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The intimacy with which the work of art touches us is at the same time, 

in enigmatic fashion, a shattering and a demolishing of the familiar. 
It is not only the impact of a “This means you!” that is disclosed in a joyous 

and frightening shock; it also says to us: “You must change your life!” 
—Hans-Georg Gadamer1 

 
The theme of this volume of Analecta Hermeneutica follows the task set forth by Rilke’s 
“On the Archaic Torso of Apollo” by taking seriously the possibility of art as life 
changing. Presenting us with both what is familiar and what is alien, the work of art 
shows what is as well as what could be. Gadamer’s analysis of art moves us a step 
further by insisting that it is not only art, but hermeneutics as such, that issues such a 
task. Fundamental to hermeneutics is the idea that experiences of artworks, texts, and 
traditions inform and shape our being in the world, and that such experiences have 
aesthetic, ethical, and pedagogical impacts. If understanding requires openness to what 
remains to be said and the voice of the other, and if interpretation requires cultivation 
and formation, then hermeneutics is also an ethical and political project. Interpretation 
and understanding are not merely behaviors, but creative modes of existence. True to 
the to-and-fro motion of question and answer, this volume may be seen as a response 
to Volume 13’s theme, and task, of “For a Hermeneutics Yet to Come” by suggesting 

 
1 Hans-Georg Gadamer, “Aesthetics and Hermeneutics,” in The Gadamer Reader: A Bouquet of Later 
Writings, ed. Richard E. Palmer, trans. David E. Linge (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 
2007), 131. 
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the answer to this question may lie in the further question, “What does it mean for 
hermeneutics to be a way of life?” 
 
 
Remembering for the Future 
 
Before turning more concretely to how these questions are taken up in fascinating and 
provocative ways by the essays in this volume, I would like to explain some of the 
motivation for the theme. In the Fall of 2020, I taught Social and Political Philosophy 
at my small, all-women’s university. My students felt unmoored and overwhelmed by 
the COVID-19 pandemic and 2020 presidential election. For that reason, I chose to 
focus the course around themes of utopia. If our current conditions are intolerable or, 
at best, dismaying, would it be possible to imagine better futures that we could craft 
together? If it is true that we must change our lives, in what ways can or should we 
change them? 

At the end of that semester, we read Alexis Shotwell’s marvelous text, Against 
Purity. There, Shotwell wonders how to create new worlds out of the shell of our 
current one.2 How should we respond to our current crises, such as environmental 
destruction, death and disease, and legacies of genocide? Some responses might be 
motivated by returning to a pure state of nature or moving on from shameful pasts. 
Classification, Shotwell explains, is one of the primary modes of purism. By classifying 
things, we are able to separate things into neat and tidy categories in such a way that 
the separation seems natural or commonsensical. Such classification covers over the 
fact that its distinctions are themselves contingent and that things are not as orderly as 
they seem. Shotwell argues that these attempts at purity and classification will fail 
because they are not responsible to history, so they cannot have the correct orientation 
to the past. There never was a pure state to which we can return. Shotwell argues that 
we should embrace impurity because it both confronts our current conditions as 
complicated and our own implication in such conditions, and it recognizes that there 
never was a pure state. We are always entangled with others, with our environment, 
with history. Thus, addressing our crises must come not from pursuing purity, but 
instead examining how unbearable pasts shape the present, crafting modes of response 
to that impossibly complex present, and shaping different worlds yet to come. The 
task, then, is remembering in order to open different possibilities for the present and 

 
2 Alexis Shotwell, Against Purity: Living Ethically in Compromised Times (U of Minnesota Press, 2016). 
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future. We take responsibility for the future through collective, relational unforgetting.3 
We find ourselves amid traditions and practices, yet we can continue to give shape to 
understanding and actions that prefigure better futures.  

