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investigate the notion of explanation and its specific forms. The heart of this investiga-
tion is to be found in Hegel’s metaphysics, and proceeds in three parts: first, a theorization
of the explanatory relation as such; second, a conceptualization of the modalities
(actuality, possibility, and necessity) as forms of explanatory relations; and third, a

reconstruction and prioritization of teleological over causal/mechanical forms of explan-
atory relations.

Three Challenges to the Possibility of Free Will

Christopher Yeomans

Introduction

As one would expect for a figure whose primary period of philosqphlcal. activity was
i ’s Vi not be immediately identi-
the first third of the nineteenth century, Hegel’s views can e e
fied with positions in our own contemporary qebate on free wi witl ﬁL;—{e g
risk of anachronism. In fact, orflfe way of beglmmr:ig tlot cr%?tei \SZ Ezrrtrﬁse»\;rtray : EgPOSitionS
ill i see him as offering a neglected alte { ‘ :
(i)r? tflrleeeﬁvé,illl 51:3 has developed in Anglophone philosophy since the mid-twentieth
Ce[l[ticl)l rg;/ersimplify a bit, we can think of that ﬁel.d as being defmed by the qltlie}jltelo;lif}f
whether free will and determinism (or some version of necess1tyi)‘are fcgmpa ole
each other. This then combines with views abogt 'the truth or.fa s1l§y o fetern.ln i
generate three standard positions. H;zlrd determ(;r)nst}s1 otr ske};:t:;sc :SSci):yt iSreici1 Zvolmpatiblfe
that our actions are necessary (i.e., etermine. ) that such n : o
with their being free, and thus argue that our will is not free. leert.ar.lans.a fso1 R
11 is incompatible with determinism, but assert that determmlsm. is false and v
gsehv;\lzlelz 1fsrelz1 C\;f)ill.pCompatib'1lists, however, tell us that .the purported mcg)mprigllbigg
between our actions being free and thet:)ir be}ng ne.clissary is mozetiilzatrlfgi tisartllOthir,lg 5
i ‘ust think more carefully about free will we can se it th ing
tiztcgrng] ?}ie notion that is inconsistent with the ne.cessiFy of action in a daertercr;l:;l;ttlﬁ
world. Hegel represents a neglected alternative that.ns akin to cor;ltemporortyed i
bilism in the following sense: he also wants to convince us that the i)ugpt e
patibility between free will and necessi.ty is more apparent thard1 rea ‘Ssi? 0 S0
thinking more carefully about the notions of determination an ?ece1 3; e
about the notion of freedom. So it will turn out that we can peé ectly
action both that it was free and that it was necessary or deter.rmr.le ! o detern
But, in fact, Hegel thinks that to accomplish this deeper Fhmkmg al ouOf e
and necessity we must trace them to their mutual source in the nfotlon of ex e
The kind of determination that is relevant for the question of free }\271 L
explanatory determination, and necessity is one sp§c1ﬁc formbcl) sucf frae L
determination. On this view, the deeper way of framing th.e problem 0he e
it as an apparent conflict between our (thetoretlcal) cqmmltments tc; tself,conceptioﬂ 2
explicability of the world and our (practical) qunmltment; 1to ouf selt o
free sources of our own actions. The key to solving the problem o

In this section, we will tackle each of these three investigations in turn. For each, we
will first set out some reasons for thinking that the concepts at issue are at least prima
facie incompatible with free will. Then we will briefly consider Hegel’s conceptualizations
of those concepts, and finally, we will suggest how the conceptualizations he endorses
show that the incompatibility is merely apparent and not real.

With respect to the contemporary Anglophone debate, one of the virtues of Hegel’s
way of framing the problem of free will as the contrast between explicability and free will
rather than determinism and free will is the way that it draws into the core of the debate
an argument from Galen Strawson that has been very influential and widely anthologized.
This is an argument that purports to show that the constraint that free action be rational,
and thus, explicable, is sufficient to rule out the possibility of free will, independent of
the truth and falsity of determinism.

There is neither need nor room to reconstruct Strawson’s argument in any detail
here. Obviously, Hegel did not have access to Strawson’s argument, and Strawson

himself thinks that the argument’s force is largely independent of its specific form.
Simply put,

(1) You do what you do because of the way you are. So (2) To be truly morally
responsible for what you do [i.e., to have a truly free will] you must be truly
responsible for the way you are—at least in certain crucial mental respects. But
(3) You cannot be truly responsible for the way you are, so you cannot be truly
responsible for what you do on pain of an infinite regress.

