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Abstract 

This thesis argues for the general implausibility of pure determinism by refuting the 

constitutive logical categories of specific forms of determinism. Pure determinism is 

understood as the metaphysical thesis that everything is fundamentally externally determined. 

The underlying categories in question are necessity, causality and objectivity (law). The 

specific forms of determinism are necessitarian- (or conditional necessity), causal- and 

metaphysical (or lawful) determinism. The refutation concerning the relevant logical forms or 

categories is grounded in the systematic conceptual analysis developed in The Science of 

Logic by G. W. F. Hegel. The second part of the main argument is to show that, although pure 

or particular forms of determinism may fail, this does not entail that deterministic features as 

such are thereby dismissed or are unreal. The third part of the argument indicates that such 

deterministic features are only logically coherent as moments of a structure of self-

determination, which means, in turn, that self-determination cannot be fully understood 

without making explicit its relationship to (other-)determination.  

 While almost nobody theoretically defends the position of determinism, it is invariably 

used in discussions surrounding freedom, particularly as a contrast or opposition to it. This 

opposition chiefly takes the positions of compatibilism and incompatibilism. This thesis 

contends, however, that determinism within such positions remains ill-defined and that, when 

examined logically, through its constituent categories, there is in fact no consistent concept of 

determinism one might oppose to freedom. Instead, deterministic features—normally seen to 

be wholly separate from freedom—form essential moments of it. Hegel’s Logic demonstrates, 

therefore, that external determination or unfreedom is integral to the reality and development 

of self-determination or freedom as such, whereby the latter is justified through the former, 

and the former through the latter.  
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‘Or have you grasped them with one of the other senses that operate through 

the body? I am talking about all of them, such as Largeness, Health, Strength 

and, to sum up, about the being of all the rest – what each of them really is. Are 

they viewed at their truest through the body, or is the following rather the case: 

that whichever of us trains himself most, and with the greatest precision, to 

think about each thing investigated as an object in its own right, he would come 

closest to knowing each of them?’ 

‘Certainly.’ 

‘So wouldn’t the man who did this most purely be one who so far as possible 

used his thought in its own right to access each reality, neither adducing the 

evidence of his sight in his thinking nor bringing any other sense at all along 

with his reasoning but using his thought alone by itself and unalloyed, 

separated as far as possible from eyes and ears and virtually from his entire 

body, for the reason that the body disturbs his soul and, whenever it associates 

with it, doesn’t let it acquire truth and wisdom. Isn’t this, Simmias, the man 

who will hit upon reality, if anyone will?’ 

‘That’s eminently true, Socrates,’ said Simmias. 

- Phaedo 65e-66a
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Prologue 

 

Determinism, the idea that all things and events are outcomes decided externally, has long 

been a perceived threat to our notions of freedom, free will, agency and responsibility. This 

idea is ancient, and its logical form goes back at least as far as the Greek stoics. The ancient 

thinker Diodorus Cronus presents a fatalistic argument called The Master Argument (of which 

we have only fragments) which concludes that ‘the possible is that which either is or will be’.1 

In more recent times, the term is used to refer to the idea that our decisions and actions are 

effects which follow causes as stringently as falling bodies obey gravity, or otherwise that 

they inexorably follow natural laws, and has prompted uncertainty about ourselves as free, 

responsible beings. Or, if it is not causation, then the laws of nature are the deciding factor. 

Determinism has found growing support, both in the literature and publicly, owing to the 

successes of the neurological, chemical, biological, physical and exact sciences, where objects 

appear to be characteristically what they are owing entirely to their relationship with other 

objects and principles outside them. Could it be that everything, including human action and 

you—the reader—reading this, follows a predestined and irrevocable outcome? 

 In the contemporary literature on freedom there are very few defenders of determinism 

(so-called hard determinists). However, determinism is nonetheless contended with because 

there really are certain phenomena which follow strict necessity and act purely according to 

laws. Philosophical science needs to explain how some things are deterministic, while at the 

 
This thesis could not have been a reality without the support of friends, colleagues, and certain institutions. I 

would like to thank the Norwegian State for financially supporting me through these long years and the 

Department of Philosophy at the University of Warwick for cultivating a focused space for intellectual growth. 

For the enduring personal motivation and unconditional support that secured the completion of this difficult 

process, my infinite thanks goes to Alex Underwood, Kenneth Solberg-Harestad, Tabea Hansen, James Kay, 

Gene Flenady, Dino Jakušić, Johannes Niederhauser, Anne Clausen, Anton Friedrich Koch, David Merrill, 

Sebastian Stein, Susanne Herrmann-Sinai, Zehao Miao, Franz Sattler, Sonja Martina, Elisa Freitag, Laurense 

Croft, Julian Hensold, Jan Sören Breidenbach, Michi, Nathan Smith, Don Beith, Simon Andrew Sheeran, 

Anastasia Rousaki, Levin Zendeh, Trish Franco, Tim Soutberg, Thomas Minguy, Mark Daniel Macinnis, 

Brendan Warner, James Crooks, Mathew Stiffel, Christine Bell, Patrick Larocque, Miguel Marti, Jenn Cianca, 

Øyvind Røthe, Nils “Wk”, Ben Morin, Guy Emond, Jeremy M. Andrews, Jasmin Allen, Sarah Walsh, and 

Mitchell Wideman. An essential thanks goes to my fellow brothers-in-logic Ahilleas Rokni, Edmund Smith and 

Mert Can Yirmibes – solidarity with you made the work bearable and that much more fun. I also want to thank 

my parents, Maria Niklas and Øyvind Log Hansen for their love and for letting me pursue this passion freely, 

and my siblings Veronica and Fredrick for inspiring me to be my best. Heartfelt gratitude goes to Bruce Gilbert 

who first taught me about the exuberance of freedom as it is lived and thought and who continues to be the ideal 

I aspire towards whenever I try to teach others. Finally, a bottomless thanks to my supervisor Stephen Houlgate 

who seriously opened Hegel’s philosophy to me and who patiently stuck with me through long and often not 

very ‘user-friendly’ drafts – I feel that I have only scratched the surface of everything he has taught me and that I 

will continue to learn and grow from his training for many, many years to come. 
1 Rice, “Fatalism.” 
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same time showing how demonstrating how they are limited. The main two streams for 

addressing this issue have been compatibilism and incompatibilism. Briefly put, 

compatibilism states that freedom is compatible with determinism, such that some identity 

obtains between the two. Incompatibilism, by contrast, states that freedom is incompatible 

with determinism, such that there is an absolute difference between these two. Indeed, they 

are so different they must form wholly separate domains or worlds. I will speak more about 

these positions below, but it seems to me that every stream of the freedom question must 

respond to the threat of determinism and provide some account of it. But what if determinism 

cannot be a sustained position in the first place?  

0.1 Thesis 

The main argument (MA) of this thesis has three interconnected aims. The first and primary 

aim is to show the implausibility of the thesis of determinism (MA1). The second aim is to 

show that this implausibility need not exclude that certain features of existence are 

deterministic, though they are best understood as moments of an integrated structure that 

cannot itself be explained entirely along deterministic lines (MA2). Thirdly, I aim to make 

plausible a certain conception of freedom or self-determination (MA3). The contention in this 

third aim is that deterministic features of existence are coherently sustained only as parts, or 

moments, of a self-determining logic.  

From here I will use determinism for the thesis of determinism and deterministic, 

determination or other-determined for features which are externally determined. Normally, 

‘deterministic’ is taken to refer to determinism, but if the argument that external 

determination can obtain without determinism is right, then the separation is warranted.  

 Determinism I understand to be a universal thesis about being, mind, reality and the 

world. But what does it exactly state? Despite its long history, there is no consensus as to 

what determinism is in its purest form. Derk Pereboom and Michael McKenna write that, ‘In 

its simplest form, determinism is just the thesis that at any time only one future is physically 

possible’.2 Here temporality and physicality play an essential role, but does the concept of 

determinism presuppose these elements? Robert Kane distills a perhaps less encumbered 

notion: 

 
2 McKenna and Pereboom, Free Will, 16. 
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Any event (including a choice or action) is determined, according to this core notion, 

just in case there are conditions (such as the decrees of fate, antecedent physical causes 

plus laws of nature, or foreordaining acts of God) whose joint occurrence is (logically) 

sufficient for the occurrence of the event. In other words, it must be the case that, if 

these determining conditions obtain (e.g., physical causes and laws of nature), then the 

determined event occurs. Determination is thus a kind of conditional necessity that can 

be described in a number of ways. In the language of the modal logicians, the 

determined event will occur in every logically possible world in which the determining 

conditions (e.g. laws and antecedent circumstances) also obtain. In more familiar 

terms, the occurrence of the determined event is inevitable (it could not but happen), 

given the determining conditions.3 

Here we see that determinism is the idea that every event is the result of a set of conditions 

(antecedent causes, laws, God, fate, etc.) or that every event is an effect that necessarily 

follows from its cause. Given A, with a set of conditions C, B inevitably occurs. But then the 

question is how C relates to A and B. What are the systematic connections between events, 

causality, necessity, laws and possible worlds? Commonly, determinism is grouped together 

with one or several of these terms without any independent examination as to what each of 

these terms means. The air of fatalism, providence or pre-determination emanates from 

determinism, but are the terms it employs themselves fatalistic?  

 In the remainder of this introduction, I want to expand on my motivation for adopting 

the project of an independent logical examination of the terms employed by determinism in its 

most typical forms and make the case that the presuppositionless conceptual examination 

developed by G. W. F. Hegel in his Science of Logic offers the most analytically precise 

framework for this task. Hegel’s philosophy is a severely neglected resource in the literature 

on freedom and free will, and specialized Hegelian scholarship tends not to engage with the 

contemporary debate on freedom. It is my hope that this thesis can contribute towards filling 

this twin-gap in the two scholarships, with both mutually benefiting from an engagement with 

each other.  

 Before I delve into the background and recent history of the freedom debate, I will 

outline the principal elements of my approach to determinism.  

 
3 Kane, The Significance of Free Will, 8. 
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As mentioned, though determinism has many forms—causal-, necessitarian-, 

metaphysical- or nomological determinism—there is no clear and distinct pure form of 

determinism. Added to this is the idea that the different forms of determinism are grounded in 

or constituted by certain leading terms. For example, causal determinism is grounded 

primarily in the conception of causality. What I will try to do is to distill a pure or common 

form of determinism from these different specific forms to function as a general measure and 

examine the constituent terms for each of the most dominant forms of determinism 

independently from their use in determinism. This pure form, however, is contained or 

implied in any particular form of determinism. The general strategy is to show that if the 

constituent terms cannot logically sustain themselves—that is, they cannot maintain 

coherence if understood to hold independently and absolutely—then they cannot be employed 

as the leading term for a form of determinism, which takes its leading term to be a self-

subsistent and universal truth. For example, if the concept of causality can be shown to 

undermine itself when understood absolutely—and by understood absolutely I mean that it is 

taken to be the concept of the largest scope or universally—then that means causal 

determinism cannot obtain. The specific form of determinism (e.g. causal determinism) 

stipulates its leading term (e.g. causality) to hold absolutely and universally independently, 

but if this is shown to be false, then that form of determinism has no ground or justification.  

This thesis aims to refute the forms of determinism by examining their constituent or 

leading terms. For a determinism grounded in conditioned necessity, the concept of necessity 

will be examined, while for determinism grounded in causality, the concept of causality will 

be looked at. This leaves, however, the possibility that determinism might still obtain in virtue 

of other constituent terms. Certain terms will simply be beyond the scope of this project. For 

example, I will not investigate the concepts of condition, sufficient reason (ground) or 

possible worlds, and one might very well save determinism through these. This is why the 

idea of a pure determinism is helpful, because it functions as an overall benchmark. If the 

most predominant forms of determinism are shown to be incoherent, then this at least makes 

pure determinism much less plausible.  

Hegel does offer in his Logic an examination of condition, sufficient reason, and other 

categories relevant to the contemporary debate. However, his treatise also includes categories 

largely overlooked, such as determination and constitution (where one can see a clear case of 

external determination within the logic of immediate being), essence, appearance, concept, 

judgment and others. I believe this is due to Hegel’s commitment to pursue systematically 
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what follows from what it means to be. Whereas contemporary philosophers tend to begin 

from something already determined, this risks leaving presupposed the underlying logic of the 

terms employed. This affords Hegel an advantage in that he can discover exhaustive 

connections between the concepts as they unfold immanently in presuppositionless, 

conceptual analysis (more on this in the first chapter). On the other hand, the contemporary 

debate tends to employ arguments in the form of counterfactuals, the use of empirical 

examples and formal logical arguments, which are methodologically incompatible with 

Hegel’s conceptual analysis. There are then real philosophical differences between Hegel and 

today’s debate, but inasmuch as there are logical forms discerned in the issue of determinism 

today, these forms can be isolated and understood through themselves, and Hegel provides a 

rigorous method for just that.  

Let us return to the first aim of the main argument (MA1), which is to show that 

determinism is implausible. Given that a pure form of determinism is implied or contained in 

any of its particular forms, the pure form is made plausible through these latter forms. If the 

specific forms are refuted because their constituent terms are independently incoherent, then 

this weakens the plausibility of pure determinism. If pure determinism is sufficiently 

weakened—let us imagine to the point where all conceivable specific forms are refuted 

(which is beyond this particular thesis)—then determinism as such cannot be true. In other 

words, pure determinism cannot obtain coherently.4 

MA1 will then be supported by specific theses, each of which will examine the 

constituent concept and appraise the particular form of determinism in light of its conclusions. 

The strategy is to show through these theses that the form of determinism in question is 

 
4 Or, we could say, more loosely, that pure determinism does not exist.  
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refuted or has no self-subsistent logical ground, wand that this weakens the overall 

plausibility of determinism. To be more specific, the following theses are: 

I use the phrase ‘cannot ultimately ground itself’ to mean that the logical structure is not self-

sustaining and that turn itself into a moment of a further logical structure. Now, there is an 

immediate phase where, at the beginning of a concept’s examination, it looks like it is self-

subsistent and universally true. But this is precisely a phase—a part of how a concept is in its 

immediacy—which will be demonstrated to turn itself into a moment of another structure, 

another concept. Indeed, it is only in being this moment of something broader that the concept 

under question is sustained, such that deterministic features are real and exist, though they 

exist ultimately as moments of an integrated structure, namely, self-determination.5 The 

notion that these deterministic features exist but exist as moments supports MA2. And the 

notion that they are sustained as moments of an integrated, self-determining structure supports 

MA3.  

0.2 Motivation 

The primary aim of this thesis is to refute determinism as a universal and self-standing truth. 

Secondly, to show how deterministic features can be considered coherently. Thirdly, to 

introduce a conception of freedom grounded in the refutation. The methodology employed is 

the presuppositionless conceptual analysis drawn from Hegel’s Science of Logic. My 

motivation for the emphasis on Hegel’s ontological treatise is not to treat determinism lightly 

or hastily, but to give it fair consideration. Indeed, it is Hegel who does justice, more than any 

other thinker—as far as I have encountered—to determinism. Hegel takes determinism 

 
5 This will be the broader conclusion, but it can also be seen as the conclusion on each individual case if implicit 

self-determination is included.  

Thesis 1 (T1). Necessitarian determinism (or determinism grounded in necessary 

connection) is incoherent because the concept of necessity cannot ultimately ground 

itself. 

Thesis 2 (T2). Causal determinism is incoherent because the concept of causality cannot 

ultimately ground itself.  

Thesis 3 (T3). Metaphysical- or lawful determinism is incoherent because certain objects 

are not entirely externally determined, such that the domain of objectivity conceived as 

thoroughly other-determined cannot ultimately ground itself.  
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seriously on its terms without considering it from the outset to be a corollary to other issues 

like freedom, free will, responsibility, morality, and so on. What is the logic immanent in 

determinism? How is this logic made explicit? What are its constituents, its conditions, its 

presuppositions? This is a critique in the sense of examining determinism not in order to 

dismiss it but discover the conditions for its conception.  

The primary focus will be on the technical concepts of The Science of Logic and their 

relation to determinism. But since determinism is a present existential concern, particularly 

with regards to freedom, I try to link the technical contents to contemporary approaches. As 

outlined, determinism is intimately bound up with freedom, so a few words on their relation 

and the positive conception of freedom will be provided. At the end of this study, I hope to 

make the technical conceptions available and intelligible to a wider, non-professional 

audience, since I believe something internal to the issues of determinism and freedom remains 

incomplete if this is left out. Having understood the true conception, one must, as Socrates 

says in The Republic, ‘be willing to go down again among those prisoners [the uneducated in 

the cave] or share their labors and honors, whether they be slighter or more serious’.6 

 The main argument in Hegel’s Logic, to put it in a nutshell, is that, under analysis, 

pure being turns out to be free, self-determining reason. This logic of self-determination or 

freedom, Hegel contends, is not principally opposed to sheer determination (or, what is 

commonly taken as the opposite of freedom, determinism), but integrates deterministic 

features in a way that shows the two to be co-determining.  

 That self-determination and determination are logically bound together harkens back 

to the classic paper by Dickinson S. Miller (pseudonym R. E. Hobart) Free Will as Involving 

Determination and Inconceivable Without It. My thesis, grounded in Hegel’s thought, shares 

much with Miller’s core idea, namely, that freedom and deterministic features ‘are entirely 

consistent, that one of them strictly implies the other, that they have been opposed only 

because of our natural want of the analytical imagination’. Indeed, Miller goes as far as 

stating that determinism is ‘only that it is true in so far as we have free will’.7 Some of the 

details between Miller (Hobart) and Hegel, however, will differ. Importantly, the opposition 

of freedom and determination cannot be merely an external reflection prompted by analytical 

imagination, but must be internal to the concepts involved, such that it is no accident that 

 
6 Plato, The Republic of Plato, 519e, my insertions FN. 
7 Hobart, “Free Will as Involving Determination and Inconceivable Without It,” 1. 
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freedom and determination can be, and are, thought separately. Thinking deterministically, in 

for example mechanical systems, does obtain in a restricted sense, and humanity creates 

wonderful machines to enhance its living and cultural spheres. And so, an explanation is 

needed for how mechanical thought can be separated and held in isolation from self-

determination.  

 Self-determination is not, in Hegel’s Logic, assumed from the outset. In addition to 

reasons of argument and demonstration for a first philosophy—where no premise or principle 

can simply be assumed without taking a foundation for granted without question—for a self-

determining system to be considered such, it must exactly demonstrate this self-determination 

without appeal to self-determination as a point of departure. Indeed, Hegel looks simply at 

what it means ‘to be’ on its own terms without thinking about what will follow, let alone 

freedom.  

 What I have called other-determination covers the first part of The Science of Logic, 

which Hegel calls Objective Logic, and includes the logics of being and essence. The term 

‘other-’ is meant to cover both logics. Briefly, in the first instance the logic of being covers 

‘other’ since it shows logical structures of ‘externality’ and ‘indifference’ to obtain, that is, 

something owes its characteristics implicitly in negative reference to another being. In the 

second instance, the logic of essence fits ‘other’ since it displays logical structures that further 

emphasize the sense of externality and otherness of being. However, this logic also begins to 

show the connection between being and its essence, between something and its reference to 

other, to the point where the essence is understood to work through and return to itself in 

being, the culmination of which shows that the logic of other-determination reveals itself to 

be, or is supplanted by, self-determination.  

 The second part of The Science of Logic is called Subjective Logic and deals explicitly 

with self-determination. What becomes pertinent here is not just what the logic of self-

determination is, but how it relates to other-determination. On that level, the question 

becomes how self-determination, or freedom, becomes objective, such that the concept 

incorporates being and essence as moments of itself. 

 Lastly, once it becomes clear that other-determination is, conceptually, self-

determination in its implicit form, then the relation between the two is actually one of self-

determination to itself. This sense of self-determination that includes itself as an other is the 

higher and most complex form of self-determination. This is the idea (die Idee), and is beyond 
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the scope of our investigation, though based on the results of the thesis we can indicate what 

is to come.  

 Traditionally, the main question in the debate about freedom seems to be whether or 

not freedom is compatible or incompatible with determinism. The answer, at least in terms of 

Hegel’s philosophy, cannot be straightforwardly given. This is because, if we follow Hegel’s 

analysis of the conceptual structures constitutive of determinism, as argued in the previous 

section, none of these structures are capable of logically subsisting on their own. What I mean 

is that something remains taken for granted in the constitutive structures in each of these 

variants of determinism, such that, ultimately, there cannot be, according to Hegel, such thing 

as pure determinism. If determinism does not obtain, then neither can the question of whether 

freedom is compatible or incompatible with it.8 There is a difference in saying that freedom 

and determinism are compatible and that there can be no “determinism” but deterministic 

features are moments of freedom. 

 This challenge has been raised by Ted Honderich, who asks whether compatibilists 

and incompatibilists might be ‘wrong in in believing that one side or the other in their battle 

has got to be right? Might they be wrong in believing that one side or the other must have 

hold of the truth about the bearing of determinism on other things, however few or many of 

those things there are?’9 Both Honderich and Miller (Hobart) attempt to dismantle the 

compatibilism and incompatibilism (op)positions, but their approaches are exactly opposite 

and result in one denying free will while the other affirms it. One denies there is a ‘self’ while 

the other affirms it. How can there be such a polar difference? Which one is right? Their 

differences will be instructive in showing just what is at stake in determinism.  

Before we will look at Miller and Honderich in more depth and compare them to 

Hegel, it is helpful to review more generally the notions of determinism and freedom as they 

are found in the literature today. 

 
8 Karl Ameriks thinks that Hegel, in contrast to Kant, simply bypasses the problem of causation and thinks that 

his practical philosophy remains free from logical issues of incompatibilism (Ameriks, “Kant and Hegel on 

Freedom,” 228). Hegel’s practical philosophy is free from logical issues of incompatibilism, but that is precisely 

because Hegel dealt with causation head on exhaustively at the ontological level. More on this in the first 

chapter.  
9 Honderich, How Free Are You?, 21–22. 
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0.3 Determinism and Freedom 

The issue of determinism is a concern for understanding freedom, since the former is often 

brought up as a contrast or counter-thesis against the latter. It is therefore important to at least 

outline the various notions of freedom itself, which will in turn help specify what forms of 

freedom Hegel’s notion of self-determination is not.  

Freedom is a term one finds coupled with others such as control,10 action, will, 

morality and agency.11 The idea that I am in control of my actions renders me responsible for 

those actions, which in turn makes be open to blame by a standard of morality or behavioral 

code. In this moral system I must be regarded as someone with free agency, which in turn 

must mean that I have free will. And so, in this instance, freedom becomes equal to free 

will.12  

 However, there is another sense to freedom. This is the sense of political liberty. If I 

am to be regarded as a free agent, then there cannot be means from the outside that directly 

guide my will and decision-making. These means, such as coercion, manipulation, force, 

threat, fear or other appeals to emotion, would diminish my agency and render my freedom 

null and void. There must, therefore, be institutions in place that can enable, protect and 

guarantee that the actions I perform are my own and enable my capacity for willing freely.  

 Common to both ideas is that freedom cannot involve anything that is not intentionally 

carried out. Because freedom is here first understood as control by the participants in the 

debate, anything outside that point of control must be regarded as something unfree.13 I may 

suddenly have feelings of animosity towards a person I have just met, but if these feelings do 

not follow from any of my own prior deliberations, then I cannot be said to be in control of 

these. Likewise, I can only be punished for a criminal act if indeed I was in control of my 

actions. Desires, feelings, affections, moods and passions are in this sense unfree since one 

does not have direct control over them. One may, however, have an indirect control; through 

habitual meditation or prayer one might stifle one’s incontrollable bursts of anger or one 

 
10 Fischer, Deep Control. 
11 Pink, Free Will. 
12 Hegel endorses this account of freedom at lest in part in his Philosophy of Right, in the section on morality, but 

for our purposes here I introduce it to make clear what determinism denies. 
13 The issue of control is further complicated by phenomena like addiction, where it is not an external barrier to 

one’s freedom but an internal. For an excellent paper on this issue, see Deligiorgi, “Hegel on Addiction.”  
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might reduce the pain from a wasp’s sting by applying ointment. These indirect methods 

presuppose that certain mechanisms can be known and altered.  

 But then, understood in this manner, there is a whole swath of human experience that 

must be excluded from freedom. One is not free when one simply feels pleasure or pain as 

such, or revels in an ecstatic moment, or follows a regimented behavior, but only in the 

intention that specifically precedes actions. But then what motivates such intentions? What 

guides the control, the decision-making? 

 David Hume argues for the primacy of feeling. All free actions presuppose given 

desires that were not freely determined. ‘The matter of fact [or the matter that sets the 

standard]’, Hume writes, whether virtue or vice, ‘is the object of feeling, not of reason. It lies 

in yourself, not in the object. So that when you pronounce any action or character to be 

vicious, you mean nothing, but that from the constitution of your nature you have a feeling or 

sentiment of blame from the contemplation of it’.14 Reason, or control, seems to do little more 

than to register and mediate already known feelings and sentiments. And if desires and 

feelings are the source of actions, then freedom seems to be externally determined in this 

view.15  

 In considerable affinity with Hume, Thomas Hobbes presents perhaps a more 

straightforward view. ‘[A] free agent is he that can do if he will, and forbear if he will; and 

that liberty is the absence of external impediments.’ This essentially boils down to freedom 

being the state where there are no obstacles to me attaining my wants and desires, as they 

happen to be. Similar to Hume, Hobbes will argue for a strong causality at work in human 

action, namely, action caused by desires and wants which follow the principle of sufficient 

reason.16 

 But what if even the element of control is itself entirely externally determined? That 

anything we did or want is the result of pre-determined factors in which we had, and could 

never have had, any say. Or, we might equally say, determination is entirely given. Then there 

would be no real sense left of an independent control. This folds into the view of determinism. 

 
14 Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 714. 
15 As Hume concludes, ‘a man has no power, where very considerable motives lie betwixt him and the 

satisfaction of his desires, and determine him to forbear what he wishes to perform’ and ‘As to free-will, we have 

shewn that it has no place with regard to the actions, no more than the qualities of men’ (Hume, 483–84, 912). 
16 ‘I hold, that the ordinary definition of a free agent, namely, that a free agent is that, which, when all things are 

present, which are needful to produce the effect, can nevertheless not produce it, implies a contradiction, and is 

nonsense, being as much as to say, the cause may be sufficient, that is to say, necessary, and yet the effect shall 

not follow’ (Hobbes, “Of Liberty and Necessity,” 68). 
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We looked briefly at determinism above, but now let us consider its variants more closely. 

One might speak in terms of causality: a determining relation between events that dictates that 

if one certain event obtains, regarded as a causal circumstance, another particular event 

follows inevitably.17 However, those inspired by Hume, such as Peter van Inwagen, might 

want to forgo the concept of causality altogether and understand determinism without appeal 

to causation, and instead rely on law.18  

 Causal determinism holds that everything is causally necessitated, such that any event 

(including human actions) are particular effects that follow strictly from particular causes. An 

event or action will have a specific cause, which in turn is the effect of another cause, and so 

on “all the way down”.19 A fatalistic sense of determinism seems to emerge here, with all 

things presented as pre-destined. Taken to its logical extreme, this must mean that all 

deliberations, thoughts, ideas, actions—my writing of this very sentence, your reading of it in 

this moment, doing philosophy about freedom and determinism—are effects which follow 

necessarily from causes, and so are inevitable. Indeed, to think about causality must itself be a 

certain effect of a certain cause. In this iron-grid of other-determination, there is no room to 

do otherwise, and thus no freedom. In contrast, freedom, as Alfred Ayer puts it, is ‘[w]hen I 

am said to have done something of my own free will it is implied that I could have acted 

otherwise’.20 As he later goes on to point out, this global determinism thesis is something that 

is itself merely assumed; up until now nobody has demonstrated, causally, that all events, 

including human actions, are particular effects that follow from particular causes. It remains a 

‘pious hope’ by the determinist to posit human action as causally determined before proving it 

to be so.21 This does, however, not exclude an independent logical examination of the 

concepts which underpin each conception of the forms of determinism. 

 If one considered causation to be dubious, but determinism is still warranted, then one 

may hold a position called ‘metaphysical entailment determinism’ or just metaphysical 

determinism. Metaphysical determinism, following Peter van Inwagen, contends that:  

 
17 Honderich, How Free Are You?, chapter 2. 
18 ‘Causation is a morass in which I for one refuse to set foot. Or not unless I am pushed. Certain arguments for 

the compatibility of free will and determinism will force me to say something about the relation between 

determinism and "universal causation"’ (Van Inwagen, An Essay on Free Will, 65, see also 3-6). 
19 ‘…given a causal circumstance, whatever else had been the case, the effect would still have occurred. A 

necessitated event is one for which there was a circumstance that was such that since it occurred, whatever else 

had been true, the event would still have occurred’ (Honderich, How Free Are You?, 38/chapter 2). 
20 Ayer, “Freedom and Necessity,” 15. 
21 Ayer, 17. 
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For every instant of time, there is a proposition that expresses the state of the world at 

that instant; If p and q are any propositions that express the state of the world at some 

instants, then the conjunction of p with the laws of nature entails q.22 

The point in this formulation is that there is no need to posit a relation (causal or otherwise) 

between p and q, only between p and the laws of nature and q and the laws of nature, 

respectively. There is simply a fixed, lawful necessity at work, based on the relation of one 

part to the whole (so it works like a syllogism). Because the part presupposes the whole, no 

direct relation is needed to the other part.23 In the final chapter we will consider what it means 

for something to be a law according to Hegel and whether that can be a candidate for 

determinism.   

0.4 Incompatibilism and Compatibilism, or Libertarianism and 

Naturalism 

We now look briefly at the positions of compatibilism and incompatibilism and their related 

variations. Indicating that these positions do not address determinism as such but take some 

form of it for granted, will further aid the Hegelian investigation of the underlying concepts 

on which determinism rests.  

Incompatibilism holds that there is something beholden to the individual outside and 

unaffected by the causal chain of events, or that there is an element not determined by the 

causal fabric, or something merely given (such as environment, genes, social standing, wealth, 

etc.). In short, incompatibilism holds that freedom is incompatible with any form of 

determinism. This makes it so that freedom, by definition, is entirely other to causality (e.g. 

Kant’s position that there is a distinct causality of freedom that is different from the causality 

in nature counts as “incompatibilism”). But how does this freedom relate to causality without 

falling within the regime of causation? That is, what is the overall criterion that relate freedom 

to natural causation? The risk here that freedom might be rendered an empty assumption. 

 However, if one thinks that freedom is something substantial, and if some interaction 

nonetheless is thought to obtain between freedom and determinism, while maintaining their 

 
22 Van Inwagen, An Essay on Free Will, 65. 
23 McKenna and Pereboom class this as temporally non-relational facts and temporally relational. ‘“On 

December 24, 1968, in New York, NY, at precisely 12:00 midnight it was 30 degrees Fahrenheit.” If it is a fact, 

is a non- relational fact. Its truth does not depend on what happens at any time other than the moment of time 

specified in the statement. In contrast, “On December 24, 1968, in New York, NY, at precisely midnight, many 

young children were soon to be given gifts,” if it is a fact, is a temporally relational fact. Its truth depends upon 

what happens at times other than the time specified’ (McKenna and Pereboom, Free Will, 27). 
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non-identity, one holds the position of libertarianism (this is not libertarianism in the political 

sense). Libertarianism accepts the premises of incompatibilism but not its conclusion; 

believing neither that freedom is ineffectual in the causal chain of events nor that causal 

determinism entirely constrains freedom.24  

McKenna and Pereboom, following Sellars, use the notions of manifest and scientific 

image to distinguish various libertarian understandings of freedom in relation to the more 

determinate realm of nature and the sciences that study that domain. A strong emphasis on the 

manifest image (how things seem to us intuitively or practically), where an element of human 

conduct is understood as irreducible to scientific explanation, is called an insular strategy.25 

Such a strategy can be discerned in Roderick Chisholm, particularly when he writes, ‘If we 

are responsible [and therewith free], and if what I have been trying to say is true, then we 

have a prerogative which some would attribute only to God: each of us, when we act, is a 

prime mover unmoved. In doing what we do, we cause certain events to happen, and 

nothing—or no one—causes us to cause those events to happen’.26 However, another strategy 

is to maintain incompatibilism but render free will more congenial to scientific endeavors, in 

order to show how the element of freedom can be understood alongside forms of causal or 

probabilistic explanations, or events as consistent with the best explanations of natural 

science. This strategy by some libertarians, such as Robert Kane27, to render some intelligible 

consistency between freedom and naturalism is called a reconciling strategy.28 A final 

strategy, called supplanting, involves one side of incompatibilism supplanting the other. This 

is particularly the case with hard determinists, who which seek to show how notions of free 

will, moral responsibility and practical reason are ultimately best explained by a scientifically 

oriented image of human conduct and activity.29 

 Finally, it has become popular, with the development of particle physics, to use 

quantum indeterminacy as evidence against causal determination and thus evidence for the 

possibility of freedom. When photons pass through a polarizer, they end up at different 

 
24 Pink, Free Will, 10–14; Nichols, Bound, 5. 
25 McKenna and Pereboom, Free Will, 44. 
26 Chisholm, “Human Freedom and the Self,” 32, my insertion F.N. 
27 Kane, “Responsibility, Luck and Chance.” 
28 Others that try to do show consistency between mental states and neurobiological explanations include Jerry 

Fodor and Hilary Putnam. See Putnam, “The Nature of Mental States”; Fodor, “Special Sciences.” 
29 McKenna and Pereboom, Free Will, 44; Honderich, How Free Are You?, chapter 3.  
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locations even though the parameters are exactly the same every time.30 However, that a 

global causal determinacy is ruled out does not make freedom real. Furthermore, freedom 

(e.g. as control) cannot obtain if its framework is merely indeterminate or probabilistic. That 

the nature of reality turns out, according to current physics, to be necessarily incomplete, does 

not by itself explain freedom’s control mechanism, its interaction with apparently causally 

determined factors. Nor does it constitute a substitute for freedom itself, as controlled action 

is, per definition, anything but random or probabilistic. When I make the choice to go to the 

cinema with my friends, the choice may in the past have had a certain probabilistic value 

when put into context with other possible options, but this gives no sense in understanding the 

determination of the act itself since the act, as performed, is not probably but definitively 

performed. As Thomas Pink puts it, ‘Randomness, the operation of mere chance, clearly 

excludes control’. If control is excluded, there is really no such thing as an action and, 

therefore, no responsible agent and no free will. Let us call this position causal indeterminism. 

We might also add that if randomness or indeterminacy is supposed to ground freedom, then 

my actions become unintelligible. If, to borrow Pink’s example, I raise my hand—for 

whatever reason—I cannot know whether I had intended this as a deliberate act or if it merely 

happened by chance.31 Minimally, then, for freedom understood as control, one’s own action 

must be intelligible by oneself such that they can be regarded as intended and deliberate.32 

Causal indeterminism is then blind freedom, which amounts to no freedom at all, and no 

necessity either.  

 McKenna and Pereboom also point out that indeterminism obtains only on the micro-

level of physics and would not constitute any real difference on macro-level physics where 

freedom is at issue. As they write, ‘For the most part, the thought is, the micro-

indeterminacies “cancel each other out,” and we get macro-level determinism. Hence, what 

physics may suggest is something like “near-determinism” or “almost-determinism”’.33 In the 

end, the probabilities of the quantum realm are sufficiently deterministic when it comes to the 

scope and domain of physical interaction concerning human action such that indeterminism 

would have essentially no bearing on it. Near-determinism is the thesis that the general 

 
30 Consider, Bell’s theorem. ‘Bell’s theorem shows that no theory that satisfies the conditions imposed can 

reproduce the probabilistic predictions of quantum mechanics under all circumstances’ (see entry on “Bell’s 

theorem” at https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/bell-theorem/). 
31 Pink, Free Will, 15–17. 
32 Additionally, McKenna and Pereboom consider that even though indeterminism might make incompatibilism 

false, it does not thereby make compatibilism true. See McKenna and Pereboom, Free Will, 56. 
33 McKenna and Pereboom, 23. 
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framework of determinism is sustained while including an element of probability only at the 

very small quantum scale.  

 What if there is no incompatibility between determinism and freedom? That 

determinism is not an obstacle to freedom but, rather, an indispensable condition? This is the 

position of compatibilism. Compatibilism states that freedom (as controlled action) is 

consistent with determinism. The difficulty of such a position is to explain the precise 

interaction between the two without collapsing freedom into sheer determinism or rendering it 

epiphenomenal and ineffectual.  

 Mechanism is a species of determinism which argues that human minded actions, 

including free will, can be perfectly explained in mechanistic terms. Hilary Bok, quoting 

Daniel Dennett, expresses mechanism thus. 

MECHANISM is the view that human actions can be explained as the result of natural 

processes alone; that the “mechanistic style of explanation, which works so well for 

electrons, motors, and galaxies,” also works for us. If mechanism is true, then just as 

our explanations of the motions of planets no longer require the existence of prime 

movers to supplement natural processes, so our actions could in principle be explained 

by a complex neurophysiological theory, without reference to a nonnatural self that 

causes them.34 

The idea is that there exists no dimension of human experience—including freedom—which 

is not rooted in natural processes that can be explained in mechanistic terms. All events, 

processes and states follow a mechanistic organization, and human freedom, instead of 

departing from such organization, is a further extension of it.  

 These senses of determinism, compatibilism, mechanism and near-determinism can be 

folded into the very general rubric of naturalism. Naturalism is not easily defined, but 

McKenna and Pereboom capture the basic idea: ‘The simple sense is just that there is no 

feature of reality as it bears on human activity that does not have its causal roots in the kinds 

of states that are widely featured in nature and are governed by natural laws that do involve 

the intentions of conscious agents’.35 Naturalism is, then, the thesis that human minded 

 
34 Bok, Freedom and Responsibility, 3; Dennett, Brainstorms, 233. 
35 McKenna and Pereboom, Free Will, 24. 
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activity—freedom included—must be explainable in mechanistic terms using natural entities, 

beholden to the laws of nature, in order to be sufficiently understood.36  

 However, if both causal determinism and causal indeterminism rule out freedom, and 

one does not accept the libertarian position, the result is that freedom is impossible. This is the 

skeptical position. Skepticism says that freedom is equally incompatible with causal 

determinism or causal indeterminism and that it cannot be the case, ever.   

 Lastly, does the question of freedom also extend to animals? Given that Hegel’s 

analysis is metaphysical—and so encompasses the living world—this question warrants some 

attention. If freedom is controlled action, and animals appear to perform directed acts, then 

animals must be free as well. So it seems. However, if we add further qualifiers such as being 

able to describe one’s intentions in a particular act, then animals are ruled out, since they 

cannot tell us (nor themselves) their intentions. We can only infer the intentions of animals 

based on certain behaviors. But one might say that animals do act on the basis of some 

informed reasoning, but that their capacities may be far below our own such that their 

reasoning is not of a different kind altogether. Again, here the best way to differentiate the 

position, I think, is to say that it is implied that animals behave rationally. They do not 

articulate explicitly that they are rationally oriented; we, as scientifically self-conscious 

creatures, do that. Yet, what we articulate is what animals make explicit in their existence. 

While I do not agree with Pink’s intuition regarding the difference between human and non-

human animal intelligence, I do wish to adopt his position that free will must entail the 

‘capacity to understand and respond to practical problems as practical problems’.37 Because if 

we fall back on intellectual prowess as the main factor of distinguishing freedom, in terms of 

deliberate guidance and direction, then one could still suppose that sharks do actually have 

some form of deliberation (which we might infer) but that they just cannot make that explicit 

to us. As Wittgenstein’s quip has it: ‘If a lion could talk, we would not understand him’—

precisely because lions do not speak, it is not in the determinate concept lion to make itself 

explicit as lion.38  

 
36 Naturalism understood as a global thesis means that everything must be graspable in mechanistic or 

materialistic terms. But then the question rises whether naturalism itself can be understood naturalistically, or, 

whether there is something that naturalism itself takes for granted which invalidates its status as a coherent 

global thesis. For a critical examination of naturalism as a metaphysical thesis, see Gabriel, Neo-Existentialism, 

chap. II. Naturalism’s Failures. 
37 ‘When we face a question of what to do, we can understand it as such, as a practical problem, a problem about 

how to act’ (Pink, Free Will, 24, my emphasis FN). 
38 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 225. 
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 Much more could be said about the contemporary discussion on freedom, but we have 

said enough as a background to later indicate that what Hegel does in his ontology is not 

concerned with the determinate features of freedom (such as control, will, intelligence, 

political liberty, etc.) and determinism (classical or quantum physics, etc.), but with the logic 

of the underlying categories that inform these positions. The advantage of this is that, when 

Hegel does analyze practical matters such as rights and ethics in later in his philosophy, he 

need not be bogged down in the metaphysical problem of external determination and self-

determination, causation and freedom, but can proceed straight to the contents of human 

freedom and explicate their actuality.  

0.5 Determinism: An Empirical Thesis? 

In this section we introduce determinism as an empirical, rather than a metaphysical, thesis, 

and consider some concerns. It serves to differentiate my position that determinism is a way 

of accounting for general concepts. 

Though it may seem peculiar that anyone would hold that determinism to be an 

empirical theory, this is exactly the position held by the philosopher Ted Honderich. He 

writes that his determinism is a ‘kind of empirical theory. Whether it is true or not depends in 

the end on the facts. So neuroscience and Quantum Theory and one or two similar things have 

a large bearing on the question’.39 Honderich extols Hume regarding causation but seems to 

overlook the basic point: causation itself is nowhere found in the empirical world and neither 

is the former proved by the latter.40 If Honderich’s idea of determinism is basically that of 

causality (causal determinism), he will have a difficult time finding support from Hume on 

this as an empirical thesis. Elsewhere Honderich has the right intuition on the matter. Against 

the objection that a situation regarded as causal must be articulated in its absolute completion 

 
39 Honderich, How Free Are You?, chapter 7. 
40 ‘…the idea of production is the same with that of causation, and that no existence certainly and 

demonstratively implies a power in any other object. … It shall therefore be allowed for a moment, that the 

production of one object by another in any one instance implies a power; and that this power is connected with 

its effect. But … the power lies not in the sensible qualities present to us; I ask, why in other instances you 

presume that the same power still exists, merely upon the appearance of these qualities? Your appeal to past 

experience decides nothing in the present case; and at the utmost can only prove, that that very object, which 

produced any other, was at that very instant with such a power; but can never prove, that the same power must 

continue in the same object or collection of sensible qualities; much less, that a power is always conjoined with 

like qualities.’ Finally, Hume writes, ‘Thus though causation be a philosophical relation … it is only so far as it 

is a natural relation, and produces an union among our ideas, that we are able to reason upon it, or draw any 

inference from it’ (Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 151–52, 156, my emphasis FN). Causation, as Hume 

points out here, is a concept or philosophical relation, which is not itself proved by appearances or sensible 

qualities but is brought to bear upon them to make them intelligible qua causal. Hume anticipates Kant here in 

saying that the concept needs to be made a ‘natural relation’—applied in experience—for us to know it; but that 

does not question the coherence of the concept but presupposes it.  
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(stating every causal chain) in order to work, Honderich correctly responds: ‘I do not at the 

moment have a complete and detailed description of all the man-made things in this room. 

But that is not to say that I do not have a clear idea of what falls under that description. 

General ideas aren’t necessarily unclear’.41 This agrees with my view that determinism is a 

certain interpretation of general ideas.    

 There is another counterargument to Honderich, and this is that determinism makes a 

universal or global claim about the nature of reality. However, nothing empirical can be 

appealed to in order to make a comprehensive claim about the nature of reality, because such 

claims are metaphysical. To use empirical matter to substantiate a metaphysical claim is 

tantamount to proving the logic of causation by showing how certain events appear to follow 

another in constant conjunction. It may be that new empirical information invalidates a certain 

theory which purported to be metaphysical, but then it was wrongly categorized as 

metaphysical in the first place since the latter cannot, in principle, be falsified by empirical 

experience. Or it may be that determinism does not then make a universal claim—such that 

deterministic features obtain only locally or a restricted sense—but then it ceases to be 

determinism in the meaningful sense of a thesis regarding reality as a whole.   

 Honderich’s argument tries to ground the issues of determinism and free will in 

neuroscience, adopting a healthy skepticism towards the supposition of a self by libertarians. 

‘Of what material is this self? We have an idea of the material of mental events or 

consciousness, so to speak, and an analysis of the material of neural events, but what about 

the self? Is it of no material at all?’42 Honderich instead opts to think that our actions follow 

from mental events rooted in neurological events. The thought is, in brief, that there are neural 

events (N1, N2, etc.) and there are mental events (M1, M2, etc.); the mental events are always 

attached to a neural event, and a change in one necessitates a change in the other (presumably 

the neural events drive the change as that is the primary site of causality). What connects 

mental to neural events is a nomic (or lawful) connection.43 The supposition of a self, as a 

continuous existing entity between neural and mental events, Honderich thinks, faces the 

difficult burden of proving its connection on an object-level. This is the classical issue of 

relating an originating cause to the network of causation. While I agree with Honderich that 

 
41 Honderich, How Free Are You?, 49-50/chapter 3. 
42 Honderich, chapter 5. 
43 ‘Each mental or conscious event, including each choosing or deciding, is in nomic connection with an 

associated neural event. The neural event by itself or together with some other non-mental thing necessitated the 

mental one. That is, since the non-mental things happened, whatever else had been happening, the mental event 

would still have happened just as it did. That is Mind-Brain Determinism’ (Honderich, chapter 5). 
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the idea of the “self” as a homunculus is deeply problematic and that a subject divorced from 

any objective constituents is hard to defend, I think, however Honderich’s own thought has 

some illicit assumptions that ought to be uncovered.  

 First, ‘mental events’ remain ill-defined. In his glossary, Honderich writes that ‘mental 

or conscious events are real events in time and space having a character of subjectivity, 

somehow related to neural events’. To be more precise, Honderich does not advocate that 

mental events ought to be reduced to neural events or vice versa; rather, they are bound in a 

lawful connection that respects their difference, calling this position ‘Union Theory’: ‘the 

theory that a neural event and a simultaneous mental event are not identical or one thing, but 

the neural event necessitates the mental event and the mental event is necessary to the neural 

event’.44 There is a Spinozistic tendency here to posit two different forms of reality as a brute 

feature (thought and extension) and postulate an unknown yet common and lawful source 

(substance). As with Spinoza, however, Honderich never demonstrates the systematic 

connection from one to the other; all elements are simply assumed from the outset. And, if 

this is the case, Honderich has as little to ground the connection of neural events with mental 

events as the libertarian connection of deterministic facts to a subjective self.  

The same line of criticism was used by Hegel against Spinoza: that the division of the 

nomological element into two realities in parallel cannot be justified. If Spinoza is right, 

Hegel contended, then it should follow systematically from the nomological element alone 

that it results in extension and thought.45 Compare this with what Honderich writes,  

consciousness is [supposed to be] so different from brain cells and anything else non-

conscious that they cannot be in lawlike connection—mental events are so unlike 

neural events that “whatever else” connections cannot hold between them. It may be 

said that we think of the two sorts of things in terms of very different principles—

having to do with physical quantities on the one hand and rationality on the other—

and so they can’t be in lawlike connection. But why can’t different things be in lawlike 

connection? We need an explicit reason.46 

 
44 Honderich, glossary. 
45 ‘For this reason, on the one hand substance lacks the principle of personality – a defect that has especially 

aroused indignation against Spinoza’s system– and, on the other hand, cognition is an external reflection that 

fails to comprehend what appears as finite – that is, the determinateness of the attribute and the mode, and in 

general itself as well – by not deriving them from substance; it behaves like an external understanding, taking up 

the determinations as given and reducing them to the absolute but not taking their beginning from it’ (Hegel, The 

Science of Logic, 472/11.376). 
46 Honderich, How Free Are You?, chapter 3, my insertion FN. 
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But without demonstrating the immanent link of the lawlike connection to its elements or the 

elements (without presupposition) to its lawlike connection, there is no development and 

therefore no explanation or reason. Moreover, in difference to Spinoza, Honderich here 

targets neurons instead of extension, but the general principle is the same and so is the 

problem: Are all neurons attached to mental events, including neurons of the nervous system? 

Is the signal sent within the muscles of my raised arm classified a mental event? Where is the 

diving line here between the physical and the mental? And is this an empirical or conceptual 

problem? 

The second problem has to do with the status of ‘nomological connections’. In 

Spinoza substance has efficacious power—indeed, it is the power—and nomic connections 

appear to serve the same purpose of guaranteeing that should one event happen (say, the 

neuronal), then the other happens too (say, the mental). Neurons and self-consciousness are 

both beholden to a law. But a law, as natural law, is itself regarded as mind-independent. 

While neurons, self-consciousness and the nomic element together constitute the theory, 

thoughts by self-consciousness must be mind-dependent. The theory cannot itself be entirely 

mind-independent, it includes one element that is mind-dependent (self-consciousness). Now, 

the question is whether the nomic element is mind- dependent or independent. On the one 

hand, the law clearly attends to mind-independent objective reality, namely, the behavior of 

neurons according to a rule. On the other hand, the theory itself, at least formally, is a 

subjective construction and depends principally on a thinker. The alternative is certainly not a 

brute idealism where everything is merely mind-dependent. However, it seems to me that 

something important is left out or overlooked insofar as everything is reduced to an object-

level contents of laws. This is that the theory is unable to substantiate itself within its own 

framework. It is unable to instantiate itself under its own parameters, and that means 

something outside it is taken for granted. In Hegel’s words, the nomic element lacks the 

‘principle of personality’, which does not mean that the theory must refer to the biographical 

person thinking it, but it must include that it is thought by a subject and demonstrate this to 

follow logically. This resonates with what Sebastian Rödl writes with regards to a claim that 

thought is essentially a purely deductive system: ‘The predicate calculus itself does not 

identify a domain of objects. Hence, if it is necessary to identify a domain in order to bring 

thoughts under its laws, then logic depends on something that is external to and precedes it. 
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And then it is not metaphysical logic. Wittgenstein says, "Logic must look after itself". He 

means metaphysical logic’.47 Determinism is unable to “look after itself”.  

Honderich thinks this is the best criticism against determinism and he traces it back to 

Epicurus. ‘What Epicurus said is that a determinist cannot criticize the doctrine of Free Will 

because he admits his own criticism is itself determined. … if the determinist says he can 

really criticize, object, argue for, and so on, this commits him to admitting that his own theory 

is false. In short, determinism is self-defeating.’ But Honderich, I think, misunderstands the 

criticism. He thinks that the criticism is meant to invalidate the ‘idea that if a judgment is 

taken to be an effect in the determinist way, it cannot be true?’48 Judgments may remain 

perfectly true in a determinist regime, but if every event is the effect of a certain causal 

circumstance, then this supposes that it applies to judgments as well, such that it must be 

shown to follow logically. Therefore, the content of judgments—not judgments themselves—

are false in the framework of determinism since this content is, I argue, not demonstrated to 

be coherent—"to look after itself”. With Ayer, it remains a pious hope, that it is.  

This thesis, then, examines this assumption by looking at its possible constituent 

categories. We will check whether these constituent categories are consistent with themselves, 

whether they are really able to look after themselves or if something else does that. This 

examination, if I am right, cannot admit any empirical matter as means of proof. If it turns out 

that causation is logically inconsistent in its concept, then there is little the events of neurons 

or quantum mechanics can say otherwise since these domains are particular and restricted to 

begin with and cannot speak on behalf on something that intends the whole.  

0.6 Determinism: A Practical Concern? 

The question of whether or not determinism is true is disregarded in some instances of the 

freedom debate, which seems to be the case in practical philosophy. This neglect is in part 

right, I think, but it does presuppose that the issue is settled in advance or that it is irrelevant. 

Because Hegel’s philosophy settles the issue of determinism in his Logic, the issue need not 

be raised in his Philosophy of Right (the part of his philosophy that includes practical 

philosophy). However, Hegel does not neglect the question since there is a systematic thread 

going from the metaphysical to the ethical, and, as we shall explore more closely in the first 

 
47 Rödl, Categories of the Temporal, 46; Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 57/5.473. 
48 Honderich, How Free Are You?, chapter 7. 



30 

 

chapter, the issue has bearing on practical concerns insofar as it remains unresolved. But what 

can practical philosophy itself do to shed light on determinism?  

Practical reasoning, following Hilary Bok, concerns the determination of the will and 

is a response to the Kantian question “What should I do?”. Theoretical reasoning, by contrast, 

aims to give a description of the world without involving practical reason (“What can I 

know?”). Whether or not determinism is true has no bearing on practical concerns, Bok holds, 

since it does not specify which action one has the most reason to perform.49  

Miller (Hobart) uses the example of a hard-determinist who posits that determinism is 

true, but then it leads, he contends, to a nihilism of action, since whatever the hard-determinist 

does, it follows necessarily from a previous circumstance.  

What significance is there in my mental struggle to-night whether I shall or shall not 

give up smoking, if the laws which govern the matter of the physical universe already 

preordain for the morrow a configuration of matter consisting of pipe, tobacco, and 

smoke connected with my lips?50 

But Miller (Hobart) goes on to point out that the struggle can itself become a cause for its 

outcome. If the determinist quits smoking, this reveals that the causal chain sufficiently led to 

this result; but if the determinist gives up on the struggle, this reveals that the causal chain 

sufficiently led to this other result. In either case, ‘To this question the scientific truth 

(according to determinism) that the deliberation itself is a play of causation is completely 

irrelevant; it merely draws the mind delusively away from the only considerations that 

concern it’.51 And so, Miller (Hobart) appears to align with Bok’s conclusion here. However, 

if the idea of determinism carries no practical concern, then it can equally be said that 

practical reasoning has no bearing on the truth and falsity of determinism. But if we follow 

Hegel’s philosophy, then the separateness of practical and theoretical reasoning cannot be 

 
49 ‘It makes sense for me to deliberate in the situation just described for the following reasons: first, there are 

several actions which I would perform if I chose; second, which of those actions I end up performing is not a 

matter of complete indifference to me; third, if I ask myself which action to perform, I can try to figure out 

which action I think I have the most reason to perform, choose to perform it, and act on my decision; fourth, no 

other means of selecting among those alternative will reliably lead me to perform that action which I think I have 

most reason to perform. Whether or not these conditions obtain in any given case has nothing to do with the truth 

or falsity of determinism’ (Bok, “Freedom and Practical Reason,” 155). 
50 Hobart, “Free Will as Involving Determination and Inconceivable Without It,” 11. 
51 Hobart, 11. 
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sustained, since, when their reciprocal complementarity is understood, each turns out to be a 

one-sided deficient moment of it.52 

If a complete description could be given of human action as caused by a physical 

mechanism, this would not pre-ordain the outcome (fatalism), Miller (Hobart) contends, since 

in addition to those physical processes there would be mental ones, and these would co-

determine or run along parallel lines.53 This two-order thinking resonates with Honderich’s 

but is liable to the same problems outlined above.  

This thesis will not attend to the practical implications in any detail. This is not to 

concede that the issue of determinism has no bearing on practical or ethical concerns—in fact, 

the motivation for a metaphysical account is in order to better explicate practical or ethical 

concerns, since the former are the ontological forms immanently contained within the latter—

but the subject matter is better examined without this as a contrast. In other words, we will 

persist in analyzing the constituent concepts of determinism to reveal whether or not they 

have logical coherence. If they have not, they cannot a fortiori have coherence in the practical 

domain. The point is that these constituent concepts are not coherent on their own, but when 

they are understood as moments of further concepts. They play a role in the practical domain, 

where deterministic features become relevant, but without the additional baggage of 

determinism.  

0.7 Division of the Subject 

In the course of this section, we have briefly looked at determinism and some of the major 

combatants in the freedom debate. While nobody, or very few, are strict determinists, many 

maintain a considerable interest in making freedom (and other difficult notions pertaining to 

human minded activity, e.g. consciousness, mind, agency, contorl, etc.) compatible with 

determinism. As we saw, these positions could be gathered under the term ‘naturalism’, which 

understands that no activity is beyond the scope of causality or the government of natural 

 
52 ‘Theoretical and practical mind reciprocally complement each other precisely because they are distinct from 

one another in the manner indicated. … At the same time, however, these twin forms of subjective mind have 

this defect in common: in both of them the starting-point is the seeming separateness of the subjective and 

objective, and the unity of these opposed determinations is supposed to be first produced. This is a defect lying 

in the nature of mind, since mind is not a being, immediately complete, but is rather that which produces its own 

self, the pure activity, sublation of the presupposition of the opposition of the subjective and objective, a 

presupposition which, in itself, was made by the mind itself’ (Hegel, Hegel’s Philosophy of Mind, 170-

171/§443Z). 
53 ‘To-morrow’s configuration of matter will have been brought about by a material process with which the  

mental process was inseparably conjoined’ (Hobart, “Free Will as Involving Determination and Inconceivable 

Without It,” 11). 
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laws, either of which can be made in principle intelligible and studied by natural or particular 

science. However, libertarian incompatibilists argue that freedom is irreducible to the regime 

of determinism; that there is some extra-deterministic element which eludes the deterministic 

framework. This need not mean that libertarian freedom is beyond any explanation and must 

simply be taken for granted. In fact, considerable work has been devoted by libertarians to 

present a coherent notion of freedom that relates to determinism without canceling this 

fundamental difference. The problem becomes how to determine something essentially non-

deterministic, at least in any straightforward sense.  

 In the first chapter we introduce Hegel’s procedure in more detail. Specifically, we 

will look at how he works out his conceptual analysis, how his logic is ‘presuppositionless’, 

and what that means. Here I shall also elaborate more about my approach to Hegel within the 

scholarship. In addition, we shall attend to some comments regarding the futility of attending 

to Hegel’s ontology when we are concerned about practical and ethical freedom. Lastly, I give 

a summary of the development of the Logic from being to essence and say why modality and 

causation are classed as forms of essence. 

 The second chapter deals with necessitarian determinism, or determinism grounded in 

necessity. This is the proof to thesis 1 sketched above (T1). Here we consider Hegel’s account 

of modality and how Hegel systematically derives the relevant categories from the idea of 

absolute actuality. The chief task will be to formulate a conception of necessity that satisfies 

being a real deterministic feature of reality as it is commonly known without being 

determinism in a universal and fatalistic sense. Whether incompatibilist or compatibilist, there 

is a desire to justify the contents of determinism without the fatalistic pitfall. Possibility is the 

main protagonist in a strand of libertarian argumentation for free will, namely, as the notion of 

alternate possibilities, the idea that “one is free because one is able to do otherwise”. This 

thinking covertly hides the fact that there is more at play than mere possibility and that 

possibility will turn out to be only the negative possibility of an actuality in the midst of its 

maturation. Necessity, in turn, is often taken as the poster child for hard determinism or 

fatalism, but as we shall see, this is due to an underdetermination of the concept of necessity. 

Daniel Dennett presents a such a view, but by very different means from Hegel’s, and I will 

endeavor to show how Hegel presents an attractive if not more decisive method to settle the 

nature of necessity.  

 The third chapter addresses causality and causal determinism and will be the proof of 

thesis 2 (T2). The technical work will focus on Hegel’s derivation of causation, which will 
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investigate his full account of substance, power and reciprocity. Here we shall see how 

causation can be logically derived and shown to be a moment of a conceptual structure. 

Indeed, this is the key moment where a fundamental development occurs from a reflected, 

essence logic to a self-determining, concept logic. Hegel’s major argument is that causation, if 

understood correctly, must be self-determining. We shall relate our findings here to Michael 

Tooley’s comprehensive account of causality to show that Hegel offers an attractive idealist 

alternative to Tooley’s realist conception.   

 The fourth chapter turns momentarily away from the issue of determinism to further 

articulate the conception of self-determination obtained from causation at the end of the 

previous chapter. It was seen there how causation presupposes a reciprocal relation and, when 

focused on this structure, Hegel understood it to be the determination of the universal, which 

forms the first moment or the immediacy of the concept or self-determination. While showing 

what positive notion of self-determination actually looks like is helpful, the primary function 

of the chapter is to contextualize the new framework needed to tackle the most advanced 

contenders of determinism, namely, law and objectivity.  

 The fifth and final chapter expansively deals with Hegel’s account of objectivity. Here 

we consider the question of law and how it relates to metaphysical determinism (T3). We 

shall see what is understood when an absolute objective domain with objects purely externally 

determined, or mechanically, is posited and how this leads to an incoherence that reveals a 

teleological development. It is only once mechanical and teleological features are combined in 

the latter that a still more comprehensive structure obtains. This structure that combines 

subjectivity and objectivity—self-determination and other-determination—Hegel calls the 

‘idea’ (die Idee). We will anticipate how deterministic features, along with their law, are 

maintained coherently only at this level of the development of idea. Coincidentally, Hegel, in 

the section on objectivity, explicitly attributes certain categories to determinism, providing us 

with a Hegelian definition of this concept.  

 Objectivity completes the main argument of the thesis by demonstrating how self-

determination reverts back to other-determination and re-emerges logically within that 

domain of other-determination in a way that keeps it. In a manner of speaking, it looks at the 

development in the reverse; that is, not only how self-determination could have its beginnings 

in other-determination, but, furthermore, how self-determination itself must include elements 

of other-determination or deterministic features in order to be genuine self-determination. 

This exactly matches Miller’s (Hobar’ts) general idea that determination is an essential 
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moment of freedom. If the main argument is right, then other-determination is the justified 

moment of freedom as unfreedom. 
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1 

 

Being and System 

 

 this book still awaits its full contemporary reception.1 

 

This chapter serves as the technical introduction. First, I introduce Hegel’s method and 

presuppositionless thinking in the Science of Logic. Second, I consider some comments from 

scholars on the futility of metaphysics in ethical matters. Third, I give a brief account of the 

development in the Logic from the major divisions of being and essence. These sections will 

expand on my general approach to the Logic as systematic ontology and perhaps what is 

distinctive about it with regards to the scholarship.  

1.1 Hegel’s Philosophy: Presuppositionless Thinking 

Hegel aimed to develop a method of thinking that is free. Or, rather, he wanted to discover 

what it is to think freely. We will see below that there are, perhaps paradoxically, certain 

demands to thinking freely. These demands are those of being self-critical, anti-authoritarian 

and non-teleological. As a point of contrast, I will refer to a few passages from Karl Popper 

and try to show that insofar as Hegel philosophy is self-critical, it must also be anti-

authoritarian and non-teleological.  

 While there are logical and argumentative reasons for being self-critical, such as 

avoiding incoherence and vicious circularity, Hegel additionally thinks thought is engaged in 

a process of development, through which thought acquires greater competence with regards to 

its contents, thus forming a history.2 This leads to the stronger claim that thought in modernity 

must be free—particularly from external authority—to pursue the ‘impulse of reason’ which 

enables this development, such that thought attends to its subject matter with no other concern 

 
1 Pippin, Hegel’s Realm of Shadows, 4. 
2 ‘For this reason, a justification of thinking with regard to its results was demanded; and the inquiry into the 

nature and competence of thinking is just what has very largely constituted the concern of modern philosophy’ 

(Hegel, The Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, 48/§19A3). 
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than to grasp ‘the truth alone’.3 This idea of examination without bias and ulterior motives 

seems obvious, but Hegel stresses that this is a particular development of thought and, as 

such, cannot be taken for granted. Freedom in this minimal sense is thus presupposed by 

knowledge and inquiry, and any inquiry into freedom itself must also be free. 

 This is why Hegel thinks modern philosophy must be self-critical, anti-authoritarian 

and non-teleological (in the traditional sense that there is some fixed goal towards which 

thought is directed; we will look more closely at Hegel’s teleology in chapter 5), and must 

have the resolve to pursue the ‘truth alone’ in ‘long and difficult labor’.4 We now turn to look 

closer at these demands.  

In one sense, Hegel takes up a similar project to that of Descartes in his Meditations. 

Descartes suspends judgment and belief about cherished opinions and assumptions so as to 

discover what is necessary and true.5 Beyond this, Hegel adopts the concept of self-critical 

thinking from Kant, who examined not only the contents of judgment and knowledge but also 

judgment and knowing as such. However, in Hegel’s estimate, even Kant did not go far 

enough, as he restricted the categories of the understanding to an epistemological, or 

transcendental, scope (pertaining to our capacity for knowledge and judgment) and concerned 

himself only with objects in their appearance, not as they are in themselves.6 However, Kant 

did show the necessity of thought to be temporal and informed by intuitions whilst preserving 

the synthetic a priori judgment of thought as such, which contributed to thought’s becoming 

more free and self-critical since sensibility is not an obstacle to thought’s self-determination 

but a condition for it.7 

 Hegel takes the suspension of judgment and self-critical thinking to a further extent, to 

suspend what is believed to be the case regarding the world, history, language, minds, and 

 
3 ‘Philosophy, therefore, is left altogether to the freely felt need of the subject. No pressing invitation at all is 

addressed to the subject; on the contrary, where the need is present, it has to be steadfast against insinuations and 

dire warnings. It exists only as an inner necessity that is stronger than the subject, by which his spirit is then 

driven without rest “that he may overcome” and may create the gratification that the impulse of reason deserves. 

Thus, without the encouragement of any authority, even that of the religious authority (it is regarded, in fact, as a 

superfluity, and as a dangerous or at least doubtful luxury), our occupation with this science stands all the more 

freely upon our concern with the matter and with the truth alone’ (Hegel, 22/Preface to the Third Edition 

(1830)). 
4 Hegel, 22/Preface to the Third Edition (1830). 
5 Necessary and true in the sense of categories or thought-determinations, because there are many other kinds of 

“necessity” and “truth” that are not relevant in this context. 
6 Houlgate, The Opening of Hegel’s Logic, 25. Though I also see that this implication can be argued against by a 

two-aspect view rather than a two-world view, so I agree with Robert Stern that this is not chiefly the issue (see 

Stern, Hegelian Metaphysics, 22). 
7 Rödl elegantly captures this Kantian idea in the following statement: ‘There is necessarily a time at which I 

think it, but no time at which I necessarily think it’ (Rödl, Categories of the Temporal, 73). 
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then to remain extremely sensitive to what must follow logically—if indeed anything follows 

at all.  

Now starting with this determination of pure knowledge, all that we have to do is to 

ensure that the beginning will remain immanent to the science of this knowledge is to 

consider, or rather, setting aside every reflection [Reflexion], simply to take up, what is 

there before us. 

Pure knowledge, thus withdrawn into this unity, has sublated every reference to an 

other and to mediation; it is without distinctions and as thus distinctionless it ceases to 

be knowledge; what we have before us is only simple immediacy.8 

Absolute9 or pure knowledge is the result of thinking through the assumptions of 

consciousness phenomenologically, but when taken by itself, this pure knowledge—

understood without the distinctions which gave rise to it (since those distinctions could not 

ultimately be sustained, for, if they were, knowledge would be relative, not absolute)—ceases 

being knowledge altogether.10 This may appear to be a self-defeating result—that absolute 

knowledge turns into no knowledge—but if we remember that the main focus of the project is 

to be self-critical, then this must apply as well to the distinctions Hegel himself employs. And 

indeed, he continues: 

Simple immediacy is itself an expression of reflection [Reflexionsausdruck]; it refers 

to the distinction from what is mediated. The true expression of this simple immediacy 

is therefore pure being. Just as pure knowledge should mean nothing but knowledge as 

 
8 Hegel, Science of Logic, 47/21.55. 
9 The word ‘absolute’ here is understood as that which is “not relative to something else”. This is helpful in some 

respects, but also misleading in others. What I mean is that, when looking a little closer, it seems a bit 

paradoxical that one should have to refer to a distinction—something relative—in understanding the absolute, 

what is essentially non-relative, or distinctionless. But there is another etymological sense to the ‘absolute’ we 

can draw on. This is the sense of being ‘unrestricted, free from limitation’ and, more importantly, attached to this 

is the Latinate notion of absolvere or ‘absolving’, which means to set free.  

absolute (adj.): late 14c., "unrestricted, free from limitation; complete, perfect, free from imperfection;" also "not 

relative to something else" (mid-15c.), from Latin absolutus, past participle of absolvere "to set free, acquit; 

complete, bring to an end; make separate," from ab "off, away from" (see ab-) + solvere "to loosen, untie, 

release, detach," from PIE *se-lu-, from reflexive pronoun *s(w)e- (see idiom) + root *leu- "to loosen, divide, 

cut apart." See, https://www.etymonline.com/word/absolute. 
10 Consider Maker’s rendition: ‘Understood in that negative manner, absolute knowing is, as Hegel says, a self-

sublating or self-eliminating knowing and, as the deduced concept, constitutes the presuppositionless beginning 

point of science not in its being a knowing but rather in its self-elimination as a presupposed structure of 

knowing’ (Maker, Philosophy without Foundations, 76). 
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such, so also pure being should mean nothing but being in general; being, and nothing 

else, without further determination and filling.11 

Since ‘immediacy’ is something non-mediated, it presupposes mediation, and so Hegel thinks 

that the more accurate expression of pure knowledge just is pure being, since this eliminated 

the moment of mediation that prevents ‘immediacy’ from being truly immediate.12  

This brings us to another important feature of Hegel’s thought. In addition to the 

radical suspension of judgment, Hegel advocates a discipline of letting the distinctions at hand 

have free play—or, simply, letting them go. 

If pure being is taken as the content of pure knowledge, then the latter must step back 

from its content, allowing it free play [gewähren zu lassen] and without determining it 

further.13 

For Hegel, one cannot be self-critical without this unbounded willingness to let go. As 

Stephen Houlgate writes, ‘This readiness to let go of oppositions by letting them undermine 

themselves is required if we are to follow the detailed arguments of both the Logic and the 

Phenomenology, which are both the work of absolute knowing’.14 If some assumption, idea or 

value is held on to, then that is something that has been taken on authority. But in free, self-

critical thought, nothing may be taken on authority, so all assumptions – about thought or 

being – must be ‘let go’.  

We can see that Hegel’s philosophical method as self-critical thinking with its 

readiness to let go is emphatically anti-authoritarian. This is flatly inconsistent with Popper’s 

claim that Hegel’s philosophy proceeds by a tendency ‘to discard proofs, and with them, any 

kind of rational argument’.15 If examining terms and the presuppositions employed in our 

thinking entails ‘confusion and debasement of reason … as a means to [fight against the open 

society]’16, one has to wonder how open Popper’s “open society” really is.  

