
Journal of World Philosophies  Articles/39 

________________ 
Journal of World Philosophies 9 (Winter 2024): 39-52. 
Copyright © 2024 Sayeh Meisami. 
e-ISSN: 2474-1795 • http://scholarworks.iu.edu/iupjournals/index.php/jwp• doi: 10.2979/jourworlphil.9.2.03  

Ghazālī’s Influence on Mullā Ṣadrā’s View of 
Causal Necessity and Freewill* 

________________________________________ 
SAYEH MEISAMI 
University of Dayton, USA (smeisami1@udayton.edu) 
 

Muḥammad Ghazālī (d. 1111) influenced some of the key metaphysical teachings of Shia Safavid 
philosophers, most prominently, Mullā Ṣadrā Shīrāzī (d. ca. 1636). In this paper, I argue that 
Mullā Ṣadrā reads Ibn Sīnā (d. 1037) through the lens of Muḥammad Ghazālī’s Sufi Ashʿarism 
to offer a solution to the problem of freewill in the Islamic context. In his adaptation of causal 
necessity from Ibn Sīnā, Mullā Ṣadrā argues that “necessity” as a concept is co-extensional with 
“existence” because in reality all that is the case is necessarily so. On the other hand, all things 
including voluntary actions and will are only relatively existent since the only independent 
existence is that of God. I demonstrate that like Ibn Sīnā, Mullā Ṣadrā acknowledges the existence 
of a causal chain in which all intermediary causes including human freewill have causal power. 
But, similar to Ghazālī’s account, all human acts including voluntary ones are from God since in 
Mullā Ṣadrā’s universe freewill is a lower degree of God’s Will. For Mullā Ṣadrā, the acquisition 
of action by human beings in the case of voluntary actions, a notion that he adopts from Ghazālī, 
is the same as “acquiring” existence from God’s existence. 
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The Safavid philosopher, Muḥammad b. Ibrāhim b. Yayā Qawāmī Shīrāzī, known as Mullā Ṣadrā (d. 
ca.1045/1636), is famous for his metaphysical thesis of the graded unity of existence that is best 
captured by this statement that “The Simple Reality is the whole of all things in a nobler and more 
refined manner.”1 In the light of this principle, Mullā Ṣadrā is known for his attempt to bring together 
the wisdom of classical and Sufi philosophies to solve the old metaphysical problem of unity in 
diversity.2 His solution also extends to a host of theological and ethical paradoxes. One important 
among these is the paradox of considering human beings as free agents responsible for their choices 
and accountable to the divine law and rulings while believing that everything including human agency 
issues from God. This paradox overlaps with the problem of causality and whether or not one can 
establish any true causal power other than God’s. As a follower of Ibn Sīnā (d. 428/1037), Mullā Ṣadrā 
confirms diverse existences, which are ruled by the principle of causal necessity; as a Sufi philosopher, 
he interprets all causal relations as relative to the absolute and perfect causal agency of God. Mullā 
Ṣadrā discusses the problem of freewill in several of his works. However, only a few publications in 
English focus on this aspect of his philosophy.3 In this paper, I discuss Mullā Ṣadrā’s modification of 
Ibn Sīnā’s view of causal necessity through the lens of unity of existence, and then proceed to argue 
that he is strongly influenced by Abū Ḥāmid Muḥammad Ghazālī’s (d. 505/1111) Sufi-style 
Ashʿarism, which will be explained below, in his interpretation of causality especially where human 
voluntary actions are concerned.  

 
* I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers for their helpful comments on the draft of this article. 
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Ghazālī’s influence on Mullā Ṣadrā is not limited to the problem of freewill. In addition to the deep 
impact of Ghazālī’s interpretation of the Quran’s Light Verse (Q. 24:35) on Mullā Ṣadrā’s thesis of 
the unity and gradation of existence,4 the latter is also indebted to Ghazālī for some of his theological 
and ethical teachings. Mullā Ṣadrā even tries to exonerate Ghazālī from the accusation of hostility 
against philosophers. He says in this regard that, 
 

As for the refutation and rejection of [philosophers] in his [Ghazālī’s] books, that sometimes 
appear for the sake of religious expediency and guarding the beliefs of Muslims from perdition 
and misguidance when they hear philosophers’ words without comprehension and wisdom and 
find blasphemy in their meanings;  So that their faith would be preserved and their strides would 
not become unsteady by hearing from the imperfect pseudo-philosophers (al-mutafalsifīn) that 
learning philosophy makes the divine law (al-sharīʿa) superfluous […] Or [his rejection of 
philosophers] is for the sake of dissimulation (al-taqiyya) and fear of excommunication (al-
takfīr) by some literalist jurists (al-ẓāhirīyyīn min al-fuqahā) of his day […] Or, it was due to 
the fact that he was in his early stage [of spiritual growth] before reaching the level of 
sophistication and perfection in knowledge […].5 

