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ABSTRACT

Despite the extraordinary influence of Hegel’s aesthetics, the very term “aesthetics” features very seldom in
his body of work. Considering both ongoing radical uncertainty as to the status of aesthetics as well as Hegel’s
profound and persistent influence on aesthetics, it is worth reflecting on the reasons for, and potential alterna-
tives to, Hegel’s use of the term “aesthetics.” This is the goal of this paper, which combines a reconstruction of
Hegel's variations on the topic with a broader perspective on what they can still teach us today. I begin by dis-
cussing Hegel’s presentations of the topic of his lectures on aesthetics (Section II). In Section 11, I argue that
both Hegel’s ambivalence towards aesthetics and his eventual identification of the latter with a philosophy of
art are rooted in his confrontation with Kant’s seminal, yet insufficient, attempt to surmount dualism through
his theory of reflective judgment. The attempt to address Kant’s unresolved dualism ultimately leads to the
equivalence, both conceptual and terminological, of aesthetics and philosophy of art, and to the autonomy of
art as a form of the absolute spirit (Section IV). In the concluding section, I outline the fundamental tensions
left open by this equivalence as open challenges in contemporary aesthetics (Section V).

I. INTRODUCTION

The still largely dominant, though controversial, identification of aesthetics with philosophy of art is
to a large extent inherited from German Idealism, and especially from Hegel’s philosophy.' Given the
significant influence of Hegel’s aesthetics, it is a surprising, though now well-known, fact that he never
wrote one.? It is probably less well-known, or at least less frequently mentioned—though in a way
even more surprising—that the very term “aesthetics,” including its derived adjectives, very seldom
teature in Hegel’s body of work, whether published by him or not, including in his lectures on aesthetics.
In fact, in those very lectures, Hegel openly declares his dissatisfaction with the term, offers serious
reasons for his discontent, adjusts his point of view over time, and even considers alternative options.
Certainly, words are just words and, once we are clear on the meaning, any word will do, as Hegel
himself almost apologetically remarks as he eventually holds on to the term. Nevertheless, the fact
that a philosopher so meticulous with terminological choices could not or did not care to find a better
alternative for a term that clearly did not satisfy him might be a symptom of a deeper philosophical
tension, rather than just an ultimately insignificant terminological indecision.

Considering both the continuing controversy regarding the status of aesthetics as well as Hegel’s
profound influence on the field, a reflection on the reasons for, meaning of, limits to, and alterna-
tive options to Hegel’s use of the term “aesthetics” would appear worthwhile. It is notable that the
copious literature on Hegel’s aesthetics has rarely delved into such issues. While there are several
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excellent discussions, some recent and original, of Hegel’s understanding of art,’ beauty,* and aes-
thetics in general,® these largely accept the received interchangeability of aesthetics and philosophy
of art, neglecting Hegel’s reservations about the former term,® both with regard to his philosophical
development and to what they might still teach us. This paper aims to clarify how and why Hegel ar-
rives at such interchangeability and the issues this leaves open, suggesting that Hegel’s identification
remains an open challenge to contemporary aesthetics. The paper does not directly engage specific
topics or controversies within Hegel’s aesthetics, though the perspective it offers aims to encourage
further reflection in such directions. Rather, this paper immanently problematizes Hegel’s identifica-
tion of aesthetics with the philosophy of art as an attempt to reconcile Kantian dualism, with an eye to
the contemporary unresolved status of aesthetics.

For this purpose, I begin by discussing Hegels presentations of his lectures on aesthetics, which can be
found at the beginning of both Hotho's printed version and of the manuscripts of the courses, where the
term “aesthetics” is discussed (Section II). In Section I, I argue that both Hegel's ambivalence toward
aesthetics and his eventual identification of the latter with a philosophy of art are rooted in his confron-
tation with Kant’s seminal, yet insufficient, attempt to surmount dualism through his theory of reflective
judgment. The attempt to address Kant’s unresolved dualism, I maintain, is at the core of Hegel's devel-
opment of a fully fledged philosophy of art, in particular with the notion of “ideal,” ultimately leading to
the equivalence, both conceptual and terminological, between aesthetics and philosophy of art, and to the
autonomy of art as a form of the absolute spirit (Section IV). In the concluding section, I outline schemat-
ically the fundamental tensions left open by this equivalence, not in the form of a critique of Hegel, but
rather as open challenges to the persistence of this equivalence in contemporary aesthetics (Section V).

II

Afocused reading of Hegel’s introductory remarks defining the topic of aesthetics both in Hotho's edition
of the Aesthetics and across the manuscripts shows the following.” Aesthetics, Hegel tells his audience,
addresses the realm of beauty, and, within it, the province or territory (Gebiet) of art, and more precisely
of beautiful, in the sense of fine, art (as opposed to decorative or utilitarian art).® This is the topic the term
“aesthetics” would have to designate, that is, this is the subject of Hegel’s lectures. However, Hegel adds,
since aesthetics etymologically has to do with perception, or sense, or feeling, such a word is not really
appropriate. Such inappropriateness can be historically explained, as the origin of the discipline, and the
origin of the very word in Wolff’s school (i.e., Baumgarten), date back to a period in which artworks were
considered with regard to the feelings they were intended to produce (especially with Mendelssohn).
In that context, we may infer, designating the science of (fine) art as aesthetics made perfect sense: if art
concerns feelings and sense, then the science or philosophy of art is, indeed, “aesthetics.™

