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henry e. allison

11 Kant on freedom of the will

Although there can be no doubt regarding the centrality of the con-
cept of freedom in Kant’s thought, there is considerable disagreement
concerning its proper interpretation and evaluation. The evaluative
problem stems largely from Kant’s insistence that freedom involves
a transcendental or non-empirical component, which requires the
resources of transcendental idealism in order to be reconciled with
the “causality of nature.” There is also, however, a significant inter-
pretive problem posed by the number of different conceptions of
freedom to which Kant refers.1 In addition to “outer freedom” or
freedom of action, and a relative, empirically accessible or “psycho-
logical” concept of freedom, which admits of degrees, Kant distin-
guishes between transcendental and practical freedom, both of which
seem to involve indeterminism in the sense of an independence from
determination by antecedent causes. Moreover, within this sphere
he conceives of freedom as both absolute spontaneity (negative free-
dom), which is a condition of rational agency as such, and as auton-
omy (positive freedom), which is a condition of the appropriate moral
motivation (acting from duty alone).

Given this complexity, the present discussion must be highly
selective.2 Specifically, it will focus initially on the nature of and
relation between freedom as spontaneity and as autonomy. But since
both of these senses of freedom affirm (albeit in different ways) an
independence from natural causality, this necessitates a considera-
tion of the relationship between freedom (in both senses) and tran-
scendental idealism. And to situate Kant’s views in their historical
context, I shall frame the discussion with a brief account of the treat-
ment of free will by some of his predecessors, on the one hand, and
his idealistic successors, on the other.

381
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i. freedom of the will in kant’s predecessors

In the German context, the agenda for the discussion of freedom
of the will in the eighteenth century was set by Leibniz, who
approached the topic in terms of his principle of sufficient reason.
After Leibniz, the main participants in this discussion were Christian
Wolff and Christian August Crusius. The former developed and sys-
tematized the Leibnizian position and the latter was its foremost
critic. Accordingly, a brief consideration of the views of these three
thinkers is essential to the understanding of Kant’s position.

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz

Leibniz’s philosophy is built on two great principles: contradiction
(or identity) and sufficient reason. The former states that “a proposi-
tion cannot be both true and false at the same time”; the latter that
“nothing happens without a reason why it should be so rather than
otherwise.”3 Whereas the first governs (logically) necessary truths,
which hold in all possible worlds, the second governs contingent
truths, which hold in the actual world. In addition to factual truths
and laws of nature, the latter includes the basic propositions of
Leibniz’s metaphysics.

The principle of sufficient reason can have this metaphysical func-
tion, however, only because it involves a certain kind of necessity.
Since God is a supremely perfect being, it follows (according to this
principle) that God could choose only the best of all possible worlds.
Already during his lifetime, Leibniz was attacked on this point
for denying divine freedom, subjecting God to an overriding neces-
sity or fate. Typically, he dealt with this problem by distinguishing
between an absolute or logical necessity and a relative or hypothet-
ical one: the former apply to necessary and the latter to contingent
truths. Accordingly, Leibniz denied that it is absolutely necessary
for God to create the best of all possible worlds, while also admitting
that there is a sense in which he must choose the best, since any-
thing else would constitute a violation of the principle of sufficient
reason.

Leibniz applied the same general framework to the analysis of
human freedom. Thus, he denied that the voluntary actions of finite
rational agents are absolutely necessary, since their non-occurrence
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does not involve a contradiction, while insisting that their occur-
rence is certain (and is known timelessly by God), since their non-
occurrence would violate the principle of sufficient reason.

So far it might seem that Leibniz had “saved” freedom only by
contrasting contingent truths about the occurrence of human actions
with logically necessary truths such as those contained in mathemat-
ics. This is obviously inadequate as an analysis of freedom, however,
since (among other things) it fails to distinguish between voluntary
actions and other occurrences in nature, which are causally rather
than logically necessary. But Leibniz was well aware of this problem
and attempted to deal with it by appealing to two more necessary
conditions of a free act: spontaneity and choice (or intelligence). As
he puts it at one point:

Aristotle has already observed that there are two things in freedom, to wit
spontaneity and choice, and therein lies our mastery over our actions. When
we act freely we are not being forced, as would happen if we were pushed on
to a precipice and thrown from top to bottom; and we are not prevented from
having the mind free when we deliberate, as we would be if we were given
a draught to deprive us of discernment. There is contingency in a thousand
actions of Nature; but when there is no judgment in him who acts there is
no freedom.4

As this passage indicates, by “spontaneity” Leibniz understood
the absence of compulsion by any external cause, and by “choice”
(or “intelligence”) the recognition (or at least belief) that a course of
action is, in given circumstances, the best. Like contingency, spon-
taneity alone is insufficient for freedom since it characterizes some
actions of inanimate objects (e.g., a ball which has been set in motion
along a smooth trajectory) as well as the behavior of nonrational
animals.5 Thus, again following Aristotle, Leibniz thought that we
can speak meaningfully of freedom only in the case of voluntary
actions, in which an agent makes a conscious choice based on the
perception of some good.

Although understanding freedom in this way enabled Leibniz to
bring free actions under the principle of sufficient reason, it entails
that, given a motive and a specific set of circumstances, an agent will
invariably choose to act according to what is perceived to be the best.
In other words, an agent could not have chosen otherwise under the
same circumstances. Rather than denying this implication, however,
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Leibniz attempted to reconcile it with freedom by appealing to his
dictum that a reason or motive “inclines without necessitating.”6

He does not mean by this that free agents have a capacity to disre-
gard their motives (that would constitute a violation of the princi-
ple of sufficient reason), but merely that being motivated to X does
not render the performance of X anything more than hypothetically
necessary. Consequently, freedom for Leibniz is compatible with a
certain kind of necessity.

Christian Wolff

If Wolff may be said to have modified the Leibnizian conception of
freedom at all, it is by emphasizing even more strongly its determin-
istic features and its intellectualism or anti-voluntarism. The first of
these is a consequence of his attempt to derive the principle of suf-
ficient reason from the principle of contradiction.7 Since the former
supposedly governs all that exists, its demonstration on the basis
of the principle of contradiction threatens to reduce everything to
a matter of logical necessity in the manner of Spinoza. Indeed, the
charge that he taught a universal determinism was one of the main
reasons for Wolff’s expulsion from Halle in 1723.8

Nevertheless, Wolff did not think that the attribution of a logical
necessity to the principle of sufficient reason entails that everything
based on this principle is itself logically or “absolutely” necessary.
Accordingly, he retained Leibniz’s distinction between absolute and
hypothetical necessity and subsumed free actions under the latter.
Also, like Leibniz, he located the distinctive feature of free actions
in the kind of grounds they have, not in their lack of sufficient deter-
mining grounds. Specifically, free actions for Wolff are those that
are performed on the basis of what the intellect perceives to be
best. Thus, rejecting the characterization of freedom as the capac-
ity to choose either of two contradictory things on the grounds
of its violation of the principle of sufficient reason,9 he defined it
instead as “the ability of the soul through its own power of choice
to choose, between two equally possible things, that which pleases
it the most.”10

This conception of freedom must be understood in terms of Wolff’s
above-mentioned anti-voluntarism. Strictly speaking, there is only
one mental faculty for Wolff: the cognitive. The other two tradition-
ally conceived faculties (will and desire) are subsumed under it as
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reflecting different degrees in the distinctness of one’s cognition.11

