PART THREE
FROM HERMENEUTICS

TO PRAXIS

THE term “hermeneutics,’” with its ancient lineage, has only
recently begun to enter the working vocabulary of Anglo-Amer-
ican thinkers. Its novelty is indicated in a passage cited earlier from
Thomas Kuhn's The Essential Tension (1977) in which he confesses
that “the term 'hermeneutic’ ... was no part of my vocabulary as
recently as five years ago. Increasingly, I suspect that anyone' 'who
believes that history may have deep philosophical import will have
to learn to bridge the longstanding divide between the Continental
and English-language philosophical traditions.”

We can trace the paths by which interest in hermeneutics has
spread and deepened among Anglo-American thinkers. One of the
primary traditions that feeds into contemporary hermeneutics has
. been that of biblical hermeneutics. The meaning and scope of herme-
neutics was significantly extended in the nineteenth century by such
German thinkers as Schleiermacher and Dilthey, who in turn influ-
enced Heidegger and Bultmann. Some of the earliest discussions of
hermeneutics in an Anglo-American context were by biblical schol-
ars, theologians, and students of the history of religions who were
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influenced by or reacting against the claims of Schleiermacher, Dilthey,
Heidegger, and Bultmann. But the problems of the interpretation of
sacred texts, as Frank Kermode has most recently argued, have
analogues with the problems of the interpretation of literary texts.”
It is not surprising in an age when the question of interpretation has
become so fundamental for literary history and literary criticism
that interest in hermeneutics should become so prominent.?

A significant event focusing attention on hermeneutics in the
United States in recent times occurred at a symposium held in 1970
in which Charles Taylor, Paul Ricoeur, and Hans-Georg Gadamer
participated. Taylor, although he was trained at Oxford at a time

* when the work of Wittgenstein and J. L. Austin were the dominant

“

influences, has always had a long-standing interest in bridging “the
divide between Continental and English-language philosophical
traditions.” He began his paper with the question,

Is there a sense in which interpretation is essential to explanation in the
sciences of man? The view that it is, that there is an unavoidably “herme-
neutical” component in the sciences of man, goes back to Dilthey. But
recently the question has come again to the fore, for instance, in the work
of Gadamer, in Ricoeur’s interpretation of Freud, and in the writings of

Habermas.*

Taylor’s question and the positive answer that he develops in his
paper have had extensive resonances because they appeared at a time
when important developments were taking place within the sciences
of man and the social sciences. This was a period when there were
increasing doubts about the methodological self-understanding of the
social disciplines that had been shaped by logical positivism and
empiricism. Three factors contributed to the uneasiness about the

tics. There was a growing awareness that themes in analytic philos-
ophy, and especially insights of the later Wittgenstein and the theory
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standing of social life. This was complemented by the realization
that the tradition of interpretive sociology was neither dead nor passeé,
and more generally that hermeneutics could be used to criticize posi-
tivist strains in the social disciplines and open the way to a more
penetrating understanding of them. Anglo-American thinkers became

Ricoeur, Gadamer, and Habermas. Finally, many practitioners of the
social disciplines themselves began to question the adequacy of the
notion of social science as a fledging natural science.

111  From Hermeneutics to Praxis

Because hermeneutics, as it was shaped in the nin
was 1gt1mately related to the study éof history angtililgti::ﬁr? 12’%
hlstqucal knowledge, it is only natural that discussions of herme-
neutics began to appear among historians who were reflecting on the
status of their discipline. In this respect the work of Hayden Whit
and Quentin Skinner should be mentioned.® Although both havre:
been sharply critical of some of the claims made by hermeneutics
qevertheless lboth have entered into serious dialogue with this tradi:
tion. A key influence on Skinner has been Collingwood. One can
onlyl speculate about the hearing that hermeneutics m‘ight have
received from Anglo-American philosophers if the work of Colling-
v;lood had had _the influence it so eminently deserves.® The major
t li:_mlizs of Collingwood's investigations of art and history are those
Lw; VI: lhavccla been at the very center of hermeneutical discussion, We
2 already seen how Mary Hesse began exploring the significance
. il’;r;:rgﬁ;cs dfor the study of the history and philosophy of science
hen?eneuﬁ; ai)irnqiie;tz characterizes anthropological research as a
_From the perspective of professional Anglo- i i
philosophers, the several ﬁeld}: that [ have mfxi?icillsgf—l—iﬁe satffiytéi
sacred and literary texts, the study of the nature of history, and};he
range of the sciences of man—have been seen as peripheriﬂ to the
. hard cqre” .of serious philosophy. Although there were some prelim-
}z}ja‘gy skz;lmlshes, it w-a.s-only with the appearance of Richard Rorty'’s
3 é osophy apa’ the MII‘I’lOI of Nature (1979] that a philosopher who
ad a reputation for making serious contributions to analytic philos-
ophy c}ared to suggest that the lessons of hermeneutics might be
essent%al for the understanding of philosophy itself. The title of the
pemiltm'aate chapter of his book, “From Epistemology to Hermeneu-
tics, m1gh§ have served as the subtitle for the entire book. Rort
argues that it is epistemology that has been the basis for and'standss]
atlthe center of modern philosophy. But he portrays the death of
gpwtemol.ogjy, or, more accurately, shows why it should be aban-
oned. It is in the aftermath of epistemology (and its successor disci-
Elmes} that‘ hermeneutics becomes relevant—not as leading to a ne
constructive” foundational discipline but as ““an expression of ho i
that the cultural space left by the demise of epistemology will nIc}:;
be ﬁlled—tlhat our culture should become one in which the demand
fg; c?hnsttragnt angl1 confrontation is no longer felt.”” It is not surpris-
] at the publicati :
o g b é)l scussit;?f of Rorty’s book has provoked so much
In speaking of the spread of interest in hermeneutics, we should



AN

112 Beyond Objectivism and Relativism

not exaggerate the degree of change. There are still many, perhaps
the majority of thinkers in the several fields that I have mentioned,
who view hermeneutics as some sort of woolly foreign intrusion to
be approached with suspicion. But I believe that the recent concern
with hermeneutics reflects more than a faddish interest in the exotic,
On the contrary, what has happened is that thinkers in diverse fields,
working on a variety of problems, have come to share many of the
insights, emphases, and concerns of contemporary philosophic
hermeneutics. '

The above sketch of the growing interest in hermeneutics during
the past decade or so has been presented from an Anglo-American
perspective. The narrative would be very different if told from a
continental point of view, especially that of German-philosophy.® It
was in the nineteenth century, the great age of the rise of historical
consciousness, that the exploration of hermeneutics deepened on the
Continent and was seen to have consequences for the entire range of
the human sciences. As Gadamer tells us,

In the nineteenth century, the old theological and literary ancillary disci-
pline of hermeneutics was developed into a system which made it the basis
of all the human sciences. It wholly transcended its original pragmatic purpose
of making it possible, or easier, to understand literary texts. It is not only
the literary tradition that is estranged and in need of new and more appro-
priate assimilation, but all that no longer expresses itself in and through its
own world—that is, everything that is handed down, whether art or the

other spiritual creations of the past, law, religion, philosophy and so forth—*

is estranged from its original meaning and depends, for its unlocking and
communicating, on that spirit that we, like the Greeks, name Hermes: the
messenger of the gods. It is to the development of historical consciousness
that hermeneutics owes its central function within the human sciences,
(TM, pp. 146-47; WM, p. 157)

Schleiermacher, who was one of the first to argue for the general
significance of hermeneutics, drew upon this tradition to meet the
challenge of the skepticism about religious understanding. But by
the time of Dilthey, this interest had been extended to deal with two
of the great intellectual problems of the age: the study of history and
the nature of historical knowledge; and the rival claims of the Natur-
wissenschaften and the Geisteswissenschaften. Nineteenth-century
hermeneutics developed as a reaction against the intellectual impe-
rialism of the growth of positivism, inductivism, and the type of
scientism that claimed that it is the natural sciences alone that
provide the model and the standards for what is to count as genuine
knowledge. The character of hermeneutics was shaped by the assault
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on the integrity and autonomy of the human sciences. The primary
task was seen, especially by Dilthey, as that of determining what is
distinctive about humanistic and historical knowledge and of reveal-
ing its characteristic subject matter, aims, and methods in a manner
that would meet and challenge the belief that only the natural sciences
can provide us with “objective knowledge.” Dilthey’s dream was to
do for the historical human sciences what Kant presumably accom-
plished for mathematics and the natural sciences: to write a Critique
of Historical Knowledge that would show at once the possibility,
nature, scope, and legitimacy of this type of “objective knowledge,”

But what were the sources of the nineteenth-century interest in
hermeneutics? Gadamer mentions the “development of historical
consciousness,” which certainly was a major factor in the develop-
ment of the entire range of the cultural disciplines in Germany.
Historians of hermeneutics have argued that there are many diverse
sources reaching back to the tradition of classical and medieval rhet-
oric, whose last great representative was the prophetic thinker Vico,
the tradition of practical philosophy that took shape as a result of
Aristotle’s reflections on praxis and phronésis; legal history and
jurisprudence; the humanism of the Renaissance, and the post-
Reformation discipline of biblical interpretation. It is clear from the
way in which Gadamer begins Truth and Method with a review of
the “leading humanistic concepts’—including Bildung, sensus
communis, judgment, and taste—that hermeneutics is closely inter-
twined with the entire history of humanistic studies.

But only in the twentieth century, primarily due to the influence
of the phenomenological movement and, in particular, Heidegger’s
Being and Time, has hermeneutics moved to the very center of
continental philosophy. Implicit in Heidegger, and explicit in Gada-
mer, are two interrelated fundamental claims: the claim for the
ontological significance of hermeneutics, and the claim for its
universality. Hermeneutics is no longer conceived of as a subdisci-
pline of humanistic studies or even as the characteristic Method of
the Geisteswissenschaften, but rather as pertaining to questions
concerning what human beings are. We are “thrown” into the world
as beings who understand and interpret—so if we are to understand
what it is to be human beings, we mustseek to understand under-
standing itself, in its rich, full, and complex dimensions, Further-
more, understanding is not one type of activity, to be contrasted with
other human activities. (We will see that, for Gadamer, understand-
ing is misconceived when it is thought of as an activity of a subject;
it is a “happening,” an “event,” a pathos). Understanding is universal
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and may properly be said to underlie and pervade all activities. One
of my main objectives in part IIl will be to clarify and explore what
is meant by the claim that hermeneutics is ontological and univer-
sal. But it should already be clear that hermeneutics conceived in
this manner is no longer thought of as the method of the Geisteswis-
senschaften. It is presumably more fundamental than Method, and
sharply critical of imperialistic claims made in the name of Method.

If one were to try to tell the complete story of the developments,
variations, and vicissitudes of twentieth-century hermeneutics, it
would require nothing less than a study of the whole of continental
philosophy in recent times. Fortunately my task is a more limited
one, for I am interested in the ways in which philosophic hermeneu-
tics contributes to overcoming the Cartesian Anxiety and helps us
to move beyond objectivism and relativism. In exploring the fusion
of hermeneutics and praxis, I intend to show how the implicit telos
within philosophic hermeneutics requires us to move beyond herme-
neutics itself. While I will refer to a range of thinkers, I will concen-
trate on the work of Gadamer. For although Gadamer’s views are not
shared by all those working in this tradition (and have been sharply
criticized), he has presented one of the most comprehensive, power-
ful, and subtle explanations of philosophic hermeneutics.

Treating Gadamer in an Anglo-American philosophic context
presents special problems. Gadamer’s understanding of philosophic
hermeneutics emerged from his own practice of the interpretation of
texts, Typically, and especially in Truth and Method, Gadamer does
not"simply state the theses that he seeks to deferid, and argue for
them in the usual manner of analytic philosophers. He proceeds in
what, from an analytic perspective, looks like indirect, oblique,
“suggestive” discourse—by interpreting, questioning, and convers-
ing with texts. Because the range of his interpretations is staggering
in its scope and subtlety, one sometimes feels that in order to under-
stand him one must already have the Bildung that he talks about.
Yet Gadamer beautifully orchestrates' Ttuth and Method so that what
at first might appear to be only a display of erudition is not that at
all. Themes, concepts, and interpretations enter and interweave in
his reflections so that they mutually support each other and exhibit
a textured vision of philosophic hermeneutics, and how it is revela-
tory of human finitude.

Several commentators have queried the significance of the very
title of Gadamer’s Wahrheit und Methode, questioning not only the
precise meaning of Wahrheit and Methode but also how one is to
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understand the conjunction “und.” (“Wahrheit und Methode" was
not Gadamer’s original choice for the title.] At times it seems as if
Gadamer is emphasizing not the conjunction but the disjunction
between Truth and Method, so that a more apt title might have been
“Truth versus Method.” Gadamer has denied that it was his inten-
tion to play off Truth against Method, although when we examine
what Gadamer means by “play,” we will see that there is indeed,
throughout the work, a “play” of Truth and Method, A more appro-
priate title or subtitle of the book, and indeed of Gadamer’s entire
philosophic project, might have been “Beyond Objectivism and Rela-
tivism.” Gadamer’s primary philosophic aim is to expose what is
wrong with the type of thinking that moves between these antithet-
ical poles and to open us to a new way of thinking about understand-
ing that reveals that our being-in-the-world is distorted when we
impose the concepts of objectivism and relativism.,

To appreciate what is distinctive about philosophic hermeneu-
tics, we need to discuss the Cartesian legacy that serves as the back-
drop for the drama that Gadamer unfolds. Gadamer builds upon the
work of Heidegger, who himself engaged in a thoroughgoing critique
of modern subjectivism that stems from Descartes {and can even be
traced back to earlier motifs in Platonism). In speaking of the Carte-
sian legacy, one must be careful to distinguish the historical Descartes
from Cartesianism. Recent historical scholarship, which itself has
been partially influenced by a hermeneutical sensibility, has revealed
how much disparity there is between what Descartes’ texts say and
the interpretation of his work by later thinkers. We can nevertheless
discriminate the main features of Cartesianism that did enter the
mainstream of philosophy. By listing these salient characteristics
and relating them to Gadamer’s thinking, we can gain a proper orien-
tation for appreciating the nature of philosophic hermeneutics,

THE CARTESIAN LEGACY

First, Descartes introduces a rigorous distinction between res cogi-
tans and res extensa. This distinction is the basis for the sharp
separation of two types of quasi substance, mind and body. I speak
of mind and body as “quasi substances” because they lack one essen-
tial characteristic that was traditionally associated with the doctrine
of substance: independence or self-sufficiency. As Descartes makes
clear in the Meditations, both mind and body are ultimately depen-
dent for their sustained existence on God. Consequently, one might
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say that implicit in Descartes’ “dualism” is the suggestion that there
is only one completely self-sufficient substance—God himself.
Although Descartes does not employ the expressions “subject’ and
“object” in the ways in which they have come to be used by post-
Cartesian philosophers (he still draws on the scholastic tradition),
nevertheless his metaphysical and epistemological dichotomies provide
the basis for this systematic distinction. Even those post-Cartesian
philosophers who have challenged metaphysical dualism have gener-
ally accepted some version of the subject-object dichotomy as being
basic for understanding our knowledge of the world.

Second, if one is to achieve clear and distinct knowledge, the “1”
(the subject] must engage in the activity of intellectual self-purifica-
tion. By the procedure of methodical doubt, I must bracket or suspend
judgment in everything that can be doubted in order to discover the
Archimedean point that can serve as a proper foundation for the
sciences. I must suspend judgment in all my former opinions and
prejudices. This is essentially a solitary, monological activity (although
it is likened to an internal dialogue), in the sense that I, in the
solitude of my study, can by self-reflection discover the groundless-
ness of former opinions and prejudices. Descartes never really doubts
that one can achieve this self-transparency and self-understanding
by proper meditative reflection.

Third, Descartes understands human finitude in a distinctive
way. For although we are finite, we are not imperfect. Iii the fourth
Meditation, when Descartes seeks to explain his errars, he tells us

that they depend on a combination of two causes, to wit, on the faculty of
knowledge that rests in me, and on the power of choice o free will—that is
to say, of the understanding and at the same time of the will, For by the
understanding alone I [neither assert nor deny anything, but| apprehend the
ideas of things as to which I can form a judgment.?

It is by virtue of this “ample” and “unconstrained” free will that I
have the capacity to assert or to deny—that is, to judge. There is no
intrinsic defect or imperfection in my will or my understanding.
Human error (and sin) results from the misuse of these capacities—
a misuse for which I alone, and not God, am responsible. We are
created in the image of God, with whom we share such an “infinite”
will. However, our understanding, while containing no intrinsic
imperfection, is limited and finite. We cannot understand everything
that an omniscient being understands. We err when we affirm or
deny that which we do not understand clearly and distinctly—when
we allow our will to outstrip the domain of what we truly under-
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stand. Human finitude is most sharply expressed in the realization
of our complete dependence on a beneficent God for our sustained
existence, but in the realm of knowledge our finite knowledge is
related to God's knowledge as a part to a (infinite) whole.

Fourth, truth is primarily ascribed to judgments. Although
Descartes speaks of the “material falsity of ideas,” the primary source
of error and falsity is misjudgment, when I allow myself to affirm or
deny what I do not understand clearly and distinctly. And because
judging is an activity of the will, it is always within my power (at
least when meditating) to withhold my judgment. It is I who am
responsible for making false judgments, although because of the
“‘exigencies of action” and the “infirmity” of my nature, I cannot
hope to altogether avoid making errors.

