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Introduction 

Georg Friedrich Wilhelm Hegel�s conception of art is a complex one 
that has given rise to many controversies, none more pertinent for aesthet-
ics today than the debate regarding Hegel�s equation of artistic beauty and 
truth. In the context of Hegel�s philosophy this leads inevitably to some con-
fusion as to the relative status of art next to the other purveyors of truth: re-
ligion and philosophy, which constitute Absolute Spirit.1 One possible con-
sequence of Hegel�s art theory which seems to have gone little noticed is 
the question of what role the sensuous can play in the higher reaches of 
Spirit, if Spirit�s apprehension of truth has already been cleansed of the ex-
ternal and the material after it leaves the realm of art. This question has a 
particular relevance for philosophy. After all, the main form of philosophical 
discourse is the prose it is written in. 

The first half of this article will be given over to an exploration of this 
question, and it will be argued that Hegel is, in fact, unable to account for 
philosophical prose. Hegel�s Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik (Letures on 
Fine Art) will be chiefly consulted, because in this text, more than in any 
other of the Hegelian corpus, the issue of the sensuous and its role in art is 
thematised.2  Hegel�s lectures on aesthetics also outline his theory of liter-
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ary symbolism and give the most detailed account of his poetics, both of 
which are important to the interpretation proffered in the first part of this ar-
ticle. Other works by Hegel will also be consulted, most notably his Enzyk-
lopädie der philosophischen Wissenschaften im Grundrisse (Encyclopedia 
of the Philosophical Sciences in Outline). 

This reading of Hegel will be put forward through an account of his 
conception of artistic beauty�s content, which is truth or the Idea. The ar-
gumentation of Hegel�s aesthetics will be traced, with the changing role of 
the sensuous noted for each of the arts Hegel describes. It is because of 
the necessary presence of the sensuous in art that it is only able to intimate 
truth by bringing form and content into a perfect unity, where the one can-
not be separated from the other without loss of the whole. That this is inimi-
cal to truth lies in the Idea�s dynamic nature, and ultimately it is only the in-
teriority of rational thought, freed from all external and particular considera-
tions, which is able to apprehend truth adequately. This is reflected in the 
progressive reduction of the role given to sensuous form in the historical 
and systematic presentation of the five arts and the epochs they appear in. 
Eventually we are led to the higher realms of Absolute Spirit, where the 
sensuous has no role left to play. 

Art fulfils an essential function in Hegel�s system precisely because of 
its unique coupling of sensuous form and mental content. Philosophical 
truth demands the highest degree of autonomy and interiority for Hegel and 
his aesthetics provides the necessary bridge between the outer world of 
human experience to the inner one of truth through its marriage of form and 
content. It is thus inevitable that art as a purveyor of truth will be super-
seded by the medium of rational thought. In Hegel�s aesthetics the literary 
art, poetry, already sees a break with its sensuous form, the words it is writ-
ten and performed in, which have been reduced to the status of meaning-
less sign. Although poetry is still tied to the sensuous its true form is the 
poetical imagination. It is consequently on the periphery of art as beautiful 
and marks the point of art�s transcendence. What status could philosophi-
cal prose then be said to have, when philosophy itself exists on a plane 
completely emancipated from the sensuous? 

The second half of the article will look at potential objections to such 
an interpretation. The discussion will include four possible ways in which 
Hegel can account for philosophical prose. In the conclusion the issue of 
differing reading strategies will be considered. 

I. An Interpretation Proposed 

Hegel famously defines artistic beauty, the Ideal, as the sensuous ap-
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pearance of the Idea.3 In intimating the Idea, art joins religion and philoso-
phy in Absolute Spirit as a source of truth. Their content is the same, that of 
truth, and they differ only in the forms in which they express it, as Hegel 
says: �Owing to this sameness of content the three realms of absolute spirit 
differ only in the forms in which they bring home to consciousness their ob-
ject, the Absolute� (�Bei dieser Gleichheit des Inhalts sind die drei Reiche 
des absoluten Geistes nur durch die Formen unterschieden, in welchen sie 
ihr Objekt, das Absolute, zum Bewußtsein bringen,� emphasis in the origi-
nal).4  Art offers an immediate, sensuous knowing (sinnliches Wissen) of 
truth through the form of artistic beauty, what Hegel calls the Ideal. Religion 
is independent of the sensuous and truth is intuited internally, through the 
medium of religious representational thinking (religiöse Vorstellung). It thus 
remains to an extent unclear, dealing in mystery and symbolism. It is only 
philosophy which can, in the form of free thinking (freies Denken), ade-
quately grasp the truth.5 Philosophy achieves the Aufhebung of the one-
sidedness of both art and religion by being the liberation (Befreiung)6 of 
truth from the sensuous of the one and the indistinctness of the other. It 
raises the two into the Absolute Form of philosophical thought, which is 
Hegel�s system itself. 

