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E Islamic civilization. However, even _if that were the case, it might

f still be useful to note that al-Ghazali’s discussion here of the ideo-
b jogical dimensions of religion remains literally (and inescapably)
b applicable in the context of most Muslim societies today — and
| indeed, if appropriate analogies are made to the “civil religion”
t concerned, in all but a handful of contemporary states. At a
' minimum, that might give us pause to reflect on the astonishing
historical rarity (if not uniqueness) of this situation in which we
- can speak openly of “mystical literature”, and of the efforts and
L fragile conditions which have made that unusual situation pos-

= sible.

Finally, with regard to al-Ghazali’s central assumption of an
inescapable hierarchy of psychic, spiritual and intellectual poten-
tialities, with all the pedagogical and rhetorical consequences he
draws from it, the contrasts with the corresponding educational
and political premises of our own day are too striking to ignore.
At the very least, such reflections — like the famous words of Lao
Tzu with which we began — may remind us of the misunder-
standings and delusions that beset all speech in this domain. . .

Notes

1. Althcugh most of al-Ghazali’s writings, including the passage
translated here, are clearly meant to be understood in the
context of Islamic mysticism (and Sufism in particular), many
of the considerations he alludes to — and the methods of
esoteric writing embodying those concerns — are common to
other Islamic intellectual traditions, especially a range of
philosophic and Shiite ones. A basic introduction to the
pervasive influence of esoteric assumptions and methods in
later Islamic culture can be found in M.G.S. Hodgson’s The
Venture of Islam (Chicago, 1974), II, pp. 192-200. For the
manifestations in the philosophical traditions, see our discus-
sion and further references in The Wisdom of the Throne: An
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Introduction to the Philosophy of Mulla Sadra (Princeton,
1981), pp. 41-46; for the Shiite dimensions, see our article on
“Tagiya’ in the forthcoming Encyclopedia of Religion
(Macmillan, NY), ed. Eliade, ez. al Al-Ghazali’s own writings
draw on a thorough knowledge of all these traditions, integ.
rated within his own predominately Sufi perspective.

. The best general English introduction is probably R.J. Mc

Carthy’s Freedom and Fulfillment (Boston, 1980). The first
name Muhammad (or Abu Hamid) is often mentioned in order
to distinguish him from his younger brother Ahmad, who wag
a renowned Sufi master and author of several important Per-
sian prose works with a more strictly mystical and spiritual
focus (cf. article by H. Ritter in the Encyclopedia of Islam,
2nd ed.).

. It should be stressed that al-Ghazali’s intellectual efforts ex-

tended to all the sciences of his day, including the defense and
integration of the “‘rational” or “Greek” sciences within his
own distinctive spiritual perspective. Since then, Muslims
throughout the Islamic world have frequently tended to view
those traditions (and Shiism as well) in light of al-Ghazali’s
judgments and evaluations.

. In the context of this article, it is especially important (if not

totally unsurprising) to note that the “‘exoteric” or popular
dimensions of al-Ghazali’s arguments have frequently been
more influential than his deeper and more personal views, both
in the Islamic world and in the perceptions of Western scholars.
For example, his apparent (and politically motivated) criti-
cisms of Shiism and of philosophy are far better known than
his extensive debts to both traditions, and modern editions of
his work have often reflected more of an admiration for his
legalist apologetics than a genuine appreciation of his more
profound spiritual and mystical intentions. Among other
things, this failure to appreciate the full rhetorical implications
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of al-Ghazali’s remarks here has led to an extensive secondary
literature attempting to use chronology and /or accusations of
“apocryphal” writing to resolve the apparent contradictions
and multiple points of view in his works.

. The Arabic text followed for our translation (with minor
corrections) is that of Dr. Sulayman Dunya, Cairo, 1964, pp.
399-409 for the translated passage.

. In particular, al-Ghazali stresses (p. 405) that this natural
tendency to “liken God” (to material and human things) ‘“‘has
many degrees”’, ranging from naive materialistic conceptions to
the more pervasive conception of divine ““anger’ or ‘“‘pleasure”
(and man’s consequent obedience or rebellion) in anthropo-
morphic terms.

. The Asharites were one of the major schools of ‘ilm al-kalam,
the Islamic science which originally developed as an apologetic
defense of the basic presuppositions of the Islamic Law.

