2026, Cilt 3, Sayt 4, 560-562 SOPEN ACCESS

ISSN: 3062-262X

Akademik Egitim ve Sosyal
Bilimler Dergisi
(AJESS Journal)

Geisteswissenschaften in the Twenty-First Century: Epistemological Rigor,
Hermeneutic Tradition, and Digital Transformations

ISSN: 3062-262X

Z,
&s5 ougﬁ"

Dr. Maximilian von Richter, Faculty of Philosophy, Philosophy of Science and Study of Religion, Department of
Philosophy, Ludwig-Maximilians-Universitdt Miinchen, Munich, Germany, m.vonrichter@Imu.de

Article History
Received: 12/06/2026; Accepted: 25/08/2026; Published: 15/09/2026

Abstract

This paper provides a critical, comprehensive analysis of the humanities—traditionally conceptualized in the German academic
lineage as the Geisteswissenschaften—evaluating their foundational epistemology, methodological evolution, and modern
socio-cultural relevance. Drawing upon the philosophical lineages of German Idealism, Wilhelm Dilthey’s hermeneutics, the
Critical Theory of the Frankfurt School, and contemporary computational shifts, this study demonstrates that humanistic inquiry
is an indispensable structural pillar of democratic stability, technological ethics, and cultural reflection. As higher education
encounters increasing pressure from neoliberal utilitarian metrics, this paper argues for a methodological synthesis: uniting
traditional close exegesis and hermeneutics with the quantitative capacities of the Digital Humanities. Far from being an
obsolete discipline, the humanities provide the critical infrastructure necessary to navigate algorithmic governance, socio-
political polarization, and existential technological transformation.
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Section 1: Conceptual Framework and Epistemological Foundations

1.1 Defining the Geisteswissenschaften

The concept of the humanities in the German intellectual tradition is deeply tied to the term Geisteswissenschaften—Iiterally
translated as "sciences of the spirit" or "human sciences." Distinct from both the natural sciences (Naturwissenschaften) and
formal quantitative modeling, the Geisteswissenschaften encompass disciplines that study human consciousness, linguistic
structures, historical artifacts, moral systems, and aesthetic expressions.

While empirical fields seek to explain phenomena through universal physical laws (Erklaren), humanistic disciplines seek to
understand meaning within specific historical and cultural frameworks (Verstehen). The humanities do not treat human artifacts
as static, objective empirical data; rather, they analyze them as expressions of situated human agency, subject to continuous re-
interpretation across time.

1.2 Epistemological Distinction: Erklaren vs. Verstehen

The foundational epistemological boundary between the natural sciences and the humanities was rigorously established during
the late 19th and early 20th centuries. German philosophers argued that human behavior and cultural production cannot be
reduced strictly to deterministic physical mechanisms.

Human experience is mediated through language, historical memory, and moral values. Therefore, truth in the humanities is
achieved not through laboratory replicability, but through logical rigor, historical contextualization, textual exegesis, and
internal coherence.

Section 2: Historical Trajectories and the German Intellectual Tradition

2.1 From Enlightenment Rationalism to Wilhelm Dilthey

The trajectory of modern humanistic scholarship owes a primary debt to German intellectual history. In the 18th century,
Immanuel Kant established the autonomy of rational human agency, placing critical self-reflection at the center of philosophical
inquiry. In the 19th century, Wilhelm von Humboldt revolutionized higher education by creating the research university model
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(Humboldtian Ideal), which emphasized the unified integration of teaching and research (Einheit von Lehre und Forschung)
alongside holistic moral and intellectual development (Bildung).

Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911) provided the decisive methodological defense of the humanities. Responding to the dominance
of 19th-century positivism, Dilthey argued that human life (Leben) is inherently historical and can only be understood from
within. He positioned hermeneutics as the core methodology of the Geisteswissenschaften, demonstrating that human
consciousness is fundamentally historical and bound to linguistic expression.

2.2 Philosophical Hermeneutics: Gadamer and Ricoeur

In the mid-20th century, Hans-Georg Gadamer expanded Dilthey’s framework in his landmark work Truth and Method
(Wahrheit und Methode, 1960). Gadamer argued that interpretation is not merely a technical method, but an ontological
condition of human existence. When a scholar interprets a text, a "“fusion of horizons™ (Horizontverschmelzung) occurs between
the historical reality of the text and the contemporary horizon of the interpreter.