In order to understand how artistic beauty might share the same con-
tent as religion and philosophy, it is important to know the nature of the 
Idea. The strikingly brief account of the Idea as given in the Vorlesungen 
über die Ästhetik defines it in abstract outline. We are told that the Idea is 
nothing but the concept, the real existence of the concept, and the unity of 
the two.7 An idea then, such as the idea of trees, or the idea of artistic 
beauty, is accordance between a concept and the reality it describes. The 
two stand in unity, but in this unity the two sides are not equal, rather the 
concept dominates (�Im Gegenteil bleibt in dieser Einheit der Begriff das 
Herrschende�).8 The concept, which is mental and internal in nature, pro-
duces (erzeugt) the reality which becomes its own (die seinige). 

Importantly, this accordance between reality and its concept is not 
taken to be an approximation, such as in empiricism, rather it demonstrates 
the affinity between our mental world of concepts and the outer one of ex-
ternal reality. More than this, the division between mind and world is over-
come, or aufgehoben, when we realise that it was merely apparent and not 
real � the conception of such a division is shown to be contradictory, for 
how can we talk of a world outside of thought, when everything is depend-
ent on thought?9 In describing the particulars of the external world which 
we are confronted with, we are not facing some foreign other, unknowable 
in itself. Instead we can come to the insight that these particulars have their 
origin in the mental, that they are emanations and embodiments of our 
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concepts, that the two are really both aspects of the one Idea. This mode of 
thinking, as recounted in the section on the Idea in Hegel�s Vorlesungen 
über die Ästhetik, involves several moves. The initial, one-sidedly abstract 
unity of the universal is thrown into contradiction and division by the pres-
ence of the particular, which infringes upon the former�s claim to universal-
ity. The particular appears to be outside of, and other to, the universal. But 
this discord is aufgehoben by the knowledge that the two are not really 
separate entities, but that the particular stems from the universal, and the 
universal finds its embodiment in the particular. 

An artwork that is termed beautiful, or ideal, brings to our conscious-
ness the complexity of the Idea, which is realised through a process involv-
ing initial contradiction and its Aufhebung, in the perfect harmony between 
the artwork�s sensuous, material form and its mental content. The content 
of the artwork may be compared to the universal concept in the dialectic of 
Idea, and it remains abstract like the universal if it lacks a particular and ex-
ternal form. More than this, the artistic content cannot be conceived of as 
being somehow indifferent to the form of its expression. We must be able to 
apprehend the artistic content as necessarily embodied in its sensuous 
form, the two constituting a seamless whole, where to alter one would lead 
to the meaninglessness of the other. But there is an apparent opposition 
between the form and content of an artwork that must first be overcome. 

The content stems from the subjective inspiration of the artist, and is 
consequently thoroughly internal and mental, and in a certain sense inex-
haustible and infinite. But without actual realisation this content remains a 
mere subjective notion of the artist. The form of an artwork is conversely 
completely sensuous, particular and finite in nature. It is a part of external, 
tangible reality and is objective in comparison to the subjective origin of ar-
tistic content. But this difference must be aufgehoben for an artwork to 
demonstrate beauty, and this is present in the perfect unity of form and 
content that makes up an ideal artwork. The Ideal comprises a concrete in-
dividuality out of the union of its form and content, and the consideration of 
such an artwork intimates not just the power of the Idea to absolve contra-
diction, but also of the necessary embodiment of Geist in external reality. 

Artworks which may be termed ideal occur through the individual 
achievement of the artist in bringing form and content into a perfect unity. 
However, the ability of an artist to do this is dependent upon the cultural 
circumstances they find themselves in, and the level of self-reflective de-
velopment Geist has reached. As is well known the Ideal appears in classi-
cal Greek sculpture in its most consummate form, and indeed Hegel is 
adamant that nothing can be more beautiful than the plastic works of that 
age.10 It is significant that the period of history in which the Ideal appears to 
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perfection is not in Hegel�s own times, nor some projected epoch in the fu-
ture, but rooted entirely in the distant past. There is something peculiar 
about the spirit of the ancient Greeks that allows for its ready embodiment 
in hewn and shaped works of metal and marble, and it is not present in the 
artistic achievements of the preceding and subsequent periods. 

The fine arts, taken together and in the order Hegel presents them in 
his lectures, form a progressive chain of systematic and historical devel-
opment. Taken systematically, the Ideal is initially frustrated in the mis-
match of form and content in architecture, before coming to fruition in 
sculpture. The three remaining arts; painting, music and poetry, demon-
strate a successive reduction in the importance of external, material form. 
The inner content of the artwork is increasingly sought and found outside of 
the work itself, in the intellect of the audience. This progressive realisation 
and then disruption of the union between form and content is reflected in 
Hegel�s division of art�s history into three art-forms, and the corresponding 
arts which epitomise each of them. Architecture is taken to typify the sym-
bolic art-form, sculpture the classical age, while painting, music and poetry 
are considered to be fitting of the romantic. This is not to suggest that these 
epochs are sealed off from each other, or that the arts that epitomise them 
are also peculiar to them. Of course the fine arts are present in all three 
epochs, but their significance and perfection of realisation differ in each pe-
riod. 

