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INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 

 

 

All of  the essays in this volume address, in one way or another, the 

question of  whether we can understand human action without reference 

to moral norms or values. Although the authors of  these essays ap-

proach this question in different and sometimes even incompatible ways, 

they are united in thinking that it is undesirable or even incoherent to 

treat human agency as if  it were conceptually independent of  value ques-

tions.  

In this respect, these essays are part of  a more general contemporary 

reaction against one of  the most dominant tendencies in philosophic 

and social thought of  the last century, which is the tendency to decouple 

the concept of  action from moral considerations. There are, of  course, 

very powerful reasons why action has come to be treated in this way. 

From the philosophic point of  view, it seems natural to assume that ac-

tion is just purpose-driven behaviour and that these purposes need not 

be narrowly moral. From the sociological point of  view, it has seemed 

essential to devise ways of  thinking about action that both cover all ac-

tivity, even activity not guided by moral norms, and that are able to 

entirely bracket all questions of  the validity of  moral norms. These 

value-neutral approaches to human agency have certainly proved their 

value in opening up new avenues of  philosophic and sociological explo-

ration. But in the following, it is argued that these achievements have 

often blinded us to crucial aspects of  agency, obscuring aspects that were 

previously better recognized.  

And so in rejecting the tendency to separate the theory of  action 

from moral questions, many these authors often find themselves re-

turning to more classical approaches: to Aristotle’s concept of  praxis, to 

Augustine’s notion of  the will, or to Kant on reflective judgment or 

Hegel on the sociality of  action. The volume as a whole not only marks 

a rejection of  more recent history, it is also an attempt at ressourcement –at 

renewing the great tradition of  philosophic reflection on this topic, and 

making it speak to our concerns. According to almost all of  the major 
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figures in this tradition, the central or paradigmatic form of  action is 

moral action, and all moral action needs to be understood as necessarily 

situated in a social world, whether that be Aristotle’s polis or Hegel’s 

modern state. These are two of  the insights that have potentially been 

lost in the abstractions of  Twentieth Century theories of  action (whether 

of  Weberian or Davidsonian descent)– both play a significant role in the 

essays that follow.  

In addition to addressing the theme of  the volume, the editors have 

attempted to invite contributions that would be interesting to both phi-

losophers and social theorists. It is certainly the case that some of  these 

essays will have less crossover appeal than others, but we hope that the 

conjunction of  philosophic and sociological perspectives that this vol-

ume includes can help overcome some of  the mutual misunderstandings 

that have been fostered by a lack of  dialogue between the philosophic 

and sociological action theory.  

 

 

*** 

 

The first essay in the volume, Terry Pinkard’s “Contrasting Concepts of  

Agency and the Space of  Reasons”, concerns two incompatible ways of  

understanding Hegel’s claims about the sociality of  agency –an individu-

alist conception and an intersubjectivist one. According to the individual-

ist conception of  agency, becoming an agent is like becoming a language 

user; although you might depend on others to acquire a language, once 

you have developed this ability, you do not rely on others for the exercise 

of  it, you have it on your own. According to the intersubjectivist concep-

tion, agency is more like a social status than an acquired ability: you cease 

to be an agent when you cease to be recognized as one. Pinkard argues 

that Hegel finds an element of  truth in both of  these models, since our 

capacities and our being recognized as having such capacities, exist in a 

kind of  feedback loop which allows agency to develop in new ways. This 

hybrid model of  agency allows us to understand exactly how our ability 

to act is tied to forms of  social interaction without forcing us to embrace 

an overly radical form of  social constructivism. 

Pinkard goes on to argue that these two forms of  agency correspond 

to two different conceptions of  what the American philosopher Wilfrid 
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Sellars called the “space of  reasons”. According to the static conception, 

the reasons we have to act or not act have authority independently of  

whether this authority is recognized by us. (This, of  course, is the con-

ception of  the space of  reasons we see in Aristotle’s moral realism.) 

According to the dynamic conception, by contrast, the space of  reasons 

is socially constructed and so dynamic. On this model, our reasons to act 

change according to our circumstances –they only hold for a place and 

for a time. Pinkard argues that although Hegel’s early work features the 

former conception of  the space of  reasons, he came to think that his 

own account of  agency is only compatible with the second model. 

Pinkard encourages us to endorse the position that emerges from this: a 

hybrid conception of  agency and a dynamic conception of  the space of  

reasons.  

In “Acting as the Internal End of  Acting”, Sebastian Rödl attempts 

to vindicate a more Aristotelian or Kantian picture of  action (a striking 

feature of  Rödl’s position is that it attempts to synthesize these two 

seeming opposed approaches). Rödl’s target in this essay is the intuitive 

idea that moral agency (the ability to act for some moral end) involves 

controversial capacities, ones that go beyond mere intentional agency 

(the ability to act for some purpose). He challenges this instrumental 

conception of  agency by showing we could not have the capacity to 

direct our action toward any end at all if  we did not also have the 

capacity to take our action itself  as our end (or to act “according to a 

maxim” as Kant would put it).  

Rödl’s account is grounded in a rigorous consideration of  the logical 

concept of  an end. He argues that for a change or movement to be end-

directed or purposive, the end must be the reason for the change or mo-

tion. We see one form this can take in biological phenomena: for ex-

ample, we say “Helicase unwinds DNA so that DNA can replicate itself ”. 

But this analysis raises a further question about the end or purpose itself: 

that is, we might ask why does DNA replicate itself ? Rödl claims we can-

not answer this question by either by pointing to some efficient cause or 

to another externally purposive movement –either of  these responses 

would simply re-raise the original question. What we need for a genuine 

explanation of  purposive movement is the notion of  an internal end: we 

need to say that the DNA replicates itself  not to achieve some further 

end but because such replication is part of  a teleological system which is 
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the unity of  such purposive moments (in this case, the internal end is 

life).  

