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Environmental Hermenetics: From Cognition

to Understanding Nature

Filyanina Nelya,
The Head of the Department of Humanities,
National University of Pharmacy, Kharkiv, Ukraine

Abstract: The article analyzes the necessity of supplementing the informative-
cognitive approach to the mobilization of ecological consciousness by understanding
nature. The question of determining the methodological potential of hermeneutics for
understanding nature and development of environmental hermeneutics as a special
field of research is considered.

Keywords: hermeneutics, environmental hermeneutics, nature, environment,

cultural dialogue about nature.

To persuade politicians, business and the general public in the reality of
global, regional and local environmental crises and related hazards, experts in
scientific and environmental environments often appeal to objective facts that
establish the levels of pollution of the air, water, soil, and loss of their fertility, an
increase in the list of species of plants and animals that are extinct or endangered.
For instance, since 2003, the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) has
published UNEP annual reports (UNEP Year Book) on the most pressing issues of
the global environment and global environmental policy. The level of knowledge
about the dangerous environment and risks to human life provided by different
sources is much more accessible to the general public than in the previous decades
due to the development of the Internet and social networks. But, despite the
considerable efforts of the global community, national governments and the public,
numerous facts do not turn into a holistic knowledge system, and knowledge is not
directly converted into environmental awareness, environmental responsibility and
active action in the field of environmental protection. This testifies to the lack of an
informative-cognitive approach to the mobilization of ecological consciousness.

M. M. Kyseliov and F. M. Kanak say: “Knowledge of a diverse ecological

empiric still needs to be further understood, organically involved into a single
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conceptual system. This procedure is extremely important and at the same time
complicated in the process of implementation” [6, p. 278].

Scientists, philosophers, culturologists, and politicians increasingly say about
the need for a deep understanding of nature as a condition for overcoming the
environmental crisis. After all, in order to understand what our actions are wrong and
destructive to the nature, one needs to understand the nature itself. Understanding
nature is also necessary for a deeper self-awareness of the place of man in the world
and his introduction into nature.

Knowledge of nature can not be limited solely by the scientific knowledge, and
its description by the language of science. As H.-G. Gadamer says: “Thus the sun
has not ceased to set for us, even though the Copernican explanation of the universe
has become part of our knowledge. ... we cannot try to supersede or refute natural
appearances by viewing things through the “eyes” of scientific understanding. ... what
we see with our eyes has genuine reality for us, but also because the truth that
science states is itself relative to a particular world orientation and cannot at all claim
to be the whole” [3, p. 519].

Therefore, when discussing contemporary ecological problems and ways of
their solution, the question of determining the methodological potential of
hermeneutics is raised.

Today, there appears an urgent need to supplement the rational cognition of
the laws of the functioning nature with the comprehension of the meanings hidden in
it and their interpretation (by Hans Blumenberg), which should contribute to a deeper
understanding of both the inner world of man and the world in which he lives. One
way of such an understanding of nature can be “reading” nature, like reading a book
[1].

A. Yermolenko characterizes the desire to understand nature as a
hermeneutical-ecological utopia, in which another attempt is made to overcome the
Faustian position, the New European rationalist attitude toward nature as an object,
on the one hand, and its comprehension as a subject or partner, that is, as “the
carrier of immanent meanings that need to be deciphered and understood”, on the
other [4, p. 194].

The aim of the article is to analyze the concept of environmental hermeneutics
and its potential in overcoming the ecological crisis. We should consider the essence

of the hermeneutic approach and the possibilities of its application in the field of
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interpretation of nature, which will reveal those specific aspects of the system “man —
nature” where a hermeneutic approach can be applied.

First of all, it is necessary to clarify the question of how lawfully the
hermeneutic approach can be applied, that traditionally belongs to the methodology
of the humanities, for the interpretation and understanding of nature, which is the
object of natural science. At the same time, there arise questions about the limits of
the use of the hermeneutic method and its productivity, as well as the principles of
the establishment of environmental hermeneutics.