Although it follows from this that an agent will necessarily “choose”
what seems the best in a given situation, this does not undermine
the freedom of choice. The latter is preserved because the action is
determined intellectually by what is perceived (rightly or wrongly)
to be the best rather than being the result of compulsion by external
forces. Moreover, like many eighteenth-century thinkers (including
Hume), Wolff insisted that such a conception of freedom is not only
compatible with morality but required by it because its alternative
(the so-called “liberty of indifference”) effectively deprives an agent
of any motive or reason to act.12

Christian August Crusius

As already noted, Crusius was the foremost opponent of Wolffian
thought in Germany and, as such, exercised a major influence on
Kant.13 For present purposes at least, the focal points of his critique
are the Wolffian understanding of the principle of sufficient reason
and its intellectualism or anti-voluntarism. Not only did Crusius
reject as spurious Wolff’s attempt to demonstrate the principle of
sufficient reason, he also repudiated the intellectualization of the
real, that is, the equation of conditions of knowing (or consistent
thinking) with ontological conditions. Against this virtual collapsing
of ontology into epistemology or logic, Crusius (anticipating Kant)
distinguished sharply between ideal and real grounds, between the
logical relation of ground and consequent and the real relation of
cause and effect. The latter has a kind of necessity, which Crusius
never succeeded in explaining very well, but is quite distinct from
the logical necessity based on the principle of contradiction.14

Armed with this sharp distinction between conditions of know-
ing and conditions of being, Crusius thought that he had created
the conceptual space for a genuine freedom of the will. This is
not only because the necessity governing the real is not a logical
necessity, which even the Leibnizians acknowledged, but because
the principle of sufficient reason governs our understanding of
things rather than the things themselves. Thus, anticipating Kant,
Crusius claimed that the endeavor to comprehend freedom leads to
an unavoidable conflict of principles: on the one hand, we cannot
conceive an action without a cause (which rules out freedom in a
stronger-than-Leibnizian sense), while, on the other hand, we must
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assume freedom (in a strong sense) in order to conceive of the possi-
bility of moral agency.15

Crusius’s basic claim is that the distinction between these two
kinds of conditions entails that our inability to understand or explain
freedom does not preclude its reality. On the contrary, he insisted on
the reality of freedom as a fundamental power of the soul, which
can be known to be actual, even though it remains inexplicable.
Within the framework of his epistemology, Crusius explained this
in terms of a distinction between two kinds of knowledge: symbolic
and intuitive.16 The former comprehends things in terms of their
relations to something else and the latter consists in an immediate
awareness. Accordingly, we can have a direct assurance of realities
that we cannot understand. Freedom is one such reality.

Crusius’s justification for this claim turns on his voluntarism.
Indeed, to underscore this point, he introduced a distinct science
(“Thelematologie”) whose special provenance is the will.17 In this
context, Crusius defined the will as the power to act according to
one’s ideas. His point is that a capacity for cognition does not entail
a capacity to act according to its determinations.18 Since Crusius
thought that the will, as the chief power of the mind, has an executive
function that presupposes, but cannot be performed by, the intellect,
he denied that God would create a being with understanding but no
will.19

Moreover, for Crusius, this function of the will presupposes free-
dom in a strong sense. Consequently, the Wolffian account of free-
dom will not do since it is a thinly veiled determinism, which reduces
virtue to a matter of luck.20 Against this, Crusius insisted that free-
dom must involve a capacity to choose between given alternatives
since it is only on the basis of this assumption that acts can be
imputed to an agent. As he puts it at one point, “A willing that
one could in identical circumstances omit or direct to something
else is called a free willing.”21 And later, in defining the most perfect
concept of freedom, he writes:

Whenever we freely will something, we decide to do something for which
one or several desires already exist in us. . . . Freedom consists in an inner
perfect activity of the will, which is capable of connecting its efficacy with
one of the currently active drives of the will, or of omitting this connection
and remaining inactive or of connecting it with another drive instead of the
first one.22
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For Crusius, then, rather than being determined by its strongest
desire or, in the intellectualist version, by what is perceived to be the
best, the will (or self) is conceived as somehow standing apart from
its desires, with the capacity to determine which, if any, of them
are to be acted upon. Such a conception of agency makes no sense
from the Wolffian standpoint, with its reduction of all the powers
of the mind to cognition, but Crusius thought that he was able to
accommodate it by means of his sharp distinction between intellect
and will.

ii. kant’s conception of rational agency

Although Kant’s eventual understanding of freedom of the will has
strong affinities to Crusius’s, his initial account is Wolffian. Thus, in
his first metaphysical venture, Kant defends the distinction between
absolute and hypothetical necessity against Crusius and, in good
Wolffian fashion, insists that the question of freedom concerns the
nature of the necessitating ground rather than the kind or degree
of its necessitation (New Elucidation, 1:400). Accordingly, freedom
of the will is said to consist entirely in its being determined by
“motives of the understanding” rather than by external stimuli
(New Elucidation, 1:400). Appealing to Leibnizian terminology, Kant
defines spontaneity as “an action which issues from an inner prin-
ciple,” and remarks that “When this spontaneity is determined in
conformity with the representation of what is best it is called free-
dom” (New Elucidation, 1: 402).

Remnants of this view are to be found in some of Kant’s lectures
on practical philosophy and associated Reflexionen, where he appeals
to a relative, empirically based conception of freedom. In this con-
text, he speaks of degrees of freedom, corresponding to degrees of
rationality, and correlated with degrees of imputability. Indeed, as
late as 1784–5, Kant is cited as claiming that, “The more a man can
be morally compelled the freer he is; the more he is pathologically
compelled, though this only occurs in a comparative sense, the less
free he is” (Moral Philosophy Collins, 27:268). It is difficult to know
what to make of such claims, particularly those stemming from the
period after the initial publication of the first Critique. But since
Kant used Baumgarten as his text and this remark (and many others
like it) is taken from a student’s notes, it seems plausible to assume
that he was stating the latter’s view rather than his own.
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Be that as it may, in his metaphysical lectures of the seventies
Kant repudiates the Wolffian conception of freedom on essentially
Crusian grounds. Thus, he now distinguishes sharply between an
absolute and a relative or conditioned spontaneity of the kind advo-
cated by the Leibnizians. The former is claimed to be essential to free-
dom in the genuine or transcendental sense, while the latter is com-
pared to that of a watch or turnspit (Metaphysik L1, 28:267–8).23 In
fact, at one point Kant seems to have entertained a speculative proof
of transcendental freedom that anticipates later idealistic accounts.
According to this proof, the very conception of oneself as a thinking
being proves one’s transcendental freedom. As Kant puts it:

When I say: I think, I act, etc., then either the word “I” is used falsely or I
am free. Were I not free, I could not say: I do it, but rather I would have to
say: I feel a desire in me to do, which someone has aroused in me. But when
I say: I do it, that means spontaneity in the transcendental sense.

(Metaphysik L1, 28:269)

Nevertheless, even at that time Kant did not regard the self’s tran-
scendental freedom as unproblematic. Unlike his later treatments,
however, its problematic feature is found in its apparent conflict
with our ontological status as dependent beings.24 The problem is
to understand how such a being could have anything more than the
relative spontaneity recognized by the Leibnizians. His resolution of
the problem at this point is basically that of Crusius: we know that
we are free in the transcendental sense, but we cannot explain how
this is possible (Metaphysik L1, 8:270–1).

The “critical” Kant retained the doctrine of the incomprehensi-
bility of freedom, while denying its knowability. This denial is a
consequence of the limitation of our cognition to phenomena, that
is, to things as they appear in accordance with our forms of sensi-
bility. Since the idea of transcendental freedom is the thought of an
agency that is not determinable by sensible conditions, we cannot be
said to know that we possess it. Kant also insists, however, on both
the possibility and necessity of thinking our freedom, understood as
an absolute spontaneity. Freedom, so conceived, is a transcendental
idea (a necessary idea of reason), which is required for the thought of
ourselves as cognizers and as agents.

