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Chapter 4
Understanding Comprehension: 
Hermeneutics, Literature, and Culture 
in Collegiate Foreign Language Education

Per Urlaub, University of Texas at Austin

Abstract
In this chapter, I propose a connection between hermeneutics and foreign language educa-
tion. This connection generates insights into the process of literary reading in the second 
language, guides curriculum development, supports the articulation of educational goals, 
and provides a pedagogical framework for the effective use of cultural materials in the 
language classroom. Language program directors face many challenges in the context of 
the implementation of contemporary undergraduate curricula. To achieve effective cur-
ricular modifications, language program directors have to engage an entire department, 
 often  composed of literary scholars, linguists, and applied linguists. However, this mul-
tidisciplinary structure results often in a cacophony of methodological  approaches and 
jargons. A framework to conceive and articulate culture-centered undergraduate curricula 
that relies not entirely on applied linguistics may therefore contribute the collaborative 
process of reforming a language program. The chapter introduces insights from both applied 
linguistics and hermeneutics and shows that fundamental concepts from both fields are 
congruent. These insights challenge intuitive  assumptions of literary reading in the second 
language, provide the vocabulary to articulate educational goals in an integrated 
undergraduate curriculum, and  reject the traditional two-tier curriculum. Further, I argue 
that hermeneutics can be of practical value to implement literature and cultural artifacts 
in the advanced language classroom. I illustrate this claim and demonstrate how herme-
neutic theory can guide the didactization of foreign films in relation to their Hollywood 
remakes.

Introduction
Teaching undergraduate students to read and understand literary narrative in 
the target language will remain a major objective of collegiate foreign language 
education. In this chapter, I propose a connection between two separate fields of 
scholarship, namely, hermeneutics and applied linguistics. This connection gen-
erates insights into the process of literary reading in the second language, guides 
curriculum development and the articulation of educational goals, and provides a 
pedagogical framework for the effective use of cultural materials in the language 
classroom. Language program directors will benefit from this perspective because 
this connection not only supports the refinement of literacy-oriented learning 
 environments but also generates a concrete template to integrate literary nar-
rative and other media, such as film, into contemporary foreign language class-
rooms that are geared toward the development of transcultural literacy. 
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The first section of the chapter focuses on tasks and challenges that language 
program directors face in the context of the implementation of contemporary 
 undergraduate curricula. In order to achieve effective curricular modifications, 
language program directors have to engage an entire department in a collaborative 
process. Since a modern languages department is typically composed of literary 
scholars, linguists, and applied linguists, a variety of methodological approaches 
and disciplinary jargons coexist that are used to reflect on literature and culture 
and their roles in second-language instruction. Consequently, interdisciplinary 
frameworks are required to conceive and articulate culture-centered undergradu-
ate curricula. Besides tracking changing realities in foreign language curricula 
over the past 15 years, this section also provides an overview of the growing body 
research on the role of literary reading in collegiate second-language education. 

The second section of the chapter introduces insights from both applied lin-
guistics and hermeneutics. First, I argue that, in the past, the profession relied 
mostly on intuition to approach literature in the second language, which was 
 reflected in a sequenced curriculum that separated language instruction and cul-
tural content. Second, I show that fundamental concepts from applied linguistics 
and hermeneutics are compatible, that they challenge intuitive assumptions of 
literary reading in the second language, and that they can provide the vocabu-
lary to articulate educational goals in an integrated undergraduate curriculum. 
In addition, I demonstrate how hermeneutic theory can frame the didactization 
of cultural materials in a foreign language classroom that is geared toward tran-
scultural learning. To do so, I consciously outline an example that describes the 
implementation of film remakes in the second-language classroom. This case 
demonstrates that a pedagogical framework based on hermeneutics is relevant for 
the implementation of cultural materials from a variety of art forms and is not 
limited to literary narrative in the second-language classroom. 