 
11 Hegel, Science of Logic, 47/21.55. 
12 Christian Martin notes the difficulty in grasping this immediacy through presuppositionless thinking without a 

meta-theoretical standpoint. See Martin, Ontologie Der Selbstbestimmung, 4. 
13 Hegel, Science of Logic, 50/12.59. 
14 Houlgate, The Opening of Hegel’s Logic, 157. 
15 Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies, 236. 
16 My alteration, FN, but the full quote reads: ‘There is nothing in his apologetic method that is not borrowed 

from his apologetic forerunners. But he devoted these borrowed thoughts and methods with singleness of 

purpose, though without a trace of brilliancy, to one aim: to fight against the open society, and thus to serve 

his employer, Frederick William of Prussia. Hegel’s confusion and debasement of reason is partly necessary as a 

means to this end, partly a more accidental but very natural expression of his state of mind’ (Popper, 246–47). 



39 

 

 Another word about Popper before we continue. The target of his book The Open 

Society and its Enemies is historicism, the thesis that history follows an inevitable and 

necessary path. Popper indicts the philosophers Plato, Aristotle, Hegel and Marx for 

subscribing to and promoting such a thesis. ‘They also believe that they have discovered laws 

of history which enable them to prophesy the course of historical events. The various social 

philosophies which raise claims of this kind, I have grouped together under the name 

historicism.’17 Popper accuses Hegel of being a teleological philosopher, one who holds that 

history has a particular end about which philosophy can prophesize. While history is not our 

topic here, I think the charge could equally be applied to Hegel’s Logic since it deals with the 

most general conceptual patterns and distinctions, and if turns out that the method of logic is 

teleological then this may also apply to history. I think it can already be said that Hegel’s 

method is non-teleological (in the sense that there is some providential, fixed goal ahead).18 

The result does not come before the development. Rather, Hegel is attentive to what is the 

case at hand—the particular category or thought-determination—and unearths what is 

logically entailed. Again, the attitude of letting go is integral to this. As Houlgate points out, 

‘progress is made in the Logic by watching the assumed independence of concepts, such as 

“being” and “nothing,” undermine itself and not by assuming in advance that such concepts 

are mere moments of some overarching, synthetic whole’.19 It is exactly in not seeing such 

concepts as part of a wider concept, some grander plan, that it becomes evident that they 

undermine themselves on their own accord. If Hegel were to follow what Popper attributes to 

him, it would indeed violate Hegel’s own standard of full self-critical thinking. 

 This self-critical sensitivity and willingness to ‘let go’ of conceptual distinctions could 

be placed under the general header of presuppositionless thinking. There is no general 

agreement among scholars just what exactly Hegel’s presuppositionless thinking is. Let us 

consider a few different descriptions. Houlgate, for example, puts it like this: 

To philosophize without presuppositions is thus not to reject in advance all that 

traditionally counts as “thought,” “concept,” or “rationality.” It is merely to suspend 

 
17 Popper, xliii. 
18 Teleology proper we shall leave for later the treatment when we examine objectivity (this will be useful in 

distinguishing Hegel’s sense of teleology and purpose against those of Popper—or common-sense notions, that 

is, the idea of a fully-fledged ready-made goal ahead of development). 
19 Additionally, in relation to the Phenomenology, and thus to elsewhere in Hegel’s thought, it is worth 

mentioning that, ‘consciousness moves forward purely because it loses the apparently firm ground on which it 

believes it stands, not because it is pulled forward teleologically by the lure of absolute knowing or driven 

forward by some presupposed power of dialectic’ (Houlgate, The Opening of Hegel’s Logic, 158). 
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our familiar assumptions about thought and to look to discover in the course of the 

science of logic whether or not they will prove to be correct.20 

Anton Koch describes the situation as a suspension of a tendency to classify, or “botanize”, 

the various patterns of thought and begin from the formal realm of thinking as such, what he 

calls “logical space”: 

As presuppositionless, it is not permitted to botanize this thinking, not to pick up this 

and that determination as the logical space, but must begin with the logical space as 

such, from whose richness is abstracted and which as pure, immediate and indefinite 

being is to be taken.21 

William Maker, furthermore, writes: 

…absolutely presuppositionless knowing, that with which the science must begin, is 

no knowing at all and has no determinate structure.22 

Lastly, Robb Dunphy writes, 

The beginning must be presuppositionless in such a way that, although it requires 

some presupposition to render it non-arbitrary, its presuppositionless status undoes the 

problematic nature of a reliance upon presuppositions. Thus, when considering pure 

being, we should expect it no longer to refer back to the mediation which it 

presupposes, and to be considered as a simple immediacy.23 

Now, certainly there are presuppositions to Hegel’s system, but these can be classed in one of 

two ways. I call them, respectively, intra-logical presuppositions and extra-logical 

presuppositions. The latter concern matters such as being alive, having the luxury to 

philosophize freely, speaking a language, living in a good environment, etc. Richard Winfield 

uses the apt term ‘enabling conditions’ to designate these. As ‘conditions’ these open a range 

of possibilities without determining in advance what must follow.24 Regarding internal logical 

presuppositions—which I think is the real danger to the idea that the development of thought 

in Hegel’s system is non-teleological—the obvious presupposition candidate for the Logic is 

 
20 Houlgate, 30. 
21 Koch, Die Evolution des logischen Raumes, 86–87, my translation F.N. 
22 Maker, Philosophy without Foundations, 77. 
23 Dunphy, “Hegel and the Problem of Beginning,” 19. 
24 Winfield, Overcoming Foundations, 63, 87–88; Houlgate, The Opening of Hegel’s Logic, 78. For Hegel’s own 

analysis of the concept ‘condition’, which not only confirms this thesis but shows that the onus of determining is 

on the element that is conditioned, see Hegel, Science of Logic, 410-17/11.314-22. 
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the Phenomenology. But here I agree with Maker that the result of Phenomenology is self-

undermining and at most only indicates that absolute knowing is no knowing at all.25 This 

because the Phenomenology does not determine what follows in absolute knowing, but only 

shows that the relative structures of consciousness turn out to be grounded in an absolute 

structure of knowledge, which conforms with what we have seen above. Indeed, Hegel even 

indicates that one can begin philosophizing immediately with only the resolve to think 

purely.26 As for other potential logical presuppositions, these need to be taken on a case-by-

case basis, since even if Hegel has some predestined goal in mind, it does not matter so long 

as the development can be shown step-by-step to follow immanently from pure being.  

 In this section we looked at what is involved in Hegel’s method and presuppositionless 

thinking. We looked at how, for Hegel, philosophical methodology—when fully self-

critical—cannot take any principle, method or assumption for granted. Instead, thoroughgoing 

philosophical examination starts with what is, rationally, most immediate. Of course, pure 

being is not what we would typically describe as being most immediate; apparent phenomenal 

qualities, such as sights and sounds, the beat of one’s heart, are what we usually mean. 

However, philosophically, if we follow Hegel, there is something that is technically and 

rationally more immediate than these empirically situated sites—namely, the very immediate 

being of thought. Hegel’s Phenomenology showed that conscious, relative knowledge 

ultimately could not reconcile its object with its truth, nor its form with its specific content, 

whereas absolute knowledge turned out to be an overarching, self-developing truth at work in 

the course of the wrought striving of consciousness.27 But when the Science of Logic takes up 

this knowing and understands it on its own terms—with the resolve to think purely—the 

distinctions which yielded absolute knowing are effaced, ‘pure knowledge, thus witdrawn into 

this unity’, as we saw above. This may appear as a strange result; it appears as if we are losing 

something or, perhaps worse, not going anywhere. But it is exactly this nullification of 

distinctions that allows for the purity of being to come to the fore. 

 Unlike other philosophers such as Spinoza and Wittgenstein (during his Tractatus 

period), Hegel does not set out with a philosophical method determined in advance, but rather 

 
25 Maker, Philosophy without Foundations, 76. 
26 ‘There is only present the resolve [Entschluss], which can also be viewed as arbitrary, of considering thinking 

as such’ (Hegel, Science of Logic, 48/21.56). 
27 I understand that it is controversial to claim that absolute knowing is not merely the result but also the 

overarching truth at work throughout the Phenomenology. I will not defend this claim here, other than to say that 

that it is the ‘overarching truth’ is something posited looking from the standpoint of absolute knowing. Strictly 

speaking, there is no ‘absolute knowing’ before it is made explicit.  
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derives a method from of the development of the content. For Hegel, foundations do not come 

first in philosophy, but are instead revealed last. This is what Kevin Thompson calls 

‘retrogressive grounding’.28 They are not merely taken as given premises but must be 

developed. This idea, of foundations coming last, and the truth of something turning out to be 

their ground, is perhaps a difficult thought to embrace. But notice that Hegel’s method 

actually resonates with how non-philosophical knowledge and science proceeds: that truth is 

not something merely immediate, but must be worked for, discovered and thus mediated. 

Hegel’s ambitious treatise examines these modes of thought and traces their systematic 

connection. However, given that philosophical knowledge, as Hegel understood it, is not 

determined by a distinction between knowing and truth, between a subjective form and an 

objective content, between what is and how it is thought, then the modes of thought must 

equally be—and here is the perhaps the most ambitious side to the Logic—the modes of 

being. In this sense, the Logic cannot be confined to epistemological concerns. It must also 

concern what it means to be, and in this light the Logic is an ontology.  

 If there is no definite axiom, method or principle that Hegel can use prior to its 

justification, then what is actually left? How can philosophy begin? Again, the end of the 

Phenomenology provides a strong pointer: the immediate unity of philosophical knowledge. 

Ontology begins with what is maximally immediate—being as such.  

1.2 The Relevance of Logic for Realphilosophie and Some 

Metaphysical Quandaries 

In this section we first consider some points on the practical relevance of Hegel’s 

metaphysical logic. First, the metaphysical-ethical connection is important in this project on 

determinism, since a metaphysics is liable to be without consequence for any practical 

thought without any general account on this relation. In other words, the metaphysical-ethical 

connection has to fall within metaphysics but without determining the ethical directly. I think 

Hegel’s philosophy achieves this in his ontology (Logic) where other-determination is shown 

to be an integrated moment of self-determination, such that when concrete forms of self-

determination are examined in the ethical dimension, this integration can simply be 

presupposed. The ethical dimension concerns the logic of how human beings organize 

themselves socially and politically, which Hegel specifically examines in the Philosophy of 

Right and Philosophy of Spirit. Second, Hegel’s metaphysics must be defended from various 

 
28 Thompson, “Systematicity and Normative Justification,” 57. 



43 

 

criticisms that would divorce it from practical concerns, as well as views that would separate 

his Logic from metaphysics and ontology. I have selected the following alternative views by 

Axel Honneth, Karl Ameriks, Allen Wood, Klaus Hartmann, William Maker and Robert 

Pippin to better reinforce that, 1) Hegel’s logic is indeed metaphysical, and, 2) the importance 

of metaphysics for Hegel’s practical thought.29 

A number of scholars downplay or dismiss the practical relevance of Hegel’s 

metaphysical logic, some even see it as an impediment. Axel Honneth, for example, writes, 

For Hegel, this thesis has to be the point of departure, since it discloses, as it were, the 

basic structural feature of the societal subject-matter with which he is concerned in his 

theory of ethical life. But his thoughts remain bound by presuppositions of the 

metaphysical tradition, because instead of viewing intersubjective relationships as 

empirical events within the social world, he builds them up into a formative process 

between singular intelligences.30 

Honneth continues elsewhere that Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, because of its metaphysical 

heritage, ‘falls short of our own postmetaphysical standards of rationality’.31 He holds that ‘if 

we deduct all the metaphysical presuppositions, [this] leaves us with the idea that social 

reality is permeated by rational reasons that we cannot infringe without consequences for our 

relationship with ourselves’.32 I cannot see how Honneth can so clearly separate the 

metaphysical and the ethical when the ethical, even in his own estimate, is ‘permeated by 

rational reasons’. Jettisoning the metaphysical, Honneth must justify what is rational, what 

counts as (valid) reasons, and how reciprocal relationships are logically constituted.33 Hegel 

provides exactly this in his metaphysics and is relieved of the burden of these presuppositions 

when he analyses the social dimension.34  

 
29 I realize also that someone might hold that Hegel’s logic is metaphysical but deny that it has any practical 

relevance. This is not addressed directly, but if my claim that the concepts of the Logic are contained or implied 

in the Realphilosophie, then some indirect relevance holds.   
30 Honneth, The Struggle for Recognition, 68.  
31 Honneth, The Pathologies of Individual Freedom, 5. 
32 Honneth, 31, my addition FN. 
33 I realize that a “postmetaphysical rationality” could be justified on the basis of intersubjectivity, which would 

then be used as a supplementation to Hegel’s ethics.  
34 Elsewhere Honneth appears much more congenial to Hegel’s method, even if it is only the Philosophy of 

Right, where Honneth aims at a ‘normative reconstruction’ grounded in the idea of freedom. ‘The modern idea of 

justice is thus divided into as many aspects as there are institutionalized sphere of the promise of freedom. In 

each of these systems of action, “just” treatment takes on a different meaning, because the realization of freedom 

requires specific social preconditions and mutual consideration. One the basis of this fundamental notion, the 

central and most comprehensive part of the analysis will consist in what I call a “normative reconstruction”, 
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Following in much the same vein of abstracting Hegel’s practical philosophy from his 

metaphysics, Karl Ameriks writes that, 

Hegel need not be as committed to as Kant is to the universal rule of the principle of 

causality. The causal principle is the true keystone of Kant’s theoretical philosophy, 

whereas it is not such a central feature of the Hegelian system. A certain causal 

“looseness” in nature need not be such a basic embarrassment to the Hegelian, where it 

would cause a fundamental revision of Kant’s transcendental account of experience.35 

This “looseness” in nature (or being) would be a much greater embarrassment to the Hegelian 

that abides by the presuppositionless systematicity of science, since it would depreciate the 

systematicity of the project. I would, however, argue that Ameriks is flatly wrong here in 

thinking that Hegel is not committed the causal principle as Kant.36 Rater, Hegel is actually 

more committed to the causal principle since its examination reveals a reciprocal dynamic 

unity at work, one which in turn logically unfolds into the universality of the concept, which, 

qua self-determination, is freedom (we follow exactly this derivation in chapters 3 and 4). 

Hegel is not taxed the same way Kant is because he thinks through causation as such and 

proves that self-determination obtains through it, not, as in Kant’s transcendental system, 

posited as apart from it. Hence, when Hegel turns to practical philosophy, this theoretical 

(metaphysical) issue of whether causation and freedom are compatible or incompatible is no 

longer a matter of concern.37 

 
which will allow us to examine, by following the historical development of each of these social spheres, the 

degree to which the understanding of freedom institutionalized within them has already been socially attained’ 

(Honneth, Freedom’s Right, vii–viii). I cannot go into any detail here, but I do not agree with Honneth that 

‘recognition’ is key for Hegel in determining the intersubjective nature of freedom and the ground for its 

institutions (Honneth, 53). Recognition as a category in Hegel’s practical philosophy only plays a role in 

determining property and wrong. Instead, one may rely on Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, but recognition 

there does not, following the logical development, result in mutual recognition but in the struggle to the death 

and then the master and slave dialectic. Spirit appears in the Phenomenology not through recognition but through 

reason being certain of all reality being elevated to truth, being ‘conscious of itself as its world and of the world 

as itself’ (Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, 253/§437). In the Philosophy of Right this is made more precise 

as the development of the concept of freedom as right, which is a development of the will. For a superb paper 

that explicates this in Fichtean terms, see Rödl, “Freedom as Right.” 
35 Ameriks, “Kant and Hegel on Freedom,” 228–29. 
36 By commitment I mean here to understand, not fixate, on the relevant category. Unlike Kant, Hegel does not 

fixate ‘principle’ with which appearances such that it remains what it is before and after its truth is examined.   
37 Ameriks, however, persists in the fruitless classification of whether or not Hegel’s practical philosophy lends 

itself to compatibilism or incompatibilism: ‘there is present in Hegel a host of considerations for arguing that 

practical philosophy can get along well with à compatibilist notion of freedom. That philosophy spells out all 

sorts of ways in which" specific modes of determination in the lives of human beings can warrant making 

sufficient distinctions within experience between basic levels of freedom’ (Ameriks, “Kant and Hegel on 

Freedom,” 229). 



45 

 

 Allen Wood is particularly negative about Hegel’s metaphysics. He considers it a 

‘final and irredeemable failure’ of philosophical thought and adds that even its problems 

‘remain alien and artificial to us in ways that the problems of Cartesian and Kantian 

philosophy do not’. Apart from referring to Hegel in his decision to not make his 

Phenomenology the starting point for his system—for which good systematic reasons 

exist38—Wood really has no justification for these statements. Because he sees the speculative 

element as a failure, he must therefore qualify that, ‘we are likely to miss the connection 

between the two if (with Hegel) we suppose that Hegelian social thought is grounded in 

Hegelian metaphysics, and conclude that speculative logic is a propaedeutic to Hegel's theory 

of modern society’.39 This issue of grounding is subtle and here is not the place to unpack it 

fully, but I would argue that it cannot be that metaphysics plays no role in the determination 

of ethics, since that would make it wholly formal (if not merely epistemological). If Hegel’s 

system follows an immanent development from logic through nature to spirit (or the human 

minded realm), then it matters to ethics—only indirectly—what is made explicit at the 

metaphysical level.  

On a positive note, Wood does write: ‘If an understanding of Hegel's thinking about 

human selfhood and society refers us to his metaphysics, it is because the principal aim of 

Hegel's metaphysics is to address the predicament of modern humanity in modern society’.40 I 

agree with Wood here, and believe this to be why metaphysics is important. If Hegel’s 

practical thought is concerned with the self-conception human beings make about themselves 

and their social environment, then, philosophically, the systematic connection between self-

conception as such (in the science of logic) and its ethical realization should be of interest. 

Hegel is not unlike other great thinkers such as Aristotle, Spinoza, and Kant, in his 

development of a system of thought that begins from the most universal form (logic) and 

proceeds to its particular and singular incarnations (nature and spirit). In more recent times, 

further work is being done to bring to light just these systematic connections between 

metaphysics and ethics.41 This includes Wood who defends a systematic reading of Hegel, 

 
38 I hold the view that The Phenomenology of Spirit stands outside the philosophical system since it attends to the 

assumptions of consciousness which understands itself as fundamentally different from its object. The 

philosophical system proper, in contrast, begins with thought that is aware of itself as its own object. This is a 

small but important difference for Hegel in differentiating what belongs to phenomenology (the logic of 

appearance) and to philosophy.  
39 Wood, Hegel’s Ethical Thought, 5, 6. 
40 Wood, 6. 
41 See Brooks and Stein, Hegel’s Political Philosophy. 
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even though he maintains that Hegel’s logic, besides still not being of relevance to the history 

of logic, does not ground Hegel’s ethics.42  

In contrast to these views, William Maker argues for the primacy of the non-

foundational, conceptual self-determination of Hegel’s system as the only coherent way to 

determine practical matters. He holds that critical theory suffers from a problem of having to 

give way to the authority of either real given determinacy or ideal theoretical grounding.43 He 

argues that Hegel overcomes these issues through his thorough abandonment of all 

heteronomous models of generating determinacy, as well as his systematic commitment to a 

‘radical autonomy of self-determination’.44 This abandonment must come to form an absolute, 

metaphysical and foundationless standpoint, since otherwise Hegel’s system would have a 

relative, given foundation which would cause it to fall short of presuppositionlessness. In 

contrast to critical theory, which takes some given as an authentic source of all determinacy 

(e.g. the empirical social world) whose restricted scope must neglect some modes of 

determination, Maker contends that only the autonomy of conceptual self-determination can 

enable a system that necessarily recognizes an ‘other mode of determination’.45 In other 

words, critical theory or “practical philosophy first” views must, ultimately, take for granted a 

certain authority which restricts the scope of what can be determined freely and its own 

determination of freedom.  

Maker’s emphasis on the logical element for the understanding of freedom in contrast 

to determinate givens and determinate foundations thus shares much with this project. It 

should be specified, however, that this thesis argues that the heteronomous other-

determination is not merely rejected by Hegel’s system but it, too, is immanently developed 

and tested according to its own lights.46 This is what Hegel does with the categories of 

necessity, causality and objectivity—which are normally taken as the constituents for 

determinism, but which I aim to show in fact cannot. If it is right that these categories form 

moments of self-determination, then the consequence is that autonomy must include the 

moment of heteronomy.  

 
42 See Wood, “Method and System in Hegel’s Philosophy of Right.” 
43 ‘On the one hand, it must attend to the given facts without being thoroughly determined by them, for that leads 

the theory to a reductive naturalism which would obviate critique. On the other hand, critical theory’s avoidance 

of reductive naturalism must not involve a distortive determination of the facts by the theory, for that leads it to 

an eliminate idealism which robs the theory of its grounding in the real’ (Maker, “The Science of Freedom,” 3). 
44 He continues, ‘Thus for the system to realize its character as free, self-determining thought, it must come to 

acknowledge—and to think—the autonomy of other domains of determinacy’ (Maker, 9). 
45 Maker, 9. 
46 Maker, 15. 
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Moreover, there is an important difference between my view and Maker’s view 

concerning the logic as an ontology. Maker thinks that Hegel’s logic is not an ontology, since 

he takes ontology to presuppose a difference between thought and being, such that the logic is 

‘about’ something other than what is real.47 This does not seem to align with Maker’s 

endorsement elsewhere that ‘the system must both say and be what it is’.48 This is a very 

subtle and complicated issue, so I raise it here only to describe the disagreement. First, I do 

not share Maker’s assertion that ontology presupposes a difference of thought and being, but, 

rather, a unity—such that when the Logic examines causality it is not merely the-causality-of-

self-determining-systematic-thought but causality überhaupt.49 In this respect, Maker shares 

much with Hartmann, with both making the judgment that the logic is ‘devoid of existence 

claims’.50 Second, I agree that Hegel’s logic begins from this point of unity, as well as the fact 

that, as the logic develops, it becomes clear that a difference between being and thought (the 

concept) does emerge, but I would argue that it is one that follows from being. Much work 

has been done to defend the unity of being and thought,51 but I think Hegel’s logic also 

demonstrates how they come apart and could be distinguished in the first place.52  

 
47 ‘Where Hegel to claim that the Logic constitutes a “method,” either in the sense that it is implicitly about the 

real as such (an ontology) or in the sense that it constitutes the necessary categories in terms of which the real is 

to be thought (a transcendental logic), this would be to once again and in his own terms illicitly reinstate or 

presuppose without justification just that model of cognition which has come to self-suspension in the 

Phenomenology. This would be the case because both these notions of ontology and transcendental logic 

presuppose, implicitly if not explicitly, the structure of consciousness' cognition of objects as valid and 

paradigmatic. Ontology implicitly presupposes a difference between thought and being (or the real) only in order 

to deny the fundamentality of this difference and to claim that being qua being, the real in its truth, can be  

constituted or discovered in philosophical thought’ and ‘It is important to keep in mind that the logic is not 

“about being,” it is not an ontology which is 'about' something which exists independently, through which a  

distinct subject matter is conceived or cognized. Clearly, when Hegel speaks in the Logic of both thought and 

being he is using these terms in a manner radically different from their ordinary use in philosophy’ (Maker, 

Philosophy without Foundations, 114, 265). 
48 Maker, “The Science of Freedom,” 9. 
49 Moreover, Maker misunderstands Hegel’s notion of Realphilosophie as thinking ‘the idea of what is other than 

itself’. When Hegel turns to Realphilosophie he does not define it as a contrast the idea as to what is other to it, 

but as the idea in its otherness (Hegel, The Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, 42/§18). Consider: ‘In this 

move something finite as radically other than pure thought is conceived, and the nature of what this is is 

conceptualized by systematic thought in conformity with the concept. So systematic self-constitutive thought 

comes on its own to acknowledge and to think the idea of what is other than itself, thereby effecting a move in its 

self-development through the self-limitation involved in incorporating the category of finitude within itself’ 

(Maker, Philosophy without Foundations, 139). 
50 Hartmann, “Hegel: A Non-Metaphysical View,” 110. 
51 See Houlgate, The Opening of Hegel’s Logic; Houlgate, An Introduction to Hegel; Wallace, Hegel’s 

Philosophy of Reality, Freedom, and God. 
52 Another note on Hartmann’s non-metaphysical view. Hartmann holds that Hegel’s system is not concerned 

with making existence claims but with the ‘intracategorical relating of concepts’. Only categories, on 

Hartmann’s view, concern the identity where thought and being are matched (yet it is thought that provides the 

means and is affected). The logic therefore is more modestly a ‘hermeneutic of categories’ (Hartmann, “Hegel: 

A Non-Metaphysical View,” 108, 110, 114, 124). This view is problematic on several counts. First, there is a gap 
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More recently, Robert Pippin has revisited the status of metaphysics in Hegel’s Logic. 

He writes, ‘Hegel most certainly was a “metaphysician,” but […] he did not live in this 

Neoplatonic neighborhood or in the mind-imposed-unity or mind-making-reality camps’.53 He 

does not think that Hegel claimed objects depended on some subject. An identity obtains 

between pure thinking and the forms of being, Pippin continues, but only as a speculative 

identity. I agree with Pippin that pure thinking is not to be contrasted to material or empirical 

reality.54 I agree also that Hegel does not analyze a mere noetic realm, even though Hegel 

praises Anaxagoras for having posited thought as ‘the principle of the world’.55 Pure thinking 

concerns the logic or logical forms as its object (whose categories subsequently serve as the 

conditions of intelligibility of any object of judgment). Pure thinking thus determines itself; it 

gives itself its own content and determines its objectivity by showing its categories to be the 

conditions of anything that counts as an object.56 But what is left of being in this approach? 

How is this not pure thought making its own reality? And, is this reality fundamentally other 

to the reality assigned to the material and empirical? Pippin goes on to write: 

in the opening paragraph of the logic of being in the EL, when Hegel says the 

concept’s reflective self-determination is “the going into itself of being, its own 

deepening into itself ” (§85), he means to insist again that ontology is now logic, not 

that logic should now be understood as what was ontology, an ontology of being 

somehow boring into itself. The ontological meaning of logic was how the Wolffians 

thought about “logic,” and Hegel is not Wolff. We need to remember that the subject 

 
between categories and their systematic interconnectedness in that the former contain being or pertain to reality, 

but not the latter. This echoes the Kantian vision of the categories of the understanding which match, to use 

Hartmann’s term, the sensuous intuitions, and leaves the side of cognition that does not match any intuitions as 

ideas of reason, which are relegated a mere regulative function. The problem is that on Hartmann’s own account, 

the systematic interconnectedness must be indirectly related to being since the categories match concepts to 

being, but somehow the systematic element is devoid of being. Second, if systematic logic does not pertain to 

being it risks pertaining to a noumenal world, and this in turn risks a two-substance dualism. Third, this 

problematizes the instantiation of the conceptualization of categories. I think Hegel’s logic avoids these issues by 

not making the distinction to begin with, such that concepts about categories have a reality, have being, such that 

a fundamental unity obtains between being and its logic. Moreover, that there is a distinction of being and its 

systematic exposition must follow logically from being itself, and this can only obtain once preliminary 

distinctions are dispensed with. 
53 Pippin, Hegel’s Realm of Shadows, 6. 
54 ‘Pure thinking is neither dependent on nor independent of the empirical or materiality or the brain or whatever 

new absolute comes into fashion. That question already manifests a misunderstanding of the question of pure 

thinking itself’ (Pippin, 7). 
55 Pippin, 13. 
56 ‘Distinctly philosophical knowledge, for that is what we are discussing, is and must determine for itself its 

own objectivity. More prosaically put, if there is to be such knowledge, it can’t be made true by something 

“outside” of judgment, to which it can be compared. Any such appeal to objectivity is “inside” judgment’s self-

determination, a point made the most of among the idealists by Fichte. Thought was in this sense “self-  

determining”; concepts could be said to “produce their own content’ (Pippin, 9–10). 
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matter of the Logic is Wirklichkeit, being in its truth, in terms of its possible 

intelligibility, and so that he is here waving off a Kantian understanding of subjective 

imposition of categorical form, and insisting that the Concept’s self-determination 

counts as what could be its objects. Otherwise we have Hegel inviting us to watch 

being think about, go into, itself; this is not at all an uncommon reading, but I have 

never been able to make much sense out of it.57 

Stephen Houlgate claims that Pippin insists on a transcendental reading of the logic, arguing 

that he installs separation between the conditions for existing and conditions for determinate 

being. He writes, ‘Hegel is not and cannot be guilty of “confusing” logical and ontological 

issues; on the contrary, he shows that they are intrinsically inseparable. This is because 

“being” is simply what we are aware of through thought and its categories, and an account of 

the basic categories of thought thus has to be an account of being’.58 Pippin does not remain 

convinced and thinks this falls back to a Wolffian position that does not take into account 

‘real possibility’.59 Elsewhere Pippin argues against Brady Bowman on the idea that Hegel’s 

Objective Logic (first volume of SL) takes the place of Wolffian ontology.  

I agree with Pippin here that there is no evidence here of Hegel attempting to revitalize 

a Wolffian style ‘rational dogmatism’ since Hegel refers in the passages in question to Kant’s 

transcendental logic.60 What Hegel does emphasize, however—and this counts against a 

fundamental thought-being distinction—is that his Logic ‘considers these forms free of those 

substrata, which are the subjects of figurative representation, considers their nature and value 

in and for themselves’. He continues that the first part of his Logic constitutes the ‘true 

critique’ of these logical forms because they are examined as logical forms.61 This does not 

exclude Pippin’s concern about intelligibility, since the content is immanent in the forms 

 
57 As Pippin continues elsewhere, ‘that we know something about how “beings oppose one another” by knowing 

something about conceptually contrastive relations. And if there is no such inference, we have to be able to 

explain the basis of the “identity” (which I agree Hegel is trying to assert). We don’t get such a claim “for free.”’ 

(Pippin, 53, 58). 
58 Houlgate, The Opening of Hegel’s Logic, 140–41. 
59 ‘My objection to Houlgate is that he does not much address the enormous complications in the assumptions 

behind, and the implications of, any such claim as “‘being’ is simply what we are aware of through thought and 

its categories, and an account of the basic categories of thought has to be an account of being” (141). That 

position, stated that way, is basically Christian Wolff ’s, not Hegel’s. For Wolff, logic just is ontology. That is,  

Houlgate’s formulation alone does nothing to distinguish logical (the merely thinkable) from real possibility, a 

central issue between Kant and Hegel since, as will be discussed below, Hegel cannot avail himself of Kant’s 

versions of the sensible conditions of the real, the pure subjective forms of intuition’ (Pippin, Hegel’s Realm of 

Shadows, 58). 
60 Pippin, 128; Hegel, The Science of Logic, 41/21.48. 
61 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 42/21.49. 
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themselves. However, the forms cannot be devoid of being or reality without, to my mind, 

falling back on a two-tiered or two-world inversion.  

 This is a thorny issue; however, owing to its relevance for the metaphysical 

underpinnings of the thesis, I will give a few brief remarks. I think Hartmann, Maker and 

Pippin incorrectly restrict the logic to be mere category or intelligibility analysis. This 

deprives Hegel’s Logic of its ontological claims, which opens the skeptical issue of whether 

the categories are about anything that actually is. Against Hartmann and Maker, I do think 

Hegel makes existence claims: but rather than falling at the individual entities, his claims 

specifically concern universality. For example, for anything to be determinate it must 

logically include being and non-being in an inseparable unity; and for anything to be a quality 

it must logically contain an element of reality and of negation. Such statements do not pick 

out specific entities in existence or pass judgment on empirical things as they appear but 

thinks what must logically obtain in understanding that there is anything determinate or 

anything being a quality.62 But while I agree with Pippin that Hegel does not revive Wolffian 

ontology, I do not believe that this means Hegel’s Logic ceases being an ontology altogether. 

Rather, I agree then with Houlgate that Hegel’s project is a radicalization of Kant’s 

transcendental turn, one which yields ‘the neo-Platonic or neo-Spinozan claim that being is 

what it is in its own right but is constituted by formal determinations, such as “negation” and 

self-relation,” that are intelligible from within thought’.63 This post-Kantian neo-Spinozan 

project can perhaps be characterized as systematic ontology.  

Ultimately, the terms usually employed (reality, real possibility, being, etc.) to 

distinguish Hegel’s Logic are terms examined within the system. The best method of 

procedure, I think, would be to look at each characterization made about Hegel’s system 

against its systematic investigation. This is what I think Hegel’s Logic already sets out.  

To conclude, even if Hegel’s metaphysics were only exists in the service of his ethics, 

the universal conception plays a role in the particular inasmuch as it is the immanent logic of 

its self-determination. This thesis thus focuses on this logic itself in order to explicate its 

demonstration from and relationship to other-determination. If I read Hegel right, the issues of 

compatibilism and incompatibilism (and related skeptical worries) are expunged at this level.  

 
62 So we can say that such statements set out the structure of being as such – being-determinate, being-

something, being-finite, and so on – but that logic does not deduce the existence of specific things (such as the 

sun and its planets, or the species of parrots).  
63 Houlgate, The Opening of Hegel’s Logic, 143. 
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1.3 Development of the Science of Logic from Being to Essence 

As the previous sections demonstrated, Hegel explicates the logic immanent in pure being as 

such. If he is right, pure being progressively logically determines itself first to be (the 

categories) nothing, then becoming, then existence, something, finite being, infinite being, 

being one, many, quantifiable and measurable being. Then being enters into what I would 

figuratively call a crisis, where being is unable to simply be immediately anymore and proves 

to be purely mediated. But this new sense of “being” goes completely counter to simple 

immediate being. This “new being” is in fact the sublated being, or the being that is only as 

mediated. This “being” Hegel calls essence. The importance of essence is that it is here in 

Hegel’s Logic that the modal and causal determinations are derived.  

 Essence inaugurates a whole new sense of logic that is no longer merely defined by 

immediate transitions, like the prior ways of being, but by reflexive self-relation and reflected 

relations-to-others. Moreover, because essence is first the sublated being, essence is forever 

that which is mediated or comes “second” to something else. That is, it presupposes an 

immediacy. But sheer immediacy is precisely negated in essence, such that what essence 

presupposes is itself. In this manner, essence has a thoroughly negative character through 

which it negates, in seeming contradiction, what it needs to subsist in order to demonstrate an 

independence of its own apart from being. The seed of its undermining is there at its 

inception, however, since essence maintains an “independence” by locking itself in a 

perpetual negation of being, thereby “depending” on what it is not. 

 The logic of essence, however, undergoes its own development, through which it is 

progressively discerned how it relates to being through its own reflected categories such as 

posited being, presupposition, external reflexion, identity, difference, diversity, opposition, 

ground and grounded, form and content, condition and conditioned, concrete existence 

(Existenz), thing and properties, appearance and the world-in-itself, and the essential 

connection of being and essence in the forms of whole and parts, force and expression and 

inner and outer. Reflection, as the modus operandi of essence, means that the determination in 

question has an explicit relation to its counterpart.64 I read the logic of essence as the 

 
64 For example, the positive reflects the negative insofar as the latter has its concept in the former. The two are in 

this way reflected determinations, since the positive cannot logically subsist without presupposing the negative. 

As we see, each term not only reflects the other but is itself reflected through the other, such that the true 

statement of essence-determinations is that they are reflexive. Hegel employs reflexion throughout the Logic, 

even though it is often just translated as reflection. I have throughout this thesis altered reflection into reflexion 

to keep Hegel’s subtle meaning. Furthermore, this differs from the “relations” in the logic being, such as 
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continual unfolding of the means of relation to being that better and more genuinely preserve 

being in its immediacy. This allows essence to be understood as essential being (this is what 

is latent in the term appearance, following Hegel, since if something it is essential it cannot 

not appear—then it would not be so essential, hence essence must appear). This development 

reaches an apex where it is understood that essence and being are absolutely one; there is no 

inner that is not also outer and no outer that is not also inner. This is the category of actuality, 

and it is in this domain that the logic of modality and causation, the topic of the next two 

chapters, become thematized.  

 One word on the term shine (Schein), since it will be a term of key importance 

throughout the thesis. In essence, immediate determinacy (qua qualitative being) is recast in 

the form of a purely negative determination. This special determination of essence Hegel calls 

shine (Schein). Essence signifies that being is fully sublated, but the difficulty is how to 

determine just this without resuscitating being once more. Being and its register of qualitative 

determinacy must be suppressed. Shine determines being as the ‘pure moment of non-

existence’ but, equally, it does this immediately (that is, no operation is posited to mediate 

shine and being, at this point). Shine can thus be said to be double-sided; at once it both 

immediately determines being as negative (the being that is not; merely seems to be65) and 

immediately determines being as negative. This immediate determining is a true remnant of 

being and renders a side of shine something utterly other to essence. What for our purposes is 

important to keep in mind is that shine signifies a reflected immediacy or a negative form of 

being that is immediately negative.66 

 
something and other, in the sense that these are connected by immediate transitions and being something need 

not, on the face of it, as it were, “point to” an other. 
65 Houlgate, “Essence, Reflexion, and Immediacy in Hegel’s Science of Logic.” 
66 To add some more details. It is a special form of immediacy Hegel calls reflected immediacy: ‘being, not as 

being, but only as the determinateness of being against mediation; being as moment’ (Hegel, The Science of 

Logic, 344/11.248). Reflective here indicates an immediacy which is defined negatively by an association 

specifically with mediation of which it is a moment, but shine as such does not make this reflective character 

explicit as it is the sheer repetition of seeming. Michael Baur defines reflected immediacy as ‘immediacy which 

is only by means of its negation’ (Baur, “Sublating Kant and the Old Metaphysics: A Reading of the Transition 

from Being to Essence in Hegel’s Logic,” 150–51, 154)., which, in my judgment, is underdetermined, as it may 

too easily be confused with determinate negation; the qualitative distinctions made in simple, immediate being. 

We could say it is immediacy mediated immediately. Or, more technically, only in-itself, not for-itself, as 

Michael Quante writes: ‘The object constituted in the fact- act, determined as the negative or shine, has the 

requisite diminished independence. Its being consists exclusively in essence’s positing this structure in- itself but 

not yet for- itself’ (Quante, “The Logic of Essence as Internal Reflection,” 252). But this, exactly, negates that 

very immediacy and jumpstarts an endless negating which repels itself from itself but in this very repelling 

rejoins itself with itself, which leads to the essence-form of reflexion.  
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 This was a very fast summary. A simpler way to put it is that Hegel’s Logic deals with 

the relation of immediacy and mediation. Is this relation itself something immediate or 

mediated? At this point the relation itself is liable to erase its difference and collapse into one 

or the other. The logic of being works this out with the emphasis on immediacy, whereas the 

logic of essence emphasizes mediation. The point at which immediacy and mediation 

crystalize into an immediate unity which Hegel calls simply the absolute, is the advent of 

actuality. A new problem here becomes apparent. If immediacy and mediation form an 

absolute unity, how then are the prior non-absolute moments to be understood? In other 

words, if I posit that everything mental and physical belongs essentially to an all-

encompassing reality (a Spinozan substance), the question must arise what reality these 

mental and physical items have in themselves—whether they are simply pure reflections of 

the all-encompassing one—and how it is that the one reality can truthfully divide itself into 

the manifold myriad. According to Hegel, the absolute logically de-absolutizes or negates and 

realizes itself as mode.67 This explicates the logic of modes or modality, where we shall 

unpack in the second chapter more precisely the determinations of possibility and necessity, 

and show that necessitarian determinism has no standing.  

  In Hegel’s logical system, the logic of modality develops into the logic of substantial 

relations, and so the third chapter follows exactly where the second left off. We will follow 

these movements in their technical detail. We will see that modality proves to be various 

moments of an absolutely necessary being or substantial being. Immediacy and mediation 

reach a still more complex unity in substance, one which reveals that these terms gain their 

subsistence more explicitly through relationships to other substances, and that the relation of 

causation derives from this. Finally, causation will demonstrate itself to be a moment of a 

reciprocal relation, deriving the logic of the concept, which redefines essence and supplants it. 

No longer perpetually second, essence is understood to be the logical source of determination 

as such, which fundamentally “mutates” essence into the concept. We shall see that with 

causation rendered a moment of the concept, causal determinism loses all substantial footing. 

 It is important to understand why modality and causality feature as forms of essence. 

The basic structure of essence is that its categories form reflected and reflexive 

determinations. They are of such form that one term reflects another for its own notion, even 

though it excludes this other (for example, cause reflects effect, since a cause without effect is 

 
67 This does not encompass the prior non-absolute determinations as moments directly, but in principle the 

structure now obtained is such that it could, which I think Hegel’s account of the modalities will aim to spell out.  
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no cause at all, but it is also does not collapse into the effect). In reflecting this other 

determination, it reflects in turn itself, such that a reflexive self-relation forms. Hegel 

organizes the categories that display these features under essence. What is missing in these 

terms is a determination of a proper continuous development, or that they presuppose such 

development as their ground but are unable to explicate this ground within their framework as 

such (for example, cause and effect form the concept causality, but by themselves, as we shall 

see, these terms are unable to explicate the concept).  
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2 

 

Necessitarian Determinism and Modality 

 

 By their fruits you will know them.1 

 

This chapter contains three parts. Firstly, I give an introduction about possibility and 

necessity, which involve the Principle of Alternative Possibilities (PAP) and Daniel Dennett’s 

account. These are meant to highlight the use modal determinations and motivate a logical 

examination. Secondly, I set out to give a thorough examination of Hegel’s logic of actuality 

which serves as his ontology of modality. Thirdly, after the technical analysis, I will return to 

discuss PAP and Dennett in light of Hegel’s modal account.  

What follows will be a cursory engagement with the vast literature on PAP and is not 

meant to be exhaustive. My intention is to provoke engagement between Hegel’s philosophy 

and the contemporary debate on freedom and determinism and hereby show how Hegel’s 

thought can be a powerful resource in this discussion. While there are more recent and more 

sophisticated versions of PAP and successors, such as the Manipulation Argument2, I think it 

makes for a better start for an engagement between Hegel and the freedom debate by looking 

at the most influential sources first. My reason to include Dennett is that he, to my mind, 

shares many affinities with Hegel regarding the status of necessity and determinism. 

However, their methodologies are very different, but this serves to additionally reflect the 

strength of their conclusions.  

 Overall, my argument in this chapter is that modal determinations anticipate being 

moments of a self-determinate being. However, by themselves, the modal determinations 

inadequate to explicate the latent self-determination. Nonetheless, misconceptions about these 

modal determinations actually become obstacles to grasping self-determination proper: 

particularly the unregulated notion of possibility as a ground for freedom and the stillborn 

 
1 Matthew 7:16. 
2 See, McKenna and Pereboom, Free Will, 163–70. 
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conception of necessity as inevitability. These misconceptions need to be attended to and the 

rehabilitated distinctions will then serve as steps to undermine determinism.  

 Lastly, it bears to mention that many of the accounts about freedom, possibility and 

necessity looked at, particularly in section 2.3 , liberally employ causality in thinking about 

necessity. This is the idea of causal necessity. Necessity is also typically contrasted with 

sufficiency, as in, for example, bananas are necessary, though not sufficient, for banana-

muffins. Other determinations typically included are those of ‘condition’ and ‘law’. As we 

shall see below, Hegel examines the modal determinations without recourse to either 

causality, conditions or law. His focus is to comprehend what is conceptually entailed when 

something is understood to be necessary simpliciter, and for this to be decisive we need to 

suspend how something necessary would relate to something causal or lawful. (We look at 

Hegel’s treatment of causality and law in chapters 3 and 5 respectively.) If Hegel is right, 

necessity does not entail any fatalistic or pre-ordained outcome, it does, however, entail a 

rudimentary sense of self-determination. 

2.1 Alternate Possibilities and Daniel Dennett’s Determinism 

This chapter will engage with two major categories presupposed in the freedom debate: 

possibility and necessity. Possibility is commonly employed as PAP: the Principle of 

Alternate Possibilities.3 Whether or not it is used or dismissed, PAP remains a central piece 

for arguments both for compatibilism and incompatibilism. Necessity serves more as a death 

knell to discussion, as a background assumption for an iron-grid fatalism. The evocation of 

necessity stipulates that matters are fixed, particularly in the manner they are inevitably 

determined, both ahead of time and in the past. This thesis is commonly called metaphysical 

determinism.4 We shall, however, reserve the name ‘metaphysical determinism’ for 

determinism entailing the category of law and the domain of objectivity, since these concern a 

more comprehensive scope and thus merit being called ‘metaphysical’ more than the modally-

inflected necessity. But this matter about the name is not crucial. Regardless of what name we 

employ for the form of the determinism, the argument is made on the constituent category.  

 
3 ‘(PAP) An action is free in the sense required for moral responsibility only if the agent could have done 

otherwise than she actually did’ (McKenna and Pereboom, 103). 
4 ‘On metaphysical determinism, it’s metaphysically impossible, given the facts about the world at a time and its 

laws that the world at any other times be different (that is, different from what is expressed in the entailment). 

Another way of expressing this is that it is a metaphysical truth about the nature of that world that its physical 

facts are fixed in this strong way—for these facts to be otherwise, while the history of the world and the laws of 

nature remaining as they actually are, would involve a violation of metaphysical necessity’ (McKenna and 

Pereboom, 18). 
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 Daniel Dennett disputes this thesis of inevitable necessity as a consequence of 

determinism. Using a computer program as an example (where a pre-determined set of rules 

nonetheless can be the basis for higher-level designs which are not reducible to the former5), 

he argues that rather than determinism entailing what is inevitable, it contains ‘evitability’. He 

summarizes his thesis in the following way: 

In some deterministic worlds there are avoiders avoiding harms.  

Therefore in some deterministic worlds some things are avoided. 

Whatever is avoided is avoidable or evitable.  

Therefore in some deterministic worlds not everything is inevitable. 

Therefore determinism does not imply inevitability.6 

Dennett aims to purge the ‘yoking of determinism with inevitability’, stating that the power to 

do X, which may be pre-determined, does not determine that one actually does X, ‘for if it 

doesn't apply to your dodging—or not dodging—the baseball, then it also doesn't apply to the 

many apparent feats of avoidance exhibited by simpler dodgers in the deterministic Life 

world’.7 But to Conrad—Dennett’s imaginary interlocutor—this is unsatisfactory, since one 

could press the case of inevitable necessity further down and apply it to the underlying 

processes or conditions.8 The question then remains whether the notion of avoidance actually 

changed the outcome. Dennett replies to his Conrad: 

From what to what? The very idea of changing an outcome, common though it is, is 

incoherent—unless it means changing the anticipated outcome, which -we've just seen 

is exactly what happens in determined avoiding. The real outcome, the actual 

outcome, is whatever happens, and nothing can change that in a determined -world—

or in an undetermined world!9 

 
5 The computer program is Conway’s Life World. Dennett writes how complex patterns of avoidance can be 

developed, on their own design-level, even though the basis effectively shows no signs of avoidance and is 

utterly deterministic: ‘To become a Life hacker, you simply ascend to the design level, adopt its ontology, and 

proceed to predict—sketchily and riskily—the behavior of larger configurations or systems of configurations, 

without bothering to compute the physical level. … whereas at the physical level, there are absolutely no 

exceptions to the general law, at the design level our generalizations have to be hedged[.]’ (Dennett, Freedom 

Evolves, 41, 40). 
6 Dennett, 56. 
7 Dennett, 60. 
8 ‘CONRAD: But still, those entities in the Life world that have these various powers of so-called avoidance 

inevitably have just the powers they have and are inevitably placed in the world just where they are, at all times, 

thanks to the determinism of that world, and the initial position in which it starts’ (Dennett, 60). 
9 Dennett, 59. 
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And, indeed, one definition of the traditional sense of inevitable necessity remains: whatever 

has happened is what happened. Curiously, Dennett attempts to later dispute this definition 

when discussing Austin’s putt example.10 Using possible-worlds, Dennett widens the scope 

while allegedly remaining in a deterministic framework: ‘Suppose we were to admit into X 

worlds that differ in a few imperceptibly microscopic ways from actuality at t0; we might 

well find that we've now included worlds in which Austin holes the putt, even when 

determinism obtains’.11 But precisely this admission of additional specifications is what is 

inadmissible, since Austin asks not if he could have holed it had conditions been different 

(however imperceptibly small you make them), but if he could have holed it had the 

conditions been exactly the same. I agree with Dennett that we discover what is genuinely 

necessary when we make ‘minor variations on those conditions’ and observe the outcome, but 

this added reflection goes beyond the simple immediacy of necessity Austin puts to question, 

and, moreover, takes for granted other possibilities which themselves need to be grounded.12  

 Nevertheless, Dennett offers a highly attractive idea of determinism that includes a 

more open-ended sense of necessity. He shows, particularly through the computer game 

example, how something thoroughly determined in advance and determined externally is not 

an obstacle to higher-order designs of avoidance and self-perseveration but in fact a 

prerequisite to the latter. However, despite this, the issue of inevitability is not exorcised; this 

is because the problem is not tackled on the logical level. As long as necessity itself is left 

unexamined, the phantom of fatalism will seep, as it were, into any construct or example 

engaged to banish it: one can always ask if XYZ actually changes the outcome.  

 Hegel provides just this analysis of necessity on the conceptual level and his findings, 

as we will see, shares many affinities with Dennett’s thinking. However, Hegel’s account is 

more effective, to my mind, since it does not rely on examples, counterfactuals or possible 

worlds to make his case. Indeed, an examination of modal determinations cannot avail itself 

of possible worlds without begging the question. The difficulty is of course that Hegel’s 

 
10 ‘Consider the case where I miss a very short putt and kick myself because I could have holed it. It is not that I 

should have holed it if I had tried: I did try, and missed. It is not that I should have holed it if conditions had been 

different: that might of course be so, but I am talking/about conditions as they precisely were, and asserting that I 

could have holed it. There is the rub. Nor does "I can hole it this time" mean that I shall hole it this time if I try 

or if anything else; for I may try and miss, and yet not be convinced that I could not have done it; indeed, further 

experiments may confirm my belief that I could have done it that time, although I did not’ (Austin, “Ifs and 

Cans,” 166). 
11 Dennett, Freedom Evolves, 75. 
12 Dennett, 76–77. Dennett reads Auston’s “further experiments” (see footnote 10) as Auston altering the 

previous conditions, but it seems to me more plausibly that he simply meant he repeated act with the intention of 

checking the succeeding outcomes with the first. 
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modal account is a systematic unfolding of prior determinations and because of this lack of 

tangibility may appear less plausible. But as the brief exploration above shows—Dennett’s 

comment on Austin intimates several senses of possibility and necessity!—a certain 

understanding of the modal determinations is already at work and are left, in Dennett’s case, 

largely unquestioned. It is this understanding that Hegel, I will argue, helps us come to clearer 

terms with and more effectively deal with the traditional specter of necessity as fatalistic.  

 We cannot properly understand what Hegel meant by necessity (and possibility) 

without closely following his systematic unfolding, beginning at first with the notion of 

something absolutely actual. From this we shall see that possibility, contingency and necessity 

become derived. However, the development then takes on four broad phases: pre-modal, 

formal (pure), real (qualified) and absolute (integrated). To complicate matters further, not all 

of the four modal categories have three phases; contingency is left out. In their pre-modal 

phase, the idea of an absolute unity is considered, which will serve as a formative basis for an 

identical content to be differentiated into varying modes (or forms). In their formality or 

purity, the modal categories establish their distinctiveness through an immediate exclusion 

(e.g. necessity is not actuality). In their reality or qualified being, the modal categories 

demonstrate an overlapping reference, in which they refer to their other in relative 

dependence (e.g. real possibility includes in itself real actuality, real necessity is relative to 

contingency). Finally, in their absoluteness or integration, the modal categories fold together 

as moments of the absolutely necessary being. The reader will notice how Hegel’s modal 

logic begins from solely one of the modal categories (actuality) and ends with solely another 

(necessity). As we shall see, for the modal categories to truly have ontological status, they 

cannot be merely formal or relative ascriptions to a content which remains what it is 

regardless of the ascription. It seems the stakes are higher in Hegel’s Logic where it matters to 

the content in question whether it is actual, possible, contingent or necessary. In other words, 

certain subject matters are not indifferent in their character to their modality.  

2.2 The Logic of Actuality 

Actuality is for Hegel an advanced determination of essence. As the successor to a series of 

developments in essence—where essence was first understood as wholly negative to being 

(Schein) and then as the concrete existence that essentially appears (Erscheinung)—it has 

overcome the earlier dualities of essence and with it their problems. Essence is now 

understood to be at one with being; not behind or beyond but active through being. This sense 

of essence animating and being animated in being is the actual being. The German term 
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Wirklichkeit is closely related to the verb wirken, which means to operate, to function, to 

work, to act (mechanically, not ethically) and to take effect. Following these senses, we could 

say that actuality is the functional and efficacious being. It is the being that works. Not 

surprisingly then, Hegel’s systematic treatment of actuality includes an analysis of causation 

and power (the subject of the next chapter). Nevertheless, instead of inheriting previous 

problems, actuality unearths a new, perhaps subtler, problem. 

2.2.1 The Absolute: Pure Actuality 

Actuality is the name Hegel gives to the absolute unity of ‘inner’ and ‘outer’—determinations 

that were the last remnants of a dualist, two-world sense of essence. The first order of 

business is then to analyze exactly this absolute unity of inner and outer, and it is here that the 

determination ‘the absolute’ is examined. It is here that the peculiar problem of actuality 

begins to manifest. The problem is how to reconcile the absolute unity with its non-absolute 

and non-unified precursors. A genuine unity should integrate these moments as moments of 

the system, but the absolute, as we shall see, appears to efface them altogether. The absolute 

is the immediacy of actuality, of the functional unity of what is inner and outer. But this 

absoluteness is the case immediately, to such an absolute extent that not only is any 

distinction automatically dissolved and rendered a mere seeming of the absolute, but any 

mediation is suspended and suppressed. This heightened negative form of reflexion empties 

out, as it were, any tie to essence and being. The absolute is, strictly, none of these. Seen 

differently, the absolute is the form of essence that leaves out essence itself.  

 While looking like the absolute is the end, it is rather the beginning of a new 

transformation of essence. First, the absolute must, by definition, negate all determinations 

non-absolute, but exactly this negation renders the absolute one-sided. But the absolute is not 

one-sided; it is absolute (it is the perfect unity of inner and outer überhaupt). Second, the 

absolute is internally divided into the ‘absolutely absolute’ and ‘relatively absolute’, rendering 

the absolute itself the relative unity of these moments. But this does not help matters and 

drives a contradiction right at the core of the absolute. The relatively absolute strips itself of 

its status as ‘absolute’, leaving itself a mere ‘way and manner’. But this precise ‘way and 

manner’ as the complete absence of the absolute, the wholesale negation of totality, opens for 

the multifarious and disunited elements to return. In this way, the absolute can be seen to lead 

back to the only-outer and only-inner determinations—of being and essence—which gave rise 

to it. As Hegel puts it, ‘through this reflexion, not only is that first in-itself [the absolute] 

posited as essenceless determination, but, since reflexion is negative self-reference, it is 
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through it that the in-itself becomes a mode in the first place’.13 The logic of the absolute 

serves to show how one is led back to the determinations of being and essence and only in this 

way is the absolute genuinely the absolute, namely, as a mode.14 

 The conclusion here is, then, that the absolute only really is in being a mode, since 

“the absolute” which stands above and beyond its modes fails its own concept. Yet it is that 

very failure that drives the logic to modify the absolute totality to absolute non-totality, such 

that the “transcendent” phase is not unessential, an error or something trivial. Rather, one 

might point to this “transcendent” phase as the work of its negativity. Paradoxically, the logic 

of the absolute is exactly to generate movement through complete stasis. This is the purest 

logic of activity. The account on the absolute demonstrates that activity is first and foremost 

an absolute self-modifying actuality.  

 However, there are nonetheless distinct moments in the absolute’s reflexion, and the 

next task of this section is to specify these according to the way the absolute determines itself, 

or its modality. This brief account of the absolute has already provided a first sketch of 

modality—and so Hegel gives an account of how modality is derived rather than assuming it 

to simply be the case—but now the terms need to be sharpened, since it is now known that 

these moments are essentially connected and serve to define what it means to be actual in one 

and the same being which is, in Hegel’s technical terms, being in-and-for-itself.15  

Lastly, this development of modality from the absolute nests the system of modes as 

internal to one actuality. Hegel’s modal ontology is in stark contrast to formal modal systems 

where the system itself remains external to the items they are meant to specify. It is perhaps 

no accident that such systems are ineffectual with regards to the content of the matters they 

purport to “modify”. 

 
13 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 477/11.380, my insertion FN. 
14 ‘The mode, therefore, is the externality of the absolute, but equally so only its [reflexion] into itself; or again, 

it is the absolute’s own manifestation, so that this externalization is its immanent [reflexion] and therefore its 

being-in-and-for-itself’ (Hegel, 477/11.1380). 
15 Beatrice Longuenesse makes an interesting point that Hegel’s rebuttal to Spinoza does not stop with his 

chapter on The Absolute but continues into his chapter on the modalities, particularly the section on absolute 

necessity: ‘Hegel reconstructs the relation of substance to its modes in Spinoza’s philosophy in terms of his own 

view of absolute necessity as the modal determination of the activity of reflection’ (Longuenesse, Hegel’s 

Critique of Metaphysics, 153–54). This will eventually go towards displacing substance with the concept as the 

genuine causa sui, or ‘free actuality’. 
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2.2.2 Formal Actuality 

Hegel begins to define actuality proper in its most primitive terms and this shares many 

affinities with the account on the absolute. As modification is internal to the absolute, 

actuality here should be understood as the sole mode of the absolute. This means that actuality 

is a mode of the actual, and so a mode of itself. A salient unity obtains in the formal unity of 

inner and outer, but this distinction is suppressed at the actual’s immediacy.16 This sheer 

immediacy is unreflected, and this means that the actual holds, for the moment, no more 

substantial determination than previous determinations of immediacy, such as concrete 

existence, or just simple being (inasmuch as immediacy is concerned). Immediately, then, 

actuality is indistinguishable from a concretely existing thing. However, essentially, actuality 

is the fusion of inwardness and externality, it directly holds (enthält) its inwardness or 

mediation within it. This inwardness Hegel names possibility.17  

 Where in the absolute the immediate form-unity led to rendering reflexion as external 

to the absolute, here the form-unity of actuality leads to its inwardness, which Hegel names 

possibility. Said otherwise, the movement of reflexion cannot be understood external to the 

actual—and here is exactly the difference between formal actuality and the absolute—but 

internal to it. This is why possibility must logically come second to actuality, bearing in mind 

that from actuality alone possibility is obtained (rather than, say, necessity). Again, a simple 

difference distinguishes actuality qua the absolute and actuality as such (formal): where the 

reflexivity of the former is located externally transfigures it as a mere negative exposition; 

conversely, where the reflexivity of the latter is located internally transfigures it as its own, 

inward possibility. Indeed, one could now say that, having understood that the unity of 

actuality includes its own non-unity as possibility, all previous determinations of the Logic 

can be read retroactively as the possibility of this explicit actuality. 

 
16 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 478/11.381. 
17 Like the section on the absolute, actuality begins here in its immediacy which consists of the immediate and 

the formal unity of inner and outer. It was discovered previously how this unity, or identity, served to distinguish 

the absolute from its reflexion, or, how the reflexive movement of the absolute had generated this element of 

non-becoming within itself. This discrepancy was rendered explicit in attribute where reflexive becoming was 

stripped of the absolute and made into a nullity, a mere way and manner. This way and manner, or mode, turned 

out to be the negativity inherent in the absolute itself; its complete loss of itself as absolute totality in 

manifoldness and contingency. There are thus three major phases to this logic: the immediate unity, the 

mediating discrepancy, and the return to immediacy—but with the understanding that this latter is precisely a 

return. 
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2.2.3 Formal Possibility 

Possibility (Möglichkeit) is understood as actuality reflected into itself, but this reflectedness 

or simple inwardness just is equal to itself or self-identical. So far possibility can be squarely 

seen as the self-identical inward essence, the likes of which Hegel explored in the first section 

in the Doctrine of Essence (The Essentialities). Actuality, for its part, stands here—qua 

immediacy—as the indifferent being found throughout the Doctrine of Being. However, the 

development of essence revealed to not merely be the self-identical inwardness, but the 

emergence of being once more. And so the seeming self-subsistence of possibility actually 

withholds its deficiency and needs to be grounded.18  

Looking more closely, possibility, although looking like the essentialities of identity, 

difference, diversity, also specifies more than them. Namely, that possibility is an immanent 

moment of actuality, and, as such, forms but one side of this structure; the side that is exactly 

determined as not to be in itself. Put bluntly, if sheer possibility were actual it would cease 

being merely possible. The result of this, Hegel uncovered, is that possibility is this ought-to-

be that cannot be what it ought. Sheer possibility is thus contradiction or its own 

impossibility. 

We can follow Hegel here in illustrating this point by plugging possibility into any 

content and seeing that, on the basis of possibility alone, its opposite is equally possible. For 

example, there is nothing in asserting “A is possible” that would keep one from equally 

asserting “¬A is possible”. The domain of pure possibility thus generates these equally 

possible yet opposite determinations. However, possibility thus also connects its opposite 

determinations of A and ¬A in one and the same reference, and it is in this that Hegel detects 

a contradiction that cannot be sustained.  

This contradiction sets possibility on its course is to sublate itself and founder to the 

ground, and one would think that possibility destroys itself such that one is simply left with 

actuality again. However, this does not appear to be the correct assessment, since Hegel calls 

the movement of possibility here reflectively self-sublating (aufhebende Reflectirte ist), which 

generates an immediacy and, on that account, becomes actual.19 

 
18 Hegel makes mention of the two moments of possibility, which map decisively on the move essence makes to 

separate itself from being, which it achieves momentarily in the essentialities, and subsequent sublation of its 

reflexion in ground (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 479/11.382). 
19 Consider, ‘Now, since [possibility] is determined to be reflective and, as we have just seen, reflectively self-

sublating, it is also therefore an immediate and it consequently becomes actuality’ (Hegel, 480/11.383, my 

alteration FN). 
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This result seems to correspond with the previous advancement of contradiction into 

ground, whereby the reflexive movement of essence does not vanish but is turned into a 

moment, which precisely affords essence to take being as its condition and discover that it is 

itself essentially the emergence of concrete existence.20  

John Burbidge comments that the dialectic of possibility proceeds when one considers 

a ‘specific possibility’ rather than ‘possibility in general’.21 That ‘the possible per se is only 

possible and not inevitably actualized’.22 And that, ‘Therefore the actual, as now thought, is 

not simply the possible but only the possible of many’.23 To my mind, there are several 

problems with this reading. First, it is exactly sheer possibility that through its own 

contradiction generates a new immediacy—and, as will be seen below, one that is not equal to 

the initial actuality. Second, though Burbidge is right to point out that at this stage (formal-) 

actuality and possibly exclude each other, he misses the crucial point that sheer possibility 

turns itself into actuality on account of its internal contradiction. Third, Burbidge jumps the 

gun, as it were, when he considers many, already determinate, possibilities—it is only once 

‘real possibility’ has been derived that multiple actual possibilities with specific conditions 

become a concern. All Hegel needs to show at this stage is that sheer possibility is as such 

contradictory, and this is achieved without recourse to specific concrete possibilities (again, 

possibility schlechthin is just as much possible as impossible).  

Stephen Houlgate offers a further reading. He writes, ‘once we recognize explicitly 

that possibility does not just lie in unactualized self-identity, but in the possibility of A or not-

A, then we can see that possibility is indeed something definite, irreducible, and actual.’24 On 

this account, insofar as possibility renders itself definitive—i.e. qualitative—it ceases being 

mere inwardness, merely contradiction, and becomes grounded and therewith immediate and 

actual. The move from contradiction to ground, previously in the Doctrine of Essence, 

entailed that the contradiction is at once cancelled and preserved in its ground, which appears 

to align with Houlgate when he writes, ‘the possibility of A or not-A cannot be removed or 

cancelled. There is always the possibility of A or not-A; it is not just a possible possibility, 

but an actual possibility—the possibility that there always is in actuality’.25 My own account 

agrees with Houlgate’s on the general derivation, except perhaps on this notion of always. It is 

 
20 See section on Contradiction and chapter on Ground, Hegel, 374-8/11.279-83 and 386-417/11.291-322. 
21 Burbidge, Hegel’s Systematic Contingency, 21. 
22 Burbidge, 22. 
23 Burbidge, 23. 
24 Houlgate, “Necessity and Contingency in Hegel’s Science of Logic,” 40. 
25 Houlgate, 40. 
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true that, as will be seen below, actuality and possibility are logically interlinked, they are so 

exactly on account of their specificity—however, insofar as they are regarded in their 

formality, each determination excludes the other. This is to say, actuality can be minimally 

determined without recourse to possibility, just as possibility can be simply specified without 

assuming it is already seated within actuality.26 It is exactly in following these determinations 

in their abstraction, in their formality, that the resulting dialectic is demonstrated 

conclusively.27  

2.2.4 Reflected Actuality 

Pure actuality leads to pure possibility, which itself leads to actuality again. However, the 

actuality arrived at is not the first, simple, unreflected actuality, but is now understood as the 

unity of the formal moments. This particular unity Hegel calls reflected actuality. This can be 

designated in the formula A-P-A’. Reflected actuality specifies that the returned-to actual is 

not the same as the immediate actuality with which this account began. Thus, this structure 

first and foremost indicates a negation. 

 Since actuality and possibility are now seen as parts of one another, indeed, as formal 

moments where one immediately transforms itself into its other, their latent unity needs to be 

made clear. Each of the moments are understood as formal, which means that they are in a 

sense self-contained and exclusive: the moment of actuality specifies initially only actuality; 

the moment of possibility specifies only possibility. While reflected actuality (now understood 

in relation to possibility) is not “immediately immediate,” as it were, but sublated immediacy; 

a moment of the mediation of possibility. Formally, each determination reverts into their other 

 
26 Of course, as modal essences, each reflects the other within it, such that actuality without presupposing 

possibility would just be immediate concrete existence, but I want to highlight that there exists a logical moment 

where one can (as Hegel does) determine a sense of actual and possible, respectively, that does not, however 

briefly, bring its other into play. As Mert Can Yirmibeş points out to me, actuality without the inclusion of 

possibility is modally insignificant. He also poses the question that if possibility is truly derivable from actuality 

if it can obtain without being seated in actuality. If that is so, could we also not think that possibility is prior to 

actuality? First, thought-determinations are initially presented in their own immediacy before they are further 

examined and unfold their logic. All I mean is that there is such a thing as ‘possibility’ that can be thought on its 

own terms without, from the outset, contrasting it to actuality. I think the derivation need not tether the new 

thought-determination to its parent category. In fact, I think the Logic shows that succeeding thought-

determinations link themselves back to their precursors, not that their precursors determine a pre-defined path for 

them. Second, following the logical order, actuality comes before possibility because it is a more primitive 

determination. Possibility, it seems to me, is a more negative determination than actuality and therefore relies on 

an other explicitly. According to the logical order, then, I do not think it is possible for possibility to come prior 

to actuality. However, that possibility succeeds actuality means that possibility is the truth of actuality—making 

something explicit that in actuality is only implicit. 
27 Consider, ‘The result of the dialectic we have been following is thus that there is in fact no such thing as sheer 

possibility in the abstract, but that all possibility takes the form of contingency, of some actuality that can just as 

well not be as be’ (Houlgate, “Necessity and Contingency in Hegel’s Science of Logic,” 41). 
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through a difference, but in each instance an immediacy, or being, is generated.28 The 

actuality understood as a result of this conversion is a being, or concrete existent, which is 

determined as both actual and possible. Hegel calls this the contingent (Zufällige).  

2.2.5 Contingency29 

Actuality is basically manifested being, or the being where its essence is made manifest. The 

being whose very manifestation is the absolute unity of inner and outer. In this, the 

inwardness has become outward, but in the precise sense where the distinctions are kept 

intact. The inwardness or the in-itself of actuality hereby comes to the fore as its possibility, 

what it ought to be. This ought to be, although transient, is a contradiction that turns itself into 

a moment, and, in doing so, has its ground in actuality. With this return to actuality, actuality 

is understood to be both a moment in unity with possibility, and that unity itself. Hegel called 

this reflected actuality. Although in unity with itself, this reflected actuality is exactly 

dependent on the movement of possibility for the precise operation of return, and as such, it is 

contingent.  

 Contingency renders explicit the structure of reflected actuality in highlighting its 

moment of possibility. This puts possibility on par with actuality; that the latter is as much 

dependent on the former as the former is dependent on the latter. Put technically, mediation 

(possibility, or essence) is second to immediacy (actuality, or being), but mediation generates 

immediacy, which is precisely distinguished from the first immediacy (reflected actuality). 

This immediacy-as-returned-to holds both the first immediate and the mediation in equal 

measure. The unitary structure where actuality and possibility are each only formal moments 

is that of contingency.30  

 Contingency is thus an advance on sheer actuality since it better explicates the 

moment of possibility in it. The actual, then, that is merely actual fails in an important way to 

live up to its actuality. This is why, in retrospect, sheer actuality immediately passes over to 

 
28 ‘Possibility is not yet all actuality; there has been no talk yet of real and absolute actuality. It is still only the 

possibility as it first presented itself, namely the formal possibility that has determined itself as being only 

possibility and hence the formless actuality which is only being or concrete existence in general. Everything 

possible has therefore in general a being or a concrete existence’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 480/11.383).  
29 It may be worth to mention that the German for contingency here is Zufälligkeit. Zufälligkeit denotes (in 

addition to contingency) coincidence, chance, random and fortuitous. It is closely related to Zufall which means 

accident or misfortune (which will be interesting to consider below in relation to necessity). The English word 

contingent is good because it emphasizes the conditional element, or dependence (e.g. “Our journey through the 

mountains is contingent upon the weather”), but the unconditional element of sheer chance, or mere happening, 

must be equally stressed (e.g. “The evolution of the species is completely contingent”). 
30 ‘The contingent is an actual which is at the same time determined as only possibly, an actual whose other or 

opposite equally is’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 480/11.383-4).  
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possibility, as its negative essence brings to the fore its inwardness. This inwardness, for its 

turn, proves to be a contradiction that engenders actuality once more. According to the 

definition of actuality, it is the immediate unity of inner and outer; per possibility it is 

mediation of the inner to the outer; but as reflected actuality, it is the mediated immediate 

unity of inner and outer. And now, per contingency, each of the formal moments of actuality 

and possibility must now themselves be understood to be further unities of actuality and 

possibility. Said otherwise, each moment is equally contingent actuality as well as contingent 

possibility, or just simply contingent.31  

 Contingency32 thus captures how the inner (possibility) and the outer (actuality) each 

converts into its other while maintaining the content of their respective logic. Under the rubric 

of contingency, the possible is not merely possible but an actual that is immediate and 

groundless. Likewise, the actual is not merely actual but posited as possible, and thereby is 

mediated and has a ground. Each can be understood independently on its own or opposed to 

its other. Understood independently, each is a simple, immediate and actual. Understood as 

dependently, each stands only as this posited, mediated moment against the other.  