Hegel’s dissatisfaction with this designation points, therefore, to the fact that artworks should not
(solely, or primarily) be treated with regard to the feelings they are intended to produce. The term
“aesthetics” is both too broad (as it concerns sense/ teeling also outside the domain of art) and too
narrow (as it considers art only in the respect of sense/feeling). We might also put it this way: “aes-
thetics” is not fully appropriate because it risks endorsing a subjectivist, sentimentalist, and even he-
donistic view of the discipline Hegel is introducing to his listeners. Given the “problems” associated
with the term “aesthetics,” he says, alternatives were tried, such as “callistics,” which, while being fo-
cused on objectivity rather than on subjective feeling, is also inadequate because too broad, as it refers
to beauty as such, whereas the discipline at hand is only concerned with the beauty of art (i.e., not with
natural beauty)."® Therefore, Hegel quite pragmatically concludes: let us just agree on the name “aes-
thetics,” which is just a name and, moreover, now a quite common one. However, we should heed the
warning that the proper phrase would be “philosophy of (fine) art.” If we are to trust the manuscripts,
we can also add that over time Hegel’s discontent seems to diminish, showing the acceptance of the
coincidence between “aesthetics” and “philosophy of art.”!

Be that as it may, the obvious question is why not simply use the proper phrase “philosophy of
(fine) art,” also considering that such use would immediately call to mind the “Art” section in the
Encyclopaedia of Philosophical Sciences, on which Hegels lectures on aesthetics are directly based, as in
the case of religion and the corresponding philosophy.’ As I aim to show, this is first of all because the
identification of philosophy of art and aesthetics, despite what we may think, is only a relatively late
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and far from obvious tenet of Hegel’s philosophy. More importantly, art is not, at least initially, an au-
tonomous subject of investigation for him but rather an answer, found with difficulty, to the problem
of reconciling Kantian dualism, that is, to the initial and fundamental issue of Hegel’s philosophy.

111

Kant himself had already begun to deal with this issue and had done so in the context of his aesthetics,
as Hegel acknowledges already in his pre-systematic critical writings. However, based on the prem-
ises of his philosophy of subjectivity, Kantian aesthetics could only hint at the overcoming of dualism
under the guise of a formalist view of beauty. For Hegel, the very term “aesthetics” remains tied to
a Kantian subjectivist and formalist understanding of beauty and to a dualistic conception of phil-
osophy overall. Hegel’s laborious turn to a systematically grounded philosophy of art constitutes, as
I will argue, his answer to the inadequacy of Kant’s aesthetics and, more generally, an essential piece
of the reconciliation of Kant’s dualism. In short, aesthetics and philosophy of art are initially separate
but bound to come together, in that the former thematizes the question, while the latter provides
and articulates a possible answer. This also helps to explain why Hegel’s pre-systematic philosoph-
ical attempts, while dealing substantially with the problem of dualism as it is outlined in Kant’s (and
Schiller’s) aesthetics, do not engage with a philosophy of art.

To explain Hegel’s ambivalent stance toward “aesthetics,” therefore, I suggest we have to take
Kant as our starting point. This is not only motivated by the fact that, famously, Hegel describes
Kant’s theory of reflective judgment, including his aesthetics, as “the most interesting point of the
Kantian system” (Hegel [1802] 1968, 338) in his discussion of Kantian philosophy in Faith and
Knowledge (1802)." It is also because of the likely less well-known fact that in those pages we find
a relatively high occurrence of the term “aesthetics” and its derivates. To provide some context: re-
flective judgment, for Hegel, is where Kant finds “the middle term between the concept of nature
and the concept of freedom” (Hegel [1802] 1968, 339), that is, an intuition of the unity and iden-
tity of reason as affirmed by Hegel himself. Put otherwise, Kant’s reflective judgment is, for Hegel,
the core of the overcoming of modern dualism and subjectivism that would otherwise characterize
Kant’s philosophy as such.

Kant, however, was far from able to overcome dualism and subjectivism, as he holds that iden-
tity exists only as a subjective, regulative principle of judgment, not for reason and as reason itself:
“But this identity, which alone is the true and sole reason, is according to Kant not for reason, but
only for reflecting judgment” (Hegel [1802] 1968, 339). That is, Kant rules out the possibility of
positive knowledge of such identity, that is, of reason itself, since he regards the noumenon only
negatively as a limit. Thus, reason cannot be known through reason itself, but only be intuited in
its external reality, whether conscious (beauty and aesthetic judgment) or unconscious (organism
and teleological judgment). Beauty is accordingly the “experienced, or, better, intuited idea” (Hegel
[1802] 1968, 340), in which the dualistic opposition of nature and freedom, object and subject,
being and thought, and so on, disappears, though only in a negative way, as the sensible, imagina-
tive symbol of a supersensible that can only be thought of as a limit, but not known positively."* The
principle of the aesthetic (das Asthetische), as Hegel calls it, is the supersensible, but beauty affords
no knowledge of it: “Therefore nothing is known of the supersensible insofar as it is the principle of
the aesthetic, and the beautiful becomes something related only to the human faculty of knowledge
and an harmonic play of its manifold powers, hence is something entirely finite and subjective”
(Hegel [1802] 1968, 340). Hegel’s criticism is double. Not only has Kant renounced the human
subject’s supreme right to positive knowledge beyond the boundaries of the finite, thus instituting
an insurmountable dualism, but he has, consequently, also missed a true understanding of the
nature of beauty, which is not merely the subjective feeling of correspondence between nature and
our cognitive faculties, but is, according to Hegel, the objectivity of the rational idea that acquires
an adequate sensible configuration.

