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On Dilthey’s New Romantic Aesthetics Outline

Huang Xiaozhou
(Department of Philosophy, Guangxi University, Nanning 530004, P.R. China)

Abstract: Dilthey’s New Romantic Aesthetics has a profound effect on the western aesthetics in later
times, and it deserves a further study. Life and erlebnis are the foundation of Dilthey’ s New
Romantic Aesthetics. Erlebnis is a perceptual experience that we can directly feel without scientific
inductive inference and without abstract theoretical meditation. From this point of view, it means
that erlebnis is direct, immediate, and egotistical for itself. Opposite to the common sense of
science, the life means consciousness or mind in the philosophy of Dilthey. For this reason, life is
neither a cell, Nora metabolism, nor a protein in the sense of an organism of nature. Therefore,
Dilthey emphasizes that the true object of aesthetic activity that we should understand is the life
erlebnis, which is usually hiding in the artistic work. Dilthey considers that imagination is the
essence of aesthetic activity. To put it in another way, we can say that in the activity of aesthetics,
imagination is freedom and creation of the mind. Whether an artistic work is good or not is
determined radically by the level of imagination. With these thoughts, we can conclude that there is a
tendency of scientism within the understanding of imagination from the New Romantic Aesthetics of
Dilthey. The core of imagination in the aesthetics activity lies in that it is visual thinking, imaginary
thinking, intuitive thinking, and representative thinking. Dilthey holds that imagination is precisely
the essential character and expression which are the most important in the activity of aesthetics.
Compared with the other types of art, poem can represent the life erlebnis in the most direct,
abundant, and profound way. The poem tells the human story from the heart that the other types of

art cannot do so well, it can describe the life erlebnis of the human mind in detail and extremely
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deep. As a result, the poem expands the scope of human life and promotes the value of human
existence.

From these basic ideas, Dilthey asserts that poets add new reality to daily life, and poems
encourage us how to face with our life, extend the people’s horizon, and purify our souls. Only in
the poetry, the imagination of art can have true liberation. At this time, the poem has created a
spiritual world for us, which is unique from the material world and transcends the limits that real life
has given to all of us. Therefore, poems should be evaluated seriously as the unique, incomparable,
and highest representation of art, at the same time, poems should have the highest value in
aesthetics. Dilthey places great emphasis on the individuality which is significant in aesthetics,
because only the individuality of an artist can produce unique classics of art that would be praised
forever. Dilthey argues that these elements of aesthetics, such as classical masterpieces, distinctive
individuality, and life experience, are all to be understood and reflected synthetically in the biography
of the great artist. Dilthey is deeply concerned with the individuality that happens in the aesthetics,
not only because of an insight from the poetry of pure romanticism, but also because of historicism
with which it should be connected. We should study individuality with the scientific method and
rational rule. In this way, we can say that the new romanticism would never fall into mysticism and
morbid sadness. Hence the Dilthey’s New Romantic Aesthetics shows connotations of hermeneutics.
As we all know that Dilthey is adored to be the founder of the modern hermeneutics, his academic
approach which combines aesthetics and hermeneutics is later inherited by Gadamer in his
philosophical hermeneutics. We should understand the work of artists from the principle that life
erlebnis and emotional experience which the writer or the poet always have, that is the law of
hermeneutics which Dilthey’ s poetics insists. No one can deny that the German aesthetics of
romanticism is attractive, but we should make a new radical reformation on it in the view of Dilthey.
In the philosophy of Dilthey, the music, which is vague, intangible, or unpredictable, can never be
the summit of aesthetics. Dilthey holds in esteem that as the poetics’ carrier is language, it is a
anifestation of the spirit of enlightenment which embodies in the philosophy of Dilthey. Therefore,
we conclude that the New Aesthetics of Dilthey is a romanticism of rationalism.

Keywords: Dilthey; New romanticism of aesthetics; Erlebnis of life; Imagination; Poem
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