The role of poetry in Hegel�s system is both extraordinary and para-
doxical. His conception of it is far removed from his definition of the Ideal, 
but at the same time he claims poetry is the �universal� art, with an ability to 
reproduce to a large extent the unique effects of all the other arts. Despite 
not being in accordance with the Ideal, the praise that Hegel heaps upon 
some poetic works, such as Antigone, knows no bounds.11 The most im-
portant and unexpected aspect of Hegel�s treatment of poetry is that its 
ability to synthesise the other art forms and to consistently reach the height 
of achievement in all three art epochs is due precisely to the fact that it is 
not ideal, it demonstrates no perfect unity between form and content. Po-
etry denigrates its sensuous form, the spoken word, which has been re-
duced to the status of meaningless sign (�zu einem bedeutungslosen Zei-
chen�).12 As a sign, devoid of meaning in itself, poetical language points 
outside of the text to the imagination of the poem�s audience, where the 
meaning of the work is really grasped. In this sense Hegel speaks of the 
poetical imagination (poetische Vorstellung) as the true form of poetry, and 
not its outward, sensuous form, the language it is written and performed in. 

The aesthetic effect of poetry is, more than all the other arts (with the 
exception of music), independent of external form. The visual arts (architec-
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ture, sculpture and painting) are, to differing extents, bound to the external 
in order to create their effects, and something they all have in common is 
their static nature. They can only present one scene, or structure, or shape, 
and this is forever frozen in time. Truth is the proper content of the Ideal, 
and its nature is essentially dynamic and dialectical, involving contradiction 
and its overcoming. The visual arts, especially classical sculpture, portray 
truth in its concrete individuality as dialectical result, but they cannot show 
how this result is achieved. This apparent inadequacy is shared by the 
Ideal itself, in that in the perfect unity between form and content the Aufhe-
bung of the initial contradiction between the two cannot be expressed, but 
merely hinted at in the harmony of the artwork. 

Music and poetry are temporal in nature, and are thus able to present 
a dynamic content. Music develops differing emotions and moods over an 
interval of time by abandoning material form altogether. For Hegel sound is 
wholly abstract, unable, unlike paint or stone, to portray objects as they ex-
ist in reality. Music�s content is wholly subjective, where the listener pro-
jects his or her own feelings onto what they hear, personalising the experi-
ence infinitely. It is only when music is accompanied by words that it can be 
said to express an intelligible meaning, and even then the meaning is borne 
by the words alone.13 It is significant that language is considered so highly 
important in the communication of meaning, and poetry is thus able, out of 
all the arts, to express the most substantial content. Poetry presents a se-
ries of varying scenes, characters and emotions, through the flexibility of 
language, and the poetical imagination�s ability to visualise such changing 
content, and is thus able, like music, to express the subjective inner life in a 
way that is impossible for the other arts. But poetry also displays a level of 
concrete objectivity which music so sorely lacks. Poetry can bring objects 
and landscapes from the real world to life, �painting� them with words. In 
this way poetry combines the unique qualities of the three visual arts and 
music, but rids them of their one-sidedness.  Poetry thus unites the arts on 
a higher level (�höheren Stufe�),14 the level of the mind. 

Hegel says that �precisely, at this highest stage, art now transcends it-
self, in that it forsakes the element of a reconciled embodiment of the spirit 
in sensuous form and passes over from the poetry of the imagination to the 
prose of thought� (�Doch gerade auf dieser höchsten Stufe steigt nun die 
Kunst auch über sich selbst hinaus, indem sie das Element versöhnter 
Versinnlichung des Geistes verläßt und aus der Poesie der Vorstellung in 
die Prosa des Denkens hinübertritt�).15 This pointedly shows that poetry is 
on the periphery of art as ideal, and that it marks the point of art�s tran-
scendence. This is because poetry is the most like philosophy of all the 
arts, pointing to the mental as the realm where truth is grasped. Poetry ap-
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proaches philosophy because its true form, the poetical imagination, is 
thought (of a kind), whereas philosophy�s preserve is free thought. One of 
the crucial differences between poetry and philosophy is that the former 
remains bound, however relatively slightly, to the sensuous and external (it 
is still reliant on the spoken word to convey its meaning), while philosophi-
cal thought is free and internal. Furthermore the poetical imagination is in-
tuitive and sometimes obscure, plying its trade in literary symbolism rather 
than dialectically concrete ideas, which are the hard currency of philoso-
phy. 

