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ABSTRACT: This research article intricately examines the evolution of
Muhammad b. Muhammad al-Ghazali's jurisprudential thought within the
expansive framework of Islamic intellectual history. Al-Ghazali’s intellectual
journey unfolds through five discernible phases, initiating with steadfast
adherence to the Shafi‘i school and progressing towards a nuanced integration of
ethical perspectives, profoundly influenced by mysticism. Beyond al-Ghazali's
recognized juristic prowess, particular attention is devoted to his Sufi phase,
emphasizing the ethical dimensions inherent in religious teachings. A focal point
is al-Ghazali's magnum opus, lhya” ‘Ulim al-Din, a work that advocates for a
profound reevaluation of disciplines such as law, theology, and ethics,
emphasizing the centrality of self-transformation and piety within the realm of
jurisprudence. Pioneering the discourse on the purposes (magasid) of the shari‘ah,
al-Ghazali aligns these purposes with the utilitarian principle of maslahah,
grounding his ethical framework in values revealed by the Islamic tradition.
Despite his endorsement of purposive reasoning, al-Ghazali exhibits judicious
caution, emphasizing alignment with established legal practices. This research
article sheds light on al-Ghazali's enduring legacy as a jurist, scholar, and mystic,
unveiling his profound impact on the Shafi'i school and his groundbreaking
discourse on the ethical dimensions inherent in Islamic jurisprudence. Al-
Ghazali's pervasive influence reverberates within Islamic intellectual spheres
and extends to broader academic discourse.

Keywords: Muhammad al-Ghazali, biography, thoughts, intellectual journey
Islamic tradition

Summary of Article
Muhammad b. Muhammad al-Ghazali (450-505/1058-1111), known as the “Proof of

Islam” (Hujjat al-Islam), made significant contributions to Islamic thought during
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his lifetime. He stands as a pivotal figure, comparable to influential thinkers in
other religious traditions. Al-Ghazali's intellectual legacy has had a profound
impact on Islamic philosophy, theology, ethics, and mysticism. This summary
aims to offer a comprehensive understanding of Aba Hamid al-Ghazali's role as a
jurist framed in the context of his contributions to Islamic intellectual thought.
This article is drawn from Prof. Ebrahim Moosa’s published book section “Abu
Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111),” in Islamic Legal Thought: A Compendium of Muslim
Jurists, edited by Oussama Arabi, David S. Powers, and Susan Spectorsky (Brill,
2013).

Al-Ghazali’s juristic biography unfolds in five distinct phases. Initially, he was a
staunch advocate for the Shafi‘'i school. He played a vital role in disseminating
the teachings of this school and some of his writings are viewed as pivotal for the
elaboration of the Shafi'l school. His legal discourse evolved to incorporate
ethical perspectives influenced by his forays into Islamic mysticism and ethics.
Al-Ghazali also critiqued mechanistic legal reasoning, emphasizing normative
purposes and public interest within the revealed law. Ultimately, he championed
moral autonomy, urging individuals to comprehend and question the moral
principles they followed while resisting blind adherence to authority (taglid).
During his early years under the guidance of al-Juwayni and later as a member
of the prime minister Nizam al-Mulk’s retinue, al-Ghazali wrote works on moral
law (figh) and legal theory (usil al-figh). This period saw a pro-Shafi‘l polemical
style in which he emphasized his legal expertise but there were few indications
of originality. Al-Ghazali aimed at the more established Hanafi school,
challenging their authority with a scripture-centered and mystical Shafi‘l
perspective. He directed sharp criticisms at Abt Hanifah, the founder of the
Hanafi school, accusing him of lacking linguistic competence and questioning his
grasp of Prophetic traditions. Al-Ghazali's early anti-Hanafi stance was
influenced by his mentor al-Juwayni. Later he adopted a more respectful tone
towards Aba Hanifah in his writings. Al-Ghazali’s later life witnessed a shift
from such sectarian disputes and disputation.

