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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to explain the role of pre-understanding in the learning process
based on Hans-Georg Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics and to examine how pre-
understanding, prejudice, and the fusion of horizons contribute to meaningful learning. This
study employed a qualitative design grounded in philosophical hermeneutics. Participants
included 18 faculty members and doctoral students in philosophy, philosophy of education,
and educational sciences from universities in Tehran, selected through purposive sampling.
Data were collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews and analysis of relevant
hermeneutic texts and documents. Data analysis was conducted using interpretive thematic
analysis guided by the principles of the hermeneutic circle. To enhance trustworthiness,
participant validation, peer review, and constant comparative analysis were applied throughout
the research process. The analysis resulted in three major themes: “the place of pre-
understanding in the existential structure of learning,” “the role of prejudice in critical
learning,” and “the fusion of horizons as meaningful learning.” Findings indicated that learners
never enter the learning process without prior mental, cultural, and historical backgrounds, and
that pre-understanding functions as the starting point of all understanding. The results further
demonstrated that prejudices are not obstacles to knowledge but conditions that make
understanding possible. Critical learning occurs when individuals consciously reflect upon and
reassess their assumptions. Moreover, meaningful learning emerges through the interaction
between existing horizons of meaning and new experiences, whereby dialogue, questioning,
and engagement with alternative perspectives facilitate the expansion of understanding. The
findings revealed that learning, from a Gadamerian perspective, is an interpretive, historical,
and dialogical process in which pre-understanding, prejudice, and the fusion of horizons play
fundamental roles. Pre-understanding is not a barrier to learning but the foundational condition
of understanding. Deep learning occurs when learners reconstruct and expand their horizons of
meaning through engagement with new perspectives. Therefore, recognizing the role of pre-
understanding provides a valuable theoretical foundation for designing educational approaches
centered on dialogue, reflection, and meaningful learning.

Keywords: Pre-understanding, Learning, Philosophical Hermeneutics, Hans-Georg
Gadamer, Prejudice, Fusion of Horizons, Meaningful Learning, Interpretive Understanding.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Learning has traditionally been conceptualized as a process of acquiring, storing, and retrieving information.
Classical epistemological traditions frequently assumed that understanding could be achieved through
objective observation and the elimination of subjective influences. However, developments in philosophical
hermeneutics, particularly the work of Hans-Georg Gadamer, challenged this assumption by arguing that
understanding is never free from historical, cultural, and experiential conditions. According to Gadamer, every
act of understanding is grounded in a pre-existing horizon of meaning shaped by language, tradition, and prior
experience. Consequently, learning cannot be reduced to the transmission of knowledge but must be
understood as an interpretive process in which learners actively construct meaning through engagement with
new experiences and ideas (Albrecht & Albrecht, 2024; Latumahina & Sudarmanto, 2024).
The concept of pre-understanding occupies a central position in Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics. Rather
than viewing preconceptions as obstacles to knowledge, Gadamer regards them as conditions that make
understanding possible. Individuals approach texts, events, and educational experiences with prior
assumptions, expectations, and interpretive frameworks that guide their engagement with meaning.
Understanding emerges not through the elimination of these preconceptions but through their continuous
examination and transformation in dialogue with new perspectives (Corcoran & Cook, 2022; McWhorter,
2021). This perspective has significant implications for educational theory because it shifts attention from
knowledge transmission to the learner’s active participation in the construction of meaning.
A key concept in Gadamerian hermeneutics is the fusion of horizons, which refers to the interaction between
the learner’s existing horizon of understanding and the horizon represented by a text, phenomenon, or other
person. Through this interaction, a new and expanded horizon emerges. Learning, therefore, involves
transformation rather than simple accumulation of information. Such a view emphasizes dialogue, openness,
and reflective engagement as essential dimensions of educational experience (Pertierra, 2021; Sigurdsson,
2023).
Contemporary scholarship has increasingly highlighted the importance of hermeneutic approaches in
understanding educational processes. Researchers have argued that interpretation, dialogue, and critical
reflection are fundamental to meaningful learning and professional formation (Esterson, 2021; Nikolaidis,
2021). Studies in nursing, psychology, cultural studies, and phenomenological research have similarly
demonstrated that understanding is always situated within historical and social contexts and that learning is
deeply influenced by prior experiences and interpretive traditions (Corcoran & Cook, 2022; Mattingly, 2022;
Ray & Locsin, 2023).
Furthermore, recent discussions concerning hermeneutic openness emphasize the importance of recognizing
and critically examining one’s assumptions. Genuine learning requires openness to alternative perspectives
and willingness to revise existing beliefs in response to new encounters (Landstrom, 2022). Dialogue plays a
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central role in this process because understanding develops through engagement with others rather than
through isolated cognition. Such dialogical interaction promotes intersubjective understanding and contributes
to the expansion of meaning horizons (Eller, 2023; Lambek, 2024).

Despite the growing body of literature on philosophical hermeneutics, the specific role of pre-understanding
in learning processes remains insufficiently explored from a comprehensive educational perspective.
Therefore, the present study aimed to examine the role of pre-understanding in learning based on Gadamer’s
philosophical hermeneutic approach and to clarify how pre-understanding, prejudice, dialogue, and fusion of
horizons contribute to meaningful learning.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative design grounded in Gadamerian philosophical hermeneutics and interpretive
inquiry. The purpose was to explore and explain the role of pre-understanding in learning as a fundamentally
interpretive and historical phenomenon. Participants consisted of 18 faculty members and doctoral students in
philosophy of education, educational sciences, and philosophy from universities in Tehran. Participants were
selected through purposive sampling based on their familiarity with hermeneutics, educational philosophy, and
learning theories.

