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Any attempt to bring Hegel’s theory of action to bear on current debates in Anglophone philosophy risks distorting his views to fit those debates. It is unclear, for example, to what extent Hegel’s position can be expressed using contemporary notions of action, intention, and reasons for acting. But even when one is careful to mark the differences between Hegel’s conceptual vocabulary and the categories of contemporary philosophy, there is a danger of misrepresenting Hegel just by framing his theory of action as a response to the same questions or anxieties that motivate the current debate.  This is particularly so because one of the central or defining tasks of contemporary work in that area, distinguishing between action and event, has a fairly recent, twentieth-century pedigree.
  Hegel does not explicitly address this now central distinction, but rather belongs to an older tradition of inquiry that treats action in the context of moral and political philosophy.  To bring Hegel’s theory of action into the present conversation, then, one must not only take care to properly translate his position into contemporary terms, one must also determine whether his claims about action imply an answer to a question he did not expressly formulate. 

Two influential efforts have already been made to overcome these obstacles and uncover what we would now categorize as philosophy of action in Hegel’s works.
  The first was Charles Taylor’s 1981 essay “Hegel’s philosophy of mind,” which argues that there are two families of views on what distinguishes actions from events.
  According to the first view, which Taylor associates with Donald Davidson and the empiricist tradition, actions have “a peculiar type of psychological cause,” they are brought about by some combination of desires and intentions (p. 78).  According to the second view, which he attributes to Hegel and the expressivist tradition, actions are qualitatively different from events because action is intrinsically directed; since intentions cannot be understood as separate from the actions they animate, they cannot cause them.  Taylor’s account represents Hegel’s philosophy of action as a crucial alternative to long dominant causal accounts, one that has the merit of refraining from the misguided attempt to “go beyond the subjective standpoint of the agent, and come to an understanding of [action] which is objective” (p. 79).    

Taylor’s way of dividing up the territory was put into question by the second influential effort to connect Hegel’s account of action with contemporary work in the philosophy of action, Michael Quante’s Hegels Begriff der Handlung (1993).
  Quante argues that the “two families” Taylor identifies do not correspond to two irreconcilable approaches to action so much as compatible responses to two different questions: what causes an action? and when can behavior be attributed to an agent?  According to Quante, Hegel’s discussion of action in the Moralität section of the Philosophy of Right almost exclusively concerns the second question.  Once that is taken into account, Quante thinks he can show that Hegel’s position is not only compatible with Davidson’s answer to the first question—that an agent’s reasons are the cause of her actions--but actually anticipates and agrees with Davidson’s answer to the second question--that actions can be attributed to agents only under the description with which they were intended.
  For Quante, Hegel does not represent an alternative to contemporary accounts of action, but an early anticipation of just those Davidsonian insights that have most powerfully influenced the current debates.

Both of these previous attempts to articulate Hegel’s philosophy of action emphasize the fact that the subject’s own perspective on what she has done is an irreducible aspect of any action for Hegel.  I will be arguing, however, that they fail to do justice to the nature and scope of the knowledge Hegel thinks is implied by action. In other words, Hegel’s potential disagreements with Davidson (who stands as the common foil in these previous accounts) are not restricted to issues of causality but extend also to issues of attribution, to the question of what sort of knowledge is required for behavior to count as action.
   Hegel’s views on the cognitive conditions of agency, as put forth in Moralität, require both more knowledge of agents and knowledge of a different kind.
  As to the first, he thinks an action requires not only knowledge of what you are doing right now but also knowledge of what legal universals the action falls under, of why you are doing it, and of whether it is right or wrong.
  This knowledge is of a different kind because it is not to be equated with any psychological fact of the matter, with what the agent knows or is conscious of in the moment of her action, but is something that is attributed to her by virtue of her legal status as an adult citizen.

Establishing that this is the right way to connect Hegel’s discussion of action in “Moralität” to contemporary debates is, however, a complicated matter for the reasons I stated above.
  To avoid the risk that I have distorted Hegel’s position by depicting it as a rival answer to the question of how to distinguish actions from events, my approach will be organized around the consideration of two connected interpretive questions.  First, does Hegel’s treatment of action in “Moralität” actually imply anything about that distinction?  If it does not, it would appear that whatever else it has to offer, it does not include a philosophy of action in the contemporary sense.  Second, can Hegel’s concept of action be extricated from its potentially extraneous or controversial applications to questions of moral and legal responsibility?  If not, it would appear that although Hegel deals with certain important and familiar cases of action, he fails to offer a characterization of action itself; a characterization that is independent of these richer, more complex cases.

There are three general ways one might answer these questions and connect Hegel’s discussion of action in Moralität to contemporary debates in the philosophy of action. According to the first, the answer to both of these questions is no; “Moralität” is not a philosophy of action per se, but a philosophy of moral action; it is thus exclusively concerned with issues of legal and moral responsibility, not with broader questions of agency.  Quante influentially defends a second interpretation, according to which the answer to both the above questions is yes; “Moralität” does include a philosophy of action in the contemporary sense and the basic concept of action Hegel delineates can and should be separated from its legal and moral applications.  In defending my alternative account of Hegel’s philosophy of action, I argue against both of these interpretations in favor of a third, which de-couples the two questions.  My central interpretive claim is that although Hegel’s “Moralität” can be understood as his philosophy of action, his philosophy of action cannot be divorced from his treatment of legal and moral responsibility.
  I will argue that this inseparability does not represent an oversight or defect in Hegel’s treatment of action; rather it signals a principled divergence from merely psychological approaches to action, which (he thinks) wrongly abstract away from the social and normative context in which actions necessarily take place.  

On my alternative account, the deep differences between Hegel’s theory of action and more Davidsonian accounts are traced to a central presupposition of “Moralität”: the contention that the capacity for legal culpability is among the conditions for the attribution of any action to an agent.  Hegel believes, in other words, that one can impute actions only to legal subjects, that outside of the context of some concrete political whole a person’s responsibility for what they have done is entirely indeterminate. Although Hegel’s commitment to this belief is, I hope to show, amply corroborated by his statements about action outside the Philosophy of Right, the belief has played little to no role in recent attempts to bring his theory of action into the contemporary debate.  I hope to show how profoundly that omission has distorted our understanding of Hegel’s position. 

I. The restricted reading

In “Moralität,” Hegel defines action (Handlung) not by contrasting it to the notion of event (Begebenheit) but to the notion of deed (Tat); he says an agent’s deed encompasses everything that happened as a consequence of her action, her action includes only those parts she can be blamed for, those aspects she knew and willed (PR § 117).
  The simplest way to reconcile this peculiarity of Hegel’s discussion of action in “Moralität” with contemporary debates about the distinction between action and event would be to deny that it has any direct relevance to the latter.  If “Moralität” is concerned only with a certain restricted type of action, the kind of action required by blame, and not with action per se, this would also explain Hegel’s immediate turn to moral and legal applications of his concept of action. On such a reading, Hegel’s treatment of action in “Moralität” would have little or nothing to contribute to contemporary discussions of action but (perhaps) a great deal to debates about moral or legal responsibility.  I will call this sort of interpretation the restricted reading.  The majority of readings of the Philosophy of Right do in fact proceed as if Hegel’s discussion of agency were entirely occupied with the question of what subjective conditions must be met for an agent to be blamable, especially in the legal sense, for what she did.  In most of these accounts, the more fundamental question of what distinguishes an action from an event for Hegel is not raised—presumably because no such answer to such questions is implied by his account. 

