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G A D A M E R

Each volume of this series of companions to major philosophers
contains specially commissioned essays by an international team
of scholars, together with a substantial bibliography, and will serve
as a reference work for students and nonspecialists. One aim of the
series is to dispel the intimidation such readers often feel when faced
with the work of a difficult and challenging thinker.

Hans-Georg Gadamer (b. 1900) is widely recognized as the lead-
ing exponent of philosophical hermeneutics. His work has exerted
a profound impact on contemporary philosophical and theological
discourse and has shaped new modes of interpretation in the social
sciences. The essays in this collection examine Gadamer’s biogra-
phy, the core of hermeneutical theory, and the significance of his
work for ethics, aesthetics, the social sciences, and theology. There
is full consideration of Gadamer’s appropriation of Hegel, Heidegger,
and the Greeks, as well as his relation to modernity, critical theory,
and poststructuralism.

New readers will find this the most convenient and accessible
guide to Gadamer currently available. Advanced students and spe-
cialists will find a conspectus of recent developments in the inter-
pretation of Gadamer.

i



P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-FM October 18, 2001 14:49

The Cambridge Companion to

GADAMER

Edited by

Robert J. Dostal
Bryn Mawr College

v



P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-FM October 18, 2001 14:49

CONTENTS

List of Contributors page ix
Abbreviations xiii

Introduction
robert j. dostal 1

1 Gadamer: The Man and His Work
robert j. dostal 13

2 Gadamer’s Basic Understanding
of Understanding
jean grondin 36

3 Getting it Right: Relativism, Realism, and Truth
brice wachterhauser 52

4 Hermeneutics, Ethics, and Politics
georgia warnke 79

5 The Doing of the Thing Itself: Gadamer’s
Hermeneutic Ontology of Language
günter figal 102

6 Gadamer on the Human Sciences
charles taylor 126

7 Lyric as Paradigm: Hegel and the Speculative
Instance of Poetry in Gadamer’s Hermeneutics
j. m. baker, jr. 143

vii



P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-FM October 18, 2001 14:49

viii c o n t e n t s

8 Gadamer, the Hermeneutic Revolution,
and Theology
fred lawrence 167

9 Hermeneutics in Practice: Gadamer
on Ancient Philosophy
catherine h. zuckert 201

10 Gadamer’s Hegel
robert b. pippin 225

11 Gadamer’s Relation to Heidegger
and Phenomenology
robert j. dostal 247

12 The Constellation of Hermeneutics, Critical
Theory, and Deconstruction
richard j. bernstein 267

Bibliography 283
Index 313



P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-FM October 18, 2001 14:49

CONTRIBUTORS

j . m. baker teaches in the Liberal Arts division at the University
of the Arts in Philadelphia. He has previously written on the ro-
mantic literature of England and Europe, with special attention to
the intersection of poetic discourse with the kind of long-standing
philosophical issues addressed in the present essay. He is in the pro-
cess of revising a book-length study of Hölderlin: Recursive Poetics:
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robert j. dostal

Introduction

gadamer’s philosophical
hermeneutics

In 1960 Hans-Georg Gadamer, then a sixty-year-old German philoso-
phy professor at Heidelberg, published Truth and Method (Wahrheit
und Methode). Although he authored many essays, articles, and re-
views, to this point Gadamer had published only one other book,
his habilitation on Plato in 1931: Plato’s Dialectical Ethics. As a
title for this work on a theory of interpretation, he first proposed
to his publisher, Mohr Siebeck, “Philosophical Hermeneutics.” The
publisher responded that “hermeneutics” was too obscure a term.
Gadamer then proposed “Truth and Method” for a work that found,
over time, great resonance and made “hermeneutics” and Gadamer’s
name commonplace in intellectual circles worldwide. Truth and
Method has been translated into ten languages thus far – including
Chinese and Japanese. It found and still finds a receptive readership,
in part, because, as the title suggests, it addresses large and central
philosophical issues in the attempt to find a way between or beyond
objectivism and relativism, and scientism and irrationalism. He ac-
complishes this by developing an account of what he takes to be the
universal hermeneutic experience of understanding. Understanding,
for Gadamer, is itself always a matter of interpretation. Understand-
ing is also always a matter of language. “Being that can be understood
is language,” writes Gadamer in the culminating section of the work
in which he proposes a “hermeneutical ontology” (TM 432). For his
concept of the understanding and the task of ontology, Gadamer
relies importantly on Martin Heidegger’s treatment of these con-
cepts in Being and Time (1927). He follows the later Heidegger’s

1
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turn to language with the centrality of language and linguisticality
(Sprachlichkeit). At the same time, he develops these notions in orig-
inal ways, free of Heideggerian jargon and, arguably, in ways that
depart significantly from Heidegger’s thought.

Hermeneutics has a long history with roots in Greek and Hel-
lenistic philosophy as well as in the Church fathers. Until
Heidegger in the 1920s characterized his project of fundamental on-
tology as hermeneutical, hermeneutics had, for the most part, been
considered narrowly as pertaining to the interpretation of texts. In
the nineteenth century in Germany hermeneutics was taken out
of what had been a largely theological context and developed as a
methodology for interpreting texts generally, especially those texts
at some historical distance. August Boeckh importantly contributed
to this development and to the systematization of hermeneutics as
the basis for a scientific philology that, in turn, was central to the his-
torical sciences (Geisteswissenschaften) and their claim on the title,
“science.” Wilhelm Dilthey in his masterful attempt to establish a
critique of historical reason provided a hermeneutics in the context
of his life-philosophy (Lebensphilosophie). Gadamer, whose train-
ing was in classical philosophy and philology and who took refuge
in philology in the Nazi period of the 1930s, explains that in the
late 1950s he wrote Truth and Method to present in writing to his
students what he had been doing throughout his life in the lecture
and seminar room, that is, the careful reading and interpretation
of texts.1 In spite of this overmodest understatement of the project
of Truth and Method, this characterization is in one aspect fitting,
because the work affirms the primacy of the spoken over the writ-
ten, the primacy of Rede over Schriftlichkeit. This characterization
might be considered misleading inasmuch as the work does not di-
rectly address how Gadamer or anyone ought to approach and read
a text; that is, the work is not at all a “how to” treatment of reading
texts. In fact, Gadamer attacks the narrow reliance on methodology
in approaches such as that of Boeckh. Gadamer sees the methodolo-
gism of “scientific” hermeneutics to be a version of scientism. The
word ‘method’ in the title of the volume is ambiguous and ironic,
for Gadamer would have us give up the notion that truth is to be un-
derstood primarily as the function of rigorous method. The wissen
(knowing) in Wissenschaft (science) is, on his account, not simply
a function of methodology. As he famously writes in the second
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foreword to Truth and Method:

My revival of the expression ‘hermeneutics,’ with its long tradition, has
apparently led to some misunderstandings. I did not intend to produce an
art or technique of understanding, in the manner of earlier hermeneutics.
I did not wish to elaborate a system of rules to describe, let alone direct,
the methodical procedure of the human sciences (Geisteswissenschaften).
Nor was it my aim to investigate the theoretical foundation of work in
these fields in order to put my findings to practical ends. If there is any
practical consequence of the present investigation, it certainly has nothing
to do with an unscientific ‘commitment’; instead, it is concerned with the
‘scientific’ integrity of acknowledging the commitment involved in all un-
derstanding. My real concern was and is philosophic: not what we do or
what we ought to do, but what happens to us over and above our wanting
and doing.

Hence the methods of the human sciences are not at issue here
(TM xxviii).

Accordingly, Truth and Method is a descriptive or “phenomeno-
logical” account of “all understanding” (Verstehen). This phenome-
nological effort is, at the same time, ontological inasmuch as the
work attempts to answer the question, “What is understanding?”
As we have already noted, on this account all understanding is in-
terpretive, hermeneutical. To show this Gadamer importantly uti-
lizes Edmund Husserl’s phenomenological concept of the “horizon.”
And he relies on Heidegger’s account of the radical historicity of
the human situation and the human understanding. Understanding
is, according to Gadamer, linguistic and dialogical. He character-
izes the dialogic event of understanding as a “fusion of horizons,”
which is led by a concern for whatever is at stake, the matter of con-
cern, die Sache selbst. To show how the individual’s understanding
occurs in a larger historical and hermeneutical context, Gadamer
develops the notion, difficult to translate, of “effective historical
consciousness” (Wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewusstsein) and accords
great importance to the role of tradition and prejudice (Vorurteil)
in any interpretation. What one understands makes a difference in
what one does. The practical application of knowledge is inherent in
the very understanding of something. Practical application is not, on
Gadamer’s account, an external, after the fact, use of understanding
that is somehow independent of the understanding. All understand-
ing is practical.
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the reception of TRUTH AND METHOD

The response to Truth and Method has been extensive, rich, and var-
ied. The reception in the English speaking world was slowed and
complicated by the fact that the work was first published in English
translation in 1975 and that this first English edition was marred by
numerous errors and omissions. At the risk of oversimplification,
one can identify three waves of critique and discussion of this work.
The first wave of criticism and discussion concerned charges that
Gadamer’s hermeneutical theory is historicist (Leo Strauss), rela-
tivist (E. D. Hirsch, Emilio Betti), and linguistically idealist (Thomas
Seebohm).2 The seeming identification of Being and language leads
to the idealist charge. The seeming reliance on Heidegger’s thought,
which gives priority to the futural aspect of the understanding to-
gether with Gadamer’s insistence on the importance of the histor-
ical situation of the interpreter and the applied character of any
understanding, are important aspects of the debate about histori-
cism and relativism. Gadamer’s attempt to undermine the tradi-
tional hermeneutic distinction between meaning (Sinn) and signif-
icance (Bedeutung) plays an important role in this discussion. The
second wave follows from the appropriation and critique of
Gadamer’s hermeneutics by a young and then relatively unknown
philosopher, Jürgen Habermas. In his inaugural lecture, “Knowledge
and Human Interests,” of 1965 (published as an appendix to the book
of the same title), Habermas explicitly adopts Gadamer’s hermeneu-
tics for what he called the “historical–hermeneutical sciences,” but
he, at the same time, criticizes Gadamer’s thought for being insuffi-
ciently “critical” and too reliant upon and subordinate to tradition;
that is, it is inadequate for a critique of ideology and, hence, for
critical theory. This set off an exchange with Gadamer that received
much attention and comment.3 Not only is the relation of Gadamer’s
hermeneutical theory to phenomenology (Husserl, Heidegger) and to
critical theory (Adorno, Horkheimer, Habermas) controverted, but
also there has been consideration of the relation of Gadamer’s inter-
pretive theory to the recent modes of interpreting texts and the philo-
sophical tradition that has been developed particularly in France and
has been identified as poststructuralist, postmodern, and deconstruc-
tionist (Derrida, Foucault, and Lyotard among others). The third wave
follows from the first direct meeting and exchange between Gadamer
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and Derrida in Paris in 1981 under the auspices of the Goethe Insti-
tute. The papers of this meeting (“exchange” overstates what actu-
ally transpired), which eventually appeared in French, German, and
English, elicited much response from the philosophical community.4

Relevant for situating Gadamer in the landscape of the contemporary
philosophical scene, especially in relation to Habermas and Derrida,
is the consideration of his views on modernity and the Enlighten-
ment. It is worth noting that Habermas, who criticizes Gadamer
as a traditionalist, embraces the Enlightenment project and moder-
nity more closely than Gadamer, who keeps a critical distance. This
aspect might seem to place Gadamer in proximity with the postmod-
ernists, but the very definition of his project as an ontology of the
universal experience of understanding distinguishes his project from
postmodernism and deconstructionism. A specifically American as-
pect of this third wave was Richard Rorty’s somewhat misdirected
appeal to Gadamer as an existentialist and edifying philosopher in
the conclusion of his much discussed Philosophy and the Mirror of
Nature (1979) and his later consideration of Gadamer in The Conse-
quences of Pragmatism (1982) as a “weak textualist” – this, by way
of contrast, to the strong textualism of Derrida and Rorty. Most re-
cently (2000) Rorty casts Gadamer as a nominalist whose lead would
end the “epistemic wars.”5

Gadamer’s hermeneutics has had a much broader impact than
these significant debates in philosophical circles about truth, inter-
pretive method, tradition, and modernity. “Hermeneutics,” result-
ing largely but not solely from Gadamer’s work, became a common-
place part of titles or subtitles especially in literary theory, sociology,
and social theory, as well as in theology and biblical commentary.
In literary theory, Gadamer’s work was particularly invoked in the
development of reception and “reader-response” theory, for example
in the work of Hans-Robert Jauss. His work importantly assisted so-
cial theory in taking the “interpretive turn.” In 1979, Paul Rabinow
and William Sullivan published Interpretive Social Science, which
announces this “turn” and makes a case against either naively real-
istic or positivistic human science. Gadamer has been a frequently
invoked figure in the debates about the human sciences and the phi-
losophy of social science.

Though Gadamer is not a religious thinker, his work has found
enormous resonance in theology and biblical criticism. This area,
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to be sure, has had a stronger and livelier hermeneutic tradition
than other areas of inquiry. In the twentieth century, among others,
Rudolf Bultmann, with whom Gadamer studied in Marburg in the
1920s, made hermeneutics a central theme for theology. In the late
1950s, just prior to the publication of Truth and Method, Ernst Fuchs
and Hans Ebeling published important work on the significance of
hermeneutics for theology.6 The appearance of Truth and Method
importantly shaped the ensuing and wide-ranging discussion of
hermeneutics in religious and theological thought. An example of
the practical impact of Gadamer’s thought in this area is the pub-
lication (December 1999) of a theological study commissioned by
the Vatican on the faults of the Roman Catholic Church in the past:
Memory and Reconciliation: The Church and the Faults of the Past.
To establish a theoretical basis for its work, the study asks, “What are
the conditions for a correct interpretation of the past from the point
of view of historical knowledge?” Its answer relies explicitly and
almost entirely on Truth and Method.7 This document provided the
theoretical and theological background for Pope John Paul II’s pro-
nouncements in 2000 about the faults and sins of the Church, espe-
cially with regard to the Jewish people.

Finally, it should be observed that Gadamer’s work importantly
contributed to a hermeneutic turn in philosophy and the human
sciences that goes beyond the direct influence of his work. Other
philosophers, especially in Europe and more or less independent of
Gadamer, have attempted their hand at developing a philosophical
hermeneutics. Work in France by Paul Ricouer, in Italy by Emilio
Betti and Gianni Vattimo, and in Germany by Hans Albert, Manfred
Frank, and Thomas Seebohm, among others, come to mind. We find,
in addition, many scholars in other fields invoking hermeneutics
with little or no explicit invocation of the work of Gadamer. This
is particularly so in America where an intellectual divide between
Anglo-American and so-called Continental thought has played a de-
cisive role in philosophy and in the human sciences. Thomas Kuhn,
the historian and philosopher of science, whose book The Struc-
ture of Scientific Revolutions (1962) has had such a profound impact
on the history and philosophy of science and beyond, came to un-
derstand his own efforts as hermeneutical and articulates well the
situation of many American intellectuals in this regard:
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What I as a physicist had to discover for myself, most historians learn by
example in the course of professional training. Consciously or not, they are
all practitioners of the hermeneutic method. In my case, however, the dis-
covery of hermeneutics did more than make history seem consequential. Its
most immediate and decisive effect was instead on my view of science . . . .

The early models of the sort of history that has influenced me and my his-
torical colleagues is the product of a post-Kantian European tradition which
I and my philosophical colleagues continue to find opaque. In my own case,
for example, even the term “hermeneutic,” to which I resorted briefly above,
was no part of my vocabulary as recently as five years ago. Increasingly,
I suspect that anyone who believes that history may have deep philosophi-
cal import will have to learn to bridge the longstanding divide between the
Continental and English-language philosophical traditions.8

The translation of Gadamer’s work into English and his teaching and
lecturing presence in North America for over twenty years has surely
contributed to building this bridge.

gadamer ’s other work

As suggested above, Gadamer not only developed a theory of hermen-
eutics but he practiced it in his teaching and his writing. He spent his
scholarly life engaged with philosophical and literary texts. Gadamer
understands his own particular strengths to be in the lecture hall or
seminar room and in the written essay. As Gadamer himself notes,
he has written only three books in his lifetime, even though a re-
cent published bibliography of his work is over 300 pages.9 With
the exception of Plato’s Dialectical Ethics (his habilitation), Truth
and Method, and The Idea of the Good in Platonic-Aristotelian
Philosophy, each of his many published books is either a collection
of essays, the reworking of a lecture series, or an extended essay pub-
lished as a small monograph. On the literary side, he writes primar-
ily about poetry, especially Goethe, Hölderlin, Immerman, George,
Rilke, Celan, and Domin. In a small number of essays, he has given
attention to painting. On the philosophical side he writes about
classical Greek thinkers like Democritus, Parmenides, Heraclitus,
Aristotle, and Plotinus as well as modern philosophers such as
Herder, Schleiermacher, and Dilthey. Most importantly, however,
he writes about Plato, Hegel, and Heidegger. These three thinkers
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provide for Gadamer more than a number of interesting and impor-
tant philosophical issues; they are the grindstone on which Gadamer
sharpens his own interpretive theory. Gadamer opens the second
volume of his collected works, a volume that collects numerous es-
says that develop or explain aspects of Truth and Method, with a
1985 retrospective essay that was written as the introduction to the
volume and is entitled “Between Phenomenology and Dialectic – An
Attempt at a Self-Critique.” As the title suggests, Gadamer locates
his hermeneutical theory between phenomenology and dialectic.
The phenomenology here is primarily, though not solely, that of
Martin Heidegger. The dialectic is the dialectic of Hegel and, even
more importantly, the dialectic of Plato.

Gadamer’s dissertation and habilitation both concerned Plato.
Most of Gadamer’s teaching and writing in the 1930s and 1940s was
devoted to Greek philosophy (the pre-Socratics, Plato, and Aristotle).
He continued to give classical Greek philosophy much of his atten-
tion throughout his scholarly career. Three of the ten volumes of his
collected works are dedicated to classical philosophy; this represents
as much space in the collection as the three volumes dedicated to
hermeneutics. He is particularly interested in the concept of the good
in Plato and Aristotle, in the relation of theory and practice, and in
the relation of the philosophy of Plato and Aristotle more generally.
He provides a reading of Plato and Aristotle that shows a deep prox-
imity of their thought. Although Gadamer’s work on classical philos-
ophy stands in its own right and has had an important impact in this
field, his reading of the Greeks is not unrelated to his hermeneutical
theory. The Aristotelian concept of phronesis (practical reasoning) is
central to his development of hermeneutical understanding in Truth
and Method. In Plato he finds a paradigm of the logic of question
and answer that underlies his account of dialogue in the hermeneu-
tic experience. The concluding section of Truth and Method relies
importantly on Plato, especially the Plato of the Phaedrus and the
Seventh Letter for establishing the priority of speech to writing and
for treatment of truth in relation to beauty. Gadamer explicitly, if
somewhat ambiguously, ties his own effort in hermeneutics to the
Platonic tradition:

The fact that we have been able to refer several times to Plato, despite the
fact that Greek logos philosophy revealed the ground of the hermeneutical
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experience only in a very fragmentary way, is due to this feature of the
Platonic view of beauty, which is like an undercurrent in the history of
Aristotelian and scholastic metaphysics, sometimes rising to the surface,
as in neoplatonic and christian mysticism and theological and philosoph-
ical spiritualism. It was in this tradition of Platonism that the conceptual
vocabulary required for thought about the finiteness of human life was devel-
oped. The continuity of this Platonic tradition is attested by the affinity be-
tween the Platonic theory of beauty and the idea of a universal hermeneutics
(TM 486–7).

Truth and Method begins importantly with a critique of the subjecti-
fication of aesthetic consciousness in Kantian aesthetics and much of
subsequent philosophical aesthetics. It concludes with a discussion
that relies importantly on Plato and that argues for the proximity of
truth and beauty.

Beauty, then, is a central consideration for Gadamer. We have
already noted his attention to poetry and painting, interests that
have spanned his career. It is only after the publication of Truth and
Method, however, that Gadamer begins to write extensively about
philosophical aesthetics. The short monograph, The Relevance of
the Beautiful, and eleven essays are available in English translation
(1986) under the title of the monograph. In these essays Gadamer
continues his critique of idealist aesthetics, engages contemporary
discussions (especially in Germany) of philosophical aesthetics, and
attempts to show that art is a “unique manifestation of truth whose
particularity cannot be surpassed” (RB 37). The concepts of represen-
tation, mimesis, and the festival are important to Gadamer’s consi-
derations. Art’s proximity to and distance from philosophy is another
significant theme. Gadamer’s voice in contemporary aesthetics is
singular in its call for us to find truth in beauty.

Two other themes that Gadamer has taken up particularly in the
last two decades are Europe and health. He published two collections
of essays on Europe in the 1980s and has published a collection of
essays on health, which has been translated into English under the
title The Enigma of Health: The Art of Healing in a Scientific Age
(1996). These two concerns are related. It is the modern Europe with
which Gadamer is concerned – the Europe of the Enlightenment, of
science and technology. And it is the question of health in a sci-
entific age that Gadamer considers. As the subtitle of The Enigma
of Health indicates, Gadamer continues to consider the relation of
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theory to practice and continues, in the context of specifically “scien-
tific” and technological era, to return to a Platonic and Aristotelian
understanding of this complex relationship. Healing is not so much
a science or technique, Gadamer argues, but it is an “art.” “Art” is
a possible translation of the Greek techne, which sometimes finds
itself translated as “technique.” “Practice,” Gadamer tells the as-
sembled psychiatrists of the United States in their annual conven-
tion in 1989, “is more than merely the application of knowledge.”
Gadamer would have us recover this classical understanding of prac-
tice in relation to theory whether it is in the context of medicine or
reading texts. This classical understanding of practice importantly
underlies Gadamer’s project of philosophical hermeneutics. This is
provocatively displayed in the concluding statement of Truth and
Method: “Rather, what the tool of method does not achieve must –
and effectively can – be achieved by a discipline of questioning and
research, a discipline that guarantees truth” (TM 447). More funda-
mental than the methods of hermeneutics (for method there must
be) is the hermeneutic discipline or the art. Elsewhere he defines
hermeneutics simply as “the art of agreement.”10

this volume

The essays in this volume present and assess Gadamer’s philosoph-
ical achievement from a wide variety of perspectives. They con-
sider the implications of Gadamer’s philosophical contributions for
metaphysics and epistemology, the philosophy of language, ethics
and politics, aesthetics, theology, and the philosophy of the social
sciences. Three papers address quite directly Gadamer’s theory of
interpretation. Jean Grondin considers Gadamer’s account of un-
derstanding. Brice Wachterhauser discusses Gadamer’s concept of
truth and the issues of realism/idealism and relativism. Günther
Figal examines Gadamer’s philosophy of language. Two papers con-
sider themes, which, though important to Gadamer’s hermeneu-
tics, have philosophical interest independent of their relevance to
hermeneutics. Georgia Warnke takes up the ethics and politics of
Gadamer’s thought, and Jay Baker considers the significance of lyric
poetry for Gadamer’s aesthetics. Two papers focus on the relevance of
Gadamer’s thought to areas outside philosophy narrowly construed.
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Charles Taylor discusses the implications of Gadamer’s philosoph-
ical hermeneutics for the human sciences, and Frederick Lawrence
writes of the significance of Gadamer’s work for theology and reli-
gious thought. Three papers attend to the three figures from the his-
tory of philosophy most significant for Gadamer’s thought: Cather-
ine Zuckert on Plato, Robert Pippin on Hegel, and Robert Dostal on
Heidegger. Richard Bernstein considers the question of Gadamer’s
understanding of modernity and places this consideration in relation
to Gadamer’s philosophical encounters with Jürgen Habermas and
Jacques Derrida. The volume concludes with an extensive English
language bibliography of both primary and secondary work. We
begin with a short biography of Gadamer by Robert Dostal.

notes

1 Hans-Georg Gadamer on Education, Poetry, and History: Applied
Hermeneutics, edited by Dieter Misgeld and Graeme Nicholson, trans-
lated by Lawrence Schmidt and Monica Reuss (Albany: SUNY Press,
1992), p. 63.

2 Gadamer responds to these criticisms in Supplement I to Truth and
Method, entitled, “Hermeneutics and Historicism” (TM 460–91). Emilio
Betti’s critique of Gadamer’s hermeneutics has not been translated into
English: Die Hermeneutik als allgemeine Methodik der Geisteswis-
senschaften (Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1962). For Leo Strauss’s critique,
see his correspondence with Gadamer: “Correspondence concerning
Wahrheit und Methode,” The Independent Journal of Philosophy 2 (1978),
5–12. E. D. Hirsch focused on the distinction of meaning and signifi-
cance: “Truth and Method in Interpretation,” The Review of Metaphysics
18 (1965), 488–507. See also his Validity in Interpretation (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1967). Hirsch significantly takes back some of his
criticism in “Meaning and Significance Re-interpreted,” Critical Inquiry
11 (1984), 202–25. See also Thomas Seebohm, Kritik der hermeneutis-
chen Vernunft (Bonn: Bouvier, 1972) and “The New Hermeneutics,” in
Continental Philosophy in America, edited by Hugh Silverman, John
Sallis, and Thomas Seebohm (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press,
1983), pp. 64–89.

3 Jürgen Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, translated by Jeremy
Shapiro (Boston: Beacon, 1968). In the Appendix Habermas writes: “Thus
the rules of hermeneutics determine the possible meaning of the va-
lidity of statements of the cultural sciences” (p. 309). The footnote to
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the sentence reads: “I concur with the analysis in Part 2 of Hans-Georg
Gadamer, Wahrheit und Methode” (p. 348). Habermas’ review of Truth
and Method can be found in English translation in The Hermeneutic Tra-
dition, edited by Gayle Ormiston and Alan Schrift (Albany: SUNY Press,
1990), pp. 213–45. Other contributions to this discussion can be found
in this collection. For Gadamer’s response to Habermas see “Reply to
My Critics” in this same volume. See also Gadamer’s “On the Scope and
Function of Hermeneutical Reflection, “ in Philosophical Hermeneutics,
edited and translated by David E. Linge (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1976), pp. 18–43; also reprinted in Hermeneutics and Modern
Philosophy, edited by Brice Wachterhauser (Albany: SUNY Press, 1986),
pp. 277–99.

4 Dialogue and Deconstruction: The Gadamer-Derrida Encounter, edited
and translated by Diane F. Michelfelder and Richard E. Palmer (Albany:
SUNY Press, 1989).

5 Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1979); The Consequences of Pragmatism (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1982), pp. 139–59; “On Gadamer and the
Philosophical Conversation,” The London Review of Books 22, no. 6
(March 16, 2000), pp. 23–25.

6 Ernst Fuchs, Zum Hermeneutischen Problem in der Theologie (Tübingen:
J. C. B. Mohr, 1959); Hans Ebeling, “Wort Gottes und Hermeneutik,”
Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche (1959), pp. 224–51. See also Rudolf
Bultmann, Essays: Philosophical and Theological, translated by James
Greig (London: S. C. M. Press, 1955), and Existence and Faith: Shorter
Writings of Rudolf Bultmann, translated by Schubert Ogden (London:
Hodder and Stoughton, 1961). Wolfhart Pannenberg contributed an im-
portant essay to the discussion, “Hermeneutics and Universal History,”
in Hermeneutics and Modern Philosophy, pp. 111–46.

7 Memory and Reconciliation: The Church and the Faults of the Past,
see especially footnote #65. This document can be found at www.
vatican.va/ roman curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc con cfaith
doc 20000307 memory-reconc-itc en.html.

8 Thomas Kuhn, The Essential Tension (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1977), pp. xiii–xiv.

9 Etsuro Makita, Gadamer-Bibliographie: 1922–1944 (New York: Peter
Lang, 1994).

10 “Reply to My Critics,” in The Hermeneutic Tradition, p. 273.
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robert j. dostal

1 Gadamer: The Man and
His Work

In many respects the philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer has led an
unremarkable life. Born into a well-to-do middle class, academic,
German family, he enjoyed a Gymnasium (a secondary school prepa-
ratory to the university) and a university education that led to a career
as a philosophy professor. He retired from the university at age 68
and continues to lecture and write. What distinguishes Gadamer’s
life is his work. With the publication of Truth and Method in 1960,
he helped inaugurate, in philosophy and human studies, an interpre-
tive turn with a worldwide impact. We also note that Gadamer has
led a very long life. Born in 1900, his life spans the entire twenti-
eth century. It goes without saying, that Gadamer has led a German
life – a German life in a century that might well have been a German
century on the world stage but instead was an unmitigated disaster
for Germany and for the world. Gadamer’s life is closely bound to
Germany and its intellectual life, though in his retirement he lec-
tured around the world and spent extensive time teaching and lec-
turing in North America. A look at his life can illuminate Germany’s
century as well as the context for his philosophical work. The work,
however, is not to be understood merely within this context, for,
as Gadamer himself has often argued, a philosophical or literary
work always surpasses what the author understands. In addition, this
German philosopher found himself with audiences and a readership
worldwide.

youth, family, and education

Hans-Georg Gadamer was born on February 11, 1900, in the small
university town of Marburg, in the Germany of the second empire.

13
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His family was from Silesia (now Poland) and they soon moved back
to its principal city, Breslau (now Wroclaw), then one of the largest
cities in Germany, where Gadamer grew up. His father, Johannes,
was a prominent chemistry professor. At the time of Gadamer’s birth,
his father was on the faculty at Marburg University, and in 1902
followed the call to the chair of pharmaceutical chemistry in Breslau.
His mother died when he was four and his father soon remarried.
Gadamer had one sibling, an older brother who suffered from epilepsy
and was institutionalized when Gadamer was in his teens.

Although the family was nominally Protestant, religion played lit-
tle role in their family life – unless one counts as religious the deep
respect and awe in which reason and science were held. His family
and the milieu in which he grew up were very much participants in
what has been called a religion of reason, Vernunftreligion, for which
the professoriate, especially those in natural science, was the priest-
hood. It is difficult for us, at the turn of the twenty-first century,
to appreciate the progressive hopefulness with regard to science and
technology and the loyalty to the nation and its emperor that im-
bued the professional class, all university trained, of Wilhelmine, es-
pecially Prussian, Germany. Gadamer remembers Breslau as being
“more Prussian than Prussia” (PA 3). The two domains, science
(Wissenschaft) and culture (Kultur), sometimes in conflict and some-
times in harmony, often took the place that elsewhere was occupied
by religion and politics. This milieu, though progressive and modern-
izing in spirit, was at the same time authoritarian, antidemocratic,
and nonegalitarian.

All of this characterized Gadamer’s father, who was a very strict
disciplinarian. Gadamer writes of his father: “My father was . . . a
significant researcher, a self-conscious, accomplished, energetic, and
capable personality – a man who drastically embodied authoritarian
pedagogy in the worst way but with the best of intentions”(PA 3).
Although his father was cultivated, he had little respect in the uni-
versity context for the disciplines that concerned themselves more
with culture than science. For him the humanities professors were
the “chattering professors” (Schwatzprofessoren). He did his best to
interest the young Hans-Georg in natural science but to no avail.
Already, in his secondary school years, Hans-Georg was clearly inter-
ested in the humanities – especially in “Shakespeare, ancient Greek
and classical German writers” (PA 3). In 1918, Gadamer enrolled at
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the University of Breslau where he studied literature, the history of
art, psychology, and philosophy. In 1919, Johannes accepted a call
back to Marburg, and Hans-Georg followed him. There the young
Gadamer settled on philosophy and classical philology, and in 1922
wrote a dissertation with the preeminent neo-Kantian Paul Natorp
on Plato. His father, who became the rector of the university in 1922,
never reconciled himself to philosophy as a career path for his son.
When he was dying of cancer in 1928, Johannes, out of concern for his
son’s life prospects, sent for Martin Heidegger with whom Gadamer
was studying and writing his habilitation. Heidegger assured him
that his son was a good philosopher and would find a position and
a career.1 Although Johannes was a strong admirer of Bismarck, he
was not interested in politics. As a scientist and university professor
he was above politics. He appears not to have shared with his fel-
low academics their great enthusiasm for the war when it broke out
in 1914. Gadamer remembers his own childish enthusiasm for the
war when it was announced in the late summer – and his father’s
stern rebuke.2 The war and its aftermath brought dramatic changes
to Europe, to Germany, and to Gadamer. The German empire had
collapsed. Revolution was in the air. Gadamer succinctly reminds us
of the time, when he writes:

This was the end of an age: the age of liberalism, the unlimited belief in
progress, and the unquestioned leadership of science within cultural life.
All of this perished in the War’s battles of materiel.3

Although there were surely many influences on the development of
Gadamer’s thought at this time including Kierkegaard and Dosto-
yevsky, Gadamer accords his “awakening” and intellectual libera-
tion from his parents and from Prussian Germany to reading Theodor
Lessing’s Europa und Asien, “a spirited and sarcastic work of cul-
tural criticism that bowled me over. At last I had found something
else in the world beside Prussian efficiency, performance, and disci-
pline” (PA 4).4

heidegger and marburg

The 1920s were tumultuous times in Germany and tumultuous
times for Gadamer in Marburg. He attended lectures in a wide variety
of fields, including those of the leftist art historian Richard Hamann
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who declared the end of European culture. He associated with the po-
litically conservative Stephan George circle; with Ernst Curtius, the
literary historian; and he became friends (as a student might with a
professor) with the philosopher Nicolai Hartmann. Later in Marburg
he became acquainted with the visiting Max Scheler and worked
closely with the theologian Rudolf Bultmann. At Hartmann’s sug-
gestion he chose for his dissertation advisor Paul Natorp, the leading
neo-Kantian philosopher in Germany. He finished the work for the
doctorate relatively early in 1922.5 Shortly thereafter, in April 1923,
he married – “too young,” he says (PA 35). Between the comple-
tion of his doctorate and his marriage, he became ill with polio and
convalesced. The polio affected the way he walked for the rest of
his life, but it did not keep him from tennis and hiking. His treat-
ment included quarantine for several months, during which time he
read intensively, among other things, the phenomenologist Edmund
Husserl’s multivolume Logical Investigations, much of the writing
of the romantic Jean Paul, and an unpublished essay on Aristotle
by a young assistant to Husserl in Freiburg, Martin Heidegger. This
unpublished work came to Gadamer by way of Natorp, who had so-
licited the essay via Husserl with the expectation that it would soon
be published and that Heidegger might then qualify for a position
at Marburg. The essay, which announces a major work on Aristo-
tle from a phenomenological perspective, was not then published
and the project was not carried out. Gadamer writes that the es-
say “affected me like an electric shock” (PA 47). The essay stirred
Gadamer to write Heidegger directly and express his intention to
come to Freiburg.

The encounter with Heidegger was a fateful one: a relationship
that was difficult, complicated, and decisive from the very beginning.
Gadamer spent the spring semester of 1923 in Freiburg, where he at-
tended Husserl’s lectures and all the courses Heidegger was teaching.
Among these were two different classes on Aristotle, a seminar on
Husserl’s Logical Investigations, and a lecture series titled “Ontol-
ogy,” which soon found a more exact title: “The Hermeneutics of
Facticity.” Heidegger invited Gadamer and his wife up to his hut in
Todtnauberg for several weeks during the summer break where they
read Aristotle and Melanchthon together. This helped lay the ground-
work for Gadamer’s appreciation of the importance of religious and
theological thought for the philosophical tradition and provided the
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basis for his later studies with the theologian Rudolf Bultmann. A po-
sition for Heidegger materialized in Marburg beginning in the winter
semester of 1923–4. Gadamer recalls vividly a farewell celebration
Heidegger held for his students up in the Black Forest mountains
near his hut. A large bonfire was built and Heidegger spoke, encour-
aging his students to remain “awake” (Wachsein, an injunction from
Paul’s epistle to the Thessalonians), reminding them of the task of
humanity to stand between the revelation and withdrawal of Being,
and invoking the Greeks.

The year 1923 was also the time of the great inflation in Germany.
Gadamer, at this point, for reasons that he never makes clear in
his autobiographical writing, was trying to help support his father.
Earlier, Gadamer had inherited a trust fund from his father that bore
one condition – that it not be used to purchase books. The inflation
reduced the fund’s value to nothing. Although Gadamer had grown
up in Breslau in affluence, the Great War and its aftermath took away
much, if not all, of the family’s resources. Money would remain a
worry for Gadamer, the head of a family and a household, until he
finally secured the position of professor in the late 1930s.

Gadamer returned from Freiburg to Marburg that fall (1923), as-
sisted Heidegger in his new surroundings, and immediately became
part of the circle around Heidegger. Student friends in this circle in-
cluded Karl Löwith, Gerhard Krüger, Jakob Klein, and Leo Strauss.
Gadamer did not know well Hannah Arendt or Hans Jonas, two
others who studied at this time with Heidegger and who, like Klein
and Strauss, emigrated to the United States in the 1930s and 1940s
and had an important impact on philosophy in post-World War
II America. Each of these students/philosophers has attested to
Heidegger’s powerful presence in the classroom.

Gadamer hoped to write under Heidegger’s guidance his habilita-
tion – a second work after the doctorate required in the German
university system in order to qualify for an academic position. Yet
after a year Heidegger expressed disappointment in Gadamer’s work.
His confidence shaken, Gadamer decided to concentrate on the study
of classical Greek (classical philology) with Paul Friedländer. To bor-
row a phrase from Gadamer’s biographer, Jean Grondin, Gadamer
took “refuge in the Greeks.”6 This could have led to a university or
a secondary school career. In these years, while concentrating on clas-
sical philology, he continued to attend Heidegger’s lectures. In the
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summer of 1927, Gadamer successfully passed the state examina-
tions to qualify as a teacher of classics. Heidegger was one of his
examiners. Friedländer spoke to Heidegger about inviting Gadamer
to write a habilitation with him, and Heidegger, to the great surprise
of Gadamer, immediately wrote Gadamer inviting him to habili-
tate with him. In addition, Heidegger expressed concern that it be
done quickly because Heidegger knew he had only one more year in
Marburg. The appearance of Being and Time in 1927 paved the way
for Heidegger to assume Husserl’s chair in Freiburg, because Husserl
was retiring.

Gadamer was up to the task and submitted, in the summer of 1928,
his habilitation: a reading of Plato’s Philebus. The work was clearly
hurried. It had only a few footnotes, a very small bibliography, and
only two chapters: (1) a treatment of Plato’s dialectic and the way
we come to an understanding (Verständigung) and (2) a reading of
the Philebus. With some correction, the work was published in 1931
under the title: Plato’s Dialectical Ethics: Phenomenological Inter-
pretations Relating to the Philebus. He had thought of a habilitation
on Aristotle and saw Aristotle as responding to Plato, but he settled
for the preliminary work on Plato. With the habilitation completed,
Gadamer became a “privatdozent” and received the right to lecture
at the university. There was no position for him and no salary, but
he could lecture and receive tuition from his students. He received
a two-year stipendium from the German government to prepare his
habilitation for publication. From 1929 to 1934 he offered lectures on
ethics, aesthetics, Aristotle’s ethics and physics, and Plato’s Repub-
lic and treatment of the immortality of the soul, among others. In
1932 and 1933, he lectured on the idea of the university and on Karl
Jasper’s current assessment of the situation in Germany and Europe,
“On the Spiritual Situation of the Age.”7

early career and nazi germany

Like so many of his friends and colleagues, Gadamer was surprised
and shocked by the Nazi seizure of power (Machtergreifung) in 1933.
In an interview in 1986 he recalls that

My belief was that it was absolutely impossible that Hitler could prove
to be a figure of significance. This was the general conviction of liberal
intellectuals in Germany. . . . And you must grasp . . . the confinements and
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restrictions of the experience of a young student undertaking academic work
under life conditions which were often threatened by hunger. You must grasp
that it was only very, very slowly that I began to see the fatal possibility that
lay before us (EPH 142).

Gadamer and his circle of friends in Marburg were also surprised and
horrified by the news that Heidegger in Freiburg had joined the party
and taken on the leadership of Freiburg University as rector with the
express purpose of reshaping the liberal and cosmopolitan milieu of
the university into a willing participant in the Nazi revolution. The
universities were to submit to the will of the Führer, and clearly
Heidegger had aspirations, quite ungrounded, to provide intellectual
leadership to the nation’s leader.8 Heidegger sent Gadamer a copy
of his famed Rectoral Address and signed his letter “With German
greetings.” Gadamer reports: “From that moment on I gave him up”
and “this was the time that something false came into our relation-
ship” (EPH 10). Gadamer broke off all contact with Heidegger until
1937, years after Heidegger had given up his active political engage-
ment with Nazism.

In the Nazi period, Gadamer avoided politics and never became
a party member. His career moved ahead, but slowly. He found a
temporary position as a replacement for a year in Kiel in 1934–5.
He returned to Marburg in 1935, again as a replacement. In 1938, he
finally found a regular position as professor in Leipzig, as the suc-
cessor of Arnold Gehlen, where he taught through the war years. He
published little during this period. In fact, he comments later that
he succeeded, in part, because he published so little and because he
stayed, for the most part, within the realm of Greek philosophy.9

His published efforts included work on classical Greek atom the-
ory, on Plato on the poets and on education, on Hegel and histori-
cal spirit (Geist), and on “People (Volk) and History in the Thought
of Herder.” Gadamer’s lectures in this period were almost exclu-
sively on Greek philosophy or German idealism (Schelling, Hegel).
Gadamer’s critics question the compromises Gadamer had to make
to further his career in Nazi Germany.10 In the fall of 1933, Ger-
man academics were asked to sign a document supporting Hitler
and the Nazi regime, and Gadamer’s name appears. In interviews and
statements in the 1980s and 1990s Gadamer does not recall exactly
the circumstances of this event, acknowledges the “compromise,”
claims he never saw the statement under which his name appeared,
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and explains that in the circumstance the choice was clear – agree
or pack your bags.11 Critics have also pointed out that the professors
in Kiel and Marburg whom Gadamer replaced temporarily were Jews
who were forced out of the university. In both cases, Gadamer was
a friend of the philosopher he was to replace (Richard Kroner in Kiel
and Erich Frank in Marburg) and, according to Gadamer, was encour-
aged personally by each of them to assume the temporary position.
In addition, in the summer of 1935, after the University of Marburg
rejected Gadamer’s request for a position for reasons that appear to
be his lack of enthusiasm for Nazism, Gadamer freely signed up for a
“rehabilitation camp” for academics outside Danzig. He reports that
he was lucky in that the leadership of the camp was tolerant and
that he made a number of friends including the leader of the camp,
a jurist, Graf Wenzel Gleispach. Gadamer credits his call to the pro-
fessoriate at Leipzig in 1938, in part, to Graf Wenzel Gleispach’s
intervention. The two main competitors for the position in Leipzig
were ardent Nazis. Werner Heisenberg, a prominent physicist on
the Leipzig faculty, was impressed with Gadamer’s work on Greek
classical atomic theory and was another advocate for Gadamer’s
appointment.

With regard to his research and writing in this period, Gadamer
informs us that, following his habilitation’s consideration of Plato’s
ethics, he began in the early 1930s to plan for a work on Plato’s pol-
itics. Because of the political developments in Germany he dropped
this project, even though the two published essays in the Nazi period
on Plato were pieces of what would have been this work: “Plato and
the Poets,” (1934) and “Plato’s Education State” (1942). Gadamer,
in many respects, appears to have been keeping a low profile during
this very difficult time. Yet both of these essays consider political
topics and both can be read as critiques of the politics of the time,
critiques of the role of the humanities in the German academy and
intellectual life, and, even, self-critique.12 In the first essay in which
Gadamer considered Plato’s banishment of the poets from the city
in the Republic, he wrote:

The real object of Plato’s criticism is not the degenerate forms of contempo-
rary art and the perception of the older, classical poetry which the contem-
porary taste in art had defined. Rather it is the contemporary morality and
moral education which had established itself upon the basis of the poetic



P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-01 October 11, 2001 9:24

Gadamer: The Man and His Work 21

formulations of the older morality and which, in adhering to aging moral
forms, found itself defenseless against arbitrary perversions of those forms
brought on by the spirit of sophism (DD 61).

The essay begins with a reference to the reliance of the German
classical and romantic periods on ancient models of art. Most impor-
tantly, the essay reads Plato as providing a critique of “aesthetic con-
sciousness.” It is with this very critique that Gadamer begins Truth
and Method. The romanticism and aestheticism that pervaded so
much of German humanism and the human sciences (Geisteswis-
senschaften) in the universities helped, usually inadvertently, pre-
pare the way for National Socialism. One cannot help but think,
for example, of the significant influence that the poet Stefan George
and his circle exerted on intellectual life in Germany in the 1920s –
and on Gadamer. This circle, contemptuous of modern mass society,
held that the poets should rule and explicitly awaited a Führer. But
when Hitler came to power and the Nazis offered Stefan George a
position in the academy of poets, he refused and left Germany (and
died shortly thereafter).

leipzig, the war, and the rectorate

In his memoirs, Gadamer writes about the welcome shift from the
repressiveness and “moral terror” of Marburg to the freer atmosphere
of the university in Leipzig “where the Nazi party hardly put in an ap-
pearance” (PA 33). Hitler started the war in the year after Gadamer’s
appointment as professor. The war years were a terrible time. Leipzig
was heavily bombed. In these years Gadamer received his first inter-
national invitations to speak – in Florence, Paris, Lisbon, and Prague.
Gadamer acknowledges in his memoirs that he, “a political inno-
cent” (PA 99), was used for propaganda purposes. His lecture in Paris
in 1941 was before French officers from a prisoner of war camp; it was
published as a monograph (26 pages), Volk and History in Herder’s
Thought (1942). This lecture was republished in 1967 under a differ-
ent title (“Herder and the Historical World”) with a different intro-
duction and a new very brief conclusion. The body of the essay saw
few changes.13

In Leipzig, Gadamer socialized with Carl Goedeler, the former
mayor of Leipzig, and became a fringe member of a group that met
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regularly at his home. Gadamer never participated in this group’s po-
litical activities, although he was aware that they were active against
Hitler. He became worried for his own safety in the aftermath of
the failed attempt on Hitler’s life in 1944, because Goedeler and his
group participated in the plot against the Nazi-regime and because
Goedeler had spoken positively, though vaguely, about the role that
Gadamer might play in the time to come. Goedeler and several of
Gadamer’s other friends and associates were arrested and executed.

At the time of the end of his stay in Marburg and his move to
Leipzig, his marriage began to unravel. His wife, Frida, had a dal-
liance with a romance language professor in Marburg, Werner Krauss.
Krauss, a committed Marxist, was later associated with the “White
Rose” movement in Germany, and in 1943 Gadamer intervened with
the authorities on his behalf. Gadamer was instrumental in getting
Krauss a position in Leipzig after the war. Gadamer met his second
wife in Leipzig. Katie Lekebusch was a philosophy student who be-
came Gadamer’s assistant. In the spring of 1945, she was denounced
for a statement she made against Hitler. She barely escaped immedi-
ate execution for treason and was imprisoned in Berlin where she was
scheduled to be sent to Ravensbruck, a concentration camp. How-
ever, she was freed with other prisoners during the final battle for
Berlin. They were married in 1950.

When the war ended, Gadamer was called upon to lead the re-
construction of the University of Leipzig as its rector. One of the
reasons given for the call was that Gadamer helped alienate students
in the human and social sciences from Nazism. His rectoral address
was titled “ On the Primordiality of Science,” and is an interesting
contrast to the rectoral address of Heidegger in Freiburg in 1933.14

Both addresses identified Wissenschaft (science in a broad sense) as
the essence and mission of the university. Both underscored the im-
portant educational role of the university in the larger context of
the nation and the world. Historically, both pointed to the signifi-
cant role of ancient Greece in the development of science. Gadamer
spoke of science as the foundation of modern European culture, while
Heidegger sneered at the “pseudocivilization” of the West and saw
Germany as the successor to Greece. Both understandably saw the
university and Germany in a significantly new situation – in 1933,
the beginning of the Nazi Third Reich and in 1947 the beginning of



P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-01 October 11, 2001 9:24

Gadamer: The Man and His Work 23

the communist Democratic Republic of East Germany. In the name
of science, Gadamer silently resisted the new regime, while Heideg-
ger embraced the new regime in his attempt to redefine science as
being one with the Führer and das Volk. Both were interested not
so much in science’s results, but in the life of science. Both asserted
that a questioning stance is the central characteristic of this life. Yet
Heidegger presented this questioning life as the life of the will and
its fate and asked that this life identify itself with the new regime.
Gadamer argued that a life of science has three primary charac-
teristics: absent-mindedness (objectivity), doubt, and humility. Had
the scientists (human, social, and natural scientists) showed these
characteristics, he argued, they would not have accommodated them-
selves so readily to Nazism and, implicitly, to the new Marxist–
Leninist ideology. At approximately the same time as Gadamer’s
rectoral address, which concluded with a call to the revival of
humane culture in Germany, Heidegger published his Letter on
Humanism, which decried what humanism has wrought.

In an effort to rebuild the university, Gadamer spent approxi-
mately two years working with the Russians and the rising leaders
of what would become East Germany, including Walter Ulbricht.
Gadamer characterizes himself as resisting many of the Marxist–
Leninist reforms of the university, yet “when I did not get my way
with them, and that was of course most of the time, the Russians
could at least be certain that I would carry through their directives
exactly, even against my own convictions” (PA 107). Some of the
difficulties had little to do with ideology but with the fact that the
Russians had a differing view of universities. For them research was
for research academies and institutes, and university teachers were
not so different from high school teachers. The German Humbold-
tian university with its mission to combine teaching and research
was foreign to them. After a year of doing administrative work night
and day and constantly struggling with the authorities, Gadamer be-
gan to look elsewhere and in 1947 accepted an offer at Frankfurt
in the West. At one point during his travels back and forth from
Leipzig to Frankfurt, he was arrested upon his return to Leipzig and
imprisoned for several days and interrogated at length. When he was
released, he was all the more happy to be making the move to the
West.
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heidelberg

Gadamer was eager to return to teaching and research, yet he did
not find Frankfurt – the city, the university, or the philosophy de-
partment – welcoming. In 1949 he accepted a call from Heidelberg
to assume the chair which had been Karl Jaspers’. Jaspers had moved
to Basel, Switzerland, after the war. Heidelberg became Gadamer’s
home for the rest of his life. Noteworthy events of the time in Frank-
furt were a radio broadcast on the significance of Nietzsche with
Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno and an invited public discus-
sion at Marburg with Paul Tillich about Heidegger’s newly published
“Letter on Humanism.”

In Frankfurt he began an active professional philosophical career of
participating in and organizing philosophical conferences and edit-
ing, publishing, and reviewing philosophical work. He translated,
edited, and commented on Book XII of Aristotle’s Metaphysics (1948)
and he edited Wilhelm Dilthey’s Sketch of a General History of
Philosophy (1949). In 1953 with Helmut Kuhn he founded a jour-
nal, Philosophische Rundschau (Philosophical Review [literally,
“Panorama”]), which became and remains an important publica-
tion. His list of book reviews and review discussions is very exten-
sive. He served as president of the General German Society for Phi-
losophy. He actively participated with the Heidelberg Academy of
Sciences. He had many students and he devoted much of his en-
ergy to his teaching. For a while he accepted the administrative
responsibilities of a dean. The list of professional activities goes
on, and yet he published little. He felt pressure from his students,
colleagues, publishers, and, indirectly, from Heidegger to publish
something. In the mid-1950s he began to plan the project that was
to become Truth and Method, but it was very difficult for him.
Years after the publication of his major work he reported that “I
always had the damn feeling that Heidegger was looking over my
shoulder.”15

In the late 1930s Gadamer had renewed his relationship with
Heidegger. While in Frankfurt Gadamer put together a Festschrift
in honor of Heidegger’s sixtieth birthday. It was a delicate matter,
inasmuch as Heidegger was a very controversial figure. At that time,
he was forbidden to teach because of his engagement on behalf of Na-
tional Socialism. At the same time there was enormous enthusiasm
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among students and in intellectual circles for Heidegger. Gadamer
succeeded in putting together a volume that included critics of
Heidegger’s work and avoided what Gadamer refers to as “Heideg-
ger scholasticism.” Both Gerhard Krüger and Karl Löwith, who had
habilitated under Heidegger at the same time that Gadamer had and
were close friends of Gadamer, had published or were about to pub-
lish sharply negative critical essays on Heidegger’s philosophy. Both
contributed to the volume, which, for complicated reasons, appeared
a year late and without Gadamer’s name as editor. It should be added
that in 1953 Gadamer persuaded Löwith to return to Germany and to
a position at Heidelberg. Over the years Gadamer regularly invited
Heidegger to visit his classes. Gadamer recalls that there was too
much enthusiasm for Heidegger in the 1950s and, from his perspec-
tive, too little interest in the 1960s and beyond.

In 1957, Gadamer accepted an invitation to give a series of lec-
tures, the Cardinal Mercier lectures, at the University of Louvain
in Belgium. The lectures, entitled “The Problem of Historical Con-
sciousness,” were published as a small book in French. These lec-
tures articulated the central theses of Truth and Method. He
requested and received the first sabbatical of his career in the win-
ter semester of 1958–9. In this fall and winter he finally completed
the manuscript. As mentioned in the introduction of this volume,
Gadamer initially proposed “Philosophical Hermeneutics” as a title
for the work, but the publisher rejected it. “Fundamental Charac-
teristics of a Philosophical Hermeneutics” became the subtitle for
Truth and Method, which appeared in 1960.

Initially, the book did not elicit a large response. Emilio Betti pub-
lished a critical review in which he charges Gadamer’s hermeneu-
tics with historicism and relativism.16 In part as a response to Betti,
Gadamer wrote an essay, “Hermeneutics and Historicism,” for the
Philosophische Rundschau in 1961.17 In this essay he places his
effort in Truth and Method in the larger context of developments
in interpretation theory, addresses Betti’s charges, takes issue with
Leo Strauss, and relates his work to considerable work being done
at the time in theological hermeneutics. This essay became an ap-
pendix to the second edition of Truth and Method, which appeared
in 1965. Gadamer was not interested in continuing to concentrate
on hermeneutics. He did not see himself as developing a system
or a school of thought. He turned to other work, especially work on
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Plato and Hegel, and he continued to be very active in the profession.
Among other things, he helped found an international Hegel society.
As the response to Truth and Method grew, however, Gadamer was
consistently called upon to present and to defend his philosophical
hermeneutics. Books on Hegel, Plato, and the poet Celan were com-
pleted in the 1970s after his retirement in 1968.

retirement and life as a world
philosopher

The year 1968 was an opportune time for Gadamer to retire. His
health remained good. Retirement enabled him to escape the ugly
confrontation with the student movement, which, from Gadamer’s
perspective, was attempting for the third time in his lifetime to sub-
mit the university and its teaching and research to ideology. At this
time Gadamer was spared some of the bitter attacks by the student
movement because he and his work were perceived to be somewhat
sympathetic with the work of Jürgen Habermas who was popular
with the left. Gadamer’s retirement also enabled him to accept the
many invitations to speak and lecture abroad. In particular, it allowed
him to begin a regular pattern of spending the fall semester as a guest
professor in the United States and Canada, first at Catholic Univer-
sity, then at McMaster University in Canada, and finally, for many
years, at Boston College. In addition, the conditions of retirement at
that point in Germany were such that Gadamer could continue to
lecture at the university. Through the 1970s, almost every “summer”
semester (April to July) Gadamer offered lectures in Heidelberg.

In this decade Gadamer became a world philosopher. Truth and
Method was translated into Italian (1972), English (1975), French
(1976), Spanish (1977), and Serbo-Croatian (1978). It was later trans-
lated into Japanese, Chinese, Russian, Hungarian, and Polish. Four
more editions appeared in German. Intellectual developments world-
wide in philosophy, literary studies, theology, and the social sci-
ences took an interpretive turn and Gadamer’s work was much dis-
cussed. He received countless invitations to lecture; he accepted
many and lectured throughout Europe, North and South America,
and Africa. Many awards and honorary degrees began to make their
way to him. His extended stays in North America enabled him to
perfect his English and to acquaint himself with English poetry and
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Anglo-American philosophy. He enjoyed the more relaxed contact
with Canadian and American students. In his memoirs he calls this
period his “second youth” (PA 158).

A controversy that developed at the end of the 1960s and into
the early 1970s that helped boost his prominence and the inter-
est in his work was an exchange with Jürgen Habermas. Although
Habermas in the appendix to his Knowledge and Human Interests
(1968) explicitly endorsed Gadamerian hermeneutics as the appro-
priate method for what he calls the “historical–hermeneutical sci-
ences,” he criticized Gadamer’s hermeneutics for taking a too un-
critical posture with regard to tradition.18 Gadamer’s rehabilitation
of the concepts of “prejudice” and “tradition,” for Habermas made
Gadamer’s hermeneutics inadequate to the highest level of critical
thinking, which should provide a “critique of ideology.” Such a cri-
tique would be liberating and emancipating, on Habermas’ account.
He appealed to psychoanalysis as a model. Gadamer responded, in
part by criticizing the appropriateness of the psychoanalytic model
under which the therapist knows better than the disturbed patient.
Gadamer’s hermeneutics calls instead for a dialogue between the
text and the interpreter. In 1971 much of this discussion was col-
lected in a volume entitled Hermeneutik und Ideologiekritik which
concludes with a “Reply” by Gadamer to Habermas and to the larger
discussion.19 Habermas later, in an award ceremony for Gadamer
in Stuttgart, praises Gadamer for “urbanizing the Heideggerian
province.”20

Ten years later in 1981 an encounter of quite a different sort
drew worldwide philosophical attention. Gadamer was invited to
Paris to discuss with Jacques Derrida, the deconstructor of texts,
their differing views of interpretation and textuality. Derrida and
Gadamer shared much by way of their intellectual background and
interests. Like Gadamer, Derrida cut his philosophical teeth on the
phenomenology of Husserl and the philosophy of the later
Heidegger. Hegel is an extremely important thinker for both of them.
To be sure, French existentialism and, especially, structuralism were
very important for Derrida’s early development – movements unat-
tended to by Gadamer. Gadamer prepared a paper, “Text and In-
terpretation,” in which he tried to locate the basis for their differ-
ences. Historically he did this by criticizing Nietzsche. Gadamer,
in an earlier exchange with Leo Strauss, acknowledged that he had
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never been interested in Nietzsche’s thought. He agreed with Strauss
that this represented an important difference between himself and
Heidegger.21 Gadamer’s hermeneutics developed, in large part, in
response to Dilthey; Heidegger, in his later work, was responding
to Nietzsche. Gadamer clearly identifies Derrida’s deconstructive
thought as developing from Nietzsche and the later Heidegger. In this
paper Gadamer asked the central question, “What is linguisticality?”
And he followed this question with the rhetorical question, “Is it a
bridge or a barrier?” For Gadamer it was a bridge of understanding,
and he implied that it was a barrier for Derrida. Gadamer criticized
privileging the psychopathological in the consideration of a paradigm
case for interpretation. Such privileging led to a hermeneutics of sus-
picion. He insisted that understanding is to be understood as a dis-
covery of meaning and not an insertion. Finally, he suggested that
the task of the interpreter is to disappear in the face of the text: “The
interpreter, who gives his reasons, disappears and the text speaks.”
Derrida responded briefly with three questions about the “good will”
and with the assertion that he was not convinced that we ever really
have the experience that Gadamer referred to as “the experience that
we all recognize,” i.e., the experience of understanding. Derrida’s pa-
per for the conference challenged Heidegger’s reading of Nietzsche
but did not address Gadamer. Gadamer was disappointed in the ex-
change, which together with a number of commentaries was eventu-
ally published in French, German, and English.22 There were several
other later encounters with Derrida, of which we have, to date, a
single publication.23

The retirement years have been productive years for Gadamer. In
the 1970s he completed a small book on Hegel, Hegel’s Dialectic; a
commentary on Paul Celan’s “Atemkristall,” Who am I?; and a book
on Plato and Aristotle, The Idea of the Good in Platonic-Aristotelian
Philosophy. He also wrote his memoirs, Philosophical Apprentice-
ships, which focused more on the philosophers he had known well
personally – Natorp, Scheler, Heidegger, Bultmann, Krüger, Kroner,
Lipps, Reinhardt, Jaspers, Löwith – than on himself. He chose as a
motto for the volume, De nobis ipsis silemus, (“about ourselves we
should be silent”), which fits well the tone and voice of the mem-
oirs and which has a long and distinguished career as a motto. It
was the motto for Natorp’s memoirs and, before that, the motto for
Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason who borrowed it from Francis Bacon.
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In these later years, he produced a number of autobiographical writ-
ings. Many were occasioned by special events, e.g., the death of a
colleague, a celebration at Heidelberg University, an invitation back
to Breslau, or the publication of a volume that memorialized an in-
dividual, such as an historical volume on Husserl. He contributed
an extensive set of “Reflections on My Philosophical Journey” for
the volume in the Library of Living Philosophers series that is ded-
icated to his work (1997). He agreed to many interviews that have
appeared in newspapers, news journals, and philosophy journals in
many languages. He also made a number of radio and television ap-
pearances in which he gave lectures, was interviewed, or was the
subject of a media production. Most recently, on the occasion of his
100th birthday, an interview appeared in the Frankfurter Rundschau,
in which Gadamer says that what he meant by the famous proposi-
tion of Truth and Method, that “Being that can be understood is
language,” is that “Being that can be understood begins to speak to
us.”24

Among these writings that consider his long life in German phi-
losophy, the most notable are those that deal with Heidegger.25 They
are memorials, intellectual history, and philosophy. In these writings
Gadamer assesses Heidegger’s importance for the development of
philosophical thought – not the least, for his significance for
Gadamer’s own development. Here he comes to terms with his pow-
erful mentor. Although he had occasionally lectured on Heidegger’s
work, Gadamer did not publish any essays about Heidegger’s thought
until 1960, the year of the publication of Truth and Method, when
Heidegger invited him to add an introduction to the second edition
of Heidegger’s Origin of the Artwork. In the late 1960s and 1970s,
he published a number of essays on Heidegger in which Gadamer ac-
knowledged his great debt to Heidegger, clarified what he takes to be
Heidegger’s extraordinary contributions to philosophy and thought,
and yet, at the same time, exhibited a critical distance from Hei-
degger. He proudly pointed out that he learned to read poetry, espe-
cially Rilke and Hölderlin, without the help of Heidegger. The fact
that Heidegger had never expressed much enthusiasm for Gadamer’s
philosophical hermeneutics was a large disappointment to Gadamer.
But Truth and Method’s attempt at ontology and its appeal to the Pla-
tonic dialectic were not digestible for Heidegger, who was attempting
to leave metaphysics and ontology behind and for whom Plato was
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the figure most responsible for the Western tradition’s forgetfulness
about Being.

Although in his own work and thought Gadamer had followed
Heidegger’s later turn to language, Gadamer did not and does not
think that the language of the philosophical tradition is constrain-
ing in the way that Heidegger did. Heidegger’s attempt to leave phi-
losophy and its metaphysical language behind is a failed and un-
necessary attempt, according to Gadamer. In an answer to a 1986
interview question as to why he does not use Heideggerian lan-
guage, Gadamer responded that “the poeticizing mode of speech
used by the later Heidegger . . . bothered me. It made it easy to raise
the charge of mythological thinking against him.” He went on to
say that

I am opposed to creating a special language and want to make the language
which we normally use say what Heidegger speaks about. Yes, Heidegger
knew this to some extent, knew of this danger; therefore he once interrupted
himself when reading one of his essays to us and got quite impatient and
said: “All of this is Chinese.” And he was right. It is (EPH 128).

Fundamental to Gadamer’s resistance to Heidegger’s later views
about the metaphysical tradition and metaphysical language is
Gadamer’s reading of Plato. Gadamer rejected Heidegger’s view,
which identified Plato and Platonism with metaphysics and the
blindness of the philosophical tradition with regard to Being.
Gadamer proudly suggested that his work on Plato was instrumental
in persuading Heidegger at the end of his life of the inappropriateness
of his reading and use of Plato. In a talk in 1983 at Castel Gandolfo
to a small group of distinguished intellectuals invited by Pope John
Paul II, Gadamer suggested that in the contemporary era of science
and technology we can

learn something especially from the Greek heritage of our thought, which
has indeed left us “science,” but a science which remains integrated in the
conditions of the human life world and in the guiding concept of its thinking,
physis. Here it appears to me that Plato’s dialectic achieves a new exemplary
status. Plato had understood the task of philosophy to be the awakening of
our thought of what in truth already lies in our life world experience and its
sedimentation in language . . . .
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And further,

it appears to me that the important presuppositions for solving the modern
world’s problems are none other than the ones formulated in the Greek
experience of thought. In any case the progress of science and its rational
application to social life will not create so totally different a situation that
“friendship” would not be required, that is a sustaining solidarity which
alone makes possible the organized structure of human coexistence (EPH
216–219).

In the 1980s and 1990s, as the above citation shows, Gadamer be-
came increasingly interested in the relation of hermeneutics to prac-
tical philosophy. Aristotelian phronesis had provided a certain sort
of model for his hermeneutics, and Gadamer returned to this rela-
tion and considered the relevance for contemporary issues in ethics
and politics. This is given a particular development in his collec-
tion of essays on health and medical care, On the Enigma of Health
(1993). The themes of theory and practice, science, and technology
are prominent here as well as in essays on the fate of Europe and the
role of reason in the contemporary world.

But most important to Gadamer among his most recent works
is the work in aesthetics. In his later taking stock of the accom-
plishment of Truth and Method, Gadamer suggested that the book
has appeared to some to be a response to issues in the Geisteswis-
senschaften (the human and social sciences), and that although this
is true, the basis for the book’s phenomenology of the hermeneutic
experience of understanding is as much the experience of a work
of art.26 Truth and Method begins with a critique of aesthetic con-
sciousness, both in its subjectivism and its idealism. This beginning
echoes the critique of aesthetic consciousness he developed in his
1934 essay, “Plato and the Poets.” Further, Truth and Method con-
cludes with a treatment of a hermeneutic ontology that relies heavily
on the treatment of language in Plato, especially in Plato’s Phaedrus
in which Socrates suggests that it is through beauty that the recollec-
tion of truth is awakened (Phaedrus 250).27 For Gadamer, poetry is
a paradigm of the artwork’s beauty and the awakening of the experi-
ence of the truth of the other. The artwork exemplifies the dialectic
of distance and closeness in its claim upon us, for in spite of its alien
character, Gadamer argues, it can speak to us. Gadamer places the
artwork in a social context when he considers its place in the festival,
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“which represents community in its most perfect form” (RB 39).
With the analysis of the festival, Gadamer establishes the practical,
social, and historical context of the work of art.