Fifth, once we discover the Archimedean point that can serve as
a faun@ation, then we can build a solid edifice of knowledge by
following strict rules and Method. These rules.can be specified, and
they serve two closely related functions. They enable us to extend
our lfncwledge systematically, and they ensure that nothing will be
admx'tted as knowledge (and consequently as true) unless it satisfies
the TIgorous requirements of the specified rules,

Sixth, when justifying claims to knowledge, there should be no
appeal other than the appeal to reason itself, We must be skeptical
about any claims to knowledge that are based solely on the testi~
mony of the senses, former opinions, prejudices, tradition, or any
authlon'ty other than reason. There ‘may be many sources for our’
coming to know sgmet\hing, but the court of appeal to validate claims
tq kngwledge is@ee:;?—a reason which is universal, not limited by
historical contingemncies, and shared by all rational beings. i

Seventh, one of the important consequences of Cartesianism was
to forge a close link between experience and the senses and to focus
almost exclusive attention on the epistemological role of experience.
Of course, it was not due solely to Descartes that the senses have
been thought of as the primary source of experience, This is also
fundamental to the empiricist tradition. But despite major differ-
ences between rationalists and empiricists in their understanding of
the senses and their contribution to knowledge, both traditions are

dominated by an epistemological interest in the senses and experience,

(}'i}fen these seven points, it should be clear why Descartes is so
Suspicious of any claims to knowledge that are based upon appeals
to authority, tradition, or opinions. We even find here the seeds for
the typical Enlightenment contrasts between reason and tradition,
I€ason and authority, reason and superstition. We can also under-
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stand why Descartes (despite his own traditional education) was so
skeptical about and even hostile to the study of history, classical
languages, and texts. While the erudition achieved may be an inno-
cent adornment, it can get in the way of, and divert us from, the
serious project of discovering the foundations and building the edifice
of objective knowledge.

Gadamer’s critique of Cartesianism {like that of Heidegger and
Peirce| is radical in the sense of “getting at the roots.” Gadamer does
not merely raise objections about the epistemological, methodologi-
cal, or even the metaphysical claims of Cartesianism. The basis of
his critique is ontological; he thinks that Cartesianism is based on a
misunderstanding of being, and in particular upon a misunderstand-
ing of our being-in-the-world. But while Gadamer’s critique is radi-
cal, it is not frontal: On the contrary, it is indirect and almost oblique,
but nevertheless—or perhaps because of this indirectness—devas-
tating.

TRUTH AND THE EXPERIENCE OF ART

In the first part of Truth and Method, which is entitled “The Ques-
tion of Truth as It Emerges in the Experience of Art,” Gadamer
" explores a topic that is barely mentioned by Descartes and might
even seem peripheral to Cartesianism. Gadamer’s main concern is
with the “subjectivisation.of aesthetics in the Kantian critique,” but
it is here that he alsq begins his assault on the Cartesian legacy. The
questions that preoccupy Gadamer here are these; How are we to
account for the typically modern denigration of the idea of the truth
of works of art? How are we to deal with the modern embarrassment
in even speaking about truth in regard to works of art? What is the
source for the deep prejudice that the appreciation of art and beauty
has nothing to do with knowledge and truth? Gadamer examines the
sources of this modern prejudice because he wants to question and
challenge it. He finds that Kant’s Critique of Judgment (especially
the first part of this critique| and its decisive influence played a key
role in the emergence of aesthetics and the concepts of “aesthetic
consciousness” and “aesthetic differentiation.”

[t is important to appreciate the problem Kant confronts in his
analysis of aesthetic judgment. Kant, after completing the first two
critiques, in which he sought to reveal the a priori foundations of
knowledge and morality, now faced the task of not only unifying the
critical project through a study of judgment, but also of demonstrat-
ing the legitimacy of judgments of taste, and in particular the type
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| of reflective judgment characteristic of aesthetic judgment. He sought
to provide an analytic and a deduction that would reveal the a priori
foundations of this distinctive type of judgment. Aesthetic judg-
ments are not to be confused or identified with knowledge of the
phenomenal world or with the activity of pure practical reason. But
this does not mean that for Kant aesthetic judgments are merely
arbitrary or idiosyncratic. They do make a distinctive claim to
universality (or more accurately, generality or communicability).!?
Throughout Kant maintains a basic dichotomy between the subjec-
tive and the objective, although the meaning of these concepts is
transformed because of Kant’s Copernican Revolution.
The specific problem for him was to explain how aesthetic judg-

met is related to a distinctive type of subjective aesthetic pleasure |

(to be carefully distinguished from other sorts of pleasure) and at the
same time to account for the communal validity of such judgments.
Kant tells us that the cognitive powers are here in “free play, because
no definite concept limits them to a definite rule of cognition. . . .
This state of free play of the cognitive faculties in a representation
by which an object is given must be universally communicable,’!

Using a more contemporary idiom, Kant’s project was to show that

aesthetic judgments are grounded in human subjectivity and vet are
not merely relative to an individual subject. Taste is communal, not
idiosynecratic, B j ey
" Aesthetic judgments, however, are not judgments of truth or falsity.
Gadamer locates the same tendency—to exclude completely the
question of truth—in Kant’s analysis of genius. Anticipating what

happened after (and partly as a result of) Kant, Gadamer tells us:

The radical subjectivisation involved in Kant's new basis for aesthetics was
a completely new departure. In discrediting any kind of theoretical knowl-
edge apart from that of natural science, it compelled the human sciences to
rely on the methodology of the natural sciences in self-analysis. But it made
this reliance easier by offering as a subsidiary contribution the “artistic
element,” “feeling,” and “empathy.” (TM, p. 39, WM, p. 38) .

It is this “radical subjectivisation” of aesthetic judgment that Gada-
mer calls “aesthetic consciousness,” and he claims that it no longer
left any room for speaking of knowledge or of claims to truth by a
work of art. Such a notion of “aesthetic consciousness” goes hand-
in-hand with what Gadamer calls the abstraction of “aesthetic differ-
entiation,” according to which we are to disregard everything in
which a work of art is rooted, such as its original context and its
secular or religious function, in order for the “pure work of art” to
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stand out. We can call this the “museum” conception of art, which
assumes that by isolating the work of art from its original context
and placing it in a museum we abstract it from everything that is
extraneous to it in order to appreciate and judge it aesthetically, And
Gadamer does claim that the growth of the modern museum as the
repository of works of art is closely related to the growth of aesthetic
consciousness and aesthetic differentiation.

Given these tendencies that are implicit in Kant’s understanding
of aesthetic judgment, it is not difficult to see how they lead to
consequences that undermine what he sought to accomplish. Once
we begin questioning whether there is a common faculty of taste (a

_Sensus communis), we are easily led down the path to relativism.

And this is what did happen after Kant—so much so that today it is
extraordinarily difficult to retrieve any idea of taste or aesthetic judg-
ment that is more than the expression of personal preferences. Iron-
ically (given Kant’s intentions), the same tendency has worked itself
out with a vengeance with regard to all judgments of value, including
moral judgments,

Gadamer draws out these consequences of Kant’s ‘“radical
subjectivisation” in order to begin to show what is wrong with this
entire way of approaching works of art. At this stage in his inquiry,
he raises a series of questions which indicate the direction of his
thinking.

Is there to be no knowledge in art? Does not the experience of art contain a
claim to truth which is certainly different from that of science, but equally
certainly is not inferior to it? And is not the task of aesthetics precisely to
provide a basis for the fact that artistic experience is a mode of knowledge
of a unique kind, certainly different from that sensory knowledge which
provides science with the data from which it constructs the knowledge of
nature, and certainly different from all moral rational knowledge and indeed
from all conceptual knowledge, but still knowledge, i.e., the transmission of
truth? (TM, p. 87; WM, p. 93)

If such questions are not to be taken as merely rhetorical but as
questions that can be given, as Gadamer thinks they can, affirmative
answers, then we need to find a way of thinking that overcomes this
“radical subjectivisation,” In this regard we can appreciate the intro-
duction of a concept that might at first seem incidental, and even
fanciful—the concept of play. Its importance, however, is indicated
when Gadamer speaks of play as “the clue to ontological explana-
tion” and claims that it points the way toward understanding “the
ontology of the work of art and its hermeneutical significance” (TM,
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Many philosophers who identify themselves with the phenome-
nological movement have a tendency to talk constantly about
phenomenology and what it can achieve, rather than to do phenom-
enological analysis. But Gadamer’s rich description of play and games
is an example of phenomenological analysis at its best. But why
introduce the concept of play here? And what does it mean to say
that play is the “clue to ontological explanation”? To anticipate,
Gadamer is searching for a phenomenon or model that provides an
alternative to the Cartesian model that rivets our attention on
“subjective attitudes” (Vorstellung) toward what is presumably
“objective.” If he is to succeed in moving beyond objectivism and
relativism (and the entire cluster of dichotomies associated with this
opposition), then he needs to show us—to point the way to the
alternative. This is what he seeks to accomplish by introducing the
concept of play. Gadamer not only gives a subtle phenomenological
description of play; he also draws upon Huizinga's penetrating anal-
ysis of play and upon the crucial role of “free play” in Kant'’s analysis
of aesthetic judgment.' ;

Beginning with ordinary games and children’s play, Gadamer
stresses the primacy of the game or the play that we participate in.
“Play fulfills its purpose only if the player loses himself in his play”’
(TM, p. 92; WM, p. 97). Gadamer calls attention to the internal
buoyancy, the to-and-fro movement that belongs to play itself. Play
is a “happening.”

Play obviously represents an order in which the to-and-fro motion of play
follows of itself. . . . The structure of play absorbs the player into itself, and
thus takes from him the burden of the initiative, which constitutes the
actual strain of existence, This is seen also in the spontaneous tendency to
repetition that emerges in the player and in the constant self-renewal of play,
which influences its form. (TM, p. 94, WM, p. 100}

Gadamer seeks to show us that there is a distinctive “mode of being”
of play. For play has its own essence (Wesen), independent of the
consciousness of those who play. According to Gadamer, “The play-
€Is are not the subjects of play: instead play merely reaches presen-
tation [Darstellung] through the players” [TM, p. 92; WM, p. 98).
Furthermore, play is not even to be understood as a kind of activity;
the actual subject of play is not the individual, who among other
activities plays, but instead the play itself.

As we explore Gadamer's understanding of philosophic herme-
Reutics, we will see just how central this concept of play is for him;

g
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it turns out to be the key or the clue to his understanding of language
and dialogue.

Now I contend that the basic constitution of the game, to be filled with its
spirit—the spirit of buoyancy, freedom and the joy of success—and to fulfill
him who is playing, is structurally related to the constitution of the dialogue
in which language is a reality. When one enters into dialogue with another
person and then is carried along further by the dialogue, it is no longer the
will of the individual person, holding itself back or exposing itself, that is
determinative. Rather, the law of the subject matter [die Sache] is at issue
in the dialogue and elicits statement and counterstatement and in the end
plays them into each other.? '
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But at this point one might be inclined to object, If we are really
speaking about human games and play, then there is no play without
players—the subjects. And the objects here, insofar as we are speak-
ing about games (and not just “free play”), are the rules of the game
and the objective to be achieved—for example, scoring the most
points. Gadamer, of course, knows this as well as anyone else. But
such an objection is likely to miss the point of Gadamer’s phenom-
enological description. There is a not-so-innocent epistemological
sense of what is “subjective” and what is “objective” (which is basic
to Kant’s understanding of aesthetics) that Gadamer is seeking to
undermine. If we recognize the distinctive features of play that
Gadamer is highlighting—the primacy of the play itself, the to-and-
fro movement of play, the sense in which play has a rhythm and
structure of its own—then we may begin to realize that trying to
analyze play in terms of the attitudes of subjects toward what is
objective or “out there” distorts the very phenomenon that we are
trying to describe. But still we may ask, what does the concept of
play have to do with the ontology of a work of art, truth, and with
hermeneutical understanding? If asked to answer in a word, | think
Gadamer would say, "Everything”—but let us see how this unfolds.

As Gadamer develops and enriches his analysis of play, it becomes
clear that he is showing that the concept of play provides an under-
standing of the ontological status of works of art—how they are
related to us and we are related to them. It is not as if we are some-
how detached or disinterested spectators simply looking upon
“objects” and seeking to purify our “aesthetic consciousness” by
“aesthetic differentiation.” Rather there is a to-and-fro movement, a
type of participation characteristic of our involvement with works of
art.
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My thesis, then, is that the being of art cannot be determined as an object
of an aesthetic awareness because, on the contrary, the aestheric attitude is
more than it knows of itself. It is a part of the essential process of represen-
tation [Seinsvorganges der Darstellung] and is an essential part of play as
play. (TM, p. 104; WM, p. 111]

A work of art is not to be thought of as a self-contained and self-
enclosed object (something an sich) that stands over against a spec-
tator, who, as a subject, must purify himself or herself in order to
achieve aesthetic consciousness of the work of art. There is a dynamic
interaction or transaction between the work of art and the spectator
who “shares’” in it."

Even this way of speaking can obscure the fact that a work of art
1s essentially incomplete, in the sense that it requires an interpreter,
And the interpreter is not someone who is detached from the work
of art but is someone upon whom the work of art makes a claim.
The spectator, then, is present to the work of art in the sense that he
or she participates in it. This even has an affinity, as Gadamer notes,
with the early Greek idea of the theoros, the witness to sacred festi-
vals (and is source of the later philosophic notion of theoria). “Theo-
ria is a true sharing, not something active, but something passive
[pathos), namely being totally involved in and carried away by what
one sees” (TM, p. 111; WM, p. 118)." This also helps to explain why
Gadamer characterizes a work of art not as a thing or object but as
an event or happening of being. “A work-of art belongs so closely to
that to which it is related that it enriches its being as if through a
new event of being” (TM, p. 130; WM, p. 140).

In order to further clarify the distinctive ontological character of
a work of art, Gadamer discusses dramatic and musical perfor-
mances—what he calls “the reproductive arts.” He introduces a theme
here that plays a major role in his understanding of hermeneutics.

It is thus of the nature of dramatic or musical works that their performance
at different times and on different occasions is, and must be, different. Now
it is important to see that, mutatis mutandis, this is also true of the plastic
arts. But in the latter it is not the case either that the work exists an sich
and only the effect varies: it is the work of art itself that displays itself under
different conditions. The viewer of today not only sees in a different way,
but he sees different things. (TM, p. 130; WM, pp. 140-41)

If it is true that ““we” are as deeply involved in the ontological
event of a work of art as Gadamer suggests, and also true (as Gada-
mer maintains) that “we” are always changing because of our histo-
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ricity, then it begins to look as if Gadamer’s understanding of works
of art and their interpretation leads straight to relativism. This is the
criticism that has most frequently and persistently been brought
against Gadamer, I have already indicated that this is to misunder-
stand what he is doing and saying. (Later we will consider whether
Gadamer in fact avoids historical relativism. } But if we are to escape
such a blatant relativism, then our task is to comprehend what it
means to claim that works of art do not exist an sich but are events
involving spectators or interpreters in a manner that avoids relativ-
istic consequences. The problem becomes even more acute when we
turn to the written word (which has always been the primary subject
of hermeneutics), and specifically to literary works of art, for Gada-
mer tells us “to be read is an essential part of the literary work of
art” (TM, p. 143; WM, p. 153). ‘

Summarizing (and generalizing), Gadamer again raises a series of
questions,

As we were able to show that the being of the work of art is play which
needs to be perceived by the spectator in order to be completed, so it is
universally true of texts that only in the process of understanding is the dead
trace of meaning transformed back into living meaning. We must ask whether
what was seen to be true of the experience of art is also true of texts as a
whole, including those that are not works of art. We saw that the work of
art is fully realised only when it is “presented,” and were forced to the
conclusion that all literary works of art can achieve completion only when
they are read. Is this true also of the understanding “of any text? Is the
meaning of all texts realised only when they are understood? In other words,
does understanding belong to the meaning of a text just as being heard
belongs to the meaning of music? {TM, p- 146; WM, p. 15¢6)

This passage also indicates the movement of Gadamer’s own
thinking. Although Gadamer begins with a discussion of works of
art, he moves to the question of the interpretation of texts, to history,
to anything that is “handed down to us” through a living tradition.
What is now required is to understand understanding itself and to do
this in a manner that permits us to make sense of the claim that
understanding belongs to the meaning of a text. Gadamer has already
given us a hint about how to approach this questicn by his comments
on the reproductive or performing arts. Consider a musical or a
dramatic performance. Here the original score or text needs to be
understood and interpreted by those engaged in the performance. In
this context we do not have any difficulty in speaking of the original
Score or text making claims upon the interpreter and in realizing
that all interpretation involves highlighting. Furthermore, it makes
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no sense to speak of the single or the correct interpretation. We
recognize that there can be a variety of interpretations, and we can
even discriminate distinctive interpretations, such as Schnabel’s
interpretations of Beethoven’s sonatas. We can also distinguish
between better and worse performances—the brilliant interpreta-
tions of a distinguished performer from those of the novice, Here,
too, it is quite easy to grasp what is meant by saying that the work
of art is fully realized only when it is performed. Of course, a Beethoven
sonata consists of the notes written down by Beethoven, but the
sonata is also the realization of the written score. We not only recog-
nize that different musicians will perform a work differently but
even that on each occasion the performance of a given artist will
itself be different. But in this instance, acknowledging the variety of
different interpretations does not invite us to speak of relativism or
to think that all performances are of equal merit. And we certainly
judge better and worse performances, making judgments that are not
to be assimilated to the expression of private likings (even though
we do acknowledge that there can be conflicting judgments).

Now it may be objected that while this is true when speaking
about different performances, the analogy breaks down as soon as we
shift to literary texts and start talking about the claims to truth that
they make upon us. But we can see where Gadamer is leading us
when we realize that in drawing an analogy between interpretation

in the reproductive arts and interpretation of texts he is not punning |

or making some sort of “category mistake.” We are dealing with the
same phenomenon: the phenomenon of understanding.

The classical discipline concerned with the art of understanding texts is
hermeneutics. If my argument is correct, however, then the real problem of
Hermeneutics is quite different from its common acceptance. It points in the
same direction in which my criticism of the aesthetic consciousness has
moved the problem of aesthetics, In fact, hermeneutics would then have to
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be understood in so comprehensive a sense as to embrace the whole sphere Ht
of art and its complex of questions. Every work of art, not only literature, ;o

must be understood like any other text that requires understanding, and this .

kind of understanding has to be acquired. This gives to the hermeneutical |

consciousness a comprehensive breadth that surpasses even that of the "
aesthetic _consciousness. Aesthetics has to be absorbed into hermeneu.®
tics. . .. Conversely, hermeneutics must be so determined as a whole that it .

does justice to the experience of art. Understanding must be conceived as a
part of the process of the coming Into being of meaning, in which the
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UNDERSTANDING AND PREJUDICE

As the passage just cited suggests, the “‘radical subjectivisation” that
Gadamer ascribes to Kant’s aesthetics is not limited to aesthetic

@}I)henomena, or even to Kant, but pervades all of modern thought.'é

It is itself a reflection of the modern obsession with objectivism.
Gadamer has already indicated this when he claims that the unin-
tended consequences of Kant’s critical inquiry was to leave the human
sciences in an unhappy disjunction. Either they must mode] them-
selves on the natural sciences, if they are to provide us with objective
knowledge, or they must give up any claim to objective knowledge
and be resigned to dealing with what is “left over’—with the “merely”
subjective, with “private” feelings. One of Gadamer’s most striking
criticisms of nineteenth-century German hermeneutics is that
although it intended to demonstrate the legitimacy of the human
sciences as autonomous disciplines, it implicitly accepted the very
dichotomy of the subjective and the objective that was employed to
call into question the cognitive legitimacy of these disciplines.