Rödl then goes on to show that this distinction between activity 

directed to an external end and activity directed to an internal end has a 

strict parallel in the case of  human agency. What makes human agency 

distinct from the kind of  purposiveness we see in animal behavior is that 

the human agent knows or understands the end to which she is directing 

her actions. In some cases, the end is external to the activity: e.g., we 

cross the road to get to the other side. Borrowing from Aristotle, Rödl 

calls this a poesis. In other cases, the end is internal to the activity: e.g., I 

am doing a kind thing because it is the kind thing to do. This, according 

to Rödl, is what Aristotle meant by praxis. Just as before, Rödl argues 

that the former (poesis) is only possible by virtue of  the latter (praxis). So 

we cannot have agency at all if  we do not have the capacity or power to 

act according to internal ends, ends of  the sort implied by the moral 

evaluation of  actions.  

In Dieter Schönecker’s “Why there is no Fact of  Reason in the 

Groundwork. Three Arguments”, we are offered a detailed account of  

feature of  Kant’s theory of  action that is of  central concern to the 

themes of  this volume. This is Kant’s claim that we only know we are 

truly free agents, agents who can act against sensible inclinations, be-

cause of  the so-called “fact of  reason”: our immediate and undeniable 

consciousness of  being bound to the categorical imperative. Schönecker 

both shows the function that the “fact of  reason” plays in Kant’s Critique 

of  Practical Reason, and offers three arguments as to why it would be a 

mistake to think that the thesis of  the fact of  reason is already present in 

Kant’s earlier Groundwork. His analysis reveals that Kant’s notion of  mor-

al consciousness undergoes a fundamental shift between these works: in 

the former, it is understood as in need of  justification, whereas in the lat-

ter it is understood as immediately justified.  

The next essay, Ana Marta González’s “The Recovery of  Action in 

Social Theory”, is also concerned to reject theories of  action that fail to 

recognize, as she puts it, that every action is moral by default. But she 

approaches this issue through an engagement with contemporary socio-

logical literature. Her departure point is a recent observation made by 

Colin Campbell that contemporary sociological theories of  action tend 

to lack a sufficiently robust conception of  human subjectivity. The heart 
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of  the problem, according to González, is an inadequate understanding 

of  the role of  motive in individual actions: following Weber, contempo-

rary theorists focus on the intellectual or social dimensions of  action (its 

intention or intersubjective meaning) at the expense of  the psychological 

and physical elements that make each action unique.  

In the more positive part of  her essay, González shows that certain 

classical philosophic theories of  agency –those we find in Aristotle, 

Hume, and Kant– can help remedy these blind spots in the sociological 

approach to action since they include a rich store of  reflections on the 

role that inclinations, passions, and habits play in moral action. She 

concludes by contrasting these philosophic approaches to agency –which 

presuppose that moral action is the paradigmatic form of  action– with 

Max Weber’s famous typology of  action in Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, 

arguing that the differences among the action types he identifies is better 

understood in terms of  psychological categories rather than in terms of  

their intended meanings. This allows us to see how we can have our 

Weber without taking on board the biases that his account has generated. 

In “Simmel and Rickert on Aesthetics and Historical Explanation”, 

John Levi Martin challenges one of  the central features of  post-Weberi-

an sociological methodology: its attempt to approach and analyse real 

human values with conceptual tools that are understood as mere analyt-

ical constructs or ideal types. Martin argues, however, that this self-con-

ception of  sociology makes it difficult or even impossible to understand 

why the results of  such inquiry would need to be taken into account by 

ethical actors, for if  reality can be conceptualized in an indefinite number 

of  equally valid ways, it would appear that there is no need for any given 

agent to accede to the perspective afforded by one of  these at the ex-

pense of  others. 

Martin argues that at the base of  this flawed conception of  socio-

logical methodology is a highly problematic neo-Kantian approach to 

concept formation, one given its most powerful and influential defense 

by Heinrich Rickert. Martin shows how certain neo-Kantians abandoned 

Kant’s (more promising) theory of  reflective judgment in favour of  a 

more exclusive focus on determinative judgement, which understands 

judgment as a matter of  the subsumption of  an intuition under an al-

ready existing concept. They reconceived determinative judgment, how-

ever, in a voluntaristic fashion. Although the concepts used in such judg-



12 Mark Alznauer / José M. Torralba 
 

ments were not understood as completely arbitrary, they were under-

stood to be rooted in selective abstraction, a process that necessarily 

picks out certain aspects of  reality while screening or suppressing others.  

This model of  concept-formation made it difficult to grasp individu-

als in their individuality. Although solving this problem was one of  cen-

tral aspirations of  Rickert’s work, Martin shows that Rickert was never 

able to formulate an adequate response. When Max Weber adopted the 

Rickert’s basic approach, he did so without recognizing what Rickert’s 

failure should have revealed to him: which is that a solipsistic model of  

concept-formation is incompatible with the intersubjective validity of  

the cultural sciences. Martin ends his essay with the provocative sugges-

tion that Simmel’s reflections on the intrinsically second-personal nature 

of  love offer us the best way forward. 

In “The Realist Sociological Approach to Action”, Alejandro N. 

García Martínez analyses two major contemporary social theorists who, 

he thinks, are most able to do justice to the role that moral values play in 

the social world: Margaret Archer and Pierpaolo Donati. García 

Martínez shows how Archer’s morphogenetic approach and Donati’s re-

lational theory tackle the problem of  structure and agency; the problem 

of  determining how much freedom we have as individuals in the fact of  

the social structures and impersonal forces that appear to constrain our 

agency. He shows that in responding to this problem, both endorse a 

kind of  sociological realism: a belief  that social reality is partly indepen-

dent of  our beliefs about it. He then goes on to argue that both theories 

can be enriched by incorporating the insights of  the other, and that this 

offers us a kind of  social theory which avoids reductionism about hu-

man value without sacrificing distinctively sociological insights into how 

the social world can constrain human agents.  

