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 As a preliminary note, I should mention the general assumption taken for 
granted in this paper. Namely, that a certain relationship with the Other is always 
present (presupposed or actually developed) in any interpretation - be it in theory 
or practice, systematic or totally spontaneous. Now, my purpose here is to point out 
exactly what kind of a relationship we are dealing with, and if it is the one and the 
same in theories and practices of interpretation. So the picture which I shall draw 
will be a “map” showing some of the main theoretic accounts of interpretation and 
the kind of relationship set forth by each of them; the key terms of reference (or 
the ‘legend’ of the map) are the three subjects most likely to be engaged in a 
relationship within the process of interpretation:  
 
 -  the interpreter, or the self; 
 - the author of the text, sign, or message to be interpreted; I propose we 
call this one the first Other; 
 - the reader or audience for whom the text, sign or message was initially 
addressed (and who can be the same, or not, with the interpreter); I shall call this 
one the second Other. 
 
 These are the agents whom we can find engaged in different kinds of 
relationships throughout the process of interpretation. 
 
 I shall begin with a few considerations on interpretation itself. 
   
 Obviously, interpretation phenomena are very much present (and play an 
active role) within our theoretical knowledge and its practical uses. Thus, such 
phenomena are deeply embedded in both specialised contexts and common 
situations. Which means that interpretation itself can be either a live event 
occurring naturally in our everyday ordinary communication practices, or a settled 
process deliberately prepared and developed in our specialised discourses.  
 
 This difference is known to have been made explicit first by Martin Heidegger, 
who would have called the two kinds of interpretation by the German names 
Auslegung and, respectively, philosophical Interpretierung. 
 
 The practical interpretation is quite familiar nowadays, being generally 
acknowledged as the act of understanding and transmitting messages in whatever 
contexts. Take, for instance, this picture drawn by H. P. Rickman on 'the 
contemporary importance of hermeneutics': “we practice the hermeneutic art 
without knowing it. To apply it rigorously and systematically is of the utmost 
importance. Of course, some of our interpretative efforts are trivial - what does this 
newspaper article try to say? - or personal - does Aunt Mary really want me to 
come, or is she just polite? - but other cases are of the utmost public importance. 
(...). This is the area of public agreements: international settlements, trade pacts, 
compromises between management and labour.  
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There are, also, public commitments such as the policy statements of governments, 
the manifestos of political parties, or the rule books of trade unions. It is 
astonishing how widely politicians, trade union leaders, journalists, broadcasters, 
and pundits of all kinds readily disagree on what presumably - carefully drafted and 
readily available written statements actually mean. This is not only intellectually 

frustrating but fuels destructive disputes.”1  
 
 Regarding the specialised interpretation - the one carried out 
methodologically, in theoretical contexts - this is not necessarily philosophical. It 
may just as well be included in critical endeavours on literary, historical, theological 
or aesthetic subjects. Hermeneutics itself (as the theory of interpretation) was first 
made by scholars from various fields of study. There were three spheres in 
particular in which interpretation was used systematically from the outset: literature 
and art, sacred texts and law studies.  
 
 However, in time many theories of interpretation have been developed - of 
which I shall briefly present some major ones, also relevant for having assigned a 
special role to different relationships with the Other. 
 
 Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768 - 1834) was one of the first who lectured on 
hermeneutics, as an adjunct to theology. Yet he himself was not only a professor of 
theology, but also a remarkable translator and interpreter of Plato (into German) - 
thus, giving hermeneutics a wider application: to literary and philosophical texts, 
not only to religious ones (as in those times' biblical hermeneutics).  
 
 The one who took up Schleiermacher's thinking in a major way was his 
biographer, Wilhelm Dilthey (1833 - 1911), a philosopher of history who expanded 
the application of hermeneutics even more, seeing it as the methodology of all 
human sciences. This was justifiable since Dilthey regarded hermeneutics as the 
process of disentangling the meaning of anything which was not obviously clear; in 
other words, any forms of expressions (not only texts, but also gestures, 
movements and actions) could be subjects to interpretation inasmuch as their 
understanding was problematic, not occurring automatically. Interpretation, thus, 
would be a complex enterprise, a method or technique requiring certain procedures 
like: getting familiar with an idiom, seeking confirmation from another person who 
perceives the expression, text or message that we want to understand, relating that 
subject to others from relevant contexts (belonging, for instance, to the same 
conversation, or kind of situation). All these make it obvious how much of a method 
was interpretation in this view. But beyond this emphasise on methodology (often 
subject to criticism), Dilthey's theory of expressions is of great significance for any 
attempt of establishing a relationship with the Other, regardless the latter's 
particular identity. Because, as previously mentioned, according to Dilthey we can 
treat people's gestures, behaviour and actions as if they were texts to be 
interpreted. Therefore, the 'method' in studying a person's character, the ideology 
of a social group, the policy of a private company or the culture of an ethnic 
community is hermeneutic (resembling the interpretation of a text or a law), rather 
than scientific.  