 
Ghazālī’s influence on Mullā Ṣadrā is especially noteworthy with regard to the problem of freewill for 
the following reasons. First, freewill is pivotal to long-held tensions among different schools of kalām, 
i.e. dialectical theology. The Muʿtazilīs for the most part uphold absolute freedom for human 
voluntary actions, the mainstream Ashʿarīs believe that all actions are created by God; and the Shiʿas 
claim a position in between the two. Secondly, unlike in his other metaphysical discussions where the 
Andalusian Sufi thinker, IbnʿArabī (d.638/1240) is forcefully present, Mullā Ṣadrā does not involve 
him when discussing freewill. This makes one wonder what is at stake in the problem of freewill that 
directs Mullā Ṣadrā more in the direction of Ghazālī and, as I will later explain, Fakhr al-Dīn Rāzī (d. 
606/1210) rather than Ibn ʿArabī.6 Thirdly, Mullā Ṣadrā is a follower of Ibn Sīnā’s principle of causal 
necessity, which is often the target of Ashʿarī criticism. Mainstream Ashʿarism finds the principle of 
causal necessity incongruent with the Ashʿarī doctrine of the “creation of actions” (khalq al-aʿmāl) 
by God that is a form of occasionalism.7 Yet, the causality issue becomes more complicated when it 
falls into Ghazālī’s hands, which a good number of contemporary scholars have addressed by 
investigating Ghazālī’s different texts on the subject.8   
 
The problem of freewill as a point of contention between Peripatetic philosophy and Ashʿarī theology 
arises from Ibn Sīnā’s famous principle that “Whatever is not necessary does not exist” or more 
precisely, “Everything existing possibly in itself—if indeed its existence has occurred—exists 
necessarily through another” (Ibn Sīnā, Ilāhiyyāt al-Najāt II: 3, 548, in McGinnis and Reisman 2007: 
212).9 In simple terms, the existence of X is inevitable as long as its cause is there. Despite the 
possibility of applying this principle in a general sense to all causal relations, for Ibn Sīnā, the ultimate 
relation of causal necessity is between God and the world “For it is the Necessary Existent itself that 
ultimately explains why everything else exists” (McGinnis 2010: 167).10 While in Ashʿarī theology 
broadly considered, ultimate causal relation is between God and the world, it would not characterize 
this relation as “necessary” in order to retain God’s freedom in the act of creation. Moreover, in 
contrast to Ibn Sīnā, there is no necessary causal relation among things in the world and God freely 
creates all events including human ‘voluntary’ actions as He wishes. Thus, God is the truly free agent 
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who determines what is to be the case in all that occurs in the world as He creates every event.11 
However, as I argue below, the Sufi turn in Ashʿarism through Muḥammad Ghazālī facilitated the 
coexistence of the principle of causal necessity and the attribution of human actions to God in the 
philosophy of Mullā Ṣadrā. The Sufi turn in Ghazālī’s Ashʿarism happens through “Shifting the 
emphasis from causality to ontology, from denying power to creatures to denying existence itself to 
them, from occasionalism to theomonism (Mayer 2008: 274).12 Simply put, regarding those human 
acts for which we are morally responsible, we will still be held accountable with God being the creator 
of the acts because our existence itself is no other than God’s. This ontological turn is the main premise 
based on which I argue for Ghazālī’s influence on Mullā Ṣadrā’s treatment of freewill in the present 
article. 
 
Building on Ibn Sīnā’s principle of causal necessity, Mullā Ṣadrā highlights the co-extensionality of 
“existence” and “necessity,” because what is existent is also necessarily so. As he says in his magnum 
opus, al-Asfār, “Every cause is necessary in its causality and every effect is necessary in being caused.” 

(my translation; Shīrāzī, 1999: I 223). In his commentary (al-Taʾlīqāt) on Ibn Sīnā’s Metaphysics of 
the Healing (Ilāhiyyāt al-Shifāʾ), Mullā Ṣadrā revisits the principle of causal necessity from the 
perspective of existential unity. Following the order of chapters in Ibn Sīnā’s book, the sixth chapter 
of Mullā Ṣadrā s commentary discusses causality and causal relations. The selection of passages and 
the places of emphasis all point to his attempt to prove that for Ibn Sīnā, causality proper is efficient 
causality in the sense of bestowing existence. Specifically, in his comments on Ibn Sīnā’s Aristotelian 
classification of causes, Mullā Ṣadrā decides that,  
 

Truly, the consideration of priority, posteriority, causality and being caused and their divisions 
in the quiddities [by which he means material and formal causes] are only accidental and in 
virtue of considering the existence (min jahat iʿtibār al-wujūd); otherwise there are no causal 
relations among them whatsoever (Shīrāzī 2003: II 992-93).13  