- As a consequence, a new concept of inner experience (Erlebnis)
was elaborated, and a concept of psychological empathy was devel-
oped, according to which the aim of “understanding” is to grasp the
subjective intentions of the author of a work of art or a text, or (in
' the case of historical understanding) to grasp the subjective inten-
tions of historical agents.”” But Gadamer’s statement that “under-
standing must be conceived as a part of the process of the coming
into being of meaning” indicates that neither meaning nor under-
standing are to be identified with psychological states of mind. This,
for Gadamer, is still a vestige of the Cartesian legacy that plagued
nineteenth-century hermeneutics. The task of hermeneutical under-
standing is not to (deceptively) convince us that we can somehow
abstract ourselves from our own historical context, or that it is even
conceivable to think that by some pure act of empathy we can leap
out of our situation and “into” the minds of the creators of works of
art or historical subjects. Meaning and understanding are not psycho-
logical processes, discrete events, or states of mind; they are essen-
tially and intrinsically linguistic.'® It is the work of art or text itself
that possesses meaning. And furthermore, this meaning is not self-
contained—simply “there” to be discovered; meaning comes to real-
ization only in and through the “happening” of understanding,

Once again, despite Gadamer’s warnings to the contrary, a skep-
tical critic might claim that we seem to be on the brink of a new,
sophisticated version of relativism. For it would seem that if the
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meaning of a work of art or text is affected by or conditioned by the
understanding of its meaning, then there does not seem to be any
meaning that has “objective” integrity, that is “there” in the work
of art or text to be understood. Such a relativism (which seems to
make meaning dependent on our changing understanding of this
meaning| is a misinterpretation of Gadamer. Indeed, it is just this
type of relativism that he seeks to refute, But the possibility of
misunderstanding his argument in this way points to a problem that
needs to be confronted if we are to escape from such relativistic
consequences—the question of the nature and role that prejudice
plays in all understanding. One of the boldest and most controversial

~aspects of Gadamer’s philosophic hermeneutics is his defense of

prejudice and his argument- with the Enlightenment’s “prejudice
against prejudice” (TM, p. 240; WM, p. 255).

We might try to make Gadamer’s position more intellectually
palatable by substituting the more neutral term “prejudgment” for
"prejudice,” because the latter term suggests something that is nega-
tive, unfounded, and false.’® But such a substitution (while not entirely
inaccurate) tends to weaken the strong claims that Gadamer wants
to make. =

It is not so much our judgments as it is our prejudices that constitute our
being. This is a provocative formulation, for I'am using it to restore to its
rightful place a positive concept of prejudice’ that was driven out of our
linguistic usage by the French and the English Enlightenment. It can be
shown that the concept of prejudice did not originally have the meaning we
have attached to it. Prejudices are not necessarily unjustified and erroneous,
so that they inevitably distort the truth. In fact, the historicity of our exis-
tence entails that prejudices, in the literal sense of the word, constitute the
initial directedness of our whole ability to experience. Prejudices are biases
of our openness to the world, They are simply conditions whereby we expe-
rience something—whereby what we encounter says something to us. This
formulation certainly does not mean that we are enclosed within a wall of
prejudices and only let through the narrow portals those things that can
produce a pass saying, “Nothing new will be said here.” Instead we welcome
just that guest who promises something new to our curiosity.?

Gadamer emphatically tells us that “this recognition that all under-
standing inevitably involves some prejudice gives the hermeneutical
problem its real thrust” (TM, p. 239, WM p. 255). If we are not
simply to dismiss these claims about prejudice, then we must care-
fully tease out what Gadamer is telling us and pursue the rich impli-
cations of this passage.

If Gadamer is right in claiming that not only understanding but
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all knowing “inevitably involves some prejudices,” then it is difficult
to imagine a more radical critique of Cartesianism, as well as of the
Enlightenment conception of human knowledge. For in these tradi-
tions there are sharp dichotomies between reason and prejudice, or
between knowledge and prejudice. To gain knowledge we must bracket
and overcome all prejudices. Gadamer might have drawn support for
his provocative formulation from the tradition in the philosophy of
science that runs from Peirce to Popper. Here too we find an attack
on the Cartesian misunderstanding of the nature of science and
knowledge. There is no knowledge without preconceptions and pre-

judices. The task is not to remove all such preconceptions, but to

test them critically in the course of inquiry. Peirce tells us:

7

" We cannot begin with complete doubt. We must begin with all the prejudices

which we actually have when we enter upon the study of philosophy. These
prejudices are not to be dispelled by a maxim, for they are things which it

~ does not oceur to us can be questioned.™

It is clear, however, that Gadamer does want to make the all-
important distinction between blind prejudices and “justified
[berechtigte] prejudices productive of knowledge” (TM, p. 247; WM,
p. 263), or what might be called enabling prejudices. But this does
not diminish the significance of his thesis that both types of preju-
dice are constitutive of what we are. But then how are we to make

‘this crucial distinction? How are we to discriminate which of our

prejudices are blind and which are enabling?

One answer is clearly ruled out. We cannot do this by an act of
pure self-reflection, such as Descartes claimed, in which we bracket
all prejudices, for there is no knowledge and no understanding with-

_ out prejudices. We even have dramatic evidence of this in the case of

Descartes, who prided himself on doubting everything that can be
doubted. For it is evident, in retrospect, that Descartes himself was
alled with all sorts of prejudices and prejudgments that he inherited
from the very tradition that he was battling. Gadamer’s answer to
the question of how we come to make this distinction among our
prejudices is the very one that Descartes ruled out of serious consid-
eration. For Gadamer, it is in and through the encounter with works
of art, texts, and more generally what is handed down to us through
tradition that we discover which of our prejudices are blind and which
are enabling, In opposition to Descartes’ monological notion of purely

rational self-reflection by which we can_,‘aiqhieve transparent self-

knowledge, Gadamer tells us that it is only through the dialogical

%

encounter with what is at once alien to us, makes a claim upon Us;
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and has an affinity with what we are that we can open ourselves to
risking and testing our prejudices. ' b

This does not mean that we can ever finally complete such a
project, that we can ever achieve complete self-transparency, that we
can attain that state which Descartes {and in another way, Hegel)
claims is the telos of such a project, the attainment of perfect or
absolute knowledge. To think that such a possibility is a real possi-
bility is to fail to do justice to the realization that prejudices “consti-
tute our being”: that it literally makes no sense to think that a
human being can ever be devoid of prejudices. To risk and test our
prejudices is a constant task [not a final achievement). This is one
way of understanding what Gadamer means by human finitude {a
conception which is strikingly different from the Cartesian notion
of a finite but perfect knowledge|. We can also see the affinities
between what Gadamer is saying and our earlier discussion of the
utruth” of the incommensurability thesis. For I argued that.the “truth”
of this thesis, as developed by Kuhn, Feyerabend, Rorty, and éven
Winch, is to point to the openness of experience, not to the type of
closure where “we are enclosed within a wall of prejudices.” Gada-
mer makes a similar point when he declares that “prejudices are
biases of our openness to the world.” _

The concept of prejudice is closely related to two other concepts
that Gadamer seeks to restore and defend against Enlightenment
prejudices: authority and tradition. Gadamer argues that Enlighten-
ment thinkers not only denigrated the concept of authority, they
deformed it. They thought of authority as a matter of blind obedience
to persons in positions of power.

But this is not the essence of authority. It is true that it is primarily persons
that have authority; but the authority of persons is based ultimately, not on
the subjection and abdication of reason, but on recognition and knowledge
|der Anerkennung und der Erkenntnis)—knowledge, namely, that the other
is superior to oneself in judgment and insight and that for this reason his
judgment takes precedence, i.e., it has priority over one’s owm. . .. Authority
in this sense, properly understood, has nothing to do with blind obedience
to a command. Indeed, authority has nothing to do with obedience, but
rather with knowledge. (TM, p. 248; WM, p. 263}

And Gadamer malkes explicit the connection between authority and
positive, enabling prejudices.

Thus the recognition of authority is always connected with the idea that
W}}ﬁt_authonty states is not irrational and arbitrary, but can be seen, in
principle, to be true. This is the essence of the authority claimed by the
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teacher, the superior, the expert. The prejudices that they implant are legi-
timised by the person himself. Their validity demands that one should be
biased in favour of the person who presents them. But this makes them
then, in a sense, objective prejudices, for they bring about the same bias in
favour of something that can come about through other means, e.g,, through
solid grounds offered by reason. Thus the essence of authority belongs in the
context of a theory of prejudices free from the extremism of the enlighten-
ment. (TM, p. 249; WM, p. 264|

Thus far we (and Gadamer) have emphasized two dimensions of
the temporality of prejudices and prejudgments. They are always
constitutive of what we are now (although this is, of course, a chang-
ing now). But if we ask what are the sources of our prejudices, and
especially those prejudices which open us to experience, then we
must turn to the past, to tradition, and to the proper authority (based
on knowledge) which “implants” these prejudices. Shortly we will
see that a comprehensive analysis of prejudice must also recognize
its anticipatory, or future-oriented, dimension.

Just as Gadamer questions the typical Enlightenment contrasts
between reason and prejudice, or between reason and authority, he
also questions what lies behind these contrasts—the opposition
between reason and tradition. He has been preparing the ground for
showing us that there is something fundamentally wrong with this
opposition. All reason functions within traditions, Here, too, there
has been a deformation of the concept of tradition when we think of
it as the “dead weight” of the past. A living tradition not only informs
and shapes what we are but is always in the process of reconstitu-
tion.” When tradition is no longer open in this manner, we can speak
of it as “dead,” or as no longer a tradition. Even the Romantic reac-

tion against the Enlightenment tended to misconceive the concept

of tradition as “something historically given, like nature” (eine
geschichtliche Gegebenheit von der Art der Natur) (TM, p. 249; WM,
P. 265). Consequently both the Enlightenment and the Romantic
reaction to it tended to reify tradition, to think of it as something
“given” and determinate which is to be overthrown or celebrated.
And both tended to contrast tradition with the autonomy of reason.

It seems to me, however, that there is no such unconditional antithesis
between tradition and reason. . . . The fact is that tradition is constantly an
element of freedom and of history itself. Even the most genuine and solid
tradition does not persist by nature because of the inertia of what once
existed. It needs to be affirmed, embraced, cultivated. It is, essentially,
preservation, such as is active in all historical change. But preservation is an
act of reason, though an inconpicuous one. For this reason, only what is new,
or what is planned, appears as the result of reason, But this is an illusion.
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Even where life changes violently, as in ages of revolution, far more of the
old is preserved in the supposed transformation of everything than anyone
knows, and combines with the new to create a new value At any rate,
preservation is as much a freely-chosen action as revolution and renew.
al. This is why both the enlightenment’s critique of tradition and its roman-
tic rehabilitation are less than their true historical being. (TM, p. 250,
WM, p. 265)

Gadamer pursues the analysis of prejudice, authority, and tradi-
tion in the context of probing what is distinctive about hermeneuti-
cal understanding, but one cannot help being struck by his
rapprochement with insights gleaned from the postempiricist philos-
ophy and history of science, where the importance of tradition has
also been recognized. As we have traced the stages of development
in recent philosophy of science, we have seen the importance of the
concept of research traditions in the practice of science. This was
anticipated by the Kuhn’s emphasis on the historical dimension of
what he called “normal science,” was refined by Lakatos’ analysis of
research programs, and was further elaborated by Laudan’s analysis
of research traditions. In these analyses of science, the concept of
tradition is employed to give us a better grasp of the way in which
scientific rationality must be situated within living traditions, It is
important to be sensitive to differences among various types of tradi-
tion and to the ways in which they are reconstituted, criticized, and
even overthrown. But any attempt to distinguish scientific practice
from other forms of human conduct by employing the opposition
between reason and tradition is inadequate and misleading.

But we want to know how Gadamer’s reflections on prejudice,
authority, and tradition enable s to increase our comprehension of
what understanding is, and how they help to clarify the central thesis
that “understanding must be conceived as part of the process of
coming into being of meaning.” We can see how Gadamer weaves
these themes together by turning to his discussion and transforma-
tion of the hermeneutical circle.

THE HERMENEUTICAL CIRCLE

At several earlier stages of our inquiry we have anticipated the
discussion of the hermeneutical circle, witnessing how thinkers
working in different contexts have discovered for themselves its
centrality. Kuhn even records ““a decisive episode in the summer of
1947 when he made this discovery in his struggle to make sense of
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Aristotle’s physics. He reports that he was deeply perplexed about
how Aristotle, who had been “an acute and naturalistic observer”
and who “in such fields as biology or political behavior” had given
penetrating interpretations, could have said so many absurd things
about motion, “How could his characteristic talents have failed him
s0 when applied to motion? . . . And, above all, why had his views
been taken so seriously for so long a time by so many of his succes-
sors?” The more Kuhn read, the more perplexed he became. But “one
memorable (and very hot| summer day those perplexities suddenly
vanished.” Kuhn discovered the

rudiments of an alternative way of reading the texts with which I had been
struggling. For the first time I gave due weight to the fact that Aristotle’s
subject was change-of-quality in general, including both the fall of a stone
and the growth of a child to adulthood. In his physics, the subject that was
to become mechanics was at best a still-not-quite-isolable special case. More
consequential was my recogniticn that the permanent ingredients of Aris-
totle’s universe, its ontologically primary and indestructible elements, were
not material bodies but rather the qualities which, when imposed on some
portion of omnipresent neutral matter, constituted an individual material
body or substance

In Gadamerian terms, we can say that Kuhn's initial perplexity
was the result of his approaching Aristotle’s physics through the
prejudices of modern mechanics. Aristotle’s claims seemed not only
false but absurd. In effect, Kuhn was asking the wrong sorts of ques-
tions, and what he had to learn was to ask the right questions—and
to come to understand the questions that Aristotle was seeking to
answer. Kuhn tells us that this episode changed his intellectual career
and became ““central to my historical research.” In trying to transmit
the lesson he learned to his students, he, in effect, formulates his
own version of the hermeneutical circle, in a passage that I quoted
in part I;

When reading the works of an important thinker, look first for the apparent
absurdities in the text and ask yourself how a sensible person could have
written them. When you find an answer, [ continue, when those passages
make sense, then you may find that more central passages, ones you previ-
ously thought you understood, have changed their meaning >

This maxim is extremely abstract and sketchy. It would not be very
helpful unless one had had some experience in the practice of inter-
pretation. We know that to be able to do this well requires a great
deal of background knowledge that can enable us to understand what
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we need to try out alternative readings that themselves can only be
tested by seeing how they make sense (or do not quite fit) with other
parts of the text we are seeking to understand, Whatever “subjective
processes” take place in an interpreter—whether this happens in a
flash on a hot summer day or is the result of a laborious struggle—
the essential question is the adequacy of the Interpretation, which
can be judged only by returning to the texts themselves,

But it is not only in Kuhn that we detect the importance of the
hermeneutical circle; it is just as vital for Feyerabend and is evident
in his characterization of the "“anthropological method” which he
thinks is appropriate not only for understanding science but for
understanding any “form of life.” It is especially prominent when
Feyerabend tells us that “each item of information is a building block
of understanding, which means that it is to be clarified by the discov-
ery of further blocks from the language and ideology of the tribe, /s
Here Feyerabend, too, is characterizing a type of understanding that
constantly moves back and forth between “parts” and the “whole”
that we seek to understand. This is the very process that Geertz so
eloquently characterizes (and explicitly relates to the hermeneutical
circle}, “namely, a continuous dialectical tacking between the most
local of local detail and the most global of global structure in such a
way as to bring both into view simultaneously.’"2¢

We have also seen how important the hermeneutical circle is for
Winch. Although he does not explicitly mention it, the tracing of the
circle is the procedure that he follows in seeking to understand Zande
witcheraft. And Charles Taylor explicitly defends the importance of
the hermeneutical circle when he argues that there is an unavoidably
hermeneutical component to the sciences of man. Taylor is acutely
aware that the appeal to the hermeneutical circle challenges the
biases of those schooled in empiricism who demand some method
of definitive empirical verification in testing hypotheses. He states
the typical objection to the hermeneutical circle—that it is really a
vicious circle. For if we “validate” our interpretations by appealing
to other interpretations of the “parts,” then we fail to break out of
the circle of interpretations. When Taylor seeks to meet this objec-
tion, he introduces a “suggestion” that becomes thematic for Gada-
mer’s own understanding and transformation of the hermeneutical
circle. According to Taylor, a hermeneutical science of man

the texts are saying. In order to make sense of “‘apparent absurdities,”

would not be founded on brute data; its most primitive data would be read-
ings of meanings, and its object would have the [following] three proper-
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ties. . . : the meanings are for a subject in a field or fields; they are, moreover,
meanings which are partially constituted by self-definitions, which are in
this sense already interpretations, and which can thus be re-expressed or
made explicit by a science of politics. In our case, the subject may be a
society or community; but the intersubjective meanings . . . embody a certain
self-definition, a vision of the agent and his society, which is that of the
sqciety or community.*’

Such a science

cannot but move in a hermeneutical circle. A given reading of the intersub-
jective meanings of a society, or of given institutions or practices, may seem
well founded, because it makes sense of these practices or the development
of that society. But the conviction that it does make sense of this history
itself is founded on further related readings®

Here the empiricist or positivist objects. For he or she demands
some clear procedure, some method that can break out of the circle
of interpretations and serve as a touchstone for determining which

interpretations or readings are correct and which are not. . = m%%&mfm s

Taylor does not try to meet this demand {and the implied criti-
cism) by claiming that there are clearly formulizable rules or proce-
dures for sorting out better and worse interpretations. Rather, he

tells us,

Some claims of the form “If you don’t understand, then your intuitions are
at fault, are blind or inadequate,”” some claims of this form will be justified,

\ ... some differences will be nonarbitrable by further evidence, but . . . each

side can only make appeal to deeper insight on the part of the other.®

I do not want, at this stage, to evaluate the adequacy of this response
but only to note that according to Taylor the circularity of such a
hermeneutical understanding is neither vicious nor to be judged as a

1"demands for empirical verification—

5

nwarranted epistemologica nan ‘ ]
the appeal to some “brute data.” But toward the conclusion of his
analysis Taylor suggests an idea that is crucial to Gadamer’s under-
standing of the hermeneutical circle—that “the practical and the

%f\ theoretical are inextricably joined here.”