Not only is beauty importantly related to the true for Plato and
Gadamer, it is also closely related to the good. Although Gadamer
never attempted to develop an ethics or a politics, his hermeneu-
tics is both ethical and political. The basic posture of anyone in the
hermeneutical situation has profound implications for ethics and
politics, inasmuch as this posture requires that one always be pre-
pared that the other may be right. The ethic of this hermeneutic is an
ethic of respect and trust that calls for solidarity. Gadamer himself
embodies this ethic, not only in his work, but also in his life. All
those who have encountered him, whether they find themselves in
agreement with him or not, have found him, like the Socrates he so
much admired, always ready for conversation.28
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ated by the French prisoners. (“Reflections on My Philosophical Journey,”
p. 14)

My own careful comparison of the 1942 and 1967 versions of the es-
say shows that Wolin’s claims that “the concept of das Volk, which was
the intellectual focal point of the original text, has been excised virtually
without a trace” is clearly unfounded in both its assertions. The focal
point of the essay in 1942 as well as of the substantially unchanged 1967
essay is the concept of history, not the concept of das Volk. Further, the
1967 version does not excise the language of das Volk. The introduc-
tion to the 1942 essay scarcely mentions das Volk. Of the changes in the
body of text there is only one sentence removed that speaks of das Volk.
The several paragraph conclusion of the 1942 essay, which is replaced
by a single paragraph in 1967, does speak of the particularity of the self-
consciousness of the German Volk but concludes by referring to Herder’s
contribution in this regard as restoring a recognition of the “value and
honor” of the German Middle Ages – not exactly the model of das Volk
that the Nazis were promoting.

14 For Gadamer’s rectoral address, see EPH, pp. 15–21. For Heidegger’s
rectoral address, see “The Self-Assertion of the German University,”
The Review of Metaphysics 38 (1985), pp. 467–81 (translation by Karsten
Harries). Another translation by William Lewis can be found in The
Heidegger Controversy: A Critical Reader, edited by Richard Wolin (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1991), pp. 29–39.

15 My translation, GW 2, p. 491; in English in “Reflections on My Philo-
sophical Journey,” p. 15.

16 Emilio Betti, Die Hermeneutik als allgemeine Methodik der Geistes-
wissenschaften (Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1962).

17 Philosophische Rundschau 9 (1961), pp. 241–76; this is available in
English as Supplement I to Truth and Method, pp. 460–91.
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18 For his qualified endorsement, see Knowledge and Human Interests,
pp. 309 and 348. For his critical review of Truth and Method, see The
Hermeneutic Tradition, edited by Gayle Ormiston and Alan Schrift
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1990), pp. 213–45.

19 Hermeneutik und Ideologiekritik (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1970). Much of
this is to be found in English in The Hermeneutic Tradition.

20 The occasion was the bestowal of the Hegel Prize by the city of Stuttgart
in 1979. For the English translation see “Hans-Georg Gadamer: Urbaniz-
ing the Heideggerian Province,” in Philosophical-Political Profiles, trans-
lated by Frederick Lawrence (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1983), pp. 189–97.

21 “Correspondence concerning Wahrheit und Methode: Leo Strauss and
Hans-Georg Gadamer,” Independent Journal of Philosophy 2 (1978),
pp. 5–12. See also “Gadamer on Strauss – An Interview,” Interpretation
12 (1984), pp. 1–13.

22 For the English see Dialogue and Deconstruction: The Gadamer-Derrida
Encounter, edited by Diane P. Michelfelder and Richard E. Palmer
(Albany, N.Y.: SUNY Press, 1989).

23 The proceedings of a conference in Capri on religion, which includes
papers by Derrida, Vattimo, and others, have been published. Gadamer
contributes a brief concluding summary statement. See “Dialogues in
Capri,” in Religion, translated by Jason Geiger and edited by Jacques
Derrida and Gianni Vattimo (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998),
pp. 200–11.

24 “Die Muttersprache kommt vor dem Internet,” an interview with
Hans-Dieter Jürger, Frankfurter Rundschau, February 11, 2000. For a
list of a number of these interviews, published and broadcast, see the
bibliography compiled by Richard Palmer in The Philosophy of Hans-
Georg Gadamer, pp. 588–99.

25 Many, but not all, of these writings are collected and translated in
Heidegger’s Ways, translated by John W. Stanley (Albany: SUNY Press,
1994)

26 “Selbstdarstellung Hans-Georg Gadamer,” GW 2, pp. 479–508, especially
p. 495.

27 In 1983 Gadamer wrote that two things always stood and continue to
stand in the foreground of his work: Plato and art. See Das Erbe
Europas (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1989), p. 171. Gadamer’s reliance on
Plato’s Phaedrus for the culminating analysis of hermeneutical ontol-
ogy in Truth and Method is testimony to the significance of these two
“things” for Gadamer’s work.

28 See Begegnungen mit Hans-Georg Gadamer, edited by Günter Figal
(Stuttgart: Reclam, 2000), especially Richard Rorty’s and Dennis
Schmidt’s accounts of their experiences with Gadamer.
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2 Gadamer’s Basic
Understanding of
Understanding

When presenting his own ideas or analyzing concepts, Hans-Georg
Gadamer likes to follow the lead of language. The fact that the ba-
sic notions he is unfolding often have many very different meanings
does not bother him. Quite on the contrary, he sees in this plurality of
meaning an indication that language, long before thinking, is perhaps
up to something essential. So it is with Gadamer’s basic notion of
understanding. This notion carries many different meanings, which
nonetheless all point to one central phenomenon, i.e., the under-
standing that he characterizes, following Heidegger, is “the original
form of the realization of our existence.”1 Because this is a rather
vague formula, I will single out, in what follows, three different, yet
very prominent connotations this notion has in Truth and Method,
which all refer back to a particular origin of the hermeneutical prob-
lem of understanding, but that according to Gadamer all pertain to
a central phenomenon that has to be comprehended in its unity.2

understanding as an
intellectual grasp

First, one can quite naturally associate understanding with an epis-
temological or cognitive process. To understand (verstehen) is, in
general, to grasp something (“I get it”), to see things more clearly
(say, when an obscure or ambiguous passage becomes clear), to be
able to integrate a particular meaning into a larger frame. This basic
notion of understanding was certainly dominant in the hermeneuti-
cal theories of the nineteenth century. Wilhelm Dilthey saw in this
Verstehen the elementary cognitive process at the root of all social
and human sciences. In understanding, an expression (Ausdruck) is

36
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understood as the manifestation of a life experience (Erlebnis), which
our understanding actually strives to reenact (nacherleben) or to re-
construct. If the human sciences are to be strict and rigorous, Dilthey
concluded, they will have to rest on a methodology or a hermeneu-
tics of understanding. This notion of understanding stands in the
continuity of the Latin notion of intelligere (to comprehend, have
insight) in the older theories of hermeneutics. Ernesti and Morus
spoke of a subtilitas intelligendi and Schleiermacher of hermeneu-
tics as a Kunstlehre des Verstehens, a doctrine of understanding. Un-
derstanding in this tradition is the process by which an ambiguous
or obscure passage (of Scripture, for instance) is made intelligible.
How one construes this notion of understanding more precisely is of
secondary importance here and does not concern Gadamer directly
either. Nevertheless, it is clear that his notion of understanding also
stems from this tradition, when he seeks to clarify what understand-
ing means in the human sciences and asks whether a methodology
is all that makes up the cogency of our understanding.

understanding as practical
know-how

This epistemological understanding of understanding as an intellec-
tual grasp was certainly shaken up, if not undermined, by Martin
Heidegger, whom Gadamer follows in this regard. In what can be
termed a more “practical” notion of understanding, Heidegger ar-
gued in Being and Time (1927) that understanding designates less
a cognitive (and thus methodological) process than a know-how, an
ability, a capacity, a possibility of our existence. He follows the lead
of language here. The German locution “sich auf etwas verstehen,”
means “to be capable of something.” In this regard, one who “under-
stands” something is not so much someone endowed with a specific
knowledge, but someone who can exercise a practical skill. A good
cook, a good teacher, a good soccer player is not necessarily an apt
theoretician of his trade, but he “knows” his trade, as the English
locution puts it. This “knowing” is, of course, less cognitive than
practical, as one “knows” how to swim. So it is with the basic under-
standing on which we thrive and by way of which we sort our way
through life. The German locution Heidegger draws on is also re-
flective in German: “sich” verstehen. To understand always implies
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an element of self-understanding, self-implication, in the sense that
it is always a possibility of my own self that is played out in under-
standing. It is I who understands Plato, who knows French, in the
sense that “I can do it,” I am capable of it, up to the task (but al-
ways only to a certain extent).3 Why this notion is of so paramount
a consequence for Heidegger (and Gadamer) is clear enough. As a
being that is always concerned by its own being, human existence
is always concerned and in search of orientation. This basic orien-
tation is acted out in some sort of attuned “understanding,” in my
abilities, my capacities that make up “the entire realization” of my
existence. Heidegger, to be sure, writes of the understanding more
dramatically than Gadamer, who may seem basically concerned with
the problem of understanding in the human sciences in the main
sections of Truth and Method. According to Heidegger, every un-
derstanding presupposes an interpretation of Being or of what it is
“to be there,” that must be cleared up, sorted out by a being (Dasein)
that, as a being of understanding, can also understand its own self
and its own possibilities of understanding. This sorting out of under-
standing (Verstehen), Heidegger terms “interpretation” (Auslegung),
so that his “hermeneutics” (derived from the term Auslegung) will
be a sorting out of the possibilities of human understanding. It is
a hermeneutics of this concerned existence and understanding that
Heidegger hopes to develop in order to clear up the preconceptions of
being that silently govern our understanding. Gadamer presupposes
all of this, of course, but he shies away from the idea of such a direct
hermeneutics of existence. Instead, he uses this “practical” notion
of understanding to shake up the epistemological notion that pre-
vailed in the tradition of Dilthey and the methodology of the human
sciences. To understand, even in these sciences, he claims, is to be
concerned, repeated, that is, to be able to apply a certain meaning
to my situation. To understand is thus to apply, Gadamer strongly
argues, following Heideggerian premises. It is always a possibility of
my understanding that is played out when I understand a text.

A very important source for this Gadamerian notion of practical
or applicative understanding, perhaps more so than for Heidegger,
was Aristotle’s notion of practical understanding (phronesis, often
rendered by prudence, following the Latin translation). As early as
1930, thirty years before Truth and Method, Gadamer devoted a short
essay to this notion of practical knowledge (“Praktisches Wissen,”
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GW 5, 230–48, first published in 1985). In this type of understanding,
application is indeed crucial. Because practice is all about action, it
is of no use to have an abstract notion of the good (as in Plato’s idea
of the good, Aristotle polemically argued). What counts is to be able
to do the good in human affairs. It would be a misunderstanding and
an anachronism to see in this the seeds of a situative or relativis-
tic ethics.4 According to Gadamer, Aristotle only recognizes that
the point of practical wisdom lies in its actualization, which always
entails an element of self-knowledge, since it is always a possibi-
lity of myself that is involved in the situation of practice and where
distance from this practice can induce a distortion. Perhaps more
importantly, Aristotle saw that this presence of the “knower,” this
proximity or attentiveness to what is at stake is a mode of “knowl-
edge,” one, Gadamer contends, that can be fruitfully applied to the
“interested” knowledge displayed in the human and social sciences.
In short, if Gadamer’s practical understanding appears less linked
to Heidegger’s project of a hermeneutics of preoccupied existence,
he does retain its notion of reflectivity and application in order to
understand better what understanding is all about.

understanding as agreement

As if to complicate matters, but in order to grasp better the phe-
nomenon, Gadamer single-handedly draws on yet another meaning
of understanding, a third source for our purposes, after (1) the episte-
mological understanding of the tradition and (2) the practical under-
standing of Heidegger. “To understand” (sich verstehen), he points
out, can also mean in German “to agree,” “to come to an agree-
ment,” “to concur.” Sich verstehen (to understand one another) is
thus pulled in the direction of the notion of Verständigung, or agree-
ment, accord. This connotation can also be heard in the English lo-
cution “we understand each other,” meaning that the partners in
a conversation find themselves in a basic agreement, generally on
this or that matter. Yet, how does this relate to the basic notion of
understanding that concerns Gadamer with? Is it the same thing
to try to understand a text (epistemological Verstehen), to know
one’s way around (practical Verstehen), and to agree on something
(sich verstehen)? The least one can say is that the similarity is less
than striking. How does Gadamer manage to fit them all into one
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coherent notion of understanding? One can hardly say his texts shed
full clarity on this notion of understanding qua agreement. The no-
tion of agreement is certainly less evident than the conflation of
epistemological and practical understanding (because to understand
a text can also mean that one knows one way around the text). I
believe Gadamer draws on this notion of agreement for two reasons.

First, he wishes to take issue with the notion that to understand
is to reconstruct, in a disinterested fashion, the meaning of the text
according to its author (mens auctoris). This notion prevailed in
Dilthey and the epistemological tradition. Gadamer deems it too
“aesthetic” or too “contemplative” in the sense that it does not do
justice to the fact that the interpreter is also very much concerned
by the matter at hand. The notion of Verständigung (agreement) here
underscores the fact that the reader or interpreter of a text shares a
basic “agreement” or “understanding” (hence the important relation)
about what the text is about. When I read a text of Plato on jus-
tice, for instance, I do not merely want to record Plato’s opinions
on the subject. I also share (and put into play, Gadamer will say) a
certain understanding of justice, in the sense that I know or sense
what Plato is talking about. According to Gadamer, such a basic
understanding of what he emphatically calls the Sache, the matter
at hand or the subject matter, is inherent in every understanding
(it also applies in conversation where the discussion partners share a
common ground). If Gadamer insists on this element of agreement,
it is to underline the point that understanding is primarily related to
the issue at hand and not to the author’s intention as such. This is
polemically directed against the nineteenth-century notion accord-
ing to which the primordial task of interpretation is to reconstruct
the author’s (original) meaning. Following Gadamer, this attention to
the author’s meaning is at best a secondary direction of understand-
ing. It only arises – as a kind of detour – when the basic agreement
on the subject matter is disturbed. Let us take, for example, the ex-
treme case of one who seeks to understand the book Mein Kampf. It
is obvious enough that one can and must “understand” it without
agreeing with it. This is why the book can only be read, by a person
in her sound mind, as a document of Hitler’s perverse ideas; that is,
one can only understand it historically or psychologically. But this
is so because basic agreement has been completely shattered. One
will read a poem of Rilke, a tragedy of Sophocles, or the Elements
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of Euclid very differently, i.e., by relating to the subject matter, by
being concerned by what is said, not by who says it. Of course, one
can also inquire about the personal opinions of Rilke, Sophocles,
or Euclid, and there is a vast literature on these subjects. However,
Gadamer believes this is a secondary direction of understanding, one
that aims at reconstructing an expression as the opinion of a subject
and thus by suspending the basic relation to the truth of what is
being said. It is thus a misunderstanding to see in Gadamer’s ap-
plicative model of understanding a complete rejection of the notion
of the mens auctoris (the author’s intention). Gadamer never says
that there is no such thing or that it can never be the goal of any
interpretation (which would be preposterous); he only says – aim-
ing polemically at its exacerbation in nineteenth-century hermeneu-
tics – that it is never the primary focus of understanding, which is
always first and foremost guided by the subject matter. Furthermore,
it is obvious that I can only hope to reconstruct the author’s in-
tention if I also have an idea of what he is talking about. There is
thus a precedence of the understanding (or the “agreement,” though
this might sound awkward in English, but it is also not all that ev-
ident in German either) of the Sache, the thing at stake, over the
mens auctoris.

A second reason helps explain why Gadamer emphasizes this
notion that understanding implies a form of agreement. Agreement,
namely, is something that occurs mostly through language, dialogue
or conversation. This notion bestows specific weight on the linguis-
tic element of understanding. To understand is to put something
into words or, to put it more prudently, to couch understanding in
a potentially linguistic element (the meaning of this restriction will
become apparent shortly). This linguisticality of understanding was
not crucial to Heidegger’s practical understanding in Being and Time,
nor for that matter to the epistemological notion that understand-
ing is the reconstruction of a process of creation (for Dilthey). But
it is for Gadamer, even if it only stressed at the end of Truth and
Method – to the point of supporting the universality of hermeneutic
experience altogether. To understand, in Gadamer’s sense, is to artic-
ulate (a meaning, a thing, an event) into words, words that are always
mine, but at the same time those of what I strive to understand. The
application that is at the core of every understanding process thus
grounds in language.
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One could raise here the important objection that not everything
that I understand can be put into words. I can understand a signal,
a piece of art, or music. I can also be confronted with the unsayable
that cannot be put into words. In Truth and Method, Gadamer evokes
in this regard the very revealing example of the painter, the sculptor,
or the musician who would claim that any linguistic rendition or ex-
planation of his work would be beside the point (TM 399; GW 1, 403).
The artist can only discard such a linguistic interpretation, Gadamer
contends, in light of some other “interpretation” that would be more
to the point. But this interpretation, as an accomplishment or real-
ization of meaning (Vollzug), is still geared to a possible language,
even if it espouses the form of a dance or a mere contemplation. The
important idea for Gadamer’s notion of interpretation and its inher-
ent linguisticality is that the listener be taken up by what he seeks
to understand, that he responds, interprets, searches for words or
articulation and thus understands. It is in this response that Gadamer
sees the applicative, self-implying nature of understanding at work.
Of course, understanding often fails. But it then fails to say what
would need to be said. The failure of words can only be measured by
what they fail to say. The unsayable is only the unsayable in light of
what one would like to say, but cannot. The limits of language thus
confirm – and very eloquently – the universality of language as the
medium of understanding, as Gadamer sees it. Thus, it is the idea of
agreement (Verständigung) that enabled Gadamer to introduce lan-
guage into the scope of his hermeneutic conception.

understanding as application
and translation

To recapitulate the three connotations and philosophical origins of
Gadamer’s notion of understanding, one can say that it displays a
cognitive, a practical, and a linguistic element. The three elements
are summed up in the notion of application, one of the most original
of Truth and Method. It has widely been misunderstood, however,
in a subjectivistic sense, one that would open the door to relativism.
It was assumed here that “application” meant something like an
appropriation, an interested adaptation to our situation, or some form
of modernization. This would lead to a cheap form of subjectivism
indeed. It is not what Gadamer intended. He distinctly rejected such
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a “hermeneutic nihilism,” as he strongly put it and that he associ-
ated with Valéry’s seeming blank check to interpretation: “My verses
have whatever meaning is given them” (TM 95, GW 1, 100). In-
deed, interpretations that are too subjectively biased or modernizing
are easily recognized as such and, whatever their intrinsic creative
merits, are mostly viewed as doing violence to the work they are
“over-interpreting.” What was forgotten here, is that Gadamer’s no-
tion of application is much more akin to that of “translation,” which
plays a prominent part in his hermeneutics (TM 384; GW 1, 387,
where it ushers in the linguistic thematic of the third and conclud-
ing section of the volume). The meaning (event, person, monument)
that is to be understood is always one that needs to be translated,
so that understanding, application, and translation become almost
equivalent terms for Gadamer. What I seek to translate (understand,
apply) is always something that is at first foreign to me, but that is in
some way binding for my interpretation. I seek to understand Plato,
Schubert, a scientific theory, and so forth. I cannot say whatever I
want, but I can only unfold my understanding in terms that I can
follow and hope to communicate. Understanding, as an application,
is thus always a challenge, but I can only raise up to it if I succeed
in finding words for what needs and cries to be understood. I can
only understand Plato by using language that is familiar to me, even
if what I am striving to comprehended is a thinking that was for-
mulated in the ancient Greece of the fourth century B.C. Even the
sheer otherness of the foreign meaning I am striving to understand –
for instance, a Greek word for which there is seemingly no modern
equivalent – must be rendered in terms that are present and give me
a sense of this otherness. Application is here required, and always
involved, because it is a Sache, a vaguely common subject matter
that hopes to be understood. Of course, this understanding can only
be tentative. It is an attempt on my part to come to grips with what
needs to be understood, but which can never be absolutely final. One
can always find better words for what needs to be understood, more
suited “applications.”

The words we use are such applications. The example of a Plato
interpretation is a good case in point. If a student asks a teacher
about a good introduction to Plato, one rarely recommends a book
from the eighteenth or nineteenth century. One will generally think
of a more recent one, because it will better convey for us today the
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thought developed by Plato (the same is obvious in history). This does
not necessarily imply that we understand Plato “better” than other
epochs. It simply means that these recent interpretations articulate
an understanding (i.e., a translation) of Plato and his subject matter
to which we can relate and that has an appeal worthy of the title
of objectivity because it gives us a better idea of Plato. Further, this
does not entail a historical relativism (although most construed it in
that way – a charge Gadamer always rejected) because it only means
that interpretations must be articulated in a language that is to the
point because it reaches its public and thus conveys what strives to
be understood.

What leads to the suspicion of historical relativism was certainly
Gadamer’s stress on the prejudices of interpretation at the very out-
set of his systematic analysis of understanding. His point seemed to
be – because it was after all the title of an important section – that
our prejudices are “conditions of understanding.” Nothing would
seem closer to relativism. But what Gadamer actually showed in
this section was that our understanding is always subject to revi-
sion when confronted with more convincing evidence and interpreta-
tions (which can only be articulated in words we can understand and
follow). The entire point of his analysis of the hermeneutical circle
concerned indeed this tentative nature of understanding. We start off
with vague anticipations of the whole, which are, however, revised
the more we engage the text and the subject matter itself. The basic
hermeneutic experience (in the strong sense of Erfahrung), Gadamer
will argue, is the experience that our anticipations of understanding
have been shattered. Most experience, true experience that is, that
delivers insight, is negative, he insists. In the masterful, conclusive,
and undoubtedly very personal chapter on this nature of hermeneutic
experience at the end of the second section of Truth and Method,
Gadamer draws from this the conclusion that true experience must
thus lead to an openness to ever newer experience. Someone with ex-
perience, he argues, will also be ready to leave things open, to even
tolerate a plurality of possible interpretations, because no single one
can really be exhaustive. Gadamer’s Socratic wisdom clearly finds
expression in this hope that the insight in the prejucided character
and negativity of hermeneutic understanding can only lead to further
openness. But a shrewd critic of Gadamer, Claus von Bormann, drew
a very different consequence from Gadamer’s analysis of the finite
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and prejudiced character of every human understanding. Is it not the
case that this finitude, more often than not, leads less to the open-
ness to new experience than to the stubborn reaffirmation of one’s
own prejudices? He thus spoke of the Zweideutigkeit, the equivo-
cal nature of the hermeneutical experience.5 But the very fact that
Gadamer had stressed openness rather than closure (which, of course,
can never be excluded as long as we are finite beings) shows in what
direction he wished his hermeneutics would lead. We can never tran-
scend the realm of prejudices (because we are always implied in our
understanding), but we can transcend those that have proven inept or
fruitless. So, Gadamer never disputes that one must distinguish bet-
ween “the true prejudices, by which we understand, from the false
ones, by which we misunderstand” (TM 298–99; GW 1, 304). How
does one go about this? Gadamer’s short answer is that there is no
quick fix. This would only be a delusion fostered by the modern tech-
nological age. As finite beings, we must learn and work through this
distinction by ourselves, through experience, and Gadamer warns it
is mostly negative. But we can learn, and that is not nothing. How we
learn, Gadamer cannot specify, because his hermeneutics does not
aim to offer a methodology or technology, but an account of what
understanding is and how it involves our very being. Yet he alludes
to the help of dialogue and temporal distance in sorting out the cru-
cial difference between the true prejudices and the false ones. Often,
it is through experience and time that we come to recognize what is
appropriate and what is not. Again, there might be some optimism
in this conviction of Gadamer, but who can deny that through time
(and better insight) we learn to depart from some of our prejudices?
Gadamer’s prime example for the distinction between true and false
prejudices was the experience of art, because it is only through time
that we come to recognize what is of value in art and what is only
passing. So he defended in 1960 the strong thesis that “it is only tem-
poral distance that can solve the critical question of hermeneutics,”
i.e., the distinction to be made between true and false prejudices.
That was perhaps too optimistic, even if it was not totally incorrect.
But temporal distance can also serve to cement false prejudices and
to repress innovative, better ideas, and it is of no effect when one has
to adjudicate the value of contemporary works. It is interesting to
note that Gadamer himself came to recognize the one-sidedness of
his strong thesis of 1960. In what amounts to a nonnegligible revision
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of one of its central tenets, Gadamer modified the text of Truth and
Method when it was published in his Complete Works edition in
1986 and, instead of “it is only temporal distance,” he now pru-
dently writes: “Often temporal distance can solve the critical ques-
tion of hermeneutics” (TM 298; GW 1, 304). This is a very minor
change linguistically, but it highlights Gadamer’s own willingness
to revise interpretations that have proven untenable or too restric-
tive. He was thus faithful to his own understanding of understanding.
For Gadamer, understanding is essentially open, but also a risk. This
tentative nature of our understanding might be unsettling to more
methodologically attuned hermeneutical theories, which will settle
for nothing less than methodical certainty. But, in so doing, they will
perhaps also do away with the basic openness of understanding.

the hermeneutical circle

From Gadamer’s threefold notion of understanding, which is sum-
med up in the notion of understanding as application, one can also
better understand his famous thesis on the circularity of interpreta-
tion. Here again, he followed the lead of Heidegger’s insight in the
positive, i.e., ontological or constitutive nature of this circularity.
Heidegger’s point was that every interpretation (Auslegung) presup-
poses understanding (Verstehen), because every interpretation is
guided by (comprehensive) anticipations. One should note however
that Heidegger had strong reservations about the notion of circle in
this regard. He found it too geometrical, because it was modeled on
spatial being and therefore unsuited to express the preoccupied mo-
bility of human understanding. This is why he warns – and even
does so twice in Being and Time – that one should avoid describing
Dasein using the circle metaphor.6 If he did so himself, one has to
see that it was only to respond to the suspicion of logical circularity
or petitio principii that his basic thesis (namely that interpretation
always presupposes understanding) seemed to entail. According to
the elementary rules of logic, Heidegger writes, this circle can only
be vitiosus, utterly vicious! Thus, the provoking irony of Heidegger,
paraphrasing him: well, if you insist on talking about a circle, then
perhaps the important thing is not to run away from it, but to just
jump into it.7 With full sarcasm, Heidegger obviously wanted to turn
the tables on the logical criticisms he anticipated.
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In order to clarify what is at stake and to emphasize Gadamer’s
own position on the issue, one should distinguish an epistemological
from a more phenomenological reading of this circularity. From a
logical – epistemological perspective, the circle can only be a “vice”
because it consists, in a proof for instance, in presupposing what
needs to be established. It is a tautology to speak here of a circle or a
petitio principii. But Heidegger and Gadamer are interested by some-
thing else, namely the phenomenological insight that every interpre-
tation draws on anticipations of understanding. In this perspective,
it is the proclamation that an interpretation is free from any antici-
pations that must appear naive and uncritical.

Despite this basic agreement, there are some important differ-
ences between Heidegger’s and Gadamer’s account of the hermeneu-
tic circle. First of all, it is striking to observe that Heidegger never
speaks of the circle of the whole and its parts, but always of the circle
between understanding (Verstehen) and its unfolding in the interpre-
tative process (Auslegung). It is precisely this argument that raises
the suspicion of logical circularity. Is interpretation then nothing
but the confirmation of a preestablished understanding? Gadamer,
for his part, clearly associates the idea of circularity with the idea of
the coherence of the whole and the parts. He usefully points out that
this rule (hermeneutische Regel!) stems from ancient rhetoric (TM
291; GW 1, 296; a reference absent in Heidegger’s account), where
it was intended as a general principle of composition, according to
which a text must articulate the parts with the intent of the whole
(a requirement already found in Plato’s Phaedrus 264c). Through au-
thors such as Melanchthon, it passed from rhetoric to hermeneutics
where it originally had a purely phenomenological meaning. It was
used to describe the to-and-fro motion of any attempt at understand-
ing, from the parts to the whole and from the whole back to the parts.
The circle for Gadamer does not describe a logical vice, but, and in-
deed quite on the contrary, the constant process that consists of the
revision of the anticipations of understanding in light of a better and
more cogent understanding of the whole. Gadamer will justly see
in this coherence of the whole and the parts a “criterion of correct
understanding” (TM 291; GW 1, 296).

This coherence of the whole and parts is guided by what Gadamer
calls the “anticipation of perfection” of what is to be understood. Ac-
cording to this tacit anticipation, understanding presupposes that the
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meaning to be understood builds a perfectly coherent whole . . . until
all else fails. Gadamer luminously underlines that this anticipation
is a consequence of the notion of the hermeneutical circle (TM 293–
4; GW 1, 299). For it is the coherence that is assumed of the inter-
pretandum that brings me to a revision of my earlier anticipations
if they are proven untenable. The adequation between my anticipa-
tions and the meaning to be understood thus continues to function
as the teleological goal of interpretation for Gadamer. What receives
confirmation in this is Gadamer’s notion that understanding always
implies an agreement concerning the issue at hand. If this agreement
fails, one will have to risk the detour of a psychological or historicist
interpretation, alluded to above.

From all this, one sees that Gadamer’s account of the circle is in
one sense less epistemological than Heidegger’s, because it doesn’t
start off from the suspicion of logical circularity raised by the idea
that interpretation always presupposes (pre-)understanding. But in
another sense, Gadamer’s analysis turns out to be more epistemo-
logical because it is far more concerned with the notion that the hy-
potheses of interpretation are only provisional and constantly need
to be rectified. This slight difference can be explained by the fact that
Heidegger and Gadamer have different applications of understanding
in mind. Whereas Heidegger is primarily concerned with the antici-
pation of existence that is involved in every understanding and that
his hermeneutics of existence is interrogating, Gadamer seems to
concentrate more on the certainly more limited problem of text in-
terpretation in the human sciences. One could say that Gadamer
“philologizes” or rather “re-philologizes” what was for Heidegger
primarily an existential circularity. This shift has led Odo Marquard
to claim, humoristically, that Gadamer thus replaced Heidegger’s
“Being-towards-death” with a “Being-towards-the-text.”8 This is ob-
viously in part a caricature, because who could deny that one’s Being-
toward-death always remains in play when one is reading a text? Nev-
ertheless, Gadamer’s main focus seems to be indeed different than
that of Heidegger, whose hermeneutics of existence ultimately aims
at sorting out an “authentic” mode of understanding (an aspect that
is, if not entirely absent, certainly less predominant in Gadamer’s
presentation).

Closely related to this difference of focus is Heidegger’s insistence
on the fact that understanding is oriented toward the future, to future
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existence and the resoluteness it calls for, whereas Gadamer prefers
to insist on the determination of understanding by the past. Gadamer
himself alluded to this difference in his answer to Karl-Otto Apel in
the Library of Living Philosophers volume, but which can also be
read as an answer to his master Heidegger as well:

Apel describes what disturbs him in my thought, namely, the ‘strange pri-
macy of the past over the future.’ This, however, must astonish me. The
future which we do not know is supposed to take primacy over the past? Is it
not the past which has stamped us permanently through its effective history?
If we seek to illuminate this history we may be able to make ourselves con-
scious of and overcome some of the prejudices which have determined us.9

It might be useful to put these differences between Heidegger’s
and Gadamer’s account of the hermeneutical circle in the following
table:

Heidegger Gadamer

Terms of the
circle

Circle of understanding
(Auslegung) and the
interpretation (Verstehen)
that guides it

Circle of the whole and
the parts

Logical value The circle stems from the
appearance of a vicious
circle (circulus vitiosus) or
a petitio principii
–thus an 〈〈epistemo-
logical〉〉 circle (but only
from the point of view of
some logicist critics)

The circle renders a
〈〈hermeneutical rule〉〉
(which stems from
ancient rhetoric)
–phenomenological
circle (that describes a
process)

Limit of the circle
metaphor

A spatial, geometrical
figure that is unsuited to
the preoccupied mobility
of existence because it was
modeled on the paradigm
of substantial being or
Vorhandenheit

There is not really a
circle, because it only
expresses a requirement
of coherence that calls
for a constant revision
of the hypotheses
of interpretation
(following the
anticipation perfection)
– in this regard
Gadamer appears far
more epistemological
than Heidegger

Main application
focus

Hermeneutics of existence Hermeneutics of text
interpretation
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Heidegger Gadamer

Understanding is
mainly

To know one’s way
around, to be up to a
task

To agree on the thing itself

The prestructure
of understanding
consists of

An anticipation of
existence in fore-sight
(Vorsicht),
pre-acquisition
(Vorhabe) and
pre-conceptuality
(Vorgriff)

Prejudices (Vorurteile)

Source of the
anticipations

Primacy of the future Primacy of the past and
effective history

The basic agreement between Gadamer and Heidegger pertains,
of course, to the “ontological” nature of the circle, i.e., the recog-
nition that the circle is not some flaw that can be wished away,
but rather a constitutive element of understanding. Nevertheless,
it would be erroneous to assume that Gadamer simply repeats or
takes over Heidegger’s own notion of understanding. Although he
certainly builds on it, it is his merit to have applied it to the field
of the hermeneutical disciplines and the linguistic nature of our
experience.

notes

1 TM 259; GW 1, 264. See also Gadamer’s explanation of this formula in
his “debate” with Paul Ricoeur, published under the title “The Conflict
of Interpretations,” in Phenomenology: Dialogues and Bridges, edited by
R. Bruzina and B. Wilshire (Albany: SUNY Press, 1982), p. 302: “On this
basis, Heidegger developed his hermeneutics of facticity. He interpreted
the temporal structure of Dasein as the movement of interpretation such
that interpretation doesn’t occur as an activity in the course of life, but is
the form of human life. Thus, we are interpreting by the very energy of our
life, which means ‘projecting’ in and through our desires, wishes, hopes,
expectations, as well as in our life-experience; and this process culminates
in its expression by means of speech. The interpretation of another speaker
and his speech, of a writer and his text, is just a special aspect of the process
of human life as a whole.”

2 According to Gadamer, and this could also be seen as one of the basic
insights of his philosophy, “every specialization is associated with a cer-
tain narrowing of horizon.” See “Die Philosophie und ihre Geschichte,”
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in Grundriss der Geschichte der Philosophie, begründet von Friedrich
Ueberweg, Die Philosophie der Antike (Basel: Schwabe, 1998), p. V: “Es
gibt keine Methodik des Fragens und alle Spezialisierung ist mit Hori-
zontverengung verknüpft.”

3 According to Heidegger, this ‘ability’ or ‘familiarity’ of existence is only the
reverse expression of the sheer unfamiliarity or uncanniness of our being
in this world. Any successful understanding appears as a kind of respite,
but also, in a way, as a covering-up of our basic failure to understand, as if
there would be an inherent delusion to every attempt at understanding. See
Being and Time (BT), translated by John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson
(New York: Harper & Row, 1962), p. 234. For the German see Sein und Zeit
(SZ) (Tübingen: Niemeyer, 1967), p. 189.

4 For a discussion of this misunderstanding see my Introduction à Hans-
Georg Gadamer (Paris, Cerf, 1999), p. 156.

5 See Claus von Bormann, “Die Zweideutigkeit der hermeneutischen
Erfahrung,” in Hermeneutik und Ideologiekritik (Frankfurt, Suhrkamp,
1971), pp. 83–119. Gadamer appears to acknowledge the legitimacy of von
Bormann’s observation in GW 2, 256.

6 BT 195, 362; SZ 153, 314.
7 BT 194-195, SZ 152–3.
8 See O. Marquard, Abschied vom Prinzipiellen (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1981),

p. 130 et passim.
9 The Philosophy of Hans-Georg Gadamer, The Library of Living Phi-

losophers, vol. XXI, edited by L. E. Hahn (Chicago and LaSalle: Open
Court, 1997), p. 95.
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3 Getting it Right: Relativism,
Realism and Truth

Is there a conception of reality that can be rationally justified inde-
pendently of the standpoint of the persons whose conception it is?
Such a conception has sometimes been referred to as an “objective”
or “absolute” conception of reality, and philosophers such as Bernard
Williams and Thomas Nagel think we can find it among the most
advanced and secure truth-claims of the natural sciences.1

Nowadays, however, it seems more common to hear philosophers
deny that there are any absolute conceptions of reality, even in the
natural sciences. Every theoretical advance, they point out, has a
“history” that conditions and thus “relativizes” the truth of the posi-
tion advanced. Traces of such histories can be seen in the contingent
changes in the conceptual languages in which truth-claims are put
forth. For example, Hilary Putnam recently reminded us that even
terms such as “electron” can have a conceptual history that changes
with the historically shifting context of research.2 What makes this
fact problematic for traditional notions of objectivity is that such
notions usually insist that the objects of research or the referents of
terms such as “electron” or “genes” are what they are independent
of our conceptual vocabulary. This creates the expectation that we
ought somehow to be able to compare the adequacy or accuracy of
any conceptual vocabulary against the object itself. But if we have no
way to locate such referents independently of those same vocabular-
ies and, moreover, if those vocabularies are subject to change (even
seemingly random and unpredictable change), then where, it is often
asked, are we to find the fixed, concept-independent object?

Even more troubling, perhaps, for traditional notions of objectiv-
ity is a fact that many sociologists of science are fond of pointing
out, namely, that every truth-claim comes somehow laced with the

52
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values and interests of the researchers and the research community.
This creates a similar problem for traditional notions of the object
of research. Not only should the object be cognitively accessible to
us independent of any contingent conceptual language, but also its
cognitive availability should not depend on anything so seemingly
subjective as our “values” and “interests.” If we take into account
that such values and interests are not purely “theoretical” values
such as the ”value” of simplicity or an “interest” in truth or in the
lawful prediction of future events, but are also always inextricably
linked to the normative notions of human flourishing, then it be-
comes even more difficult to deny that all truth-claims are in some
important sense “relative” to the point of view or “interpretation” of
the researchers. Putnam points out that research in the natural sci-
ences is not devoid of practical or normative conceptions of what it
means to function well in this sphere.3 For example, contributions
to all fields of research are framed with an eye to conceptions of
what counts as “worthwhile knowledge,” a conception that cannot
be separated from a conception of either the research community’s
needs or, for that matter, from the normative notions of what counts
as a “rational,” “defensible,” or “successful” contribution. In other
words, all such “successful” contributions presuppose a normative
understanding of what theoretical and practical needs ought to be
addressed, as well as an understanding of what it means to succeed
relative to those needs and thereby flourish in this area of human
endeavor. Thus, it seems that so-called “pure” theory is not so pure,
if being “pure” means being conceptually independent of implicit
normative notions of intellectual success.

Taken together, such considerations seem to justify the claim that
there are no “value-free” or “conceptually neutral” facts to which
our “interpretations” might simply “correspond.” Accordingly, we
seem to be in the uneasy position of having to admit that inter-
pretation goes, as it were, “all the way down.” There simply is no
value-free, context-independent ground on which to stand and in
terms of which we can hope to adjudicate our disagreements. If “rel-
ativism” or “interpretation” is simply our intractable condition as
knowers, then the only hope we have for dealing with our disagree-
ments in a rational way is to develop yet another interpretation or
relative standpoint from which (we hope) the dispute can be resolved
(or at least softened). Of course, those new interpretations will, in all
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likelihood, generate further conflicts and the need for still more rel-
ative interpretation. There seems no way out of this endless cycle of
interpretation; like it or not, we all exist as knowers within a kind
of “hermeneutical circle.”4

The position I just outlined is broadly shared by philosophers
who consider themselves “hermeneutical” philosophers. Philoso-
phers such as Hans-Georg Gadamer and Richard Rorty, who invoke
the term “hermeneutics” to categorize their own positions, should
be able to recognize themselves in it. Even philosophers such as
Hilary Putnam or Thomas Kuhn, who never or rarely have used the
term “hermeneutics” in their self-descriptions could find a great deal
with which to agree.

But if this general agreement points to an emerging consensus
among certain philosophers, it also threatens to hide some very im-
portant divisions within the hermeneutical movement. Almost
every claim in my opening paragraph lends itself to at least two
different interpretations regarding its actual meaning and import.
While this is not in the least surprising, it is important to be aware of
these ambiguities. Unfortunately, there is a tendency both inside and
outside hermeneutically oriented philosophies to ignore these differ-
ences and assume simply that all those who insist on the inescapable
nature of interpretation have the same thing in mind. But just like
any other group of philosophers, hermeneutical philosophers some-
times talk past each other and even when they do not misunderstand
each other, they often do not see eye to eye on many key issues.

To ignore this fact of real difference not only tends to oversimplify
the field, but also it has even led to misunderstandings of Gadamer’s
position by some who consider themselves his followers. The mis-
take is to assume that “hermeneutics” points to essentially one
position (such as the one with which Rorty identifies himself, for
example) and then to insist that Gadamer must conform to this pic-
ture because he is, after all, a preeminent hermeneutical philosopher.
This is particularly easy to do for those of us for whom the philo-
sophical idioms of the German tradition are not our first philosophi-
cal language. Nevertheless, faulty assumptions such as this lead not
only to misrepresentations of Gadamer, but they also sometimes
encourage a dismissive arrogance toward hermeneutics in general
by those outside the tradition because they mistakenly assume that
they know what the term “hermeneutics” stands for and they simply
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want nothing to do with it. Needless to say, if we hope to avoid such
hasty conclusions and genuinely assess both Gadamer’s position and
its possible significance for the larger philosophical community, then
these differences need to be carefully articulated.

The most fundamental difference between hermeneutical philoso-
phers can be characterized as the “hermeneutical fork.” I call it the
“hermeneutical fork” because it is so fundamental that it divides
hermeneutical thinkers into two broad camps. This is not to say
that all other differences pale to insignificance in its light, nor is it
to imply that no real common ground exists between those on either
side of this divide, but it is to say that we have here a profound dif-
ference of philosophical program. Simply put, it is a disagreement
about whether the “hermeneutical circle” is, in some important
sense, vicious or not. Stated in the most general terms possible, the
hermeneutical fork divides those within the hermeneutical move-
ment who think that hermeneutics, properly understood, implies
the demise of traditional philosophy and those who do not. It is a dif-
ference between an essentially destructive, debunking program and
a critical, constructive program. Of course, philosophy has always
made room for both types of programs within its discourse. Neither
is in principle less philosophical, even those who across the centuries
have tried to end philosophy have sometimes ended up making key
philosophical contributions. This may be the truth in Gilson’s per-
ceptive remark that “philosophy always buries its undertakers,” but
this is not the place to explore philosophy’s phoenix-like character,
however tempting that might be.5 What I am pointing to here is a di-
vision in the hermeneutical or “relativist” camp between those who
think that it no longer makes sense to try to clarify such philosoph-
ically or rationally normative terms as truth, reason, reality, fact,
object, value, good, right, correct, and so forth, and those who think
this task is still worth pursuing. One side says that hermeneutics,
properly understood, has brought this whole philosophical endeavor
to a grinding halt. It is simply a conversation we should cut off,
perhaps consigning it at best, like alchemy, to the great historical
trash heap of cognitive cul-de-sacs. On this view, traditional philos-
ophy presents a history of failure, interesting perhaps, but not cen-
tral to the realization of an important aspect of our humanity.6 The
other side, however, argues that hermeneutics, properly understood,
is simply an important corrective within this conversation and that
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the conversation itself can and should continue, but now sobered
by the lessons of hermeneutics itself. Even our failures can shed
an indispensable light on our condition. It is a question of whether
hermeneutics marks the end of philosophy or the end of a phase of
philosophy. Both sides think hermeneutics has important lessons to
teach, but which lessons and their proper import deeply divide the
community.

Gadamer clearly sees himself on one side of this hermeneutical
fork. He sides with those who see hermeneutics as a critical cor-
rective to much recent philosophy. I find myself agreeing with him
that hermeneutics has important things to say, but these things do
not license us to leave philosophy behind. Instead, hermeneutics
warns us about certain pitfalls in the paths philosophy has recently
taken. Unlike hermeneutical thinkers such as Nietzsche, the later
Heidegger, Derrida, or Rorty, all of whom try in their own way to
bring philosophy to some kind of definitive closure, Gadamer does
not understand his position to signal the end of philosophy, but a
new beginning of sorts.

But what kind of “new beginning” does Gadamer have in mind?
Obviously, if he understands himself as inviting us to a new phase
of philosophical reflection, rather than to some type of thinking that
is outside of philosophy altogether, he cannot be advocating some
kind of radical rupture with our philosophical past. But something
has also obviously changed with the growing use of the term “in-
terpretation” as shorthand to describe our new self-understanding as
knowers. What changes then does Gadamer think his hermeneutical
reflections impose on us and what differences do these make for our
understanding of human knowing?

The simplest, quickest way to say what Gadamer’s hermeneutics
hopes to teach us is that all human understanding is “finite.”7 By
calling all human knowing “finite,” Gadamer is not pointing out
that no one knows everything nor could anyone ever hope to know
everything. While this is certainly true, it is not his point. Gadamer’s
concern goes deeper in that the “finitude” of human knowledge is
meant to point to conditions of human knowledge that our knowl-
edge itself cannot hope to survey in order to predict how they will
operate in any given situation. “Finitude” points to a dependency of
knowledge on conditions that the human knower can never fully
know. And if these conditions cannot be fully known, then this
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challenges us to revise our understanding of the type of autonomous
control we can hope to exercise over our own cognitive endeavors.
Gadamer’s concept of finitude is meant to force us to rethink our
self-understanding of what it means to be a free agent in the realm
of knowing.

History and language are the two conditions of knowledge that
Gadamer thinks make our knowing “finite.” History and language
are what Habermas has called “transitory a priori” conditions of
knowledge in that they condition all knowledge, but the extent of
their conditioning is elusive for two key reasons.8 On the one hand,
these conditions stretch back into a past we cannot retrieve. Thus,
we cannot be exactly sure what they contain or how they will man-
ifest themselves. On the other hand, history and language are per-
manently fluid in that they always operate, at least in part, within
human freedom and are therefore subject to a seemingly infinite
extendability. In other words, their application is never entirely
rule-governed, but subject to unpredictable variations in different
contents. If this is the case, then we can know, at least to some ex-
tent, the operations of such conditioning factors contingently, but
we cannot specify necessary and sufficient conditions for the way
they condition our knowledge-claims in all cases.

Before we further explore these claims, however, it is important
to avoid a potential misunderstanding about what Gadamer is say-
ing. Notice that Gadamer is not saying that we cannot in any sense
know these conditions. That would be to argue that we know that
knowledge is dependent on factors we simply cannot know. How
could this be known? If this is not a contradiction, it is of little or
no value for understanding our position as knowers. If something is
beyond our ken, like a Kantian Ding-an-sich, it is questionable what
part it can play in our self-understanding as knowers. If history and
language were such conditions they would be at best an “I-know-not-
what” that can function as a limit of our knowledge, but they could
not function as cognitively accessible conditions. What Gadamer is
saying is that history and language function as conditions of our
knowledge that outstrip our ability to identify and justify fully our
dependence on them. They are known partially, but our knowledge
cannot encompass all the possible ways these factors function as
conditions of knowledge. If we cannot survey these conditions ex-
haustively, making them transparent to our reason, we cannot hope
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to be absolutely certain about how, in any given instance of know-
ing, they will exercise their influence. If this is so, then there is a
certain ineluctable inarticulacy and inescapable opacity in all our
knowing.

One important consequence of this claim is that the skeptic can-
not be silenced once and for all. If the desire to refute skepticism
fires the epistemological dream of specifying conditions of knowl-
edge that are both necessary and sufficient, then Gadamer’s claim
about the “finite” nature of all human knowledge shows us that
this particular epistemological dream is one from which we should
awaken as soon as possible. In other words, if Gadamer is right, then
traditional transcendental philosophy cannot hope to complete its
program of making the conditions of knowledge transparent to the
knower. Neither the knower as such, nor the conditions of her
knowledge can be completely known.

But is Gadamer right about these far-reaching claims? Must we
surrender as much ground to the skeptic? And if we must, is it the
case that such a surrender spells a loss for us in our struggle to un-
derstand our own condition as knowers? We can explore Gadamer’s
insistence on the “finitude” of knowledge in greater depth by looking
at history or the “historicity” of human knowledge, as hermeneuti-
cal philosophers usually call it.

According to Gadamer, all truth-claims are historical in the sense
that they are all framed in some “tradition” of inquiry. This tradi-
tion might function in many complex ways from conditioning the
conceptual language of inquiry to the protocols that govern the gath-
ering and reporting of data, but we can say that one salient feature
of the way tradition functions in Gadamer’s account of knowing is
that tradition sets the normative context of inquiry for a commu-
nity of learners. In this sense, “tradition” determines things such as
which questions are most important, which have priority for a par-
ticular research community at a particular time, and it sets at least
prima facie boundaries of what conceptual tools are acceptable in at-
tempting to answer these questions. In short, a normative tradition
not only determines the questions in some sense, but also it plays
a substantive role in determining what counts as a good answer to
these questions. Such traditions are normative in that they guide
communities of inquiry toward an epistemic ideal, an ideal that is
historically conditioned.
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Following Wilfred Sellars’ lead, philosophers such as John
McDowell have argued quite convincingly that whenever we offer
a justification for a belief we bring it within a normative “space of
reasons.”9 This “space of reasons” is the logical or epistemic frame-
work in terms of which such a belief is seen to be justified. For exam-
ple, we might explain how the belief that nicotine is not a carcinogen
is related to canons of empirical testing or experimentation that pro-
vide repeated and repeatable corroboration for nicotine’s noncancer-
causing effects. In other words, we offer a “justification” for nico-
tine’s noncarcinogenic character that is inseparable from normative
claims about such things as the nature and reliability of empirical
evidence.

In pointing out that notions such as “empirical,” “experiment,”
“corroboration,” “repeatability,” and even “cause” are normative
notions, McDowell wishes to highlight the claim that we cannot
explain the inescapability of our reliance on such notions in causal
terms. For example, the inescapability of certain perceptions, such
as color perceptions, can and must be explained in causal terms in-
volving the interaction of light and the neurophysiology of our eyes,
but when we arrive at an epistemic claim, such as the one men-
tioned above about the noncarcinogenic nature of nicotine, we are
not simply being pushed and pulled by the causal network of the
natural world, but we are making a normative judgment. To under-
stand how it is possible for us to arrive at these judgments it is not
sufficient to appeal to causal relationships in nature because such
judgments are not caused in us in the way, say, that our color per-
ceptions are caused by certain physical factors such as the physical
effects of light on our nervous system.

If we hope to understand better how it is that we are capable of
such judgments we must look to both tradition and to human free-
dom. On the side of freedom, McDowell points out that the space of
reasons within which we offer justification for our beliefs is inten-
tional in nature, i.e., it cannot be adequately understood as a product
of physical laws. Instead, it can only be understood as a product of
extended rational reflection on experience, which presupposes that
we can disengage from the push and pull of nature, and freely sur-
vey at least a part of that same causal network. For example, we can
draw distinctions within the skein of nature between events that
are merely correlated and those that are connected by the stronger
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connection of causation itself. We say that such distinctions require
insight or understanding, which is another way of saying that they
occur within the space of freedom and are not simply churned out by
the causal mechanics of nature itself. Such insights, we sometimes
say, are derived, not produced; they are a function of free beings, who
are always more than moments of a closed system governed solely
by causal law.

But McDowell also points out that such reflection is engaged in
by humans over generations of inquirers and passed on explicitly and
implicitly as the norms of a community of inquiry. But to say that
reflection takes place across time and among participants in a com-
munity of inquiry is to say that it takes place in history and within
an ongoing tradition of discourse. Such a claim invokes something
very much like Gadamer’s notion of tradition. Our understanding of
such norms evolves historically within communities into which we
are socialized and shaped through a matrix of language, practice, and
individual and corporate experience. This process forms in us, over
time, a “second nature,” a space of reasons, as McDowell and Sellars
call it, in which we understand and debate the value of our various
knowledge-claims. However, such a “second nature” is not simply
caused in us through a process of social conditioning. To say this sec-
ond nature is “intentional” is to deny that it is simply caused, even if
the causes are “social” in nature. This would be simply exchanging
physical or natural causes for social causes. While social condition-
ing occurs, we can say with good justification that it occurs within
human freedom, so to speak. For example, while there are always
internal and external sanctions that may be imposed on those who
ignore these norms, it is important to point out that these standards
are “recommended” to us; we are encouraged to appropriate “freely”
them, to make them our own, by demonstrating that that we can
“apply” them intelligently.10 “Intelligently” means that we do not
ape them blindly, but apply them in new ways, which, despite their
novelty, attain readily recognizable “family resemblances” to the
previous applications of such norms. Such norms are “intentional”
because they are products of the reflective conscious experience of
a community of researchers. When we are encouraged to learn and
apply such norms, we are being appealed to as free agents, capable of
exercising our own insight. Our reliance on such norms cannot be un-
derstood as the result of a causal process that simply implanted in us
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norms, which then continue to exercise their effects independently
of our conscious reflection on them. Instead, it must be stressed that
whatever causal imposition of these norms may have occurred in
the course of our social formation as members of a community of
inquiry, these same norms evolve in the space of free reflexivity that
is generated whenever we think about our own thinking,

I have already argued that there is a link between McDowell’s
notion of a normative “second nature” and what Gadamer has in
mind by a “tradition.” This is not an incidental connection. Both
authors recognize a common Aristotelian source for these ideas, and
McDowell even recognizes Gadamer’s influence on his own position
as well. But Gadamer has used the term “tradition” in a way that has
caused some controversy. Gadamer provocatively says such tradi-
tions or frameworks exercise “authority” (TM 277f.). While this has
raised the hackles of some of Gadamer’s readers, McDowell’s gloss on
some central Gadamerian ideas sheds important light on Gadamer’s
meaning. If we bring Gadamer’s claim regarding the “authority” of
tradition in proximity to McDowell’s understanding of a normative
“space of reasons,” which is essential for all acts of knowing, then
Gadamer’s claim that the traditions that govern inquiry exercise “au-
thority” over us should not be surprising. Normative claims by their
very nature impose themselves on us; they make “authoritative” de-
mands on us or address us as if they had a right to be heard. What
this “authority” means, however, needs to be carefully spelled out.
Gadamer is quick to point out that “authority,” in his sense of the
term, is rational in principle. “Authority” for Gadamer is something
a tradition earns by demonstrating its value in the pursuit of knowl-
edge. In McDowell’s terms, we can say that such authority is nor-
mative because it has the capacity to operate within our freedom
and should not be conceived as simply imposed on us from a point
beyond our freedom.

I emphasize this point because it rightly reinforces the claim that
Gadamer is not an enemy of human freedom. Gadamer’s notion of
“authority” is not “authoritarian.” Nevertheless, what many people
still find troubling about his notion of tradition and its concomitant
notion of the “finitude” of our understanding is that it does challenge
a certain view of rational autonomy. Gadamer opposes a view of
our freedom as rational agents that has its roots in the Cartesian
and Enlightenment tradition. What such a view of rational freedom
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requires of us is that we be able to judge the full nature and extent
of any norms that govern our knowledge. If we are to submit to the
authority of such norms, we can only be justified in doing so if we can
make these norms transparent to our own reason and thus control
the conditions of our own submission to them. This model of rational
autonomy is very clear in Descartes’ refusal to accept anything that
his own intellect or “natural light” cannot fully justify with its own
powers. Such a model demands the full command or transparency of
these norms. In a sense, this dominant view of rational or epistemic
autonomy requires that we become “second authors” of these norms.
In other words, although it doesn’t literally require that we invent
our own norms, it demands that our insight into these norms be
so transparent and self-evident that we would be in a position that
is as good as their first mythical authors, whoever they may have
been. Such “second authorship” would enable us, when challenged
to justify our reliance on such norms, to reconstruct the full weight of
their authority out of our own insight, without any recourse to our de
facto reliance on the tradition as such. Not only Descartes operates
with such a model of autonomy, but Kant does so as well when he
recommends the “categorical imperative” to us as the only possible
means to justify our de facto reliance on any moral norm. Once a
moral norm has passed this test, its de jure status suddenly becomes
evident and fully justifiable by reason alone. Whatever contingencies
may have attended its inception become irrelevant to the inherent
rational grounding of the norm. History is suddenly transcended in
reason.

Such a notion of autonomy is precisely what Gadamer wishes to
deny when he insists on the “finitude” of our knowledge. To put it
in my terms, Gadamer would argue that autonomy does not require
us to place ourselves in the fictional position of the first authors of
the tradition somehow; autonomy neither requires that we know
exhaustively the grounding of such norms, nor that we be able to
see in advance all the implications of such norms. One merely has
to state this ideal as baldly as I have attempted in order to see its
deeply problematic nature. Gadamer would insist that autonomy
can coexist with an element of de facto reliance upon tradition. It
is enough that we can move with some freedom within a historical
tradition, even when we cannot make its grounding or logical trajec-
tory plain and clear in all respects. Gadamer’s account of “finitude”
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insists that there will always be certain level of contingent opac-
ity and inescapable inarticulacy in our reliance on tradition. Never-
theless, such factors do not preclude freedom, but instead situate it
within an ongoing dialogue, which is the driving force of any histor-
ical tradition.

The claim that our freedom is always a situated, i.e., finite, free-
dom can be illustrated by pointing out a well-known relationship be-
tween how we are formed by such traditions and how we contribute
to their development. Only if we are deeply formed by a tradition are
we capable of modifying those traditions in meaningful ways. There
is a sense in which anyone who wishes to make a contribution to
some sphere of human understanding must have already been formed
by that tradition of inquiry. Even before such a desire can arise there
is a sense in which this tradition has appropriated us. We belong to
history (or tradition) long before it belongs to us, says Gadamer.11

Such traditions of inquiry form and shape us as epistemic agents
long before we can even begin to turn around and shape them and
we never cease to belong to them more than they belong to us, to
paraphrase Gadamer once again.

Nevertheless, when we do “turn around” and begin to act on the
traditions that have formed us, this is still a significant act of free-
dom. One way to illustrate both this dependence on tradition and
our freedom within it is to remind ourselves that one of the most
common ways in which a tradition evolves is by the ad hoc revi-
sion of the norms that constitute the tradition itself. Such revisions
show us how better to capture the goal of the norm itself in the
particular epistemic context in which we happen to find ourselves.
Thus, even in critically revising the norm, its authority is acknowl-
edged, even though we have freely modified it to fit the context of
inquiry. The need to “tweak” the norm is not necessarily evidence
for its inadequacy, but may in fact provide evidence for its normative
strength in the sense that such a norm demonstrates its normativity
by its flexible applicability to diverse situations. While such norma-
tive conditions bind us and form us, they do not deny us all freedom
of movement. We are not just “made” by them, but we can freely
appropriate them and shape them responsibly, albeit in a limited
fashion.

We might say that such frameworks are open, but binding condi-
tions of inquiry. They are “open, but binding” in that even anyone
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who wishes to challenge them in a meaningful way must demon-
strate a deep understanding of them and argue for changing them in
terms that always maintain at least some significant contact with
them. In other words, we are bound to argue from within such norms
and not from some imagined gods-eye-view outside them. Simply
put, one can change such norms only by demonstrating a deeper
grasp of them. Otherwise, we simply opt out of this conversation,
which of course we can attempt, although it is not clear what space
there is completely outside these norms. Be that as it may, if we seek
the required, deeper grasp of these norms, we tacitly admit their nor-
mative authority over us; they have, as it were, a “grip” on us and
their grip exceeds our grasp.

This is so in the sense that any tradition of inquiry we investi-
gate stretches back into the far recesses of time. Its final grounding
permanently eludes us. It is as if we suddenly become conscious of
standing on an iceberg; we can see that there is something below the
surface, but exactly what it is and how far it goes down we cannot
be sure. And this holds true whether the tradition of inquiry is our
own and it holds a fortiori for a tradition that is much more distant
from us either chronologically or in its substantive normative com-
mitments. We cannot survey, in an all-encompassing vision, either
our own roots or the roots of others in the past and thus make them
transparent to the light of reason. For these reasons, our knowledge is
“finite” because of its history. Gadamer claims that all inquiry pre-
supposes participation in a normative tradition whose foundations
can never be completely unearthed.

But what are the epistemic consequences of our implication in
normative tradition or “second nature”? Does such involvement nec-
essarily imply that we are shut off from others or the truth claims
of others in other normative traditions by an unbridgeable gulf of
radical incommensurability? In other words, could our normative
concepts be so radically different from each other that no points
of significant contact between traditions are possible? Gadamer re-
jects this extreme skeptical interpretation of our finitude as know-
ers. Even to be aware of others as occupying a different normative
space of inquiry requires that their space and ours not be completely
sealed off from each other. How else could we recognize the problem
as a problem having to do with normativity if there was not some
common ground between these traditions in terms of which the
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problem itself is identified. In this sense, such disagreements pre-
suppose deeper agreements of a more general kind. In other words,
radical incommensurability is a myth, a skeptic’s dream, the intelli-
gibility of which cannot be accounted for. For Gadamer, diverse nor-
mative traditions exist but they must necessarily overlap at points,
although their points of divergence and convergence are contingently
governed. This implies a rejection of a priori incommensurability,
but not necessarily a rejection of contingent incommensurabilities.
This would not imply that communication between traditions is
always easy – quite the contrary – but it does imply that there is
no reason in principle why inquirers from one tradition cannot find
meaningful points of contact between their own traditions of inquiry
and those of others. There is a sense in which all traditions occupy
the same normative ground, but they may very well occupy different
pieces of it at different points in time. In this sense, the historicity of
our traditions places a real limit on the completeness of our knowl-
edge, but it does not preclude knowledge as such. The grip of tradition
is not a stranglehold; it places a real limit on the completeness of our
knowledge, but it allows for real knowledge of ourselves, of others,
and of the world.

An equally fundamental truth about our finitude, according to
Gadamer, is that it is linguistically constituted. All traditions of
inquiry understand themselves in terms of a particular conceptual
language, which has its own contingent history. This is true of the
strictly normative terms of a tradition, which we briefly discussed
above, but it also may well extend beyond such terms to include
other elements of language such as rhetorical elements of style, as
well as the models, the analogies, and the metaphors that exercise a
substantial influence over our imaginations. “We are always already
biased in our thinking and our knowing by our linguistic interpreta-
tion of the world. To grow into this linguistic interpretation means
to grow up in the world. To this extent, language is the real mark of
our finitude. It is always out beyond us” (PH 64). Language is always
out beyond us in the sense that its influence over us far extends the
limits of our awareness of its influence. This is a defining mark of
our finitude. Language is the primary vehicle (although not the only
vehicle) by which history exercises a series of effects on us. Gadamer
calls these effects a Wirkungsgeschichte or a “history of effects” to
point out the aspect of causal conditioning in our relation to history
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(TM 300f.). But these effects are taken up into human intentionality
in that any historical influences, even those of physical, economic, or
political domination and oppression, are refracted through language.
Their effects, while not reducible to language or to “mere words”
as it were, are partially constituted by the linguistic frameworks
in which they are comprehended with more or less perspicacity. All
such historical effects are refracted through language, even if they are
not reducible to language. This is a fundamental point that Gadamer
makes in his famous exchange with Habermas (PH 18–43).

There are no contexts of human understanding that are not con-
stituted in terms of some linguistic framework and when we un-
derstand the world, ourselves, or others, we do so in terms of that
framework. “We never find ourselves,” Gadamer writes, “as con-
sciousness over against the world and, as it were, grasp after a goal of
understanding in a wordless condition. Rather in all our knowledge
of ourselves and in all knowledge of the world, we are always already
encompassed by the language that is our own” (PH 62). But although
Gadamer says that we always understand the world in a language
that is our own, it’s important to emphasize that what we under-
stand is not simply our own world, but the world, the one world we
all have in common. Gadamer is an uncompromising realist. I will
discuss some of the implications of Gadamer’s realism below, but it
is important to point out that Gadamer does not think that our words
produce the intelligibility of reality in some strong sense. It’s not as
if our words project an intelligibility onto reality, which would then
stand between us and the real world like a shroud. No, Gadamer says
that growing into a linguistic interpretation means “grow[ing] up in
the world” (my emphasis). It’s only within this realist framework
that we can begin to understand Gadamer’s much misunderstood
remark that “being that can be understood is language” (TM 474).
Gadamer is not saying that all reality or “being” is literally “just
words.” What he is saying is better comprehended by saying that
all intelligible reality is “enhanced” or “increased” by the words we
find to comprehend it. “[T]he word is that in which knowledge is con-
summated, i.e., that in which the species is fully thought. Thomas
points out that in this respect the word resembles light, which is
what makes color visible” (TM 426). Words are not mere signs con-
ventionally assigned to concepts that we otherwise have complete
access to apart from words. Words are not neutral with respect to
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the intelligibility of the world. Gadamer claims that they actually
make the world more intelligible than it would otherwise be. In this
sense, words “enhance” or “increase” the intelligibility of reality;
they make the world more manifest to us than it would otherwise
be. There is a sense for Gadamer in which words “complete” and
“complement” the intelligibility of the world. Words do not create
the intelligibility of the world, but they do more than simply mirror
it in a representation. Words make the world more intelligible and
accessible than it would be without words.

Gadamer’s position can be further illuminated by focusing on his
claim that language is a “medium” through which the world is dis-
closed to us. According to Gadamer, “language is not only an ob-
ject in our hands, it is the reservoir of tradition and the medium in
and through which we exist and perceive our world” (PH 29). But
as a medium, words mediate the world to us; they are the vehicle
by which the intelligibility of the world is delivered to us, as it were.
These are strong claims, but they are not saying that language is the
ontological ground of the world’s intelligibility. They are claiming
that because we always grasp the world through some historically
particular language that our grasp of the world is always limited,
“finite,” subject to possible revision, emendation, and so forth. Nev-
ertheless, Gadamer is also saying that without words our under-
standing of the world would be considerably poorer than it is. The
“languages” we speak provide a window onto the world that other-
wise would remain shut. Such ”languages” are therefore not a hin-
drance to our comprehension of the world, but a condition of its
possibility.

