Bunyck 3 (214) Cepisi: ®inonoeivyHi Hayku. HAYKOBI 3ATMUCKU

UDC 81'25:1(091)
DOI https://doi.org/10.32782/2522-4077-2025-214.1-12

HERMENEUTIC APPROACH TO THE HISTORY,
THEORY AND PRACTICE OF TRANSLATION

TEPMEHEBTHUYHUUN MIAXIA JO ICTOPI,
TEOPIi TA MPAKTUKH NEPEKJAY

Povoroznyuk R. V.,

orcid.org/0000-0003-3418-6651

Scopus-Author ID: 57223106183

Doctor of Philological Sciences, Professor,

Professor of the Department of Theory and Practice of Translation from English,
Educational and Scientific Institute of Philology,

Taras Shevchenko National University of Kyiv

This article explores translation as a fundamentally hermeneutic act, rather than a purely technical or
linguistic operation. Drawing on philosophical and literary traditions from antiquity to the twentieth century,
the study argues that translation is best understood as a form of situated interpretation — one that involves
dialogical engagement, historical consciousness, and ethical responsibility. Beginning with the foundational
reflections of Cicero, Horace, and Saint Jerome, the article traces the evolution of translation theory through the
German Romantics, especially in the writings of Friedrich Schleiermacher and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe,
who conceptualised translation as a creative, culturally embedded, and historically variable act. Building on
this lineage, the study turns to modern hermeneutic philosophers — particularly Martin Heidegger, Hans-Georg
Gadamer, Walter Benjamin, and George Steiner — whose contributions reframe translation as a recursive
process of meaning-making, shaped by the translator’s own preconceptions, historical location, and interpretive
horizon. The article closely examines the implications of such concepts as the hermeneutic circle, the fusion
of horizons, and the fourfold hermeneutic motion, arguing that these models offer a more comprehensive and
humanistic approach to translation than dominant linguistic or functionalist paradigms. Special attention is
paid to Walter Benjamin’s vision of translation as the revelation of pure language, Schleiermacher’s preference
for foreignization over domestication, and Steiner’s model of translation as an ethical encounter. The article
critiques the reduction of translation to equivalence-based systems and instead proposes an understanding of
the translator as a reflective, culturally literate subject who negotiates meaning across temporal and linguistic
divides. By highlighting the interpretive agency of the translator and the epistemological openness of the
translation act, the study advances a model that is at once historically grounded, philosophically informed, and
pedagogically relevant. Ultimately, this hermeneutic approach encourages a rethinking of translator education,
emphasizing critical thinking, cultural sensitivity, and the integration of philosophical reflection into translator
training. It offers a compelling alternative to technocratic and instrumental conceptions of translation by
restoring its complexity as a creative, ethical, and dialogical act of understanding. As globalisation and cross-
cultural communication continue to accelerate, the relevance of such an approach grows ever more significant,
calling for translation theorists and practitioners alike to engage more deeply with the philosophical foundations
of their discipline.

Key words: history of translation, general and classical theories of translation, hermeneutics, interpretation,
translator’s agency.