Any justification for a restricted reading of “Moralität,” however, would require establishing that the concept of action treated there, Handlung, is not co-extensive with action as such.  In Hegel’s Ethics of Recognition (1997), Robert Williams has provided a defense of just that thesis by offering an interpretation of the Tat/Handlung distinction such that they represent different species of action.  For terminological clarity, in this section I will speak of acts as the genus to which deeds (Taten) and actions (Handlungen) belong.  What is common to all acts, according to Williams, is the translation of something subjective (an inner end) into something objective (an externality that expresses that inner end).  In “Abstract Right,” the section prior to “Moralität,” Williams thinks Hegel is looking at the most primitive form action can take.  In this primitive form of act, which Hegel terms deed (Tat), the transition from inner end to external expression “appears more or less automatic” (p. 185).  This form of act, Williams suggests, is typical of the “naïve immersion of traditional social roles” characteristic of primitive societies (p. 185).  “Moralität,” on the other hand, deals with a more sophisticated and reflective form of acting, moral action (moralische Handlung) or action proper (Handlung).  In this “distinctive type” of acting the realization of a subjective end in an external existence happens explicitly or self-consciously (p. 182).  In these cases the agent is not simply doing things automatically or because this is how they are done.  Rather the agent herself can draw a distinction between those aspects of what she accomplished that realize her end and those that do not; only those that realize her end need to be recognized as her “moral action.”
 

There are two considerations in favor of Williams’ interpretation of the Tat/Handlung distinction as marking the difference between unreflective and reflective acts.
  The first is that Hegel clearly contrasts the “moral point of view” on acts from the point of view taken by “Abstract Right” by saying that the former is “the reflection of the will into itself and its identity for itself, as opposed to its being in itself and immediacy…” (PR §105).  This implies that the moral point of view is special precisely because it considers the will as self-conscious, as reflectively aware of its ends.  Hegel explicitly ties this to the issue of action (Handlung), stating that the question of why an agent acted as she did, what her intention was, can only be asked from the moral point of view (PR §106 A). The second fact in favor of Williams’ interpretation is that Hegel certainly believes that agency admits of various degrees of self-conscious reflection, ranging from fully habitual to fully deliberate (as in, e.g., his discussion of trust in PR §147 R).
  Putting these two facts together, one might feel justified in asserting that the attainment of the moral point of view is a kind of achievement of the agent, something that comes about through the agent’s capacity to consciously reflect on her purposes or intentions.  If that were so, then moral action (moral Handlung) would represent a higher species of action than deed (Tat) in that it requires this higher degree of self-consciousness.   

The problem with this interpretation is that when Tat and Handlung are actually contrasted in the Philosophy of Right, they are described not as two different types of act but two different aspects or sides (unterschiedene Seite) of one and the same act: a third-person or social aspect and a first-person or individual aspect.  In speaking of criminal activity, for example, Hegel states that “the aspect of action which makes it moral in the proper sense is therefore distinct from its legal side” (PR §113 R).  That these aspects cannot be separately instantiated is clearest perhaps with Hegel’s favorite example, Oedipus.  When Oedipus killed his father on the road to Thebes, killing his father was his deed (Tat) insofar as that is what he accomplished. But although Oedipus did not know he was killing his father, he certainly knew that he was doing something: he knew he was killing a stranger.  So although what he did may be described as parricide from the external point of view of “Abstract Right,” it is a mere homicide from the internal or moral point of view; only the latter is his action (Handlung).  In this case, it is clear that Hegel is not pointing to two different actions, one unreflective and one self-conscious, rather it is the very same act that is being described as a deed or as an action depending on whether one is looking at its external or internal aspect.  Since all action requires an internal end in some sense, it must be concluded that the “point of view of morality” can be taken on any and all acts.  

This point might seem to be belied by Hegel’s statement that the “heroic self-consciousness” had yet to reflect on the “distinction between deed and action” (PR §118 R) and his related claim that the moral point of view is an achievement of modernity (PR §124 R and §136).  But Hegel cannot mean by this that all actions prior to the modern epoch were thoughtless and habitual.  Indeed, on closer inspection, one can see that Hegel’s point in these passages does not concern an individual’s capacity to have an intention; what he is speaking to, rather, is the rationality of ancient Greek legal institutions and moral practices of assigning blame.  In the Sophoclean plays, Oedipus himself clearly and unambiguously distinguishes between what he intended and what he did.  The interesting thing, according to Hegel, is that Oedipus takes “undivided responsibility” for the consequences of his action despite the fact that he knows he did not intend them (A p. 187).  Hegel explanation of this is that ancient legal codes and moral practices were failed to attach enough “importance to the subjective element” in assigning blame (PR §117 A); he claims that only modern institutions and practices fully and self-consciously limit blame according to the moral point of view.  It is not the existence of the subjective dimension in acting that Hegel thinks is a recent historical achievement but only a full recognition of its importance for the determination of blame.

The restricted reading, inasmuch as it depends on reading deed (Tat) and action (Handlung) as distinctive kinds or species of acts, thus cannot be textually sustained.  Every act can be considered either as a deed or as an action depending on whether one adopts a third-person or first-person point of view.  If some behavior cannot be viewed from the first-person or subjective point of view, it is not an act of any kind at all.  Consequently, what Hegel has to say about action (Handlung) in “Moralität” must be read as pertaining to action as such, not to some specific, especially reflective form of action.  If there are any features essential to the “action” perspective on what was done, they will be among the features that characterize the entire class of what was done, distinguishing it from the broader class of events. 

II. The independent reading (part 1)

This claim, that the “Moralität” section of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right includes a philosophy of action in the contemporary sense, is the starting point of Michael Quante’s Hegels Begriff der Handlung (1993).
  But Quante does not think that the entirety of “Moralität” is relevant to the question of distinguishing action from event, only the first two sections.  He contends that the reason Hegel’s basic concept of action has largely escaped the notice of his commentators is that they have interpreted these passages solely in light of their context in Hegel’s practical philosophy.  This has led them to identify Hegel’s treatment of action with its applications in legal and moral matters.  Against this tendency, Quante argues that a central portion of “Moralität,” particularly §115-128, is substantively independent of its context in the Philosophy of Right.  When separated from its immediate environs, this stretch of text reveals a self-standing treatment of action-theoretical problems that foreshadows and unifies many of the insights in the contemporary, post-Wittgensteinian literature on agency.  Since it requires separating Hegel’s theory of action from his practical philosophy and showing it to be self-standing, I will refer to this interpretation as the independent reading.

The independence of Hegel’s philosophy of action is essential for Quante’s argument because he wants to claim that Hegel’s concept of action, like the specific contemporary treatments of agency he is interested in comparing it to, is morally neutral.  In his words, it does not go “beyond the standpoint of a rational egoist” and so “does not itself imply the presence of a moral attitude in the agent” (p. 172, p. 166; p. 231, p. 224). The immediate context of Hegel’s discussion of action presents a problem for Quante’s assertion because Hegel’s theory of punishment, which comes before it, and his theory of moral autonomy, which comes after it, clearly transcend the standpoint of a rational egoist.  To secure the independence of Hegel’s theory of action from his moral and legal commitments, Quante needs to make two sharp incisions in the text.  First, he needs to argue that nothing in “Moralität” depends on his previous discussion of the conditions of legitimate punishment at the end of “Abstract Right.”  Second, and within “Morality,” he needs to find a way to draw a convincing line between the part that putatively contains Hegel’s action-theory, and what follows it: Hegel’s treatment of conscience and moral autonomy.  It should be emphasized that although Quante grants that Hegel would not have agreed with this procedure he insists that he is not involved in a creative re-appropriation of Hegel.  Quante’s reading is intended as a genuine exegesis of these passages; consequently, he consistently attributes his conclusions about the analytic independence of action theory from legal and moral considerations to Hegel himself, suggesting that the transition from action theoretical matters to moral philosophy that Hegel does make relies on additional, controversial metaphysical commitments that are only defended in the Logic. 

In this section and the next I will attempt to show that although Quante is right to find Hegel’s philosophy of action in “Moralität” he spoils his insight into this section by divorcing Hegel’s theory of action from his theory of legal and moral responsibility. In this section (II), I will argue against the soundness of Quante’s first incision, the separation of “Moralität” from what came before it, “Abstract Right.”  In the next section (III), I will take up Quante’s second incision, the separation within “Moralität” of Hegel’s theory of action from what comes after it, his theory of moral autonomy.   