 
Shortly after the above passage, Mullā Ṣadrā’s commentary on Ibn Sīnā’s view of causality takes a 
slightly critical tone. He frowns at Ibn Sīnā for saying that “The agent bestows from itself an existence 
upon another thing.”14 Mullā Ṣadrā criticizes the phrase “another thing” and argues that what the 
efficient cause bestows is “coupled with” the bestower and there is no escape from this coupling. In 
other words, there is unity rather than diversity. But, we tend to think that when Ibn Sīnā speaks of 
“existence other than the efficient cause” he has in mind a universe which consists of distinct 
existences (wujūdāt) with God’s Existence being the only one that exists in Its own right. In other 
words, for Ibn Sīnā, despite the necessary causal relation between the bestower of existence and the 
receiver of it, which also implies the constant existential need of the latter, the effect is ontologically 
other than the cause. However, for Mullā Ṣadrā, the continuation of the existential need for the cause 
makes sense only if the effect is “Not other” than the cause (Shīrāzī 2003: 995).  
 
The above unity principle means that the only independent existence is God’s Existence. And if there 
is no independent existence other than God’s, then there is no independent agency other than God’s. 
Mullā Ṣadrā arrives at this conclusion by reading Ibn Sīnā through the lens of Ghazālī’s Sufi 
Ashʿarism according to which, the only reality that exists and has real causal power is God.15 Similar 
to Ghazālī, Mullā Ṣadrā considers God as the only real power and cause of all actions, and in his 
writings, including al-Asfār, he frequently seeks support from the Quran by quoting verses such as 
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“Who has control today? God, the One, the All Powerful” (40:16). And, “Everything will perish save His 
Face” (28:88). It is noteworthy that these two verses are also among the Ashʿarī favorites in support 
of God’s creation of actions. In the Asfār, Mullā Ṣadrā quotes Ghazālī on different levels of 
comprehending God’s Oneness (tawḥīd), which culminates in the Sufi experience of seeing God in 
every aspect of creation: 
 

And he [Ghazālī] said in another part of the Iḥyāʾ, “As for the one whose insight is strengthened 
and whose faith is not weakened […] he beholds no one but Allah, recognizes no one but Him, 
and knows that there is no existence other than Allah the Transcendent, and that His Acts 
(afʿāl) are traces of His Power (qudra) and follow It (tābiʿ lahu). Therefore, they have no real 
existence since the only existence is that of the Real One (wāḥid al-ḥaqq) through which all the 
acts [i.e. every part of creation] exist. Thus, the person who is in this spiritual state (ḥāl) does 
not see any acts unless he sees the [real] Agent (al-fāʿil) in them” (Shīrāzī 2003: II 324-25).  

 
Before I proceed with my argument about Mullā Ṣadrā’s view of freewill under Ghazālī’s influence, I 
would like to note that attributing classical Ashʿarī kalām to Mullā Ṣadrā is out of question because 
of his commitment to Twelver Shiʿa theology which is officially distinguished from the Sunni 
Ashʿarism.16 Furthermore, in contrast to classical Ashʿarism, Mullā Ṣadrā’s philosophical theology 
does not deny the efficacy of secondary causes and acknowledges them as lower degrees of God’s 
power.17 This means that, Ghazālī’s theological influence on Mullā Ṣadrā can only be justified if he 
reads Ghazālī’s Ashʿarism through the lens of Sufism.18 Furthermore, based on Mullā Ṣadrā’s reading 
of Ghazālī’s Iḥyāʾ al-ʽulūm al-dīn (Revival of the Religious Sciences) which he cites frequently in the 
Asfār, one can reasonably claim that he regards Ghazālī’s view of divine attributes and acts in 
harmony with “the path of the perfect Sufis (al-manhaj al-ṣūfiyya al-kāmilīn)” (Shīrāzī 1999: VI 280). 
 
He even uses ideas and terminology from Ghazālī’s Sufi-style treatise on God’s Beautiful Names, titled 
Al-Maqṣad al-asnāʾ fī sharḥ asmāʾ Allah al-ḥusnā in the context of discussing the relation between 
God’s Essence and Attributes. Similar to Ghazālī, he differentiates “names of names,” (asmāʾ al-
asmāʾ) as words, from names as “meanings” (al-maʿānī) in the mind, and their referents in God’s 
Essence.19 Borrowing Ghazālī’s semantic analysis to understand the relation between God’s Essence 
and Attributes, Mullā Ṣadrā argues that the diversity of divine attributes occurs only at the level of 
words and concepts not God’s reality, thus, the real referents of God’s Names or Attributes are unified 
in the One Simple Being (Shīrāzī 1999 VI: 280-81). 
 