Hermeneutics has traditionally been defined as the art of interpreting texts and
other manifestations of thought. The ultimate embodiment of the text are books, the
most prominent of which is the Bible. Philosophical hermeneutics was formed during
the study of the problem of interpretation in two aspects: firstly, solving the problem
of multivalued characters; and secondly, finding the answer to the question of the
correlation between the text and being. Above all, universal hermeneutics posed the
task of determining the meaning of any text, depending on the understanding of the
author's plan, and not the connection between the text and the reader. However,
reading as an interaction between the text and the interpreter is the basis of any
understanding [2].

Until the beginning of the twentieth century the problem of hermeneutics as a
comprehension of the text and the problem of philosophy were interpreted
separately. From the beginning of the twentieth century the term “hermeneutics” and
“‘hermeneutic approach” have begun to be related to the philosophical conception of
the very phenomenon of understanding, and hence the whole methodology and
practice of humanitarian and historical disciplines. In the historical science of Wilhelm
Dilthey (1833-1911), hermeneutics as an art of interpreting of written monuments (life
manifestations) is included in the process of cognition of the logic and methodology
of the humanities and proclaimed a connecting link between philosophy and historical
disciplines, the main component of the foundations of the spirit sciences. Thus, in the
traditional sense, hermeneutics is an epistemological foundation and methodology of
the humanities [7, p. 115].

According to V. Kebuladze, philosophical hermeneutics “problematizes the
claim of phenomenology to the creation of a universal scientific method, because, on
the one hand, the possibility of a universal scientific method is very problematic in

view of the fundamental differences of the natural type of cognition from the
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humanitarian one, on the other, the truth can be given to us not only via scientific
cognition. Thus, Gadamer claims not only the creation of a universal scientific
method of truth cognition, but also the creation of a total comprehensive strategy of
understanding that can be realized in all spheres of human life, and not purely in
science. At the same time, the application of such a strategy ensures self-declaration
of the truth of human existence and the existence of the world.” According to
V.Kebuladze, hermeneutics claims to create “a general conception of understanding
as a fundamental attitude to oneself and to the world, an attitude that is embodied not
only in scientific knowledge, but in all forms of human experience, and above all in
artistic creativity and historical experience” [5, p. 53].

The German philosopher Hans Blumenberg notes that “hermeneutics is that
not simply must have its meaning and store it through all times, and that it is through
its multiple meanings includes interpretation in its meaning”, and by this giving its
subject the opportunity to enrich itself with new interpretations [1, p. 38]. From this
perspective, not only books but nature can be considered as an object of
hermeneutics.

In the monograph “Social Ethics and Ecology” (2010) A. Yermolenko explores
the potential of using hermeneutic methods to understand both the causes and ways
of overcoming environmental crises. The interest in hermeneutic methods for
explaining nature and the environment allows us even to speak of ecological
hermeneutics as a separate study direction [4; 9; 10; 11]. Moreover, the
understanding of nature, which must be based on sensitivity to history, culture, and
the narrative, is defined as a fundamental task of hermeneutics. Hermeneutical
research is also actualized in connection with the need to find a public consensus on
understanding nature as different people perceive and interpret nature in different
ways, and therefore they differently determine their relations with it, the place of
nature in the human world, the conditions and ways to solve a lot of problems that
arise between man and nature [10].