The prima facie difficulty facing Quante’s first incision, his attempt to establish the independence of “Moralität” from “Abstract Right,” is the fact that Hegel’s discussion of action in “Moralität” is thoroughly infused with legal concepts.  As I indicated earlier, unlike the contemporary literature on agency, which typically uses neutral examples of action like flipping a switch or raising one’s arm, Hegel’s examples (e.g., arson and murder) are exclusively drawn from the legal sphere.  This is clearly no mere accident.  As Quante fully acknowledges, one of Hegel’s concerns with treating action is determining the extent to which agents can be held morally or legally responsible for their actions.  Quante argues, however, that this shows not that Hegel’s theory of action depends on juridical or legal categories but only that “juridical practice employs many distinctions that must be explained in terms of action-theory and moral philosophy” (p. 129; p. 173).
  Quante suggests that there are in fact two reasons to insist that Hegel’s action theory is fully independent from questions of legality—one Hegel explicitly recognized and one he only partially recognized but was clearly implicitly committed to.  I will look at them in turn.  

The first reason Quante gives for why we can separate Hegel’s treatment of action in “Moralität” from “Abstract Right,” is because Hegel explicitly states that action as it had been theorized in Abstract Reason, what he calls legal action (gerichtliche Handlung), contains “only some of the elements of moral action proper” (PR §113).  What makes something a moral action (and so action in the proper sense) is thus fully distinct from what makes it susceptible to legal evaluation.  Following Davidson, Quante cashes this out in terms of different descriptions of the same underlying event.  The underlying descriptum is the act-event (for Davidson, this is always a bodily movement).  Both legal action and moral action presuppose the fundamental event-character of action, but neither, Quante suggests, depends on the other.  One’s choice of perspective, he says, is “pragmatically settled through the function that the description of the event in question is supposed to have” (p. 8, n. 1; p. 19, n. 9).  It follows for Quante that one need not pursue the issue of what constitutes legal action (gerichtliche Handlung) in order to answer the question of what constitutes a moral action or action proper (moralische Handlung).
  What is essential to the definition of action is only the distinction between the action-event and the description under which the action-event is intentional.  

There are two problems with Quante’s interpretation of this passage.  The first problem is that Davidson’s distinction between event and action does not strictly correspond to Hegel’s.  Quante is right to emphasize two key beliefs that Hegel shares with Davidson: the idea that the same event can be described or specified in multiple ways and the idea that an action is intentional only under the description or aspect that includes an agent’s knowledge of what he was doing.
  But this agreement masks a deep difference about how actions are marked off from events.  As indicated above, Davidson understands bodily movements as the basic events underlying any action description—no other events are capable of being intended.  Consequently, when they are intentional, bodily movements are “our primitive actions”; everything that happens as a consequence of such actions is “up to nature” and so is not part of the action itself.
  This procedure leads to a sharp difference between the basic or primitive act (intentionally moving your finger a certain way), which spatially and temporally maps onto the underlying event, and the results of the act (killing someone), which extend indefinitely beyond the event, and can be included in the action (or not) according to the accordion effect.
  Hegel, on the other hand, has an entirely different understanding of how intentional actions are distinguished from events.  For Hegel, an event (Begebenheit) is not an underlying substratum which under certain circumstances can be described as intentional; an event is rather an undifferentiated social whole out of which you can single out some constituent circumstances as intentional actions. His examples of complex events are things like the French Revolution or the invasion of Troy.  A simpler event would be something like Oedipus’s confrontation with a stranger on the road to Thebes.  Starting from such a “concrete external actuality” we can carve out some constituent circumstances as intended by certain agents if those circumstances were caused by a given agent and were willed and known by the agent in question.
  Inasmuch as Oedipus, knowingly caused the death of the stranger in his confrontation with Laius on the road to Thebes, this can be imputed to him as his action.  It follows that for Hegel, unlike Davidson, there is no distinction at all between an act’s intended (or even necessary) consequences and the act itself; when a consequence was known and willed by an agent it is “nothing other than the action itself” (PR §118 R).  Without some attempt to reconcile these systematic discrepancies in their use of similar terminology, a Davidsonian reading of Hegel on action and event risks being seriously misleading.
 
Setting aside the vexed question how much of Davidson’s account can be imported into Hegel’s practical philosophy, there is a second difficulty with Quante’s interpretation of PR §113 as expressing Hegel’s claim that action-theoretical categories are independent of juridico-legal categories.  The problem is that Hegel only rejects one direction of dependence in this passage.  The only thing Hegel explicitly denies is that his previous treatment of legal action (in “Abstract Right”) he had already presupposed moral action.
  Stated more positively, Hegel is claiming that one can determine, for example, whether or not someone broke a contract in the legal sense without settling the question of whether they intended to break it (which is a necessary part of the action proper or what he calls the “moral action”).  The opposite question, whether or in what sense Hegel’s account of moral action depends on his treatment of legal action is simply not addressed in this passage.  Indeed, contrary to what Quante indicates, it would be quite natural to suppose that Hegel’s moral action does in fact depend on some understanding of the legal action given Hegel’s basic characterization of the Philosophy of Right as a self-determination of the concept of right from a more abstract determination to more concrete determinations in which the “initial abstract concept is never abandoned” (PR §32 A).  These methodological statements would lead one to think that Hegel’s procedure in the Philosophy of Right is supposed to be developmental, always building on what came before, rather than simply topical, switching from one issue to another unrelated or self-standing issue, as Quante seems to assume in this instance.

Quante’s justification for treating “Moralität” independently of “Abstract Right,” however does not rest on his reading of PR §113.  According to Quante, previous interpreters have failed to notice Hegel’s theory of action in the opening sections of “Moralität” because when Hegel there distinguishes between deeds and actions, they have almost unanimously assumed that he is primarily interested in distinguishing between two different descriptions (legal and moral) of what was done; consequently, they have focused on issues of juridical and moral responsibility.  What they have missed, according to Quante, is that Hegel is also making an ontological distinction between action and event.  They have overlooked this latter issue because Hegel himself often confuses these two contrasts, attempting to capture both with a single distinction between action (Handlung) and deed (Tat).  Once one corrects for this ambiguity in the text, one can see that Hegel’s argument can be seen as “in central places more fundamentally action-theoretic than one might suspect from the outset” (p. 107; p. 144).  In fact, Quante argues, it can be shown that the question of what part of the action-event is attributable to the agent can be answered without any reference to questions of legal evaluation.  If that can be shown, then Quante is surely right that Hegel’s philosophy of action is independent of what comes before it.   

The key to Quante’s separation of Hegel’s ontological claims about action from his discussion of culpability is thus his attempt to disambiguate Hegel’s Tat/Handlung distinction.  What is unambiguous or uncontroversial in Hegel’s treatment of this distinction is his claim that the agent only has responsibility (Schuld) for the deed (Tat) but is both responsible (schuldig) and accountable (hat Zurechnung) for the action (Handlung).  This is so, he explains, only the action can be imputed (imputiert) to him as known and willed.
  To use Hegel’s example, Oedipus is responsible for parricide, that is his deed, but he is not accountable for it, since he did not know he was killing his father on the road to Thebes.  What can be imputed to him as his action is only manslaughter or murder in self-defense.   

It is clear enough that Hegel means to restrict an agent’s accountability to the action, the part of the deed that the agent knew and willed.  What Quante exploits, however, is a crucial ambiguity concerning what Hegel means by the deed (Tat).  He notes that Hegel seems to vacillate between a narrower and broader construal. Sometimes he says describing something as an external deed means “applying a universal predicate to it, classifying it as arson, murder, or the like” (PR §119 R), which would seem to identify the deed with a legal or social determination of what was done.  But more commonly Hegel treats the concept of the deed as if it was coextensive with all of the consequences of the action-event.  Introducing the concept of the deed in PR §115, he says: 

“The deed (Tat) posits an alteration to this given existence, and the will is entirely responsible (schuld uberhaupt) for it in so far as the abstract predicate ‘mine’ attaches to the existence so altered.” 

In the Philosophy of Mind, he is even more explicit, saying that “any alteration as such, which is set on foot by the subjects’ action, is the deed (Tat)” (PM §504).  This sense of Tat would include those consequences singled out by the legal description of what happened but also much else.  It follows from this ambiguity concerning what Hegel means by the deed, that Hegel’s Tat/Handlung distinction can be understood in two quite different ways.  In the case of the narrower definition of the deed, it seems to mark the difference between mere legal responsibility and full-blown moral responsibility (this is what Quante thinks most commentators have focused on).  In the case of the broader definition, it seems to indicate the specifically action-theoretical difference between what one is causally responsible for and what can be imputed to the agent (this is he thinks what most commentators have missed).  