@ x@defect.” It is seen as such only when judged by the mistaken and

SN
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It may not just be that to understand a certain explanation one has to
sharpen one's intuitions, it may be that one has to change one’s orienta-
tion—if not in adopting another orientation, at least in living one’s own in
a way which allows for greater comprehension of others. Thus, in the sciences
of man insofar as they are hermeneutical there can be a valid response to "I

.
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don’t understand’ which:fakestheformy, not only “develop your intuiticns,”
but more radicallychange yourself-This puts an end to any aspiration to
a value-free or “ideology= science of man, A study of the science of man
i§inseparable from an examination of the options between which men Eusi
c¢hoose.™

—

And Taylor concludes his paper by explicitly relating his discussion
to Aristotle,

There are thus good grounds both in epistemological arguments and in their
greater fruitfulness for opting for hermeneutical sciences of man. But we
cannot hide from ourselves how greatly this option breaks with certain
commonly held notions about our scientific tradition. We cannot measure
such sciences against the requirements of a science of verification: we cannot
judge them by their predictive capacity. . . . These sciences cannot be “wert-
frei": they are moral sciences in a more radical sense than the eighteenth
century understood. Finally, their successful prosecution requires a high
degree of self-knowledge, a freedom from illusion, in the sense of error
which is rooted and expressed in one’s way of life; for our incapacity.to
understand is rooted in our own self-definitions, hence in what we are. To
§ay this is not to say anything new: Aristotle makes a similar point in Book
[ of the Ethics. But it is still radically shocking and unassimilable to the
mainstream of modern science.®

Up until this last “radically shocking” suggestion that calls into
question the very possibility of a wertfrei science of man and that
links interpretation with practical choice, there has been a consis-
‘térit theme in these several formulations of the hermeneutical circle.
The circle of understanding is “object” oriented, in the sense that it

k

.We are

pidy o be :
““§tandard (and pre-Heideggerian) characterizations of the hermeneu-
tical circle focus exclusively on the relation of part to whole in the
texts or phenomena which we seek to understand. No essential refer-
ence is made to the interpreter, to the individual who is engaged in
the process of understanding and quiestioning, except insofar as he or
she must have the insight, imagination, openness, and patience to
acquire this art—an art achieved through practice. There is no deter-
minate method for acquiring or pursuing this art, in the sense of
explicit rules that are to be followed. Or we might say that rules here
function as heuristic guides that gain their concrete meaning by
appealing to exemplars of such hermeneutical interpretation. But a
full statement and defense of the hermeneutical circle requires us to
ask the Kantian question, How is such understanding and interpre-

directs us to the texts, institutions, practices, or forms of life.that
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tation possible? What presuppositions are we making about ourselves,
and what we are trying to understand if we are to show the legiti-
macy of the hermeneutical circle? These are the questions that
Gadamer seeks to answer.*

From his perspective, the understanding of the hermeneutical
circle primarily as the Method of the Geisteswissenschaften, and as
a rival and alternative to the Method of the Naturwis
still is wedded to a Cartesian framework, with-its accepta

-categorial distinction between what s objective and what. ec-

...tiver But Heidegger transformed the meaning, scope, and significance

" of the hermeneutical circle. Gadamer quotes the central passage from
Heidegger's Being and Time in which he comments on the herme-
neutical circle,

[The hermeneutical circle] is not to be reduced to the level of a vicious circle
or even a circle which is merely tolerated. In the circle is hidden a positive
possibility of the most primordial kind of knowing. To be sure, we genuinely
take hold of this possibility cnly when, in our interpretation, we have under-
stood that our first, last, and constant task is never to allow our fore-having
[Vorhabe), fore-sight [Vorsicht], and fore-conceptions [ Vorgriffe] to be presented
to us by fancies and popular conceptions, but rather to make the scientific
theme secure by working out these fore-structures in terms of the things
themselves.* i R

Gadamer makes the following claim about this passage:

Just as they stand, these lines announce not only the conditicns imposed on
the practice of understanding; they also describe the manner in which inter-
pretation always proceeds when it intends an understanding tempered to the
“thing itself.” For the very first time the positive ontological meaning of the
circle that understanding implies is explicitly affirmed. . . . In order to be
authentic the inquiring gaze must be focused on the “thing itself” and in
such a manner that it may be grasped, as it were, “in person.” Likewise it is
evident that an understanding faithful to the meaning of the text, for exam-
ple, is not a matter of a simple, more or less vague wish nor of “good and
pious intentions,” but rather has the same meaning as the program Heideg-
ger designated as the “first, last, and constant task” of interpretative under-
standing, Now, the circular character of understanding is precisely the outcome
of the effort which leads the interpreter to strictly abide by this program,
despite any errors he might commit in the course of his investigations.®

This dense passage has several implications. The reference to the
positive ontological meaning of the circle indicates that the herme-
neutical circle is not “second best”; it is not an intellectual stepsis-
ter to the methods of the natural sciences. The statement indicates
the positive role that fore-having, fore-sight, fore-conception, and
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prejudgment play in all understanding. The reference to the ontolog-
ical character of the circle indicates something basic about our very
being-in-the-world—that we are essentially beings constituted by
and engaged in interpretative understanding. The reference to the
“things themselves” is not to be misunderstood as suggesting that
these “things” exist an sich and that we must “purify”’ ourselves of
all forestructures and prejudgments in order to grasp or know them
“objectively.” On the contrary, the meaning of the “things them-
selves” can only be grasped through rhe circle nding, a
circle that presupposes the fore: resthatenableusteunderstand,
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The most important consequence of Gadamer’s understanding ™,

of the hermeneutical circle is that it clarifies the relation between
the interpreter and what he or she seeks to understand. And here
again we can detect the significance of Gadamer’s phenomenological
analysis of play as a “primordial mode of being.”” We must learn the
art of being responsive to works of art, texts, traditions {and, we can
now add, other persons or forms of life) that we are trying to under-
stand, We must participate or share in them, listen to them, open
ourselves to what they are saying and to the claims to truth that they
make upon us.** And we can accomplish this only because of the
forestructures and prejudgments that are constitutive of our being.
When Gadamer says that works of art, texts, or tradition “speak to
us,” he is not referring to a loose, metaphorical way of “speaking”
that we ourselves “project” onto the texts; rather, he is expressing
what he takes to be the most fundamental ontological character of
our being-in-the-world. We can also better appreciate why Gadamer
thinks it is misleading to characterize understanding as an “activity
of a subject.” It is true, of course, that understanding requires effort
and care, imagination and perceptiveness, but this is directed to the
pathos of opening ourselves to what we seek to understand—of
allowing it to “speak to us.” And such receptiveness is possible only
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by virtue of those “justified prejudices” that open us to experience. ./

Gadamer emphasizes this point when he tells us: 2

But do not make me say what I have not in fact said; and I have not said that
when we listen to someone or when we read we ought to forget our own
opinions or shield curselves against forming an anticipatory idea about the
content of communication. In reality, to be open to “other people’s opin-
lons,” to a text, and so forth, implies right off that they are situated in my
system of opinions, or better, that I situate myself in relation to them. . . .

The authentic intention of understanding, however, is this: in reading a
text, in wishing to understand it, what we always expect is that it will
inform us of something. A consciousness formed by the authentic herme-

T
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neutical attitude will be receptive to the origins and entirely foreign features
{3@ pf that whlf:h comes to it from outside its own horizons. Yet this receptivity
fé{; A4~ is not acquired with an objectivist “neutralit " it is neith€t possiblE, neces-

OOV . w sary nor desirable that we put ourselv n brackets. The hermeneutical
o %:@w attitude supposes only that we self-consciously designate our opinions and

2 3\}-}}%}; e prejudices and qualify thet_n as such, and in so doing strip them of their
] extreme character. In keeping to this attitude we grant the text the oppor-

- aalk tunity to appear as an authentically different being and to manifest its own
_§i y truth, over and against our own preconceived notions.*’
\

e 1 What might, on first appearance, strike one as extraordinarily
}ﬁw‘“ ‘; paradoxical brings us to the heart of Gadamer’s understanding and
A transformation of the hermeneutical circle. On the one hand, Gada-
mer stresses that we must always temper our understanding to the
“things themselves”; we must listen to them and open ourselves so
that they can “speak to us”; we must be receptive to the claims to
truth that they make upon us. But on the other hand, we do not do
this by bracketing or forgetting all our prejudgments and prejudices,
On the contrary, it is only because of the play of these prejudgments
that we are enabled to understand the “things themselves.” In contrast,
then, to many standard characterizations of the hermeneutical circle
that focus exclusively on the text, tradition, or practices to be under-
stood, Gadamer (following Heidegger) thematizes the forestructures
, of the interpreter, By opening ourselves to the “newness” of what 1
) handed down to us, through the play of our forestructures and the
« "things themselves,” we can become aware of those prejudices that
blind us to the meaning and truth of what we are trying to undor-
stand and those prejudices that enable us to understand.
. This shift in the significance of the hermeneutical circle, involv-
ing the recognition that prejudices enable us to understand, and that
hermeneutical understanding is constitutive of what we are in the
process of becoming, has some VEry strong.consequence
we have not distinguished betweerriind: ing land”
tion. If we want to interpret a Shakespearear
sufe that we understand Shakespeare’s English, and especially the
ways in which it differs from contemporary English. But contrary to
tl.mtl tradition within hermeneutics that seeks to draw a rigorous
distinction between understanding and interpretation (and to rele-
gate these activities to different subdisciplines), Gadamer maintains
that there is no essential differenice between understanding and
Interpretation. All understanding involves interpretation, and all
Interpretation involves understanding. (This claim scandalizes those
who think that there is or can be “objective understanding,” freed

1]

s. Thus.far.
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from all prejudices and not “contaminated” by interpretation.) The *‘3'\

continuity of understanding and interpretation is evident in the \

phenomenon of translation, Gadamer points out. For there is no

translation without highlighting, and all highlighting involves inter-

pretation.*® We can, of course, speak of and discriminate misinter-

pretations and misunderstandings, but this does not mean that we

do this by reaching some level in which no interpretation is involved. -l
We can see why for Gadamer the process of understanding can \ﬁ\(ﬂ*ﬁ i

never {ontologically| achieve finality, why it is always open and .?R :

anticipatory. We are always understanding and interpreting in light ' . $

of our anticipatory prejudgments and prejudices, which are them- %{“‘4\

selves changing in the course of history. This is. why Gadamer tells G\W}

us that to understand is always to understand differently. But this ('), T\‘fg\

does not mean that our interpretations are arbitrary or distortive. We i\g&\)

should always aim (if informed by an ““authentic hermeneutical atti-

tude”] at a correct understanding of what the “/things themselves”

say. But what the “things themselves” say will be different in light

of our changing horizons and the different questions that we learn to

ask. Such an analysis of the ongoing and open character of all under-

standing and interptétation can be construed as distortive only if we

assume that a text possesses some meaning in itself that can be

isolated from our prejudgments. Biit this 1s precisely what Gadamer

is denying, and this play between the “things themselves” and ou

prejudgments helps us comprehend why ‘“understanding must b

conceived as part of the process of the coming into being of meani;

ing.” Meaning is always coming into being through the “happening’{|

of understanding. ‘
Gadamer’s point is brought into sharp focus in his characteriza-

tion of the “classical.”” He defines it as
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t
i

past, a mere testimony to something that still needs to be interpreted, but
says something to the present as if it were said specially to it. What we call
“classical” does not first require the overcoming of historical distance, for ‘)&’
in its own constant communication it does overcome it. The classical, then,

is certatnly “timeless,” but this timelessness is a mode of historical being.
(TM, p. 257; WM, p. 274, italics added)

that which speaks in such a way that it is not a statement about what is 7

TEMPORAL DISTANCE, EFFECTIVE-HISTORICAL
CONSCIOUSNESS, AND THE FUSION OF HORIZONS

Gadamer’s claims that timelessness is a mode of historical being
opens up a new dimension of philosophic hermeneutics. For Gada-
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/1mportant thing is to recognise the distance in time as a positive and produc-

140 Beyond Objectivism and Relativism

mer’s reflections on philosophic hermeneutics can be approached (as
is also true of Heidegger) as a meditation on temporality and histo-
ricity. I want to consider only those aspects of temporality that can
help to forestall a common misinterpretation of Gadamer. To put it
very simply, we might be inclined to say that because Gadamer’s
thinking is oriented toward tradition, he expresses a nostalgia for
what has been destroyed by the onslaught of modernity, But it is
vital to see that his thinking moves us in a very different direction.
Gadamer has been sharply critical of the romantic infatuation with
a past that is frequently an imaginative construction of our own
present concerns. This is only another version of the false belief that
we can escape or bracket all our prejudices and enter into a radically
different world.

Temporal distance is not something that must be overcome. This was, rather
the naive assumption of historicism, namely that we must set ourselves
wﬂb}m&h@»&g;m of the age, and think with its ideas and its thoughts, not
; wiy and thus advance towards historical objectivity. In fact the

' tive possibility of understanding. It is not a yawning abyss, but is filled with

“niithe continuity of custom and tradition, in the light of which all that is

“handed down presents itself to us.

[Temporal distance] lets the true meaning of the object emerge fully, But the
discovery of the true meaning of a text or a work of art is never finished; it
is in fact an infinite process. Not only are fresh sources of error constantly
excluded, so that the true meaning has filtered out of it all kinds of things
that obscure it, but there emerge continually new sources of understanding,
nghliclé 2rJeve:al unsuspected elements of meaning. (TM, pp. 264-66; WM, pp.

Another aspect of temporality needs to be emphasized: the tempo-
rality of those prejudgments that are the conditions for understand-
ing. Where do these prejudices come from? They are themselves
handed down from the traditions that shape us and that are consti-
tutive of the historicity of eing. And as we have seen, a tradition

is only alive when it is freely appropriated. But there is also an antic-

Ipatory or future-oriented dimension to all prejudgments. This is
already indicated by Heidegger’s linguistic emphasis on fore-having,
fore-sight, and fore-conceptions. All understanding is projective. To
accomplish “an understanding is to form a project [Entwurf] from
one’s own possibilities.” In short, prejudgments and prejudices have
a threefold temporal character: they are handed down to us through
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tradition; they are constitutive of what we are now (and are in the
process of becoming); and they are anticipatory—always open to
future testing and transformation.

Gadamer is laying the groundwork for his own version of the
thesis that there is an “inextricable connection of the theoretical and
the practical” in all understanding and interpretation—that herme-
neutical understanding shapes our practical lives (and is not a purely
disinterested, theoretical activity). This signals the third element
that Gadamer seeks to integrate into all understanding and interpre-
tation—the moment of application, All understanding, as we noted
in part I, involves not only interpretation but also application. And
Gadamer tells us that recognizing the intrinsic role of application in
all understanding represents “the rediscovery of the fundamental
hermeneutic problem’” (Wiedergewinnung des hermeneutischen
Grundproblems) (TM, p. 274; WM, p. 290). It is here that we discover
the fusion of hermeneutics and praxis, which becomes the most
central theme in Gadamer’s analysis of philosophic hermeneutics.
This is the reason why Gadamer believes that philosophic herme-
neutics is the heir to the older tradition of practical philosophy. But
before examining this crucial stage of Gadamer’s argument, I want
to consider briefly two other concepts that will help round out the
discussion of philosophic hermeneutics and set the stage for explor-

ing the centrality of praxis and phronésis: effective-historical '
consciousness (wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewusstsein| and-the fusion G‘iitfié“;

of horizons |Horizontverschmelzung).

Both of these themes have been in the background of our discus-
sion, but we need to bring them into the foreground. We can intro-
duce these interrelated themes by reminding ourselves of what
underlies Gadamer’s analysis of works of art, texts, and history. The
characteristic of anything that is “handed.down to us” that elicits
theé fieed for understanding is th ion mggy':g;}“ﬁggg_gggn_gsﬁs or
alienness and familiatity, This is one-more way in which hermepen-
tics relates to the discussion of incommensurability. For thg probler
that Kuhn, Feyerabend, Rorty, Winch, and Geertz are all striiggling
with is how to understand and do justice to something that at once
strikes Us as so strange and alien and yet has sufficient affinity with
us that we can come to understand it. The problem is structurally
similar, whether we are trying to make sense of Aristotle’s physics,
Greek archaic art, Zande witcheraft, or the embodied concepts of a
self in Javanese, Balinese, or Moroccan cultures. The hermeneutical
task is to find the resources in our language and experience to enable
us to understand ally alien phenomena without impo
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blind or distortive prejudices on them. If we were confronting some-
thing so alien and strange that it had nothing in common with our
language and experience, no affinity whatsoever, then it would no
longer be intelligible to speak of understanding. This point is just as
fundamental for Gadamer as it is for Davidson.

I have used the term “affinity” to indicate the relationship that
exists between us and the alien text or tradition that we seek to
understand and appropriate. But the German word that Gadamer
employs (Zugehérigkeit) is much stronger, and it is better translated
as “belongingness.” As Gadamer sees it, we belong to a tradition
before it belongs to us: tradition, through its sedimentations, has a
power which is constantly determining what we are in the process
of becoming. We are always already “thrown” into a tradition. We
can see how far Gadamer is from any naive form of relativism that
fails to appreciate how we are always shaped by effective-history
(Wirkungsgeschichte). It is not just that works of art, texts, and tradi-
tion have effects and leave traces. Rather, what we are, whether we
are explicitly aware of it or not, is always being influenced by tradi-
tion, even when we think we are most free of it. Again, it is impor-
tant to reiterate that a tradition is not something “naturelike,” some-
thing “given” that stands over against us. It is always “part of us”
and works through its effective-history.