                                                           
1Rickman, H. P. (1988) Dilthey Today. A Critical Appraisal of the Contemporary Relevance of His Work, Greenwood Press, 

pp. 63-64; 
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The characteristic feature of such a method of interpretation is its objectivity - 
claim; that is, it presupposes that the text or message to be interpreted has one 
initial (thus, objective) meaning of its own and aims at discovering it.  
 
In the case of written texts, this meaning lies in the so-called “intention of the 
author” and the only interest of the interpreter is to gain access to it. The whole 
hermeneutic endeavour, consisting of historical training and psychological empathy, 
attempts at re-living, if possible, the author's experience - in order to capture his 
text's initial intention, or meaning.  
 
 What does it mean in terms of a relationship? What kind of rapport (if any) 
and with whom is to be established through such a method of interpretation 
prescribed by early hermeneutics? Well, one thing is certain: that the only Other 
(than the interpreter) present in this scenario is the first one (the author of the text 
or the sender of the message); but after looking more closely into this kind of 
(methodological) interpretation, it seems to me that there is actually no relationship 
at all throughout the process; there is only one-way directed interest and that is 
from the interpreter towards the interpreted text's author. Moreover, it is more like 
a hunt - as in old magic scenarios - aimed at capturing the other's soul. There is 
something obsessive in this interpreter's attempt to get into the author's mind and 
search for the latter's exact intention. That is not a relationship.    
   
 Anyway, from such a methodology applied at the scale of social sciences 
(and often considered by other theorists as not having managed to overcome 
psychologism), hermeneutics became a strictly philosophical crucial approach, in 
the hands of Heidegger and Gadamer. They saw it from an ontological perspective, 
as a live experience involving both our conscious understanding and our 
unreflected, historically - determined pre-understanding.  
 
 Especially Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900 - ), the leading modern theoretician of 
hermeneutics, regards interpretation not as a theoretical method, but as a live 
communication process similar with a dialogue, therefore involving a continuous 
adjustment of the participants to each other's perspectives: “In speaking with each 
other, Gadamer says, we constantly pass over into the thought world of the other 
person; we engage him, and he engages us. So we adapt ourselves to each other in 

a preliminary way until the game of giving and taking - the real dialogue - begins.”2 
This quotation gives us a pretty good idea about the kind of framework chosen by 
Gadamer - that is the one of live communication, occurring in time, history and 
language, as much profiled by this background as the individuals themselves. This 
means that each one carries along (not necessarily consciously) a whole 
background or “horizon” historically and linguistically determined; so that, when 
encountering each other, people do not only engage their intentions from 'here and 
now'; in understanding and interpreting their texts or messages, what really takes 
place is an interplay, a “fusion of their horizons” as Gadamer puts it, a mutual 
adjustment.  
 
 

                                                           
2Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1976) Philosophical Hermeneutics, ed. and trans. by David E. Linge, University of California Press, 

p. 57; 
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This is certainly not a one-way search (however deep) into one's mind or intention, 
but a true relationship between the interpreter and the first Other; also the second 
Other (the reader or the public) is present: in the background (or the “already”) of 
the first other; every author or speaker addresses his/her message to someone, 
regardless how precise or vague that someone's profile is, and this shapes (or 
predetermines) to some extent that message, as well as its  future interpretation. 
No matter what the subject is (a written text, a work of art or historical event), 
hermeneutics will therefore consist of pointing out the effective juxtaposition of 
understanding and pre-understanding within it, both at the cognitive and 
communicative levels. A view which, as we've seen, makes room for all the possible 
participants from the interpretation's scenario, engaged in what we can call a 
relationship; because the hermeneutic attempt entails no longer a method, but an 
experience, an on-going process of relating and adjusting to each other. 
 
 Jurgen Habermas (1929 - ) is another German thinker interested in 
hermeneutics; he criticised some of the claims made by Gadamer, especially one 
about the universality of hermeneutics. So he choose to restrict it only to the frame 
allowed by linguistic behaviour: hermeneutics, he says, is “the art of understanding 
the sense which can be communicated through language”; therefore interpretation 
is bound to our communicative competence, thereby integrated in a concrete 
(practical) context. Such a perspective is obviously very far from the classical 

hermeneutics, resembling rather the American pragmatism3.   
 
