Al-Ghazalt s Philosopbical Theology, by Frank Griffel, (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2009), xiii + 408 pp., ISBN 978-0-
19-533162-2, $74 (hardback)

This is an illuminating book, both in its form and its substance,
and it is possible for the avid reader of the history of Islamic thought
initially to become excited when skimming through its contents. The
author has successfully overcome the obstacles inherent in address-
ing such a common and well-researched topic in Islamic studies (that
is, al-Ghazali [d. 505/1111] and his theology and philosophy) by thor-
oughly discussing the most recent scholarship in the area. Because
the book has from the time of its publication received the praise it
truly deserves, T will present a different understanding of several im-
portant issues it addresses and supply several criticisms rather than
providing a descriptive outline of the book.

However, before proceeding, a few comments regarding this
book’s place in Turkish academia are in order, given that a translation
will soon become available of Turkish readers.' It will surely take its
place in the Turkish corpus al-Ghazali produced thus far, most of
which depends on translations from al-Ghazal’s own works. From
the Ottoman period onward, Turkish academia has never lost its re-
spect for Hujjat al-Islam al-Ghazali despite the fact that it has pre-
dominantly followed the heritage of the famous theologian Fakhr al-
Din al-Razi (d. 606), who was a fierce critic of al-Ghazali. This re-
spectful attitude can be observed in the 7abafut of Khojazada (d.
893/1488), in which both al-Ghazali and al-Razi were saluted as “al-
Imaman (the Two Imams).” The acceptance of al-Ghazali’s works
continued even after the foundation of the Turkish Republic in 1923,
a period whose beginnings noted serious difficulties in religious pub-
lication, and the acceptance extends to the present day. The fact that
we have five different Turkish translations of al-Ghazali’s magnum
opus Ihya’ ‘ulium al-din suffices to show how desperately the Turk-
ish people feel themselves in need of a correct understanding of the
work of this great Muslim scholar. In addition, Al-Ghazali’s Philo-
sophical Theology, as demonstrated by its title, is also consistent with
the place given al-Ghazali in the history of Islamic thought, since al-

' Gazdli'nin Felsefi Keldmi (translated into Turkish by ibrahim Halil Ucer; Istanbul:
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Ghazali has been put at the very core and beginning of the new pe-
riod in Kalam, which was called “the philosophical theology” (tr.
felsefi keldm or miiteabbirin-i miitekellimin), by the common theo-
logical material in the hands of Turkish students today.” However,
there is still a lively ongoing debate on whether al-Ghazali deserves
this place, given what we have learned, as we develop a deeper un-
derstanding of the thought and school of Abt I-Husayn al-Basri (d.
436/1044), the crucial place of which (and not that of al-Ghazali) as
the turning point for the methodology of Islamic theology has been
emphasized by such eminent Ash¢ari scholars as Fakhr al-Din al-Razi.

The most crucial aspect in evaluating al-Ghazal’s philosophical
stance is a consideration of his sources, and this task inevitably brings
to the forefront the ideas of his master, Abt 1-Ma‘ali al-Juwayni (d.
478/1085). Although identifying parallels with the philosophical
terms contained in al-Juwayni’'s works is at first glance exciting, one
must be very cautious in tracing back to any philosophical roots ideas
which were already present in Kalamic literature. Falling into this trap
is even easier when examining works written after Ibn Sina (d.
428/1037) because authors from this period onward are in danger of
being labeled producers of “a post-Avicennian work.” In this regard,
the author of this book accepts that al-Ghazali’s teacher, al-Juwayni,
was “the first Muslim theologian who seriously studied Avicenna’s
books” (p. 29; however, al-Juwaynt's knowledge of Avicenna’s phi-
losophy is contradictorily questioned on p. 134), and it appears that
this conclusion is mainly drawn by asserting that al-Juwayni devel-
oped a proof for the existence of God that depends on the trio of the
terms necessity, possibility and impossibility (wujiih, imkan/jawaz
and imtina. Griffel, however, does not or could not provide us with
any direct evidence demonstrating al-Juwayni’s relation to Ibn Sina’s
works. The only early, albeit unreliable, source of such evidence, a
source which is not in Griffel’s bibliography, might be Abt ‘Abd Allah