Once again, we can say that our freedom is situated within these
linguistic traditions. In fact, such languages seem infinitely extend-
able, but exactly how we can extend them is no more readily explica-
ble than our ability to explain the peculiar aptness of a new metaphor
that suddenly takes hold of our minds. Language develops and is ex-
tended and contracted in many ways, but this process does not seem
to follow a complete set of rules. Linguistic development seems to
be an even more complicated example of doing something such as
making a move in complex game like chess. Of course, chess has its
rules that require or preclude certain moves under certain conditions
and it even has famous strategies or tactics, within these rules, that
can be learned and applied. If we hope to become proficient at chess
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we must submit ourselves to these normative standards. But it is
also important to point out that none of this explains why a partic-
ular game unfolds, move by move, in just the pattern that it does.
Such explanations would remain necessarily incomplete at crucial
junctures because there are an unspecifiable number of possible ways
these very rules and strategies can be applied. The seemingly infinite
ways a particular move can count as intelligent or stupid is part of
the very “rationality” of chess. In a similar way, Gadamer argues that
the development of our linguistic heritage involves “application” in
that the seemingly infinite variability with which we can project and
extend the use of a word is part of the reason inherent in language it-
self. Language is not fixed by or reducible to a set of rules. Of course,
there are rules of language, but like the rules of chess they allow for
and even seem to require an open variability that cannot be delimited
a priori on all fronts. Our intelligence as speakers is not reducible to
these rules. Because intelligent use of language requires a kind of
unconscious creation, I am tempted to speak here of linguistic “ge-
nius,” but the point is that such creativity is a regular occurrence that
transpires every time we extend or “apply” a familiar term in a new
way. Such ability is something every competent speaker possesses at
least to some degree. Hence, Gadamer insists that “application” is a
kind of interpretation that presupposes the authority of a linguistic
tradition and a freedom to extend that tradition, neither of which can
be surveyed and made transparently available to us. These features of
language make us conscious of our finitude as knowers. Here again,
we become conscious that our knowing can never master its own
conditions. Although we can know these linguistic conditions up to
a point, we cannot know them completely. We remain beholden to
them and neither the extent of the debt nor the freedom with which
we appropriate it can be definitively measured. When it comes to
language, “the last word” belongs to no one.

One implication of our limits as knowers, which philosophers
on either prong of the so-called hermeneutical fork can agree on,
is that the epistemological program of “foundationalism” is naı̈ve.
Although there are different forms of foundationalism that will not
be discussed, one aspect they all have in common is the aspiration
to discover the conditions of possibility of all forms of knowledge,
including both first- and second-order knowledge-claims. In other
words, what all foundationalisms share in common is the belief that
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any adequate account of human knowledge must not only explain
how our knowledge-claims about “the world” can be justified beyond
all doubt, but also how we arrived at such an account of justification
itself. Foundationalism in all its forms is an epistemological program
unified by its desire to defeat skepticism. If Gadamer is right, how-
ever, “history” and “language” are not the kind of conditions that
can be known in such a way that we can answer all doubts about our
de facto reliance on them. The foundations of historically mediated
normativity, as well as those of our contingent linguistic resources,
stretch into an irretrievable past that puts them beyond our full grasp.
Moreover, their de facto application, in any given case of knowledge,
takes place within a context of freedom and is unpredictable in prin-
ciple. If these are indeed conditions of all cognitive activity, then we
can never make them transparent enough to secure them from all
possible doubt. In short, the skeptic cannot be answered, at least not
on her own terms, because the full extent of our reliance on histori-
cally mediated normativity and the contingencies of language cannot
be surveyed sufficiently to rule out the possibility of error that might
result from being the unconscious dupes of our own indebtedness.
The same must be said, mutatis mutandis, for the freedom with
which we are able to move within language and history. The range
of our freedom to apply these resources cannot be strictly delimited
any more than the scope of our indebtedness to language and history
can be. In short, “finitude” makes it impossible to carry through any
version of foudationalism and thereby defeat the skeptic by the rules
of her own game.

Does this mean that skepticism has won the day? Is the complex
relativity of all our knowledge-claims, which hermeneutical philoso-
phers insist upon, just the most recent version of skepticism? Some
philosophers within the hermeneutical tradition (and some outside
it, as well) think that this is indeed the case. In their eyes, hermeneu-
tics is just skepticism dressed up in German and French clothes. But
I would argue that this is just another version of the “hermeneutical
fork” I alluded to above. Gadamer does not think that hermeneu-
tics amounts to skepticism. Hermeneutics would imply skepticism
if skepticism and the foundationalist program, which is designed to
answer it, represent the only viable model of knowledge available
to us. But this is precisely what Gadamer contends. His insistence
on the “finitude” of knowledge contests the feasibility of a view of
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knowledge that has, admittedly, a deep grip on our imaginations.
So much so that if this model of knowledge turns out to be wrong-
headed, we are tempted to conclude that the entire enterprise of
knowing is deeply wrong-headed as well. But to conclude that the
demise of such a powerful epistemic model is anything more than
the demise of that particular model of knowledge would be prema-
ture at best. In other words, it is simply a non sequitur to conclude
that if foundationalist programs of knowledge have failed, then the
whole enterprise of human knowledge, including the knowledge of
knowledge we call “epistemology,” collapses like a house of cards. If
the foundationalist game has run its course, it does not follow that
it is the only game in town.

From Gadamer’s side of the hermeneutical divide, the collapse
of foundationalism does not imply a victory for skepticism, but a
more nuanced commitment to fallibilism. If the conditions of his-
tory, language, and rational creativity or freedom preclude the kind of
transparent certainty the foundationalists thought was necessary to
refute the skeptic, it does not follow that we are no longer justified in
attributing knowledge to ourselves about a whole array of subjects.
From the fact that we cannot attain certainty, it does not follow that
we cannot attain knowledge. This would follow only if knowledge
was synonymous with certainty and Gadamer explicitly denies the
equation of knowledge with certainty.12 In fact, “certainty” is not
one normative, epistemic concept, but instead refers to a family of
such concepts whose scope of meaning ranges over well-known an-
alytical domains such as logic and math and also to some even more
narrowly circumscribed empirical situations. For example, “It’s as
certain as death” is a phrase whose truth we cannot ignore, even
when we are aware that such a proposition is not true in just the
same way that some propositions in logic or math are. What does
follow from the fact that many of our knowledge-claims enjoy no
such certainty is that they might just turn out to be wrong. In other
words, fallibilism follows from the demise of foundationalism and
this commits us to the near ever-present possibility of having to
change our minds when the weight of evidence against us makes it
preposterous to stick to some belief or set of beliefs we once thought
true.

But from the possibility that we may be wrong, it certainly does
not follow that we cannot be right. Not only may we be right, but we
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can provide sufficient warrant, humanly speaking, to justify our self-
confidence. We are not like the deaf, dumb, and blind person, traveling
alone, who just happens to strike out on the right road. Our epistemic
self-confidence is not a matter of luck and the truth of probability,
that in any case where we must choose between two conflicting
knowledge-claims we have a 50 percent chance of guessing the right
one. Even this would provide a rational warrant of sorts, albeit a very
thin one. But in fact our epistemic warrants stand on much firmer
ground than luck and the law of noncontradiction. While our best jus-
tifications are qualified by the fallibilistic awareness that we may be
wrong, they are far from arbitrary and even further from an “anything
goes” relativism. We can develop, apply, and retest criteria of knowl-
edge that can give us enough reliable evidence or rational assurance
to claim in multiple cases that we in fact know something and do not
just surmise or opine that it is the case. In some cases of perceptual
knowledge, for example, it is often enough that what I am seeing is
seen under normal lighting conditions, seen by multiple others in
similar circumstances, consistent with my memory of other similar
perceptual circumstances, and so forth, to assure ourselves that we
have in this case reliable perceptual knowledge. Could we be wrong
in such cases? Of course, but our assurances to the contrary are any-
thing but arbitrary or blind. As John Austin once remarked, “Enough
is enough, enough isn’t everything.”13 And we often find ourselves
in epistemic situations where we know that enough is enough even
though we also know that we do not have, epistemically speaking,
everything we might imagine. In other words, “enough” does not
mean “enough to convince the skeptic” but it means something like
“enough to convince other analogously-placed epistemic agents.”
Such “finite” rational assurances are not just available in situations
of perceptual knowledge, but are available, mutatis mutandis, across
the whole range of what is humanly knowable. If the skeptic can-
not be definitively refuted by means of these rational assurances of
epistemic warrant, they can be shown just how far they stand from
the standpoints of epistemic agents who do not operate under their
model of human knowledge, which, if Gadamer is right, is most hu-
man beings most of the time across all cultures. This should shift the
burden of proof unto the skeptic herself to show that her model is in-
deed binding on all of us at all times and places. That she can succeed
at this challenge is something that hermeneutical philosophers such
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as Gadamer doubt sufficiently to deny her the right to dictate the
terms of what will and will not count as human knowledge. There is
simply not sufficient reason to stand frozen in the headlights of her
demand for “complete justification.”

One important consequence of neutralizing the skeptic’s demand
for absolute certainty is that relativism, understood as a version of
skepticism, is also neutralized. Skeptical relativism, on Gadamer’s
account, becomes a philosophical red herring. This is so in as much
as the fact that all knowledge is relative to some historical and nor-
mative linguistic context ceases to undermine knowledge. Once the
criterion of absolute certainty is seen as irrational and surrendered
as the mark of all legitimate knowledge, then the fact that many
or all spheres of human knowledge fail to live up to this standard
ceases to be alarming. The fact that knowledge is always dependent
on historical, linguistic, and normative conditions, which constitute
a relative standpoint, is not an inherent danger to knowledge, but a
condition of its possibility.

One way to say this more clearly is to point out that historical,
linguistic, and normative conditions are only a threat to knowledge
if they are inherently irrational, but in many cases such conditions,
or “prejudices” as Gadamer provocatively calls them sometimes, are
rational and conducive to knowledge. Such “prejudices” (Vorurteile)
are not necessarily irrational biases, but prejudgements (Vor-urteile)
that constitute a standpoint in terms of which the objects of our
knowing are approached (TM 277f.). The fact that we almost always
occupy a standpoint (perhaps even multiple standpoints) from which
the world discloses itself to us in a great variety of ways needs not be
imagined as a situation where our vision is blocked by our perspec-
tive, but rather made possible by it. A “standpoint” is in principle
a point from we see something, but, of course, not necessarily ev-
erything. What needs to be emphasized here is that a standpoint is
precisely a point from which we see and not a point from which we
are necessarily blinded. Gadamer makes this point by saying that
the linguistic preconditions of knowledge are not barriers between
us and the world, but they encompass everything that is humanly
knowable. As such language is like light; it is a “medium” in which
the world discloses itself to us; it is the vehicle that delivers the in-
telligible world to us. “[T]he verbal world, in which we live, is not a
barrier that prevents knowledge of being in itself, but fundamentally



P1: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-03 October 5, 2001 14:22

Getting it Right: Relativism, Realism and Truth 73

embraces everything in which our insight can be enlarged and deep-
ened” (TM 447). As a fallibilist, who is acutely aware of our finitude,
Gadamer recognizes that such a vehicle can sometimes carry us into
error, but it need not do so, and we have the critical resources within
language to exercise a real but “finite” epistemic responsibility for
its effects on us.

We have already noted that Gadamer is not worried that a relative
standpoint is something that must cut us off from the world. So little
does this possibility preoccupy him that he does not hesitate to af-
firm an epistemic realism of a particularly bold kind. What we know
is “the world” in all its complex variety. Not just natural objects and
their law-like relations make up the world, but other people, other
cultures, traditions, languages, norms, texts, institutions, practices,
and so on make up “the world” as the meaningful and knowable re-
ality that it is. Moreover, our world has an “inherent” intelligibility
that is, in a certain sense, “independent” of the languages, traditions,
and standpoints through which the world is mediated to us. “[B]ehind
all the relativities of language and convention there is a common
trait which is no longer language, but which looks to ever possible
verbalization, and for which the well-tried word ‘reason’ is, perhaps,
not the worst” (TM 547). When we know at all, what we know is
this inherently intelligible world as it is in itself independent from
our mutifaceted “standpoints.” Both the word “inherent” and the
word “independent,” however, need careful explication. The world’s
intelligibility is “independent” from the standpoints from which it
is known only in the sense that its intelligibility is not a product of
language or human projection of those linguistic standpoints. To say,
as Gadamer does, that these standpoints constitute means of access
to the world is not the same as saying they constitute human pro-
jections onto a determinate, but inherently unknowable world. One
could say that the reality of the world’s intelligibility is not depen-
dent on our standpoints, but the way in which we are able to access
that intelligibility is always dependent on such standpoints to some
degree. Were it necessarily the case that the world’s intelligibility is
ontologically constituted by our linguistically constituted epistemic
endeavors, then what we would know in principle would not be an
“independent” world, but something like an image of ourselves or
a self-projection mirrored back to us by something like a Kantian
Ding-an-sich. This is not the picture Gadamer wishes to convey.
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In principle, what a “standpoint” is capable of delivering to us is a
“piece” of the world, a “view” of the world, a “perspective” on the
world. In principle, a standpoint renders the world accessible, not
inaccessible. If the situation were by necessity otherwise, it would
render the world’s ability to reject or confirm our projections or hy-
potheses utterly mysterious and unintelligible. That the world has
its own intelligibility is a thesis Gadamer affirms. In this sense, intel-
ligibility is “inherent” in the world and ontologically “independent”
of our standpoints.

As a necessary corollary to the thesis that the world is inherently
intelligible, Gadamer rejects the thesis that this intelligibility could
be utterly foreign to our languages and concepts with which we ana-
lyze or carve it up, as it were. As a realist, Gadamer thinks the world
has “real joints” that can be discovered and probed by our linguistic
resources. As the medium that gives us access to the world, language
enhances and increases our ability to carve reality at its own joints.
So impressive in fact is even our very fallible ability to do this with
the limited cognitive resources that we have that Gadamer claims
that we must not think of the intelligibility of language and the
intelligibility of the world as completely autonomous domains sepa-
rated by a chasm of unbridgeable ignorance, but, instead, we should
think of both intelligible realities as “belonging together.”14 This
is Gadamer’s way of saying that concepts and objects, or language
and the world, constitute spaces of overlapping or interpenetrating
intelligibility or meaning. Neither side is reducible to the other; nei-
ther side is the product of the other. The world or the object has its
own intelligibility that can resist or confirm our ways of thinking
and speaking about it, but language has a creative power to elicit or
evoke the intelligibility of the object. We are dealing with relatively
autonomous realms, which means we are dealing with relatively in-
terdependent realms. It is as if word and world are in “dialogue,”
where each side has enough intelligible meaning in common with
the other to make a meaningful exchange possible and enough inde-
pendence to give it a critical edge. Our choice of words has something
to do with the way the world shows itself to us, but it is also the case
that how the world comes back at us is often a function of what
we try to make it say. There is a very real sense in which the world
answers our questions; we are involved in a dialogue with the world,
not a soliloquy before a deaf and dumb world. Such a “dialogue”



P1: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-03 October 5, 2001 14:22

Getting it Right: Relativism, Realism and Truth 75

is possible because both the world and the languages we speak to
comprehend it share a common inherent meaning.

Of course, this talk of being in dialogue with the world should
not be taken literally. This should not be dismissed as a weird meta-
physics; the world is not conscious, nor is it a free linguistic agent
who can deliberate about how it should respond to a query. There
are in fact some metaphysical commitments involved in Gadamer’s
view (and I will try to touch on them further below) but for now I
want to emphasize that what Gadamer is saying is that we cannot
account for responsible human belief formation outside a realist pic-
ture. Gadamer would disagree with Donald Davidson’s remark that
“nothing can count as a reason for holding a belief except another
belief.”15 This is supposedly so because we can never get outside our
beliefs. Intelligibility, on this view, is a strictly “intra-doxic” affair.
The way the world is has nothing to say to us because it says nothing
or if it does, it simply does not speak our language. Thus, Davidson
leaves us with a coherentist account of responsible belief formation.
Gadamer would find this view deeply unsatisfying. It simply cannot
account for the normative experience of being challenged or con-
firmed by the way things are. Davidson’s view is, in the words of
John McDowell, a view of our beliefs as a “frictionless spinning in
the void.”16 As such “our beliefs can make no contact with the world.
The only contact our beliefs can make is with other beliefs.” David-
son’s view in fact makes it impossible to account for experience as a
corrective or confirmation of the private conversation we have with
ourselves or the public conversation we have with each other. If our
experience of the world is not, at least in part, an experience of the
world’s independent, inherent intelligibility, it cannot mediate be-
tween our beliefs and the world. Gadamer’s view about a common
intelligibility being shared jointly by language and the world does
not make him a “linguistic idealist” in the sense of someone who
argues that intelligibility is a projection of the languages we speak,
although it may still allow him to be legitimately called an idealist
in a certain realist (and, we might add, Hegelian) sense.

The fact that Davidson’s “frictionless coherentism” has some-
times been equated with Gadamer’s account of human knowledge
is understandable, but mistaken in my view. It’s understandable be-
cause to take Gadamer’s claim seriously that language and world
present complimentary, if not identical, intelligible realities, seems
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to imply a metaphysical claim that there is between these two
spheres a kind of “preestablished harmony” as it were. Since Hume,
however, we have become increasingly comfortable with thinking
that the connections between things can only be deeply contingent
ones. Consequently, any views like Gadamer’s that seem to suggest
otherwise are dismissed as throwbacks to an earlier “Platonic” meta-
physics. Surely, Gadamer must not be advocating the metaphysical
views about the inherent intelligibility of world and language that
I ascribe to him? I think he does and for good reason. We simply
cannot make sense of human knowledge in all of its relativity to his-
torically conditioned, linguistically constituted, value-laden stand-
points, if we do not see these standpoints as in principle compatible
with and in contact with the intelligibility of the world. Of course,
we cannot know a priori that this “harmony” obtains, but neither
is this a dogmatic assertion that it simply must obtain. In fact, it is
the Humean/Davidsonian picture that is dogmatic in its insistence
that such a relationship cannot exist. Gadamer’s metaphysical pic-
ture is, like all metaphysical pictures, a kind of “inference to the
best explanation.” It is a sober account of what we must assume is
the case given our experience as knowers. This experience simply
cannot be described without gross distortion unless it includes in it
the experiences of both being called up short and being validated as
knowers by the world. To render these fundamental epistemic ex-
periences intelligible, we must assume that word and world “belong
together.”

John McDowell has recently made a similar “metaphysical turn”
within his hermeneutically informed epistemological reflections.
This is not the place to discuss McDowell at any length. His views
are, in my opinion, very interesting and worth separate treatment.
Nevertheless, McDowell’s “relaxed naturalism” or “naturalized pla-
tonism” as he sometimes refers to it, is markedly like Gadamer, not
only in its defense of a realist account of knowledge, but also in his
suggestion that the category of “nature” not be confined to the realm
of law but include the realm of meaning as well. “Meaning is not a
mysterious gift from outside nature,” writes McDowell.17 But if this
is the case, then McDowell is right to claim that “there is no ontologi-
cal gap between the sort of thing one can mean, or generally the sort of
thing one can think, and the sort of thing that can be the case”.18 If we
add to this the explicitly Gadamerian thesis that all understanding
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is in terms of some language, situated in a normatively charged his-
tory, we come within the same metaphysical space that Gadamer
points to when he claims that “being that can be understood is lan-
guage.” This is not the vision of a skeptical relativist who sees us as
trapped inside language, but it is the vision of a metaphysical realist,
who has incorporated Hegel’s insight into the historically mediated
nature of human knowing with Hegel’s (and Plato’s) conviction that
the world is inherently intelligible.

Our beliefs are answerable to the world, even though they are
formed through “interpretation.” Any interpretation in part or in
whole, may correspond, or, as the case may be, fail to correspond to
the world. When it does correspond, it is true insofar and only insofar
as it corresponds to the way things are. But Gadamer’s position en-
ables us to see that when we make such judgments about correspon-
dence, we do not somehow miraculously stand outside the relation-
ship between language and the world; we stand within a common
space of intelligibility and meaning, a common intelligible space
that penetrates the world, our experience, and our languages. From
this space, judgments of correspondence between word and world
are possible because we don’t need to stand outside of language to
make them. Instead our experience can mediate between language
and the world because all three are in principle “intelligible.” If this
is so, we can speak again about “getting it right” even though “get-
ting it right” is relative to an interpretation. This makes sense on
Gadamer’s account because interpretation is not necessarily a pro-
jection of a “human, all too human” perspective, but a finite partici-
pation in an intelligible world where intelligibility and meaning “go
all the way down.”19
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4 Hermeneutics, Ethics,
and Politics

It is a familiar thought about Gadamer’s hermeneutics that its po-
litical and ethical implications lead in too conservative a direction.
Gadamer locates the conditions of understanding meaning, whether
textual, aesthetic, or historical, in the traditions to which inter-
preters belong and in the authority of those traditions (TM 277–85).
That authority takes the form of expectations and assumptions that
Gadamer calls prejudices, and he suggests that we can test these prej-
udices only in limited ways. Hence, some theorists have questioned
whether his hermeneutics can be sufficiently critical of unwarranted
prejudices and whether it can give sufficient recognition to the force
of reason in undercutting them.1 In this essay, I want to cast doubt on
this analysis of Gadamer’s hermeneutics by suggesting that it leads in
a more democratic and less authoritarian direction and that the form
of criticism it allows is an interpretive form of democratic delibera-
tion. I shall begin by exploring what Gadamer calls the hermeneutic
situation in which ethical and political action takes place and then
turn to the Aristotelian form of ethics and politics that he suggests
follows from it.

For Gadamer, following Heidegger, the hermeneutic situation sig-
nals the way in which, as human beings, we are “thrown” into a
history or set of stories that we did not start and cannot finish, but
which we must continue in one way or another.2 We must always
act in one way or another, because not acting or acting to end the
necessity of continuing to act is itself a form of action. Yet, in or-
der to determine how to act, we must also understand ourselves and
the set of stories in which we find ourselves. If we have to act, we
have to understand, in some better or worse way, who and where
we are and who and where we want to be. From the beginning then,

79
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we are involved in the practical task of deciphering the story or sto-
ries of which we are a part so that we know how to go on.

The actions we take also react back upon our action-orienting
understanding. They become part of what we understand when we
understand our past and ourselves as well as part of how we antici-
pate our future. Hence, not only are we always deciphering the story
or stories of which we are a part so that we know how to go on,
but also we are always already in the process of going on. To this
extent, our understanding of these stories is an understanding from
the middle of an ongoing narrative. We have to reflect on and un-
derstand ourselves in the middle of continuing to live and act as we
have already understood ourselves. Put otherwise, we live or write
our lives according to the meanings we think they have possessed
and understand those meanings according to the ways we continue
to live and write our lives.

The circular character of this form of understanding leads
Gadamer to modify the strictly methodological account of the
hermeneutic circle that issues from F. D. E. Schleiermacher’s work.
For Schleiermacher, at least as Gadamer reads him, the circle indi-
cates a method for avoiding textual misunderstanding (TM 185). The
interpreter projects an interpretation of the meaning of a text on the
basis of an initial hypothesis about it. In reading more of the text
he or she then checks and revises this initial hypothesis in light of
further evidence, or he or she rejects the hypothesis for another if
the remainder of the text or different parts of it do not confirm the
initial projection.

Yet, for Gadamer, the importance of the image of a hermeneu-
tic circle lies in its characterization of our “historicity.” The texts
we most fundamentally need to understand, in one way or another,
are the narratives in which we find ourselves. The interpretations
we project onto these texts are not our own autonomous creations,
however, but are rather bequeathed to us as part of the narratives
themselves. These already possess specific vocabularies, plots, and
sets of issues and insofar as we are “thrown” into the narratives,
their languages and trajectories necessarily provide the contours for
our understanding of them. The range of our possible understandings
of the texts that constitute our historical lives is thus conditioned
in advance by our implication what Gadamer refers to as effective
history (Wirkungsgeschichte) (TM 300). As historical beings, we find
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ourselves in historical and cultural traditions that hand down to us
the projections or hypotheses, the prejudices, in Gadamer’s terminol-
ogy, in terms of which we approach them. The hermeneutic circle is
a historical one in which our understanding is oriented by the effec-
tive history or history of influences of that which we are trying to
understand.

Of course, this description makes the hermeneutic circle sound
less historical than simply “vicious.”3 If we project understandings
on the narratives in which we are involved that are themselves a
product of those narratives, how is new knowledge or understanding
possible? Indeed, why is it necessary? The image of the hermeneutic
circle captures not only the circular character of understanding, in
Gadamer’s view, but also its temporality. When we try to understand
ourselves, our past and our future, we do so from a constantly chang-
ing temporal position. Moreover, we do so from a temporal position
effected by a history that reflects understandings other than our own.
The narratives in which we are involved and which we have to un-
derstand in one way or another not only continue even as we try to
understand them, but also they continue as a confluence and even
conflict of different interpretations of different narratives. History,
Gadamer makes clear in a criticism of Hegel, does not progress as
the movement of a monolithic Spirit becoming transparent to it-
self. It continues, instead, as the scripts of a myriad of screenwriters
who are involved in writing different plots for the same film. The
confluence and interaction of these plots determines what the final
“take” will be and this take then becomes the film the writers need
to understand and continue in what they write in succeeding days.

In this way, texts, or what might be called text analogues, ac-
quire relations to different and new texts and text analogues. The
history of World War I becomes part of the more recent history and
wars of the Balkans. Questions change and become part of differ-
ent questions. How are genocide and ethnic cleansing still possible
after the holocaust? Can psychology and sociology really replace a
theory of evil? How do we think of evil once we inhabit what some
have called a postmetaphysical world? We inherit an understand-
ing of the meaning of our history and traditions from them and we
re-project that understanding back onto them. Still, because our his-
tory and traditions continue and because they continue in ways over
which we do not exercise ultimate control and in ways that reflect



P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-04 October 3, 2001 16:35

82 g e o r g i a w a r n k e

(better or worse) understandings other than our own, our understand-
ing must continually encompass more, sift through events differ-
ently, and continually reform or modify itself. We project our preju-
dices back on our history from the point of view of how that history
has developed and how we anticipate that it will continue to unfold.
Hence, what and how we understand changes.

Gadamer takes this account of the hermeneutic predicament to
have important consequences for ethical and political knowledge. If
our attempts to understand ourselves and to consider how we ought
to act proceed only on the constantly shifting ground of an ongo-
ing history, we cannot hope to transcend that history. Moreover, if
what and how we understand changes, it is not clear that we can ap-
peal to an unchanging human nature or human reason for our moral
foundations. Instead, Gadamer thinks we require an ethics that can
accommodate a human nature and reason that is also historical or, as
Gadamer puts it, a form of “reason and . . . knowledge, not detached
from a being that is becoming, but determined by it and determina-
tive of it” (TM 312). Hence, he turns to Aristotle’s ethics and to the
distinction it makes between a theoretical reason that grasps uni-
versals and a practical reason concerned with human action. In this
regard, “What we find to be good in the theoretical sense – ‘good’
here meaning immutable being – is something quite different from
the right thing to do . . . at which the practical rationality of human
beings aims” (IG 160).

For Gadamer, ethical “theory” is a kind of “ethical pragmatics” (IG
161) that assumes a relation between theory and practice that is not
part at least of a more contemporary account of theory. The ethical
knowledge of the individual ethical actor, for Aristotle, according to
Gadamer, is the knowledge he or she has of how to act appropriately
in a specific situation. It is not the objective knowledge that observers
have of necessary or constant relations between objects. Rather, the
situations to which the actor must respond in an ethical way vary;
they are multifaceted and substantially unique. This variation is thus
one sense in which ethical knowledge must remain connected to a
“being that is becoming.” Ethical knowledge is not knowledge that
a specialist or theoretician can discover for others once and for all;
it is not the same as a theory of the good or an account of a separate
and unchanging universal, a charge Aristotle sometimes levels at
Plato. Rather, a theory of the good has a tentative status in Aristotle’s
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schema. It may refer to a list of virtues but it does so only as a kind of
guide for action. Its task is the primarily practical one of providing an
outline or sketch and “by means of this sketch” giving “some help
to moral consciousness.” As Gadamer continues:

This asks a lot of the person who is to receive this help, namely the per-
son listening to Aristotle’s lecture. He must be mature enough not to ask
that his instruction provide anything other than it can and may give. To put
it positively, through education and practice he must himself already have
developed a demeanor that he is constantly concerned to preserve in the
concrete situations of his life and through right behavior. (TM 313)

What prior education and practice are involved here? If ethical
knowledge is not an objective knowledge of, for example, what a
thing is, but marks instead the ability to behave correctly in specific
situations, how does one acquire this ability? If ethical knowledge
is not a form of theoretical knowledge, it would appear to be closer
to a type of technical knowledge – a knowing how to act well or
a kind of ethical skill rather than a knowing only what the good is.
Indeed, Gadamer notes that Plato and Socrates use craftsman images
in their attempts to get clear on the nature of ethical and political
knowledge (TM 315). The moral actor or skilled craftsman takes a set
of instructions, whether moral or technical, and applies them to the
case at hand. The capacity to memorize or repeat the instructions
does not in itself count as knowledge. Instead, one has to be able
to use the instructions one has memorized or repeated to perform
the skill or action at issue and that ability requires a knowledge or
skill learned through prior education and practice, whether moral or
vocational. Neither moral nor technical instructions can be given to
an untrained person; rather, they make sense only to someone who
has the ability and skill to use them.

Still, Gadamer is adamant that for neither Socrates, Plato, nor
Aristotle can ethical knowledge be taught or disseminated in the
way that technical knowledge can. Socrates finds his own craftsman
images ultimately unsatisfying and in Gadamer’s view, Aristotle’s
advance over both Plato and Socrates is to have successfully clar-
ified important differences between skill and action or between a
craftsman’s technical knowledge of how to do or make something
and the ethical person’s practical knowledge of how to do something
good. According to Gadamer, for Aristotle the latter is a form of
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self-knowledge; moreover, “man is not at his own disposal in the
same way that the craftsman’s material is at his disposal . . . he can-
not make himself in the same way that he can make something
else” (TM 316). Gadamer takes three differences between technical
and ethical knowledge to be particularly significant.4

First, for Aristotle, the instructions one has for acting ethically
constitute a list of virtues. These are sketches or images to which
one refers in the situation in which one has to act, just as one refers
to the image of a piece of furniture that one wants to make or to
the understanding one has of how to perform a particular surgical
operation. However, the latter cases point to a discretionary use
or application of knowledge that Aristotle and Gadamer suggest is
irrelevant to the case of moral action. One can decide whether to
make a certain piece of furniture or whether to perform a certain
surgery. One can also decide whether or not one is ready or skilled
enough to perform the carpentry or surgery in question. One cannot
decide whether to act, however. Ethical knowledge is therefore not
knowledge that we possess in the sense that we can decide whether
to apply it or even decide whether we are ethically skilled enough to
apply it. Rather, Gadamer suggests that Aristotle teaches us that we
are always applying our ethical knowledge, whether adequate or not,
in acting as we do. This nondiscretionary element of ethical knowl-
edge thus constitutes a second sense in which ethical knowledge is
“not detached from a being that is becoming, but is determined by it
and determinative of it.” Our application of the ethical knowledge
we possess occurs within a history that is unceasing in its demand
that we apply it, however much or little of it we may possess.

The second distinction between ethical and technical knowledge
that Gadamer attributes to Aristotle pertains to the character of a
nondiscretionary form of application. Creating a piece of furniture
or performing surgery allows for a relatively straightforward appli-
cation of skills and knowledge. One learns how to drive a car or
build a house and applies this knowledge in a consistent manner.
Particular circumstances may be beyond one’s level of expertise at
a certain time; one may improve one’s skills through practice and
experience and particular circumstances may require particular ac-
commodations or lead to less than perfect results. Still, the ideal
of a good driver or of a good builder remains unchanged and what
one learns through practice is to perform the practices at issue more
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skillfully. The application of ethical knowledge, however, is never
straightforward, Gadamer suggests, because the ideal to which one
looks in acting is never independent of the action itself. It is not pos-
sible to separate means and end in the same way that one can separate
a skill from its ideal result. Rather, the application of ethical knowl-
edge involves both means and end. In other words, what the virtue
or end in question is, is partially determined by the action meant to
enact it, as is our understanding of ourselves as virtuous beings.

Gadamer emphasizes two aspects of the connection Aristotle
establishes between means and end. In the first place, he notes the
elements of habituation and character molding that is part of Aris-
totle’s ethics. “Man is not at his own disposal in the same way that
the craftsman’s material is at his disposal” because I become a cer-
tain sort of person in the course of my actions. If my character is the
end at issue, then the means I take to realize that end are not irrele-
vant to but rather “determinative” of the person I become. Second,
what a virtue is, is not independent of the actions taken to realize
it. What the virtue of courage is and who courageous people are, for
example, cannot be understood independently of those acts that are
taken to realize the virtue: if both fighting a war and going to jail
rather than fighting it are to count as courageous acts, then courage
itself becomes a different virtue than if only fighting counts as an
application of it. Consequently, there is yet a third sense in which
ethical knowledge is for Gadamer “not detached from a being that is
becoming, but determined by it and determinative of it.” Not only
must ethical knowledge deal with a constantly changing set of cir-
cumstances and not only is its application determined by a history
that is, in the course of its becoming, unceasing in its demands on
us. In addition, we make and remake our ethical knowledge and our-
selves in these changing circumstances, in the actions we take to
apply the ethical knowledge we already possess.

The third aspect of Aristotle’s ethics that Gadamer thinks clari-
fies the difference between ethical and technical knowledge involves
syneses, the relationship, in giving ethical advice, between advisor
and advisee. One need have no relationship to someone from whom
one asks or to whom one gives technical advice. Where ethical advice
is involved, however, one needs to rely on those one understands to
be involved with one, to be concerned for one, and sympathetic to
one. As Gadamer puts this point:
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Both the person asking for advice and the person giving it assume that they
are bound together in friendship. Only friends can advise each other or, to
put it another way, only a piece of advice that is meant in a friendly way has
meaning for the person advised . . . we discover that the person who is under-
standing does not know and judge as one who stands apart and unaffected
but rather he thinks along with the other from the perspective of a specific
bond of belonging as if he too were affected (TM 323).

Gadamer’s point here is that ethical advice involves the same level
of participation as one’s involvement in one’s own life. It is not possi-
ble to give sound advice unless one takes the situation to be one that
affects one’s own life and self-understanding. Hence, sound advice
possesses the same structure that Gadamer takes Aristotle to impart
to ethical knowledge in general. Our understanding of what we ought
to do in any particular situation is not the objective knowledge of
an observer but the engaged understanding of someone who must
act. Both ethical action and ethical advice to others involve apply-
ing the ethical knowledge one already possesses because of practice,
upbringing, and education to new and different situations in which
that application changes the ethical knowledge and the ethical char-
acter or being that one has and takes forward into future situations
of action, themselves partially determined by present actions. The
same holds for ethical–political understanding of communities. They
must apply the norms and values they possess because of their his-
tories and traditions to the new historical circumstances in which
they find themselves in which this application modifies and revises
the ethical–political understanding they take into a changed future.
Questions of what we should do as either individuals or communities
are not, Gadamer suggests, questions to be answered by appealing to
fixed foundations. They are rather questions that require us to con-
sider who we already are and who we want to become, where the
decisions we make will affect and modify the considerations we can
make in the future.

Still, it is not clear that this circular or, better, spiraling structure
of ethical and ethical–political knowledge allows for a sufficiently
critical stance toward the history or tradition of which one is a part.
Indeed, despite Gadamer’s criticism of the objectivity of ethical the-
ory, it would seem that some degree of distance and objectivity are
necessary to overcome the effects of entrenched assumptions and
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illegitimate expectations. If our sole resources for action are the set
of norms and values handed down to us in the course of our upbring-
ing within the ongoing histories and traditions to which we belong,
can we simply assume that these histories and traditions allow for
ethical action? Suppose, in Aristotle’s terms, we are simply barbar-
ians and have been brought up to participate in barbarian traditions?
In this case, the reworking that our traditions undergo in the course
of being handed down and applied to new and different situations
may not be enough. Otherwise put, what ensures that the circle or
spiral of ethical and political knowledge does not simply surround a
disastrous core?

This question is similar to one that Jürgen Habermas raises in
distinguishing between an Aristotelian–Gadamerian form of ethics
and what he calls morality. Ethics, as he conceives of it, concerns
individual or collective ideas of who we are and who we would like
to be, where such ideas go beyond merely superficial preferences
to include our ideals and conceptions of the good.5 Like Gadamer,
Habermas connects such ideals and conceptions of the good to cul-
tural values and to the shared traditions in which individuals partic-
ipate. Individuals do not create their ideals and conceptions of the
good in a vacuum but rather do so as members of traditions who
have grown up with specific conceptions, values, and ethical orien-
tations. Hence, the way they understand themselves, their commu-
nity, and their goods is bound up with their heritage and culture.
Still, Habermas denies that this self-understanding can ground the
morality as opposed to the ethical character of actions. Justifying a
particular course of action requires more than asking whether it re-
flects either an individual conception of who I am and want to be or
a collective conception of who we are or what our values mean for
a particular situation. Rather, it includes a consideration of whether
the action is just, and issues of justice involve a consideration of
whether the interests embodied in contested norms are unreservedly
universalizable:

In moral discourse the ethnocentric perspective of a particular collectivity
expands into the comprehensive perspective of an unlimited communica-
tion community, all of whose members put themselves in each individual’s
situation, worldview, and self-understanding, and together practice an ideal
role-taking.6
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The deficiency of a merely ethical standpoint, from Habermas’s
point of view, then, is that it cannot free itself from a particular tra-
dition and its “ethnocentric” values and self-understanding. He ac-
knowledges that “A hermeneutics that critically appropriates
traditions . . . thereby assists in the intersubjective reassurance or ren-
ovation of authentic life orientations and deeply held values.”7 Still,
as long as reflection is limited to reassurance and renovation, ac-
tors cannot “work themselves free of the form of life in which they
de facto find themselves.”8 A process of ethical self-reflection within
a Christian fundamentalist community, then, could reflect on what
fundamentalism is and requires of its practitioners and who they
should want to become without ever addressing questions of the
equal rights of women or to the equal right of individuals to pur-
sue their own alternative conception of the good.9 Hence, Habermas
concludes that “the making of norms is primarily a justice issue,
subject to principles that state what is equally good for all. Unlike
ethical questions, questions of justice are not inherently related to a
specific collectivity and its form of life.”10

Michael Walzer makes a distinction similar to the one Habermas
makes between morality and ethics in distinguishing thin or mini-
mal moralities from thick or maximal ones.11 Still, he comes to op-
posite conclusions that serve to support the thrust of a Gadamerian
ethics and politics. Minimal moralities point to universal principles
such as truth or justice to which everyone can adhere, at least in their
outlines. Thus, Westerners can understand the struggles against op-
pressive regimes that marked the downfall of communism in the late
1980s although they may never have suffered under the specific op-
pression that characterized those regimes. More importantly, they
can understand the justice of these struggles although they might
disagree with those struggling about the specific form justice might
plausibly take within their different communities. Justice in its more
specific form is a thick conception. It refers to specific institutions
and practices that are laden with particular values and sets of his-
torical resonances and that are imbued with the specific character of
particular communities.

Habermas argues that morality is primarily thin: it relates to what
is equally good for all rather than what is “inherently related to a spe-
cific collectivity and its form of life.” In contrast, Walzer argues that
morality is primarily thick and that we come to thin ideals through
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a kind of hollowing out of our initially thick ethical conceptions,
those more intimately bound up with our collectivity and form of
life. We understand the struggles of others against tyranny because
of our own thick conceptions of freedom and oppression: the strug-
gles of outcasts in our society to achieve the rights and privileges
of equal citizens gives us a purchase on the struggles of others who
seem at least somewhat similarly situated. Still, the mistake of min-
imal moralities, as Walzer understands it, is to suppose that thinness
precedes thickness, that a set of universal principles is to be adapted
to different ethical cultures. Rather, morality is thick from the be-
ginning and what are expressed in thin moralities are simply the
common or overlapping aspects of a reiterated set of thick values.

The procedural morality that Habermas distinguishes from the
thick ethical conceptions of a community serves Walzer as a case in
point. For Habermas, only those norms are morally justified to which
all those affected can agree under certain ideal conditions of symme-
try and reciprocity: all speakers must have the same chances to raise
and challenge claims to the validity of a norm; all intrusions of in-
ternal or external force must be eliminated and only the force of the
better argument may hold sway.12 Walzer remarks that Habermas’s
theory is particularly “ingenious”13 because the moral procedures it
specifies allow for different ethical conceptions of the good as long
as they do not violate the universal moral principles justified by the
procedure. Nonetheless, he argues that Habermas’s minimalism, like
any minimalism, “turns out to be rather more than minimal” and,
instead, possesses “an entirely decent liberal or social democratic
thickness.”14 The rules of discourse, which are meant to ensure that
“the speakers are free and equal, to liberate them from domination,
subordination, servility, fear and deference,” derive from a thick way
of life; they instantiate social democratic or liberal ideas of how peo-
ple ought to be situated with regard to one another, and they antici-
pate the specifically thick goods of freedom and equality. As Walzer
continues,

Men and women who acknowledge each other’s equality, claim the rights
of free speech, and practice the virtues or tolerance and mutual respect,
don’t leap from the philosopher’s mind like Athena from the head of Zeus.
They are creatures of history; they have been worked on, so to speak, from
many generations; and they inhabit a society that “fits” their qualities and so
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supports, reinforces and reproduces people very much like themselves. They
are maximalists even before they begin their rule-governed discussions.15

To this extent, a minimal morality based on a theory of discursive
reason is merely a hollowed out form of a thick democratic culture.
Yet, this conclusion means that the distinction Habermas draws be-
tween ethics and morality might rather be reversed. A minimal pro-
cedural morality does not provide for the boundaries between which
ethical cultures can vary nor does it provide for a neutral process for
adjudicating the compatibility with justice of the values of particu-
lar ethical cultures. It is rather itself the abstracted or thinned out
form of a specific and thick ethical culture. Indeed, Walzer insists
that “when full-grown democrats imagine that the rules of discur-
sive engagement are the generative rules of morality in all its kinds,
they are very much like an oak tree that . . . solemnly declares the
acorn to be the seed and source of the entire forest.”16

To be sure, this analysis of Habermas’s discourse theory neglects
Habermas’s own acknowledgment of the historical roots of discourse
theory. Appealing to a Weberian account of rationalization, Haber-
mas relies on the historical development of a reason differentiated
into theoretical, practical, and aesthetic domains. Nevertheless,
Walzer argues that minimal theories such as Habermas’ do not only
suppose that the historically developed domains of Western reason
are the source of morality in general. They also suppose that no
morality that does not trace back to this source can be a morality at
all. It is as if, Walzer claims, an oak tree “acknowledged the full range
of arboreal difference and then argued for the cutting down of all
those trees, now called illegitimate, that did not begin as acorns.”17

But if minimal moralities serve this function only at the costs of ig-
noring their own thick roots and denying the legitimacy of any thick
morality or ethical culture incompatible with their own, how is crit-
icism of an ethical culture possible? What is illegitimate in a fun-
damentalist ethical self-understanding that insists on its own thick
values and ideals and their consistency with its practices despite
their possible violation of the freedom and equality of others? Does
our participation in particular, thick ethical traditions not entail the
kind of restriction on our moral imagination that Habermas’s at-
tacks? Are forms of ethical reflection sufficient if actors ultimately
cannot “work themselves free of the form of life in which they
de facto find themselves”?
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One response to these sorts of question that Gadamer’s work sug-
gests re-emphasizes the force of ethical traditions, on the one hand,
and, on the other, points to the modifications and revisions they un-
dergo as a consequence of their participation in an ongoing history. If
ethical cultures or forms of life and self-understanding are thick, they
are not static for Gadamer. Instead, in a historicized hermeneutic
circle we apply the norms and values our traditions hand down to
us in a way that changes who we are and what we, in turn, hand
down to our children. Gadamer contrasts this circular form of par-
ticipation in continuing traditions to the self-understanding of what
he calls the objectivistic sciences insofar as they assume that they
can explain traditions and the thick conceptions they involve from a
disconnected observer, and therefore neutral standpoint. The norms
and values of a tradition, however, are not orientations from which
we can disentangle ourselves, no matter how thin we attempt to
make them. Indeed, to the extent that we assume that we can dis-
entangle ourselves, we simply allow our own orientations and the
expectations they establish to operate unnoticed, as Walzer also sug-
gests. Objectivistic sciences proceed as Walzer’s oak trees do. They
suppose not only that acorns are the seed and source for the forest
but also that they are not themselves partial to acorns.

Still, Gadamer also suggests another dimension to answering
the question of the adequacy of ethical reflection, one that goes be-
yond simply indicating the deficiencies of an objectivistic or thin
approach. His suggestion is clearest in the move he makes from Aris-
totle to Kant and to what he calls the moral experience of the “thou.”
In what follows I want to examine his account of three possible rela-
tions to the thou or other people, all of which have their counterparts
in our relation to the traditions to which we belong. I want to sug-
gest that what Gadamer sees as a moral experience of the thou and a
genuine experience of tradition provides for a thick but critical form
of ethical reflection.

The first experience of the thou to which Gadamer turns is an ex-
perience of a kind of generalized human nature, directed toward the
capacity ultimately to predict the behavior of others. Gadamer calls
this attitude purely “self-regarding.” Its point is not as much to un-
derstand others as to predict their behavior so that we can more easily
effect the ends of our own or of our society. Nevertheless, if, following
Kant, “the other should never be used as a means but always as an end
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in himself,” then this behavioristically oriented experience of oth-
ers is a contradiction of the “moral definition of man” (TM 358). For
Gadamer, the counterpart of this relation to others in our relation to
our own traditions is “a naı̈ve faith in method and in the objectivity
that can be attained through it” (TM 358). Here the target of his crit-
icism is an objectivistic form of social science that looks to general
sociological laws and methodological ideas to explain and predict
social action and behavior. But such a naı̈ve faith in method ignores
the thickness at its source or, in other words, the extent to which its
explanations and predictions can ignore the specificity of the “other”
and overgeneralize from particular practices and behaviors that are
always elements of particular cultures with particular traditions. The
criticism thus seems to pertain to minimalist moralities as well, in-
sofar as they ignore the thickness of their principles and procedures.

A second way of experiencing the thou is also self-regarding, Gada-
mer claims, although it does not bend others to our ends, but rather
tries simply to absorb them into ourselves. This experience of the
thou claims an empathy with others that presumes to understand
them better than they understand themselves. In this way they are
“co-opted and presumed reflectively from the standpoint of the other
person” (TM 359). What the other says or does has no autonomy or
legitimacy of its own but can be acknowledged only in its identity
with oneself.

The equivalent to this experience of the thou in our relation to
tradition, Gadamer calls historical consciousness. One assumes that
one can understand the past in the same way that the original par-
ticipants understood it. In making this presumption, however, one
simply substitutes one’s present understanding for that original un-
derstanding. That is, one simply ignores temporality and the histor-
ical distance that separates one from the past, and more importantly
from Gadamer’s point of view, one ignores the wealth of historical
events, associations, and relationships that have affected its mean-
ing. The result is that once again, one allows one’s own prejudices
to prevail unchecked – in this instance, not because one remains
wedded to one’s own projects and ideas without recognizing their
thickness or historicity but rather because one simply takes one’s
thick prejudices for the original meaning of the text itself.

Both self-regarding ways of experiencing the thou differ, accord-
ing to Gadamer, from the ability to experience the thou “truly as a
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thou.” In this case, one does not “overlook his claim but [lets] him
really say something to us” (TM 361). This moral relationship to the
thou is based on openness. We neither instrumentalize the other nor
claim to speak for him or her but are rather open to the other, as
someone who has his or her own autonomous autonomous position
and claims. Gadamer sees this relationship as a dialogic one. At work
is a conversation in which I seek to understand and address the in-
dependent claims of the thou and am, in turn, addressed by them.
As Gadamer writes, “When two people understand each other, this
does not mean that one person “understands” the other . . . Openness
to the other . . . involves recognizing that I myself must accept some
things that are against me, even though no one else forces me to do
so” (TM 361).

Again, this third experience of the thou corresponds to a way of
approaching tradition. What Gadamer sees as a genuine understand-
ing of the past requires a similar dialogic openness to it, an openness
that he says requires approaching it “in such a way that it has some-
thing to say to me” (TM 361). Historical consciousness assumes that
what the past has to say to us, we already know better. The point
of a genuinely hermeneutic relation to the past is our openness to
its difference or autonomy from what we already believe and our
willingness to be addressed by it.

The condition of a “true” experience of the thou or of our own past
is thus the presumption that the other or our past has something to
say to us, or something, in other words, to teach us. In avoiding a
reduction of others or our traditions to either instruments or our-
selves, we respect their autonomy and presume them to possess an
independence and voice we must address and by which we ourselves
are addressed. To a certain extent, this analysis simply elaborates
on the idea of the hermeneutic circle. If the application of ethical
knowledge changes what we know and who we are, the quality of
this change depends upon an openness or sensitivity to difference.
We must presume that we can always discover in our traditions di-
mensions that may undermine or complicate what we thought we
already knew about them and ourselves. Part of testing or monitor-
ing our ethical traditions will therefore involve checking them and
reflecting on who we are or take ourselves to be by being open to new
possibilities and new dimensions in our understanding of ourselves.
If we have always accepted a national myth involving the American
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ideal of the independent individual, ready to defend himself with a
rifle guaranteed him by the Second Amendment, we can confront this
image with greater attention to the small place of militias in early
American life, to the exorbitant expense of guns that kept them out
of reach for most citizens and so on. Such historical work depends
upon an openness to finding in our own history challenges to our
inherited preconceptions.

But if we adopt this open, dialogic relation to the past, it seems
to hold as well for our relation to thick ethical cultures other than
our own and to alternative contemporary understandings of our own
thick conceptions. Our openness to how they may address us pro-
vides an external, yet thick foil against which to evaluate our own
ethical traditions as well as our own understanding of them. At work
is a dialogue of ethical cultures and understandings in which each
addresses and is addressed by the claims of the other and in which
each provides for the other the check on ethical knowledge, the ap-
parent absence of which motivates Habermas’s critique of Gadamer.
We possess this check not through recourse to thin moralities, how-
ever, but through an openness to thick ethical cultures other than
our own and to interpretations of our own thick conceptions that
differ from our interpretations of them.

If this ethical dialogue is Gadamer’s answer to Habermas, how
might we acquire or guarantee the openness to difference on which it
depends? We are situated in particular histories, cultures, and ethical
traditions, which provide our orientation toward that which we are
trying to understand. We can understand a certain text as a novel, for
example, because we belong to a history and culture that knows what
a novel is. We have a particular anxiety about and understanding of
war in the Balkans because of the history of the twentieth century of
which we are a part. If, however, we understand only in terms of the
pre-orientations and knowledge we already possess, how do we first
create the space for our past, another ethical interpreter, or an al-
ternative ethical culture to assert an autonomous voice? How do we
hear fresh voices in a way, if not unconditioned by our pre-orientation
toward them, at least able to hear their claims for or on us?

Gadamer addresses this question with reference specifically to
textual understanding by insisting that an openness or sensitivity
to texts involves neither neutrality with respect to content nor the
extinction of one’s self, but the foregrounding and appropriation of
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one’s own fore-meanings and prejudices. “The important thing is to
be aware of one’s own bias, so that the text can present itself in all
its otherness and thus assert its own truth against one’s own fore-
meanings” (TM 269). The condition of an openness to the difference
or autonomy of a text from our own preconceptions about it is an
awareness that we have preconceptions about it, that we are partic-
ipants in an on-going history and tradition which already bequeaths
to us assumptions and expectations about that which we are trying
to understand. If we are to be open to an alternative understanding
of a text, we must acknowledge that we possess a pre-understanding,
that, indeed, we are part of thick traditions and conditioned by the
inevitably parochial character of our historical situation. The signifi-
cance of this acknowledgment with regard to our ethical knowledge
is that if we are to recognize otherness in ethical cultures and al-
ternative ethical understandings as well as in texts, then we must
acknowledge our lack of neutrality, our pre-conceptions and our bi-
ases. At stake is a form of self-understanding that Gadamer, following
Plato’s account of Socrates, calls dialectic. “Wherever the concern is
knowledge that cannot be acquired by any learning, but instead only
through examination of oneself and of the knowledge one believes
one has, we are dealing with dialectic. Only in dialogue – with oneself
or with others can one get beyond the mere prejudices of prevailing
conventions” (IG 43).

Gadamer also appeals to what he calls Socrates’ docta ignorantia,
the wisdom of knowing that one does not know (TM 362). If we are
to acknowledge our embeddedness in thick cultures and if we want
nonetheless to monitor the ethical trajectory on which they seem to
place us, then we must assume that other thick cultures and other
understandings of our own trajectory can speak to us and teach us
about ourselves. We assume that our own ethical knowledge is prej-
udiced, historically conditioned, and incomplete and that the ethical
knowledge of others is at least potentially capable of expanding our
ethical understanding. We monitor and check on the adequacy of
our ethical knowledge and culture not by thinning either into a pro-
cedure for validating norms that can hold for anyone but rather by
comparing the norms and values that hold for us against other thick
possibilities of what we might believe and be.

Current public debates in the United States offer numerous ex-
amples of the thick ethical dialogue that Gadamer’s work seems to
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anticipate. In debates over legal access to abortion, the virtues of
a euthanasia policy and the ethics of research on the uses of dis-
carded fetuses or embryos, an ethical culture that bases itself on
a particular conception of the sanctity and integrity of human life
competes with one that bases itself on another. Those that argue
against legal access to abortion or to physician-assisted suicide and
oppose research on fetal tissue hold a particular idea of what gives
human life its inviolable character. As Ronald Dworkin has shown,
this position is indebted less to an argument, derived from a minimal
morality, that fetuses have rights than it is to the idea that human
life is sacrosanct just because it is human life. Here life is understood
as a gift of God or as a result of natural and evolutionary processes
that are miraculous and not be undone by human hands. On the
other side, those that argue for legal access to abortion, physician-
assisted suicide, and research on fetal tissue hold a different idea
of inviolability. This position thinks of the sacrosanct character of
human life in terms of its human investment, in terms of a hu-
man creativity that makes a particular life what it is. To sacrifice
this life to an embryo or fetus is to undo it in a way that is itself
blasphemous.18

One might argue that what impedes resolution of debates over eu-
thanasia, abortion, and the like is a lack of hermeneutic sensitivity
and openness. Conversely, if we recognize that our understanding
of the inviolable character of human life is an interpretive under-
standing and that the meanings in question admit of different un-
derstandings, then we can acknowledge the legitimacy of interpre-
tations other than our own and even try to see in them insights we
may have missed. The upshot is an interpretive form of deliberative
democracy in which participants in interpretive exchanges with oth-
ers try to learn from the interpretive understandings of others and do
so because they recognize the interpretive status of their own. Rather
than holding dogmatically to their own interpretations, participants
are open to developing them through the interpretations of others
and even to integrating alternative interpretations and compromis-
ing on the policies to which they lead.

Struggles for recognition on the part of women and minority
groups are amenable to the same hermeneutic approach. Such is-
sues address the question of whether equal participation in the prac-
tices and institutions of a liberal democratic society is compatible
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with the preservation of cultural, ethnic, racial, or gender identities.
Struggles for recognition claim that women and members of minor-
ity groups should be accorded equal rights and opportunities as who
they are, that that they ought not to be compelled to cut and prune
their identities to fit a standard modeled on the majority culture or
white men. Instead, their difference is to be recognized and respected
as part of their participation in the institutions and practices of the
society to which they belong. Women may demand special pregnancy
and child care leaves, for example, in order to maintain their iden-
tity as mothers while pursuing the same fulfilling careers that men
can pursue.

But struggles for recognition may also imprison those for whom
they struggle in essentialist or quasi-essentialist conceptions of iden-
tity. The same regulations that might allow women to be effective
working mothers may also confine them to that mothering identity
and thereby relegate them to mommy tracks and low-paying, dead-
end positions. Thus, K. Anthony Appiah asks that we recognize the
contingency of the identities that we currently possess, while fem-
inists such as Judith Butler suggest that we actively subvert those
tied to gender.19 Rather than being the women or mothers that we
are meant essentially or socially to be, we can perform identities that
involve cross-dressing, drag, and butch/femme relations.

Martha Nussbaum has criticized Butler’s response to questions of
gender identity for lacking a normative dimension. Why should we
subvert gender identities in particular? Why not subvert the identi-
ties of taxpayer or open-minded liberal?20 Yet, perhaps missing from
ideas of gender, racial, sexual, and ethnic identity is not only a nor-
mative dimension but also an interpretive one. For if we understand
identity as interpretive, we can acknowledge a plurality of interpre-
tive horizons from which we can understand both who we are and
what the relevant meanings of gender, race, and ethnicity might be
for us. From a medical perspective, for example, women, African
Americans, or Jews might legitimately exist, if understanding indi-
viduals according to these categories allows for important sorts of ge-
netic screening and diagnoses. Still, this medical perspective can nei-
ther claim to exhaust all the possibilities of identity nor to grasp that
which is most fundamental or essential to who we are or what gen-
der, race, and ethnicity are. But if we are no more women or men than
we are black, white, gay, heterosexual, or lazy or workaholic, then
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current assumptions about social, ethnic, and gender identity will
need to be modified. We might, for example, no longer concentrate
on how the working world can accommodate women with children
but whether we should take seriously certain values such as those in-
volved in the care of future generations. Further, we might consider
how, as a society, we might realize such values. Democratic deliber-
ations of this kind include not only deliberation over norms but also
interpretive deliberation over meanings and values and, moreover,
through deliberation, a process of reciprocal education.

To be sure, the prospect of reciprocal education may seem too
cheerily sanguine. From whom should we try to learn? Anyone?
When do openness and hermeneutic sensitivity become a relativistic
lack of standards or even a deference to any interpretive understand-
ing different from our own? Does Nussbaum’s question not remain?
Suppose we learn to subvert our taxpayer identities as opposed to our
gender ones? Suppose Americans had maintained an openness and
sensitivity to racist interpretations of the meaning of principles of
freedom and equality? Suppose we had continued to try to learn from
and compromise with a set of values and self-understandings that
denied to certain groups access to democratic representation, educa-
tion, and professional careers? Are Americans simply lucky that its
white-identified population eventually learned to listen to its black-
identified one and to those identified as minorities and women in-
stead of vice versa? Are we simply lucky to move toward gender
variability rather than gender rigidification?

Thus far, we have examined two features of a Gadamerian ethics
and politics: an Aristotelian dimension emphasizes the circular tem-
porality of ethical action and understanding. We consider and decide
how to act from a participatory perspective, as agents who must ap-
ply the ethical knowledge they already possess in a way that modifies
both the knowledge and the ethical character they take forward to
apply in the future. This analysis raises the worry that certain tradi-
tions might be so seriously barbarian that even a spiral of application,
revision, and reform cannot work itself free of the barbarian forms
of life in which it operates. The Kantian dimension of Gadamer’s
hermeneutics thus looks to a respect for difference and otherness as
a foil against which to check our own form of life and its trajectory.
This respect for difference is rooted in an awareness of the limita-
tions and partialities of that form of life, in a recognition that our
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ethical knowledge rests on interpretive understandings of human
life and of values, norms, and actions that others can understand
differently. But if the worry posed by Gadamer’s Aristotelianism is
the inbred character of the application of traditional knowledge, the
worry posed by his Kantianism is that, without Kant’s recourse to
a nonethnocentric moral principle, Gadamer’s respect for difference
becomes a relativistic deference to all otherness. This worry, I think,
may be mitigated by yet another feature of Gadamer’s hermeneutics,
one that leads to pluralism but not relativism. I shall end this essay
with a brief account of a remark that seems to signal this feature.

Now, the fact is that meanings represent a fluid multiplicity of possibilities
. . . but within this multiplicity of what can be thought . . . not everything is
possible; and if a person fails to hear what the other person is really saying,
he will not be able to fit what he has misunderstood into the range of his
own various expectations of meaning . . . The hermeneutical task becomes
itself a questioning of things and is always in part so defined. This places
hermeneutical work on a firm basis. (TM 268–9)

The history of racialized segregation in the United States seems
to provide an illustration of Gadamer’s point here. If the question
is whether the United States was simply the beneficiary of moral
luck in its belated decision to end state-supported segregation, then
Gadamer’s answer would seem to be that it could not make sense
out of its own principle of equality without doing so. To be sure,
its history might be understood as the history of trying mightily
to ignore what others were “really saying” from the Constitutional
Convention on. Indeed, the doctrine of separate but equal was up-
held in countless cases before the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown
v. Board of Education effectively overturned it.21 Still, even if one
insists on the distinction between social and political equality on
which this doctrine seems to rely, the multiplicity of possible mean-
ings of the principle of equality cannot include support for and en-
forcement of social segregation by political institutions. Were it to
do so, we would “not be able to fit what [we] had misunderstood
into the range of [our] own various expectations of meaning.” And,
in fact, we were not able to fit segregationist policies with the claim
of the Declaration of Independence that all men are created equal,
with the Fourteenth Amendment’s guarantee of an equal protection
of the laws, or with other parts of the Constitution. At issue here
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is the most basic element of the hermeneutic circle, even under its
Schleiermacherian interpretation: the part must fit the whole and the
whole the parts. If the part and whole at issue encompass American
ideals and principles in general, then the enforced separation of dif-
ferent groups simply destroys any possibility for understanding their
coherence. Meanings, including the meaning of the American prin-
ciple of equality, “represent a fluid multiplicity of possibilities” but
this multiplicity does not mean that “everything is possible.” In the
struggle against racial segregation, the principle of equality becomes
articulated and defined so that it explicitly includes the conception
of neutrality: the idea that no one should be discriminated against on
the basis of race, gender or the like. It arguably comes to include the
idea of inclusion as well: the idea that all Americans should be able
to participate in its political institutions and social practices. Still,
this multiplicity of meanings excludes racist and sexist possibilities.
If we can now admit this exclusion in a way our predecessors chose
not to, for Gadamer this circumstance supports his reliance not only
on Aristotle and Kant but also on Hegel: “Is it so perverse,” he asks,
“to think that in reality,” he writes, “the irrational cannot hold out
in the long run?” (RAS 36).
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günter figal

5 The Doing of the Thing
Itself: Gadamer’s
Hermeneutic Ontology
of Language
Translated by Robert J. Dostal

i

No one would disagree that the consideration of language stands
at the center of Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics. Truth and
Method makes this obvious. Whoever follows the discussions and
descriptions in the first two parts of the book can only affirm the
logical development that leads to the consideration of language. As
the work develops, we find again and again the principal theme to
be the understanding: “the phenomena of understanding and of the
correct interpretation of what has been understood” (TM 1). The
historically effective consciousness, for which the “historicity of
the understanding” is to be shown as a hermeneutical principle,
is above all the history of transmitted texts. The relationship of
the text and the interpreter is always a “conversation”; the logic of
which is the “logic of question and answer.” All these concepts, cen-
tral to Gadamer’s hermeneutics, point to forms of language, which
can only be satisfactorily clarified in a treatment of its linguisti-
cality.

But just there, where this clarification of language is undertaken,
comes something additional that does not follow from the prior
discussions. At the point at which language becomes the theme,
the work takes “an ontological turn” (TM 343). This turn, consi-
dered from the analyses that Gadamer provides in the first two parts
of the book, is amazing enough. In the introduction, Gadamer ex-
presses the aim of his philosophical project much more carefully
and reservedly. The “conscientiousness” of thought requires that
we become aware of its “anterior influences” (Voreingenommen-
heiten) and, correspondingly, “it is a new critical consciousness,

102



P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-05 October 3, 2001 16:36

The Doing of the Thing Itself 103

that now has to accompany all responsible philosophizing” (TM xv).
Philosophical thinking itself belongs to the very tradition whose
structure it attempts to clarify hermeneutically. It should make
transparent the accomplishment of tradition, of historical life, but
neither of these claims independent insight. Thus, Gadamer could
conceive of practical philosophy in the sense of Aristotle as a model
for philosophical hermeneutics. Just as Aristotle’s practical philos-
ophy “by outlining phenomena, helps moral consciousness to at-
tain clarity concerning itself” (TM 279), so too should philosophical
hermeneutics contribute to the transparency of “historically effec-
tive consciousness.” Philosophical hermeneutics is subordinate to
historical consciousness, just as practical philosophy is subordinate
to action and to the “practical knowledge” that leads it.1

From this analogy we can begin to see the significance of the
“ontological turn” in Gadamer’s hermeneutics. If such a turn were
impossible within the horizon of practical philosophy, then it should
not be taken within the horizon of a Gadamerian philosophical
hermeneutics. It is the case that Aristotle, around whom Gadamer
orients his project, utilizes basic concepts that are ontological, al-
though these are not expressly clarified and developed. These con-
cepts depend on ontological presuppositions but do not constitute
an ontology. It is particularly instructive to notice how Aristotle
treats the basic question of practical philosophy. In order to be able
to answer the question about the good life, i.e., the question about
the highest goal of human activity, he considers first the actuality
proper to the human (ergon tou anthropou) and establishes it as the
activity of living according to reason that articulates itself in speech
(psyches energeia kata logon, 1098a7).2 The key concept in this for-
mulation is energeia, and it remains completely vague, though this
is appropriate since the goal of an ethic is not pure insight but ori-
entation in action (1095a5–6). Clarifications that do not contribute
to orienting activity have no place in ethics. On the other hand, an
ethics without concepts that are developed with theoretical intent is
not philosophical; and theoretical philosophy provides for Aristotle
the measure for philosophy. As soon as one expressly seeks clarifi-
cations that are not directed to the question of the good or correct
action, one has then taken a theoretical turn. And this turn is “on-
tological,” if the theory is concentrated on the question of the Being
of beings.
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The ontological turn, however, is not only determined by its goal
but also by its starting point. Because the work is carried out from an
ethical perspective, it does not lead simply to the general question
of the Being of beings, but rather to a determination of the human
life in its Being. Because an ethics concerns itself with how one leads
one’s life and with the fulfillment of life in activity, the theoretical
consideration must still concern itself with life in its activity, but
not under the aspect as to how a life is “experienced” and fulfilled.
It concerns rather the very structure of the activity itself and the
question as to how far its constitutes the Being of life.