The Language Program Director, 
the Literary Text, and Culture
Language program directors are reformists. They are constantly rethinking learn-
ing environments in response to a growing body of research on learning and 
teaching, the recommendations of professional organizations, the explicit policies 
and unstated cultures that regulate individual institutional settings, and the day-
to-day experiences of their teaching staff. In addition, language program directors 
have to communicate the rationale for new or modified curricular elements to a 
variety of stakeholders within and outside the language program director’s foreign 
language department. Over the past 15 years, many colleagues have questioned 
the sequential structure of the conventional collegiate foreign language curricu-
lum that strictly segregates the lower-division language classroom from upper-
division literature/cultural studies learning environments. The basic research 
that initiated this development toward an integrated curriculum was published 
in the first half of the 1990s. Three monographs introduced a more nuanced 
 understanding of cultural literacy to the profession and stimulated an avalanche 
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UNDERSTANDING COMPREHENSION 45

of  culture-centered, literacy-oriented second-language research (Bernhardt, 1991; 
Kramsch, 1993; Swaffer, Arens, & Byrnes, 1991). The theoretical insights appeared 
in time to provide theoretically informed responses to an increasingly dramatic 
enrollment situation in collegiate foreign language education. Studies in the con-
texts of new curricular paradigms supported the notion of learning environments 
that integrate language and culture on all levels of instruction (see Bernhardt & 
 Berman, 1999; Byrnes & Kord, 2002; Swaffar & Arens, 2005). This development 
towards an integrated curriculum achieved a recent climax with the publication 
of the 2007 Modern Language Association (MLA) Ad Hoc Committee Report (MLA, 
2007), which endorses a curriculum that fosters transcultural and translingual 
development and that is committed to both linguistic and cultural development 
on all stages of the undergraduate curriculum.

These developments have expanded the efficacy of the language program 
 director far beyond administrative tasks regarding the beginning language 
 learning environments (see Katz & Watzinger-Tharp, 2005; Levine, Melin, Crane, 
Chavez, & Lovik, 2008). In a more distant past, many of the language program 
director’s ideas and decisions had an immediate effect only on the beginning 
 language sequence. Departmental colleagues, who teach primarily literary and 
cultural studies, were only indirectly affected by the language program director’s 
activities. Today, most departments have embarked on a restructuring of their 
 undergraduate curriculum and need to rely heavily on the pedagogical expertise 
of the language program director to redesign the program on all levels.  Curricular 
initiatives spearheaded by literature experts and language program directors in 
tandem represent important templates for reforms and highlight the impact of 
language program directors (see Bernhardt & Berman, 1999; Byrnes & Kord, 
2002). These expanded responsibilities have created exciting opportunities for 
many language program directors, whose tasks have become more diverse, intel-
lectually engaging, and politically complex. 

Simultaneously, instructors with a research emphasis in literary and cultural 
studies have become more committed to the language classroom. Institutional 
changes at many departments in response to declining upper-division enroll-
ments have moved tenured and tenure-track faculty closer to the lower-division 
language classroom. Many colleagues embraced this opportunity as they redis-
covered the intellectual stimulation that the observation and reflection of learn-
ing and teaching processes offer. Their sophisticated understanding for literature 
and culture as well as their expertise as teachers resulted in highly effective 
 didactizations of aesthetic artifacts from the target culture for language learners 
at all levels. In addition to these structural changes within departments of for-
eign languages,  intellectual concepts that provide a link between critical thought 
and the classroom have emerged since the 1980s. Inspired by reader-response 
theory, developed by Iser (1978, 1980) and Jauss (1982), many literary scholars 
have recalibrated their theoretical focus from the text to the reading process, the 
perception of culture, and its reception in their classrooms. For example, Fish 
(1982), Scholes (1985), and Graff (1987) theorize extensively the role of literature 
in the profession and in instruction, and although they do not explicitly address 
the  situation of the second-language reader in relation to the literary text, these 
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scholars have profoundly affected how literature instructors and applied linguists 
frame second-language reading theoretically and in the classroom (see Carlisle, 
2000; Davis, 1989, 1992; Hirvela, 1996; Swaffar, 1988). 