. “Disputation” here refers to the institution of the munazara,
corresponding to the medieval Latin disputatio, a widespread
form of academic training and competition in the Islamic
world of the time. Al-Ghazali gives a rather backhanded
defense of it (no doubt reflecting his own experiences) at pp.
365-366. the desire to dominate, in such intellectual or
rhetorical competitions, may be a useful incentive to pursue
religious knowledge, “but in the end one awakens to the fal-
sity of that quest and returns to the straight path.”

. “Irshad”, the word translated as “guidance” here, is a Koranic
term referring more specifically to moral and spiritual direc-
tion, especially by a spiritual guide or master. Here it reflects
the fact that al-Ghazali, throughout Mizan al-‘Amal, is pri-
marily dealing with spiritual pedagogy, whether through
Sufism or other disciplines, and not with “teaching” (ta Tim)
of any particular subject abstracted from that moral and re-
ligious context.
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10. Several of the Arabic terms here have possible Sufi overtoneg
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13.
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that are not fully reflected in this translation: insan (translateq
as “‘person’) is often used specifically in Sufi texts to refer to
the fully realized, enlighted ‘““human being” ( cf. the equivalent
term ‘al-kamil” at note 11), as opposed to basher, the
“human-animal’’ Likewise inkashafa(translated as ~‘discovered")-
is used more specifically in Sufi Writings to refer to one’s

inner spiritual discoveries or experiences.

Given the central focus of this book, the term “fully accom-

plished person’ (al-kamil) here almost certainly is used in the

common Sufi sense of one who has attained (relative) spiritua] -

perfection, although once again al-Ghazali’s terminology could
also be applied to the expert or master in a particular science
or discipline.

. The Shafi'i and Hanafi madhhabs were two of the most in-

fluential Sunni schools of Islamic Law, and in al-Ghazali’s own
native region of Nishapur (near modern Mashhad in Iran)
communal struggles centering on these two “‘schools” — in a
way reminiscent, forexample, of the struggles between Guelphs
and Ghibbelines in renaissance Italy — were a recurrent feature
of local political and religious life: see the descriptions in R.
Bulliet, The Parricians of Nishapur.

It is important to note that al-Ghazali seems to conceive of the
process he describes here as natural and inescapable. In his
ethical/spiritual theory outlined in the earlier chapters of this
book, the tendency toward riyasa (“‘power and domination”,
or control in the broadest sense of the term) is viewed as
universal except in those rare individuals (certain Sufis, saints,
etc.) who have managed to overcome it. Al-Ghazali’s political
writings and remarks in general, even before his “conversion”
to Sufism, all seem to reflect this sort of quietistic aversion to
direct political activity.

Here al-Ghazali draws a distinction (based on Koranic sources)
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between the true divine “religions” (adyan, pl. of din) and the
many human “sects” (firag) into which religions tend to

- degenerate. The passage is thus a clear allusion to the famous

(5.

16.

17.

18.

hadith concerning the division of Islam into 72 (or some other
symbolic number of) sects, as well as to the many Koranic
references to the ultimate unity of Din al-Haqq (the “True
Religion™).

Here “X” and “Y” are used to translate al-Ghazali’s “red”” and
“black™: it should not be difficult, within the history of any
religion, to fill in the “blanks™ here with appropriate examples
of bloody political and social struggles over what in retrospect
or at a suitable distance appear as completely insignificant
differences of religious symbolism.

The word mustarshid, which we have generally translated as
“pupil” (for brevity’s sake), literally means the person seeking
moral and spiritual guidance (irshad: cf. note 9), and al-
Ghazali’s advice here must be understood in that context.

Here (with reference to “Turks”, etc.), Ghazali is not indulging
in some idiosyncratic racial slurs, but simply employing a
rhetorical expression frequently used in medieval Arabic
literature (along with the “Kurds” and “bedouin”. al-‘arak) to
refer to “‘rustic”’, relatively uncivilized types. However, his
casual assertion that such groups are by nature “closest to the
brute animals” (p. 332 in this same work) does point out what
are — at least from the modern viewpoint — some of the pos-
sible historical limitations of his assumptions concerning
natural hierarchies.