If art and philosophy, and by extension poetry and philosophy, share 
the same content but differ only in the forms in which they express it, then 
the key distinction between them is the presence of written or spoken lan-
guage in poetry and its absence in philosophy. It seems, then, that Hegel is 
denying that written language plays a role in philosophy. If the words of a 
poem are mere signs, meaningless in themselves but pointing to the imagi-
native intellect of the poem�s audience, then the written language of phi-
losophy, where the sensuous has no role to play, must demonstrate abso-
lutely no connection to the philosophical content. Hegel�s aesthetics fulfils 
the vital function of spanning the divide between objective and absolute 
Spirit by bringing the external into unity with the internal through the para-
digm of the Ideal. The sensuous and the material are particular and static, 
and can never be fully adequate to the dynamism of the Idea. Art�s position 
as a conveyor of truth is necessarily transient by virtue of its reliance on the 
sensuous, a quality philosophy does not share. The autonomy required for 
philosophical thought leads to the denigration and eventual disappearance 
of the sensuous from the form most adequate to truth. It is a key pre-
requisite for the establishment of the Absolute Form. The very conditions 
necessary for speculative thought lead to its inability to incorporate the 
sensuous. From this perspective it seems as if Hegel�s need to cleanse phi-
losophy of all dependence on the material world leads to a situation in 
which he cannot account for the reality of his own texts. 

II. Objections 

Some possible objections to such an interpretation will now be exam-
ined. It was contended above that because of the argumentation of his aes-
thetics Hegel is unable to account for philosophical discourse. The basis 
upon which this interpretation stands consisted firstly of Hegel�s statement 
that the content of art, religion and philosophy is the same, and that they 
are only differentiated through their respective forms, and secondly that the 
degree of autonomy required by philosophy leads to the denigration and 
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disappearance of the sensuous from truth, a process begun and to a large 
extent completed in the realm of art. It follows from this that the content of a 
poem is identical to the content of a philosophical tract. 

The only way to distinguish the two is by virtue of the forms they em-
ploy. Poetry, as one of the arts, employs sensuous form, the words it is 
written and spoken aloud in, which point to the poetical imagination of the 
audience, where the meaning is grasped. In this respect poetry offers sen-
suous knowledge of truth, although poetry is on the periphery of art as ideal 
and marks the point of art�s transcendence. Philosophy, on the other hand, 
grasps truth in the form of free and rational thought, constituting the Abso-
lute Form, or Hegel�s system itself. It is absolute knowledge, liberated from 
the contingency of the sensuous. The difference between a poem and a 
philosophical tract is twofold. Poetry is still tied to the sensuous while phi-
losophy is not, and the poetic imagination, which is pointed to by the words 
it is composed in, remains relatively intuitive and unclear compared to the 
concreteness of philosophical thought. This all means, though, that Hegel 
can no longer conceive of philosophical prose due to the fact that philoso-
phy has been radically emancipated from all traces of external form. 

Any objections to such an interpretation must take their lead from this 
reading of identical content between art, religion and philosophy. It could be 
argued that within Hegel�s system, even solely within the rubric of his aes-
thetics, the unfolding of truth, the Idea, can be conceived of as more com-
plicated than it was portrayed above. The very nature of the Idea is one of 
becoming, both in a historical sense as well as a systematic one, as out-
lined in the logic of the universal, particular and individual. Taking the art-
forms as an example, the Greeks of the classical age were able to express 
their beliefs in art in a way that is impossible for those artists working in ei-
ther the symbolic or romantic periods. The beliefs of the Greeks, as 
Stephen Bungay rightly points out, were uniquely suited to artistic expres-
sion, because their conception of the divine and of their own subjectivity 
was as embodied.16  The soul was embodied, and the gods shared the 
same human shapes as those who worshipped them � there was no higher 
spiritual truth outside of this perfect, particular embodiment. For the artists 
of the symbolic, their spiritual beliefs were too abstract and mysterious to 
find adequate artistic form, while the depth of subjectivity displayed by the 
romantic era, with its Christian religion and belief in the immortal soul, is left 
unsatisfied in sensuous embodiment. The truths of each age differ in their 
suitability for portrayal in artistic form. But, more than this, the form each 
truth assumes impacts upon the very nature of that truth. The content of 
Greek belief is inseparable from the artworks that express it, as much as 
the higher degree of subjectivity of the romantic rules out the creation of 
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ideal artworks, leading to truth�s sole embodiment in the mental and inte-
rior. 

This could help put Hegel�s insistence that the only difference between 
art, religion and philosophy relates to their respective forms into another 
perspective. Differing forms could suggest that the contents of each mode 
of knowledge also vary. There is something peculiar about artistic truth that 
makes it susceptible to sensuous expression, just as there is something 
peculiar about religious and philosophical truth that preclude their sensuous 
embodiment. On one level it is correct to say that art, religion and philoso-
phy all share the same content, because they all offer knowledge of truths 
(or Geist). But the nature of the truth they each claim to know is dependant 
upon the form in which it is apprehended. As the forms change between 
the three aspects of Absolute Spirit, so too does the truth content. Art�s 
truth is beauty, the appearance of the Idea in a sensuous form, but phi-
losophy�s truth is the Absolute, the Idea apprehended in the medium most 
adequate to it, rational thought. The forms differ precisely because their 
contents vary, and vice versa. 