Many years later, Hegel largely reiterates both this acknowledgment and this critique of Kant
in the historical section introducing his lectures on aesthetics, where Kant’s theory of aesthetic
judgment is treated as “the starting point for the true comprehension of the beauty of art, yet only
by overcoming Kant’s deficiencies could this comprehension assert itself as the higher grasp of the
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true unity of necessity and freedom, particular and universal, sense and reason” (Hegel [1835-
1838/1842] 1975a, 60-61). After Kant, it was mainly Schiller’s great philosophical and artistic
ingenuity, that contributed overcoming Kant’s still abstract standpoint, paving the way to Hegel
himself."s

Here I am concerned only with Hegel’s own perspective and cannot begin to deal with the
major and distinct question of Kant’s own argument and the plausibility of Hegel’s critique of it.'¢
Nevertheless, I want to contend that Hegel’s ambivalence toward “aesthetics” is rooted in this cri-
tique. On the one hand, it is clear for Hegel that Kant’s aesthetics provides the necessary ground-
work for the reconciliation of modern philosophical dualisms, that is, for Hegel’s own philosophical
project. Yet such a project cannot be pursued on the grounds of Kant’s aesthetics. Thus, “aesthetics”
indicates to Hegel both the direction to pursue toward the aim of objective reconciliation and the
risk of going astray, if such direction is pursued on the subjectivist-sentimentalist ground he associ-
ates with the term. The core task becomes exactly the positive definition and development of what
Kant had only conceived of negatively. Whereas aesthetics, in the tradition addressed by Hegel
(admittedly in a rather wholesale manner), hints at reconciliation through indeterminate concepts
and subjective feeling, whereby no objective knowledge is possible, Hegel’s aim is to ensure the
possibility of thinking and knowing, not just feeling, the reconciliation that aesthetics calls for: in
this regard, the very term “aesthetics” is both conducive and misleading.'” Hegel’s problematization
of aesthetics thus indicates the domain in which Kant’s unresolved dualism must be overcome in
sensible form, lending objectivity to beauty, reconnecting the supersensible with the sensible, and
showing that the latter provides a “positive” cognition of, not merely a symbolic reference to, that
connection.

As for our terminological issue, an apparently secondary but, in my opinion, revealing shift can
be noticed here. In Faith and Knowledge, Hegel’s confrontation with Kant’s “aesthetics” does not
entail any single reference to art. In the Lectures, some twenty years later yet within the same frame-
work, Kant becomes “the starting point for the true comprehension of the beauty of art” That is,
in Faith and Knowledge, Hegel is rather interested in a more or less faithful immanent critique of
Kant’s philosophy, which ends up focusing on its negative side, that is, irresolvable dualisms and
an abstract, finite view of “aesthetics.” In the Lectures, Hegel is more interested in the positive role
Kant played in the historical genesis of the true concept of artistic beauty and less in an immanent
interpretation of his aesthetics, in which artistic beauty clearly plays but a secondary role. More
importantly for us, this underscores a somewhat surprising divergence between aesthetics and the
philosophy of art: in the earlier context, Kant’s problem is presented in terms of aesthetics without
reference to art, whereas later Kant’s problem becomes the gateway to understanding beautiful art,
disregarding the actual orientation of Kant’s aesthetics. In the next section, I contend that Hegel’s
solution to Kantian dualism runs through Hegel’s progressive identification of aesthetics and the

philosophy of art.

IV

Let us begin by acknowledging that, while Hegel’s overall critique of Kant points to the recon-
ciliation of all dualisms, the specificity of Hegel’s aesthetic criticism, focused upon “the most
interesting point” in Kant’s system, demands establishing the positive reality of beauty as the ad-
equate expression of reason. In other words, this narrower task cannot be accomplished in purely
conceptual or discursive terms, but requires the exhibition of a sensible, non-dualistic reality. Not
only fulfilling this task, but even framing it in appropriate terms is a challenge.'® Hegel must walk a
thin line, avoiding both subjectivism (which the term “aesthetics” might suggest) and objectivism
(which the term “callistics” might suggest), and also any dualism requiring reconciliation (which
would revert to Kant’s starting point).'* That is to say, Hegel must exhibit not an attempted recon-
ciliation, but a non-dualistic sensible (not merely conceptual) reality, which cannot be exhaustively
described either in terms of objective properties nor in terms of subjective feelings of pleasure. The
reconciliation of the Kantian dualism must begin with a concrete, objective form that is readily
accessible to the senses yet irreducible to their affections, and that escapes the limitations of both
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subjectivism and objectivism, pointing toward an “absolute” and knowable actuality of that recon-
ciliation (to put it in the terms of Hegel’s system).