These remarks refer back to the discussion of the two broad
types of natural ‘“‘anthropomorphism” (tasbih) in the im-
mediately preceding chapter: cf. note 6 above. Al-Ghazali’s
treatment of Islamic eschatology in different works offers a
particularly vivid illustration of his application of this prin-
ciple. In his K al-Durrat al-Fakhira (tr. J. Smith, The Precious
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Pearl. .., Missoula, Montana, 1979), we are given a purely
exoteric, literalist account of the events of the Last Day,
based on the Koran and numerous juadith, while in the [hyg’
‘Ulum al-Din — and even more so in the Mishkar al-Anway (tr.
J. Deladri€re, Le Tabernacle des Lumiéres, Paris, 1981 ; the old
English paraphrase by Gairdner is badly 'misleading) - al-
Ghazali alludes far more openly to his understanding of thoge
symbols in light of the mystical experiences and illuminationg
of the Sufi path. These three works correspond perfectly, in
this domain, to the three levels of understanding and intention
outlined in this passage.

The word translated here as “in his innermost self”’ (sirran)
may also mean “secretly” — but the subsequent explanation
makes it clear that the meaning or realization here is some-
thing that is essentially “secret”, by its very nature, and not
simply an opinion intentionally hidden or concealed from
others.

. The last part of this sentence is a paraphrase of or allusion to a

number of Koranic verses (e.g., 10:43; 17:72: 27:81; etc.)
which stress the pointlessness of attempting to guide or
convince the spiritually “blind” and indicate that the
Prophet (and by implication, his successors as guides) are not
responsible for this blindness.

This last phrase is an ironic allusion by al-Ghazali to the

popular kalam argument that the truth of a prophet is deter-
mined by his probative miracles — an argument which al-
Ghazali attacks on a number of grounds. See especially his
defense of prophecy, based on actual spiritual, experiential
verification of the prophetic message, in al-Mungidh min al-
Dalal (tr. of McCarthy cited at note 2above, pp. 96-100), and
the elaboration of that argument from the Sufi perspective
throughout the Mishkar al-Anwar (tr. by Deladriére cited at
note 18 above).
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“Inquiry and reflection” here translate the key term al-nazar.
Although it was often used as a sort of code word for the
methods of the mutakallimun (who called themselves the
“people of nazar™) or of the philosophers, al-Ghazali here
seems to be using it in a broader (and at the same time intrin-
sically personalized or individual) sense drawn from the
Koranic uses of the term, where, in dozens of verses, it
conveys a combination of “looking” (the root meaning) and
“pondering” or reflecting on God’s “Signs” and active
Presence in all their manifestations. This seems to be the
meaning — i.e., by discovering the spiritual truth for oneself,
not by adopting a particular method or doctrine — of al-
Ghazali’s exhortation here to become the “master of a
madhhab”

. This paragraph contains a number of Koranic allusions and

paraphrases, including the image of the ““blind man” (¢f. note
20 above) and the reference to the “‘final outcome of the
matter” (‘agabat al-‘amr) which “surely will be known”, i.e., in
the afterlife. The word ga'id used here ordinarily refers to a
political, worldly ““leader” of the type described above (at
note 13 ff.}, it is not one of the usual terms for a spiritual
guide or master (whom al-Ghazali certainly does not wish to
criticize), motivated by something quite different from the
usual desire for domination and control.

. “Relying on yourself” is a free translation of the Arabic

istiqlal, “‘independence” (of spirit), reflecting al-Ghazali’s
emphasis in earlier chapters on the necessity for the qualified
individual to become a “mujtahid” — a word referring here to
the independent seeker, not the advanced jurist (the more
common technical meaning of the term). From that context,
it is clear that he is pointing here to the opposite of that inner,
often unconscious attitude of taqlid (translated as “heedless
acceptance” in the preceding paragraph): the distinction
between the two states is marked precisely by the develop-
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ment of one’s own “nazar”, the ability and willingness tq
“look” for the Truth and truly inquire for oneself.

The “Truth” here (alHaqq), as in most Sufi writings ang
following the Koran, could also be translated as **God” or the
“Ultimate Reality”: it is clear from the rest of this book and
the wider context of al-Ghazali’s writings that the “search” he
has in mind is a particular spiritual condition. with its own
definite Goal. The many hadith encouraging the “seeking of

"~ knowledge” (talab al-‘ilm) are taken by al-Ghaze-llf, and by

26.

Islamic mystical writers generally, to allude above all to this
inner spiritual search.

The basic terms of this progression — *‘blindness” and “delu-
sion” or aimless wandering (dalal); “looking™ or inquiring
(nazar) and “true seeing” or spiritual insight (bagar, not the
more general raa) — are all key Koranic expressions under-
stood by Islamic mystics in the spiritual sense al-Ghazalj has
given them here.

27. See the references to these other. not necessarily “‘mystical”

traditions of Islamic esotericism in n. 1 above.