The idea that even our capacity to think presupposes absolute
spontaneity seems to have its roots in the speculative proof noted
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above. As Kant develops it in his later writings, the basic point is
that to consider oneself as a cognizer is to assume such spontaneity.
This is because to understand or cognize something requires not sim-
ply having the correct beliefs and even having them for the correct
reasons, it also involves a capacity to take these reasons (whether
rightly or wrongly) as justifying the belief. In short, the thought of
ourselves as self-conscious cognizers is inseparable from the idea of
our absolute spontaneity.25

Kant recognized, however, that this is not sufficient to justify
freedom in the practical sense, that is, freedom of the will as it is
usually understood. The problem stems from the fact that our epis-
temic spontaneity appears to be self-certifying in a way in which
our practical spontaneity is not. The first part of this story is famil-
iar, albeit hardly noncontroversial. Since spontaneity in the above-
mentioned sense is a necessary condition of thinking, I cannot think
of myself as thinking without attributing such spontaneity to my
mind. Expressed in Cartesian terms, I cannot coherently doubt that
I am a thinker because such doubt is itself an act of thinking. But
since it does seem possible to doubt that one has a will, or, equiva-
lently, that one’s reason is practical, this line of argument cannot be
directly carried over into the practical sphere. For all that we know,
we might be nothing more than thinking automata: beings who are
capable of thought, but whose actions are governed by instinct rather
than practical reason.

Here again, the influence of Crusius is evident. For both thinkers
it is the separation of intellect and will as distinct powers of the
mind that opens up the possibility, which is unintelligible from
the Leibnizian point of view, that we might have the former without
the latter. Unlike Crusius, however, Kant does not deny such a state
of affairs on theological grounds, but seems to have held that it is
a possibility that cannot be excluded by the resources of theoretical
reason.26

The main point, however, is that from the practical point of view,
this possibility is moot. At least from a first-person perspective,
while engaged in deliberation regarding the proper course of action,
we necessarily presuppose our freedom. To take oneself as a rational
agent capable of choice and deliberation is to assume that one’s rea-
son is practical or, equivalently, that one has a will. As Kant famously
puts it, “Now I assert that to every rational being having a will we
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must necessarily lend the idea of freedom, also, under which alone
he acts” (Groundwork, 4:448).

As we shall see below in connection with the Third Antinomy,
this idea is that of an uncaused cause, that is, of an agency capa-
ble of making an “absolute beginning,” by which is understood the
capacity to initiate a causal series that is not itself determined by
any antecedent condition. In its application to the human will and
its practical freedom, this means that we are rationally constrained
to regard ourselves as spontaneous initiators of causal series through
our choices. Otherwise expressed, we cannot, at least from the first-
person point of view, regard our choices as the predetermined out-
comes of either the state of the world or of our own psychological
state, including our beliefs and desires.

Perhaps Kant’s best formulation of this conception of freedom is
in a passage from Religion, where he writes:

[F]reedom of the power of choice [Willkür] has the characteristic, entirely
peculiar to it, that it cannot be determined to action through any incentive
except so far as the human being has incorporated it into his maxim (has
made it into a universal rule for himself, according to which he wills to
conduct himself); only in this way can an incentive, whatever it may be,
coexist with the absolute spontaneity of the power of choice (of freedom).

(Religion, 6:24)

Although this characterization of the freedom of the power of
choice is part of Kant’s discussion of how the moral law can be an
incentive for sensibly affected beings such as ourselves, it is note-
worthy that he claims that it applies to any incentive (including
those based on inclination). Consequently, it is best viewed as pro-
viding a model for the thought of free agency in general rather than
merely moral agency. Nevertheless, its force is normative rather than
descriptive. It is not the case that introspection invariably shows that
we never act on an incentive without first “incorporating it into
one’s maxim”; it is rather that we necessarily conceive our agency
according to this model insofar as we take ourselves to be acting on
reasons. This act of incorporation may also be seen as the practi-
cal analogue of the spontaneity that we necessarily attribute to our
understandings in cognition. Just as reasons to believe cannot func-
tion as reasons unless we take them as such, desires do not of them-
selves provide us with a sufficient reason to act. They can become
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reasons only insofar as we freely assign them this status, by subsum-
ing them under a principle of action (maxim), which we likewise
freely adopt.27

If we put this central Kantian idea into its historical context, it
may be seen as a successor to the Leibnizian dictum that motives
incline without necessitating. The difference is that, under the influ-
ence of Crusius, Kant construed the distinction between inclina-
tion and necessitation in much stronger terms than the Leibnizians.
Whereas the latter meant by this merely that a strong inclination to
X does not make it absolutely necessary that one will do X (though all
things considered, it makes it certain), for Kant such an inclination
does not, of itself, even give one a sufficient reason to X.

iii. imputability and autonomy

Kant’s account of the relationship between morality and freedom
is complicated by the fact that it encompasses two issues: impu-
tation and motivation. His treatment of the former consists in a
relatively straightforward application of the general conception of
rational agency to morally relevant acts. The basic idea is that the
imputability of actions presupposes freedom in the strong sense of
absolute spontaneity. Accordingly, unlike the Leibnizian view, for
which a merely relative spontaneity, understood as a lack of exter-
nal compulsion, suffices to ground responsibility, for Kant it requires
that the agent is not predetermined at all. In other words, without
violating the psychological continuity of the person, we must con-
sider an imputable act as if it were an “absolute beginning.”

Once again, this is close to the position of Crusius, who defended
the traditional view that freedom involves a capacity to have chosen
otherwise in a given set of circumstances. Kant, however, gives a
somewhat different twist to this thought in the light of his concep-
tion of morality. Rather than defining freedom simply as the capacity
to do otherwise in the sense of an ability to choose either for against
the dictates of morality, Kant typically appeals to the principle that
“ought implies can.” Thus, the weight of his account falls on the idea
that, no matter how dire one’s circumstances, one is aware through
one’s consciousness of standing under the moral law that one can
do what duty requires, simply because one ought to do so. More-
over, it is in this sense that we must understand Kant’s claim, which
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may at first seem to conflict with the previous analysis of ratio-
nal agency, that without the moral law such freedom would have
remained unknown to the agent (Practical Reason, 5:30).28 It is not
that the consciousness of the moral law first makes us aware of our
rational agency, since insofar as we take ourselves to be acting we
are necessarily conscious of that. It is rather that this consciousness
makes us aware of a capacity to disregard all our inclinations, even
our natural love of life, when duty requires it.

This conception of freedom rests on the assumption that moral
considerations give one a sufficient reason to act or, as Kant usually
puts it, that the moral law serves as an incentive. To understand
this, however, we need to consider the doctrine of the autonomy of
the will. As introduced in the Groundwork, autonomy is defined as
“the property of the will by which it is a law to itself (independently
of any property of the objects of volition)” (4:440). It is contrasted
with the principle of heteronomy, which denies that the will can
give itself the law and assumes that the object (whatever happens to
be desired) must give the law to the will (4:441). Consequently, to
attribute heteronomy to the will is not to claim that it is causally
determined, but rather that it requires some antecedent desire in
order to have a reason to act.