This sets the task for effective-historical consciousness
(wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewusstsein), and explains its possibility.
According to Gadamer, “historical objectivism,” which treats the
“object’ as if it were ontologically independent of the “subject,’’
“conceals the involvement of the historical consciousness itself in
effective-history” (TM, p. 268; WM, p. 285). The task of effective-
historical consciousness is to bring to explicit awareness this histor-
ical affinity or belongingness.

True historical thinking must take account of its own historicality. Only
then will it not chase the phantom of an historical object which is the object
of progressive research, but learn to see in the object the counterpart of itself
and hence understand both. The true historical object is not an object at all,
but the unity of the one and the other, a relationship in which exist both the
reality of history and the reality of historical understanding, A proper
hermeneutics would have to demonstrate the effectivity of history within
understanding itself. (TM, p. 267, WM, p. 283}

Effective-historical consciousness influences what we consider
worthy of investigation and how we go about investigating it. It is
“already operative in the choice of the right question to ask” (TM, p.
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268; WM, p. 285). Effective-historical consciousness does not indi-
cate a final state of self-knowledge. Rather, we are always “on the
way” to such self-knowledge, a self-knowledge achieved with the
dialectical interplay with the ““other.” But if the movement toward
such consciousness of effective-history is the primary task of philo-
sophic hermeneutics, how is this to be achieved? In asking and
answering this question, Gadamer does not specify procedural rules,
but instead clarifies what it means to achieve effective-historical
consciousness. This is the context in which Gadamer introduces his
notion of the “fusion of horizons” (Horizontverschmelzung).
Drawing on Nietzsche and Husserl, Gadamer characterizes a

horizon as follows:

Every finite present has its limitations. We define the concept of “situation”
by saying that it represents a standpoint that limits the possibility of vision,
Hence an essential part of the concept of situation is the concept of "hori-
zon,” The horizon is the range of vision that includes everything that can
be seen from a particular vantage point. (TM, p. 269; WM, p. 286)

A horizon, then, is limited and finite, but it is essentially open. For
to have a horizon is not to be limited to what is nearest but to be
able to move beyond it. Indeed the very idea of a closed horizon is a
false abstraction. i

The closed horizon that is supposed to enclose a culture is an abstraction.
The historical movement of human life consists in the fact that it is never
utterly bound to any one standpoint, and hence can never have a truly closed
horizon. The horizon is, rather, something into which we move and that
moves with us. Horizons change for a person who is. moving. Thus the
horizon of the past, out of which all human life lives and which exists in
the form of tradition, is always in motion. It is not historical consciousness
that first sets the surrounding horizon in motion. But in it this motion
becomes aware of itself. (TM, p. 271, WM, p. 288)

Horizons are limited, finite, changing, and fluid.

The question then arises, What are we doing (or rather what is
happening to us) when we try to understand a horizon other than
our own? We already know that the answer that others have given—
the idea that we can escape our own standpoint and leap into the
horizon of the past—is not the right answer. For this is impossible,
and violates-Gadamer’s claim that we are always ontologically
groynded in our situation and horizon. Rather, what we seek to achieve
is a "fusion of horizons, ™y fusion whereby our own horizon is enlarged
and enfiched-C s main point becomes even sharper when we
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realize that for him the medium of all human horizons is linguistic,
and that the language that we speak (or that rather speaks through
us) is essentially open to understanding alien horizons, It is through
the fusion of horizons that we risk and test our prejudices. In this
sense, learning from other forms of life and horizons is at the very
same time coming to an understanding of ourselves. “Only through
others do we gain true knowledge of ourselves. /3 Applying this to
history and historical consciousness, Gadamer writes:

When our historical consciousness places itself within historical horizons,
this does not entail passing into alien worlds unconnected in any way with
our own, but together they constitute the one great horizon that moves from
within and, beyond the frontiers of the present, embraces the historical
depths of our self-consciousness. It is, in act, a single horizon that embraces
everything contained in historical consciousness, Our own past, and that
other past towards which oar Istorical Consciousness is directed, help to

shape this moving horizon out of which human life always lives, and which
determines it as tradition. (TM, p. 271, WM, p. 288)

For Gadamer, there ig nothing which is in principle beyond the
possibility of understanding. This is one of the primary senses in

requires learning to ask the right questions and drawing on the -

resources of our own linguistic horizon in order to understand that
which is alien. For Gadamer, it is not a dead metaphor to liken the
fusion of horizons that is the constant task of effective-historical
consciousness to an ongoing and open dialogue or conversation.

APPLICATION: THE REDIS COVERY OF THE
FUNDAMENTAL HERMENEUTICAL PROBLEM

With this outline of Gadamer's philosophic hermeneutics, we can
understand what it means to claim that hermeneutics is both onto-

logical and universal. It is ontological in the sense that understand- -

ing “denotes the basic being-in-motion of [Dasein) which constitutes
its finiteness and historicity”, understanding is the primordial mode
of being of what we most essentially are. Understanding is universal
in several senses. It is not just one activity which is to be distin-
guished from other human activities, Put underlies all human activ-
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ities. It is universal in the sense that nothing is in principle beyond
understanding, even though we never exhaust the things them-
selves” through understanding. The universality of understanding
can also be approached through the Ainguistic turn’™of Gadamer’s
philosophic hermeneutics, Lan age is the medium of all under-
standing and all tradition, Anﬁﬁgﬁgmm as
an instrument or tool that we use; mﬁ;h
we live. Like play itself, which reaches presentation (Darstellung)
throtgh the players, so language itself reaches presentation through
those who speak and write
We have also laid the groundwork for exploring Gadamer’s fusion
of hermeneutics and praxis. This leitmotif has appeared from the
very beginning of our analysis and becomes thematic when Gadamer
claims that understandin , interpretation, and application (or appro-
priation| are not three independent activities to be relegated to three
different subdisciplines but rather are internally related. They are all
moments of the single process of understanding.*' This integration
of the moment of application into understanding brings us to the
truly distinctive feature of philosophic hermeneutics. And we will
also see that it reveals some deep problems and tensions within
Gadamer’s hermeneutics. r
As I have indicated in part I, the issue of “application” is taken
up in Truth and Method at the stage of his argument when Gadamer
questions an older tradition that divided hermeneutics into subtli.
tas intelligendi (understanding}, subtilitas explicandi (interpreta-
tion}, and subtilitas applicandi (application). It is here that Gadamer
explicitly discusses the relevance of Aristotle’s analysis of phronésis
in book 6 of the Nicomachean Ethics. Gadamer’s own understand-
ing, interpretation, and appropriation of ‘Aristotle has rich philo-
sophic consequences and is itself a model of what he means by
hermeneutical understanding. It is an exemplar of effective-histori-
cal consciousness; the fusion of horizons; the positive role of tempo-
ral distance; the way in which understanding is part of the process
of the coming into being of meaning; the way in which tradition
“speaks to us” and makes a “claim to truth” upon us; and what it
means to say that “the interpreter dealing with a traditional text
seeks to apply it to himself.” Furthermore, when we see how Gada-
mer appropriates what Aristotle says, we can understand why the
Geisteswissenschaften are practical disciplines in the sense that
Aristotle’s Ethics and Politics are practical and why Gadamer thinks
that “hermeneutic philosophy is the heir of the older tradition of
practical philosophy” whose chief task is to “justify this way of
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146 Beyond Objectivism and Relativism

reason ‘and defend practical and political reason against the domina-

tion of technology based on science.” Gadamer’s own understanding -

of philosophic hermeneutics can itself be interpreted as a series of
footnotes on his decisive intellectual encounter with Aristotle.

We can see why phronésis is so important to Gadamer by return-
ing to the apparent paradox that we find at the heart of Gadamer’s
elucidation of the happening of understanding. Hermeneutic under-
standing is always tempered to the “thing itself” (die Sache selbst)
that we are seeking to understand, We seek nothing less than to
understand the same text or the same piece of tradition. But the
meaning of what we seek to understand comes into being only through
the happening of understanding, And such understanding is possible
because of the prejudgments that are constitutive of what we are and
that come into play in understanding. Phronésis is a form of reason-
ing and knowledge that involves a distirictive mediation between the
universal and the particular. This mediation is not accomplished by
any appeal to technical rules or Method {in the Cartesian sense) or
by the subsumption of a pregiven determinate universal to a partic-
ular case. The “intellectnal virtue” of phronésis is a form of reason-
ing, yielding a type of ethical know-how in which what is universal
and what is particular are codetermined, Furthermore, phronésis
involves a “peculiar interlacing of being and knowledge, determina-
tion through one’s own becoming, Hexis, recognition of the situa-
tional Good, and Logos.”** It is not to be identified with the type of
“objective knowledge” that'is detached from one’s own being and
bécoming: Just as phronésis determines what the phronimos becomes,
Gadamer wants to make a similar claim for all authentic under-
standing—that it is not detached from the interpreter but becomes
constitutive of his or her praxis, Understanding, Tor Gadamer, 1s a

orm Of phronesis,
¢ can comprehend what this means by noting the contrasts

that Gadamer emphasizes when he examines the distinctions that .

Aristotle makes between phronésis and the other “intellectual
virtues,” especially epistémé and techns, Aristotle characterizes all
of these virtues (and not just epistémé| as being related to “truth”
(alétheia).®® Epistémé, scientific knowledge, is knowledge of what is
universal, of what exists invariably, and takes the form of scientific
demonstration. The subject matter, the form, the telos, and the way
in which epistémé is learned and taught differ from phronésis, the
form of reasoning appropriate to praxis, which deals with what is
variable and always involves a mediation between the universal and
the particular that requires deliberation and choice.
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For Gadamer, however, the contrast between epistémé and pho
nésis is not as important for hermeneutics as the distinctions between
techné (technical know-how) and phronésis [ethical know-how).
Gadamer stresses three contrasts,

1. Techne, or a technique,

is learned and can be forgotten; we can “lose” a skill. But ethical “reason”
can neither be learned nor forgotten. . .. Man always finds himself in an
“acting situation” and he is always obliged to use ethical knowledge and
apply it according to the exigencies of his concrete situation,

2. There is a different conceptual relation between means and
ends in techné than in phronésis. The end of ethical know-how,
unlike that of a technique, is not a “particular thing” or product but
rather the “complete ethical rectitude of a lifetime.”*s Even more
important, while technical activity does not require that the means
that allow it to arrive at an end be weighed anew on each occasion,
this is precisely what is required in ethical know-how. In ethical
know-how there can be no prior knowledge of the right means by
which we realize the end in a_particular situation, For the end itself
is only concretely specified in deliberating about the means appro-
priate to a particular situation, :

3. Phronésis, unlike techne, requires an understanding of other
human beings. This is indicated when Aristotle considers the vari-

ants of phronésis, especially synésis (understanding).

It appears in the fact of concern, not about myself, but about the other
person. Thus it is a mode of moral judgment. . . . The question here, then, is
not of a general kind of knowledge, but of its specification at a particular
moment. This knowledge also is not in any sense technical knowledge. . . .
The person with understanding does not know and judge as one who stands
a%:irt and Enattected,— but rather, a5 one united}?z a specific bo;]'lc;2 with the
other, he thinks with the other and undergoes the situation wit him. (TM,
p. 288; WM, p. 306) B e

For Gadamer, this variation of phronésis provides the clue for grasp-
ing the centrality of friendship in Aristotle’s Ethics.

We can gain a concrete understanding of what Gadamer means
by the distinctive codetermination of the universal and the-particu-
lar that is characteristic of phronésis by considering how he weaves
legal hermeneutics into his analysis of application. To Gadamer, the
hermeneutical process used in making a legal judgment exemplifies
the hermeneutical process as a whole. Gadamer argues that the judge
does not simply “apply” fixed, determinate laws to particular situa-
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tions. Rather the judge must interpret and appropriate precedents
and law to each new, particular situation. It is by virtue of such
considered judgment that the meaning of the law and the meaning
of the particular case are codetermined. “"We can, then, bring out as
what is truly common to all forms of hermeneutics the fact that the
sense to be understood finds its concrete . . . form only in interpre-
tation, but that this interpretative work is wholly committed to the
meaning of the text” (TM, p. 297; WM, p. 315).

But what does this analysis of phronésis and the ways in which
it differs from epistémé and techné have to do with the problems of
hermeneutics? The analogy that Gadamer draws is that just as appli-
cation is not a subsequent or occasional part of phronésis in which
we relate some pregiven determinate-ugiversal to a particular, this,
Gadamer claims, is characteristic gf all alithentic understanding and
interpretation. S

The interpreter dealing with a traditional text seeks to apply it to himself,
But this does not mean that the text is given for him as something universal,
that he understands it as such and only afterwards uses it for particular
applications. Rather, the interpreter seeks no more than to understand this
universal thing, the text; i.e., to understand what this piece of tradition says,
what constitutes the meaning and importance of the text. In order to under-
stand that, he must not seek to disregard himself and his particular herme-
neutical situation. He must relate the text to this situation, if he wants to
understand at all. (TM, p. 289; WM, p. 307)

The striking thing about this passage is that it applies perfectly to
the way in which Gadamer himself understands, interprets, and
appropriates Aristotle’s text. That is what I meant earlier when I said
that Aristotle’s analysis of phronésis is not only a model of the
problems of hermeneutics but that Gadamer’s interpretation of Aris-
totle is also itself a model or exemplar of what is meant by herme-
neutical understanding. Gadamer tells us that if we are to under-
stand what a text or a tradition says, then we must not seek to
disregard ourselves and our hermeneutical situation. Gadamer brings
his own awareness of our hermeneutical situation to his interpreta-
tion of Aristotle’s text, emphasizing (as the essence of our herme-
neutical situation) that we are confronted with a world in which
there has been “a domination of technology based on science,” a
"false idolatry of the expert,” “a scientific mystification of the modern
society of specialization,” and a dangerous “inner longing . . . to find
in science a substitute for lost orientation.’”” This is the problem that
orients Gadamer’s questioning of Aristotle’s text; Gadamer’s central

)
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claim is that we have deformed the concept of praxis and forgotten
what praxis really is.%

Through a dialogical encounter with Aristotle’s text, we risk and
test our own entrenched prejudices that prevent us from grasping the
dutonomy and integrity of phronésis. This does not mean that we
approach Aristotle without any prejudgments. We can understand
Aristotle and appropriate the truth of what he is saying because we
ourselves have been shaped by this effective-history. Gadamer is not
advocating a nostalgic return to Aristotle but rather an appropriation
of Aristotle’s insights to our concrete situation. Gadamer’s interpre-
tation of Aristotle illustrates what he means by the fusion of hori-
zons., We are, of course, questioning Aristotle’s text from our own
historical hermeneutical horizon. But in coming to understand what
Aristotle is saying, our prejudices are challenged and we enlarge our
own horizon. This fusion of horizons provides a critical perspective
on our own situation, enabling us to see how praxis has been deformed.
Every encounter with tradition is intrinsically critical. By being
sensitive to Aristotle’s own confrontation with the “professional
lawmakers whose function at that time'corresponded to the role of
the expert in modern scientific society,” we can better understand
the problems we confront in our own situation, We can learn from
Aristotle what practice really is, and why it is not to be identified
with the “application of science to technical tasks.” Gadamer real-
izes that in modern society techné itself has been transformed, but
this only highlights the importance of what we can learn from Aris-
totle about praxis and phronésis. He tells us:

In a scientific culture such as ours the fields of techné and art are much
more expanded. Thus the fields of mastering means to pre-given ends have
been rendered even more monological and controllable. The crucial change
is that practical wisdom can no longer be promoted by personal contact and
the mutual exchange of views among citizens, Not only has craftmanship
been replaced by industrial work; many forms of our daily life are techno-
logically organized so that they no longer require personal decision. In modemn
technological society public opinion itself has in a new and really decisive
way become the object of very complicated techniques—and this, I think, is
the main problem facing our civilization.*

The temporal distance between ourselves and Aristotle is not a
negative barrier but is, rather, positive and productive for understand-
ing. By opening ourselves to what Aristotle’s text says to us, and to
the claim to truth that it makes upon us, we bring to life new mean-
ings of the text, And this understanding, as a form of phronésis, is a
practical-moral knowledge which becomes constitutive of what we
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are in the process of becoming. Gadamer seeks to show us that
authentic hermeneutical understanding becomes integral to our very
being and transforms what we are in process of becoming, just as
phronésis determines the being of the phronimos.
This stress on the moment of appropriation in hermeneutical
understanding enables us to see why Gadamer believes that the Geis-
.teswissenschaften, when truly practiced, are practical-moral disci-
plines. As hermeneutical disciplines, they are not primarily directed
, toward amassing theoretical, “objective” knowledge. Rather, while
hermeneutical understanding does require theoretical distancing, it
also involves the type of appropriation characteristic of phronésis,*
The type of knowledge and truth that hermeneutics yields is practi-
cal knowledge and truth that shapes our praxis (we will soon explic-
itly examine the questie; th). This also helps to explain why
for Gadamer the * of philosophic_hermeneutics is to
“correct the peculidrfalsehesd of rﬁmnd “to
demon‘ against the domination of tech-
nology based on science.” It isﬂlﬁ?_}@ of our age and the false
idolatry of the expert that pose thethrear to practical and political
reason. The task of philosophy today is to elicit in us the type of
questioning that can become a counterforce against the contempo-

rary deformation of praxis. It is in this sense that “hermeneutic
philosophy is the heir of the older tradition of practical philosophy.”

THE MOVEMENT BEYOND
PHILOSOPHIC HERMENEUTICS -

I have indicated that Gadamer's appropriation of the tradition of
practical philosophy is not without tensions and problems, If we take
Gadamer seriously and press his own claims, they lead us beyond
philosophic hermeneutics, But before I begin my immanent critique—
a critique that takes Gadamer's arguments seriously and draws out
their conclusions—it is important to remember that in Truth and
Method Gadamer’s primary concern is with the understanding and
interpretation of works of art, texts, and tradition, with “what is
handed down to us.” Ethics and politics are not in the foreground of
his investigations. Even his discussion of Aristotle i§'introduced only
insofar as it helps to illuminate the hermeneutical phenomenon. But
it is also clear that if we pay close attention to Gadamer’s writings
before and after the publication of Truth and Method, we will see
that from his very earliest to his most recent writings he has consis-
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tently shown a concern with ethics and politics, especially with
what we can learn from Greek philosophy. In his writings since the
publication of Truth and Method, Gadamer has returned again and
again to the dialectical interplay of hermeneutics and praxis. When
we enlarge our horizon and consider the implications of what he is
saying for a contemporary understanding of praxis, a number of diff-
culties come into sharp relief.

