Hermeneutics as Criticism

Adrian Marino

Establishing distinctions between hermeneutics and interpretation
shows how the terms have become interconnected in present day use.
Aristotle’s and Boethius’ uses of the term “interpretation” are compared
to the reductive use of the term to indicate approval, normative
meanings. Reading of a text is a participation in model-making, of re-
formulating a world view while involved in the art of reading -- an act
increasingly (with the reader’s growth in knowledge) formed into con-
siderations of typologies and classifications. Understanding is not apart
from interpretation; it is the goal of interpretation. Hermeneutical un-
derstanding is seen as understanding the meaning of a literary idea
(text) and thus the larger model which corresponds to that idea; the
reader is critic who participates actively in the idea’s being and its
history.

First, we must make clear the relationship between hermeneutics and inter-
pretation. Originally one was used in calc translations for the other: Aristotle’s
Peri erminéis became De interpretatione in Boethius; this was the beginning
of a real terminological tradition. Just as even in the Middle Ages, Hermes
was an interpres, hermeneuticum has no equivalent except in an inter-
pretativum. This notion applies to the epic-narrative domain (narrando
fabulam) as well as to the historical one." The addition of the idea of
distinguishing, of discriminatio (effective as early as the seventeenth cen-
tury)® introduces a nuance that is even more emphatically critical. Her-
meneutics thus becomes an exegesis or interpretation (Auslegung oder In-
terpretation) of written “monuments,” guided by specific rules. It can be of
two types: grammatical, following the progressive construction of the text,
or psychological, transposed into the center of the text’s creative process.’
Its aim is to establish a valid universal interpretation. Beyond these ele-
ments, current doctrine has nothing to add; its general sense is to extend
the concept of hermeneutics to the whole theory of interpretation.* This
has the more or less predictable effect of a turnover of terms: hermeneutics
thus becomes (in some recent connotations) the general theory or
philosophy of interpretation.’ Thus the traditional concept of hermeneutics
as method of discrimination (between original and imitated literature, for
instance) can reappear at the opposite pole.® Since these notions are not
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only interconnected but circular, this kind of polarization within the same
semantic field is inevitable.

Hermeneutics necessarily places the ideas of sense and signification at the
center of interpretation. Hermeneutics interprets the explicit or implicit sense
and signification of all symbols, enunciations, texts, or whatever it may
analyze. This operation is consubstantial with every kind of explication
and primarily of sacred exegesis, which is the discovery of the cryptic,
latent, obscure sense of a message or symbol, its meaning and content. For
this, the text must be made to speak (pronunciare), to become intelligible,
to reveal its original meaning: the linguistic expression of the message must
be made communicable.” Moreover, any meaningful discourse menéin, an
interpretation of reality, because it says something about something. For
Aristotle, any sign that carried meaning (a verbal enunciation, name, sen-
tence, or the like) was an interpretation. Or, in Boethius’ “interpretation,”
“interpretatio est vox significativa per se ipsam aliquid significans.”® And,
since anything can in this sense be a vox significativa, can have or acquire
meaning, hermeneutics becomes the science of the general interpretaion of
meanings. But this enormous expansion of the sphere of action is directly
proportional to an increase in problems: provoking a great explosion of
meanings, hermeneutics suffers from a real embarrassment of riches, not to
say complete confusion, produced by the significative act of hermeneutics.
This inevitably results in a great variety, contradiction, and uncertainty of
senses and significations, and that same hermeneutics must choose among
them. This observation, too, is traditional (occuring in St. Augustine,
Abélard, and others)’ transmitted through the whole Classical doctrine of
hermeneutics, the object of which is “To know the meaning (Bedeutung)
for each separate case, according to the real use the author intended.”*°
What is the real meaning? An entire hermeneutics must answer this crucial
question.