Kant claimed that the will’s heteronomy was presupposed by all
previous moralists, including voluntarists such as Crusius (Practical
Reason, 5:39). His basic objection is that it is incompatible with the
possibility of the categorical imperative since the latter not only
determines what our duty is in given circumstances, but requires us
to act from duty, which is possible only on the assumption that the
will is autonomous. Thus, unlike most present-day conceptions of
autonomy, Kant’s is an all-or-nothing affair: either the will has it or
it does not. Moreover, if it does not, morality must be rejected as a
phantom of the brain (Groundwork, 4:445).

In the Groundwork, Kant argues also that the positive conception
of freedom (autonomy) follows from the negative conception (spon-
taneity) and that given autonomy, “morality together with its prin-
ciple follows from it by mere analysis of its concept” (4:447).29 Or,
as he puts it in the second Critique, “[F]reedom and unconditional
practical law reciprocally imply each other” (5:529). Both formula-
tions come to the same thing, namely, that freedom (construed as
autonomy) is not only a necessary, but also a sufficient condition of
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morality.30 Consequently, given the significance that Kant attributes
to autonomy, it is no wonder that he devoted the third part of the
Groundwork, which is intended to establish the reality of the cate-
gorical imperative, to a “deduction” of the autonomy of the will.

Although it is impossible to examine here this complex and dif-
ficult argument, which was replaced in the second Critique by an
appeal to the “fact of reason,”31 it is necessary to consider briefly
Kant’s distinction between Wille and Willkür, which is a central fea-
ture of his treatment of the will in his later writings. Whereas in the
Groundwork Kant simply identified will (Wille) with practical rea-
son, thereby equating the question of whether we have free will with
the question of whether our reason is practical, in these later writ-
ings he introduces a more complex account of the will as containing
both legislative and executive functions.32

In addition to creating problems for the translator since each of
these terms can be rendered as “will,” the situation is further com-
plicated by the fact that Wille itself is taken in two senses: a broad
sense in which it connotes the faculty of volition, or will as a whole,
and a narrow sense in which it connotes the legislative function of
this faculty. Accordingly, both Wille in the narrow sense and Willkür,
which is here translated as “the power of choice,” are aspects of Wille
in the broad sense.

It is tempting to correlate these two aspects of will with the two
conceptions of freedom (spontaneity and autonomy). In fact, this
works nicely in the case of Willkür, the freedom of which consists
in an absolute spontaneity. The situation is more complex in the
case of the connection of Wille and autonomy, however, since Kant
does not seem to have been of one mind on the matter. Thus, in the
published text of the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant states that only
Willkür can be regarded as free, whereas Wille must be thought to be
neither free nor unfree since it is directed to giving law rather than
to action (6:226). By contrast, in his unpublished preliminary notes
(Vorarbeiten) for this work, Kant entertains the possibility that Wille
might be free in a different sense than Willkür because it is law giv-
ing rather than law following (23:249). Perhaps the best way to ren-
der Kant consistent on this point is to keep in mind the distinction
between the two senses of Wille. When Kant denied that Wille as
such is either free or unfree, he had in mind the narrow sense of the
term. Wille, so construed, may not be thought to be free with regard
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to the legislation of the categorical imperative, since this is its funda-
mental law. But, conversely, it does seem possible to attribute auton-
omy to Wille in the broad sense since it is conceived as legislating
to itself.

iv. freedom and determinism

The centerpiece of Kant’s account of freedom is the third antinomy in
the Critique of Pure Reason and its attempted resolution through an
appeal to transcendental idealism. Like each of the four antinomies,
the third is presented as a conflict between cosmological ideas, that
is, between ways of conceiving the world as a whole (as a totality
of conditions). In this case, it is a conflict between the conception
of the world as containing an infinite series of causal conditions,
each of which is itself conditioned by its antecedent condition, and
the conception of this series (and, therefore, the world as a whole)
as anchored in something that is itself unconditioned. On Kant’s
analysis, each side is capable of demonstrating a contradiction in
the opposed view. But since it is assumed by both parties that these
alternatives are themselves contradictory, the refutation of one is
seen as equivalent to the demonstration of the other.33

Insofar as this dispute is explicitly concerned with a cosmological
issue regarding the need for (and possibility of) a first cause, its con-
nection with the question of free will is not immediately evident.
Kant’s explanation turns on the conception of freedom as absolute
spontaneity. As we have seen, to consider oneself as free in this sense
is to conceive oneself as initiating through one’s choice a fresh chain
of events or an “absolute beginning.” But the problem with such a
conception of agency is that it appears to conflict with the princi-
ple of the second analogy: “Everything that happens (begins to be)
presupposes something which it follows in accordance with a rule”
(Pure Reason, A 189).

Kant’s general approach to the antinomial conflict is to suggest
that the appearance of a contradiction rests on a misunderstand-
ing, which is itself a consequence of the transcendental realism
assumed by both parties to the dispute. Since Kant regards such
realism as the contradictory opposite of his own transcendental ide-
alism, he defines it in relation to the latter. Underlying the con-
trast between the two forms of transcendentalism is the distinction
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between objects considered as they appear, that is, qua given under
the subjective conditions of human sensibility (space and time), and
these same objects considered as they may be in themselves, that
is, qua thought independently of these conditions by some putative
“pure understanding.”34 Whereas the transcendental idealist lim-
its human cognition to objects considered in the former way, the
transcendental realist ignores this distinction and assumes that our
cognition, even of the spatiotemporal objects of human experience,
concerns objects considered in the latter way. In Kant’s terms, the
transcendental realist treats mere appearances as if they were things
in themselves.

According to Kant, this confusion leads directly to the misunder-
standing underlying the antinomial conflict as a whole and can be
avoided only by replacing transcendental realism with transcenden-
tal idealism. This is because the transcendental realist is committed
to the assumption that the totality of conditions must be “given” (at
least for God) independently of our piecemeal and successive cogni-
tion of them. Consequently, such a realist necessarily assumes that
this totality consists of either a finite or an infinite number of condi-
tions. In the case of the third antinomy, the issue is whether there is
a first, uncaused cause or an infinitely extended causal chain, every
member of which is itself causally conditioned.

Things look rather different from the transcendentally idealistic
point of view, however, since it is no longer assumed that there is
some ultimate fact of the matter, not even one to be determined by
God. The claim is rather that each position is legitimate, if relativized
to a point of view. From the empirical point of view, every condition
must itself be conditioned, which leaves no room for an absolute
beginning or uncaused cause; whereas from the intellectualist point
of view, which is concerned with the conditions of coherent thought
rather than experience, it is necessary to assume some such cause
in order to satisfy reason’s demand for completeness. Kant’s claim is
that transcendental idealism (unlike transcendental realism) is able
to reconcile these two points of view by introducing a distinction
between conditions of experience and conditions of thought. This
creates logical space for the possibility that both parties may be
correct: the determinist with respect to objects of possible expe-
rience and the indeterminist with respect to merely intelligible
objects.
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In applying this schema to the human will, Kant invokes a dis-
tinction between empirical and intelligible character. The will in
its empirical character is described as “nothing other than a certain
causality of . . . reason, insofar as in its effects in appearance this rea-
son exhibits a rule in accordance with which one could derive the
rational grounds and the actions themselves . . . and estimate the sub-
jective principles of his power of choice” (Pure Reason, A 549/B 577).
Although it may appear strange to find the will in its empirical char-
acter described as a causality of reason, Kant’s point is that, even at
the empirical level, the voluntary actions of human beings exhibit a
“character” that is distinct from that of physical occurrences since
they reflect a set of underlying intentions. These intentions con-
stitute the “subjective principles of the power of choice.” They are
empirical insofar as they can be inferred from overt behavior and
used to explain past actions and predict future ones.