 It is seen here that the elements of contingency (actuality and possibility) are each 

themselves contingent. Contingency therewith runs all the way down, as it were. And, even 

stronger, contingency is itself contingent. The contingency as such, therefore, is what Hegel 

calls the ‘absolute restlessness of the becoming of these two determinations [of actuality and 

possibility]’.33 One can therefore say that the Doctrine of Essence has yet unearthed a more 

sophisticated specification of becoming; not simply the immediate flickering of being into 

nothing as can be seen at the start of the Logic, nor the emergence of what is concrete through 

the recollective becoming of die Sache through its conditions and grounds one sees in the 

Ground chapter, but the becoming of actuality (of whose inwardness is immediately external) 

and possibility (the negative essence which mediates what it posits). 

Contingency thus shows that each of its elements immediately turns into its opposite—

however, precisely in this opposite it remains no less contingent and therewith turns into its 

 
31 ‘This actuality is, therefore, mere being or concrete existence, but posited in its truth as having the value of a 

positedness or possibility. Conversely, possibility is immanent [reflexion] or the in-itself posited as positedness; 

what is possible is actual in this sense of actuality, that is has only as much value as contingent actuality; it is 

itself something contingent’ (Hegel, 480/11.384).  
32 Should one like to formalize this, it can be denoted as C↔((A↔P)↔(P↔A)): Contingency obtains if and only 

if, actuality obtains if and only if possibility obtains if and only if possibility obtains if and only if actuality 

obtains. Two things are hinted at here which will be evident in Hegel’s own account later: a number of 

conditions to be met and a necessary connection (unsurprising, given the connector employed in this formula).  
33 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 481/11.384, my insertion FN. 
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opposite again, rejoining itself therein. Put bluntly, that contingency is contingent is 

necessary. 

2.2.6 Formal Necessity 

Necessity (Notwendigkeit) is first defined as that which rejoins itself in its other (this 

curiously anticipates the dynamic relation of self-determination). In contingency, it was seen 

how actuality and possibility were each contingent, that each turned itself into its opposite, 

but precisely in this transformation it remained no less contingent. What is necessary, then, is 

immediate and actual, but equally is the return through an other. As the German suggests, 

Notwendig (necessary) is made up of “Not”, which means distress, need, misery, and 

emergency (recall Zufall from above) and one can think here of the sense in which something 

immediately emerges, and “-wendig,” which closely resembles Wendung, which means to 

twist or to turn. Figuratively speaking, necessity is thus this being that is the re-turn (to itself) 

through the grace of an other, namely, the contingent. Seen alternatively, contingency is 

restless becoming, but once that becoming is “turned upon itself” it ceases to be sheer 

contingency but exactly becomes necessary. Moreover, necessity binds the terms together, 

since rejoining exactly specifies that the coupling of elements that yet retains their 

distinctness—illustrated by the word “its” at the beginning of this paragraph. 

 One needs to be very cautious with the definition of necessity at this point. Ordinarily 

necessity is understood in terms of what “must follow” such that it excludes other 

possibilities. Burbidge defines sheer necessity in exactly these terms: ‘since whatever is now 

actual cannot be otherwise’.34 Hegel does not define necessity in this way precisely because 

there are, strictly speaking, no other possibilities or actuals to exclude. Rather, sheer necessity 

includes these as its moments and is the resulting rejoining of itself in its other. Only once 

real necessity has been derived does Hegel speak of necessity as ‘What is necessary cannot be 

otherwise’.35 

 Necessity inherits, as it were, the elements of contingency as the body in which its 

soul rejoins itself and is once more simple being. As Hegel confirms, ‘What is necessary is, 

 
34 However, I think Burbidge is right to point out that ‘the meaning of ‘contingency’ turns out, when collapsed 

into a single concept, to be identical with this formal sense of ‘necessity’ as that whose opposite is not possible’ 

(Burbidge, Hegel’s Systematic Contingency, 28). This is because, as we have seen, contingency is itself 

contingent. There is no opposite to contingency, as the only available options are actuality or possibility, but 

each of these are in their own right contingent, such that the unfolding of contingency is just more contingency. 

Necessity however is not simply the identity of the first and second contingency, but the specified return.  
35 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 484/11.388. 
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and this existent [seiende] is itself the necessary. At the same time it is in itself; this immanent 

[reflexion] is an other than that immediacy of being, and the necessity of the existent is an 

other. Thus, the existent [seiende] is not the necessary; but this in-itself is itself only 

positedness; it is sublated and itself immediate [and thus actual and necessary again]’.36 The 

necessary is thus this infinite, if twisted, rejoining of oneself in its other, and, indeed, what 

could be more non-necessity than contingency. But Hegel’s argument, if he is right, is that 

contingency itself becomes necessity, and that that necessity serves not to stamp out 

contingency but bringing out its truth.  

 However, how is necessity here different from reflected actuality which we saw 

above? Recall that reflected actuality also specifies a “return” to actuality, as it issues from 

possibility. However, it specifies the return in its negative: that the actuality which issues 

from possibility is not the same as the first immediate actual. Moreover, what is 

contextualized at that stage is simply that these formal moments turn into one another, 

yielding the structure of contingency (which just is this contextualization of those two 

determinations qua formal moments). Contingency rendered explicit the becoming entailed in 

these two determinations, or, how contingency is the very becoming of actuality itself. 

Reflected actuality cannot be necessity on account that it does not specify the contingent 

becoming that is entailed within simple actuality and possibility; once this contingency is 

spelled out, the stage is set for actuality to become necessity in the true return to itself through 

its genuine other, namely, contingency.  

 Now, the necessity that has resulted from contingency is itself formal on account that 

it stands qua unity external to the formal moments of actuality and possibility. Said otherwise, 

it is exactly formal on account of being immediately actual, and thus its unity is rendered 

indifferent to the difference of its moments.37 But this does not dissolve the identity entailed 

in it qua necessity (the rejoining of itself through an other)—this would revert it back to 

formal actuality—but renders its identity as a content. Therefore, this sense of actual is neither 

simply formal actuality nor reflected actuality, but real actuality.  

 
36 Hegel, 481/11.385. 
37 ‘As the immediate unity of the form determinations, this necessity is actuality, but an actuality which, since its 

unity is now determined as indifferent to the difference of the form determinations, has a content’ (Hegel, 

482/11.385).  
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2.2.7 Real Actuality 

Contingency specified the contingent becoming involved in actuality as such. That actuality, 

understood as contingent, converts itself immediately into its opposite, but once that 

conversion has occurred it does not cease being contingent and therefore this opposite 

(possibility) converts itself into its opposite (actuality). While reflected actuality pointed out 

that this emerging actual is different from the initial actuality; necessity, on the other hand, 

specifies its identity—namely as the rejoining of oneself through one’s other, or the identity 

through difference. Necessity, in its most basic form for Hegel, is the difference that belongs 

to something actual where the actual achieves its identity with itself.  

 At this point Hegel uses the terms of form and content to describe what is going on in 

real actuality. Admittedly, it is not a friendly way to proceed, but I elaborate below what I 

take to be the meaning. It was seen how formal necessity, as this connection of identity, is 

itself formal, and, indeed, collapses the difference that constitutes it. However, this necessity 

nonetheless results in an actual, since it is exactly this connection; the linking implicit in A-P-

A. This emerging actual, however, cannot be understood as formal actuality or reflected 

actuality, since it now entails the moment of necessity. Or, it is the product of necessity. 

Furthermore, the basic definition of actuality is that it is immediate and groundless, and, as 

such, the element of necessity must be sublated. And so, since it contains the advancement of 

necessity within it, and contingent becoming alongside with it. Real actuality (reale 

Wirklichkeit) is minimally defined as an actuality with a content. 

 Qua actuality, however, real actuality is the immediate unity of its inner and outer. 

The content of necessity is on that score not something merely inner but must be completely 

externalized in this actual being. Indeed, just as formal necessity is indifferent to its 

differences, so real actuality is indifferent with respect to its moments of formal- actuality and 

possibility. What seems evident is that this indifference (re-)establishes a sense of a manifold, 

one peculiar to actuality.38 Previously in the Doctrine of Essence, Hegel discerned how the 

thing of many properties was distinguished starkly in terms of its relation to another and in 

and for itself (which eventually resulted in the two world distinction), here in actuality these 

differences are not substantial: the being that is actual is precisely so because its inwardness is 

external. As Hegel confirms, ‘[the real actual being] preserves itself in the manifoldness of 

 
38 ‘This content as an indifferent identity contains the form also as indifferent, that is, as mere variety of 

determinations, and is a manifold content in general’ (Hegel, 482/11.385). 
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mere concrete existence’.39 Indeed, Hegel compares this determination of real actuality with 

the common understanding of the concretely existing world, showing how things (qua 

concrete existences) are implicitly modal.  

 But next Hegel goes on to say, by implication, that the really actual being cannot be 

merely actual as such: ‘Was wirklich ist, kann wirken; Seine Wirklichkeit gibt Etwas kund 

durch das, was es hervorbringt [What is actual can act; something announces its actuality by 

what it produces40]’.41 The “actual can act” recaps the progression up to this point, since it 

was seen how sheer actuality (“actual”) led to sheer possibility (“can”) which created, or 

produced, actuality once more (“act”); or, A-P-A. The second clause puts forth the 

implication of this, namely, that something only really is actual insofar as it exhibits a 

difference which makes a difference. Note that Hegel does not write “what is actual must act”, 

since, to be technical, the transformation from actuality to possibility is precisely contingent; 

necessity only becomes evident once the rejoining of actuality (A) through possibility (P) has 

been brought out (A). Pace Charles Taylor, the notion of necessity is not there from the start 

in Hegel’s account of Essence but is rendered explicit now once actuality has been derived 

and understood as contingent.42 

 Nevertheless, sheer actuality is importantly deficient. I mean deficient here in the 

sense that sheer actuality is unable to just be actual (it is not deficient in grasping things as 

actual). A logic pervades it which propels it onward, as it were, into its possibility, and 

possibility being the contradiction that engenders a new actuality. On this score, then, one 

could say that what is actual must act, but this would only be in line with the formal moment 

of necessity, which is only the result of contingent becoming. There is a risk, in other words, 

in spelling it out in terms of the “must,” that conceals the vital element of contingency. (The 

more accurate description of this “must” will be rendered explicit at the end of the modalities, 

specifically in terms of “because”.) Nevertheless, real actuality, because it is actuality, has 

 
39 Hegel, 482/11.385. 
40 Hervorbringt can also be understood as create, bring forth, put forth and originate. 
41 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 482/11.386-7. 
42 ‘Now Hegel thinks himself justified in starting the Book on Essence with this conception of Essence as 

defined by these two related movements [of reflection]. He does this because as we saw the derivation of 

Essence is from the demise of Being, a demise which is the necessary positing of another particular being; hence 

the notions of necessity and positing are there from the start. Indeed, they have been with us in a sense since the 

category of Infinity, which showed determinate beings to be linked in a process in which they came to be and 

passed away of necessity’ (Taylor, Hegel, 259–60, my insertion FN). It is unfortunate that Taylor articulates 

necessity as having been already established at the outset of Essence (and, worse yet, at the level of Being), since 

this makes Hegel appear viciously circular and cedes the argument to the critics who are all too happy to accuse 

Hegel of employing the determinations he is meant to derive.   
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possibility immediately within it, but this possibility follows from an actuality that has a 

content and so cannot merely be formal; it is likewise denoted as real.  

2.2.8 Real Possibility 

Contrary to formal possibility, Hegel writes that real possibility is ‘full of content’. Sheer 

possibility is immediately its own self-identity, that which is possible as such, which, as was 

noted above, is virtually boundless. This unbounded sense of possibility can render “A” 

possible as much as “¬A”, and, as such, is contradictory. Real possibility, because it is the in-

itself of real actuality, immediately takes its departure from what is concretely existing.43 As 

such, real possibility is constitutively bounded by actual contents. Or, as Hegel puts it, ‘The 

real possibility of a [subject matter] is therefore the immediately existent manifoldness of 

circumstances that refer to it’.44 Austin’s putt refers immediately to Austin himself, his history 

of putting, his skills, his particular mood and concentration at the time of the putt, etc. Real 

possibility simply denotes that there are actual circumstances, understood now to have a 

content, involved for its genuine possibility.  

 Following this thought, real possibility denotes not its own possibility, strictly 

speaking, but the inwardness, or in-itself, of an other actual. Said otherwise, if real possibility 

is the possibility of a determined content, then it is not the possibility as such which needs to 

be brought out but the content of the matter. This means that the function of real possibility is 

to sublate itself, to render itself simply as only a moment of an actual. Hegel calls this real 

possibility a dispersed actuality (zerstreute Wirklichkeit) which has not recollected itself into 

itself (reflected into itself), but is exactly ‘determined to be the in-itself of an other and 

intended in this determination to return to itself’.45 These lines are highly reminiscent of 

formal necessity, which is a clue of what is to come. 

 Two things to note in this operation. First, if real possibility is the in-itself of an other, 

then the entire structure of real possibility (its content) must be formally identical to that in-

itself. The real possibility of the molecular structure of H2O (entailing two hydrogen atoms 

bounded to a single oxygen atom) has to be retained once water is actualized. Second, on 

account of a manifold, and thereby variety, real possibility is contradiction. This is exactly 

because there are circumstances to real possibility such that its different, independent contents 

 
43 ‘This real possibility is itself immediate concrete existence, but no longer because possibility as such, as a 

formal moment, is immediately its opposite, a non-reflected actuality, but because this determinations pertains to 

it by the very fact of being real possibility’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 382/11.386). 
44 Hegel, 482/11.386, my translation of die Sache, FN. 
45 Hegel, 483/11.386. 
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are precisely held together in a single unity, such as the two hydrogen atoms bounded with 

one oxygen.46 And, indeed, this schema of real possibility would also have to be inherent not 

only in the water but the elemental atoms that make it. Does this mean that that real 

possibility was always already there?  

 Presently, the answer to that question appears to be in the affirmative.47 Remember 

that, although circumstances dictate whether the matter at hand is actual or possible, real 

possibility does not cease in its negation. Indeed, as it was just seen above, the determination 

of real possibility is to render itself the in-itself of an other. As Hegel confirms, ‘This 

movement of self-sublating real possibility thus produces the same moments that are already 

present, but each as it comes to be out of the other; in this negation, therefore, the possibility 

is also not a transition but a self-rejoining’.48 Real possibility starts out as the in-itself of a 

real actual and is the movement forward to an other real actual, but in both the start and the 

end. Thus the status of real possibility is to be just this sublated and self-sublating 

movement.49 Once this movement of possibility is understood as its own self-rejoining in 

actuality, actuality is no longer rendered an other to possibility. And, Hegel claims, once this 

negating of real possibility is understood to be its self-identity, real necessity has been 

derived. 

 In contrast to my reading, Burbidge comments that ‘Reflection on real possibility 

shows that it is not possible to be both a real possibility of an actuality, and yet distinct from 

that actuality as possibility’.50 Insofar as formal possibility is rendered actual, yes, ‘its 

character as possible cannot be maintained’.51 However, the logic here concerns real 

possibility, which Hegel understands as an explicitly sublated moment of an actual, which 

 
46 ‘Whenever a possibility is in question, and the issue is to demonstrate its contradiction, one need only fasten 

on to the multiplicity that it contains as content or as its conditioned concrete existence, and from this the 

contradiction will easily be discovered’ (Hegel, 483/11.387). 
47 I agree here with Longuenesse’s analysis of this structure: ‘Since the thing is already there as an object of 

thought when its possibility is thought, the possibility is not only determined after the fact, but thinking the 

possibility of the thing is thereby also thinking its real necessity, since the totality of the conditions was present 

with the thing from the start’ (Longuenesse, Hegel’s Critique of Metaphysics, 139). I will, however, later 

disagree with the general implication Longuenesse draws from this. 
48 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 484/11.388. 
49 ‘Therefore, as the its immediate concrete existence, the circle of conditions, sublates itself, it makes itself into 

the in-itselfness which it already is, namely the in-itself of an other’ (Hegel, 484/11.387). 
50 His reasoning is as follows: ‘On the one hand, a set of conditions is not the real possibility of a thing unless all 

the conditions are present. On the other hand, when all the conditions are present, the thing is no longer simply 

possible. Indeed, the paradox is even stronger than this: real possibility is that which, to be possible, contradicts 

itself neither formally nor materially; yet real possibility can be a simple self-identity neither formally nor 

materially, since, when all the conditions come together, it passes directly over into the real actual’ (Burbidge, 

Hegel’s Systematic Contingency, 35). 
51 Burbidge, 36. 
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precisely does maintain itself because it is a moment of the actual(s) it sees its departure from 

and the actual(s) it sees its result in. Said otherwise, real possibility is logically tied to 

actuality such that what actually happens is relevant to what is really possible, but a real 

possibility which does not cease in being actualized.52 Herein is its self-identity. Therefore, 

the ‘result of speculative reflection’ here is not one where ‘the whole pattern of meaning 

collapses,’ as Burbidge surmises, but, rather, that the distinctions of real- actuality and 

possibility implicitly contain an element of self-identity.53 They form, in other words, one 

concept.  

 Christopher Yeomans reads real possibility in a different register. His claim is that real 

possibility ‘is a first-order fact that characterizes my existence, and not a second-order fact 

that quantifies a proposition about me’. Further noting that, once the modal categories have 

been rendered explicit, ‘the real circumstances are introduced into possibility itself and 

therefore the idea to be expressed is not an abstraction but something already actual’. Still 

further, and here it is worthwhile to quote in full: 

In itself, the possible is just a collection of conditions without a controlling principle. 

But as producing something new, the conditions coalesce into a specific set of 

conditions of possibility for that which is produced. They first express their own 

nature in the production of this novelty, so here in real modality we get a unity of 

positing and reflection-into self where the accent is on positing, that is, on the 

generation of something genuinely new. Because of the novelty of what is produced, 

the production has to be characterized as a self-supersession of the conditions, since of 

themselves they empty themselves, as it were, to form something that is not-them.54 

The first problem is the status of “first-order fact” with regards to possibility. In the 

conceptual order, actuality precedes possibility, since, one can say, possibility is a more 

advanced determination than actuality. Furthermore, given that in the next passage Yeomans 

collapses possibility into actuality, one is tempted to read this simply in the register of 

actuality wholesale. The problem with that, however, is that the determination of possibility is 

effaced; Hegel is very careful to detail that real possibility has real actuality as its moment, 

but this in turn means that real possibility is itself a moment. Although capable of specifying a 

 
52 Houlgate phrases this well, albeit from the point of view of real necessity: ‘real necessity is nothing but the 

working out of what there happens to be and of what is actually and really possible’ (Houlgate, “Necessity and 

Contingency in Hegel’s Science of Logic,” 44). 
53 Burbidge, Hegel’s Systematic Contingency, 36–37. 
54 Yeomans, Freedom and Reflection, 152–53. 
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richer domain than real actuality, real possibility is nevertheless tethered to real actuality, and 

yet, it is not simply reduced to the latter. This is, in short, the internal rebound that morphs 

real possibility into real necessity, hence why Hegel will stress that ‘what is really possible 

can no longer be otherwise; under the given conditions and circumstances, nothing else can 

follow’.55 Why, then, Yeomans decides to use novelty as the key term to explicate this logic, 

since the fruition of what is really possible is anything but “genuinely new,” in any general 

sense, is puzzling.56 Rather, the actuality that follows what is really possible must follow 

necessarily.  

 This problem underpins Yeomans thesis that the main feature of Hegel’s modality is 

alternate possibilities, as a “could have been otherwise”.57 This is a key piece in Yeomans’ 

wider thesis concerning agency, but he argues that it pervades not only the three forms of 

possibility but is the crowning feature of Hegel’s modalities. The immediate problem with 

this is highlighted above with regards to real possibility—where the state of affairs are such 

that definitively could not be otherwise. Elsewhere, Yeomans asserts that, ‘[Hegel] claims that 

necessity itself could be otherwise because it presupposes contingency, and this contingency 

is just that actuality which converts into its opposite’. And, further, that ‘…the necessary 

makes itself the possible in a contrastive sense, that is, it makes itself into something that 

could be otherwise’.58 Here, the mistake, to my mind, is to see presupposition as merely 

collapsing the distinction. Just because X presupposes Y, or vice versa, it does not make X the 

same as Y; rather, it shows there is a logic of Z that is the interceding unity of both. As the 

account below will aim to set out, Hegel traces a presupposition of necessity to contingency, 

but it is through precisely affixing their difference that their mutual identity is made to 

logically obtain; but an identity, however, that is neither of the one or of the other. 

2.2.9 Real- or Relative Necessity 

The negation of real possibility is thus its self-identity; inasmuch as in its sublating it 

is thus within itself the recoiling of this sublating, it is real necessity.59 

 
55 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 484/11.388. 
56 As he will write at the end of the paragraph, ‘As Hegel is wont to put it, this collection is recollection, which is 

maintained in the German term of essence because of its connection to the past tense’ (Yeomans, Freedom and 

Reflection, 153). My point exactly, so, again, where is the element of novelty in this logic? 
57 That, following the result of absolute necessity, ‘contingency and necessity are made compatible in virtue of 

the way in which the necessary productive process actually constitutes its initial conditions in such a way that 

they could have been otherwise’. This is from the abstract in the digital version of Yeoman’s chapter on 

modality, but is absent in the book itself (Yeomans, Freedom and Reflection).  
58 Yeomans, 158, my alteration FN. 
59 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 484/11.388. 
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Inasmuch as something is merely possible, possibility stands as a formal moment which 

vanishes once what is at hand is rendered actual. However, insofar as something is really 

possible, possibility is not a simple formal moment but the circle of conditions that remains a 

condensed moment both in the actual it takes as its departure from and the actual it realizes. 

Real possibility is thus not an element that comes to be but is the presupposed identity within 

the real actual. Once understood as precisely identity, the determination here is not of 

possibility but of necessity. 

 To return to the above example, a hydrogen atom has as its real possibility to become 

water once the conditions for H2O are fulfilled. But once hydrogen has combined to become 

water, its real possibility of H2O is still an in-itself. Indeed, the whole plethora of real 

possibilities of hydrogen remain intact: it can be burnt with oxygen in a rocket engine or 

combined to produce other chemicals. Furthermore, not only is being burnt in a rocket engine 

a real possibility for hydrogen, but likewise is hydrogen as fuel a real possibility for the rocket 

engine. Once this absolute relation is understood reciprocally, it is basically a single identity, 

or necessary connection. This is in line with Hegel when he writes, ‘Real possibility and 

necessity are, therefore, only apparently distinguished; theirs is an identity that does not first 

come to be but is already presupposed at their base. Real [necessity]60 is therefore a 

connection full of content, for the content is that identity, existing in itself, which is indifferent 

to form’.61 This multiplicity, or totality, of real possibilities is understood to be inherent in the 

real actual, or in this case the hydrogen atom. 

 Of course, the full range of real possibilities, or necessities, does not by itself dictate 

what will be actualized. It specifies, rather, the range of contents that must be actualized 

provided all the conditions are there. But the necessary connection itself does not bring this 

out. There is nothing in the range of real possibilities for the hydrogen atom that will exactly 

specify whether it will be water or rocket fuel, only the circle(s) of conditions necessarily 

connected to obtain either result. That real necessity cannot specify this renders it relative, 

and relative exactly to contingency.62 As Hegel confirms, ‘For it has a presupposition from 

which it begins; it takes its start from the contingent’.63 

 
60 Di Giovanni mistranslates Notwendigkeit here as possibility when it should be necessity.  
61 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 484/11.388. 
62 As Houlgate writes, ‘the course of real necessity is itself contingent upon what there actually and contingently 

is’ (Houlgate, “Necessity and Contingency in Hegel’s Science of Logic,” 44). 
63 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 484/11.388. 
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 Why is it that real necessity cannot dictate what will happen überhaupt? Recall that 

the definition of necessity is in its self-identity, the idea of rejoining. Trivially, this rejoining 

cannot occur if there is no difference against which this identity rejoins itself. And so, even 

though real possibility can specify a diamond net of all possibilities in the universe, it is still 

contingent upon what is really happening. Indeed, this universal schema of real possibility is 

itself only a moment of what is really actual. Or, that real necessity is an identity that is 

indifferent to its form, namely, as the indifferent content seen at the start of the account of real 

actuality. It appears that real necessity thus leads back to real actuality, and this matches 

Hegel’s writing: ‘A necessary reality is for this reason any limited actuality [beschränkte 

Wirklichkeit] which, because of its limitation, is in some respect also only something 

contingent’.64 

 It is seen how real necessity depends, or presupposes, real actuality, but why does 

Hegel say that it is thereby contingent (in more than the sense of conditional dependency)? As 

stated above, necessity is rejoining, and in that sense it is a result—and so far it can only ever 

be a result, even though it posits a genealogy of its genesis. The movement it presupposes is 

the restless becoming of contingency through which it is the rejoining.65 However, real or 

relative, necessity still is understood to be distinct from its becoming. It is that becoming, yet 

only insofar as that becoming has ceased its process-of-becoming, as it were, and is 

sequestered as a moment of a totality that has stabilized in the fortuitous aftermath.  

 It is this fine difference between necessity as an emergent result and contingency as 

chance becoming that both separates the two from one another, but also posits their unity. 

Simply put, relative necessity cannot be the result that it is without presupposing a process of 

which it is the result; yet, the same cannot be said for contingency at this stage, for its 

becoming is not stifled by producing results—it keeps on becoming! This asymmetry is 

highlighted by Hegel when he writes, ‘this presupposing and the movement which turns back 

unto itself are still separate – or necessity has not yet determined itself out of itself into 

 
64 Hegel, 485/11.389. 
65 See, ‘But this contingency is to be found also in the form of real necessity because, as shown, real possibility 

is the necessary only in itself, but as posited it is the mutual otherness of actuality and possibility. Real necessity 

thus contains contingency; it is the turning back into itself from the restless being-the-other-of-each-other [jeden 

unruhigen Anderssein] of actuality and possibility, but not the turning back from itself to itself’ (Hegel, 

485/11.389). 
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contingency’.66 The result thus is divorced from its process since it does not lead itself back 

into it, thereby lacking self-reference.67  

 The conclusion is that relative necessity is the content of real actuality. Inasmuch as its 

form is concerned, it is necessary; but the content of this form (namely, the real actuality) is 

rendered contingent. Real necessity thus presupposes contingency, inasmuch as it takes its 

departure from it. Systematically, real necessity is derived from real possibility, which is itself 

an unsettled unity of actuality and possibility and so something precisely contingent. ‘Real 

necessity thus contains contingency,’ Hegel confirms, ‘it is the turning back into itself from 

the restless being-the-other-of-each-other of actuality and possibility, but not the turning back 

from itself to itself’.68 In the logical order, real necessity is rederived from real possibility 

which is implicitly contingent and real necessity presupposes contingency, making it so that 

contingency is the beginning and the end of this development. Indeed, it seems that 

contingency takes on the logical shape of necessity; it is what turns back from itself to itself. 

However, the departure for this is not contingency-as-explicit but contingency-as-implicit-in-

real-possibility, such that it does not quite fit the bill of necessity proper. At best, there is an 

implicit shape of necessity here, but one that presupposes that both real necessity and 

contingency are involved. This implicit- shape (in itself) or unity of necessity and contingency 

Hegel calls absolute actuality.  

2.2.10 Absolute- Actuality and Possibility 

It was seen how formal necessity led to real actuality. Now it is relative necessity that leads to 

absolute actuality. In both stages, however, the work of contingency stands behind (or before) 

the result. Yet, the present actuality needs to be further distinguished. It is neither formal, 

reflected or real, but absolute. This connotes that the element of necessity is not distinguished 

in it as form and content (as was the case with real actuality), but more intimately in terms of 

in-itself. In fact, Hegel seems to spell it out in terms which converges the two: actual 

necessity; ‘This actuality which is itself as such necessary’.69 Indeed, if one thinks what must 

obtain given the circle of real possibilities (relative necessity) and contingency, the emergent 

actual cannot be otherwise and, furthermore, is one that is the very fusion of these real 

 
66 Hegel, 485/11.388-9. 
67 See end of footnote 65. 
68 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 485/11.389. 
69 Hegel, 486/11.389. 



79 

 

possibilities and the contingency. For to be really actual is to act out one’s possibilities and 

realize them by being at one with them.  

 Yet this fusion, or its very absoluteness, renders this actual an empty determination, 

and on that score, Hegel observed, it is contingent: ‘This emptiness of its determination makes 

it into a mere possibility, one which can just as well be an other and is determined as 

possibility’.70 But possibility, too, is here understood as absolute possibility, its equal 

determination in actuality and possibility. As this indifference towards itself, possibility is 

also rendered empty and contingent. This appears to mirror the accounts of formal- actuality 

and possibility, but this time the element of contingency is front and center.  

 But if both formal- and absolute- actuality and possibility dyads all exhibit 

contingency, and these dyads are parallel-identical71, and relative necessity is the pre-requisite 

development for the latter, then relative necessity has genuinely passed over into contingency, 

such that the latter is within the former and becomes therein. As Hegel confirms, ‘Thus real 

necessity not only contains contingency implicitly, but the latter also becomes in it; but this 

becoming, as externality, is itself only the in-itself of the necessity, because it is only an 

immediate determinateness. But it is not only this but the necessity’s own becoming’.72 This 

thought needs to be unpacked. First, relative necessity is not merely reliant on contingency, 

but that contingency is also in turn reliant on relative necessity. Indeed, contingency is the 

contingency of something, its point of departure is in an actual or a possible. Second, the 

complete spectrum of advancement of contingency is forecast in relative necessity such that 

the former is the becoming of the latter. Third, once the contingent has become, so to speak, it 

is actual necessity. Fourth, actual necessity—on account of still having contingency in-

itself—it is immediately determinate. Fifth, what Hegel lays out here is nothing short of the 

manner to which the web of real possibilities are made actual through necessity becoming 

contingency.73 With this, relative necessity is the passing over into contingency and the 

rejoining of itself therein is absolute necessity.  

 
70 Hegel, 486/11.390. 
71 That is, there is no determinate difference between formal- and absolute actuality, or formal- and absolute 

possibility.  
72 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 486/11.390. 
73 ‘It is necessity itself, therefore, that determines itself as contingency: in its being it repels itself from itself, in 

this very repelling has only returned to itself, and in this turning back which is its being has repelled itself from 

itself’ (Hegel, 486/11.390).  
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2.2.11 Absolute Necessity 

Where formal necessity is the resultant connection out of the contingent formal moments of 

actuality and possibility, and relative necessity the spelling out of the circle of conditions that 

must obtain for a particular actualization, absolute necessity is the self-emergent, ‘self-identity 

of being in its negation, or in essence [Identität des Seins in seiner Negation oder in dem 

Wesen mit sich selbst]’.74 In contrast to the two former stages, absolute necessity does not 

have its different moments external to it, but precisely penetrates (durchdringende) itself in 

the difference as its own content. Otherwise it would precisely not be absolute. Furthermore, 

the result now contains its becoming as much as the becoming begins from an immediate and 

is sublated in a new immediate. Absolute necessity is this torsion that rejoins itself (qua 

formal necessity) not merely in the other (as presupposed by relative necessity) but in 

becoming that other (namely, as sheer non-necessity, contingency); and in this sense it is the 

being that is rejoined in its negation. 

 This leads to the formalization of what I call the Notwendigkeit-Doppelsatz (the 

double dictum of necessity). The systematic derivation of the modalities now allow Hegel to 

recast the logics of being and essence in the register of absolute necessity in the following 

three interlinked ways: first, absolute necessity is an immediate actual, and per simple 

immediacy it is thereby pure being; second, absolute necessity is immanent reflexion or pure 

essence; third, and most important, absolute necessity is both of these exactly as the 

transformation of the one into the other, and the other into the one, and the transformation 

itself which rejoins itself in this other that it produces. As Hegel puts it (note the emphasis), 

‘The absolutely necessary only is because it is, it otherwise has neither condition nor ground. 

– But it equally is pure essence, its being the simple immanent [reflexion]; it is because it 

is’.75 The Doppelsatz reads as follows: the absolutely necessary is because it is and it is 

because it is. The absolutely necessary thus is the acting out of actuality where its result is an 

immediate qua being—but likewise is this being due to the contingent becoming that is its 

essence that entail condition and ground, which are, by the way, its own. The “because” spells 

out the moment of reflexive essence, this is the activity of rejoining (or self-grounding). The 

 
74 Hegel, 486/11.390. 
75 Hegel, 487/11.391. 



81 

 

“is” brings to the fore the immediate simplicity, was has been rejoined in the act—its sheer 

being.76 In the words of Faust, ‘In the beginning was the act’.77 

 Note that in all this Hegel still does not say “what is must be,” since necessity is what 

emerges from contingency, and so any “must” effectively is retroactive positing, looking back 

on what has already transpired. This is what Markus Gabriel and Adrian Johnston call belated 

necessity (nachträgliche Notwendigkeit).78  

 Absolute necessity thus incorporates the stages of the Logic up to this point as its own 

advancement. It encapsulates the advancement of being into essence, essence into being, as 

moments of its form: the being whose simple immediacy is absolute negativity. This enriched 

being has its differences in an existing manifold, unlike the essentialities whose differences 

are purely their own.79 However, the connection to its differences remain one of identity—the 

complete conversion of actuality into its possibility and vice versa—and on that account 

openly indifferent, empty and thus contingent. ‘Absolute necessity is therefore blind’.80  

 Beatrice Longuenesse provides an interesting claim with regards to this section: 

‘Absolute necessity is the absolute necessity of thought that designs necessity in things. As 

soon as this necessity is recognized as such, it becomes freedom. What freedom? The freedom 

of this same inexorable thought that is the source of all necessity. Freedom of the concept, 

freedom as concept. … There is no necessity before it is thought.’81 The immediate issue here 

is that freedom is not yet derived, so how can Longuenesse marshal resources that are yet to 

obtain to explicate this logic, when it is this logic that will demonstrate those very resources 

called upon to explain it? That there is “no necessity before it is thought,” presumably by a 

cognizant subject or agent—which Hegel does also not make appeals to in his account of the 

modalities—appears solipsistic. Why should I trust there is a world or a history before I 

became conscious of it? Granted that Longuenesse states that, ‘The freedom of the concept is 

not the freedom of the historical agent who “chooses” to interpret the event in such and such a 

 
76 Houlgate expresses the logic (from the vantage-point of being) like this: ‘It encompasses the sheer contingency 

of being’s simply being the way it is, and the absolute necessity of being’s being a certain way because of the 

nature of being. What being is necessarily or through itself, therefore, is both contingency and what is absolutely 

necessary’ (Houlgate, “Necessity and Contingency in Hegel’s Science of Logic,” 46). 
77 Goethe, Goethe’s Faust, 153. 
78 Gabriel, Transcendental Ontology, 121; Johnston, A New German Idealism, 89. For more on Gabriel’s account 

of necessity, see Appendix section B. 
79 See, ‘its differences are not like the determinations of [reflexion] but an existing manifoldness, a differentiated 

actuality in the shape of others independently subsisting over against each other’.(Hegel, The Science of Logic, 

487/11.391). 
80 Hegel, 487/11.391. 
81 Longuenesse, Hegel’s Critique of Metaphysics, 157. 
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way. And yet, it is the freedom of a thought, realized in historical agents, that creates its 

object in the very process of thinking it’.82 However, apart from circularity, this claim appears 

to denigrate the objective status of necessity, and here I am in agreement with Yeomans: ‘The 

emphasis in Longuenesse’s account is on the penetration of the determinations of existence by 

thought, but the retaining of the generally Kantian schema of the opposition of the activity of 

thought to its objects seems to lead her to underestimate the penetration in the opposite 

direction.’83 In order to avoid vicious circularity, solipsism and wild constructivism, judgment 

about thought, reason, and freedom need to be suspended until the relevant structures have 

been derived. Hegel’s thesis is that necessity itself demonstrates that freedom follows, not the 

other way around. We can suppose that as one can think logically without appeal to a 

historical context, agent, cognizant subject, etc., this hints that mind is that which is through 

what it is not, namely, non-mind. And, indeed, not only that mind is in its negation, but it is 

constituted by it (after all, nature does precede spirit, empirically). What Dennett, borrowing 

from a critic of Darwin, enthusiastically calls ‘strange inversion of reason’.84 

2.2.12 Contingency (returned): Averse to Light 

Hegel does not formally make a header for contingency in the final section on absolute 

necessity, but the contents make it clear that there is an equal emphasis on contingency, if not 

more. And it was seen above how absolute necessity incorporates contingency as its own 

moment, and that this element renders necessity “blind”. Although there is an unusual use of 

metaphor here, there is, nevertheless, a conceptual point. This section will aim to make clear 

this conceptual point and to show how the complete interfusion and interdependence of modal 

determinations for Hegel yields a new understanding of this as substance. 

 The penultimate paragraph to the section on absolute necessity reveals that Hegel 

thinks that necessity plays a role not only in modal configurations but to explicate 

determination as such. This further shows that the contents of modal determinations, in 

Hegel’s account, are not indifferent to their form.  

 Absolute necessity is the ‘reflexion or form of the absolute’, the unity of being and 

essence. Its simple immediacy is—the absolute suppression of its—absolute negativity. In 

 
82 Longuenesse, 157. 
83 Yeomans, Freedom and Reflection, 165. 
84 ‘What we must do to understand human freedom is to follow Darwin's "strange inversion of reasoning" and go 

back to a time at the beginning of life when there was no freedom, no intelligence, no choice, but only proto-

freedom, proto-choice, proto-intelligence’ (Dennett, Freedom Evolves, 143). Indeed, Hegel puts the point even 

stronger without the presupposition of proto-freedom, etc.  
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contrast to positing and presupposing reflexion, moments of (relative) necessity qua 

difference are ‘independently self-subsisting’ actualities. Additionally, (formal) necessity qua 

identity grasps the precise connection of these actualities in their conversation of actual to 

possible and possible to actual. Exactly at this point Hegel writes that ‘Absolute necessity is 

therefore blind’. It owes its “blindness” due to the fact that actuality and possibility each have 

their own immediacy that does not refer to the other in it—each is ‘grounded in itself, each is 

inherently necessary’ (we could say that actuality and possibility are not simply reducible to 

each other but are determinations in their own right). At this level of immediacy, necessity 

remains inherent or ‘concealed’. Equally, however, the actuality of each in the other qua 

possibility remains possible, and in this way each is contingent. To my mind, it seems that 

necessity explicates the moment of identity, and what is identical to itself here is being, such 

that being is ‘absolutely necessary’. But ‘real’ necessity is an essential mediation with 

difference, and identity alone at most determines only a very diminished sense of self-

mediation; absolute necessity, on the other hand, determines that being is through the 

‘absolute negation of mediation-through-other’, for which this ‘other’ remains something 

‘merely possible’, which again leads to contingency. Absolute necessity incorporates its 

formal and relative precursors and overcomes their one-sided deficiencies. However, 

contingency nonetheless comes up again, but this time precisely as integrated in necessity.85 

 As such, contingency is the essence of absolute necessity (which itself is the essence 

of the being that is necessary). However, this essence, Hegel writes, has curiously no shining 

or reflexion—it does not determine whether something is indeed actual or possible (or, it 

determines that this is indeterminate). It is grounded in itself and is altogether all the same as 

being.86 However, this simple reflexionless immediacy is precisely the work of negativity—

recall how the simplicity of the absolute was in fact the dialectic of its negativity; the 

obstruction that spurred its movement is similar to the suppression of mediation in external 

reflexion—and this is in line with Hegel: ‘The simplicity of their being, their resting just on 

themselves, is absolute negativity; it is the freedom of their [reflexionless]87 immediacy’.88 

The appearance of freedom here is significant, but that will be bracketed until the end of this 

 
85 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 487-8/11.391. 
86 ‘But this contingency is rather absolute necessity; it is the essence of those free, inherently necessary 

actualities. This essence is averse to light, because there is no reflective shining [Scheinen] in these actualities, 

no reflex – because they are grounded purely in themselves, are shaped for themselves, manifest themselves only 

to themselves – because they are only being’ (Hegel, 488/11.391-2).  
87 ‘scheinlosen Unmittelbarkeit’ (Hegel, Wissenschaft der Logik. Die objektive Logik, #392). 
88 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 488/11.392. 
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section, as the focus now is on this being, which in virtue of simply being, is absolute 

negativity. And, indeed, this sense of being that is itself which engenders its other is a striking 

contradiction: ‘This negative breaks forth in them because being, through this same negativity 

which is its essence, is self-contradiction’.89 The contradiction is not between being and its 

negation, but that the essence of being is self-contradictory. As Hegel confirms, ‘[the essence] 

will break forth against this being in the form of being, hence as the negation of those 

actualities, a negation absolutely different from their being; it will break forth as their nothing, 

as an otherness which is just as free towards them as their being is free’.90 (Again, another 

significant point about freedom, but bracket that for now.) Breaking forth as ‘their otherness’ 

and ‘free towards them as their being is free’ is highly suggestive of the self-determining 

concept. We see here anticipations that essence already at the modal level contains hints of 

freedom, and in absolute necessity no less!  

The concept of necessity ultimately concerns the specific manner to which the matter 

at hand (die Sache) develops itself, and as such, must let the matter speak for itself, as it were. 

As Hegel writes, the ‘mark [Maal] that necessity impressed upon them by letting them go free 

as absolutely actual – for in its determination [Bestimmung] it is an absolute turning back into 

itself’.91 It is a ‘turning back into itself’ insofar as the necessary identity or characteristic has 

been understood genuinely to lie in the subject matter as it is for itself. Now, first, the 

emphasis is on the immediacy of being, and it is in this sense that essence, or absolute 

necessity, lets the immediate freely be. Of course, the immediate does not remain immediate, 

but transitions into what it is in itself. And, inasmuch as the pre-transformation and post-

transformation immediacies are to be linked, they cease being immediate and are understood 

to be mediated.92 But mediation—now as absolute necessity—returns to being. Indeed, the 

modal determinations all ultimately point back to the being that is in virtue of itself, 

stipulating an existentialist element to Hegel’s modalities: that the negativity of essentialist 

modalities are a logical unfolding of being as such, and that, as it is now evident, this 

unfolding refers back to its initial being. More specifically, this unfolding is the revelation of 

being’s own determinacy: ‘This manifestation of what determinateness is in its truth, that it is 

negative self-reference, is a blind collapse into otherness; [the eruptive shine, or reflexion, is 

 
89 Hegel, 488/11.392. 
90 Hegel, 488/11.392, my alteration FN. 
91 Hegel, 488/11.392. 
92 Consider, ‘It is the mark to which necessity appeals as witness to its right, and, overcome by it, the actualities 

now perish’ (Hegel, 488/11.392).  
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the entity of becoming or passing-over of being into nothing].’93 This moment of ‘blind 

collapse’ is the element of contingency, and negativity as such is here aligned to contingency. 

For negativity is becoming, and insofar as being “is becoming” it is the loss94 of its 

immediacy in this negativity. But, again, negativity externalizes itself as being and there 

creates genuine difference qua determination. This prefigures a developmental structure 

insofar as negativity deploys itself ahead of itself, as it were, and “uses” its immediate form as 

being as a condition upon which to posit its determination; this immediacy is exactly the 

contingent element, the point at which negativity must relinquish its hold and lose itself 

entirely.  

Note that one cannot speak of ‘loss’ in the sphere of being, since the categories cannot 

be said to explicitly carry over in their transition. Looking at the first categories of the Logic 

with this in mind: Nothing of ‘pure being’ remains once it has passed over to ‘nothing’. In 

‘nothing’ there is no trace of ‘being’. At this stage in essence, some sense of loss has emerged 

insofar as a determination rejoins itself in its other, such that it (or an element of it) persists 

across change and contingency. Indeed, not only does it persist across contingency but 

includes it in its very being and in that being (re-)generates contingency. Absolute necessity is 

the structure that incorporates the cycles of relative necessity to contingency and back. We 

understand that what is absolutely necessary to be what it is with and through contingency.  

It needs to be emphasized that this consideration itself may appear retrospective, for, 

as highlighted in real necessity, it seems that necessity can only ever be spoken of as a result, 

namely, the result of a post-transformative becoming, or as ‘belated necessity’. Whereas, 

contingency, is the pre-transformative negativity that clouds the precise outcome (though it is 

the immanent development of essence in being). Nevertheless, keeping the two apart like this 

loses sight of the developmental structure of absolute necessity, which is exactly self-

grounding.95 This element of self-grounding effectively collapses into one with the pre-

 
93 Di Giovanni translates das hervorbrechende Scheinen oder die Reflexion ist an den Seienden als Werden oder 

Übergehen des Seins in Nichts as ‘in the sphere of immediate existence, the shining or the reflection that breaks 

out in it is a becoming, a transition of being into nothing’(Hegel, 488/11.392). My own translation is bulky and 

terse, but to my mind captures die Sache which I think Hegel transposes onto the Seiende here as the “entity”, 

rather than “becoming”. Another, perhaps more comprehensible translation, would be ‘the shining that breaks 

through, in other words, the reflexion, manifests in the context of entities as becoming or as transition from being 

into nothingness’. I am indebted to Sebastian Stein for helping me with this passage and any lucidity comes from 

his rendition while any faults are entirely my own.   
94 Thus the absolute is the loss of itself in contingency and appearance, and insofar as immediacy is concerned, it 

loses itself completely. This “loss” specifies the complete self-negation of the negativity of essence inasmuch as 

it has rendered itself immediate being. 
95 As Houlgate aptly writes, ‘to say that being is absolute necessity is to say not only that it is through itself, but 

also that it is what it is through itself’ (Houlgate, “Necessity and Contingency in Hegel’s Science of Logic,” 46). 
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transformative moment (contingency) and post-transformative moment (necessity), 

demonstrating that these terms—and the modalities as a whole—specify only a certain aspect 

of one dialectical movement, and one that is definitive yet on-going. This developmental 

nature cannot be adequately captured in terms of grounded, or even self-grounded, but self-

grounding—indicating that this is an enduring, infinite process. And if that is the case, 

retroactivity is ruled out as means of expressing these structures exhaustively, since it only 

spells out—at best—a relative necessity. Indeed, if Hegel is right about absolute necessity, 

understanding its procedural generation and definitiveness will require further determinations 

that better specify this as one self-developmental and self-actualizing structure. 

Following my account, contingency is understood to be a reflexive structure whose 

precursors can be glimpsed in the earlier categories of becoming (Werden) and the procession 

of the fact into concrete existence.96 Indeed, one may add that it is a heightened form of both 

contradiction and negativity, and one that pertains specifically to actuality. But while Hegel 

promotes giving contingency its “due” in world of objects and as part of the logical 

development97, this specifically does not entail “elevating” it to the status of highest rational 

ground.98  

Johnston, however, appears to follow precisely this line of thinking: ‘the only Ur-

necessity recognized by Hegelian Logic is the necessity of Ur-contingency as a modal 

category with logical priority vis-à-vis the modal category of necessity’. Further noting that, 

‘such logically primary contingency is the concrete being-there (Dasein) out of which grow 

all real, actual possibilities’. Moreover, noting contingency as ‘the groundless ground of its 

originary factical givenness ineliminably preserved in whatever Aufhebung it undergoes’. Still 

further writing that ‘the pivotal place of contingency both at the (baseless) base of actuality 

and between actuality and actuality’s own possibilities…any necessity is only ever a 

secondary consequence of these other, more foundational modalities’. Concluding his idea 

with, ‘the Absolute of Being or the Being of the Absolute resultantly have turned out to be, in 

truth, Contingency, pure contingency—without further determination’.99  

 
96 See, Hegel, The Science of Logic, 59-66/21.69-77 and 414-17/11.319-22, respectively.  
97 Hegel, The Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, §145A/219. 
98 Consider, ‘All the time, it has often happened, particularly in modern times, that contingency has been 

improperly elevated, and a value that it does not have has been ascribed to it, both in reference to nature and to 

the spiritual world’ (Hegel, §145A/218). 
99 Johnston, A New German Idealism, 89, 94, 107, 109, 113. 
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Johnston’s thesis argues for the primacy of contingency—in large part to argue against 

deterministic lines—but there are several problems with his interpretation of Hegel. 

Furthermore, the language Johnston employs has a worrying foundationalist tone to it, which, 

by implicating Hegel in such a framework, has the unfortunate consequence of reifying 

caricatures he himself sets out to exorcise.100 First, Johnston writes that ‘contingency is not 

only the first of the modalities to be introduced in Hegel’s Logic; it returns as (part of) the last 

modalities too’.101 This account agrees that contingency is partially final word qua modalities 

(though not the final word überhaupt), but as shown above, contingency turns out to be 

logically integrated in absolute necessity. However, contingency is not the first modality, it is 

actuality that is, which Johnston himself correctly recognizes elsewhere.102 Second, collapsing 

actuality into contingency risks effacing the distinctions Hegel carefully builds: that 

contingency is the truth of the mutual presupposition of formal actuality and possibility does 

not invalidate these determinations as they initially are specified. In other words, formal 

actuality and possibility are preserved in what it means to be contingent, but that these former 

determinations are rendered as moments of contingency. Third, contingency is—as a 

determination of essence—not a ‘factical givenness’. None of the determinations pertaining to 

Wesenlogik are strictly given, but at most reflections of what is given. Rather, contingency is 

understood as the negativity that has taken on an immediate form and become vulnerable to 

other-determination. Johnston provides the correct formulation—if one only removes one 

word: ‘the interrelations between actuality and possibility [are] primordially activated and 

launched by contingency’.103 Fourth, the idea of a belated necessity may perhaps be the 

culprit here, for the idea of “z belated” suggests that “z” was already there in some sense, and 

that “only afterwards” does the matter at hand become apparent. This is a classical 

presupposition, and per Hegel’s analysis, a presupposition is implicitly a positing, such that 

what is presupposed only seems so because it was posited as such. The safeguard that was 

meant to deflect the Hegelian-theosophical-necessitarian caricature, turned out instead to be 

the trojan horse that enables it. It seems that if necessity is overdue (belated), then there must 

conversely be an opposite pole, the premature, whose role is fulfilled exactly by contingency. 

 
100 The caricature being, as Johnston pens it, ‘a theosopher of divine necessitation, a metaphysical realist about a 

transcendent destiny’ (Johnston, 110). 
101 Johnston, 108. 
102 In arguing for an anti-Leibnizian stance, Johnston writes: ‘Hence, for Hegel, actuality precedes every 

possibility.’ Further noting that Hegel, ‘announces a principled, categorical opposition to the spiritualist idealism 

of Leibniz’s ontologically prioritized metaphysical reality of possibilities purportedly existing before anything 

actual’ (Johnston, 84).  
103 Johnston, 105, my emphasis and insertion, FN. 



88 

 

But I contest that this bi-polar view is applicable to Hegel’s account of necessity and 

contingency. Fifth and final, these points ratify a foundationalist position that Hegel’s Logic 

aims exactly to demolish by setting out a fully self-grounding and self-determinate 

philosophical system; but this self-grounding is precisely achieved insofar as the system itself 

enacts this very self-determination. Any putting forth of a “primordial,” fundamental “x” or 

element of “always-already-there” apart from the process sets up a form-content distinction 

that terminates the initial presuppositionless that guides Hegel’s project.104 This has the 

damaging implication of regressing the logic to dualistic, or two-world, problems. The 

modalities should rather be regarded as a complex, intertwined tetrarchy, with the insight 

being that none of the modalities are each adequately capable of specifying both itself and the 

others in concert, leaving a presupposed remainder that precisely suggests that all the 

modalities are ultimately moments of a yet more sophisticated structure. 

2.2.13 Free Actualities: Glimpses of Freedom or Vicious Circularity? 

In the penultimate paragraph to the section on absolute necessity, Hegel uses the term 

“freedom” and “free” on several occasions. These were highlighted in the previous section, 

and now the task is finally to address why this term is used when the concept of freedom, or 

self-determination, has not yet been derived. Is Hegel using freedom in a loose, colloquial 

way? Or, is Hegel providing anticipations of what is to come? And, if Hegel is providing 

clues for what is to come, does that affect the present argument regarding necessity? It would 

be an especially bad case for Hegel if, when it is most important to his thesis that necessity is 

freedom, he interjects the term at a premise that should derive it and begging the question. 

The goal of this section is to dispel this worry and to show that Hegel’s use of the term 

freedom is not used loosely, but indicative for the overall relation of freedom to actuality.  

 Freedom was specifically used in relation to “reflexionless immediacy” and “letting 

be,” and it was furthermore the work of necessity, not contingency, which brought this 

about.105 Freedom—whatever it is—is here importantly a result produced by necessity, which 

avoids the issue of later structures tampering with the present logic. Furthermore, freedom is 

 
104 ‘Consider, ‘”Hegel is… the ultimate thinker of autopoiesis, of the process of the emergence of necessary 

features out of chaotic contingency, the thinker of contingency’s gradual self-organization, of the gradual rise of 

order out of chaos.” Such necessity sublates but, as is the well-known nature of Hegel’s Aufhebung, does not 

negate entirely and without remainder this always-already-there contingency to which necessity remains 

tethered’ (Johnston, 108, the first line is Johnston quoting Žižek). This sort of metaphor “order out of a (pre-

established) chaos” philosophically constrains the logic at hand and effaces its specificity.   
105 Recall, ‘This content is the mark that necessity impressed upon them by letting them go free as absolutely 

actual’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 488/11.392).  
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here denoted to the beings which are absolutely actual, this means that they are understood in 

the register of actuality as—recall the section on absolute actuality—the fusion of necessity 

and immediacy. Indeed, if necessity is the realization of the circle of conditions of possibility, 

then this realization is complete once it ceases being the process towards realization but is the 

result. The plumbing, wiring, bricks, glass and paint are all elements in the becoming of a 

house, but their necessary connection is fulfilled once the house is complete, which obscures 

the process that led up to it (the bricks are painted over, the plumbing and wiring are hidden, 

etc.). Or organs in a body, which have each their various tissues and functions, but whose 

result sees not the organs but the living body.  

 That freedom is used at this late stage of necessity does not say very much about 

freedom itself, but the term is not superimposed to carry the logic further, which dispels the 

worry of circularity here. However, there is a positive clue to be gleaned, and this has to do 

with the element of persistence.  

 Actuality, as we have seen, denotes that the inner is the outer, or that essence has fully 

appeared in its being. Note here how externality is the drawing out what is inward, and that 

this externality—following the logic of necessity—is a rejoining of the inwardness with itself. 

The dialectic of ‘being’ and ‘nothing’ (from the early Logic) illustrates this logic when we 

understand that ‘nothing’ is the externalization of the inwardness of ‘being’, such that ‘being’ 

essentially rejoins itself in its negation, in ‘nothing’. Likewise, ‘nothing’ has its inwardness 

which is externalized insofar as it is rendered ‘being’ once more. Hegel claims that self-

rejoining occurs already at a single transition, as ‘being’ passes into ‘nothing’ and that this is 

just like a transition from the actual into the possible.106 One would think that ‘nothing’ has to 

pass into ‘being’ for there to be an identity between the “first” and “second” instance of 

‘being’, but this is not what Hegel appears to claim. Indeed, the “second” ‘being’ would not 

anything in terms of determinacy of ‘being’, that is, any useful information about the nature of 

pure being, since everything about it is immediately made explicit in its having passed into 

‘nothing’. This just is what pure being turned out to be. Indeed, persistence does double work: 

first, it is the identity of being in its other, signifying the moment rejoining; second, it is 

exactly identity of being in its other, signifying the moment of rejoining, that is, joining of 

difference. For being has importantly lost its being, yet only finds itself in this loss, exhibiting 

 
106 ‘Thus the externality is its inwardness; their connection is one of absolute identity; and the transition of the 

actual into the possible, of being into nothing, is a self-rejoining; contingency is absolute necessity; it is itself the 

presupposing of that first absolute actuality’ (Hegel, 488/11.392). 
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a persistence. The paradox is that persistence persists precisely in not persisting, as being does 

fully and unequivocally turn into nothing.  

 This notion of persistence will be properly explicated at the level of the concept, once 

the universal has been derived, but here already important intimations of this structure appear 

striving towards that. What is lacking, however, is singularity, since the identity of being with 

itself in its negation does not denote a conceptual structure proper, but, rather, an essential 

structure, namely, that of substance. Nonetheless, an important advance has taken place and 

that is the understanding that being is essentially both contingent and necessary, and that 

understanding this structure as pertaining to being as such Hegel calls substance.  

2.2.14 Concluding Remarks on Actuality 

Hegel’s idea of actuality, or the modalities, has the four following major phases. The first 

phase, beginning with the most primitive element in this scope, concerns the pre-modal 

absoluteness of actuality and investigates the absolute as such. This structure initially showed 

itself to be averse to becoming due to its definition qua simple identity, however, it was soon 

demonstrated that this simplicity was in fact the negativity inhering in the absolute in its own 

becoming qua mode. Thus self-modifying, the absolute expounded in its exposition the first 

primitive sense of what it means for something to be actual, namely, to modify itself. This 

signifies a being which remains with itself in its difference, or being in-and-for-itself.  

The second phase of actuality proper understands that the different machinations of the 

absolute are not essentially external to one another, and so understands that negativity 

(formerly absolutely-absolute) is in fact the possibility of the mode. The four modalities 

understood in their formality or purity signifies a closer connectivity between the moments of 

the absolute, yet precisely qua pure retain a sense of externality that excludes one at the 

other’s instantiation (e.g. sheer possibility obtains insofar as it is not actual). This externality 

between the modalities cannot be logically sustained precisely because they derive, and 

therefore, presuppose one another.  

The third phase takes up this idea that the modalities presuppose one another and as 

such they are realized or qualified, signifying a logical structure that begins to weave these 

elements as co-structured determinations (e.g. real actuality does not vanish at the 

instantiation of real possibility but is an explicit moment of it, since real possibilities operates 

with real actualities as its determined conditions). Indeed, one might say that the realized 

elements double down, or exasperate, the formality of the previous formal elements.   
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The fourth and final phase of integration completes the interweaving of the modalities, 

since these complex elements essentially develop into the dual presupposition of absolute 

necessity which inheres in contingency, and contingency which is the becoming of the 

absolutely necessary. The logic of necessity (Notwendigkeit-Doppelsats) and contingency are 

but complementary presuppositions which is adequately captured in the idea of the being that 

is in its negation. Hegel calls this being substance. 

Once the modalities are understood as the formation of substance, they are demoted as 

shine, or second-order designations, of the developing being-in-and-for-itself which has 

pervaded these determinations and, working through their immanent logic, surpassed them. 

There is, then, more to actuality than what the logics of actuality-possibility-contingency-

necessity or the self-modifying-absolute can specify. These are indispensable steps, but steps 

nonetheless, and, if Hegel is right, the truth of actuality is not in being simply actual, but 

substantial.  

2.3 Rejoinder: PAP, Dennett and Free-floating Rationales 

We return now to Dennett’s account of necessity (section 2.1 Alternate Possibilities and 

Daniel Dennett’s Determinism) and compare his with Hegel’s. As Dennett writes, it is with 

the alteration of conditions that we discover what is genuinely necessary and not by rote 

repetition: ‘It is only if we “wiggle the events”, looking not at “conditions as they precisely 

were” but at nearby neighboring worlds, that we achieve any understanding at all’.107 That 

form of necessity which is connected to a set of specific conditions aligns with Hegel’s sense 

of ‘real possibility’. This is the idea that a real actuality obtains given a certain arrangement of 

circumstances (which are themselves actual). But as we saw, ‘real possibility’ is implicitly 

‘real necessity’, understood that given the select conditions a particular actuality will 

materialize. Heat water to 100 °C and it will boil. And as we saw, ‘real necessity’ presupposes 

contingency, since it by itself does not determine that the conditions do in fact come together, 

but only specifies what must obtain provided the conditions are arranged in a certain manner. 

But what exactly specifies why a certain necessary order obtains in the first place?  

 Dennett seeks to argue that a system of fully deterministic patterns need not rule out 

particular abilities and even a minimal sense of choice. His contention is ‘that the determinism 

of their world does not rob them of their different powers, their different abilities to avail 

 
107 Taylor and Dennett, “Who’s Afraid of Determinism?,” 12. 
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themselves of the opportunities presented’.108 Dennett imagines two chess-playing computers 

pitted against each other and stipulates that each is running a set of calculations according to a 

random number generator. As Dennett notes, computer random generators are not genuinely 

random, but a rather long string of predefined numbers. After running the simulation several 

times, it is discovered that computer A beats computer B consistently, and so Dennett asks if 

B could have done otherwise? Looking closely at what governs the extent of possibilities for 

computer B and let us say that castling at a particular point would have won computer B the 

game, Dennett imagines that computer B virtually assess all possible moves and picks the best 

one. The reason why computer B fails to choose the winning move is either because the scope 

of its virtual calculation is too limited or that it is unable to process the relevant data fast 

enough.109 In short, there genuinely is something to computer A that makes it better than B at 

playing the game, a different power or ability. But then we must ask, what enabled computer 

A that power, and is the same not a possibility for computer B? 

 Dennett does not pursue this inquiry further but claims that he has shown that 

indeterminism does not add anything useful to the example, since computer A just is superior 

to computer B.110 But indeterminism does play a role. If we think indeterminism here as 

contingency, then the reason for computer A’s superiority is how well it can integrate 

contingency in comparison to computer B. That is, indeterminism plays a negative role in 

displaying how well computer A can handle itself, as it were, in the face of uncertainty. It 

seems to me that Hegel would agree with Dennett that indeterminism (contingency) is not the 

 
108 Taylor and Dennett, 11. 
109 ‘Suppose we find two games in the series in which the first twelve moves are the same, but with A playing 

White in the first game and Black in the second. At move 13 in the first game, B “blunders” and its pattern goes 

downhill from there. At move 13 in the second game, A, in contrast, finds the saving move, castling, and goes on 

to win. “B could have castled at that point in the first game,” says an onlooker, echoing Austin. True or false? 

The move, castling, was just as legal the first time, so in that sense, it was among the “options” available to B. 

Suppose we find, moreover, that castling was not only one of the represented candidate moves for B, but that B 

in fact undertook a perfunctory exploration of the consequences of castling, abandoned, alas, before its virtues 

were revealed. Could B have castled? What are we trying to find out? Looking at precisely the same case, again 

and again, is utterly uninformative, but looking at similar cases is in fact diagnostic. If we find that in many 

similar circumstances in other games, B does pursue the evaluation slightly farther, discovering the virtues of 

such moves and making them—if we find, in the minimal case, that flipping a single bit in the random number 

generator would result in B's castling—then we support (“with further experiments“) the observer's conviction 

that B could have castled then. We would say, in fact, that B's failure to castle was a fluke, bad luck with the 

random number generator. If, on the contrary, we find that discovering the reasons for castling requires far too 

much analysis for B to execute in the time available (although A, being a stronger player, is up to the task), then 

we will have grounds for concluding that no, B, unlike A, could not have castled. To imagine B castling would 

require too many alterations of reality; we would be committing an error alluded to earlier, making X too large’ 

(Taylor and Dennett, 11–12). 
110 ‘If in our sample deterministic world program A always beats program B, then replacing the pseudo-random 

number generator with a genuinely indeterministic device will not help B at all: A will still win every time’ 

(Taylor and Dennett, 12). 
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reason why something is the way it is (a superior chess playing computer), but that for Hegel 

indeterminism (contingency) must be integrated as a moment of the thing in question if we 

understand the thing to be what it is in virtue of itself (absolutely necessary), rather than, in 

virtue of something else (relatively necessary). Indeed, in Dennett’s own example pseudo-

random generators are actively playing a role in the computation of what the next move will 

be.  

 But the very fact that both computers run a virtual assessment of possible outcomes 

betrays that these outcomes are already determined in advance. In other words, how does each 

know that castling is a possibility unless it knows what castling actually is? Castling must 

have at least really occurred once at some point. Again, this aligns with Hegel’s notion of real 

possibility being a moment of something already actual and determinate. This shows that 

possibility, if it is about something determined and real, must be rooted in actuality. This does 

not only problematize Dennett’s example, but also the use of counterfactuals, particularly 

possible worlds, as a means of proof for freedom. Let us look at another example Dennett 

uses; a man falling down through an elevator shaft. The man does not know exactly which 

possible world he occupies, only that it will be one of the set of worlds that have him soon 

landing at the bottom of the shaft. Based on what he already knows about falling objects, 

landing is unavoidable and necessary. But there may be a possible world in which he lands 

and survives. As Dennett imagines: ‘Those worlds do not include any in which he lands 

headfirst or spreadeagled, say, but there may be worlds in which he lands in a toes-first 

crouch and lives. There is some elbow room. He can rationally plan action on the assumption 

that living is possible, and even if he cannot discover sufficient conditions to guarantee 

survival, he may at least improve the odds by taking whatever actions are necessary.’111 But 

the question is which are necessary? And how does he know? How can the man plan for 

something that has not yet happened?112 The knowledge he has of objects falling is owed to 

objects that actually have fallen; this is rooted in something actual.  

 As I take Hegel to have demonstrated, sheer possibility runs into contradiction with 

itself. It is only by tethering possibility to something actual that it really becomes possible, but 

then this must be taken into account and explicit. Counterfactual examples stop precisely 

there. Their clumsy use obscures the reference to something actual, and therefore do not 

 
111 Taylor and Dennett, 15. 
112 He may not have fallen down a shaft before, but he knows what it means for an object roughly his weight and 

size to be falling for X distance, but this presupposes some prior knowledge of some analogous actuality.  
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explicate the relevant causal connections (which will be explicated in Hegel’s account in the 

next chapter).113 The possibilities are not qualified.  

A key argument that makes use of counterfactuals is the principle of alternate 

possibilities (PAP). As Carl Ginet formulates it, ‘An agent S is morally responsible [or free] 

for its being the case that p only if S could have made it not the case that p’.114 This puts the 

emphasis that it is actual possibilities which determine something to be free (or morally 

responsible). To my mind, this presupposes that there is an actuality that acts as a basis for 

such possibility. This, however, within PAP itself is obscured. Moreover, if we follow 

Hegel’s account of possibility, then simply having possibilities does not mean they are 

actualized. Indeed, without a guiding determiner, the matter at hand is equally actual as it is 

possible, or it is contingent. What PAP really implies, then, is rather just contingency.  

Opponents to PAP, such as the Frankfurt examples, attempt to show that possibility is 

superfluous to the question of compatibility of freedom (responsibility) and necessity. Briefly, 

the standard example is that a person named Black (which, as David Blumenfeld pointed out, 

need not be a person, but can be regarded as any control mechanism115) wants Jones to do A 

but will not force (externally determine) Jones to do A unless Jones does it on his own.116 If 

Jones does not do A, then Black will by whatever means manipulate Jones to do A. Now, let 

us say Jones does in fact do A and Black does not intervene. Was Jones free in his action?117 

Regardless of the answer, the problem is that the example takes for granted how Black knows 

Jones will do A118, and how Black will successfully intervene in making Jones do A if Jones 

 
113 Hegel pokes fun at this he speaks of the moon falling or the sultan becoming the pope: ‘It is possible that the 

moon will fall on the earth this evening, for the moon is a body separate from the earth and therefore can fall 

downward just as easily as a stone that has been flung into the air; it is possible that the Sultan may become 

Pope, for he is a human being, and as such he can become a convert to Christianity, and then a priest, and so on.  

Now in all this talk of possibilities it is especially the principle of "grounding" that is applied in the way 

discussed earlier: according to this principle, anything for which a ground (or reason) can be specified is 

possible. The more uneducated a person is, the less he knows about the determinate relations in which the 

objects that he is considering stand and the more inclined he tends to be to indulge in all manner of empty 

possibilities’ (Hegel, The Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, 216/§143A). 
114 Ginet, “In Defense of the Principle of Alternative Possibilities,” 403, my insertion FN. 
115 Blumenfeld, “The Principle of Alternative Possibilities.” 
116 Frankfurt, “Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility,” 172–74. 
117 Frankfurt thinks that yes, Jones is free (responsible), and that this bypasses the requirement for alternate 

possibilities to ground this: ‘the person really wanted to do what he did; he did it because it was what he really 

wanted to do, so that it is not correct to say that he did what he did only because he could not have done 

otherwise’ (Frankfurt, 176). 
118 Robert Kane points out that provided that Jones is genuinely left to his own to self-formed willing (SFW), 

then the controller has a problem of knowing the outcome ahead of time without determining it in advance, 

therewith contradicting the premise that he lets Jones freely choose A. ‘Since the SFW is preceded by an 

indeterminate effort, it is undetermined whether choice A or B will occur until one or the other of them actually 

does occur. The controller cannot know which one is going to occur beforehand unless he predetermines one of 
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fails on his own account.119 Exactly these are the details vital for the argument. Without these 

details, we must take the premises for granted, which amounts to prophesy whether Black 

knows Jones will or will not do A before the outcome, and magic as to exactly how Black 

intervenes and makes Jones do what he wills. Following the critics, the thought-experiment 

does not refute PAP. As David Widerker puts it, ‘we may say that a Frankfurt-type 

counterfactual intervener can deprive an agent of his freedom to carry out a given want or 

intention, but he cannot deprive him of his freedom to form it’.120 I would add, however, that 

PAP does not determine freedom as much as it determines the contingency of the matter. That 

an agent or subject does a certain action A no longer puts the matter in terms contingency but 

necessity, where contingency is retained but only as a moment of what actually, necessarily 

occurred. 