The final three essays in the book address certain well-known prob-

lems in the philosophy of  action: the debate about internalism and exter-

nalism, the problem of  mixed actions, and the nature of  practical knowl-

edge. In “Leverage and Truth”, Sophie Djigo asks how is it possible to 

have a reason to do something and yet fail to do it. She suggests that dis-

putes about this problem often turn on different conceptions of  what it 

is to have a reason. Some have argued that having a reason just is having 

a motivation to do something. If  we fail to act on a reason, some other 

motivation must be interfering. Others have insisted that having a reason 
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is a matter of  understanding certain normative claims and does not re-

quire that an agent have any particular motivation to act on these claims. 

Djigo shows the power and limits of  these approaches through a careful 

analysis of  Augustine’s account of  the “half-wounded will” in the Confes-

sions. She offers several reasons why we need to maintain the possibility 

of  reasons that we have no motivation to act upon, and explains the pos-

sibility that we might be indifferent to such reasons either as a kind of  

forgetfulness or as refusal to give leverage to my commitments. 

In the next essay, Teresa Enríquez uses Aristotelian notion of  a 

‘mixed action’ as a way to trace the development of  Harry Frankfurt’s 

theory of  action. A mixed action, according to Aristotle, is one that is 

not entirely voluntary or entirely non-voluntary. Although Frankfurt 

himself  never explicitly uses this term, Enríquez shows that his changing 

thoughts on the nature of  action can be illuminated by considering how 

he accounts for behavioral phenomena that fall into this broad but pro-

blematic class. This approach allows her to tease apart several different 

senses in which a Frankfurtian action could fail to be unambiguously vo-

litional. They range from more garden-variety cases where one’s desires 

conflict with each other, to the more interesting cases where the unity of  

our will is threatened not from our desires but from a deep ambivalence 

about what we truly will.  

This volume concludes with Evgenia Mylonaki’s essay, “Practical 

Knowledge and Perception”, an essay that addresses a potential tension 

between Elizabeth Anscombe’s conception of  intentional action and Iris 

Murdoch’s account of  moral perception. According to Anscombe, we 

know what we are doing non-observationally: by bringing it about. But 

according to Murdoch, knowing what we should do is a matter of  recep-

tivity: it is a passive perception of  the circumstances we are in. It is 

tempting to think that if  practical knowledge is a knowledge that brings 

about what it understands, as Anscombe argues, then Murdoch must be 

wrong to think that moral perception is a form of  practical knowledge. 

On such a view, moral perception must be a species of  reflective knowl-

edge: perhaps a combination of  ordinary receptive knowledge along with 

knowledge of  what the rules of  morality require of  us. Mylonaki argues 

against this two-factor view of  moral perception, showing that moral 

perception is a fully distinct from ordinary receptive knowledge. She 

then offers an alternative account of  moral perception that shows it to 
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be, despite appearances to the contrary, a species of  practical knowledge 

as Anscombe understood it.  

 

 

*** 
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CONTRASTING CONCEPTS OF AGENCY  

AND THE SPACE OF REASONS 

 

TERRY PINKARD 

 

 

 

 
“To put law over man is a problem in politics 
which I compare to that of  squaring the circle in 
geometry. Solve this problem well, and the govern-
ment based on this solution will be good and with-
out abuses. But until then, be sure that where you 
believe you are making the laws rule, it will be the 
men who are ruling”.1 

 

 

Agency has come to occupy a special and central place in contemporary 

philosophical discussions. The term (“agent”) itself  is a peculiar English 

word in its philosophical usage. It seems to have started its life meaning 

that which causes something else. It then came to mean somebody car-

rying out the work of  another (as his “agent”). After a short while, it 

then came to mean an entity moving itself  to thoughts and actions. As a 

philosophical term, it also seems to have few counterparts in non-phi-

losophical uses in other European languages. Nonetheless, its general 

meaning in Anglophone inspired philosophical discourse seems to have 

boiled down to something like this. An agent is a creature that acts ac-

cording to its intentions, where its intentions are governed by the reasons 

the agent has for acting. After that, just about everything else one can say 

about agency is philosophically contentious. This general conception also 

suggests a particular project: If  we get clear about what it is to have an 

intention and what it is to act in terms of  a reason, we should be rela-

tively clear about everything that is baseline significant about agency it-

self. Not unsurprisingly, there is by now an unsurveyable amount of  

                                             
1 Rousseau, J. J., Considerations on the Government of  Poland and on Its Planned Reformation, 

in Rousseau, J. J., The Plan for Perpetual Peace, On the Government of  Poland and other Writings 
on History and Politics, translated by C. Kelly and J. Bush, edited by C. Kelly, Lebanon, NH, 
University Press of  New England, 2005, pp. 170-171. 
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literature seeking to clarify what an intention is and what kinds of  rea-

sons there are. 

Two competing conceptions of  agency come out of  this, and both of  

them reflect what on the surface seem to be conflicting accounts of  

what it is to be responsive to reasons and to act in light of  them (or to 

have reasons be efficacious in one’s actions). On the one hand, it is obvi-

ous that much of  what we count as responsiveness to reasons is some-

thing we learn, and we start out in life not in full possession of  the ca-

pacities for such responsiveness. However, on one conception, we be-

come agents (or become more fully agents) when we learn to do this, 

and once we have learned to do this, we are agents all on our own. On 

this conception, a primate’s acquiring this ability to be responsive to rea-

sons is analogous to that of  an agent acquiring a language. A person typ-

ically learns, say, English by being immersed in a community of  English 

speakers. What counts as speaking English depends on the possible rec-

ognition of  other English speakers. However, once has acquired the 

competence to speak English, one can be a speaker even if  all the other 

speakers around one vanish (just as Marie Smith was the last speaker of  

Eyak).2 Having become one, one could in principle remain a rational 

agent even if  all others have vanished from the scene.3 For the sake of  

marking this distinction, let us call it an “individualist” conception.  