(Strawson 2003: 219)

The “because of” in (1) gets its force and structure from representing the constraints of
true or full explanation.

This is not a new argument; some version of it goes back at least to Hobbes, who
claimed that “The will is not voluntary. For a man can no more say that he will will,
than he will will will, and so make an infinite repetition of the word will, which is
fibsurd, and insignificant” (Hobbes 2008: Chapter 12, paragraph 5). But the real question
15, what is it about the nature of explanation that generates this conflict with free will

Y Way of an infinite regress? It is our expectation of the externality of the explanation,
that is, our need to have something other than or outside of the original phenomenon
0 the explaining. In the case of free will, it seems natural to think of this something—
the explanans, to use a technical term—as a choice or decision that is external and per-
4PS prior to the action it explains (the explanandum). That prior choice then becomes
a0 explanandum that requires its own explanans, and we are off on an infinite regress.
o eglffl) however, thinks. that thi§ expectation has to be balanced by a corresponding
"Maiity of the explanation, and in two related senses. First, the explanans has to be
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internal to the explanandum in at least some respect, otherwise it is difficult to see how
an explanation is supposed to improve our understanding of the original phenomenon.
When we explain things, we don’t just add another fact to the neighborhood of the original
phenomenon; rather we learn more about it. Second, the explanans has to be internal
to itself in the sense that it cannot automatically require a further explanation—if this
were the case then we would never have any true or full explanations of any kind of
phenomenon whatsoever. This point about internality has been recognized by a wide
variety of contemporary Anglophone thinkers on explanation, and is at the heart of
ordinary physical explanation (e.g., of the behavior of water by appeal to the fact that
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models are common, both have their value in our everyday and scientific understandi

of the world, and on neither model are alternate possibilities and necessity incom at'%%s
with each .other. To put it another way, there is a kind of indeterminism even svitlhig
Fhe necessity of an event, and the two models provide different interpretations of that
mdetAemeism. In real modality, indeterminism is a kind of looseness of fit between djl
condltlons and the event that leaves the latter undecided; in absolute modality, it 'e
precisely the tightness of fit between the two that points to the fact that other ti y}’lt ﬁls
are possible. We can briefly illustrate the difference here using an example (see Ye%)ma 5
2011: Chapter 7). One might think that it was necessary that person with a Linli
temper would become angry in response to an insult. In Hegel’s view, that necesscitlycis

itis H,0, or the explanation of the movement-of a-billiard-ball- by-appeal to.conservation
of force).

Traditional accounts of free will essentially involve the internality at issue here. To
cite only two examples important for Hegel, ].G. Fichte claimed that what we want out
of a conception of free will is a kind of internal power whose exercises would be self-
explanatory (1987: 20, 21), and for Aristotle the heart of voluntary action is the notion
of an internal moving principle (1999: IILi). Nonetheless, it is important that Hegel’s
view is not primarily oriented by the attempt to save free will—it is just an attempt to
save explanation as such. And that attempt leads to the result that all explanations
have to be at least partially self-explanatory or, to use a term from Robert Nozick, self-
subsuming (1983: 120).

There is no room to delve into the substantial complexity of Hegel’s attempts to
generate a structure that will balance both the internality and externality of explanation,
but we have enough already to see how Hegel’s conception of explanation demonstrates
that the conflict between our commitments to the explicability of the world and to free
will is more apparent than real. Strawson and Hobbes conceive of free rational action
as being a function of principles (or mental states) that are independent of that action,
and then demand that the action that follows from those principles can only be free if
they are themselves chosen, that is, a function of a further set of principles (or mental
states), and so on ad infinitum. But on the self-subsuming model of explanation suggested
by Hegel, the principles of which the action is a function can be thought as features of
the action itself (e.g., its consistency with the moral law, or its serving as a means for a
good end). Conversely, we can think of the action itself as weighting the reasons and

thereby making them a good explanation for the action. If this is the case, then there
need be no infinite regress of choices.

It is easier to see the apparent conflict between free will and necessity and we can use
the current locution ‘alternate possibilities’ to describe the feature of free will that
appears to contrast with the necessity of action. On a rather natural construal of the
modalities (i.e., of actuality, possibility, and necessity), if what we do is one from among
a number of alternate possibilities, then what we actually do is merely possible and not
necessary. If it is necessary, in contrast, then we couldn’t have done otherwise. Thus, it
looks as if we have to give up either our commitment to explaining events in the WO.rl
in terms of necessitating conditions and/or natural laws, or our commitment to see}ng
ourselves as freely initiating courses of action. Hegel, however, thinks that a free actionl
could be both merely possible in the relevant sense and necessary. And as with his
thoughts on explanation, his claims about the modalities are motivated by general
metaphysical reasons rather than specific intuitions about agency.

