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Abstract

This study, through a descriptive-analytical approach, explored and compared
the concept of laughter and humor in the thought of two influential Muslim
intellectuals, Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi and Imam Muhammad al-Ghazali. It
highlighted the fundamental differences in their philosophical, theological, and
cultural perspectives. Al-Tawhidi, associated with the Mu'tazilite tradition and
known as a philosopher and man of letters, viewed laughter and wit as integral to
human experience and as a defensive strategy against life’s hardships and
constraints. Influenced by al-Jahiz, he regarded humor as a medium for social
criticism, a reflection of philosophical skepticism, and a means of spiritual
refinement. For him, laughter bridged wonder, astonishment, and social
interaction, offering intellectual pleasure and inner balance. In contrast, al-
Ghazali, a Shafi‘ jurist and Ash‘arite theologian living in a period of cultural and
moral decline, treated laughter, jest, and humor as severely limited and in need
of strict regulation. He permitted only modest, ethical smiling and condemned
excessive joking or ridicule as threats to morality and piety.The comparison
demonstrated that Mu‘tazilite discourse interprets laughter as an expression of
freedom, social critique, and lived human experience, whereas Ash‘arite
discourse frames it as an instrument for preserving ethics, disciplining society,
and strengthening religiosity. The study underscored the decisive role of
historical, cultural, and intellectual contexts in shaping Islamic attitudes toward
laughter and humor, revealing how divergent views reflect the deeper divide
between rationalist philosophy and jurisprudential-theological thought in the
Islamic tradition.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction
Laughter and humor (fukaha) occupy an
ambivalent position in Islamic intellectual
history. On the one hand, they function as
expressions of joy, social cohesion, and
psychological relief, and are frequently
regarded as ethically problematic,
potentially undermining dignity, religious
seriousness, and moral discipline. Classical
Islamic sources, from linguistic lexicons to
ethical treatises, reflect this tension by
simultaneously acknowledging the human
need for humor and warning against its
excesses. The present study explores this
duality through a comparative analysis of
the concept of laughter and humor in the
thought of two major intellectual figures of
the Islamic world: Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi
(d. ca. 400-414 AH), the philosopher-
literatus associated with Mu tazilite
rationalism, and Imam Muhammad al-
Ghazali (450-505 AH), the Ash‘arite
.theologian and jurist

By situating their views within the broader
frameworks of Mu'tazilite and Ash‘arite
discourses, this study argues that
attitudes toward laughter are not merely
ethical  preferences or  personal
inclinations, but reflections of deeper
epistemological and cultural
orientations—specifically, differing
conceptions of the relationship between
reason (‘aql) and transmitted authority
(naql), life and religion, and critique and
control. Through this lens, laughter
becomes a meaningful indicator of how
Islamic intellectual traditions negotiated
human experience, social order, and moral
norms.
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2. Purpose, Literature

Review, and Method

The review of previous studies indicates
that, to date, no independent research has
specifically examined the concept of
humor within the epistemological systems
of al-Tawhidi and al-Ghazali, nor has it
explicated the differences in their
perspectives on the basis of the Mu 'tazilite
and Ash‘arite discourses. Nevertheless, in
some Arabic and Islamic sources,
scattered references to the views of these
two thinkers can be found .

This research adopts a descriptive-
analytical and comparative approach.
First, the concept of fukaha was examined
from a linguistic and cultural perspective,
drawing on classical Arabic lexicons and
Qur’anic contexts to establish its semantic
range. Second, the study analyzed al-
Tawhidi’'s and al-Ghazali’s views on humor
and laughter through close reading of
their major works, including al-Tawhidi’s
al-Imta® wa-I-Mu’anasa, al-Mugabasat,
and al-Hawamil wa-I-Shawamil, as well as
al-Ghazali’'s ethical and pedagogical
writings, especially Thya’ ‘Ulum al-Din.

To structure the analysis, the study
employed a three-level conceptual
framework, including agent, process, and
product, which considers the following
factors: 1) the subject and audience of
humor, 2) the cognitive and emotional
mechanisms involved in laughter, and 3)
the social and ethical outcomes of
humorous expression. This framework
allows for a nuanced understanding of
how humor operates differently within
Mu'tazilite and Ash‘arite epistemologies.
Finallyy, ~a  comparative  synthesis
highlighted the broader -cultural and
intellectual implications of these divergent
approaches.
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3. Discussion
Within the Mu'tazilite discourse,
reason functions as a primary criterion for
understanding both divine justice and
human experience. Al-Tawhidi, as a
philosopher-literatus shaped by this
rationalist environment, views humor and
laughter as integral aspects of human life
and cognition. Influenced by al-Jahiz and
the Baghdad school of philosophy, he
regards laughter not as frivolity but as a
meaningful response to the
contradictions, hardships, and absurdities
of existence. In his writings, humor serves
multiple functions: a psychological
defense mechanism against suffering, a
tool for social critique, and a stylistic mode
through which philosophical reflection
.can be articulated