The notion of an empirical character therefore involves a deter-
ministic, though not reductionistic, picture of human agency, and
it is this picture to which Kant thinks we appeal when we are sim-
ply observing human behavior, “and, as happens in anthropology, . . .
trying to investigate the moving causes of [a person’s] actions physi-
ologically” (A 550/B 578). It is also, in all essential respects, the view
of such agency affirmed by the Leibnizians and most forms of com-
patibilism to the present day. Since agency, so conceived, is itself
part of the natural order, there is no problem regarding its compati-
bility with this order. At least for Kant, however, the problem is that,
under this assumption, there is also no freedom.

As Kant viewed the situation, freedom is required to account for
the “ought” (both moral and prudential). Since this involves con-
sidering human actions normatively in relation to practical reason
rather than descriptively in relation to the conditions of their expe-
rience and explanation, it requires a different conception of agency,
one that allows us to conceive of the will as capable of an absolute
beginning. The function of the notion of an intelligible character is
to provide the requisite conception.

Kant’s thesis that one and the same volition may be consid-
ered from these two apparently conflicting points of view and
assigned two such characters has been deemed deeply paradoxical,
if not outright incoherent, by many. Of particular concern is Kant’s
attempt to illustrate this thesis by means of the notorious case of
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the malicious lie. Faced with such an act, Kant suggests, we first
enquire into its motive causes and then seek to determine the degree
to which the act and its consequences may be imputed to the agent.
In considering the former question, we naturally appeal to explana-
tory factors such as “bad upbringing, bad company . . . the wicked-
ness of a natural temper insensitive to shame . . . carelessness and
thoughtlessness, as well as to other occasional causes that may have
intervened” (A 554/B 582). In short, it is assumed that the act can
be fully explained in terms of a combination of environmental fac-
tors and character traits. But in spite of this, Kant maintains, we still
blame the agent. Moreover, we do not do so on the familiar compati-
bilist grounds that the act is the consequence of the agent’s own bad
character. Rather, we do so because we presuppose that:

[i]t can entirely set aside how that life was constituted, and that the series
of conditions that transpired might not have been, but rather that this deed
could be regarded as entirely unconditioned in regard to the previous state, as
though with that act the agent had started a series of consequences entirely
from himself. (A 555/B 583)

If one is to avoid reducing Kant’s account to sheer nonsense, this
claim must be considered with great care. First, we must keep in
mind its context, which is that of a critique of the attempt to con-
ceive imputation solely in terms of a Leibnizian-type view of agency.
As Crusius had already claimed, this view is inadequate because it
reduces one’s virtue or viciousness to a matter of luck. But if this is
to be avoided, it does seem necessary to regard an agent as acting in a
way that is not determined entirely by character and circumstance,
that is, as capable of initiating an absolute beginning.

Second, in spite of Kant’s language, we need not take him as affirm-
ing the utterly implausible view that one’s past behavior, disposi-
tion, and circumstances play no role in governing one’s actions, as if
one’s present self were discontinuous with one’s past self. This would
amount to a form of the liberty of indifference, justly ridiculed by
the Leibnizians and many others. Consequently, Kant is not claim-
ing that, all things considered, it would be equally easy for the liar to
speak the truth on that occasion. He is claiming rather that he could
have done so. Or, perhaps better, that we must presuppose that he
could have done so if we are to blame him for the lie.
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Third, we must keep in mind the status of freedom as a transcen-
dental idea, which, as such, has no explanatory role. It is not that in
some cases we appeal to freedom of the will in order to explain an
action, while in others we judge that the agent had no choice in the
matter. Certainly, we often distinguish actions in these terms, con-
sidering the former voluntary and the latter involuntary, and Kant
has no problem with this distinction. His point is rather that it
applies only within the explanatory framework of empirical char-
acter and does not touch on the transcendental question. The latter
concerns the very conception of a voluntary action insofar as it is
deemed imputable. And it is to resolve this question that transcen-
dental idealism is required.

Considered as a whole, Kant’s account may be seen as an attempt
to reconcile two apparently conflicting principles: 1) the determinis-
tic principle of the second analogy, which holds that every occurrence
(including the voluntary actions of rational agents) has an antecedent
condition from which it follows according to a rule; and 2) the thesis
that the conception of ourselves as genuine agents to whom actions
are imputed requires the attribution to the will of freedom in a strong
(indeterminist) sense. Given this problematic, transcendental ideal-
ism is presented as the only hypothesis on the basis of which both
of these principles can be maintained.

Nevertheless, such a resolution appears vulnerable at three points.
One is the coherence of its proposed solution. If transcendental ide-
alism is, as many critics charge, itself incoherent, then appealing to
it to reconcile these principles is of no greater import than appealing
to the concept of a round square would be with regard to the question
of how a figure can be both round and square. The other two points
concern each of these principles taken singly. For if we abandon (or
modify) either the deterministic principle of the second analogy or
Kant’s essentially Crusian conception of freedom, then the need to
appeal to transcendental idealism apparently disappears.

Although some defenders of Kant have chosen the first route,
which involves the reduction of the causal principle to a merely regu-
lative status,35 the usual move is to take the second, which amounts
to an appeal to some form of compatibilism. Whether at the end of the
day this provides an adequate conception of freedom remains an open
question that cannot be decided here. What should be clear, however,
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is that Kant rejected the compatibilist conception of freedom as he
understood it. On this issue, Kant stands firmly with Crusius rather
than the Leibnizians. Thus, while defending the general thesis that
freedom is compatible with causal determinism, which is the defin-
ing mark of compatibilism, he rejected the conception of freedom
in terms of which this compatibility is usually understood. This is
the source of both the complexity and much of the interest of Kant’s
account.

v. freedom of the will in kant’s successors

This final section will discuss briefly the concept of free will in
three of Kant’s idealistic successors: Fichte, Hegel, and Schopen-
hauer. Although other thinkers, for example, Schelling, undoubtedly
could have been included, these three arguably provide the most
interesting case studies of the development and criticism of Kant’s
thought on the topic.

Johann Gottlieb Fichte

Whereas for Kant and his predecessors freedom is a problem (albeit
a vitally important one) for philosophy, for Fichte it provides the
foundation of philosophy. This is reflected in Fichte’s characteriza-
tion of his own position as a “system of freedom,”36 which he also
misleadingly describes as nothing more than the Kantian philosophy
“properly understood.”37

Fichte’s creative reconstruction of the Kantian philosophy is artic-
ulated in various versions of his Wissenschaftslehre and related writ-
ings, which he composed in the middle and late 1790s. It is based
largely on two principles, each of which breaks with orthodox Kan-
tianism. The first is that the absolute autonomy (independence) of
the I is the mandatory starting point of philosophy in the sense that
everything is to be explained in terms of the I and its conception of
itself, while this self-conception is not itself to be explained in terms
of anything more fundamental.38 The second is that the I is not a
thing or substance (a Cartesian res cogitans) but an activity. Specif-
ically, it is the activity of self-determining or self-positing, which
Fichte, following Kant, viewed as essential even to the theoretical
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use of intelligence. Accordingly, consciousness of self is just the
consciousness of this activity, and the task of philosophy or Wis-
senschaftslehre is to spell out the necessary conditions and implica-
tions of this activity and the consciousness thereof.