What would it mean to take responsibility for the past in ways that do not 
appeal to false purities? Shotwell contends that we do so by revisiting how we 
remember.4 We attend to what we have forgotten and how to recover that. We aim to 
get the full story. Here, Shotwell draws on the work of Charles Mills to argue that 
much of the forgetting is a result of white ignorance that actively forgets implications 
in oppression. If I am ignorant of something, then I cannot be responsible for it. 
Unforgetting, though, reminds us of how the past shapes the present. Unforgetting 
sets a task not merely of acquiring better knowledge, but developing different ways of 
being in the world. Because we are not isolated, atomic individuals, the task of 
unforgetting is collective: “We should think of memory as a relation and situated 
process through which we collectively determine the significance of the past for the 
present as a form of forward-looking responsibility.”5 An unforgetting of 
classification, then, would illustrate the classifications at play historically and presently, 
but would also direct those classifications toward collective memory and responsibility. 
Shotwell points to the community databases of Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women as an example of this work. Organizations, such as Families of Sisters in Spirit, 
established databases to document and remember the names of women who have 
disappeared or killed, thus working against presuppositions that the women left 
voluntarily and insisting that such disappearances warrant investigation. Their work 
requires classifications, such as what counts as Indigenous, or what the responsibilities 
of the police and state are, but they place these classifications within the context of 
colonialism, pointing to the fact that the state has largely ignored the problem, and 
return the work of documentation to collective memory.6 This collective remembering 
is a way of allowing memory to function in the present and of opening up more just 
futures.7 At the same time, what exactly those futures look like remains fundamentally 
uncertain. 

Shotwell concludes her work by paraphrasing Marx’s thesis on Feuerbach: 
“The point is not only to interpret the world, but to change it.”8 We should be less 

 
3 Shotwell, 39. 
4 Shotwell, 36. 
5 Shotwell, 48. 
6 Shotwell, 53. 
7 Shotwell, 63. 
8 Shotwell, 204. 
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concerned, she argues, with the merely epistemological problem of having the right 
language or analysis in our Twitter hot takes and more concerned with the ontological 
problem of opening spaces of shared freedom. Whereas a conspiracy theorist may 
always insist on more and better knowledge, the activist seeks out new worlds, 
provisional as they may be. Shotwell does clarify that interpretation and action are not 
so neatly separated: changing interpretation will also change our practices.9 It is here 
that I think philosophical hermeneutics offers much to explain how interpretation is 
significantly transformative, and not merely in an epistemological sense. Instead, 
interpretation and understanding require a fundamental comportment toward and 
engagement with the other that cannot be merely cognitive. Moreover, such openness 
is also openness toward transformation. That is, if one takes seriously the task set by 
language, and the poetic word in particular, then we are already prefiguring the better 
worlds yet to come.  
  
 
The Speculative Future of Language 
 
Shotwell’s considerations seem to echo Paul Celan’s discussions of memory and 
unforgetting as ways of opening new futures.  He observes that after the “thousand 
darknesses of murderous speech,” from out of the ashes of burned out meaning, what 
remains is language, and more specifically, poetry.10 As the meridian crossing among 
past, present, and future, the poem bears witness both to what was and what has yet 
to be. Moreover, Celan’s poetry similar rejects appeals to purity. Finding language that 
continues to speak is not a matter of appealing to reified, original meanings, but of 
becoming a “greyer” language.11 That is, the poem holds singularity and universality, 
past and future, self and other, life and death together. 

As holding open the space between these poles, the poem holds open a space 
of encounter. It speaks itself as it addresses us. And yet, as this space between, the 
poem is utopic, it is not yet anywhere definitive. The poet opens paths for prefiguring 
what is yet to come by speaking both what is familiar and what is not. In encountering 
the poem, we recognize the familiarity of ourselves as well as the foreign dimension 
belonging to all human existence. 

 
9 Shotwell, 197. 
10 Paul Celan, “Speech on the Occasion of Receiving the Literature Prize of the Free Hanseatic City of 
Bremen,” in Collected Prose, trans. Rosemarie Waldrop (New York: Routledge, 2003), 35. 
11 Celan, “Reply to a Questionnaire from the Flinker Bookstore, Paris, 1958,” 15. 
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What I would like to suggest is that hermeneutics might complement 
Shotwell’s project by showing that it is not only that we must remember the past to 
open new futures, but we must also remember who we are. Because poetry is a bearing 
witness to who we are, and because the poetic word moves between I and You, poetry 
bears witness to us as participating in a common life. Because the poem attends to 
particularity and singularity, then this common life is not a collection of generic 
individuals, but one that must be attentive to difference and vigilant to what remains 
unsaid. 

