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On the Relationship between Hermeneutics
and Understanding or Interpretation:
Comments on the Academia’s Misunderstanding of Hermeneutics

Wang Jinfu
(School of Politics & Public Administration, Soochow University, Suzhou, China, 215123) |ﬁ

Abstract: There are two paradoxical and mutually-denied perspectives on the relationship between %
hermeneutics and understanding or interpretation. One believes that hermeneutics, as a theory
about understanding or interpretation, is not the same as understanding or interpretation, but rather
it is only taken as the study object of hermeneutics. While the other opinion is that hermeneutics,
as the understanding or interpretation of texts, shares the same meaning with understanding or
interpretation. These paradoxical views actually don’t exist in different hermeneutists’ conscious
minds, but pervade in one hermeneutist’s self-conscious and unselfconscious minds. Hermeneutists’
self-consciousness to the relations of hermeneutics, understanding and interpretation (which takes
hermeneutics as the consciousness related to understanding and interpretation) is correct while their
unconsciousness to them (which takes hermeneutics as the consciousness for the understanding
and interpretation of the meanings of texts) is erroneous. One of the reasons why a hermeneutist
often unconsciously holds the opposite opinion in his conscious mind is that his consciousness is
not self-conscious or radical enough. The relationship between hermeneutics and understanding of
interpretation is actually the same as the one between the subject and its research object as well as the
one between theory and its origin. Their differences are mainly listed as follows: (1) they are different
forms of mental activities; (2) their objects and tasks are different; (3) they have diverse subjects in
activities; (4) their scopes of activities are not the same; (5) their activities possess different length
of history; (6) they put forward and answer different questions; (7) they have different evaluation @
criteria for its validity. These differences show that hermeneutics is not the same as understanding I
or interpretation and vice versa. Getting a clear idea of its relationship, especially its differences, f&

fH

not only helps to reinforce one’s self-consciousness, drive out one’s incorrect unselfconsciousness i
and eliminate the contradiction in one's consciousness, but also benefit the healthy development of o

hermeneutics. 5
Keywords: hermeneutics; understanding; interpretation P

Author: Wang Jinfu earned his Master’s Degree in philosophy from Soochow University in 1982.
He was once the professor and doctoral tutor at the School of Politics & Administration, Soochow
University and is now retired. He is mainly engaged in the studies of Marxist philosophy and
hermeneutics. His representative works include A Self-reflection on Marxist Philosophy System and
The Fate of Marxist Philosophy in understanding, etc.
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