct is not really bad;

4. The fourth category takes pride in doing evil.

The first category of people are illiterate. The second are illiterate
and misguided; the third, illiterate, misguided and sinful; and the
fourth, illiterate, misguided, sinful and evil.

CUZLAH (SECLUSION)

AI-Ghazali notes that there are differences of opinion regarding living
in seclusion and living in society.42 He points out that the opinion as to
whether seclusion is good or bad varies with the circumstances of every
person. It is good for some people and bad for others. According to al-
Ghazali, the benefits of seclusion are that:

1. One can get sufficient leisure for worship, contemplation and

learning;43
2. Man can avoid committing certain sins. These sins include:44

i) back-biting;4S
ii) refraining from enjoining good deeds and from prohibiting
bad deeds;46

iii) doing good deeds for the purpose for showing off;

iv) entertaining bad conduct and evil deeds;

v) imitating bad conduct;

vi) quarrelling, disputing and indulging in useless talk;

vii) allowing someone to be harmed by other people.47

Then al-Ghazali mentions the benefits of being in society and in the
company of other people:

1. By mixing with people one can teach as well as learn;

2. Mixing with other people gives a person the opportunity to do
good for them and receive good from them;

3. By mixing in society man can learn the quality of patience
through enduring harms and injuries inflicted upon him;

4. Social life can give one the opportunity to love and to be loved;

5. Certain virtues cannot be real ized except in society, for the
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latter provides opportunity for the person to realize these
virtues towards others and, at the same time, enables others to
realize such virtues towards him;

6. Seclusion has the disadvantage of depriving a person from
realizing the virtue of humbleness;

7. Social life gives a person the opportunity to gain experience
from life.

So, to mix with people or to be in solitude depends, according to
al-GhazalI, on the circumstances of a person. But mixing with people
is the way of the Prophet and his companions, and it is good if one can
avoid sedition (fitnah). However, a person must also have leisure time
for worship and learning.

STATES AND STATIONS

Asceticism (Zuhd)

AI-Ghazali says that asceticism or renunciation means turning away
from a thing in order to attain something higher.48 Wllat is renounced
must be desirable in one way or another. A person cannot be
considered to have renounced something which is generally
undesirable. 49 The real ziihid is the one who desires and loves nothing

but God (that is, he desires to see Him and be in His company).50 He
does not desire anything in this world, be it wealth, honour,
knowledge, wives or children; he does not even desire the pleasures of
paradise.

AI-Ghazali says that there are degrees of zuhd (renunciation).sl

1. Zuhd of the first degree involves renouncing something which
one desires greatly. But when one renounces it, one feels that
he has renounced something of importance (some people enjoy
the idea of being called ziihid).

2. Zuhd of the second degree involves renouncing something and
thereafter feeling that one has not renounced something of
importance.

According to al-Ghazali, there are four kinds of Zuhd:52

1. To renounce what is forbidden (which is obligatory);

2. To renounce things that are doubtful, i.e., it is not certain
whether they are permitted or not;

3. To renounce what is permitted;



AL-GHAZALI'S SUFISM [161]

4. To renounce everything that distracts one from God, i.e., to
turn away from everything other than God.

One can however, question whether or not it is possible to turn
away from everything other than God? Is it possible to abandon eating
and drinking and mixing with or talking to other people? Survival is
necessary for being able to renounce the world, turn to God, perform
dhikr and worship. One cannot survive without eating and drinking.
AI-GhazaII says we should not eat or drink to get pleasure, but in order
to have strength to perform ciblidah. Here I have just given an
exposition of al-GhazaII's views on zuhd without critical examination
of those views. In an earlier work these concepts have been critically
analysed.S3

Intention and Sincerity

Al-GhazaII regards "intention" and "will" as having the same meaning.
He loosely defines "will" as the movement of the heart towards that
which it considers to be in accordance with its aim at present or in the
future. 54 He says it is not enough for someone to know that something

is in accordance with his aim in order that he may realize it or do it;
he must have a desire that motivates him to do so. The ill person, for
example, may see food and know that it is agreeable or useful, but he
may not eat it because he may not have the desire or the motivation to
do SO.55 The (necessary and sufficient) conditions for an intention or a
will to be realized are:

1. The object of intention should be agreeable and useful;

2. The agent should have a desire for the object;

3. The agent should have the ability to realize the object;

4. The agent must not have a contrary desire.56

In considering the value of an intention and an action, al-GhazalI
says that an action may have a single motive or two motives (which
may motivate the action jointly or independently).S7 Good intention
without action has value, and both action and the good intention to do
it have a value when they occur together. 58 An action alone has no

value because it may be done by an absent-minded person or a person
who wants to show off. Bad deeds cannot be good if they are done with
a good intention. If a man steals to feed the poor or to build a mosque
his good intention will not make such actions good.59 On the other
hand, good deeds become bad if done with a bad intention, such as the
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desire to show off. If a permitted act is done for the sake of God, it
has moral worth and will be rewarded.60

A person, al-GhazalI tells us, may fast to improve health, or he
may go for pilgrimage to escape an enemy or to avoid some evil or he
may visit an ill person in order that he may be visited when he is ill.'!
These motives make an action easier.62