Since to posit itself the I must confront an objective world (the
not-I), which opposes and limits its activity, Fichte avoids what he
takes to be the misguided appeal of some Kantians to a pregiven
realm of things in themselves.39 Instead, he “deduces” the real-
ity of an external, physical world as a necessary condition of self-
consciousness. Rather than a bizarre flight into metaphysical fancy,
Fichte’s position may be seen as grounded in a radical reinterpreta-
tion of Kant’s distinction between two standpoints and his division of
the philosophical terrain into transcendental idealism and transcen-
dental realism. As already noted, for Kant the contrast between the
two standpoints concerns two ways of considering things and events
(including human actions): as they appear under the spatiotempo-
ral conditions of sensibility and as they are thought through pure
reason independently of these conditions. And for Kant at least one
key difference between the two forms of transcendentalism is that
the former allows for the distinction between the two standpoints,
whereas the latter denies its legitimacy.40

Rejecting the appearance–thing in itself distinction as ordinarily
understood, Fichte regards the contrast between the two standpoints
as between the points of view of the philosopher and of ordinary
consciousness. The latter is inherently and appropriately realistic
(in the sense of Kant’s empirical realism), with the result that the I
is viewed as a being among beings. This may also be equated with
the naturalistic standpoint assumed by science. For the philosopher,
however (at least the idealistic philosopher), the mandatory starting
point is the I itself, of which the philosopher becomes aware through
a reflection on her own self-determining activity. Thus, it is from
the standpoint of philosophy, and only from this standpoint, that
primacy is assigned to this activity of the I and the objective world
is viewed as existing only for and through it.

This is closely connected with Fichte’s methodological dichotomy
between idealism and dogmatism, which replaces the Kantian
dichotomy between transcendental idealism and transcendental
realism. Although clearly modeled on the latter, Fichte’s under-
standing of the fundamental division of the philosophical terrain
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is oriented more to the question of the nature and status of the I
than to the epistemological question of the conditions and limits
of a priori knowledge. Put simply, whereas Fichtean idealism takes
the I as starting point, dogmatism, in its various forms, starts with a
pregiven world of beings (including human beings), and its project is
to explain the possibility of the I, in both its cognitive and practical
dimensions, on this basis. Not surprisingly, Fichte asserts that this
project fails because dogmatism cannot account for the possibility
of the I as self-reverting activity, whereas idealism, starting with the
latter, can account for the experience of an objective world of things
with which the dogmatist begins and which defines the standpoint
of ordinary consciousness.

Even though the theoretical portion of the Wissenschaftslehre is
devoted entirely to demonstrating the latter thesis, Fichte readily
admits that the dogmatist will never be convinced by its argument.41

More generally, he held that the conflict between idealism and dog-
matism is irresolvable at the theoretical level. Nevertheless, Fichte
thought that he could overcome this impasse through a radicaliza-
tion of the Kantian principle of the primacy of practical reason. He
does this by insisting that all reason is at bottom practical, which for
Fichte means that practical considerations, that is, those concerning
the conditions of the possibility of the I as self-reverting activity,
constitute the ultimate court of appeal in philosophy.

Consequently, while Fichte agrees with Kant in denying the pos-
sibility of a theoretical proof of freedom, he has quite different rea-
sons for doing so. One of these is the status assigned to freedom or
self-determination, which, as inseparable from the thought of the
I, itself serves as a first principle of philosophy and, as such, can-
not be demonstrated. Although Kant, as we have seen, took free-
dom (in the sense of absolute spontaneity) to be inseparable from
the thought of the I and at one time even used this as the basis for a
demonstration of freedom, he never took the I as the first principle of
philosophy in anything like Fichte’s sense. Another, even more un-
Kantian, reason is Fichte’s pragmatic, even proto-existentialist, ori-
entation. Anticipating themes developed in the past century, Fichte,
with his doctrine of self-determination, not only regarded the exis-
tence of an I as prior to its essence (what the I makes of itself), he
also seems to have divided all people (including philosophers) into
two classes: those who affirm and those who attempt to deny their
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freedom. Accordingly, he suggests that the kind of philosophy one
adopts (idealism or dogmatism) reflects the kind of character one
has.42 Idealists affirm their freedom, understood as the act of self-
determination, while dogmatists deny it by conceiving of themselves
as determined rather than as self-determiners. Thus, dogmatism is
seen not merely as a defective philosophy but as the sign of a char-
acter defect as well.43

Considered from the practical point of view, this self-determining
activity takes two forms and involves two conceptions of freedom,
which correspond roughly to Kant’s distinction between spontane-
ity and autonomy. In Fichte’s preferred terminology, the former is
characterized as “formal” and the latter as “material” or “absolute”
freedom.44 Each is made the central topic of a distinct work.

Formal freedom is the concern of the Foundations of Natural
Right (Grundlage des Naturrechts nach Principien der Wissens-
chaftslehre) (1796), which contains the systematic statement
of Fichte’s legal and political philosophy. In the spirit of the
Wissenschaftslehre, he attempts to “deduce” such freedom as a nec-
essary condition of self-consciousness. The work is concerned, how-
ever, with a specific form of self-consciousness, namely, that of one-
self as a particular individual with determinate desires and ends.
Since this involves a conception of oneself as an end-setter, it is
inseparable from the consciousness of one’s capacity to set ends and
to strive to realize them in the external world. Fichte’s key claim here
is that this consciousness is possible only insofar as one finds oneself
as a finite rational agent among others. As he puts it at one point,
“The human being . . . becomes a human being only among human
beings.”45 Fichte develops this thought in connection with his con-
ception of a “summons” (Aufforderung), which can stem only from
another rational being. Since it is only through such a summons to
do or refrain from a certain course of action that I can be aware of my
capacity to choose, it becomes a necessary condition of my awareness
of myself as a free, self-determining individual. But since in being
aware of a summons one must also be aware of the free agency of the
summoner, it follows that I can consider myself as free only insofar
as I consider other finite rational beings as free in precisely the same
sense, that is, as self-determining end-setters or free individuals.

Nevertheless, Fichtean formal freedom is a limited conception
of freedom, which fails to do full justice to the self-determining
activity of the I. This is because the kind of self-determination it
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requires consists merely in the setting of one’s own ends as a ratio-
nal agent. Confronted with alternative courses of action, I myself
choose which one to adopt. Although equivalent to freedom of choice
as traditionally understood, from the Kantian standpoint it provides
a merely heteronomous conception of freedom. The problem is that,
while attributing to rational agents a certain independence from their
desires and a capacity to determine which ones to act on (spontane-
ity), it regards this choice as arbitrary rather than as norm-governed.
Expressed in contemporary terms, the limitation of this concep-
tion of freedom as the basis for an adequate understanding of self-
determination is that it does not “go all the way down.” One may
determine on which desires one chooses to act, but if one does not
also determine the principles governing one’s choice, one is not fully
self-determined.

