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Through a detailed study of Johann Gottfried Herder’s enlight-
enment thought, especially his philosophy of literature, Kristin
Gjesdal offers a new and provocative reading of the historical
origins and contemporary challenges of modern hermeneutics.
She shows that hermeneutic philosophy grew out of a historical,
anthropological, and poetic discourse in the mid-eighteenth cen-
tury and argues that, as such, it represents a rich, stimulating, and
relevant engagement with the potentials and limits of human
meaning and understanding. Gjesdal’s study broadens our concep-
tion of hermeneutic philosophy – the issues it raises and the
answers it offers – and underlines the importance of Herder’s
contribution to the development of this discipline. Her book will
be highly valuable for students and scholars working in the fields of
hermeneutics, aesthetics, and European philosophy.
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What is more worthy and important for human beings than to investi-

gate productions of human forces, the history of human efforts, and the

births of our understanding?

Fragments on Recent German Literature (PW 58; W I 608)
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Preface

Over the past few decades, scholars of the eighteenth century have explored
the diversity of enlightenment movements. Examinations of the herme-
neutic legacy of the enlightenment period, however, are few and far
between.1 The present study represents a step toward filling this gap,
though it engages both the Enlightenment (with a capital E) as a distinct,
historical period and enlightenment (with a lower-case e) as a philosophical
ideal that is significantly broader than the standard, periodic use of the
term. In focusing on the early work of Johann Gottfried Herder – a
philosopher who contributes to the Enlightenment (as an epoch) as well
as to the shaping of enlightenment as a philosophical ideal – I argue that
eighteenth-century discussions of poetry, anthropology, history, and the
relationship between them give rise to a hermeneutic point of view whose
force and relevance should not be overlooked.
As part of the eighteenth century and its scientific, anthropological,

poetic, and historical debates, the young Herder develops a philosophy of
understanding that avoids the pitfalls of objectivism (in his work, the past
is not objectivized, but drawn into the self-understanding of the inter-
preter), yet remains committed to a critical standard of interpretation and
the ideal of understanding a text or symbolic expression within its own
historical and cultural context. Further, Herder emphasizes that the field of
hermeneutics transcends the interpreter’s own tradition and encompasses

1 Some discussion can be found in Peter Szondi, Introduction to Literary Hermeneutics, trans. Martha
Woodmansee (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Einführung in die literarische
Hermeneutik (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1975); Werner Alexander, Hermeneutica
Generalis. Zur Konzeption und Entwicklung der allgemeinen Verstehenslehre im 17. und 18.
Jahrhundert (Stuttgart: M & P Verlag, 1993); Unzeitgemäße Hermeneutik. Verstehen und
Interpretation im Denken der Aufklärung, ed. Axel Bühler (Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann,
1994); Robert S. Leventhal, The Disciplines of Interpretation: Lessing, Herder, Schlegel and
Hermeneutics in Germany 1750–1800 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1994); Thomas Seebohm,
Hermeneutics: Method and Methodology (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 2004); Michael N. Forster, After
Herder: Philosophy of Language in the German Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010).
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texts and expressions that emerge from within a wider spectrum of cultures
and historical periods. In both cases – when encountering cultural and
historical others – the interpreter faces the pull of prejudices and dogma-
tically held beliefs. Hermeneutics seeks to illuminate and overcome such
impediments to understanding. It is in the spirit of hermeneutics that the
young Herder launches his program of enlightenment and independent
thought. And it is in the spirit of hermeneutics that he raises his emphasis
on independent thought to the level of political and ethical discourse,
critiquing not only what he sees as the barren formalism of modern
philosophy, but also its Eurocentric premises. As it is given shape by
Herder, hermeneutics is the operational modus of human understanding
within the domain of historically mediated culture; it is critical in its
attitude, ethical-political in its aim, and proceeds by way of an unrelenting
commitment to humanity. This is a hermeneutic position that emphasizes
the need for textual and philological work, yet recognizes a dimension of
feeling and sympathy in understanding. And it is a position that, in so
doing, reflects on the interaction between Europe and other parts of the
world, and the need for intercultural exchange. For Herder, the problem of
understanding texts and symbolic expressions (including non-linguistic
expressions such as painting and sculpture) is but a special case of the
broader challenge of understanding cultural and historical others. Further,
Herder views the process of understanding as an opportunity for growth
and education – Bildung in and through the historical-cultural world.
For Herder, the centrality of hermeneutics, as a practical as well as

a theoretical discipline, emerges with particular force and urgency in the
modern period. At this point, readers and historians turn to the tradition
and realize that past texts, documents, practices, and works of art are no
longer expressive of an immediately accessible worldview, that understand-
ing requires interpretation, and that interpretation, in turn, benefits from
methodological standards and critical ideals – it requires, in short, reflec-
tion on what it is for a culturally and historically situated being to under-
stand its own culture and history as well as to engage expressions from
culturally or temporally distant contexts. In this way, hermeneutics is
conceived as a crucial dimension of modern philosophy. As it develops in
his encounter with poetry, anthropology, and history, Herder’s hermeneu-
tics is still ours, and in reflecting on the stakes and challenges of philoso-
phical hermeneutics, we do well in considering the resources and
arguments it offers.

x Preface
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