My suggestion is that the intersection of these vectors is the beautiful artwork, and this is the very
reason for Hegel’s (relatively late) outright identification of aesthetics with philosophy of art. Hegel’s
identification is no platitude, as it might sound to us, informed by a point of view that Hegel himself
struggled to delineate and ultimately contributed to creating. This point of view brings together Kant’s
aesthetic resources for reconciling dualisms and the requirement to supersede the dualistic framing of
those resources. Centering “the aesthetic” on art is Hegel’s way out of the dualism, though Hegel was
not the first to conceive of art as overcoming dualisms; in this he follows, among others, Schiller.* Yet
Hegel, expressly drawing upon Schiller, supersedes him by conceiving of art in terms of a concrete,
historical work,*' rather than as an eternal, utopic, quasi-Platonic ideal of conciliation.”* Art, conceived
as concrete, historical work is Hegel’s remedy to the inherent subjectivism of “the aesthetic” in Kant.
The beautiful artwork as the final answer to the Kantian problem culminates a laborious philosoph-
ical development wherein Hegel is both deeply embedded in, and not fully comfortable with, his own
intellectual context (just think of his controversial relations to Schelling and the Romantics?®). This
is why the introduction to his lectures on aesthetics is itself so laborious and, one might say, even “de-
fensive.” This is why, I believe, the term “philosophy of (fine) art,” while being the only fully adequate
term, is not simply adopted by Hegel without considering other, less adequate terms. Hegel’s original
philosophical problem in these lectures is not art per se, but the general problem of dualism in its
aesthetic version, which Kant began to unravel but left unresolved, talking of reflective judgment, aes-
thetic ideas, judgments of taste, beauty, and so on, and not necessarily of art. This is also why, despite
its influence, Hegel's aesthetics can be said to display an “absence of aesthetics,” since it scarcely con-
siders what appear to be central aesthetic issues, such as judgments of taste, aesthetic experience, and
so on.”* And this is why, finally, the beauty of nature cannot be part of Hegel’s answer, as it was Kant’s
answer. The beauty of nature, from Hegel’s and Kant’s point of view, is non-conceptual.® While for
Kant this indicates its higher purity and “freedom” compared to “adherent beauty,” for Hegel this is
a sign of its inherent inadequacy to positively present the unity of sensible and supersensible reason.
Indeed, the fact that, for Kant, beauty must be non-conceptual (and hence natural) in order to be pure
is, from Hegel’s perspective, emblematic of Kant’s inability or unwillingness to go beyond finitude and
dualism: beauty in Hegels sense is an indivisible term, philosophically significant only insofar as it is
spiritual, that is, artistic.?

If this argument makes sense so far, it now requires a further step. Saying that beautiful or fine art is
the answer to the Kantian problem might still sound like an abstract generic formula, given the need
for this answer to be a concretely, tangibly given reality. Indeed, in Hegel’s aesthetics such reality has a
technical name: ideal. In the early Hegel, the notion of ideal, itself of Kantian origin, already stands for
the unity of object and subject, universal and particular in an individual form. At first, such unity mainly
lies in a spontaneously moral character or in a beautiful living popular religion (and a corresponding
interpretation of Jesus’ life), whence Hegel’s early critique of modern Christianity and the state. Later,
however, highlighting the “individual actuality” of the ideal leads Hegel to associate it with beautiful art.
Consequently, the concept of ideal becomes the actual systematic principle of Hegel’s aesthetics:

For the Idea as such is indeed the truth in and for itself, yet the truth only according to its not yet
objectified universality, while the Idea as the beauty of art is the Idea more specifically qualified as
both essentially individual actuality and also an individual configuration of actuality so specified
within itself essentially to manifest the Idea. Hence expressed here is the demand that the Idea
and its configuration as a concrete actuality shall be made completely adequate to one another. So
considered, the Idea as actuality formed according to the concept [of the idea], is the Ideal (Hegel
[1835-1838/1842] 1975a, 73-74, tr. rev).”’

Put otherwise, the ideal as artwork is the tangible, immediate, corporeal presence of the absolute
spirit, the supersensible concretely presented within sensible form. This leads to a view of beauty not
as mere pleasantness to the subject’s senses or as the objectively harmonic unity of the manifold, but
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as concrete, visible evidence of surmounting Kantian dualisms, as in this crucial passage from the
Encyclopaedia:

As immediate [ ... ], the shape of this knowledge [of absolute spirit; §555] is [ ...] the concrete intu-
ition and representation of the in-itself absolute spirit as the ideal. In this ideal — the concrete shape
born of subjective spirit — natural immediacy is only a sign of the Idea, it is so transfigured by the
informing spirit for the expression of the Idea, that nothing else is shown in the shape; — the shape of
beauty (Hegel [1830, §556] 2007, 259, tr. rev).

The ideal is most perfectly accomplished in classical Greek art, and most adequately in the sculpture of
gods in human shape: “[Classical art] is the free and adequate embodiment [ Einbildung] of the config-
uration in the concept; a content that has the adequate shape, that as true content does not renounce
the true shape. Here is collocated the ideal of art” (Hegel [1823] 2003, 36). The ideal harmony and
beauty of the Greek statue is ultimately, in the most accurate and emblematic sense, Hegel's way out of
Kant’s dualism and into aesthetics as the philosophy of art.

Hegel’s attempt to overcome Kantian dualism leads him to develop a fully fledged philosophy
of art, to which aesthetics is progressively assimilated. Beautiful or fine art is, in the beginning,
not so much a problem per se, but rather the answer to a problem: providing the positive basis for
Hegel’s own version of a philosophy of identity that overcomes subjectivism and dualism. While
the overall problem of a philosophy of identity cannot be confined to the aesthetic domain, the
latter is fundamental, since, without presenting the actuality, not merely the possibility or hope, of
the unity of sense and rationality, there is no starting ground for identity, absolute knowledge, and
so on.”® Art is first and foremost the answer to the what-question about such reality. It is, indeed,
Hegel’s ultimate answer, as in his early writings, in the process of becoming aware of the full extent
of the (post-)Kantian challenge, he had explored various possibilities: that of a shared mythology,
of a popular religion, of love, of an organic political community, and so on.*® As a matter of fact, in
his early writings, beauty and the aesthetic dimension in general had more to do with those elem-
ents than with art per se, and still in Hegel’s mature system art does not rule out such elements;
on the contrary it entails them all, becoming their systematic, unifying core. The (late) definitive
embedding of art in the last two versions of the encyclopedic system reflects the latter identifica-
tion: “the aesthetic,” and the (Kantian) problem of dualism implied by it, are seen as hinging on art,
and art in turn becomes the first form of the absolute spirit, though not without some symptom-
atic hesitations on Hegel’s side.*® To put it somewhat bluntly, absolute spirit is Hegel’s formula for
different possible answers to the problem of reconciling subject and object, and it is only coherent
that art should be the first (and insufficient) one.?' The emergence of art as the first autonomous
form of absolute spirit in the context of the definition of Hegel’s system can thus be read as the “sta-
bilization” of the response to Kantian dualism in aesthetics and beyond: if reconciliation is to be
achieved systematically, it must begin with an intuitive reconciled form of the dichotomy between
phenomenon and noumenon, that is, with the ideal form and function of art as the first form of
absolute spirit. Reconciling Kantian dualism, equating aesthetics with the philosophy of art, and
assigning art an autonomous role alongside revealed religion and philosophy are, in this respect,
coordinated moves.

