
al ghazali incoherence of the philosophers

al ghazali incoherence of the philosophers stands as a pivotal work in Islamic philosophy and theology, marking
a critical response to the rationalist tradition of the medieval Islamic philosophers. Written by the renowned
theologian and mystic Al-Ghazali, this treatise challenges the arguments put forth by philosophers such as
Avicenna and Al-Farabi, who attempted to harmonize Greek philosophy with Islamic thought. The book
scrutinizes the logical and metaphysical claims of these philosophers, particularly focusing on their views
about causality, the eternity of the world, and God's knowledge. This article explores the historical context,
key arguments, and lasting impact of the "Incoherence of the Philosophers." Additionally, it provides an in-depth
analysis of Al-Ghazali’s critiques and their implications for the development of Islamic theology and
philosophy. The discussion is segmented into thematic parts for clarity and thorough understanding.
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Historical Background of Al-Ghazali and Islamic Philosophy

Al-Ghazali (1058–1111 CE) was a prominent Muslim theologian, jurist, and mystic who lived during the
Islamic Golden Age. His intellectual journey included extensive study in philosophy, jurisprudence, and Sufism,
making him a uniquely influential figure. The period saw the flourishing of Islamic philosophy, heavily influenced
by Greek philosophical traditions, especially Aristotelianism and Neoplatonism, through scholars like Al-
Farabi and Avicenna. These philosophers sought to reconcile reason and faith, applying rigorous logic to
theological doctrines. However, their rationalistic approach raised questions about the limits of human
reason and divine revelation. Al-Ghazali’s critical examination of these ideas was motivated by a desire to
defend orthodox Islamic doctrine against what he saw as philosophical errors that threatened religious
beliefs.

Overview of the Philosophers Targeted by Al-Ghazali

The primary targets of Al-Ghazali’s critique in the Incoherence of the Philosophers were prominent Islamic
philosophers such as Avicenna (Ibn Sina) and Al-Farabi. These thinkers adopted the Hellenistic philosophical
framework and integrated it into Islamic thought, emphasizing metaphysics, cosmology, and epistemology. They
posited ideas such as the eternity of the world, the denial of bodily resurrection, and the reliance on causality
as necessary and immutable laws. Their approach contrasted with traditional Islamic teachings based on the
Quran and Hadith, which emphasize divine omnipotence and the temporal creation of the universe. Understanding
the philosophical positions of these thinkers is essential to grasp the nature of Al-Ghazali’s objections and his
method of refutation.

Core Arguments in the Incoherence of the Philosophers

Al-Ghazali’s Incoherence of the Philosophers systematically dismantles several key philosophical doctrines.
His critique centers on the tension between reason and revelation, questioning the validity of Aristotelian
metaphysics when applied to Islamic theology. The main areas of contention include:



The Eternity of the World: Philosophers argued that the universe is eternal, contradicting the Islamic1.
belief in creation ex nihilo.

Causality and Divine Intervention: Al-Ghazali denied necessary causality, asserting that God alone is2.
the cause of all events, which can occur without natural causes.

God’s Knowledge: The philosophers claimed that God’s knowledge is limited to universals, while Al-3.
Ghazali maintained God’s omniscience includes particulars.

Resurrection and Afterlife: Philosophers rejected bodily resurrection, which Al-Ghazali defended as a4.
fundamental tenet of faith.

Al-Ghazali used philosophical tools such as logic and dialectics to demonstrate contradictions and
inconsistencies in the philosophers’ arguments. His method combined rigorous analysis with theological
commitments, aiming to uphold the primacy of Islamic revelation over rational speculation.

The Eternity of the World

The debate over the universe’s eternity was central to Al-Ghazali’s critique. Philosophers argued that matter
and the cosmos have always existed, based on Aristotelian philosophy. Al-Ghazali challenged this by asserting
that the universe began to exist at a specific point, created by God’s will. He argued that the concept of an
eternal universe undermines divine omnipotence and the notion of creation, which is foundational in Islamic
theology.

Causality and Contingency

Al-Ghazali refuted the idea of necessary causality, which posits that natural causes produce effects
inevitably. Instead, he introduced the concept of occasionalism, where God is the direct cause of every event,
and natural causes are merely habitual patterns without intrinsic power. This argument reinforced the belief in
God’s absolute control over the universe and the contingency of all created things.

God’s Knowledge and Omnipotence

According to the philosophers, God’s knowledge is limited to universal forms, excluding particulars. Al-
Ghazali opposed this view, emphasizing that God’s knowledge encompasses all entities, including individual
events and actions. This stance affirms God’s omniscience and supports the Islamic understanding of divine
justice and accountability.