Data were collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews and document analysis. Interview questions
focused on participants’ perceptions regarding the role of prior knowledge, prejudice, dialogue, interpretation,
and transformation of understanding in learning processes. In addition, foundational texts related to Gadamer’s
philosophical hermeneutics and contemporary studies addressing interpretation, learning, and understanding
were examined to enrich the analytical process.

Data analysis was conducted using interpretive thematic analysis informed by hermeneutic principles.
Interview transcripts and textual materials were repeatedly reviewed to identify meaningful units associated
with learning, understanding, prejudice, dialogue, and fusion of horizons. Initial codes were generated and
subsequently organized into broader categories and themes. Throughout the analysis, the hermeneutic circle
guided interpretation by enabling continuous movement between individual meanings and the broader
conceptual framework. Trustworthiness was enhanced through participant verification, peer review, and
constant comparison of emerging interpretations.

Findings

Analysis of the interviews and documentary materials resulted in the identification of three major themes and
twelve subthemes describing the role of pre-understanding in learning.

The first major theme was “the place of pre-understanding in the existential structure of learning.” Participants
consistently emphasized that learners never encounter educational content from a neutral position.
Understanding always begins within a horizon of prior experiences, assumptions, and cultural meanings.
Subthemes associated with this category included prior knowledge as the starting point of understanding, the
initial horizon of interpretation, the hermeneutic circle, and the historical nature of understanding. Participants
described learning as a process in which existing experiences provide the framework through which new
knowledge becomes meaningful.

The second major theme was “the role of prejudice in critical learning.” Findings indicated that prejudice
should not be understood exclusively as bias or distortion. Instead, participants regarded prejudgments as
necessary conditions that initiate understanding. Learning became critical when individuals recognized their
assumptions, reflected upon them, and subjected them to examination through engagement with alternative
perspectives. Important subthemes included prejudice as a condition of understanding, awareness of
assumptions, reconstruction of prejudgments, and critical dialogue.

The third major theme was “fusion of horizons as meaningful learning.

2

Participants viewed meaningful
learning as a transformative process resulting from interaction between existing and new horizons of meaning.
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This process involved openness to different perspectives, willingness to revise assumptions, engagement in
dialogue, and reconstruction of understanding. The most frequently emphasized dimensions were
reconstruction of meaning, acceptance of alternative viewpoints, dialogical engagement, and expansion of
interpretive horizons.

Overall, the findings suggested that learning is not a passive reception of information but an active interpretive
activity through which learners continually revise and expand their horizons of understanding. Pre-
understanding functioned as the foundation of interpretation, prejudice served as the starting point for critical
reflection, and fusion of horizons represented the culmination of meaningful learning.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that pre-understanding constitutes the ontological foundation of learning. Learners
do not begin educational experiences with empty minds; rather, they interpret new information through pre-
existing horizons shaped by culture, language, history, and personal experience. Consequently, learning should
be understood as an interpretive process rather than a purely cognitive or technical activity. This perspective
challenges traditional transmission-oriented models of education and highlights the active role of learners in
constructing meaning.

The study further revealed that prejudice possesses a productive rather than exclusively restrictive function.
Participants emphasized that critical learning emerges not from eliminating assumptions but from becoming
aware of them and subjecting them to reflective examination. Such findings suggest that educational
environments should encourage learners to articulate, question, and reconstruct their assumptions rather than
merely accumulate factual knowledge. Critical reflection becomes possible when learners recognize the
historical and contextual origins of their beliefs.

Another important conclusion concerns the central role of dialogue in learning. Participants repeatedly
described learning as a dialogical encounter between existing perspectives and unfamiliar meanings. Through
engagement with alternative viewpoints, learners gain opportunities to expand their interpretive horizons and
develop deeper understanding. Dialogue thus functions not merely as a communication technique but as a
fundamental condition for meaningful learning and intellectual growth.

The findings also underscore the significance of the fusion of horizons as a model of transformative learning.
Meaningful learning occurs when learners encounter perspectives that challenge their existing assumptions
and motivate reinterpretation of prior understandings. In this process, understanding becomes dynamic and
evolving rather than fixed and static. Learning therefore involves personal transformation, reconstruction of
meaning, and expansion of interpretive possibilities.

From an educational perspective, the results suggest that effective teaching should focus on creating
opportunities for dialogue, reflection, and engagement with diverse viewpoints. Educators should recognize
learners’ prior experiences as valuable resources rather than obstacles to learning. Instructional practices that
encourage questioning, interpretation, and collaborative meaning-making are more likely to foster deep and
lasting understanding than approaches emphasizing memorization and information transfer.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that pre-understanding, prejudice, and fusion of horizons are
fundamental components of learning within Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics. Learning is a historical,
dialogical, and interpretive process through which individuals continuously reconstruct and expand their
horizons of understanding. Recognizing the role of pre-understanding enriches contemporary conceptions of
learning and provides a philosophical foundation for educational practices that prioritize dialogue, reflection,
and meaningful engagement with knowledge.
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