It is the latter issue that Quante is most interested in developing—and, surely, one of the great merits of his book is the painstaking and careful way he shows how a philosophy of action emerges in the first paragraphs of “Morality.” But, as we have seen, Quante does not merely want to show that Hegel has this latter issue in mind in this passages, he also wants to show that Hegel’s answer to the question of what differentiates an action from an event is completely independent of any of his beliefs about the basic conditions of legal responsibility.
  Quante attempts to do this by attributing a psychological, Davidsonian conception of action to Hegel, a conception which involves no necessary commitment to legal responsibility.  According to Quante’s Hegel, an action is an event under a description that “contains the self-understanding the agent has at the time of the implementation of his act” (p. 93; p. 128).  Quante finds this conception of agency implied by what Hegel calls the “right of knowledge” in PR §117.  In that passage, Hegel says:

“It is, however, the right of the will to recognize as its action (Handlung), and to accept responsibility for, only those aspects of its deed (Tat), which it knew to be presupposed in its end, and which were present in its purpose (Vorsatz).”

Quante concludes that purpose (Vorsatz), the “belief of the agent with regard to his own act at the time of its completion,” is thus the decisive criterion for something being an action and so attributable to the agent (p. 127; p. 171).  Since such a definition of action does not imply any knowledge about the legality or morality of the act, it appears that Quante has established what he set out to establish, that Hegel’s basic notion of action has no necessary connection to legal or moral concepts. 

However, in making his claim that purpose (Vorsatz) is the decisive cognitive criterion for agency, Quante is explicitly rejecting another potential Hegelian candidate: intention (Absicht). According to Hegel, purpose and intention both involve the agent’s cognition of what he is doing, but purpose concerns only the “determinate character of the particular action” whereas intention includes awareness of “the universal nature of the individual deed” (PR §118 A).   Hegel uses two examples to illustrate this distinction (see PR §119 R).  The first is the difference between the knowledge that you are setting fire to some particular piece of wood and the knowledge that you are thereby committing arson.  The second is the difference between stabbing a piece of flesh and murdering someone.  If intention were a necessary condition of agency, it would be impossible to claim that Hegel’s concept of action is independent of legal categories since it appears that Hegel’s notion of intention involves a form of practical knowledge precisely defined to include those legal categories under which a particular doing might be characterized.  Quante’s way of accommodating Hegel’s discussion of intention is to declare that it involves a “higher standard of attribution” for actions not an additional, concomitant standard (p. 138; p. 186).  That is, he insists that, for Hegel there can be purposeful action without any intention being present.  Quante suggests that the actions of “children, imbeciles, and lunatics” fit this characterization for Hegel explicitly states that such individuals are capable of striking and killing someone without realizing that this constitutes murder.

But whatever the merits of the thesis that action can be merely purposive and not intentional (a thesis Quante also attributes to Anscombe), there are three indications that Hegel thinks he has shown the very opposite.
 

First, whereas Quante points to Hegel’s mention of actions of “children, imbeciles and lunatics” as a case of merely purposeful action, Hegel explicitly says that inasmuch as children, etc. lack the capacity for intention, their capacity for accountability (Zurechnungsfahigkeit) is “totally absent or diminished.”
  That lack of intention could imply a total absence of accountability implies that in such limit cases there is no action in the full sense since, as we have already seen, action itself is defined by Hegel as that aspect of the deed that can be imputed (imputiert) to the agent or for which the agent can be made accountable (kann zugerechnet werden) (PR §117).     

Second, when Hegel refers back to the “right of knowledge” later in the Philosophy of Right, he declares that the right of knowledge itself entails that “[w]hoever wills an action (wer handeln will) in the actual world has, in so doing, submitted himself to its laws and recognized the right of objectivity” (PR §132 R).  Quante claims that an agent who lacked the capacity for intention, were he before a court, could justifiably reject the attribution of the relevant legal universals under which his action falls (p. 152; p. 205), but that is precisely the kind of rejection that Hegel is here saying would indicate a failure to have submitted himself to the world’s laws and so a failure to have willed an action at all.

Third, though Hegel speaks of the right of intention as “the other form of accountability” in a passage Quante draws our attention to, Hegel never indicates that either form of such accountability, purpose or intention, is individually sufficient to establish the attribution of a deed.
  In PR §110 A, Hegel explicitly groups purpose and intention together saying “my act should be recognized only in so far as it was inwardly determined by me as my purpose and intention” (my italics).  In the Randbemerkungen, he is more specific about their interdependency.  Though Quante draws attention to one side of this dependency--Hegel’s statement there that “What is intended is also proposed”--he neglects the corresponding statement also in the Randbermerkungen that “Man must have an intention in acting, not only a purpose.”
 Together these indicate that Hegel took both purpose and intention to be necessary cognitive conditions for an act to be imputed to an agent. 

There is thus no textual basis for Quante’s claim that Hegel thought the cognitive constraint on the imputation of actions, our right to know what we have done, could be satisfied by purpose (Vorsatz) alone without intention (Absicht).  In fact, there are several indications that Hegel took both to be necessary.  Unlike Davidson, Hegel thinks that when something is done by someone, it can only be imputed to the agent as her action insofar as she was aware of the particular thing she was doing (her Vorsatz) and also familiar with the relevant universals (arson, murder, etc.) under which her action falls.  

In the context of contemporary debates in the philosophy of action, which typically abstract away from questions of legal responsibility, Hegel’s requirement that an action be intentional in this robust sense might seem philosophically unmotivated.   I will briefly return to this issue at the end of the essay.  But whatever the plausibility of Hegel’s claim that all action be intentional, Hegel’s argument in the first part of “Moralität” is clearly not intended to be self-sufficient case for that thesis. Here, as he does throughout “Moralität,” Hegel presupposes the peculiar-sounding “right of objectivity,” which is the “right of the action to assert itself as known and willed by the agent” (PR §120 R; also see PR §132 A and PR §140 A).
  As Hegel employs this right in “Moralität,” this right amounts to a kind of minimal requirement on the theory of action he is developing: any such theory, according to Hegel, must show how the imputability of external deeds is possible where the basic case of external imputability involves our legal responsibility or guilt for things like arson and murder.
 No justification for this requirement attempted in “Moralität.”  Hegel’s argument in the opening of that section is rather that because purpose cannot account for such legal responsibility, it is an insufficient determination of the agent’s right of knowledge, her right to only accept the imputation of the part of the deed that she knew she was doing. In order to secure responsibility for external deeds like arson or murder the cognitive requirement on action, Hegel claims the right of knowledge must be widened to require intention in addition to purpose.  Thus understood, there is no way to make sense of Hegel’s argument for the necessity of the transition from purpose (Vorsatz) to intention (Absicht) without appealing to the concept of responsibility for wrong (Unrecht) that he takes over from his discussion of punishment in “Abstract Right.”
   This is the precise sense in which Hegel’s theory of action, pace Quante, is substantively dependent on the discussion of legal responsibility that precedes it. 