In fact, what it offers us is merely a framework in which to solve the
problem by means of variable options, methods, and criteria. Which is the
most correct sense, brought out by the best reading of the text, to make it
maximally accessible to the reader?'’ The traditional answer comes from
official, established, dogmatic tradition: interpretation should be based on
the authentic reading of the authoritative religious texts (auctoritates Sanc-
torum. It operates with and brings out only the senses admitted by con-
ciliar decision, the unamimous agreement of the church authorities,
magisterial glosses, and so on." In this sense interpretation is reduced to
the exegesis of given, normative meanings. Their validity is guaranteed by
the authenticity of their basic sources; this vicious circle appears in all in-
terpretation of this kind.
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By extension, the authentic (true, objective) sense is attributed to the
original meaning, the initial connotation of the words or texts, so that
significations are deciphered which may be basic, specific, or altered, or
even which have been lost. This obliges hermeneutics constantly to check
and to distinguish between the text’s literal, basic meanings and its derived
ones. The literal meanings become authentic and the derived ones, secon-
dary; the former more profound and original, the latter only possible; the
first linguistic, lexical, the second non-linguistic.'’® The distinction between
denotative and connotative expresses the same profoundly hermeneutical
choice and difficulty: the determination of values becomes a referential
problem of establishing one meaning through another, one significative
system through another. Deep and superficial senses, interior and exterior,
latent and manifest, hidden and obvious, are more hermeneutical alter-
natives. A Romanian Hermeneutics of the nineteenth century made the
same distinction, which is by now quite ordinary: “The meaning is im-
parted through the verbal, or immediate, and through the real, or mediate.
The verbal, or immediate, which is always strictly and essentially called the
literal, turns out to be closer through the actual meaning of the words,
terms, etc.”’* It is not chance that senses and significations are classified on
two levels: hermeneutics has by its own nature a dual horizon of
signification. If messages of all kinds had put only direct, flat, elementary,
generally valid meanings into circulation, then hermeneutics would never
have appeared or would have proved totally useless. But on the contrary,
it is a long and methodical investigation and interpretation of multiple
meanings, an uninterrupted search for possible meanings.

At this level, hermeneutics becomes heuristic, the direct result of the
polysemy of enunciations and texts. Semantic chaos, confusion, and ob-
scurity make it imperative. Sacred or profane, hermeneutics tries to put in
order this domain of infinite uncertainty, which the medieval exegesis of
the Bible called unfathomable, mira produnditatis, a vast and deep
repository of multiple meanings. If there is a need for a Clavis Scripturae, a
key to interpretation, this is explained in the same way, raised to the level
of a fundamental hermeneutical principle: De multiplici Sacrarum literarum
sensu."® Each word has a single sense (Sinn, sensus), but many
significations (Bedeutung, significatione); and not only each word but each
image, each plastic, iconic symbol too. What is called, in contemporary
hermeneutics, “the problem of the double sense” or “of sense,”** is also in-
cluded in this category of traditional, established observations. It becomes
clear that hermeneutics cannot escape or go beyond the basic condition of
its object: the polyvalence of every kind of language.

This vice is transmitted to literary ideas, opening out in two ways in that
significative universe: from the central, basic nucleus or etymon, in
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widening concentric circles toward a whole modelable system; while these
circles (i.e., levels of signification) in turn presuppose an opening out (i.e.,
clarification) through the interpretation of the critic of literary ideas. It is a
mutual dialectical relationship: the system of literary ideas has a potential
capacity for signification, it generates its own sense, while the critic
discovers and introduces into this potential, latent, expanding sense a per-
sonalized sense and modeling schema. The critic in effect introduces one
message into another (the usual hermeneutical-interpretive situation), inject-
ing, as it were, a new significance into the previous variants of meaning:
the construction sui generis of a model of the literary idea. Viewed in this
perspective, it is impossible to clarify the meanings of literary ideas and get
around the obstacle of polysymbolism by relating these to the intentions of
one text or another (a very controversial hermeneutical process). Of course
the author of any given literary-theoretical work has certain intentions, and
carries them out in the act of formulation. But these have no value, no
significance in the construction of a model of the literary idea as a whole.
The only legitimate and constructive intention, from our point of view, is
that of formulating the model itself, as a systematic project and act.

A way to get around the difficulties of polysymbolism and the ambiguity
of texts is to put them into a preconstituted schema of interpretation; her-
meneutics has proposed this method from its very beginning. The senses
are put in order through classification and typing. We will not here discuss
the quality of such typologies, but merely point out that they are
historically and methodologically legitimate and possible. Furthermore,
hermeneutics appertains, in large part, to the domain of typology. We shall
see that the hermeneutics of literary ideas retrieves and amplifies just this
tradition, a tradition with great modeling potential.