On the other conception, we never lose our dependence on the 

shared norms in which we live. Our own subjectivity precipitates, as it 

were, out of  intersubjectivity. Agents respond to social norms, and agen-

cy itself, as the capacity to respond to social norms, is itself  another so-

cial norm. Or, if  the point is put in a more naturalist way of  looking at 

things, agents are creatures who learn to respond to social norms in the 

sense of  facts about social expectations. For the sake of  demarcation, we 

can call this an “intersubjectivist” conception. 

Where things move away from truism to contention occurs at least 

when it comes to specifying what it is to be responsive to reasons as 

                                             
2 Obituary of  Marie Smith in The Economist, Feb 7th 2008. 
3 This is a version of  an argument McDowell makes against Pippin in “Towards a 

Reading of  Hegel on Action in the ‘Reason’ Chapter of  the Phenomenology”, in 
McDowell, J. H., Having the World in View: Essays on Kant, Hegel, and Sellars, Cambridge, 
Mass., Harvard University Press, 2009, pp. 66-184. 
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such. One way of  taking the intersubjectivist position is to see agency as 

essentially responding to social facts. Human beings, so it is said, are 

outfitted by evolution to respond to matters such as social expectations 

as norms, as guides for action. Responsiveness to reasons is just a partic-

ular and very complicated kind of  responsiveness to environmental cues.  

In the tradition of  thought that comes down from Kant to Hegel and 

even to Heidegger, responsiveness to reasons is not fully assimilable to 

responses to social cues.4 There is a kind of  self-consciousness that has 

to be at work in responsiveness to reasons. One must be able to discern 

at any given point that what one took to be a good reason for belief, for 

feeling, or for action was in fact not a reason at all.5 (John McDowell’s 

phrase “responding to reasons as reasons” captures that idea nicely and 

succinctly). Responding to a reason in that sense is not just responding 

to an environmental cue, it is taking something to justify something else, 

and thus ultimately taking it as fodder for inference (even if  no inference 

is in fact drawn). Self-consciousness, in this sense, is not an awareness of  

oneself  as an object or even as a different kind of  object from those in 

the natural world. Self-consciousness in this sense consists in locating 

oneself  in a social space of  norms that license moves to other norms 

and give warrant to certain actions.6 In doing so, there also has to be a 

recognition on the part of  the agent that the space of  reasons always 

outstrips all the particular considerations that might be on offer as puta-

                                             
4 See Pippin, R. B., Hegel on Self-Consciousness: Desire and Death in Hegel’s Phenomenology of  

Spirit, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 2010; Pinkard, T. P., Hegel’s Naturalism: Mind, 
Nature, and the Final Ends of  Life, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2012, p. 240. 

5 Another statement from McDowell: “The image of  self-legislation had better be 
compatible with an image according to which something in the makeup of  rational sub-
jects enables them to recognize an authority that the norms of  reason possess anyway. 
The authority of  the norms is not created by being recognized. The point of  the self-leg-
islating image is just that subjecting oneself  to their authority is not handing over control 
of  the relevant areas of  one’s life to a foreign power. The power is in oneself, in whatever 
it is about one that enables one to recognize that the norms are authoritative. But that 
their authority deserves to be recognized does not depend on one’s recognizing it. Seen 
in this light, the autonomy idea is a version of  the basic commitment of  rationalism” 
(McDowell, J. H., “Self-Determining Subjectivity and External Constraint”, in McDowell, 
J. H., Having the World in View: Essays on Kant, Hegel, and Sellars, p. 105). 

6 See Pinkard, T. P., Hegel’s Phenomenology: the Sociality of  Reason, Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1994, p. vii, p. 451. 
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tive reasons. It is, after all, a familiar fact that what has been taken as a 

reason by highly intelligent sensitive people for centuries can turn out 

not to be a reason at all. Racism and sexism are only two of  the most ob-

vious examples. Ultimately, an agent has to be able to step back, so it 

seems, and decide for themselves whether such and such warrants such a 

belief  or action.7 

This might suggest the authority of  reasons is relative to the social 

space in which they move, and thus that all authority, even of  reason, 

itself  only exists as socially recognized authority.8 However, if  all author-

ity is authority only by being recognized as such, an infinite regress 

quickly springs up. If  A is authoritative vis-à-vis B, A cannot acquire its 

authority from B. A’s authority must be bestowed on it from C, ad 

infinitum. The regress, so it seems, would be stopped only by there being 

something that is authoritative but whose authority is not dependent on 

anything else –that is, on its being unconditionally authoritative. (Some-

thing like either the space of  reasons, God’s commands, or the early ide-

alists conception of  intellectual intuition would be the major contestants 

for what would be unconditionally authoritative in that sense). Thus, so it 

seems, in the case of  agency, agency must get its authority from some-

thing or someone that does not require recognition from the agent for its 

authority. The authority of  the space of  reasons has to already be in 

place for agents to recognize another as acting under its authority.  

In his discussion of  self-consciousness in the 1807 Phenomenology, 
Hegel contrasts two conceptions of  what it is to be acting in the space 

of  reasons. On the one hand, there is the conception of  a self-conscious 

                                             
7 See McDowell, J. H., “Autonomy and Its Burdens”, in Dottori, R. (ed.), Autonomy of  

Reason? Autonomie der Vernunft?: Proceedings of  the V Meeting Italian-American Philosophy, 
Münster, Lit Verlag, 2009, pp. 191-199: “To count as responsive to reasons as the reasons 
they are, one must be able to step back from the fact that a certain circumstance, for in-
stance perceived danger, inclines one in a certain direction, for instance towards fleeing, 
and raise the question whether one should be so inclined”. 

8 In one of  his statements of  his view, Robert Pippin seems to inclining that way: 
“The radical Hegelian claim, which need not be an issue here, is that all having such au-
thority amounts to is being acknowledged –under the right conditions and in the right 
way– to have such authority” (Pippin, R. B., Hegel on Self-Consciousness, pp. 76-77). A lot 
turns on his phrase, “in the right way”. The premise is not self-evidently true. Various re-
ligious conceptions and certain forms of  Platonism could hold that there is an eternal au-
thority that does not depend on recognition from anything or anybody. 
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agent who appeals to reasons to satisfy his desires. This entails not 

merely experiencing the desire as a lack (say, of  nutrition) but as some-

thing that may or may not figure as important in an agent’s economy of  

desire –that is, may or may not serve as the basis of  a commitment to 

something.9  

Desires can be impeded in that the object of  desire can resist. Resis-

tance, however, is not the same as challenging the desire-as-a-reason. 