In fact, Hegel develops two different models of the relation between alternate
bilities and necessity, which go under the names ‘real’ and ‘absolute’ necessity: Bo

possi~
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an explanatory relation between a possibility (the insult and the temper as conditions)
and an gctuality (being angry in some particular way). But this necessity, which wo fd
be a reliable piece of information in a workplace situation or in a deteétive novelu'
cqmpatible with a number of different responses. For example, the person insult,elj
m¥ght hit the insulter, or might respond verbally by returning the’insult In such a situ-
ation, we might say that it was necessary that the person with the terr;per respond :l
some way, even though there might be a range of responses that would be corrpl) atiblrl
with that necessity. This way of thinking about the example uses the model 1Z)f I el
modgh‘ty, in which necessity is compatible with a looseness of fit between eneeral
conditions (the insult and the temper) and specific actualities that follo ? ;
(hitting or responding verbally). i,
.To use the model of absolute modality to analyze the example we come back to th
point about internality discussed in the previous section on explanation. In this mod le
the temper (i.e., the agent’s character) is itself the necessitating, explanat;)ry connectif ’
between' the condition of possibility (the insult) and the actuality (the response) B(rz
here, this necessary relation will not just mediate externally between the ingult an& t}tl
response; instead, it will make them what they are. Take the condition: for some stat .
ment to be an insult it must be taken as an insult by some hearer (eitHer the target >
bystanders, but here we focus on the former). As a character trait. a quick tem e((rge;s 0
part deﬁr}ed by the readiness to take many statements to be insulés. Modally s peak' .
I-}Ilegel th%n.ks that there is something even deeper going on in cases like this.ylnpshap:ir;lgé
itnet ;c;g:h;;o;}sl,i zﬁedielatlon ?f necessity constructs a continuum of alternate possibilities
g e actual response is to be interpreted. Both the condition and the
B hactlogl could hgve been formed differently by the agent’s character: the insult
- mil)\r/: Oiellé Slaefrce%\/led to be more or less severe, and the resulting action could have
- ns1 ar a 1(ing ;11 continuum running from minor annoyance to physical
i this.comm eans tf at the agent’s .character could have manifested itself anywhere
o Whuum,l rom ilnapprop‘rlately self-deprecating to having a chip on her
b bethe e}rle along that continuum we would find an intelligible, necessary
intelligibility . rllnth eer ecrcl)tridltlon (thedms.ult) and tbG. actuality (the response), and this
o herey cu(;rllne?te Wlth recognition of the other possibilities along
B : : ers.tandmg the example under the model of absolute
¥, we have a deeper necessity but also a deeper sense of al ibiliti
fIe one defined by the tight fit character makes b . B e
i . makes between conditions and responses.
act, Hegel thinks that we do frequently look at the will i <
e S y look a the will in thgse Fwo ways, and he
e ofa istinction in models of the will indicated by two
o, b ch’oice X reedom o .chmce) and Wille (free will). We use the model of
when we consider the conditions of an action as independent
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antecedent events and ask what is necessary on their basis. Since Hegel thinks that our
motivations are generally underdetermined in a variety of ways, even if we had very strict
relations of necessity to attach to them, the outcomes would remain underdetermined—
this is looseness of fit again. From this point of view, the agent has precisely the alter-
nate possibilities posited by libertarian theories. We use the model of free will when we
take motivations to be specified and determined by the action itself, and thus, to have
the tighter fit between conditions and responses characterized by absolute modality. But
because that tight fit is generated by the process of action along a continuum of other
possible tight fits, there remain alternate possibilities in the more compatibilist sense of
different possible characters.———

-
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an example to motivate the difficulty: a waiter who desires to startle his employer by
knocking over a stack of glasses is so unnerved by that desire that he involuntarily steps
into the glasses, knocking them over and startling his employer. It seems that there is a
causal relation between the desire to startle and the employer being startled, but it
doesn’t seem to be of the right kind. We are inclined to say that the waiter nonetheless
inadvertently startled his employer (Wilson 1989). But it is difficult to see what general
form proper, intentional causal chains have that distinguishes them from wayward, or
deviant causal chains that make for unintentional actions. ;
The teleological account Hegel offers provides some resources to solve this problem.
In this account, the end or goal represents the constancy of systematic orientation that