It is a familiar debate for readers of these pages that many foreign language 
departments have not only fragmented curricula but also divisions between mem-
bers who are involved primarily with literature and cultural studies and colleagues 
whose research and teaching are concerned with second-language studies (see, 
e.g., Barnett, 1991; Berman, 1994; Kern, 2002; Maxim, 2006). When describing 
this division, Kern (2002, p. 21) characterizes the divide as an “epistemological-
linguistic-cognitive-methodological” split within the profession, but he also sug-
gests that an interdisciplinary focus on literacy has the potential to reconcile the 
language–literature split. Although many of the points that have been raised dur-
ing these debates are still a bitter reality, it is also important to stress that substan-
tial progress has been made both in integrating language and literature personnel 
and in conceiving approaches to integrate language and culture in the classroom. 

The shifting departmental ecologies of the 1990s have generated a growing 
body of research articles and best-practices publications that explore the dynam-
ics of the literature and culture in foreign language education. Although a vast 
majority of second-language reading researchers investigate nonliterary reading 
processes (Bernhardt, 2001; Marshall, 2000), Carter’s (2007) and Paran’s (2008) 
review articles present an impressive research database on literary texts in for-
eign language education. They operate mainly from the perspective of English as a 
second language and as a foreign language, but they also include relevant articles 
that focus on literary reading in target languages other than English. Both authors 
register a dramatic increase in research output in recent years, even though their 
review articles are incomplete, as they miss the contributions of literary scholars, 
as Melin (2010) observes. Whereas some research contributions are entirely theo-
retical and others documentations of best practices, those that are highly regarded 
by Paran (2008) combine theory and practice. The following account represents 
seminal contributions and demonstrates the breadth of the research output and 
the connections between theory and practice: Bernhardt (1990) generates insights 
on the effect of cultural background knowledge on literary reading in the second 
language, but the article also helps instructors to teach German short stories of 
the postwar era to American students of a post-Wall generation. Chun and Plass 
(1996) measure empirically the acquisition of vocabulary knowledge in a multi-
media setting, but at the same time their article introduces and evaluates a digital 
learning environment for the acquisition of literary reading skills. Mittman (1999) 
discusses emerging curricular contexts and theorizes the text-selection process 
in order to design effective integrated curricula. Fecteau (1999) compares first- 
and second-language reading comprehension and inference skills of adult learners 
and shows how many aspects of literary reading can be compared to comprehen-
sion processes of nonliterary texts. A number of more recent articles continue this 
trend and contribute simultaneously to the theoretical knowledge base and peda-
gogical practice. Langston (2006) analyzes the particular role that popular culture 
can assume to teach critical theories of affect, feminism, and cultural difference 
and offers at the same time a didactization of Benjamin Lebert’s (1999) text Crazy. 
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Maxim (2006) demonstrates that popular romance novels can help adult learners 
to develop effective text-processing strategies for literary narrative in the second 
language, and he proposes a five-stage process to implement this text type into 
first-year learning instruction. Melin (2010) delivers 10 arguments for teaching 
poetry to language learners, and each of the rationales represents an instructional 
principles for poetry in the second-language literature classroom. 

However, fundamental principles regarding the development of  reading skills 
for literary texts in the second language have remained largely  unaddressed. To 
this day, most of the research on literature in the second-language  classroom 
tends to focus more on the text than on the reading/learning process, an 
 observation that has been made already in reference to the research activities 
and language  pedagogies of the 1980s and early 1990s (Bernhardt, 1995). This 
gap has  decelerated the design of assessment procedures, didactical principles, 
and teaching  methods that are geared toward the actual cognitive and affective 
 development of the emerging reader of literature in the second language. The 
 profession has yet to develop a coherent, intellectually rigorous, and pedagogically 
meaningful model of the development of cultural literacy in the second language 
that  integrates perspectives from both applied linguistics and critical theory. This 
chapter  provides only a modest step toward such a model by demonstrating the 
compatibility and pedagogical relevance of a fusion of approaches from applied lin-
guistics and hermeneutics in order to effectively integrate literature and  culture 
in the second-language classroom.