In the preface to the book “Interpreting Nature: The Emerging Field of
Environmental Hermeneutics” several approaches to the definition of environmental
hermeneutics are presented [10]:

1) environmental hermeneutics as an expanded interpretation of any
environment (natural, artificial, cultural, etc.). In this very broad and abstract definion,

hermeneutics acts as an interpretive activity in general irrespective of the subject of
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environmental interpretation (native inhabitant, tourist, scientist-naturalist, artist,
architect, constructor, etc.);

2) environmental hermeneutics as an interpretation of the immediate
encounter of a person with a particular environment or human condition within a
specific environment. This type of interpretation involves deepening into the area with
which we interact directly, where we are as researchers, or encounter when reading
the text about this area. This type of interpretation takes into account information
signs of nature or historical places and is practiced, for instance, in a form of
instructions from experts of the place for visitors, but it does not exclude the direct
and interpretive activity of a visitor;

3) environmental hermeneutics as an essay on nature (“nature writing”).
Typical examples of such a writing include the literary heritage of Aldo Leopold,
George Moore and others. This type of environmental hermeneutics appears as a
personalized version of its previous variant, since it implies, on the one hand, the
author's, subjective interpretation of nature, and on the other — an interpretive activity
of a reader, his understanding and experience of reading. This type of hermeneutics
is a representation of how nature can be “captured” in the text and how it can be
experienced through the text;

4) environmental hermeneutics as a certain summary, a list of approaches to
various disciplines to nature and the environment in general. Correspondently,
environmental hermeneutics appears a priori as a reign of interdisciplinary research,
where each of the disciplines (ecology, geography, cultural studies, literary criticism,
etc.) provides its own interpretation of nature in accordance with its inner logic.
Environmental hermeneutics has the role of a critical intermediary between different
disciplinary interpretations in order to develop a more holistic and clear
understanding of the environment and nature;

5) environmental hermeneutics is considered as a philosophical position that
allows us to understand how the inevitability, which Gadamer calls “our hermeneutic
consciousness,” reveals our links with the environment. Such an understanding of
environmental hermeneutics not only provides a technique for interpreting the
environment, but also immerses it into the corresponding ontological context
necessary for such an interpretation.

At the same time, the authors of the book note that the given list of definitions

is not exhaustive and does not exclude other approaches to the understanding and
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definition of environmental hermeneutics. In particular, religious, theological, and
various scientific studies may offer additional approaches to the definition of
environmental hermeneutics. Meanwhile, an important feature of environmental
hermeneutics, regardless of a specific definition, is its focus on the dialogue between
man and the environment. Therefore, studies on environmental hermeneutics should
take into account the specific experience of staying in the environment and its
experience; they should rely on specific studies (case studies) of human interaction
with the environment.

Environmental hermeneutics as an interpretation of the nature and interaction
of man with the environment is considered as the basis of eco-philosophy [10], since
it provides the opportunity to reflect on the experience of human being in a certain
environment and its interpretations, emphasizing the danger of ignoring the
surrounding world of a person. Environmental hermeneutics also pays a lot of
attention to so-called “conflict interpretations” that arise during inter-subject
“collisions” with various materials, emotions, and rational concepts. Therefore, it is
interested in an indirect experience, which allows to develop a consolidated vision of
the problems that arise as a result of human interaction with the environment.

Distinguishing environmental hermeneutics as an independent field of
research, it is important to understand its connections with philosophical
hermeneutics, the possibility of using the methods of philosophical hermeneutics, on
the one hand, and their modifications in accordance with the specifics of the object of
research and interpretation, on the other. There arises the question as to how
philosophical hermeneutics as an art of text interpreting can be applied to the
interpretation of nature. In the analysis of the relation of philosophical and
environmental hermeneutics, several aspects can be distinguished.

One of them concerns the definition of nature in hermeneutic research.

As we know, philosophical hermeneutics deals with different ways of
interaction with the world. Nature is a part of this world. Since today it is increasingly
difficult to find a plot of virgin nature that is not subjected to human intervention,
environmental hermeneutics refers to the various contexts of nature and the
environment understanding, not limited to wild, untouched nature.