Mullā Ṣadrā goes further to argue that the unity of Attributes and Acts in God’s Existence entails their 
necessity because God’s Existence is necessary. Thus, as a divine attribute, God’s Power is perfect 
power and in general, “When the power is perfected in its aspects of influence and origination, it is 
necessarily coupled with the will and it is necessary that the effect follow without fail. And this is 
perfect power (al-qudra al-tāmma)” (Shīrāzī 1999 IV: 113). But what does the necessity attributed to 
divine acts entail for the nature of relation among created things and events in the world, including 
human actions? For Mullā Ṣadrā, if existence and necessity are co-extensional and there is no 
existence other than God’s, therefore, there is no mode of necessity other than God’s. To translate 
this into Ghazālī’s Sufi Ashʿarism, the necessity that seems to hold between cause and effect is only a 
reality with respect to its origin that is God Himself. This idea is reinforced by Ghazālī’s notion of 
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God’s “custom” (ʿāda) according to which “Nothing preceding precedes and nothing following 
follows except by means of right (ḥaqq) and necessity. This applies to all of God’s action” (cited from 
the Iḥyā ʾ, 4:317.20–25 / 2512.3–6, Griffel 2009: 225). In this regard, Frank Griffel points out the 
“problematic” implication of the term “necessity” in this quote as it “suggests that God’s actions are 
the result of an arrangement that works by necessity and leaves no room for alternatives” (Griffel 
2009: 225). This would also mean that the arrangement among created things and events could not 
be otherwise because all causes other than the First Cause, namely all secondary causes, necessarily 
originate in the First. Does this mean that Ghazālī’s worldview is not genuinely different from Ibn 
Sīnā’s because Ghazālī is understood as agreeing that the causal relation among God’s creations is a 
necessary one? I think this is a defensible theory if one interprets Ibn Sīnā from the perspective of the 
unity of existence in Mullā Ṣadrā’s metaphysics. As shown below, Mullā Ṣadrā does not see any 
incoherence between the necessity that rules over Ibn Sīnā’s cosmos and that of Ghazālī’s as long as 
one distinguishes between the true sense of the necessary causal relation that God has with the world, 
and the necessary conditions that regulate the relation among things and events in the world. Just as 
God is the only Necessary Being, his causality is the only truly necessary causality. This means that 
other ‘causes’ than God can hold their ‘necessary’ relation to their effects only in virtue of the real 
necessity of God’s causality. According to Mullā Ṣadrā, 
 

All contingent beings (al-mumkināt), with their differentiations and grades in perfection and 
deficiency are, in their essences, in need of it [the Necessary Being] and derive their sufficiency 
in being from it. Considered in themselves, they are contingent beings made necessary by the 
First, the Necessary Being—transcendent is He. Indeed, they are in themselves illusory and 
perishing and are made real by the only Real One. “All things are perishing save His Face (Q. 
28:88).” The relation between It and that which is other than It is analogous to the relation 
between the rays of the sun […] When you witness the rising of the sun in a place and the 
illumination of that place by its light, then another light resulting from this light, you will judge 
that this second light is also from the sun and will trace its origin back to the sun; likewise for 
the third light and the fourth light […] The same is true  for the existence (wujūd) of contingent 
beings in which there is differentiation in their proximity and distance from the One, the Real; 
for everything proceeds from God (Shīrāzī 2014: 53).  

 
The above gradation of existence that is based on proximity and distance from God also applies to 
human will. For Mullā Ṣadrā, just like all existences proceed from God, human wills and acts are 
lower grades of God’s Will and Act. Furthermore, due to the co-extensionality of existence and 
necessity, as existences all acts and wills are necessary in virtue of God’s Necessary Existence. This 
implies that the contingency of human voluntary action is simply a consideration of the mind and, 
like all other phenomena, acts of freewill are necessary. According to Mullā Ṣadrā, 
 

Just as there is no mode of existence unless it is His, there is also no act in existence unless it is 
His Act. This does not mean that, for instance, Zayd’s act does not issue from him, but it means 
that Zayd’s act, while being his act literally not figuratively, is truly the Act of Allah […] [Thus] 
the attribution of action and production to God’s servant is correct—like the attribution of 
existence, hearing, vision, and all the rest of the senses with their characteristics, actions, and 
passions—regarding the aspect that is really attributed to him; And, just as the existence of Zayd 
is a fact in reality that is attributed to him literally not figuratively—while it is one of the modes 
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of the First Reality—the same is true of his knowledge, will, motion, rest, and all that issues from 
him and it is attributed to him literally, not figuratively and falsely. Thus, humankind is the 
agent of what issues from him, but his action is one of the Divine Acts at the highest and noblest 
level associated with the Absolute Oneness [or Simplicity] of His Essence without the impurity 
of passivity and imperfection (Shīrāzī 1999: VI 373-74).  