Fichte’s account of material or absolute freedom, which is devel-
oped in The System of Ethical Theory (Das System der Sittenlehre
nach den Principien der Wissenschaftslehre) (1798), takes the form
of a reflection on the conditions of a complete self-determination
(one that does go all the way down). Consequently, it is based on
the questionable assumption that the latter is intelligible, that one
can speak meaningfully of the I as constituting or determining itself,
as it were, out of whole cloth. Fichte’s basic claim, which provides
the foundation of his ethical theory, is that such self-determination
requires governing one’s choice of maxims by a self-legislated prin-
ciple. It turns out, however, that the only principle that qualifies in
this respect is the demand to determine one’s freedom solely in accor-
dance with the idea of self-determination.46 Or, as he also puts it,
“The I shall be a self-determined I.”47 This amounts a radicalization
of the Kantian principle of autonomy, as the result of which auton-
omy, understood as complete independence of any thing or value
that is not rooted in the I and its self-determination, is reconceived
as an infinite task rather than as a constitutive feature of the will.
As moral agents, we are obligated to strive to attain full autonomy
or self-determination even though, in virtue of our finitude, this can
never be completely attained.48

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel

Like Fichte, Hegel granted a foundational role to the concept of
freedom and equated it with self-determination. But whereas Fichte
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understood the latter as an apparently groundless act of self-positing,
through which the I supposedly constitutes both itself and its other
(the non-I), Hegel understood it in more “concrete” terms as a “being-
with-oneself-in-an-other” (Beisichselbstsein in einem Anderen).49

In terms of Hegel’s dialectical logic, this means that freedom is
attained through an overcoming of the otherness of the other, by
which its otherness is negated, while its being is preserved. As
Hegel shows graphically in his account of the life and death strug-
gle in the Phenomenology, the latter is necessary because a simple,
“abstract” negation (killing the other), does not leave an other in
whom one’s freedom can be actualized.50 Consequently, the other
must be negated in a way that preserves its being, that is, it must
be “superseded” (aufgehoben). The famous master-slave dialectic in
the Phenomenology, which immediately succeeds this struggle, is
presented as the first and inherently flawed attempt to attain free-
dom so understood. Since the other (the slave) is conscious merely
of his total dependence on the master, that is, of his unfreedom, the
master is not able to find his freedom fully actualized in the slave’s
consciousness. The basic idea, which has clear affinities to Fichte’s
conception of a summons, is that one can find one’s freedom only if it
is freely (not slavishly) recognized by the other. Moreover, since only
a free being can freely recognize the freedom of another, this means
that no one is fully free unless all are free. Such a condition of uni-
versally recognized freedom is the goal of history, which, rather than
being the infinite task it was for Fichte, Hegel believed to have been
already attained (at least in principle) in the laws and institutions of
post-revolutionary Western Europe.51

In the Philosophy of Right, this conception of freedom, the full
attainment of which is identified with humanity’s or “spirit’s” self-
realization, is applied to an analysis of the human will. Thus, it
is here that Hegel’s “speculative”-historical account makes contact
with what is usually regarded as the problem of free will. Although
this account involves the usual Hegelian obscurity, the basic goal is
to analyze the problem in the light of the conception of freedom as
being-with-oneself-in-an-other. This analysis begins with the con-
cept of will, which, like Kant, Hegel identifies with practical rea-
son or intelligence.52 Also, like Kant, Hegel asserts that the will,
so conceived, is inseparable from freedom. Accordingly, he claims
that “freedom is just as much a determination of the will as weight
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is a basic determination of bodies.” And, again, that “Will without
freedom is an empty word, just as freedom is actual only as will.”53

Hegel differs from Kant and stands much closer to Fichte in his
understanding of practical reason. Whereas Kant begins with a sep-
aration of theoretical and practical reason and endeavors to unite
them, Hegel rejects the Kantian dichotomy and begins instead with
the idea of their inseparability. According to Hegel, neither will nor
intelligence (thought) are possible apart from one another and the
difference between them is simply between theoretical and practical
attitudes. Thus, on the one hand, will is itself merely “a particular
way of thinking – thinking translating itself into existence,” while,
on the other hand, it is only in thinking that one is with oneself and
can, therefore, find oneself in another, which is the goal of the will
as free.54

This interpenetration of thought and volition leads, in turn, to the
most distinctive feature of the Hegelian conception of a free will,
namely, its unification of apparently conflicting conceptions into a
single concrete idea or “concept.” In light of this concept, Hegel pro-
vides what amounts to a rational reconstruction of the concept of a
free will in the Introduction to the Philosophy of Right, which he
then uses in the body of the work as the basis for an analysis of the
distinct spheres of right (Abstract Right, Morality [Moralität], and
Ethical Life [Sittlichkeit]), each of which is viewed as the actualiza-
tion of a particular dimension of concrete freedom.

The elements of this reconstruction are a set of interrelated
dichotomies, which express in somewhat different terms what may
be described as the subjective and objective poles of the concept
of freedom. These include universality (or negative freedom) and
particularity; infinitude and finitude; form and content; being for-
itself and being in-itself. In each case, the first element stands for
the moment of independence or indeterminacy. Thus, universality,
or negative freedom, represents the indeterminacy through which
consciousness stands apart from and above its particular contents.
This indeterminacy is also expressed in the idea of the infinitude of
the will, understood as its opposition to everything finite (includ-
ing an agent’s drives and inclinations). Similarly, this represents the
“formal” side of willing, in contrast to the particular content cho-
sen. Finally, it is also the free will as it is for-itself in contrast to this
will as it is in-itself, that is, in its inherent nature, which consists
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in willing something determinate rather than in simply remaining
indeterminate.

Since the first or subjective side of the dichotomy corresponds to
what is usually thought to be the full or adequate characterization
of free will, at least on an indeterminist account, Hegel argues, in
effect, that this sense of adequacy is illusory because the conception
it embodies is inseparable from, and dependent on, its polar oppo-
site. Just as in the master-slave dialectic of the Phenomenology, the
universality of the will turned out to be dependent on its particu-
larity since the latter is the source of the content to be willed, the
infinitude dependent on its finitude, and so forth. The lesson drawn
from this is that an adequate understanding of freedom must inte-
grate each of these opposing moments. In other words, the “truth”
of freedom (in contrast to its “certainty”) involves both universality
and particularity, infinitude and finitude, form and content, and the
will as it is both for and in itself. Thus, the initial elements in each of
these pairings, which most previous philosophers have seen as both
necessary and sufficient for freedom, are viewed by Hegel as merely
necessary conditions, which, if not combined with their dialectical
opposites, constitute merely the appearance or form of freedom.

This provides the justification for Hegel’s definition of freedom as
being-with-oneself-in-an-other since it supposedly shows that a free-
dom that does not somehow incorporate otherness is nothing more
than an empty abstraction. Accordingly, the problem is to under-
stand how otherness can lose its character of simple unfreedom and
become dialectically transformed into an essential ingredient in free-
dom. Hegel’s claim is that this is possible only if this otherness is
itself an expression of freedom. Only then do we find freedom fully
actualized as it is in-and-for-itself. Or, as Hegel also puts it, “The will
in its truth is such that what it wills, i.e., its content, is identical with
the will itself, so that freedom is willed by freedom.”55

By understanding freedom in this way, Hegel may be said to have
changed the subject, which is why here, as in other areas of philo-
sophical inquiry, it is so difficult to juxtapose his views in a straight-
forward way to those of other thinkers. Thus, rather than worrying,
as previous philosophers (including Kant and Fichte) had done, about
the reconciliation of freedom with natural causality, Hegel’s analy-
sis focuses on the relation between a formally free choice and its
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content. Although Hegel would no doubt agree that in a sense he has
changed the terms of the debate, he would also contend that this is
the result of a dialectical analysis of the inadequacy of the way in
which the problem has traditionally been framed. Indeed, he might
suggest that this inadequacy consists precisely in an exclusive focus
on the issue of the causal indeterminacy of a putatively free choice,
thereby neglecting the substantive issue of the content of such a
choice. His position seems to be that if the latter is ignored, one will
be left with nothing more than an empty, abstract freedom, which
is not worthy of the name and which corresponds to the so-called
“liberty of indifference” that was dismissed by the Leibnizians and
many others in the rationalist tradition.

