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German Romanticism, Hegelianism, historicism, and a critical approach to
Kant’s philosophy on the formation of Dilthey’s hermeneutic theory. It shows
that Dilthey borrowed from Romanticism an attention to the non-rational
dimensions of human life such as imagination and feeling; however, unlike
the Romantics, he sought to develop a structured epistemological system for
the human sciences. He also adopted from historicism the importance of
historical contextuality, yet opposed relativism. Ultimately, through a critique
of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, Dilthey grounded his epistemology on a
“critique of historical reason,” arguing that the categories of human
understanding are not a priori but arise from lived and historically conditioned
experience. Dilthey likewise regarded “lived experience” as the foundation of
knowledge in the human sciences and, drawing on Hegel, employed the
concept of “objective spirit” to explain intersubjective understanding. By
evaluating the impact of each of these intellectual currents on the development
of Dilthey’s hermeneutic theory, it can be concluded that the “critique and
reinterpretation of Kant’s critical philosophy,” in relation to the other
historical currents discussed, played the most significant role in shaping this
theory.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The hermeneutic theory of Wilhelm Dilthey constitutes one of the most significant philosophical efforts of
the nineteenth century to establish the human sciences as autonomous, methodologically grounded, and
epistemologically legitimate disciplines. Dilthey’s project emerges within a complex intellectual context
shaped by the dominance of Enlightenment rationalism, the methodological success of the natural sciences,
and the critical reactions of German Romanticism, historicism, and post-Kantian philosophy. Confronted
with the growing tendency to model the human sciences on the explanatory methods of the natural sciences,
Dilthey sought to articulate a distinct epistemological and methodological foundation appropriate to the
study of historical, cultural, and social phenomena. The central problem guiding his inquiry concerns the
possibility of objective and valid knowledge in the realm of human life, a realm characterized by meaning,
intentionality, and historical situatedness.

This article aims to evaluate the principal philosophical and historical factors that influenced the formation
of Dilthey’s hermeneutic theory. Rather than treating Dilthey’s thought as an isolated system, the study
situates it within the broader landscape of nineteenth-century German philosophy and examines how
Dilthey critically appropriated and transformed key ideas from German Romanticism, Hegelian philosophy,
historicism, and Kantian epistemology. The guiding assumption of the article is that Dilthey’s hermeneutics
cannot be properly understood without reconstructing the intellectual genealogy of its core concepts, such
as lived experience (Erlebnis), understanding (Verstehen), objective spirit (objektiver Geist), and the
critique of historical reason. Methodologically, the study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach grounded
in close textual analysis of Dilthey’s major works, with the aim of clarifying both the motivations and the
philosophical significance of his hermeneutic project.

Discussion

The analysis demonstrates that German Romanticism constitutes one of the earliest and most formative
influences on Dilthey’s thought. From Romanticism, Dilthey inherits a fundamental dissatisfaction with
the Enlightenment’s exclusive emphasis on abstract reason and universal laws. Romantic thinkers
emphasized the unity of life, the creative power of imagination, the role of feeling, and the irreducible
individuality of historical existence. Dilthey appropriates these insights by grounding the human sciences
in lived experience, understood as the immediate and concrete way in which life is given to itself prior to
theoretical abstraction. However, the article emphasizes that Dilthey does not simply adopt Romantic
subjectivism. While affirming the importance of non-rational dimensions of human existence, he rejects
the Romantic tendency to dissolve systematic inquiry into poetic intuition. Instead, Dilthey seeks to
transform these insights into the basis of a rigorous methodological framework capable of supporting
objective knowledge in the human sciences. A second decisive influence on Dilthey’s hermeneutic theory
is the philosophy of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, particularly the concept of objective spirit. Dilthey
reinterprets this concept by detaching it from Hegel’s speculative metaphysics and teleological philosophy
of history. In Dilthey’s hermeneutics, objective spirit refers to the manifold objectifications of human life
in social institutions, cultural practices, artworks, legal systems, religious traditions, and historical texts.
These objectifications provide the shared horizon within which individual experiences become intelligible
and communicable. Through this reinterpretation, Dilthey develops an account of intersubjective
understanding that avoids both methodological individualism and metaphysical absolutism. Understanding
is no longer conceived as a purely psychological act, but as a historically mediated process grounded in the
structures of shared life.

Historicism represents a third crucial factor in the formation of Dilthey’s thought. Dilthey fully endorses
the historicist claim that human understanding is inseparable from its historical context and that knowledge
in the human sciences cannot be grounded in timeless, ahistorical principles. All meanings, values, and
forms of knowledge emerge within specific historical and cultural configurations. Nevertheless, the article
shows that Dilthey is acutely aware of the danger of epistemological relativism inherent in radical
historicism. To address this problem, he formulates the project of a critique of historical reason. This
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critique seeks to clarify the conditions under which historical understanding is possible and valid, despite
its historical situatedness. For Dilthey, the historicity of understanding does not undermine its legitimacy;
rather, it requires a reconceptualization of objectivity appropriate to the human sciences.

The most profound and systematic influence on Dilthey’s hermeneutic theory, however, is his critical
engagement with the philosophy of Immanuel Kant. Dilthey shares Kant’s fundamental concern with the
conditions of possibility of knowledge and acknowledges the enduring significance of Kant’s critical
method. Yet he argues that Kant’s transcendental epistemology, developed primarily to account for the
natural sciences, is inadequate for understanding historical and human knowledge. In particular, Dilthey
criticizes Kant’s conception of the knowing subject as an abstract, ahistorical consciousness and his
treatment of the categories of understanding as fixed, a priori structures. Against this view, Dilthey contends
that the categories through which we understand the human world arise from lived experience and are
shaped by historical life itself. This shift from transcendental to historical categories constitutes the core of
Dilthey’s critique of pure reason and the foundation of his alternative project, the critique of historical
reason.

Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that Dilthey’s hermeneutic theory is the result of a complex and critical
synthesis of multiple philosophical traditions, rather than a simple extension of any single one. German
Romanticism contributes the insight that lived experience, feeling, and imagination are indispensable to
understanding human life. Hegelian philosophy provides the conceptual resources for articulating
intersubjective understanding through the notion of objective spirit. Historicism establishes the principle of
the historical situatedness of understanding, while simultaneously posing the challenge of relativism.
Kantian philosophy, finally, supplies both the methodological model and the critical target for Dilthey’s
epistemological project.

Among these influences, the article concludes that Dilthey’s engagement with Kantian epistemology plays
the most decisive role in shaping his hermeneutic theory. By reworking Kant’s critical framework in
historical terms, Dilthey succeeds in articulating an epistemology suited to the human sciences, one that
acknowledges the historicity of understanding without abandoning claims to validity and objectivity. The
critique of historical reason thus emerges as the unifying core of Dilthey’s thought, providing both the
motivation and the conceptual structure of his hermeneutics. In this way, Dilthey’s theory represents a
pivotal moment in the transition from classical philosophy to modern philosophical hermeneutics and
continues to offer valuable insights for contemporary debates in philosophy, history, and the human
sciences.
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