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From Natural Law to Free Will: The Context

and Structure of Hegel’s Concept of the
Free Will

Sechin Y. S. Chien
Abstracf

In the “Introduction” to his Philosophy of Right, Hegel proposes to
analyse the formation of free will in terms of the ‘“‘moments’” of univer-
sality, particularity, and individuality. This paper intends to look into some
of the considerations behind this unusual construction.

Hegel claims that his subject-matter is the “rationality of law”. By
tradition, this belongs to the realm of natural law. But Hegel contends that
modern natural law theory, as exemplified in Hobbes, was based on an
“ambiguity” in the concept of nature, obliterating the essential distinction
between what is natural and what is rational. Kant solved this ambiguity by
sharply differentiating between natural desires and the rational will,
designating the latter as the source of universal law. Nonetheless, the
Kantian conception of the autonomous will is criticized by Hegel for being
too formal to elucidate the sense in which the will is free in its “‘actualiza-
tion”’.

In this paper, Hegel’s theory of the will is shown to be heavily informed
by his critical reading of Hobbes and Kant. It is further suggested that his
tripartite construction can best be understood when recast in the framework
provided by Harry Frankfurt’s and Charles Taylor’s analyses of the concept
of the person.
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