VY cTarTi po3mISHYTO MEepeKyIaj sIK HacaMIepe] TepMEHEBTUYHHH aKT, a He BHUKJIIOUYHO TEXHIUHY YM JIiHT-
BicTHYHY omeparito. Crnupatodnch Ha ¢igoco(CcbKy Ta JiTepaTypHy Tpagullii — Bix aHTHYHOCTI 70 XX CTO-
JITTS, aBTOP JTOBOJUTH, IO MEPEKIaa CIif pO3yMiTH K (OpPMY CHTYaTHBHOTO TIyMaueHHS, IO Tepeadadae
J1aJOTiYHy B3a€MOAII0, ICTOPHUYHY OOI3HAHICTH i €THUHY BiJNOBiZaNbHICTh. BHUXITHOIO TOUKOIO aHAmI3y €
KJacu4Hi MipkyBanHs Llunepona, I'opanist Ta CB. €poHiMa, MicIs 9Oro MPOCTEXKYETHCS PO3BUTOK IEpeKia-
MaupKoi TyMKHM B MeKaX HiMEIbKOro POMaHTH3MYy, 30Kpema B poborax ®pigpixa Illnsepmaxepa Ta Moranna
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Bonbgranra ¢on Iere, ki po3misganyu nepeknaj SK TBOPYHM, KylIbTypHO OOYMOBIEHHH i iCTOPHYHO 3MiH-
Hu# mporec. COUPArOYNCh HA II0 IHTENCKTYATbHY TPaIUIliIo, CTATTSI 3BEPTAETHCS IO i7ei CydacHHUX repme-
HeBTHUHUX (inocodis — nacamnepen Maprina aiinerrepa, 'anca-I'eopra agamepa, Bansrepa Benbsamina ta
Jxopmxa CraiiHepa. IxHiif BHECOK TIepeocMUCTIOE epekaa SK PeKypCHBHHMIT MPOIEC CTBOPEHHS 3HAUCHHS,
SIKUH (hOpPMY€ETHCSI 3aBISKH TepEKIaTalbKUM HAJTAIITYBaHHIM, iICTOPHYHOMY KOHTEKCTY H iIHTepIpeTaliifHuM
TOPHU30HTaM IepekiIaaada. ¥ poOoTi JeTaTbHO PO3TIANAIOTECS TaKi MOHATTS, IK TePMEHEBTUIHE KOJIO, 3ITHTTS
TOPU30HTIB Ta YoTHpH(DasHa repmeHeBTHYHA Mojeiab CraliHepa. CTaTTs TOBOJIUTD, IO I1i MIAXOIN MPOIOHY-
FOTh NIMOMIUH 1 TYMaHICTUYHIIIMK ITOTIISA] Ha TIePEKIIa], HiXkK JOMIHAHTHI (YHKIIIOHANIICTChKI UM MOBHI Teopii.
Oco0nuBa yBara NpuIilseTbesl OaueHHI0 Tiepekianay y Baiasrepa benbsMina sSK OJKPOBEHHS «YHCTOI MOBHY,
no3uiii @. Illisepmaxepa o0 mepeBaru 1HO3EMHEHHS HaJl OKYJIBTYpPEHHSM, a Takok moneni Jlx. Craii-
Hepa SK eTHYHOT B3aeMOJIl. Y CTaTTi MiIJaHO KPUTHII PEeIyKII0 MepeKIaay JO CUCTEM SKBIBaJICHTHOCTI Ta
HaTOMICTb 3aIPOTIOHOBAHO PO3YMIHHS TEpeKiiagada sK CBiJIOMOTO, KYyJIbTYPHO KOMIIETEHTHOTO Cy0’€KTa, 110
BeJlle MIKY4acoBYy ¥ MIXKMOBHY iHTepIipeTalifo. [1iqkpecroeThCcsl aKTHBHA POJIb IepeKIiagada y CTBOPCHHI 3Ha-
YEHHS Ta BIAKPUTICTH MEPEKIATANBKOTO aKTy 0 MHOXXUHHOCTI IHTEepIpeTamiii. Y macyMKy, TepMEHEBTHYHHHA
X1 BIAKPUBAE HOBI MEPCIEKTUBHU ISl TIEPEeKIaAaIbKol OCBITH, aKIEHTYIOYH YBary Ha KPUTHYHOMY MHC-
JICHHI, KYJIBTYPHIH 9y TIHBOCTI Ta (itocodchbKiid peduiekcii. Bin mpormoHye albTepHATHBY TEXHOKPATUYHHUM Ta
IHCTPYMEHTAIHHIM MOJIEISIM TIEPEKIIaTy, MOBEPTAIOYH HOMY CTaTyC TBOPUOTO, CTHIHOTO Ta AiaIOTi9IHOTO aKTy
po3ymiHHA. B ymoBax mimo6anizanii Ta iHTEHCHBHOTO MIXKKYJIBTYPHOTO OOMIHY Taka MepcreKkTHBa HabyBae 0co-
OJIMBOI aKTyaJbHOCTI, 3aKJIMKAIOYHU K TEOPETHKIB, TaK 1 MPAKTUKIB 3BEPHYTHCS 10 MHOOKUX (imocodchkux
OCHOB TepeKJIaJIallbKOi JIsUTBHOCTI.