For Gadamer, what allows for language to continue to speak is its speculative 
dimension. What is said moves back and forth, through mirroring, from the finite 
word spoken to “an infinity of what is not said.”12 Even everyday language, when we 
try to make ourselves understood, points both to itself as finite and to the totality of 
being. The poetic word, as an intensification of everyday speech, “represents the new 
appearance of a new world in the imaginary medium of poetic invention.”13 Again, this 
novelty is not fully separate from what has already been established. Rather, it is a 
reminder that even the most familiar cannot be fully known. If the rigor of 
hermeneutic experience is uninterrupted listening, then it requires remaining vigilant 
to what remains unsaid, to this constant struggle to speak, and to what is other.  

Speculative thinking is an act of memory that moves us out of our everyday 
forgetful state toward deeper understanding. It reminds us of our own finitude. 
Because we become transformed through our encounter with the other and because 
meaning is always on the way, never fixed, remembering does not return us to an 
original state, but rather points us toward what has become.14 As continuing to speak, 
meaning is always on the way. This movement is at once the despair of searching for 
words and the promise of new meaning. This promise of full meaning is utopic. It is 
not yet, but as we venture toward it, we are reminded of our finite common life. 
Because it is nowhere, this utopic movement reminds us that we are fundamentally in 
exile, that there remains something foreign in all familiarity.15 The life in common, in 
which we find solidarity, is actually one of difference and strangeness. 

 
12 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. Joel Weinsheimer (New York: Continuum 
Publishing Group, 2004), 464. 
13 Gadamer, 466. 
14 See Nicholas Davey, Unquiet Understanding: Gadamer’s Philosophical Hermeneutics (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2006), 125. 
15 See also Donatella Di Cesare, Utopia of Understanding: Between Babel and Auschwitz, trans. Niall Keane 
(Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2013). James Risser, The Life of Understanding: A Contemporary Hermeneutics 
(Indiana University Press, 2012), 48. 
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What hermeneutics shows us, especially in the case of poetry, is that memory 
is not only of the past, but also of who we are and who we have become. 
Hermeneutics, like Shotwell’s approach, is against purity. A full story is impossible. 
There is no final word. Instead, a fuller story would be one that reminds us of our 
finitude while holding open the possibility of new meaning. In the example of 
disappeared and murdered Indigenous women, we might see that getting the full story 
is not a cognitive process of fact finding, but of preserving life where death is. For the 
communities whose language was destroyed through compulsory education, there 
remains the possibility of finding new words out of the ashes of burned-out meanings. 
It is to preserve and to be responsible to the singularity of those lost, not as numbers 
in databases, but as the very particular beings whose silences continue to speak.  

If the aim is not merely to interpret the world, but to change it, then we must 
also see that to interpret is to change. To hold open space for an encounter with the 
other, to grant that another may be correct, to return to ourselves transformed is to 
create the conditions for those futures. When we engage in collective memory and 
unforgetting, our orientation to our present and future is transformed. Memory, then, 
is inherently political. As collective, it gives shape to the community that we are and 
are to become.  
 
 
We Must Change Our Lives 
 
The following essays continue these conversations by considering, among many 
compelling themes, in what ways art demands transformation, how poetry continues 
to speak and bear witness to our finitude, how education returns us to ourselves, and 
in what ways death remains both familiar and foreign. In each, we find explorations 
not only of how hermeneutics sheds light on different aspects of life, but how 
hermeneutics itself is a way of life. 