  
Thus, for Mullā Ṣadrā, the necessity of actions including voluntary actions does not contradict 
freewill. To avoid the determinist implications of the necessary relation among events and acts in 
virtue of their necessary relation to God, he considers “freewill” as a necessary cause of voluntary 
actions. The term he uses in this regard is “necessitation by freewill” (al-wujūb bi’l-ikhtiyār). He 
argues that while God’s Providence is the cause of one’s acts, as it is the cause of all that exists, it also 
preordains that the existence of free acts be preceded by the power and will of the human agent 
(Shīrāzī 1999: VI 385). For him, this means that God’s Providence does not contradict the power of 
intermediary causes. He invokes Fakhr al-Dīn Rāzī in order to support his own position and as is 
often the case, his quotation of Rāzī is more of an adaptation.20 In this context, Mullā Ṣadrā finds 
Rāzī’s use of “compelled in freewill”21 (muḍṭarr fi ikhtiyār) very similar to his own “necessitation by 
freewill” (wujūb bi’ikhtiyār). He continues to express his surprise and wonders, “How the truth [about 
necessary causality] passed on the tongue of ‘the Imam of inquiries and debates’ (Imām al-bāḥithīn 
al-munāḍirīn), but he still returned to his Ashʿarī doctrine of denying causality?” He cites Rāzī 
comparing God’s agency (fāʿiliyya) that is necessary because of the necessity of His Essence, with 
human agency:  
 

It is impossible for the agency of the servant (fāʿliyya al-ʿabd) to be necessary through his 
essence because his essence does not subsist itself and so his agency does not subsist itself, hence 
its attribution to Allah Himself. Thus the act of the servant is through God’s Providence (qaḍa) 
and Power (qudra) […]. However, the necessity of an act does not contradict its being the object 
of power because the necessity of an act is caused by the necessity of the power (wujūb al-fiʿl 
maʿlūl al-wujūb al-qudra) and the effect does not contradict the cause”(Shīrāzī 1999: VI: 386).22   

 
Mullā Ṣadrā finds this in agreement with his own claim that “The very validity of attributing the act 
to the servant rests on the validity of attributing it to the Lord, and the act issues from the servant 
from the same perspective that it issues from the Lord” (Shīrāzī 1999: VI 387). The above citation of 
Rāzī reinforces my claim as to the influence of Ghazālī because Rāzī’s exposition and interpretation 
of freewill is very similar to Ghazālī’s famous characterization of human agents as “compelled 
choosers.” For Ghazālī, “People will, whether they intend to will or not, for willing is not up to them. 
And if it were to belong to one [to will], then another [willing] would be required to will, and so on 
ad infinitum. Yet while it does not belong to a person to will, nevertheless it is the activity of willing, 
as it directs the power to its actions” (Ghazālī 2001: 34).23 According to Ghazālī’s Iḥyā,  
 

The motive of the volition (dāʿiya al-irāda) is subservient to the judgment of the intellect and 
the judgment of sense perception; the power-to-act is subservient to the motive, and the 
movement [of the limb] is subservient to the power-to-act. All this proceeds from him [scil. the 
human] by a necessity within him (bi’l-ḍarūra fīhi) without him knowing it. He is only the place 
and the channel for these things. As for them coming from him? No and once again no! (cited 
in Griffel 2009: 218; Ghazālī 2001: 38). 
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Mullā Ṣadrā’s evaluation of theologians and philosophers in his Risāla fī khalq al-aʿmāl (Treatise on 
the Creation of Acts), a title of Ashʿarī undertone, is further evidence for my claim. In this text, after 
criticizing Muʿtazilī doctrine of the absolute delegation of power (tafwīḍ) to humans, and Ashʿarī 
determinism (jabr), Mullā Ṣadrā, as is the case with most Shiʿa scholars on this topic, commends 
Naṣīr al-Dīn Ṭūsī (d. 672/1274), a notable Shiʿa philosopher and commentator of Ibn Sīnā, for 
choosing the path between the two.24 However, he proceeds to say that Ṭūsī’s philosophical position 
is still an imperfect interpretation of the Shiʿa tradition of Imam ʿAlī, namely, “Neither determinism 
(jabr) nor delegation (tafwīḍ), but a state in between.”25 For Mullā Ṣadrā, although the compatibilism 
of philosophers is better than both determinism and absolute freewill, it is not yet a perfect rendering 
of the Shiʿa tradition. To solve the problem, Mullā Ṣadrā shifts from the language of “necessitation” 
to that of “compulsion” in Risāla fī khalq al-aʿmāl which is also meant to connect his thesis on freewill 
with Ghazālī’s doctrine of the “compelled chooser.” According to Mullā Ṣadrā, 
 

[The tradition] does not mean that the servant’s act (fiʿl al-ʿabd) is a combination of 
determinism and freewill, nor does it mean that his act is devoid of determinism and freewill. 
And it does not mean that his determinism is imperfect (nāqiṣ) and his freewill is imperfect, or 
that he has freewill in one respect and compulsion in another; And not that he is compelled in 
the form of freewill (muḍṭarrun fī ṣūrat al-ikhtīyār) as mentioned by Master Abu Ali [Ibn Sīnā] 
—May Allah have mercy on him. What [the tradition] actually means is that he is free inasmuch 
as (min ḥayth huwa) he is compelled, and compelled inasmuch as he is free; meaning that one’s 
freewill (ikhtīyār) is identical with his compulsion (iḍṭirār) (Shīrāzī, “Risāla fī khalq al-aʿmāl,” 
276, my emphasis). 