Resurrection and Afterlife

One of the most contentious issues was the denial of bodily resurrection by the philosophers. Al-Ghazali
upheld the Quranic teaching of resurrection and life after death as essential elements of faith. He argued that
denying resurrection contradicts religious doctrine and the moral framework underlying Islamic eschatology.

Philosophical and Theological Implications

The impact of Al-Ghazali’s Incoherence of the Philosophers extends beyond its immediate critique of medieval
Islamic philosophy. His work reshaped the discourse on reason and faith in Islam and influenced subsequent
theological developments. The tension between rationalism and orthodoxy highlighted in this treatise continues
to be a fundamental issue in Islamic intellectual history.



Reassertion of Ash‘arite Theology

Al-Ghazali’s arguments reinforced the Ash‘arite school of theology, which emphasizes divine omnipotence and
occasionalism. His critique undermined the philosophical rationalism of the falasifa and promoted a theological
framework that prioritized scriptural revelation over speculative reasoning.

Limits of Human Reason

The treatise underscored the limitations of human reason in comprehending metaphysical realities, advocating
for humility and reliance on divine revelation. This perspective influenced Islamic scholars to approach
philosophy with caution, balancing rational inquiry with faith.

Influence on Later Philosophers and Theologians

Al-Ghazali’s work prompted responses from later philosophers, most notably Ibn Rushd (Averroes), who wrote
The Incoherence of the Incoherence to defend philosophy. The debate between these thinkers shaped the trajectory
of Islamic philosophy and had repercussions in Western medieval thought as well.

Legacy and Influence on Later Islamic Thought

The legacy of the Incoherence of the Philosophers is profound, as it marked a turning point in Islamic
intellectual history. Al-Ghazali’s synthesis of theology, philosophy, and mysticism contributed to the
evolution of Islamic thought and remains influential to this day.

Impact on Sufism and Mysticism

Al-Ghazali’s integration of Sufi spirituality with orthodox theology gained widespread acceptance, bridging
the gap between philosophy and mysticism. His critique of philosophers complemented his advocacy for a
personal, experiential approach to faith.

Enduring Relevance in Contemporary Discussions

The issues raised by Al-Ghazali regarding the relationship between reason and revelation continue to resonate
in modern Islamic philosophy and theology. Debates about the role of philosophy in understanding religion and
the limits of rationalism draw heavily on the foundations laid by this work.

Summary of Key Contributions

Challenged the philosophical assertions of eternity and causality, reinforcing the doctrine of divine
creation and intervention.

Defended orthodox Islamic beliefs against rationalist reinterpretations, especially concerning
resurrection and divine knowledge.

Reinvigorated Ash‘arite theology and shaped the discourse on the interplay between faith and reason.

Influenced later scholars and inspired ongoing philosophical and theological debates within Islam.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is Al-Ghazali's main argument in 'The Incoherence of the Philosophers'?

Al-Ghazali's main argument in 'The Incoherence of the Philosophers' is that the Islamic philosophers,
particularly those influenced by Aristotelian and Neoplatonic thought, made several errors in metaphysics and
theology, especially concerning the eternity of the world, God's knowledge of particulars, and causality. He
argues that their views conflict with Islamic teachings.

Who were the primary philosophers criticized by Al-Ghazali in 'The
Incoherence of the Philosophers'?

Al-Ghazali primarily criticized philosophers like Avicenna (Ibn Sina) and Al-Farabi, who were prominent Islamic
philosophers influenced by Greek philosophy, particularly Aristotle and Neoplatonism.

How did Al-Ghazali's 'The Incoherence of the Philosophers' impact Islamic
philosophy?

'The Incoherence of the Philosophers' significantly challenged the dominance of Aristotelian philosophy in the
Islamic world, leading to a decline in the influence of peripatetic philosophy and encouraging a return to
orthodox Islamic theology (Ash'arism). It also sparked further philosophical debates and responses, such as
Averroes' 'The Incoherence of the Incoherence.'

What is Al-Ghazali's stance on causality in 'The Incoherence of the
Philosophers'?

Al-Ghazali argued against the philosophers' notion of necessary causality, claiming that what appears as
causal relationships are actually habitual occurrences established by God. He emphasized occasionalism, where
God is the direct cause of all events.

How does Al-Ghazali address the concept of the eternity of the world in his
work?

Al-Ghazali refutes the philosophers' claim that the world is eternal, asserting instead that the world had a
definite beginning, as stated in Islamic doctrine. He argues that the idea of eternity contradicts the belief in divine
creation.