This may be related to Gadamer’s project. According to this sket-
ched turn from praxis to theory, an investigation of the Being of
historical life comes out of a clarification of historical living in its
fullness, i.e., the activity that it is. This activity, however, turns
out to be linguistic, such that language shows itself to be the Be-
ing of historical life. Following the analogy with practical philos-
ophy: out of a philosophical hermeneutic comes a hermeneutical
philosophy.

Gadamer prepares for the ontological turn of hermeneutics in
many ways. Already with his account of “play” in Part One of Truth
and Method Gadamer emphasizes that he means neither “the atti-
tude” nor “the state of mind of the creator or of those enjoying the
work,” and that he especially does not mean “the freedom of a sub-
jectivity expressed in play,” but rather he means the “mode of being
of the work of art itself” (TM 91). Because play finds its fulfillment
in a work of art, it is the work of art that best makes it clear that play
cannot be understood simply from the activity of the players. Un-
derstood from the perspective of its fulfillment, playing is, in truth,
a “being-played” (Gespieltwerden, TM 95) – a happening, therefore,
which constitutes the Being of playing. Similarly, in his discussion of
the “historicity of the understanding” Gadamer emphasizes that the
“self-awareness of the individual,” the reflectively complete grasp
of meaning, is “only a flickering in the closed circuits of historical
life” (TM 245). “To exist historically,” writes Gadamer, means “that
knowledge of oneself can never be complete,” because “all knowl-
edge of oneself” proceeds from “what is historically pre-given,” out
of a “substance” that is the basis for “every subjective meaning and
attitude.” Thus, philosophical hermeneutics must “move back along
the path of Hegel’s phenomenology until we discover in all that is
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subjective the substantiality that determines it” (TM 269). This is
just what the “ontological turn” to language should accomplish.
With it the “substantiality” of historical life should find its validity.

It is easy to misunderstand formulations such as this. It might
appear that Gadamer would dispute the fact that, for a game to take
place, players are required and that historical life is lived by persons.
This impression comes from a confusion of “subject” with “person.”
When Gadamer takes issue with the subjectivity of a game and its
historical life, he does not mean that there are no persons partici-
pating, but rather that the game and its historical life do not find
their basis in the fulfillment of a knowing and self-conscious life.
The concept of subjectivity indicates an understanding of life as a
principle. Life would be taken as something from which everything
else is to be conceived. With his reference to the “substantiality”
of historical life, Gadamer articulates his doubt about the founda-
tional strategy going back to Kant, which was radicalized by Fichte,
and which was brought to its completion in Hegel’s philosophy of
absolute spirit. What happens, as Gadamer sees it, cannot be con-
ceptualized from knowing and self-knowledge but rather knowing
and self-knowledge stand in a connection with a happening that in-
cludes them. This happening itself, however, is to be determined as
language.

This does not exclude the fact that language can only be grasped
in the context of the experience that persons have in speaking. This
is, as Gadamer says, the only possible way to approach the phe-
nomenon of language. Language itself belongs “among the most mys-
terious questions for human reflection.” And this is so, because the
very pondering or thinking about language transpires in language.
This thinking is “uncannily near” language: “When it functions it
is so little an object that it seems to conceal its own being from us”
(TM 340). Language is not an object (Gegenstand) of thought, which
one can set before oneself as something both determinate and limited
and which one can describe from a distance. Any attempt to distance
oneself from language can only take place in language and, accord-
ingly, either contradicts itself or must be limited to very elementary
and isolated linguistic phenomena. One can scarcely clarify satisfac-
torily what language is by clarifying the structure of an assertion or
some other isolated kind of sentence. Therefore, the only possibil-
ity for bringing into the open language’s “own being” is to take the
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perspective of a speaker. Just as Heidegger in Being and Time at-
tempted to work out the question of Being through an analysis of
the understanding of Being, which lies in human existence, so too
Gadamer takes the path to the being of language through the expe-
rience of speaking. Or, more precisely, Gadamer takes the path to
that Being that language is through the experience of conversation:
“In other words we are seeking to approach the mystery of language
from the conversation that we ourselves are” (TM 340).

ii

This formulation – “the conversation that we ourselves are” – which
derives from Hölderlin, allows us to see immediately and clearly that
Gadamer’s understanding of conversation has a particular accent. If
we examine this more closely, we see that we do not “lead” a con-
versation, but we “are” a conversation. Dialogical comportment is
shown to belong in a linguistic context, i.e., in a conversation. It is
therefore in conversations that one experiences what it is to be in
language. Under two presuppositions this has an important conse-
quence. Presupposing (1) that conversations do not take place only
between persons, but that every experience of being addressed to
which one can reply is an experience of conversation, e.g., the ex-
perience of a text; and (2) that there is no linguistic experience that
is not dialogical, then it follows that we may consider the structure
of conversation in general as the structure of linguistic human exis-
tence. This generalization, however, does not exclude the fact that
we might best work out the structure of linguistic human existence
by considering a conversation between two people. This is Gadamer’s
conviction, and, accordingly, the conversation between persons is for
him the model and decisive example for the linguisticality of human
life in general.

Gadamer’s consideration of this phenomenon shows first the
nonwillfulness (Unwillkürlichkeit) of the conversation. The more
“authentic” the conversation, the less “its conduct lies within the
will of either partner” (TM 345). An authentic conversation is “never
one that we want to conduct” (TM 345). If the intentions of one
of the participants in a conversation dominate it, the conversation
quickly becomes monological or degenerates into a power strug-
gle. In a power struggle each participant speaks only for herself and
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concerns herself only with articulating her convictions; the only
thing that matters is to convince the other such that one tries not to
let the other speak. Here, either the convictions stand isolated and
untouched next to one another, or one of them shows that it alone
is valid and is thereby victorious. One talks past one another or at
one another and shows that one is not capable of conversing. One
is prepared for a conversation only when one is prepared to listen,
that is, when one is prepared to let the other say something. And one
shows that one is capable of a conversation by talking in a way that
corresponds to the preparedness for conversation of the other and
not by using it as an opportunity to carry on a monologue. Listening
to one another (Zuhören) and addressing one another (Ansprechen)
are essential aspects of a conversation. These provide an openness
that simultaneously renders a conversation both unpredictable and
fruitful.

The fact that “authentic conversations” cannot be willfully con-
trolled does not mean that they are determined by chance. Conver-
sations that are arbitrary and without direction lead only to disap-
pointment and fatigue. A conversation that succeeds must be about
something determinate of which, as that which it is, we do not lose
sight. Every agreement concerns “a matter that is placed before one”
(TM 341). And it is the matter at hand (die Sache selbst) that leads
the conversation. In so far as the matter at hand determines the con-
versation, as Gadamer says, “the people conversing are far less the
leaders of it than the led” (TM 345), because whether a conversation
is productive or not does not lie in their power: “Understanding or
its failure is like a process which happens to us. Thus we can say
that something was a good conversation or that it was a poor one”
(TM 345).

This happening, this “coming to language of the matter at hand”
(TM 341), does not occur, however, without the assistance of the
participants in the conversation. What is most important is that one
acts such that one does not hinder the conversation. This requires
the readiness to place one’s own convictions in question and to take
seriously what the other says. Only in this way can one let something
be said at all. In addition, one should not take what the other says as
an expression of his feelings and opinions, his intentions and hidden
motives, but rather as a contribution to the matter at hand. That
the understanding that we seek in a conversation is not normally



P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-05 October 3, 2001 16:36
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about the other’s person is, for Gadamer, the most important
objection against romantic hermeneutics that are fixated on the per-
sons involved (TM 162–73).3 What is done in an “authentic conversa-
tion” is therefore more an allowance (Zulassen), a letting it happen,
for which attention, mental concentration, and linguistic skill are re-
quired. To participate in and contribute to a conversation, one must
advance the meaning of the matter at hand that comes up for dis-
cussion. The doing in conversation consists, as Gadamer says, “in
not interfering arbitrarily – reaching with one’s own fancies for this
or that notion that happens to be to at hand – with the immanent
necessity of thought.” And, laconically, he adds, “since the Greeks
we have called this ‘dialectic’” (TM 421). Dialectic, so understood,
is not a philosophical method, but rather a skill in conversation; it
is, therefore, not a technique (techne) in the usual sense. There are
no masters of conversation from their own power.

The refraining from “one’s own fancies” or “notions that happen
to be at hand,” the refraining from the moveable set pieces of every-
day conversation and its schemata and cliches, is clearly only possi-
ble where the matter at hand, which is to come to language, already
stands in view. As long as it is worthwhile to carry on the conver-
sation, the matter at hand has not yet come sufficiently into clear
view. It is therefore present in the conversation without one having
it in an expected or wished for determinateness. In order that one
can carry on a conversation about it, the determinate thing, which
it is, is to be grasped as yet undetermined and nonetheless as this
determinant thing.

However paradoxical it may sound, this is nothing other than
the determination of the essence of the question.4 By questioning,
one “leads” a conversation. One gives the “meaning” a direction,
“in which alone the answer can be given if it is to be meaningful”
(TM 326). By questioning one holds on to the matter at hand of the
conversation, and by questioning one keeps the conversation open,
so that it can dialectically come to completion. Questioning provides
the possibility “of avoiding the pressure of opinion” (TM 330), which
is the freedom of conversation.

What Gadamer, oriented on the example of the Socratic dialogue,
develops here is nothing more than the presupposition under which
a thing can be experienced such that it comes to language. Through
questioning the possibility is opened up – no more, no less. It is not
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the case that for the actualization of this possibility the thing un-
der discussion is brought to speech, such that the area opened by
the question is filled out by giving the correct answers. Answers
only can show themselves inasmuch as they are served to us by
the language in which one dwells as possibilities of articulation in
the course and context of the conversation. There, where the con-
versation has removed the assumed actuality of strong convictions
and modes of talking, is where the existence in language (Dasein in
der Sprache) becomes the possibility of being. One is then open for
language to happen. Gadamer in this case creates a variation of Hei-
degger’s proposition that “language speaks” (die Sprache spricht).5

Gadamer writes: “It would be literally more correct to say that a
language speaks us than to say that we speak a language.” It is first
then, when the thing is held open through questioning, that it comes
into its own. What happens in conversation is “not our action on the
thing,” (“Tun an der Sache,” GW 1, 467) but rather as Gadamer says
with Hegel, “the doing of the thing itself” (“Tun der Sache selbst,”
TM 421).6 If we can work out what is meant here, we will be clear
about what Gadamer understands by language.

iii

With this in mind, let us return to the phenomenon of the question.
From the point of view of the speaker it appears as if questions are
raised. Something comes to the attention that is unclear and indeter-
minate, and one holds on to this in order to clarify it. What is required
is an irritation or a collision (Anstoss); after this one can direct one’s
attention to something and to articulate the irritation in a determi-
nate question. The articulation, however, arises out of the collision.
Various dispositions may accompany the irritation – wonder or dread,
surprise or disappointment – and constitute the experience of ques-
tionableness. The question, says Gadamer in beautiful ambiguity, is
a sudden idea (Einfall) that occurs to one in a moment. It invades
one’s convictions as a foreign army invades a country. Thus, a ques-
tion is “more a passion than an action” (mehr ein Erleiden als ein
Tun). It “presses itself on us; we can no longer avoid it and persist
in our accustomed opinion” (TM 366). What suddenly occurs to us
in this way can be the strange or astonishing expression of another
person. In this case a question back and a satisfactory clarification is
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possible. A text that is a fixed speech is more challenging because it
cannot explain itself and requires an interpretation: “Thus interpre-
tation always involves a relation to the question that is asked of the
interpreter” (TM 370).

From the fact that texts can put accustomed opinions in question,
Gadamer infers that “the hermeneutical phenomenon” of the inter-
pretation of texts has “the primacy of conversation” (TM 370). This
is revealing inasmuch as a text, which raises questions for the reader
and motivates him to pause, challenges the interpreter to let the Be-
ing in the language come into dialogue. If the interpretation of a text
is to be successful, it must be determined through the same open-
ness that characterizes a successful conversation between persons.
Yet something additional is decisive in the experience of a text, be-
cause texts always already have been. For the spoken or silent speech
of reading, there is always another speech that precedes it and that
makes it possible. The interpretation, says Gadamer, must “start
somewhere” (TM 472). An interpretation is always tied to a situa-
tion to which the text speaks. Similarly, how the text is interpreted
is determined by its situation. The interpretation must be appro-
priate to it and thereby is its “application” (TM 307–11). Yet as an
answer to the provocation or challenge of the text, the interpreta-
tion is no beginning. It does not develop simply from its situation
but goes to work as it joins in, as joining in a song that has already
begun.

Through the ineluctability of this joining into the belonging to-
gether of question and answer is “the understanding determined as
an event” (TM 472). It is an event that always already was what it is,
and which in that moment comes into itself. Just as when one sees,
one has already seen and when one thinks, one has already thought;
every saying is preceded by a said. Language is an activity without a
beginning, energeia in the sense of Aristotle.7

One only understands the decisive point of these thoughts when
one understands the lack of a beginning of speaking, not in the sense
of a retrospectively infinite succession of expressions, and not in
the sense of something always already spoken, but in the sense that
every linguistic expression stands in a linguistic context that makes
it possible. Because every saying is to be conceived as an answer,
whatever is brought to speech must already have been linguisti-
cally disclosed, and, at the same time, it must be said again. In this
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“dialectic of question and answer” (TM 472), the question refers to
the possible answer and the answer refers back to the question.

In saying something, that which is disclosed in the question and
is conceived as the sayable may perhaps be brought from the possible
to the actual. From the perspective of the interpreter or whoever in a
conversation between persons feels provoked to provide an answer,
an answer is like a move in a game – from a set of possible moves, one
chooses one and makes it actual. And the linguisticality that is to
be conceived as the scope of possibilities within which the answerer
already finds himself and that he confirms as a player confirms the
possible moves in a game with a move.

Yet just as we have said, for Gadamer’s understanding of language
it is characteristic that he considers the question of the preceding lin-
guisticality and the answer to it as an event. What already has been,
for example a text, is as an event, because it addresses one with a
question. And the interpretation happens as the saying again and the
further saying of the said. The interpretation presents a possibility
for the said to confirm its effect, which already has been. The struc-
ture of an event finds its validity in the dialectic of question and
answer, and this happens from the question that is thought from the
already said. However, inasmuch as the answer is a confirmation of
that which has already happened, both the question and the answer
in their belonging together is to be grasped as an event. Every accom-
plishment of understanding and interpretation is only in this event.
The event is the movement (Bewegtheit) of language. Language, in-
sofar as it is not only to be understood from the particular speaking,
is this movement. It is the being of understanding and interpretation,
which brings itself always new to language as just this particular ex-
istence in language and which brings itself to understanding as that
which is its being.

Yet the event of language is thereby not sufficiently determined.
In the example of the text, it is clear that the text and the interpre-
tation belong together. Both are bound together in the dialectic of
question and answer. Yet what is meant by this connection must
be more precisely stated. The interpretation does not refer to the
text as something that stands outside itself; and it is also not a mere
repetition. How a text and its interpretation belong to one another is
not to be understood by considering each separately and then seeking
to determine the relation that holds between the two independent
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entities. Rather one should grasp what is common to them in or-
der to show how what is in common can be differently developed,
differentiated, or modified.

Now it is the case that Gadamer occasionally emphasizes that
there is no important distinction between the interpretation of a
text and its performance, i.e., in a performative interpretation such
as in music and drama (TM 310, 399). On this account it is valid
to claim of any interpretation of a text what might be claimed of
a performance, i.e., that the medium is superseded such that “the
work presents itself through it and in it” (TM 120).8 Yet it is clear
that what is meant by this presentness of the text or the work in the
interpretation is the presentness of meaning. Accordingly, Gadamer
once comments that the “miracle of understanding” is the “sharing
in a common meaning” (TM 292). And later in Truth and Method,
in the consideration of the logic of question and answer, Gadamer
writes that whoever “wants to understand must question what lies
behind what is said” (TM 370). “We understand the meaning of a
text only by acquiring the horizon of the question – a horizon that,
as such, necessarily includes other possible answers” (TM 370). The
interpreter, however, takes up the challenge of the fixed and foreign
text that stands over against him only if he questions the text, i.e.,
questions back “behind the said.” That the text as such stands out is
then only the occasion for the interpretation and the task is to dis-
solve its status as an object. The written character of the text in an
intensive way allows the experience that something said stands over
against oneself. This is the “self-alienation” of language (TM 390).
The task of the interpreter in the face of this phenomenon of self-
alienation in writing, according to Gadamer, is the “transformation
back” of these written signs “into speech and meaning” (TM 393).
The supersession or sublation (Aufhebung) of the interpretation
(Auslegung) is accorded to this “transformation back” and not to
the presentness of the text or the work. “The interpretive concepts,”
Gadamer writes, “are not, as such, thematic in understanding”
(TM 398). If attention is drawn to these concepts, it is a sign that
the interpretation is in difficulty and threatens to fail. In principle,
it is “their nature to disappear behind what they bring to speech . . . .
Paradoxically an interpretation is right when it is capable of disap-
pearing in this way” (TM 398). In a successful interpretation the
meaning is alive and “exists purely for itself” (TM 392).
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It is thereby now clear how we are to consider more precisely the
speech event, i.e., as an event of meaning. Speech is meaning that
occurs in speaking and that is to be grasped as the possibility of this
meaning, which is to be grasped in its occasion, place, and situation.
Every speech enacts a meaning that is always already corresponding
to it, and every written or reported speech fulfills itself when its
written or reported character recedes so that the speech can take
place, i.e., come to word.

iv

Language, as Gadamer understands it, is therefore something nonob-
jective and intangible, whose objectification in a text is always the
occasion that confirms its nonobjectivity. Language is therefore dif-
ficult to grasp, all the more so when its various aspects – structures,
words, sounds, or written signs – do not stand out. If one looks at
the written signs and attempts to focus on their visibleness, they
immediately lose their meaning. This is also the case with the re-
ported word, which is all the more a “word” the less its sound is
perceived. It is thus that a mispronunciation in speaking disturbs
the understanding, and the dominating beautiful sound of the poem
approaches the language of music such that the meaning tends to be
superseded by sound and to disappear.

In spite of the nonobjectivity of the meaning that language is, it
would be wrong, to set it as something spiritual over against the
“material” of the written and reported word and then to ask what is
the relation between the two. Meaning is not “beyond” the words,
but rather just what happens when speaking in words is performed.
Meaning, however, is not thereby simply equivalent to the word, for
a meaning can be expressed variously in words. Although meaning
and word must be distinguished, they must be considered to belong
together such that neither can be thought without the other.

Gadamer has attempted to explain this belonging together of mean-
ing and word in a way somewhat unusual for philosophy, i.e., by way
of the theological conception of the incarnation. Gadamer is well
aware of the unusualness of this attempt and shows an understand-
ing for the concern “whether we are not here using the unintelligi-
ble to explain the unintelligible” (TM 421). Yet Gadamer obviously
does not share this concern. He finds the theological model to be
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114 g ü n t e r f i g a l

enlightening and full of implications. With this example, the motive
of Gadamer’s conception of language becomes particularly clear, both
historically and thematically. Gadamer uses the theological model
in order to distance his view from another problematic conception of
language that has shown itself to be disastrous for the philosophical
tradition. The theological model is subordinate to the interest of a
contrasting clarification. With this model we can see the advantages
and the weaknesses of Gadamer’s conception of language.

In his attempt to clarify the nature of language by way of the incar-
nation Gadamer takes up John’s Gospel. In this Gospel, God Himself
is presented as word, as logos (John 1, 14). On the basis of the identifi-
cation of God with the word something is said, as Gadamer will show,
in the talk about the miracle of becoming human about the “speak-
ing of the word” (TM 419). In both cases, the act of becoming is not
the kind of becoming in which something turns into something else.
Neither does it consist in separating one thing from the other . . . ,
nor in lessening the inner word by its emergence into exteriority, nor
in becoming something different, so that the inner word is used up”
(TM 420). Just as God does not turn himself into man but rather be-
comes man while nonetheless remaining God, so also in speaking,
nothing is exteriorized that as “inner” was completely different –
such as a thought without speech. What comes to the fore is there-
fore no external shape (Gestalt), no mere appearance, which must
be traced back to that which stands “behind” it. What appears has
always already been that which is essential, and it brings its essence
(Wesen) with it in the appearance. The “interior” is neither hidden
behind some “external” appearance nor is it veiled or clouded, but
rather it reveals itself.

Gadamer’s explanation of language by analogy with the incarna-
tion and by means of the distinction of “inner” and “outer,” which
he takes over from Augustine,9 may be easily misunderstood. With
this distinction Augustine wants to distinguish “the word of the
Spirit (Geist)” (TM 421, translated as “the inner mental word”) from
the merely conventional “outer” language, which, as Gadamer rec-
ognizes, “was explicitly devalued by Augustine” (TM 420). Gadamer
is not interested in this devaluation. What the model of the incar-
nation is to make clear is that in giving voice to speech nothing
nonlinguistic is brought into linguistic form. Speaking is not a mat-
ter of something internal being translated into a medium so that it
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can be communicated but yet remaining in the process unchanged
such that as internal it remains hidden. It is rather the case that what
comes to word is understandable in the spoken word as itself. It is
nothing other than “the intended thing” – this, not the mental or
spiritual, finds expression in the word (TM 426).

Now we have to see how Gadamer can explain his conception of
language as an event of meaning with the model of the incarnation.
That something is communicated in a word requires, first of all, a
distinction between the word and a mere sound or noise. The word
has a meaning as an articulation and a communication of something.
With the word comes at the same time the experience of meaning
and, for Gadamer, only with the word. Something is understand-
able insofar as it can come to word. There is accordingly no under-
standing without language, which might be brought to language as
something secondary. Even there, where “there is immediate under-
standing and no explicit interpretation is undertaken,” does it “enter
into the content of what is understood,” because “interpretation is
contained potentially within the understanding process” (TM 398).
What is spoken about can come explicitly to word and is always
already in language. One experiences it as always already under the
point of view of a meaning, which makes possible the linguistic artic-
ulation and which find expression in it. Thus, meaning is what word
and thing have in common – the being of the understandable just
as much as the being of the understanding which comes to word:
“Being, which can be understood, is language” (TM 474). This is
Gadamer’s formulation for this.

Gadamer’s thought that anything that can be said is understand-
able in language should exclude therefore the thought of an interior
that is fundamentally different from the spoken word. It belongs to
the nature of language that it relates to nothing external. The very
talk of “relationship” is not appropriate to the peculiar matter of
factness (Sachlichkeit) of language. What comes into language is not
simply an object or state of affairs in the “external” world, but some-
thing in its understandableness, in its meaning. Therefore, it follows
that Gadamer does not understand language as a “mere sign system
denoting the totality of objects” (TM 416). The word is “not a sign
that one selects, nor is it a sign that one makes or gives to another;
it is not an existent thing that one picks up and gives an ideality of
meaning in order to make another being visible through it” (TM 417).
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For Gadamer the view that language relates to objects and may
itself become an object for objectivizing consideration displays a for-
getfulness of language that began with Plato. Plato’s attempt in the
Cratylus to explain the nature of language by orienting on names
(onoma) is tied to the view that the truthful access to beings should be
sought independent of language and that the word is related merely
as a clue to the understood thing. With the assumption of a language-
free access to the meaning of beings, which Gadamer finds in the Pla-
tonic doctrine of ideas (Ideenlehre), Plato “conceals the true nature
of language even more than the theories of the Sophists” (TM 408).
One may well add that the Sophists disputed whether language al-
lowed one to know something as that which it is. According to the
saying of Protagoras (Theatetus 151e–151a) anything “is” only ac-
cording to the measure of its appearing, and, insofar as this appearing
is linguistic, it becomes completely absorbed into its factical coming-
into-language (Zur-Sprache-kommen). This, in fact, is closer to the
proposition that “Being, which can be understood, is language,” than
the view of language as a representation of a true and nonlinguistic
knowledge.

Though the sophistic view is closer to this view than the Platonic,
it is not equivalent to it. Gadamer allows there to be no doubt that he
just as much mistrusts the view of the Sophists with regard to lan-
guage. The Sophists also have covered over the nature of language –
especially because they did not distinguish between word and thing.
If every word were to present its own thing, it would be impossible in
the exchange of a conversation to stay with the meaning of a thing as
one seeks new formulations, and just as little could one understand
from the thing that which is said and consider it to be insufficient.
Both presuppose a difference between the speeches and the thing.
Because this distinction is important to Gadamer, Gadamer empha-
sizes the priority of the question. The question brings something
into speech, such that its further determination or explication is left
open. The question grasps the thing so firmly that it indicates which
direction the further conversation will take. The question shows the
“only direction from which the answer can be given if it is to make
sense” (TM 362).

This is said from the perspective of those who, in a conversation,
first attempt to determine something. It is easy to forget that, al-
ready with the question which they follow, they are with the thing. If,
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however, one takes seriously the experience of questioning and seek-
ing, Gadamer’s thought about the event of meaning appears in an-
other light. It obviously belongs to the event of meaning in a conver-
sation that a thing that comes to word at the same time withdraws.
Thus, the difference of word and thing belongs to the meaning of the
conversation. One could not think this meaning at all without the
difference, if one does not wish to absolutize the said in a sophistical
way. Something that is questioned shows itself as it is inasmuch as it
comes to word and not to “itself.” It shows itself rather only as some-
thing to which one refers. The question merely indicates (zeigt an)
that which we are interrogating.

If we consider this aspect, we see that Gadamer’s conception of
the philosophy of language stands much closer to the philosophy of
language of the Cratylus than his critique might lead us to think.
Plato too was not concerned with the objectification of the word but
rather only with the difference between word and thing. Even here
in the Cratylus (430A–433b) he considers their relation to be one of
presentation (mimesis). The linguistic presentation (eikon) is to be
understood from that which is presented, if one is not satisfied with
the experience alone according to the measure of the presentation
(439a–b). Only then can the presentational activity be understood
and subordinated to the claim of a thing. The question as to how this
might be possible is not answered in the Cratylus. Yet a look at other
dialogues, such as the Phaedo and the Sophist, shows us that Plato
thought less about a language-free grasp of things than about an ap-
propriate presentation in language, i.e., about a discussion in which
something is not immediately addressed but rather is developed in
its structured unity such that the accord of its determinations stands
as a proof of its matter of factness (Sachlichkeit). Knowledge that is
presented as the attempt at an appropriate presentation is not some-
thing that happens beyond language but only beyond the orientation
on “names.” The attempt at knowledge comes from the difference
between things and language and is made good only on the basis of
the matter of factness (Sachlichkeit) of language.

If we were to understand the passages from the Cratylus, which
Gadamer so critically considers as a clue to the dialectic, the
objection to Platonic thought of the forgetfulness of language would
not stand. On the contrary, Gadamer could have called upon the
difference between word and thing, which Plato emphasizes in
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order to make understandable his conception of the important lim-
ited and provisional character of any speech. Nonetheless, it would
not well fit with the central ideas of his ontology. If there is some-
thing that may be articulated linguistically but that nonetheless
resists linguistic articulation, it is not the case that it address some-
thing that occurs to one as questionable and that wants to find
linguistic expression. The language is in this case simply not the
doing of the thing itself.

v

If we judge the matter from the text of Truth and Method, Gadamer
clearly saw this difficulty and responded to it. He extended or re-
placed the model of the incarnation with which he had wished to
explain the “doing of the thing itself.” We will return later to the
question as to whether the extension is consistent with the model of
the incarnation. With this response the meaning is no longer equiv-
alent to the linguistic self-showing of the thing, but rather is deter-
mined as the horizon of speaking. Thus, every word, writes Gadamer,
“carries with it the unsaid”; every speech “brings a totality of mean-
ing into play without being able to express it totally,” and thereby
shows its “living virtuality” (TM 458). Speaking is not understood
because it displays something, but rather that in speaking “the said”
is held together “with an infinity of what is not said in one unified
meaning.” Thus, every speech means more than it explicitly says.
Not only does the thing under discussion and its state of affairs find
expression in language but, at the same time, “a relation to the whole
of being” finds expression (TM 469).

Gadamer explains what he means by this claim when he traces
the “unique factualness” (eigentümliche Sachlichkeit) of language
back to its “relation to the world” (Weltverhältnis). The determi-
nation of a state of affairs is always tied to “the recognition of its
independent otherness,” i.e., something in its determination is un-
derstood from what it is not: “To be this and not that constitutes the
determinacy of all beings.” Thus, in every determination “there is
always a negative aspect as well” (TM 445). Therefore the meaning
of the said is within the range of the possible. It is meaningful in that
it relates to its place in this range of possibilities and thus has a place
value.
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Gadamer himself accentuated the relation of the said to the unsaid
somewhat differently. It is less relevant for him that the said belongs
in the context of the unsaid than that the presentness of the unsaid
belongs to the said. This presentness he determines to be the “spec-
ulative” character of language for the explication of which he refers
us to “the mirror relation,” which “is like a duplication that is still
only the one thing. The real mystery of a reflection is the intangibil-
ity of the image, the sheer reproduction hovering before the mind’s
eye” (TM 466). The mirror image, so understood, is a presentation
without the shortening and the accentuating that otherwise every
presentation has. In a mirror image, there is almost no difference
between the presented and the presentation.

What is meant here is best understood if we consider again the
hermeneutical experience in the narrow sense, i.e., the interpretation
(Interpretation) of a work. In the performance of a piece of music or
the recitation of a text not only is present that which is immediately
played or spoken but also the whole to which the played and spoken
belongs. One understands the whole and with it what is immediately
presented and present; and yet one “has” the whole only from that
which is momentarily presented. Thus, it is the case with anything
said which is understood, if we follow Gadamer, that it brings with
it a context to which it belongs, its “horizon of meaning,” and lets
it be present as “the purest reproduction” (TM 469).

It is unmistakable that here the speculative relation between
meaning and the act of speaking is to be compared to the model
of the incarnation. The difference of the unsaid and the said and the
withdrawal of meaning is ignored in order that the meaning can ap-
pear in the understandableness of the said as in a mirror. But how
would it be possible, if “an infinity of the unsaid” is in play, and if
“someone repeats what is said,” that “he does not need to distort
consciously and yet he will change the meaning of what is said”?
Is it actually here “in the most everyday speech” in which “there
appears an element of speculative reflection” that “the intangibility
of that which is still the purest reproduction of meaning” (TM 469)
is experienced? Or is it not rather that we experience the intangibil-
ity of the context, in which something spoken stands and which it
cannot secure? The “purest reproduction of meaning” is only possi-
ble, if the context of that which is said, in spite of all the openness
that belongs to it, is determinate and unified.
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One point of reference for the way in which such a “unity,” a
“whole” of meaning, might be understood, is the concept which we
cited above, of the “horizon of meaning.” A horizon is a “range of
vision that includes everything that can be seen from a particular
vantage point” (TM 302). The horizon is a limited openness, there-
fore, which changes as soon as one changes one’s vantage point. A
horizon of meaning, which is a continually changing range of linguis-
tic existence, is a whole insofar as it can give itself together with the
infinity of the unsaid. In this infinity the horizon of meaning is in-
finitely changeable, infinitely diverse, without losing its continually
shifting determinateness.

Gadamer wants to understand the “speculative” character of lan-
guage not only as the presentness of a limited range of meaning in
what is said. Every individual horizon of linguistic existence is, ac-
cording to Gadamer, itself circumscribed in a single horizon, i.e.,
in the speculative character of language is present the “whole of
being.” Gadamer’s answer to the question of the identity (Selbigkeit)
of the linguistic meaning event arises from his considerations of the
history of philosophy in the second part of Truth and Method and
his following up on them in the third part. The account of language
in Part Three is based on that which should be accounted for in the
account of language, which is to say that Part Three presumes what
is to be shown. After it has been shown that the event of tradition
is a meaning event and that the “historically effective conscious-
ness” belongs to it and is an existence in language, then the unity or
wholeness of meaning is grounded with a reference to its traditional
character: “The content of the tradition itself is the sole criterion
and it expresses itself in language” (TM 472–3). Tradition is dis-
tinguished by the fact that it is always concerned with “the same
thing,” (dasselbe) i.e., from the horizon of “historical conscious-
ness” it bears a circumscribed set of “contents,” which carries in its
unity the infinite manifold of a possible interpretation and keeps it
together.

This leaves the question as to how such an horizon, encompassing
all tradition, may be experienced. As soon as “historical conscious-
ness” is addressed through a traditional content, it is determined
by this in its experience as to how its meaning can be present. The
present (Das Gegenwärtige) is always only an “image,” which the
historically effective consciousness “presents” (TM 431). Meaning
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is presented in the understanding and interpretation according to
this criterion of the historically effective consciousness – not will-
fully but simply in the fact that it is determined as this. Through this
limitation of the horizon of meaning is the “speculative” in linguis-
tic existence shaped. The “infinity of the unsaid” goes beyond any
horizon. As the beautifully coined expression, “direction of mean-
ing” (Richtungssinn) suggests, the infinity of the unsaid can at best
be indicated in the openness of linguistic existence. Whoever points
in a direction, always points beyond the horizon.

If these considerations are illuminating, the event of meaning,
which Gadamer understands as language, can scarcely still be un-
derstood as an always already fulfilled actuality in the sense of
Aristotle’s energeia. The actuality of meaning should rather be con-
sidered as a presentation of a possibility, which is never fully real-
ized. It possesses determinateness only inasmuch as it is a text or
a work or appears from the limited perspective of the interpreter
as determinate. Such a limited possibility can be experienced as
the range of further possibilities of presentation and, at the same
time, this very presentation can come forward in its individual-
ity and uniqueness. An interpretation wins one over and persuades
insofar as it stands freely within its parameter and strives to be
convincing as an individual interpretation while avoiding turning
into the interpreted matter. Thus, it is not so important for an in-
terpretation to sublate itself in order to enable “the doing of the
thing itself,” but rather to hold itself within the uniqueness of
the individual thing so that the parameter remains open for other
possibilities.

It should be clear how the development of thought in Truth and
Method makes possible considerations such as these. This allows
the ambivalence of Gadamer’s principal work to stand out clearly.
Truth and Method brings two quite different things together: first,
openness, which we find in the priority of the question, in the un-
derstanding of meaning as “direction of meaning,” (Richtungsinn),
and in the emphasis on the finitude of every interpretation; and,
secondly, the closedness (Geschlossenheit) of the event of meaning,
which finds expression above all in the thought of a continuous tradi-
tion that is always already completed, and in the image of a “unified
stream of historical life.” Gadamer wants both, and it is not easy to
see how both can be convincingly brought together.
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vi

This critical estimation may consider itself confirmed by Gadamer’s
later work. The perspective from the history of philosophy, which
dominates in Truth and Method, scarcely continues to play a role,
while the consideration of language as an event of meaning as expli-
cated with the model of the incarnation is revoked. Indicative of this
turn is the way in which Gadamer, in his essay “Text and Interpreta-
tion,” which first appeared in 1984, interprets the central proposition
of his ontology of language: “Being that can be understood is lan-
guage.” Here he writes that this also means that “that which is can
never be completely understood” (GDE 35). Relying on Heidegger’s
concept of “facticity,” Gadamer now explicates “Being” as that which
is questionable and cannot be gotten behind (das unhintergehbare
Fragliche) but which, at the same time, requires understanding and
an understandable answer. It is, as Gadamer says in his 1989 work,
“Hermeneutics and the Ontological Difference,” that which chal-
lenges and provokes “the efforts of our understanding” such that “it
constantly withdraws itself and thereby is always there.”10

However, what is there only as withdrawing itself, does not allow
itself to be grasped as the meaning of existence in language, as the
range and context of the spoken word in which it is understandable.
Nor does it allow itself to be grasped as that direction of meaning, in
which one is referred to other possibilities of interpretation. Rather,
it is, as Gadamer says with reference to Schelling, that prior to which
one cannot think (das Unvordenkliche). One cannot understand one-
self by referring to the inexplicable being whose origin cannot be
thought. This being does not guarentee any continuity, because it
allows that to be that always already has been. This being is simply
impossible to remember and is the withdrawal of pastness (having-
been-ness, Gewesenheit), the refutation of a reality that is and always
already has been. Because Gadamer makes these thoughts his own,
he acknowledges that Schelling and Heidegger are right at the cost
of Aristotle and Hegel (GDE 35).

It follows that Gadamer now hesitates to determine ontologically
the meaning context of existence in language and considers it a given
only “ontically.” This occurs in two ways. Although Gadamer never
questions the priority of the spoken word over the written, he now
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develops a conception of the “eminent” text, usually a poetic text,
which clearly goes beyond the relevant determinations of Truth and
Method. The eminent text is more than merely “a phase in the execu-
tion of the communicative event” (GDE 35). It is not a self-alienation
of spoken language, because instead of pointing back to “an original
expression of something,” it “prescribes all repetitions and acts of
speaking,” without the written being dissolved into a prescription:
“No speaking can ever completely fulfill the prescription given in
the poetic text” (GDE 42).

Gadamer’s conviction about the priority of the spoken word re-
quires that he not give up the thought of the continual event of
language, which is so important for Truth and Method. Yet now he
takes it back with a description of life–world comportment that re-
minds us of Wittgenstein. Language’s founding of continuity, taken
together with the founding of continuity by action, is “ritual.” By
“ritual” is meant any form of behavior in which there are “arrange-
ments and understandings (Übereinkunft und Übereinkommen).11

In ritual there is a complex of behavior patterns to which one must
become accustomed to be able to say and do “the right thing,” that
is, to say that which has meaning in the context of customary be-
havior. It is a thoroughly human meaning, carried out in a fragile and
ephemeral way – and yet an answer, perhaps a reply to the inexpli-
cability of being (das Unvordenkliche). It is, as Gadamer interprets
a statement of Heraclitus, the “light” that man infects himself with
“in the silent night.”12 Like the texts, according to whose prescrip-
tion one can act, rituals preserve something such as an ability to
be in the abyss of that prior to which we cannot think (Unvorden-
kliche) – something that we have to doubt whether it still should
be named “Being” at all. In this context, Gadamer’s later renun-
ciation of an ontology of language is probably to be understood as
an answer. But then the question of the being of an existence il-
luminated by language would remain open. It would be a type of
being that is connected to the abyss of that prior to which we can-
not think (das Unvordenkliche), which is no longer defined onto-
logically, but would have to be defined philosophically, if philoso-
phy does not wish to retreat in the face of the uncanny nearness of
language.
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notes

1 “Praktisches Wissen” (practical knowledge) is Gadamer’s translation of
phronesis and also the title of an early essay (1930) which was first
published in Gadamer’s Collected Works (5, pp. 230–48). [This has not
appeared in English translation.] See also Truth and Method, Section
II.2.b., “The hermeneutic relevance of Aristotle,” pp. 278–89, as well
as my essays “Verstehen als geschichtliche Phronesis,” in Internationale
Zeitschrift für Philosophie 1 (1992), pp. 24–37, and “Philosophische
Hermeneutik–hermeneutische Philosophie. Ein Problemaufriss,” in
Hermeneutische Wege: Hans-Georg Gadamer zum Hundersten, ed.
Günter Figal, Jean Grondin, Dennis J. Schmidt (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck,
2000), pp. 335–44.

2 All citations of the Nicomachean Ethics are from the edition edited by I.
Bywater (Oxford University Press, 1894).

3 The notion that it is the exception and not the rule when the interest of
the understanding is directed to the person is an objection that Gadamer
validly makes against the attempt of Jürgen Habermas to question the
“claim to universality of hermeneutics,” through raising the value of psy-
choanalytic understanding. See “Reply to My Critics,” in The Hermeneu-
tic Tradition, edited by Gayle L. Ormiston and A. D. Schrift (Albany: Suny
Press, 1990), pp. 273–97.

4 For a treatment of the semantics of the question that connects hermeneu-
tical and analytical considerations, see Thomas Schwarz Wentzer, Das
Diskrimen der Frage in Hermeneutische Wege, pp. 219–40.

5 Martin Heidegger, “Language,” in Poetry, Language, Thought, translated
by Albert Hofstadter (New York: Harper & Row, 1971), p. 193. See also the
collection of essays in On the Way to Language, translated by Peter Hertz
(New York: Harper & Row, 1971), especially “The Nature of Language.”

6 “Es ist der Tun der Sache. . . ” In English translation, “It is the fact’s own
act. . . ” See G. W. F. Hegel, The Science of Logic, translated by A. V. Miller
(New York: Humanities Press, 1969), p. 474. This is the section on the
“Absolutely Unconditioned” (Das Absolute Unbedingte) in the chapter
on “Ground” (Grund).

7 See Aristotle, Metaphysics 6, 1048b22–26. Gadamer uses the concept of
energeia in Truth and Method only once, but in a prominent place – in
his account of play (TM 110), which “serves as the clue to the ontologi-
cal explication.” His exposition of play presents a structure that is later
developed in the ontology of language.

8 “Interpretation” here is the more general concept that includes both
Auslegung and Aufführung.

9 For a consideration of the “inner word,” see the work of Jean Grondin,
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Introduction to Philosophical Hermeneutics. New Haven: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 1994; and “Gadamer and Augustine: On the Origin of the
Hermeneutical Claim to Universality,” in Hermeneutics and Truth,
edited by Brice Wachterhauser, Evanston: Northwestern University Press,
1994, pp. 137–47; and, finally, Introduction a Hans-Georg Gadamer,
Paris, 1999, pp. 191–201. See also the self-critical remark of Grondin that
he has “stretched too far the significance of the “inner word” for Gadamer
(although not for hermeneutics itself),” in Hermeneutische Wege
(Endnote 1), p. 212.

10 GA 10, 64 (untranslated).
11 See “Toward a Phenomenology of Ritual and Language,” translated by

Lawrence Schmidt and Monika Reuss, in Language and Linguistica-
lity in Gadamer’s Hermeneutics, edited by Lawrence Schmidt (Boston:
Lexington, 2000), pp. 19–50, especially p. 27.

12 Ibid., p. 50.
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charles taylor

6 Gadamer on the Human
Sciences

i

The great challenge of the coming century, both for politics and for
social science, is that of understanding the other. The days are long
gone when Europeans and other “Westerners” could consider their
experience and culture as the norm toward which the whole of hu-
manity was headed, so that the other could be understood as an ear-
lier stage on the same road that we had trodden. Now we sense the
full presumption involved in the idea that we already possess the key
to understanding other cultures and times.

But the recovery of the necessary modesty here seems always to
threaten to veer into relativism, or a questioning of the very ideal
of truth in human affairs. The very ideas of objectivity, which un-
derpinned our social science, seemed hard to combine with that of
fundamental conceptual differences between cultures, so that real
cultural openness seemed to threaten the very norms of validity on
which social science rested. What often does not occur to those work-
ing in these fields is the thought that their whole model of science
is wrong and inappropriate. It is here where Gadamer has made a
tremendous contribution to twentieth century thought, for he has
proposed a new and different model, which is much more fruitful,
and shows promise of carrying us beyond the dilemma of ethnocen-
trism and relativism.

In fact, in Truth and Method, Gadamer shows how understand-
ing a text or event, which comes to us out of our history, has to be
construed, not on the model of the “scientific” grasp of an object,
but rather on that of speech-partners who come to an understanding
(Verständigung). If we follow Gadamer’s argument here, we come to

126
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see that this is probably true of human science as such. That is, it is
not simply knowledge of our own past that needs to be understood
on the “conversation” model, but knowledge of the other as such, in-
cluding disciplines such as anthropology, where student and studied
often belong to quite different civilizations.

This view has come to be widely accepted today, and it is one of
the great contributions that Gadamer has made to the philosophy of
this and succeeding centuries. I would like to try to lay out here why
this is so.

First, I want to contrast the two kinds of operation: knowing an
object, and coming to an understanding with an interlocutor. Some
differences are obvious. The first is unilateral, the second bilateral.
I know the rock, the solar system; I don’t have to deal with its view
of me, or of my knowing activity.

But beyond this, the goal is different. I conceive the goal of knowl-
edge as attaining some finally adequate explanatory language, which
can make sense of the object, and will exclude all future surprises.
However much this may elude us in practice, it is what we often
seek in science; e.g., we look for the ultimate theory in microphysics,
where we will finally have charted all the particles and forces, and
don’t have to face future revisions.

But coming to an understanding can never have this finality. For
one thing, we come to understandings with certain definite inter-
locutors. These will not necessarily serve when we come to deal with
others. Understandings are party-dependent. And then, frequently
more worrying, even our present partners may not remain the same.
Their life situation or goals may change, and the understanding may
be put in question. True, we try to control for this by binding agree-
ments, contracts, but this is precisely because we see that what con-
stitutes perfect and unconstrained mutual understanding at one time
may no longer hold good later.

Third, the unilateral nature of knowing emerges in the fact that
my goal is to attain a full intellectual control over the object, such
that it can no longer “talk back” and surprise me. Now this may
require that I make some quite considerable changes in my outlook.
My whole conceptual scheme may be very inadequate when I begin
my enquiry. I may have to undergo the destruction and remaking of
my framework of understanding in order to attain the knowledge that
I seek. But all this serves the aim of full intellectual control. What
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does not alter in this process is my goal. I define my aims throughout
in the same way.

By contrast, coming to an understanding may require that I give
some ground in my objectives. The end of the operation is not con-
trol, or else I am engaging in a sham, designed to manipulate my
partner while pretending to negotiate. The end is being able in some
way to function together with the partner, and this means listening
as well as talking, and hence may require that I redefine what I am
aiming at.

So there are three features of understanding: they are bilateral,
they are party-dependent, and they involve revising goals, which do
not fit our classical model of knowing an object. To which our “nor-
mal” philosophical reaction is: quite so. These are features unsuited
to knowledge, real “science.” The content of knowledge shouldn’t
vary with the person who is seeking it; it can’t be party-dependent.
And the true seeker of knowledge never varies in her goal; there is
no question of compromise here. Party-dependence and altered goals
are appropriate to understandings precisely because they represent
something quite different from knowledge; deal-cutting and learning
the truth are quite distinct enterprises, and one should never mix the
two, on pain of degrading the scientific enterprise.

How does Gadamer answer these “obvious” objections? In fact,
his answer contains many rich and complex strands. I just want to
mention two here, leaving aside others that are equally, perhaps even
more important (such as the whole issue of “linguisticality,” which
is another of Gadamer’s crucial contributions to the thought of our
time).

The first is a negative point. Gadamer does not believe that the
kind of knowledge that yields complete intellectual control over the
object is attainable, even in principle, in human affairs. It may make
sense to dream of this in particle physics, even to set this as one’s
goal, but not when it comes to understanding human beings.

He expresses this, for instance, in his discussion of experience.
Following Hegel, he sees experience, in the full sense of the term,
as the “experience of negation” (Nichtigkeit, TM 354). Experience
is that wherein our previous sense of reality is undone, refuted, and
shows itself as needing to be reconstituted. It occurs precisely in
those moments where the object “talks back”. The aim of science,
following the model above, is thus to take us beyond experience.
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This latter is merely the path to science, whose successful comple-
tion would take it beyond this vulnerability to further such refuta-
tion: “For experience itself can never be science. Experience stands
in an ineluctable opposition to knowledge and to the kind of instruc-
tion that follows from general theoretical or technical knowledge”
(TM 355).

Now Gadamer sees it as part of the finitude of the human con-
dition that this kind of transcending of experience is in principle
impossible in human affairs. To explain fully why would involve
talking a great deal about linguisticality, for which I do not have the
space here. But perhaps the main point can be made very tersely in
terms of the place of culture in human life. Whatever we might iden-
tify as a fundamental common human nature, the possible object of
an ultimate experience-transcending science, is always and every-
where mediated in human life through culture, self-understanding,
and language. These not only show an extraordinary variety in hu-
man history, but they are clearly fields of potentially endless inno-
vation.

Here we see a big watershed in our intellectual world. There are
those who hope to anchor an account of human nature below the
level of culture, such that cultural variation, where it is not trivial
and negligible, can be explained from this more basic account. Vari-
ous modes of sociobiology, and accounts of human motivation based
on the (conjectured) conditions in which human beings evolved,
share this ambition. They have the necessary consequence that most
cultural variation is placed in the first category, and seen as merely
epiphenomenal, a surface play of appearances. And then there are
those who find this account of human life unconvincing, who see
it as an evasion of the most important explananda in human life,
which are to be found at this level of cultural difference.

Suffice it to say that Gadamer is one of the major theorists in the
second camp, and that hence he sees the model of science, which I
opposed above to understanding, as inapplicable to human affairs.

This may help explain why he refuses this model, but not the
adoption of his alternative, based on interpersonal understanding.
How does he justify party-dependence, and what analogue can he
find to revising goals?

The first can be explained partly from the fact of irreducible cul-
tural variation. From this, we can see how the language we might
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devise to understand the people of one society and time would fail
to carry over to another. Human science could never consist exclu-
sively of species-wide laws. In that sense, it would always be at least
in part “idiographic,” as against “nomothetic.” But for Gadamer,
party-dependence is more radical than that. The terms of our best
account will vary not only with the people studied, but also with the
students. Our account of the decline of the Roman Empire will not
and cannot be the same as that put forward in eighteenth century
England, or those that will be offered in twenty-fifth century China,
or twenty-second century Brazil.

It is this bit of Gadamer’s argument that often strikes philosophers
and social sciences as scandalous, and “relativist”, abandoning all
allegiance to truth. This interpretation is then supported by those
among Gadamer’s defenders who are in a “postmodern” frame of
mind.

But this grievously misunderstands the argument. Gadamer is
anything but a “relativist” in the usual sense of today’s polemics.
But to see this, we have to bring out another way in which Gadamer
breaks with the ordinary understanding of “science.”

As we often have been led to understand it in the past, scientific
explanation deploys a language that is entirely clear and explicit. It
is grounded in no unthought-out presuppositions, which may make
those who speak it incapable of framing certain questions, and en-
tertaining certain possibilities. This false view has been very largely
dispelled in our time by the work of such thinkers as Kuhn and
Bachelard. We now understand the fact that the practices of natural
science have become universal in our world as the result of certain
languages, with their associated practices and norms, having spread
and being adopted by all societies in our time.

But what has been less remarked is that these languages became
thus universally diffusable precisely because they were insulated
from the languages of human understanding. The great achievement
of the seventeenth century scientific revolution was to develop a lan-
guage for nature that was purged of human meanings. This was a rev-
olution, because the earlier scientific languages, largely influenced
by Plato and Aristotle, were saturated with purpose- and value-terms.
These could only have traveled along with a good part of the way of
life of the civilizations that nourished them. But the new austere
languages could be adopted elsewhere more easily.
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We can see how different the situation is with the languages of
“social science.” These too have traveled, but very much as a result
of the cultural influence of and cultural alignment on the “West.”
Moreover, they seem incapable of achieving the kind of universality
we find with natural sciences. The study of human beings remains in
a preparadigmatic condition, where a host of theories and approaches
continue to compete, and there is no generally recognized “normal”
science.

This difference in the fate of the two kinds of “science” is con-
nected to the fact that the languages of human science always draw
for their intelligibility on our ordinary understanding of what it is
to be a human agent, live in society, have moral convictions, aspire
to happiness, and so forth. No matter how much our ordinary every-
day views on these issues may be questioned by a theory, we cannot
but draw on certain very basic features of our understanding of hu-
man life, those that seem so obvious and fundamental as not to need
formulation. But it is precisely these that may make it difficult to
understand people of another time or place.

Thus, we can innocently speak of people in other ages holding
opinions or subscribing to values, without noticing that in our soci-
ety there is a generalized understanding that everyone has, or ought
to have, their own personal opinion on certain subjects – say, politics
or religion; or without being aware of how much the term value car-
ries with it the sense of something chosen. But these background un-
derstandings may be completely absent in other societies. We stum-
ble into ethnocentrism, not in virtue so much of the theses that we
formulate, but of the whole context of understanding that we unwit-
tingly carry over unchallenged.

Now this is not a danger that we can conjure once and for all by
adopting a certain attitude. That is because the context that will give
its sense to any theoretical account of human life we are entertaining
will be the whole, tacit, background understanding of what it is to be
a human being. But this is so wide and deep that there can be no ques-
tion of simply suspending it, and operating outside of it. To suspend
it altogether would be to understand nothing about human beings at
all. Here is where the striking contrast with the languages of natu-
ral science emerges. There it was possible to develop languages for
the objects of science that bracketed out human meanings, and still
think effectively, indeed, more effectively, about the target domain.



P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-06 October 5, 2001 14:26

132 c h a r l e s t a y l o r

But bracketing out human meanings from human science means un-
derstanding nothing at all; it would mean betting on a science that
bypassed understanding altogether, and tried to grasp its domain in
neutral terms, in the language of neurophysiology, for instance.

If our own tacit sense of the human condition can block our under-
standing of others, and yet we cannot just neutralize it at the outset,
then how can we come to know others? Are we utterly imprisoned
in our own unreflecting outlook? Gadamer thinks not. The road to
understanding others passes through the patient identification and
undoing of those facets of our implicit understanding that distort the
reality of the other.

At a certain point, we may come to see that “opinions” have a
different place in our life-form than in theirs, and we will then be
able to grasp the place of beliefs in their life; we will be ready to
allow this to be in its difference, undistorted by the assimilation to
“opinions.”

This will happen when we allow ourselves to be challenged, in-
terpellated by what is different in their lives, and this challenge will
bring about two connected changes: we will see our peculiarity for
the first time, as a formulated fact about us, and not simply a taken-
for-granted feature of the human condition as such; and at the same
time, we will perceive the corresponding feature of their life-form
undistorted. These two changes are indissolubly linked; you cannot
have one without the other.

Our understanding of them will now be improved, through this
correction of a previous distortion. But it is unlikely to be perfect.
The possible ways in which we, our background, could enframe them
distortively cannot be enumerated. We may still have a long way to
go. But we will have made a step toward a true understanding, and fur-
ther progress along this road will consist of such painfully achieved,
particular steps. There is no leap to a disengaged standpoint which
can spare us this long march.

If a prejudice becomes questionable in view of what another person or text
says to us, this does not mean that it is simply set aside and the text of person
accepted as valid in its place. Rather, historical objectivism shows its naivete
in accepting this disregarding of ourselves as what actually happens. In fact
our own prejudice is properly brought into play by being put at risk. Only by
being given full play is it able to experience the other’s claim to truth and
make it possible for him to have full play himself. (TM 299)
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We can now see how our grasp of the other, construed on the model
of coming to an understanding, is doubly party-dependent, varying
not only with the object studied but also with the student: with the
object studied, because our grasp will have to be true to them in their
particular culture, language, and way of being. But it will also vary
with the student, because the particular language we hammer out
in order to achieve our understanding of them will reflect our own
march toward this goal. It will reflect the various distortions that we
have had to climb out of, the kinds of questions and challenges that
they, in their difference, pose to us. It will not be the same language
in which members of that culture understand themselves; but it will
also be different from the way members of a distinct third culture
will understand them, coming as they will to this goal through a
quite different route, through the identification and overcoming of a
rather different background understanding.

That is why the historiography of the Roman Empire, carried out
in twenty-fifth century China or twenty-second century Brazil is
bound to be different from ours. They will have to overcome differ-
ent blocks to understanding; they will find the people of that time
puzzling in ways that we do not; they will need to make them com-
prehensible through a different set of terms.

The coming-to-an-understanding model fits here, with its corol-
lary of party-dependence, because the language of an adequate sci-
ence of the Ys for the Xs reflects both Xs and Ys. It is not, as with
the knowledge-of-object model, a simple function of the object, the
scientific theory that is perfectly adequate to this reality. It is a lan-
guage that bridges those of both knower and known. That is why
Gadamer speaks of it as a “fusion of horizons.” The “horizons”
here are at first distinct, they are the way that each has of under-
standing the human condition in their non-identity. The “fusion”
comes about when one (or both) undergo a shift; the horizon is ex-
tended, so as to make room for the object that before did not fit with-
in it.

For instance, we become aware that there are different ways of
believing things, one of which is holding them as a “personal opin-
ion.” This was all that we allowed for before, but now we have space
for other ways, and can therefore accommodate the beliefs of a quite
different culture. Our horizon is extended to take in this possibility,
which was beyond its limit before.
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But this is better seen as a fusion, rather than just as an extension
of horizons, because at the same time, we are introducing a language
to talk about their beliefs, which represents an extension in relation
to their language. Presumably, they had no idea of what we speak
of a “personal opinions,” at least in such areas as religion, for in-
stance. They would have had to see these as rejection, rebellion, or
heresy. So the new language we’re using, which places “opinions”
alongside other modes of believing, as possible alternative ways of
holding things true, opens a broader horizon, extending beyond both
the original ones, and in a sense combining them.

Here we see the full force of the Gadamerian image of the “conver-
sation.” The kind of operation we are describing here can be carried
out unilaterally, and must be when we are trying to write the his-
tory of the Roman Empire, for instance. But it borrows its force from
comparison with another predicament, in which live interlocutors
strive to come to an understanding, to overcome the obstacles to mu-
tual comprehension, and to find a language in which both can agree
to talk undistortively of each. The hermeneutical understanding of
tradition limps after this paradigm operation; we have to maintain a
kind of openness to the text, allow ourselves to be interpellated by it,
take seriously the way its formulations differ from ours – all things
that a live interlocutor in a situation of equal power would force us
to do.

Horizons are thus often initially distinct. They divide us. But they
are not unmovable; they can be changed, extended. I will discuss this
notion of horizon below, but first a word about why this picture of
a language for science, which varies with both knower and known,
is quite different from the common idea of “relativism,” and why
this picture has a clear place for the concepts of correctness and
truth.

Relativism is usually the notion that affirmations can be judged
valid not unconditionally, but only from different points of view or
perspectives. Proposition p could be true from perspective A, false
from perspective B, indeterminate from C, and so forth, but there
would be no such thing as its being true or false unconditionally.

It does not seem to me that Gadamer is in this position at all.
If the historiography of the Roman Empire in twenty-fifth century
China is different from our own, this will not be because what we
can identify as the same propositions will have different truth values.
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The difference will be rather that different questions will be asked,
different issues raised, different features will stand out as remarkable,
and so forth.

Moreover, within each of these enterprises of studying Rome from
these different vantage points, there will be such a thing as better or
worse historiography. Some accounts will be more ethnocoentric and
distortive than others, still others will be more superficial. Accounts
can be ranked for accuracy, comprehensiveness, nondistortion, and
so on. In short, some will be more right than others and will approach
closer to the truth.

But beyond this, we can also see a possible ranking between ac-
counts from different starting points. Let us say that our twenty-
fifth century Chinese historians take account of the work of Gibbon,
Symes, Jones, Peter Brown, and so forth. They will be trying, in other
words, not just to fuse horizons with the Romans, but also with us as
we try to do the same thing. The fusion will not only be bipolar, but
triangular, or if we see Gibbon as a distinct standpoint, quadrangular.

We can see now that there is another virtue here of accounts. They
can be more or less comprehensive in a new sense; not depending on
how much detail and coverage they offer of the object studied, but
rather on their taking in and making mutually comprehensible a
wider band of perspectives. In other words, the more comprehensive
account in this sense fuses more horizons.

The ideal of the most comprehensive account possible ought in a
sense to take the place of the old goal of a point-of-view-less nomoth-
etical science, which grasps all humanity under one set of explana-
tory laws. Instead, we substitute the ideal of languages, which al-
lows for the maximum mutual comprehension between different
languages and cultures across history. Of course, this is a goal that
can, in the nature of things, never be integrally realized. Even if, per
impossibile, we might have achieved an understanding to which all
cultures to date might sign on, this could not possibly preempt fu-
ture cultural change, which would require the process of fusion to
start over again.

But it is, nevertheless, an important ideal both epistemically and
humanly: epistemically, because the more comprehensive account
would tell us more about human beings and their possibilities; hu-
manly, because the language would allow more human beings to
understand each other, and to come to undistorted understandings.



P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-06 October 5, 2001 14:26

136 c h a r l e s t a y l o r

ii

And so, for human affairs, the model of scientific theory, which is
adequate to an object, is replaced by that of understanding, seen as
a fusion of horizons: “Understanding is always the fusion of these
horizons supposedly existing by themselves” (TM 306).

Gadamer’s concept “horizon” has an inner complexity that is es-
sential to it. On the one hand, horizons can be identified and distin-
guished; it is through such distinctions that we can come to grasp
what is distorting understanding and impeding communication. But
on the other hand, horizons evolve and change. There is no such thing
as a fixed horizon. “The horizon is, rather, something into which
we move and which moves with us. Horizons change for a person
who is moving” (TM 304). A horizon with unchanging contours is
an abstraction. Horizons identified by the agents whose worlds they
circumscribe are always in movement. The horizons of A and B may
thus be distinct at time t, and their mutual understanding very im-
perfect. But A and B by living together may come to have a single
common horizon at t + n.

In this way, “horizon” functions somewhat like “language.” We
can talk about the “language of modern liberalism,” or the “language
of nationalism,” and point out the things they cannot comprehend.
But these are abstractions, freeze frames of a continuing film. If we
talk about the language of Americans or the French, we can no longer
draw their limits a priori; for the language is identified by the agents,
who can evolve.

This way of understanding difference and its overcoming through
the complex concept of an horizon is to be contrasted with two oth-
ers. On one hand, we have the classic model that comes from the
epistemological tradition, whereby our grasp of the world is medi-
ated by the inner representations we make of it, or the conceptual
grid through which we take it in. This way of construing knowl-
edge easily generates the conjecture that there may be unbridgeable
differences. What if our inner representations diverge, even as we
stand before the same external objects? What if our conceptual grids
are differently constructed, through which all the information we
receive is filtered? How will we ever be able to convince each other,
even understand each other? Any consideration that one may adduce
in argument will already be represented or enframed by the other in
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a systematically different way. All reasoning stops at the borders of
conceptual schemes, which pose insurmountable limits to our un-
derstanding.

In reaction to this, there is the attempt to establish the possibil-
ity of universal communication through an outright rejection of the
idea of a conceptual scheme, as famously proposed by Donald David-
son. Davidson means his argument to be taken as a repudiation of
the whole representational epistemology. “In giving up the dualism
of scheme and world, we do not give up the world, but reestablish
unmediated touch with the familiar objects whose antics make our
sentences and opinions true and false.”1

As a rejection of the old epistemology (or at least attempted rejec-
tion; I am not sure that Davidson really does shake off the shackles
of the representational view), this is obviously welcome. Further,
Davidson’s argument against the idea that we could be imprisoned
in utterly incongruent schemes, invoking the “principle of charity,”
is obviously a powerful one. Davidson’s principle of charity requires
that I, the observer/theorist, must make sense of him, the subject
studied, in the sense of finding most of what he does, thinks, and
says intelligible, or else I cannot be treating him as a rational agent,
and there is nothing to understand, in the relevant sense, at all.

What this argument shows is that total unintelligibility of another
culture is not an option. For to experience another group as unintel-
ligible over some range of their practices, we have to find them quite
understandable over other (very substantial) ranges. We have to be
able to understand them as framing intentions, carrying out actions
and trying to communicate orders, truths, and so forth. If we imagine
even this away, then we no longer have the basis that allows us to
recognize them as agents. But then there is nothing left to be puzzled
about. Concerning nonagents, there is no question about what they
are up to, and hence no possibility of being baffled on this score.

The problem with this argument is that it is in a sense too pow-
erful. It slays the terrifying mythical beast of total and irremediable
incomprehensibility. But what we suffer from in our real encounters
between peoples are the jackals and vultures of partial and (we hope)
surmountable noncommunication.

In this real-life situation, Davidson’s theory is less useful, mainly
because it seems to discredit the idea of “conceptual schemes”
altogether – this in spite of the fact that the argument only rules
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out our meeting a totally unintelligible one. But in dealing with the
real, partial barriers to understanding, we need to be able to identify
what is blocking us. And for this we need some way of picking out the
systematic differences in construal between two different cultures,
without either reifying them or branding them as ineradicable. This
is what Gadamer does with his image of the horizon. Horizons can
be different, but at the same time they can travel, change, extend –
as you climb a mountain, for instance. It is what Davidson’s position
as yet lacks.

Without this, Davidson’s principle of charity is vulnerable to being
abused to ethnocentric ends. The principle tells me to make the best
sense of the other’s words and deeds as I can. In translating his words
into my language, I should render him so that as much as possible he
speaks the truth, makes valid inferences, and so on. But the issue is to
know what counts as “my language” here. It can mean the language
I speak at the moment of encounter. Or it can mean the extended
language, the one that emerges from my attempts to understand him,
to fuse horizons with him. If we take it in the first way, it is almost
certain that I will ethnocentrically distort him.

For the problem is that the standing ethnocentric temptation is to
make too quick sense of the stranger, i.e., sense in one’s own terms.
The lesser breeds are without the law, because they have nothing we
recognize as law. The step to branding them as lawless and outlaw
is as easy as it is invalid and fateful. So the Conquistadores had an
easy way of understanding the strange and disturbing practices of
the Aztecs, including human sacrifice. While we worship God, these
people worship the Devil.

Of course, this totally violates Davidson’s intent. But the problem
is that we need to understand how we move from our language at the
time of encounter, which can only distort them, to a richer language
that has place for them; from making the “best sense” in our initial
terms, which will usually be an alien imposition, to making the best
sense within a fused horizon. I cannot see how we can conceive of or
carry out this process without allowing into our ontology something
like alternative horizons or conceptual schemes. This I think marks
the superiority of Gadamer’s view over Davidson’s.

But Davidson’s argument is nonetheless very valuable, in pointing
out the dangers, even the paradoxes involved in using any such terms.
We can see this when we ask the question, what does the concept
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“scheme” contrast with? The term “content” is certainly very bad –
as though there were stuff already lying there, to be framed in
different schemes. There is certainly a deep problem here.

It belongs to the very idea of a scheme, in the sense that one
is tempted to use it in intercultural studies, that it indicates some
systematic way in which people interpret or understand their world.
Different schemes are incombinable ways of understanding the same
things.

But “what things?” runs the objection. How can you point to the
things in question? If you use the language of the target society to get
at them, then all distinction between scheme and content disappears.
But what else can you use? Well, let us say you can use our language,
that of us, the observer/scientists, about this target area. But then
we still would not have got at the “content” we share in common,
which would have to be somehow identifiable independently of both
schemes.

The point is well taken. It needs to be kept in mind in order to
avoid certain easy pitfalls, such as thinking that one has a neutral,
universal categorization of the structures or functions of all societies,
e.g., political system, family, religion, which provide the ultimately
correct description for what all the different fumbling, cultural lan-
guages are aiming at; as it were, the noumena to their phenomenal
tongues. But the notion of two schemes, one target area, remains
valid and indeed, indispensable.