Bekir Topaloglu, Keldm [lmi — Giris [slamic Theology — Introduction) (Istanbul:
Damla Yayinevi, 1981), 28 ff. This idea was undoubtedly taken from izmirli fsmail
Hakkt's Yeni [Im-i Keldm, and he was also a dedicated follower of Ibn Khaldan
in assessing the general history of Kalam, which was presented in his al/-
Mugaddima.
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al-Mazari (d. 536/1141), who peculiarly commented that al-Juwayni
was a contemporary of Ibn Sina and had discussions with him!®

A century before Ibn Sina, Muslim theologians were well aware of
the terms wajib (darir), mumkin (ja’iz) and mumtani< (mustabil),
and theologians defined them as general judgments or judgments of
reason (qadaya ‘aqliyya) to be applied to our logical statements.
Here, one must remember that this was the very context in which al-
Ghazali used these terms in his Tabdfut, a position Griffel defines as
nominalism (p. 97). The works of Abt 1-Qasim al-Ka‘bi al-Balkhi (d.
319/931), as we learn from quotations in al-Maqdisi’s (d. after
355/966) al-Bad’ wa-I-tarikb, al-Maturidi (d. 333/944) and from his
follower Abt Salama al-Samarqandi (lived in the second half of the
fourth/tenth century), provide us with enough reasons to conclude
that this trio of terms was already in circulation in theological works
as well as in their philosophical counterparts, as it is in al-Farabi’s
works (see especially his al-Nukat fi abkam al-nujiim). Later from
the beginning of the fifth/eleventh century on, we come across to the
instances in which the trio was used as a methodological framework
to be applied to the general outline of the Kalamic viewpoint re-
garding “the nature” of God, His attributes and their relation to the
universe, as seen in the works of Abu Ja‘far al-Tasi (d. 460/1067), al-
Juwayni and al-Sanasi (d. 895/1490). Furthermore, those terms did
not wait to observe Ibn Sina’s works to gain their meanings on the
ontological level. The author of Mafatih al-ultim, al-Katib al-
Khwarazmi (d. 387), had already made the clear distinction that God
is the necessary being (wdajib al-wujid), while other beings are con-
tingent (mumbkin al-wujiid). From the fourth/tenth century onwards,
the mutakallimin, such as al-Baqillani (d. 403/1013), Aba Ishaq al-
Isfarayini (d. 418/1027) and Qadi ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 415/1025), tend-
ed to see necessary existence (wujinh al-wujid, wujih al-thubiit) as
a term corresponding to the classical divine attribute of eternity
(gidam). They made use of “the necessity” in their establishment of
the eternal existence of God, having formulated that proposition as
an ontological rule in the form of the principles “if the eternity is es-
tablished for something, it is impossible for it to become non-
existent” (ma thabata gidamub" imtana‘a ‘adamub”), or “the eter-
nal cannot become non-existent” (al-gadim la yu‘dam). Being a