It could be said that the difference between poetry and philosophy thus 
cannot be purely based on form. But this does not entirely dismiss the 
question of what role the sensuous can possibly play in philosophical 
thought. With the sensuous being ultimately inimical to truth and because 
philosophical thought, as the form most adequate to the apprehension of 
the Absolute, thus requires autonomy from the sensuous, how can Hegel 
account for philosophical prose? Paul de Man provides a provocative an-
swer. Based upon his reading of § 20 from the Enzyklopädie der philoso-
phischen Wissenschaften im Grundrisse, where Hegel outlines his concept 
of thought, which relies upon the subject in order to be understood, de Man 
claims to demonstrate how there is an erasure of any relationship �between 
what the I is and what it says it is.�17 De Man achieves this through an 
analysis of the self-effacing nature of I, and a particular reading of Hegel�s 
sentence �I cannot say what is only my opinion� (�so kann ich nicht sagen 
was ich nur meine�).18 In doing so de Man is making an original contribu-
tion to the problem of enunciation which has a distinguished history in the 
French reception of Hegel since Kojève. The question of enunciation re-
lates to the problem of how the philosophical system is possible, or who 
enunciates the discourse on this system.19 The question of who is speaking 
in philosophy has been an important one and it is of great moment here, for 
what is at stake is Hegel�s ability to get his system underway. It also allows 
us to see in perfect context the dire need Hegel has of achieving supreme 
autonomy for philosophical thought at the expense of the sensuous. 

Now in the context of § 20 Hegel is making an appeal to the impartial-
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ity that should underline the philosophical vocation. But de Man asserts that 
the German word meinen is indispensable here, as it not only has the 
meaning of �opinion,� but also of �meaning� and �mine,� the latter through 
the presence of the possessive pronoun mein. De Man goes on to say: 

�Ich kann nicht sagen was ich (nur) meine� then means �I cannot say 
what I make mine� or, since to think is to make mine, �I cannot say 
what I think,� and since to think is fully contained in and defined by 
the I� what the sentence actually says is �I cannot say I� � a dis-
turbing proposition in Hegel�s own terms since the very possibility of 
thought depends on the possibility of saying �I.�20

De Man argues that thought can only get under way if this knowledge, 
which makes thought impossible, is forgotten. The existence of thought is 
presented as a fact by Hegel, one which he cannot prove initially, but nor is 
it merely his own opinion � rather it will be proven by the end of the phi-
losophical undertaking.21 This is his solution to the problem of enunciation. 
In order for thought to be recognised as such, the mental faculty of memory 
(Gedächtnis) is engaged. De Man refers to § 458 of the Encyklopädie 
where Hegel outlines the role of memory, contrasting it with recollection 
(Erinnerung). The difference between the two is that memory denotes the 
ability to remember, whereas recollection refers to a particular remem-
brance, so the meaning of the sentence �he has a good memory� is widely 
different to that of �he has a good recollection.�22 Memory is a subspecies 
of representation and it marks the transition to the higher form of knowl-
edge, rational thought. As de Man points out, �the echo of denken pre-
served in the word Gedächtnis suggests the close proximity of thought to 
the capacity of remembering by memorisation.�23 Memory for Hegel is very 
different from recollection and imagination, for it is imageless, but it is not 
completely without materiality. It is instead rote learning through the inscrip-
tion of words, but this learning by heart can occur only when all meaning is 
forgotten and the words are treated as if they were a list of names.24

Memory, which facilitates philosophical thought, is thus the learning by 
rote of names, 

or of words considered as names, and it can therefore not be sepa-
rated from the notation, the inscription, or the writing down of these 
names. In order to remember, one is forced to write down what one 
is likely to forget. The idea, in other words, makes its sensory ap-
pearance, in Hegel, as the material inscription of names. Thought is 
entirely dependent on a mental faculty that is mechanical through 
and through, as remote as can be from the sounds and the images 
of imagination or from the dark mine of recollection, which lies be-
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yond the reach of words and of thought.25

Has de Man then shown that Hegel can account for philosophical dis-
course, indeed that the sensuous appearance of the Idea is philosophical 
prose, rather than art as ideal? De Man does not actually say that this in-
scribing is philosophical prose, but there are grounds for thinking that it 
could apply to the writing of philosophy. The synthesis between the word 
and meaning in memory�s inscription is not aesthetic, completely unlike the 
mutual interpenetration of form and content in the ideal artwork.26 It instead 
strives towards a level of exteriority and the consequent stripping of mean-
ing from the words that enables their learning by rote, which functions as a 
necessary aid to memory in the transition from representational to philoso-
phical thought. In de Man�s reading the sensuous thus plays a vital role in 
the move from the representative consciousness of poetic imagination and 
religion towards reason, making the act of writing inseparable from the very 
possibility of philosophy itself. 