Understanding Comprehension
In the past, the design of collegiate foreign language curricula has relied heavily 
on unstated intuition, disciplinary traditions, and responses to the failures caused 
by overreliance on intuition and tradition. Bruner (1996) argues that many teach-
ers rely on folk pedagogy that is composed of “wired-in human tendencies and 
some deeply ingrained beliefs” (p. 46). The two-tiered structure of the undergrad-
uate curriculum has rested on an intuitively appealing but factually inaccurate 
view that the development of linguistic skills and the development of interpreta-
tive skills are two relatively independent processes. The traditional two-tiered cur-
riculum design suggests this idea: as a first step, the readers acquired linguistic 
skills in a communicative language classroom; as a second step, the readers used 
these skills to interact with aesthetic artifacts from the target culture in the target 
language. However, insights from both applied linguistics and hermeneutics chal-
lenge the two-tiered curriculum and provide an interdisciplinary template for cur-
riculum design and teaching methodology for language instruction that targets 
the development of transcultural literacy. 

Cognitive psychologists generally define comprehension as the ability to 
 relate incoming information to existing knowledge structures. According to 
Kintsch (1998), text comprehension “occurs when and if the elements that enter 
into the process achieve a stable state in which the majority of elements are mean-
ingfully related to one another and other elements that do not fit into the pattern 
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of the majority are suppressed” (p. 4). An important contributor to comprehen-
sion, or the formation of the text’s mental representation, is the reader’s ability to 
connect the input to prior knowledge structures; readers can more easily process 
texts that deal with a familiar topic as compared to texts that feature an unfamiliar 
topic. Therefore, the activation of background knowledge is widely regarded as an 
 important objective of the prereading activity. Further, comprehension is a men-
tal process that should be defined by “the product of this process: the mental rep-
resentation of the text and actions based on this construction” (p. 4). For Kintsch, 
the processes of linguistic comprehension and interpretation are inseparable. He 
regards the ability of text interpretation as an integral part of the comprehension 
process. This view challenges the notion of linguistic preparedness for upper-level 
instruction that is at the foundation of the two-tiered curriculum.

Schema theory helps one understand the effect of background knowledge on 
reading comprehension. Schema theory is a learning theory that views organized 
knowledge as an elaborate network of abstract mental structures. These struc-
tures represent one’s understanding of the world (Anderson, 1984). Schemata are 
highly connected modules that, in their multiplicity, constitute the human mind. 
If a reader recognizes a familiar pattern, a module is activated. Schemata are 
also important factors in second-language reading comprehension.  Steffenson, 
Joag-Dev, and Anderson (1979) demonstrate that schemata are frequently con-
structed on the basis of experiences made in the reader’s primary cultural con-
text and that, depending on the level of incompatibility between these schemata 
and the  second-language text, these knowledge structures will complicate the 
 cross-cultural  reading process. 

None of the theories of comprehension in cognitive psychology suggest that 
second-language reading consists of two relatively independent processes and 
thus legitimize a two-tiered curriculum. In fact, quite the contrary is true: the 
notion of parallel processing has been a guiding principle for cognitive scientists 
 constructing models of language processing since the late 1970s (see Stillings 
et al., 1987), and this principle has had a significant impact on reading models. 
For example, Stanovich (1980) proposed an interactive-compensatory model for 
first-language reading, where multiple knowledge sources contributed simultane-
ously to the comprehension process. A reader may compensate weak  awareness 
for contextual cues by superior vocabulary knowledge or vice versa. The idea 
of parallel processing has also inspired second-language reading models. Bern-
hardt’s (2005) model of second-language reading development suggests that 
 first-language reading ability and second-language linguistic competence are 
 interactive- compensatory knowledge sources.

In addition to the insights from cognitive psychology and reading compre-
hension research, hermeneutics can contribute significantly to the debate on lit-
erature and culture in the second-language classroom. Hermeneutics is a central 
philosophical strand in intellectual history and is usually defined as the study of 
interpretation. Hermeneutic theories describe the conditions of  understanding. 
Traditional hermeneutics refers to methods of accessing the truth behind tex-
tual sources, and theologians, legal scholars, and historians have developed 
norms for systematic reading and understanding for centuries before Friedrich 
Schleiermacher (1768–1834) explored the nature of understanding to all genres 
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of textual expression, including literary texts. During the late nineteenth century 
and the twentieth century, Wilhelm Dilthey (1833–1911) and Martin Heidegger 
(1889–1976) broadened the scope of hermeneutics even further by relating inter-
pretation to the widest range of linguistic and nonlinguistic discourse systems. 
Although Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900–2002) was a student of Heidegger and 
 relied to a large degree on his teacher, his notion of hermeneutics as a theory of 
knowledge represents, in some way, a deradicalization of the existentialist strand 
of hermeneutics. Among other questions, Gadamer elaborated on a problem that 
was already identified by traditional hermeneutics: the distance between the text 
and the reader (Ferraris, 1996). Schleiermacher and, in particular, Gadamer offer 
multiple possibilities for bridging second-language reading research with literary 
theory in order to conceptualize effective approaches to culture-centered second-
language teaching. 