Our present concern, however, is with Hegel’s use of this analysis
against Kant. According to Hegel, in virtue of his commitment to
the categories of abstract understanding, which reflects a failure to
attain Hegel’s own speculative standpoint, Kant was led to conceive
of freedom merely as “arbitrariness” (Willkür) or as a “formal self-
activity,” by which Hegel apparently understood simply the freedom
to do as one pleases. Although the most common idea of freedom, it
is also the least adequate since by viewing the content of the will’s
choice (provided by competing drives and inclination) as given to it
from without, it reduces the will’s freedom to a mere contingency.
The latter is a moment of genuine freedom, but Hegel suggests that
it is a delusion to take it as equivalent to freedom. And Kant, like
all advocates of a “reflective,” that is, nonspeculative, philosophy,
is deemed subject to this delusion.56

Nevertheless, whatever the merits of Hegel’s positive account,
he seems to have seriously misrepresented Kant’s view of free will.
Expressed in Kantian terms, what Hegel is doing is characterizing
Kantian freedom solely in terms of freedom of choice, thereby ignor-
ing the intimate connection between Willkür and Wille.57 In fact,
properly understood, freedom for Kant does not consist in the sheer
arbitrariness of choice, but in a choice governed by rational norms
stemming from Wille or practical reason. Much as in Hegel, then,
genuine Kantian freedom may be seen as involving a “synthesis”
of form and content, with the former stemming from Willkür and
the latter from Wille. The basic difference consists in the location of
the source of these norms: in the autonomous pure practical reason
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of the agent for Kant, and in the objectively existing laws and insti-
tutions of a society for Hegel. Admittedly, this is an important dif-
ference, but it is one that cannot be considered here.

Arthur Schopenhauer

Schopenhauer’s views on free will are of interest here for three rea-
sons. The first is his uncompromising determinism with regard to
particular actions, on the basis of which he dismisses a compati-
bilism such as Leibniz’s as an inadequate, even duplicitous “middle
way,” which endeavors to preserve the term “free will” while empty-
ing it of any sense.58 The second is the connection of this determin-
ism with a radical voluntarism, which effectively identifies ultimate
reality (under the guise of the Kantian thing in itself) with will. The
third is his use of Kant’s contrast between empirical and intelligi-
ble character, which Schopenhauer describes as “the greatest of all
achievements of the human mind,” to offer an alternative concep-
tion of freedom.59

Schopenhauer’s determinism is based on his appeal to the princi-
ple of causality, which he regards as one of the four distinct forms
assumed by the principle of sufficient reason. As in Kant, nothing
happens without a cause from which it follows necessarily. But rather
than recognizing only the familiar mechanical, physical, and chem-
ical causes, Schopenhauer assigned the causes of human actions
to its motives insofar as they determine the will.60 Consequently,
Schopenhauer insisted that motives are every bit as much causes as
any others since they involve the necessitation of their effects. He
also thought that this is not always recognized, however, because of
a confusion of the free with the voluntary.

The reason for this confusion is traced to self-consciousness,
which makes one aware of a capacity to do as one wills: to choose
either A or B, if one so wills. Schopenhauer acknowledged the gen-
uineness of this awareness, but rejected its identification with a con-
sciousness of freedom of the will. The latter concerns a supposed
capacity to will what one wills, which he rules out on the grounds
that it either directly violates the principle of sufficient reason (since
it assumes that there could be a choice without a reason) or leads to
an infinite regress, whereby an agent must be thought as willing to
will, ad infinitum.
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Although Schopenhauer regarded motives as causes, he did not
view them as alone sufficient to determine the will. Since they
always work in conjunction with character, the same motives could
lead people with different characters to act in different ways under
similar circumstances. Nevertheless, a person with a particular char-
acter will always act in the same way under the same circumstances.
Thus, to claim that I (Henry Allison) could have acted differently is
to say that I could have been a different person. Unfortunately, this
is impossible since one can change one’s behavior but not one’s char-
acter, even though we can only discover this character after the fact
by considering what we have done. Like many other thinkers, then,
Schopenhauer located the ultimate determining ground of voluntary
actions in a person’s character because it determines the motives by
which a person can be moved to act and to what extent that person
is susceptible to these motives.

Perhaps the most striking feature of Schopenhauer’s account lies
in his near identification of character and will, which he viewed as
the true core of the self. In other words, Schopenhauer is a voluntaris-
tic determinist.61 Like other voluntarists, for example, Crusius, he
granted primacy to the will over the intellect. Indeed, Schopenhauer
regarded the latter merely as an instrument or tool of the former, in
the sense that its function is to determine which course of action is
best suited to attain the ends projected by the will.62 Unlike most
voluntarists, however, he used this to deny freedom of the will. In
fact, according to Schopenhauer, it is precisely the prioritizing of
intellect to will in philosophers such as Descartes and Leibniz that
led to their erroneous doctrines of free will. His point is that by mak-
ing will subordinate to intellect, and even reducing volition to an act
of thought, these intellectualists effectively reduced the question of
what one is to what one knows, thereby assuming that by increas-
ing one’s knowledge one can change one’s character.63 Schopenhauer
acknowledged that Spinoza did not come to such a conclusion, but
he described him as a philosopher who reached the correct (deter-
ministic) conclusion from false premises.64

Consequently, Schopenhauer’s denial of freedom of the will rests
not only on the universal scope of causality and the conception of
motives as causes, but also on his core doctrine of the unchangeable-
ness of character. According to Schopenhauer, our (empirical) char-
acter is something with which we are born and cannot change.65
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Greater knowledge and experience may change how we act under
given circumstances by making it clear that a certain course of action
is good or harmful for us, but it does not fundamentally change who
or what we are.

Nevertheless, Schopenhauer reconceived rather than denied free-
dom and, as noted above, did so by appealing to Kant’s distinction
between empirical and intelligible character. According to his read-
ing of Kant, a person’s empirical character (or will as phenomenon)
is the necessary consequence of a timeless choice by the intelligi-
ble character (or will as noumenon). The choice must be timeless
in order to be free because the principle of sufficient reason gov-
erns what occurs in time, and such a timeless choice is conceivable
because time pertains merely to the phenomenal realm. Although
Schopenhauer attributed this doctrine to Kant, he also suggested that
it was anticipated, albeit in a mythopoetic manner, by Plato in his
famous “Myth of Er” in the Republic.66

Schopenhauer apparently thought also that this doctrine of a time-
less choice of character was required to do justice to our sense of
moral responsibility. Even though we may know that our particu-
lar actions are determined by a combination of character and cir-
cumstances and that this character is itself fixed before birth, we
nonetheless rightly hold ourselves responsible for our deeds.67 But
given the manner in which the issue is framed, the only way to save
the freedom requisite for responsibility (“true moral freedom”) is to
regard ourselves as responsible for who we are, that is, for our char-
acter. And since the latter is innate and unchangeable, this means
that we must conceive of our empirical character as the result of a
timeless choice.

Although Schopenhauer, like Fichte, presented his view as a refor-
mulation of Kant’s position correctly understood, it is doubtful that
Kant would have countenanced it. In fact, in spite of some indications
to the contrary, it is clear from his example of the malicious lie that
Kant would have rejected Schopenhauer’s thesis that one chooses
one’s empirical character out of whole cloth and that freedom con-
sists entirely in this choice. For Kant it is not only the case that
such a person could have chosen not to be a liar but also that, given
both his character and circumstances, he could at that moment have
chosen not to lie. In short, Kant, unlike Schopenhauer, wished to pre-
serve the freedom of particular acts. An agent must be deemed able to
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have chosen differently under the same circumstances because the
categorical imperative dictates that he ought to have done so. But
since Schopenhauer famously rejects Kant’s conception of morality
as based on a categorical imperative, arguing instead for an ethics of
sympathy, he has neither need nor room for the Kantian conception
of a free action.68
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