Let’s go back to the case of the Conquistadores and the Aztecs.
We might say that one thing the Conquistadores had right was that
they recognized that all that ripping out of hearts in some way corre-
sponded in Spanish society to the Church and the mass, and that sort
of thing. That is, the right insight, yielding a good starting point for
an eventual fusion of horizons, involves identifying what something
in the puzzling life of an alien people can usefully be contrasted with
in ours. In Gadamerian terms, what we are doing is identifying that
facet of our lives that their strange customs interpellate, challenge,
and offer a notional alternative to.

An example will show what is at stake here. A few years ago, a
wildly reductivistic American social scientist produced a theory of
Aztec sacrifice in which it was explained “materialistically” in terms
of their need for protein. On this view, the right point of compari-
son in Spanish society would be their slaughterhouses rather than
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their churches. Needless to say, from such a starting point, one gets
nowhere.

The fruitful supposition is that what went on atop those pyramids
reflected a very different construal of an X that overlaps with what
Christian faith and practice is a construal of in Spain. This is where
thinking, enquiry, can usefully start. It has one very powerful – and
in principle challengeable – presupposition: that we share the same
humanness, and that therefore we can ultimately find our feet in
Aztec sacrifice, because it is a way of dealing with a human condition
we share. Once this is accepted, then the notion of two schemes,
same X becomes inescapable. Only we have to be careful what we
put in the place of the X.

In a general proposition, we might say: “dimension, or aspect of
the human condition.” In the particular case, it is much more dan-
gerous to specify. “Religion” would be an obvious candidate word.
But the danger is precisely that we happily take on board everything
that this word means in our world, and slide back toward the eth-
nocentric reading of the Conquistadores. So we perhaps retreat to
something more vague, such as “numinous.” But even this carries
its dangers.

The point is to beware of labels here. This is the lesson to be
learned from attacks on the scheme–content distinction. But that
the Mass and Aztec sacrifice belong to rival construals of a dimen-
sion of the human condition for which we have no stable, culture-
transcendent name, is a thought we cannot let go of, unless we want
to relegate these people to the kind of unintelligibility that members
of a different species would have for us. If rejecting the distinction
means letting this go, it is hardly an innocent step.

iii

The conception of horizons and their fusion shows how the “science”
we have of other times and people is, like the understandings we
come to, party-dependent. It will differ both with the object and the
subject of knowledge.

But how about the analogue to the other property of understand-
ings I mentioned above, that they may involve our changing our
goals? The analogous point here is that in coming to see the other
correctly, we inescapably alter our understanding of ourselves. Really



P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-06 October 5, 2001 14:26

Gadamer on the Human Sciences 141

taking in the other will involve an identity shift in us. That is why it
is so often resisted and rejected. We have a deep identity investment
in the distorted images we cherish of others.

That this change must occur falls out from the account of the
fusion of horizons. To return to our example: we come to see that
attributing “opinions” to them is distortive. But we only ever did so
originally, because it seemed to go without saying that this is what
it meant to have beliefs in certain areas. In order to get over the
distortion, we had to see that there were other possibilities, that our
way of being is not the only or “natural” one, but that it represents
one among other possible forms. We can no longer relate to our way of
doing or construing things “naively,” as just too obvious to mention.

If understanding the other is to be construed as fusion of horizons
and not as possessing a science of the object, then the slogan might
be: no understanding the other without a changed understanding
of self. The kind of understanding that ruling groups have of the
ruled, that conquerors have of the conquered – most notably in recent
centuries in the far-flung European empires – has usually been based
on a quiet confidence that the terms they need are already in their
vocabulary. Much of the “social science” of the last century is in this
sense just another avatar of an ancient human failing. And indeed,
the satisfactions of ruling, beyond the booty, the unequal exchange,
the exploitation of labor, very much includes the reaffirmation of
one’s identity that comes from being able to live this fiction without
meeting brutal refutation. Real understanding always has an identity
cost – something the ruled have often painfully experienced. It is a
feature of tomorrow’s world that this cost will now be less unequally
distributed.

The cost appears as such from the standpoint of the antecedent
identity, of course. It may be judged a gain once one has gone through
the change. We are also enriched by knowing what other human
possibilities there are in our world. It cannot be denied, however,
that the path to acknowledging this is frequently painful.

The crucial moment is the one in which we allow ourselves to be
interpellated by the other; in which the difference escapes from its
categorization as an error, a fault, or a lesser, undeveloped version of
what we are, and challenges us to see it as a viable human alterna-
tive. It is this that unavoidably calls our own self-understanding into
question. This is the stance Gadamer calls “openness.” As against



P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-06 October 5, 2001 14:26

142 c h a r l e s t a y l o r

the way I stand to what I see as an object of science, where I try
to reflect myself out of my “relation to the other . . . becoming un-
reachable by him” (TM 360). “Openness to the other, then, involves
recognizing that I myself must accept some things that are against
me, even though no one else forces me to do so” (TM 361).

Gadamer’s argument in Truth and Method deals with our under-
standing of our own tradition, the history of our civilization, and the
texts and works that belong to this. This means that what we study
will be in one way or another internal to our identity. Even where we
define ourselves against certain features of the past, as the modern
Enlightenment does against the Middle Ages, this remains within
our identity as the negative pole, that which we have overcome or
escaped. We are part of the “effective history” (Wirkungsgeschichte)
of this past, and as such it has a claim on us.

My point in this essay has been that Gadamer’s account of the
challenge of the other and the fusion of horizons applies also to our
attempts to understand quite alien societies and epochs. The claim
here comes not from their place within our identity, but precisely
from their challenge to it. They present us different and often dis-
concerting ways of being human. The challenge is to be able to ac-
knowledge the humanity of their way, while still being able to live
ours. That this may be difficult to achieve, that it will almost cer-
tainly involve a change in our self-understanding and hence in our
way, has emerged from the above discussion.

Meeting this challenge is becoming ever more urgent in our in-
tensely intercommunicating world. At the turn of the millennium,
it is a pleasure to salute Hans-Georg Gadamer, who has helped us so
immensely to conceive this challenge clearly and steadily.

note

1 “On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme,” in Inquiries into Truth and
Interpretation (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984), p. 198.
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7 Lyric as Paradigm: Hegel and
the Speculative Instance
of Poetry in Gadamer’s
Hermeneutics

i

“Art lies in its fulfillment” – “Die Kunst ist im Vollzug.” This laconic
statement from the late essay “Wort und Bild – ‘so wahr, so seiend’”
(GW 8, 391) summarizes a facet of the hermeneutic experience that
receives special emphasis in the final phase of Gadamer’s thought.
As my provisional translation suggests, the statement, in its concise
German form, defies translation. The fulfillment Gadamer has in
mind is not the act by which an artist completes a work of art but
rather that fulfillment, in the sense of a carrying out, or realization,
that occurs every time a work is understandingly read, heard, or seen.
In this essay I shall probe the hermeneutic scope of what Gadamer
calls this fulfillment, or carrying out, of the work of art. Taking a
cue from Gadamer himself, I shall use lyric poetry as the paradigm
for such fulfillment, although the conclusions reached will obtain
for Gadamer’s understanding of aesthetic experience in general. My
essay begins, then, with the cardinal features of the hermeneutic
experience as a linguistic phenomenon and then moves on to an in-
depth look at the properly speculative dimension of poetic speech.

For Gadamer, poetic language is not exceptional but rather repre-
sentative of language use in general insofar as achieves a certain ide-
ality. That ideality consists in its sustaining in itself “the continuity
of memory.” Rather than document the past in the way of a fragment,
the poetic text positively brings the past down to us as something
contemporaneous with us (TM 390–1). That is why it is said that
every genuinely poetic text addresses the present as something
present. The poetic text is therefore paradigmatic for the hermeneu-
tic experience by virtue of its interpretability: addressed to every

143
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succeeding present, it is applicable to every succeeding present. From
this it does not follow of course that the text’s meaning is merely a
function of any given present’s self-understanding. That kind of exis-
tentialist relativism is given the lie by Gadamer’s observation that in-
terpretive concepts, which succeed in bringing the “what” of a text to
light, have the paradoxical virtue of disappearing behind that “what”
(TM 398).

These two paradigmatic aspects of poetic language, its ideality,
and its applicability to every successive present, are related to the
fundamental ontology of language set forth in the second division of
the final part of Truth and Method, “The development of the concept
of language in the history of Western thought.” In the section there
on Greek thought, Gadamer investigates, on the basis of a highly dis-
criminated reading of the Cratylus, the alternative views of language
as image (eikon) and sign (semeion/semainon). He exposes the weak-
nesses of both views as they are argued in Plato’s dialogue, but he does
so, notably, in order to recuperate something of the former. Toward
the end of his discussion of Greek thought, Gadamer notes that “in
all discussion of language ever since, the concept of the image . . . has
been replaced by that of the sign . . . ” (TM 414). Gadamer is there-
fore registering an event of epochal moment when he punctuates
his treatment of ancient Greek thought with the judgment that the
critique of names in the Cratylus “is the first step toward modern
instrumental theory of language . . . Wedged in between image and
sign, the being of language could only be reduced to the level of pure
sign” (TM 418). Against this abstract view of language use, Gadamer
urges a qualified return to the sense of language as copy or image (TM
416). Clearly, what Gadamer means by image is not a copy in any
sense of equivalence of word and thing. What he intends instead is a
sense of the revelatory, or showing, power of discourse (logos), as dis-
tinct from words regarded as pure signs. If the world is only world in-
sofar as it is spoken in language, language, too, is only language to the
extent that it speaks world (TM 443). That is why, as Gadamer says,
a poetic text does not simply document a past world but positively
delivers that world to us. This, and not any arbitrary prerogative of
the present, is what makes for the text’s interpretability.

Hence, in the essay cited at the beginning, “Wort und Bild – ‘so
wahr, so seiend,’” Gadamer explicates his statement “art lies in its
fulfillment” to mean “[t]he truth that we seek in the testimony of
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art is the truth that can be attained in art’s fulfillment” (GW 8, 394).
This view of art’s truth as something that is fulfilled by the one who
contemplates it should be related to the line Gadamer draws at the
end of Truth and Method to the connection made in the Phaedrus
between participation (methexis) and the being of the beautiful as
self-presentation (TM 481). The beautiful has to be understood as an
image (eikon) that shines forth and is beheld. As Gadamer notes, in
the case of the beautiful it makes no sense to ask whether what ap-
pears in the image of the beautiful is the thing itself or a copy because
the beautiful has the purely evidential character (das Einleuchtende)
of what shines forth (Vorscheinen) (TM 483–5). By appealing to the
ancient experience of the beautiful as what in the rhetorical tradition
was called the purely evident, that which without being proven or
absolutely certain nevertheless asserts itself, Gadamer provides the
ontological basis for his own concept of “aesthetic nondifferentia-
tion” or the nondistinction “between the particular way the work
is realized and the identity of the work itself” (RB 29; see also TM
117). The epochal moment, if I may put it this way, of Gadamer’s
own recourse to the Greek concept of beauty as truth (aletheia), as
“the way in which goodness appears,” lies in his joining of that con-
cept to the issue of language (TM 487). My joining of the issue will
consist in demonstrating the relevance of poetry to Gadamer’s re-
framing of the question of aesthetics.

ii

Although widely recognized as the late twentieth century’s most
authoritative interpreter of hermeneutics, the relevance of Hans-
Georg Gadamer’s thought to literary theory and poetics has only
received intermittent attention. This is true of even such an ap-
preciative a work as Joel Weinsheimer’s Gadamer’s Hermeneutics,
which does not enter at any length into the question Gadamer al-
ways kept in view: what is the special relationship between poetic
discourse, above all the lyric, and speculative philosophy?1 This rela-
tion is essential to an understanding of Gadamer’s hermeneutics in-
sofar as Gadamer regarded poetic language as a fundamental instance
of the hermeneutic experience, not simply as one subject among
others to which hermeneutics gets applied. The hermeneutic rele-
vance of poetic discourse to philosophy lies not in its engagement of
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philosophical themes and topics but rather in the properly specula-
tive instance of its own discourse. It is with this basic thesis in mind
that one must approach Gadamer’s claim that poetry has its own
speculative character.

Approaching Gadamer’s own argument for this thesis requires a
preliminary clarification. Two developments have impeded literary
theory’s recognition of Gadamer’s contribution. First, recent theo-
ries of literature have been mainly developed with reference to nar-
rative literature at the expense of the lyric. (The influential but also
exceptional status of Paul de Man, whose works were largely de-
voted to lyric poets, marks him as a transitional figure between an
older, phenomenological, and immanentist critical method on the
one hand and poststructuralism on the other.) Second, and more im-
portant, in its most speculative forms, literary theory has tended to
give privilege of place to negativity; in particular, to the presumed re-
nunciation within poetic discourse itself of any claim to ontological
reference. In the purest forms of deconstruction, the works of Jacques
Derrida and Paul de Man, this spirit of renunciation goes back to a
reading of Mallarmé and Hegel. As regards the first development, the
privilege enjoyed by narrative has to do with the recent interest in
modes of emplotment, in the leading tropes governing a text’s order
of presentation. At the same time it is a reaction against the privi-
lege given to the lyric genre by T. S. Eliot and the New Criticism.
This criticism cannot be leveled against Gadamer inasmuch as his
preference for the lyric is founded on properly philosophical grounds
rather than on the cultural and historical prejudices that influenced
Eliot and New Criticism. This point leads me directly to the second.
Because Gadamer’s interest in the lyric is speculative, Gadamer is
deeply cognizant of the role of negativity in poetic discourse, as his
treatment of Mallarmé’s poetry – the paradigm case for the negativity
of poetic saying – makes apparent. Because I go into this discussion
below, it is sufficient here to note that Gadamer dissents from the
view, shared by deconstructionists and Sartre alike, that Mallarmé is
the poet of ontological derealization. Gadamer’s dissent, however,
is in no way simple. Far from being made from the point of view
of an aesthetic idealism, it is developed from his own well-known
understanding of Hegel’s speculative dialectic. If negation is the mo-
tor of the dialectic, nevertheless its force is never absolute. On the
contrary, where there is negation, there is always, at the same time,
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a minimal claim to ontological reality. As it pertains to Mallarmé,
Gadamer’s argument is that his poetry represents a limit case in that
it complements Hegel’s speculative dialectic. In pushing the gram-
mar of predication to the breaking point, Mallarmé imitates Hegel’s
most radical intentions in the field of logic: both push predication
to its limits, but both intend something that will not be falsified,
something indeed that both called the idea. In making this kind of
argument for the speculative relevance of the lyric, Gadamer lays out
an argument for the truth of poetry, an argument that negotiates the
straits between idealism and what must be called the dogmatic skep-
ticism of deconstructionist and much poststructuralist theorizing.

By contrast I shall be arguing here for the positive ontological
stake of poetry on the basis of several repeated claims in Gadamer’s
work. The first is his claim that poetry always has a revealing, or
“showing,” character. It is the character of poetic language to serve
as the “pledge” for that which it brings to presence in the way of
language. Gadamer makes this point by way of Hölderlin but in a
way that makes clear that what holds for Hölderlin is paradigmatic
for all poetry. Second, at least since Romanticism and certainly since
Mallarmé, poetry has been marked by a growing strangeness to the
world. The strangeness has a certain negative force that has to be
rightly gauged and understood. At stake in the negativity of modern
poetry – the examples I shall refer to here are Mallarmé and Rilke –
is not a wholesale denigration of the world but, much rather, a re-
thinking and rearticulation of worldliness. Third, and last, these two
claims are related to the interpretation given to Hegel’s aesthetics by
Gadamer. By treating these three claims together, I wish to make a
synthetic point about the speculative instance of poetry never made
as such in Gadamer’s writings.

iii

At the beginning of his essay “On the Contribution of Poetry to
the Search for Truth” Gadamer asserts that “poetry is language in a
preeminent sense” (RB 106). In the same essay he refers to Luther’s
phrase “es steht geschrieben” [“it stands written”] in order to af-
firm the completeness of the poetic word. Poetry requires nothing
beyond its own utterance to secure the reality of its language: “it
bears witness to itself and does not admit anything that might verify



P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-07 October 4, 2001 11:24

148 j . m . b a k e r , j r .

it” (RB 110). Although he does not mention it, Gadamer certainly
knows that this topos was adopted by Hölderlin in the conclusion to
his great hymn “Patmos.” There the poet names the “cultivation of
the firm letter and the interpretation of what is” as the proper office
of poetry.2 Hölderlin had anticipated the hymn’s turn of phrase in a
well-known letter of November 1802 to Casimir Böhlendorff, where
he defined “art’s highest quality” as its “holding everything steady in
itself, so that security in this sense is the highest form of the sign.”3

What is it that is thus secured and preserved in poetic speech and
what is its relevance to philosophic discourse?

Gadamer, like Heidegger before him, insists that interpretation
ideally disappears before the voice of the text. “Interpretive words
should . . . disappear after they have evoked what they mean. If one
reads the poem again, then one should not remember what has been
said about it, but rather one should have the impression: there it
stands. It is there in the words of the poem and not in what some-
one has said about it” (EPH 76). Among literary critics, this kind of
viewpoint has frequently been misunderstood to mean that a purely
receptive passivity on the part of the reader before the ideal object
of interpretation is being advocated. Or, more subtly, Gadamer is ac-
cused of advocating an iconic ideal of objective interpretation – the
text speaks finally for itself without any external aid or supplement
– that conflicts with his own hermeneutic precepts of conversation
and variability. In fact, though, neither of these seemingly critical
views comes near doing justice to Gadamer’s understanding of the
peculiar achievement of poetry. The disappearance of interpretation
is a hermeneutic moment. Not an expression of interpretation’s re-
dundancy or its factitiousness, the moment of disappearance is rather
the phase in which understanding of the poem becomes participation
in its meaning. From that moment the poem is part of us, its language
accompanying and informing our experience of the world.

When Gadamer says that poetry is language in a preeminent sense,
he directs attention to the peculiar completeness of the poetic word.
Whereas the ends of communication demand that we alter our lan-
guage if it does not achieve its intended effect, no one confronted
with a difficult poem thinks of altering its language, just as no one
confronted with a difficult saying in the Bible thinks of altering the
Biblical text. When one reads a poem, its words do not stand for
something else; they are themselves the instantiation of a presence
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that every interpretation intends but for which none is a substitute
(RB 110). Referring to Aristotle, Gadamer reasserts that “[p]oetic lan-
guage stands out as the highest fulfillment of that revealing [deloun]
which is the achievement of all speech” (RB 112).

What is this revealing? Certainly it has nothing to do with the
reference to positivities. Taking a cue from Dilthey and Heidegger,
Gadamer argues that poetry’s revealing takes place at the level of a
world. But the world the poem reveals is not dependent upon exist-
ing objects. Nor, for that matter, does it have anything to do with the
simulated wholes made available to us through increasingly refined
means of technical reproduction. Those ersatz-wholes are merely the
virtual reproduction of totalities of objects, whereas what the poem
opens up to us simulates nothing and cannot be measured against
anything else. Hence Gadamer’s deeply consistent defense of the
notion of mimesis, which, as he shows, has nothing to do with
verisimilitude or the reproduction of an original.

For the [poetic] word enjoys unlimited power and ideal perfection. Poetry is
something that is made in such a way that it has no other meaning beyond
letting something be there. There is no respect in which a linguistic work
of art has to be there for anything. It is thus properly speaking something
“made.”

But it also fulfills what we mean by mimesis in a specific way what
means . . . [for] the meaning of the word “mimesis” consists simply in letting
something be there without trying to do anything more with it. (RB 119)

Gadamer links the notion of mimesis to expressiveness and recog-
nizability. Expressivity, as he already argued in Truth and Method,
is not an internal experience made exterior but rather the capac-
ity to make an impression – to give an imprint one might say –
that we do not translate back into a psychological attitude on the
part of the artist. On the contrary, the expressiveness of art has to
do with its capacity to open up before us a possible world. Simi-
larly, Gadamer’s notion of recognizability has nothing to do with
an artistic representation’s being referred back to either a given or a
posited reality. Gadamer writes indeed that “poetry participates in
the truth of the universal” (RB 120). This comes about because art,
even when handling the contingent, frees itself from contingency,
becoming something abiding, and thus recognizable. Recognizability
does not of course preclude interpretative difficulties. Gadamer
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defines hermeneutics after all as the task that commences precisely
when the possibility of understanding has been made difficult or
questionable. Still, however difficult the access its object may be-
come, art’s representation is always in some minimal sense recogniz-
able. Hence, Gadamer’s defense in Truth and Method of the concept
of mimesis as “aesthetic nondifferentiation:” the nondistinction be-
tween what is represented and its representation. The expressiveness
of art is the presence of something meaningful and recognizable in
its own right. Herein lies the poetic and hermeneutic relevance of
Gadamer’s concept of aesthetic nondifferentiation. The instance of
aesthetic presentation, or Darstellung, is not measured according to
its difference from the represented but rather by its standing in for
the represented in such a way that the form of the represented, in
the sense of eidos, is not missed. This standing-in-for constitutes its
own form of negativity, a negativity that Gadamer positions within
the reflexive movement of thought in general instead of restricting
its relevance to the sphere of textual self-reference. A similar order
of thinking obtains for the Hegelian concept. Both are only proven
true when taken at their word.

The relevance of the principle of nonverifiability to the concept of
worldliness is exemplified by the first of Rilke’s Sonnets to Orpheus,
in which the poet immediately sets to work on his redefinition of
the Orpheus myth. No longer the magical mastery of nature, Orphic
singing now consists in the purely aural existence of what is sung.
The tree that rises up before us is the tree fashioned in the word:

Da stieg ein Baum. O reine Übersteigung!
O Orpheus singt,! O hoher Baum im Ohr!
Und alles schwieg. Doch selbst in der Verschweigung
ging neuer Anfang, Wink und Wandlung vor.
[“There arose a tree. Oh, pure transcendence!
Oh, Orpheus sings!, Oh tall tree in the ear!
And all was still. But even in this suspension
new beginnings, signs and changes were.”]

The tree, which is most purely tree, is that one that rises up in the
ear, articulated by song. This tree, purely intended like Mallarmé’s
absent flower, is not subject to verification or to doubt. In what
world, according to what criteria, would one judge the truthfulness
of this tree? Rilke’s language instances Gadamer’s assertion that the
language of modern lyric is paradigmatic precisely in the way that
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in setting something forth it also retreats back into itself. In poetry’s
moment of showing, its deloun, there resides at the same time a
moment of occlusion. For Gadamer, this moment of withholding in
showing forth is an aspect of poetry’s essential worldliness. For just as
what makes a world is not any collection of enumerable positivities,
so also what makes poetry essential language is its showing forth a
whole whose sense exceeds the grammatical or even semantic sense
of its statements.

The relevance of poetry’s speculative instance to philosophical
discourse proper remains to be defined. In several of his studies on
poetry, Gadamer refers to Husserl’s remark in Ideas Pertaining to a
Pure Phenomenology that poetry spontaneously performs the eide-
tic reduction, or epoche (RB 112). Gadamer subscribes to Husserl’s
view, but with the caution that, taken in itself, the remark consti-
tutes a half-truth. For if it is true that the poetic word accomplishes
“a spontaneous intentional fulfillment” in suspending the positive
and giving us an image raised above concrete particularity, it also
accomplishes more than this. For the poetic word accomplishes a
realization whose reality nonetheless is not dependent upon given,
empirical reality, upon what Hegel criticized as the dogma of external
perception. This comes about on account of the double movement of
poetry. In the essay “Philosophy and Poetry,” Gadamer describes the
double movement of poetic significations as follows: “There is not a
single word in a poem that does intend what it means. Yet at the same
time the word sets itself back upon itself to prevent it slipping into
prose and the rhetoric accompanying it” (RB 136). Now it may seem
that what Gadamer describes as a danger to be avoided is, from the
Hegelian perspective, precisely the destiny of poetry, namely, that
it become the prose of philosophical, or, in Hegel’s terms, scientific
discourse. But from Gadamer ’s vantage point this is only true if we
read Hegel’s philosophy in naively teleological terms as the prescrip-
tion for a certain historical development. However, if we read it in
the way that has been sketched here, that is, as a response to as well
as a criticism of Hegel, then Gadamer presents us with a sophisti-
cated hermeneutics of modern poetry, a genuine alternative to the
reading of Hegel – and of Hölderlin, Mallarmé, and modern poetry –
in Paul de Man and sundry forms of deconstruction.

In the poetic word “something is always being understood” (PL
251). However splintered and fragmented poetic language may
become, it is always presenting something to us, “always bestowing
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a certain intimacy with the world of meaning” (PL 251). In this way,
Gadamer’s hermeneutics of modern poetry preserves something of
Husserl’s phenomenological reduction. To be sure, poetry’s perfor-
mance of the reduction is not to be understood in Husserl’s exact
sense. But this is also where Gadamer’s reminder of the ideality of
poetic speech enters. What poetry presents (das Dargestellte) and
its presentation (die Darstellung) are the same. An example here
is Hölderlin’s prophetic language about the gods. We do not take
Hölderlin’s language seriously as the prediction of a future event. But
we do take it seriously as poetry, and when we do, then we recognize
the anticipation enunciated in this poetry as something already com-
pleted in the poem (PL 252). But this only comes about when we as
readers are able to let the text come forth as “an authoritative whole”
(PL 252). Gadamer calls such completed anticipation evocation. It is
the third phase of a hermeneutic process that begins with intention
and fulfillment (Husserl) and proceeds to schematization. In this pro-
cess what stands out at the end is precisely the literary text in its
written character as literature; that is, in its character as something
being written thus and not otherwise. Hence, Gadamer’s attention to
the trans-religious significance of Luther’s topos “it stands written.”
To this degree the text may be said to fold back upon itself, though
not simply in the finally trivial sense of a self-mirroring, but rather
in the sense that the language of the text acquires a stipulative force:
it provides the condition for any further mediation: “It is what is
. . . language here obtains a unique value permanence ever emerging
into its own presence” (PL 253).

Elsewhere Gadamer has referred to a “forgetfulness of language”
as a facet of aesthetic nondifferentiation: “What makes understand-
ing possible is precisely the forgetfulness of language, a forgetting of
the formal elements in which the discourse of the text is encased”
(DD 32). Here Gadamer keeps sight of a distinction that has been lost
at times in recent literary criticism, namely, the distinction between
the text as wording and the text as what is said. The latter may be
impugned of course as a version of metaphysical presence. Gadamer,
however, has rightly suggested that that there is something facile
and compulsive about deconstruction’s obsession with the matter
of presence. Hermeneutics has never made the claim that the text’s
or the author’s voice is some kind of privileged presence in which
meaning resides. Gadamer reminds us, on the contrary, that the
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poetic text is Zeitigung von Sinn: it is always the “temporalization
of meaning” as event (GW 9, 337).

Now it is precisely the event character of modern poetry that
marks it out as semantische Poesie (GW 9, 339). That the language of
modern poetry is no longer derived from legend, myth, and
salvation history, nor yet from the classical rhetorical topoi is what
names the transition from traditional to modern poetry, or, as we
shall see, from pre-Hegelian to Hegelian understanding of art. This
holds true regardless of whether a modern poet still invokes the leg-
ends or myths of the past. Poetry has become the poetry of meaning:
Where there is no longer a common experience or a common mem-
ory of events, then meaning is no longer something assumed but
rather something in need of a voice:

. . . it is the poet’s task nevertheless to bring the unity of a saying – of his
saying – to speech. A poem is and remains a gathering of meaning, even
when only a gathering of meaning fragments. The question of the unity
of its meaning remains standing as an ultimate question that receives its
answer in the poem. (GW 9, 339)

This means that poetry has, like philosophy, its speculative claim, for
it intends a certain Sinnsrichtung, or directionality. This indication
of direction however is something that only comes to be as language,
as a gathering of meaning, in the poem. Gadamer says that poetry
is always “a thinking word on the horizon of the unsaid” (ein Wort
im Horizont des Ungesagten) (GW 9, 343). As an articulation of the
unsaid, the poem is always conversation with the future, hence with
its potential reader.4

It is on account of his concern for the continuing claim of poetry
in the wake of the fragmentation of cultural memory, that Gadamer
sees a peculiar legitimacy in the project of Mallarmé’s poésie pure
(RB 136). Here Gadamer draws the parallel of Mallarmé and his her-
itage to Hegel. Pure poetry and the speculative concept share two
things in common: both represent limit cases and neither admits of
falsification. Because both operate at a maximum distance from ev-
eryday meaning and language, the eminent character of each is that
they are a priori nonfalsifiable. Neither can be controverted by an
appeal to referential or empirical reality. It is only by entering into
them, only by participating in the movement of their discourse, that
one can come to a recognition of their speculative truth.
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It is important to sketch briefly what may have motivated
Gadamer’s making reference to Mallarmé at all, a poet to whom
he otherwise gives little notice. The answer to this question lies in
Gadamer’s own observation that Mallarmé represents a limit case for
the kind of language described above. This is to say that Mallarmé
elaborated a language that seems at once to bring something other-
wise inaccessible into presence and yet to defeat any attempt to name
that presence or to assign it any reality outside the purely linguistic
structure of the work. Mallarmé’s work thus seems to confirm and
deny at once Gadamer’s claim that even the “purest” poem reveals
something, that it has a content not reducible to a perceived aesthetic
quality. This contradiction is a problem Gadamer already addressed
in Truth and Method as the problem of aesthetic differentiation: aes-
thetic differentiation gives the work of art its independent status but
in doing so abstracts the work of art from its relationship to the world
(TM 85). Gadamer’s writings after Truth and Method, however, in-
cluding the “Afterword” that appears in later editions of that work,
make clear that this representation of the problem demands a further
working out. Significantly, Gadamer has confronted this problem by
way of a recourse to Hegel’s aesthetics. Gadamer is thinking specifi-
cally of the Hegelian argument that, since the emergence of revealed
religion and of philosophy as a science (Wissenschaft), art has become
nothing but art insofar as it has been relieved of its service to religion
and myth. Yet this “nothing but” harbors its own new set of possibil-
ities for art. Above all, Gadamer sees art’s self-reflexive character as
something more essential than a sign that art, after Hegel, finds itself
in a late phase of its development. Instead, Gadamer emphasizes that
if this development represents the ending of one phase in the history
of art, it also represents a transition to a new phase. He calls this
“the transition from reflective art to the art of reflection” because in
this new phase poetry in particular moves into a newly autonomous
relation to speculative thought (TM 574). In other words it is not just
that the discourse of science, or Wissenschaft, comes into its own
with modernity, but that the language of art, for which lyric poetry
is paradigmatic, also comes into its own for the first time. Gadamer’s
reference to Mallarmé must be situated in this context, Regarding
this context, Gadamer cites Reiner Wiehl’s thesis that the common
speculative thread in poetry and dialectical thought is the concept of
action: “The lyric is the presentation of the pure speech act, not the
presentation of an action in the form of the speech act” (TM 575).
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As pure speech act, the lyric is where “linguisticality emerges as
such for the first time” (TM, 574). That Hegel himself did not ap-
preciate this potential in the lyric is not of moment. The decisive
thing, as Gadamer says, is the confluence of reflective art, or poetry’s
awareness of its own linguistic instance, with the art of reflection,
or the speculative instance as such.

In texts such as “Are the Poets Falling Silent?” (EPH 73–82),
“Poem and Dialogue” (GW 9, 335–46), and “Philosophy and Lit-
erature,” Gadamer has drawn attention to two salient features of
Hegel’s thought that are of consequence for the philosophical inter-
pretation of modern poetry. The first is what Gadamer calls the sec-
ondary and less noticed aspect of Hegel’s pronouncement; namely,
that art has not only become something past but that this pastness
has to do with art’s being definitively shorn in the modern age of its
traditional relationship to Greco–Christian religion and mythology.
The consequences of this are some of modern poetry’s outstanding
characteristics: that it has become what Gadamer calls semantische
Poesie, poetry wholly thrown back upon the resources of the word,
and that it is thoroughly marked by what Gadamer calls an extreme
discretion and reserve in any of the semantic registers formerly asso-
ciated with religion and myth. The second feature is strictly related
to the first. It is what must be called the speculative thrust of po-
etry, an idea whose groundwork was laid in Gadamer’s discussion of
speculation in Truth and Method.

More than one hundred years after the poet’s death, Mallarmé’s po-
etry remains the most enigmatical illustration of the lesson Gadamer
draws from Hegel’s aesthetics. For it is Mallarmé’s text that exem-
plifies as well as any the aestheticist claim that poetry is a self-
sufficient, or auto-telic, activity. And yet at the same time it is a
poetry that in its very negativity, in its repudiation of any reference
beyond itself except the vague “idea,” nevertheless suggests a kind of
revelation, so that we are compelled to speak paradoxically of a neg-
ative manifestation, or showing, in it. In Gadamer’s terms, poetry’s
coming into its own, its discovery of the instance of its own speech,
coincides with, or is indeed the same as, the discovery of its inherent
negativity. The result is a poetics in which the impossibility of predi-
cation becomes a constitutive, structural feature of poetic language.
Mallarmé’s poetry intends something, but it is a thing apparently
voided of all earthly or worldly qualities: “the flower absent from
every bouquet,” as he famously declared. For Gadamer, though, this
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negativity cannot, by virtue of its very linguistic character, signify
a total obliteration of the notion of showing or content. And yet to
judge from literary studies of the last several decades that has judged
to be the consequence of Mallarmé’s poetics, as if the “flexion” in
Mallarmé’s reflexivity pointed in only one direction, namely, to the
impossibility of the sign’s transcendence to anything outside its own
universe of signs. And in fact this one-sided and, in Gadamer’s terms,
decidedly unspeculative reading of Mallarméan reflexivity betrays
the “revolt” that Julia Kristeva has argued to be the defining feature
of the poet’s enterprise. Kristeva finds that Mallarmé revolutionized
the nature of the sign by fragmenting and indeed “pulverizing” the
grammar of poetic statement.5 This revolution entails, to be sure, a
moment of voiding, that hollowing out of the signifier that is now
long since the signature of poststructuralist theory. Yet it also en-
tails, as Gadamer reminds us, a moment of gathering that Mallarmé,
in a text called “Sollenité,” did not hesitate to call wealth (richesse).6

Gadamer does not dwell on the radical negativity of Mallarmé’s
project for a poésie pure for good reason. Mallarmé mistakenly be-
lieved that his discovery of an ontological nothingness, a discovery
documented in letters to his friend Henri Cazalis in the late 1860s,
was coincident with the concept of negation found in Hegel’s Logic.
Gadamer does not pursue this connection at all because his intention
is to show what is permanently valid in Mallarmé’s and Hegel’s re-
spective practice. And only at this level do their respective modes of
negation illuminate each other. The aim of Mallarmé’s pure poetry
is to say what, in any positive sense of the word, is not. Contrary
though to certain assumptions in literary theory, that aim is not co-
extensive with dogmatic assumptions about the unhinged, or “free-
floating” status of the signifier vis-à-vis the signified. That is, when
Mallarmé speaks of the power of poetic syntax to elide reference, he
does not point merely to its self-referential quality. So Mallarmé’s fa-
mous note that what a purified poetic language evokes is “the flower
missing from every bouquet” is not in fact an assertion that poetry
delights in the ringing of a bell in an ontological void. The whole
sentence in which that figure appears reads as follows:

Je dis: une fleur! et, hors de ’oubli oùma voix relègue aucun contour, en tant
que quelque chose d’autre que les calices sus, musicalement se lève, idée
même et suave, l’absente de tous bouquets.
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[“I say: a flower! and, out of the forgetfulness where my voice banishes any
contour, inasmuch as it is something other than known calyxes, musically
arises, an idea itself and fragrant, the one absent from all bouquets.”]7

An essential nuance of Mallarmé’s prose is that the thing evoked
here is not “the absent flower” but rather simply “the absent one,”
l’absente – precisely that thing, now nothing, which can only appear
as idea. This is the special generality of ontological reference that
Mallarmé’s poetry only lets rise with a severe restraint. But let it
rise it does. The negation effected by Mallarmé’s phrasings has the
effect of absence, but it is an absence “inseparable from the highest
generality of speech.”8 The elision of concrete, positive reference is
not the obliteration of reference altogether but rather the reduction
that “must take place before the word’s ’pure notion’ can emanate
from it.”9 The effect of poetic negation is to release a quality not
otherwise discernible:

A quoi bon la merveille de transposer un fait de nature en sa presque dis-
parition vibratoire selon le jeu de la parole, cependant; si ce n’est pour qu’en
émane, sans la gêne d’un proche ou concret rappel, la notion pure?

[What purpose is served by the miracle of transposing a natural fact into its
almost vibratory disappearance by means of the word’s action, however; if
it is not that there may proceed from it, without the embarrassment of an
immediate or concrete reminder, the pure notion.]10

If, as Gadamer argues, the mutual relevance of Hegel and Mal-
larmé lies in their pushing the speculative instance of philosophi-
cal and poetic discourse to their respective limits, then it follows,
as Gadamer also suggests, that their respective modes of discourse
open up a new plane of reference in the modern world, a plane of
reference that the Romantics only partially began to explore as an
expanded subjectivity.11 I quoted above Albert Cook’s remark that
the negativity or absence perceived to dwell in Mallarmé’s speech is
“inseparable from the highest generality of speech.” That remark is
actually part of a larger claim by Cook that “there is something quite
special about the ‘generality’ of signification in modern writing.”12

Gadamer’s reading of Hegel’s aesthetic develops what Cook had intu-
ited. Rather than simply take Hegel at his word that “art in its highest
calling is a thing of the past,” Gadamer gives to Hegel’s proposition
his own speculative turn. If art has taken flight from the visible,
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manifest world of cult and myth, it does not follow that art simply
disappears or that it simply continues its same mode of existence
in a diminished key. As I have noted, Gadamer’s own post-Hegelian
thesis is that art’s becoming a thing of the past, its so-called death, is
simultaneously its release into a new mode of being and signification.
The earmark of this new mode of being is precisely the diffuse and
generalized level of reference that typifies so much modern poetry
that has any kind of speculative bent. That diffuseness and invis-
ibility moreover consists in an invisibility that Gadamer observes
is the mark of a world from which the former language of cult and
myth have receded. Yet that does not mean that cult and myth are
henceforth meaningless, no more than Mallarmé’s syntactic trans-
formation of objects into musical effects means that his poetry no
longer has any referent outside itself. What it does mean is that their
abode is henceforth the invisible. This word, however, cannot be un-
derstood as the simple opposite of the visible, external, and material.
It is a matter much rather of finally grasping that things have in their
same material exteriority an invisibility that has first of all to be ar-
ticulated. To articulate that invisibility, and in that sense to “find”
it, is the appointed task of a post-Hegelian aesthetic. Gadamer’s own
speculative turn on Hegel is his insight that in ceasing to inhabit
the visible world in the traditional manner of religion and myth, art
does not cease to be art and become instead a form of philosophy but
enters rather into a new dispensation.

The poet in whom Gadamer sees this change to a new dispensation
being most thoroughly worked out is Rilke. I therefore wish to show
how what Gadamer says about Rilke illuminates his other argument
about Hegel and Mallarmé.

Gadamer has singled out “mythopoeic reversal” (Umkehrung) as
a central feature of Rilke’s poetry.13 The reversal described in Rilke’s
poetry is one from world into myth: the world of the human heart is
set over and against ourselves as a mythical world. Thus, the shock
over the death of a young person becomes the shape of the young
person him or herself; the lament or mourning that fills the human
heart becomes a shape, or figure, that the young person follows. In
other words, our own suffering gets metamorphically represented
as the suffering of another. Rilke’s angels are obviously the highest
instance of such reversal. The angels are human affect that goes be-
yond the human capacity to comprehend itself. The conclusion of
the second Duino Elegy gives a concise instance:
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Denn das eigene Herz übersteigt uns
noch immer wie jene. Und wir können ihm nicht mehr
nachschaun in Bilder, die es besänftigen, noch in
göttliche Körper, in denen es größer sich mäßigt
[For our heart overcomes us
just as it did those others. And we can no longer
gaze after it into figures that soothe it, or godlike
bodies, in which it achieves a greater restraint].14

This idea might appear to have no complement in Mallarmé, yet
there is parallel in his conversion of the particular into a general-
ity that resists denotation. Mallarmé’s generalized references are not
simply abstractions from the particular, a kind of elaborate Man-
nerist conceit. Their abstraction depends instead upon a rigorous
suspension of any ontological reference to particulars, a suspension
that rises to the level of ideas. Mallarmé practices an attenuation
of concrete reference leading to absence, but it is an absence from
which emanates l’idée même.

Gadamer’s definition of myth establishes a common ground for
the two poets’ respective endeavors: all poetic speech is myth to
the extent that it affirms itself through nothing else but its being
said (LPD 158). In this utter absorption into the moment of be-
ing said is something of the self-forgetfulness of myth. Here a spe-
cial hermeneutic problem arises to which Gadamer calls attention.
Rilke’s figures of angel, child, and lament cannot be translated back
into the experiences of which they are already translations. That
is the historical difference that separates Mallarmé and Rilke from
even as forward-looking a poet as Hölderlin. In Hölderlin the an-
tique gods serve, for the last time, as adequate vessels for the trans-
lation of human experience into mythopoeic form. Mallarmé and
Rilke, however, beginning from a recognition of the historical inade-
quacy of traditional mythology and refusing a post-Romantic expres-
sionism, project a sphere of signification that nullifies distinctions
between subject and object, inside and outside, life and death. The
passage quoted above from the second Duino Elegy says the thing ex-
actly: in being metamorphically opposed to ourselves as something
other, as something myth-like, our own heart is not simply being
figuratively transposed in the allegorical mode that traditionally in-
formed myth and religion. Once the movement of reversal is begun,
there is no way back from it but only the venturing into those open
spaces that claim Rilke’s poetry. In the same way, Mallarmé’s poetic



P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-07 October 4, 2001 11:24

160 j . m . b a k e r , j r .

objects cannot be translated back into the concrete objects from
which they are abstracted: there is only the resonant space beyond
that his evocations open up. But in each case, the mere fact of the
poem being spoken has brought something new into being. One can
only let what is articulated in these poems be present for us, and that,
for Gadamer, is what brings this poetic discourse into the neighbor-
hood of speculative discourse.

Neither Rilke nor Gadamer is suggesting that poetry does or should
become less worldly. It is a matter instead of a rethinking of the con-
cept of worldliness. Rilke’s insight, and Gadamer’s complementary
insight in his concept of reversal, is that in this new dispensation
things will not continue to exist as they once did but will be trans-
lated to an invisible level of being. What kind of dimension of being
this is, is precisely the riddle to which the Duino Elegies are ad-
dressed. In the eighth elegy, Rilke defines it in negative terms that
nevertheless affirm:

Wir haben nie, nicht einen einzigen Tag,
den reinen Raum vor uns, in den die Blumen
unendlich aufgehn. Immer ist es Welt
und niemals Nirgends ohne Nicht: das Reine
Unüberwachte, das man atmet und
unendlich weiß und nicht begehrt
[We never have, not for a single day
that pure space before us, into which flowers
endlessly open: always there is world,
and never nowhere without no: that pure,
unsuperintended element one breathes
and endlessly knows and never covets].15

By opposing “world” here to “pure space,” Rilke executes his own
dialectical reversal. For it is obvious that Rilke is not abjuring or
depreciating the phenomenality of the world. Instead, he is unfold-
ing its hidden side: the pure draft of the open against which things –
flowers, for example – first emerge. What is worldly is negated by this
“pure space” but in being negated it is also released into an openness
that is endlessly open. Rilke’s flowers that endlessly bloom may re-
mind us of Mallarmé’s absent flower. These are not mere abstractions
from the world of objects and things but rather projections of a sig-
nifying space in which worldly objects are both saved and annulled.
This is the subject on which I want to dwell by way of a conclusion.16
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iv

That poetry since Hegel has become a more inward art coincides
with the severance of poetry from the discourse of religion and myth.
This severance has undeniably resulted in a poetry more modest in
its claims on public attention. Paradoxically, however, it has also
resulted in a poetry more radical in its purchase upon the world. Not
the least of Gadamer’s contributions is his detection in Rilke, a poet
surely ignorant of Hegel, of an answer to the Hegelian prophecy on
the future of art that is simultaneously a speculative working out of
that prophecy.

In his essay “On the Contribution of Poetry to the Search for
Truth” Gadamer draws the connection between poetry’s speculative
relevance and the concept of world. There he links poetry to an Ein-
hausung, or making oneself at home, specifying though that what
appears in the poem “is not the world nor this or that thing in the
world” (RB 115). This passage is worth pausing over on account of
Gadamer’s very careful phrasing. For Gadamer actually distinguishes
the moment of poetic showing from this process of sharing a world.
He says in fact that poetry stands over against this process, “like a
mirror held up to it” (RB 115). This is a most telling choice of words.
What Gadamer means here is not, as the words quoted already at-
test, that poetry reproduces the appearances of the world. On the con-
trary, the mirroring that poetry does has the sense of speculation that
Gadamer first examined in the final part of Truth and Method. Po-
etry is speculative discourse in that standing over against the world
it opens up to us the “nearness or familiarity” in which something
like a world can be first be experienced and become the object of
sharing. Poetic language is in this “eminent” sense language: it dis-
closes not a world so much as the being of world, the phenomenon of
worldliness. It is this feature of poetic language that keeps it in the
neighborhood of speculative language. This naturally does not mean
that there are no criteria for establishing poetic worth. What a poem
offers may turn out to be hollow – as Gadamer says, it may merely
sound like poetry, be a mere echo of poetry. But as poetic discourse
it is not, in itself, falsifiable (RB 139).

Moreover, this articulation of experience is never sufficient to it-
self, but instead always intends something beyond itself: “Every-
thing that goes under the name of language always refers beyond
that which achieves the status of a proposition” (DD 25). This idea
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is implicit to all great poetry but it has received a particular rele-
vance in the modern poetry of, say, Hölderlin, Mallarmé, T. S. Eliot,
and Paul Celan, where what is said is crafted from the beginning as
fragmentary utterance. This gives rise to the paradoxical but
thoroughly consistent hermeneutic tenet that when we do not un-
derstand what is said in the poetic text, we must return to the text
itself. Returning to the text, though, is only productive as long as
we are willing to be transported into that other realm, the beyond
of language that the poetic text reveals: “ . . . Everything that is fixed
in writing refers back to what was originally said, but must equally
as much look forward; for all that is said is always already directed
toward understanding and includes the other in itself” (DD 34). For
this reason Gadamer says of poetic texts that they “are only au-
thentically there when they come back into themselves,” a phrasing
reminiscent of Heidegger’s thesis in “The Origin of the Work of Art”
that works of art, in bringing forth a world, simultaneously retreat
into a space that he calls “earth.” Both point to a basic feature of lit-
erary art: as language poetry is oriented toward sense and meaning,
but as art it entertains a peculiar kind of self-insistence. In literature,
the teleology of meaning is discernible but limited. Here a certain
overlap with the deconstruction of Paul de Man is noticeable, and
yet we must be on our guard. For Gadamer it does not follow that the
concept of meaning is therefore totally overturned, making it impos-
sibly unreliable. It means, on the contrary, that we are compelled to
find the text’s meaning in itself, in its own peculiar mode of bringing
to presence that which admits of no other saying than in speculation.

This point requires further refinement. In reasserting the internal
teleology of the work of art, Gadamer revisits the Kantian aesthetic
and its formula of a finality without purpose. Never content though
with the pure negativity of the Kantian formula, Gadamer found a
certain corrective and expansion in Hegel. As Charles Taylor points
out, in Hegel’s thought, Kant’s finality without purpose becomes
“self-purpose.”17 In this way art participates in the internal teleol-
ogy of Geist and becomes an agent of “ontological vision.” This is
what Taylor calls the “expressivist” dimension of Hegel’s thought,
precisely the thing missing in the Kantian aesthetic. Gadamer picks
up this same motif in Hegel with his idea that the work of art does
not represent something but rather shows it, presents it. In Taylor’s
resumption of Hegel, art is a mode of consciousness of the Idea, not
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its representation. Because art is an embodiment of the Idea rather
than its conceptual expression, there is no standard or measure ex-
ternal to the work by which it can be judged or measured. As already
noted, though, that is not a merely negative proposition. Because, as
Gadamer says, “[t]he whole of being and its categorical conceptual-
ization is nowhere given,” the whole of the relation of being is only
articulate in the nonfalsifiable discourse of speculation, whether the
discourse of poetry or that of philosophy (PL 257).

In the time elapsed since Hegel the space in which poetry is heard
and received has of necessity grown smaller and more modest as well.
In this modesty is a clue to Gadamer’s interest in Rilke, whom he
interprets in a more cautious and in some respects more instructive
manner than does Heidegger. As we have seen, Gadamer draws atten-
tion to the fact that in Rilke the invisible realm has become the home
of poetry. If, as Rilke says, things have lost the presence they once had
in our world, they can only regain that status at the other, enhanced
level of poetic speech. In this way, Rilke responds for Gadamer to
the challenge implicitly issued by Hegel and Mallarmé. And here
the two sides of Gadamer’s interest in the instance of lyric discourse
are revealed to have a common root. Modern poetry’s apparent in-
ward turn, its apparent concern with itself alone, is actually the sign
of poetry having entered its own sphere. Its separation from religion,
myth, and the visible world itself marks the beginning, not the end,
of its self-realization, a self-realization in which it shares with spec-
ulative discourse a transcendence of the limits of verification.

In this context, it is worth underlining the fact that when Gadamer
observes that the Hegelian prophecy on the future of art is predicated
on an uncoupling of art’s historical relationship to cult and religion,
he is not simply repeating the aestheticist view that art can displace
religion. Nor is he taking Arthur Danto’s view that the destiny of the
work of art is to become philosophy.18 Even where that might appear
to happen, as in Mallarmé, the equivalence is not simple. Gadamer’s
reading of Hegel is dialectical, and indeed in a way that necessarily af-
fects a reading of Mallarmé. Gadamer’s interpretations of Hölderlin
and Rilke show that the historical uncoupling of poetry and reli-
gion, indeed of poetry and myth, is at once an undoing and a trans-
formation of that relationship so that the religious element finds a
new home in the inward dimension of poetic speech. Of course, this
further dialectical turn that Gadamer gives to Hegel goes beyond
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Hegel himself. And yet it also preserves, in an eminent manner, an
integral aspect of Hegel’s aesthetic. For Gadamer, as for Hegel, poetry
“after” Hegel – “after,” because this is in fact poetry beginning with
Hölderlin – is in its vocation (Bestimmung) more truly philosophical
than it ever had been in the past. Where Gadamer naturally differs
from Hegel is in his insight that poetry’s realization of its speculative
vocation takes place not in the medium of prose but precisely in the
medium of lyric. The genre that has traditionally been regarded as
the most musical and inward of the literary genres is the genre in
which in late modern times the speculative relevance of poetry is
most originally broached.

I have tried here to expand the parameters of Gadamer’s Hegel
interpretation by placing special emphasis on the relevance of po-
etry’s speculative instance to the theme of worldliness. In this I have
sought to correct a certain misunderstanding. The privative nature
of much of the greatest modern poetry – its air of jealously guarded
reserve, especially with respect to the sacred and to any reality tran-
scending the language of the poem – has misled more than a few into
the belief that modern poetry seeks an estrangement from the world.
Gadamer, however, understands that that poetry’s reserve is actually
its way of refounding a notion of worldliness. Rilke articulated that
need for a refounding in the seventh Duino Elegy:

Nirgends, Geliebte, wird Welt sein, als innen.
Unser Leben geht hin mit Verwandlung.
Und immer geringer schwindet das Außen
[Nowhere, beloved, will there be world but within.
Life passes with transformation.
And, ever diminishing,
The world outside fades away].

By this point it should go without saying that what Rilke means
by “within” (innen) is not a Romantic interiority. Neither interior
nor exterior, Rilke’s innen corresponds to the plane of significa-
tion adumbrated but, as Gadamer shows, only partially grasped in
Hegel’s Aesthetics. Poetry’s participation in the severance of logos
from myth and cult does not spell what Gadamer calls the silenc-
ing (Verstummung) of the poets but rather the release of poetry into
a new dispensation. The Hegelian dialectic and Mallarmé’s poésie
pure confirm that this new dispensation works indefectibly under
the sign of negation, yet with a new twist. Once again, it is Rilke,
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who certainly knew nothing of Hegel, who supplies the adequate
word:

Immer ist es Welt
und niemals Nirgends ohne Nicht.
[Always it is world
and never nowhere without negation.]

This “nowhere” that would nevertheless be without negation, ohne
nicht; this nowhere that is a negation beyond absence, this is what
names the post-Hegelian space in which worldliness may henceforth
abide. Worldliness having been made more and more tenuous by the
universal commodification of all objects and goods, it becomes the
place of poetry to return to objects a world in the space of poetry. As
Gadamer shows, that is a linguistic turn of another kind.
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10 Mallarmé, p. 174.
11 This “expanded subjectivity,” a phrase I take from Novalis, is treated by

Charles Taylor in Sources of the Self as the “expressivist” current in mod-
ern culture. According to Taylor, the expressivist need has nourished the
Romantic and post-Romantic tradition of “epiphanic art,” that gives a
form to experience not otherwise available in the world. Taylor locates
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8 Gadamer, the Hermeneutic
Revolution, and Theology

the contemporary revolution
in hermeneutics

The twentieth century’s hermeneutic revolution marks the third
great turning point in the development of hermeneutics in West-
ern culture.1 Its founders were the theologian Karl Barth and the
philosopher Martin Heidegger. In his fundamental book, Truth and
Method, Gadamer acknowledges that Martin Heidegger is the fons
et origo of this great turning point in hermeneutics.

The first turning point came after the establishment of the canon
of Sacred Scripture and the dogmatic creeds of the great ecumeni-
cal councils, with Augustine of Hippo’s De Doctrina Christiana.
This work on biblical interpretation shaped the world of Christian
learning, including medieval and early Reformation theology. Its
hermeneutics was rooted in liturgical practice, especially baptism
and eucharist, and in the Christian praxis of love.2 It took creeds and
a dogmatic theological context for granted. It was a hermeneutics of
consent.3

The second great turning point in Western hermeneutics arrived
with the Enlightenment and received its classic expression in Baruch
Spinoza’s Theologico-Political Treatise.4 In time, and through Marx,
Nietzsche, and Freud, it has become known as the hermeneutics
of suspicion.5 From the eighteeth century to the present this ap-
proach has dominated historical method and the critical retrieval of
historical texts, church history, and the history of dogma indepen-
dent of the auspices of ecclesiastical authority. Gotthold Lessing’s
“gaping abyss,” which historical–critical method tries to close, was
created when the presuppositions of Enlightenment epistemology

167
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formulated by the early modern thinkers Descartes, Locke, and
others – the subject-object split and the ‘problem of the bridge’ – were
applied to the relationship between the contingencies of history and
the truths of faith.

Later, Kant sought the limits of reason in order either to “make
room for faith” or to “eliminate faith,” the word aufräumen in the
Vorrede to edition B of The Critique of Pure Reason is ambiguous.
In any case, Kant provided philosophical underpinnings for the clas-
sical Protestant doctrines of sola fide, sola gratia, and sola scrip-
tura. His thought led to liberal Protestant difficulties with relativism
(e.g., Troeltsch’s ‘Christ without absolutes’), historicism (e.g., the so-
called quest for the historical Jesus from Strauss through Harnack
and Schweitzer to Bultmann, and after) and subjectivism (as in the
grounding of theology by Albrecht Ritschl and Wilhelm Hermann
on ‘religion within the limits of reason alone,’ reducing it to imag-
ination and subordinating it to morality).6 These liberal approaches
to theology nourished the Kulturprotestantismus against which Karl
Barth rebelled on the eve of World War I.7

Karl Barth and Martin Heidegger inaugurated integral hermeneu-
tics, which incorporates both the hermeneutics of consent and the
hermeneutics of suspicion. Barth’s revolt was sparked by his discov-
ery in 1914 that theologians and teachers he admired were among
the ninety-three signatories to a blatant manifesto in support of
the Kaiser’s war policies.8 Barth’s position relied on the writings
of the later Schelling’s Danish Lutheran student, Søren Kierkegaard.
From invective against the bourgeoisification of the Danish Lutheran
church through critique of Hegel, to his depiction of the existential
plight of the New Testament interpreter in Concluding Unscientific
Postscript, Kierkegaard’s works were causing a sensation in the world
of German-speaking philosophy and theology (HW 2).

Kierkegaard profoundly influenced the early dialectical theology
of Barth’s Epistle to the Romans (1919).9 The rallying point of the
hermeneutic revolution initiated by Barth’s commentary on Romans
(and documented in the prefaces he wrote for its successive editions)
is the German, Sachkritik.10 The German word Sache means thing,
subject matter, content, business, real issue at stake (in Latin, res or
causa). The word Sache recurred when Husserl and the phenomeno-
logical movement made “Zu den Sachen selbst!” or “Back to the
things themselves,” the motto for their revolt against dominant neo-
Kantianism.11
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In theological hermeneutics, Sachkritik means moving from the
past of the text to the present situation of preaching through con-
tact with the reality about which the text is speaking. In philoso-
phy, Husserl accused the neo-Kantians of beginning with the roof.
He resolved to begin with the foundations by not using the vague
and unverifiable abstractions of academic psychologism and neo-
Kantian theories of consciousness, but returning to what can be
shown experientially. Husserl focused on the phenomenology of per-
ception, which he eventually developed in a Fichtean, transcendental
direction.

“Back to the things themselves” was more profoundly interpreted
by Husserl’s student and research assistant, Martin Heidegger. He
wondered about the ontological status of Husserl’s transcendental
ego, thereby radicalizing the phenomenological movement.12 He re-
garded the import of Sache through the prism of two Greek words
that denote more than the isolated objects of sense perception privi-
leged by Husserl: pragmata (objects constituted through action), and
pathemata tes psyches (objects of deep practical concern).13 Here the
Sache of theological Sachkritik met the Sache of phenomenology.

The concerns of the greatest Protestant theologian and the most
influential twentieth century philosopher came together in a revolu-
tion in the reading of the classic texts of Western culture. Barth and
Heidegger agreed that our concrete solution to the problem of living
is integral to our interpretation of any classic text; careful reading
engages the way we personally and communally ask the practical
and political question about the right way to live in order to resolve
the issue of what is of utmost concern to us.

the christian roots and ambiguous
relationship to aristotle of
heidegger’s revolution

Heidegger’s Being and Time (1927) was about “fundamental ontol-
ogy,” even though most philosophers since Kant held that you just
do not do ontology. Ontology means the transformation of premod-
ern metaphysics or philosophy of being qua being initiated by
Scotus, resumed in early modern times by Francisco Suarez, and car-
ried on after Leibniz in the Schulmetaphysik of Kant’s predecessors,
Alexander Baumgarten and Christian Wolff.14 Kant had demolished
ontology as a precritical science of being, because ontology did not
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satisfactorily answer the question about knowing (How do we know
we know?). Why, then, was Heidegger concerned with ontology?

Heidegger’s preoccupation with ontology is related to his Roman
Catholic provenance, and early contact with the Suarezian “man-
ual tradition” in Catholic theology.15 As a young student he read
Brentano’s 1862 book about the multiple significance of being ac-
cording to Aristotle and his teacher Carl Braig’s Vom Sein. Abriss
der Ontologie (1896). Although he started under the auspices of Ro-
man Catholic scholastic philosophy, his doctoral dissertation on psy-
chologism’s doctrine of judgment (1914) was also influenced by neo-
Kantianism, especially Hermann Lotze’s notion of logical validity as
distinct from existence. In his habilitation on De modis significandi
(a work then attributed to Duns Scotus) this neo-Kantian influence
expanded beyond Heinrich Rickert to Emil Lask. He reduced the Sco-
tist doctrine of the categories and of meaning to a theory of meaning
rooted in a neo-Kantian reinterpretation of the traditional transcen-
dentals (the true, the good, the one). The transcendentals penetrate
all the categories we use in saying something about anything; for the
neo-Kantian transcendental philosophy of consciousness, they con-
stitute the meaning of objectivity (the meaning of any object). With
Lask’s help, Heidegger explored how the meaning of being, or of the
Being of beings, can be presented to us in and through the validity
of judgment.16 Heidegger’s 1916 conclusion to that work invoked
Husserl’s notion of intentionality to argue the need to go beyond
transcendental logic to a phenomenology of the judging subject in
order to fill in the lacunae of Scotist (and scholastic) metaphysics
and neo-Kantian epistemologies.

Tracing the paths from Heidegger’s early works to Being and
Time is an adventure for those interested in the achievements of
Heidegger’s most influential students from those years: Hannah
Arendt, Hans-Georg Gadamer, Karl Löwith, Leo Strauss, and
Gerhard Krüger. Before the posthumous publication of most of
Heidegger’s early courses from Freiburg and Marburg, and from
Freiburg again, there were inklings of their content in his curricu-
lum vitae and published letters, in the witness of older students,
in intellectual biographies by Otto Pöggeler and William Richard-
son, and later, in information gleaned by scholars with access to cer-
tain scripta of the young Heidegger, such as Karl Lehmann, Thomas
Sheehan, and Jacques Taminiaux. More recently, Hugo Ott, Theodore
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Kisiel, and John van Buren have filled in the details of the itinerary
to his magnum opus, going beyond the earlier focus on Heidegger’s
tutelage to and criticism of his older contemporary, Edmund Husserl.
These more recent findings cast new light on Heidegger’s path “From
One Idea of Phenomenology to the Other,” in Taminiaux’s phrase.17

Heidegger struggled to break free from the dogmatic metaphysics
of the Roman Catholic scholastic philosophy and theology in which
he was inculturated, by recovering primitive or primal Christianity –
a deepened sense of the unmanipulable momentousness of grace that
arrives “like a thief in the night” (1 Thessalonians 5:2).18 In his matu-
rity he said he was “driven onto the path of thought especially by the
question about the relationship between the Word of Holy Scripture
and theological-speculative thought.”19 Heidegger also had a fateful
encounter with Aristotle.20

By 1919, Heidegger’s break from the dogmatic metaphysics of
Roman Catholic scholastic philosophy was complete.21 He wrote
to Fr. Engelbert Krebs on 9 September 1919: “Epistemological in-
sights encroaching upon the theory of historical knowledge have
made the system of Catholicism problematic and unacceptable to
me – but not Christianity and metaphysics (though the latter in a
new sense) . . . .”22 From the time of his War Emergency Seminar and
Summer Semester courses of 1919 and his initial firsthand readings
of Aristotle, he began to withdraw from both Husserl’s option for
Philosophy as a Rigorous Science (1911), and from the alternative
neo-Kantian philosophies, comprehensive world-view philosophies,
or philosophies of life.23 This is documented in the 1920 lectures,
“Phänomenologie der Anschauung und des Ausdrucks.”24 Philoso-
phy is rooted in the basic experience of concern for itself and its
motive is the restlessness of one’s own Dasein. Facing this motive
evokes the definitive breakthrough to facticity, faktisches Leben,
“the full, concrete, historical, factical [faktische] self, accessible to
one’s own historically concrete experience.”25 The sheer earnestness
is spellbinding: “The genuine foundation of philosophy is the radi-
cal existential grasp and the precipitation in time of questionability;
to call oneself and one’s life and one’s decisive performances into
question is the basic concept of every and even of the most radical
illumination.”26 From then on, it was said, “the name [of Heidegger]
travelled throughout the whole of Germany like the rumor of a hid-
den king.”27
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During most of the period before the publication of Being and
Time, Heidegger focused on facticity – human being in its contin-
gency as concretely available to us – with a view to elaborating the
structures of concrete caring (Sorge).28 His aim was to depart from
the concreteness of our experience of the world mediated by meaning
in order to discover the proper mode of human facticity’s givenness –
its accessibility and its adequate expression. He was determined to
discover terms and relations that would be adequate to and not de-
form the original complex of concrete experience in its matrix of
motives and tendencies.

Heidegger’s meditation on the theory of categorial intuition in
Husserl’s sixth Logical Investigation helped him to “conceive of
Being as beyond beings, yet manifesting itself in an understand-
ing of Being which permeates all our comportments.”29 In his phe-
nomenology, Husserl wanted to establish “philosophy as a rigorous
science” by means of a transcendental reduction to the apodictic-
ity of self-consciousness; he erected a program of “constitutive”
phenomenology based on the evidence of the transcendental ego.
Wilhelm Dilthey, who thought he could achieve a critique of his-
torical consciousness by combining Schleiermacher’s hermeneutics
with a neo-Kantian epistemology of historiography, helped Heideg-
ger link his own radical break with Husserl to the hermeneutical
disciplines of theology and history. Henceforth, the hermeneutics of
facticity is the beginning of philosophy.30

For Heidegger, Dasein is not a Cartesian subject but a being-
present-to-a-world constituted by meaning. That odd term “factic-
ity” (first used in theological debates concerning Christian belief
in the Resurrection) points to everything about our experience that
resists understanding and clear and precise conception. Instead of
consciousness or self-consciousness in the Kantian sense of those
terms, facticity highlights Dasein’s existence as a compact interplay
between motivation (Rück-griff) and anticipation or spontaneous
tending-towards (Vor-griff). Its meaning therefore is performative, an
enactment (Vollzug) that relates (Bezug) motives to tendencies. Con-
cepts or definitions (Begriff) and sense perceptions (Anschauung) are
relatively minor parts of human life as inherently meaningful and
concretely expressing itself. As meaningful, life speaks its own lan-
guage and expresses itself in concrete situations. Life experiences
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itself and understands itself concomitantly with and through its
anticipatorily structured flow, in an implicit, tacit, and nonthematic
reflexiveness. This combination of performance and relating consti-
tutes history as meaningful.31

Dilthey also drew Heidegger’s attention to Graf Yorck von
Wartenburg.32 Wartenburg’s concern for “historicity” led him to the
young Luther’s evangelical fides ex auditu, which Heidegger took as
a model for philosophy as cooperating with and accompanying one’s
personal life experience in a mode of heightened vividness and interi-
ority. He appreciated primitive Christianity’s insight into the primor-
diality of self-experience and into the fact that “life has the character
of a coming to a head in the Selbstwelt.”33 From Luther, Heidegger
learned the contrast between the theologia gloriae, which turns the
wine of the passion and death of Christ into the water of Aristotelian
metaphysics, and the theologia crucis, which clings to life in the
shadow of the cross. Luther, Paul, Augustine, and Kierkegaard taught
him about the crucial condition of “fallenness.”34

In particular, Augustine’s inquietum cor helped Heidegger realize
that what typifies the self as the Grund-situation and -erfahrung
of philosophy is the restlessness (Beunruhigung) of human presence-
to-self-in-the-world. The troubledness or persistent concern
(Bekümmerung) of factual, lived experience is philosophy’s point
of departure and return; to begin with, it is conscious and opera-
tive (actu exercito) and not objectively known. It is Vollzugssinn,
the meaning immanent in what we do, perform, suffer – what we
encounter in our depression and elation.35

Heidegger saw in Augustine’s contrast of the two modes of con-
cern for life an example of either access to performative meaning
or loss of it through misguided attempts to objectify it: detached,
noble appreciation of beauty and goodness (frui); or utilitarian ex-
ploitation (uti). Heidegger’s analysis of facticity also integrated other
Augustinian motifs from Confessions X: becoming a question to one-
self (quaestio mihi factus sum [chapter 33]); becoming a burden to
oneself (oneri mihi sum [chapter 28]) because of temptation; and be-
coming sensitive to the conditions that lead to our being defluxus in
multum or distracted by the multiplicity of various possibilities and
meanings. Heidegger took up Augustine’s chaste fear (timor castus),
which led eventually to the role of the this-worldly experience of
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death in his thought. In time, Heidegger would remove the focus of
unrest about one’s own life from the Christian context of revelation,
grace, and the forgivenness of sins.