III. The independent reading (part 2)

Quante’s second incision, his separation of the first two subsections of “Moralität” from the last one, is motivated by a somewhat different concern than the first.  In this case, what is at issue is not showing that Hegel’s concept of action does not depend on potentially controversial normative categories, but showing that it does not extend to include such categories.  In particular, Quante wants to argue that there is no analytic connection between Hegel’s concept of attributable or imputable action, the topic he is interested with in the first two sections of “Moralität,” and the concept of moral autonomy that he thematizes in the third.  By quarantining Hegel’s concept of action from what comes after it, Quante hopes to show that Hegel’s theory of action “does not itself imply the presence of a moral attitude in the agent” (p. 166; p. 224) and has “in itself no implications for moral philosophy” (p. 158; p. 212).  In effect, Quante wants to identify a Hegelian analogue to the Kantian distinction between mere rational autonomy (the capacity to set an end for one’s self) and full-blown moral autonomy (the capacity to act according to pure practical reason).  He wants to show that Hegel’s theory of action itself is fully consistent with a rational egoism that would deny the existence of moral autonomy, even if the Hegel himself was willing to endorse the additional arguments required to establish the existence of moral autonomy and thus make the transition to the third section of “Moralität.”
Again, Quante’s interpretation faces a prima facie textual problem, one he fully acknowledges.  The problem is that Hegel appears to treat insight into good and evil, what Quante terms a moral attitude towards the act, as itself a condition for the imputation of actions.  Hegel says:  

“The right of the subjective will is that whatever it is to recognize as valid should be perceived by it as good, and that it should be held accountable [zugerechnet] for an action [Handlung]– as its aim translated into external objectivity – as right or wrong, good or evil, legal or illegal, according to its cognizance of the value which that action has in this objectivity.” (PR §132)
Here Hegel appears to introduce the “right of the subjective will” (which he also calls “right of insight into the good”) as a further cognitive condition on the imputation of an action to an agent.  He appears to be suggesting that for an action to be attributed to an agent the agent must have not only known what she was doing, she must have known whether what she was doing was right or wrong.  Quante’s response to this is not to postulate another higher degree of imputability, as he did with the right of intention, but to assert that the “right of the subjective will” has a completely different status than the “right of knowledge.”  He claims that whereas the right of knowledge is a genuine condition for an act to be an action, the right of the subjective will is only a condition for blame, the holding of an agent morally responsible for the objective value of what he did.  Quante gives three arguments for this interpretation of the “right of insight into the good”; I will deal with them in turn.  

Quante’s first argument is the one he considers the most decisive.  He claims that the right of insight into the good must be treated differently from the right of knowledge because Hegel explicitly states that moral error does not affect the imputability of the action (p. 169 and also p. 135 n. 39; p. 227 and also p. 182 n. 39).  In the passage Quante is referring to, Hegel says: 

“Ignorance of the choice between good and evil does not mean that an action is involuntary (i.e. that the agent cannot be held responsible [zugerechnet] for it), but only that it is bad” (PR §140 A).  
Since Hegel indicates that the criminal’s “ignorance of the choice between good and evil” does not absolve him of responsibility for the crime, Quante takes this to imply that the right of insight into the good is unlike the right of knowledge, since a failure to know what you are doing does absolve someone of responsibility.  Quante concludes from this “that the moral quality and moral judgment of an agent are not necessary for his act to be an action” (p. 169; p. 227).  

But this misunderstands the point Hegel is making. Unlike Quante, Hegel does not identify moral error with lack of insight into the good.  This becomes evident in Hegel’s remarks on criminal action, which is surely his paradigm instance of moral error.  In cases of criminal action, Hegel emphasizes that criminals cannot be said to lack insight into the good for to assume they do lack such insight would be to treat them as animals and to violate their dignity as human beings (PR §132 R).  Hegel says that the criminal’s awareness that something is the wrong thing to do need not be in his mind at the moment of the deed any more than the arsonist needed to be consciously thinking that he was committing arson; insofar as he is a rational animal, he must be assumed to know better, to be familiar with right and wrong, legal and illegal.  Genuine lack of insight into the good, on the other hand, would be total unfamiliarity with these distinctions.  Like lack of awareness about what you are doing, Hegel thinks true lack of insight into the good can only be attributed to “children, imbeciles and lunatics” -- not to criminals (PR §132 A).  And in the cases of children, etc., lack of insight into the good does lead to the “diminishing or annulling” of accountability.  Once one marks the distinction between moral error (ignorance that is due to vice) and lack of insight into the good (ignorance due to unfamiliarity with the relevant moral distinctions), it can easily be seen that Hegel means to treat both the right of insight into the good and the right of knowledge as conditions on the imputability of actions.

Quante’s second and third arguments for denying that moral insight is a necessary condition for action reveal the basic philosophic motivation behind his attempt to read a value-neutral concept of agency into Hegel.  According to Quante’s second argument, since conscience for Hegel abstracts away from the natural will (our desires, passions, etc.), Hegel must admit that action is wholly explicable without appeal to conscience.  Here one can see that Quante, following Davidson, is approaching this issue with a basically Humean conception of action.  Quante’s third argument makes a similar point by distinguishing between two sorts of freedom; the freedom to choose between inclinations, which is consistent with rational egoism, and true moral autonomy, which requires “the pure and unconditional self-determination of the will” independently of inclination (PR §135).  In this argument, Quante is identifying a basically Kantian notion of moral autonomy as the main alternative to rational autonomy characteristic of the egoist.  Since merely egoistic action would be possible even if moral or autonomous action were not, Quante concludes that the conditions of imputability can in principle be separated from the conditions of moral autonomy.  

Both of these arguments require attributing a certain dichotomy to Hegel: either a given action is motivated by a natural desire or inclination or it is motivated solely by reason or duty.  Neither of these options, however, corresponds to the kind of autonomy Hegel actually attributes to agents in “Moralität.” 

Agents cannot be understood as limited to the “egoistic” freedom of choice, because Hegel consistently affirms that even action motivated by subjective desires requires an implicit commitment to a moral principle, at the very least a commitment to the principle of well-being (PR §125).  Quante reaches the opposite conclusion only by offering an egoistic re-interpretation of this requirement; he claims that the concern with well-being (Wohl) mentioned in the Philosophy of Right is not moral because it is, au fond, self-interested, concluding that even “[t]he extension of well-being from the well-being of the individual to the well-being of others thus cannot be taken as evidence that Hegel’s concept of action implies the presence of an agent’s moral attitude” (p. 166; p. 223).  But whatever the ambiguities of the Philosophy of Right’s treatment of welfare, the Encyclopedia makes it quite clear that Hegel does not think this is so: “Happiness (good fortune) is distinguished from well-being (Wohl) only in this, that happiness implies no more than some sort of immediate existence, whereas well-being is regarded as having a moral justification” (PM §505, my italics).  Within “Moralität,” or even the Philosophy of Right in general, there is simply no indication of the possibility of merely egoistic agency.
      
But that does not imply that Hegel thought that truly autonomous action requires the capacity to act independently of one’s subjective inclinations, that moral autonomy can (and must) simply abstract away from them. In fact, the very passages Quante quotes to support his account of moral autonomy as requiring a “pure and unconditional self-determination of the will” involve a forceful denial that such a standpoint would have any content of its own (PR §135).  Hegel’s claim, which is notorious enough, is that such pure willing would have nothing to will at all—it would be forced to rely on “material from outside” to arrive at any particular duties.  Quante’s picture of moral autonomy as independent or opposed to inclination is a thus description of what Hegel would regard as a defective, Kantian conception of autonomy – one Hegel wants to replace, not embrace.
  Once one has corrected for this, it is easy to see that Hegel thinks there is no tension between true moral autonomy and the agent’s right to make his own natural needs his end.  It is in this context that he says: “There is nothing degrading about being alive, and we do not have the alternative of existing in a higher spirituality” (PR §123 A).  Pure moral autonomy, for Hegel, is as impossible for humans as pure egoism.     

Rather than accept two levels of freedom, the basic freedom to choose among one’s desires and the higher freedom to override or subordinate one’s desires and act according to duty alone, Hegel’s develops a concept of autonomy that does not allow any dichotomy between desire and duty to emerge.  On Hegel’s account, human desires and passions are necessarily interwoven with general considerations of legality and morality, and legal and moral duties are always already embodied in the subjective desires of agents if they are duties at all.  This interdependence of inclination and principle is nowhere clearer than in the Philosophy of History, where Hegel asserts that “in controlling or giving rein to his impulses, man acts in accordance with ends and determines himself in light of a general principle” (LPWH p. 49) but also adds, lest this be taken in an overly Kantian sense, that: 

“Laws and principles have no immediate life or validity in themselves.  The activity which puts them into operation and endows them with real existence has its source in the needs, impulses, inclinations, and passions of man” (LPWH p. 70).