A fundamental situation is by nature archetypal. Every schema offers an
invariable form of interpretation, one that sets a standard. In fact, it has
been observed that the archetype itself imposes a meaning, “an invariable
nucleus of meaning.” It makes sense of some traditional linguistic matrices
in which it recognizes its name, its verbal identity.'” The medieval theory
of the four senses is the basis for four different kinds of hermeneutics, four
classical methods of interpretation: literal, allegorical, tropological, and
anagogical, referring respectively to the direct, the analogical, the moral,
and the theological or transcendental senses. The terminology is rather un-
stable, especially the term “allegorical,” which is in turn interpreted as a
key method for all figurative meanings.'® It is not our intention to recon-
struct the history of this concept; that project has been masterfully under-
taken by Henri de Lubac, among others. But it is not without importance
that modern hermeneutical theories rediscover or claim this very doctrine,
in an obviously traditional, established way. A whole exegetical
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methodology (see Tyconius, Liber Regularum), a topology (Flacius
Illyricus, De tropis et schematibus sacrarum literarum), a theory of
signification (De modis significandi) are involved in it, too."” Current
references to Dante (Convivio, 1I,1; Epistolae, XIII) and in general to the
fundamental distinction between the literal and allegorical, the literal and
spiritual senses, *° become completely comprehensible. We have here a real
hermeneutical commonplace. The method may also be extended to
historical interpretation, which is also typed® (especially--inevitably--
through the analysis of language). This topological quality is confirmed by
various observations; for example, there are parallel and constant elements,
“topical elements which explain non-topical ones,” and many others.

The final stage of this essay starts with another traditional question: is
hermeneutics an act of understanding, and to what degree is it possible to
speak of understanding in the domain of literary ideas? First we must point
out that any distinction between understanding (exegesis) and inter-
pretation (hermeneutics)* is erroneous, for the simple reason that: her-
meneutics being in essence an exegesis as well, it cannot but have the same
objective: understanding. In a close examination of this notion in its her-
meneutical text and context, Schleiermacher developed three aspects which
will be useful to our argument: a) the interpreter introduces his or her own
sense into the interpreted text; b) the aim of understanding is to decipher
the inner content of thought, essential thought (inner and expressed being
one and the same thing); and c) “the art of understanding” implies a whole,
total understanding of its object.?* But interiorization is not only an at-
tribute of the hermeneutical object, but of the hermeneutical subject as
well. In Dilthey’s terms, understanding becomes an “interior experience,” a
process through which we come to know an interior with the help of ex-
terior signs, exegesis or interpretation being the art of understanding vital
manifestations fixed by lasting expressions.?® The rational, Hegelian con-
cept, according to which “understanding means nothing more than the
grasping of something in pictorial thought and in memory,** is left behind.

The abstract and highly specific nature of the literary idea imposes cer-
tain limits. If the hermeneutics of literary ideas is, like all dialectical
processes of knowledge, not only a confrontation but also a collaboration
between subject and object, it cannot be reduced to an intersubjective act,
an affective penetration,”” to the “life” (das Erlebnis) of an idea. That any
real participation in the life of the idea implies a transposition, an inner
vibration, an affective penetration seems to us indisputable: there is a
lyricism, an enthusiasm, even a euphoria to ideas. The adventure of ideas,
in the sense of an existential risk or experiment, is very real to the true
student of ideas. But the life of the idea cannot be reduced to interior-
ization alone; it is also an objectivization in the form of a theoretical
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system with a logical principle of development which can be constructed in
the form of a model. Thus it is not accidental that one can speak effectively
of constructing the model of the literary idea.

Through this very aspect of subjectivity, hermeneutics asserts its creative
potential, its quality of an art of interpretation, an artistic understanding.
Contemporary formulations express this creative act even more precisely.
Hermeneutics is a “reconstruction of a construction,”*® a recreation from
within of a concept, system, or model. The relationship between these two
is one of reciprocity and circularity through a reciprocal transfer of energy
and suggestion--a process which leads, in its evolutionary forms, to true
identity.?’ This empathy or Einfithlung, defined with considerable precision
by Herder,*° removes all boundaries between subject and object, between I
and thou, between interpreter and interpreted text: “To understand a text
involves the same possibility of perfect comprehension as does self-
understanding.”*!