When Heidegger turned to Aristotle, he became convinced of the
so-called “a-theistic” character of philosophy: It is

“atheistic” not in the sense of a materialism or any similar theory. Any
philosophy that is what it is and understands itself, has to know, as the
factical How of its life-interpretation (and precisely when in doing so it
still has a presentiment of God) that, in religious terms, the performative
wresting back of its life is a raising the hand against God. Only in this way
does it maintain its honor, i.e., in accord with the possibility before God
available to it as such; here atheism conveys: holding oneself free from the
misguided state of concernedness that merely discusses religiosity.36

In Heidegger’s elaboration of the hermeneutical situation for reading
Aristotle, the language of restlessness and concern (Beunruhigung,
Bekümmerung) gave way to that of care (Sorge); the entanglements of
temptation and the burden (molestia) weighing on Augustine’s self as
a question to itself were displaced by neutral, existential categories of
life. We still may overhear Paul, Augustine, and Luther in Heidegger’s
meditative exegesis on Nicomachean Ethics II, 5 (1106b, pp. 28–34)
that became the central motif of his Aristotelian reorientation.37 The
passage in Aristotle reads:

Again, it is possible to fail (harmartanein) in many ways (for evil belongs
to the class of the unlimited, as the Pythagoreans conjectured, and good
(agathon) to that of the limited), while to act rightly (kathortoun) occurs in
one way only (monachos). (Hence the one is easy, the other difficult: it is
easy to miss the mark, hard to hit it.) And for this reason it is characteristic
of vice (tes kakias) to have excess (huperbole) or defect (elleipsis), and of
virtue (tes d’aretes) to hold to a mean (mesotes).

The hermeneutic situation for reading Aristotle was flawed by dif-
ferent ways of “missing the mark” (hamarteinein, Verfehlen): just as
in their living, people become lost in the multitude of possible and
purportedly meaningful pursuits, and yield to what is “easy,” philo-
sophically trained interpreters were proponents of the then popular
philosophies of value, or of life, or of science.38

When specifying the heart of factical life as care (Sorge), the young
Heidegger immediately adds, “Living is caring, and the inclination
is to make-it-easy-for-ourselves, to escape.”39 If human living bears
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within itself an inevitable inclination (Neigung) toward ruin
(Ruinanz), philosophical interpretation must resist the drift toward
ruin – a countermovement enacted in making one’s own the mode
of access to what can be questioned.40 “This fundamental direction
of philosophical inquiry is the object in question, factical life, not
as imposed or clamped on from outside, but to be understood as the
explicit grasp of a basic having-been-set-in-motion (Bewegtheit) of
factical life, which exists in such a manner that it is concerned about
its Being in the concrete time-conditioned generation (Zeitigung) of
its Being, and that is also the case wherever it goes astray.”41 If we
cannot attain lucid self-transparency, we can penetrate our inclina-
tion toward fallenness, become aware of escape routes into illusory
safety, and have the courage to risk the restlessness of life in the
recognition that putative points of repose are delusory. As Gadamer
writes:

Life is inclination, tendentiousness, covering over of its distance in relation
to what it is persistently concerned about, and so seals itself off against
itself that it does not come to light itself. In the facticity of care, cover-up
of distance, yes, of the ‘now this, now that’ character of living, the task is
posed to our performative thinking itself, to Dasein itself, to turn inward.42

This tension built into Dasein presages Being and Time on au-
thenticity and inauthenticity. Even as Heidegger makes Rilke’s con-
viction that “one lives so badly because one always arrives in the
present unfinished, incapable, distracted” his own, the explicitly re-
ligious context of sin and grace and repentance as disclosed by faith
vanishes altogether. In the end, says Gadamer,

It may be questionable how much the word ‘Faktizität’ still possessed reli-
gious connotations for Heidegger as well. But it is certain that precisely in
the area of religion the limits of apriorist thought were co-present. Above
all, surely, ‘Hermeneutik der Faktizität’ means that the self-interpretation
of factually concrete life constitutes Dasein as human, and it is what any
philosophizing must attach itself to.43

Of central importance for Gadamer, Aristotle helped Heidegger
to transpose the ontological problematic of meaning from the neo-
Kantian context of transcendental logic to the transcendental-ontic
conception of the notion of the object.44 The formerly Catholic
Heidegger returned to an Aristotle freed from the neo-Thomism
spawned by Aeterni Patris (1879) for aid in clarifying his task apart
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from revealed teachings and detached from any tradition that might
have compelled him to trim his teaching to reconcile it with such
truths.45

Heidegger frequently analyzed the dianoetic virtues in Book VI of
Nicomachean Ethics. For Gadamer, Aristotle’s distinction between
poiesis and praxis (as in Heidegger’s Winter 1924–5 Marburg lectures
on Plato’s Sophist) is a heuristic key to Heidegger’s articulation of
fundamental ontology. Aristotle states in the Politics (1254a) that
“the mode of being of humans does not consist in producing (poiesis),
but acting (praxis).”46 In poiesis, a circumscribed clarity verging on
univocity characterizes the object of production. This quality of ex-
actitude (akribeia) governs the productive process from the concep-
tion of the plan through the choice of materials and tools to the
completion of the product, which, as external to the producers, is
the model for all that can be predicted and controlled (NE 1141a 30).
The attitude proper to every aspect of production (plan, means/ends
relationships, goal, execution, and completion) correlates with the
“horizon of Vorhandenheit,” whose primacy in the premodern and
modern philosophic tradition Heidegger criticized.

The horizon of Vorhandenheit is manifest in modern philosophy’s
“turn to the subject,” which privileged the question about know-
ing over the question about being, and took the shape of episte-
mology (in German, Erkenntnistheorie) (PH 130–81). Philosophy’s
first question became, How do we know we know the really real?
Assumptions shared by Descartes, Kant, and the neo-Kantians mo-
tivate the epistemological question: (1) the subject/object split, as
in Descartes’ division between res cogitans and res extensa; and
(2) the “problem of the bridge,” in which the consciousness of the
knower is imagined to be a container, and objects to be known are
imagined to be “already-out-there-now.” Vorhandenheit privileges
images of presence as “already-out-there-now” or “already-in-here-
now,” where consciousness is “already-in-here-now.” The issue is
either how knowing “gets out there” validly? or how it “gets the
objects in here”?

Heidegger interprets the premodern logical ideal of science ex-
plicated in Aristotle’s Posterior Analytic in terms of the horizon
of Vorhandenheit.47 He conflates the qualities of univocity, perma-
nence, and distantiation proper to the bios theoretikos – sophia
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(theoretical wisdom) and episteme (science) – with poiesis.48 Logical
technique’s emphasis on the abstract universality and necessity
proper to precisely and explicitly defined terms, and on the rigor
and consistency of inference via correctly formed syllogisms exer-
cised, such an imaginative power over philosophical endeavor that
abstract deductivism and conceptualism, became the hallmarks of
true knowledge.49 A residue of this imbalance in the logical control
of meaning, which handles only the domain of the static and closed,
is the premodern deductivism of Scotus and Ockham and the modern
stress on “system.”

The web of presuppositions proper to the horizon of Vorhanden-
heit combines the “already-out-there-now” image of objectivity and
the “already-in-here-now” image of consciousness with the static
and closed character of exclusively logical control.50 Focusing solely
on the products of the mind’s operation, it prescinds from all the
preconceptual, prepredicative, informal, and tacit factors in the per-
formance of understanding and judging correctly. Heidegger disman-
tles this dominative project rooted in an antecedent willingness to
gain technical control over the entire range of human aspiration: to
subject all of living and being to Verfügbarkeit – manipulative con-
trol and massive possessiveness. The human subject becomes the
isolated lord and master of reality.

Under the sway of the horizon of Vorhandenheit, philosophers
installed either a mistaken notion of object (in the case of the an-
cients) or an equally mistaken notion of subject (modern philosophy
after Descartes) at the center of their enterprise. They were oblivious
to the question about Being whose scope is radically disproportionate
to that horizon.

Gadamer shows that Heidegger exploited Aristotle’s criticism of
Plato’s Idea of the Good as separate and immutable, to deconstruct
Vorhandenheit (GW 2, 484–7). Projected into the beyond in accord
with a this-worldly “already-out-there-now” object, the idea of the
good epitomizes forgetfulness of the meaning of Being. In Heideg-
ger’s critique of the history of philosophy’s collapse of Being into
Vorhandenheit, Aristotle’s phronesis as an allo genos gnoseos (an-
other kind of knowledge distinct from techne, and from nous, sophia,
and episteme) functions as a model for the hermeneutics of facticity.51

In Gadamer’s words:
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The elucidation of the modes of being true in Book VI of ‘Nicomachean
Ethics’ had for Heidegger this significance above all, that the primacy of
judgment, of logic, and of ‘science’ for the understanding of the facticity
of human living reached a decisive delimitation in this text. An allo genos
gnoseos came into its own right, which does not know objects and does
not wish to be objective knowledge, but rather intends the clarity proper
to factically lived Dasein. So besides Aristotle’s Ethics the Rhetoric was
important for Heidegger, because it knows about pragmata and pathemata –
and not about objects. (HW 172)

Phronesis is a habitual sense for the do-able, a care for what is prac-
tically good here and now, whose mode of “trueing” (aletheuein) can
be adequately conceived neither in terms of looking at the already-
out-there-now nor in terms of producing. The model of producing
spontaneously locates the overall form of Being-in-the-world in a
will’s power to project the “world” proleptically in willing itself.
The model of phronesis focuses on making preferential choices in
light of the hou heneka – the that-for-the-sake-of-which everything
and anything is chosen.52 The realization that comprehensive reflec-
tion on Being is inextricably tied up with our prudential sense for the
do-able signals the radicality of Heidegger’s dependence on Aristotle
in the early Freiburg and Marburg periods. In the realm of our pas-
sions and of our practical ends, to find our direction in the mean we
have to make an Urentscheidung, a fundamental option for the “one
thing needful.” The hermeneutics of facticity is directly inspired by
the dianoetic and ethical virtue that discovers a decisive orientation,
establishes our basic disposition in relation to the striving and desir-
ing that moves us to action according to the right logos, and keeps
us faithful to it.53

Being and Time’s reappropriation of phronesis becomes ambigu-
ous when Heidegger replaces the notion of the good implicit in
Aristotle (and explicit in Plato) with the anticipation of death. The
resolute facing of death parallels the phronimos’s insight into the
good here and now, because, like the good as the comprehensive
end of human living, death can only be known provisionally. This
parallel may obscure the differences, so that it becomes ambiguous
whether the standpoint of producing does not ultimately prevail in
Entschlossenheit or resoluteness.54

Heidegger’s recognition of the open texture of our implicit, tacit,
anticipatory knowledge of the good admits of either a Nietzschean
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interpretation in terms of radical historicism or a Kantian inter-
pretation as asymptotic goal. If Heidegger follows Nietzsche, res-
oluteness enacts the primacy of self-will, and his atheism becomes
Nietzschean. Thus, Karl Löwith links Heidegger’s existential ontol-
ogy to Carl Schmitt’s “decisionist” political theory:

a decisionism that shifts the ‘capacity-for-Being-a-whole’ of the Dasein that
is always one’s own to the ‘totality’ of the state that is always one’s own.
To the self-assertion of one’s own Dasein corresponds the self-assertion of
political existence, and to ‘freedom toward death’ corresponds the ‘sacrifice
of life’ in the political exigency of war. In both cases the principle is the
same, namely ‘facticity,’ what remains of life when one does away with all
life-content.55

Gadamer reads Heidegger dialectically, in opposition to rationalist
illusions of adequate self-knowledge. Construing the anti-theological
tenor of a phrase in Heidegger’s lecture notes: “From the Hermeneu-
tics of Facticity back to A” (Aristotle), he writes:

When one starts from the hermeneutics of facticity, i.e., from the self-
interpretation of Dasein, then it is evident that Dasein always projects it-
self towards its future and thereby becomes aware of its finitude. This is
what Heidegger in his renowned trope, “Vorlaufen zum Tode,” character-
ized as the authenticity of Dasein. So the Being in the ‘there’ (Da) is Dasein
between two opacities, its future and its origins. The hermeneutics of fac-
ticity teaches us this. It aims at the concept radically counter to Hegel’s
absolute spirit and its self-transparency.56

I would say that neither interpretation resolves the ambiguity in
Heidegger’s undertaking. Clearly, Gadamer’s independent work uses
what is positive in Heidegger in a manner more consonant with
Kierkegaard and Dilthey than with Nietzsche.

P H R O N E S I S and gadamer ’s
integral hermeneutics

In 1960, Hans-Georg Gadamer published his fundamental work,
Truth and Method. Instead of a theory of interpretation in the ab-
stract de jure style of post-Kantian philosophy – and of his contem-
porary from the Cassirer school, Emilio Betti – Gadamer’s philosophy
is factually grounded in his practice of appreciating works of art, do-
ing history, and interpreting texts.57 Heidegger perhaps did succumb
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to Nietzschean suspiciousness when he studied texts in order to
dismantle them as instances of the forgetfulness of Being. Yet Heideg-
ger’s early analysis of Aristotle’s phronesis helped Gadamer see that
Aristotle’s practical philosophy exemplifies integral hermeneutics.58

When he makes phronesis the heart of his philosophical hermeneu-
tics, Gadamer removes all the ambiguity from Heidegger’s insight
into the relevance of phronesis for a philosophy of human historicity.

Interpreting Aristotle’s passage on finding the mean in a prefer-
ential choice of the good, Heidegger highlights the contrast between
hitting the mark in right action and missing the mark by excess
(hyperbole) or defect (ellipsis). To fall prey to carelessness, he said,
is to

become hyperbolic and to confirm a more facile fulfillment and overween-
ing concern, i.e., to maintain and preserve one’s Dasein. Hyperbolic Dasein
manifests itself at once as elliptical: it heads away from the difficult, from
that which is monachos, simple, (without short-cuts), it does not set any end
for itself, it will not commit itself to a primal decision, and (be repeatedly)
committed to it.59

Heidegger pushes this motif in the direction of Dasein’s “capacity-
for-Being-a-whole” and its eventual resolute choice of itself. If, as
Karl Löwith believed, this choice confronts simply nothingness, it
lacks ethical bearing. Gadamer dwells instead on the logos immanent
in praxis and apprehended by phronesis, as a mode of aletheuein –
uncovering the truth in action – incompatible with theoretical sci-
ence or wisdom. The contingent intelligibility and truth at stake
eliminates all decisionism from Gadamer’s appropriation of practical
wisdom. Recalling Heidegger’s explication of the dianoetic virtues
(in Nicomachean Ethics VI), he speaks of five modes of being true as
“an allo genos gnoseos that does not know objects and does not want
to be knowledge, but intends the clarity possible to factically lived
Dasein” (HW 139–52). Gadamer learned from Heidegger to appreci-
ate the Greeks’ closeness to concrete, factual human life in contrast
to scientism and neo-Kantian epistemology. Heidegger’s interruption
of the dominance of propositional truth and apodictic foundational-
ism led Gadamer to use practical reason to explore the primacy of
hermeneutic reason.

We see Gadamer’s rather different approach to Aristotle’s practi-
cal philosophy in the 1930 essay, “Praktisches Wissen.” Discussing
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dialogues where Plato discusses true usefulness, he shows how
Platonic ethics is rooted in “intelligence” rather than concepts and
theories. His treatment of Aristotle begins, “Only friends can give
counsel. This is why synesis . . . is one form of practical-dianoetic
virtue in Aristotle.”60 Typically, he takes Plato seriously by em-
phasizing the explicitly communicative and other-oriented dimen-
sions of deliberative excellence in Aristotle’s analysis of phronesis
(HW 81–93).61

Gadamer agrees with Leo Strauss in opposing Heidegger’s carica-
ture of Plato. If Plato’s idea of the good is the epitome of the forget-
fulness of Being for Heidegger, Gadamer showed the Platonic ‘Idea’ is
neither an intelligible content nor, as the neo-Kantians would have
it, a prefiguring of a law of nature in modern physics. The hypothesis
of ideas is “not so much a ‘doctrine’ but a direction of inquiry, the
development and discussion of whose implications was the task of
philosophy, which means, of course, Platonic dialectic”(GW 2, 502).

Plato does not pursue politics in accord with the principles of a theory of
ideas – just as little did he give lessons in a doctrine of ideas. The path on the
heights toward the vision of a place beyond the heavens is one and the same
as the path in the depths proper to a care left over to oneself about one’s own
Being. Philosophy is not politics for the reason that Plato believed naı̈vely
in an abstract synthesis of the cosmic and the human good, but because
the philosopher and the true statesman live in the same care. In both there
must be true knowledge, and that means: they must know the good. But one
cannot know the good from a distance and for everybody, but only for oneself
originally. Only out of this concern for one’s own self (the ‘soul’) does there
grow true knowledge, whose truths are fruitful, and this persistent concern
is philosophy. (GW 5, 239)

For Plato, then, “Practical knowledge is not reinterpreted in the
theory of ideas; on the contrary, even still in the Socratic mode of
practical knowledge, the theory of ideas, the knowledge of everlast-
ing being, is immersed in the concrete knowledge of man” (GW 5,
239). Unlike Strauss, Gadamer highlights phronesis as “the reason-
able ability to reflect on what is useful for oneself – namely, for one’s
own Existieren (EN 1140a 25, eu zen).” “Ability to reflect is the
only relevant ability, for there is no knowledge of what is good for
one’s own existing available in advance” (GW 5, 241). Like Strauss,
Gadamer is explicit about how practical wisdom as “the sense for
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oneself and one’s own best” is political, embracing the sense for
economics, for the politically advisable, for justice, for organization
or lawmaking. The practically wise person discovers what is best for
himself in what is common to the polis, and insofar as this is true,
it is what the polis needs.

Gadamer specifies the role of nous or intelligence in the exercise
of practical wisdom as a “seeking and deliberating resolution” of the
issue: what is to be done? It has to will the end, the ultimate good
as the goal of action apprehended without demonstration. In letting
the proximate means for fulfilling the goal occur to our intelligence
in the particular present situation, we apprehend the end more de-
terminately at the same time. The intelligibility grasped by it is not
something given, but something to be done that enables both the
ongoing discernment and achievement of the good.

In Being and Time, Heidegger equated practical wisdom with con-
science and then isolated it in relation to nothingness.62 For Gadamer,
sound judgment involves performatively deliberating with ourselves
about our own affairs; it implies the ability to take counsel or delib-
erate with others and understand their practical judgments. Synesis
is the ability to understand by which we follow others as they dis-
close their deliberations about what is best for them, by applying
our own knowledge in the practical sphere about the situation of
the others. “Only when one puts oneself in the position of the other
and inquires into what is best for oneself does one have the under-
standing and judgment for the other that is required” (GW 5, 245–6).
This communicative dimension of practical wisdom makes it the
hermeneutical virtue par excellence.

For Gadamer, the paradigm of the hermeneutics of facticity and
the key to the analysis of Dasein is sound judgment, which realizes
itself discursively in existential dialectic. Plato’s Republic (521c, 5–8)
states what is at stake in dialectic: “This ought not to be so easy and
trivial as the spinning of a shard, but it is the conversion of the soul
(psyches periagoge) from the day that is like night to the real day –
the way out toward being as such, what we call genuine philoso-
phy.” Gadamer devoted a lifetime’s attention to the parallel between
phronesis as it discovers the one thing needful time after time and
the primacy of the question in true dialectic. So understanding ev-
ery formulated and affirmed answer draws us into a further ques-
tion. Placing dialectic as the human capacity to hold a conversation
and give a reasonable account at the center of the hermeneutics of
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facticity discloses fidelity to the idea of the good as being faithful
to one’s questions through time. In Gadamer’s Heidegger-inspired
reconstruction of Plato’s dialectic, self-understanding in terms of
the highest possibility of Being becomes human Dasein’s ongoing
being-in-the-truth.63

Gadamer’s philosophy as hermeneutical makes sense out of the
way human beings make sense of their lives by anticipating the fu-
ture in the light of the past. As a second-order understanding, philos-
ophy reduplicates the structure of the hermeneutic circle enacted in
human existence itself. Both life and philosophy are a fides quaerens
intellectum: faith seeking understanding.

the centrality of conversation
for integral hermeneutics

Barth and Heidegger revolutionized philosophy and theology by read-
ing the originative classics of Western culture with the realization
that the interpretation of any classic text depends on the readers’
concrete solution to the problem of living, and their asking and an-
swering the question about the right way to live, thereby personally
deciding the issue of concern. Truth and Method gives the philosoph-
ical basis of this revolution by using Heidegger’s hermeneutics of fac-
ticity (WM 250–61/TM 265–71) to overcome aesthetic, Romantic,
and historical consciousness. In its three parts, Truth and Method
advances (1) a critique of aesthetic consciousness in the light of an
ontology of the work of art; (2) a critique of historical consciousness
in the light of an ontology of Verstehen and of effective-historical
consciousness; and (3) an ontology of language.

In Unterwegs zur Sprache (1959), Heidegger criticized the entire
vocabulary in Being and Time’s analysis of facticity as still too em-
bued with Husserlian and Idealist transcendental subjectivity, ex-
plicit self-consciousness (reflective self-awareness), and self-posses-
sion. After his “turning” (in the early 1930s) Heidegger condemned
all conventional philosophical conceptualities as tainted by the bi-
ases of one or another “language of metaphysics,” which he was
striving to overcome.64 Gadamer says he was in a “linguistic emer-
gency” (Sprachnot) (HW 118).

Gadamer’s disagreement here is emblematic of the tenor of his
integral hermeneutics. He denies that there is a “language of meta-
physics” whose vocabulary is automatically “used up,” because at
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root any language is dialogical. The so-called “language of meta-
physics” only makes sense in light of the questions that were be-
ing asked and answered in it. Re-asking the questions to which lin-
guistic statements are intended to be answers helps us realize that
language is a horizon framing our asking and answering of ques-
tions; recovering the questions liberates language by de-rigidifying
and de-scholasticizing it. In philosophy, such inquiry cannot dry up
or freeze. Language’s true point of access is the interplay of questions
and answers (GW 2, 10–12).

This disagreement with Heidegger exemplifies his more general
critique of the “prejudice against prejudice.” It marks the parting of
the ways among Heidegger’s postmodern followers. Those such as
Gadamer, Paul Ricoeur, Emmanuel Lévinas, David Tracy, Jean-Luc
Marion, Michel Henry, and Jean-Louis Chretien radicalize Heidegger
in an integral hermeneutics open to religious, Jewish and Christian,
meanings and values. Genealogists and deconstructionists such as
Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, and Gianni Vattimo remain in
the throes of the hermeneutics of suspicion (although Derrida and
Vattimo have recently shown an interest in religion, rather in the
sense of Vattimo’s title, Credo di Credere).

The chief issue for theology today is whether theologians can lis-
ten openly and critically to their traditions. Gadamer’s radical break-
through to hermeneutic consciousness, which resumes Heidegger’s
hermeneutics of facticity in the context of art and the historical and
humane sciences (the Geisteswissenschaften, belles lettres, human-
ities), illuminates this issue. Generalizing Heidegger’s language of
Ereignis, Lichtung, and Es gibt . . . , and his speech about language
as the house of Being and human beings as the shepherds of Being,
Gadamer insists “Human beings are what they are in constantly af-
fecting the world and in constantly experiencing the effect of the
world upon themselves. Not in the isolated freedom of being-over-
against, but in daily relation-to-world, in letting ourselves in for the
conditionings of the world do human beings win their own selves. So,
too, do they gain the right position of knowing” (LPD 16, translation
altered).

Gadamer demystifies Heidegger’s insight into language: human
beings live within language as the air they breathe rather than as
an instrument they deploy at will. They exist conversationally in
relation to everything that is. Relating truth as “dependent upon
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the temporal-historical movement proper to Dasein” to reason as
“the self-empowered capacity to perceive truth and make it binding,”
Gadamer affirms that reason is “made possible by what it is not.”65

He rejects critical theory’s fear that the existential conditionedness
of reason or truth renders them mere “tools in the service of a higher,
unconscious, and irresponsible power. . . .”66 “It is the essence of our
reason and our spirit to be capable of thinking against what is to our
own advantage, to be able to detach ourselves from our needs and
interests and to bind ourselves to the law of reality.”67 By reason
we have the capacity to acknowledge reality even against our own
self-interest: “To be taught, even against our own subjectively certain
convictions – that is the way of mediation of authentically historical
truth.”68

Our first learning to speak is less an intentional process than a
“game of imitation and exchange” (GW 2, 5). “In the receptive child’s
drive to imitate the forming of sounds,” Gadamer says, “the en-
joyment in such forming of sounds is paired with the illumination
of meaning. No one can really answer in a reasonable manner the
question of when their first understanding of meaning occurred.”
Theologian Austin Farrer put this beautifully:

Our humanity is itself a cultural heritage; the talking animal is talked into
talk by those who talk at him. . . . His mind is not at first his own, but the
echo of his elders. The echo turns into a voice, the painted portrait steps
down from the frame, and each of us becomes himself. Yet by the time
we are aware of our independence, we are what others have made us. We
can never unweave the web to the very bottom. . . . Nor is it only parental
impresses of which we are the helpless victims. How many persons, how
many conditions have made us what we are; and, in making us so, may have
undone us.69

“It made sense” as Gadamer said of Truth and Method, “to bring
the game-play of language into closer connection with the game-
play of art in which I had contemplated the parade example of the
hermeneutical. Now to consider the universal linguistic constitution
of our experience of the world in terms of the model of game-play
certainly does suggest itself.”70

If we learn everything in language-games, then the language-game,
like game-play (Spiel) in general, only starts when players become
serious by not holding themselves back in “just playing” (PH 66).
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Language for Gadamer means language-in-use, never a set of tools
such as vocabulary, grammar, syntax, and so on. Language is used
in conversation. Structured as game-play, conversation constitutes
language concretely as language-games.71 “The life of language con-
sists” as Gadamer says, “in the constant further playing out of the
game we started when we learned to speak. . . . It is this continuously
played game in which the mutual life together of people is played”
(PH 66).

Conversation as game-play has the spirit of “lightness, freedom,
and the luck of success – of being fulfilling, and of fulfilling those who
are playing,” especially when we achieve mutual understanding:

Mutual understanding happens by the fact that talk stands up against talk,
but does not remain static. Instead, in talking to each other we pass over
into the imaginative world of the other, we as it were open ourselves up to
them, and they do so to us. So we play into each other until the game of
giving and taking, the conversation proper, begins. No one can deny that in
such real conversation there is something of chance, the favor of surprise,
finally also of lightness, yes, even of elevation, which pertains to the nature
of game-play. And truly the elevation of conversation is experienced not as
a loss of self-possession, but, even without ourselves actually attending to
it, as an enrichment of ourselves (PH 56–57).

As we come together in conversation, and are now . . . led on further by
the conversation, then what is determinative is no longer people as holding
themselves in reserve or as willing to be open, but the law of the subject
matter about which the conversation is going on, which releases speech and
response and finally plays everyone into itself. So wherever a conversation
has been successful, afterwards everyone is, as we say, filled with it. The
play of speech and response is played out further in the inner conversation
of the soul with itself, as Plato so beautifully named “thinking.” (GW 2, 152)

By focusing on the role of conversation in human life and thought,
philosophy goes beyond either phenomenology of perception or log-
ical preoccupation with concepts, propositions, and inferences. The
conversational point of departure finds the root of all answers in ques-
tions. Gadamer relishes the great British historian and philosopher
R. G. Collingwood’s articulation of “the logic of question and an-
swer” (WM 351–60/TM 369–79), but goes further than Collingwood
to show that ‘logic’ as concretely enacted in dialectic or friendly
conversation, and structured as a game, so that when understand-
ing occurs and grows in the to and fro of question and answer, this
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“happens from the side of the things themselves. The subject matter
‘yields’ questions” (GW 2, 6).

When we truly converse, we understand and interpret at once.
Both English words correctly translate Gadamer’s key term Versteh-
en. The German word covers not just the act of insight but also
the act of articulation or Auslegung by which we talk to ourselves,
laying out in language what we actually understand. “Interpretation
belongs to the essential unity of understanding. Whatever is said to
us must be so received by us that it speaks and finds a response in
our own words and in our own language” (PH 57).

Understanding always involves interpretation, and this is preem-
inently true in understanding texts:

Whoever wants to understand a text always performs a projection. We project
a meaning of the whole, as soon as a first meaning is manifest in the text.
Such a meaning in turn only becomes manifest because one is already read-
ing the text with certain expectations of a determinate meaning. Under-
standing what is there to be understood consists in working out such a
projection which of course is constantly revised by what emerges in pen-
etrating its meaning further. . . . [A]ny revision of the projection exists in
virtue of the possibility of casting up a new projection; . . . rival projections
towards the elaboration can be generated one after the other, until the unity
of sense is fixed unequivocally; . . . the interpretation is initiated with an-
ticipatory notions that are replaced by more adequate ones: precisely this
ongoing newly-projecting that constitutes the movement of meaning proper
to understanding and interpreting is the process that Heidegger describes.72

Whenever we read a text “there is no author present at the discus-
sion as an answering partner, and no subject matter present which
can be so or otherwise. The text as a work stands on its own.” Does
this mean that there is no dialogue? Not at all.

It seems that here the dialectic of question and answer, in so far as it has
any place at all, is only available in one direction, which means from the
side of the one seeking to understand the work of art, who questions it and
who is called into question by it, and who tries to listen for the answer of
the work. As the person one is, one may, just like anyone thinking, be the
inquirer and responder at once, in the same manner as happens in a real
conversation between two people. But this dialogue of the understanding
reader with himself surely does not seem to be a dialogue with the text,
which is fixed and to that extent is finished. Or is this really how it is? Or
is there an already finished text given at all?
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In this case the dialectic of question and answer does not come to a stand-
still. . . . The reception of a poetic work, whether it be by our outer ear or by
that inner ear that listens attentively when we are reading, presents itself as
a circular movement in which answers rebound into further questions and
provoke new answers. This motivates our abiding with the work of art, of
whatever kind it may be. Abiding is obviously the authentic characteristic
in the experience of art. A work of art is never exhausted. (GW 2, 9)

For Gadamer, the process of translating the meaning of something
in one language into the terms offered by another language is an ex-
aggerated case of what happens as we make our way through life in
general. Human living is conversational so that we constantly make
sense of what presents itself in the foreground of our experience in
terms of our linguistic horizon. By a process of trial and error, we
try to find the right word with which to articulate and communicate
our experience (both to ourselves and to others), and we rarely, if
ever, achieve a definitiveness beyond all provisionality. As Gadamer
tells us:

If any model can really illustrate the tensions residing in understanding and
interpretation, it is that of translation. In it the strange or alien is made our
own as strange or alien, and that means neither that it is just permitted to
stay alien, nor that it is constructed in one’s language by a sheer imitation
of its very strangeness; but in [translation] the horizons of past and present
are merged in an ongoing movement as it constitutes the very nature of
understanding and interpretation (Verstehen). (GW 2, 436)

gadamer and integral
christian hermeneutics

Rowan Williams suggests that Wittgenstein and Dietrich Bonhoeffer
converged on the view of human living we can now recognize is
Gadamer’s:

Wittgenstein and Bonhoeffer more clearly presuppose that to interpret the
symbolic, linguistic, and behavioral complex that ‘addresses’ us in the hu-
man world is to have one’s own pattern of speech and action conditioned
(not determined) by it, to be provoked (called forward) by the ways in which
it touches, confirms, resonates, or questions what we have done and said. To
interpret means interweaving a text (words and actions, words and actions)
with our human project, acquiring a partner, a pole of difference that re-
fuses to allow our “project” to return endlessly on itself, as if it were indeed
generated from a well of unsullied interiority, “self-consciousness.”73
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Gadamer recognizes that life is a process that displaces the subject
from centrality. Human beings become themselves by playing into a
direction of meaning and value moving through the interplay of sub-
jects with the world. The game-play structure of life is also disclosed
in the Christian experience of grace and faith. As Williams says of
achieving human wholeness, “in . . . belonging to God, a wholeness
is achieved in trust or hope rather than analysis”:

My own identity’s “ungraspable” quality thus becomes not an elusive level
of interiority, but the unknowable presence of the creator’s absolute affirma-
tion, the mysteriousness of grace, past, present, and future, not of the “true
self’ as a hidden thing. My unity as a person is always out of my field of
vision (I can’t see my own fact), just as the divine condition for there being
fields of vision at all, for there being a world or worlds, is out of my field of
vision (I can’t see my own origin).74

Gadamer in parallel fashion states:

All understanding in the end is self-understanding, but not in the mode
of a prior or finally achieved self-possession. For this self-understanding is
always realized only in the understanding of a subject matter, and does not
have the character of a free self-realization. The self that we are does not
possess itself. One could better put it that instead it happens. And that is
what theology really says, that faith is just such an event, in which a new
man is founded. And it says further that it is the Word that needs to be
believed and understood and by which we overcome the abysmal lack of
self-knowledge in which we live. (PH 55)

Gadamer criticizes the ideas about self-understanding of Rudolf
Bultmann (another theorist of hermeneutics influenced by Heidegger)
for being too tainted by an idealistic subjectivism and existentialism.
Transposing self-understanding into the game-play structure of hu-
man life, he considers the relationship of Christian faith to human
understanding and interpretation.

Whatever is said to us we must receive into ourselves so that it speaks to
us and finds a response in our own words in our own language. This holds
utterly true for the text of proclamation which cannot really be understood
if it does not appear as being said to our very own selves. Here it is the
sermon in which the understanding and interpretation of the text attains its
full reality. Neither the explicating commentary nor the exegetical labors
of the theologians, but the sermon stands in the immediate service of the
proclamation inasmuch as it not only mediates the understanding of what
the Holy Scripture tells us, but witnesses to it at the same time. However,
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the proper fullness of understanding lies not in the sermon as such, but in
the manner in which it is accepted as a call that impinges on each one of us.
(PH 57–58)

Gadamer objected to Bultmann’s overemphasis on historical–
critical mediation of New Testament texts. Once he half-jokingly
told me, “Bultmann forgets that the books of the New Testament
are not books in the ordinary sense of the term.” He was agreeing
with Franz Overbeck and Helmut Kuhn that these texts belong to
the genre of Urliteratur. This implies that “If, under the meaning of
the text, we understand the mens auctoris, i.e., the ‘verifiable’ hori-
zon of understanding of any given Christian writer, then we accord
the authors of the New Testament a false honor. Their proper honor
ought to lie in the fact that they announce the tidings about some-
thing that surpasses the horizon of their own understanding – even
if they happen to be named John or Paul” (PH 210). Gadamer appeals
to a similar aspect of “hearing the Word” in showing in terms of the
concrete experience of word how language works:

When I say ‘word’ (das Wort), I do not mean the word whose plural are the
words (die Wörter) as they stand in the dictionary. Nor do I mean the word
whose plural are the words (die Worte) which with other words go to make
up the context of a statement. Rather I mean the word that is a singulare
tantum. That means the word that strikes one, the word one allows to be
said to oneself, the word that enters into a determinate and unique life-
situation; and it is good to be reminded that behind this singulare tantum
stands ultimately the linguistic usage of the New Testament. (GW 2, 192)

Gadamer points out three characteristics of the New Testament
as an instance of Urliteratur. First, the authors of the Holy Scriptures
“present themselves as faithful witnesses of an authentic tradition
which begins with the first community and with the immediate wit-
nesses,” and so they are less authors, strictly speaking, than inter-
mediate witnesses. For Gadamer, not every religious message counts
as witness, but witness is the distinguishing mark of the Christian
message or gospel. It witnesses to the passion of Jesus and the res-
urrection promise of salvation. “It is an authentic witness because
it refers to a particular event: the death of Jesus on the cross. It is
a human being who suffers the death of a criminal and who in full
awareness of being the Son of God and of being God, insists on the
title “Son of Man” and accepts the fate of creatures.”75
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Second, the New Testament has the status of an “eminent text”
(GDE 41–2). There are three categories of such texts: (1) announce-
ments or promulgations of the kind common in law, such as verdicts
or statutes; (2) affirmations such as are found in poetry (works of art
“made out of” language) and philosophy; and (3) addresses such as
religious texts, especially the Jewish and Christian Scriptures, and
the preaching/hearing by which they are applied. For Gadamer an
“eminent text” is one that “capture(s) a purely linguistic action and
so possesses an eminent relationship to writing and writtenness. In
it language is present in such a way that its cognitive relationship
to the merely given outside the text disappears just as much as does
its communicative relation to the one originally being addressed”
(TM 576, GW 2, 475). According to Gadamer, as an eminent text the
Christian scripture has a normativity that is virtually equivalent to
that justified under the heading of inspiration:

The primordial question to which the text has to be understood as an answer
has here . . . by reason of its origin an inherent supremacy and freedom. . . .
[T]he classical text is “telling” only when it speaks “primordially,” i.e., “as if
it were spoken just to me alone.” This does not at all imply that what speaks
in this way is measured against an extra-historical concept of norm. Just the
contrary: what speaks in this way thereby posits a standard. Herein lies the
problem. The primordial question to which the text is to be understood as
an answer in such a case lays claim to an identity of meaning which always
has already mediated the distance between presence and past. (TM 577–8,
GW 2, 476)

The “eminent text” therefore entails “an exceptional mode of histor-
ical being, the historical enactment of preservation which – in ever
renewed corroboration – allows something to be true” (WM 271/TM
287). It is proper to such a work to have “an identifiability, a repeata-
bility, and a worthiness to be repeated” that only can be predicated
of something that once functioned in the past and continues to func-
tion in any succeeding temporal context in an originative way. This
means that it is normative, but constantly also becomes constitu-
tive of ourselves. Luther saw this when he said that the gospel has
a pro me character. When we come into contact with the gospel as
an eminent text we sense our “immediate and binding affinity” to
a reality that “as past is at once unattainable and presently rele-
vant” (WM 273/TM 289). The gospel, “far from being evidence doc-
umenting something bygone that we may not care to interpret and
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make our own, is already speaking to us and every person in his-
tory in a way that is uniquely appropriate to that particular place
and time” (WM 274/TM 289). This means that as an eminent text,
the gospel has an autonomous meaning that is self-interpreting and
self-authenticating.76

Third, the Christian message as the proclamation of the good news
and the messianic promise does not have the status of a symbolic
form of recognition common to all religious traditions. Instead, the
meaning of the Christian message “This is you” in the context of the
incarnation and Easter has the status of sign. “A sign is something
only given to one who is ready to accept it as such” (RB 152). Ac-
cording to Gadamer, “the uniqueness of the gospel message lies in
the fact that it must be accepted against all expectation and hope,”
because “the claim of the Christian message . . . is that it alone has
really overcome death through the proclamation of the representa-
tive suffering and death of Jesus as a redemptive act” (RB 151). In
Gadamer’s radical expression:

It is not the infinite wealth of life possibilities that is encountered in [the
Christian] “this is you,” but rather the extreme poverty of the Ecce homo.
The expression must be given a quite different emphasis here: “this is you” –
a man helplessly exposed to suffering and death. It is precisely in the face of
this infinite witholding of happiness that the Easter message is to become
“Good News” (RB 151).

As a sign, Gadamer tells us, this “is not something that takes the
place of seeing, for what distinguishes it precisely from all reports or
from its opposite, silence, is the fact that what is shown is only acces-
sible to the one who looks for himself and actually sees something
there” (RB 152).

conclusion

Beyond these quite insightful suggestions about the interpretation
of Christian themes, Gadamer culminates the hermeneutic revolu-
tion started by Barth and Heidegger. That revolution critically trans-
posed reading from the modern framework of epistemology onto the
plane of personal and communal identity and orientation. By re-
trieving and developing Aristotle’s notion of phronesis more ade-
quately than Heidegger, Gadamer performs hermeneutics integrally,
combining critique with creative assimilation. He integrates the
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Platonic–Aristotelian idea of the good into a conversational model of
understanding and interpretation, of judgment and discernment. In-
tegral hermeneutics overcomes the monological bias of the horizon
of Vorhandenheit, and corrects rationalist misunderstandings of pre-
modern and modern philosophy. Hermeneutic philosophy shows
that, even independently of divine revelation and grace, the human
quest for meaning is shaped as “faith seeking understanding.” In
making manifest the ever mysterious nature of human self-under-
standing in time, Gadamer opens up philosophy to theology, and
challenges theology to be philosophical.
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Siebeck, 1962), pp. 169–172; in English translation: Truth and Method,
second, revised edition, translation revised by Joel Weinsheimer &
Donald Marshall. (New York: Crossroad, 1991), pp. 181–4. [In the text, I
have often used my own translations. I will refer in the text to Wahrheit
und Methode as WM and give cross references to Truth and Method
as TM.] See also Leo Strauss, Spinoza’s Critique of Religion (New York:
Schocken Books, 1975); Persecution and the Art of Writing (Glencoe: Free
Press, 1951); Nicholas Boyle, “Lessing, Biblical Criticism and the Ori-
gins of German Classical Culture,” German Life and Letters, 34 (1981),
196–213.

5 Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation, trans-
lated by D. Savage (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1970).
Also, Gadamer, “The Hermeneutics of Suspicion,” in Hermeneutics:



P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-08 October 5, 2001 14:35

194 f r e d l a w r e n c e

Questions and Prospects, edited by Gary Shapiro and Alan Sica (Amherst:
University of Massachusetts Press, 1984).

6 Sarah Coakley, Christ Without Absolutes: A Study of the Christology of
Ernst Troeltsch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988). See also Stephen Niell
and Tom Wright, The Interpretation of the New Testament 1861 to 1986
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988); and Ben F. Meyer, Critical Real-
ism and the New Testament.

7 See Eberhard Busch, Karl Barth: His Life From Letters and Autobiograph-
ical Texts, translated by John Bowden (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1976); and
Hans W. Frei’s review in Types of Christian Theology (New Haven: Yale
University, 1992), pp. 147–63.

8 Busch, Karl Barth, pp. 60–125.
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9 Hermeneutics in Practice:
Gadamer on Ancient
Philosophy

For Hans-Georg Gadamer, ancient philosophy consists, first and fore-
most, of the writings of Plato and Aristotle. As he points out in
the lectures he gave on The Beginning of Philosophy, they left us
the first complete texts. What we know of the “presocratics” is de-
rived from fragments, many taken (out of context) from the texts of
Plato and Aristotle. The meaning of these fragments can be deter-
mined, Gadamer argues, only by looking at them in their context,
both textual and historical. To discover the “beginning of philoso-
phy,” Gadamer thus insists that we must proceed through a study
of the writings of Plato and Aristotle.1 Because Aristotle was a stu-
dent of Plato who, despite his criticisms of his teacher, perpetuated
the Platonic method of investigating things through logos, we must
begin, indeed, primarily with Plato.

That is what Gadamer himself did. His first book, entitled Plato’s
Dialectical Ethics, was primarily a study of the Philebus. From the
very beginning, Gadamer announced, he was interested in Plato’s
philosophy as it speaks to us today (PDE 7). Writing directly under
the influence of his teacher, Martin Heidegger, Gadamer thought
that he was able to recapture the original experience of philoso-
phy by reading the dialogues – the equivalent as it were, in Edmund
Husserl’s terms, of returning to the things themselves. As a result,
even though Gadamer’s understanding of some important aspects of
Plato’s philosophy changed (particularly with regard to Plato’s rela-
tion to Aristotle), Gadamer continued to find the first and perhaps
purest expression of the character and grounds of his own work in
Plato.2

In this essay, I will, therefore, begin by describing Gadamer’s
initial understanding of the nature and significance of Platonic

201
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philosophy in terms of dialogue and dialectic. Then I will give a
brief account of Gadamer’s explication of his own interpretative
method in Truth and Method. Third, I will trace the way in which
Gadamer changed his understanding of Plato, particularly in relation
to Aristotle, as a result of his reflections on his own practice. Fourth,
I will show how this new understanding of Plato provides the on-
tological foundation for Gadamer’s own “hermeneutics.” Finally,
I will present some thoughts on the significance of the new read-
ing Gadamer suggests not merely of Plato, but of the Western philo-
sophical tradition as a whole. Gadamer’s readings of ancient philoso-
phers constitute not only a fundamental challenge to, but also a
useful correction of, the mode of interpretation still dominant in
Anglo-American philosophy. Unfortunately, I conclude, Gadamer
does not go far enough. Fortunately, for us – and in accordance with
Gadamer’s own interpretive principles – there is further work to be
done.

the origin of knowledge in dialogue

In his first book, Plato’s Dialectical Ethics, Gadamer contrasted
Plato’s presentation of his own philosophical intentions through a
literary representation of Socrates’ entirely unliterary and undog-
matic existence with Aristotle’s conceptual analysis.

The conclusion that Aristotle misunderstood Plato is rightly felt to be im-
possible. But it is equally certain that in [Aristotle] what is truly Platonic
does not make itself felt in the positive character that it still has even today,
for us. Aristotle projected Plato onto the plane of conceptual explication . . .

[T]his projection cannot catch the inner tension and energy of Plato’s phi-
losophizing . . . . [T]he part of lived reality that can enter into the concept is
always a flattened version – like every projection of a living bodily existence
onto a surface. (PDE 7)

The part of “lived reality” Gadamer thought most important to
recapture was, indeed, the centrality of dialogue in human attempts
to understand the world.

Reading Plato in light of Heidegger, Gadamer proclaimed: “Phi-
losophy, for Plato, is dialectic. Dialectic, as effort directed at the
logos ousias (word or reason of being), is determined by the mean-
ing of being” (PDE 8–9). As Socrates tells his auditors in the Phaedo
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(and Heidegger argues in Being and Time), being itself is not directly
cognizable. The intelligibility of the world in which we find our-
selves becomes manifest only indirectly through language or logos.
Socrates’ famous turn to an examination of the logoi thus represents
the beginning of philosophy.

As Aristotle observes in the first sentence of his Metaphysics, hu-
man beings seek knowledge. We seek knowledge of the things around
us, Gadamer explains, not merely so that we can use or manipulate
them; we want to become familiar and so feel at home in all parts
and aspects of our world. Our distinctive ability to speak is both the
sign that we already possess some understanding and the means by
which we can acquire more. Our ability to designate not only spe-
cific things with proper names but also classes of things with words
reflects an ability to perceive that which makes the thing or things
what they are, that which gives them their unity or identity as such.
In itself, this ground of unity or identity is not visible or sensible;
it is rather the intelligible ground of our ability to perceive different
things as different, and not simply an unending, undifferentiated flux
of sensations.

Human beings admittedly do not agree on what we see or how
we understand things. That is why we come together to converse
about them (or converse with ourselves silently in thought). The
point of such conversations is, however, to bring out the truth about
the things by sorting out the various claims made about them. We
know that we have arrived at that truth when we come to an agree-
ment about what we see disclosed. Socratic conversations thus gave
rise to Aristotelian science. In and of itself, however, science is some-
thing less than a full conversation among living people. In scientific
“conversations,” inferences, or deductions, the interlocutor is a sort
of generic, ideal figure who agrees to what has been established on
the basis of accurate observation and reason. Because observation
and reason are and ought to be impersonal, the specific characteris-
tics of the interlocutor are irrelevant. In actual conversations, how-
ever, those speaking do not merely talk about the things; they also
express themselves. In the actual process of conversing, people seek
to learn not only about the things in question but also about them-
selves, as individuals and as a group or kind. This is what happens or
should happen in genuine conversations. There are, Gadamer recog-
nizes, other kinds of verbal exchanges. Acting out of certain passions,
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people may also seek to dominate or to refute, for the sake of refuting
rather than for the sake of forwarding the investigation of the mat-
ter at hand. These are the degenerate, inauthentic, or “sophistical”
kinds of arguments Socrates had to defeat in order to show his in-
terlocutors that they were, in fact, ignorant and that they needed to
seek knowledge along with him.

As Socrates indicates in his autobiographical statement in the
Phaedo and argues more explicitly in the Republic, to know what
something is, is to know what it is good for – as Aristotle would say,
its “final cause” or use. In the Phaedo, Socrates thus not only puts
forward his hypothesis about the ideas as the source of the charac-
ter or being of things, as what makes things great, beautiful, or . . .

(as opposed to things being defined by their relations to others). He
also suggests that we need to see how these ideas are related to one
another, in particular, whether some do not encompass others. That
which encompasses them all, that which explains and justifies all
other things and does not itself require further justification, he ar-
gues more explicitly in the Republic, is the idea of the good. The
process of dialectic sketched in the Republic thus involves an ascent
to the most general cause and a descent to particular things. As Plato
makes clear in the Sophist, it is not possible to understand the ideas
in isolation; on the contrary, it is necessary to understand how they
are related to each other. One must dialectically both gather things
together according to what they share in common and discriminate
among them according to their differences. Even the Good itself, as
he explicates it in the Philebus, consists of a mixture of knowledge
and pleasure.

Although for Plato the good is the chief ontological principle,
Gadamer reminds his readers, the good becomes manifest only
through an investigation of the actual, factual possibilities of human
existence (Dasein), which are finite and temporal. In the two essays
he published on Plato’s Republic during the Third Reich, Gadamer
thus attempted to show, first, how the radical reforms Plato pro-
posed there constituted his response to the corruption of traditional
Greek education by the sophists; that is, Gadamer tried to set Plato’s
dialogue in its own historical context. Then in “Plato’s Educational
State” he argued that the purpose of making mathematics the core of
the new education was to turn the minds of future rulers away from
sensible things to the purely intelligible. This turning of the soul was
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necessary not for the sake of making the philosopher-kings abstract
theorists, however, but to free them from the influence of flattery and
power politics. That was a lesson applicable to Gadamer’s troubled
age as well.3

making explicit the principles of his
own hermeneutics

Reflecting on his own hermeneutical practice in Truth and Method
more than a decade later, Gadamer defended his emphasis on dis-
covering what remains true for us in older texts and his tendency,
therefore, to amalgamate past with present (in this case, Plato with
Heidegger). Gadamer insisted, moreover, that he was not merely lay-
ing out a method of reading texts. For Gadamer, “hermeneutics”
describes the way in which human beings come to terms with them-
selves, each other, and the world in practice.

Redescribing what Heidegger called the “thrown” character of hu-
man existence, Gadamer pointed out that we all find ourselves born
into a specific family at a certain place and time that we did not
choose. The character of the people and circumstances in which we
find ourselves has been shaped, moreover, by past events and the cu-
mulative interpretation of their meaning we call our “tradition.” In
order to understand our “situation,” which is to say ourselves and
our world, we need, therefore, to acquire knowledge of this tradi-
tion. If we merely look back or upon the component parts of this
tradition from the perspective of our current concerns and under-
standing, however, we do not move beyond the horizons of those
current concerns. We do not even notice the horizon or limitations
on our present understanding. For that we need to be “brought up
short” by a perception of the fact that other people at other times saw
things fundamentally differently. Why? Were they right? Only by re-
garding the past in its own terms, as different from the present, and
as representing a potentially truer understanding of things will we
perceive the limitations of our own unavoidable present-mindedness
and, possibly, move beyond those limits to a wider, more encompass-
ing view.4 Simply viewing the past in its own terms will not suffice.
Historicism or the historical consciousness is a peculiarly modern
phenomenon. Insofar as it treats the past as simply past, as the prod-
uct of a set of circumstances and expressing an understanding of the
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world that cannot possibly be duplicated in the present, an exclu-
sively historical or scholarly reading of a past text precludes that
text from challenging the truth of our current conceptions, includ-
ing the historical insight itself. We do not learn anything new, which
is to say that we do not really learn anything at all, about ourselves
or the part of the tradition that shaped us contained in the particular
text. To expand our horizon, we must not only identify the way in
which things from the past are different; we also have to ask how
they can be combined with or otherwise affect our current under-
standing. That is, in Gadamer’s now-famous terminology, we must
ultimately seek to fuse horizons.

In fact, Gadamer argues, such fusions are a part of our everyday
experience. Confronted by new circumstances, we regularly have to
try to apply and so extend what we have learned from the past. In the
process, our understanding of ourselves and the world changes as we
incrementally integrate current experiences with past memories. We
see this process of gradual change through accumulation and selec-
tive deletion especially clearly in the medium of all understanding –
language. New words are invented, others are taken over from for-
eign languages, some drop out. Over time, not merely the specific
words, but the grammatical structure and even, finally, as in the
transition from Latin to Italian, the whole language is altered. There
is no progressive movement toward one all-encompassing language
or understanding; but in opposition to Heidegger, Gadamer empha-
sizes, it is possible to translate texts from one language into another.
In other words, no language is completely self-contained, impervi-
ous, or impenetrable by others. Meanings do change somewhat in the
process of translation. There is no universal language, just as there is
no universal, all encompassing view or viewpoint. Each is bounded
by a horizon set in time and space.

understanding plato in light
of aristotle’s critique

Having emphasized the importance of reading past texts in their own
terms as a step in coming to understand them as well as the tradition
of which they and we are a part, Gadamer concluded, his previous
reading of Plato had been somewhat defective. In Plato’s Dialectical
Ethics, he had used the tools of phenomenology in attempting to tie
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Plato’s dialectic to Socratic dialogue. In the process “Plato’s doctrine
was pushed all too much into the background” (DD 125). Resting
his analysis on the literary difference between Plato’s dialogues and
Aristotle’s treatises, Gadamer admitted, he had also “tried . . . to cir-
cumvent the problem [of Aristotle’s critique of Plato’s doctrine of
the ideas] by establishing that one first finds a definite, fully de-
veloped awareness of what a concept is as such, only in Aristotle.”
Reading the ancient philosophers in their own historical context,
he now thought, “any interpretation which properly adheres to the
subject matter under investigation here must start with the assump-
tion that Aristotle’s critique of Plato relies on something essential
which he has in common with Plato.” Despite “Aristotle’s critique
of the doctrine of ideas, . . . the tendency to harmonize Plato and
Aristotle predominated overwhelmingly in ancient times” as well
as in “the Middle Ages despite all the disputes among schools which
pervade that period” (“Amicus Plato Magis Amica Veritas,” DD 194,
198). The tendency to contrast, if not oppose, Plato and Aristotle
arose only in modern times in conjunction with the attempt of nat-
ural scientists such as Galileo to promote a mathematically based
physics that could be associated with Plato, in place of the teleolog-
ical view of nature, defended by Aristotle.

What Aristotle had in common with Plato, Gadamer argues, was
“the ‘turn’ to the logoi known to us from its literary formulation in
the Phaedo. Rather than naively or unreflectively trying to investi-
gate natural events, both Plato and Aristotle asked (reflectively) how
we come to know about them. Speech or logos was the vehicle or
medium. “When he asks about the being of what is, Aristotle [also]
begins with the question of how we speak about it” (“Amicus Plato
Magis Amica Veritas,” DD 198–9). Aristotle presents his critique of
Plato’s doctrine of the ideas in the Metaphysics as part of his survey
and analysis of what has previously been said in response to the ques-
tion, what makes something be what it is. Insofar as Aristotle him-
self claims that todi ti (this [thing] here) is what really is and grants
the eidos, which answers the question, what (ti esti), only secondary
status, he seems to move away from the logos. But in fact, Gadamer
claims, Aristotle thus reveals the ultimate structure of all speaking.
According to Plato as well, we are always speaking about some thing.
Insofar as Plato analyzes the logos as the koinonia (community or
coexistence) of ideas, he does not make it sufficiently clear that logos
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always refers to something outside of the speech itself. Rather than
flattening out the multifaceted existential truth of Plato’s literary
presentation of the life of Socrates by transforming it into concepts,
Gadamer argued in essays he wrote after Truth and Method, Aristotle
filled out Plato’s insight into the way logos reveals the meaning of
being by applying it to nature and thus making it concrete.

As Aristotle indicates in his critique of the doctrine of ideas in
the Metaphysics, Plato’s understanding of the intelligible order of
the world was essentially mathematical. But, Gadamer insists, it is
important to understand what “mathematical” means. In many of
the dialogues, Plato uses mathematical concepts, such as equality, as
prime examples of supersensible, purely intelligible being (or “ideas”
[eide]) that nevertheless help illuminate the order of the sensible
world. In Book VII of the Republic, he also shows that the different
concepts and forms of mathematics have an intelligible order or re-
lation to each other. “Number, line, plane, and solid, each of which
depends upon the previous one, have a natural order which gives a
sequential structure to the mathematical sciences” (DD 202). Never-
theless, Gadamer argues in opposition to commentators such as Julius
Stenzel, Plato did not think it was possible to deduce a rigid system
or pyramid of ideas. The way in which mathematics provides a model
of the intelligibility of the whole as it becomes manifest in logos is
not in the logical deductions of more specific corollaries from gen-
eral axioms as in geometry. It is rather in the concept or structure of
the arithmos [number] as a unity of many.

As Plato presents it in the Sophist and Statesman, the process or
method through which we discover what something is appears to be
mathematical insofar as it is a process of division. Cutting things
through the middle, we find out what something is by separating it
gradually, in stages, from what it is not. At first it seems that the
process should in principle be capable of producing a definition of
everything in terms of how it is like and unlike all other things.
However, Gadamer observes, the fact that the diairetic divisions in
these dialogues are shown to be gratuitous insofar as they have no
inherent necessity and that, as Aristotle points out, the result is
already anticipated by the steps in the division indicates “that the
whole procedure is not intended to arrive at a rigid systematization,
a pyramid of ideas.” A complete explication of everything in terms
of everything else could never be completed. “One must,” Gadamer
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thus concludes, “consider Plato’s real insight to be that there is no
collected whole of possible explications either for a single eidos or
for the totality of the eide” (DD 203).

“What is revealed [in the Eleatic Stranger’s teaching about the
koinonia of the eide and the way in which that koinonia is not
merely reflected in, but makes logos possible] is that the number
as the unity of many is the ontological paradigm.” Number is the
ontological paradigm in three different respects: (1) The units that
constitute numbers, as well as the numbers themselves are, like the
ideas, purely intelligible. (2) The number constituted by the units is
not merely the sum of its parts. As a whole, it and its parts acquire a
character different from the constituent elements taken separately.
As Socrates observes in the Hippias Major, taken separately, one and
one are both odd; added together, however, one and one make two,
and hence are even. (3) It is always possible to generate a new number
by adding a unit. The series of such numbers or wholes is, therefore,
infinite.5

Once we recognize the arithmos structure of Plato’s understand-
ing of both being and logos, Gadamer suggests, we see that Aristotle’s
critique of the ideas constitutes a response to two basic questions:
(1) “is the logos properly understood when it is taken to be a reflection
or repetition of the intelligible sort of being characteristic of num-
ber?” And (2) “if one should not be satisfied with the mere metaphors
of the Timaeus (the manufacturing of the All by a demiurge), how is
one supposed to conceive of the idea’s really being para tauta, ‘along-
side’ the things here, and of its developing an efficacy of its own?”
(DD 206).

“The extension of the concept of the idea to all that can be said and
meant is an inescapable consequence of orienting one’s thought to
the logos,” Gadamer insists. That is, indeed, the task that Aristotle
set himself. To fulfill it, he had to change or develop Plato’s notions
of the way in which the being of anything was defined by the eidos
and expressed in logos.

If each word pointed to the intelligible unity of a thing, Aristotle
saw, there would be as many ideas as words. That was too many,
he objected. Plato merely doubled the number of things to be un-
derstood. That objection sounds absurd, Gadamer comments, but
it points to the real problem: How could the ideas, which are said
to exist separately, in themselves, cause or otherwise account for
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everything that is? The ideas are supposed to account for the orga-
nization of nature into species or kinds. But even in this best case,
Aristotle shows, the ideas do not provide an adequate account or
explanation. The “idea” of the species does not perpetuate itself by
producing another human being. To show how things could actually
come into being (rather than merely tell a story about a “superartist”
who uses the ideas as models) and so perpetuate intelligible kinds or
species of things in sensible form, Aristotle added efficient and final
causes to the material and formal elements to be found in Plato.
Even more important, by sorting out the different meanings of “to
be,” Aristotle was able to develop his notions of dunamis (potential)
and energeia (actualization) and so substitute a biological for a math-
ematical explanation of things which are. In the Sophist, Plato had
argued, in opposition to Parmenides, that it was not illogical or con-
tradictory to speak or think of “what is not,” if “what is not” refers
to what something is different from. In that case, the speaker or
thinker is not simultaneously affirming and denying that something
is. Aristotle observes that “is not” can refer, in addition to nonexis-
tence and being-different, to “not being yet” (steresis). As a result,
he was able to redefine the way in which the eidos defined what
something was.

There is a not-being in the eidos which has to do not with its relationship
to other eide but with existence itself or, . . . of being deprived of something,
steresis. Every natural process runs its course between steresis and eidos,
Not-being and Being. Such not-being of the existent thing is dependent upon
its eidetic determination insofar as the latter is missing in it. To this extent
it is indeed defined by the eidos.

In Aristotle the way in which natural things are defined by their
eide is, therefore, no longer mathematical. “The living thing which
emerges from the seed does not simply assume another eidetic de-
termination and it is not simply something “different,” something
defined by essentially different determinations, though if viewed
mathematically it would be.” It is defined, rather, in terms of its
transition from the immature to the ripe. As that which is immanent
in the thing as its potential, the eidos exists nowhere else. There is
no separate “world” of the eide existing apart from or in addition to
the things or beings they define.
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Having reconceived the way in which the beings are defined by
their eide, Aristotle had to reconceive the way in which that defini-
tion is expressed in logos as well. Here, too, Gadamer suggests, he
improved upon his teacher.

For in a strange way Plato”s thinking on the eidos tends to obscure the actual
sense of the logos insofar as he conceives of it as the combination of ideas
with one another. For the logos itself implies more than a fitting together,
more than a sum of essences. It is always a reference to something, to some-
thing which is here and now, a “this here” (todi ti), of which not only its
essential definition may be expressed but to which much else besides may
be attributed which is precisely not constitutive of its permanent essence.
(DD 213)

By showing how the eide were immanent in the things rather
than self-subsisting, Aristotle was also able to bring out the refer-
ential and descriptive rather than merely reflective character of lan-
guage. Instead of merely opposing or contradicting Plato, Gadamer
concluded, Aristotle’s critique not only brought out the basic char-
acter but also fulfilled the intention of Plato’s teaching concerning
the ideas, in some respects better than Plato himself.6

the fundamental character
of the good

The two respects in which Gadamer found Aristotle’s articulation
of the way in which beings were defined by their eide and expressed
in logos superior to the mathematical understanding to be found
in the dialogues pointed back to the reasons Gadamer had initially
looked for an original understanding of philosophy in Plato’s literary
depiction of Socrates. If truth is disclosed only in language, through
conversation, the search for truth must have its origins in the con-
crete concerns of human existence. As Plato showed in his depiction
of Socrates, it did. Human beings have to make choices all the time,
and these choices imply knowledge of what is good. To convince
people to join him in seeking for knowledge, Socrates thus had to
show his interlocutors not only that they did not really know what
is good, but also that knowledge of the good is what they, like all
other human beings, need and desire above all else.
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Knowledge of the good is not like other forms of knowledge; it does
not consist of generalizations from empirical data or experiences,
nor does it constitute the application of general rules to particular
situations, nor it is deductive like geometry. In sum, it is not nor can
it be acquired through techne. As presented in the Platonic dialogues,
knowledge of the good is both moral and ontological. It responds
to our most urgent need and yet is somehow constitutive of the
whole. It does not, however, involve cognition of an abstract or self-
subsisting “idea” of the kind Aristotle criticizes in his works on
ethics. On the contrary, Gadamer maintains, reading Plato in light
of Aristotle’s critique, “we see how close the knowledge of the good
sought by Socrates is to Aristotle’s phronesis” (IG 33–4).

Gadamer explicitly rejects attempts to read either Plato or
Aristotle in terms of their purported intellectual development.
Werner Jaeger’s attempt to trace Aristotle’s development from Pla-
tonist to empiricist collapses, Gadamer argues, when we recall that
Plato himself gives many of the same criticisms of the doctrine of
the ideas in the Parmenides that Jaeger claims Aristotle “developed”
only later, after he ceased to be a student of Plato. Gadamer admits
that the Platonic dialogues can be divided according to structure.
“The ‘aporetic’ dialogues, in which Socrates refutes his interlocutors
without finally giving an answer to the question posed, represent one
clearly defined type of Socratic discussion” (IG 22). In the Republic,
Socrates plays a new role when he positively describes the just state.
He also begins to tell the great myths. Nevertheless, Gadamer in-
sists, Socrates’ refutations of his interlocutors’ claims to know what
is good or virtuous lead, logically, to his own positive teachings. From
beginning to end, the Platonic dialogues are centrally concerned with
the “question about the good and, in particular, about the good in the
sense of arete, the ‘best-ness’ of the citizen of the polis” (IG 21). There
is a development in the sense of explicating and expanding upon a
central theme, but there is not a change of doctrine or fundamental
understanding.