Al-Ghazali’s reputation as a Sufi sometimes overshadowed his stature as a jurist.
He played a crucial role in transmitting texts vital to the authoritative canon of
the Shafi'l school of law. Various scholars praised al-Ghazali as a significant
Shafii figure, describing him as the "second Shafi'1" and an authority in Shafi'i
jurisprudence. Al-Ghazali made abridgements based on al-Juwayni's works,
particularly the Nihayah, aiming to elucidate the doctrines of the Shafi‘1 school.
His abridgements and writings, such as al-Mustasfa (The Quintessence), played a
vital role in Shafi'i jurisprudence and were frequently cited by later scholars. AL-
Ghazali's al-Mustasfa is regarded as one of the top three texts in juristic theory,
following al-Mu ‘tamad of al-Basti and al-Burhan of al-Juwayni. The post-Shafi‘1
juristic tradition relied on essential texts, including al-Ghazali's al-Wasit (The
Median) and al-Wajiz (The Concise), emphasizing Ghazali's significance in the
lineage of Shafi'1jurisprudence.

During his Sufi phase, al-Ghazali emphasized the ethical outcomes of religious
teachings, arguing that religious practices aim to inculcate virtues and transform
the self into a virtuous subject. His significant work, lhya’" ‘Ulim al-Din
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(Resuscitation of the Sciences of Religion), is seen as an encyclopedia of religious
ethics. The book is divided into four sections titled “Devotions,” “Practices,”
“Calamities” and “Salvific Acts.” Al-Ghazali aimed to recover Islam’s Prophetic
sensibility by critiquing slavish loyalty to political authority and materialism
among jurists. He called for a transformation in disciplines like law, theology,
and ethics, revitalizing their meanings and effects. AL-Ghazali redefined key
concepts like “understanding,” “knowledge,” “the unity of God,” “remembrance
and reminders about God,” and “wisdom.” He stressed that jurisprudence (figh)
should prioritize piety and self-transformation, not just intricate legal arguments.
Ultimately, al-Ghazali advocated for an ethical narrative open to renewal and
highlighted the interconnectedness of juridical and ethical discourses,
emphasizing the heart as the center of moral practices.

Al-Ghazali was a pioneering classical scholar in discussing the purposes or
intentions (maqasid) of the shari’ah, building on ideas from al-Juwayni. He linked
the purpose of the law to the utilitarian doctrine of maslahah, meaning public
interest or social good. Al-Ghazali identified five core values embedded in
revelation: preserving religion, life, rationality, posterity, and wealth. He
emphasized that everything securing these values is a public good, and violating
these purposes is prohibited (haram). Despite his advocacy for purposive
reasoning, al-Ghazali also expressed insecurity and caution, particularly in
relation to maslahah. He asserted that public interest should align with the
practices of the revealed law and affirmed maslahah only when it is bound to the
purposes of the shari’ah, making it an incontrovertible evidentiary source.

In summary, the article provides comprehensive insights into al-Ghazali’s life
primarily as a jurist (fagih), framed by his role as a scholar and mystic, and the
varying opinions about his contributions and impact on Islamic thought and
civilization. It elucidates his evolution as a jurist and thinker, showcasing his
deep-rooted influence in the Shafi‘i school and his pioneering discussions on the
intentions and purposes (magasid) of Islamic law. Al-Ghazali's enduring legacy is
palpable in both the Islamic world and beyond, leaving an indelible imprint on
the trajectory of Islamic intellectual thought.
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4~ Moosa, Ghazali and the Poetics of Imagination, 175-8.

5— According to Grifffel, Ghazali was born in 448/1056, not in 450/1058. See
Grifffel, al-Ghazali’s Philosophical Theology, 23-5.

6~  Le Strange, The Lands of the Eastern Caliphate (Lahore ed.).
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8-  Jabre, “La biographie et I'oeuvre de Ghazali reconsiderée a la lumiere des
Tabagat de Sobki”
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George Makdisi, The Rise of Colleges: Institutions of Learning in Islam and the
West, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1981), 44-160.
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