Early traces of a hermeneutic encounter between art and everyday life might 
be found, argues Rebecca Longtin, in the work of Wilhelm Dilthey. Art’s 
transformative power lies in its surplus of meaning that shows us what is already 
aesthetic in everyday life and opens sites of imagination. The work moves continuously 
in between particulars and universals, and, in our encounter with the work of art, we 
do as well. William Konchak’s work raises similar questions of how art enables us to 
encounter beauty and goodness, which extends to our own self-understanding and 
capacity for understanding. 
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That art and poetry open this space of encounter is well-established, but what 
of other aspects of life, such as the natural world? As humans, we are part of nature, 
and yet nature transcends us. Even in its transcendence, elements of nature remain 
intelligible. Annalee Ring, following Merleau-Ponty, extends hermeneutics to clarify 
the ways in which nature might teach us about itself through conversation that allows 
us to think along with, rather than merely across from, nature. 

The educative capacity of everyday life as well as hermeneutics forms a bridge 
between foreign and familiar, self and other. We see this strikingly in Farzaneh Salehi’s 
auto-biographical essay tracing the journey of self-formation and transformation in 
moving between the traditions of hermeneutics and Islam. Similarly, the question of 
tradition cannot be thought separately from that of authority. What authority does 
tradition have? Is it distinct from the authority of experts within a tradition? Giancarlo 
Tarantino raises the concern that traditional pedagogy risks conflating the 
authoritarian and the authoritative. Rehabilitating Gadamer’s understanding of 
authority as granted through recognition by others rather than one’s own self-
assertion. Authority derives not from dogmatism, but from the willingness to grant 
that another may be correct. This holds as much for the teacher as for the pupil, which 
means that education at its core must be dialogic and self-reflective. The recognition 
of the possible correctness of another and the pursuit of understanding hold open 
both disruptive and unifying moments. 

Implicit in Tarantino’s account is that authority is a matter of trust. That is, we 
grant authority to those whom we trust rather than those who merely attempt to 
exercise power. Yet, if our experiences of art, poetry, and the other are all characterized 
by experiences of uncanniness or singularity, then what would be the basis of trust? 
Elena Romagnoli takes this question up by examining the role of the poet. Against the 
sort of mystical and prophetic figure we might find in Heidegger, the poet of 
hermeneutics, precisely because of the unheimlichkeit of poetry, has no more privileged 
position than that of the interpreter. The poet, as member of the community, speaks 
with the community. As we see in Alexander Crist’s essay, the immanence and finitude 
of poet and poem are not a threat to trust, but the very basis of it. Without trust in 
language, there is no possibility for understanding at all. The task of the poet is to bear 
witness to language and reality itself. This trust in language is what allows openness to 
the alien and strange as well as a continued trust in a common language with others. 

Finally, with Cynthia Nielsen, we find that the inexhaustibility of language and 
meaning come up against the exhaustibility of death. While I may be able to consider 
and remain open to the unintelligibility inherent in experiences of life, confronting the 
unintelligibility of death seems a different manner. How could I interpret my own 
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death when there is longer an I? Nielsen suggests that because death cannot be fully 
intelligible, we might actually come to a deeper understanding of our finitude. By 
witnessing the living-dying of others, we are turned outside of ourselves and returned 
to ourselves in self-understanding. Such experiences may motivate the recognition 
that, even as dying, we must change our lives. 

Returning again to the background for this special issue, I would like to 
remember two individuals whose legacies continue to speak. Rudolf Makkreel, my 
mentor and generous interlocutor, embraced hermeneutics as a way of life in his love 
of art and keen attention to dialogue. Shawnee Daniels-Sykes, my colleague and friend, 
saw the liberatory potential of education and centered the voices and experiences of 
marginalized women at every turn. Their lives encouraged me to change my own, and 
I’m sure many others as well. I am grateful for the spaces of encounter they held, and 
the memories that continue to do so.  

My gratitude also extends to the generosity of the editors of Analecta 
Hermeneutica, Ramsey Eric Ramsey and Donovan Irven, for opening these 
conversations. This volume would also not be possible without Elise Poll, assistant to 
the editors, the many peer-reviewers, and, of course, the authors of the very fine essays 
within. My hope is that this volume continues to chart the futures we craft together 
and the community we are to become.  