Hence, from being an answer to a problem, art becomes a problem in its own right, and the what-
question is joined by the how-question or, more precisely, by a number of how-questions. Symbolic
and romantic art, from being little more than the mere pre- and post- of classical art, progressively
come to gain more and more ground in Hegel’s thinking and teaching.> Accordingly, Hegel's view
of art becomes more and more complex and varied, as his interest gradually moves from a prevalent
focus on classical Greek art (the answer to the what-question) to artforms that are less of an answer
to the initial problem than the position of many new how-questions. Developing the what-question
into several how-questions leads to the endless adjustments and developments that make Hegels aes-
thetics a “work in progress” (Gethmann-Siefert 2005, 38). To what extent, for example, symbolic
and romantic art can also be seen as answers to the initial what-question is a remarkably complicated
matter, concerning the full right of those forms to belong within absolute spirit and more in general
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the historical purpose of art, the so-called thesis of the “end” or “past character” of art and its system-
atic role, and so on.*

Let us return again to the terminological issue. As I suggested, though not fully satisfied with the
term “aesthetics,” Hegel’s discontent becomes less explicit over the years, at least from what we can
gather from the manuscripts of his lectures. This, I believe, is suggestive of a progressive acceptance
of the equivalence of aesthetics and philosophy of art, for him and around him. At some point, two
things become undisputed: that addressing the (Kantian) aesthetic problem requires philosophy of
art, and that aesthetics simply means philosophy of art. This is because art is conceived as reconciling a
fundamental dualism already, though insufficiently, addressed by Kant’s aesthetics. The gradual stabil-
ization, in Hegel's views, of the equivalence of aesthetics and philosophy of art can be confirmed by the
official notices of Hegel’s courses, which are beyond philological doubt. The 1817 Heidelberg notice
simply announces “Aesthetics” (Hegel 1977, 111). The first Berlin course (1820-1821) announces
“Aesthetics, as Philosophy of Art [Asthetik, als Philosophie der Kunst]” (Hegel 1977, 120). The last
three Berlin courses (1823, 1826, 1828-1829) are always announced as “Aesthetics, or Philosophy of
Art [Asthetik, oder Philosophie der Kunst]” (Hegel 1977, respectively 121, 123, and 124). The focus is,
in the first course, only on the first term, and art does not even appear in the title (recall how, in the
same year, the first edition of the Encyclopaedia did not consider art a form of absolute spirit per se).
We then see, first, two different designations brought together (aesthetics presented as philosophy
of art) and, finally, completely coincident (aesthetics or philosophy of art). We should probably not
make too much of these notices, yet they appear to confirm the progressive equivalence of aesthetics
and philosophy of art. As is often the case in philosophy, however, Hegel’s solution to Kant’s dualism
in the domain of the aesthetic inevitably opens new, fundamental tensions. In the next, concluding
section, I will schematically address these, not as an immanent critique of Hegel, but rather to probe
the extent to which they constitute open challenges to the persisting identification of aesthetics and
philosophy of art today.

A%

The identification of aesthetics and philosophy of art has survived Hegel for quite a long time and
managed to accommodate new directions (largely anticipated by Hegel), such as the Hegelian Karl
Rosenkranz’s, Aesthetics of Ugliness. Hegel’s identification would be slowly deconstructed, it can be ar-
gued, not so much by new, incompatible philosophical ideas as by radically new artistic practices and
theories (Avantgardes and so on). Philosophical aesthetics has since questioned the primacy of the
artistic object as such for aesthetic experience and the equivalence between aesthetics and philosophy
of (fine) art (e.g., Dewey, but also contemporary everyday aesthetics and environmental/landscape
aesthetics). Aesthetics has also criticized Hegel’s dialectical sublation of the sensible dimension and
its subordination to the concept, resulting in the pastness of art and in a “content™based aesthetics,
which ultimately, so it is claimed, makes the sensible dimension altogether irrelevant (e.g.,, Adorno,
Croce); or, on the contrary, aesthetics has radicalized the end of art thesis (e.g.,, Danto). Indeed, aes-
thetics as such has even been rejected as a term or as a discipline in its own right (e.g., Heidegger).
However, I cannot pursue these lines of thought here beyond these obviously inadequate hints.