Let me begin with a consideration of the meaning of truth for
Gadamer, then move to his conception of criticism, This will allow
us to take a close look at some of the difficulties with his appropria-
tion of phronésis. Finally, we can turn to Gadamer’s reflections on
dizalogue and freedom.

Although the concept of truth is basic to Gadamer's entire project
of philosophic hermeneutics, it turns out to be one of the most
elusive concepts in his work, After all, a primary intention of Truth
and Method is to elucidate and defend the legitimacy of speaking of
the “truth” of works of art, texts, and tradition. Gadamer tells us
that it was not his aim to play off Method against Truth, but rather
to show that there is “an entirely different notion of knowledge and
truth™ which is not exhausted by the achievements of scientific
method and which is available to us through hermeneutical under-
standing. The appeal to truth—a truth that'enables us to go beyond
our own historical horizon through a fusion of horizons—is abso-
lutely essential in order to distinguish philosophic hermeneutics from
a historicist form of relativism. Gadamer concludes Truth and Method
with strong claims about this distinctive type of truth.

Thus there is undoubtedly no understanding that is free of all prejudices,
however much the will of our knowledge must be directed towards escaping
their thrall. It has emerged throughout our investigation that the certainty
that is imparted by the use of scientific methods does not suffice to guaran-
tee truth. This is so especially of the human sciences, but this does not
mean a dimunition of their scientific quality, but, on the contrary, the justi-
fication of the claim to special humane significance that they have always
made. The fact that in the knowing involved in them the knower’s own
being is involved marks, certainly, the limitation of “method,” but not that
of science. 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 [die Wahrheit verbiirgt]. (TM, pp. 446-47,
WM, p. 465)

But what precisely does “truth” mean here? And what does it
mean to say that there is a discipline of questioning and research
that “guarantees truth”? It is much easier to say what “truth” does
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not mean than to give a positive account, It might seem curious
(although I do not think it is accidental that in a work entitled Truth
and Method the topic of truth never becomes tully thematic and is
discussed only briefly toward the very end of the book. {The word
“truth” is not even listed in the index.) It is clear, however, that like
Hegel and Heidegger, Gadamer rejects the notion of truth as corre-
spondence, as adequatio intellectus et rei, at least in regard to the
distinctive type of truth that is achieved through hermeneutical
understanding. What Gadamer means by “truth” is a blending of
motifs that have resonances in Hegel and Heidegger. Like Hegel,
Gadamer seeks to show that there is a truth that is revealed in the

process of experience |Erfahrung) and that emerges in the dialogical

encounter with tradition, Even the passage just quoted echoes the
typical Hegelian movement from certainty |(Gewissheit) to truth
(Wahrheit), And like Heidegger, Gadamer also seeks to recover the
notion of alétheia as unconcealment (Unverborgenheit). There is
even a parallel between Heidegger’s claim that Dasein is “equally in
truth and in untruth”” and Gadamer’s claim that prejudices (both
blind and enabling ones| are constitutive of our being. But Gadamer
also distances himself from both Hegel and Heidegger. He categori-
cally rejects what Hegel himself took to be the ground of his concep-
tion of truth—that “truth is the whole” that is finally revealed in
Wissenschaft, the absolute knowledge that completes and over-
comes experience.” Gadamer also stands in an uneasy relation with
Heidegger. He draws back from the “radical” thinking (Denken) of
Heidegger. With implicit reference to Heidegger, Gadamer writes,
"When science expands into a total technocracy and thus brings on
the ‘cosmic night’ of the ‘forgetfulness of being’, the nihilism that
Nietzsche prophesied, then may one look at the last fading light of
the sun that is set in the evening sky, instead of turning around to
look for the first shimmer of its return” (TM, p. xxv; WM, p. xxv).
And with explicit reference to Heidegger, he tells us, “What man
needs is not only a persistent asking of ultimate questions, but the
sense of what is feasible, what is possible, what is correct, here and
now” (TM, p. xxv; WM, p. xxv].% But even if we play out the similar-
ities and differences with Hegel and Heidegger, the precise meaning
of truth in Gadamer’s philosophy still eludes us. Even more problem-
atic and revealing, if we closely examine the way in which Gadamer
appeals to “truth,” we see that he is employing a concept of truth
that he never fully makes explicit. Typically he speaks of the “claim
to truth” (Anspruch auf Wahrheit) that works of art, texts, and tradi-
tion make upon us. Gadamer never says [and it would certainly pervert
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his meaning) that something is true simply because it is handed
down to us. This is just as evident in his claims about the tradition
of practical philosophy as it is in his criticism of the Enlightenment’s
prejudice against prejudice. In saying, for example, that “when Aris-
totle, in the sixth book of the Nicomachean Ethics, distinguishes
the manner of ‘practical’ knowledge . . . from theoretical and tech-
nical knowledge, he expresses, in my opinion, one of the greatest
truths by which the Greeks throw light upon the ‘scientific’ mysti-
fication of modern society of specialization,” Gadamer is not telling
us that this is one of the “greatest truths” simply because it is what
Aristotle’s text says. Furthermore, in this context, he is clearly refer-
ring to a discursive truth which needs to be justified or warranted by
argumentation. Rather, Aristotle’s doctrine is true because Gadamer
thinks we can now give convincing arguments and reasons to show
why it is true. The emphasis here is not simply on what tradition
§ays to us or even on the “claim to truth” that it makes upon us but
on the validation of such claims by our own thinking and argumen-
tation. Gadamer has warned us against reifying tradition and taking
it as something simply given. Furthermore, tradition is not a seam-
less whole. There are conflicting traditions making conflicting claims
of truth upon us—for example, a tradition of Enlightenment think-
ing, as well as the older tradition of practical philosophy. If we take
our historicity seriously, then the challenge that always confronts us
is to give the best possible reasons and arguments that are appropri-
ate to our hermeneutical situation in order to validate claims to
truth.

Gadamer himself makes this point forcefully in his friendly quarrel
with Leo Strauss. Commenting on a theme that Gadamer shares
with Strauss—the importance of the concept of friendship in Aris-
totle’s ethics for enabling us to recognize the limitations of modern
ethics—he asks,

Does this insight emerge because we “read” the classics with an eye that is
trained by historical science, reconstructing their meaning, as it were, and
then considering it possible, trusting that they are right? Or do we see truth
in them because we are thinking ourselves as we try to understand them,
L.e, because what they say seems true to us when we consider the corre-
sponding modern theories that are invoked? [TM, p. 485; WM, p. 507)

There is no ambiguity in the answers that Gadamer gives to these
Questions. He emphasizes our thinking, understanding, and argu-
mentation. But then this casts the entire question of truth in a very
different light, When it comes to the validation of claims to truth,
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then the essential issue concerns the reasons and arguments that we

-can give to support such claims—reasons and arguments that are of

course fallible and that are anticipatory, in the sense that they can
be challenged and criticized by future argumentation. In effect, I am
suggesting that Gadamer is appealing to a concept of truth that (prag-
matically speaking) amounts to what can be argumentatively vali-
dated by the community of interpreters who open themselves to
what tradition "says to us.”> This does not mean that there is some
transcendental or ahistorical perspective from which we can evalu-
ate competing claims to truth. We judge and evaluate such claims by
the standards and practices that have been hammered out in the
course of history. i

Gadamer typically links truth (Wahrheit) with the thing (die
Sache] itself. He tells us, “I repeat again what I have often insisted
upon: every hermeneutical understanding begins and ends with the
‘thing itself’.”** In appealing to the thing itself, Gadamer does not
mean Kant's Ding-an-sich. Rather he plays on the implications of
Aristotle’s assertion, in the Ethics, that the appropriate form of
knowledge and reasoning is conditioned by the subject matter; on
the way in which Hegel, in the Phenomenology of Spirit, is always
directing us to die Sache in order to reveal the dialectical movement
of consciousness; and on the significance of the call for the “return
to the things themselves” in Husserl and the transformation of this
demand in Heidegger's “hermeneutics of facticity.” But this appeal
to die Sache is not sufficient to clarify the concept (Begriff] of truth,
since the question can always be asked, When do we have a true
understanding of the thing (die Sache) itself? Gadamer implicitly
recognizes that this is always a proper question when he says that
our anticipatory interpretations “may not conform to what the thing
1s.”%* The crucial point as it pertains to truth is that however prom-
inent the thing it8elf may be in testing our interpretations, a true
understanding of the thing itself must be warranted by appropriate
forms of argumentation that are intended to show that we have
properly grasped what the thing itself says.> o

The point that I am making about the concept of truth that is
implicit in Gadamer’s writings is closely related to the allied concept
of criticism. Gadamer says,

It is a grave misunderstanding to assume that emphasis on the essential
factor of tradition which enters into all understanding implies an uncritical
acceptance of tradition and sociopolitical conservatism. ... In truth the
confrontation of our historic tradition is always a critical challenge of this
tradition. . ., Every experience is such a confrontation.s’
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Here too there are echoes of Hegel, for, like Hegel, Gadamer thinks
that experience—Erfahrung—always involves an element of negativ-
ity, of “determinate negation” (see TM, pp. 310-25; WM, pp. 329—
44). But even if we read this passage in the light of a full understand-
ing of Gadamer’s approach to tradition, there is a problem here that
Gadamer does not squarely confront. All criticism appeals to some
principles, standards, or criteria. Gadamer is extremely incisive in
exposing the fallacy of thinking that such principles, standards, or
criteria can be removed from our own historicity and in showing
that there is an essential openness and indeterminacy about them.
(This parallels Kuhn’s effort to elucidate the criteria for evaluating
competing scientific theories.) But even if we grant Gadamer every-
thing that he wants to say about human finitude rcoted in historic-
ity, this does not lessen the burden of answering the question of what
is and what ought to be the basis for the critical evaluation of the
problems of modernity. One can be sympathetic with Gadamer’s
critique of objectivism, foundationalism, the search for some Archi-
medean point that somehow stands outside of our historical situa-
tion. But if we press the theme of application and appropriation to
our historical situation, then we must still address the question,
What is the basis for our critical judgments? When Gadamer tells us
that the “concept of 'praxis’ Which was develope ast two
centuries is an awrtul deformation of what practice really is’’ or when
he speaks of "the peculiar falsehood of modern consciousness|,| the
idolatry of scientific method[,] and the anonymous authority of the
sciences,” he is himself appealing to critical standards and norms
that demand rational justification and argumentation. It is not suffi-
cient to give a justification that directs us to tradition. What is required
is a form of argumentation that seeks to warrant what is valid in this
tzadition.

We can also approach the question of the inadequacies of Gada-
mer’s conception of truth and criticism from a slightly different
perspective, Gadamer frequently presents his own thinking as a
corrective to the onesidedness and excesses of the scientism that is
so pervasive in contemporary thought, which he traces back to the
Cartesian and Enlightenment legacies. It is certainly true that Gada-
mer does present a strong apologia for the centrality and legitimacy
of the concepts of prejudgment, authority, and tradition. But we can
ask, in a Gadamerian fashion, Isn't there also a claim to truth in the
Enlightenment tradition that needs to be recovered and honored?*
We do a grave injustice to the Enlightenment if we think that it was
simply an “epistemological” movement and fail to recognize that
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any adequate hermeneutica] understanding of the Enlightenment needs
AWk to recognize its social and political roots, Thus, for example, we can
Q&S grant that true authority is not blind obedience, but rather that

. i enment thinkers knew, authority always bresents itself as possessing
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0 \km\@\.‘?{;ﬁ @‘?\:‘Q follow them because they have superior judgment and insight. The

r\Ek ) real political and Practical problem is to be able to critically evaluate
TS when such claims are legitimate and when they are not. Or, if we

(‘;S\Ln use the language of Gadamer, the practical 1ssue is to be able to

SIS distinguish rightfu] authority (which is based on knowledge and

.
A recognition) from pseudo versions of it that falsely claim to be based

{ on superior knowledge, Gadamer’s hilosophic hermeneutics does
not include a detailed ung rstanding of how ower as domination

(HeTFschaftl—the type of domination that deforms praxis—operates
| Selali—operaty
in the Todern world.
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At times Gadamer S€ems to suggest that in the contemporary
world the threat and danger for praxis comes from techns, But such

a judgment would be profoundly misleading. Even if we appeal to

despite contemporary transformations of the meaning and scope of
the practical and the technical, the point that we need to be aware

domination |Herrschafir:
D OpAIC perspective such as philosophic hermeneutics can

' ?é{ of is this: the danger for contemporary praxis is not techné, but
A philos
be judged not only by what it says and what comes into sharp focus

| have taught us, no intellectual orientation that seeks to illuminate
concrete praxis in the contemporary world can be judged adequate if
it fails to con questions c grning the character, dynamics,
and tactics of{power and domination

These critica J , Criticism, and power point to
some of the difficulties and lacunae in Gadamer’s appropriation of
phronesis, that distinctive “intellectual virtue” that is required for
“ethical know-how" which mediates and codetermines the universal
and the particular, Let us €xamine phronésis carefully, concentrating
on the “universa}” element that is mediated. Gadamer's meaning is
illustrated by his interpretation of the role of natural law in Aristo-

concrete, particular situations of praxis. Finding justice in a concrete
situation demands perfecting law with equity (epieikeia): “Tt follows,
then, according to Aristotle that the idea of natural law serves only
a critical function, Nothing in the idea authorizes us to use it
dogmatically by attributing the inviolability of natural law to partic-
ular and concrete juridical contents.”® The claim that Gadamer makes
about Aristotle’s understanding of natural law [the universal element)
as something that is essentially open to interpretation and that is

and Gadamer realizes, phronésis Presupposes the existence of nomoj
(funded laws) in the polis or community, This is what keeps phro-
nesis from degenerating into the mere cleverness or calculation that
characterizes the deinos (the clever person).* Given a community in
which there is a living, shared acceptance of ethical principles and
norms, then phronésis as the mediation of such universals in partic-
ular situations makes good sense. ;

The problem for us today, the chief characteristic of our herme-
neutical situation, is that We are in a state of great confusion and
uncertainty [some might even say ¢haos] about what norms or
“Universals” ought to g0vern our practical lives, Gadamier reg TZes—
but T do not think he squarely faces the issues that it raises—that we
are living in a time when the very conditions required for the exer-
cise of phronésis—the shared acceptance and stability of universal
Principles and laws—are themselves threatened (or do not exist). Of

Or even vicious cleverness, But to insist that these are always real
Possibilities in any society, no matter how just or unjust the society
may be, is not yet to confront a crucial question—the question of
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what material, social, and political conditions need to be concretely
realized in order to encourage the flourishing of phronésis in all
citizens,

Furthermore, Gadamer daes not adequately clarify the type of
discourse that is appropriate when questions about the validity of
basic norms (universals) are raised. How is such recognition and
agreement to be achieved? When there is serious disagreement about
what norms ought to be binding, should all participants be able to
have a say? When pressed about these questions, Gadamer frequently
deals with a different issue. He tells us that such universals are
inherited from tradition, that they are essentially open, that their
meaning can be specified only in application to concrete, practical
situations. But this does not clarify the issue of what we are to do in
a situation in which there is confusion or conflict about which norms
Or universals are appropriate, or how we are to evaluate a situation
in which we question the validity of such norms.

If we follow out the logic of Gadamer’s own line of thinking, if
we are really concerned with the “sense of what is feasible, what is
possible, what is correct, here and now,” then this demands that we
turn our attention to the question of how we can nurture the type of
communities required for the flourishing of phronésis. At the heart
of Gadamer’s thinking about praxis is a paradox. On th€ one hand,
he acutely analyzes the deformation of praxis in the contemporary
world, and yet on the other hand he seems to suggest, regardless of
the type of community in which we live, that phronésis is always a
real possibility. Ironically, there is something almost unhistorical in
the way in which Gadamer a ropriates phroneésis. Except for some
occasional remarks, we do not %—Ina any detailed systematic analysis
of social structure and causes of the deformation of praxis in
contemporary society. Insufficient attention is paid to the historical
differences that would illuminate precisely how praxis and phronésis
are threatened and undermined in the contemporary world. Since
Aristotle clearly saw the continuity and interplay of ethics and poli-
tics, one would think that this is a movement necessitated by Gada-
mer’s own appropriation of phronésis. But although Gadamer
acknowledges this to-and-fro movement, he stops short of facing the
issues of what is to be done when the polis or community itself is
“corrupt”—when there is a breakdown of its nomoi and of a rational
discourse about the norms that ought to govern our practical lives.®

In defense of Gadamer, one can see why he stops short of
confronting the practical issues of our historical hermeneutical situ-
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ation. We can read his philosophic hermeneutics as a meditation on
the meaning of human finitude, as a constant warning against the
excesses of what he calls “planning reason,” a caution that philoso-
phy must give up the idea of an “infinite intellect.” “The role of
prophet, of Cassandra, of preacher” does not suit the philosopher.
Gadamer, like Heidegger, is deeply skeptical about the human will
and about the belief that we can make or engineer communities in
which there are living, shared, universal principles. The claims of
philosophic hermeneutics are at once bold and modest. They are bold
insofar as hermeneutics has the task of defending practical and polit-
ical reason against the various attacks on it in the contemporary
world and of eliciting the sense of questioning that can make us
aware of our ignorance, But philosophic hermeneutics—or any form
of philosophy—cannot solve the problems of society or politics. It is
dangerous to submit to the temptation of playing the prophet. This
is the way to dogmatism—and even terror. Even if one accepts Gada-
mer’s cautions about prophesy and dogmatism, though, we are still
confronted with a practical task, one to which Gadamer's OWn inves-
tigations lead us: to foster the type of dialogical communities in
which phronésis becomes a living reality and where citizens can
actually assume what Gadamer tells us is their “noblest task’”—
"decision-making according to one’s own responsibility—instead of
conceding that task to the expert.”

There is another significant gap in Gadamer’s fusion of herme-
neutics and praxis. This is not just an innocent omission but a glar-
ing substantive deficiency, if one is concerned about contemporary
practical and political life. Consider again some of Gadamer’s reit-
erated critical judgments about our contemporary historical situa-
tion. He tells us that the contempory understanding of practical
reason as “technical control” has degraded the concept of praxis. But
if this 15 true—and I certainly agree that it is—then one wants to
know what is it about modern societies that has caused this to
Happen. Gadamer speaks of the dangerous role of experts and tech-
nicians in modern society when they are invested with “exaggerated
authority.” Again, while I think he is right in his judgment, his
comments raise the problem of how we are to account for this
phenomenon and determine its social consequences., He declares, as
we have seen, that in “modern technological society, public opinion
itself has in a new and really decisive way become the object of very
complicated techniques—and this . .. is the main problem facing
our civilization.” But if this phenomenon is “new and really deci-
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sive,” then again we need some explanation of how this “new’ state

of affairs has come about.