 Another intermediary between classical and modern hermeneutics is Umberto 
Eco; with his Limits of Interpretation, he meant nothing else but to set a well-
balanced presence of both the first and the second Other (along with the self) 
within the hermeneutic scenery. I shall not get into more details concerning Eco's 
analysis, which is of rather semiotic orientation.  
 
 Of much more interest might be, I think, for the sake of our search for a 
possible relationship with another (than the interpreter), to have a quick view over 
the postmodernist hermeneutics. Two general trends can be identified within it:  
 
 - the French deconstructivism, notoriously allowing for unlimited 
interpretation: nothing (either initial intention or final meaning) even qualifies for a 
reference point and anything can be further questionable or speculated. The only 
ground invoked by deconstructivists for allowing this is to encourage creativity. Not 
a conclusive argument, since such an extreme relativism makes no more than a 
driftwood out of any particular meaning or interpretation. Moreover, within such a 
slippery environment, any relationship, as easily to be established as it is to vanish, 
looks not only unstable but also phantomatic; this is due to the lack of a clear line 
even between fiction and reality, or text and world. In this kind of framework, both 
the identity and the sense of any discourse about the Other are questionable.    
 

                                                           
3In this respect I find it quite relevant the fact that Habermas is a leading member of the German philosophical and sociological 

movement known as the Frankfurt School - which had to activate in exile for a while: namely, in New York (between 1934 and 

1950), where some of its members like Marcuse remained even after that period.  
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 - the Anglo-Saxon reader - response hermeneutics4  shifts the accent from 
the text's author to its reader; this means a privileged role being played by the 
second Other in interpretation, whereas the first Other is only present by name. A 
situation directly opposed to the one that we encountered in classical hermeneutics. 
The text is now only what the reader makes it, not what the author intended it to 
be. A quite appealing version of hermeneutics indeed. But let us see in this case, 
too, what does it practically mean - or, better put, what does become of such a 
relationship with the Other, when put into practice? Another side of this inquiry 
would be: what we actually do today when interpreting each other's messages - is it 
what this postmodernist theory prescribes: an exclusive accent put on the 'reader - 
response'? Wouldn't it mean, among other things, to blindly accept from the start 
any possible interpretation of our own messages? A similarly confusing perspective 
as the one induced by literary deconstuctivism. Such a total freedom allowed to the 
second Other would easily open the way to manipulation: an author's message 
could be understood and therefore used in any way, depending only on strategies of 
imposing one reader's understanding over another one's. An extreme just as 
dangerous as the one directly opposed to it - exclusively embracing the 'author's 
intention', that is to say a unique meaning (which in practice can easily become an 
ideology). As Eco puts it, both of the extremes are nothing but cases of 

epistemological fanaticism. Also a tricky situation5 when it comes to applying these 
theoretic procedures into practical contexts of communication: criteria and values 
(like freedom or discipline) don't seem to work exactly the same way. What is 
obsolete in theories seems rather preferable in practices of interpretation, if we are 
to avoid relativism and lack of any meaning at all.   
 
 No better way than the middle way, then. A well - balanced  interpretation in 
which both the first and the second other have a role to play, along with the 
hermeneutic self.      

                                                           
4 Note that this trend is closely related with the American new pragmatism, emerged as a critical reaction to traditional and 

analytic philosophy. Richard Rorty and Donald Davidson have much to say about the context of communication, contingency 

and the virtually endless interplay of meanings within our 'language games' (an expression taken over from Wittgenstein); all of 

these issues are practically assumed by the hermeneuts who emphasize the role of the reader in receiving and interpreting 

messages.     
5A similar gap between contemporary theories and practices is reported by Steven Connor in his book Postmodernist Culture. 

An Introduction to Theories of the Contemporary; what he calls the paradox of postmodetnism is a contradiction between its 

theoretical prescription - to unconditionally preserve and nourish unlimited differences - and its own practical unity of 

discourse. The postmodernist debate, says Connor, illustrates perfectly the paradoxical relationship between diversity and 

uniformity: although totally commited (in theory) to indeterminacy and multiplicity, the postmodernist debate itself provides (in 

fact) the discoursive means for limiting all that openness. (see page 30 in the Romanian translation of the book, trans. by 

Mihaela Oniga, 1999, Bucuresti : Ed. Meridiane). Needless to say that Steve Connor's keen observation can equally point out 

the gap between theoretical claims and practical developments of interpretation. 