 
Mullā Ṣadrā does not directly mention or cite Ghazālī in Khalq al-ʿamāl, but neither does he place 
him under any of the three categories of the Ashʿarī denial of freewill, the Muʿtazilī delegation of 
power to humans, or even philosophical compatibilism. Furthermore, in the same text where Mullā 
Ṣadrā offers his solution to the problem of freewill, as the fourth category belonging to “those firm in 
knowledge” (al-rāsikhūn fi’l-ʿilm), he cites the Quranic verse from which the Ashʿarī doctrine of 
“acquisition” (kasb) is believed to have originated: “Is He who stands over every soul marking its 
[acquired] action (Q.13:33).” According to this doctrine, in voluntary actions, humans acquire what 
God creates.26 Mullā Ṣadrā is a serious critic of the traditional Ashʿarī denial of causal necessity so 
any suggestion of the Ashʿarī doctrine of acquisition in his writing needs to be reconciled with causal 
necessity. Mullā Ṣadrā’s criticism of the Ashʿarī view of freewill and determinism is aligned with his 
refutation of their position on causal necessity. In al-Asfār, he calls this “a disgusting doctrine” (al-
madhhab al-qabīḥ) which is at odds with any form of demonstration and certitude about anything. 
Following Ibn Sīnā, Mullā Ṣadrā argues that nothing becomes existent unless it becomes necessary, 
and that causation is the same as necessitation (Shīrāzī 1999: VI 321). Additionally, for Mullā Ṣadrā, 
to reject the necessary relation between cause and effect in general is tantamount to rejecting the 
necessary relation between God as the First Cause and His creation. On the other hand, if there is 
only one true existence, then there is only one true mode of necessity, that between God and His 
creation. One can infer from Ghazālī’s positive status in the Asfār that the Mullā Ṣadrā distinguishes 
between his understanding of acquisition and that of mainstream kalām Ashʿarism. In effect, in none 
of his passages in the Asfār where he criticizes Ashʿarism does he mention Ghazālī to the point that 
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one would wonder if he considered him a mainstream Ashʿarī at all.27 Ghazālī’s Ashʿarism has been 
“revisited” in contemporary scholarship too. For example, Michael Marmura considers Ghazālī’s use 
of the Ashʿarī doctrine of “acquisition” (kasb) in the Iḥyāʾ as only a means or “aid to the sālik, the sufi 
wayfarer” in reaching true knowledge (gnosis) (Marmura, 2002: 110).  
 
Moreover, Mullā Ṣadrā’s does not find Ghazālī a denier of causal necessity. Rather, his position on 
causal necessity resonates with the Sufi Ashʿarism of Ghazālī. Like Ghazālī, he regards God as the 
ultimate cause with all the other intermediary causal powers including human freewill being 
existentially dependent on Him. Also, as God is the only necessary existence, only His power and will 
are truly necessary. As Griffel shows, Ghazālī views the commonly known necessities as merely 
necessary conditions such as the necessity he associates with the human will. He quotes from the 
Iḥyāʾ: 
 

One of God’s acts is the cause (sabab) for another; I mean that the first one is the condition 
(sharṭ) for the second. The creation of the body, for instance, is the cause for the creation of the 
accident (ʿaraḍ), since He does not create the attribute before it. The creation of life is a 
condition for the creation of knowledge and the creation of knowledge is a condition for the 
creation of volition. All these are from among God’s actions and one of them is a cause for the 
other, meaning that it is a condition. Being a condition means that only a substance (jawhar) is 
prepared to receive the act of life, and only something that lives is prepared to receive 
knowledge. There is no reception of volition other than by something that has knowledge. 
Therefore, “some of God’s actions are a cause for others” means this and it doesn’t mean that 
one of His actions brings the other into existence. Rather [one of God’s actions] clears the way 
for a condition [whose fulfillment is required] for the existence of another of God’s actions 
(Griffel 2009: 223-24). 

 
With the above in mind, in terms of human agency and freewill, for Ghazālī, knowledge of what is 
the best choice is the necessary condition for the will to make it and the will is the necessary condition 
for the power to act in a certain direction. However, as existences, knowledge, will, and power, all 
necessarily come from God because there is no existence but God. Thus, it seems that Ibn Sīnā’s 
“cause of causes” (sabab al-asbāb) and Ghazālī’s “causer of causes” (musabbib al-asbāb) are equivalent 
and signify the same truth.28 According to Ghazālī in the Iḥyāʾ,  
 

All is predetermined (muqaddar) by necessity (bi’l-ḍarūr) in him (human) in a place he does 
not know. He is the locus (maḥal) and the channel (majrān) for these orders. Nothing comes 
from him. The meaning of his being compelled is that [compulsion] occurs in him not from 
him but from other than himself. The meaning of his having freewill (mukhtār) is that man is 
the locus for the will, which arises in him necessarily after the judgment of the intellect, that 
[establishes if] a certain act is pure good and useful. Also, the judgment takes place necessarily. 
Thus man is compelled in his choice (majbur ʽala’likhtiyar) […] God acts in pure free choice 
and man acts in an intermediate way, being compelled to choose freely (cited in De Cillis 2014: 
124).  