Thus, the authors of the mentioned book, “Interpreting Nature: The Emerging
Field of Environmental Hermeneutics”, turn to a broader understanding of the

environment, that encompasses both the natural and socio-cultural environment that
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has undergone various human influences and transformations, including those
constructed by means of architecture. In addition, environmental hermeneutics
believes that it is expedient to focus on and analyze the virtual world, which is rapidly
becoming a part of human existence, often replacing the real world. As a result of
such a broad understanding of the environment, there are significant difficulties in
determining the nature and the natural environment as an open space for productive
dialogue and understanding. After all, according to H.-G. Gadamer, the language is
the medium, “where the process of mutual agreement between the partners takes
place and mutual understanding is reached on the very cause.” [3, p. 447].
H.-G. Gadamer writes: “...Language is the universal medium in which understanding
occurs. Understanding occurs in interpreting” [3, p. 452]. H.-G. Gadamer attached
great importance to the interpretation and understanding of the world, which largely
depends on the definition of the latter as the “medium” in which a person lives, as
well as the influences that the environment has on a person and his way of life. Man
is not independent of the world. H.-G. Gadamer says: “Thus the concept of
environment is originally a social concept that tries to express the individual's
dependence on society — i.e., it is related only to man. In a broad sense, however,
this concept can be used to comprehend all the conditions on which a living creature
depends. But it is thus clear that man, unlike all other living creatures, has a “world,”
for other creatures do not in the same sense have a relationship to the world, but are,
as it were, embedded (eingelassen) in their environment” [3, p. 513]. Thus, we see
that the inclusion of nature in the sphere of interpretation and understanding does not
contradict hermeneutics, and therefore it legitimizes discussions on environmental
hermeneutics.

In the case of environmental hermeneutics, the authors of “Interpreting Nature:
The Emerging Field of Environmental Hermeneutics” point out, the dialogue may
seem problematic, as the other side of the dialogue — nature, the environment — is
devoid of verbal means of dialogue. However, according to H.-G. Gadamer, mutual
understanding does not require any special tools in the proper sense of the word: “It
is a life process in which a community of life is lived out” [3, p. 516]. Correspondently,
we can say about our understanding of nature, but we can hardly speak about mutual
understanding.

Because of this, environmental hermeneutics has to pay considerable

attention to the methods of mediation, through which people try to provide “language
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to nature” via its description and interpretation, spreading this language in society.
Therefore, environmental hermeneutics is actually a dialogue about nature in culture,
or a cultural dialogue about nature. And it is via this dialogue that the experience of
expanding the horizon of “our analysis of the hermeneutic experience” is being
realized [3, p. 515]. It seems that the question of the possibility of identifying nature
as a participant in the dialogue in the context of environmental hermeneutics is in the
same problematic path as the question of the conceptualization of environmental
ethics and the inclusion of nature in the sphere of human morality. In particular, this
is stated in the study of A. Yermolenko, where he aspires to find out “how much we
can extend the principles of communicative and discursive ethics and nature, taking
into account the fact that nature in particular and its individual fragments can not be
equal subjects of a dialogue with a man, because the relationships of man with
nature are not relationships of reciprocity, they are asymmetric relations” [4, p. 240].
Analyzing the various views on this problem, A. Yermolenko expresses the opinion
that the representation of nature in the system of ethics can be justified on the basis
of the principle of “universal reciprocity”, according to which the moral attitude of man
to nature, as well as its institutionalization are the same stages, as well as the moral
consciousness of the person himself, when, in the end, the person comes to perceive
nature as an equal subject of communication and discourse, to whose voice man
must listen to. The conclusion is that a person must develop in himself “the ability to
hear the voice of nature and understand its meanings, which, in turn, is achieved by
knowing the laws of its existence and development” [4, p. 244]. The basis of the
“‘modern Valuable-Semantic Universe must become the universe of discourse, where
nature appears not only as its subject, but indirectly as an equal quasi-party.” [4,
p. 251] Thus, “speaking via human communication, nature reaches its integrity
through the minds of people, and makes it possible to perceive itself as such
integrity, and as integrity expresses itself as a mind that is no longer merely an
instrumental mind, but a logos. And logos is realized via word, speech,
argumentation” [4, p. 253].