Schleiermacher’s work demonstrates how closely hermeneutics is related 
to second-language studies. In Hermeneutics and Criticism, published posthu-
mously in 1838 based on lectures held between 1807 and 1810, Schleiermacher 
(1998) explicitly brings the reading of texts in a foreign language into the scope 
of his inquiry. When Schleiermacher defines hermeneutics here as the art of 
 understanding, he clarifies that his theory is not limited to the understanding 
of “difficult passages in foreign languages” (p. 5). Further, he adds that his ideas 
on hermeneutics are also valid in situations “when the language has not yet died 
out” (p. 4). Schleiermacher initially considers hermeneutics as a reflection on 
understanding a text in a language unfamiliar to the reader. He then uses the 
second-language reading situation as a basic paradigm that is familiar to his 
contemporaries and translates this familiar paradigm from the second-language 
reading situation to the first-language situation. For Schleiermacher, the gap 
 between the reader and the text was never merely the historical distance, but it 
always included a linguistic gap between contemporary languages and the lin-
guistic code of the source text. 

In spite of the fact that Schleiermacher acknowledges the linguistic dimension 
of the hermeneutic challenge, however, his value as a proto-reading researcher is 
limited. He sees the reader as a passive recipient of ideas and any distance between 
text and reader as a disadvantage. His idealized reader is fully immersed in the writ-
er’s original thoughts, and the further removed the actual reader is linguistically, 
historically, and culturally from the writer’s original thought processes, the more 
fragmentary the process of understanding. Schleiermacher has a negative under-
standing of hermeneutical distance and does not recognize the productive aspect of 
the distance between reader and text in the reading process in a second language. 

Gadamer has a more positive understanding of hermeneutical distance than 
Schleiermacher, and he presents a more detailed concept of the organization of the 
reader’s background knowledge. In Truth and Method, Gadamer (1989) outlines 
the comprehension process with the concepts of prejudice and fore-projection. 
These preexisting knowledge structures that the reader brings to the text resemble 
Anderson’s (1984) description of schemata in cognitive psychology. Gadamer 
 argues that the concept of prejudice received its negative connotations only 
during the Enlightenment. He tries to liberate the concept from these negative 
connotations by showing that any act of understanding depends on the reader’s 
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preexisting background knowledge structures. Text comprehension is only possible 
for a reader who performs, what Gadamer calls, a fore-projection, and integrates 
preexisting background knowledge into the reading process. The reader “projects 
a meaning for the text as a whole as soon as some initial meaning emerges in the 
text. Again, the initial meaning emerges only because he is reading the text with 
particular expectations in regard to a certain meaning” (Gadamer, 1989, p. 269). 
Gadamer’s hermeneutics resembles very much the basic paradigm proposed by 
cognitive psychologist Kintsch (1998), who suggests that comprehension is a  result 
of connecting preexisting knowledge structures to incoming information. 

Gadamer considers the distance between text and reader as a poten-
tially  positive factor. He is critical of Schleiermacher’s ideal of reading as being 
 immersed in the author’s original thought patterns. Instead, Gadamer’s ideal 
is an active reader and a text that share common contextual knowledge.  Gadamer’s 
argument is based on the idea that the meaning of the text is richer than the author’s 
communicative intention. Comprehension and understanding are not merely recep-
tive but also productive behaviors and depend on the reader’s active contribution, 
so therefore “understanding is not merely a reproductive but always a productive 
activity as well” (Gadamer, 1989, p. 296). According to Gadamer, the active contribu-
tion of the creative reader can be stimulated through a larger hermeneutical distance 
between text and reader. This distance helps a reader to become more actively and 
critically engaged. Temporal distance between text and reader is a positive factor, and 
is not something that must be overcome. This was, rather, the naïve assumption of 
historicism, namely that we must transpose ourselves into the spirit of the age, think 
with its ideas and its thoughts, not with our own, and thus advance toward historical 
objectivity. In fact, the important thing is to recognize temporal distance as a positive 
and productive condition enabling  understanding. (p. 297) 