On this basis, it has been possible in the present era to construct a real
ontological hermeneutics (initiated by Heidegger, and continued by Hans-
George Gadamer, among others), the result of the principles that we are
most concerned with. In essence, the sense of interpretation merges with
that of existence. Reduced to its simplest expression, the equation would
look like this: being-which-understands =being-which-understands-another-
through-itself; this is ontological identity and coalescence. Understanding
another (e.g., a text) becomes a manifestation of our ability to understand
as existential act. “To understand a text means to weave it into your own
mode of existence. Anyone who does not weave it in, does not understand
it, will never be able to explain it.” This interiorization of meaning has
been found in some Oriental mysticism.’> We understand things that come
and go in our lives, through immediate confrontation. All understanding is
conditioned by the mode of the person understanding. The inner sense
develops only through interiorization.

What has been called the metahermeneutics of Dasein, the actual con-
dition of intelligible and understanding consciousness,*® casts some light
upon certain aspects of the common practice of hermeneutics. It does
presuppose an implication, a participation in the idea’s life and destiny,
which excludes the possibility of external, superficial, purely formal her-
meneutics. Without an inner understanding of the idea (we shall soon see in
what sense), the hermeneutical act becomes flat, miscarried, purely didac-
tic, and totally meaningless. If all these exegeses bring no results, the
reason is that the critic has not supported the idea, has not lived it, has not
adapted its every detail. Put simply, there must be an affinity, a correspon-
dence, a deep interaction, between the literary idea and the critic. Not
every critic can study every idea, then. In the case of literary ideas, the
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critic must have a vocation, in all forms, for ideas and for ideological
imagination; the critic of ideas is a real creator of ideas. Understanding the
idea is already such a person’s mode of existing with the idea; the critic is
integrated into the idea’s being and history. A reciprocal creative par-
ticipation, understanding the idea increases our capacity for understand-
ing. The being grows, develops, is transformed. It becomes more receptive,
more available, more pliant, and more elastic, through integration into the
“hermeneutical efforts.”** In short, it becomes more understanding.

This whole analysis leads to the unification not only of the content and
method of hermeneutics =understanding =exegesis, but also of the ter-
minology. And these notions end up by becoming interchangeable and cir-
cular: in order to understand, you must adopt a hermeneutics, you must
interpret; in order to interpret, you must understand, you must practice a
comprehensive interpretation, one which understands through a vital
relationship with the object. This terminology is further generalized: under-
standing through interpretation, interpretation =[hermeneutical] effort to
understand, understanding interpretation (il capire dell'interpretare)--the
list could continue indefinitely.>* The two concepts can be distinguished
analytically, but not on the plane of concrete hermeneutical experience,
which has no priorities, subordination, or preferential order. The only
distinction is that, rather than deciphering symbols and meanings, our
hermeneutics deciphers the literary idea through a rationalized understand-
ing as much of the interpretive moment as of the interpreted idea.

Our new definition of hermeneutical understanding can therefore only be
the following: to understand the meaning of a litereary idea, its inner
system, and hence the functioning mechanism of the corresponding model.
The critic is analytically transposed into the idea’s logical center, assumes
its basic principles, and understands the node, meaning, and rhythm of the
literary idea’s development throughout its history. Understanding merges
with the act of modeling, of constructing a model. It implies a system, a
coherent order, which in this case becomes the essential criterion for under-
standing.®® It becomes clear that the old hermeneutical objective,
established by Schlegel, Schleiermacher, and Dilthey, and taken up by
many others,?” of aiming to understand a text better than its own author,
can now be accepted only in the following form: that a complete under-
standing of the idea’s system as transposed into model is absolutely
superior to a fragmentary understanding of the idea as expressed in partial
definitions. Which is to say that the modeled idea, which becomes its own
author, understands itself far better in this universal, synthesis-type form
than in fragments, of membra disjecta.
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