It might be difficult to understand exactly how Hegel means to integrate inclination and principle in the explanation of action, but there can be little doubt that Hegel is firmly opposed to any model of autonomy that sees desire and reason as potentially opposed or even independent elements.
Quante’s arguments for drawing a line in “Moralität” between Hegel’s theory of action (in the first two sections) and his theory of moral autonomy (in the third section) are thus both textually and philosophically suspect.  They require attributing to Hegel a dichotomy or discontinuity between desire and reason that is quite foreign to his thought.  If we reject Quante’s division of “Moralität” into a section on action and a section on moral autonomy, we can see that, like the “right of knowledge,” the “right of insight into good and evil” is a necessary condition on the imputability of action for Hegel. He believes we can only attribute something to an agent as her action insofar as she had insight into its true moral value: whether it was right or wrong, good or evil, legal or illegal.  In short, and pace Quante, action does require a moral attitude for Hegel.

IV. The integrated reading

Having rejected both of Quante’s proposed incisions into the argument of the Philosophy of Right, we are in a place to offer an alternative to the independent reading of “Moralität.”  This interpretation agrees with Quante that “Moralität” comprises Hegel’s philosophy of action in the contemporary, post-Wittgensteinian sense, but refuses to divorce Hegel’s concept of action from its context in the Philosophy of Right.  I will call this the integrated reading.   

An integrated reading of “Moralität” accepts that “Moralität” inherits from “Abstract Right” the presupposition that a minimal criterion for any adequate theory of action is that it explain how agents could be blamable or guilty for their external deeds, where paradigm instances of such deeds are crimes like arson and murder.  As I indicated earlier, this requirement is referred to within “Moralität” as “the right of objectivity.”  The corresponding “rights of the subjective will” should be considered broadly cognitive requirements on the attribution of action.  Over the course of “Moralität,” Hegel identifies three such requirements: the agent must have known what she was doing, she must have intended it or known why she was doing it, and she must have had insight into the moral value of her action.
  According to the integrated reading, all three of these are necessary conditions for something to be considered an action, for behavior to be imputable to someone.  Since each of these subjective rights could be construed in such a way that it eliminates the possibility of external blame, one of the primary philosophic tasks of “Moralität” is to reformulate each of the rights of the subjective will so that they do not conflict with the right of objectivity.  By doing so, Hegel will have reconciled the internal conditions on the imputability of action with the external ones.  Quite controversially, Hegel contends that completing this task ultimately requires transcending the moral point of view itself and moving on to the higher standpoint represented in the third and final section of the Philosophy of Right, “Sittlichkeit” (or “Ethical Life”).  There, action is viewed not as a mere external sign or consequence of metaphysically distinct internal cognitive states, but as the expression of the inner in the medium of the social world.
  

We need not fully explore the difficult question of what Hegel’s speculative reformulation of the rights of subjectivity implies for his philosophy of action, in order to see that the basic concept of action outlined in “Moralität” is more demanding than the Davidsonian concept Quante attributes to Hegel.  What Hegel shares with Davidson (and most other accounts) is the belief that for something to be an action it must be someone’s deed—a set of circumstances for which someone must accept causal responsibility.  Hegel thinks that in most cases such causal responsibility is traceable to some activity on the part of the agent, but as one can see in cases of culpable omission and strict liability, this condition is satisfied so long as the agent had “more or less” control over what happened.
  Despite the prominence the control requirement has had in both historical and contemporary discussions of the free will, however, it is something Hegel spends very little time explicating in the Philosophy of Right.
  

Hegel’s treatment of action in “Moralität” is concerned almost exclusively with identifying the subjective or cognitive requirements on agency, and this is where Hegel’s differences from Davidson emerge most clearly.  The first difference concerns the scope of the knowledge that Hegel thinks is required on the part of the agent.  To use a concrete example, if an act of having set fire to a house is to be imputed to me, Hegel thinks that more needs to be established than the fact that I knew I was doing so under the some description, say putting a lit match to a banister, and that this knowledge caused the event in the right way.
  I must also have known i.) that I was committing arson, ii.) that I intended to commit arson (i.e., that it satisfied some motive of mine), and iii.) that arson is wrong.  If any of these further requirements are not met, the act of arson cannot be imputed to me as my action under any description.  

This might seem to raise the cognitive bar for what counts as an action so high that very little of what we normally take to be exercises of agency would meet it, but Hegel avoids such a consequence by denying that the knowledge required by agency needs to be something clearly and consciously present in the moment of the action.  This marks a second major difference with Davidson, a difference concerning the kind of knowledge we need to have of our own action.  For Hegel, although knowledge of purpose (Vorsatz) is necessarily immediate, full knowledge of what you are doing, why you are doing it, and whether it is right is only implicitly present in the responsible agent.  The insight required for something to be imputed to an agent is not “clear representation” of the nature of what is done but only “cognizance in the sense of familiarity.”
  The agent may have set fire to the porch in a fit of blind rage but insofar as she is to be considered a responsible agent, it must be presupposed that she was tacitly aware of what that act amounts to in her society, of all that is implied by acting on such a purpose in such a circumstance.  She must be able to recognize her intention in the deed.  If this kind of familiarity with the universal nature of the deed cannot be presupposed of someone, and this is the case with children and the mad, their status as an agent is annulled or diminished to that extent.

In the introduction, I suggested that there were two preliminary questions that needed to be answered before the Tat/Handlung discussion in “Moralität” could be brought to bear on current discussions of action.  The first was the question of whether Hegel’s account implied anything about the action/event distinction and the second was how to explain Hegel’s persistent appeal to seemingly extraneous questions about moral and legal responsibility.  We can now critically evaluate the possible answers that have been given to those questions.  The restricted interpretation recognizes the centrality of legal and moral responsibility in Hegel’s account of action and infers that Hegel’s discussion of Handlung does not imply anything about action per se, a presumably more basic concept.  But we have seen that Handlung is not a special kind of action, but the act from the point of view of the agent.  Since every action is done with some purpose in view, whatever conditions Hegel places on Handlungen are conditions he places on action per se.  The independent interpretation represented by Quante fully recognizes that the Tat/Handlung discussion is an account of the two necessary perspectives one can take on any action, but it tries to cleanly distinguish Hegel’s core concept of action from the more advanced forms of agency presumably required to account for legal and moral responsibility.  But Quante’s attempt to establish such an independent concept of action in the Philosophy of Right proved textually and philosophically unjustifiable.  Now we can see that the shared defect of both of these readings is a failure to recognize Hegel’s commitment to the belief that any account of action must be robust enough to account for legal culpability.  Both presuppose that whatever distinguishes an action from an event is different from whatever makes an action capable of moral or legal assessment.  On the integrated interpretation I have defended, however, Hegel makes the contrary presupposition: assuming that actions simply are those external existences for which an agent could be blamed.  

In the course of this essay, I have provided an internal textual justification for the attribution of this position to Hegel by criticizing two interpretations of the Philosophy of Right that attempt to deny it.  Adriaan Peperzak, however, has suggested that the placement of the discussion of action in the Philosophy of Right was a matter of convenience; Hegel could just as well have treated it earlier in “subjective spirit” as an anthropological or psychological matter.
  To address this last concern, which would caution us against inferring too much from the placement of Hegel’s treatment of action, I want to conclude by drawing attention to two texts outside of the Philosophy of Right where Hegel gives evidence of a principled commitment to treating action as an intrinsically legal and moral concept: one from the Encyclopedia treatment of spirit and one from the introduction to his lectures on the philosophy of history.
In the Encyclopedia, when Hegel distinguishes subjective spirit (which includes his anthropology and psychology) from objective spirit (which is is co-extensive with the Philosophy of Right), he says that the external or outwards product of the subjective spirit in its practical aspect is “not yet deed (Tat) or action (Handlung)” but only “enjoyment” (PM §444).  The suggestion here, that Hegel is reserving his discussion of action for later because he thinks action cannot be treated with the resources available in subjective mind, is followed up in the Zusatz to §469 where he differentiates the egoism of natural consciousness from what is to come: 

“But here, in the sphere of subjective mind, we have only to pursue this externalization to the point where volitional intelligence becomes objective mind, that is, to the point where the product of will ceases to be merely enjoyment and starts to become deed (Tat) and action (Handlung)” (PM §469 Z).  