KirouoBi cioBa: icTopis nepekiiaay, 3arajibHi Ta KJIACHUYHI Teopii mepekiary, TepMEHEBTHKA, THTePIpETAIis,
nepeKaaanbka cyo’ €KTHICTb.

Relevance of the Problem. The study of translation, situated at the crossroads of linguistics,
philosophy, literature, and cultural studies, has long reflected the evolving dynamics of mean-
ing, interpretation, and human communication. While contemporary translation theory is increas-
ingly enriched by interdisciplinary insights, the hermeneutic approach remains underrepresented
in mainstream models, despite its foundational role in shaping our understanding of interpretation,
intention, and textual multiplicity. This is particularly evident when revisiting the historical evo-
lution of translation practice and theory — from antiquity to the modern era — through the lens of
hermeneutics.

The history of translation is inseparable from the broader intellectual history of humanity.
From Cicero’s [1] and Horace’s [2, c¢. 118—128] reflections on literary fidelity and rhetorical
purpose in Ancient Rome, to St. Jerome’s formulation of sense-for-sense versus word-for-word
translation in the 4th century CE [3, c. 112], early debates surrounding the translator’s respon-
sibility and interpretive agency reveal enduring tensions between literalism and interpretative
freedom. In the medieval period, translation became a vehicle for theological orthodoxy and
cross-cultural transmission, while during the Renaissance, humanist translators elevated transla-
tion as an act of scholarly exegesis. Each of these stages invites re-evaluation through the her-
meneutic paradigm, foregrounding the translator as an interpreter deeply embedded in historical,
philosophical, and linguistic horizons.

In the classical and general theories of translation, especially those developed in the 20th cen-
tury, the emphasis gradually shifted from normative prescriptions to functionalist, communicative,
and cognitive models. While influential theories by E. Nida [4, c¢. 159-160] (dynamic equivalence),
R. Jakobson [5, c. 232-239] (intersemiotic translation), and J. P. Vinay and J. Darbelnet [6, ¢. 30—39]
(translation procedures) have contributed significantly to systematising translation methods, they
have tended to prioritise technical transfer over interpretative depth. Conversely, hermeneutically
inclined scholars — such as George Steiner [7], Paul Ricceur [8], and Hans-Georg Gadamer [9] — have
emphasized the translator’s role in the dialogical negotiation between texts, cultures, and temporali-
ties. For them, translation is not simply a transaction of code, but a process of understanding shaped
by prejudice, context, and historicity.
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Given the increasing globalisation of communication and the growing interest in translation as a
cultural and ethical act, there is a pressing need to revisit the hermeneutic dimension of translation —
both in theory and in practice. This perspective challenges reductive notions of equivalence and pro-
motes a more nuanced understanding of translation as an act of interpretation, where meaning is never
fixed but always contingent, mediated, and re-enacted.

Therefore, the relevance of a hermeneutic approach lies not only in its historical continuity with
earlier traditions of translation thinking but also in its potential to address current theoretical gaps. It
offers a framework capable of integrating textual, philosophical, and experiential layers of transla-
tion, thereby contributing to a more comprehensive, reflective, and human-centred theory of transla-
tion practice.

Analysis of Studies and Publications. The hermeneutic approach to translation, although less
prominent in mainstream functionalist or linguistic paradigms, draws upon a rich lineage of philo-
sophical and literary thought that has deeply influenced the intellectual foundations of translation
studies. Its historical roots can be traced to the German Romantics [10, ¢. 55-66], whose aesthetic
and philosophical engagement with language laid the groundwork for understanding translation as a
transformative, interpretive, and culturally embedded act.