Whatever reasons there may be not catching a fish and eating it, the fish 

itself  cannot raise them. As far as appealing to the space of  reasons goes, 

the individual agent is vis-à-vis the fish self-sufficient. He need not ap-

peal to anything outside of  the space of  reasons he inhabits and which 

the fish does not. Another self-conscious agent, however, can offer that 

kind of  challenge. He can, for example, withhold recognition, and in 

such a case, if  all authority requires recognition, then the self-sufficient 

authority of  such an agent is undermined or denied. When another self-

conscious agent –that is, an agent who is capable not merely of  re-

sponding to reasons but to making avowals of  where he stands in the 

space of  reasons– shows up, the situation changes from “Am I getting 

what I want?” to that of  “Who is setting the rules for this situation?”. 

If  there is no unmediated access to the space of  reasons, and all such 

appeal to such a space is always made from within a determinate space 

of  reasons –what both Wittgenstein and Hegel called a form of  life– 

then the possibility of  struggles over recognition is always present. In 

such a struggle, the infinite regress of  recognition –that A recognizes B, 

but to have the authority to recognize B, A must be recognized by C, 

who has such authority only by being recognized by D, etc. (Although it 

might look as if  this could be solved by making the relation of  recog-

nition transitive and therefore reciprocal –such that A recognizes B, B 

recognizes C, and C recognizes A, where transitivity would be supposed 

to supply full and mutual recognition10 –that will not work unless one of  

                                             
9 This is Robert Brandom’s distinction. See Brandom, R., “The Structure of  Desire 

and Recognition: Self-Consciousness and Self-Constitution”, in Grøn, A. – Raffnsøe-
Møller, M. – Sørensen, A. (eds.), Dialectics, Self-Consciousness, and Recognition, Aarhus, NSU 
Press, 2009, pp. 140-171. See also Pippin, R. B., Hegel on Self-Consciousness. 

10 This is Brandom’s solution in Brandom, R., “The Structure of  Desire and 
Recognition: Self-Consciousness and Self-Constitution”. If  no individual has any author-
ity to begin with, expanding the circle will not grant more authority, even though it might 
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the participants already has the authority to start the chain. I cannot be-

come king of  the world by recognizing one of  my friends who recog-

nizes another as having the authority to recognize me as king of  the 

world).  

Without any further mediation in the form of  practice-based or insti-

tutionally shared commitments, the regress will only be practically 

stopped by one of  claimant’s willingness to put recognition of  him as 

“the” authority in such basic matters ahead of  everything else, even life 

itself, and the other claimant, fearing for his life, accepting the authority 

of  the first one. (Note that he accepts the other’s authority, not merely 

the other’s power to compel him, even though the authoritative figure 

will be able to remain in authority only insofar as he continues to wield 

power. Otherwise, the conflict and struggle will continually begin again, 

as in fact it usually does). In that case, the philosophical puzzle of  the in-

finite regress established by claiming authority is stopped not rationally 

but irrationally, violently. The person who has seized authority –let us call 

him “the master”– has also established de facto authority.11 He in effect 

says: I issue entitlements, but others need not entitle me to do so. I am 

self-entitled, entitled by nature, entitled by god, or perhaps as in neo-

Hegelian Marxism, entitled by history. You must recognize me, but I do 

not recognize you. 

Two agents confronting each other who are operating only within the 

first conception need know nothing about power. The only force they 

recognize is the unforced force of  the better argument. Had they but 

world enough and time, they could wait an infinite time to decide which 

argument had the better force. The space of  reasons is, after all, infinite 

in the sense that, metaphorically speaking, it recognizes no authority be-

yond itself  and thus no authoritative limits outside of  itself.  

                                             
bestow the appearance of  authority on one or more of  them. This at first might seem 
counter-intuitive: If  we form a club (say, the readers of  this footnote club), and we elect 
one of  us as the chair of  the club and even give her extended powers (such as the power 
to expel members for refractory behavior), it might seem as if  that is all there is to the 
story. That assumes that any of  us has the authority to start a club in the first place.  

11 He may or may not also claim that he and he only is better situated or better suited 
to understand just what the space of  reasons requires in these particular circumstances. 
That is the role played by historical context and ideology. 
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Agents are not infinite in anything like that sense. They never have 

world enough and time. Finite agents need a finite solution to an infinite 

problem, and they thus must deal in the world of  power. In practice, 

what counts as a reason will be to a large extent a function of  the 

boundaries of  the form of  life in which it is given, and that will depend 

on exercises of  power. Agents stand in both conceptions. Reason seems 

to outstrip all finite, contingent exercises of  itself, and what counts as a 

reason will always appear as a function of  the forms of  life of  the finite, 

contingent people who rely on them. There is “reason” as a metaphoric-

al substantive only insofar as there are beings who give and ask for rea-

sons. However, this metaphorical substantive of  “reason” also outruns 

all attempts to pin it down to only those reasons given at any particular 

time by particular people. To continue with the substantivized metaphor, 

“Reason” seems to fragment itself  into contingent historically bounded 

practices of  giving reasons and into an overarching conception of  an un-

bounded reason that is immune to the failures its historically conditioned 

instances have suffered.  

On the whole, this looks like an antinomy. On the one hand, there is 

the obvious fact that people must make choices about what counts as a 

reason under conditions that do not allow for an infinite probing of  the 

space of  reasons. What counts as a reason is always relative to the social 

and historical position of  the agent. On the other hand, any such appeal 

to limited reasons must confront the nature of  authority which tends to 

generate an infinite regress that has to end in the self-establishing nature 

of  rational authority itself  (that is, in the impossibility of  getting outside 

the space of  reasons to justify that space itself).  