There is thus a sense in which Hegel’s view too is a “compatibilism of incompati-
bilism and compatibilism,” as Allen Wood has characterized Kant’s view (1998). But
the contrast is no longer between our commitments to the explicability of the world and
our self-conception as free agents; rather, each modal model is available within the
operation of each commitment, and there is no conflict within each model. The
purported conflict results from a syncretism that takes the determinacy of motives from
the free will model (without acknowledging the dependency of that determinacy on the
agent’s activity), and combines it with the independent, antecedent status of motives
from the model of freedom of choice (without acknowledging the indeterminacy of
motives which comes with such independence).

The basic problem of causal or mechanical explanations is one of passivity. If the
world is exhaustively constituted as a causal web or chain, each link of which is an
effect, it can come to look as if each link simply receives and passes on an impetus that
comes to it from the prior link of the chain. But agency seems like an active phenomenon,
an origination of some sort rather than a receptive continuation of some prior course of
events. Furthermore, in the exhaustively causal picture whatever distinctive contribution
each link makes would appear to be a matter of a fixed dispositional response to that
impetus, which doesn’t look like what we usually take to be agency either. The paradig-
matic instances of agency seem instead seem to take initiative, to use resources given by
the world in pursuit of the agent’s goals. In Hegel’s terms, there is an elasticity to goal-
directed agency as opposed to the fixed passivity of causal relations. Thus there is an
apparent conflict between our teleological self-conception and the explanatory
commitments to an exhaustively causal world that at least eighteenth-century science
seemed to demand.

Here we must be even briefer about the metaphysics. Suffice it to say that Hegel takes
teleological explanations to be more fundamental than causal explanations because the
identity conditions for the objects or events that are then causally related must be
specified teleologically. That is, if objects and events did not have a teleological form
that individuated them, there would be no stable relata for causation to relate, $O
teleological relations or processes are conditions for the possibility of causal relations:
This argument does not deny that (efficient) causation takes place in the mental and
natural world; it merely denies that only such causation takes place, or that all teleological
processes can be reduced to efficient causal processes. The teleological processes iﬂ. the
world are ways of deploying causal processes in plastic and persistent attempts t achieve
goals in given circumstances.

To turn to free will, the central difficulty for causal accounts of action is det
what particular kinds or forms of causal relations between motivations and ©
make for action, out of all of the innumerable causal relations that are possible.

ermining
utcomes
Here is
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is maintained behind but also through the manifold and changing causal processes that
make up goal-directed behavior. Consider another version of the waiter example, in
which the waiter feels his nervousness coming on and recognizes it as a resource t’hat
might be used to do what he might otherwise not have the nerve to do. He refrains from
controlling his nervousness and instead lets it play out next to the stack of glasses. The
glasses are spilled and the employer is startled. In that case, we should say that the
waiter intentionally startled his employer.

What accounts for the difference between the cases! We might be tempted to locate
the difference in an additional causal chain, for example, control by the higher order
mental state. In this way of seeing things, the intention would cause the recognition of
the nervousness as a resource and then its utilization. But it is not clear how this differs
from the first case, in which the intention caused the nervousness which then caused
the glasses to be spilled and the employer to be startled. Rather, we ought to say that the
waiter in the second example acts intentionally because the control of the intention is
represented by the plasticity with which the realization of that intention is pursued, and
the way in which new means are recognized when they present themselves. That is,, the
plasticity or elasticity shows the way in which the goal illuminates context so as to
reveal conditions as means, and this is an aspect of agency that cannot easily be captured
on the model of a causal process or power.

Goal directedness gives us the orientation towards and in the world that is necessary
for our self-understanding as originators of courses of action. If Hegel is right that such
goal-directedness is both more fundamental than strictly causal connection, and is a
metaphysical feature of both the natural and mental worlds, then again he h’as shown
that the conflict between our commitment to explaining the world and our commitment
to free will is more apparent than real.

