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Hermeneutical Cycle and Text Configuration

@ Remote origins of hermeneutics

An invention of the “word” hermeneutics should be ascribed to Johan Conrad
Dannhauer, theologian of Strasbourg in the XVII™ century, who invented it borrowing
from the ancient Greek “hermeneuein” for qualifying what had been called in German
“ Auslegungslehre” or art of interpretation. “ Hermeneuein”, a verb, had two different
meanings at the same time: a process of saying, of expression and that of interpretation.
These two meanings are common, however, in signifying to “ transmit a meaning” and
this transmission is able to function in two directions: from thinking to discourse and

from discourse to thinking. Ancient Greeks thought of speech a hermeneutical process



of mediation of meaning. That mediation might be called as expression or translation of
meaning into words. Besides, the term “hermeneia” could be used to signify an
utterance that asserts something. The book two of Aristotle’s “Organon”, which treats
the utterance, is given a name of its title “ Peri hermeneias” that a Roman writer
translated in Latin as “ De interpretatione”. Beginning with an introducing argument
above, I have developed it into Roman times, especially into the Christian Antiquity for
explaining about the contributions that Saint Augustine could have done in favor of the
interpretation of the Bible.

@ The Birth of modern philology -Lorenzo Valla-

I tried to approach to our subject, then, from the technical stand point of interpretation
of written texts. In order to understand and interpret a text with accuracy, we are obliged
to learn the way to read a given text with a relevant knowledge of the language used in
the text. It was Lorenzo Valla, a Latin teacher belonged to Papal office in the Xy
century, who established a validity and importance of philological method for correct
understanding through his examination of the “ Donation of Constantine” document.

@ Romantic hermeneutics in Germany

We skipped over a chapter concerning activities of Luther, Erasmus, Spinoza or Richard
Simon which ought to have been investigated but haven’t been realized, for discussing

about the thoughts of German philosophers and philologists in the XVIII™

century.
Three Friedrichs were our protagonists: Schlegel, Ast and Schleiermacher were their
family names respectively.

@ Gadamer’ s hermeneutics

Last not but least, we treated fairly enough philosophical hermeneutics of the XX™
century embodied into Gadamer’s “ Truth and Method”. We shed light among others on
three following topics: Prejudices as condition of understanding, hermeneutic cycle and

hermeneutic significance of temporal distance.
RAFR (20104210 5 13, 20 H, 11 H24 H, 124 1H, 201141 H 9 H)

My lectures reviewed hermeneutics in the field of literature, in particular, in the
literature of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Britain. Since the emergence of
post-modern criticism, various hermeneutic interpretations have been presented to the
studies of English literature in the period. My first lecture mapped out the general
outline of hermeneutic literary criticism, starting with Biblical interpretations and
leading up to Jacques Derrida and Hans- Georg Gadamer. A special emphasis was laid

upon how these hermeneutic theories have been applied to the interpretations of English



literature for the past fifty years. I thereby explored the new perspectives opened up by
these hermeneutic criticisms, and pointed out some interpretative problems they have
created.

A few interesting model cases of hermeneutic literary interpretations were
discussed in my subsequent lectures. My second lecture excavated the muddled
responses in Britain to the outbreak of the French Revolution. Richard Price’s view of
the revolution as a repetition of the 1688 Glorious Revolution in Britain provoked a
furious criticism of Edmund Burke, who saw it as a dangerous threat to socio-political
and socio-economical order under the monarchical system. Their dispute was followed
by more than ninety attacks and counter-attacks between radicals and pro-Burkean
anti-Jacobins. The controversy was concerned not only with interpretations of the
political incident in France, but also with interpretations of political discourses on the
basis of variegated views on the revolution. I attempted to show how the hermeneutic
theory can be applied to examine these seemingly chaotic discourses on the French
Revolution.

My third lecture took up parodies in the Romantic age. In the 1980s, Gérard
Genette showed the mode and significance of parodies from a post-modern viewpoint. |
suggested that parodies encompass not merely rhetorical and discursive distortions of
the original text, but also political satires and social critiques of the original text, which
the readers are expected to unravel and enjoy on their own footings. The hermeneutic
circle can be considered as the essential feature of such interpretations of parodies both
among the contemporary readers and among the readers in different periods. Taking up
some examples including parodies of William Wordsworth’s poems, the lecture
observed that people have read different messages and meanings at a different time of
history and in a different cultural context.

My final lecture discussed how senses of history were created through
hermeneutic interpretations in geological excavations and archeological practices in
eighteenth-century Britain, and how they were reflected on the discursive level.
Eighteenth-century Britain saw a marvelous development of geology and archeology.
William Smith, Charles Lyell, and James Hutton, all contributed to the new
understanding of geographical configurations. But theirs were a mere fraction of various
interpretations presented on geography and geology in the contemporary age. Their
books and contemporary writings were filled with misinterpretations and
re-interpretations of the soil, the ground, and their layers as a text of the earth. Their

continual interpretative attempts naturally constituted a hermeneutic circle.