There are two ways to take this, and Hegel at one point in his devel-

opment took both of  them.12 One way is to see that the space of  rea-

sons is eternal and unchanging and that we come to elucidate its struc-

ture only gradually and always only partially. The space of  reasons is 

eternal and unchanging –it is an ideal to which we infinitely approximate.  

 

                                             
12 The shift from the first view to the second view takes place roughly around 1804-

1805 as he moves away from his Schellingian conceptions into the mature ones that find 
expression in the 1807 Phenomenology. 
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The eternal space of  reasons always outstrips all finite attempts at giving 

articulation to it, but we can get better or worse at various times at iden-

tifying what it requires.13 We ourselves may develop over time to become 

more rational as we come to see that considerations that we had thought 

counted for much in fact were not good reasons at all (again, the exam-

ples of  sexism and racism come to mind as the more obvious contempo-

rary examples). On what has been disparagingly called the “Whig inter-

pretation of  history”, the movement of  history represents increasing 

progress in discovering what this eternal reason requires.  

We may develop, but Reason stays the same. 

Or we could take it that the space of  reasons itself  has a develop-

ment. That is, if  what counts as a reason depends on the structures of  

recognition, failed recognition, and withheld recognition at work in 

specific social and political shapes, then it as these shapes develop, so 

would the structure of  reason. The inherent normativity of  a claim to 

reason –that it outstrips all its specific embodiments– means that it is al-

ways capable of  such development.14 As it develops, some types of  con-

siderations that were reasons fall out, and the explanation for why they 

were taken wrongly to be reasons falls on the side of  social, historical 

and perhaps even psychological considerations.  

 

 

                                             
13 There is also the alternative of  denying that the space of  reasons can in any way be 

as “unbounded” as it claims and in fact must rely on something more or less beyond the 
human space of  reasons, say, in a deity who issues commands and to whom obedience is 
required (a “master of  all masters”, as it were). This is a common enough claim in vari-
ous religious approaches, and it goes beyond what is at stake in rationalist “stoical” con-
ceptions. It holds that what is at stake is an eternal deity giving structure to things, of  
which the human space of  reasons is one inherently limited aspect. Johannine Chris-
tianity, for example, identifies God with the Logos (“Reason”) and claims that the Logos 
became flesh in Jesus. The supra-human authority of  the Logos took on human form 
and thus mediated between Reason (the Logos) and the finite human world. How this 
mediation is to be done is, however, a mystery. 

14 Reason, as a competence for making inferences and providing grounds for judg-
ments, always carries within it the possible demand for a further ground. However 
bounded it always is, it seeks to make that boundedness intelligible. How is intelligible 
that the space of  reasons, as always embodied, always outstrips its particular embodi-
ments is another issue, calling for something like a ground-level account of  the logic, as it 
were, of  such rational normativity itself. 
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Reason develops, and as it develops, so do we. 

Hegel held the first of  these views until about 1805 or 1806, and then 

he abruptly changed into holding the second of  these views as he was 

writing the Phenomenology in Jena.15 This change in his views came about 

by way of  his confrontation with Schelling’s views during the period of  

their joint collaboration in Jena.  

What especially drew Hegel’s attention was what at the time drew 

everybody’s attention: Schelling’s creation of  what Schelling took to be a 

new form of  philosophy itself  as Naturphilosophie. The Naturphilosophie 
was not a “philosophy of  nature”, but supposedly a way of  thinking 

through nature itself  to a conclusion about subjectivity. What drove 

Schelling to this occurred in three steps. In the first step, for Schelling, 

like all the idealists in the wake of  Kant, the third antinomy between nat-

ural causation and freedom loomed large, since it seemed that Kant had 

drawn exactly the right conclusion from it.  

If  we take nature as we must take it, namely, as a deterministic causal 

system, then there is no room for freedom in such a nature unless agents 

can be shown to exercise a special form of  causality that is distinct from 

all other natural forms of  causality. That is, to be free, humans must be 

able to exercise a causality over their own actions that is not itself  the 

result of  some other causal series. Like the other idealists, Schelling also 

found Kant’s own transcendental solution to the problem to be un-

satisfactory, namely, the idea that we must practically commit ourselves 

to a conception of  ourselves as free without being able to theoretically 

comprehend how such freedom is possible, and that transcendental 

idealism, with its commitment to the realm of  unknowable things in 

themselves, provides just the right framework for holding such a view.  

If  one rejects Kant’s transcendental idealist thesis that, first, we can 

know nothing about things in themselves, and, second, this underwrites 

the permissibility of  committing ourselves to the idea that we do indeed 

                                             
15 The reasons for this shift are explored in Pinkard, T. P., “From Schelling’s 

Naturalism to Hegel’s Naturalism”, in Haag, J. – Wild, M. (Hrsg.), Übergänge, diskursiv oder 
intuitiv?: Essays zu Eckart Försters Die 25 Jahre der Philosophie, Frankfurt a. M., Klostermann, 
2013. I by and large accept, with some major caveats, Förster’s argument about the cru-
cial role played by Hegel’s new acquaintance with Goethe’s writings on metamorphosis in 
plants. 
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have this special causality –nobody can show that we can, and nobody 

