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of gathering, and the resurrection; [he should be instructed] until
he reaches faith and can affirm the truth thereof, for this is how
one completes the two statements of faith. For after affirming the
truth of his [Muḥammad, ] being a messenger [sent by God], it
is obligatory to comprehend the message that he brought; which
is, whoever obeys God and His messenger will be in paradise and
whoever disobeys Him will abide in the fire.
When you have become aware of this step by step [process], you
will know that this is the path of certainty in this matter and realize
that each servant in the course of his states—day and night—will
always be subject to the varying circumstances that affect his acts of
worship and mutual conduct, each [of which] brings with it renewed
obligations. It is thus necessary to ask about each singular incident
as it befalls him, just as it is necessary to immediately learn and
comprehend those events that he expects to occur in the near future.
Therefore it is clear that when he [Muḥammad, ], used the
term the knowledge (al-ʿilm), with the defin te article (al-), in his
statement “Seeking the knowledge is obligatory upon every Muslim,”16
he meant the knowledge that must be applied practically and which
is recognized as obligatory on every Muslim. The nature of the
gradual process [of acquiring knowledge] at the time it becomes
obligatory has been made clear. And God knows best.
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now th at the obliga t or y nature of an action is only distinguished from another action through the varying classifi ations
of the disciplines. The disciplines that are associated with obligation that we are concerned with here are divided into those that are
derived from the law and those that are not.
I intend by [those disciplines] “derived from the law” to be
those communicated by the prophets , not those derived from

16 Reported by Ibn Māja, 224.
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the intellect, such as mathematics, nor from experiment, such as
medicine, nor from hearing, such as language.
The disciplines that are not derived from the law can be separated
into [those that are] praiseworthy, [those that are] blameworthy,
and those that are neutral.
As for the praiseworthy, such as [the disciplines of] medicine
and mathematics, they are associated with worldly benefit, and that
category is divided into those that become a communal obligation
and those that are of great merit [to practice or learn] but are not
an obligation.
Communal obligations include every form of knowledge that
is indispensable to the establishment of the aff irs of this world,
[and include disciplines] such as medicine, which is necessary for
the preservation of healthy bodies; and mathematics, which is
necessary for [fi ancial] transactions and the division of wealth in
which wills and inheritance and other needs are involved. Should
a region be without someone who practices these disciplines, the
people of that region will fall into straightened circumstances;
but should there be [at least] one individual established [in that
discipline], it would suffic and the obligatory nature of [having
someone knowledgeable in that discipline] would be lifted from
the remainder of the community.
One should not be astonished by our saying, “Medicine and
mathematics are among the obligations of the community.” For the
foundational crafts are also communal obligations, such as agriculture,
the manufacture of cloth [and tailoring], and governance, even
cupping. For were a region to be void of one who practices cupping,
devastation would overtake its residents, and they would become
anxious at being exposed to this devastation. For He who sent down
the affl tion sent down the remedy, provided instructions for its
application, and provided the means to practice it. It is therefore
forbidden to expose oneself to devastation by neglecting it.
With regard to what is considered virtuous though not obligatory,
there is the meticulous study of the intricacies of mathematics, the
niceties17 of medicine, and other fi lds that can be dispensed with,
17 The word al-Ghazālī uses here is ḥaqāʾiq, usually translated as “realities.” In this
case, it means details beyond the essentials.
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however, any [fi ld] can become benefic al with [one’s] increased
expertise in accordance with the need for it.
Concerning blameworthy [disciplines], there is the practice of
magic and the making of talismans,18 as well as legerdemain and
deception.
Neutral practices include the knowledge of poetry that is free
of caprice and the narration of oral histories of people and similar
occupations.
With regard to the disciplines derived from the law, which is
the aim of this explanation, they are all laudable pursuits, though
at times confusion arises regarding what is thought to be the law
but is actually reproachable. Therefore they [the disciplines] are also
divided into praiseworthy and blameworthy.
As for those [disciplines] that are praiseworthy, they are the
fundamentals, the branches (furūʿ), the preliminary [aspects] and the
supplemental [branches of knowledge]. These are the four categories.
The fi st category is the fundamentals (uṣūl), which are four in
number: The Book of God , the sunna of His Messenger , the
general consensus of the community (umma), and the traditions
of the Companions.
Th consensus [of the community] is among the fundamental
sources in that it indicates the sunna; it is thus a fundamental [aspect
of] a secondary level. Likewise are the traditions of the Companions,
for they also indicate the sunna because the Companions  observed
the inspiration and revelation [of the Qurʾān] and grasped through
direct association the states which those who were not present could
not perceive. Perhaps expression cannot encompass that which can
be comprehended through direct association. From this aspect
then, the scholars chose to follow their example and hold steadfast
to their traditions, but that occurs under specific conditions and
circumstances according to the followers [of these traditions]. The
clarifi ation of this is not, however, suitable for the topic under
discussion.

18 Talisman (ṭilasm, or ṭillasm, pl. ṭilasmāt) refers to what is secret and hidden, or
knowledge of the formation of celestial forces and their manipulation through
earthly objects.
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