This conclusion is reached by undertaking a very unique interpretive 
approach, one that involves, in de Man�s words, being sensitive to what 
Hegel says �obliquely, figurally, and implicitly (though not less compellingly) 
in less conspicuous parts of the corpus.�27 But need we go so far from what 
is considered �canonical� interpretation to find a suitable accounting of phi-
losophical prose in Hegel? Stephen Bungay, as a by-product of his inter-
pretation of Geist, briefly sketches a way Hegel can account for a text, 
which could by extension include a philosophical tract.28 For Bungay Spirit 
is a category designating a relation. It is not itself anthropological or psy-
chological, it is instead a category which allows for the understanding of an-
thropological and psychological phenomena. In this respect we should not 
equate Spirit with actual individual, thinking subjects. The act of reading a 
text can be considered a manifestation of Spirit, although the text itself is 
not a self-conscious subject psychologically. He writes: 

In a categorical sense, the sense which matters to Hegel, a text is a 
subject to the extent that it embodies thought, and the thought it em-
bodies could very well be self-conscious. Reading is an activity of 
Spirit to the extent that it involves self-reflection, and a text is a rela-
tum of that relation if it mediates the self-awareness of the reader.29

A philosophical text could be seen as the medium through which the reader 
comes to self-reflection and awareness of the truth. Philosophical prose is 
an instance of Spirit to the extent that the thought it embodies and conveys 
itself is self-reflective. Given that a key attribute of rational thought is its 
self-reflective nature, it follows that we could possibly equate the writing of 
philosophy with Spirit. 
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Catherine Malabou has another take on the issue of enunciation which 
pre-supposes philosophical discourse and the text. After a careful reading 
of Hegel�s third syllogism contained in § 577 of the Enzyklopädie, she ar-
gues that the �I� which is pre-supposed at the beginning of the system is let 
go of in the deduction of philosophy in Absolute Spirit. This �letting-go� is 
implicit in the operation of Aufhebung, Malabou argues, and she terms it 
�speculative abrogation.�30 At the moment of Absolute Knowledge, when 
the identity between substance and subject is affirmed, Malabou argues 
that the I renounces itself, thus freeing up the relationship between thinking 
and what is thought, ending the confrontation that had existed between the 
two.31 This leads to interesting consequences for the reading of Hegel. 
With the �I� renouncing itself in the final moment of Absolute Spirit Malabou 
draws the conclusion that the �system lacks an author.�32 The backward 
look that philosophy makes to complete and encapsulate the system is 
done in the place of an author as an act of interpretation by the reader. 
Malabou terms this �speculative hermeneutics,� and more will be said of it 
in the Conclusion. However, Malabou has secured the reality of philosophi-
cal discourse for Hegel by making the final, self-reflective movement of Ab-
solute Knowledge an interpretive one to be undertaken by the readers of 
the system. 

Be that as it may, the clue to this problem�s solution might lie in a more 
traditional reading of Hegel�s complex definition of Aufhebung. As is well 
known, the meanings of Aufhebung are many, and Hegel uses the term 
with at least three of them in mind � to raise to a higher level, to preserve, 
and to abolish. From this perspective Hegel could account for philosophical 
discourse. The words on the page of a philosophical text are signs, mean-
ingless in themselves, a status they share with poetic language. Like poetry 
the words point beyond themselves to the intellect, in this case reason, 
where the truth and significance they convey are grasped. The Idea is not 
apprehended from the words alone, they are signposts to the actual realm 
of truth, the rational intellect. The true distinction between poetry and phi-
losophy can still be based on form, but not that of their sensuous embodi-
ment, language. 

It is the respective �mental forms� that poetry and philosophy utilise 
which is the actual basis for their distinction. Poetry deals in the poetical 
representations of the imagination, while philosophy consists of rational 
thought. Both have in common their use of language in their communica-
tion, where the relationship between form and content is that of the arbi-
trariness of the sign because subjectivity has come to dominate over the 
external and objective. The sensuous is still present in philosophical prose 
because, in the doctrine of Aufhebung, nothing is done away with, rather all 
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previous forms of truth that have proven their inadequacy are preserved 
and raised to a higher level in rational thought, while their defectiveness is 
abolished. 

Conclusion 

The interpretation presented in the first part of the article rested upon 
the emphasis on the identity of content between art, religion and philosophy 
and the autonomy required by philosophical thought, which involves ex-
cluding the sensuous. The conclusion � that Hegel was unable to account 
for philosophical discourse � followed from this by way of an exposition of 
the process of emancipation from the sensuous which runs throughout 
Hegel�s aesthetics, culminating in poetry. By looking at possible objections 
to this thesis, a pertinent issue has been raised � how should one read 
Hegel? Was the interpretative approach outlined in part I correct in identify-
ing a contradiction in Hegel�s system with regard to the phenomenon of phi-
losophical discourse, and are there approaches which are more fruitful in 
gaining insight into the strengths and weaknesses of the text? 

