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Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831)
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Existentialism

10. phenomenological conversion
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Extended abstract

The concept of the “object” has been the subject of diverse and sometimes
conflicting interpretations in philosophy, particularly in the works of Hegel,
Mikel Dufrenne, and Sartre. These interpretations explore fundamental
questions about the nature of objects, their relationship to beauty and the
sublime, and the interplay between sensory perception and imagination in
shaping aesthetic experience. Hegel conceptualizes the object through a
triadic framework encompassing nature, rational idea, and absolute totality.
He views beauty as a dynamic process that begins with sensory perception
and culminates in absolute perfection. According to Hegel, this evolutionary
process reflects the unity of consciousness and reality, moving from the
materiality of nature toward the higher realms of ideal thought.

Dufrenne, in contrast, places significant emphasis on sensory perception,
framing beauty as the result of a dialectical interaction among presence,
imagination, and emotion. He argues that the aesthetic object cannot be fully
understood through mental representations alone but must be situated within
its specific temporal and spatial context. For Dufrenne, aesthetic experience
emerges as a synthesis of sensory and intellectual engagement, encapsulating
both the tangible and the symbolic. Diverging from these perspectives,
Sartre positions imagination at the core of aesthetic experience. He argues
that objects of aesthetic significance are not confined to external reality but
are products of imaginative projection. Sartre’s philosophy emphasizes the
transformative power of art, particularly in non-representational forms, to
extend the boundaries of subjective experience beyond the constraints of
the physical world.

This analysis reveals a spectrum of philosophical perspectives on aesthetic
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objects, each shaped by distinct conceptual frameworks. Hegel’s philosophy
emphasizes the dialectical progression of objects from sensory perception
to absolute ideas, highlighting a journey toward transcendence. In Hegelian
thought, the aesthetic object evolves from its natural state into a higher
synthesis where beauty reflects the unity of subjective consciousness and
objective reality. This transformation demonstrates how beauty is not static
but an evolving construct that achieves its ultimate expression in the realm
of absolute totality.

Dufrenne, however, underscores the inseparability of sensory perception
from the temporal and spatial conditions of experience. He proposes a triadic
model wherein presence, imagination, and emotion are interconnected stages
in the aesthetic process. Presence marks the immediate sensory engagement
with the object, while imagination extends this interaction into a realm of
representation and interpretation. Emotion synthesizes these stages, where
the aesthetic object attains a resonance that transcends its material form.
Dufrenne’s emphasis on contextuality and integration offers a counterpoint
to Hegel’s more universalizing approach, highlighting the importance of
particularity in aesthetic understanding.

Sartre’s existential perspective introduces a radically subjective dimension
to the discourse on aesthetic objects. For Sartre, the aesthetic object is not
an external entity but a manifestation of the imagination. This perspective
de-emphasizes the object’s materiality, focusing instead on its capacity to
evoke imaginative engagement. Sartre’s views on art underscore its potential
to liberate the mind from conventional constraints, enabling individuals to
explore realities not bound by sensory or rational limitations. His approach
reframes aesthetic experience as an intimate dialogue between the individual
and the imaginary, positioning art as a conduit for existential exploration.
The interplay between sensory perception and imagination emerges as
a central theme in these philosophical frameworks. Hegel and Dufrenne
attribute significant weight to the role of sensory experience in grounding
aesthetic objects, though they diverge in their treatment of abstraction
and contextuality. Hegel’s emphasis on the dialectical movement toward
absolute ideas contrasts with Dufrenne’s focus on the immediacy and
situatedness of sensory perception. Sartre, in turn, departs from both by
prioritizing imagination as the primary medium through which aesthetic
objects acquire significance. These differences illuminate the multifaceted
nature of aesthetic experience, showcasing how objects are perceived,
interpreted, and valued.

A comparative analysis of these perspectives highlights the tension between
universality and particularity in aesthetic theory. Hegel’s framework is
marked by a universalizing trajectory, wherein objects achieve their fullest
expression by integrating into a more extensive metaphysical system. This
framework contrasts with Dufrenne’s emphasis on aesthetic engagement’s



&S Rahpooye Hekmat-e Honar
(Biquarterly Journal of Wisdom and Art)
Vol. 3, No. 2 (5), Autumn 2024 & Winter 2025

contextual and relational dimensions, highlighting the uniqueness of
individual experiences. Sartre’s existential approach further complicates
this dichotomy by rejecting the notion of objective universality, instead
framing aesthetic objects as inherently subjective and fluid.

The role of temporality and spatiality in aesthetic experience is another area
where these perspectives diverge. Dufrenne emphasizes that every aesthetic
object is embedded within a specific historical and cultural context,
arguing that detachment from this context diminishes its meaning. While
acknowledging art’s historical progression, Hegel ultimately views the
aesthetic object as transcending its temporal and spatial origins. Sartre, by
contrast, presents art as an imaginative construct that exists independently of
temporal or spatial constraints, offering infinite possibilities for subjective
exploration.

These philosophical divergences underscore the complexity of aesthetic
experience and how beauty, the sublime, and the aesthetic object are
conceptualized. Hegel, Dufrenne, and Sartre each offer distinct insights
into the dynamics of perception and imagination, contributing to a richer
understanding of aesthetic phenomena. Their perspectives reveal that
aesthetic experience is not a monolithic construct but a multifaceted process
shaped by the interplay of sensory, cognitive, and imaginative faculties.
The findings of this analysis suggest that future research could further
explore the intersection of sensory perception and imaginative representation
in aesthetic experience. Investigations into how these elements interact to
shape individual and collective understandings of beauty could offer valuable
insights into art’s philosophical and psychological dimensions. Additionally,
interdisciplinary approaches integrating philosophy, psychology, and art
theory could deepen our understanding of the mechanisms underlying
aesthetic appreciation, offering a more comprehensive view of how
aesthetic objects resonate within diverse cultural and historical contexts.
Research could also uncover how the dynamic interplay between cognitive
processes and sensory stimuli fosters creativity and innovation, enriching
our grasp of the transformative power of art in shaping human experience.
By examining these interactions, scholars could reveal new pathways for
appreciating aesthetic engagement’s universal and subjective aspects.
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