 If we return now to Dennett. His example with the chess-playing computers essentially 

reduces to computer A being in fact better than computer B, such that computer A has, 

conceivably, achieved a power that is greater than that of the other. Why has computer A 

achieved this power? If we understand it in terms of necessity, if Hegel is right then the most 

that can be said is simply: because it has. That is to say, something of its own making has 

unfolded in the course of computer A’s repeated playing that grants it a decisive edge of its 

competitor. It is important to stress this power or ability is something that computer A has 

achieved and not something given to it. It has been a central question in computer science 

since 1950s: ‘How can computers learn to solve problems without being explicitly 

programmed? In other words, how can computers be made to do what needs to be done, 

without being told exactly how to do it?’121 This essentially translates to the question of how 

something other-determined can be “made” to self-determine.  

 
them to occur. He can therefore wait until he finds out whether the agent will do A or B, but then it is too late to 

control the choice. Or he can intervene in the brain, shutting down the indeterminacy or its effects before either 

choice occurs, thereby determining the outcome he wants. In the latter case, the choice will be determined by the 

controller and the controller, not the agent, will be ultimately responsible for it. It will not be an SFW’ (Kane, 

The Significance of Free Will, 142).   
119 As Ginet notes, the success of the Frankfurt example relies on Black not intervening, since if Black must 

intervene and externally necessitate Jones to do A, then it cannot be said that Jones is responsible for doing A. 

Moreover, Ginet argues that Frankfurt’s example implicitly entails some temporal sequence and that at the time 

before Black’s mechanism can be triggered, there is a moment where Jones may do A out of his own self-formed 

will, which presupposes that he equally may not. If this is right, then that disproves Frankfurt’s thesis and PAP 

remains intact. See, Ginet, “In Defense of the Principle of Alternative Possibilities,” 414, 406–7. 
120 Widerker, “Libertarianism and Frankfurt’s Attack,” 184. 
121 Koza et al., “Automated Design of Both the Topology and Sizing of Analog Electrical Circuits Using Genetic 

Programming,” 4.  
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 However, Dennett resonates with Hegel in that he stresses that what is necessary is 

something determinate rather than indeterminate, that the necessity of something expresses its 

definitiveness that can be rendered rationally intelligible. In contrast to Dennett, Hegel thinks 

that such rational intelligibility is not set apart from indeterminacy but, rather, integrates it. 

However, even contingency is a richer determination than mere chance or spontaneity, since, 

in Hegel’s account, it exactly specifies the indeterminacy of actuality and possibility.  

To conclude, implicit self-determination (qua absolute necessity) cannot obtain 

without contingency. Perhaps most startling is that implicit self-determination not only 

integrates contingency but also generates it. This means, ultimately, that there is genuine 

contingency because there are beings which are self-necessary. To illustrate, we can imagine 

that what is necessary through itself (absolute necessity) is the integration of its relations, 

whereby an immediacy is generated that is essentially contingent but persists precisely in this 

contingency; ‘It is this unity as in its negation or as in contingency; and so, as relation to 

itself, it is substance. The blind transition of necessity is rather the absolute’s own exposition, 

its movement in itself which, in its externalization, reveals itself instead’.122 Once we have 

understood that the being is what it is through itself with contingency, we have already 

transcended the modal terms and understand this being in a more substantial sense.  

Possibility is an integral moment of contingency, which itself is an integral moment of 

(absolute) necessity. However, there is insufficient determination here to ground something 

like freedom since we do not have a notion of a guiding criterion that determines what is 

actual and possible. At most the modalities can hint at self-determination by stating that what 

is really the case is just that which is through itself, and that is its own reason. Though Hegel 

makes it clear that the necessary being is blind to its determination, and this resonates with 

Dennett’s idea of free-floating rationales, which is simply the idea that systems and 

organisms—though not conscious of themselves as systems or organisms—nevertheless are 

beneficiaries of a rational structure in which they participate and sustain. Dennett writes, 

‘They can be oblivious to the reasons for the features that govern their lives, the free-floating 

rationales that they need not appreciate, and hence need not represent. The evolution of our 

capacity to recognize these reasons, and reflect on them, and thereby to change them into 

entirely different reasons, was another major transition in evolutionary history, and like all the 

others, it had to build on what had already evolved to serve other purposes’.123 While Dennett 

 
122 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 488/11.392. 
123 Dennett, Freedom Evolves, 260. 
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thinks of this free-floating rationality in evolutionary historical terms, Hegel expands the 

scope to think how it is that the free-floating blind rationality logically gives rise to genuinely 

free rationality as such.124 

 We see therefore that necessity in the final analysis cannot stand as a vehicle for 

determinism, since the necessity that is divorced from contingency remains relative and fails 

to be proper necessity according to its concept. Necessity here, instead of determining the 

actual outcome, is in turn entirely reliant on the given contingency. To avoid falling into this 

problem of relativity, necessity must be understood to include contingency as its moment, but 

that appears to deny the one-directional other-determination needed for determinism. 

Necessitarian determinism does not have any ground. The upshot of Hegel’s account, then, 

retains necessity as a deterministic feature, but also shows how this deterministic feature is a 

moment of an implicit form of self-determination, characterized here only as the being that is 

because it is, or, we could say, the being that has made itself necessary.  

 

 
124 Consider, as Hegel reportedly taught: ‘The activity is thus the movement of translating the conditions of the 

matter at hand into that matter itself, into the affirmation of the matter insofar as it enjoys a being that is simply 

out there as present. By this movement, the [sufficient conditions of the] matter at hand lend necessity to the 

matter itself. What comes out of the movement is the matter itself. Whatever emerges with necessity attached to 

it has a certain hardness to it due to the fact that one form of existence, with the form of being something actual, 

comes to be raised up beyond itself into the form of being something else that comes onto the scene as equally 

actual. Something befalls the first actuality that is alien to it, and this show of an alien second actuality befalling 

the first is a relation of violence [Gewalt] done to the first. Necessity appears as violence, a loss of freedom. 

Through something alien to it, the immediate actuality is annihilated. Freedom, by contrast, consists in the fact 

that what seems to happen to us from outside is really identical with us’(Hegel, Lectures on Logic, 162–63). 
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3 

 

Causal Determinism: Substance, Power and Causality 

  

 Im Anfang war die Tat!1 

 

The most typical form of determinism is causal determinism. The thesis of causal 

determinism states that every event is the effect as determined by some cause, or that every 

event is causally determined. Often one will find additions of law and condition with the 

definition, but for the purposes of this chapter, I focus on the causality in causal determinism.  

 The thesis of causal determinism is that causality holds absolutely and universally, 

and, as such, that all events and things can be determined purely through this concept. It is 

supposed then that freedom cannot obtain in this sphere, since everything is an effect 

determined with certain characteristics ahead of the effect in the cause, and that this is 

logically coherent universally.   

 Hegel’s analysis of causality very much keeps to this premise that causality obtains 

without exception. Indeed, Hegel not only examines the concept of causality without appeal to 

minds, mental items or other concepts, but, additionally, shows how causation logically 

emerges in the interaction of substances. Hegel thus does not take causality simply for granted 

but shows it to be a necessary development for something to be substantially actual.  

This chapter contains a very technical-heavy account of Hegel’s concept of causality. 

The motivation for this is to exhaustively examine causality and see what logically follows 

from it. Hegel’s argument, if I have understood it correctly, shows that causality itself needs 

to be caused. Indeed, if it fails to be caused then causality presupposes something non-causal, 

which contradicts the thesis that causality is absolute. Instead of looking away from causality 

to search for exceptions, Hegel discovers within causality an element of self-determination (in 

the form of “originariness”, which is subtly different from self-determination explicitly). It 

 
1 Goethe, Faust. T. 1, 36/1237. 
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turns out that causality is the substantive determinacy of a self-determining being, where the 

latter enters into causation through an encounter with an other but that this encounter, in turn, 

reflects back on it and determines it. Every causation minimally reflects something that 

pertains uniquely to the thing it affects. This implies that causality owes its existence to 

freedom (originariness). Causation is thus not the enemy of freedom but the fulcrum through 

which the latter turns. This will show that there is, ultimately, no such thing as a mono-

dimensional causality, which in turn falsifies the thesis of causal determinism.  

3.1 Some Contemporary Views of Causality 

The concept of causality has a rich history in philosophy, and one could refer here to 

Aristotle, Hume and others. However, because this study focuses on Hegel, I will restrict 

myself only to some of the contemporary discussions on the matter.  

Following Michael Tooley’s Causation: A Realist Approach, there appear to be 

primarily three competing views of causality: supervenient, singularist and an alternative 

(realist). Interestingly, Hegel’s analysis, as we shall see, falls within none of those three 

positions, but precisely this helps make clear what is distinctive about Hegel’s thought. 

 Overall, the main issue in the debate seems to be what is primary to causation. Does 

causation primarily depend on the status of non-causal events? And, does causation primarily 

depend on certain laws, or are those laws second to causation? Additionally, does causation 

include probability or is the concept strictly deterministic? If causation does not inherently 

presuppose law, then it should be logically consistent to posit causal relations without also 

having to posit some law. Or, if it does, how is causation determined within the structure of 

law.  

 Subsidiary issues concern whether causal relations are asymmetric or symmetric, that 

is, whether causal relations are one-way relations of cause to effect. Another issue concerns 

the reflexivity of the concept. Is causation self-relating, or does causation refer to something 

else? A final question concerns whether causation is explained through temporality. Since 

time is a natural category in Hegel’s system—that is, a determination of the concept of 

nature—temporality is precluded as a means to analyze causation in the Logic. Tooley thinks 

that using temporal concepts to analyze causation implies that it is logically impossible for a 

cause to be simultaneous with its effect and that the cause cannot occur after its effect, and 
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that such accounts must either reverse these conclusions or show them to be acceptable.2 

Consider iron that glows when heated. In a temporal causal account the iron that is hot would 

precede the iron that glows, but this seems intuitively wrong. It is not that the iron glows after 

being hot, but that hot iron glows, such that the cause here seems to overlap with its effect. I 

will return to this and the issues of directionality and reflexivity later. Now I will briefly look 

at the three contemporary views on causality.  

 The supervenience view takes the position that causal laws precede and ground causal 

relations. Tooley formulates this position like so: 

The truth values of all singular causal statements are logically determined by the truth 

values of statements of causal laws, together with the truth values of non-causal 

statements about particulars.3 

Put more technically, this means that there are non-causal properties (say P and Q) which 

stand in a non-causal relation (say R), such that state of affairs A has the property P, and 

another state of affairs B has the property Q only when standing in relation R to A, and there 

is a certain causal law that dictates that any states of affairs with property P are always 

followed by a state of affairs with property Q when they stand in relation R.4 Essentially, two 

properties are mandated to belong to one another by law such that where one occurs, the other 

accompanies it. This view relies both on the truth value of the state of affairs and the causal 

law. As we can see, this view requires both the non-causal status of the given state of affairs 

and a certain law.  

 The singularist view inverts the supervenience position and state that causal relations 

between events are primary and causal laws secondary. As can be seen in Curt John 

Ducasse’s firm expression: 

… the definition of cause proposed is that it defines the cause of a particular event in 

terms of but a single occurrence of it, and thus in no way involves the supposition that 

it, or one like it, ever has occurred before or ever will again. The supposition of 

recurrence is thus wholly irrelevant to the meaning of cause; that supposition is 

relevant only to the meaning of law. And recurrence becomes related at all to 

causation only when a law is considered which happens to be a generalization of facts 

 
2 Tooley, Causation, 180, 235. 
3 Tooley, 173. 
4 Tooley, 174. 
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themselves individually causal to begin with. … The causal relation is essentially a 

relation between concrete individual events; and it is only so far as these events exhibit 

likeness to others, and can therefore be grouped with them into kinds, that it is 

possible to pass from individual causal facts to causal laws.5 

Here causal relations are understood to emerge as unique encounters between events, and any 

law is a generalization of events grouped by their likeness, such that laws are here essentially 

understood as regularities exhibited by individual events. Ducasse also notes that non-causal 

properties, or conditions, and environments are required for the coherence of causation.6 The 

singularist view posits that causation occurs between individual events in a given domain (or 

the world) without the presupposition of laws. Tooley thinks that most present-day 

philosophers do not think this is really possible and instead hold the view that causation has a 

one-way dependence, or supervenes, on causal laws, together with non-causal facts.7 

The third alternative (realist) view looks at first to be a compromise between the two 

views, stressing that causal laws and non-causal facts may be presupposed by causation but 

that they need not logically determine the causal relation between events. However, Tooley 

discards the singularist view on account that it does not distinguish between causation and 

correlation (which is instructive to bear in mind when we look at Hegel below).8 Instead, 

Tooley develops a supplemented version of the supervenience view. It is on this view that he 

builds his own realist thesis, which includes probabilistic laws: ‘causation is that theoretical 

relation that determines the direction of the logical transmission of probabilities’.9 The status 

of theoretical entities which Tooley endorses is that theoretical entities may exist without 

reference to observable inputs, though he qualifies that it should in principle be possible to 

have empirical evidence to support the plausibility of some theoretical statement.10  The 

notion of a ‘logical transmission’ appears to stipulate a necessary connection between causal 

laws and causal facts, such that causal relations obtain between events not because of some 

intrinsic nature but because of a relation that obtains between universals (Tooley understands 

 
5 Ducasse, “On the Nature and the Observability of the Causal Relation,” 61. 
6 Ducasse, 59. 
7 Tooley, Causation, 175. 
8 ‘if causal relations do not presuppose underlying laws, the relation of causation between states of affairs differs 

from the non-causal relation involved when one state of affairs merely happens to accompany another’ (Tooley, 

268). 
9 Tooley, 175, 251. 
10 Tooley, 246. 
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universals to exist), which then determine the causal laws.11 On Tooley’s realist view then, 

when two states of affairs are causally connected, two relations must obtain: ‘the second-order 

relation between the universals that enter into the underlying causal law, along with some 

special first-order relation between the two states of affairs’.12 The realist view thus integrates 

moments from both previous views (with more emphasis on supervenience) but stipulates 

many criteria for its concept, which may serve to give more questions than answers. However, 

Tooley wants to work out a concept of causality that includes probability.  

Probabilistic laws have become a factor of the discussion on causality. On the face of 

it, it appears that causal relations preclude probabilistic laws, since causal relations posit that 

an effect must follow a cause, and not that an effect may probably follow. However, on the 

singularist view, where laws are secondary to causal relations and thus do not determine 

causal relations, the issue of probabilistic laws is unproblematic. On the supervenience view, 

however, this poses a difficulty. As Tooley notes, either the supervenience view must account 

for a non-probabilistic laws and probabilistic laws together, which may stipulate a family of 

different causal relations, or that underlying laws do obtain but supervenience does not, in 

which case causation and laws would have an immediate identity.13  

Causal relations are necessarily irreflexive, claims Tooley, and there seem to be two 

reasons for this. First, if an event, property or individual is understood to causally relate to 

itself, it would imply that it is causing itself. Apparently, it is violence to the understanding to 

suppose anything could be the cause of itself. Second, how is it possible for anything to be in 

relation to itself at all? Here Tooley relies on the work of David Malet Armstrong to make this 

point: Armstrong shows reflexivity to obtain in a logic given that (1) if xRy, then yRx, and (2) 

if xRy and yRz, then xRz, such that if x has a relation (R) to anything, it has it to itself. In 

other words, reflexivity obtains when, if x has a relation (R) to anything, it has it to itself. But 

the ‘deduction of reflexivity’ is prevented, Armstrong states, were we to ‘instead stipulate in 

the definition of transitivity and symmetry that x, y and z must each be different particulars in 

 
11 ‘on the present intermediate view, any relation, C, which is the special, first-order relation that obtains 

between any two causally related states of affairs, has that status not by virtue of its intrinsic nature, but by virtue 

of the fact that it is the relation which enters into all causal laws in a certain way—any where causal laws are 

laws which obtain by virtue of a second-order relation between universals which determine the direction of the 

logical transmission of probabilities. The primary locus of causal fact, on the intermediate model advanced here, 

is the second-order relation which enters into causal laws. The first-order relation between states of affairs, in 

contrast, plays a role in causal facts only because of its connection with the basic, second-order relation between 

universals’ (Tooley, 274).  
12 Tooley, 268. 
13 Tooley, 182. 
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all cases’. Armstrong concludes, ‘as a matter of ontology, no particular is related to itself. One 

consequence of so concluding is the rejection of any doctrine of causa sui’.14 The examples 

Armstrong gives are all of empirical entities and where reflexivity is put to question, he 

simply supplants that with another logical structure to show that one need not appeal to 

reflexivity to make sense of the thing (e.g. is the rope self-relating when knotted, or is one 

part of the rope coming into contact with another?). This seems not to address the concept at 

issue. And concerning the logical example, he seems to just externally impose on the matter 

that x, y, and z must be non-self-relating particulars. I find Armstrong’s arguments thoroughly 

unconvincing, and so Tooley’s position here is much weaker. However, the issue of causa sui 

is an important one and there does seem to be something intuitively deficient with causation 

that merely relates to itself. But we must discover the logical reason for this within the 

concept of causation itself, and I think Hegel does precisely that.  

Tooley also claims that causal relations are necessarily asymmetric, such that 

causation is a one-way directional process of cause to effect, but not vice versa. Additionally, 

this serves to designate the difference between cause and effect, since symmetry could imply 

an identity between the two and thus collapse the distinctiveness altogether. As Tooley writes, 

‘It is therefore impossible to have both P →k Q and Q →k P, if P and Q are distinct 

properties. Direct causal necessitation is necessarily asymmetric’ (the →k means a relation of 

direct causal relation).15 Intuitively, this seems to be correct. The effect cannot cause the cause 

it is the effect of. However, Hegel will problematize this intuition, and this can be done 

because Hegel does not assign cause and effect to distinct non-causal events or properties (P, 

Q, A, C, individuals, etc.) in order to analyze the relation. Hegel looks at the causal relation 

with no other means than the terms that must minimally be involved in that relation, namely, 

cause and effect themselves. 

Lastly, it is interesting that Tooley’s account demands the intervention of universals, 

for as we shall see below, Hegel’s own treatment of causality leads him to derive the 

determination of ‘the universal’ as such. Though in contrast to Tooley, once the universal 

relation is made explicit in the causal relation, the causal relation ceases to be logically 

relevant. Another important difference is the inclusion of laws in the causal relation. If Hegel 

is right, the concept of causation does not need to appeal to laws in order to be grasped. But 

does the converse apply, that is, does the concept of law appeal to causation? This is a 

 
14 Armstrong, A Theory of Universals: Volume 2: Universals and Scientific Realism, 93. 
15 Tooley, Causation, 279. 
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question we shall have to postpone until the chapter on objectivity. Finally, probability is not 

explicitly thematized in Hegel’s logic of causation (perhaps because probability presupposes 

the recurrence of causal events and thus already presupposes the concept of causation), but 

perhaps an agnate notion is found in the proximate determination which serves to derive 

causation, namely, accidentality. This would mean that a constitutive element of probability16 

is involved in Hegel’s logic of causation, but, again, without involving law.  

3.2 The Logic of Substance 

Hegel’s claim that the truth of necessity is freedom finds its main argument in the final 

chapter of the Doctrine of Essence, the chapter concerning the terms substance, accidents, 

power, causality, action and reciprocal action. While substance, accidents and power play 

important roles in the argument, it is particularly with causality that Hegel needs to show, to 

the satisfaction of causal determinism, how the logic of cause and effect are in themselves 

conceptually inadequate and yet also play a pivotal role in Hegel’s own derivation of freedom 

as such. 

To recap the development of essence. We began with the idea of an essence as that 

which is not immediate. An essence is not what simply is the case, but what is the case as 

mediated. However, what is mediated must relate to immediacy, and indeed, at various points 

generates genuine immediacy from itself. The immediacy that is explicitly mediated then 

becomes understood as the appearance of the essential (or, conversely, what appears is what is 

essential). The logic of actuality further builds upon this by specifying that being and 

essence—immediacy and mediation—are further intertwined, to the point of absolute unity. 

Yet there remains a question as to how the unity relates to its elements in a manner that does 

not erase the parts for the whole. The section on modalities specifies that the actual being is a 

reciprocal interplay of contingency and necessity. The result of this is that the actual being is 

understood in relation to itself in its negative. The logic of substance further determines the 

relation of contingency and necessity, but this will require development of new emergent 

terms. The big twist, so to speak, will be that these new terms develop a new being where the 

whole is integrated, efficacious and self-sustaining in its parts or particularity. This new being 

Hegel terms the universal and will be the subject of scrutiny in the next chapter. This chapter 

 
16 If it is assumed that accidents form part of the concept of probability. Intuitively, probability involves some 

measure of chance or contingency. Contingency serves, for Hegel, as an integral moment of the fullest notion of 

necessity. In the present chapter, accidents can be seen as a developed sense of contingency.  
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will demonstrate why causality logically leads to universality, and why every cause and every 

action is implicitly free.17 

3.2.1 Substance and Accidents 

Absolute necessity saw the repertoire of modalities result in the being that is, or subsists, in its 

negation. Under this necessity, being is understood as a reflexive totality of moments, where 

the moments are themselves the whole totality (‘dessen Momente selbst ihre ganze Totalität 

sind’18). This distinctiveness, however, is made illusory because its moments are of essentially 

one subsistence, namely, that of being. This is because absolute necessity is that which is 

what it is through itself. If this necessary being is what it is, then its relational differences fall 

away as mere shining—they only secondary importance, as it were. Were only this to be the 

case, then it would bring the logic back to the logic of shine (early Doctrine of Essence). But 

the result now is different. The relational differences—the shining—of the necessary being 

are not simply unessential but are the self-exposition of the necessary as necessary. ‘The 

absolute, first, expounded by external [reflexion], as absolute form or as necessity now 

expounds itself; this self-exposition is its self-positing, and is only this self-positing’.19 

 This is further confirmed when Hegel next disqualifies the attribute-relation, since the 

exposition, or the shining reflexion, here is not understood as a presupposition (posited as not- 

posited), but as determining of the actual itself. To simplify, the relational differences of the 

necessary being are understood exactly as relational differences, but in precisely this they are 

rendered self-equal and thus manifest the absolute.20 The relational differences, as shine, are 

understood to form absolute totalities—the utter manifesting of the absolute’s manifestation. 

And the absolute totality, in turn, is nothing but shine. The basic insight here is that the notion 

 
The chapter on substance is titled ‘The absolute relation’ (Das absolute verhältniss) and this is significant for at 

least two reasons. First, the logic of relation is explicitly thematized in essence following the dialectic of the 

world of appearance and the world that is in and for itself. Relation here was termed essential precisely because a 

relation is posited between the two worlds which counts as their determining factor. But this determining unity 

was understood as separate from the two worlds and it is only in the logic of actuality that the determining unity 

begins to be understood as efficacious through different modes. But does this not efface the parts in favor for the 

whole? 

This brings the second point: if essence is absolutely integrated in the actual being, how is there any relation, 

strictly speaking, to be determined? Given what is known about relational essence, this seems like an oxymoron. 

However, it is precisely because essence is fully integrated in actual being that the specifically integrated 

relations can be thematized. Indeed, such absolute integration of relations is presupposed by causality. Recall, 

that the persistent problem of actuality is incorporating the element of non-unity into its absolute unity without 

diminishing either. 
18 Hegel, Wissenschaft der Logik. Die objektive Logik, #393. 
19 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 489/11.393. 
20 Consider: ‘Since this necessity is the reflective shining posited as reflective shining, the sides of this relation, 

because they are as shine, are totalities; for as shine, the differences are themselves and their opposite, that is, 

they are the whole; and, conversely, they thus are only shine because they are totalities’ (Hegel, 489/11.393). 



106 

 

of totality only operates on the level of reflexive shining. All the while, however, this 

relational self-positing nexus nonetheless is immediate. Qua immediacy, it is being, but as the 

being that is in its negation it is substance (Substanz). Substance evokes the impression that 

something persists in its own being against difference and relations to others, as well as 

positing itself as those differences or ‘accidents’.  

 Concrete existence (a prior determination of essence) saw the first step of a being 

understood as mediated by essence, namely, as essential being. It is the essence that contains 

its existence, as the classical formulation has it. At this stage, however, immediacy was still 

posited as essentially different from its essence, though the former is the latter’s appearance. 

Substance is the further evolved step of this logic in precisely being the being that ‘is because 

it is, being the absolute mediation of itself with itself’. It is not the unreflected immediacy 

from the Doctrine of Being, nor the self-standing immediacy posited by an external reflexion, 

nor immediacy that is grounded, nor the immediacy mediated-by-another qua appearance, but 

immediate actuality that is absolutely reflected into itself, or, ‘as a subsisting that exists in and 

for itself’.21 Substance is the unity of being and reflexion, and with this a new duality has 

emerged: As the unity of being and reflexion, it is essentially reflexive and therefore a self-

referring shining; and as this self-referring shining it absolutely is and therefore is being. This 

reflexive shining, or referential totality, Hegel calls accidentality (die Accendentalität). As 

Houlgate notes, ‘this idea of substance as the activity of positing necessarily places substance 

in relation to that which is posited by it’.22 This relation is the accidental as it does not subsist 

on its own.  

 Even though substance qua unity of being and essence signifies its reflexive element, 

there is ultimately no asymmetry here. As this is the further development of absolute 

necessity, the relational differences are internal to this one substance, and, indeed, the latter’s 

moments are themselves the whole relational totality. Said otherwise, substance (or the 

absolute) is its modes and the modes are each themselves substance (not cumulatively). 

Similar to Spinoza’s proposition that ‘God is the immanent, not the transitive, cause of all 

things’, so is Hegel’s substance at this stage immanent in its modes (or accidents, to be 

precise).23 However, with Hegel there is an added implication: modes are immanent to 

 
21 Hegel, 490/11.394. 
22 Houlgate, “Substance, Causality, and the Question of Method in Hegel’s Science of Logic,” 235. 
23 Spinoza, A Spinoza Reader, 100/E1P18. 
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substance, and this immanence (which will reveal itself to be causal later) is a key feature of 

substance-logic.    

 If substance is in its modes, and modes are in substance, this would lead to a simple 

identity, and, as such, would appear to collapse any distinctiveness. Immanence, however, is 

preventing this logical collapse. Since immanence, ordinarily, means indwelling, inherent and 

the sense of remaining within, it suggests, at least formally, an inner and outer distinction. 

Philosophically, however, the term denotes a non-transcendent distinction; two things which 

are related whereby neither stands externally beyond the other. But two things are 

nevertheless posited as related though distinct. One might say that X and Y appear different, 

but one is actually immanent in the other. Substance thematizes this logic of immanence, but 

for this to become clear, it needs to be shown how the relational differences of substance, its 

accidents, relate to substance itself. 

 On the face of it, immanence suggests some element to be within another, but neither 

lose their distinctiveness in this relation. In more technical terms, the positing of substance as 

substance is internal to substance itself, which is to say that the positing is here formally self-

identical and self-referential. Said otherwise, it belongs to the concept of substance to be 

determined as substance. This echoes Spinoza’s definition: ‘By substance I understand what 

is in itself and is conceived through itself.’24 The Hegelian follow up to this logic, however, is 

that the shining totality—the very positing itself—is integral to substance überhaupt. Just as 

the absolute logically emerges out of the non-absolute, and is importantly a result following 

the conceptual order, here substance is the emergent structure out of non-substance. But 

substance is a further advance and, unlike the absolute schlechthin, has its non-substantial 

element internal to its concept (recall the reflexion that is internal to the actual is called its 

possibility). Indeed, substance itself is being as the absolute mediation of itself with itself—its 

mediation is utterly immanent. As Houlgate writes, ‘because accidentality is simply that 

which substance in its self-positing posits itself to be: it is substance itself as posited being’.25 

This means that a substance which does not in its concept manifest itself in being posited or 

other-related fails, in Hegel’s estimate, to be substance (it fails to be the being in its negation). 

Said otherwise, the substance that does not retain its determination in accidentality cannot be 

said to be genuinely substantial.  

 
24 Spinoza, 85/E1D3. 
25 Houlgate, “Substance, Causality, and the Question of Method in Hegel’s Science of Logic,” 235. 
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 If accidentality and positing are internal to substance, how are these now to be 

understood? The mediating accidentality is, at first, becoming. Hegel exemplifies this by 

linking the present logic back to contingency; showing that accidentality displays the 

movement of contingency, whereby it ‘exhibits in each of its moments the mutual reflective 

shine of the categories of being and of the reflective determinations of essence’.26 That 

accidentality incorporates the logic of both being and essence shows that it is not mere 

appearance that is at hand here (which would render it simply as the mediating side). In other 

words, accidentality can be denoted as the mediation of immediacy and mediation, whereas 

substance holds (formally) the immediacy of mediation and immediacy. Accidentality traces 

the various advances of the entire logic as the movement of substance, such that substance 

contains itself seamlessly and completely therein.  

 As this movement, accidentality is neither simply the becoming of being nor the 

contingency of essence, but is the actuosity (Actuosität) of substance. This abundant energy of 

accidentality is next identified with substance as its ‘tranquil coming forth of itself’. And 

Hegel adds, ‘It is not active (thätig) against something, but only against itself as a simple 

unresisting element (einfaches widerstandloses27 Element)’.28 This may appear cryptic, but if 

one recalls, as an example, that reflexion is, at first, the immediacy that is rendered the case 

by the absolute negativity of shine—that shine is itself a shine—then, using the logic of 

substance, one can say that reflexion is the substantial being of which shine is its accident. 

Note the reversal in the conceptual order, which will be further specified in the coming 

sections. Seen another way, substance is the substantiality of movement as movement, for 

movement or becoming is not simply fleeting or vanishing but also substantially determined 

as forming the development of a substantive being.    

Substance is thus not set apart from accidentality but is the embrace of accidentality in 

itself.29 And accidentality, in turn, is the whole substance, since the advances of the entire 

logic are now understood as the development of one absolute substance. As the actuosity of 

substance, or the mediation of immediacy and mediation, accidentality unfolds the structure 

of substance further in two respects. First, the differentiation of mediation into immediacy. 

This is substance understood as the simple identity of being, the formless substance, the 

 
26 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 490/11.394. 
27 Contradiction is Widerpruch, and for contradiction to obtain, an identity has to be posited as excluding its 

difference. Here, at this level of substance, no contradiction can follow since no exclusion obtains.  
28 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 490/11.394. 
29 Hegel, 491/11.395. 
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shine-less indeterminacy, immediacy überhaupt. This is the stillness of substance, its tranquil 

stolidity. The second is the absolute unity of accidentality as mediation qua mediation, the 

flux of accidents. This is substance as absolute power. 

3.2.2 Power 

Substance is the being that is the absolute mediation of itself with itself. Accidentality is the 

actuosity—the abundant activity—of substance; it is the reflexive movement that is special to 

substance itself. Accidentality is movement (as change from one accident to another), but the 

active moment is substance. One can say, perhaps paradoxically, that it is the substantial 

movement. Substance, further developed as the self-identical relational difference, or simply 

the totality of the whole, differentiates itself, on the one hand, into simple self-identical being 

and, on the other, the flux of accidents (Wechsel der Accidenzen). The former lets substance 

fall into accidentality, while the latter determines substance as the absolute power (die 

absolute Macht).  

 Power is the substantial necessity where actuality and possibility are absolutely united. 

It was seen in the previous chapter how actuality turns into possibility, and possibility into 

actuality again. In the regime of substance, however, where there is a content against the 

form-unity of accidents, substance manifests itself as creative power (schaffende Macht) 

where actuality that is converted from the possible. Conversely, substance manifests itself as 

destructive power (zerstörende Macht) where the actual is the reduction to (zurückführt) to 

what is only possible. Yet these powers are one-sided posits of the one reflexive power, 

namely, the absolute power that is in the coming-to-be and ceasing-to-be of accidents. This is 

not the logic of simple appearance, where power would be like the restful law that pervades 

the myriad of other-mediated concrete existences. For the law of appearance is fettered to the 

flux of appearances, it is the self-equality of permanence that invariably follows the manifold 

alteration like a shadow that comes second. Power, on the other hand, is the actuosity of 

substance, and substance is the absolutely necessary being, the being that is completely 

through itself. If the modalities of actuality established the self-relating character of actual 

being, then the logic of substance renders explicit this being’s activity as the on-going power 

that brings itself forth through the command of its accidents. As Houlgate emphasizes, ‘the 

actual changing and turning of one thing into something else’.30 We see here that the logic of 

 
30 Further, ‘Hegel does not conceive of substance as merely having power, but as being nothing but power. 

Moreover, the conceives of power itself, not just as potency or capacity – as mere Vermögen – but as actual, 
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essence is beginning to contest its initial determination as the timelessly-past, and, indeed, is 

beginning to begin.31  

 If power is understood as the command over accidents whereby substance manifests 

itself, then accidents as such have no power over one another. The logic of this follows from 

accidents being equal to the determinations of the logic of being. That is to say, if substance is 

the center of orientation for the form-unity of accidentality—substance as the mediating 

“gravity”—then accidents are immediate self-subsistent parts. Note how the roles have here 

switched. Initially, substance is the being of all being with accidentality as the mediated flux. 

Now, however, substance is the mediator of accidents as power, whereby accidents are 

rendered immediate and determinate beings. Basically, as power, substance rises from the 

register of being to essence, while accidentality sinks from essence to being. Accidents are 

hereby inert and that which is subject to power. In this context, any manifestation of power of 

one accident to another is strictly an exercise of the power of a substance. As Hegel confirms, 

In so far as such an accidental being seems to exercise a power over an other, that 

power is that of substance that encompasses them both within itself and, as negativity, 

posits an inequality of value: one it determines as ceasing-to-be and another as having 

a different content and as coming-to-be, the one as passing over into its possibility and 

the other into actuality accordingly – ever dividing itself into this difference of form 

and content and ever purifying itself of this one-sidedness, but in this purification 

(Reinigung) ever falling back (zurückgefallen) into determination and division 

(Entzweiung).32 

That one accident appears to have the power to expel another is really the manifestation of 

substance. In this, substance attains its substantial identity. But inasmuch as one accident 

utterly repels another—the difference, and therefore identity—of both equally perish. The 

logic of power manifests itself precisely in the ‘difference of form and content’ but also in 

 
active Macht’ (Houlgate, “Substance, Causality, and the Question of Method in Hegel’s Science of Logic,” 236). 

Indeed, one might even omit potency and capacity altogether, since there is no “space” at which power here is 

not actual.  
31 The Doctrine of Essence begins as that which cannot itself begin. Essence cannot be immediate, cannot be that 

which is simply given. Its Doctrine reflects precisely this, essence begins not with essence überhaupt but with 

essence as sublated being. Essence is tethered to be the negation of being—coming second to being, being the 

being that is not being (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 341/11.254). As Hegel writes, ‘essence is past – but 

timelessly past – being’ (Hegel, 337/11.241). (The philosophical implications of this are that there are no 

immediate, merely given, essences—such “essences” are subterfuge beings.) Yet, this negativity of being unites 

with itself and slowly actualizes itself, reversing the hand that dealt it its “afterness”.  
32 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 491/11.395. 
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overcoming, sublating or purifying this one-sided difference. One can say substance is that 

which abhors abstraction. Yet in its exercise of power to purify itself of abstraction, it renews 

or falls back ‘into determination and division’. Spinoza’s substance may appear to determine 

the modes, but implicitly the modes, in turn, determine it through this very determining act, 

such that substance is essentially set against itself. Said otherwise, the mediation of the flux of 

accidents can maintain its form-unity insofar as there are accidents which are in flux. Power is 

its own manacles, for it needs that over which it can be the power.  

 Because substance is manifested as the power through its accidents, and the accidents 

in turn are powerless, the power that substance commands is entirely formal. As Hegel 

confirms, ‘The relation of substantiality is at first, therefore, only this, that substance 

manifests itself as a formal power whose differences are not substantial; in fact, substance 

only is as the inner of the accidents, and these only are in the substance’.33 The power of 

substance is thus entirely one of self-referring simple identity, namely, the identity of its first 

determination as tranquil stolidity. 

This brings substance back to its other determination, namely, the one where substance 

itself falls into the accidents (recall this was the first determination discussed before the 

determination of power). Since the logic of substance relates substance as power only to 

accidents which are powerless, the difference itself is one of vacuous power and so no real 

power at all. This power fails to be real power because it does not command anything other 

than itself—substance both is the subjugation of the powerless and what is subjected to 

power. The result is that the relation of substance is inert and impassive: ‘Substantiality is, 

therefore, only the relation as immediately vanishing; it refers to itself not as a negative and, 

as the immediate unity of power with itself, is in the form only of its identity, not of its 

negative essence; only one of its moments, that of negativity or of difference, vanishes 

altogether; the other moment of identity does not’.34 The difference engendered by substance 

and its accidents in terms of power is thus, as Houlgate writes, a ‘disappearing difference’. 

Although power signals a new determinacy, its activity is for the moment no less that of 

substance relating essentially to itself as one unfolding actuosity and so it takes it for granted, 

as it were.35  

 
33 Hegel, 492/11.396. 
34 Hegel, 492/11.396. 
35 Houlgate, “Substance, Causality, and the Question of Method in Hegel’s Science of Logic,” 236. 
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Looking again at what has occurred. Substance is, first, the being of all being. Second, 

it is also the unity of being and essence, and as this unity substance is regarded as reflexive. 

Its reflexive mediations are not mediating what is other than it, but as accidents which 

substance embraces as the relational totality of which it is. In this respect substance is 

absolute power. Its power is absolute because it is the thoroughgoing might, or authority, that 

determines the accidents as its own determination. But in this, however, power is aborted—it 

is not true power because it has no authority over what it is not. One might say, to borrow an 

illustration from Wittgenstein, that there is no “friction” to this power.36 Absolute power 

suspends itself because its mediation qua complete ceases to be actual mediation; the 

differences of its mediation are in truth non-differences, and so the mediation is rendered a 

non-mediation, a formal mediation, a tautological power—an accident.37  

The determination of absolute power leads substance to its (other-)determination 

(accidentality), because substance is in truth no more than the accidents through which it 

exercises its power. Substance is thus an immediate qua accident. The logic of substance is 

hereby immanent in accidents, such that accidents are implicitly substance themselves. 

However, accidents are of a multitude and thus substance itself enters into multiplicity. This is 

quite a reversal of Spinoza’s thesis where substance remains wholly apart from its modes. The 

relation of substantiality—of the internal formal power of substance to itself—is sublated, 

because what emerges here is the notion of a plurality of substances which enter into 

interaction. As such, the relation of substantiality takes on a new form, namely, that of 

causality.38 

 
36 ‘The more narrowly we examine actual language, the sharper becomes the conflict between it and our 

requirement. (For the crystalline purity of logic was, of course, not a result of investigation: it was a 

requirement.) The conflict becomes intolerable; the requirement is now in danger of becoming empty.—We have 

got on to slippery ice where there is no friction and so in a certain sense the conditions are ideal, but also, just 

because of that, we are unable to walk. We want to walk: so we need friction. Back to the rough ground!’ 

(Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 46/§107). 
37 Said otherwise, substance as absolute power has no content of its own, but just coincides with the change of 

accidents. 
38 That substance is to be understood as itself an accident—completely and without remainder—may appear to 

dissolve the logic of substance altogether, but this “dissolvement” renders in fact more clearly its actualization. 

This reading finds support in Houlgate: ‘Once substance is understood as causality, however, not only is 

substance more clearly distinguished from that which it posits, but the idea that substantial power merely resides 

“within” finite things is also left behind, because substance is now thought to be finite thinghood itself’ 

(Houlgate, “Substance, Causality, and the Question of Method in Hegel’s Science of Logic,” 239). As was seen 

in the previous chapter, to be actual demands that one acts; substance, as a higher form of actuality, cannot fall 

short to this demand, and, indeed, outperforms the previous categories of actuality in demonstrating how its 

determinateness is to be rendered through further determinateness (the being that is in its negation). Said 

otherwise, substance is understood as that which posits differences (between itself and its accidents) and then 

substantiates those differences (by turning itself into causality). 
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Substance thus divides itself as substance and accidents, and herewith becomes power: 

the cyclical creation and destruction of accidents. However, the logic of substance both 

maintains and undermines this very distinction. It maintains itself on account of being 

substance, the ‘determining power’ in accidents.39 Likewise, however, it completely inheres in 

the accidents and as such is identified with them, collapsing the distinction. Now, the 

difference here can either be formal—a non-difference of substance—or be rendered real. As 

formal, substance is understood merely as the power that relates to itself through accidents. 

The accidents play an unessential role. However, this fails to make explicit the logic latent in 

substance: that substance is in its accidents, and to realize the power of substance one must 

understand its difference not to lie the generality of substance to its accidents, but in the 

specificity of accidents to one another in causal terms.40 Likewise, when accidents are posited 

as explicitly substantial, they become reflexive, active and positing (rather than just mediated 

flux of ‘being’); this requires them to be causes. The dormant determinacy in the relation of 

substantiality comes into focus in the relation of causality, where the absolute relation is 

further differentiated through cause, effect and action.  

3.2.3 Causality or Real Power: Formal Causality 

Before we understand one substance to be in a causal relation to another substance, the 

relation of causality is first examined within one substance. Causality, as it turns out, is 

implicit in the previous section concerning the relation of substantiality. This means that 

causality is immanent in substantiality, and, indeed, is the further determined form of the 

latter.  

 Substance has turned out to be power, and as power it is the sole determining factor 

over its accidents. This power is, again, not transitive but wholly self-related and absolutely 

pervasive.41 Indeed, power should not be thought in terms of capacity, potential or potency: 

power as Hegel understands it here is exclusively actual. Furthermore, power posits 

determinations in accidents and yet is kept distinct from these. As Hegel writes, ‘As self-

referring in its determining, [power] is itself that which it posits as a negative or makes into a 

positedness’.42 If substance is its entirety of accidents, then substance is manifested in the 

 
39 Houlgate, 238. 
40 Consider: ‘In other words, substance can only be conceived as real determining power, which is nothing prior 

to or beyond determinate things as such, when it is understood to constitute the realm of finite, determining 

causes’ (Houlgate, 238). 
41 Consider Spinoza’s Proposition Eighteen from Book One: ‘God is the immanent, not the transitive, cause of 

all things’ (Spinoza, A Spinoza Reader, 100/E1P18). 
42 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 492/11.396. 
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posited being it, as power, posits. And yet, this very manifestation is the sublation of 

substance überhaupt, for as posited it is not substance qua power but substance qua 

powerless. Hegel, in my characterization, locates the powerful substance as the cause 

(Ursache) and the powerless substance as the effect (Wirkung).43 

Hegel understands cause and effect to logically unfold from the logic of substance. 

Substance is a reflexive relation, but one that involves power. The dialectic of absolute power 

led to its negation, namely, to powerlessness or accident. Substance can be determined more 

precisely as a relation of cause and effect, where substantial power is recast as cause and 

accidental powerlessness as effect. Granted that it is cause and effect in relation to one 

substance, and as such it may seem something only formal (which will be the case), but it is 

important to think causality in its simplest terms to avoid extraneous and unwarranted 

assumptions.44 

The truth of substantiality is causality. The relation of substance to itself through its 

accidents is now to be further expounded in terms of cause and effect. Substance becomes 

now determinate as a cause. The cause, Hegel states, ‘is originative as against the effect’. 

Substance posits its accidentality—however, not as something that was there already, but as 

substance’s own determination in one actuosity. In this precise sense substance ‘determines 

itself; but this determining is immediately itself the sublation of the determining and a turning 

back’. Its activity collapses into inertness, as it were. In positing its accidents, substance 

instantly identifies with them because substance just is its accidents; yet this very move 

renders substance not as substance but a moment of itself. Hence, the determining is itself 

immediately ‘the sublation of the determining’. And it is exactly a ‘turning back’ because in 

the posited accidents substance is restored to what it is, namely, immediate.45 In other words, 

 
43 ‘This positedness is, as such, sublated substantiality, the merely posited, the effect; the substance that exists for 

itself is, however, the cause’ (Hegel, 492/11.396). 
44 A word on these terms bears some remarks. Cause in German is Ursache, which is Ur- and Sache. Ur signifies 

primordiality, one can think the prime cause. Sache has been a key determination in essence. The section 

concerning condition and ground saw the logical fusion of that which grounds (conditions) itself through its 

conditions, demonstrating that the logic at hand was neither with ground nor condition, but that which took these 

as its conditions—the heart of the matter, or die Sache selbst. The heart of the matter makes its return in 

causality, as will be seen, as the originative.  

Effect in German is Wirkung. Given the domain is actuality—Wirklichkeit—the connotation of wirken 

is significant (act, work, function). The previous chapter saw how real actuality was formulated as Was wirklich 

ist, kann wirken (what is actual can act). This notion of wirken, of externalized actuality—actuality that is real—

finds in causality a more explicit determination. In other words, if what is actual acts, it is essentially causal. 
45 Consider further, ‘It determines itself: substance, that which determines, is thus the immediate and that which 

is itself already determined; in determining itself it therefore posits the already determined as determined; and 

thus it has sublated the positedness and has returned into itself’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 493/11.397). 
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that substance should determine itself seems ineffectual since it already comes as immediately 

determined.  

The logic of cause, however, is in this very turning back, and this needs to be 

emphasized. As Hegel points out, ‘this turning back is the negative reference of substance to 

itself, it is itself a determining or the repelling of itself from itself; it is through this turning 

back that the determinate comes to be from which substance seems to begin and now to posit 

as something which it has found already determined’.46 What is contained in this passage is 

the simple—if paradoxical—idea that a cause is not a cause until it is the posited cause of an 

effect. In sequential terms, the cause is properly determined as ‘cause’ insofar as it has 

‘returned from’ the effect against which it is the originator and seems to begin.47 It will take 

the rest of the account on causality to be able to explicate this, apparently simple, notion that 

cause logically requires the effect.  

In the effect, the relational accidentality of substance—the expression of its power—is 

posited for what it is. The effect is, first, substance as posited. Second, as this positedness, it is 

not substance, and is properly an accident—a vanishing difference; insubstantial determinacy. 

The effect thus does double work: it at once determines that it is the posited being of 

substance, and that it is the posited being of substance. The effect thus is fully self-referential 

because it immediately signifies its transient being as well as reflecting the complete power of 

substance: ‘in the effect the cause is manifested as the whole substance, that is to say, as 

reflected into itself in the positedness itself as such’.48 But in this—strictly within the effect—

the cause itself appears to be not the originative but the posited, and posited precisely by the 

effect. It seems like the effect is causing the cause! This is problematic, since it appears to 

cancel the basic definitions of both cause and effect, which is where Tooley would stipulate 

an asymmetry to prevent this. But if Hegel is right, then this problem is native to the concept 

of causality itself, which perhaps may be obscured when we pre-emptively employ causation 

into individual things (A, B, P, etc.). Now, let us look at this more closely.  

 
46 Hegel, 493/11.397. 
47 There is a danger here of getting stuck in an endless hall of mirrors, whereby the cause presupposes the effect 

and the effect presupposes the cause ad infinitum. This spurious infinity is valid (it will be properly thematized at 

the level of determinate causality) but it is an abstraction from the evolving logic. Hegel avoids this endless 

bifurcation by pointing to actuosity as the cause. Substance is properly active and energetic inasmuch as this 

activity results in a difference which makes a difference. So the actuosity of substance is in the entirety of its 

positedness, its accidents, its effect. 
48 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 493/11.397. 
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The cause is not the cause without being the cause of an effect, so it implicitly 

presupposes being posited. The effect, in turn, determines itself both as the explicitly posited 

being and presupposing of the cause.49 Now, because cause is not cause if it is not the cause 

of an effect, the cause is only a cause inasmuch as its effect obtains. This suggests an integral 

negative element in cause. Further, the cause is rendered properly the cause in this effect. In 

technical reflexive terms, the cause is the return back into itself from its effect. But this very 

turning back does not return to a state of affairs as they were prior, or the return is not 

“frictionless”, as it were, but determines the cause. As Hegel discovered, ‘Because substance 

is as absolute power a turning back into itself, yet this turning back is itself a determining, it is 

no longer the mere in-itself of its accident but is also posited as this in-itself’.50 In the effect, 

the cause is posited or made explicit. But what is made explicit is just that the cause is cause. 

More technically, that the cause is negatively determined, and so there is a minimum of 

determining going on in being posited, such that that the implicit in-itself (or implicit sense) 

of cause does not remain merely implicit but is explicated as implicit. In other words, the 

difference between mere in-itself and posited in-itself may look like a tautology, the cause is 

just doubled, but this is exactly the transparent difference51 I think Hegel wants to emphasize. 

This “transparent difference”, as I call it, has the same structure as necessity. This is 

the necessity of substance, Hegel writes – necessity precisely because substance determines 

itself through itself.52 It is also actual since the cause, as the original mediator, determines 

itself as effect, and in precisely this becomes posited as cause—as that which initiated the 

effect. The effect, in turn, is everything that the cause is, manifesting the necessity in the 

cause. The effect is thus not something simply other to the cause, or, rather, it is the cause’s 

own self-othering of itself where cause is reflected into itself (and so, rejoins itself). The 

effect is the sheer manifestation of the cause’s necessity, and in this, Hegel writes, cause is 

‘self-moving, self-initiating without being solicited by another, self-subsisting source of 

production out of itself [selbständige Quelle des Hervorbringens aus sich]’.53 Thus substance 

 
49 This reciprocal asymmetry could be called causal law. 
50 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 493/11.397. 
51 This “transparent difference” can be considered in two dual senses: once as the transparent difference where 

the content is posited, and once as the transparent difference where the form is presupposed in the content.  
52 Consider further: ‘This is the necessity which is the cause. – It is actual substance, because as power substance 

determines itself; but it is at the same time cause, because it expounds this determinateness or posits it as 

positedness and thus posits its actuality as positedness or effect’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 493/11.397-8). 
53 Hegel, 494/11.398. 
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is the self-issuing of itself in and through its accidents. It is the procession of the Ursache into 

its Wirken—substantial becoming, a form of becoming peculiar to substance.  

With this, a formula of causality can be crystalized. There is nothing in the cause 

which is not in the effect, and the effect contains nothing that the cause does not contain. 

Trivially, if a cause does not act, it is not a cause, and, conversely, an effect whereby the 

cause is not present is an indifferent actuality, and so no longer an effect at all.54 This identity 

of cause and effect Hegel calls formal causality.  

Notice how cause and effect can be distinguished from an actual being. As Houlgate 

writes, ‘Hegel thus shows through his analysis that the specific form of “being a cause” or 

“being an effect” is actually separable from – and in that sense, external to – the immediate 

character or quality of things’.55 Strictly speaking, then, the immediacy of an actual being 

does not mark out whether it is a cause or an effect. It is precisely immediate! Rather, these 

determinations are more essential, and, as such, pierce through the immediacy of the matter at 

hand to ascertain its essential structure or relation.  

This may pose a problem though. If causality is only what is posited, what guarantee is 

there that causality is a genuine determination of the immediate thing? Why would causality 

not simply be, say, a subjective construction, a regulative idea that is at best only an 

approximation? Remember, first, that it is the substantial being that differentiates itself and is 

now understood as causality, such that substance posits56 causality. Second, the positing of 

causality in substance becomes itself understood as cause once it incurs the effect. But now 

that substance is a cause, it equally follows that its positing is an effect of, ostensibly, another 

substance.57 This brings to bear more elements than what is presently the case, but it suffices 

here to be mindful of the fact that causality itself would need to be caused.58 

Formal causality now undermines itself. Given that the identity between cause and 

effect is posited, their distinction becomes meaningless. To be more precise, the cause ceases 

to be the cause in the effect for there is exactly nothing in it to distinguish the effect from the 

 
54 Hegel, 494/11.398. 
55 Houlgate, “Substance, Causality, and the Question of Method in Hegel’s Science of Logic,” 241. 
56 This posit could also be seen as a “preemptive” causing, but I have avoided using cause here and opted instead 

for positing to help distinguish the conceptual dynamics.   
57 As to the question of whether causality truly determines the immediate actuality at hand, this must wait until 

the section on action and reaction, where it will be seen that, (a) causality rightly does violate the immediate 

matter at hand, but also, (b) the truth of this matter is to let itself be violated. 
58 Consider Houlgate’s reading, ‘the power of positing is being understood here as the power of causality, this 

means that a thing must be caused by another to be the cause that it is’ (Houlgate, “Substance, Causality, and the 

Question of Method in Hegel’s Science of Logic,” 241). 
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cause. This goes both ways. As Hegel confirms, ‘The cause is extinguished [erloschen] in its 

effect and the effect too is thereby extinguished, for it only is the determinateness of the 

cause’.59 Said otherwise, the identity of causality collapses its difference and the causal 

relation along with it. Causality is as such extinguished in this immediacy which, qua 

immediate being, is indifferent to the essential relation of causality.  

We thus return to the immediacy of substance with which we began. Taking an 

overview, we have observed that substance sustains itself through its relation to its accidents, 

which mirrors the movement where the cause is truly the cause in the effect. In both accounts, 

substance determines itself through itself, rendering itself an immediate in and through its 

mediation.  

But there is a new insight garnered in the relation of formal causality, and it is that the 

mediation itself, in virtue of the identity of the causal relation, generates an immediacy. 

However, the mediation does not thereby vanish but stands in a relation to the indifferent 

immediacy. What this signifies is that the relation of cause and effect is not even a sublated 

moment of this immediacy but is a form external to it. This external form of causality is 

called determinate causality.  

What Hegel claims is that causality is an essential determination of the immediate 

substantial being that determines the latter in terms of cause and effect. The causal relation 

follows from, as we have observed, the immediate substantial being. However, we saw also 

that the result of the causal relation just is the immediate substantial being once more. For 

example, the whey is the cause for brown cheese. However, once the brown cheese is actually 

produced, the whey ceases being the cause since it has literally become the effect. But once it 

is this effect, the causal relation collapses, since there is no cause anymore against which the 

effect stays the effect. The determination of causality thus is something formal and external to 

the finished product. This will complicate the causal relation, as the externality will stipulate 

contingency to causality itself.  

The question in the causation debate, as we saw in the first section, concerns what is 

primary to the concept of causation. What logical elements need to obtain for causality to 

coherently be the case? Is causality analyzable through non-causal terms? It seems typical to 

assume a world with individual things already causally interacting with each other, and then 

to ask what constitutes this causal relation. The contest is then between a singularist- and 

 
59 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 494/11.398. 
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supervenient view, each of which appears to stress two mutually exclusive terms (the actual 

unique incidence between individuals as causal facts vs. the lawfully determined occurrence 

according to a rule qua causal laws). Then there is the issue of how to include probability in a 

seemingly deterministic notion of causal interactions. Hegel’s method, as we see, does not 

posit a causal relation to begin with but makes ready, as it were, all the elements necessary for 

causation to obtain. Once all the necessary elements are there, causation is obvious: The 

concept of substance turns out to contain probabilistic anticipations in the form of accidents. 

Power has an internal mandate to engage with another substance in order to be determined. 

There is no posit of a “world” which supposedly contains “individuals”—rather, substance is 

all that is the case, and this substance individuates itself, to use a non-Hegelian term, into 

particular substances when it takes the form of causes. This cuts through the exclusivity of the 

singularist- and supervenient views by taking up elements crucial to each and realizing them 

as moments of the same logic. Moreover, given that Hegel derives causality from 

substantiality, he shows in part that causation is analyzable through non-causal terms; though, 

this only derives the relation of causation, and to properly analyze causation one needs to 

think its concept and logic on its own terms, not reduced to precursor determinations.60 

3.2.4 Real Causality or Really Real Power: Determinate Causality 

The extinguishing of causality is in the self-identity of the cause in its effect. Cause has 

sublated its power and negativity in being rendered a unity. Insofar as cause is fully identical 

to its effect, their difference becomes void. The final effect of causality is its substantial 

becoming as immediate being. As Friedrike Schick notes, ‘the identity of cause and effect 

reappears as a third moment, a substance-as-substrate in which cause and effect inhere’.61 

Now, however, the relation of causality is posited as implicit in this being, and this gives rise 

to a relation whereby causality is explicitly externally related to this being immediately. Thus, 

Hegel writes, ‘the form is itself a causality which is only immediately efficient, a contingent 

causality’.62 This causality which stands in a causal relation to a non-causal element renders 

the former exactly contingent because causality presupposes its other.63  

 
60 It would be like analyzing more complex lifeforms (say, mammals) only in terms of simpler ones (say, multi-

cellular), which analysis, conceptually, precisely presupposes those complex lifeforms, but fails to grasp the 

latter since they are abbreviated to a much cruder framework or logic. 
61 Schick, “Freedom and Necessity,” 89. 
62 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 494/11.398-9. 
63 This logic is highly reminiscent of the previous chapter, where real necessity presupposes contingency, 

rendering necessity itself relative to that which it is not 
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 The being which causality relates to cannot be anything less than a substance, the latter 

of which is itself implicitly causal. Owing to the being of substance, however, there is an 

unreflexive element confronting this causality. As such, there is a contingent causality that 

stands opposed to this substance. This substance in turn is not the infinite substance of 

absolute power, but a finite substance. There is a point at which this substance, in its formal 

power, comes to an end. Conversely, the contingent causality is likewise finite, since it 

confronts a given content and its difference is external to this given.  

 The logic of causality has been extended to include an element of non-causality. It is 

formal causality but it is now understood that the mediation, or difference, stands external to 

the identity of its terms, the identity implicit in an immediate substance. This identity qua 

immediate is an indifferent being. But since formal causality is nonetheless implicit in the 

immediate being, the latter can be further understood as a content (against which formal 

causality is merely the form), an actual and as a finite substance. To illustrate, one can say 

that the very form of cause and effect has been made external to its content. For the content is 

identical to itself, whereby cause and effect are, instead, exactly cause and effect—terms of 

mediating difference. As Schick describes it, ‘One and the same content appears now in a 

twofold description: on the one hand, as an immediate or simple, qualitative determination, 

and, on the other hand, as a relational determination, as the effect of its substrate’s being 

causally determined by another substance, or, in the other direction, as the cause of another 

substrate’s determination’.64 

 At this stage Hegel brings out a number of examples. To pick out just one, “rain is the 

cause of wetness which is its effect”. Here the same content is repeated in the differentiation 

of causality, which renders causality here merely tautological. There is no new determination 

or new content with which the matter is better understood, rather, the proposition is entirely 

analytic. The further development of causality will need to overcome this tautology.  

 Causality as determinate is contingent and finite. It is contingent on account of 

presupposing an immediate given. It is finite since its relational structure precisely ends at the 

which point the immediate begins. The content which determinate causality presupposes in 

the immediate given is likewise contingent and finite: the immediate is both groundless and 

ends at the  point the causal form begins. Yet there is more to the present structure of the 

content (given immediate) and the form (determinate causality). The form that is made up of 

 
64 Schick, “Freedom and Necessity,” 90. 
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cause and effect comprises, Hegel informs us, another content, different from what is 

presupposed in the immediate given. The first content is causal implicitly, which links the 

causal form to it. But this implicitness essentially generates a difference from the form (of the 

other content).65 One can consider it also this way: the identity of causality is the first content, 

but the difference of causality constitutes a second content. This renders explicit what is 

implicit in the idea that causality stands opposed to its content; in so doing, causality is a 

content determination set apart from the first content. The two contents are outside each other, 

since the first content is the identity of causality (in the immediate), the second is the identity 

of causality (as mediated).66 The second content is therewith implicitly relationless. 

 Hegel calls this relationless external content an immediate concrete existence, where 

any manifold of determinations can be inserted, alongside the determinations of cause and 

effect. This makes this content into a substrate where causality may subsist. But the next 

move is to understand this substrate not merely as substrate, but as substance, ‘for it is 

identical subsistence only as subsistence of the [causal] relation’.67 The relationless external 

content is thereby self-relating identical substance, but also finite substance. Since it is 

determined as immediate against the causal relation, the form of causality differentiates itself 

from itself; first as a finite substance, and second as causality that is external to this finite 

substance and is its positedness.68 This may appear to lead to an infinite regress of causality-

substance-causality, but it must be noted that this emergent substance consists in negatively 

referring itself to itself in this causal form. It is the content that refers to itself through only 

referring to the original content; it is positedness or external causality; or, as already 

encountered, it is effect. This means that the causality of a substance is itself an effect 

whereby the substance is the cause; the substance is effective insofar as it generates the 

causality-relation through which it becomes positioned as the originator. The substance qua 

positedness that posits just this relation vanishes into nothing; for, insofar as causality is 

posited as causality of a substance in both form and content, there is logically no real 

 
65 ‘Or the content, because it is only as the content of a form, has the difference of this form within it and is 

essentially different’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 497/11.401). 
66 Consider, ‘But this form of the content is the relation of causality, which is a content identical in cause and the 

effect, and consequently the different content is externally connected, on the one hand with the cause and on the 

other with the effect; hence the content itself does not enter into the effective action and into relation’ (Hegel, 

497/11.401). 
67 Hegel, 497/11.401, my insertion FN. 
68 ‘Now this substrate is, as cause, negative reference to itself. But this “itself” to which it refers is, first, a 

positedness because it is determined as immediately actual; this positedness, as content, is any determination 

whatever. – Second, causality is external to the substrate and itself constitutes, therefore, its positedness’ (Hegel, 

497/11.402).  
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distinctiveness to be sustained between (immediate) substance as cause and (causal) substance 

as effect. This is confirmed in Hegel: ‘The effective action of this substance thus begins from 

something external, frees itself from this external determination, and its turning back into 

itself is the preservation of its immediate concrete existence and the sublation of the one 

which is posited, and consequently of its causality as such’.69 A thing is posited to be a cause 

by something else. Yet in exercising causality the thing negates or removes this external 

determination, and restores its own identity, so that its causality is actually its own (despite 

the fact another thing has determined it as a cause—this will be looked at more closely 

below). As an example, we can consider the photosynthesis of a tree, where the tree draws 

nourishment from light and “breathes” CO2: the causal-photosynthesis has its substrate in the 

tree-substance, the former produces the latter by generating nourishment but is extinguished 

in this process. However, once the nourishment from the causal-photosynthesis is expended to 

maintain the tree-substance, the latter renews the former with a part of the expended 

nourishment. In this way, the causal-photosynthesis essentially reproduces itself in producing 

its other, that is, the substance. (And we may anticipate in turn that substance is essentially 

pervaded by causal mediation.) Once again it may appear that causality collapses into the self-

identity of substance, but we shall presently see this is not so.  

 So far determinate causality has been considered in its content but not its form, i.e, it 

has only been considered according to the identity of causal substances. The difference now 

needs to be emphasized.  

 To recap, causality is understood as an external self-subsistent substance in virtue of 

being a form distinct from its content. The determinacy of the causal relations means initially 

that the content and form are distinct. This then meant that there is a content (an immediate 

existence) that is implicitly both cause and effect, but explicitly neither (so relationless 

substrate). Secondly, this substrate turns out to be a substance and so causal after all, and a 

‘subsistence of the [causal] relation’. The substance is a cause yet it has to be posited by 

something else to be the cause it is, which leads Hegel to argue that this second aspect leads 

the determinate causal relation to infinite regress. For a cause is cause insofar as an effect is 

designated, but this effect posits a cause of which it is the effect; the effect now, in turn, 

becomes a cause, but in exactly this it presupposes a further effect to posit its cause. Basically, 

there is logically nothing invalid in positing a cause for a cause or an effect for an effect, since 

 
69 Hegel, 498/11.402. 
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the concept of causality itself turns out to generate this spurious infinity. But if Hegel is right, 

then his account provides the logical genesis of the regress (and progress) of causality.70  

 Causality is now understood to be outside itself, that is, every cause posits an effect 

which posits a further cause. This “second” cause is different from the first since it is posited 

by an effect and, further, posits its own “second” effect. This “second” effect posits then a 

 
70 A further word on the infinite regress of causality. It is commonplace to elevate this particular form of 

causality to the widest scope in investigations concerning the nature of things. Whether it is the origin of the 

universe or the genesis of consciousness, the approach typically takes the form of designating the subject matter 

an effect, whereby it is constituted by cause, which is the effect of another cause, ad infinitum (consciousness is 

an effect of the brain, the “brain” being the concerted effect of nerve tissue, etc.; the current state of the universe 

being an effect of prior states, which, literally looked back at, predict our future state). What is missing, or 

obscured, or rendered as one side of the causal relation, is the immediate thing in question that the causality 

purports to examine. As Hegel puts it, ‘Finite reflection … stops short at this immediate, removes the unity of 

form from it and makes it be cause in one respect and effect in another’ (Hegel, 499/11.403). ). In technical 

terms, this is the relation of causality entirely abstracted from substantiality. But even in this abstraction, 

substantiality resurfaces in being the cause or the effect—for the effect is ostensibly a self-standing effect. 

Remove substantiality altogether and the effect ceases to be the effect that it is, for the effect of an effect is 

equally insubstantial as the effect of the effect of the effect. 

 Or someone will assert that there is nothing but causes and effects all the way down—excluding that, 

practically, this “insight” always seems moot when asked how the inquiring mind is itself the effect of this causal 

chain, such that it asks for its own causality (basically, if causality reigns supreme, then the question is how 

causality is formed in such a way to as to ask for its own causation as contained within its causal chain), the 

answer is left wanting. Dennett puts this well, ‘They go along with the crowd, accepting “responsibility” for 

“decisions” that were not really free, blaming and praising others while keeping their fingers crossed, knowing 

that deep down, nobody ever deserves anything because everything that happens just spins out of the vast 

network of mindless causes that prevents anything from meaning anything, in the final analysis’ (Dennett, 

Freedom Evolves, 11). This idea of a ‘vast network of mindless causes’ becomes an empty supposition, for 

nothing is gained other than a dogmatic appeal to a remote source of causality, where unity is supposed to reside. 

Or, as Hegel phrased it, this action of ‘[transferring] the unity of form into the infinite, and through the endless 

progression expresses its impotence in attaining and holding fast to this unity’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 

499/11.403, my edit FN). 

 This is not to deny the genuine power that is in causality to determine causes and effects. But without 

implicating the causal series to the matter at hand in a manner that does not merely reduce it to one of the causal 

terms, the causal series becomes abstract and runs the risk of turning entirely reductive and insubstantial. Some 

contemporary scientists counter exactly this. Neuroscientists Giulio Tonini and Christof Koch whose theory of 

consciousness, integrated information theory, ‘approaches the relationship between consciousness and its 

physical substrate by first identifying the fundamental properties of experience itself’ (Oizumi, Albantakis, and 

Tononi, “From the Phenomenology to the Mechanisms of Consciousness,” 2). (See also: Koch, “What Is 

Consciousness?”; Koch, Consciousness; Tononi, Phi.) That is, their theory begins from the unitary immediacy of 

conscious experience itself, and from there derive phenomenological postulates that then are related to neural 

correlates to establish a quantitative concept of consciousness. Other similar attempts are made by cosmologists 

and biological anthropologists to create macro theories that include the human mind as forming part of the series 

of causation. Consider, ‘Laboratory experiments seem to shield the system from top-down effects—until one 

realizes that the occurrence of the experiment is only possible because of the top-down effect of the human mind 

on the physical world, i.e., the human mind that created the laboratory and the experimental apparatus in the first 

place’ (Ellis, How Can Physics Underlie the Mind?, viii). These theories do not exclude the causal determinacy 

that predominates in the sciences, rather, they integrate these (one-sided) elements into a larger whole. Such a 

project is eminently non-reductive: ‘What I aim to do is support the view that, even though physical laws 

underlie all material entities, there exist higher level causal relations that allow the brain to act as a means of 

creating theories, searching for meaning, expressing tenderness, and doing all the other myriad things that make 

us human, without contradicting or overwriting those lower level physical laws. Consequently, physics does not 

control the mind, it enables the mind’ (Ellis, 2). Indeed, integrating the substantial element with its causal 

differences reveals the concept at work in the subject matter. As will be seen, this is exactly Hegel’s own logical 

derivation of the concept as such. 
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“third” cause, and so on. This externality in causality has the further implication that causality 

is unable to rejoin itself or to be complete. This perhaps matches what Tooley calls the 

impossibility of causal loops.71 In formal causality it was understood that there is nothing in 

the effect which is not in the cause. Further explicating this, it turned out that the effect must 

have another content different from the content of the cause. In determinate causality, it was 

seen how this was because causality constituted its own mediated substance against the 

immediate substance. Although an identity was still implicit between these in virtue of the 

causal form, there was also an element of sheer difference that needed to be rendered explicit. 

Explicating this difference, it becomes clear that causality, in being posited, engenders a 

further causal relation between this posited being and its posited origin. As such, there is a 

constant of non-identity implied in this causality. As Hegel noted, ‘because causality is here 

causality external to itself, it also equally fails to return in its effect back to itself, but becomes 

therein external to itself; its effect becomes again a positedness in a substrate – as in another 

substance which however equally makes this positedness into a positedness, in other words, 

manifests itself as cause, again repels its effect from itself, and so on, into bad infinity’.72 

 Intuitively, Hegel’s account seems very plausible. For if the effect was not in some 

sense fundamentally different from its cause, the effect would simply not be distinct from the 

cause in the first place. It would turn into a simple identity claim. This bears resemblance to 

Tooley’s asymmetry claim. However, if there is no congruence at all between cause and 

effect, then it hardly merits the name of any relation. The added insight is now that the causal-

relation itself what must follow this very logic. Namely, that the causal-relation stands itself 

like an effect to a cause (since something is now caused to be a cause)—whereby each of the 

causal terms are a substance in their own right—such that there is both an ineliminable 

element of identity and difference involved, rendering this causal-relation(causal-relation2.0) 

external to the first. Again, the cause and effect form part of the causal-relation, the latter of 

which stands as a cause and effect to the first unity, which generates another causal-relation 

that stands as a cause and effect to the second unity, etc. As we have observed, there is 

spuriousness (like bad infinity) built into the very concept of causality.  

 
71 As Tooley defines a causal loop in its simplest formal sense:  

P → Q1 & P1 → Q2 & … Pn-1 → Qn & Pn → P* where P* is identical to P or ~P (and, secondly, for every i, Pi is 

identical either with Qi or with ~Qi). Where I interpret this to mean that something incurs an effect which incurs 

the original cause (P* is identical to P which started the chain), or that something is essentially self-causing. 

(Tooley, Causation, 282, 328ff, I have simplified the initial ancentral causal relation here to just causal relation 

for brevity FN.). 
72 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 499/11.403-4. 
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 This spurious infinity of determinate causality now needs to be looked more closely. If 

causality perpetuates itself, it does so precisely as causality. In the persistence of difference of 

the terms of causation there is simultaneously the perseverance of its concept. That causality 

perpetuates itself extinguishes at once one causality in the emergence of another. This other 

causality that stands in causal relation to the first. Here it is key to recall that a cause is a 

cause only insofar as there is an effect, and effect likewise is an effect insofar it posits a cause. 