 
Risāla fī khalq al-aʿmāl is one of the best places to observe the similarity between Mullā Ṣadrā’s view 
of freewill and that of the Sufi Ghazālī. In this short text, Mullā Ṣadrā grounds his position on freewill 
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in the following premises. First, all existents, regardless of their existential ranks and differences in 
their attributes and effects, are the same reality, and there is no mode and act that is not God’s. 
Secondly, all existence is good, and evil is only a concomitant of quiddity which is not a reality, so evil 
(or evil action) does not come from God. This is analogous to the sunlight that shines on filthy objects 
but does not become dirty. Thirdly, the human soul holds together all its faculties including volition 
(al-irāda) as one simple existence that comes from God because “All existents, regardless of their 
diversities, rankings in existential nobility, different essences and actions, and various attributes and 
impacts, are gathered together in the one divine reality” (Shīrāzī, “Risāla fī khalq al-aʿmāl,” 274). 
 
Mullā Ṣadrā moves from the above premises to the conclusion that human freewill depends on God’s 
Will as a lower existential degree of it. Mullā Ṣadrā’s application of the existential gradation principle 
to the relation between God’s Will and human will resonates with Ghazālī’s above-mentioned 
distinction between God’s “pure free choice” and human’s conditioned or “intermediate” choice. For 
Ghazālī, God’s pure choice is not preceded by any indecision. When we say that God decided to act 
in a certain manner, our limited human understanding reflected in the limitation of human language 
might create the illusion that God was undecided between two choices and then picked one side. The 
attribution of deliberation in this anthropomorphic way to God is completely “absurd” for Ghazālī 
(Ghazālī 2001: 39). The essential distinction between God’s Will and human will is also associated 
with two different senses of the term “agency” in Ghazālī’s Iḥyāʾ. “The sense in which God the Most 
High is agent is that He is the originator (al-mukhtariʿ) of existing things, while the sense in which a 
human being is an agent is that he is the locus [maḥal] in which power is created…[and] depending 
on the power of God is like the dependence of effect on cause” (Ghazālī 2001: 42-3). It is according to 
the second sense of agency that people are responsible for their actions and divine rulings are 
applicable to them. Ghazālī’s prince and executioner analogy suggests the ontological dependence of 
the human will on divine Will. According to him, both the prince who commands the execution of 
the culprit and the person who carries out the execution are the “agents” behind the killing though in 
two different senses because “the killing depends on the power of both of them, yet in different 
respects” (Ghazālī 2001: 43). 
 
In the Asfār, Mullā Ṣadrā acknowledges the complexity of Ghazālī’s position by calling him “the 
arcane sea” (al-baḥr al-qamqām) (Shīrāzī 1999: II: 326). Yet, he praises him for resolving the seeming 
conflict between the unity of being and what the intellect captures as diverse realities and the 
prescriptions of the “intellect” (al-ʿaql) and the divine law (al-sharʿ) based on diversities of existences 
and real differences among people’s actions (al-afʿāl al-ʿibād). He elaborates on Ghazālī’s position on 
diversity in unity by saying that, 
 

Under this unity all diversities are contained as one together (waḥda jamʿiyya) when we 
consider the reality of the absolute existent (al-maujūd al-muṭlaq) as such [namely, the Names 
and Attributes and the fixed entities (al-aʿayān al-thābitāt)] (Shīrāzī 1999: II 326, editor’s 
footnote) which is referred to as the level of oneness (aḥadiyya). However, when we consider 
the Simple Pure Existent (maujūd al-ṣirf al-baḥt) whose Essence is not mixed with any other 
meaning and His Reality has no determination whatsoever, [this Existent] also has emanations 
and effusions by Himself, and issues quiddities and fixed rulings that correspond to reality. Yet, 
the source of all these and their realization is nothing but the very Existence Himself that is 
realized by Himself and has no need of anything other than Himself (Shīrāzī 1999: II 326-27).  
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Mullā Ṣadrā’s praise for Ghazālī’s position on divine oneness and its application to the problem of 
freewill with respect to human moral/religious accountability is understandable considering the Sufi 
connection between the two thinkers. However, what is surprising is the absence of IbnʽArabī in 
Mullā Ṣadrā’s discussion of freewill despite IbnʽArabī’s pivotal role in shaping Mullā Ṣadrā’s 
metaphysics. The details of Ibn ʿArabī’s position on freewill cannot be sufficiently addressed within 
the confinement of this article, especially due to all the enigmas and ambiguities surrounding it.29 
However, it seems that, at least in Mullā Ṣadrā’s eyes, IbnʽArabī’s thoroughgoing doctrine of the unity 
of being (waḥdat al-wujūd) makes it difficult to justify a genuine coexistence of human freewill and 
moral accountability. This is of course despite Ibn ʿArabī’s attempts to offer a position between the 
Ashʿarī vulgar determinism and the Muʿtazilī absolute delegation of power to humans, not to 
mention his unwavering adherence to the Islamic Law. As Chittick explains, Ibn ʿArabī himself is 
aware of the difficulty of saving freewill in his system and that “His position on the acts wavers. Or 
rather, it depends on the point of view he has in mind” (Chittick 1989: 208). 30 According to Ibn ʿ Arabī 
in The Meccan Revelations: 
 