Al-Tawhidi’s discussions of laughter,
often mediated through philosophical
dialogues and reflections attributed to
figures such as Abu Sulayman al-Sijistani
and Miskawayh, frame it as a phenomenon
arising from the interaction between
rational and animal faculties of the soul.
Laughter emerges at the threshold of
wonder, contradiction, and cognitive
tension, thereby acquiring an epistemic
dimension. In this sense, humor becomes
a way of revealing paradoxes and
questioning rigid social and intellectual
norms. The Mu'tazilite acceptance of
humor thus reflects a broader openness to
lived experience and critical rational
Inquiry
In contrast, the Ash‘arite discourse
prioritizes transmitted authority and
moral regulation over expansive rational
speculation. Al-Ghazali, writing during a
period of cultural and ethical anxiety,
adopts a cautious and restrictive stance
toward humor. While he does not entirely
prohibit laughter, he confines it to
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restrained smiling and condemns
excessive joking, mockery, and loud
laughter as threats to moral integrity,
dignity (wagar), and social order. In Thya’
‘Ulum al-Din, humor is treated primarily
as a potential ethical pitfall requiring

.careful control

This restrictive approach is rooted in
three  interrelated  concerns: the
preservation of moral decorum, the
maintenance of social hierarchy, and the
fear that wuncontrolled humor may
undermine religious seriousness and
communal discipline. For al-Ghazali,
laughter must be subordinated to ethical
intention and religious propriety; its
critical or subversive potential is largely
neutralized. Consequently, humor in the
Ash‘arite framework functions less as a
cognitive or critical tool and more as a
behavior to be regulated. The comparison
reveals that the divergent evaluations of
humor in these two discourses mirror
their broader epistemological
orientations. Where Mu ‘tazilite
rationalism allows humor to operate as a
medium of critique and human expression,
Ash‘arite traditionalism subjects it to
moral surveillance and normative
restraint.

4. Conclusion

The present research revealed that al-
Ghazali, through an approach in which
reason was set aside, prohibited and
rejected humor and laughter, imposed his
authoritative presence upon the cultural
history of Islam, and marginalized thinkers
such as al-Tawhidi, who had played an
effective role in sustaining the dynamism
of reason in the Islamic world. Al-Ghazali
contributed to the collapse of Greek
rationality, which had functioned as the
latent text of Islamic rationality in the
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third and fourth centuries AH. All of this
stemmed from his disparagement of
experience and reason- represented,
among others, by al-Tawhidi and his
elevation of himself and reliance on
transmitted knowledge (nagl), of which he
himself was a principal representative.
This ultimately led to distrust in reason
and freedom, both of which found
expression in laughter and humor.

Al-Ghazali accorded excessive
attention to other sources of knowledge,
especially =~ Sunni  Sufism,  whose
culmination can be seen in Ruami, and
thereby consolidated the sidelining of
reason. For this reason, Ibn Taymiyya
regarded certain statements by al-Ghazali,
which he claimed to contain secrets and
ultimate truths, as essentially identical to
the doctrines of philosophizing Sabians. In
al-Ghazali’s thought, jurisprudence (figh)
was no longer a process of ijtihad or the
derivation of new legal rulings, nor a tool
for engaging with texts in order to
produce knowledge; rather, it became a
mental instrument whose function lay in
the speculative examination of issues,
aimed at attaching or detaching them
when doubt arose (al-Jabiri, 1389,/2010:
493).

As a result, philosophical reason was
reduced to juridical reason, and kalam,
which had fallen into the rigidity of
imitation, was transformed into an official
pedagogical discipline. By relying on divine
will and the absolute denial of causality,
this development led to the isolation of
reason. The sidelined reason came to
dominate all domains of al-Ghazali's
intellectual activity, from theology to
jurisprudence, turning him into a jurist-
theologian who struggled simultaneously
for religion and worldly order. This stance
found concrete expression in his own
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reaction, and that of his students, to the
Crusader invasions (ibid.: 339). The
triumph of sidelined reason in al-Ghazali
inflicted such a deep wound upon Islamic
rationality that its effects persisted until
the end of the age of decline and the
beginning of the period of revival.

Both al-Tawhidi and al-Ghazali were
accused of esoteric (batini) inclinations,
particularly al-Ghazali, whose departure
from Baghdad has been attributed to
concerns for his personal safety. This was
because his writings against the Batiniyya
did not fully satisfy the reigning caliph;
indeed, his works appeared closer to
endorsing the Batiniyya than to mounting
a decisive attack against them (ibid.).

Al-Ghazali, who established a strong
link between Asharite theology and Sunni
mysticism and lived within the triangle of
demonstration (burhan), discourse
(bayan), and mysticism (‘irfan), was not
concerned with the production of
knowledge; rather, he sought to defend
one form of knowledge against another
(ibid.: 430). By contrast, al-Tawhidi lived
within the dual domains of discourse and
mysticism and produced knowledge,
precisely because he was free from all
forms of ideology.

Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi, described as
both the philosopher of literati and the
literatus of philosophers of the fourth
century AH, and living within the
Mu‘tazilite epistemological system, held a
conception of joy that differs markedly
from that of al-Ghazali. To some extent,
this view may be regarded as
epistemological in nature. Al-Ghazali,
however, as a jurist-philosopher who
thought and lived within the Ash‘arite
epistemological system, adopted an
ideological approach to joy.
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