If causality is considered under its own criterion, then this applies reflexively to it. Causality 

is not simply the spurious infinity of merely adding another one of itself in a series, but also 

the rejoining of itself in this very movement. Causality is the infinite becoming-other, 

sustaining itself in the expiration of its terms. Cause not only vanished in the effect but comes 

to be cause in the effect—that a cause comes to be another cause in producing an effect, since 

that effect itself becomes a new cause; and the effect likewise does not merely vanish in the 

cause but comes to be effect in positing the cause. This reflective duality of determination in 

both the cause and effect can be captured in one logical move: ‘Each of these determinations 

sublates itself in its positing, and posits itself in its sublating; what we have is not an external 

transition of causality from one substrate to another, but its becoming-other [Anderswerden] 

is at the same time its own positing [eigenes Setzen]’.73 Causality is thus neither merely 

formal nor determinate, but a self-presupposing activity.74 Hegel also calls this conditioned 

causality, but it is important to understand this as causality that conditions itself (recall above 

how the photosynthesis of the tree essentially generates the immediacy that sustains it).75   

 
73 Hegel, 500/11.404. 
74 Hegel writes that causality is a voraussetzendes Thun (Hegel, Wissenschaft der Logik. Die subjektive Logik, 

#404), but given that causality sustains and substantiates itself through this pre-positing activity, one can call it 

what it is: selbstvoraussetzendes Thun.  
75 Here an additional example may be helpful to illustrate the present logic of causality. Consider falling rain. It 

is water that has been condensed, through atmospheric conditions, into droplets heavy enough to fall under 

gravity. The atmospheric conditions prompt the clouds to turn into droplets, becoming their cause where the 

falling rain is its effect. This causality of “falling rain” is extinguished once there are no droplets that are falling, 

but this causality of “falling rain”—as it is being extinguished—gives rise to another causality, namely, that of 

surface runoff (where water flows above ground as streams, rivers, lakes, etc.). This “river causality” also in the 

process of extinguishing itself as the water flows continually downstream and out into the sea. Once at sea, the 

water vaporizes into gaseous form once again due to the sun’s heat (another causality). This vaporized water 

condenses into clouds, which, when further condensed becomes falling rain again. This chain of causations is 

also known as the water cycle, and one can say that this the causality that continually returns to itself through its 

other to be exactly what it is. In other words, these causalities form a self-sustaining substance, namely, the 

water cycle. It goes without saying that there are many intermediary causations omitted for the sake of brevity, 

but that contribute towards this cycle, and, the general disruption of which (from something like global 

warming), may end the cycle altogether.  

 Another thing to note from the previous example is that there are many causalities involved with a 

single substance, namely, water. These causalities serve exactly to demonstrate the essence of water. It is 

through difference and identity that the essential properties of water are demonstrated. It is through causation 

 



126 

 

3.2.5 Action and Reaction: Active- and Passive Substance and the Appearance 

of Power 

The result of determinate causality shows cause and effect to each imply both themselves and 

the other. An effect both posits itself as effect, and the cause, because the effect is the cause. 

The cause thus both vanishes and comes to be in the effect. The effect thus is not simply the 

effect but also the cause, since it exactly causes the cause to be posited through it. What I 

mean is that any effect is itself the cause of an effect in something else. Each of these 

determinations thus render themselves a moment and the total process.  

 We saw above that determinate causality is a presupposing activity. This means that it 

conditions itself as cause by externalizing its causality as effect. This is another way of 

making the earlier point that causality is external to itself, i.e. perpetuates itself endlessly. 

What is of concern now are the precise movements through which this takes place. The fact 

that causality is now understood as presupposing activity—and that in this it rejoins itself as 

causality—alters the internal moments of causality as such. Since it is now understood that 

causality itself acts as a substance, the precise terms of its logic need to be reformulated to 

reflect this fact. And, as a close examining of this action will show, it must turn out to not 

only be a one-way dependency, but necessarily, a mutual two-way dependency.76 As Houlgate 

reads it, ‘For whatever depends upon the causality of another for its causal power, also plays a 

role of its own in making it possible for that other to exercise causality’.77 Indeed, as Houlgate 

 
whereby the substance is in some respect changed—yet also remains itself—that knowledge of the essence of 

this substance, what it is, is garnered. It may be accidental which causations occur where and when, but that this 

causality (say, the heat from the sun on the ocean) modifies the substance to differentiate (water turning into 

gaseous form and lifting itself upwards), and manifests its own necessity and essence. Note then, that there is no 

essence that can fully manifests itself without accidents—without the activity of causation. This logic is 

exemplified to staggering effect in the empirical sciences, where the concept of a substance is demonstrated 

through the latter’s absolute modification in causal relations. The empirical sciences are absolute idealists 

because the contents of their research are implicitly a self-differentiating totality. (Implicitly because substance is 

implicitly freedom but following causality to its logical end will lead to the concept überhaupt, so causes must in 

retrospect be called free. Ontologically, being self-determines. In the Naturphilosophie the situation is 

complicated because nature does not start simply, but as the self-othering of the idea. Its starting position, then, 

is in this respect similar to that of essence.) 

 A further note is that the perpetuation of causality in the water cycle not only involves the cycle itself, 

but other causal chains as well. Plants take part in the cycle by taking up water from the ground and then 

transpiring it back into the air. But plants may form part of the diet of several living creatures, which in sustain 

the lives of others, and the remains of these become soil and fodder for others. The point being that the causation 

cycle implicates (or enables) other cycles of causation, such as an eco-system, and the specification of these are 

logically endless. 

 To put this in relation to Tooley’s causal loop theorem, what Hegel seems to say is not that the cause 

rejoins itself in the chain of causation but that the concept of causation rejoins itself in the chain of causation. 

See footnote 71. 
76 Houlgate, “Substance, Causality, and the Question of Method in Hegel’s Science of Logic,” 242. 
77 Houlgate, 242. 
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then goes on to point out, causality has an effect on something only insofar as it sets itself in 

relation to that something it affects.78 

 Causality first externalizes itself; it pre-supposes, pre-positions itself and makes itself 

implicit in a substance. This is the formal causality that is wholly identified with its substance 

as one immediate unity, and qua immediacy excludes the reflexion of causality, rendering the 

causal-relation only implicit. But this very implicitness is also the cause for the non-identity 

between the substance and its causality, rendering the latter a substance in its own right.79 At 

this point the former substance is rendered passive. ‘Passive is that which is immediate, or 

which exists-in-itself but is not also for itself – pure being or essence in just this 

determinateness of abstract self-identity’.80 Conversely, the causally-made-substance that 

confronts this passive substance is the efficient substance (wirkende Substanz), a negatively 

self-referring substance.  

 This efficient substance conditions itself on account of its positing of a substrate; the 

positing of which was logically not there before the work of causality. This switches the order 

of primacy from substance over to causality. As Hegel confirms, ‘Here, therefore, causality no 

longer has a substrate [Substrat] in which it inheres [inhärirte]; it is not a determination of 

form as against this identity but is itself substance, or in other words, causality is alone at the 

origin [das Ursprüngliche ist nur die Causalität]’.81 The substrate is only a condition which 

the efficient substance presupposes for itself and through which it conditions itself. It is as if 

the efficient substance takes the passive substance as a means for its end to determinate itself 

as efficacious.  

 But here the condition is nothing else than the passive substance, and the efficient 

substance is in turn nothing but the effect of the original substance that made itself into this 

passivity. This means that the original substance makes itself into the condition through which 

it conditions itself. So, qua efficient substance, it is the vehicle through which this original 

 
78 This, incidentally, goes to show the absoluteness involved in the chapter title “Absolute Relation”, whereby 

causality is that which logically sets itself in a causal relation in that to which it posits as a cause, rendering the 

entire scope causal. As Houlgate also notes, ‘To conceive of being as the realm of causality is thus to conceive of 

it much more clearly as a world with one dimension to it, than is to conceive of being as substance’ (Houlgate, 

239). To borrow Houlgate’s terminology, causality essentially empowers what it comes into contact with to be 

rendered a cause. This empowerment, of course, being further empowered by other causes further down. Again, 

the task is now to look more closely at the very action of this empowerment. 
79 Recall, that this is because causality posits itself in a substrate, but as substrate it is substance, which triggers 

further positing of causality in a further substrate, et cetera.  
80 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 500/11.405. 
81 Hegel, 500/11.405. 



128 

 

substance as ‘cause now acts; for it is the negative power over itself; at the same time it is its 

own presupposition; this it acts upon itself as upon another, upon the passive substance’.82 

Previously it was noted how absolute power is merely formal power; the power where 

substance is both the recipient and the executor, and the present logic appears to replay this. 

Although it may look like that the passive substance is simply passive, that it is only the 

condition, and that the action is on the efficient substance, we will see the very passivity of the 

passive substance is the source of action.  

 For now, however, the passive substance as passive is precisely passive on account of 

another. Trivially, if the passive substance were really passive, it would be entirely inert and 

positless—it would not even posit itself as passive. The passive substance has this 

determination due to another, and, therefore, the passive substance strictly speaking is not 

self-subsistent.83 Its “passivity” is a mark given to it by another, and by being posited in 

exactly this way it becomes that which the other posits in it. To illustrate, if Arnold calls Ben 

an indifferent guy, and Ben does nothing in response, Ben is what Arnold called him.84 The 

logic whereby a positedness is attributed externally Hegel calls violence (Gewalt).  

 The passive substance is exactly ‘passive’ on account on of the positedness attributed 

to it externally by the efficient substance. In this, Hegel states, the passive substance ‘suffers 

violence. – Violence is the appearance of power [Erscheinung der Macht], or power as 

external’.85 This brings back the logic of power, but here power is notably no longer merely 

formal, but, one can say, real. Causality renders power real, since determinate causality 

specifically acts upon another—this other which it renders a passive, as against itself as 

efficient. But, again, the passive here is entirely determined by another as ‘passive’; whereas 

the efficient is both determined and determiner. Efficient substance here looks to be self-

determining. And, since it is through its efficient causation that its power appears, this 

appearance is its manifestation.86 

 
82 Hegel, 500-1/11.405. 
83 Consider, ‘It is at once both the sublation of its determinateness, namely of its condition, or the sublation of 

the self-subsistence of the passive substance; and also, in sbulating its identity as it sublates this substance, the 

pre-supposing of itself, that is, the positing or supposing of itself as other’ (Hegel, 501/11.405).  
84 In technical terms, ‘Through this last moment, the passive substance is preserved; that first sublation of it 

appears in this respect at the same time also in this way, namely that only some determinations are sublated in it, 

and its identity in the effect with the efficient cause occurs in its externally’ (Hegel, 501/11.405).   
85 Hegel, 501/11.505. 
86 ‘The violent cause acts only on an other which it presupposes; its effect on it is its negative self-reference, or 

the manifestation of itself’ (Hegel, 501/11.405). While power qua external is appearance, the two-world logic of 

appearance is quickly overwritten by the fact that power is actual, such that there is no inner and outer 

distinction to be had.  
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 Bear in mind that, for Hegel, power (Macht) is different from force (Kraft). The 

specific action of real power upon the passive substance is not one where the former “uses” 

material means to shape it in this way or another. That logic is precisely that of force, where 

force solicits expression through another force.87 It is difficult because ordinary notions of 

causality are precisely laden with ready-made things that approximate the notion that one 

physical thing comes into contact with another and solicits an expression. But if Hegel is 

correct, this does not demonstrate causality since it does not explain power. If a concrete 

analogue is to be applied to power, then it is more like authority. Alexandre Kojéve gives a 

good illustration of authority:  

If, in order to make someone get out of my room, I have to use force, I have to change 

my own behaviour to realise the act in question, and I show through this behaviour 

that I have no authority; things are completely different if I do not move and this 

person leaves the room, that is to say, changes, as a result of my simply saying ‘get 

out!’ If the given order provokes a discussion, that is to say, forces the one who gives 

it to do something himself – namely engage in a discussion – as a function of this 

order, then there is no authority. And even less so if the discussion leads to giving up 

the order or even to a compromise, that is to say, precisely to changing the act that was 

supposed to provoke an outward change without itself changing.88 

Power is not conditional, it is not the threat of force, and it is not up for discussion. If any of 

these obtain, the matter at hand ceases to be power. The act of power is one that is performed 

unconditionally. Yes, the efficient substance presupposes a passive substance through which 

its power is rendered manifest—but this presupposition is its own act. The efficient substance 

is not dependent on there being a passive substance a priori, as some conditional prerequisite, 

but makes itself efficient in the act of determining another as passive. Power is not here a 

capacity or potency. It is actual through and through. Real (external) power must be violent 

because its very actuality is the command over a passivity, a passivity that the passive itself 

does not have a priori. As Hegel confirms, ‘the act of violence is therefore equally an act of 

 
87 see Hegel, 455-9/11.359-64. 
88 Kojève, The Notion of Authority, 8–9. 
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power’.89 Real power determines both itself and another through the very determining of its 

other, in which this other completely displays its authority.90  

 Likewise, through violence the passive substance is posited in its truth, namely, that it 

is only something posited, and Hegel goes further and states that it is ‘something internally 

fractured [sich selbst gebrochenes]’.91 The ‘internal fracturing’ signals that the immediacy of 

(the passive) substance could not be maintained against the essentialist positing. The efficient 

substance manifests its real power through the unconditional submission of the passive 

substance as ‘passive’. But—and here the logic advances further—the determinateness of 

passivity is not simply alien to the passive substance. It was seen how ‘passivity’ is placed 

upon the passive substance as a determination coming from an other. But precisely this 

“determination-coming-from-an-other” is itself not something wholly other to the passive 

substance, but, rather, manifests its own determination, namely, to be posited-as-passive. 

From this, Hegel developed that, ‘in being determined in its positedness, or in its own 

determination, the result is that it is not sublated but rather that it only rejoins itself and in its 

being determined is, therefore, an originariness [ihrem Bestimmtwerden Ursprünglichkeit]’.92 

How is being posited as passive the internal determination of the passive? Notice also how 

this ‘rejoining’ hints at something more than passivity.  

 To go through this step by step: (1) the passive substance is immediate; (2) in being 

posited as passive, substance loses its immediacy and is determined by an alien determination, 

namely, positedness, and turned into a sublated being; (3) this determinateness of positedness 

obtains because the immediacy could be and was in fact internally fractured—indeed, this 

self-fracturing, this loss of immediacy, is its own determination; (4) to be posited by another, 

to receive an alien (fremd) determinacy is itself something not alien to it; (5) ergo, to be 

posited as passive is the rejoining of the passive substance to itself as passive substance. As 

Hegel confirms, and goes on to develop the idea, ‘it is the act of the passive substance itself to 

rejoin itself and thus to make itself into what is originary and a cause. The being posited by an 

other and its own becoming are one and the same’.93 This is a critical development, since it is 

 
89 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 501/11.405. 
90 Consider, ‘that which has [power] over an other, only has it because its power is that of the other, a power 

which in that [power] manifests both itself and the other’ (Hegel, 501/11.406). Di Giovanni translates Macht 

here as dominion, but that may suggest there are different levels of powers in relation, but the point Hegel wants 

to stress is that double-determination of power itself.  
91 Hegel, 501/11.405. 
92 Hegel, 502/11.406. 
93 Hegel, 502/11.406. 
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now understood that the passive substance acts (countermanding its alleged passivity), 

renders itself originary and a cause (undermining the authority of real power). Furthermore, 

the passive substance renders explicit a logic that was only implicit in real power, namely, 

that other-positing and becoming are in unison one act, one actuosity.   

 Now, reaction (Gegenwirkung) consists in the passive substance being converted into 

a cause. It was seen that the action of the efficient substance displays its real power insofar as 

the passive substance is unconditionally posited as passive. This turns out to be the case 

because the passive substance is that which let itself be rendered as passive in the first place. 

Bringing these two determinations together, the passive substance is that which causes itself 

to be passive and becomes that. In technical terms, to be posited is the in itself of the passive 

substance, and its being posited by the efficient substance demonstrates this very in itself to be 

posited. ‘For one, what it is in itself [an sich ist] is posited. And two, what it is as posited 

displays itself as its in-itself [Ansichsein]’.94 This means that the passive substance is that 

which is receptive to an effect, but in so doing it is active against what it receives, and, 

furthermore, renders that effect its own, and this respect the passive substance is rendered a 

cause.  

 In this rendition of the alien effect as one’s own, the passive substance reacts against 

the efficient substance. Remember that a cause is a cause inasmuch as there is an effect. 

However, in the passive substance the causality of the efficient substance is compromised: it 

is not simply left to be the effect of the other. I mean that the causality of the efficient 

substance does not simply belong to that substance (because it is partly the effect of the 

passive substance). The passive substance, in letting the effect come to be, precisely lets the 

effect come to be and in that respect the effect is, strictly, its effect. Iron reacts with glow 

when heated, or the tree reacts with growing a sturdy trunk when assaulted by strong winds. 

The passive substance reacts against the causality that comes against it (Gegen-wirkung), 

sublates it and turns the effect into its own. As Hegel confirms: ‘This happens first in itself 

through itself, in that the cause makes itself into an effect; its negative determination 

disappears in this identity and the cause becomes passive; and, second, it happens through the 

hitherto passive, but now reacting substance, which sublates its effect’.95   

 
94 Hegel, 502/11.406. 
95 Hegel, 502/11.407. 
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 This causality of action and reaction can now be read in the following formula: A, 

A/R, R.96 The first A is the action of the efficient substance, the pre-supposing activity of 

causality, the Faustian act, as it were. The A/R is the simultaneous being posited and 

becoming of the passive substance, where the causality of the efficient substance enters into 

another and is transformed. The last R is the re-action of the passive substance, where 

causality is substantially actualized in (actually) achieving its effect; however, because it is so 

through another, it is properly the effect of this passive substance, and demonstrates it as the 

true origin or cause. Causality thus determines other things to be causes, and, only in this 

way, does its own original action become a cause. As Houlgate grasps this dynamic, causal 

power is ‘something that the first thing only comes to exhibit in the first place in encountering 

the second. Causal power only arises in an encounter’.97 But now this encounter itself needs to 

be examined. How is it that the moment called A/R serves as the relation which both 

differentiates the sides and brings them together?98 

3.2.6 The Double Reciprocity of Action and Reaction: Emergent and 

Foundational 

There seems to be a paradox in the notion of an act. The paradox is that the (first) act is not 

properly act “until” it acts upon another, but once this “happens”, the (first) act is no longer 

simply the act as it first was, as it becomes the sublated moment of the actualized action (or 

actualized work). What is acted on takes ownership, as it were, of this act and produces an 

effect that is peculiar to it as the proximate cause—what is acted on reacts. Now, this (re-

)action is itself not properly an act “until” what it acts on—namely, the “first act”—is carried 

out. But this (re-)action from the second substance is then sublated by the first substance, 

rendering the resultant effect of the second substance the ownership of the first. The result is 

that causality, simply as the one direction of cause and effect, is one-sided; and that, in truth, 

causality is a mutual action and reaction between two substances where each are both efficient 

and passive to some degree. In this, however, the two substances cease being merely 

independent and indifferent beings, with respective causalities, and become moments of one 

self-referring activity.  

 
96 This way of expression is inspired by Rödl’s threefold modality of judgment. See Rödl, Self-Consciousness 

and Objectivity, 118–26. 
97 Houlgate, “Substance, Causality, and the Question of Method in Hegel’s Science of Logic,” 242. 
98 Consider also, ‘Causality thus does not merely imply that things form a regressive or progressive sequence in  

which one points to another, but – more important – that things form relations of coexistence together’ 

(Houlgate, 243). 
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 Indeed, this self-referring activity cannot be the result of causal activity but must be 

the foundation through which such causal activity is rendered causal in the first place. 

Remember that the cause is not cause if it is not the cause of an effect. Now we understand 

additionally that the effect cannot be merely the effect of the cause since the effect is also a 

reaction. Such a reaction, however, in turn starts an action that is met with another reaction, 

ad infinitum. In each move, however, a mutual determining must obtain “between” cause and 

effect. Furthermore, this means that the bad infinite progression of determinate causality, as 

seen above, is implicitly this bad infinite progression of action and re-action. 

 Now, concluding the logic of action and reaction, Hegel writes, first, that cause refers 

back to itself in its effect, and that the effect is therefore a condition and a presupposition for 

the cause, such that the cause becoming a positedness, an effect, is its development.99 Second, 

causality itself must be passive, for its original action is appropriated by the substance upon 

which it acts, such that it becomes the recipient of a reaction whereby its effect comes back 

into it and consequently demonstrates its actual, causal power. In order to become this 

recipient, the first efficient substance must itself become a passive substance. To become an 

effect is therefore the immanent logic of a cause, indeed, it is only in becoming this other that 

efficient substance truly is causal. This is exactly self-referring activity—what Hegel terms 

reciprocal action (Wechselwirkung).  

 We see already how the standard model of causation as a simple one-directional 

transmission is being undermined. That, if Hegel is right, causation is not a simple formal 

unfolding of cause to effect but actually an interaction where two substances contribute 

actions peculiar to their inner necessity. Indeed, it is this mutual interaction that is the ground 

for the simple version. Does this, however, refute Tooley’s claim that causation must be one-

directional? We will revisit the implications of Hegel’s concept of causation at the end.  

 The peculiarity of reciprocal action is that it is both a result of the logic of determinate 

causality and its foundation. On the one hand, determinate causality does not get off the 

ground, as it were, without reciprocity in action and reaction. What is termed cause and effect 

simpliciter are merely one-sided abstractions of this process. On the other hand, the efficient 

 
99 Consider, ‘In conditioned causality, … the cause refers back to itself in the effect, for the latter is a condition, 

as a presupposition, its other, and its act is therefore just as much a becoming as a positing and sublating of the 

other’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 502/11.407).   
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substance refers back to itself as efficient cause in becoming the effect, thereby creating a 

reciprocal action. To quote Hegel here in full: 

causality behaves in all this as passive substance; but, as we have seen, the latter 

becomes causal through the effect it incurs. That first cause [efficient substance], the 

one which acts first and receives its effect back into itself as a reaction, thus comes up 

again as a cause, whereby the activity [Wirken] which in finite causality runs into the 

bad infinite is bent around and becomes an action that returns to itself, an infinite 

reciprocal action.100 

To put it bluntly, self-referring actively refers to itself in its other as its self-referring. To help 

keep track of these, let the first one be called “foundational reciprocity” and the second 

“emergent reciprocity”. (Bracket for now the immediate problem of a foundational reciprocity 

where there are strictly no defined elements to reciprocate.101)  

 Foundational reciprocity does not eliminate the spurious infinity of determinate 

causality. What was seen earlier with regards to causality engendering further causality still 

obtains. However, there is now an explanation for why this spurious infinity logically obtains 

in the first place. Efficient substance becomes causal through the effect it incurs, but it so 

doing separates itself from these, while at the same time maintaining them. As such, there is 

an element of pure reciprocal activity that must be foundational to causality that spurs it on, as 

it were, to spurious infinite progression. But then this self-diremption does not simply end in 

spurious progression but rejoins itself therein, since the finite elements of determinate 

causality showed immanent reciprocity to be at work—without which it would not obtain. 

This means that finite, determinate causality and its spurious progression manifests 

reciprocity. This reciprocity that is manifested I call the emergent reciprocity – a reciprocity 

that is not simply understood as indwelling and implicit but demonstrated to be the case and 

explicit. This means that there is no infinite progression that is beyond this emergent 

reciprocity.102  

 
100 Hegel, 503/11.407, my insertions FN. 
101 In one respect, essence begins as this self-referring reciprocity when it becomes reflexion, where, it is sheer 

reference without referring to anything in particular (the movement from nothing to nothing and back again).  
102 Philosophically, there is no beyond, primordial contingency or Ur-difference that remains outside the scope 

of this logic of reciprocity. For, if these sources of “creative power” were to live up to their promise of being a 

foundational reciprocity, they would, if Hegel is right, let themselves be rendered determinate, and from that 

very determinacy alone demonstrate their groundwork (said otherwise, the mode would render itself as 

substance). To use a Hegelian slogan, what is essential appears. 
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 Again, this does not eliminate the logic of the bad infinity of determinate causality, 

since bad infinity just is a repetition of the same and any scenario where this logic is taken as 

the ultimate ground (or largest scope) it produces, essentially, tautology. The development 

from foundational reciprocity to determinate causality to emergent reciprocity, on the other 

hand, is not a mere tautology, for the self-referential element in its essence moves to its other 

to rejoin itself. Recall the formula of necessity where ‘it is because it is’: the first ‘it is’ is 

mediated by the second – the first is because the second is. The situation with 

reciprocityfoundational through causality to reciprocityemergent is trickier, since what emerges in 

the last position is that it is there at the first position, which mediated the middle position. 

(Note further how in this formula essence upends immediate being as the first logic.) The 

logic here is where what is implicit is rendered explicit, and to point out something as implicit 

is to hint at something explicit. More precisely, the explicit renders itself as having-been 

implicit. The effect shows the cause.  

 Indeed, foundational reciprocity and emergent reciprocity are one and the same 

reciprocity. What emerges is simultaneously posited as foundational, such that it comes to 

have been foundational as it emerges. These distinctions serve not only to render the logic 

clearer, but also to explain the regress itself. Why is there a regress in the first place? The 

spurious infinity in the Doctrine of Being is driven by the logic of finitude, and, true infinity is 

found in the process-like structure within where it is at once a moment of itself and the whole 

process. In similar fashion, reciprocity is found within causality, but it is at once its 

foundation and the emerging result. But, in difference to the logic of infinity, reciprocity does 

not only rejoin itself through its other but is the original “self-othering” at work such that this 

other, this finite, this causal determinacy, arose in the first place. In short, the regress is due to 

a wholly creative and self-differentiating activity, at work in substantial change that actively 

determines itself. This, however, will not be fully rendered clear until the derivation of the 

concept, but already in substance—and in causality no less—we see anticipations of this 

creative “Ursache”103 at work.104 

 The logic of reciprocity renders the differential relation, the determinate causality, the 

efficient and passive substances now only as the shine, only the seeming, of one reciprocal 

 
103 I do not mean here to conceive of the concept as a cause, as that would render it an essence-determination. 
104 Indeed, foundational reciprocity, determinate causality and emergent reciprocity are almost like “prototypes” 

for the three moments of the concept (the universal, the particular, and the singular). Importantly, however, it is 

the passivity in substance that prepares the ground, as it were, for the derivation of the concept, and that passivity 

is the source of substantial action. 
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development. Where cause and effect, as Houlgate puts it, ‘do not have unambiguous logical 

priority over one another, but rather become moments of a single process of change’.105 And, 

as Hegel confirms: ‘Since the two are thus passive and active at once, their difference is 

thereby already sublated; it is a totally transparent shine [völlig durchsichtiger Schein]; they 

are substances only in being the identity of the active and the passive’.106 With this, the next 

step is to focus on this reciprocity.  

3.2.7 Sheer Reciprocity 

Causality is first one-way, then it gives rise to an infinite progress, and then it turns out to 

involve reciprocity. At first reciprocity emerges precisely through the causality of substances 

that each presuppose and condition the other, and so causality reveals itself to have been 

(implicitly) reciprocity all along. Each is understood as both active and passive with regards 

to its other; each exhibiting action and reaction. This mutual presupposition of reaction and 

further action reveals a foundational reciprocity at play. Considering this emergent-as-

foundational reciprocity in light of the spurious infinity within which it emerged, it was 

shown that it is not only not incompatible with causality as an endless presupposing activity, 

but that this was the primary logical structure that engendered the spurious infinity in the first 

place and rejoined (or recollected) itself precisely within it. Further, it was shown how 

foundational-as-emergent reciprocity aligned with the very logic of reciprocity itself, namely, 

what it is to be reciprocal through its non-reciprocal reflected distinctions.107 Finally, 

foundation and emergent reciprocities are essentially one and the same reciprocity, which 

founds itself through emerging as one self-differentiating development. Causality also turns 

into explicit reciprocity, which contains the earlier forms of causality as its moments. Now the 

focus is on this reciprocity itself. 

 At first, given that the differences of substances in causal relation no longer bear any 

logical weight, as it were, the reciprocity of action is hereby an ‘empty way and manner’.108 

The throwback to the mode of the absolute is significant, since it suggests how the entire 

section of actuality revolves around the mode as its essential development—how substance is 

subject, or how other-determination is self-determination.  

 
105 Houlgate, “Substance, Causality, and the Question of Method in Hegel’s Science of Logic,” 244. 
106 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 503/11.407. 
107 This expunges any lingering doubts about whether there are causal elements that “escape” the logic of 

reciprocity, since, if causality is determined, the reciprocity has done its work. 
108 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 503/11.407. 
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 Substantial being, or substance, through becoming causal posits its passivity in its very 

activity.109 But this passivity is determined in two ways. First, with respect to causality as 

conditioning, because in acting it receives the fruits of its labor, as it were, right back at itself 

(reaction). As such, conditioning becomes passive. Second, it is also passive as a condition, 

that is, where it truly is the recipient of the action from another; and only in this does its cause 

come to be cause because it turns itself into an effect, and, in this, the effect is the cause. As 

Hegel confirms, ‘This conditioning or passivity is the negation of the cause through itself in 

that it makes itself essentially into an effect and is cause precisely for that reason. Reciprocity 

of action is, therefore, only causality itself’.110 This double passivity is essentially one 

passivity; the passivity implicit in substance itself. Recall from earlier: ‘[Substance] is not 

active against something, but only against itself as simple unresisting element’.111 Substance 

is, ultimately, not the foreboding power over another or the stagnant tautology of itself against 

another (or its modes); but the free letting be of itself in another, the free power. As free 

power it is self-constraining, which are thereby not constraints for it, but elements of its self-

determination. Substance is that which lets itself be for the subject.  

3.2.8 The Rationality of Actuality 

If Hegel is right, then all causation is immanently action and reaction, which, in turn, 

implicitly specify a foundational reciprocity at their base. In other words, all causation is 

implicitly reciprocal. However, this reciprocity demonstrates to be itself something essentially 

non-causal, as the dynamic of reciprocity. As Schick points out, ‘The alternative is ready at 

hand: it has to be a connection between the two in terms of what they are. This is because a 

connection between A and B in terms of what they are meets the requirement of internal 

determination that is inbuilt in the category of causality and elaborated in reciprocity without 

being met within this categorical framework’.112 And, as she further points out, ‘causal 

connections hint at connections of a non-causal type, and explanations in terms of causality 

stand in need of an account of those non-causal connections’.113 It must be remembered that 

Hegel’s argument does not slot in this element of non-causality extraneously, but that, rather, 

demonstrates that causality itself has shown the necessity of this very element.  

 
109 Hegel, 503/11.408. 
110 Hegel, 503-4/11.408. 
111 Hegel, 490/11.394. 
112 Schick, “Freedom and Necessity,” 96. 
113 Schick, 96. 
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 Causality reveals that the determinate elements of cause and effect draw upon a 

common reference. This common reference is the original self-referring reciprocity. And still, 

this common reference precisely emerges as a result of the logic of causality, such that it is 

not merely implicit but that which renders itself explicit. As Hegel writes,  

Causality is this posited transition of original being, of cause, into [shine] or mere 

positedness, and, conversely, of positedness into originariness; but the identity itself 

[i.e. foundational reciprocity] of being and [shine] still is the inner necessity. This 

inwardness or this in-itself [now emergent reciprocity] sublates the movement of 

causality; the result is that the substantiality of the sides that stand in relation is lost, 

and necessity unveils itself [enthüllt sich].114  

Second, then, the determinate elements of causality demonstrate that there is a unity at their 

base, a unity which recollects itself not only as the actual unity that emerges out of causality 

but as the conceptual unity that posits itself as the posited origin. What is actual is rational. 

The problem of how to integrate the non-unity into the unity disappears, because it is now 

realized that the non-unitary elements form the differentiated moments of a foundational 

unity: ‘the substantiality of the sides that stand in relation is lost’ as Hegel writes above. A 

foundational unity that exactly is made foundational through emerging as such through the 

actuosity of substantial determinacy.  

  This transforms actuality and, indeed, the entire problematic of essence vanishes. The 

tethering of essence to be a sublated being demonstrates the strength of its passivity, a 

passivity, which, when rendered clear for what it is, no longer puts essence as second but 

essence as first.115 This liberates essence from its bondage and from itself as only the sublated 

being. Now the secondness is rendered first. And (in true reciprocal fashion), the otherness of 

essence is not foreign to being (qua Doctrine of Being) but is its becoming as a cause for it 

(where essence is the effect). A cause which passes over into its effect and therein is defined 

as cause proper, forging its reciprocity, its ‘positive rejoining with itself’.116 This self-

transformative essence is no longer essence as such, but the concept (Begriff). 

 
114 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 504/11.408-9, my edits and insertions FN. 
115 Indeed, this essence embraces the otherness of being to itself as its otherness, and is its being with itself in the 

other. 
116 For the full quote: ‘In the reciprocity of action, originative causality displays itself as arising from its 

negation, from passivity, and as passing away into it, as a becoming , but in such a way that this becoming is at 

the same time equally only shining; the transition into otherness is [reflexion-into-itself]; negation, which is the 

ground of the cause, is its positive rejoining with itself’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 504/11.408). 
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 Substance is thus implicitly the power to determine itself through entering into causal 

relation with other substances. In so doing, the ultimate power of substance is neither the 

complete authority over itself as such (formal power) nor the violence it does to other 

substances in one-sidedly exploiting their passivity (real power), but the sheer letting be of the 

other in itself—free power. In this, the reciprocity implicit in it becomes explicit and, indeed, 

there is no implicit/explicit distinction any longer to speak of; the logic of immanence, the 

reciprocal passivity that refers itself to itself in its other, gives way to an absolutely self-

relating, self-referring, self-dirempting self-differentiation—the universal. 

3.2.9 Transition into the Concept or Free Power 

Because actuality is where there is no significant distinction between inner and outer, Hegel’s 

philosophical analysis has shown that any action produced must be originative if it is to be 

substantial. Action, it seems to me, logically adds something that was not there before. It is 

originally wholly creative. Yet—and here one must be careful—what is this extra that was 

formally not already there? For, was it not just shown that the reciprocity rendered explicit 

through the causal relation posits itself as having-been implicit? Exactly, and this is the 

surplus—it adds nothing. The surplus of actuality is not “more actuality”, but the negativity of 

actuality, the nothingness implicit in its logic. The emergent dialectic of what is actual is 

exactly this dialectic itself, its very rationality. This, in plain terms, is its concept—the 

concept.117   

 Actuality is now understood to be the self-manifestation of the concept. Indeed, the 

section of actuality in the Logic serves to expound the famous Doppelsatz118, starting from the 

latter end: what is actual is rational. What is actual is such that it exhibits its activity as 

rational or conceptual. And, understood this way, what is rational is actual, since the concept 

is that which makes itself known in its other, namely, actual immediacy. The Doppelsatz 

serves to display the latent reciprocity in everything actual and conceptual.  

 If one accepts that causality is the relation of cause and effect, and one accepts that 

there is both an identity and a difference involved in this connection, then resorting 

exclusively to either extreme will efface the distinction in the causal relation. But to take the 

causal relation for granted sends it into a stale repetition, because the causal relation is itself 

 
117 While this will require far more exegesis to bear out, consider for now: ‘Philosophy assumes indeed that the 

stages of feeling, intuition, sense consciousness, and so forth, are prior to the understanding, for they are the 

conditions of the genesis of the latter, but they are conditions only in the sense that the concept results from their 

dialectic and their nothingness and not because it is conditioned by their reality’ (Hegel, 519/12.21). 
118 ‘What is rational is actual and what is actual is rational’ (Hegel, Outlines of the Philosophy of Right, 14). 



140 

 

an effect of some cause. Rather, consider what gives causality its distinctiveness: each of the 

two determinations (cause and effect) refers to the other for their determinateness. To 

pronounce one is to announce its other. There is a reciprocity that is at work in the 

understanding of the one, that immediately grasps the other, such that both are held 

conceptually even when one fixates entirely on only one of the terms.  

This formal reciprocity is at once both the foundational groundwork and the emergent 

result. It not only remains in the exclusive fixation of one side of the terms, but also gives rise 

to it. Any abstraction is in part its simple and determinate actualization.119 Causality reveals 

thus that there is a deeper, more fluid, logic at work. And it is one where causality itself is an 

integrated moment, such that this reciprocating logic is the source causal relation, where, 

taking the perspective of the reciprocating logic, causation becomes its effect and, in this 

effect, manifests itself as free cause.120 At this point, reciprocity, too, is sublated, since it 

implies two, whereas the concept is one self-determining unity.  

 
119 These sentences attempt to put in plain language the tripartite conceptual determinations in the order of their 

arrival at the last page of the Doctrine of Essence: Universal-Singular-Particular (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 

505/11.409). As will be seen in the next chapter, the order of their derivation will be different.  
120 To help grasp this, Schick distinguishes two kinds of knowing. The first, called ‘knowing of’, simply 

designates the subject matter in question in the form of an immediate acquaintance. The second, called 

‘knowing’, concerns the ability to provide reasons for the distinctiveness of this acquaintance. ‘To be acquainted 

with something, to know of it, is one thing; it is quite another thing to know something in a way that enables us 

to explain what we are acquainted with.’ (Schick, “Freedom and Necessity,” 97). The logic of the concept will 

accordingly not eliminate the logic of causality (or the logic of essence as such), as Schick aptly puts it, ‘Causal 

reasoning brings to the fore that those items are interconnected. Conceptual reasoning will have to figure out 

how this is the case’ (Schick, 97). And, following this line of thought, the determinacies of causes and effects 

(and all the prior determinations of both being and essence) turn out to be moments of a developmental 

comprehension. Picking out causes and effects serve as important markers and already implicitly hint at 

conceptual comprehension (precisely because of the speculative structure of identity and difference latent in 

causality), but only once it is seen how this is the case that one has a grasp of what really is.   

The distinctiveness itself being not simply causal, as this exactly transfers the center of determinacy to 

an other, inaugurating a gap between this and that, form and content—introducing a mere “knowing of”. As 

Schick notes, ‘As long as the gap between form and content, between being something determinate on its own, 

on the one side, and causing other things to alter in determinate ways, or to receive effects from other things, on 

the other side, is filled by invoking something like “another thing”, “another item”, the determination will remain 

external to the things they are meant to connect, and, in this respect, there will be no self-determination’ (Schick, 

97). And yet, causality cannot be entirely dropped either. However, Schick argues that the ‘presupposition that 

this work has to be done by still other somethings, other causes, is gone’, where, ‘Hegel’s treatment of causality 

has provided the argument for dropping this presupposition’. This leads Schick to conclude that determinacy of 

thing x cannot be another thing y in relation (causal or otherwise) to x, so that the ‘transition to the concept can 

be stated as a transition to a relation of x to itself, a self-relation’ (Schick, 97). But self-relation has been a 

feature of essence since its beginning—this cannot alone be what derives the concept. ‘Necessity does not come 

to be freedom by vanishing’, as Hegel writes, and so one must think, rather, that x is x precisely because of non-x 

(Hegel, The Science of Logic, 504/11.406). As Hegel’s account of causality demonstrated, cause comes to be 

cause in the effect. Conceptual logic is not simply self-relation, but a self-othering-relation. What essence strove 

to isolate itself from and expunge as other, the concept embraces as its other; to be other—determined, external, 

alien—is not itself other to it. Of course, now that this self-othering-relation is understood on its own terms it is 

self-othering-relation, which, as an identity, coalesces into its own self-relating immediate determinacy. 
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3.3 Conclusion 

Which of the three views in the causation debate does Hegel’s account fall within? If my 

analysis is correct, then none. However, that does not preclude important overlaps. Indeed, 

Hegel’s account shares with the singularist view that causation is an encounter particular to 

individual substances. Yet, if it was uniquely particular there could not be any genuine laws or 

patterns, which could lead to the notion that there are no real causal relations to speak of in 

generality. Here we need to be careful, because if we want to make general claims about 

causality, we cannot, if we adhere to Hegel’s presuppositionless thinking, appeal to laws or 

universals because these have not been derived. In one respect, substance does the work of 

standing as the general element, being the chief relation prior and posterior to causation: 

determinate causation is determinate since it involves non-causal substances and renders itself 

a self-referring reciprocity in the execution of its causal process. However, as we saw in the 

final analysis, the element of generality is actually the movement of reciprocal action that 

conceptually grounds cause and effect, such that this reciprocal action is the initial action that 

can be more or less one-sided, and the more one-sided it is, the more it involves a causal 

relation in the usual sense (though no such causality is purely one-sided). This means that 

there is an instance here of causa sui, whereby something effectively causes itself in its 

negative. At first this appears to be a property beholden to the causal relation as such; that 

 
Admittedly, this is a very fine point, but it is important to distinguish conceptual logic from that of essential 

using more specific terminology, not only for comprehending the former as such, but also in comprehending the 

latter as the external manifestation as the former, such that causality is conceptual. 

The concept is thus at work in any determination, even though those of essence are marred with ‘blind 

necessity’, it must be a testament to the intensity of conceptual logic that it is the structure of comprehension 

even in its utter non-conceptual determinateness. But this, exactly, is its logic, and indeed, is what defines it as a 

sphere of its own, namely, subjective logic. One difficulty may now be to understand why the concept must 

traverse its negation, why it must emerge through determinations that are eminently not, at first glance, 

conceptual. Why, as Žižek stated at a recent debate, ‘freedom is not immediate’. That freedom, and 

comprehension, cannot be simply immediate must inhere in its logic having a developmental structure, but in 

order to grasp this one must understand this developmental structure not in causal terms (since causal terms can 

only anticipate it), but the terms of which it determines for itself. 

The present logic of causality can be applied to the major spheres of Hegel’s Logic. Essence understood 

as the effect of being and where being is the cause of essence, reciprocally converts this logic to understand 

being as the effect of essence and essence as the cause of being. Each are in truth active and passive: mediation 

turns itself into immediacy and immediacy reveals mediation. These determinations form part of one 

development, that is, one self-developing logic. As such, what quality immediacy and mediation had, as 

necessary or contingent, are now only moments. ‘No longer, therefore, does absolute substance as self-

differentiating absolute form repel itself as necessity from itself, nor does it fall apart as contingency into 

indifferent, external substances, but on the contrary, it differentiates itself’ (Hegel, 504/11.409). Indeed, 

moments that are suffused completely with the self-developing logic, because the latter developed into these 

determinacies, and, from these, was lifted to further development. Thus, the moments themselves are in truth no 

different from the self-developing logic, since they enact the substantial passivity—the free power—that 

originally let itself be determined, by precisely becoming moments themselves. This self-developing logic is 

now rendered explicit as self-developing, and contains itself being contained as the simple whole that pervades at 

the origin. This is the universal (das Allgemeine).     
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what causes itself is only the relation of causation. Looking more closely, however, we see 

that causation determines cause and effect peculiar to an individual substance. That is to 

say—owing to the insight into action and reaction—every effect is a particular outcome 

whereby a substance takes up an external action, modifies it according to itself, producing a 

reaction peculiar to it. And once this reaction qua action has been met by another and 

transformed, its effect obtains. At every step of causation, then, there is implicitly an element 

of self-determination involved whereby actions are taken up and transformed according to the 

inner necessity of the substance in question. This means that not only is the relation of 

causation implicitly self-determining, but that every cause, in truth, forms implicitly a 

moment of self-determination. And it is this notion of self-determination—the being that 

founds itself in its other—that goes to establish a genuine sense of universality. Indeed, 

should we want to abbreviate a sense of “law” here, we may now condense the full 

development of causation into a law of its own, whereby every cause and effect must be the 

total outcome special to the self-determination of a substantial being. This sense of lawful 

generality is shared with the supervenience view; however, Hegel shows that as the general 

element (the universal) arises out of the mutual causal interaction, it cannot be posited that the 

universal is merely there to begin with—or, Hegel derives the universal element where 

supervenience merely takes it for granted. Moreover, the one-direction relation of 

supervenience also does not hold, since, if Hegel is right, there is precisely a mutual 

reciprocal action at work in causation, not that causation is the mere appearance of an essence.  

 Against Tooley’s view, there is both reflexivity and symmetry then involved in 

causation, though the formal expression of this makes it seem as if something ad hoc 

engenders something else which then engenders that first something. Moreover, I think Hegel 

would accept Tooley’s criticism of reflexivity and symmetry of causation when considered as 

one-sided repetition of the relation. As we have seen, however, this is not the right way to 

think about reflexivity and symmetry in causation. What is reflexive is the manner in which 

cause relates to itself conceptually through its effect, and effect to itself via the cause; and so 

the causal relation refers to itself when its relation obtains (though not as a simple identity, but 

an identity of differences—the causal relation presupposes non-causal reciprocity). And what 

is symmetrical is just that this reflexive reference obtains at once as two-fold reciprocity. We 

saw how reciprocal action is the determination that captures this double reference at work in 

any causation. This double reference has nothing to do with an underlying law per say, but 

simply with the concept of causation. Consequently, there is no appeal to a law outside of 
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causation, but, at most, loosely speaking, that causation in its concept has a certain logic that 

may be called lawful unto itself (but this would still presuppose the determination of law 

which has not been grounded).  

 If Hegel’s concept of causation does not align with any of the three views (singularist, 

supervenient or realist), I propose that we simply stipulate a fourth view: idealist. The idealist 

view of causation understands that a reciprocal grounding relation is immanently at work in 

any causal action, and, since this reciprocal relation is foundational and emergent in 

causation, causation is rendered a moment of this reciprocal relation relating to itself through 

causal encounters.121 Hegel’s argument that causation involves reciprocity means that cause is 

something originary. This renders simple determinism problem, because even if A is caused 

to be a cause by another, namely B, it is thereby caused to exercise its own originary 

causality. It is not that something here is self-causing ex nihilo, but that something determines 

something of its own in entering into causal relations with another through an encounter.  

 Hence causal determinism as a universal thesis cannot be sustained without excluding 

an important presupposition. This presupposition is the non-causal reciprocity at work 

through causality, which grounds its reflective determinations of ‘cause’ and ‘effect’ and 

further shows how each contain a degree of the other within themselves. This means there is 

no simple one-way direct causal relation between substances that does not display something 

particular of each substance to some extent. In other words, in causal encounters, all involved 

parties contribute something of their own determinateness to the causal relation that is 

formed. If this is right, then causation cannot play the role as a form of determinism in the 

sense that causal relations are only externally determined. Moreover, causation cannot be 

appealed to as a contrast to something non-causal as if the two stood wholly independent of 

each other, since we have seen in Hegel’s account that reciprocity grounds the reflective 

determinations of causality.  

 

 
121 Consequently, causation is the outward reflective determination of a universal where priority is placed on the 

self-determination of a substance. Self-determination not to be read as some animalistic projection of agency into 

the world, but the conception that the reason things are what they are, e.g. specific characteristics, is precisely 

internal to their actual being—which causality determines—not, however, outside in a law that is assumed to 

exist apart from its concrete instantiation. Causation, on the idealist view, thus incorporates both a sense of 

individuals and generality. Finally, in virtue of being dependent on substances which takes up a cause and 

renders its own effect, all causes are free. 
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4 

 

First Freedom: The Concept of Self-Determination 

 

As if by magical attraction, all modern ethical ideals have been placed under the spell 

of freedom; sometimes they infuse this idea with greater depth or add new accents, but 

they never manage to posit an independent, stand-alone alternative.1 

 

In the first part of this thesis, we examined necessity and causality according to their own 

logic. In Hegel’s Logic, these terms are derived from essence as such, which in turn is derived 

ultimately from being itself. This is achieved without an appeal to freedom as a point of 

reference or contrast. Exactly this examination of necessity and causality has independently 

led to the logical derivation of the concept and thus to freedom itself. To define freedom in 

contrast to necessity would require a common rubric that would ground their comparison. 

This, however, did not obtain within the regime of necessity and causality. Instead, the 

comprehensive truth of necessity is freedom. Necessity has made freedom necessary, so to 

speak, such that if a point of contrast is to arise, it must arise within the logic of freedom. 

Before that comparison can obtain, this freedom that emerged out of necessity needs to be 

examined independently. 

 This chapter looks first at why Hegel characterizes freedom with the concept. Why it is 

Hegel joins these two, seemingly non-related terms, here in his Logic. Second, we will make 

some comparison to Hegel’s notion of the concept with Kant’s and provide some basic 

orientation on how to understand its technical aspect through the “I”. We then briefly indicate 

Hegel’s further development of the concept into judgment and then judgment into syllogism, 

and finally how the final form of syllogism—the disjunctive syllogism—develops the concept 

into objectivity.  

 
1 Honneth, Freedom’s Right, 15. 
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4.1 Freedom as The Concept 

Freedom is defined by Hegel as: ‘being at home with oneself in one's other’.2 It is, he 

continues, ‘only present where there is no other for me that is not myself’.3 Hegel’s own 

concrete examples of this is love and friendship; where our lover or our friend is not a 

restriction to who we are but where we come to know ourselves truly.4 Henry Southgate is 

right to point out that freedom itself, however, is not limited to these particular relations: 

‘Hegel’s bold idea of freedom, then, is to extend this notion of finding ourselves in others 

beyond our circle of friends and loved ones to include not only other people, but literally 

anything we might encounter in this life: “the other [das Andere]” at large’.5 It is ‘to see a 

world in a grain of sand’, as one poet put it. This unbounded sense of freedom has a 

distinctive logic, namely, the logic of self-determination.  

This free relation becomes explicit as the structure of the concept. The concept, Hegel 

states, is ‘the independence, that is the repulsion of itself from itself into distinct independent 

terms, but which, as this repulsion, is identical with itself, and which is this [reciprocal 

movement] with itself alone that remains at home with itself’.6 There are many points to 

consider here. Why is freedom identified with the concept? Does that make freedom merely 

conceptual, and not, say, objectively real? And how can something actually be with itself in 

its other? This strange structure of the concept appears highly paradoxical. But if Hegel’s 

argument is correct, it is not just that any concept demonstrates itself to be of this uncanny 

structure but that it is first freedom.  

By first freedom I mean freedom considered in and for itself. An ontological theory of 

freedom. That is, not freedom as agency, will, desire, voluntarism7, individualism, organic 

creature, faculty, right or freedom primarily understood in opposition to necessity, causality, 

determinism, coercion, etc. It is simply a structure of something that determines itself.  

 
2 Hegel, The Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, 58/§24A2. 
3 Hegel, 58/§24A2. 
4 Hegel, Outlines of the Philosophy of Right, 33/§7A. 
5 Southgate, “Freedom as Belonging,” 189. 
6 Hegel, The Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, 232/§158, my rendition of Wechselbewegung into 

“reciprocal movement.” 
7 According to Pippin, Hegel bypasses voluntarist conceptions of freedom (important to Christian and post-

Christian moral psychology), since these posit a “self-causing substance, distinct from all material substances" 

including "deliberating, deciding and thinking" which are distinctly immaterial with special causal properties. 

This does not, as Pippin also points out, mean that Hegel ignores individual responsibility. See Pippin, “Hegel, 

Freedom, The Will. The Philosophy of Right,” 45. 
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To leap a little ahead here. This structure of self-determination is presupposed in what 

Robert Pippin calls ‘self-knowledge’ in what he takes to be Hegel’s theory of freedom: ‘That 

theory of freedom is not a free will or individual causal agency theory, and rather depends 

essentially on a collectively achieved, shared understanding (one become habitual and 

implicit in ordinary life) of one’s involvement with institutions and with others, generally 

described as being-with-self-in-others.’8 Now, stripped of all concrete aspects, this account 

would have no bearing on the objective circumstances, much less on everyday issues. But, as 

Pippin goes on to point out, this is due to a limited understanding that is at work, which itself 

employs unwarranted assumptions.9 So I want to claim that to understand what freedom is, 

one must minimally see it as self-conception, such that this self-understanding would be an 

integral moment in being free as such. I am sympathetic to Andy Blunden’s view that Hegel is 

not giving a liberal (or libertarian) account of freedom, where freedom is understood as the 

absence of constraint on individual actions.10 These liberal theories employ a tacit shared 

understanding that is not itself examined. Instead, giving a positive account, as I believe 

Hegel does, allows one not only to enjoy knowing what freedom is (and be free), but to 

effectively discern unfreedom and dispel pretenders, confusions and misinterpretations. As 

Paul Tillich not too long ago observed, ‘Today the term “faith” is more productive of disease 

than of health’11, one may equally ask whether the term ‘freedom’, in an age of mass-

surveillance, political demagoguery, corporate totalitarianism, climate degradation, is also not 

suffering the same fate. But we are not there yet. What needs to be first understood is what is 

entailed in the notion that something is characteristically what it is in virtue of itself.  

The being with oneself in one’s other will be the technical matter studied in this 

chapter. But the other question as to whether freedom is “merely conceptual”—that is, an 

 
8 Pippin, Hegel’s Realm of Shadows, 271. 
9 ‘At a limited level of “logical” self-understanding, such as what Hegel calls Verstand, these relations cannot be 

properly understood, and instead are thought of either as sacrifices of individuality by the individual, or the 

domination of individuals by larger social wholes and their requirements. It is not, in Hegel, that the logical 

insufficiency is said to be responsible for the practical experience of unfreedom. (This is again the mistake about 

Hegel that Marx kept making.) Rather, both reflect the same incomplete level of self-understanding, and so both 

are, to revert to the image used earlier, two sides of the same coin. In its full Hegelian flourish, the claim is for an 

identity of the Idea of the True and the Idea of the Good in the Absolute Idea’ (Pippin, 271). 
10 ‘The Enlightenment entailed the promotion of Reason over superstition and tradition and the expansion of 

individual freedom, but unlike other proponents of the Enlightenment Hegel was not a liberal (i.e., libertarian). 

That is, he did not identify freedom with the absence of constraint on individual action, and he did not see the 

individual subject as the arbiter of Reason. Hegel fully embraced the Enlightenment values of rationality and 

freedom, but he was critical of the liberal-individualistic conception in which these ideals were framed. 

Liberalism was only the first phase in the development of Freedom which could only be realised through the 

moral development of a whole people which in turn would depend on the development of rational systems of 

social regulation and collaboration’ (Blunden, Hegel for Social Movements, 16). 
11 Tillich, Dynamics of Faith, xxi. 



147 

 

“idea” merely in the minds of self-conscious human beings—one needs to first grasp what 

Hegel means with the concept. The term ‘concept’ perhaps suffers equally badly as freedom 

from poor understanding, being commonly regarded as something dead, empty, and abstract, 

or as epiphenomenon to materiality or contingency.12 Often, this is the dogmatic divide 

between intelligence and feelings, or thought and the sensuous. Hegel thinks this position 

constitutes an uncritical empiricism.13 Contrary to this, he writes, ‘the Concept is the principle 

of all life, and hence, at the same time, it is what is utterly concrete’.14 If Hegel’s 

understanding is right, then the concept is not a ‘mere form of thinking’ but the living 

rationality of the subject matter. Indeed, as Hegel writes:  

As the substantial might which is for itself the Concept is what is free; and since each 

of its moments is the whole that it is, and is posited as inseparable unity with it, the 

Concept is totality; thus, in its identity with itself it is what is in and for itself 

determinate.15 

The concept is thus what the matter at hand determinately is. Said otherwise, something’s 

concept is its own determinate identity. Concept explicitly, however, as we will see, implies 

logically more than the thing as it immediately presents itself. It implies that the thing is 

comprehended with its other, not as ‘an other’ wholly external but as a moment of its own 

truth. In Hegel’s words: ‘As the absolute form itself, [the concept] is every determinacy, but 

in the way that it is in its truth’.16 Otherwise we would still only be grasping determinations 

simply without adding to the understanding our very own understanding in the understanding 

of the matter at hand (though I agree with Anton Koch that we are not at the point of what can 

be called explicit self-knowledge here17). And this scenario we saw unfolded in the spheres of 

being and essence. But it is precisely the grasping of simple determinations, according to 

Hegel, that has led to the concept becoming explicit. And so, the concept is the explicit 

 
12 ‘The criticism is that thinking must always be understood as grounded on, or dependent on, or an 

epiphenomenon of, materiality or contingency or the unconscious source or instinct of the thinker. But from 

Hegel’s point of view, this criticism is question-begging from the start. In his treatment, the topic of pure 

thinking has nothing to do with the thinker, the subject, consciousness, the mind’ (Pippin, Hegel’s Realm of 

Shadows, 7). See also, Pippin, “Hegels Begriffslogik als die Logik der Freiheit,” 227. 
13 ‘Since for Empiricism this sensible domain is and remains something given, this is a doctrine of unfreedom, 

for freedom consists precisely in my not having any absolute other over against me, but in my being dependent 

upon a content that is just myself. From this point of view, moreover, reason and unreason are only subjective, in 

other words, we have to accept the given as it is, and we have no right to ask whether, and to what extent, it is 

rational within itself’ (Hegel, The Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, 79/§38A). 
14 Hegel, 236/§160A. 
15 Hegel, 236/§160. 
16 Hegel, 242/§164R. 
17 ‘Die Subjektivitat ist wissende Selbstbeziehung ohne expliziten Selbstbezug, ein inferentielles, kein 

referentielles Selbstverhaltnis‘ (Koch, Die Evolution des logischen Raumes, 145). 
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understanding of the matter at hand. However, first this understanding needs to be 

investigated in and for itself.  

But we can already indicate that the concept must also contain something in its 

explicitly unconceptual form, since as it follows from, and must relate to, the development of 

being and essence which are themselves not explicitly conceptual. The fuller expression of 

this “concept in its unconceptual form” will be the structure of objectivity—where the 

concept, following Hegel’s phrasing, can be said to have “stepped out into reality”. 

 In order to aid our understanding further, Hegel provides us with what the concept is 

in its spiritually (self-consciously minded) developed form. In concrete existence, Hegel 

informs us, the concept is none other than the “I” or pure self-consciousness: ‘True, I have 

concepts, that is, determinate concepts; but the “I” is the pure concept itself, the concept that 

has come into determinate existence’.18 First, he points out that although the “I” is a self-

referring unity, it is not so immediately given. Rather, self-consciousness must set aside all 

determinate content and withdraw into itself in order to discover its ‘freedom of unrestricted 

equality with itself’. This withdrawal into itself is commonly spoken of as abstraction, but 

strictly speaking there is no abstraction as this precise level because nothing one-sided or 

determinate remains (it is dissolved). Second, self-consciousness relates negatively to itself 

through excluding everything else, and as such is singular or what Hegel calls ‘absolute 

determinateness’. Now, this is posited, which means that the free negativity of self-

consciousness is determinately identified as a distinct existent. And in this sense self-

consciousness does become abstract. Notice, however, that the movement here is creative, 

since it adds to the finite positedness consciousness the infinity of being-in-and-for-itself. 

Third, then, the concept obtains, Hegel tells us, when these two moments are ‘grasped at the 

same time, both in their abstraction and in their perfect unity’.19 We need to think the two 

moments both apart and together at once. Indeed, only so does self-consciousness obtain, 

since it is actual insofar as it is unified with its positedness and comprehended insofar as it 

distinct from its positedness. In other words, self-consciousness is the case when it recognizes 

itself in what is distinct from it. Phenomenologically, this aligns with the—taken to be—self-

evident axiom of Guilio Tononi’s neuroscientific theory of consciousness: ‘Consciousness 

 
18 Hegel, Science of Logic, 514/12.17. For Koch’s rendition of this passage, see Koch, Die Evolution des 

logischen Raumes, 154–55.  
19 Hegel, Science of Logic, 515/12.17. 
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exists – it is an undeniable aspect of reality. Paraphrasing Descartes, “I experience therefore I 

am”’.20 

Hegel thus argues that to be with one’s other is what first logically gave rise to what 

one is, which leads to a conception of freedom that one is free with others. Freedom is not 

obtained in atomic isolation, in some native power or cosmic providence, but a specific 

logical achievement that is discernable in thought. An achievement of self-determination. Or, 

it is self-explicatory (which we will see below characterized as self-causing). The 

development of the concept will demonstrate the first phase of this self-determination by 

precisely enacting its self-determining. Since, if self-determination is merely given, it 

collapses into mere determinacy. This is Richard Winfield’s point: ‘As the immediacy of self-

determined determinacy, it must instead be poised to give itself determinacy, not by standing 

in contrast to some other, nor by shining forth in some subsidiary appearance, but by being 

identical with the difference it posits in virtue of being what it is’.21 

Let us now turn to follow more closely Hegel’s account of the concept, beginning first 

with some remarks on Kant and then exhibiting the logical derivation itself. My intent is to 

make clear the logical structures of the concept and how these constitute a pure sense of 

freedom.  

4.2 The Concept 

In Hegel’s logical derivation, the concept turns out to be implicit in the binary relations of 

essence. As we observed in the last chapter, there is a reciprocating mediation explicitly at 

work in reflected determinations that eludes capture by those reflected determinations. 

Precisely because these essentialist determinations are of such a nature to posit their being as 

something external to their essence, they remain—albeit to varying degrees—plagued by an 

insoluble inconsistency. In other words, essentialist determinations must continually exclude 

full comprehension of their structures, since their structures obtain insofar as the process is 

seen as something other to the result. What I called earlier as the disunity of totality and non-

 
20 Oizumi, Albantakis, and Tononi, “From the Phenomenology to the Mechanisms of Consciousness,” 2. 
21 Winfield, From Concept to Objectivity, 80. 
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totality.22 That is why the determinations of essence do not strictly develop, but advance or 

are ‘shining into another’.23  

Now, however, having understood that a dynamic unity has resulted whereby what 

essence distinguishes itself from is not a being foreign to it, but the being of its own, essence 

is no longer understood as that which comes second, but what turns out to be first.24 That it is 

first not simply immediately, but turns out to have been first upon mediation, demonstrates 

that essence is with its other or being. This further demonstrates that being is likewise not lost 

but had entered into a state of development. When these two determinations are considered as 

one self-developing activity, the frameworks of each have become outmoded. This transforms 

essence wholesale, because it is really no longer merely an essence—that which comes 

second, standing always in an already determined duality—but the original element that 

continues with itself in its emergence. In other words, we can no longer distinguish process 

from result or totality from non-totality. As Koch puts it, ‘The operation goes with its operand 

and its result, the relation with its relata, [and] defined together as that singular whole, it is not 

only identical with each of its moments, but that this identical-being also posited. [T]his is 

precisely the concept’.25 We have now entered into the domain of development proper and of 

dynamic unity.  

This dynamic unity that has demonstrated to be the self-founding result of essence is 

the universality of the concept. But before we begin to examine Hegel’s concept proper, it is 

helpful to say something about the term itself. One may ask: is not everything philosophy 

deals with principally a concept, such that it becomes a moot point to even raise it? Of course 

philosophy deals with concepts, one might say, but tell us about the content already! What is 

the particular? This is principally Kant’s position on concepts. Concepts are empty, hollowed 

 
22 It is true that in the section on Actuality, being and essence are unified, but are exactly unified according to the 

absolute standard of essence. Immediately this unity is a totality that excludes non-totality, but as the chapter on 

the Absolute showed, Hegel demonstrates that the absolute has its truth being its mode. This is the first crack in 

the pristine wall of unity essence set up, as it were, and the development of the concept will show that one does 

not need walls to build a roof, rather, one just needs some sturdy columns.  
23 Hegel, The Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, §161/237. 
24 Koch points out that this fulfills the Fichtean demand that the foundation of logic (regardless of whether it is 

Hegelian) cannot have its foundation or be explicitly derived from something else: ‘von einem Prinzip 

auszugehen, das nicht nur faktisch unhintergehbar ist, sondern das zu dem Versuch, es aus noch 

Grundlegenderem herzuleiten, auch deswegen nicht einlädt und einladen kann, weil es selber seine eigene, 

vollständige, transparente Selbstherleitung ist, aus welcher sogar die formaleLogik in einem gewissen Sinn 

begründet werden kann‘ (Koch, Die Evolution des logischen Raumes, 145). 
25 Koch, 147, my translation F.N. 
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out forms that await intuitions in order for thinking, or cognition, to obtain.26 This 

understanding of concepts as being empty forms is exactly the position Hegel argues 

against.27 Hegel’s argument is that concepts, in virtue of being concepts, contain a specific 

content of their own, and, indeed, generate content autonomously.28 This is because, as this 

chapter will set forth, every concept is the concept and the concept is self-determining.29  

Strictly speaking, Kant understood that the pure concepts of the understanding are not 

empty per say (they are neatly determined into four groups of three, for example). There are 

specific “rules” to thought and both philosophers abide by this. But for Kant, thought, or 

cognition (or cognition of what is true), could not be made the case without a constant appeal 

to sensuous intuitions. Besides the dire implication of this being that thought is per definition 

incapable of thinking about itself überhapt, Hegel charges Kant for failing to live up to his 

own standard of being self-critical. That is, Hegel thinks that Kant already employs a higher 

principle in the very investigation of what constitutes thought and truth with regards to his 

notion of a priori synthesis, but that Kant does not exhaustively consider the terms he 

employs in and for themselves.30 For Hegel, then, there are determinations, structures, “rules 

of thought”, that Kant leaves simply taken for granted and that this forces conclusions about 

freedom and concepts that is untenable. To briefly name some issues: first, freedom as such 

remains only a transcendental idea31 and, second, there is a determinate ordering of intuitions 

 
26 ‘If a cognition is to have objective reality, i.e., to be related to an object, and is to have significance and sense 

in that object, the object must be able to be given in some way. Without that the concepts are empty, and through 

them one has, to be sure, thought but not in fact cognized anything through this thinking, but rather merely 

played with representations’ (Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A155/B195/282). ‘With us understanding and 

sensibility can determine an object only in combination. If we separate them, then we have intuitions without 

concepts, or concepts without intuitions, but in either case representations that we cannot relate to any 

determinate object’ (Kant, B314/364). 
27 ‘What we have then is a one-sided cognition which is not supposed to contain any subject matter, an empty 

form void of determination which therefore just as little an agreement (for it necessarily takes two for an 

agreement) as it is truth’ (Hegel, Science of Logic, 524/12.27). 
28 As Hegel writes, ‘the concept in its formal abstraction reveals itself to be incomplete and through a dialectic 

immanently grounded in it passes over into reality: it passes over into it, however, as into something which it 

generates out of itself, not as if it were falling back again onto a ready-made reality which it finds opposite 

it, or as if it were taking refuge, because it sought for something better but found none, into something that has 

already been proven to be the unessential element of appearance’ (Hegel, 522/12.25, my emphasis F.N.). 
29 ‘But a concept is also, first of all, in itself the concept, and this concept is only one concept, the substantial 

foundation; it is of course also a determinate concept, and it is this determinateness that appears in it as content 

even though, in fact, it is a form determination for the substantial unity of the concept, a moment of the form as 

totality, of the concept itself which is the foundation of the determinate concepts’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 

19/21.17). 
30 As Hegel puts it: ‘In the a priori synthesis of the concept, Kant did have a higher principle in which it was 

possible to recognize a duality and therefore what is required for truth; but the material of the sense, the 

manifoldness of intuition, was too strong for him to be able to wrest himself away from it and turn to a 

consideration of the concept and the categories in and for themselves, and to a speculative form of 

philosophizing’ (Hegel, Science of Logic, 524/12.27). 
31 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A558/B586/546. 
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to concepts, but that this combining itself remains only an immediate act of spontaneity of 

reason, which itself does not adhere to any determinate rules as such.32 These may appear 

innocent enough at first, but what they imply is that there are two logical standards, one for 

determinate sensibility and one for thought, and that there remains an irreconcilable logical 

gap between them which bullet one must simply bite.33 By contrast, Hegel will argue that 

determinations as such are in truth conceptual (and are therefore manifestations of self-

determination), since that is what turns out to obtain in examining being (Sein) or determinate 

being (Dasein) in and for itself; just as what is conceptual does not eject the determinate but 

comprehends it in its unity with its other (e.g. the binomial determinations cause and effect 

are comprehended as the single concept causality34). Moreover, I agree with Pippin that 

Hegel’s notion of freedom is not to be understood in the Kantian register of spontaneity or as 

a causal power (or strictly contrasted to causality).35 Since this leads, as Pippin continues 

elsewhere, to an assumption of spirit (Geist), or freedom, as a non-natural, noumenal 

metaphysical substance.36 Instead, the realm of concrete freedom must be understood as an 

activity with its distinct logic, whose relationship to embodied nature must be understood as 

liberating return. In a Zusatz in the Philosophy of Spirit, Hegel writes: ‘All activities of [spirit] 

are nothing but various ways of reducing what is external to the inwardness which [spirit] 

itself is, and it is only by this reduction, by this idealization or assimilation of the external that 

[spirit] becomes and is [spirit]’.37 Now, our topic here is not spirit, but if spirit is freedom, or 

the concept, in its concretely developed form (spirit as the idea that has achieved being-for-

 
32 ‘Thus all manifold of intuition has a necessary relation to the I think in the same subject in which this manifold 

is to be encountered. But this representation is an acta of spontaneity, i.e., it cannot be regarded as belonging to 

sensibility’ (Kant, B132/246). And: ‘Concepts are therefore grounded on the spontaneity of thinking, as sensible 

intuitions are grounded on the receptivity of impression’ (Kant, B93/205). 
33 ‘Freedom in this signification is a pure transcendental idea, which, first, contains nothing borrowed from 

experience, and second, the object of which also cannot be given determinately in any experience, because it is a 

universal law…’ (Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A533/B561/533, my emphasis F.N.). As Hegel comments, 

‘The world of perception and of the understanding that reflects upon it remains on one side of its dualism.’ He 

continues, ‘the independence of the thinking that grasps itself, the principle of freedom, which this philosophy 

has in common with the metaphysics of the older tradition; but it empties all the content out of it, and is not able 

to put any back into it’ (Hegel, The Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, 107/§60R). 
34 ‘Cause and effect, for example, are not two diverse concepts but only one determinate concept, and causality 

is, like every concept, a simple concept’ (Hegel, Science of Logic, 535/12.39). 
35 While denying Kantian spontaneity and causal force is correct, I think perhaps Pippin imposes too much with 

regards to normative recognition at this stage of the Logic: ‘[…]ist es wichtig, zu betonen, daß man, ehe man auf 

die Bedingungen dieser Berufungen auf die „Freiheit" eingehen kann, beachten muß, daß Hegel Freiheit nicht im 

Kantischen Sinne verstanden hat, nämlich als Spontaneität oder in irgendeinem Sinne als kausale Kraft, sondern 

als eine Angelegenheit, in einem bestimmten Zustand zu sein, in dem ich meine Taten als meine eigenen 

anerkenne, nicht von ihnen entfremdet bin, sie nicht als den Willen anderer unterworfen erfahre etc‘ (Pippin, 

“Hegels Begriffslogik Als Die Logik Der Freiheit,” 231/footnote 6). See also: Pippin, “Naturalness and 

Mindedness: Hegel’s Compatibilism,” 194, 203. 
36 Pippin, “Hegel, Freedom, The Will. The Philosophy of Right,” 40. 
37 Hegel, Hegel’s Philosophy of Mind, 12/§381Z, my alteration of “mind” to “spirit” F.N. 
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self), then the basic logic of freedom must be enacted. Indeed, if my account is correct, then 

Pippin’s argument that spirit is not a non-natural metaphysical substance can be logically 

made within the Science of Logic as freedom (or the concept) as not something subsisting 

apart from its objective precedents (being, essence, necessity) but as their truth—and, 

furthermore, incorporates these elements as vital constituents of its own self-determination.  

