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Hermeneutics and Time in the Text of History : Reinhart Koselleck (1923-2006)

The discontinuous image of time in history invalidates an explanation of events through
cause-and-effect relationships and also neutralizes the idea of historical inevitability.
That idea of the discontinuity of time received an enthusiastic support from French
historians and in particular to specialists in contemporary history, thanks to a
contribution by Reinhart Koselleck. I would simply mention here that the fundamental
nature of the discontinuity of time must be deduced from a discussion of the scale of
historical analysis.

Modern or contemporary history is more appropriate to the execution of a thick
account of an event because of the huge documentation available for inquiries.
Contemporary history, or what the French call “present history”, has the virtue of
specifically asking the epistemological question “what is event”, by working in great
detail. It is this field where one could profitably inquire into an event from the
perspective of the hermeneutics of the text. It was German historian Reinhart Koselleck
who got to the heart of this problem, and so doing, influenced French historians.

In his article Theory of History and Hermeneutics, he examines the question of what
kind of relationship hermeneutics establishes with time. Without the element of time, all
understandings do not know in what way they should be expressed. An understanding
of the text or what is understood relates to its meaning--as an existential enterprise
executed by human beings--; all of the acts of understanding are essentially tied to time”.
Thus, the interest that he took in hermeneutics was most essential. As for semantic
inquiry in the events of history, Koselleck’s Vergangene zukunft. Zur Semantik
geschichtlicher Zeiten (1979) has attracted the most discussion. Among the articles
contained in it, his Space of experience and horizon of expectation. Two historical
categories produced a massive response among intellectuals in Europe and throughout
the world.

In this essay, he stresses the methodological importance for historians of
distinguishing between concept and category in the praxis of textual interpretation. For
instance, “war”, “ peace”, “force of production”, “mode of production”, “ antique
slavery”, and “ Reformation” belong to concept and it would not be difficult to find
corresponding terms in historical texts. However, Koselleck’s space of experience or
horizon of expectation belongs to the cognitive category that is placed above the
concept. One cannot directly deduce these meta-categories from the terms that find in



texts. For instance, the concept “war”, can be refined by way of defining more
precisely what should be excluded as being part of the counter-concept “peace.” Thus,
we are able to determine more exactly a semantic scope. We can do the same for the
concept “ labor”, by comparing it to the counter-concept “leisure”. On the contrary, a
meta-historical and cognitive category,--space of experience, horizon of expectation--,
does not permit such a procedure. Koselleck derived his epistemological position from
the study of the history of concepts. Inquiring into the German term“Geschichte
(=History)”, he recognized that its eighteenth century user referred to something “taking
place”. He noticed a phrase used by the German poet Novalis Heinrich von Ofterdingen:
“...observe the covert inter-linking of the before and after, and learn how to compose
history from hope and memory.” This conception of “Geschichte” thus essentially lacks
in meaning a consideration of the “past” that the word would be soaked semantically
with what we sense now. Instead it implies a covert inter-linking of what is taking place
as something that is passing away, to the future. It is what Koselleck wished to stress
that one could think of a relationship to the past or the future, only after one has learned
to construct a history from the modalities of memory and hope.
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From Life Experience to Discourse Community

Graduate students often have considerable life experience that they can share with other
students and thus help to begin to create a learning community that can foster their
ability to participate actively in discipline-relevant discourse communities in the future.
For example, in this course, one student was able to share his experiences of living and
researching in Ethiopia, and another student was able to introduce her experiences of
living in Germany. Both of these interchanges helped to both create rapport between the
students and teacher, and also to let the students realize that their own contributions can
be valuable in the academic context.

In order to scaffold these life experiences into useful academic learning projects, the
course involved considerable development of presentation and writing skills suitable for
academia.

The chosen textbook was “Academic Writing for Graduate Students” by John M.
Swales and Christine B. Feak, both highly respected experts in the field of academic
writing. While the textbook as not specifically aimed at non-native speakers of English,
the authors’ long experience in the field of English for Academic Purposes was well
demonstrated in the book by their clear examples and careful scaffolding of language
that is useful for both the native speaker and the non-native speaker reader.

The course followed a task-based methodology in achieving the following goals:

« Understanding the intended audience, the purpose of the paper, and academic genres.

« Engaging in analytic group discussion

« Genre consciousness-raising

« Writing summaries and critiques

« Language focus sections that address linguistic elements as they affect the wider
rhetorical objectives

« Help students position themselves as junior scholars in their academic communities

« Develop goal-setting skills

« Provide a rationale and a forum for writing academic papers



« Develop presentation skills
« Develop the abilities required to function competently at an introductory level of a
discourse community

The end of semester project involved writing a 5,000 word paper related to the theme of
the students’ own PhD research, and to present the same research in the form of an
academic presentation. The students were able to successfully complete this challenging
task, and it allowed them to explore their own research in an unthreatening environment.
Students chose to utilize this assignment in a number of ways. The students reported
that the assignment helped them to focus their thoughts greatly and to make
considerable progress in their overall research projects.

In addition to the writing assignments and exercises, the students also engaged in
presentations and goal-setting exercises. During the semester, each student had several
chances to make a presentation, culminating in the final presentation on the same topic
as their paper.

Through successful completion of these activities, it was clear that the students were
making the important transition from life experience to active participation in real
discourse communities in their area of specialization.
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