A seminal moment in the emergence of the hermeneutic tradition was Friedrich Schleiermacher’s
1813 lecture Uber die verschiedenen Methoden des Ubersetzens (On the Different Methods of Trans-
lating) [11, c. 43—63], which remains one of the cornerstones of philosophical translation theory.
F. Schleiermacher distinguished between two opposing approaches to translation: “bringing the author
to the reader” (domestication) and “bringing the reader to the author” (foreignization) [11, c. 49-50].
His preference for the latter highlights the translator’s role in preserving the alienating and resistant
qualities of the original, thus positioning translation as an interpretive event that resists assimilation
and invites the target reader into a foreign linguistic and cultural world. F. Schleiermacher's ideas
have had a lasting impact on later thinkers, particularly in their emphasis on preserving difference and
foregrounding the subjectivity of the translator.

Closely related are the reflections of Wolfgang von Goethe, who, in his essay on world lit-
erature, outlined three epochs of translation: the prosaic or servile phase, the accommodative or
imitative phase, and the creative or transformative phase [12, c. 60—66]. These stages suggest a
developmental model in which translation evolves from literal fidelity toward interpretive free-
dom and, ultimately, cultural dialogue. W. von Goethe’s insights resonate with the hermeneutic
view that translation is not merely linguistic substitution but a culturally and historically situated
act of mediation.

In the 20th century, Martin Heidegger’s [13] philosophical hermeneutics — particularly his concept
of the hermeneutic circle [13, c. 194-195] — introduced a framework that redefined interpretation
as a dynamic and recursive process. For M. Heidegger, understanding is never objective or neutral
but is shaped by the interpreter’s preconceptions and historical context. Applied to translation, this
principle suggests that meaning emerges not from the text alone but from the interplay between the
translator’s horizon and that of the original. Translation thus becomes a hermeneutic negotiation, in
which comprehension is deepened through a continuous movement between parts and wholes, source
and target, self and other.

Building on these philosophical premises, Walter Benjamin’s influential essay The Task of the
Translator (1923) [14, c. 69-82] offers a profoundly metaphysical account of translation. For W. Ben-
jamin, translation does not merely communicate information but reveals the “pure language” latent
within all texts [14, c. 71-72] — a concept grounded in his messianic and linguistic philosophy. He
conceives of translation as a revelatory act, one that uncovers hidden affinities between languages and
contributes to the unfolding of linguistic truth. While W. Benjamin’s position remains abstract and
poetic, his insistence on the transformative and non-instrumental nature of translation remains central
to the hermeneutic tradition.
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In the late 20th century, George Steiner provided perhaps the most comprehensive articulation of
translation as a hermeneutic act in his landmark work After Babel (1975) [7]. G. Steiner’s model of
translation as hermeneutic motion outlines four stages: trust, aggression, incorporation, and restitu-
tion [7, c¢. 312-320]. These phases conceptualize translation as an ethically and interpretively charged
encounter between texts and cultures. Crucially, G. Steiner rejects the idea of translation as neutral
transfer; instead, he posits it as an existential and dialogical process in which the translator both inter-
prets and re-creates meaning across linguistic and temporal divides.

Collectively, these thinkers have contributed to a body of scholarship that views translation not
as a mechanical act of linguistic equivalence but as a form of interpretive engagement. Their works
underscore the philosophical depth, ethical complexity, and historical contingency inherent in the act
of translation. Contemporary hermeneutic approaches build upon this tradition, reaffirming the rel-
evance of these early contributions in a context increasingly shaped by multilingualism, intercultural
exchange, and critical theory.

Research Aim. The aim of this study is to examine translation as a fundamentally interpretive act,
drawing on the hermeneutic tradition in philosophy and literary theory. By situating translation within
the broader framework of hermeneutics, the research seeks to challenge mechanistic and instrumental
models of translation that reduce it to linguistic equivalence or functional transfer. Instead, it conceptu-
alizes translation as a dialogical, historically situated, and ethically charged process of understanding.