Thus, for Hegel, there is such a thing as a specific content to concepts as such, which 

is nothing less than the concept. We examine its content then without imputation from 

extraneous matter such as sensibility, nature, experience, objectivity and so on. All we have to 

go on is the dynamic unity discovered in reciprocal action in the context of essence. Hegel 

takes up this unity and understands that what emerges is the foundation and what is founded is 

what has emerged.38 Koch renders the identity of being in-and-for itself and the posited-being 

of the concept as its self-transparency.39 This unity is now understood as the immediately -

self-given concept, in its own determination as the universal. 

Owing to restrictions of space, I have omitted my technical analysis of the concept and 

will only indicate the key developments.  

The universal is the immediate self-founding determination of the concept. In contrast 

to the immediacy of being, however, negation does not determine it as something apart from 

another. In this way, determinateness does not become exclusive but inclusive. That is, the 

universal includes within itself its own negation, such that it does not stand apart from its 

existence. The universal, then, persist. This could be said to be a chief characteristic of the 

universal.40 In keeping with the freedom formula, it could also be characterized as the 

effortless continuity of oneself into another. In cruder terms, the universal constitutes the 

moment of identity of the concept.  

Particularity emerges from within the universal as the moment of internal self-

differentiation or difference. The moment of negation is emphasized, and Hegel shows how 

the true engine of difference is not between two or more particulars but between the particular 

and the universal. What is also of note here is how the self-determination of the universal 

 
38 ‘Essence came to be out of being, and the concept out of essence, therefore also from being. But this becoming 

has the meaning of a self-repulsion, so that what becomes is rather the unconditional and the originative’ (Hegel, 

Science of Logic, 530/12.33). 
39 ‘Weil das An-und-fur-sich-Sein und das Gesetzt-Sein im Falle des Begriffs identisch sind, kann man von einer 

parasitären causa sui nun nicht mehr sprechen. […] Der Begriff ist insofern die reine Manifestation seiner, ist 

reine Selbsttransparenz‘ (Koch, Die Evolution des logischen Raumes, 153). 
40 Ioannis Trisokkas convincingly emphasizes this element of persistence. See Trisokkas, Pyrrhonian Scepticism 

and Hegel’s Theory of Judgement. 
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structurally functions to facilitate the self-determination of its other. This is to say that self-

determination on its own terms remains deficient without this outward realization. The 

universal thus makes it necessary for itself to determine itself in its other by having enabled 

the particular to determine itself in its own particularity. This, furthermore, adds a dimension 

of restriction since particularity in its moment is determination qua qualitative negation.  

Since the universal and the particular each reciprocally binds itself to the other and 

whereby the particular returns to the universal, there is in fact one unity at work. This is the 

moment of singularity. Singularity serves a double role in the concept. First, it crystalizes the 

two moments of the concept (the universal as self-determination and the particular as other-

determination) into a cohesive unity of identity and difference (or identity of identity and 

difference as Hegel’s speculative motto has it). Second, it confirms the divide between the 

moments of the concept in granting each of the—now three—moments their own non-generic 

unique singularity. This serves to separate the moments from each other since they each do 

not fall under the original universal, and the separation is further emphasized by singularity 

realizing the particular not only in its negation but now in its exclusivity. Singularity thus 

reveals the concepts difficult development of self-determination by preempting the difference 

in unity, such that the concept is now the ‘posited loss of itself’. 

However, because the universal is persistence and continuity, this must include even 

this division. A new form of the concept is made explicit that encompasses this emphasis on 

difference and this is the form of judgment.  

4.2.1 Remark: The Concept as Free Power 

In the section on the universal concept, Hegel writes,  

The universal is therefore free power; it is itself while reaching out to its other and 

embracing it, but without doing violence to it; on the contrary, it is at rest in its other 

as in its own. Just as it has been called free power, it could also be called free love and 

boundless blessedness, for it relates to that which is distinct from it as to itself; in it has 

returned to itself.41 

This is a powerful passage that works on several levels at once. In addition to encapsulating, 

to my mind, the quintessence of freedom, namely, to that one is with oneself in one’s other, it 

exonerates essence by taking up its term power (Macht) and liberating it from the fetters of 

 
41 Hegel, Science of Logic, 532/12.35. 
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violence, and, renders it instead, to being a vehicle for liberation and belonging. The mention 

of blessedness brings to mind Spinoza, who writes, ‘blessedness is nothing but that 

satisfaction of mind which stems from the intuitive knowledge of God’.42 Later he specifies, 

‘Blessedness is not the reward of virtue, but virtue itself; nor do we enjoy it because we 

restrain our lusts; on the contrary, because we enjoy it, we are able to restrain them’.43 It is 

no coincidence, then, that Hegel mentions blessedness in this passage, as it ties in with the 

idea that the true power of powers is one that is itself both a particular power (capable of 

being enjoyed) and one that also transcends the limits of particular powers qua mired and 

contests against one another in violence, that is, a universal power. As Spinoza goes on to 

inform us, blessedness arises from the love of God, which is itself the third form of 

knowledge, intuitive knowledge (intuitive here means not that one grasps in the absence of 

discursive reason but that one grasps the elements of discursive reason immediately). And, 

furthermore, as intuitive knowledge, ‘this love must be related to the mind insofar as it acts’.44 

Signifying that actuality qua activity is absolutely integral to the concept. Having gone to the 

end of development of the concept, we now know that this relating to one’s other without 

doing violence to them entails that each forms members of a wider relational-concept as well 

as are regarded as absolutely singular concepts in their own right. Indeed, this “wider” 

concept constitutes their actual singularity. In contrast to mere essentialist power, where one 

actor dictates the terms (unsuccessfully, we might add, since even there the higher power lies 

not with the active- but with the passive substance), I cannot be said to love someone unless I 

respect them as independent persons, but at the same time, my love from them is not 

indifferent to what they do.Egoism and altruism are insufficient descriptions for a loving 

relationship, since in love I come closer to myself with the other than if were simply by 

myself. And, indeed, in love the singularity of my lover, my friend, my parent or my child, 

and myself are brought mutually to light.  

 We might say, then, that knowledge is an act of loving just as love itself is not without 

self-knowledge. But that there is affection, or desire (to borrow from the Phenomenology), 

fully involved in this, but that it is not mere desire but a desire that has transcended its bounds 

and become a higher desire: recognition. This ties in with the liberating of prior 

determinations from their unfree situation by elevating them to universality and thereby 

allowing them to demonstrate their self-determination. What we have seen here indicated with 

 
42 Spinoza, A Spinoza Reader, 239/E4, Appendix IV. 
43 Spinoza, 264/E5P42. 
44 Spinoza, 264/E5P42Dem, my emphasis F.N. 
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power will be demonstrated in the case of necessity, where freedom, as the truth of necessity, 

must in turn make good its other by returning to it and making its home therein, rendering it 

free necessity. We will see this exact move in the section on mechanism in objectivity.  

4.2.2 Interim Logic: Judgment and Syllogism 

The concept, if we follow presuppositionless logic strictly, cannot be the beginning or the 

foundation. As such, the concept does not emerge ex nihilo. Yet, it is what reveals itself to be 

the case—to be the foundation—following the logic of immediacy and mediation (Doctrines 

of Being and Essence). The concept is the foundation insofar as it is self-founding, which we 

have now seen enacted once from the side of the essence-logic (Chapter 3) and again, very 

briefly, here in its own concept-logic. The major new development is that in concept-logic the 

category of singularity becomes explicit, which serves to negate (exclude) other 

determinations whilst concretizing its own. However, its intelligibility is not entirely lost 

since the universal is the point of absolute continuity and persistence. It is revealed that the 

concept in its entirety determines itself, such that the universal is the singular, and with this, 

Hegel noted, the concept is in truth judgment. 

 Following briefly the program of the Logic, judgment charts the various modes 

through which the concept immediately determines itself, expressed in propositional form.45 It 

begins first with the form of positive judgment (the universal is singular, or U is S) and 

increasingly explicates itself to the form of apodictic judgment (e.g. “the state, so and so 

constituted, is good”). This last form of judgment dissolves the judgment-form since the 

concept is no longer determines itself by an immediate connection to its realization but by a 

mediated connection. Hegel shows how syllogistic thinking or inference follows 

systematically from judgment as such.  

 The concept determines itself still further in syllogism. Beginning first with formal 

and mathematical syllogistic structures, Hegel shows how the forms of allness, induction and 

analogy follow from these. Following still further are what Hegel calls the syllogisms of 

necessity, which include the categorical-, hypothetical- and disjunctive syllogisms. It is with 

this last disjunctive syllogism that the logic enacts another major shift and makes explicit a 

radically new sphere of the concept—objectivity.  

 
45 Though, as Hegel warns, the propositional form (“S is P”) is not the logical form of judgment. The logical 

form of judgment deploys only the moments of the concept and negation. In other words, this is how Hegel 

shows the sense or rationale of judgment to actually be thought, and not, as merely reflected in its propositional 

expressions. 
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 Hegel’s Logic demonstrates how the concept progressively makes its self-

determination more determinate through categories or structures which may seem to have 

little to do with such matter. What does judgment have to do with such freedom—how does 

judging something to be or not to be have anything to do with self-determination? Or 

inferential thinking, for that matter, which seems to follow a strict deductive path. Hegel’s 

point, I think, is that these logical forms are internally coherent because they are rational, that 

is, they are capable of “looking after themselves” since they are expressions of self-

determination. In other words, logical forms work.  

Now, we must add a caveat to this. The logic of judgment and syllogism are coherent, 

yes, but only locally or in a restricted sense. When grasped absolutely, a dialectical 

development incurs that reveals more to be the case. This is a recurring motif in Hegel’s 

thinking. In the logic of the concept, however, the self-founding element of universality 

persists across new structures explicitly, such that within this sphere a continuity vouchsafes 

for any new advances being the implicit development of the singular concept. 

How then does the form of the syllogism—especially disjunctive syllogism—turn into 

the form of the object, which enacts the major shift of the concept in its subjectivity to its 

objectivity?  

A disjunctive syllogism is structurally made up of a major- and minor premise, and 

their conclusion. For example: 

A is either B, C or D 

 A is neither C nor D 

 Therefore, A is B 

The major premise designates the universal genus but such that it includes its 

particular species. A is no less A if it is B, C or D. An element continues uninterrupted 

through all its forms.46 The minor premise designates the reciprocal exclusion of particularity. 

To be B means you cannot be C or D.47 Now, Hegel points out that this exclusion is not 

 
46 ‘As that universality, it is in the first place the substantial identity of the genus, but this identity is secondly one 

in which particularity is included, but again, included as equal to it – therefore as a universal sphere that 

contains its total particularity, the genus sorted out in its species, an A which is B as well as C and D’ (Hegel, 

The Science of Logic, 622/12.124). 
47 ‘But particularization is differentiation and as such equally the either-or of B, C, D – negative unity, 

the reciprocal exclusion of the determinations’ (Hegel, 622/12.124). 
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merely relative but also self-referring and therewith singular.48 This last point is trickier to 

grasp, but it becomes clear when we understand that B is B insofar as it is not C or D, and C is 

C insofar as it is not B or D, and D is D when it is not B and C, such that B refers to itself in C 

or D. In both the premises and the conclusion, A remains the subject. A becomes singularly 

determined in being either B, C or D and through their mutual exclusion becomes particularly 

determined.  

Hegel notes that this is the mediation of universality with its singularity. But, 

additionally, the mediating means is also this A. The determining factors of what A can be, 

what A is not, and what A is, lies entirely with A. This leads Hegel to conclude, ‘What is 

posited in the disjunctive syllogism is thus … the unity of the mediator and the mediated, and 

for that reason the disjunctive syllogism is equally no longer a syllogism at all’.49 The point of 

syllogism is that the subject matter is mediated through another—something outside it. But 

here, in the disjunctive syllogism, we begin to see that the subject matter is not mediated 

through other things which, fundamentally, do not already belong to it.50 More technically, the 

middle term qua the concept that is meant to hold together the distinct determinations in a 

unity has this unity in syllogistic inference only exhibited indirectly and abstractly, such that 

the concept remains only an ‘ought’. Now it is made clear, however, that what is mediated is 

what mediates, and that every moment is ‘the totality’ of what is mediated.51 This renders the 

structure of syllogism obsolete, since there is nothing to mediate that is not already mediated 

by the subject matter—A.  

With this, Hegel declares that a new kind of reality of the concept has emerged. This 

reality is objectivity. The next chapter will explore this new reality of the concept in more 

detail, but we can already indicate here that the ‘the concept … is no longer distinct from 

[externality] as inner unity’ such that ‘the concept that has restored itself out of, and in, its 

otherness’.52 This new objective being signifies that whatever particular externality is the 

case, it is not to be understood as distinct from the inner unity of its concept, but as an 

immediate manifestation of it. When, for example, I look at a plant before me, I need not infer 

 
48 ‘This excluding, moreover, is now not just reciprocal, the determination not merely relative, but is also 

just as much self-referring determination, the particular as singularity to the exclusion of the others’ (Hegel, 

622/12.124). 
49 Hegel, 623/12.124. 
50 ‘For the middle term which is posited in it as the totality of the concept itself contains the two extremes in 

their complete determinateness. The extremes, as distinct from this middle term, are only a positedness to which 

there no longer accrues any proper determinateness of its own as against the middle term’ (Hegel, 623/12.124). 
51 Hegel, 624/12.125. 
52 Hegel, 624/12.125-6. 
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that life-forms are either plants, fungi or animals, the life-form is neither fungi nor animal, 

therefore the life-form is some plant, since its concept is already immediately there before me. 

It is, rather, that the syllogism presupposes the objective being where the concept is already 

articulated in its concrete manifestation.  

4.3 Conclusion 

In this chapter we looked at what self-determination in its pure logical form entails according 

to Hegel’s Logic. Self-determination is the self-containment and expression of the three 

moments of the concept, which are each, in turn, concepts themselves. To speak more loosely, 

self-determination is instantiated whenever a thing or someone or an organization is what it 

characteristically is when it is understood to express its own principle. This expression, 

however, does not elude generalizations or capture by generic patterns; but is, rather, the 

source of such one-sided, relative abstractions. Indeed, the concept is the source of 

abstractions, or an abstraction is the concept in limited form (particular) and abstractions do 

serve an important stepping-stone towards understanding the matter at hand concretely 

(singularity).  

 This understanding of self-determination is, however, still very “internalized” or 

subjective. Loosely speaking, in conceptual comprehension we grasp the chief characteristic 

of the matter at hand in how it works, and we understand it to be the source of its 

organization, but what is left out of this scenario is how this “working out of how it works” 

works. What the step into objectivity brings into view is how this organizational structure is 

embedded into the external machinations of the matter, that is, in its immediacy. The Logic 

proceeds by developing the simpler determination to the more complex; in the logical order 

the concept is prior to objectivity, but as we shall see in the next chapter, objectivity presents 

a difficulty in constituting a more intense immediacy than the universal. This, however, will 

be key in understanding the mutual relation between other-determination and self-

determination, and to demonstrate how the two are ontologically co-determinations. From this 

side we have seen how sheer self-determination posits its genuine restoration in its otherness, 

in its objectivity.   

  

   

 



160 

 

5 

 

Freedom Seconded: Metaphysical Determinism and 

Objectivity 

 

 Art does not deliberate.1 

 

In this chapter we first consider some problems with the idea of objectivity, in particular 

issues brought up by Thomas Nagel and Kant concerning the wholeness and independence of 

objectivity. These provide challenges that Hegel’s account of objectivity must tackle and 

overcome. Secondly, we begin following Hegel’s logical account of objectivity, starting from 

its immediacy. This immediacy of objectivity will develop into mechanical relations, then 

chemical (see Appendix, section A), and then finally as teleology.  

 Two matters are key here for the thesis: The first concerns the conception of law, 

which I take to be the constitutive category of metaphysical determinism (recall van 

Inwagen’s notion from the Prolog 0.3). This form of determinism is basically the idea that 

objects are what they are by being determined externally by laws (e.g. laws of nature). Hegel 

challenges this essentialist conception of law by demonstrating law to be an objective form of 

the concept, and therefore an objective form of self-determination. The sphere of law cannot 

be wholly externally determined because self-determination is minimally involved in the law 

itself. The second matter concerns the relationship of deterministic features (or necessity) to 

self-determination (freedom). Objectivity is the arena where this relation becomes thematized 

in Hegel’s Logic, and, if Hegel is right, it obtains because other-determination is an integral 

moment of self-determination through which the latter is externally realized as a purposeful 

content.  

 
1 Aristotle, The Basic Works of Aristotle, Physics 199b 26-28. 
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5.1 Challenges to Objectivity: Nagel and Kant 

Something supposedly strange happens when certain familiar matters are viewed from a 

standpoint of objectivity. Thomas Nagel expresses it like this, 

…my doing of an act—or the doing of an act by someone else—seems to disappear 

when we think of the world objectively. There seems no room for agency in a world of 

neural impulses, chemical reactions, and bone and muscle movements. Even if we add 

sensations, perceptions, and feelings we don’t get action, or doing—there is only what 

happens.2 

When we take the objective standpoint, it seems that there is no sense in which anyone is 

doing anything—no self-determination—but that things simply happen. And, nevertheless, 

despite this objective view, there is also the subjective inner view of agency. The view of 

intentionality, agency and self-determination. Nagel claims no satisfactory resolution between 

the two dimensions is possible but aims to provide some reconciliation that ‘reduces the 

radical detachment produced by the initial contemplation of ourselves as creatures of the 

world’.3 However, while Nagel offers vital hints to the nature of objectivity, he does not 

analyze its concept. Additionally, the subjective inner view is merely something given and 

opposed to the objective view. As Hegel points out, any such opposition immediately gives 

rise to the question ‘which of the two concepts is the true one; and the higher and truly telling 

question is, whether there is a third which is their truth, or whether one of them is the truth of 

the other’.4 This, I believe, is the crux of the matter: does objectivity encompass (is the truth 

of) intentional and purposive action, or does the latter encompass the former, such that 

objectivity is in its truth teleological. Or is there a third principle which is the ground for 

both? The corollary question then is whether the objective standpoint, once fully understood, 

makes intentional actions disappear. Or whether intentional actions are actually no less 

objective.  

 In the Third Conflict of the Transcendental Ideas (“The Third Antinomy”), Kant 

insightfully demonstrates the dialectical kinship of these two positions in the form of an 

antinomy of reason: a thesis and an antithesis, each of which obtains in positing the other’s 

contradiction. The ‘thesis’ posits that an additional causality—that is, in addition to the 

causality according to the laws of nature—is necessary, namely, freedom. Its proof is by 

 
2 Nagel, “Freedom,” 229. 
3 Nagel, 245. 
4 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 652/12.154-5. 
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reductio of its antithesis. Every event according to the laws of nature (or the laws that govern 

appearances) follows from a preceding cause. However, each event also does not take place 

‘without a cause sufficiently determined a priori’.5 This law stipulates that the prior cause is 

sufficiently determined to inaugurate its effect, yet it is also insufficiently determined since 

the same law stipulates that it must have a cause prior to it which determines it. Thus, 

according to the laws of nature each event is both sufficiently and insufficiently determined 

by a prior cause. A contradiction ensues, and so the ‘thesis’ must be true. The ‘antithesis’ 

posits that there is only one causality and equally proves its validity by showing that its 

antithesis (the ‘thesis) must run into contradiction. If it assumed that an event is initiated 

spontaneously without further antecedents, which nonetheless is meant to begin a causal 

series, then this ‘is contrary to the causal law’, since there would be a cause that is not an 

effect of another, and so is exempt from the causal chain. This contradiction serves to prove 

the validity of the ‘antithesis’. Moreover, Kant adds that no unity of experience would be 

possible since causation cannot encompass this combination that includes a spontaneous 

cause.6 We see that both the ‘thesis’ and the ‘antithesis’ are equally valid through an internal 

contradiction of its opposite.  

We might also add that the antinomies of reason follow not from reason per say, since, 

according to Kant, reason does not generate concepts but must avail itself concepts given to it 

by the understanding. Reason can at most liberate a concept from the understanding by 

seeking ‘to extend it beyond the boundaries of the empirical, though still in connection with 

it’.7 As we saw with the third antinomy, the category of causation functions well enough when 

restricted to the scope of one event in connection with another. However, the ‘dialectic’ 

manifests when the connection, in this case causal, is itself raised above and beyond any 

possible experience and is considered in its unbounded totality. It is this raising to infinity of 

categories which spurs on the antinomial problem. More precisely, categories are initially 

each restricted to their empirical use and are thus conditioned within the domain of 

appearances. But reason ‘liberates’ these categories from their merely empirical use and 

inspects the concepts in and for themselves, unconditionally and in their completeness. These 

two characteristics of unconditionality and completeness serve to mark the antinomies of 

 
5 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, 484/A446/B474. 
6 Kant, 485/A445/B473. 
7 Kant, 460-1/A409. 
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reason as world-concepts, pertaining to the totality of a situation.8 I bring attention to this 

since the third antinomy precisely mediates its two extremes (freedom and necessity) via the 

world as their totality, and that this element of totality—regardless of the where antinomy 

falls—is the chief proponent of the dialectic. Moreover, I emphasize this here since it will also 

be an irrevocable characteristic of objectivity. Nagel’s account does not give objectivity its 

proper due since it is from the outset presumed in contrast to purposive action, even if 

negatively, and so it is not understood in its totality. Kant shows that each side of the 

antinomy is sustained indirectly through a reductio, but, as Kant also shows, before this 

mediation takes place there is already the deep problem of unconditioned totality. Objectivity, 

whatever it turns out to be, cannot be anything less than an unconditioned totality, and it is 

with this an examination of objectivity must begin—not, with a presumed contrast to what it 

is not, since, as the thesis of unconditioned totality posits, no such contrast exists.  

Nagel’s account here has the unfortunate consequence of slipping back into ‘earlier 

metaphysics’.9 This is because it simply takes for granted that objectivity is the domain that 

excludes purposive action, final causes (teleology) or self-determination. However, it may 

turn out, as Hegel invites the question, ‘that the objective world exhibits mechanical and final 

causes; its actual existence is not the norm of what is true, but what is true is rather the 

criterion for deciding which of these concrete existences is its true one’.10 What Hegel means 

here is that error is not exclusive to the side of subjective understanding but that the objective 

world is also riddled with incomplete truths, one-sided relations of appearances. As we shall 

see, mechanistic relations will precisely display such incompleteness, but derived from the 

logic that is immanent to such mechanistic relation. Coincidentally, Nagel does posit 

incompleteness in the objective domain, but this is because, in his view, of the failure of 

subjective understanding to encompass everything, and thus a failure not of objectivity but of 

 
8 ‘I call all transcendental ideas, insofar as they concern absolute totality in the synthesis of appearances, world-

concepts, partly because of the unconditioned totality on which the concept of the world-whole also rests even 

though it is only an idea, and partly because they have to do merely with the synthesis of appearances, and hence 

with the empirical, whereas the absolute totality of the synthesis of the condition of all possible things in general 

will occasion an ideal of pure reason, which is wholly distinct from the world-concept, even though it stands in 

relation to it‘ (Kant, 460/B434-5). 
9 ‘Earlier metaphysics has dealt with these concepts [of mechanism and purposiveness] as it dealt with the 

others. It presupposed a certain picture of the world and strived to show that one or the other concept of causality 

was adequate to it, and the opposite defective because [it was] not explainable from the presupposed picture, all 

the while not examining the concept of mechanical cause and that of purpose to see which possesses truth in for 

and itself’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 651/12.154, my insertions FN). 
10 Hegel, 651/12.154. 
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subjectivity.11 With Hegel, we shall see that this failure—this “blind spot”—is a feature of 

objectivity just as much as subjectivity. To put the suspicion bluntly: if there is a gap 

anywhere (supposedly common to subjective understanding), then this must also be included 

in the objective world, insofar as the objective world is a totality of all that is the case: such 

that, if there is incompleteness somewhere, then this applies wholesale. 

We now look more closely at Hegel’s account of objectivity, beginning with the 

formative characteristics of what constitutes an object. To my mind, Hegel takes seriously 

Kant’s antinomies and begins his examination of what is objective without first presupposing 

free or purposive acts, nor even mechanistic relations, but in the sheer immediacy of 

unconditioned totality: the object.   

5.2 The Logic of Objectivity 

5.2.1 The Immediacy of Objectivity 

In everyday usage, we find there are—perhaps surprisingly—many applications of the term 

objectivity. Something is said to be objective when it is real and not imagined. Another is the 

example of an actual pipe rather than a drawing of a pipe. And it can also mean that someone 

or something is without bias, such as the example of a juror who does not know anything of 

the case they are assigned to. Shared between all these examples of what it is to be objective 

is the understanding of something that is what it is independently of any possible relations it 

might have to something else, particularly relations to a subject or a person. 

But these given conceptions quickly run into inconsistency. Since, if we say the 

objective is only what is real and not imagined, does it mean the act of imagining itself 

something that is not real, such that my imagining is itself something imagined? The same 

regress can be drawn out from the drawing: would the drawing of the pipe not be objective in 

being a drawing? The juror must not have preconceptions about the case, but this forms part 

of the preconception necessary to be a juror, namely, the preconception not to have 

preconceptions. We see, then, overlapping senses that are not as neatly parceled out as they 

may first seem. A theory of objectivity needs to be able to distinguish between these various 

 
11 ‘The incomplete view of ourselves in the world includes a large blind spot, behind our eyes, so to speak, that 

hides something we cannot take into account in acting, because it is what acts. Yet this blind spot is part of our 

objective picture of the world, and to act from as far out a possible we must to some extent include of it in the 

basis of our actions’ (Nagel, “Freedom,” 246). 
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senses sketched out while also maintaining the original notion of something that is objective 

insofar as it is independent.  

We might deny that there are these shifting senses to objectivity. That the questions I 

pose to the examples are merely my own subjective impositions upon the matter, which, in the 

space of objectivity proper, should not be there.12 But then objectivity appears as something 

that must merely be taken for granted, since, in this view, it would purposefully exclude any 

critical inquiry on the pain of obscuring the objectivity of the matter. Objectivity, instead of 

being the stalwart of independence and openness, becomes rather fragile, closed and 

impressionable.  

Hegel traces the logic of objectivity not as something that stands independent of 

conceptual comprehension but as the latter’s own development. Indeed, it is the development 

of subjectivity, particularly that of syllogism, that develops a new understanding of the 

concept, or rationality, where the concept (or rationality) is immediately understood in its 

totality: 

Since objectivity is the totality of the concept that has returned into its unity, an 

immediate is thereby posited which is in and for itself that totality, and is also posited 

as such, but in it the negativity of the concept has as yet not detached itself from the 

immediacy of the totality[.]13 

The totality here signifies the complete interconnectedness of the moments of the syllogism—

which in the previous section of the Science of Logic were shown to each be mediated, but, 

exactly in that mediation, retain their independence. This prefigures the mechanical relation 

where objects retain their identity in being externally related to other objects. The point being 

that the minimal understanding of something objective is that there is no additional or surplus 

(inferential) mediation required for the determination of something to be objective. It is rather 

that syllogistic mediation anticipates objectivity, where the latter constitutes a support for the 

former. However, at this stage, the negativity of the concept is not detached from the 

immediacy of the totality of its moments. Christian Martin characterizes this totality of 

 
12 ‘The idea that we approach objectivity by transcending points of view makes no sense, not because we are 

stuck in our point of view, but because sensibility is not a limitation to objectivity’ (Rödl, Self-Consciousness 

and Objectivity, 82). 
13 Hegel, Science of Logic, 631/12.133. 
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independent units as system-concepts.14 Totality might suggest an extra surplus of mediation, 

a multitude of moments and that these are connected via some mediation, such that something 

extra is processed that was not processed at the level of the syllogism. Hegel anticipates this 

worry and states that these moments are themselves self-subsisting totalities and that, 

furthermore, attending to these other totalities does nothing to alter the first totality.15 fThis is 

exactly the prime characteristic of the mechanical object, but before we examine that 

determination in and for itself, we should take stock of the features of objectivity from the 

outset.  

5.2.1.1 Individuation of the Object 

Objectivity16, Hegel tells us, is first defined as ‘being in and for itself of the concept which has 

sublated the mediation posited in its self-determination, raising it to immediate self-

reference’.17 Already at the outset, objectivity is defined not as something apart from the 

concept, but, rather, as a special form of being of the concept. There is nothing in objectivity 

that cannot be rational or conceptually comprehended. In this light, objectivity is not merely 

something “found” to be existing, as if the concept stepped out, so to speak, into a ready-made 

or pre-defined world (although that is exactly how things appear in objectivity). It is, 

furthermore, a more sophisticated determination of being (or immediacy), one that evolves 

upon prior forms of being seen earlier in the Logic: ‘objectivity is the immediacy [to] which 

the concept has determined itself by the sublation of its abstraction and mediation’.18 We see 

even in the wording of ‘being in and for itself’ that a more compact sense of information has 

been attained, namely, that we do not simply have a being that is in-itself, nor being-for-itself, 

 
14 ‘Dabei handelt es sich um Systembegriffe, die Formen der Organisation von Untereinheiten des 

objektkontinuums zu übergreifenden Einheiten markieren. Die Objekttypen charakterisieren dabei Systeme 

zunehmender Selbständigkeit. Im Zusammenhang mit Systemen kann Selbstständigkeit aber nur zunehmende 

Integration der Untereinheiten ins organisierte Ganze und damit Bestimmung ihrer selbst und ihrer Verhältnisse 

durcheinander und das Ganze bedeuten‘ (Martin, Ontologie Der Selbstbestimmung, 370). 
15 ‘In so far as it has the concept immanent in it, the difference of the concept is present in it; but on account of 

the objective totality, the differentiated moments are complete and self-subsistent objects that, consequently, 

even in connection relate to one another as each standing on its own, each maintaining itself in every 

combination as external’ (Hegel, Science of Logic, 631/12.133). 
16 Hegel chooses the Latinate term Objekt instead of the more typical Gegenstand as the term for object. While it 

may appear that the two terms may be synonymous, they are not to be correlated. Gegenstand has the added 

connotation of being something taken as such by something else, and for our purposes we will term this “subject 

matter”. The absolute (or the logical space, or die Sache), as Anton Koch points out, ‘can indeed be an object, 

but not a subject matter, since the subject matter, and not the object, belongs to another for which it is the subject 

matter’ (Koch, Wahrheit, Zeit und Freiheit, 181, my translation F.N.). The object is thus first understood as 

something wholly independent, in its status as object, from others. 
17 ‚zunächst [hat] die Objectivität die Bedeutung des an und für sichseienden Seins des Begreiffes, des Begriffes, 

der die in seiner Selbstbestimmung gesetzte Vermittlung, zur unmittelbaren Beziehung auf sich selbst, 

aufgehoben hat‘ (Hegel, Wissenschaft der Logik. Die subjektive Logik, 131; Hegel, Science of Logic, 630, my 

alteration of emphasis, F.N.). 
18 Hegel, Science of Logic, 628/12.130, my modification F.N. 
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but a being which is immediately constituted in the totality of highly reflexive mediation. 

With the structures of inference now sublated, the objective being is understood not as 

something alien to inference but as the being that contains these in their immediate self-

reference. Indeed, it is explicitness brought to the level where no surplus mediation is required 

as the objective existence is per definition that which is rationally self-mediated (rational qua 

inferential)—such that those inferential determinations are now, qua sublated moments, 

inadequate to explicate the logic of what it means to be objective.19  

It is this element of complete self-mediation that renders the objective existent 

something that is simultaneously external to any connection or relation it might make to other 

existents. We can follow Hegel in calling this the self-subsistence of an objective existence or 

call it self-standing.   

Now, secondly, this externality was mentioned above with regards to the worry about 

mediation and totality: how can totality be regarded as something immediate? To recap from 

the insight in the disjunctive inference: If it is understood that a being retains its existence 

through whichever outcome of the inferential mediation, then that being is not differentiated 

from that process but is identical with it by virtue of always being a moment in it. The process 

forms part of its being. In his lectures, Hegel is reported to have used the example of colors to 

illustrate this: the universal color only exists as a particular color, but to exist as yellow means 

not being red, green, blue, etc. But precisely excluding these other particular colors renders 

the one color—here yellow—singularly existent, real, such that, in its full comprehension, the 

universal and the particular moments are at work in the singular to constitute the distinct 

concept of the color at hand. However, yellow here is not a product of inferential reasoning 

but refers to itself (and thus its concept) immediately. In this way, the subject matter, or 

simply the subject, is regarded as one self-standing totality. As Hegel is reported to have 

taught:  

The subject reaches closure with itself, not through what is other than it as such, but 

through the other as raised up beyond itself into the subject itself. With this closure 

reached by the subject with itself [in its other], the {concept} is realized. … The 

 
19 Consider: ‘Syllogism may pave the way for categorizing objectivity, but only by undermining the defining 

process of inference. This process consists in setting conceptual factors in a mediation that leaves some 

extraneously given content unaccounted for. Because objectivity is a self-mediated totality, conceiving 

objectivity requires overcoming the appeal to givenness that always encumbers inference’ (Winfield, From 

Concept to Objectivity, 130). 
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distinct moments of the {concept} are covered over, becoming indistinguishable 

within the simplicity of the {concept} reduced to an object.20  

We see here that inferential mediation has made itself into a moment of a totality that is not 

itself explicitly mediated. This does make inferential mediation incorrect or wrong, but 

superfluous in grasping objectivity, as the latter is already the self-mediation of the concept. 

What this means is that objectivity is not simply mediated by conceptual structures (or the 

syllogism) but is the concept (or syllogism) that has turned itself, through its own self-

mediation, into a new immediacy (in which the moments of the concept are contained). 

Inferential mediation is thus still present in objectivity, but it is eclipsed (or ‘covered over’) 

by the simplicity and immediacy of the object.  

 This brings us to the third basic characteristic of the objective being, namely, that it is 

an immediate unity of the conceptual moments. Hegel calls it a universal. ‘It is therefore in 

and for itself a universal – universality, not in the sense of commonality of properties, but a 

universality that pervades particularity and in it is immediate singularity.’21 We can call this 

the individuality principle, where an objective being is minimally individuated as a concrete 

existence (singular) that refers to itself in the exclusion of other members of its kind 

(particularity) whilst embodying ideally their concept (universal).  

 There is one more characteristic of objective being that we must account for before we 

can consider it an object proper. If we take the three characteristics of a) being in and for 

itself, b) externality and c) individuality, there is an incongruence detected between the 

objective being as an immediate self-standing concreted being and this objective being as 

being made up of mediated conceptual moments. Without falling back to the prior essentialist 

logic of the thing with its properties22, the objective being must regard the moments of its 

totality to be objects in their own right.23 As Hegel writes, ‘in the object particularity is 

absolutely reflected into the totality’.24 This means that the structure of all that an object is 

carries over into the moments of that object. The three characteristics thus apply equally to the 

moments of the object, rendering the objective being an object proper as well as defining it 

 
20 Hegel, Lectures on Logic, 200, square brackets are from the translator, curly brackets are my own edit of "self-

concept" to "concept", FN. 
21 Hegel, Science of Logic, 631-2/12.134. 
22 In Hegel’s account of the thing and its properties, the property cannot be regarded as a thing in its own right 

but this leads to the dissolution of the thing, since it is understood that it has ‘its own nothingness for substrate’ 

(Hegel, 434/11.338). Eventually this problem of the thing became expanded to the problem of whole and parts, 

and we will see that in objectivity this is not an issue.  
23 See footnote 13. 
24 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 632/12.134. 
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immediately as a totality of objects, each of which enjoys being in and for itself, radical 

externality and individuality in perpetual equilibrium. We may imagine, if this were not to 

apply, then something non-objective would be the ground for objectivity, but this would 

deprive the object of its independence.25  

5.2.2 Mechanistic Relations 

5.2.2.1 The Mechanical Object and the Haunting of Determinism 

An object, in Hegel’s sense, is a totality made up of objects. The differences of an object are 

not to be regarded as properties or accidents, but as objects in their own right. As Hegel 

confirms, ‘these differences are at once themselves essentially objects, totalities which, unlike 

parts, are not such as against the whole’.26 They are not ‘against the whole’ precisely since 

that would be to introduce an essentialist difference of whole and parts, a relation which has 

previously been superseded.27 This makes it so that an object, considered in its immediacy, is 

indeterminate because it does not have any determinate opposition within itself.28  

 This indeterminacy applies to the object in its immediacy. We may think of an object 

that has a manifold of qualities—the red, the scent and the aesthetic pleasure of a rose—but 

this, rather than explaining the objective form, presupposes it, since the qualities are logically 

 
25 In Hegel’s Science of Logic, we find the Doctrines of Being and Essence to form part of what Hegel calls the 

Objective Logic, whereas the Doctrine of the Concept alone forms the Subjective Logic. However, the section on 

objectivity features in the Subjective Logic. So how can objectivity be explicated in the latter third of the book 

when the first two-thirds are already labelled objective? And how can subjectivity and objectivity only be 

distinguished in the latter third? 

 John Burbidge explains it like this: ‘The categories found in the discussions of being and essence are 

those we use to think about objects, as distinct from the categories organizing the act of thinking itself’ 

(Burbidge, The Logic of Hegel’s Logic, 95). I agree with Burbidge here, however, I would only qualify it further 

and say that these latter categories (or thought-determinations) are not only used to think about objects but are in 

an important sense objects themselves, that is, they are each self-standing and self-contained. What is not 

apparent is the organizing mechanism (the ‘thinking process’ as Burbidge puts it) of these thought-

determinations. This becomes apparent, however, in the transition into the Subjective Logic, specifically 

subjectivity. 

 But subjectivity, in turn, proved to develop into objectivity, and we might say that that the implicitly 

organizing elements (of the Objective Logic) are now brought into view with the explicitly organizing factor 

(Subjectivity). Burbidge differentiates the former as categorizing objects and the latter as comprehending 

objectivity as such. Consider: ‘we are now not thinking about those concepts with which we can categorize 

objects, but about those thoughts whereby we comprehend objectivity as such. To be sure, as we came to the end 

of the objective logic, concepts like "absolute," "actuality" and "necessity" suggested that we wanted to be 

comprehensive incorporating the total picture into our understanding. But we had not achieved a full overview. 

For that we needed to comprehend the way we think, so that we can then see how thinking grasps objectivity as 

such’ (Burbidge, 96). At first, however, this precise structure itself needs to develop on its own terms. This is 

because subjectivity cannot be grafted on to the Objective Logic without being an external imposition, and so, 

subjectivity must lower itself, as it were, into immediate form and (re-)organize itself immanently on the strength 

of that immediacy alone. In this way, true objectivity obtains in the sense that nothing is brought to it that is not 

demonstrated to follow from it.    
26 Hegel, Science of Logic, 632/12.134. 
27 Hegel, 450-4/11.354-9. 
28 Hegel, 632/12.134. 
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first nested as objects in the totality of the object. In its immediacy, then, there is no 

determinate difference in the logic of objects that would separate these qualities, qua objects, 

from the totality of the primary object. Indeed, further specification is at this stage an external 

imposition.29  

 Even though we must think of the object as being constituted by a plurality of objects, 

there is not any determinate difference at this stage between the objects qua objects. All we 

have to work with is the sheer immediacy of objects, where objective immediacy blocks any 

mediation or renders it wholly insignificant. Such an indeterminate relation between objects 

amounts to an ‘aggregate’, since there is no intrinsic organizing principle, but the objects, 

owing to their supreme immediacy, are equally indifferent to whichever combination they are 

put in, be that internal or external. The monolithic one-dimensionality at work here can be 

characterized as a ‘world’, which Hegel writes amounts to a mere indeterminate singularity, a 

‘universe’, namely, a totality in the form of a mere aggregate.30  

 Yet, each object must have its own determinacy. But this determinacy is rendered an 

object in its own right, and so each object points to another object to determine it. More 

specifically, each object has the ‘determinateness of its totality outside it, in other objects, and 

these again outside them’.31 We return here to a brute kind of determinism, since every object 

just has its determinateness, or the characteristic that makes it what it is, in another. Indeed, 

Hegel explicitly evokes the standpoint of determinism here, where he describes it as ‘the 

standpoint that cognition adopts when it assumes as truth the object as we first have it here, 

assigns for each determination of the object that of another object; but this other object is 

likewise indifferent both to its determinateness and its determining’.32 He goes on to add that 

by virtue of deploying the objective logic of indifferent totality, determinism can stop equally 

at any object and be both satisfied and dissatisfied. For example, to be free is to be not 

externally impeded. But why is freedom determined as ‘non-externally impeded’? It seems 

nothing is added to the former in stating the latter, and is, like Hegel would call it, ‘an empty 

word’. This form of ‘explanation’ is tautological, since in the relation of the two ‘objects’ the 

 
29 ‘Inasmuch as the concept is essentially determined, the object has in it the determinateness of a manifold 

which, although complete, is otherwise indeterminate, that is, relationless, one that constitutes a totality also not 

further determined at first; sides or parts that may be distinguished within it belong to an external [reflexion]’ 

(Hegel, 632/12.134). 
30 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 633/12.135. 
31 Hegel, 633/12.135. 
32 Hegel, 633/12.135. 
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determinateness is merely doubled. A similar case occurs in his Phenomenology, where Hegel 

discusses the relationship of law and force as forming a tautological determinateness.33  

A further consequence is that there obtains a double indifference; once on the part of 

the object to its totality and once in the nexus of objects to each other.34 Gregory Moss puts 

this well, ‘the mechanical character of the object is not only indifferent to others, but it is 

indifferent to its own constitution’.35 This form of tautological explanation matches what 

Hegel calls determinism, which is merely the positing of one object to serve as the 

determinateness of another.  

 But this tautology in determinism should not be discarded but looked at closer. In 

technical terms, the determinateness of the objects involved is identical, but in virtue of being 

in two separate objects it is doubled. No self-determination, or differentiation, takes place 

since it is not understood how or why the one object is connected to another or how both 

share a determinateness. The tautological determinateness actually only displays the lack of 

real difference and reinforces the externality and indifference of the objects. In this move, we 

return to the initial objective standpoint of total indifferent independence. However, precisely 

this ‘total indifferent independence’ becomes now understood explicitly as the 

determinateness of objects in general. Every object, in order to be an object, must minimally 

have this characteristic. As such, something identical is shared across all objects. This 

singular characteristic, however, also serves to distinguish every object from another in 

complete external independence. These two senses of identity and difference run counter to 

one another and manifest a contradiction in the very idea of objectivity. The contradiction 

now becomes visible as a third negative unity which relates the external, mechanical objects 

to each other and constitutes what Hegel terms the mechanical process.  

  If Hegel is right, then any object understood as mechanistic—where mechanistic 

means mutual external and immediate independence—harbors this contradiction in in its 

understanding. We try to assign to objects an independence, but each object is precisely 

dependent on this determinateness of ‘independence’, which explicates a contradiction at 

work in being an object. What I mean is that one side of the contradiction is based on the 

object’s independence whilst the other side concerns the fact that they are both objects. But 

 
33 Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit, 93/§154. 
34 The object is ‘indifferent towards the determinations as singulars, determined in and for themselves, just as 

these are themselves indifferent to each other’ (Hegel, Science of Logic, 632-3/12.135). 
35 Moss, “Hegel’s Free Mechanism,” 76. 
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what if the contradiction could be avoided? If, instead of thinking the object in terms of its 

relations to another in the form of totality, we simply restrict ourselves to a local situation of 

objects merely as they appear. But the notion of totality cannot be removed without removing 

the object altogether; whether we stipulate a single object or a conjunction of a few objects, 

these constitute a totality in virtue of their mutual independence. We see that the notion of 

totality is at work in the very being of an object as such, and that to restrict ourselves to mere 

appearances is no refuge from this contradiction at all.36  

 We see also a return of determinism here—indeed, it is explicitly thematized now. In 

its most straightforward sense, determinism states that immediate external determination is all 

that is the case. However, determinism here also shows such external determination to be 

doubly indifferent, not simply on the object that is determined but also the object that 

determines. Since we now operate with the being that shares its determinates with its other 

whereby both are properly external to each other, there appears to be a paradox in terms of 

this “shared independence”. To distinguish this determinism from the prior ones we looked at, 

I will call it metaphysical determinism. Let us now to turn to examine the contradiction latent 

in such lawful determinism. 

5.2.2.2 The Mechanical Process: Resistance and Overpowering 

Before we begin to examine this process proper, it is helpful to explain the difference between 

causality and mechanism. In causality, while the cause posits the effect, the former vanishes 

into the latter, and the same holds for the effect. They are mutually exclusive determinations, 

which are only united in their concept, namely, reciprocal action (Wechselwirkung). The 

object, however, remains the object in its relation to other objects, and so whether it is 

 
36 Brandom stipulates that there is no instability within the objective domain and that disparity in senses are 

strictly subjective. ‘From the perspective of any such retrospective reconstruction of some course of experience, 

the reference is constant. It is what ties the whole process together into a unity, grouping a whole sequence of 

senses together as representings of the same represented way the world is. On Hegel’s account of representation 

in terms of expression, this means explicit expressions of the same implicit content. The senses that (according to 

the recollective reconstruction) elaborate, express, and culminate in that invariant, implicitly governing content 

unifying those senses, by contrast, are various and variable, differing in the extent to which and the ways in 

which they make that implicit content explicit. They are the moment of disparity of form of expressing of the 

identical content expressed. Up until the very end (the current, temporary culmination), according to each 

recollection the senses, the ways things are for consciousness, are never quite right, never fully adequate 

expressions of their content, still subject to error and failure when they are applied to novel particulars. But the 

way things are in themselves, reality, persists unchanged and unmoved by the flux of its appearances’ (Brandom, 

A Spirit of Trust, 440–41). But, as this account will bear out, if Hegel is right, the idea of an independent domain 

or object will engender its own contradiction. I am here sympathetic to Zizek when he writes that when 

confronted by ‘an epistemological inconsistency or “contradiction” which appears as an obstacle to our access to 

the object itself Hegel resolves this dilemma by way of transposing what appears as epistemological obstacle 

into an ontological feature, a “contradiction” in the thing itself’ (Zizek, “In Defense of Hegel’s Madness,” 793–

94). 
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understood as a cause or effect, or both, matters not to the object essentially and these 

determinations become merely something accidental to it.37 Moreover, the determination of 

‘originariness’ and ‘non-originariness’ of causality does not hold its significance in 

objectivity—indeed, Hegel states that such a relation is not objective—since in mechanistic 

relations the cause is something that falls outside the mechanical process. Insofar as we think 

of something subsisting in its causal relations, we already employ the logic of mechanism, 

which is further developed from that of mere causality where, strictly, no such thing actually 

subsists. Indeed, causality as an accidental positedness becomes in mechanism just 

determined as another object, which folds into the logic of the totality of the one object.38 For 

example, the gears in a watch are self-standing objects, but put in an arrangement with each 

other—where each precisely remains immediately as they were, which signifies their 

mechanistic feature—they enter into causal relations which together constitute the process 

that is the one object of the working watch. 

 We now look at the contradiction that was pointed out in the section above and see 

that it forms an interaction between objects. On the one hand, the interaction of objects posits 

their identity. ‘This positing consists simply in giving to the determinateness which is 

generated the form of universality—and this is communication [Mitteilung39], which occurs 

without transition into the opposite.’40 We see that a new term is needed to specify this 

identity peculiar to mechanical process, namely, the idea of communication, whereby a 

characteristic is conferred by one object unto another. This communication is not causal, 

since, qua universal, it is not a transition into an opposite. But how should we think of 

communication without positing it a priori to the process? This is where the interaction also 

needs to take into account, in addition to identity, also the difference.  

The interaction of objects posits also their difference: ‘the other moment of the 

concept, that of particularity[,]’ as Hegel writes, ‘the objects thus also demonstrate their self-

subsistence; they hold themselves outside each other, and in that universality they produce 

 
37 Hegel, Science of Logic, 635/12.137. 
38 ‘for mechanism is this, that causality, as identical determinateness of a diversity of substances and hence as the 

foundering into this identity of their self-subsistence, is mere positedness; the objects are indifferent to this unity 

and maintains themselves in the face of it. But this also, their indifferent self-subsistence, is a mere positedness, 

and for this reason they are capable of mixing and aggregating, and as an aggregate of becoming one object’ 

(Hegel, 635/12.137). 
39 The German term Mitteilung is interestingly composed of ‘with’ (mit) and ‘share’ or ‘division’ (teilung), 

suggesting a sense of shared partitioning. In contrast to judgment, which is original partition and focuses on the 

division, we here have an enhanced sense of the universal being with the partitioning. For Verteilung, see 

footnote 44. 
40 Hegel, Science of Logic, 635/12.137. 
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singularity’.41 That the objects are actually objects signifies that they are self-standing and so, 

within the context of the prior identity, they particularize (render themselves mutually 

external) which posits their singularity. The objects do not fall out of the posited identity, but 

they deepen it in virtue of their singularity which produces difference, and it must be 

mentioned that this could not logically obtain without the context of that base identity.42 

This notion of production needs now to be attended to. Hegel writes that it is a 

reaction in general. It is a reaction since the objects react against the communicated universal 

by not being commensurate, or collapsible, to a simple identity. Hegel stresses, however, that 

it is not a ‘mere sublation’ of the communication, that is, the communicated universal is not 

simply rendered a moment of these objects but becomes a true universal (namely, fulfilling its 

principle of relating to the other). As he confirms, ‘what is communicated is as universal 

positively present in the particular objects and particularizes itself only in their diversity’.43 

Here we see the logic of the concept whereby the universal only becomes properly the 

universal in its particulars. Indeed, the basic notion of communication hints at this difference: 

communication only really is communication once it is communicated, and yet, the 

communicated presupposes a moment of pure, undeveloped “communication”. For example, 

billiard balls moving each other presupposes that they fall under the idea of movement. One 

billiard ball moves another by colliding into it, communicating movement. The billiard ball 

that was hit does not, however, simply take up the movement without resistance, but reacts in 

a way that is particular to it (e.g. its weight), and this, in turn, add an additional difference to 

what was communicated. Hegel calls this particularized communication its distribution 

(Verteilung44). Contrary to former structures, such as the active substance where it loses itself 

in its action, the active object becomes universal where its communication is not a loss of its 

determination—it remains the object—but this universal is particularized in its distribution to 

other objects, such that what was at first a single whole is now rendered a species. In other 

words, the communication continues into its distribution, and although the latter is non-

 
41 Hegel, 636/12.138. 
42 Moss traces here the second mechanistic syllogism: ‘if their universality, or common character, just is their 

self-subsistence, or individual character, then each of the objects must be a distinct particular mechanical object, 

and each must exclude the other (P), since each is a self-subsistent object. Hence, the second syllogism follows 

immediately from the first: U-I-P’ (Moss, “Hegel’s Free Mechanism,” 78). 
43 Hegel, Science of Logic, 636/12.138. 
44 The German Verteilung also harkens back to teilung, however it is also composed of the morpheme ver-, 

which, unlike mit, cannot stand alone as a word. In contrast to Mitteilen, Verteilung asserts separation for its own 

sake and so comes closer to the original partition we find, to Hegel’s mind, pertaining to judgment. For 

Mitteilung, see footnote 39.  
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identical to the former, this difference is only a loss insofar as the former were to hold on to 

its purity but that would exactly be a failure of communication.  

Here we can indicate that although mechanism is initially the logical sphere in which 

there is no self-determination, and so no freedom, we see even in mechanism that 

communication requires particular differences. We see the structure of relating-to-oneself-in-

the-other that belongs to freedom.  

The production yields a product. The product results from the returning movement 

(Rückgehen) of the mechanical communication. What “returns” here however is the object 

itself: in receiving the communicated universal the object “turns back” into being an object. 

This turning-back, however, is actually a turning-into an object proper, which arises only in 

this communication.45 However, the communicated universal remains a matter of indifference 

to the object and so does not make any real impact or change to the object. The object remains 

an object in being posited as product, and so we can say that it remains open to being 

determined (such as moved) in a different way by another object, but this determinacy is also 

a matter of indifference to the object. The idea is that the object receiving determinacy is an 

object prior to being determined, but it is “posited” as an indifferent object only when it is 

given a determinacy to which it proves to be indifferent. Insofar as the object is a product, 

then, the mediation of another object belongs to its being an object, and so the object proves 

logically to be something that involves at least two objects. In the billiard balls example, one 

ball is moved by another ball but otherwise remains indifferent to the motion it receives and 

remains the ball it is initially (however, it now proves to be an indifferent mechanical object 

in being moved by another).  

The product is thus identical to the object prior to its consideration in the process. 

They each are equally external to their determining process (that is, receive their 

determinateness externally in another object, as we saw above with regards to determinism). 

As Moss writes, ‘But since the self-indifferent and self-subsistent object is the result of the 

mechanical process, the mechanical object is now mechanically determined’.46 That is, the 

object has proved to be mechanical in virtue of the process. 

 
45 ‘Immediately,’ Hegel writes, ‘the object is presupposed as a singular; then as a particular against another 

particular; but finally as indifferent towards its particularity, as universal’ (Hegel, Science of Logic, 637/12.139). 
46 Moss, “Hegel’s Free Mechanism,” 79. 
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However, what the product specifies is what the object is supposed to be, namely, the 

result of a process or ‘by virtue of the mediation of an other in it’.47 But the term product 

explicitly presupposes a process of which it is the product. The term object, on the other hand, 

does not have this signification. Pace Moss, the mechanical object does not put forward the 

object with which it begins, since the object cannot be identical to the product (of the 

process).48  

The result of the mechanical process is thus not ahead of that very process, Hegel says, 

and so the object cannot be a product prior to its production. And yet, ‘this product is indeed 

according to its concept the same as what the object already is at the beginning’.49 We appear 

to have two perspectives at work here: on the one hand, the object is a product since the latter 

explicates all the implicit characteristics of the former; on the other hand, the object is 

explicitly not the result of a process but is precisely being in and for itself immediately. Being 

a product, then, does nothing to its objective status, and is in fact a determination quite 

external and contingent (Zufälliges) to it, albeit a logically necessary contingency.  

The fact that this ‘product’ is ‘something quite other than the first existence of the 

object’ means that the determinateness here posited in an object is “external” to it.50 Indeed, 

the entire mechanical process becomes distinguished from the object, such that production 

and product stand “outside” the object. We now move to what Hegel calls the ‘real 

mechanical process’—as distinguished from the ‘formal’, which is what we have been 

looking at. Here we will discover that the indifference which has guided mechanical being so 

far develops further (and will eventually lead to its undermining in the chemical object). 

 Since the object retains its initial objective being, the mechanical process passes over 

into ‘rest’ (Ruhe). This ‘rest’ signifies the externality of the process to the object; the fact that 

the object remains indifferent to the process or is at ‘rest’. However, the object is equally 

indifferent to whether the process is active or at rest, since both of these are posited 

mediations, or are determinacies given to the object externally by another.  

 
47 Hegel, Science of Logic, 637/12.139. 
48 ‘The first important result is that the term with which the mechanical process began, the individual object, is 

also the result of the mechanical process. In the first syllogism the individual is an assumption. In the third 

syllogism, it is the result. It seems that we end with the beginning. The mechanical object puts forward the object 

with which it begins’ (Moss, “Hegel’s Free Mechanism,” 79). 
49 Hegel, Science of Logic, 637/12.140. 
50 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 637-8/12.140. 
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However, the process, though externally distinguished from the object, nevertheless 

logically follows from the object in its immediacy and so the relationship between the object 

and the process cannot be mere indifference or ‘diversity’. Moreover, the fact that the object 

“returns” to its initial immediate being through the process, signifies that ‘the object contains 

the determinateness as one that is reflected into itself’.51 This means that the process 

essentially forms a moment of what the object is, such that the object being posited at ‘rest’ is 

itself internal to the object’s essence. In other words, being determined-by-another externally 

is itself not external to the object, such that this structure of determinateness-from-the-outside 

is integral to it. However, this means that the object and its process are determinately 

opposed, such that the object and the determinateness given to it by another stand 

determinately different to each other, which then means that the relationship objects now have 

in general is not indifferent diversity but determined opposition.  

This determinate difference governing objects now takes the more precise form of a 

difference between the ‘self-subsistent singularity’ and the ‘non-self-subsistent universality’. 

This, additionally, is a difference not merely between objects but internal to each object: each 

object is (1) ‘non-self-subsistent’ and open to being determined externally and (2) 

“impenetrably” ‘self-subsistent’ and closed off (or resists) whatever is communicated to it. 

Each object is thus doubly-determined: one “side” which accounts for its relation to another 

and another “side” which accounts for its impermeable and wholly independent singularity.  

Objects now attain the more specific—or ‘real’—process of interacting with each 

other through these two “sides”. As before, communication plays the role of instituting a basic 

identity between interacting objects. Now, however, we understand that objects contain a 

“side”, namely, the non-self-subsistent universality, which is open to external determination. 

Inasmuch as these open “sides” of an object come into contact, a particularity emerges that 

determines the outcome of this communication, which can now have a decisive impact on the 

constitution of an object. ‘The weaker can be seized by and invaded by the stronger[,]’ writes 

Hegel, ‘only in so far as it accepts the stronger and constitutes one sphere with it’.52 Sphere 

here is the basic identity instituted by the communication plus the specific determinacy of 

each object. Here Hegel gives examples: a sheet hanging freely in the air is not penetrated by 

a musket ball since the sheet does not form a “sphere” with the projectile; the best defense 

 
51 Hegel, 638/12.140. 
52 Hegel, Science of Logic, 638/12.140. 



178 

 

against superior intelligence, say in a debate, is not to engage with them in the first place.53 

Communication is only possible when the other object is able to stand its ground and offer 

resistance, and so only in resistance is the communicated universal actually specified 

(particularized). But resistance is not the same as impenetrable self-subsistence; it suggests a 

potential breakdown of the object’s duality, where its determinacy is thoroughly exposed to 

the power of another object. Indeed, the object owes its determinacy from the real 

communication it has with another object, whereby their universal “sides” form a common 

sphere.54 From here, two outcomes are possible with regards to the process of real 

communication. Resistance is overpowered or it succeeds.  

 Resistance is the response generated by an object in its encounter with another, 

provided they both share the same sphere (non-self-subsistent universal). Overpowering is 

where resistance of the one object is incapable of retaining its own determinate integrity. 

Violence is therefore done to the object whose resistance breaks down from being 

overpowered. Violence signifies the failure of the “receiving” object to be at home in this 

communicated universal. As Hegel writes, the singularity of the other object ‘lacks the 

capacity for what is communicated to it and is therefore shattered by it, for it is unable to 

constitute itself as subject in this universal, cannot make the latter its predicate’.55 What is 

communicated to the other object is of such a determinacy that, rather than promote the 

distinctiveness of the object, destroys it. 

 It could be thought that resistance can shield itself against the communicated 

universal, whereby neither overpowers the other. In this it seems that some equilibrium is 

established between two objects where neither oversteps the other and that this secures a 

lasting determinacy. But textual evidence, or the lack thereof, does not seem to support this 

view. Moreover, if an object can find itself at home—be genuinely individuated—in the 

determinacy communicated from another, then why would there be any resistance? As Hegel 

states clearly, ‘Resistance is the precise moment of the overpowering of the one object by the 

other’.56 Resistance signifies already a failure of the object to be singularized in the 

communicated universal. There is no real scenario of equilibrium between objects in terms of 

 
53 A particular favorite strategy against sophists, Anton Koch once reported, is to just declare “so-and-so is my 

gut feeling”. End of discussion. 
54 ‘If they were not in the same sphere, their mutual connection would be an infinite judgment and no process 

would be possible between them’ (Hegel, Science of Logic, 639/12.141). 
55 Hegel, 639/12.141. 
56 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 639/12.141. 
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their determination. Thus, the determinacy of the object must go extinct or go under 

(Untergang).57 I will draw on further passages below to support this view. 

 In the real mechanical process, the object is rendered ‘a determinate thing’, where the 

process—which inevitably leads to its extinction—brings out a double result. On the one 

hand, the object has attained ‘rest, the original formalism of the object, the negativity of its 

determinateness-for-itself’. The real process thus loops back to the formal process and 

connects with the original notion of an object whereby it is indifferent and external (negative) 

to its determinacy. On the other hand, however—and this is the new insight garnered in the 

real process—the object is the ‘sublation of the determinateness, the positive [reflexion] of it 

into itself, the determinateness that has withdrawn into itself, or the posited totality of the 

concept, the true singularity of the object’. The particular determinateness gained in the real 

process must be something sublated with regards to the object, because the determinateness 

signifies its dependency on other objects, but the object is first and foremost independent 

totality. The dependency upon other objects, or determinacy, must at most be rendered a 

moment of the object but not the object as such. And the real process, which resistance 

brought to overpowering and extinction, displays exactly the finitude or transitoriness of the 

determinacy—the stage where the object is rendered a particular. But whose result shows that 

the object qua object is not lost in the loss of its determinacy but has gained its true nature, 

namely, as an ‘objective singular’. In this, the prior process of particularity, where self-

subsistence is ‘opposed’ to universality, is deemed a ‘reflective semblance [or shine] of 

singularity’—a ‘sublated’ moment of the object.58 The musket ball may shatter a sheathe of 

glass, but it has only shattered this determinateness of the glass. The shattered pieces remain 

no less objects in their own right.  

 The real mechanical process thus brings out what was implied in the formal process, 

namely, that objects are by their nature both independent from each other and dependent upon 

each other. This was its initial contradiction. Having made this process explicit, however, we 

see that dependency and opposition, through which an object relates to others, are rendered 

 
57 As Ahilleas Rokni has pointed out to me, the passage where Hegel writes ‘Resistance is overpowered when its 

determinateness is not commensurate to the communicated universal which the object has accepted and which is 

supposed to be singularized in the latter’ (Hegel, 639/12.141)., suggests that the object should be able to 

individualize itself in the communicated universal and that it might (as a possibility) fail to do so. The fact that 

this is a possibility seems to be an option where the extinction need not occur. One response is that this ought 

owes its existence to the supposed self-subsistence of the individual, such that this ought is only a shine. There 

is, however, no explicit textual support for this. 
58 Hegel, 640/12.142. 
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moments of an object’s totality. But this is precisely shown in the object being overpowered: 

the fact of the extinction of determinacy allows the pure singularity of the object to come to 

the fore. But this singularity is now understood as the result of the real process, and so the real 

process forms a part of the object’s immanent self-relation or reflexion. 

 When an object is thus understood to form a universal relation (or sphere) through real 

communication with another, and in this relation gains a particular determinacy, but logically 

retains its independence throughout (explicit in extinction, or implicit in successful 

resistance), we uncover what Hegel calls the ‘objective oneness’ at work in objects. He calls 

this oneness ‘the center’ and qualifies it further by saying it is an ‘individual self-

subsistence’.59 By individual we should understand that it is made up of the three conceptual 

moments (universality, particularity and singularity), and by self-subsistent we should 

understand that it is not determined externally, by other objects, but determines itself in taking 

other objects as its conditions (we shall explore this further below). We see here the 

beginnings of self-determination.  

 There is an additional outcome to the logic of the real process, however. The play of 

resistance and overpowering regarding the object’s particularity is not arbitrary, something 

which is merely externally brought upon objects, but serves also to determine the object 

internally. Or, put differently, in the real process the object is ‘immanently determined’—the 

determinacy in the real process follows ‘a universality that particularizes itself from within’ 

which now is extracted and crystalized into a fixed and stable difference Hegel calls the law. 

This notion of the law, it seems to me, opens for the specific determination of why one object 

resisted or overpowered another, and the answer to that is because this object’s determinacy 

formed part of a universal which displayed its determinacy in the encounter (or non-

encounter) with another object. What precludes Hegel’s thought from falling into a kind of 

empiricism—where determinacy is weighted on the side of the objects, such that law is 

external to and contingent upon real encounters—is the understanding that the law is a 

specific universality which is ‘not a fate standing over against determinateness, but is a 

rational fate, immanently determined’.60 With this we understand that determinacy in 

objectivity is not at the behest of contingent encounters, although it might at first seem so, but 

 
59 Hegel, 640/12.142. 
60 Hegel, 640/12.142. 
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that they follow an inner determination, one that is latent in sheer, seemingly indifferent 

objects. 

There are thus three theoretically possible ways an object can be determined through 

the real process. (1) objects might not communicate—form a sphere—and so have nothing to 

do with each other. (2) objects do communicate, but resistance succeeds. I do not think the 

second actually occurs, because the logic does not move forward from this scenario. Another 

reason is that the universal here is not actually determined. The universal is supposed to be the 

common sphere between objects, but if there is no relative difference between the objects—if 

neither overpowers the other—then this cancels the universal between the objects since the 

objects are not different relative to the determinacy each brings to the situation.61 (3) objects 

do communicate, but overpowering ensues. One object’s determinateness is asymmetrical to 

another and a power relationship occurs where their particularity is manifested. As an 

example, let us consider the musket ball in relation to three different objects: (a) a linen sheet, 

which does not form a sphere with the ball and thus is unaffected by it (outcome 1); (b) a 

thick piece of wood, which resists and absorbs the ball (converting the momentum of the 

latter into heat—outcome 2); (c) a sheet of glass, which resists the ball but is shattered by it, 

and (outcome 3). Now, I want to say that (b) with its outcome 2 is actually logically the same 

as (c) with its outcome 3, such that no outcome 2 obtains, even though it is said that the wood 

resists the ball. But parts of the wood did not resist the ball, parts of it broke; likewise, the 

musket ball’s momentum became at a certain point overpowered by the strength of the 

(remaining) wood. For a scenario of 2 to obtain, a perfect resistance has to take place, but this 

would amount to the same as the indifference of outcome 1, namely, as if no communication 

took place. Insofar as real communication takes place between objects, I claim, an 

asymmetrical power relation necessarily ensues. This seems to align with Hegel’s later 

Encyclopedia as well, where he wrote, ‘but the Object concludes itself with itself through its 

own negation—or its dependence—and only in this way is it independent’.62 

Now, given that we saw in chapter 3 that power and causality go both ways—that the 

determining element in its determining is in turn determined—we could presume that the 

overpowering determinacy, too, suffers alteration. This, I think, will be the defining 

characteristic of a chemical object, but a mechanical object is specifically defined by external 

 
61 Moreover, Hegel retains the language of fate in the resulting section of the product of the real process, even 

though fate is first related to the power and violence of objects.  
62 Hegel, The Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, 276/§196. 
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determinacy, such that, owing to its immediacy, the mechanical object’s determinacy must be 

outside it and that its fundamental being as object does not alter with this determinacy. Hence 

mechanical objects retain their independence in whichever configuration they are put in, 

whether it is an aggregate or a mechanism (like a watch or a solar system).  

Additionally, Hegel’s writing may suggest a fourth outcome through which an object 

can be determined, namely, in the situation where an object does accord with the determinacy 

given to it from outside, such that it does not suffer violence and is overpowered but that it is 

able to ‘constitute itself as subject in this universal … [making] the latter its predicate’.63 But 

Hegel speaks of this in negative terms, suggesting it is not where the logic is developed. 

Moreover, the object cannot be particularized without resistance, since it cannot specify its 

place in the universal without its own standing.64 But this standing is precisely what is at 

stake in a real communication. Insofar as an object mechanically resists, it is drawn into being 

overpowered.65 Its determinacy is exposed and vulnerable. Hegel uses the example of self-

consciousness which particularizes itself by rendering itself an object by committing a deed. 

Action must minimally take the shape of a mechanical object which, insofar as self-

consciousness has ‘divested its essence’, leaves it fully exposed to externality and 

determination by another. Conversely, self-consciousness cannot make itself determinate in 

any other way. An artist cannot truly be an artist if she does not actually produce art, the latter 

which opens for external criticism, judgment, praise, ridicule, etc. Owing to the necessity of 

resistance and power in being objectively determined, I do not see how this fourth outcome 

can obtain without contradicting the notion of resistance.  

Insofar as the formal and real mechanical processes are concerned, then, an object 

enters into communication in order to be determined. In this, it may expand its determinacy or 

lose what it had in the face of another—that is, be overpowered. But in either case, the 

circumstance—whether it is the object that suffers being overpowered or is the one 

overpowering another—is the same: determinacy occurs in the process, but as the process 

 
63 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 639/12.141. 
64 ‘To the extent that an object has no standing of its own is unable to make contact with one which is self-

subsistent, and no communication can take place between them, the latter is also unable to offer resistance, that 

is, cannot specify the communicated universal for itself’ (Hegel, 639/12.141). 
65 This may seem to be completely different from what is observed when ‘resistance’ is used empirically – 

armies resist other armies, aluminum resists acid, etc. But even in empirical use, something is being negated in 

entering into a resistance-relationship, and this negation means that, logically, resistance has “failed”—the object 

is inherently subject to “wear and tear” in virtue of being mechanical intrinsically, not as something merely done 

to them from without. Differently put, I do not think that the logic supports the idea an alternative where the 

object ‘could be’ successful in resisting the communicated universal, taking it up as its own, without changing its 

initial self-subsistence, the latter which is signified by resistance.  
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comes to an end, so too does the determinacy for both objects involved. The objects, however, 

cannot lose their objective being. Where in the beginning this was merely assumed, the real 

process demonstrates this to be the case. If Hegel is right, then this is a non-negotiable feature 

of what it means to be objective. Moreover, this gives us the insight that no object can remain 

perfectly indifferent to its objectivity. Notice that this result obtains not despite external 

determinacy but because of it. Determinism, as the thesis that everything is externally 

determined is retained in the present logic of mechanical objects, but that does not thereby 

yield pure indifference, since it is not indifferent to its objective being. To anticipate, we can 

say that crude mechanical objects are not ultimately indifferent to the relations they form with 

other objects, but that it on some level matters to them immanently, and that law is the 

category that will reveal their inner determination.  

