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I Think I Am a Hermeneut: 
Moving back and forth in the hermeneutic circle 

 
Although I continue to resist aligning myself with one paradigm, I think I am a hermeneut. But I 
am also a dialectical thinker by nature so perhaps, like Ricoeur, I am a “hermeneutic philosopher 
concerned with critique…establishing a critical relation vis-à-vis ‘the world’ as well as the self” 
(Thompson, J., 1985, p. 618). The relationship between the world and the self is a reoccurring 
element to all of my work, something I will continue to work through. The term “working 
through” originated in psychoanalysis, coined by Freud (1914), known as the point of therapy 
when the subject realizes something relevant and feels a need to replay and reanalyze things 
continuously. Within hermeneutic inquiry, there is the act of working through which one might 
describe as a rhythmic, dialogical movement between thoughts. In regards to curriculum, 
research, and pedagogy, I contend that hermeneutic inquiry is a necessity. Within my own 
curriculum theorizing, I am especially drawn to the concept of the hermeneutic circle – from the 
early incarnations put forth by Friedrich Schleiermacher (interplay of ‘part’ and ‘whole’ in the 
process of interpretation, stressing the importance of the interpreter) to the existential 
hermeneutics of Martin Heidegger (defining the ‘whole’ as a reality situated in the detailed 
experiences of everyday existence), and including later reconceptualization by Hans-Georg 
Gadamer (emphasizing the role of language and a dialogical relationship between reader and 
text). As I attempt to work through my identity as a theorist/researcher, I should note that I 
position myself as someone presently located in and between the boundaries of theoretical 
frameworks. I should also note that I embrace the process of working through my 
hermeneutical/critical self, while being mindful that “purpose emerges through the experience of 
on-going dialogue” (Latta, 2008).  
 
I was first drawn to the concept of the hermeneutic circle last year when writing about 
decentralized approaches to curriculum, advocating for a non-linear exchange of ideas between 
teacher and students; ideally an equal exchange situated within a dialogical process and leading 
to critical inquiry through methods of self-reflection. In relation to art education, my 
understanding of the hermeneutic circle is one of a dialogical process of meaning that occurs in 
the making of art and/or the linguistic interpretation of art in studio critiques or group 
discussions. A pedagogical approach to the studio critique can be one that is decentralized, with 
participants placed in simultaneous view of both the artwork and each other. The artwork in 
between the participants becomes the subject of inquiry, allowing for interpretation to move back 
and forth from the art object (the ‘particular’ or ‘part’) to the idea being expressed (the 
‘universal’ or ‘whole’).  A non-linear and circular exchange of interpretations between all 
participants is supported with the intention of  “…each new experience add[ing] to the 
accumulated meaning of experience for each individual” (Slattery, 2006, p. 282). I can attest to a 
type of self-forgetfulness (Smith, 1999) in the critique experience, in which the meaning of the 
artwork is one that is constructed through the participatory relations within the group.  
 
The non-linear movement within the hermeneutical circle could be considered similar to the back 
and forth nature of the creative process itself – a cognitive process that oscillates between 
associative and analytic modes of thought (Gabora, 2002; Gabora, in press). The creative process 
has been described as the continual focusing in and out of insights through association and 
analysis (Gabora, 2002, p. 8). I describe this almost indefinable and abstract experience of the 
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creative process as a dialogical movement between innovative thoughts or acts (associative) and 
the more methodical requirements of the task at hand (analytic). Thus the cognitive operations 
belonging to the creative process are similar to the dialogical process that occurs in the 
hermeneutic circle. 
 
My interest in the hermeneutic circle may be derived from more of a pedagogical perspective than 
an artistic perspective; on the other hand, perhaps it is impossible to separate my 
pedagogue/artist identities as each continues to inform the other (an example of phronesis and 
praxis being intertwined?). Within my pedagogical approach to the making and understanding of 
art, I encourage reflective understanding and critique of the visual culture that surrounds us in our 
everyday lives. Heidegger describes understanding as a mode of being, something we don’t 
necessarily set out to partake in but rather something we are. Understanding is being, therefore 
we are understanding. In “The Hermeneutics of Seeing” (1999), Nicholas Davey applies 
Heidegger’s concept of existential hermeneutics to the act of seeing, arguing that hermeneutical 
aesthetics “does not entail a ‘philosophy of art’ but a philosophical meditation upon what 
happens to us in our experience of art,’ further stating that the experience of the visual includes a 
“complex dialogical achievement” between the image and the viewer. Extending this line of 
thinking to the study of visual culture, Tom Mitchell argues that “…the ‘social construction of 
the visual field’ has to be continuously replayed as the ‘visual construction of the social field,” 
thus describing an essential relationships between the visual field and ourselves. Mitchell is 
implying that objects and experiences in visual culture are both reflective of and constructed by 
the social field. Hermeneutical aesthetics can be used to help us understand not only what 
happens to us in our experience of “art”, but what happens to us in our experience of anything 
visual in our everyday lives that are not thought of as art: “Hermeneutical aesthetics seeks to 
break through the pleasurable distractions of aesthetic consciousness in order to disclose the 
cultural and linguistic realities that manifest themselves within it” (Davey, 2008).  
 
I am particularly interested in the existential component of the dialogical process that occurs 
between the individual (us) and that which is seen or experienced in everyday life (visual culture). 
I see a connection between Heidegger’s account of understanding and Mitchell’s account of the 
social field. In “The Hermeneutic Imagination and the Pedagogic Text,” Smith (1999) poses the 
question “Is there such a thing as “the hermeneutic method” of inquiry that can be applied to 
concerns in curriculum, research and pedagogy?” (p. 35). In response to this question, I find 
myself less interested in defining a method and more interested in exploring contexts of 
contemporary society in which hermeneutic inquiry can assist in attempting to understand our 
culture, thereby understanding ourselves. In my next written response for the course, I will 
examine one particular context – the internet – as a potential site for the hermeneutical circle and 
implications for curriculum. 
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