AREEFEA (201010 A 27, 11 A 10 H, 20111 ASH, 1 A 12 H)
Three Lectures on Gadamer’s Concept of the Hermeneutischer Zirkel and its Place in

his Theory of Hermeneutics

In the second semester, Gadamer’s Concept of the Hermeneutischer Zirkel and its

function within his conception of hermeneutics were discussed in detail.

Heidegger’s theory of interpretation grew into a philosophy of being, Building on his
theory of the Hermeneutischer Zirkel, Gadamer applied the theory once again to the
experience of interpreting works of art and texts. He then developed in his own way, a
full-blown philosophical theory of our place in the world and the role knowledge plays
therein. Interpretation is not understanding something that is not known, but developing
the understanding of the object as something that is better understood through the

awareness of one’s prejudice thereof.

Gadamer explains the understanding of others through such concepts as Vorverstehn,
Wirkungs- geschichte and Horizontsverschmelzung.

Interpretation builds on the Vorverstehn, or the prejudices one has of the object of
interpretation. This is consummated through a developmental historical process he
named “Wirkungsgeschichte.” The idea is that understanding is not passive, but active.
Understanding is also not a two-term activity, the one being the knowing subject and the
other, what is to be known, the object. Rather, it is a three- termed relationship
consisting of the person communicating to another one’s understanding of the object
about which both are referring. The speaker cannot but affect the understanding of the
hearer. Hence, the under- standing one has of the object in question develops through
discussing the interpretation with others. When what seems foreign becomes something
one can relate to, when the object referred is now shared with those to whom we speak,

we have a fusion of horizons of the discussants, or a Horizontsverschmelzung.

The process of better understanding the object of interpretation is not a once-and-for-all,
one-time event. It is a repeated, ever- developing process of better understanding
ourselves and the world by communally concentrating on object of interpretation. Hence
the name: the Hermeneutischer Zirkel. It is a spiraling, never-ending, and hopefully
upward process.

The reason that it is never-ending has to do with the peculiar property of the medium in

which understanding is cultivated. The medium in question is language. Language is



primary, and our development of better understanding the object of interpretation is a
development through language, which becomes our second nature. In order to use
language, we focus on that which we talk about, and not the words we use. What
represents is transparent when what is represented is present in our consciousness.
When what is represented is not clear, the sign is no longer transparent and presents
itself as an enigma requiring interpretation. Heidegger’s idea of truth as
Unverborgenheit is used here. Truth is only possible when what is not the object of
interpretation is athematic, i.e., hidden from our consciousness. Language can function
only when it is transparent, i.e., hidden from our consciousness. Knowledge, i.e., grasp
of the truth is a never-ending spiraling process exactly because what is known can only
be known when what is not to be known is successfully hidden. It is the power of
language to become transparent and hidden that makes knowledge possible. The power
in question hides an infinite number of what can be known. Hence, the process of
knowing is an infinite process, a bit like uncovering what lies under a pebble at a beach

on the Riviera, the coast of which is never-ending.

Gadamer’s theory has been criticized as being vulnerable to relativism and subjectivism,
of political naiveté, and vagueness as to the character of communicative reason. Perhaps
the most piercing criticism so far has been that of Jacque Derrida’s. Derrida points out
that Gadamer downplays the possibility of non-agreement, and the resistance of signs to
interpretation. For Derrida, what thus seems to be the limit of the power of
interpretation should be regarded positively as the wealth of the signifiant allowing the
birth of meaning: this is the reservoir of future deeper interpretations. I can further add
to this criticism by combining the criticism by Habermas about his political naiveté. The
whole dimension of public reason and its significance remains undiscovered, or
unverborgen, in Gadamer’s theory.
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(1) asimilar car to mine

(2) a. adifficult problem to solve b. astupid man to do it

(3) a. [prD [ar A[[Head Noun]...]]] b. [pr D [Head Noun]i [ap A[ & ...]]]
(4) a. [ppa [ap difficult [[man]; to solve t]]] b. [pp a [ap stupid [[man] to do it]]]



(5) two {*similar cars/cars similar} to mine
(6) a. *John was the wise man to run away from the bear.
b. *Akind man to bring it to me went out five minutes ago. (Yasui et al. (1976: 227))
(7) a. It's better to take care of yourself than to trust some stupid guy to do it, you know.
(BU--F941396)
b. Idon't know if I just have an easy name to say! (NBA--990717)
(8) [op D [Nump Num[iLat, uNum] [[Nead Noun[uLat, iNum]]; ... [ ... ti ... ]]]
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