Gadamer’s argument about the positive contribution of the temporal  distance 
between text and reader can be translated into the second-language context. If 
temporal distance represents a positive contribution toward understanding a 
text, then the same argument can be made for the linguistic distance between 
reader and text, and reading a literary text in the second language must have a 
similar  effect on a linguistically proficient and culturally aware  recipient. And if 
the reader interacts with a literary text in the second language, the  linguistic dif-
ference  between text and reader serves as a constant reminder that the reader 
is interacting with a text that is shaped by a potentially fundamentally different 
cultural context. Russian formalist Viktor Shklovsky’s (1990) essay Art as Device 
from 1917 supports this argument since he regards that linguistic foreignness of 
a literary text provides a stylistic quality that deautomatizes the reading process 
and sensitizes the reader better for aesthetic qualities of literary discourse. For the 
linguistically proficient nonnative reader, the text’s linguistic extraneousness is a 
marker of the complex transcultural encounter between the reader and the text. 

Gadamer’s thoughts about the positive contributions of hermeneutical  distance 
provide further theoretical contexts for Kramsch’s (1997) theory of the nonnative 
speaker’s privileged position. Literary reading in the second language represents 
a unique cognitive challenge compared to any other intellectual  activity in the 
humanities, but a nonnative reader with high linguistic proficiency and a high 
degree of cultural awareness is able to interact with second-language literature on 
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the most sophisticated levels. Therefore, the overarching major goal of collegiate 
foreign language education should be to shape linguistically proficient nonnative 
readers, who are aware and sensitive to the cultural dynamics between themselves 
and the texts and discourse systems with which they interact. This learner re-
quires a learning environment that integrates linguistic and cultural components 
throughout the four years of the undergraduate curriculum and one that explic-
itly fosters the ability to critically interact with products and practices that are not 
familiar to the learner from his or her native culture. This  learning environment 
must acknowledge the advantage of the linguistic and  cultural  distance that only 
seemingly prevent learners from developing  informed and  nuanced opinions of 
the target culture’s discourse systems. Granting this level of interpretative au-
thority to language learners does not only resonate strongly with the theoretical 
contribution of reader-response theorists (Iser, 1978, 1980; Jauss 1982); this peda-
gogical principle also anchors the report of the MLA Report, which encourages 
departments to rethink their traditional emphasis on the  reproduction of native 
speakers and to invest more energies in their students’ translingual and transcul-
tural education. 

The task of making effective use of literary and aesthetic artifacts from the 
target culture in order to generate learning environments that foster transcul-
tural literacy remains a challenge for instructors in foreign language departments. 
However, a further concept of Gadamer’s hermeneutics provides guidance here. In 
the following, I describe Gadamer’s idea of the fusion of horizons and argue that 
it relates to Homi Bhabha’s concept of the third space (Bhabha, 1994; see also 
Rutherford, 1990), which had a significant influence on the language classroom’s 
shift from a cross-cultural focus toward transcultural learning. Gadamer’s concept 
provides a powerful template for the implementation of narrative in the second-
language classroom, and I will demonstrate this by showing how film remakes can 
create a learning environment that provides learners with opportunities for the 
fusion of horizons and thus fosters the development of transcultural competence. 

Culler (2000) states that interpretation “depends upon what theorists have 
called the reader’s ‘horizon of expectations’” (p. 63). The metaphor of the horizon 
as an interpretative framework roughly resembles the concept of schema in cogni-
tive psychology (Anderson, 1984; Kintsch, 1998), and it is also important for the 
analyses of the reception process performed by reader-response theorists (see Iser, 
1978, 1980; Jauss, 1982). Gadamer’s hermeneutic theory utilizes the metaphor of 
the horizon, but he criticizes Schleiermacher’s (1998) and Nietzsche’s (1997) pre-
vious notion that recipients need to transpose themselves into a variety of closed 
horizons in order to understand texts that originate from a variety of cultural 
and historic contexts. Instead, Gadamer (1989) proposes a fusion of horizons and 
states that there “is no more isolated horizon of the present in itself than there 
are historical horizons which have to be acquired. Rather, understanding is always 
the fusion of these horizons supposedly existing by themselves” (p. 305). Gadamer’s 
theory implies the reader’s creation of an interpretative framework that is com-
posed of the reader’s previous background knowledge and the information pro-
vided with and within the incoming text. 