Specifically, the study aims to: a) revisit key historical milestones in the development of trans-
lation theory through a hermeneutic lens; b) explore how classical and modern thinkers — such as
F. Schleiermacher [11], W. von Goethe [12], M. Heidegger [13], W. Benjamin [14], and G. Steiner
[7] — have contributed to the philosophical foundations of translation as interpretation; c) analyze the
implications of hermeneutic principles (such as the hermeneutic circle, horizon of expectation, and
subjectivity of the interpreter) for both the theory and practice of translation; d) argue for a reorien-
tation of translation studies toward a more nuanced, human-centered, and philosophically grounded
model of translational understanding.

Presentation of the Main Research Material. Translation has long been theorised as a functional
activity, one concerned with transferring meaning, preserving equivalence, and maintaining com-
municative clarity between languages. Yet such models — while valuable in technical or pragmatic
contexts — often fail to capture the interpretive depth and existential complexity involved in the act
of translating a literary, philosophical, or culturally embedded text. A hermeneutic approach reframes
translation not as a mechanical operation but as a situated act of understanding, shaped by the transla-
tor’s historical position, preconceptions, and dialogical engagement with the source text.

Central to the hermeneutic view is the notion that understanding is always interpretation, never
a transparent reflection of an objective meaning. This insight, derived from M. Heidegger [13] and
H.-G. Gadamer [9], positions the translator as a co-creator of meaning rather than a neutral mediator.
When approaching a text, the translator brings their own “horizon of expectation” (H.-G. Gadamer)
[9, c. 302-305] into contact with that of the source, initiating a fusion of horizons in which new mean-
ing emerges.

This dynamic is vividly exemplified in Friedrich Schleiermacher’s opposition between “bringing
the author to the reader” and “bringing the reader to the author” [11, c. 49-50]. From a hermeneutic
standpoint, this dichotomy is not simply a choice between foreignization and domestication but a
reflection of deeper epistemological commitments: whether translation aims to preserve the strange-
ness and alterity of the original or to assimilate it into the reader’s world. F. Schleiermacher’s prefer-
ence for foreignization implies that the translator’s task is not merely to render meaning accessible but
to provoke interpretive effort on the part of the reader — an idea that closely parallels H.-G. Gadamer’s
emphasis on dialogue and difference as conditions for genuine understanding [9, c. 302-305].

M. Heidegger’s [13, c. 194-195] concept of the hermeneutic circle — the idea that understanding
moves back and forth between parts and wholes, shaped by the interpreter’s pre-judgments — offers a
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compelling model for the translator’s work. A translator does not approach the text as a tabula rasa,
but with prior knowledge, assumptions, and cultural perspectives that condition their choices. At the
same time, the act of translating requires continuous revision and reinterpretation of earlier under-
standings in light of new textual insights. Thus, translation becomes a recursive process in which
meaning is never final but constantly negotiated.

This recursive model is particularly relevant when dealing with texts marked by stylistic ambigu-
ity, historical depth, or philosophical complexity. For instance, in translating Walter Benjamin’s The
Task of the Translator [14, c. 69—82], one must engage with a text that itself resists paraphrase and
instrumental reduction. W. Benjamin’s view of translation as a “renewal” of language — a gesture
toward pure language [14, c. 71-72] — illustrates how the translator, rather than resolving ambiguity,
must sustain it, keeping open the multiplicity of meaning that defines the source.

George Steiner’s [7, c. 312-320] fourfold model of hermeneutic motion — trust, aggression,
incorporation, and restitution — further articulates the moral and interpretive responsibilities of the
translator. Trust is the assumption that the text is worth engaging; aggression is the intrusion into
the foreign structure; incorporation is the act of absorbing the text into the translator’s language
and culture; restitution is the ethical obligation to honour the integrity of the original. This model
underscores the idea that translation is not only an act of interpretation but also of ethical hospi-
tality, in which the translator must balance fidelity to the text with sensitivity to its context and
cultural resonance.