can show that we cannot– then one is stuck with the antinomy itself.16  

What was crucial for Schelling’s second step was his general commit-

ment to the idea that what had to change was not our conception of  

subjectivity but our idea of  nature. The concept of  nature had to be ex-

pansive enough for there to be room within it for rational activity. This 

concept of  nature, moreover, had to be compatible with what the natural 

sciences claimed about nature. This coalesced with Schelling’s insight 

that both Kant and Fichte had not exhausted all the possibilities for ide-

alism. On Schelling’s view, both Kant and Fichte had argued that the dis-

tinction between subjects and objects was not itself  a matter of  their 

being two different kinds of  things or “stuff ”. It was a matter of  sub-

jects themselves introducing the distinction by taking up a rational stance 

to the world of  objects. That is, they took the distinction between sub-

jects and objects not to be an objective distinction but instead a sub-

jective one instituted by the subjects themselves. However, Schelling took 

a remark by Kant in his third Critique to be indicative of  a third possi-

bility. Kant remarked that in the experience of  natural beauty we are 

oriented by the “indeterminate concept of  the supersensible substrate of  

appearances” that is itself  “neither nature nor freedom and yet is linked 

with the basis of  freedom, the supersensible” and this opened the door 

to the third alternative: The opposition between subject and object is 

neither objective nor subjective but something neutral between them.17 

Schelling’s third step was the development of  the Naturphilosophie 
itself. The natural sciences of  the time, so Schelling argued, already 

showed us the way. Newtonian physics had given a precise account of  

what was at work in matter in motion. However, the discoveries about 

electricity and magnetism in the later eighteenth century had shown, or 

so Schelling could convincingly argue at the time, that there were forces 

that could not be explained simply in terms of  matter in motion. More-

over, there were elements of  chemistry –as the science that studies how 

new substances are created out of  the combinations of  other sub-

                                             
16 The in’s and out’s of  Kant’s transcendental idealist way out are of  course compli-

cated, and we can leave them aside here. 
17 See Kant, I., Critique of  Judgment, translated by W. S. Pluhar, Indianapolis, Hackett, 

1987, § 40, p. 159f. 
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stances– that could not be explained simply by electricity and magnetism 

itself, and likewise the structure and behavior of  organisms could not be  

explained by chemistry. Mechanics, physics, chemistry and biology had 

made astonishing progress in their own domains, but they could not 

offer an account of  how it was that those domains hung together as a 

whole. Schelling’s rather bold hypothesis was that there were something 

like metaphysical forces at work in nature in additional to the forces dis-

covered and tested by empirical science, and that these forces could be 

discerned only by a form of  “intellectual intuition”. Nature developed 

into domains that embodied the unity of  competing metaphysical forces 

until they reached an “indifference point” at which they generated the 

new domains. Even though physics can empirically study how heat, light, 

electricity and magnetism function and interact, mechanics itself  (matter 

in motion, billiard balls colliding with each other) could not explain how, 

say, magnetism arises. Schelling called these metaphysical forces Potenzen, 
the higher powers that nature creates out of  its lower powers. For 

Schelling, the a priori intellectual intuition that delineates the various 

Potenzen is like the a priori intuition that Kant invoked for arithmetic and 

geometry. Just as one must construct triangles and tangents to provide a 

proof  in geometry (where one just “sees” it), the Naturphilosoph con-

structs proofs of  the Potenzen by drawing on the natural sciences to show 

where the gaps in the domains of  nature must be filled in. Ultimately, a 

Naturphilosophie gives us a conception of  what Kant had called the un-

conditioned and what Schelling more exuberantly called the “absolute” 

as nature propelling itself  through various indifference points until “life” 

tips over into “subjectivity”, and nature gives a rational account of  itself  

in philosophy. For Schelling, “nature” itself  is the “unconditioned”, but 

only nature as thinking of  itself  in that way, and nature thinking of  itself  

in that way is the object of  an “intellectual intuition”, not a discursive 

thought. 

In his early work in Jena, Hegel took over the Schellingian concep-

tions of  the Potenzen and put them to work for his own purposes. After 

Schelling’s departure from Jena in 1803 and the strained personal rela-

tions between them, Hegel dropped the language of  the Potenzen and be-

gan to work out his own ideas about a logic of  such accounts instead of  

a Naturphilosophie in the Schellingian sense. He laid out his objections to 

Schelling rather obliquely, but it was clear that he had Schelling in mind 
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when he characterized that conception of  the absolute as the night in 

which all cows are black.18 However, Hegel kept the idea that we had to a 

conception of  nature that had room for rational activity within itself, 

even though Hegel’s naturalism developed differently and distinctly from 

Schelling’s naturalism.  

If  not nature as working itself  through its “Potenzen”, what then is 

Hegel’s absolute? The most obvious answer is: Geist, spirit, mindedness. 

But what is Geist? We can get a clue to this from the lectures Hegel was 

giving as he was commencing with the writing of  the Phenomenology and 

as he was working the text out. These are the lectures on nature and 

spirit from 1805-06. When in the lectures Hegel introduces the concept 

of  spirit (as proceeding out of  “the organic”), he uses a metaphor of  

“the night” emerging into daylight (a metaphor to which he later often 

returned). If  the first activity of  spirit consists in its representing a world 

external to its own activities, then the first activity of  spirit is its aware-

ness in intuition of  an objective world distinct from itself, a distinction it 

draws itself, not a distinction that is itself  an observable part of  nature. 

This kind of  intuitive awareness is partially continuous with that of  ani-

mal awareness of  itself  and its environment.19 However, viewed at this 

level of  abstraction, the agent is a “subject-object”, a body perceived 

from the “inside” of  a subjective quasi-animal awareness that projects 

outward its intention to act in the world, and in distinguishing its 

intuitions-as-representations from the object represented within one 

consciousness, the agent goes beyond such animal normativity. (To in-

                                             
18 In his lectures on Naturphilosophie, Hegel also expressed his dismay at this reliance 

on intellectual intuition: “Wenn es dem Bewußtsein nicht saurer gemacht würde, die 
Wahrheit zu erkennen, sondern man sich nur auf  den Dreifuß zu setzen und Orakel zu 
sprechen brauchte, so wäre freilich die Arbeit des Denkens gespart” (Hegel, G. W. F., 
Enzyklopädie der philosophischen Wissenschaften, II, Frankfurt a. M., Suhrkamp, 1969, p. 18, 
§246 Zusatz). In his later lectures on the history of  philosophy, Hegel had this to say 
about Schelling: “Oft braucht Schelling die Form Spinozas, stellt Axiome auf. Man will, 
wenn man philosophiert, daß es so ist, bewiesen haben. Wird aber mit der intellektuellen 
Anschauung angefangen, so ist das Assertion, Orakel, das man sich gefallen lassen soll, 
weil die Forderung gemacht ist, daß man intellektuell anschaue” (Hegel, G. W. F., 
Vorlesungen über die Geschichte der Philosophie, III, Frankfurt a. M., Suhrkamp, 1969, p. 435). 