Plato first shows Socrates disputing the sophists’ claim to pur-
vey a new techne of virtue. In the Protagoras he not merely exposes
the extremely common understanding of the good as pleasure that
underlay their purportedly radical new teaching (and so provides sup-
port for his own later claim in book six of the Republic [493ff.] that
the sophists merely catered to public opinion). He also paradoxically
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concludes that virtue is not teachable, despite his own arguments
showing that virtue is knowledge.

Virtue is not teachable, Gadamer explains, because it requires
knowledge of the good, and such knowledge is not technical or merely
instrumental. Virtue requires knowledge of the end or goal, the good;
the sophists merely taught their students new rhetorical means of
achieving the old, conventional ends of political life in Greece-
prominence and wealth.

In order to achieve knowledge of the good, Socrates urges his inter-
locutors, they have to seek self-knowledge through a dialectical ex-
amination of their own opinions. Although Socratic dialectic some-
times appears to be a kind of techne, Gadamer argues, the emphasis
on seeking self-knowledge shows that it is not. Socrates’ interlocu-
tors often think that he controls the conversation because he asks the
questions. When they insist, therefore, on changing roles, they show
themselves unable to ask questions effectively, because they do not
understand that in asking the questions the interrogator is question-
ing himself as much as his interlocutor. To ask a question one must,
moreover, possess a certain kind of knowledge. “Seeking and learn-
ing presuppose that one knows what one does not know, and to learn
that, one must be refuted. Knowing what one does not know is not
simply ignorance. It always implies a prior knowledge which guides
all one’s seeking and questioning. Cognition is always re-cognition.”
In the Meno where Socrates re-raises the question concerning the
teachability of virtue, he thus argues that all learning is re-collection.
In questioning ourselves about what we think, we remind ourselves
of something that we already in a sense knew. “Knowledge of the
good is always with us in our practical life. Whenever we choose one
thing in preference to another, we believe ourselves capable of justi-
fying our choice” (IG 57). In dialectically examining the grounds of
our choices, Gadamer argues, we simultaneously come to recognize
who we are, that is, how we understand ourselves, in distinguishing
our own opinions, thoughts, and choices from other possibilities. As
an attempt to discover who we are and what is good for us, in contrast
to the rhetorical art of acquiring influence over others purveyed by
the sophists, “[d]ialectic is not so much a techne–that is, an ability
and knowledge – as a way of being. It is a disposition, or hexis in
Aristotle’s sense of the word, that distinguishes the genuine philoso-
pher from the sophist” (IG 39).
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Gadamer responds to those who, relying on Aristotle’s critique
of “Socrates” in the Nicomachean Ethics (1144b ff.) for identifying
virtue with knowledge, would maintain a distinction between Plato’s
“intellectualization” of virtue and Aristotle’s concept of ethos by
pointing out that the educational scheme outlined in the Republic
involves years of training for the sake of inculcating certain opinions
and habits, the basis and rationale of which become known, if at
all, only much later. Aristotle’s concept of ethos (habituation) “is in
complete agreement with what Plato and Socrates intended to say
and is implicit in the total ‘intellectualization’ of arete articulated
in Plato’s dialogues” (IG 60).7

As in the Protagoras, so in the Republic Socrates identifies all
four of the virtues with knowledge. In the Republic, it becomes
clear, however, that the kind of knowledge uniting and so consti-
tuting virtue is phronesis.8 The meaning of phronesis in Plato is
broader than it is in Aristotle, Gadamer admits. Plato extended the
customary meaning of the word, which had a primarily practical
sense, to include theoretical knowledge for the sake of showing the
intrinsic relation between theory and practice. That relation is not
what we moderns imagine when we speak about the application of
general “theoretical” principles or precepts to specific situations “in
practice.” The purpose of the education future rulers in the Republic
receive in science and dialectic is not to make them abstract theoreti-
cians, mathematicians, or scientists; nor is it to provide them with
useful knowledge (e.g., of astronomy for the sake of understanding
the climate or of mathematics for the sake of deploying troops). The
goal of their extended education is, rather, to make the rulers “rea-
sonable.” It is not so much a matter of acquiring a specific kind of
knowledge as it is the formation of character. Like Aristotle, Plato
understands virtue not to consist in reasoning or logos per se, but
in acting with or according to reason (meta logou). So understood,
phronesis is not merely different from both techne and episteme; it
involves a more encompassing kind of knowledge. Socrates’ quest
for a definition of the good in human life thus leads to the broader,
more “ontological” questions concerning the idea of the good raised
in the Republic.

The question concerning the good in human life does not arise,
Gadamer admits, directly out of the unity of the virtues asserted in
Book IV. It seems, on the contrary, to arise almost as an afterthought
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in Book VI when Glaucon asks Socrates to show how the just city he
has described could possibly come into being. The crucial require-
ment is that philosophers become kings. This requirement is para-
doxical, because it is not at all clear how the theoretical studies of
the philosophers would make them superior rulers.9 In order to be-
come philosophers, Socrates observes, future rulers need to study
the sciences, especially mathematics, as well as the music and gym-
nastics required of the soldiers. The purpose of the mathematical
studies Socrates outlines in Book VII is not to make the guardians
expert mathematicians or even merely to teach them skills useful
for waging war and managing property; it is, rather, as indicated by
the allegory of the cave, to free their souls from an attachment to
sensible things by introducing them to the purely noetic. By teach-
ing them the difference between the enduring and the transitory,
Gadamer argued in “Plato’s Educational State,” the guardians’ edu-
cation in mathematics immunized them against the temptations of
people in power to use it to enrich themselves and to be seduced by
flatterers. In this earlier essay, Gadamer thus emphasized the effects
more than the content of the guardians’ education.

In The Idea of the Good in Platonic-Aristotelian Philosophy,
Gadamer points out that the guardians’ study of mathematics is
supposed to prepare them for a dialectical examination of the presup-
positions, assumptions, or “hypotheses” of all the particular forms
of knowledge, including mathematics, and that this examination is
supposed to culminate in knowledge of the first and most funda-
mental of the ideas, the idea of the good. What that idea is, however,
remains rather obscure.

The desirability of knowledge of the good is introduced in the
Republic in terms of the human good, Gadamer emphasizes. In be-
ginning to specify what the guardians will need to know, Socrates
observes that many people would settle for the apparently noble
or apparently just, but that no one would accept the only appar-
ently good. Knowledge of what is truly good is, therefore, what all
human beings most want. Most believe that the good is pleasure.
Because people distinguish good and bad pleasures, that cannot be
correct. Those with phronesis believe that it is knowledge. As
Socrates pointed out earlier, knowledge (as opposed to opinion) is
possible only of things that do not change. Knowledge must, more-
over, ultimately be knowledge of the whole (if it is not to remain
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partial and hence potentially deceptive). Such knowledge constitutes
the greatest learning (megiston mathema), because it involves or in-
cludes everything that is.

By comparing the good to the sun, which produces the light nec-
essary not only for vision but also for growth, Socrates suggests that
the good is the source of the necessary condition not only for knowl-
edge of the truth but also for being itself. It is not clear, however, how
the good makes either knowledge or intelligible existence possible.
As the source, Socrates initially says that the idea of the good is
“beyond” being. However, when he later describes the highest and
last study as the dialectical investigation of everything that truly
is, i.e., the ideas, he says that the good must be treated in “just the
same way” (hosautos). Later commentators have mistakenly been
tempted to take one of the suggested alternatives. Some, like the
neoplatonists, have argued that as the source of intelligibility and
being, the idea of the good is beyond both, not only ineffable, but
also unintelligible. Others, like Aristotle, have argued that the good
has no separate existence; like all other ideas, the good is to be found
only in the various “goods” or good things. According to Gadamer,
neither alternative is required by, or adequate to, the text.

Socrates was not able to explicate the meaning of his metaphor
in conceptual terms. To do that, Gadamer suggests, we later read-
ers need to employ Aristotle’s distinction between poiein (doing or
making) and paschein (suffering something) in delineating the struc-
ture of nous (intellect).10 We also need to use the “indirect tradition,”
in particular Aristotle’s account of Plato’s teaching concerning the
one and the indeterminate dyad, as an indication of the way in which
one of his writings, the Philebus, sheds light on the content of his
lecture, i.e., unwritten, oral teaching, “On the Good.”

In the Philebus, the question concerning the good is taken up, as
in the Republic, explicitly in terms of the human good. However,
we are reminded, almost immediately, both of the universal nature
of the good and the necessity of understanding it dialectically. As
in the Republic, the question is whether the good is constituted by
knowledge or pleasure. This time, however, the advocates of pleasure
are not simply dismissed. On the contrary,

it seems as if two irreconcilable basic attitudes [a]re being pitted against each
other here. For just as it steers the behavior of any living thing, the pleasure
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principle has a kind of obvious predominance, unlimited and overpowering,
in the human being too. That one should argue for this principle in [rational]
statement and answer would seem to be self-contradictory, and hence it is
entirely consistent that those who do advocate it do indeed resist giving
justification of their position. (IG 105)

Insisting that pleasure is obviously and entirely good, Philebus thus
withdraws from the discussion. To engage the young man who
replaces him as interlocutor in a dialectical examination of the cons-
titution of the good, Socrates has to convince Protarchus to distin-
guish among different kinds of pleasure – and of knowledge. Only
by drawing distinctions can Socrates show him the true character or
constitution of the Good (and everything else) as a mixture.

To show Protarchus the character or constitution of all things,
Socrates introduces the doctrine of the four genera: the unlimited
(into which pleasure is immediately placed along with other relative
sensations like hot and cold, big and small, more or less); that which
limits (including number); the mixture of the two that constitutes
any particular thing; and its cause (nous). Plato distinguishes him-
self from the Pythagoreans by adding the last two kinds and so dis-
tinguishing, as they did not, between the noetic elements and the
concrete manifestations of them. “This doctrine has far-reaching
consequences for any appropriate understanding of Plato’s dialectic
and of the problems of chorismos (separation) and methexis (partici-
pation),” Gadamer emphasizes. “If limit and determinacy do not ex-
ist apart, for themselves, then neither does the entire noetic realm
of the ideas – any more than do the ingredients of this potion of
life that is supposed to be mixed. That the noetic world of num-
bers and pure relationships belongs together with their dialectical
opposite, the apeiron, implies that they are only abstracted aspects
of this third thing called the ‘mixed’” (IG 113). As we see in the
particular case in question, pleasure and knowledge do not exist
apart from one another. It is impossible to feel pleasure without
awareness of it; likewise, it is impossible for a living being to have
knowledge without taking pleasure in it. We ourselves are both.
The distinctions we draw in our attempt to come to understand
ourselves and the world through a dialectical investigation of the
parts are noetic; they do not exist “somewhere” apart, in another
world.
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Parts become manifest and understood as such only in the context
of the whole of which they are components. As that which makes
any particular mixture “good,” the good is not and cannot be simply
“one.” It is both “in” all those mixtures said to be good, and yet sep-
arable in thought from them. Insofar as it is purely noetic, the good
is not visible as such. It becomes manifest, Socrates suggests, only in
the measuredness or symmetry of the beautiful. (As Gadamer says in
Heideggerian language, it shines forth or appears as the beautiful.) As
Socrates indicates with the examples of writing and music, all arts
(or kinds of knowledge) depend upon the identification of such an
eidetic order or structure, in which the noetic elements are known
only in relation to each other.

Because the apeiron is an element of all mixtures, the possible
concrete manifestations and/or wholes to be dialectically analyzed
is infinite. Each thing or being can be known only as a whole, but
there are many, infinitely many wholes. The task of dialectic is, cor-
respondingly, unending as well. In living things, of which we are
one kind, the mixture is, moreover, subject to change. The question
constantly arises, therefore, what should be added or subtracted. As
Gadamer repeatedly emphasizes, human life is distinguished by the
need to make choices. Dialectic is not, therefore, a techne like writ-
ing that one learns or that some know and others do not. “Thinking,
to be sure, is an art, but [it is] an art that is practiced by everyone and
that one is never finished learning. And how to live is just as little
an art that one could ever be finished learning” (IG 121).

At this point, Gadamer’s understanding of Plato with the help of
Aristotle’s conceptual analysis merges almost completely with his
own understanding of the hermeneutical character of human exis-
tence. Our lives are defined by our understanding of ourselves and
the world. We constantly have to re-evaluate and reconceive our un-
derstanding of ourselves and the world, however, in light of new
experiences. We never begin merely with or as a “blank slate.” We
begin, rather, seeing things as they come to light in the horizon of
our particular time and place. Like a series of numbers, each hori-
zon constitutes a whole in itself. Each horizon can, however, be ex-
panded and so changed as a whole through the process of addition or
accretion. The series or number of possible horizons (views or un-
derstandings) is infinite. The arithmos structure Gadamer finds in
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Plato not only describes but also provides the ontological foundation
for his own hermeneutics. Gadamer makes the extent to which he
understands his own thought to be a continuation and perpetuation
of Platonic–Aristotelian philosophy explicit in the preface to The
Idea of the Good when he urges his readers to

take what follows as an attempt to read the classic Greek thinkers . . . not
from the perspective of the assumed superiority of modernity . . . but instead
with the conviction that philosophy is a human experience that remains the
same and that characterizes the human being as such, and that there is no
progress in it, but only participation. (IG 6)

re-presenting plato

By challenging the standard interpretation of Plato which identifies
Plato with a “two worlds” view of intelligible and sensible experi-
ence and with a certain chronological development of his teaching
concerning the ideas and which is still dominant both in Anglo-
American schools of philosophy and on the continent, Gadamer asks
his readers to reconsider and reconceive their understanding of the
entire Western tradition.11As he intends, his work should provoke
further study and thought. More detailed studies would be neces-
sary, for example, to show that the questions Socrates raises about
the character and unity of human virtue in the “early” elenchtic di-
alogues lead (necessarily?) to the broad ontological doctrines of the
so-called “middle” dialogue, such as the Republic and Phaedo, and
that the teaching concerning the ideas enunciated there is, in fact,
basically the same as, or at least compatible with, what appear to
be fundamentally different doctrines enunciated in “late” dialogue,
such as the Philebus and Sophist.

In attempting to show the continuity not merely between Plato
and Aristotle but between the ancient philosophers and modern
thought, Gadamer makes sweeping claims and arguments that weave
together a variety of texts. He often violates his own strictures
about the need to read the dialogues as discrete works or wholes
in which the character of the particular participants must be re-
lated to the specific setting and action. He does not pay any at-
tention to the differences among Plato’s philosophical spokesmen
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(Parmenides, Socrates, Timaeus, the Eleatic Stranger, and the
Athenian Stranger) or to the dramatic dating and setting of the
dialogues. In amalgamating Plato and Aristotle, he is not content
to point out the way in which both philosophers begin with an ex-
amination of the logoi. He also denies that the ideas have any kind of
separate existence. As a result, he not only makes it difficult to un-
derstand why Plato and Aristotle both claimed that the theoretical
life was superior to the practical, but he also obscures what would ap-
pear to be a fundamental difference between their ancient philosophy
and his modern hermeneutics. According to Socrates in the Repub-
lic, the only sorts of things of which we can have real knowledge
are those that never change (and are, therefore, eternal). Although
Gadamer admits that the eide are purely noetic, it is difficult to see
how he could admit the existence of any eternal truths or ideas. As
Gadamer himself emphasizes, theory and practice tend to merge in
his hermeneutics. Although Plato and Aristotle agree that the the-
oretical life involves the highest and most intense form of activity,
both preserve the difference between theory and practice.

As Gadamer also sees, these ancient philosophers understood the-
ory quite differently from us moderns. For them, the life of theory
consisted of a life of contemplating the eternal truths. For those ed-
ucated in modern natural science, theory consists of a set of gener-
alizations that are to be tested or applied in practice. These different
understandings of “theory” point, moreover, to the greatest provo-
cation Gadamer provides his readers. In his recently published
“Reflections on His Philosophical Journey,“ Gadamer explains that
he turned to hermeneutics, in general, and the study of ancient phi-
losophy, in particular, in order to find a means of uniting the various
sciences in a way that had not proved possible for those who used
modern natural science as a model of knowledge. Plato and Aristotle
were able to give a unified understanding of the world and the vari-
ous kinds of knowledge human beings can acquire of it, because they
saw both the whole and its parts in terms of ends, purpose, or the
“Good.” Modern natural science explicitly broke with this “teleolog-
ical” understanding. How then does Gadamer intend to bring it back
within his general “hermeneutic”? He himself never explicitly says.
Instead, we might say, he poses the question, the most important
question faced by his contemporaries.



P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-09 October 4, 2001 11:14

Hermeneutics in Practice 221

notes

1 In the lectures he gave on The Beginning of Philosophy in 1967 and, again,
in 1988, Gadamer explained that there are three interconnected meanings
of “beginning”: that which comes first in time or history, that which is
seen to be the point of origin from the perspective of the end, and that
which finds itself in process without knowing where it is going. As Plato
understood it, philosophy was an open-ended search for knowledge, not
the attainment or possession thereof (BP 15–18, 20). Gadamer endorses
Plato’s “original” understanding of philosophy and thus the third sense of
beginning; in contrast to Heidegger, Gadamer does not think that philos-
ophy has or ever can come to an end. It cannot have a precise beginning
in the second sense, therefore, or in the first. Cf. TM, “Foreword to the
Second Edition,” xxxvii–xxxviii.

2 “Reply to Donald Davidson,” The Philosophy of Hans-Georg Gadamer,
Library of Living Philosophers, vol. 24, ed. Lewis Edwin Hahn (Chicago:
Open Court, 1997), p. 433: “[M]ore and more what both of us mean by
philosophy is what we find in Plato.”

3 The political relevance and significance of Gadamer’s Plato studies un-
der the Nazi regime have recently become a subject of some debate.
See my Postmodern Platos: Nietzsche, Heidegger, Gadamer, Strauss,
Derrida (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), pp. 78–84, Fred
Dallmayr, “Hermeneutics and Justice,” in Festivals of Interpretation
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990), pp. 95–105; Theresa
Orozco, “The Art of Allusions: Gadamer’s Philosophical Interventions
under National Socialism,” trans. Jason Geiger, Radical Philosophy: A
Journal of Socialist and Feminist Philosophy 78 (July/August 1993),
pp. 18–41, and my reply in “On the Politics of Gadamerian Hermeneu-
tics,” Bruce Krajewski, ed., Gadamer’s Repercussions: Scaling Philosoph-
ical Hermeneutics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001). See
also Robert Dostal’s comments in the first chapter of this volume.

4 Gadamer made the difference between what he means by reading a text in
its own terms and Leo Strauss’s insistence that we “understand an author
as he understood himself” clear in TM 535 when he objected: [Strauss]
seems to consider it possible to understand what one does not understand
oneself but what someone else understands, and to understand only in the
way that the other person himself understood. And he also seems to think
that if a person says something, he has necessarily and fully understood
‘himself’ in the process.” Gadamer argues, on the contrary, that “[w]hen
we try to understand a text, we do not try to transpose ourselves into the
author’s mind but . . . into the perspective within which he has formed
his views” (TM 292). That is, we first have to try to understand the author
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in his own historical context. However, “[j]ust as the events of history
do not in general manifest any agreement with the subjective ideas of
the person who stands and acts within history, so the sense of a text in
general reaches far beyond what its author originally intended” (TM 372).
According to Gadamer, we need to engage in a dialogue with the text and
that means we must ask it or its authors questions. Those questions
change, however, with the changing circumstances of the reader. So do
the answers, therefore, and the meaning of the text. There are no eternal
problems.

5 Gadamer owes much of his analysis of the arithmos structure of being,
according to Plato, to Jacob Klein. In Greek Mathematical Thought and
the Origin of Algebra, trans. Eva Brann (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1968),
Klein argued that Plato had progressed beyond the Pythagoreans in two
decisive respects. First, he had distinguished the intelligible units we use
to count various things from the things themselves; the Pythagoreans
had simply identified the two in their claim that everything was num-
ber. Second, he recognized the difference between the unity or character
of the number and its constituent parts. This difference was crucial for
understanding Plato’s theory of the ideas, especially the koinonia of the
eide. In the Sophist, Klein pointed out, being is shown to be identical
with neither rest nor motion, but is said somehow to encompass both.
The difference between this arithmological conception of being and the
Greek concept of arithmos was simply that in the latter case the compo-
nent units were all the same whereas in the former case the components
were different. Gadamer goes beyond Klein (a) in attributing the same
arithmos structure to logos and (b) in emphasizing the infinity of the
number series.

6 In Heidegger’s lecture course on Plato’s SOPHIST in 1924–5 (trans. Richard
Rojcewicz and Andre Schuwer [Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1997]) he argued (pp. 5–9) that we (moderns) need to approach Plato
through Aristotle, precisely because Aristotle worked out the meaning
of Plato’s insights more clearly on a conceptual level. In his writings on
ancient philosophy after Truth and Method, Gadamer uses Aristotle’s
critiques of Plato in precisely that fashion, to bring out Plato’s intended
meaning. As Robert J. Dostal reports in “Gadamer’s Continuous Chal-
lenge: Heidegger’s Plato Interpretation,” The Philosophy of Hans-Georg
Gadamer, p. 290, Gadamer observed in his preface to the recently pub-
lished sketch of Heidegger’s 1922 Aristotle project: “When I today once
again read this first part of the introduction to Heidegger’s studies
of Aristotle. . . it is as though I have rediscovered the clue to my
own philosophical development.” “Heideggers ’theologische’ Jugends-
chrift,” in Hans-Ulrich Lessing, ed., Dilthey-Jahrbuch, bd. 6 (Goettingen:
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Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1989), p. 229. In his autobiographical
“Reflections on My Philosophical Journey,” in The Philosophy of Hans-
Georg Gadamer, pp. 10–12, Gadamer himself traces the fundamental
elements of his later understanding of the commonality of Plato and Aris-
totle – their beginning with the logoi – as well as the distinction between
phronesis and techne to Heidegger.

7 According to Gadamer, “The fact that Aristotle – in half agreeing with
‘Socrates’ – takes the paradoxical equation of virtue and knowledge in
Plato and Socrates literally and ‘corrects’ their mistakes, can . . not be
advanced as a counterargument. Aristotle has a way of taking state-
ments not as they were intended, but literally, and then demonstrating
their one-sidedness. Aristotle’s use of dialectic consists in balancing off
the one-sidedness of one person’s opinion against the one-sidedness of
someone else’s. And while often doing violence in the process, he thereby
succeeds in better articulating his own position and also in conceptual-
izing previously unquestioned presuppositions” (IG 60).

8 There is specific textual evidence for both Gadamer’s claims that, accord-
ing to Plato’s Socrates, virtue must be first experienced as a kind of habit
or characteristic attitude, in order to be understood later, and that the
virtues are, really, phronesis. In Book III (409b–e) Socrates argues that,
in contrast to the doctor who needs to see as many cases of disease as
possible in order to learn how to cure them, the person who will become
a judge must not be exposed to injustice until he or she is quite old. The
person who learns early on how to calculate his or her advantage at the
expense of others will never understand what justice is. Likewise in de-
scribing the character of the education of the philosopher-king with his
famous image of the cave in Book VII, Socrates observes that “the other
virtues of a soul, as they are called, are probably somewhat close to those
of the body. For they are really not there beforehand and are later pro-
duced by habits and exercises, while the virtue of exercising prudence is
more than anything somehow divine” (518e). Gadamer himself does not
mention the discussion of the education of the judge in contrast to the
doctor and refers to 518e only in passing. Only later in the chapter does
he acknowledge that the definitions of the virtues in Book IV in terms of
the city are all actually in terms of correct opinion, not knowledge. He
blurs the difference here in order to emphasize the continuity from the
“early” Socratic dialogues to the more “doctrinaire” Republic .

9 As in his earlier essays on the Republic (DD 48–50, 73–6), in IG 70,
Gadamer argues that the description of the “city in speech” does not con-
stitute a blue print for actual political reform. All the requirements for its
actualization – the abolition of the family, the rule of philosophers, and
the expulsion of everyone over ten years of age – are clearly impossible.
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Implicitly contesting Leo Strauss’s interpretation in The City and Man
(Chicago: Rand McNally, 1964), pp. 52–130, and “Plato,” in the History of
Political Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), 1st ed.,
pp. 7–63; however, Gadamer insists that the point is not merely to show
the impracticality of the ideal. “Are we supposed to read this political
utopia only negatively and be convinced by it only of the irreconcilabil-
ity of theoretical and civic life? If so, a great expenditure of intelligence
and wit has been wasted.”

10 In explicating the meaning of Socrates’ comparison between the sun and
the Good, Gadamer argues, that the “light” in which the truth of be-
ings becomes manifest is thinking. Beings are perceived as such only in
thought. “In Aristotle too, “nous enables, ‘makes’ (poiei) thinking hos
hexis tis (as a kind of condition), just as light ‘makes potential colors
into actual colors’ (De anima 410a14 ff.).” (IG 88–9) It seems strange to
this reader that Gadamer attributes this distinction between affecting
and being affected only to Aristotle, because Socrates makes it both in
arguing that soul is immortal in the Phaedrus (245c) and in explicating
Protagoras’ teaching in the Theaetetus (156a–b); the Eleatic Stranger also
suggests it as definition of being in terms of power (dunamis) in the
Sophist (247d–e). To be sure, Plato’s Socrates himself does not understand
being in this way. Gadamer does not usually differentiate Plato’s philo-
sophical spokesmen or the doctrines, however. On the contrary, he tends
to combine them in his understanding of Plato’s thought or intention.

11 Relying on Aristotle, Metaphysics 987a32–b10, 1078b122–1079a4,
1086a37–b11, scholars such as Terence Irwin, Plato’s Ethics (New York;
Oxford University Press, 1995) and Gregory Vlastos, Socrates: Ironist and
Moral Philosopher (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991) distinguish
the “moralist” Socrates from Plato, the theorist of the ideas. Richard
Kraut, “Introduction,” Cambridge Companion to Plato (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1992), sketches the common view not only
of the difference between Socrates and Plato but also of the chronology
of the composition of the dialogues.
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robert b. pippin

10 Gadamer’s Hegel

“So muße vor allem Hegels Denkweg erneut befragt wer-
den.” (“Above all else, the path of Hegel’s thought must be
interrogated anew.”) (GW 2, 505)

i

Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics is as much a reaction as an
initiation: a reaction against a relativistic historicism that “locked”
speakers and actors “inside” worldviews; a reaction against the over-
whelming prestige of the natural sciences and the insistence on
methodology inspired by that success; and a reaction against the
“bloodless academic philosophizing” of neo-Kantian philosophy
and its perennialist “great problems” approach to the history of
philosophy.1 But in several of his autobiographical remarks, Gadamer
singles out an opponent that seems to loom oddly large in his remi-
niscences about provocations. “Using Heidegger’s analysis, my start-
ing point was a critique of German Idealism and its Romantic tradi-
tions” (PG 27), he writes in one such recollection. And in the same
essay, he writes of trying to avoid or to “forfeit” (einbüßen) “the fun-
damentum inconcussum of philosophy on the basis of which Hegel
had written his story of philosophy and the Neo-Kantians their his-
tory of problems – namely, self-consciousness” (PG 7). And later,

So I sought in my hermeneutics to overcome the primacy of self-conscious-
ness, and especially the prejudices of an idealism rooted in consciousness . . .

(PG 27)

I want to explore in the following what Gadamer might mean
by giving to hermeneutics the task of “overcoming the primacy of

225
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self-consciousness,” and to ask whether it is really Hegel in his sights
as he attempts to do so.

ii

We need first to attend to the conflicting strands of deep solidar-
ity with Hegel, coupled with just as deep a rejection. With respect
to the former strand, there is much to cite. Indeed, the selection of
Hegel as such a principal opponent is somewhat odd because there
are so many passages throughout Gadamer’s writings that warmly
embrace Hegel as a comrade-in-arms. While the major influences
on Gadamer’s development of a philosophical hermeneutics are un-
questionably Plato, Aristotle, and Heidegger, Hegel is not far behind,
as the epigram above already indicates. This is so for a number of ob-
vious and not so obvious reasons.

In the first place, one would expect from Gadamer a sympathetic
embrace of Hegel’s own reaction against Kantian formalism, an
embrace of Hegel’s denial of transcendental subjectivity and pure
practical reason, an embrace of Hegel’s attack on philosophies of
transcendence or “the beyond” (Jenseitsphilosophie), and so Hegel’s
attempt to situate or embed the human subject in time, and an em-
brace of Hegel’s attack on all attempts to understand concepts, or
language as means employed by a subject, or as rules applied by
a subject. The Heideggerian and Gadamerian “dialectic” between
“being in a world” (and being always already subject to a particular
life-world) and “having a world” (being a potentially critical, reflec-
tive subject of such a world) was already clearly announced by and
explored by Hegel (PG 36). And Gadamer sees that thereby Hegel
had already anticipated a great deal of the dialectic of later Euro-
pean philosophy. Hegel had understood that we would need a way of
achieving this rejection of formalism and this socio-historical
“embedding” without ending up with a kind of sociological, em-
pirical, descriptive, nonphilosophical enterprise, and with a diverse
plurality of incommensurable language games (an option already on
the horizon in Herder). And all this must be accomplished without re-
animating a new hope for some decisive meta-language or transcen-
dental philosophy of necessary conditions for the possibility of sense-
making, experience, practical life and so on; without re-animating a
new hope for temporally and methodologically stable conditions,
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“scientifically” arrived at by a proper “control,” or methodology
(what turned out to be the neo-Kantian temptation).

It is thus no surprise that, in the exciting calls for a new “life”
philosophy swirling throughout Germany in Gadamer’s early adult-
hood, he would recall and astutely take his bearings from such a
passage as the following from the Preface to Hegel’s Phenomenology
of Spirit.

The form of study in ancient times differs from that of the modern period
in that study then was a thorough process of education appropriate for a
natural consciousness. In specific probing of each aspect of its existence and
in philosophizing about all that occurs, it generated for itself a universality
actively engaged in the whole of its life. In the modern period on the other
hand, the individual finds that the universal [die abstrakte Form] is already
prepared for him. It would therefore be better to say that in his effort to grasp
it and to make it his own he directly forces the inner essence into the open
without the mediatory experience of the natural consciousness. Thus the
generation of the universal here is cut off from the manifold of existence –
the universal does not emerge out of that manifold. The task now is not so
much to purify the individual of his immediate dependency on his senses
and to raise him to the substance which thinks and is thought, as it is the
reverse, namely, to actualize the universal and to infuse it with spirit by
dissolving the fixed determinations of thought.2

Hegel’s attempt to “infuse” the traditional categories of the under-
standing “with spirit” (sich begeistern) (HD 16), and so, in his Pheno-
menology, his attempt to understand the determinacy and authority
of such discriminations by understanding the actual roles they play
in a social community, and in their systematic inter-relatedness
across many different activities of such a community, looks like
an attempt to construe norms and principles as having a “life” of
their own that in principle is quite close in spirit to Gadamer’s two-
pronged hermeneutical attack on transcendentalism and relativism.

Moreover, any claim that we have lost something “vital” that
was a taken-for-granted aspect of ancient Greek life would obviously
be welcome to Gadamer (whose great disagreement with Heidegger
stems from Gadamer’s resolute refusal to see his beloved Plato as
“the origin of Western nihilism”) and Gadamer indeed sometimes
writes in almost a tone of gratitude for Hegel’s philosophical reha-
bilitation of Greek thinkers as philosophers. He even goes so far as
to refer to the Greeks “and their latest and greatest follower, Hegel”
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(PG 15).3 As we shall see shortly, Gadamer will disagree with Hegel’s
appropriation of the ancient art of dialectic, with Hegel’s account of
the deficiencies in the Greek theory of subjectivity, and with Hegel’s
readings of key passages, but he still credits Hegel, alone among the
Titans of modern philosophy – Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, Locke,
Hume, and Kant – with an appreciation of the “speculative” mo-
ment in Greek thought, an appreciation that remained unique in the
history of modern philosophy until Heidegger.4

Indeed, only Hegel and Heidegger (and, one should now of course
also say, Gadamer) have shown how philosophy itself should be un-
derstood not merely to have a history, but to be its history, that the
work of philosophy itself is a speculative recollection of its history,
and because it is so speculative and philosophical, it so “reconceptu-
alizes” (aufhebt, cancels, preserves, and raises up) historical “think-
ing and knowing” that the objects of study should no longer count
as merely historical texts. (“The first person who wrote a history of
philosophy, that was really such, was also the last to do so – Hegel”)
(PG 35).5 As we shall also see, there are various ways of comprehend-
ing philosophical recollection as a living conversation, ranging from
Heidegger’s “destruction” of the still living, still ontologically perni-
cious Western metaphysical tradition, to Hegel’s developmental ac-
count of how “they” were trying, incompletely, to accomplish what
“we” are still trying, more completely, to accomplish, to Gadamer’s
own account of the eternally inexhaustible residue of meaning in
past texts and events, but the denial of any separation between phi-
losophy and its history, and so the refusal to see past philosophers
and writers as failed versions of us certainly unites them. At the end
of the First Part of Truth and Method Gadamer writes,

Hegel states a definite truth, inasmuch as the essential nature of the his-
torical spirit consists not in the restoration of the past but in thoughtful
mediation with contemporary life.6

Finally, Gadamer makes clear that he understands the radicality
of Hegel’s enterprise; he especially understands how decisively Hegel
broke with “the metaphysical tradition” so constantly under attack
by Heidegger and his followers. Whatever Hegel is up to in his ac-
count of “spirit’s experience of itself” in his Phenomenology, and in
his treatment of “thought’s self-determinations” in his Science of
Logic, it cannot be understood as a continuation of the “substance
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metaphysics of the Western tradition” (PG 34). Gadamer realizes that
Hegelian spirit, Geist, refers just as little to an immaterial substance
as Dasein refers to human nature.7 He notes that in pursuing his own
life-long goal of attacking traditional, substance metaphysics, “I do
not stand alone in all this; Hegel also held such a view” (PG 34).8 He
even goes so far as to write some things that stand in some consid-
erable tension with what he also says about the need to overcome
Hegel’s absolutization of the principle of self-consciousness.

In particular, Hegel’s powerful speculative leap beyond the subjectivity of the
subjective Spririt established this possibility and offered a way of shattering
the predominance of subjectivism . . . Was it not Hegel’s intention, also, [i.e.,
together with Heidegger after the latter’s “turn” – RP] to surpass the orien-
tation to self-consciousness and the subject–object schema of a philosophy
of consciousness? (PG 37)9

iii

That question is somewhat rhetorical, of course, and Gadamer’s final
answer is that whatever Hegel may have intended, his philosophy did
not completely break free of “subjectivism,” and for all his sympa-
thy with the speculative, historical, “Greek,” and anti-metaphysical,
anti-subjectivist elements in Hegel, he cannot finally travel all that
far down Hegel’s Denkweg, the path of his thought.

For one thing, Gadamer is clearly a post-Heideggerian philosopher
of finitude, in several different respects. He judges,

Kant’s critique of the antinomies of pure reason to be correct and not su-
perceded by Hegel. Totality is never an object, but rather a world–horizon
which encloses us and within which we live our lives. (HD 104)10

He might have also added his frequent objections to the idea of
such a totality as a completion, because any claim for an inner tele-
ology and the completion of a development would have to be made
from some position external to historical forms of life, arrived at
by some reflective methodology, and it would have to suggest that
understanding the past is less a matter of an unformalizable “con-
versation” and an eventual “fusion” of opposed horizons of meaning
(Horizontverschmelzung), than it is a result of the application of
some independent theory, with epochs as instances of moments in
that theory.11 Gadamer is forever returning to examples from art as
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paradigmatic problems of understanding, insisting in such passages
that it would be ridiculous for someone to claim that Shakespeare
could be considered “superior” to Sophocles because farther along in
such a putative development.12 Even more important, such an ideal
of a final, absolute self-consciousness, even as a regulative ideal, runs
counter to what Gadamer regards as Heidegger’s successful demon-
stration of the unending, unresolveable interplay of “revealing” and
“concealing” in claims for truth.

Truth is not the total unconcealment whose ideal fulfillment would in the
end remain the presence of absolute spirit to itself. Rather Heidegger taught
us to think truth as an unconcealing and a concealing at the same time.
(PG 35)13

By contrast, Gadamer somewhat ironically embraces what Hegel
called the “bad infinite” when he claims that the “soul’s dialogue
with itself” has no teleogical end point, no inner direction, and so is
inexhaustible. As Gadamer is wont to put it, the “otherness” of “the
other” in, say a conversation or attempt at a textual or historico-
cultural meaning, the opacity that originally called for interpreta-
tion, is never overcome, can only be partially “revealed” by another
sort of “concealing,” contrary to Hegel’s claim that in modernity
especially (in some sense brought to its full realization by Hegel)
human beings finally recognize themselves, make their own, what
had originally seemed, and is now no longer, other.14

Gadamer thus takes sides with the enormously influential (for all
later modern “Continental” philosophy) Schellingian and Kierkega-
ardian insistence on finitude against Hegel, and, on this score, is
particularly critical of an aspect of Hegel’s project that he otherwise
praises – Hegel’s attempted revivification of ancient dialectic. On
the one hand, in Gadamer’s view, Hegel appreciated that the kind
of Eleatic dialectic on view in the Parmenides and in Zeno helps
one understand the “interweaving” of and “fluidity” among ideas
and especially the way in which statements about certain categorial
distinctions undermine the very distinctions themselves (the same
must be the same as itself, but also other than “other” and so forth)
and so seem to prompt a way of thinking about determinate meaning
very different from that possible in standard assertoric judgments.
And of course what Gadamer calls the “hermeneutic priority of the
question” would lead him to be quite sympathetic to the dialogic,



P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-10 October 8, 2001 10:21

Gadamer’s Hegel 231

statement and counter-statement, question and answer model or
origin for the Hegelian dialectic.15 On the other hand, Hegel, for
Gadamer, greatly exaggerated the possibility that some positive doc-
trine could actually result (for Plato, especially) from such contradic-
tions, and so misinterpreted crucial passages, such as Plato’s Sophist,
259b (HD 22). (According to Gadamer, Plato is there, in his famous
parricide of Parmenides, attempting to dissolve the appearance of
unavoidable contradiction with his distinction between “otherness”
and “not being,” not at all to embrace the results as the beginning of
a new speculative doctrine.)16 Gadamer agrees that the undecideabil-
ity, aporia, and confusion that result from the Socratic elenchus in
the dialogues, point to a positive result, but not a positive doctrine,
or anything that can be stated as such. The real speculative moment
in the dialogues is the dialogue drama itself which, for Gadamer, cap-
tures the unsayability but yet the presence of what cannot be said.
Hegel, on the other hand, according to Gadamer, in passages that
represent the extreme end of his criticism of Hegel, tried to present
dialectic as a philosophical method, and in so doing fundamentally
compromised his own insights about the limitations of language, the
limitations arising from the historical embeddedness of Dasein, and
the inherent limitations of natural consciousness itself. Hegel’s di-
alectic is really a “splendid monologue,” and “relies far more upon
the principles of Cartesian method, on the learning of the Catechism,
and on the Bible” (HD 7). Or: “In his [Hegel’s] dialectical method I
see a dubious compromise with the scientific thinking of modernity”
(PG 45).17

Finally, the most comprehensive criticism of Hegel is intimated
by Gadamer’s report that one of the earliest influences on his work
in ancient philosophy was Julius Stenzel, who observed in Greek
philosophy what Stenzel had called “the restraining of subjectivity,”
what Gadamer refers to as the Greek “superiority . . . in which out of
self-forgetful surrender they abandoned themselves in boundless in-
nocence to the passion of thinking” (PG 9). It is hard to imagine more
un-Hegelian phrases than “self-forgetful surrender” and “boundless
innocence,” unless it is “the passion of thinking.” What Gadamer
is referring to here goes by the general term, “the problem of reflec-
tion,” (or, said from the Hegelian side, the “impossibility of inno-
cence”) and for Gadamer and Heidegger, Hegel’s account of the pri-
ority and status of reflection drastically qualifies his achievement
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in otherwise opening up ways of considering the actual “life” of
human spirit without rendering that life an “object” of methodolog-
ical study.

iv

And the problem is not an easy one to summarize, especially be-
cause Hegel considered himself a fierce critic of what he termed
“finite” versions of “reflective” philosophies. We need first to note
that the question opened up by Gadamer’s restrictions on method-
ological access to the lived meanings of texts and utterances con-
cerns the possibility of the intelligibility of experience itself. The
issue is not a formal account of the interpretive human sciences;
the issue is “ontological,” or concerns human being itself. Our very
mode of being is interpretive; we exist “understandingly,” in an
always already “understood” world. There is no way of conceiv-
ing a subject “before” any act of interpretation, and so no way of
understanding the interpretations as accomplished by such a sub-
ject. The question Gadamer is posing about the role of reflection in
this large context concerns then the right way to understand the
“understandingly mediated,” or, said in the German Idealist lan-
guage, the self-conscious character of all experience, an issue given
great weight by Kant, but already a key element in modern philoso-
phy as such.

Locke had called reflection “that notice which the mind takes of
its own operations,” a view that typified the “theatre of the mind”
approach of early modern philosophy, wherein what we were con-
scious of in ordinary consciousness could not be said to be spatio–
temporal external objects in any immediate sense, but sensory ef-
fects, “ideas,” “impressions,” “representations” and so forth, such
that the work of the understanding left us either, for the empiricists,
“fainter” and, because more generalized, vaguer “ideas,” or, for the
rationalists, “clearer and distincter” versions of what were only im-
perfectly and deceptively apprehended immediately.18 But for both
camps, consciousness itself was reflective. (There was not first con-
sciousness of objects in the sense of some direct “awakeness” as in
the premodern tradition, and then, as a subsequent act, reflective
attention to our own modes of apprehending. Being aware was being
aware already of one’s own mental items, re-presentings, which then
had somehow to be reconnected to their real source or origin.)
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This situation (and its resulting skepticism) was unbearable for
Kant and in the course of rethinking it, he came to deny a touchstone
for both earlier modern traditions: the possibility of some immedi-
acy and givenness in experience at all, whether of the world or of the
self. The mind was, Kant argued instead, active in any determinate
experience and could not be said ever to apprehend directly a given
content, even an idea or impression. This meant that the reflective
nature of consciousness had to be put another way. In being aware of
objects, say external objects, of “outer sense,” the mind could still be
said to be also “aware of itself,” but this not because of awareness of
inner content or of “a self.” We are manifestly not aware of ideas or
impressions of chairs when we are aware of chairs. We are aware of
chairs, but we are also taking ourselves to be perceiving chairs, not
imagining or remembering them, not perceiving stools or tables, and
we are ourselves “holding” the elements of such thinkings together
in time, all according to various rules that could not be otherwise if
such contents are to held together in one time (or so Kant argued).
We are conscious, in a way, self-consciously; we are adverbially self-
conscious. In any act of intending, I am taking myself to be just thus
and so intending, and there are elements of that “apperception” that
cannot ever be said to be due to our contact with the world, but must
be subjectively contributed.19 This meant that there was an element
of self-determination (a required active element that could not be
attributed to the deliverances of the senses) in how I took myself
to be engaging the world, and through Fichte and then Hegel, this
acquired an almost mythic status as a “divine” sort of freedom. And
this element, to come to the decisive point for hermeneutical the-
ory, means that one cannot ever be said simply to be “in” a state of
consciousness without also at the same time not being wholly “in”
such a state, not being wholly absorbed in the intended object, except
as an occasionally contingent and always recoverable self-forgetting.
As Gadamer puts it in Truth and Method, speaking of a subject,
understood as in Idealism as a reflective consciousness, “What is es-
sential to it as consciousness is that it can rise above that of which
it is conscious”(TM 341, my emphasis). One cannot likewise just be
“carrying on,” at some level unavailable to reflective consciousness,
the practices and rules of a community life. In Hegel’s account, there
is no such level unavailable to reflective life or the activity could
not count as an activity belonging to us, and therein lies the deepest
disagreement between Gadamer and Hegel.
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This approach ultimately meant that for the post-Kantians, espe-
cially Fichte and Hegel, the central act of consciousness was not a
representing, or picturing, or grasping, or simply being in a state, but
an activity, a construing thus and such, a judging, in some sense
a making. (Hegel, for all the speculative qualifications, does not
abandon this revolutionary Kantian insight, and that is partly what
Gadamer means by saying that Hegel remains a philosopher of sub-
jectivity.)20 The position also required that the mind’s relation to it-
self in such consciousness could not be accounted for in any stan-
dard bipolar (subject–object) model of intending. In judging, even in
judging about ourselves, we are always judging self-consciously, and
so reflectively, even while not judging that we are judging. (The judg-
ment does not occur unless we judge, and still hold open the possi-
bility of judging rightly or not, and we cannot do that without tak-
ing ourselves to be doing that.) At some appropriately defined level,
the proper explanation of why we organize our experience the way
we do, and hold each other to account the way we do, is that we,
the subjects of experience, and not the contents resulting from our
contact with the world, are “responsible” for such elements. When
one begins (with Fichte) to insist that we cannot discover such rules
“lying ready made in the mind,” but must be understood to have
instituted or founded or “posited” such rules, we have begun to
move away from any finite reflective model, and have begun to at-
tempt an absolute reflection, an understanding of the process itself of
such self-regulation and its necessary moments.21 The ineliminabil-
ity of the reflexive character of experience is supposed to provide us
with the supreme condition by appeal to which our own determi-
nate requirements for experience can be nonempirically developed.
And we have thus arrived at the beginning of Hegel’s historical and
“logical” account of how and why we hold each other to the norms
we do.

This is the background behind many of the things Gadamer says
about Hegel, reflection, and self-consciousness, and about this at-
tempt, as he puts it, to develop “the entire content of knowledge as
the complete whole of self-consciousness” (HD 77). For example:

That, according to Hegel, is the essence of dialectical speculation – thinking
nothing other than this selfhood, thinking the being of self itself, in which
the ego of self-consciousness has always already recognized itself . . . It (pure,
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speculative reflection) thus discovers in itself the origin of all further deter-
mination. (HD 19)

And, of course, however the particular transitions in Hegel’s Logic
are argued for, and however much Hegel attempts to avoid the tradi-
tional paradoxes in the subject’s attempt to know itself absolutely,
the whole idea of being able to make anything like the logical struc-
ture of intelligibility “for itself,” or explicit, is a nonstarter for
Gadamer. There is, in the first place, no way, he claims, to extract
such normative dimensions from the “lived” language spoken in a
community at a time (HD 95). If that is conceded, we can then ap-
preciate the full force of Gadamer’s Heideggerian objections. We are
now (with any concession about the unformalizability or rendering
explicit of the logical forms of language) prepared to say something
like: “We do not speak such a language. It speaks us.”22

Language completely surrounds us like the voice of home which prior to our
every thought of it breathes a familiarity from time out of mind. (HD 97)

Demonstrating this point about the limits of reflection, with all
its presuppositions, is what Gadamer meant by claiming that his task
was the “overcoming of the primacy of self-consciousness.” Such a
result would involve acknowledging that the expression “the subject
of thought and language” involves both a subjective as well as an
objective genitive. The much cited summation of his position is from
Truth and Method:

Understanding is to be thought of less as a subjective act than as participat-
ing in an event of tradition [Einrücken in ein Überlieferungsgeschehen], a
process of transmission in which past and present are constantly mediated.
This is what must be validated by hermeneutical theory . . . (TM 290).23

Gadamer, in other words, would have us reverse the canonical re-
lation between Hegel’s Phenomenology and Science of Logic. It is
in experiencing the insufficiencies of a disembodied account of our
categorial requirements that we would then learn the necessity of
returning to the lived experience of the “house of being,” language.
Were a more linguistically oriented Phenomenology to be the cul-
mination of this antisystem, one small step would have been taken
toward Gadamer’s ultimate suggestion: “Dialectic must retrieve it-
self (sich zurücknehmen) in hermeneutics.” (HD 99)
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v

Before venturing a brief reaction of Gadamer’s invocation of and
separation from Hegel, I want to endorse enthusiastically the basic
principle of his approach to all hermeneutics. There is no essen-
tial historical Hegel whose personal intentions we can retrieve, or
whose historical world we can objectively reconstruct as the cen-
tral necessary condition in understanding what his texts meant or
mean, and there is no essential or core meaning-in-itself in Hegel’s
texts, eternally waiting to be unearthed. Gadamer is right: we can
only look back at Hegel from where we are now, from within our
own “horizon.” As Gadamer has shown in a wealth of valuable de-
tail, that does not mean that we cannot be confronted by an “alien”
strange Hegel from whom we might learn something, or that the ne-
cessity of this “prejudiced” understanding prohibits a challenge to
and development of our “fore-understandings.” But, in my view, this
means we ought, at the very least, to be much less confident that we
simply long ago correctly boxed up and shelved “the Hegelian op-
tion” and can periodically drag it out and invoke his claims about
“thought’s self-determination,” “development,” “progress,” “total-
ity,” or “Absolute Knowledge,” as if straightforward candidates to be
either accepted, rejected, or modified. We ought, at any rate, to be less
confident about these matters than, it seems to me, Gadamer is. Con-
sider Gadamer’s laudatory characterization of Hegel as hermeneut,
cited earlier.

Hegel states a definite truth, inasmuch as the essential nature of the his-
torical spirit consists not in the restoration of the past but in thoughtful
mediation with contemporary life (. . . in der denkenden Vermittlung mit
dem gegenwärtigen Leben). (TM 168–69; WM 161)

The question of the modesty just mentioned is obviously most at is-
sue in what one might mean by “thoughtful” (here the objections to
Hegel’s “dialectical methodology,” and his developmental, progres-
sive understanding of spirit, and notion of “totality” are relevant),
“mediation” (the issue of reflective mediation and so the status of the
Logic), and especially “contemporary life.” There are several aspects
of the last issue that raise the first questions for Gadamer’s approach.

The “horizon” within which Hegel’s philosophy re-emerged as
of possible philosophical relevance for Gadamer and his contem-
poraries was first of all the systematic question of the human
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sciences, the Geisteswissenschaften And so Hegel’s sensitivity to
all the unique, nonreducible elements in such an understanding,
to a “conversational logic” in interrogating the past, his insistence
on a self-correcting process of historical change, his stress on tak-
ing everywhere account of what Gadamer calls “effective history”
(Wirkungsgeschichte) in understanding our own situation, his entire
systematic attempt to show that understanding other human beings
and their cultural and political achievements could never happen
were they to be understood as “objects,” attracted a great deal of
attention, if also qualification.24

But we might look at this as in a way only a first step in clear-
ing a space for understanding the human qua human in the mod-
ern world. It is understandable that such an initial strategy would so
heavily stress what cannot be comprehended by an objective method-
ology and that we would be occasionally tempted to argue for such
a claim by arguing for a fundamental inaccessibility. But we stand
now in some sense on the other side of the early debates with rel-
ativists and positivists and neo-Kantian, “scientistic” naturalists
about the very legitimacy of the category of meaning and the rela-
tion between understanding (Verstehen) and explanation (Erklären).
Our own “contemporary life situation” thus helps us to see other
possibilities in Hegel than those of importance in Gadamer’s appro-
priation and transformation of Hegel. The debate about what we
now call “folk psychology” still goes on of course, and the notions of
“person” or “Geist” or “Dasein,” not to mention belief, desire, inten-
tion, and so forth, must apparently still contend with their naturalist
opponents. But the original debate, which so decisively influenced
Heidegger’s early work in phenomenology and therewith Gadamer’s
project, was the psychologism controversy, and Husserl’s response in
his Logical Investigations. That debate made it appear that the alter-
natives were a psychologistic naturalism, versus some sort of realism
about meaning, often a quasi-Platonic realism about meanings, com-
mitment to intentional inexistence, ideal entities such as “values”
in Scheler’s “material ethics” and so forth. Much of Heidegger’s an-
imus against idealism and philosophies of subjectivity, and his own
insistence on the question of being, draw their inspiration from such
realist reactions. The effects of that early controversy can certainly
be seen in Gadamer and in the various claims about what must be
independent of, or what must precede and remain unreachable by,
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the constructions of subjectivity.25 But the situation looks different
now. For one thing, there are not many such Husserlian or Fregean
realists around anymore. For another, the epistemological problems
and the dogmatic implications of such a realism now appear impos-
sible to overcome. For another, the linguistic turn, the success of
various attacks on the dogmas of conventional empiricism and ana-
lytic philosophy, the influence of Quine’s holism, Kuhn’s attack on
positivist history of science, and a great revival of philosophical Kant
scholarship in the spirit of such a postanalytic turn, have all created
a different way of understanding Kantian idealism and so a different
way of understanding the post-Kantian idealist tradition. So what has
drawn attention to Hegel in the last twenty-five years or so are two is-
sues somewhat different from those that connect Gadamer to Hegel.

In the first place, Gadamer was so concerned to limit the pre-
tensions of a “reflective philosophy” and so to insist on a kind of
embeddedness and inheritance not redeemable “reflectively,” in ei-
ther Hegelian or left-Hegelian (practical) or Habermasean terms, that
the curious, uniquely modern phenomenon first noticed with such
brilliance by Rousseau is difficult to discuss in his terms. One can, to
speak somewhat simplistically, come to understand and especially
to experience virtually all of one’s inheritance, tradition, life-world,
and so forth, as coherent and intelligible but not “one’s own,” and
so as, root and branch, alien. I can even, in some sense that re-
quires much more qualification, become alienated “from myself,”
from my own life; indeed, paradoxically, can be the agent of such
alienation. Or, said another way, all the formal conditions insisted
on by modern democratic life as necessary for institutions to count
as just (that is as somehow products of my will) can all be satisfied
without any “identification” with such products; as if I made them,
but do not see or experience that making as mine.26 If there is such
a phenomenon and if the language of identity and alienation is as
indispensable as the language of rights or the language of finitude
in understanding the modern social and political world, then the
Hegelian language of subjectivity, reflection, and Geist’s “reconcili-
ation with itself” will also be ultimately indispensable.27 And in the
last twenty-five years or so, Hegel’s approach has come to be more
and more in evidence, especially in so-called “identity” or “recogni-
tion” politics.28
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The second point can be made by reference to one of Gadamer’s
favorite images. When he wants to stress the unformalizable and
largely unreflective character of everyday human experience of mean-
ing, our mode of understanding, responding to, correcting, and ignor-
ing meaningful utterances and deeds, Gadamer invokes the image of
a game and the activity of play. And it is true that in “understand-
ing” how to play the game and in actually playing it, I cannot rightly
be said to be consulting the rules of play and/or reflectively “ap-
plying” them in practice. The founding argument of Heidegger in
Being and Time about “being in the world” remains for much of the
post-Heideggerian Continental tradition decisive on those points.29

But this also means that such games (to be games) are normatively
structured; there is a right and a wrong way to “go on,” and the
active adherence to such rules on the part of (what can only be des-
cribed as) subjects doing the adhering makes the appeal to some
sort of “entering a transmission event,” rather than my sustaining
a commitment, hard to understand. Such “game-playing” may not
be rightly described as “guided” by individual subjects who make
episodic, mental decisions, but game-playing is nevertheless cer-
tainly “minded” and normatively guided in some sense, and one
of the topics of recent interest in discussions of Hegel has been at-
tention to how he raises and discusses such questions, especially at
the institutional level. (I don’t mean to suggest that Gadamer denies
this aspect of the problem, but I am not sure that his dialogic model
of interrogation and “agreement” is adequate to account for it.)

Subjectivity in Hegel, even the collective kind that he is interested
in, can then, on such a view of mindedness, be understood itself as
a kind of collective human achievement (in no sense, as Gadamer
would agree, a traditional substance), that achievement being the
establishment of normatively successful, mutually bound commu-
nities. As Nietzsche also noted, we have made ourselves into crea-
tures with the right to make promises (we are not “by nature” such
creatures), and thus, by holding ourselves and each other to nor-
mative constraints, have made ourselves subjects and remain sub-
jects only by finding ways to sustain such results.30 Geist, Hegel
regularly says in one of his most puzzling and paradoxical formula-
tions “is a result of itself,” or nothing but the achievement of such
rule-following, reflectively rule-assessing communities, and that
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process must somehow be understood (at its most basic level) as
a kind of continual negotiation about normative authority.31

Gadamer would be fine with the self-correcting, negotiating, aim-
ing at agreement parts of all this, but without Hegel’s argument
for the relevance of criteria of genuine success in such attempts
(ultimately the so-called “Absolute” viewpoint), we will end up with
simply a narrative of what had been taken, as a matter of historical
fact, to be failure, success, reformulation, and so forth (in so far as we,
by our lights, could understand them now). And there is no reason
in principle why such a narrative must be so radically distinct as a
mode of knowledge; it seems compatible with a certain kind of cog-
nitive, hermeneutically reflective, historical anthropology (which is
what philosophical hermeneutics, without this normative animus,
becomes).32

The idea of meaning or intelligibility in general as a result of nor-
matively constrained or rule bound human practices, or the legacy of
Kant’s theory of judgment in Hegel (and paradigmatically in Fichte)
is, I am claiming, the source of the deepest disagreement between
the Idealist and the Heidegger-influenced hermeneutical project, in-
spired as the latter is by a very different notion of the understanding
of meaning and ultimately of truth as “disclosedness” or “uncon-
cealment,” and so understanding as “itself a kind of happening”
(PH 29).33 On this Hegelian view, understanding cannot just hap-
pen (geschehen); it does not “occur” as we try to “occupy” or seize
(einrücken) a place in a “transmission-event.”

For reasons again having to do essentially with Kant (this time his
theory of the unity of reason and the tasks of reflective judgment),
this project assumes also a semantic holism, or understands any in-
stance of a meaningful assertion to involve a variety of other impli-
cations and commitments without which such an assertion could
not be properly made. And this raises the question of how to present
an account of the form any such relation of implication, presupposi-
tion, inappropriateness, and so forth, would have to take were such
interconceptual relations really to make possible meaningful asser-
tions. Without attention to this sort of normative dimension and
this sort of holism, the project of Hegel’s Logic would have to look,
as it so often has, like a kind of neo-Platonic theory of “concept
emanation.”
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Gadamer’s disagreement with this view is why he argues in Truth
and Method, in a remarkable section on “The limitations of
reflective philosophy,” against all claims that nothing “prereflec-
tive” can determine or condition actions or utterances without our
really having reflectively incorporated such a prereflective level,
arguments based on the claim that otherwise such instances could
not count as actions or utterances. He insists that these always rest
on a kind of rhetorical trick of sorts, that though the argument is suc-
cessful after its fashion, we know the claim isn’t true (TM 341–46).34

It is clearer, I think, with respect to the way the “ineliminability of
reflection” thesis descends from Kant through Fichte to Hegel, and
with respect to these issues of normative reflection, why one would
want to say that the game we are playing with norms always involves
a possible interrogation about reasons for holding such norms, and
that only such reasons can “determine” our commitment to norms
(or only beliefs can determine other beliefs).

From “where we stand now,” the distinctiveness of the “human
sciences,” following this Hegelian lead, stems from the distinctive-
ness of human experience in being “fraught with ought” in Sellars’s
phrase, from the distinctive human capacity we might call our res-
ponsiveness to reasons, “ought’s.” Viewed this way, we can under-
stand why “this is traditional,” “this is the way we go on,” and so
forth, could never ultimately count as such reasons, however much
time it takes us to learn that.35

notes

1 Hans-Georg Gadamer, “Reflections on my Philosophical Journey,” in
The Philosophy of Hans-Georg Gadamer, ed. Lewis Edwin Hahn (Chicago
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2 This is a very tough sentence to translate. “. . . die Anstrengung, sie zu
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P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-10 October 8, 2001 10:21

242 r o b e r t b . p i p p i n

3 Gadamer means to echo here Heidegger’s early remark, that Hegel is the
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focus especially on the common theme of Greek philosophy: Riccardo
Dottori, Die Reflexion der Wahrheit: Zwischen Hegels absoluter Dialek-
tik und der Philosophie der Endlichkeit von M. Heidegger und H. G.
Gadamer (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1984). See especially Chapter Four,
“Hegel und Gadamer,” pp. 240–99.

5 Cf. also HD 104.
6 Truth and Method (New York: Continuum Press, 1989), hereafter TM,

cited in the text, pp. 168–69.
7 One might say, going beyond Gadamer and anticipating what will be dis-
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of the Platonic–Aristotelean” tradition, but in a way “founded upon
Descartes’ idea of method” and undertaken “within the framework of
transcendental philosophy.” HD 78–9. This seems to me an impossible,
internally inconsistent characterization.

9 Cf. also, in “Hegel and Heidegger”: “For it is Hegel who explicitly car-
ried the dialectic of mind or spirit beyond the forms of subjective spirit,
beyond consciousness and self-consciousness” HD 104.

10 Cf. the discussion of Aeschylus on “learning by suffering” in TM,
Gadamer’s claim that “Real experience is that in which man becomes
aware of his finiteness,” p. 357, and the explicit contrast there with Hegel.
Cf. the helpful discussion by Paul Redding in Hegel’s Hermeneutics
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996), Chapter Two, pp. 35–49.

11 The status of Gadamer’s own proposals for a nonmethodological hermen-
eutics, and so his somewhat transcendental “theory of the possibility of
meaning,” and the examples cited to confirm it (not to mention the sta-
tus of his model, Heidegger’s Daseinanalytik), in the light of this critique
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E. Linge (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1976),
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ology in his concept of a fusion of horizons (by Wolfhart Pannenberg), and
he denies both ascriptions in this essay.

12 I note that the issue depends on what one means by “superior.” With
respect to the realization of art as such, Hegel goes so far as to defend
the superiority of Greek art as art over modern. There is, though, an-
other sense in which he claims that the ethical life behind Shakespeare’s
presentation and the kind of self-awareness visible in Hamlet, say, does
represent an advance or moment of progress.

13 Cf. also TM, “To be historically means that knowledge of oneself can
never be complete.” p. 302.

14 As is often, indeed endlessly repeated, this hope for a kind of superceded
difference and totality, especially when it reappears in Marx’s theory of
labor, is held to be responsible for “totalitarian thinking” of all sorts
(cf. Gadamer, HD 98, on Hegel as forerunner of Marx and positivism!),
notwithstanding Hegel’s repeated insistence that the state of freedom in
question, “being one’s self in an another,” still requires the self-other re-
lation be preserved. Cf. Jürgen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse
of Modernity, translated by Frederick Lawrence (Cambridge: MIT Press,
1987), pp. 36, 42, 84; Theodor Adorno, Negative Dialectics, translated by
E.B. Ashton (London: Routledge, 1973), pp. 22–3, and my “Hegel, Moder-
nity, and Habermas,” in Idealism as Modernism, op.cit., pp. 157–84.

15 Cf. TM, pp. 325–41.
16 On this score, about this particular passage, I think Gadamer is quite

right. See my “Negation and Not-Being in Wittgenstein’s Tractatus and
Plato’s Sophist,” Kant-Studien, Bd. 70, 1979.

17 See also HD 79 and TM, “Hegel’s dialectic is a monologue of thinking
that seeks to carry out in advance what matures little by little in every
genuine conversation.” p. 369. From Hegel’s point of view, in the terms
he used early on to discuss such issues of finitude, what Gadamer is
defending is a form of “faith” (Glauben), not philosophy or knowledge
(Wissen).

18 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding ed. A. S.
Pringle-Pattison (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1967), I, p. 44.

19 I introduce and defend this “taking” and “adverbial” language in my
Kant’s Theory of Form (New Haven: Yale University press, 1981) and in
Chapter Two of Hegel’s Idealism: The Satisfactions of Self-Consciousness
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989).
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20 It is also why Hegel’s phenomenology is ultimately so different from
Husserl’s attempt to return to a kind of realism in his phenomenology.
For a defense of this claim about the continuities in the Kant–Hegel
relationship, see my Hegel’s Idealism, op.cit.

21 Contra Heidegger, for the same sorts of reasons, we cannot be said to
“find” such formal constraints in the world into which we have been
“thrown.”

22 Cf. “To What Extent Does Language Preform Thought,” Supplement II
to TM, pp. 542–49.

23 The passage is italicized in the original, WM 274–5.
24 A locus classicus: the discussion of “observing reason” in the Pheno-

menology of Spirit. Translated by A. V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1977), pp. 139–210.

25 I argue that this sort of Heideggerian critique of subjectivity con-
fuses a compelling anti-Cartesianism with a much less persuasive anti-
subjectivism, in my “On Being Anti-Cartesian: Hegel, Heidegger, Subjec-
tivity and Sociality,” in Idealism as Modernism, op.cit.

26 Gadamer has his own notion of a kind of emancipatory effect of hermen-
eutical reflection, the results of which assure that “. . . I am no longer
unfree over against myself but rather can deem freely what in my preun-
derstanding (prejudice, Vorurteil) may be justified and what unjustified.”
PH 38. From a Hegelian (or critical theory) perspective the question of
justification raised here, and its historical as well as logical presuppo-
sitions looks like a welcome return to traditional notion of reflection,
but in the next paragraph, Gadamer makes clear that he considers this
reflective justification to be only a “transformation” of some preunder-
standing into another, or the “forming of a new preunderstanding.” This
seems to me to take back with one hand what was given by another, and
is responsible for such Gadamerian claims as that every historian “. . . is
one of the ‘nation’s’ historians; he belongs to the nation,” and so, whether
he acknowledges it or not is “. . . engaged in contributing to the growth
and development of the national state.” Ibid., p. 28. Cf. Dottori, op.cit.,
pp. 289–99.

27 I don’t here mean the kind of experience Heidegger discusses in Being
and Time, when “anxiety” detaches me in some way from my involve-
ment in a world, and I experience the ground of my being as a “nullity.”
The phenomenon of alienation in modernity is, for want of a better word,
considerably more dialectical. It is also not captured by Gadamer’s invo-
cation of Schiller’s notion of disharmony and aesthetic harmony, cited
as an issue of alienation in Gadamer’s “Hegel and Heidegger” essay in
HD 106. Schiller, in the seventeenth letter On the Aesthetic Education
of Man, translated by Reginald Snell (New York: Fredrick Unger, 1965,
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locates the origin of our unfreedom in “external circumstances,” and “a
fortuitous exercise of his freedom.” p. 85. The puzzling issue in Hegel
involves self-alienation, and is not fortuitous.

28 An important event in this development was of course the publication
of Charles Taylor’s influential Hegel (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1975).