On the other hand, as follows from “Truth and Method”, the concept of
language does not only appeal to the human language, but also appeals to all forms
of speech, which are inherent in things. H.-G. Gadamer suggests an opportunity to
speak “not only of a language of art but also of a language of nature — in short, of any

language that things have” [3, p. 549].
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Since philosophical hermeneutics deals mainly with human language and
human discourse, the language can also appeal to the presentation of both man
himself and others. Accordingly for environmental hermeneutics, hermeneutics is
indirectly wherever the study of the content goes up over the binary or dichotomy
“man — nature”, which was “darkened” by previous forms of ecological thinking, and
from the point of view of which the ecological philosophy could not completely free
itself [10].

Due to the rather broad understanding of the meaning of the concept
“‘environment”, environmental hermeneutics can not ignore the analysis of the
dichotomy “nature — culture”, which reflects the relation of the primordial nature and
the transformed (“cultivated”) nature that appears in the form of the environment as a
result of human activity, and, accordingly, dichotomy “nature centrism -
anthropocentrism”, which, in its turn, represents its attitude to the natural world and
the understanding of its place in it.

Besides, environmental hermeneutics draws attention to the fact that
understanding the environment is always a contextual understanding [10]. It
manifests itself not in the abstract space but in its own specific localization and
necessarily in a certain cultural environment which belongs to this particular place,
this locality. Therefore, without active discussions about the meaning of the
environment, that is, without the living cultural and moral traditions, there can be no
moral sense, and the moral culture in its turn transforms into fossil fate.

J. van Buren defines hermeneutics as a philosophical study of the most
common aspects of interpretation, or actions of people during the interpretation.
These aspects include intentionality, being-in-the-world, language, sociality, time,
and narrative. Environmental hermeneutics first of all studies sense or meaning of
the environment for those who perceive it, and thus, significantly differs from the
natural sciences which focus mainly on the biophysical aspects of the environment.
Correspondently, for the environmental hermeneutics, the environment acts both as
an object of interpretation and as a narrative [8].

The method of interpreting one or another environment determines the form of
human self-identification in one or another narrative. For instance, in different
interpretations of a forest, a person can identify himself as a forestry or timber
purchaser, a logger, in others — either as a resident whose life is closely connected to

the forest, or a wildlife conqueror, a hunter, a tourist, a nature protector, etc.
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According to H.-G. Gadamer, “in every worldview the existence of the world-in-
itself is intended. It is the whole to which linguistically schematized experience refers.
The multiplicity of these worldviews does not involve any relativization of the “world.”
Rather, the world is not different from the views in which it presents itself” [3, p. 513].
Thus, environmental hermeneutics helps take into account various content when
solving complex problems.

Thus, environmental hermeneutics can be used to solve complex
environmental problems and serve as a methodological basis for seeking consensus
in decision making, environmental education and upbringing.

Thus, we can conclude that an informative-cognitive approach to the
mobilization of environmental consciousness should be complemented by an
understanding of nature for a deeper self-awareness of the place of man in the world
and his introduction into nature and the conditions for overcoming the ecological
crisis. Therefore, when discussing contemporary ecological problems and ways of
their solution, raises the question of the determination of the methodological potential
of hermeneutics and the establishment of environmental hermeneutics as a special
field of research.

The literature presents a wide range of definitions of environmental
hermeneutics, but the characteristic feature of environmental hermeneutics is its
focus on the dialogue between man and the environment.

An important task of hermeneutic research is to determine nature. Due to a
broad understanding of the environment, there are significant difficulties in
determining the nature and the natural environment as an open space for productive
dialogue and understanding. Environmental hermeneutics is a dialogue about nature
in culture, or cultural dialogue about nature.

The question of the possibility of defining nature as a participant in the
dialogue to the context of environmental hermeneutics is in the same problem way as
the question of the conceptualization of environmental ethics and the inclusion of

nature in the sphere of human morality.
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