19 “...er ist, wie das Tier, die Zeit, die für sich ist, und ebenso Freiheit der Zeit” 
(Hegel, G. W. F., Jenaer Realphilosophie. Vorlesungsmanuskripte zur Philosophie der Natur und des 
Geistes von 1805-1806, edited by J. Hoffmeister, Hamburg, Meiner, 1967, p. 179). 
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dicate this, Hegel even calls it an act of  the imagination representing 

things, making reference to Kant’s idea of  a faculty that has a foot in 

both sensibility and the understanding).20 Hegel calls such an intuitive 

representation now regarded as a representation –that is, as being pos-

sibly true or false– an “image”, das Bild. To distinguish this kind of  

awareness of  things as an embodied “subject-object” from a more 

classical picture of  the mind as always aware of  itself, Hegel uses the 

metaphor of  the “night” for the way in which our representational ac-

tivities are not to be construed as internal mental events about which we 

are directly aware but as elements of  an embodied activity of  repre-

senting the world to ourselves. They are, to use a shorthand that itself  

needs further elaboration, competencies and not internal mental states. 

As he puts the same point much later in his Encyclopedia, the fluency 

involved in such competencies “consists in having the particular knowl-

edge or kind of  activities immediately to mind in any case that occurs, 

even, we may say, immediate in our very limbs, in an activity directed out-

wards”.21 

Moreover, when Hegel discusses in 1806 how spirit in its activity goes 

beyond its intuitive representations of  itself  and the world, he says it 

does so by virtue of  “naming” things. To “name” something in this 1806 

Hegelian sense is to enter into the space of  reasons. To make this point, 

Hegel notes that “this is the first power of creation exercised by spirit. Adam 

gave a name to all things. This is the sovereign right (Majestätsrecht) and 

the first taking-possession of all nature –or the creation of nature out of 

Spirit [itself]”.22 The very idea that spirit’s Majestätsrecht consists in 

                                             
20 “...so ist er vorstellende Einbildungskraft überhaupt” (Hegel, G. W. F., Jenaer Real-

philosophie, pp. 179-180). 
21 Hegel, G. W. F, Enzyklopädie der philosophischen Wissenschaften, I, §66; Hegel, G. W. F., 

The Encyclopaedia Logic, with the Zusätze: Part I of  the Encyclopaedia of  Philosophical Sciences with 
the Zusätze, translated by T. F. Geraets, W. A. Suchting and H. S. Harris, Indianapolis, 
Hackett, 1991, p. 115. In the passage cited, Hegel goes on to add, “In all these cases, 
immediacy of  knowledge not only does not exclude mediation, but the two are so bound 
together that immediate knowledge is even the product and result of  mediated knowl-
edge”. 

22 “Dies ist die erste Schöpferkraft, die der Geist ausübt; Adam gab allen Dingen 
einen Namen, dies ist das Majestätsrecht und erste Besitzergreifung der ganzen Nature, 
oder das Schaffen derselben aus dem Geiste” (Hegel, G. W. F., Jenaer Realphilosophie, p. viii, 
p. 290, p. 183). That the talk of  “Kraft” is not there in the “Self-Consciousness” section 
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“naming” things, and that this is what is meant by speaking of  “the crea-

tion of  nature out of  spirit” is all the more evidence of  Hegel’s robust 

rejection of  Schelling’s metaphysical monism, that is, of  Schelling’s ac-

count of  nature and spirit emerging according to the metaphysical laws 

governing a self-conscious Spinozistic substance. That it was “Adam” 

who “named” all things and not something else (for example, God) is 

also evidence that Hegel had in mind something like human agency 

thinking about its own conditions which is to serve as the “absolute”, 

not Schelling’s “nature”. To put this point in more deflationary terms, 

“spirit” first “names” things and then reflects on its own activity of  

naming and what this means for how it is to think of  itself  and the 

world. As Hegel puts it in the 1805-06 lectures, “the world, nature, is no 

longer a realm of  images that have been internally sublated and have no 

being. It is rather a realm of  names”, and the activity, or movement, of  

spirit consists in “the insubstantial (stofflose) relating of  names to 

names”.23  

In his mature system (especially in the Logic), Hegel thought that the 

conception of  agency first outlined in the 1805-06 lectures could be 

more clearly laid out in terms of  the kinds of  accounts at work in such a 

conception of  agency. 

First, there is the inescapable argument that the authority of  reason 

has to terminate in something like reason’s being the last step in an argu-

ment about who or what has authority. There is no “positive”, simply 

“given” beginning to thought that is not subject to reason’s own “un-

bounded” take on itself. The “doctrine of  being” in the Science of  Logic 
makes this argument. Hegel thinks he has shown there that all the forms 

of  argument in which such infinite regresses occur do not warrant any 

kind of  appeal to “intellectual intuition” or “givenness”. What emerges 

out of  the logic at work in the “doctrine of  being” is that the space of  

reasons must be authoritative without having to take its authority from 

                                             
of  the Phenomenology also suggests that the lectures were sketched before the writing of  
the book. 

23 “Die Welt, die Natur ist nicht mehr rein Reich von Bildern, innerlich aufgehobene, 
die kein Sein haben, sondern ein Reich der Namen” (Hegel, G. W. F., Jenaer Realphilosophie, 
p. 184). “Das Festhalten nun einer solchen Beziehung des Namens und der Namen ist 
DIE STOFFLOSE BESCHÄFTIGUNG und Bewegung des Geistes mit sich” (Hegel, G. W. F., 
Jenaer Realphilosophie, p. 187). 