The tensions inherent in the identification of aesthetics and philosophy of art, I suggest in closing
this paper, are directly connected to the very motivations leading Hegel to it, namely to the problem
of reconciling Kantian dualism. In a decidedly generic formulation, the problem of aesthetics, already
at its Baumgartenian origin, concerns the meaning and truth of the sensible dimension, covering both
the perceiving subject and the perceived object. Such meaning and truth cannot be fully reduced to
intellectual concepts, which are the domain of “logic” The truth and meaning addressed by aesthetics
must be accessible as a compound of sensibility and conceptuality, not separately, but as a unitary whole,
irreducible either to empiricist hedonism or to rationalist perfectionism.** For Kant, this requirement re-
sults in a framework of apparent oxymora (subjective universality, non-conceptual necessity and univer-
sality, purposiveness without purpose, pleasure without interest, aesthetic ideas, etc.) in which concept
and senses are at play with, but not reducible to, each other.* Hegel’s attempt to resolve these oxymora
and overcome the implied dualisms results in beautiful art, most emblematically the ideal embodied by
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Greek sculpture, as the first form of absolute spirit, that is, of the reconciliation of subject and object.
Such systematic embedding and articulation of a well-known, historically given reality aims to reframe
the issue of aesthetics, giving it a tangible and concrete, as well as familiar, form.

Whatever we ultimately think of the chosen form, it is clear—first of all, to Hegel himself—that
such reframing is anything but final. Consistently with Hegel’s philosophy, no single “object” or “fact”,
not even the artistic ideal, can be a given truth once and for all. The ideal is itself historical,* hence
the problem inevitably arises: how can a perfectly balanced and harmonious external object, to which
nothing can be added or removed, withstand history? In fact, the ideal beauty of classical art is more of
an unrepeatable, momentary blink of light shining through than an eternally true embodiment of per-
tection or, better said, it can be the latter only insofar as it was the former. Even the “ideal” Olympian
composure of white marble statues of Greek gods* is tinged with melancholy or sadness, hinting at
the unescapable dissolution that is their fate:

The complete emergence of this contradiction the Ideal proper only escapes because, as is the case
with genuine sculpture and its separate statues in temples, the divine individuals are portrayed as
solitary, alone with themselves in blessed repose, and yet they retain an air of lifelessness, an aloof-
ness from feeling, and that tranquil trait of mourning [ ... ]. It is this mourning which already con-
stitutes their fate because it shows that something higher stands above them, and that a transition
is necessary from their existence as particulars to their universal unity (Hegel [1835-1838/1842]
19754, 503).

If this is the case for the very systematic principle and “ideal” core of aesthetics, then the whole do-
main is marked by a structural tension and impermanence.

The attempt to trace and establish meaning and truth within the realm of sense, without reducing them
to pure intellectual concepts, but respecting their independence and sensory, material character, lies be-
hind this mark. This is no result of failure, but the consequent, productive trace of a difficult, somehow
paradoxical, quest for unified meaning, bringing together not only the sensible and the supersensible,
individuality and universality, contingency and necessity but also the apparent material fixedness of the
tangible object and the immaterial restlessness of thought. In Hegel, the irreducible impermanence of
sense, perception, material configuration, and so on, leads to their “sublation” through the history and
dialectic of spirit at all levels, not only with the “end-of-art” thesis, but even with the starting, provisional
position of “sensible certainty” and “perception” in the Phenomenology of Spirit. The peculiar struggle to
systematically keep sense and concept together in a positive form also leads to what looks like a glaring
hapax in his system: in the articulation of art, and only there, the most adequate, paradigmatic moment,
is the second (classical art), not the third (romantic art). Indeed, from another perspective there is no
hapax, as romantic art reflects a more advanced development of the spirit, but this is precisely why ro-
mantic art is less suited to Hegel’s standard of “ideal,” which is a perfect, non-dualistic unity of concept
and existence. The very coexistence of these two possible readings regarding art’s hapax™ is then, more
precisely, what could be seen as a hapax in Hegel's system, as well as a still open tension between art as
fine/beautiful work and art as an embodiment of truth(s).** We may disagree with everything in Hegel’s
aesthetics or philosophy in general. Yet, I believe that philosophical aesthetics, with its uncountable
orientations and currents, still confronts, in different terms, the fundamental difficulty Hegel had aptly
grasped: “The ideal in itself is easy to grasp; the most difficult thing with it is that, insofar as it is not only
idea, but it also possesses actuality, it enters with its existence in the exteriority, but in this coming-out in
the finitude it maintains its very ideality” (Hegel [1823] 2003, 82).

Clearly, beyond its many transformations, Hegel’s post-Kantian challenge remains, and there is no
univocal or satisfactory answer to it, nor to the problem of defining philosophical aesthetics. Bringing to
light, as I have attempted to do in this article, the complicated genesis and fragile finality of Hegel's iden-
tification of aesthetics and the philosophy of art, as well as its undeniably long-lasting influence, can serve
at least two important purposes. The first is to dispel persistent misconceptions of Hegel’s aesthetics as a
classicist defense of the stability and permanence of the artistic ideal as the reflection of an eternal, quasi-
platonic idea, and, more generally, of Hegel’s philosophy as panlogicism. The second is to contribute to
a more balanced assessment of the reasons for and limits of the identification of aesthetics and the phil-
osophy of (fine) art, and to the development of a more up-to-date and inclusive paradigm.
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END NOTES

I'would like to thank Ken Westphal, the audiences of the Humboldt Kolleg “Sense is This Wonderful Word... ”: Hegel and the Aesthetic
(Pisa, March 2023) as well as of the research seminar guided by Christian Krijnen at VU Amsterdam (June 2024), and two an-
onymous reviewers for precious input on earlier drafts of this paper.