3 Abi ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn ‘Ali al-Mazari, Idab al-mabsil min burban al-
usil (ed. ‘Ammar al-Talibi; Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 2001), 123.
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faithful disciple of his master al-Ash<ari (d. 324/935-36) (“shaikbund’
in the words of al-Juwayni), a thorough and careful examination of
al-Juwaynt's al-Shamil demonstrates that al-Ashari (most probably
together with his contemporaries and successors) suggested an on-
tological proof for the existence of God implying the distinction be-
tween necessary and contingent beings and clearly emphasizing the
particularization (ikbtisds, tarjih) of God, a proof that we know as
“dalil al-imkan.” Because the early mutakallimin held that God’s
existence is only achievable by way of proving (istidlal), not by ne-
cessity (dariira), they hesitated to accept a way that proposed neces-
sary knowledge and depended completely on the concept of being.
This is the reason why they debated whether dependence on the
mere concept of being is reliable, as observed in Abt Rashid al-
Nisabtri’s (d. after 420/1029) Fi [-tawbid, and why Ibn Sina at the
beginning of the metaphysics of his al-Shifa’> recommended the
mutakallimin to depend on the concept of existence and leave be-
hind their classical method istidlal bi-lI-shahid ‘ala I-gha’ib. With all
this in mind, it is quite doubtful that al-Juwayni departed from his
predecessors and proposed a new way of proving God’s existence in
Ash‘ari theology. Note that the proof he used in his al-‘Agida al-
Nizamiyya mainly relied on the principle of particularization
(takhbsis), rather than on a dichotomy between the contingency and
necessity of beings. Thus, the conclusion al-Juwayni reached (that
there must be a chooser to create all things the way they exist now)
was a precept Ash¢ari theologians already accepted before al-
Juwayni. This observation runs contrary to Griffel’s position, which
places al-Juwayni at the center of the issue. Thus, Griffel’s conclu-
sions regarding Ibn Sina’s application of the three terms to the exist-
ence of God and the acceptance of that application by such Ash‘ari
theologians as al-Juwayni, al-Ghazali and Ibn Tamart (d. 524/1130)
(p. 79) must be seriously revised. Undoubtedly, al-Ghazali and Ibn
Tamart could have been directly influenced by Ibn Sina’s works, but
this must not lead us to a one-dimensional reading of the case that
assigns all the credit to Ibn Sina, who was not at all an original thinker
on this issue. The fact that only a few works of the classical Ash‘ari
scholars are extant is a critical obstacle to any attempt to answer the
questions surrounding the relationship between theology and philos-
ophy in early Islamic thought.

This particular, yet important, issue is but one example that brings
to our attention the complex nature of the interaction between kaldam
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and falsafa. 1t questions a linear understanding of the history of
Kalam with regard to the proposition that philosophical thinking
mainly began with al-Juwayni and that his disciple, al-Ghazali, was
naturally influenced by him. In this sense, the act of discussing “al-
Ghazal’s philosophical theology” goes beyond the simple concept
the book’s title initially suggests. It can be said that, arguably, all the
main objections al-Ghazali raised against philosophers in Tahafut al-
falasifa were continuations of the early Mu‘tazili-Ashari theological
tradition, as demonstrated by his discussion in the third introduction
to his work, in which he propose to use Mu‘tazila’s and others’ views
to invalidate (and thus silence) the pseudo-demonstrative proofs of
philosophers. Accordingly, al-Ghazali’s fundamental principle re-
garding the most crucial issue dealt with in Tahdfut, that is, the prob-
lem of the eternity of the world, was a restatement of the classical
stance that predated al-Ghazali’s work and can be found in theo-
logical as well as jurisprudential writings. This stance can be summa-
rized as “the eternal being cannot have a cause.” The same applies to
his stance on philosophers’ views contained in chapter seventeen,
where he places the concept of “possibility (imkdn)” at the center of
the discussion and maintains the classical theological principle that
“the impossible cannot be subject to the power of God” (al-mubal Ia
qudrat’ ‘alayh’). This was, again, the very context in which the earlier
Mu¢tazilis discussed the nature of the omnipotence of the Creator and
the position of other beings: whether they are possible or impossible
according to God’s power. If we recall the section on the general
concept of “being and thing” in Ibn Sina’s al-Shifa’/al-liahiyyat, we
see that even Ibn Sina dealt with the issue after having considered
related discussions in Mu‘tazili theology. Therefore, evaluating al-
Ghazalt’s philosophical theology, as it is called, cannot be accom-
plished successfully without underlining the importance of an earlier
theological tradition, whether Mu‘tazili or Ashari.