5.2.2.3 The Mechanical Organization: The Center and the Law 

We now move to look more closely at the ‘objective oneness’ that emerged in the course of 

the mechanical process. To briefly recap. The mechanical process was borne out of a 

contradiction latent in the mechanical object between its externally-dependent determinacy, 

on the one hand, and, on the other hand, its independent being qua indifferent object. We saw 

how this duality is not merely between objects but two “sides” of a mechanical object as such 

and that objects communicate when they form a common universal sphere which then 

particularizes itself into the specific difference of the two objects. This process, along with its 

particularity, goes ‘extinct’66, which left the objects in their singularity. The result of this was 

two-fold: the object qua indifferent retains its ‘original formalism’ through the process, but it 

is additionally understood that this is an ‘objective singularity’ that has universal 

communication and particularity-via-other as its logical moments. In this latter sense, the 

object is rendered an individual. The fact that these moments are organized in an individual 

object, points to a ‘self-determining middle point’. Hegel will call this the center.67 

 The center thus already begins with multiple objects involved. Hegel opens the section 

on ‘the center’ stating that the ‘empty manifoldness’ of the object is gathered into an objective 

singularity. This empty manifoldness refers, I think, to the very beginning of mechanical 

objects, namely, to the indeterminate manifold defined by sheer externality.68 Now it becomes 

understood that objectivity cannot be merely an indeterminate manifold since, firstly, the 

 
66 ‘The object has hereby entered the process as a determinate thing, and, in the extinction of this process, the 

result is…’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 640/12.142, my emphasis on extinction FN). 
67 Hegel, 640/12.143. 
68 Hegel, 632/12.134. 
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process displayed how objects generate their particularity in determinate relations, and, 

secondly, the process itself is sublated or rendered a moment of the object. The mechanical 

object thus goes through two negations. First, negating its indeterminacy and indifference by 

entering into determinate power relations with other objects, and then, second, negating this 

negation, whereby it restores its inner self-subsistence. In contrast to the beginning, however, 

self-subsistence have been properly expressed as moments of the ‘posited totality of the 

concept’ rather than self-standing immediate beings.  

 However, the typical specifications of a mechanical object are here retained, namely, 

external indifference, but rendered inessential. If they are inessential, then the essential factor 

becomes the determinateness that constitutes the interacting objects to be what they are. As 

Hegel confirms, ‘it unites them in and for themselves and is their objective universality’. 

Whereas the universal needed to be communicated previously from one object to the other 

and could only become the universal proper insofar as it was actually communicated (present 

through positing, as Hegel notes), here the universal is the ‘pervading immanent essence of 

the objects’. Moreover, the fundamental determination of mechanical objects is no longer 

their externality, but ‘their identity with the central body’, which is ‘rest’ or ‘being at their 

center’. Nonetheless, the externality cannot be erased but does not ‘conform to that unity’ of 

the center, and so mechanical objects must strive to be at their center.69 

 The center as such, however, ‘ceases to be a mere object … the central body no longer 

has only being-in-itself, in-itselfness, but also has the being-for-itself of the objective totality’. 

What Hegel has in mind here is that the feature of centrality redefines the context of objects 

from being merely an aggregate, order or arrangement (bloßen Ordnung oder Arrangement), 

into being determined according to ‘an immanent form, a self-determining principle to which 

the objects inhere and in virtue of which they are bound together in a true One’.70 The ‘One’ 

signifies here that the objects ordered according to a self-determining principle constitute a 

new being or immediacy, that is, that a new objective being is inaugurated fully within the 

structure of mechanistic framework. That is, centrality does not come to exist by removing the 

mechanistic logic but, in fact, is rendered visible in it.  

Here we have, I think, the first step of something seemingly “extra-objective” come 

into being, though this feature is precisely the essence of objects and therefore not a force 

 
69 Hegel, Science of Logic, 641/12.143. 
70 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 641/12.144. 
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interacting upon from outside (indeed, that would return us to the logic of mechanical objects 

as such). The center obtains existence in the logic of mechanical object and process and yet 

transcends their framework. And, although centrality specifies a universal that is the 

immanent essence of objects, I do not think we should conclude from this that centrality was 

“always there” from the very beginning of objectivity, since a certain development is 

necessary for just this explication, namely, that objects subsist although their determinacy is 

sublated.  

We turn to look now at the logic of the center. We have learned that (1) the center is 

not a mere object (though object nonetheless), since determinateness is for the latter 

‘something unessential’. For the center, however, determinateness is absolutely necessary in 

the manner that the character, form or specificity defines the kind of individual (Individuum) 

it is. (2) The center is an individual. The external combination of diverse parts—which is the 

predominant feature of mechanical objects—is still at play, but it is now organized according 

to a ‘self-determining principle’.71 This principle we come to understand cannot be detached 

from the objects through which it forms (we shall see this more explicit at the stage of law). 

Likewise, objects are ‘bound’ together in this principle, such that the latter turns out to be the 

integration of the former into a self-subsisting immediacy.72   

More precisely, this integration of the center takes a syllogistic form.73 The three kinds 

of objects at play here are: (a) the absolute center, (b) peripheral objects that are themselves 

centers qua relative centers, and (c) other peripheral objects that are not centers at all. The 

absolute center is the objective universality or self-determining principle we have established. 

The relative centers are the ‘previously non-self-subsistent, self-external objects’ which are 

now determined as individuals. However, owing to the fact of externality, there remains a 

striving which renders these centers incommensurate with the original center, and thus 

relative to it. These relative centers still enjoy being centers for other non-self-subsistent 

objects, though their true unity is through the absolute center, namely, the objective 

universality.74  

 
71 Hegel, 641/12.144. 
72 Given that objects inhere and are ‘bound’ into what Hegel calls ‘one’, which is a category of Seinslogik. 
73 This is owing to the fact that the central individual is a middle point or middle term, which requires extremes 

in order to function properly as a syllogism. Hegel’s text here is very quick and explains the reasoning that ‘as 

the negative unity of the total concept it dirempts itself into such extremes’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 

642/12.144). It seems to me, in other words, that the development of centrality remains incomplete if it does not 

take into account, at least in logical form, the constituents of its genesis—the ‘total concept’.  
74 ‘These second centers and the non-self-subsistent objects are brought into unity by the absolute middle term’ 

(Hegel, 642/12.144). 
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This means that the immediate center must be understood to have divided itself and 

mediated in a system. Only so is the center a true center. In other words, the universal 

determinateness must itself be specified and mediated, which then actually renders it an 

objective singular. The center cannot merely be an essence in other objects but must, 

additionally, be a distinct object itself. For self-determination to be the case, the center must 

be distinguished between itself as absolute (the pervasive immanent essence) against relative 

centers (centrality is posited in the other and thus becomes something shared), and further 

against non-self-subsistent objects (an external, seemingly other-determined factor that is 

taken up into the overall organization of the system). 

As an aside, Hegel’s logical order showed that the logic of syllogism to derive the 

logic of objectivity, and now, within objectivity, we see the re-emergence of the logic of 

syllogism. Thus, we see a logical circle form where syllogistic structures (what Hegel deemed 

as the rational75) intertwined with mechanical objective structures. This does, however, not 

erase the fact that at a certain level objects are and remain external and indifferent to their 

determinacy qua mechanical. Indeed, this feature I think is integrated into the immanent form 

of non-self-subsistent objects.  

Let us now see how this works when we posit, following Hegel, the three interlocking 

syllogisms of absolute mechanism. Although I will use the examples to make this logic more 

comprehensible, one must recall that Hegel principally examines the concept of objective 

mechanical relations. Although certain concrete, physical terms embody these structures, as 

Hegel shows in his Philosophy of Nature, here he considers the necessary logical relations 

between objects as such, not their genesis in solar systems, society or elsewhere.  

In the first syllogism, the absolute center (AC) works as the middle term that mediates 

the relative centers (RC) to their non-self-subsistent objects (NSSO), rendering the RCs 

centers (albeit relative) in their own right. In solar systems, gravity is the general context in 

which large celestial bodies orbit each other. In a society, the organized human life (or state) 

is the absolute center that enables human beings to fulfill their needs, desires and ambitions 

(which enables them to be alive, citizens, professionals, etc.).76 Animals are defined by a 

 
75 ‘everything rational is a syllogism’ (Hegel, 588/12.90). 
76 ‘it is the universal (State, government, right) that is the substantial middle term within which the individuals 

and their satisfaction have and preserve their full reality, mediation, and subsistence’ (Hegel, The Encyclopedia 

Logic, with the Zusätze, 277/§198R). 



187 

 

subjectivity which is organized in such a way that its body pervasively relates to itself in 

externality in both as sense (theoretical) and eating (practical).77  

In the second syllogism, the RC works as the middle term, mediating the AC to the 

NSSO, granting power to the AC whilst simultaneously individuating the NSSO.78 In the 

Encyclopedia Logic, Hegel writes that centrality is the negative unity whereby an object 

relates itself to itself—to its own singularity—however, this singularity (qua absolute 

independence) is exactly mediated through the relative center where external dependence is 

included as a determining factor. As Hegel writes, ‘The latter is centered on itself in the same 

way, and therein it is only related to the other centre likewise; it also has its centrality in the 

other’.79 RC thus is the abstract unity that connects centrality and externally dependent 

objects—it is abstract since it only mediates centrality but is not itself its power.80 Ross 

renders this well, ‘The relative centers need the non-self-sufficient objects in order to find 

themselves in the state of striving through which they relate to the absolute center. Only via 

these non-self-sufficient objects do the relative centers attain to the state of inner dissonance 

or incompleteness that makes possible a relation of external unity…’.81 In solar systems, large 

celestial bodies instantiate the absolute power (of gravity) whereby smaller satellites orbit 

them. Human beings actualize the state insofar as they can pursue their needs and desires 

within that context.82 Animal bodies relate particularly to their externality through different 

modes of assimilation (e.g. predators have tougher stomachs for rotting flesh or ruminants 

who ferment their food before digestion).83 

 
77 ‘True subjective unity exists in the animal therefore; it is an incomposite soul, which contains infinity of form, 

and is deployed into the externality of the body; what is more, it has a further relation with an inorganic nature, 

an external world. Nevertheless, animal subjectivity consists of bodily self-preservation in the face of contact 

with an external world, and of remaining with itself as the universal’ (Hegel, Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature: 

Volume 3, 102/§350A). 
78 ‘the relative individual centers themselves also constitute the middle term of a second syllogism. This middle 

term is on the one hand subsumed under a higher extreme, the objective universality and power of the absolute 

center; on the other hand, it subsumes under it the non-self-subsistent objects whose superficiality and formal 

singularization it supports’ (Hegel, Science of Logic, 642/12.144). 
79 Hegel, The Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, 276/§196. 
80 Hegel, 276/§197. 
81 Ross, On Mechanism in Hegel’s Social and Political Philosophy, 92. 
82 ‘The will or the activity of the individuals is the mediating [term] that gives satisfaction to their needs in the 

context of society,- right, etc., and provides fulfillment and actualization to society, right, etc.’ (Hegel, The 

Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, 276-7/§198R). 
83 The animal ‘as Idea which relates itself to its other, its inorganic nature, and posits the ideal nature of this 

other within itself, i.e. assimilation’. Interestingly, Hegel also discusses what seems like “sub-souls” within the 

animal which are meant to connect the universal (AC) to the externalities (NSSO): these higher unities 

‘constitute connections linking the particular parts of one system with those of this or that other system. The 

connections are made on account of their functions however, partly by their forming a concrete centre,  
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 In the third syllogism, the NSSO works as the middle term, now mediating the RC to 

the AC, which constitutes the moment of ‘externality’ whereby the RC strives perpetually 

towards the AC.84 Thus it is through this externality, through the NSSOs, that the RCs are 

themselves external and strive towards the AC, such that NSSOs (the mode of dependency) 

both serve to sunder RCs from the AC as well as connect them. Stars and planets are kept 

apart in virtue of their matter which equally gravitate externally to the center as well as their 

own center. Human beings are bound by their one-sided needs and ‘external existence’ to 

society, just as society, in turn, is bound to encompass and sustain these externalities.85 The 

animal must keep assimilating externality, as eating, as that defines its basic mode of living 

where its universality preserves itself.86 

 Notice that, even though all the terms of the three syllogisms reciprocally mediate 

each other, they strictly do not collapse and nor does their distinctive determinateness (or 

indifference) become effaced.  Rather, the constituents are taken up into a self-mediating 

mechanism. Moreover, the universal essence—the fundamental determinateness of the objects 

involved—is concentrated in an absolute center. In nature, we find that solar systems and 

animal life embody such a structure, or, in human minded activity (Geist), the organized state. 

However, pure absolute mechanism does not have a corresponding moment in such natural or 

social structures. Pure absolute mechanism demonstrates, conceptually, that other-determined 

 
and partly by their having the implicitness of their associations, or rather, their more basic determination, in the 

sentient creature. They are soul-like nodes so to speak’ (Hegel, Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature: Volume 3, 

107/§352, 127-8/§355A). 
84 ‘These non-self-subsistent objects are in turn the middle term of a third syllogism, the formal syllogism, for 

since the central individuality obtains through them the externality by virtue of which, in referring to itself, [it] 

also strives towards an absolute middle point, those non-self-subsistent objects are the link between absolute and 

relative central individuality’ (Hegel, Science of Logic, 642/12.145, my edit of what appears as a typo: “is” into 

“it”). 
85 ‘The third syllogism is the formal syllogism, the syllogism of reflective shine in which the singular citizens are 

tied by their needs and external existence to this universal absolute individuality’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 

642/12.145). ‘The singular (the person) con-eludes himself through his particularity (the physical and spiritual 

needs, which when further developed on their own account give rise to civil society) with the universal (society, 

right, law, government)’ (Hegel, The Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, 276/§198R). 
86 ‘The individual not only objectifies itself in this way however, but likewise idealizes this reality. Each part is 

hostile to the others, and maintains itself at their expense, but to an equal extent it also surrenders itself. There is 

no permanence about the organism; everything is reproduced, even the bones’ (Hegel, Hegel’s Philosophy of 

Nature: Volume 3, 132/§356A). 

 As an extra example, consider language. The referential totality of language is at work in determining a 

word or a sentence, such that these are “RCs” of language being expressed. Each such “RC” is made up of 

sounds and letters, which make up its “NSSOs”—these are the merely external mechanical functions necessary 

to language but which by themselves, qua mere sounds or drawn patterns, are meaningless. As such, the 

“NSSOs” are mere shine. As organized according to a system (grammar, syntax, etc.), they reflect the 

universality of language allowing for particular sentences, or judgments, to be expressed. Great literary works 

would thus constitute “AC” (Romeo and Juliet, Ulysses, Paradise Lost, etc.), since here the essence of language 

is most concentrated and expressed. 
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objects logically form a self-determining system (which keeps in place the element of other-

determination). Hegel calls this free mechanism. Why is it free? How can mechanical 

structures be conceived of as free? 

 Recall first that the mechanical object as such is defined as indifferent to its 

determinateness and yet is completely dependent on an other object for it. This contradiction 

was then made explicit as the mechanical process. Here it was seen how the dependency on 

other objects for determinacy constitutes in truth a moment of the structure of the object, and 

that each object’s genuine independence only is definitively shown in losing its 

determinateness—its dependence on other. This yielded the positive insight that the object is a 

‘negative unity with itself, centrality, subjectivity—in which the object is itself directed at and 

related to what is external’. Thus, the object relates to another in relating to itself, or its 

independence depends on other objects. As Hegel confirms, ‘The latter is centered on itself in 

the same way, and therein it is only related to the other centre likewise; it also has its 

centrality in the other’.87 And so the object is free because it determines itself internally by 

being determined externally. As we have seen, absolute mechanism makes explicit this logic 

of self-determination. Martin helpfully characterizes this organization as self-preservation 

where it supports what it needs to be supported in turn.88 

 Now, one important difference between the real process and absolute mechanism is 

that the latter cancels out the overpowering feature of the former. Where in the real process 

the object had to have its determinacy shattered in order to prove its singularity, in absolute 

mechanism, by contrast, the object enjoys determinacy in virtue of being mediated and 

mediating other objects in turn. A new sense of resistance is here formed, one that is not 

grounded in the violent power relationship with another but in the feature of centrality which 

is a shared essence of objects.89 It is worth emphasizing that the center overcomes the 

 
87 Hegel, The Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, 276/§196. 
88 ‘Selbsterhaltung zeichnet den absoluten Mechanismus damit insofern aus, als er nicht einfach statisch ist, 

sondern die Wechselwirkungsweisen des formellen und differenten Mechanismus aufhebt. Zugleich 

unterscheidet er sich von diesen aber dadurch, dass die Zustandsänderungen weder dem System der Objekte 

äußerlich sind, wie im formellen, noch instabil, wie im differenten Mechanismus. Weil die Objekte im System 

vielmehr koordiniert sind, sind auch ihre Zustandsäderungen koordiniert, sodass sich die Koordination des 

Ganzen erhält. Das System des absoluten Mechanismus bildet so ein selbsttragendes Ganzes, das seine 

Organisation im Zuge seiner eigenen Prozesse erhält, sich insofern mit sich zusammenschließt und damit 

schlussförmig verfasst ist‘ (Martin, Ontologie Der Selbstbestimmung, 387). 
89 ‘Friction, or whatever other form resistance takes, is only a phenomenon of centrality; it is the latter that in 

principle beings the body back to itself, since that against which the body rubs and incurs friction has its power 

of resistance only because it is united with the center’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 641/12.143-4). 
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mechanical process because it is immanently self-determining and so it is able to posit its 

determinateness over and above the determination of the inessential objects.  

 Looking at the whole development of mechanism, we can say that this logic of self-

determination logically follows from the initial state of sheer other-determination, since that is 

what has emerged. Hegel demonstrates that this result of self-organization obtains without 

appealing to it as a premise, foundation or a point of contrast. Indeed, it obtains rather in and 

through an abject mechanical process where objects are actively interacting in virtue of their 

sheer externality and indifference. However, this does not mean that all mechanism is 

absolute mechanism (even though the latter perspective enables us to implicitly say so). The 

formal mechanical object and the mechanical process remain perspectives through which 

objectivity can be understood, though these remain logically more immediate and simple. 

5.2.2.4 The Law of the Concept 

We now turn to look at the notion of law that develops at the end of Hegel’s account of 

mechanism. In his system of logic, objectivity and mechanism are derived from the logic of 

syllogism, and we have seen above how the most developed mechanical relations bring back 

into play syllogistic structures, thus forming a circle. With this explicit return to conceptual 

structures, Hegel thinks that mechanism has gained a new fundamental determination, 

namely, law. The fact that mechanical relations in absolute mechanism organize according to 

a self-determining principle means that the concept is immanent and at work in mechanical 

objects.  

A worry creeps in at this point. How is this account not a vicious circularity? If the 

concept derives mechanical relations, and then the mechanical relations derive the concept 

again, have we then not begged the question? The answer, I think, lies in the precise nature of 

the concept that is “returned” to.  

It is not the subjective concept (examined in chapter 5) that is returned to but a “new” 

objective concept. It is not the same shape of the concept since we now have to take stock of 

the developments of mechanical relations, and these simply cannot be encompassed within the 

structures of pure subjectivity. Objectivity is initially the concept in its immediate form, and 

this immediate form persists all the way to absolute mechanism. Even when it becomes clear 

that mediated conceptual structures are at work in mechanical relations, they are at work with 

these immediate, external and indifferent elements. A deeper sense of concept needs to be 

developed now, which can encompass both syllogistic mediation and mechanistic immediacy. 
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The concept “returned” to, therefore, is as much a new advance as it is taking up prior 

developments. Let us look at this more closely. 

  Objectivity, including mechanism, is first understood by Hegel to be a certain simple 

form of the concept. More specifically, the immediate totality of the concept.90 The prime 

characteristics of this immediate state was independence, indifference and external 

determinacy. We saw through their development, however, that these terms turned out to 

imply mediated structures of dependency, non-indifference and self-determination. These 

latter structures are figured in such a way that they do not efface the former immediate state, 

but include it, becoming a system of mediation and immediacy. When it is understood that 

this logic, this self-organizing principle, is immanent in the objects, and so in objectivity, we 

have in single view two forms of the concept: the self-organizing system on the one hand, and 

the immediate, external indifference on the other. 

 We now move to unpack what follows from this single view of the law. Hegel writes 

that, in law, ‘the more specific difference of the idealized reality of objectivity versus the 

external reality comes to view’.91 Recall from the previous section that certain objects remain 

burdened with a striving towards centers without being centers in their own right (NSSO). 

This is in contrast to objects that are absolute- or relative centers, which fulfill the criteria for 

being ‘individuals’.92 Put otherwise, the latter are both self-determining and other-determined, 

while the former are only other-determined. In the fuller objects, so to speak, the universal 

essence becomes particularized whilst being fully self-identical. In the case of physics, gravity 

remains no less what it is in there being manifestations—celestial bodies—of its power. The 

hollow objects, as it were, are unable to manifest the universal for themselves by being centers 

in their own right but must one-sidedly haunt other centers. In the case of physics, again, these 

would be satellites, asteroids or comets (and perhaps galaxies and superclusters).  

 The term ‘idealized reality’ requires some explication on its own. What Hegel means 

is that an idealized reality is attained where a reality or object that corresponds to its concept. 

A star corresponds to its “concept” (and thus the “concept of gravity”) by being the absolute 

center of its system. A state corresponds to its concept in being what unites subjects with their 

desires and needs. This idealized reality stands in contrast to mere reality which only strives 

 
90 Hegel, 631/12.133. 
91 Hegel, 643/12.145. 
92 ‘individuality is, in and for itself, the concrete principle of negative unity, and as such is itself totality; it is a 

unity that dirempts itself into the specific difference of the concept while abiding within its self-equal 

universality; it is thus the central point expanded inside its pure ideality by difference’ (Hegel, 643/12.145-6). 
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to correspond to its concept. The individual- or fuller objects corresponds to idealized reality, 

whereas the hollow objects match mere external reality.  

 Now, the law is not simply the identity of the self-organizing system. It does not 

merely map on to the idealized reality attained in absolute mechanism. Hegel writes that the 

‘objective being-in-and-for-itself’ manifests more precisely as ‘negative unity of the center’. 

This negative unity ‘divides into subjective individuality and external objectivity’, which are 

the moments of absolute mechanism, but, additionally, ‘maintains the former in the latter and 

determines it in an idealized difference’. It is this element of difference that becomes crucial 

to the law. Hegel then goes on,  

This self-determining unity that absolutely reduces external objectivity to ideality is a 

principle of self-movement; the determinateness of this animating principle, which is 

the difference of the concept, is the law.93 

The law is thus not simply the self-organization of a mechanical system once it is actualized, 

but, also, its continual actualizing. It is an ‘animating principle’ which could be said to sustain 

the mechanical system inasmuch as it ‘reduces’ or transforms other-determined objects into 

self-determined objects. Note, however, that difference and determinateness here is 

emphasized, by which I understand Hegel to mean that the law does not efface other-

determination in the face of self-determination, but, rather, that the law reinforces this 

contrast. The law then both reinforces the contrast between self-determining systems and 

externally determined objects and is the conversion of the latter into the former within the 

latter (this element of conversion anticipates the impulse and movement we shall see later in 

the logic of purpose).  

 Hegel further qualifies law by stating that only the mechanistic relations that form 

self-determining systems count as having a law. The former mechanical process does form a 

‘rule’, Hegel writes, ‘but not law’. In other words, mechanical processes may form distinct 

patterns, but these patterns expire outside the encounters in which they formed. Moreover, the 

objective being here is fundamentally detached from its determinacy (such that objects are 

essentially indifferent to whether their determinacy overpowers or is overpowered). 

Therefore, nothing less than free mechanism can have a law94, since it is here understood that 

 
93 Hegel, 643/12.146. 
94 Hegel speaks also of law in the Phenomenology and earlier in the Doctrine of Essence, in the section on 

appearance. I do not have the space to go into detail here, but I think that the law used in these sections 
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organization occurs for itself, that is, autonomously (giving itself a law). We might also add 

that it forms a self-sustaining closed loop. Consequently, Hegel gives the name free necessity 

(freie Notwendigkeit) to law. We have seen already how freedom is present in the self-

determination of the system and of each element of that system syllogistically coordinating 

each other. Necessity is present, to my mind, in the fact that each object is driven towards its 

center. It is, however, only through dependence on other objects that an object gains its 

independence, finds its center and thus becomes an individual, such that this necessity is 

already infused with freedom.95  

 If Hegel’s account of mechanism is right, then the object in its initial independence 

and indifference maintains these characteristics only in its immediacy. In its mediation it is 

shown how it actually depends on other objects for its specific character and that it is 

essentially indifferent even to this. There is then a contradiction latent in the initial immediacy 

of objects. Upon further mediation (second negation), it was shown how a structure obtains 

whereby dependence on other objects in truth give rise to a genuinely independent object—

the individual. In the last analysis, the freedom-relation—being at home in one’s other—

obtains and is what grounds the necessity of objects to be self-subsistent and independent. 

Therefore, it is in a syllogistic system that objectivity can coherently sustain what an object 

was meant to be in its immediacy—namely, independent totality.  

 Again, I do not think we should read this to mean that all objects revert hereby to 

being individuals. Indeed, even the system of absolute mechanism necessarily leaves an 

element of non-self-subsistent objects and thus classically deterministic objects remain. But 

these remain precisely as moments, their logic of other-determination no longer counts as the 

widest scope. Objects logically (not temporally or historically) form self-determining systems, 

and this now needs to be built into our sense of what an object is.  

5.2.2.5 Transition of Mechanism into Chemism 

The law is, what I have called, the objective concept. Qua objective, it is tethered to the 

individual objects whose systematic connection it explicates. Hegel figuratively writes that 

the ‘soul is still immersed in its body’. We understand that mechanical objects (in absolute 

mechanism) self-organize into a system, but this principle of self-organization cannot be 

 
emphasizes more ‘rule’ and ‘uniformity’ than the conceptual self-referentiality Hegel sees at work in law here. 

Moreover, these other forms of law tend to be “laws of-“ something, whereas here Hegel speaks of the law 

überhaupt, which signals to me that he is concerned about the purest concept of the law. 
95 In contrast to mere mechanical objects which ‘appeared as self-subsisting, but precisely for that reason are in 

truth non-self-subsistent and have their center outside them’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 644/12.146). 
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detached from the objective constituents through which it forms. The law is indeed immanent 

in the self-subsistent individuals of the totality (whether that is a solar system, a state or a 

living creature), but, as Hegel writes, ‘its difference is shut up in its ideality and the objects 

are not themselves differentiated in the idealized non-indifference of the law’. We see here 

there is still a strong contrast between, on the one hand, the law as principally self-

determining, and, on the other hand, the objects which enjoy real indifference and externality. 

But if we look at the whole development, then the object really does not hold any ultimate 

indifference or externality against the law. As Hegel writes, the objects ‘hold no [force] 

(Kraft) … to put up resistance to the judgment of the concept and to maintain itself in 

abstract, indeterminate self-subsistence and remoteness’.96 Indeed, these objects are brought 

into the system, as it were, because the law is immanently at work in them.  

 Now that the law is understood to be thoroughly immanent in objects, despite their 

appearance as external and self-subsistent, the ideality-reality difference becomes internal to 

the object as such. That is, instead of ideality or the principle of self-determination being 

something that is explicit on the level of a self-subsisting mechanical system, it is understood 

to be contained within every constituent of that system. If every object now contains this split 

of ideal-real, it has a determination internal to its concept, and so the difference which 

characterized the law versus mechanism now carries over into each object and their individual 

relationships. Hence, a more determinate relation now becomes explicit whereby objects do 

not tend towards their center as much as they tend towards other objects opposed to them. 

This seems to be what Hegel has in mind when he writes,  

Because of the idealized difference which is immanent in it, its existence is a 

determinateness posited by the concept. Its lack of self-subsistence is thus no longer 

just a striving towards a middle point, [but] … a striving towards the object 

determinedly opposed to it … the center has itself for that reason fallen apart and its 

negativity has passed over into objectified opposition.97 

The basic idea seems to be that because the law is immanent in all objects, all objects turn out 

to have an ideal-real determinacy which distinguishes them from each other. This may look 

similar to the case of non-self-subsistent universal and self-subsistent singular from the real 

mechanical process, but the key difference here is that the mechanical object of the process is 

 
96 Hegel, 644/12.146-7. 
97 Hegel, 644/12.147. 
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indifferent to its determinacy, such that its singularity persists through the overpowering of its 

universal; here the ideal-real relation stipulates a closer bound between the object and its 

determinacy. This consequently means that the term ‘mechanical’ fails to grasp this internal 

objective difference, and a new term is used by Hegel to designate this more determined 

object-vis-à-vis-other-objects: the chemical object.  

5.2.3 Chemical Relations 

In chemism we see how Hegel derives teleology from chemical structures. The basic point is 

that chemical relations, in contrast to mechanical, explicitly refer to other objects for their 

particular determination. In this way, chemical objects are more reflected than mechanical. By 

the same token, however, this also means that chemical objects are in a tension, since their 

determinateness is tied up, as it were, with other objects. However, this nonetheless reflects 

back on the chemical object, which implies that its determinateness-through-another exhibits 

in fact its own determinateness. This sets up the structure for teleology. (Please refer to the 

Appendix, section A, for a fuller account of this development.) 

5.2.4 Teleological or Purposeful Relations 

Purpose is typically understood as an end or goal for which something functions. Aristotle 

defines it as final cause: ‘The end, i.e. that for the sake of which a thing is; e.g. health is the 

cause of walking. For ‘Why does one walk?’ we say; ‘that one may be healthy’; and in 

speaking thus we think we have given the cause.’98 There is a particular thing or event that is 

enacted in order to bring another into being. Notice, however, how there is a circularity in that 

statement. One walks in order to be healthy, but one must be healthy in order to walk. This 

appears to align with what Kant called natural purpose, where ‘a thing exists as a natural 

purpose if it is both cause and effect of itself’.99 Notice we can have two senses of purpose: (1) 

where purpose is understood as a form externally imposed upon something, such as the form 

of chair externally imposed upon wood (wood does not intrinsically turn itself into chair), and 

(2) where purpose is understood as a form immanent or internal to something in order to be 

what it is, such as a living organism (where the living being organizes itself through itself by 

using itself as its own material or means for its own subsistence or purpose of living).  

 For Kant, although natural purpose requires mechanistic relations, it cannot itself be 

made determinate within those qua appearances. In other words, a natural purpose cannot be a 

 
98 Aristotle, The Basic Works of Aristotle, 892/Metaphysics V.II 1013b. 
99 Kant, Critique of Judgment, 249/§64. 



196 

 

determinate object of cognition (in the manner of empirical objects in space and time). He 

writes, ‘the concept of a thing as a natural purpose is transcendent for determinate judgment if 

we consider the object through reason, and hence we cannot provide it with the objective 

reality [needed] for determinative judgments’.100 Natural purpose belongs, instead, to 

reflective judgment, where things or events are reflected according to a principle that differs 

from mechanical relations. Indeed, purpose as such serves only a regulative function for the 

study of nature where the latter’s appearances are made intelligible and lawful. I mean that 

purpose is that idea through which nature is understood to be governed by laws. The 

appearances of nature manifest as such no purpose—there is no purpose in mechanical 

relations—but human judgment applies purpose to appearances in a hypothetical manner, as a 

heuristic, to grasp them as if they were organized according to an objective teleological 

principle.101 

 There seems, however, to be at least one logical problem in Kant’s account. What is 

the connection between mechanical relations and purposes? That is, what grounds the validity 

of the judgment that mechanical relations are governed by purposes which are assigned to 

them, if purposes cannot by definition be found within that mechanical domain?  Kant’s 

solution to this is to presuppose ‘the idea of some possible understanding different from the 

human one’. He continues,  

Only by presupposing this idea can we say that because of the special character of our 

understanding must we consider certain natural products, as to [how] they are possible, 

as having been produced intentionally and as purposes. [And we do say this,] though 

without implying that there must actually be a special cause that determines [objects] 

on the basis of the presentation of a purpose, i.e. without implying that the basis that 

makes such products of nature possible could not be found, even by an understanding 

different from (higher than) the human one, in the very mechanism of nature, i.e., in a 

causal connection that does not necessarily presuppose an understanding as a cause.102 

This other-than-human understanding would proceed not discursively—proceeding through 

concepts from the universal, to the particular and then to the individual—but intuitively—

directly to the matter itself. In the former, ‘the whole is dependent on the parts’, whereas in 

the latter, ‘the parts are dependent on the whole’. According to determinate understanding, the 

 
100 Kant, 278-9/§74. 
101 Kant, 282/§75, 288/§76. 
102 Kant, 289-90/§77. 
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latter is ruled out since for discursive reasoning ‘having the whole contain the basis that 

makes the connection of the parts possible … would be a contradiction’. Since understanding 

the parts to be dependent on the whole discursively is inaccessible, and human experience 

must be mediated by concepts (i.e. not intuitive understanding), the only way to have some 

grasp on natural purpose is through the presentation (Vorstellung) that the whole contains ‘the 

basis that makes possible the form of that whole as well as the connection of the parts 

required to [make] this [form possible]’.103 This presentation being, namely, purpose itself. 

And purpose is an idea of reason that sees in nature a final causality which differs from 

efficient causality which pertains to natural laws and objects of appearance. Purpose, then, is a 

‘special character of our understanding’ that attempts to grasp self-causing objects alongside 

natural causation, but without the capacity to determine it since it does not fall within the 

bounds of conceptual discursivity.104   

 But in Kant’s account one must posit negatively, as a point of contrast, a different 

understanding, which is inherently inaccessible, to ground the logic of purpose. In other 

words, there is no intrinsic systematic connection displayed between the mechanical and 

teleological relations. In Hegel’s view on Kant’s conception of purpose, it matters not whether 

teleological determinations are objective or subjective since they are employed ‘as occasion 

demands … according to whether it deems them fitting for given objects, but for the rest does 

not ask about the truth of the determinations themselves, whether they both are 

determinations of the objects or of cognition’.105 The real problem in Kant, then, if Hegel’s 

view is correct, is that one cannot genuinely know whether the idea of purposes really refers 

anything in nature since there is no criterion to know where mechanical relations end and 

teleological ones begin.106  

 Hegel has derived the notion of purpose from within the logic of mechanical and 

chemical relations—relations defined by independence and externality. His claim is that the 

 
103 Kant, 292/§77. 
104 It is worth noting that there are different conceptions of purpose in Kant. On the one hand, we must assume 

certain purposefulness in nature as a whole when we judge that nature is suited to our judgment (that is, when we 

judge that the content of experience permits us to formulate empirical laws). But, on the other hand, we also 

assume that certain objects in nature themselves exhibit “purposeful” organization, when we think of them as 

organisms.  
105 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 655/12.158-9. 
106 There are certain instances of definite teleological “objects” such as living beings or world-whole concepts, as 

deVries notes, ‘Yet Kant also held that in fact some attributions of design would never finally be cashed out in 

mechanical terms, and that therefore certain phenomena would forever remain beyond the grasp of science. 

Clearly one such phenomenon is the world-whole itself; another more immediately interesting example that 

Kant took to be beyond the grasp of science is the natural organism’ (deVries, “The Dialectic of Teleology,” 53). 

But the issue remains of the relation between the supposed super-objective and objective.  
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truth of mechanical objects is purposefulness, that the former logically leads to the latter. This 

negates the traditional objection to teleology of a final cause without efficient cause.107 Let us 

now look just at what is involved in Hegel’s definition of ‘purpose’ and then follow his 

account of its development. It is instructive to keep in mind whether Hegel does avoid the 

perceived pitfalls in Kant, namely, that of contingency in matters purposeful. 

 Lastly, Hegel’s analysis of teleology further contributes to undermining metaphysical 

determinism by showing that the element of self-determination implicit in mechanism 

becomes now posited explicitly as the self-realizing principle of objects, such that other-

determination as a moment is further made necessary by the logic of self-determination itself.  

5.2.4.1 The Subjective or Abstract Purpose 

Hegel does not, at least at the outset, define purpose in terms of external or internal 

purposiveness. Externality is certainly involved, but it is the general externality which 

pertains to objects which is at stake here. Tommaso Pierini notes that purpose at first stands 

opposed to objectivity and to independence.108 The minimal definition of purpose involves 

this externality but only as a moment of purpose itself, such that the opposition per say is not 

between two objects but two ways of determination. Purpose, if Hegel is right, needs an other, 

a non-purposive object to relate to, since purpose is the impulse of self-determination to posit 

itself externally in objectivity. Therefore, the basic definition of purpose is not (yet) to be 

thought in terms of external or internal purposiveness, but as what is immanent to both of 

them.109  

The concept has re-emerged in glimpses throughout the development in objectivity, 

particularly in absolute mechanism and law and the chemical process.110 Once it is understood 

 
107 Sarah Broadie speaks of this in relation to Aristotle: ‘"How can a state of affairs that is at best future and at 

 worst never occurs at all (since the end may not be realized) exert an influence in the present? Only something 

now can cause something now:  for example, a present desire causes a movement. …  No doubt that would make 

sense if one could indeed intelligibly think of a final cause as a surrogate efficient, something planted there in the 

future  and backhandedly stirring things up in the present. That is what the objection rightly finds to be 

nonsensical. But in Aristotle, final and efficient  causality are complementary: the end is an end of or for an 

agent, and the  agent as such is bent on an end’ (Broadie, “Nature, Craft and Phronesis in Aristotle,” 36–37). 
108 Pierini, Theorie Der Freiheit: Der Begriff Des Zwecks in Hegels Wissenschaft Der Logik, 129. 
109 I disagree with Terry Pinkard’s distinction at the outset of purpose as imputed and immanent and that this is a 

substantial determination when examined conceptually (Pinkard, Hegel’s Dialectic, 89–90). I think Hegel’s 

account of teleology shows that there is nothing purely imputed or purely immanent.  
110 Indeed, these “glimpses” serve as “building blocks” for the concept’s self-explication within objectivity. 

Hegel calls the centrality of mechanism the first rediscovery of subjectivity within objectivity qua ‘negative 

point of unity’ and we can see this as the universal moment of the concept. Then chemism supplies the 

‘determinations of the concept’ which we can see as the particular moment of the concept. Teleology then fuses 

together these moments as the singularity of the concept qua its ‘determinateness of externality’, showing 

explicitly how the concept is restored and active in objectivity (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 657/12.160). 
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that mechanical and chemical objects form unessential moments of an integrated, self-

determining logic, the perspective shifts over unto this self-determination. However, this self-

determination ‘still stands inside the sphere of objectivity’ and is ‘still affected by externality 

as such and has an objective world over against it to which it refers’.111 The concept in this 

specific format is called purpose (Zweck).  

 The immediacy and indifference of mechanical and chemical relations still play a role 

in purpose, but they are now understood as ‘subordinated’ to purpose. This is not because 

there is something coming into mechano-chemical relations from the outside, as if it was 

always already there, but because these relations have shown themselves to be moments of 

another structure. Or, they have sublated themselves. Indeed, the fact that externality is for the 

mechano-chemical totality ‘an essential moment constituting their determinateness’ makes it 

so that it ‘naturally offers itself to the connection of purpose’.112 This is an interesting point. If 

mechano-chemical relations were not predominantly external and independent, and indifferent 

to their determinateness (though chemical relations break this precisely down), they would 

negate the determinacy given to them by another. This anticipates the logic of means but also, 

conversely, that what is self-determining, or free, does not offer itself to be merely used.113  

 Now, given that the mechano-chemical totality is external to purpose, it is tempting to 

think that purpose must therefore be something that is “applied” to objects as a function to 

attain some specific result. This certainly seems to be the case with external purposiveness, 

e.g., artificial techniques. This would make purpose akin to a force, a substance or a cause. 

Hegel thinks these may signify purpose but only one-sidedly. More precisely, it is because 

force transitions into expression, or substance into accidents or cause into effect, whereby 

each term is lost in its other. Purpose proper, however, continues into its other; it is not lost in 

its other but realized. For this reason, purpose is ‘exempt from transition’. It is, Hegel adds, 

‘the subjective concept as an essential striving and impulse to posit itself externally’.114 In 

 
111 Hegel, 656/12.159. 
112 Hegel, 656-7/12.159. 
113 In his lectures on the philosophy of history, Hegel speaks of how the rational idea lets feelings and passions 

work themselves out in the world, such that the rational idea obtains an existence in passions but does not 

thereby submit to their flux and contingency. This may make it seem as if human beings are mere puppets for the 

rational idea, and this would be the case were it not for an integral reciprocity between human beings and the 

rational idea, were human beings are active participants in the rational and devise their own purposes (becoming 

“self-purposive”). As Pierini writes, ‘Hegel räumt aber sofort ein, dass diese Betrachtungsweise bezüglich der 

Individuen unzureichend ist. Denn der Mensch hat an der Verwirklichung des Allgemeinen selbst aktiv Teil. In 

der Relation zu Vernunft, Allgemeinheit und Freiheit sind die Menschen „Selbst-zwecke" und nicht bloße 

Mittel‘ (Pierini, Theorie Der Freiheit: Der Begriff Des Zwecks in Hegels Wissenschaft Der Logik, 171). 
114 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 657/12.160. 
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other words, purpose continues into its other, into externality. Whether we speak of chairs, 

solar systems, chemicals, there is in all a rationale with regards to the function of their being 

which persists in their objective being. Pierini makes an interesting comment that self-

causation, or causa sui, cannot strictly obtain in ordinary substance causation without 

contradiction, but that self-causation is, rather, a feature of teleological subjectivity, such that 

self-causation is not a backwards-looking original cause of the substantial world but a 

forwards-looking original realization of subjects.115 

 Hegel discusses at several points the attribution of intelligence to purpose. In its 

superficial sense the purposeful object appears as if it was created so by some intelligent, 

‘extra-mundane’ author.116 There is a kernel of truth in this, but as the perception currently 

stands it is self-defeating: if a purposeful object really were so determined by some intelligent 

author, then this turns into a mechanical process whereby the purposeful object has its 

determinacy simply given to it by another object (the author) and the logic essentially reverts 

into determinism. A more nuanced understanding of intelligence is here required, namely, one 

that does not assume another object but sees that ‘purpose is to be taken as the rational in its 

concrete existence [das Vernünftige in seiner Existenz]’. The object that displays purpose, 

then, simply ‘manifests rationality by being the concrete concept that holds the objective 

difference in its absolute unity’.117 We saw precursors of this in absolute mechanism and the 

chemical process, where we understood that a self-determining syllogistic organization 

essentially obtains within the relevant objects. The really important point from Hegel, I think, 

is that intelligence as such does not obtain without its actual manifestation. Indeed, Hegel’s 

account of objectivity does not assume at the outset any such intelligence, much less self-

determination, and yet externality and indifference have proven themselves to be inadequate 

self-coherent determinations but adequate moments of self-organizing purposeful structures. 

The superficial view of purpose immediately assumes intelligence in the purposeful object to 

be other-worldly because, as I see it, it immediately grasps and isolates the rational from its 

concrete existence. This is logically possible since purpose—at this stage—is ‘still something 

subjective, its activity still directed to an external objectivity’.118 The superficial view latches 

 
115 ‘Hegel verknüpft die Zusammenschau der angedeuteten Gedanken Kants und Spinoza mit der Kritik an der 

Substanzmetaphusik: Die Ursache seiner selbst ist nicht als Kausalität zu fassen, vielmehr als Zweckmäßigkeit. 

„Die Substanz muss Subjekt werden“‘ (Pierini, Theorie Der Freiheit: Der Begriff Des Zwecks in Hegels 

Wissenschaft Der Logik, 132). This has interesting parallels to deVries’ thoughts about Hegel’s teleology as self-

realization, see deVries, “The Dialectic of Teleology,” 64. 
116 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 651-2/12.154-5. 
117 Hegel, 657/12.160. 
118 Hegel, 658/12.161. 
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on to something true but fixates on this one element of purpose instead of thinking through its 

full conception. 

 Let us now look at purpose more closely then. Firstly, purpose has objective 

indifference and externality as one of its moments. So, purpose is itself external to its 

objectivity. This difference gives purpose a determinate content and renders it finite, even 

though in its form it remains infinite (exceeds the limits of the finite).119 Secondly, since 

purpose has its ‘determinateness’, or qualitative existence, in objective indifference, Hegel 

thinks that purpose here has the ‘shape of a presupposition’. What is presupposed is the 

mechano-chemical world to which purpose directs its activity ‘as to something already there’. 

Purpose in its most minimal sense must refer to a specific content that is outside it. Its self-

determining activity, Hegel further specifies, ‘is in its identity thus immediately external to 

itself, [reflexion] into itself just as much as [reflexion] outwards’.120 This sharpens the 

difference between the realm of objective indifference and purposeful activity, where the 

latter genuinely stands opposed to the former and purpose has a non-objective existence. But, 

also, purpose is identical to itself in its externality, its genuine form is not finite but infinite, 

such that purpose cannot merely stand opposed to indifferent objectivity but pervades it and 

engages with it continuously. In its infinity, purpose does not transition into objectivity as if it 

were something coming into it from the outside but is the continuous movement manifested 

by determinately realized objects.121 

Consequently, purpose is the drive to overcome its own presupposition, namely, that 

of merely finding an immediate world marked by indifference, and to posit these ‘as 

determined by the concept’, that is, to conceive of objects as non-indifferent and self-

realizing. What purpose does is simply to realize itself in the sphere of indifferent objectivity 

and thereby prove to be self-determining or self-positing purpose – and in the process it turns 

that objectivity into means for its self-realization. Willem A. deVries considers this 

‘determination of the concept’ qua subjective end as something intentional by a mind. While 

purpose lends itself to that view, I do not think Hegel’s account needs to presuppose a 

 
119 ‘Now in so far as purpose is this total [reflexion] of objectivity into itself and is such immediately, in the first 

place, the self-determination or the particularity as simple [reflexion] into itself is distinguished from the 

concrete form, and is a determinate content. Accordingly, purpose is finite, even though according to form it is 

equally infinite subjectivity’ (Hegel, 658/12.161). 
120 Hegel, 658/12.161. 
121 David Gray Carlson, following Herbert Marcuse, speaks of subjective purpose here as ‘appropriation’, which 

is meant to convey the meaning of self-realization through another (means). Appropriation, however, suggests 

something existing and determinate doing the appropriation, which may be misleading at this stage in teleology. 

See Carlson, A Commentary to Hegel’s Science of Logic, 553. 
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cognitive thinker for the present logic of purpose. Instead, the concept stands here simply for 

the rational. This affords Hegel’s account also the ability to posit rational forms in objectivity 

without directly implying a self-conscious thinker, which may align with natural evolution 

where one posits a rational development in nature without the explicit direction of a mind.122 

 As purpose currently stands it is something opposed to mechano-chemical objectivity, 

and this negative relation to objects is ‘equally a negative attitude towards itself’.123 But, 

again, this negative relating forms equally a positive moment, since purpose is directed 

inwards in being directed outwards (by the fact of its continuity). What is left for purpose is to 

sublate the idea that it is merely implicit in indifferent objectivity by making it explicit for 

itself that it is. Indeed, to posit purpose in indifferent objectivity would seem to cancel that 

element of wholesale indifference, since purpose is not indifferent to determinateness qua 

mechanical but sensitive to determinateness qua self-determinative. However, it is also not 

enough to simply “insert” purpose into mechano-chemical objectivity since purpose in its 

current form is burdened by its presupposition. Hegel writes precisely that, ‘the 

determinateness of the moments of the concept is externality; the simplicity of these moments 

within the unity of the concept is however incommensurable with what this unity is, and the 

concept therefore repels itself from itself’. The issue is that mechano-chemical objects are 

external by definition, yet they are included as moments of purpose. A second externality 

obtains internally within purpose where it is not identical with its moments but only with this 

difference. Both externalities appear to be unified simply in terms of externality, but this is 

incommensurate with the unity of the concept qua self-determination (unity of difference). A 

conceptual ‘repulsion’ occurs within purpose itself whereby it is particularized and rendered a 

determinate content. This content is only inner for the present moment but given the 

presupposition of an indifferent objective world and the impulse to posit its own activity in it, 

purpose makes equal its inner content with an indifferent object, and so realizes itself in the 

 
122 Findlay thinks that Hegel’s philosophy anticipates emergent evolution, see Findlay, “Hegel’s Use of 

Teleology,” 13. However, as Dahlstrom notes, Hegel explicitly saw nature as a system of stages, where one may 

infer a necessary rational development, but not literally as the higher stage being born or produced from the 

lower stages. The most natural evolution can give us, Hegel contended, was a historical narrative, but this does 

not serve as a scientific explanation—that is, informing us how something happened but not why. See O. 

Dahlstrom, “Hegel’s Appropriation of Kant’s Account of Teleology in Nature,” 179–80.  
123 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 658/12.161. 
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latter and turning it into ‘something determined by the concept’.124 This object determined by 

the concept is ‘the means’.  

 We begin to approximate what is usually understood in the notion of purpose, namely, 

that purpose is itself a particular content which connects to a specific object or means. What 

Hegel has shown, however, is how the basic idea of purpose alone entails these factors. 

Moreover, we can see how purpose is logically deficient without a determinate content and a 

means in which to realize itself. Sheer purpose has as its purpose, we could say, to realize 

itself, but this requires precisely means, as purpose alone cannot realize itself as purpose. It 

needs to be related to something it is not. This is perhaps often forgotten in the superficial 

view of purpose when an object exhibits intelligent content in virtue of being created by 

intelligence, for it does so not despite but because of the specific objects taken as means for 

that rational actuality. Thus, purpose has ‘in it the impulse to its realization’.125  

5.2.4.2 The Means 

The means is a further development of the concept of purpose. It is now understood that 

purpose has posited a mechano-chemical object as determined by the concept, or according to 

a rational organization. This object is now understood as ‘the means’ (Das Mittel). It is 

important to keep in mind that the means remains ‘an external existence indifferent towards 

the purpose itself and its realization’.126 However, the means also receives determination from 

purpose, so is not something merely indifferent. The means, then, is a unity of both the 

subjective purpose and the objective externality, and this forms a syllogism. 

 But as Hegel goes on to inform us, purpose and externality are only ‘externally linked’ 

in the means. Moreover, the syllogism here formed is a subsumptive one, where indifferent 

and indeterminate external objectivity inheres in the means, which in turn inheres in the 

determinacy of purpose. Purpose is not directly connected with objectivity, and, indeed, its 

connection to the means is also external. Hegel writes that the means is ‘a mechanical object 

that possesses purpose only as a determinateness, not as the simple concretion of totality’.127 

We seem to be constrained with the idea that purpose stands outside the object qua 

mechanical. But as Hegel continues, the means must be the unifying term: purpose is the 

 
124 The details of this paragraph are immense and I cannot explicate the fullness of this repulsion here now, 

suffice to say that the conceptual repulsion ties in with the exclusivity of singularity, which both posits the 

concept’s self-determination and its loss in externality.  
125 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 659/12.162, my emphasis FN. 
126 Hegel, 659/12.162. 
127 Hegel, 660/12.163. 
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‘immanent [reflexion] of means, such that purpose refers to itself within the means’.128 Now, 

why does this externality between the means and purpose obtain, or the externality between 

the terms of the syllogism? Remember that purpose presupposes an external objective domain 

and that it has built into its concept to posit itself in this externality; externality has thus 

always been a factor of purpose. What the means makes clear, however, is that these moments 

of purpose ‘come apart’; the means make explicit that purpose and mechano-chemical 

objectivity are external to each other. We could say then the means is the “judgment” of 

purpose, its determining of objects as means but also separation of the, initially connected, 

moments of purpose.  

 But means and purpose nevertheless maintain some irreducible connection. They are 

not absolutely external (just as in judgment, subject and predicate are also not wholly 

external). As Hegel states, ‘universality is the connection of purposiveness and the means’. 

There is nothing in the means that could offer resistance to purposive determination, 

particularly as an indifferent mechanical object that is equally expendable with one 

determinateness as well as another. It matters to purpose, however, what determinateness the 

object has, but in this it has already been posited as means. Indeed, the fact of the mechanical 

object’s ‘non-self-subsistence consists precisely in its being the totality of the concept only 

implicitly’.129 The development of objectivity will not be to merely make explicit this implicit 

concept (this has been achieved in the transition from the Objective- to the Subjective Logic), 

but to make explicit why explicitness requires some level of implicitness. In other words, why 

the concept develops into objective immediacy and through that emerges as the concept-in-

objectivity or purpose. I think the logic of purpose shows that purpose cannot act out merely 

by itself but must do it through its other. This, moreover, sheds light on self-determination, in 

the idea that the fuller sense of self-determination is one that actively relates to and integrates 

as such other-determination.  

 The means therefore retains an irreducible connection to purpose, and the means is a 

concrete unity of subjective purpose and objective externality. Now, the element of objective 

externality signifies that the means has a ‘one side’ of subsistence different from and against 

purpose. This further shows that the initial presupposition of purpose still ‘persists’, namely, 

that the mechano-chemical world is not posited as determined by purpose. However, through 

 
128 ‘as this [reflexion], it is a formal self-reference, since the determinateness is posited as real indifference, as 

the objectivity of the middle term’ (Hegel, 661/12.164). 
129 Hegel, 661/12.164. 



205 

 

the development of the means, purpose is ‘no longer mere impulse and striving’, but is the 

activity through which an object is directed towards an end. As Hegel puts it, ‘in the means 

the moment of objectivity is posited in its determinateness as something external, and the 

simply unity of the concept now has this objectivity as such within it’.130 In the means, then, 

we find that purpose is at the beginning of its realization – put more figuratively, the 

beginning of its end.131 

5.2.4.3 The Teleological Process 

For as long as purpose is understood as something outside objectivity—that the former takes 

the latter as its presupposition—then there exists a double indifference and an infinite 

repetition of means. With regards to indifference, we know that the mechanical object is 

indifferent to the determinateness it receives. However, Hegel writes that the activity of 

purpose insofar as it determines merely the indifferent object, too, is ‘indifferent to 

determinateness’. The thought here seems to be that if purpose remains external to the means, 

it can dispense with the means as it likes without any risk to itself, for if one set of means 

becomes inadequate or damaged, another can be brought in to fulfill the end. But here 

purpose’s own activity is ‘indifferent to determinateness’ from others. The deficiency here is 

that the product of such purpose becomes again a means to which purpose and its activity is 

external, such that ‘only a purposeful means would result, but not the objectivity of the 

purpose itself’. The point Hegel wants to make is, I think, that purpose in its current form 

takes for granted its activity; purpose is merely subjective. But we have learned that purpose 

is ‘active in its means’, which must lead to a new understanding where purpose cannot 

determine the mechanical object as something merely external to it. In technical terms, Hegel 

writes that ‘the otherwise external activity of purpose through its means must determine itself 

as mediation and thus sublate itself as external’.132 Generally, the development of objectivity 

 
130 Hegel, 661-2/12.164-5. 
131 This addresses the paradox of beginnings discussed earlier in the Logic (Hegel, 45-6/21.53-4). The idea that 

once you begin something, the end is already presupposed, such that you here have a complex determinacy. The 

Logic, however, cannot have a complex beginning without justifying that complexity, but this cannot be done 

without presupposing even more complex means. The task, then, becomes to “begin” without beginning, or a 

logical beginning where the category in question does not explicitly leave any trace of having begun. In 

teleology, however, with subjective purpose developing into the means we discover a logic of double-

beginnings, that is, a logical beginning that develops into a real beginning. Pure subjective purpose does not 

strictly have an end other than to realize itself. But it does not begin this realization since it is always an impulse 

and a striving towards it, and it is continuous with itself in its moments. But purpose is incommensurate with 

one-sided external indifference, hence purpose is itself here only a finite movement of negativity; it is itself 

implicitly one-sided. It is once purpose sublates its own externality qua subjective finitude and posits the object 

as its own qua means, that purpose internally separates into beginning and end, rendering itself explicitly one-

sided.  
132 Hegel, 662/12.165. 
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has shown that the indifferent and immediate object turns out to be, through its own logic, a 

moment of a differentiated and mediated structure of self-determination. Now, however, we 

see that this mediated structure of self-determination qua purpose still retains an externality 

with regards to its object.  

 In other words, purpose remains indifferent and external to its means, but the basic 

concept or impulse of purpose is to be non-indifferent and be in externality. Here we see that 

the externality that purpose needs to overcome is not that of its means qua mechanical object 

but that of itself standing outside the object.   

5.4.3.3.1 External Purposiveness: The Cunning of Reason 

Ordinarily, purpose readily lends itself as external purpose and it would seem that this is 

rather basic. But actually, a sophisticated logic is at work in this and the logical progression 

needed to first develop purpose itself, then its means, and only then their relation. As we saw 

above, the means needed to be understood as in itself rational—or where the concept 

pervades an object such that objectivity is a moment of the concept as well as the concept 

being external to this moment—before the structure of external purposiveness could obtain.  

Something is being taken as a goal and something else is taken as means to achieve that goal. 

For example, my goal is to till the land and I make use of the plough to achieve this. But 

tilling the land could be achieved otherwise: I could use my hands (though this would be 

somewhat laborious) or I could employ the strength of an ox, or, even better, a tractor. The 

goal is here external to the means since its activity is indifferent to the means. I would have to 

employ a second criteria, efficiency, to differentiate the means, but here too it could equally 

be asked whether this purpose is in and for itself good, which seems like yet another criterion, 

and so on, which does not explicate external purposiveness as much is it merely repeats it. Let 

us stay with the first example then. 

 In external purpose, it looks like the means are conceptually higher than the purpose it 

serves. As Hegel declaims, ‘the plough is more honorable than are the immediately the 

enjoyments which it procures and which are the purposes. The tool lasts while the immediate 

enjoyments pass away and are forgotten’.133 But as he then goes on to explain, logically, the 

tool only has the determinateness of “tool” insofar as it realizes some purpose; it is not that 

the purpose (tilled land) stands apart from the mechanical process (the plough tilling the land) 

but it manifests itself in the process (the land actually becomes tilled). The process, in turn, 

 
133 Hegel, 663/12.166. 
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depends on the rationality that is implied in the purposeful activity.134 More precisely, the 

particular wooden and metal object would lose its determinateness “plough” if its purpose of 

“tilling land” were not implied in it, even though, logically, the latter purpose qua content 

remains something external and indifferent within the former means qua form. It is owing to 

this externality between purpose-as-content and the means-as-form that the latter is 

interchangeable, which we pointed to above already.135 But this precise externality is not a 

difference between the object and the purpose as two diverse objects but a difference within 

purpose itself; the fact it lends itself to multiple diverse means suggests a simple 

determinateness or identity is transferred from the intended purpose to its realization.136 

Indeed, the teleological process is ‘the translation of the concept that concretely exists 

distinctly as concept into objectivity; … this translation into a presupposed other is the 

rejoining of the concept through itself with itself’.137 The intended purpose is to till the land 

and through the means this intention is realized; in terms of content or determinateness, we 

have here an identity from beginning to end.  

 Hence, teleological process or activity has in its end its beginning, or in the effect is 

the cause. As Hegel writes, ‘it is a becoming of what has become; that in it only that which 

already concretely exists comes into existence’. This feature of teleology is commonly 

despised, since it appears that one merely ends up with what one first assumed, or that the 

intention is some kind of a self-fulfilling prophecy. As Hegel has shown, there must be an 

identity that is carried over from intention to realization in external purpose, since the 

determinateness meant to be achieved is already deployed ahead of the process. It seems the 

common complaint has some validity, but as we shall next see, external purposiveness cannot 

itself be the whole of teleology without incoherence to the concept of purpose. 

5.4.3.3.2 Mechanized Purpose and its Regress 

External purposiveness where the purpose is indifferent to its means is plagued with 

inconsistencies with regards to the initial concept of purpose, the chief of which is the impulse 

 
134 ‘The power of purpose over the object is this identity existing for itself, and its activity is the manifestation of 

this identity’ (Hegel, 663/12.166). 
135 ‘The purpose as content is the determinateness as it exists in and for itself, present in the object as indifferent 

and external; but the activity of the purpose is the truth of the process on the one side, and, as negative unity, the 

sublation of the reflective shine of externality. The indifferent determinateness of the object is one that can 

abstractly be replaced by another just as externally…’ (Hegel, 663-4/12.167). 
136 This flexibility of purpose via a diversity of means might seem to make the former something complex, but 

this transition presupposes a simple determinateness or identity since something must link the intended purpose 

to its realization.  
137 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 664/12.167. 
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to sublate externality and indifference. In the teleological process so far, we have seen that 

purpose has in part sublated externality by positing a continuity from intention to realization. 

But this continuity is broken when the teleological process is realized in the product. For the 

product of external purpose receives its determinateness externally just as if it was an 

imposition from the outside. This latter external determination revives the mechanical 

relation, whereby an indifferent determinateness is merely put into one object by another. 

Perhaps what is commonly despised in teleology is not purposefulness per say but the 

resurgence of mechanical relations where they should be passé. External purpose seems to 

violate the object, putting something into it that is not there by nature and preventing the 

object from freely determining itself. It should be noted that this is a problem that emerges for 

purpose, not mechanical relations—the latter are, after all, indifferent either way.  

 How then are we to deal with this problem? First, we can distinguish the merely 

mechanical from the purposeful by understanding that the purposeful object is a moment of a 

unity. Although the product of external purpose has its determinateness given to it from the 

outside, that determinateness is not as such something merely external. That determinateness 

forms part of a whole, such that it is for itself not of a mechanical character. To continue with 

the example: Tilling is an external imposition upon the land, such that once the teleological 

process is realized and done, the land now has the determinateness “tilled”, to which the 

object land remains indifferent and which it does not maintain on its own accord. But the 

determinateness “tilled” forms a moment of another concept, namely, it becomes the means 

for another purpose, such as, mixing amendments into the soil. Still, land or the object has a 

content of its own different to the content of “tilling” or purpose. Yet, it is not that purpose 

alone can directly be realized in its object, but it must take another object as its means. The 

same deficiency, however, applies to the means as to the target object, namely, that purpose is 

externally and mechanistically applied to the means. In the example, the plough is itself the 

result of some purpose towards which other means needed to be applied. The point being that 

the seemingly simple structure of external purposiveness presupposes the result of further 

operations of external purpose. Hence, as Hegel confirms, ‘the connections in which [the 

teleological process] consists are not themselves conclusions or mediations but already 

presuppose the conclusion for the production of which they are supposed to serve as 
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means’.138 External purpose is thus parasitic on, or takes for granted, other purposes and 

means.139 

 The significance here is that the product of the teleological process and the means both 

are equally objects determined by an external purpose, and so the product is ‘the same as what 

the means is’. If the product of the teleological process is another means, this presupposes 

another purpose, such that this product is not the realized purpose.140 Hegel writes that it is a 

matter of indifference whether we speak of this as a fulfilled purpose or another means, since 

the determination is a relative one and not an objective one, that is, something that would be 

self-subsistent and independent. Hence, for external purpose, all objects are means. That is, 

there is no object that can adequately realize a purpose imposed upon it. Indeed, it is not that 

this is a deficiency per say, but, rather, it is intended by the very nature of objects to be taken 

up and used by another. ‘Anything which is intended for the realization of a purpose and is 

taken essentially as a means, is such a means by virtue of its vocation [Bestimmung] that it 

can be used up. … They fulfill their vocation, therefore, only through their being used up and 

worn out, and only by virtue of their negation do they correspond to what they are supposed to 

be.’141 It may appear that Hegel here injects a temporal character when he speaks of the 

object’s wear and tear, and of it being used up, but these expressions serve a pedagogical 

function; the key logical moment to note here is that objects negate themselves. This self-

negation has already been observed in the purely mechanical and chemical spheres, where—

with no appeal to purpose—the logic of externality and indifference prove to undermine 

themselves.  

This self-negation echoes the logic of finitude, where we find the two opposing sides 

of restriction and ought, which, upon reflection, turn out to enable each other: it is only by 

being restricted that the finite being ought to be beyond its restriction. Similarly, the 

mechanical object gains a purpose insofar as it brings its sheer externality to an end and turns 

itself into a moment of a unified purpose, becoming in the latter what it “was supposed to be”. 

 
138 Hegel, 665/12.168, my edit FN, technically Hegel refers here to the structure in terms of syllogism, but I have 

altered this for the sake of simplicity. 
139 More precisely, the present form of purpose takes the form of a formal syllogism. But the deficiencies of a 

formal syllogism are here brought to bear, namely, that the connections of the premises are not themselves 

mediated but immediate. In terms of the one premise—purpose and the means—another means must be inserted 

to determine the first with the purpose it is supposed to have. In terms of the other premise—means to the 

indeterminate object—another purpose needs to be inserted  
140 ‘In such a product itself, therefore, only a means has been derived, not a realized purpose; or again, purpose 

has not truly attained any objectivity in it’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 666/12.168). 
141 Hegel, 666/12.169, my emphasis FN. 
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But the onus of action appears to rely on the mechanical object to bring out this sublation of 

its externality. The idea here is that purposes are not simply external to object that serve as 

their means, because objects turn themselves into such means. This highlights the fact that, 

already at this point, the determining of objects ceases to be purely external; so Hegel’s 

account of teleology can be understood to undermine any determinism based on external 

aims. 

Moreover, because mechanical objects must negate themselves to receive 

determinateness for an outside purpose, this means that the objects cannot be perfectly simple 

realization of purposes. Indeed, it is only insofar as objects render themselves finite that they 

are open to be determined externally. However, this same finitude signifies that the object can 

never be logically adequate for the purpose. As Hegel confirms, ‘They are not united with 

purpose positively, because they possess self-determination only externally and are only 

relative purposes, or essentially only means’.142 The determinateness of “tilled land” or 

“plough” outlives the material means which serve these purposes, such that the means 

logically fall short of the latter. Lastly, the means of external purpose can never possess 

genuine self-determination but attach themselves to the latter only relatively, which I 

understand to signify that external purpose again presupposes another purpose for its making.  

This insight into the finitude of the means also reflects back on purpose. From the 

standpoint of purpose, the means provide it with only a ‘restricted content’ (the means occupy 

the side of the finite that concerns the ought whereas purpose occupies the side that concerns 

restriction). The content is precisely restricted in contrast to the form of the subjective 

purpose, which is the ‘infinite self-determination of the concept’. In other words, purpose as 

such transcends its means even though its content (and thus part of itself) has ‘restricted itself 

to external singularity’ or, it has consigned itself to the fate of objects. From the side of the 

form of purpose, this restricted and finite content gains the determinateness of ‘untruth’. Here 

Hegel evokes the terms of necessity, being, becoming, alteration and passing away, which 

suggests that this content of purpose incorporates material from the logic of being and 

essence.143 

One can sense a dissatisfaction here at the end with the logic of external purpose 

insofar as the subjective purpose is concerned. It is strongly implied that an opposition 

 
142 Hegel, 666/12.169. 
143 Hegel, 666/12.169. 
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emerges within purpose itself between its finite content and infinite form (an opposition 

absent on the side of the indifferent mechanical object), and we look to next what follows 

from this. 

5.4.3.3.3 The Objective Purpose 

External purposiveness, or mechanized purpose, is in this eerie situation where it cannot 

employ a means before its realization has taken place, but the whole point of employing the 

means is to bring forth this realization.144 Its realization, then, is something that depends on 

another and, in this respect, it is something externally determined and altogether mechanical. 

The traditional problem of teleology appears to map on to the present logic.145 Purpose, Hegel 

notes, is itself, logically, an object.  

 Hegel claims that the result of mechanized purpose is not mere repetition of its 

connection, but also the truth of such a connection, and this truth is the internal and objective 

purpose. If Hegel is right, all the ingredients are there, so to speak, in external purpose and we 

need only to look at it more closely to see that objective purpose has indeed been achieved.  

 Recall, first, that the mechanical object negates its own externality (without reference 

to purpose). Secondly, purpose makes explicit (posits) that this externality has no veritable 

being but adds it is only an ‘unessential shine’ and something that has already made itself into 

a moment. Thirdly, then, ‘the activity of the purpose truly is … only the exposure of this 

[shine] and the sublation of it’.146 Fourth, externality as mere externality is explicitly a 

moment of purpose itself, ‘not’, as Hegel confirms, ‘as anything that stands on its own over 

against it’.147 Indeed, fifth, with the sublation of externality also comes the sublation of the 

object as something independent against purpose.148 With these five stipulations in mind, the 

connection of purpose to the indeterminate mechanical object is immediate. There is no 

violence brought upon the object in order to turn it into a means, Hegel claims, since the very 

fact that the externality of the object has been made explicit (posited), signifies that the object 

has no determination (or vocation) other than subjecting itself to purpose, wherein its 

determinateness of “externality” is both cancelled as the totality but preserved as a moment. In 

 
144 ‘Purpose is itself an object and, as one may say, it does not attain a means because its realization is needed 

before such a realization can be brought about through a means’ (Hegel, 667/12.169). 
145 This is the idea that a final cause determines the efficient cause without there being anything efficient.  
146 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 667/12.169, my edit of “reflective shine” into “shine” FN. 
147 Hegel, 667/12.169. 
148 We find this confirmed also in the Encyclopedia Logic: ‘In-itself the independence of the object has already 

evaporated in the mechanical and chemical processes; and as they take place under the dominion of the purpose, 

even the semblance of this independence—the negative as against the Concept—sublates itself’ (Hegel, The 

Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, 285/§212). 
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other words, mechanical and chemical objects turn themselves into the means for realizing 

purposes, so that the latter are not in fact simply “external” to those objects. Hegel writes 

more specifically: 

the resolution [Entschluß], the resolve [Aufschluß], this determination of itself [that is, 

the subjective purpose], is the only posited externality of the object, which is therein 

immediately subjected to purpose, and has no other determination as against it than 

that of the nothingness of the being-in-and-for-itself.149 

…since the accomplished purpose is determined only as means and material, this 

object is already posited at once as something that is in-itself null and merely ideal.150 

The main point here is that an object—now understood as means—has no independence 

entirely apart from purpose, or the concept. This is because the externality that first defined 

objects is here posited within purpose as something ‘only external and unessential’, and if 

purpose qua concept is immanent in an object as such, then the externality itself forms a 

moment of the whole of what an object is. This moment is furthermore rendered as 

unessential, since it is inherently the least self-determinate, in contrast to purpose, which is 

self-determinate. This is why, Hegel writes, that the determinateness of externality is null; it 

does not have against purpose any other determination (or resolve or vocation) than being its 

sheer negative; the negative of self-determination, namely, other-determination.151 We could 

almost say that the object here is positively anti-purpose. The concept qua purpose relates to 

this negative in opposition, though not one defined by mechanical externality, but, rather, by a 

purposeful intensity within the concept: the negative as the immediacy of objectivity stands as 

something through which rationality qua purpose can determine itself.  