. The interplay of these two dimensions of religion (and pro-

phetic revelation), as al-Ghazall understands it in the Islamic
context, is summed up in two sayings of the Prophet Mu-
hammad which he cites repeatedly (quoted here from p. 368
of Mizan al-‘Amal): “Indeed we, the assembly of prophets,
were ordered to reveal to people (the divine Word) according
to their ranks, and to speak to them according to the capacity .

- of their intellects”, and “No one (prophet or guide) has

spoken to a people with a saying (hadith) that their intellects
could not comprehend, but that this was a cause of dissension
and conflict (fitna) for some of them.” Ghazali follows these
with an allusion to a famous speech of the Imam *Ali (found in
the Nahj al-Balagha) which is one of the classic statements of
Islamic esotericism.
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79. These interrelationships are aptly summarized in al-Ghazali’s
earlier remarks (p. 329 of Mizan al-‘Amal) concerning the

“four kinds of siyasa (‘‘governance” or “‘political direction”)

that maintain the world™:

“The first is the sivasa of the prophets, which applies
both to the &lite and to the masses, in their external affairs
(zahir) and in their inner, spiritual life (barin). The second
is that of the caliphs, governors, and sultans, and likewise
applies to the &lite and to the masses, but (only) to their ex-
ternal affairs, not to their inner life. The third is the siyasa
of the wise (hukamd’) and the learned, which applies ex-
clusively to the inner life of the élite. And the fourth is
that of the preachers and the fugaha’ (the legal scholars),
which applies exclusively to the inner life of the masses.”

Although al-Ghazali's own works reflect the detailed
application of this schema to the sciences and society of his
time, and his outlook was highly influential in Sunni circles
throughout the Islamic world (down to our own day), the
political thinking they embody was by no means universally
accepted among Muslim thinkers. There were always philo-
sophers, Shiite thinkers, and various mystical and messianic
movements representing diverse alternative views — although
frequently starting from some of the same basic categories
(khass/ ‘amm; zahir/batin; etc.). differently interpreted.

30. The primary difference among the traditions of Islamic
“asotericism’” mentioned at notes 1 and 27 above, both in
practice and theory, often had to do with their conception of
the nature of that ‘“élite” (khass) which was the particular
focus of their interest (e.g., philosophical understanding, the
special status of the Shiite Imams or other inspired guides,
etc.). Needless to say, ail were careful to point out the

fundamental distinction between the special, unchanging types




of natural hierarchy which concerned them (whether spirituaL ;
intellectual, etc.) and the shifting popular notions of khasg ang-
amm resting on such visible (and variable) criteria as rank,
birth, wealth, race, etc.

31. Certainly mystical “literature” in this sense must be undey. |,
stood as excluding the sacred or revealed writings (in this ;
context, especially the Koran). which are distinguished _
among other things — by their “‘operative”
dimensions (e.g., in prayer, dhikr, etc.) and byt
tible potential meaning, which continues to ex

or revelatory
heir inexhays.
pand precisely
j in proportion to one’s degree of spiritual advancement. For 3].
1 Ghazali's conception, cf. the recent translation of his Jawahi,
i al-Qur’an, The Jewels of the Qur’an, by M.A. Quasem, London,
! 1983.
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Beatific Vision and Poetic Imagery
in Baha' Walad

William Chittick

The name Baha’ Walad (a. 1230) has been seen if not re-
' membered by everyone with an interest in Persian Sufi poetry. It
is hardly possible to read about the great Jalal al-Din Rumi with-
' out hearing how his father — Baha’ Walad — set out for Mecca
before the approaching Mongol invasion and eventually ended up
in Konya as ““sultan of the learned.” Few have bothered, however,
' to look at Baha’ Walad’s Macérif (Gnoses), which is usually men-
tioned in passing in such accounts. Among orientalists, A.J.
Arberry called attention to this “precious record” of “many re-
markable mystical experiences. . . described in remarkably fine
and eloquent Persian.” He translated the first twenty sections
. (26 of 612 pages) in his Aspects of Islamic Civilization. 1

The editor of the Ma%arif.? the contemporary lranian author-
ity on Rumi, Badi® al-Zaman Furtzanfar, has described in some
detail in his introduction the parallels between Baha’ Walad’s
prose and Rumi’s poetry. A thorough study of these parallels
could easily fill a large volume. There is little doubt that the
Macc;rif is the single most important literary influence on Rumi
after the Koran and the Hadith. Traditional accounts relate that
he used to read it constantly before the coming of Shams-i

Tabrizi.?