The servant is annihilated from his acts through God’s standing over them. This is indicated by 
His words. “What, he who stands over every soul for what it performs” (Q. 13:33). Hence the 
servants see the act as belonging to God from behind the veil of engendered things, which are 
the locus wherein the acts become manifest. This is indicated by God’s words, “Surely thy Lord 
is wide in concealment” (53:32), that is, His covering is wide. All engendered things are His 
covering, while He is the one who acts (fāʿil) from behind the covering, “but they are unaware” 
(Q. 7:95) (Chittick 1989: 207).  

 
Mullā Ṣadrā’s indebtedness to Ibn ʿArabī’s thesis of the unity of being throughout his ontology makes 
it unreasonable to think that he did not appreciate and sympathize with his struggles regarding the 
problem of freewill though he finds a better foothold in his own existential gradation thesis. 
Moreover, he would definitely approve of Ibn ʿArabī’s use of the dual perspectives of “He/Not He” 
through which the attribution of acts to humans is affirmed and denied at the same time. Yet, Ibn 
ʿArabī himself admits that “There only remains which of the two views is better for the servant, 
though both are good. And this is a place of bewilderment (ḥayra)” (Chittick 1989: 211). I speculate 
that particularly when Mullā Ṣadrā is concerned with freewill beyond metaphysical bewilderment and 
considers its relevance to people’s accountability to the divine law (al-sharīʿa), he seems to find 
Ghazālī on a safer side. Yet, this is a topic for another article. 
 
In conclusion, with regard to the problem of freewill and determinism Mullā Ṣadrā reads Ibn Sīnā 
and Ghazālī by “checking them one against the other.”31 Like Ibn Sīnā he identifies the causal relation 
between God and the world as necessary causation and like the Sufi Ghazālī, he sees no existence but 
God. In contrast to mainstream Ashʿarism, Mullā Ṣadrā does not deny the power of secondary causes 
and the necessity that rules over causal relations including the relation between the faculties of the 
soul and the actions issued from it. Thus, the influence of Ghazālī on him regarding this subject is 
justified only if he does not consider Ghazālī, at least the Sufi Ghazālī, to have followed mainstream 
Ashʿarism with respect to freewill and determinism. I imagine that Mullā Ṣadrā would agree with 
Richard Frank on Ghazālī’s departure from mainstream Ashʿarism and his endorsement of Ibn Sīnā’s 
universe in terms of causal forces. Yet, he would disagree with Frank on calling this worldview 
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“deterministic” in the Avicennian sense of the term (Frank 2009: 38-9). Rather, in Mullā Ṣadrā’s 
philosophy, one can infer from the graded unity of all existence that the acquisition of action from 
God in the case of voluntary actions is the same as “acquiring” existence from God by way of the 
existential unity of all degrees of existence. In Mullā Ṣadrā’s words, “Like the existence of the soul, the 
will that originates in the soul is not from the soul itself but from God’s Will that is one with His 
Essence” (Shīrāzī “Risāla fī khalq al-aʿmāl,” 279). Thus, the existence of human agency, which is 
required for voluntariness, is dependent on the existence of God and His necessary causal agency. For 
Mullā Ṣadrā, this is the true meaning of the verse “You did not throw when you threw but it was Allah 
(Q. 8:17)” (Shīrāzī “Risāla fī khalq al-aʿmāl,” 279). God’s agency overflows in different existential 
degrees throughout the universe including the human soul: 
 

Thus, just as the soul issues a ray (shuʿāʿ) in the vision by which colors and lights are perceived, 
and issues a power in the hearing by which sounds are perceived, so does Allah create in the 
soul a volition (irāda) and knowledge to understand and manage (tataṣarrif) things (Shīrāzī 
“Risāla fī khalq al-aʿmāl,” 279). 

 
The thesis of the gradation of existence seems to have saved Mullā Ṣadrā from the bewilderment that 
overwhelmed Ibn ʿArabī when he wanted to solve the problem of freewill. However, a fair assessment 
and comparison of their positions requires another study. For Mullā Ṣadrā, the one solution to the 
challenging issue of freewill is that our freedom is real to the extent that our existence is. Therefore, 
while we make real choices and our choices are existential events with causal forces, following Ghazālī, 
we can see through the veil of diversity and find all that exists issuing from the only Truly Real, or 
God. In short, understanding freewill and the accountability that entails from it depends on one’s 
view of existence in general.  
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