Both of these passages clearly indicate a conscious decision to deny that the categories of action and deed can be treated prior to the creation of relations of right in objective mind.  They both indicate that outside of rightful relations, the externalization of desire in behavior does not satisfy the conditions of agency.  They do not, however, give much of a reason as to why this should be.

In this we can be helped by a second, more explicit discussion. In the Lectures on the Philosophy of World History, Hegel says that the philosopher must take up history only at the point where human reason begins to express itself in “consciousness, volition and deed [Tat]” (LPWH p. 134; VG p. 162).
  Hegel characterizes human life prior to this point as “a state of perfect innocence” one accompanied by “unconscious indifference toward good and evil, and hence towards laws in general” (LPWH p. 134; VG p. 162).  The philosopher can afford to be indifferent to prehistorical humanity because “the writing of history and the actual deeds and events of history make their appearance simultaneously, and they emerge together from a common source” (LPWH p. 135; VG p. 164).  The surprising claim Hegel is making in these passages is that there are no actions in the proper sense prior to the human capacity to memorialize and record them.  He goes on to explicitly link the capacity to act in this sense to the establishment of right: “It is only within a state that is conscious of its laws that clearly-defined deeds [klare Taten] can take place, accompanied by that clear awareness of them that makes it possible and necessary to commit them to posterity” (LPWH p. 136; VG p. 165).
  These passages from Hegel’s lectures on world history indicate that he believed both that agency requires the capacity to consciously recognize and take responsibility for what you have done, and that this kind of self-consciousness is only possible within a rightful condition.  In short, agency requires the formation of the legal subject.  In a later passage Hegel helps explain this by saying:  

“Guilt [Schuld] implies that the individual can be held accountable [dass dem Individuum zugerechnet wird]; and such accountability [Zurechnung] is only possible…at that state of division or opposition [in consciousness] whose destiny contains both good and evil” (LPWH p. 217; VG p. 267).   

On Hegel’s account, prehistorical humans are not responsible agents for the same reason children and imbeciles aren’t: because it is radically indeterminate to what extent their external behavior can actually be imputed to them.  Genuine action is only possible with full consciousness of right and wrong and such consciousness is only possible after the establishment of political institutions.

These claims raise a multitude of issues that cannot be pursued here, but they are sufficient to show that little can be expected from any reconstruction of Hegel’s philosophy of action that abstracts his discussions from their setting in his political and social theory.  Agency, for Hegel, is nothing other than the expression of the internal in a shared social space.  And it is only in specific social situations, ones in which there are rationally binding descriptions of behavior, that actions can be imputed to individuals.  Hegel, like Hobbes, thinks this is impossible the state of nature, it requires the establishment of the law-governed state and the creation of the legal subject.  Needless to say, this is not a very common or popular position in the contemporary philosophy of action.  But that Hegel’s theory of action rejects any merely psychological or morally neutral approach to agency in favor of an intrinsically social and normative frame is surely one of the most interesting and provocative things about it.   
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� The prominence of this issue in contemporary work is usually traced back to Wittgenstein’s famous question in the Philosophical Investigations--“what is left over if I subtract the fact that my arm goes up from the fact that I raise my arm?” (§621)—especially as that question was popularized by Anscombe (1963).  There is a kind of historical irony in this, however, since Wittgenstein and Anscombe think the question exhibits a conceptual confusion; both think there is no one thing, like a mental act of intending, that makes this difference.  (For a lucid treatment of Anscombe’s concerns, see Ford (2008).)  Although Hegel shares their suspicions about the adequacy of a purely psychological treatment of action, he thinks an expressive account of action is capable of avoiding those difficulties.  


� Robert Pippin’s recent Hegel’s Practical Philosophy (2008) represents a potential third major attempt to articulate Hegel’s theory of agency in a more contemporary philosophic language.  Pippin, however, does not focus on the subjective conditions on action attribution that will be the subject of the following and that are the central topic of Moralität (these are, however, briefly discussed on p. 166). 


� Taylor (1985).  Taylor’s paper was first delivered at a conference on Hegel and the Philosophy of Action at Oxford and has since been included in several anthologies.  Taylor’s general approach is followed by Pendlebury (2006).


� Quante (1993).  Quante’s basic interpretation has been followed by, e.g., Peperzak (2001), Knowles (2002), Redding (2007), Rose (2007). 


� Quante actually attributes this insight to both Davidson and Anscombe.  There is a crucial difference between the two, however, that Quante consistently elides.  The notion of action under a description does not have the same function in Anscombe’s work; she explicitly rejects the Davidsonian task of “attempting a classification which will divide all events into members and non-members of a class” (Anscombe (1982) p. 209).  Quante follows Davidson, not Anscombe, in his application of this notion to distinguish actions from events.  On this point, Taylor’s historical typology, which places Anscombe and Davidson in opposing traditions, is more accurate (Taylor (1984) pp. 81-3).  


� In this essay, I will not be addressing the equally controversial issue of action causation.    


� These differences do not emerge even in Taylor’s essay, despite his similar emphasis on the disparities between Hegel and Davidson, both because of Taylor’s failure to distinguish between questions of causation and attribution and because of his very high-altitude approach to Hegel’s actual writings on action.


� Although Hegel’s commitment to the idea that all action is moral action puts him at odds with Davidson (as well perhaps the majority of contemporary philosophers of action in both the Davidsonian and Anscombian traditions), it aligns him with others, including Anscombe herself.  This idea, however, should be carefully distinguished from the thought that desires can only be pursued under the “guise of the good” as that thought has been criticized by Velleman (1992) and, more recently, Setiya (2010).  Hegel, like Augustine, believes that it is possible to will something precisely because it is a negation of the good (see PR §139 A).  


� My focus on Moralität is not meant to deny the importance of Hegel’s earlier treatment of action in the “Reason” chapter of the Phenomenology of Spirit, which has been the subject of recent debate, much of it spurred by Pippin (2008).  I would argue, however, that the central question raised by Pippin’s essay, the question of what it means for an agent to learn her intention from the deed, turns on issues that only become clear in the Philosophy of Right. On the general question of the relationship between the treatments of agency in the Phenomenology and the Philosophy of Right, see Speight (2001) Ch. 5, Laitinen (2004) and Quante (2010).


� On this point, Hegel’s position bears a strong resemblance to that of H. L. A. Hart (1948-49), who argued that action sentences do not describe actions so much as ascribe responsibility and concluded that such claims are not simply matters of fact but are defeasible in the same manner as legal claims.  Hart ’s ascriptivism was famously criticized by Geach (1960) and Pitcher (1960), but partly resuscitated by Feinberg (1970).  Even Feinberg’s restoration of Hart’s thesis, however, concedes that Hart’s notions of ascriptiveness and defeasibility, though useful for jurisprudence and moral psychology, are of no help in addressing the action/event problem (see Feinberg (1970) pp. 148-151).  Whether Hegel’s account is similarly overburdened by being applied to the action/event distinction is one of the central philosophic questions raised by his approach.





� The same contrast is drawn in the PM §504; PP pp. 3, 15, and 161; and in A pp. 187-8.   As Robert Pippin notes, this is distinction Hegel marks only in his later works, and he is not always scrupulous about maintaining it (Pippin (2008), p. 148 n. 5).


� Ludwig Siep offers a brief, but similar interpretation of “moralische Handlung” in Siep (1992).  Compare Rose (2007), who makes the more limited claim, one compatible with Quante’s interpretation, that Hegel is “ultimately interested” in “full blooded or moral action” not “action per se” (p. 173).    


� Williams’ explication of the Tat/Handlung distinction exhibits a strong similarity to Max Weber’s distinction between traditional and rational action (and a similar tendency to assume that traditional action, in its ideal-typical form at least, is not purposeful).  See Weber (1921-22).


� Charles Taylor brings this out very well in Taylor (1983): “On [Hegel’s] view, action may be totally unreflecting: it may be something we carry out without awareness.  We may then become aware of what we are doing, formulate our ends.  So following on a conscious desire or intention is not an inescapable feature of action” (p. 7).  While this is quite true, it is also important to notice it is only when the emergence of the capacity to act on a conscious intention has already occurred in an individual, that that individual’s unreflective behavior can be considered into action in the proper sense (Handlung).  This is why children, to the degree that they do not have this capacity, are not considered responsible for their behavior; and it is why criminals, even if they were momentarily unconscious of what they were doing (due to passion or drink), are still held fully responsible for their crimes (see PR §132 R).  