Applying Gadamer’s theory of the fusion of horizons to second-language 
education provides guidance on how to use aesthetic materials in order to push 
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classroom discourse from cross-cultural comparisons toward transcultural 
 reflections, and it resonates with Bhabha’s (1994) concept of the third space, 
which originates in postcolonial theory and theorizes notions of hybridity and 
translation of cultures in contact. Like Gadamer’s theory, the third space  rejects 
the notion of cultures as monolithic closed systems, fundamentally questions 
duality as a structural principle for cross-cultural analysis, and suggests that 
contact situations stimulate subject and discourse to create an alternative 
 interpretative framework. Unlike Gadamer’s theory, Bhabha’s concept has sig-
nificantly inspired foreign language education (Byram, 1997; Kramsch, 1996; 
 Swaffer & Arens, 2005). Instead of comparing and contrasting native culture 
with the target culture, Kramsch (1996) suggests “that language teachers 
[should] focus less on seemingly fixed, stable cultural entities and identities on 
both sides of national borders, and more on the shifting and emerging third 
place of the language learners themselves” (p. 8). 

The following example illustrates the fusion of horizons in the second-
 language classroom and shows how the use of film can provide the learner with 
the opportunity to fuse horizons in order to increase transcultural literacy. The 
remake of successful international productions for the domestic market has been 
a staple among Hollywood film studios since the 1930s. Remakes use the for-
eign text as a starting point for the development of a new product. The resulting 
film can represent a radical visual and narrative departure from the source text, 
such as the science-fiction thriller Twelve Monkeys (Gilliam, 1995), based on the 
French short La Jetée (Marker, 1962), which consists entirely of still images, or 
the remake may be aesthetically similar to the original, such as No Reservations 
(Hicks, 2007), based on the German film Bella Martha (Nettelbeck, 2001). In any 
case, filmic productions are shaped by social and aesthetic norms and values of 
their origin, and European cinematic productions are mostly designed to attract 
the audiences of relatively closed national film markets. 

Although Bella Martha/No Reservations is on the surface “a factory-sealed 
 romantic comedy,” the narrative’s driving force is its “enlightened attitude  towards 
parenthood and work” (Seitz, 2007). Using this observation by an  American 
 reviewer of the remake as a point of departure, an obvious instructional strategy 
would be to confront learners with sequences of the original and the  remake and 
prompt the class to identify differences and similarities between the two texts, in 
particular those that represent social norms and values regarding children,  career, 
and courtship in the two cultures (V. VanderHeijden, personal  communication, 
January 22, 2010). In this learning environment, however, the learner would 
 simply compare and contrast elements from two distinct products from two 
 cultures and regard these elements as symptoms of two isolated cultural systems. 
This cross-cultural analysis would result in perceiving the two cultures as two 
monolithic systems, possibly reinforcing old or generating new national stereo-
types and universal claims about German and American culture. This  approach is 
deficient because it encourages learners to see artworks from the target culture 
as a product of closed systems: their identities as learners and their background 
knowledge as contributors to the interpretation remain unacknowledged. The 
learner’s cultural horizon will not fuse with the artwork’s horizon. 
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A more effective approach to teach culture must give learners the opportunity 
to fuse the horizon of the artwork with that of their own cultural identity and back-
ground knowledge. Learners must be able to create a third space that fuses  elements 
from the artwork’s cultural contexts and their own cultural  identity. Therefore, 
 instead of comparing and contrasting two closed system, learners should use only 
one version of the narrative as a point of departure and collaboratively construct 
possible configurations of the parallel text. For example, learners can view a short 
sequence of an American remake in class and then use  small-group discussions, 
synapses, storyboarding techniques, or—if time, resources, and skills permit—cam-
corders to envision a cinematographic version of that scene that, in their view, could 
originate from the target culture. Certainly, this scenario can be reversed, and stu-
dents will linguistically and culturally translate a scene from a European production 
into an American remake. In any case, this approach allows the learner to creatively 
construct interpretative authority. They are encouraged to integrate their identity 
as language learners into the  process of  understanding discourses of the target cul-
ture. The third space  materializes in the students’  intellectual and creative produc-
tion, which integrates their cultural knowledge and linguistic skills of the target 
language and culture with their identity as  language learners. These kinds of activi-
ties contribute to transcultural awareness as they result in the fusion of horizons.