Overall, this book provides a very intricate account of the issues it
treats, but problems occur in some of its details that might lead the
author to draw the wrong conclusions. For example, the author calls
a passage by ‘Ayn al-Qudat al-Hamadani (d. 525/1131) a “pseudo-
Avicennian quote” because he could not find it in any of Ibn Sina’s
writings, although al-Hamadani had attributed it to the latter (pp. 84-
85). In fact, it is contained in one of Ibn Sina’s letters to the famous
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mystic AbG Sa‘d Abia I-Khayr found in Ibn Sina’s corpus.” We can
also come across to some efforts which try to decipher the meaning
of the “mysterious” correspondence between Ibn Sina and Abt Sa‘id
afterwards. Among these efforts is a short commentary by one of the
Ottoman mystics Jamal-i Khalwati (d. 899/1494), in which he inter-
estingly used the vocabulary of Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 638/1240) to make
sense of the text.” In this case, the quote cannot be interpreted as an
inspiration of al-Hamadani by some Ghazalian explanations. Ac-
cordingly, quick and sweeping conclusions should be avoided in
ascribing the originality of some concepts or views to al-Ghazali. The
author’s explanations of the concept of “the chains of events” can be
re-considered in this regard (p. 80). Seeing “something strikingly new
in al-Ghazali’s fatwa against three teachings of the falasifa” (p. 103)
might not be entirely correct because, as was shown above, al-
Ghazali mainly followed a pre-existing tradition. To provide a partic-
ular example, denouncing philosophers as unbelievers due to their
views on the eternity of the world was already a de facto position for
Muslim theologians (see Abu 1-Qasim al-Busti’s [d. 420/1029] al-
Bapth ‘an adillat al-takfir wa-I-tafsiq for attitudes similar to that of
al-Ghazali’s in other issues). To argue “For al-Ash‘ari, there is neither
causality nor laws of nature” (p. 127) would be an unfair judgment of
al-Ash¢ari due to the scarcity of the sources. The list of al-Ghazali’s
most influential students the author provides to prove the judgment
that “al-Ghazali was by far the most influential religious figure during
the sixth/twelfth century” (p. 95) might be considered controversial,
and the reasons for the inclusion of some persons attributed as “fol-
lowers” of al-Ghazali deemed unconvincing, if we carefully consider
each these persons and their views as Griffel presents them. As an
example of a possible misunderstanding, the author believes that al-
Ghazali’s third argument on the issue of the eternity of the world is
probably not from the works of Ibn Sina (p. 165); however, a reading
of Ibn Sina’s relevant sections in al-Shifa’/al-Sama’ al-tabi‘i and his
al-Najat disproves this conclusion. Last but not least, the author’s
approach to the issue of God’s necessity in all aspects and under-

4 <Abd al-Amir Shams al-Din, al-Madbhab al-tarbawi ‘inda Ibn Sina min kbildl
Jalsafatibi I-<ilmiyya (Beirut: al-Sharika al-‘Alamiyya li-I-Kitab, 1988), 398.
See the forthcoming article which includes the Arabic text: Veysel Kaya & Ulvi
Murat Kilavuz, “An Example of the Mystical Avicennism in the Ottoman Thought
— Agsarayi’s Interpretation of Ibn Sina’s Risdla ila Abii Sa‘id Abit I-Kbayr’.



Book Reviews / Al-Ghazali's Philosophical Theology 253

standing of it, both regarding the texts of Ibn Sina and al-Ghazali, are
in question (p. 271). At first, neither Ibn Sina nor al-Ghazali used the
phrase mentioned “to express that God’s actions follow with neces-
sity from His essence.” Ibn Sina basically used this principle to prove
that there are neither genera nor parts (ajza’) for God, thus, He is not
subject to change (See Ibn Sina, Uyin al-bikma and al-Mabda’ wa-I-
ma‘dad). Griffel’s reference to al-Ghazali’s usage of the phrase “min
Jjami< jibatib” as spatial direction (p. 272) is controversial. In addition
to these examples, an ambitious reader might be distracted by some
“trivial” information that interrupts the flow of the text, such as the
Qur’anic account of lifespan (p. 188), the depiction, description and
historical information regarding al-Ghazal’s water clock (p. 238-239)
and the detailed depiction of Oguz Turks murderous act (p. 76), all
of which might impair the systematic structure of the work.

Claiming to be the most thorough examination to date of al-
Ghazali (in English), Frank Griffel’s study without doubt deserves to
be a handbook for students and researchers of Islamic studies in both
his quest to assemble and evaluate data pertaining to the life and
thought of this prominent Muslim thinker and also in presenting a
starting point for deeper discussions in our attempt to understand the
heritage of Islamic thought.
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