Hegel as Source Incompatibilist

?n‘ the introduction to this chapter, I characterized Hegel as a neglected kind of compat-
ibilist, because he held that our actions could be both necessary and free, so long as one
E?:gt?z:sd necessity ﬁn the right kind of way. But here there is always possible a similar
b Willpj)nse to the one that mcompatl’bdlsts have to compatibilist understandings
. ; lfst as incompatibilists complal'n Fhat the compatibilist analysis of free will
- usuzl \Z hat wgb }Fean by that term, it i na)turs.ll fqr l?oth incompatibilists and
7 etermimsm?mpa;tl( ilists to ,complam that Hegel’s view isn’t really what we mean by
oo and H}T.CQSSIFY' quse terms, so the objection goes, mean something
- hy, something like efhc1el.1t causation governed by natural laws. (Assuming,

8¢, that the natural laws at issue required particular outcomes rather than a
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probabilistic distribution of outcomes). On this construal, Hegel just holds that
determinism is false, and must be so for us to have free will. Furthermore, one of the
frequent motivations for compatibilism is its relative metaphysical modesty: it purports
to present a view of free will that is consistent with a wide variety of metaphysical
descriptions of the causal structure of the world (even, perhaps, indeterministic
descriptions). As a result, most compatibilists have had relatively little interest in
working on the other side of the equation, that is, developing a concrete account of the
causality of the world and our actions within it. In the division of labor of this conver-
sation, that task has been left to the libertartans. Hegel; inrcontrast; is very farfrom-modest
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Hegel deeply accepts this paradox in his analysis of human free will. On the one
hand, our rational will makes possible an active mental life that is of infinite value and
is worthy of fundamental respect. On the other hand, the deep necessities of character
that manifest themselves in that life are always also contingent and capable of radicall
altered manifestation in the practical circumstances of action over which thce a enstl
often has somewhat limited control. As does Kane, Hegel sees within each agen% an
internal plurality of goals that coexist in constant and sometimes uneasy tension with
each other. The executive function of the will involves managing that tension, but it
can only do so by identifying with particular goals, and so agents are constant’ly and

in the scope of his metaphysical claims and in their integration with his conception of the
free will.

For both these reasons, Hegel might equally be characterized as an incompatibilist.
And, in fact, [ want to close this chapter by suggesting that the figure in the contempo-
rary debate to whom Hegel is closest is actually a libertarian, Robert Kane. Kane is
sometimes labeled a source incompatibilist, which simply means that on his view alternate
possibilities matter to free will not in themselves, but because they are necessary if we
are to be the ultimate sources of our own actions. For both Kane and Hegel, the need
for this kind of singular significance—to be someone who matters in the world in virtue
of being the author and sustainer of one’s own course of life—generates a remarkable
series of pluralities. That is, the number and kind of alternate possibilities are multi-
plied, even to the extent of partially undermining the agent’s control in precisely the
way that compatibilists and skeptics suspect. For Kane, truly free actions (what Kane
calls “Self-Forming Willings”) are cases in which we struggle to set the end that we want
to set, and specifically because we also want to set some competing end, we could also set
that competing end, and we have good reasons to do so. So as Kane sees it, these
Self-Forming Willings are plural in three senses: they are plural voluntary, plural
controlled, and plural rational. These track the three sense of willing itself, that is, that
the will is desiderative, striving, and rational. (Strictly speaking this isn’t quite right,
since [a] voluntariness involves not merely desiring but desiring more than any other
alternatives [and thus the plurality of voluntariness involves not merely desiring
different things but the possibility that different things could be most desired]; and
[b] voluntariness also requires lack of coercion. See Kane 1998: 30).

The indeterminism that makes Kane’s view incompatibilist is most directly tied to
plural control. Kane holds that this plurality has a consequence that compatibilists and
hard determinists have often raised as an objection to libertarianism, namely that it
actually undermines the agent’s control. As Kane puts it,

Paradoxical as it may seem, in order to have ultimate control over their destinies,
possessors of free will must relinquish another kind of control at pivotal points
in their life histories, namely, an antecedent determining control that would
guarantee how things will turn out in advance.

(Kane 1998: 144)

That is, in order to originate our actions, it has to be the case that even our own actions,
resolutions and decisions do not completely eliminate alternate possibilities for future
action. The objection is not wrong, but it does not have the force that the objector
thinks it does. It simply shows that we are incomplete or imperfect originators of out
actions, which is about as much as we ought to have expected to start out with.
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necessarily imperfectly attempting to express the whole of their character through
identification with one of its parts. This is a tough and interminable task, and so fr%:e
will cannot be located in any simple causal or structural relation between a’n agent—or
her intention—and an action. But we do sometimes succeed, and such success is a real
achievement. Free will would not be worthy of such respect if it were not so difficult.
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