‘Irying to precisely formulate and answer such questions is not
just a matter of idle theoretical curiosity; it is of the utmost practical
importance. Without some sort of theoretical understanding and
explanation of the structure and dynamics of modern technological
society, there is always the real danger that praxis will be ineffectual,
merely abstract. Let us not forget that praxis requires choice, delib-
eration, and decision about what is to be done in concrete situations.
Informed action requires us to try to understand and explain the
salient characteristics of the situations we confront. [ do not want to
suggest that there is an easy way of answering such questions. We
know how much disagreement exists about what is a proper way of
trying to give answers—or even about what counts as a satisfactory
formulation of questions. But if we are genuinely concerned with
praxis, we cannot avoid struggling with these complex issues.

One might again seek to come to Gadamer'’s defense by arguing
that I am placing an illegitimate demand upon him. After all, Gada-
mer explicitly tells us that his first and last concern is philosophy.
He is not doing, nor does he claim to be doing, social scientific
analysis; this is simply not Gadamer’s field of inquiry. The chief task
for philosophic hermeneutics is to illuminate what happens when
we understand—and this is essentially a philosophic question. But
such a line of defense is inadequate, and a bit too facile. Why? Because
Gadamer does claim to illuminate the essential character of the
Geisteswissenschaften {although not to provide a methodological
treatise on them],

It is here that the disparity between the continental dichotomy
of the Naturwissenschaften and the Geisteswissenschaften, and the
Anglo-American trichotomy of natural science, social science, and
humanities, comes into sharp relief. There is a fundamental unre-
solved ambiguity in Gadamer’s philosophy concerning the social
sciences. However much one recognizes the importance of the

i

hermeneutical dimension of the social sciences, one must also forth-.

rightly confront those aspects of these disciplines that seek to develop
theoretical and causal explanations of social phenomena. Some-
times—and Gadamer’s remarks about the social sciences are very
sparse—he writes as though they. are like underdeveloped natural
sciences, implying that it is essential for us to realize their “limited
relevance,” because they never tell us how they are to be applied.
Phronésis is always required to apply the results of the social sciences.
But at other times he writes as if all the social sciences, when prop-
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erly understood, are to be assimilated to practical philosophy as a
model of the human sciences.

What is obscured by this indecisiveness can be directly related
to the question of the dialectical interplay between phronésis and
techné. Once we are clear about the categorial distinction between
these concepts, then we can ask, Is there any type of contemporary
social knowledge that can help us to understand what are the avail-
able techniques that can inform our praxis? I do not find any evidence
in Gadamer to show that he faces the complex issues raised by this
question. Again, we can even appeal to the Greeks in order to point
out that both for them and for us techné without phronésis is blind,
while phroneésis without techné is empty.

The major point of this immanent critique of philosophic herme-
neutics—that it leads us to questions and practical tasks that take
us beyond hermeneutics—can be approached in still another way.
Thus far I have been concentrating on Gadamer’s appropriation of
the “truth” in Aristotle’s understanding of praxis and phronésis, but
a full-scale analysis of Gadamer’s philosophic hermeneutics would
require seeing how it represents an appropriation and interweaving
of themes drawn from Aristotle, Plato, and Hegel—the three philos-
ophers who, in addition to Heidegger, have had the most profound
influence on Gadamer. [ want to consider two of the most important
themes that Gadamer appropriates from Plato and Hegel: the central-
ity of dialogue and conversation, and the meaning of freedom.

Gadamer'’s first book dealt with Plato, and throughout his long
and productive philosophic career he has returned again and again to
the interpretation and appropriation of Plato’s texts. In all his work,
Gadamer has been drawn to what we can learn from Plato about the
meaning of dialogue, and he shows in his detailed studies how illu-
minating Plato’s texts become when we read them as dialogues.®
But the notion of dialogue has been present from the very beginning
of Gadamer’s discussion of play as the “clue to ontological explana-
tion.”

When one enters into a dialogue with another person and then is carried
further by the dialogue, it is no longer the will of the individual person,
holding itself back or exposing itself, that is determinative, Rather, the law
of the subject matter [die Sache] is at issue in the dialogue and elicits state-
ment and counterstatement, and in the end plays them into each other.

A conversation or a dialogue is

a process of two people understanding each other. Thus it is characteristic
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of every true conversation that each opens himself to the other person, truly think out what is required for such a dialogue based on mutual ol
accepts his point of view as worthy of conmderatloq and gets inside the understanding, respect, a willingness to listen and risk one’s opin-
other to such an extent that he understands not 2 particular individual, but ] Sl ; )
what he says. The thing that has to be grasped is the objective rightness or | Lo and p;eyuchces, a mutual seeking of thﬁf correctness of wha.t 18
otherwise of his opinion, so that they can agree with each other on the i said, we will have defined a powerful regulative ideal that can orient
subject [das sachliche Recht seiner Meinung damit wir in der Sache mitein- | our practical and political lives, If the quintessence of what we are is
ander einig werden Konnen). (TM, p. 347; WM, p. 363) to be dialogical—and if this is not just the privilege of the few—then

whatever the limitations of the practical realization of this ideal, it
In a genuine dialogue or conversation, what is to be understood [die nevertheless can and should give practical orientation to our lives.
Sache| guides the movement of the dialogue. The concept of dialogue We must ask what it is that blocks and prevents such dialogue, and
is fundamental for grasping what is distinctive about hermeneutical what is to be done, “what is feasible, what is possible, what is correct, AL 2
understanding, here and now” to make such genuine dialogue a concrete reality. GRM
Gadamer is, of course, aware of the differences between the What Gadamer appropriates from Hegel is as significant as what e dﬂ»"
dialogue that we have with texts and tradition and that which oceurs he rejects. As we have seen, experience (Erfahrung), the movement
with other persons, “Texts are ‘permanently fixed expressions of life’ from certainty (Gewissheit) to truth (Wahrheit), the centrality of die

which have to be understood, and that means that one partner in the
hermeneutical conversation, the text [] is expressed only through
the other partner, the interpreter” (TM, p. 349; WM, p. 365).% The
conversation or dialogue that Gadamer takes to be the quintessence
of hermeneutical understanding always evokes the memory of a living
conversation or dialogue between persons. But Gadamer, in his analy-
sis of dialogue and conversation, stresses not only the common bond
and the genuine novelty that a turn in a conversation may take but
the mutuality, the respect required, the genuine seeking to listen to
and understand what the other is saying, the openness to risk and

test our own opinions through such an encounter, In_Gedamer's.-

distinctive understanding of practical philosophy, he blends this
concept of dialogue,” which he Ands illustrated im the Platomie
Dialogues, with his understanding of phronésis.® But here, too, there
are strong practical and political implications that Gadamer fails to
pursue. For Gadamer’s entire corpus can be read as showing us that
what we truly are, what is most characteristic of our humanity is
that we are dialogical or conversational beings in whom “language
is a reality.” According to Gadamer’s reading of the history of phi-
1osophy, this idea can be found at the very beginning of Western
philosophy and is the most important lesson to be learned from this
philosophic tradition in our own time.

But if we are really to appropriate this central idea to our histor-
ical situation, it will point us toward important practical and politi-
cal tasks. It would be a gross distortion to imagine that we might
conceive of the entire political realm organized on the principle of
dialogue or conversation, considering the fragile conditions that are
required for genuine dialogue and conversation. Nevertheless, if we

Sache selbst in leading and guiding us, the way in which self-under- R iTh,
i i
|

standing is achieved only in and through the dialectical encounter
with the “other,” the “recognition” theme that is 80 central for
understanding the movement of Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit,
the play of identity and difference, the speculative character of
language—all are ideas that have their resonances in Gadamer’s
philosophic hermeneutics. What Gadamefr/e;'eé}s in Hegel and criti-
cizes is the claim téialit ), the idea thatttmans can achieve the
stance of the “infinite Ttellect,” that there is a “true infinity” that
completes the process of experience, that there is or can be “absolite
knowledge'” or Wissenschaft that overcomes the essential openness
and anticipatory quality of al experience. But here, where I am seek-
ing to draw out the practical consequences of what Gadamer is saying,
I'want to single out his appropriation from Hegel of the principle of
freedom—a freedom that is realized only when there is authentic
mutual “recognition” among individuals.

Many critics (and defenders) of Gadamer stress the conservative
implications of philosophic hermeneutics. Certainly Gadamer seeks
to conserve the “truth” that speaks to us through tradition, although,
as we have seen, he strongly denies that focusing on the essential
factor of tradition implies uncritical acceptance of tradition, or “socio-
political conservatism.” But the critics have neglected the latent
radical strain implicit in Gadamer’s understanding of hermeneutics
as practical philosophy. This radical strain is indicated in his empha-
sis—which has become more and more dominant in recent years—
on freedom and solidarity that embrace all of humanity.

S—

For there is no higher principle of reason than that of freedom. Thus the

L
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opinion of Hegel and thus our own opinion as well. No higher principle is
thinkable than that of the freedom of all, and we understand actual history
from the perspective of this principle: as the ever-to-be-renewed and the
never-ending struggle for this freedom.s

In a passage that echoes the Frankfurt School’s radical interpretation
of Hegel, Gadamer writes:

The principle that all are free never again can be shaken. But does this mean
that on account 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? Obviously this points to the unending march of world history into
the openness of its future tasks and gives no becalming assurance that every-
thing is already in order.* '

What Gadamer tells us about freedom is complemented by what
he says about solidarity. His understanding of solidarity also goes
back to his interpretation of Greek philosophy and the primacy of
the principle of friendship in Greek ethics and politics. We recall
that when Gadamer examines Aristotle’s analysis of the distinction
between phronésis and techné, he notes that the variant of phronésis
which is called synésis requires friendship and solidarity.

Once again we discover that the person with understanding [synésis] does
not know and judge as one who stands apart and unaffected; but rather, as
one united by a specific bond with the other, he thinks with the other and
undergoes the situation with him, (TM, p. 288; WM, p. 306)

This theme, too, which Gadamer appropriates from Greek philoso-
phy, is universalized. “Genuine solidarity, authentic community,
should be realized.”® In summarizing his answer to the question
“What is practice?” he writes:

Practice is conducting oneself and acting in solidarity. Solidarity, however,
is the decisive condition and basis of all social reason. There is a saying of
Heraclitus, the “weeping” philosopher: The logos is common to all, but
people behave as if each had a private reason. Does this have to remain this
way?®

One of the reasons why many modern thinkers have been so
suspicious of phronésis, and more generally of the tradition of prac-
tical philosophy that was shaped by Aristotle, is because of the elitist
connotations of this “intellectual virtue.” Aristotle himself did not
think of it as a virtue that could be ascribed to every human being
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but only to those gifted individuals who had been properly educated.
And it cannot be denied that many of those who have been drawn to
this tradition in the modern age, especially insofar as they have
opposed what they take to be the excesses and abstractness of the
Enlightenment conception of reason, have not only been critical of
political reform and revolution but have been attracted to the elitist
quality of phronésis. But Gadamer softens this elitist aura by blend-
ing his discussion of phronésis with his analysis of a type of dialogue
and conversation that presupposes mutual respect, recognition, and
understanding. When all of this is integrated with the Hegelian
“truth”—"the principle that all are free never again can be shaken’—
then the radicalization of phronésis and praxis becomes manifest.
There is an implicit telos here, not in the sense of what will work
itself out in the course of history, but rather in the sense of what
ought to be concretely realized.

PHILOSOPHIC HERMENEUTICS AND
THE CARTESIAN ANXIETY ;

Earlier I have suggested that if we are to exorcise the Cartesian
Anxiety by moving beyond objectivism and relativism, then we need
to find an alternative way of thinking and of understanding our being-
in-the-world. We are now in a position to see that the whole of
Gadamer’s project—and all of the bypaths that he has followed—can
be interpreted as being addressed to this issue. For the direction of
his thinking that is initially concerned with the analysis of works of
art, texts, and tradition has universalistic consequences. From the
introduction of the concept of play, with its intrinsic to-and-fro
movement and buoyancy, to his analysis of dialogue and conversa-
tion where “the law of the subject matter [die Sache] is at issue in
the dialogue and elicits statement and counterstatement, and in the
end plays them into each other,” all of the themes in Gadamer’s
philosophic hermeneutics contribute to the movement beyond objec-
tivism and relativism. Gadamer is not simply attempting to reveal
what happens when we “understand” in some limited and parochial
sense of understanding. If we are truly dialogical beings—always in
conversation, always in the process of understanding—then the
dynamics of the play of understanding underlie and pervade all human
activities. Gadamer deplores the “aesthetic consciousness” (which
might just as well be called “subjectivism,” or what Maclntyre calls
"“emotivism” and which leads to relativism) that has become preva-
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lent in the modern period. He finds the same deficiencies and inade-
quacies in that form of “historical consciousness” which thinks of
itself as standing over and against historical “objects.” His positive
analysis of prejudgments, of the way in which they both enable us to
understand and are also risked and tested in al] genuine encounters
and experience, also helps to contribute to the movement beyond
objectivism and relativism. We find variations on the same theme in
Gadamer’s analysis of praxis and phronésis, In a variety of subtle
ways Gadamer shows us what is wrong with that way of thinking
that dichotomizes the world into "objects” which exist an sich and
“subjects” that are detached from and stand over against them. We
do not comprehend what the things themselves “say” unless we
realize that their meaning transcends them and comes into being
through the happening or event of understanding. And we do not
understand ourselves as “subjects” unless we understand how we are
always being shaped by effective-history and tradition. We are always
in medias res: there are no absolute beginnings or endings. Experi-
ence is always anticipatory and open. “The truth of experience always
contains an orientation towards new experience. . . . The dialectic of
experience has its own fulfillment not in definitive knowledge, but
in that openness to experience that is encouraged by experience itself”
(TM, p. 319; WM, p. 337). Overcoming the Cartesian Anxiety is
~ learning to live without the idea of the "infinite Tntellect,” finality,
and absolute knowledge. The approach that pervades so much of
Gadamer’s thinking and helps to give it unified perspective, his prac-
tical-moral orientation, is directed toward reminding us, and calling
us back to, an understanding of what it means to be finite historical
beings who are always “on the way” and who must assume personal
responsibility for our decisions and choices.

. While Gadamer’s sustained and multifaceted critique of objec-
tivism is apparent, it may seem more questionable whether he escapes
from the clutches of relativism. But Gadamer’s philosophic herme-
neutics is just as critical of the varieties of relativism as it is of
objectivism. Indeed, insofar as Gadamer begins his analysis in Truth
and Method with a critique of aesthetic consciousness and histori-
cism, one might say that developing a critique of relativism is his
primary concern. “Aesthetic consciousness,” as we have seen, does
lead to relativism—not only in the realm of the aesthetic but in all
domains of human life. Relativism ultimately makes sense (and gains
its plausibility| as the dialectical antithesis to objectivism. If we see
through objectivism, if we expose what is wrong with this way of
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thinking, then we are at the same time questioning the very intelli-
gibility of relativism.

But we do not have to leave matters at this abstract level of
analysis. We can appreciate how Gadamer’s reflections on language,
horizons, and historicity contribute to undermining relativism,
Understanding, he says, is limited, but not closed, it is essentially
open to appropriating what is alien. Gadamer, no less than Popper, is
sharply critical of the Myth of the Framework, the myth that we
forever are enclosed in our own horizons, our own paradigms, our
own culture. “Just as the individual is never simply an individual,
because he is always involved with others, so too the closed horizon
that is supposed to enclose a culture is an abstraction. The historical
movement of human life consists in the fact that it is never utterly
bound to any one standpoint, and hence can never have a truly closed
horizon” (TM, p. 271, WM, p. 288). Gadamer helps us to understand
the “truth” of the incommensurability thesis and to reject what is
false about it. He shows that insofar as the appeal to incommensur-
ability has been used (or misused) to justify the Myth of the Frame-
work or the notion that there is no way of comparing and commu-
nicating with alien horizons and forms of life, it is to be rejected as
false. But insofar as it is used to point to the openness of all experi-
ence and language and to describe our situation as that of being
constantly challenged to understand what is alien, and thereby to
risk our prejudices, the incommensurability thesis, for Gadamer, is
an idea that is basic for an understanding of our being-in-the-world,

Gadamer also exposes another feature of relativism. The vari-
eties of relativism constantly flirt with the suggestion that what we
take to be real, or true, or right is arbitrary, as if we could somehow
simply decide by an act of will what is real, true, and right. But
historicity is not to be confused with arbitrariness. Gadamer reminds
us that we belong to tradition, history, and language before they
belong to us. We cannot escape from the dynamic power of effective-
history, which is always shaping what we are becoming. We become
fools of history if we think that by an act of will we can escape the
prejudgments, practices, and traditions that are constitutive of what
we are, and that in Rorty’s phrase have been “hammered out” in the
course of history. But we are also always in the process of modifying
and shaping what we are becoming.

But even when we understand how philosophic hermeneutics
contributes to the movement beyond objectivism and relativism and
provides concrete exemplification of what such a movement means,
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it does not entirely succeed in charting the course beyond objectiv-
ism and relativism. I have tried to show that many of the problems
that Gadamer leaves unsolved are related to the ambiguities he allows
concerning the meaning of truth, and specifically concerning the
validation of the “claims to truth” that tradition makes upon us.
And here one must frankly admit that there is a danger of lapsing
into relativism. I have argued Gadamer is really committed to a
communicative understanding of truth, believing that “claims to
truth” always implicitly demand argumentation to warrant them,
but he has failed to make this view fully explicit. He also fails to
notice how this ambiguity transforms much of the rest of what he
says. For although all claims to truth are fallible and open to criti-
cism, they still require validation—validation that can be realized
only through offering the best reasons and arguments that can be
given in support of them—reasons and arguments that are them-
selves embedded in the practices that have been developed in the
course of history. We never escape from the obligation of seeking to
validate claims to truth through argumentation and opening ourselves
to the criticism of others.