� In the Philosophy of History, Hegel treats capacity to act as coeval with history not as an achievement within history.  Hegel’s statements about Greek notions of responsibility have proved easy to misunderstand.  For a careful treatment see Songsuk-Hahn (2007).  


� In the following, I will be referring to page numbers of Dean Moyar’s translation, Quante (2004), followed by the page numbers of the original German edition, Quante (1993).


� Peperzak (2001) similarly claims that Hegel’s treatment of action should not be understood as restricted to a judicial context “though it is certainly indispensable for a theory of imputability, guilt, exculpation and so forth” (p. 334).


� Quante (rightly, I think) treats “Handlung” and “moralische Handlung” as indistinguishable.  At any rate, his argument for the difference between egoistic autonomy and moral autonomy does not turn on marking any such distinction.


� Hegel’s own understanding of the latter of these conditions, however, is quite different from Davidson’s, inasmuch as the relevant knowledge is not identified with what the agent was subjectively aware of at the time of the action.  Someone who sets fire to a banister can find out that she knowingly committed arson, and knowingly burned down the whole block, despite the fact that, subjectively speaking, she was only aware that she was setting fire to the banister.  Hegel’s position on the retrospective determination of intention has been a source of recent controversy.  See Pippin (2004), which was also included in Pippin (2008), and the responses by Laitinen (2004), McDowell (2009), and Mead (2009-10).


� Davidson (1980) p. 59.


� The term comes from Feinberg (1970) p. 134: “This well-known feature of our language, whereby a man’s action can be described almost as narrowly or as broadly as we please, might fittingly be called the ‘accordion effect,’ because action, like the folding musical instrument, can be squeezed down to a minimum or stretched all the way out.”


� This is clear not only in Hegel’s brief description of the nature of an event in the remarks to PR §115, but especially in his extensive comparison of epic and dramatic poetry in the Lectures on Fine Art.  Epic treats what Hegel calls “the fact of the action”: this includes both what happens as the accomplishment of intentions and aims and also “external circumstances, natural occurrences, and other accidental things” (A p. 1064).  In drama, on the other hand, “the action appears [only] as an action, as the actual execution of inner intentions and aims” (A p. 1161). 


� Hegel’s position is thus much closer to that laid out by Alfred Schutz in the Der sinnhafte Aufbau der sozialen Welt (1932).  Like Schutz, Hegel thinks the delimitation of an action is primarily a matter of the reflective, or backwards-looking demarcation of an initially undifferentiated flux of activity.


� The same point is made in PR §96 R.


� See PR §115 and §117.


� Here and in the rest of the paragraph I am using event not in Hegel’s sense but in the quasi-Davidsonian sense that Quante employs: it is the action described not in terms of the intention but in terms of all of its consequences. 


� See GPR, p. 387.


� Quante (2004) p. 152 n. 60; Quante (1993) p. 205, n. 60.  Whether Hegel’s position can be stated in Anscombian vocabulary (or vice versa) is a more complicated matter than Quante assumes here.  At first glance at least, Anscombe’s concept of intention has no clear analogue in Hegel’s theory of action; it is unlike Vorsatz in that does not include everything that the agent knew he was doing, and it is unlike Absicht in two respects: it does not necessarily include the universal in Hegel’s sense and it does not include the agent’s motive.  Another way to put this difference is that Hegel, unlike Anscombe, does not distinguish intentional action from a broader category of voluntary action; for him, intention is an aspect of all action.    


� “Dies Recht zu dieser Ensicht fuhrt die ganzliche oder geringere Zurechnungsunfähigkeit der Kinder, Blödsinnigen, Verrückten u. s. f. bei ihren Handlungen mit sich” (GPR §120 A).


� “Die andere Form der Zurechnungsfähigkeit b) ihre allgemeine Natur jedoch nur nächste Gattung” (GPR p. 387).


� “Mensch muss eine Absicht haben in Handeln, nicht nur Vorsatz” (GPR p. 384).


� Unlike in the two subsequent sections of “Moralität,” the “right of objectivity” is not explicitly appealed to in the first section: “Purpose and Responsibility.”  Nonetheless, it is an implicit presupposition of the argument, a fact Hegel draws attention to in PR §132 A.


� Properly speaking, these are two separate presuppositions.  That external culpability is a necessary condition for action is presupposed by the Philosophy of Right as a whole, whereas the presupposition that legal responsibility is the basic case of external culpability) is a result of the argument in “Abstract Right.”  


� If one amends the zu to zum, which is warranted by the context, one can see that this is what Hegel meant by saying, in the Randbemerkungen: “Das Schuldigsein als Entwicklung der notwendigen Folge macht den Übergang zum Vorsatz aus” (GPR, p. 384).  Quante’s interpretation, which denies itself the appeal to Schuldigsein, posits that this transition is grounded in Hegel’s speculative logic (see, e.g., Quante (2004)  p. 153; Quante (1993), p. 207).  


� Hegel treats happiness (as well as egoism and selfishness) in his philosophy of subjective spirit. Hegel considers selfishness of this sort, which is characteristic of savage humanity, to be incompatible with genuine agency.


� For a concise treatment of differences between Kant and Hegel on this point see Pippin (1991).  Pippin is particularly concerned to show that Hegel is committed to the (un-Kantian) thesis that there is continuity between inclination and principle.  As Pippin puts it, since Hegel rejects the (Kantian) idea that full rational agency requires that the agent “prescind from the realization of her own substantive good or satisfaction” (p. 536) it follows that “he must make good on the claim to show that any self-conscious agent, simply in attempting to satisfy desires, would be committed to some rationality principle” (p. 539).


� In this essay, I have said very little about this second condition, which is discussed in PR §121-124. 


� A complaint often made by social theorists about post-Wittgensteinian treatments of agency is that they fail to address the both the tacit and so unacknowledged social pre-conditions of action and as well as the unintended consequences of action—two issues central to debates about action in sociology (see Habermas (1981), Giddens (1982) and Joas (1992)).  This is less true now than it perhaps was when these complaints were initially lodged, but it is worth pointing out that precisely these issues are opened up by Hegel’s move to situate action within Sittlichkeit.  For an account of how Hegel’s theory of action addresses concerns about unacknowledged conditions and unintended consequences see Walton (1982) and Spaemann (1975), respectively.


� That Hegel is committed to some such control requirement is evident from his comments on legal liability, esp. PR §116.  What is perhaps most worth noting about these comments, however, is that Hegel takes the control requirement to be fully mediated by legal concepts, and so not simply a matter of causal capacity.  That is, he wants to distinguish between the case where I omit to prevent my sheep from eating your rosebush from one where I omit to prevent my neighbor’s sheep from eating your rosebush.  Even if I had equal causal control over both outcomes, in the sense of causal control relevant for the attribution of Schuld I was only in control of my sheep.  Similar remarks would apply to cases where an agent causes another agent to voluntarily do something.  On this point, Hegel’s approach again bears a similarity to treatments of this issue in Hart and Honoré (1959) and Feinberg (1970).


� This is pointed out by, among others, Quante (1993), Knowles (2002), and Pippin (2008).


� Although this raises issues that cannot be dealt with here, Davidson’s insistence that the intention cause the act in “the right way” has no real analogue in Hegel.  Hegel is insistent that causal categories do not admit of application to spiritual relations, like action (see Logic, p. 562).  Charles Taylor shows why this has no analogue in Hegel’s “qualitative” account in Taylor (1983).  For a contrasting interpretation, one that brings Hegel closer to Davidson, see Quante (1993) and Knowles (2002).  


� The latter phrase is “Kenntnis als Bekanntschaft” (GPR §132 A).


� Peperzak (2001), p. 334.  


� In this and the following quotations drawn from LPWH, the translation has been modified to mark the differences between Tat and Handlung as well as Schuld and Zurechnung. 


� On the link between historical narrative and the state see Hayden White’s sensitive and sympathetic treatment of this passage in White (1987) pp. 11-13.
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