2 What we know as Hegel’s Aesthetics is a collection of notes from his lectures, put together and published in book-form by his student
Hotho, translated into English in the two volumes, Hegel [1835-1838/1842] (1975a) and Hegel [1835-1838/1842] (1975b).
For philosophical and philological reasons, in the last few decades Hotho’s classic edition has been integrated, or in some cases
replaced, as a source for Hegels aesthetics, by student manuscripts available from different courses and published subsequently. In
this paper, in addition to Hotho’s published edition, I also refer to the following manuscripts from the four Berlin courses on aes-
thetics (the 1817 Heidelberg course is still unpublished): Hegel [ 1820-1821] 1995, Hegel [ 1823] 2003, Hegel [ 1826] 2004, Hegel
[1828-1829] 2020, and Hegel [1828-1829] 2017. For a discussion of the various editions and transcriptions, see, among others,
Gethmann-Siefert 2005, 15-28, and Houlgate 2021. If not indicated otherwise, translations are mine.

—

3 E.g, Moland 2019.

4 E.g., Peters 2015, Pippin 2013.

S E.g., Pippin 2008.

6 Just consider that none of the last four works just cited mention Hegel’s (instantly withdrawn) suggestion to use the term “callistics”
(on which I return in short).

7 This paragraph summarizes Hegel’s presentation of aesthetics in Hegel [1835-1838/1842] 1975a, 1; Hegel [1820-1821] 1995, 21;
Hegel [1823] 2003, 1 and 14; Hegel [1826] 2004, 1; Hegel [1828-1829] 2020, 909; Hegel [1828-1829] 2017, 3. Here I cannot
discuss the differences between the various versions: see Siani forthcoming.

8 On the meaning of “beautiful” in this context see Jaeschke 2014.

9 Let us leave aside the fact that Hegel’s remark is historically inaccurate: for Baumgarten, aesthetics was not the science of sense in
terms of feelings aroused by artworks, but a general science of perception. The transformation into a feeling-centered discipline
only occurred after Baumgarten, especially with Mendelssohn, and was not universally accepted. Most notably, Kant’s Critique of
Pure Reason, while targeting Baumgarten’s psychologism, is possibly truer to the latter’s intentions than feeling-centered aesthetics.
Hegel’s objection seems to partly reproduce Kant’s, though Hegel does not accept Kant’s version either and, in fact, as we will see,
develops his own understanding of aesthetics against Kant’s. For a chronicle of the complicated history of aesthetics in and right
after its Baumgartenian origins, see Amoroso 2008, Nuzzo 2006, 293-95, and Guyer 2020.

10 See Siani forthcoming.

11 'This last point would require further textual support by comparing the various lectures and manuscripts, even beyond the introduc-
tory remarks where the subject is directly addressed. Deploying such support would require extensive comparative and philological
research, which is beyond the scope of this article. However, at the end of section 3 below, I will briefly return to this point from the
limited (but philologically irrefutable) perspective of the changes in the title of the lecture in the official announcements over the
different years.

12 Ifreligion is the topic of the lectures on philosophy of religion, art may well have been the topic of the lectures on the philosophy of
art. Admittedly, there was no term corresponding to “aesthetics” that would apply to religion, but the mere presence of a term is not
a sufficient reason to choose it if the term is explicitly considered inadequate. Even if we content ourselves with Hegel’s dismissal of
this question as purely nominal, that he preferred a less straightforward term, which is also controversial and requires clarification of
how it is improper, sounds quite strange indeed. It is also interesting that in the Encyclopaedia, that is, in the very systematic ground-
work of aesthetics itself, the term does not appear (only the adjective appears once, when Hegel touches upon Kant’s aesthetic
ideas in section 56). This is probably because, while in the lectures it was easy to verbally mention the fundamental inadequacy but
substantial indifference of the term “aesthetics,” using it in the written and published version of the system would have been more
problematic.

13 It might seem weird to discuss here Faith and Knowledge, a rather obscure early work not much concerned with aesthetic issues.
However, here Hegel first develops a fully fledged systematic account and criticism of modern subjectivist and dualistic philoso-
phies (Kant, Jacobi, Fichte), viewed as the extreme, yet necessary, negativity from which a reconciled, living totality shall arise.
Kantian aesthetics is, as we will see, a first decisive, though insufficient, step in that direction, which Hegel’s own aesthetics pursues
by distancing itself from Kant.

14 Hegel also says that “this imagination as the original bilateral identity, which on the one side becomes subject in general, but on the
other side object, and originally is both, is nothing else than reason itself [ ... ]; just, reason as appearing in the sphere of empirical
consciousness” (Hegel [1802] 1968, 329).

15 Schiller’s importance for the development of Kant’s aesthetics beyond Kant, towards beauty as “freedom in appearance” and a com-
prehensive, even “revolutionary” role of art and beauty, and generally for the establishment of German Idealism and Romanticism,
can hardly be overstated and is given full recognition by Hegel himself. A discussion of this topic is way beyond the scope of this
paper. See, to begin with, the relevant section in Houlgate 2021.

16 For detailed studies of this matter, problematizing both Hegel’s interpretation of Kant’s aesthetics and the latter as such, see, among
others, Guyer 1990 and Ameriks 2002. See also the first chapter of Siani 2024.

17 To be clear: I am not suggesting that Hegel's aesthetics as a whole can be reduced to such (post-)Kantian issues. Of course, it re-
sponds to a wealth of varied stimuli and influences, only some of them cursorily mentioned in this paper. The point is, instead, that
the definition of the core systematic space of aesthetics as a philosophy of art, as well as of the “regional” principle governing it (the
ideal, on which see section 3), is decisively shaped by Hegel’s engagement with such issues.