The ambiguity that Gadamer allows concerning the meaning
and validation of claims to truth has consequences for the distinc-
tion and contrast between Truth and Method. Typically, when deal-
ing with hermeneutical understanding, Gadamer speaks of it as an
rertiTely different type of knowledge and truth” from that which is
yielded by Method and science. But he has never developed a full-
scale analysis of the type of knowledge and truth that he takes to be
characteristic of Method and the natural sciences. It is never quite
clear, then, what is common to these different forms of knowledge
and truth. And there are conflicting tendencies in what Gadamer
does say. At times, he suggests that these two types of knowledge
and truth are compatible as long as we are aware of the limits and
proper domain of science. It is not science that is the main target of
Gadamer’s criticism, but scientism. But Gadamer often seems t0

suggest that Method {and science) is never sufficient to reveal Truth.
Given the strong claims that Gadamer makes about the universality
of hermeneutics, there is something misleading about this contrast.
For if understanding underlies all human inquiry and knowledge,

it then what Gadamer labels Method must itself be hermeneutical.

THe appropriate contrast would then be not between Truth and Method
but between different types or dimensions of hermeneutical practice.
Gadamer tends to rely on an image of science which the postempi-
ricist philosophy and history of science have called into question. In
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fairness to Gadamer, it should be noted that he completed his major
study of hermeneutics before the emergence of the postempiricist
philosophy and history of science. There is something right about
understanding the importance of the mathematization of the physi-
cal world, the search for invariant laws, the centrality of the hypo-
thetical-deductive form of explanation in the sciences, and
the central role that prediction plays in science. But as we have seen,
all this needs to be qualified by the hermeneutical dimension of the
sciences. Method is more like hermeneutical understanding than
Gadamer frequently acknowledges, and when it comes to validating
competing understandings and interpretations we are confronted with
the type of critical problems that are so fundamental for understand-
ing scientific inquiry. Gadamer speaks of his emphasis on tradition
and the assimilation of what is past and handed down as a corrective
to those tendencies in modern thought that neglect or are insensitive
{t’o tradition and effective-history, But as we think through this
corrective,” we come back to the need to integrate the “truth” of
Fhe Cartesian and Enlightenment traditions that Gadamer is criticiz-
ing—the demand for intersubjective and public criteria for the eval-
uation of all claims to truth by the community of interpreters.

All of these tensions and problems come into sharp focus in
Gadamer’s elucidation of praxis and phronésis. He has opened us to
many questions that he does not adequately answer. If we pursue
what he means by truth and criticism, if we turn our attention to
the status of the shared principles and universals required for the
exercise of phronésis, or to examining what type of communities are
required for all individuals to be able to assume the “moblest task of
the citizen—making decisions according to one’s responsibility”’'—
or to the legitimate causal questions that need to be confronted in
seeking to understand and explain the dynamics, conflicts, and
contradictions of contemporary society or to the practical implica-
tions of what he has to say about dialogue, conversation, freedom,
and solidarity, then we are led beyond philosophic hermeneutics.
These questions lead us—with a deepened understanding of human
finitude that helps us to exorcise the Cartesian Anxiety—to the task
of further clarifying what praxis means in our historical situation

~and to the practical tasks of concretely realizing what Gadamer so

nobly defends as being central to our humanity.
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2. The Genesis of Secrecy: On the Interpretation of Narrative (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1979), ;

3. One can trace the encounter between hermeneutics and literary studies in
the articles published in the journal New Literary History,

4, "Interpretation and the Sciences of Man,” p. 25.

5. See Quentin Skinner, “Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas,”
History and Theory 8 (1969):1~53; “Motives, Intentions and the Interpretation of
Texts,”” New Literary History 3 (1972):393-408, and “Some Problems in the Analysis
of Political Thought and Action,” Political Theory 2 (1974):227-303. See Hayden
White, Metahistory [Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1973},

6. Gadamer has been one of the few German philosophers to recognize the
importance of Collingwood, especially Collingwood's idea of a logic of question and
answer, Gadamer was responsible for the German translation of Collingwood’s Auto-
biography. See his discussion of Collingwood in TM, pp, 333~41, WM, pp. 351-60.

7. Philasophy and the Mirror of Nature, p, 315.

8, See Dilthey's essay, “The Rise of Hermeneutics,” trans, Fredric Jameson, New
Literary History 3 {1972):229—44, See also Paul Ricoeur, ‘/The Task of Hermeneutics,”
in Paul Ricoeur; Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences, ed. and trans, John B,
Thompson |Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1981},

9, Meditations, p. 174,

10. Hanngh Arendt stresses this distinction between the universality character-
istic of theoretical and practical reason and the generality or communicability of
aesthetic judgments. See her discussion of the significance of this distinction in “Crisis
in Culture.” See also Hannah Arendt: Lectures on Kant's Political Philosophy.

11, Critique of Judgment, trans. ], H. Bernard (New York: Hafner Press, 1951}, p.

12, Kathleen Wright has pointed out to me that Gadamer's analysis of play can
also be related to Heidegger’s discussion of Spiel and Spiegel.

13, “Man and Language,” in his Philosophical Hermeneutics, p. 66.

14, Although Gadamer’s erudition is extremely impressive, there is no evidence
in his publications that he has ever seriously encountered the American pragmatists.
Yet there is a fundamental affinity between Gadamer's critique of Cartesianism and
the critique developed by the pragmatic thinkers.

There are also basic similarities between Gadamer’s understanding of play and
the way in which we participate or share in works of art and Dewey’s understanding
of art as experience, Dewey, through his understanding of experience as situational
and transactional, also seeks to overcome modern subjectivism and the “spectator
theory of knowledge” without lapsing into relativism., In Gadamerian terms, Dewey's
understanding of art as experience presents an alternative way of understanding our
being-in-the-world. For Dewey, too, all praxis involves pathos, and all pathos involves
praxis. In this respect both Gadamer and Dewey reflect the influence of Hegel's
concept of experience {Erfahrungl. There is, however, a major difference between
Dewey and the American pragmatists, on the one hand, and Gadamer on the other,
Gadamer typically emphasizes the differences between hermeneutical experience and
science |despite his claims about the universality of hermeneutics). But the starting
point for the pragmatists was a reinterpretation of science itself that brings out what
Gadamer would call its “hermeneutical dimension.” This difference of emphasis is of
more than historical interest. The pragmatists were far more alert to the analogues
and continuity between science (properly understood| and other dimensions of expe-
rience and human understanding, See my discussion of Peirce and Dewey in Praxis
and Action, pt. 3.

15, The English word “passive” fails to capture Gadamer's nuanced meaning,
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What Gadamer means is much closer to the Greek pathos, All pathos involves under-
going, experiencing, suffering. Just as the concept of pathos has been emasculated in
many of its contemporary adamer argues that this is also true of the concept
of praxis. All genuine praxds involves pathos. The dialectical interplay of praxis and
pathos is characteristic of all experience (Erfahrung). See Gadamer’s discussion of
Erfahrung, TM, pp. 310-25; WM, pp. 329-44, Fred R, Dallmayr has explored the
relation of praxis and experience in a number of contemporary thinkers, including
Gadamer. See Dallmayr’s “Praxis and Experience” (forthcoming).

16, Gadamer claims that we can find anticipations of “a critique of the moral

. consequences of ‘aesthetic consciousness’ ” in Plato’s critique of mimetic poetry. See

“Plato and the Poets,” in his Dialogue and Dialectic, trans. P. Christopher Smith
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980}, p. 65. See also Smith’s comment on the
critique of “aesthetic consciousness,” p. 65, n. 10, What Gadamer calls “aesthetic
consciousness”” can be directly related to MacIntyre’s description of emotivism in
After Virtue, MacIntyze also shows the relation of emotivism to aestheticism.

17. One of the travesties of Gadamer’s thought in the English translation of
Wahrheit und Methode is that the subtle and central distinction between Erlebnis and
Erfahrung is obscured, Both German terms are translated as “experience.” But Gada-
mer carefully shows not only how recent is the use of Erlebnis but also how its use is
entwined with the emergence of “aesthetic consciousness.” Gadamer tells us:

Schleiermacher’s appeal to living feeling against the cold rationalism of the
enlightenment, Schi?ler’s call for sesthetic freedom against mechanistic soci-
ety, Hegel’s contrasting of life {later, of spiritiwith 'positivity,” were forerun-
ners of the protest against modern industrial society which at the beginning
of our century caused the words Erlebnis and Erieben to become almost
sacred clarion calls, (TM, p. 57, WM, p. 55) :

This distinctive meaning of Erlebnis is itself colored by the reaction against objectiv-
ism,

But Erfahrung, as Gadamer uses this concept, does not have the heightened
subjectivistic resonances of Erlebnis. Erfahrung involves the dialectical interplay of
pathos and praxis. Erfahrung always involves (as Hegel showed| negativity. To explain
what he means by Erfahrung, Gadamer draws upon and blends motifs from Aeschylus,
Aristotle, and Hegel, For the contrast between Erlebnis and Erfahrung, see TM, pp.
55-63; WM, pp. 56~66; and TM, pp. 310-25, WM, pp. 329-44,

18. Gadamer himself recognizes the affinity of his claims about the linguistic
character of meaning and understanding with Wittgenstein's investigations of language
games, See “The Phenomenological Movement,” in Gadamer’s Philosophical Herme-
neutics, pp. 175-77, A similar emphasis on language and symbolic form is found in
Geertz's analysis of understanding in “Prom the Native’s Point of View.” We find an
anazlogous linguistic turn in Ricoeur’s analysis of understanding, (See Thompson, Paul
Ricoeur: Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences). y

19. The German word which is translated as “prejudice’’ is Vorurteil, This can
be translated as “prejudgment,” in order to avoid the exclusively perjorative meaning
that “prejudice” conveys in English, Gadamer’s main point is that prejudices or
prejudgments are preconditions for all understanding. But for Gadamer, both negative
or unfounded prejudices and positive or justified prejudices are constitutive of under-
standing. See his discussion of the meaning of prejudice, TM, pp. 239-53; WM, pp.
255-69.

20. “The Universality of the Hermeneutical Problem,” in his Philosophical
Hermeneutics, p. 9. ;

21. Peirce, Collected Papers, 5.265, p. 156, see also Popper, “On the Scurces of
Knowledge and of Ignorance.”

22. It is instructive to compare Gadamer's analysis of the concept of tradition
with that of MacIntyre. :

A tradition then not only embodies the narrative of an argument, but is onl
to be recovered by an argumentative retelling of that narrative which will
itself be in conflict with other argumentative retellings, Every tradition there-




250 Notes

i s in danger of lapsing into incoherence and when a tradition does
ggrtlz;;stlﬁazg;lmﬁngs can opn]y%:e recovered by a revolutionary reconstitu-
tion. |“Epistemological Crises,” p, 461} e i "

See also MacIntyre's discussion of the concept of tradition in After Virtue, especially
chap. 15, - oflow
23. Essential Tension, pp. xi-xii.
24. Ibid,, p, xii.
25, Against Method, p, 251,
26, “From the Native’s Point of View,” p. 239, ; :
27, "Interpretation and the Sciences of Man,” p. 65. See my discussion of Taylor
in Restructuring of Social and Political Theory, pp. 109-12,
28. “Interpretation and the Sciences of Man, ” Pp. 65~66,
29, Ibid,, p. 67. s i ‘ "
30, Taylor’s claim may sound more sublec;mst.lc than he intends it to be, There
is plenty of ground for argumentation in evaluating dlffere'n't interpretations, and every
interpretation is always open to further discussion and criticism. Nevertheless, Tay:lur
does not want to deny or mitigate what can be seen as “a scanda]oug result accordu;g
to the authoritative conception of science in our trad‘ir.ion“ (p. 66). Ricoeur directs his
attention to this crucial issue, in a manner that is closer to Gadamer, when he
sketches a “dialectic of guessing and validation” in henlneneutma; interpretation. See
Ricosur’s discussion in “The Model of the Text: Meaningful Action Considered as a
Text,” in Paul Ricoeur: Hermeneutics and the Human Sclences.
31. “Interpretation and the Sciences of Man,” pp, 67-68,
32, Ihid, p. 71 g Al !
83. Gadamer draws the explicit pdara‘lilel betv}'elf_:rn h}:s m;c;s}xﬁt:gn and the Kantian
ion i e second edition of Truth and Method: .
questlon%gutgx%lfgrfﬁﬂgisi:lo ti:}z:vessti ation also asks a philosophic question, But it does
not ask it only of the so-called human sciences, . . . It does not ask it only oé’
science and its modes of experience, but of all human experience of the worl
and human living, It asks (to put it in Kantian terms): How is understanding
possible? This is a question which precedes :amlz action of undqfstaéldxng ?:ln
the part of subjectivity, including the methodical activit of the “un erstai; -
ing sciences” [verstehende Geisteswissenschafren] and their norms and rules,
F%ﬁ/l, p. xviii; WM, p. xvii
34, "Problem of Historical Consciousness,” p, 148,
, Ibid., pp, 14849, - }
gg %ﬁl;?:fer writes, “The best definition for hermeneutics is: to let whgc is
alienated by the character of the written word or by the character of being d:stantza}tled
by cultural or historical distances speak again, T.hJS is hermeneutics: to let what
seems to be far and alienated speak again” (Practical Philosophy as a Model of the
Human Sciences,” Research in Phenomenoclogy 9 [1980]:83).
37. "Problem of Historical Consciousness,” pp. 15152, .
38. See Gadamer’s discussion of translation and his claim that “every translation
is at the same time an interpretation,” in TM, p, 346, WM, p. 361,
39, “Problem of Historical Consciousness,” p, 107, _
40, This is what Gadamer calls the “speculative” character of language. See his
discussion, TM, pp. 423-31; WM, pp. 441-49, The meaning and significance of the
speculative character of language is explored by P. Christopher Smith, {-flermeneutlcs
as a Theory of Human Finitude (forthcoming), a_nd Kathleen Wright, “Gadamer on
the Speculative Structure of Language” (forthcoming), . .
41. The expression “application” [Anwendung) is used to translate the Latxr;
applicatio. But this translation can be misleading. For example, yv}}en we speak eon
“applied physics” or “applied mathematics” we norr‘nali_y want to d:srmgms}x bet}m:h ;
the pure or theoretical diseiplines and their applications, We dcz not l',:hl.nk_ 01 o
applications as integral or internally related to the corresponding pure” discipline :
We can call this the “technical” sense of application, But for Gadamer this is no
what is distinctive about application as it pertains to understanding, Such application
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is integral or internally related to all understanding, The English expression “appro-
priation” better conveys what Gadamer means, especially when we think of appropri-
ation as transforming and becoming constitutive of the individual who understands,
See Paul Ricoeur’s discussion;«uﬂ(mﬂ@m;ﬁﬂation,” in Paul Ricoeur; Hermeneutics and
the Human Sciences, pp. 182-93,

42. Gadamer, “Problem of Historical Consciousness, p. 107.

43, Nicomachean Ethics, chap. 3,

44, “Problem of Historical Consciousness,” p, 140, Gadamer explores the
distinctions between phronésis and techné in the section of hig essay entitled “The
Hermeneutical Problem and Aristotle’s Bthics.” This ig a restatemnent, with a slightly
differentﬂcmphasis, of the discussion in TM, pp. 283-89, WM, pp. 300-307,

" 45. "Problem of Historical Consciousness,” p, 142,

46. Gadamer rejects the interpretation of Aristotle that claims that rphronésis
and deliberation are unlfr about “means” and never about “ends,”

Thus the whole Problem 18 summarized in the fact that in moral actions

ere is no “prior” i

this is so because, above a else, the ends themselves are at stake and not

perfectly fixed beforehand. This also explains why in his discussion of hro.

nésis Aristotle constantly oscillates between definin it as the knowlctf e of

the ends and the knowledge of means, [“Problem of Historical Conscious-
ness,” p. 143} i

For independent support of this reading of Aristotle, see John Cooper, Reason and

Human Good in Aristotle (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1975), p. 19.

47. "Hermeneutics and Social Science,” p, 312.

48, Ibid,, pp, 313-14,

49. On the theoretical dimension of hermeneutics, see “Hermeneutics as a Theo-
retical and Practical Task,” in his Reason in the Age of Science, trans. Frederick G
Lawrence | Cambridge, Mass: M,I.T. Press, 1981), : :

50. “Problem of Historical Consciousness,” p, 113,

51, Concerning Hegel, Gadamer writes; ;

For Hegel, it is necessar}\lr, of course, that the movement of consciousness,
experience (Erfahrung] should lead to a_self-knowledge that no longer hag
anything different or alien to itself, For him the perfection of experience is
“science,” the certainty of itself in knowledge. Hence his criterion of experi-
ence is that of self-knowledge. That is why the dialectic of experience must
end with the overcoming of all experience, which ig. attained in absolute
knowledge, i.c., in the com lete identity of consciousness and object, We can
now understand why Hegel’s application to histo ) insofar as he saw it as
part of the absolute self-consciousness of philosophy, does not do justice to
the hermeneutical consciousness, The nature of expetience is conceived in
terms of that which gﬁes beyond it, for experience itself oan never be science.
It is in absolute antithesis to knowledge and to that kind of instruction that
cﬁmical knowledge, The truth of expe-
rience always contains an orientation towards new experience. . . , The dialectic
of experience has its own fulfillment not in definitive knowledge, but in that
openness to experience that is encouraged by experience itgelf, FTM, pp.318—
19; WM, P 33;3'

52. In his correspondence with Leo Straugs, Gadamer distances himself from
Heidegger when he cmghaticaﬂy states: :

But where I otherwise still appeal to Heidegger—in that Lattempr to think of
“understanding” as an “event’ [Geschehen|—[this thought] is turned however
in an entirely different direction. My point of departure i3 not the complete
forﬁetﬁdness of being [vollendete Seinsvergessenheit], the “night of being,”
rather on the contrarg'—-—l say this against Heldegger as well ag against Buber—
the unreality of such an assertion. That holds good also for gur relation to
the tradition. (Gadamer and Leo Strauss, "“Correspondence Concerning Wahr-

heit und Methode, " ndependent Journal of Philosophy 2 [1978]:8.)
This emphatic difference has consequences for Gadamer’s unders tanding of truth, For
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dora’s box of problems for hilosophic hermeneutics. 1 i fundamental for Gadame
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