What methods did Al-Ghazali use to critique the philosophers in 'The
Incoherence of the Philosophers'?

Al-Ghazali employed logical analysis, theological arguments, and scriptural evidence to systematically
critique the philosophers' positions, aiming to show that their conclusions were both philosophically flawed
and incompatible with Islamic teachings.

How did Averroes respond to Al-Ghazali's 'The Incoherence of the
Philosophers'?

Averroes wrote 'The Incoherence of the Incoherence' as a detailed rebuttal defending the philosophers' views
and attempting to reconcile Aristotelian philosophy with Islamic theology, criticizing Al-Ghazali's arguments
as misunderstandings or misrepresentations.



Why is 'The Incoherence of the Philosophers' considered a pivotal work in
Islamic intellectual history?

'The Incoherence of the Philosophers' is pivotal because it marked a decisive challenge to the prevailing
philosophical paradigm, reinforced theological orthodoxy, and inspired significant intellectual debate that
shaped subsequent Islamic thought and the relationship between philosophy and religion.

Does Al-Ghazali reject philosophy entirely in 'The Incoherence of the
Philosophers'?

No, Al-Ghazali does not reject philosophy entirely. He appreciates logic and certain philosophical methods but
criticizes the metaphysical and theological conclusions of the philosophers when they contradict Islamic
doctrine. He advocates for a balance between reason and revelation.

Additional Resources
1. Al-Ghazali’s Incoherence of the Philosophers: A Critical Analysis
This book provides an in-depth examination of Al-Ghazali’s seminal work, "The Incoherence of the Philosophers."
It explores the philosophical arguments Al-Ghazali employs to challenge the views of earlier Islamic
philosophers such as Avicenna and Al-Farabi. The author critically assesses the impact of Al-Ghazali’s
critique on Islamic philosophy and its broader intellectual history.

2. Philosophy and Theology in Al-Ghazali’s Tahafut al-Falasifa
Focusing on the theological implications of Al-Ghazali’s arguments, this book delves into how "The
Incoherence of the Philosophers" bridges philosophy and Islamic theology. It explains Al-Ghazali’s method of
refuting metaphysical claims and highlights the tensions between rationalism and revelation in Islamic thought.

3. The Incoherence of the Philosophers: Context and Commentary
This volume provides historical context to Al-Ghazali’s work, placing it within the intellectual currents of
the 11th century. It includes a detailed commentary on key passages, helping readers understand the nuances of
Al-Ghazali’s critique and his influence on subsequent Islamic and Western philosophy.

4. Al-Ghazali and the Critique of Philosophical Reason
Exploring Al-Ghazali’s skepticism toward the use of pure reason in philosophy, this book analyzes the
limitations he identifies in the philosophers’ arguments. It discusses how Al-Ghazali’s critique paved the way for
a philosophical methodology grounded in spiritual insight and divine revelation.

5. The Legacy of Al-Ghazali’s Tahafut al-Falasifa
This book traces the intellectual legacy of "The Incoherence of the Philosophers" throughout Islamic history
and beyond. It examines how Al-Ghazali’s work influenced later Islamic thinkers, as well as the reception and
responses by figures such as Ibn Rushd (Averroes).

6. Rationalism and Revelation: Al-Ghazali’s Challenge to Islamic Philosophy
Focusing on the dynamic between rational inquiry and religious faith, this text analyzes Al-Ghazali’s critique
as a pivotal moment in Islamic intellectual history. It highlights the philosophical debates that arose from his
work and the lasting questions about the relationship between reason and theology.

7. Refuting the Philosophers: Al-Ghazali’s Epistemology and Metaphysics
This scholarly work delves into the epistemological and metaphysical foundations of Al-Ghazali’s critique. It
explores how his arguments challenge the certainty of philosophical knowledge and propose an alternative
framework based on mystical experience.

8. Philosophical Incoherence and Religious Orthodoxy: Al-Ghazali’s Impact
This book investigates how Al-Ghazali’s "Incoherence" served to defend orthodox Islamic beliefs against
philosophical speculation. It discusses the social and religious implications of his work and its role in shaping
Sunni orthodoxy.



9. Dialogue and Dispute: Al-Ghazali’s Incoherence in Comparative Perspective
Offering a comparative approach, this book situates Al-Ghazali’s critique alongside similar philosophical
disputes in other traditions. It highlights the cross-cultural significance of his arguments and their relevance
to ongoing debates about faith, reason, and philosophy.
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