A hermeneutic analysis also reveals the limitations of models that privilege functional accuracy
or message transfer. While such models may suffice for technical documentation or informational
content, they fall short when applied to texts whose meaning is inseparable from form, tone, histori-
cal allusion, or intertextuality. In these cases, the translator must act as both interpreter and writer,
recreating meaning not by matching signs but by re-enacting interpretive acts in a new linguistic and
cultural framework [15, c. 377-394].

The hermeneutic model carries important implications for translator education and professional
development. Rather than treating translation solely as a skill-based activity governed by rules and
equivalences, a hermeneutic approach advocates for critical, reflective, and interpretively aware
translators. This includes training in the history of ideas, familiarity with philosophical and literary
traditions, and an awareness of the translator’s own positionality. Such training would prepare trans-
lators not only to navigate semantic challenges but to engage with texts as interlocutors, attuned to
nuance, ambiguity, and historical embeddedness [16, c. 185-209].

Moreover, in a globalised world where translation increasingly mediates between deeply diverse
cultures and epistemologies, the hermeneutic approach foregrounds the ethical and political dimen-
sions of translation. It encourages translators to think critically about whose voices are being trans-
lated, how they are represented, and what assumptions underlie the translation process itself.

Conclusions. This study has sought to reposition translation within the broader philosophical
tradition of hermeneutics, offering an alternative to functionalist and technocratic models that continue
to dominate much of contemporary translation theory. By revisiting key historical milestones in the
development of translation theory through a hermeneutic lens, the analysis has shown that debates
about the nature and purpose of translation — dating back to antiquity and extending through the
German Romantic period — have consistently been informed by questions of interpretation, cultural
otherness, and the translator’s agency. These historical trajectories not only reveal the enduring
complexity of translation but also highlight the inadequacy of purely instrumental paradigms in
capturing its full epistemological and ethical dimensions.

Classical and modern thinkers — specifically F. Schleiermacher, W. von Goethe, M. Heidegger,
W. Benjamin, and G. Steiner — have contributed to the philosophical foundations of translation as
interpretation. Each of these figures, in their own historical and intellectual contexts, has advanced
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a vision of translation not as mechanical transfer but as a dialogical, ethically charged encounter
between languages and worldviews. F. Schleiermacher’s distinction between domestication and for-
eignization, W. von Goethe’s triadic model of translational development, M. Heidegger’s hermeneu-
tic circle, W. Benjamin’s notion of “pure language,” and G. Steiner’s fourfold hermeneutic motion all
offer powerful frameworks for understanding translation as a recursive, transformative, and meaning-
generating act.

The study has also examined the implications of key hermeneutic principles — particularly the
hermeneutic circle, the horizon of expectation, and the subjectivity of the interpreter — for both the
theory and practice of translation. These principles reveal translation as a process that is historically
and contextually situated, shaped as much by the translator’s interpretive horizon as by the semantic
properties of the source text. This view challenges traditional notions of fidelity and equivalence,
proposing instead a model of translation that foregrounds reflexivity, openness to otherness, and the
creative agency of the translator.

Finally, the research has argued for a reorientation of translation studies toward a more nuanced,
human-centered, and philosophically grounded model of translational understanding. Such a reori-
entation entails embracing ambiguity, acknowledging the ethical dimension of representation, and
recognising the translator as both interpreter and co-author. It also requires integrating hermeneutic
theory into translator education and training, encouraging future practitioners to develop not only
linguistic proficiency but also philosophical insight, cultural sensitivity, and critical awareness.

In conclusion, the hermeneutic approach enriches our understanding of translation by reframing it
as a dynamic act of interpretation rather than a static act of transfer. It restores depth to the translator’s
role, complexity to the translation process, and ethical responsibility to the translational encounter. As
global communication becomes increasingly pluralistic and contested, this paradigm offers a timely
and necessary corrective — reminding us that to translate is not merely to say what was said, but to
reimagine how meaning can continue to live across time, language, and culture.
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