AI-GhazaII thinks that every person is impelled by certain motives,
whether the motive is to get a reward in this world or in the hereafter.
Being not motivated by anything at all is a divine attribute.63 AI-GhazalI
raises questions about the status of an action which is done from mixed
motives, that is, from a motive to get worldly reward and, at the sam~
time, seek the pleasure of Allah.64 Will such an action be rewarded by
Allah or will He punish its doer? Or will it be neither punished nor
rewarded by Allah? AI-GhazaII thinks that actions must be classified
into three categories and then assessed accordingly. The first category
of actions includes those performed from the motive of riyCl' (showing
off). This kind of action is hated by God and He will punish its doer.
The second type of action is done for the sake of Allah. This type of
action will be rewarded by Him. The third is done from mixed
motives. In this case, we must look at the strength of each motive; if
the religious motive is stronger, then it will be rewarded; if the motive
of riya' or worldly gain is stronger, then its doer will be punished; if
the motives are equal, then the person will be neither punished nor
rewarded.6S

Love
AI-GhazalI says that love is the ultimate station that the .raft tries to
reach." Man naturally tends to love pleasurable things.67 The first
object of man's love is himself; he may love others for the sake of
himself. The second object of his love are his children and then his
relatives and friends. He loves them because he sees them as an
extension of his existence and because they give him strength.6S Man
loves the person who does him good." Therefore, the first thing man
should love is God because He is the cause of his existence. 70

AI-GhazaiI quotes a .raft as saying, "I don't worship You because1 
fear your hell or desire your paradise, I worship You because I love

You and respect You and because You are worthy of love. "71

According to al-GhazaII, the child in his early years finds pleasure
in play and when he gets older, he finds pleasure in sex and, as a
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result, despises the pleasure he used to get from playing; when he gets
even older, he finds pleasure in dominance and leadership. Those who
experience the pleasure of knowing God prefer it to everything--even
to the pleasure of paradise. Seeing God in the hereafter is the most
pleasurable thing man can attain.

Contentment (~
Rit.fa is a state of contentment or satisfaction with one's lot, with
misfortune and tribulation. Some people say we can never be satisfied
with something which is a misfortune, a tribulation or something which
conflicts with our desires. We can endure misfortune or pain and accept
it patiently, but we can never be contented or satisfied with it. It is
paradoxical to say that x is satisfied with what one does not like. But
al-Ghazali does not consider the concept of rit.fa to be paradoxical. He
explains what seems to be paradoxical about the concept by saying that
there are two senses of the word rida.

First, the person who is in a state of rit.fa may not feel pain when
something painful befalls him. He is like a warrior who is wounded in
a battle and does not feel the pain of his wound while fighting, or like
the women who unconsciously cut their hands when they saw Prophet
Yusuf (AS).

Second, riqa may be likened to the case of a person who feels pain
but still desires and wants it and is satisfied with it although he may
naturally dislike it. An example of this is when a person endures the
pain resulting from cutting his leg in order to save his life. If we
consider a tribulation or test as something painful and undesirable, then
we can only be contented with it if it leads to consequences that offset
the pain and the undesirability of the experience. The wounded warrior
and the women who cut their hands never experienced pain. A test or
tribulation is meant to be painful for if the experience is not painful, it
is not a test. However, something which is painful to many people may
not be painful to certain people. It is because of this that Prophet
Muhammed said that persons who are subjected to the most difficult
tests in life are prophets, followed by those who are next in status, and
then by those who are lower in rank (but still of a high status). It is
natural that one should desire to be relieved from distress and
misfortune. Prophet Muhammad himself asked God on many occasions
to relieve him of distress and pain and to protect him from illness,
poverty, etc. Prophet Muhammad also says that a believer should ask
God not to test him (for he may not be able to pass the test).



[164] INTELLECTUAL DISCOURSE, VOL 5, No 2,1997

However, al-GhazalI reports a ~ufi as saying, "I. love everything that
God loves. If God loves that I should enter hell, I would be glad to do
so."

CONCLUSION
In this paper we have tried to show that the world of the ~ufi is possible
and may be accessible, and that the paradigm of ta~awwuf is not
completely different from the scientific paradigm (some empirical tools
can be used to verify some of its claims). However, it is not
appropriate to use the methodology of physical sciences to assess the
truth of all propositions of the ~ufi paradigm. According to Roger
Trigg, ".. .It may be irrational to go against the findings of science but
it does not seem to be rational to be restricted by its limitations;"n

On the other hand, we can use methods for investigating mystical
phenomena similar to what is known as qualitative methods (besides a
limited use of quantitative methods). Using qualitative methods means
getting close to the data and trying to describe ~ufi reality from the
perspective of the ~ufi. This ultimately means adopting the ~ufi way of
life. The problem with this suggestion, as we have mentioned
previously, is that the researcher may not be willing to do so.
Furthermore, in becoming part of the ~ufi world he may lose his
objectivity. His research results may, therefore, not be of use to other
non-~iifi persons because of the problems of communication that
initially impelled him to become part of the ~ufi world.
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