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Abstract 

The debate of will and volition has always been an important part of the intellectual and 

philosophical discourse as a whole. The current essay has studied this issue from the points of 

view of Ghazali and Spinoza in a comparative context. Spinoza has conceived will to be a 

type of notion while Ghazali considers it a mental quality that deals with preferring one side 

to the other. It seems that the reason for the disagreement of these two scholars in definition 

of will lies in the fact that Ghazali believes that will is one aspect of heart and soul whereas 

Spinoza includes it among the capabilities of mind. First he regarded will as a type of 

judgment but later due to the fact that judgment is the necessary result of notion he was 

compelled to consider it a kind of notion. Furthermore, according to Spinoza, an action is 

volition when it becomes realized out of its nature in the sense that no other internal or 

external stimulus forces the agent to undertake the action at issue; while Ghazali contends that 

the criterion for an action’s volitionality (the state of being volitional) is it’s being grounded 

in will. One may trace the origin of the disagreement of these two thinkers in definition of 

volition back to their particular views on the issue of human freedom and servitude; because 

Spinoza based on his specific stance on the problem of human freedom and servitude defines 

a free agent as one who is actively following the intellect while in his opinion compelled is 

the one who is exposed to the emotions under the influence of external factors. According to 

Ghazali, a man can be free whose heart has been already purified of moral vices and devotes 

oneself to virtues; on the contrary, a man is the servant of Satan who is following the carnal 

desires and this cannot happen unless by doing volition action based on will. Consequently, 

for Ghazali every action in human being occurs following a will in the soul. Then he 

considers will to be based on volitional action. According to Spinoza, intellect and will are 

identical. However, Ghazali denies the particular philosophical intellect and thus in his view 

intellect and will cannot be identical. It seems that the cause of identity of intellect and will in 

Spinoza is the fact that he believes in the unity of notion and judgment and deems intellect 

and will to be a particular mode of the property of thought. But Ghazali regards will and 

intellect two capabilities for human soul and does not trace them back to notion and judgment. 

Intellectual principles of Ghazali in the debate of will and volition consists of the denial of 

causal necessity and belief in the theory of  
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Habit of Allah (‘Adat Allah) whereas Spinoza believes in pantheism and causality. To 

analytically 

compare the intellectual principles of Spinoza and Ghazali one should say that both 

Spinoza and Ghazali believe in a type of pantheism (unity of existence) and one might trace 

the cause of the similarity between these two thinkers back to their inner effervescent 

enthusiasm for knowing God and their thirst for joining their Lord. Of course, Spinoza denies 

the final cause and it appears even that this denial is a definition that he provides of volition. 

Because he considers volition one’s ability to act according to his nature and remain 

uninfluenced by the dominant external factors. On the other hand, Ghazali wholly denies 

causal necessity. One may state that the basic cause of the difference of these two thinkers lies 

in their disagreement on the principle of causality as Spinoza considers the latter to be a self-

evident truth while Ghazali with a theological impetus seeks to demonstrate the perfect divine 

agency. Ghazali considers God to be of a will that is something added to the Divine Essence 

in an eternal fashion while Spinoza does not attribute any will to God. One might trace the 

root cause of the disagreement of these two thinkers back to their particular approaches to the 

debate of immanence and transcendence. For Spinoza denies the belief in immanence and 

seeks to provide proofs for demonstration of a type of transcendence that is not pure and 

absolute. Ghazali in his discussion of Divine Attributes argues for the unknown immanence in 

the sense that God has such attributes as All-Hearing and Will but we do not know their 

quality. As to human will, Ghazali believes in a universal will in man but Spinoza denies the 

idea of universal will and only accepts particular will. One might say that the disagreement of 

these scholars has its origin in their particular notion of human soul. Because Spinoza 

believes in the unity of soul and body and considers human soul to be a mode of Divine 

Modes while Ghazali regards human soul as an independent substance that has will as one of 

its aspects. As to human and Divine will, Ghazali denies absolute determinism and 

submission as regards human will based on his theory of God’s Habit and believes instead in 

a type of relative determinism because on the one hand, man is compelled and he does not 

own the whole elements of his action and on the other, he is the subject of Divine Will and is 

the one who enjoys Divine Action. Then man is compelled to be free and it is only God who 

is truly effective and acts as He wills. But Spinoza sides with another idea in this regard in 

line with his intellectual system and believes that volition in the sense of power to decision 

should be denied both from God and man. He offers a new definition of volition and 

considers it to be tantamount to necessity of existence in which case only God can be a 

genuine free agent and man is like a straw that goes one way or another by the wind. Of 

course, Spinoza does not deny the whole existence of volition in man rather he believes in a 

type of human volition; the thing that he denies of human will is freedom from the causality 

and what he accepts of man is acting according to nature. According to Ghazali, man can be 

an integration of determinism and volition; his being free is in the sense that he is the subject 

of Divine Will while his being compelled refers to the fact that the productive elements of his 

action is not for him. It is for sure that they both believe in a type of relative determinism 

though their impetuses differ based on their intellectual principles.  
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