29 In PH, he makes two other important points about this game analogy. No
one is “it,” or has a privileged position (p. 32); and someone who keeps
trying to question or undermine the motives of another play himself
falls out of the game, becomes a “spoil sport” (p. 41). (Both claims lead
to Gadamer’s objections to Habermas’s use of the psychoanalytic model
of liberation.) One easy summation of Gadamer’s Hegel criticism is that
Gadamer is accusing Hegel in effect of being such a “spoil sport.”

30 Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, translated by Walter
Kaufmann (New York: Vintage, 1969), Second Essay, #, p. 57ff.

31 Hegel’s Philosophy of Subjective Spirit, translated and edited by M. Petry
(Dordrecht: Riedel, 1978), p. 7. For more discussion and defense of such
an interpretation, see “Naturalism and Mindedness: Hegel’s Compatibil-
ism,” op.cit.

32 The direction suggested by this claim no doubt brings to mind Haber-
mas’s exchanges with Gadamer. See Hermeneutik und Ideologiekritik
(Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1971), and PH 26–43. For the differences between
the position that I am attributing to Hegel, and Habermas’s position, see
“Hegel, Modernity, Habermas,” op.cit.

33 Cf. Chapter Three of Hegel’s Idealism, op.cit., “Fichte’s Contribution,”
and “Fichte’s Alleged Subjective, Psychological, One-Sided Idealism,”
in The Reception of Kant’s Critical Philosophy: Fichte, Schelling, and
Hegel, edited by Sally Sedgwick (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2000), pp. 147–70.

34 Cf. Gadamer’s formulation of Heidegger’s (and his) position in his “Hegel
and Heidegger” essay. In discussing “fate” (Geschick) and “our being
fated” (Geschicklichkeit), he writes, “. . . it is a matter of what is al-
lotted [zugeschickt] to man and by which he is so very much determined
[bestimmt] that all self-determination and self-consciousness remains
subordinate” HD 109.

35 This of course still leaves a good deal unresolved about how any sort
of “universal history” could be possible on such an interpretation, what
the Hegelian account of totality would look like, how to understand the
relation between thought and language in Hegel, and so forth. All that
can be said here is that the direction sketched above does not, I think,
lead to what Gadamer calls, “the total unconcealment whose ideal ful-
fillment would in the end remain the presence of absolute spirit to itself”
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(PHGG, p. 35). There is no metaphysics of presence in one of Hegel’s most
sweeping and helpful characterizations of the task of the Logic, (Hegel’s
Science of Logic, translated by A. V. Miller (London: George Allen &
Unwin, 1969)), that this “truth of actuality” must never be represented
as a “dead repose,” and that,

. . . by virtue of the freedom which the Concept attains in the Idea,
the idea possesses within itself also the most stubborn opposition;
its repose consists in the security and certainty with which it eter-
nally creates and eternally overcomes that opposition, in it meeting
with itself (p. 759).
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11 Gadamer’s Relation
to Heidegger and
Phenomenology

Gadamer’s life and work is closely connected with and indebted to
the life and work of Martin Heidegger. Gadamer’s autobiography
makes clear that the encounter with Heidegger in the early 1920s
was quite literally fateful. Theirs was a lifelong personal and in-
tellectual relationship. Throughout his published work and in his
lectures and private conversation, Gadamer everywhere modestly
acknowledges his deep debt to Heidegger. He tells us, for example,
that Truth and Method, his magnum opus, was, among other things,
an attempt to open the way for readers to the work of the later
Heidegger.1 In honor of Gadamer’s 100th birthday in February 2000,
Hermann Heidegger, Martin Heidegger’s son, dedicated the 16th
volume of Heidegger’s Collected Works to Gadamer, “the oldest loyal
pupil of my father.”2 Yet in many significant and fundamental res-
pects, Gadamer’s thought, life, and work did not follow the path of
Heidegger. As we shall see below, Gadamer learned and borrowed
much from Heidegger, but Gadamer’s own characterization of the
relationship between himself and Heidegger as one of constant chal-
lenge and provocation is perhaps the best short characterization of
this complex relationship. Stylistically and substantively, the differ-
ence between their two modes of thought is the difference between a
meditative thinker (Heidegger) and a dialogical one (Gadamer). Not
unrelated to this difference is Gadamer’s refusal to take Heidegger’s
lead to a kind of thought that is postphilosophical. This refusal has
many ramifications.

247
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surprises and disappointments:
the historical relationship to
heidegger and to phenomenology

As discussed in the biographical essay that begins this volume,
Gadamer first met Heidegger in Freiburg in the spring of 1923
after Gadamer had completed his doctorate under Paul Natorp in
Marburg. He had come to Freiburg to study Aristotle with Heidegger
and to acquaint himself more closely with phenomenology, a school
of thought led by Edmund Husserl who was also in Freiburg and
with whom Heidegger was closely affiliated. Gadamer enrolled in all
the classes that Heidegger was offering that semester, and Heidegger
immediately took him under his wing. Gadamer also enrolled in a
seminar with Husserl, about which Gadamer likes to tell a story
that marks a significant aspect of Husserl’s phenomenological style
for Gadamer. Once, after Gadamer asked Professor Husserl a ques-
tion at the beginning of a seminar session, Husserl spent the rest of
the session answering the question. Afterwards Gadamer overheard
Husserl remark to Heidegger, who had been in attendance, that the
day’s seminar had yielded a marvelous discussion!3

After this semester in Freiburg in which Gadamer studied Aristotle
and other topics with Heidegger, including lectures on the hermen-
eutics of facticity, Heidegger accepted a position at Marburg and
Gadamer returned with him. In the next years, Gadamer worked
closely with Heidegger, although after Heidegger expressed reser-
vations about Gadamer’s abilitities, Gadamer, whose confidence was
shaken, concentrated on philology. After successfully passing the
state examinations in classical philology, Gadamer, to his surprise,
was invited by Heidegger to write a habilitation with him. Gadamer
set out to write on Aristotle but ended up writing on the dialecti-
cal ethics of Plato and concentrating on the Philebus. Although the
context for the habilitation, as Gadamer presents it in the introduc-
tion to the work, makes little reference to Heidegger, the analysis
that Gadamer provides relies importantly on Heidegger. For exam-
ple, Gadamer asserts, somewhat dogmatically, at the beginning of
the work that the Greeks understood Being (Sein) as being-present-
at-hand (Vorhandensein) – a thesis of Heidegger’s that Gadamer will
come to reject.4 We should also note that the subtitle of his habilita-
tion is “Phenomenological Interpretations Relating to the Philebus.”
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Central to Gadamer’s account of the Philebus are the concepts of
conversation, dialectic, and the world we have in common (Mitwelt).
Shortly after completing his habilitation in 1928, Gadamer published
a very positive review (1929) of Karl Löwith’s Das Individuum in der
Rolle des Mitmenschen (1928), also a habilitation with Heidegger and
a work concerned with the philosophy of dialogue.5 Interestingly
enough, Gadamer’s review never once mentions Heidegger, even
though an important thesis of Löwith’s treatise is the shortcoming
of Heidegger’s account of Being-with (Mitsein) in Being and Time.

In 1928, Heidegger returned to Freiburg to assume Husserl’s chair,
and Gadamer remained in Marburg where he began to establish his
career as a philosopher. When Heidegger assumed the rectorship of
Freiburg University in 1933 and became a public and official ad-
vocate for National Socialism, Gadamer broke off his contact with
Heidegger. He renewed his relationship with Heidegger in the late
1930s, years after Heidegger had given up the rectorship and any pub-
lic political role, and continued to remain in contact with him until
Heidegger’s death in 1976. Gadamer put together the first Festschrift
for Heidegger in 1950, Anteile, and invited Heidegger regularly to
visit his classes in Heidelberg.6 Gadamer never wrote directly about
Heidegger until Heidegger invited him to write an introduction for
the publication of the second edition of the Origin of the Work of
Art in 1960, the year in which Truth and Method appeared.7 After
1964, essays on Heidegger appear regularly.8

Looking back over this life-long relationship, we can see that
the “challenge” and “provocation” that Heidegger represented for
Gadamer was both personal and philosophical. In the 1920s,
Gadamer turned to classical philology because he was not confident
that he could live up to the standard set by Heidegger. After his ha-
bilitation with Heidegger, Gadamer never published another book
(discounting the two very small monographs on Plato and Herder,
respectively) until Truth and Method in 1960. Gadamer reports that
in the 1950s Heidegger urged him to write a substantive book and,
further, that at this time he, Gadamer, always felt that Heidegger
was “looking over my shoulder.”9

In his autobiographical writings and interviews Gadamer reports
that during their long relationship Heidegger provided him with a
number of surprises and disappointments. He remembers being sur-
prised when first reading Being and Time at its apparent Kantian
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transcendental framework. This “surprise” supports some of the re-
cent work on the early publications and lectures of Heidegger that
argue for a greater continuity in the development of Heidegger’s
thought than the standard secondary presentation of the 1960s and
1970s, which suggested a break between the “early” and the “later”
Heidegger. The next surprise that Gadamer registers is also the first
disappointment with Heidegger, i.e., Heidegger’s engagement on be-
half of the Nazis in 1933. Gadamer was not the only close associate
who did not anticipate Heidegger’s step into politics. Another sur-
prise that Gadamer expresses follows from Gadamer’s re-reading
in the late 1980s of Heidegger’s early and, until 1989, unpublished
essay of 1922 that laid out a project that never came to fruition – a
thoroughgoing phenomenological reading of Aristotle. This essay
had been sent to Natorp via Husserl in the attempt to obtain a posi-
tion for Heidegger in Marburg. This essay was passed on to Gadamer
by Natorp at that time and importantly motivated him to go to
Freiburg to study with Heidegger. Reading the essay, Gadamer much
later reports, gave the young Ph.D. an “electric shock” (PA 47).
Gadamer lost his copy of the essay and did not see it again until
the late 1980s. What surprises Gadamer in his reading of the essay
some sixty plus years later is the strong interest of the essay in
the concepts of theory and science. Gadamer’s own philosophical
hermeneutics emphasizes the practical aspect of understanding and
refers back to the treatment of understanding (Verstehen) in Being
and Time, where Heidegger places all understanding in the context
of an “in order to” (um zu), i.e., in a practical context. Although
Gadamer in his introductory essay to the publication of Heidegger’s
essay in 1989 does not comment on it, Heidegger’s essay treats
theory as a sort of “tarrying” (Verweilen). This is the very concept
with which Gadamer characterizes the encounter with the work of
art – which encounter is paradigmatic for Gadamer of the event of un-
derstanding. We should also note that Gadamer considers this early
essay by Heidegger one of Heidegger’s most important works.10

Finally, a later disappointment with Heidegger that Gadamer reg-
isters is the lack of recognition that Heidegger accorded to Truth
and Method. Gadamer reports sending Heidegger a copy of the work
when it first came out and waiting for a response from Heidegger.
None came. In spite of the fact that Gadamer had written the work, in
part, to build a way for readers into Heidegger’s later work, Heidegger
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seems to have found the work too dependent on concepts of which
Heidegger was long critical, especially the concept of consciousness.
Gadamer later defends his use of the concept of consciousness by
pointing out that he has always sought to use ordinary language in
his writing. He finds Heidegger’s linguistic neologisms in the effort
to avoid a philosophy of consciousness (like that of Husserl) to be
too contrived. Further, Gadamer glosses the concept of conscious-
ness, which literally in the German is “conscious-being” (Bewusst-
sein) with the statement that “consciousness is more Being than
conscious” (mehr Sein als Bewusst), thus emphasizing the open-
ness of consciousness to the world and to Being.11 This, however,
did not satisfy Heidegger. According to Gadamer, Heidegger praised
Gadamer’s little book on the poetry of Paul Celan as his favorite
among Gadamer’s writings. Further, Gadamer proudly, yet modestly,
claims that his work on Plato had succeeded in persuading Heidegger,
late in his life, that Heidegger’s account of Plato had fallen short.12

the phenomenological
character of gadamer’s
philosophical hermeneutics

In a broad sense Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics is phenome-
nological. Gadamer himself, in the foreword to the second edition of
Truth and Method, explains that the work is “phenomenological in
its method” (TM xxxvi). In a work that is critical of methodologism
and whose usage of the term “method” in the title is ironic, Gadamer
was careful in the first edition not to refer to his own “method.” He
comes to naming his own method in the foreword to the second edi-
tion in response to critics who are not clear about the nature of the
work. By referring to his “method,” Gadamer means, not a set of
procedural rules, but rather the discipline of attending to things. By
calling his method “phenomenological,” he does not thereby sub-
scribe to Husserl’s account of the phenomenological method but
rather indicates that the task of the enterprise is descriptive – in
this case, descriptive of the human experience of understanding, i.e.,
of hermeneutical experience. In the same forward, Gadamer writes:
“My real concern was and is philosophic: not what we do or what we
ought to do, but what happens to us over and above our wanting and
doing” (TM xxviii). One might wonder how the work is descriptive
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if it is not concerned with “what we do.” The exclusion of “what we
do” demarcates the properly philosophically over against the empir-
ical. The enterprise is philosophical, not historical, anthropological,
sociological, or psychological. This formulation also gives us a clue
to the “transcendental” character of the enterprise. We cannot con-
sider here the complicated and controverted history of transcenden-
tal philosophy, particularly in Kant, Husserl, and Heidegger – not to
mention recent Anglo-American discussions of it. Gadamer, for the
most part, avoids the expression, “the condition of the possibility
of . . . ,” which marks much of transcendental philosophy. Nonethe-
less, Gadamer explicitly embraces the transcendental phenomenol-
ogy of Heidegger’s Being and Time as the relevant background and
philosophical underpinning of his own account of understanding in
Truth and Method. And Gadamer’s important claim to the univer-
sality of hermeneutical experience means that he sees himself as
providing an account of understanding as such. He embraces the
paradox that his universal account of the understanding claims that
all understanding is historical and partial.

In short, Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutic is transcendental
and phenomenological in much the same sense as the fundamen-
tal ontology of Heidegger’s Being and Time. This is a phenomenol-
ogy that abjures the absolute, does not have a place for a transcen-
dental ego, does not provide a treatment of philosophical method
(Methodenlehre) except indirectly, and does not work toward a fi-
nal foundation (Letztbegründung). These four characteristics impor-
tantly characterize the transcendental phenomenology of Edmund
Husserl. Gadamer thereby avoids setting his project within a Husser-
lian frame. Yet, like Heidegger’s early work, Gadamer’s philosoph-
ical hermeneutics importantly and explicitly presupposes some of
the accomplishments and concepts of Husserl’s work. For Gadamer,
Husserl overcame the priority that philosophy had come to give
epistemology just as he overcame scientism and objectivism in phi-
losophy. Husserl exhibited a sharpness of philosophical vision and
intuition that Gadamer sought to emulate. And, further, Husserl
established the philosophical concepts of “horizon” and the “life-
world,” which are significant for Gadamer’s account of understand-
ing in Truth and Method. Husserl also developed an account of the
three-dimensional character of temporality (past, present, and future)
in which the present moment is distended to include both retention
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and protention – aspects of the past and future. This account of tem-
porality, which has roots in Augustine, is basic to Heidegger’s Being
and Time and Gadamer’s Truth and Method. In summary, Husserl
cleared the way for the hermeneutical ontology of Heidegger in
Being and Time, which in turn provides the basis for the account
of the understanding that Gadamer develops in Truth and Method.

Gadamer divides Truth and Method into three parts (Part I on
truth in the experience of art, Part II on truth in the human sciences,
and Part III on “the ontological shift of hermeneutics guided by
language”), although the book divides neatly in half. The first half of
the book, i.e., the Part I and the first section (of two) of Part II, pro-
vide a thematic and historical introduction to the account of under-
standing, which Gadamer provides in the last half of the book. The
historical introduction, which takes the reader from Kant through
Schleiermacher and Dilthey among others, leads us to Heidegger’s
treatment of the understanding in Being and Time. In the last para-
graph of Part Two, Section 1, Gadamer writes:

Hence we too are beginning with the transcendental significance of
Heidegger’s problematic. The problem of hermeneutics gains a universal
framework, even a new dimension, through his transcendental interpreta-
tion of understanding. . . .This existential structure of There-Being [Dasein]
must find its expression in the understanding of historical tradition as well,
and so we shall start by following Heidegger. (TM 264)

Thus, it is on the basis of Heidegger’s treatment of understand-
ing (Verstehen) in Being and Time that Gadamer develops his ac-
count of hermeneutical experience. We should also note, however,
that there is much in Gadamer’s account of hermeneutical experi-
ence that does not have Heidegger as its source, for example, the
rehabilitation of authority and tradition, the reliance on the con-
cepts of the hermeneutical circle (an age-old hermeneutical concept
that Heidegger too takes up), play, effective-historical consciousness,
the fusion of horizons, and the identification of the understanding
with the Aristotelian virtue of phronesis, practical reason. Gadamer’s
often controverted rehabilitation of authority and tradition rests on
the historical situatedness of any understanding that Heidegger treats
as the “thrownness” (Geworfenheit) of Dasein. This historical situ-
atedness of understanding represents one of the three dimensions of
the temporality of understanding, i.e., the past.
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At the very place in the text (end of section 1, Part 2), in which
Gadamer clearly indicates that Heidegger’s treatment of the under-
standing is the stepping off place for his own development of a philo-
sophical hermeneutics, Gadamer indicates a serious failing of the
Heideggerian account in Being and Time, namely, what Gadamer
calls here the “problem of life” (TM 263). Put more precisely, this
problem concerns how it is that human existence is “based on some-
thing that is outside history, i.e., on nature” (TM 263). Gadamer
presents this failing as something that became clear to Heidegger
and was one of the motivating grounds for Heidegger’s “turn” away
from the completion of the never finished project of Being and Time.

As we have noted, Gadamer hoped in Truth and Method, among
other things, to assist the reader in following Heidegger in his later
thought. Important themes for Heidegger after he abandons the
project of Being and Time are the themes of language and art, espe-
cially poetry. The ontology of Truth and Method is an ontology of lan-
guage. The fusion of horizons that takes place in the understanding is
an accomplishment of language. Gadamer would have us see that the
act of speaking and conversing is not so much us, using language, but
language working its way with us such that truth happens. “Being
that can be understood is language,” writes Gadamer (TM 474), i.e.,
the understanding is linguistic. The kind of language that Gadamer
would have us consider as he concludes the work is the beautiful
language of poetry. Truth and Method begins with a consideration of
art, i.e., with a critique of the aesthetization of art and its separation
of beauty and truth. The work concludes and culminates in a discus-
sion of beauty, because beauty, according to Gadamer, closes the gap
of idea and appearance (TM 488). Beauty renders truth tangible.

The leading concept of the entire project is, of course, truth. When
we understand something, we come to some truth about it. The full
title of Part One is “The question of truth as it emerges in the ex-
perience of art,” and the full title of Part Two reads: “The exten-
sion of the question of truth to understanding in the human sci-
ences.” Part Three provides an ontology according to which language
is where truth happens. Here too, with regard to the question of truth,
Gadamer situates himself within a Heideggerian framework. Truth
is an event that happens in the encounter with the thing in language.
Gadamer never provides a definition of truth in Truth and Method,
but in several essays he makes clear his reliance on Heidegger’s
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treatment of truth as unconcealedness (Unverborgenheit).13 Truth
is an event of revealing that, at the same time, conceals.

the dialogical character
of gadamer ’s philosophical
hermeneutics: gadamer ’s
distinct path

If we pursue in greater detail Gadamer’s consideration of truth, we
come to see how Gadamer’s treatment of this central theme, how-
ever much reliant on the Heideggerian definition, is significantly
different than Heidegger’s. Our examination of this difference will
lead us to other important differences and to Gadamer’s critique of
Heidegger. Gadamer’s account of truth differentiates itself from that
of Heidegger in its temporality, in its exemplary occasion, and, above
all, in the mediated character of the experience of truth, i.e., in its
dialectical and dialogical character.

There are two ways in which Gadamer’s treatment of the tem-
porality of understanding and the event of truth distinguishes it-
self from Heidegger’s account. We have noted above how Gadamer
accepts the distended and three-dimensional account of temporal-
ity that Heidegger provides in Being and Time. Heidegger, however,
gives a clear and distinct priority to the futural aspect of time. What-
ever it is that we are about and hoping to accomplish shapes most
importantly our temporality and our understanding. Ultimately, of
course, in the account of Being and Time what lies ahead is our own
death. Dasein’s understanding of itself as Being-towards-death (Sein-
zum-Tode) is the leading concept of the existential analyis of Dasein
in this work. For Gadamer, the future does not have this predominate
position. Although some have charged Gadamer with giving a prior-
ity to the past, this is also not the case. Rather, Gadamer’s account
shows a symmetry and mutual reciprocity of the three dimensions.

Secondly, and more specifically with regard to the question of
truth, for Gadamer the event of truth takes time, while for Heidegger
the event is almost always presented as sudden and abrupt. In Being
and Time, it is momentary (augenblicklich). In the work after the
“turn” the primary metaphor for the event of truth is lightning. In
the lecture “The Turning” from 1949, for example, Heidegger writes:
“The in-turning that is the lightning flash of the truth of Being is
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the entering, flashing glance – insight.”14 In this lecture Heidegger
elaborates on its suddenness and explicitly insists that it happens
“without mediation.”15 Another good example of the immediacy
and abruptness of the truth-event for Heidegger can be found in the
essay Identity and Difference (1957) in which Heidegger confronts
Hegel’s treatment of the title’s concepts. Here, Heidegger treats truth
as the belonging together of man and Being. Heidegger would have
us see that we misunderstand “belonging together” if we consider it
in terms of categories, mediation, and dialectic. It is rather an abrupt
spring or leap; it is “without a bridge.”16 For Gadamer, by way of
contrast, the truth-event takes time, requires language, and is the
result of mediation, dialectic, and conversation.

In Gadamer’s account of the mediated, dialectical, conversational
truth-event, we can detect the voices of Plato, Aristotle, and Hegel.
Gadamer takes up Hegel’s dialectic to explicate the hermeneutical
experience of understanding, even though he rejects the Hegelian ab-
solute and endorses what Hegel calls the “bad infinity,” because the
conversation remains, for Gadamer, always open-ended. Aristotle
is significant both for the concept of practical reason or phrone-
sis, which is central to account of the understanding in Truth and
Method, and for Gadamer’s concept of “tarrying” (Verweilen – per-
haps via Heidegger), which is central to the account Gadamer devel-
ops after Truth and Method both of theory and of the experience of
the work of art. Tarrying, as the way of attending to art or to the
world, is to be understood as a mode of comportment (to speak an-
glicized Heideggerian) or as a habit (to speak anglicized Aristotelian).
“Tarrying” takes time, and in tarrying we lose ourselves in the thing
and, thereby, lose track of time. Where Heidegger would have us
await the sudden flash of insight, Gadamer would have us develop
the habit of tarrying with things.

This tarrying is also a conversation – a conversation with one-
self, with the thing at hand, and with others about whatever is at
stake. Gadamer construes the understanding and the truth-event as
linguistic – even the experience of the apparently nonlinguistic art-
work, e.g., painting, sculpture, or music. As he writes in Truth and
Method, “All understanding is interpretation, and all interpretation
takes place in the medium of a language which would allow the ob-
ject to come into words and yet at the same time the interpreter’s
own language” (TM 389). This bringing into words is not a mat-
ter of listening to the gods, as it is for Heidegger, but is, rather, a
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matter of joining a conversation. When we try to understand some-
thing, we are joining a conversation, entering a dialogue. This re-
quires, as he said recently in an interview, not “hearing from” an-
other but “listening to” another.17 Conversation was an important
concept for Heidegger, also, but, as we have just noted, his conversa-
tion was with the gods. Heidegger’s treatment follows from a line in
Hölderlin (“we have been a conversation”), which locates the con-
versation between the human and the divine.18 His writing, accord-
ingly, is meditative, I would suggest, and not dialogical. Although
Heidegger, both in Being and Time with its concept of Being-with
(Mitsein) and in his later work, provides a framework for the social
and the dialogical, he never makes good on this aspect of the con-
versation that he says we are. The later Heidegger is not so much
conversing as he is waiting and listening for the voice of the gods.
We noted above how the truth-event for Heidegger is best charac-
terized as the voice of the gods, comes like lightning – unmediated
and “without a bridge.” Gadamer, however, explicitly characterizes
the conversation with the other as providing a “bridge.”19 Of the
linguistic tradition, in which we participate when we join the
conversation, Gadamer writes that its “lack of immediacy. . . is not
a defect” (TM 389). Language is simply the necessary medium, for
Gadamer, within which our conversation can come to understand
something in a limited way. This coming to understand in language
is, for Gadamer, necessarily dialectical. Unlike Heidegger, he defines
understanding and philosophy as dialectical. In his writing Heidegger
time and again attacks dialectical thinking as a conceptual sleight
of hand or symptom of confusion.20 Gadamer learns much about di-
alectic from Hegel, but ultimately it is Plato who shapes Gadamer’s
understanding of dialectic, for dialectic becomes defined by Gadamer
as dialogue: “Philosophy is dialectic – the art of conducting a dia-
logue in which in the end nobody is conducting, but both partners
are conducted, in such a way that the dialogue leads somewhere.21

the greeks and the antinomy
of beginnings: the critique
of heidegger

Heidegger’s readings of the Western philosophical tradition clearly
provoke much thought and consideration in Gadamer’s own inter-
pretation of the tradition. Gadamer is too good a philologian and
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scholar to be persuaded by the quirky etymologies and translations
that Heidegger sometimes proposes, and he is too good a listener
to the text to be persuaded by what Gadamer acknowledges are
Heidegger’s violent interpretations of classic philosophical texts.22

Behind the quirky etymologies and the violent interpretations in
Heidegger’s work lies openly his thesis that the history of Western
thought is a history of the forgetfulness of Being – which forgetful-
ness begins with Plato and culminates in the nihilism of Nietzsche.
This nihilism has brought us the catastrophe of the past century’s
world wars and the dominance of our lives by technology. Heidegger
awaits a new beginning that the god (or gods) might bring us. He goes
back to the pre-Socratics to find this alternative. Gadamer accepts
none of this.23

Gadamer often suggests that the first great service Heidegger pro-
vided in regard to Greek classical philosophy is that he freed the
Greek from the tyranny of Latin, i.e., from the tyranny of Latin trans-
lation and the Latin tradition of interpreting the texts that domi-
nated so much of the modern European appropriation of classical
Greek philosophy. It is worth noting that many of Heidegger’s early
students came both to have an important impact on the revival of
interest in Greek classical philosophy and to have been sharply crit-
ical of Heidegger’s interpretations. These include Leo Strauss, Jakob
Klein, Gerhard Krüger, Hannah Arendt, and Gadamer himself. Al-
though Gadamer lectured and published on many Greek thinkers,
he is most concerned with Plato. And it is Plato who, above all, rep-
resents for Heidegger the falling away from Being.

Two closely related theses are central to Heidegger’s view of Plato:
(1) that Being for Plato and the post-Platonic philosophers was Being-
present-at-hand; and (2) that truth for Plato was correctness. In addi-
tion, Heidegger criticizes the Platonic notion of theory (theoria) for
the priority it gives to sight. Gadamer rejects both these theses and
gives an account of theoria as a way of being with something, i.e., tar-
rying, which is not merely a matter of sight.24 Although Heidegger’s
critique is original, it embraces the Aristotelian critique that holds
that Plato cannot make sense of the relation of his ideal forms to the
world of experience. This follows from Plato’s focus on unity and the
One. In a number of his writings, Gadamer argues that the much dis-
cussed problem of the one and the many is, in the end, the problem of
the “two,” the indeterminate dyad.25 On his account, the two is not
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reducible to the one. There are both “two” and “one.” Both the soul
and logos exhibit this structure. Both have a certain sort of unity, but
both exhibit internal differentiation – twoness. Heidegger, however,
finds here only unity, and in the koinon (commonality) of the lo-
gos he finds only the empty and abstract “most general.”26 Gadamer
argues that the question of the one and the many is not be con-
fused with the much discussed problem of participation (methexis),
i.e., how it is that so many things can participate in one idea. This
supposed problem is closely connected with the separation (choris-
mos) problem, i.e., that the ideas dwell somehow in some place be-
yond the heavens. Against the traditional and Heideggerian criti-
cism, Gadamer insists that there is no separation problem in Plato,
because Plato presupposes the participation of the individual thing
in the idea.27 Plato’s dialogues show us how we too must make this
presupposition.

The tension between the “one” and the “two” is closely related,
for Gadamer, to the theme of finitude, which figures prominently in
all his work on Plato as well as in his positive recovery of rhetoric and
dialectic. In short, in opposition to Heidegger to whom he is indebted
for the very theme of finitude, Gadamer shows us how for Plato
knowledge is not reducible to “having” or “seeing” in the way that
Heidegger claims it is for Plato. Heidegger reads Aristotelian divinity
back into the human soul. For Heidegger, the human soul in Greek
philosophy is a dim shadow of the nonerotic thought that thinks
itself in its perfection and completeness. Gadamer, on the other hand,
returns us to the erotic soul of Plato’s Symposium and Phaedrus,
in a way that acknowledges Aristotle’s admonition to strive to be
divine, yet recognizes our humanity, i.e., Gadamer emphasizes the
erotic striving that marks our finitude. This supports his positive
evaluation of conversation where rhetoric and opinion have their
appropriate place.

Just as Gadamer resists Heidegger’s critique of Plato and his read-
ing of the whole of post-Platonic philosophy as Platonism, so too
Gadamer resists Heidegger’s reading of the pre-Socratics as providing
a beginning of thinking that is not “metaphysical” and from whom
Plato represents a falling away. For Heidegger, there is a great break
between the pre-Socratics and Plato. Gadamer finds, rather, continu-
ity. Gadamer at the beginning of his recently published lectures on
the pre-Socratics made a methodological comment that decisively
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differentiates his approach from that of Heidegger:

The crucial thing in my lectures on the pre-Socratics is that I begin neither
with Thales nor with Homer, nor do I begin with the Greek language in the
second century before Christ; I begin instead with Plato and Aristotle. This,
in my judgment, is the sole philosophical access to an interpretation of the
pre-Socratics. Everything else is historicism without philosophy. (BP 10)

In his reading of the pre-Socratics, time and again, he shows how
Plato and Aristotle take up pre-Socratic concepts in a positive way.
Thus, he shows a certain continuity between the pre-Socratics and
the Socratics, unlike Heidegger who sees an epochal break between
them. Time and again Gadamer disagrees – sometimes implicitly,
sometimes explicity – with Heidegger’s readings. He disagrees, for
example, with Heidegger’s treatment of Anaximander’s infinite
(apeiron) (BP 88). And he takes issue with Heidegger’s notion that the
passage in Parmenides’ Proem about the unshakeable heart of truth
and opinions of mortals is about the miracle of self-differentiation
(BP 124). As always very generous with regard to Heidegger, Gadamer
in a number of instances suggests that Heidegger came to understand
his own errors of interpretation (BP 111). Gadamer suggests further
that Heidegger in part, here as elsewhere, was misled by his reliance
on Nietzsche (BP 124).

Closely related to Heidegger’s fascination with the pre-Socratics is
Heidegger’s notion that Western thought must begin again. He seeks
a new beginning. For Gadamer, there has been no beginning as such,
and it is a mistake to seek another one. We inevitably find ourselves
in the middle of things with a past and future. So had Plato found
himself and so had the pre-Socratics, even though their past is not
much available to us. Gadamer suggests that, in a certain sense, it
is appropriate to consider the Greek pre-Socratics as the beginning
of Western philosophy and science, yet, at the same time, they too
had a past with roots in Egypt and the East. The very concept of a
beginning, according to Gadamer, is a dialectical one – very much in
a Kantian sense: “I would like to suggest that, for existing things, the
beginning consists in the fact that they have no beginning because
what exists preserves itself in its continual periodicity” (BP 88).

Heidegger’s hope for a new beginning was explicitly not a hope
for a new beginning of philosophy, for philosophy means meta-
physics for Heidegger. He looked for a kind of thinking that would be



P1: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-11 October 5, 2001 15:19

Gadamer’s Relation to Heidegger and Phenomenology 261

post-philosophical. Gadamer sees Heidegger’s later work as extremely
valuable and thought-provoking, a challenge and a provocation, but
unsuccessful. Its lack of success was inevitable for Gadamer for a
number of reasons. The very notion of stepping outside or overcom-
ing or being done with the history of thought and making a new
beginning make no sense. The attempt to leave philosophy behind
cannot succeed, because for Gadamer philosophy is a natural dispo-
sition (RAS 139). And Heidegger’s rejection of the language of meta-
physics is unfounded according to Gadamer because there is no lan-
guage of metaphysics.28 The following three sentences by Gadamer
reveal the deep affinity and indebtedness of Gadamer’s thought to
Heidegger’s work and the deep divide: “I have made my own con-
tribution to philosophy by linking up with this vision of the later
Heidegger. To be sure, I did not follow him in his incessant and re-
peatedly frustrated effort to bypass the language of traditional meta-
physics, its conceptual system and its talk of eidetic knowledge, and
to exploit the evocative force of the poetic word for philosophic
thought. To me this seems neither necessary nor possible.”29 In-
evitably, the attempt to avoid the “language of metaphysics” leaves
Heidegger suffering from a failing or lack of an appropriate language
(Sprachnot). This, in part, for Gadamer, follows from the fact that
Heidegger was too much struggling with Nietzsche. In a recent in-
terview, Gadamer reports that shortly before his death Heidegger
told his family that Nietzsche had ruined him.30 Whereas Heidegger
had largely oriented his hermeneutical effort around a confrontation
with Nietzsche, Gadamer acknowledges that his hermeneutical ori-
entation, whose impulse came in the first place from Heidegger, is a
critical response to Dilthey.

It is clear that Gadamer’s thought, like that of Heidegger, is moti-
vated in large part by a consideration of our contemporary situation
in a “modern” age in which science, especially the natural sciences,
together with technology play such an important role and for which
the intellectual legacy of the Enlightenment remains so decisive.
And, like Heidegger, Gadamer can be counted among the critics of
Enlightenment thought and the Enlightenment legacy. Unlike Hei-
degger, however, Gadamer does not paint a dark and apocalyptic pic-
ture of our age. He finds Heidegger’s dismal view as overdramatized,
dangerous, and hubristic. Gadamer writes, for example: “Don’t we all
run the risk of a terrible intellectual hubris if we equate Nietzsche’s
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anticipations and the ideological confusion of the present with life
as it is actually lived with its own forms of solidarity? Here, in fact,
my divergence from Heidegger is fundamental.”31

conclusion

We have noted a number of significant divergences of Gadamer’s
views from those of Heidegger. It is important to recognize that Hei-
degger was a constant challenge and provocation for the development
of Gadamer’s thought – but he was more than that. In his lectures
and in Being and Time, the young Heidegger provided the young
doctor of philosophy both with a hermeneutical and phenomenolog-
ical account of the understanding and with a fresh access to Greek
classical philosophy. The account of the understanding importantly
brought also powerful treatments of temporality and truth – both
of which Gadamer would accept and modify. Heidegger’s analysis of
truth showed Gadamer how to escape the philosophical dead ends
of subjectivism/objectivism and idealism/realism. Gadamer accepts
Heidegger’s critique of representational thinking, but he does not
find the critique appropriate to Plato and Aristotle. Gadamer accom-
modates the Heideggerian critique of the classical tradition and its
modern legacy but nonetheless sustains the work of Plato and Aris-
totle and the example of Socrates as a model of the good life. He
shows us the relevance of their work to the philosophical questions
and problems of our age.

It may be helpful to note Gadamer’s own location of his work when
he points to a place “between phenomenology and dialectic” – the
title of a self-critique written in 1986 (GW 2, 3–26) much of which
is incorporated in his “Reflections on My Philosophical Journey.”
We can take this location “between” as marking something impor-
tant, even if it is a somewhat oversimplified demarcation. Gadamer
places himself between the phenomenology of Husserl and, more
importantly, Heidegger and the dialectic of Hegel and, more impor-
tantly, Plato. This philosophical location parallels for Gadamer the
location of the human, which finds itself, in the language of classical
Greek philosophy, between nous and logos. Both are constitutive of
the human. Both are required for truth. There is, for us, no insight
without speech, without conversation in language. And conversa-
tion is about something that often exceeds its grasp. In his work
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in a number of different contexts, Gadamer calls upon us to give
ourselves to the conversation. This participation, Teilhaben, (an-
other importantly Platonic concept) is an historical participation
with others in the world – which participation presupposes a solidar-
ity with others. Gadamer asks us both to recognize and to reaffirm
this participatory solidarity in all the dimensions of human life.
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richard j. bernstein

12 The Constellation of
Hermeneutics, Critical
Theory and Deconstruction

“Hermeneutics,” “critical theory,” and “deconstruction” are the
names of three intellectual orientations that have dominated con-
tinental philosophical debates during the latter part of the twentieth
century. Although each of these orientations has its own complex lin-
eage and affinities, they have nevertheless come to be associated with
three outstanding thinkers: Hans-Georg Gadamer, Jürgen Habermas,
and Jacques Derrida. At the most abstract level, all three exhibit what
has come to be called the “linguistic turn.” The concern with lan-
guage is central to their philosophic investigations. Yet when we
turn to what they mean by language, what they stress in their analy-
ses, what consequences they draw from their reflections, their differ-
ences are initially much more striking than anything that they share
in common. And even when one of these thinkers has addressed the
concerns of the others, their encounters have often seemed more
like nonencounters – like one of those surrealistic conversations
where participants are speaking past each other. Yet there are not
only striking differences among these three thinkers, there are also
some important overlapping commonalities. It is best to look upon
these three thinkers and their characteristic orientations as form-
ing a tensed constellation – one in which their emphatic differences
enable us to appreciate their strengths as well as their weaknesses.
In this paper, my primary focus will be on Gadamer’s philosophic
hermeneutics, especially as it bears on questions of coming to grips
with modernity and its discontents.

Although Gadamer, who was born in 1900, belongs to an older
generation than Habermas and Derrida (who are contemporaries), his
philosophical hermeneutics became known to a wider intellectual
public primarily because of the critical attention that it received

267
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by the young Habermas. During the 1960s, Habermas wrote a now
famous critical review of Truth and Method.1 And when Habermas
was first appointed as a professor at Frankfurt University in 1965, he
dealt with hermeneutics in his inaugural lecture: “Knowledge and
Human Interests.”2 It was these interventions that initiated what
has come to be called the Gadamer-Habermas debate – a debate that
has taken many twists and turns over the years, and has involved
many other thinkers in addition to Gadamer and Habermas. I do not
want to narrate the intricacies of this ongoing complex debate, but
I do want to highlight some of the major issues that emerged from it.

During the 1960s, Habermas was engaged in a sharp critique of the
positivist and behaviorist tendencies that were dominating the social
sciences. In carrying out this critique, Habermas viewed Gadamer
(and more generally, the German hermeneutic tradition) as an im-
portant ally. Both Gadamer and Habermas were relentlessly criti-
cal of the imperialistic tendencies of what they took to be a mis-
guided positivist and scientistic epistemology – one that claimed
that all legitimate knowledge had to satisfy the narrow criteria that
the positivists set forth for empirical and analytic knowledge.
Neither Gadamer nor Habermas were denigrating the achievements
of the natural sciences. Their quarrel was a philosophic one. The pos-
itivists and their allies had an excessively narrow conception of what
constituted knowledge (empirical and analytic), and they refused to
recognize that there were any other valid conceptions of knowledge
or understanding. The positivists, who prided themselves on being
empirical and open-minded, were violently imposing their epistemic
grid. Both Habermas and Gadamer argued that this epistemological
restriction was not innocent. Rather, it was a manifestation of deeper
forces at work in modern societies where instrumental or technolog-
ical rationality was infiltrating and distorting the forms of everyday
life – the very life forms that Gadamer claimed characteristic of our
being-in-the-world. Although Gadamer and Habermas were attack-
ing a common enemy, their standpoints were radically different.

In “Knowledge and Human Interests,” Habermas distinguished
three basic cognitive (or knowledge-constitutive) interests: the tech-
nical, practical, and emancipatory. These three cognitive interests
are “rooted in the specific fundamental conditions of the production
and self-constitution of the human species.”3 Each of these cogni-
tive interests determines a distinctive domain and the appropriate
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methodological framework for ascertaining and warranting knowl-
edge claims in these domains. Furthermore, there are three differ-
ent types of sciences or disciplines that correspond to each of these
over-arching cognitive interests. “The approach of the empirical-
analytic sciences incorporates a technical cognitive interest; that
of the historical-hermeneutic sciences incorporates a practical one;
and the approach of the critically oriented sciences an emancipa-
tory interest,”4 In drawing a sharp distinction between the technical
and practical cognitive interests, Habermas was appropriating a vi-
tal Gadamerian distinction that can be traced back to the distinction
that Aristotle makes between techne and praxis in his Nicomachean
Ethics. It is difficult today to recover this Aristotelian distinction
because we frequently identify the “practical” with the “technical.”
But it is just this false identification of the practical with the tech-
nical (and the disastrous consequences that follow from it) that both
Gadamer and Habermas wanted to expose. Both associate the “prac-
tical” with praxis and phronesis, the virtue of practical wisdom that
Aristotle highlights in his Ethics. Habermas certainly agrees with
Gadamer who writes: “The concept of ‘praxis’ which was developed
in the last two centuries is a awful deformation of what practice
really is.”5 And Gadamer would endorse what Habermas wrote in
one of his early essays:

The real difficulty in the relation of theory and practice does not arise from
this new function of science as a technological force, but rather from the
fact that we are no longer able to distinguish between practical and tech-
nical power. Yet even a civilization that has been rendered scientific is not
granted dispensation from practical questions. Therefore a peculiar danger
arises when the process of scientification transgresses the limit of technical
questions, without, however, departing from the level of rationality con-
fined to the technological horizon. For then no attempt is made to attain a
rational consensus on the part of citizens concerning the practical control
of their destiny. Its place is taken by the attempt to attain technical control
over history by perfecting the administration of society, an attempt that is
just as impractical as it is unhistorical.6

For Habermas, it is the practical interest that governs the method-
ological framework of the “historic–hermeneutic” sciences.

The historic–hermeneutic sciences gain knowledge in a different method-
ological framework. Here the validity of propositions is not constituted in
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the frame of reference of technical control. . . . For theories are not con-
structed deductively and experience is not organized with regard to the
success of operations. Access to the facts is provided by the understand-
ing of meaning, not observation. The verification of law-like hypotheses in
empirical-analytic sciences has its counterpart in the interpretation of texts.
Thus the rules of hermeneutics determine the possible meaning of the va-
lidity of statements in the cultural sciences [Geisteswissenschaften].7

There is a third cognitive interest – the emancipatory interest. It
is more accurate to say that the emancipatory interest is already im-
plicit in both the technical and practical interests. Habermas (follow-
ing the tradition of German idealism) explicitly identifies the eman-
cipatory interest with the interest of Reason itself, the demand for
self-reflection. “Reason . . . means the will to reason. In self-reflection
knowledge for the sake of knowledge attains congruence with the in-
terest in autonomy and responsibility. The emancipatory cognitive
interest aims at the pursuit of reflection as such.”8 It is here that
some of the sharpest and the most consequential differences between
Gadamer and Habermas begin to erupt. Consider how Habermas
characterizes those critical social sciences that are governed by the
emancipatory cognitive interest.

The systematic sciences of social action, that is economics, sociology, and
political science, have the goal, as do the empirical–analytic sciences, of pro-
ducing nomological knowledge. A critical social science, however, will not
remain satisfied with this. It is concerned with going beyond this goal to
determine when theoretical statements grasp invariant regularities of social
action as such and when they express ideologically frozen relations of de-
pendence that can be transformed. . . . The methodological framework that
determines the meaning of validity of critical propositions of this category is
established by the concept of self-reflection. The latter releases the subject
from dependence on hypostatized powers. Self-reflection is determined by
an emancipatory cognitive interest.9

In distinguishing the technical from the practical cognitive inter-
est, and in claiming that the practical interest sets the methodolog-
ical framework for the historic–hermeneutic disciplines, Habermas
was attempting to situate the proper place of hermeneutics. But he
also sought to specify the limitations of hermeneutics by stressing
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that there is an independent emancipatory interest. This enabled him
to characterize the methodological framework of the critical social
sciences that went beyond the achievements of hermeneutics.

Needless to say, this is not the way in which Gadamer under-
stood the situation. Gadamer claimed that Habermas misunderstood
and distorted the fundamental character and aim of philosophical
hermeneutics. In the Foreword to the second German edition of
Truth and Method, Gadamer (with Habermas clearly in mind) de-
clared that he was not primarily concerned with epistemology or
with distinguishing “methodological frameworks.” He emphatically
asserted: “My real concern was and is philosophic; not what we do
or what we ought to do, but what happens to us over and above our
wanting and doing.”10 To make his point as clear and firm as possible,
Gadamer drew an analogy with Kant: “[Kant] asked a philosophical
question; what are the conditions of our knowledge, by virtue of
which modern science is possible, and how far does it extend? The
following investigation also asks a philosophic question in the same
sense. But it does not ask it only of the so-called human sciences . . . .
It asks (to put it in Kantian terms) how is understanding possible”
(TM xxix–xxx). Gadamer’s project is ontological – not epistemologi-
cal or methodological. Following Heidegger, Gadamer argues that the
essential character of our being-in-the-world is to be individuals who
understand the happening of truth through language. In this respect,
philosophical hermeneutics is not only ontological and linguistic –
it is also universal. For whatever we self-consciously do or want,
the happening of understanding is always already taking place in our
linguistic encounters with the world. Gadamer is skeptical about
the very idea of distinguishing an independent emancipatory inter-
est that provides the methodological framework for “the critique of
ideology.” He charges Habermas with succumbing to the worst
utopian illusions of the Enlightenment in his attempt to delineate an
independent domain of the “new” critical social sciences. Gadamer
does not reject the idea of emancipation. He even agrees that it is
implicit in Reason itself. But it is not an independent cognitive in-
terest. Rather, it is already intrinsic in hermeneutic understanding.
In an essay dealing with the legacy of Hegel, Gadamer writes:

The principle of freedom is unimpugnable and irrevocable. It is no longer
possible for anyone still to affirm the unfreedom of humanity. The principle
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that all are free never again can be shaken. But does this mean that on ac-
count of this, history has come to an end? Are all human beings actually
free? Has not history since then been a matter of just this, that the historical
conduct of man has to translate the principle of freedom into reality? Obvi-
ously this points to the unending march of world history to the openness of
its future tasks and gives no becalming assurance that everything is already
in order. (RAS 37)

Habermas himself might have written this passage. But despite
some of their common agreements, we should not underestimate
the differences between them – even when their language sounds
similar. Gadamer has always been critical of what he takes to be
the excesses of the Enlightenment. In Truth and Method, he criti-
cizes “the Enlightenment’s prejudice against prejudice.” All under-
standing requires prejudices or prejudgments – prejudgments that
are inherited from tradition. Of course, Gadamer recognizes that
there is a difference between blinding prejudices and enabling prej-
udices, but this is a distinction that emerges only through our di-
alogical encounters, and not by monological self-reflection. In the
development of his philosophical hermeneutics, Gadamer empha-
sizes the role of the tradition in determining who we are. He also
seeks to recover the type of world disclosing truth that is revealed
through our encounters with history and works of art. Gadamer has
always been concerned with ethical issues, and he sees philosophical
hermeneutics as the heir to the Greek tradition of practical philos-
ophy. Indeed, Gadamer claims that “if we relate Aristotle’s descrip-
tion of the ethical phenomenon and especially of the virtue of moral
knowledge to our own investigation, we find that Aristotle’s anal-
ysis is in fact a kind of model of the problems of hermeneutics”
(TM 324).

One way to grasp the significant differences between Gadamer
and Habermas is to see how they respond to what they take to be
the crisis situation of modernity and its discontents. As I have al-
ready indicated, both Gadamer and Habermas are deeply concerned
about the ways in which the varieties of technological, means-end,
or instrumental rationality are infiltrating and distorting the forms
of everyday life. Both of them see that this tendency is one that under-
mines responsible political decision-making among citizens.
Gadamer’s characteristic response to this disturbing situation is
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primarily philosophical. “Relying on the tradition of practical philos-
ophy helps to guard us against the technological self-understanding
of the modern concept of science.” Or again, he states “When
Aristotle, in the sixth book of the Nicomachean Ethics, distinguishes
the manner of ‘practical’ knowledge . . . from theoretical and techni-
cal knowledge, he expresses, in my opinion, one of the greatest truths
by which the Greeks throw light upon the ‘scientific’ mystification
of modern society of specialization.”11

Gadamer is sometimes criticized for engaging in a sentimental
nostalgia for past traditions and epochs. But such a criticism is un-
warranted for it misses the primary intention of philosophical herm-
eneutics. Gadamer has always insisted that we cannot but help to ap-
proach past history, traditions, and alien cultures with the questions
that arise from our own horizons. We never escape from our own
linguistic horizon. It is an illusion to think that we can bracket or
suspend all our current prejudgments. This is the basis for his quar-
rel with the Cartesian legacy that has influenced so much of modern
thinking, a legacy that assumes we can achieve what Hilary Putnam
has called a “God’s eye” perspective on reality. The basic imperative
of philosophical hermeneutics is to articulate and evaluate the claim
to truth that traditions makes upon us, to seek for a fusion of hori-
zons in which we expand and deepen our own horizon. In this sense,
all hermeneutical understanding involves a critical appropriation. It
is in this spirit that Gadamer appeals to the Aristotelian tradition of
practical philosophy. It is not a nostalgic return that Gadamer advo-
cates, but rather a critical appropriation for our current situation.

In my own eyes, the great merit of Aristotle was that he anticipated the
impasse of our scientific culture by his description of the structure of prac-
tical reason as distinct from theoretical knowledge and technical skill. By
philosophical arguments he refuted the claim of the professional lawmakers
whose function at that time corresponded to the role of the expert in modern
scientific theory. Of course, I do not mean to equate the modern expert with
the professional sophist. In his own field he is a faithful and reliable investi-
gator, and in general he is well aware of the particularity of his methodical
assumptions and realizes that the results of his investigation have a limited
relevance. Nevertheless, the problem of our society is that the longing of the
citizenry for orientation and normative patterns invests the expert with an
exaggerated authority. Modern society expects him to provide a substitute
for past moral and political orientations. (my emphasis)12
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But for Habermas, this appropriation of the classical tradition of
practical philosophy is simply not sufficient to come to grips with
an understanding of modernity and its discontents. If one is serious
about meeting the challenges that confront us today, we cannot limit
ourselves to seeking to recover the classical tradition of practical phi-
losophy, or to appeal to classical ideas of friendship and solidarity.
What is required is a much more concrete and systematic analysis of
modern societies, their pathologies, and their distortions. Habermas
argues that Gadamer is not sufficiently sensitive to the way in which
the type of dialogue that he discusses and cherishes is systematically
distorted by contemporary social forces and insidious forms of polit-
ical power. Habermas deals with the complex issues of modern law,
rights, constitutions, and political power in order to formulate an
adequate normative theory of democracy. Furthermore, Habermas
doesn’t think that philosophical hermeneutics is sufficient to deal
with the problems of legitimizing and justifying universal norms. It
isn’t sufficient in the modern world to appropriate phronesis. Even
Aristotle claimed that phronesis as ethical and political virtue pre-
supposes the existence of a well-ordered polis. Today, one must also
address the question of how ethical and political universal norms
are to be justified. The differences between Gadamer and Habermas
are not limited to the questions of politics and political philoso-
phy. Rather these differences are indicative of more basic differences
that pervade their intellectual orientations, including their different
conception of truth and validity. Gadamer believes in the distinctive
independent character of philosophical reflection. But for Habermas,
there is no longer a sharp boundary between philosophy and a social
theory informed by the social sciences. Although Gadamer is elo-
quent in his characterization (and practice) of dialogue, Habermas ar-
gues that we need to develop a theory of communication and univer-
sal pragmatics in order to ground our understanding of the reciprocity
and symmetry required for open dialogue. Hermeneutics may very
well be universal in the sense that understanding is always already
present in whatever we say or do. But it doesn’t follow that philo-
sophical hermeneutics is universal in the sense that it provides the
conceptual resources analyzing the pathologies of modern societies
that need to be addressed to develop a richly textured normative
democratic theory.
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Although I am sympathetic with Habermas insofar as he shows
some of the limitations of Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics,
I also think that Gadamer provides a needed corrective to Habermas.
At the heart of Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics is a deep ap-
preciation of human finitude. Whether we are dealing with morality,
ethics, or politics, Gadamer advocates the necessity for cultivating
hermeneutic sensitivity and phronesis in all dimensions of human
life. He even speaks of the “one-sidedness of hermeneutic universal-
ism”: but he justifies this “one-sidedness” as having the “truth of a
corrective.”

It enlightens the modern viewpoint based on making, producing, and con-
structing concerning the necessary conditions to which that viewpoint is
subject. In particular, it limits the position of the philosopher in the modern
world . . . .

What man needs is not just the persistent posing of ultimate questions,
but the sense of what is feasible, possible, what is correct, here and now.
The philosopher, of all people, must, I think, be aware of the tension be-
tween what he claims to achieve and the reality in which he finds himself.
(TM xxxvii–xxxviii)

This is why I think that the metaphor of a constellation is the ap-
propriate one in discerning the complex relationship between
Habermas and Gadamer. Each serves as a corrective to the other.
But each shines brighter when viewed together in a constellation.

***

When we turn to Gadamer and Derrida (and tensions between
hermeneutics and deconstruction), we seem to be in an entirely dif-
ferent realm of discourse. The differences between Gadamer
and Derrida – in temperament, vocabulary, style, and thematic con-
cerns – seem so radical that one may despair of finding anything in
common. And yet we can say that both are passionately concerned
with the subtleties of language and the interpretation of texts. Both
return over and over again to a reading of the canonical philosophic
texts. Both display an impressive sensitivity to literary texts and the
visual arts. Even when they take up issues of responsibility, justice,
friendship, ethics, and politics, they typically focus on the interpre-
tation of texts. In part, these commonalities are due to the profound
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influence of Heidegger on their thinking. But they read, appropriate,
and even criticize Heidegger in such sharply divergent ways that it
is sometimes difficult to realize that they are speaking about the
“same” philosopher. In 1981, Gadamer accepted an invitation to
participate in a conference held in Paris where Derrida was also a
participant. It was clearly Gadamer’s intention to explore the differ-
ences between hermeneutics and deconstruction in his face-to-face
encounter with Derrida. But a serious intellectual encounter never
really happened.13 Since that time, Gadamer has taken up the ques-
tion of deconstruction (and Heideggerian Destruktion) on several oc-
casions, but his “conversation” with Derrida has been one-sided.
A genuine dialogue between Gadamer and Derrida has never taken
place. This is a shame because there are crucial and consequential
issues that arise between hermeneutics and deconstruction. Once
again, I believe that a constellation is the appropriate metaphor in
appreciating the complex relationship between hermeneutics and
deconstruction.

Because Gadamer and Derrida are so sensitive to language, I want
to stress some of the differences in their linguistic styles. Gadamer
derives his understanding of philosophical hermeneutics from
Heidegger’s hermeneutics of facticity that is so prominent in Part
I of Being and Time. Gadamer does concede that “like many of my
critics, Heidegger too would probably feel a lack of radicality in the
conclusions I draw. . . . When science expands into total technoc-
racy and thus brings on the ‘cosmic night’ of the ‘forgetfulness of
being,’ the nihilism that Nietzsche prophesied, then may one not
gaze at the last fading light of the sun setting in the evening sky,
instead of turning around to look for the first shimmer of its re-
turn?” (TM xxvii). The figures that dominate Gadamer’s writing are
the metaphors of “fusion,” “play,” the “to-and fro” movement of
conversation, In seeking to understand what is strange, alien and
other, we expand and deepen our own finite horizon and historic-
ity. In this process of Bildung, self-knowledge is achieved in and
through a dialogical encounter with the other. And in this encounter
(this happening), we seek a fusion of horizons. Gadamer some-
times characterizes himself as a Hegelian of the “bad infinite,” and
by this he means that there is no final Aufhebung. Experience
is always open to further experience – without end. There is no
finality in understanding and interpretation. For Gadamer, like
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Hegel, when we confront what is alien, other, and different, we seek
to appropriate the truth implicit in what we encounter. Gadamer
is sensitive to the ruptures and breaks in our understanding.
But these are challenges to be met; they set the task for hermeneutics.
The metaphoric figures of Gadamer are marked by “fusion” –
where we seek reconciliation and coherence through dialogical
play.14

Initially, the contrast with Derrida could not be more dramatic.
“Rupture,” “break,” “heterogeneity,” “impossibilities” are terms
that saturate his writing. When Derrida deconstructs a text, or as he
would prefer to put it, when he shows how a text deconstructs itself,
he attempts to show how underlying its surface unity and coherence,
there are also sorts of crevices, abysses, and undecidable aporias.
A favorite “formula” of his is to claim that something is both “neces-
sary and impossible.” Derrida does not “reduce” texts to absurdities
or meaningless gibberish (as so many of his critics claim); he seeks
to expose the irreducible undecidable internal tensions and aporias.
His logic is a “both/and logic” where we uncover heterogeneities for
which there is no satisfactory fusion. Like Hegel (whom Derrida also
greatly admires), Derrida is a master in bringing forth internal con-
flicts and contradictions, and in showing how at the heart of what we
take to be the same is already otherness and difference. But unlike
Hegel (and Gadamer), Derrida is skeptical that we can reconcile these
contradictions in an encompassing synthesis. Derrida’s “world” is
one in which we never quite achieve the moments of coherence and
fusion that is the aim of hermeneutics. On the contrary, wherever we
turn, we discover undecidables and aporias. Gadamer focuses on the
dialogical achievement of understanding texts, traditions, and works
of art, but Derrida is more preoccupied with the multifarious ways
in which misunderstanding always threatens us. He decenters what
we take to be unified, coherent, and structured. Our thinking and
language are pervaded by apparent binary oppositions, which are al-
ways deconstructing themselves. Derrida acknowledges boundaries
and limits – only to show the subversive ways in which they are
called into question, and how what is taken to be marginal and sup-
plementary becomes “central.” This is true not only of language
and metaphysics, but also true of ethics and politics. Like Levinas,
Derrida claims that the dominant logic of the same and the other
is deeply imperialistic. We are always on the verge of failing to do
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justice to the otherness of the other, and the otherness that lies at
the heart of the same.

But although these differences in language (and temperament) are
manifest, we must be careful not to slip into a simplified binary oppo-
sition. Hermeneutical understanding would not make sense unless
we also had a profound experience of what is alien, different, and
other. And even though Derrida stresses the pervasiveness of differ-
ance, the very force of his deconstructions depends on appreciating
the power of the desire for coherence, unity, and harmony. Derrida
has been a relentless critic of the “metaphysics of presence,” (even
accusing Heidegger of being tainted by it) but he is just as insistent
that it is impossible to abandon or “escape” from metaphysics. Just
as I have argued that holding Habermas and Gadamer together in a
constellation enables us see how each can serve as a corrective to the
other, I want to make a similar claim about Gadamer and Derrida.

Let me return to what stands at the core of Gadamer’s philo-
sophical hermeneutics – dialogue and conversation. A living dia-
logue always stands behind our dialogical understanding of texts,
works of art, and traditions. Überlieferung (tradition) is this ongo-
ing conversation. We come to understand a text by learning how
to question it and how it poses questions to us. “The hermeneutic
phenomenon . . . implies the primacy of dialogue and the structure
of question and answer. That a historical text is made the object of
interpretation means that it puts a question to the interpreter” (TM
369). The idea that a historical text or a work of art can “speak” to us,
can pose a “question” to us, can make a “claim to truth” upon us is
a crucial presupposition for Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics.
And yet, we must pause and insist that “strictly speaking,” a text,
work of art, or tradition does not literally speak to us. Unlike a liv-
ing conversation, we are not confronting a dialogical partner who can
speak for herself. Rather it is we as interpreters that speak on behalf
of a mute text. It is we who interpret a text as posing a question to us.
Unlike a real-life dialogue, the dialogue with texts is a “one-sided”
monological dialogue in which we are both questioning a text and
answering for it. When we face up to this disparity between a living
dialogue and the dialogue with texts and traditions, then we open up
all sorts of gaps and problems. And these are just the sorts of gaps
that Derrida exploits. It is not quite accurate to say that when we
have doubts about the interpretation of a text, we must return to the
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text itself, because this “return” is really a return to the text as we
interpret it. This is a point that Nietzsche already effectively made
when he questioned whether there is any “reality” or “text” beyond
and below our interpretations. This is just the sort of gap (abyss) that
Derrida delights in exposing. A deconstructive analysis of Gadamer
might well point out the aporia that lies at the heart of hermeneutics.
On the one hand, Gadamer insists that texts do not have meaning in
themselves, meaning arises only in the happening of understanding.
But at the same time, Gadamer also insists that a text is sufficiently
resistant to arbitrary meanings so that it can “question” our inter-
pretations. This is not a trivial or sophistical perplexity because it
raises profound questions about the limitations of the very idea of
a dialogue or conversation with texts, works of art, and traditions.
How is one to decide whether or not one has properly answered for a
text that we are seeking to understand? There is always something
undecidable in the happening of understanding and interpretation.

We can further our understanding of the consequential differences
between Gadamer and Derrida by seeing how undecidability oper-
ates in another context. In the past two decades, Derrida’s writings
have taken a much more explicit ethical turn, although a close read-
ing of his early works shows that he has always been interested in
(obsessed with) questions of response, responsibility, and ethics.15

Derrida shares with Gadamer (and Habermas) a deep suspicion and
criticism of the ways in which technological thinking and calcula-
tion have infiltrated our ethical and political lives. Like Gadamer,
Derrida thinks that it is misleading to appeal to universal rules, al-
gorithms, and strategic calculations to bring out what is distinctive
about ethical decision. But their differences come to the fore when
we see how they respond to this situation. Gadamer appeals to the
tradition of practical philosophy and to the Aristotelian conceptions
of praxis and phronesis as a corrective to the growing insidious per-
vasiveness of technological thinking. But Derrida has a very different
response. Phronesis does not play any significant role in his think-
ing. On the contrary, he is always stressing the irreducible undecid-
ability that is inescapable in any ethical decision. Undecidability,
for Derrida is not to be confused with nihilistic indecision, or with
a gratuitous decisionism. Undecidability is the very condition for
the possibility (and impossibility) of deciding and acting. A decision
is not an ethical decision if it can be calculated, programmed, or
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“deduced” from some universal rule. Ethical decision is a possibility
that is sustained by its impossibility. Or to make the point in a less
paradoxical manner, an ethical decision requires confronting its irre-
ducible undecidability. In his essay, “The Force of Law: The Mystical
Foundation of Authority,” Derrida introduces a sharp distinction be-
tween justice and law, and even declares that “Deconstruction is
Justice.”16 John Caputo succinctly summarizes Derrida’s point:

. . . the opposite of “undecidability” is not “decisiveness” but programma-
bility, calculability, computerizability, or formalizability. Decision-making,
judgment, on the other hand, positively depends upon undecidability. . . .
So a “just” decision, a “judgment” that is worthy of the name, one that re-
sponds to the demands of justice, one that is more than merely legal, goes
eyeball to eyeball with undecidability, stares it in the face (literally), looks
into that abyss, and then makes the leap, that is “gives itself up to the
impossible decision.” . . . That does not mean it is “decisionistic,” for that
would break the tension in the opposite direction, by dropping or ignoring the
law altogether and substituting subjectivistic autonomy for responsibility to
the other.17

The differences in the way in which Gadamer and Derrida think
about ethical decision are emblematic of the differences that per-
vade their entire philosophic orientations (and are the source of so
much misunderstanding between them). But we can also ask why it
is fruitful to view them as forming a constellation. Both Gadamer
and Derrida reject a conception of praxis and ethical decision that
would subsume it under the rubric of technological or instrumen-
tal thinking. Both reject the idea that we can “deduce” specific de-
cisions from universal principles alone. For Gadamer, this opens
the space for phronesis (practical judgment), which cannot be as-
similated to episteme or techne. But for Derrida, who never seems
to be satisfied until he uncovers an aporia, this opens the space
for undecidability. But in the constellation that I am proposing, they
supplement each other. Derrida does not do “justice” to the type
of practical judgment that Gadamer highlights. At the same time,
Derrida makes us painfully aware of something that Gadamer does
not sufficiently emphasize – that even in practical judgment at
its best, there is an element of irreducible risk and undecidability.
Gadamer’s appeal to phronesis helps to avoid the type of gratuitous
decisionism that Derrida desperately wants to avoid. And more
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generally we can read Gadamer and Derrida (hermeneutics and
deconstruction) as requiring each other. In the fusion of horizons,
there is a tendency to gloss over the heterogeneities and abysses that
confront us. But there is also a danger of becoming so fascinated with
impossibilities and undecidables that we lose any sense of coherence
and unity in our lives.

In the heat of the polemical debates about hermeneutics, critical
theory, and deconstruction, it is common to exaggerate differences
and to structure these debates in an exclusionary disjunctive fashion:
EITHER “Hermeneutics,” OR “Critical Theory,” OR “Deconstruc-
tion.” Partisans of these different orientations have a tendency to
claim exclusivity for their favored orientation. Although we should
not play down the differences and conflicts among these orienta-
tions, nevertheless each of them takes on a more poignant signifi-
cance when we view them as forming a new constellation with both
affinities and differences, attractions, and repulsions.
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P1: FDJ/SPH P2: FDJ/ABE QC: FDJ

CB415/Dostal CB415-BIB October 8, 2001 10:23

BIBLIOGRAPHY

I. Gadamer’s Works
A. In German
B. In English Translation
B.1. Books
B.2. Articles
B.3. Interviews

II. Secondary Works in English
A. Books
B. Articles

Gadamer has published extensively in many languages worldwide. Fortu-
nately, he has gathered most of his work in a ten-volume Collected Works
(Gesammelte Werke). The following bibliography restricts itself almost en-
tirely to what is available in English and does not attempt to be complete.
For the most complete bibliography of Gadamer’s publications, see Etsuro
Makita’s Gadamer-Bibliographie: 1922–1994 (New York: Peter Lang, 1994).
Corrections and additions are available at his website: http://www.ms.kuki.
sut.ac.jp/KMSLab/makita/gdmhp/gdmhp d.html. A good bibliography is ap-
pended to Jean Grondin’s biography of Gadamer: Hans-Georg Gadamer: Eine
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