Stephen Bungay talks of being prepared to help Hegel make the 
strongest case possible, so that we may ask the most relevant questions of 
the text, allowing it to become a discussion partner.33 If genuine incoher-
ence remains, then we may be confident that we have discovered an actual 
weakness in Hegel�s argumentation. Bungay contrasts his method with two 
others, one of which he calls the �purely hermeneutic approach,� involving 
the search for harmony and coherence in texts. The limitation here, Bungay 
believes, is that this approach does not take Hegel seriously because the 
issues Hegel is interested in are only to be understood if they are ques-
tioned at length so we may draw our own conclusions. The other approach 
shows a tendency to make Hegel sound ridiculous by attacking arguments 
that he may not have actually endorsed. Once again this results in Hegel 
not being taken seriously.34

Bungay could then assert that the interpretation proffered in Part I 
above was guilty of focusing on an apparent incoherence where there 
really was none, in an effort to make Hegel subscribe to an absurd conclu-
sion and unravel the harmony of his system. It would be interesting to know 
whether he would consider de Man�s radical reading as an attempt to make 
Hegel appear preposterous or a very original and intensive interrogation of 
neglected corners of the Hegelian canon. 

Certainly de Man does not claim to have made Hegel sound ridiculous. 
Instead the rupture and duplicity de Man sees as plaguing Hegel�s aesthet-
ics are not deemed to be a failing on Hegel�s behalf, but rather they under-
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line the disjunction inherent between philosophy and history, between liter-
ary experience and literary theory. There is nothing to be gained, de Man 
informs us, in disrupting the canonical reception of Hegel merely for the 
sake of it.35 We should persist as long as possible with it until we encounter 
difficulties which the system under investigation can no longer solve, and 
this point de Man thinks has been reached. 

Disjunction is the crucial term here and it is in this connection that de 
Man turns to the Hegelian concept of allegory, claiming that it functions 
�like the defective cornerstone of the entire system.�36 An allegory always 
involves a subject, an �I,� but this �I� is always general and without individu-
ality, allowing the allegory to achieve universal validity. This leads de Man 
to dub it a �grammatical subject.�37 However, what is being said in the alle-
gory must also be recognisable to the reader. De Man writes: 

Therefore, specific predicates of the grammatical subject will have to 
be enunciated, despite the fact that these specifications are bound 
to conflict with generality, the pure grammaticality, of the �I�: our 
reading of paragraph 20 of the Encyclopaedia threatens the stability 
of the predicative sentence �I am I.� What the allegory narrates is, 
therefore, in Hegel�s own words, �the separation or disarticulation of 
subject from predicate� (emphasis in the original).38   

By identifying allegory as the defective cornerstone of Hegel�s system, de 
Man concludes that the allegorical disjunction of subject and predicate is at 
work throughout the entirety of the system. The kernel of Hegel�s specula-
tive philosophy is the Aufhebung of the division between subject and predi-
cate through dialectical movement.39 Derrida states that it �is the power of 
allegory, and its ironic force as well, to say something quite different from 
and even contrary to what seems to be intended through it.�40 De Man�s 
reading of Hegel is thus thoroughly allegorical, claiming the system 
achieves the opposite of what it intends. De Man believes that this disjunc-
tive undercurrent is not a difficulty that Hegel�s system itself is capable of 
mastering, and moreover that the disjunction between subject and predi-
cate is inherent in language, the problem is not confined to Hegel�s system 
alone.41

Catherine Malabou also examines the question of which strategy is 
appropriate to the reading of Hegel, citing the similar pitfalls which Bungay 
drew attention to, namely the tautology of a harmonising and paraphrasing 
hermeneutic and the excess of an arbitrary commentary.42 The reading 
strategy which Malabou promotes is the one which she claims Hegel him-
self describes as speculative thought. As briefly outlined in Part II, Malabou 
refers to the authorless state of the speculative system in her take on �ab-
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rogation� and speaks of a �speculative hermeneutics� where the reader is 
the one who looks back upon the system in the moment of Absolute 
Knowledge. Malabou claims that it is the reader who makes the Aufhebung 
of the division between subject and predicate through the reading process 
itself. She refers to Hegel�s description of the resistance encountered in the 
linear transition between subject and predicate in the philosophical proposi-
tion. We discover in a proposition such as �God is being� that �being� as 
much as �God� is the subject of the proposition.43 Hegel talks of the need to 
return to the proposition after encountering this resistance and to conceive 
(fassen) of it differently, i.e. speculatively, where the dialectical identity be-
tween subject and predicate is grasped.44 Malabou says that this return to 
the proposition takes place when the reader re-reads it, and they do this in 
�a new, active and productive way, for it is interpretive.�45 The dialectical 
movement is present in the productive re-reading of the proposition, so that 
the synthesis of subject and predicate is the result of the reader�s interpre-
tive act. Faced with the alternatives of a paraphrasing hermeneutic and an 
arbitrary commentary the reader �ends by finding her way� via the �specula-
tive ordeal,� where the reader overcomes the resistance in the philosophi-
cal proposition by actively re-interpreting it in a dialectical fashion.46