All this is fairly technical, so let us return to the example of the plough. The materials 

that make up the plough could not have been used for its means if they did not already have 

inwardly that determinateness. Purposeful activity, then, simply brings out this latent content 

within the object(s) in turning it into the means. The opposition we saw in the previous 

section between the object having its own content against purpose’s own, seemingly imposed, 

 
149 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 667/12.170. 
150 Hegel, The Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, 285/§212. 
151 As laid out in the introduction to objectivity, Hegel writes, ‘since the concept equally as to restore the free 

being-for-itself of its subjectivity, it enters with respect to objectivity into a relation of purpose in which the 

immediacy of objectivity becomes a negative for it, something to be determined through its activity. This 

immediacy thus acquires the other significance, namely that in and for itself, in so far as it stands opposed to the 

concept, it is a nullity’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 630/12.131-2). 
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content is hereby nullified; purpose actually engages a content already part of the object’s 

‘inwardness’.152 This content is a purpose of its own that belongs to the object itself, and it is 

no detriment to it that it also can be a means for another. Therefore, purpose cannot be 

something externally imposed—even in the situation of mechanized purposeful activity—

since that would not be a purposeful relation but a mechanical one. The presupposition of 

mechanized purpose, which seemed to lead to a regress, is the fact that objects already contain 

specific contents, and that a certain interaction brings into communication their immanent 

concept. As deVries puts it, ‘Mechanical explanation enables one to understand how 

something interacts with other things; teleological explanation enables one to understand what 

something is in the first place’.153 This explanation is something intelligent precisely since 

one does not force the matter (qua mechanical) but uses what is already within the object—in 

a sense, one uses the object’s self-negation. Ross phrases this well, ‘if mechanism did not 

negate itself, then teleology could not negate it either; if the world of lifeless objects did not 

have an immanent rationality, then the rational subject that makes use of them would not ever 

be at home in working on them’.154 Iron, steel and wood make for a good plough, not soap, 

glass or seaweed. The teleological process thus is the manifestation of rationality latent in 

objects—indeed, in objectivity as such. This undermines the idea that objects are governed 

wholly externally, and so undermines metaphysical determinism.  

deVries distinguishes subjective purpose from objective or realized purpose in terms 

of the intentional- and the functional model. This is very helpful, and I agree that Hegel’s full 

account of purpose is precisely defining the character of things through their functionality (as 

we have seen with the plough). However, deVries thinks that the distinction between the two 

models lies in whether purpose is repeatable or not. He writes, ‘We can use the same 

descriptive format to attribute purposiveness in both intentional and functional teleology: S 

does A in order to G. But in functional teleology it cannot be the case that this is a one-time 

event’.155 He adds as textual support: ‘in contrast to the subjective end, the means, as 

immediate objectivity, has a universality of existence that the subjective individuality of the 

 
152 ‘The finitude of purpose consists in the fact that, in its realisation, the material used as means is only 

externally subsumed under it and adapted to it. But in fact the object is implicitly the Concept, and when the 

Concept, as purpose, is realised in the object, this purpose is only the manifestation of the object's own 

inwardness’ (Hegel, The Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, 286/§212A). 
153 deVries, “The Dialectic of Teleology,” 58. 
154 Ross, On Mechanism in Hegel’s Social and Political Philosophy, 96. 
155 deVries, “The Dialectic of Teleology,” 62. 
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end still lacks’.156 In addition to introducing a temporal character into the logic—which I 

think is deeply problematic—I think deVries misinterprets this passage. What Hegel says here 

is that ‘the means’, because it bridges immediate objectivity with subjective purpose and is 

thereby determined through these, enjoys a universality of existence (Allgemeinheit des 

Daseins)—being both continuity (universal) and something determinate (existence). The 

subjective purpose ‘misses’ precisely this since it is distinguished as wholly apart from 

immediate objectivity. There nothing about whether it occurs once or multiple times.  

Moreover, this reading generates an incompatibility between the two senses of 

purpose. Where Hegel’s account aims to show how subjective purpose is a moment of the 

realized purpose, deVries’s interpretation introduces a gap. ‘Besides the fact that function-

attributions are type-specific, not token-specific, the other obvious difference between 

functional and intentional teleology is that functional teleology does not attribute any 

intentional states, beliefs or desires, to the subject of the attribution.’157 First, I do not think 

the type-token distinction (which is a crude universal-singular distinction) is helpful here, 

since subjective as well as realized purpose employ both. Second, by aligning cognitive states 

with subjective purpose, deVries generates a problem Hegel does not have, namely, that of 

having to exclude the intentional from the functional. I think Hegel’s major point is that the 

only reason there is anything intentional is because something functional is already realized 

(which itself, as we have seen, turns itself into a means for another purpose), such that the 

intentional is, broadly speaking, the immediate appearance of the functional. A 

‘complementarity’ exists between function and intention, as Sarah Broadie points out 

regarding Aristotle’s teleology, but this does not make the former dependent on the latter.158  

5.4.3.3.4 The Double Sublation of Objectivity  

The opposition of objective immediacy—the null point of the concept—and purpose is an 

opposition internal to purpose (or the concept) itself. The fact that this negative is within 

 
156 In di Giovanni’s translation, ‘as contrasted with the subjective purpose, the means has as immediate 

objectivity a universality of existence which the subjective singularity of purpose still misses’ (Hegel, The 

Science of Logic, 660/12.163). 
157 deVries, “The Dialectic of Teleology,” 62. 
158 Broadie makes a similar point regarding teleology in Aristotle: ‘And this complementarity is general, 

applying where will or desire is present, but also where they are not. Thus it is not as if the absence in a given 

case of empirical psychological factors forces us into the following choice: either (a) there is only a final cause 

 functioning in a vacuum (which is absurd), or (b) final causality does not obtain at all, or (c) final causality does 

obtain, but only through the medium of a specially postulated empirically unidentifiable desire or the like. These 

 options are not exhaustive unless one assumes that it is only in virtue of a desire or conscious purpose that an 

agent can be an end-oriented efficient  cause of some objective which in turn functions as final cause of that 

active efficiency’ (Broadie, “Nature, Craft and Phronesis in Aristotle,” 37). 
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purpose must signify that there is a continuity between these opposed elements, which 

anticipates a fundamental unity.  

 The way this proceeds is through a first and second sublation of objectivity. The first 

sublation already took place in the previous section, where we understood that externality 

formed a moment of purpose itself such that purpose is in ‘objective immediacy’. Purpose is 

now retroactively posited in the being of objectivity. The second sublation, Hegel goes on to 

inform us,  

is not only the sublation of a first immediacy but of both, of the objective as something 

merely posited and of the immediacy. The negativity thus returns to itself in such a 

way that it is equally the restoration of objectivity, but of an objectivity which is 

identical with it, and in this it is at the same time also the positing of it as an external 

objectivity which is only determined by purpose.159 

The second sublation, to my mind, is the understanding that purpose cannot simply posit 

objective immediacy and thus form it into a moment of itself, since purpose also emerges out 

of objective immediacy and is equally a moment of it. Hence, roughly speaking, it is not so 

much that purpose determines mechano-chemical reality as mechano-chemical reality 

determines itself in acting purposefully, which is to say that such reality reveals its own 

suitedness to certain purposes. This advanced positing is itself done on the part of purpose, 

such that we have here an activity that sees itself as part of a whole (qua purpose as emerging 

out of mechano-chemical reality and being identical with it) and the whole as a part (the 

whole range of objective immediacy forming a moment determined by purpose) – the point is 

that purpose realizes itself in and through the inherent purposefulness of objects.160 

 Now, looking closer at the teleological process, the double character of the advanced 

positing displays itself in the product as well. On the one hand, the teleological process 

produces another means. This is the restricted, finite positing of mechanized purpose. On the 

other hand, however, the teleological process realizes the purpose or rationality immanent in 

 
159 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 667/12.170. 
160 Hegel uses the language of ‘negativity’ to indicate that we are at the cusp of a new understanding; one that 

includes the respective posited-as-external objectivity and self-referring objectivity. We can call the former, 

more restricted and external, type finite objectivity and the latter as infinite objectivity. Finite objectivity qua 

mechanized purpose produces again finite means. Infinite objectivity being the ground and continuum of any 

purpose. 
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the object as such, and that being a means forms the reality of purpose.161 The latter includes 

the first and, conversely, includes itself as the immanent development into the first. This 

means that finite, external teleology is not a fiction but a reality, but that it cannot stand on its 

own but requires (presupposes) the objective purposefulness of objects themselves. Pierini 

helpfully distinguishes two externalities here, the simple externality of objects as shine, and 

the concrete externality of the concept as manifestation162, the latter is that which is 

understood as the object that acts on behalf of a rational self-determination, and thereby 

integrates the simple externality as a moment of itself, not erasing the difference but 

encompassing it.163 More technically, infinite objectivity includes finite objectivity and has its 

completion in the latter.  

 This completion of purpose, however, entails the disappearance of the means, and 

therewith also of purposeful becoming. Strictly speaking, purpose exists insofar as there is a 

means through which it strives towards its realization, but the completion of this process no 

longer signifies that an object is subsumed externally under a purpose but just is this. The 

whole mediation of teleological becoming folds into the ‘concrete identity of objective 

purpose, and into the same identity as abstract identity and immediacy of existence’. In other 

words, the rationality latent in objects breaks out into a teleological becoming, the final result 

of which sees it settle once again into ‘determinateness of external indifference’.164 The 

teleological process returns to the immediacy of mechanical objectivity.  

Here we have a closed loop—though we do not simply return to the beginning of 

objectivity where the concept was sublated, since we have learned now that this transition into 

immediate mechanical reality is purposeful. That is, it was intended according to the self-

determination of the concept to turn itself into something merely other-determined—and then 

re-emerge in this other-determination. But the other-determination which the concept posits is 

itself in the form of its immediacy, though this form is not equal to the genuine mediated 

form. In understanding objectivity to negate its indifference and to be a moment of the 

concept, it is simultaneously understood that the concept is irreducible to the former. Hegel 

highlights the difficulty of the present structure: 

 
161 ‘Because of this positing, the product remains as before also a means; because of the identity with negativity, 

the product is an objectivity which is identical with the concept, is the realized purpose in which the side of 

being a means is the reality itself of purpose’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 667/12.170). 
162 These are categories of essence, where shine aligns to the formation of essence (what essence seems) and 

manifestation concerns essence in its actuality (essence as realized and substantial).  
163 Pierini, Theorie Der Freiheit: Der Begriff Des Zwecks in Hegels Wissenschaft Der Logik, 174–75. 
164 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 668/12.170-1. 
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Since the concept is here165, in the sphere of objectivity where its determinateness has 

the form of indifferent externality, in reciprocal action with itself [in Wechselwirkung 

mit sich selbst ist], the exposition of its movement becomes doubly difficult and 

intricate, for such a movement is itself immediately doubled and a first is always also a 

second.166 

Let us look more closely at this “first is always also a second”. Hegel continues to write: 

In the concept taken for itself, that is, in its subjectivity, the difference of itself from 

itself is an immediate identical totality on its own [I]; but since its determinateness 

here is indifferent externality [II], its self-identity is in this externality immediately 

also self-repulsion again [III], so that what is determined as external and indifferent to 

the identity is rather this identity itself [IV], and the identity as identity, as self-

reflected, is rather its other [V].167 

In the first place, the concept by its nature is the universal, such that it continues or persists 

into determinateness, particularity and immediacy. The concept developed ‘immediate 

identical totality’ prior to objectivity in its explication as singularity [I]. However, objectivity 

introduces the character or determinateness of ‘indifferent externality’, and this is an 

additional quality to the merely subjective structure [II]. Hegel then evokes the movement of 

self-repulsion, stating that it occurs again [III], indicating that this is an operation native to the 

concept whereby it generates difference in identity. The next is difficult since it seems 

contradictory, but the point is rather that the difference is no difference at all and therefore 

just identity. Externality and indifference, taken as characteristics meant to distinguish 

identity from non-identity only fall, Hegel thinks, back under the initial identity. Or 

externality and indifference do not sufficiently distinguish identity from non-identity, since 

subjective self-identity already encompassed these characteristics in its immediate identical 

totality [IV]. What objectivity then brings to the fore is to make this ‘immediate identical 

totality’ something that stands entirely on its own and is independent. But now this element is 

aligned as identical with the concept’s own immediate identity, which incurs the same self-

repulsion as before, such that non-identity follows in this identity. In other words, the concept 

 
165 I take Hegel to refer here to the subjective concept, not merely the concept qua purpose, since I take him to 

make a statement here about the whole of subjectivity and objectivity together, though of course from the 

standpoint of the developed concept of purpose at the end of objectivity; this is the logic that runs the show, so to 

speak. The reason for this is mainly textual: Hegel refers to the concept in its subjectivity and as something 

different from objectivity.  
166 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 668/12.171. 
167 Hegel, 668/12.171, my insertions FN. 
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in being identical with its reality qua object, is simultaneously different from it in virtue of the 

concept’s native self-repulsion. But this would only yield ‘the other’, but there is an additional 

step that yields the connection of ‘its other’, and this is the phase of self-reflexion. The 

concept repulses itself from itself, generates difference in identity, but we do not end here 

with this clean difference but the concept recognizes that this division already has occurred, 

so to speak. The identity split off as mere other becomes recollected as a “past form” of the 

concept, such that it must understand itself as a development from this “past state” [V]. Now, 

there is no temporality at work here, only the understanding that the concept grasps itself as a 

moment that is now radically different from it, though not, ultimately, entirely other.  

 That is why Hegel speaks of an ‘original inner externality of the concept’. Objectivity 

is the drawing out of this latent externality within rationality. This gives us a new insight into 

the nature of self-determination: ‘the self-determination is also the determination of an 

external object not determined by the concept; and conversely this determination is self-

determination, that is, the sublated externality posited as inner, or the certainty of the 

unessentiality of the external object’.168 Purpose is this certainty of the unessentiality of 

external objects, namely, that objects are not completely defined by being externally 

determined. Purpose itself, we saw above, cannot be imposed mechanically from the outside, 

so there must be a content inherent to the object, though this content can only manifest itself 

through mechanical and chemical means. This sheds light on self-determination in the sense 

that self-determination remains something only superficial, immediate or subjective if it is not 

understood to include 1) self-determination—in the form of self-realization of purpose—

cannot occur without objectivity (the sphere of other-determination), but also 2) it cannot 

occur without the self-negation of that sphere, that is, without objects proving to be inherently 

purposeful. The difficulty is that this form of other-determination qua immediate totality is 

equally incommensurate with the concept qua self-determination and a dualism would open 

here if it were not for the reflexion or certainty that other-determination or externality is 

‘unessential’ or the concept in the state of its untruth. The dualism does not obtain precisely 

since objectivity becomes understood as the implicit concept, now in a special relationship 

with the explicit concept as its other. A new identity is here forged:  

This identity is on the one hand the simple concept, and the equally immediate 

objectivity, but, on the other hand, it is just as essentially mediation, and it is that 

 
168 Hegel, 668-9/12.171. 
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simple immediacy only through this mediation sublating itself as mediation. Thus the 

concept is essentially this: to be distinguished, as an identity existing for itself, from its 

implicit existent objectivity, and thereby to obtain externality, but in this external 

totality to be the totality’s self-determining identity … the idea.  

The concept that is understood to be really existing is procedurally differentiated from its 

implicit being in objectivity within which its self-determination is realized, and its 

determination idealized.169 In other words, the rational that is actual cannot be anything less or 

more than finite, external objectivity; but precisely in this exercises self-determination 

through the totality of objectivity as totality, which brings objectivity to a complete whole that 

at once also crystalizes objectivity as the implicit unity of the rational and its actuality 

(concept and its reality) and the idea arising as the explicit unity of the rational and its 

actuality. This latter explicit unity adds the fact that actuality is nothing but the rational in its 

implicit form, such that the idea is, ultimately, the concept distinguished from itself.170  

5.4.3.3.5. Function vs. Teleology: Pinkard’s Reading 

Terry Pinkard does not think that Hegel’s account of teleology is actually about teleology at 

all. He distinguishes between a teleological system and a purpose-like system.171 A 

teleological system is one where a system explicitly acknowledges a certain goal or outcome 

and then works towards it via means, such that has goal as some causal efficacy. A purpose-

like system may attain some goal or outcome, but without actually acknowledging this goal, 

the system cannot be said to have devised the means to achieve precisely this goal, so that it 

cannot be said to perform its action because of the goal. Hence, the latter, Pinkard claims, is 

not teleological in the proper sense. The ‘cunning of reason’ could be a surrogate for the 

explicit acknowledgement, but Pinkard thinks that it is by definition implicit intelligence—

 
169 Carlson puts this point theologically and well: ‘When taken as an intelligent, purposive Creator who stands 

apart from the Created, God is reduced to Means - an external object we "use" to explain creation. Means, 

however, demands further interpolation of a new middle term, and so a God that stands apart from its creation 

must pass away, like any finite object. Only a self-creating God in unity with all the other creations can endure’ 

(Carlson, A Commentary to Hegel’s Science of Logic, 556). 
170 For a possible concern about vicious circularity in Hegel’s account of objectivity, see Appendix section C. 
171 ‘A teleological system is purposive; it is one in which such and such occurs because the system is aiming at 

some goal. A purpose-like system is one in which items function to maintain the system or some performance of 

the system; given that a system typically does Φ, then X and Y are needed for the performance of that system. 

Such systems, however, are mechanistic in Hegel's sense; the specification of functions depends on the existence 

of causal regularities. To the extent that Hegel identifies purpose-like systems with teleological systems, he 

identifies functional with teleological explanation. Functional explanation, however, need not be teleological’ 

(Pinkard, Hegel’s Dialectic, 92). 
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where states appear as if they were rationally ordered—and, therefore, does not match 

genuine teleology.  

 In one sense Pinkard is right, but I also think he misses the deeper point. Hegel’s 

objective account of teleology cannot be the cognizant teleology Pinkard seeks, since more 

advanced elements are at work in that than what is offered in the base mechano-chemical 

realm—elements Hegel deals with at the end of his chapter on cognition, on the syllogism of 

action.172 If Hegel were to offer the cognizant teleology Pinkard wants, the immediate 

problem is how the purpose is known in advance. In Pinkard’s example, ‘Without reliance on 

some set of causal generalizations, in many instances Sherman would not be able to act 

intentionally, since Sherman could then have no idea what he would have to do in order to 

bring about Φ’.173 Pinkard takes these ‘causal generalizations’ to be mechanical in nature, but 

they are logically purpose-like (to use Pinkard’s term), since in order to use objects 

determinately, the content has to be already realized in some fashion. The hardness of the 

wood is already realized before it is taken up to be used as planks. There is, then, necessarily a 

step between pure mechanical reality and cognizant teleology, and that is that objects, 

inasmuch as they can be used for some function, exhibit purposeful contents. This rational 

exhibition, Hegel claims, belongs to objectivity rather than cognition, and I think this is meant 

to defuse the problem of knowing a purpose before it occurs. As we have seen, an object is 

purposeful because some purpose is already realized. Cognizant teleology is then relieved of 

the problem of how its purpose obtains before the system knows it, since purpose obtains at 

the level of objectivity prior to life and cognition (or, cognizant teleology relies on the 

developments of purpose in objectivity). In other words, if I read Hegel right, there must be a 

functional purpose-like intermediary stage between mechanism and cognizant teleology to 

provide the contents for the latter to be used. Moreover, the reason this intermediary stage 

must belong to objectivity is because the contents themselves are not imposed on the objects 

but belong to them in virtue of their inner determination (their concept), such that objective 

validity is granted to the designs of a cognizing system. Cognizant systems are the further 

developed ‘cunning of reason’ that exploits the system that purposes are not imposed on 

objects as such but exploited (e.g. livestock, automation, building machines that build other 

machines). 

 
172 See Hegel, The Science of Logic, 730-4/12.232-5. 
173 Pinkard, Hegel’s Dialectic, 93. 
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 Not surprisingly, then, Pinkard’s own assessment of Hegel’s account of teleology is 

judged as ‘empirically vacuous’. Pinkard does not have the intermediary step and asks, after 

discerning some seeming random process to have reason, ‘how could one know what the goal 

was? Either one must extrapolate it from observation of current processes, or it must be 

revealed to one—most likely through some kind of religious vision’.174 As I think Hegel 

shows, the goal is already partially realized, since without this anchoring, the goal would be 

completely disconnected and thus could never be determined in principle. The cunning of 

reason, therefore, is only a ‘hidden directing’ insofar as it manifests itself. 

 It may be that what Michael Thompson calls ‘implicit cognition requirement’, and 

Anscombe’s sense of ‘pre-intentional’, matches Hegel’s notion of teleology.175 Thompson 

puts forth a naïve (versus sophisticated) theory of action in the form of ‘doing A is doing B’ 

(in contrast to sophisticated, which stipulates that one does A because one wants to do B). The 

idea seems to be that there is a form of rationalization which is about actions being intentional 

that need not presuppose a pre-conceived cognitive reflection. Thompson gives the building 

of a house as an example: the intentional action here is “cause of itself” insofar as its 

constituent parts are parts that contribute to the fulfillment of a house being built.176 

 
174 Pinkard, 91. Consider also, from Michael Thompson: ‘if an action is intentional under a given description, 

then this very description, or the concept that is expressed by it, must have been deployed by the agent in some 

occurrent thought—that is, in some prior act of reflection or calculation. But this seems to be a prejudice. 

After all, as Aristotle (for example) teaches, skill or craft or techne often drives out deliberation’ (Thompson, 

Life and Action, 108). 
175 ‘…if I move along a certain path intentionally, or move something along it, I must somehow apprehend the 

path itself. Call this weak and under-formulated proposition “the implicit cognition requirement”. … actions of 

moving (or of moving something) across one of these sub-minimal paths will have something like the status of 

the muscular contractions involved in straightforwardly intentional movements; though I can be said to do such 

things, the actions will be, as Anscombe puts it, “pre-intentional” (Thompson, Life and Action, 109). Sarah 

Broadie presents defense of Aristotle’s notion of teleology as similarly as non-psychological. She writes, ‘Such 

statements do not as a rule appear in explanations of the activities of natural substances, since in general we do 

not think that these operations express desires or reflective concerns. But the same is true of the operations of 

craft, considered simply as such. There is a sense in which the craftsman as such is too practical to be animated 

by desire or reasoned concern for the end’. With Hegel, we might say that art or craft—being end-directed in the 

thing itself—is not as much too practical as it is too objective, which appears reflected in Broadie when she 

further writes, ‘since in general the development for which craft is responsible is located in an object external to 

the craftsman. By taking craft as model for the specific natures of particular physical objects, Aristotle 

unambiguously declares their status as metaphysical centers of activity’ (Broadie, “Nature, Craft and Phronesis 

in Aristotle,” 43, 42). 
176 Consider: ‘X’s doing A is an intentional action (proper) under that description just in case the agent can be 

said, truly, to have done something else because he or she was doing A. The intended sense of “because” is, as 

usual, the one deployed in rationalization. If we may be permitted free appeal to the notion of a part, then our 

thought might also be expressed, a bit more metaphysically, as follows: an event, the building of a house, for 

example, is an intentional action just in case it is the “cause” of its own parts—where, again, the intended notion 

of “cause” is not pre-conceived, but is that captured by the “because” of rationalization, whatever it may be. 

Given that anything that has parts is constituted by them, we might go on to infer, with a special metaphysical 

abandon, that it is among the marks of intentional action that such a thing is “cause of itself” in a certain sort of 

way—and thus also “cause and effect of itself, though in different senses”’ (Thompson, Life and Action, 112). 
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Thompson concludes then ‘that behavior becomes intentional action; rather, the rationalizing 

order, that peculiar etiological structure, is inscribed within every intentional action 

proper’.177 If by ‘rationalizing order’ Thompson means a purposeful content, then there is an 

interesting link made here to Hegel’s teleology. But then this is not merely inscribed within 

every intentional action but that every intentional action is also an external realization of some 

purpose-driven content.178 

5.3 Conclusion 

It cannot be emphasized enough how Hegel’s philosophy is not positing some inevitable 

future or a ready-made product, which his account of teleology amply demonstrates, despite 

allegations to the contrary.179 The key point about purpose is that it is an activity of becoming, 

and the purpose of an object is realized only insofar as it is being put to use. What Michael 

Thompson calls a “synthesis”.180 It does not logically obtain, as far I can see from Hegel, that 

the content or immanent concept of an object is determined prior to it actually being realized. 

We say that the steel and the wood immanently hold the concept “plough”, but not before 

there actually are any ploughs! If a historical remark is to be added, then teleology does not 

predict or close the future, but is the future at work, since it is the activity that draws out the 

determinations immanent in objects and realizes them as explicit. What looks like external 

purpose is, upon reflection, the internal purpose being brought out.181 Put differently, there is 

no such thing as a purely imputed purpose or a purely immanent purpose—if only the former, 

the matter would lose functionality, and if only the latter, it would never manifest itself.182 

 
177 Thompson, 112. 
178 Sartre’s cigarette counting example comes to mind here, where a pre-reflective intentional action is carried 

forth without explicit consciousness of that action. ‘If I count the cigarettes that are in this case, my impression is 

that of disclosing an objective property of this group of cigarettes: they are twelve. This property appears to my 

consciousness as a property existing in the world. I may well have no positional consciousness at all of counting 

them. I do not “know myself as counting”’ (Sartre, Being and Nothingness, 11). 
179 See chapter 1 about Popper.  
180 ‘The nature of intentional action, or of the kind of being-subject-of-an-event that characterizes a rational 

agent and a person, resides in the peculiar “synthesis” that unites the various parts and phases of something like 

house building, for example, mixing mortar, laying bricks, hammering nails, etc. This synthesis is rendered 

explicit in naive rationalization, which brings them successively to the one formula “I’m building a house.” But 

the synthesis can be exhibited, I will suggest, even in the moving of a finger’ (Thompson, Life and Action, 91). 
181 Though, as Daniel O. Dahlstrom correctly qualifies, ‘neither Kant nor Hegel construes purposiveness in such 

a way that some nonexistent future is regarded as the cause of the present. This typical criticism of traditional 

teleologists simply cannot be applied to Kant or Hegel’ (O. Dahlstrom, “Hegel’s Appropriation of Kant’s 

Account of Teleology in Nature,” 178).  
182 I disagree with the way Pinkard illustrates this: ‘An immanent end is one that is in the thing potentially; the 

immanent end of people, for instance, is for Hegel their freedom. An imputed end is one that we ascribe to the 

thing without its necessarily being immanent, as when we say that the purpose of the orange tree is to produce 

fruit to supply us with vitamin C’ (Pinkard, Hegel’s Dialectic, 89–90). The end of people is freedom because 
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 I disagree, then, with John N. Findlay who presented a much too stark division 

between the realized purpose and mechanical purpose, claiming that infinite teleology is not 

finite teleology—the latter of which includes such things as eating, digesting, pursuing 

practical ends—when in fact, if my understanding is right, finite purposes could not even get 

off the ground without the infinite at work within them, such that the infinite is in such 

mundane things as eating, digesting and attending to personal projects.183 Findlay later seems 

to acknowledge the necessity of the finite and adds that it serves as ‘orientation-points’ for 

self-organizing systems, but he already presupposes living organisms at this point and I think 

that Hegel’s radical thought is to show us how infinite purpose obtains at the level of finite 

objectivity alone without involving life at all.184 

 The difference between Kant and Hegel on teleology comes down, then, to a rather 

minor adjustment, but one which has major implications. Where Kant posits an extra-

mundane intelligence to account for the intertwining of external and internal purpose, Hegel 

shows that external purpose already contains internal purpose and could not be the case 

without it. Internal purpose is presupposed by external purpose, so that internal purpose is not 

what Kant thinks constitutes (or must be thought to constitute) life. What is made superfluous 

is to posit a divine, intuitive understanding for this logic; discursive understanding is perfectly 

capable of grasping the structure Kant purports to be inaccessible, such that discursive 

understanding then includes the intuitive.185 Moreover, the upshot of Hegel’s account is that 

the rationality of purpose is not something placed beyond objectivity (in some intelligible 

non-appearing domain) but is immanent in objects. In the end, Hegel offers a sobering 

account of teleology that is less cumbersome and avoids the expensive assumptions of 

ungraspable notions to ground what is most readily apparent.   

 Returning to Nagel and the standpoint of objectivity as devoid of agency, where things 

simply happen (neural impulses, chemical reactions, bone and muscle movements, 

perceptions, etc.), we see now—with the full scope of Hegel’s account of objectivity in 

mind—that this type of description cannot but be potent with purpose. Neural impulses, 

 
they already are free, otherwise they could never work towards it. And the orange tree must have something that 

is conducive for vitamin C, otherwise there would be no functionality of one to the other.  
183 ‘The teleology from which we make our ascent to the Absolute Idea, which is in fact the Absolute Idea itself, 

is not, however, the ordinary finite teleology which we experience in our conscious practical pursuit of  

personal ends, nor is it even the finite teleology we see evinced in various unconscious performances of 

organisms, e.g. eating and digesting this or that type of food’ (Findlay, “Hegel’s Use of Teleology,” 8). 
184 Findlay, 9. 
185 O. Dahlstrom, “Hegel’s Appropriation of Kant’s Account of Teleology in Nature,” 175. 
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bodily movements, perceptions, are all purposeful systems where certain mechanical elements 

are put to use as means for realizing a goal. The eye takes light as its means, though light is 

indifferent to its being used as this—it continues being light and doing what light does—but 

light negates itself; it reflects off surfaces and shines in a color, and if it were not for this self-

negation in light, the eye could not exploit the difference in seeing what is there. And the eye 

is not the only means for vision, as technological tools may allow one to “see” in the areas of 

ultraviolet or infrared and beyond. Now, seeing or perceiving does not qualify as an action in 

the moral sense, but perceiving turns itself into another means for a still higher purpose, 

namely, I can choose to turn my head to the right now and perceive the rolling green hills of 

Heidelberg and enjoy an aesthetic experience. A hierarchy of purposes could bloom from this, 

prompting us to seek the ultimate purpose. Whatever such ultimate purpose may be, as far as 

Hegel is concerned, it cannot be anything less than concomitantly being realized, and, 

thereby, turning itself into a means. The ideal is thus immanent in objectivity, and to remove 

it is to remove objectivity altogether. As deVries puts well: ‘Since Hegel connects the 

concepts of thing-kinds and teleology, a threat to the objectivity of teleological explanation is 

also a threat to the objectivity of things. To say that the ideals definitive of different kinds are 

merely subjective is to subjectivize the world entirely, to make the ontological structure of the 

world an artifact of our point of view alone’.186 

 If we are to fasten to an objective sphere completely devoid of purpose, then we must 

posit a world of objects where each is utterly lifeless and without drive. Indeed, so much so 

that these objects are outside each other in perfect indifference. Logically, as Hegel 

demonstrated, this perfect externality and indifference proved to be a contradiction, 

specifically a contradiction between each object being entirely independent and self-subsistent 

yet being wholly determined in its character by other objects. This then set us on the 

progression that followed, where we saw how mechanical objects progressively undermined 

their initial immediate qualities and showed themselves to be capable of acting in a 

coordinated system (e.g. solar systems, organized states). Is there intention here? Hegel does 

not use purpose here, and nor should we retroactively posit purpose in a purely mechanical 

sphere. But it is also not right to characterize it as mere “things that happen”, since things here 

happen precisely in an organized way. Instead of intention, there is, rather, law. The concept, 

or reason, manifests itself here in the purely mechanical world not despite externality and 

indifference but because of it. One should therefore not think of externality and indifference 

 
186 deVries, “The Dialectic of Teleology,” 65. 
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as the obstacle to intentionality and action, but as its necessary condition—as the first step of 

its existence.  

Considered in this way, there is, as Nagel posits, no radical detachment between 

objectivity and subjectivity. There is, however, a difference, but one that is coherent when we 

think about self-determination, namely, that indifferent objects can be taken as means for self-

determining systems. This signifies that, rather than radical detachment, there is a radical 

attachment of objectivity and subjectivity.  

 But this attachment and the immanent rationality cannot be realized directly. Hegel’s 

account of teleology shows that there must be a means for the realized purpose, such that we 

cannot think of disembodied concepts, unless we attend to them merely in their subjectivity. 

The means becomes paramount in understanding how a concept is actually realized. This 

same logic, however, opens the concept to contingency and violence, similarly to an 

Aristotelian natural substance that begins in infant-potential form but has as goal to become 

mature-actual.187 We can think of this in terms of Hegel’s own Logic, which is fraught with 

difficulty and prone to misunderstanding, but Hegel cannot merely present the general idea, 

the result, without how one gets there. The demonstration is unessential once one has the 

concept at hand, but at the same time, it is absolutely essential in order to grasp the concept to 

know how one moves from a state of of mere immediacy to its comprehension. 

Comprehension needs error just as infinity needs the finite, and intelligent purpose needs 

dumb mechanical objects. Broadie notes that in Aristotle crafts, or arts, are not automatous 

but function according to determinations set by phronesis, which is ‘wisdom about the whole 

of practical life’. Teleology can determine what principles of a specific making, she 

continues, but cannot determine that these principles obtain in the first place.188 A principle of 

the whole is implied which grounds objectivity. Hegel’s account of objectivity shows us how 

purposeful logic has in fact been at work in objects all along, and that the philosophical 

catharsis lies in cleansing ourselves of the dualistic illusion that objectivity and subjectivity 

are fundamentally at odds but seeing these two form moments of an opposition that serves for 

the self-determination of life.189 

 
187 Following Broadie’s characterization, ‘an Aristotelian natural substance, which in this example is precisely 

that  potential frog on the way to becoming what it is its goal to become, namely an actual one: which actuality, 

if achieved, is achieved not merely for it but by it’ (Broadie, “Nature, Craft and Phronesis in Aristotle,” 41). 
188 Broadie, 46–47. 
189 ‘The accomplishing of the infinite purpose consists therefore only in sublating the illusion that it has not yet 

been accomplished. The good, the absolute good, fulfills itself eternally in the world, and the result is that it is 
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 Hegel’s account of objectivity thus undermines determinism in two important respects. 

First, mechanical objects prove through their externality to form moments of an integrated 

self-determining structures called the center and the law. At this stage, mechanism already 

negates itself by presupposing something more than mechanism or sheer other-determination. 

If I read Hegel right, then the law and the objects involved do not stand in a one-way 

determiner-determined relationship, but that the law emerges as a self-determining principle 

immanent in objects in virtue of their externality. Second, mechanism’s self-negation is taken 

up as a moment in teleology. Here we saw a further explication of this latent self-

determination-and-other-determination dynamic in mechanism where objects are regarded as 

means because they are intrinsically purposeful. This intrinsic purposefulness is characteristic 

of the object in virtue of what it is, and that it is brought out or made explicit in its 

relationship to other objects. In this way, other-determination and self-determination 

complement each other while being both united as moments of the latter. It is, after all, 

teleology which explicates this return of self-determination through other-determination, or 

the concept through its reality.  

  

  

 

 

 
already fulfilled in and for itself, and does not need to wait upon us for this to happen. This is the illusion in 

which we live, and at the same time it is this illusion alone that is the activating element- upon which our interest 

in the world rests. It is within its own process that the Idea produces that illusion for itself; it posits an other 

confronting itself, and its action consists in sublating that illusion. Only from this error does the truth come forth, 

and herein lies our reconciliation with error and with finitude. Otherness or error, as sublated. is itself a 

necessary moment of the truth, which can only be in that it makes itself into its own result’ (Hegel, The 

Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, 286/§212A). 
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Epilogue 

 

Hegel’s Science of Logic demonstrates through thorough conceptual analysis that the 

constitutive categories of the chief forms of determinism—necessitarian, causal and 

metaphysical—cannot maintain logical coherence when understood absolutely. The 

constitutive determinations of each of the three forms of determinism form deterministic 

moments of a broader, integrated structure of self-determination in either an implicit or 

explicit form, which leaves the respective forms of determinism with no grounding. This 

allows us to conclude that deterministic features are real—necessity, causality and law—

without asserting the thesis that they obtain absolutely and independently.   

The proof for Thesis 1 (see page 13) refuted necessitarian determinism by 

demonstrating the constituent modal categories to be moments of absolute necessity, or being 

that is through its essence, which then developed into the substantial being that is in its 

negation. In short, what is necessary cannot be entirely externally determined without 

undermining the very concept of necessity. This means that necessity, ultimately, points to the 

being that is what it is because it is through itself. The ultimate the modal determinations can 

express, if I read Hegel right, is the understanding that the most actual being is the one which 

is not merely contingent upon necessity from the outside but also necessary through itself. 

Therefore, there is an implied sense of self-determination here which shows that relative 

necessity is a moment of absolute necessity, and such that determinism cannot be 

independently grounded in a fatalistic, one-sided sense of necessity.  

The proof for Thesis 2 concerning causal determinism demonstrated causation to be a 

moment of a self-founding and self-explicating reciprocity, which in turn was developed 

logically into the ‘concept’ (and the universal). Causation, if Hegel is right, presupposes a 

reciprocal relation (Wechselwirkung), which in turn posits the concept, such that causation 

implies an even stronger sense of self-determination than what is necessary through itself. 

With causation explicitly presupposing reciprocity—and implying self-determination—in this 

manner, it rules out the mono-dimension of complete other-determination of causal 

determinism. We should then think of causation as the double-encounter of two substances 

where the causal relation realizes something that is characteristic of both to some degree.   

The proof for Thesis 3 which refutes metaphysical determinism proved that the 

domain of entirely externally determined objects logically forms a moment of a self-
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determining organizational structure, whose form explicated by law. If Hegel is right that the 

law is free necessity (or what I called the objective concept because it is the first return of self-

determination in objectivity), it cannot but include self-determination at its core. This rules 

out the thesis of a domain that is entirely externally determined when law is appealed to, such 

that metaphysical determinism has no grounding. In fact, Hegel puts forward a stronger claim 

in developing the logic of the law further and showing how it leads to the development of 

purpose. This reveals the structure through which the concept latent in objects as their 

purposeful content, and through which they can use others and be used as means. Teleology 

belongs to objectivity since the logic of purposes and means requires mechanical-chemical 

externality as its moment, and, moreover, develops itself through this externality. More 

technically, it is owing to self-determination bounded with other-determination that objects 

have their intrinsic determinateness through others (when this insight is further developed, we 

understand that mechanical-chemical objects which organize themselves constitute life). 

Thus, Hegel demonstrates how other-determination and self-determination are in fact 

logically co-determining moments of self-determination. This structure anticipates the ‘idea’ 

(die Idee), the final determination of Hegel’s Logic, which further explicates this integrated 

dynamic of self-determination as living and cognizing, and shows how other-determination is 

implicitly self-determination such that the logically most free being is what posits ‘its own 

objectivity for its subject matter’.1 This is the freedom of thought that freely thinks.  

On account of the three theses, pure determinism is ontologically implausible.2 If the 

main argument of the thesis is right, then other-determination is the justified moment that 

belongs to unfreedom for genuine freedom. It is freedom in the form of its negativity that 

enables freedom to place itself in an implicit form and comprehend itself in that form as 

necessity. Therefore, the conclusion of Hegel’s Logic is an ontological conception of freedom 

that demonstrates decisively that freedom and unfreedom are each incoherent without a logic 

that explicates their mutual connection. Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature explicates this 

 
1 Full quote reads: ‘The absolute idea, as the rational concept that in its reality only rejoins itself, is by virtue of 

this immediacy of its objective identity, on the one hand, a turning back to life; on the other hand, it has equally 

sublated this form of its immediacy and harbors the most extreme opposition within. The concept is not only 

soul, but free subjective concept that exists for itself and therefore has personality – the practical objective 

concept that is determined in and for itself and is as person impenetrable, atomic subjectivity – but which is not, 

just the same, exclusive singularity; it is rather explicitly universality and cognition, and in its other has its own 

objectivity for its subject matter’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 735/12.236). 
2 This project could be extended to include more determinations from Hegel’s Logic—if not include newer 

determinations from contemporary discussions not thematized directly, such as possible worlds—which could, in 

principle, refute pure determinism exhaustively. As it stands, this thesis, owing to its focus on the three forms of 

determinism, can only weaken the thesis of pure determinism.  
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connection from the extreme of other-determination, starting with space as sheer externality 

and shows how the latter gradually makes self-determination, in the form of organic life, 

necessary. The Philosophy of Spirit explicates it with the emphasis on self-determination as 

the social and subjective reality of the human being engaged in its mind-depended activities 

such as organizing habits, families, civil society, statehood, history, art and religions. 

Nowhere ontologically (whether in nature or the sphere of spirit), if I read Hegel right, is 

other-determination entirely divorced from self-determination, or self-determination without 

an element of other-determination. With Miller (Hobart) then, freedom does not exist without 

deterministic features or unfreedom, and unfreedom without freedom at least in an implicit 

form. This in turn dissolves the question of whether or not freedom is compatible or 

incompatible with determinism, since there is no determinism that can be logically sustained. 

Though nearly nobody in the literature defends determinism today, it is presupposed in the 

context of compatibilism and incompatibilism, which serves to distort our debates about 

freedom.    

What conception of freedom does Hegel leave us with? This freedom is neither 

something merely positive, as some immediate spontaneity or freedom to, nor something 

merely negative, as an abstraction or freedom from, but, rather, a being through one’s other, a 

freedom with. Being free is the result of an active engagement with what is outside through 

the development of more concrete and integrated forms of self-determination, be they natural 

such as life, animality, or other people in the form of friendship, love, morality, civil society, 

statehood and culture. If this freedom is grounded ontologically, then the further explication 

of freedom in natural, phenomenological, social, political, historical, aesthetic and religious 

terms cannot be anything less than self-determination that includes deterministic features as 

its moment. The externality ceases to be wholly external and becomes a moment of freedom, 

but in being a moment its distinctiveness is not lost but integrated—lifted up, as it were—into 

a greater whole. We can use the example of a story told by the jazz pianist Herbie Hancock 

when he was playing with Miles Davis in a concert one night in Stuttgart in the early 60s. 

During a solo by Miles, by mistake Herbie struck a wrong chord, and everybody knew it was 

wrong. But Miles, pausing for a second, played some notes that made the chord right.3  

 
3 As Herbie Hancock goes on to say: ‘What I realize now is that Miles didn’t hear it as a mistake. He heard it as 

something that happened, just an event. So that was part of reality of what was happening at that moment, and he 

dealt with it. He found something that since he didn’t hear it as a mistake, he felt it was his responsibility to find 

something that fit, and he was able to do that. That taught me a very big lesson about not only music but about 
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Appendix 

A. The Logic of Chemical Relations: Brief 

This section looks briefly at Hegel’s account of chemism or the chemical object. I try to show 

the key features of what makes an object chemical and then draw the implications from this. 

What is key is how Hegel derives teleology out of chemical structures. 

A.a The Chemical Object: A Tense Affair 

We saw at the end of the logic of mechanistic relations that an element of self-determination 

was made explicit. This element, however, was very much locked to the objective 

constituents. Law, or what I called the objective concept, thus could not be posited apart from 

the objects that formed it, or that its self-determination was bound to other-determined 

element. Indeed, the law is the ‘self-movement’ whereby objects sublate their other-

determination in order to be made self-determinate. But the law remains focused on the self-

organizing element made explicit in mechanical relations that form a system, or on the 

conceptual element, and remains, as Hegel put it, ‘shut up in its ideality’. Once it is 

understood that this ideality must be internal to the object as such, and not simply to the 

actualized self-organizing system, then this new light reconfigures what an object is. An 

object following this sense is not merely mechanical—defined by external indifference—but 

chemical. The chemical negates mechanical indifference by positing that external relation to 

other objects matter, and indeed matter specifically to the nature of the other object.4 The key 

here is to understand, following the development of the law that, that an object is ‘implicitly 

the whole concept’ and this means, according to Hegel, that it has ‘within it the necessity and 

the impulse to sublate its opposed, one-sided subsistence, and to bring itself in existence to the 

real whole which it is according to its concept’.5 In a nutshell, the self-determination that 

defines a self-organizing mechanical system has been transferred into the single object: the 

object that determines itself on the basis of its reference to other objects is chemical in nature.  

 
life, you know, we can look for the world to be as we would like it to be as individuals, you know, make it easy 

for me that idea, we can look for that. But I think the important thing is that we grow and the only way we can 

grow is to have a mind [that] is open enough to be able to accept, to be able to experience situations as they are 

and turn them into medicine, turn poison into medicine. Take whatever situation you have and make something 

constructive happen with it’ (my transcript, see https://youtu.be/FL4LxrN-iyw). 
4 ‘The chemical object is distinguished from the mechanical in that the latter is a totality indifferent to 

determinateness, whereas the chemical object the determinateness, and hence the reference to other, and the 

mode and manner of this reference, belong to its nature’ (Hegel, The Science of Logic, 645/12.148). 
5 Hegel, 645/12.148. 
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Three things distinguish the immediate chemical object. First, a chemical object is 

outwardly bound to other chemical objects; it is ‘not comprehensible from itself, and the 

being of one object is the being of another’. So, a chemical object has immediately a reflected 

quality, ‘its outward reference is thus a determination of the object’s immediacy and concrete 

existence’. We can say that what defines chemical is the fact of an object’s specific relation to 

another. Chemistry occurs, as it were, when two objects interact based on each other’s 

intrinsic nature. This leads us to the second thing to be distinguished, namely, that the 

determinateness of the chemical object is also ‘absolutely reflected into itself and is the 

concrete moment of the individual concept of the whole which is the universal essence’. Thus, 

a chemical object is not merely outwardly bound, but also inwardly bound. Its character is as 

much a reference to a specific object outside it as it is a reference back to itself. This then 

leads us to the third distinguished moment. There is a contradiction in the chemical object 

between its ‘immediate positedness’ or outward reference and ‘immanent individual concept’ 

or inner reference. Hegel adds, however, that the chemical object is the striving to overcome 

the immediacy and to give ‘concrete existence to the objective totality of the concept’. In 

contrast to the mechanical object which “hides” its contradiction, the chemical object is 

already the kind of object that actively strives to sublate its contradiction. This leads Hegel to 

the final implication that the chemical object ‘is by nature in tension with this lack of self-

subsistence and initiates the process as a self-determining’.6 Already we have an indication 

that the chemical interaction displays something more than the mechanical, and we turn to this 

next. 

A.b The Chemical Process 

In contrast to the real mechanical process, where determinacy is decided solely on the 

principle of which determinacy overpowers the other, the chemical process decides its 

determinate outcome based on ‘reciprocal rebalancing and combining’ in order to posit ‘a 

reality conformable to the concept that contains both moments’.7 Here a concept common to 

both chemical objects is posited, where the opposition and tension contained within both 

chemical objects is ‘blunted’ and their striving resolves into a ‘tranquil neutrality’. The 

product of the chemical process, in contrast again to the real mechanical, is ‘something 

neutral’. However, Hegel claims that the prior self-subsistence and tension is retained in this 

new neutral object, though not retained in this shape. Indeed, the result of this chemical 

 
6 Hegel, 646/12.148-9. 
7 Hegel, 646/12.149. 
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process is a ‘formal unity’ where the tension and differences are effaced in favor of a product 

without them.8  

 The tension of opposition that first characterized the chemical process is no longer 

applicable to the neutral product. In this sense, the process is excluded or made external to the 

product it yielded. However, the process is still essentially connected to the neutral product, 

but since it is outside it, it takes the form of a ‘self-subsistent negativity’. Hegel then claims 

that a new tension arises here, this time between the neutral product and the negative process. 

This negativity which has its ‘reality in the non-indifferent object’—that is, non-neutral 

object—‘is in itself now tension with its abstraction, an inherently restless activity outwardly 

bent on consuming’. This leads to preparation of the chemical process, where we first began 

with objects that were within themselves in tension with themselves. Here it is seen how the 

neutral object is regarded as the middle whereby the negativity is rendered an ‘activating 

principle’ and the posited product of this pre-process is the ‘abstract and indifferent base’. We 

thus have a syllogism here where active negativity continually works on neutral chemical 

objects to split them off into abstract moments. This syllogism is more precisely a disjunctive 

syllogism. Here we understand the negativity to be an ‘indifferent objectivity’ where the 

outcomes (A is B, C or D) are set in advance. This forms the major premise of the syllogism. 

The actual chemical process is the minor premise (A is neither B or C). The product of the 

chemical process is then the conclusion, which from the perspective of the totality is an 

abstracted moment (A is D).9 For example, solid sodium metal reacts with chlorine gas to 

produce solid sodium chloride, commonly known as salt.10 Sodium metal could react with 

methanol to produce sodium methoxide and hydrogen,11 so it is within the objective concept 

of sodium metal to either posit a neutral products of salt or sodium methoxide (a caustic base) 

and hydrogen (or a plethora of other products). However, these neutral products do not finally 

collapse the difference between the negative unity and the neutrality, which leaves the 

products as internally tensed and open for further chemical interactions (salt can be used in 

cooking or sodium methoxide as reagent in industry).  

 The logic of chemical objects thus, Hegel claims, goes back to the beginning, ‘in 

which objects in a state of reciprocal tension seek one another and then combine in a neutral 

 
8 Hegel, 647/12.150. 
9 ‘This disjunctive syllogism is the totality of chemism in which the same objective whole is exhibited as self-

standing negative unity; then, in the middle term, as real unity; and finally as the chemical reality resolved into 

its abstract moments’ (Hegel, 648/12.151). 
10 2Na(s) + Cl2(g) → 2NaCl(s) 
11 2Na(s) + 2CH3OH(l) → 2CH3ONA(l) + H2(g) 
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product by means of a formal and external middle term’. Chemical relations form, we could 

say, a self-subsistent cycle. However, exactly here a second result obtains, and that lies in the 

idea that chemical relations have gone ‘back to its concept’.12  To understand what Hegel 

means here, we need therefore to draw out the implications of the whole development thus 

far. 

A.c Transition of Chemism into Teleology 

Chemical relations form the on the whole the first negation of the indifferent objectivity of 

mechanical relations. As negation, however, it is ‘still burdened … by the immediate self-

subsistence of the object and with externality’. By simply negating the mechanical externality, 

chemical relations fall on the other side of that negation, as it were, and still refer to it 

qualitatively. Indeed, the results of chemical processes are products determined as indifferent 

or neutral, or externally determined.13 Consequently, Hegel notes, chemical relations are not 

‘for itself that totality of self-determination that proceeds from it and in which it is rather 

sublated’. What seems to be at issue here is the fact that chemical processes, while 

presupposing a tensed object, nevertheless require to be activated by a ‘differentiation that 

comes to it from [the] outside; conditioned by an immediate presupposition’.14 This 

immediate presupposition, Hegel elsewhere writes, is the fact of other independent objects.15 

To be sure, the result of chemical relations is in accordance with the concept that mediates the 

two tensed objects—and so self-determination occurs in this encounter—but it is dependent 

on other chemical objects for its activity. Moreover, the result is that the principle of 

differentiation or mediation becomes congealed, as it were, into a stable separable product, an 

immediate object, where the activity of the former is excluded. To be more precise, the 

mediation here is still something apart from the immediacy.16 

 But Hegel’s account of chemical relations has precisely made the relationship of 

mediation and immediacy explicit. Or, this process has been posited. In other words, let me 

try to put this schematically: 

 
12 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 649/12.152. 
13 The mediation whereby it seems like chemical objects self-determine fall short ‘on account of the immediacy 

and externality by which the chemical objectivity is still determined, these three syllogisms fall apart’ (Hegel, 

649/12.152). 
14 Hegel, 649/12.152. 
15 Hegel, The Encyclopedia Logic, with the Zusätze, 278/§202. 
16 ‘The chemical process is still a finite, conditioned one. The Concept as such is still just the inward aspect of 

this process, and it does not yet come into existence here in its being-for-itself. In the neutral product the process 

is extinct, and what stimulated it falls outside of it’ Hegel, 279/§202A. 
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A. first we understand that the concept is implicit or presupposed in the chemical 

object—the chemical object is immediately determinate and refers to another 

chemical object, 

B. the chemical process makes the concept’s self-determination explicit, and,  

C. this self-determination posits ‘tension in its determined object and in an other, 

in order that the object may have something to which it can relate as non-

indifferent, with which it can neutralize itself and give to its simple 

determinateness an existent reality’, and, thus, 

D. the concept has effectively reduced itself into a moment, an indifferent object, 

whereby its negativity is excluded. 

E. But the concept has, looking at this whole development, excluded itself from 

itself in making itself into a determinate existent reality, such that it can relate 

to itself as its other. 

F. Hence, the logic of chemical relations show that the concept relates itself to 

itself as its other.  

In the final instance, it is realized that the concept is at work relating to itself in its implicit or 

determinate form, and this brings to the fore the freedom-relation. The above account shows, 

however, just how this freedom-relation obtains within chemical interactions. As Hegel 

writes,  

the formal activity sublates itself in bases that are equally formal, neutral [indifferente] 

determinacies whose inner concept is now the absolute activity that has withdrawn 

into itself and now realizes itself internally, that is, posits the determinate difference 

within itself and through this mediation constitutes itself as real unity; this is a 

mediation which is thus the concept’s own mediation, its self-determination and, 

considering that in it the concept reflects itself back into itself, an immanent 

presupposing.17 

Once it is understood, within chemical relations and therewith objectivity, that the concept 

turns itself into its own presupposition as an abstract, immediate and external object and 

posits or makes explicit this presupposition through a process, then the immediate and 

external form a moment of the concept’s own development. Thus, the independence of 

immediacy and externality which defined objects become sublated moments of the concept’s 

 
17 Hegel, The Science of Logic, 650/12.153. 
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self-mediation, wherein the former are made into unessential reality.18 We have thus, through 

only following the logic latent in chemical relations, discovered that there is a development 

which not only determines the products of the chemical process, but in turn determines itself 

in determining these products and referring back to itself in them. Taking the perspective of 

this development, we see that the chemical objects are rendered moments of its own self-

determination, and we therefore have an identity or ‘simply unity’ that is at work in 

objectivity. This unity is now to be taken on its own terms and understood, as it turns out, as 

the essential reality of objectivity. This ‘liberated concept’ Hegel calls the ‘objectively free 

concept’ or ‘purpose’.19 

B. Further Discussion: Gattaca and Markus Gabriel’s Account of 

Necessity 

There is a question among scholars as to whether contingency is necessary in Hegel’s 

ontology. Although to my mind contingency is in a loose sense ontologically necessary, the 

way this question and its answer are framed detracts from the hard-won insight of necessity in 

Hegel and reverts the discussion to what appears more akin to the logic of relative necessity, 

rather than the more conclusive absolute necessity. Burbidge, for example, writes, ‘Thus 

absolute necessity contains contingency within it as the ground of its own necessity’ and ‘This 

is the nature of necessity when we consider the total picture – what Hegel calls “absolute 

necessity” – and it requires, as a defining feature of its complex dynamic, that there be 

contingencies’.20 Here contingency and necessity are still affixed as external elements, but 

Hegel’s point, if my reading is correct, is that (absolute) necessity is contingency, that is, what 

is necessary through itself becomes something contingent from the outside.  

The idea that to all things there is a pre-determined manner—a providence—is 

determinism taken to its extreme. And declaring that “x is necessary” may fall into this pitfall. 

It was seen how this particular understanding of necessity maps on to what Hegel calls 

“relative necessity”. However, according to Hegel, this strong deterministic sense of necessity 

has itself a presupposition in its negation, namely, the contingent, such that it is unsustainable 

according to its own criteria. Once this presupposition is understood not as a presupposition 

 
18 ‘The concept that has thus sublated as external all the moments of its objective existence, and has posited them 

in its simple unity, is thereby completely liberated from the objective externality to which it refers only as an 

unessential reality’ (Hegel, 650/12.153). 
19 Hegel, 650/12.153. 
20 Further, Burbidge concludes, ‘in Hegel’s understanding of the world, contingency is absolutely necessary’ 

(Burbidge, Hegel’s Systematic Contingency, 47). 
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but what necessity itself becomes, the structure shifts from being relative to absolute, namely, 

that necessity itself becomes contingent. Determinism, in its most ardent manifestation, is 

itself, ontologically, thereby contingent. And it must21 be said that contingency here does 

anything but diminish necessity, rather, it the impulse of necessity to carry itself further—the 

negativity of its becoming.  

The film Gattaca (dir. Andrew Niccol, 1997) illustrates this logic brilliantly. Vincent 

Freeman (Ethan Hawke), because of his inferior genetics, is precluded from pursuing a high-

end career in space travel. However, his brother, Antonio (Elias Koteas), being born with 

gene modifications, is considered fit for such higher-ranking jobs. Yet, Vincent uses guile and 

cunning to maneuver himself up the ladder and towards the end of the film, when the two 

brothers see who can swim the furthest out without going back to shore, Vincent surprisingly 

displays greater stamina than his supposedly-superior brother and even saves him from 

drowning. The point of the film is that, according to all the knowledge and data of genetics, 

which should dictate the circumstances in advance by necessity, turn out to be demonstrably 

disproven because the supposedly-inferior brother bests his supposedly-superior brother both 

mentally and physically. To link this back to Hegel, it exemplifies how, no matter how 

detailed and rigid the matrix of genetics, it is still only relative to what is actual, and, as such, 

it is contingent upon it (hence only a relative necessity). The true element of necessity in this 

case is Vincent himself who, in transcending the pre-determined standard sets a new standard 

that is inherently becoming with him at the center.  

Gabriel offers a further reading of this necessity-contingency debate, much of which 

aligns with this account, particularly his notion of a belated necessity at certain points.22 

However, there are important differences. Contrary to this reading, Gabriel’s thesis starts from 

a juxtaposition between contingency and necessity—much of which is exactly right when 

considered under the rubric of formal or real necessity—but then, in the last analysis, he does 

not develop these terms further and ends with rendering each mutually excluding the other. 

 
21

 The force of “must” qua necessity, as it were, is precisely in what has transpired. What the “must” specifies is 

the rejoining that has resulted, such that it contains real possibilities as its moment. But as an absolute actuality it 

is immediately absolute possibility and thereby itself contingent. From this contingency necessity emerges once 

more as the essence that reveals both what it is and what the contingencies are. Such that real possibilities are 

not, in truth, prior to their actual necessity.  
22 ‘My thesis is that Schelling and Hegel develop a theory of logical space, the basic and crystal clear premise of 

which is: necessity can only ever be belated necessity’ (Gabriel, Transcendental Ontology, 121). ‘Given that all 

reference systems can themselves be registered as elements in a higher-order reference system, we quickly arrive 

at a point of insight from which it is clear that the terms and conditions of any reference system’s creation can 

ultimately only be determined belatedly’ (Gabriel, 130). Similar interpretation can also be found in Longuenesse 

(Hegel’s Critique of Metaphysics, 138, 158). 
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Consider: ‘And if contingency is to truly have the last word, we cannot even claim that this is 

necessary: this means that there is no theoretical operation that can guarantee even that at last 

contingency is necessary. For all claims, including this one, take place within the spielraum of 

contingency’.23 And, further: ‘Schelling and Hegel agree about the belatedness of necessity, 

with the important difference that Schelling applies belatedness to the insight into belatedness 

itself. According to Schelling, belatedness is, therefore, belated with respect to itself. The 

necessity of contingency is itself a contingent necessity’.24 In a certain sense, Gabriel is 

accurate about the logic, but inaccurate about the attribution. For, if my own reading is 

correct, then Hegel’s sense of absolute necessity is exactly contingent, because the former 

turns itself into the latter.25 But precisely in this move, contingency and necessity are 

reciprocally presupposing, and, pace Gabriel’s Schelling, neither can predominate or 

thoroughly efface the other. Gabriel’s Hegel, contrariwise, appears to efface contingency in 

favor of necessity—thus being open to Schelling’s attack—but this brings the logic back to 

relative, if not formal, necessity. This misses the essential point that neither contingency nor 

necessity are sufficient to explicate the logic that is implicit in their mutual presupposition. 

This is why, Hegel discovered, that die Sache cannot be specified in either contingency or 

necessity, as each of these demonstrated themselves to be one-sided. What is actual is neither 

simply contingent nor necessary, and yet each develops through the other.26 And exactly here 

is Hegel’s insight: that actual being, understood as both necessary and contingent, advances a 

new logic out of the latter’s mutual sublation. Hegel does not, therefore, efface contingency in 

favor of necessity, but understands that the logic of neither can conclusively render explicit 

what it means to be actual—which motivates the move into the logic of substance. 

Contingency is not the last word, but neither is necessity. Gabriel begins his section on Hegel 

by outlining the caricature of Hegel as a scourge of contingency, which, rightly is a 

widespread bogus notion; it is unfortunate, however, that Gabriel’s own final analysis appears 

to merely confirm this stale opinion.27  

 
23 Gabriel, Transcendental Ontology, 130. 
24 Still further: ‘Against Hegel’s thesis of the necessity of contingency, Schelling argues that necessity as such is 

belated. Because all necessity is ultimately repressed contingency, one can see with Schelling that Hegel’s thesis 

of the necessity of contingency harbors a certain blind spot. It reveals itself all the more to be the opposite, that 

is, that all necessity is contingent, that necessity can only retroactively be established’ (Gabriel, 131–32). 
25 A point Hegel noted as severely lacking at the stage of relative necessity. 
26 It was seen previous how the combinations of these—the contingency of contingency; the necessity of 

contingency; contingency of necessity—essentially advance to their mutual presupposition. 
27 ‘As the popular standard reading has it, Hegel wanted to totally eliminate contingency so as to ground a kind 

of spiritual monism along the lines of a simple translation of Spinoza’s substance into subject. On this reading of 
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Gabriel’s reading leads furthermore to some regrettable conclusions, and these need to 

be addressed. First, Gabriel collapses “being” in Hegel as mere reflection (or reflexion, as this 

account has it), writing that, ‘”Being” is for Hegel in fact nothing other than the existence of 

the structure of reflection, in other words, the name for pure immanence’. Hegel is very 

careful not to simply subsume being, or immediacy, into reflexion, and, indeed, the basic 

problem of essence is to understand immediacy and mediation without merely expunge one in 

favor of the other. This is exactly what the structure of necessity, through what was called the 

Notwendigkeit-Doppelsatz, aimed to expound. Gabriel continues, ‘Therefore, everything 

within being just as anything determined to be different from being is immanent, in that it is 

in principle something knowable’. Yes, being is in principle knowable, but the catch is that it 

is not exhaustively knowable qua being. Hegel argues that being, as simple immediate 

determinacy, is unsustainable according to its own criteria, and sublates itself, opening for the 

logic of a new sphere of specification, namely, essence. How then is this new sphere to relate 

to this self-sublated moment is the driving problematic of essence. Finally, Gabriel writes, 

‘There is nothing that cannot be anticipated or metabolized by our conceptual resources’.28 

Yes, he is accurate, in my judgment, to say that anything excluded to thought is 

‘automatically internal to it’ (in virtue of being a presupposition).29 However, the word 

anticipate is misplaced. Hegel does not anticipate the fate of other specifications, structures, 

categories or thought-determinations other than what is at hand and what has demonstrated 

itself to obtain. Insofar as being is determined as necessary, the logic of that specification is 

therefore entailed, namely, that that being is because it is. Likewise, being understood as 

contingent explicates its very elements to be contingent, namely, its possibility and actuality. 

Speculative thinking reveals these structures to be intertwined and in fact reveal the idea of 

being that is in its negation (substance). Hegel, then, does not anticipate, but thinks what turns 

out to be implicit in the logical structure at hand.  

Second, Gabriel’s Schelling advocates, contra Hegel, following the thesis of belated 

necessity, that ‘[The dimension of determinate being] lets itself be stated belatedly, but cannot 

be conceptually anticipated’.30 Again, if by anticipation, Gabriel means one logical structure 

 
Hegel’s thought, thinking itself is figured as a teleologically developing spirit: by virtue of this, all contingency 

is eliminated in favor of a seemingly senseless yet assuredly teleological movement of spirit or the Idea in 

history. Be that as it may, Hegel ultimately deals with the modalities in such a way as to show the necessity of 

contingency; thus he can defend himself against the reproach that his teleology of spirit is merely a sort of cheap 

and easy displacement of the problem of contingency’ (Gabriel, Transcendental Ontology, 131). 
28 Gabriel, 132. 
29 Gabriel, 132. 
30 Gabriel, 135, my insertion to summarize the section, F.N. 
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cannot in advance set the criterion for another, then my reading of Hegel agrees. If, on the 

other hand, Gabriel means that insofar as the logical structure of necessity does not hold, or 

anticipate, for all beings insofar as they are necessary, then this collides with Hegel’s 

ontological project; because in this case there are outstanding epistemological queries.31 

Regardless, Gabriel concludes, ‘Thus, our thinking comes after an unprethinkable being and 

not before’.32 This strikes one as a presupposition, to which Gabriel must be well aware33, 

given his excellent account on presupposition and reflexion in the preceding section.34 This 

appears to go against what was said earlier, which was meant to puncture Hegel: ‘the 

unknown x as presupposition of judgments is established hereby as the cornerstone of a 

counter-Hegelian deflationary metaphysics.’35 Gabriel goes on to specify that this ‘unknown x 

is neither God nor the absolute in some twenty-four karat pure sense, but is merely the name 

for a constitutive withdrawal, without which we could make no judgments’.36 Why 

withdrawal? Why is it right to specify this as remainder? If a Hegelian prognosis were to be 

given, the thesis that Gabriel’s Schelling advances here is an obsession37 with the absolutely-

absolute, that which “forever” remains apart what is absolute-as-determined or attributed. To 

my mind, it seems that Schelling is the one who is doing the anticipating here—that thought, 

or theory-building, must be ‘fed by creative energies that cannot be brought under the 

authority of the rules of ay determinate theory’.38 With Kant, one is compelled to deem that 

“creative energies,” unknown x, whatever these may be, ‘cannot lay claim to that unfeigned 

respect that reason grants only to that which has been able to withstand its free and public 

examination’.39 

 
31 E.g. if there is a difference between the concept of necessity and beings which are necessary, then this ceases 

being a presuppositionless ontological project, and becomes, instead, a quasi-transcendental one, to borrow 

Houlgate’s term (Houlgate, The Opening of Hegel’s Logic, 103). 
32 Gabriel, Transcendental Ontology, 135. 
33 Gabriel does concede that this is a presupposition, but then goes on to say: ‘The positing is itself not 

necessary, it could have taken place at all. This would not have affected the facticity of unprethinkable being. 

Yet, it would not have been anything determinate and, in particular, not even a necessary being’ (Gabriel, 134). 

Yes, being is being (is being), but the concern here is contingency and necessity. The question is whether these 

concepts must appeal to such unprethinkable Substance in order to make sense. 
34 ‘All attempts, therefore, to posit a determinate beginning deny the contingency of the version of the world 

from which they all stem and by virtue of which they are themselves nominated as the beginning. …all efforts to 

determine the origin of reflection and all candidates for such determinate origins are myths of origin designed by 

the residents of a world’ (Gabriel, 128). 
35 Gabriel, 135. Consider also, ‘Schelling speaks of a paradoxical primordial state of affairs that cannot be 

presented yet drives all presentation, the constative un-presentable, as “unprethinkable being”’ (Gabriel, 134). 
36 Gabriel, Transcendental Ontology, 135. 
37 Contra Gabriel’s Hegel alleged obsession to overcome contingency (Gabriel, 122). 
38 Gabriel, 131. 
39 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, 101/A xiii, my emphasis FN. 
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C. Worries of Vicious Circularity in Hegel’s Account of Objectivity 

The account of objectivity opens with the idea that the structure of the ‘concept’ (Begriff) has 

not vanished completely but is sublated, such that it is present in some implicit form. The end 

of objectivity appears to mirror this beginning, where the result is once again that the object is 

understood as the implicit form of the concept. The suspicion is then that there is no genuine 

demonstration in the logic here since the key element to be derived is already there at the 

beginning, namely, the concept as implicit. As the concept is implicit, it already presupposes 

something explicit, such that Hegel could be charged with having purpose latent already in 

mechanical relations, such that he therefore fails to fully appreciate externality and 

indifference.  

 I think, however, that Hegel intends to do justice to externality as externality and 

indifference as indifference. And that his account of objectivity is sensitive to an irreducible 

role externality plays in self-determining rationality: namely, this role of objectifying the 

concept—understanding that this context qua objectivity is the site where self-determination 

can posit itself. For example, one can mechanically read this sentence and understand its 

words to point to immediate, definite meanings, but there is a greater purpose in which this 

these words are used which only emerges through the course of the development; despite 

being able to grasp the concept latent in the sentence, the mechanical elements remain as 

necessary means of expression. In a similar vein, in Hegel’s account, the mechanical sphere 

realizes some purpose but there is another greater purpose that is only later realized when a set 

of purposes come together, namely, teleology. This is all difficult to determine since the terms 

themselves are under development; we do not have any sense of purpose at the outset of 

objectivity, yet from the standpoint of teleology, purpose is implicit in objects. It is implicit, 

however, precisely because it has been made explicit.  

 The worry is, however, that this implicitness is there, too, at the outset of objectivity. 

One defense is to state that the implicitness here is merely the concept in its universal form, 

which must obtain, since otherwise the immediacy which objectivity begins with would not 

be one of different objects externally connected but prior forms of immediacy. The idea of 

objectivity, if Hegel is right, requires a rudimentary sense of concept at work, namely, a sense 

of continuity or totality in the configuration of immediacy.  But at this stage, any implicitness 

vanishes since the negativity of the concept is just fully identical with its immediacy and from 

here the logic develops solely on the strength of this immediacy alone.  
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 Moreover, in positing the concept’s implicitness in objects, we already utilize the 

perspective of teleology, such that purpose has already been made explicit. It cannot then all 

be retroactively fitted back into the immediacy of objectivity simply because that is not what 

is there, and nor does the immediacy of objectivity require it for its logical progression. 

Rather, in positing the concept in objects, the actual structure at hand is nothing less than the 

idea: the double-perspective of difference and striving between object and concept, 

implicitness and explicitness and their congruence and identity.40  

  

 
40 ‘since the result now is that the idea is the unity of the concept and objectivity, the true, we must no regard it 

as just a goal which is to be approximated but itself remains always a kind of beyond; we must rather regard 

everything as being actual only to the extent that it has the idea in it and expresses it’ (Hegel, The Science of 

Logic, 671/12.174). 
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