Conclusion
The ideas I propose in this chapter regarding the teaching of literature and  culture 
in the second language rely on an integration of insights developed in the fields of 
 applied linguistics, in particular comprehension research and hermeneutics. This 
view helps language program directors in the following ways: 

1. Theorizing the  foreign language curriculum through hermeneutics 
 questions the notion of linguistic preparedness as a basic condition for interpreta-
tive reading, and thus rejects the architecture of the two-tiered curriculum. The 
language  program director can use ideas and terminology from the field of herme-
neutics to  conceptualize and communicate the merits of a fully integrated lan-
guage/culture curriculum. Using hermeneutics in tandem with applied linguistics 
as a conceptual framework is particularly useful in a curriculum development 
process where colleagues from a variety of subfields collaborate. Supplementing 
the repertoire of a language program director with a conceptual framework that 
transcends the realm of applied linguistics will help him or her to craft an effec-
tive argument for a contemporary curriculum and be a strong advocate for this 
learning environment within and beyond the department. 

2. Hermeneutics and comprehension research acknowledge the interpretative 
authority of the language learner. This provides a powerful  argument for the lan-
guage program director to challenge his or her department to adopt more learner-
centered teaching practices. In contrast to most language instructors, there tends 
to be more resistance among literature instructors to  develop and use innovative 
learning formats. Since the fully integrated language/culture curriculum will no 
longer have “pure” language versus literature instructors, the entire faculty needs 
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to rethink their teaching, and some colleagues might benefit from theorizing 
their instruction through  hermeneutics. 

3. Hermeneutics can also be applied to foreign language pedagogy in order to 
help conceptualize and articulate educational outcomes of  individual foreign lan-
guage programs. This will be of great benefit to a language program director who 
wants to engage an entire department in a collaborative effort to reform an under-
graduate  program. A redefinition of educational objectives is the initial step of any 
 fundamental curricular reform, and conceiving and articulating new goals entirely 
through the discourse of language acquisition theory may not only create disso-
nances in a department but also result in a set of educational goals that  remain 
biased against the development of critical literacy skills and cultural awareness. 

4. Applying Gadamer’s concept of the fusion of horizons to second-language 
acquisition  provides a surprisingly practical template for the effective implemen-
tation of literary and  visual narrative in the second-language classroom. The pres-
ent chapter exemplifies this with its brief discussion of implementing foreign 
films and their American remakes into an advanced undergraduate classroom. 
 Gadamer’s fusion of horizons relates directly to transcultural approaches to for-
eign language education. Therefore, hermeneutics can assume a very practical 
role in responding to the challenges laid out in the 2007 MLA Report by aiding 
in the development of pedagogical approaches and practices that reinvigorate the 
curriculum on all levels by emphasizing transcultural literacy. 

In addition to these practical concerns for the language program  director, an 
application of hermeneutics to foreign language education contributes  significantly 
to the theory–practice debate: a contemporary curriculum in  collegiate foreign lan-
guage education not only will have to provide the learner with linguistic training 
and “a critical appreciation of the accomplishments and failings of the other cul-
ture” (Bernhardt & Berman, 1999, p. 30) but ultimately must challenge students 
to develop an awareness of culture that transcends the all-too-common binary of 
us versus them. Integrating hermeneutics with foreign language  education pro-
vides an opportunity to articulate this goal and a template for  instructional models. 
 Hermeneutics is therefore at the same time a practical addition to the language pro-
gram director’s toolbox and a theoretical framework to fundamentally rethink and 
redesign a variety of ingrained structures in collegiate foreign language education.
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