Hermeneutics demonstrates that objectivity in the humanities does not mean operating from a vacuum of historical detachment.
Instead, it requires explicit awareness of one’s historical situatedness (Wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewusstsein) while critically
engaging with textual evidence.

2.3 Critical Theory and the Frankfurt School

A distinct contribution to humanistic inquiry emerged from the Frankfurt School (Max Horkheimer, Theodor W. Adorno,
Walter Benjamin, and Jirgen Habermas). Critical Theory transformed traditional hermeneutics by analyzing how cultural
products, language, and social institutions reproduce systems of power, domination, and ideological distortion.

In Dialectic of Enlightenment (Dialektik der Aufklarung, 1947), Horkheimer and Adorno critiqued "instrumental reason™
(instrumentelle Vernunft)—the tendency of modern industrial societies to reduce all knowledge to technological efficiency,
calculation, and economic utility. Critical Theory established that the primary duty of the humanities is not merely to preserve
tradition, but to critique ideology and safeguard human autonomy against technical and administrative totalitarianism.
Section 3: Core Methodologies in Modern Humanistic Inquiry

Humanistic research employs structured, rigorous analytical methodologies tailored to the complexity of qualitative meaning.
3.1 Conceptual History (Begriffsgeschichte)

Pioneered by German historian Reinhart Koselleck, conceptual history examines how political, social, and philosophical terms
shift in meaning across time. Concepts such as freedom, state, democracy, and rights are not static; they are contested historical
sites. By tracing these semantic changes, humanists uncover how historical societies understood their reality and structured
their institutional power.

Section 4: The Digital Humanities (Digital Geisteswissenschaften)

The rapid integration of high-performance computing, machine learning, and computational linguistics has given rise to the
Digital Humanities (DH). In the German academic landscape, the Digital Geisteswissenschaften represent a synthesis between
classical qualitative scholarship and quantitative data-driven processing.

4.1 Quantitative Corpus Analysis and Distant Reading

By utilizing algorithms to process digitized literary and historical archives, scholars can execute "distant reading" across
millions of pages. This enables the identification of macro-historical shifts, linguistic evolution, and stylistic patterns that would
remain invisible through close reading alone.

4.2 Ethical Algorithmic Governance and Al Criticism

As machine learning algorithms and automated decision-making systems permeate modern society, the humanities offer an
essential framework for Algorithmic Critique. Computer science alone cannot determine the moral implications of automated
systems. Humanists examine algorithmic bias, data ethics, surveillance capitalism, and the philosophical definition of
consciousness in the age of artificial intelligence.

Section 5: The Critique of Economic Utilitarianism and Modern Educational Policy

5.1 Neoliberal Restructuring and the Bologna Process

Over the last three decades, European higher education policy has increasingly subjected universities to market-driven metrics.
The implementation of the Bologna Process, while standardizing European degree structures, accelerated the adoption of
economic utilitarianism in academic governance.

Academic departments are increasingly evaluated through commercial indicators: external grant acquisition (Drittmittel), patent
generation, and immediate graduate employment rates. This focus risks degrading the fundamental mission of the university,
transforming institutions of higher learning from sites of critical inquiry into specialized vocational training centers.

5.2 The Fallacy of Short-Term Skill Acquisition

Prioritizing narrow technological specialization over broad humanistic training creates systemic vulnerabilities within modern
labor markets. Specific software protocols and technical skillsets face rapid obsolescence due to automation and artificial
intelligence. Conversely, the core competencies cultivated by the Geisteswissenschaften—critical evaluation, complex
problem-solving, ethical analysis, and intercultural negotiation—remain resilient across changing technological environments.
Section 6: Conclusion and Future Directions

The humanities (Geisteswissenschaften) are neither an obsolete luxury nor a secondary domain to technical scientific
development. They constitute the primary conceptual infrastructure through which societies interpret their past, navigate ethical
technological disruptions, and sustain democratic discourse.
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To meet the challenges of the twenty-first century, higher education must move beyond rigid disciplinary silos. Integrating
philosophical ethics into computer science, embedding historical literacy into public policy, and expanding digital hermeneutics
will ensure that future generations possess not only technical capability, but the critical wisdom required to guide technological
power toward humane and democratic outcomes.
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