18 See also the acknowledgment of this difficulty as well as the attempted restatement by Pippin 2008, 404-406.

19 As the challenge is aptly summed up by Sandkaulen 2018, 9-10, aesthetics as a science must be able to “leave the abstract concept
and get involved with the form of artistic presentation. A successful philosophy of art, one can say, which is able to recognize and
illuminate with nuances the cultural significance of art, needs to be endowed with a notably enlarged concept of rationality.”

20 “Itis Schiller [ ... ] who must be given great credit for breaking through the Kantian subjectivity and abstraction of thinking and for
venturing on an attempt to get beyond this by intellectually grasping the unity and reconciliation as the truth and by actualizing
them in artistic production” (Hegel [1835-1838/1842] 1975a, 61).
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On Hegel’s conflation of “ideal” and “art-work” see among others the first chapter of Gethmann-Siefert 2005.

On Hegel’s indebtedness to and overcoming of Schiller see the first chapter of Siani 2024.

This, and particularly Schelling’s use of the term “philosophy of art” in his 1802-1803 and 1804-1805 lectures, is, again, a topic that
would deserve to be separately discussed, but due to space constraints this cannot be done here. See, among others, Moland 2019,
33 and passim.

See Pippin 2008.

For a deeper discussion of (non-)conceptuality in Kant’s third Critique, see, however, Filieri 2021.

See also Jaeschke 2014, 25-26: “If we place the beautiful in a determined quality of an artwork, [ ... ] or if we understand it as some-
thing that stirs pleasant sensations in human beings, it might indeed be implausible to exclude natural beauty. But if we, starting
from the approach of the philosophy of spirit, see the art character of art in the ‘interpenetration’ of ‘informing spirit’ and ‘natural
immediacy, and raise ‘beauty’ in this sense to the constituent of art as such, then beside such beauty there can be no ‘natural beauty’
This is because such an “interpenetration” plainly cannot exist in nature.” Note too that the exclusion of natural beauty becomes
more pronounced in the last two courses on aesthetics (see Iannelli 2007, 38); this would seem to confirm a development I touch
upon in the next section.

See also Moland 2019, 27-28.

On the link between Hegel’s general critique of Kantian dualism, the theoretical-practical impasse, and the aesthetic issue, see
Guyer 1990, 182 and Ameriks 2002, 82.

See, among others, Farina 2017.

It is well-known that art “officially” becomes an autonomous, self-standing form of absolute spirit only with the second edition of
the Encyclopaedia (1827), whereas until then it had not been systematically autonomous, but “only” one of the moments of the
religious form, namely Kunstreligion or religion in the form of art. Even in the last edition of the Encyclopaedia quoted here (1830),
Hegel hesitates to grant art full citizenship in absolute spirit: he speaks, as we saw, of an only in-itself (an sich) absolute spirit
(section $56) and further claims that “in such individuality of shaping the absolute spirit cannot be explicated; the spirit of beau-
tiful art is therefore the limited spirit of a people” (Hegel [ 1830, section $59] 2007, 260, tr. rev.). I am aware that in an unpublished
system draft from 1805 to 1806 Hegel already envisages art as the first, autonomous form of the absolute spirit, but I do not think
one should make too much of this circumstance, since already one year later, in the Phenomenology of Spirit (1807) and then in the
first edition of the Encyclopaedia (1817) art does not appear in an autonomous position, but as part of religion.

Indeed, Nuzzo 2006, 308, makes the stronger claim “that the way in which Hegel describes the general task of a philosophy of abso-
lute spirit is itself already aesthetic, that is, implies a perspective on spirit that is aesthetic even before ‘art’ has emerged as a thematic
moment of spirit’s absolute reality and knowledge, and it is aesthetic in order for art to emerge as absolute spirit’s first moment.”
See Gethmann-Siefert 2005, 229-37 and Gethmann-Siefert 2000, 358. It is also telling that the very designations of “symbolic” and
“romantic” art only appear in the third edition of the Encyclopaedia, though, to be sure, they appear already earlier in the manuscripts
of the lectures.

Even though, or rather exactly because, such issues are both closely related to this paper’s topic and the subject of countless studies
defending rather different positions, here I cannot even begin to go into the details, but can only refer to, among others, Speight
2008, Houlgate 2013, Siani 2012, Siani 2020, and Siani 2024.

On Hegel’s dissatisfaction with both, see Moland 2019, 28-29.

At least in the third Critique: the transcendental aesthetics in the Critique of Pure Reason is on the contrary exactly the attempt of a
doctrine of sensibility insofar as it does not have to do with the senses, but only with pure forms that are not perceptible.

While the ideal as a core systematic concept is placed in classical art, Hegel’s aesthetics also presents us with historically different
ideals for different artforms: see lannelli 2007, 52-58.

Hegel indeed considered them monochrome, though he also spoke of painted ones.

The transitory character of the Greek ideal is also conspicuously revealed by the fact that, in the history of spirit, for Hegel the Greek
world is youth, not maturity.

See also Pinkard 2007, 14: “Only classical art, Hegel argues, achieves, and even can achieve the “ideal,” which is to say that only
classical art achieves a purely aesthetic representation of what it would mean to be free. However, this very achievement of classical
art proves to be its fundamental limitation, since a purely aesthetic presentation of freedom must inherently fail to be an adequate
exhibition of the meaning of freedom”, and Moland 2019, 100: “Romantic art will be unable to achieve the unity of classical art and
so be unable to reach art’s pinnacle as art. But it will better achieve truth”.

This, in turn, leads to the much-debated issue of the value of Hegel’s aesthetics for dealing with contemporary arts. As a case in
point, see the critical application of Hegel’s understanding of beauty to pictorial modernism in Pippin 2013.
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