De Man and Malabou, whose readings of Hegel are diametrically op-
posed, are both able to show how Hegel is able to explain the reality of phi-
losophical discourse. De Man �deconstructs� Hegel�s conception of the 
cogito contained in § 20 of the Encyklopädie, undermining the very basis of 
Hegel�s system, which rests on the possibility of the thinking subject. He 
goes on to argue that the allegorical disjunction between subject and predi-
cate, the very antithesis of Hegel�s speculative claims, is present every-
where within Hegel�s system. This sweeping critique of Hegel can be bal-
anced by the positive result of de Man�s reading of Gedächtnis and the in-
scription and learning by rote of names, which could provide a startling and 
original accounting for philosophical prose. Malabou, on the other hand, 
makes the speculative moment of Hegel�s philosophy, the realisation of dia-
lectical identity between subject and predicate, constitutive of the produc-
tive, interpretive effort of the reader, thus assuming the existence of the 
philosophical text. 

Both de Man and Malabou also argue against totalising interpretations 
in reading Hegel. For de Man this is a direct consequence of his likening of 
allegory as the defective cornerstone of Hegel�s entire system. As Derrida 
remarks, de Man says �cornerstone� and not �keystone� for a reason, be-
cause he is reticent to say that the defective cornerstone of the entire sys-
tem �counts for the whole� (emphasis in the original).47 If it does say any-
thing about the �whole� of the Hegelian system, it �is that there is no �entire 
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system�: the whole is not totalized; the system is constructed with the aid of 
a defective cornerstone, despite or thanks to this stone which deconstructs 
it.� 48 Equally for Malabou Hegel will never be known once and for all, there 
can be no interpretation which can claim to ultimate totality.49 Rather for 
Malabou Hegel could well be the first philosopher who did not consider the 
author to be a �fixed and solid subject� but as an �instance of writing,� con-
ceived of in the process of reading and interpretation.50 No reader can ex-
pect their interpretation to be definitive, the possibility of a new interpreta-
tion always being guaranteed to other readers. 

The interpretation in Part I can be reduced to the question of the effec-
tiveness of Hegel�s doctrine of Aufhebung. It was proposed that there is a 
difficulty in Hegel�s drive to secure supreme autonomy for philosophical 
thought because this includes the denigration and eventual exclusion of the 
sensuous from the apex of Hegel�s system, and that this process is to a 
large extent concluded in Hegel�s Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik. In the his-
torical and systematic presentation of the five arts there is an advance to 
artistic perfection with the seamless interpenetration of form and content, 
followed by a progressive denigration of the sensuous until it is reduced to 
writing, consisting of mere signs, meaningless in themselves. As we leave 
the realm of art and enter the second moment of Absolute Spirit, which is 
religion and whose form is the internal representational thinking of religious 
thought and meditation, it seems that we have left the sensuous behind. 
Indeed one of the principle functions of the Hegelian aesthetic, which per-
haps helps explain its necessary inclusion in Absolute Spirit but also its 
equally necessary occupancy of the bottommost rung of the trinity, is its 
role in bridging the gap between Objective and Absolute Spirit by virtue of 
the presence of the sensuous in art and its systematic and historical deni-
gration. By fulfilling this role it seems that the aesthetic helps enable the 
autonomy of speculative thought, the flipside of which, as Part I was meant 
to demonstrate, is that philosophy may have a hard time accounting for the 
philosophical text. 

The fate of the sensuous in Hegel rests upon the operation of Aufhe-
bung. If the one-sidedness and inadequacy to the dialectical nature of truth, 
which requires temporality and dynamism in its presentation, is to be over-
come, can the sensuous also be preserved, as Hegel�s employment of the 
varied meanings of Aufhebung suggests? How is this to be understood, 
that something can be both abolished but also preserved in the one action? 
If it is deemed an impossibility, as de Man has attempted to show by refer-
ring to the disjunction that ultimately underlies all such attempts at dialecti-
cal synthesis, then alternative, what de Man would call �non-canonical� in-
terpretations, are needed to explain such disjunctions. This could lead to 
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positive effects, where the �deconstruction� of prevailing doctrines in the 
text could bring about the articulation of a new philosophical conclusion, 
such as de Man�s reading of Gedächtnis. But it is unclear whether Aufhe-
bung can be suitably dealt with in this way, and we would do well to heed 
the advice of Malabou and de Man, but also of Derrida, and resist the 
temptation to subscribe to any one totalising interpretation. As Derrida 
says: �We will never be finished with the reading or rereading of Hegel, 
and, in a certain way, I do nothing other than attempt to explain myself on 
this point.�51 Perhaps the only adequate response to Hegel, then, is to be 
prepared to accept a plurality of responses. 
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