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ABSTRACT

The issue of causality remained one of the heatedly
debated issues in the early centuries of Islam. The
fundamental question faced by Muslim theologians was
whether cause and effect have a self-sustained relationship
or each event in the universe is continuously governed by
the Will of God? If the former is the case, then how are
miracles possible? If latter, why do we observe regularity
in events? The impossibility of miracles could not be
accommodated by Muslim theologians because miracles
are regarded as one of the primary means of establishing
the truth of prophethood. This article explains the
critique levelled by Abu Hamid al-Ghazali in his famous
book Tahafut al Falasifah on the position of Muslim
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philosophers about causality. Al-Ghazali’s primary
concern was to show that the cause-and-effect
relationship is neither necessary nor sufficient; what we
call “cause-and-effect relationship” is an opinion based on
the observation of one event happening after the other.
In his opinion, we never observe “cause,” rather we only
observe two events. In recent past, some Muslim thinkers
have accused al-Ghazali of diverting Muslims away from
scientific endeavour by criticising the principle of
causality. Others confused al-Ghazali’s critique of
causality with David Hume’s position. The article

attempts to bring forth the flaws behind these views.
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Summary of the Article

The issue of causality remained one of the heatedly
debated issues in the early centuries of Islam. The
fundamental question faced by Muslim theologians was
that whether cause and effect have a self-sustained
relationship or each event in the universe is continuously
governed by the Will of God? If the former is the case,

then how is a miracle possible? If latter, why do we



observe regularity in events? The impossibility of
miracles could not be accommodated by Muslim
theologians because miracles are regarded as one of the

primary means of establishing the truth of prophethood.

Muslim philosophers like Ibn Sina (1037 AD), driven by

the Aristotelian concept of causality and Neo-Platonist
emanationist theory of the universe, believed that cause-
and-effect relationship is unavoidable as it emanated from
God. The word cause in Aristotelian thought means the
potential of a thing. Hence, cause means the realization of
the potential embedded in a thing. Growing up from seed
to tree reflects the essence of this conception of causality.
Cause-and-effect relationships are assumed to be
deterministic in the Aristotelian system. This worldview
seriously undermines the meaning of several religious

concepts such as prophethood, revelation and miracle.

This article explains the critique levelled by Abu Hamid
al-Ghazali (1111 AD) in the seventeenth chapter of his
famous book Tahafut al Falasifah on the position of
Muslim philosophers. Al-Ghazali’s primary concern was
to show that the cause-and-effect relationship is neither
necessary nor sufficient and what we call “cause-and-
effect relationship” is an opinion based on the

observation of one event happening after the other. In his
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opinion, we never observe “cause,” rather we only

observe two events.

Al-Ghazali rejects the theory of potentiality. Following
his metaphysical system, al-Ghazali says that the universe
is possible (not necessary) in itself and possible in itself, by
its very nature, can assume many ways of realizations
where all realizations are dependent upon events external
to it. In other words, possible in itself has two features: it
can take multiple realizations and it is dependent upon
something external to it. Hence, all possible events
require a reason for giving precedence to one course of an
event over another. This reason for the preference is the
cause of events in the metaphysical system of al-Ghazali
and he says that this preference is determined by the Will
of God. Hence, only the Will of God is the cause of
everything in the universe because everything other than

God is possible in itself.

Al-Ghazali addressed the issue of causality at three levels.
First, he shows that causality of events is neither
necessary nor sufficient condition because it is merely a
name for the coexistence of events. In other words, the
principle of causality cannot be invoked against the
possibility of miracles. This raises the famous criticism on
Ash‘ari position: how is then science possible and how to

explain the observed regularities of events in the
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universe? Second, al-Ghazali responds to this criticism by
explaining that the observed regularity is the outcome of
the habit of God. This line of argument by al-Ghazali
clearly shows that the pursuit of physical regularities
derived from inductive methodology is not something
against the spirit of the Ash‘ari system, as misperceived
by some scholars who assert that people like al-Ghazali
made scientific methodology impossible within the
Muslim world by denying the principle of causality. Al-
Ghazali also argues that miracles can be theorized even
within the framework of causal relationship by saying
that some causal principles may not be known to us and
that these hitherto unknown principles are the causes
behind those miracles. This means that miracles may be a
reflection of the limit of human knowledge. Third, al-
Ghazali explains the nature of the concept of a miracle. A
miracle does not mean something logically impossible,
rather it means something habitually different from a
human point of view. Since logical impossibility is
inconceivable, al-Ghazali makes two exceptions in the
meaning of a miracle: (1) violation of the law of identity
and (i) violation of the law of non-contradiction. He
emphasizes that these categories of reason cannot be
suspended while discussing the possibility of a miracle
because any statement that violates these categories is

senseless in the first place. This discussion by al-Ghazali
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led some scholars to the confusion that al-Ghazali
imposed limits on the power of God. However, he was
explaining the limits of conceivable knowledge-claims
concerning human beings. Any statement or report that
violates the conditions mentioned above is devoid of
substance that can be asserted or negated because such a
report would be self-contradictory. It would be like A is

B and A is non-B, for example.

In modern Western philosophy, David Hume (d. 1776)

also presented a more or less similar critique of causality.
He identifies that cause is never observed in the sequence
of events. We only observe one event after the other.
This led some researchers to the impression that al-
Ghazali and Hume were talking about similar ideas.
However, Hume was interested in exactly opposite to
what al-Ghazali was aiming at, that is, the possibility of a
miracle. Hume, being an empiricist, believed that the
only possible knowledge is the one derived from human
experience and since we have no observation about
violation of the observed regularities, the miracle is not
possible as it is not based upon valid knowledge-claim.
However, by denying the possibility of a miracle, Hume
drags himself into a sort of contradiction as per his own

epistemic standards.

The second significant difference between the two
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thinkers is that while for Hume rationality means the
pursuit of pleasures and pains in the worldly life, for al-
Ghazali it is equivalent to success in the life hereafter.
Hume believed that we do not have empirical
justification for the principle of causality. However, it is
a useful habit and tool of the human mind in the pursuit
of pleasure and pain maximization. Hume was also a
proponent of secular society and the possibility of
morality without religion. Unlike Hobbes, Hume was of
the view that an individual’s pursuit of pleasure and pain
maximization can result in a harmonious social order
requiring no need for justification of morality from
religion. Conversely, al-Ghazali holds that religion
provides human reason with the criteria and standards for

the establishment of morality.

Keeping the above discussion in mind, it is clear that
although al-Ghazali and Hume were discussing the same

issue, their motives were entirely different.
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